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        The New Girl


        
The crux of the mod­ern age of in­dus­try is the fire core: an iron cham­ber with a per­ma­nent rune of fire etched into the bot­tom. Only requ­i­ring the oc­casi­onal recharge by a mage of the ap­pro­pri­ate re­so­nance, the shield a­ro­und the rune pre­vents it from i­n­ter­act­ing with oth­er mag­ic.
—Kings of In­dus­try

Clouds of oil smoke po­ured out from a cracked ma­ni­fold, cho­king Sta­ple’s breath as he dan­gled his hand be­tween two he­ated pipes while try­ing to reach for his wrench. Se­a­ring heat burned his shoul­der and he strained to keep the can­vas cloth away from the black­ened fix­tures. His fi­ngers flicked at the wrench, swe­a­ring un­der his breath as his ef­forts only brought it clos­er to the edge of a par­tic­u­lar­i­ty dif­fi­cult coil. Be­low, he knew it would fall over two yard be­fore land­ing on the su­per-he­ated reser­voir that housed the e­ngine’s pow­er source, a rune of fire that kept the wa­ter in the pipes con­stant­ly ste­a­ming. If that hap­pened, ei­ther his wrench would melt or he’d have to ex­plain to his moth­er how he lost yet an­oth­er wrench to her i­nfer­nal ma­chine.

The same de­vice thre­a­tened now to burn his shoul­der. He flicked at the wrench a few more times in frus­tra­tion and only man­aged to push it clos­er to the edge. Above him, the oil smoke grew thick­er. Black and cho­king, it tick­led the back of his throat.

Glanc­ing up, he swore even lo­uder. Gla­ring at his er­rant wrench, he took a deep breath and steeled him­self a­gainst stu­pid­i­ty. Al­ready he­a­ring his moth­er’s lec­ture, he shoved his arm fur­ther be­tween the two pipes, slap­ping his shoul­der a­gainst the pipes. The can­vas and leather out­fit he wore pro­tect­ed him for a few mi­crosec­onds, then agony cut through his sens­es. He let out a scream from the pain as he grabbed at his wrench. It slipped from his fi­ngers, skitte­ring to­ward the abyss. He grabbed at it a­gain, watch­ing as it danced along the edge. With de­spe­rate dex­ter­i­ty, he jammed his fi­nger into the hold­ing ring at the end of the wrench. Tri­umphant­ly, he ya­nked it up. The cat­walk cre­aked with his weight and he fi­n­gered his shoul­der, winc­ing at the pain, and watched steam ris­ing up from the oil-stre­aked leather.

“Mama is go­ing to kill me.”

Heft­ing his wrench, he let it dance along his cal­lused palm for a few mo­ments un­til the met­al cooled down e­nough for him to hold it firm­ly. Im­pati­ent­ly, he slammed the wrench head un­der­neath the cut-off valve and screwed it down, cut­ting the flow of oil smoke from the rup­tured pipe.

Sta­ple con­si­dered check­ing the time, but al­ready knew he was ru­n­ning out of it. Be­ing a me­chan­ic was a fast job, at least when you had pres­sure di­vert­ed across a dozen diffe­rent pipes and more junc­tions than he wa­nted to think a­bout. Mov­ing quick­ly, he jumped over to the rup­tured sec­tion and be­gan to un­screw the secu­ring bolts. Steam and oil smoke po­ured out of the junc­tion, burn­ing his fi­ngers, but he didn’t have much time. He could i­mag­ine the pres­sure build­ing up in the pipe and in a few min­utes, it would prob­a­bly ex­plode and cost more crowds than his moth­er prob­a­bly had at the mo­ment.

Fear drove him as he lo­o­sened the last of the re­ta­i­ning bolts and ya­nked the smol­de­ring pipe from its place. He care­less­ly dropped it on the cat­walk and felt the vi­bra­tions rat­tle along the en­tire length. Grab­bing the re­place­ment which hung from a conve­ni­ent han­dle on an­oth­er pipe, he slipped it out of the cloth mesh and jammed it into place.

“Sablen! Where are you!?”

Igno­ring the shrill voice of his moth­er mut­ed by the sur­ro­und­ing pipes, he con­ti­nued to twist bolts fran­ti­cal­ly into place. The pipe un­der his hand be­gan to rat­tle, one of the many warn­ing signs of too much pres­sure on the ma­ni­folds. Some­where else, he heard a high-pitched whistling so­und. Curs­ing un­der his breath, he sys­tem­at­i­cal­ly tight­ened each bolt. Even a sin­gle loose one could in­flict cost­ly dam­ages.

The con­duits a­ro­und him shook more vi­o­lent­ly as he felt tiny qu­akes rip­pled through the mass of steel and iron a­ro­und him. He gru­nted as he twist­ed the last bolt into place, then spri­nted to the valve. Jam­ming it into place, he twist­ed it hard and felt the shud­der of pres­sure flo­wing through the rust­ed valve. Watch­ing the re­placed sec­tion ca­re­ful­ly, he was re­lieved to see not even a sin­gle wisp esca­ping the tight seal. The cat­walk shook with the pow­er as the steam purged the oil smoke from the pipes and then qu­i­eted down into the con­stant thrum of the steam-po­wered e­ngine.

Wi­ping sweat from his brow, he gave him­self a breather. The hot air teased his lungs, but it was the same air he breathed for most of his fif­teen years. Chuck­ling at a job well done, he trot­ted down the cat­walk to the next cut­off he ne­eded to re­lease be­fore the pres­sure built up to da­n­ge­rous lev­els.

As he ro­u­nded the cor­ner, he saw his moth­er twist­ing the very valve he was a­i­ming for. She wore a sim­i­lar out­fit as him, leather and can­vas trousers. On him, it was a burned out­fit in con­stant need of re­pair but, so­mehow, on his moth­er, it was neat and al­most ele­gant. She gave the valve a hard twist and then clicked her to­ngue at the smear of gre­ase that dark­ened her fi­ngers. With­out lo­o­king a­ro­und, she ran her fi­ngers through her dark hair and the stain dis­ap­peared.

Sta­ple chuck­led as he padded for­ward, “And yet you yell at me for wi­ping it on my pants.”

His moth­er jumped, then glare at him even as she shoved her hand into her pock­et. “I know bet­ter than to leave the C-se­ries valves on di­vert for more than a few min­utes.”

He blushed, bare­ly felt in the he­ated air, and ducked his head. “Dropped my wrench.”

The cat­walk shook light­ly as she walked up to him. He lo­oked up into her gre­en­ish-brown eyes, sha­dowed by the pipes above them. He watched as her eyes fo­cus on his shoul­der and he sighed dra­mat­i­cal­ly.

“I know, but I was in a hur­ry.”

She clicked her to­ngue a­gain, then reached up. He flinched, then re­laxed as he saw a hurt ex­pres­sion flash across her eyes. Her fi­ngers grabbed his shirt and be­gan to u­nbut­ton it quick­ly. A few quick flips and she had his pro­tec­tive out­fit away from his shoul­der. At the sight of his black­ened wo­und, he gro­aned.

Her eyes slid back to lock on his gaze, the dis­ap­prov­ing glare of a moth­er. “Sablen Dis­cel, you had bet­ter be ca­re­ful, I won’t lose you like your fa­ther.”

Sta­ple—known to his moth­er as Sablen—lo­oked away with an­noy­ance, “Fa­ther died in a…,” re­al­iz­ing he was go­ing into for­bid­den con­ver­sa­tions, Sta­ple let his voice trail off in­stead of dig­ging him­self into a de­eper whole. A flash of pain burned in the back of her eyes, then it was her turn to look away. It was one of those con­ver­sa­tions he nev­er e­n­tered and one she hoped would nev­er come.

He felt a surge of guilt and took a deep breath. “At least, I got it fixed.”

She fa­vored him with a sad smile, then bright­ened with the cha­nge of top­ics. She nod­ded back to the valve. “Next time, be a bit more ca­re­ful. You could have by­passed to the F-se­ries ma­ni­fold, then over to the sec­ond reser­voir. That would have giv­en you al­most a quar­ter bell lo­nger.”

“The sec­ond is cracked.”

She gave him a glare, “And this morn­ing I told you I fixed it.”

Sur­prise, he stared at her. “You did?”

His moth­er rolled her eyes, “Yes, this morn­ing.”

“This… morn­ing?”

“Yes, do you re­mem­ber hav­ing eggs this morn­ing?”

“Um…”

She chuck­led dry­ly and rolled her eyes. She wrapped her arms a­ro­und him for a tight squ­e­eze. “Hur­ry up and fin­ish the rest of the valves. Mas­ter Be­ra­fin is sup­pose to be here in less than a bell. Some big a­n­no­unce­ment.”

Sta­ple shook his head, “I hope he isn’t in­creas­ing our recharge rate a­gain, I don’t think we can af­ford an­oth­er ten per­cent.”

“We can’t even af­ford a two per­cent in­cre­ase, lit­tle troll. So, go make sure we don’t have any pipes ex­plod­ing soon, clean up the dam­aged sec­tion I bet you left be­hind, and meet back at the front of­fice.”

“Yes, mama.”

Kiss­ing her on the cheek, he spun on his heels and padded back the way he came. Re­laxed, it took him a­bout a minute to climb back up the lad­ders a­mong the oil-drenched steam and hop across chasms with in­vis­i­ble heat rolling up into the air. Sweat speck­led his brow by the time he reached the site of his re­pairs. The rup­tured seg­ment re­ma­ined where he left it. Snatch­ing the loos­ing web­bing, he wrapped it up, slung it over his back, and con­ti­nued on his way with­out los­ing more than a few sec­onds.

Grab­bing the next lad­der, he quick­ly slid down it be­fore ho­ping across an­oth­er gap to a sec­ond cat­walk. A few short steps and he made his way to the steel door that sealed off the e­ngine from the rest of the build­ing. Kick­ing it open, Sta­ple breathed in the scents of wood be­ing cut and burn­ing wood.

Out­side of the e­ngine was his moth­er’s lum­ber mill. Situ­ated a half mile out­side of So­u­gan, it repre­se­nted the fam­i­ly’s good and poor for­tune, a good clean liv­ing with more than e­nough hard work to keep Sta­ple out of trou­ble. Or, at least that is what his moth­er al­ways said.

Kick­ing the door shut, he lis­tened for the loud click of the latch. Not he­a­ring it, he kicked the door hard­er un­til the click of the door set back into place. Spi­n­ning on his heel, he jogged be­tween a row of two mas­sive saws, the spi­n­ning places eas­i­ly two yards over his head. A high-pitched whine de­a­fened him as he watched a steady stream of logs be­ing shoved through the murde­rous blade. His eyes ig­nored the wood in fa­vor of the many pipes and joints that co­nnect­ed each saw to the be­wil­de­ring ar­ray cob­bled to­geth­er junc­tions and ma­ni­folds that reached high up into the ceil­ing and into the e­ngined he ma­i­n­ta­ined. He slowed down as he caught a sight of steam ris­ing from the depths of one of the saws. Set­ting down the rup­tured sec­tion, he pe­ered in­side where wa­ter col­lect­ed a­ro­und a joint. A tiny puff of steam es­caped with each pow­er­ful shud­der as the mas­sive saw blade crashed into an­oth­er log.

Stand­ing up, he lo­oked a­ro­und be­fore spot­ting the fo­re­man. “Mud!”

The fo­re­man, a man with an obvi­ous bar­ba­ri­an an­ces­try with his broad shoul­ders and large fo­re­head, lo­oked up from his dark tea in co­nfu­sion. He turned a­ro­und twice be­fore he spot­ted Sta­ple. Rolling his eyes in mock­ery of his moth­er, the large man padded over to Sta­ple. Even he had to speak loud­ly over the so­und of the saw blades.

“What’s up!?”

The te­enag­er poked his fi­nger at the joint, “Jo­int is go­ing! As soon as we shut it down, have so­me­one weld it up!”

Mud nod­ded curt­ly and wrote some­thing down on a clip­board he al­ways kept with him. His tea bal­anced on the very edge of it, spi­rals of wood shav­ings al­ready bob­bing in the dark liq­uid. Mud fin­ished and set down his pen­cil to take a deep drink, swal­lo­wing wood and tea with equal ease.

Sta­ple gri­nned, bowed in the din, and con­ti­nued along his way.

The din fad­ed at the far end of the mill, where the main of­fices mixed in with the small­er rooms they called home. Break­fast was served just out­side the door, in­side the mill, along with the rest of the em­ploy­ees who spent their lives with­in a few kilo­yards of the mill. Sta­ple flung the ru­ined sec­tion of pipe into a pile with many oth­ers and then head in­side the of­fice.

As the door closed be­hind him, the con­stant noise fad­ed into a low rum­ble through the floors.

His moth­er beat him there, work­ing on some pa­pers for a mo­ment. She didn’t even look up at his en­trance be­fore spe­a­king. “Go clean up.”

“Al­ready did.”

Her eyes nev­er left the pa­per. “Do it a­gain.”

A dra­mat­ic sigh and he climbed up the lad­der to the sec­ond floor. It took him al­most a half bell to scrape away the oil, soot, and grime that came from work­ing hours in­side the e­ngine. He dabbed some o­int­ment on his burn, the red­dish stain matched many oth­er ones that cov­ered his body. Sta­ple pro­mised him­self he would be more ca­re­ful, even as he thought a­bout he would just get burned a­gain in a few more hours.

When he came down, his moth­er had vis­i­tors. The first was the curved form of Mas­ter Be­ra­fin, Lem to his moth­er when she wasn’t be­ing for­mal. His age reached well over fifty and Sta­ple al­ways thought his nose would make a per­fect hook to hang some­thing, if Lem would just stand on his head. His wrin­kled hands al­ways reached for him, squ­eez­ing Sta­ple’s shoul­der when­ev­er the old man came close. It wasn’t un­com­fort­able, it was just… an­noy­ing.

As Sta­ple’s feet hit the gro­und, the old man bowed to him.

“Yo­ung Mas­ter Dis­cel.”

Sta­ple blushed and lo­oked down. From Lem, it was an emp­ty ti­tle, but it was part of the for­mal­i­ty that perme­ated the old man’s ma­nner. He ducked his head slight­ly, mutte­ring back.

“Mas­ter Be­ra­fin.”

Mas­ter Be­ra­fin ges­tured to a chair next to his moth­er’s desk. It was ragged and spli­n­tered, but it was Sta­ple’s. The teen didn’t pull his eyes away from the gro­und as he slipped into it, gro­wing silent to fig­ure out where the con­ver­sa­tion he­aded. The old man gru­nted once.

“Where was I? Oh, the acad­e­my. It is a great hon­or, of course. Be­ing ac­cept­ed as one of the pro­fes­sors there would be an ex­cel­lent cap­stone for my ed­u­ca­tion, my pro­fes­sion, and my fam­i­ly.”

Sta­ple’s moth­er spoke re­spect­ful­ly on her own, “I have no doubt, your skill has blessed our fam­i­ly for two gen­er­a­tions.”

The old man nod­ded in ap­pre­ci­a­tion for the com­pli­ment.

“Liv­ing in Bell Tow­er, I feel, will ca­use prob­lems with my ser­vices to the Dis­cel Fam­i­ly.”

Sta­ple lo­oked up, feel­ing words ris­ing up past his lips. One look from his moth­er si­lenced him, but he felt frus­tra­tion fill­ing him as he stared at the old man. Lem at least lo­oked sad as he spoke.

“I’ve been find­ing it hard­er to come out this far from So­u­gan every month. Liv­ing in Bell Tow­er will add a quar­ter day to my trip and sig­nif­i­cant­ly cut into my re­search at the Acad­e­my.”

The te­enag­er glanced over at his moth­er, se­e­ing fear and frus­tra­tion mir­rored in her own gaze. Her eyes were fix­at­ed on the old­er man, but her knuck­les were white and a tic along her neck twitched.

Slow­ly, she spoke. “I see.”

Lem sighed, “I have tak­en care of your fam­i­ly too long, Alab. I have no i­n­tent of just a­ba­n­do­ning you to some mage who would force you to re­tune your e­ngines and soak you for what mon­ey you have left.”

Tears were sparkling in his moth­er’s eyes. “W—We can’t af­ford an­oth­er in­cre­ase.”

The old man nod­ded once. “I know. I’ve seen your books. By my best esti­mate, I would have to in­cre­ase my fee by thir­ty per­cent to make up for the loss of en­er­gy and time on my part.”

Thir­ty per­cent. That would push the lum­ber mill into the red and ut­ter­ly de­stroy it. Sta­ple wa­nted to lash out, but he re­ma­ined si­lence, liste­ning. He dug his fi­nger­nails into his palm, though, to feel some­thing in the face of his fu­ture.

His moth­er slow­ly lo­wered her head, “I can’t… you know that, Mas­ter, I can’t keep the mill open, even if I switched to wood burn­ing.”

Lem reached out and pat­ted her hand. “I have a pro­pos­al.”

Sta­ple’s moth­er lo­oked up, a fur­row creas­ing her face. Her eyes flick­ered to the side and Sta­ple fol­lowed it, sur­prised to find an­oth­er per­son stand­ing right be­hind Lem. It was a girl, a te­enag­er a­bout his age or maybe a lit­tle old­er. She had a dark blue dress on. He felt his body gro­wing hot as he stared at her, his eyes mov­ing from the nar­row waist to the swells of her breasts, then up to an a­ngu­lar face and star­ling blue eyes that matched her dress. The gaze flick­ered to look at him and then away, dis­miss­ing him with a mere move­ment. His mouth o­pened slight­ly in sur­prise, then in shock as the blush con­ti­nued to rise in his cheeks.

Lem held out his hand and the girl stepped for­ward, set­ting her left hand light­ly in his.

“This is Madi­e­nn Os­ter­am. She has been my ap­pren­tice for two years now and I think she is ready for take on some more pro­duc­tive du­ties.”

Madi­en bowed, her hand still rest­ing in Lem’s.

Sta­ple wiped a sud­den sweat from his brow, his eyes un­able to tear away from the new girl.

His moth­er lo­oked over Madi­en for a mo­ment, then back at Lem. She start­ed to speak, then closed her mouth.

Lem chuck­led, “Half what you pay now. A fifty per­cent re­duc­tion in fees.”

Sta­ple’s jaw dropped in sur­prise. A fifty per­cent re­duc­tion in their largest expe­nse would give his fam­i­ly a chance to pull a­head, to gath­er up some sav­ings for the co­ming wi­nter and maybe even im­prove the mill. Still ga­ping, he lo­oked at his moth­er. Her face re­ma­ined tight, but he could see the same cal­cu­la­tions fla­shing in her eyes.

When she spoke, it was soft and steady. “You al­ready know the an­swer, don’t you?”

Lem nod­ded a­gain, “Yes. She is yo­ung and I think she un­der­stands the mer­it of a long-term re­lati­o­nship with cli­ents. If you are will­ing, I have no doubt she would con­ti­nue to build on our re­lati­o­nship long af­ter Sablen’s chil­dren take over the mill.”

Sta­ple blushed at the thought, glanc­ing up at her. He saw just a flick­er of her own gaze at him, then an icy glare that fad­ed as quick­ly as her eyes re­turn­ing back to look at his moth­er. He lo­oked at his moth­er, then Lem, then back at his moth­er, so­mehow avoid­ing lo­o­king at the girl in fear of an­oth­er glare.

His moth­er sighed, “What a­bout the attu­ne­ment? I can’t af­ford to have the mill burn down.”

Lem chuck­led and Sta­ple could i­mag­ine he was re­lieved.

“I will cov­er any feed­back from the attu­ne­ment. That will be for the cost of get­ting a new rune in­scribed and at­tuned to Madi­en, no expe­nse to you.”

“But the mill can’t—”

“It would be out of com­mis­sion for a­bout a month, that much I can’t help with.”

Sta­ple’s moth­er thought a­bout it for a mo­ment, then lo­oked at Sta­ple. The teen felt sud­den­ly in the ce­nter of his e­ngine, the heat flicke­ring at his skin. He thought a­bout the books, the acco­unt­ing and math he strug­gled to un­der­stand, but knew where they stood. He nod­ded slow­ly, pe­e­king over at Madi­en as he did.

A ghost of a smile crossed his moth­er’s lips, then she re­turned her look back to Lem. “Please, Mas­ter Be­ra­fin, I would be ho­nored to take your ap­pren­tice as your re­place­ment.”

It was as if a sub­tle ten­sion strum along Sta­ple’s back. A knot formed, de­spite the sav­ings and po­ten­tial, it just felt so wrong. The man he knew his en­tire life, the old mage who came to recharge the e­ngine every month, was sud­den­ly go­ing to be gone. And in his place…

His eyes slid to­ward the girl. As pret­ty as she was, she was an ap­pren­tice. There were a tho­u­sand things that could go wrong with charg­ing runes. The worst would de­stroy every­thing. At best, she would be only half as tale­nted as Be­ra­fin.

The old man nod­ded once and then gri­nned. Pulling an en­ve­lope from the jack­et ha­n­ging on the back of the chair, he ha­nded it over to Sta­ple’s moth­er. “Let me get Madi­en start­ed with the attu­ne­ment and I’ll be back to talk a­bout the con­tract. I won’t even charge for my ser­vices to­day.”

“Thank you, Mas­ter Be­ra­fin.”

His moth­er fo­cused on Sta­ple, “Sablen, please go with Mas­ter Be­ra­fin and Mis­tress Os-Os­ter­am and take them to the pow­er cham­ber?”

He wa­nted to re­sist, but the look she gave him al­lowed no back talk­ing. Stand­ing up, he fol­lowed the old man and his ap­pren­tice out­side. He paused at the door, then lo­oked back. “I’ll tell Mud on our way, mama.”

She nod­ded, tears sparkling on her eye­lash­es. Sta­ple took a dou­ble-look, then start­ed to come back, but she waved him away.

“G-Go on. Tell Mud and give him a few min­utes.”

Sta­ple fol­lowed Mas­ter Be­ra­fin and Madi­en, stop­ping long e­nough to tell Mud to stop feed­ing logs into the saws and patch the pipe he fo­und ear­li­er. Mud glanced over at the new girl with a raised eye­brow, but Sta­ple shrugged him off.

“I’ll ex­plain lat­er.”

Mud gave a soft sigh and fol­lowed af­ter Be­ra­fin and Madi­en. Silent­ly, he fol­lowed as they walked along the soot-cov­ered cat­walks and down lad­ders, lead­ing clos­er to the he­ated core of the e­ngine.

It took them close to five min­utes of walk­ing, the heat ris­ing up a­ro­und them un­til sweat stung along Sta­ple’s brow. From his sullen state, he no­ticed that sweat also dripped down Madi­en’s neck and he occu­pied him­self by watch­ing it drib­ble down her neck.

The pow­er room repre­se­nted the very ce­nter of the mill’s e­ngine, a fur­nace po­wered by mag­ic and steam. A heavy steel cube, two yards across, with a heavy door on one side. A mas­sive turn wheel do­mi­nat­ed the ce­nter of of the door and Sta­ple could see the edges of the han­dle ste­a­ming slight­ly. From expe­ri­ence, he knew to­u­ching the han­dle when the e­ngine ran would re­sult in burns that took months to heal prop­er­ly. He shiv­ered at the mem­o­ry of the one time he acci­de­ntal­ly fell a­gainst the door when he was ten.

His eyes fo­cused above the room, at the steel and iron chim­ney that rose up from the pow­er room. Hun­dreds of pipes, many of them thick­er than his thigh, punched through the chim­ney, then stretched out to oth­er parts of the mill. Those pipes co­n­ta­ined the wa­ter and steam that fu­eled the saws, cir­cu­lat­ed the wa­ter, and oth­er­wise ran every­thing in­side the mill. High­er pipes, where the hot air from the fur­nace cooled down to safer lev­els, would pump wa­ter for show­ers and sinks and to heat the homes sur­ro­und­ing the mill in the wi­nter.

Sta­ple gri­nned at the idea of maybe hav­ing e­nough mon­ey in wi­nter to vis­it So­u­gan, but it fad­ed as Be­ra­fin stopped in front of the steel door. In his thoughts, he didn’t no­tice Madi­en drop­ping back un­til she stood at least ten yards away from the door. Sta­ple lo­oked at her in sur­prise, then turned to Be­ra­fin as the old mage be­gan to work.

Hold­ing out his hand to­ward the han­dle, he drew let­ters in the air. In the heat, the char­ac­ters shim­mered like flames for a mo­ment. Sta­ple watched in rap­ture, wo­n­de­ring what trick of fate let Be­ra­fin use mag­ic in that ma­nner. It lo­oked easy to per­form a task crit­i­cal for the en­tire mill’s liveli­hood.

Be­hind them, Madi­en sud­den­ly coughed loud­ly and rubbed her throat.

Be­ra­fin drew for al­most a minute be­fore let­ting his hand drop down.

Sta­ple closed his eyes and le­aned a­gainst the rail­ing of the cat­walk, feel­ing some­thing cha­nge deep in­side the e­ngine he knew his en­tire life.

It start­ed soft­ly, a hiss­ing noise fad­ed away, bare­ly heard through the quar­ter-yard thick walls of the pow­er room. An­tic­i­pa­tion flo­oded through him as the fur­nace stopped on Be­ra­fin’s com­mand. The chug­ging and gur­gling of wa­ter rose up as he heard steam pump­ing through the e­ngine with a pow­er­ful rhythm, like a heart­beat. It be­gan to slow with the heat no lo­nger fu­el­ing the mas­sive steel heart. Groans shud­dered through the met­al, sha­king the cat­walk as the mas­sive saws came to a halt out­side in the main room of the mill. A shiv­er coursed down his spine as they stood there for a half bell, wait­ing for every­thing to come to a slow halt. It e­nded when the last of the steam fi­nal­ly cooled down, drip­ping down into the low­er bow­els of the e­ngine.

Sta­ple o­pened his eyes slow­ly, e­njoy­ing the sud­den and pro­fo­und si­lence. His eyes fo­cused on Madi­en’s. The blue eyes were locked on his, a mix­ture of co­nfu­sion, con­cept, and… some­thing else in­side them. As his eyes fo­cused on hers, an icy glare rose up be­fore she quick­ly lo­oked away. Her hands tight­ened into fists as she stared fixed­ly at the door and cle­ared her throat loud­ly.

A flush rose up on Sta­ple’s cheeks and he lo­oked away him­self. He let his gaze fo­cus on the pipes, droplets form­ing on the o­uter edges as the air cooled a­ro­und them. He let his gaze re­turn back to the door as Be­ra­fin be­gan to draw a­gain, his let­ters shimme­ring in the air as he drew the fi­nal seal be­fore o­pe­ning the door.

While Sta­ple couldn’t per­form mag­ic, he could trace the im­ages of the cool­ing spell Be­ra­fin used in his mind.

Madi­en coughed a­gain as Be­ra­fin fin­ished and then blew the runes to­ward the door. The warm blue let­ters shim­mered as they flew to­ward the met­al, then slapped a­gainst it. Steam rose up from the door as it cooled down faster than it could nat­u­ral­ly. The one time they didn’t charge the fur­nace in time, it took close to a day to cool down e­nough for Sta­ple’s moth­er to open it. With mag­ic, it took only ten min­utes.

Sta­ple grew im­pati­ent when Be­ra­fin fi­nal­ly ges­tured for him. Padding for­ward, he danced his fi­ngers in front of the han­dle for a mo­ment be­fore grab­bing it tight­ly. With a grunt, he twist­ed it, putting his weight and strength be­hind it. At first, it re­fused to move, then it squ­e­aked loud­ly be­fore lurch­ing open. Sta­ple al­most fell but caught him­self, stand­ing up quick­ly. His eyes flashed to­ward Madi­en then away with a blush.

“Hur­ry up, boy, I want to get back out of this heat.”

He bowed his head and pulled open the door. A blast of heat shoved the door open as he had to brace him­self as the heat stung his eyes. The fur­nace burned clean­ly, but the heat would peel back skin in­stant­ly if he wasn’t ca­re­ful.

Be­ra­fin tugged the door open and e­n­tered the fur­nace, igno­ring the heat.

Sta­ple turned to watch him as he e­n­tered the small steel room.

The fire rune that drove the fur­nace filled the floor of the fur­nace. It spread out like a flower, with a dense and com­pli­cat­ed ce­nter and tho­u­sands of lines carved into the steel. Flick­ers of o­range and red ran along the lines, fol­lo­wing the edges with the pul­sa­tions of pow­er and spi­raled in to­ward the ce­nter. Sta­ple shiv­ered at the sight of it, some­thing far more com­pli­cat­ed than he could com­pre­hend, but so crit­i­cal to his fam­i­ly. Be­tween recharges, that is.

Be­ra­fin knelt down with a groan and pressed his fi­nger a­gainst the ce­nter. A surge of en­er­gy flashed through the rune. In the past, the mage would con­cen­trate as the motes of en­er­gy would re­verse them­selves, pow­er flo­wing from the ce­nter to fill up all the dark­ness. This time, his ef­forts ac­cele­rat­ed the crawl of en­er­gy to­ward the ce­nter, dra­i­ning it. Sta­ple watched in fas­ci­na­tion.

Mi­nutes lat­er, Be­ra­fin lo­oked up and spoke in a soft whis­per. “Madi­en.”

When he re­pe­ated him­self, Sta­ple turned to look at the girl and nod­ded. Im­me­di­ate­ly, he flushed beca­use he didn’t have au­thor­i­ty over her. Em­barassed, he glanced away.

She hesi­tat­ed, then walked the re­ma­i­ning dis­tance to e­nter the fur­nace. Smooth­ly, she knelt down next to the old man and pressed her fi­nger a­gainst the ce­nter her­self.

Be­ra­fin pulled back his fi­nger and groan. “It’s in­ert. Now, re­mem­ber go slow and at­tune to it. You’ve done this be­fore, but noth­ing this large. If you have any prob­lems, just leave and we’ll try a­gain.”

Her eyes were fixed on the rune. “Yes, mas­ter.”

Be­ra­fin strug­gled to re­turn to his feet.

Sta­ple pulled him­self away from the door to help him, ca­re­ful to reach over the rune in­stead of stand­ing on it.

The old man took his hand gra­teful­ly and stepped out. He lo­oked back into the room, at the te­enage girl kneel­ing in the ce­nter, then back at Sta­ple. “Stay here in case she has prob­lems.”

Sta­ple ducked his head. “Yes, Mas­ter Be­ra­fin.” He wasn’t sure what he could do though, he didn’t have the mag­ic ne­eded to pow­er a rune.

A chuck­le and a squ­e­eze of his shoul­der and the old man left.

Sta­ple ig­nored him as he pe­ered in­side the fur­nace.

Madi­en frowned as she con­cen­trat­ed, her oth­er hand rest­ing on her thigh as she pe­ered at the rune. Sweat dripped down her face, fol­lo­wing the line of her throat and so­a­king into her dress.

The te­enag­er wo­n­dered why any­one would wear a suit in this heat, but he kept to him­self.

A flick­er of en­er­gy surged through the rune and he jumped at the sud­de­nness of it. It stretched out along the rune, then siz­zles along one crack.

Madi­en mouthed some­thing and the en­er­gy fad­ed in­stant­ly. She sighed and closed her eyes. Af­ter a mo­ment, the en­er­gy spread out from the ce­nter a­gain, much slow­er than be­fore but still faster than Be­ra­fin ever did it. It filled more of the in­tri­cate petals of the mag­i­cal rune, but it be­gan to siz­zle a­gain. She with­drew the en­er­gy rapid­ly and le­aned back, ke­e­ping her fi­nger set on the ce­nter.

“Too fast.” He didn’t know why he spoke up, but they came out be­fore he could stop it.

Her head snapped up, the icy glare cut­ting to the bone. “What do you know!?”

Sta­ple blushed, “I don’t, but I’ve seen Be­ra­fin do this for ten years. You are do­ing it way too fast.”

An­oth­er glare and she closed her eyes to fo­cus. En­er­gy flick­ered along her fi­nger, the ce­nter of the rune glo­wing bright­ly be­fore en­er­gy be­gan to spread out.

Sta­ple held his breath as he watched it ooz­ing along the cracks, a sin­gle pulse of en­er­gy trac­ing the lines of the rune. Flick­ers of heat rose up from the steel carv­ing, but it be­gan to siz­zle loud­ly only a few inch­es from the ce­nter.

“Slow­er?” she asked with a sharp tone.

Her tone made him blush with em­bar­rass­ment and he turned away. His stom­ach twist­ed like he was sick and he le­aned a­gainst the door.

Her breath­ing echoed out of the tiny room and he felt more than heard her try­ing a­gain.

In his head, he co­u­nted the sec­onds be­fore a sharp siz­zle and a whis­pered swear.

A shiv­er trick­led down his spine as he thought of the hor­ror sto­ries, of rune attu­ne­ment that went bad and ex­plod­ed, tak­ing out the mage who charged it and eve­ry­one a­ro­und it. His fi­ngers clutched to the warm steel door.

Be­hind him, a siz­zle was fol­lowed by a steady stream of whis­pered curs­es.

On her next fail­ure, he fi­nal­ly turned a­ro­und, his eyes sullen as he watched a tiny puff of smoke ris­ing up from the rune.

Still swe­a­ring, she wiped the sweat from her brow and tried a­gain. It came too fast, siz­zling a­ro­und one of the cor­ners. This time, a tiny shiv­er vi­brat­ed through the steel as flick­ers of en­er­gy flashed along the en­tire rune.

“Still too fast.”

She snapped back, “Shut up!”

He felt emo­tions ris­ing up in­side him. With a frus­trat­ed sigh, he re­leased the door and po­int­ed at the rune.

“Look, I’ve seen him do this. It should take a few sec­onds to get to that first ring.”

“I know what I’m do­ing!”

Rage rose up, but he didn’t move as she tried a­gain. The puls­es of en­er­gy raced along the trac­ery, slow­er than be­fore but way too fast than what he re­mem­bered. He start­ed to open his mouth, then closed it. With a dis­gust­ed sigh, he stepped out of the room and backed away from the fur­nace. At the next siz­zle and a pop, he turned to leave.

“Um, S—Sablen?”

He stopped, con­si­de­ring the ef­fort to keep on walk­ing.

“Lis­ten, please?”

Bit­ing his lip, he sighed deeply and turned a­ro­und. Slow­ly, he walked back along the cat­walk to the fur­nace and pe­ered in. Madi­en knelt there, lo­o­king as un­com­fort­able as him­self.

“I’m,” her eyes lo­oked away from him, “I’m sor­ry.”

He wa­nted to smack her, to tell her he was right, but Sta­ple just stood there, cle­n­ching his fist. Madi­en re­turned her gaze.

“How slow?”

Hes­i­tat­ing, Sta­ple knelt down on the edge of the rune, ca­re­ful not to touch it and po­int­ed from the ce­nter to the rune to one of the curves.

“It al­ways took, a­bout…” he strug­gled with how to de­scribe how long. He re­mem­bered Be­ra­fin’s hum­ming. U­n­sure, he hummed it soft­ly, some strange mu­sic. On that first high­er pitched noise of the song, he tapped the air above the po­int. “A­bout that that long.”

When he lo­oked up, her gaze caught him and he felt a lurch in his stom­ach. He start­ed to draw him­self back up, when she pressed a hand a­gainst his hand to hold him. An elec­tric spark shot through his hand and he snatched it back, then blushed at the flash of hurt in her eyes.

“Sor­ry.”

Madi­en lo­oked down, “S—Show me a­gain?”

But­ter­flies flut­tered in his stom­ach, but he held his fi­nger over the ce­nter. Ta­king a deep breath, he hummed lo­uder, fol­lo­wing a re­mem­bered pulse of en­er­gy as it stretched out across one line of the trac­ery. He fol­lowed it for a few bars past the junc­tion be­fore let­ting it fade.

Madi­en gasped, “Was that Dis­cort’s Con­cer­to, the first move­ment?”

Sta­ple had no idea so he shrugged.

Madi­en thought for a mo­ment, then closed her eyes. Her lips moved as en­er­gy shiv­ered through the air, then she be­gan to whis­per a song, a soft se­duc­tive so­und. It wasn’t Be­ra­fin’s hum­ming but it was the same song, spo­ken in a la­n­gu­age he didn’t know. The en­er­gy spread out from her fi­nger, slow and steady as it stretched along the line, a mote of pow­er fill­ing the trac­ery and stretch­ing out in all di­rec­tions. It fol­lowed the lines, fur­ther than ever be­fore. The tiny fur­nace room filled like the lines, but with Madi­en’s sad song.

Sta­ple felt a tear form­ing in his eyes with­out kno­wing why.

Then a pop and a siz­zle.

He gro­aned. “I’m sor­ry.”

Madi­en lo­oked up with a smile, “No, no. This is good. Most of the runes that Be­ra­fin makes now are based on the Grane’s or­ches­tras. He builds his runes with mu­sic,” she gri­nned and took a deep breath, “I can do this.”

She lo­oked so hap­py as she closed her eyes. The song welled him from her throat as she sang, the en­er­gy po­u­ring out along the lines of the rune. It came strong and pow­er­ful, not surg­ing or pul­sat­ing.

Sta­ple watched as it stretched out along the lines, sin­gle lines of bright o­range.

The light filled the fur­nace room as she con­ti­nued to sing, lo­uder and more co­n­fi­dent­ly. He had nev­er heard the words to it be­fore, nor would he i­mag­ine the so­und of her si­n­ging. A flush rose in his cheek and he crawled back, step­ping up as the but­ter­flies surged in­side him.

He was still blu­shing when she fin­ished a half bell lat­er. Sha­king slight­ly, she stood up and stag­gered out of the room.

“Um… Sablen? I need to,” she ges­tured to the door. He jumped and shoved it shut. She watched as he jammed it into place, then twist­ed the han­dle un­til it latched into place. To­geth­er, they stood at the door for a mo­ment un­til a muf­fled boom shook the e­ngine. Heat seared up through the chim­ney as the rune ig­nit­ed into smoke­less flame.

Next to him, Madi­en sighed, “It worked.”

Sta­ple nod­ded, start­ed to turn away, then stopped. His eyes caught the sight of her dress, the very edge it caught in the door. “Um, your dress.”

“What?”

She lo­oked down, then gasped. The door gro­aned as the heat built up quick­ly in­side. Steam ris­ing up from the pipes as a se­ries of ping nois­es filled the e­ngine.

Madi­en tugged at her dress, but it re­fused to slip out from the tight­ly sealed door. “I need to turn it off, I can’t get out.”

His mouth re­fused to open, to ex­plain how fast the fur­nace he­ated up. In­stead of bab­bling or stamme­ring, he knelt down and wrapped his dirty fi­ngers a­ro­und the del­i­cate fab­ric. She gasped in out­rage as he tugged once, then ya­nked it hard. Fab­ric tore loud­ly as he ripped it free. He lo­oked down at the sta­ined blue fab­ric in shock. His eyes caught the first hints of flame a­ro­und the fab­ric still in the door. Drop­ping the fab­ric, he stood up and lo­oked at her, try­ing to ex­plain.

Madi­en slapped him. “You bast—”

Her voice si­lenced as the cloth still in the door burst into flames from the mag­i­cal heat in­side.

Flushed and frus­trat­ed, Sta­ple snarled at her and her sur­prised ex­pres­sion and stalked down the cat­walk. A mo­ment lat­er, he heard her rac­ing to keep up. He didn’t slow down un­til she grabbed his el­bow.

“Sablen, I’m sor­ry. I didn’t know.”

He stopped, not lo­o­king at her, “I know, but it heats up re­al­ly fast once it ac­ti­vat­ed.”

“I’m sor­ry, Sablen. I didn’t think, this was my moth­er’s dress.”

Sta­ple didn’t know what to say, so he just gru­nted. He ges­tured along the cat­walk.

“Come on, mama will make us lunch.”

“Thank you, Sablen.”

“Sta­ple.”

Her voice rose up sur­prise, “What?”

“Peo­ple here call me Sta­ple. Only mama and Be­ra­fin call me Sablen.”

“Oh.”

He lo­oked at her. Her blue eyes were fo­cused on thought for a mo­ment, then she gave him a hesi­tant smile. To his sur­prise, she reached up and kissed his cheek.

“Thank you, Sta­ple.”

Sud­den­ly, the new girl didn’t seem so bad.
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