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The key to successful thievery was in not skulking or parading oneself around like a thief.

Now and then, individual delinquents and bands of bandits tried to pull off raids in the town’s central, outdoor market, making novice mistakes. Dressing in black cloaks with hoods pulled over their heads or with only their eyes peeking out over dark scarves masking their faces. Or making their “stealth” obvious by moving slower or faster than everyone else in the crowd. Or showing up in the market empty-handed too many times, without a customary barrel or basket for purchases—a dead giveaway that one hadn’t come to the middle of town to purchase anything. It didn’t take market vendors long to recognize and call out those who made such a show of themselves.

And the vendors stuck together. Once a thief or thieves made themselves known, the vendors’ collective response was usually so severe that the rest of the customers would clear out of the market, so as not to get caught in the fray.

Someone like Abigaia Grena knew better than to make a suspicious show. She and her friends were aware that the everyday, over-hectic bustle of the market was already a sufficient shield for thievery. In fact, Abigaia had heard her uncle say before that most vendors counted on losing a certain amount of their goods. Many of them couldn’t afford to pay for personal lookouts, and not all of them had extra help who could spend hours with them, manning their counters. So, it was best for a thief to have an unannounced hand in what the vendors expected to lose anyway, with no need for a group like Abigaia’s to single themselves out with a set of matching black hoods.

Abigaia stopped outside of the busy market one morning to let her dark eyes sift through the activity inside. One of her hands patted the little notebook that hung from around her neck on a piece of twine and settled over the bodice of the floral print dress she wore, which she’d designed herself. She gave her arms a shake to remove any possible twists in the billowy sleeves that were only snug around her wrists. Then she entered the market bustle, both of her hands firmly gripping the handle of her basket. She was late today and would have to hurry to meet the others over in their usual spot outside of town at their usual time, well before the end of morning market hours.

Abigaia had enough money today for two apples from Old Man Benniq, who wasn’t an old man but who could be as crotchety as one, as it pleased him. Unlike most of the customers Benniq gruffly served on a regular basis, Abigaia had a knack for cutting right through his gruffness. This morning was no different as she made her way through the jostling crowd to come and stand her ground at his booth. She let him finish his sale to another customer before she smiled, poked her tongue out of the side of her mouth, and fluttered her fingers near her temple in greeting to him.

“Miss Grena, you curious one!” Benniq hailed her over the commotion around them. He was the only townsperson who consistently did her the honor of addressing her as “Miss Grena.” Not everyone besides her friends and family bothered to call her by name, and for those who did, most of them got the pronunciation wrong, calling her Abi-gay-ya instead of Abi-guy-ya.

Benniq held his arms out above his counter of apples. “Come to part me from some of my juicy delights this morning, eh?”

Abigaia held up two fingers and fluttered them toward the counter of additional apples behind Benniq.

“Ah! So you’re looking for my tart crispies today and not my sweet ones here?” Benniq asked, spreading his hands to indicate the reddish apples before him.

Abigaia lowered her fingers and tipped her head to the side as she smiled her affirmation, letting locks of her lengthy black hair slide forward over her shoulder. She usually wore her hair free in the market. It was of no small significance how much one’s hair, one’s smile, one’s eyes could keep attention away from one’s hands.

“Good, good,” Benniq said, raising a finger. “We’ll see what choice crispies we can pick out for my curious one.” He turned to the counter behind him. In the time it took him to seek out and select two of his best yellowish-green apples and to turn back around, Abigaia had completed her task and was holding her basket and a coin out to him. Let the money and that big, empty basket draw his eyes.

Benniq dropped the pair of apples into her basket. “There, two for you. Always choice, always choice.” He accepted the coin from her with a slight bow. “And always a pleasure, Miss Grena. A good day to you.” His own tongue merrily poked out in answer to hers this time.

Abigaia gave him a nod and spun away from his counter, shoving her way past other customers to make an escape from the market.

She reached a remote gate at the edge of town minutes later, her face bearing an apology to her friends for her tardiness. It wasn’t that their band of five had major plans after morning market runs like this. They’d only be accompanying each other for a while before they’d branch off to go back to their homes or to their places of work. But time in the presence of companions while the day was still new was refreshing.

As usual, Tarek was the first to speak to her. “Morning, Abi,” he said with a grin, a breeze flopping some of his curly brown hair over his eye. “Good hunting?”

He always asked Abigaia that. Each time he asked, the more she came to hate the question. Her face was blank as one of her hands tugged at her sleeve on the opposite wrist, giving enough of an opening for three reddish apples to slide out of her sleeve and land into her basket. She then did the same with the other sleeve, three more apples dropping out to join the two she’d paid for and the others she hadn’t.

She wasn’t looking at the apples, though. Her eyes were moving over Tarek and the other two men and one woman there who’d been waiting for her. None of them were more than a few years past their twentieth year, and Lotus, the youngest of their group, was a year shy of hers. But Abigaia thought, not for the first time, that she and her friends would soon be too old for this. They were likely too old already.

Even a crotchety creature like Old Man Benniq worked hard for what he produced, for what he sold to take care of the equally crotchety wife he loved and the bunch of children they were raising at home. Benniq had grown to trust Abigaia in the years she’d been coming to his fruit and vegetable counters. She’d refused to cower or to hold back her bright facial expressions, no matter how gruff Benniq’s voice or how deep his frowns. Poking her tongue out or crossing her eyes at him hadn’t initially made any difference she could see, but when she’d worn her hair up one day and greeted Benniq with a wiggle of her ears, he’d barked out a guffaw so loud that it startled nearly half the noisy market. It was rare that Old Man would even crack a smile at any of his fellow townsfolk, let alone allow them to see or hear him laugh.

Abigaia had been something of a pet to Benniq ever since. Earlier on, it’d been easier for her to hold her heartfelt partiality for Benniq away from her rational knowledge of what she really did at his counters many of the times she visited him.

Abigaia glanced around now at the basket and barrels her friends were holding, no doubt carrying portions of goods that each of them had whisked away, by one form of sleight or another, from vendors who were none the wiser. Looking down into her own basket, Abigaia pictured herself back in the market, which was becoming an uncomfortable tendency of hers. She pictured herself smiling into Benniq’s face while robbing him of the fruits of his labor the second his face was turned.

He wasn’t the only vendor she treated that way, but he was her favorite one. What a condition to be in, to have become so skilled at stealing from a favorite.

Abigaia winced.

“Abi? Something the matter?” Tarek asked, and Abigaia could hear the smile leaving his voice before she looked up to see his grin disappearing. He stepped closer to her, jerking his head to get his curls out of his eyes. His hand reached toward Abigaia’s cheek. “Or are you only daydreaming?”

Tarek had a habit of telling Abigaia she spent too much time daydreaming, and dreaming in general, but his inquiry must have been a tentative tease, just now. Abigaia was positive that nothing about her face must look too dreamy this morning.

She gave her conscience a shake before she shook her head. Forcing a smile at last, she inched over to the side, hoping to disguise her subtle dodge of Tarek’s touch. She pointed toward the sun and shrugged another apology for her lateness.

“It’s fine, Abi,” Lotus spoke up, swinging her basket the little she could without letting anything fall out of it. “We weren’t going to leave you. But we’d better get going now. I haven’t gathered the eggs from my chickens yet.”

Abigaia nodded, and the rest of the group turned to start their trip back, all except Tarek, who was still staring at Abigaia. “You sure you’re all right?” he asked her.

Abigaia dipped her head to the side, letting her eyelids droop before she snapped her head back up, popping her eyes wide open after a few rapid blinks.

“Oh!” Tarek chuckled. “Just sleepy, huh? Well, I know what you need to wake you up.” He turned to shout to the three others who were a ways ahead. “Hey! It’s a race this morning. First one who gets to the east hill and plucks one of its weeds wins!”

“Hardly fair!” one of the young men, Jonas, shouted back. “You’ve got the lightest barrel today.”

“But look,” Tarek countered, “I’m giving you all a head start, see? Fair as fair. Get moving!”

The group didn’t have to be told again. They’d been running with each other since they were children and hadn’t yet tired of it.

While the others darted off, Tarek looked back at Abigaia. “What do you say?” he asked her as his grin returned, another breeze sending his curls into a playful chase of each other across his forehead. He reached his hand out to Abigaia a second time. “Run with me?”

Abigaia wondered if he failed to ever do a better job of taming his hair because he knew she couldn’t resist him for long when he looked like this. She sighed and relented with a charmed smile, giving Tarek her hand, but he only held on to her for an instant before he let go and dashed on ahead of her with another chuckle, this one with mischief in it.

Abigaia made a face Tarek didn’t see. She whipped off her book from around her neck, dropped the book in her basket, and began to run after Tarek. No, she wasn’t truly sleepy, but no, she wasn’t all right, either. Something was missing. Even so, for now, with her moving legs sending a message of invigoration to the rest of her body, and the morning air rushing past her and teasing her hair, and the noise of her friends’ cheerful taunts to each other as they raced on, Abigaia was coaxed into relishing the moment, embracing this fragile sense of freedom while she had it.

She could have run faster without her basket, but it didn’t matter. Her head went back as she released a delighted sound, but it wasn’t tinkly, cackly, melodic, or anything else that would require some audible note or tone. It was simply a bubbling of wind that took flight out of her mouth: spirited, airy, and tuneless.

It had been many years since the last time Abigaia’s laughter had carried any sound other than wind.
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“You’re late,” Abigaia’s aunt informed her when she stepped into the kitchen, home from the market. “Your uncle is already at the mill by now, and I got the children fed and off to school myself.”

Abigaia knew she wasn’t lagging too far behind. She’d run most of the way home, and though she hadn’t been back in time to send her four younger cousins off for the day, she’d had the chance to greet them minutes ago, when they’d crossed paths on the road.

Abigaia walked toward the oven, where her aunt was making preparations to get more of the day’s baking started. The woman paused to glance into the basket Abigaia held out to her. “You heard I’d be making more apple tarts, then? Good,” the woman said with a single nod of thanks, turning from the basket immediately, as if she could hardly stand to look into it. “Leave them on the table, and be quick about the rest of the chores. I’ll need you in the kitchen today.”

Abigaia did as she was told.

It was satisfying, or at least a relief, whenever she made the right selections at the market without her aunt having to instruct her on what to pick up. Abigaia received no questions about how she was continually able to stretch her small allowance from her uncle and come back from the market with more than she could afford. Although she was aware of her aunt’s misgivings, she knew the woman wouldn’t refuse the offerings. Few families in their region of the country were in any position to turn practical goods away from their households, especially if they could eat those goods.

Well over a century ago, the nation of Rêeh had been devastated by a vicious earthquake. Some outside nations responded by sending relief and support, and while parts of Rêeh had held fairly steady or regained their footing in time, the earthquake’s damage to the economy had sent many Rehan towns spiraling into a downward cycle they still hadn’t fully recovered from, all these years later. One of those towns was Abigaia’s.

It was that past earthquake that had brought her family to Rêeh, generations ago. Abigaia remembered her father once taking her on his knee and recounting their history to her when she was but a child, not long before her mother passed away. Papa told Abigaia of their renowned forebears, Chieftain Philip and Lady Nayonah Greenly, two of the first people to represent and facilitate the joining of Diachona and Munda, the two nations of the Eubeltic Realm.

Diachona had a longstanding friendship with Rêeh. Years after the earthquake, members of the Greenly family, including a son of Philip and Nayonah, had been among one of the alternating waves of people who’d ventured to Rêeh from Diachona. They’d come to support Rêeh’s new round of rebuilding efforts. The work had begun to stretch past its prescribed time, and at length, most of the Greenlys had gone back to their homeland with other Diachonians. However, a small portion of them hadn’t been as firmly established in Diachona as the generations before them, and they’d wound up setting roots in the land they’d come to support. Because their work in Rêeh (and, for some of them, their recent marriages to Rehan citizens) had given them reasons to stay, they’d stayed.

The Greenly family line blended more thoroughly into their new home with an eventual name change.

“I think,” Papa told Abigaia, “they wanted everyone to know they were devoted to the land, that they weren’t looking to one day take whatever they might from Rêeh and sail back across the Eubeltic Sea with it. So we became the Grena family, here.” Papa gave his daughter’s small shoulders a gentle squeeze as he emphasized, “But no matter what we’ve come to call ourselves, you must remember your Eubeltic blood.”

Abigaia’s forehead wrinkled at her father’s admonition. “Why?” she wanted to know.

“Why?” Papa’s eyes enlarged with zeal. “Because you can claim whatever you carry inside of you! You can claim the ambition and good sense of a chieftain, the intelligence and compassion of an apothecary. You can claim the leadership flair of Chieftain Philip, the bravery of Lady Nayonah, the rareness of every one of their children and of the children who came after. Do you know there’d never been a race quite like ours before the generation of Philip and Nayonah’s children? Can you imagine?”

Abigaia’s forehead remained wrinkled. She couldn’t imagine.

Her father laughed, his arms coming around her as he rocked her back and forth. “Oh, you’ll remember one day, little one. Your soul will remember. People say that Rehans like us are the fruits of ruin, the faces of poverty, and nothing more. But it’s those with impoverished hearts, with degenerate souls—they are poverty. You are not. They may not see you, but God sees you.” He smoothed a hand over Abigaia’s head. “You are what’s in you, where you truly come from. And one day, you’ll remember.”

Abigaia mulled over his strange-sounding words, which brought on another question. “Do you remember, Papa?” she asked, not even sure what she was asking.

An odd, glassy look came over Papa’s eyes, as it sometimes happened. “I think, at times...I do.” The motion of his hand running over her hair began to feel clumsy, and though her father’s eyes were still on her, his gaze appeared to be nowhere. At least, nowhere that she knew.

Abigaia had never liked it when Papa looked that way. Even at her young age, she’d been aware that townsfolk, including some of the other children, rumored that her father had never been right in the head.

“Mama? Is Papa a crazy brain?” she’d come out and asked her mother one day close to suppertime, before her father had come in from his workshop behind the house.

Mama spun around from her pot at the kitchen stove, soup flicking off the end of her spoon in her haste. “Where on earth did you get that idea, daughter?”

“It’s what people in town say.”

Mama shook the spoon at Abigaia. “Well, it’s a terrible thing to say about someone. Terrible.” She turned back to the stove, plunking the spoon into the pot and stirring indignantly. “Your father is one of a kind. He’s fanciful, yes, but he’s an artist. An inspired one, at that. Why, pieces of his lovely pottery and metalwork are sitting in most every house for miles around. He has no trouble making trades for his pieces when he goes off on business. If more people in town could pay what his wall art is worth, there’d be a demand for that too, for the life he can bring out of a paintbrush or a stick of charcoal. Crazy brain indeed!” Mama struck the spoon on the edge of the pot, turning toward the kitchen table to see the bouquet of wildflowers there. Wildflowers her husband had picked for her, sitting in a sleek vase he’d molded with his own hands.

Mama’s eyes softened. “Your father is beautiful, Abigaia.” That whisper put an end to the conversation.

It suited Abigaia just fine, as she much preferred to think of Papa as beautiful than as crazy. He would sometimes let her sit at a narrow table by the wall on one side of his workshop, and he provided her with spare lumps of clay to work with as she wished. He accepted whatever she declared her molded lumps to be. Some evenings after supper, he would dance with Abigaia to the musical lilt of Mama’s voice, Mama teaching her the words to folksongs while Papa taught her how to express the stories and feelings in the music with her little hands and arms, with her feet and her face. Papa started bringing borrowed books home to Abigaia years before she was old enough to go to school. Not only was she quick to memorize the stories he and Mama read to her, she was quick to learn to read herself.

Yes, young Abigaia agreed that her father was beautiful, as were the rather few years she shared with both of her parents. But there was no stopping the feverish sickness that came over Mama one winter, no fulfillment for Papa’s pleas to his wife, anxious pleas for his beloved to get well again.

One morning that winter, before Abigaia awakened, she sensed the moment Mama died. It was the sound of Papa’s roaring sobs, though, that yanked Abigaia from her sleep. At first, Abigaia was too scared to move, listening in alarm to Papa’s aggrieved raging, along with other sounds Abigaia couldn’t identify, but curiosity soon got her out of her cot just off of the kitchen. She crept down the short hallway to her parents’ bedroom, where the door stood ajar.

“P-Papa?” she murmured as she peeked through the door.

She froze. Her eyes grew wide with horror. Papa didn’t see her there. Moments passed, short and endless. Abigaia passed out, her small body thudding against the wall and smacking to the floor, finally getting her father’s attention from inside the bedroom.

That was the last day Abigaia had ever spoken a word.

The townsfolk whispered and speculated about why Abigaia’s father did not call for a funeral, about why he buried his deceased wife himself, on his property, likely the same day she died. The women in town especially were concerned about the little girl who’d been left without a mother. Among the concerned townswomen was the sister of the new widower, but Abigaia’s father didn’t let his sister far past the threshold when she visited. “You’ve not come to help me grieve, woman,” he accused his sister. “I know you. You’ve come to meddle and take charge where you’ve no authority. Well, you’ve got your own house and a husband to meddle with now. Go take charge of him.”

His sister did not visit him again.

Other matrons and misses brought over what meals they could, asking after the welfare of the wifeless and motherless pair. While Abigaia’s father accepted their humble offerings of food with thanks, he insisted that he and his daughter were getting along fine.

His daughter who’d taken to sitting in corners away from him, halting him with her eyes if ever he came within a few feet of her.

She wouldn’t eat until he left the kitchen. She wouldn’t sleep until he was on the other side of the house. Whenever he prepared a tub of water for her, she wouldn’t bathe until he left the house altogether. She never again visited him in his workshop, never came to play with spare lumps of his clay.

He spoke to her now and then, from across a room. She stared at him and didn’t speak back. In time, there was no speaking in their house at all, except when Papa spoke to visitors who dropped off a meal, less and less frequently, or when Papa spoke to himself, under his breath.

When Abigaia became old enough to attend school, Papa didn’t send her. He continued to bring her borrowed books, supplied her with sheets of paper and thin sticks of charcoal, and she would write or draw pictures alone at the kitchen table, would retreat into corners to read by herself.

Mama had been gone for over a year when Papa brought two special books home for Abigaia, books that he’d purchased. Papa brought them into the kitchen one morning while Abigaia was eating her breakfast of bread and cheese. When he came too close to the table, and Abigaia prepared to flee, he held up a hand to stop her, his other hand holding up the books.

Abigaia paused, watching as Papa carefully approached the table, set the books down, and backed away, holding up both of his hands. Abigaia knew a moment of mystification once she noticed there were tears standing in her father’s eyes. He made a gentle gesture with one hand, conveying something she didn’t understand before he left the room, and then left the house.

As Abigaia moved away from her forgotten breakfast and picked up one of the books, beginning to inspect what was inside, she didn’t know she had just seen her father for the last time.
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Young Abigaia hadn’t been well-acquainted with Papa’s sister before the woman showed up at the house that very evening, after Papa didn’t come back, and she began packing up Abigaia’s things.

“You’re coming to live with me and your uncle,” she informed Abigaia, who stood staring in stunned silence as the woman fussed over Abigaia’s hairbrush with only half of its bristles remaining and her wrinkled articles of clothing. “I told your uncle we shouldn’t have waited so long. Look at these dresses, all worn thin. Barely takes half an eye to tell they don’t fit you anymore.” The woman let out a sound like a sob, then turned with a vehement huff. “That brother of mine. Never was fit to raise a child.”

After the move to her aunt and uncle’s house, it took some months of cautious eavesdropping on the couple for Abigaia to piece together what had happened. On the day her father had given her the two new books, he’d later been arrested in town for disturbing the peace, for shouting nonsensically through the streets, brandishing a mallet from his workshop. The following week, authorities had come to take him from the jail and move him into an asylum, far away from the town.

Had giving books to his daughter been the man’s last good deed? Abigaia didn’t delay in making use of the volumes, which were filled with small but numerous illustrations with detailed explanations, the second book building on the information from the first. When Abigaia had time alone from her aunt and uncle, she studied her books and practiced, learning and memorizing the illustrated hand gestures and what they meant.

One of the first gestures she learned, she’d already seen once before. She belatedly realized what her father had said to her in silence after he’d given her the books, that last day.

“I’m sorry.”

Abigaia repeated that gesture over and over to herself, the movement becoming like a reflex, her look becoming more pensive the longer she repeated it. She could see Papa’s raised hands. His face. His eyes, holding tears. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry...”

Although Abigaia could hear the frustration in her aunt’s voice and see the worry in her uncle’s gaze when they spoke to her and she didn’t speak back, she didn’t attempt to let them know about the language she was learning. What if her aunt were to think it was silly or disrespectful for a child to constantly make hand gestures at grownups, as if the child expected the grownups to understand or to learn the language with her?
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