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“A Duet with Darkness”


An Abby Sinclair Short Story


Allison Pang


The spotlights shine upon my face, but I barely notice, caught up in the way my fingers rock over the strings, my thoughts nothing more than a blur of white as the music converges into a single strand of color. As always, something dances below my consciousness, a perception that no matter how good I am, no matter how hard I try, there is more to come if I only dare reach for it.


I crack an eye open during a slight pause in the beat, my vision drawn to the man in the front row. Sitting next to my mother, her white coat a shining pearl of righteousness. But who the man is, I’m not sure.


He stares right up at me from the center front, his spiky hair glowing silver and orange, one brow arched as my fingers caress the strings.


You can do better than that, those glittering eyes say. Stop toying with me.


A jolt thrums through my arms at his smugness. His rebellion burrows into my bones until all I want is to leap from the stage and out the door. To run.


To fly.


But instead, I finish my set, my mother’s cold, fish-belly gaze sliding over me. Never good enough for her.


Inside my skin, an inferno burns.


When I exit the stage that night, I do so without the intention of ever coming back. I leave the girl I was by the roadside, sloughing off her life, her very skin. I slither out of her like a dying snake, only to emerge into a world I somehow always belonged to.


And I know about them. This strange affliction that allows me to see music, to lock it into a tawdry rainbow of pure, aching color—it allows me to see them as well. The very words they speak, those wonderful syllables—they drip from their mouths and ring through my bones. Their presence assaults me, teases me, taunts me with what I can never have.


Nobu says most mortals have to be awakened to the presence of the OtherFolk. To recognize the existence of the CrossRoads.


But not me.


—


THE VAN STINKS of fried chicken and musty clothes. Bong water. Stale sex. Dried sweat. A shag carpet that probably hasn’t been cleaned in decades. Elizabeth tries to air it out from time to time, but the Thai sticks she lights do little more than give everything a vague patchouli odor. Like spritzing a pig with Chanel, I guess. The flavor of the road and a handful of bodies slumbering in close quarters has a way of clinging to the skin.


Nobu and I share a joint in the back, surrounded by a Stonehenge of amps and monitors. In the front, Elizabeth’s head bobs up and down in Brystion’s lap. It’s all panting breath and wet sucking sounds as the incubus’s fingers fist through the golden blond curls at the nape of her neck in a desperate clawing motion.


Nobu snorts and takes a final puff before flicking the roach into a plastic bag. A long, masculine groan echoes from the driver’s side and I roll my eyes, inclining my head toward the rear door of the van.


Not that we all aren’t used to it. Traveling with an incubus leads to certain eventualities, and copious amounts of sex is apparently one of them.


I find my violin case on one of the crates and swing it over my shoulder as Nobu opens the lift gate. Once outside he knocks on the window of the driver’s-side door in some sort of dude-bro Morse code.


*Gig soon. Don’t take too long.*


A moment later a middle finger presses against the inside of the window.


“Asshole.”


“At least they’re in the front this time.” Brystion wasn’t exactly known for his tact when it came to finding fuck space. “Why do we keep him around, again?”


“Because he brings the ladies. And it’s his band.” Nobu smiles wryly and tips his head to where Marcus slouches on a nearby tree stump, his fingers picking out a fiery Spanish melody on an acoustic guitar. He’s in human form, complete with jeans and a wool skullcap, but there’s a feral gleam in the werewolf’s eye when he raises a brow at us.


Scarlet shimmers in my head as the music hits my ears, whisks me away into a flamenco-filled haze. I shut my eyes against it, but the colors continue to swirl.


Synesthesia.


Both help and hindrance, my own special oddity ensures I see music in the form of colors, each note and chord blending into some new hue.


“Come on.” Nobu nudges me away. The others in the band know about this particular “skill” of mine, of course, but none of them really understand it. At most, it’s a parlor trick I can trot out onstage. I can always be counted on as a sort of living tuning fork.


But it also makes me far more sensitive when things are played off-key.


Years upon years of training, always searching for perfection. To suffer the indignity of anything less was anathema. One doesn’t get into Juilliard on “almost good enough,” after all.


Before we’d joined the band, Nobu and I busked together on the streets—me on my battered acoustic violin and him on his electric Jordan Holoflash. Pretentious fucking instrument. It suited him, even though I’d never be caught dead playing it. But it was easy, the two of us meshing with a simple grace that filled me with joy.


Joining the band changed all that.


After several weeks of me butting heads with Marcus and Brystion on arrangements and never quite finding a groove, Nobu took me aside and suggested I ought to tone it down a bit. Which in my case meant no more solo playing. No showing off. Learning how to be a supporting member or some such bullshit. I do my best, but sometimes it chaps the hell out of my hide. I’m better than they are. To hold myself back merely to fit in is so far counter to everything I’ve been taught.


But I’ve been on the stage nearly my entire life. I know how to hide behind a smile.


I give the restrooms a sour side glance as Nobu and I approach the fairgrounds. If we could just manage to swing real showers on a regular basis, I’d be all set. The romanticism of making music on the open road certainly has its appeal—but so does hot water.


Nobu chuckles when he sees where my gaze is headed. He pushes his violet tea shades onto his forehead. “All in good time, little bird.”
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