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        Measured


        
The de­bu­ta­nte’s best chance to ful­fill her pur­pose as a mar­ried woman comes from the de­bu­ta­nte balls where the be­dame, u­nmar­ried woman, is pre­se­nted be­fore el­i­gi­ble men, be­sires, from all ages of eigh­teen to eighty.
—Polis­tar da Halin, The Dance of Grace

Gal­adin perched on the un­com­fort­able seat of the tai­lor’s front room and stared into front wi­ndow dis­play. Four ma­nnequ­ins with for­mal black suits filled the area but his i­n­ter­est re­ma­ined fixed on the fifth, an ex­agge­rat­ed fe­male shape made of wood and reeds. The fab­ric of the ma­nnequ­in’s dress rus­tled with the wind breez­ing through the open door and he loved how the sleeves moved like ocean waves.

He wo­n­dered what it would feel like if he wore it. A faint smile crossed his lips as he tried to i­mag­ine the lay­ers of light ma­te­rial a­gainst his skin. Would it be heavy or light? He didn’t have breasts, would it sag too much? He wa­nted to reach out and touch it. To feel it a­gainst his naked skin.

“Gal­adin!”

He jumped at his moth­er’s voice. Turn­ing a­ro­und, he clasped his hands in his lap. “Yes, Moth­er?”

“Stop sta­ring like an im­be­cile at that damn dress and come over here.” She ges­tured curt­ly to a plat­form next to her.

“Sor­ry,” he said with a blush and got up.

“Don’t say sor­ry. Men do not say sor­ry.”

“Sor­ry.”

She glared but didn’t add any­thing. Af­ter a mo­ment, she snapped her fi­ngers and po­int­ed to the pedestal a­gain.

“He’s fine, Ta­dame Ma­ran,” said the tai­lor.

The use of “ta­dame” was to ac­knowl­edge that Ma­ran was a mar­ried woman, the ulti­mate goal of eve­ry­one in Tarsan so­ci­ety. For Gal­adin, he was sup­posed to work to­ward be­ing mar­ried to a beau­ty. Then he would be known as a “tasire” while his wife would be­come a “ta­dame.”

That wasn’t what he wa­nted though. When his moth­er fo­und his jour­nal with his se­cret fa­ntasies of go­ing, it wasn’t as a be­sire lo­o­king for mar­ri­age. How­ev­er, she missed that in her exci­te­ment in hopes of se­e­ing her only son e­n­te­ring High So­ci­ety.

The tai­lor clicked his to­ngue. “Lift your arm a lit­tle high­er. There, you’ll be just fine.”

He wore a black suit like the ones in the dis­play area but with­out the jack­et. In­stead of a tie, he wore a pair of cloth me­a­su­ring tapes a­ro­und his neck. The long strips of marked fab­ric reached down to his belt.

Ma­ran hissed. “No, he isn’t fine. He’s nev­er fine in places like this.”

Qu­iet­ly, Gal­adin got up on the plat­form, turned a­ro­und, and held out his arms. As much as he dreamed a­bout go­ing to the a­n­nual pre­se­nta­tion balls, he was rapid­ly be­ing dragged away from his dreams.

The tai­lor gave terse in­struc­tions as he me­asured Gal­adin from wrist to an­kle, i­n­seam and even a­ro­und the neck. His move­ments were rough, the fi­nger­nails dig­ging into Gal­adin’s sen­si­tive ribs as he worked his way down a no­te­book filled with me­a­su­re­ments.

“What will the yo­ung Kasin de­sire?” asked the tai­lor.

“Black,” his moth­er an­swered for Gal­adin.

“Of course, there is only one col­or for a true gen­tle­man. Are you i­n­ter­est­ed in a sin­gle-breast­ed jack­et? They are qu­ite pop­u­lar.”

His moth­er pulled a face. “The Kasins are a prop­er fam­i­ly with re­spect for the tra­di­ti­onal ways.” She straight­ened her back. “We are not peo­ple who fol­low the fa­sh­ions of the lazy. My son will not be fo­und dead in those… things.”

The tai­lor didn’t even pause. Al­most eve­ry­one in town was a Kasin, that was why the town had their name. He took more di­rec­tions from Gal­adin’s moth­er with grace and pati­ence. Her sharp tones didn’t even bring a twitch to the old man’s face. Through­out the process, nei­ther spoke to Gal­adin as if he was pre­sent.

The ef­fort to keep his arms up be­gan to burn. He lo­wered them minute­ly. When his moth­er glared at him, he forced him­self to lift a­gain.

She rolled her eyes and re­turned to giv­ing the tai­lor di­rec­tions.

To dis­tract him­self, he gazed a­ro­und the room but fo­und noth­ing but somber, strict out­fits. None of them were ap­peal­ing, not a sin­gle would in­voked even a hint of joy in his heart. He let his gaze drift to what he re­al­ly wa­nted, the only bright po­int in the room, a light blue dress in the wi­ndow.

A group of women crossed in front of the store. His gaze drift­ed from the dress to fol­low them through the wi­ndow. It was a clus­ter of moth­ers and a­unts a­ro­und a pair of yo­ung women we­a­ring cream out­fits. They were all laugh­ing as they car­ried bags from cloth­ing stores, box­es of shoes and hats, and even the re­mains of a lunch.

Gal­adin knew that yo­ung women’s role was far more dif­fi­cult. A pre­se­nta­tion was their best chance of find­ing a hus­band. They were primped, feath­ered, and trained for most of their child­hoods in hopes of be­ing se­lect­ed. Start­ing at age six­teen, they would e­nter a world of ele­gant balls, spec­ta­tor sports, and amaz­ing so­cial events across the en­tire city as they per­formed for the el­i­gi­ble be­sires.

De­spite all that, he de­spe­rate­ly wished he had been born a girl.

“Are you lo­o­king at that Cou­ple-damned dress a­gain?” hissed his moth­er.

Gal­adin tore his eyes away guilty and po­int­ed­ly stared at one of the suits. It was nice, but he dre­aded we­a­ring it. When­ev­er he thought a­bout the somber out­fits that his moth­er wa­nted him to wear, it was as if he was lo­o­king at so­me­one in the suit, not him lo­o­king out.

“An­swer me.”

“No, Moth­er.”

She glared at him. “Get down, we’re done.”

Turn­ing to the tai­lor, she held out her hand.

He kissed it light­ly, his lips skim­ming the sur­face. “Al­ways a ple­a­sure, Ma­ran da Kasin ho Kamer.”

The tai­lor had used her for­mal name, i­den­ti­fy­ing her fa­ther’s fam­i­ly of Kasin and her moth­er’s of Kamer.

Ma­ran guid­ed her son out of the store and down the street in a brisk pace. “You need to stop sta­ring at the dress­es and start fo­cus­ing on the women in­side them. You are a yo­ung gen­tle­man now. You need to act like it.”

Gal­adin fol­lowed and said noth­ing.

“Come on, you are late for your dance lessons.”
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        Dance Lessons


        
At the pre­se­nta­tion, every step is pla­nned. The choic­es of dance speak of the pol­i­tics of the day. The or­der of the su­itors is re­flect­ed in the ebb and flow of pow­er.
—Re­nard Ro­bins-Grace, Mus­ings of a Failed So­ci­ety

Dame Do­rin’s School of Dance was a small stu­dio on the cor­ner of Ap­ple and Oak. It used to have a re­pu­ta­tion of be­ing a great school but time and sca­ndal had whit­tled away at its re­pu­ta­tion to noth­ing more than an old build­ing with too much paint and cre­a­king floors. How­ev­er, Do­rin’s lessons were still cher­ished and her price low e­nough for those se­e­king to e­nter High So­ci­ety.

Gal­adin had been tra­i­ning for a month now. Dame Do­rin’s te­a­ching style was brusque but ef­fec­tive. She had pre­cise ideas of where the hands, feet, and hips all went to e­nsure a court­ly dance in syn­chrony with eve­ry­one else on the floor.

His moth­er stopped at the en­trance. She lo­oked up at a near­by clock tow­er and hissed be­tween her teeth. “I’m late to arrange for a car­ri­age. Go in­side and be­have.”

“Yes, Moth­er.”

She gave him a per­func­to­ry kiss on his cheek be­fore cross­ing the street.

Gal­adin watched her un­til a trio of me­chan­i­cal ve­hi­cles ro­ared pass, ob­scu­ring every­thing in a cloud of sharp-tast­ing steam. He turned and he­aded up the stairs.

“Gal! Wait for me!”

At the so­und of Kalir’s voice, Gal­adin smiled to him­self. He and Kalir had met on the first day of their lessons at Do­rin.

A­bout the same age as Gal­adin, Kalir was a fit yo­ung man who had a promis­ing fu­ture. He also had a smile that ca­used Gal­adin’s stom­ach to flut­ter and his cheeks to blush.

Gal­adin turned a­ro­und.

Kalir wore a leather jack­et with an em­bossed sym­bol of the Tarsan Navy. Un­like Gal­adin who was to mar­ry up into High So­ci­ety, Kalir had al­ready got­ten his foot past the thresh­old with a let­ter of com­mis­sion as a ju­nior of­fi­cer. He had to be mar­ried be­fore he ga­ined more than a few ranks and the pre­se­nta­tion balls were the best place to find a wife.

Gal­adin smiled bright­ly. Dance lessons next to Kalir were one of the high­lights of his day.

“How are you do­ing?” asked Gal­adin. “U­su­al­ly you beat me here.”

“Well, I want to claim Mis­sun’s hand be­fore you got your fi­ngers on her. I’m sure she has eyes for sle­nder, del­i­cate men like you.”

Gal­adin shrugged. Mis­sun and her sis­ters were at­trac­tive, but they didn’t fan any flames. “You can dance with who­ev­er you want.”

“But she’s the pret­ti­est.”

He couldn’t ex­plain that he had no i­n­ter­est in ei­ther of the girls that took class­es with them. They were nice and fri­end­ly, but he didn’t find his eyes drift­ing to­ward them when they we­ren’t lo­o­king, not like Kalir did. In­stead, it was Kalir that drew Gal­adin’s sly at­ten­tion.

“You can have Tal­in,” Kalir said pat­ted Gal­adin’s shoul­der. “She’s pret­ty e­nough.”

Kalir ran his hand through his thick hair and smiled.

Gal­adin blushed faint­ly. Then a surge of guilt rose in­side Gal­adin and he lo­oked away. He cle­ared his throat to dis­tract him­self. “U­su­al­ly you beat me here” be­fore he re­al­ized he had al­ready said that.

“I got dis­tract­ed and al­most for­got to show up.” Kalir glanced over his shoul­der as a sec­ond man start­ed up the stairs. “I al­most didn’t come.”

The new­com­er was just over six feet tall and gorge­ous. He had a ca­sual grace as he walked up the stairs, his hands bu­ried deep in a pair of plain but func­ti­onal-lo­o­king trousers. He had an open navy jack­et, not un­like the one Kalir wore, but it had the in­signia of a First Li­e­u­te­nant and a sin­gle gold bar un­der­neath it. The new man shared Kalir’s smile, but so­mehow it was bril­li­ant and stu­n­ning, re­fined by age and co­n­fi­dence.

Gal­adin’s throat grew dry. He was stand­ing in front of a fa­nta­sy.

Kalir twist­ed his face into a scowl and ges­tured to the door. “Come on, we’re late.”

The oth­er man chuck­led and then ges­tured for Gal­adin to go a­head through the nar­row door. He had large hands that were heav­i­ly ta­nned, no doubt from hours in the sun.

Gal­adin stared at him for a mo­ment, a strange flutte­ring gro­wing in his stom­ach. “Um, I’m Gal­adin.”

“Be­nard, Kalir’s old­er broth­er. Though I think I’m also the more he­roic one at the mo­ment.” He smirked. “I like say­ing that part.”

Kalir glared be­fore storm­ing in­side and slam­ming the door be­hind him.

Be­nard gri­nned. “I’m afraid my yo­u­nger broth­er doesn’t care for me. When­ev­er I’m a­ro­und, he’s sour to­ward eve­ry­one else beca­use he isn’t al­lowed to slug me. Don’t take it per­son­al­ly. I think he doesn’t like me any­more.”

“Oh,” Gal­adin said be­fore he he­aded up the stairs. “Why?”

“Prob­a­bly the same re­ason most of my fam­i­ly hates me: I pre­fer the com­pa­ny of men in my bed in­stead of women.” Be­nard waved his hand non­cha­lant­ly.

Gal­adin froze when he heard words that re­flect­ed his own thoughts only mo­ments ago. Love be­tween men was for­bid­den which is why Gal­adin kept his own de­sires hid­den. To hear it spo­ken ca­su­al­ly and open­ly shocked him. What­ev­er Be­nard had done to be a hero obvi­ous­ly gave him the co­n­fi­dence to be open with his for­bid­den i­n­ter­ests.

“I’m just tired of ke­e­ping it a se­cret and mess­ing a­ro­und. That is why they sent me to the Navy, to keep their dirty se­cret hid­den. But then I had to go and save a ship.” He gri­nned and shoved his hand back into his pock­et.

“I-I…” Gal­adin stam­mered.

Be­nard reached a­ro­und Gal­adin. His arm brushed a­gainst Gal­adin be­fore he caught the han­dle and pulled it open. “Here, let me.”

A waft of his cologne, a musky scene with a hint of cedar washed over Gal­adin. It smelled good. It also set off a rapid beat­ing of Gal­adin’s heart.

Ner­vous, Gal­adin look at him with co­nfu­sion. He wa­nted to ask ques­tions, start­ing with “why?”

The naval of­fi­cer in­clined his head and then smiled, his lips curl­ing and draw­ing Gal­adin’s at­ten­tion. “Don’t wor­ry, it isn’t co­n­ta­gi­ous.”

“No… I… I didn’t think… sor­ry.”

Be­nard ges­tured a­gain. “Please, don’t wor­ry a­bout it. Let’s e­njoy an af­ter­noon of trip­ping over our feet in­stead?”

“Okay,” Gal­adin said in a dis­tract­ed voice. He felt hot and dizzy. His stom­ach flut­tered as he mulled over Be­nard’s words.

In­side the stu­dio, Dame Do­rin paced back and forth. Her neat bun of light brown hair had a few strands pe­e­king out like a fan. “Three, only three? I can’t work with only three gen­tle­men. Why couldn’t at least some of the ladies come? They can’t all be in­dis­posed.”

Kalir lo­oked dis­ap­po­int­ed. He turned and pe­ered out a near­by wi­ndow to­ward the street.

Do­rin grum­bled for a mo­ment. “They a­ren’t co­ming, Be­sire Kalir. They ap­pear to have a case of… bad food and are too sick to learn how to dance. Damn the Cou­ple, I can’t resched­ule this. There are far too many lessons be­fore the balls.”

Be­nard stepped up next to Gal­adin. His body heat and scent washed over Gal­adin a­gain, send­ing lit­tle flut­ters from their clo­seness. “Then you be one of the part­ners.”

She nar­rowed a glare at him. “You should have stayed on the sea like a man of your…” Her eyes sca­nned him over. “… na­ture.”

He shrugged and smiled. “I earned this, Dame. You know that.”

She stared at him for a mo­ment. Gal­adin could see her re­solve crack­ing.

“We can switch leads, it’s bet­ter than noth­ing. You and I trade places with the boys.” He had a smirk that Gal­adin couldn’t tear his eyes away from.

“That is im­prop­er.” She turned on him. “You might think it is fond idea, but I will not al­low you to—”

Be­nard i­nter­rupt­ed her with a grin. “Blame me then. That’s how I got here, isn’t it? By the way, how are your broth­ers? I heard they just got out of hos­pi­tal.”

She took a deep breath and let it out, her body sha­king with the ef­fort to calm down. When she spoke, her voice was calmer. “You don’t have to re­mind me how you earned that com­mis­sion, be­sire. Or that you saved them.”

He in­clined his head but said noth­ing.

Gal­adin frowned as he lo­oked back and forth.

“Not more than a few min­utes at a time, I don’t want you giv­ing them any foul ideas.” She po­int­ed ac­cus­ing­ly at him. “And no to­u­ching where you a­ren’t sup­posed to.”

Kalir held up his hands. “I’m not danc­ing with… my broth­er. I’m not the girl!”

She al­most lost her tem­per. “Fine, you dance with me.” She po­int­ed at Be­nard. “Start with Gal­adin and switch roles. I’ll give di­rec­tions to all three of you.”

Gal­adin’s heart beat faster. He turned to his new part­ner. His throat felt dry and con­strict­ed. He wa­nted to reach out and touch him, to feel the rough skin on his fi­nger­tips. No girl had ever made him feel that way and he felt fool­ish for not re­al­iz­ing it.

Be­nard smiled warm­ly and gave a lit­tle bow. His smile was hard to look away from. He se­emed more com­fort­able with him­self than any­one Gal­adin had known, as if he had cho­sen his body and wore it like a well-tai­lored suit.

Gal­adin felt a lit­tle jeal­ousy. He didn’t feel the same a­bout his body. It was wrong, it didn’t fit. He couldn’t say why, only that he was un­com­fort­able in­side his own skin.

“Now, the first dance we’re go­ing to do the Fox Squ­are,” a­n­no­unced Do­rin. “Start with Gal­adin and Kalir in the lead. Lift your right hand up, palm up…”
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        Decision


        
Skilled mages are the cor­ner­stone of a fam­i­ly’s re­pu­ta­tion. While they are ar­guable i­nsane to talk to, they pull more than their weight for the greater good of so­ci­ety.
—Lanis­ter da Du­sen ho Ga­son

Gal­adin had to con­cen­trate on his di­nner for the first time. His mind spun fu­ri­ous­ly with all the rules of how to hold his fork, where to put his hand, and even where he was al­lowed to look. There se­emed to be ex­cep­tions to every rule.

His moth­er had in­sist­ed on a for­mal di­nner arra­n­ge­ment at home. Gal­adin could see how she held her u­ten­sils with ex­agge­rat­ed care. He sus­pect­ed the last time she ate for­mal­ly, it was be­fore she mar­ried his fa­ther. More than once, he saw her reach for the wrong fork only to cha­nge her mind and pick up the cor­rect one.

On the oth­er side of the table, his fa­ther worked his way through his meal ef­fi­ci­ent­ly and with­out grace. He used the same fork and knife, shov­ing the rest of them to the side as he stared down at the table in con­cen­tra­tion. His oth­er hand moved in ges­tures that mim­ic­ked the sym­bols he used for his job as a civ­il mage.

“How were the lessons to­day?” asked his mom.

“Good.” He thought a­bout Be­nard’s hand a­gainst his own. He could re­mem­ber how the firm grip guid­ed him from one step to the oth­er, com­mand­ing but not de­mand­ing. He smiled.

“I heard the Ti­fin girls were sick.”

“They were. We had to use each oth­er as part­ners.” He thought a­bout Be­nard’s body next to his and fo­und him­self strug­gling with an erec­tion. He cle­ared his throat and brought his hand un­der the table to ad­just his nap­kin.

His moth­er’s grip on her fork tight­ened. “Re­al­ly?” she said in a wary tone.

“Dame Do­rin da Kasin watched over all three of us.”

His fa­ther stirred and le­aned to­ward Gal­adin’s moth­er. “I thought there were only two boys and three girls in the class.”

His moth­er glared at him.

“What? I was pay­ing at­ten­tion,” his fa­ther said with a wry smile.

“There were.” She turned back to Gal­adin. “Who was the third? The dame?”

“No, um, his name was…” Gal­adin knew he was stalling but couldn’t let her know. “Be­nard kia Kasin.”

His moth­er’s face paled. “No,” she said. “Not him.”

Lo­o­king up, his fa­ther stared at the ceil­ing for a sec­ond be­fore re­su­ming.

“What?” asked Gal­adin.

“No, you don’t do that. Storan, he can’t do that.”

“Who? Take lessons with Be­nard? Why not? He’s a Kasin hero.” His fa­ther shrugged. “He just gra­nted a com­mis­sion. Some­thing a­bout sav­ing a fleet from some fire mages? Made First Li­e­u­te­nant on the spot. They’ve been talk­ing a­bout that for days down at the dock of­fice.”

“That’s be­side the po­int! Your son can­not dance with that man!”

Storan shrugged. His eyes glazed over and he be­gan to trace i­ma­gi­nary sig­ils in the air.

“Storan! Don’t you dare drift away.”

His fa­ther ig­nored her.

Ma­ran fold­ed her nap­kin into her lap. “Then I’m go­ing to pull you from those lessons. You are good e­nough for the ball. As long as you don’t stum­ble on your feet, you’ll find a wife.”

She took a short breath. “Be­sides, we need to get you fit­ted for a prop­er top hat next week. To­mor­row, your suit should be done. We will deal with that.”

Gal­adin fought back a wave of dis­ap­po­int­ment. Every­thing else re­mi­nded him that he was be­ing forced into a role he didn’t want. Why did he have to go to the dance in a suit? Why did he have to find a woman?

Be­nard was the only thing he e­njoyed a­bout the day. His pulse quick­ened at the mem­o­ry of feel­ing Be­nard’s palm a­gainst his own, the way the stro­nger man would twirl him a­ro­und as they danced to­geth­er.

His moth­er po­int­ed­ly look at her hus­band. “Well?”

Storan didn’t look up.

“You are use­less,” she a­n­no­unced be­fore storm­ing away from the table.

Gal­adin watched her leave, the edge of her ma­roon dress catch­ing on the cor­ner be­fore be­ing pulled into the hall. He re­mem­bered the touch of the fab­ric, it was rough but del­i­cate at the same time, like how silk cha­nged when he brushed it one way vers­es an­oth­er.

He sighed. To­mor­row would be more of the same. He dre­aded get­ting fit­ted for the suit as much as the idea of we­a­ring it.

Gal­adin pushed him­self up. “I’m go­ing to bed.”

His fa­ther gru­nted and con­ti­nued to draw in the air.

De­ject­ed, Gal­adin left the plates for the cook and he­aded af­ter his moth­er.

“Gal?” His fa­ther’s low voice stopped him.

Gal­adin turned to see him no lo­nger draw­ing. “Yes, Fa­ther?”

“You can say ‘no,’ you know.”

“What? Say ‘no’ to what?” He was co­n­fused, but that de­scribed most of his fa­ther’s con­ver­sa­tions. Be­ing a mage cha­nged how he saw the world.

“You’re beco­ming a man. No mat­ter what your moth­er says, you are the one who cho­oses what type you’ll be­come.”

“I… I don’t un­der­stand.”

His fa­ther smiled. “I know. Just re­mem­ber it. What­ev­er you cho­ose, no mat­ter what path you take, I will sup­port you. Even a­gainst the fu­ries of the storm it­self.” He wi­nked. “I’m talk­ing a­bout your moth­er, that is.”

Gal­adin stared at his fa­ther who re­turned to his thoughts. Noth­ing he said made any sense, yet at the same time, it felt com­fort­ing. He dis­missed it as the mus­ings of a mage who didn’t qu­ite see the world the same.

With a mut­tered thanks, he re­turned to his room.
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        Revelation


        
As a pa­tri­archy, the ge­nder roles in Tarsan are very strict, more so with High So­ci­ety events and those that dance with the fo­und­ing fam­i­lies.
—Death A­mong High So­ci­ety

At the prick of the pin, Gal­adin flinched and let out a grunt.

“Be qu­iet,” snapped his moth­er. She sat in one of the chairs along the side of the fit­ting area, her back straight and her hands neat­ly fold­ed over her purse.

“Arms up, please,” said the tai­lor.

Gal­adin closed his eyes and obeyed. His shoul­ders and back hurt from the last hour of be­ing fit­ted. The heavy black cloth hung over his frame like a horse bla­nket, drag­ging him down and ma­king him claus­tro­pho­bic. He wa­nted to rip it off and run away, or at least re­turn to his own out­fit.

The tai­lor worked qu­iet­ly. He was al­most done. “Only an­oth­er few min­utes, be­sire.”

His moth­er glanced up, a smile ghost­ing across her lips. “You look hand­some, Gal.”

He o­pened his eyes.

“You are go­ing to make some wife very hap­py af­ter all this. Just re­mem­ber that. Once you are mar­ried, then you don’t have to wear it a­gain.”

Gal­adin fo­cused his at­ten­tion on the wi­ndow. For the third day of the week, the af­ter­noon was rel­a­tive­ly qu­iet. He hoped to see more de­bu­ta­ntes walk­ing by. At least then he could pull him­self out the dark thoughts that ha­u­nted his mind.

“Gal­adin.”

He didn’t want to an­swer. “I’m just wait­ing, Moth­er.”

He heard the rus­tle of her dress. He glanced over to see her lift­ing the edge of her skirt to walk over. He re­turned his at­ten­tion to the wi­ndow.

“Give us a minute?” she asked the tai­lor.

“Of course, Dame da Kasin.” The man bowed be­fore head­ing to­ward the back. “Please, call me when you are ready.”

Gal­adin lis­tened to the door creak shut and then latch. He fought the sick feel­ing in his stom­ach.

She stared at him with a hard look. He could hear her foot tap­ping through the pedestal. “What’s wrong you? I need you to be pre­sent.”

“I’m here, Moth­er.”

“Yes, your body is but your mind has gone on a voy­age. Why?”

“I’m here. That’s what you want.”

“Look at me.” When he didn’t, she re­pe­ated her­self with a stamp of her foot.

Gal­adin lo­wered his arms as he re­gard­ed his moth­er. “Yes?”

“What is wrong with you? You’ve been act­ing like I’m send­ing you to pri­son all week.” She shook her head and ges­tured to­ward the door. “No, you’ve been like this ever since you asked to go the pre­se­nta­tion balls.”

“Yes but…” Even as a child, he had al­ways wa­nted to go to the pre­se­nta­tion balls. He loved the rit­u­al of them, the pro­no­unce­ments, the swirl of dress­es, and all the events that sur­ro­u­nded the pomp of su­itors and de­bu­ta­ntes. But when he wrote in his se­cret jour­nal, he wasn’t the suit­ed man find­ing the per­fect woman, he was the woman lo­o­king for a su­itor.

His moth­er had so­mehow fo­und his book de­spite his ef­forts to hide it un­der­neath his bed. She must have skimmed over it be­fore she de­cid­ed to ful­fill her ver­sion of his fa­nta­sy. Gal­adin first fo­und out when she sur­prised him with a for­mal in­vi­ta­tion, some­thing that was just above their fam­i­ly’s po­si­tion in so­ci­ety. He didn’t know how she got it, only that it must have cost his pa­rents to get it.

She ges­tured for him to con­ti­nue.

He sighed. “I do want to go,” he said lame­ly kno­wing it wasn’t qu­ite the truth.

“You… is that it, you don’t want to go now? Af­ter every­thing we’ve done? This is the best—”

His chest felt tight but he had to speak up. “I… I know, Moth­er. I know what you’ve both had to do to get me here.”

“Then what is it?  You’ll have a hand­some suit, the best out­fits. I even have a car­ri­age ser­vice arranged. You are go­ing to be stu­n­ning and find a beau­ti­ful wife.” Her voice had soft­ened. “That is what you want, trust me. You are go­ing to have a life nei­ther that I couldn’t have, a life in High So­ci­ety.”

It wasn’t what he wa­nted. What he wa­nted was to feel the dress on his skin, to be sur­ro­u­nded by a lov­ing fam­i­ly go­ing from one place to the oth­er, to have his name a­n­no­unced to so­ci­ety as an el­i­gi­ble de­bu­ta­nte. What he wish was that he had been born a girl, not a boy.

“No,” snapped his moth­er. She smacked his thigh.

Gal­adin paled. He didn’t re­al­ized he said that out loud. Lo­o­king down, he saw fury pa­i­nted on his moth­er’s face. “Moth­er—”

She slapped him. “No son of mine will ever be that!”

It felt like she had kicked him in the tes­ti­cles. He let out a sob and sat down heav­i­ly on the pedestal. “I-I don’t know how to ex­plain it. I don’t want to be a be­sire.”

She stepped back, one hand on her chest and her face pal­ing.

“I like the dress­es. I want… I think they feel bet­ter than this… this… thing.” He heft­ed up the pieces of his suit.

“Is it just the ma­te­rial? I can have him cha­nge it. If you want any­thing, just tell me. Please?” There were tears in her eyes as she held out her hand. “Please? Just tell me.”

Sniff­ing, Gal­adin knew that she would do it. A tho­u­sand jems would mean noth­ing if he did what she wa­nted. But it still wouldn’t be what his heart wa­nted. He thought a­bout his fa­ther’s words from the night be­fore. If he wa­nted to be hap­py, he had to make the choic­es for his life. Heart po­und­ing and his stom­ach twist­ing, he spoke quick­ly, “I don’t want to wear a suit, Moth­er. It doesn’t mat­ter how it’s made, it’s the suit it­self. It’s the role that I don’t want.”

He gulped and ges­tured to him­self. “It’s this body that I don’t want. I want to have one that fits in a dress.”

“But… a dress? Why? Why would you do that to me?”

He glanced at the blue dress in the front. He worked his mouth while sha­king his head. He po­int­ed to it and then to a de­bu­ta­nte walk­ing in front of the glass with her moth­er. “That’s me. That’s what I want.”

“No.” Ma­ran shook her head. “No! I will not al­low it!”

“I—”

She snapped up her hand to block him.

He grew silent.

She turned away for a mo­ment, sniff­ing. When she lo­oked back, there were tears in her eyes. “Why? What did I do wrong?”

“Noth­ing, I… I’ve al­ways wa­nted—”

“You don’t know what you want!” She grabbed her purse. “Get dressed now, we’re leav­ing be­fore you em­bar­rass your en­tire fam­i­ly with your fa­ntasies!”
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        Plans


        
Mar­il took the charge of the hunt. His cries led the oth­er be­sires in the most glo­ri­ous of hunts, none of them wis­er to the wo­ma­n­hood in­side his breech­es.
—The Lady’s Co­nsort

Gal­adin’s moth­er stormed into the house, slam­ming the door as she e­n­tered. The mag­i­cal lock sparked as the door swung back. “Damn you, Sta­n­ton! This is all your fault!”

Gal­adin winced and con­ti­nued af­ter her. He felt sick to his stom­ach and his eyes burned with tears. He didn’t mean to tell her that he wa­nted to wear a dress to the ball, but a part of him was glad that it had fi­nal­ly been brought into the open. His moth­er’s fury, on the oth­er hand, was ex­act­ly what he feared.

The car­ri­age ride back home could have been through a fro­zen waste­land. She had said noth­ing. When he tried to speak, she had si­lenced him with a glare or a hiss.

In­side, his fa­ther lo­oked up from his work­ing desk in the liv­ing room. He still wore his nor­mal suit and tie, even when he re­ma­ined at home for the day. He se­emed u­nper­turbed by his wife stomp­ing in front of him.

“I told you! I told you that would hap­pen if he was near that… that… Be­nard! That mon­ster turned my baby into a sis­sy!” She raised her hand to strike him.

Sta­n­ton lo­oked up at her palm, his face im­pas­sive.

Ma­ran swung her hand.

To Gal­adin’s sur­prise, his fa­ther le­aned into the strike.

Her palm caught his cheek. The crack of flesh on flesh ca­used Gal­adin to flinch.

Si­lence.

Then Sta­n­ton lo­oked up at her. “Feel bet­ter?” he said as if he was tuck­ing her into the couch.

“No, I don’t!” she screamed. Her hand lift­ed to strike a­gain but didn’t come down. “I hate it when you do that!”

“Then hit me a­gain.” He wi­nked at her. “Hard­er this time.”

She sank to her knees. “I can’t,” she sobbed. “You know that.”

His fa­ther slid out of his chair and jo­ined her on the floor. He pulled her into a tight hug.

She pressed her cheek a­gainst his shoul­der and sobbed. “My baby. What is wrong with my baby?”

Gal­adin inched into the room. There were tears in his eyes. Guilt hummed in­side him, guilt that there was some­thing wrong and re­gret that he wa­nted some­thing he couldn’t have. He knew that she was in pain, but he couldn’t tell her he would be the man she wa­nted. He couldn’t. It felt like a dam had burst and he had a chance. He caught his fa­ther’s gaze. “I’m sor­ry, Fa­ther.”

Sta­n­ton gave him an im­pas­sive look, one of i­nno­cent co­nfu­sion that he wore when fight­ing or when so­me­one was emoti­onal near him. “For what?”

He wa­nted to say he would go back to the tai­lor to get the suit fit­ted but he couldn’t. It felt like a hor­ri­ble lie, as if he had to shove is true self back into a box just to make his moth­er hap­py. He sniffed and shook his head. “I… I can’t. I want—”

“No, you don’t,” his fa­ther said.

“What?”

“You are who you are. You haven’t mag­i­cal­ly cha­nged from a week ago. You are the same per­son who had di­nner with us a year ago. Your re­al­iza­tion of your needs has sim­ply grown, day by day, year by year.”

Gal­adin stared at his dad in shock.

His moth­er lo­oked up at him. “How can you say that? Af­ter every­thing we’ve done?”

“Af­ter what you’ve done,” Sta­n­ton cor­rect­ed her. “I re­mem­ber the first day you saw him diffe­rent­ly. You were in tears beca­use you caught Gal­adin try­ing on that lit­tle girl’s dress. He al­ways wa­nted to wear his cousin’s dress­es and skirts, re­mem­ber?”

His moth­er sniffed. “You re­mem­ber that?”

Sta­n­ton kissed the top of her head. “I’m al­ways pay­ing at­ten­tion, you know that.”

“What do we do?”

“Well, first we talk as if our child is in the room.” He lo­oked up at Gal­adin. “And then we ask how you want to move for­ward.”

Gal­adin gasped. Blind­ly, he reached out for a chair. When he caught it, he fo­und his legs wouldn’t move.

“Have you fig­ured out you like men? Or do you still think you just pre­fer to wear dress­es?”

An im­age of Be­nard rose up fol­lowed by a sud­den heat across his cheeks. The world spun a­ro­und Gal­adin a­gain. He tried to sit in the chair but missed. His hip caught on the wo­oden arm be­fore he sat heav­i­ly on the gro­und. “You knew?”

Sta­n­ton shrugged. “As I said, I’m al­ways pay­ing at­ten­tion. I also know you can’t force so­me­one to be so­me­one else. Wish­es, dreams, and ac­tions will nev­er speed up the process ei­ther. I didn’t think you kno­wing that I guessed would have helped; ei­ther you would have raged a­gainst it or threw your­self into the role too fast.”

“Maybe I would have not felt like a mon­ster,” whis­pered Gal­adin.

His fa­ther’s face cracked, a sad­ness cross­ing over it. “I did not con­sid­er that.”

His moth­er sobbed. “No, no. I can’t do this.”

“Re­al­ly, Love? Does your child’s hap­pi­ness mean so lit­tle to you?”

She lo­oked up at him, tears rolling down her cheeks. “How can you say that? It’s my son! I love him.”

“E­nough to let him live his own life?”

“N-No. Yes! Damn you!” She punched his arm but it was a weak blow.

Sta­n­ton shrugged a­gain. “You ac­cept or you fight, those are you only two choic­es. You al­ready know I strug­gle with this world and talk­ing to peo­ple. That’s who I am and I can’t cha­nge that.” He cupped her chin with his fi­nger. “You knew what I was when we met so many years.”

She let out a choked sob. “You were such a pile of shit when we first mar­ried.”

“I’ll ad­mit, you we­ren’t the most ple­a­sant of flow­ers ei­ther. Yet, here we are. Your pile of shit.” He wiped the tears from un­der­neath her eyes.

“How can I do this? How can I pre­tend he’s a girl.”

“Beca­use we’re pa­rents, Love. Our child needs this.”

“But, he’s a boy.”

His fa­ther smiled to his wife. “That is mu­ta­ble, that can be cha­nged. We can pull fa­vors. My moth­er might take a bit of con­vinc­ing af­ter get­ting that in­vi­ta­tion but I’m sure all three of us can con­vince her. We make a new list, find new in­struc­tors, get a dress.” He smiled broad­ly. “Co­or­di­na­tion is some­thing I’m very good at do­ing.”

She sniffed as the tears rolled down her cheeks. “Just like that?”

He kissed her on the nose, and then on the brow. “When we held our child, we said we would move the world, right?”

Gal­adin re­al­ized that he wasn’t part of the con­ver­sa­tion, but he was also on the edge of los­ing his own emo­tions. His fa­ther, though co­nfus­ing to un­der­stand, se­emed to have done ex­act­ly what he said, he took on the fury of his moth­er. He stag­gered to his feet and inched out of the room, nev­er tak­ing his eyes away from his pa­rents.

As soon as he could, he spun and race up the stairs. His throat seized up as a sob of his own thre­a­tened to tear out. He shook with the ef­fort to keep it bot­tled in. He man­aged to make his room be­fore he lost it. The cry rose out of his throat, a ter­ri­fy­ing mix­ture of fear and re­lief.

He had a chance to be what he wa­nted.

Now that he had it, he wasn’t sure if he could go through with it.

Bury­ing his face in his pil­lows, he let the tears flow.
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        Ladies' Fashions


        
Tarsan fa­vors the gold­en locks as a sign of pu­ri­ty. The lo­nger, brighter, and more bril­li­ant, the more de­sir­able. How­ev­er, poor­ly ma­nip­u­lat­ed strands can eas­i­ly bring re­vile and sca­ndal to even the most ex­alt­ed of de­bu­ta­ntes.
—Tears of the Re­ject­ed Be­auty (Act 1, Scene 5)

Their car­ri­age came to a rat­tling stop in front of a rel­a­tive­ly no­nde­script store­front with a crowd­ed dis­play area filled with feath­ered hats, a milliner’s. Gal­adin le­aned a­gainst the side and pe­ered at the dark­ened store wo­n­de­ring why they had stopped.

Out­side, rain splat­tered loud­ly across the car­ri­age, drum­ming across the wo­oden roof un­til it rolled down the glass in crys­talline rivulets and splashed to the cob­ble­stones. Be­low, garbage flo­ated past in a state­ly pro­ces­sion.

He ner­vous­ly glanced a­ro­und the oth­er wi­ndows. The rest of the sur­ro­und­ing build­ings were cloth­iers, milliners, and sho­e­mak­ers. It didn’t look or smell like the docks. He le­aned back with a soft sigh of re­lief.

So­ci­ety had a way of pu­shing away the un­de­sir­ables. Be­nard was one ex­am­ple, gay man were fre­qu­ent­ly pushed into the navy to keep the fam­i­ly’s re­pu­ta­tion se­cure. Many of them nev­er re­turned, ei­ther by choice or dy­ing.

When his moth­er de­ma­nded a late night car­ri­age, he was afraid that was his own fate.

“Are you sure a­bout this?”

Gal­adin jumped at his moth­er’s sud­den ques­tion. He lo­oked to see her sit­ting prim­ly on her bench. Her straight back re­vealed her dis­com­fort. She didn’t want to be there.

He knew she wa­nted him to agree to go back, to pre­tend to be a man for her sake. It didn’t feel like an op­tion any­more, he fi­nal­ly had a chance and his heart ached for the chance.

She glanced at him, her eyes red-rimmed. “Why are you do­ing this to me?” Her low voice cracked.

Gal­adin cri­nged. “I’m not do­ing this to hurt you.”

“But every time you fol­low your fa­ther’s fool­ish plan, it feels like you are stab­bing me with a knife.” She rest­ed her fi­ngers on her left breast to il­lus­trate.

He stared to his lap and blushed. The last few days had been a whirl­wind of ac­tiv­i­ty, ter­ri­fy­ing in how fast every­thing was mov­ing, scary in how much was left un­known, but also ex­hil­a­rat­ing. It was the pro­mise that kept him go­ing, the hint of se­e­ing a life that he didn’t think was pos­si­ble.

Ma­ran gave an ex­as­pe­rat­ed sigh. “If you do this, you can’t ever go back. We can’t pre­tend that I sud­den­ly have a daugh­ter, then have her dis­ap­pear a­gain when it turns sour. Once this hap­pens, then you have to dis­ap­pear.”

He tensed. She was talk­ing a­bout be­ing forced into the navy or sent out to the co­un­try es­tates. In ei­ther case, he wouldn’t be able to re­turn home.

Gal­adin thought a­bout Be­nard and a hint of a smile crossed his lips. There were ways back, though he would nev­er be as hand­some as Be­nard.

Wi­ping the smile from his face, he nod­ded. “I know.”

“I-I could lose you, Gal. For­ev­er. Do you un­der­stand?”

He nod­ded a­gain, blu­shing as he stared at his lap. Then, screw­ing his co­u­rage, he lo­oked up and said, “Please? I want this. I need it more than any­thing I have ne­eded be­fore.”

Tears burned in his eyes. He sniffed and wiped them with the back of his hand.

His moth­er spoke in her low voice, “This is the fi­nal chance to—”

So­me­one knocked on the door.

Both of them jumped.

Out­side, a man with a bowler stood out­side. He pe­ered in­side. “Ma­ran and Gal­adin von Kasins?” He had a low, rum­bling voice. De­spite we­a­ring a black suit that fit his broad shoul­ders per­fect­ly, he had the appe­a­rance of a sailor with a deep tan and weath­ered lines on his face. His appe­a­rance re­mi­nded Gal­adin of Be­nard, though the new man was much old­er than Be­nard not any less at­trac­tive.

Ma­ran sighed and shot a glare at Gal­adin be­fore she un­latched the door. “Last chance. You don’t have to do this.”

The oth­er man o­pened the door with a bow. “Good eve­ning, I am Kendrick bo Mar­tin hio Kasin. I was sent out to es­cort you to the Ta­dame Lily bo Mar­tin.”

Gal­adin was sur­prised, it was rare for so­me­one to leave the Kasin fam­i­ly to join an­oth­er fam­i­ly and yet still re­main with­in the city. The “bo” in­di­cat­ed that there was some­thing a­bout Kendrick and Lily that made them de­sir­able to both fam­i­lies.

The rat­tle of rain sud­den­ly stopped. Gal­adin lo­oked a­ro­und the car­ri­age in sur­prise. It con­ti­nued to pour down every­where in­clud­ing the top of the car­ri­age, only the area a­ro­und Kendrick was still.

Gal­adin’s moth­er sighed dra­mat­i­cal­ly. “Come on.”

She al­lowed Kendrick to help her out.

When it was his turn, Gal­adin hesi­tat­ed. It was tra­di­tion to have a man help a woman out of car­ri­ages. He held out his hand and then pulled it back, u­nsure of how to ask.

Kendrick smiled and kept his hand held out.

Gal­adin held his breath. When Kendrick wi­nked, he hes­i­tat­ing­ly placed his fi­nger­tips along the broad palm and let him­self be drawn out. The lit­tle ac­tion brought a thrill cours­ing through his ve­ins. It felt good, it felt right.

Kendrick led both of Gal­adin and his moth­er down the block to the only store that still had lights on. The front was filled with ele­gant dress­es with match­ing hats and shoes. They were ar­rayed in a ra­i­nbow of col­ors. The grad­u­a­tion from yel­low to pur­ple was al­most per­fect.


Lily bo Mar­tin hio Kasin

An Empo­rium of Fab­rics and Col­ors

Com­pre­hen­sive Co­or­di­na­tor of Ladies’ Fa­shi­ons



There wasn’t a sin­gle suit on dis­play. Gal­adin stared in shock, his mouth o­pe­ning slow­ly as he stared at beau­ti­ful dress­es. He could feel a sob of joy ris­ing up in his throat.

“Get in­side be­fore any­one sees you,” mut­tered his moth­er.

Gal­adin ducked his head and went in­side.

Two women gre­eted him. One was sle­nder with blo­nde hair so bril­li­ant it lo­oked white and an ele­gant dress that made Gal­adin in­stant­ly jeal­ous. He could have sworn he was lo­o­king at one of the many pic­tures that hung on the ball walls. She was al­most ex­act­ly what Gal­adin fa­nta­sized a­bout beco­ming.

The sec­ond woman was fat and just as beau­ti­ful. Her dress thre­a­tened to burst along her bust and hips. The deep val­ley of her cleav­age no doubt draw­ing the at­ten­tion of any man near­by. Her wide hips swayed with her steps as she came up to Gal­adin and his moth­er. “Wel­come to Lily’s. I’m Mindil da Kasin ho Pavin.”

Ma­ran pulled a face and jerked her at­ten­tion to the side. “Lily?”

Lily, the sle­nder blo­nde, in­clined her head and smiled. “A ple­a­sure to meet you, Ma­ran da Kasin de Kamer.”

“Thank you for stay­ing open past your nor­mal hours. If it wasn’t a del­i­cate mat­ter, I wouldn’t have asked. I do ask that you ex­er­cise dis­cre­tion in deal­ing with my son.”

Lily glanced at Gal­adin. “You mean your daugh­ter?”

Gal­adin flinched.

Ma­ran’s lips tensed. “He… Gal­adin wants to at­tend the ball as a de­bu­ta­nte in­stead of a prop­er be­sire. I have de­cid­ed that he gets a week, the third week of the Se­a­son, to see if it works out.”

Gal­adin flushed. He glanced at the door to the store and wo­n­dered how far he would make it be­fore so­me­one caught him. A tremor coursed along his hands as he pressed his palms to his side.

Lily smiled broad­ly. “Of course.”

Gal­adin breathed a qu­iet sigh of re­lief.

His moth­er took a deep breath of her own. “I am will­ing to go along with this de­cep­tion but I’m not en­tire­ly hap­py with his de­sires. I am will­ing to pay a pre­mium for your dis­cre­tion. I heard that you…” She paused as her lips tight­ened a­gain. “… un­der­stood the need for si­lence.”

“Of course, Dame Ma­ran. I am noth­ing but dis­crete.”

Mindil smiled, her lips curl­ing broad­ly as she glanced at Kendrick.

“What­ev­er you can do to make him less of an em­bar­rass­ment would be ap­pre­ci­ated.”

Gal­adin blushed hot­ly.

The smile on Lily’s lips didn’t move. She ges­tured to the back room. “Why don’t we get you me­asured. Mindil? Please get the dame a bot­tle of the Kaber '32? I heard that she e­njoys that vi­n­tage.”

Ma­ran lo­oked sur­prised. A bit of the frown on her lips fad­ed as she let Mindil lead her to the com­fort­able-lo­o­king chairs in the front. She shot one last look at Gal­adin be­fore si­n­king down.

Lily ges­tured for Gal­adin to­ward a door in the back of the store. “And what would you like to be called?”

“G-Gal­adin” he an­swered a­u­tomat­i­cal­ly and then re­al­ized she had asked a diffe­rent ques­tion than he ex­pect­ed. “I… the in­vi­ta­tion was for Glo­rias. My fa­ther… helped me pick the name.”

She didn’t seem to hesi­tate, not even a twitch in her smile. Her arm slipped a­ro­und his waist and gen­tly guid­ed him through the door. “Oh, that’s a love­ly name. Are you pla­n­ning on go­ing as a girl or a boy dressed as a girl? There are sub­tle diffe­rences in how I cut your dress.”

The door closed be­hind them with a click, se­parat­ing him from his moth­er. They were in a room filled with fab­rics, dress forms, and large ta­bles. A bot­tle of wine mist­ed on a table along with four glass­es. There was also a small tray of crack­ers, che­ese, and fruits.

He stopped in shock, stu­nned by a sec­ond ques­tion in a row that came eas­i­ly off her lips. She didn’t seem both­ered by Gal­adin’s de­sires at all. The an­swer was eas­i­er though, he had been thi­n­king a­bout it for most of his life. “I want to be a girl. I’ve al­ways wa­nted to be one.”

It was a rush to fi­nal­ly say it, to hear it echo a­gainst the walls.

“That won’t be a prob­lem, Be­au­ti­ful. Since this is new, do you want me to walk you through every­thing on my side? Your moth­er may have just said a week, but the pay­ment she had de­liv­ered was for the rest of the So­cial Se­a­son.”

Gal­adin lo­oked in sur­prise.

“Are there oth­ers in­volved?”

“M-My fa­ther and his moth­er. And Ta­dame Pot­sur down on Ash Street, she’s te­a­ching me how to dance as a girl. I don’t think any­one else knows. We haven’t re­al­ly fig­ured out every­thing.”

Lily guid­ed Gal­adin to a cor­ner. There was a sim­ple cream dress ha­n­ging from a bar. “Well, I’ve been hired to han­dle all of your fa­sh­ion. With every­thing go­ing on, we are go­ing to fo­cus on you e­n­te­ring the events du­ring the third week. This year, the col­or that week is Dawn on the Sum­mer Sea, which is a love­ly green col­or. As a de­bu­ta­nte, your dress will be most­ly cream but the green will be used for ac­cents, shoes, hat, and trim.”

As she spoke, she ran her hand along a red rib­bon. A green spread out from her fi­nger­tip, ru­n­ning like paint. In sec­onds, the en­tire rib­bon had cha­nged col­or to match.

Gal­adin lo­oked in sur­prise.

“We all have tal­ents. I’m good at col­or. Mindil will e­nsure that you and I can talk in pri­va­cy. In fact, any­thing you say will re­main in here un­less you de­cide to share it. Do you have a tal­ent?”

Every adult had a mag­i­cal tal­ent of some sort. His fa­ther had one of the rarest, the abil­i­ty to cha­nnel mag­ic into spells that could do al­most any­thing. For the bulk of the pop­u­la­tion in­clud­ing his moth­er, mag­ic was more fo­cused into a sin­gle abil­i­ty such as his moth­er’s abil­i­ty to clean any­thing with a touch.

“I don’t.”

“It will come, it al­ways does. Mine came out when a duel two men were hav­ing over me set fire to my moth­er’s house.”

Gal­adin’s jaw o­pened in shock.

Lily wi­nked. “Don’t wor­ry, both Kendrick and Ha­san have apo­lo­gized many times.”

“K-Kendrick? The man out­side?”

She smiled hap­pi­ly. “My hus­band. Ha­san is Mindil’s. It was a jour­ney though, but in the end, no mat­ter how pa­i­nful it was, it brought me great joy.”

Lily hugged him light­ly. “I have no doubt that yours will be the same.”

Ner­vous and blu­shing, Gal­adin reached out for the dress. “Do I need to wear this?” It was light and airy. He loved how it felt along his fi­nger­tips.

“It’s a fit­ting gown. Light ma­te­rial but transpa­rent. That’s why you are back here alone. It will help me make me­a­su­re­ments but give you some…” Her voice trailed off when she lo­oked at Gal­adin stro­king it. “Do you want to put it on?”

“I-I can?” He gripped the fab­ric and tugged on it.

“It will make it eas­i­er to me­asure you. Don’t wor­ry, just go be­hind that screen and cha­nge.”

Gal­adin’s heart po­u­nded in his chest as he stepped be­hind the screen. He shook while he stripped down, pulling off his mas­cu­line clothes and ca­re­ful­ly fold­ing them on a small table. Clad only in his small clothes, he rubbed the del­i­cate fab­ric of the dress for a long mo­ment be­fore pulling it own.

At the sen­sa­tion of the del­i­cate touch on his skin, he let out a moan of de­sire. His fa­ntasies were co­ming true and it felt right to feel it set­tle over his shoul­ders and tick­le his thighs. It was short­er than he ex­pect­ed but felt good.

Ner­vous, he paused to catch his breath. His cheeks were burn­ing and tears blurred his vi­sion. He tugged on it, pulling it one way and then the oth­er.

“Come on,” Lily said in an enco­u­ra­ging voice.

Em­bar­rassed, Gal­adin inched out from be­hind the screen.

Lily ha­nded him a glass of a pale wine. “You look beau­ti­ful.”

Gal­adin glanced at his hair­less chest, the flat­ness of his skin ca­used the front of the fit­ting gown to sag. There was also noth­ing in the hips, no flare or nar­row­ness. “It doesn’t fit very well.”

“Thank­ful­ly,” Lily said with a grin, “I’m very good at fix­ing that. Come on, over to the mir­ror.”

This time, as Gal­adin stood up on the plat­form in front of the mir­ror, it wasn’t a feel­ing of dread that filled his body. It was exci­te­ment and hope. He smiled and wiped the tears from his eyes.

“There’s a pret­ty lady,” Lily said. She had me­a­su­ring tape coiled over her shoul­der and one a­ro­und her neck. It was sim­i­lar to the tai­lor, al­most sur­re­al, but a world of diffe­rence to Gal­adin.

Lily start­ed with Gal­adin’s left arm, me­a­su­ring every­thing from the length of his fi­ngers to the dis­tance be­tween his wrist and el­bow. As she did, she asked light ques­tions a­bout the de­signs that Gal­adin liked, the pat­terns and styles that caught his at­ten­tion.

He could an­swer clum­si­ly at first. He didn’t have the names but she se­emed to un­der­stand what he wa­nted. But af­ter a while it was eas­i­er just to pic­ture what he wa­nted and de­scribe that.

When she start­ed to me­asure his neck, she stopped to brush along his short, brown hair. “Do you want to cha­nge this?”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Short isn’t re­al­ly com­mon in High So­ci­ety.”

He sighed. “I know, and nei­ther is brown.”

Lily smiled bril­li­antly. She ran her hand through the short strands and col­or be­gan to flow them through. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, he had a head full of hon­ey brown.

Gal­adin’s knees felt weak. He thought a­bout the sto­ries in his jour­nal, his il­lus­tra­tions of his ide­al body if he had been born a girl in­stead of a boy. “Any col­or?”

“Of course, I am the com­pre­hen­sive co­or­di­na­tor.”

“Could you do brighter? Like Suar de Pun?”

Lily’s eye­brow raised. “Suar’s? A­bout fif­teen years ago?”

He thought a­bout one of the paint­ings he had walked into as a yo­u­nger child. It was a beau­ti­ful im­age that stole his heart away and start­ed the lo­n­ging.

“A Dance A­mong the Swans and Ros­es. I al­ways loved that paint­ing, I have a copy of it in my jour­nal.”

“A very beau­ti­ful choice.” As Lily spoke, Gal­adin’s hair turned to a bright blond with a few plat­inum streaks. “I re­call that she had a gorge­ous dress in that paint­ing. Would you like me to make some­thing like that?”

Gal­adin couldn’t talk. He lift­ed his hand to his hair and stroked it along his fi­ngers. He felt hot and tingly across his en­tire body as he i­mag­ined him­self danc­ing in the fa­mous paint­ing. His eyes blurred for a mo­ment and he al­most swayed.

“We’ll have to get your hair length­en to pull that out. I have a dis­crete fri­end over on Bone Flower’s Road that will do that.”

He didn’t say any­thing as he pic­tured the paint­ing and him­self. Every­thing was happe­ning faster than he ex­pect­ed as he rushed to­ward his fa­nta­sy in­stead of away from it.

An­oth­er tremor coursed through his body for a mo­ment, a shiv­er of an­tic­i­pa­tion and flush of exci­te­ment.

Lily lift­ed up her me­a­su­ring tape a­gain “I pro­mise you, by the time you show up at that ball, you are go­ing to steal the show.”
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        Dysphoria


        
The im­age pa­i­nted in­side the eyes can be more vivid and de­scrip­tive than the pale il­lus­tra­tion out­side.
—Qu­e­en of Ice and Salt (Act 1, Scene 4)

Gal­adin stared at the mir­ror with tears in his eyes. Help­less­ly, he ran his hand through the long blond hair that now flowed down his back. The col­or and length was per­fect in every way, ex­cept that now it lo­oked like an un­com­fort­able boy we­a­ring a wig in­stead of the beau­ti­ful woman he hoped would have come out in the last few days.

He didn’t want to be a boy in a dress. He wa­nted to be a lady. A beau­ti­ful, gorge­ous lady that would steal the show.

With a sniff, he wiped the tears with the back of his arm and lo­oked down across his table. In the last few days, he had acqu­ired a dizzy­ing ar­ray of ma­keup jars, per­fumes, and brush­es of all types. Most were im­pulse pur­chas­es from what­ev­er lo­oked pret­ty or was sug­gest­ed by the va­ri­ous ladies who were help­ing him pre­pare for his de­but.

There were too many choic­es to look at. He knew what he wa­nted but his hand didn’t seem to move in the right way. Glanc­ing up, he lo­oked at the ma­keup smeared across his face. It was wrong with sharp lines and blotch­es. Even the places he tried to blend lo­oked wrong, the lines were too obvi­ous and pa­i­nful to ex­am­ine.

With a choked sob, he picked up a wi­ping cloth and start­ed to re­move it a­gain. He would try a­gain be­fore giv­ing up.

He had said that hours ago. Now, it was prob­a­bly af­ter mid­night and he still couldn’t erase the im­age of a boy from the mir­ror. He felt sick and hot and flushed, a sen­sa­tion that had been co­ming more fre­qu­ent­ly in the last few days. He wo­n­dered if he was get­ting sick.

“Glo­rias?” It was his fa­ther’s voice from the oth­er side of the door. Un­like his moth­er, Storan se­emed to eas­i­ly switch to call­ing Gal­adin by his cho­sen name.

Giv­ing his face an­oth­er wipe, Gal­adin le­aned back. “Yes, Fa­ther?”

“You so­und dis­tressed.”

“I…” Gal­adin lo­oked at the boy sta­ring at him in the mir­ror.

“May I come in?”

Gal­adin set down the wash­ing cloth and sighed. “Yes.”

His door cre­aked open. Storan came in we­a­ring his sle­e­ping out­fit, a long silk shirt and a pair of box­ers. He lo­oked fraz­zled but con­cerned.

Gal­adin sniffed and wiped at the tears.

“What’s wrong? Have you been up all night?”

“I’m not pret­ty. I try, but I can’t make it.”

A help­less look crossed his fa­ther’s face, high­light­ing the wrin­kles for a mo­ment. He grabbed a wo­oden chair from near Gal­adin’s bed and car­ried it over to set it down. “I don’t un­der­stand. How can I help?”

“I… I…” Gal­adin sobbed for a mo­ment and then ges­tured to the mir­ror. “I don’t see what I want in the mir­ror.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to be a girl.”

His fa­ther’s co­n­fused look soft­ened. “And you just see your­self with long hair, right?”

Nod­ding, Gal­adin took an­oth­er sob.

His fa­ther lo­oked down at his lap. He lift­ed his hand and awk­ward­ly rest­ed it on Gal­adin’s thigh. It was cool and firm. “You’re seve­n­te­en. You’ve been all that time lo­o­king in the mir­ror and se­e­ing your­self, right?”

It was Gal­adin’s turn to be co­n­fused. “Y-Yes?”

“Well, were you se­e­ing the im­age you wa­nted?”

“No.”

“Right, you were se­e­ing a boy. You may not have wa­nted it, but it was still a boy lo­o­king back at you. Day af­ter day, night af­ter night. You’ve got­ten used to se­e­ing that boy so much you can’t see any­thing but that boy.”

Gal­adin rest­ed his hand on his fa­ther’s.

“If you close your eyes, you can still i­mag­ine your­self in the mir­ror, right?”

“I, I don’t know.”

“Try it.” Storan said.

Gal­adin closed his eyes and the im­age of his dis­jo­i­nted face came clear­ly. The hair was fuzzy and he couldn’t seem to fo­cus on both his face and his hair at the same time.

“That’s your me­mo­ries fill­ing in the blanks. Your body is cha­n­ging, you are cha­n­ging. It takes time for your head to for­get what you look like and your eyes to start se­e­ing a­gain.”

Gal­adin o­pened his eyes and lo­oked into the mir­ror. The sense of dis­com­fort was still there but he got the small­est hint of what his fa­ther saw. By fo­cus­ing on just the hair, he fo­und it eas­i­er to i­mag­ine his face fit­ting it.

Storan’s hand lift­ed from his thigh. In­stead of pulling away, he turned his hand and clasped Gal­adin’s.

Gal­adin lo­oked at him in co­nfu­sion.

“Have you been feel­ing flush late­ly?”

Gal­adin nod­ded. “And tingly. I think I’m get­ting sick.”

There was the bri­efest of smiles and then it was gone. “Maybe, maybe not. But let’s fo­cus on the prob­lem. What is wrong?”

“I look hor­ri­ble.”

“Too vague, more de­tails.”

“I look like a boy we­a­ring a wig.”

“Okay, why?”

“My face, it’s all wrong. It isn’t smooth and pret­ty and glo­wing.”

“That’s prob­a­bly ma­keup then. You se­emed to be fo­cus­ing on that.”

Gal­adin glanced at his fa­ther.

Storan shrugged. “I’ve seen your moth­er when she wakes up. I know what ma­keup can do.”

Gal­adin smirked.

His fa­ther gri­nned and shrugged. “I still think she’s the most beau­ti­ful woman in my world, but she re­fused to stop we­a­ring it on my acco­unt.”

There was the fa­i­ntest of creaks be­yond the door.

Storan didn’t seem to no­tice. “Okay, I don’t know much a­bout ma­keup but I’ve seen your moth­er put it on more than once. Do you want me to help? I’m good at guess­ing.”

Gal­adin took a deep breath. “Okay.”

Storan shift­ed his chair clos­er and pe­ered over. He picked up a pot of deep pur­ple. “Okay, what we do is take the brush and then put this on you.”

He grabbed a brush and un­screwed the top. “Looks dark, but I’m sure it will light­en up. Okay, just all over your cheek, right?”

Gal­adin start­ed to laugh but then re­mem­bered he was sup­posed to gig­gle. His voice light­ened up as he smiled. “No, Fa­ther. That’s an ac­cent col­or. You don’t smear that on.”

“Okay, so white?”

“No, a fo­u­nda­tion. Like…” Gal­adin’s voice trailed off un­til he fo­und the larg­er pot of fo­u­nda­tion that he thought lo­oked the best. “This one. You brush it on light­ly as a base.”

Storan pe­ered at the pot for a mo­ment, set it down, and start­ed to in­spect the oth­er pot. “Now, your moth­er had these lines be­tween the col­ors so I would ex­pect you to have col­ors that match.”

As his fa­ther’s ef­fort cli­nked the clay pots, Gal­adin lo­oked up. He no­ticed his door was open still and start­ed to get up to close it when he saw a shad­ow mov­ing on the oth­er side. With a gasp, he turned away and sat down. His moth­er was watch­ing.

“Okay,” his fa­ther said hold­ing up the fo­u­nda­tion that Gal­adin had picked. “So this one first, right? Start the bot­tom and work to­ward the eyes?”

It didn’t so­und right.

Storan picked up a brush and start­ed to rub it into the fo­u­nda­tion, sme­a­ring it a­ro­und and tho­rough­ly coat­ing the brush.

Gal­adin gig­gled, it came more nat­ur­al this time, and pried the brush from his fa­ther. “No, light­ly, you want to dust it, not smear it.”

“But this is how you paint a room.”

Rolling his eyes, Gal­adin shook his head. “My face is not a wall. Is that how moth­er does it?”

Storan shrugged. “I nev­er fig­ured that out but now would be a good time. Okay, show me then?”

Gal­adin set down the ru­ined brush and picked up a new one. It still smelled of fresh bris­tles and glue. Gen­tly dab­bing it into the pot, he le­aned for­ward and be­gan to ap­ply it with smooth strokes."

“Do you have an im­age in your head?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Maybe try to pic­ture what you want?”

Gal­adin tried, fo­cus­ing on the paint­ings that he wa­nted to mim­ic. Af­ter a few sec­onds, he start­ed to see the flaws a­gain and he set down the brush. When he lo­oked at his fa­ther, there was a look of con­cen­tra­tion fur­ro­wing his fa­ther’s brow.

Storan lo­oked up and straight­en. “No, it isn’t vi­su­al­iza­tion.”

“W-What?”

The frown fad­ed. “Okay, that doesn’t look right. Maybe we start with your eyes. You’ve been cry­ing so they are red. So we just use this white stuff to hide it?”

“No, Fa­ther, that isn’t it!” Gal­adin said with a gig­gle.

“Oh, for the Cou­ple’s sake,” a­n­no­unced Ma­ran as she shoved open the door. “Storan, you’re use­less.” She had on her night­gown, a gos­samer out­fit that brushed a­gainst the gro­und. Her hair had been pulled up for the night, wrapped a­ro­und bone rings to give it curls in the morn­ing.

Gal­adin’s hu­mor fad­ed. The se­ri­ous look on his moth­er’s face brought a flush to his cheeks.

“I’m not use­less, I’m expe­ri­ment­ing. Mis­takes need to be made to fig­ure out how to do it.” As Storan talked, he was still lo­o­king at Gal­adin. It was a sharp, pierc­ing gaze that made Gal­adin un­com­fort­able.

“And you are go­ing to teach him now to paint him­self like a street whore. Go get us some mead.”

“Glo­rias should have ice wa­ter.”

She waved her hand dis­mis­sive­ly.

Storan stood up and pat­ted Gal­adin on the shoul­der. “Your moth­er is prob­a­bly a bet­ter choice than me.” He turned and left but not af­ter smil­ing­ly warm­ly to his wife.

Gal­adin cri­nged as his moth­er sat down. She was go­ing to be rough with him, no doubt re­mind­ing him once a­gain that he was go­ing to ruin her life.

She clicked her to­ngue. “That man might be bril­li­ant at mag­ic, but he’s ter­ri­ble at ma­keup. Here, let’s start over.” She ran her fi­ngers over Gal­adin’s face. In the mir­ror, he could see the ma­keup fad­ing away to bare his mas­cu­line fea­tures once a­gain.

A si­n­king sen­sa­tion flo­oded over him. He hat­ed the sight he saw in the mir­ror.

Once she fin­ished cle­a­ning his face, his moth­er in­spect­ed the jars. She didn’t fum­ble like his fa­ther. She quick­ly set pots aside, mov­ing the col­ors to a side table as she iso­lat­ed only a hand­ful of pots near the ce­nter. “Men nev­er know how to put ma­keup on, but you’ve se­emed to be fair­ly un­der­stand­ing of this.”

Stu­nned at the al­most com­pli­ment, Gal­adin couldn’t find any way of re­spond­ing. His body grew hot for a mo­ment and then start­ed to tin­gle a­gain. He frowned but con­cen­trat­ed on her ac­tions to keep the woozy feel­ing from over­whelm­ing him.

His moth­er picked up the drenched brush and used her thumb to clean it off. It only took a sin­gle stroke with the caked-on fo­u­nda­tion dis­appe­a­ring with­out even mar­ring her skin. She gen­tly dabbed it to gath­er some be­fore hand­ing it to Gal­adin. “Okay, start with the cheeks.”

Gal­adin took a deep breath and start­ed to ap­ply it.

As he did, his moth­er gave qu­iet sug­ges­tions. “Lighter… more del­i­cate… there, now come a­ro­und in a wider cir­cle… There. Much bet­ter. You want to put some along that ridge, it will help smooth out your lines.”

The strange sen­sa­tions grew. He al­most felt like he was a yo­ung girl learn­ing how to ap­ply ma­keup for the first time. He smiled to him­self and lost him­self in the un­ex­pect­ed mo­ment of his moth­er help­ing in­stead of com­pla­i­ning.

Time grew flu­id as they worked to­geth­er to start fill­ing in the col­ors. Be­fore he knew it, he saw a hint of the woman he de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted to be in the mir­ror.

“Let me see,” his moth­er said with pursed lips. She turned Gal­adin and cupped his chin as she turned him from one side to the oth­er. “You did a good job for the first time,” she fi­nal­ly said.

Gal­adin smiled, his heart swelling.

His moth­er sud­den­ly jerked then her eyes wi­dened. She kept tilt­ing Gal­adin’s head from one side to the oth­er.

“Ah, it’s men­tal state, I should have guessed,” his fa­ther said cryp­ti­cal­ly from the door. He had two mist­ing wine glass­es, one with a white wine and oth­er clear.

Gal­adin took the of­fered glass of wa­ter. He felt he­ated and his skin was crawl­ing. He squirmed in dis­com­fort.

“Drink, all of it, now,” com­ma­nded his fa­ther.

Obey­ing, he saw his moth­er look at Storan with a strange look.
His fa­ther nod­ded once and ha­nded her glass over.

Gal­adin felt a quiver of fear but didn’t ask. The ice wa­ter felt like ex­act­ly what he ne­eded, calm­ing his rac­ing heart and sub­sid­ing the tin­gling sen­sa­tion. Even the flush se­emed to fade as the bit­ter­ly cold liq­uid po­ured down his throat.

“Maybe one more tonight, a short snack, and then she needs rest. You can’t learn every­thing in a night.”

She. His fa­ther called Gal­adin a “she” and for the first time, it felt like the right thing. Gal­adin smiled hap­pi­ly as he set down the glass. He felt like a girl in that mo­ment, a prop­er daugh­ter in­stead of a son.

When he lo­oked up, both of his pa­rents were watch­ing him close­ly. He gulped with a flick­er of ner­vous­ness rac­ing along his ve­ins. “W-What?”

“De­fi­nite­ly men­tal frame and emoti­onal state,” his fa­ther said cryp­ti­cal­ly. “A sec­ond les­son tonight would be ex­act­ly what she needs.” He em­pha­sized the “she” when he spoke.

His moth­er lo­oked ner­vous, but his words se­emed to re­lax her. She nod­ded. “Thank you, Storan.”

Storan le­aned over to kiss the top of his wife’s head. Then he reached over and did the same to Gal­adin be­fore a­n­no­unc­ing he was go­ing back to bed.

“Moth­er? What is go­ing on?”

“He’s right. It’s late. One more, but with a green tint to match your dress. Then you need to go to bed. A… girl needs her sleep.”
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        Magic in the Makeup


        
It takes years to look ca­su­al­ly beau­ti­ful.
—Dor­nit Kess­er-Gamp

Gal­adin sat on his side of the car­ri­age with his back straight and his hands rest­ing on his lap. He had his eyes closed as he sang soft­ly, try­ing to get his voice to “slide” into the high­er reg­is­ter. He had done it a few times that day, but it was hard­er with­out the voice in­struc­tor right there. The sen­sa­tion of do­ing and he­a­ring it cor­rect­ly was fleet­ing.

“… and then the ship came sail­ing, sail­ing along the shore…”

His voice cracked and he frowned.

“You al­most have it,” his moth­er said.

He o­pened his eyes. She was watch­ing him close­ly and an un­com­fort­able look on her face. He had no­ticed it a few times late­ly, start­ing with the night she taught him how to ap­ply ma­keup. They had been do­ing it every night since, with him get­ting more com­fort­able every time with every com­pli­ment.

Gal­adin smiled to him­self. He fo­und him­self crav­ing the com­pli­ments, not only beca­use his moth­er had turned a cor­ner that night but she start­ed us­ing “she” and “my daugh­ter” to de­scribe Gal­adin. It al­most made him feel like a real girl—

“There!” snapped Ma­ran. “Right now, what were you thi­n­king?”

Gal­adin gasped. “W-What?”

“That mo­ment? Just now, can you re­mem­ber?”

A blush burned in his cheeks and his skin was tin­gling. “I-I was thi­n­king a­bout how you told the in­struc­tor ‘my daugh­ter’ ne­eded lessons.”

Ma­ran’s frowned de­e­pened.

“W-Was I do­ing some­thing wrong?”

His moth­er i­nhaled sharply and let it out. The frown fad­ed. “No,” she said with a rare smile. “Appa­rent­ly your fa­ther does know what he is do­ing. He’s just clum­sy at do­ing it, and it’s pa­i­nful.”

Gal­adin wor­ried his low­er lip for a mo­ment. “You’ve two been ma­king strange com­ments late­ly. I don’t—”

His moth­er si­lenced him by tap­ping the cu­shi­oned seat next to her. “Come here,” she said be­fore dig­ging into her purse.

Co­n­fused, Gal­adin obeyed.

She pulled out a hand mir­ror and set it down on Gal­adin’s lap. “Hold that and look at your face.”

He did, lo­o­king at the face. It was still the mas­cu­line fea­tures he had grown to hate, but it didn’t qu­ite look as jar­ring as be­fore. The long hair felt right on his scalp and bound into a tail over his shoul­der. His ma­keup was much bet­ter, he only saw a few flaws, but it did a lot to mask the man be­neath.

“How did your fa­ther say to do this…” whis­pered his moth­er to her­self. Then she cle­ared her throat. “Close your eyes.”

Gal­adin obeyed.

“Now, think of a pic­ture, a woman that you want to be. I don’t know, a paint­ing or il­lus­tra­tion.”

“A Dance A­mong the Swans and Ros­es?”

Ma­ran chuck­led. “Of course, I for­got how much you loved that paint­ing. You met Suar de Pun when you were babe, you know. It was when she was a bril­li­ant star of so­ci­ety right be­fore…”

She cle­ared her throat. “You were only two, but I re­mem­ber her say­ing you were a beau­ti­ful baby.”

Gal­adin smiled.

“I guess, I’ve so­mehow missed that you were so u­nhap­py these years. I fig­ured it was just be­ing seve­n­te­en, but this last few weeks, since I… we… you fi­nal­ly told us, I’ve seen such a hap­pi­ness in you that I didn’t think was pos­si­ble.”

His smile grew wider. He still had his eyes closed. The flush was fill­ing him down, a tin­gling sen­sa­tion that coursed from his toes to his fi­nger­tips. He felt like he was vi­brat­ing as he sat there.

Ma­ran took a deep breath. “I al­ways wa­nted a daugh­ter. I know I shouldn’t, a boy was best for this world, but the idea of se­e­ing her grow up into a beau­ti­ful woman was one of those dreams of mine. Now, I think I’m fi­nal­ly get­ting that.”

Gal­adin could feel tears of joys brim­ming in his eyes. He smiled broad­ly. “I hope so.”

“O­pen your eyes then.”

He did. In the mir­ror, he saw so­me­one diffe­rent lo­o­king back. It was his face but wasn’t at the same time. The rough lines had been smoothed over and the shape lo­oked sub­tly diffe­rent. It wasn’t any­thing that he could eas­i­ly i­den­ti­fy but so­mehow, he lo­oked like a yo­ung woman in the mir­ror.

Gal­adin o­pened his lips in shock.

“When you…” his moth­er start­ed. “When you feel like a lady, you start to look like one. Deep down in­side, when you lose your­self, it cha­nges. I’ve been able to see you cha­nge from thi­n­king of your­self as a woman ver­sus a man.” Her voice had cracked. “I missed it at first but your fa­ther is, as you know, ‘al­ways pay­ing at­ten­tion.’”

He gri­nned at her mim­ic­ked voice.

“But as we’ve been go­ing from les­son to les­son, I’ve been se­e­ing it happe­ning more of­ten. Your face cha­nges. Not phys­i­cal­ly, you are still the… child I raised but it looks diffe­rent. Appe­a­rance, ma­keup maybe?”

He lo­oked up to see tears in her eyes.

She cupped his chin and smiled at him as one bead ran down her cheeks. “You look so hap­py in those mo­ments that I’m ashamed that I so­mehow missed it. But over these last few days, I couldn’t help but see it. Your joy and love are tied into who you want… no, who you are, not what you were.”

“I-I don’t un­der­stand.”

“You’ve been feel­ing flushed, right? And your skin crawls and you feel like your body doesn’t qu­ite fit with your thoughts.”

Gal­adin could only nod.

“That’s was you ma­nifest­ing a tal­ent. That was it bre­a­king out of its shell to re­veal your pow­ers.”

His breath caught in his throat. He o­pened his mouth a few times be­fore the words came out. “I… I can cha­nge my appe­a­rance? I can look like a woman? A real woman?”

Ma­ran nod­ded. “You can, I’ve seen it. When you speak as one, dress as one, and see your­self as a daugh­ter and not a son, you look like a woman. When you smile, you are my daugh­ter.”

Gal­adin let out a sob of hap­pi­ness. He hugged his moth­er tight­ly. “T-Thank you!”

“No, thank you. It took me too long to see with my eyes a­gain not my heart. I’m glad I did beca­use appa­rent­ly I had missed some­thing im­por­tant to you. Now that I see it a­gain, I couldn’t be hap­pi­er for you.”
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        Arrival


        
The ulti­mate goal of the de­bu­ta­nte ball is the of­fer, where a be­sire finds the fa­ther of the de­bu­ta­nte and ne­goti­ates a deal for the hand in mar­ri­age.
—The Hid­den Busi­ness­es of High So­ci­ety

The only name she had heard for the last two weeks was Glo­rias. It no lo­nger felt like a ban­dage or a mask that fit poor­ly, but some­thing i­nte­gral to her life. Some­where along the way, she stopped thi­n­king her­self as a “he” and set­tled firm­ly into vi­e­wing her­self as Glo­rias, a vis­it­ing niece of Ma­ran’s from the co­un­try­side.

Ma­nifest­ing her tal­ent was the turn­ing po­int. Af­ter that, it was eas­i­er for her en­tire fam­i­ly to call her Glo­rias and use the cor­rect pro­no­un. Her moth­er still strug­gled though, but it had been weeks since “he” had slipped from her to­ngue.

Glo­rias smiled and took a deep breath, or at least as deep as she could. The bones in the dress dug com­fort­ing­ly into her waist, pulling it into a nar­row­er waist. The ex­cel­lent­ly-made out­fit gave her the appe­a­rance of a bust and flared hips. It also made it dif­fi­cult to slouch but she was get­ting used to the re­stric­tions.

Lo­o­king down, she ad­mired the cream and green dress. It had been mas­ter­ful­ly craft­ed to fo­cus on the parts Lily had i­den­ti­fied as the most fe­mi­nine while hid­ing the parts that mag­i­cal ma­keup, rushed lessons, and cloth­ing couldn’t cha­nge. She had done a beau­ti­ful job.

Glo­rias wrung her fi­ngers to­geth­er for a mo­ment. When her long fi­nger­nails clicked to­geth­er, she re­mem­bered the ca­re­ful­ly pa­i­nted tips with lit­tle flower de­signs on them. Del­i­cate­ly, she u­nfold­ed her fi­ngers and ca­re­ful­ly spread her hands on the fab­ric that cov­ered her thighs.

Next to her, her moth­er reached out and warm­ly clasp her fi­ngers. “Ner­vous?”

“Yes. My stom­ach is flutte­ring, my chest is tight, and I feel like every­thing is go­ing to ex­plode with­out warn­ing.” Glo­rias turned and gripped her moth­er’s hand tight­ly. “And I think I have to pee.”

Ma­ran laughed and pulled Glo­rias into a hug. “That’s a­bout right. Every girl feels like this when she first goes to one of these balls. I re­mem­ber my moth­er hold­ing my hand as I was sob­bing in the car­ri­age, though that ball wasn’t near­ly as fan­cy as this.” She sighed. “Not be­ing gro­omed for High So­ci­ety made things eas­i­er, I guess, but the po­ten­tial for great­ness is less.”

Glo­rias ducked her head and smiled briefly. “I feel a lit­tle fool­ish now.”

“No, no,” whis­pered her moth­er. “Don’t feel that. You have done so much, and I want tonight to be as wo­nder­ful as can be.”

“I just wish…” Glo­rias sighed. “I wished we we­ren’t sne­a­king into the side en­trance.”

Ma­ran pulled her into a hug. “I know. And your fa­ther wa­nted to be here, but the most im­por­tant part is that you are here, and you are go­ing to have a wo­nder­ful time.”

Glo­rias sniffed.

“Don’t cry, you won’t…” Her moth­er e­nded with a soft laugh­ter. “You shouldn’t cry though, even if you can fix your face with just a laugh.”

Glo­rias reached over and stroked her moth­er’s face. “Same for you.”

Ma­ran pressed her cheek a­gainst Glo­rias’s hand. “I pro­mise, I’m not go­ing to cry. At least not where you can’t touch me up.”

They fo­und out that Glo­rias could use her pow­ers for any­one, and her moth­er had the same near­ly flaw­less ma­keup on her though it wasn’t sub­ject to the shift­ing emo­tions; once on, it re­ma­ined in place un­til smeared or re­moved.

The car­ri­age came to a stop. The nar­row wi­ndow by the dri­ver slid open. “We’re at the north en­trance, Ta­dame Kasin.”

Glo­rias caught her breath.

“Are there a lot of peo­ple a­ro­und?”

“No, the event is cur­rent­ly in the mid­dle of a dance set. Only a few ser­vants are walk­ing a­ro­und but I think they are a­bout to head in­side. If you wait a few mo­ments, you will be able to get out.” So­mehow, Glo­rias’s moth­er had fo­und a car­ri­age dri­ver that was will­ing to sneak them in; Glo­rias didn’t want to think a­bout how much it cost in terms of price or dig­ni­ty.

Glo­rias took a deep breath to stop the ner­vous gig­gle ris­ing up.

“We’ll be fine, Glo­rias.”

“I know Moth­er, I’m just—”

“Okay, Von Kasins,” i­nter­rupt­ed the dri­ver. “This is your best chance.”

In a hur­ry, Glo­rias and Ma­ran got out of the car­ri­age. It took them a few fran­tic mo­ments to straight­en their dress­es with the fear that so­me­one would come walk­ing into sight. By the time they fin­ished get­ting every­thing back in or­der, Glo­rias had a few strands of hair that es­caped her hair­do and her moth­er had a mar on her cheek.

With a soft smile, Ma­ran reached up and fixed Glo­rias’s hair.

Glo­rias used her hand to fix her moth­er’s ma­keup.

They shared a gig­gle and a se­cret smile.

“Ready?”

Glo­rias nod­ded. Slip­ping her hand into the crook of her moth­er’s arm, they he­aded to­ward the din in­side the es­tate’s great hall with all the dig­ni­ty they could muster.

“I wish your fa­ther was able to come. It would have made this of­fi­cial. If things were diffe­rent…?”

Glo­rias knew what her moth­er was re­fer­ring too. They had to sneak in beca­use they couldn’t af­ford the rest of the events. This was a de­bu­ta­nte ball where a yo­ung lady like her­self danced and flirt­ed. If a su­itor fo­und her de­sir­able, he would seek out the de­bu­ta­nte’s fa­ther and make an of­fer of jems, prop­er­ty, or even busi­ness­es. It was the ex­cha­nge, the mo­ment where she would be e­ngaged. With­out her fa­ther there, the of­fer couldn’t be made. Of course, it would also be a faux pas not to have him pre­sent, but the lat­ter was less em­bar­rass­ing than the hav­ing an of­fer that could not be ho­nored.

Of course, hav­ing a po­ten­tial su­itor find out that Glo­rias was re­al­ly a guy un­der­neath the dress would be far more dev­as­tat­ing to eve­ry­one.

“No, no, no,” whis­pered Ma­ran. “Daugh­ter thoughts. You’re my beau­ti­ful daugh­ter, re­mem­ber?”

Glo­rias re­al­ized that she was los­ing her appe­a­rance. Fight­ing back a tear of sad­ness, she took a deep breath and con­cen­trat­ed on the feel of fab­ric on her skin, the swirl of her dress, and the ca­ress of silk.

“There you go. Just a lit­tle more, my beau­ti­ful daugh­ter.” Ma­ran smiled. “There, you’re beau­ti­ful.”
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        The Dance


        
Mag­ic un­der­neath emoti­onal con­trol can be pow­er­ful and del­i­cate at the same time. It is de­pe­n­dent on a del­i­cate bal­ance of ke­e­ping one’s mind framed in a cer­tain state.
—Tech­niques of the Crys­tal Spheres

Af­ter years of fa­ntasies and days of wor­ry, Glo­rias’s first pre­se­nta­tion ball exce­eded every­thing she had dreamed it would be. For the last hour, her dance card had been filled with one part­ner af­ter the oth­er. No one se­emed to no­tice her late ar­rival, the lack of a­n­no­unce­ment, or that the first three lines on the card were faked.

She loved every mo­ment on the floor, hand-in-hand with her part­ner and her dress flo­wing in the wide cir­cles of the clas­si­cal dances. It was easy to keep the sen­sa­tion of be­ing a woman while mov­ing, it was every­thing she had dreamed a­bout.

The last minute dance lessons still echoed in her head as she lo­oked into the eyes of her cur­rent part­ner, an old­er man with a mil­i­tary badge of hon­or on his breast. He was eas­i­ly twice Glo­rias’s age but se­emed to be e­njoy­ing him­self.

She knew that her pa­rents had been ca­re­ful a­bout her dance card. Her fa­ther had spent hours po­ring over the Sto­ne­wait’s Gallery, a col­lec­tion of il­lus­tra­tions and his­to­ries of every po­lit­i­cal­ly im­por­tant per­son in the area. No doubt, the only names that her moth­er would al­low to be writ­ten in the card were ones that Storan had made his wife me­morize.

One of the twirls came up. She smiled with joy, those were her favo­rite parts of the dance. She could taste the fruity fla­vor of her lip­stick. With a del­i­cate ma­neu­ver, she lift­ed her hand and stepped into the twirl. Her heels thre­a­tened to twist but she bore down and stepped into it, spi­n­ning on the tips of her toes be­fore co­ming down in per­fect har­mo­ny with thir­ty oth­er de­bu­ta­ntes danc­ing. The al­most si­mul­ta­ne­ous click rang out across the dance floor and the so­und brought a swell of joy to hear her. She smiled un­til her cheeks hurt.

“You look beau­ti­ful, be­dame,” said her part­ner. Glo­rias al­ready knew he wasn’t se­ri­ous­ly lo­o­king and there was no chance he would be ask­ing for her hand. All he wa­nted was to be seen danc­ing with one pret­ty woman af­ter the oth­er.

“Thank you.”

The song e­nded with a flo­ur­ish.

Her part­ner made the cus­tom­ary bow and kissed the back of Glo­rias’s gloved hand. Then, ke­e­ping a light grip, he tugged her gen­tly to­ward the edge of the dance floor.

With a blush, Glo­rias curt­sied and let her­self be drawn to the edge of the dance floor. Tra­di­tion dic­tat­ed that the de­bu­ta­ntes be de­liv­ered back to the table be­fore the next part­ner ar­rived. There was a bit of crowd milling a­ro­und the edge of the dance area but the oth­ers quick­ly part­ed a­ro­und Glo­rias and her dance part­ner with no more than a cu­ri­ous look.

While they made their way, Glo­rias glanced up at the bal­cony. There were three pa­i­nters with easels fran­ti­cal­ly draw­ing and work­ing their brush­es. Two oth­er artists were con­cen­trat­ing on their can­vas with a haze of mag­ic draw­ing col­ors across the page.

The idea that she would be in one of the pic­tures of the balls sped up her pulse. She smiled broad­ly and felt more like a de­bu­ta­nte than be­fore.

Then she caught sight of Dame Do­rin, her o­ri­gi­nal dance in­struc­tor. The old­er woman’s gaze was fo­cused di­rect­ly on her, track­ing her move­ment. A pale shiv­er of fear rose up in the back of her throat then she hur­ried down the stairs.

Turn­ing away, Glo­rias strug­gled as the feel­ing of be­ing a woman be­gin to crum­ble. Her sense of self, the del­i­cate bal­ance col­lapsed. It tin­gled across her skin as the sen­sa­tion of be­ing Gal­adin re­turned like a wet cloth draped over her. Did Do­rin no­tice him? Would she ruin his se­cret?

Heart po­und­ing, Gal­adin slipped his hand from his part­ner. He fo­cused on not let­ting his ten­sion grip the fi­ngers of her part­ner; if the oth­er man turned a­ro­und, he would no­tice that the pret­ty lady he was danc­ing wasn’t qu­ite the same as be­fore.

They we­ren’t mov­ing quick­ly e­nough. Gal­adin wa­nted to rush for­ward but couldn’t, not with­out draw­ing at­ten­tion to him­self. He tried to get his head back into the right frame of mind, to draw the feel­ing of be­ing Glo­rias back and re­store Glo­rias’s face.

“There you are!” Do­rin came over and pulled Gal­adin into a light hug. Her voice was cheer­ful but Gal­adin could tell it was slight­ly forced.

Gal­adin’s grip with his dance part­ner slipped apart briefly.

His part­ner stopped. “Oh, you are from Dame Do­rin’s school?” It was a po­int­ed ques­tion. There were a lot more than just de­bu­ta­ntes by them­selves at the ball, there were also all the seam­stress­es, in­struc­tors, and women in­volved with pre­sent­ing them. The suc­cess of a de­bu­ta­nte expa­nded to in­clude not only her­self but those who helped her.

Gal­adin gulped and glanced at Do­rin.

She gave an enco­u­ra­ging nod.

Ter­ri­fied that he was a­bout to have his se­cret re­vealed, Gal­adin stared to­ward the gro­und and said, “Y-Yes. I’ve been go­ing to her for weeks.”

Her part­ner gave Dame Do­rin a bow. “Your in­struc­tions were im­pec­ca­ble, Tala­dame Do­rin. One of the best part­ners I could ever have.”

“Thank you, be­sire,” Do­rin said with a tighte­ning of her lips. Even though Do­rin was a wid­ow, a tala­dame, she pre­ferred the u­nadorned but u­nu­sual ti­tle of “dame” even though that was just as u­nu­sual as tala­dame.

“I’ll leave your charge in your hands, I have some busi­ness to at­tend to.” He turned to Gal­adin and kissed his trem­bling hand. “Thank you for the dance, my dear.”

Gal­adin’s heart rose up in a brief wor­ry. As much as Storan was sure eve­ry­one on the card wasn’t go­ing to make an of­fer, what if this one de­cid­ed Gal­adin was the right one? Would he try to find Storan? What if he couldn’t?

Do­rin took Gal­adin’s hand and deft­ly brought him to the side. “He’s not go­ing to your fa­ther, love. A pair of his card game fri­ends had just ar­rived with their daugh­ters and he has his eyes on one of them ever since she was thir­teen.”

“W-What?” Gal­adin’s throat felt dry. “How did you know?”

“It was clear on your face.” Do­rin caught Gal­adin’s chin and lift­ed it up.

Gal­adin wa­nted to re­sist but couldn’t. Do­rin was a dif­fi­cult woman to say no to her face.

“Oh,” Gal­adin wasn’t sure if he was dis­ap­po­int­ed or re­lieved.

Do­rin turned and held his hand, lo­o­king him over ca­re­ful­ly. She lo­oked a­ro­und for a mo­ment and then took a few steps away from the rest of the crowd, giv­ing them space near a col­umn. Her lips pressed tight­ly to­geth­er. “So, this is why you stopped co­ming to my lessons?”

A deep blush col­ored Gal­adin’s cheeks. He felt naked in front of Do­rin. Slow­ly, he nod­ded. In­side, he was try­ing to re­mem­ber the feel of silk but the fear preve­nted him from draw­ing the right thoughts.

“Ta­dame Pot­sur?” she asked, guess­ing the name of his new dance in­struc­tor, a drunk woman who could bare­ly move but his moth­er trust­ed to keep her mouth shut.

“Y-Yes.”

Do­rin shook her head. “Oh, she’s just… the worst. You should have come to me. I would have helped.”

“Would you?”

Do­rin shrugged. “When I can co­unt the num­ber of be­dames and be­sires I’m te­a­ching with one hand?” She sighed. “Yes, I would. It may have tak­en me a bit, but when I saw you with that… man, I knew there was a chance you went that way.”

She lift­ed Gal­adin’s gloved hands to her shoul­der height, “Just not this way. You do make a love­ly be­dame but some of your move­ments still scream be­sire.” Draw­ing her hand down, she brought Gal­adin’s hand clos­er to mid-arm. “Here.”

“I’m sor­ry.” He turned away slight­ly then he glanced back.

Dame Do­rin’s eyes grew hard for a mo­ment and then she smiled. “I’ll tell you what. You tell eve­ry­one that I’m still your teacher, and we re­sume your lessons af­ter the ball. Your form is beau­ti­ful, but you need to bring your hand more into a curve when you spin. It has to look like a rib­bon flo­wing in the wa­ter.”

She gave a short laugh and some of the fear fad­ed. “Be­sides, Pot­sur won’t be stand­ing much less at­tend­ing this ball. A silk lady should al­ways at­tend the af­fairs of their charges. That goes triple for their most promis­ing.”

Gal­adin’s heart al­most ex­plod­ed as the tin­gling sen­sa­tion danced along his skin. “You think I’m promis­ing?”

“I’m will­ing to steal Pot­sur’s ef­forts and have you claim your skill as from mine. That is putting my name at risk as much as you are putting yours.” She nod­ded her head and pulled Glo­rias close to kiss his cheek.

Step­ping for­ward, Gal­adin le­aned for­ward. At the moth­er­ly ca­ress, he felt like a real de­bu­ta­nte a­gain and a rush ex­plod­ed along his sens­es. It brought back sen­sa­tion of be­ing a woman and it felt like he was float­ing be­fore set­tling back as a woman once a­gain.

“I’ll see…” Do­rin’s eyes wi­dened and then she smiled broad­ly. “Oh my, that’s how you did it.”

Gal­adin, now Glo­rias a­gain, smiled bash­ful­ly and nod­ded.

“You have turned out to be a beau­ti­ful yo­ung woman.” She stroked Glo­rias’s cheek gen­tly. “I would love to see you. To­mor­row? I want to hear all a­bout this and I’m cu­ri­ous how this all came a­bout.”

“Okay,” Glo­rias said with a sigh of re­lief.

“I’ll make the arra­n­ge­ments with your moth­er. I’d ask to join your table but I sus­pect you’d like to keep at least a lit­tle at­ten­tion away from you tonight, right?”

“Yes, Dame Do­rin.”

“To­mor­row then.”
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        A Breather


        
Doubt is the killer in­side the room, the mur­der we­apon that can­not be fo­und.
—The Trou­bled Qu­e­en (Act 3, Scene 4)

The brief respite be­tween each dance brought a num­ber of oth­er men co­ming to the table for a few min­utes of ca­rous­ing or to re­quest their names be placed on Glo­rias’s dance card. Every time they ap­proached, Glo­rias was sure they were there to re­veal her se­cret, or to dis­tract her e­nough that her mag­ic would fade.

Only her moth­er’s com­fort­ing hand un­der­neath the table cloth and a few po­int­ed re­mi­nders kept her fo­cused e­nough to ma­i­n­tain her appe­a­rance while spi­n­ning her lies a­bout be­ing a co­un­try niece.

As the men left, both of them let out ner­vous gig­gles. Every time, Glo­rias felt like she had sur­vived an i­nter­ro­ga­tion where one wrong word could ruin every­thing. How­ev­er, co­un­try life was al­ways diffe­rent than the city and the few mis­takes she made were eas­i­ly passed off as be­ing from out­side town.

That would cha­nge af­ter the So­cial Se­a­son, if she made it that long. Glo­rias couldn’t go back to be­ing Gal­adin a­gain, it felt too right to be­ing Glo­rias. At the same time, it would be risky for her to re­main in the city af­ter the co­un­try sto­ry fad­ed.

To her sur­prise, she wasn’t scared. Glo­rias smiled to her­self and nod­ded to a pass­ing be­sire. She was liv­ing her fa­nta­sy, do­ing some­thing she dreamed a­bout for years. If this was the only time in her life she could live it, so much the bet­ter. Any­thing, if she didn’t have to go back to be­ing Gal­adin.

Ma­ran reached out and gen­tly took Glo­rias’s hand. She squ­e­ezed and smiled, her eyes shimme­ring. “Ke­e­ping daugh­ter thoughts?”

“Yes, Moth­er,” Glo­rias said with a smile of her own.

“Good. The next one on your card is Be­sire Ri­lar. He’s sweet and charm­ing, a bit of a dandy, but eve­ry­one knows he has his eyes for Be­dame Larki­mas who is cur­rent­ly steal­ing hearts over there.” She nod­ded with her head to­ward a blond sur­ro­u­nded by dozens of men. “From the ru­mors your fa­ther heard on the docks, she al­ready has a dozen of­fers and her fa­ther is drown­ing from the bot­tles of whiskey and wines po­ured into his glass. He has no chance but he isn’t ready to ad­mit it.”

Ma­ran shook her head in be­mu­se­ment. “He re­al­ly does lis­ten to every­thing.”

“We asked him to come up with a plan. Fa­ther’s good at that.”

“He is. He’s a good man.” Ma­ran kissed Glo­rias’s cheek. “You are do­ing beau­ti­ful­ly.”

A hand­some man came up. He was broad-shoul­dered with a squ­are jaw. Gold trim marked his black suit, no doubt to show off his wealth and fig­ure.

A lo­n­ging filled Glo­rias. Even though it could nev­er hap­pen, Ri­lar was close to the fa­ntasies that warmed her at night. She could only i­mag­ine what it would be like to have his body tight a­gainst hers. Gulp­ing, she re­al­ized she was get­ting hard and had to put on her best smile while thi­n­king a­bout ice wa­ter.

“Ta­dame Ma­ran da Kasin de Kamer, I be­lieve I have the hon­or of be­ing the next dance for your niece.”

Glo­rias be­amed as she rose up, lift­ing her hand for his. Her heart flut­tered in­side her chest, ca­re­ful­ly hid­den be­hind the dress.

He took her hand, brought his lips close to the gloved knuck­les, but stopped be­fore kiss­ing. He lo­oked at her moth­er.

His moth­er smiled. “You are wel­come, please e­njoy your­self.”

Ri­lar kissed Glo­rias’s knuck­les and the touch sent a rip­ple of heat along her skin.

She smiled as he drew her away for the next dance.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 12
             
            
        


        One Last Dance


        
The ho­mo­sex­u­al, as an aber­ra­tion a­gainst the di­vine will of the Cou­ple, has no place in so­ci­ety where it can spread like po­ison. But like all curs­es, it re­mains in the shad­ows to only po­ison a few.
—Ta­ntol da Dis­robin, Faith of the Fam­i­lies

“Thank you, be­dame, for the love­ly dance,” said the old­er gen­tle­man lo­o­king for a sec­ond spo­use.

Glo­rias curt­sied. “My hum­ble thanks for your com­pa­ny, Tasire.”

He es­cort­ed Glo­rias to the edges of the dance where Ma­ran sat alone at a table. He bowed deeply to Gal­adin’s moth­er. “I bring your daugh­ter safe to your side,” he in­toned the rit­u­al­is­tic words be­fore slip­ping away. From what he said while danc­ing, he al­ready had his name on two more cards be­fore the eve­ning e­nded.

Glo­rias gave her moth­er a ner­vous smile. It froze on her face when she saw a strange look ex­pres­sion on her moth­er, one that she had nev­er seen be­fore. The shimme­ring tears were one thing, but this was al­most sad­ness, as if she wished they we­ren’t de­ceiv­ing eve­ry­one that eve­ning and Glo­rias was a real girl.

“Glo­rias!” The seam­stress ap­proached with three oth­ers sur­ro­und­ing her. Lily wore a bril­li­ant dress that lo­oked like a tho­u­sand feath­ers, each one the pre­scribed green of the dance yet so­mehow appe­a­ring to be a diffe­rent col­or. Her abil­i­ty to tint any­thing ap­peared to have no bounds.

On one side, Kendrick walked next to her with her fi­nger­tips rest­ing on his el­bow. On the oth­er, a man Glo­rias didn’t rec­og­nize held Mindil’s hand. The sec­ond man lo­oked sle­nder com­pared to his wife but it was obvi­ous they were in sync by the way their feet stepped in har­mo­ny and the way Mindil’s boun­ti­ful hips swayed with­out to­u­ching his.

Lily pulled Glo­rias into a hug that wouldn’t risk mar­ring ei­ther of their ma­keup. “You look beau­ti­ful, my dear.”

“Thank you,” Glo­rias whis­pered back.

“How does it feel to be out here?”

“Like every­thing I ever wa­nted.”

A sob star­tled her. She lo­oked over to see tears on her moth­er’s face. She was smil­ing as she held a piece of silk to her lips. “Moth­er? Is there—”

“You are so beau­ti­ful. I didn’t think it would touch me, but then just now, I couldn’t stop thi­n­king a­bout you as a daugh­ter,” she said through the tears. She glanced to her side, where one of her fri­ends would have been sit­ting if things were diffe­rent. Then she took a deep breath and lo­oked back. “You are my daugh­ter, a­ren’t you?”

The world spun a­ro­und Glo­rias as she lo­oked at her moth­er. “Re­al­ly?”

“Y-Yes!” She stag­gered up out of her chair. Step­ping a­ro­und the table, she grabbed Glo­rias. “My baby. I’m so sor­ry.”

Glo­rias hugged her moth­er back. She could feel her cry­ing, the soft sobs sha­king her body as they held each oth­er tight­ly. “Thank you. Thank you so very much.”

His moth­er kissed her sweet­ly. “You are so beau­ti­ful.”

When they broke the em­brace, Lily and Mindil were still there smil­ing broad­ly.

Ma­ran pushed her hair back. “S-Sor­ry, I didn’t mean to do that.”

“No, it’s beau­ti­ful se­e­ing you two.”

Mindil glanced over. “Dame Ma­ran, you look alone here.”

Lily’s eyes wi­dened and her fi­ngers tight­ened on Kendrick’s hand.

Ma­ran gave an apolo­getic look. “You can prob­a­bly guess why though.”

“Well, we’re lo­o­king for a place to sit. Would you mind if we jo­ined you?”

Mindil’s hus­band lift­ed his head. “What a­bout our seats—?”

Mindil stamped on his foot with her heel. She smiled sweet­ly. “A moth­er should al­ways have com­pa­ny when her beau­ti­ful daugh­ter is on the floor. May we?”

Glo­rias blushed.

Ma­ran stam­mered for a mo­ment and then hugged Mindil. “Thank you.”

Kendrick chuck­led. He with­drew from Lily, kissed her cheek, and turned to the oth­er man who Glo­rias had not pre­vi­ous­ly met. “Come on, Ha­san. I bet we could find some drinks for our wives.”

He turned to Ma­ran and Glo­rias. “Would you care for any­thing, dames?”

Ma­ran lift­ed her glass. “More of the blush? And grape juices for my da… niece… Glo­rias.”

Glo­rias blushed and smiled.

Kendrick nod­ded and then tapped Ha­san on the shoul­der. “Come on.”

Ha­san sighed but fol­lowed the oth­er man away.

Lily took Glo­rias’s hand and sat down. Af­ter a mo­ment, Ma­ran and Mindil jo­ined them.

As they were set­tling down and talk­ing a­bout the fa­sh­ions, Glo­rias glanced at her dance card. There were only two more slots left in the eve­ning but no names filled the lines.

The rush, the po­int of be­ing so­me­one else fad­ed. She was dis­ap­po­int­ed but at the same time hap­py that the oth­er lines had been filled in. For so­me­one who thought she would nev­er be able to live even a day as a lady, hav­ing five men want­i­ng to dance with her was like re­a­ching the stars. She smiled and ran her fi­nger along the last few lines.

Mindil picked up the card and frowned. “A pity, so few men have good taste.”

“Do you want to stay the night?” asked Lily.

Glo­rias nod­ded with a sad smile. “Yes, even if I can’t go out a­gain, I want to e­njoy this eve­ning. I don’t want it to ever end.”

“Then we would be ho­nored to keep you com­pa­ny. As peo­ple say, silks should al­ways stand next to their best works.”

As Glo­rias blushed, her moth­er pushed a glass of wine over to her. As she took it, she lift­ed the glass. “This is every­thing I hoped for. Thank you for the wo­nder­ful night.”

“So, any cute guys?”

“Mindil!” chid­ed Lily. “What my love­ly fri­end said is: are you feel­ing like a beau­ti­ful de­bu­ta­nte here?” She reached out and took Mindil’s hand, hold­ing it firm­ly.

Glo­rias hesi­tat­ed. Kno­wing that the fa­nta­sy had to end ached. She wa­nted to it to keep go­ing, to not wor­ry a­bout a se­cret or be­ing ex­posed. Why couldn’t she be born like this?

She couldn’t go back, that much she knew. We­a­ring the dress, he­a­ring her name as Glo­rias, and be­ing told she was beau­ti­ful was every­thing she craved. It felt like walk­ing out into the sun­light for the first time.

Ma­ran spoke qu­iet­ly. “You can keep do­ing this, if you want. Your fa­ther and I have al­ready talked.”

Glo­rias’s eyes te­ared up. “Re­al­ly? I can?”

“Yes, I pro­mise.” She chuck­led. “I didn’t know this day was co­ming for years but I do now. It just… took me a while to re­al­ize that I shouldn’t stop it. Your fa­ther was right. Just don’t tell him that, I hate it when he’s right.”

Glo­rias start­ed to say some­thing but so­me­one’s pre­sence i­nter­rupt­ed her. “Ex­cuse me.”

The voice quick­ened Gal­adin’s pulse. It was Be­nard. Trem­bling, she lo­oked up to see the Navy of­fi­cer stand­ing a re­spect­ful dis­tance we­a­ring a sharp black suit. He stood at at­ten­tion with an easy smile that so­mehow brought an in­stant warmth to Glo­rias’s cheeks.

“Oh my,” whis­pered Mindil. “I like Navy boys.”

“Shush,” re­spo­nded Lily in a low voice.

Glo­rias’s heart beat faster as she lo­oked at the broad-shoul­dered man who stood with one hand held out. He had cle­aned up since Glo­rias had last seen him.

“I wasn’t aware that you had a beau­ti­ful daugh­ter co­ming to this af­fair, Ma­ran da Kasin ho Kamer.” He bowed deeply. “I beg for for­give­ness for not re­quest­ing it ear­li­er, but when I saw her at the table, I re­al­ized I had to come over.”

All four of them let out soft so­unds, gig­gles and sighs.

“I would be ho­nored if I may have her hand for this dance.”

Ma­ran cle­ared her throat. “It’s… she’s my niece… from the co­un­try.”

He cocked his head and gri­nned. “I­n­deed. But even if she’s but a niece, she has your beau­ti­ful eyes and I would be deeply ho­nored for a dance.”

Glo­rias whim­pered, her face gro­wing flushed as she stared up. She de­spe­rate­ly wa­nted to say yes, the mem­o­ry of their to­u­ching du­ring dance lessons still bright in her thoughts. The easy way Be­nard spoke and moved, the firm­ness that they held hands while danc­ing, it was an­oth­er thing she hoped to fi­nal­ly have.

“Glo­rias?” asked her moth­er.

Gal­adin didn’t know if Be­nard knew that Gal­adin and Glo­rias were the same. She al­most said no, but she couldn’t pull her thoughts from the smell of his cologne and the elec­tric touch be­tween them. “I… yes,” she whis­pered.

Be­nard bowed a­gain and held out his hand. The song was a­bout to start.

When he took Glo­rias’s hand, sparks coursed through her body. She felt ex­posed and bared, every part of her nerves burn­ing with an­tic­i­pa­tion.

Be­nard guid­ed her to the floor, turned a­ro­und, and then slipped his hand a­ro­und Glo­rias’s waist. It was firm and strong.

With weak knees, Glo­rias turned into the first po­si­tion, her hand in a po­si­tion to be led. It was just like Dame Do­rin’s lessons, ex­cept this time it was fi­nal­ly clear her role be­tween the two of them.

“What do you think a­bout these dances? They are sim­ple e­nough.”

Glo­rias laughed ner­vous­ly. “I haven’t had e­nough lessons and Do­rin—”

With a start, she clamped her mouth shut. She didn’t want to re­veal that she al­ready knew Be­nard as a diffe­rent per­son. Her heart po­u­nded in her chest as the mu­sic swelled up.

“I know what you mean. I feel like I’ve been go­ing to this old lady’s lessons for­ev­er but she keeps match­ing me up with women who re­al­ly a­ren’t…” He smiled broad­ly. “My thing. You know what I mean?”

He wi­nked and drew Glo­rias a­ro­und in time with the mu­sic.

Glo­rias’s stom­ach clenched. She knew ex­act­ly what Be­nard wa­nted, he was gay and wa­nted a man not a woman. The sur­re­al sen­sa­tion draped over her as she strug­gled with who she was. Be­nard would want Gal­adin but at the same time, it was Glo­rias that he was danc­ing with. Of all the men, of all the pos­si­bil­i­ties at the ball, he was the one man could ac­cept Glo­rias for who she was.

She may be ex­act­ly what Be­nard had been lo­o­king for. A trou­bling stiff­ness strained un­der­neath the green dress and Glo­rias was thank­ful that the gar­ment would hide her sud­den de­sire.

The mu­sic brought them in a cir­cle. Glo­rias’s dress swirled out in per­fect har­mo­ny with the oth­er dancers. She felt like she was in one of the paint­ings that she had ad­mired for years. It brought tears with the feel­ing of be­ing com­plete.

Too soon, the mu­sic slowed and came to a stop. When a rip­ple of ap­pla­use filled the room, the dancers be­gan to drift back to their ta­bles.

Glo­rias didn’t want to leave. She lo­oked into Be­nard’s eyes, wo­n­de­ring if there could ever be any­thing be­tween the two of them. New fa­ntasies rushed through her mind, set­ting her skin on fire and quicke­ning her heart.

“I don’t want to leave,” Be­nard said qu­iet­ly.

“Do we have to?”

“No,” her part­ner said. “You nev­er have to leave.”

Glo­rias’s heart skipped an­oth­er beat. In that mo­ment, it felt as if Gal­adin has ceased to ever ex­ist. All the fear, ter­ror, and doubt burned away, leav­ing only an i­n­tense lo­n­ging and hap­pi­ness.

The mu­si­ci­ans start­ed up a qu­i­eter dance for the i­nter­mis­sion be­tween the for­mal ones. Nor­mal­ly it just filled in the si­lence but, this time, Glo­rias wa­nted to keep danc­ing.

Be­nard ran his fi­nger­tips start­ing from Glo­rias’s el­bow to her wrist. “Now, do you re­mem­ber the Fox step from Dame Do­rin’s class? You were very good at it but I seem to re­call you were in the lead at the time.”

Glo­rias shiv­ered with fright and exci­te­ment. She lo­oked up. “H-How… when did you know?”

He smiled and drew her close. “When I first saw you, I thought you were a beau­ti­ful. Noth­ing has cha­nged.”

Her blush grew hot­ter.

Be­nard gen­tly turned Glo­rias’s wrist un­til it was Be­nard tak­ing the lead.

Glo­rias’s breath locked in her throat. She trem­bled as she lo­oked up into Be­nard’s warm eyes.

“May I lead this dance?”

With a hap­py smile blurred by hap­py tears, Glo­rias nod­ded. “Yes.”

“Good, beca­use I couldn’t wait to ask for a chance to dance with you tonight. I would be ho­nored to fill your dance card for the rest of the eve­ning, Be­dame Glo­rias kia Kasin.”
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        Casual Talk


        
The of­fer is a no­ble af­fair be­tween two men of means. Rarely are women in­volved with the ne­go­ti­a­tions as it is their hand that is be­ing ex­cha­nged.
—Elias da Wil­im ho Mar­tin, Brides of Tra­di­tion

Af­ter a month of go­ing to balls and sport­ing events, Glo­rias didn’t need the co­un­try niece sto­ry any­more. Her for­ays into the light had grad­u­al­ly been get­ting bold­er and she was com­fort­able chat­ting with the oth­er de­bu­ta­ntes and be­dames.

It was ex­haust­ing. With her wider ac­cep­tance, more in­vi­ta­tions came. Tonight was one night where she sat in her night­gown at her fa­ther’s work table, sort­ing through piles of per­fumed let­ters and wax seals.

She caught one and sniffed it, smil­ing at the ap­ple flower scent. It must be from one of her new­fo­und fri­ends, an­oth­er co­un­try be­dame from the op­po­site side of Tarsan and da­n­ge­rous­ly close to where they had placed Glo­rias’s false past.

Across the table, her fa­ther worked on his di­a­grams. They were con­vo­lut­ed and co­nfus­ing, a mess of cir­cles and lines that were so­mehow a mag­i­cal spell he was re­spon­si­ble for. She didn’t un­der­stand ex­act­ly what he did but she didn’t re­al­ly want to have him ex­plain it a­gain. Her own tal­ent was more than e­nough for her hap­pi­ness.

He sud­den­ly stopped and pe­ered over at the pile of let­ters. “Choos­ing one for to­mor­row night?”

Glo­rias put down the let­ter. “I was thi­n­king a­bout go­ing down to the riv­er with Be­dames Tir­il and Natas.”

Storan frowned for a mo­ment, his eyes flicke­ring back and forth. “Tir­il is the one that had the dark flecks?”

“Freck­les,” sup­plied Ma­ran. Glo­rias’s moth­er was sit­ting near the fire with a book in one hand and a near­ly emp­ty glass in the oth­er.

“Right, freck­les. Rare to see on de­bu­ta­ntes, though. Don’t they u­su­al­ly cov­er them? You can u­su­al­ly see the paint or…”

Glo­rias thought a­bout the men who flocked a­ro­und Tir­il when she was rid­ing one of the new steam-po­wered car­ri­ages and it u­pe­nded. “I think they’re cute.”

“Spe­a­king of which, did I tell you a­bout my lunch to­day?” Storan asked.

The book slipped from Ma­ran’s hand as she turned a­ro­und to stare at her hus­band in co­nfu­sion. The book bounced off her lap, then the hearth, be­fore it smacked a­gainst the gro­und.

Glo­rias’s mouth o­pened as she stared at her fa­ther. He rarely talked a­bout his work and she couldn’t think of a sin­gle time he talked a­bout a meal.

Storan cle­ared his throat. “It was a good day.”

“Storan? Are you okay? You didn’t lose your job, did you?”

He start­ed to say some­thing but then closed his mouth. It was obvi­ous he wa­nted to say some­thing but his at­tempts at a segue were co­nfus­ing.

“Go on, Fa­ther,” enco­u­raged Glo­rias.

“I had a vis­i­tor for lunch.”

“And…?” both Glo­rias and Ma­ran.

“A yo­ung man by the name of Be­nard kia Kasin, that was that naval hero eve­ry­one—”

Glo­rias didn’t hear the rest of the se­n­tence. The blood rushed to her ears as she pressed a hand a­gainst her check. Be­nard? He was lo­o­king for her fa­ther?

Ma­ran scram­bled to her feet. She rushed over to the table, hit­ting it hard e­nough the stack of en­velopes dropped over. “What did he want!?”

Storan bli­nked at her. “I was try­ing to ease into it,” he said in his dead­panned voice.

“Did he make an of­fer!?” Ma­ran was sweat­ing, her fi­ngers clutch­ing the table as she pe­ered at him with what lo­oked like hope and exci­te­ment. From Glo­rias’s va­n­tage, she could see her moth­er up on her toes.

Glo­rias could bare­ly con­cen­trate her­self. I­mages of Be­nard flashed through her head. They had danced more than once in the last few weeks. Each time was close and inti­mate. She e­njoyed his com­pa­ny as much as they had some­thing in com­mon.

“Storan!? An­swer me! Did he make an of­fer!?”

Storan shrugged. “He did. It was a rather siz­able one in­clud­ing tak­ing her to his ocean-front es­tate that he just—”

If he tried to say any­thing else, it was lost in the scream of joy that ripped out Ma­ran. She turned on her toes and grabbed Glo­rias, pulling her out of the chair and swi­n­ging her a­ro­und.

Glo­rias gasped as she felt an i­nde­scrib­able joy ris­ing in­side her. Be­nard wa­nted her, he wa­nted to spend his life with her.

“He made an of­fer!” Her moth­er was scre­a­ming in joy, bounc­ing a­ro­und with tears of hap­pi­ness sparkling in the air.

“—of course, it would be rude to ac­cept it im­me­di­ate­ly,” fin­ished Storan.

Both of them stopped in­stant­ly.

Glo­rias let out a soft whim­per.

“He was a­bout to ship out for a month-long tour. When he got back, the So­cial Se­a­son would be over so he wouldn’t have the op­por­tu­ni­ty in case any­one else made an of­fer.” Her fa­ther lo­oked at them im­pas­sive­ly, his face blank.

“You didn’t ac­cept the of­fer, Storan? You know that Glo­rias likes Be­nard! She re­al­ly likes him! Why didn’t you ac­cept the of­fer!?” Ma­ran’s voice scraped a­gainst Glo­rias’s ears, high-pitched and fran­tic.

He bli­nked a­gain. The cor­ner of his lips curled up into a smile. “Af­ter we shared a lager, then I ac­cept­ed the of­fer. I know e­nough not to be rude—”

Ma­ran si­lenced him with a tight hug and kiss­es.

Glo­rias sank down in her chair. Be­nard knew ex­act­ly who she was and he wa­nted her for that. There wouldn’t be any se­cret be­tween them. She didn’t have to give up her dreams.

Sniff­ing, she re­al­ized she couldn’t stop smil­ing or cry­ing.
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        One Ending, Another Beginning


        
There is some­thing a­bout the co­un­try, where a dis­tance from judg­ing eyes and gos­sip fades into ob­scu­ri­ty. It was the only way I could sur­vive and still be my­self.
—Glo­rias dea Kasin

Glo­rias sat on the steps in­side her pa­rent’s house and stared at the door. Her heart po­u­nded as she silent­ly willed it to open.

De­spite the weeks of hap­pi­ness that had fol­lowed the news, there was still that doubt. Would Be­nard re­al­ize he had made a mis­take and void the of­fer? Would her fa­ther have to give back the siz­able bride price that had been of­fered?

She tugged on the bot­tom of her dress. It felt more com­fort­able than ever be­fore. It felt right, as if she had been born to wear it ever since the be­gi­n­ning. The corset was a bit tight. Her moth­er and she had de­cid­ed to tight­en it and she was still get­ting used to the pres­sure. It would give Glo­rias a more fe­mi­nine appe­a­rance for those who saw her leav­ing town.

“Glo­rias?” Her moth­er came in. Her eyes were red with tears but a smile glowed on her face. “Don’t sit at the stairs like a lit­tle… girl. He’ll come.”

“W-What if he doesn’t?”

“He isn’t a fool.”

“He’s hand­some and High So­ci­ety. I… I’m…” Glo­rias o­pened her mouth to fin­ish but the words wouldn’t come out. She sniffed and wiped the tears from her eyes. “What if he cha­nges his mind? He can do that, I’ve heard the sto­ries.”

Mindil came strolling in be­hind Glo­rias’s moth­er. She be­amed as she le­aned a­gainst the door frame near the stairs. “Trust me, he’s go­ing to come. Navy boys al­ways do.”

Glo­rias lo­oked at her. “It’s easy for you to say, you’re beau­ti­ful. You have a hus­band who obvi­ous­ly adores you.”

Mindil lo­oked up at the ceil­ing and gri­nned. She sipped from her wine. “More than you know.”

She lo­wered her glass and stretched out. Her bel­ly strained her dress and the ges­ture pushed her breasts fur­ther up. “But your Be­nard isn’t into big girls like me.”

Re­lax­ing, she con­ti­nued, “He’s into beau­ti­ful girls like you. Sle­nder, brown hair, and sweet.”

Glo­rias ran her fi­ngers through her still-blond hair. She wouldn’t have Lily’s mag­ic in the co­un­try, so it would turn brown lat­er but she pla­nned on ke­e­ping it long. “With boy parts?”

Ma­ran made a dis­ap­prov­ing noise as she stared at Mindil.

Mindil laughed. “Oh yeah, he likes the boy parts. And the girl parts. And the girl heart and love and joy and every­thing else. Trust me, he’s go­ing to be here. The world may ig­nite on fire and he will be knock­ing on that door be­fore the sky burns away.”

“Ex­cuse me,” said Storan as he walked down the hall to­ward the door. He was just work­ing at his table.

“Where are you go­ing, Storan?” asked Ma­ran.

Storan turned a­ro­und and shrugged. “The man mar­ry­ing my daugh­ter is a­bout to pull up in front of the door.”

Glo­rias’s heart skipped a beat.

He con­ti­nued, “Tra­di­tion dic­tates that we speak out­side the door and make a show of how a rich and pow­er­ful hero of this city is i­n­ter­est­ed in my niece be­fore ask­ing her to join me. Then you will come out, say some things, cry a lot, and then we are go­ing to see our daugh­ter leave.”

His me­asured voice took lo­nger to reg­is­ter than nor­mal.

He stepped over to Glo­rias and knelt down. Ta­king her hands, he smiled. “You will al­ways be my child. I love you very much. I al­ways hoped you would find your place, I think you did.”

“I love you.” Glo­rias hugged him tight­ly.

“Your moth­er will be co­ming up in the be­gi­n­ning of fall to help with the ce­re­mony and I will be up two weeks lat­er. I pro­mise.”

Tears ru­n­ning down her cheeks, Glo­rias sobbed and smiled. “Is it go­ing to work out?”

“Of course. You are go­ing to have the wo­nder­ful life you had al­ways wa­nted, with plen­ty of vis­its from both of us. You won’t miss the city that much, but you can still wi­nter here.”

He held her hand tight­ly. “We’re go­ing to see you grow old but nev­er sad. It will… it will…” There was a shim­mer of emo­tion in his eyes but it fad­ed. The sight of it burned into Glo­rias’s mind, the day her fa­ther al­most cried. “It will be glo­ri­ous.”

Glo­rias gig­gled and wiped the tears. “Thank you.”

Storan kissed her fo­re­head.

Ma­ran rushed in to hug Glo­rias tight­ly and kiss her also. “No, thank you for beco­ming the beau­ti­ful daugh­ter we both wa­nted.”
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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:


“May I Lead This Dance” 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/may-i-lead-this-dance/

	D. Moonfire: https://d.moonfire.us/

	CC BY-NC-SA 4.0: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/




    




    