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ONE

THE KING came to Juuri on a third day, which meant that upon his arrival, Sofi was otherwise engaged. While her father welcomed King Jovan and his attendants in their parlor, Sofi pressed her knees against the firm floor of her closet and called out to the Muse.

“Sing to me, O Muse, for without you I am lost. Pray for me, O Muse, for without you I am empty. Let your notes be played, let your song be sung. I will hear you, if only you will speak to me. Let me be worthy—” Her voice broke on the word, as it did each time she spoke the prayer. “Let me be heard.”

Even though Sofi knew her father was downstairs, she could practically hear him on the other side of the door, commanding her to repeat the prayer: “Again.”

She obeyed. Even when Frederik Ollenholt was elsewhere, his voice still echoed in her head, as sharp and cold as a fresh layer of snow.

“Sing to me, O Muse, for without you I am lost.”

Sofi’s father was not known for his kindness, but then, kindness and talent were not one and the same. What Frederik Ollenholt lacked in niceties he made up for in his command of the Muse, in the intricate, complex music that poured from his fingers to his lute. As one of the five members of the Guild of Musiks and the only lutenist licensed to cross the border of their Kingdom of Aell into the wider world, her father didn’t need to be kind. He needed talent. So if Sofi ever wanted to become her father’s Apprentice—which she desperately, gut-wrenchingly did—she needed to ensure the Muse was on her side.

Sofi fumbled in the darkness for the dress nearest to her, tugging it from its hanger and pulling it tightly around her shoulders like a blanket. “Pray for me, O Muse, for without you I am empty.”

For ten of the sixteen years of her life, Sofi had prayed to the Muse every third day, yet there was something about that exact moment—the scratch of wool against her cheek, the muted echo of the royal party downstairs—that made the prayer’s words ring differently in her ears. This time, her voice echoed around the closet like Sofi was at the bottom of a well, the prayer reverberating against ice and stone, hollow and sprawling.

Sprawling. That was it.

Sofi got to her feet so quickly she nearly smacked her head against the top of the closet. She had long grown out of the small, cramped space, but the dark helped her focus. Concentration was especially important on third days.

Third days were for praying.

Sunlight flooded into the small space as Sofi pushed open the closet door and spilled into her bedroom, heading directly for her desk. She rifled through the endless sheaf of papers littering its surface until she found a scrap that wasn’t covered with words she liked or the fragment of a concept or the sketch of a song. She fumbled for a pencil that had not yet been sharpened all the way to its nub, one that was long enough to still fit between her fingers.

Sofi scrambled to put down the lyric that had sprung fully formed into her head, her left hand smearing her words as it hurried across the page. She’d been working on a song about Saint Brielle, but the final line of the chorus had eluded her for days.

Now the Muse had offered Sofi the missing piece, laid it out as neatly as a carpet unfurled at the feet of a king: Until death’s final, sprawling song called them back where they belonged.

She shivered gleefully. This line was further proof that Sofi’s devotion to the Muse would always be rewarded. Proof that she was the clear choice to be named her father’s Apprentice, the first step toward becoming a Musik in her own right.

Sofi wasn’t the only one who knew it, either. Only yesterday, another of Frederik’s students, a girl called Neha who had been studying with Sofi’s father for nearly five years, had walked in on Sofi composing in the parlor and sighed dramatically.

“I almost don’t know why I bother,” she had grumbled as Sofi put the finishing touches on the thirteenth verse of “The Song of Saint Brielle.” “The words fall out of you so effortlessly, it’s almost like magic.”

While to a non-musician, it might have sounded like a compliment, to Sofi those were fighting words. Using magic in music went against the highest tenet of the Guild of Musiks. It was a crime that could get a musician-in-training Redlisted, losing them the right to ever perform again.

“It’s because I practice, Neha.” Sofi had scowled from the settee. “You should try it sometime.”

“Someone’s testy.” Neha had tsked. “They do say that using too many Papers makes a person mean. Of course, I wouldn’t know,” she’d said smugly, tucking a strand of long black hair behind her ear, showing off the backs of her hands. Her brown skin was clearly absent of the words that identified a Paper-caster. On Neha’s dark shade of skin, the words would have gleamed as white as snow.

By then Sofi had removed her lute from her lap and rested her hands on her knees. Had she been employing Paper magic, the words would have shone black as ink on her white skin. “Why don’t you come take a closer look if you’re so concerned about the integrity of my music?”

“No, thank you.” Neha had rolled her eyes. “I’ve heard enough stories of your famous temper. I don’t need firsthand experience. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s time for my lesson.” She had flounced away, leaving Sofi stewing.

The implication that she was using magic in her music was insulting. The Papers Neha had mentioned had been published thirty years prior, after the Hollow God’s gospel spread throughout the world. To escape persecution from his fanatical followers, witches fled north to Aell, whose aging, greedy King Ashe had offered the covens safety and security within his borders in exchange for some of their magic. The desperate witches worked with his men of science to make magic accessible to all. Thus the Papers were published.

Now, for a price, anyone in Aell could purchase a piece of parchment, offer it a drop of blood, and reap the rewards of that particular spell. A Paper for “sketch” would allow the Paper-caster to draw a perfect rendering of the king. A Paper for “chignon” would guide the Paper-caster’s hand to pin their hair into a perfect twist. A Paper for “warmth” would start a fire, and a Paper for “blush” would turn the Paper-caster’s cheeks as pink as a sunrise without the aid of face paint.

Overnight, the Papers had turned the extraordinary ordinary. And if there was one thing Sofi Ollenholt refused to be, it was ordinary.

The implication that she was using magic in her music was also damning. Musiks were musicians who lived, composed, and performed without the assistance of magic—Paper or otherwise. Any student hoping to ascend to the rank of Apprentice had to keep their hands clean and their art pure.

Even the rumor of a musician using magic was enough to destroy their career entirely—and hers hadn’t even begun.

Sofi shook away the memory of the interaction. Neha had always been jealous of Sofi’s innate ability, her natural talent. Sofi would not let the other girl’s baseless accusations get to her. She had never even touched a Paper, so strongly did she eschew magic, so hard did she work to keep herself clean. Deserving. Worthy of one day becoming a Musik herself.

Sofi grabbed her lute from its place on her pillow and brushed the strings lightly, patiently adjusting the tuning pegs. Aell’s perpetual cold meant her strings tended to tense, and if she wasn’t tender with them, the catgut would snap. The body of her lute pressed gently against her stomach, held in place by the crook of her right arm. That hand plucked the strings while her left hand fingered the notes up and down the instrument’s neck.

That shiver returned, the hair on her arms standing at attention as Sofi coaxed sound from her instrument, notes ringing out soft and sincere in her small room. While sometimes the more familiar pieces of her training routine felt tedious, this part never got old: the playing. Piecing her words and her melodies together. Using her hands and her voice and her mind to create something entirely new, something that would not exist were it not for her.

When Sofi played, she had power.

“Did bright Brielle put forth the snow, from where death’s sweaty hand would go,” Sofi sang, her left ring finger pressed tight upon the two strings of her lute’s fourth course. “The devil’s hot, candescent glow did urge her boldly on.”

Sofi played her way through the story of Saint Brielle, the woman who ended the devil’s scorching summer nearly two centuries ago. As Sofi sang her praise for the saint who commanded winter’s wind, the snow outside her bedroom window turned to sleet, hammering against the glass and displacing the crow that had been roosting beneath the slats of the roof. Ice collected in the window’s corners as the view of the snowcapped trees was blurred by wretched, unending white. Sofi sighed bitterly, her fingers falling from her instrument.

Lingering seasons weren’t uncommon in Aell. The Saint’s Summer, when Saint Evaline brought forth the harvest from the icy ground, had come after six years of cold. Saint Brielle’s winter ended ten agonizing years of summer. But Aell’s current winter was pushing seventeen years, longer than any in the history books or the epic tales sung by Musiks.

Sixteen years of snow. A season as old as Sofi.

The cold was all she’d ever known.

She pressed a hand to the frigid windowpane above her desk. Heat from her fingertips leached onto the glass, leaving marks that disappeared almost instantly. Sofi was afraid of fading away that easily, of leaving not a single visible mark on the world.

It was why she worked so hard. Played so often. Practiced so frequently. Why she obeyed her father’s orders and followed the training routine he’d set for her. So many years after its creation, it now held the monotonous familiarity of a lullaby: The first day was for listening, the second for wanting, the third for praying, the fourth for feeling, and the fifth for repenting. But sixth days were special.

Sixth days were for music.

It was a routine more extreme than the methods required of her father’s other students. But that was by choice. Sofi had always been willing to work harder. Push herself further. She would do whatever it took to become her father’s Apprentice and finally be able to perform publicly. Without the Apprentice title, musicians could only play and compose within their own homes. Sofi was far too talented for her songs to be confined within the four walls of her bedroom.

She placed her fingers back on the lute’s strings, picking the song up from its second chorus.

“That’s new.”

Sofi yelped, nearly falling off her chair as Jakko, her best friend and her father’s only live-in student, smiled at her from the doorway, his glossy black curls tumbling dramatically into his eyes.

“What are you doing in here?” Sofi settled her lute carefully back into its case. “The king’s downstairs. Shouldn’t you be groveling?”

Jakko sighed dramatically and flung himself onto her bed, hugging a pillow to his chest. “Jasper didn’t come this time. What’s the point of making an appearance if the prince can’t see me?”

Sofi rolled her eyes as she swept the papers littering her desk into a haphazard pile. “I still think that the alliteration is a little showy, even for you.” She threw her bare foot onto the mattress, nudging Jakko’s side. “I mean, Jasper and Jakko?” She wrinkled her nose in mock distaste. Jakko reached out a hand to tickle her, his golden-brown fingers warm against her toes. She kicked his hand away playfully.

“What are you wearing tonight?” Sofi cast a glance at the dress form that held her ruby-red gown for that evening’s performance. Most days she opted for shapeless, gray wool shifts. Function rather than form. It was a shock each time her father performed publicly: the jewel-toned dresses that appeared in her bedroom; the paint Marie, their housekeeper, would smear on her lips and cheeks; the way Sofi was flaunted about. That public display of self was a different sort of performance entirely.

“Well”—Jakko ran a hand through his curls—“now that Jasper’s not here, I have half a mind not to attend the performance at all.”

“You are,” Sofi laughed, “the least devoted student my father has ever had.”

“Untrue,” Jakko volleyed back. “Remember Thea?”

Sofi put a hand to her heart in mock pain. “Low blow.” Thea had been Sofi’s first crush. Luckily, there had never been any awkwardness or competition between the two of them because Thea was so useless at the lute that Sofi’s father had refused to teach her any further after only three lessons.

Frederik Ollenholt had quite a lot of what he called “artistic integrity” and what other people called “impossible standards.”

“All my blows are low.” Jakko wagged a finger at her. “I should’ve been a flautist.”

Sofi snorted. “You should have. There wasn’t any competition for that Apprenticeship. The only musician that showed up to audition was Therolious Ambor’s own son, Barton.” She made a face her best friend didn’t return. Jakko had suddenly become very interested in her duvet cover.

“What’s wrong?” Sofi moved onto the bed, sticking a finger under Jakko’s chin and tilting it up, forcing him to meet her eyes.

“I’m almost eighteen, Sof.” His voice was soft like a swaying breeze. “If your father doesn’t take his Apprentice in the next few months, I’ve got nothing.” His eyes flitted away from hers again.

“And?” Sofi prompted, even as her stomach squirmed guiltily. She knew Jakko well enough to know when he had more to say.

“And…,” he started, looking pained. “If he chooses me, what does that mean for you?”

It was Sofi’s turn to look away.

While anyone could—for the right price—take lessons from a Musik, the position of a Musik’s Apprentice was both highly coveted and highly competitive. Each Musik took on only one Apprentice in their lifetime. That Apprentice was granted their mentor’s treble clef pin, which allowed them to inherit the title of Musik when the reigning Musik retired or passed on. If Sofi wasn’t chosen as her father’s Apprentice, she would lose the chance of ever becoming a Musik, and the talent she had spent her life honing would become nothing more meaningful than a party trick. Without the title of Musik, Sofi would never make her mark on the world.

“I’d figure something out.” But Sofi’s lie fell flat. There was no other option.

Not for her.

Not every musician had the willpower or discipline to become a Musik. But Sofi, with a dead mother and a father who spent most of his life on the road, had nothing but time. She had dedicated her entire life to ensuring the Muse was on her side. She had been handed a lute at four years old and could read music before she could write her own name. She whiled away hours studying theory, poring over lyrics and rhyme schemes. By the age of eight, she was performing works that tripped up her father’s most seasoned students. Once, when she was ten, she taught herself to play a song holding her lute upside down, just to prove that she could.

But beyond her hard work and dedication, and perhaps most importantly, Sofi was good. Her technical skill was unparalleled; she could play even the most complex melodies after hearing them only once. Sofi was so focused on perfection that any mistake she made—missing a note or striking an errant string, falling out of time or taking a beat too long to make a transition—became a learning experience, an obsession, the same phrase played over and over until she was certain she would never waver again. Even her father, with his signature scrutiny and painfully expressive features, found less and less to criticize as the years went on.

Sofi adored Jakko. He was a good lutenist and an even better friend. But the title of Apprentice would one day be hers.

It had to be.

“Liar.” But Jakko’s voice held no anger, only familiar resignation. He rolled onto his stomach, cheek pressed against her pillow. “Do you ever wish we loved an art that wasn’t so competitive? One that allowed us to use Papers?”

Sofi made a face, thinking of Neha. “Of course not.” She flopped over, nuzzling up next to Jakko. “Anyone can use a Paper to pen a poem about the queen or paint a picture of the king and call themselves an artist. But we create freely, with clean hands and talent alone.”

She offered her hand to Jakko, who pushed her unmarked skin away with a roll of his eyes. There was never any speculation as to which spell a Paper-caster had chosen to employ. Heartbreak, a hand would read, if a poet used a Paper to conjure the feeling necessary to write a poem of longing and loss. Flame, it would warn, if the caster needed fire. It was not uncommon to see Paper-casters whose hands were covered with so many words they appeared to be wearing gloves.

When the Paper’s power faded, so too would the word. The hand that had once flawlessly sketched the face of a king would go back to barely being able to draw a straight line. The fire that had been conjured would begin to dim. If an artist wanted to finish their sketch, if an innkeeper wanted to restoke the flames, first they would need to purchase another Paper.

Sofi shrugged. “What can I say? I love feeling superior.”

Jakko pushed himself up onto his elbows and frowned. “Do you love to feel superior or do you love to suffer? Because, Sofi, those bruises look nasty.”

Sofi swiftly rearranged her skirt to cover her knees. “I do what I have to for my art.” Her voice was hard.

“Of course.” Jakko’s tone was too casual. “Still, don’t you find it odd that your father never included anything like that in my training routine? No praying? No repenting?”

“I suppose,” Sofi said. But what she meant was no. Sofi had been practicing advanced training methods since she was a child. Methods her father’s other students weren’t privy to. Rather than making her feel isolated or alone, this distinction was further proof that becoming a Musik was her destiny.

Sofi reached for Jakko’s hand, twining her fingers in his. His palm was sweaty in that overheated-teenage-boy way. Jakko had been studying with Frederik since Sofi was thirteen and he fifteen. Three years later, they were practically inseparable, no dream too sincere, no competition cutthroat enough to keep them apart. It wouldn’t always be this way, but Sofi knew all too well what it was like to be alone. She would hold on as long as she could to his bright laughter, the way he lit up every room. The way he trusted her.

The way she almost trusted him.

“How come Marie never puts satin sheets on my bed?” Jakko rubbed his cheek theatrically across Sofi’s pillow.

“Because you steal her cheese.” Sofi giggled, squeezing his hand. She wished there were a way for them both to play music, together. That Jakko would not be relegated to nothingness when she was named her father’s successor.

Jakko made an affronted noise. “That’s true,” he finally conceded. “I do.”

“I knew it,” Sofi gasped, gripping Jakko’s wrist.

“Ow,” Jakko whined. “Your calluses are so rough.”

Sofi let go of him, waggling her fingers in his face. “I have the prettiest hands you’ve ever seen.”

“That’s not necessarily what I’d call them.” Jakko swatted at her, finally pushing himself up and off her bed. “Now, come on, Lady Ollenholt.” He offered her his hand. “Let’s go greet the king.”



By the time Sofi and Jakko arrived in the parlor, the pastries had been reduced to crumbs and the tea had gone cold. Marie tutted beneath her breath as she met them in the doorway. The housekeeper reached up to tuck one of Sofi’s unruly brown curls tenderly behind her ear.

“There you are.” Frederik’s expression was pinched despite the light bravado of his voice.

“Jakko. Sofi.” King Jovan’s voice was a deep bass that resonated warmly within his chest. He got to his feet, unmistakably royal, his brown skin flawlessly smooth, his beard closely cropped, his clothes perfectly tailored, his penchant for gold striking against his warm complexion and his glittering brown eyes. “Give your king a hug, then.” He opened his arms to Sofi, looking for all the world more fatherly than Frederik.

Sofi moved to him, inhaling the scent of sap and pine and the sweet sharp slice of perfume. Her father wasn’t a hugger, and Marie, despite her mothering tendencies, preferred to fuss rather than to envelop. It was not lost on Sofi how absurd it was that the most consistent embraces she received were from the king of her country.

“How are you, Your Majesty?” Sofi asked as they broke apart. Up close, there were shadows beneath his eyes.

“I look a sight, don’t I?” the king asked humorlessly. “I’ve just come from a meeting of the Council of Regents. Twenty years a king, yet I’m still paying for the sins of my father.”

Sofi’s brow furrowed sympathetically. The Papers commissioned by Jovan’s father, King Ashe, had generated incredible wealth for their country. But that power had increased Ashe’s greed tenfold, and he’d soon set his sights beyond Aell to the countries who served the Hollow God. The Hollow God’s followers lived by the pillars of piety, simplicity, hard work, and suffering. Unregulated magic had no place in their world.

So King Ashe was careful to position the Papers as everything witches were not: careful, contained, and controllable. Yet once the deals were done, the new Papers he’d sold hadn’t worked as the originals had. This magic turned volatile and downright dangerous. Instead of a Paper that commanded water buckets to carry themselves, the Kingdom of Tique faced a slew of slimy newts that sent a sickness through the country’s waterways. Heinous burns cropped up on the faces of Dolgesh citizens who had used glamours to polish their appearances. And when the Queen of Roth’s personal chef used a Paper to speed up the simmering of a stew, the monarch found herself suddenly and violently ill.

The Council of Regents—made up of rulers from those neighboring monarchies—began to suspect that Ashe had been using the power of witches to expand his empire by weakening theirs. In retribution, they built the Gate, which closed their borders to all citizens of Aell, keeping Aellinians alone. Contained.

“Of course,” the king continued, his hand heavy on Sofi’s shoulder, “you wouldn’t know anything about that. I cannot wait for your father to transport us all with his performance tonight. I do believe the entire Guild will be in attendance.” His eyes fell tenderly on Frederik like a mother bird to a hatchling.

The five members of the Guild of Musiks were King Jovan’s peace offering to the Council of Regents—proof that Aell held no ill will against its neighbors. That its citizens could create even when their hands were clean of magic. The instruments of the Guild—lute, lyre, drum, flute, and accordion—were the only ones allowed to be played in public. Musiks were the only Aellinians allowed through the Gate.

King Jovan had high hopes that it would be the Guild who would ultimately convince the Council to reopen the border and let Aell rejoin the world.

“Yes,” the king continued, “it’s shaping up to be a most exciting evening.”

Sofi could feel Jakko’s eyes on the back of her neck. These days, gathering the entire Guild in one room was a feat. When Sofi was younger, she had accompanied Frederik to many a performance, traveling by coach to towns all across Aell to see his fellow Musiks perform in gilded theaters. But those performances had been fewer and farther between as of late.

Tonight was already a significant occasion. But as the king’s eyes glittered mischievously, reflecting the roaring fire in the hearth behind him, it was clear something greater was afoot.

“Certainly, Your Majesty,” Sofi agreed, curiosity mounting. “A most exciting evening indeed.”






TWO

TWENTY MINUTES before Frederik was set to take the stage, a member of the Kingsguard opened the front door of Saint Ogden’s Theatre, and Jakko and Sofi stepped into a wave of sound. The lobby smelled like a greenhouse, oversaturated with conflicting floral perfumes emanating from the delicate skin of ladies’ wrists. A cacophony of voices echoed off the ceiling, where a sprawling mural depicted summer—a season that had not been seen in sixteen years.

Saint Ogden’s Theatre had been constructed hundreds of years before the Papers were published. Sofi didn’t have much of an eye for architecture, but the building had its tells—specifically the lush green of the plants and the vividly rendered flowers twisted around trellises painted above the crowd’s heads.

If she squinted, Sofi could see the careful brushstrokes, the places where the artist had poured their soul into the painting. The lines weren’t eerily straight, the colors not overly smooth like the paintings of Paper-casters. There were no frantic swipes, as though the magic guiding the artist’s hand was running out and the artist hoped to complete the work without having to purchase another Paper. It had been painted by an artist with nothing but time—something increasingly rare these days.

The artistry spoke to her. Jakko called her a snob for preferring art made without Papers, but Sofi disagreed. What was art if it did not come from hard work and devotion? If it was not tended to and grown in the careful pockets of one’s heart?

Jakko tugged on Sofi’s sleeve. “I think I see Braeden standing underneath the sconces. How do I look?”

Sofi laughed softly at Jakko’s mention of the mayor’s son and straightened his gray suit jacket. “Prince Jasper really doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

Jakko ran a hand through his curls, making them look perfectly disheveled. “Meet you at our seats.” He winked, then disappeared into the throng.

Sofi hummed softly to herself as she moved through the crowd toward the theater’s marble staircase. She caught pockets of conversations as she darted around bustles and ducked beneath tuxedo-clad elbows.

“—haven’t been to the theater for ages,” said a gray-haired woman clutching golden opera glasses to the bridge of her long nose. “I’ve been looking for a reason to break out my silks.” She ran a hand tenderly down the side of her skirt, rubbing the violet-hued fabric between her gnarled fingers. Sofi caught a flash of several words written on the woman’s skin.

Sofi rolled her shoulders back, fidgeting with the collar of her own elaborate gown. The long red sleeves were skintight—she had almost no range of motion beyond lifting a hand to accept a greeting or reaching into her pocket to produce her ticket.

“I purchased a new Paper for tonight,” the gray-haired woman’s companion replied. “Even though it was far more expensive than I recalled. Ah well,” she said airily. “I never could have done this hairstyle on my own.” She put a hand lovingly to the expanse of complicated swoops and sparkling pins that made up her elaborate bouffant. Not a single hair was out of place. Her skin read chignon.

It was eerie how casually people donned the level of polish the Papers offered. Where others fawned over the results of Paper-made glamours, that level of calculated, pristine perfection made Sofi uncomfortable. Humans were messy and complex. It pained her that magic disguised that potential for failure with a fleeting sense of flawlessness.

“Now, children, you must promise to sit still.” A father knelt on the plush carpet beside two young children. “This is an incredible opportunity. Perhaps one day, if you’re lucky, it will be you upon that stage.”

The children’s eyes widened with awe even as they fidgeted in their finery. Sofi stifled a snort as she left the family behind. Luck had nothing to do with musicianship. Hard work and dedication, now, those were the real factors. One could not hope and make music. One could not rely on luck to pen a song. Music was about tenderness, care, and devotion—things Sofi had not often been on the receiving end of from her father. She had instead learned to love and be loved through music.

“The carriage ride was terrible. So many potholes this far north,” came a pinched voice to Sofi’s left. “Saints, I miss the summer.” She winced as the speaker hacked a loud cough into a handkerchief.

Before she could take another step forward, her ears perked up at the reply from his companion: “No one demanded you attend, Tambor.” A woman’s voice, soft and warm as a crackling fire.

“I am a member of the Guild of Musiks,” came the affronted reply. “My presence is requir—ouch!” The speaker gave a furious yelp as Sofi barreled past the simpering figure of Therolious Ambor and flung herself into the arms of Denna Mab.

Denna did not miss a beat, but then, she was a Musik, and keeping time was one of her specialties. She lifted Sofi into her arms and planted a giant kiss on her cheek.

“I’d know those curls anywhere.” Denna laughed as Sofi inhaled her familiar scent of jasmine blossoms and cedar—the same wood that made up the body of her famous lyre. “How are you, Sofi-girl?”

Sofi grinned up at Denna, the woman’s dark brown skin glowing in the warm light of the lobby, the reflection of the crystal chandeliers twinkling in her brown eyes. Her long braids were twisted up in an intricate topknot.

“Better now,” Sofi said honestly. Denna hadn’t been to Juuri in nearly three years. “You haven’t been avoiding me, have you?” she asked, suddenly stricken by the thought.

Denna was her favorite of the five Guild members, always making time to ask about Sofi’s study, the only one beyond Frederik who seemed truly invested in her dream of one day joining the Guild. But it wasn’t just her kindness—which, as Sofi knew from personal experience, was not necessary to become a Musik—that left an ache in the center of Sofi’s chest.

It was Denna’s playing.

Her songs were like a drink of water after a deep sleep, like being tucked into bed by someone who loved you. Sofi wept at the end of each performance when Denna’s fingers lifted from the strings of her lyre. It wasn’t until she’d heard Denna play that Sofi realized music could take a heart apart and put it back together again. It wasn’t until she’d heard Denna sing that she’d learned to love music, not just as something that connected her to her father, but as something that gave her an identity of her own.

“Darling,” Denna laughed, using her thumb to wipe away the smudge her lip paint had left on Sofi’s cheek, “if there’s anyone in this town I’m avoiding, it certainly isn’t you.”

Sofi couldn’t blame her there. She herself had gotten quite good at avoiding Frederik Ollenholt, and they lived in the same house. “Well, at any rate”—Sofi clutched Denna’s arm—“I’m so happy to see you. Please tell me you’ll be taking the stage in the second half?” It had been years since Frederik had allowed Sofi to attend one of Denna’s performances.

“If the Muse allows it.” Denna grinned. “She knows I’m a terrible audience member.”

“I will not be performing,” came the reedy voice of Therolious Ambor. Sofi turned to give him a tight-lipped smile. She had never particularly cared for Tambor, as the Guild members called him. He was a flautist, and, according to her father, skilled at blowing air up everywhere. Tambor and Frederik had always had an intense rivalry, despite the fact that they were both Guild members and therefore frequented the same circles and performances. Sofi had never been quite as taken with Tambor’s music as she had been with her father’s or Denna’s, but then, she was rather partial to stringed instruments, which allowed the musician to write lyrics as well as melodies. Without words, Tambor’s performances always felt a bit lacking.

“What a… shame, Master Tambor.” Sofi dipped her head in faux reverence to hide her smile. When she had regained her composure and returned her gaze to the Musiks, Tambor was staring at her suspiciously.

He opened his mouth to speak, no doubt to insult Sofi’s father in some new, creative way, but he was interrupted by the theater chimes signifying that the performance was about to begin. The lobby fell to a hush as the sweet tinkle of silver filled the air. Then, all at once, the roar returned as hundreds of people rushed to find their seats.

“I’ll see you soon, Sofi-girl.” Denna squeezed Sofi’s elbow. “Got to head to our seats. Yve and Raffe are probably already in the front row waiting to chastise us for our tardiness.” She smiled softly at the mention of the final two Guild members. Sofi bade Denna farewell. Tambor merely grunted at her. Then the Musiks were swallowed by the crowd.

Sofi stood a moment, alone, watching the lobby empty. There was an energy that filled a theater before a performance, a rumble deep in her chest that hit almost as hard as when Raffe, the Guild’s percussionist, whacked their largest drum with a mallet. She wanted to drink in every moment.

“Excuse me, miss.” A green-vested usher who looked to be about Sofi’s own sixteen years hovered nervously next to her. “Do you need help finding your seat?”

“No, thank you.” Sofi smiled, patting the ticket in her pocket. As family of the performer, her seat was in a private box at the top of the theater, nestled between the royal box and the other curtained boxes sold to the highest bidders. “I know exactly where I’m going.”

“Better hurry.” The usher nodded toward the marble staircase. “The show is about to begin.”

Sofi headed up the stairs, clutching her giant skirt in one hand, her shoes slick against the polished marble. Halfway up, she slipped, her feet flying out from beneath her. Sofi tensed, waiting for the bright burst of pain as her temple hit the stone below. Instead, a strong hand closed around her arm and yanked her upright, steadying her on the stair that had nearly been her undoing. Sofi caught a glimpse of the letter F, midnight black against white skin.

“All right there?”

Sofi looked up to thank her savior, and her stomach did a somersault. The girl before her was beautiful, all blushing cheeks and silky white-blond hair in perfect ringlet curls. Her lips were stained the color of a summer berry, and her eyelashes were so long they practically touched the sky. Sofi swayed slightly, heart skipping a beat as the girl steadied her again. Her long, perfect hands held fast to Sofi’s arm. Even the curling words that signified the use of Papers looked elegant and seductive on her skin: curve, flush, poise.

Heat flooded Sofi’s cheeks. She had never been so grateful for Marie’s skill at face paint and hairstyling. She would have otherwise faded hopelessly next to this girl, who was the cherub in a chapel painting, the subject of a poet’s meandering profession of love. This girl looked like magic, but for the first time in her life, Sofi didn’t care.

“Thank you.” Sofi curtsied awkwardly, stomach sinking as she realized exactly how ridiculous she likely looked. Why had she curtsied? Pretty girls had always made her a bit silly, but usually she managed to keep herself upright, at least.

“Of course.” The girl removed her hands. Sofi’s arm burned where her touch had been. “This is a special occasion. No reason to ruin it with a black eye.” Her eyes lingered on Sofi’s, sending her stomach again into a spirited flutter.

“Much obliged,” she managed. “I’m Sofi.”

“I’m Lara.” The girl’s lips quirked into a smile as she offered her hand. “It’s a pleasure.” Sofi’s cheeks flushed warmer still as their fingers met.

They stood on the steps, hand in hand, until a sharp voice called out from above. “Laravelle,” it barked. Lara flinched. A tuxedoed man at least ten years Lara’s senior glowered down at her from the top of the stairs.

“That’s me.” She pursed her lips. “Unfortunately, my full name makes me sound like a piece of furniture.”

Sofi bit back a grin. “Or at the very least, a pink satin pillow.”

Lara looked down at the rose-colored silk of her dress. “I don’t just sound like one.” She giggled. “I look like one, too.” She gestured to the bows on her sleeves, which were tied so perfectly no human hand could have done it. Above them, the tuxedoed man cleared his throat. “Bye, then.” Lara hurried up the steps and disappeared through a curtain to the right.

Sofi gripped the railing, steadying herself. Then she barreled up the stairs to the left and slipped through the forest-green curtain of the Musiks’ Box.

“Where have you been?” Jakko blinked up at her through his thick eyelashes. “Your father’s already tuning. Normally you’re hanging over the box by now, imagining what you’ll look like one day on that stage.” He squinted at her through the darkening theater. “What’s the matter with you? You’re all flushed.”

“I’m fine,” Sofi insisted as she settled herself in the plush green-velvet chair, spreading her skirt around her carefully to avoid any wrinkles. “I just… got caught up.”

Jakko looked at her skeptically but mercifully didn’t push. Sofi leaned forward, resting her elbows on the box’s railing, scanning the crowd, telling herself she wasn’t looking for Lara. Unfortunately, the patrons in the private boxes were cast in shadows, so Sofi moved her gaze to the level below. There was not an empty seat in sight.

Performances by Musiks were rare enough for the event to be considered a veritable who’s who of Aell society. Ticket prices were high—the going rate for box seats like Sofi’s was enough to feed a family of four comfortably for half a year. But the Guild of Musiks held the fate of Aell’s trade embargo in their calloused hands. Such a high price kept them comfortable, allowing them to create uninhibited by earthly woes. They could devote all their time to the Muse and to their work. That freedom inspired greatness.

Sofi’s father spent his days composing new works that would be canonized, new songs to enter the history books, to be learned and performed by other musicians the whole world over. Words immortalized. Melodies memorized. It made Musiks immutable. Permanent. Everlasting.

Sofi’s mother, on the other hand, had left no mark on the world. She featured in no stories told by Frederik or Marie, had penned no diaries recounting her days, had not even left behind a portrait that revealed her face. In fact, were it not for her daughter, Sofi’s mother might not have existed at all. Sofi had spent countless nights mourning that emptiness and contemplating that absence. She refused to go out in a similar way. Sofi would not spend her life playing music for only herself. Her words warranted an audience. Her songs deserved to be sung long after she’d returned to dust.

She had to become a Musik.

A spotlight blinked to life, bathing Frederik, who stood center stage, in warm golden light. His instrument sparkled like a gleaming smile, for Frederik Ollenholt’s lute was made of bone.

Sofi had always coveted her father’s instrument. The careful construction of its round body, which tucked perfectly into the crevice of her father’s arm. The gleaming snow-white neck with glittering silver frets. The lush sweep of the strings that hummed against his fingers. It was the finest lute Sofi had ever seen. And one day, when she inherited his title of Musik, it would be hers.

On the stage below, Frederik struck a careful note, plucking the first, then third, then fifth courses as he started the familiar melody of “The Ballad of Sir Ellis,” a tense, ninety-minute epic detailing the life and death of one of Aell’s most famous knights. The tune was bright like the early hours of morning as Frederik sang Sir Ellis’s early life, the ships he sailed and the swords he forged.

Twelve verses in, the melody turned windy, like a ship in a storm, as Frederik sang of the loss of the knight’s true love, Lord Ackles, who was captured during an enemy raid. After an hour, the song turned sharp and staccato as it recounted the way Sir Ellis had tended to battle and led his army to reclaim Castle Lochlear.

Even though the audience knew how the story ended, Sofi could see them leaning forward in their seats, the rhythm of her father’s careful fingerpicking mimicking the seconds ticking down on a clock. And finally, at the end of the song, great, wild smacks loosened and shook free the notes that followed Sir Ellis to the end of his life, as he returned to the ground from whence he came, his sword ready for the next who would free it from the earth below.

Frederik never wavered. His fingers flew and struck and plucked and brushed the strings, jumping from note to note. It was a dizzying dance, one that Sofi tracked diligently. Her father did not even break a sweat. Even after bearing witness to so many of his performances, Sofi still found it inspiring, how calm and collected Frederik was as he sang, so proficient at his craft that it seemed as though he had nothing in his hands at all.

When the final note rang out through the theater, the crowd leaped to their feet. That a person could carry them through the ever-changing emotions of human life in the span of ninety minutes, that one could compose a ballad that so neatly encompassed a legacy… that was the true gift of a Musik.

A slew of ruby-red roses sailed through the theater and landed at Frederik’s feet. Sofi scanned the upper circle for the source of such opulence. To grow anything in Aell required a greenhouse and constant upkeep to prevent the snow from stealing the fragile blossoms. As she surveyed the crowd, her eyes caught on her savior giving a standing ovation in a box to the far right of the theater.

Lara was openly weeping, kohl streaming down her cheeks like a river, hands clasped to her heart. Even from a distance, she was beautiful. But more than that, Sofi was touched by her reaction. The story of Sir Ellis was beautiful, yes, but it was familiar. No one would be reduced to tears solely because of the content. No, Lara’s reaction had something to do with the performance, which made Sofi’s heart skip another beat. Someday, perhaps Sofi might inspire that same level of emotion in Lara with her performances.

She quite liked the idea of that.

As she daydreamed of one day being the Ollenholt who knelt down to gather roses from an adoring audience, the applause faded to a whispered hush. Sofi startled as King Jovan took the stage. She and Jakko exchanged a curious glance. This wasn’t in the program. Usually another Guild member would play while the show’s featured Musik took a moment to tune and prepare for their second song. Instead, the King of Aell smiled out at the crowd.

“I do apologize for the interruption,” he said, “but I have a bit of news I wish to share with you all.” Sofi frowned down at her father, who looked just as uncertain as she felt. “The Guild of Musiks began, as you all know, as a way to repair our relationship with the rest of the world due to some”—the king paused—“unfortunate circumstances with the Papers.”

Beside Sofi, Jakko rolled his eyes. That was certainly one way to describe the plague of moths that had descended upon the country of Eruth, or the well water that had turned to blood in the Republic of Kip.

“But I am pleased to announce that our efforts are finally beginning to pay off. In fact, our offering has been met with such support that the Council of Regents has requested a new generation of Musiks. Once the newest Guild members have completed their tour, the Council will begin the destruction of the Gate.”

The crowd began to buzz in earnest. When the Gate had been built to keep citizens of Aell out of the wider world, the country had not panicked.

At first.

But when Aell fell into a seemingly endless winter while the rest of the world remained unaffected, its citizens could not flee. Crops withered. The piles of gold in the treasury dwindled. The supply of original Papers, unaffected by rogue magic, was limited. And those Papers that did still exist couldn’t conjure food, or water, or the seasons. Despite the Papers’ ability to make fire, the warmth never lasted long enough for anything to grow. After sixteen years of winter, people had begun to believe the Hollow God had cursed their country for still worshipping the saints. In hopes of changing their circumstances, some of the country’s citizens had begun to quietly convert.

“Which means,” King Jovan continued, “that it is time for the Guild members to pass on their titles.”

Jakko gasped. Frederik looked stricken. Sofi leaned so far forward over the railing of the theater box she threatened to fall onto the orchestra seating below. Every other Musik had already named an Apprentice. Frederik alone had yet to pass along his pin. Sofi hardly dared to breathe as the king continued to speak.

“Master Ollenholt has served his country diligently,” the king continued, “always postponing his own retirement for the good of the Guild. But, Frederik,” the king said, squeezing the Musik’s shoulder jovially, “it is finally time to name your Apprentice.” King Jovan winked cheekily up at Sofi and Jakko, who were hyperventilating in the Musiks’ Box. “Your king demands it.”






THREE

THE AUDITION was to be held at Saint Ogden’s Theatre on a sixth day, a coincidence so fortuitous that Sofi assumed it had been planned by the Muse herself.

For three days she holed up in her bedroom and practiced, eschewing everything but the plates of biscuits and pitchers of water Marie placed outside her door. The housekeeper was all too familiar with the ways of the artist, having served the Ollenholt family for more than twenty years.

Sofi refused to emerge from her room for anyone, not even Jakko, who, on the fourth day, while Sofi was in the fetal position, feeling, had pounded on the door with the palm of his hand. On the fifth day he rapped seven times, employing the secret rhythm they’d invented for emergencies. But Sofi was repenting, rocking back and forth on the floor, calling out to the Muse.

On the sixth day, Jakko did not knock at all.

Sofi’s hands shook as she buttoned up her gray wool dress. She had opted to wear something simple for the audition so as to let her skill speak for itself. She brushed her hair back into a messy bun and examined herself in the looking glass. Her dark curls had already gone rogue, threatening to escape from her bun. Her face was pale. Sofi pinched her cheeks until small blots of red bloomed.

“Well then.” She spoke matter-of-factly to her reflection as though this wasn’t the most important day of her life. As though all of her training, her suffering, her sacrifice, had not been building up to this one pivotal afternoon. “I suppose this is it.”

She tore herself away from the mirror, from the damned hope reflected in her eyes. Hope, Sofi knew, was inconsequential. Today was about talent, nothing more. This was exactly what her father had been preparing her for, the reason for the careful, purposeful restraint that his training routine had built within her. Sofi had to stay in control. Of her body, her heart, her mind. Her instrument. She had to guard her performance from anything that might interfere. No flicker of nerves, no spark of hope. Just Sofi, her lute, and the music.

Tenderly, as though tucking a baby in for a nap, Sofi settled her wooden lute into its case. The velvet lining had torn in two places, stuffing spilling out like snow, and there was a crack on the neck of her instrument, which her father had refused to let her repair. If you always fix a thing, then you will not understand the consequences of breaking, Frederik had said, which Sofi thought unfair given that she had inherited the lute with the mar already on it.

Once she was named her father’s Apprentice, however, she would finally be permitted to play his bone lute. And when she inherited his title of Musik, the instrument would be hers. Should her father wish to come out of retirement to perform, it would be Frederik who would have to ask Sofi for permission to play the bone lute.

Securing the strap of the lute case over her shoulder, Sofi emerged into the hallway. The house was oddly still. On such an important day, Sofi had expected more bustling about. But the hallways were silent. No footsteps echoed up from the entryway below. Frowning, Sofi headed to the east wing toward Jakko’s bedroom. There was no sound from behind his door. Sofi didn’t bother to knock, she merely flung the door open. But the room was dark and cold. The curtains were drawn, and no embers lingered in the hearth. Jakko, who was the messiest person Sofi had ever known, appeared to have tidied up. His bed was made. It was all incredibly strange.

Sofi told herself that Jakko was merely nervous. Nerves could do a lot to a person. Only that morning, she had stumbled over the words in the Muse’s Prayer, something she’d had memorized for over ten years. When she descended the stairs, she’d find Jakko pacing the entryway, his brown eyes alight and his black curls glossy. He’d squeeze her arm, and all would be well.

But when Sofi reached the front door, there was no sign of her best friend.

Her heart leaped when she heard soft footsteps on the mahogany floors, but it was only Marie bringing Sofi her traveling furs.

“Where’s Jakko?” Sofi asked as the housekeeper blanketed her in a heavy brown cloak.

“You’re late, dear,” Marie said, ignoring her question as she pulled the furs tightly beneath Sofi’s chin. “Your father’s already in the carriage.”

“But—” A blast of cold wind burst forth as Marie wrenched open the front door. The wind howled like the scrape of a bow across untuned violin strings. Sofi stumbled through the storm toward the dark outline of the carriage and the team of restless sleigh dogs. The footman, Vaun, whose irritated expression was mostly hidden behind his gigantic scarf, yanked open the door and practically shoved Sofi inside. She landed ungracefully at her father’s feet, sprawled beside his lute case.

“Nice of you to join me.” Frederik Ollenholt was dressed all in black as though in mourning. Not a single snowflake clung to his furs. His beard had been freshly trimmed to a sharp V, which only stood to make him look more disappointed than usual.

He was alone.

“Where’s Jakko?” Sofi struggled with her furs as she attempted to remove her lute case from her shoulder.

“It appears that Master Lang no longer hears the calling of the Muse,” Frederik said evenly. “When I woke this morning, his room was cleared out, and he’d left his lute behind.”

The carriage lurched forward, sending Sofi sprawling backward onto the opposite bench. Her blood had gone cold, icy dread filling her veins. “That isn’t possible,” she said shakily. “Jakko loves music. He wouldn’t just… leave before the audition.”

“And yet”—Frederik stroked his beard—“it appears that he has.”

Sofi tore at the furs tucked tightly around her neck. She was starting to feel suffocated. “He wouldn’t just go.” Her voice cracked. “He wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.”

Frederik made a soft noise in the back of his throat. “Are you certain?”

Sofi shook her head uncomprehendingly, trying to fight back the burn of tears threatening to spill from her eyes. “He’s my best friend.”

“Best friend,” Frederik scoffed. “You cannot be friends with the competition. Surely you know that. Success is a green-faced monster, Sofi. People become jealous. Vindictive. No.” Her father’s gray eyes were dark. “When you are a Musik, you must trust no one but yourself. Do you understand me?” His voice was urgent. Rough.

“I…” Sofi was having trouble forming words. Her best friend had abandoned her. But her father had also said when she was a Musik, not if. “I do.”

“Good.” Frederik slumped back against the carriage wall, suddenly drained of all intensity.

The storm continued as they flew toward the theater, the silver runners of the carriage slicing neatly through the banks of snow. They passed a copse of firs cloaked so thoroughly in white they offered not even a hint of green to the endless, monotonous landscape. Flurries of snowflakes tapped a rhythm against the frosted window. Sofi began to play a counterpoint on her thigh, the steady beat of her fingers helping to calm her racing mind.

With Jakko gone—confusingly, inexplicably… gone—there was not a single lutenist Sofi knew of who would pose even the slightest challenge. She had of course observed her father’s other students diligently, sometimes even resorting to crouching beneath his desk or hiding in the study’s closet in order to better study their abilities. There was Braeden, who had spent months devising a fingerpicking method that Sofi taught herself in a manner of minutes. Neha had the singing voice of a saint but never seemed to do anything other than brush her lute’s strings lightly, as though she were afraid of hurting the instrument. There were others, of course, who held some skill. But there were many, many more who had only made it through a handful of sessions before their names were scratched off her father’s student roster.

While Frederik did not require his other students to obey Sofi’s routine of days, he was still strict with them, offering more critique than comfort, more disappointed sighs than rounds of applause. But that had never bothered Sofi. She did not seek anything other than the truth. She wanted to be the best, which meant she had to work the hardest, grow the fastest, want it the most.

Across the carriage, Frederik’s arms were crossed, his right fingers tapping chaotically on his left shoulder. Sofi tried to identify the pattern—it was a game they sometimes played, trading rhythms back and forth in subtle ways while the world carried on around them. Music was its own language, and for Sofi and Frederik it had always been easier to speak through notes and sounds and songs than it was to exchange words.

But the longer Sofi studied her father’s flying fingers, the clearer it became that there was no reason or rhyme to his fidgeting.

“Everything all right, Father?” Sofi chanced a glance at his face, which was, as expected, rather pinched.

His fingers stopped moving. The sudden stillness was unsettling. “I am not ready to retire,” he said simply. “I don’t understand what a new generation will bring to the world that the current Guild members cannot offer.” He sniffed. “I’m sure they cited all the usual reasons: new voices, new perspective. Well”—he turned his face to the window, which was now almost completely frosted over—“I don’t know what’s wrong with my perspective. I have offered a mere five hundred epics to the canon since I took my title twenty years ago. I am only just about to enter my prime.” His gaze remained fixed on the foggy glass.

Sofi pulled her furs more tightly around her and flexed her fingers, which had gone stiff with cold. The chill inside the carriage wasn’t just from the snow outside. There was a storm brewing within her father, too. She was relieved when she heard the driver shout, when the carriage began to slow, when the door was wrenched open and her father and his bone lute disappeared into the flurry. Sofi gathered her own lute, steeled her nerves, and followed.



Saint Ogden’s Theatre was different in the daylight. Without the warm glow of lit sconces and flames dancing from the crystal chandeliers, the forest-green carpet and curtains looked black. The mural on the ceiling cast summer into shadow, and the bright flowers jeered down at Sofi’s snow-matted fur and damp curls.

Luckily, Sofi wasn’t being judged on her appearance.

She shrugged off her outer layer, the snow leaving wet spots on the carpet, and offered it to an usher who was darting frantically about. It was the same boy from the performance who’d sent her up the stairs where she’d nearly tumbled to her death—or at the very least, embarrassment. To have fallen fully on her face in front of Lara, the glittering girl who’d come to her aid, would have been devastating. Not that she stood a chance with a girl that clever and quick, regardless.

Sofi was quite proficient at pining—she’d harbored affections for girls before, caught up in their smiles or singing voices or silky curls. But she’d never moved beyond yearning. Any time she got too close, her father’s voice would echo through her head: A true musician never loves anything more than the music.

Anyway, it wasn’t as though Sofi was ever going to see Lara again.

Wind howled as the front door flew open and the remaining four Guild members overtook the lobby, stamping snow loose from their boots, shaking off their furs and piling them into a heap in the tiny usher’s arms.

“Well, then.” Yve, the short, spry accordionist with straight black hair and bangs that fell across her forehead like a curtain, clapped her hands, and the lobby fell silent. Sofi finally registered that she wasn’t alone. Figures littered the perimeter of the room, clutching lute-shaped cases to their chests. A quick count revealed that there were ten hopefuls vying for the title of Frederik’s Apprentice. “Show me your clean hands, and then we’ll get you all on the list. Your name acts as your signature—agreeing to accept the responsibilities of the Guild, should you be chosen.” Yve’s eyes met Sofi’s. She winked. That settled Sofi’s nerves, some.

One by one, the hopeful students sauntered forward to add their names to Yve’s list. Sofi hung back, watching as each of them offered their hands for Yve to examine before picking up the quill. Some were accompanied by fussing parents, others by partners, their fingers intertwined.

When Sofi stepped forward, she did so alone, Jakko’s absence more glaring than ever.

“Good luck, Sofi-girl,” Denna whispered as Sofi held quill over parchment.

Sofi scrawled her name in thick black ink, each scratch of the nib echoing in her ears. “I don’t need luck.” She handed the quill back to Yve, who tucked it behind her ear.

Denna grinned. “I know you don’t.” She gave Sofi’s arm a squeeze, and then she followed the rest of the Guild members into the auditorium.

Frenzied whispers broke out among the assembled auditioners as instruments were gathered and a procession paraded into the theater. Sofi noted Braeden and Neha both trickle past her without so much as an acknowledgment. Her eyes registered a few younger students, likely there for the experience more than anything. It wasn’t every day a musician got to perform for the Guild of Musiks.

In the theater, the lights were low. One lone beam of light shone on the stage, illuminating the spot Frederik had stood three days prior. During the first few auditions, Sofi slumped in a plush velvet seat in the back row of the theater, eyes closed as she measured their performances. She kept waiting to feel her chair shake, courtesy of Jakko’s excited, restless energy beside her. He was always fiddling. Fidgeting. Forward momentum, he always said. Annoying, Sofi always corrected.

But the seats stayed still.

The first lutenist was too stiff, fingernails clanging against the strings as they moved from course to course, leaving a sharp ringing through the empty hall that sounded like the strike of a hammer against steel. The second was too loose, taking great sweeping strokes on the strings with their right hand so that the lute rang out like the lazy snores of a drunk uncle.

The third performer was good enough that Sofi opened her eyes. Neha stood on the stage, her shoulders tense, but her fingers were smart and fluid. She was a different player than she had been the last time Sofi had bothered to spy on her lesson. Her voice was pure as she sang “The Song of the Last Summer,” which had been penned by Frederik Ollenholt himself. The performers before her had stuck to simple harvest songs. Neha was taking a risk, performing a song written by the Musik she hoped to one day replace. It was a bold move—one Sofi respected.

She was planning to do the exact same thing.

As the verse took the double-time turn into the chorus, Neha’s fingers slipped. Her voice wavered. The song fell to pieces. Neha began to weep. “Thank you,” called a sharp voice from the audience. It was clear from Frederik’s tone that there would be no second chance. Her former teacher’s dispassion served only to make Neha cry harder. Sofi’s heart very nearly went out to the girl as she stumbled off the stage. There was nothing more devastating than a final note left unplayed. Still, if Neha had practiced more diligently, as Sofi had suggested only days before, perhaps she would not have faltered.
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