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        Getting Up


        There were some days when get­ting out of bed was a tri­al. Vi­o­la cracked open her eyes and co­ntem­plat­ed the dis­tance to the bath­room, try­ing to de­cide if re­liev­ing the pres­sure in her blad­der was worth the dis­com­fort of leav­ing her bla­nkets.

A po­und­ing in her head made it im­pos­si­ble to drift back to sleep. Her body twinged and her skin crawled, in­creas­ing the pres­sure on her sens­es un­til she felt her­self be­ing dragged into wa­ke­ful­ness.

With a groan, she o­pened her eyes and threw back her cov­ers. It was cold. She shiv­ered and grabbed her bla­nkets a­gain. She could hold it in a lit­tle lo­nger, at least un­til she could no lo­nger ig­nore it.

The po­und­ing con­ti­nued steadi­ly.

She rolled over. Her own smell, days with­out a show­er, waft­ed over her and she pulled a face.

When the beat­ing moved to the oth­er side of her head, she re­al­ized it wasn’t in­side her. So­me­one was po­und­ing at the door. The steady beat filled the room. It could al­most be a metro­nome from the con­sis­tent rhythm and force. There was only one per­son who knocked like that.

Vi­o­la took a deep breath. “Go away, Mudd!”

Her part­ner con­ti­nued to knock on the door, nev­er vary­ing from his beat. There were times when his con­sis­ten­cy saved them from spoil­ing a crime scene or de­fend­ing the evi­dence, but there were oth­er times when it was just an­noy­ing.

“Mudd! Go away.”

The po­und­ing stopped. “I can­not, I need your as­sis­tance.” He al­ways spoke in an even tone. She was im­pressed he raised his voice e­nough to be heard through her door.

“No,” she mut­tered and shoved her face into her pil­low. It felt oily but she couldn’t find the en­er­gy to find a cle­aner sec­tion.

The po­und­ing re­sumed.

Af­ter what felt like years, she fi­nal­ly forced her­self out of bed. She start­ed for the door but then de­cid­ed to han­dle a more press­ing need in her bath­room be­fore an­swe­ring it.

He stopped knock­ing only when she turned the door­knob. When she lo­oked out­side, he stood with his hands at his side sta­ring di­rect­ly at her.

Mudd was not im­pos­ing or im­pres­sive. He stood al­most ex­act­ly five feet tall. The top of his head was bald with neat­ly trimmed fri­nge on the sides. His out­fit was im­pec­ca­ble, neat­ly pressed and only had a few wrin­kles a­ro­und the shoul­ders. She could have sworn he was dressed for work. Re­flex­ive­ly, she lo­oked down but didn’t see his guard bracelet a­ro­und his wrist. She breathed as sigh of re­lief, if he wasn’t work­ing, that meant he wasn’t there to pull her into a fo­ren­sics case.

“It’s still the we­e­kend,” he said in a low, al­most mo­no­tone voice. Af­ter years of work­ing with him, she was al­ways sur­prised when he raised it.

“Then why are you here?” She yawned and le­aned a­gainst the door frame. Her sle­e­ping shirt clung to her skin and she caught an­oth­er whiff of her scent. Afraid he would no­tice, she strug­gled to keep her nose from wrin­kling. She de­spe­rate­ly ne­eded to bathe and his look of dis­ap­proval would be too much for her at the mo­ment.

Mudd shrugged and lo­oked down the hall to­ward the rest of the doors in the apart­ment. “I have work-ad­ja­cent tasks that need your at­ten­tion.”

“Work… ad­ja­cent?”

“Yes, re­lat­ed to work but not di­rect­ly to­ward a case.” He reached up to­ward her neigh­bor’s door. His eyes were fo­cused, he had no­ticed some­thing. He stopped in mid-mo­tion be­fore he re­turned his at­ten­tion to her. She could see the ten­sion in his face and wo­n­dered what he saw. “Please?” he asked.

The idea of leav­ing left her cold. She shook her head and grabbed the door to shut it. “Not to­day.”

“You have called in sick for four days.”

“Well, I’m sick.”

“No, you a­ren’t.”

Vi­o­la al­most de­nied it. She wasn’t sick, or at least she wasn’t ill. She just wasn’t ready to face the world af­ter what hap­pened with her date.

She turned away. “Don’t do that. Just let me be… re­port be­ing sick.”

“As you wish, but I still would like your com­pa­ny. Please? Just an hour and then you can re­turn.”

She lo­oked at her liv­ing room. Emp­ty box­es were stacked up on the ta­bles. She could see flies buzzing over a few and mold gro­wing on the old­er dish­es. Each one had been de­liv­ered over the last few days but she didn’t re­al­ize how tall the piles were get­ting. Or the smell. She frowned and shook her head. “Mudd, I’m not ready.”

“I know. But you need to get out.”

A tear thre­a­tened to form. “I just need to sleep a lit­tle lo­nger.”

“Yes, but first, come out. You need to get away from… that.” She could al­most hear the dis­gust in his voice. She didn’t blame him, it lo­oked hor­ri­ble.

Vi­o­la con­si­dered Mudd’s re­quest. He would have nev­er come if he wasn’t wor­ried. She wasn’t even sure he knew where she lived. He fo­und out some­where and felt the need to show up? She turned to him. “Who told you?”

The fa­i­ntest of smiles cross his face. “I de­duced, noth­ing more.”

“I don’t want to talk a­bout what hap­pened.”

“Of course,” he said hold­ing up his hands. “You don’t have to say a sin­gle word. I just ask that you come out with me for one hour.” He waved his hand and a spec­tral ti­me­piece ap­peared over his shoul­der. “I’ll even set the clock.”

Vi­o­la couldn’t han­dle it. She shook her head. “No, maybe lat­er.”

Clos­ing the door, she shuf­fled back to her bed. The mess pressed a­gainst her sens­es, a dis­or­der from her nor­mal­ly clean house. She liked or­der, that is what made mag­ic pos­si­ble. Ta­king a deep breath, she winced at the smells that as­sault­ed her.

The idea of crawl­ing into her bla­nkets sud­den­ly se­emed just as un­de­sir­able. She flipped back the bla­nkets and stared at the cozy spot that she had e­njoyed for days. Well, e­njoy­ment wasn’t the right term.

She shook her head. “Damn him.”

Turn­ing on her bare feet, she re­turned to the door. Maybe she could catch up with him. O­pe­ning it, saw him stand­ing in the same place and jumped.

Mudd lo­oked at her. “Please?”

“Fine, just an hour.”

He sniffed. “An hour af­ter your show­er.”

For a mo­ment, she al­most slammed the door on his face but she knew it wouldn’t per­turb him. He would be stand­ing there un­til she came with him. If there was one thing a­bout her part­ner, he was pati­ent. “Fine, I’m go­ing to take a long hot show­er and then—”

“Get some clean clothes.”

Her jaw tight­ened. “… then I’m go­ing to get some clean clothes and join you for an hour. Then I’m co­ming home.”

He nod­ded. “Thank you.”

“Come in­side?”

He shook his head. “No, thank you, I’d rather wait right here.”

“The mess?” she asked a lit­tle apolo­get­i­cal­ly.

“No, one mage should nev­er e­nter the home of an­oth­er.” There was no hint that he was ly­ing, none of the tell-tale signs she had picked up in years of be­ing a city guard. He was be­ing hon­est and, so­mehow, that made her feel a lit­tle bet­ter.
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        Deceptions


        Her good mood only last­ed a few blocks. By then, she was out in the sun with the warmth si­n­king into her skin and fresh air blo­wing a­gainst her. It wasn’t so bad.

They walked side-by-side along the si­de­walk, mov­ing with the easy grace that part­ners of ten years had. Their re­lati­o­nship was pure­ly pro­fes­si­onal. They worked on cas­es to­geth­er and then drift­ed apart. Mudd had nev­er ap­proached her like this, which wor­ried her. Was he try­ing some­thing else? Did he know that she and Ravin were no lo­nger to­geth­er? The dis­com­fort crawled up and down her spine.

Mudd stopped at a small out­door cafe off of a mi­nor street. He pushed open the cast iron gate and ges­tured for her to e­nter the fenced-in area and to­ward a table in the sun­light.

“What is this?”

“Lunch.”

“I’m not—” Her stom­ach gur­gled. She tight­ened her jaw. “I’m not hun­gry.”

“I know, but at least a cof­fee. Then we can ad­dress my re­quest.”

“I didn’t bring my wal­let.”

“I’m ful­ly aware of this. I’m pay­ing; you are not.” He led her to a large emp­ty table and sat down at the end. He ges­tured for her to sit next to him, a­ro­und the cor­ner.

Vi­o­la sat down on the warm met­al seat. “Mudd, what are you do­ing?”

He lo­oked at her, his face still se­ri­ous. “I’m pay­ing for lunch.”

“Why?”

Mudd stared at her. The sec­onds stretched out, the ten­sion in­creas­ing.

Then a wait­er came up. “How may I help you?”

Mudd ca­re­ful­ly pushed the stack of menus away from the wait­er and him­self be­fore ad­dress­ing Vi­o­la. “Or­der?”

“Um, just a black tea with two sug­ars.”

“And you, Sir?”

“An omelet, bel­ly pork and greens and o­nions. And then an or­der of steak and pan­cakes, ex­tra but­ter with a side of straw­ber­ry pre­serves.”

Vi­o­la’s stom­ach rum­bled. She loved steak and straw­ber­ries.

The wait­er wrote down the or­der and then held out his hand for the menus.

Mudd pushed them fur­ther away.

A flash of an­noy­ance crossed the wait­er’s face. Then he turned and left.

“Mudd, I said I wasn’t hun­gry.”

“Oh? Did I or­der for you?”

“Yes!” She smacked the table.

“It must have been a mis­take. No mat­ter, I’ll eat it lat­er.”

Vi­o­la glared at him. “You don’t like steak and you don’t like pre­serves.”

He shrugged. “Then it was a mis­take. No mat­ter.” His mo­no­tone voice didn’t wa­ver.

She knew he or­dered for her, but she wasn’t go­ing to give him the com­fort of kno­wing that it so­u­nded good al­ready. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine, we or­dered, what do you need me to do?”

“We should eat.”

“No,” Vi­o­la po­int­ed at him sharply. “Stop stalling, what? Why?”

Mudd sud­den­ly smiled. “Beca­use you are my part­ner.”

“And…?”

“You need a break.”

She start­ed to speak but he si­lenced her by hold­ing up a fi­nger.

“No, you need a break from your­self. The ob­ser­va­tions I made wor­ried me and I was con­cerned for you.”

“Just beca­use I was sick for a week?”

His eyes hard­ened. “You called in sick but you were not sick. Judg­ing from the events you had pla­nned that night, your lack of re­spo­nse, the way you had failed to hang up your dress, and the ad­vanced state of de­cay of de­liv­ered food, I sus­pect events went poor­ly.”

A mem­o­ry rose up, one of Ravin call­ing her an “over­ly con­trol­ling qu­e­en” be­fore storm­ing out of the play. He had left her stand­ing in the mid­dle of the seats with eve­ry­one sta­ring at her. The ac­tors had to stop due to the dis­rup­tion of him try­ing to force his way past the ush­ers. She felt sick for a mo­ment and she shook her head to clear it.

Mudd con­ti­nued, “I will not dis­cuss it un­less you ask, nor will I let the oth­ers do so un­til you are ready. But you are my part­ner and re­ma­i­ning in bed for five days eat­ing fat­ty foods is not the best way to re­main healthy or sane.”

“So you de­cid­ed to drag me out of my apart­ment?”

“Yes, for fresh air, healthy food, and the brief com­pa­ny of your fri­ends.”

He gri­nned briefly, a smile that crossed his face be­fore dis­appe­a­ring. “In ad­di­tion, if you cho­ose, I will hire cle­an­ers to work on the mess of your place to pre­vent you from be­ing over­whelmed with the clut­ter.”

Vi­o­la frowned for a mo­ment and then sighed. “When?”

“They can start now, if you wish. By the time we are done with lunch, they can have your place in a much cle­aner state.”

“And you’ve vet­ted them to work a­ro­und mages?”

“They are bo­nded. They also clean my house du­ring work­ing hours. They un­der­stand a mage’s need for or­der.”

She wasn’t sure if she should be up­set or not. The idea of hav­ing clean sheets or at least less rot­ting food was ap­peal­ing. “Thank you. I would like that.”
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        The Gathering


        Vi­o­la glanced at the ste­a­ming plate next to her. The smells of roast­ed meat ca­used her stom­ach to rum­ble and her mouth to wa­ter. She knew Mudd had or­dered it for her but a stub­born part of her didn’t want to give him the sat­is­fac­tion of eat­ing it.

She lis­tened to Mudd fi­ni­shing his long-wi­nded rant a­bout one of the ar­ti­cles in the lat­est Emerg­ing Wiz­ardry.

“… though I’m not sure a­bout the claims that us­ing a laye­ring method for cre­at­ing the spell would be any diffe­rent than the nor­mal ma­trix. En­er­gy leaks out of the frame no mat­ter how you put it in there, the very fact the sta­sis spell is ar­rest­ing de­cay means it has to leak.”

Mudd sighed and tapped on the table twice. “Nat­u­ral­ly, we’re go­ing to see grifters go­ing a­ro­und the vic­tim’s fam­i­lies say­ing their way will keep the evi­dence clean as long as they hand over a few tho­u­sand marks.”

She let her­self be pulled into the con­ver­sa­tion. “Don’t you love Emerg­ing Wiz­ardry? A new cri­sis every oth­er month. U­n­fo­u­nded the­o­ries in the is­sues.”

“I al­most wish they would go back to their month­ly drool­ing over those damnable steam e­ngines.”

Vi­o­la smiled. “You hate those things.”

“I hate that eve­ry­one seems to think wrap­ping a rune in a ton of met­al is go­ing to pre­vent feed­back. We have felony feed­back laws for a re­ason.”

An itch crawled down Vi­o­la’s left arm. She scratched but it bur­rowed de­eper into her bones. With a squirm, she twist­ed her hand a lit­tle to ease the dis­com­fort.

So­me­one walked be­hind her and the itch­ing grew more i­n­tense.

Vi­o­la didn’t have to look up. “Good af­ter­noon, Able.”

Able sat down heav­i­ly in the chair next to her. His tall, lanky body se­emed to slith­er un­der­neath the table un­til his shoul­ders rest­ed on the top of the chair. “How are you do­ing, Vi­o­la?”

“Mudd dragged me out of the house.”

Able chuck­led. “I heard.”

“How?”

He shrugged but didn’t an­swer her ques­tion. His large eyes ro­tat­ed down. “Are you go­ing to eat that? You should.”

Then it reg­is­tered. Vi­o­la turned to Mudd who lo­oked at her im­pas­sive­ly. “Is that your game? Peer pres­sure to eat?”

“Yes.” Mudd didn’t even smile.

“Fine,” she mut­tered as she rolled her eyes. Ma­king a big deal of drag­ging the plate over, she fi­nal­ly al­lowed her­self to eat the first hot food in days, at least the first that didn’t come de­liv­ered in a box.

Able pulled out his pock­et watch and a small no­te­book. O­pe­ning the cov­er on both, he pe­ered at the time and then not­ed some­thing in the book.

Vi­o­la le­aned over to butt him with her shoul­der. “You still don’t have to write down every­thing we eat. None of us are work­ing to­day.”

“My cowork­ers are the best con­trol group I have ac­cess to. You have to eat, you are will­ing to do so in my pre­sence, and you un­der­stand why I record it.” It was a long argu­ment be­tween them, which also made it com­fort­ing to bring it up.

“True,” said Mudd. “How­ev­er, de­spite city guard be­ing the sixth most da­n­ge­rous job in this city, we have pret­ty good chance of sur­viv­ing.”

Able sighed. “It just takes one.”

All three of them bowed their heads in si­lence. He was right. None of them knew when they were go­ing to die. As city guards, there was al­ways a chance that so­me­one had a per­son­al grudge, or a trap spell was missed, or a vi­o­lent pri­son es­cape.

Vi­o­la’s scalp be­gan to crawl. Next to her, Able gro­aned and twist­ed in his chair. On the oth­er side, Mudd tensed and closed his eyes. An­oth­er mage was ap­pro­a­ching, Wathin.

Nei­ther Mudd or Able lo­oked up. “Af­ter­noon, Wathin.”

Wathin plant­ed his we­apon, a spear crack­ling with spells, a­gainst the fence and used it to step over the po­ints of the rail­ing. On their side, he sank neat­ly into a chair while flip­ping his spear a­ro­und to nes­tle it a­gainst his shoul­der. It was a flashy ma­neu­ver that brought the bit­ter taste of his mag­ic rolling over all three of the mages.

The new­com­er wore his heavy red cloak and bracelet that i­den­ti­fied him as a Mage-Cap­tain of the city guard. They all had the same rank.

The wait­er came back, jump­ing with sur­prise at the new peo­ple at the table. “May I take your or­der?”

Wathin straight­ened his back. “Yeah, Hon­ey, why don’t you throw some big hunk of drip­ping meat on a plate, add some thick po­ta­toes next to it, driz­zle the whole thing in cream, and then feed it to me? I like it rare.” He had a south­ern ac­cent from his pa­rents. It was just a hint of so­und­ing ex­ot­ic de­spite be­ing born and raised in the city.

The wait­er’s mouth o­pened in sur­prise and prob­a­bly an un­ex­pect­ed i­n­ter­est. It also meant that Wathin picked up on at least a cu­ri­ous i­n­ter­est in the oth­er man.

The armed mage wi­nked with a smile.

“I’d like one half piece of every pie you have on the menu,” Able added.

The wait­er lo­oked co­n­fused. Slow­ly, he turned a­ro­und and he­aded back to the kitchen.

Vi­o­la le­aned clos­er to Mudd. “I­nter­ven­tion?”

“No, just some fri­ends,” he said with a smile. “Though if you re­sist­ed me much lo­nger, they were re­lat­ed to a con­ti­n­gency plan I had in mind.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“Yes, I did. I don’t have many as­so­ci­a­tions in my life and the ones I do have are pre­ci­ous to me. Fri­end­ship is dif­fi­cult to es­tab­lish, as you know. I am also con­cerned with your well-be­ing but I’m afraid I’m poor­ly equipped to han­dle in a more ef­fec­tive meth­ods in pro­vid­ing com­fort or em­pa­thy.”

The wait­er came back with a plat­ter. He ha­nded a large plate with sev­en pieces of pie in front of Able. When he sat down the food in front of Wathin, he li­n­gered for a mo­ment.

Wathin smiled but said noth­ing.

Vi­o­la watched with a­mu­se­ment. Wathin was some­what of a slut when it came to erot­ic part­ners. She wo­n­dered how long it would be un­til one of them was on their knees in the back room.

When the wait­er pulled him­self away, he stared at a cup of cof­fee still on his plat­ter. He picked it up and held it out. “Did one of you or­der this?”

An old­er woman came up and held out her hand.

With­out lo­o­king, the wait­er ha­nded it gen­tly to her and then left with­out a word and a quizzi­cal look on his face.

The woman sat down next to Wathin. “You shouldn’t tease that poor boy.”

Wathin shrugged. “Who says I’m teas­ing? I’m pla­n­ning on head­ing right in there as soon as I’m done eat­ing.”

“Hel­lo, Eulen,” said Mudd.

Eulen fa­vored him with a be­a­ming smile. She was a­bout his age, late for­ties or ear­ly fifties. She had blo­nde hair with white-tips, an easy smile, and eyes that lo­oked like crys­tals. When she turned to Vi­o­la, her gaze se­emed to pierce her. “How are you do­ing, Love?”

Vi­o­la was spe­a­king be­fore she re­al­ized it. “We had a fight and he tossed me aside.”

Able and Wathin froze mid-bite.

Mudd cle­ared his throat in a warn­ing.

Eulen lo­oked apolo­getic. “I didn’t mean to push. You don’t have to an­swer, you know that.”

Vi­o­la nod­ded. “Just… just not right now.”

Mudd cle­ared his throat a­gain. “What did you think a­bout this month’s Emerg­ing?”
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        Options


        Vi­o­la used the last of her bread to sop up the meat a­ro­und her plate. The steak was co­oked al­most per­fect­ly, with the smokey taste of wood and char­coal in­stead of the bit­ter taste of mag­ic. She wadded up the bread and popped it into her mouth.

Kno­wing the oth­er mages wouldn’t ask a­bout her sit­u­a­tion was nice, al­most calm­ing. She could re­lax with­out wor­ry­ing a­bout the con­stant ques­tions a­bout the date or her now ex-fi­ance.

Sit­ting at the table, how­ev­er, made her feel like she was sit­ting in iso­la­tion. Her thoughts still brought up Ravin’s face when he stormed away, or the next morn­ing when he came to gath­er his sup­plies with­out a word. She sniffed as the emo­tions rose up.

“Where is Wathin?” Eulen i­nter­rupt­ed a de­bate on mag­ic tech­niques be­tween Able and Mudd.

Able shrugged.

Vi­o­la knew the an­swer. It was strange that Eulen was ask­ing though. It was her job to track every mage and guard across the city.

Mudd lo­oked a­ro­und with a frown on his face. He sat back. “Prob­a­bly hav­ing sex in the al­ley be­hind the res­ta­u­rant. He should be back in three min­utes. Why?”

“Just cu­ri­ous,” said the old­er woman.

Vi­o­la i­nhaled.

Eulen’s eyes flick­ered to­ward her.

There was a ten­sion, a mo­ment where the ques­tion te­e­tered be­tween spilling out of Vi­o­la’s lips or si­n­king back into the dark­ness. She thought a­bout the days of crawl­ing un­der­neath bla­nkets and the gro­wing joy of just be­ing out­side. The ques­tion came out. “How does he do that?”

Eulen smiled. “Do what?”

“Have so many re­lati­o­nships? I nev­er hear of him get­ting dumped out the wi­ndow. There is al­ways some beau­ti­ful guy or girl on his arm when he’s off duty.”

Mudd picked up his fork. “They don’t last long. Wathin doesn’t let any­one in his life be­yond a few months at most.”

There was a sud­den tight­ness in his face and hand but then he re­laxed. Vi­o­la no­ticed but de­cid­ed to pay at­ten­tion lat­er. It was rare when Mudd lied.

She felt tears ris­ing. “How does he avoid get­ting dumped?” she asked in a qu­i­eter voice.

“He’s an ass­hole.” Eulen shook her head be­fore sit­ting for­ward. “He is also good a­bout be­ing up front with his na­ture. His lovers know that he’s go­ing to dump them be­fore they take off their clothes. It isn’t per­son­al, it’s just games.”

“Six days, three hours ave­rage,” Mudd said im­pas­sive­ly. “I think the lo­ngest he’s gone is three months.”

Vi­o­la thought a­bout the oth­er mages. She knew that Mudd and Able didn’t have lovers, none of them had ever talked a­bout fam­i­ly or fri­ends. They didn’t wear mar­ri­age rings or torcs.

With a sigh, she le­aned a­gainst the table. “Is that how it ends? Be­ing lone­ly?”

“No,” said Eulen and Mudd at the same time.

Wi­ping her face, she turned to her part­ner. “How can you say that? You are the pick­i­est man I know. What Ravin hat­ed, that’s you too.”

The wrin­kles on Mudd’s face de­e­pened. “He tried to orga­nize?”

She sighed and slumped back. “My books on the shelves.”

The oth­er three mages gro­aned.

“Al­ways the books,” Eulen. “Or cove­ring sig­il, los­ing time ke­epers, or mov­ing ar­ti­facts from one side of the house to the oth­er. My hus­band is al­ways putting my guard cloak in the hall clos­et in­stead of the bed­room where I need it.”

Vi­o­la shook her head. It was frus­trat­ing. How could she have lost Ravin beca­use she ne­eded books in a cer­tain or­der. “Is it bad? I have them that way for a re­ason. Why couldn’t he just re­spect—?”

Then Eulen’s words reg­is­tered. “You’re mar­ried?”

The oth­er woman nod­ded. “Forty-three years now. We got mar­ried when I was twen­ty-two.” That made her six­ty-five, old­er than Vi­o­la guessed.

“How did it work?”

Eulen held up her hands. “He’s a farmer out of Klosten-Mey­ers. Most of the year we live se­parate­ly. In wi­nter, he comes into town for the snow. In sum­mer, I vis­it for a few weeks.”

That so­u­nded pa­i­nful. “How… how can you be apart that long? Don’t you get…” She held out her hand be­fore she fin­ished, “… lone­ly?”

Eulen chuck­led. “The books. Like you, I’m an or­dered mage. I plan my mag­ic, I use rit­u­als and guides. My house is arranged ex­act­ly the way I want it. But, when he vis­its, I adapt. Move things when they are out of place, try not to get up­set when he doesn’t un­der­stand why the blue glass­es have to be on top or why I don’t like him to­u­ching my small clothes.”

“It so­unds ex­haust­ing.”

“It is, but I’m will­ing to make it work. It doesn’t al­ways, I have di­vorced him three times now.” Her smile soft­ened. “But he stole my heart… but li­ter­al­ly only once.”

Mudd le­aned over. “He’s also a lice­nsed mor­ti­ci­an and a for­mer guard. He was Able’s old men­tor.”

Able nod­ded and re­turned to writ­ing notes.

“There is a re­ason we tell you to nev­er get in­volved with guards,” Eulen said. “I made that mis­take twice.”

“So all it takes is just more work?”

Eulen held up one hand. “Find­ing a mate is ex­haust­ing. You have to cha­nge your thoughts and be­liefs to mesh with theirs. They have to grow into you at the same time. It takes time and hurts.”

She held up her oth­er hand and con­ti­nued, “Be­ing a mage requ­ires gro­wing away from hu­man­i­ty and em­brac­ing the ar­cane. You have to cha­nge, al­ter, and adapt to rules that hu­mans don’t fol­low. It also hurts.”

Vi­o­la knew the pain of learn­ing new mag­ic too well. Learn­ing how to mesh with the telepa­thy net­work—that Eulen ma­i­n­tain—had giv­en her a he­adache for a month.

Eulen’s hands came to­geth­er. “To do both? Ex­tra hard. I have to sched­ule time for my hus­band. I force my­self to pull away from mag­ic to spend time with him just as I find my­self giv­ing up time with him to fo­cus on my craft. So, I had to cre­ate rules for my­self. I had to work it out with him beca­use I ne­eded to e­nforce bal­ance be­tween the two.”

Vi­o­la frowned. She nev­er thought a­bout be­ing ex­plic­it a­bout rules. Maybe that was what went wrong with Ravin? She glanced at Mudd. “Is that why you don’t go out?”

His eyes crin­kled for a mo­ment. “I have nev­er been able to re­lax e­nough to al­low so­me­one into my life. I’m too li­mit­ed by mag­ic to al­low an­oth­er.”

“Me ei­ther,” Able said from his plate. “Nev­er had sex, nev­er go­ing to.”

Vi­o­la frowned. She didn’t like that idea. As much as she strug­gled with Ravin, he was an ex­cel­lent lover.

Mudd held up his fi­nger. “I don’t have a wife but I do e­njoy the com­pa­ny of women. I just hap­pen to pay for it on the rare oc­ca­sions I’m lo­o­king for hu­man com­fort. Just bri­n­ging it up as an op­tion.”

“Isn’t pros­ti­tu­tion il­le­gal for city guards?”

His eyes nar­rowed. “Dis­co­u­raged, not il­le­gal.”

“I nev­er re­al­ized that.”

“Well, it’s kind of rude ru­n­ning a­ro­und telling peo­ple whom you paid to have sex with.” Mudd ges­tured to­ward the res­ta­u­rant. “Igno­ring Wathin’s lack of ma­nners, I pre­fer to keep the specifics pri­vate.”

The armed mage came strolling out of the res­ta­u­rant with a smile and rub­bing his hands. “Wathin did who else?” asked Wathin lo­o­king a­ro­und.

Eulen said, “Fuck­ing ra­ndom wait­ers for a good time.”

Wathin gri­nned. “He didn’t mind. Why should you?”

He brought his spear up to his shoul­der. He waved. “I have to run, there was a rob­bery on Oats and A­gate. A pawn shop, at least two dead.”

Able stood up. “I’ll go with you, that’s clos­er to my place.”

Wathin gave the med­ical ex­am­in­er a hard look. “You live in the fuck­ing sew­er.”

“Well, I live in the sew­er near that i­nter­sec­tion.”

To­geth­er, they hur­ried off.

Vi­o­la sighed.

The three mages said noth­ing for a long mo­ment.

Mudd broke the si­lence. “Your apart­ment should be cle­aned by now. I have al­ready paid them, so don’t un­less you feel like giv­ing them a tip. Ave­rage is twen­ty-two marks for a good job.”

“You need to go?”

He fa­vored her with a short smile. “I feel… you are…” He sighed.

Eulen i­nter­rupt­ed. “The goals he had in mind to help you out of your de­pres­sion ap­pear to have worked and he is now with­draw­ing beca­use he feels un­com­fort­able get­ting too close to any­one.”

Mudd glared at her.

“Oh, and the telepath shouldn’t speak for him.” She wi­nked at him.

“Yes,” he fi­nal­ly said. He pulled out a wad of bills and set them ca­re­ful­ly down on the table. “Are you okay, Vi­o­la?”

Af­ter thi­n­king a mo­ment, she nod­ded. “I think so.”

“Good. If you call in sick for three more days, I’ll prob­a­bly be back.”

“I won’t. I’ll be in work to­mor­row.”

He rest­ed his hand on the table next to her for a mo­ment be­fore with­draw­ing.
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        Home


        Vi­o­la and Eulen walked home qu­iet­ly. It was peace­ful and re­lax­ing. Mudd’s sug­ges­tion had helped but she knew it wasn’t only him. It was he­a­ring oth­ers strug­gling with sim­i­lar prob­lems. That gave her hope there would be so­me­one else af­ter Ravin.

She smiled to her­self.

“You are in bet­ter spir­its.”

“Thank you.”

Eulen stopped in front of Vi­o­la’s apart­ment. She held out her hands. When Vi­o­la rest­ed her palms in them, the old­er woman gave a qu­iet squ­e­eze. “Ask for help when you need it. You have good fri­ends who won’t judge you, we are all diffe­rent in our own ways.”

“Y-Yeah,” Vi­o­la said with a smile of her own.

“Any time. Just yell, or pro­ject, you know it works. Ei­ther my sis­ter or I are al­ways on duty. One of us will hear it.”

“I just have to work at it?”

Eulen shrugged. “If that is what you want, you need to make it a con­sci­ous choice, like cast­ing a spell. Man, woman, an­i­mat­ed stat­ue, every­thing requ­ires ef­fort. If that makes you hap­py, then make that ef­fort. If you want to give up on ro­mance, then just make that a choice also.”

She gave Vi­o­la a kiss on the cheek be­fore slip­ping away.

Vi­o­la watched her go down the street.

Eulen stopped half a block away and turned a­ro­und. “And if he won’t hon­or those damn books, dump him!”

Vi­o­la laughed. “I will!”

Make ro­mance part of her life in­stead of stum­bling through it? Vi­o­la could do that. She wasn’t will­ing to turn her back on love qu­ite yet but now she had new ways of ap­pro­a­ching ro­mance.
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        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.
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