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To Kylene

In life you were a sister, friend, confidant

In death you are a sister, friend, confidant, and muse


[image:  ]


 

 

Chapter One

Snowflakes swept across the southern tip of the Great Peninsula and covered Faway Forest. The heavy flakes weighed the branches down on their trunks, like limbs of a predator closing in around a victim. A white shroud always blanketed the more northern Blanchardwood, but Faway had escaped the winter weather for hundreds of years. A storm like this usually bore a message, though deciphering it could prove difficult.

On the outskirts of the forest in the small town of Tussar, Katora Kase stood among the essenberry vines growing along neat lines in the field behind her house. She marveled at the strange precipitation. None of the living Tussarians—even the elderyears—had ever seen snow before. Katora smiled as the flakes tickled her face and melted. 

Down the aisle, Katora’s younger sister, Kylene, twirled in the swirling snow. With arms straight out, face to the sky, the girl’s long blond hair fanned out around her. This weather suited Kylene; Katora identified with the rain, deliberate and relentless. In the snow, Katora almost forgot she was a primeyear woman about to take over her family’s farm. She envied the carefree way her sister danced with the flakes. 

A snowball flew out of the vines and thumped Kylene in the chest. Bhar, the youngest Kase sibling, laughed as his tall figure squeezed between the rows. Although the oldest of the three, Katora was the shortest, her athletic body somewhere between Bhar’s bulky build and Kylene’s willowy figure. Kylene’s white-blond hair looked bright against the snowy backdrop, while Bhar’s golden hair, which matched Katora’s, looked dull and wet.

Kylene grabbed her own snowball. Soon a friendly battle consumed Bhar and the younger sister. Confident no one paid her any attention, Katora stuck out her tongue and caught a big flake. A pinprick of ice froze the tip and disappeared in an instant. Katora’s smile lasted about as long when she realized what snow meant for the first crop of the year.

Kase Farm had faced hardships in the past, but not since before Katora was born. The Kases used essenberries to make essence, a popular but rare beverage the family fermented to capture the mood of the growing season in a bottle. Over the years, Katora learned how to grow the essenberries and turn them into essence. A bad first crop meant less essence to sell, which meant less profit, which meant—well, Katora wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. She sighed. Given that she didn’t know as much about the business end of the farm, it was yet another thing she must learn.

Katora plucked a tiny essenberry from the vines and squeezed. Frozen solid. She tossed it in her mouth and let the warmth release the sour juices of the unripe fruit. If only she could eat all the frozen essenberries so they didn’t go to waste. Like any good farmer, Katora hated waste.

A snowball smacked her in the back of the head interrupting her inspection of the vines. She turned to see Bhar’s fiendish grin. Bhar’s age put him barely in his primeyears, but he often acted like a youngeryear.

“You dirty little—” Katora yelled as she grabbed snow and threw it at him. 

She wasn’t really annoyed; the distraction brought her some relief. Although it would have been fun to join the fray, Katora knew she must tell Pop about the ruined crop. She sprinted away, snowballs chasing her every step. She slowed to catch her breath when she neared the house and spotted Pop in the window. Deep lines etched his brow. She caught his gaze and smiled. His return grin warmed the wrinkles off his forehead. He met her at the back door.

“Don’t worry about the essenberries.” 

Pop could always read her mind when it came to the farm. “It’s early in the season, and we’ll be able to make up for what we lose today.”

She brushed the snow from her clothes. “How?” 

The corner of his eyes pinched together. “I said you needn’t worry about it.”

The casual tone didn’t match his pensive face. Kase Farm was the only source of essenberries in the Great Peninsula. Each vintage produced a unique flavor. Memories vanished with even one harvest’s failure.

Katora worked every day to capture in a bottle the triumphs and tragedies of the year. To forget a season was to forget her own past. Pop pounded this lesson into her brain over and over, and now he instructed her not to worry.

She tried a different angle. “But won’t this create a financial hardship on the farm? I have to know these things if I’m going to run it.”

“You’ll learn all these things in time. One lost crop won’t bankrupt us.”

Pop rubbed the stubble on his face. Most of the whiskers were the same dark brown as the hair on his head. For the first time, Katora noticed a few gray ones poking out of his chin. Pop stroked his beard only when he worried. He remained silent. 

Never one to let someone brush her off, Katora persisted.

“If that’s true, then why were you frowning?”

“I don’t like this weather.” The next part he muttered to himself so Katora almost missed what he said. “Weather like this means a short sleep before an inevitable disturbance.”

“What did you say?” She heard the words but didn’t know what they meant. Part of her wanted to understand and part of her was afraid to.

“Never mind that for now. Please call in Ky and Bhar. I think it’s time for a family meeting.”

Taken aback by Pop’s abruptness, Katora went outside without question to retrieve her siblings. As they filed into the house, a loud bang on the door resonated through the room. They followed Pop to the front of the house where they found a small man covered in snow. 

The man brushed off the flakes to reveal gray hair and a warm, wrinkled face. Katora recognized Anos, one of the town’s elderyear members. Leaning on a walking stick for support, Anos stumbled before wobbling over the threshold. His light jacket and well-worn leather boots didn’t suit walking in the storm.  

He tried to speak, but only managed to croak a faint, “Ugh!”

Pop strode out of the room. Kylene helped Anos to a chair by the fire. Katora stood on one side of the hearth, and Bhar, hands in his pockets, stood on the other. An uncomfortable silence lingered as Katora drummed her thumbs on her leg in nervous curiosity. She stared at Anos, her gaze shifting back and forth from the elderyear’s bent form to the fire. 

Strange visitors sometimes visited regarding what Pop called ‘business matters.’ He often ushered them into the study. Katora assumed the business matters concerned shipments of essence. She never attended the meetings, thinking them of no consequence.

Anos wasn’t a stranger, but Katora recognized the tightness around his tired eyes worn by many of Pop’s associates. She suspected he visited for a similar reason. She didn’t understand why he had come during a snowstorm; no amount of essence was so important.

Pop finally returned to the living room with Ma, who handed over a steaming mug to Anos. He took a deep draught of the liquid, coughed a few times, took another sip, and leaned back into the chair with a contented look.

“Thank you. That hit the spot.”

“Anos,” Pop said. “You must be visiting on dire needs. What in the Good Mother’s name would possess an elderyear man to venture out in this weather?”

Ma’s green eyes widened and she whacked Pop’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “Patience! Patience! He should be allowed to rest after such a hard walk.”

Ma’s loud voice defied her petite stature. The thunderous sounds often spewing from her mouth held household fame. When Ma discovered something displeasing, she would bellow “Unbelievable!” loud enough for the whole family to hear. It wasn’t just her voice. With one pinkie in each corner of her mouth, Ma could belt out ear-piercing whistles. 

Katora and her siblings inherited variations of Ma’s blond hair, now streaked with gray. Dark-haired Pop looked like an imposter in the family, except for his eyes, which were the same deep blue as his children’s.

Anos’ voice drew Katora’s gaze from the fire to his face.

“No need to fret ma'am. I have plenty of strength now to tell my story.” He glanced at Katora, Kylene, and Bhar. “Maybe we should go somewhere more private to discuss it.”

Pop studied Katora’s face with an old familiar look. It was his lie-detecting face, usually used for homework or chores. The matter at hand was more serious. Did he scrutinize her mental strength? Did he wonder about her ability to handle the pending discussion? Confident she could endure whatever ensued, even as fear prickled in the back of her mind, she held his stare.

Pop studied Kylene in the same way and finally Bhar. He nodded. 

“I think my children are ready to hear your story. I hope you don’t mind sharing it with all of us.”

Anos beamed. “No, of course not. In fact, it would be an honor for me to share this with your children.” The smile faded. “I’ve come here for one thing and one thing only. Your family’s famed healing powers. And if I’m not mistaken, I believe I have just sampled it in my tea.”

Katora raised her right eyebrow in surprise and looked to Bhar, who narrowed his eyes. He often did that for no other reason than to annoy her, but this look was one of suspicion. She tried to catch her sister’s gaze, but Kylene stared at Anos. 

“My only great-grandson…you know little Anossar…grows weaker by the day. Five of my thirteen granddaughters are already in their pastyears. They’ve given me six great-granddaughters, but only one great grandson. I need your Elixir.” Tears shone in the old man’s eyes. “I can’t lose him. He can’t die before his mother and father do—before I do.”

“What Elixir?” Bhar asked. “Do you mean essence?”

“Don’t talk out of turn,” Pop said. “I need you to listen now. I’ll explain it to you and your sisters later.”

Bhar humphed in response. Pop held up his hand.

“One more word and I’ll send you to your room.”

Katora hadn’t heard the threat since her youngeryears, but Pop was dead serious. She thought the rebuke harsh; Bhar only voiced her own misgivings. If Anos spoke of essence, there were definitely things about it Katora needed to know. If Anos didn’t speak of essence, there were definitely other things going on at the farm Katora must learn. Either way, she objected to the idea of Pop having secrets about the farm she was due to inherit.

Pop pressed his lips together and rubbed his chin for a second time in one day.

“I won’t lie to you. The Elixir is quite remarkable, but it won’t keep those alive who are meant to die. I’m afraid death comes even to those who may not deserve it, and I’ve no way of stopping it.”

“I’m an old man,” said Anos. “I know that death is inevitable. I just want to give my great-grandson a fighting chance. I certainly won’t blame you if it doesn’t work.”

Pop walked over to Anos’ chair and knelt until his eyes were level with the old man’s. Katora’s mouth nearly burst with all the questions she held back. It was not the right time to speak.

“I’m not worried about you placing blame,” Pop said. “I don’t want to give you false hope.”

Katora held her breath to keep from speaking. Pop stood and put his hand on Anos’ shoulder.

“I will give you something that may help.”

He pulled a small blue vial from his pants pocket and handed it to Katora, who exhaled slowly. The vial felt heavy for its size and cooled Katora’s warm hand. She had never seen the vial, never heard of an Elixir. Pop spoke before she could ponder further.

“Please measure one ounce of this for Anos and mix it with two tablespoons of table essence. And then find Palafair and tell him to prepare the horse and wagon. We don’t need Anos falling sick on his way home.”

Katora headed for the kitchen, the vial pressed firmly to her palm and the mystery of the Elixir pressed tightly to her heart.

Palafair stood only as tall as Katora’s knees, but was easy to find because he perched on the kitchen counter reading a large hardcover. His diminutive size forced him to sit in one place to read the left page and moved to another spot to read the right hand page. A common sight in an uncertain moment. Palafair appeared to be a miniature version of a man, but he was of the demick species. Anni demicks lived among humans, while tilli demicks roamed the wilds of Faway Forest. 

Katora held up the vial. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about this?”  

“I may or may not,” Palafair said.

The pitch of his voice registered higher than a man’s but lower than a child’s. Undeterred by his vague answer, Katora persisted.

“You obviously know something. Why don’t you tell me what it is?”

Palafair put his hands to his chest in feigned offense. 

“You insult my demick honor. As a servant to your father, I am in no position to reveal his secrets to anyone. Not even his nosy daughter.”

The servant act was an old joke. Palafair received payment for his work on the farm and had lived with the Kases since before Katora’s birth. He was very much a part of the family. 

Palafair posed in a mock bow. Determined to cull answers from someone, Katora didn’t even crack a smile.

“I have a right to know.”

“The truth is that I do know something about what is in that vial, but I also know it is not my place to tell you such things.” 

Clearly unable to extract information from Palafair, Katora decided Pop should be the one to tell her about the mystery anyhow. She shook her head in annoyance and asked Palafair to prepare the horse and wagon. Though small, he possessed an uncanny ability to handle animals; plus Pop had rigged a system of pulleys to aid Palafair in hitching the horses.

Palafair bowed again. “Whatever you wish, my lady.” 

He stood and laughed. Katora gave in and chuckled with him. It released some of the pressure building inside of her. The laugh grew until it sounded as loud as her mother’s. Palafair’s tinkled like small wind chimes.

After Palafair left, Katora pulled the top off the vial, swirled the liquid inside, and sniffed. The scent reminded her of essence, earthy with hints of fruit. She dabbed the liquid onto her pinkie and sampled it. Sweetness tingled where the juice touched her tongue. The sensation quickly faded and revealed nothing more. Katora sighed. 

She readied the Elixir exactly as Pop requested, poured it into a small container, and sealed it. She returned to the living room at the same time as Palafair. Katora watched from the doorway when the blustery evening swallowed Palafair, Anos, and the horses. Nearly a foot of snow blanketed the ground.

Katora ducked her head back in the house while Pop made an announcement.

“I have some news. Some of us will be undertaking a journey. It has been many years since a journey of this nature has been attempted, but the extraordinary weather and the burden of Anos and others like him have forced me to turn to drastic measures.” 

He paced the living room before continuing.

“I’ve sent Palafair to gather the rest of the family for the meeting. We’ll discuss the matter more when they arrive. In the meantime, Ky and Bhar, please help Ma prepare dinner. Katora, please wait in the study for me.”

Katora smiled with satisfaction. Pop’s announcement raised more questions in Katora’s already full mind, but it seemed this meeting might provide answers.


 

 

Chapter Two

Oak bookshelves covered the library walls from floor to ceiling, except where the fireplace stood. While Katora waited, she leafed through a well-worn tome, one of her older sisters’ favorites. It reminded her how much she missed them. Lili, the oldest, lived in a house on the other side of town. Ariana, the second-oldest, resided in town with her husband and their three kids. Their absence chiseled a hidden chink in Katora’s tough armor. 

When Pop strode into the room, all of Katora’s thoughts turned to the Elixir. Her questions bottled up in her throat. Instead of asking even one, she flipped the book’s pages nonchalantly. If Pop kept important secrets from her, she could play it cool about how badly she wanted to hear them. 

She had never been this upset with him, not even when he’d recently overreacted to her staying out too late at Ariana’s house. He’d given her the silent treatment for three days. Katora didn’t have a curfew anymore, so Pop hadn’t had any reason to punish her with extra chores. Keeping the Elixir a secret hurt worse than any punishment. Did Pop not trust her?

She pretended to ignore Pop as he lit a lantern, stoked the fire, and paced twice around the room. He settled down in his favorite chair, his arms folded across his chest. He sat still for moment, pressed his lips together, and stroked his chin. The tell-tale sign of Pop’s distress did not escape Katora’s sharp eye.

“I imagine you don’t remember the last time anyone in this family journeyed on a quest into Faway Forest,” he said. 

She slammed the book shut. “No, I don’t. It seems there are a lot of things I don’t remember. Like what exactly is this Elixir? And where it comes from? And why Palafair seems to know more about what happens on this farm than me, the one person who’s supposed to be taking over?” 

She was shouting. She didn’t care. “Oh, wait. It’s not that I don’t remember those things, it’s that nobody ever bothered to tell me about them.” Katora shoved the book onto the shelf with enough force to shake the whole bookcase.

Pop fidgeted in his chair. “You’re right to be angry with me. I’m not even sure how to explain myself properly. I’ll tell you what I can.”

“Why not tell me everything?”

“I wish I could. It’s not that simple. Let me start with what I can tell you. The Elixir…well, it’s not just any healing Elixir. It’s the greatest healing Elixir ever available to humans.” 

Katora remained perfectly still; her father’s words deflated the balloon of anger building inside her and filled the hole with cold shock. 

Pop stood and began to pace while he explained. “Deep in Faway grows the plant that gives the Elixir its potency. The Kase family and our ancestors have harvested this plant and acted as guardians of the Elixir for hundreds of years. We developed methods for increasing its potency and have passed these secrets down for generations. I am the current guardian.”

Pop? The guardian of the greatest healing Elixir ever available to humans? Could it be true? As he stood in front of Katora, his eyes betrayed no hint of a lie. How did she fail to notice this all her life? And what did it mean for her?

Pop’s words came in a hurry. “Even though the Elixir has largely remained a secret, there are several very important beings and others close to this family who know of it. Some are human, but others are greater than human, like Mother Nature and her offspring. These beings use the weather to communicate. Sometimes it’s not very clear what they mean, but I believe the snowstorm arriving as the supply of Elixir dwindles is a message from the Great Mother that we need to stock up.”

Katora put her hands on her hips as if she didn’t care, but subtly leaned against the bookcase at the same time. She doubted if her legs would support her. Not only was Pop the guardian of the Elixir, but Mother Nature herself knew. She sent Pop messages through the weather. If Katora took over the farm, she must take over everything to do with the farm. 

Katora’s breaths came in shallow puffs. She realized Pop stared at her with concerned eyes. She silently cursed herself for making such a spectacle.

“I know this is a lot to take in,” he said. “I have a little more to tell you right now. My business partners outside of Tussar have reported unrest throughout the Great Peninsula. There are things stirring in this world, things that I have no control over, and I believe they are going to spin out of control sometime in the near future. When that happens, there will be a dire need for the Elixir. There’s so much I can’t control, but the future of the Elixir is in my power right now.”

Pop stopped in front of Katora, placed his hands on her shoulders, and looked her straight in the eyes for the second time that night. Katora knew what was coming, but she held her breath, hoping maybe she was wrong, maybe she had more time before this responsibility fell on her shoulders.

“Katora, you are next in line to be guardian of the Elixir. Its future is in your control.”

Katora broke into a cold sweat, her legs felt more like jelly than muscle and bone. She wobbled over to the chair and slumped, too shocked to even regret such a display of weakness. 

“But…what about… How?… Why me?” 

Pop’s mouth lifted at the corners, but he didn’t quite smile. Katora’s anger bubbled. She found nothing about this funny. He straightened his expression before speaking.

“I thought that would be obvious to you. Lili and Ariana have never shown much interest in the farm. They helped when they had to, but no more than that. Since you could walk, you have literally followed in my footsteps, assisting me in the farm in any way you could. You know it will be yours one day. As will the responsibility of the Elixir…that is if you want it. I can’t and won’t force you to take on this responsibility if you don’t want it.”

The strength returned to Katora’s legs as the shock wore off. She could refuse if she wanted to. “How come you never told me about this before?”

Pop placed his hand on her shoulder, a small comfort. “It wasn’t that I was trying to keep it from you because I don’t trust you. I have been protecting you and your sisters and brother for all these years. The more people who know about the Elixir, the more likely the wrong people will find out about it. The Elixir is powerful, and in the wrong hands it’s very dangerous. Wicked beings are willing to do terrible things for power.”

Despite her proximity to the fire, Katora shivered under Pop’s hand and hated herself for it. Usually much better at keeping her emotions in check, she hoped Pop hadn’t noticed. 

“I’m not trying to scare you,” Pop said, which meant he probably felt her shiver. “Our family has taken care of the Elixir for many years. And there are beings on our side. Beings who can help keep our secret and protect us.”

The information overwhelmed Katora. Her mind still burned with so many questions. A secret healing Elixir, guarded by her family and dangerous in the wrong hands, was in her care. The fury, the shock, the fear built up until her limbs stiffened with numbness. 

She took a few deep breaths. Another emotion surfaced. It started in her heart and crept through her body, calming raw nerves. Pride. She had been chosen as the new guardian. Not Lili, Ariana, Kylene, or Bhar. She at least knew how to handle pride, and she smiled with renewed confidence.

Katora noticed her father watching her. “So what exactly is this secret ingredient?”

“It’s a nectar that comes from a small flower. In all the world, it only grows in one spot in Faway Forest. We need this nectar to create more Elixir, and I need you to lead a mission into Faway to retrieve the flowers. Palafair, Kylene, and Bhar will accompany you.”

Katora stood and paced across the hearth. She had been prepared to take over the farm, but now the responsibility of the Elixir and the mission overwhelmed her. Pop wasn’t even telling her the whole story; not that she could process more tonight. Pop didn’t speak in half-truths, and she wished he hadn’t started now when her decisions seemed so important. Then again, maybe Pop had told Katora half-truths her whole life. Maybe this new side of Pop revealed the real him. 

“You don’t have to decide it all tonight,” Pop said. “Right now, I only need to know if you will consent to lead the quest in Faway.”

Katora didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm. “Oh, that’s all.”

Pop scrunched up his face and slumped into his chair. “I’m doing this all wrong.”

Katora instantly regretted her tone. An uncomfortable truth settled upon her as she realized there were things in this world Pop couldn’t control. Up until today, he had always been able to solve any problem. Faced with a problem he couldn’t solve, he sought Katora’s help. The reversal of roles weighed heavily on her. 

She focused on the most pressing issue. The quest. She could handle an adventure, even looked forward to it. Excitement bubbled in her stomach. She stopped pacing. Pop was the rock of the family; she could be a solid stone for him. 

Dark circles under Pop’s usual youthful eyes emphasized the wrinkles on his face. For the first time in her life, Katora thought he looked old. She put her hand on Pop’s shoulder, thinking maybe her action would provide him a small comfort.

“Of course I’ll lead the quest. You can count on me.”

Pop returned to his normal posture and his face regained its cheer so quickly, Katora wondered if she imagined his tired expression.

“Excellent,” he said as he stood. “I’m also going to ask one more person to join you.”	

“Another person? Who?”

“Hirsten Jerblecki.”

Katora blushed and turned to stare at the fire so Pop wouldn’t see. Hirsten was a bit older than Katora. He worked on the farm last summer, a quiet, reliable employee. Although always busy on the farm, Katora had stared at him far too often. He had dark brown eyes, accentuated by a gorgeous set of long, thick lashes that Katora envied. Looking into them, she always felt that they carried a certain depth. 

“His father is a mapmaker,” Pop said, which Katora knew. “I have traveled through Faway with him many times,” Pop continued without acknowledging Katora’s surprise at the last statement. “Where the young lack in experience, the old often lack in mobility; the next best thing to an expert is his or her offspring. Palafair will be picking them up tonight so they can attend the meeting.”

“Can we trust them?”

“I trust his father with my life. I’m confident his son is as trustworthy.”

That was enough for Katora. She rubbed her hands together as she thought of the coming journey. Pop walked to the door and paused on the threshold. 

“I need to prepare some things before our guests arrive. We’ll discuss details of the journey later. You should go help Ma in the kitchen. Oh, and I was hoping you could head down to the cellar to select a bottle of essence for tonight’s dinner.”

Katora nodded. Pop’s eyes twinkled in the firelight.

“Maybe a year that will help persuade our guests to take up our offer, a vintage that will bring out their sense of adventure.”

Pop left and Katora's thoughts turned to essence. Different vintages evoked certain emotions in those who drank them. Katora thought the 1427 would be perfect. The Kase family transported new soil from halfway across the Great Peninsula that year. A harvest with foreign soil brought out the adventurous side of almost anyone. Would it be enough to convince Hirsten to come on the quest?

Katora thought back to the handful of times she had interacted with him. He was neat and meticulous; she knew that from how clean his work on the farm had been. His buckets of essenberries always had the fewest broken berries in them. No waste in those buckets. Such tidy work didn’t really translate into a sense of adventure; it could be indicative of the exact opposite. She would have to trust in the power of the essence. A little liquid enticement brought out the most interesting sides of people.


 

 

Chapter Three

Palafair eventually arrived with Katora’s older sisters and Hirsten, as well as his father, Gage. By then, dishes filled the table. The snowstorm still raged outside, but bodies and food warmed the inside of the house. Katora waited until Hirsten sat before choosing a seat. She arrived at the chair across from Hirsten as Bhar did.

“I’m sitting here,” Katora breathed the words, trying not to attract attention.

“No,” Bhar said loudly. “I am.”

Katora stood on her tiptoes, as close to Bhar’s ear as she could manage. “You’re going to let me sit in that seat.” She mashed her foot on his boot and nodded toward Hirsten. Lucky for Katora, Hirsten’s attention was elsewhere. 

Bhar smirked and spoke more quietly than before. “What’s in it for me?”

Bhar always wanted to know what was in it for him, and Katora knew how to get what she wanted. “I’ll tell you what Pop told me in the study,” she whispered.

“Not good enough. Pop’s going to tell us that tonight.”

“I bet you he’s not.”

Bet was the magic word with Bhar, a born gambler who never passed on a wager.

“You give me the seat,” Katora said, “and if I fail to reveal information Pop doesn’t share at dinner tonight, I’ll give you ten coins.”

“By something good, you mean not some stupid little thing. We’re talking a juicy morsel, right?”

Katora nodded.

“Deal,” Bhar said. 

They shook on it. Katora took her wagered seat and Bhar grabbed the one next. Pop tapped his glass and stood.

“Welcome family and guests. I always think best on a full stomach, so we’ll discuss certain pressing matters after dinner. In the name of the Great Mother, let’s eat.”

A symphony of clanking plates, soft and loud conversations, and boisterous laughter ensued—a typical Kase family dinner. Katora watched Hirsten, who sat between his father and Kylene. He didn’t say much, but Katora noticed his eyes seemed to take in everything. His glance rested on her and he gave her a close-lipped smile. It wasn’t unfriendly, just reserved. She flashed a toothy grin at him and then looked away, feeling like an idiot. 

Bhar gave her a thumbs up under the table and sarcastically whispered, “Good one.”

Katora punched Bhar’s leg and turned her back on him. She silently vowed to be more careful about staring at Hirsten. She was approaching this all wrong. Getting caught staring at him and then giving him a crazy smile was probably going to scare him away, not entice him to come on the journey. She decided Hirsten required a more subtle approach. 

She pretended to listen to a conversation between Palafair—who sat in a special seat next to the candles on the table—and Lili, the oldest Kase sibling. Katora offered a thought of her own every so often. All the while she kept her peripheral vision on Hirsten. He spoke even less than she did.

When the 1427 essence came around, Katora poured large glasses for Hirsten and his father. She kept the decanter near and filled their glasses whenever they started to get low. As the plates emptied, Hirsten livened up a bit. He told Kylene something in a voice too quiet for Katora to hear and made a funny hand gesture that sent Kylene into a fit of laughter. A ruddy hue tinged Hirsten’s face. Katora didn’t know how to interpret Hirsten’s flush cheeks because her own face felt pretty warm. The fire, the food, and the room full of people probably caused the effect, but she decided to take it as a sign that the 1427 had worked its magic on Hirsten.

Finally Pop stood and tapped his glass again. 

“Again, I welcome all of you. Let me first say that my heart’s happy to see all of my children at one table again. A father never wants his daughters to leave home, but all children must grow and find their own paths.” 

A smile spread across his face, crinkling the skin around his eyes. No hint of red touched his fair skin.
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