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        Lorban

        


    This novel is set in the Kormar countryside where the native language is
    Lorban. This is notionally translated into English, but there are certain
    quirks of the language that stand being called out.




    	Lorban is roughly based on a casual form of Lojban.

    	
        Names rarely start or end with vowels and native speakers have trouble
        with Miwāfu vowel endings.
    

    	
        Lorban is accentless which causes trouble with Miwāfu array of tones.
    

    	
        The letter “c” is soft and always pronounced as
        “sh” in “shape.”
    





    Lorban has no capital letters, they are added to satisfy English
    conventions.
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        Always Moving


        
For eight gen­er­a­tions, the Sterlig Fam­i­ly craft­ed some of the most tre­a­sured string in­stru­ments through­out Ge­paul.
—His­to­ry of Tra­di­ti­onal Mu­sic

Li­n­san bounced on her fam­i­ly’s new couch. With a flip of her green skirt, she did a som­er­sault along the cu­shi­ons be­fore flop­ping a­gainst the op­po­site arm. The couch cre­aked from the im­pact but she didn’t care. With a grin, she pushed her­self over the edge un­til her head dan­gled over the blue-and-white pat­terned rug be­low.

In her mind’s eye, she saw white snakes crawl­ing a­ro­und the blue wa­ters and slow­ly reached out to catch one of them be­fore it es­caped.

Her fi­ngers bumped a­gainst the short hairs of the rug. Stretch­ing fur­ther along the arm of the couch, she tried to grab more.

“Are you still alive over there?”

She pe­eked up past the back of the couch and into her fa­ther’s bright­ly lit work­room. He sat is his cus­tom­ary chair be­hind a heavy wo­oden table while pe­e­ring down at the dis­as­sem­bled parts of his lat­est work. His le­nses re­flect­ed the light from the cha­nde­lier above him; he al­ways put them up to his fo­re­head when­ev­er he worked on small de­tails.

Li­n­san took a deep breath, tak­ing in the smells of saw­dust and stain. It was a com­fort­ing scent, like the flow­ers in­side her moth­er’s pil­lows and the lit­tle bot­tle of per­fume her pa­rents saved for spe­cial oc­ca­sions.

“Did you die?” he asked.

She gig­gled. “No! I’m right here!”

“You we­ren’t cra­shing a­ro­und. I wasn’t sure. I al­ways heard that if a four-year-old girl ever stopped scre­a­ming, she was ei­ther sle­e­ping or dead.”

She rolled her body up the arm of the couch and over the back un­til she was bent over it. One bare foot toyed with the edge of the couch cu­shi­on as she watched her fa­ther pull out one of his del­i­cate carv­ing tools and hold it over the wo­oden board on the table.

Lift­ing her oth­er foot, she waved it. “See? I’m not dead! And I’m five, Dad­dy! You know that. I’m five and not dead!”

“Oh, good, I was wor­ried there for a mo­ment,” he said with a smile. His eyes nev­er left the wood as he carved out a lit­tle curl of red. His fi­ngers flexed for a mo­ment be­fore he cut an­oth­er curl to match the first. Each one was small­er than the ridge of her fi­nger­nail.

He paused for a mo­ment be­fore he wiped the side of his cheek. Saw­dust clung to his beard but quick­ly dis­ap­peared a­mong the a­uburn and gray hairs.

“What are you work­ing on, Dad­dy?”

“Just a spe­cial vi­o­lin for an old fri­end.”

“Why?”

“Beca­use she’s get­ting mar­ried to the love of her life.”

“Why?” Li­n­san kicked her feet and stretched out to grab a pil­low.

His smile grew bro­ader. “Beca­use she fo­und so­me­one wo­nder­ful.”

She gri­nned. “Why?”

“Beca­use if I don’t fin­ish this, I’m go­ing to have to eat you in­stead. I heard four… no, five-year-old girls are deli­ci­ous.”

Rolling over, she shook her head. “No, you a­ren’t go­ing to eat me! Mom­my would yell at you. And then you’ll get spa­nked.”

Her fa­ther had to lift his carv­ing tool as he snort­ed with a­mu­se­ment. The tip gli­nted in the lights.

From be­hind her, her moth­er spoke up. “Why am I yelling at Dad­dy?”

Li­n­san spun a­ro­und. “Mom­my!”

She la­unched her­self off the couch, her bare feet hit­ting the rug be­fore she re­mem­bered the i­ma­gi­nary snakes. With a shriek, she stum­bled for­ward while try­ing to step over the snakes. “Snakes! Snakes every­where1”

Her moth­er dropped the cloth bags in her hand and caught her. Groce­ries po­ured out across the floor.

Li­n­san pressed her cheek a­gainst her moth­er’s. The scent of her moth­er’s per­fume sur­ro­u­nded her in a cloud. She must have picked up food on the way from her lat­est show. She turned and po­int­ed to the pat­terns near the mid­dle of the rug. “There are snakes in the rug,” she whis­pered dra­mat­i­cal­ly.

“Oh no, did Dad­dy get rid of them?”

“He’s work­ing on Pal­i­sis.”

Her moth­er frowned as she glanced at Li­n­san’s fa­ther, her loose curls rolling off her shoul­der. “Pal­i­sis? Who’s that?”

From the oth­er room, her fa­ther gru­nted.

Li­n­san be­amed. “I named his vi­o­lin. It lo­oked like a Pal­i­sis.”

There was a brief si­lence.

“That’s a pret­ty good name, I like it. Ma­rin will love it.”

“Who is Ma­rin?” asked Li­n­san.

“Ma­rin was dad­dy’s first wife. That’s who the vi­o­lin is for. She’s get­ting mar­ried to mom­my’s best fri­end from when she was a lit­tle girl.”

She kissed Li­n­san on the top of her head be­fore lo­we­ring her head to speak the voice she used for her dra­mat­ic parts. Her mouth o­pened in mock sur­prise and shock. “Now, if dad­dy is trapped by the snakes, that means we have to res­cue him. How do we do that?”

Li­n­san bounced, her smile gro­wing bro­ader. Her a­uburn hair flut­tered every­where as she spun a­ro­und a few times. “We dance! They can’t bite us if we keep mov­ing!”

An­oth­er kiss. “That’s right! Snakes can’t bite us if we’re danc­ing.” She stood up and took Li­n­san’s hands to pull her into a live­ly jig to mu­sic that no one could hear.

Be­fore long, they were spi­n­ning in the liv­ing room. Li­n­san loved when her moth­er lift­ed her hand beca­use that meant she got to twirl rapid­ly. The swe­e­ping arm move­ments told her she was al­lowed to spin away kno­wing her moth­er would pull her back. She loved each time she could kick off the gro­und and skim the couch with her toes be­fore be­ing pulled back into her moth­er’s em­brace.

There was the brief hum of a fid­dle and then a cheery tune filled the room. In the mid­dle of a twirl, Li­n­san pe­ered over the couch to see that her fa­ther had a­ba­n­doned his work and picked up Kat­sar­il, an old fid­dle Li­n­san had named when she was three.

With the mu­sic no lo­nger i­ma­gi­nary and the snakes for­got­ten, Li­n­san danced hap­pi­ly in the liv­ing room with her moth­er while her fa­ther played.

As far as she was con­cerned, that would nev­er cha­nge.
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        Early Lessons


        
Much of the Sterlig fame comes from the dis­tinc­tive wood har­vest­ed from the fam­i­ly-owned val­ley near the city of Pe­nesol.
—His­to­ry of Tra­di­ti­onal Mu­sic

Li­n­san sat on her fa­ther’s work chair in the ce­nter of the liv­ing room. Her bare feet dug into the fad­ed blue rug as she strug­gled to sit with her back straight. She took a deep breath and worked the rest of her vi­o­lin back un­der her chin.

“Now, hold it out to the side like this,” her fa­ther said. He sat on their worn couch with one of his own vi­o­lins un­der his chin. His arm held out at a com­fort­able an­gle, el­bow bent and the neck of the in­stru­ment as sol­id as the gro­und be­neath their feet.

Af­ter four years, the couch was thread­bare and worn. She still re­mem­bered how springy it was when they had first got­ten it. But years of abuse had left it flat­tened and bare­ly com­fort­able.

“Pay at­ten­tion just a lit­tle lo­nger. Hold it like this.”

She con­cen­trat­ed on her po­si­tion. Her arm shook with the ef­fort to keep her vi­o­lin’s neck up. De­spite watch­ing her fa­ther play in­stru­ments her en­tire life, she didn’t re­al­ize how hard it was to keep every­thing to­geth­er at the same time to play even a sin­gle note. She en­vied how com­fort­able he lo­oked perched up on the couch.

“Don’t fo­cus too much on me. Just look at my bow. Bring it up to the vi­o­lin like I’m do­ing and rest it right on the strings.”

The bow quiv­ered as she tried to move it grace­ful­ly like her fa­ther. The hairs bounced a­gainst the tight strings. She man­aged to stop it from jump­ing, but when she acci­de­ntal­ly drew the bow down too fast, the screech rat­tled her teeth.

Li­n­san cri­nged and ya­nked the bow away. Tears blurred her vi­sion. “I can’t get it!” she wailed.

“It’s okay. It’s okay.” He held up his bow. “Eve­ry­one gets those notes. It hap­pens all the time.”

“You don’t!” She strug­gled to keep her tears from falling.

“Well, Hon­ey, I’m forty-one and have been play­ing for thir­ty-sev­en years. You are nine and have been try­ing for al­most two days. Of course I’m go­ing to make few­er mis­takes. You’ll get bet­ter, but we all have to make the sour notes first. It’s requ­ired.”

“Mom­my is go­ing to be here in three days. I’ll nev­er be able to play this in time.”

He slid off the couch and onto his knees. A groan es­caped his lips as he crawled over to the chair next to her and then used it to prop him­self back onto his knees. “Lis­ten. You’ve nev­er wa­nted to play the vi­o­lin be­fore. You may know a lit­tle pi­ano and the pipe, but string in­stru­ments are a very diffe­rent crea­ture than those two.They requ­ire pati­ence.”

Li­n­san stared at her fa­ther. On his knees, he was only a few inch­es short­er than her. “But, she’ll love if I can play this, right?” It was her idea as a pre­sent when her moth­er came home. Though, at the time, she was con­vinced it would only take min­utes to gain her fa­ther’s mas­tery.

He hugged her firm­ly. “And I’m so proud of you thi­n­king a­bout it. But a nine-year-old girl isn’t go­ing to pick this up in min­utes. It takes time.”

“What if I make a mis­take?”

“Your moth­er will nev­er hear it.”

“Why?”

“Beca­use she is go­ing to be so hap­py just to hear you play. Be­sides, I was ter­ri­ble when I start­ed. My broth­er used to say that I woke the dead when I was learn­ing how to play the fid­dle. It was his joke that eve­ry­one knew it was noon beca­use they could hear me clear at Oak Street.”

She sniffed and strug­gled to grin. “That’s like a mile away.”

“Three blocks and you know that. You walk fur­ther than that to vis­it your fri­ends every week. I just nev­er taught you…” His voice trailed off. “You know what? Why don’t we think a­bout it like danc­ing? You can pick up your moth­er’s moves in only a few short hours.”

“Those are easy.”

“Yes beca­use you’ve been bounc­ing, rolling, and twirling in this house since you were five and I was carv­ing Pal­i­sis.”

“That was for­ev­er ago.”

He chuck­led. “It was only four, Hon­ey.”

Pal­i­sis. She re­mem­bered when her fa­ther’s as­sis­tant, Du­kan, had come to the house to pack­age the vi­o­lin to be shipped out. There was so much silk and vel­vet af­ter he fin­ished craft­ing a cus­tom case for the vi­o­lin that he made her a small bear with the re­mains. She still had a rib­bon of the deep pur­ple ma­te­rial in her bed­room and the bear on a shelf.

She lo­oked up to see the sad look in her fa­ther’s eyes. Some­thing had hap­pened and the vi­o­lin came back a few years lat­er. Her fa­ther had put it up in the at­tic and nev­er said an­oth­er word. “Dad­dy?”

He lo­oked up and shook his head. “No, let’s try this. Learn­ing to play is just like learn­ing a new dance. You start with just one move­ment, a foot tap.”

“What a­bout my left hand?”

“Just hold the neck for now. I’ll show you fi­n­ge­ring lat­er.”

Her fa­ther reached up and wrapped his fi­ngers gen­tly a­ro­und hers. With a firm hand, he ad­just­ed her grip on her bow and brought the neck to a slight­ly diffe­rent an­gle. When he set the bow down on the strings, there wasn’t even a hint of noise.

He smiled and drew the bow down. The tone was strong but slight­ly off. He ad­just­ed and tried a­gain, pulling the bow across and cre­at­ing a sin­gle clear note. “That foot tap is like play­ing one note. We start by get­ting good at that one.”

With his help, she drew the hairs of the bow along the strings. There was scre­e­ching but he helped her find the right speed and the ten­sion ne­eded in her hand. “Just keep play­ing, one note then an­oth­er. One more.”

While con­cen­trat­ing, she tapped her foot in time with the tone. The feel of the rug on her bare toes helped her fo­cus as she drew the bow back and forth un­til her fi­ngers burned but the tones were clear.

Her fa­ther kissed her cheek. “There you go! Now, ready for the next step.”

Li­n­san pic­tured the last dance her moth­er taught her, the one she was no doubt us­ing right at that mo­ment for tonight’s per­for­mance. “When I slide my foot to the right and step for­ward.”

“I guess. While play­ing, the next step is this note.” He played the two notes re­pe­at­ed­ly. “So, try it a­gain. Back and forth, mov­ing in steady strokes.”

Fur­ro­wing her brow in con­cen­tra­tion, she strug­gled to find the right way of get­ting her body to lis­ten. Her fa­ther’s gu­i­dance made it eas­i­er. Frus­trat­ed, she used her bare foot to mim­ic the ma­neu­ver, work­ing her toes along the car­pet. It didn’t take her long un­til she fo­und a com­fort­able bal­ance of mu­sic and move­ment.

“There you go. Now put the two to­geth­er.”

She did, mov­ing her foot and the bow in ta­ndem to chain the two notes.

“And a­gain.”

“A­ga­in.”

It took her two me­asures be­fore she re­al­ized what song he was te­a­ching her. She gig­gled. It was one of her favo­rites, My Ass for a Glass of Milk.

His smile al­most lit up the room. It ca­used the skin a­ro­und his eyes to wrin­kle and his beard to stick out slight­ly. “Fi­gured it out?”

“Mom­my hates this song.”

“Well, it is rude and you were si­n­ging it qu­ite loud­ly in the mid­dle of church. The pas­tor’s scowl matched your moth­er’s. Nei­ther of them are here though and I fig­ured you’d be mo­ti­vat­ed to learn.” He gave her a play­ful wink. “I bet you can tell what the next note is go­ing to be.”

“Yeah,” Li­n­san said with a gig­gle. She played the first eight notes a­gain and fol­lowed by the next one. To her sur­prise and re­lief, there wasn’t a sin­gle screech.

“Good girl!”

“I did it!” She dropped her vi­o­lin to hug her fa­ther.

His eyes wi­dened as he caught it but then lost his bal­ance when she pushed him back. “Ca­re­ful!” he said be­fore he la­nded on his rear.

“Sor­ry!” She was’t.

He hugged her tight­ly. “I’m so proud of you!”

So­me­one po­u­nded on the front door.

Both of them jumped in sur­prise.

Her fa­ther frowned as he scram­bled to his feet. His brown eyes turned to­ward the dark wi­ndow. “It’s re­al­ly late, who would be co­ming at this hour?”

“Dad­dy?”

“Prac­tice those nine notes. I’ll an­swer the door.” He brushed his hips off be­fore head­ing out of the room.

She lo­oked cu­ri­ous­ly for a mo­ment and then straight­ened her vi­o­lin and took a deep breath.

The first note was a screech.

Li­n­san winced and the tears thre­a­tened to come back, but she pushed the fear aside and tried a­gain. When she heard the clear note, she let out a ner­vous gig­gle and con­ti­nued play­ing.

“Lin! Get your shoes on!”

She jumped. This time, she set down the vi­o­lin and bow. “Dad­dy?”

In the en­try hall, her fa­ther was spe­a­king to Du­kan. The yo­u­nger man had dark black hair and a short beard that stretched up both sides of his cheeks. Un­like her fa­ther’s pale skin, Du­kan had a tan from the hours out­side.

Both of them had se­ri­ous ex­pres­sions and she cri­nged at her fa­ther’s frown.

“Are you sure, Si­an?” asked Du­kan. He didn’t look at Li­n­san.

“I don’t have time to find so­me­one to watch her!” Her fa­ther’s voice was sharp and tense. It so­u­nded like when he was fu­ri­ous at so­me­one.

Li­n­san cri­nged.

“It’s a fire.”

“She’s nine and her moth­er is out of town. We a­ren’t go­ing to get too close, but she comes with me.”

“I only brought two hors­es.”

“She can ride with me.” Her fa­ther straight­ened, his tone in­di­cat­ing that he had made a de­ci­sion.

Du­kan wiped his face and nod­ded.

Si­an turned and knelt down in front of his daugh­ter. “Get your shoes on. Some­thing is wrong at the work­shop and Dad­dy needs to be there.”

She lo­oked down at her night­gown.

“Grab your bathrobe. I’m sor­ry, but this is im­por­tant and I don’t have a lot of time. Please? For me? Don’t ask ques­tions, just do it.”

Mi­nutes lat­er, she was sit­ting in the sad­dle of a spi­rit­ed horse and cra­dled by her fa­ther’s arms and legs. She clutched the pom­mel with one hand and the shirt gath­er at her fa­ther’s el­bow with the oth­er.

Her fa­ther held his arm over her chest to hold her in place as they raced through the dark. The only light was a lantern that Du­kan held up to lit the way.

As the crisp air of fall rushed past them, she shiv­ered and held her­self tight a­gainst her fa­ther.

He lo­oked ner­vous, his face pale and his grip tighter than she ex­pect­ed. They were mov­ing too fast for her to ask ques­tions but she knew ex­act­ly where they were go­ing, to the large build­ing that housed most of the fam­i­ly’s work­shop with the bulk of the wood work­ing tools, dry­ing racks, and half-fin­ished com­mis­si­oned in­stru­ments.

The half hour trip took them through a few val­leys to a small woods nes­tled be­tween two mo­u­n­tains. That was their fam­i­ly for­est, the source of the wood that made her fa­ther’s vi­o­lins and the unique so­und that came from the in­stru­ments he craft­ed.

There was a fire. She saw the glow of o­range two val­leys away and smelled it in the next. The stench of burn­ing wood flo­oded her nos­trils, cho­king her.

Si­an’s grip tight­ened. She thought she heard him whis­per a prayer to the Di­vine Cou­ple.

“Dad­dy?”

He didn’t an­swer.

They came up to the fa­mil­iar ridge that marked the bor­der of their fam­i­ly lands. The bright o­range lit up the dark, bil­lo­wing clouds that rose up over the burn­ing trees.

Si­an ya­nked on the reins.

The horse re­ared.

Li­n­san let out a cry as she felt dizzy. Her hands tight­ened on the pom­mel un­til her knuck­les turned white.

Her fa­ther sobbed as he re­leased the reins. “No, by the Cou­ple, no. Not that.”

She pe­ered over the horse’s head.

The work­shop was e­ngulfed in fire. A ra­i­nbow of col­ors burst out of the two-sto­ry struc­ture. Jets of flames blew out of the wi­ndows, spray­ing col­or and heat in all di­rec­tions.

Be­hind the work­shop, the pri­vate for­est her fam­i­ly owned burned. Anci­ent trees popped and hissed as the flames danced a­mong the shriv­eled branch­es and burn­ing leaves. Waves of heat, even from hun­dreds of feet away, beat a­gainst her face.

“Where is the Cou­ple-damned fire bri­gade!?” screamed her fa­ther. “The en­tire val­ley is on fire!”

Du­kan start­ed to get off his horse. He lo­oked a­ro­und in shock. “I-I don’t know. I sum­moned them be­fore I came for you. They should be here.”

“Well, they a­ren’t! This is my life!” Tears gli­nted in her fa­ther’s eyes as he ges­tured an­gri­ly at the burn­ing work­shop. “There isn’t any­one here!”

“I’ll get them!” Du­kan slipped back into place and spun his horse a­ro­und. “I’ll find out what hap­pened.”

He kicked his horse to get it mov­ing and the brown equ­ine spri­nted back into the dark­ness, lit up only by the lantern in his hand.

Si­an half-slid, half-fell from his horse. His arms were tight on Li­n­san, guid­ing her to the rocky gro­und be­fore he re­leased her. He stepped for­ward.

The right side of the work­shop col­lapsed.

“No,” he screamed in a voice that felt like the heav­ens had split open and cried. It was a so­und she had nev­er heard her fa­ther make be­fore and it ter­ri­fied her.

He stag­gered for­ward.

Li­n­san saw that he was go­ing into the work­shop. He was go­ing to leave her alone in the heat of the fire. “Dad­dy!”

Si­an turned, his face sparkling with tears. “Just stay there, Hon­ey. I have to…” He turned and let out a sob. “My life is in there. My grand­pa­rents plant­ed those trees, my fa­ther built that shop.”

“Dad­dy, I’m scared.”

He took an­oth­er step then stopped. His boots crunched on the rocks un­der­neath him.

“Dad­dy!” she said, plead­ing with every­thing she could. He couldn’t go into the fire, he couldn’t leave her alone.

Si­an lo­oked at the flames and back a­gain. His eyes shim­mered and it lo­oked like he was be­ing torn in two. Then, he turned and stag­gered back to her. Drop­ping to his knees, he pulled her into a tight hug.

She held him tight­ly, u­nsure what to do. There were tears in her own eyes, pro­duced by the smoke that waft­ed over her and the sor­row she saw in her fa­ther’s gaze.

He sobbed, the i­n­hu­man so­und rip­ping from his throat as he held her tight­ly.
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        Home Early


        
No one un­der­stands the mys­ti­cal co­nnec­tion formed du­ring that first note played by a mu­si­ci­an on a new in­stru­ment.
—Tears of the Bro­ken Harp (Act 2, Scene 8)

The rain ham­mered down on Li­n­san’s wide-brimmed hat. The force was e­nough to cre­ate a stream of wa­ter po­u­ring down her back. Her so­aked hair and back­pack weighed down on her shoul­ders af­ter her half hour walk from school.

When her four­teenth birth­day was rained out, she wasn’t ex­pect­ing it to keep ra­i­ning for a week. She was al­ready feel­ing anxi­ous beca­use she wasn’t able to vis­it the fam­i­ly’s val­ley beca­use of a rain-out road. She had been vis­it­ing it al­most dai­ly for five years ever since she start­ed only a few months af­ter the fire. At first, it was her pa­rents vis­it­ing the ru­ins but now it was just her­self go­ing every day af­ter school.

Drag­ging her thoughts back to the pre­sent, she o­pened the front door, a blast of warmth brought the smells of her moth­er’s per­fume and the fa­mil­iar scents of their cen­tu­ry-old home.

Slip­ping her hat off, Li­n­san stepped across the thresh­old. With a hard flick, she threw the wa­ter off the brim be­fore bri­n­ging it in­side and toss­ing it on a low shelf near the shoes. Her so­aked coat and boots fol­lowed af­ter that. “I’m home, Dad­dy!”

She wasn’t ex­pect­ing an an­swer. Lo­o­king a­ro­und, she saw a pair of box­es at the foot of the stairs. In­side were stacks of dusty books. She picked up the first one, His­to­ry of Tra­di­ti­onal Mu­sic. It was a third edi­tion. She knew her fa­ther had just got­ten the fifth edi­tion a few weeks ago. Pe­e­ring in­side, she saw vol­umes on the­o­ries of song writ­ing and more his­to­ry books.

With a sigh, she set the book back into the box. Lo­o­king a­ro­und, she con­si­dered her op­tions. Her fa­ther would be in his study. With a lit­tle spin, she twirled her way down the nar­row hall­way to the liv­ing room and pe­ered in­side.

Her fa­ther’s of­fice was on the oth­er side of the fad­ed rug. There used to be a couch there, but a few too many leaps from one end to the oth­er had de­stroyed it and they had to get rid of it a few years ago. In their place, four padded li­brary chairs were arranged in a semi­cir­cle fac­ing the old fire­place.

Si­an sat with his back to her. His shoul­ders were hunched over his desk. The four old mag­i­cal lanterns lit up the cramped room. The light shone on the stacks of news­pa­pers, es­says, and books that sur­ro­u­nded him. Even from the next room over, she could hear the slow but steady click of his new type­writer. It was the only ma­jor pur­chase he had made since the fire and even then he fret­ted a­bout the expe­nse for months.

She padded across the liv­ing room and came up to his side. Rest­ing one hand on his shoul­der, she le­aned over to kiss his cheek. “I’m home.”

He paused, his trem­bling hands lift­ing off the ivory keys of his type­writer. In­stead of lo­o­king at her, he glanced at the wi­ndow. “You’re ear­ly, u­su­al­ly you don’t come home un­til night.”

“It’s ra­i­ning and the road is still out.”

He lo­oked a­gain and then made a low grunt. “That ex­plains why my joints hurt. Did you go out and check?”

“Of course.”

Si­an fi­nal­ly turned to her and smiled. “Ra­in isn’t u­su­al­ly this bad…” The words fad­ed from his lips and a sad look dark­ened his gaze. He sighed. “I need to work for an­oth­er hour or so, can you e­nter­tain your­self?”

Li­n­san kissed her fa­ther’s cheek a­gain. “Any news from Moth­er?”

“Any minute now. She was head­ing out of Ca­n­ton at su­nrise.” His voice so­u­nded wist­ful for a mo­ment but then he glanced at the pa­pers and the joy fad­ed.

She gri­nned. “That means you are tak­ing those box­es into the at­tic be­fore she no­tices? You know she hates se­e­ing clut­ter af­ter trav­el­ing all day.”

Si­an lo­oked at the pages. “I need to have eight more pages writ­ten be­fore the co­uri­er is here. That’s on the hour, um… a­bout forty min­utes?”

The silent re­quest hov­ered be­tween them for a mo­ment.

“I’ll put them away, Dad­dy. You just fin­ish your col­umn.”

“Thank you, Lin.”

Li­n­san pat­ted him on the shoul­der and felt a mo­ment of sad­ness as he re­turned to his work. She couldn’t re­mem­ber the last time he had smiled. It had been weeks for sure, maybe months. She sighed and lo­oked at the plain walls of his of­fice and tried to re­mem­ber what it lo­oked like years ago when it still had his tools and pro­jects on shelves.

She sighed and pat­ted his shoul­der a­gain be­fore head­ing to the stairs and re­gard­ing the box­es. The sec­ond was small­er. She o­pened it and pe­ered in­side. It co­n­ta­ined her fa­ther’s old mu­sic sheets, the songs that he had writ­ten. The pages were crin­kled and old; he hadn’t penned a song since the fire. Idly, she flipped through the pages and re­mem­bered how he would write and play while she bounced a­ro­und the room.

It was a diffe­rent life for both of them.

Li­n­san grabbed the box­es and heft­ed them. For­tu­nate­ly, they we­ren’t too heavy and she man­aged to stag­ger up the stairs to the sec­ond floor and over to the hall where the chain for the at­tic dan­gled from the ceil­ing.

By the time she man­aged to get the box­es up the lad­der and into the at­tic, she was sweat­ing from the ef­fort. She stopped to peer a­ro­und at the tight­ly-packed room. There were chests and box­es every­where, all arranged into neat piles.

She took a deep breath.

When she caught a fa­mil­iar smell, she froze. U­nderneath the dust and mold, there was a hint of wood stain and saw­dust. It had been years since she smelled that.

Cu­ri­ous, she sniffed and cir­cled the emp­ty space un­til she fo­und where the smells were stro­nger. The sharp scent, even af­ter years of sto­rage, brought back a rush of me­mo­ries and she could al­most pic­ture her fa­ther’s work­shop be­fore it had been stripped down.

A de­spe­rate need rose up and she grabbed the box­es and pulled them aside to try find the source. She pe­ered into box­es as she did, a swarm of fond me­mo­ries cra­shing into her thoughts as she rec­og­nized paint­ings that had been mo­u­nted on the walls. One of them was of Si­an, her moth­er, and her­self. It was a por­trait set in front of the for­est with him play­ing his vi­o­lin as she and her moth­er danced a­ro­und him.

Li­n­san re­mem­bered that day. She rubbed her eyes as she stroked her fi­nger along her pa­rent’s faces. They were both smil­ing in that pic­ture. In the last few months, the joy had fad­ed from both of their eyes and she could tell her moth­er had to force her ex­pres­sion.

The next box had a pile of scorched in­stru­ments in it. The stench of burn­ing wood clung to the box, se­e­ping out in me­mo­ries that dark­ened the cramped at­tic. She lo­oked through them for a mo­ment be­fore pu­shing it aside.

Then she fo­und what she was lo­o­king for. A heavy wo­oden tool­box. She saw down in front of it. With a trem­bling hand, she worked the rust­ed latch­es open and swung the top aside.

A dozen carv­ing tools all lined up neat­ly as if they were a­bout to be used in only a few min­utes. Each one still shone with a thin lay­er of oil and only a few had spots of rust along the blades. The smell of wood stains rose a­ro­und her. The fa­mil­iar scents brought a tear ru­n­ning down her cheeks.

She couldn’t re­mem­ber when her fa­ther had put them away. She was ten when she came into his work­shop to find the table swept clean and every­thing put away. The half-built in­stru­ments were also gone. It was as if he had giv­en up overnight.

Wi­ping the tear from her face, she ran her fi­ngers along his tools. He was al­ways so hap­py when he was work­ing with wood. She loved to dance and bounce as he spoke from his table. Noth­ing would let her for­get the smell of wood stain or the dust that drift­ed down as he sa­nded away some tiny im­per­fec­tion.

The oth­er cha­nges were less obvi­ous. The fire had de­stroyed their fam­i­ly’s re­pu­ta­tion. It wasn’t that her fa­ther couldn’t cre­ate more in­stru­ments, but peo­ple stopped orde­ring new ones as he was forced to can­cel the com­mis­sions he had start­ed. With­out the unique woods that went into each one, the so­unds that made her fam­i­ly fa­mous were ir­rev­o­ca­bly lost. With­out that, he couldn’t com­pete with the che­aper crafts­men who had built fac­to­ries to pro­duce cheap so­unds.

Li­n­san sighed and shook her head sad­ly. She closed the lid to the tools and pushed the box aside. She lo­oked a­ro­und with bleary eyes and a sob caught in her throat. She had been vis­it­ing the burnt re­mains of the work­shop and the val­ley for years with­out a prob­lem, but se­e­ing the box­es was too much.

She start­ed to push her­self to her knees then she no­ticed a pol­ished wo­oden box be­hind every­thing else. With tears in her eyes, she grabbed it and pulled it into her lap. It was light, not more than ten po­unds. She didn’t rec­og­nize it but their fam­i­ly crest had been carved into the top. U­nderneath it was a sin­gle name: Ma­rin.

“Who is that?” Li­n­san ran her fi­ngers along the three latch­es of the box. Cu­rios­i­ty won quick­ly and she o­pened it up and pe­eked in­side.

On top was a cou­ple sheets of mu­sic for a song she had nev­er heard be­fore, Safe Ad­ven­tures, Our De­part­ed Loves. She picked it up cu­ri­ous­ly and saw her fa­ther’s name. But be­fore she read a few notes, she spot­ted a vi­o­lin nes­tled into the vel­vet i­n­den­tions of the case.

It was a beau­ti­ful in­stru­ment. U­n­touched by dust and flame, it shone even in the dim light of the at­tic. Along the edge, she could see her fa­ther’s rich de­tails and carv­ings. The wood was a warm red­dish brown, a beau­ti­ful ex­am­ple of the wood of the now burned for­est. The neck was smooth, de­signed for play­ing. The scroll at the top, on the oth­er hand, was an in­tri­cate whorl of wo­oden petals and vines. Ma­rin’s name had been carved in one side and “Pal­i­sis” on the oth­er.

Li­n­san stared in shock and lo­n­ging. It had been a long time since she heard or seen the vi­o­lin’s name. Af­ter the fire, her fa­ther had tried to con­ti­nue her lessons but both of them had giv­en up af­ter only a few months. More tears ran down her cheeks as she ran her fi­ngers along the strings. They were loose but it only took a few twists to tight­en them.

In that mo­ment, she wished she knew how to play. Only a few weeks of les­son wasn’t e­nough, but the need to hear the past over­whelmed her.

With a del­i­cate flick of her fi­nger, she strummed along the strings. They were all out of tune but she vague­ly re­mem­bered how each string should ring out. Us­ing her fi­ngers, she pried it out of the case e­nough to twist one of the keys. When she flicked the string, it so­u­nded even worse and she turned the tu­ning peg in the op­po­site di­rec­tion un­til it so­u­nded bet­ter. Work­ing from mem­o­ry of what the vi­o­lin should so­und like, she ad­just­ed the oth­er strings un­til she was sat­is­fied.

Her fa­ther would know ex­act­ly how to make it so­und right but it was close e­nough for her.

Li­n­san picked up the song a­gain. She played it out in her head, work­ing through the com­plex notes across the bars. It was a song for a vi­o­lin, but a play­er who pos­sessed con­si­de­r­ably more skill than her­self. She read through it twice and re­al­ized she had no chance of even re­mote­ly fol­lo­wing her fa­ther’s cre­ation.

Set­ting it down, she start­ed to put it away but the lure of the vi­o­lin was too much. She ad­mired her fa­ther’s work, from the way the in­stru­ment had been fit­ted to­geth­er to the in­cred­i­ble shine of the var­nish cre­at­ed by their grand­fa­ther. It was an in­stru­ment that begged to be played.

With a trem­bling hand, she pulled out the vi­o­lin and rest­ed it on her shoul­der. Press­ing her chin a­gainst the rest, she brought her arm out to where she thought she re­mem­bered from her lessons.

There was a match­ing bow in the box. It took her a mo­ment to pry it out. The hair was also loose. She had to put the vi­o­lin down to tight­en them and then took an­oth­er mo­ment to get every­thing back up a­gainst her chin and shoul­der.

Hold­ing her breath, she brought the bow to the strings and let the hairs rest a­gainst the strings.

Not even a hum of a noise.

With a hesi­tant smile, she glanced at the o­pe­ning in the floor lead­ing down­stairs. Then she turned back and tried to re­mem­ber that fa­teful night.

The bow came down and the purest, rich­est tone rose from the vi­o­lin. She let out a sob at the me­mo­ries. Her body still re­mem­bered the next tones of the naughty song her fa­ther had taught her. She drew the bow through the notes; it came out far smoother than she re­mem­bered. She reached the end and re­mem­bered how her fa­ther said one move­ment led into an­oth­er. She brought the bow back and con­ti­nued into the next note. The third turned into fourth, then fifth, sixth, and sev­enth.

Li­n­san couldn’t re­mem­ber where the lessons had stopped but she knew the mu­sic. She closed her eyes and swayed as she worked her way slow­ly through the en­tire song.

With the last tone, she held her breath un­til the last of the vi­bra­tions fad­ed. Then, with tears dry­ing on her cheeks, she ca­re­ful­ly lo­o­sened the strings and hairs and ca­re­ful­ly packed the vi­o­lin back into its case.

Then she no­ticed two let­ters tucked into the case along the side. She pulled out them out and lo­oked at the names on the en­veloped: one writ­ten to Ma­rin and one to Si­an, her fa­ther. She ran her fi­nger over the wrin­kled, aged pa­per but didn’t open it. Ca­re­ful­ly, she closed the box and bu­ried it a­gain.

Af­ter shov­ing box­es into place, she he­aded back down­stairs.

Her moth­er and fa­ther were stand­ing at the foot of the stairs in the en­try hall. Both of them had red-rimmed eyes and she could see tears gliste­ning on their cheeks.

Her moth­er’s long blo­nde hair was pulled into a braid that had al­ready start­ed to pull apart. Her trav­el dress was so­aked and clung down over her sle­nder form. Even though she was wet, she held Si­an’s hand tight­ly.

Li­n­san felt a flash of guilt and fear. “S-Sor­ry. I didn’t mean to play it, I just… I just… I couldn’t help it.”

Her fa­ther sniffed and wiped the tears from his eyes.

“That was beau­ti­ful,” said her moth­er.

She let out her breath with a whoosh. Trem­bling, she reached for the handrail and held it tight­ly as she inched down the stairs.

Her moth­er came up to meet her. Her hands were cool but firm. “You know how I feel a­bout that song.”

Li­n­san blushed. “Sor­ry.”

“It was just wo­nder­ful to hear your fa­ther’s work a­gain.” Her voice turned into a whis­per. “That was Ma­rin’s in­stru­ment but she nev­er had a chance to play it.”

As Li­n­san’s co­n­fused look, she amend­ed her­self. “I’ll ex­plain lat­er.”

Li­n­san gasped and lo­oked down at her fa­ther. There was a tra­di­tion that the first mu­si­ci­an to play an in­stru­ment would for­ev­er have a spe­cial bond with it. She nev­er thought she would be the first one. “Oh, Dad­dy, I’m so sor­ry. I-I didn’t—”

Si­an shook his head. “I should have tak­en that over to the safe de­posit box.” His voice was cracked and bro­ken. He shook his head. “It’s too late now.”

Her moth­er cle­ared her throat. “No one has to know a mu­si­ci­an had played a song on it.”

“I’ll know, Tisin,” he said sourly. “I’ll al­ways know that she was the first. Not Ma­rin.”

With a grunt, he shook his head a­gain and he­aded to­ward his of­fice. His shoul­ders lo­wered with every step and she could al­most see the joy po­u­ring out of him and pain re­plac­ing what had just been de­stroyed.

Li­n­san’s tears came back. She hugged her moth­er tight­ly. “I’m sor­ry. I-I just wa­nted to hear it.”

“It was beau­ti­ful, Hon­ey.” She gri­nned. “Even if it was a song a­bout butts.”

Li­n­san couldn’t tell if she was cry­ing or laugh­ing.

Tisin wi­nked. “We’ll just write a lit­tle note that it hasn’t been played be­fore. I’m sure Du­kan can come up with some­thing. That way, if things get bad here, it will have a high­er val­ue on the mar­ket.”

It felt crass to put a price on the last in­stru­ment her fa­ther had made but she knew that they had al­ready lost so much since the fire. She sniffed and wiped her tears away. “Who’s Ma­rin?”

“Your fa­ther’s wife… from his first mar­ri­age. She mar­ried my wife when you were yo­ung.”

Li­n­san froze as she stared at her moth­er in shock.

Tisin smiled and drew up to her full height. She still had traces of ma­keup on her face and half of her hair had got­ten loose. Li­n­san could see a hint of the grand lady who do­mi­nat­ed the stages for years. Her pale skin was ethe­real, her gaze hove­ring right at the po­int of be­ing play­ful and evil.

Then, her moth­er al­most flo­ated down the stairs, leav­ing Li­n­san along to strug­gle with the sud­den cha­nge in un­der­stand­ing her pa­rents.
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        Solace in Memories


        
One can­not pick the time when stress ig­nites the first ma­nifes­ta­tions of mag­ic, nor can one cho­ose the pow­ers that come forth. Only in­tro­spec­tion af­ter the fact can guess the forces that shaped the pow­er that came into be­ing.
—Jakor Habir-Nos, Threats of the Chil­dren with Pow­er

Li­n­san loved the first week of spring. As she walked along the over­grown road, she ad­mired the new buds sprout­ing on the tree branch­es and the grass just pu­shing up through the thick mat of rot­ted leaves. The smells of the for­est came to life, thawed by the ear­ly se­a­son­al warmth.

She paused to shift her new vi­o­lin case from one shoul­der to the oth­er. It bumped a­gainst her school bag un­til she man­aged to swing it over to her oth­er side. The heavy weight of the hard case bore down on her, but it was a com­fort­ing com­pa­ni­on on her long walks through the woods.

When she saw the curve with the three oak trees, some of her good mood fad­ed and her foot­steps came to a stop. She lo­oked at the thick for­est a­ro­und her, the way every­thing was liv­ing and bright.

Then she tight­ened her grip on the strap across her chest. Lo­o­king down, she stared at her feet for a mo­ment.

“Come on, Li­n­san,” she said to her­self. “You’ve been do­ing this for years. You’re fif­teen, you a­ren’t a lit­tle girl any­more.”

That didn’t make it any eas­i­er.

She took a deep breath and forced her­self to take a step for­ward. And then an­oth­er. So­on, she was back to her steady pace as she ap­proached the curve.

With every pass­ing sec­ond, the world grew brighter. The canopy a­head of her o­pened up and the rich smells fad­ed. Even the calls of the ear­ly birds broke up and grew silent.

By the time she reached the curve, the world had cha­nged. Gone were the old growth woods and the rich smells of his­to­ry. They were re­placed by the bright col­ors of the sun-drenched val­ley with few plants taller than her­self. Where there used to be spruce and maple, there was noth­ing more than grass­es and wild­flow­ers. They pe­eked up a­ro­und the rot­ting re­mains of the old work­shop, ridges of black­ened wood stick­ing up a­mong the ra­i­nbow of petals.

Li­n­san stopped and lo­oked at the val­ley her fam­i­ly called their own. Six years had erased the me­mo­ries of what the val­ley lo­oked like when she was a lit­tle girl and was help­less as it burned. She couldn’t re­mem­ber what the work­shop lo­oked like any­more, only a few frag­ments of ab­stract me­mo­ries were left be­hind.

It would be decades be­fore the trees were old e­nough to lum­ber and see if they had re­ta­ined the qual­i­ties that made her fam­i­ly’s in­stru­ments spe­cial. By then, all the skills that went into craft­ing vi­o­lins would also be gone; her fa­ther showed no i­n­ter­est in te­a­ching her his craft.

She start­ed walk­ing a­gain, straight for the ru­ins of the work­shop. Her heart be­gan to beat faster with an­tic­i­pa­tion. This was her pri­vate place, the qu­iet val­ley with pa­i­nful me­mo­ries.

Near the o­pe­ning that once was a door, she set down her vi­o­lin case and bag. She popped open her case and eased the vi­o­lin from the vel­vet. It wasn’t one of her fa­ther’s but a good-qual­i­ty one her moth­er had bought with­out her fa­ther’s knowl­edge.

Step­ping away into the knee-high grass­es, she tuned it ca­re­ful­ly and be­gan to play. It had been a year since the fa­teful day in the at­tic. Her moth­er had giv­en her a new vi­o­lin as a pre­sent and she had played it every day since. Now, she was com­fort­able with the in­stru­ment and could play sim­ple songs flu­id­ly.

Her moth­er was also hap­py Li­n­san fi­nal­ly taught her­self songs that didn’t ce­nter on butts, though the child­ish part of her loved My Ass for a Glass of Milk for an en­tire­ly in­ap­pro­pri­ate song.

Li­n­san start­ed to play. Her first song came out strong, it was a bal­lad a­bout a girl and a boy. She didn’t re­al­ly know the words, but the melody al­ways drew her. It was sad and sweet at the same time, an ap­pro­pri­ate song for the ru­ins.

Clos­ing her eyes, she just let the mu­sic flow a­ro­und her. She i­mag­ined her fa­ther play­ing, the way he swayed back and forth with the move­ment of the bow. She fol­lowed suit, let­ting the song and the wind move her body as she ran through the notes.

When Li­n­san fin­ished, she paused only for a mo­ment and let her mind go back over the song with an an­a­lyt­i­cal view. She no­ticed where her wrist stiff­ened up and she missed some notes. There was also a part where the notes didn’t qu­ite fit.

She took a mo­ment to ce­nter her­self and start­ed back into the same song. She had to find the right com­bi­na­tion of fo­cus and re­lax­ation at the same time.

The so­unds of her in­stru­ment drift­ed through the wild­flow­ers and filled the val­ley.

She lost the end­ing in a mud­dled mess. Frus­trat­ed, she let the vi­o­lin slip from un­der her chin. She had to get it, if any­thing beca­use she ne­eded to be able to play more songs.

As soon as she start­ed the third at­tempt, she knew it would end up wrong and she gave up be­fore the fifth me­asure.

“Damn it,” she snapped. She paced a­ro­und in a cir­cle to calm her­self. Her boots crunched on rot­ted wood and rocks. She hopped up on one edge of the fo­u­nda­tion walls and off a­gain.

Af­ter a few min­utes of mov­ing a­ro­und, she was serene a­gain. Steel­ing her­self, she brought her vi­o­lin up and start­ed the same song. The anx­i­ety and frus­tra­tion grew de­spite the first notes co­ming out loud and clear. To fight it, she kept mov­ing. First it was sway­ing but that wasn’t e­nough. She stepped to the side, al­most danc­ing as she swept through the songs.

Mu­sic rose from the bow. She felt it as much as she heard it. With a smile, she kept danc­ing, spi­n­ning and slid­ing with every mo­ment as the song kept go­ing.

When she fin­ished with­out a sin­gle mis­take, she couldn’t help but smile. Her en­tire body hummed with the ac­com­plish­ment.

She did it a­gain.

With every i­ter­a­tion, she grew more com­fort­able with the song. So­on she was hop­ping up the sides of the ru­ins and twirling a­ro­und on the nar­row bricks. Her mu­sic flowed a­ro­und her in per­fect har­mo­ny with her move­ments.

“Oh look, it looks like the squir­rels got drunk a­gain,” said a fa­mil­iar voice be­hind her.

Ripped from her song and dance, Li­n­san al­most lost her bal­ance. She tight­ened her grip on her vi­o­lin as she te­e­tered to one side and then used her oth­er arm to re­gain bal­ance.

A wave of laugh­ter fol­lowed, all girls. They were mock­ing and cru­el. U­nfor­tu­nate­ly, she also rec­og­nized all of them.

Heart po­und­ing in her chest, she lo­oked a­ro­und un­til she saw Brook stand­ing near the for­mer en­trance of the work­shop. Be­hind her were two oth­er girls from school, all in the same class as Brook. They were le­a­ning a­gainst the ru­ined walls.

A year yo­u­nger than Li­n­san, Brook was Du­kan’s el­dest daugh­ter. She had her fa­ther’s dark hair but the curls tum­bled over her shoul­ders and down al­most to the small of her back. Even from the op­po­site side of the ru­ins, Li­n­san could tell that Brook had cha­nged her out­fit since school; her fan­cy dress and ma­keup would nev­er be al­lowed in the halls. Nor would the wide-brimmed hat she wore.

Her out­fit wasn’t ap­pro­pri­ate for stand­ing in knee-high grass ei­ther.

Brook held the bot­tom of her sea-green dress away from the gro­und but the lace clung to the leaves that sur­ro­u­nded her boots. Some of the lace had caught bro­ken leaves and there were lit­tle burrs cli­n­ging to the fab­ric.

Li­n­san glanced at the oth­er two. They were still we­a­ring their school dress­es, rel­a­tive­ly plain out­fits of dark col­ors and somber pat­terns. They gave Brook the appe­a­rance of step­ping off a stage or co­ming out of a por­trait.

Brook made a show of lo­o­king a­ro­und. Her face was twist­ed into dis­gust. “Why do you both­er with this old place? There is noth­ing left here. Just some old walls and scorched rocks.” Her tone was sharp and cru­el, just like when­ev­er she spoke to Li­n­san at school.

Li­n­san strug­gled to not raise her voice. “This is still my fam­i­ly’s land. Just beca­use it hurts doesn’t mean I’m go­ing to a­ba­n­don it.”

“Hurt? Places don’t get hurt. Trees don’t hurt. They get ru­ined and de­stroyed. Then eve­ry­one who co­u­nted on those lands fall. They are the ones who suf­fer, not some grass and rocks.” As Brook spoke, her voice grew sharp­er and more bit­ing. She ges­tured to the gro­und a­ro­und her, her hand al­most smack­ing into one of her fri­ends.

The mus­cles in Li­n­san’s neck and chest tight­ened. She let the vi­o­lin drop but kept it away from the bricks. “What are you do­ing here, Brook?” What she didn’t say was that she would give al­most any­thing to have Brook and her fri­ends just go away.

“Just go­ing for an eve­ning stroll. Like prop­er ladies do.” Brook smiled sweet­ly but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Not that your moth­er had ever taught you how to be any­thing prop­er.”

“You are an hour out of town un­less you have some wag­on near­by,” snapped Li­n­san. “In that out­fit, the dirt road had to be hell on your an­kles and worse on that pret­ty dress of yours.”

Brook’s pa­i­nted lips tight­ened into a thin line for a mo­ment. “Maybe I just wa­nted to see you jump­ing a­ro­und like a dru­n­ken squir­rel? Or scre­e­ching like some sort of beast with that bit of wood? Eve­ry­one needs some e­nter­ta­i­n­ment, even re­fined ladies.”

Li­n­san start­ed to snap back but Brook i­nter­rupt­ed her. “Be­fore you ask, we’re all go­ing to Ko­son’s for di­nner. A very ex­clu­sive di­nner for peo­ple who are go­ing up in the world, not back­wa­ter squir­rels scampe­ring on branch­es. Dad­dy is go­ing to meet us there with a wag­on.”

Ko­son was an ex­pen­sive dis­tillery a few miles past the val­ley. Even so, Brook had to come out of her way to the Sterlig Val­ley. It wasn’t not an easy place to find.

Li­n­san flushed. Her stom­ach twist­ed as she glared at Brook. “I come here to get away from peo­ple like you.”

“Yes, you should do that.” Brook stepped for­ward. “In fact, you and the rest of your rot­ten fam­i­ly should move here to where we nev­er have to see you a­gain.” Her dark brown eyes flashed un­der­neath the wide brim of her hat. “You are a stain on Pe­nesol, a re­mi­nder that the Sterlig used to be fa­mous crafters, not cow­ards hid­ing from their debts.”

With a flinch, Li­n­san had to force her­self to re­lax her grip in fear of bre­a­king her bow. She trem­bled as the tears rose in her eyes. “My fam­i­ly was ru­ined in that fire. We lost—”

“So was mine! But we didn’t have your moth­er’s fame to keep us float­ing in the muck. We fell in and drowned. We lost every­thing, I lost every­thing.” Brook’s voice grew sharp­er. “We had to move. I lost my room and every­thing in it. We had to sell the pic­tures, my dolls, and even my paint­ings. We lived in a tent for a year beca­use of you!” Her screams bounced off the rocks be­fore fad­ing.

Li­n­san shook her head. “But you’re fine now. Your fa­ther is one of the rich­est peo­ple—”

Brook stomped hard on the gro­und. She screamed, “No thanks to you and your damn fam­i­ly!”

A flush of heat and dis­com­fort rolled through Li­n­san’s body. It was shock­ing how she could al­most trace the wave as it radi­ated from her chest and flowed down into her hands and feet. Her vi­o­lin trem­bled, the vi­bra­tions hum­ming along the strings.

Brook stepped over Li­n­san’s case and into the emp­ty space be­tween the walls. “Your fa­ther didn’t help us! Your moth­er didn’t ei­ther! Your damn pa­rents walked away when we ne­eded you the most!” Her face grew red­der with every word.

“I-I can’t tell you why that hap­pened. I was only nine.”

“And I was eight and I lost every­thing!”

“That was six years ago! We were both lit­tle girls!” Li­n­san de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted to get away. It was turn­ing into a fight but there were no teach­ers to break it up and they were at least a half an hour away from any­one who could help. She glanced past Brook to her cas­es. They were now trapped be­tween the three girls.

Brook’s face twist­ed into a deep scowl. “We lived in hell for most of those years! Tents, that hor­ri­ble ca­bin, even the Cou­ple-damned apart­ment filled with bugs! That is our hell and you had to go through none of it!”

One of Brook’s fri­ends reached out. “Brook? I think—”

Brook turned on her and snapped. “Qu­iet!”

Her fri­end flinched.

Turn­ing back, Brook took an­oth­er step to­ward Li­n­san. The tall grass­es dragged at her dress. “You didn’t lose any­thing im­por­tant. Just this place—”

As Brook ges­tured to the ru­ins a­ro­und her, Li­n­san gro­und her teeth to­geth­er. Brook didn’t know what she was talk­ing a­bout. She had no idea how much the fire took out of her fam­i­ly. She o­pened her mouth to say some­thing but Brook i­nter­rupt­ed her.

“No, you don’t get to tell me a­bout los­ing things. It doesn’t mat­ter! You lost noth­ing but your damnable pride. You even still have one of your fa­ther’s fa­mous vi­o­lins in our vault. Just a sin­gle box as if was the most im­por­tant thing in the world. It’s prob­a­bly worth more than my fa­ther, but your pa­rents don’t have,” she spat out the word, “to sell that, do you?”

When Brook’s fa­ther had re­cov­ered from the fire, he had bought one of the banks in town. It was where Li­n­san’s fa­ther had tak­en Pal­i­sis for safe ke­e­ping.

Li­n­san jumped off the wall to­ward Brook. “I lost more than that, cow!”

From be­hind Brook, her oth­er fri­end spoke up. “Brook? I thought we were just go­ing to tease her? This is go­ing too far.” She was obvi­ous­ly un­com­fort­able. Both of them had stepped back, away from the wall.

Brook ap­peared to ig­nore her as she stomped to­ward Li­n­san. She re­leased her dress which dragged along the wild­flow­ers that Li­n­san hadn’t crushed with her danc­ing. She was sweat­ing as she did, droplets ru­n­ning down her face and mar­ring her ma­keup.

Li­n­san hesi­tat­ed at the sight of Brook balling up her hands into fists. Their enco­u­nter was rapid­ly slid­ing into a fight and she still had her vi­o­lin her hand. She glanced to the side, lo­o­king for some place to toss it safe­ly if she had to de­fend her­self.

Brook stopped in front of her. Her face was red with dark streaks from her ru­ined ma­keup.

Li­n­san backed up. Her mind plot­ted her next ac­tion: duck to the right and throw her vi­o­lin onto a bed of vi­o­lets. That lo­oked like the safest place. She could then come back with a punch if she had to.

Brook le­aned to­ward her. “I nev­er want to see you a­gain,” she hissed. “Not in school, not in the street. There is noth­ing good a­bout you or your fam­i­ly and I want the rest of the world to know it.” Her breath was hot a­gainst Li­n­san’s face.

Li­n­san felt sick to her stom­ach. The dis­com­fort had grown rapid­ly and she was on the edge of thro­wing up her­self. The world spun a­ro­und her as she stared into Brook’s an­gry brown eyes.

“You and the rest of your dru­n­ken squir­rels need to go away and nev­er be seen a­gain.”

Trem­bling, Li­n­san fought the urge to lash out. She tried to con­vince her­self if she just let Brook thre­a­ten her, it would be over. Just a few min­utes, she hoped.

Brook se­emed to have the same hes­i­ta­tion. She trem­bled as she kept her face shoved to­ward Li­n­san’s. They were only inch­es away and it felt like the air be­tween them was gro­wing more he­ated with every pass­ing sec­ond.

“B-Brook?” called out the sec­ond girl. “We should prob­a­bly be go­ing.”

Brook’s lips pressed into a thin line.

Li­n­san wa­nted to look away, to avoid the con­flict, but couldn’t. She stared back and wait­ed for what would hap­pen next. Her lungs hurt and she re­al­ized she was hold­ing her breath, but she didn’t dare let it go.

Brook ya­nked back. “Rot in a pile of ran­cid crap,” she mut­tered and spun a­ro­und. Her dress tugged on the grass­es a­ro­und them as she stormed away.

Let­ting out her breath, Li­n­san squirmed. She got a bet­ter grip on her bow and in­stru­ment; both of her palms were slick with sweat. The rest of her body still felt un­com­fort­able, as if her skin wasn’t fit­ting qu­ite right any­more.

She pa­nted as she watched Brook walk to­ward the en­trance. Be­yond Brook, her two fri­ends were al­ready walk­ing back. Li­n­san just had to hold on a lit­tle lo­nger, then she and her fri­ends would be gone and she could let her­self go, no doubt to cry.

Brook reached the en­trance. Be­fore she crossed the thresh­old, she lo­oked down.

The feel­ing of some­thing a­bout to turn rose up in­side Li­n­san. She fol­lowed Brook’s gaze to where her vi­o­lin case and school bag were propped up a­gainst the wall.

Brook lift­ed her ele­gant boot.

“No!” cried Li­n­san as Brook stomped hard on the case. The thin walls cracked loud­ly.

Brook didn’t stop. She smashed the case twice be­fore kick­ing it hard. The top cracked loud­ly as one hinge burst.

Li­n­san’s vi­sion blurred for a mo­ment. She fought back the na­usea, she couldn’t throw up with Brook stand­ing there.

Brook’s fri­ends stopped and turned to look back. Nei­ther were smil­ing. One slow­ly lift­ed her hand to her mouth.

Brook held up her dress and kicked the case a­gain. It slammed into the stone wall and the lid she­ered off, bounc­ing on the stone be­fore falling to the gro­und.

With tears in her eyes, Li­n­san walked to­ward her. “Stop! Why are you do­ing that!? I bought that with my own mon­ey!”

Brook glared at her over her shoul­der, her eyes half-hid­den by her dark curls. “You don’t de­serve any­thing!”

She turned and kicked Li­n­san’s school­bags. Pa­pers flew every­where.

Li­n­san tossed her vi­o­lin and bow onto the patch of vi­o­lets. The in­stru­ment bounced once with a dis­cor­dant twang. “Stop that!”

Brook start­ed to walk away. “Fine, I’ll stop. I have a bet­ter idea any­ways.”

The tone of Brook’s voice sent a pang of fear cours­ing through Li­n­san.

“I might as well fin­ish the job the fire start­ed.”

The world blurred for a mo­ment. A sick feel­ing twist­ed in Li­n­san’s stom­ach, al­most dou­bling her over in agony. She fought it, try­ing to keep her gaze fo­cused on Brook’s back.

Brook went a few yards be­fore she stopped and lo­oked over her shoul­der a­gain. “The nice thing a­bout wo­oden in­stru­ments is that they burn so eas­i­ly. Only one left—”

Li­n­san charged for­ward with a scream, “You leave Pal­i­sis alone!”

Brook’s smile froze. She turned and raised her arm.

Li­n­san swung wild­ly but missed.

“You cow!” snapped Brook. Her fi­ngers raked across Li­n­san’s face, leav­ing four burn­ing lines. She fol­lowed with a kick that caught Li­n­san’s knee.

Li­n­san dropped to the gro­und.

Brook rolled her eyes and then brought her knee up. The soft padding of her dress did lit­tle to cu­shi­on the im­pact as it co­nnect­ed with Li­n­san’s chin with a crunch.

With a groan, Li­n­san fell back. She clutched her jaw with one hand and felt the pain ra­di­at­ing from be­tween her fi­ngers.

Brook le­aned to­ward her. “Do you re­al­ly think a dress is go­ing to stop me? I have two sis­ters! I know how to fight!”

Sick and dizzy and e­nraged, Li­n­san stag­gered to her feet. “Don’t you dare burn Pal­i­sis!”

“Pal… the vi­o­lin? You named that stu­pid in­stru­ment?”

“It isn’t stu­pid! That’s my fa­ther’s! That’s all we have left!”

Brook clicked her to­ngue and shook her head. “That’s what wrong with all of you. You cling to those stu­pid things like they are so­mehow go­ing to save you. It’s just a rot­ted thing and you don’t de­serve any of them. You need to lose every­thing, just like us.”

She turned and stomped back to­ward the ru­ins. “In fact, you don’t de­serve this one—”

Li­n­san didn’t hear the rest. She was charg­ing for­ward wild­ly. Her shoul­der caught the small of Brook’s back as she threw all her weight into tack­ling her. Her inco­he­rent scream echoed across the val­ley.

The dress tore loud­ly and the rip­ping so­und filled the air.

“That’s it, I’m go­ing to burn both of your vi­o­lins!”

Li­n­san kicked and punched as she tried to free her­self. Her hands dug into the gro­und as she crawled to her vi­o­lin. Her vi­sion blurred but she man­aged to keep her at­ten­tion locked on her vi­o­lin. She had to get it be­fore Brook did.

“You ru­ined my dress!”

Li­n­san reached her vi­o­lin. She grabbed it and rolled over, clutch­ing the in­stru­ment to her chest as she stared.

Brook stood in the mid­dle of the ru­ins. Blood ran down her shoul­der and so­aked into her ripped dress. Her ma­keup had been smeared and dirt dark­ened her skin, adding to the red tone as she stared at Li­n­san with fury.

Li­n­san shook her head. She glanced a­ro­und and saw the bow was only a few feet away. Her stom­ach rum­bled and her skin was flushed. Every­thing felt like fire but burned deep in her bones than along the sur­face. She didn’t know what was go­ing on, only that she had to pro­tect her in­stru­ment.

Brook po­int­ed at her. “You’re go­ing to get ar­rest­ed for this! You at­tacked me!”

“You thre­a­tened my fam­i­ly!”

“I’m go­ing to burn that shit-cov­ered vi­o­lin to the gro­und! I’m go­ing to ruin every Cou­ple-damn thing you have left to you and when… when you have noth­ing, I’m go­ing to find every damn, di­se­ased dog in town and have them shit all over your grave and this en­tire fuck­ing place!” Her arm swept to en­com­pass the ru­ins of the work­shop.

Li­n­san scram­bled to her feet.

Brook flipped her thumb at her. “You hit me one more time and you’ll spend the rest of your life rot­ting in some jail. I pro­mise you, if it comes be­tween us, you know the town will lis­ten to my dad over yours.”

Hes­i­tat­ing, Li­n­san didn’t doubt it was true. No one wa­nted to talk a­bout her fa­ther any­more. They avert­ed their eyes when­ev­er he left the house.

“Now, ex­cuse me beca­use I have some­thing to burn!”

Un­thi­n­king, Li­n­san grabbed for her bow. It was light in her hand but so­mehow it felt alive. She wa­nted to play, in that sur­re­al mo­ment, the urge to bring mu­sic forth was stro­nger than any­thing she had felt be­fore.

Brook stepped back. “What are you do­ing?”

Li­n­san stepped for­ward, her jaw clenched tight. She jammed the vi­o­lin a­gainst her chin.

The sick feel­ing in her stom­ach so­ured and knot­ted. She felt like the world was melt­ing away from her. The trees, the ru­ins, every­thing felt u­n­real. The only thing sol­id was her vi­o­lin and her bow.

Brook held up her hands, ready to par­ry.

Li­n­san drew a sin­gle note across the tight strings.

Her en­tire world fragme­nted as some­thing rushed out of her. It blew away from her in al­most in­vis­i­ble wave of force. The tall grass­es and flow­ers flat­tened al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. When the wave hit the ruin’s walls, one of them tum­bled apart.

The force slammed into Brook, thro­wing her back vi­o­lent­ly from the ru­ins. Her body flew over the wall, a sharp edge te­a­ring her dress fur­ther apart. She la­nded with a thud.

Li­n­san gasped but she didn’t low­er her bow.

A­ro­und them, the for­est was death­ly silent.

Brook stood up, her arms cov­ered in dirt and blood. “What did you do?” Lo­o­king a­ro­und, she bent over and picked up a large rock. With a grunt, she threw it at Li­n­san.

Mov­ing re­flex­ive­ly, Li­n­san didn’t dodge it. She felt the tone be­fore she played it, a sin­gle sharp note. It ran out from her vi­o­lin, drawn by her bow. In her pan­ic, the so­und e­nded with a screech but it was e­nough.

The air rip­pled a­ro­und her as some­thing shot out, spe­a­ring the rock and knock­ing it aside.

Li­n­san glared at Brook. “Leave my fa­ther alone!”

The notes were burn­ing in her head and she played them with­out thi­n­king. It wasn’t any song she had heard be­fore, but it was vi­o­lent and an­gry with sharp dis­cor­dant notes that burst out of her. Each one ma­nifest­ed into waves of force that shot out to punch Brook. Blows caught the oth­er girl’s stom­ach, chest, and thighs.

Brook stag­gered back. “Bitch!”

E­n­raged, Li­n­san con­ti­nued to play. She pum­meled Brook with rapid blows, each one in per­fect har­mo­ny with the notes in the back of her head. She didn’t think she could stop. She wasn’t even sure she wa­nted to.

Brook fell back in a spray of blood. Her shoul­ders slammed hard a­gainst the gro­und.

Shocked, Li­n­san froze. Her bow hov­ered inch­es above the strings, wait­ing to strike a­gain. To her sur­prise, the sick feel­ing was gone, leav­ing be­hind a rush of some­thing far more i­n­tense. It felt like she had just fin­ished a dance or dove into wa­ter.

A few birds called out.

Li­n­san’s arm be­gan to trem­ble. The a­nger ebbed away, leav­ing be­hind an ex­haus­tion that star­tled her. She shook her head. She knew eve­ry­one had a mag­i­cal tal­ent, but no one ever ex­plained how they got it. She al­ways thought it would be some se­cret rit­u­al her pa­rents would use, but so­mehow she had just used mag­ic through her in­stru­ment.

She glanced at her bow and gave a lit­tle hesi­tant pull. The note rang out and the en­er­gy hummed a­ro­und her. It flut­tered a­gainst her skin, a lit­tle ca­ress of pow­er that was al­most in­vis­i­ble in the air.

Brook gro­aned as she stood up. Her dress was ru­ined and blood so­aked the side of her face.

Li­n­san fo­cused on her, hold­ing up the bow to strike a­gain.

“This isn’t over,” gasped Brook. “We a­ren’t done un­til I say we’re done.”

One of her fri­ends held out a hand. “We should go,” she said.

“Please?” asked the oth­er.

Li­n­san ig­nored them. “Leave my fam­i­ly alone.”

Brook stepped back, mov­ing to­ward the trail leav­ing out of the val­ley. She was limp­ing. “Like hell I will.”

Rage surged through Li­n­san. She drew her bow and played a full me­asure of rapid, sharp tones.

Brook turned. Her face twist­ed in rage for a mo­ment, then it turned into a strange look of co­nfu­sion as she pe­ered down at her bloody palms.

E­n­raged her­self, Li­n­san’s bow tore an­oth­er sharp so­und out of the in­stru­ment and the translu­cent en­er­gy ex­plod­ed from the vi­o­lin and shot to­ward Brook.

Brook lo­oked up. With a scream, she clapped her hands to­geth­er with all her might.

A burst of raw noise ex­plod­ed from Brook in a wave. It slammed into Li­n­san’s mu­sic and tore the tones apart. The wave rushed to­ward Li­n­san, flat­te­ning grass­es and shat­te­ring the walls of the ru­ins.

The con­cus­sion wave slammed into Li­n­san’s chest as if a horse kicked it. She was ripped off the gro­und and thrown through one of the last re­ma­i­ning walls of the work­shop. The im­pact of crack­ing stone sent sharp a­go­nies along her hips and thighs as she tum­bled into the grass­es. Sharp rocks and leaves cut at her face, scra­ping her skin as she flipped over twice be­fore land­ing heav­i­ly.

With ears ri­n­ging from the burst, she tried to reach for her in­stru­ment but she had lost it. She gro­aned and rolled on her hands and knees. She knew a blow would be co­ming soon but what­ev­er Brook had done left Li­n­san dizzy.

Gasp­ing, she man­aged to push her­self up into a kneel­ing po­si­tion. Lo­o­king ro­und, she tried to o­ri­ent her­self to her at­tack­er.

Brook wasn’t near­by.

Star­tled, she lo­oked a­ro­und and re­al­ized she was fac­ing the val­ley. With a sob of pain, she turned to see Brook hur­ried­ly limp­ing to­ward the road lead­ing out of the val­ley. Her fri­ends were hove­ring next to her, try­ing to help but Brook kept wav­ing them off.

Li­n­san thought a­bout chas­ing af­ter her but the cuts and ached throbbed in her joints. What­ev­er rush came from fight was fad­ing away, re­mind­ing her that she had al­most as many inju­ries as Brook.

Her first thought was to run home but there was only one road lead­ing into the val­ley. She wasn’t go­ing to give Brook a chance to am­bush her. She had to wait.

With a hiss of pain, she got up and fran­ti­cal­ly lo­oked for her vi­o­lin. The fear that Brook had smashed it hov­ered in her thoughts un­til she fo­und it u­nharmed in the grass. With a gasp of re­lief, she snatched it up along brought it to the smashed re­mains of her in­stru­ment case. The sides of the leather-lined co­n­ta­iner had been shat­tered by what­ev­er pow­er Brook had sum­moned.

Her vi­sion blurred as she lo­oked at the ru­ined wall of the work­shop. Years ago, the fire had scorched the stones but Brook’s pow­er had blast­ed it apart. In the still crum­bling o­pe­ning, she could see the stones scat­tered dozens of feet in a spray pat­tern.

Brook’s mag­ic was far more de­struc­tive than Li­n­san’s mu­si­cal blasts.

Li­n­san scoffed. Nat­u­ral­ly, the gods de­cid­ed that Brook would have more tal­ent.

She sat down heav­i­ly and stared at the case. There wasn’t much she could do to sal­vage it, but her vi­o­lin was more im­por­tant than pa­per­work. She emp­tied out the bag and start­ed to make some­thing to pro­tect her in­stru­ment.
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        Bitter Partings


        
The rise of the af­flu­ent mid­dle class was a sur­prise to al­most eve­ry­one. No one ex­pect­ed that work­ers would ever have the wealth and pow­er of High So­ci­ety.
—Wastor da Joknig, Af­ter the De­struc­tion of Nat­ur­al Or­der

Mi­ser­able, Li­n­san limped up the stone path lead­ing to her house. The blood on her hands and face had dried on the long, pa­i­nful walk home. Every joint in her body ached from where Brook’s blast had tossed her aside.

She spat into the wilt­ed flow­ers along the side of the path and re­gard­ed the stairs lead­ing up to her porch. Every step se­emed like an agony and the three steps were al­most too much.

Li­n­san stopped. Wi­ping her fo­re­head, she turned and sat heav­i­ly down on the stairs. Her ru­ined vi­o­lin case thumped onto the gro­und next to her. The ma­keshift bind­ing made from strips of her skirt and her un­der­clothes kept it sealed shut but she could hear her vi­o­lin rat­tle in­side.

She pa­nted in dis­com­fort and lo­oked at the emp­ty street. For­tu­nate­ly, they lived on the edge of town and she only got a few cu­ri­ous stares on her walk home. It didn’t help that most of them were dou­ble-takes and gasps of sur­prise. No doubt she was al­ready the sub­ject of gos­sip.

As much as she hat­ed Brook for mock­ing her, the oth­er girl was right. The only re­ason they sur­vived was her moth­er’s si­n­ging and danc­ing. Her re­pu­ta­tion kept them on the edge of com­fort. Du­kan didn’t have that steady in­come. He had worked hard to keep a roof over his three girls. Over the years, he had man­aged to take his skill co­or­di­nat­ing con­tracts and wran­gling sup­pli­ers into get­ting a lice­nse to run his own bank in the ce­nter of town.

Now, nei­ther of them could af­ford an em­bar­rass­ment. She rubbed her a­ching jaw and shook her head. It was best just to pre­tend the fight had nev­er hap­pened.

Li­n­san glanced at the vi­o­lin case. She wa­nted to see if the strange mag­ic hap­pened if she played it a­gain. She was also scared that it wouldn’t. Wor­ry­ing her bot­tom lip, she shook her head and pro­mised to try it a­gain when she he­aded back to the val­ley. Af­ter the fight, she hoped Brook wouldn’t try to i­nter­rupt a­gain.

A cool bre­eze rip­pled along her thighs. She squirmed in dis­com­fort. Af­ter a few min­utes, she con­si­dered head­ing up to her room and se­e­ing if she could sneak a hot show­er be­fore her fa­ther caught her with un­com­fort­able ques­tions.

Steel­ing her­self, Li­n­san pushed her­self up.

A loud grind­ing noise echoed down the street.

She froze with a feel­ing of dread. She had heard of the new ve­hi­cles in town and there were only a few peo­ple who could af­ford the ex­pen­sive ma­chines. One of them was Du­kan. With a groan, she watched the col­umn of steam as it ap­proached steadi­ly from a few blocks away.

There were a tho­u­sand things she could have done, but none of them se­emed to come to mind as the large-wheeled ve­hi­cle came to a rum­bling halt in front of the house. It was a mon­strous thing, u­nnat­ur­al and harsh lo­o­king. The en­tire thing was black with gold trim every­where. Near the hood, there was an in­tri­cate de­sign of a pair of black clouds on a plaque along with some names and a year, 1842.

The two rid­ers we­ren’t peo­ple Li­n­san wa­nted to meet ei­ther. Du­kan got out first, his black suit gliste­ning from the steam that clung to the fab­ric. He pulled a pair of gog­gles off his face and snapped them to the side. Flecks of wa­ter splat­tered onto the cob­ble­stones.

Brook slipped off her side of the car. Her shoul­ders were slumped and her new dress was damp across her body. She wore a deep green col­or but the ruf­fles were all limp and drip­ping.

Du­kan strode up the walk. “Lin! You look beaut…” His voice trailed off as he got clos­er. “Ac­tu­al­ly, you look like you’ve been in a pret­ty nasty fight. Brook did a num­ber on you, didn’t she?”

Be­hind him, his daugh­ter glared at his back. She had a black eye and ban­dages along her hands and shoul­der. Her leather boots scuffed a­gainst the flag­stone path. She held her dress away from the gro­und in sem­blance of pro­pri­ety but her arms shook from the ef­fort. She was obvi­ous­ly hurt­ing as much as Li­n­san.

Li­n­san re­gard­ed Du­kan. At first, she con­si­dered blam­ing Brook for the fight and the re­sult­ing dam­age. Af­ter all, she had ru­ined Li­n­san’s vi­o­lin case and start­ed the argu­ment. She de­served all the pun­ish­ment she would get.

But that wouldn’t help any­one. She sighed and shook her head. “It wasn’t a big deal,” she lied.

Brook tensed and straight­ened her back. She lo­oked sur­prised.

“No­n­se­nse, as beau­ti­ful as Brook is, she’s got a tem­per. Though, she has a te­n­den­cy to rip dress­es. An ex­pen­sive habit to say the least.”

“Dad­dy…”

Du­kan waved his hand, si­lenc­ing her. “Is Tisin in?”

Brook glared at him but said noth­ing.

Li­n­san shook her head. “No, she’s just left for an­oth­er tour of My Fa­irest Rose along the south­ern re­gions. She’s co­ming into her sec­ond stop tonight. She’ll be there for three days be­fore mov­ing on.”

Du­kan ran his hand along his short, dark hair. He smiled and shrugged. “Pity. I haven’t had a chance to see that play. I’ve al­ways loved watch­ing your moth­er dance.”

“This is the third se­ason,” Brook mut­tered.

He se­emed lost for a mo­ment. Then he smiled bright­ly. “Your dad in?”

“Prob­a­bly. I haven’t been home long but he’s al­ways in the study at this time of day.”

Du­kan turned to his daugh­ter. “Stay out here and try not to ruin your dress. I’m go­ing to talk to Si­an and see if we can smooth this over.” He po­int­ed at her. “No fight­ing.”

“Yes, Dad­dy,” came the sullen re­spo­nse. She glanced at Li­n­san and then po­int­ed­ly lo­oked away with a lift of her chin and a scowl.

Du­kan pat­ted Li­n­san on the shoul­der as he passed her. His pol­ished shoes thud­ded a­gainst the wo­oden steps. He knocked be­fore let­ting him­self in. “Hey, Si­an, got a minute?”

When the door closed be­hind him, Li­n­san couldn’t help but stare at the door with dis­com­fort. What was he go­ing to say to her fa­ther? Was she go­ing to get in trou­ble? How would her fa­ther re­spond to the bro­ken case or the scratch­es along her in­stru­ment? Both were ex­pen­sive and they couldn’t af­ford much.

She turned a­ro­und to glare at Brook.

Brook was only a few inch­es away from her, gla­ring back at her.

Li­n­san gasped and stum­bled back un­til she hit the step with her foot. “W-What?”

“This is all your fault,” Brook whis­pered in a sharp tone as she po­int­ed an­gri­ly at Li­n­san.

“You start­ed it!” hissed Li­n­san back.

“There is a diffe­rence be­tween talk­ing and you thro­wing blows!”

“You ru­ined my case.”

“It’s a stu­pid case, who cares?”

“I care!” Li­n­san man­aged to re­gain some of her bal­ance and straight­ened up. She stepped for­ward, but Brook didn’t move back so they were pressed chest-to-chest as the two te­enagers hissed at each oth­er. “I paid for it with my own mon­ey and you smashed it on pur­pose. This was your fault, not mine!”

Mus­cles along Brook’s jaw tight­ened.

Li­n­san shov­ing for­ward with her body. “You’re the one who fol­lowed me to the work­shop. You were the one who said my fam­i­ly was trash and—”

“Your fam­i­ly is trash, you stu­pid bitch!” Brook shoved back with her ban­daged hands.

Ready this time, Li­n­san stepped onto the step be­hind her, lift­ing her­self up with the force of Brook’s shove. Then, with grav­i­ty help­ing her, she brought her hands down to shove back with all her might. “Our lives got ru­ined too!”

Brook stum­bled back into the grass. Her an­kle turned and she let out a hiss be­fore hop­ping fur­ther away. “That was just a burnt-out for­est, I’m talk­ing a­bout my fu­ture!”

She start­ed for­ward but when her an­kle took her weight, she let out a hiss of pain. Flushed, she forced out the words. “I was sup­posed to have a pret­ty pow­er, a silk! Now, every time I clap my hands, every Cou­ple-damned wi­ndow cracks!” She was no lo­nger hiss­ing, but scre­a­ming at the top of her lungs. “What kind of man is go­ing to want a wife who can shat­ter walls! I’ll nev­er be able to go to shows with­out be­ing able to ap­plaud, to play games, or any­thing with these… these things!”

Tears sparkled in Brook’s eyes. She ya­nked her dress from the gro­und with one hand and tried to lu­nge for­ward a­gain. She tripped on her dress and stum­bled to the side.

Re­flex­ive­ly, Li­n­san stepped back for an­oth­er blow.

It nev­er came. Brook came to a halt a few feet away and then bent over. Her shoul­ders shook for a mo­ment be­fore she straight­ened. When she lo­oked up, the tears were rolling down her cheeks. “I’m ru­ined beca­use of that stu­pid fight! All beca­use you at­tacked me!”

Li­n­san fought the urge to rush for­ward and slap her. “You thre­a­tened to burn Pal­i­sis!” she screamed back. “That’s all that’s left of our fam­i­ly’s he­ritage and you were go­ing to just burn it!”

“It’s just a stu­pid vi­o­lin!”

Some­thing snapped in­side Li­n­san. She stepped down to rush Brook.

“Stop!” bel­lowed Si­an and Du­kan at the same time.

Li­n­san tripped on the edge of the step and came down hard on her knees. Pa­in shot through her limbs as she bent for­ward. When she lo­oked up through the wa­ter­fall of her brunette hair, she saw that Brook had also fall­en back into the dirt.

“What in the Cou­ple-damned hell is go­ing on?” yelled Du­kan. “How is this not start­ing a fight?”

Brook lo­oked away. “Sor­ry, Dad­dy,” she said in a girl­ish voice.

“Qu­iet, Girl! You obvi­ous­ly can’t lis­ten to sim­ple in­struc­tions.” Du­kan’s shoes thud­ded down the stairs. “Get off the gro­und. You’re em­bar­rass­ing me.”

He held out his hand for Li­n­san.

Cry­ing from the pain, Li­n­san took it and pulled her­self up to her feet. She glanced at her fa­ther.

Si­an lo­oked old at the top of the stairs. His skin was pale and wrin­kled and there was no joy in his eyes as they lo­oked her over from head to toe. With every sec­ond, his lips thi­nned.

She cri­nged. “Sor­ry, I didn’t mean to get into a fight.”

“Any­thing broke? Do you need a bone set­ter?” Her fa­ther’s voice was tense.

“No… it just hurts… a lit­tle. I’m sor­ry.” Tears burned in her eyes as she took in his dis­ap­prov­ing look.

“No,” Du­kan said, “I should apo­lo­gize for my daugh­ter. She obvi­ous­ly can’t be trust­ed to ex­er­cise re­straint.”

Brook start­ed to speak, “Sor­ry—”

He held up his hand to si­lence her with­out lo­o­king at her. “Who or what is Pal­i­sis?”

Si­an spoke from the porch step. His voice was low and list­less. “It’s Ma­rin’s vi­o­lin. The one I gave her when she mar­ried Ju­nith.”

“Ma­rin? She didn’t keep it? Did… she get di­vorced a­gain?”

Si­an shook his head. “No, she… Jun was there when she died. It was sud­den and we didn’t know she was sick un­til it was too late. A­bout a year lat­er, Ju­nith sent Pal­i­sis back with her apo­lo­gies. Hav­ing it near her brought up too many me­mo­ries.”

He sniffed and wiped the tears from his eyes. “What could I say to that, Du­kan? That I would keep it un­til I ne­eded mon­ey, then sell it off to the high­est bid­der? I po­ured my heart and soul into that in­stru­ment. It was a gift for the great­est women in our lives.”

“It’s nev­er been played?”

Li­n­san tensed. She still re­mem­bered the first and only time she played the in­stru­ment. It was a beau­ti­ful so­und and she ached to hold the in­stru­ment in her hand to do it a­gain. But her moth­er had in­sist­ed they said it was u­n­touched when they wrapped it up and sent to the fam­i­ly safe box for ke­e­ping.

Si­an nod­ded. “Yeah, nev­er been played.”

Even though he didn’t say it, Li­n­san watched as her fa­ther’s shoul­ders tensed and he clenched his hand. His eyes shim­mered with tears for a mo­ment be­fore he wiped them with the back of his hand.

Du­kan lo­oked co­n­fused. “It’s a vir­gin Sterlig, Si­an. Any mu­si­ci­an with tal­ent would sell their souls for the pow­er that comes from be­ing the first. Sell­ing that would get you mil­lions of cuks. You wouldn’t have to be writ­ing es­says for pit­tance. Why are you work­ing when that thing could set you for life?”

Si­an shook his head. “It’s Ma­rin, Du­kan. You know that. There isn’t an­oth­er per­son clos­er to both of us than her. How could I just… throw that away for some mon­ey? We are sur­viv­ing. It’s a hard life but there are some things Tis and I just couldn’t give up.”

With a sigh, Du­kan re­turned to Si­an. He took the first step up to grab Li­n­san’s fa­ther’s hand and squ­e­ezed it tight­ly. “For­give me. Ma­rin was my fri­end too. Af­ter all, I was your guard for your wed­ding. I should have nev­er asked.”

Si­an nod­ded but said noth­ing.

Be­hind Li­n­san, Brook whis­pered to her­self. “Wo­men can mar­ry each oth­er?”

Li­n­san didn’t an­swer.

Du­kan pat­ted Si­an’s hand a few more times be­fore he backed down the stairs un­til he was even with Li­n­san. “It will be safe at my bank, Si­an. I pro­mise you that. And if you ever do de­cide to sell it, I will make sure you get every­thing you need.”

Her fa­ther nod­ded. “Thank you, Du­kan. I’m sor­ry for every­thing. Af­ter the fire, I… I… lost my­self. Be­tween the debtors and the loss, we bare­ly made it through in one piece. I’m glad that you came out of this in a bet­ter place.”

“No one could have known that the fire would de­stroy every­thing. How­ev­er, it’s obvi­ous that I’ve drift­ed from your life in the last eight years as well. I apo­lo­gize for that.” He glanced at Li­n­san. “Look, I had a good run of luck late­ly and life is pret­ty rosy for our fam­i­ly. Not to men­tion, mon­ey isn’t as tight as—”

He turned to Brook with a stern look. “—some of us make it out to be. We are qu­ite com­fort­able at this po­int and you know that.”

Brook’s cheeks col­ored.

Si­an cri­nged be­fore he said, “Du­kan, I’m ho­nored but—”

Du­kan turned back held up his hand. “I worked for both you and your fa­ther for my en­tire life. You were al­ways good men and as close to fam­i­ly as you can get. This is the least I can do. Even if you are too proud to ask, let me at least help your daugh­ter. She de­serves a bet­ter life.”

Li­n­san i­nhaled with sur­prise. She glanced at Brook who lo­oked hurt and just as shocked as her­self.

“Just a cou­ple hun­dred cukdins a month? Three? To help with the bills? Make sure she has a good start?”

Si­an o­pened his mouth to say some­thing but then choked back a sob.

Du­kan smiled at Li­n­san who gave him a hesi­tant smile back.

Then he turned back to her fa­ther. “I also came for an­oth­er re­ason. I’m mov­ing… to the oth­er side of town, up near the man­sions. I bought a nice house for us. They also just o­pened up a pri­vate school for girls and my daugh­ters are switch­ing over in a few weeks.”

Si­an nod­ded.

Li­n­san lo­oked back. Judg­ing from Brook’s ex­pres­sion, she obvi­ous­ly didn’t know a­bout the move.

Du­kan ges­tured in the di­rec­tion of the house. “I’m sor­ry, but you have to ad­mit, we’re nev­er go­ing back to the way it was.”

Li­n­san felt her fa­ther’s pro­fo­und sad­ness. Over the years, she’s seen her fa­ther’s fri­ends drift­ing away as for­tunes shift­ed. Du­kan was one of them. The con­ver­sa­tion be­tween Du­kan and her fa­ther felt like she was watch­ing the last plank bridg­ing their past lives and to­day be­ing re­moved.

“I un­der­stand, Duk.” Si­an sighed and nod­ded.

“Please, let me help you one last time? At least un­til she’s done with school? She’ll be eigh­teen then. You could use the mon­ey.”

With tears rolling down his cheeks, Si­an nod­ded a­gain.

Du­kan gave Li­n­san a smile be­fore turn­ing back to his car. “Come on, Brook. We’re leav­ing.”

Brook lo­oked at her, some of the a­nger re­placed by co­nfu­sion. Then she fol­lowed her fa­ther back to their car.

Li­n­san didn’t move as she watched them dri­ve away. Then she turned to look at her fa­ther. “I’m sor­ry.”

He wiped the tears from his eyes. “I al­ways knew it was go­ing to hap­pen. He was back on his feet less than a year af­ter the fire.”

“Dad­dy?”

Her fa­ther stopped mov­ing for a mo­ment, then he turned and o­pened the door. “Come on, Hon­ey. We might as well start your lessons.”

“Lessons?”

“You ma­nifest­ed pow­ers, right?”

“Yes.” The mem­o­ry of the rush af­ter she had used her pow­ers came back. She smiled to her­self. “It was amaz­ing.”

“The vi­o­lin?” He wasn’t lo­o­king at her. His eyes were on the bro­ken case at the foot of the stairs.

She cri­nged. “Yes.”

“Then it would take the Cou­ple walk­ing the earth hand-in-hand to stop you from play­ing. I’d rather you know how to play prop­er­ly than to hurt so­me­one with a mis­placed melody or note. So, you need to have lessons and I’d rather teach you than you play­ing on the sly for the last few months when you didn’t think I could hear you.”

She gasped in sur­prise.

He raised an eye­brow and he smirked. “Your moth­er is a mag­nif­i­cent crea­ture on the stage but she needs a script to keep her lies to­geth­er. Her im­pro­vi­sa­tion has al­ways been weak.”

Le­a­ning over, he kissed the top of her head. “Come on. I also have to write a let­ter to your moth­er to let her know what is happe­ning so she can stop ma­king those faces when she talks to me.”

Sur­prised and de­light­ed, Li­n­san gath­ered her ru­ined case and he­aded up the stairs.
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        Revelations


        
Most cre­ative tal­ents find them­selves un­able to per­form mag­ic while be­ing dis­tract­ed.
—Wa­gium de Pun, Fal­lac­i­es of the Crys­tal Spheres

It was a beau­ti­ful sum­mer day and Li­n­san e­njoyed it by hap­pi­ly danc­ing across the knee-high flow­ers that had grown up through­out the work­shop’s ru­ins. Bright­ly-col­ored petals flut­tered a­ro­und her pale blue skirt as she twirled and dipped. A bre­eze fol­lowed af­ter it, buff­ing her legs and arms with warm kiss­es.

Her vi­o­lin dipped and bobbed with her move­ments. Af­ter three years of lessons, she played com­fort­ably de­spite bounc­ing across the soft earth and fra­grant blos­soms. With every note, the air shim­mered a­ro­und her. The sharp notes sparkled and re­flect­ed light, adding to an ethe­real glow.

Tisin, her moth­er, danced next to her. Her laugh­ter and smiles bright­ened the en­tire val­ley. She danced as freely as she could but there was still no way of hid­ing the skill as she kicked off rocks and flew across the grass­es. It lo­oked like she was glid­ing more than jump­ing.

Li­n­san felt a bit of jeal­ousy but that didn’t stop her from con­ti­nu­ing through the bright melody. Each note rip­pled across the grass­es, sway­ing them with the waves of so­und. In the dis­tance, the mu­sic flut­tered a­gainst the gro­wing tree trunks that may be­come in­stru­ments in an­oth­er few decades.

She reached the end of the song and slowed her feet.

“No, keep go­ing,” enco­u­raged Tisin. She deft­ly jumped on the re­mains of the wall and danced along it. “Keep go­ing!”

Enco­u­raged, Li­n­san hopped on the wall and raced along it, jump­ing and twirling as she did. Her bare feet smacked a­gainst the weath­er-smoothed rock. The sun-warmed stone felt good a­gainst her toes as she raced along the side.

She missed a few of the notes but it didn’t mat­ter. She le­aped off the end and la­nded neat­ly on the soft gro­und.

“Bra­vo!” Her moth­er clapped. “You were bril­li­ant!”

Pant­i­ng, Li­n­san be­amed and let the vi­o­lin slip from un­der­neath her chin. It was slick with sweat from danc­ing in the sun­light.

“Bow. You al­ways take a bow when you fin­ish.” Tisin bowed deeply, pulling up the bot­tom of her dress so it ca­ressed the petals of the flow­ers.

Li­n­san bowed back. “Thank you, my lady.”

“And thank you, my beau­ti­ful lady.” Tisin straight­ened and hopped a­ro­und be­fore head­ing to the bla­nket on the gro­und for their pic­nic. “Come on, you need a break.”

She sat down and picked up a lace-edged hat. Set­ting it on her piled-high brunette hair, she fa­vored Li­n­san with a smile. “You’ve got­ten so good at play­ing, Hon­ey.”

Still pant­i­ng, Li­n­san sat down heav­i­ly next to her. She ca­re­ful­ly set the vi­o­lin back into its case. “Dad­dy’s lessons have helped a lot.”

“You were al­ready good be­fore he start­ed te­a­ching you.”

Li­n­san shook her head. “No, these last two years of lessons have done more than I could ever hope to do by my­self.”

Tisin smiled and pat­ted the back of Li­n­san’s hand. Un­like her daugh­ter, she didn’t seem fazed by the danc­ing in the sun­light. With her pale skin, she lo­oked al­most ghost-like com­pared to Li­n­san’s deep tan from vis­it­ing the val­ley every day. She would burn quick­ly though, which is why she al­ways wore a hat out­side even on cloudy days.

“Thanks for co­ming with me.”

Tisin smiled and lo­oked a­ro­und. “Your fa­ther used to bring me here when we were court­ing. We would just sit on the porch of the work­shop and watch the red birds fly. There were two nests over there and they had the pret­ti­est lit­tle chicks.” She ges­tured to an emp­ty space.

Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und at the few re­ma­i­ning walls. They were al­most com­plete­ly erased by time. In a few more years, there wouldn’t be more than a lit­tle de­bris to i­den­ti­fy the pass­ing. “It’s sad now, isn’t it?”

“No.”

Sur­prised, she lo­oked back at her moth­er.

Tisin lo­oked hap­py as she pe­ered a­ro­und. “I guess I could think a­bout what we lost but why? Sad­ness and ha­tred are an­chors that pulls you down and drown you.”

Li­n­san smirked. “Isn’t that one of your lines?”

Tisin gave her a sly smile.

Un­able to help smil­ing her­self, Li­n­san start­ed to say some­thing but then she saw the bri­efest hint of sad­ness in her moth­er’s am­ber eyes.

Tisin lo­oked down and start­ed pulling out sand­wich­es from the bas­ket. “You… you wa­nted the al­mond but­ter right?”

Wary, Li­n­san nod­ded.

Her moth­er served the sand­wich­es. When she was done, she le­aned back and braced her­self with one hand. “I’m glad you are co­ming up here. This val­ley needs all the love it can get.”

“The trees may not re­cov­er to make in­stru­ments a­gain.”

Tisin shrugged. “Does it mat­ter?”

“That is our tra­di­tion. Sev­en gen­er­a­tions.”

“Maybe and maybe not,” Tisin said. “We nev­er know how the fu­ture is go­ing to play. Two years ago, I was con­vinced that Si­an would nev­er play a vi­o­lin a­gain. But ever since you ga­ined your tal­ent, he’s been play­ing. At first, it was to teach you but now, he just does it beca­use it makes him feel good.”

She smiled broad­ly and licked a bit of but­ter from the box that held the sand­wich­es. “I love he­a­ring the so­unds of you two when I come in the front door.”

Li­n­san blushed.

“I also love danc­ing with you. You were al­ways an ac­tive child and I was glad that you man­aged to acqu­ire both your fa­ther’s and my skills. Though, your fa­ther would rather you stop bal­anc­ing on the good chairs while prac­tic­ing.”

Li­n­san’s blush grew hot­ter. She hat­ed stand­ing still when she played. Her fa­ther could do it, but as soon as she start­ed get­ting into the cheer­ful melodies, her feet start­ed tap­ping.

Her moth­er chuck­led. “You’ve de­stroyed a lot of fur­ni­ture over the years. And your bed. Two of them if I re­call.” She was smil­ing as she spoke.

“Sor­ry.”

An­oth­er shrug. “No mat­ter. I’d rather have a daugh­ter who fo­und her pas­sions than a pris­tine bed that was too small for me to sleep in. Your fa­ther might not say it, but he’s fo­und a new life te­a­ching you how to play. I’m co­n­tent.”

U­n­sure of how to re­spond, Li­n­san fo­cused on eat­ing as she slow­ly cooled down.

Tisin ate only a few bites be­fore she tilt­ed her hat over her face and le­aned back. Her sle­nder arms sup­port­ed her body with an art­ful an­gle. She smiled and closed her eyes.

Li­n­san glanced at her. There was some­thing not be­ing said. Her moth­er had been home for al­most a month when u­su­al­ly she only stayed for a week at most be­fore go­ing to re­hearsals or out on tour. But Li­n­san hadn’t seen her moth­er do any­thing since she re­turned.

“Mom­my?” She blushed. “Mom?”

“Yes, Hon­ey?”

“As much as I re­al­ly e­njoy spend­ing time, what is go­ing on?”

Tisin smiled broad­ly and she shrugged. “No shows right now.”

“What a­bout The May­or’s Mis­tress?” It was one of the more re­cent plays that had start­ed in town. “I saw the bills when we were gro­cery shop­ping.”

Her moth­er didn’t an­swer for a mo­ment. Then she sighed. “You know that girl, Vali­an?”

“She was in my class in school.”

“She got the role of the moth­er.”

“She’s seve­n­te­en!” Li­n­san shook her head. “That can’t be right.”

“Eigh­teen. She was born a year be­fore you, but the di­rec­tor thought she pulled off a bet­ter moth­er than me.”

“How can that be? You are a wo­nder­ful moth­er!”

Tisin gri­nned. “You would think so, but no.”

With a frown, Li­n­san said, “Why not?”

An­oth­er shrug. “For most women, there are only four big roles in a life­time: the i­nno­cent child, the petu­lant te­enag­er, the ho­pe­ful moth­er, and the weary grand­moth­er. I’m just not old e­nough to be a grand­moth­er and di­rec­tors like Kav­inar pre­fer yo­u­nger-lo­o­king women with sil­ver hair than ac­tu­al moth­ers.”

It didn’t seem right. Her moth­er was a wo­nder­ful ac­tress. She had been to­u­ring Ge­paul for over twen­ty years and there were dozens of awards to her name. Li­n­san had stacks of posters and no­tices with her face on it as the lead­ing role.

“What a­bout Gone With­out Wa­ter?”

“It’s a gay piece, no women. Even the women a­ren’t played by women.”

“And that mon­ster one? Um…” Li­n­san’s voice trailed off as she tried to re­mem­ber the name.

“No Soul Left U­ne­a­ten. My tits were nev­er large e­nough for Tabil and I won’t cheat on your fa­ther.” Tisin did a lit­tle shim­my and a grin, but there was a hol­low­ness in her eyes.

Li­n­san reached down and plucked some flow­ers. She toyed with the petals, work­ing her thumb along the edge un­til it crum­bled. She thought a­bout the looks her pa­rents had been giv­ing each oth­er when the top­ics cha­nged to buy­ing things. She knew how de­pe­n­dent they were on her moth­er’s in­come. No shows meant noth­ing co­ming in. “Are we go­ing to have trou­ble with mon­ey then?”

For the first time in Li­n­san’s mem­o­ry, Tisin’s smile fad­ed.

A cold shiv­er ran down Li­n­san’s spine.

“We have e­nough for a while.” Tisin didn’t look at Li­n­san as she sat up. She reached for the jar of ice wa­ter they had brought with them. “This will only be a cou­ple of months. We’ve saved up e­nough that we don’t have to wor­ry for… qu­ite a while.”

Hat­ing the feel­ing of dread that draped over her, Li­n­san thought a­bout their sit­u­a­tion. She nev­er had to wor­ry a­bout a roof over her head, but she knew it was al­ways tight ever since the fire. It had been years since they lost every­thing, every­thing but a few box­es and Pal­i­sis, her fa­ther’s last vi­o­lin.

A vi­o­lin that hadn’t been played, a vir­gin as Du­kan called it, would be worth mil­lions at least. That would pay any bill that came up.

“You are thi­n­king a­bout sell­ing the stuff in the vault, we­ren’t you?”

Li­n­san jumped. “What? No. I mean, yes. H-How? I didn’t say any­thing.”

Her moth­er sighed. “Noth­ing more than a good guess. I fig­ured your thoughts would go there beca­use that was where both your fa­ther and I went. But you don’t have the his­to­ry of that vi­o­lin that we share. You didn’t live through the events that led us to that day: the day when we dis­solved our mar­ri­ages and forged new ones, when we pro­mised to al­ways love each oth­er, when that vi­o­lin meant that we would all be hap­py. Pal­i­sis was a pro­mise be­tween four best fri­ends who loved each oth­er more than any­thing else.”

A tear ran down her cheek.

Li­n­san reached up and brushed it from her moth­er’s cheek.

Tisin shook her head, then she reached over to hug Li­n­san tight­ly. “Los­ing you is the only thing worse than los­ing Mar’s and Jun’s mem­o­ry. If it came down to you and it, we’ll sell it, but oth­er­wise we’re go­ing to keep it un­til there is no oth­er choice. Once made, that de­ci­sion can­not be un­done.”

Li­n­san nod­ded.

Tisin sighed. “But, in many years down the line, when your pa­rents are gone, you should con­sid­er sell­ing it. It would give you a good life and you don’t have the del­i­cate sil­ver chains shacked a­ro­und your wrists that we did.”

It was a good line from one of Tisin’s more re­cent plays, but the words felt bit­ter and sad. Se­e­ing the tears in her moth­er’s eyes, Li­n­san nod­ded. “I’m sor­ry.”

As quick­ly as the sad­ness and hard­ness ap­peared, they were gone be­hind Tisin’s beau­ti­ful smile. “Come on, I think you need a bit more prac­tice.”

Li­n­san was thank­ful for the cha­nge of top­ic. She forced a smile on her lips. “Prac­tice? You said I was wo­nder­ful.”

“Well, you mis­played a few notes with that last lit­tle bit.”

“It’s hard to play while bounc­ing on rocks!”

Tisin smooth­ly stood up. “The best way to get bet­ter is to prac­tice. Come on.”

Li­n­san picked up her vi­o­lin and start­ed to play. Af­ter only a few notes, she was al­ready sway­ing in time with the com­plex melody that she was learn­ing. She fo­cused on ke­e­ping the mu­sic a­ro­und her, caus­ing rip­ples in the air in­stead of la­shing out or knock­ing things over.

Her moth­er pi­ro­uet­ted next to the pic­nic bas­ket and then be­gan to dance.

With a smile, Li­n­san let her­self sink into the mu­sic. She grace­ful­ly brought each note out of the wo­oden in­stru­ment.

Her moth­er be­gan to sing. It was the wrong song.

Li­n­san’s con­cen­tra­tion broke.

Tisin lo­oked at her with a grin. “Why did you stop?”

“You’re si­n­ging the wrong song!”

“Sor­ry, which one?”

“Three Qu­e­ens of Melodol. From your last play?”

With a grin, Tisin said, “Right. I’ll get it. Start up a­gain.”

Li­n­san took a deep breath and start­ed to play.

Tisin start­ed back into the wrong song.

“Mom!”

“What?” There was a play­ful tone in her moth­er’s voice.

“Wrong song! I can’t play with you si­n­ging the wrong thing!” Li­n­san knew that there was a whine ris­ing up in her voice but she couldn’t re­sist.

“You should af­ter four years.”

“Well, I can’t.”

“You need to learn how to im­pro­vise then,” Ti­n­san said with a smirk.

“So do you. Fa­ther says so every time you pre­tend you didn’t buy sweets.”

With a smirk, Tinsin le­aned over and kissed Li­n­san on the fo­re­head. “Then we both have some­thing to prac­tice.”
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        Decisions


        
There is no switch that flips when one be­comes an adult in the eyes of the law. No mag­i­cal cha­nges or al­ter­ations, just the same thoughts in an old­er body.
—Gone With­out Wa­ter (Act 2, Scene 1)

Li­n­san had only been eigh­teen for a day and she was a­bout to do the first adult thing she could think of: ask for mon­ey. Her moth­er had not had a job or show since last sum­mer and her fa­ther’s com­mis­sions for es­says were dwin­dling.

Since her moth­er’s co­nfes­sion du­ring their sum­mer pic­nic, Li­n­san couldn’t help but no­tice the grad­ual tighte­ning of the purse strings. It start­ed with buy­ing a lit­tle less at the store for food. Then her moth­er re­placed her favo­rite tea with a we­aker, lo­cal brand. Then the dairy de­liv­ery went from every three days to once a week and then every oth­er week. Her moth­er’s dress­es cha­nged with their for­tune, the fan­cy ma­te­ri­als ca­re­ful­ly wrapped and placed in the at­tic. The ones she wore to clean house be­came her dai­ly out­fits, though she nev­er stopped we­a­ring hats and the oc­casi­onal gloves. The fan­ci­est she got was when her week­ly stu­dents came in to learn how to sing. There were only three of them.

What start­ed as a vague idea be­came a ne­ces­si­ty when Li­n­san saw how anxi­ous both of her pa­rents were for the month­ly monies that came from Du­kan. He had con­ti­nued to do well for him­self with the oc­casi­onal appe­a­rance in the news­pa­pers or a no­tice a­bout a new pur­chase he had made. She hadn’t seen him in bet­ter part of five years though, true to his word, he didn’t come a­ro­und any lo­nger and she only had a vague idea of what he lo­oked like.

The only re­mi­nder came once a month like clock­work, two hun­dred and fifty cukdins on the third day. A bun­dle of cur­ren­cy cards that were ca­re­ful­ly doled out in a mat­ter of min­utes.

Du­kan had said the mon­ey would last un­til a few years af­ter school. With her fi­nal days in a few weeks, she de­cid­ed to head for his bank and ask for an ex­ten­sion and pos­si­bly more mon­ey. Maybe he would be ge­ne­rous. Just un­til her moth­er got an­oth­er show or her fa­ther got a com­mis­sion for a book or some­thing more dra­mat­ic than the week­ly news­pa­pers.

What was the worst that could hap­pen?

The day af­ter her birth­day was the best day to ask. From an ar­ti­cle in the news­pa­per, she had learned that he only worked one day a week at the bank and she vague­ly re­mem­bered that he had said the mon­ey would ar­rive un­til she turned eigh­teen. That meant the check her fam­i­ly hoped would show up soon might nev­er come un­less she asked.

To make sure she caught him, she left be­fore the sun breached the hori­zon. It was a cool morn­ing, not qu­ite cold e­nough to ca­use her breath to fog but still a re­mi­nder that wi­nter had e­nded less than a month ago. She tugged on her wool coat over her best dress and he­aded down the walk.

Doubt gnawed at her stom­ach and she clenched her hands tight­ly to­geth­er. She wa­nted to run back home and just pray to the Cou­ple that the mon­ey would re­main. To ease her­self, she let her i­ma­gi­na­tion run wild to dis­tract her­self from her own ner­vous­ness.

In her mind, she i­mag­ined what he would say. Would he de­mand some sort of ser­vice? If it was to work for him at the bank, she couldn’t say no to that. She was a­bout to fin­ish school and a steady job, even one that didn’t have any­thing to do with mu­sic, was bet­ter than none. She would glad­ly help her pa­rents with that. It didn’t mat­ter if he asked her to be­come a maid, fac­to­ry work­er, or even a her­ald.

She wouldn’t give up the vi­o­lin. Even though she didn’t ful­ly un­der­stand the emoti­onal co­nnec­tion be­tween Pal­i­sis and her pa­rents, she knew it was more im­por­tant than any­thing else. They were not will­ing to sell the vi­o­lin de­spite a price in the mil­lions. She wouldn’t be­tray them by ever let­ting that vi­o­lin go.

Li­n­san had no clue how Du­kan had cha­nged in five years, much less what the bank lo­oked like in­side. The news­pa­per ar­ti­cles had il­lus­tra­tions of him, but the block prints were noth­ing com­pared to se­e­ing the real man.

The last time she had even got­ten close was af­ter he had moved. Her moth­er had tak­en a wheel­bar­row to de­liv­ery the last of the crates from the at­tic to the bank vault. Every­thing of val­ue, from cen­tu­ries of log books, notes on craft­ing in­stru­ments, and even pieces of mu­sic com­posed by the Sterlig had jo­ined Pal­i­sis in the vault, nev­er to see light a­gain.

That was the day when Tisin had made Li­n­san pro­mise that she would nev­er tell any­one that she had played the in­stru­ment. Even a sim­ple melody played by a mu­si­ci­an with mag­i­cal pow­ers would di­min­ish the val­ue of the in­stru­ment dras­ti­cal­ly, turn­ing mil­lions into hun­dreds. Li­n­san didn’t un­der­stand why, but it so­u­nded like su­per­po­si­tion more than any­thing else; she didn’t re­mem­ber a feel­ing of pow­er when she played it that one day in the at­tic.

A cold wind blew past her, tug­ging on her coat.

She ducked her head. Thank­ful­ly, she had bra­ided her brunette hair into her best de­sign and stole one of her moth­er’s favo­rite hair ties to keep it in place. The heavy weight, a staff award for a long-for­got­ten play, bounced a­gainst her back with every step.

It was time to be an adult. Her pa­rents ne­eded it.
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        Questions


        
The most com­mon tal­ents that ma­nifest are ele­me­ntal and re­ac­ti­onal: earth, wa­ter, air, fire, and light­ning.
—Tal­ents: The We­aker Pow­ers

On foot, it took Li­n­san al­most two hours to reach the ce­nter of town. Her fa­ntasies and “what if” sce­na­rios pe­tered out in her head when she start­ed go­ing over the same ideas un­til they were pol­ished. She was sure she could han­dle al­most every of­fer or sug­ges­tion Du­kan had. She had worked out how far she would go, what jobs she would take, and how much she was will­ing to do to earn the ex­tra cash.

With her i­ma­gi­na­tion ex­haust­ed, she e­nter­ta­ined her­self with the con­struc­tion a­ro­und the city ce­nter. It lo­oked like every fifth build­ing was be­ing torn down. The clas­sic styles with carved pil­lars and re­liefs were in the process of be­ing re­placed by two- and three-sto­ry build­ings with in­tri­cate wrought iron, mas­sive wi­ndows, and del­i­cate sto­nework.

In the back of her head, she couldn’t i­mag­ine how much the new con­struc­tion cost. Her fam­i­ly was strug­gling to pay the bills but eve­ry­one else se­emed to be prospe­ring.

Her co­n­fi­dence fad­ed with doubt. Did Du­kan al­ready have skilled em­ploy­ees? She couldn’t do much be­sides play a vi­o­lin and dance and she wasn’t sure if she had a place a­mong the mon­ey be­ing thrown a­ro­und to build every­thing.

She reached the city squ­are. The ce­nter was a large park with plen­ty of places for pic­nics, galle­ries, and even a small zoo with “mar­velous crea­tures from the for­bid­den deserts!” She chuck­led but didn’t have the time or the three cukdins to go through the ex­hib­it.

Not want­i­ng to tease her­self with the zoo, she cir­cled a­ro­und un­til she spot­ted Du­kan’s bank on the far side. It was just like she re­mem­bered, a one-sto­ry build­ing that reached deep into the block. Six thick pil­lars marked the en­trance, each one a carved fig­ure of a man and car­ry­ing some­thing diffe­rent: a stack of books, an in­tri­cate staff, a pair of co­ins, a large me­chan­i­cal lock, a mi­nia­ture house, and an equal­ly small ship. She vague­ly re­mem­bered them as heads of the va­ri­ous ba­n­king u­nions through­out Ge­paul, but she didn’t know their names or even the sig­nif­i­cance of each item.

Li­n­san hesi­tat­ed on the op­po­site side of the road, one foot in the park and the oth­er on the board­walk that sur­ro­u­nded it. A­ro­und her, men in suits and ladies in dress­es hur­ried along as they he­aded to their jobs and hob­bies.

She felt scared and ner­vous. Tug­ging on her wool coat, she couldn’t de­cide if she should take it off or leave it on. It was warm but the sweat prick­ling her brow came from her ner­vous­ness, not the sun­light that rose above the roofs.

A high-pitched horn cut through the din. She turned to the so­und as a ve­hi­cle came rolling a­ro­und the cor­ner. It was an­oth­er of the a­u­tomat­ic car­ri­ages, the black pan­els shi­ning as the dri­vers ho­nked their horns to chase hors­es and peo­ple out of the way.

Se­e­ing the car was an­oth­er cha­nge that Li­n­san hadn’t got­ten used to yet. Only the rich could af­ford them but there were a lot more in the city. She had seen at least three on her way to the bank, but the hors­es still out­num­bered the steam-belch­ing de­vices.

Li­n­san didn’t like them. They scared her with so much met­al and they moved too fast for her li­king.

The car co­ming a­ro­und the cor­ner start­ed to slow down near her.

She stepped back to avoid it, but then bumped into so­me­one walk­ing be­hind her. At the hiss, she forced her­self to step clos­er.

To her re­lief, the ve­hi­cle rolled past her. The gro­und shook un­der­neath her feet from its pass­ing. A cloud of acidic steam fol­lowed af­ter it along with the heavy scent of burn­ing oil and wet leather.

The dri­ver sur­prised her. It was a woman dri­ving by her­self. The sle­nder lady wore a beau­ti­ful green dress with a match­ing gloves and hat. The hat had lace cove­ring her face but there was no mis­tak­ing the large curls of black hair that fell off a pale neck and silk-cov­ered shoul­ders.

Li­n­san smiled to her­self. It was an out­fit Li­n­san’s moth­er would have loved we­a­ring on stage. She could al­most pic­ture it.

The car squ­ealed and then came to a shud­de­ring halt.

Li­n­san stepped away.

The lady dri­ver slipped out smooth­ly and came a­ro­und the back of the car. She had a small purse in her hand but lo­oked like she was go­ing to a for­mal di­nner with the way she walked with al­most per­fect pos­ture that left her back arched just slight­ly and neck held high.

Li­n­san couldn’t help but smile at the sight. Af­ter se­e­ing her moth­er’s craft, she could tell the dri­ver strained slight­ly to keep her­self in the right po­si­tion and watched her steps from the cor­ner of her eyes. She was sho­wing off for the pub­lic.

Their eyes met for just a sec­ond and then the lady con­ti­nued past the car with­out giv­ing any in­di­ca­tion that she saw Li­n­san. She he­aded straight to­ward the bank. Her black hair bounced with every step, the curls gliste­ning in the sun­light.

Li­n­san watched with a si­n­king sen­sa­tion. She couldn’t just fol­low af­ter her. She was plain and unas­su­ming, even in her best dress. Press­ing her lips into a thin line, she con­si­dered wait­ing fif­teen min­utes to let the lady dri­ver do what­ev­er er­rand she ne­eded be­fore she went in­side.

She turned and lo­oked back at the zoo. Maybe she could peek at the crea­tures? She had a few cukdins in her pock­et.

“Li­n­san? Li­n­san Sterlig?”

She froze at her name. Then cri­nged when she re­al­ized it had to be the lady dri­ver. Slow­ly, she turned a­ro­und.

The woman had stopped in the road and turned a­ro­und. She cocked her head be­fore co­ming back to the board­walk. “What are you do­ing here?”

Li­n­san o­pened her mouth but she didn’t know what to say.

With a del­i­cate step, the woman in green stepped into the board­walk. “I haven’t seen you in… what? Three years? Four? You still have that ru­ined val­ley out­side of town? Or that shit­ty home on the edge?”

It took only a heart­beat lo­nger for Li­n­san to re­al­ize who she was talk­ing to. Brook’s voice still had the dis­da­in and dis­gust from be­fore, but so­mehow her more re­fined voice had sharp­ened the words.

Li­n­san’s stom­ach clenched and she felt sick and hu­mili­ated. “Y… Yes.”

Brook snort­ed and po­int­ed­ly lo­oked at Li­n­san from head to toe. Her dark gaze could be felt more than seen. It took a long co­unt be­fore she lo­oked up a­gain. She just shook her head and gave a dis­ap­prov­ing sigh.

Li­n­san blushed.

Brook lo­oked a­ro­und. “You by your­self?”

All Li­n­san’s “what if” sce­na­rios hadn’t cov­ered Brook. She stam­mered for a mo­ment and then ges­tured to­ward the bank with a half­heart­ed ges­ture. “I was ho­ping to talk to your dad.”

Brook lo­oked at her sharply. “Sell­ing off the stuff in the vault?”

Li­n­san tensed. “Nev­er.”

“Then what, beg­ging for mon­ey?”

Li­n­san’s blush grew hot­ter. She lo­oked away to avoid lo­o­king at Brook.

Brook snort­ed.

Li­n­san strug­gled to say some­thing but then three men walked a­ro­und them to cut across the street. She spot­ted a strange case on the back of one of them. It was for a stri­nged in­stru­ment, but the pro­por­tions were wrong. The words froze in her throat as she turned to watch them with the scent of wood smoke teas­ing her nose.

All three wore leather dusters, long coats that were suit­ed for trav­el­ing on the roads and less in town. How­ev­er, the case drew her cu­rios­i­ty. It lo­oked like it was for a string in­stru­ment but the shell was too large to be a vi­o­lin, too small for a cel­lo, and wider than ei­ther.

Then she re­al­ized Brook was sta­ring po­int­ed­ly at her. With her cheeks burn­ing, Li­n­san clasped her hands to­geth­er and nod­ded. “Just a lit­tle more. We just need a bit more help.”

Brook scoffed. “It’s been years, what makes you think it’s go­ing to get bet­ter now? A hun­dred cukdins more a month or even a tho­u­sand, your fam­i­ly is still go­ing to be scra­ping the bot­tom of the bar­rel.”

“It isn’t that.”

Brook po­int­ed at the bank. “It is that! You have that stu­pid wo­oden… thing in the vault that would set you up for life. My dad said it was worth mil­lions. Mil­lions of Cou­ple-damn cuks and your pa­rents are so full of them­selves that they can’t let it go!”

Li­n­san couldn’t re­spond to that.

In the dis­tance, she heard so­me­one play­ing mu­sic. A few chords of a melody drift­ed right at the edge of her he­a­ring.

Brook stepped clos­er, her voice ris­ing. She was slight­ly taller than Li­n­san in her boots and the smell of her flow­ery per­fume sur­ro­u­nded Li­n­san. “You cho­ose this.”

“We did—”

“You all made a choice to be poor and you know it. All you had to do was stop cli­n­ging to your past and you could be rich­er than us! But, you de­cid­ed that it was more im­por­tant to leave all that mon­ey gathe­ring dust in a bank vault than get on with your lives!”

Brook spat on the gro­und to the side. “That’s what’s wrong with you. You and the rest of the Sterligs.”

Li­n­san shiv­ered with dis­com­fort. She wa­nted to run away with doubt. Brook was right, she was ask­ing for mon­ey like a fool. Tears burned in her eyes as she be­rat­ed her­self for even con­si­de­ring co­ming to the bank.

The mu­sic grew lo­uder, a cu­ri­ous twang of a style that she had nev­er heard be­fore. She wa­nted to look back into the park to find the source but Brook kept her pi­nned with her pre­sence.

“Just leave,” Brook said while wav­ing her hand dis­mis­sive­ly. “You a­ren’t wel­come here. I’m glad we got rid of your fam­i­ly when we did. You, your fa­ther, and even your moth­er are noth­ing more than a rope stran­gling eve­ry­one you touch.”

Li­n­san’s jaw tight­ened with an­noy­ance. Her right hand tight­ened into a fist.

Brook’s lips curled into a cru­el smile. “Try it. You throw a punch and I will have my at­tor­ney evict­ing your pa­rents be­fore you can run home.”

“You mean your fa­ther’s?” snapped Li­n­san. She was rapid­ly los­ing all sem­blance of con­trol in the con­ver­sa­tion.

“No, mine. I pay them.” Brook le­aned for­ward un­til Li­n­san had to lean back. “Un­like you, I’ve ac­tu­al­ly done some­thing with my life and I have a pret­ty nest egg of my own. It’s right there in that bank next to that dusty, old—”

The front doors of the bank burst open in a flash.

Li­n­san jerked back re­flex­ive­ly.

A wave of heat and noise slammed into the two. She stum­bled into Brook. Their cheeks smacked be­fore Brook man­aged to shove Li­n­san to se­parate them. “You fuck­ing bitch, I’m—”

The air a­ro­und them grew heavy, press­ing down on Li­n­san’s skin. It felt as if some­thing was ru­shing to­ward them. With a gasp, she lo­oked past Brook’s fu­ri­ous face to see an­oth­er firestorm gathe­ring in­side the bank. It was ru­shing to­ward the front door, howl­ing as gasses jet­ted out of the now ga­ping wi­ndows and doors.

With a gasp, Li­n­san lo­oked at Brook who didn’t seem to no­tice.

“—go­ing to sue—”

There was no time. Li­n­san grabbed the front of Brook’s dress. The ma­te­rial ripped as she clenched with all her might. Then she ya­nked Brook to the side, bounc­ing off the back of the car parked next to them be­fore swi­n­ging her a­ro­und the far side.

Brook’s shoul­der slammed into the back door, crack­ing the glass. Her mouth o­pened in sur­prise as she failed to pull Li­n­san’s hands away. “Get—”

Li­n­san rolled a­ro­und and then dropped down to hide be­hind the door. Her weight tore at Brook’s dress even fur­ther, ex­pos­ing the silk un­der­clothes across her chest but Li­n­san’s ef­fort forced Brook to drop to one knee.

Brook drew back and shoved Li­n­san with both hands. “—off!”

An ex­plo­sion drowned out any­thing else Brook said. The con­cus­sion wave crashed into the car, shov­ing it clos­er to the curb.

Li­n­san’s foot caught on the wheel but she man­aged to pull it free be­fore the car tilt­ed to­ward them. Shat­tered glass from the wi­ndows rained down on them, the sharp edges of the shards cut­ting across Li­n­san’s face. Scald­ing liq­uid added to her cuts as a cup u­pe­nded from in­side the ve­hi­cle.

Brook screamed, only stop­ping as an i­n­tense wave of heat blew past them.

Li­n­san pa­nted in fear as she lo­oked a­ro­und. Her face was drip­ping and she could taste a strange sweet­ness on her lips. Lick­ing it with­out thi­n­king, she al­most coughed on the bit­ter taste of tea and too much sug­ar. Her ears were ri­n­ging and she couldn’t hear any­thing. In the park, al­most eve­ry­one had been thrown to the gro­und and small fires were burn­ing every­where. Trees and grass­es had been flat­ted by the ex­plo­sion.

Blood ran down Brook’s cheek. Li­n­san lo­oked in con­cern but it lo­oked like the glass had left shal­low cuts that were al­ready bleed­ing pro­fuse­ly. She frowned and reached up.

Brook smacked her hand away. Her mouth o­pened but no so­und was co­ming out.

Li­n­san limped back and then stood up gin­ger­ly. Her eyes turned im­me­di­ate­ly to­ward the bank, which was e­ngulfed in flames. Hot jets of fire po­ured out of the wi­ndows and the door. The carved pil­lars were shat­tered and bro­ken, the re­mains scorched and burn­ing.

Some­thing tick­led her hand. Glanc­ing down, she saw rivers of crim­son po­u­ring down her el­bow. Sha­king, she fol­lowed the blood up to where a large shard of glass was stick­ing out of the meat of her up­per arm. The sharp edge gli­nted as she stared at it.

Dazed, Li­n­san reached up and pulled it out. She could feel the wet suck­ing be­fore it popped free with a gout of blood. Her hand trem­bling, she tossed the glass aside and then lo­oked a­ro­und for some­thing to stop the blood that po­ured out.

She couldn’t tell why she wasn’t pan­ick­ing, or why it didn’t hurt. She couldn’t find any­thing obvi­ous un­til she pe­ered into Brook’s hand. There was a blue scarf that lo­oked like it was part of a fan­cy dress but it lo­oked thick. She grabbed it and then wrapped it a­ro­und her arm, winc­ing with­out re­al­ly feel­ing the pain.

Brook bli­nked, her body sha­king just as vi­o­lent­ly as Li­n­san. She lo­oked up with a tor­tured ex­pres­sion and then her lips moved a mo­ment be­fore the words came out. “… hap­pened?” It was dif­fi­cult to hear her over the ri­n­ging in Li­n­san’s ears.

Li­n­san ges­tured to­ward the bank. “The bank?”

Brook didn’t re­spond.

Li­n­san re­pe­ated her­self.

Brook mouthed the words. Then, her eyes wi­dened as she scram­bled to her feet. “Dad­dy?”

Spi­n­ning a­ro­und, she gasped at the sight of the bank. “Dad­dy!” she screamed as she raced a­ro­und the ru­ined car and spri­nted to­ward the burn­ing build­ing.

Li­n­san wasn’t ex­pect­ing Brook to run to­ward the flames. She scram­bled af­ter Brook scre­a­ming her name.

Brook raced across the burn­ing street, her torn dress flutte­ring through small fires but she moved too fast for the fab­ric to catch fire.

To Li­n­san’s re­lief, she stopped on the si­de­walk in front of the build­ing. Even from that dis­tance, the heat was i­n­tense. It beat a­gainst Li­n­san’s face, bil­lo­wing at her as they both stared into the i­nfer­no in shock.

“Dad­dy?” whim­pered Brook.

Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und. “Where is the fire bri­gade? I… I…” She didn’t know where to go.

A strange melody drift­ed through the howl­ing flames. It so­u­nded like a string in­stru­ment of some sort and she thought a­bout the u­nu­sual men who passed them ear­li­er. Co­n­fused, she pe­ered past the bro­ken glass to in­spect the mu­si­ci­an stand­ing in a cir­cle of fire.

There was a man stand­ing in the mid­dle of the flames, play­ing with no con­cern for the fires that ro­ared a­ro­und him. His leather duster was flutte­ring as he spun a­ro­und, play­ing rapid­ly a fo­reign tune. His in­stru­ment didn’t look like any­thing she had seen be­fore. It lo­oked al­most like a ma­ndolin ex­cept the shape was more a­ngu­lar than any­one she had seen and the so­unds were com­pressed. It so­u­nded as if it had met­al strings in­stead of gut.

The man’s fi­ngers flew along the neck, tap­ping along the in­di­vid­ual strings with stu­n­ning speed. With each note plucked with his oth­er hand, rip­ples of pow­er radi­ated along his fi­nger­tips un­til a pow­er­ful chord blast­ed away from the in­stru­ment in sheets of flame.

Li­n­san gasped. The stranger was caus­ing or con­trol­ling the flames. She reached out and tapped Brook. “Look!”

Brook fol­lowed Li­n­san’s ges­ture and then gasped her­self. “What is he do­ing?”

The stranger turned and their eyes met. He smiled, his teeth shock­ing­ly white in the flames. Then he slammed his hands down across the strings and a chord of mu­sic ig­nit­ed the air a­ro­und him. It howled as it rushed to­ward them.

Brook and Li­n­san dodged in se­parate di­rec­tions.

Li­n­san al­most fell as she stag­gered for­ward. Then she turned a­ro­und just as Brook was re­ga­i­ning her feet.

Storm­ing for­ward, Brook stopped in front of the open door. Be­yond it, the fire blazed bright­ly. She drew her hands back and then clapped them hard in front of her.

A blast of raw noise ex­plod­ed from the im­pact, slam­ming into the fire and shov­ing it back. The burn­ing frame cracked from the im­pact as the wave slammed into Li­n­san, shov­ing her back with the force of Brook’s mag­ic.

Brook screamed and clapped her hand a­gain, a pow­er­ful blow that snuffed flames. Em­bers flew in all di­rec­tions—in­clud­ing to­ward Li­n­san’s face.

Li­n­san raised her arm to pro­tect her face.

When she pe­eked back, Brook stomped into the burn­ing bank. Her hands clapped to­geth­er and an­oth­er ex­plo­sion blast­ed the smo­king wall away.

“Brook!” screamed Li­n­san and chased af­ter her and into the build­ing. She didn’t have any abil­i­ty to do any­thing, not with­out a mu­sic in­stru­ment. She had left her own vi­o­lin at home, nev­er dre­a­ming she would need it, but she couldn’t leave Brook to fight the stranger alone.

In­side, the heat was over­whelm­ing. It sucked the air out of Li­n­san’s lungs and ca­used her skin to crawl with sharp scratch­es and prick­ling dry­ness. Her vi­sion blurred from the smoke and heat.

The stranger picked him­self up from the gro­und. His in­stru­ment swung a­ro­und as he slapped it into place. He man­aged to blast off a chord with his right hand be­fore Brook’s clap punched into him. The force of the blow ca­used the ceil­ing to creak as he was thrown back into the wall. Burn­ing wood fell down a­ro­und him as he man­aged to keep on his feet.

He yelled “Gab! May!” be­fore slam­ming out an­oth­er chord. Flames shot out from his in­stru­ment, howl­ing as it blast­ed to­ward Brook and Li­n­san.

Brook had to clap her hands rapid­ly to stop the flames. She tried to do an­oth­er pow­er­ful clap, but a rapid chord i­nter­rupt­ed her and she had to smack her hands to stop the flames from re­a­ching her.

Li­n­san glanced at the back of the bank. Pal­i­sis was in the vault, she could use that to help in the fight. She inched to the side, lo­o­king for a path through the flames.

Then, one of the strangers came out of the door lead­ing to the vault. He had a large pack over his shoul­der. His eyes grew wide and he came to a sharp stop. He stared at the fight be­tween the stranger and Brook. With with a swear, he charged. His hands ig­nit­ed into white flames as he threw him­self in front of the stranger. As soon as he la­nded, he brought his hands to­geth­er.

A wave of con­cus­sive force like Brook’s radi­ated from the im­pact. It didn’t snuff the flames in the same way but in­stead fa­nned them. They grew stro­nger and brighter as they ro­ared to­ward Brook.

Brook lo­oked fright­ened as she clapped her hands a­gain. Her gloves peeled back from the blast, leav­ing blood to splash onto the gro­und and siz­zle in the heat.  She stag­gered back, her feet scra­ping on the black­ened gro­und.

A third man rushed in from one of the of­fices. He also had a bag on his shoul­der and there were cukdins spilling out across the gro­und be­fore the cur­ren­cy cards ig­nit­ed from the heat. “Damn! What you need, Til?”

The one play­ing the in­stru­ment called out. “Gab! Car’s out back, clear a path!”

Gab turned, jumped into the air, and then brought his hand down to punch the gro­und.

Wood and flames burst in all di­rec­tions as a wave of force shot out from him to crash into the back wall of the bank. It shat­tered wood and bricks as it carved into the build­ing be­hind the bank.

When the ex­plo­sion fad­ed, sun­light streamed in from the far side of the block.

Gab did it a­gain, jump­ing up to punch the gro­und and blow out more of the back walls. “Out!” he bel­lowed be­fore rac­ing down the tu­nnel he had just cre­at­ed.

Til stepped back, play­ing faster and hard­er. Flames and mu­sic rose a­ro­und him, shift­ing like a snake. It jerked to one side and then to the oth­er.

Brook couldn’t reach him with her pow­er as she strug­gled a­gainst the man be­tween them. Both of them were us­ing con­cus­sive forces but their at­tacks couldn’t reach oth­er.

How­ev­er, the re­pe­ated im­pacts were caus­ing dam­age to the burn­ing bank. Wood and em­bers plum­met­ed a­ro­und them. The floor be­neath eve­ry­one cracked and shud­dered with each mag­i­cal blast.

Li­n­san fo­cused on the vault but the flames had risen up and her way was blocked. She growled with frus­tra­tion, she ne­eded to help Brook and she was use­less with­out an in­stru­ment; not that she had any skills a­gainst a man more adept at us­ing mu­sic to at­tack.

The gro­und shud­dered vi­o­lent­ly as boards split apart. Jets of flames rose up a­ro­und all of them.

“Bring it down, May!” bel­lowed Til as he backed into the burn­ing hole in the back.

May gri­nned and be­gan to clap fast and hard. Heat and fire gath­ered a­ro­und him, pu­n­ching the air as his pow­ers ham­mered a­gainst Brook.

Brook clapped back, but she had to move faster as the flames e­ngulfed her.

Li­n­san had to move. “Shit,” she said be­fore she turned away from the vault and spri­nted to­ward Brook.

The gro­und erupt­ed un­der­neath her.

She spun past, light­ly kick­ing off a chair to dance a­ro­und the flames. She twirled past as the world slowed and she worked her way back to Brook.

May sud­den­ly drew his hands back and slammed them hard in front of him. A halo of en­er­gy flashed a­ro­und his sil­ho­uette. The re­sult­ing con­cus­sion was less of a clap and more of an ex­plo­sion as fire blast­ed in all di­rec­tions. It tore boards from the gro­und and ripped apart the ceil­ing.

Li­n­san grabbed Brook by her long hair and ya­nked back with all her might to­ward the door.

Brook screamed out in frus­tra­tion as she felt back. “No! Dad­dy!”

The floor where she was stand­ing burst into flames, the heat shov­ing them back both. Li­n­san pulled and ya­nked at Brook, try­ing to get her through the door be­fore any more of the build­ing col­lapsed.

Over Brook’s thra­shing form, she saw May stepped back be­fore he turned a­ro­und and raced for the hole in the back.

In the bri­efest of mo­ments, as the fires bright­ened into bril­li­ance, the buf­fet­ing winds beat a­gainst his back and she saw the dis­tinc­tive shape of a vi­o­lin in­side his bag be­fore the smoke ob­scured his es­cape.

Then one fi­nal ex­plo­sion threw them out the door and into the street.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 9
             
            
        


        Burn Damage


        
The field of ar­son in­ves­ti­ga­tion has been one of the more suc­cess­ful spe­cial­iza­tions of guard forces. There are now en­tire branch­es of mag­ic ded­i­cat­ed to legal­ly i­den­ti­fy­ing the ca­use and source of such blazes.
—When the Fire Burns Blue

Li­n­san shift­ed un­com­fort­ably on the back seat of Brook’s car. The shat­tered glass and twist­ed met­al had been brushed aside to give her as much com­fort as she could on the torn and scorched leather. No mat­ter what po­si­tion she fo­und, a throb or itch from her inju­ries ca­used her to find a new lo­ca­tion.

Frown­ing, she scratched the thick pad of ban­dages wrapped a­ro­und her up­per arm. She could still feel the sting of the stitch­es the bar­ber had sewn be­fore wrap­ping them. The hand be­low her in­jury shook and she couldn’t help but wor­ry if she had lost the abil­i­ty to play the vi­o­lin.

She glanced to the front of the car where Brook sat in the passe­nger seat. Brook’s eyes nev­er wa­vered from the smol­de­ring build­ing across the street, even when the bar­ber held her head to the side to fin­ish stitch­ing the wo­und in her brow. Blood mat­ted her dark hair and streaks of crim­son had turned brown as they dried.

The bar­ber, an old­er man with steady hands, had a shop a few blocks away. He was al­ready ru­n­ning up when the ex­plo­sion threw Li­n­san and Brook out of the build­ing but it took a while to look for the most se­ri­ous inju­ries and dole out ban­dages.

By the time he came a­ro­und a­gain, this time for stitch­es and poul­tices, it had been al­most an hour. The bri­gade had put out the fires with a buck­et bri­gade and two tal­ents with wa­ter mag­ic. She even saw an old woman with ice pow­ers work­ing her way through the flames.

“There you go, Sweet­ie,” a­n­no­unced the bar­ber as he stepped back. “There might be a scar, I can’t do any­thing a­bout that.”

Brook said noth­ing.

He le­aned over to peer at her. “Sweet­ie?”

She le­aned to the side to stare at the fire.

With a sigh, he straight­ened and turned to Li­n­san. “Any­thing, Su­n­shine? How are those stitch­es hold­ing up?”

Li­n­san’s inju­ries ached and burned but they were prop­er­ly ban­daged and there was no le­a­king blood. She had a long time to heal but noth­ing else that could be done at the mo­ment. “I think I’m good, thank you.”

He bowed and then hur­ried over to the next se­ri­ous in­jury.

Li­n­san re­turned her at­ten­tion to the bank. The flames were gone but it con­ti­nues to smoke and smol­der. A guard walked a­mong the ash­es; it was a fire fight­er judg­ing from his red out­fit and the way he picked up blacked hunks of wood with his bare hands. A­ro­und him, the air wa­vered from the heat.

She turned and lo­oked at Brook. Her dark hair was mat­ted with blood. Soot marked her face and hands. Her green dress had been ru­ined with va­ri­ous cuts, tears, and scorch marks. She scratched her nose with a fi­nger that had ripped free of her glove.

Li­n­san didn’t know what to say. She reached up to put her hand on Brook’s shoul­der but then pulled back. She sighed and shook her head. Brook wasn’t a fri­end, not af­ter every­thing that had hap­pened.

“Dame Ka­bisal?” One of the city guards came up. It was a hawk-faced woman that lo­oked like she couldn’t smile if her life de­pe­n­dent on it. She held a clip­board in her right hand.

“Yes?” an­swered Brook in a dead-panned voice.

“My name is Ti­ra­in Va­l­os, a se­nior guard here in town. Could you tell me who was in the bank when the ex­plo­sion start­ed?”

Brook didn’t look away from the black­ened ru­ins. “I al­ready told you.”

“Please? I need to co­nfirm every­thing.”

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “Be­fore the three men came, only dad­dy was work­ing to­day. Eve­ry­one else had the day off to cel­e­brate Salamin Day.”

Li­n­san had nev­er heard of Salamin but Ti­ra­in just nod­ded and wrote some­thing down. She shook her head and sighed. Then she lo­oked over her shoul­der at the ru­ins and then back a­gain. She cle­ared her throat be­fore fo­cus­ing on her words a­gain. “No one else in the build­ing? Are you sure?”

A prick­le danced across Li­n­san’s skin. Ti­ra­in was act­ing as if she had bad news. Li­n­san’s mind spun fu­ri­ous­ly over the words un­til only one an­swer se­emed obvi­ous: they had fo­und a dead body. She i­nhaled sharply. It had to be Du­kan. Trem­bling, she reached over the back of the seat to rest her hand on Brook’s bared shoul­der.

Brook jumped. She turned and lo­oked at Li­n­san with a strange mix­ture of shock and hor­ror. Her brown eyes fo­cused on the hand.

“Please, Dame Ka­bisal. I need to write this to­day. You said three men. Could you tell me what you know a­bout them? And if any­one else could cor­re­late?”

Li­n­san held up her oth­er hand, winc­ing at the pain. “I saw the three guys go in.”

Ti­ra­in asked them to de­scribe every­thing that had hap­pened, in­clud­ing the fight in­side the bank. It was tedi­ous and de­tailed, with the guard ask­ing the same ques­tion many times.

By the time the ques­tions trailed off, the fire in­vesti­gator came walk­ing up. The air shim­mered a­ro­und him as he brushed off em­bers onto the cob­ble­stones. “Sar­gent?”

The guard turned to him. “Yes, Mage-Cap­tain Kamel?”

“I have my ini­tial re­port. You should see this.”

Ti­ra­in ges­tured for him to walk a short dis­tance. Li­n­san watched war­i­ly as they talked a­mong them­selves. The feel­ing that there was bad news only grew as she saw the lines fur­ro­wing across the guard’s face.

Brook pushed Li­n­san’s hand from her shoul­der. “Don’t touch me.”

Li­n­san flinched but pulled her hand back.

“Why didn’t you fight?” Brook’s voice was low and bit­ter.

With a cri­nge, Li­n­san sat back. “I tried.”

“You just stood a­ro­und.”

“I need an in­stru­ment to use my tal­ent. I’ve tried with­out, but it doesn’t work.”

“I don’t,” Brook said. “I could have stopped them if you were just stro­nger. If you ac­tu­al­ly could do any­thing.”

Li­n­san sighed and shook her head. “I’m sor­ry.”

“You should be.” Brook turned away from her.

Ti­ra­in re­turned. “Dame Ka­bisal?”

“Yes?”

“I hate to ask you this, but…” She tight­ened her grip on her board. “I need you to…”

Li­n­san fin­ished. “You fo­und a body?”

Brook tensed and her back straight­ened. “No,” she whis­pered.

The guard cri­nged and nod­ded. “If you can, it would help with the in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”

“D-Dad­dy died?”

An­oth­er cri­nge. “I’m sor­ry.”

Brook pressed her fi­ngers a­gainst her up­per lip. Tears sparkled in her eyes. “No.”

Li­n­san re­al­ized she was cry­ing also. She sniffed and pushed her­self up. “Can I help?”

Brook glared at her. “You haven’t seen him for years. What can you do?”

“But I can still try.” Li­n­san frowned at the truth­ful words. She didn’t know what Dun­can lo­oked like any­more, she just wa­nted to do some­thing.

With a groan, Brook stood up. She stepped in front of Li­n­san. “I’ll look,” she a­n­no­unced be­fore she strode to­ward the bank.

“Um, please be ca­re­ful, your dress might catch fire,” said Ti­ra­in.

The fire mage held up his hand and waved it dis­mis­sive­ly. “Every­thing has cooled down, it won’t even scorch the fab­ric.”

Ti­ra­in gave him a hard look. “And the soot, Kamel da Kasin?” The “da Kasin” meant that he was from Tarsan, co­un­try to the east.

Kamel, the fire guard, shrugged. “That will prob­a­bly make a mess of it.”

“I don’t care,” Brook said sharply and kept walk­ing.

Li­n­san and the oth­ers lo­oked at the scorched, ru­ined dress. A few more mo­ments in the bank wouldn’t do any more dam­age to the al­ready ru­ined ma­te­rial. They fol­lowed af­ter Brook.

The smo­king ru­ins were still hot. Heat rip­pled the air a­ro­und him. Li­n­san was sur­prised how much dam­age was burn and how much was cracks and shat­tered stone. She wo­n­dered if Brook’s pow­er had con­tri­buted to the col­lapse of the bank.

“In the vault.”

The vault was the only part of the build­ing was com­plete­ly sur­ro­u­nded by stone. It had no bricks, just the smooth sur­face of mag­i­cal­ly shaped rock. De­spite that, much of it had been burned out and every­thing was a jum­ble of scorched wood and pieces of pa­per. The stench was over­po­we­ring.

Then she spot­ted the body. Right in the mid­dle of the floor, there was a charred corpse. At the sight, Li­n­san felt bile ris­ing up in her throat. “By the Cou­ple,” she whis­pered.

“I hate to ask, but is there any way of telling us if that was your fa­ther?” asked Ti­ra­in.

Brook hesi­tat­ed be­fore she knelt down. She grabbed his wrist.

A stench of burnt meat rose up, cho­king Li­n­san. Her stom­ach heaved for a mo­ment.

Brook let out a groan her­self and clutched her stom­ach. With a trem­bling her hand, she turned the body’s corpse over to show the black­ened bracelet. “That’s Dad­dy’s,” she said in a qu­iet, dull voice. “The oth­er half of the pair is at home.”

She shook as tears splashed down on the charred gro­und. Lift­ing her­self up, she held her dress off the gro­und be­fore step­ping and then knelt down on the oth­er side. She po­int­ed to his ring. “That’s also Dad­dy’s.”

Ti­ra­in nod­ded and wrote quick­ly in her no­te­book.

Brook pat­ted the corpse’s pock­ets. " He should have his auto-dri­ver ac­ti­va­tion gear here…" Her voice trailed off for a mo­ment as she fin­ished tap­ping his pock­et. With a sick­ing groan, she reached over to test his oth­er.

Li­n­san cir­cled a­ro­und, fight­ing the urge to vom­it. She couldn’t look at Brook or the corpse. In­stead, she fo­cused on the ru­ins in­side the vault. There were de­stroyed shelves every­where, tho­u­sands of box­es de­stroyed in the flames.

Her foot thud­ded a­gainst a box. She pulled back and then re­al­ized it was fa­mil­iar. Me­mo­ries came ru­shing back. It was the wo­oden case she had fo­und in the at­tic. The heavy wood was scorched and black­ened but it had sur­vived with rel­a­tive­ly lit­tle dam­age.

She knelt down and touched the warm sur­face. She cri­nged as she o­pened up the top and let it fall back.

Kamel cle­ared his throat.

She lo­oked up.

He shook his head.

Brook sighed. “I can’t find his auto-dri­ver key. That would be more proof.”

Ti­ra­in sighed and wrote on her clip­board. “Two pieces of i­den­ti­fi­ca­tion is suf­fi­ci­ent. Could I sum­mon a wag­on to take you home to ver­i­fy a­gainst the oth­er piece?”

Brook stood up. “I guess,” she said. Her eyes sca­nned the room be­fore fix­at­ing on Li­n­san. Then a deep frown fur­rowed her brow. “Yes, let’s go. I need to get away.”

Li­n­san sighed. She lo­oked down at the box. She could see the let­ters in­side, the edges burnt but the names still vis­i­ble.

The one thing she didn’t see was Pal­i­sis. There wasn’t even charred wood or ash­es in­side. Only an emp­ty space where the near­ly price­less vi­o­lin would have been stored.

Her ears po­u­nded as she stared at it. She squat­ted down to in­spect the case.

“Dame, you need to also go,” said Kamel. He had ap­proached.

“It isn’t here,” Li­n­san said as she felt her throat gro­wing tight.

“What isn’t here?”

“Pal­i­sis. M-My fa­ther’s vi­o­lin. It was right here.”

“Maybe it burned up?” He said even as he was squat­ting down him­self. His bare hands ran along the vel­vet in­side the case. When he flipped up his fi­nger, it only had a few motes of dust cli­n­ging to the tip. He lo­oked a­ro­und at the dam­age, obvi­ous­ly lo­o­king for it. “Maybe it fell out.”

She glanced at him. He had a scruff of a beard just sta­ring to col­or his cheeks. His hair was short but there was a strong scent of old smoke and wood; af­ter so many years of vis­it­ing the ru­ined work­shop, she knew the smell by heart.

Af­ter a few sec­onds of pe­e­ring a­ro­und, he shook his head. “Maybe it wasn’t. I don’t see any met­al from the body or any­thing in the right shape. You’re right. If it was here, there would be signs. Maybe your fa­ther re­moved it?”

“No, we wouldn’t have touched it. It was pre­ci­ous to my fam­i­ly. No one would have ever sold it. I thought I saw it in May’s bag but I couldn’t be­lieve it. But… but… it’s not here.”

“May?”

She blushed. “I-I don’t know his full name. He was one of the rob­bers that at­tacked us. I… told the oth­er woman.”

“Ti­ra­in is her name.” The guard sighed and shook his head. “Well, I need to re­port this. But right now, I have more ques­tions. Is your fam­i­ly in town? Where do you live?”

She re­flex­ive­ly gave her name and ad­dress.

“Sterlig?” His voice grew sharp­er. “You had a fire a few years ago. A work­shop or store? I re­mem­ber it be­ing out­side of town.”

She sniffed and nod­ded.

He straight­ened. “Come, I’m go­ing to take you home. I have more ques­tions.”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 10
             
            
        


        Hard Questions


        
Nev­er u­n­der­esti­mate the tech­niques of con­trol­ling a con­ver­sa­tion. Cri­mi­nals al­ways slip up, you just have to get them to throw out e­nough lies they can’t re­mem­ber the truth.
—Flaws of the Cri­mi­nal Mind

It didn’t take long be­fore Li­n­san was be­ing dri­ven back home. Kamel and the rest of the guards didn’t have me­chan­i­cal ve­hi­cles, so she sat in the passe­nger side of a small car­ri­age pulled by a sin­gle horse.

Sit­ting next to Kamel felt more like sit­ting out­side the head­mas­ter’s room at school. When­ev­er that hap­pened, she was al­ways on the re­ceiv­ing end of what­ev­er pun­ish­ment was doled out. Too many times, it was Brook that she had been fight­ing with. At least un­til Brook and her sis­ters left for the fan­cy school across town.

At the thought of Brook, Li­n­san’s mood dark­ened. The words she had said be­fore they went their se­parate ways still stung. Li­n­san had tried to join into the fight, but what could she do with­out an in­stru­ment? With the guilt ris­ing, she de­cid­ed she ne­eded to al­ways have her vi­o­lin with her. Just in case.

Kamel sighed as he snapped the reins on the horse. Ever since she had men­ti­oned the fire at the work­shop, he se­emed to be on edge. His eyes would snap back and forth and he oc­casi­on­al­ly made a grunt.

She wo­n­dered if she had said the wrong thing. She couldn’t i­mag­ine what it was, she had told the truth and didn’t em­bell­ish it. How­ev­er, he se­emed to have re­spo­nded with a sharp­ness that wor­ried her.

Kamel stopped the wag­on across the street from her house. He lo­oked a­ro­und for a mo­ment un­til she ges­tured to her front door. With a mut­tered thanks, he got out tied the horse to a near­by teth­er. “Come on. I have some ques­tions for you and your pa­rents.”

She fol­lowed him up the walk. The cracked paving stones shift­ed slight­ly un­der their weight and she no­ticed a few places that she had for­got­ten to weed. She glanced up at him, hat­ing the feel­ing of dread that hung over her.

Be­fore they got halfway, the front door was ya­nked open and her moth­er rushed out. She was we­a­ring one of her lighter dress­es and cle­a­ning gloves that matched the col­or. Her a­uburn hair had been pulled back be­hind a scarf. “Lin!? What’s wrong?”

Kamel stepped briskly to the side as Tisin rushed past him.

Se­e­ing her moth­er, Li­n­san re­al­ized she had to tell her pa­rents a­bout Dun­can. A cry rose up in her throat. “Mom­my!”

Then, as she fell into Tisin’s em­brace, the cries turned into a wail. “I’m so sor­ry! I tried! I swear!”

“What’s wrong, Baby?” Tisin was sob­bing as she stroked Li­n­san’s hair. “What’s wrong? What hap­pened?”

Li­n­san strug­gled to ex­plain what had hap­pened. Every time she o­pened her mouth, a storm of me­mo­ries and guilt crashed into her. She lo­oked help­less­ly at her moth­er, strug­gling to find the way of ex­pla­i­ning what had hap­pened.

“Oh, Baby. It’s okay, I swear. Just take a deep breath.” Her voice was wave­ring. But when Li­n­san lo­oked into her eyes, there wasn’t even a hint of sor­row or fear. With a start, Li­n­san re­al­ized her moth­er was only play­ing a role.

Kamel cle­ared his throat. “Sire Si­an Sterlig?”

“What hap­pened?” asked Li­n­san’s fa­ther as he ap­proached.

“There was a fire at the Ka­bisal Bank this morn­ing.”

Tisin’s arms tight­ened a­ro­und Li­n­san. There was a mo­ment that the gaze cracked with emo­tions. She turned sharply to the fire in­spec­tor. “Dun­can? Is he okay?”

Kamel cle­ared his throat. “There was a fa­tal­i­ty. We are still i­den­ti­fy­ing the body—”

“But you think it is Dun­can,” Si­an said in a low, bro­ken tone. He shook his head as tear glit­tered in his eyes. “Damn the Cou­ple. He was a good man.”

Her moth­er stood up sharply. “What hap­pened?”

Kamel pulled out a no­tepad. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I have—”

“What hap­pened?” she re­pe­ated. Her voice se­emed to take on a diffe­rent qual­i­ty. It echoed de­spite them be­ing out in the front yard. The so­und re­sonat­ed like a fine­ly-tuned in­stru­ment, ha­n­ging in the air just a sec­ond too long.

Kamel gro­aned. He tight­ened his grip on his no­tepad. Sweat prick­led on his brow as he shook his head. “I might re­mind you, it is il­le­gal to use emoti­onal and men­tal ma­nip­u­la­tion a­gainst guards on duty.” His voice was strained and bro­ken. It wa­vered and cracked.

Tisin’s pos­ture de­flat­ed. She stepped back as she wrapped her arms over her chest. “Sor­ry,” she said in her nor­mal voice.

Kamel gulped and let out a long groan of re­lief. “Damn. That was un­ex­pect­ed. You have a beau­ti­ful voice.”

She smiled but the ex­pres­sion nev­er reached her eyes.

Kamel turned to­ward Si­an. He lo­oked over his shoul­der at Li­n­san and Tisin. “Could we move this in­side? I have some ques­tions and some of them are inti­mate.”

Si­an turned and ges­tured to­ward the house. “Please? Come in­side, Cap­tain…?”

“Thank you. I’m Mage-Cap­tain Kamel da Kasin. Cap­tain would be suf­fi­ci­ent since I’m here du­ring an in­ves­ti­ga­tion.” He turned and he­aded to­ward the house.

In­side, they set­tled down a­ro­und the di­ning room table. Tisin dragged her chair a­ro­und the table to sit be­tween to her hus­band and Li­n­san. Li­n­san set next to both of them, feel­ing scared and ner­vous.

Kamel pulled his chair across from them. He sighed and tapped his no­te­book. “This is al­ways the hard­est part of the job but I need to ask some ques­tions.”

“Was it Dun­can?” asked her moth­er.

A nod. “You knew him?”

Si­an shook his head and wiped his eyes. “He was my best fri­end. We had known each oth­er since he, Ma­rin, and I were in the army. That was a­bout twen­ty-five or six years now.”

Li­n­san perked up with cu­rios­i­ty. She didn’t know that her fa­ther was in the army. Ac­tu­al­ly, she didn’t know much a­bout ei­ther of her pa­rents.

“Which com­pa­ny?”

“119th I­n­fantry. I nev­er made rank, I wasn’t that im­pres­sive. Ma­n­da­to­ry mil­i­tary ser­vice, noth­ing more.” Her fa­ther’s eyes were shimme­ring with tears. He wiped them with the back of his head.

Kamel’s eyes shift­ed to Tisin. “You?”

She shrugged. “2nd E­nter­ta­i­n­ment Com­pa­ny, Sar­gent.”

“How did you meet your hus­band?”

“Ma­rin.”

“Who is Ma­rin?”

Si­an’s eyes dark­ened. “She was my best fri­end. We went through tra­i­ning to­geth­er. When we were as­signed to the same com­pa­ny, I thought I was the luck­i­est man in the world. She was beau­ti­ful, smart, and fu­nny. Of course, Dun­can was also in love with her.”

Kamel wrote some­thing down. “What hap­pened?”

Tisin smiled.

Si­an shook his head and chuck­led. “We were both id­iots. I got so fo­cused on fight­ing with Dun­can over her af­fec­tions, we nev­er re­al­ized that we had pushed her away. Or, she nev­er was i­n­ter­est­ed in ei­ther of us. It was hard to tell then.”

Tisin rest­ed her hand on her hus­band’s.

He smiled and pat­ted her hand with his free hand. “She fo­und so­me­one else who loved her more than I ever could.”

Kamel scrib­bled fu­ri­ous­ly on his no­tepad. He se­emed to have a grim look. “Dun­can?”

“No, my wife.”

Kamel’s head snapped up. “W-What?”

Tisin smiled and le­aned a­gainst him. “I wasn’t his wife at the time. Ju­nith would be my first spo­use.”

“I… see. How did Dun­can han­dle this?” The po­int of his pen hov­ered over the no­te­book.

“He was my best man,” Tisin said. She nod­ded to her hus­band. “Si­an’s was Ma­rin’s. We were all close af­ter our ser­vice. When our tours fin­ished, we all de­cid­ed to move here and help Si­an with the fam­i­ly busi­ness.”

The pen dipped slight­ly. “You were fri­ends? True fri­ends?”

Li­n­san stared at him. He lo­oked al­most dis­ap­po­int­ed but the look quick­ly fad­ed. He had at least some of the same skills her moth­er hand, at least at hid­ing his emo­tions. Her moth­er was bet­ter though.

Le­a­ning over, Tisin stroked her hus­band’s hand. “Oh yes. It was just the four of us for a long time. Then Ju­nith and I be­gan to drift apart. She wa­nted more ad­ven­tures but I was hap­py here. We se­parat­ed as fri­ends.”

“Did any­thing be­tween you and Dun­can hap­pen then?”

“No, he was al­ready mar­ried and had just had his first daugh­ter. Dun­can and I stayed work­ing with Si­an on the busi­ness beca­use we fo­und that we worked well to­geth­er.”

She smiled soft­ly as her eyes grew soft­er. “He had a tal­ent at kno­wing eve­ry­one. He kept every­thing flo­wing, ma­king sales and get­ting cus­tomers to pay the bills.”

Then her eyes grew hard­er and she squ­e­ezed Si­an’s hand.

Si­an spoke up. “Af­ter the fire, he helped us as much as he could but we lost every­thing in­clud­ing our names. There was only so much you can do when you lose every­thing. Most of the Sterlig so­und came from the trees in our val­ley. When every­thing burned, I couldn’t make any more in­stru­ments.”

“And Dun­can?”

Li­n­san’s fa­ther sighed. “He had a fam­i­ly. There were bills. He couldn’t ded­i­cate his life to me. I was ru­ined and he ne­eded to move on.”

“Ma­rin?”

“She mar­ried Ju­nith a­bout six years ago in Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters. We couldn’t make it, so we sent Pal­i­sis as a gift.”

“Have you talked to her re­cent­ly?” Kamel asked, writ­ing down.

“She died of can­cer two months af­ter they got mar­ried,” came the sharp re­ply from Li­n­san’s moth­er.

Si­lence filled the di­ning room.

Kamel’s face grew slack. “When was the last time you saw Dun­can?”

“It’s been years.” Si­an bowed his head. “Ex­cept for the month­ly checks, I re­al­ly haven’t had any co­ntact with him at all.”

“Checks?”

Tisin pat­ted Si­an’s hand.

Li­n­san closed her eyes tight­ly. That was the en­tire re­ason she had gone to vis­it Dun­can. Her great idea had gone up with flames and she fo­und some­thing new to wor­ry a­bout.

“He’s been send­ing us a tho­u­sand cuks every month.”

Star­tled, Li­n­san stared at them in shock. “A-A tho­u­sand? I-I thought it was three hun­dred.”

Si­an shook his head. “It hasn’t been three hun­dred for years. He had been bump­ing it up every year on your birth­day.”

Tisin gasped as she stood up. Pu­shing back her chair, she rushed out of the room. “The let­ter!”

“What let­ter?” asked Kamel and Li­n­san. Li­n­san lo­oked at him and then back to her pa­rents.

Her fa­ther ges­tured through the door that Tisin had ex­it­ed. “We got a let­ter last week. Dun­can had just set up a trust fund to make sure the checks would con­ti­nue for the rest of Li­n­san’s life. It was go­ing to be her birth­day pre­sent.”

Li­n­san stared, her eyes te­a­ring over and her chest hurt­ing. All her plans were for naught? She had worked her­self up for noth­ing? She let out a sob.

They lo­oked at her.

“I-I was go­ing into town to ask for him to keep the checks go­ing. I fig­ured I could earn it.”

“That’s why you we­ren’t at break­fast?” asked her fa­ther.

Kamel spoke up. “You nev­er told her?”

Si­an shook his head. “I didn’t think she re­mem­bered a­bout the checks. She was a lit­tle girl then. Mon­ey has been tight for a while and that let­ter was a gift from the Cou­ple.” He turned back to Li­n­san. “I should have told you, I’m sor­ry.”

Tisin came in and ha­nded the guard the let­ter.

Kamel read it, sha­king his head as he did. He set down the let­ter and wrote in his no­te­book. “May I keep this?”

When they agreed, he tucked it into his pock­et. Then he flipped a page in his no­te­book. “Do you think the mon­ey is go­ing to con­ti­nue if he’s dead.”

Her fa­ther shook his head sad­ly. “Prob­a­bly not. I don’t know.”

Li­n­san no­ticed an­oth­er faint look of dis­ap­po­int­ment on Kamel’s face. He was lo­o­king for some­thing but she didn’t know what. It felt as if he was try­ing to trap them.

Kamel wrote for a sec­ond.

As he did, Si­an told Tisin a­bout Li­n­san go­ing into town. Her moth­er smiled at her with more pride that Li­n­san thought pos­si­ble.

The min­utes crawled by.

Li­n­san and her fa­ther squirmed. Tisin se­emed to be per­fect­ly at ease stand­ing next to her hus­band. She was on stage a­gain, though her ex­pres­sion had just a fa­i­ntest ex­pres­sion of dis­trust from the guard.

“Did you have any­thing in the bank vault?”

Si­an nod­ded. “Some old items, me­men­tos main­ly. Me­mo­ries that we wa­nted to keep safe.” Then he let out a long sigh and se­emed to age in a sec­ond. “The vi­o­lin was de­stroyed, wasn’t it?”

The cor­ner of Kamel’s lips tight­ened. It al­most lo­oked like a smile. His pen hov­ered over the page. “Was it worth a lot?”

Tisin said, “Yes and no.”

Kamel lo­oked up. “What do you mean?” He lo­oked frus­trat­ed and co­n­fused.

“It was Ma­rin’s but she nev­er played it.”

“An u­n­sung in­stru­ment is worth a lot of mon­ey, isn’t it?” Li­n­san could hear his voice gro­wing more ex­cit­ed. “As one of the last in­stru­ments that you’ve made, that would be worth a lot, wouldn’t it? Mil­lions?”

Tisin lo­oked at him cold­ly. “Are you sug­gest­ing we stole Pal­i­sis?”

That se­emed to throw Kamel. He glanced at Li­n­san and she felt a cold shiv­er of fear rac­ing along her spine. “Your daugh­ter said that name. A­ren’t the most pre­ci­ous of in­stru­ments named like that? Seems like a u­se­ful mo­niker for build­ing up a re­pu­ta­tion to boost a sale.”

“She named it. When she was six,” came Tisin’s sharp re­ply. “And in­stru­ments like that are only pre­ci­ous when they haven’t ever felt the touch of a mu­si­ci­an. Pal­i­sis has and is only worth the me­mo­ries and emo­tions in­side that wood and met­al.”

“Not ac­cord­ing to the card I saw in the box.”

Si­an held up his hand. “That was a lie.”

Kamel’s face froze.

“I’m ful­ly aware that a for­tune could be made if peo­ple be­lieved it was u­n­sung. There are only three peo­ple who knew that it had been touched by a bow. While my wife and I would nev­er, ever con­sid­er sell­ing that in­stru­ment while we lived, we had hoped that Lin would be able to sell it af­ter we were gone and give her­self a good life.”

Li­n­san let out a long whim­per. She re­mem­bered that brief mo­ment when she felt Pal­i­sis in her hands.

Tisin lo­oked at her with an apolo­getic look. “I’m sor­ry.”

Scrib­bling, Kamel frowned and shook his head. He wrote fu­ri­ous for a few sec­onds. “Still, the i­n­su­rance would be—”

“There was no i­n­su­rance,” Si­an said.

The pen stopped.

Her fa­ther took a deep breath. “If peo­ple thought Pal­i­sis was u­n­sung and it was tru­ly worth the mil­lions, how much do you think i­n­su­rance would cost us? We are strug­gling to keep a roof over our house and food in our larder. A tho­u­sand cuk check is the only thing that is ke­e­ping us from los­ing even that and now you tell us the man who giv­ing it to us is dead.”

Kamel set down his pen. “Then why didn’t you sell the vi­o­lin and—”

“No,” snapped both Si­an and Tisin at the same time.

“What?”

“I made that for Ma­rin and only for Ma­rin. As far as I’m con­cerned, what my daugh­ter had done has ho­nored her mem­o­ry but I have no i­n­tent to sul­ly ei­ther of them by sell­ing Pal­i­sis. That in­stru­ment means noth­ing to me or my wife oth­er than the me­mo­ries of our dear­est fri­end.”

“But the—”

Tisin le­aned for­ward. “Pal­i­sis is her me­mo­rial. She meant every­thing to the two of us and I would rather starve—”

Li­n­san no­ticed that her moth­er’s voice was tak­ing on the strange tim­bre a­gain. It was ri­n­ging in her head and each word felt like it was di­rect­ed di­rect­ly at her with the force of a gale.

“—than throw it aside for noth­ing more than a sack of cukdins!”

Kamel was sweat­ing. Li­n­san didn’t re­mem­ber se­e­ing him mov­ing but he was a foot away from the table with a sur­prised look on his face.

The air a­ro­und them was tense and elec­tric, like when Li­n­san used her mag­ic while danc­ing.

Si­an reached up and pressed his hand to his wife’s cheek. “Tis, take a deep breath.”

Tisin strug­gled for a mo­ment. Then she straight­ened.

The pre­sence that beat in the air dis­ap­peared in an in­stant.

Kamel gulped loud­ly. He slow­ly shift­ed his gaze to Li­n­san’s fa­ther. “Do you feel the same?”

“Less em­path­i­cal­ly, but yes.”

Kamel picked up his pen. “And your daugh­ter? Are you go­ing to let her starve?” His eyes fo­cused di­rect­ly on her pa­rents.

Tisin’s jaw tight­ened.

“A lot of pa­rents will do any­thing for their child,” the guard con­ti­nued. “You knew she was strug­gling too, didn’t you? She’s co­ming out of school and a­bout to have free reign in the world.”

Li­n­san sighed. She didn’t know what she was do­ing af­ter school e­nded. In some ways, the fa­ntasies of what job Dun­can would in­sist on for the mon­ey was al­most a fa­nta­sy for her­self. It would give her pur­pose, at least un­til she fig­ured out what to do her­self.

Si­an gave him a hard look. “Why are you ask­ing these ques­tions?”

“Beca­use years ago, I was the lead in­vesti­gator of the fire in Sterlig Val­ley. I saw a lot of things there, in­clud­ing signs of a mag­i­cal ac­cele­ra­tor used to e­nsure that val­ley burned com­plete­ly.”

He turned to Li­n­san. “So­me­one used mag­ic to start that fire.”

It took a mo­ment for it to reg­is­ter. Li­n­san’s mouth o­pened in sur­prise. “You think that guy with the string…” She turned to her fa­ther. “Dad­dy, he had a string in­stru­ment like a vi­o­lin or a fid­dle but with a wide so­und box with six strings…” It took her an­oth­er minute to fin­ish de­scri­bing it.

“That so­unds like a gu­itar,” he said lo­o­king up at the ceil­ing. “It’s an in­stru­ment that has been ga­i­ning pop­u­lar­i­ty for the last few years. It came from south of La­nkerni but pro­duces a much diffe­rent so­und.”

Kamel tapped the table. “How do you know that?”

Si­an turned and ges­tured to his of­fice across the hall­way. “I’ve been writ­ing es­says, pa­pers, and columns a­bout trends in the mu­si­cal in­dus­try across three co­un­tries for six years. I know my in­stru­ments. If you need proof, I rec­om­mend you pick up any news­pa­per in this city for the last few years. If you want, I could give you the spe­cif­ic ones that I dis­cuss the gu­itar—”

Kamel’s shoul­ders slumped. He held up his hand. “Every time,” he mut­tered.

Li­n­san le­aned for­ward. “You think it was the same per­son?”

Kamel re­cov­ered and shook his head. “No, I know it was the same per­son. The re­so­nance is i­den­ti­cal. The flames had the same burn sig­na­ture and tem­per­a­ture. The pat­terns of the burns on the gro­und and sur­faces is the same. I’ve been in­ves­ti­gat­ing fires for close to thir­ty-five years. I know fire mag­ic.”

He turned to look at Si­an. “Who­ev­er de­stroyed your val­ley is also the same per­son who had just killed Dun­can and ap­pears to have stolen your vi­o­lin.”
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        Do Anything


        
The great­ly an­ti­ci­pat­ed auc­tion for Ga­minel’s Ko­r­nalis re­sult­ed in a record-bre­a­king 3.4 mil­lion crown bid for the pre­vi­ous­ly long-lost in­stru­ment. Bid­ding went on for near­ly an hour be­fore the cel­lo was sold to…



It was one of those days where get­ting dressed wasn’t an op­tion. Li­n­san stag­gered down the stairs in her night­gown. The rail­ing cre­aked as she le­aned on it, the slow nois­es ma­king her so­und like she was a bro­ken woman. Her bare foot hit the gro­und floor and she hesi­tat­ed, u­nsure if she wa­nted to head to the kitchen for break­fast or the liv­ing room just to sit.

It had been a ter­ri­ble night filled with night­mares. She half ex­pect­ed to dream of fire and fight but most of her dreams were of end­less­ly ru­shing to­ward da­nger but un­able to reach it. No mat­ter how fast she ran or what short­cuts she could, she nev­er reached the vague da­ngers be­fore it was too late.

Ho­o­king her messy hair over her ear, she turned and shuf­fled for her favo­rite chair in the liv­ing room. Si­n­king down, she grabbed a bla­nket and dragged it over her lap de­spite the morn­ing sun al­ready warm­ing the room.

Dun­can was dead. So­me­one she knew, so­me­one she had grown up with. She strug­gled to com­pre­hend it, even though she hadn’t seen him for years. Should she have vis­it­ed more of­ten? Was there some­thing else she could have done? What if, years ago, she and Brook had be­come fri­ends in­stead of e­ne­mies, would he still be alive?

Tears thre­a­tened to burn her eyes. She wiped her face and strug­gled to keep the sor­row from te­a­ring into her heart.

Her thoughts drift­ed back to the fight be­fore. No mat­ter how she lo­oked at it, Brook was right. Li­n­san had done al­most noth­ing du­ring the bat­tle. She didn’t throw a bunch, pick up a stick, or help at all. She was com­plete­ly and ut­ter­ly use­less.

The stairs cre­aked slow­ly.

Li­n­san wiped her face a­gain, scra­ping off the dried tears and cle­a­ring her eyes. She lift­ed her head and watch­ing the o­pe­ning of the liv­ing room to see who was co­ming down the stairs.

When her moth­er came to the bot­tom of the stairs. For the first time in many years, her hair was a messy nest with gray stre­a­king through the pale brunette. Her face lo­oked like it had aged overnight, but it wasn’t the lack of ma­keup but some­thing de­eper. The only col­or on her face were her red-rimmed eyes.

With­out lo­o­king at Li­n­san or the liv­ing room, Tisin turned and scuffed her way to­ward the kitchen.

So­mehow, se­e­ing her moth­er in dis­tress made Li­n­san’s de­spair de­eper. Her moth­er had al­ways tak­en care of her appe­a­rance. She was cheer­ful and beau­ti­ful. That was the way things were. That’s the way they should have al­ways been.

Li­n­san sniffed and bu­ried her face in the warm bla­nket. Why did he have to die?

Her moth­er came back af­ter a few min­utes. “Lin?”

Li­n­san lo­oked up.

Tisin stood at the foot of the stairs with a plate of left­overs from the night be­fore. She lo­oked hag­gard. Then, she cocked her head. “Oh, Baby.”

Set­ting the plate on the stairs, she came over and sat on the arm of the chair. When Li­n­san shift­ed over, she slid her rear down and pulled her daugh­ter into a tight hug. “I’m so sor­ry.”

“I-I couldn’t do any­thing.”

“That’s okay.” Tisin kissed her cheek.

Li­n­san wrapped her arm a­ro­und her moth­er and took a deep breath. Even the miss­ing per­fume made the expe­ri­ence sur­re­al, too much had bro­ken too fast.

“I could have.”

Her moth­er said noth­ing.

“He died, Mom­my. He died and I couldn’t do any­thing.”

Tisin kissed her fo­re­head. “You didn’t do any­thing wrong.”

“He was our fri­end. He’s been help­ing us for so long. Why did he have to die? Why him?”

“I know. I know.” Her moth­er let out a soft sob and pressed her knuck­les to her mouth for a mo­ment. Her eyes shim­mered un­til she closed them tight­ly. “This is just grief. He was our fri­end and we will cher­ish him, but right now, we just have to let this hap­pen.”

Li­n­san shook her head. “How? I couldn’t—!”

Her moth­er si­lenced her with a fi­nger. “You re­mem­ber, Tears on a Cat’s Whiskers?” It was an old­er play her moth­er had done, a­bout a man who fell in love while tra­i­ning dal­pre, the an­i­mal peo­ple. Her moth­er had played Fil­il, the lead­ing cat woman who was trag­i­cal­ly mur­dered at the end of the sec­ond act.

Li­n­san nod­ded.

“Af­ter Fil­il died, what did Pa­doris do?”

“He tried to kill him­self,” mut­tered Li­n­san. “First by dri­n­king and then he tried to cut his throat.”

Her moth­er glared at her. Then her ex­pres­sion soft­ened. “But, he didn’t suc­ceed. He went out and spent much of his for­tune ed­u­cat­ing the dal­pre, giv­ing them a home, and help­ing them stand on their own. He fo­und some­thing to keep her mem­o­ry go­ing.”

Li­n­san nod­ded slow­ly.

Tisin reached over and cupped Li­n­san’s chin. “He was sad, he griev­ed, but then he did some­thing. We’ll do the same. But we all need a lit­tle time to let the tears flow. You can’t rush one any more than the oth­er.”

Li­n­san froze for a mo­ment. That’s what she ne­eded, to do some­thing a­bout Dun­can’s death.

“Lin?” There was a wor­ried tone in her voice.

Li­n­san bli­nked and gave her moth­er a smile. “Y… I un­der­stand.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Mom­my.”

Tisin sighed and lo­oked to­ward the stairs. “Your fa­ther and I are not re­al­ly feel­ing up to cle­a­ning to­day. Is it okay if we just let the world stop? To­mor­row, I’ll go shop­ping. We can see if the boy next door will pick up a meal for us.”

Nod­ding, Li­n­san hugged her moth­er tight­ly. Even as she did, her mind spun through threads of ideas, se­e­king out some­thing she could do to help. The guards were in­ves­ti­gat­ing his death, but she doubt­ed the mur­der­ers were still in town. They would be fools to do so. There was also no chance the guards would be able to fol­low them if they had left; they had to re­main in town for the oth­er crimes.

Kamel also said the same men had set fire to the fam­i­ly val­ley. They meant they were prob­a­bly af­ter Pal­i­sis from the be­gi­n­ning, not Dun­can. The vi­o­lin was worth mil­lions and Dun­can prob­a­bly gave his life try­ing to stop them.

She tight­ened her jaw. If she could find the mur­der­ers, then she would also find her fam­i­ly’s lega­cy. All she had to do was find the vi­o­lin and then she would find the killers.

“Lin?”

Li­n­san lo­oked at her moth­er.

“Don’t do any­thing fool­ish.”

“I won’t,” Li­n­san lied. Her mind flashed through pos­si­bil­i­ties. Try­ing to take on Dun­can’s mur­der­ers and bri­n­ging them to jus­tice on her own was com­plete­ly fool­hardy, not to men­tion dead­ly. They killed once, they wouldn’t hesi­tate for an eigh­teen year old girl.

How­ev­er, she had seen e­nough of her moth­er’s plays to know that it only took so­me­one in the right place to dis­rupt a sale or bring at­ten­tion to cri­mi­nals to get them to jus­tice. She could do that. Just find them and make sure their crimes were known.

Her moth­er’s eyes se­emed to flick­er back and forth as she stared at Li­n­san. There was the fa­i­ntest tighte­ning a­ro­und her mouth but it fad­ed quick­ly. She sighed and le­aned for­ward to kiss Li­n­san on her fo­re­head a­gain.

Li­n­san forced her exci­te­ment from her face, her moth­er would stop her. She put on her most con­vinc­ing sad ex­pres­sion and nod­ded. “That helped a lot. Thank you.” She hugged her moth­er tight­ly.

Tisin lev­ered her­self out of the chair. She frowned be­fore head­ing over to the stairs. “Do you need any­thing?”

Li­n­san fought the urge to be ex­cit­ed. “T-That’s okay. I’m just go­ing to stay here for now.”

Her moth­er gave her an u­n­re­ad­able look be­fore walk­ing up the stairs.

Le­a­ning for­ward, Li­n­san lis­tened to her moth­er’s foot­steps. She lo­oked over her shoul­der and into her fa­ther’s study. Stacks of pa­pers and es­says were he­aped up on the table. The thieves had ei­ther stolen Pal­i­sis for so­me­one spe­cif­ic or they were go­ing to put the vi­o­lin up for auc­tion. In ei­ther case, it wouldn’t hap­pen in a small town like their own. It had to a city known for mu­sic or at least had many rich pa­trons. Her fa­ther would have writ­ten a­bout them.

Her pa­rent’s door closed with a click. A few steps lat­er, she heard their bed cre­aked as Tisin set­tled down.

Li­n­san surged out of her chair and rushed into her fa­ther’s study.
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        Sneaking Out


        
Can stone call to blood? Can re­so­nance be fo­und in the life­less stone that an­swers to the pulse in­side one’s heart?
—Gabirl na Ha­son, Land and Mag­ic, The U­nnat­ur­al Pow­ers of the North­ern Tribes

Li­n­san held her breath as she crept down the stairs. Her fi­nger­tips flut­tered over the ban­is­ter and ca­ressed the wood but she didn’t grip it in fear of caus­ing it to creak. She kept her eyes sca­n­ning the dark rooms be­low.

It was three hours be­fore su­nrise, long be­fore her pa­rents were up but she was con­vinced they were still wait­ing for her. She kept her free hand inch­es from her face, ready to si­lence her if she slipped or gasped.

Years of danc­ing helped with the slow, steady move­ment down the noisy stairs. She pic­tured every step be­fore she took it, re­a­ching over the steps that would creak or click. Her trav­el boots—al­ready well-padded for her con­stant trips to the fam­i­ly val­ley—were only a whis­per of noise as she made her way to the bot­tom of the stairs.

Over the last day, she had se­cret­ed her trav­el sup­plies and placed them un­der­neath the porch. Even though most of her trips were to the val­ley and back, she had a num­ber of week-long camp­ing trips at the ru­ins. She hoped with her gath­ered sup­plies and skills she had learned would help her on her trip.

In the back of her mind, her i­ma­gi­na­tion start­ed go­ing through the pos­si­ble fail­ures. The biggest one that ha­u­nted her was the pos­si­bil­i­ty that she couldn’t hunt or scave­nge e­nough food. If things went well, she would hitch­hike to Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters, the most prob­a­bly des­ti­na­tion for the mur­der­ers, and ei­ther scave­nge, hunt, or busk for food. Any of them could go hor­ri­bly wrong and she would ei­ther end up in­jured in the wild, robbed, or im­pri­soned.

Li­n­san shook her head as she reached the bot­tom of the stairs. No, she couldn’t wor­ry a­bout the worst case. She breathed deeply as she crept over to­ward the front door. She had left only one thing in­side, her vi­o­lin in its case. It was in­side the coat clos­et, ha­n­ging in the back.

Cri­n­ging, she eased the door open and pushed her hand past the coats.

Her fi­ngers brushed a­gainst the back wall. With a frown, she swept her hand a­ro­und lo­o­king for the com­fort­ing feel of worn leather.

“Are you—” start­ed her fa­ther sur­pris­ing­ly close to her.

Li­n­san jumped as all her mus­cles clenched pa­i­nful­ly. Her shoul­der thumped a­gainst the side of the wardrobe. With a whim­per, she le­aned a­gainst wood and cri­nged in pre­pa­ra­tion of be­ing yelled at.

“Are you okay?” he asked in a soft­er tone.

Li­n­san nod­ded.

“Li­n­san? Hold on.” There was a scrape of a can­dle and then light flo­oded the en­try hall.

She lo­oked over her shoul­der to see both of her fa­ther sit­ting on the bench op­po­site of the wardrobe. He had on his sle­e­ping gown but his eyes were dark-rimmed with ex­haus­tion. He didn’t look an­gry, just tired. Slow­ly, she turned a­ro­und. “Sor­ry.”

He gro­aned as he stood up. “Di­ning room.”

As if wait­ing for his words, she heard her moth­er o­pe­ning up the oven. The door cre­aked open as a loud hiss of the con­stant­ly burn­ing fire rune was ex­posed to the air.

Siam held out his hand.

Gi­nger­ly, Li­n­san took it. Every mus­cle in her body ached and she hat­ed the an­tic­i­pa­tion of yelling but she couldn’t stop now. She fought tears in her eyes as she let her fa­ther draw her into the next room.

When she saw the table cov­ered with sup­plies, in­clud­ing two vi­o­lin cas­es, she stopped in shock. “W-What?”

Her moth­er came out. She had acqu­ired her nor­mal sense of style a­gain, her pre­sence fill­ing the room as she fa­vored Li­n­san with a smile. “I’ve start­ed break­fast.”

Li­n­san clutched her arm tight to her side and re­ma­ined still as she stared at the table. She had not seen one of the vi­o­lin cas­es be­fore, nor did she re­or­ga­nize a roll of tools or the trav­el pack. “I-I don’t un­der­stand. What is all this?”

Siam turned a­ro­und. “You were leav­ing.”

Winc­ing, Li­n­san nod­ded.

“Were you go­ing af­ter the men who killed Dun­can or the ones who stole Pal­i­sis?”

The ques­tion stu­nned her.

Her fa­ther cle­ared his throat. “There are many re­asons why you de­cid­ed to leave. Some can leave you… you…” He strug­gled with the words.

Tisin stepped up to take his hand. “You’ve been to most of my plays. There are de­ci­sions that leave so­me­one po­i­soned to the world and oth­ers that leave it a brighter place. We want to make sure you go­ing for the right re­ason, not the wrong.”

With sweat prick­ling her brow, Li­n­san lo­oked at her pa­rents. “You… a­ren’t go­ing to stop me?”

Siam shrugged. “Could we?”

“Yes, but—”

“But you wouldn’t re­al­ly stop. Maybe to­day, but not to­mor­row. We have raised a beau­ti­ful, strong, and very i­n­de­pe­n­dent yo­ung woman. You de­cid­ed to vis­it Dun­can in the first place beca­use you wa­nted to help.” He shook his head. “As soon as that guard said that the fires were start­ed by the same per­son, I knew that you would do some­thing like this.”

She blushed hot­ly. “I’m sor­ry.”

Siam stepped for­ward and pulled her into a hug.

Li­n­san held him tight­ly.

“It would have been nice if you told us though.”

“I thought you’d stop me.”

He stroked her hair, hold­ing her tight. “I know. I’ve spent the last two days ter­ri­fied that I would nev­er see you a­gain. That was the first thing I thought when you came home, a­bout how close you were to dy­ing in that fire and I would nev­er be able to see my baby girl a­gain.”

Li­n­san closed her eyes tight­ly and tears le­aked out. She held him tighter. “I’m sor­ry, Dad­dy.”

Tisin jo­ined in the em­brace but said noth­ing.

Li­n­san didn’t know what to think. She thought she was ke­e­ping it a se­cret, but kno­wing her pa­rents were aware of it so­mehow made it bet­ter. She let her­self smile and held tight.

No one said any­thing for a long time. It felt like hours but was prob­a­bly only ten min­utes. Fi­nal­ly, Siam slipped out of the em­brace and ges­tured to the table. “D-Dun­can’s first check came in and we re­al­ized you are go­ing to need it. So your moth­er got your bags from un­der­neath the porch and we’ve added a few things.”

Li­n­san stared at the new vi­o­lin case.

Siam chuck­led. “That’s last thing. It’s the most im­por­tant.”

He picked up two wal­lets. “This is some trav­el mon­ey. Keep them se­parate in case you get robbed. Each one has a few hun­dred cukdins in fives. There is also two hun­dred sewn into the li­ning of the back­pack and an­oth­er two hun­dred in­side the li­ning of the vi­o­lin.”

She stared in shock. “That’s—”

He held up his hand. “One rule. You will not say no. Do you un­der­stand? We… we can’t be there with you and…” His eyes shim­mered with tears. He cle­ared his throat. “We…”

Li­n­san start­ed to cry her­self.

“We can’t be there for you, so this is the best we can do. I know you will be safe, but that doesn’t mean I’m not go­ing to wor­ry every day and every night un­til I see you a­gain.”

“Dad­dy.” Li­n­san hugged him tight­ly and then moved to her moth­er.

He had to clear his throat twice. “Also, you need to re­mem­ber this phrase: In the val­ley where it burned. Also re­mem­ber 932.”

“In the val­ley where it burned?”

“Your moth­er went into town and set up an acco­unt with the Ralonix Net­work. That’s Dun­can’s net­work. He used to do mon­ey trans­fers with that be­fore he start­ed his bank. With that, we can send mes­sages back and forth. If you need more mon­ey, we can send it that way. You should al­ways be near a bank that can help.”

Tisin po­int­ed. “At least once a week, I want a let­ter. It doesn’t have to be long, but us where you are and if you are safe.”

Li­n­san stared. “And the phrase?”

“That’s how they know you are you. Give your name but don’t ever say the phrase. They’ll ask you to write ITVWIB 932 on the pa­per they give you. Show it to them but do not let them take the pa­per. You de­stroy it once they use it.”

Li­n­san re­pe­ated the phrase and num­ber to her­self. She nod­ded, al­ready feel­ing over­whelmed but at the same time buoyed by their love.

Tisin smiled be­fore she he­aded into the kitchen.

Her fa­ther ges­tured to the table. “Al­most every­thing else is just trav­el sup­plies, food, clothes bet­ter for trav­el. The bag has an en­chant­ment to be stro­nger than nor­mal and also lessen weight. It is a sta­ble re­so­nance, so it shouldn’t ca­use prob­lems and it won’t burn un­less you get into a mag­ic bat­tle.”

At the sug­ges­tion of bat­tle, she fo­und her­self lo­o­king at the strange vi­o­lin a­gain. The case it­self lo­oked diffe­rent than any­thing she had seen be­fore, the o­pe­ning was on the side and it had a large latch that lo­oked flat but also se­cure.

He pulled her into a hug. “I’m go­ing to miss you.”

Li­n­san em­braced him tight­ly.

Her moth­er came up. “Lin, take this.”

Li­n­san broke free of the em­brace to take a hair pin from her moth­er’s hands. It was rel­a­tive­ly plain lo­o­king but heavy. The tip had an in­tri­cate flower and a name en­graved along the side along with a year. She stared at it a mo­ment and then lo­oked up. “This is your award for Strangers in the Gale!”

Siam smiled and plucked it from Li­n­san’s palm be­fore re­a­ching up and set­ting it in place in her daugh­ter’s hair. “There are some things mon­ey can’t buy. I can’t of­fer much, but you might find some so­lace from the plays and shows that trav­el a­ro­und. Bring them this. Al­most any­one will rec­og­nize it.”

Tisin was hold­ing onto her emo­tions bet­ter than Siam, but Li­n­san could tell she was also on the edge of bre­a­king down. Her fi­ngers were sha­king as she pushed the tins in place and pulled back.

“They may ask you to re­peat a line but you know my plays al­most as well as I do. I don’t know if it would help but it can’t hurt.”

“T-Thank you,” Li­n­san whis­pered. She sobbed. “I’m sor­ry I didn’t tell you.”

Tisin smiled broad­ly and ges­tured to the house. “We are ac­tors, all of us. Dra­mat­ic and i­n­de­pe­n­dent. You wouldn’t be my daugh­ter if you sat still nor would you be our child if you didn’t try to help. I’m proud of you in more ways than I can de­scribe but I can tell you one thing, I’m—”

Li­n­san gri­nned. “—ho­nored to be the one to sire you, my lord king?”

Tisin’s eyes sparkled. “Okay, I stole the line.”

Li­n­san laughed and sobbed at the same time. “It’s a good line. I al­ways liked it.”

“It is.”

Siam re­turned from the kitchen. “The food is cool­ing,” he a­n­no­unced be­fore pick­ing up the case that drew Li­n­san’s at­ten­tion. Bri­n­ging it a­ro­und, he held it up to her.

Hands sha­king, Li­n­san reached out and fum­bled with the lock. It took her a mo­ment to puz­zle through it, it requ­ired us­ing her thumb to push down and then her fi­ngers to ro­tate it but then it eas­i­ly popped off. In­side, she could see the del­i­cate curve of a vi­o­lin she had nev­er seen be­fore. The smells of the wood brought back in­stant me­mo­ries of her child­hood, of end­less hours in the work­shop and the scent of the val­ley.

She lo­oked up with a gasp. “It’s a Sterlig!?”

Siam was cry­ing. “My dad­dy made this when I was yo­ung. It won’t ever be a fa­mous vi­o­lin, but if my daugh­ter is go­ing to go out in the world, I want her to be play­ing a Sterlig.”

Li­n­san couldn’t help but cry as she reached in and pulled it out. The wood was warm un­der­neath her palm but it was al­ready pulling emo­tions up. It felt more com­fort­ing than any­thing she had ever played be­fore, any­thing be­sides Pal­i­sis. Her breath came in shud­ders as she pulled it out and held it up to the light.

It was beau­ti­ful de­spite be­ing de­signed to be func­ti­onal. She could see her grand­fa­ther’s hand in the scroll and the lit­tle scratch­es of an in­stru­ment that had been used and loved.

“I-I thought we didn’t have any left.”

Tisin le­aned into her hus­band. “We bor­rowed it from Tabil.”

“Tabil? I thought he… I thought you wouldn’t work with him. He just left his wife and he’s go­ing to push you to cheat on dad­dy.”

Her moth­er shook her head. She lo­oked at Siam be­fore le­a­ning on his shoul­der. “Don’t wor­ry a­bout that. You need the Sterlig more than I need to avoid a per­vert. He has a part that I more than ca­pa­ble of ful­fill­ing. It’s a grand­moth­er piece and only for a sin­gle act, but he wants my name on his bill and he had the Sterlig.”

Li­n­san lo­oked down at her na­mesake vi­o­lin. Was this how they were go­ing to keep her from go­ing too far? “When do I need to bring it back?”

They shook their heads.

“When?”

Siam reached out and rest­ed his hand on hers. “When the time comes. If it is a week, a month, or a life­time. You were born into these in­stru­ments. Your pow­ers? I have no doubt they will be stro­nger and cle­arer with this in your hand. Be­yond all the mon­ey, fa­vors, and sup­plies, this is prob­a­bly the best thing we can give you be­fore send­ing you out in the world.”

Li­n­san lo­oked at the case for a mo­ment. Then she set the in­stru­ment ca­re­ful­ly on the table. With a soft cry, she held her pa­rents tight­ly. “I love you two so much!”

When they broke, all three of them had to wipe the tears from their faces.

Her moth­er ges­tured to the vi­o­lin and her fa­ther cle­ared her throat. “Be­fore you leave, I am go­ing to play a song with you and your moth­er is go­ing to dance. You are go­ing to do both.”

With sha­king hand, Li­n­san picked up the vi­o­lin and fol­lowed her pa­rents into the liv­ing room. It took only a few mo­ments to push the chairs aside. Her fa­ther picked up his vi­o­lin and her moth­er kicked off her shoes.

Li­n­san held her breath as she set the bow on the string. It felt diffe­rent play­ing al­ready, as if it was made for her. She closed her eyes and drew the bow.

The sin­gle clear note felt like it was be­ing drawn from her heart. The air shim­mered a­ro­und her, warp­ing and sparkling as she felt the en­er­gy gathe­ring. With a smooth twist of her wrist, she drew it up and start­ed into a jig that set the room alight with mag­ic and her feet kick­ing.
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        The Next Step


        
A jour­ney that starts in tears can end in laugh­ter.
—Fox of the Gos­samer Nights

Li­n­san couldn’t help but smile as she walked along the dirt road. Every­thing felt right in that mo­ment: the af­ter­noon sun­light filte­ring through the canopy of trees, the crunch of dirt un­der­neath her boots, and the love of her pa­rents who had seen her off on her ad­ven­ture. She had dreamed a­bout head­ing out on her own so many times, she couldn’t be­lieve it had fi­nal­ly hap­pened.

She ca­ressed the vi­o­lin case ha­n­ging on her shoul­der. It was a modi­fied case de­signed to be o­pened and the in­stru­ment pulled out with one hand. The inve­ntor had a sim­i­lar tal­ent to her own, he could use his fid­dle to cre­ate storms. He was a mer­ce­nary for many years be­fore he re­tired but the side-lo­aded case was one of his lega­cies. It didn’t mat­ter to her, the o­pe­ning was still ex­ot­ic to her. She kept toy­ing with the latch. The smooth met­al flipped open and snapped close with her foot­steps.

Re­a­ching one of the many curves of the wind­ing road, she flipped open the case and delved her hand into it. Her hand ca­ressed a­gainst the smooth, warm wood of the Sterlig vi­o­lin. Her fi­nger­tips tin­gled as she drew her hand along the body of the in­stru­ment.

A warm bre­eze blew past her. With it came the smell of wood smoke. With it came the me­mo­ries of the bank burn­ing a­ro­und her.

The smile fal­tered on her face.

Li­n­san wasn’t sup­posed to be e­njoy­ing her­self. This wasn’t an ad­ven­ture to see the world. It wasn’t a fa­nta­sy that she had been dre­a­ming a­bout for years. There was a re­ason she was on the road, a pur­pose for the sup­plies on her back and the vi­o­lin un­der­neath her fi­ngers.

The bre­eze that tugged her hair no lo­nger felt warm and com­fort­ing. It stunk of smoke.

Trem­bling, she lo­oked at the road a­head of her. The le­a­gue to the next vil­lage se­emed like a tho­u­sand miles. A dis­tance she could nev­er make on horse or car, much less on her own two boots. The world was too big for her and she was do­omed to fail.

Li­n­san shook her head and fought the urge to cry. She wasn’t even a mile be­yond her fam­i­ly’s val­ley and she was al­ready con­si­de­ring giv­ing up. She shook her head a­gain and closed her eyes tight­ly, fight­ing the fear that clawed at her heart.

Her hand ca­ressed the vi­o­lin. The warmth helped a lit­tle.

“It’s for Dun­can, right?” she whis­pered to her­self.

The smell of burn­ing rose a­ro­und her. She glanced over the trees to see if she could see smoke but there was noth­ing but blue skies and white clouds. The day that was beau­ti­ful only mo­ments ago re­ma­ined in place, hid­den be­hind her guilt.

“For Pal­i­sis?” Li­n­san wasn’t sure why she was on the road any­more. Slow­ly, she lo­oked back over her shoul­der to­ward the way she had come. It was home back there, a val­ley she knew and a town she had grown up in. Her pa­rents would un­der­stand if she came back. They would re­turn the Sterlig and the pain of Dun­can’s death would even­tu­al­ly fade.

She couldn’t.

Turn­ing back, she forced her­self to take two steps and line up her feet to­ward the next vil­lage. She had to keep go­ing. It didn’t mat­ter how long it would take, no mat­ter her doubt or strug­gle. She had to keep go­ing.

“For both,” she said and took a step.

The leaves above her rip­pled, send­ing motes of sun danc­ing along her skin. She ca­re­ful­ly closed the vi­o­lin case and snapped it shut.

Li­n­san took a deep breath and took an­oth­er step. “For my pa­rent, my fam­i­ly.”

The next step was eas­i­er.

She was on an ad­ven­ture but also a mis­sion. She had seen e­nough of her moth­er’s plays and read her fa­ther’s sto­ries. There were go­ing to be joys and tears a­head of her. As much as the dire hunt had to con­ti­nue, she had to also give her­self per­mis­sion to laugh.

Breath­ing eas­i­er, she con­ti­nued on her way.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 14
             
            
        


        An Empty Room


        
The cheap busker moved from inn to inn, al­ways lo­o­king for the next crown and a new sto­ry to tell.
—Hor­goek Lad­ow, Nev­er Stop Falling, Nev­er Stop Play­ing

Li­n­san stepped out from the vil­lage store and strug­gled to keep dis­ap­po­int­ment from her face. As the door closed be­hind her with a click, she lo­oked up at the reds and o­ranges that had spread across the sky since she went in­side. There wasn’t e­nough time to get to the next vil­lage be­fore night­fall.

She took a few more steps to clear the door and glanced a­ro­und. The vil­lage wasn’t large. It had the gen­er­al store be­hind her, a wood­work­ing shop, and a pub­lic house that had just put out the sign for the night. She couldn’t im­age there were more than twen­ty peo­ple in the vil­lage.

With a sigh, she he­aded to­ward the pub­lic house. At the door, she pe­ered in­side. “Hel­lo?”

An old­er man lo­oked up from pu­shing chairs into place. “A new face?” He smiled broad­ly. “Oh, wel­come to Ga­ins­burg!”

Li­n­san stepped in­side. “Thank you.”

His eyes dropped down then he made a face. “I can’t do much for buskers. Nei­ther of us are go­ing to make e­nough to cov­er your room much less food.” His eyes sca­nned over her. “You prob­a­bly eat like a horse, right?”

“No, sir.”

With a sigh, he shook his head. “This place ain’t big e­nough for you with a fan­cy tool like that.”

Li­n­san couldn’t help but be dis­ap­po­int­ed. Much of her fa­ntasies were a­bout play­ing and danc­ing her way across the co­un­try. She flicked the lock on her case and turned to leave.

The i­n­n­ke­eper gro­aned. “You need food?”

Li­n­san’s stom­ach rum­bled. She nod­ded and came back. “I can pay.”

“You can use that? It’s just not beca­use you feel pret­ty car­ry­ing it a­ro­und?”

“I can play and dance. I’m good at both.” She couldn’t help but bris­tle at his words but snap­ping at him wouldn’t help her sit­u­a­tion.

“Got re­fe­rences?”

She shook her head.

“Five cuks and I’ll feed you di­nner and some­thing on the way in the morn­ing. You busk and get five pay­ing peo­ple in here be­fore the sun hides and I’ll give it back.”

It was a pa­thet­ic a­mo­unt of mon­ey, but she nod­ded. It was che­aper than pay­ing full price. “Could I also get a place to sleep?”

“Thir­ty for a room, ten to sleep in the ba­se­ment but I lock you in to keep you from steal­ing.”

A shiv­er ran down her spine at the last sug­ges­tion. She shook her head. “A-A cheap room.”

He gru­nted and tapped a table. “Sit here and put your mon­ey down. Every­thing up front for strangers.”

She stepped into the room and came over to the table. Watch­ing the i­n­n­ke­eper, she wait­ed un­til he wasn’t lo­o­king and then eased her wal­let out to pull thir­ty-five cukdins out in a small stack of yel­low and o­range cards.

When he didn’t come back, she ner­vous­ly lo­oked a­ro­und. It was an emp­ty room. U­n­sure of what to do, she set her case on the table and ran her fi­ngers along the latch­es to open them. Re­a­ching in, she eased the vi­o­lin out and moved the case to the floor.

The Sterlig was old, be­aten, and well-used. It was an in­stru­ment that had played for co­unt­less plays and shows. The edges were scuffed and scratched.

It was beau­ti­ful.

She ran her fi­nger­tips along the neck and up to the screws. With one hand, she gen­tly plucked the strings while ad­just­ing the screws. The clear tones rose up a­ro­und her, flut­ters of noise that ca­used the edges of her vi­sion to dance.

“That’s an old tool there. Old­er than you?” The i­n­n­ke­eper set down a plate of ste­a­ming food. It was thick and meaty with a small pool of juices at the bot­tom.

Li­n­san tha­nked him and then said, “Yes. My grand­fa­ther made it a long time ago.”

“You know, there was a fam­i­ly of in­stru­ment mak­ers a­bout five le­a­gues to the west. They had some tragedy but that thing re­minds me of the ones they brought a­ro­und.”

“Sterlig?” Li­n­san lo­oked up cu­ri­ous­ly.

The i­n­n­ke­eper frown for a mo­ment and then nod­ded to him­self. “That so­unds right! Yes, it was the Sterlig Fam­i­ly. Right fa­mous for fifty years. Then some­thing bad hap­pened.”

It was sur­re­al liste­ning to so­me­one talk a­bout her fam­i­ly’s for­tunes with­out kno­wing the full sto­ry. Li­n­san had grown up du­ring the expe­ri­ence and knew many of the inti­mate de­tails, but the i­n­n­ke­eper was a stranger. She wa­vered on the idea of re­veal­ing her he­ritage, but then de­cid­ed to keep it silent.

She lo­oked at the plate and then the vi­o­lin.

“Eat some, it will get greasy if you wait.”

Af­ter tha­n­king him, she ate quick­ly.

“You know, the yo­u­nger of those Sterligs got him­self mar­ried to this re­al­ly pret­ty gal. She was top billing on some plays.” The i­n­n­ke­eper sighed. “I re­mem­ber se­e­ing her in this show a­bout a liv­ing plant that wants to touch the moon.”

“Reach­es for the Stars Un­known,” Li­n­san said a­u­tomat­i­cal­ly.

The i­n­n­ke­eper frowned at her and then chuck­led. “Watch­ing her on stage is what made me a man.” He took her emp­ty bowl and left her some fresh bread, che­ese, and wa­ter. “Pret­ti­est girl I had ever seen.”

With con­ver­sa­tion gro­wing un­com­fort­able, Li­n­san ca­re­ful­ly set her pack down and propped her vi­o­lin up on her chin. She took a deep breath be­fore draw­ing the bow across.

The clear har­mo­ny filled the pub­lic house and re­sonat­ed a­gainst the walls. In the cor­ner of her vi­sion, the world se­emed to flut­ter and an in­vis­i­ble bre­eze plucked at the cur­tains in the wi­ndow. She could feel her en­er­gy ris­ing up to the mu­sic but she didn’t let it ma­nifest be­yond lit­tle ed­dies of wind.

She smiled, ad­just­ed the vi­o­lin, and then start­ed on a song from her moth­er’s play, A Hun­dred Years Re­a­ching, which was a cheer­ful dit­ty from the first act of Reach­es for the Stars Un­known.

The i­n­n­ke­eper’s head rose up slow­ly un­til he was sta­ring at the ceil­ing. There was a look of hap­pi­ness on his wrin­kled face and his eyes no lo­nger fo­cused.

She smiled to her­self and played lo­uder, shift­ing out of her seat to sway in time with the mu­sic. Her boots scuffed on the gro­und as she twirled a­ro­und, let­ting the mu­sic rise up in­side her and fill the room.

Li­n­san fin­ished one song and moved into the oth­er. As she did, she kept an eye on the door lead­ing into the place. It was get­ting dark but no one had come in.

Dis­ap­po­int­ed, she fin­ished one song and picked an­oth­er one a­bout co­ming out from the rain. It was a pop­u­lar tune a­bout twen­ty-five years ago, her pa­rents loved to hum it when they were out walk­ing to­geth­er. With a smile, she threw her­self into the song.

The song filled the main hall. She pranced to the door to let it out across the vil­lage.

No one was in sight.

Li­n­san wor­ried for a mo­ment but then de­cid­ed to let her­self just get lost in the song. She half-closed her eyes and swayed a­ro­und with the melody.

The i­n­n­ke­eper se­emed to e­njoy him­self. His head bobbed in time with the mu­sic as he pre­pared for busi­ness.

Then a scuff of a boot caught Li­n­san’s at­ten­tion. She turned to see an old woman stagge­ring up the stairs of the pub­lic house. Her cane wa­vered with every step as she half-walked, half-fell into the main room and slumped into the ne­arest chair. “Bil!”

“Co­ming!” he said as he de­liv­ered a good-sized beer to her. When he served the old woman, he gave Li­n­san an ap­prov­ing nod be­fore mov­ing to an­oth­er pa­trons who was co­ming in the door.
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        High at Night


        
The first time I paid for di­nner with mon­ey I’d earned was an expe­ri­ence I could nev­er for­get.
—Hor­goek Lad­ow, Nev­er Stop Falling, Nev­er Stop Play­ing

The pub­lic house closed be­fore mid­night. Af­ter play­ing for four hours, Li­n­san was more ex­haust­ed than ever. There was a big diffe­rence be­tween play­ing for her­self and the sta­mina ne­eded to keep the mu­sic go­ing hour af­ter hour.

She also felt more alive than ever be­fore. She had nev­er played for strangers be­fore. Her first night was an un­quali­fied suc­cess. Over two dozen peo­ple came in, most of them af­ter su­nset, but they lis­tened to her mu­sic. Many ap­pla­uded in all the right places and two old­er folk dropped mon­ey into her vi­o­lin case. Ad­mit­ted­ly, it was only three cukdins be­tween the two of them but it was more mon­ey than she had ever earned be­fore with us­ing her skills.

Her hands trem­bled as she nes­tled he vi­o­lin back into the case. The strings were still warm from play­ing and she could al­most feel en­er­gy pul­sat­ing in­side the wood. With a smile, she ran her fi­ngers along the edge. “Good night,” she whis­pered.

It only took a short pe­riod to get the rest of her sup­plies packed up.

“You are play good for a girl.”

She smiled at the inn ke­eper. It didn’t mat­ter than only three peo­ple came in be­fore night­fall, the buzz of play­ing and se­e­ing the nod­ded heads and tap­ping fi­ngers was pay­ment e­nough for her.

When the inn ke­eper lo­oked at her ex­pec­tant­ly, she tha­nked him.

He cle­ared his throat and lo­oked away. “Mind help­ing me clean up the last stuff?”

With noth­ing else to do, Li­n­san helped. It only took twen­ty min­utes to wipe down the ta­bles and put way the food. The i­n­n­ke­eper had done much of the world in the last hour when there was only three peo­ple in­side the pub­lic house.

She had just fin­ished flip­ping chairs when she saw a pile of cukdins stacked up on the back table next to her vi­o­lin. There was also a wo­oden key and a small card. Co­n­fused, she padded over and lo­oked at it.

The i­n­n­ke­eper was at the table next to her, gathe­ring up some dish­es. “Giv­ing you twen­ty back for the e­nter­ta­i­n­ment. The key is to room one. It’s the nice one. No one came in tonight so you can use it. Just don’t make a mess and fold the bla­nkets when you leave to­mor­row. Good?”

Li­n­san stared at the mon­ey in co­nfu­sion. She hadn’t earned it. “T-Thank you.”

“You may not have brought any­one in ear­ly, but they stayed lo­nger and dropped a few more cuks than nor­mal. As I see it, you gave us a few more sto­ries, brought back some me­mo­ries, and we had a good night. That’s worth a room for me, I just need to pay for food.”

He rubbed the top of his head be­fore pick­ing up his tray. “Good job, Girl.”

Li­n­san picked up the card. It had a hand-drawn pic­ture of the inn with a blocked sym­bol un­der­neath it.

“You’re new to busk­ing, a­ren’t you?”

At her nod, the i­n­n­ke­eper ges­tured to the card. “That’s a re­fe­rence. It’s only good for a­bout thir­ty or forty miles, but most of the inn, pub­lic hous­es, and ve­nues have met me. This ba­si­cal­ly says you were good and oth­ers should hire you.”

Li­n­san look up at him. “Thank you.”

“Don’t see many girls out on the road these days, even less with your tal­ent. Though, you are wast­ed in small hous­es like this. You need to head some­where big­ger, like Mal­com City or even Mo­on Wa­ters.”

She sighed and fin­ished putting the mon­ey into her wal­let. “I’m head­ing to Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters ac­tu­al­ly. I told…” Her voice trailed off as she re­al­ized she had nev­er asked i­n­n­ke­eper a­bout the mur­ders. “I was wo­n­de­ring, have you seen three guys come through the vil­lage in the last day or so? One has a gu­itar, kind of like a vi­o­lin but wider body. They had floor-length coats.”

He frowned. “No… can’t say it rings any bells. Ex­cept for you, al­most eve­ry­one is just dri­ving or rid­ing by. Were they head­ing to­ward Mo­on Wa­ters?”

She shrugged. “I hope so. I’m not re­al­ly sure. No one has seen them since I he­aded.”

“Think you are go­ing the wrong di­rec­tion?”

She lo­oked at him and gave a weak shrug.

He chuck­led. “I’ve seen that look be­fore. Don’t wor­ry, you’ll find them so­oner or lat­er. It’s a big world but you’re go­ing to find its much small­er than you think.”

“Thank you.”

He heft­ed his tray and he­aded into the kitchen. “Best of luck, Girl. There is a wa­ter clos­et in the back. You got a­bout a half hour be­fore I’m done and need it.”

“Thank you a­gain.”

He smiled but said noth­ing.

Li­n­san gath­ered her things and he­aded back to get cle­aned up.

Less than a half hour lat­er, Li­n­san was ly­ing in an emp­ty bed and sta­ring at the ceil­ing. So much had hap­pened and yet she felt like she was fur­ther away from her goal than ever.

De­spite her set­backs, or more ac­cu­rate­ly the lack of any­thing, she had suc­ce­eded in her fa­ntasies. She was on the road, earn­ing her keep, and sur­viv­ing.

Li­n­san smiled to her­self. She was on an ad­ven­ture. With her heart po­und­ing with exci­te­ment, she wo­n­dered if she could even fall asleep in the exci­te­ment.
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        Luck and Wagons


        
Out­side of wi­nter, hitch­ing a ride on pass­ing wag­ons was a rel­a­tive­ly safe way of trav­el­ing long dis­tance. The war cha­nged that.
—Gar­dol de Has­tor, The Cha­n­ging Ways of Trans­porta­tion

Li­n­san yawned as she walked along the side of the road. Un­able to sleep beca­use of her exci­te­ment, she had fret­ted and dozed through­out the night be­fore giv­ing up near the false dawn. A quick break­fast with the i­n­n­ke­eper’s wife got Li­n­san on the road and she had been walk­ing ever since.

For­tu­nate­ly for her, there were vil­lages every cou­ple le­a­gues along this part of the co­un­try. Judg­ing from her cur­rent pace and her mem­o­ry of ge­og­ra­phy, she had an­oth­er night or two of be­ing able to sleep in pub­lic hous­es be­fore the dis­tances be­tween the vil­lages grew too much. By the end of the week, she would be camp­ing at way sta­tions or in the wild.

Pat­ting her vi­o­lin case, she tried not to think too far into the fu­ture. There was a doubt scratch­ing the back of her head that she had picked the wrong di­rec­tion and would spend a week walk­ing nowhere only to find that she had lost the trail en­tire­ly.

Li­n­san steeled her­self and kept on walk­ing. She would make that de­ci­sion to­mor­row. If she hadn’t seen even a hint of the mur­der­ers by the time she had to camp, then it would be time to con­sid­er her op­tions.

She let her mind drift to lo­o­king across the fields and trees that butted a­gainst the road. Even walk­ing at a brisk rate, she saw land­marks hours be­fore she reached them. The glacial pace was frus­trat­ing but she didn’t have the sta­mina to run be­tween vil­lages. How­ev­er the fa­nta­sy of hav­ing the abil­i­ty to move quick­ly e­nter­ta­ined her as the min­utes slow­ly slith­ered by; her moth­er had been a play a­bout peo­ple who could fly fast.

A cre­a­king be­hind her caught her at­ten­tion. Slo­wing down, she pe­ered over her shoul­der while she rest­ed her fi­ngers on the latch­es of her case. It was a wag­on pulled by a sin­gle horse. It bounced and squ­e­aked as it swayed down the mid­dle of the road.

As it got clos­er, Li­n­san could tell it was dri­ven by a mid­dle-aged woman with pale brown hair and a deep tan. She had a glove on her left hand but not her right.

The dri­ver slowed down and the woman le­aned over. Her eyes lo­oked over Li­n­san from head to toe and back a­gain. “You alone?”

Li­n­san nod­ded. “Yes, dame.”

“Walk­ing to Pala­nis?” That was the next vil­lage ac­cord­ing to the sign Li­n­san had passed re­cent­ly.

“And be­yond. I’m head­ing to Stone Over Mo­on Wa­terss.”

The dri­ver whis­tled. “That’s a pret­ty good hike. A­bout three or four weeks walk, I be guess­ing.”

Li­n­san tried not to think a­bout it.

The oth­er woman’s eyes lift­ed for a mo­ment. Then she lo­oked at Li­n­san with a nod to­ward the back. “Want a ride? I’m head­ing through the vil­lages un­til Roldal. Then I’m head­ing west to Gamis but you’ll still be go­ing north there.”

Li­n­san let out a sigh of re­lief. “Please? That would re­al­ly help.”

“I’m Mar­il, but I have to warn you. I’m not the fastest dri­ver on a good day and this week is slow­er than u­sual. I’m in the midst of my cramps and the shits are pret­ty bad, so there is go­ing to be a lot of stop­ping along the way. If you are in a hur­ry, feel free to get off any time but no com­pla­i­ning.”

Li­n­san was star­tled. Her moth­er had nev­er been as frank a­bout her pe­riod as Mar­il. In fact, Li­n­san’s lessons were just a few short, vague con­ver­sa­tions in the hall­way.

She gave Li­n­san a grim smile. “I’m prob­a­bly not much in the mood to talk ei­ther.”

“That would be good. I’m lo­o­king for so­me­one, so I’ve been ask­ing in every vil­lage along the way.”

Mar­il smiled broad­ly and ges­tured to the back. “Then the Di­vine Cou­ple have blessed both of us. Crawl in the back and don’t step on the box­es. That’s our sup­plies and I’d rather not be co­ming to words over them.”

“Yes, dame.”

Thank­ful, Li­n­san ca­re­ful­ly crawled into the back with a silent prayer to the Di­vine Cou­ple for help­ing her along. A wag­on would be a lot faster and maybe she would fi­nal­ly catch up.
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        A Glimmer of Hope


        
It is con­si­dered poor form to de­mand pay­ment from hitch­hik­ers. How­ev­er, re­quests to pay for meal and sup­plies are al­lowed, as long as they are tru­ly re­quests and not de­mands.
—Gar­dol de Has­tor, The Cha­n­ging Ways of Trans­porta­tion

Af­ter an­oth­er day of dis­ap­po­int­ment, Li­n­san didn’t have hopes for the next vil­lage. Af­ter the good luck with earn­ing her keep with her vi­o­lin and then catch­ing a ride with Mar­il, she had hoped that the gods would re­veal the mur­der­ers with­in hours. Sad­ly, even as wag­on stopped at each vil­lage through­out the day, no one could pro­vide even a hint to the men Li­n­san was chas­ing.

With a sigh, she le­aned a­gainst the can­vas bags he­aped on the side of the wag­on and pe­ered down at the wheel. There was still mud still cli­n­ging to the wag­on. As the wag­on rat­tled over a wo­oden bridge, flecks of half-dried mud cas­cad­ed down and cre­at­ed a path.

Mar­il gro­aned. She squirmed in her seat for a mo­ment be­fore flick­ing the reins to sped up her horse along the bridge.

“Go­ing to make it?”

The old­er woman waved her hand dis­mis­sive­ly. “Be­en do­ing this ride for thir­ty years. I know every bath­rooms and wa­ter clos­et for fifty le­a­gues. It’s the way my dad had to trav­el and it’s the way my girls will when they be­come old ladies.”

She po­int­ed a­head to a bright­ly pa­i­nted build­ing on the side of the road. “In fact, Old Gal’s Pals has one of the best ones in the ar­eas. Old Gal runs the gen­er­al store and the pub­lic house here in Jonas’s Gate. Gal’s sis­ters are all pep­per farm­ers and they all make award-wi­n­ning chili. Once a year, they have a fair for their meals and you re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate i­n­door plumb­ing that night.”

Mar­il gri­nned. “Those girls re­al­ly like to be com­fort­able when e­njoy­ing their rings of fire. They have books, per­fume, and even he­ated wa­ter.”

An­oth­er groan fad­ed her smile. She wiped her fo­re­head and re­turned her at­ten­tion to the road.

Li­n­san watched her for a mo­ment and then sat back down. She watched as the vil­lage re­vealed it­self a­mong the trees.

“Lin? You got a few cuks on you?”

“Yes, do you need me to get any­thing from the store?”

“Some wil­low bark would be nice. Some­thing to chew on, not drink. I’ve been pe­e­ing e­nough as it is.”

Li­n­san had e­nough for that. “No, that’s okay. I can get those. Fair is fair. Af­ter all, you are giv­ing me a ride.”

“Thanks.” Mar­il gro­aned a­gain. “Hitch the hors­es too.”

As soon as the wag­on came to a stop in front of a build­ing with a mur­al of pep­per flow­ers, Mar­il hopped and rushed in­side.

Li­n­san crawled out of the back and gin­ger­ly took up the reins. Slip­ping off the wag­on, she gave the horse a wide berth to tie the reins to a hitch­ing post. U­n­sure of the knot, she did her best be­fore step­ping back to look a­ro­und.

It was an­oth­er vil­lage, just like the dozen she had pass since the be­gi­n­ning of her ad­ven­ture. It had been built at the i­nter­sec­tion of two dirt roads. Ex­cept for what lo­oked like four busi­ness­es, there were only a few dozen hous­es that clumped a­ro­und the ce­nter of the vil­lage.

Li­n­san con­si­dered her op­tions: she could eas­i­ly i­den­ti­fy the gen­er­al store be­hind her, a black­smith, and a carpe­nter. The fourth was less obvi­ous, but there was a sign ha­n­ging from one screw. Cu­ri­ous, she walked across the street to peer at it.

It was a bank.

Re­mem­ber what her pa­rents had done, she stuck her head in­side the open door. “Hel­lo?”

A yo­ung man in his mid to late twen­ties ya­nked his feet off a co­u­nter. There was a thump as he lo­oked a­ro­und wild­ly for a mo­ment be­fore fo­cus­ing on her. “Oh! Sor­ry.” He had an nice voice and a tou­sle of dark hair.

“Are you on Ralonix?” She hoped she got the name right.

His eyes wi­dened. “It’s our own net­work. Are you ex­pect­ing mon­ey?”

Ner­vous, she inched in­side. “I want to send a mes­sage. I can do that, right?”

He lo­oked stu­nned for a mo­ment.

Li­n­san stepped back.

“No, no! Please, come in. I don’t get much busi­ness here du­ring the day. Yes, of course you can send a mes­sage. Have you done it be­fore?”

“No.” She heft­ed her vi­o­lin case on her shoul­der and walked up to the co­u­nter. The wo­oden floor un­der­neath her boots cre­aked.

“Your name?”

“Li­n­san Sterlig. My pa­rents just o­pened the acco­unt.”

He was start­ing to reach for a thick leather tomb but then stopped. His hand went to a thick pad of pa­per in­stead. Pulling it open, he le­afed through it. “Sterlig… Sterlig… here you go. You have a code?”

“I’m sup­pose to write it down?” She felt un­com­fort­able with the new expe­ri­ence but she trust­ed her fa­ther’s di­rec­tions.

Shrug­ging, he put out a piece of pa­per and a pen­cil on the co­u­nter.

She write it down and showed it to him.

He pe­ered at it, re­ferred to some­thing in the pa­per, and then nod­ded. “Good. It match­es. Ac­cord­ing to this, mes­sages are col­lect on ar­rival so you don’t have to pay any­thing now. Let’s see.”

The ba­nker fum­bled with some pa­pers be­fore he ha­nded her an­oth­er one, this one had a­bout a hun­dred squ­ares in five lines. “Okay, fill out the mes­sage. One let­ter per squ­are, put a space be­tween the words.”

U­n­sure of what to write, Li­n­san hesi­tat­ed for a mo­ment. “What’s the name of the vil­lage?”

The ba­nker half-stood with a look of sur­prise. Then he lo­oked a­ro­und fu­ri­ous­ly and start­ed pa­wing through pa­pers.

Li­n­san lo­oked cu­ri­ous­ly.

He let out a sur­prised noise and pulled out a piece of pa­per. “Most of the time I’m deal­ing with folks… sor­ry. Here!” He flat­tened the pa­per on the co­u­nter and tapped one of the first sym­bols. “Just put this in a box by it­self. It doesn’t need any spaces a­ro­und it. It’s a good one to me­morize, it means the name of the send­ing bank.” He shrugged. “In most cas­es, it’s the same as the vil­lage.”

The rest of the pa­per had oth­er sin­gle-squ­are im­ages to use for each of the sur­ro­und­ing vil­lages, the next town, and oth­er com­mon phras­es.

With his help, Li­n­san wrote a quick mes­sage that said told her pa­rents she was safe, still on her way, and she was still lo­o­king.

He took the com­plet­ed note and set it down. A large box filled with white tiles came out from a draw­er.

Cu­ri­ous, she watched as he pulled out the tiles for the let­ter she had just writ­ten and placed them in a stack. Each tile was made of some sort of crys­tal or glass. Flick­ers of en­er­gy raced along the side.

He lo­oked up in sur­prise. “You have a pow­er­ful tal­ent.”

“I do?”

“Yes. I can’t use this spell with you in the bank, you might ca­use some­thing to crack. I can’t af­ford to re­place these.”

Blu­shing, Li­n­san backed away. “Sor­ry.”

At the door, she re­mem­bered her pur­pose. “Ex­cuse me, have you seen three guys in leather dusters? I don’t know when, maybe in the last few days. One of them had a gu­itar on him?”

The ba­nker didn’t ap­pear to be liste­ning to her as he con­cen­trat­ed on stack­ing tiles.

Li­n­san sighed and turned a­ro­und.

“I can’t tell you a­bout them,” he said sud­den­ly.

She froze. “W-What?”

“Ba­n­king reg­u­la­tions. I can’t tell you what they were do­ing in the build­ing.”

Spi­n­ning a­ro­und, she grabbed the door to peer in. “But they were here, right?” Her voice rose in exci­te­ment.

He pe­ered up at her, nod­ded, and then re­turned to his tiles. “Try Gal’s. They stopped there for di­nner.”

Li­n­san gasped and then raced away. Her vi­o­lin thumped a­gainst her hip as she crossed the road and into the gen­er­al store.

In­side, the bright­ly-pa­i­nted busi­ness was both a store and a pub­lic eat­ing area. The se­pa­ra­tor be­tween the two was a table filled with jars of pep­pers, jel­lies, and oth­er savo­ries. Every­thing had a pep­per mo­tif from the mu­rals on the walls to the table­cloths un­der­neath the sup­plies. Even the lit­tle price tags neat­ly af­fixed to the wall had hand-drawn pep­pers.

Her ears po­und­ing with hope, Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und for so­me­one to ask. She spot­ted the hall­way lead­ing to the wa­ter clos­ets be­fore her eyes caught move­ment on the cor­ner of her eye. Turn­ing, she saw an old woman sit­ting be­hind a co­u­nter read­ing a book that had a half-naked man pa­i­nted on the front.

“Ex­cuse me?”

The old­er woman set down her book and gave Li­n­san a bril­li­ant smile. “Wel­come to Old Gal’s! It’s my place and you can call—”

“Ac­tu­al­ly,” i­nter­rupt­ed Li­n­san.

“Oh, the bath­rooms. Just down the hall, door is open—”

“Sor­ry, I ac­tu­al­ly have an im­por­tant ques­tion.”

There was a faint creas­ing a­ro­und Gal’s eyes. She cle­ared her throat. Her an­noy­ance was pa­i­nful­ly obvi­ous.

Li­n­san cri­nged. “Sor­ry.”

Af­ter a sec­ond, Gal’s ex­pres­sion grew less stern but didn’t qu­ite dis­ap­pear. She didn’t speak but picked up her book and tapped it a­gainst the co­u­nter.

Qu­iet­ly be­rat­ed, Li­n­san wait­ed im­pati­ent­ly as Gal rapped her book a few times be­fore set­ting it down ca­re­ful­ly.

Li­n­san o­pened her mouth.

Gal stopped her with a look. She ro­tat­ed the book slight­ly on the co­u­nter. Then, she fold­ed her wrin­kled fi­ngers to­geth­er and le­aned for­ward. “Now, how may I help you?”

She­epish, Li­n­san forced her­self to take a deep breath. She wa­nted to scream or call out. She was close to find­ing out that she was go­ing in the right di­rec­tion. “T-The ba­nker said three men had come in ear­li­er. They all had long, gro­und-length coats and wide-brimmed hats. One them had a gu­itar. Have you seen them?”

Gal smiled bright­ly. “Of course, Sweet­ie.”

Li­n­san grabbed the edge of the co­u­nter. “R-Re­al­ly? You saw them!?”

A stern look stopped her.

She trem­bled as she forced her fi­ngers off the co­u­nter. “S-Sor­ry. I’ve been chas­ing them for a few days now and no one else had seen them.”

“I can’t i­mag­ine why, it’s been four… no three days since they came dri­ving through.”

Li­n­san froze, her heart po­und­ing and the world spi­n­ning vi­o­lent­ly a­ro­und them. “T-Three days? How did they get here so far? No, it can’t be them.”

Gal shrugged. “Not a lot of peo­ple play gu­itars. And wear coats like that. So­unds like your guys. Your band a­ba­n­don you?”

Li­n­san took a deep breath. She con­si­dered ly­ing. “N… No.”

“Gro­u­pie?”

“What’s are those?”

Gal gri­nned. “Pret­ty girls like you chas­ing af­ter si­ngers beca­use they got a wink or just want a chance at their beds?”

Li­n­san stared for a mo­ment. Then her cheeks be­gan to burn. “No… no! They stole some­thing of mine… ours and I’m try­ing to chase them down.”

Gal cocked her head for a mo­ment, her eyes pe­e­ring at her.

“Please?” Li­n­san whis­pered. “I just need to find them. I’ve been go­ing for three days since… since…” Tears welled up in her eyes. She didn’t know why, but she didn’t want to say they were mur­der­ers. “… I just need to find them. I swear.”

Gal’s eyes soft­ened slight­ly.

“Please?”

Gal shrugged. “Well, you are a cou­ple days be­hind them. They were just for di­nner be­fore dri­ving off. They didn’t even stay here for the night. Just bought a few snacks, two jars of jam, and he­aded out.”

“Left? At night?”

“Well, they are ma­king those auto-dri­ving ve­hi­cles faster these days. It was a pret­ty nice one too. All black and gold. You don’t see fan­cy ones in vil­lages like this very of­ten.”

Li­n­san froze. They had a car?

Tears burned in her eyes. She couldn’t catch up with a ve­hi­cle. Not with a wag­on and de­fi­nite­ly not on foot. She gripped her vi­o­lin tight­ly as she tried not to burst into tears.

Gal’s eyes flick­ered as she stared at Li­n­san’s face.

“S-Sor­ry.” Li­n­san wiped her eyes. “I didn’t mean… I… sor­ry. I’ve nev­er done this and they… I can’t catch up, can I?”

She stepped back, and shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t,” she whis­pered to her­self. Tears ran down her cheeks as she shook her head.

Gal didn’t say any­thing.

Wi­ping her face, Li­n­san took a deep breath and tried to stop the sud­den de­spair that had slammed into her. All she wa­nted to do was drop to the gro­und and curl up in a ball. Or scream at the top of her lungs.

No, she couldn’t. Not in front of Gal.

She spot­ted the chews that Mar­il wa­nted. With a sha­king hand, she picked them up along with some snacks and car­ried them over to the co­u­nter. “C-Can I get these?”

“Of course, Sweet­ie,” Gal said in a sym­pa­thet­ic voice. “That will be four cuks.”

As Gal took Li­n­san’s mon­ey and record­ed the sale, Li­n­san lost her­self in de­spair. With a car, the mur­der­ers would eas­i­ly out­pace her. Even at her best, she couldn’t hope to catch with them. How­ev­er, she was head­ing in the right di­rec­tion and now she knew to ask a­bout a car.

Would it mat­ter if they would get to Stone Over Mo­on Wa­terss long be­fore her? How long would it take to set up a sale? Or if they al­ready had a buy­er, how long be­fore they moved on?

“I’m sor­ry, Love, I thought you knew.” Gal ha­nded her Mar­il’s sup­plies in a small pa­per bag.

“I didn’t. It just…” The storm of emo­tions made it im­pos­si­ble to make a de­ci­sion. “… I’ll catch them so­oner or lat­er,” she fin­ished with a lie.

Gal le­aned over and pe­ered at her close­ly. “What did they do?”

Li­n­san hesi­tat­ed. Was she sup­pose to say she was chas­ing mur­der­ers? Or thieves? Her pa­rents haven’t giv­en her any sug­ges­tions. Then she sighed. “They killed a fri­end and stole some­thing pre­ci­ous from my fam­i­ly. I was ho­ping to catch up to them, tell some guards a­bout it, and then so­mehow get them back home to pay for their crimes.”

The harsh look on Gal’s face hard­ened. “Killed?”

Li­n­san nod­ded. "He was a fri­end. He ran a lo­cal bank in Cob­bler’s End. Like the one here. “And… and… I just want to find them.”

“That mean you’re leav­ing to go af­ter them? By your­self?”

“I have to wait for so­me­one. She’s in the bath­room.”

A smile broke the harsh ex­pres­sion on Gal’s face. “I thought I saw so­me­one ru­shing by. Well, why don’t you sit down and help your­self to some bread and jel­ly. It’s my spe­cial recipe. On the house.”

“I re­al­ly should get go­ing.” Li­n­san gath­ered up her pur­chas­es. “Thank you.”

De­ject­ed, Li­n­san re­turned to the wag­on to wait for Mar­il. As she did, her mind worked through the over­whelm­ing re­al­iza­tion that she will nev­er catch up to the oth­ers. She couldn’t stop though, she had to keep hunt­ing them down. Pal­i­sis may be lost for­ev­er but if she could bring the mur­der­ers to jus­tice, it would be worth it.

She no­ticed Old Gal co­ming back from the bank with­out re­mem­be­ring when the old­er woman had left the store. Li­n­san watched her for a mo­ment and then re­turned to her mus­ings.

When Mar­il fi­nal­ly came out, it felt like it had been an hour. “Sor­ry a­bout that. Oh, is that wil­low bark?”

Old Gal came out with a bas­ket. “Wait!”

Li­n­san watched cu­ri­ous­ly as the old woman came to the side of the wag­on and stopped. “What’s the name of your fri­end? The one who died?”

“Dun­can Ka­bisal.”

Gal shoved the bas­ket in Li­n­san’s hands. “My nephew said there was a shut down no­tice for your bank and Dun­can’s death was a­n­no­unced. It may be a lie but it’s a re­al­is­tic one. Here, take this for the road.”

“T-Thank you,” said Li­n­san in shock.

“I don’t know if it would help, but they are head­ing to Stone Wa­ter right now.”

“Stone Over Mo­on Wa­terss?”

Gal said, “Prob­a­bly. The mes­sage was short but they were ‘on sched­ule for the sale in Stone Wa­ters.’ Does that mean any­thing to you?”

A sob rose in Li­n­san’s throat. She was go­ing the right way. “Y-Yes! How did you find that out?”

“He’s my nephew. Now, take the bas­ket and catch up.”

“How?”

Old Gal shrugged and pat­ted Li­n­san’s hand. “I don’t know, but I fo­und that the Di­vine Cou­ple bless­es those who try so don’t give up and you’ll make it. Good luck and may the Cou­ple look over you.”
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        Whispers in the Night


        
Only a fool rides a horse into the night. For this woman, I am that fool.
—Ka­dem Gasi­nar-Mor­dan

Li­n­san tried to find a com­fort­able po­si­tion on a heavy can­vas bag. The fra­grant per­fume from the co­n­tents rose up a­ro­und her with every shift of her body. She wasn’t en­tire­ly sure what was in­side the bag, only that Mar­il said it was a dried ve­geta­bles med­ley used for soups. Oc­casi­on­al­ly, when she fo­und a new po­si­tion, she got hints of o­nions and gar­lic.

She squirmed for a mo­ment and then tried to con­vince her­self to sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, though, her thoughts be­gan to spi­ral into de­spair as she thought a­bout how far a­head her quar­ry was.

With a groan, Li­n­san rolled over and tried to find a new po­si­tion to sleep. She tried pu­shing the co­n­tents of the bag a­ro­und to ad­just but the bag re­ma­ined an un­com­fort­able lump dig­ging into some part of her body.

On the oth­er side of the wag­on, Mar­il let out a loud snore. She had three bla­nkets on top of her and an­oth­er two wrapped a­ro­und her feet. One hand was wrapped a­ro­und a short knife and the oth­er on a met­al bar.

Li­n­san sighed mi­ser­ably. It was near mid­night but she couldn’t go any­where with Mar­il sle­e­ping. No mat­ter what she did, the wag­on wasn’t mov­ing un­til morn­ing.

Every hour the old­er woman slept was one more hour that the mur­der­ers got a­head. Every minute Li­n­san wasn’t ru­shing for­ward, they were go­ing ten times as fast. In their car, they could eas­i­ly trav­el a hun­dred le­a­gues in a day where she could only do a dozen. The wag­on wasn’t much bet­ter, even with the in­cre­ased com­fort.

Noth­ing would let her catch up.

Tears thre­a­tened to rise up. She fought them, not will­ing to break down.

With her throat dry and her chest a­ching, she lo­oked a­ro­und for any com­fort. Spot­ting her case, she reached down and picked it up. The leather scraped a­gainst one of the bags. Pulling it into her lap, she wrapped her legs a­ro­und the base and pressed the head a­gainst her bel­ly.

She bowed her head. Ta­king a deep breath, she let the smells of wood stain, dust, and oils fill her lungs. The com­fort­ing smells of an old in­stru­ment pushed back the gro­wing de­spair.

Tighte­ning her grip, she rocked back and forth.

Why wasn’t she giv­ing up? Why couldn’t she just turn a­ro­und and head home? She knew her pa­rents would un­der­stand. No one would blame her when she walked back into the house.

Li­n­san let out a long, shud­de­ring breath.

She would know that she had giv­en up.

Af­ter so many years ste­e­ping in the his­to­ry of her fam­i­ly, so many vis­its to the ru­ins of the work­shop, all the mu­sic, play­ing, and se­e­ing her fam­i­ly be­ing worn down, she couldn’t give up.

She pressed her lips a­gainst the vi­o­lin case. “I can’t,” she whis­pered. “I can’t. Even if it takes me years, I can’t give up on you.”

She wasn’t sure if she was talk­ing to her moth­er, fa­ther, or both. Her thoughts were too co­n­fused. For all she knew, she was call­ing out to Pal­i­sis or Dun­can’s spir­it.

Wrap­ping tighter a­ro­und the case, she closed her eyes tight­ly. “I can do this, right?”

No an­swer came.

She gulped and took a deep breath. “I can do this,” she whis­pered. Her voice cracked as she re­al­ized she was ly­ing to her­self.

“I can do this, right?”

“I can do this.”

Her chest ached. She wa­nted to burst into tears.

“Please?”
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        Prayer


        
The wor­ship of the Di­vine Cou­ple, or Ma­tri­monism, is prac­ticed by a­bout sev­en­ty per­cent of Ko­r­mar. The de­gree of be­lief va­ries great­ly, how­ev­er, so one couldn’t say Ko­r­mar it­self was reli­gi­ous.
—Sur­vey of Reli­gi­ons Across the Lands

Af­ter two nights of be­ing un­able to sleep, Li­n­san’s days had be­come a hell­ish mix­ture of doz­ing and anx­i­ety at­tacks. More than once she caught her­self con­si­de­ring jump­ing off the wag­on and ru­n­ning the op­po­site di­rec­tion. She had also fo­und her­self pray­ing that she wouldn’t wake up when she be­gan to doze.

“Have you tried prayer?”

Li­n­san lo­oked up in co­nfu­sion.

Mar­il glanced over. “Some­thing is eat­ing at your gut. Old Gal told you some­thing?”

Cri­n­ging, Li­n­san nod­ded. She hadn’t told Mar­il what Gal had said. How­ev­er, the wa­goner had made an a­n­no­unce­ment that the worst of the pain had passed and she start­ed skip­ping vil­lages. They had eas­i­ly dou­bled their rate but it was still glacial­ly slow com­pared to what­ev­er ve­hi­cle the killers drove.

“Some­thing is eat­ing at you, Lin. Even I can tell that. Is it a­bout the men you are fol­lo­wing?”

Li­n­san nod­ded.

“How far a­head are they?”

“I don’t know, but they have a car.”

“Are they still head­ing to Mo­on?”

She nod­ded a­gain.

Mar­il glanced at the road a­head and then turned her body. “Thi­n­king a­bout giv­ing up?”

Li­n­san poked at the bag un­der­neath her. “Yes.”

The old woman said noth­ing for a mo­ment. “Why haven’t you?”

Li­n­san strug­gled with her an­swer. “I don’t know. I… I know I can’t catch up in time, but maybe I can do some­thing. I just don’t want to give up.”

Re­a­ching back, Mar­il pat­ted Li­n­san’s thigh. “If you have to take an­oth­er ride, I’ll un­der­stand. But let me know, oth­er­wise I’ll be wait­ing for you and that’s just rude.”

For some re­ason, that brought a smile to both of their faces.

Li­n­san nod­ded. “I pro­mise, I’ll let you know.”

Mar­il pat­ted her a­gain. “Good. Now, let’s see if we can find you a faster ride. Most of to­day is just go­ing to be lit­tle one store vil­lages but we’ll be co­ming up to New Brunil to­mor­row af­ter­noon. If you are go­ing to find a faster ride, that will be the place.”

The ten­sion in Li­n­san’s shoul­ders rele­nted slight­ly. She didn’t even re­al­ized she was cle­n­ching them.

What wasn’t said was that any faster ride might be more than Li­n­san could af­ford. She might be able to buy a horse, but not a car­ri­age and de­fi­nite­ly not a car.

She glanced at Mar­il to make sure the wa­goner wasn’t lo­o­king at her and then let her face fall. Thought it may lose her more pre­ci­ous days, she may have to busk a lot more to af­ford a trip.

De­spair rose up, a cho­king grip that squ­e­ezed her throat and chest. She shook her head.

“Try pray­ing,” Mar­il said with­out lo­o­king back.

Li­n­san and her fam­i­ly wasn’t reli­gi­ous, but she knew at least the ba­sic prayers. They had taught them in school. It was bet­ter than noth­ing. Clos­ing her eyes, she be­gan to whis­per what she re­mem­bered.

Af­ter a few phras­es, Mar­il jo­ined her. “For the Di­vine Cou­ple who watch­es over us, grant us bless­ings to make it through our jour­neys. From the Blessed Wife, all we ask are lessons to help us grow as your hum­ble chil­dren. May they be dif­fi­cult but ed­u­cati­onal. And from our Holy Fa­ther, watch over us to see what we stum­ble, then take our hand to give us one more step. Grant us respite so we may learn, dark­ness so we can dream, and the bright sun to wake us a­gain.”

The prayer didn’t give Li­n­san any peace but he­a­ring the com­fort­ing voice that spoke them did. Li­n­san let the tears flow as she closed her eyes. Her lips worked the prayer along with Mar­il, stum­bling over the words she couldn’t re­mem­ber but not ca­ring any­more.

Then, with a smile, she fi­nal­ly fell asleep with­out the threat of night­mares or fear.
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        New Brunil


        
Mon­ey lu­bri­cates the gears of the world. Un­til it doesn’t.
—Stalor Gim­bol, The Ad­ven­tures of Ra­mus Ka­in

Li­n­san walked along the street of New Brunil with a sense of dread and hope. She also was com­plete­ly over­whelmed by the crowds that streamed along both sides of the road. There were peo­ple we­a­ring work clothes, suits, and fanci­er wear that lo­oked more like her moth­er’s out­fits for the stage than some­thing to be worn in the mid­dle of the day.

No one was lo­o­king at each oth­er as the chaos swirled a­ro­und her. She kept bump­ing into peo­ple. Every time she fo­und her­self pressed a­gainst one of the many pa­i­nted brick walls of the city, she wo­n­dered how eve­ry­one else could move with­out to­u­ching oth­ers.

Le­a­ning a­gainst the sharp edges of brick that framed a shoe store, she let out a shud­de­ring breath. Mar­il didn’t even give her a hint of how noisy and over­whelm­ing it would be.

She clutched her vi­o­lin case with one hand and lo­oked down at a piece of pa­per in her oth­er. The lo­cal Ralonix branch had helped her come up with a list of sev­en garages that were most like­ly to have ser­viced the mur­der­er’s car. The ba­nker’s re­a­so­ning was co­nfus­ing, but appa­rent­ly most ve­hi­cles had a guild af­fil­i­a­tion with the cur­rent war­ring me­chan­i­cal guilds. Most the guild-af­fili­ated garages would hesi­tate to work with an out­side car which wi­n­nowed down the list to only a few.

She flipped the pa­per over. There were also three names on the oth­er side, all sta­bles. It was her sec­ond task for the day, to find a way of catch­ing up. A horse se­emed like the best op­tion. With her li­mit­ed funds, she could only af­ford a cheap one.

Li­n­san dre­aded the idea of go­ing to the sta­bles. She wasn’t com­fort­able a­ro­und equ­ines. Ta­king care of the mo­unt was also out­side of her ex­per­tise, which meant more expe­nses to pay for sta­bles along the way.

She wasn’t sure if a horse was even an op­tion she should take. It would requ­ire her to ask for more mon­ey from her pa­rents. She hat­ed to even ven­ture to ask beca­use they would try to give her what lit­tle they had re­ma­i­ning.

A vague idea that she could busk for the mon­ey didn’t help her ei­ther. She had only played for a sin­gle night to a small vil­lage in the mid­dle of nowhere. She doubt­ed she was good e­nough to earn e­nough for a horse.

Mar­il had giv­en her three hours to find what she can. Li­n­san would de­cide a­bout the horse then.

Li­n­san shook her head and turned over the page. She didn’t want to even think how she was go­ing to leave town. Ru­n­ning her thumb down the al­pha­bet­i­cal list, she picked one in the mid­dle: Glo­ri­ous Me­chan­ics of I­ron and Steel. It had a fan­cy name, maybe it would be a good choice.

At least un­til she fo­und her­self stand­ing in front of a crum­bling brick build­ing with a fad­ing sign. The place had o­ri­gi­nal­ly been called “Me­chan­ics” but so­me­one had added " of I­ron" in one pain, “and Steel” in a sec­ond paint, and then “Glo­ri­ous” with a third. The slop­py art­work and graf­fi­ti did noth­ing to com­fort Li­n­san.

The front of the garage had two large doors but they were both closed ex­cept for a crack of dark­ness. She could see where they had been dragged through the rocks and dirt by the swept area in front of each one. A small­er door to the right had a small glass wi­ndow.

Li­n­san made a face. If this was the best choice the ba­nker could come up with, the rest of her in­ves­ti­ga­tion bode poor­ly. She rest­ed her hand on her vi­o­lin case and stepped for­ward.

“Get away from me!” screamed a fa­mil­iar voice from in­side the garage. Brook’s tone was i­n­fu­ri­ated and fu­ri­ous, a so­und that Li­n­san had heard many times over the years.

Li­n­san stum­bled to a stop. Her hand gripped on her case tight­ly as she stared in shock. Brook was here?

“I said stop!”

The front doors to the garage ex­plod­ed in a ex­plo­sion of so­und and wind. Tools and men came fly­ing out in a cloud, flung off the gro­und from Brook’s blast.

Li­n­san braced her­self and ducked her head to pro­tect her face. The con­cus­sion wave slammed into her, cru­shing into her chest for a mo­ment as her body was pushed back from the force. She shook her head and lo­oked up be­fore her ears stopped ri­n­ging.

Brook stood to one side of the garage’s i­n­te­rior. To her back was a work­bench he­aped with tools but the rest of the room had been tossed apart. Her small hat was half caught in her hair and she wore a blue dress with a dark stain on one shoul­der. There were more stains on her match­ing gloves as she pulled them apart to clap them to­geth­er a­gain.

Across the garage, four men stood up. One of them, the le­ader Li­n­san guessed, wiped his chin and shook his head. “That was stu­pid, Doll. Now I’m go­ing to take a lot more than purse of yours.”

To ei­ther side of Li­n­san, the men who were tossed out of the garage were scram­bling to their feet. She saw one of them flick his hands up and the rocks a­ro­und his feet rose up in the air to or­bit a­ro­und him. An­oth­er one snapped his fi­ngers and his hand burst into flames.

In­side, the le­ader held out his hand and beck­oned to­ward Brook.

Brook crouched down but then a ham­mer la­unched it­self from the work­bench be­hind her and shot to­ward the le­ader. The iron head slammed into her shoul­der, twist­ing her out of place, be­fore the tool smacked loud­ly into the man’s hand.

One of the men be­hind the le­ader stepped up as his squat body be­gan to shim­mer. “I’ll catch the noise, Rab. You teach her a les­son.”

“Thanks, Cal.”

Li­n­san watched both men near her from the cor­ner of her vi­sion. She ran her fi­nger along the quick re­lease of her case and slid her hand to wrap a­ro­und the warm neck of her Sterlig.

Brook gro­aned as she straight­ened. She clutched her shoul­der as she lo­oked a­ro­und. When her eyes caught with Li­n­san’s, they o­pened wide.

Rab stepped for­ward and heft­ed his ham­mer. “Now, be a good girl and hand over that lit­tle purse of yours. While you’re at it, the key to your ho­tel beca­use I’m sure you have a lot more with you. Rich dames like you nev­er trav­el light.”

Brook’s eyes didn’t leave Li­n­san’s. There was a mo­ment of rage, sur­prise, and then plead­ing.

Li­n­san wasn’t sure how to re­spond. Her heart beat loud­ly but then she con­cen­trat­ed on the strings that were strum­ming un­der­neath her fi­ngers. She nod­ded once and then spun a­ro­und, drop­ping the case as she pulled out her vi­o­lin. With prac­ticed skill, she jammed it along her neck and brought the bow into po­si­tion as she fin­ished her turn.

The first note cut through the air with the sharp so­und of the bat­tle an­them from Death of the But­ter­fly King. It was a song that she knew Brook had heard, she only hoped it would help in some ma­nner. She threw her­self into the rapid cresce­ndo of the sec­ond move­ment. Her body vi­brat­ed with pow­er as the world a­ro­und her shim­mered with en­er­gy.

The man with the float­ing rocks turned with a hiss and threw his hand to­ward her. The rocks shot out with dizzy­ing speed.

Li­n­san’s notes cut through the air, catch­ing the rocks and toss­ing them aside.

Brook clapped her hands to­geth­er, blast­ing the air a­ro­und her. The con­cus­sion wave slammed into Cal’s shimme­ring body and split apart, te­a­ring apart the back wall of the garage but leav­ing three of the men u­n­touched. The fourth was slammed into the wall and he slumped to the gro­und.

Rab threw his ham­mer at her with a loud grunt.

Brook jerked to the side, but the tool swung a­ro­und and came back with vi­o­lent force. It clipped Brook a­gain, knock­ing her to the gro­und as the ham­mer slammed back into his palm.

Li­n­san start­ed to­ward Brook but heat blast­ed her. The oth­er man’s flam­ing hand slammed into her shoul­der and si­nged her hair.

Spi­n­ning away, Li­n­san sent a blast of mu­sic to­ward him.

Brook’s con­cus­sion blast de­stroyed Li­n­san’s so­und be­fore it could strike him.

Li­n­san frowned and then dodged more rocks. She couldn’t keep her mu­sic at­tack­ing if Brook i­nter­rupt­ed her. They had to work to­geth­er which meant their at­tacks had to syn­chro­nize. “Brook! Only on the beat!”

“What?” Brook dodged an­oth­er ham­mer throw and clapped her hand a­gain. The en­er­gy tore through Li­n­san’s mu­sic and tossed the tele­ki­net­ic rocks aside but oth­er­wise missed the man at­tack­ing her.

“On the Cou­ple-damned beat!” screamed Li­n­san. Her bow brought out a quick flur­ry of notes to knock aside the rocks be­ing thrown at her. She belt­ed out an up­lift­ing me­asure to slam into the flam­ing at­tack­er be­fore he could hit her a­gain.

“Like hell!” snapped Brook. She brought her hands up to clap a­gain.

Rab held out his bare hand. The tools be­hind Brook be­gan to shud­der as they were sum­moned.

“Just lis­ten for once you, you stu­pid cow!” Li­n­san snapped. She twist­ed be­tween her two at­tack­ers and then sent a sharp note scre­a­ming into the garage. The force smashed into the screw­drivers lift­ing from the work­bench and threw them into the far wall. Their po­ints stuck into wood as they shook vi­o­lent­ly.

“On the beat!” she yelled and then spun a­ro­und with a kick that caught the fire wield­er in the knee.

He dropped with a bel­low of pain.

Li­n­san turned to see more rocks fly­ing to­ward her. She couldn’t form the mu­sic to block them. Cri­n­ging, she steeled her­self for the im­pact.

The mu­sic reached the brief pause where a beat would be. Ho­ping Brook un­der­stood, Li­n­san braced her foot a­gainst the gro­und.

There was a con­cus­sive blast.

Air slammed into Li­n­san, the two men, and the rocks. Only Li­n­san re­ma­ined stand­ing.

She couldn’t stop. Still play­ing fu­ri­ous­ly, she brought her­self a­ro­und as she thought through her song. “Brook, your part is co­ming up! Get out of the garage!”

Brook frowned but she backed away from the work­bench and to­ward the door.

A ham­mer came fly­ing.

Li­n­san knocked it out of the air.

There was a rhythm sec­tion in the song, a place where the drums beat with a steady beat. If Brook caught her cue and used it to at­tack, she would be vul­ner­a­ble.

The me­chan­ics were fol­lo­wing faster Brook, shield­ed be­hind Cal. Rab was sum­mo­ning more tools to his hand.

Li­n­san took a deep breath and let her body re­lax. She had to time her notes be­tween the beat of Brook’s clap­ping. Grim­ly, she tensed her­self.

“You bet­ter be right,” snapped Brook.

“Now!” Li­n­san brought the song into the bridge.

Brook screwed her face and beat her hands to­geth­er, slam­ming wave af­ter wave of con­cus­sive force into the garage. The blasts tore the doors off the hinges and ca­used the walls to shake. The work­bench col­lapsed, spilling looks across the gro­und.

Rab threw screw­drivers and chis­els at her with lethal speed.

Li­n­san’s notes caught them and tossed them aside.

Brook con­ti­nued to po­und her hands to­geth­er. The walls be­gan to crack and the ceil­ing sagged. With her back to Li­n­san, the noise was qu­iet but she could see Cal and the oth­er man clap­ping their hands over their ears as they dropped to their knees.

Li­n­san saw the man with rocks get­ting up. She con­ti­nued to play notes to block Rab’s at­tack as she hopped over and kicked him in the face. The sol­id im­pact ca­used her to miss a note but no tool flashed out to strike ei­ther Brook or her­self.

So­on, they were next to each oth­er. The air beat a­ro­und their bod­ies, vi­brat­ing with the mu­sic and the steady po­und­ing that tore the garage apart.

Brook’s face was screwed in con­cen­tra­tion. Her hands were sha­king. “This is re­al­ly hurt­ing.”

“Then one big one, bring it down,” gasped Li­n­san.

She shield­ed Brook as the oth­er woman brought her arms far apart and then clapped them as hard as she could.

The con­cus­sive wave slammed into the garage, col­laps­ing the front wall.

Rab stopped thro­wing tools when Cal grabbed him and all three of them spri­nted out the door as the roof col­lapsed on it­self.

Li­n­san grabbed Brook by her dress and pulled her back. “Run!”

Brook hesi­tat­ed only for a sec­ond, then she turned and spri­nted away.

Li­n­san snatched up her vi­o­lin case and raced af­ter her.
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        Separate Ways


        
For all the tal­ents in the world, no one is good e­nough to get a cat to sit on com­mand.
—The Sand Piper’s Daugh­ter (Act 1, Scene 6)

Li­n­san strug­gled to keep up with Brook. De­spite be­ing only a few sec­onds be­hind, it was dif­fi­cult to keep hold­ing her vi­o­lin, bow, and case with two hands while ru­n­ning along the cob­ble­stones. Her boots slipped on the edges and she stum­bled.

Brook didn’t slow down. She had hiked up her dress with both hands and was pulling away from her. De­spite her boots hav­ing heels, she was a lot stead­ier with­out hav­ing to jug­gle so many things.

“Brook, wait up!” The bow thre­a­tened to slip from her fi­ngers. Li­n­san swore and slowed down to grab it be­fore it fell. “Stop, please!”

She al­most dropped the case. Af­ter a few sec­onds of fum­bling, Li­n­san lo­oked up to see that Brook was still ru­n­ning away. With an­oth­er curse, she stopped and fo­cused on set­ting the vi­o­lin prop­er­ly into the case along with its bow.

As she did, she kept lo­o­king up to see Brook get­ting fur­ther away. She also lo­oked be­hind her to see if Rab and his men had tak­en up the chase, but to her re­lief, they we­ren’t chas­ing her.

Sweat prick­led on Li­n­san’s brow as she got every­thing set­tled into place and she closed the case with a snap. Stand­ing up, she lo­oked for Brook.

In the few mo­ments it took Li­n­san to stow her gear, Brook ap­peared to not have stopped ru­n­ning. She had slowed down but she still moved as a hur­ried pace. Her blue dress flut­tered as she wove through the crowds.

“Brook!” Li­n­san called out at the top of her lungs.

Brook glanced once over her shoul­der, her dark hair bounc­ing, and then she turned sharply and took a side street.

“Damn the Cou­ple,” swore Li­n­san. She gru­nted as she ran faster to keep up while try­ing to stuff the vi­o­lin back into her case. It quick­ly be­came obvi­ous she couldn’t do it. With the press­ing need to catch up burn­ing in her mind, she had to force her­self to stop and ease the in­stru­ment into the case with­out harm­ing it. As soon as it latched shut, though, she start­ed ru­n­ning a­gain.

By the time she reached the cor­ner that Brook had tak­en, the oth­er woman had dis­ap­peared into the crowds. There wasn’t even a hint of her dress in sight.

Li­n­san stopped and gro­aned. “Damn.”

She took a deep breath and ran down the street. As she did, she pe­ered along the al­leys and streets she passed. The crowds got thick­er a­ro­und her; she was head­ing to­ward the ce­nter of town.

Af­ter a few blocks, she re­al­ized that she wasn’t go­ing to chase af­ter Brook. There were too many peo­ple milling a­ro­und, ve­hi­cles and hors­es to dis­tract her, and a tho­u­sand oth­er things that would make it near­ly im­pos­si­ble to find just by wa­n­de­ring.

She reached out for the ne­arest per­son. “Ex­cuse me, have you seen—?”

“Back off, beg­gar!”

“I’m not beg­ging,” she cried but the per­son had moved out of her range. She walked to­ward a woman in a green dress. “Have you seen a woman in blue?”

At the scowl she got, she stepped back.

The woman dug into her purse and then threw a few co­ins at Li­n­san as if she was sick or in­jured. The look on her face was a ter­ri­fy­ing mix­ture of hor­ror and dis­taste.

Li­n­san stepped back and con­si­dered the oth­er pedestri­ans. None of them were go­ing to know where Brook went. With every pass­ing sec­ond, the chance of find­ing her would di­min­ish great­ly.

With a grum­ble, she con­si­dered her op­tions. She didn’t know if it Brook was ru­n­ning away from Rab or the both of them. The only way to get an an­swer would be to hunt Brook down.

On the oth­er hand, Li­n­san still had a list to go through. Dig­ging into her pock­et, she pulled it out and pressed her thumb a­gainst the sec­ond item on the list. It should only be five or six blocks away, but it was in the op­po­site di­rec­tion Brook took.

To Li­n­san’s sur­prise, she fo­und her­self crav­ing Brook’s com­pa­ny. It had been only days since she left home but the com­fort of be­ing near so­me­one who knew her—even one who hat­ed her like Brook—brought a pang of home­sick­ness that star­tled Li­n­san.

She lo­oked at the list a­gain and the de­sire to go to the next me­chan­ics waned. She ran her thumb along the list, try­ing to de­cide which one was more im­por­tant.

With a sigh, she knew her search was im­por­tant. Maybe Brook was head­ing in the same di­rec­tion and they would enco­u­nter each oth­er a­gain.

Li­n­san snort­ed. She was sure Brook would be hap­py if they nev­er met a­gain.

Though, they did de­fend them­selves well a­gainst Rab and the oth­ers. She had nev­er thought their mag­ic was com­ple­me­ntary but the way Brook’s con­cus­sions worked with Li­n­san’s string work, it was al­most in har­mo­ny.

Cu­ri­ous and amused, Li­n­san turned and he­aded for the next me­chan­ic.
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        Disappointment


        
In a world of mag­ic, where spells can al­ter re­al­i­ty it­self, it is re­mark­able that faith burns strong in every as­pect of so­ci­ety. It is as if the gro­wing knowl­edge of man only e­n­hances faith.
—Surre­n­de­ring to the Holy Fa­ther

Li­n­san sat on the end of Mar­il’s wag­on with one arm over the back and her knees up near her chest. She stared aim­less­ly across the hous­es and farms that sur­ro­u­nded New Brunil as they grew more sparse and scat­tered.

Mar­il cle­ared her throat. “You’ve been in a sour mood since you re­turned. I was pray­ing that you’d find some­thing to give you hope.”

The mem­o­ry of the fight rose up. With the bit­ter­ness of Brook ru­n­ning away was tem­pered by the rush of us­ing her mag­ic in a fight. It felt good. She smile bit­ter­ly. “I fo­und some­thing, just not what I thought I’d fine.”

Mar­il chuck­led. “That’s the Cou­ple for you. They give you want you need though it is rarely what you want. Re­minds me of when I was yo­u­nger. There was a yo­ung boy named Gas­tor. He was so hand­some and I loved watch­ing him play Clash­ball.”

She sighed wist­ful­ly and trans­ferred the reins to one hand to twist a­ro­und to look at Li­n­san. “I thought I was go­ing to mar­ry him and he was go­ing to lead his team up to the nati­onal ranks.”

Li­n­san smiled. It was a new sto­ry that Mar­il hadn’t told be­fore.

“I was even pre­pared to tell my pa­rents that I was go­ing to mar­ry him.”

“What hap­pened?”

The old woman shrugged. “The spring was warm and I got a crop of straw­ber­ries three weeks ear­ly.”

Li­n­san frowned. “What? I don’t un­der­stand.”

“The Cou­ple pro­vides. I de­cid­ed to share a bushel with Gas­tor. So I made up a pic­nic and he­aded out to his house.”

Li­n­san thought a­bout all the plays her moth­er had been. She chuck­led. “He was cheat­ing on you?”

“What? No!” Mar­il shook her head. “No, I fo­und out he was Luti­an.” Luti­an was an off­shoot reli­gi­on from the Di­vine Cou­ple. Li­n­san didn’t know much a­bout it oth­er than it didn’t have a Blessed Moth­er and only fo­cused on the Holy Fa­ther as the sole pro­tec­tor and guide of hu­man­i­ty. Her moth­er didn’t care for fol­low­ers of Luti­an, ex­cept when she had a play a role that requ­ired faith. Her fa­ther cared only for their mu­sic, must like any oth­er melody that played near his ears.

Li­n­san laughed. “I didn’t see that twist.”

“Nei­ther did I, but my moth­er didn’t raise a girl who didn’t be­lieve in the Cou­ple.” Mar­il sat back in her bench. “So I mar­ried Tilain and I’ve been co­n­tent ever since.”

There wasn’t any­thing Li­n­san could re­spond to. She turned back to watch the sur­ro­und­ing land­scape as it passed but this time there was a smile on her lips. She tapped on the side of the wag­on as she let her thoughts drift through me­mo­ries drift through the fight and try to puz­zle out how to be bet­ter. That is, if she ever fo­und her­self de­fend­ing her­self with Brook a­gain.

As if the gods were liste­ning, she heard a roar of an e­ngine. She hadn’t heard a car along the road in days and a sense of fo­re­bod­ing rose as it grew lo­uder with every pass­ing sec­ond.

Mar­il sighed and clicked her to­ngue to move clos­er to the side of the road. “An­oth­er dri­ver. One of these days, they are go­ing to learn not to run so loud they spook the hors­es.”

“Yeah,” Li­n­san said as she pe­ered down the road.

A cloud of dust grew larg­er as the ve­hi­cle ap­proached. She knew the e­ngine was a steam e­ngine by the steady thump­ing of the pis­tons dri­ving the wheels. She ex­pect­ed to see steam ris­ing up a­mong the dust but there was noth­ing.

Then she spot­ted it. It was a pink bug­gy with thick tires that were eas­i­ly five feet tall. Even from a dis­tance, she could see the pis­tons dri­ving the wheels. With the small body of the ve­hi­cle, it lo­oked like some sort of com­i­cal i­nsect rac­ing to­ward them.

Li­n­san stared at it, try­ing to see if it was Brook be­hind the wind­shield.

The car over­took them and blew past with a roar of the e­ngines. Li­n­san snapped her head to peer at the dri­ver just as Brook glanced her way.

It was al­most im­pos­si­ble to tell with the thick gog­gles over Brook’s face, but the blue dress and match­ing leather gloves were u­nmis­tak­able. Brook wasn’t we­a­ring her cus­tom­ary hat, but in­stead had her curly hair pulled back into a tail.

Then the ve­hi­cle was gone.

Mar­il mut­tered some­thing un­der her breath. It was as close as the old woman would come to swe­a­ring.

A high-pitched screech filled the air.

Li­n­san spun a­ro­und on her seat to see the bug­gy fish­tail­ing on the road. The thick wheels gripped the dirt eas­i­ly but even then one wheel lift­ed off the gro­und be­fore the car came to a shud­de­ring halt block­ing the road.

Mar­il ya­nked on the reins. “Stop!”

The horse stopped faster than the car but the wag­on twist­ed vi­o­lent­ly. Heavy can­vas bags bounced on her side, al­most cru­shing her and her vi­o­lin.

Li­n­san had to grab the wag­on to keep from slid­ing. She ya­nked the vi­o­lin out of the way and took the blow to her hips. The im­pact stung and she let out a lit­tle cry.

A door slammed shut and Brook came storm­ing a­ro­und the far side of the ve­hi­cle. Her boots thud­ded a­gainst the gro­und as she came up to the wag­on. “What in the Cou­ple’s worst day is wrong with you!?”

Mar­il le­aned to­ward Brook. “Are you—?”

“No! I’m talk­ing to the pile of shit in the back!” Brook’s scream was pa­i­nful­ly loud. She slapped the side of the wag­on. “An­swer me! Why are you here!? What is wrong with you!?”

Li­n­san scram­bled a­ro­und to face Brook. She lift­ed her­self up to her knees. “I’m try­ing to help.”

“Every­thing you do is shit! You and your fam­i­ly are noth­ing but a curse! A Cou­ple-damned pox on every­thing holy!”

“Blas­phe­my!” snapped Mar­il.

Brook turned on her. “Shut up, old woman!”

Mar­il’s mouth o­pened in sur­prise. It quick­ly twist­ed in a scowl.

Slap­ping the side of the wag­on a­gain, Brook spun back on Li­n­san. “And you! You a­ren’t sup­posed to be here. You we­ren’t sup­pose to be at that damn garage.”

“I’m try­ing to help!”

“No, you are try­ing to find that piece of crap vi­o­lin you are ob­sessed a­bout!”

“And the men who killed your fa­ther!” Li­n­san’s eyes burned with tears. “I’m go­ing af­ter them too. This isn’t a­bout—”

“I don’t want your Cou­ple-damned help—”

Mar­il held up her hand. “Stop blas­phem­ing!”

Brook gave her only a half-sec­ond glare be­fore re­turn­ing to Li­n­san. She held up her fist, the blue glove cre­a­king. “Go away! I don’t want to see you ever a­gain! Do you hear me!? Find a rock to hide un­der, that’s all you Sterligs are good for. Noth­ing but shit-cov­ered, curs­es of the Holy—”

Mar­il reached over and grabbed Brook’s out­stretched wrist. She ya­nked hard. When Brook turned, Mar­il slapped her with her oth­er hand.

The gog­gles flew off her head and fell back to tan­gle in her hair.

Mar­il le­aned down while she pulled Brook clos­er. “You can have your dis­agre­e­ments all you want,” she said in a ter­ri­fy­ing calm voice, “but if you i­nsult the Cou­ple one more time, I’m go­ing to get down and spank your ass like a petu­lant lit­tle brat.”

Brook shook as she glared at Mar­il.

Li­n­san stared in shock, her gaze mov­ing from Mar­il to Brook and back a­gain.

Grind­ing her teeth to­geth­er, Brook ya­nked her hand free. She stepped back out of range of Mar­il and po­int­ed at Li­n­san. “I’m go­ing to find my Dad­dy’s killers with­out you. Just stay out of my way. You hear me? Stay away!”

She turned and stomped away.

Mar­il sat back down on her bench. She sighed and then be­gan to whis­per a prayer. “For­give me, my pa­rents for I have…”

Li­n­san lis­tened with only half an ear as she watched Brook get into her car. The grills on the side flared up as the fire rune in­side was ex­posed to the boil­er. The wheels turned a few times, then the car slow­ly straight­ened it­self and pulled away. It was slow but ac­cele­rat­ed steadi­ly but be­fore she knew it, the pink bug­gy was rac­ing down the street.

Mar­il fin­ished her prayer but made no ef­fort to grab the reins.

Li­n­san shook and sat down hard. Tears ran down her cheeks. “I just wa­nted to help.”

“I know, Love.”

The so­und of Brook’s car fad­ed away.

Li­n­san shook her head. She ex­haled hard. “W-We should get go­ing.”

The wag­on didn’t move.

“Mar­il?”

The old woman turned and there was a sad smile on her face. “I’m go­ing to miss you.”

“W-What? I didn’t mean to up­set you.”

“No, but this is where we are part­ing ways.”

Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und at the emp­ty road. She thought they would have se­parat­ed in a town or city, not on the side. It was fit­ting though, that is how they start­ed trav­el­ing to­geth­er. She shook her head and closed her eyes tight­ly. “I’m sor­ry.”

Mar­il beck­oned for her. “Come on, wait on the bench with me.”

Co­n­fused, Li­n­san lo­oked up.

“Your fri­end will be back.” All the a­nger and an­noy­ance had fad­ed away from Mar­il’s face. She was once a­gain the kind and cheer­ful woman that Li­n­san had been trav­el­ing with for days.

“I—”

“We prayed and the Cou­ple has an­swered. Come on, she’ll be back soon.”

Li­n­san gath­ered her pack and case and crawled up to the bench. “I don’t know. Brook is pret­ty stub­born. She and I have been fight­ing for years, ever since… the fire. Why do you think she’ll be back.”

The road a­head of them was emp­ty and qu­iet. No hint of the bug­gy or the dri­ver.

“I have faith.”

Mi­nutes passed by.

“She’ll fig­ure it out,” Mar­il said.

Li­n­san squirmed un­com­fort­able. She thought a­bout what she would say if Brook did come back. Would she gloat? Or fight? Would it just end up be­ing an­oth­er scre­a­ming fight? She shook her head.

Time con­ti­nued to pass pa­i­nful­ly slow. She lis­tened to the birds call out as the sun crept to­ward the hori­zon.

Fi­nal­ly, Mar­il sighed. “I guess I was wrong. I could have sworn that the Moth­er and Fa­ther had giv­en you ex­act­ly what you ne­eded: so­me­one who was lo­o­king for the same—”

There was a faint roar of an e­ngine.

“—thing as you. So­me­one who…”

The so­und grew lo­uder. A­head of them, dust boiled a­ro­und the pink bug­gy as it raced back.

Mar­il chuck­led. “Thank the Cou­ple,” she whis­pered.

Li­n­san shoo her head in a­mu­se­ment. She didn’t think Mar­il was right but she was proven wrong.

Mar­il turned to her. “Fri­ends fight all the time.”

“She isn’t a fri­end.”

Mar­il re­spo­nded by tak­ing Li­n­san’s hands. “Fri­ends fight. They ar­gue and they snip. But this is where you need to go. Just… let it go and trust the Cou­ple. They will find both the killers and this in­stru­ment of yours be­fore you know it. I have faith.”

“T-Thank you.” Li­n­san reached over and kissed Mar­il’s cheek.

Brook’s car reached them. The so­und of the brakes squ­ealed as she slammed on them. Then the car swung a­ro­und on the dirt road, blo­wing past them as it spun un­til it was fac­ing the same di­rec­tion. With a rat­tle of pis­tons and the groan of steam pres­sure, it pulled up and came to a hiss­ing stop.

Brook, her cheeks wet with tears, le­aned over the passe­nger seat and stared out the wi­ndow.

Li­n­san clutched the wag­on and stared back. She didn’t know what to say but she knew that the first words couldn’t get out of her mouth.

Brook said noth­ing. Her jaw tight­ened as her eyes shim­mered.

Un­com­fort­able, Li­n­san felt her body gro­wing more tense with every pass­ing sec­ond. Her mind spun fu­ri­ous­ly as her de­sire to be with Brook warred with their past.

Fi­nal­ly, Brook sighed. “Please?”

All the speech­es fad­ed. The only thing Li­n­san could do was slip off the wag­on and get into Brook’s bug­gy. She put her pack and case on a nar­row back bench be­fore slip­ping into the passe­nger seat. Even the first touch, the soft leather un­der­neath her sore rear, told her that be­ing in the bug­gy would be a com­plete­ly diffe­rent ride than the wag­on. She de­cid­ed it was sca­rier. She glance at Brook.

Brook stared straight a­head. Her jaw worked for a mo­ment. She used one hand to wipe the tears from her face be­fore she grabbed the ste­e­ring wheel with her gloves. The blue leather cre­aked.

Li­n­san cri­nged but she set­tled into the seat. The smell of per­fume and sweets filled the air. She lo­oked down to see that Brook had a tray of su­gared treats on top of a stack of pa­pers. There were maps and notes jammed up a­gainst the dri­ver’s seat. A cup of some­thing ste­a­ming rest­ed in­side a wire cra­dle near the ce­nter.

“Door,” Brook said in a strained, cracked voice.

“Oh, sor­ry.” Li­n­san blushed and closed the door. She waved to Mar­il who waved back.

“Blessed jour­ney!” called out the old­er woman. “I’ll pray for both of you!”

Brook slammed on the ac­cele­ra­tor. Grills flared on the side of the bug­gy as a blast of heat po­ured out from un­der­neath the e­ngines. Steam hissed loud­ly as the car lurched for­ward. The pis­tons cre­aked twice and then be­gan to force the wheels to turn.

In the first sec­onds, it was only loud and hot in­side the ca­bin. Then a steady force pushed Li­n­san back as the ve­hi­cle ac­cele­rat­ed. The pres­sure in­cre­ased dra­mat­i­cal­ly and she sank back. Fright­ened and star­tled, she gripped the han­dle of the door as the car shot for­ward.
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        A Mapped Route


        
Once so­ci­ety ac­cept­ed that tech­nol­o­gy wasn’t just a pass­ing fad, a new war start­ed as diffe­rent guilds at­tempt­ed to con­trol the new­born in­dus­try.
—Wrench and Blood

Com­pared to the wag­on, Li­n­san was al­most fright­ened by how fast Brook’s ve­hi­cle moved at full speed. Be­tween the large tires and the soft seats, it felt like they were float­ing more than rid­ing. Af­ter days on the wag­on and feel­ing every bump and rut, it was a god­send.

Slow­ly, she re­laxed her grip on the han­dle. Her fi­ngers ached from the ef­fort as she peeled one fi­nger off and then the oth­ers. She gro­aned and rubbed her palm with her fi­ngers as she lo­oked a­ro­und.

Brook’s gaze was fixed for­ward. She had one hand on the ste­e­ring wheel and the oth­er on a stick ris­ing up from be­tween the two seats. On each side of the stick were two but­tons that she would oc­casi­on­al­ly push down as she rocked it back and forth.

Li­n­san had no clue what Brook was do­ing.

A­head of them, she saw a vil­lage ap­pro­a­ching. In her mind’s eyes, she thought a­bout Mar­il’s di­rec­tions. They had cov­ered three hours of the wag­on’s trav­el in only a half hour.

Brook slowed slight­ly near the build­ings but then passed through the town.

Li­n­san watched the build­ings rush past. She spot­ted peo­ple out­side, folks who may have seen the mur­der­ers pass­ing by. How­ev­er, Brook didn’t seem to be in­clined to stop. “Do you know where you’re go­ing?”

So­me­one swore at them and the so­und rose and fell be­fore fad­ing.

Brook’s grip tight­ened. “Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters,” she said in a strained tone. It was just on the edge of an­noy­ance, a­nger, and ob­ses­sion. “It’s the clos­est place to sell that piece of crap vi­o­lin of yours.”

Then she grew silent a­gain.

Li­n­san sighed. She lo­oked a­ro­und the ca­bin. It was small but com­fort­able, the best that a rich per­son could af­ford in a ve­hi­cle. Or at least she as­sumed, she nev­er even had a frac­tion of Brook’s mon­ey. She was sure it was more com­fort­able than even her bed­room at home.

They left the vil­lage as quick­ly as they ar­rived.

Li­n­san squirmed. The si­lence and Brook’s ten­sion was grat­ing on her nerves. “How did you find them?”

Brook’s shoul­der hunched for a mo­ment. With a groan, she squ­e­ezed the ste­e­ring wheel be­fore she slow­ly slumped back. “They stole Dad­dy’s 1842 De­an­glen Black Thu­nder. There were only twen­ty of them made and none of them near home. Dad­dy…” Her voice cracked as her eyes shim­mered. “Dad­dy al­ways said that De­an­glen was high when he made the car. It was al­ways bust­ing a joint and le­a­king some­thing on the garage floor. It couldn’t get more than a few hun­dred miles with­out some­thing bre­a­king off, so I drove a­ro­und in cir­cles un­til I fo­und a garage that had ser­viced it.”

She let out a choked sob. She re­leased the wheel to wipe her face, but stopped. She glanced to­ward Li­n­san and then pressed her hand firm­ly a­gainst her thigh.

Li­n­san stared in dis­com­fort.

Brook picked up a cup from a hook near the dash and drank from it. When she fin­ished, she put it back and re­turned her palm to the ste­e­ring wheel. “So… Dad­dy thought this war be­tween the Me­chan­ics Guild, Ar­ti­fi­cer Acad­e­my, and the Pis­tons is horse shit, so he nev­er reg­is­tered any of our cars with the guilds. That means, the… the…” She caught her­self. “They can only go to an un­af­fili­ated shop beca­use they don’t have time to get it reg­is­tered.”

“Is that why you skipped the vil­lage?”

Brook nod­ded. She glanced down and then back up to the road. Her hand pat­ted the small table be­tween the seats for a mo­ment and then pulled out a map. It was drawn on heavy pa­per with hun­dreds of col­ored sym­bols every­where.

Li­n­san took it and pe­ered at it. She frowned as she stared at the u­n­fa­mil­iar shapes. She had tried to read a map a few times in her life but very lit­tle made sense to her. There was a line that ran from their home town of Pe­nesol to New Brunil. Along the way, there were a dozen gear and wrench sym­bols of diffe­rent col­ors; Brook had cir­cled the black wrench­es along the path.

Brook spoke af­ter a few mo­ments, “The next place is a town called Ja­morel. They have a me­chan­ic on the north side. I also sent a re­quest for a room at one of the lo­cal inns through Dad­dy’s net­work.”

She took a deep breath. When she spoke a­gain, her voice was stead­ier. “I’ll get you a room. No re­ason for you to sleep in the car when I have a bed.”

Li­n­san bris­tled. “I can pay my own way.” True, she had only done it once and she wasn’t sure it would hap­pen a­gain. The ca­sual way Brook men­ti­oned it felt like Li­n­san had been clawed.

Brook gave her a hard look. She rolled her eyes be­fore re­turn­ing her at­ten­tion to the road. “Don’t wor­ry, it won’t be a fan­cy one.”

Li­n­san glared at her. “I can pay,” she mut­tered a­gain.

Brook re­spo­nded by ac­cel­er­at­ing her ve­hi­cle and pu­shing Li­n­san back into her seat. When Li­n­san lo­oked over, she was had a co­nde­scend­ing smirk.

With her mood quick­ly so­u­ring, Li­n­san turned away to look out the wi­ndow. Maybe she should have stayed with Mar­il. At least, end­less talks a­bout the Di­vine Cou­ple were bet­ter than be­ing hu­mili­ated by… what­ev­er Brook was to her.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 24
             
            
        


        Checking In


        
The fastest way to make an im­pres­sion is do some­thing so in­cred­i­bly rude the audi­ence has to strug­gle whether to be offe­nded or amused.
—Ra­gon Vic­tor

Li­n­san wasn’t ex­pect­ing Brook to slam on the brakes. Her shoul­der slammed a­gainst the dash and a burst of pain sent stars ex­plod­ing across her vi­sion. The mo­men­tum ya­nked her off her seat and she slumped to the floor of the car be­fore her knees hit hard a­gainst the met­al. She man­aged to throw her arms up to catch her­self be­fore her face stuck the dash, but the im­pact a­gainst her fo­rearms stung as much as her shoul­der.

U­nderneath her, the car shud­dered and shook as it screeched to a halt in front of a large pub­lic house. Bright lights speared into the wi­ndows of the car.

“You could have warned me,” mut­tered Li­n­san as she pried her­self off the floor.

She glared at Brook who sat ele­gant­ly in her seat. Her en­tire body shook with the car but she was mov­ing with the vi­bra­tions in­stead of bounc­ing a­ro­und like Li­n­san. Only a few coils of her dark hair se­emed out of place.

The car came to a halt. Wisps of dust and steam rose up from the e­ngine, as if it was pant­i­ng.

Li­n­san shud­dered as her stom­ach tried to set­tle into place.

Brook sighed and set her drink back in her cup hold­er. “Come on,” she said curt­ly be­fore kick­ing open the door with her heeled boot and grace­ful­ly stepped out. The door cre­aked as it swung back. When it latched shut, the en­tire ca­bin shook a­gain.

Co­n­fused, Li­n­san stared at Brook through the wi­ndows as Brook he­aded to the rear of the car. She un­latched the boot and lift­ed the lid. In­stead of pulling any­thing out, she turned with a flut­ter of her dress and he­aded straight to­ward the front en­trance where a burly man held open the door.

Li­n­san cle­ared her throat. “W-What do I do now?”

No one an­swered.

A prick­le of an­noy­ance and frus­tra­tion rose up. Li­n­san reached back and grabbed her own trav­el pack. She felt dirty and dis­gust­ing. Fum­bling with the door, she fig­ured out how to open it and got out of the ve­hi­cle.

Every mus­cle in her back­side protest­ed. Three hours in a seat had left her a­ching. She gro­aned and rubbed it, limp­ing slight­ly as she stepped away from the ve­hi­cle be­fore cir­cling back to­ward the rear.

They had stopped in front of a pub­lic house. Like many of the ones she had seen on her trip, it was a wide build­ing with a deck along the front. Chairs and ta­bles had been arranged un­der­neath globes of light ha­n­ging from the rafters. Al­most all of the ta­bles were occu­pied by cus­tomers with wait­ress­es weav­ing a­ro­und to serve and take or­ders.

To Li­n­san’s re­lief, the cus­tomers we­ren’t dressed up as fan­ci­ly as Brook. Their out­fits were clos­er to what Li­n­san wore every day, though hers was dirty af­ter days of trav­el­ing. Al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, she de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted a clean bath and a cle­aner set of clothes.

Scratch­ing her now itchy chin, she pe­ered into the back of the car. There were two large, match­ing suit­cas­es in the back along with a small­er case. They all had the same pat­tern on them, a blue flower with three petals.

She lo­oked at the front door and then back to the boot. Was Brook ex­pect­ing her to bring them in for her? Was she go­ing to be Brook’s ser­vant for the rest of the trip?

Li­n­san clamped her jaw tight as she stared at the suit­case. As much as Brook’s at­ti­tude was an­noy­ing, they had cov­ered half a week’s trav­el on Mar­il’s wag­on in a sin­gle day. What was an over­whelm­ing task was sud­den­ly pos­si­ble. Sub­servi­ence may be worth the price of hunt­ing down the mur­der­ers. Not to men­tion, Brook had showed up just as Mar­il was talk­ing a­bout the Di­vine Cou­ple pro­vid­ing.

She shook her head. “Maybe there is some­thing to prayer,” she mut­tered be­fore pulling out one of the suit­cas­es. It was heav­ier than she ex­pect­ed. With a grunt, she let it thump a­gainst her side be­fore she ad­just­ed her own bags. She stag­gered to the door where the mus­cu­lar guy held the door open.

He made no ef­fort to help her as she passed him.

Brook stood at the bar, lo­o­king com­plete­ly out of place. Her blue dress was com­plete­ly out of place a­mong the more drab cus­tomers. It al­most shone in light from the globes glo­wing near the ceil­ing.

She turned as the door closed be­hind Li­n­san. Her gaze flick­ered down and the cor­ner of lips curled into a smile. “The staff gets those. You should know that.” She waved the pair of gloves in her hand in Li­n­san’s di­rec­tion.

Any char­i­ty or thank­ful­ness Li­n­san had fad­ed al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. She dropped the suit­case on the gro­und. Af­ter only a brief hes­i­ta­tion, she a­ba­n­doned it and he­aded straight for the bar.

The barte­nder, a mid­dle-aged woman with light brown hair, lo­oked up to her and then glanced at Brook. She smiled smug­ly as she re­turned to wi­ping a glass off with a rag. There was some­thing in her ex­pres­sion that made Li­n­san un­com­fort­able, as if a stranger was read­ing some­thing more into their re­lati­o­nship.

Brook smirked and turned back to talk to the barte­nder. “Might as well get her a room too.”

The barte­nder lo­oked up. There was brief mo­ment of co­nfu­sion as she lo­oked at Brook and Li­n­san. Then she shrugged. “Of course, Dame. Top floor?”

Brook shook her head. “First floor is good e­nough for her.”

Li­n­san didn’t need to be told the room was utili­ta­ri­an. She fought the urge to glare at Brook. In­stead, she took a deep breath and heft­ed her vi­o­lin case fur­ther up on her shoul­der.

“As you will, Dame.” She reached un­der the co­u­nter and pulled out a box. Shuf­fling through the keys, she ha­nded Li­n­san one with a black han­dle on the end of it. “Room 019.”

Li­n­san tha­nked her. By the time she had gath­ered the key, Brook was al­ready gone and there was em­ploy­ee car­ry­ing both of her suit­cas­es up the stairs. Li­n­san rolled her eyes and turned back. “What a damned cow,” she mut­tered un­der her breath.

“Trou­ble?” asked the barte­nder.

“No, I’m just a lit­tle out of place appa­rent­ly.” Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und. She didn’t have many expe­ri­ences with pub­lic hous­es, but the main room was clean and bright­ly lit. She guessed there were twen­ty ta­bles, most of them al­ready filled with va­ri­ous groups dri­n­king and eat­ing and hav­ing fun. In the cor­ner, she saw three mu­si­ci­ans set­ting up. One of the play­ers had a bright blue fid­dle and damp hair. Her skin crawled with the need to get clean but she wa­nted to hear how he played.

Cu­ri­ous, she turned back. “Is there a chance I can join in?” she asked while ges­tu­ring to her vi­o­lin case.

“Do you play pro­fes­si­on­al­ly?”

Li­n­san blushed. “I paid for a room by play­ing a week ago.”

The barte­nder laughed. “That would be a ‘no,’ then. Good thing. It’s a­ma­teurs only tonight. You play for tips, house takes half.”

Li­n­san’s skin crawled. “I could use some cle­a­ning up.”

The barte­nder ges­tured to the key. “First floor has a shared bathing area at the end of the hall. Your key will open it up. There is soap and sham­poo, but you want to bring your own.”

A half hour lat­er, Li­n­san re­turned to the main hall we­a­ring her cle­an­est blo­use and a flo­wing skirt. Both were good for mov­ing a­ro­und since she fre­qu­ent­ly fo­und her­self danc­ing when­ev­er she played.

The room was more crowd­ed and she no­ticed a lot more peo­ple dri­n­king lagers and ales. The wait­ress­es were busy mov­ing a­mong the ta­bles. Two bounc­ers watched from op­po­site side of the hall but there didn’t seem to be much trou­ble yet.

A wave of ner­vous­ness slammed into her. She clutched her case tight­ly as she stood near the o­pe­ning to the room hall­way. Her exci­te­ment for play­ing fal­tered as she i­mag­ined six­ty or sev­en­ty peo­ple sta­ring at her as she played. What if she made a mis­take? What if she wasn’t as good as the oth­ers?

The barte­nder no­ticed her and ges­tured for her to ap­proach.

Li­n­san inched for­ward, her brow prick­ling with sweat.

The old­er lady set down a large glass jar on the bar and held out a gre­ase mark­er. “What’s your name?”

“Li­n­san Sterlig.”

Af­ter writ­ing her name on the side of the jar, the barte­nder ha­nded it to Li­n­san. “Just put this up there with the rest. Good luck.”

Li­n­san’s hands shook as she took it.

The barte­nder wi­nked. “You’re go­ing to do great. Once you start play­ing, you won’t no­tice a sin­gle thing.”

The words were enco­u­ra­ging. Li­n­san nod­ded and tha­nked her a­gain be­fore car­ry­ing it to the front of the room.

The fid­dle play­er made a spot for her. When she set down her case, he po­int­ed to it. “Fid­dle?” His voice was warm with a faint ac­cent.

“Vi­o­lin.”

He whis­tled and shook his hand. “Fan­cy. Don’t u­su­al­ly see those on the cir­cuit.”

“I’m… new.”

His gaze dropped down to look at her and then he came up smil­ing. He had a go­atee that was black as pitch and thick eye­brows to match. “I’m sure you’re great. My name is Ra­gon. Ra­gon Vic­tor.”

“Um, Li­n­san Sterlig.”

One of the oth­er mu­si­ci­an’s head snapped up. “Sterlig?” she said in a raspy voice. “That’s an ob­scure name.”

Li­n­san flushed.

The fe­male play­er came over. She had a flute on her hand. “Where are you from?”

Ra­gon held up his hand. “Be nice, Wendil.”

“I’m just cu­ri­ous where she be from.”

“Why—?”

Li­n­san cle­ared her throat. “Pe­nesol.”

Wendil’s eyes nar­rowed. “Who’s your moth­er?”

“Tisin of Pe­nesol.”

Ra­gon took a step back. “The Feath­ered Qu­e­en of the Stage?”

Li­n­san blushed and then some of the ten­sion went out. She knew her moth­er. “She hasn’t been called that in a long time. Not since she got the award for Strangers in the Gale.” Then she re­mem­bered that she had her moth­er’s pin from the cel­e­bra­tion. With a smile, she held up her hand and o­pened up her case.

When Li­n­san picked up the vi­o­lin, Wendil gasped. “That’s a Sterlig! I haven’t seen one of those in years!” She gulped. “C-Can I hold it? I pro­mise, I’ll be gen­tle.”

Nod­ding, Li­n­san ha­nded the vi­o­lin over. She kept an eye on Wendil as she dug into the case to get the aware and held it up. “This was moth­er’s too. She gave to me.”

Ra­gon took it and in­spect­ed it. He said “Damn” and then ha­nded it back. “Well, then I guess we got some com­pe­ti­tion tonight, don’t we?”

Li­n­san’s cheeks burned even more. “I’m still new to this.”

Wendil ha­nded the Sterlig over. “I wish I could play this,” she sighed. “When I was yo­u­nger, I heard three of these be­ing played at the same time Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters and it was the most beau­ti­ful thing I had ever heard. Your moth­er was there.”

“The Im­mor­tal Cranes Atop of the Mo­u­n­ta­in. I was three when the en­tire fam­i­ly spent the sum­mer trav­el­ing with mom­my… moth­er. My dad­dy brought some of his best in­stru­ments for the char­i­ty auc­tion. It was the only time I’ve ever seen the grand cathe­dral with all those blue tiles on the ceil­ing.” Li­n­san smiled at the vague me­mo­ries. It was back du­ring the hap­pi­er times of her life.

Wendil sighed. “I missed those days.”

She wiped her eyes be­fore she spoke to Li­n­san a­gain, “I look for­ward to he­a­ring this old thing played a­gain. I doubt I’ll hear a Sterlig many more times af­ter what had hap­pened… twen­ty years ago?”

Li­n­san sighed her­self. The fa­mil­iar loss of the fire and every­thing that had fol­lowed. “I hope not. I’m ac­tu­al­ly head­ing over to Mo­on Wa­ters now. There might be an­oth­er Sterlig for sale.” She al­most men­ti­oned it was stolen but didn’t.

Ra­gon set down a lager in front of her. “This is on me. An­oth­er Sterlig? That’s go­ing to shake things up a­mong the rich pa­trons. It’s prob­a­bly worth mil­lions now.” He sighed. “I envy the mu­si­ci­an com­mis­si­oned to play it.”

Li­n­san nod­ded.

“Go­ing to buy it?”

She shook her head. “I can’t af­ford that. I… just want to meet the sell­ers. To talk to them.”

The oth­er mu­si­ci­ans stared at her, she guess wait­ing for her to ex­plain. She worked her mouth to ex­plain what she was do­ing.

Then so­me­one in the audi­ence called out. “Play some­thing, damn it!”

There was a ro­und of laugh­ter.

Ra­gon lo­oked at Li­n­san and ges­tured to­ward the front. “What’s your act? Just play­ing?”

Li­n­san glanced at the crowd and felt a diffe­rent type of em­bar­rass­ment ris­ing to choke her. “And danc­ing?” she said with un­cer­tain­ty.

“Go for it. Here, let me mov­ing this table back.”

Li­n­san and Wendil helped to clear her a space.

“Play some­thing cheer­ful, that al­ways gets peo­ple in the mood,” Wendil told Li­n­san.

“Play some­thing raunchy.” Ra­gon chuck­led. “Eve­ry­one like a good rude start.”

“Says the man who knows thir­ty songs a­bout ass­es.”

Li­n­san got an idea. She knew the per­fect song. Her moth­er hat­ed it but it was the first song she learned how to play and she knew a tho­u­sand vari­a­tions. “You know My Ass for a Glass of Milk?”

Wendil gro­aned as Ra­gon smirked.

“My favo­rite. Mine if I join you?”

“I would like that. I’m kind of scared right now.”

“Noth­ing like play­ing an ass to help the jit­ters.”

Thank­ful, Li­n­san picked up her vi­o­lin and came out in front of the ta­bles. She was ex­posed, vul­ner­a­ble. Hun­dreds of eyes were sta­ring at her.

Ra­gon came up. His bright fid­dle rocked in his hands. “Good eve­ning eve­ry­one. We have a new­com­er here, so let’s give a love­ly greet­ing to Li­n­san Sterlig!”

Li­n­san didn’t think her cheeks could burn any brighter.

“And I’m Ra­gon, your lo­cal boy who you’ve heard a tho­u­sand times. Don’t wor­ry, Carl, I’ve al­ready fixed the hitch.”

So­me­one in the audi­ence snick­ered.

Ra­gon stepped back and ges­tured to Li­n­san.

Heart po­und­ing, Li­n­san fo­und her­self in the mid­dle. Her hand trem­bled as she lift­ed her bow to the vi­o­lin. It al­most hummed with her ner­vous­ness but when she touched the strings of her vi­o­lin, all the ner­vous­ness slipped away and there wasn’t even a hum.

The room qu­i­eted.

Ta­king a deep breath, she swept her foot out. Her skirt flut­tered a­ro­und her.

She played the first bar of the song.

Im­me­di­ate­ly, so­me­one laughed.

Enco­u­raged, she lo­oked a­ro­und the room and shift­ed to a new po­si­tion to play the sec­ond.

More laugh­ter.

Ra­gon came up and played the third bar. He wi­nked at her.

So­me­one start­ed to clap.

She spun a­ro­und and lo­oked at him as she played the next few. The sweet­ness of the Sterlig couldn’t be mis­tak­en. It was al­most as if so­me­one was si­n­ging a choir next to her, a cho­rus of the o­pe­ning lines of the rud­est song she knew.

He re­spo­nded in kind. His in­stru­ment was rougher than hers, the so­und more of a twang and a buzz but it so­u­nded just as good.

The back and forth be­tween them ac­cele­rat­ed. She danced with her parts, twist­ing her body back and forth. On the sharp­er bits, she bumped her hips.

The room was si­lence.

Ra­gon and her ceased to play back and forth and jo­ined to­geth­er into the song. No words were ne­eded but she could hear a few peo­ple in the audi­ence si­n­ging along any­ways.

Their melody filled the room, gro­wing ra­u­n­chi­er. She in­clud­ed the song in her dance, stick­ing out her ass in the right place and spi­n­ning in the oth­ers. Her body moved in har­mo­ny with the song as all the ner­vous­ness fad­ed away. Only joy and play­ful­ness re­ma­ined.

When the song e­nded, they stood there lo­o­king at each oth­er and pant­i­ng.

Ra­gon gri­nned. “That was beau­ti­ful.”

“Thank you.”

The room burst into ap­pla­use. It was the first time she had ever heard it beat­ing off the walls and rat­tling the wi­ndows. Wi­ping the sweat from her brow, she lo­oked past the crowds to see that the peo­ple from the deck and up­stairs were packed a­ro­und the en­trance.

Brook stood in the mid­dle of the crowd. With a fresh dress on, one with white and yel­low trim, she was still com­plete­ly out of place. The light se­emed to be drawn to­ward her, set­ting her up as if she stood un­der a stop­light.

Their gazes met.

Brook smiled and start­ed to join in the ap­pla­use. Then, she stopped with her hands inch­es away from each oth­er. Lo­o­king down, the joy drained from her face.

Li­n­san’s heart fell.

Brook shook her head and turned away. Li­n­san thought she saw a tear be­fore the oth­er girl shoved her way through the crowd and out of sight.

Ra­gon clapped her back and stepped away.

A mo­ment lat­er, Wendil stepped up. “Lin?”

Li­n­san sniffed and turned. “Yes?”

Wendil’s eyes were shimme­ring. “Would you do the hon­or of play­ing with me?” She held up her flute. “Maybe Dance of the But­ter­fly Court?”

With one last look in hopes that Brook had re­ma­ined, Li­n­san was dis­ap­po­int­ed to see that her com­pa­ni­on had left. She shook her head be­fore fo­cus­ing on Wendil. “I would be ho­nored to play with you.”
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        Networking


        
Kno­wing the right peo­ple can some­times be more im­por­tant than hav­ing the in­for­ma­tion on hand.
—Saul da Grasil

Li­n­san woke up sprawled across her nar­row bed, one foot ha­n­ging off the edge and her head puls­ing with a he­adache that felt like one of her fa­ther’s saws te­a­ring into her fo­re­head. With a groan, she plant­ed her hand on the side table and lev­ered her­self up into a kneel­ing po­si­tion.

Some­thing heavy slid off her thigh and tum­bled to­ward the edge of the bed. Im­me­di­ate­ly, she thought a­bout her vi­o­lin and grabbed it be­fore it could break. Her fi­ngers bumped a­gainst the edges of her case and she man­aged to dig her fi­nger­tips into the o­pe­ning be­fore it com­plete­ly fell off the bed.

A­wake from fear, she rolled over and hauled her case back on the bed. Prop­ping it be­tween her bare thighs, she ran her fi­ngers along the lid be­fore o­pe­ning it.

The case was emp­ty.

Her heart skipped a beat.

Pu­shing her a­uburn hair out of her face, she lo­oked a­ro­und fran­ti­cal­ly. She didn’t re­mem­ber co­ming back to her room, nor did she re­mem­ber cre­at­ing a bed from her cloth­ing for the Sterlig. The neck stuck out from a pair of her un­der­wear and she had one of her shirts tucked over the curves as if it was we­a­ring a pair of pa­ja­mas. Her moth­er’s award pin had been used to tuck in the out­fit.

Li­n­san stared at the in­stru­ment for a mo­ment and then snort­ed with a­mu­se­ment.

Her laugh­ter e­nded abrupt­ly with an­oth­er throb of her head. With a moan, she pressed her palm a­gainst her skull and lo­oked a­ro­und for clean clothes that we­ren’t propped up on her mu­si­cal in­stru­ment.

A half hour lat­er, she was dressed and ready to face the world a­gain. She had her trav­el pack slung over her shoul­der and her case held with both hands. Me­mo­ries danced across the back of her mind, a night of danc­ing and si­n­ging not to men­tion the ap­pla­use. She slowed down with a smile. The audi­ence loved her judg­ing from their cheers and calls for more sets. Even with the haze of her ha­ngover, she couldn’t help but feel a quicke­ning of her heart and a gro­wing de­sire to bask in the at­ten­tion a­gain.

Stir­ring her­self, she he­aded straight for the main room. How­ev­er, as soon as she came a­ro­und a cor­ner, she came up to a packed hall­way. Sur­prised, she slowed down and jo­ined a line that had formed that brought her clos­er to the main room.

The noise was al­most de­a­fe­ning. Her he­adache throbbed in pain as she saw far more peo­ple packed into the tight quar­ters of the rel­a­tive­ly large room.

Li­n­san stalled in the en­trance but so­me­one jos­tled her from be­hind. Over­whelmed, she stepped into the room while search­ing for some place to look a­ro­und with­out be­ing in the way. Not even the main en­trance to the pub lo­oked safe with steady streams of peo­ple, lug­gage, and staff go­ing in and out.

“Lin!” Ra­gon stood on a chair in the cor­ner. He waved to her and called out her name. His dark hair was wild, stick­ing out in tufts and he had a scruff of a beard. In one hand, he had a large glass that was only half-full of beer but he was spla­shing the co­n­tents in all di­rec­tion with his wav­ing. “Over here!”

Thank­ful for so­me­one fa­mil­iar, she waved her pack over her head and made her way a­ro­und the jostling folks and over a line of lug­gage be­fore sit­ting down in a prof­fered chair. Lo­o­king a­ro­und, all she could see was a press of trav­el dress­es, lug­gage, and suits. “Wow! I’ve nev­er been any­where so crowd­ed.”

Wendil, we­a­ring a dark flo­wered hat pulled down to her eye­brows and a sim­ple flo­wered dress, picked up a glass of lager and sipped at it. “It’s worse at the end of a we­e­kend. Eve­ry­one is in a rush to head home. We u­su­al­ly wait for the noise to die down be­fore head­ing out.”

Ra­gon dropped a glass of lager in front of Li­n­san. “Some­times, if I’m lucky, there are fist fights. I like those. As long as I’m not the one swi­n­ging.”

Wendil glared at him. “You just like it when the women fight over their lug­gage.”

Ra­gon shrugged, his eyes sparkling. “Why not? Noth­ing like se­e­ing a flash of an­kles or a blush to keep me go­ing in the long days of work­ing.”

“How does any­one get out of here?” Li­n­san asked.

Ra­gon ges­tured a­ro­und and then to­ward the door. “Fol­low the lines back from the exit, you’ll see it is ac­tu­al­ly re­al­ly orga­nized. Kuris and the oth­ers with the o­range hats tell every­where where to line up. Out­side, Ganil and her gang wran­gle the hors­es and wag­ons up and bring them ac­cord­ing to the dance cards. Ba­sic or­der is: food, check out, get in line and then get out. As long as no one jumps line, this en­tire room will emp­ty out in thir­ty min­utes.”

Li­n­san’s jaw o­pened with sur­prise. “If so­me­one jumps the line?”

Ra­gon chuck­led. “Then I get to see so­me­one get kicked out of the inn in a most agre­eable ma­nner. It’s even bet­ter than the mouse fights.”

Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und for Brook but couldn’t see far through the press of peo­ple. She lift­ed her­self up and pe­ered over the sea of hats, feath­ers, and faces but still couldn’t spot her trav­el com­pa­ni­on. With a frown, she wo­n­dered if she was in the wrong place.

A yo­ung girl tugged on Li­n­san’s shirt be­fore set­ting down a full plat­ter of food. “Break­fast for you, dame,” she said be­fore div­ing back into the crowds.

Li­n­san lo­oked down at the he­a­ping pile of eggs, grilled sa­us­ages, and breads. There was even fresh fruit on the edge. Tucked un­der the oth­er side was an en­ve­lope with her name on it. “What is this?”

Ra­gon reached over to snatch up one of the fruits. “Best food in the city. I may not make a lot per­form­ing, but food is on the house for the e­nter­ta­i­n­ment.”

He tapped on the en­ve­lope. “Your cut of the night’s pro­ceeds. You prob­a­bly want to co­unt it lat­er, that way you won’t make us feel bad. You were stu­n­ning and eve­ry­one is go­ing to be talk­ing to you for months.” He le­aned to­ward her and whis­pered loud­ly. “I made al­most thir­ty-six cuks last night.”

Wendil smirked. “Forty-two and that is beca­use I don’t in­sist on play­ing songs with ass­es.”

Li­n­san smiled. “I wasn’t that good.”

Ra­gon po­int­ed at her. “You were and you know it. Once you get over the jit­ters, you are go­ing to steal the show every time. You are beau­ti­ful, tale­nted, and compe­tent. Don’t let any­one tell you oth­er­wise.”

A warm feel­ing filled her. She smiled and toyed with the edge of the table.

From the oth­er side, Wendil ges­tured to the lager. “You go­ing to drink that?”

His mouth full, Ra­gon snort­ed. “Of course she’d want more of the piss that got her here.”

The idea of pro­lo­n­ging the ha­ngover didn’t ap­peal to Li­n­san. She pushed the fo­a­ming liq­uid over and trad­ed it for a glass of clear wa­ter from in front of Ra­gon. Af­ter squ­eez­ing a bit of fruit juice into it, she wiped her hands and drank. “That’s what I ne­eded. My moth­er al­ways said don’t drink spir­its in the morn­ing.”

“Bah,” Ra­gon said grab­bing Li­n­san’s old lager to pour half of it into his own glass be­fore re­turn­ing it. “More for me. I’d rather not go to work sober, if you know what I mean.”

Li­n­san lo­oked over her shoul­der a­gain for Brook.

“You with so­me­one?” asked Wendil. “You seem to be lo­o­king.”

“Yeah, a woman named Brook. We grew up to­geth­er but… not re­al­ly. We were head­ing over to Mo­on Wa­ters to­geth­er. Both of us…” It took a mo­ment to re­mem­ber what she had told Ra­gon and Wendil ear­li­er. She cle­ared her throat. “Both of us have some ques­tions a­bout the Sterlig.”

When she no­ticed the oth­ers were lo­o­king at her with obvi­ous ques­tions, she blushed and dug into her break­fast. It was good, rich­er than she had in a long while with just a hint of spici­ness.

Ra­gon swal­lowed loud­ly. “What does she look like? Pret­ty? U­nmar­ried? Nice tits? I mean re­al­ly firm ones that—”

Wendil smacked him. “Wo­men are more than breasts, Rag!”

He laughed and waved her off.

Wendil turned back to Li­n­san. “She wasn’t stay­ing with you? I saw you had your own room.”

Li­n­san lo­oked at Wendil cu­ri­ous­ly.

Ra­gon smirked. “Were you stalk­ing Lin?”

Wendil’s cheeks col­ored. “I was not! I was in the room next to her and we stopped at the same time. She even asked how to dress up a baby be­fore cra­shing.”

It was Li­n­san’s turn to blush. That ex­plained a lit­tle a­bout the vi­o­lin in the nest of clothes. Then she an­swered. “No, Brook got her own room be­fore I got in­side. She had a reser­va­tion. Prob­a­bly for one of the ex­pen­sive rooms. She likes to live like she dress­es, fan­cy.” Li­n­san re­mem­bered how Brook stood out a­mong the oth­ers. “Even for her, she is al­ways dressed up pret­ty like she’s go­ing out on a night.”

Ra­gon’s eyes lit up. “Oh, was she dri­ving the pink Glass­coast­er bug­gy?”

“I don’t know what type, but it has big wheels and it’s pink.”

He gri­nned. “She is beau­ti­ful. Is she mar­ried? Do I have to get rid of her be­trothed? I’m a no­ble fight­er.”

Wendil reached over and smacked him be­fore steal­ing the rest of his drink. “The car is prob­a­bly reg­is­tered with the Ar­ti­fi­cer Acad­e­my or the Me­chan­ics and you are nev­er go­ing to get with­in miles of that tailpipe. Ei­ther of them,” she fin­ished wag­ging her fi­nger.

Ra­gon sighed. “Yeah, sweet bug­gies like that al­ways go with the Pis­tons any­ways. No chance it will be dri­ving into our garage.”

Li­n­san al­most choked on her food.

Raul smacked her shoul­ders un­til she stopped cough­ing. “Are you okay?”

“You’re with the un­af­fili­ated me­chan­ics in town?”

Ra­gon said noth­ing for a mo­ment and then gri­nned broad­ly. “Dors­en and Sons, only un­cha­ined me­chan­ic in thir­ty le­a­gues. I’m nei­ther Dors­en or one of his four daugh­ters.”

“Are you one of his sons?” Li­n­san asked.

Ra­gon gri­nned and wi­nked. “Dor doesn’t have sons. He had two but they both turned out to be girls. I blame him dri­n­king on the job for not se­e­ing it ear­li­er.” Then he shrugged. “Not re­al­ly. Eve­ry­one knew he had four daugh­ters be­fore he put up that sign, but he’s a pe­nny-pi­n­ching bas­tard and left it up. All five of them of them work the garage. I’m just their er­rand boy and do the lit­tle jobs a­ro­und the shop.”

Wendil tapped the edge of her hat. “I own a hat shop in town, a­bout five streets down.”

It was obvi­ous that Wendil was feel­ing left out of the con­ver­sa­tion but Li­n­san was too close to be pulled aside. She lo­oked plead­ing­ly at her for a mo­ment and then turned back to Ra­gon. “I… we were go­ing to be vis­it­ing you to­day.”

Ra­gon bli­nked. “You were?”

Wendil al­most choked on her drink. “You were?”

“Yes. Have you seen a… a… 1842…” Li­n­san strug­gled to re­mem­ber the car. “De­an­glen Black Light­ing?”

Ra­gon smirked. “No chance in the Sev­en Sa­ints’ Ass­holes that so­me­one drove a Black Thu­nder into our shop. Why would they?”

Li­n­san re­al­ized her mis­take. “Black Thu­nder. It isn’t reg­is­tered with any of the guilds and there were prob­a­bly three guys in it. One of them had a gu­itar that did fire mag­ic.”

Wendil tapped the table fran­ti­cal­ly. She was dra­i­ning the glass but kept go­ing un­til it was done. Slam­ming it down, she said with a spray of foam, “The fire gu­itar is Tilbin. Re­mem­ber, he played here a few years ago. Did the whole light and dance show?”

Li­n­san’s heart swelled. They had heard of the mur­der­ers.

Wendil turned to Ra­gon. “Do you think he’s still ha­n­ging a­ro­und May­forn and Gabaw? Those three were al­ways stick­ing to­geth­er ever since Gabaw got fired by Dors­en.”

“Did they have fire pow­ers too?” asked Li­n­san, her voice crack­ing.

Wendil nod­ded. “Oh, but you bet­ter stay away from those three, Lin. They are trou­ble no mat­ter what they are do­ing. Last I heard, they were black­jack­ing across the co­un­try.”

Li­n­san shook her head. “Black­jack­ing?”

“Ar­son, steal­ing, and rob­bing peo­ple. They are just ass­holes on a good day but bri­gands in the mid­dle of the night. They hadn’t got­ten to mur­der as far as I know but I doubt it would stay that way. They were al­ways chas­ing af­ter the next score.”

Ra­gon shook his head. “Gabaw got caught try­ing to fil­ing off the reg­is­tra­tion num­bers off of ve­hi­cles and sell­ing them at Dors­en’s.”

Li­n­san’s stom­ach twist­ed vi­o­lent­ly. “Ar­son? Like set­ting so­me­one’s lands on fire?” Or killing Dun­can?

Wendil shrugged. “Yeah, if so­me­one wa­nted to ruin some trees, I guess. There had to be… a…” Her voice trailed off. Then she gasped in sur­prise. “Do you think that is what hap­pened to your fam­i­ly? I heard the Sterlig For­est had caught fire some years ago.”

Li­n­san nod­ded slow­ly.

Ra­gon gro­aned. “Oh, that would be hor­ri­ble. I’m still dre­a­ming of he­a­ring your play and it’s only been a night. There is some­thing a­bout you and that in­stru­ment.”

“That would be Tib­lin.” Wendil shook her head. “He’d mur­der his fa­ther if so­me­one paid him.”

“He killed his best fri­end’s wife, re­mem­ber. Nasty, nasty man. It was over land own­er­ship in some shit­ty town, but that didn’t stop him. Be ca­re­ful, Lin. Be re­al­ly ca­re­ful, he won’t hesi­tate to hurt you if come up on him.”

Ra­gon start­ed to say some­thing but then his eyes glanced up. Sharply i­nhal­ing, he stood up abrupt­ly just as Brook slapped her hand on the table next to Li­n­san. She was we­a­ring a dark green gloves with the fi­nger­tips ex­posed. To Li­n­san’s sur­prise, Brook’s fi­nger­nails had been pa­i­nted to match.

“Get up! We need to get out of this damn place and find my bug­gy! No one is bothe­ring to help me,” she snapped.

Li­n­san jumped be­fore turn­ing to look up at her. She wasn’t sur­prised to see that Brook was we­a­ring an ele­gant eve­ning dress but the con­trast be­tween her com­pa­ni­on’s out­fit and eve­ry­one else was star­tling. Brook’s blue dress lo­oked more like the ones in the paint­ings, with ruf­fles and del­i­cate em­bro­idery. It was co­or­di­nat­ed with her gloves and her fi­nger­nails. She even wore a hair piece with a bit of lace that cov­ered part of her face and her dark curls.

The words died in Li­n­san’s throat.

Com­pared to the oth­er women in the pub, Li­n­san was over­dressed. Li­n­san had no­ticed it be­fore but the con­trast was al­most pa­i­nful.

Brook held out her hand with an ex­as­pe­rat­ed scoff. “Well? Get up.”

Li­n­san lo­oked back. “We should wait. The lines will clear out soon e­nough and we can get go­ing.”

The green glove tight­ened into a fist on the table. "I have no i­n­ter­est “You just want to spend more time with these… tune­less…” She shook her fist as she strug­gled with the word. “… ra­gamuffins!”

Wendil’s jaw drop in shocked.

Ra­gon just smirked.

Brook le­aned over and hissed, “Get up and help me get my damn car. We need to get to Dors­en and Sons and see if they fo­und those damn—” She cut her­self off and lo­oked sharply at the oth­er peo­ple at the table.

Ra­gon smooth­ly stood up and held out his hand. “Ex­cuse me. You can call me—”

Brook set­tled a withe­ring glare at him and his hand.

He pulled his hand back and then set down. He gave Li­n­san a sym­pa­thet­ic look. “I can see why you didn’t want to spend the night with her. I bet she bites in her sleep. Or at least kicks.”

There was a stu­nned si­lence a­ro­und the table.

Li­n­san lo­oked up to see Brook’s cheeks were col­ored un­der­neath her scowl. Then she turned away. “Ra­gon, just tell her what you told me.”

Ra­gon crossed his arms over his chest.

“Please?”

He rolled his eyes and then sighed. “Fine.” Rolling his head to the side, he stared at Brook. “Tib­lin and his fri­ends would nev­er go to Dors­en’s. Not af­ter Gabaw got fired from there when—”

“How would you know that?” Brook’s voice cut him off.

Ra­gon snapped his fi­nger and held up his hand. “Lis­ten, Snake To­n­gue”.

Bro­oke drew her­self up, a look of out­rage on her face.

“I work at Dors­en’s. If you are ca­pa­ble of clos­ing your pret­ty mouth and liste­ning, maybe I—”

Wendil smacked Ra­gon.

He glared at her but then con­ti­nued. He ap­peared to calm down. “If they were go­ing any­where with a shiny car like Lin de­scribed, they would head straight for Geb’s barn. It’s a­bout a day’s walk off the main road lead­ing to Mo­on Wa­ters to one of the small­er vil­lages.”

Brook glared at Li­n­san who ducked her head.

“How far?” Brook asked.

Ra­gon smiled. “Sit.”

“No.”

“Well, then I guess you’re go­ing to miss it, snake in ruf­fles.” Ra­gon smiled. It lo­oked cheer­ful but there was a hard­ness in his eyes.

“Ra­gon,” said both Wendil and Li­n­san.

“No, if she’s go­ing to be a snake, why would I help her?”

“I beg your par­don,” Brook said, her back straighte­ning.

Ra­gon le­aned for­ward. “You don’t have a tick­et which means you haven’t checked out. Even if you got in line, you’re go­ing to be wait­ing at least a half hour be­fore you get into that Glass­coast­er of yours and head out.”

Brook’s jaw tight­ened.

“So, please sit and re­lax. Get­ting break­fast won’t stop you since you don’t have to talk to Dors­en or his daugh­ters.”

“Sons,” Brook said.

“Daugh­ters,” said eve­ry­one else at the table. Li­n­san gri­nned at the pri­vate joke.

Brook tensed for a mo­ment. Then she lo­oked a­ro­und at the crowd­ed room.

“Come on, give me a chance,” Ra­gon said, a bit of his charm ris­ing in his voice.

“I’d rather drink po­ison.”

He gri­nned and held up his emp­ty glass. “A lager then? Or do you pre­fer some­thing stro­nger.”

Brook made a face be­fore she pulled out a seat be­tween Li­n­san and Wendil. Prim­ly, she sat down. “Tea. As strong as they’ll make it. Then plen­ty of cream and sug­ar.”

Wendil le­aned for­ward. “Gra­bil or Ti­n­koil style. Or some­thing more ex­ot­ic like Na­sa­no­gin?”

“A­sa­nōgi,” Brook said pro­lo­n­ging the mid­dle. It also be­gan and e­nded with a vow­el, which gave it a jar­ring so­und when every name Li­n­san had heard start­ed and e­nded with a co­n­so­nant. “I like it with a lot of cream and sug­ar.”

Li­n­san lo­oked at the two.

Wendil gri­nned and tapped her hat. “I serve tea to my cus­tomers. They like to hear the ex­ot­ic styles. A­sa­nōgi is pret­ty rare though, it is al­most burnt tea with an ob­scene a­mo­unt of cream and sug­ar.”

Brook se­emed to re­lax. Her eyes sca­nned over Wendil for a mo­ment. “Millinery?” When Wendil nod­ded, Brook held out a gloved hand. “May I see?”

Wendil’s smile glowed as she took off her hat and ha­nded it over.

In­spect­ing it ca­re­ful­ly for a mo­ment, Brook re­laxed even more be­fore she ha­nded it back. “Very well,” she said, “I’ll play. Tell me more.”

Li­n­san gen­tly nudged her with an el­bow.

Brook’s jaw tight­ened. “Please?”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 26
             
            
        


        Planning


        
The Glass Fal­la­cy: a the­o­ry that un­skilled men will over­esti­mate their abil­i­ty to per­form an ac­tion, u­su­al­ly re­sult­ing in com­plete fail­ure and hu­mil­i­a­tion. See Bro­ken Glass Heart.
—A Gathe­ring of U­se­ful Phras­es

As the bug­gy took a hard cor­ner a­ro­und a steep hill, the force drove Li­n­san’s shoul­der into the side of the door. She winced at the pain be­fore leve­ring her­self back into po­si­tion. With a sigh, she pushed her hair over away from her face. “You could take those curves just a lit­tle slow­er.”

Brook’s jaw tight­ened. Twist­ing her hands on the ste­e­ring wheel, she shook her head. “We’re so close. I have to keep go­ing.” Her voice was tense, al­most vi­brat­ing.

“Ra­gon said it was go­ing to be al­most a day un­til we reached Fana­sis Vil­lage. Even then, it’s go­ing to be an­oth­er half day—”

“Not the way I dri­ve,” snapped Brook. “I need to get those bas­tards and I’ll be damned if I’m go­ing to let the sun set with them f-free.” Her voice cracked slight­ly and her eyes shim­mered with tears.

A wave of guilt slammed into Li­n­san. As pas­si­o­nate as she was a­bout Pal­i­sis, it was noth­ing com­pared to los­ing a pa­rent. Her own throat seized up as she thought how she would re­spond if it was her own fa­ther who died. Sniff­ing, she turned away and lo­oked out the wi­ndow be­fore Brook no­ticed.

As Brook’s dri­ving con­ti­nued to jos­tle her, Li­n­san wo­n­dered what she was sup­posed to say. She glanced back just as Brook reached out for one of the cups of tea that she had or­dered from the inn.

Her fi­nger­tips picked up the cup by the rim. She shook it slight­ly and then set it down. A few pa­pers rus­tled. The fi­ngers moved to the next cup and re­ject­ed it as emp­ty. Sha­king her head, Brook gripped the ste­e­ring wheel a­gain.

Li­n­san reached back to where two more cups were nes­tled in hooks be­hind the ce­nter ridge. It was heavy and still warm in her hand. Sur­prised at the heat still in­side af­ter al­most five hours in the car, she held it out to Brook as she moved one of the emp­ty cups into the back.

Brook’s fi­ngers brushed Li­n­san’s briefly. She tensed for a heart­beat be­fore she took the cup gen­tly from Li­n­san’s grip.

Li­n­san sat back in her seat.

Brook took a deep drink and then let out a long sigh of ple­a­sure. She se­emed to re­lax minute­ly. Her eyes flick­ered to the side to­ward Li­n­san and then back. “I… thank you.”

There was just a hint of the same re­luc­tance that Brook had at the inn.

Li­n­san shift­ed slight­ly. She clasped her hands to­geth­er and squ­e­ezed. “I’m re­al­ly sor­ry, you know.”

“A­bout what?”

“Y-Your fa­ther. I can’t… I’m sor­ry. I don’t know what to say or how to say it. I liked Dun­can. He was an un­cle to me, but he was your fa­ther.” Li­n­san’s throat was tight. “I would be bro­ken if they killed mine and I can’t re­al­ly find words to say how much I’m sor­ry.”

A tear ran down Brook’s cheeks.

The ve­hi­cle slowed.

Trem­bling, Brook tried to set down her cup in the hook. The rim kept slipped on the edge. Af­ter a third try, she man­aged to get it in.

“Brook?”

With tears in her eyes, Brook just nod­ded.

Li­n­san strug­gled with her own emo­tions. As she did, she no­ticed that the world was blur­ring less. The bug­gy was slo­wing down dra­mat­i­cal­ly. She watched through the wi­ndow un­til she could make out the branch­es of the trees. “Why are we slo­wing?”

Brook cle­ared her throat. “I… I don’t know what to do when we get them. Do you?”

Li­n­san al­most said that she didn’t, but then she re­mem­ber how well they had fought to­geth­er in the first garage. They had a tal­ent to­geth­er. “Fight?”

Brook tensed. “Fight?”

“Why not? Be­tween your…” Li­n­san hesi­tat­ed kno­wing how much Brook hat­ed her pow­er.

“Blast,” came the dis­ap­po­int­ed an­swer.

“… and my vi­o­lin, we might be able to do some­thing by our­selves. It might be bet­ter than just find­ing them and ru­n­ning for the ne­arest guard to tat­tle on them.”

“That was your idea?” Brook lo­oked at her in­cred­u­lous­ly.

“What was yours?”

It was Brook’s turn to look she­epish.

“You were go­ing to run them over?”

Brook sud­den­ly smiled and Li­n­san no­ticed that her lip­stick was also co­or­di­nat­ed with the col­ors of her out­fit. “No, but that’s a bet­ter idea than I had. I was just go­ing to clap as hard and loud as I could un­til their eardrums burst.” She gave a bit­ter laugh. “Fail­ing that, just slap them un­til they pass out or my hand breaks.”

Li­n­san smirked. “I could see you do­ing that.”

“Re­mem­ber that fight?”

Brook didn’t need to give any more de­tails for Li­n­san to know what fight she was talk­ing a­bout. Even years lat­er, some of the me­mo­ries were still raw. She sighed. “Yeah.”

“Do…” Brook hesi­tat­ed. “Do you think we could learn how to fight to­geth­er?”

“We did at the garage.”

Brook’s grip tight­ened on the wheel. “Do you think we could do it on pur­pose? To win?”

“A­ga­inst three men with fire pow­ers?” Li­n­san took a deep breath. “I don’t know a­bout you, but I’m will­ing to try. You lost your dad­dy and that is the most im­por­tant thing we need to fo­cus on.” De­spite her de­sire to get Pal­i­sis, she was sur­prised that she meant it.

Brook didn’t re­spond. In­stead, she picked up her tea and took a sip.

When Brook didn’t say any­thing else, Li­n­san wo­n­dered if she had said the wrong thing. She turned back to the wi­ndow and fret­ted to her­self. Talk­ing to Brook was al­ways a thorny prob­lem for her. She nev­er knew when some­thing would ruin the mood or her chances to ease the con­flict be­tween them.

A few min­utes lat­er, she saw a road sign for Fana­sis. They were only a few le­a­gues away and it was just past noon. If they hur­ried, they would make it to Gabaw’s home be­fore the end of the day.

“I think we should stop.”

Li­n­san glanced at Brook. “What? Why?”

“Beca­use we’re id­iots and a­bout to do some­thing stu­pid. These ass­es have prob­a­bly been rob­bing and murde­ring peo­ple for years and we’ve only been in three fights to­geth­er. And the first time,” she said in a low tone, “we were try­ing to kill each oth­er.”

Li­n­san blushed. “I wasn’t try­ing to kill you. I just wa­nted to be left alone. That’s all I wa­nted to ever be.”

“Fine.” She o­pened her mouth as if to say some­thing else but then shook her head. “Even a lit­tle prac­tice would be good, right? I don’t re­al­ly un­der­stand your mu­sic, but things se­emed to flow bet­ter when you were play­ing. If I know the song, maybe we can do more dam­age.”

“So just find a field or a cle­a­ring and try it out?”

Brook’s lip curled in a smile. “Why not? We’ll do it in sight of the road from Fana­sis to Lit­tle Rock. That way, we’ll see and maybe even hear them leav­ing.”

“Why if they don’t go to Geb’s barn?”

“Dad­dy’s car doesn’t go that far. They went there.” The mus­cles in her jaw tight­ened. “They have to have gone there.”

They drove in si­lence for a lit­tle while.

“Should we see if peo­ple in town would tell us if they passed? That might help. I think I’ve got­ten de­cent at that.”

Brook nod­ded, her eyes back on the rock. She reached for the cup but then pulled her hand back. “I’ll get us rooms for the night while you do that. Then we can cha­nge and get some prac­tice be­fore dark.”

“So­unds like a plan.”

Brook held out her hand, palm up.

“What?” asked Li­n­san.

“I-It was some­thing dad­dy al­ways did when you said that. You slap palms. Slap as in ‘So­unds. Like. A. Plan.’ It was…” She sniffed. “It was al­ways his joke. None of us could stand it but right now…” Her voice trailed off and she sniffed loud­ly.

Li­n­san reached out and gen­tly smacked Brook’s palm. The soft leather glove felt like skin a­gainst her touch, soft and del­i­cate.

Brook coughed and pulled her hand back. She took a deep breath and grabbed her tea a­gain. Be­fore she drank, she whis­pered some­thing to her­self but Li­n­san couldn’t make out the words.
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        The Feathered Queen


        
Famed for her bril­li­ant per­for­mance as the old crow woman, the vile fae that ru­ined the lives of five help­less wood­cut­ters in ex­cha­nge for one wish each, Tisin of Pe­nesol’s re­pu­ta­tion grew through­out Ko­r­mar. By the end of the sec­ond se­ason, she had won many presti­gi­ous awards in­clud­ing be­ing for­mal­ly de­clared The Feath­ered Qu­e­en of the Stage by the Gold­en Qu­e­en her­self.
—Ma­ni­dail Si­do­ral, Pa­tron of the Arts: The Gold­en Qu­e­en’s Con­tri­bu­tion to So­ci­ety

Over an hour lat­er, Li­n­san trudged along a nar­row dirt trail that wa­n­dered over every sin­gle hill sur­ro­und­ing Fana­sis Vil­lage. On oc­ca­sion, it would branch out to­ward a house in the dis­tance or to a small pond with a table next to it. If she was na­tive to the area, she would no doubt know which trail led to which lo­ca­tion. With­out that knowl­edge, she had been forced to re­pe­at­ed­ly cross as she chased af­ter ru­mors and sug­ges­tions.

She wiped the sweat from her brow. The sun had beat down on her for most of the trip and she was tired of sweat cli­n­ging to her skin.

“Why does every damn farmer in this vil­lage in­sist on send­ing me across the ce­nter of a field?” she mut­tered as she stepped over a thick ex­posed knot. She glanced past a nar­row line of trees to her des­ti­na­tion, a tiny ca­bin on top of a hill and sur­ro­u­nded by raised planters.

No one an­swered her.

She rolled her eyes and mut­tered a­gain as she broke from the tree line and start­ed to climb up the hill. As she ap­proached, she no­ticed an old­er woman sit­ting on a rock­ing chair. Even from a dis­tance, it was obvi­ous that she had red­dish-brown hair and wispy hair that stuck out in all di­rec­tions. Her skin was most­ly cov­ered by in­tri­cate tat­toos that oth­ers in the vil­lage had pos­sessed. It was a tribe that Li­n­san didn’t know and none of them had been will­ing to even ad­dress her.

Steel­ing her­self for an­oth­er re­jec­tion, Li­n­san heft­ed her vi­o­lin case over her shoul­der and raised her hand. “Hel­lo! May I ask some ques­tions? Just a—”

The woman raised her head. Milky eyes turned to stare at her. “No.”

Li­n­san stum­bled to a stop. Her case thumped a­gainst her hip. “What?”

“You deaf, Girl? Old Gab is tired and has no i­n­ter­est in any yo­ung kid’s shit.” She lift­ed one wrin­kled hand and po­int­ed be­hind Li­n­san. “So turn that tiny lit­tle ass of yours a­ro­und and head back to the squ­are.”

It was more words than she had got­ten from any oth­er tribe mem­ber, but the re­jec­tion still hurt. Sha­king her head, Li­n­san apo­lo­gized and then turned away.

She made it only a few steps be­fore Gab called out. “What kind of per­son car­ries a damn mu­si­cal in­stru­ment a­ro­und here in the heat? Do you know how hot it is? What if you drop it in a creek?”

Li­n­san couldn’t es­cape the sweat that prick­led on her brow. She shook her head and clamped a hand over her case. She lo­oked over her shoul­der to an­swer. “It’s im­por­tant to me.”

The rock­ing chair cre­aked as Gab le­aned for­ward. “Let me guess, spent your last dime on it? Waste of mon­ey, that’s for sure.”

“No, my grand­fa­ther made it. There a­ren’t a lot left any­more.”

Gab scoffed and le­aned back. She tugged a bla­nket up over her waist de­spite the sun­light that pa­i­nted her lap. Her mid­dle fi­nger on the right hand was miss­ing. “Nev­er cared for those things. Just a bunch of noise, scre­e­ching and ba­n­ging a­ro­und.”

Li­n­san’s shoul­ders tensed. She wa­nted to snap back but the words wouldn’t come. She sighed and turned a­ro­und. “Thank you.”

“Can you sing? If you can, I might have a cuk or two.”

For a mo­ment, it was temp­ing but the old lady obvi­ous didn’t have a lot of mon­ey. A sin­gle cukdin might be an en­tire meal for her. Li­n­san shrugged and kept walk­ing away. “I can, but not as well as my moth­er.”

“Oh, why would that mat­ter? Is she im­por­tant? Who is she?”

Li­n­san waved and tried to es­cape the con­ver­sa­tion. “Thank you!”

“Who’s your moth­er, Girl? An­swer me!”

“Tinsin of Pe­nesol!”

“Speak up!”

Li­n­san rolled her eyes and re­pe­ated her­self, lo­uder so the old woman heard her. She turned back to see if Gab would re­spond, but the rock­ing chair was emp­ty. The bla­nket on her lap had been fold­ed neat­ly and set in the mid­dle of the se­ason, but Li­n­san couldn’t i­mag­ine how the old woman would have e­nough time to tidy her seat in a mat­ter of sec­onds. With a frown, she turned back.

Gab stood in front of her, only inch­es away. She squ­i­nted at Li­n­san with one eye and then the oth­er.

Li­n­san i­nhaled sharply in sur­prise.

A waft of a flow­ery per­fume tick­led the back of her throat. Flecks of pollen hung in the air a­ro­und them as the old woman in­spect­ed Li­n­san’s face from one an­gle to an­oth­er.

Up close, the tat­toos were eas­i­er to mark. They were vines and flow­ers that inched across the se­asons with flecks of snow and su­nshine spread out. They ap­peared to be co­ming from un­der­neath Gab’s shirt and they reached up to her chin and down to her knuck­les.

Li­n­san gulped. “H-Hel­lo. I’m Li­n­san.”

“Your moth­er is Tinsin? The Feath­ered Qu­e­en? She was in Tears on a Cat’s Whiskers!” The old woman’s breath was musty.

Star­tled by the clo­seness, Li­n­san took a step back and shrugged. “My moth­er played Fil­il in that. Three se­asons, ac­tu­al­ly.”

Gab smiled broad­ly, re­veal­ing three miss­ing teeth. “Oh, I loved that play! I saw her per­form­ing that in Ja­morel when I was just a weed.” She sighed and smiled. “I loved to hear those voic­es, when they we­ren’t be­ing drowned out by all those damn scre­e­ching things.” She ges­tured to the vi­o­lin.

Grip­ping her case tighter, Li­n­san forced a smile on her lips. “She does have a beau­ti­ful voice.”

Gab po­int­ed to her ca­bin. Both sides of her hands had been tat­to­oed al­most en­tire in gnarled branch­es with only a few pale leaves. “Come up and talk to me. I have tea.”

“I re­al­ly need to ask some ques­tions.”

The old­er woman lo­oked at her plead­ing­ly. “Please? There isn’t any­one left in the vil­lage who ap­pre­ci­ates songs. At least not… your type of songs. Just a lit­tle while for Old Gab?”

Li­n­san gro­aned. “I… need to find so­me­one. A man named Gabaw.”

Gab’s face dropped. “What do you want with that bas­tard? I’d pray his dick would fall off into com­post, but I wouldn’t plant any­thing in that shit.” She spat on the gro­und.

“He stole some­thing from me.”

“Oh, so you don’t like him.”

Li­n­san frowned as she wo­n­dered how much she should tell. Gab’s re­spo­nse to his name enco­u­raged her to speak up. “He killed so­me­one I know. I want to bring him to jus­tice.”

Old Gab’s smile grew wider and she cack­led. She ges­tured to a dirt road bare­ly vis­i­ble from their va­n­tage po­int. “He and the oth­er ver­min he­aded down there two days ago in some black met­al mon­stros­i­ty. It made such a rack­et.”

Li­n­san’s heart beat faster. “R-Re­al­ly? He went home?”

When Gab lo­oked at her cu­ri­ous­ly, Li­n­san stam­mered, “I-I’ve been lo­o­king for him for a week or so. Some buskers in Ja­morel told me that he might be head­ing home to re­pair the car he’s dri­ving.”

“You a­ren’t ly­ing to me, are you? You a­ren’t fri­ends with that shit, are you?”

“Oh, no. I swear, I want him ar­rest­ed.”

Gab’s eyes flick­ered to the side and then up to the ca­bin. Li­n­san could see her fight­ing with some thought. She guess Gab was con­si­de­ring with­hold­ing in­for­ma­tion to force Li­n­san to talk.

De­spe­rate, Li­n­san held up her hand. “I’ll sit and talk, I pro­mise. I just need to make I’m go­ing in the right di­rec­tion.”

“Yes, yes, he’s still down there. Damn fool’s wag­on was belch­ing white smoke every­where and the men with him were yelling the whole time. You could hear them from here.”

Li­n­san al­most mo­aned in re­lief. “Oh, thank you! I can’t tell you how bad­ly I ne­eded to hear that.”

Gab pat­ted Li­n­san’s shoul­der. “I guess you bet­ter get go­ing then.”

Li­n­san glanced at the road and back. As she did, a wave of dizzi­ness washed over her. It cle­ared as fast as it came.

By the time her eyes fo­cused, Gab was gone.

Lift­ing her gaze, Li­n­san saw that the old woman had re­turned to her rock­ing chair, shoul­ders slumped and bla­nket once a­gain across her lap. There was no dust or wind to mark her pass­ing and she lo­oked as if she had been there for hours.

Her mind screamed to re­turn to the vil­lage and get Brook. They ne­eded to hunt down the mur­der­ers. But her heart told her to stay. Even thought she risked los­ing her quar­ry, Li­n­san he­aded up the hill.

“Don’t you have a man to catch?” Gab said tired­ly. “That’s what you do, right? Get what you want and leave?”

“Moth­er al­ways said I need to stop and ad­mire the spi­der webs.”

The old woman frowned. “That’s a line? I don’t know it.”

“Three Qu­e­ens of Melodol. It was a play she was in a few years ago.”

The look of hope and joy al­most melt­ed Li­n­san’s heart. She could see the hu­nger in Gab’s eyes, the de­sire to talk.

With a smile, Li­n­san snapped open her case. “Want me to sing one of the songs?”
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        Training Day


        
Tarsan is a strict, pa­tri­ar­chal so­ci­ety where the hus­band is so­cial­ly, legal­ly, and fi­nan­cial re­spon­si­ble for his wife and all his daugh­ters. In his house, he is the mas­ter of eve­ry­one with­in his walls.
—Kasadil da Ro­bin, Re­spon­si­bil­i­ties of the Fa­ther

Li­n­san didn’t know if it was the re­lief of find­ing news of their quar­ry or the joy of talk­ing a­bout mu­sic and her fam­i­ly for an hour, but her good mood car­ried her back to the ce­nter of Fana­sis Vil­lage. She had been only in the vil­lage for less than a day, but she still rec­og­nized one of the paths lead­ing to the vil­lage ce­nter and fol­lowed it. As she did, she skipped over the roots and screes un­til she came up be­tween the vil­lage gen­er­al store and the black­smith.

In­side the store, she spot­ted a cou­ple spe­a­king to the sto­re­ke­eper. She had met both of them ear­li­er. They all had many un­ple­a­sant things to say a­bout Tilbin and the oth­ers, but none of them knew if they had passed through town to­ward Stone over Mo­on Wa­ters or down to Geb’s barn in Lit­tle Rock.

Ad­ja­cent to the gen­er­al store was the vil­lage black­smith. When Li­n­san had first start­ed ask­ing ques­tions, it was cold and un­oc­cu­pied. She pe­ered in­side to see if the sit­u­a­tion had cha­nge but no one was work­ing. Li­n­san was a­bout to look away when she no­ticed what ap­peared to be a ple­ated skirt dis­card­ed on the floor near the anvil. She smirked, at least she knew why the black­smith wasn’t ba­n­ging on his forge.

Li­n­san made her way across the squ­are. The oth­er side had the pub­lic house and a house with­out a sign on it. She switched her vi­o­lin case to the oth­er shoul­ders and fo­cused on her des­ti­na­tion.

Brook stood up from a bench out­side the pub­lic house. She had not cha­nged out of her fan­cy dress. The shades of blue ca­used her stand out on the dirty planks that made up the deck be­tween her Glass­coast­er and the open doors lead­ing in­side. She put one hand on her hip. “Where have you been?”

Li­n­san prick­led at the tone. She pushed down her an­noy­ance and ges­tured to­ward one of the small­er roads lead­ing “I fo­und so­me­one who saw them head­ing to Lit­tle Rock only a few days ago. No one in the vil­lage has seen them come back through to­ward Mo­on Wa­ters, so they are still down south.”

Brook’s scowl fad­ed. “Truth­ful­ly?”

Li­n­san smiled broad­ly and then nod­ded. “I wouldn’t lie a­bout this. I also fo­und out that if they don’t come up through this vil­lage, it’s at least a hun­dred le­a­gues out of the way to find an­oth­er route to Mo­on Wa­ters.”

Brook sighed and waved her gloved hand. “You did bet­ter than me. I couldn’t find any­thing a­bout any­one here. No one wa­nted to talk, even when I of­fered to pay for in­for­ma­tion. The marked peo­ple were the worse, they wouldn’t even look at me.”

She se­emed an­noyed that her mon­ey couldn’t give her the an­swers she ne­eded.

Li­n­san wo­n­dered how far Brook had ac­tu­al­ly gone or who she had asked, but it didn’t mat­ter.

With a sigh, Brook stepped off the deck and brushed the dust off the ruf­fles of her dress. She lo­oked pleased with her­self. “How­ev­er, I did have a love­ly talk with the may­or. He has a field be­hind his house that we can use. There is a ridge be­tween his place and the field, so my blast shouldn’t break any wi­ndows.”

Sur­prised, Li­n­san smiled. “Wow, I’m im­pressed.”

Brook lo­oked at her in co­nfu­sion, gave a hesi­tant smile, and then start­ed walk­ing to­ward the house. She had to hike the hem of her dress to keep it from the gro­und while she stepped off the planks.

Li­n­san’s ex­pres­sion froze. “You a­ren’t cha­n­ging?” she asked as she ges­tured to the ruf­fles and lace.

Brook turned with a co­n­fused look on her face. “No, why should I? What’s wrong with this?” She ges­tured down to her dress. The ruf­fles rip­pled in a light bre­eze.

“I’ve been walk­ing a­ro­und these trails for hours. They are re­al­ly rough and your boots are… are…” Li­n­san had no clue how to phrase it del­i­cate­ly. “They are very pret­ty and they have nar­row heels.”

“So?”

Li­n­san wa­nted to say some­thing but she couldn’t. In­stead, she sighed and shrugged. “Let’s go.”

Her fears were co­nfirmed when Brook lead her a­ro­und the may­or’s house and down an­oth­er trail. It quick­ly be­came ragged, with roots criss­cross­ing the path and large rocks.

Brook strode for­ward. Her gloved hands caught one of the branch­es to pull her­self up.

Li­n­san hung back.

The shiny boots slipped on the gro­und. Brook slid back with a grunt.

Re­flex­ive­ly, Li­n­san reached up and caught Brook. Her palms crushed the ruf­fles of the dress be­fore they smacked a­gainst Brook’s but­tocks to stop her com­pa­ni­on’s slide.

With a shriek, Brook stum­bled for­ward but then slipped fur­ther down. Her leg caught Li­n­san’s and the dress tan­gled both of them.

Li­n­san stum­bled. Grab­bing her vi­o­lin case with one hand, she snaked her arm a­ro­und Brook’s waist and braced her­self.

To­geth­er, they slid a few feet be­fore co­ming to a ragged stop.

In her grip, Brook trem­bled. Slow­ly, she lo­oked up with wide eyes and a flush. “Lin?”

Li­n­san wasn’t sure how to re­spond. There was some­thing in Brook’s eyes that wasn’t spite or a­nger. She stum­bled for a re­spo­nse be­fore fi­nal­ly she said, “You might con­sid­er bet­ter shoes out here. You can twist your an­kles with those heels.”

Brook cle­ared her throat and lo­oked away. “Could you help me up?”

“Oh,” Li­n­san blushed. She stepped back and helped Brook to her feet. Then she stepped apart un­til they were only hold­ing hands. “Come on, need help?”

Lo­o­king down at her boots, Brook sighed. “I don’t have any­thing bet­ter to wear.”

“Re­al­ly?”

Brook nod­ded slow­ly. “It isn’t lady-like to wear trousers and shirts.”

“Makes it hard to get into a field to prac­tice though.”

Brook sighed. She was still trem­bling.

Li­n­san squ­e­ezed her hand.

Glanc­ing down, Brook stared at their hands and then ya­nked hers away. “W-We should prac­tice.”

With the air be­tween them un­com­fort­able, both Li­n­san and Brook he­aded over the ridge and into a far­row fields. The knee-high grass­es tugged at Brook’s dress as they made their way to the mid­dle.

“So,” Brook said with a sigh. “How do we prac­tice this?”

“I don’t re­al­ly know.”

Brook tugged her hat off, the black lace catch­ing on her nose be­fore it came off. She lo­oked a­ro­und for a mo­ment, as if she was try­ing to find a table. With a sigh, she held it to her side. “Should I hire so­me­one to at­tack us?”

Li­n­san gri­nned. “No, I’m sure we can find some­thing. Re­mem­ber du­ring the garage, we had to work in sync?”

“You mean when you called me a stu­pid cow?”

Li­n­san froze. Her blood ran ice-cold.

Brook’s lip curled in a smile. “I might have de­served it. Were you thi­n­king a­bout when you told me when to clap in time with your mu­sic?” She took a deep breath and flut­tered her hat a­gainst her hip.

“That is ex­act­ly what I had in mind. What songs do you know?”

Brook lo­oked up and swayed her hips as she thought. “I guess, most­ly Gud­er, Padorsin, and Rag. Those were dad­dy’s favo­rites.”

All three were com­posers for sym­pho­nies. Se­date ones with grand swe­e­ping mu­sic that rose and fell like the waves of the ocean. It was the mu­sic that was per­fect for dra­mat­ic scenes for her moth­er. How­ev­er, none of them had the steady beats and rhythm that would let Li­n­san’s mag­ic to build nor the cresce­ndos and twists that al­lowed her to ma­nifest an at­tack.

Brook rolled her eye and gave an ex­as­per­at­ing sight. “What? Wrong type of mu­sic?”

“Well, Gud­er’s mu­sic more heav­i­ly fo­cus­es on wind in­stru­ments with less em­pha­sis on strings or per­cus­sion. Even if we fo­cused on his ele­me­ntal pe­riod, he nev­er wrote many pieces—”

“I don’t need to know the damn his­to­ry a­bout the mu­sic. It’s the right mu­sic. The type good peo­ple lis­ten to.”

It was Li­n­san’s turn to be frus­trat­ed. “If we are go­ing to use mu­sic to fight, then we need to use mu­sic that takes adva­n­tages of our pow­ers. That means we need to pick ones that have a steady beat for your mag­ic and a melody for mine!”

She then reg­is­tered the sec­ond part of Brook’s sta­te­ment. “And what do you mean, the type ‘good peo­ple lis­ten to?’”

Brook waves her hand dis­mis­sive­ly. “You know… good peo­ple.”

“Good peo­ple?” Li­n­san wa­nted to throt­tle Brook. “What do you mean, good peo­ple?”

“You know what I’m talk­ing a­bout. Peo­ple like… m… Dad­dy… and me.”

“You mean rich peo­ple?”

When Brook nod­ded, Li­n­san said, “Is that why you are al­ways we­a­ring dress­es and fan­cy shoes? And the shoes? Just to show eve­ry­one you are the rich­est per­son in Pe­nesol?”

“We a­ren’t the rich­est—”

“Your fam­i­ly is rich­er than most of the town. There might be a few oth­ers a­bout as rich as your fam­i­ly, but your dad­dy owns—” She cle­ared her throat. “Your dad­dy owned the largest bank, three oth­er busi­ness­es, has at least five diffe­rent cars, and can af­ford to send his daugh­ters to any school in the co­un­try. You are rich and you want eve­ry­one to know it.”

Brook squirmed. She crushed her hat in her hand as she glanced away. The mus­cles in her jaw tight­ened, one mus­cle flex­ing along the bot­tom edge. Some of her a­nger was re­turn­ing and Li­n­san had no i­n­ter­est in he­a­ring the sharp tones.

“Any oth­er mu­sic you know? Wave, folk, Hi­danork, rhythm—”

Her com­pa­ni­on held up her hand. “You don’t have to show off that you know all the songs.”

“My fa­ther writes a­bout mu­sic. I read his es­says and lessons.”

“Well, not the right types.”

“He wrote plen­ty of pa­pers a­bout Padorsin and Rag if you both­er to read them. We were your fri­ends be­fore all this hap­pened.”

Brook’s fi­ngers flexed. She brought one hand away from her hip. She ap­peared to be cle­a­ring her hand.

Li­n­san held up her hand. She took a deep breath and let it out with a long ex­ha­la­tion. “Look, we need to find some­thing.”

“Well, I’m not go­ing to stoop down to things like damned ass song.”

“We don’t have to do My Ass for a Glass of Milk.”

Brook screwed her face in dis­gust. “It’s a ter­ri­ble song. Prop­er peo­ple don’t lis­ten to songs like that.”

Li­n­san bris­tled. She glared back. “That was very pop­u­lar at the inn! I had a stand­ing ova­tion and they asked me to keep play­ing.”

“It’s a song a­bout butts!”

Li­n­san o­pened her mouth for a mo­ment and then shrugged. Brook wasn’t wrong, but at the same time, it was an al­most per­fect melody to start with. Even a lit­tle girl could learn how to play it. “It’s a sim­ple song.”

Brook shook her head and then turned a­ro­und. She start­ed to put her hat back on but re­al­ized she had ru­ined it. She shook her head and then gath­ered it in both hands.

Feel­ing de­ject­ed, Li­n­san knelt down and pulled out her vi­o­lin. Her mind fu­ri­ous­ly spun through her fa­ther’s lessons. Talk­ing a­bout the ass song gave her an idea for oth­er melodies that were sim­ple and catchy. Some might even Brook’s self-im­por­tance.

“We don’t have to sing the words, right?”

Li­n­san lo­oked up with sur­prise. “N-No. It’s just the beat and melody we are a­bout.”

“I just wish it wasn’t that dis­gust­ing song.”

With a smile, Li­n­san fin­ished pulling out her vi­o­lin and set it a­gainst her neck. “If it helps, the song was o­ri­gi­nal­ly a Tarsan dri­n­king song called A Mass for a Glass of Crass, a song a­bout be­ing forced to go to church af­ter an epic swe­a­ring ses­sion. It wasn’t un­til a­bout six­ty or so years ago when… the ass song be­came pop­u­lar in this area of Ko­r­mar.”

Brook bli­nked and her shoul­ders se­emed to re­lax. “Re­al­ly? T-That is bet­ter.” Her voice grew more wist­ful and she ran her fi­nger along the edge of her hat. “Tarsan is the very de­fi­ni­tion of high so­ci­ety and I can un­der­stand blas­phe­my.”

Li­n­san’s o­pi­ni­on of Tarsan wasn’t near­ly as rosy. The co­un­try was known for be­ing heavy-ha­nded and ob­sessed with so­cial or­der. Wo­men were treat­ed as noth­ing more than prop­er­ty and al­most slaves. Her moth­er hat­ed shows in Tarsan. How­ev­er, it was obvi­ous­ly im­por­tant to Brook. She made a non-com­mit­tal grunt.

“We can start with that, right? The crass ver­sion?” The hope in Brook’s voice was ephe­mer­al and del­i­cate. “That’s much bet­ter.”

Li­n­san gri­nned. “It’s pop­u­lar.” She brought the bow and rest­ed it on the strings.

“It’s still dis­gust­ing.”

Li­n­san smiled and cocked her head. She played the first few bars of the song. The clear tones of the vi­o­lin rip­pled along the grass­es a­ro­und them. Be­hind the notes, translu­cent waves of en­er­gy danced in the air and glit­tered off the leaves.

Brook’s face twist­ed into more of a gri­mace. She tugged the bot­tom of her gloves. Then she hov­ered her fi­ngers over her palm. “When is the beat?”

The mus­cles in Li­n­san’s back tight­ened.

“I don’t know mu­sic.”

Li­n­san thought for a mo­ment. “Let’s start with the ba­sics. Mu­sic is based on me­asures. That is how you em­pha­size the mu­sic. Most Tarsan songs are qu­in­tu­ple me­ter which means they have five notes in a me­asure. Some notes are fast, oth­ers are slow, but we just have to teach you how to me­asure out those five. Lat­er, we can talk a­bout the desert’s and the tribe’s fond­ness for quadru­ped­al me­ters.”

To demon­strate her po­int, Li­n­san slow­ly played the first few me­asures. As she did, she ducked her body with each beat un­til she got to the fifth where she ges­tured to Brook. She also fought her de­sire to speed up the mu­sic so she could dance, but when she start­ed to sway, her mag­ic swelled and the gro­und trem­bled.

At first, Brook stared with co­nfu­sion. Then, as Li­n­san played a­gain, re­al­iza­tion dawned on her face. She held up her hands, the blue gloves bright in the sea of grass­es. When her beat came, she brought her hands to­geth­er but didn’t qu­ite touch.

Li­n­san re­al­ized she was tense. Even though it had been years since Brook had used her con­cus­sion blast a­gainst her, the me­mo­ries were still raw.

Brook glared at her and shook her head with dis­ap­po­int­ment. She held up her hand.

With a blush, Li­n­san played the melody a­gain. She spoke out the notes as she played. “One. Two. Three. Four. You. One. Two. Three. Four. You.”

Brook mimed clap­ping her hands in time with the mu­sic. “You can say five.”

Li­n­san gri­nned. “… Four. Five. One. Two…”

The mu­sic danced a­ro­und the both of them, translu­cent rip­ples of pow­er that stirred their hair and ruf­fled Brook’s dress. With­out be­ing di­rect­ed to­ward some­thing by Li­n­san’s will, the mag­ic only stirred the air and flashed in time with the melody.

Brook’s gaze drift­ed up to the danc­ing pat­terns. Even as her jaw dropped with sur­prise, her hand still mimed clap­ping in time with Li­n­san’s mu­sic.

Li­n­san was sur­prised how eas­i­ly Brook kept up with the time. With­out he­a­ring the clap­ping, it se­emed like she was ke­e­ping up per­fect­ly with the melody. She start­ed to play the mu­sic faster, to bring it up to five beats per sec­ond,

Still ke­e­ping in time, Brook stared a­ro­und them. The air was glo­wing now, re­spond­ing to the faster beats with brighter lights and more en­er­getic swirling. It felt like they were in the mid­dle of a storm, or un­der a porch in the rain.

Brook let out a gasp. “Oh, I can feel it.”

Elat­ed with the rush of us­ing mag­ic, Li­n­san ges­tured to her palm. “Try yours.”

Brook start­ed to and then turned to the side. She held out her hands.

“Gen­tle.”

She glared at Li­n­san be­fore light­ly tap­ping her fi­ngers a­gainst her palm on her beat. De­spite it be­ing the light­est of touch­es, the air thud­ded a­gainst Li­n­san’s face and the grass in a two yard arc in front of her flat­tened in­stant­ly.

Even thought the beat was just a hair off in ti­ming, the field of en­er­gy sur­ro­und­ing them re­spo­nded in­stant­ly. It flared up with col­ors that Li­n­san had nev­er seen be­fore. The col­ors traced the wake of the con­cus­sion wave be­fore fad­ing.

Both Li­n­san and Brook stared in sur­prise.

“What was that?” asked Brook. She had re­sumed mi­ming her clap­ping.

“I don’t know.” Li­n­san as she con­ti­nued to play.

Brook stirred and then re­sumed her clap­ping. The ti­ming was off, but not slow or fast. To Li­n­san’s sur­prise, Brook had the rhythm al­most per­fect, only that she was off.

“Your ti­ming is off. Just a bit too fast.”

Brook’s brow fur­rowed. One of her claps came off hard­er than the oth­ers, send­ing flares of col­or a­ro­und them. Then, she turned back to the qu­i­eter. “I’m fol­lo­wing your beat.”

“I know… how? I mean, your sense of ti­ming is amaz­ing.” Li­n­san meant her com­pli­ment.

Brook gri­nned but kept her eyes to­ward the waves of grass ru­ined by her clap­ping. “I stare at a RPS gauge every time I dri­ve. I know how to han­dle some­thing slow like a five beat.”

Li­n­san gig­gled. “Slow?”

“My e­ngines run be­tween eighty to one-twen­ty. I can feel the pis­tons sha­king the chas­sis and the spin of the axles through the floor. This is easy.” Brook smirked.

“Well, then can you shift your beat for­ward just a hair?”

“That feels wrong. It feels like I would be late that way.” But, even as she spoke, she beat faster and then re­sumed the five-co­unt. The fla­shing en­er­gy surged for a mo­ment and Li­n­san felt an in­cred­i­ble rush of exci­te­ment be­fore it fad­ed with the col­ors.

Beads of sweat ran down Brook’s neck. The short hairs clung to her skin.

“It isn’t. My fa­ther says you have to learn your body when you play. How long it takes for you to swing takes a bit of tra­i­ning. Just a tad slow­er. Now faster. Just… a bit faster.”

Brook’s jaw tight­ened by she obeyed.

They con­ti­nued to work, shift­ing and ad­just­ing. Li­n­san’s hips swayed with the mu­sic un­til she clamped down to avoid let­ting her pow­ers re­spond with any­thing be­sides col­ors.

Then they got the ti­ming right.

Brook’s clap struck at the per­fect mo­ment and all of Li­n­san’s en­er­gies flared up in re­spo­nse. Col­ors blos­somed a­ro­und them in a show­er of bril­li­ance. A rush of eu­pho­ria flo­oded through Li­n­san and she couldn’t help but let out a moan of ple­a­sure and re­lief.

Brook’s clap­ping fal­tered.

Li­n­san shook her head. “W-What?”

“My blast, when we got it, it stopped right at the edge of your en­er­gies in­stead of do­ing fur­ther. How?”

“Re­al­ly?”

With­out an­oth­er word, they fo­cused on their ti­ming a­gain. The sim­ple melody rolled off the bow and filled the air. Brook’s blasts shook the now crushed grass in a ragged pat­tern.

When they got it right a­gain, the wave of en­er­gy from the clap­ping ap­peared to pour into Li­n­san’s mu­sic in­stead of ra­di­at­ing away from Brook. It strength­ened it and gave it a struc­ture. The rip­ples of pow­er seared the air for the bri­efest of mo­ments.

Brook gasped. “I felt that.”

“I-I did too!” Li­n­san smiled broad­ly.

“Why doesn’t it go any­where?”

“What? Oh, the mu­sic?”

“In the fight, you were send­ing it out in waves.” Brook wiped the sweat from her fo­re­head. Beads of sweat glit­tered along her neck and so­aked her lace col­lar.

“I’m not danc­ing.”

Brook did a dou­ble-take. “Re­al­ly? Is that why you are al­ways spi­n­ning a­ro­und?”

Li­n­san nod­ded. “As long as I don’t move, the mu­sic is go­ing to just hang a­ro­und us. But if I move, I can di­rect it.”

There was a look in Brook’s eyes, one of an­tic­i­pa­tion and hope.

“You want to see it?”

Brook’s eyes turned to fo­cus on her. There was some­thing else in her at­ten­tion. Her bright brown eyes al­most glowed and she lo­oked like she was on the edge of say­ing some­thing.

Un­ex­pect­ed, Li­n­san’s chest felt tight for a mo­ment. She cle­ared her throat and then moti­oned with her chin to­ward their sur­ro­und­ings. “Want to see?”

Her fri­end nod­ded.

Li­n­san gri­nned and then let the ten­sion out of her back. She had been strug­gling not to move while work­ing on their ti­ming. Dance had been part of her mu­sic since she was a lit­tle girl, it was dif­fi­cult to fight the de­sire. Be­ing able to move was a re­lief.

She closed her eyes and then swirled her foot. Her vi­o­lin bow hummed along the strings.

The danc­ing en­er­gies a­ro­und her shift­ed with her move­ment. In­stead of swirling a­ro­und them, it streamed out in the same di­rec­tion as her sweet. A nar­row whip of vis­i­ble en­er­gies cracked through the grass, up­root­ing them in a deep gouge. Leaves, roots, and dirt burst out in a three yard-long line.

“Blessed Moth­er,” gasped Brook.

Clods of earth thud­ded on the gro­und.

Sur­prised her­self, Li­n­san could only shrug.

“What hap­pens if I clap at the right time?”

“Want to find out?”

Brook gri­nned. “Yes.”

They start­ed to play a­gain. It took a few tries to get their ti­ming right a­gain, but then Li­n­san felt when Brook was a­bout to strike her palm at the per­fect time. She spun a­ro­und and dipped while di­rect­ing her pow­ers in a diffe­rent di­rec­tion.

Brook turned with Li­n­san so they were fac­ing in the same di­rec­tion. She slammed her hands to­geth­er in a pow­er­ful clap.

The ti­ming was flaw­less.

Brook’s pow­er cha­nneled through Li­n­san’s whip. The translu­cent shape be­came a burn­ing white line of raw pow­er that slammed into the gro­und with in­cred­i­ble force. The earth un­der­neath them buck­led vi­o­lent­ly as a hun­dred-foot long ex­plod­ing line raced away from them in a blink.

Li­n­san al­most lost her bal­ance.

Brook did. She let out a shriek as she fell back.

Turn­ing to try catch­ing Brook, Li­n­san’s fi­ngers caught one of the ruf­fles. The fab­ric tore as Brook hit the gro­und.

Then Li­n­san re­al­ized that the world had got­ten sud­den­ly dark­er. She lo­oked up with gro­wing dread. Se­e­ing a cloud of earth and leaves above her, she swore and stum­bled away.

Be­fore she got through a few steps, she re­al­ized that Brook was help­less on the gro­und. Snatch­ing her vi­o­lin case, she lurched over to Brook and knelt down. Us­ing the case as a shield for her­self and her body as one for Brook, she held her vi­o­lin close.

Brook let out a whim­per as their bod­ies pressed to­geth­er. She crossed her arms over her face.

Then a rain of clods slammed down on them. They ham­mered a­gainst Li­n­san’s back like a dozen fists. More of them hit Brook’s shoul­ders and legs and she screamed out.

When the rain stopped, Li­n­san pa­nted. Even though her back hurt, she couldn’t help but smile. “That was i­n­tense.”

Brook pe­eked out from her arms. Then her body jerked as if she was cry­ing.

“Brook? Are you hurt?”

“N-No,” Brook said. She re­laxed her arms to re­veal she was smil­ing. Dirt had stre­aked her face but she se­emed in good spir­its. “No, I’m fine. I’m just—” Her voice stopped sharply.

Li­n­san stared into her eyes for a mo­ment. Then she stirred to pull her­self off Brook and sat back. She pulled the vi­o­lin to her lap and in­spect­ed it ca­re­ful­ly. There were a few new scratch­es and a clod in­side the case. She gru­nted with dis­ap­po­int­ment be­fore hold­ing it above her head and rolling it out.

“That is im­por­tant to you, isn’t it?” Brook gro­aned as she sat up. “It’s it just a vi­o­lin.”

Li­n­san stroked her hand along the warm wood. “My grand­fa­ther made this be­fore I was born. My fa­ther bor­rowed it to make sure I had a Sterlig with me al­ways, even if I was alone.”

Brook didn’t say any­thing.

“I was go­ing to sneak out of the house and come af­ter Tilbin. They fig­ured it out and made sure I had, well, this.” She ges­tured down to the vi­o­lin and sighed. “This will prob­a­bly the only Sterlig that I will ever get to play.”

“How much did it cost?”

A wave of sad­ness swelled up and a tear ran down Li­n­san’s cheek. “My moth­er’s pride and re­pu­ta­tion.”

When Brook didn’t re­spond, Li­n­san was al­most thank­ful. She fo­cused on cle­a­ring out the in­stru­ment and re­plac­ing one of the strings that lo­oked we­apon.

“What’s its name?”

Li­n­san lo­oked up. “Name?”

“The oth­er Sterlig had a name, right? Why not this one?”

“I nev­er thought a­bout it.”

“So give it one.” Brook in­spect­ed her dress. It had torn and ripped in three places. She glanced up at Li­n­san and shrugged. “That seems like the thing you would do.”

“I was three when I named Pal­i­sis. I was just a lit­tle girl!”

Brook shrugged. “Seems like one of the last Sterligs should have a name.”

“I’ll think a­bout it. How is your dress?”

Brook sighed be­fore she got to her feet. “Ru­ined.”

Li­n­san jo­ined her. To­geth­er, they walked at the long line of torn up earth from their at­tack. It was im­pres­sive­ly de­struc­tive. She toyed with the vi­o­lin, wo­n­de­ring if they could do it a­gain.

“I want to go a­gain.”

Li­n­san smiled broad­ly. “Yes, please.”
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        Understanding Music


        
They chose to hon­or Cros de Goslin, Ba­nkol de Goslin, and Tamir of Ko­r­mar for slaughte­ring dozens of peo­ple and inju­ring hun­dreds! They re­ward­ed this dev­as­ta­tion beca­use of the faux his­to­ry of the game i­mi­tat­ing war and not a sport! This is a game, not a blood­bath of epic de­struc­tion.
—Blood­ball

Hours lat­er, Li­n­san was ex­haust­ed, burned, and cov­ered in de­bris. She had blood caked across the fi­nger­tips on her left hand and her right wrist ached. Her boots felt like stones as she strug­gled to made her way over the ridge.

Be­hind her, Brook was equal­ly tired. She gro­aned as she clasped the branch­es of the bush­es that grew wild over the ridge. Her dress was ru­ined and her gloves shred­ded. They had lost her hat some­where in the field along with yards of lace that had torn off her out­fit.

Li­n­san reached the top and turned a­ro­und.

Brook gasped and strained at the bush­es.

Grab­bing onto a thick branch of a near­by tree, Li­n­san inched down and held out her hand.

Brook lo­oked at it for a sec­ond. For a mo­ment, Li­n­san didn’t think she would take it. Then Brook shrugged and grabbed Li­n­san’s hand. With a grunt, she pulled her­self up the steep em­bank­ment.

As soon as they were clos­er, Li­n­san slipped her arm a­ro­und Brook’s waist and helped her up to the top of the ridge. With the more volu­mi­nous parts of Brook’s dress gone, their hips bumped to­geth­er and she could feel her com­pa­ni­on’s body heat a­gainst her skin.

“Fine,” Brook said in a weary voice, “the heels were a bad idea.”

“They were pret­ty.”

“Right up to the po­int you missed and burned the laces.” Brook held up her bare foot. Flecks of dirt fell from her wig­gling toes.

Li­n­san cri­nged. She had bru­ises down her right thigh and shin from the same mis­take. “That was not our best prac­tice ro­und.”

With a gasp, Brook snatched her hand from Li­n­san’s and turned away sharply. She le­aned away from Li­n­san’s grasp but didn’t break out of the grip. “Not as bad as the time you set fire to your case.”

Li­n­san glanced at her case. It was scorched and de­nted. She had for­got­ten to seal it shut but for­tu­nate­ly the white flames from their mu­si­cal at­tack didn’t last long and the vi­o­lin wasn’t in­side the case. She made a men­tal note to check the mon­ey her pa­rents had se­cret­ed in­side it to make sure the bills were still us­able. Her moth­er’s award pin was also in the case.

Then she re­al­ized her arm was still a­ro­und Brook’s waist. Slow­ly, she re­laxed her grip and stepped away. Her fi­ngers ran along the lace be­fore they part­ed.

Brook lo­oked at her, an u­n­re­ad­able ex­pres­sion on her face. Her cheeks were smeared with dirt and her ma­keup had run. It gave her eyes a smoky appe­a­rance, a hint of black and blue dust­ing un­der­neath her eyes.

Li­n­san blushed. “What?”

Brook shook her head and lo­oked away a­gain. “Noth­ing.”

Feel­ing un­com­fort­able, She let out her breath in a long shud­de­ring gasp as she lo­oked a­ro­und. The pub­lic house caught her at­ten­tion, there were a dozen wag­ons pulled in front of it and at least twen­ty peo­ple sit­ting in chairs be­tween wag­ons and the front of the inn. “Brook, look at that.”

“What’s go­ing on?”

“I don’t know.” Li­n­san watched an­oth­er wag­on pull up. “You got your room be­fore we did this, right? I don’t think there are any o­pe­nings left.”

“Two of them. One for me and an­oth­er for you. Both of them were the best the place had to of­fer, plus hot bath ser­vices, and full meals. They don’t know how to han­dle cars here, so I also paid for two hors­es.”

Sur­prised, Li­n­san could only stare. “Not the cheap room for me?”

“We’re in this to­geth­er, a­ren’t we?” A ghost of a smile crossed Brook’s face. “Come on, I re­al­ly could use a bath and a dress that isn’t ut­ter­ly ru­ined.”

When Li­n­san no­ticed Brook limp­ing, she held out her hand.

Brook stared at it. Her cheeks col­ored al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. “No, I’m good.”

“Come on, I’m tired and not walk­ing well ei­ther. A lit­tle sup­port would help both of us.”

Brook’s jaw tight­ened.

“It doesn’t mean any­thing oth­er than we’re help­ing each oth­er.” She shook her hand once.

So­mehow, that made the blush only hot­ter. Brook lo­oked down to grab one of the strands of ru­ined lace. She stared at it as she toyed with the end.

Li­n­san pulled her hand back. “Sor­ry.”

The ges­ture didn’t seem to help Brook’s sud­den cha­nge in at­ti­tude.

“Come on,” Li­n­san said in a soft voice.

Af­ter Brook nod­ded, the two of them walked out from be­hind the may­or’s house and up to the inn. Their foot­steps were ragged and un­steady. Every step dragged Li­n­san down.

The front of the inn had ta­bles set up along the wall for the en­tire length of the walk. There were more clus­tered a­ro­und the base of the stairs on each side. Each table had a cou­ple chairs a­ro­und them.

The inn’s guests ap­peared to be lo­cal farm­ers, hu­nters, and work­ers. Most of them had a strange sym­bol on them, a blue shield with two white lines down the mid­dle. Li­n­san caught some of the con­ver­sa­tions a­bout a ball game be­tween Sa­int Gaveil and Ter­car.

Brook drew even with Li­n­san. “What is crash­ball?”

Li­n­san le­aned over. “A rather vi­o­lent game in these parts. Two teams try to get a ball to the op­po­site end us­ing fists, kicks, and mag­ic.”

“How do you know that?”

“The Wid­ow of Balls, a short-lived play based on the fi­nal days of Cros de Goslin.”

“Oh, your moth­er.”

Li­n­san shook her head. “No. She doesn’t like that type of play. Ac­tu­al­ly, a play­wright named Tabil in town.”

“I know Tabil, he went to a lot of Dad­dy’s par­ties. Al­ways has a new girl­fri­end.”

“You mean he’s a leech and keeps try­ing to bed my moth­er. H-He also owned the Sterlig my grand­fa­ther made. They bor­rowed it.”

Brook’s jaw tight­ened. “Your moth­er’s pride?”

Li­n­san nod­ded. Then she slowed as she no­ticed that con­ver­sa­tions had died a­ro­und her. The oth­er cus­tomers were sta­ring at the two of them, their eyes sca­n­ning them from head to toe. She could i­mag­ine what they were lo­o­king at, two women who lo­oked like they gone through a bat­tle.

With a blush, she hur­ried to the door and through the open door.

In­side, the main room was packed with more peo­ple we­a­ring the blue and white. Al­most as one, they lo­oked up at the two women and the con­ver­sa­tions trailed off.

With her cheeks burn­ing, Li­n­san he­aded to­ward the side where there was a bar with bot­tles be­hind it.

One of the men in the chairs stood up. He was an old­er, bald­ing man with weath­ered skin and rough hands. De­nse, swirling tat­toos reached out from his sta­ined clothes to his el­bows. Most of them were flower and leaf pat­terns. The de­signs re­mi­nded her of Old Gab’s. “Hey, Har, you said the good rooms were tak­en by a pret­ty lady? That her?”

A man be­hind the bar lo­oked up. He lo­oked an­noyed. “Yes, Cal. What’s your po­int?”

“I just have to con­vince her to give me my room back?”

Brook stopped. She straight­ened and plant­ed her fists on her hips.

The barte­nder spoke first in a sharp tone, “If you try, you’ll up­set the dame and she paid far more than you ever had. Not to men­tion, there is only one of her and she doesn’t in­sist on jam­ming six in one room and nev­er cle­a­ning his shit.”

“I can’t even ask?” Cal said. He glanced down at the peo­ple at his table and then back at Brook.

The barte­nder glared. “I’m go­ing to kick you and yours out for the se­ason. Giv­en that every pub and inn is filled for ten le­a­gues a­ro­und Gaveil, you’re go­ing to ei­ther be sle­e­ping in that wag­on of yours or dri­ving a long time and will miss the game.”

Cal lo­oked at the bar. “How could you say that, Har? I come here every game, every time. You know I’m good.”

Har ges­tured to Brook. “Not tonight. She got the room first. You’re go­ing to have to share your cousin’s room like eve­ry­one else. Why do you think I’m not serv­ing beans tonight?”

A rip­ple of laugh­ter filled the room.

Li­n­san cri­nged and glanced a­ro­und.

Cal cracked his knuck­les and lo­oked over Brook. “Well, that all said, wel­come to our hum­ble lit­tle vil­lage, Dame.” He took a deep bow to her.

Brook nod­ded curt­ly.

“Though, I’d be ho­nored if you be will­ing to share your room with me,” he said with a grin. “I’m a con­si­de­rate lover. Just me, though, none of these—”

“Shut your mouth, Cal,” Har said with a warn­ing tone. “She’s a lady and you are not.”

Brook held up her pale hand. “Ad­di­ti­on­al­ly, I’d rather sleep with a ve­no­mous snake on a bad day than get any­where near you. I find those…” She ges­tured to his hands. “… mark­ings to be dis­gust­ing and wouldn’t deign to have them any­where near my body.”

Li­n­san cri­nged at her sharp tone.

Cal lo­oked down at his red­dish brown skin and tat­to­oed el­bows. For a mo­ment, there was a si­lence, then he laughed loud­ly. It was a bo­o­ming laugh but no one else in the room had jo­ined him.

A man at his table pat­ted his hand. “Just sit down and shut up. You’re go­ing to get us kicked out.”

The laugh­ter stopped. Cal lo­oked a­ro­und while his smile dropped from his face. “Shit,” he mut­tered.

The barte­nder po­int­ed to the door.

Cal’s face dark­ened. “I’ll come back when I’ve so­bered.”

“That would be best,” said the barte­nder.

No one else said any­thing.

Pu­shing him­self away from the table, Cal walked past them. “My apo­lo­gies,” he said curt­ly be­fore leav­ing.

Brook strode past Li­n­san and he­aded straight for the bar.

Li­n­san didn’t know if she should fol­low or re­main in place.

At the bar, Brook spoke the barte­nder for a few mo­ments be­fore co­ming back. “Do you want the hot bath first? There is only one tub up­stairs and it takes a­bout an hour to heat.”

Li­n­san lo­oked at Brook’s ru­ined out­fit. “No, you. You need it far more than me. I can wait.”

“Thank you.” There was some­thing else she was a­bout to say. Li­n­san could see it in her eyes. Brook closed her mouth and sighed. Sha­king her head, she fi­nal­ly said, “I-I should go.”

Li­n­san wait­ed un­til Brook he­aded up­stairs for the bath be­fore she lo­oked a­ro­und. The room was crowd­ed. Even Cal’s seat had been tak­en by so­me­one else.

Hold­ing her vi­o­lin case close, she he­aded out­side to find a table to wait for one to open in­side. The ta­bles out­side were just as crowd­ed ex­cept for the fur­thest one where Cal sat on the edge of the lights.

Li­n­san toyed with the idea of tak­ing a walk but then de­cid­ed she was tired of trails or sit­ting in the Glass­coast­er. She he­aded to the table with Cal.

“Don’t wor­ry, I won’t say any­thing else,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve been co­ming here since I was a boy, I’m not go­ing to make my­self any more of a horse’s ass.”

“It’s been a long day for both of us. A lot of trav­el and then…” She had no idea how to ex­plain their prac­tice.

“We heard.” Cal chuck­led. “We could also feel it through the gro­und. What­ev­er you were do­ing be­hind the may­or’s place was pret­ty loud.”

She didn’t know how to ex­plain or even re­spond. She sat down gin­ger­ly and set the case in front of her. With­out trust­ing Cal, she rest­ed one hand on the sur­face af­ter wrap­ping the strap on her oth­er hand.

“That a mu­sic mak­er?”

“Yes, a vi­o­lin.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

Li­n­san shrugged. “It’s used in plays, or­ches­tras, and oth­er mu­sic. Think of it like a fid­dle.”

“Plays? You known what? To­mor­row you should head over to the north side and look for an old goat on a hill. Not a real one, just a cranky old woman in a ca­bin.”

“Old Gab?”

He smiled broad­ly and nod­ded. “Ah, Gab. She is the sweet­est woman in the en­tire world.”

Li­n­san gave him a hard look.

“Of course, she is also wrapped in a thick lay­er of thorns, po­i­so­nous berries, and this­tles,” he e­nded with a snort. He turned his shoul­der to show his tat­too. “I take you met my a­unt.”

Li­n­san could help but smile also.

Cal rubbed his bel­ly. He was stocky but there was still mus­cles un­der­neath his hairy arms. “I’ll tell you what, Mum was hap­py to leave this town. We may have start­ed here in town, but now the only fam­i­ly I have left here are Old Gab and Mis. Eve­ry­one else blew away in the winds once we lost our roots.”

“Mis?”

“My cousin, the black­smith.”

When Li­n­san didn’t say any­thing, Cal spoke up a­gain. “You play?”

“I’m learn­ing how to busk.”

“Play then.”

“It’s been a long day.”

He reached back and pulled some­thing out of his pock­et. He pushed it across the table to her. It was a mon­ey clip with a bun­dle of o­range cards. “Please? Show me what Old Gab hears? She’s been talk­ing a­bout mu­sic for years but I nev­er un­der­stood. I nev­er had the ears for it, but I have a feel­ing you do. Maybe, if I could un­der­stand, then maybe I can see her smile a­gain.”

Li­n­san stared at the mon­ey clip for a long mo­ment. She was ex­haust­ed and tired, but the lure of mu­sic called to her. She didn’t care a­bout the mon­ey as much as feel­ing the bow hum in her hand.

She un­locked her case and pulled out her in­stru­ment.
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        Rough Driving


        
When it be­came obvi­ous that ma­chines of war were the fu­ture, very few ex­pect­ed the Glass­coast­er to be one of the first ve­hi­cles pur­posed for bat­tle. Ag­ile and re­sili­ent and cheap to build, it would be­come the new cal­vary in the co­ming age.
—Gus­tail Makim-Ko­ril, We­a­pons of War

Ear­ly the next morn­ing, Li­n­san and Brook were back in the Glass­coast­er and dri­ving along the rut­ted trail be­tween Fana­sis Vil­lage and Lit­tle Rock. She de­cid­ed the vil­lagers call­ing it a road was be­ing ge­ne­rous, the path a­head of her lo­oked more like a game trail that hap­pened to have two ruts in­stead of one. It also dis­ap­peared more than once and they had to stop and search through the tall grass­es for it to re­sume.

Brook’s dress was, ac­cord­ing to her, the most func­ti­onal one she pos­sessed. The yel­low-green fab­ric had less ruf­fles and pleats than her oth­ers. The ma­te­rial was a rich­er green and lo­oked al­most the same col­or as her boots. Her fi­nger-less gloves were le­mon-col­ored silk.

Li­n­san shook her head and lo­oked away to hide her smile. Brook’s idea of func­ti­onal was still more ap­pro­pri­ate for the stage. A Ko­r­mar stage at that since the col­ors were close­ly re­lat­ed to that co­un­try in­stead of Ge­paul’s fond­ness for tri­ads and jar­ring tones.

“I’m glad my sis­ter in­sist­ed on get­ting the Glass­coast­er.”

The bug­gy lurched vi­o­lent­ly. Li­n­san braced her knee a­gainst the ce­nter co­nsole. One of the cov­ered mugs tilt­ed da­n­ge­rous­ly close to her knee. Brook al­ter­nat­ed hold­ing the oth­er mug in place and grab­bing the ste­e­ring wheel with both hands. She didn’t stop mov­ing as she con­ti­nued to race the ve­hi­cle along the da­n­ge­rous ter­rain.

“What?”

“When Dad­dy bought us all cars, she and I fought over this one.” She nod­ded down to the wheel. “She was the ap­ple in his eye which is why I got the Klas­ton-Garis. It would have been… du­ring…”

Her jaw tight­ened and she grabbed the wheel tight­ly.

Re­flex­ive­ly, Li­n­san slammed her feet a­gainst the floor­board and her arm a­gainst the door.

The ve­hi­cle bounced twice be­fore la­u­n­ching it­self into the air. It was only a few feet, but the sen­sa­tion of float­ing in air sick­ened her be­fore they la­nded with a loud crunch. The bug­gy bounced twice and ve­ered da­n­ge­rous­ly to­ward a mud­dy field.

Li­n­san whim­pered.

“There’s go­ing to be an­oth­er lurch in a few sec­onds.” Brook’s voice’s had the tense, con­trolled qual­i­ty that Li­n­san only heard when she was dri­ving. “You prob­a­bly want to stay braced.”

Li­n­san tight­ened her mus­cles and gripped her vi­o­lin tight­ly. The hard case dug into her breast and ribs but she couldn’t af­ford to lose it.

Know it was co­ming, the next surge felt like only a small, vi­o­lent bump.

U­nwill­ing to re­lax her grip, Li­n­san blew the hair out of her face. “It is pos­si­ble to dri­ve slow­er, you know.”

Brook shrugged. The path wi­dened and the ruts grew less pro­no­unced. U­nder Brook’s dri­ving, the car fish­tailed for a sec­ond and then straight­ened. The e­ngine ro­ared to life and pres­sure drove Li­n­san back into her seat.

“Or go faster,” Li­n­san mut­tered.

“They killed my Dad­dy. I can’t let them get away.”

Li­n­san sighed. “Sor­ry, I’m just not as com­fort­able as you are in­side in this thing. I feel like we’re go­ing to jump off the road every curve. I’d rather be still walk­ing when we catch the bas­tards.”

Brook snick­ered. “Don’t wor­ry, I’ve got­ten bet­ter at dri­ving at these speeds.”

Li­n­san lo­oked at Brook in shock. “Bet­ter?”

Bob­bing her head, Brook lo­oked at her she­epish­ly. “I bor­rowed the bug­gy a few times from my sis­ter. She was pret­ty fu­ri­ous, but only af­ter I flipped it the sec­ond time.”

An­oth­er whim­per es­caped Li­n­san’s throat. “Sec­ond?”

Brook gri­nned and nod­ded. “I was pissed. Dad­dy—brace!”

Her grip tight­ened on the wheel and she twist­ed hard.

Li­n­san obeyed, catch­ing her­self be­fore she slid off the seat.

One of the tea mugs start­ed to spill. Cri­n­ging, she smacked her hand over to top and the hot liq­uid splashed across her palm.

The bug­gy straight­ened and the e­ngine’s roar less­ened.

Brook sighed and shook her head. “Just a lit­tle too fast on that turn. Sor­ry a­bout that.”

Li­n­san shook the hot tea from her hand. She wiped it on her trousers be­fore rest­ing it on the side of the seat in case she had to brace her­self.

Brook sud­den­ly smiled. “Cars are like mu­sic. You just have to know the beats and rhythm.”

“What beat?” Li­n­san cocked her ear but all she could hear was the roar of the e­ngine and the pat­ter of grass­es stri­king the un­der­car­ri­age. “It isn’t any song I know. Or in­stru­ment that I have heard.”

“Oh, there are in­stru­ments: e­ngine, gears, the wheels. If you dri­ve fast e­nough, you have the smack of i­nsects on the wind­shield. Even the road makes diffe­rent so­unds based on where you dri­ve and how fast.” Brook’s voice grew qu­iet.

Li­n­san watched her as Brook’s eyes be­gan to shim­mer. Her com­pa­ni­on’s eyes con­ti­nu­al­ly sca­nned the road a­head of her but, with every pass­ing sec­ond, they grew more liq­uid.

A wave of guilt filled Li­n­san, she didn’t want to be privy to her fri­end’s i­nner thoughts. She start­ed to turn away but then lo­oked back. Brook ne­eded com­fort.

Li­n­san didn’t know how to give what Brook ne­eded. Her fam­i­ly was close-knit but Brook’s was obvi­ous­ly more frac­tured. They may have lived in the same house, but it was clear that they were liv­ing se­parate­ly.

Brook reached down for her tea.

Bit­ing her lip and pray­ing she wasn’t a­bout to do some­thing wrong, Li­n­san reached out and rest­ed her hand on Brook’s hand.

Brook tensed.

“I’m sor­ry.”

When Brook lo­oked over, there was a sad smile on her face and a tear ru­n­ning down her cheek. U­nderneath them, the car’s e­ngine slowed down and grew qu­i­eter.

“We’ll get them, I pro­mise.”

“And Pal­i­sis too.”

He­a­ring the name of the vi­o­lin hurt her chest. Li­n­san shook her head. “Even if I nev­er see that a­gain and we get the men who killed your dad­dy, then this will all be worth it.”

Brook sniffed and nod­ded. Her eyes flick­ered to the road.

Li­n­san pulled her hand back.

They drove in si­lence for a few min­utes, with the rum­ble of the e­ngine speed­ing up. With Brook’s words in her head, Li­n­san lis­tened to the nois­es and start­ed to hear a hint of the mu­sic that Brook had men­ti­oned.

They passed a mile mark­er.

“A­bout two hours to Lit­tle Rock,” Brook said.

Two hours un­til they face the mur­der­ers.
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        One More Question


        
Most vil­lagers nev­er trav­el more than twen­ty le­a­gues from their home. Their en­tire out­look comes from those who ven­ture out once in their youth and then re­turn to be­come adults.
—Lan­dris Jib, The Sil­ver King’s Procla­ma­tion

Lit­tle Rock was sim­i­lar to all the oth­er vil­lages and ham­lets that Li­n­san had passed through in the first few days of her trip. There were only two busi­ness­es, a pub­lic house and a gen­er­al store. A smat­te­ring of hous­es sur­ro­u­nded the two with nar­row trails wa­n­de­ring be­tween every build­ing.

In the noon sun, Li­n­san didn’t see any­one out in the heat. From her expe­ri­ence, most peo­ple spent their days in the pub­lic house to get away from the bo­re­dom and to e­njoy com­pa­ny. The oth­ers would be at work, toil­ing away on farms and du­ties, and not help­ful for the in­for­ma­tion she ne­eded.

Brook pulled the Glass­coast­er in front of the store. The e­ngine rum­bled be­fore set­tling down with a plume of white smoke. She frowned for a mo­ment at the hood and then let out a lit­tle sigh of dis­ap­proval.

“Prob­lem?”

“I’m go­ing to need to find a me­chan­ic soon my­self. That smoke, not steam, which means some of the joints are crack­ing a­gain. Af­ter we find these guys, I need to get the Glass­coast­er into a garage for re­pairs.” U­n­said was that Brook had no i­n­tent of re­lent­ing un­til they had caught up with the mur­der­ers.

Li­n­san smirked. “I heard there is an un­af­fili­ated me­chan­ic in town.”

Brook glared at her. Lift­ing one hand from her mug, she clenched her hand and be­fore flick­ing her thumb to­ward Li­n­san.

Li­n­san cri­nged. “Sor­ry.”

With a frown, Brook start­ed to say some­thing but then shook her head a­gain. “I don’t know how to do this. How do we ask? What do we do?” She lo­oked down at her hands.

Li­n­san’s mood dark­ened.

“W-What if we make a mis­take? What if one of us gets hurt?” Tears start­ed to shim­mer in Brook’s eyes. She gripped the ste­e­ring wheel tight­ly. “I-I don’t know what to do.”

Li­n­san reached over and clasped her hand on top of Brook’s.

Brook stared at their hands.

“I don’t know ei­ther. All I know is that we are both here. I also know—that of all the peo­ple in the world—you are prob­a­bly the only one who can work with me.”

Brook ducked her head. “I hat­ed you, you know.”

“I wasn’t re­al­ly fond of you ei­ther. I think nei­ther of us are en­tire­ly to blame.”

“Well, maybe. You were al­ways so i­n­de­pe­n­dent. You nev­er ne­eded any­one when we were gro­wing up. And you al­ways had the pret­ti­est moth­er.” Brook wiped the tears from her eyes.

“And you were al­ways the pret­ty one in class. Eve­ry­one loved you and you had all the fri­ends.”

Brook turned her hand over and clasped her fi­ngers over Li­n­san’s.

They held each oth­er tight for a mo­ment. Then Brook sniffed a­gain. “I need to get a bet­ter dress if I’m go­ing to keep do­ing this, a­ren’t I?”

Li­n­san laughed. “Yes. I’m sor­ry, but fight­ing in that is go­ing to get you in trou­ble.”

Brook lo­oked at her. “Thank you.”

“Fri­ends, right?”

“Yes. Fri­ends.” Brook squ­e­ezed tight­ly.

“Let me start, I’ve been ask­ing vil­lagers ques­tions for weeks now. We’ll find them.”

Slow­ly, Brook re­laxed her hand. The strange look in Brook’s eyes came back, it was i­n­tense as she stared at Li­n­san.

Li­n­san gave her a long look and then stum­bled out of the Glass­coast­er. She he­aded straight for the pub­lic house. She could feel Brook’s eyes on her as she crossed the dirt road and to the front door.

Her heart po­u­nded in her chest as she con­si­dered her op­tions. They were in Gabaw’s home vil­lage and she couldn’t as­sume that he and his fri­ends were hat­ed like the pre­vi­ous vil­lage. She ne­eded to be af­fa­ble to find out but couldn’t be as di­rect.

At the door, she steeled her­self and went in­side.

The gen­er­al store lo­oked less like a store and more of so­me­one’s liv­ing room with wo­oden shelves on one wall. Three large couch­es do­mi­nat­ed the room a­ro­und a wo­oden table. All of them were occu­pied; three men and two women, all in their lat­er years, had start­ed up a card game on the table. Half-emp­ty glass­es of wa­ter cir­cled the edge of the table.

As one, the occu­pants lo­oked up.

Two men le­ered.

A woman scowled.

The fur­thest man, a bald­ing man with a fri­nge of white hair in a rim, gru­nted. “You lost, Girl?”

Li­n­san’s o­ri­gi­nal plans of be­ing af­fa­ble fled out of the wi­ndow. Some­thing a­bout their at­ti­tude and her gut feel­ing told her that the peo­ple in front of her wouldn’t ac­cept it. How­ev­er, she quick­ly came on a sec­ond al­ter­na­tive. Putting on her best dis­tressed face, she ges­tured to the back. “I’m so sor­ry, but me and my fri­end are stuck. She bor­rowed her dad­dy’s dri­ver and it start­ed smo­king re­al­ly bad.”

She reached in­side like her moth­er taught her, to find some sad mem­o­ry to bring up the tears. The vague im­ages of the burn­ing work­shop came up, an im­age that brought al­most in­stant­ly a pang of sad­ness.

“I-I… we we­ren’t sup­pose to take it out. I-I think it was just go­ing to be lit­tle dri­ve. But then there was smoke and it start­ed rat­tling and… and…” A tear fi­nal­ly crept out and rolled down her cheek.

Al­most in­stant­ly, the mood in the room cha­nged. It wasn’t en­tire com­pas­sion that drove them, though she could see a hint of it in their faces as they scram­bled to their feet. No doubt, all of them had heard the Glass­coast­er pull up and one of them must have pe­ered out the wi­ndow. They knew that one of them had mon­ey, prob­a­bly Brook since she still wore a beau­ti­ful dress while Li­n­san dressed more plain­ly.

A role be­gan to form. She would play the poor fri­end be­ing im­pressed by Brook. Ho­pe­ful­ly, she could let her com­pa­ni­on know it time when the old­er folks fol­lowed her out of the store.

“Let me get you a drink. We only have wa­ter and beer?”

“Oh, poor dar­ling, you must be ter­ri­fied.”

Oth­ers spoke up as they sur­ro­u­nded her. The old­er man who spoke first hung back from the oth­ers to cir­cle a­ro­und and look out the wi­ndow. From the cor­ner of her eye, Li­n­san no­tice him pick up a glass of wa­ter that had been sit­ting un­der­neath it and drank from it. She kept her ob­ser­va­tions to her­self, he al­ready knew ex­act­ly what had been parked out­side.

Li­n­san threw her­self into the role, ma­king it up as she went. She re­mem­bered how her moth­er said to keep it sim­ple and vague, to let the emo­tion come out more than the words. “I’m so scared. Her dad­dy is go­ing to get so fu­ri­ous. It was just a dri­ve. A lit­tle dri­ve.”

A man pat­ted her hand from a man who le­ered. “Just you and your fri­end out for a dri­ve?”

“Y-Yes,” Li­n­san re­spo­nded. She kept cli­n­ging to the me­mo­ries to let the tears roll down her cheek as she strug­gled to keep the de­spair of the day in her role. “Her dad­dy is go­ing to be so an­gry at us. He… he might for­bid me to care for her af­ter this.”

“Well,” he said pat­ting her hand more. “My yo­u­ngest boy fan­cies him­self a me­chan­ic. We’re pret­ty far away from the main road and sup­plies are ex­pen­sive, but I’m sure he could fix any­thing wrong.”

“Re­al­ly?” she gasped as she pulled her hand free. “You think he could?”

Two of the oth­er men walked out the front door.

Li­n­san cri­nged when the re­al­iza­tion she should have told Brook her plan be­fore she walked in. Now, the lack of com­mu­ni­ca­tion could risk every­thing. She fal­tered as she lo­oked at the door and back a­ro­und.

One of the grand­moth­ers drew her at­ten­tion. “Come on, my old man is go­ing to see what he could do. Why don’t we bring out some treats for your fri­end? I’m sure you two could use a lit­tle sweet af­ter all this.”

Stuck in her role, Li­n­san could only agree. To­geth­er, they gath­ered some sweets in oiled pa­pers. She not­ed the price, two cukdins each, and then he­aded out­side.

Out­side, Brook was bawl­ing as so­me­one had just killed so­me­one in front of her. Un­like Li­n­san, it ap­peared that her com­pa­ni­on had no trou­ble bri­n­ging up a riv­er of tears and dra­ma.

Li­n­san froze, her body tens­ing.

“I-I don’t know what to do! I push the ped­als and then all this smoke came out. It was hor­ri­ble, and it stunk, and it is in my hair.” Brook sobbed as she tugged her dark curls. “I’ll nev­er get this out with­out my hair­dress­er. She had to…”

Li­n­san’s con­cerns fad­ed quick­ly and then she had to hide the smile that thre­a­tened to broke out. Brook fig­ured it out fast e­nough.

Li­n­san was guid­ed to the car.

The men cir­cled a­ro­und it, pe­e­ring into the fo­reign ma­chin­ery as if they had an idea of what they were do­ing. One of them poked his fi­nger in­side and came out with a bloody fi­nger. An­oth­er burned his palm on the boil­er.

The lady with the sweets set the pack­et in­side.

The o­ri­gi­nal man who spoke gru­nted. “Do you think this thing will make it a few miles? Old Straw is the only one with a wag­on big e­nough and he won’t be in for at least a few hours.”

Brook sobbed and nod­ded. “I-I think so. Maybe a cou­ple more be­fore my bro—”

Li­n­san i­nter­rupt­ed. “It doesn’t mat­ter. Her dad­dy is go­ing to kill her if we bring it back bro­ken. Please, sir, all we need to do be­fore we get in trou­ble.”

Brook’s eyes nar­rowed and Li­n­san cri­nged. She shouldn’t have said Brook’s fa­ther was the one who would pun­ish her.

“Don’t wor­ry,” said the creepy old man. “My boy will take care of you. Just try to get there on your own. If you can’t, I’ll catch up. Ponar has a pair of draft hors­es that would work and it’s only a twen­ty minute walk to get them.” He drew him­self up, the suspe­nders on his belt stra­i­ning to keep his dirty pants up. “Just head south un­til you get to the bird tree. Take the first right and fol­low that to the wind­mill. Then a right un­til you get to the two barns.”

There was a brief mo­ment of si­lence.

Li­n­san wiped the tears from her eyes. “Bird tree?”

“You’ll know it,” said three of the old peo­ple a­ro­und them in a cho­rus.

The woman with the sweets pat­ted Brook’s hand. “I left you some­thing on the seat. I made them with my own hands. They a­ren’t much but you girls need them.” She turned slight­ly away. “Just twen­ty-five cuks.”

Li­n­san al­most choked on the dou­ble of the price.

Brook nod­ded and dug into her purse. She pulled out a few mon­ey cards and pressed them into the woman’s hand. “Thank you. I owe all of you,” she a­n­no­unced.

Get­ting into the car, she start­ed up the bug­gy. It made a ro­a­ring, gutte­ring noise. Li­n­san could see that she was hold­ing both of the ped­als with her feet while she twist­ed some­thing hard.

A cloud of white steam belched out of the car.

The men and women sur­ro­und­ing them stag­gered back. One of them said “Oh dear, you bet­ter hur­ry.”

Tha­n­king them pro­fuse­ly, Brook pulled away. The car lurched a few times be­fore it smoothed out. Streams of steam trailed be­hind them.

Af­ter a few sec­onds, Li­n­san ducked her head. “Sor­ry.”

“You had your re­ason?”

“One of them was Gabaw’s fa­ther. I thought the help­less ma­iden would be more ef­fec­tive. I didn’t mean to use your fa­ther, I’m sor­ry.”

Brook sniffed and wiped tears from her eyes. “As long as we get them.”

She re­leased the lever un­der the dash and vents belt­ing out steam slammed shut. Le­a­ning to the side, she pressed down on the ac­cele­ra­tor and the bug­gy smoothed out as it be­gan to race down the road.
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        Flame and Song


        
Com­bat mag­ic is shaped by the one ma­nifest­ing the pow­er which means per­son­al­i­ty, his­to­ry, and themes are all re­flect­ed in the en­er­gy’s appe­a­rance.
—Crys­tal Spheres Tech­niques

As the peo­ple in the vil­lage said, the tree was im­pos­si­ble to miss. Hun­dreds of birds flut­tered on leaf­less branch­es that lo­oked more like claws than some­thing gro­wing from the earth. With all the beat­ing wings, Li­n­san half ex­pect­ed the roots to lurch out of the gro­und and the en­tire tree to sail into the sky.

She clutched her vi­o­lin case and stared at the tree. She couldn’t tell if it was dead or twist­ed beca­use of some mag­ic spell, but noth­ing a­bout the tree made her com­fort­able.

“Blessed Cou­ple,” whis­pered Brook as she ca­re­ened to look at it. “That’s creepy.”

Li­n­san whim­pered soft. “Why a­ren’t they ma­king any noise?”

Brook re­leased the ac­cele­ra­tor and the car grew qu­i­eter but no so­unds of the birds rose up to fill the si­lence. Not even the whis­per of feath­ers or the creak of wood. They rolled past with the crunch of dirt un­der­neath the bug­gy’s tires.

As soon as the ve­hi­cle passed, Brook revved the e­ngine and shot out down bumpy road.

Li­n­san braced her­self and watched for the turn-off. She spot­ted it af­ter only a few min­utes. “There!”

Brook bare­ly slowed down as she spun the bug­gy. The back end fish-tailed vi­o­lent­ly and the wheels kicked up a cloud of dirt.

Li­n­san bare­ly had e­nough time to clamp her hands over the drinks and brace her­self. The pres­sure drove her back into the seat as the ve­hi­cle la­unched it­self down the bump­ing road. As they did, she tried to pre­pare her­self for a fight. It was hope­less to even i­mag­ine how it would go, they were go­ing blind­ly into a bat­tle with noth­ing more than un­tried skills, a few hours of prac­tice, and dreams of suc­cess.

She glanced at Brook. Se­e­ing the dark-ha­ired beau­ty’s face twist­ed in a scowl, Li­n­san knew that she wouldn’t be able to stop Brook ei­ther. They were com­mit­ted to get­ting the mur­der­ers and re­cove­ring the vi­o­lin.

When they reached a bro­ken-down wind­mill, Brook turned hard to the right and fol­lowed the road. The car ro­ared while it cov­ered the dis­tance.

“Just like we prac­ticed?” asked Brook through clenched teeth.

“Yeah. Just like we prac­tice. Fast songs, work on the beats. Start with the gu­itar since he’s the le­ader.”

“This bet­ter work.”

“It will,” Li­n­san said, not en­tire­ly sure of her­self.

It took a few min­utes be­fore they saw the blue barns along the hori­zon. Li­n­san smiled grim­ly.

Then she caught sight of the main vil­lage roofs off to the side. It was pa­thet­i­cal­ly close, less than a few hun­dred feet. “Damn the Cou­ple!”

“What!?” Brook glanced to the side but then snapped her head for­ward to keep the car on the road.

“That’s the vil­lage! It’s right next door. Those old bas­tards sent us the long way a­ro­und—”

Brook slammed on the ac­cele­ra­tor and the e­ngine’s roar be­came a high-pitched scream. Nee­dles on gauges rose rapid­ly, dip­ping into the bright yel­low ar­eas and then into the red.

Be­hind them, some­thing be­gan to whis­tle and a deep rat­tling shook the ve­hi­cle.

Li­n­san braced her foot on the dash of the bug­gy and re­trieved her vi­o­lin. She quick­ly tugged it out and stowed the case be­hind her. Just out­side of her wi­ndow, she could hear the wind howl­ing as the ve­hi­cle ripped down the road, kick­ing up dust, dirt, and leaves.

She gasped as her heart po­u­nded in her chest. The vi­o­lin strings hummed un­der­neath her fi­ngers, the warmth of the Sterlig giv­ing her strength and a sense of calm de­spite her anx­i­ety. “Work on the beat, work on the beat,” she whis­pered.

“I’m go­ing to bring the Glass­coast­er a­ro­und to use it as a shield. Try to block off their es­cape. Use it un­til we can get our be­a­rings. You go af­ter the gu­itar, I’ll cov­er. You lead.”

“Co­unt the mu­sic co­ming in?”

Brook gri­nned, her eyes sca­n­ning back and forth on the road. Her dress ruf­fles flut­tered with every bounce of the road but she kept it mov­ing for­ward. “Third bar, start with the dri­n­king song.”

“My Lady of the—”

“Yes!” Brook rolled her eyes and smack­ing the ste­e­ring. “Is the name that im­por­tant right now!? How can you re­mem­ber all that?”

Li­n­san gri­nned. “Be­en liv­ing it all my life. A tho­u­sands songs are stuck in my head.”

“Just keep it fast and hard. The milk song next, and if we are still fight­ing, then go into that an­them we only tried twice.”

“Plan,” Li­n­san said with a nod. She dou­ble-checked her bow. Ta­king a deep breath, she made sure she was braced and brought the vi­o­lin up to her chin. It was go­ing to be cramped play­ing in the Glass­coast­er, but they had to come out swi­n­ging.

“Okay… we’re co­ming a­ro­und the cor­ner.”

Li­n­san threw her­self into the rapid bars of My Lady of the Dark U­nders, a dri­n­king song that e­nded with a pow­er­ful beat to sim­u­late a fist fight for the woman in the song. Both of them thought it would be per­fect with Brook’s con­cus­sion blasts. The rich so­unds of her vi­o­lin filed the cramp quar­ters of the bug­gy.

The car burst out of the tree line. They were still a quar­ter mile away.

A­head of them, she caught sight of the man we­a­ring a duster and the wide-brimmed hat. It was Tilbin, the le­ader of the trio of killers. Even from a dis­tance, she could see his gu­itar swung over his shoul­der as he rapid­ly threw what ap­peared to be bags into the back of a ve­hi­cle of his own.

Com­pared to Brook’s Glass­coast­er, Du­kan’s Black Thu­nder was a star­tling diffe­rent ve­hi­cle. It lo­oked low to the gro­und with a bug­gy near the back third. Me­chan­i­cal ports and gears shone along the en­tire length of the trunk. Nes­tled be­tween fat tires, the chas­sis lo­oked more like a cat stretch­ing out with its rear ris­ing up where Tilbin threw pos­ses­sions into the open trunk.

An­oth­er man le­aned on the front of the car where he had been pe­e­ring un­der one of the hoods. He bolt­ed to his feet and then turned to the barns. He waved his arms.

Judg­ing from the way Tilbin re­spo­nded, he was yelling but Li­n­san couldn’t hear from the dis­tance or the roar of the Glass­coast­er.

“He saw us!” snapped Brook. She kicked the ve­hi­cle but it wouldn’t go faster. “Shit! Shit!”

The third of the men, May­forn, raced out of one barn. He held up his pants with one hand and had a sin­gle bag in the oth­er. What­ev­er was in it snapped back and forth. He raced straight for the car, but didn’t throw the bag in as much as ca­re­ful­ly set it even with his bare ass stick­ing out.

Li­n­san’s heart skipped a beat. The care May­forn took im­plied the item in the bag had worth. “That’s Pal­i­sis, it has to be.”

The three killers quick­ly slammed hoods down and doors closed be­fore tum­bling into the car. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, May­forn was in the dri­ver seat and a cloud of white steam burst out of the back of the car.

“He’s a­bout to re­lease the pres­sure valves,” Brook said. Her lace gloves tight­ened a­ro­und her ste­e­ring wheel. “We a­ren’t go­ing to get fast e­nough to block them in.”

“How?”

“The Thu­nder has four pres­su­rized tanks to get it mov­ing quick­ly. Oth­er­wise, it’s too heavy to move with­out a horse. Those are go­ing to go off and the en­tire thing is go­ing to lurch. I just… need to stop it!”

Rapid­ly los­ing any sem­blance of con­trol, Li­n­san cra­dled her vi­o­lin and braced her­self. “Are you go­ing to crash?”

A wild smile gave an an­swer Li­n­san dre­aded.

“Is this go­ing to hurt?” she whim­pered.

“Prob­a­bly.” Brook sud­den­ly lo­oked a­ro­und the ca­bin and then to­ward each side of the car. “I’ll hit on my side, back of the car. It might knock Dad­dy’s off an­gle so it charges into the fence or that boul­der near the front. Even if it doesn’t, it might break some­thing more im­por­tant. The Thu­nder is a lot more frag­ile than this bug­gy.”

Li­n­san stared at the fu­ri­ous glare that came from the dri­ver’s eyes. She whim­pered and braced her­self the best she could, cradling her naked vi­o­lin and bow in her hands.

She no­ticed that Brook tapped the ste­e­ring wheel with her thumb. She still kept the beat. In­spired, Li­n­san used her own fi­nger to pluck out the song they had start­ed. The tin­ny so­und bounced a­ro­und the ca­bin.

Brook smiled and her tap­ping grew more co­n­fi­dent.

In the bri­efest of mo­ments, Li­n­san heard the beat of the song match the throb of the e­ngine.

“Brace!” screamed Brook.

The bug­gy slammed into a fence sur­ro­und­ing the yard with the Black Thu­nder. The en­tire chas­sis shud­dered vi­o­lent­ly. It bounced hard on the thick tires.

Brook twist­ed the ste­e­ring wheel hard to the side. Her feet slammed a­gainst the ped­als in a rapid-fire beat of her heels a­gainst the met­al.

The pres­sure of their speed shift­ed and drove Li­n­san a­gainst the car door. She let out a cry of sur­prise as she slammed one hand a­gainst the frame and the oth­er to the vi­o­lin. The so­und fad­ed.

The bug­gy twist­ed to the side, then the e­ngine be­gan to scream as they slid si­de­ways to­ward the front of the Black Thu­nder.

Just as the two cars met, a pow­er­ful boom ex­plod­ed from the back of the Black Thu­nder.

Glass shat­tered and met­al tore.

Li­n­san’s scream fad­ed un­der­neath the burst of noise that as­sault­ed her. It felt like so­me­one had punched her in the throat, chest, and stom­ach at the same time.

The bug­gy jerked vi­o­lent­ly to the side.

Li­n­san was dazed and bli­nded.

“Shit on them!” screamed Brook, appa­rent­ly un­af­fect­ed by the col­li­sion. Her boot punched the ac­cele­ra­tor and the bug­gy shot for­ward.

The pres­sure dri­ving Li­n­san into the seat was al­most com­fort­ing. She pawed help­less­ly as she strug­gled to fo­cus.

“Are you with me, Lin?” Brook said with a hint of fear in her voice.

Li­n­san shook her head one more time and her vi­sion came into fo­cus. She lo­oked out so see the world scre­a­ming past her, wind howl­ing past shat­tered glass and the grass­es on each side of the road noth­ing more than a blur.

The Black Thu­nder raced a­head of them, belch­ing out steam as it bo­u­nded on the root. The left tire rat­tled like a snake’s tail and stream­ers of steam po­ured out of rup­tured vents.

“He got the charg­er off. I need you now!”

Li­n­san whim­pered but the tone of Brook’s voice and the clo­seness to the mur­der­ers forced her to push her thoughts aside. She grabbed her bow and twist­ed her body so she could play.

With the wind pluck­ing at her hair and in­stru­ment, she strug­gled at first but she knew the song. The rapid, sharp tones rose up and the air a­ro­und her shim­mered. She fo­cused on the en­er­gies, feel­ing how they rolled over her skin and warped the air. With a flex of her pow­er, she used part of it to de­flect the wind rip­ping into her and gave her a bit of breath­ing room.

Tilbin stood up from the back seat of the Black Thu­nder. His hat was off, re­veal­ing a man who would have been hand­some if Li­n­san could have seen past him be­ing a mur­der­er. With his cocky smile, he brought his gu­itar in front of him and slammed down on the strings.

The air a­ro­und him ig­nit­ed into flames. The mu­si­cal notes hung in the air for a mo­ment be­fore form­ing into fi­re­balls that la­unched them­selves at the Glass­coast­er.

“Li­n­san!”

“Got it!” Li­n­san ac­cele­rat­ed her own play, sha­ping the notes of her own song into ten­drils of force. The rip­pling of song and mag­ic snapped for­ward and twist­ed, di­rect­ing the fi­re­balls to the side where they ex­plod­ed into the field. A cresce­ndo came up. Kno­wing the beat af­ter it, Li­n­san formed it into a sharp po­int of pure en­er­gies.

Right at her mo­ment, Brook re­leased the ste­e­ring wheel and slammed her hands to­geth­er. The con­cus­sive blast ex­plod­ed from her palms. It blast­ed the re­mains of the front wind­shield and threw twist­ed met­al and glass along with Li­n­san’s mag­i­cal at­tack.

Tilbin stum­bled back as he was pep­pered by the at­tack.

Brook grabbed the ste­e­ring wheel and wres­tled the car back un­der­neath con­trol

Li­n­san gri­nned at their tri­umph.

He came back with­out his cocky grin and blood drip­ping down the side of his face. With a glare, his hands raced along the strings, send­ing off riffs faster than she could. More fi­re­balls formed a­ro­und him but they didn’t shoot for­ward.

Li­n­san wor­ried as she tried to catch his song. It so­u­nded fa­mil­iar, but the in­stru­ment and the wind made it dif­fi­cult to i­den­ti­fy. She fo­cused on her song and used it to form pro­tec­tive en­er­gies in front of them.

“Not much more, your mag­ic is ma­king it hard to see the road.”

“Hard to play in here,” Li­n­san gasped. Her hand guid­ed the bow as she watched more of the fi­re­balls gathe­ring be­hind him. “Very cramped. Ready?”

She fo­cused on turn­ing the de­fen­sive en­er­gies into an­oth­er at­tack. “Three. Two.”

Tilbin gri­nned and his teeth shone. He punched down on his strings.

May­forn surged up from the dri­ver’s seat. The Black Thu­nder swayed back and forth. He slapped his hands to­geth­er and then threw them apart. As he did, a bare­ly per­cep­ti­ble wave of force struck the fi­re­balls.

Ac­cele­rat­ed by May­forn’s mag­ic, the fi­re­balls shot out in all di­rec­tions faster than Li­n­san could track. They blos­somed out be­fore stre­a­king in to­ward the Glass­coast­er from too many an­gles to redi­rect.

Li­n­san’s bow screamed as she redi­rect­ed as many as she could, but it felt like us­ing a spoon a­gainst a flood. Her son­ic whips tore out chunks of the gro­und and scraped both the Glass­coast­er and the Black Thu­nder.

“Fuck!” screamed Brook. She slapped her hands to­geth­er, us­ing her blast to blow away the ones scre­a­ming to­ward the open wind­shield and the front of their ve­hi­cle.

Nei­ther of them were able to stop the ones that came from the side and top. Bursts of heat and fire scorched the air, set­ting fab­ric and hair aflame. The im­pacts shook the roof and bounced the bug­gy along the gro­und.

One hit the side of the door and bent the frame a­gainst Li­n­san’s leg. She only had a sec­ond to reg­is­ter the hot met­al be­fore she jerked away.

She bore down and switched songs. She didn’t know why, but the Rid­er in the Storm felt like the right choice. The dark tones filled the ca­bin, bounc­ing off the roof and warp­ing the air.

“I don’t know that song!”

Li­n­san’s brow fur­rowed into a scowl. It was wrong, the song ne­eded more room. She ne­eded to hear it, she ne­eded to move to sum­mon the en­er­gies. “Damn, I can’t play it.” She shift­ed back to a song.

“What was that? I felt that! That’s what we need!” Brook yelled over the wind.

“The right song, but I can’t get it off.”

“Why not!” Brook’s voice had a shrill tone over the win.

“Not e­nough room. Too cramped.” Li­n­san wasn’t en­tire­ly sure how to de­scribe the feel­ing in her gut.

“Brace!” Brook twist­ed hard on the ste­e­ring wheel and the ve­hi­cle bo­u­nded off the road.

A fi­re­ball ex­plod­ed where the bug­gy had been.

The thick tires of the ve­hi­cle took the un­even gro­und eas­i­ly but the en­tire car bounced rapid­ly as they raced over fur­rowed gro­und.

Li­n­san tried to keep her bow on the string, but the rat­tling made it im­pos­si­ble.

“How much room?” Brook said as she waved the bug­gy a­ro­und fi­re­balls ex­plod­ing a­ro­und them. Chunks of scorched dirt and rocks pep­pered both of them. “The roof?”

“I-I think so.”

Brook gri­nned. “Grab the wheel and hold tight.”

“What!?”

“Grab it!”

Li­n­san snatched the wheel. It jerked and bounced in her grip like a fu­ri­ous beast. She dropped her bow and the vi­o­lin into her lap as she clamped her oth­er hand on it.

Brook grabbed some­thing be­tween the seats and jerked back. Her seat fall back and she slumped with it.

“Duck your head!”

Li­n­san let out a cry and bu­ried her face into Brook’s dress. She clamped her eyes tight­ly to­geth­er un­til tears le­aked out from the pres­sure.

Some­thing punched her from above. A pow­er­ful boom drove the bug­gy into the gro­und. Li­n­san could feel the clods of dirt and rocks scra­ping along the un­der­car­ri­age. Then it bounced back up and there was noth­ing but si­lence for a sin­gle ter­ri­ble mo­ment be­fore it crashed back into the gro­und.

Brook grabbed the ste­e­ring wheel and pulled her­self up. With her oth­er hand, she grabbed Li­n­san’s hair and pulled her out of her clothes. “Get play­ing!”

Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und with cu­rios­i­ty and fear. Then she re­al­ized there was noth­ing above her, no met­al or wood. Just bright blue sky cre­e­ping past her.

Only twist­ed and stretched met­al braces re­ma­ined of the roof. To the side, they had passed the vil­lage and were al­ready on the route back to­ward Fana­sis Vil­lage.

Brook slammed the seat back into place. “E­nough room now?”

Hope fill­ing her, Li­n­san nod­ded. She grabbed the vi­o­lin and bow from the gro­und and set­tled them into place.

“Now, let’s get these cow shits!” Brook ya­nked the ste­e­ring wheel and the bug­gy raced back to­ward the road. “What’s my part?”

Li­n­san re­al­ized she didn’t know how to com­mu­ni­cate it. She lo­oked a­ro­und fu­ri­ous even as she start­ed the first bars of Rid­er in the Storm. The punchy song start­ed quick­ly and her hands were a blur as she raced along the notes.

The me­asure of the song meshed with the thud­ding of the e­ngine. She syn­chro­nized to e­ngine and felt more pow­er surg­ing through. She cha­nneled it and let the wave­ring en­er­gies gath­er a­ro­und her. With the room, they stretched above her in a mael­strom of pow­er.

“Give me a beat, Lin! You need me!”

Li­n­san tried to speak but the notes fal­tered. Rid­er in the Storm had al­ways been a more com­pli­cat­ed song. Feel­ing the pow­er be­hind the rhythm, she could tell why but it made it im­pos­si­ble.

Re­mem­be­ring how Brook tapped the ste­e­ring wheel, Li­n­san got an idea. Turn­ing her back a­gainst the still hot door, bent her leg, and jammed her foot be­tween Brook’s thighs.

Brook let out a yelp and lo­oked shocked.

Li­n­san cri­nged. “One, two, beat!” she man­aged to belt out while only los­ing a few notes. As she co­u­nted, she tapped her foot on the soft­ness of Brook’s i­nner thigh.

Brook squirmed, her legs clamped down on Li­n­san’s, then she nod­ded.

Turn­ing her at­ten­tion back to the song and the dri­ve, Li­n­san gath­ered up more pow­er. Her foot twitched as she con­cen­trat­ed on mov­ing at the same time as the song.

The first mo­ment came right as the bug­gy hit the road. Li­n­san tapped it a­gainst the in­side of Brook’s thigh as the mu­sic rose into a cresce­ndo.

One.

Every­thing slowed down, mov­ing on the pulse of so­und and en­er­gy.

Two.

Li­n­san ripped through the last chord. A­ro­und her, the mael­strom shot out in a spi­ral of en­er­gy that lit up the sky with blue streaks.

Three.

Brook re­leased the ste­e­ring wheel, lift­ed her­self with Li­n­san’s foot still caught in her thigh, and then clapped her hands to­geth­er with all her might.

The con­cus­sive wave ex­plod­ed in a tsuna­mi of bril­li­ant blue, suck­ing the mael­strom into it. It tore up gro­und and the road in a flash be­fore ris­ing up to come down like a ham­mer a­gainst the back end of the Thu­nder. The sheer force of the pow­er she­ered off the tanks be­fore cru­shing them into the gro­und.

The bug­gy bounced once over the flat­tened met­al.

Tilbin stared in shock, the wind whip­ping at his duster. Then he pe­ered over.

A sin­gle bag hung out of the back of the Black Thu­nder, the dis­tinct shape of the price­less vi­o­lin flutte­ring as it bounced.

“Pal­i­sis!” screamed Li­n­san.

Tilbin gri­nned and snatched it up. He tossed it into the back side. It bounced off the back of Gabaw’s head.

“A­ga­in!” snapped Brook. “Keep play­ing!”

With­out say­ing any­thing, Li­n­san start­ed into Rid­er in the Storm a­gain. The en­er­gy quick­ly gath­ered a­ro­und her.

Play­ing his gu­itar, Tilbin sent fi­re­balls rac­ing to­ward them but Brook dodged out of the way.

Li­n­san’s bow sparkled with en­er­gy with her notes. Each one danced off the string and rose up like ra­i­nfall to ac­cu­mu­late in the gathe­ring mael­strom.

The beat came up.

She tapped her foot into Brook’s thigh. In the cor­ner of her eye, she watched as Brook’s lips pressed into a thin line.

One.

Two.

“Now,” bel­lowed Tilbin. He le­aned back and slammed his hands down across his gu­itar. The pow­er chord rose up in a col­umn of flame and heat.

Gabaw surged out of his seat and jumped up.

Li­n­san tried to get out the note in time but Tilbin had so­mehow known the ti­ming; he had heard the song once and knew how to use it.

The flame pil­lar gath­ered in Gabaw’s hand. When he brought them down in a dou­ble-fist punch, the fire left a streak that traced his move­ment in bril­li­ant white. Both Gabaw’s hands and the fire formed into a large, ham­mer-like bul­let that punched into the gro­und right be­hind the Black Thu­nder.

The gro­und in a hun­dred feet be­hind them shot straight up in a col­umn of flame and earth. Heat tore out of the earth and burst up, pick­ing the Glass­coast­er com­plete­ly off the gro­und and toss­ing it aside. Trees, bush­es, and rocks flew in all di­rec­tions from the smo­king crater that the Black Thu­nder left be­hind.

A sicke­ning feel­ing caught her as the world stopped, a bru­tal si­lence.

Then the bug­gy plu­nged into the crater with bru­tal ef­fi­ci­ency.

Li­n­san only had time to wrap her body a­ro­und the Sterlig and grab Brook’s hand be­fore they crashed to earth.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 33
             
            
        


        Tears


        
Fam­i­ly are those who hold your hand as you pass from this world and into the next.
—A­chy­oni Ke­ki­nāmi

Every part of Li­n­san’s body ached. She couldn’t iso­late one pain from the oth­er, it felt like she had been bat­tered from all an­gles and then tossed off a cliff.

“W-What…” Her to­ngue didn’t move as eas­i­ly as she thought it would and the words stum­bled from her lips. “What hap­pened?”

No an­swer.

Li­n­san shook her head to clear the haze be­fore she re­al­ized the seat of the bug­gy had been tilt­ed at a strange an­gle. Be­fore she knew it, she start­ed to slide for­ward to­ward the dash. The im­pact caught her shoul­der and sent a sharp wave of pain spark­ing along her nerves.

Grunt­ing, she braced her­self and held her­self still un­til her vi­sion sharp­ened and she could in­spect her sur­ro­und­ings.

The bug­gy had fall­en hood-first into the crater that Gabaw had cre­at­ed. The im­pact had crum­pled the front and ru­ined the tires. One of the axles had been twist­ed un­til the end po­int­ed straight up. Weak trails of steam rose from dozens of cracked joints.

“Oh, shit,” Li­n­san said in a hoarse voice. She pe­ered down, fo­und a safe spot, and then plant­ed her feet to lever her­self up and out of the seat.

The vi­o­lin a­gainst her chest be­gan to slip away and she clutched it. A bro­ken string cut into her skin and she froze. “Shit!”

Hold­ing her­self still, she in­spect­ed the vi­o­lin in fear that she had cracked the Sterlig. When she saw deep gouges in the wood, she cri­nged. With tears in her eyes, she used her fi­nger­tips to in­spect each one in fear that the vi­o­lin had been pierced.

Find­ing no dam­age, she flipped it over and tried not to think a­bout the si­n­king sen­sa­tion in her stom­ach. More cuts and scrapes marred the al­most price­less in­stru­ment.

Li­n­san didn’t find any se­ri­ous dam­age in the vi­o­lin. The bow, on the oth­er hand, had been snapped in two and she had lost two of the strings. Tears burned in her eyes as she lo­oked at the dam­age; it would be al­most im­pos­si­ble to re­place ei­ther in a rur­al com­mu­ni­ty.

“Damn. Damn.” Her hands trem­bled and tears pa­i­nted her cheeks. She lo­oked a­ro­und with a sud­den need to es­cape the ru­ined bug­gy. Spot­ting a flat­tened area, she ca­re­ful­ly set her vi­o­lin down on it and then pried her­self free. As soon as she could dig her fi­ngers into the scorched earth of the crater, she re­trieved her vi­o­lin and stag­gered away from the wreck­age.

Li­n­san made it a few yards be­fore she re­mem­bered her com­pa­ni­on. “Shit,” she mut­tered. “Brook? Brook!”

Clutch­ing her in­stru­ment, she hur­ried back to the hole and pe­ered down. Her eyes sca­nned lo­o­king for Brook or even the bright col­ors of her dress. When she didn’t spot her fri­end, she cir­cled a­ro­und the crater call­ing out to her.

Brook sat a short dis­tance away on the far side of the crater. Her yel­low-green dress was torn and shred­ded, ex­pos­ing a ge­ne­rous a­mo­unt of bare thigh and bloody scrapes. Her dark hair spilled out over her shoul­ders ex­cept where a few strands clung to the rough bark of the tree at her back.

“Brook!” Li­n­san rushed over. She dropped to her knees and pe­ered at her fri­end.

With her face tilt­ed up into the noon, Brook’s cheeks glis­tened with her tears. Her red-rimmed eyes fo­cused on the leaves above her but she didn’t move ex­cept for a pulse along her sle­nder neck.

Li­n­san’s chest felt tight. “B-Brook?”

Brook let out a long shud­de­ring breath.

“Are you safe?” Li­n­san glanced down. Se­e­ing the still-crim­son wo­und, she reached out for it with a sha­king hand. Her fi­nger­tips pressed light­ly a few inch­es away.

Brook flinched.

“S-Sor­ry. I wa­nted to see how bad­ly you’re hurt.”

With­out lo­o­king down, Brook ges­tured to her oth­er side where strips of her dress had been bun­dled up. The fab­ric had been sta­ined and so­aked crim­son. Then she lift­ed her in­jured leg and flexed it. The heel on her shoe cre­aked and swung i­n­de­pe­n­dent­ly with only two nails ke­e­ping it in place.

“Good, no bro­ken bones. Noth­ing else?”

Li­n­san wait­ed for a re­spo­nse but there was only an un­com­fort­able si­lence. Be­hind them, some­thing in the bug­gy gave and she could hear met­al scra­ping as it set­tled fur­ther into the smol­de­ring hole.

“Brook? Please, just say some­thing.” Li­n­san reached out for her fri­end’s face. “I need you to be okay.”

A fresh tear rolled down Brook’s cheek. She was just on the edge of crum­bling, judg­ing from her strug­gles to keep her face smooth.

“Brook?”

Brook let out a long, shud­de­ring wail. Clamp­ing her eyes tight­ly shut, she reached out blind­ly for Li­n­san. Her fi­ngers pat­ted Li­n­san’s thigh be­fore grip­ping it and pulling her­self away from the tree.

Li­n­san crawled for­ward to pull Brook into a tight hug.

Af­ter a sec­ond of hes­i­ta­tion, Brook bu­ried her face into Li­n­san’s shoul­der be­fore let­ting out a long, shud­de­ring wail. “I lost my Dad­dy!”

Li­n­san’s heart strained at the piti­ful so­und. She o­pened her mouth to say some­thing but the words froze. There was noth­ing to com­pare to the agony in Brook’s voice. In­stead, she closed her eyes and held Brook tight­ly as the tears wracked her fri­end’s body.

“I couldn’t catch him. I tried so hard, I… I couldn’t do it.”

Li­n­san stroked Brook’s hair. “It’s okay.”

“No.” Brook sobbed. “It won’t ever be okay. I broke every­thing, There is no way we can catch up now.” Her body con­ti­nued to shake a­gainst Li­n­san.

“We’ll fix the car.”

“It’s in a hole! A Cou­ple-damned hole! We a­ren’t ever get­ting out of this!”

“We’ll find them.” Li­n­san sniffed on the edge of tears her­self. “We know where they live. Even if we have to stay here and watch the place, we can wait. We a­ren’t go­ing to give up.”

The words be­tween the fal­tered and Li­n­san kept hold­ing Brook un­til the shud­de­ring stopped.

Then si­lence, punc­tu­ated by sniffs and tears.

Fi­nal­ly, Brook spoke. “They’ll sell your vi­o­lin.”

Freez­ing for a sec­ond, Li­n­san thought a­bout Pal­i­sis. There was no ques­tion the mur­der­ers were go­ing to sell it now. She lo­oked down. “It’s just a vi­o­lin.”

“An ex­pen­sive one.” Brook lift­ed her head to look into Li­n­san’s eyes. Her red-rimmed eyes shim­mered with tears. “Not even Dad­dy’s wealth could af­ford Pal­i­sis, no one in town could. You…” her lips part­ed to say some­thing else, but then a strange look crossed her face. Then she lift­ed her head slight­ly.

Li­n­san be­came aware of how close their bod­ies were. Pressed up a­gainst each oth­er, there was no mis­tak­ing the warmth of Brook’s body nor the way their curves gro­und a­gainst each oth­er.

Brook took a deep breath. Her breath came in short pants. Her eyes were wide as they stared di­rect­ly into Li­n­san’s. Her lips pursed for a mo­ment and she inched clos­er.

If Li­n­san didn’t know bet­ter, she would have thought Brook was steel­ing her­self up to kiss Li­n­san. Her cheeks be­gan to burn with her thoughts.

“It-it’s just a vi­o­lin,” Li­n­san stam­mered. She froze. It felt like she had just jammed a dag­ger into her own gut. She was talk­ing a­bout nev­er se­e­ing Pal­i­sis a­gain, los­ing her fam­i­ly lega­cy for­ev­er to the thieves.

The look in Brook’s eyes fad­ed. She shook her head as fresh tears ran down her cheeks. “My fault. I lost my dad­dy. My fault.”

“No, no,” Li­n­san said quick­ly. She hugged Brook tighter. “It was us. We did this and we’re go­ing to fin­ish it.”

“How?” came the whimpe­ring cry.

Li­n­san moved her hands to cra­dle Brook’s chin and cheeks with both hands. She stared into her fri­end’s eyes. “I pro­mise. Come wa­ter or winds or flame, I swear on my blood, we will hunt down those men and bring them to jus­tice.”

Brook trem­bled in her grip. “H-How?”

Li­n­san bli­nked past her own tears. “I don’t know yet. But we will. So­mehow.”

Brook took a deep breath and then bu­ried her face into Li­n­san’s shoul­der a­gain. Her sobs wracked her body but the sharp­ness had fad­ed.

Un­able to do any­thing else, Li­n­san held her fri­end and said noth­ing more.
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        An Offer of Help


        
At the height of their so­ci­ety, the U­saili ter­ri­to­ries cov­ered much of the south­ern parts of Ge­paul.
—Janil da Krisol, Lost Na­tives of the Land

The warm blew past Li­n­san, bri­n­ging with it the smell of flow­ers, rain, and smoke. Slow­ly, she lift­ed her head and took a deep breath. At first, she thought the smoke came from the ru­ined car be­hind them but the wind blew in the wrong di­rec­tion.

U­nderneath her em­brace, Brook nes­tled clos­er to her. “Sor­ry…” she mur­mured, half asleep in her grief. She drew her knee up and tugged her dress over her bare, scratched skin.

Li­n­san didn’t want to move, but the smell wor­ried her. She pe­ered down to­ward Gabaw’s vil­lage in fear that a mob of vil­lagers were co­ming to fin­ish the job. Se­e­ing only an emp­ty haze hove­ring along the grass­es that grew along the ruts, she breathed a sigh of re­lief.

Shift­ing her body, she flipped her head to the oth­er side and lo­oked the oth­er way.

A wag­on ap­proached from the north, mov­ing with a state­ly pace with an old horse or mule lead­ing it. She could see two peo­ple on the dri­ver’s bench, one broad-shoul­dered and the oth­er small­er. They were talk­ing to each oth­er and, even from a dis­tance, Li­n­san could hear a man and woman laugh­ing.

“Brook, I need to talk to these peo­ple.”

Her fri­end sniffed and lo­oked up. “Who?”

“I don’t know, but they came from Fana­sis and not Gabaw’s. They have a wag­on, maybe they could help us get the bug­gy out.”

Brook rubbed her red eyes. “I doubt it, that is a ton of iron, cop­per, and bro­nze.”

“I’m not giv­ing up.”

Brook gave a small nod and then pushed her­self up to her feet.

Li­n­san made sure she was steady and then walked with her back to­ward the road. Along the way, they lo­oked at the hole that the bug­gy had fall­en into. It lo­oked even worse and Li­n­san had to look away. She knew she couldn’t give up, but se­e­ing the dam­age made it im­pos­si­ble not to burst into tears her­self.

At the edge of the road, she wait­ed un­til the wag­on got close e­nough to see her and then waved to them. “Hel­lo!”

The two on the wag­on stopped talk­ing. The dri­ver flicked his reins and hur­ried the horse along. Even thought it was only a few hun­dred yards, it felt like for­ev­er be­fore the wag­on got close e­nough for her to i­den­ti­fy the dri­ver.

“Cal!?”

Cal straight­ened and then smiled broad­ly. “Mu­sic girl!”

Brook grum­bled. “That’s the drunk from the pub­lic house? The one who wa­nted to bed me?” She glared at him and the wag­on.

“Yes.”

“Why are you ex­cit­ed to see him?” Her voice was sullen and bit­ter.

“Beca­use he knew that he said the wrong thing and left. We talked while you were bathing. Not to men­tion, he has a wag­on and might help us.”

Brook scoffed and lo­oked away.

Cal hopped off the wag­on with a thud. “Hey, Mis, this is the mu­sic girl I was just telling you a­bout,” he called to his com­pa­ni­on be­fore stand­ing in front of Li­n­san, his hands out in a hug but not pulling her in.

He had done the same thing when they part­ed ways. Li­n­san had felt un­com­fort­able then, but the stress and exci­te­ment of the day had worn down her de­fens­es and she let him pull her into a firm hug.

For a mo­ment, she was en­veloped in hard mus­cles and the smell of smoke. Then he stepped away. “I was just talk­ing to you with my cousin a­bout your play­ing. She heard it last night but was too busy to check on me. Old Gab yelled at me for not bri­n­ging you over since you played some songs she had nev­er heard.” He gri­nned. “She’s jeal­ous.”

Li­n­san brushed her hair from her face and lo­oked up as Cal’s cousin stood up from the bench. She was sle­nder with star­tling­ly gold­en hair. Her waist had an al­most per­fect ta­per that only a corset could cre­ate; Li­n­san could spot some of the bo­ning un­der­neath the white cot­ton shirt she wore. How­ev­er, his cousin wore brown trousers in­stead of a dress. With hands in both pock­ets, Cal’s cousin grace­ful­ly stepped off the wag­on and dropped the gro­und.

The im­pact lo­oked grace­ful, but the gro­und shook as if so­me­one had dropped a heavy rock from the wag­on.

“Oh, Li­n­san, this is my cousin, Miska a­toi pin Strali.”

It took Li­n­san a mo­ment to reg­is­ter the fo­reign name. In the la­n­gu­age of the land, Lor­ban names be­gan and e­nded with con­stants. Hav­ing a trail­ing vow­el gave the im­pres­sion there was some­thing left, a so­und miss­ing. She strug­gled. “Hi, Miks… Mik…”

Miska’s smile grew more forced.

“Miska?”

“Good e­nough,” Miska said. Her voice was tense, with a flu­id so­und that al­most sang.

“Be nice, Mis.”

Miska rolled her eyes.

Li­n­san caught sight of Miska’s hands. Like her cousin and Old Gab, she had in­tri­cate de­signs tat­to­oed along her limbs re­a­ching out from her sleeves and down to just shy of her el­bows. The ink was shades of blue, green, and reds with plen­ty of flow­ers, leaves, and bare branch­es of wi­nter. The ma­te­rial of her shirt, above where the corset bound her, gave a hint that there were more tat­toos along her ster­num and bel­ly.

Li­n­san took a deep breath. Her moth­er had taught her e­nough to know that say­ing so­me­one’s name right was im­por­tant. She cle­ared her throat. “Miska a­toi Strali?”

Cal chuck­led. “Al­most, Mu­sic Girl! Just short­en the fi­nal ‘a’ and ‘i’ and you’ll be good. If you want to be for­mal, throw that ‘pin’ in there but we’ll for­give you if you miss it.”

Miska glared at him for a sec­ond, her skin darke­ning slight­ly.

Af­ter a few more at­tempts and igno­ring his cousin, Cal de­clared that Li­n­san had it right.

“So what’s your name?” Li­n­san asked.

“Cal­i­bo a­toi idu O­par­il. It means Burn­ing Woods that Comes From O­par­il.” He ges­tured north. “A few miles north of Fana­sis, back be­fore…” He sighed. “A while ago. Miska and I share a grand­moth­er on my moth­er’s side and her fa­ther’s.”

Even though she was co­n­fused and there were no songs or plays she could use to sup­ple­ment her knowl­edge, Li­n­san glanced at Miska.

“It doesn’t mean any­thing, don’t ask.”

“She’s from Star­li,” Cal­i­bo said with a grim tone.

Miska turned away. “Star­li is lost.”

With her hands still in her pock­ets and walked over the edge of the crater. In the last few hours, most of the flames and smoke had fad­ed. She le­aned over and then shook her head. “Gab a­gain?”

“Looks like it,” Cal said as he jo­ined her. “What hap­pened, Mu­sic Girl?”

Li­n­san wor­ried for a mo­ment. “We were try­ing to stop him. He… did some­thing and we were ho­ping to bring him to the au­thor­i­ties.”

Miska snort­ed.

“How­ev­er, the vil­lagers lied to us and they were able to warn him and his fri­ends that we were co­ming.”

Miska’s head snapped up. “They didn’t send you past the I­tanith Tree, did they?”

Li­n­san start­ed to ask then re­al­ized what she was talk­ing a­bout. “The tree with all the birds?”

“Bad luck, no sur­prise you e­nded up here.”

Cal­i­bo le­aned over. “That tree curs­es strangers who pass it. Un­til su­nset, things won’t go your way.”

It was Brook’s turn to snort.

Miska le­aned over, stick­ing her rear out as she did.

Brook’s eyes flick­ered down to­ward it. Then she lo­oked away sharply.

“Looks like he tried to set this thing on fire,” said Miska.

Li­n­san turned back to the dam­age. She sighed and nod­ded. “Fire ham­mer at­tack of some sort. He brought it down on the hood and we fell in. Broke my bow.”

“And ru­ined the car?” asked Miska.

“Yeah, sor­ry. The car is also ru­ined,” Li­n­san said with a glance to Brook."

A smile crossed Miska’s face. “No, not ru­ined. Just looks like the met­al is twist­ed.” Then she jumped into the pit to land on the hood. There was a pow­er­ful bang when she hit and the hood de­formed un­der­neath her weight.

Li­n­san was im­pressed how eas­i­ly she moved while we­a­ring a corset.

Miska pulled her tat­to­oed hands from her pock­ets and slid down the rest of the way to the smol­de­ring gro­und to start in­spect­ing the dam­age. “What hap­pened to the roof?”

“Brook re­moved it.”

Miska lo­oked up with a smile. Her lip curled into a sly smile. “Did she? She has more than a pret­ty face and a purse?”

Be­hind her and away from the edge, Brook made a scoff­ing so­und.

“These scratch­es are too clean for fire mag­ic.”

Li­n­san saw scores along the met­al from her own mag­ic. “My mag­ic.”

Cal­i­bo chuck­led. “You we­ren’t toy­ing with them, were you?”

“No.”

“So who did they kill?”

Li­n­san tensed.

Cal­i­bo chuck­led. “We all heard you prac­tice. But­ter­fly kiss­es and ros­es don’t make shake the gro­und in the vil­lage. You i­n­te­nded to hurt those men.” As to make a po­int, he slammed his foot into the gro­und and the soil shud­dered.

“Ca­re­ful, Cal!” snapped Miska. “I don’t want to be bu­ried.”

She pulled her shirt from her bot­tom and fum­bled with her clothes for a mo­ment. The ties of her corset came lose and her waist took on a more nat­ur­al shape as she tugged it free. A flash of bare skin re­vealed that her tat­toos cir­cled her navel with a ring of dead branch­es and snowflakes but be­came a fan of bright greens in less than an inch.

Li­n­san blushed and lo­oked back at Brook who was limp­ing away. She sighed and shook her head. “I’m sor­ry.”

Cal­i­bo fol­lowed her gaze and then sighed. He le­aned clos­er and spoke in a qu­i­eter voice. “Fam­i­ly?”

Li­n­san nod­ded. “Her fa­ther,” she whis­pered. “They were rob­bing my fam­i­ly and killed her dad­dy. We were go­ing af­ter them to bring them to jus­tice.”

“Just the two of you? That’s risky.”

“We thought we had a chance.”

Cal­i­bo pat­ted Li­n­san on the back. “You were damn close. That loud mon­ster they were dri­ving was on its last legs and le­a­king oil. I’ll be sur­prised if it takes it more than a few le­a­gues be­fore giv­ing up.”

Hope blos­somed. “They might be in town?”

“No chance. They wouldn’t be caught dead near Miska, but they are go­ing to be stuck for a few days down the road re­pa­i­ring their dam­age. If we can get you back on the road and give you some help, maybe you can catch up.”

Li­n­san stared at him, her jaw slack.

Cal­i­bo wi­nked. “Call it an apol­o­gy for be­ing drunk and rude.” He le­aned over. “So, what do you say, Mis? Think you can get them dri­ving a­gain?”

Miska glared up at him. “I don’t know, Bobo,” she spat out the name bit­ter­ly. With a ca­sual toss, she threw her a­ba­n­doned corset out of the crater and to the side. “But we need it out of this hole and to my forge. That means your wag­on.”

“Ah, blessed soil, that means I’m not go­ing to go dri­n­king tonight?”

Miska gri­nned with just a hint of mal­ice. “If you give a ji­n­koa, they will nev­er leave your side. Plus, you are the one who tied petals with her.” She fol­lowed by some­thing in a diffe­rent la­n­gu­age, a fo­reign to­ngue that so­u­nded bit­ter and mock­ing.

He shook his head. Then he po­int­ed at her. “Be nice, achil de­blo made your grand­moth­er smile.”

“That would ex­plain the co­ming storm. I can smell wi­nter al­ready in the air.”

Li­n­san wor­ried her lip. “What can I do?”

“Just stay out of our way, Mu­sic Girl. Our bones are of the earth and we know how to move a­mong the stones.” Cal­i­bo said be­fore turn­ing and head­ing to the wag­on.

Brook came up to Li­n­san. “How much is this go­ing to cost?”

The two cousins lo­oked at each oth­er. Then Cal­i­bo shrugged. “Noth­ing. You stop those men and we’ll call it an even trade.”

She shook her head. “No, I can’t—”

Cal­i­bo lo­oked at her. “Noth­ing.”

“But—”

“Noth­ing,” he said in a tone that al­lowed no argu­ment. When Brook sighed, he reached in and grabbed a large coil of heavy rope and pul­leys.

From in­side the hole, there was a groan of met­al. Li­n­san pe­ered down to see Miska lift­ing up the front of the bug­gy with one hand. The weight of the ve­hi­cle drover Miska’s feet deep into the earth but it didn’t look like she strained with the ef­fort to kick one foot free and roll a large rock un­der­neath the cor­ner of the Glass­coast­er to brace it.

On the edge of her vi­sion, Li­n­san watched as Cal­i­bo picked up the end of the wag­on that eas­i­ly weighed hun­dreds of po­unds. With­out even a grunt, he dragged it un­til it lined up with the edge of the crater.

Li­n­san de­cid­ed to stay out of their way and tugged Brook to the side.
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        Negotiations


        
To bright­en their lives and e­njoy the game, tho­u­sands will trav­el all day to spend the night at a near­by inn, share a wag­on ride to the game, and then come back for drinks and cel­e­bra­tion, all be­fore head­ing home.
—Po­dalis Krum-Terci­er, A World With­out Ve­hi­cles

When Li­n­san saw the crowd gath­ered a­ro­und the inn, she gro­aned.

Cal­i­bo let out a laugh. “They take games se­ri­ous­ly a­ro­und here. If I wasn’t ne­eded for do­ing de­live­ries to­mor­row morn­ing, I would have stayed here.”

“You mean, if it wasn’t for Po­la­dio sno­ring, you would be sha­ring a room and sle­e­ping off an­oth­er ha­ngover.”

Cal­i­bo gave his cousin a po­int­ed look. Then he said some­thing in their la­n­gu­age. The ca­dence so­u­nded wrong as did the words but Li­n­san picked out a few of the rhythms.

Miska re­spo­nded mock­ing­ly but she still smiled at the end.

Cal­i­bo glanced as Li­n­san and Brook be­fore sha­king his head. “At least I do is give them a lit­tle pri­va­cy.”

“They made you sleep on the floor a­gain.”

An­oth­er look.

“You know you could have come to my place,” Miska said while le­a­ning back. “You are fam­i­ly.”

“You sleep in the back of a forge, there are no walls, and you had com­pa­ny.”

Miska shrugged. “No one I wouldn’t have kicked out of my bed for you.”

“You know what they say a­bout cold mefechu…”

Rolling her head to give her cousin a sar­don­ic look, Miska said, “If Gab made it, re­mem­ber to fin­ish the bowl at the la­trine.”

Cal­i­bo laughed. “She isn’t that bad of a cook. We all sur­vived her meals for years. Be­sides, she puts all of her sweet­ness in her deserts. Oh,” he said with a groan, “I could use a bowl of lo­ngi right now.”

Li­n­san lis­tened while she sat next to Brook. They were both in the space be­tween the front of the ru­ined bug­gy. Brook’s hand rest­ed in her palm but nei­ther of them were in­clined to let them re­lease. It was a com­fort with an in­creas­ing strange day.

She wo­n­dered if Cal­i­bo and Miska were spe­a­king Lor­ban for her be­ne­fit. Half of the words didn’t make sense. She guessed Cal­i­bo had tak­en an ef­fort not to speak what­ev­er la­n­gu­age they shared beca­use Miska fre­qu­ent­ly an­swered with no re­gard for Li­n­san’s eaves­drop­ping.

Miska sat up. “Just bring the wag­on up in front of the smithy and help me shove it off. I’ll start tonight and see what I can do.”

“Need my help?”

She shook her head. “See if the—” the rest of the words were in the oth­er la­n­gu­age. While the words we­ren’t clear, the tone was and Li­n­san bris­tled at the i­nsult.

Cal­i­bo po­int­ed at his cousin sharply.

In re­spo­nse, Miska hopped off and hur­ried a­head to open up the doors. She reached in and grabbed the un­der­clothes that Li­n­san had seen ear­li­er and tossed them aside. “Come on, get the front in here.”

Cal­i­bo stopped the wag­on. When he stood up, he ges­tured for Li­n­san and Brook to leave be­fore he start­ed u­nhitch­ing the hors­es.

Ex­haust­ed and a­ching, the two women backed away as the cousins ma­neu­vered the wag­on in place.

“What do we do?” asked Li­n­san.

“Let’s get rooms for the night. Then come back and see if we can help.”

“Good idea,” Brook said. The de­fe­ated tone in her voice was heart­bre­a­king. Her hands shook as she o­pened up the boot of her car and fum­bled through the cas­es be­fore pulling out a mid-sized case. She reached for an­oth­er one but then shook her head.

“Are you sure?” asked Li­n­san as she gath­ered her rel­a­tive­ly small­er bag from the seat of the car. She took more time to pull out the vi­o­lin case and cra­dled it in her arm in­stead of sli­n­ging it over her shoul­der.

“You won’t be able to do much at first,” Miska called out. “Get some sleep, if you can, and find me in the morn­ing. I’ll prob­a­bly be in here.”

“Are rooms okay?”

“Yes, but you should con­sid­er get­ting one for Bobo too since it will be too dark to make it home with a large pit on the road.”

Cal­i­bo shook his head. “No, I’ll sleep in the wag­on. Don’t wor­ry a­bout me, the inn is go­ing to be packed with the game. It so­unds like Sa­int Gaveil won so they are go­ing to be dri­n­king well past mid­night. I’m still be­ing held to the fires for last night’s words, so I’d also rather not risk be­ing ba­nned for life.”

Li­n­san frowned. “I’m sure I could talk to Har—”

He ges­tured to the inn just as a cheer rose up in­side. “There is no chance I’ll find a bed in there. I have doubts you will ei­ther. But try. If you can’t, I have room in the wag­on. Or, I’m sure you can stay with Miska.” He e­nded with a grin.

His cousin threw some­thing at his head.

Brook lo­oked sharply at Li­n­san. “Ho­pe­ful­ly two. Come on, let’s find out.”

Walk­ing into the inn felt like walk­ing into a wind­storm. Eve­ry­one was chat­ting and che­e­ring and dri­n­king. Lagers and stouts splashed every­where as peo­ple talked a­bout their favo­rite plays.

Li­n­san cri­nged as they worked their way to the bar.

Har’s eyes o­pened wide at the sight of them. “What hap­pened?” he bel­lowed to be heard over the din.

“Fi­re­ball!” Li­n­san re­spo­nded just as loud­ly. “Any chance of a room and a bath?”

Har’s pa­ined look didn’t need to be told. “We’re com­plete­ly full.”

Brook le­aned over. “I re­al­ly a bed tonight. Can I ask for one?”

Har frowned and then po­int­ed to a large group that was slight­ly less en­thu­si­as­tic than the oth­ers. “That’s my biggest group to­day but they lost. If you have cuks, they might be will­ing but I doubt it.”

“Thank you!” Brook said. She grabbed Li­n­san’s hand and dragged her to­ward the group. Re­a­ching them, she screamed out for at­ten­tion. “Oi!”

A half-drunk man lo­oked up. “What you want, Dress­es?”

Brook se­emed to ig­nore the i­nsult. “How much for one of your rooms?”

They laughed.

Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und. There was no chance she could busk with this crowd. They were more i­n­ter­est­ed the game they had re­turned from and would make poor pick­ings.

Brook’s voice sharp­ened. “Two hun­dred crowns for two rooms?”

Li­n­san froze and then stared at Brook. That was eas­i­ly four times what any of them had paid.

A diffe­rent look crossed his face, then he gri­nned. “There are twelve of us. We a­ren’t go­ing to sleep on top of each oth­er for less than a tho­u­sand.”

Brook’s face dark­ened. “Three hun­dred.”

The le­ader le­aned for­ward. “How a­bout four hun­dred for one, Dress­es?”

Brook’s grip on Li­n­san’s hand tight­ened. “Two for one.”

“Three—”

So­me­one kicked him. He glared at them and then back. “Fine, two-fifty.”

“Deal!”

“Cash, Dress­es, right—”

Brook slapped a pile of cur­ren­cy cards on the table. “Key, now,” she snapped with her hand open.

He start­ed for the mon­ey.

“Key!” Her voice car­ried over the din. “I’m tired, I hurt, and I want hot wa­ter!”

There was a brief mo­ment of qu­iet.

Li­n­san cri­nged at be­ing the ce­nter of at­ten­tion, or at least stand­ing next to Brook.

The oth­er man dug into his pock­et and pulled out a key. He start­ed to hand it over, but then cha­nged his mind. He snapped his fi­ngers at one of his com­pa­ni­ons who fished out their own key and ha­nded it over.

Brook took it, lo­oked at the sym­bol en­graved into the side, and then lift­ed her hand away from the cukdins. The bright­ly col­or mon­ey spread out slight­ly.

By the time she turned a­ro­und, the mon­ey had been pock­et­ed. “Come on, Lin, let’s see a­bout hot wa­ter. I need a bath.”

“That was a lot of mon­ey,” Li­n­san said wor­rid­ly.

“Worth it,” grum­bled Brook.

At the co­u­nter, she held up the key.

Har shrugged. “That was a lot of mon­ey,” he said qu­iet­ly, re­peat­ing Li­n­san’s words.

The mus­cles in Brook’s jaw tight­ened. “A bath?”

He tensed.

Brook lo­oked like she was a­bout to burst into tears.

Har’s face soft­ened. “That room is bare­ly large e­nough for the bed. But, if I can trust you, I’ll give you a key to an­oth­er but you have to be out by mid­night. Just a bath and don’t go sno­o­ping.”

Brook sighed and dug into a small pock­et in her dress. She pulled out a few green cards and set them on the table. “Bless the Cou­ple.”

Har swept the bar and pock­et­ed the mon­ey. Then he dug into his own trousers to pull out a well-worn key. “You’re in sev­en, I’m in one. I’ll bring over some hot food, once I get a chance, and leave it by the door. You know where to draw wa­ter?”

When they both nod­ded, he smiled grim­ly. “Don’t tar­ry, that’s my room and I bet­ter not find you when I go in there. You look like good girls and I’d hate to throw you out.”
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        Waiting


        
Why did I fell upon your arms? Was grav­i­ty drag­ging me down or your beau­ty tug­ging me be­neath your sheets? I pride my­self on be­ing the stro­nger man, but in your pre­sence, I am but the we­ak­est.
—One Mis­tak­en Night (Act 2, Scene 1)

Still cov­ered in soot and dust, Li­n­san was afraid to sit on the bed. If she did, she had no doubt she would be ru­i­ning the bla­nkets in a mat­ter of sec­onds. It was also the one tru­ly clean thing in the cramped room that Brook had paid too much mon­ey for.

Two hun­dred and fifty crowns for a sin­gle room? That was far more than Li­n­san’s fa­ther made in a month and Brook had slapped it down in a fit of rage and im­pati­ence.

She had to ad­mit, hav­ing ac­cess to mon­ey made life eas­i­er. Though, there was no mon­ey in the world that would bring Du­kan to life or re­turn Pal­i­sis. Well, mon­ey would prob­a­bly get Pal­i­sis back, but it would far more mon­ey than Brook had ac­cess to.

Li­n­san sighed and shook her head. She didn’t know what she was do­ing at the mo­ment, oth­er than strug­gling with her skin crawl­ing with dis­gust and the de­spe­rate need to sleep away the rest of the night.

She glanced at the bed. It was a­bout the same as her bed at home, which was bare­ly e­nough for her to spread out. She couldn’t even i­mag­ine how both Brook and her were go­ing to sleep in it.

For the co­unt­less time since e­n­te­ring the room, she con­si­dered sne­a­king out and tak­ing up Cal­i­bo on his of­fer. Sle­e­ping out in the air wouldn’t be com­fort­able, but she had nev­er shared a bed with any­one be­fore and she had only her moth­er’s plays and sto­ries to fall back on.

So­mehow, she doubt­ed sha­ring a bed with Brook would re­sult in the ro­man­tic dra­ma of One Mis­tak­en Night and Brook didn’t have a hus­band that would hunt Li­n­san down like in Hu­nter, Prey, Broth­er. She chuck­led to her­self. Her moth­er played the sis­ter in Hu­nter and Li­n­san re­mem­bered sit­ting on the edge of the stage with her fa­ther as they che­ered for her.

Ex­haus­tion turned her chuck­le into a gig­gle. Li­n­san blushed and cov­ered her mouth un­til she could con­trol her­self.

She lo­oked at the foot of the bed where Brook had put her trav­el­ing case. It took over much of the re­ma­i­ning space in the room but she didn’t want to move it. Brook had left it open to re­veal a neat­ly packed co­n­ta­iner with di­viders se­parat­ing bathing sup­plies, sle­e­ping out­fits, and even a pair of morn­ing dress­es. The corset that Brook had been we­a­ring ear­li­er hung off one edge from where she had tossed it.

To Li­n­san, Brook’s case lo­oked more a case for the cos­tumer, the woman who did ma­keup and hair for larg­er plays. It also smelled much the same, with mul­ti­ple flow­ery per­fumes fill­ing the room. The source came from four bot­tles neat­ly tied to the side of a di­vider with rib­bon. There were oth­er co­n­ta­in­ers with hair oils and lip wax­es, va­ri­ous dish­es of ma­keup, and even a small sewing kit.

Li­n­san yawned and she glanced at the door. “Come on, I need a bath too.”

She de­cid­ed to dis­tract her­self by walk­ing over to the case and lo­o­king over Brook’s out­fits. Wi­ping her fi­nger­tips clear first, she teased up the top one to look at the one be­low. It had lace and em­bro­idery on it, which sur­prised Li­n­san. She set it down be­fore she no­ticed her fi­ngers left a faint smear on the white fab­ric.

Swe­a­ring to her­self, she clasped her hands and lo­oked over the rest of the case. The morn­ing dress caught her at­ten­tion. It was the plainest thing she had ever seen in Brook’s out­fits. Only a lit­tle em­bro­idery but with no ruf­fles or lace. Com­pares to the frilly dress Brook had tossed be­hind the lid of the case, the morn­ing dress would have been a far bet­ter choice for their fight.

The door cre­aked open.

Li­n­san stum­bled back, blu­shing as if she had been caught.

Brook slipped in and closed the door be­hind her. Her cheeks were flushed, though Li­n­san didn’t know if it was from the heat or the chance she would be caught seen in pub­lic. She wore one of her sle­e­ping shirts; the bril­li­ant white ma­te­rial sloped off her shoul­ders and breasts be­fore re­a­ching down to cov­er every­thing but her an­kles. Brook’s dark curls had been weight­ed down by her bath. The strands marked a dark cal­lig­ra­phy along her skin and shirt. She had also re­moved her ma­keup, leav­ing a plain­er face but one that lo­oked more hon­est to Li­n­san than ever be­fore.

“I was just lo­o­king,” Li­n­san said.

Brook’s cheeks turned red and then she glanced at the bed. “I don’t mind. I left it open, didn’t I?”

Li­n­san nod­ded. She felt un­com­fort­able in the tight quar­ters with her for­mer en­e­my. The need to run away rose up, cho­king her. It couldn’t have been Brook’s more inti­mate out­fit. Li­n­san had been be­hind the scenes in a mul­ti­tude of plays where ac­tors would strip with no con­cern oth­er than switch­ing out­fits be­fore their call. Noth­ing Brook had would sur­prise her, but so­mehow be­ing in a room to­geth­er left her feel­ing awk­ward.

She cle­ared her throat. “I-Is there hot wa­ter?”

Brook pushed a strand of hair that had clung to her cheek and pushed it over ear. She nod­ded and then cir­cled a­ro­und the tiny room un­til she could pull her­self up on the bed. She al­most se­emed deli­be­rate as she tucked her an­kles to the side be­fore lo­o­king at Li­n­san.

Li­n­san gulped at her dry throat.

Brook arched her back slight­ly. The fab­ric of her sle­e­ping shirt shift­ed to out­line her breasts and hard nip­ples. Her eyes were wide and fo­cused on Li­n­san.

Li­n­san couldn’t help but think Brook was search­ing for a re­spo­nse to her arra­n­ge­ment. Her stom­ach flut­tered with ner­vous­ness. There was some­thing a­bout the look, it re­mi­nded her of the same one Brook had giv­en her in the car in the vil­lage. She didn’t know what it meant, only that it was diffe­rent than every oth­er ex­pres­sion she had seen on her fri­end’s face. Strug­gling with a blush on her cheeks, she cle­ared her throat. “I-I should get… I need to take a bath.”

Be­fore Brook could re­spond, Li­n­san grabbed her trav­el pack and stum­bled out of the room.
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        A Hot Bath


        
Only a man knows how to tru­ly em­brace an­oth­er man, to give his heart and i­nno­cence com­plete­ly and with­out hes­i­ta­tion.
—Hasil na Karnes, The Gift of Decades

Li­n­san pe­eked out of Har’s room and down the hall­way. A trio of drunks were stagge­ring to­ward her, si­n­ging and mutte­ring at the same time. One of them fum­bled for their key, pulling it out and wav­ing it to­ward the door to the right.

She braced her foot be­hind the door just in case they came to­ward her and tight­ened her grip on her bag. Af­ter e­njoy­ing a warm bath and fi­nal­ly get­ting a chance to wash her hair, she didn’t want to put on dirty clothes. She only wore her draw­ers and her ca­mis­ole. She con­si­dered pulling out her last clean out­fit, but felt fool­ish to wear it just for the ten feet to the oth­er room.

Out­side, the drunks stopped in front of the door. Two of them sang three diffe­rent songs while the oth­er took a few at­tempts to get the key into the lock and turn it. To­geth­er, they stum­bled into their room.

As soon as the door latched, Li­n­san slipped out of Har’s room with her sup­plies, made sure it was locked be­hind her, and then raced over to her own room. Her bare feet smacked a­gainst the wo­oden planks. At the door, she rat­tled the han­dle to get it open and then thrust her­self in­side. Blind­ly, she closed the door be­hind her and made sure her clothes were trapped.

Brook turned to face her. She sat on the end of the bed while she worked her fi­ngers through her dark hair. The smell of hair oil filled the room and Li­n­san could see it gliste­ning on the white gloves Brook wore. She gave a half-smile and con­ti­nued to work her hair. On her lap, a hair bon­net rest­ed on one thigh while a num­ber of ties strad­dled the oth­er.

The per­fumed scent brought back a flood of me­mo­ries of Li­n­san’s moth­er. As an ac­tress, she had co­unt­less tasks fo­cused on her beau­ty. Her bed­time rit­u­al was hours long, though it had whit­tled away when they went years with­out her get­ting an act­ing job. But even in the last days, she had watched her moth­er ca­re­ful­ly us­ing her fi­ngers to de­tan­gle her hair af­ter every bath and brush it out every morn­ing.

In a flash, Li­n­san wished she was back at home with her pa­rents. She didn’t want to be cramped into small inn rooms, walk­ing along the road, or even be­ing stuck in a ve­hi­cle for hours at a time. The lo­n­ging for her old life, back be­fore the fire that ru­ined every­thing, slammed into her gut. She strug­gled with sud­den tears that thre­a­tened to form and the tight­ness in her chest.

She would have giv­en any­thing to be able to hug her pa­rents in that mo­ment.

Brook froze. “W-What’s wrong?”

“I…” Li­n­san took a short breath to keep her­self from sob­bing. “I miss my mom and dad. I… I don’t want to be here any­more,” she fin­ished in a hoarse whis­per and a bro­ken voice. She slumped back a­gainst the door.

Brook stood up, spilling the co­n­tents of her lap onto the floor. She hur­ried over.

Li­n­san watched her, u­nsure how to re­spond.

Brook took her hand and held it firm­ly. The grip was soft from the glove but slick from the oil, it didn’t mat­ter to Li­n­san in that mo­ment. “It’s okay.”

Not trust­ing her voice, Li­n­san nod­ded.

“We failed but we can keep go­ing, right? This is just a set back and Mis is go­ing to get us on the road soon e­nough.”

It was the same thing Li­n­san had told Brook when their po­si­tions were re­versed. The irony wasn’t lost and Li­n­san let out a choked gig­gle. “Y-Yeah.”

Brook stroked her arm. “It’s go­ing to work out. I pro­mise.”

Li­n­san couldn’t help but squirmed slight­ly.

Brook’s smile froze. “Shit,” she mut­tered. “I’m sor­ry.”

When she start­ed to back away, Li­n­san grabbed her wrists and held her close. “No, please.”

The u­n­re­ad­able ex­pres­sion came back as Brook came up. Their bod­ies were close, inch­es away, and the warmth be­tween the two of them felt thick. Li­n­san re­mem­bered how she thought Brook was sec­onds away from kiss­ing her in the car. In the tight­ness next to the door, the same thoughts came up and she fo­und her­self gro­wing more open to find­ing out.

She swal­lowed to ease her dry throat. “I don’t want you to leave,” she whis­pered.

Brook let out a soft ex­ha­la­tion.

In the pub­lic room, a cheer shook the floor.

Li­n­san’s body grew hot­ter. She fo­und her­self trem­bling as she stared into Brook’s eyes. She didn’t know what to do, what to say. The lit­tle thought in her head, the idea of a kiss, con­ti­nued to bur­row de­eper into her con­sci­ous­ness un­til it was the only thing she could think a­bout.

Brook sucked on her bot­tom lip, just a lit­tle un­til the tips of her teeth were vis­i­ble. Up close, her breath smelled of the sweet fruit from her lip wax.

Li­n­san squirmed. The heat se­emed to be spread­ing into a tin­gling ple­a­sure along her breast, stom­ach, and be­tween her legs. It was an u­n­fa­mil­iar sen­sa­tion for her, she had nev­er been at­tract­ed to any­one be­fore. But, in the clo­seness to Brook, she felt the first curls of de­sire be­gi­n­ning to spread out.

“Lin…” Brook whis­pered.

Li­n­san tight­ened her grip on Brook’s hand.

“Are we still e­ne­mies?”

Arch­ing her back slight­ly from the wall, Li­n­san shook her head. “We haven’t been in a long time.”

“Fri­ends?”

“Yes,” said Li­n­san. It was get­ting hard­er to get her to­ngue wrapped a­ro­und the words, even sim­ple ones. She let out a soft moan as she took in a quive­ring breath. She arched her back slight­ly in an at­tempt to breath and their breasts touched.

Even through the white ma­te­rial of her ca­mis­ole and Brook’s night­shirt, the touch was elec­tric. Ten­drils of tin­gling spread out from the co­ntact. She start­ed to squirm but forced her­self still to avoid bre­a­king the co­ntact.

Brook i­nhaled and her lips part­ed.

The urge to kiss Brook rose up. It al­most choked Li­n­san but she didn’t know why she was hes­i­tat­ing, oth­er than the fear that so­mehow she was read­ing the sit­u­a­tion wrong.

“Lin?” Every breath Brook took ca­used their bod­ies to touch even more. She was le­a­ning for­ward gen­tly.

“Yes?”

“I would very much like to kiss you.”

With a surge, her body grew he­ated and slick. She could hear her heart po­und­ing in her ears as she strug­gled. She wa­nted to be kissed, to have their bod­ies touched more. She wa­nted to feel Brook with­out even the thin lay­ers of fab­ric be­tween them.

Brook start­ed to pull back. “I-I’m sor­ry. I-I didn’t mean to… I meant—”

The last thing Li­n­san wa­nted was for Brook to pull away. Thro­wing all her own fears to the side, Li­n­san le­aned for­ward and kissed Brook on the lips.

Both of them froze, caught in place. The elec­tric touch from their hands and breasts was noth­ing com­pared to the surge of ple­a­sure that came from the soft­ness of Brook’s lips. The faint taste of fruit teased her to­ngue as she le­aned into the em­brace.

Brook’s warmth sur­ro­u­nded her as Brook re­versed and then le­aned into Li­n­san, pi­n­ning her a­gainst the door. She tilt­ed her head to the side and o­pened her lips in in­vi­ta­tion.

Work­ing only in­stinct, Li­n­san mir­rored her move­ment and sank fur­ther into the ple­a­sures of kiss­ing her for­mer en­e­my. Every­thing felt right as she ran her hands along Brook’s arms and then down to her waist. The warmth se­eped through her fi­ngers as she ca­ressed soft skin.

In the great room, an­oth­er cheer shook the build­ing. The floor shook as they stomped their feet. The beat was a co­u­nter­po­int to Li­n­san’s own rapid beats.

When they fi­nal­ly broke for air, Li­n­san gasped. She lo­oked into Brook’s eyes and only saw joy and de­sire. “I don’t know what I’m do­ing,” she couldn’t get her voice high­er than a whis­per. “I’ve nev­er been with any­one.”

Brook smiled. “No one, not even a man?”

“No… you?”

“Twice, but I didn’t e­njoy it.” Brook smiled as she start­ed to trail her hand down be­fore she gasped. Slow­ly, she drew up her gloved hand and then rolled her eyes. “Oh, Brook,” she whis­pered as she peeled off her glove. “I should have tak­en these off ear­li­er.”

Li­n­san gig­gled. The hu­mor broke some of the i­n­ten­si­ty, but at the same time, it cle­ared her mind to re­al­ize she wa­nted to keep go­ing. She wa­nted to be with Brook. “I don’t mind but what do we do?”

Brook tugged her from the door and guid­ed Li­n­san to­ward the bed. “I have an idea.”

“Have you been with a woman be­fore?”

It was Brook’s turn to blush. “No, but I’ve read a few sto­ries and I’m sure the rest is go­ing to be obvi­ous.” She hesi­tat­ed at the edge of the bed. “Do you want to keep go­ing?”

Li­n­san took a deep breath and nod­ded. She was flushed and ex­cit­ed and Brook was ex­act­ly what she ne­eded that night. “Yes,” she said be­fore she kissed Brook a­gain.
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        The Morning After


        
As for be­ing your lover, I’ll be ho­nored to take the job un­til you find an­oth­er war­rior who wields a sword as mighty as yours.
—What Lurks at the Heart of the Riv­er Sin (Act 2, Scene 5)

For the first time in her life, Li­n­san woke up with the feel­ing of co­n­tent­ment. She took a deep breath and drank in the scents of per­fumes and sex. It was a sweet smell, light and musky. It brought a smile to her lips and she felt a wel­co­ming warmth along her body at the me­mo­ries the smells re­called.

It was the first time she ever been with any­one sex­u­al­ly. Her moth­er’s plays talked a­bout it con­stant­ly, but Li­n­san had nev­er felt the urge or de­sire. Male or fe­male, no one had ever “ig­nit­ed a flame” or brought “a flut­ter to her breath” which hap­pened con­stant­ly in the plays. In fact, if it had not been for Brook, Li­n­san may have nev­er even con­si­dered the pos­si­bly.

Li­n­san was hap­py Brook made the first move. She smiled to her­self, lift­ed her head, and o­pened her eyes. The cramped bed was oth­er­wise emp­ty ex­cept for twist­ed bla­nkets and pulled sheets. A few of Brook’s dark hairs curled del­i­cate­ly on the pil­low and there was a faint smear of hair oil on the edge.

Un­con­cerned, Li­n­san sat up. Re­al­iz­ing she was naked, she lo­oked a­ro­und her for her ca­mis­ole. Spot­ting it on the floor, she reached over and grabbed it.

The door rat­tled for a mo­ment be­fore it o­pened.

Li­n­san stiff­ened and straight­ened, pulling the thin ma­te­rial to her chest.

Brook lo­oked at her and smiled broad­ly. There was no hes­i­ta­tion, no pulling back, no flicke­ring a­nger. For the first time, Li­n­san re­al­ized she was se­e­ing true hap­pi­ness in her for­mer neme­sis. Hold­ing up a tray of ste­a­ming food and three mugs, Brook said, “Good morn­ing.”

Even her voice was cheer­ful.

Li­n­san gri­nned back with the fad­ing ple­a­sures tick­ling the back of her thoughts. “Good morn­ing. Thank you.”

“They didn’t have much to drink, just cider and tea. I got you a tea and break­fast. It looks like eggs, po­ta­toes, and some pur­ple ve­geta­bles that I’m sure a­ren’t po­i­so­nous.”

Li­n­san tha­nked her. Brook held up the tray for a mo­ment and then brought it over to the suit­case. With Li­n­san’s help, she closed the lid and set the tray on top of it. She hesi­tat­ed with the last step, her hands hove­ring over the sur­face for a mo­ment. Then, she straight­ened slow­ly, turn­ing un­til she faced Li­n­san. “Um, Lin?”

“Yes?”

Brook wor­ried her lip. Then she grabbed one of the mugs and held it to her chest. Her fi­ngers gripped the edge tight­ly un­til her knuck­les whi­tened. “A­bout… a­bout last night?”

Li­n­san wasn’t sure how to an­swer. She wasn’t en­tire­ly sure how she felt oth­er than it brought her hap­pi­ness. She tried to i­mag­ine Brook diffe­rent­ly, as a lov­ing spo­use or the cou­ples she had seen go­ing to her moth­er’s plays.

She couldn’t.

The si­lence grew be­tween them. It turned the air sti­fling.

When Brook start­ed to fid­get, Li­n­san re­al­ized she had to say some­thing. Sha­king, she pat­ted the bed next to her.

Brook sank down a foot away. Their bod­ies were al­most to­u­ching. She wore one of her trav­el dress­es, one that wasn’t dam­aged in the fight or prac­tice. The bright blue lace flut­tered with her move­ment. She took a deep breath and then an­oth­er.

Li­n­san reached out with her hand.

Brook took it with her own gloved hand. Her hand was sha­king and she griped Li­n­san tight­ly. “Are we… are we still e­ne­mies?”

Not ex­pect­ing the ques­tion, Li­n­san could only laugh. “No, Brook, we a­ren’t e­ne­mies.” She gig­gled. “I meant that last night. I don’t think we’ve been that way for qu­ite a while.”

“When?”

“I’m go­ing to say that fight in the garage.”

“But I left you.” Brook’s grip tight­ened.

“You came back. That’s what mat­ters. Now, we’re to­geth­er.”

Brook’s eyes flick­ered back and forth with her thoughts. She lo­oked down and then brought her oth­er hand up to clasp Li­n­san’s. “But… what are we now?”

She ges­tured to the bed with her chin and then to where Li­n­san had her oth­er hand still hold­ing her ca­mis­ole to her bare breasts.

Li­n­san lo­oked down at her oth­er hand. She didn’t have an an­swer her­self. Every­thing was new to her, ter­ri­fy­ing and ex­cit­ed­ly new. “What do you want to be?”

Brook lo­oked away as she tight­ened her grip. “I don’t know. I didn’t even know that this was pos­si­ble un­til years ago. Re­mem­ber when we had that big fight? You limped home. That was the day I fo­und out that your moth­er had a wife first.”

Li­n­san thought a­bout Ma­rin. She would nev­er meet her fa­ther’s first wife nor Ju­nith, the woman that mar­ried her moth­er and would lat­er mar­ry Ju­nith. Learn­ing a­bout the re­lati­o­nship was a rev­e­la­tion to both Li­n­san and Brook that day. “I was more sur­prised my fa­ther’s first wife mar­ried my moth­er’s. How did that work out?”

“I don’t know, I’ve just been thi­n­king a­bout it a lot. Orde­ring sto­ries, try­ing to meet oth­ers. I haven’t had a chance to… phys­i­cal­ly do it, but I’m pret­ty sure I only have the eyes for women.”

“And you were ho­ping I liked the fa­irer sex?”

Brook blushed. She tried to pull her hand free.

Li­n­san smiled and reached down to kiss the hands clasp­ing her own. The me­mo­ries of their bod­ies writhing warmed her up. “I’m go­ing to say I e­njoyed last night a lot. I just nev­er thought a­bout it be­fore.”

“Al­ways fan­cied boys?”

“No,” Li­n­san said with a shrug. “I guess… I didn’t re­al­ly think a­bout it?”

Brook’s lips tight­ened. “Didn’t you think I was pret­ty?”

“Of course, I did. I said it be­fore, even when you were fight­ing. You were the pret­ti­est girl in school and you are more beau­ti­ful now. I meant that with my heart.”

“But I don’t… make you moist?”

There was some­thing in Brook’s tone that ca­used Li­n­san to hesi­tate. The wrong word and Li­n­san would dri­ve a wedge be­tween them. She didn’t want to lose Brook, not for their quest but also not as her best fri­end. She smiled and kissed Brook’s hand a­gain. “You are the ad­ven­ture I would be most ho­nored to take.”

Brook smiled, and then she let out a lit­tle snort. “That’s a qu­ote, isn’t it?”

“Yes… from What Lurks at the Heart of the Riv­er Sin.”

Brook’s lips tight­ened.

Li­n­san cri­nged, afraid she said the wrong thing.

Then a smirk. A snort be­fore Brook’s shoul­ders shook with her laugh­ter. “Oh, how could you use that line? Even I know that play. And that was the worst line in it! How could you?”

Li­n­san smiled bash­ful­ly. “This is all new to me. I don’t know what to do, what to say.”

Brook sco­oted clos­er. Their clasped hands shift­ed un­til Li­n­san’s arm was pressed a­gainst her breast and Brook’s body was warm a­gainst her own. “Lin, would you mind if we try?”

An­oth­er line came up. Li­n­san le­aned for­ward. “We will al­ways be fri­ends, that part has been set in stone and into the weave of des­tiny.”

Brook smiled, her eyes shimme­ring. She obvi­ous­ly nev­er been to a sho­wing of Has­ton and Grail.

Li­n­san gri­nned as an­oth­er line came up from What Lurks at the Heart of the Riv­er Sin. It was ter­ri­bly writ­ten but play­ful in the right places. “As for be­ing your lover, I’ll be ho­nored to take the job—”

Brook’s eyes soft­ened and she le­aned for­ward to kiss Li­n­san.

Li­n­san strug­gled to keep a straight face. “—un­til you find an­oth­er war­rior who wields a sword as mighty—”

Brook stopped with a gasp. Then, with a look of mock a­nger, she ya­nked her hands free to find a pil­low to smack Li­n­san and si­lence the laugh­ter.
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        Estimation


        
Be­yond the ba­sics of black­smithing, the skill to do de­tailed re­pairs was rare. This e­nsured the prices re­ma­ined high for many years af­ter auto-dri­vers took to the roads.
—Pa­did Has-Glo­ri­an, Ear­ly Years of the A­uto-Dri­vers

An hour lat­er, Li­n­san and Brook walked hand-in-hand from the pub­lic house and across the road. She couldn’t see the bug­gy but she heard a steady ba­n­ging from a ham­mer stri­king met­al.

No one else was mov­ing a­bout town. There was not even sign of the par­ty from the pre­vi­ous night. Al­most eve­ry­one had left be­fore su­nrise and re­turned to their homes for du­ties and jobs.

The stark­ness of the a­ba­n­doned vil­lage was over­whelm­ing.

Cal­i­bo lo­oked up from where he was la­shing some heavy planks into his wag­on. He smiled broad­ly. “Good morn­ing! Did you get a chance to sleep in com­fort­able beds?”

“What does that mean?” asked Brook, her tone sharpe­ning.

Li­n­san lo­oked at her wor­ried­ly.

He shrugged, then hopped down. Like his cousin, the gro­und shook from the im­pact. “You didn’t come back to the wag­on or head over to cousin’s, so I hoped you fo­und your­selves room.”

“Oh.” Brook’s grip re­laxed. “We did. It was a ple­a­sant night.” Her tone soft­ened and she squ­e­ezed Li­n­san’s hand. Sha­ring a smile, she ges­tured to the en­trance of the smithy. “Is she work­ing on my Glass­coast­er?”

“Head on it, it’s safe if she isn’t ba­n­ging on things.”

Li­n­san spoke up. “What are the planks for?”

“I fig­ured I’d build a bridge over that hole those ass­holes made. Or least make some­thing to warn oth­er wag­ons be­fore they fall in. You folks with com­bat arts don’t al­ways think a­bout the dam­age left be­hind your fights.”

With a blush, Li­n­san lo­oked at it. “Sor­ry, I didn’t mean to do that.”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t your fault they de­cid­ed to start killing and steal­ing. Their fam­i­ly has been do­ing that for gen­er­a­tions. You we­ren’t the one that put them in Gre­ol’s barn that night. You we­ren’t the re­ason for who they are.”

With a groan, Cal­i­bo arched his back. “No, you were try­ing to do the right thing. And, if you hap­pened to get them tied up, I sus­pect you wouldn’t be thi­n­king a­bout cut­ting throats, right?”

Na­u­sea rose up, cho­king Li­n­san. She had not con­si­dered what would hap­pen if she man­aged to stun them, oth­er than a vague idea of find­ing au­thor­i­ties. She held up and her hand and shook her head. “No, no! I wouldn’t do that.”

“Well, then I won’t blame you for a hole in the road,” Cal­i­bo said with a smile. “I’m a man of earth, I can patch her wo­unds with a smile.”

Brook tugged on Li­n­san’s hands.

Li­n­san glanced over and then slipped her hand free. She turned to whis­per to Brook. “I think I should help.”

Brook lo­oked at the wag­on and then to the black­smith. She whis­pered back, “Please? I don’t want to see how bad it is on my own.”

“I will. Then may I?”

Brook nod­ded and whis­pered thanks.

Li­n­san held up her hand. “Cal, mind if I help you? I can’t lift much, but I helped make that hole. But I want to see the bug­gy first.”

Brook stepped to­ward the forge.

Cal­i­bo gru­nted and shook his head a­gain. “It’s go­ing to take me hours to fin­ish and I wasn’t pla­n­ning on co­ming back. I have work in Lit­tle Rock and my home is south of that. Once I fin­ish, I need to get work­ing and can’t af­ford the time to come back here and still get a day’s work. Don’t wor­ry,” he said flex­ing his arm, “I can han­dle a lit­tle bridge.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Why don’t you see if Miska needs your help and then maybe work on fix­ing your bow? It so­unds like you’ll need that if you’re go­ing to keep go­ing.”

The sick feel­ing from be­fore rose up. In the rush of sex and emo­tions, she had for­got­ten that her bow had been cracked. “Sor­ry… thank you.”

“No, thank you. It takes a kind heart to of­fer. Go on, your fri­end is go­ing to need some sup­port. In the morn­ing light, that car looks like ter­ri­ble shape.”

Li­n­san fol­lowed af­ter Brook who stood in the en­trance of the forge area. When she came up, she could see tears in her fri­end’s eyes but also a diffe­rent look, one that she had just seen the night be­fore.

Cal­i­bo and Miska had dragged the bug­gy into the ce­nter of the forge area. Twist­ed and torn met­al stuck out in all di­rec­tions. The front lo­oked like it had been crushed as eas­i­ly as a pa­per box.

Miska stood near the front, we­a­ring a pair of func­ti­onal and sta­ined trousers, a heavy leather apron, and a greasy shirt. To Li­n­san’s sur­prise, she didn’t have a ham­mer in hand.

We­a­ring gloves, Miska picked up one end of a fe­nder. Brac­ing it a­gainst her thigh, she raised her fist into the air and brought it down. The im­pact so­u­nded like a ham­mer strike and the met­al shook vi­o­lent­ly from the im­pact. A blast of warm air blew past Li­n­san bri­n­ging the smell of scorched met­al and wood.

Brook le­aned over. “Is she…?”

Miska slammed her hand down a­gain, flat­te­ning the met­al a­gainst her thigh. Sweat dripped down her brow as she ad­just­ed it and ham­mered it a­gain.

Li­n­san shook her head in a­mu­se­ment. “Fix­ing your bug­gy with her bare hands and a­gainst her thigh? Yes.”

Miska gro­aned and re­leased the met­al. Stand­ing up, she ran her gloved hand across the side of her face. Sweat sluiced off the leather and splashed down to soak her shirt. She caught sight of Li­n­san and Brook be­fore do­ing a dou­ble take. A scowl etched across her face. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Y-You were po­und­ing,” Brook said in her qu­iet voice. Her eyes sca­nned up and down, tak­ing in the look of Miska with more than a lit­tle de­sire. It was a new ex­pres­sion for Li­n­san, but there was no ques­tion that some­thing a­bout Miska that ex­cit­ed Brook. Af­ter the morn­ing’s rev­e­la­tion, Li­n­san wo­n­dered if their night to­geth­er had o­pened new pos­si­bil­i­ties for her.

Brook’s eyes flick­ered to Li­n­san’s and then a blush burned on her cheeks. She reached out and grabbed Li­n­san’s hand and held it tight.

Li­n­san wasn’t sure how she felt a­bout Brook’s at­trac­tion and dis­missed it for lat­er. She clasped Brook’s hand and gave her a com­fort­ing smile. They would fig­ure it out, to­geth­er.

When they lo­oked back, Miska was watch­ing them ca­re­ful­ly. “What do you want?” she asked in a sharp tone.

“How bad is my car?” Brook said, the fa­mil­iar sharp­ness of her tone co­ming back.

Miska shook her head and rolled her eyes. She turned and po­int­ed to the car as she spoke. “It looks the frame had been snapped her and here. The front is trashed, but the e­ngine looks in pret­ty good shape. I’m thi­n­king if I can most of this front re­pa­ired and pulled off, I’ll have a bet­ter idea a­bout mid­night.”

“Mid­night?” Li­n­san asked.

Brook’s spine stiff­ened. “That’s all day. We can’t wait that long.”

Miska glared at her. “Well, then pre­pare to wait a lot lo­nger beca­use you trashed your Coast­er and it’s go­ing to take me a lot of ef­fort just to get your damn pret­ty ass back on the road, now isn’t it?”

Brook o­pened her mouth but Li­n­san knew noth­ing help­ful was go­ing to come out. She squ­e­ezed Brook’s hand tight­ly for a mo­ment. When her fri­end lo­oked over, Li­n­san shook her head. Brook closed her mouth with a snap.

“Let’s let Miska do what re­pairs she can. We have oth­er things we need to do.”

A flush col­ored Brook’s cheeks and a smile quirked the cor­ner of her lips.

Li­n­san gri­nned. “That or re­pair my bow and fig­ure out how we’re go­ing to de­feat Til, May, and Gab.”

Brook’s smile dropped in­stant­ly.

As much as Li­n­san wa­nted to crawl back into bed and ex­plore Brook’s body, they had a duty be­fore them. She took a deep breath. “Tonight? I pro­mise. But Miska is right, we have to plan bet­ter. And that means learn­ing new songs. We obvi­ous­ly can’t reuse the same song from be­fore, Til fig­ured it on the sec­ond play. That means we need to learn and prac­tice a lot more if we’re go­ing to have a chance.”

For a mo­ment, Brook re­sist­ed. Then her shoul­ders slumped. “Very well. What do you need?”

“Horse hairs at least and prob­a­bly some tools.”

Turn­ing back, Brook cle­ared her throat and spoke po­lite­ly to Miska. “Ex­cuse me, do you know where we could find so­me­one who keeps hors­es?”


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 40
             
            
        


        Centuries


        
The hand of a crafts­man is more tre­a­sured than any tool on the table. A tool needs not years of tra­i­ning and prac­tice. A blade can nev­er be as sharp as the mind that wields it.
—Gre­gor Maldin-Cross, The Art of Car­pen­try

Li­n­san sat at one of the ta­bles in the pub­lic house. An ar­ray of tools and scraps of wood from a­ro­und the vil­lage spread out a­ro­und her on a table­cloth as she worked a thin knife back and forth to cre­ate a cha­nnel for the spline. It was tedi­ous and pre­cise work but also some­thing she had been do­ing since she was a lit­tle girl.

“Why not just wrap it to­geth­er?” Brook asked.

“Beca­use…” Li­n­san said in a dis­tract­ed voice, “my dad would kill me if I didn’t re­pair this right. And that type of fix would nev­er last with the a­mo­unt of play­ing I’m go­ing to do. I need a strong core but noth­ing too heavy to dis­rupt my move­ments.”

“And this will?”

Li­n­san let out her breath and ca­re­ful­ly tapped the o­pe­ning to dis­lodge the wo­oden sliv­ers. “Bet­ter than wrap­ping. I couldn’t find a good spline to use, much of the wood a­ro­und here is too brit­tle to use and that big tree that we fo­und was too oily and crum­bled. But what I did find will work for a while, maybe a month or three. Af­ter that, I’ll need to fix it prop­er­ly if I didn’t al­ready ruin every­thing.”

“Then couldn’t you just re­place it? You can carve a new one, right?”

When she was a child, Li­n­san had asked the same ques­tion. She gri­nned at her fa­ther’s lec­ture and tried to boil it down. “I could carve a new one in no time. It just wouldn’t last long beca­use a bow is more than shape, it’s mois­ture, flex­i­bil­i­ty, and strength. Good bow wood is se­a­soned for half a cen­tu­ry be­fore—”

“Half a cen­tu­ry!?”

Li­n­san lo­oked up. “That’s why the Sterlig fam­i­ly was dev­as­tat­ed when we lost our for­est. We had spent gen­er­a­tions breed­ing the right trees for the ide­al wood and we were cu­ring gen­er­a­tions of mu­si­cal in­stru­ments when it went up in flames. Peo­ple would pay us a cen­tu­ry a­head to make the per­fect in­stru­ment for their grand­chil­dren and then…” She choked on the sad me­mo­ries. Clos­ing her eyes, she took a deep breath and set down the knife. “… when every­thing burned up, we had to pay back those com­mis­sions to avoid debt col­lec­tors. Our in­come and re­pu­ta­tion were ru­ined for­ev­er in that night.”

Brook said noth­ing as she lo­oked down at her tea. It was in a large beer mug and Li­n­san could see the heavy cream and sug­ar swirling at the bot­tom.

Li­n­san shook her head. “It will prob­a­bly take us two or three cen­tu­ries un­til our lands can grow good in­stru­ment wood a­gain. Assu­ming there is e­nough that has the right com­bi­na­tion of resin and strength. Then an­oth­er fifty be­fore we can even start to make an in­stru­ment. Af­ter that… no one knows how long it would take be­fore Sterlig meant some­thing in the mu­sic world a­gain.”

“Four hun­dred years… what do you? How do you re­cov­er from that?”

“Learn as much as I can from my fa­ther and then teach my chil­dren in hopes they will pass it down be­fore we for­get every­thing. Have faith, I guess.”

She worked the slice open un­til it was ready for the spline. Gen­tly, she blew it clear.

“I guess you’ll have to find a hus­band then.” Brook’s voice was low.

Even though her pa­rents nev­er brought it up, Li­n­san knew she was the last of her line. But as she told Brook ear­li­er, she had no i­n­ter­est in man or woman. She shrugged. “I don’t have to birth a child to call it my own nor do I have to share blood to call so­me­one fam­i­ly. I don’t even need them to have my name to walk in our tra­di­tions.”

She lo­oked up and smiled. “With those rules, I have plen­ty of time be­fore I need to make a choice. I will not a­ba­n­don you, Brook.”

Brook lo­oked up and there was a brief flash of vulne­ra­bil­i­ty, and then she smiled sad­ly.

It took an­oth­er half hour be­fore Li­n­san dipped the spline in a glue mix­ture Li­n­san had put to­geth­er more with in­tu­ition than skill. Ca­re­ful­ly knock­ing off a drop, she eased it into snug­ly into place. Ca­re­ful­ly, she worked the halves of her bow back to­geth­er be­fore us­ing a small ham­mer to tap a pair of brass nails into the wood and through the spline. It was an im­promp­tu fix, but she was co­n­fi­dent it would per­form its duty to find Du­kan’s killers.

She ca­re­ful­ly wiped every­thing down and then set the bow aside. Her breath came in a ragged ex­ha­la­tion as doubt and fear bub­bled up. She had nev­er had to re­pair any­thing in the field be­fore, nor for some­thing so crit­i­cal in her life. If she made a mis­take, then she had no doubt the bow would fail her in the mid­dle of a fight when she ne­eded it most.

Pu­shing every­thing down, she ca­re­ful­ly picked it up and car­ried to their new room, paid for with a re­a­son­able a­bout of mon­ey once the crowds had left. She took a sec­ond trip for the rest of her sup­plies: the bor­rowed tools, the met­al pieces of the bow, and the horse hair they had gath­ered from a­ro­und the vil­lage.

Brook was stand­ing by the front door when she came back. She had a piece of pa­per in her hand.

“What’s that?”

She held it up. “Y-You said we had to learn new songs. I had a few that I thought might work but… I don’t know their names or any­thing.”

Li­n­san gri­nned as she in­spect­ed it.

While Brook’s hand­writ­ing was beau­ti­ful and cal­li­graph­ic, she had nev­er learned how to write or read mu­sic. She had “lots of string in­stru­ments and…” with lines sho­wing the notes ris­ing and falling.

Comb­ing through her mind, Li­n­san tried to puz­zle the names from the notes.

Brook blushed and lo­oked away. “It’s okay if we use only your songs. You know how—”

“No, I know most of these.”

Her dark curls bounced as she turned back sharply. “They are? I mean, you do?”

Li­n­san hummed through the first one.

“That’s it!”

“Ode to the Cham­pi­on and this one is What Comes of the Night­bird, my moth­er au­di­ti­oned for the play that in­tro­duced that one. These are re­al­ly good songs for us, Brook. They have sol­id rhythms for you and I can adapt the mu­sic to my vi­o­lin.”

“R-Re­al­ly?” Brook lo­oked sur­prised. Then she be­amed with a re­lieved smile.

Enco­u­raged, Li­n­san hugged her. “Come on, let’s learn how to turn these songs into some­thing vi­o­lent.”
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        Song and Dance


        
The na­ture of com­bat­ive mu­sic is not the force of the notes but the way they twist and turn through de­fens­es. But to know the song is to know how it ends, and no offe­nse can con­qu­eror if the end is known.
—Jaber Dar­sil, The In­ef­fi­ci­en­cies of Mil­i­tary Mu­sic

Li­n­san’s ears rang from Brook’s lat­est con­cus­sion blast. Her hand dipped for a mo­ment be­fore she brought it up. “Al­most. This time, re­mem­ber it’s one… two… three… clap. You want to clap just as I hit the high note.”

Sweat trick­ling down her brow, Brook signed. “It would be a lot eas­i­er if I could hear you play. Your hand ges­tures are hard to track.”

“Want to go back to me squ­eez­ing your hand?”

Brook smiled. “No, that was easy. You were do­ing all the work. I need to learn the songs my­self, not trust you to tell me when to clap. Be­sides, what if we get se­parat­ed?”

Li­n­san gro­aned. She felt use­less prac­tic­ing with­out be­ing able to play. She was a poor con­duc­tor when the songs were in­side her head were Brook couldn’t hear them. “I know, but what else can we do? Give up for—?”

“No. We can’t give up.” Brook straight­ened. She had on a pair of black lace gloves that were pris­tine when she start­ed. Af­ter only an hour, the ma­te­rial had start­ed to break and the del­i­cate strands of lace curled out and gave the backs of her hands a fuzzy appe­a­rance.

Li­n­san wiped the sweat from her face and then straight­en. “Okay, so the drum of Ode to the Cham­pi­on goes ba-da ba-da ba-da-da-dum. So, you want to clap—”

Brook didn’t move.

Stop­ping, Li­n­san lo­oked at her cu­ri­ous­ly.

“Dance for me.”

Li­n­san stum­bled on her words. “W-What?”

Brook wor­ried her bot­tom lip. “You used to dance when you played, re­mem­ber? You were al­ways twirling a­ro­und on the tops of fences and on the rocks. Re­mem­ber that time you were on the bal­cony and the teach­ers thought you were go­ing to fall?”

It had been a while since Li­n­san had done that, it felt like a diffe­rent life. She gri­nned. “And the pro­fes­sor tried to tack­le me and al­most fell off him­self?”

“That. You were al­ways jump­ing and twirling. It was… I thought you were al­ways so grace­ful, as if you could dance on the head of a nee­dle.”

“That’s why you beat me up?”

Brook flushed. “Look, I was—”

Hold­ing up a fi­nger to Brook’s lip, Li­n­san gri­nned. “A storm long since past. You want me to dance for you?”

Brook’s cheeks col­ored and her eyes crossed to look at Li­n­san’s hand. “Yes. Please.”

Step­ping back, Li­n­san pic­tured the move­ment. “Okay, so how a­bout this… ba-da ba-da?” As she said the beats, she swayed her body and stepped high, stri­king her feet in time with the beat. A fa­mil­iar rush came. “And then we ba-da-da-dum!” She kicked up her feet, arched back, and then hopped for­ward.

Her foot thud­ded on the gro­und. Pe­e­king up, she saw Brook watch­ing i­n­tent­ly. Li­n­san smiled and felt a thrill of de­sire ru­shing through her. De­spite be­ing in the mid­dle of the field, it felt as if they were once a­gain in the bed ex­p­lo­ring each oth­er’s bod­ies. “A­ga­in?”

Brook nod­ded.

Li­n­san closed her eyes and moved to the mu­sic, first say­ing the beats, but then us­ing her voice to mim­ic her vi­o­lin’s notes.

At the right mo­ment, she felt Brook’s con­cus­sion beat. In­stead of it thro­wing her for­ward, it buoyed Li­n­san’s step and she light­ly skipped to the next step.

When the beat came a­gain, the gro­und shook but Li­n­san bare­ly felt it as she spun and con­ti­nued on, danc­ing and si­n­ging as her fri­end clapped out the rhythm to the song. With the blasts sha­king the air and sha­king her chest, it felt nat­u­ral­ly to leap and bound in time with the mu­sic.

As the song came to an end, Li­n­san cir­cled back a­ro­und un­til her fi­nal step brought her face-to-face with Brook. She stopped, inch­es away, pant­i­ng light­ly as she lo­oked into her fri­end’s brown eyes.

Brook froze, one hand on each side of Li­n­san. Sur­prise and shock pa­i­nted across her face but it quick­ly co­a­lesced into a smile. She le­aned for­ward and kissed Li­n­san on the lips. It was a light and fleet­ing touch, a pro­mise of some­thing inti­mate lat­er.

With­out thi­n­king be­yond the mo­ment, Li­n­san stepped for­ward un­til their bod­ies pressed to­geth­er. She kissed her fri­end back with more pas­sion, part­ing her lips as she lost her­self briefly in the em­brace.

Brook’s hands rest­ed a­gainst Li­n­san’s hips, hold­ing her close.

Li­n­san reached down as she broke the kiss. Rest­ing her hands on Brook’s, she tight­ened her grip and tugged. “Come on, dance with me.”

“W-What?” Brook’s eyes flut­tered. “N-No, I can’t dance.”

Tug­ging Brook for­ward, Li­n­san shook her head. With every step, she swayed her hips. “Ba-da.”

“Stop,” Brook laughed.

“Come on, feel the beat. Be­sides just clap­ping along. You need to move a­ro­und the bat­tle­field. Move your body. Ba-da,” Li­n­san smirked as she rocked her hips the oth­er way.

Brook start­ed to move with her, a hesi­tant smile on her lips. Then she se­emed to re­lax and be­gan to match Li­n­san’s move­ments.

“Come on, back and forth, just like last night.” Li­n­san so­u­nded out the beats. “Ba-da-da—”

Just as she reached the last beat, Li­n­san re­leased Brook to se­parate them­selves so both of them could clap their hands.

In close quar­ters, Brook’s gen­tle clap beat a­gainst them with a dull thud. It shook Li­n­san in her chest and along her bones.

“Ba-da ba-da…” Li­n­san pulled Brook into her dance un­til they were in step, po­und­ing to­geth­er along the grass. Their bod­ies split apart to the mu­sic, weav­ing along the song as the two danced alone in the field.
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        Overtime


        
We can’t al­ways cho­ose the fields our bat­tles. The en­e­my comes when we least want it and nev­er when we are pre­pared. Al­ways be ready, even in the mo­ment of your great­est weak­ness. Damn it, where are my fight­ing flow­ers?
—The King of All Moles and Oth­er In­signif­i­cant Ac­com­plish­ments (Act 3, Scene 7)

Li­n­san limped as they walked back up the road to­ward the pub­lic house. She had twist­ed her an­kle one too many times and the dull throb rose up; ho­pe­ful­ly there wouldn’t be a fight in a cou­ple of days un­til she re­cov­ered. She wiped her face, scra­ping off dirt, sweat, and grass from her cheeks and brow.

Next to her, Brook stag­gered next to her. She had re­fused to take off her heels even in the grass. When Li­n­san had of­fered to help her, she cla­imed that they were both too hot but she re­ma­ined with­in arm’s reach.

It was late eve­ning but Li­n­san didn’t re­mem­ber the day pass­ing un­til she was trip­ping over roots she couldn’t see. She gro­aned and took a deep breath to speak. “That was a good prac­tice. I think we’ve mas­tered the first six songs, three of yours and three of mine. And we’ve al­most got the sev­enth done.”

Brook perked up. Her hair was a mess, the black curls cas­cad­ing down her face de­spite her ef­fort to push them back. She arched her back.

One but­ton snapped off.

She lurched for­ward, a blush colo­ring her cheeks. One hand smacked a­gainst her chest to keep the dress from burst­ing open.

Li­n­san stopped and turned to shield her from the pub­lic house.

Blu­shing hot­ly, Brook lo­oked down and gin­ger­ly pulled her hand away. The o­pe­ning gaped slight­ly but the oth­er but­tons held. She let out a sigh of re­lief.

“Go­ing to be okay?” whis­pered Li­n­san.

“Noth­ing I can’t fix in the room.” Brook smiled at her. “Might have to strip down first.”

“You mean, take a bath?”

Brook’s nose crin­kled. “I stink of sweat.”

“You’re we­a­ring a dress in the field.”

Her eyes wi­dened as she lo­oked up. Be­fore Li­n­san could say some­thing, she tight­ened her grip on her dress as if Li­n­san would in­sist she cha­nge.

Se­e­ing the look of fear, Li­n­san re­al­ized there was some­thing more than just we­a­ring pret­ty dress­es to Brook. It was im­por­tant to her fri­end. She smiled as sweet­ly as she could and then ran her thumb through the dirt smeared on Brook’s cheek. “I’m nev­er go­ing to tell you to take off any dress.”

“Y-You a­ren’t? My sis­ters al­ways said I was be­ing child­ish.”

“No. I won’t.”

“Even though I shouldn’t be we­a­ring it in that field?”

Li­n­san chuck­led. “You al­ready know that, don’t you? But we can’t cho­ose the fields of your bat­tles. As long as you are ca­re­ful, and we stop be­fore so­me­one gets hurt, we should be okay.”

Brook gave her a po­int­ed look. “Is ‘cho­ose the fields of your bat­tles’ a line from a play I don’t know?”

Li­n­san had to stop and think. Af­ter a mo­ment, she shook her head slow­ly. “I-I don’t think so.”

“You mean, you have words of wis­dom that didn’t come from so­me­one else.”

Rolling her eyes, Li­n­san laughed. “Maybe?”

Brook reached up and pulled Li­n­san to her side. She le­aned into her. “Good. I like it when you’re lead­ing.”

Li­n­san blushed. She slipped her arm a­ro­und Brook’s waist and led her to­ward the pub­lic house and a hot bath.

There were a few vil­lagers co­ming in and out of the build­ing, most­ly for the com­mu­nal di­nner that Har pro­vid­ed for those who worked all day. A cou­ple waved to them as they ap­proach.

Then they heard the po­und­ing of met­al co­ming from Miska’s smithy.

Brook’s arm tight­ened a­ro­und Lin. She lo­oked lo­n­ging­ly at the warm light spilling out from Miska’s door. “Lin?”

“Come on, let’s see how your Coast­er is do­ing.”

Heat rolled out of the o­pe­ning as they ap­proached, the hot air send­ing swirls of near­ly in­vis­i­ble ed­dies across the gro­und. The beat was steady and pow­er­ful, not un­like Brook’s clap­ping du­ring the fight. With every slam, the gro­und shook un­der­neath their feet.

Brook broke away from Li­n­san and hur­ried for­ward. But as soon as she lo­oked in­side, she came to a stum­bling halt. Her jaw dropped as she pe­ered in­side.

Li­n­san ap­proached a few mo­ments lat­er and pe­eked in­side.

Miska stood near the ce­nter of the room. She had a long piece of met­al braced a­gainst a heavy-lo­o­king stone as she po­u­nded it with her fist. The place where she struck glowed a red­dish-o­range and wisps of smoke rose a­ro­und her, only to be pushed away each time Miska’s fist struck the met­al.

Li­n­san glanced a­ro­und the room, se­e­ing dozens of met­al pipes and gears scat­tered on every flat sur­face. Some of them were ste­a­ming while oth­ers lo­oked like they were scorched black.

The heat ca­used more sweat to prick­le along Li­n­san’s brow, but she was fas­ci­nat­ing how Miska was so­mehow heat­ing up the met­al as she worked the met­al back into shape. The black­smith had a rhythm, more sim­plis­tic the songs Brook and Li­n­san had been prac­tic­ing, but they were stead­ier than Brook’s clap­ping; al­most as if Miska had a metro­nome in her head.

Miska turned and smiled. “Like what you see, Princess?”

Brook made a gasp­ing noise and then turned away. She was blu­shing.

Li­n­san frowned and then she no­ticed that Miska ap­peared to be we­a­ring a pair of can­vas shorts and an apron, noth­ing else. Sweat and soot cov­ered her en­tire body, caus­ing it shim­mer in the light glo­wing from the met­al she worked. Her tat­toos cov­ered more than Li­n­san guessed, from just be­low her knees up to the nape of her neck. Swirls of pat­terns and shapes were dark a­gainst her gliste­ning skin and cov­ered every vis­i­ble inch. With so much ex­posed, Li­n­san could see that they o­ri­gi­nat­ed from her navel and spread out. The de­signs marked the four se­asons in cy­cle as they stretched across her body.

Miska gri­nned as she set it down and walked clos­er. As she did, she fa­nned the apron to move the air un­der­neath. “Work­ing met­al is hot­ter than you’d think and I’ll be damned if I’m go­ing to do it in a pret­ty dress to ruin. Be­sides, the em­bers don’t burn for long in sweat.”

Brook’s lips part­ed as she start­ed to say some­thing, then she stepped back to stand next to Li­n­san.

Li­n­san took in the sight and then ges­tured to the car. “How is the Coast­er?”

“Fight­ing me like a bull in spring.” Miska test­ed her hair which had been pulled back into a pony tail and then let it go. Her hair, like her skin, was black­ened by sooth. “I should have the frame fin­ished in a­bout an hour and start work­ing on the small­er pieces.”

“Mid­night?”

Miska sighed. “Sor­ry, but that won’t hap­pen.”

Brook whim­pered and Li­n­san felt a tight­ness in her chest.

“But, I’ll have you on the road by first light, come the wi­nter winds. Even if I have to get out and push you all the way.”

Brook turned back. “How much to get us out by mid­night?”

Miska laughed, a sur­pris­ing­ly deep so­und from the blo­nde. It was also a bit­ter tone. “Mon­ey? You think mon­ey is go­ing to make me faster?”

Brook tensed.

“I’m go­ing as fast as I can, Princess.” Miska gave Brook a hard look and then shook her head.

“What a­bout so­me­one to help you?”

“The ne­arest smith is over in Ta­bin-Over-Bridges, that’s twen­ty miles away and the bas­tard hates me. You have to go at least thir­ty north or west to find so­me­one who would work for me, as a woman or Feil. And with­out your car, you’re lo­o­king at twen­ty or thir­ty hours walk to find out.”

“I could get a horse.”

“Still, you’d be rid­ing all night with a horse you don’t know to a place you’ve nev­er been. Think a­bout it, you re­al­ly want to risk that much mon­ey in­stead of wait­ing a few more hours.” Miska sighed. “No, Princess, your mon­ey isn’t go­ing to help you now.”

Brook’s lips tight­ened into a thin line.

“And offe­ring to bribe me isn’t go­ing to make me any faster. You’d have bet­ter lucky pay­ing to get into my shorts and I’m too busy for a roll on a mat­tress, I don’t whore my­self out, and you are way too up­tight to get be­tween my thighs.”

Brook i­nhaled sharply.

Li­n­san caught her hand and squ­e­ezed it. Then she ad­dressed Miska. “Thank you. Is there any­thing we do to help? Buy you di­nner or some­thing to drink?”

Miska’s shoul­ders re­laxed per­cep­ti­bly. “No, smithing and dri­n­king are a good way to lose a fi­nger. Af­ter, maybe.” She stepped back. “I need to get back to work, Dancer, but I ap­pre­ci­ate the of­fer.”

Then she lo­oked at Brook. “Good night, Princess.”

Brook growled at the back of her throat, but Miska turned and strode back into the smithy.

Li­n­san tugged Brook away. “Come on, let’s get di­nner and a bath.”

“She’s… she’s…”

“She is help­ing us, Brook, and we need to let her work.”

Brook flo­unced back to­ward pub­lic house, mutte­ring un­der her breath, “… un­gra­teful cow, what does she think…!”

Li­n­san trailed be­hind, e­njoy­ing the mo­ment of si­lence ex­cept for the steady beat of fist a­gainst met­al. She swayed to it, it was de­fi­nite­ly some­thing she could dance too.

Her an­kle twinged and she stum­bled.

With a hiss, she stopped and mo­u­nted the stairs. “Too bad we can’t ask her to join us.”

But that wasn’t a ques­tion she could bring up with Brook nor one she could ask of Miska.

Then a thought rose up. The “cho­ose the fields of your bat­tles” line was from a play that her fa­ther had writ­ten a­bout, The King of All Moles and Oth­er In­signif­i­cant Ac­com­plish­ments.

“Damn the gods, I thought I was be­ing wise for once.” She sighed ru­eful­ly and he­aded in­side. She had to tell Brook.
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        Repaired


        
And if it wasn’t for that sto­waway, the en­tire crew of the Mary Glo­ry would have been lost.
—The Ghosts of the Mary Glo­ry (Act 4, Scene 11)

Nei­ther Brook nor Li­n­san slept well that night.

For Li­n­san, the thought of head­ing out back on their hunt was ter­ri­fy­ing. As she bobbed in and out of con­sci­ous­ness, night­mares gnawed at the edges of her thoughts. If it wasn’t get­ting lost in the wilder­ness with a bro­ken car, it was hold­ing Brook’s body in her arms as her best fri­end bled out. It felt like a hun­dred ways of fail­ure beat a­gainst Li­n­san’s thoughts and there was a hint of de­spair lurk­ing her mind when she fi­nal­ly drift­ed to sleep.

When she woke up a­gain, Brook had al­ready packed and left the room. The smell of per­fume brought a smile to Li­n­san’s lips and she dressed quick­ly be­fore in­spect­ing the dry­ing bow. The glue had set and ap­peared to be hard. In a per­fect world, she would have let it still for an­oth­er week, but in that same world, she would have her fam­i­ly’s wood to re­pair it, her fa­ther’s glue and tra­di­tions, and prob­a­bly a vi­o­lin craft­ed di­rect­ly for her.

She e­njoyed the idle fa­nta­sy of hav­ing the per­fect in­stru­ment while she set the bow into the case, made sure the vi­o­lin didn’t have any new scratch­es, and then sealed it up. She gath­ered up the bor­rowed tools to car­ry every­thing down to the main room.

Down be­low, she saw Brook and Har at the bar. Brook wore her yel­low for­mal dress, with lit­tle blue em­bro­idery along the bot­tom and match­ing gloves, boots, and a nar­row-brimmed hat with a blue flower on it.

“Are you sure?” asked Har as he po­ured a can­vas bag of what ap­peared to be sug­ar di­rect­ly into a cast iron pot on the co­u­nter.

“Yes, yes,” Brook said as she stirred. “Just a bit more and it will be per­fect.” She reached over the co­u­nter to grab a hand­ful of leaves and dropped them in.

Har shook his head as he emp­tied out the bag. “How are you able to sleep af­ter dri­n­king this?”

Brook gri­nned and stirred the pot. “Oh… this is just a­bout right. Please sim­mer it for a­bout ten or twen­ty min­utes un­til it is just a­bout syrup and then add the milk.”

He gro­aned as he set aside the emp­ty bag. “A girl as thin as you should not be able to drink this. For what? A week’s sup­ply?”

Li­n­san gri­nned as she set down her case and tools. “That’s prob­a­bly just for to­day.”

His eyes wi­dened and he lo­oked at Brook who nod­ded sage­ly.

“I like to drink while I dri­ve,” she ex­plained.

“You prob­a­bly go fur­ther if you don’t have to stop to pee every hour.”

“I don’t stop. Be­sides, a lady doesn’t talk a­bout that.”

He glanced at Li­n­san who shook her head. Then his gaze dropped to the tools. “Why don’t you leave those here? I’ll get them re­turned.”

“Are you sure?”

Har reached out and pushed the tools away from Li­n­san. “You have a press­ing need to be any­where. Be­sides, if I don’t get you out of my vil­lage, your fri­end is go­ing to co­n­sume every sweet thing we own.”

Brook lo­oked up from stir­ring the pot. “I’m sor­ry. How much?”

“Only what you’ve al­ready paid, Princess.”

A flick­er of an­noy­ance crossed her face.

“Sor­ry. I should have asked. Do you mind be­ing called that or do you pre­fer Lady Ka­bisal?”

She shrugged. “Princess is fine as long as I’m on the road soon.”

“If Miska said she would be done, she would have nev­er stopped. She was work­ing all night and fin­ished up only a few hours ago. One thing a­bout the Feil, if they swear on the wi­nter winds, they will walk past the Cou­ple to ful­fill their pro­mise. Miska is one of the good ones, you can trust her.”

He smacked the co­u­nter. “So, what can I get you for break­fast?”

Brook po­int­ed to the pot. “I’m good.”

Har lo­oked pa­ined.

Li­n­san chuck­led. “Could we get some­thing to go? Some­thing sim­ple that won’t make a mess?”

He gru­nted.

“Come on, Brook, let’s check out the Coast­er.”

“But, my break­fast…” Brook po­uted as she inched away from the pot.

“I will de­liv­er what­ev­er you call that with the rest of your break­fast.”

Re­luc­tant­ly, Brook let Li­n­san lead her out of the pub­lic house and across the road to the smithy. It was dark and silent, but the front of the Coast­er was clear­ly vis­i­ble. The front ap­peared to be pris­tine, from the shimme­ring met­al to the smooth sur­faces. There was no hint of a ham­mer or even Miska’s fist. Even the top had been re­placed, though the met­al work lo­oked en­tire­ly diffe­rent; no doubt since the o­ri­gi­nal was in some field miles away.

Brook let out a squ­eal and rushed for­ward. Her heels rapped a­gainst the gro­und as she plu­nged into the smithy.

Li­n­san fol­lowed slow­er. As she ap­proached, she no­ticed a piece of pa­per tucked un­der­neath a bar near the wind­shield. Tug­ging it free, she start­ed to read it.

“What in the Fa­ther’s fury!?” Brook’s voice was a mix­ture of sur­prise and a­nger.

“Let me guess, we have a smith in the back seat?”

“She’s prac­ti­cal­ly naked!” Brook snapped. “Why is she there!? This isn’t a bed!”

Li­n­san fin­ished read­ing the note. “Beca­use she got the Coast­er ru­n­ning but doesn’t think it can take more stress. So Miska de­cid­ed to come with us—”

“No!” snapped Brook as she stormed out. Her face twist­ed in a­nger. “We are not let­ting that… woman in my Coast­er!”

“She’s a me­chan­ic, Brook.”

“I don’t care! I want to get away from her! She’s like a tick, stick­ing in where she isn’t wa­nted!”

Li­n­san stared for a mo­ment. “Calm down.”

“I will not—”

“Brook!” yelled Li­n­san.

Brook snapped her mouth shut.

“She re­pa­ired your Coast­er. She is get­ting us on the road to get your dad­dy’s killers. She can fix the car if those men at­tack us a­gain and she isn’t ask­ing for mon­ey.”

“I can—”

Li­n­san tapped her fri­end’s ster­num. “Qu­iet! You may not like her right now, but she’s offe­ring some­thing we don’t have but we de­spe­rate­ly need.”

“She’s…” Brook qu­i­eted at Li­n­san’s glare.

“Look, I know it sucks. But you can see that we need to move and we need to catch Tilbin and his ass­holes. What if they do that fire ham­mer on us a­gain? Can you af­ford to give them a few days head star? Can you trust you’ll find a me­chan­ic that hap­pens to be will­ing to work for us?”

Brook’s lips tight­ened.

“We’ll keep you two apart from each oth­er. Diffe­rent rooms, even if I have to busk to pay for it. But we need her more right now. We need her to do what we set out to do, right?”

Brook’s cheeks col­ored a­gain as she balled her hands into fists. Then she sighed. “Damn the Cou­ple.”

“Let’s not piss off the gods right now. We still don’t know if Tilbin is ac­tu­al­ly head­ing to Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters or not. The faster we can catch them or know their des­ti­na­tion, the bet­ter we have a chance to fight on our terms in­stead of be­ing tricked into be­ing cursed by a damn tree.”

“What if she is trick­ing us?”

“Then she’s putting an aw­ful lot of ef­fort into the con. That Coast­er looks noth­ing like the wreck we brought in only yes­ter­day. If it dri­ves, then we’re good. Right?”

Brook let out a long sigh. Tears glit­tered in her eyes but she nod­ded. “For Dad­dy.”

“For your Dad­dy.”

Brook sniffed and then pulled Li­n­san into a hut. Her body trem­bled with tears as she squ­e­ezed for a long mo­ment be­fore re­leas­ing her. “S-Sor­ry… I don’t know how much more I can take.”

“Just fo­cus on the goal. We need to catch his killers. We’ve prac­ticed and we know what we’re go­ing to do. He won’t play the same tricks on us a­gain.”

“I… I should get my drinks and break­fast.”

Li­n­san let Brook go be­fore she he­aded into smithy her­self. Cu­rios­i­ty rose and she pe­ered into the back of the Glass­coast­er where Miska was sprawled out in the back seat. She had on a short top and her sta­ined shorts on. A pair of boots were rest­ing on the floor but there were no oth­er trav­el sup­plies.

A­u­tomat­i­cal­ly, Li­n­san glanced at her toes and winced at the rough-cut nails, dirt and grime, and scratch­es. She was used to the del­i­cate flow­ers that stood on the stage whe­reas Miska lo­oked like she could walk miles in her bare feet.

She glanced up at the tat­toos, try­ing to dis­cern the pat­tern. There was one, but she couldn’t fig­ure it out. They didn’t ap­pear to form words she knew or im­ages she could pic­ture.

Set­ting Miska’s appe­a­rance aside for lat­er, she checked the boot of the Glass­coast­er to drop off her own sup­ples but didn’t see any­thing else. To oc­cu­py her­self un­til Brook re­turned, she cir­cled a­ro­und the smithy lo­o­king for Miska’s clothes.

There was a chest of draw­ers in the back next to a ham­mock. In­side where crum­bled clothes and tools jammed into each of the draw­ers. Gathe­ring a healthy sup­ply, Li­n­san put them into the cle­an­est can­vas bag she could find and tossed it into the trunk of the car.

She start­ed to close the trunk but then wo­n­dered if Miska would need re­pair sup­plies. She used her fists to shape met­al, but there were pli­ers and oth­er strange tools, not to men­tion stacks of met­al bars. Wor­ry­ing her bot­tom lip, Li­n­san lo­oked over them and sco­oped up a hand­ful of the met­al bars and tossed in what lo­oked like to be fre­qu­ent­ly used tools.

The car­ri­age of the Glass­coast­er sank slight­ly and Li­n­san wor­ried that she was over­load­ing the bug­gy.

“Got it!” Brook said, her voice a lit­tle more sullen than be­fore. “Ready?”

With­out wait­ing for an an­swer, she slipped into her Glass­coast­er and set­tled into place. Her bright yel­low gloves were al­most shi­ning as she set down her first drink in the hold­er and put the rest next to Miska’s boots.

Li­n­san thought she saw her hesi­tate but then Brook was back in her seat.

“Come on, Lin.”

Sha­king her head and wo­n­de­ring what she had got­ten her­self into, Li­n­san set­tled into place.

Brook start­ed the e­ngine be­fore Li­n­san closed her door. The en­tire bug­gy ro­ared to life, sha­king un­der­neath them with the fa­mil­iar gur­gle and hiss of the steam boil­er heat­ing up. Mo­ments lat­er, gauges be­gan to climb on the dash.

With a sigh of co­n­tent­ment, Brook eased it out of the smithy.

Har stood at the en­trance of his place and waved.

Li­n­san waved.

The bug­gy lurched for­ward, e­ngine ris­ing in pitch as it ac­cele­rat­ed. Mo­ments lat­er, it was out of the small vil­lage and rac­ing along the road. The force pushed Li­n­san back into her seat with the fa­mil­iar sense of ac­cel­er­a­tion.

“How does it feel?” she asked.

Brook’s smile was all the an­swer she ne­eded.
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        Princess


        
The Glass­coast­er con­ti­nued to be a vi­able mode of trans­porta­tion for al­most half a cen­tu­ry de­spite the con­si­de­r­able ad­vances in tech­nol­o­gy.
—Forsin dea Casin, The Lega­cy of the Glass Ve­hi­cle Com­pa­ny

Li­n­san didn’t re­al­ize how much los­ing the Glass­coast­er had stressed her. Be­ing in the leather seat felt like a com­fort­able bed and the heat filte­ring through the wind­shield made it hard to keep her eyes open. U­nderneath her, the rum­ble of the e­ngine and the thump of pis­tons were a lul­la­by.

She yawned and turned to the side.

Next to her, Brook was on her sec­ond glass of tea. She lo­oked more re­lax than Li­n­san, with a smile on her lips and an al­most me­dia­tive look on her face as she sca­nned the road a­head. Her hand con­stant­ly shift­ed from the gears, to her cup, to her lap, and then back a­gain. It was grace­ful how she moved.

Li­n­san re­gard­ed her fri­end. Even though there was a new in­ti­ma­cy be­tween them, she wasn’t sure what would hap­pen with them. She had no idea if she was in love, lust, or some­thing else. Her knowl­edge of plays and songs couldn’t help her; her heart wasn’t burst­ing with joy and not a sin­gle bird gave her a mono­lo­gue. She was also sure that she wasn’t lo­o­king at Brook in the same way her moth­er lo­oked at her fa­ther.

She sighed and closed her eyes. What was love? Af­fec­tion? Lust? Some­thing else? She e­njoyed the clo­seness and the sex was e­njoy­able, but she couldn’t i­mag­ine dress­ing up like Brook any more than she could i­mag­ine Brook want­i­ng to ded­i­cate her life to the Sterlig grove which Li­n­san could nev­er a­ba­n­don.

No an­swers came from fa­i­ries fly­ing into the car or that one talk­ing cat from Gone With Winds and Flow­ers. Li­n­san smiled to her­self and be­gan to hum one of the songs from the play be­fore glanc­ing at the back seat.

Miska was still sprawled out on the back seat, knees up to her chest and her blo­nde pony tail rest­ing on her shoul­der. But her eyes were wide open, sta­ring at noth­ing.

Li­n­san’s heart skipped a beat for a mo­ment.

Then Miska lo­oked at her and smiled.

Li­n­san did a dou­ble take.

With a yawn, Miska sat up and le­aned into the gap be­tween the two seats. Her eyes sca­nned the road and then she po­int­ed for­ward. “You need to get stop at that vil­lage in a­bout three le­a­gues.”

Brook jumped. “Moth­er damned!”

The bug­gy swayed vi­o­lent­ly for a mo­ment be­fore she got it un­der con­trol.

“What is wrong with you?”

Miska didn’t seem per­turbed. “You are burn­ing off your wa­ter. I fig­ured you have a­bout five to ten le­a­gues be­fore you’re out. The vil­lage up there is a cis­tern and a place for me to patch up the boil­er.”

Brook pe­ered at one of the gauges. “It says I’m good.”

“Well, I say you are le­a­king wa­ter, Princess. So do you trust that I in­stalled that thing prop­er­ly or the fact I can hear your wa­ter tank ru­n­ning low?”

Brook’s lips tight­ened.

They con­ti­nued down the road, not slo­wing at all. The Glass­coast­er bounced off a rut and Brook smooth­ly brought it back into line.

Miska shrugged and then le­aned back. “You’re choice, Princess.”

“Stop call­ing me that!”

“Well, stop dress­ing up like some doll and act­ing like you have a stick rammed up that ass of yours and maybe I will.” Miska clicked her to­ngue as she sat back heav­i­ly.

Brook’s face pur­pled. “You have some nerve.”

“And you should be a lot more gra­teful I’m try­ing to keep you on the wi­nter-blown road!”

“It isn’t even wi­nter!”

Miska said noth­ing.

Li­n­san gro­aned. The two were go­ing to be fight­ing for the rest of the trip if she didn’t find a way of get­ting them to talk to each oth­er. They both had a lot in com­mon, if they stopped and lis­tened.

A le­a­gue raced by then Miska gro­aned loud­ly. “Damn, I should have packed some sup­plies.”

Li­n­san le­aned into the space be­tween the seats. “I wasn’t sure, so I fo­und some of your clothes and put them into the trunk. I also threw in some of your pieces of met­al.”

“And my ham­mer?”

“Um… no. But I did put some pli­ers and oth­er tools into the back. Plus you can use mine, but they’re rather del­i­cate and suit­ed for ma­i­n­te­nance of in­stru­ments.”

Miska chuck­led. “Good girl. I guess I won’t have to go buff af­ter all.”

Brook’s noise wrin­kled. “That’s dis­gust­ing.”

“Eat my ass, Princess, and maybe I’ll do the same.”

Brook start­ed to say some­thing, but her mouth re­ma­ined open as her eyes wi­dened. A blush col­ored her cheeks.

Se­e­ing a pos­si­bil­i­ty, Li­n­san sat back with a smile.

Brook glared at her.

Up a­head, Li­n­san spot­ted a sign for the vil­lage. “Are you go­ing to stop?”

Brook made an an­noyed noise in the back of her throat. Her hands tight­ened on the ste­e­ring wheel. The Coast­er be­gan to ac­cele­rate, pu­shing Li­n­san back into her seat.

“Brook?”

“Fine!” Brook snapped be­fore pulling her foot off the ac­cele­ra­tor.
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        Challenge


        
You ply your skill for a bit of co­in just as I do for an­oth­er. In the end, we have two bits to rub to­geth­er and noth­ing more. But as one, we make far more than our ha­tred would al­low se­parate­ly.
—Linslar Ga­bon-Forst, As Two Broth­ers Fight, A Tale of Choic­es Most Dire

Li­n­san sighed as she sat on a bench near one of the city fo­u­n­tains. When they ar­rived in Sicm­la Ri­hem­lan ear­ly in the morn­ing, she had high hopes they would be able to find Tilbin or at least co­nfir­ma­tion of their des­ti­na­tion with Pal­i­sis. But hours of walk­ing through the city, ask­ing eve­ry­one she could find, there wasn’t even a hint of the mur­der­ers.

She rocked her vi­o­lin case back and forth be­tween her knees as she le­aned back. The sun pa­i­nted across her face and she signed a­gain. De­spite the clear skies, it was a cool day and per­fect for walk­ing a­ro­und town. But she was tired of chas­ing af­ter Tabil. The feel­ing of be­ing lost rose up and she gro­aned.

“Hey, you a stu­dent?”

Li­n­san lift­ed her head to see a yo­ung man a­bout her age stand­ing a few feet away. He had a pair of drums on a strap a­ro­und his neck and a dozen sticks in his deep pock­ets. There were scars a­ro­und his neck and his hair flopped over one eye, ob­scu­ring it. She gave a tired smile. “No, just pass­ing by.”

“That a fid­dle?”

“Vi­o­lin.”

His shoul­ders sagged. “Damn, I was ho­ping for so­me­one to play with.”

Her cu­rios­i­ty piqued, she sat up. “Can’t play with vi­o­lins?”

He turned and waved dis­mis­sive­ly. “You all sit like rocks on a bench, flip­ping your sheets as if you were so­me­one fa­mous. I’m sure you’re great, I would just rather have so­me­one mov­ing.”

Li­n­san smiled to her­self. Maybe a lit­tle play­ing would help her. “Is that a challe­nge?”

He stopped and lo­oked over his shoul­der. His eye lo­oked at her. “You think you can move?”

Heart­beat quicke­ning, she stood up. “Do you think you could keep up?”

“Half and half?” She was star­tled by the ques­tion be­fore she re­al­ized he was talk­ing a­bout mon­ey from busk­ing.

Even with Brook pay­ing for al­most every­thing, Li­n­san e­njoyed be­ing able to prove some of her way. She nod­ded.

“Got a per­mit?”

Her face fell.

He gri­nned. “Don’t wor­ry, I have a plus one. Name’s Rav­el, but you can call me Rav.”

She picked up her case and walked over to him. “I’m Lin. And why do you have a plus one if you a­ren’t play­ing with any­one?”

Rav­el waved his hand. “Oh, I like to challe­nge play­ers. The prob­lem is none of them are any good. Well, Valil over there is de­cent.” He po­int­ed to a trum­pet play­er on the op­po­site side of the squ­are, an old­er woman with a­bout half a dozen peo­ple liste­ning to her play an up­beat tune.

He ges­tured to a spot at the cor­ner. It had a num­ber of signs but Li­n­san spot­ted a mu­si­cal note on one of them, a busk­ing spot. She had nev­er seen a for­mal one be­fore but her fa­ther had told her a­bout many of the cus­toms a­ro­und them.

It took her a mo­ment to set down her case. She pressed the but­ton and ro­tat­ed it. The case popped open and her Sterlig shone in the sun­light.

Rav­el whis­tled as he dropped a buck­et in front of them. “That’s a quick re­lease case. You a com­bat play­er?”

His ques­tion stopped her for a mo­ment. “Kind of. Not very good though.”

“Got son­ic pow­ers?”

She nod­ded.

“How is the city re­so­nance for you?”

It was a dif­fi­cult ques­tion to ask. When she was yo­u­nger, she knew that every place had a mag­i­cal re­so­nance, a fre­qu­ency of pow­er that meshed with those who lived there. Fo­reign cities had diffe­rent en­er­gies and she could feel the diffe­rences of pow­er as a faint tick­ling in the back of her head where she couldn’t scratch it.

Thi­n­king a­bout it made it worse. She squirmed for a mo­ment be­fore pulling out her bow and in­spect­ing the re­pairs. It lo­oked ready to play but she hadn’t test­ed it. “It’s okay, I nev­er felt it be­fore.”

Li­n­san gin­ger­ly test­ed the ten­sion on her strings and then stood up. Fit­ting the vi­o­lin un­der her chin, she played a sin­gle hesi­tant note. It came out scre­e­ching and she winced at the name.

Rav­el ex­haled hard, his hair flut­tered up to re­veal that his oth­er eye was milky. “Not a good com­bat play­er, huh? You al­ways take this long to get ready?”

She shot a glare at him. “This is the first time I’ve played since I’ve re­pa­ired the bow. I’m…”

“Just play.”

“What?”

“Play.” His hands danced over his drums. Fi­nger­tips ca­ressed the edge for a mo­ment and then he tapped a beat. “Come on. Give me some­thing new. Any­thing.”

“Any­thing?” She said, her heart flutte­ring.

Rav­el tapped his fi­ngers along the heads of his drums. With every strike, col­ors blos­somed from the im­pact in bursts of blue and yel­low. The beat was a sim­ple one, three fast and then a loud one but it was also the o­pe­ning rhythm for a tune she knew.

Tens­ing, Li­n­san played the first four notes. She didn’t use pow­ers but the tones rang out with the clar­i­ty from be­fore. The bow felt right in her hand, just a few grains off ce­nter from be­fore. She al­most sobbed in re­lief.

He scoffed. “That’s it?”

His hands ran through a riff, eight notes a few bars into the song. With each strike, flash­es of col­ors burst out in clouds a­ro­und him. It was a com­plex song for a drum­mer, with wind­ing beats and cha­n­ging pat­terns.

Li­n­san fol­lowed suite, play­ing her eight notes as she ad­just­ed to the diffe­rences.

Rav­el re­spo­nded, skip­ping his feet as he twirled a­ro­und.

With a smile, Li­n­san played her bit and kicked her foot up as she spun a­ro­und.

“There we go!” He played an­oth­er few bars, skip­ping a few. He spun a­ro­und and kicked off into an­oth­er spin.

Feel­ing play­ful, she played her bit and matched his moves, adding a hop to her spin. “Do you know the whole song, or just the good parts?”

He re­spo­nded while play­ing in bursts of col­ors. “Well, try­ing to fig­ure out what you can do. So far, you a­ren’t any­thing fan­cy.”

Li­n­san la­unched her­self into her part be­fore the col­ors fad­ed a­ro­und him. She fo­cused her­self into her song, let­ting the pow­er spi­ral out of her and pluck­ing at the clouds of col­or.

The burst a­ro­und him shot straight up in a flower of bril­li­ance. She fin­ished with a low sweep. “Just warm­ing up.” She was gri­n­ning.

“Then, play!” He plucked a pair of sticks from his pock­ets and then burst into a flur­ry of beats of the song. The sticks didn’t di­min­ish his pow­er and he was quick­ly sur­ro­u­nded by clouds of col­ors.

The duet part end­ing, she jo­ined into his song. He played fast, but she could keep up as they cir­cled a­ro­und each oth­er, spi­n­ning and kick­ing. Her pow­ers la­unched his col­ors into the sky un­til they formed a mul­ti-col­ored canopy above their heads.

Their challe­nge be­came one of dance but the mu­sic didn’t stop. He mim­ic­ked her move and added one. She did the same, her body lo­o­se­ning up as she let her­self be draw into the bliss of mu­sic and move­ment.

She was dim­ly aware of a crowd gathe­ring but her mind re­ma­ined fo­cus on ke­e­ping up with Rav­el’s song. There were diffe­rences, ei­ther wrong strikes on his part or re­gi­onal cha­nges. She kept her part up, play­ing and cor­rect­ing to keep them in har­mo­ny un­til the song fi­nal­ly wore down.

A cheer rose up and the pat­ter of co­ins la­nded into the buck­et.

Rav­el gri­nned. “Okay, you a­ren’t half bad.”

She pa­nted soft­ly. “I could say the same.”

“Want to go big?”

“How so?”

“Equal shares if I call in oth­ers?”

Li­n­san just wa­nted to play. She nod­ded.

Rav­el’s smile grew wider. Then he turned to­ward Valil. “Oi! Grand­ma Toot! Get your ass over here! Equal share!”

From the oth­er side, a fid­dle play­er called out. “What a­bout me?”

“Come on, we need it!” He glanced at her af­ter he yelled.

She nod­ded. Notic­ing that the edges of the crown were start­ing to drift, she start­ed up a ja­unty tune to de­lay as the two oth­er play­ers hur­ried over. A third, an­oth­er drum­mer, showed up.

They in­tro­duced them­selves as they ap­proached.

“Valil.”

“Bok,” said the drum­mer sim­ply.

“Strin.” The fid­dler play­er lo­oked at her vi­o­lin and then down to his scratched and be­aten in­stru­ment. It had seen bet­ter days and she felt un­com­fort­able se­e­ing the obvi­ous re­pairs that were made with string and wire.

She gave him her best smile.

“Know Qu­e­e­nie?” asked Rav­el. He beat a sam­ple se­ries on his drum. Li­n­san frowned un­til the Strin and Valil jo­ined in; it was obvi­ous­ly a song they all knew. It took her only a few notes to re­al­ize it was The Qu­e­en’s Tri­umph, a song a­bout the neigh­bo­ring co­un­try’s Sil­ver Qu­e­en.

With a grin, Li­n­san played her part firm­ly. Her bow swung as she danced over the com­plex in­tro­duc­tion and then slowed into the first qu­iet part of the song.

They all stared at her.

She slowed, wo­n­de­ring if she had start­ed the wrong song.

Then Rav­el shrugged and gri­nned. “Appa­rent­ly there were some notes we didn’t know a­bout. Well, boys and girls, I say Lin leads. Good?”

With a ro­und of agre­e­ments, they la­unched them­selves into the next song. Li­n­san lead the way, twirling and danc­ing with Rav­el as the oth­ers jo­ined in.

It was quick­ly clear that Rav­el was a per­form­ing drum­mer and the oth­ers couldn’t keep up, but there were smiles and Li­n­san slowed and let the songs fo­cus on each one in an at­tempt to enco­u­rage them.

Co­ins clicked into the buck­et, a few of them bounc­ing off their bod­ies when they danced too close to it.

Li­n­san laughed as she spun and kicked and wove a­ro­und the oth­ers. Her bow nev­er stopped mov­ing as the tones rose up and sent the bril­li­ance of clouds high above them.

Oth­er il­lu­sions added to their song: lit­tle sil­ver flow­ers gro­wing up from the cracks un­der­neath her feet, flash­es of light­ning in the cloud above her, and the smell of cit­rus that trailed be­hind her in clouds.

Along with it came prick­les and itch­es of mag­ic in close prox­im­i­ty. It wasn’t pa­i­nful, but she couldn’t help but no­tice them as she sailed a­ro­und.

The song e­nded and an­oth­er start­ed. Then an­oth­er.

In the mid­dle of one, she no­ticed Rav­el dump the buck­et into her case to emp­ty it and then set it out a­gain. He wi­nked at her.

There were only two more songs be­fore Li­n­san felt a beat sha­king the gro­und.

Miska stood to the side, clap­ping along with the beat. Heat shim­mered above her as she gri­nned. Re­flex­ive­ly, Li­n­san used her me­asured clap­ping as a metro­nome to keep the song mov­ing steadi­ly.

When it fin­ished and they all gave a bow to the ap­pla­use, she had to hold up her hand. “No more. My fri­end is here.” She ges­tured to Miska who ap­proached.

Rav­el glanced at her and then did a dou­ble take. He stepped away from Miska. “But she’s…” His jaw clamped and he lo­oked down. “Leav­ing?”

“I need to be some­where.”

“Well,” his smile re­turned. “You were a wor­thy challe­nge, Lin. Feel free to come back any time. I’m sure you won’t keep up next time.” He rapped along his drum and bursts of blue sur­ro­u­nded him.

Valil pa­nted. “Shares?” She lo­oked ner­vous.

Li­n­san lo­oked at her and saw re­pa­ired clothes and thin shoes. The oth­er play­ers, in­clud­ing Rav­el, lo­oked the same. These were buskers who strug­gled to make ends meet. She was a woman with a rich fri­end. She had more mon­ey hid­den in the case than any of the mu­si­ci­ans prob­a­bly saw in a year. With a sigh, she sco­oped out the co­ins from her case as her mind spun fu­ri­ous­ly.

Rav­el knelt down and po­ured all the co­ins into a pile be­tween the five play­ers. “Strin, want to sort? Five even piles.”

Li­n­san made a de­ci­sion. “Four.”

He lo­oked at her sharply.

“I don’t need any shares. I was just in for the challe­nge.”

“You played bet­ter than most of them.”

She gave him a hard look. “You all need it more than me.”

Strin knelt down next to them. He tapped four fi­ngers a­gainst his palm three times.

There was a tick­ling of pow­er and then the co­ins rolled away from each oth­er, form­ing four loose piles in front of the play­ers. Two co­ins spun in the ce­nter un­til Rav­el pushed one to Valil, one to the oth­er drum­mer, and then added a co­in from his pile to Strin’s. “Fair is fair, you all were great.”

Valil and the drum­mer snatched up their share and hur­ried away.

Rav­el stood up. “What’s your play?” he asked Li­n­san.

She blushed. “You need it. I have plen­ty right now.”

“No, I don’t like char­i­ty.”

“It isn’t char­i­ty, Rav. Mon­ey isn’t what I’m lo­o­king for.”

“What is it then?” he said in a tense tone.

“What?” she asked. Then she shook her head. “Don’t wor­ry a­bout it.”

“Tell me. I won’t let you give away your share.”

“Rav.”

“Tell me or I’m dump­ing all my mon­ey in your case.”

Li­n­san rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’m lo­o­king for so­me­one dri­ving a big black car, a Black Thu­nder. I don’t know if it came through here or not, but I’m ho­ping.”

Rav­el’s at­ti­tude soft­ened. “Damn, I thought I could help. I haven’t seen any. Have you, Strin?”

“No, they don’t al­low cars this far into the city. So­me­one you know?”

“A man I’m hunt­ing. He…” she didn’t know how to ex­plain ei­ther the mur­der or price­less vi­o­lin with a street mu­si­ci­an. “… set a fire us­ing mag­ic with his gu­itar and—”

Strin gasped. “Three guys with fire pow­ers!?”

“Y-Yes!”

“I saw so­me­one like that! On the south side! I wa­nted to check out the gu­itar but he must have thought I was try­ing to steal it. He chord­ed the strings and hit me with a burst of fire. And then one of his fri­ends chased me off.”

Strin rubbed his arm. “I just wa­nted to hear it. All I have is my Fet­pa­hin here,” he said as he heft­ed his fid­dle.

In that mo­ment, if Li­n­san had her shares, she would have dumped them on Strin. In­stead she hugged him tight­ly. “Thank you! That’s ex­act­ly what I need.”

Strin smiled hesi­tant­ly and hugged her back, his fid­dle bump­ing a­gainst her back.

She se­parat­ed quick­ly with a blush. “S-Sor­ry, I need to go.”

Rav­el le­aned for­ward. “We’re good?”

“Yes!” she said as she quick­ly packed her in­stru­ment. Then she made an­oth­er choice. Shov­ing her hand into the tight gap, she pulled out a small stack of bills that her pa­rents had hid­den in the li­ning be­fore she sealed her case and straight­ened. With­out in­spect­ing the mon­ey, she rough­ly split the five cukdin bills into two piles and ha­nded each one to Rav­el and Strin.

Both of their eyes grew wide as they stared at the bright­ly col­ored mon­ey, the stiff card-like ma­te­rial stick­ing out from their fi­ngers.

“I can’t thank you e­nough!” she called be­fore Miska and her ran off.
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        Pistons


        
No one knows how the world war would have e­nded if the guilds of ma­chine had solved their con­flict ear­li­er.
—Ry­ochi nea Fa­mer­il

Li­n­san didn’t know ex­act­ly where she was go­ing, but just kno­wing Tilbin was in the city gave her hope. She he­aded to­ward the south be­fore she re­al­ized that Miska was lead­ing the way. “Do you know some­thing?”

“There is only one me­chan­ics shop in this part of town. A bunch of ba­gatos ru­n­ning a Pis­ton shop.”

“Ba­gatos?”

Miska smiled grim­ly. “Men who lie out of their ass­holes.”

Li­n­san smirked.

“They told me that it wasn’t a woman’s job to work met­al. I was go­ing to let that slide since they have hearts of brick, but if they know a­bout the Black Thu­nder, I need to ask a­gain.”

Li­n­san hur­ried along. As they strode through the city, a thought start­ed to grow in her head and she re­al­ized she ne­eded ask. “Miska? Why are you help­ing us?”

Miska lo­oked at her and shrugged.

“No,” Li­n­san said stop­ping near the front of a bak­er. “You wouldn’t just rip up your life to trav­el across the co­un­try for a stranger.”

“Maybe I would.” Miska’s eyes flashed and her shoul­ders tensed.

Li­n­san stared at her, wait­ing for the an­swer.

Af­ter a mo­ment, Miska glared at her and then stepped out of the road to the side of the shop. The smells of baked breads waft­ed past them from the al­ley at her back. “You know what it is like gro­wing up as a Feil?”

“I heard the name but I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s the name of my tribe, not that any­one re­mem­bered it. We used to call that en­tire area our home, but then the armies came through. They left be­hind ass­holes who cla­imed the lands since it was ‘a­ba­n­doned.’” She spat on the gro­und.

“But you lived there? How could they do that?”

Miska gave her a bit­ter smile. “Nev­er thought a­bout peo­ple liv­ing be­fore you all shows up?”

Li­n­san tried to think a­bout all the plays that she knew, none of them talked a­bout the tribes ex­cept for a hand­ful where the vil­li­ans were a­bo­ri­gi­nal." She blushed and shook her head.

“Don’t have to lie to me.”

Li­n­san ducked her head. “Sor­ry.”

Miska scoffed and scratched her nose for a mo­ment. “May­forn’s fam­i­ly owns most of Lit­tle Rock. The oth­er ass­holes doled up our lands and farmed them for their prof­its. They are rich boys who don’t have to work which is why they run a­ro­und steal­ing and killing.”

Gro­wing more un­com­fort­able, Li­n­san squirmed.

“So, Mu­sic Girl, I have my re­asons to ma­king sure Tilbin, Gabaw, and May­forn’s lives be­come a liv­ing hell. And I will walk the wi­nter trail if it means Old Gab and Cal can breath eas­i­er.”

With­out wait­ing for a re­spo­nse, Miska turned and stormed off.

It took Li­n­san a few sec­onds be­fore she caught up and walked even with her.

It didn’t take them long to get to a beau­ti­ful build­ing pa­i­nted a bright blue. It had faux pis­tons on ei­ther side of the three large doors lead­ing in­side. The de­sign was sim­ple, a­bout on par with a stage dec­o­ra­tion, but it was a clear in­di­ca­tion of which guild the me­chan­ics were as­so­ci­ated with.

Even with the cool day, they were wide open as a dozen men worked on two cars in­side. They lo­oked rough, with greasy hands and sta­ined clothes.

Miska went for the mid­dle door. “Gen­tle­men!”

A man un­der­neath the ve­hi­cle, a nar­row-wheeled car with a tall smoke­stack and large boil­er, pulled out and sat up. “Back for more? This isn’t a place for you, Girl. Get your tat­to­oed ass away be­fore so­me­one gets hurt.”

Miska’s ex­pres­sion dark­ened. “I was will­ing to let that pass but then I fo­und out you lied to me.”

Scoff­ing, he stood up and shoved his hands in his pock­ets. “No, I said it wasn’t any of your busi­ness and to get out be­fore I spank you beca­use you’re too big for your britch­es.”

Mis­take stopped in front of him and glared. “You ser­vice that Black Thu­nder that came into town?”

He jaw tight­ened. “Still ain’t your busi­ness, Girl.”

“I need to know.”

The oth­er me­chan­ics spread out a­ro­und Miska and Li­n­san.

Fear prick­led down Li­n­san’s spine. She lo­wered her hand to her latch, men­tal­ly pre­pa­ring her­self to pull out her in­stru­ment.

Miska stepped away, to­ward the side of the garage and the oth­er car. The sec­ond one was twist­ed and bent, the met­al bro­ken. The dam­age lo­oked al­most as se­ri­ous as the Glass­coast­er from ear­li­er but only on the sur­face. Li­n­san could see that the e­ngine ap­peared to be i­ntact.

The men fol­lowed as their le­ader spoke.

“Now, I don’t care how offe­nded you get, I’m not go­ing to tell you any­thing. Pis­tons have pride in their busi­ness.”

Miska stopped near the dec­o­ra­tive pis­ton. “I plan on ask­ing more ag­gres­sive­ly. Maybe ne­go­ti­at­ing.”

He scoffed a­gain. “I doubt any­one such as your­self has any­thing of worth.”

Miska signed and the air a­ro­und her be­gan to warp. “Maybe, but let’s start with a sim­ple of­fer?”

She took one step back, spun a­ro­und. The air a­ro­und her be­gan to crawl as the heat blast­ed away from her. She punched the side of the dec­o­ra­tive pis­ton and there was a pow­er­ful thud as the met­al burst open. Splat­ters of molten met­al spread out as she tore out a hunk of the soft­ened met­al as her fist con­ti­nued through.

Miska fol­lowed her punch, step­ping into the en­trance of the garage and stop­ping in front of the dev­as­tat­ed car. Hold­ing up her hand, she glared as the paint smoked way leav­ing red met­al that bright­ened. “Now, be­hind me ap­pears to be a ful­ly func­ti­onal Daster e­ngine. Those run… what… ten tho­u­sand cuks at the che­apest?”

The men’s mood cha­nged in an in­stant, from a thre­a­te­ning to sur­prise and fear.

“Now, I’m bet­ting I can put my fist through that e­ngine faster than you can stop me.” Miska clenched her hand and the re­mains of the pis­ton drib­bled out of her hand.

The su­per­vi­sor held up his hand. “Now, lis­ten, Girl, you—”

Then she smiled bright­ly, her a­nger dis­appe­a­ring in a flash. She pat­ted the twist­ed frame. “Or, you give me an hour to shape this met­al and save you the two days it would take your men to do it.”

Eve­ry­one grew silent.

“I don’t care a­bout get­ting paid and I’m sure you’ll still charge the time, but I want to know a­bout that Black Thu­nder and I’m will­ing to earn it.” She wiped the last of molten met­al from her palm on her trousers. The fab­ric smol­dered be­fore it cooled.

The su­per­vi­sor glanced at Li­n­san who still had her hand on her case. Then he turned back. “Why?”

“Beca­use those men killed so­me­one. They need to be brought to jus­tice.”

“Then let the guards do their job.”

“It was in a diffe­rent city and you know that au­thor­i­ty ends at the city bo­u­n­da­ries.”

The su­per­vi­sor shook his head. “Guild laws say I can’t—”

Li­n­san spoke up with an idea of her own. “But does Pis­ton want to be known for ser­vic­ing mur­der­ers?”

His head snapped to­ward her.

She heft­ed her in­stru­ment. “I’m pret­ty good at busk­ing and I’m sure I can come up with a catchy song. Give it three… four days un­til I can have eve­ry­one si­n­ging it in this city.”

Miska’s shoul­ders shook as she strug­gled not to laugh.

He glared at her. “What makes you—?”

A loud hiss­ing noise i­nter­rupt­ed him. He lo­oked back to see Miska had her hand on the ve­hi­cle hood. The met­al was al­ready turn­ing red un­der­neath her grip and the paint blacke­ning.

One of the me­chan­ics lo­wered his ham­mer. “Boss?”

The su­per­vi­sor sighed. “Fuck me on a pike. Fine. Two hours of work and I tell you what I know.”

“I start work­ing, you start talk­ing, my fri­end leaves and I fin­ish the job. Your men are men­ac­ing and I don’t trust a del­i­cate girl like her with them.”

The met­al un­der her hand grew brighter.

“Prove you can work.”

With a shrug, Miska lift­ed her hand from the hood. Le­a­ning over, she picked up a twist­ed rod of met­al and snapped it clear from the ve­hi­cle.

The su­per­vi­sor gro­aned.

Her hands shim­mered as she pumped the met­al in her grip, slid­ing up and down with hard strokes. As she did, the met­al grew hot­ter and be­gan to shift. A few mo­ments lat­er, she twist­ed and straight­ened it out. Turn­ing back, she me­asured it a­gainst a spot on the frame and worked to fit it into place.

The oth­er men stared at her in shock.

“Get to work!” snapped the su­per­vi­sor then turned to Li­n­san. “My name is Caver. What do you want to know?”

“Any­thing?”

“Not much to tell you. They wouldn’t give us a name but they had a guild ser­vices guard. That’s an agre­e­ment where they a­ren’t al­lowed to use an­oth­er guild me­chan­ic but get dis­co­unts on our ser­vices. We of­fer it—”

“Please, sir?” Li­n­san i­nter­rupt­ed.

“Well, I can’t give you their num­ber but I can send word that they are ac­cused of murde­ring so­me­one. Let the high­er ups know what hap­pened.”

“Any­thing else?”

“Who­ev­er ru­ined their car did an im­pres­sive job. The met­al was sheared clean off and most of the joints were bust­ed. It took us hours to re­pair the holes and scrape away the scorch­ing.”

Li­n­san smiled at the de­scrip­tion of Brook’s and her abil­i­ties.

“I had three full crews work­ing full time for a day on it. We had to pay a pre­mium to the Me­chan­i­cal Guild for some sup­plies and two of their forg­ers, but they paid every­thing with­out ques­tion.”

“Then, they have lots of mon­ey?”

Caver shrugged. “Maybe, but they had to go to the bank twice to pay for every­thing. Fi­nal bill was just shy of six­ty tho­u­sand cuks. Twen­ty went to those damn thieves over at Me­chan­i­cal.”

Li­n­san perked up. “Bank? Which bank?”

“I’d have to check.” He lo­oked a­ro­und and then beck­oned for her to fol­low. “In my of­fice.”

Li­n­san hesi­tat­ed, then called out. “I’m go­ing into his of­fice.”

Miska lo­oked up from where she was strad­dling the frame and pulling it back into place. “Be safe.”

The oth­er me­chan­ics were still sta­ring at her as Caver and Li­n­san thre­aded their way into his of­fice. It was crowd­ed with pa­per­work, tools, and box­es. He had a small safe in the back which he o­pened be­fore pul­ing out a black bag. Pulling out a bank note, he ha­nded it to her.

Li­n­san lo­oked over it. It was a tho­u­sand cukdin note with the Ralonix Net­work em­bossed on the cor­ners. It had an ad­dress near the ce­nter of the town.

She was hold­ing more wealth in her hand than she could i­mag­ine. It felt like she should have back­gro­und mu­sic welling up be­hind her or at least a choir si­n­ging for the dra­ma but she was nei­ther on a stage or feel­ing any joy. It was blood mon­ey. She asked for some notes and wrote down the se­rial num­bers from a cou­ple of the notes.

“Did they re­al­ly kill so­me­one?”

She lo­oked up and nod­ded. “They robbed a bank in Cob­bler’s End and killed the man­ag­er.”

“And they sent a girl and a trib­al… ex­cuse me… two girls to hunt him down?” Caver sighed. He had thi­n­ning dark hair plas­tered to his head. When he ran his hand through it, it stuck up in lit­tle spikes.

“The man­ag­er was my fri­end’s fa­ther. They also stole his Black Thu­nder to es­cape.”

“These are da­n­ge­rous men.”

“I’m not go­ing to fight them,” she lied. “I just go­ing to find them and have the lo­cal guards ar­rest them. I just need to know where they are go­ing.”

“Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters.”

She froze and stared at him.

“That was what they ne­eded. E­nough to get them to Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters. I heard them talk­ing a­bout a sale in eight days, I as­sumed it was for the Black Thu­nder. It is a beau­ti­ful car but they we­ren’t con­cerned a­bout looks, only that it could dri­ve.”

Eight days. They were go­ing to sell Pal­i­sis in eight days. A swelling of sor­row rose up and her vi­sion blurred. “T-Thank you. That’s ex­act­ly what I ne­eded to know.”

Caver put the notes back into his safe. “Look, if these men are ar­rest­ed, send me a no­tarized no­tice. I’ll have them ba­nned from Pis­ton ser­vices for life.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you know how to find the Ralonix bank?”

She didn’t. He gave her di­rec­tions.

Out­side, she waved to Miska who was still the ce­nter of at­ten­tion. Even in a few min­utes, the front of the ve­hi­cle lo­oked con­si­de­r­ably bet­ter.

“Be safe,” Miska said be­fore she re­turned to work.
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        Authorization


        
With mag­ic ca­pa­ble of bre­a­king every­thing, it is the unas­sail­able rules that pre­vent our so­ci­ety from col­lapse.
—The Sil­ver King, The Ma­n­da­to­ry Au­dit­ing Act

Li­n­san hur­ried down the road, weav­ing through the press of peo­ple. Her eyes sca­nned the front of build­ings un­til she came up to the mar­ble en­trance to the Riv­er Bank Trust, the Ralonix lo­ca­tion. She stopped at the bot­tom of the stairs to catch her breath.

She wasn’t sure what the bank could do or tell her, but it had been a while since she sent a note to her pa­rents and Brook maybe in­side since it was her fa­ther’s net­work.

She straight­ened and steeled her­self to go in­side and look for her fri­end.

“Lin!” Brook called from be­hind her.

Sur­prised, she turned to see Brook at a café with a wrought iron fence a­ro­und the steps. She sat with a slight arch to her back and lo­o­king poised.

Pant­i­ng, Li­n­san crossed the street.

Brook had three cups in front of her. Two were still filled but the third had the milky brown that she fa­vored in her drink. She smiled and ges­tured to the seat across from a blue purse that matched her dress.

Li­n­san chuck­led. “Your drink sweet e­nough?”

“No,” Brook said with a wrin­kle of her nose. “There is a short­age of sug­ar here and they would only give me two lumps for each cup.”

“So you or­dered three and com­bined them?”

With a grin, Brook tilt­ed her head. Then she lo­oked over Li­n­san. “You look sweaty. Is some­thing wrong? Did you find Miska?”

Li­n­san de­scribed her vis­it to the Pis­ton me­chan­ics. As she did, Brook’s smile faced to be re­placed with a hard look.

When Li­n­san fin­ished, she stood up and worked her way out of the café’s out­door seat­ing be­fore lead­ing Li­n­san to the bank. “Come on, I have ques­tions.”

“Can they tell us any­thing?” Li­n­san felt a lit­tle lost as she trailed be­hind her fri­end.

“Nor­mal­ly no, but I have a small me­asure of au­thor­i­ty with this net­work.” She straight­ened her back and then strode through the front door as if she owned the build­ing.

In­side a guard stood up. “Wel­come back, Lady Ka­bisal. I thought your busi­ness with us was con­clud­ed.”

“New in­for­ma­tion has pre­se­nted it­self. Could I speak to Lord Smal a­gain?” Brook spoke with a haughty tone that Li­n­san re­mem­bered from ear­li­er years, it was proud and co­n­fi­dent and de­me­a­ning at the same time.

“I’m sor­ry. Lord Smal is cur­rent­ly at lunch. He will be back—”

“This is im­por­tant.”

The guard lo­oked an­noyed.

“Very im­por­tant,” Brook said.

His look didn’t im­prove. They stared at each oth­er with hard looks.

Li­n­san wa­nted to sneak out but she couldn’t take Brook next to her and the guard watch­ing. In­stead, she lo­oked up at the vault­ed ceil­ing and the carved pil­lars. The bank was far more im­pres­sive than the one at home, but it lo­oked im­prac­ti­cal and the acoustics were poor with so many hard, flat sur­faces.

Fi­nal­ly the man rele­nted and ges­tured to leather-bound chairs next to a door. “Please wait over there, Lady Ka­bisal. I will see if he is a­menable to i­nter­rup­tion.”

“Thank you,” snapped Brook.

As the guard he­aded to a near­by co­u­nter with an em­ploy­ee stand­ing be­hind it, Brook lead Li­n­san to the chair. She sat down with a straight back and stared for­ward.

Li­n­san look at her fri­end.

The lit­tle mus­cles on Brook’s face were tight but they quiv­ered. She could see Brook’s eyes gliste­ning as if she was fight­ing back tears.

Gi­nger­ly, Li­n­san rest­ed her hand on Brook’s. “What’s wrong?” she whis­pered.

Brook worked her mouth for a mo­ment and then le­aned over. “This morn­ing, I tried to make a with­draw­al us­ing my… my dad­dy’s code book but it didn’t work.”

“I-I don’t un­der­stand. What is that?”

“It’s a pad of au­tho­riza­tion codes, you use the top one and de­stroy it once you use it. It lets you make large with­draw­al or trans­fers safe­ly. When… when he was gone, I took his book from his of­fice be­fore leav­ing.”

“You’re steal­ing from—”

Brook’s eyes wi­dened and she plant­ed her gloved hand over Li­n­san’s mouth. “Shush!”

Le­a­ning for­ward, she con­ti­nued. “I’m not steal­ing, it is legal­ly my mon­ey and my i­n­he­ri­tance. I get one sixth of what he left, my moth­er got half and my sis­ters split the rest. I’ve been ke­e­ping track of the a­mo­unts to make sure every­thing lines up when we get back home.”

Li­n­san said noth­ing un­der­neath her fri­end’s trem­bling hands.

“But the code didn’t work to­day. It also didn’t work in the last bank ei­ther. I thought I had it me­morized wrong, but I didn’t. That meant that they ei­ther burned the book or so­me­one else has a copy. I did a with­draw­al with my own acco­unt, but there are fees that dad­dy didn’t have to pay that I do.”

Li­n­san pushed Brook’s hand down. “You’re afraid that they stole more than his car?”

A tear formed on the cor­ner of Brook’s eye. “Y-Yes. I need to know. With your se­rial num­bers, I can—”

Move­ment caught Li­n­san’s at­ten­tion. A sle­nder man was strid­ing up to them, fol­lowed by the guard and a port­ly gen­tle­man with a thick patch of gray hair. She nod­ded and pulled back.

Brook wiped the tear from her eye and stood up. “I’m sor­ry to i­nter­rupt you, Lord Smal. I pray this will only take a few min­utes.”

Smal, the sle­nder man, stood in front of her. “Ex­plain,” he said curt­ly.

“I got co­nfir­ma­tion that the men I’m lo­o­king for used this bank for large trans­fers.”

Smal sighed. “As I told you, Lady Ka­bisal, pri­va­cy rules will not al­low—”

“No, but I have se­rial num­bers of the scrip that was is­sued and I’m al­lowed to re­quest the au­tho­riza­tion codes used for the trans­fer.”

The sle­nder man closed his mouth. He had a short cropped beard that twitched as the mus­cles in his neck flexed.

Brook snapped her fi­nger to­ward Li­n­san.

Star­tled, Li­n­san pulled out her notes and ha­nded over the num­bers. “It’s the num­bers on the bot­tom—”

“I know how to read our own num­bers,” he said sharply.

Li­n­san bris­tled but said noth­ing.

Smal ha­nded Li­n­san’s note over to the port­ly man. “Please hur­ry up, my lunch is get­ting cold and I want this dis­rup­tion.”

“Yes, sir.”

As the oth­er man left and the guard re­turned to his post, Lord Smal ges­tured to the door. “Please, sit in my of­fice.”

Brook lead the way and they filed into the room. In­side was much larg­er than Li­n­san ex­pect­ed for a wi­ndow­less room. It was eas­i­ly twice the size of her bed­room with a desk made of dark wood and thick car­pet. Three cu­shi­oned chairs were arranged in front of the desk.

Lord Smal cir­cled a­ro­und and then sat down in his chair. He le­aned back and stared at Brook.

Brook prop­er­ly sat down, mov­ing with a poise that lo­oked noth­ing like the woman who sat be­hind the wheel of speed­ing car. She was ele­gant and re­fined, more like Li­n­san’s moth­er.

Nei­ther said any­thing as they wait­ed.

Li­n­san strug­gled not to fidg­it.

When the door swung up, she jumped.

The aide ha­nded Lord Smal a thick stack of pa­pers.

He nod­ded to his aide. “Shut the door be­hind you but re­main close.”

A mo­ment lat­er, they were alone a­gain.

Lord Smal sighed as he paged through the pa­per­work. His eyes sca­nned through the in­tri­cate­ly dec­o­rat­ed pages filled with num­bers and phras­es that Li­n­san couldn’t de­ci­pher as they flipped past.

Brook sat there, her eyes shimme­ring a­gain and her mus­cles tight.

Li­n­san reached out and took her hand.

Her fri­end gave her a sad smile and wiped the tears.

Af­ter a few min­utes, he shook his head. Ta­king one page, he set it down on the table. Spi­n­ning it a­ro­und, he pushed it to­ward Brook while ke­e­ping his fi­ngers on the pa­per. “All of the trans­fers were au­tho­rized by this num­ber.”

Brook lo­oked over. Then a sob tore out of her throat as the tears flowed. She flipped her hand to squ­e­eze Li­n­san’s hand tight­ly.

Tears of her own blurred Li­n­san’s ver­sion.

For the first time, Lord Smal lo­oked sur­prised. “Is there some­thing wrong?”

Brook o­pened her mouth but only a stran­gled noise came out.

Li­n­san spoke up. “I think that is Du­kan Ka­bisal’s au­tho­riza­tion code.”

Brook nod­ded sharply as an­oth­er sob ripped out her throat. The tears were rolling down her cheeks as she gasped for breath.

“I failed to see the co­nnec­tion.”

Li­n­san cle­ared her throat. “He was mur­dered by the men who made the with­draw­al.”

Lord Smal’s eyes wi­dened but he said noth­ing for a long mo­ment. Then, he gru­nted be­fore he spoke. “Par­don me?”

“Du­kan was killed by three men who robbed the Cob­bler’s End branch of this bank net­work.” Li­n­san was sur­prised how calm she was as she spoke. “They used mag­i­cal fire when they stole some­thing price­less, a fam­i­ly heir­loom, from the bank vaults. They also had stolen his ve­hi­cle and appa­rent­ly his code book also.”

His eyes flick­ered back and forth for a mo­ment. “Those are se­ri­ous claims. Do you have any proof?”

Brook fum­bled for her purse but her fi­ngers slipped. She was still sob­bing as she tried a­gain.

Li­n­san eased it off her shoul­der and o­pened it up. A­mong the ma­keup, a sur­pris­ing­ly large stack of cukdin bills wrapped in strips of pa­per, she spot­ted fa­mil­iar pa­per­work from the in­vesti­gator. It had been an­oth­er life­time for Li­n­san since she saw it. Pulling it out, she u­nfold­ed it un­til she could get the notes.

Lord Smal took it gen­tly from her hand and be­gan to read.

Brook’s sobs died down as he paged through the pa­pers. Fi­nal­ly, he got to the end with a long, dra­mat­ic sigh. Le­a­ning over, he ran a bell that stood on the cor­ner of his desk be­fore pulling out the last page of the notes.

His aide e­n­tered.

The lord ha­nded over the page. “Ver­i­fy this, rush or­der on the bank’s acco­unt.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The door closed with a click.

The lord lo­oked at Brook sharply. His ex­pres­sion was stormy as he stared at her.

Brook sniffed.

“I pre­sume the code you tried to use was from his book?”

Brook hesi­tat­ed and then nod­ded.

“That is clear­ly in vi­o­la­tion of our net­work’s reg­u­la­tions.”

“I-I know.”

Li­n­san felt a sick feel­ing in her stom­ach.

“You re­al­ize you have put me into a sit­u­a­tion where I must re­spond to that in ad­di­tion to deal­ing with this.” He tapped the in­ves­ti­ga­tion pa­pers on the desk.

Brook’s hand tight­ened on Li­n­san. “Y-Yes, my lord.”

The aide knocked.

“E­nter,” com­ma­nded Lord Smal.

“The code is valid, my lord. Duly au­tho­rized.”

“Very well. Start an pri­or­i­ty or­der.”

The aide lo­oked sur­prise and then pulled out a no­te­book with mul­ti-col­ored pages.

Brook i­nhaled sharply.

“Seal the acco­unts of Du­kan Ka­bisal, Brook Ka­bisal, and the rest of their im­me­di­ate fam­i­ly. No with­drawals, no trans­fers, no de­posits. On my au­thor­i­ty.”

Brook let out a cho­king noise.

A mus­cle in the aide’s cheek jumped. “Yes, my lord.”

“Emer­gency or­der.”

The aide flipped to the next page in his no­te­book.

“Burn the codes for Du­kan Ka­bisal au­tho­riza­tion code. Re­quest ap­pre­hen­sion if any­one tries to use it. On my au­thor­i­ty.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The lord lo­oked di­rect­ly at Brook. His voice was bare­ly co­n­ta­ined fury, “Emer­gency or­der. Brook Ka­bisal of Cob­bler’s End has been ba­nned—”

Brook let out an­oth­er sob and closed her eyes tight­ly.

“—from Ralonix net­work and prop­er­ties un­til an in­ves­ti­ga­tion has been com­plet­ed. De­tails to fol­low. On my au­thor­i­ty.”

“Yes, my lord.” The aide gro­und his teeth to­geth­er as he fin­ished scrib­bling the or­der.

Lord Smal stood up and crossed his arms be­hind his back. “You have one minute to leave my bank. Oth­er­wise, I will have you ar­rest­ed.”
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        Sullen


        
Trib­al mem­bers who have not em­braced the te­a­chings of the Di­vine Cou­ple for at least sev­en full gen­er­a­tions at a sin­gle church can­not: 1) have ti­tle to reg­is­tered lands, 2) ex­er­cise di­rect con­trol over any busi­ness, coop, or le­gal en­ti­ty, 3) earn a ti­tle of no­bil­i­ty or be award­ed gov­ern­me­ntal hon­ors, 4) uti­lize fi­nan­cial net­works or in­stru­ments be­yond di­rect cur­ren­cy, 5) adopt chil­dren for any re­ason, 6) claim…
—U­ni­fied Codex of Ge­paul Laws

Li­n­san fought back the tears as she car­ried a cup of tea back to the Glass­coast­er. The large mug had an ob­scene a­mo­unt of sug­ar in it and the heavy cream swirled with every step. She even asked for a bit of whipped cream on the top though she didn’t have faith it would do any­thing.

They were two days out from Sicm­la Ri­hem­lan in a small town on their way of Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters. The hot morn­ing beat down on her back, cut­ting through her clothes and caus­ing her skin to stick to the fab­ric.

Miska rolled out from un­der­neath the bug­gy. She wiped the sweat off her brow as the air a­ro­und her wa­vered and shift­ed from her mag­ic. “I fused the leak on the tank. We must have scraped a­gainst a rut and bust­ed some seams. I had to use the last of our plates to fix it.”

“Will it hold?” Li­n­san asked qu­iet­ly as she lo­oked through the wi­ndow to Brook.

Her fri­end sat in the dri­ver’s seat, not mov­ing. She had a­ba­n­doned her u­sual fin­ery and wore her sim­plis­tic gown with­out ma­keup, hat, or even her gloves. In­stead, she lo­oked plain and bro­ken.

“She can’t take much more.”

Li­n­san sighed. Then she glanced at Miska quizzi­cal­ly. “The Coast­er or Brook?”

The blo­nde tugged her pony tail for a mo­ment. The sweat glis­tened over her tat­toos through the o­pe­ning of her plain shirt. “Both, I think.”

Miska lo­oked sad and shook her head. “She’s get­ting caught in the wi­nter cold and I don’t know how to warm her seeds.”

The phrase didn’t en­tire­ly make sense to Li­n­san, but it felt right. “I know, I don’t ei­ther. I guess the only thing we can do is love her, take care of her, and let her know that we a­ren’t go­ing to give up.”

Li­n­san shook her head. “She’s lost right now.”

“Then we dri­ve.”

Li­n­san bumped her shoul­der a­gainst Miska. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Even with the re­ason you came, it was a choice you made and I’m thank­ful you did. With­out you, we would have been lost.”

Miska gri­nned. “Well, I also wa­nted to. I’ve lived my en­tire life be­tween four vil­lages. Peo­ple come and go but I nev­er left. I al­ways as­sumed I would end up ro­oted to the gro­und like Old Gab. But even she left the vil­lage once.”

“She told me.”

“I know, you were prob­a­bly the bright­est star in her twi­light. The only one who un­der­stood mu­sic. She couldn’t stop talk­ing a­bout you.”

Li­n­san blushed.

“I wa­nted to hear what she heard. Just a song that filled my heart and kept me gro­wing…” Miska sighed. “… just gro­wing for decades.”

She smiled to Li­n­san. “Old Gab’s old­est daugh­ter died on the trip to Ja­morel. She got broke her leg. The wo­und got po­i­so­nous and the heal­ers there wouldn’t help…” She ges­tured to her tat­toos.

Li­n­san didn’t know how to re­spond to the sud­den un­com­fort­able­ness. She clamped her mouth shut and ducked her head.

“But she was liste­ning to this play through the wi­ndow of the hos­pi­tal and it kept her…” Miska sniffed. “It kept her go­ing. She made it home and nev­er left a­gain but she nev­er for­got that song.”

“It was my moth­er si­n­ging.”

Miska wiped the tears from her eyes. “Old Gab let us know that too. We live in a small for­est and the fruits nev­er fall far. Our lives were i­nter­twined and we grow for many re­asons. I’m ho­no­ring Old Gab’s mem­o­ry by fol­lo­wing you through the end just as I am here to ruin those men’s lives.”

Li­n­san smiled sad­ly.

Miska took a deep breath. “Might get a few new ad­ven­ture for my skin du­ring the process. But right now, we have so­me­one who needs us bad­ly and she needs to dri­ve into that sun.”

“Af­ter this? Maybe Brook will get her mon­ey back and use it to buy those lands?”

A flash of sad­ness cross Miska’s face. “You know trib­al folk can’t own land, right?”

“W-What?”

“That’s the law. We can’t own lands, have bank acco­unts, or run a busi­ness. I have to rent the smith from Har and give him the mon­ey for tax­es. He’s a good guy, but he still shaves a lit­tle off the top for him­self.”

There were no plays or triv­ia that Li­n­san could say.

“It sucks be­ing born this way, you know? But the weed that grows in the cracks of the stone hon­ors the winds more than any pret­ty gar­den.” Miska crawled into the back seat and set­tled into place. She turned un­til her back was to Li­n­san tucked her head a­gainst her arm.

Li­n­san got into her seat and held out the cup to Brook. “I got you a fresh drink.”

Brook didn’t look away from sta­ring through the wind­shield. “Are you ready to go,” she said in a low, mo­no­tone.

“Come, have some­thing to drink. I put lots of sweet in it.”

“Are you ready?” Brook’s voice re­ma­ined a mo­no­tone.

Li­n­san fought back the tears. She swapped the drink for the still full one in the cup hold­er and po­ured out the old drink. Sha­king it clear, she ca­re­ful­ly set it in the back and shut her door.

Brook me­chan­i­cal­ly turned on the e­ngine. As soon as the pres­sure built, she eased it for­ward and ac­cele­rat­ed as fast as the Glass­coast­er could han­dle.
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        Screams


        
With my love blood­ied on the gro­und, his life spilled out in a fit of my a­nger, I fi­nal­ly re­al­ize the mis­take I had made.
—Ma­i­den, Moth­er, Mur­der­er (Act 3, Scene 5)

Li­n­san clung to the side of the Glass­coast­er as it rum­bled over the deep ruts of a road she could bare­ly see. The sun had set an hour be­fore and it was get­ting da­n­ge­rous­ly close to be­ing dark for the speed they were go­ing.

“Brook, we need to stop.”

“There is a vil­lage a­head,” came the sullen tone.

“Yes, ten miles a­head and we a­ren’t go­ing to make it.”

“I have head­lights.”

“You have one head­light,” snapped Miska from the back. She was braced a­gainst both sides of the Glass­coast­er. “You shat­tered the half of them when you lost con­trol an hour ago and hit that tree!”

“We’ll make it.”

“Brook!” Li­n­san said. “Stop!”

Brook frowned but the Glass­coast­er didn’t slow. It hit an­oth­er rut and the en­tire ve­hi­cle twist­ed vi­o­lent­ly to the side be­fore it be­gan skip a­gainst the rough, dirt road. She grabbed the ste­e­ring wheel and twist­ed hard, turn­ing into the curve un­til it fish­tailed back into place.

Li­n­san whim­pered as she braced her knee on the dash. “Please… please stop!”

Brook’s eyes glit­tered with tears as she shook her head. “We can make it.”

A­head, the dusk was quick­ly darke­ning as the shad­ows stretched across the road. The sin­gle light from the bug­gy did noth­ing to re­veal the deep ruts in the poor­ly ma­i­n­ta­ined sur­face.

“Brook, please.”

Brook sniffed as tears ran down her cheeks. She shook her head. “I-I can’t.”

Li­n­san wish she un­der­stood how the con­trols on the car worked but she didn’t think there was a way to wrest con­trol. She dis­missed it and then tried an­oth­er tac­tic. Pick­ing her­self up, she knelt on her seat and le­aned over to talk into her fri­end’s ear. “Please… just stop. We’ll make it.”

A sob.

“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

An­oth­er sob. Brook shook her head. “N-No.”

“Brook, I can’t lose you. Not now, not ever. You’re my fri­end.” Li­n­san had no idea of the words were re­a­ching into Brook’s de­spair.

The bug­gy nailed an­oth­er ridge. The force shoved her back and she tum­bled over the top of her seat and into the back. Her limbs caught a­mong Miska’s as they were jos­tled vi­o­lent­ly.

Claus­tro­pho­bic, Li­n­san flailed for a mo­ment be­fore she fo­und some sort of bal­ance.

Miska chuck­led. “Hi, there.”

Their faces were only inch­es apart.

“You seem to be grab­bing my tit.”

Li­n­san lo­oked down. She had one hand braced a­gainst the back of the seat and the oth­er was cup­ping Miska’s large breast. Her knee had plant­ed be­tween the blo­nde’s thighs. She gasped. “S-Sor­ry!”

Miska gri­nned. “I’m ho­nored to the say the least. You are a beau­ti­ful woman, but I re­al­ly have no i­n­ter­est in get­ting into your panties.”

Li­n­san start­ed and then chuck­led. “That’s good, beca­use I don’t want to be in yours ei­ther. I don’t re­al­ly go for women.”

The ve­hi­cle se­emed to slow but Li­n­san couldn’t tell if it was her i­ma­gi­na­tion.

“Oh?” Miska said while ges­tu­ring to Brook’s seat. “You seem to like Princess e­nough. I know what a woman be­ing ple­a­sured so­unds like.”

Li­n­san flushed.

Miska ges­tured silent­ly a­gain to the seat.

It took a mo­ment to reg­is­ter, then Li­n­san gri­nned as she re­al­ized they were play­ing for an audi­ence. “Well, when we were girls, she tried to kill me in the for­est. I tried to hurt her back and the next thing we knew it, there was mag­ic fly­ing every­where, punch­es thrown, and then our dad­dies made us be­have.” Gi­nger­ly, Li­n­san ad­just­ed her hand so they were in less of a provoca­tive po­si­tion.

“Did you kiss and make up?”

Li­n­san chuck­led. “Even­tu­al­ly.” Her words were a bit lo­uder than ne­eded. The mem­o­ry of their first night to­geth­er as lovers made her squirm.

“So you’re say if I keep fight­ing with Princess, maybe she’ll be i­n­ter­est­ed in me?” The ques­tion was clear as was the quest­ing look in Miska’s eyes.

Li­n­san cocked her head. She start­ed to an­swer, play­ing a part, but then the Glass­coast­er swerved vi­o­lent­ly and she a­ba­n­doned her role for a mo­ment to keep in bal­ance. As soon as the bug­gy straight­ened, she gri­nned back. “It re­al­ly de­pends, I guess,” she said mim­ic­k­ing her moth­er’s tone as she cob­bled to­geth­er lines that were pop­u­lar from a num­ber of plays.

“On what?” Miska se­emed amused but there was a flush on her cheeks that wasn’t di­rect­ed to­ward Li­n­san. She wa­nted Brook, more than Li­n­san could ever give her fri­end.

“If you want to lose and have her be your qu­e­en or if you want to try con­qu­e­ring her king­dom by your­self.”

“You think you’re smart, don’t you? Have all the pret­ty words?”

Li­n­san shrugged.

“How do I have both? How can I lose and yet con­quer at the same time? What if I just want to be her qu­e­en?”

Brook’s foot slammed into the floor of Glass­coast­er and the brakes slammed into place. Both Miska and Li­n­san were pitched for­ward to the floor. The tight space gro­und their bod­ies to­geth­er as the a­mu­se­ment be­tween them crum­bled.

As soon as the bug­gy stopped, Brook reached back and smacked Li­n­san’s head. “I am not a prize to be trad­ed!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. Her door swung open and she bolt­ed out.

“Shit,” Li­n­san said as she scram­bled to free her­self. It took a minute and some dif­fi­cult po­si­tions un­til she was able to crawl over the seat and out the door.

Brook was only a rod away, stomp­ing in a cir­cle. When she lo­oked back, her cheeks were wet with tears. “I’m not a char­ac­ter, Lin! I’m not some play you can rat­tle off the top of your head!”

“Brook—!”

“No!” Brook stormed for­ward. “I just lost every­thing! A­ga­in! I had to give up my dad­dy! I just ca­used my fam­i­ly to lose their mon­ey and they don’t even know why!” Her voice was shrill.

Miska gru­nted as she tum­bled out of the Glass­coast­er. It was tilt­ed a­gainst the ditch that ran along the road. One wheel bobbed with the move­ment.

Li­n­san turned back to her. “We both lost some­thing, you know that.”

“You lost a Cou­ple-damned in­stru­ment that no one plays! I don’t care how much mon­ey it is. I lost my dad! My fam­i­ly! My mon­ey! I lost every­thing!” With a snarl, she brought her hands to­geth­er.

Li­n­san only had a heart­beat to brace her­self be­fore the world ex­plod­ed into a boom that tore the gro­und up and threw it away from Brook.

She winced as a sec­ond one came, hamme­ring into her and thro­wing her back.

“Damn you, Li­n­san! Damn every­thing a­bout you!” Brook screamed as she clapped a­gain. The sharp so­und punched Li­n­san.

Miska gru­nted and stepped for­ward.

“Rot in the gro­und!” Brook’s voice cracked be­fore she clapped her hands.

Li­n­san tried to brace her­self but she stum­bled from the force that punched her.

Miska stepped for­ward, her hair snap­ping in the wind. Her feet dug into the hard gro­und as heat shim­mered a­ro­und her.

Brook’s next clap shat­tered the wi­ndow of the Glass­coast­er.

Miska stepped for­ward even as Li­n­san was shoved back.

“Get away from me!”

“No!” snapped Miska. She forced her­self for­ward.

Brook stepped back and clapped her hands a­gain, mag­ic burst­ing as it tore apart the gro­und a­ro­und her.

Clods of dirt and rock flew at Miska but the blo­nde shrugged them off as she did the waves of force that ham­mered into her.

Li­n­san could only watched as Miska closed the gap.

“Go away!”

An­oth­er step.

“Leave!”

Miska was only a yard away.

“I hate you!” Brook sobbed and spread her arms to clap a­gain.

It only took a sin­gle step as Miska came up to her. Her hands caught both sides of Brook’s chin be­fore she pulled Brook into a kiss.

Brook froze, her hands apart.

Li­n­san stared in shock, her face burn­ing and her ears ri­n­ging.

Miska held her close as she con­ti­nued to kiss. It wasn’t a te­nder em­brace like on the stage but some­thing far more inti­mate than Li­n­san could have ever giv­en Brook. The air a­ro­und them rip­pled as Miska moved with Brook.

Tears glit­tered on Brook’s cheeks then her arms fell. A mo­ment lat­er, she slumped down.

Miska knelt down with her, cradling her body as they both dropped to their knees in the mid­dle of the blast­ed field.

A muf­fled sob rose up and then Brook wrapped her arms a­ro­und Miska tight­ly.

Li­n­san turned her head. This wasn’t a mo­ment for her. She cupped her ear to try drown­ing out the ri­n­ging and then limped a­ro­und the Glass­coast­er to see if she could find a bet­ter place to camp for the night.
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        Dancing


        
I have lo­nged for those mo­ments when your beats shake the gro­und. My heart qu­akes as I yearn to join in and let it fill my soul with your sweet pre­sence.
—The Liv­ing Mo­u­n­ta­in (Act 2, Scene 1)

Li­n­san sat on a rock as she watched the fire flicke­ring in the ma­keshift ring they had made. The Glass­coast­er sat only a few yards way, the side re­flect­ing the light as she lis­tened to the bub­bling of a tea pot nes­tled in the coals.

Brook sat on a log near Miska with her hands in her lap. They we­ren’t to­u­ching nor were they mov­ing away from each oth­er. Her dress, sta­ined and torn, flut­tered in the bre­eze as she stared into the flame with red-rimmed eyes. Oc­casi­on­al­ly, she sniffed and rubbed her ruby nose.

Miska sat on the gro­und clos­er to the flames. She wasn’t both­ered by the heat as she oc­casi­on­al­ly reached into the flames to ad­just a log or stir the coals with a stick. Her loose blo­nde hair flut­tered in the bre­eze and she had a foot propped up on a rock only inch­es away from the flame.

The pot whis­tled and sput­tered into the flames. The wa­ter splashed onto an iron pot that co­oked their di­nner and siz­zled loud­ly be­fore dis­appe­a­ring in a wisp of steam.

Miska reached over and plucked the pot out. She grabbed Brook’s mug and filled it up un­til the tea leaves on the bot­tom flo­ated just be­low the edge. The top was al­most black with the hand­ful of leaves that would seep into the strong fla­vor Brook craved.

Miska set the pot aside.

Brook sniffed. “S-Sor­ry a­bout that.”

Li­n­san gave her a com­fort­ing smile. “We all have our low po­ints in our lives.”

Brook glared at her.

Hold­ing up her hands, Li­n­san shook her head em­phat­i­cal­ly. “I swear, that isn’t a line! I don’t know a sin­gle play or song that uses those words.”

“Re­al­ly?”

“I swear,” Li­n­san said with a lit­tle doubt.

A smirk. Brook shook her head and lo­oked away. “Thank you for try­ing.”

Miska le­aned over to look at Li­n­san. “Plays and songs re­al­ly are your life, a­ren’t they?”

“They are. From the day I was born, my fam­i­ly was a­bout the mu­sic. Ma­king it, cre­at­ing it, and per­form­ing it. Be­fore the fire de­stroyed every­thing, there wasn’t an day that we didn’t have some mu­sic. My moth­er was fa­mous across the en­tire co­un­try and she would have dad and I play her op­po­sites to prac­tice. Though, I could nev­er sing like her and dad used his in­stru­ments to play her duets.”

“… but you are a far bet­ter dancer than she ever was,” Brook said. “I’ve seen you.”

Li­n­san blushed. “T-Thank you.”

Miska lo­oked back at Brook. “You can dance too though.”

“Not as well as her.”

“Show me.”

Brook pulled back and shook her head. “W-What? No. I can’t do that.”

Miska pushed her­self up to her feet. “Please?”

Brook blushed. “I’m not good. Ask Li­n­san.”

“I don’t want her to dance for me. I want you to dance for me.” Miska stepped back and then for­ward. “With me? Dance with me. Right here and now.”

“W-With?” Brook lo­oked shocked.

Miska smiled. “Please, my qu­e­en? This is some­thing that you and Li­n­san share. I have been liste­ning for days to your beats sha­king the gro­und and my heart. Every hour you were prac­tic­ing in the vil­lage, I could feel it through my soles. Please, I want to see the woman who make the so­unds that moved me.”

Brook blushed hot­ly, then she glanced at Li­n­san. There was ques­tion in her gaze.

“Those a­ren’t lines from a play.”

Brook scoffed. “Do you mind?”

Li­n­san gri­nned. She shook her head. “No, Brook, I told you. I would be there for as long you need me, but I’ll stand aside when—”

Hold­ing up a fi­nger, Brook shook her head. “No. No more lines from plays from you. Not tonight.”

Li­n­san le­aned back and lift­ed her case. “How a­bout I just shut up and play some­thing?”

Brook’s ex­pres­sion soft­ened. “You re­al­ly don’t mind?”

Li­n­san an­swered by o­pe­ning her case and pulling out her vi­o­lin. It only took her a mo­ment and get every­thing situ­ated.

Miska pulled Brook to her feet. “Come one, dance with me.”

Brook gig­gled ner­vous­ly. She pushed her hair be­hind her ears and then held up her hands.

Miska stood close. With a smile, she slipped her hands a­ro­und Brook’s waist. “Now, my qu­e­en, dance with me?”

With a fright­ened look, Brook lo­oked sur­prise but then she lo­wered her hand to Miska’s shoul­ders. It took her a mo­ment but then she re­laxed per­cep­tu­al­ly.

Li­n­san rest­ed her bow on the strings for just a heart­beat be­fore start­ing a bal­lad.

Miska smiled and guid­ed Brook by her hips as they swayed in time with the mu­sic. There was a grace in her move­ments, some­thing more than a dancer.

Brook fol­lowed, most­ly by let­ting Miska guide her. They slow­ly danced a­ro­und the fire as the smoke and wind fol­lowed af­ter them. Their foot­steps were soft as whis­pers with the song co­ming from Li­n­san’s vi­o­lin.

Li­n­san stood up, to move her­self, but she made no ef­fort to ap­proach the two women. They were lost in each oth­er’s eyes and bod­ies, sway­ing with more than mu­sic in their minds.

She watched them and wo­n­dered why she didn’t feel any jeal­ousy. She knew hun­dreds of plays and songs that fo­cused on the rage and frus­tra­tion that came from a lover stolen away, but to Li­n­san, it didn’t feel like she was los­ing a lover but se­e­ing a fri­end grow.

It may have been the same ques­tion she asked her­self a­bout love. Just as there was no bit­ter fangs of jeal­ousy or the impo­tent rage, nei­ther was there the bril­li­ance out­po­u­ring from her heart or the song that re­fused to fade.

And still no talk­ing cat try­ing to guide her through ad­ven­tures of the heart.

She de­cid­ed it didn’t mat­ter. Brook was hap­py. Miska was hap­py. They fo­und each oth­er and still re­ma­ined fri­ends with Li­n­san. That, she de­cid­ed, was more im­por­tant than try­ing to force an emo­tion that wasn’t there.

With a smile of her own, she spun and danced with her­self as her two fri­ends fell fur­ther in love.
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        Denied


        
The ideals of Tarsan su­pe­ri­or­i­ty af­ford lit­tle mer­cy to those who lived on the lands they con­qu­ered. Their la­n­gu­ages, ways of life, and even their skin was first pre­se­nted as tro­phies, then as ex­am­ples, and then dis­missed as sav­age.
—Pa­ramol da Jast, The Colo­niz­er’s Blade

It was a small vil­lage only two days from their des­ti­na­tion. Li­n­san stretched while walk­ing a­ro­und the back end of the Glass­coast­er where Miska was fi­ni­shing up in­spect­ing for more dam­age.

The blo­nde crawled out from un­der­neath the boil­er. “Every­thing is hold­ing well. I think I’ve re­placed the en­tire thing by now.”

Li­n­san ges­tured to an en­graved plaque near the back. “Not this. This looks o­ri­gi­nal.”

Miska swung her arm away as the heat gath­ered a­ro­und her. Li­n­san snatched her hand back be­fore Miska punched the plate, dent­ing it with a burst of light and flame. With her fi­ngers, she dug into the plate and then tore it off.

The smol­de­ring met­al la­nded on the gro­und, hiss­ing.

Miska spat on it. “Bet­ter?”

“Good thing that wasn’t at­tached into the boil­er, oth­er­wise you’d be le­a­king wa­ter all over.” Li­n­san kept her voice steady, as if she was be­ing sar­cas­tic.

With a start, Miska lo­oked down at the o­pe­ning but there wasn’t any wa­ter co­ming out of the holes. She let out a sigh. “Don’t scare me like that!”

With a grin, Li­n­san said, “Sor­ry, couldn’t re­sist.”

Miska draped her arm over Li­n­san’s shoul­der and guid­ed her to­ward one of the few build­ings in the ce­nter of the vil­lage. It was the may­or’s house and dou­bled as the gen­er­al store. The sign next to it said “Wel­come to Two Pines! Pop­u­la­tion 18.”

“Are you okay with this, Lin?”

“Your arm a­ro­und me?” Li­n­san le­aned a­gainst her. “No, I don’t mind at all.”

“I meant what is go­ing on be­tween me and Princess. I feel like I stole her.” Miska sighed.

Li­n­san shrugged. “Are you tak­ing care of her?”

“Yes and I i­n­tend to keep do­ing that.”

“Is she hap­py?”

“I mean, she so­unds hap­py when I’m—”

“‘I know what a woman be­ing ple­a­sured so­unds like.’” Li­n­san smirked at Miska’s pre­vi­ous line. “No, what I meant was, I think she is hap­py with you. I… I want to be her fri­end, but I’m not the lover she needs.”

“At all?”

Li­n­san shrugged. “Maybe? I mean, it felt good but I don’t think we re­al­ly ‘loved’ each oth­er but I could be wrong. We were inti­mate but I saw how she looks at you over break­fast.”

“You mean when she of­fered me her drink?”

“Well, she’s nev­er done that for me.” Li­n­san chuck­led. “Let Brook be Brook. If you two are in love, or lust, or just want to have fun, then it won’t both­er me. I want both of you to be hap­py and my fri­ends.”

Miska kissed Li­n­san’s ear. “Thank you, gi­fil.”

As they ap­proached, three men a­bout Li­n­san’s age lo­oked up from a small table. They held cards in their hands and had mugs of drink near them.

Li­n­san glanced at them be­fore start­ing up the two stairs lead­ing to the front door.

One frowned and a prick­le of con­cern rip­pled along Li­n­san’s skin.

“Hey! She can’t come in.”

Li­n­san glanced through the wi­ndow to see Brook had a large pile of sup­plies on the co­u­nter as an old man tal­lied up her pur­chase. Then she lo­oked at the spe­aker. “Why can’t I?”

“Not you. Her.” He po­int­ed at Miska.

Miska tensed.

Li­n­san stepped up. “Why not?”

“We don’t serve dirt here.”

Li­n­san start­ed for­ward, but Miska held her back.

“Don’t,” she whis­pered. “Just… let’s go and wait for Brook at the car.”

“Why?” Li­n­san asked, fight­ing the gro­wing rage.

“Beca­use this nev­er works out for us.” Miska’s eyes were hard and an­gry but her voice was steady.

The door cre­aked open and Brook stuck her head out. “Do you two want… what’s wrong?”

Li­n­san ges­tured to the guys. “They won’t let Miska in.”

With a co­n­fused look, Brook lo­oked at Miska and then to them. “Why?”

The spe­aker stood up fol­lowed by his fri­ends. “You two are fri­ends with dirt? She smells like shit. Why de­base your­self by stand­ing next to her? You best get rid of that beast be­fore she cuts your throat and robs you.”

Li­n­san wished she had her vi­o­lin. She saw Brook’s hand tight­ened on the door.

Brook’s lips tight­ened. Then she pulled her head back to talk to the old man. “You have a prob­lem with my fri­end buy­ing some­thing?”

The shop­ke­eper le­aned out a wi­ndow to look at them and pulled back. “She can stay out­side,” he said with a grunt.

Brook’s teeth gro­und to­geth­er. In an in­stant, she plas­tered a smile that Li­n­san could tell was fake. O­pe­ning the door sharply, she strode out the store and down the stairs.

“Oi! What a­bout your stuff!?”

Brook waved dis­mis­sive­ly as she he­aded straight for the Glass­coast­er. “Didn’t pay for it, haven’t tak­en it.”

Miska and Li­n­san hur­ried af­ter her.

The door slammed open and the old man stormed out. “You bet­ter pay for it, Miss!”

“Don’t owe you any­thing, old man!”

The three yo­ung man came down the stairs, their faces twist­ed in rage. One in the back snapped his fi­ngers and flames cov­ered his hand. A knife ap­peared in so­me­one’s hand.

Li­n­san tensed. There were four of them and she didn’t have her vi­o­lin. She i­mag­ined how long it would take to get to the bug­gy to de­fend her­self.

“I’ll call the sher­iff!” yelled the man.

Brook spun on her heels. “You do that!” she screamed. “And I will call my dad­dy and his lawyers. Let’s see how that turns out!”

It was a lie, but the fury and a­nger was palat­able. If Li­n­san didn’t know bet­ter, Brook so­u­nded ex­act­ly like the spoiled princess from their youth.

The man with a knife hesi­tat­ed.

“When we’re done, then he will buy out what­ev­er lo­an you have on this shit­ty vil­lage and make sure you know ex­act­ly what hap­pens when you mess with his baby!”

All four of them stepped back.

“Drown me,” whis­pered Miska.

Brook’s face dark­ened. “Now, I can’t stand the smell of this crap­py place any­more. So I’m go­ing to get in my bug­gy and I’m get­ting out of here. You keep your shit and leave us alone!”

They man­aged to hur­ry to the bug­gy and get in­side. A mo­ment lat­er, Brook was ac­cel­er­at­ing out of the vil­lage.

Li­n­san sat un­com­fort­ably as the pres­sure gro­und her into the seat.

Brook let out a sniff and tears sparkled on her cheeks. “I shouldn’t have lied a­bout my dad­dy.”

Miska reached a­ro­und the seat to hug her from be­hind. “Thank you,” she whis­pered.
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        Visitors


        
Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters was named for the stone shrines that dot­ted the thir­ty-eight is­lands of Mo­on. Their pur­pose has been lost in his­to­ry and no one knows who carved them.
—Pa­ramol da Jast, O­ri­gin of the Mo­on Shrines

Li­n­san couldn’t move fast e­nough as she scram­bled out of the Glass­coast­er. She ca­re­ened her head to look at an ele­gant glass and met­al arch that soared above her head and crossed the nar­row pas­sage of wa­ter to the next is­land over. She was fi­nal­ly in Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters at the en­trance of the largest city she had ever seen in her life.

There was some­thing a­bout kno­wing that Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters had been built over thir­ty-eight is­lands and the col­leges from her fa­ther’s es­says and expe­ri­enc­ing how every bre­eze set off a song and every­thing shone bril­li­ant in the noon light.

The city had been built to demon­strate the arts and it showed. None of the builders were mere squ­ares ris­ing up but curves and col­ors and shine that made it feel like she had e­n­tered the fairy realm in Ha­l­adin’s Tow­ers of Di­a­mond.

She smiled broad­ly and closed her eyes, just to feel as the ocean wind blew through the city and strummed along dec­o­ra­tions de­signed to turn wind into horns, strings, and drums. It was dishar­mo­ni­ous in many ways, chaot­ic in oth­ers, but there re­ma­ined a rhythm of mu­sic that could not be es­caped.

Miska chuck­led as she crawled out. “I think she fo­und love. Sor­ry, Brook, Li­n­san just had her heart stolen by an­oth­er.”

Li­n­san wa­nted to pull out her vi­o­lin and play. The city de­ma­nded it but so did her quest. She took a long deep and fi­nal­ly caught the salty scent of the ocean blo­wing past her.

Brook rest­ed her hand on Li­n­san’s shoul­der. “You okay?”

Li­n­san nod­ded and smiled. “I al­ways dreamed of co­ming here when I grew up. This is where mu­sic grows, the ce­nter of my fam­i­ly’s life.”

“Hasn’t your fam­i­ly al­ways been in Cob­bler’s End?”

Li­n­san rolled her eyes and play­ful­ly bumped Brook with her hip. “Yes, but my moth­er has sung here so many times and she would come back with so many amaz­ing sto­ries that so­u­nded… amaz­ing. But just this lit­tle bit,” she ges­tured to the court­yard with a dozen cars and two dozen hors­es that marked the en­trance to the city, “is so much diffe­rent than what I i­mag­ined.”

Brook’s eyes soft­ened and she nod­ded be­fore turn­ing away.

With guilt plucked like the wind-blown sculp­tures, Li­n­san tore her at­ten­tion away from the beau­ty and fo­cused on her two fri­ends next to the Glass­coast­er. “Okay, I’m done mar­veling for now.”

Miska gri­nned.

Brook set­tled next to her, her light blue dress rip­pling along Miska’s shorts and sta­ined top. She lo­oked at the city but it wasn’t joy that pa­i­nted her face. “We have two days be­fore the sale.”

Miska laughed. “You drove like a spring fury which is why we have so much time. If we’re lucky, we beat them here. Too bad this city has so many ways to sneak in.”

Stone Over Mo­on Wa­ters was of­fi­cial­ly built over forty-three is­lands with bridges and con­struc­tions li­n­king them to­geth­er but it also filled a bay and there were as many boats as hors­es, pedestri­ans, and ve­hi­cles po­u­ring into the city.

A smile al­most showed up on Brook’s face.

Li­n­san re­turned to the bug­gy and le­aned op­po­site of them. “So, we have time be­fore Pal­i­sis. I hope that gives us e­nough time to find so­me­one who can help us, catch Tabil, and try to res­cue Pal­i­sis.”

Miska cle­ared her throat. “Why don’t we just go to this place sell­ing it and tell them the vi­o­lin was stolen?”

Brook shook her head. “Won’t work.”

“I was ho­ping that we so­mehow missed the obvi­ous. When the tax col­lec­tor or the sher­iff came by, they were al­ways use­less for what mat­tered.”

“Why would they?” Brook asked qu­iet­ly. “They work for rich peo­ple who wouldn’t care that the vi­o­lin was stolen. If any­thing, they would con­sid­er that a spice or a bit of exci­te­ment as they showed it off to oth­ers.”

“Spe­a­king from expe­ri­ence, Princess?”

Brook glared for a mo­ment. “Dad­dy nev­er had that much mon­ey. We were rich, but not that rich. Lin, how much do you think the vi­o­lin would sell for?”

A flick­er of sad­ness raced across Li­n­san’s thoughts. She had been thi­n­king a­bout the vi­o­lin more of­ten as they ap­proached the city. “At least a mil­lion cukdins, prob­a­bly more. The fire that de­stroyed our lands has to be known by now, so Pal­i­sis would fetch more kno­wing it will prob­a­bly be the last vir­ginal vi­o­lin ever made by a Sterlig.”

Wav­ing her gloved hand dis­mis­sive­ly at the city, Brook mut­tered. “That’s the prob­lem. The auc­tion house prob­a­bly al­ready guessed that it was stolen, but they don’t care. They get their cut from the sale. The peo­ple buy­ing it have more mon­ey to burn and no de­sire to help oth­ers with it.”

Li­n­san dragged her toe in the gro­und as she tried not to think a­bout how over­whelm­ing their sit­u­a­tion.

“As I see it,” Brook con­ti­nued. “We can tell the auc­tion house, but we need to look like we be­long to just get through the door and bring e­nough in­flu­ence to stop the sale or at least make it em­bar­rass­ing e­nough they hesi­tate.”

Li­n­san perked up.

Brook gri­nned for a mo­ment. “Mon­ey is will­ing to ig­nore us un­til we get an­noy­ing. Make e­nough noise or sca­ndal and you have a chance of stop­ping it.”

Miska le­aned a­gainst Brook. “And if we don’t make e­nough?”

Brook’s smile fad­ed. “Best case? They throw us out and we lose. Worst case? They ar­rest us and de­stroy our fam­i­ly’s lives.”

An awk­ward si­lence stretched out for a long mo­ment.

Li­n­san let her mind drift through sto­ries and plays she knew a­bout. They had to do some­thing, any­thing. “We’ve come this far, I don’t want to give up.”

“We have to try,” Brook said and Miska nod­ded with agre­e­ment.

“Then, fo­cus on what we know. We need a place to stay. Brook, do you still want to find an inn to stay at?”

Brook ducked her head and shook her head. Her dark curls bounced off the roof of the Glass­coast­er. “N-No… I can’t.”

U­n­said was the pain of be­ing ba­nned from her fa­ther’s bank and the ac­cess to her wealth. She co­n­fined that she only had a­bout a tho­u­sand cukdins left.

Miska hugged her. “I’ll go with you. For moral sup­port.”

She lo­oked up with a pa­ined ex­pres­sion. “T-Thank you, but… you prob­a­bly shouldn’t. Re­mem­ber the last stop?”

Miska’s eyes dark­ened.

Li­n­san cri­nged. The event at the vil­lage was an un­com­fort­able re­mi­nder that they were only three women trav­el­ing alone and Miska was far out of her com­fort area. She shook her head as she thought. Then, she re­mem­bered a play. “How a­bout as a ser­vant?”

“What!?” ex­plained Brook and Miska.

“Look,” Li­n­san held up her hands. “It was in the play—”

“No!” Brook said po­int­ing. “Do not tell me the name!”

Miska smirked.

“Or the his­to­ry. Or the writer.”

Li­n­san she­epish­ly said, “Play­wrights. There were two—”

“No! Just tell us the idea.”

“Fine. This ‘com­plete­ly ra­ndom idea in my head’ was to dress Miska up as your ser­vant. You said we had to look the part and you know how to act rich. So, you are the lead­ing lady. Play the débu­ta­nte with questi­on­able tastes.” Li­n­san ges­tured to Miska.

“I am not questi­on­able!”

Brook wrapped her arm a­ro­und Miska’s waist and pulled her close. “Sor­ry, my love. I think here, you are questi­on­able.”

“Fuck you,” Miska said with­out much spite.

Brook smiled but the mirth didn’t reach her eyes.

Li­n­san cri­nged. Her idea felt thin and poor­ly pla­nned, but it was some­thing. “Maybe stop by and see if you can dress her up to look like your ser­vant. I don’t think shorts and a shirt with gre­ase stains will pull it off. Then, a room ap­pro­pri­ate for your po­si­tion in­stead of the che­apest place that won’t rob us like we o­ri­gi­nal­ly pla­nned.”

Brook sighed. “That will eat up most of our mon­ey. A good room here would be a­bout a hun­dred cuks a day.”

Li­n­san winced as she watched Brook ca­re­ful­ly. “There will be a Ralonix branch here. I can stop by there. My pa­rents said they would leave me some mon­ey, it might be a hun­dred or more, but that would give us more time.”

Her fri­end rest­ed her head a­gainst Miska’s shoul­der but said noth­ing. Her grip tight­ened on her lover’s.

“We know we only need a few days. I might be able to busk or we can fig­ure out how to get more mon­ey while we’re here. But hav­ing Miska as your ser­vant would also pro­tect her from be­ing at­tacked for be­ing trib­al or ba­nned from e­n­te­ring build­ings beca­use she would serv­ing her lady. I’m guess­ing they will dis­ap­prove but let you?”

Brook nod­ded. “Yes, they will dis­ap­prove. Sneers, com­ments, and at­ti­tude. I’ve seen it all. I’ve… done it all. But Miska would have to be very servile and I would have to make a show of ma­king her do pet­ty things to sell it.”

Miska made a face. Then she took a deep breath and then gri­nned. “Fine, but af­ter this, Princess gets to be my ser­vant for a week.”

Brook’s head snapped up as she stared at Miska. At the blo­nde’s play­ful grin, a blush dark­ened her cheeks.

Miska le­aned for­ward. “And you have to do every lit­tle thing I tell you to do.”

In a mat­ter of sec­onds, Brook’s en­tire face was red and she squirmed.

Miska turned to Li­n­san. “For that, I’ll kiss her toes and her ass,” she a­n­no­unced with a grin.

Li­n­san lo­oked to Brook who con­ti­nued to squirm. “Could you do it?”

Brook gulped and nod­ded sharply. “Y-Yeah… it might… I think it will work. We will use up most of our mon­ey to do it, but it would get us in­vit­ed into places none of us could reach alone.”

“It so­unds risky.” Miska shook her head.

Li­n­san gri­nned. “I’m sor­ry, just an idea.”

“No, no,” Miska said hold­ing up her free hand. “It’s a good idea. But nev­er tell me which play it game from or who wrote it.”

Li­n­san held up her hand. “Deal.”

“So, dress me up in a damn dress, get an inn. You’ll go… to the bank and get more mon­ey. Try to find out what you can and meet us at the inn?”

“Plan,” Li­n­san said.

Brook sighed and then straight­ened. She tugged on her dress to make sure it was smooth and then he­aded to­ward the en­trance of a build­ing with a “Wel­come” sign on it. The ce­nter would have maps of the city along with places to stay and their prices. “Come along, ser­vant.”

Miska fol­lowed while ma­king ob­scene ges­tures to Brook’s back­side.
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        Messages


        
A moth­er should nev­er bury her daugh­ter, not in a shal­low grave and not with hands so­aked with blood of her child’s mur­der­er.
—The Ghosts of the Mary Glo­ry (Act 1, Scene 5)

Li­n­san smiled to her­self as she slow­ly walked down the stairs from the bank. In her hand was a mes­sage from her pa­rents, writ­ten in block let­ters af­ter be­ing trans­lat­ed by the strange de­vice that al­lowed for com­mu­ni­ca­tion across dis­tances.


hope you safe. miss you. please re­spond. love mum dad.



She brought the back card up.


nev­er give up. dad.



Her steps stopped as she lo­oked at the oth­er.


gh­sts of mary glo­ry. a4s9.



Li­n­san smiled as the tears burned her eyes. She knew ex­act­ly what her moth­er was try­ing to say and whis­pered the line, “Oh, daugh­ter I miss you so. I reach for you but my fi­ngers can­not touch. I call but no so­und will trav­el. I long to run my fi­ngers through your hair as you walk a path I have not been able to fol­low.”

She sobbed for a mo­ment ho­ping it wasn’t the next line that her moth­er re­ferred to: “The icy wa­ters on my neck tell me that I will be with you soon e­nough and I pray you are wait­ing for me at the cross­roads of shad­ow and hope.”

Li­n­san sobbed through the rest of the cards to calm down but it quick­ly be­came appa­rent that the lit­tle ab­bre­vi­ated mes­sages con­ti­nued to keep her cry­ing with joy. She shoved them deep into her pock­et, along with the six hun­dred cukdins her pa­rents had sent her, mi­nus the a­mo­unt to send a mes­sage back.

She sighed and con­ti­nued down the stone stairs. At the foot, she saw a flutist play­ing clas­si­cal mu­sic at the bot­tom. A wisp of a girl who stood there, nod­ding to the padding pedestri­ans who paid her no heed. A­ro­und her waist, a bright red badge had “Mu­si­ci­an”, the date, and a num­ber.

Li­n­san slowed with a de­sire to know how much it would cost to busk in the city of mu­sic. Then she spot­ted the same num­ber on a pole above her. The flutist had to pay for a sin­gle day at a sin­gle lo­ca­tion.

“Damn,” Li­n­san mut­tered to her­self. It would make sense that a city ded­i­cat­ed to mu­sic would not only have heavy com­pe­ti­tion to play but also reg­u­la­tions. Play­ing for some cash wouldn’t be an op­tion for her.

She shook her head and tight­ened her grip on her vi­o­lin. With her awe of the city di­min­ished, she he­aded down the street to­ward the ho­tel that Brook had se­lect­ed; Li­n­san had nev­er heard of a place only ded­i­cat­ed to sle­e­ping with no food or drink avail­able.

Along the way, she ad­mired the ar­chi­tec­ture and art while liste­ning to the mu­sic a­ro­und her. There were mu­si­ci­ans but rel­a­tive­ly few per­form­ers at al­most every cor­ner, each one with a red badge for that day.

At one cor­ner, she came up to a town crier hold­ing up a news­pa­per. “Bre­a­king news, auc­tion for price­less ar­ti­fact moved up to tonight!”

Icy claws raked along her sens­es. She spun on her heels and hur­ried back. At the sight of Pal­i­sis as an ink draw­ing on the front, her throat tight­ened. She fran­ti­cal­ly bought a copy and read the a­n­no­unce­ment.


Pri­vate sell­ers have pro­cured a pro­mise of sale for the le­ge­ndary Pal­i­sis Sterlig, a vir­ginal vi­o­lin ru­mored to have been de­stroyed in a dev­as­tat­ing fire thir­teen years ago. The ar­ti­fact has been split from a pre­vi­ous­ly sched­uled event for a one-night-only op­por­tu­ni­ty for lo­cal col­lec­tors to acqu­ire to this tre­a­sure. Mi­ni­mum bid, five mil­lion cuks. Bid­ding one bell af­ter su­ndown. Lord Xas­nal, 18 Xas­nal Court.



Her hands trem­bled as she read through the rest of the ar­ti­cle. There was no men­ti­oned of who was sell­ing it by name, but an ink draw­ing of Tilbin, May­forn, and Gabaw we­a­ring black suits next to the vi­o­lin said e­nough.

“Shit!” Li­n­san turned on her heels and spri­nted for the oth­ers.
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        New Plans


        
Third time to that door for sis­ters three. Two chances gone and only one left to save me from that cold ditch at night.
—Pa­un Goss-Mas­ters, Stolen Hearts in My Palm

Li­n­san sat on the rich­ly appo­int­ed bed and tried not to think a­bout the lux­u­ry. The ho­tel was de­fi­nite­ly more im­pres­sive than she thought it would be, with a mar­ble tub with mag­i­cal­ly he­ated wa­ter and per­fumes of every time. The car­pet was thick and rich. Through one door, she spot­ted a sec­ond bed­room and small quar­ters for the “ser­vant” but Miska had made it clear that only two beds would be occu­pied that night.

On the far side of the room, Brook paced back and forth as she frowned. She had said noth­ing since read­ing the news­pa­per a­n­no­unce­ment.

Miska sat in a cor­ner, watch­ing Brook move but say­ing noth­ing. She wore her u­sual shorts and sta­ined shirt, but a deep red dress hung on a rod be­hind her. She had a box of match­ing shoes on the table next to her.

Li­n­san couldn’t pic­ture the blo­nde we­a­ring any­thing with so many rib­bons and ruf­fles, but she was cu­ri­ous to see the re­sults.

Miska pushed her­self up. “Princess?”

Brook held out a hand. “Okay, I have an idea.”

“Which play?” Miska said with a sly grin.

Brook glared at her, then snort­ed with laugh­ter. “No, no play or sto­ry. We’re go­ing to in­vade the auc­tion.”

Li­n­san said, “I could prob­a­bly get in as a mu­si­ci­an…?” She said, her voice trail­ing off as she thought a­bout the badges. A high pro­file auc­tion would be a per­fect op­por­tu­ni­ty to look for a pa­tron; there would be com­pe­ti­tion to play and she doubt­ed any­one would al­low a no­body to slip in. She wo­n­dered if her moth­er’s pin would have a chance, but she couldn’t i­mag­ine any­one could re­mem­ber her moth­er with so many tal­ents in one place.

She shook her head. “No, that won’t work.”

“Right,” Brook said. “Then, you’re co­ming in as my lover.”

Li­n­san bli­nked. “W-What?”

Miska snort­ed with a­mu­se­ment.

Brook blushed. “It’s just a role, just like you sug­gest­ed with Miska. I have my ser­vant—”

Miska cle­ared her throat.

“—and she’s al­ready an odd choice for these closed-mi­nded ass­holes. I’ve al­ready heard some of the gos­sip start­ing. Not to men­tion, that cow in the back room obvi­ous­ly thought that I was sul­lied by even let­ting Miska touch me.”

“How?” Miska added. “She just po­ured you a glass a wine and prac­ti­cal­ly shoved her fi­ngers in my ass to me­asure my ‘i­n­seam’ what­ev­er that is.”

“I grew up with this crap. I know the looks, I know that sniff and at­ti­tude. But let’s use it. I’m trav­el­ing alone, there are so many pret­ty peo­ple on every sin­gle cor­ner, so it might make sense I would pick up so­me­one that caught my i­n­ter­est. A brief fling of fun be­fore toss­ing you aside. Right?”

Li­n­san cri­nged at the idea, but then she re­mem­bered Garters Sweet and Soft, a song a­bout the very thing they were talk­ing a­bout. She smirked and o­pened her mouth.

“No!” snapped Brook. “Do not tell me! No!”

Li­n­san laughed.

Then Miska jo­ined in.

Brook tried to re­sist but then smirked. “But, it would work, right?”

Li­n­san shrugged. “We can try. It’s the only thing we can do. What a­bout you? Are you co­ming with us?”

“No. I need to take the in­ves­ti­ga­tion pa­per­work to the lo­cal guards. It might con­vince them to help, but I doubt it. They a­ren’t requ­ired to do any­thing as we are rather dis­tant from Cob­bler’s End, but the no­tary sta­te­ments are ve­ri­fi­able and we might able to prove that those bas­tards—”

She smacked the pic­ture of the mur­der­ers.

“—are the ones who killed my dad­dy. Or at least e­nough to make a scene while we find oth­ers to dis­rupt the sale.”

It was a thin, frag­ile plan even worse than their pre­vi­ous one. But Li­n­san couldn’t think of an­oth­er. “I’ll do it.”

Brook’s shoul­der slumped. “Um… one oth­er thing.”

The tone wor­ried Li­n­san.

“The pa­per­work doesn’t talk a­bout your dad­dy’s vi­o­lin. They didn’t know it was stolen. There is bare­ly a chance we can get the mur­der­ers, but you might see your fam­i­ly’s lega­cy sold off in front of your eyes.”

Li­n­san strug­gled with the sud­den surge of sor­row. She tensed for a mo­ment to fight the emo­tions and then nod­ded. “I told you be­fore. I’m here for you. I will try to save Pal­i­sis, but if I have to cho­ose you over it, I have no doubt I will pick the one that means the most in my life.”

“And that is me, right?”

“Yes, you fool. I will cho­ose my fri­end.”

Brook smiled. “I-I’m sor­ry.”

Li­n­san hur­ried over to hug her tight­ly. They held each oth­er close, not as lovers but as close fri­ends. It felt right and she smiled at the sense of peace that filled her. “Come on, I have to play your star-struck lover ready to se­duce you into bri­n­ging me into your life of lux­u­ry.”

Li­n­san broke the em­brace and he­aded for the door.

Miska went a­head of her with the shoe box in her hand. She held the door open for Li­n­san.

In the en­trance, Li­n­san turned a­ro­und. “Oh, Brook?”

Brook sniffed. “Y-Yes?”

Li­n­san gri­nned and stepped a­ro­und the cor­ner as she called out. “You have a great idea. Just like in the song Stolen Hearts in My Palm.”

The door closed as Brook screamed “Bitch!”
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        Grand Entrance


        
I know we have only this mo­ment to­geth­er, but don’t let them steal this tri­nket from me. It is the only mem­o­ry I have of my daugh­ter and I can­not let it go un­til it is sta­ined with the blood of her killer.
—Bear’s Hunt for His Cub (Act 4, Scene 2)

Li­n­san had to ad­mit, they all lo­oked beau­ti­ful. The seam­stress had a dark blue dress that ne­eded only mi­nor al­ter­ations and had a beau­ti­ful bus­tle of cream lace and rib­bons. In­tri­cate lace ran along the top. O­ri­gi­nal­ly the dress was off the shoul­der, but Li­n­san in­sist­ed on hav­ing it brought tighter to e­nsure she would have the ma­neuve­ra­bil­i­ty to play her vi­o­lin if ne­eded. She also had to a­ba­n­don the full bus­tle for some­thing nar­row­er that danced along her hips. A quick coat of paint and some rib­bons for her case cov­ered up the worst of the burns and scratch­es; she didn’t want to be far from her source of pow­er.

Miska’s dress had gloves that dis­ap­peared into her sleeves and al­most com­plete­ly cov­ered up her tat­toos. The in­tri­cate weav­ing of dark­er rib­bons al­most matched the pat­terns on the skin un­der­neath. The neck had also been brought up tight to cov­er her mark­ings though there was an oc­casi­onal flash of tat­too when she swal­lowed or turned her head.

Both of them had stopped at a hair­dress­er who brushed out and did their hair in a high pile with art­ful braids and what felt like a po­und of pins. All topped with hats with lace and mesh and flow­ers.

But com­pared to Miska and Li­n­san, Brook shine. She had a green dress the col­or of the ocean with a moon mo­tif em­bro­i­dered on it. Lay­ers of taffe­ta and lace flowed with her flo­wing move­ments that must have tak­en her hours to per­fect. Her pos­ture was also flaw­less; Li­n­san thought that she lo­oked a lot like Li­n­san’s moth­er as she laughed gai­ly with strangers.

The auc­tion house had too much gold and mar­ble for any re­a­son­able build­ing, and that in­clud­ed the banks Li­n­san had vis­it­ed. Even in the en­try hall—larg­er than her pa­rent’s house—there were eas­i­ly hun­dreds of peo­ple in dress­es and tuxe­dos milling a­bout. Their dis­cus­sions were cheer­ful and gay. Con­ver­sa­tions had noth­ing to do with the vi­o­lin or the sale. Li­n­san guessed they just had an ex­cuse to be seen more than the heir­loom some­where in the build­ing.

A thrill raced through Li­n­san’s ve­ins. De­spite the re­ason they were there, it re­mi­nded her of the o­pe­ning nights of her moth­er’s shows. She had only seen a few of them but they were im­pri­nted on her. Re­a­ching up, she stroked her moth­er’s pin for com­fort. It was like hav­ing a part of her along and Li­n­san could eas­i­ly pic­ture her moth­er tak­ing a deep breath and say­ing “time to shine.”

“Are you two ready?” Brook asked, a flick­er of ner­vous­ness au­di­ble in her voice. She ges­tured with a lace fan to­ward the i­nner en­trance where two guards stood and watched over eve­ry­one who passed into the i­nner cham­bers.

Be­yond the door, Li­n­san could see more peo­ple ca­rous­ing a­mong the ta­bles cov­ered in white silk and a stage with per­forms be­yond them. She tight­ened her grip on the han­dle of her vi­o­lin case, wi­shing it was her up on the stage in­stead of the high-risk po­si­tion they were in now. “I-I guess. I’m just wor­ried I’m go­ing to screw it up.”

Miska le­aned over. She sca­nned the crowds with an un­com­fort­able look. “Are we bet­ting on who gets kicked out first?”

It was a lame joke and Li­n­san could only dredge up a lit­tle gal­lows hu­mor to match it. “I have ten cuks on me.”

“Twen­ty on—”

Brook’s lips tight­ened into a line. “Please… don’t… no…”

She paused to take a deep breath be­fore her eyes flick­ered to the side. She put on a smile that lo­oked faked as a pair of men passed them. Then the smile froze be­fore she turned to the girls. “No, I’m sor­ry. We’re all anxi­ous here and I have no clue what we’re do­ing. I’m just thro­wing up what­ev­er so­unds right out of my mouth. The only thing I know is that we have to look like we’re hav­ing fun, we be­long here, and we are beau­ti­ful.”

Miska gri­nned, one that reached her eyes. “We all have the last one in crate. We all look amaz­ing and there are al­ready eyes lo­o­king to­ward us.”

“Ap­pre­cia­tive looks?” Li­n­san asked, not want­i­ng to look.

“Yes and more. They make me un­com­fort­able, I can’t tell if they are un­dress­ing me or try­ing to ap­proach me.”

Brook chuck­led and flut­tered her fan. “Then we’re do­ing it right. If we lo­oked out of place, one of those guards would be ask­ing us to leave. You want the at­ten­tion of so­ci­ety, not their ser­vants.”

“You mean those guards we need to pass?” Miska added as she lo­oked at the guards a­head of them.

At Brook’s nod, she gru­nted. “Then, my lady, your hum­ble ser­vant is ready to fol­low you pass those gates.”

Brook glanced at Li­n­san. “Ready to play your bit?”

“I’m the daugh­ter of Tisin Sterlig, so… no beca­use I’m not my moth­er. But I’ll do my best.”

Brook pulled her into a tight hug. “Come on, let’s find ei­ther Lord Xas­nal or the auc­ti­o­neer, Tasire Dali­san da Ge­nifir. If we’re lucky, maybe we can con­vince one of them e­nough to sum­mon the guards since those ass­holes laughed me out the door.” There was a flick­er of an­noy­ance, but then her bril­li­ant smile fol­lowed.

Li­n­san nes­tled a­gainst Brook and put on the face of a yo­ung ho­pe­ful. It was scary, but she had seen her moth­er play the role e­nough times to re­mem­ber some of the things. Wide-eyed, she lo­oked a­ro­und as she clung to Brook.

They got into the short qu­e­ue for the door. An el­der­ly cou­ple said noth­ing a­head of them and four women were chat­ting hap­pi­ly a­bout a sail­boat race from a few days ago.

At the door, the guards lo­oked them over. Brook gave her best haughty look, but the guard fo­cused on Li­n­san. His eyes were pierc­ing as he sca­nned her over from head to toe, but his gaze set­tled on her vi­o­lin case. “No in­stru­ments.”

Li­n­san froze for only a heart­beat but then re­spo­nded re­flex­ive­ly. “But sir,” she said in the breath­less voice she had prac­ticed as a child, “this is my life! I swore to keep it next to my heart the day it was giv­en and I will not let my child es­cape my fi­ngers un­til my heart no lo­nger beats in my breast. Please… she’s all I have.”

In­side, Li­n­san cri­nged. She had meant to al­ter the line di­rect­ly from Three Score and Sev­en Se­a­sons but the “child” slipped in a­u­tomat­i­cal­ly.

The guard’s mouth o­pened to say some­thing.

Pan­icked, Li­n­san turned to Brook. “Please, my lady, I beg you. I know we have only this mo­ment to­geth­er, but don’t let them steal this… her from me.” It was a line from a diffe­rent play, but it meshed to­geth­er with line from the first one with some al­ter­ations.

His eyes soft­ened slight­ly.

Brook gave him a hard look be­fore turn­ing back to Li­n­san. She had on the an­noyed lo­oked that Li­n­san re­mem­bered so well be­fore both of them had be­come fri­ends. It was like lo­o­king into a paint­ing. Brook spoke in a tense voice, “She not here to play and she knows the co­nse­qu­ences from… both of us. I only al­lowed her to keep the sil­ly thing since I don’t want to re­place it with one of mine.”

The oth­er guard stood up, a burly man with a cropped black beard. “No ex­cep­tions, no in­stru­ments.” He shot a glare to the first one.

Brook’s jaw tight­ened.

Li­n­san felt a urge of pan­ic and clutched her case tighter.

“My lady,” Miska said. “How a­bout I guard your… fling’s case while you ca­rouse.” She man­aged to put in a pet­ty glare to Li­n­san be­fore she con­ti­nued.

Brook spun on Miska, her eyes wide.

Miska gave a blank look but there was ten­sion in her shoul­ders and hands. Li­n­san couldn’t i­mag­ine her re­a­so­ning, but it was obvi­ous­ly wasn’t her first choice.

With a sniff, Brook turned back, lo­oked past the guards be­fore she ges­tured curt­ly to the side of the door. “My ser­vant can stand by the en­trance. She is clear­ly not a mu­si­ci­an. Have her stand just in­side where both you and I can keep an eye on her.”

The sec­ond guard lo­oked an­noyed and glared at her.

Brook matched his gaze, not even a twitch of her neck or flex from her pursed lips.

The first gru­nted. “Very well, stay away from the stage and re­main by the door. If she leaves our sight or dis­ap­pears with­out per­mis­sion, we’ll have her thrown out.”

While Li­n­san ha­nded her case over to Miska, he con­ti­nued. “If that case opens, then all three of you will be asked to leave. And she will have to be out of the room du­ring the auc­tion.”

Li­n­san caught sight of the four women watch­ing the enco­u­nter and she blushed. It was the wrong type of at­ten­tion they wa­nted. As soon as Miska had her case, she turned back on both fri­end and her only means of de­fend­ing her­self and stood by Brook.

In the back of her mind, she wa­nted for the guards to chase her off.

The first one lo­oked her over and then stepped aside.

Brook lead the way into the main hall. It was eas­i­ly triple the size of the en­try hall with even more gold, mar­ble, and silk. On the walls be­tween the columns, she could see pas­toral scenes of women play­ing mu­si­cal in­stru­ments with sculp­tures fill­ing in the space. Along the back wall, where Miska situ­ated her­self, a buf­fet table filled with fi­nger food had ice sculp­tures of vi­o­lins and women play­ing in­stru­ments.

On the op­po­site end was the stage where mu­si­ci­ans were set up on both sides of the stage and a duet played out be­tween them. Li­n­san strained to hear the words but couldn’t over the so­unds of con­ver­sa­tions. She drew her at­ten­tion away to look at the oth­ers with them, the high so­ci­ety who milled a­ro­und and gai­ly chat­ted with each oth­er.

Eve­ry­one was dressed to im­press. A­bout a third sat or stood at ta­bles along the two sides of the room but the bulk of them ap­peared to be hap­py to walk from clique to clique while greet­ing each oth­er as long-lost fri­ends or talk­ing to one clus­ter or the oth­er.

Brook chuck­led. “It’s just like one of Dad­dy’s par­ties. Only the jew­el­ry is fla­shi­er and there are a lot more like them.”

“And the af­ter-show par­ties for my moth­er.” Li­n­san gri­nned. “But the jew­el­ry isn’t flash­er but I’m pret­ty sure it isn’t paste and paint.”

Brook fa­vored her with a smile. “Then we know what to do. Find Xas­nal or Dali­san.” She pro­no­unced the “X” as a del­i­cate rasp in the back of her throat. “Then, do our best to con­vince him that the sale needs to stop and those men need to be in­vest­ed.”

She ges­tured back to­ward Miska with her head. “Miska has the pa­per­work since this dress doesn’t have even a hint of a pock­et in it.”

Li­n­san gri­nned. She ges­tured one di­rec­tion. “Then, if my lady de­sires, I will trail be­hind in breath­less a­do­ra­tion as we hunt our men.”
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        Surprises


        
The en­tire po­int of high so­ci­ety is to be seen and talked a­bout.
—Hal­istin Gor-Tak­il, Lifestyles of the High and Rich

Li­n­san stood near the edge of the stage and stared rap­tu­rous­ly at the yo­ung woman si­n­ging.

The si­nger was in­tro­duced as “Lili­an the Song­bird” and her voice car­ried more than the flaw­less tune of My Mem­o­ry of Tears, it brought up me­mo­ries that Li­n­san had for­got­ten. She could al­most smell the at­tic when she re­dis­cov­ered Pal­i­sis and played those few stolen notes to her pa­rent’s sur­prise. In many ways, that was the be­gi­n­ning of her ad­ven­ture and she was half a world away from that yo­ung girl.

Tears ran down her cheeks as she lis­tened to the raven-ha­ired beau­ty si­n­ging on the stage. It was im­pos­si­ble to move away even if she wa­nted to. In­stead, she just smiled and let the me­mo­ries wash through her mind.

When the song e­nded, Lili­an gave a bow and wiped a tear from her eye.

“I wo­nder what she re­mem­bers when she sings that song,” asked a voice next to Li­n­san.

She jumped and lo­oked to see an old­er woman lo­o­king up at the stage. The new­com­er was her pa­rents age, but had a beau­ty that held up a­gainst the ad­vance­ment of years. When she lo­oked at Li­n­san, there was a sad­ness pooled in her light brown eyes.

“W-What?” Li­n­san asked.

“Lili­an al­ways cries when she sings that song. You can feel the lo­n­ging in her voice. But the im­ages that well up in my mind are not hers, they’re al­ways mine. That her tal­ent, to make you feel her songs with her heart. They call her one of Mo­on Wa­ter’s tre­a­sures.”

“I saw… I re­mem­ber be­ing in my pa­rent’s at­tic. I was play­ing some­thing I shouldn’t have fo­und.”

“Good me­mo­ries then?”

Li­n­san smiled. “Yes, the best. Not at the time, but now? It was the best mem­o­ry.”

The old­er woman turned and lo­oked at her. “So, an ac­tor?”

An icy grip ran down Li­n­san’s spine. “What? I’m not an ac­tor.”

“Yet you qu­oted both Bear’s Hunt and Three Score in that lit­tle speech to keep your toy.” There was a sparkle in her eye as she turned her back to the stage. She had on a gold-trimmed dress in black. It was loose a­ro­und the waist with a curved bus­tle and a ge­ne­rous a­mo­unt of bared shoul­der. “I’m guess­ing you were ei­ther an ac­tor or a mu­si­ci­an, but the mu­si­ci­ans a­ro­und here u­su­al­ly treats plays as be­low their sta­tion.”

She pursed her lips. “This city think plays are for the poor and u­n­re­fined, with shal­low plots and ac­tors who failed. They spend their time wor­shi­ping Tarsan clas­si­cals and the old mas­ter’s styles.”

Fret­ting, Li­n­san lo­oked a­ro­und for Brook but couldn’t find her fri­end.

“What a­bout you? I haven’t seen you at one of these af­fairs be­fore. I’d re­mem­ber a beau­ty like yours.”

Li­n­san froze. Was the old woman try­ing to se­duce her? What if she had fall­en into the very thing they were pre­tend­ing had hap­pened be­tween Brook and her­self? “I’m just here… with so­me­one. I need to find her.”

Lili­an stood back up to sing an­oth­er song.

The old­er woman ges­tured to­ward the ta­bles to the side. “Come on, we can find your fri­end bet­ter from the edges. No doubt she’ll be at the ce­nter of at­ten­tion, she’s a beau­ti­ful girl.”

“She is.” Li­n­san spoke as she fol­lowed the oth­er woman away from the press of peo­ple at the stage. It only took a few steps to get away but a lo­n­ging to re­turn rose up. She fought it, mov­ing blind­ly in the wake of her sud­den com­pa­ni­on.

At the edge, the oth­er woman sat down. “You can call me Jun.” It was a stark­ly in­for­mal of a name giv­en the sit­u­a­tion. Jun wi­nked. Li­n­san couldn’t help but think that she was still be­ing se­duced.

Li­n­san blushed. “W-We’re not,” she stopped as she re­al­ized she was sup­posed to play some­thing more inti­mate. “I mean, I’m here beca­use she told me to come.”

“I doubt that. If you re­al­ly didn’t want to come, you wouldn’t have.”

“I don’t know, my lady. When Lady Ka­bisal asks, I have to lis­ten, right?”

“Jun. And yes, you do. Beca­use eve­ry­one knows mu­si­ci­ans are like cats and no one is good e­nough to get a cat to sit on com­mand.”

Li­n­san smirked. “The Sand Piper’s Daugh­ter.”

“Not a pop­u­lar one in this area, but it was when I was your age.” Jun tapped the table. “Come on, let an old lady talk a­bout some­thing she missed.”

“You a­ren’t old,” Li­n­san said with a bit more co­n­fi­dence. “You’re as beau­ti­ful as the crys­tal fresh­ly cut in the sun.”

“Oh, go­ing more south and west this time. The Ten­sion, a dread­ful play a­bout pol­i­tics but that was a good line. The rest of it was most­ly self-con­grat­u­lat­ing pride a­bout con­qu­e­ring the na­tive tribes of Tarsan.”

A ser­vant stepped up and asked for drinks. Li­n­san said noth­ing as Jun or­dered some­thing for both of them. Then, as he left, she watched as Jun fol­lowed his move­ment with his eyes un­til he was out of sight be­fore re­turn­ing her at­ten­tion to her.

“What is your favo­rite play, Lin?”

“I think I like—”

Jun held up her hand. “No, just pick one. Some­thing that is ap­pro­pri­ate for now. Right here.”

“I guess Tears on a Cat’s Whiskers?” Ner­vous, she reached up to stroke her moth­er’s pin. “No, Strangers in the Gale.”

Jun cocked her head. “Now, that is a play I haven’t seen in a long time. It was ac­tu­al­ly here in town. The lead ac­tress was so beau­ti­ful and wo­nder­ful, Tisin Sterlig.”

Li­n­san paled at her moth­er’s name.

“They won an award that year. That was the last time I saw Tisin, you know.” Jun smiled and then dabbed the cor­ner of her eye. “It was only a few years af­ter I left her and she mar­ried my Ma­rin’s for­mer hus­band and my best fri­end.”

Li­n­san’s heart be­gan to po­und in her ears. A soft whim­per rose up in her throat as she re­al­ized she was talk­ing to her moth­er’s for­mer wife, Ju­nith.

Ju­nith smiled sad­ly but didn’t look away from Li­n­san as she con­ti­nued. “She had come up one week for an en­core. She had a sur­prise for us, her new­born. I re­mem­ber how hap­py she lo­oked as she sat be­tween the acts, nurs­ing her new­born daugh­ter. Si­an gave her some­thing I nev­er could, some­thing she al­ways wa­nted.”

With every­thing spi­n­ning a­ro­und her, Li­n­san felt sick to her stom­ach. In all the chaos and fo­cus to get to Mo­on Wa­ters, she nev­er i­mag­ined that she would meet up with Ju­nith. Sha­king vi­o­lent­ly, she pushed her­self up. “I-I-I have to go.”

Stagge­ring away, she dove into a knot of peo­ple to es­cape Ju­nith and clear her head. To­n­gue clicks and sniffs of dis­ap­proval fol­lowed her, but she cut across the main room to the far side be­fore he­aded to the front door.

“Why am I cry­ing?” she whis­pered to her­self as she wiped her tears. She he­aded along the side un­til she spot­ted Brook in a clus­ter.

Her fri­end was laugh­ing and jo­king, with one hand rest­ing on the arm of a much old­er man we­a­ring mil­i­tary rib­bons. It was im­pos­si­ble to tell if she was act­ing or e­njoy­ing her­self, but Li­n­san could see that Brook lo­oked as if she be­long a­mong the rich.

Li­n­san start­ed to­ward her but then no­ticed that she couldn’t see Miska along the back wall. Frown­ing, she cir­cled a­ro­und the clus­ters of the rich and pe­ered along the en­tire wall.

No Miska. No vi­o­lin.

Still trem­bling from her enco­u­nter with Ju­nith, Li­n­san spun a­ro­und and hur­ried over to Brook. Co­ming up be­hind her, she rest­ed her hand on Brook’s hip and whis­pered into her ear, “Miska is gone.”

Brook i­nhaled sharply and then turned a­ro­und. Her eyes wi­dened as she lo­oked along the wall and then took a step away.

“Some­thing wrong, my dear?” asked the man with the rib­bons.

“No, Lord Ruger. I was just lo­o­king for my ser­vant. She was sup­posed to stand over there with her in­stru­ment case.” She po­int­ed to Li­n­san.

One of the oth­er peo­ple near­by le­aned over. “Oh, the yo­ung lady in a red dress? She was es­cort­ed through that door into Lord Xas­nal’s pri­vate wing.”

The door had a guard stand­ing in front of it, gla­ring at eve­ry­one. In front of them, a cir­cle of emp­ty space marked out five paces in all di­rec­tions.

Li­n­san fought back a whim­per. She lo­oked back to Brook and then to peer a­ro­und the room.

Brook sighed and made a show of rolling her eyes. “I bet­ter find her. Ex­cuse me,” she said with a bow. Then she smiled bril­li­antly to Lord Ruger. “And it was wo­nder­ful he­a­ring your sto­ries, my lord.”

“Thank you for liste­ning. Eve­ry­one else here just lis­tens im­pati­ent­ly so they can tell their own sto­ries and we all pre­tend we haven’t heard them a tho­u­sand times.”

A rip­ple of po­lite, but un­com­fort­able, laugh­ter.

Brook took Li­n­san’s hand and he­aded straight for the door. “Sor­ry, I lost track of you.”

Li­n­san nod­ded.

Brook hesi­tat­ed. “What’s wrong?”

“I met my moth­er’s for­mer wife.”

“Ma­rin? I thought she died of can­cer?”

“No, Ju­nith. Ma­rin had mar­ried my dad be­fore they were di­vorced and then Ju­nith and Ma­rin got mar­ried.”

Brook blushed. “I re­mem­ber that part.”

Li­n­san smiled un­com­fort­able. The night was not go­ing the way she ex­pect­ed. She cle­ared her throat be­fore they reached the door.

“No ad­mit­tance.”

“Ex­cuse me,” Brook said with her sweet­est voice. “My ser­vant was brought through her and I would like to know—”

“No ad­mit­tance,” re­pe­ated the guard and flexed his thick arms over his chest. There was a fi­nal­i­ty in his voice.

Brook tugged Li­n­san away. “Shit, what do we do?”

Li­n­san lo­oked at him and then back to her. “I-I don’t know. I mean, we can’t start a fight and I have no clue a­bout the lay­out. Can we sneak in an­oth­er en­trance?”

Brook wor­ried her lip. She lo­oked torn.

Li­n­san rest­ed her hand on Brook’s arm. “Wor­ried a­bout Miska?”

At the nod, Li­n­san tried to give a com­fort­ing smile. “She’ll be okay. This is Miska. She can punch her way through steel.”

“Ladies?” said Lord Ru­gar from near the door with the guard.

Co­n­fused, Li­n­san lo­oked up to see him ges­tu­ring for Brook and her­self.

Brook po­int­ed to her­self.

He nod­ded.

They ap­proached.

Lord Ru­gar lo­oked at them both. “Now, I’m not en­tire­ly sure what is go­ing on, but af­ter so many years on the field, I know the look of two peo­ple schem­ing.”

Li­n­san blanched.

The guard growled and clenched his arms.

He gave them a hard look. “You are also mov­ing as if the winds were chas­ing you. So, what is your i­n­tent at this par­ty. Are you here to steal the vi­o­lin?”

“I would nev­er steal Pal­i­sis!” Li­n­san snapped be­fore she re­al­ized what she said. With a gasp, she clapped her glove hand over her mouth.

He raised an eye­brow. “Pal­i­sis is it? Rather u­nu­sual name for a yo­ung lady.”

“No, my lord,” Brook start­ed. “Pal­i­sis is the name of the vi­o­lin be­ing sold to­day. Yes, we have an i­n­ter­est in the in­stru­ment but also the men who are sell­ing it. We need to speak to Lord Xas­nal or Tasire Dali­san a­bout a most im­por­tant mat­ter.”

“And that is?” The lord’s voice grew more tense.

Li­n­san glanced a­ro­und.

Brook shrugged and gazed stoni­ly back. “Some­thing not ap­pro­pri­ate to dis­cuss in pub­lic.”

They locked stares.

Li­n­san squirmed but no one else se­emed to no­tice.

Then the lord chuck­led. He turned back to the guard. “Come on, let us through.”

“My lord?”

“I’ll watch over them. If you want, have so­me­one join us but these two ladies have noth­ing to hide your mas­ter’s sil­vers and I think they have a sto­ry I want to hear.”

Re­luc­tant­ly, the guard un­locked the door and held it up.

The lord ges­tured for Brook and Li­n­san. He wait­ed un­til Li­n­san past­ed be­fore co­ming up be­hind her a short dis­tance. “Af­ter all, the only re­ason I’m here is to bid on the vi­o­lin for a fri­end but I’m cu­ri­ous why a Sterlig has shown up per­son­al­ly for the sale.”

The door closed be­hind them with a firm snap of the lock.

Li­n­san i­nhaled, wait­ing for the next se­n­tence.

“Call me Calor and tell me a new sto­ry.”
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        Requests


        
It is one thing to lie to the u­nwashed mass­es, to de­ceive the fool­ish pub­lic, and to scam those who don’t know how to man­age their mon­ey, but one does not lie to High So­ci­ety. There is no a­nger that can be he­ated for as long as a slight on so­ci­ety’s hon­or.
—Ga­n­don More­lir

Li­n­san heard the kitchen long be­fore they reached it. The so­unds of rau­cous laugh­ter and che­e­ring beat a­gainst the walls. It so­u­nded more like nights the vil­lage pub than the for­mal af­fair go­ing in the main halls.

Calor guid­ed them from be­hind, nod­ding as Brook gave an ab­bre­vi­ated ver­sion of their sto­ry. He didn’t say any­thing, only lis­tened.

E­n­te­ring the kitchen area, Li­n­san saw Miska sit­ting at a table arm-wrestling with one of the guards. Her ele­gant dress had been hiked up to her thighs so she could strad­dled a scorched box. A few of the seams of the ex­pen­sive out­fit had burst open, re­veal­ing her tat­toos stretched across her stra­i­ning mus­cles.

The guard was also in poor shape, with his out­fit ripped in places as he gro­aned and put all his weight into forc­ing Miska’s hand back.

She gru­nted back with her ef­fort to stop him. Sweat ran down her brow and neck as she gripped the table with her oth­er hand. Woodsmoke rose up from where her grip had burned through the table cloth.

Sur­ro­und­ing them were a hand­ful guards along with high so­ci­ety mem­bers we­a­ring dress­es of gold and silk. They were all che­e­ring and thro­wing mon­ey down into a pair of met­al bowls as they enco­u­raged the two co­ntes­tants.

Miska glanced up and then smiled as Brook e­n­tered the room. She gave a wink be­fore turn­ing her at­ten­tion back to her ef­forts. “Time to give up.” Her voice was strained.

“Nev­er—!”

A blast of hot air ex­plod­ed from her as she slammed him down. The ef­fort col­lapsed the table un­der­neath them and he fell back, tum­bling back­wards un­til he flipped face-down on the gro­und.

A cheer rose up as two peo­ple helped him up.

Miska rose with him. “Good game.”

For a mo­ment, the los­ing man lo­oked like he would say some­thing rude but then he shook his head. He held out his hand. “I stand cor­rect­ed.”

She gri­nned and pat­ted his shoul­der. “You did great. A­ga­inst an­oth­er man, you would have eas­i­ly won.”

Play­ful laugh­ter filled the room as Miska pushed her way to Brook and then pulled her into a pas­si­o­nate kiss.

Brook lo­oked sur­prised but then melt­ed into Miska’s arms. A moan rose up be­tween them.

An­oth­er ro­und of cheer, this one far more en­thu­si­as­tic than the first one.

Calor made a grunt­ing noise. “You seem to have a lot of les­bi­ans in your life, Lin.”

“Just my moth­er.”

“And Ju­nith, Ma­rin, those two. You lean that way? Have a fan­cy for peach­es?”

“No, I just want to have fri­ends I love and a chance to play.” She could feel her cheeks warm­ing and tried to tamp them down.

“Spe­a­king of which…” Calor held up his hand. “Sop! A minute?”

On the far side of a kitchen, an old man with a cane lo­oked up from his wine. Then he ges­tured for Calor.

Calor tugged Li­n­san by the el­bow across the room. “Come on, let’s talk to Lord Xas­nal.”

Lord Xas­nal was a­bout eighty years old with a heavy cane un­der one hand and a droop to his face. He lo­oked tired as he fin­ished pu­shing the mon­ey he had appa­rent­ly bet on Miska to a yo­ung woman stand­ing next to him. “Calor,” he said. “What brings you down? Your wife chase you away?”

“No, Rose is at home with the boys. I’m here for Ju­nith.”

The old­er man gro­aned and shook his head. “Damn the Cou­ple, that woman is stick­ing her fi­ngers every­where. She’s got at least three oth­ers to ask me to stop the auc­tion ever since it was a­n­no­unced.”

“Are you?”

“Of course not. She has a his­to­ry with the vi­o­lin, but sob sto­ries only add spice to the bid­ding and bumps up the price.” There was a hard­ness in his voice.

Any hope Li­n­san had start­ed to crum­ble.

He lo­oked at her. “And this is…?”

Calor held up a fi­nger. “Sor­ry, my manors. Li­n­san, this is Lord So­pe­nar Xas­nal. His fam­i­ly has been in Mo­on Wa­ters for al­most four cen­tu­ries and he owns the fine es­tab­lish­ment that we cur­rent­ly stand in.”

So­pe­nar tilt­ed his head.

“And this is Li­n­san Sterlig, a yo­ung lady with a name shared with the item be­ing sold.”

The old man’s eyes sharp­ened on Li­n­san.

Li­n­san cle­ared her throat as her skin crawled. She steeled her­self be­fore she an­swered, “My fa­ther was Si­an Sterlig, he craft­ed Pal­i­sis when I was yo­ung. I… I named it.”

He stared at her for a long mo­ment, be­fore he coughed. And then coughed a­gain. When he stopped, he shook his head. “Ju­nith has been try­ing to stop this sale ever since it was a­n­no­unced. I nev­er thought she could con­vince a Sterlig across the co­un­try.”

“I’m try­ing to stop it beca­use Siam would nev­er have al­lows that vi­o­lin to leave his fam­i­ly! I nev­er asked for her to come here!” snapped Ju­nith as she strode across the room. Brook and Miska fol­lowed with cu­ri­ous looks. “There is a Sterlig here on the eve of its sale. There has to be a re­ason be­side my own.”

Calor slid his arm a­ro­und Ju­nith’s waist. “There is. Pal­i­sis was stolen and a man mur­dered in the process.”

Ju­nith gasped and lo­oked at him. “M-Mur­dered?”

Brook held up her hand. “My dad­dy, Du­kan Ka­bisal. The three men sell­ing it burned him alive. I-I have the in­ves­ti­ga­tion pa­pers.”

A­ro­und them, the kitchen grew silent.

Pop’s gaze slid back to Li­n­san. “Well? Are you try­ing to stop the sale?”

Li­n­san felt the pres­sure of at­ten­tion but she steeled her­self. Draw­ing up, she re­mem­bered how her moth­er al­ways lo­oked at the audi­ence and mim­ic­ked it. “Yes, my lord. It was stolen from us.”

Lord Xas­nal gro­aned and shook his head. He po­int­ed to Ju­nith. “A gut feel­ing.”

His fi­nger ges­tured to Brook. “A claim.”

“Ex­cuse me—!” start­ed Brook an­gri­ly.

He po­int­ed to Miska. “Pa­pers that can­not be co­nfirmed from across the co­un­try.”

Fi­nal­ly his fi­nger ges­tured to Li­n­san. “A birthright that can­not be ve­ri­fied. These are all re­asons, but they a­ren’t e­nough. You could be work­ing for so­me­one who needs more time to come up with more mon­ey, a scheme to steal from me, or some­thing else.”

He drew him­self up straighter. “I need proof. Some­thing I can see with my own eyes, some­thing that I can co­nfirm. I’ve been host­ing these auc­tions for many years and I’ve been tricked, lied, and de­ceived more times than you have stepped on the earth. I have lost mil­lions, so I need some­thing rock-sol­id.”

Li­n­san ducked her head and fought back the tears.

“Tears don’t move me, girls. The sale goes on and I will not al­low you to dis­rupt my hon­or.”

Thi­n­king fu­ri­ous­ly, Li­n­san tried to think of some line, some play that would con­vince him. But they felt hal­low and emp­ty at the mo­ment, noth­ing was ap­pro­pri­ate.

So­pe­nar shook his head. “I’m sor­ry your vi­o­lin was stolen and your fa­ther killed. But that was some­where far away and out­side of my do­main. Good eve­ning.”

He limped for­ward the door.

Li­n­san cle­ared her throat. There was one thing that she hadn’t told any­one, a triv­ial thing but it was the last thing left to her. “Pal­i­sis has been played be­fore,” she said qu­iet­ly.

So­pe­nar stopped but didn’t turn back.

“I played it, in my pa­rent’s at­tic. It isn’t a vir­gin.” She sniffed. “I didn’t know it wasn’t sup­posed to be at the time, but my pa­rents de­cid­ed to not tell any­one just in case we had to sell it.”

The si­lence pressed down on the room, sti­fling the air as it set­tled into place.

Eve­ry­one stared at So­pe­nar, wait­ing for his re­spo­nse.

He turned his head so he was lo­o­king at her. “But what are you?”

“S-Sor­ry?”

“An in­stru­ment is played by the one who cre­at­ed it, to tune and ad­just it. It is a moth­er’s touch for her daugh­ter, not a lover’s em­brace. So I ask you, what are you?”

Li­n­san sniffed and then nod­ded. “Yes, I am the daugh­ter of Si­an Sterlig. My blood runs through the ve­ins of the wood that gave birth to Pal­i­sis. My hand helped him carve and shape it. I named it, so I might be his moth­er.”

She took a deep breath. “But I am also the daugh­ter of Tisin Sterlig, the qu­e­en of the stage and I have played her songs and roles my en­tire life. I have been in her shad­ow ex­cept for when I play. I have only set my bow on his strings as one who loves the song more than any­thing else.”

So­pe­nar slow­ly turned. “Prove it.”

“H-How, my lord.”

He po­int­ed to the vi­o­lin case that was once a­gain in Miska’s hand. “Play me a song that only the daugh­ter of Tisin would know. Give me a song that has nev­er been on a stage or sung in the world.”

Li­n­san frowned as she tore through her mem­o­ry, cast­ing through the his­to­ry of her pa­rents. She teased the pin in her hair. “There is no…” she glanced at Ju­nith who was cry­ing. Then she re­mem­bered the sheet mu­sic in the case, the torn pa­per with a sin­gle song she had nev­er heard of be­fore. “Safe Ad­ven­tures, Our De­part­ed Loves.”

Ju­nith i­nhaled sharply.

So­pe­nar cocked his head. “I’m sur­prised you know that song. I thought there was only one copy ever made. Your fa­ther was very in­sis­tent on that.”

Li­n­san wor­ried her lip as she re­trieved her vi­o­lin.

Brook stopped her. “Are you sure? You know this song?”

Li­n­san shook her head. “I saw it once, years ago. I’ve nev­er played it but I think I re­mem­ber the melody.”

“Oh, Cou­ple.” Brook bu­ried her head a­gainst Miska.

“I have to try,” Li­n­san felt on the edge of tears her­self. “I have to.”

She set her bow and then brought up the fad­ed me­mo­ries. The first few bars were easy to re­mem­ber but she had only lo­oked at the first page. She worked the song in her head but then re­al­ized it wasn’t e­nough.

Fear raced through her ve­ins.

“I’m wait­ing.” So­pe­nar lo­oked at her i­n­tent­ly.

Her heart flut­tered. In her mind, she tried to guess the next me­asures of the song. Lit­tle frag­ments from her past rose up: her moth­er hum­ming a strange song while she did her ma­keup, or the way her fa­ther arranged his mu­sic, and even the way the notes nat­u­ral­ly fell off the bow strings.

“Sterlig?”

Li­n­san an­swered with clear notes fill­ing the kitchen. It was un­steady at first from her ner­vous­ness but she re­ga­ined her nerves by the end of the sec­ond me­asure. It took her only pre­ci­ous sec­onds to reach the end of her knowl­edge. De­spe­rate not to see him ac­knowl­edge a fail­ure, she closed her eyes and let the mu­sic flow.

She dragged her toe along the floor and then ducked her body with her song. She didn’t need to see to avoid the ta­bles and co­u­nters, they were just part of her dance as she spun and swayed with the bal­lad.

Gasps rose up.

Li­n­san cracked open one eye to see smiles across from her. Motes of pow­er and rip­ples of en­er­gy radi­ated from her body, swirling with the same move­ments as her body.

She let her gaze rake the room. There were more smiles and looks of joy and wo­nder on the faces of the guards and so­ci­ety alike. So­pe­nar had a faint smile on his lips as he rocked his body in time with the mu­sic spun from her bow.

Li­n­san let her at­ten­tion fo­cus on him and fin­ished the song, fill­ing the room with mu­sic and rip­ples of pow­er be­fore pulling the bow away. The last note hung in the air, sparkling with en­er­gy, be­fore it fad­ed like em­bers into the night.

Ju­nith let out a sob from where she had her face bu­ried into Calor’s shoul­der. Her pale hands trem­bled as she knuck­led his shirt.

Brook and Miska held each oth­er and watched her with gliste­ning eyes and bright smiles. They lo­oked ter­ri­fied and in awe at the same time.

There were oth­ers. Some start­ed to ap­plaud her, oth­ers were not mov­ing as they se­eped in their own thoughts.

Every breath was atte­nu­ated as she turned back to the lord. “My lord?”

“Close but not qu­ite.”

Her shoul­ders lumped. “I’m sor­ry, it was a long—”

He held up his hand and her voice trailed off. “Li­n­san Sterlig, that was not en­tire­ly the song that your fa­ther had writ­ten. I re­mem­ber the o­pe­ning notes inti­mate­ly, but the oth­ers were not. Where did the rest come from?”

“I… I guess what my dad would have writ­ten kno­wing my moth­er’s abil­i­ty. I as­sumed it was sung by her as Ju­nith and Ma­rin left.”

He turned away.

Li­n­san’s hope fal­tered and she fought back her own sor­row.

“No, it was when your pa­rents left, not the oth­er way a­ro­und. They are all stars in Mo­on Wa­ters but your fa­ther’s moth­er fell sick and he had to re­turn to Cob­bler’s End. We al­ways as­sumed Ma­rin would go with him, but then eve­ry­one was sur­prised when our four stars of Mo­on Wa­ters—”

He lo­oked at Ju­nith and held out his hand.

She reached out to take it and squ­e­eze it.

“—split in un­ex­pect­ed ways. With hind­sight, it was obvi­ous how they had cleaved but it was that song that the four a­n­no­unced the de­ci­sion.” He smiled warm­ly to Ju­nith. “A sin­gle song that played to the back stage of the fi­nal sho­wing of Strangers in the Gale. Only the ac­tors, the band, and those ho­nored by grant­i­ng pa­tro­nage were able to hear it.”

The room was silent.

He turned back to Li­n­san. “I thought I would nev­er hear it a­gain in any form. You have ho­nored your fa­ther’s mem­o­ry, your moth­er’s kill, and proven that you have tal­ents that shine a­mong theirs.”

“Fuck me,” gasped Miska.

Li­n­san tried to clear her sud­den­ly dry throat. “T-Thank you, my lord.”

So­pe­nar’s eyes hard­ened. “Do you swear you played Pal­i­sis?”

Li­n­san wiped her eyes. “Yes, my lord.”

“That I can ver­i­fy.” There was no smile or hu­mor from him as he turned to the yo­ung woman serv­ing him. “Sum­mon Tir No­lig with all haste. She will be pack­ing up to leave if she hasn’t left al­ready. I will give you one bell to re­turn with her.”

“Yes, my lord.” She bowed deeply be­fore ru­n­ning out of the room.

The lord or­dered an­oth­er ser­vant to bring the city guards who had talked to Brook to the auc­tion house, but through the side door.

Fi­nal­ly, he ad­dressed Li­n­san di­rect­ly. “You have earned the op­por­tu­ni­ty to prove your­self. I will de­lay the sale for one bell and not a minute lo­nger. If No­lig can ver­i­fy your claim, then I will halt every­thing and have the men sell­ing it de­ta­ined un­til a full in­ves­ti­ga­tion can take place. Fail­ing that, you will suf­fer co­nse­qu­ences no mat­ter what blood you claim.”

Li­n­san nod­ded and let out a gasp of re­lief. “Thank you, my lord.”

“Come on, I need to make the a­n­no­unce­ment be­fore the ham­mer falls.”
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It is easy to make a claim but far hard­er to prove it.
—Kyōti proverb

Even in the nar­row hall­way lead­ing to the great hall, Li­n­san could hear the rapid pat­ter of the auc­ti­o­neer spe­a­king loud­ly. “Do I hear twen­ty-two. Twen­ty-two. Twen­ty-three to the lady in the red dress. Twen­ty-three mil­lion folks. Twen­ty-five! Twen­ty-six!”

It took all of her ef­fort not to crawl over Lord Xas­nal who lead the way or the guard walk­ing be­hind him and a­head of Li­n­san. She wa­nted to scream at them to hur­ry but So­pe­nar ap­peared to have only one speed, a slow walk.

“Thir­ty mil­lion! Thir­ty-five! Six! Sev­en.”

So­me­one called out loud­ly. “Forty!”

“Forty mil­lion cukdins for this price­less tre­a­sure.”

She cri­nged as So­pe­nar ap­proached the door.

“Forty? Go­ing once. Go­ing—”

So­pe­nar stepped in the room and held up two fi­ngers, then four.

Li­n­san’s heart skipped a beat.

“Sor­ry, my lords and ladies, bid­ding has been halt­ed. I cur­rent­ly have forty mil­lion cukdins to the Lady Pi­nialis.”

A rip­ple of noise rose up as Li­n­san e­n­tered the room. Af­ter the claus­tro­pho­bic hall­way, the great hall felt like step­ping out­side. In the short pe­riod of time, rows of seats had been arranged in front of the stage with a nar­row space down the mid­dle.

On stage was a pedestal hold­ing a red vel­vet pil­low. On it was Pal­i­sis. The vi­o­lin had been pol­ished un­til it shown and lights had been fo­cused on it to show off the del­i­cate hints of pur­ple and red ve­ins that ran un­der­neath the pol­ished sur­face. Next to it was the bow her fa­ther had craft­ed, a match­ing pair with the same de­signs and carv­ings.

It had been years since Li­n­san had seen the mu­si­cal in­stru­ment. A lo­n­ging rose up, a de­sire more i­n­tense than any­thing she had felt be­fore. The urge to reach out for it and pluck it from the pil­low rose up and she strug­gled be­ing so close.

The gath­ered peo­ple, the high so­ci­ety of Mo­on Wa­ter, lo­oked a­ro­und in co­nfu­sion. A few stood up to turn to the back to­ward So­pe­nar. Li­n­san no­ticed a few just ducked their heads and con­ti­nued to stare for­ward.

“There they are!” whis­pered Brook loud­ly.

Li­n­san fo­cused her at­ten­tion on stage where Tilbin, May­forn, and Gabaw stood to the side of the vi­o­lin. All three of them were we­a­ring tuxe­dos but she re­mem­bered their faces from the day of the fire.

Tilbin stood a­head of the oth­er two, his head turn­ing as he sca­nned the crowds. May­forn did the same, his face pursed as his head moved from po­int to po­int. Gabaw stepped back to­ward a table bare­ly vis­i­ble be­hind the chairs where the mu­si­ci­ans had sat.

So­pe­nar lo­wered his fi­ngers. “Ladies and gen­tle­men, I’m sor­ry to stop the mo­ment right at the cusp of ten­sion, but I have been pre­se­nted with a cred­i­ble doubt.”

Whis­pers and ex­cla­ma­tions rose up in a wave across the room. A few of the buy­ers stepped away from the gath­ered chairs. Most of them re­ma­ined in place.

Tilbin stood up. An easy smile crossed his face but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Please ex­plain, Lord Xas­nal. You have al­ready done a full suite of ve­ri­fi­ca­tions for this sale was ap­proved.” He had a re­mark­ably cul­tured voice for a man who grew up at a farm in the mid­dle of nowhere.

The front door cre­aked open as a man in a deep blue u­ni­form strode into the hall. He had a badge on his left chest and a pair of rib­bons on the right. He had a deep tan and a full beard pulled into a braid.

Six oth­er u­ni­formed men filed in af­ter him. They were armed with short swords and all six had their hands on the sheathed we­apons.

Tilbin’s turned slight­ly to look at them and his jaw tight­ened.

“Shit,” May­forn said sharply and stepped past Tilbin to the oth­er side. His at­ten­tion fo­cused on Li­n­san and a scowl etched it­self across his face.

Brook shoved her way past Li­n­san and rushed down the ce­nter aisle. Her inar­tic­u­late scream rose up to fill the room.

Li­n­san and Miska charged af­ter her.

Just as Brook reached the stage, one of the buy­ers who had not lo­oked back sud­den­ly stood up and spun into the aisle. There was a flash of a met­al, a knife, in his hand.

“Brook!” screamed Miska.

Brook slammed into the man, her en­tire body shud­de­ring. She lo­oked up and then gasped. “D-Dad­dy?” Her voice filled the sud­den si­lence that draped the room.

Li­n­san slid to a halt as she lo­oked at the man who had stabbed Brook. It was Du­kan Ka­bisal.

He had grown a beard since she last saw him, but it was a poor dis­guise. There was no mis­tak­ing his shoul­ders or the shape of his face. His eyes were hard as he lo­oked down at his daugh­ter. “You’re the re­ason my code book was burned, wasn’t it?”

“D-Dad­dy?” Brook said in a we­aker voice. Crim­son droplets splat­tered to the gro­und, sla­shing bright­ly on the wo­oden floor.

“Bad girl,” he said. Then he shoved Brook back hard, thro­wing her into Li­n­san and Miska.

Pan­icked, Li­n­san grabbed at Brook and held her down. There was a gro­wing stain on her abdo­men, near her naval. “Brook! Brook!”

Du­kan stepped back and tossed the knife to the gro­und.

On stage, Tilbin’s gu­itar flew in the air. The mur­der­er caught it and slung it over his shoul­der in one smooth move­ment. His fi­ngers dropped to the strings and he strummed them.

A ghost­ly fire flick­ered a­ro­und his body and in­stru­ment.

De­spite the fear for her fri­end and the gro­wing ter­ror, Li­n­san forced her­self to her feet. “Du­kan! That was Brook! How!?”

Du­kan stopped at the bot­tom of the stairs. His face was a mask of rage, a bit­ter­ness palat­able in the air. “You were sup­posed to be the brash one, Lin. That knife was for you, not her.”

“You were go­ing to kill me?” Her world spun but she forced her­self to fo­cus on him.

The strum of a gu­itar string caught her at­ten­tion and she picked up the o­pe­ning chords to a pop­u­lar dri­n­king song.

Du­kan’s face twist­ed even more. “Of course I would! You’re a Sterlig! You are all fools and id­iots. You sit on a price­less ar­ti­fact beca­use of pride and hon­or. Your pa­rents would rather starve than give up a mem­o­ry to some woman who has been dead for decades!”

Be­hind Li­n­san, Ju­nith let out a sharp gasp.

Li­n­san stepped over Brook. “Pal­i­sis isn’t yours.”

Du­kan start­ed up the stairs, one step at a time. “It doesn’t have a name, Lin. It’s an in­stru­ment, some­thing to be played and sold. And for me, that means one more sale of a pre­ci­ous Sterlig be­fore I leave this shit­ty co­un­try.”

“I won’t let you,” she a­n­no­unced as she spun the lock on her case. She grabbed the neck of her vi­o­lin and her bow with one hand as it clat­tered to the floor.

Du­kan smiled and stepped back be­hind Tilbin. “You have oth­er prob­lems to deal with.”

Tilbin start­ed into a se­ries of high speed riffs. It was the song she had heard, but played at dou­ble speed. Fire flared along his gu­itar strings be­fore it rose to en­ve­lope his en­tire body.

A wave of heat rip­pled away from his body, vis­i­bly dis­tort­ing the air in an in­creas­ing sphere of en­er­gy.

The audi­ence screamed as they scram­bled to pull away.

Li­n­san gasped and ya­nked her vi­o­lin into place.

Gabaw jumped off the front of the stage and slammed his fist into the floor. A line of fire burst out of the wood straight for her, the heat ris­ing in a wall of fire.

Li­n­san stepped back, but caught Brook’s legs. With a scream, she stum­bled back while try­ing to keep her grip on the vi­o­lin.

Miska surged up be­tween them and the fire. She crossed her arms and plu­nged into the flames. With a de­a­fe­ning roar, the line of fire split in half a­ro­und her body and jet­ted into the emp­ty chairs on each side.

Whimpe­ring, Li­n­san u­n­tan­gled her­self from Brook’s legs. She wa­nted to check on her fri­end or at least drag her to safe­ly, but then she heard the riff hit the beat and the dis­tinct so­und of fi­re­balls la­u­n­ching. She lo­oked up to see them arc­ing a­ro­und Miska and slam­ming into chairs and peo­ple, thro­wing them aside.

“Fuck,” she screamed. “We need to get these peo­ple away!”

“Lit­tle busy!” snapped Miska and she strug­gled a­gainst the flames that tore at her body, set­ting the ends of her hair on fire and burn­ing at her dress.

Brook pushed her­self up. Her dress was ru­ined but there was a ban­dage made from Miska’s dress hasti­ly wrapped a­ro­und her bel­ly with a knot of fab­ric pressed di­rect­ly into the wo­und. Brook’s face twist­ed into a gri­mace of pain as she lurched to her knees.

Li­n­san start­ed for her but flash­es of light warned her of two fi­re­balls that stre­aked to­ward her and Brook. With­out thi­n­king, Li­n­san swung the vi­o­lin to block of the first one, catch­ing the se­a­ring heat with the back of her in­stru­ment and swat­ting it to the gro­und.

Li­n­san jumped over Brook and spun her body to catch the fi­re­ball a­gainst her back. Her sens­es ex­plod­ed into agony as the force drove her to her knees. The smell of burn­ing fab­ric and hair filled her world.

Brook reached for her. “Li­n­san!”

“Get. Away!” sobbed Li­n­san through the pain. She tried to put out her dress and the vi­o­lin at the same time, but her limbs didn’t qu­ite move fast e­nough. She gave up the vi­o­lin with a sob and dropped to her back to roll back to exti­n­guish the flames that tore at her back.

Brook’s face twist­ed into a mask of pain and de­ter­mi­na­tion. She pulled back her arms to clap and screamed out a warn­ing.

Both Miska and Li­n­san cri­nged as Brook clapped her hands to­geth­er with all her might. The con­cus­sion blast ex­plod­ed from her. It la­unched chairs, pa­pers, and hap­less bysta­nders into the fur­thest edges of the hall.

In the cor­ner of her eye, Li­n­san saw her vi­o­lin rolling away, the flames fla­ring up as more of the wood caught. She let out a sob and crawled af­ter it in hopes of res­cu­ing her only chance to de­feat the four men.

“No, pick it up! Get it!” bel­lowed Du­kan. His voice had a fran­tic tone to it.

Li­n­san lo­oked past Miska’s burn­ing dress to see that Brook’s con­cus­sion blast has knocked Pal­i­sis off the pedestal. The pre­ci­ous in­stru­ment had la­nded near a hunk of burn­ing stage.

Du­kan strug­gled with the mu­si­ci­an’s chairs on the side. They had caught him when they were thrown to the back of the stage and his limbs were e­n­tan­gled. He gru­nted and thrashed be­fore he man­aged to crawl out. Fran­tic, he scram­bled across the stage.

“No!” screamed Brook as she clapped a­gain. The ex­plo­sion tore the gro­und apart un­der­neath the con­cus­sion wave. It struck the stage and the wo­oden struc­ture buck­led from the im­pact.

A snap­ping board la­unched the vi­o­lin into the air.

May­forn and Du­kan lu­nged for it.

The vi­o­lin reached the apex of its flight and came down.

“Pal­i­sis!” Li­n­san screamed de­spe­rate­ly with her hand re­a­ching out for the in­stru­ment far out of her reach.

The strings of the vi­o­lin rang out, played with­out a bow be­ing touched to them. Translu­cent en­er­gies flared a­ro­und the in­stru­ment and en­veloped it. It fell only a foot be­fore bounc­ing off some in­vis­i­ble force inch­es way from two mur­der­er’s out­stretched hands.

Li­n­san froze as the vi­o­lin bounced a­gain, kick­ing away from the stage and di­rect­ly to­ward her. It struck the gro­und and then spun and skipped across the spli­n­tered wood and ex­posed rock to stop at her knees.

Li­n­san stared down at it, her body sha­king from her fear and her mind un­able to see what had de­flect­ed the in­stru­ment.

Brook gro­aned in pain. “Just. Pick. It. Up!”

“But—!”

“You said you played it, so play it beca­use we’re go­ing to burn!” She sobbed through the pain as she stag­gered to her feet. One arm pressed the ru­ins of Miska’s dress a­gainst her wo­und. “Now!”

Li­n­san reached down for Pal­i­sis. She knew that she may have ru­ined the chance of get­ting it back if she played it, but Du­kan’s be­tray­al couldn’t be for­giv­en.

To her sur­prise, the paired bow came to a stop next to the Pal­i­sis. She hadn’t seen it slide to­ward her, but it was obvi­ous that the vi­o­lin had de­mands of its own.

The strings ran out a­gain, danc­ing and hum­ming the clos­er her fi­ngers came to the in­stru­ment.

When she wrapped her hand a­ro­und the warm wood, she felt a surge of pow­er ris­ing through her. En­er­gies flick­ered on the edges of her vi­sion as in­vis­i­ble cur­rents stirred her hair and clothes.

Pal­i­sis fit a­gainst her neck as if it belo­nged. She held the bow over the strings for a mo­ment.

Tilbin’s next song broke the mo­ment.

With a glare, she drew the bow across the strings and played a sin­gle note. It hung in the air, set­ting off ed­dies of pow­er a­ro­und her. With a sad smile, she start­ed one of her own at­tack songs.

“Yes!” Miska said as she clapped her hands.

Brook jo­ined, the im­pacts a dull thud that boost­ed the pow­er that sur­ro­u­nded Li­n­san. She stag­gered to her feet but nev­er stopped ke­e­ping the beat.

Gabaw struck fire, slam­ming into the gro­und and send­ing a line of fire di­rect­ly for Li­n­san and Brook.

In time with Li­n­san’s mu­sic, Miska stepped up to Brook and spun her a­ro­und as Li­n­san spun in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. The flame burst harm­less­ly a­gainst Miska’s shoul­der in a wave of heat and pres­sure.

Li­n­san reached the up­ward trill that shot ar­rows of force away from her. The beat of her two fri­ends added to them, in­creas­ing their strength and speed.

The ar­rows slammed into the stage, miss­ing Tilbin but stri­king Gabaw and May­forn.

Gabaw fell back in a spray of blood. His back slammed into the wreck­age of the stage. He strug­gled to get back to his feet as his hands burned bright­ly.

Tilbin’s riff slammed the air, pu­n­ching it with the com­plex so­unds of the gu­itar. With his fi­ngers slid­ing along the frets, he sum­moned dozens of fi­re­balls that sur­ro­u­nded him in a halo.

It was the same at­tack as the one from the car.

Li­n­san cha­nged the pace of her song and sum­moned the pow­er to block his mag­ic. When the fi­re­balls came scre­a­ming from all di­rec­tions, she was ready. As­sist­ed with the steady beat, she la­unched ar­row af­ter ar­row into the blasts and they burst harm­less­ly a­ro­und her.

Be­fore the fire fad­ed from the air, her de­fense song reached an in­flec­tion po­int where she could use the pow­er to at­tack. She la­unched a sin­gle ar­row of force di­rect­ly for Tilbin’s chest.

May­forn caught it with a back­hand and then spun to join in the rhythm of Tilbin’s at­tack. Gabaw also added a beat of his own and Tilbin’s pow­er grew.

They trad­ed fi­re­balls and ar­rows for a few sec­onds.

Tilbin sud­den­ly smiled. He po­int­ed at Miska and then ham­mered a se­ries of riffs that brought up fi­re­balls la­u­n­ching di­rect­ly at her.

At the same time, Gabaw slammed his fists into the gro­und and set an­oth­er fire burst di­rect­ly at her.

Miska had to a­ba­n­don her clap­ping to block the at­tack. She gro­aned as the heat po­u­nded her body, te­a­ring away at with steady thumbs that Li­n­san strug­gled to ig­nore while still ma­i­n­ta­i­ning her own song.

Then there were more fi­re­balls arc­ing from the side but they were a­imed at both Brook and Li­n­san.

With a gasp, Li­n­san spun away.

Brook wasn’t fast e­nough. All of Tilbin’s at­tacks jerked away from Li­n­san to dri­ve into Brook. The steady thumps of fire pum­meled her body as she lost her bal­ance.

Li­n­san no lo­nger had the beat. She danced away.

Tilbin and May­forn fol­lowed. The gu­itar set off bursts that May­forn’s clap­ping boost­ed Tilbin’s pow­er. They screamed through the air as they stre­aked to­ward her.

With­out her fri­ends help­ing, Li­n­san had to play faster while twist­ing to avoid the at­tacks. Sweat burned at her brow as she strug­gled to block. There was no op­por­tu­ni­ty to strike her­self.

She slipped. With a yelp, she fell back as one of the fi­re­balls slammed into her. Heat crushed a­gainst her body and she tried to twist Pal­i­sis away from the flames.

To her sur­prise, the heat didn’t touch the vi­o­lin. A shimme­ring force wrapped a­ro­und the in­stru­ment and the flames slid harm­less­ly off the vi­o­lin.

Hit­ting the gro­und with one shoul­der, Li­n­san kicked back and flipped back onto her feet. She la­nded next to Brook’s smol­de­ring form.

A sob rose up. “Brook?”

Brook lo­oked up, her hair smo­king. She lo­oked at them and then glared. “Safe Ad­ven­tures, Our De­part­ed Loves.”

It was a bal­lad, a song with plen­ty of op­por­tu­ni­ty to build up pow­er but there were de­spe­rate­ly few places where the song could be used to at­tack.

“Are you—?”

“Play it! The cow fuck­ers don’t know it.” Brook wiped her fo­re­head, leav­ing a streak of blood. She stood up and clapped hard to knock away the at­tacks. With a pow­er­ful step for­ward, she smacked her hands to­geth­er a­gain but this time one palm slid off the oth­er.

A nar­row wave of force shot out of her hand, nar­row­ly avo­ided Miska as it cut through Gabaw’s line of fire. It struck him and threw him into the stage.

Gabaw’s body bounced off the wood be­fore he was pro­pelled into the chairs be­low.

Sob­bing, she stood even with Miska. With a smile to her lover, she be­gan to clap out the rhythm of the song.

Miska jo­ined im­me­di­ate­ly, her pre­ci­sion po­und­ing fit­ting with Brook’s me­chan­i­cal ti­ming for a song they had only heard min­utes be­fore.

Trust­ing her fri­end, Li­n­san be­gan to play.

As the fi­re­balls came ra­i­ning down, the three wove a­ro­und each oth­er. Miska would turn so the fire struck her body and Brook clapped to blow away the fire bursts that reached past.

Only waves of heat struck Li­n­san as she im­pro­vised her dance. All the hours of prac­tice sank in as she took her skill to recre­ate the song and used it to find a dance that would match it.

Her fri­ends worked with her as they blocked the at­tacks even as Gabaw re­turned to strike at her.

Heat and fire raged through the hall.

She danced re­mem­be­ring the pur­pose of the song, of four lovers that fo­und each oth­er and switched while re­ma­i­ning fri­ends. The hap­pi­ness of her pa­rents: her fa­ther’s pride and her moth­er’s re­sili­ence. They had suf­fered for her beca­use of love just as Ju­nith did for her Ma­rin. Li­n­san has stepped aside for Miska, but she loved them both.

The song grew lo­uder, mag­ni­fied by dance and beat. She was play­ing her fam­i­ly’s lega­cy and she would not let their be­tray­al be for­got­ten.

When the cusp of the song came, the cresce­ndo that Li­n­san could fi­nal­ly turn into an at­tack, she was ready.

Li­n­san drew the fi­nal note with a flo­ur­ish as the world a­ro­und her be­came a storm of shimme­ring pow­er. An ar­row flew out. Then an­oth­er and an­oth­er. They came faster and she jo­ined, bre­a­king away from the song as she ac­cele­rat­ed her play­ing.

Miska and Brook jo­ined her af­ter only a feat beats, clap­ping and po­und­ing faster as each note be­come a we­apon that rained down on the stage.

Tilbin broke off his song to switch to an­oth­er one, no doubt a de­fen­sive one, but the ar­rows didn’t stop. They po­u­nded cease­less, ex­plod­ing into bril­li­ant force as they tore apart wood and stone. They tore into the three mur­der­ers, send­ing them back with spurts of blood and groans of pain.

Tilbin’s fi­ngers slipped on the strings.

The mag­ic re­sist­ing her fal­tered.

Li­n­san di­rect­ed a wave of pow­er to­ward his gu­itar.

As the spec­tral heads struck it, the wood crack be­fore it shat­tered from the force of its own strings. His hands were lace­rat­ed as he fell back to the gro­und.

Li­n­san di­rect­ed the at­tacks at the oth­er two men as they dove to the side.

The song e­nded. She tried to stop it but there was no way to keep play­ing with­out los­ing every­thing. There were no more notes left to play, no more en­er­gy to fuel them.

She stopped sharply, her body sha­king as all the en­er­gy and emo­tions drained out of her in an in­stance.

Emp­ty, she stared at the car­nage be­fore her as she sucked in one breath af­ter the oth­er. Sweat so­aked her skin and her mus­cles trem­bled from the ef­fort. The air smelled of light­ning and flame, a bit­ter taste that seared the back of her throat.

She was vague­ly aware of the ma­gen­ta motes that flo­ated in the air. They were the feed­back from two pow­er forces col­lid­ing with each oth­er. The more pow­er, the more light but she had nev­er seen a cloud filled with the ba­ne­ful light that scorched the en­tire hall.

A­head of her, Brook le­aned a­gainst Miska. She let out a whim­per. “D-Did we win?”

Miska clutched her. “I don’t know. We got the three but I don’t know where your dad­dy is.”

“He hurt me. My own dad­dy,” Brook said as her knees col­lapsed and she sank to the gro­und.

Cradling her lover, Miska dropped to her knees to cu­shi­on the blow. “I know. But he will nev­er hurt you a­gain, I pro­mise.”

Li­n­san threw her­self to Brook to hold her tight­ly, Pal­i­sis rest­ing in her oth­er hand. “Oh, Brook!”

Brook’s bright brown eyes grew cloudy. “It was a good… song…” And then her eyes rolled up and she slumped for­ward.
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        Decisions


        
… those of na­tive blood may hold no of­fice or po­si­tion of au­thor­i­ty with­in these lands.
—The True and Com­plete Laws of Ge­paul

Li­n­san sat on a chair next to Brook’s head, hold­ing her fri­end’s hand as Brook slept. Even though the heal­ers said that Brook would sur­vive, Li­n­san couldn’t help but wor­ry every time a whim­per of pain es­caped Brook’s lips or she trem­bled.

Miska sat on the op­po­site side, her head rest­ed on Brook’s pil­low as she stretched out across two chairs. Pil­lows and bla­nkets spilled out un­der­neath her from her at­tempts to make her­self com­fort­able.

“Miska?” Brook’s voice was bro­ken and hoarse.

Li­n­san sat up sharply.

“Did you get Pal­i­sis!?”

Wi­ping the sud­den tears, Li­n­san nod­ded. “I got it back. Lord Xas­nal was an­noyed that I ru­ined his com­mis­sion, but he de­cid­ed that he would look the oth­er way since Tilbin at­tacked first.”

She gave a ru­eful smile. “We don’t have to even pay for the dam­age to his hall, but I did have to pro­mise to play for him once every­thing was re­built.”

Brook frowned. “I’m so—”

Li­n­san held up her hand. “No, it’s good. He’s go­ing to give me pa­tro­nage for a year to let every­thing set­tle, the in­ves­ti­ga­tions to fin­ish up, and your fa­ther’s tri­al to pro­ceed.”

Her eyes wi­dened. “D-Dad­dy?”

“They caught him. He was try­ing to es­cape on a boat, but the city guard have a num­ber of wa­ter tal­ents and he was un­able to es­cape. And Gabaw…” Li­n­san voice broke as she strug­gled with the words. “Gabaw made a deal with the au­thor­i­ties. He said he had proof that Du­kan or­dered the fire on our woods and was sell­ing off Sterligs over the years. That is why Du­kan had so much mon­ey, he had been trad­ing our lega­cy for cash. The cap­tain’s men are es­cort­ing him back home to get it.”

Tears ran down Brook’s face. “Oh, Lin. I’m so sor­ry. I didn’t know.”

“There was… they al­ready seized your… Du­kan’s as­sets here and back home. You got a bunch of let­ters from your sis­ters while you were un­con­sci­ous. I can’t i­mag­ine they are hap­py news.”

Brook’s face fell. “Then I have noth­ing ei­ther.”

Miska lo­oked up through her hair that had draped over her face. “You have us.”

Brook gave a weak ef­fort at a smile. She pushed the hair away and lo­oked at Miska with love and af­fec­tion. “That’s all I re­al­ly need, right? You two?”

“That’s right, Princess.” Miska le­aned into Brook’s hand and nuz­zled it. “The heal­ers said it would take a month or three to re­cov­er from your inju­ries.”

“I hope so. It re­al­ly hurts right now.”

“You a­ren’t get­ting out what you owe me.”

At Brook’s co­n­fused look, Miska gri­nned. “I get a roy­al ser­vant for a week, re­mem­ber?”

Brook gig­gled and then winced. “O-Ouch.”

“Just beca­use you got stabbed by your own fa­ther doesn’t let you get out of oblig­a­tions.” Miska gri­nned and ran her thumb along Brook’s cheek.

“I know! Just don’t make me laugh!”

Miska crawled onto the bed and pressed her body to Brook’s. “No laugh­ter, but you don’t get to es­cape me.”

Brook le­aned back. “I’m caught by my oblig­a­tions, they are a chain a­ro­und my neck.” Then she lift­ed her head. “Yes, I know that’s from a play.”

Li­n­san shrugged and kept her mouth shut.

“And your moth­er was in it.”

It took more ef­fort not to smirk.

Rest­ing her head back, Brook stroked Miska’s hair. “Do you think there is a chance we could seize Tilbin’s, Gabaw’s, and that oth­er guy’s as­sets?”

Li­n­san cocked her head. “May­forn? Why?”

“I heard you talk­ing back when I was up­set a­bout los­ing ac­cess to the bank. I thought a­bout it while I was dri­ving. They own the land they stole from Miska’s tribe. She can’t own it her­self, but I know dad­dy got a­ro­und that by hav­ing some trib­al folk own stocks in a com­pa­ny.”

“We can’t own a busi­ness ei­ther, my love.”

Brook gri­nned and then winced. “Own­ing stock is not con­trol. If we got those as­sets, put it into a com­pa­ny, and then you and the oth­er Feil could have their land back. At least on pa­per.”

Miska sighed. “How would that help? It would still be one of you in charge and that per­son would still be able to steal from the lands.”

“Pick so­me­one who had your i­n­ter­ests. I al­ready know from dad­dy’s… Du­kan’s work, that the per­son in charge doesn’t have to be the one who makes de­ci­sions.”

Miska’s face bright­ened. “Are you offe­ring your­self, Princess?”

“To be your pup­pet le­ader?” Brook smiled with a blush. “Maybe. Yes. I mean, maybe.”

“Does that mean I get to stick my hand up your—?”

“No!” Brook said, her face colo­ring. Then she glanced at Li­n­san and back to Miska. “M-Maybe? If Li­n­san is okay with it?”

Li­n­san stood up. “As I told you be­fore, you will al­ways be my fri­end and I would be your lover un­til you find so­me­one more wor­thy of the role. You’ve fo­und your cham­pi­on now, so I can hap­pi­ly go back to be­ing mere­ly your best fri­end for the rest of your life and leave you in the hands of your lover.”

Brook’s eyes wa­tered for a mo­ment. “That’s a line, isn’t it?”

“I think so.” Li­n­san gri­nned broad­ly. “But it isn’t from a play. At least not yet, I’m go­ing to try my hand at writ­ing one just so I can say it is.”
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In addition to having a borderline unhealthy obsession with the written word, he is also a developer who loves to code as much as he loves writing.

He lives near Cedar Rapids, Iowa with his wife, numerous pet computers, and a pair of highly mobile things of the male variety.

You can see more work by D. Moonfire at his website at https://d.moonfire.us/. His fantasy world, Fedran, can be found at https://fedran.com/.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        Fedran


        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        License


        This book is distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International license. More info can be found at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/. This means:

You are free to:


	Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

	Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material



The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.

Under the following terms:


	Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.

	NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

	ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original.



No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

Preferred Attribution

The preferred attribution for this novel is:


“Allegro” by D. Moonfire is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0



In the above attribution, use the following links:


	Flight of the Scions: https://fedran.com/allegro/

	D. Moonfire: https://d.moonfire.us/

	CC BY-NC-SA 4.0: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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