
         




    
        The Perfect

        Companion

    


    D. Moonfire


    Broken Typewriter Press • Cedar Rapids






    
        

Copyright © 2022 D. Moonfire

Some Rights Reserved

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International

Cover art by D. Moonfire

All characters, events, and locations are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons, past, present, and future is coincidental and highly unlikely.

This story contains no scenes of sexual assault.

Broken Typewriter Press

5001 1st Ave SE

Ste 105 #243

Cedar Rapids, IA 52402

Broken Typewriter Press

https://broken.typewriter.press/

Version 1.0.1




    
        
    
         
    


    Contents


    

Legal




Chapter 1




About D. Moonfire




Fedran




License






    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 1
             
            
        


        The Perfect Companion


        
For a stu­n­ning ex­am­ple of true love, look no fur­ther than the mar­ri­age of Si­nair and Xaris Paxar. De­spite their class diffe­rences, they were to­geth­er for over sev­en­ty years with­out even a hint of an af­fair or be­tray­al.
—Ru­ma­n­is Cal­dur, Grand Ro­mances in the Years Be­fore the War

Si­nair stood in the ce­nter of the room and strug­gled not to turn on every per­son who walked be­hind him. It would not be ap­pro­pri­ate for the guest of hon­or to at­tack the guests, but that didn’t stop the mus­cles in his neck from knot­ting pa­i­nful­ly.

It was hard to re­sist jump­ing. Less than a month ago, an as­sas­sin had stepped out of an al­ley and stabbed him. The brief brawl e­nded poor­ly for his at­tack­er but it had tak­en a month to re­cov­er from the nerve po­ison on the blade.

Be­ing stuck in bed had giv­en him plen­ty of time to think a­bout all the times he had been stabbed, burned, drowned, and crushed. He was tired of tast­ing blood in his mouth or wa­king up to as­sas­sins. The co­unt­less fight­ing and near-death expe­ri­ences ha­u­nted him; even when he was awake, he could see the flash of blades in the cor­ner of his vi­sion. His bones ached from be­ing away from home for so many years.

Si­nair shook his head and forced his at­ten­tion back to his sur­ro­und­ings. He sur­vived wars by pay­ing at­ten­tion. In many ways, he was still in a bat­tle. It just wasn’t one fought with knives. His eyes nar­rowed as he lo­oked at the com­ba­tants.

His oppo­nents were the yo­ung women we­a­ring fan­cy dress­es that milled a­ro­und Si­nair’s fa­ther’s great hall. Their le­ader was his fa­ther. The yo­ung women cir­cled a­ro­und him, try­ing to find their op­por­tu­ni­ty to bat their eye­lash­es and say the right thing to win his heart.

Well, at least at the be­gi­n­ning of the par­ty they were try­ing to woo him. An hour into the par­ty, most of the ten­sion had fled and the yo­ung ladies were more re­laxed. A few choice words had helped them to re­al­ize they were to e­njoy them­selves beca­use they had no chance at steal­ing his heart.

One of the fi­nal yo­ung ladies stepped up. He re­mem­bered se­e­ing her en­try in Sto­ne­wait’s, Beat­ris Kamp or Beat to her fri­ends. Beat­ris was twen­ty-some­thing with bright blond hair pulled into a com­pli­cat­ed braid and laced with gem­stones. With her ma­keup and out­fit, it had prob­a­bly tak­en her all morn­ing to pre­pare to steal his heart in the few min­utes.

Si­nair nod­ded to her as she ap­proached. “Good eve­ning, Lady Kamp.”

She flut­tered a small, lace fan and smiled broad­ly. “Good eve­ning to you, good Sir. Did you have a chance to see the beau­ti­ful string of clouds that were arranged over the manor? It lo­oked a lot like these.”

With a flip of her wrist, she rest­ed the fan a­gainst her cleav­age and right un­der­neath a be­aded neck­lace.

A ca­sual o­pe­ning spe­a­king a­bout the weath­er? That was chap­ter two of A Lady’s Gu­ide to His Af­fec­tion. Chap­ter four talked a­bout draw­ing at­ten­tion to a woman’s phys­i­cal as­sets. No doubt, she would be us­ing more sug­ges­tions from the book in the few min­utes it would take for Si­nair to con­vince her that she had no chance at steal­ing his heart.

He couldn’t flat out say her flir­ta­tions were do­omed to fail. There was no grace­ful way of i­nter­rupt­ing her with­out risk­ing an emoti­onal re­spo­nse. While he de­spised it, deco­rum meant he couldn’t have her cry­ing in pub­lic.

Si­nair took a deep breath. “Sad­ly, I wasn’t able to see the clouds. When I ar­rived, the sun wasn’t up and my fa­ther in­sist­ed on a drag­ging me into the wine cel­lar to have a long in­volved dis­cus­sion a­bout dogs and stags.”

Beat­ris lo­oked co­n­fused for a mo­ment.

“The may­or? My fa­ther?” Si­nair ges­tured to his fa­ther on the far side of the room.

“I know that, but dogs and stags? A­ren’t you a lit­tle old to know how ba­bies are—” Her eyes wi­dened. “Oh, I’m sor­ry, Sir. I pre­sumed too much.”

Si­nair chuck­led and held up his glass. “You have no idea.I’m forty-two but have nev­er been in an inti­mate re­lati­o­nship. I have, how­ev­er, been in three wars and co­unt­less fights. My joints ache. When I can sleep, I al­ways do it in a cor­ner on the floor beca­use I’ve been stabbed in the back too many times.” He was ca­re­ful to keep his voice cheer­ful and mod­u­lat­ed.

There was a brief ha­u­nted look in her eyes. A flash of a yo­ung woman re­al­iz­ing that she was talk­ing to so­me­one twice her age and was com­plete­ly fo­reign to every­thing she had expe­ri­enced in her life. He could al­most taste the fear in the air as the grip on her wine glass tight­ened. “I… I…”

All the books in the world couldn’t pre­pare a yo­ung woman how to face the sud­den fear and de­spair. It was a cru­el we­apon to use, but Si­nair ne­eded to win the bat­tle de­ci­sive­ly to avoid her hopes be­ing raised.

He caught her hand and brought it up to his lips. He kissed the back of her knuck­les chaste­ly. “How a­bout I ask a­bout you to­mor­row but then get in e­nough trou­ble that will pre­vent me from ever meet­ing you a­gain? That will let your pa­rents and the rest of the gos­sip-trad­ing thieves in this city know you are still a catch but gives both of us the op­por­tu­ni­ty to part with our dig­ni­ties?”

“Why?” Beat­ris whis­pered. She tried to smile but fal­tered. “I thought…”

The mus­cles in his back tight­ened. He fought the urge to look at his fa­ther. “Just re­lax,” he said in a calm voice. “It isn’t you. I’m just not i­n­ter­est­ed in mar­ry­ing any woman. Even one as pret­ty as you.”

She bli­nked but then a more hon­est smile crossed her face. “I have a broth­er and he likes to steal my dress­es. He might be pret­ty e­nough.”

Si­nair chuck­led and straight­ened. She had pro­mise in the war of so­ci­ety. “Alas, my dear. My i­n­ter­ests don’t run to­ward men ei­ther.”

The yo­ung woman pulled her hand back. The ten­sion had fad­ed into a sur­pris­ing play­ful­ness. “Are you sure? I’ve heard he’s qu­ite at­trac­tive.”

He shook his head. “My de­sires trav­el nei­ther to­ward mar­ri­age or sex. Man or women. It just isn’t some­thing I want. Nev­er have, nev­er will.”

Beat­ris stepped clos­er, her yel­low dress swirled a­ro­und her. “Then why a bach­e­lor ball in your name?”

He nod­ded his head back to­ward his fa­ther. “My fa­ther dis­agrees and is in­sists that I just haven’t fo­und the right girl to set me on fire. He’s been has been try­ing to get me mar­ried for decades.” He snort­ed with a­mu­se­ment. “I start­ed go­ing out on ad­ven­tures and war just to avoid this very thing when I was your age. I just walked out and nev­er came back.”

She glanced a­ro­und the room. “How many oth­ers have you giv­en this warn­ing tonight?”

“Tonight? You would make ni­ne­teen.”

“There were only twen­ty of us who got in­vi­ta­tions.”

Si­nair shrugged and gri­nned. “I­ma­gine that. It’s been a whole hour since the par­ty start­ed.”

Her brown eyes turned back to him. “You re­al­ly a­ren’t ever get­ting mar­ried?”

“Not if I can help it.”

Beat­ris curt­sied. “Well then, good sir, I shall take my leave and anxi­ous­ly a­wait your kind words.”

With a bow of his own, Si­nair watched as she strode away. He straight­ened and smiled to him­self. One more yo­ung lady and he could sneak out with­out his fa­ther re­bu­king him.

The crowds of peo­ple a­ro­und him sud­den­ly pulled away. The ra­pid­i­ty of the move­ments sent off a tho­u­sand warn­ing bells in the back of his head. He lo­wered his hand down to his belt be­fore he re­mem­bered a prop­er guest of hon­or didn’t bring their we­apons.

“Son, a word?”

Si­nair’s smile dropped from his face. He turned to his fa­ther who ap­proached with a glass of wine in his hand. There wasn’t an­oth­er per­son with ten feet of them.

His fa­ther ges­tured to­ward Beat­ris who had re­jo­ined her e­n­to­u­rage. “What did you tell her?”

“She’s a bril­li­ant yo­ung lady who is very—”

“No, what did you say to chase her off? That con­ver­sa­tion was too short and she too hap­py to be walk­ing away.”

For a mo­ment, Si­nair wished ly­ing was an op­tion but his fa­ther’s mag­i­cal tal­ent was se­e­ing lies for what they were. He sighed and shrugged a­gain. “I told her I wasn’t i­n­ter­est­ed in her.”

“Didn’t I tell you that wasn’t ac­cept­able?” His fa­ther’s tone came out tense and fu­ri­ous. He reached up and rubbed one of the medals on his chest; it was for the Bat­tle of Ka­nail­ford.

“Yes but it is the truth. No mat­ter how you wish oth­er­wise, I have no de­sire for Beat­ris or any of the oth­er ladies in this room.”

His fa­ther growled. He used his left hand to poke Si­nair in the chest. “Pick one. I don’t care if you don’t love her. Just find so­me­one pret­ty to hang on your arm when you pa­rade a­ro­und town. And not some gold-dig­ger who doesn’t have the de­cen­cy to hide when she cheats on you.”

Si­nair’s shoul­ders throbbed.

“You are a Paxar and its a­bout time you act­ed like one. Paxar are good men.” He poked Si­nair a­gain. “We are prop­er, dig­ni­fied, and we don’t dis­grace the Di­vine Cou­ple or the blood in the soil by avoid­ing women!”

Si­nair glanced a­ro­und at the room. While no one ap­peared to be sta­ring, he knew they were pay­ing at­ten­tion to every word and ges­ture. Gos­sip was the uni­ver­sal cur­ren­cy, one that was pro­duced with every tense stand-off such as the one he had stum­bled into.

The mus­cles in Si­nair’s shoul­ders tight­ened more, grind­ing down as he tried not to lose con­trol of his emo­tions. Even in his for­ties, he hat­ed argu­ing with his fa­ther who treat­ed him as a te­enag­er. “You said I had to come to this par­ty, not that I had to cho­ose a wife tonight. In fact, I’m pret­ty sure you made a po­int of not let­ting me know I was the guest of hon­or un­til it was too late.”

“You damn well know what this par­ty was a­bout.”

“Parad­ing women half my age a­ro­und in hopes that I fall in love with their breasts or ass? Twen­ty min­utes or even an hour isn’t e­nough time to get to know any­one.”

His fa­ther re­ared back and glared. “Well, if you would tell me what you like, I’ll pick girls with bet­ter as­sets. At this po­int, if you pre­fer a roost­er in­stead of hens, then tell me and I’ll find the pret­ti­est roost­er in a skirt!”

“How a­bout let­ting the Blessed Moth­er guide me?”

“How a­bout you just pick a damn wife!” hissed his fa­ther. His face dark­ened into red. “One month, Si­nair. One month and I will make the choice for you.”

Si­nair smiled bit­ter­ly. “You can’t force me into mar­ri­age, you know that.”

“No, but I can e­nsure that any liv­ing son of mine is still mar­ried,” came the hard re­ply.

He tensed as he heard the words. They were made in the heat of pas­sion but it also re­vealed how far his fa­ther would go to e­nsure mar­ri­age and the fam­i­ly re­pu­ta­tion. Twen­ty-eight years of killing mon­sters and be­ing a hero was for naught, the same fight re­ma­ined no mat­ter when he came.

Si­nair con­si­dered co­ming out of reti­re­ment. Though he was get­ting slow, a blade in the gut or po­ison in his ve­ins was a bet­ter-lo­o­king al­ter­na­tive to hurt­ing one of the ladies a­ro­und him. They wa­nted mar­ri­age, they wa­nted the gla­mours lives that came from be­ing the wife of a hero.

He shook his head and sca­nned the room. He still ne­eded to find Lilat of Glauskar.

“What are you do­ing now?” snapped his fa­ther.

“I have one more to send off be­fore I get out of this cursed par­ty. I find the com­pa­ny—” He lo­oked po­int­ed­ly at his fa­ther. “—dis­taste­ful at the mo­ment.”

His fa­ther’s face dark­ened. “Why don’t you just leave like the spoiled ass you al­ways were?”

“Beca­use un­like you, fa­ther dear…” Si­nair paused to keep his tone me­asured and set a face smile on his face. “… I be­lieve in not hurt­ing any­one. Be­ing ig­nored by the guest of a par­ty is rude and would give the im­pres­sion that she is less than de­sir­able. She doesn’t de­serve to get hurt beca­use of me.”

“Why do you care?”

“Beca­use it’s the right thing to do. It isn’t their fault they were put into an im­pos­si­ble war.”

His fa­ther gru­nted. “Al­ways the hero, a­ren’t you?”

“Yes, fa­ther.” Si­nair didn’t look at his sire. In­stead he fo­cused on sca­n­ning the crowd. “That’s why I wait­ed so long to come back. It’s hard to be a hero in the fam­i­ly’s shad­ow.”

His fa­ther’s eyes nar­rowed.

Si­nair stared back.

“The Glauskars were un­able to come to the par­ty. They didn’t say why but the co­uri­er said it was a fam­i­ly emer­gency. Since you’ve al­ready dis­grace­ful­ly po­i­soned this par­ty, just avoid ma­king a fuss when you sneak out.”

Si­nair bowed to his fa­ther, but not as deeply as the one for Beat­ris. “I don’t make scenes.”

“One month from to­day.” His fa­ther held up a fi­nger. “I swear on the fam­i­ly’s blood, you will be e­ngaged by then.”

The “or else” was left u­n­said.

Si­nair nod­ded. “Good eve­ning, fa­ther.”

“One month.”

It took Si­nair some time un­less he could es­cape the crowds and head out the main doors.

The front of the Paxar Manor was bright­ly lit with mag­i­cal lanterns that cast a warm am­ber light across the paving stones and flower gar­dens be­fore dis­appe­a­ring into the night. Only the en­try cir­cle, a ring large e­nough for fifty car­ri­ages, marked the dark­ness in a halo of yel­low.

There were just over twen­ty car­ri­ages wait­ing along one side of the mas­sive cir­cle. A testi­mony to the fad­ing re­pu­ta­tion of his fam­i­ly. Decades ago, there were would be car­ri­ages a­ro­und both the i­nner and o­uter rings of the cir­cle plus more li­ning the two roads that came into the manor lands.

Si­nair nod­ded to the door guards and then cut across a flower gar­den on his way to the end of the car­ri­ages. As he passed them, the dri­vers and guards of each of the fam­i­lies at­tend­ing lo­oked at him with a va­ri­ety of emo­tions: re­spect, an­noy­ance, and bo­re­dom. He gave a few sym­pa­thet­ic looks; dri­vers had to wait by the car­ri­ages for hours un­til their charges were ready to leave.

At the back of the line, with a num­ber of spots left open, was his own car­ri­age. His dri­ver—a good fri­end name Xaris—le­aned a­gainst the side with a book in one hand and a lit cig­ar in the oth­er. Her sle­nder body lo­oked more like the hitch­ing post, long and lanky.

He ap­proached. “Ready to go?”

Xaris snuffed the cig­ar a­gainst the car­ri­age and closed the pa­per-bound book with a snap. “It’s be­fore mid­night. Ma­nage to piss off your fa­ther al­ready?”

“He’s fu­ri­ous at me a­gain.” He gro­aned. “Why can he make me feel like a kid every damn time he opens his mouth?”

“Ass­hole nev­er cha­nge.” Xaris tucked her book into the pock­et of her vest be­fore re­a­ching over to open the door. “Need the long way home to cool down?”

The long way. There were very few ways back into town where eve­ry­one else lived, but one route would take them near the marsh. It was qu­iet and a per­fect place where both of them didn’t have to pre­tend to be mas­ter and ser­vant.

He nod­ded and got into the door.

“As you wish, Sir Knight.” There was only a hint of sar­casm in her voice.

Si­nair lis­tened to Xaris as she u­nhitched her roan and then crawl up to her seat. He closed his eyes and let his mind drift back to the par­ty, revi­e­wing the words and i­n­ter­ac­tions with the same scruti­ny of a post-bat­tle analy­sis.

Con­cen­trat­ing, he lost time un­til he felt the car­ri­age roll to a stop.

“No one’s watch­ing,” Xaris said qu­iet­ly.

Re­lieved, Si­nair pulled him­self off the padded bench and let him­self out the car­ri­age. They were on a dark road, with no light ex­cept for sin­gle oil lantern ha­n­ging from a hook on the cor­ner of his ride. He grabbed the rail­ing and pulled him­self. The leather cre­aked as it ac­cept­ed his weight.

Xaris ha­nded him a flask. “Bour­bon from the coast,” she said. As soon as he took it, she grabbed the reins and start­ed the hors­es a­gain.

Si­nair took a small sip and winced at the burn. He nev­er liked get­ting drunk when there was even a pos­si­bil­i­ty of da­nger but a lit­tle al­co­hol wouldn’t hurt his mood.

They drove for a short while.

He lis­tened to the i­nsects buzz and the frogs croak. It  re­mi­nded him of the long nights be­fore a bat­tle or those first eve­nings when he first set out. That was when he got to know Xaris, as they spent nights talk­ing over a fire while sha­ring the same flask. He closed his eyes and smiled while he tried to get his thoughts in or­der.

When he was ready, he gru­nted. “I told the girls not to both­er try­ing to woo me. It was an ex­er­cise in fu­til­i­ty.”

Xaris chuck­led. “I bet that went well with your fa­ther.”

“He thre­a­tened to have me as­sas­si­nat­ed if I wasn’t e­ngaged in a month.”

“As­sas­si­nat­ed? He ac­tu­al­ly said that?” She so­u­nded sur­prised.

“No, he’s too smart for that. He just said that any liv­ing son of his would be mar­ried prop­er­ly.”

Xaris took the flask back. She start­ed to drink but then stopped with a hiss. Prop­ping one boot on the bar, she tucked the reins un­der her armpit. Le­a­ning away from him, she pulled her vest free and then dumped the book on the seat be­tween them.

In the light, he saw it was a trea­tise on ve­hic­u­lar de­sign. Xaris had been fol­lo­wing the pop­u­lar trend of me­chan­i­cal de­vices. Her i­n­ter­ests were in the races that had be­gan to roar across the co­un­try but Si­nair saw how they were only years way from turn­ing a rush for speed into some­thing more mil­i­tary-in­clined.

She sat back down and took a long gulp from the flask.

He chuck­led and le­aned a­gainst the lantern pole. “He prob­a­bly won’t ac­tu­al­ly kill me, but he could make my life a liv­ing hell. So­mehow, I don’t think he’s go­ing to let my broth­er be­come the head of the fam­i­ly.”

Xaris lo­oked at him. “What? Not af­ter your dear broth­er sent that gang of thugs af­ter your sis­ter?”

Si­nair nod­ded. “The thing is, I hon­est­ly think fa­ther was more up­set that Lak did such a poor job of try­ing to kill her more than the fact he tried in the first place. Pir is just as bad as the rest of us but Lak shouldn’t have got­ten oth­ers in­volved over that land deal.”

“Well, your fam­i­ly does have is­sue.”

Si­nair chuck­led. “They do, Xar. They do.”

“How much lo­nger be­fore you can leave? I’ll go with you, you know.”

Si­nair’s a­mu­se­ment fad­ed. “I was gone twen­ty years. You saw what was happe­ning to me.” The mem­o­ry of the last se­izure was still strong in his mind. It had left him weak just when he was re­cove­ring from the po­ison and set him back a month. “It’s go­ing to take me at least four or five years be­fore I can leave this damn land with­out get­ting sick a­gain.”

He shook his head. “Blood and mud.”

It was the fam­i­ly say­ing, a way of ac­knowl­edg­ing that their pow­er came from the land it­self and liv­ing away gnawed at both the soul and body with each year apart.

Si­nair rubbed his arm. He wouldn’t have had a prob­lem be­ing po­i­soned if it was ten years ear­li­er.

Xaris ha­nded the flask back. “Go­ing to have a sham mar­ri­age then? If you do, I’d ask you keep Beat­ris out of it. That girl de­serves more than what you can give her.”

He took the flask but didn’t drink.

She lo­oked at him and smiled. “Sec­ond cousin, fa­ther’s side. She came by yes­ter­day for hints on steal­ing your heart.”

Si­nair smiled. “What did you tell her?”

“Don’t use any ad­vice from a book. You al­ways hate when you know when so­me­one is blind­ly fol­lo­wing ad­vice.”

“She did in­voke His Af­fec­tion a few times. How­ev­er, of all the ladies I warned off, she was the most e­njoy­able to speak to. She re­cov­ered quick­ly and of­fered her broth­er in her stead.”

It was Xaris’s turn to smile. “Oh, Lar. If I had i­n­ter­est in men, he would be a catch. The prob­lem is that he wants ro­mance, pas­sion, and plays. Epic po­ems of go­ing to par­ties to look into his lover’s eyes. Prac­tic­ing his pos­es so they can paint him while danc­ing un­til the morn­ing.”

Si­nair reached over and set the flask down be­tween them, pat­ting it to let Xaris know where it is. “Don’t wor­ry, if all goes well, there won’t be any­one for ei­ther of us.”

It was a joke be­tween the two of them. Nei­ther Si­nair nor Xaris had any i­n­ter­est in ro­mance or sex. It was one of the ties that kept them to­geth­er as fri­ends af­ter she was hired as his dri­ver when he was a te­enag­er.

He saw a light in the dis­tance, bob­bing with the curves of the road a­head. Not want­i­ng to draw at­ten­tion to him­self or his sca­ndalous po­si­tion on top of the car­ri­age, he le­aned back and wait­ed.

Xaris hummed to her­self as they drove past. When the oth­er car­ri­age came with­in light, she salut­ed them while pass­ing. “Eve­ning.”

“Eve­ning, Sir,” came the gruff re­ply of a beard­ed dri­ver.

Si­nair shook his head with a­mu­se­ment. Oth­er peo­ple fre­qu­ent­ly thought she was a man while dri­ving.

Xaris spoke as soon as they were out of earshot. “Easy for you to laugh, but I’m in the same boat as you.”

“Oh, your pow­er-hun­gry fa­ther wants to get you mar­ried to e­nsure the blood­line stays with­in the lands?”

“No, worse. My baby-ob­sessed moth­er wants me to spawn.”

He perked up. “Oh, your sis­ter is preg­nant a­gain?”

“Nassin just had twins two days ago. Kloel a­n­no­unced her preg­nan­cy yes­ter­day over lunch.”

“That makes nine for Nas?”

“Ten scre­a­ming lit­tle bas­tards. You would think she would mar­ry one of her chil­dren’s fa­thers but she’s co­n­tent to pop them out like fish spawn.” Xaris’s voice grew sar­don­ic. “Be­tween my five sis­ters, that makes twen­ty-four grand-chil­dren.”

Si­nair laughed. “And yet, you need to con­ti­nue the fam­i­ly line. Oh, I re­mem­ber wa­king up one day with her sit­ting on the chair across from me ask­ing why I wasn’t sle­e­ping with you. Fol­lowed up by ask­ing how many ba­bies I pla­nned on plant­i­ng.”

Xaris turned to him sharply. “When was this?”

“When my house burned down and I was sle­e­ping on your sofa for a month.”

“You mean when you didn’t check for clothes for fi­re­bugs and one burned down your house. You know to al­ways look for eggs when you go into those caves.”

“Well, I do now.” He start­ed to say some­thing but then an idea start­ed to take root. There was a way for both of them to solve their prob­lems.

“I don’t re­mem­ber you meet­ing her though,” said Xaris.

“You were dri­ving for Lak then. That was du­ring his sum­mer of ad­ven­tures.”

Xaris smiled broad­ly. “The bar-hop­ping year? Also known as the pu­king af­ter two glass­es of wine every blessed night?”

She bumped him with her shoul­der. “At least you can hold your spir­its.”

He didn’t an­swer as his mind be­gan to work out ideas. Xaris has been a good fri­end for a long time. They shared mu­tu­al i­n­ter­ests, but more im­por­tant­ly, they both had no i­n­ter­est in each oth­er or any­one else. They had also been play­ing a role of mas­ter and ser­vant for many years, how diffe­rent would it be to pre­tend to be in love?

Af­ter some time, Xaris cle­ared her throat. “You haven’t talked for a le­a­gue. We’re al­most to town.”

“Just thi­n­king a­bout things.”

“Bat­tles?”

He frowned. As much as he wa­nted to talk a­bout it, it was also some­thing that could risk their fri­end­ship. He wouldn’t lie to her, but she also couldn’t lie to his fa­ther. He sighed and shook his head. “No… yes. Maybe?”

“I have no doubt you’ll win this fight.”

Sud­den­ly un­com­fort­able, he cle­ared his throat. He lo­oked a­ro­und un­til he re­mem­bered the flask. Pick­ing it up, he drank more than he u­su­al­ly did be­fore let­ting it rest on his thigh.

They drove the rest of the way to his town­ho­use in si­lence. The en­tire car­ri­age rat­tled over the cob­ble­stones and it was a steady drum to meet with the cho­rus of i­nsects that fad­ed.

When Xaris stopped the car­ri­age, she ges­tured to­ward his front door. “Sir,” she said in her ser­vant’s voice.

“Thanks, Xar.”

“What time to­mor­row?”

“No,” he said. “Take the day off. I think I’m go­ing to go over bat­tle plans.”

“Have a good eve­ning then.”

He crawled down and la­nded light­ly on the cob­ble­stones. Tuck­ing his hands into his pock­et, he he­aded into his house.

“I’m not in love you with you, that isn’t go­ing to cha­nge.”

Si­nair stopped, the mus­cles on his shoul­ders tens­ing. Turn­ing a­ro­und, he lo­oked up to Xaris who le­aned over the edge. He thought a­bout his ideas and then nod­ded. “You’ve al­ways been a good fri­end. That’s all I’ve ever ne­eded.”

“Se­pa­rate beds?”

He smiled and the ten­sion in his shoul­ders fi­nal­ly re­laxed. She had thought the same thing as him. “I think diffe­rent rooms for sure. My moth­er moved to her town­ho­use a­bout fif­teen years af­ter they were mar­ried. They haven’t lived to­geth­er since. That would seem re­a­son­able for us.”

Xaris lo­oked up for a mo­ment. “No pub­lic af­fec­tion?”

“Only the two kiss­es requ­ired by church law.”

“But I can still dri­ve?”

“Dri­ve, ride. What­ev­er you want to do, I’ll sup­port you. You fol­lowed me across the co­un­try while I was be­ing a hero. Even as my em­ploy­ee, you could have al­ways told me no. I will just tell eve­ry­one it’s your turn. But what a­bout your moth­er? I don’t see us ever hav­ing kids and she may turn into a mon­ster when she re­al­izes that.”

Xaris gri­nned. “You’ve been ad­ven­tu­ring and I’ve seen you blood­ied more than once. How a­bout I just say the fam­i­ly seeds got cleaved too many times?”

He shrugged. “Why not?” He ges­tured down to his crotch. “I don’t need these any­ways.”

She set­tled back. “Maybe con­vince your fa­ther to do some­thing for Beat? She doesn’t need all of this—” She ges­tured a­ro­und her. “—in her life. Do you think you could arrange for her to head to the coast for one of those uni­ver­si­ties?”

His mind start­ed to work out how to con­vince his fa­ther. Af­ter a few mo­ments, he had an idea. With a nod, he smiled. “We can do that.”

Xaris salut­ed him, fi­nger fi­nger a­gainst her brow. “Un­til to­mor­row then?”

“Thank you, Xar.”

She shrugged and picked up her reins. “You un­der­stand me. Even I know there is prob­a­bly one per­son out there for each of us. I just hap­pened to think we’re per­fect for each oth­er.” She said noth­ing for a few sec­onds but then smiled broad­ly. “I’ll see you in the morn­ing, Sin.”

He nod­ded and watched her leave. Plans raced through his mind, but he fi­nal­ly saw the o­pe­ning he ne­eded.

“Thank you,” he whis­pered be­fore head­ing into his house.
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        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.
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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.
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