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Chapter1: The Stage Beyond the Wall

[image: ]


The bass came through the wall before the orders did.

It hit the tiles under my shoes, climbed the legs of the stainless table, and shivered through the handle of the frying pan in my right hand. The kitchen fan groaned overhead. Oil snapped in the pan. Somebody out front shouted for two more baskets of wings and one extra side of fries.

Behind all of that, beyond the brick wall painted black on the other side, the band kicked into the chorus.

The whole building seemed to lean toward them.

I tossed the pan once, hard enough to send onions and sliced peppers up in a glossy arc. They came down where I wanted them. A little char on the edges, still sweet in the middle. The smell of garlic, butter, cheap beer, and fryer oil wrapped around me like an old work shirt.

“Evan! Table twelve says the burger was perfect!”

“Tell table twelve they have excellent taste,” I said.

Maggie laughed from the pass. “They also want another one.”

“Then table twelve is trying to kill me.”

I slid the peppers onto a waiting plate, wiped the rim with my thumb, and reached for the next ticket before the printer finished screaming. The white slip hung there, curling in the heat.

Two cheeseburgers. One fish sandwich. Three fries. No pickles. Extra hot sauce.

Easy.

My hands moved before my head did. Bun down on the flat-top. Patty pressed once, not twice. Salt. Pepper. Don’t touch it again until the crust forms. Fry basket up, shake, back down. Knife through the tomato. Lettuce on paper towel so it didn’t drip all over the plate.

I could do this half-asleep. Some nights, I probably had.

The Copper Street Grill sat next door to The Black Ladder, a live house with sweating walls, bad plumbing, and the best sound system within forty miles. Our kitchen shared the back wall with their stage. On quiet nights, I could hear the singer talking between songs. On busy nights like this, I only got fragments.

A kick drum like a boot to the chest.

A guitar bending upward until the note almost split.

A crowd screaming words I couldn’t make out but somehow knew by shape.

I turned the fish in the oil and checked the color through the bubbles.

Golden. Not brown. Pull it now.

“Evan,” called Frank, the owner, from the doorway. He had one shoulder braced against the frame and a towel thrown over it, like he was pretending not to watch me work. “You good?”

I looked at the rail full of tickets, the line of plates, the fries climbing toward overdone, the burger patties hissing at different stages of doneness.

“Absolutely not.”

“Great. Keep going.”

He disappeared before I could throw parsley at him.

A cheer went up next door. Not a polite cheer. Not the kind of clap people gave when they liked a dessert. This was a noise with teeth in it. The kind that came from the gut before anybody had time to make it pretty.

My fingers tightened around the spatula.

For one stupid second, I saw it.

Not the kitchen. Not the tickets. Not the line cook station with its cracked tile and burned cutting board.

I saw a stage washed in red light. A mic stand at the center. My hand wrapped around it. Sweat running down my neck. A guitar wall behind me, drums under my ribs, faces packed so tight I couldn’t see the floor.

I opened my mouth in that little daydream, and the sound that came out belonged there.

Then the burger smoked.

“Damn it.”

I flipped it too late. A thin black edge had formed along one side. Not ruined, but not perfect. I scraped the flat-top, muttered under my breath, and reached for cheese.

The wall shook again.

The singer next door screamed, and the crowd screamed back.

I knew that scream. Not his voice, exactly. I’d only heard this band twice before. But I knew the shape of it, the way the throat opened on the high note, the tiny drag behind the beat that made it feel like he was almost falling and somehow never did. He had a rough upper range, probably pushed too much, but the rasp worked for him. The guitarist kept the distortion thick but not muddy. Whoever mixed them knew what he was doing.

I could hear all of it.

That was the joke.

I could hear when a snare was tuned too loose. I could tell when a singer went sharp because he got too excited. I could pick out the difference between a cheap fuzz pedal and an expensive one buried under three other effects. I knew why one live recording made the hair on my arms stand up while another with the same chords did nothing.

I knew sound.

Sound just didn’t want anything to do with my mouth.

“Order up,” I called, setting two plates on the pass.

Maggie grabbed them. “You coming out after close? Band’s doing a late set, I think.”

“I’ve got prep.”

“You always have prep.”

“That’s because prep keeps happening.”

She leaned through the pass just enough for the heat to fog the edge of her glasses. “You know, for a guy who pretends not to care, you get really weird when bands play.”

“I don’t get weird.”

“You burned a burger.”

“I artistically darkened it.”

“You hummed the guitar solo last week.”

“That was quality control.”

She smiled like she had caught something worth keeping, then vanished into the noise of the dining room.

I kept cooking.

The dinner rush peaked, broke, and stumbled into the late-night crowd. The clean families with kids left first. Then came the couples grabbing food before the show. Then the people after their second beer, their third, their fourth. They ordered wings too spicy for them and acted brave until they cried into napkins.

I liked feeding those people.

That part was never fake.

There was something honest about hunger. Someone came in empty, you put heat and salt and fat and care in front of them, and for ten minutes their shoulders dropped. They stopped pretending. A good stew could make a grown man close his eyes like he’d been forgiven for something. A burger after a miserable shift could keep a person from going home angry.

Cooking gave back what I put into it.

Mostly.

Frank came back near midnight, chewing on a toothpick. “Hell of a night.”

“Your fryer’s making that noise again.”

“My fryer is an artist.”

“Your fryer is begging for death.”

“Can it beg until Tuesday?”

“Probably.”

He looked at the plates stacked beside the sink, the wiped station, the cooling tubs labeled for tomorrow. “You know I don’t say it enough.”

“Please don’t.”

“You’re good, Evan.”

I kept my eyes on the cutting board. “I’m aware I can fry things without poisoning anyone.”

“I mean it. You run this kitchen better than guys with certificates and ego problems. Customers ask when you’re cooking.”

“Customers ask for extra ranch, too. Doesn’t make it holy.”

Frank huffed. “Can you take a compliment once before one of us dies?”

“I’ll put it on my calendar.”

He stayed there another second.

The band next door shifted into something slower. The bass line walked alone at first. The crowd clapped along, messy but alive.

Frank’s voice softened. “After you finish, go listen for a bit.”

My knife stopped.

He didn’t push. Frank was loud about everything except the things that mattered. He just tapped the doorframe twice and left.

I chopped parsley until it was almost dust.

***
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At twelve-thirty, I got my break.

The back alley smelled like wet concrete, cigarette smoke, spilled beer, and the dumpster that needed to be taken out before the morning crew cursed my name. The air had cooled, but my shirt still clung to my back. I sat on an overturned milk crate near the service door and let my head rest against the brick.

The stage wall was only a few feet away.

Out here, the sound was clearer in some ways and worse in others. The bass bled through the bricks. The higher notes came in broken pieces whenever somebody opened the venue’s rear door. Every time it swung wide, I got a slice of heat and light, a flash of cables, a road case, someone’s boot, the edge of a cymbal stand.

Not the stage.

Never quite the stage.

I pulled my phone from my pocket.

The screen had a crack across the corner. Grease lived in the case no matter how often I cleaned it. My lock screen was a photo from a festival I never attended, saved off some site years ago. A sea of people under lights, every hand raised.

My thumb hovered over the voice recorder app.

“Don’t,” I told myself.

The band next door hit the bridge. The singer’s voice went raw, just shy of breaking. The crowd roared when he held the note.

My thumb moved.

The red dot appeared.

I stood because sitting made my stomach fold wrong. I stepped farther down the alley, away from the kitchen door. Not far enough. There was nowhere far enough.

I put one earbud in, not playing anything, just sealing one side so I could hear myself inside my head. I hated doing that. I hated not doing it more.

My voice came out low at first.

Too low.

I stopped, swallowed, started again. I picked an old song I knew better than my own address. Not the hardest one. I wasn’t that stupid anymore. Something mid-range. Something I had sung in my car a thousand times with the windows up and still somehow believed might be different if I warmed up properly, breathed right, relaxed my jaw, didn’t reach, didn’t force, didn’t want it so much.

The first line wobbled.

I kept going.

By the second, I found a little strength. The alley narrowed around my voice. I imagined a guitar under it, drums behind it, a crowd willing me forward instead of a cracked brick wall and a dumpster with old lettuce leaking out of a split bag.

My throat tightened on the higher phrase.

I pushed.

The note bent wrong. My voice thinned, slipped, and came back with a scrape that wasn’t the good kind. Not grit. Not fire. Just strain.

I stopped recording.

For a few seconds, I didn’t play it back.

The band next door finished their song. The crowd exploded. Someone inside the venue yelled for more. The singer laughed into the mic, breathless and bright.

I stared at the red recording file on my screen.

Maybe it wasn’t that bad.

That thought crawled up like a stray dog I’d fed too many times.

Maybe I was tired before. Maybe the old recordings sounded bad because the room was bad. Maybe I’d learned something without noticing. Maybe my ear was too cruel. Maybe if I just found the right way to use the roughness, if I stopped trying to sound clean, if I—

I pressed play.

My own voice came out of the phone.

Thin.

Flat where it should have lifted.

Sharp where it should have settled.

The rhythm dragged in places I hadn’t felt while singing. Words I thought I had thrown from my chest barely left my mouth. The high phrase didn’t sound passionate. It sounded like a man trying to move furniture alone and pretending he didn’t need help.

I stopped it before the worst part.

Heat climbed up the back of my neck.

I pressed my thumb hard against the edge of the phone until it hurt.

The alley stayed the same. Wet concrete. Cigarettes. Distant fryer fan. A sticker peeling from the venue door. My recording sitting there on the screen like evidence.

I had heard worse singers. Plenty of them.

Drunk customers on karaoke night. Birthday girls screaming choruses two keys too high. Guys with acoustic guitars at open mics who believed volume could solve pitch. I never hated them for it. Sometimes I even liked them. Bad singing could be charming when the person doing it didn’t know or didn’t care.

I knew.

That was the part that got under my ribs and stayed there.

My ear caught every failure and held it up for me. No mercy. No blur. No kind fog. Every note stood naked in the light.

I sank back onto the milk crate.

When I was sixteen, I saw my first real show in a basement venue with a ceiling so low the singer hit it with his fist during the second song. I remembered the smell first. Sweat, dust, electricity, someone’s cheap cologne, and the sour stink of a floor that had seen too many spilled drinks. The sound was too loud. The lights were bad. The guitarist broke a string and kept playing. The singer’s voice cracked on the last chorus and everyone screamed with him like the crack was the whole point.

I walked out shaking.

Not because it was perfect.

Because it wasn’t.

Because nobody in that room asked permission to feel something.

I spent the next year trying to build a band out of anyone who would stand near me. A drummer who quit after three practices. A bassist who only wanted to play covers. A guitarist who said I had “energy,” then found a better singer and stopped replying to my messages.

I practiced alone.

I recorded myself.

I deleted files.

I watched tutorials, learned breathing exercises, drank tea, stopped drinking milk before singing because some forum told me to, sang scales in the car, whispered lyrics at work, shouted into pillows, tried to find grit, tried to find pitch, tried to find the door everybody else seemed to walk through by accident.

The door never opened.

So I became useful somewhere else.

Knife in hand. Pan on flame. Tickets on the rail. People hungry, food ready. No one cared if I could hit a note when the chicken skin came out crisp.

A venue door opened.

Light spilled into the alley.

A man stepped out with a guitar hanging from his shoulder and a towel around his neck. The singer. Up close, he looked younger than he sounded, face flushed, hair stuck to his forehead. He had a bottle of water in one hand and a grin he couldn’t put down.

He glanced at me. “Hey, man. You work next door?”

“Yeah.”

“You the one making those wings?”

“Depends if you’re about to complain.”

He laughed. His speaking voice was rough, but easy. Used. Lived in. “No complaints. Best thing I’ve eaten on tour this month.”

“Low bar?”

“Extremely. Still counts.”

I nodded because that was all I had.

From inside, someone shouted his name. He turned halfway, then looked back at me. “You coming in for the encore? We’ve got, like, one more after the fake last song.”

“I’m on shift.”

“Bummer.” He lifted the bottle in a quick salute. “Thanks for the food, man.”

The door closed behind him.

The alley went dim again.

I sat there with my phone in my hand, my recording waiting like a dare, and the compliment landed exactly where it always did.

Best thing I’d eaten on tour.

You’re good, Evan.

Customers ask when you’re cooking.

Good. Useful. Reliable.

The kind of man people thanked on their way back to the stage.

My break timer buzzed.

I deleted the recording.

***
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The late set started while I was cleaning the grill.

By then the kitchen had emptied down to its bones. Maggie counted receipts at the bar. Frank argued with the ice machine. The dishwasher had left after stacking the last rack with the solemn pride of a man escaping war.

I scrubbed blackened bits from the flat-top in long strokes. The metal hissed under the water. Steam rose and wet my face.

Next door, the band came back like they had been dragged there by the crowd and loved every second of it.

One more song.

That was what the singer had said.

Fake last song, then one more.

The first chord of the encore hit, and I knew they had saved the big one. The crowd knew too. They started shouting before the drums came in.

I should have stayed focused on the grill.

I should have finished the prep list. Checked the walk-in. Wrapped the sauce tubs. Labeled the slaw. Swept under the fryer. Taken out the trash. Done all the small necessary things that made tomorrow possible.

Instead I stood there with the scraper in my hand and listened.

The verse came through blurred, but the rhythm was clear enough. The drums held back, the bass pulsed, the guitar left space for the vocal. Smart arrangement. Let the crowd lean in before you hit them. I could feel it building through the wall, pressure gathering behind brick.

My chest hurt.

Not sharp. Not dramatic. Just a tightness, like I had swallowed something too large.

I set the scraper down.

The kitchen tilted a little.

I grabbed the edge of the prep table and waited for it to pass. It had happened before after long shifts. Too much coffee, not enough water, heat all night, no real meal. I took a breath. The air tasted like degreaser and old oil.

The chorus slammed in next door.

The crowd screamed the first line without the singer.

My knees softened.

“Evan?” Maggie called from somewhere far away.

“I’m good,” I said.

It came out wrong.

I tried to turn toward the door and my left hand slipped off the table. The floor rushed up, then stopped halfway, then rushed again. My shoulder hit something. A tray crashed. Metal rang across tile.

The lights above me smeared into white bars.

Maggie’s face appeared over me, her glasses crooked. Her mouth moved too fast.

Frank shouted my name.

I wanted to tell them not to call an ambulance. Ridiculous thought. Embarrassing thought. The kind a man had when he was worried about cost before he was worried about dying.

My chest clenched harder.

The wall behind me shook with the encore.

I couldn’t see the stage. I could hear every piece of it.

The kick drum kept time like a heart bigger than mine. The bass rolled under it. The guitar opened wide, bright and filthy, and the singer came in with that cracked, living voice.

The crowd answered him.

I lay on the kitchen floor with one cheek against cool tile, smelling spilled sauce and steel wool, and listened to a room full of people become one thing.

My fingers twitched.

For one mad second, I wanted a microphone more than air.

Not applause. Not fame. Not some perfect shining life where every old humiliation got erased.

Just the chance to stand on that side of the wall and throw my whole ugly voice into the noise.

My mouth opened.

No sound came out.

Maggie pressed something against my chest. Frank was on the phone. The fan groaned overhead. The fryer clicked as it cooled. The band played like the night could not end if they just kept pushing.

The ceiling blurred.

I thought of every recording I had deleted.

Every stage I had stood near.

Every time I told myself that cooking was enough because it was good work, honest work, work I could actually do.

It was good work.

It had been enough to live.

It had not been enough to stop wanting.

The singer hit the final chorus. The whole crowd came with him, hundreds of voices breaking in different places, none of them caring, all of them alive.

My breath caught.

I never made it to that side.

The thought was small. Smaller than I expected. Not grand. Not poetic. Just a scrap of truth lodged under my ribs.

The kitchen light thinned.

The bass went first, fading into a low hum. Then the guitar. Then Frank’s voice. Then Maggie’s hand on my shoulder.

The crowd stayed the longest.

A roar behind the wall.

Hands raised where I couldn’t see them.

I reached for it, or tried to.

Something warm pressed around me. Too tight. Too bright. My lungs burned in a way they never had before. The air was gone, then everywhere. My body was wrong. Small. Helpless. Furious.

A cry tore out of me.

High.

Raw.

Alive.
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Chapter2: The Son of the Copper Kettle
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The first smell I knew in my new life was copper warmed by fire.

Not flowers. Not clean blankets. Not whatever babies were supposed to remember, if babies remembered anything at all. Heat pressed against my cheeks. Smoke curled somewhere above me. A pot lid rattled. Someone laughed too loudly, and a woman’s voice snapped, “Keep your elbow out of the stew, Torren, unless you want to be part of supper.”

I opened my mouth and screamed.

The sound came out small and furious.

A face leaned over me. Broad nose, brown eyes, a loose curl stuck to one damp temple. She smelled of flour, sweat, and rosemary.

“There he is,” she whispered. “Kai.”

Kai.

The name settled on me before I understood the room, before I understood my hands, before I understood why my fingers curled like boiled shrimp and refused to obey.

Another face appeared beside hers. A man with red-brown stubble and tired eyes that went wet the second he looked at me.

“Our boy,” he said, voice cracking.

The woman laughed under her breath. “Careful, Dain. You’ll salt him.”

“I am not crying.”

“You are dripping.”

“I’m sweating.”

“You’re standing by the door.”

Their words came in a language I should not have known, and yet I knew it. Not perfectly at first. Meaning arrived before grammar. Tone before sense. Hungry. Hot. Careful. Mine. Yours. Kai.

Behind them, someone shouted for another bowl of mutton stew.

A baby shouldn’t have had a thought shaped like, I’m in a kitchen.

I had it anyway.

A baby shouldn’t have felt relief at the weight of a cook’s towel slung over a shoulder, at the hiss of a pan, at the rhythm of orders passing from mouth to hand to plate.

I felt that too.

Then my tiny lungs dragged in air again, and the whole room became too much. Firelight. Voices. Hunger. A copper kettle hanging over the hearth, belly round and blackened from use.

I cried harder.

The woman gathered me close. “There, there. You’ll learn the noise.”

Her heartbeat thumped against my ear. Not a kick drum. Not a bass line through brick. Just a living sound, steady enough to hold on to.

I held on.

***
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The Copper Kettle never truly slept.

At dawn, the hearth coughed awake before the sun reached the windows. At noon, spoons knocked against bowls, boots dragged mud across the floor, and travelers argued over whose turn it was to pay. At night, the room filled with working men, cart drivers, apprentices, hunters, washerwomen with cracked hands, and old soldiers who drank slowly because their coin had to stretch.

I grew under tables, between sacks of onions, beside barrels of ale.

My mother, Elira Ashbell, ran the room with a ladle in one hand and a voice sharp enough to cut turnips. My father, Dain, kept the accounts, hauled casks, chopped wood, carried drunks when they forgot how doors worked, and cooked whenever Mother shoved him toward the hearth.

They were not famous. The Copper Kettle was not grand. The sign outside had been repainted so many times the kettle looked more like a fat duck if the light hit wrong.

People came anyway.

The stew was honest. The bread was warm. The ale was watered only when Father lost an argument with the brewer and had to stretch the barrel until market day. Nobody who came in hungry left that way unless they picked a fight before ordering.

By the time I could stand on a crate without falling off every third breath, I knew where everything belonged.

Salt crock near the hearth, but not too close.

Knives wrapped and tucked high, because drunk hands wandered.

Dried herbs in the blue jars, bitterroot in the chipped one, and never mix those unless you wanted a customer to make a face like he’d bitten a candle.

My body was small. My reach was terrible. My mouth betrayed me with missing teeth and words that came out soft at the edges.

My nose worked fine.

“Too hot,” I said one morning, pointing at the pot.

Mother turned from kneading dough. “What is?”

“The onions.”

She blinked. “The onions are in the pot, love.”

“Burning.”

“They are not burning.”

A thin brown sweetness had turned sharp under the steam. The smell crawled under the richer scent of broth and marrow. Not ruined yet. Close.

I grabbed the edge of the table and bounced once on my toes because my hands were too short to reach anything useful. “Stir. Now.”

Father, who had been stacking bowls, chuckled. “Listen to him. Little master of onions.”

Mother gave me the look she used on men who tried to leave without paying.

Then she crossed to the pot and shoved the wooden spoon down through the stew.

Her expression changed.

She scraped the bottom once. Twice. A dark streak came up on the spoon, not black but getting there.

Father stopped chuckling.

Mother lowered the heat stone with the tongs and stirred faster. The whole kitchen filled with steam. She saved it. Barely.

I held my breath.

She looked at the spoon, then at me.

“How did you know?”

I shrugged with a child’s useless shoulders. “Smelled.”

“You smelled that from over there?”

“It got bitter.”

Father leaned on the stack of bowls. “Elira.”

“Don’t start.”

“I’m starting a little.”

Mother tasted the stew, frowned, added a pinch of salt, then a splash of sour ale. She tasted again. The frown eased.

I knew that move. Rescue the edge with acid, round it with salt, keep stirring until the scorched taste buried itself under fat and patience.

My hands itched.

I wanted a knife. A pan. A proper flame. A station to control.

Instead I had a wooden spoon someone had sanded blunt so I wouldn’t stab my own mouth, and legs that still needed help with stairs.

Mother crouched in front of me. Flour streaked one cheek. “Kai, did somebody teach you that?”

A thousand answers rose up and collided behind my teeth.

Yes.

No.

A life with steel counters and gas burners and ticket printers. A life where I learned how long onions took before sweetness turned to bitterness. A life with music through a wall and a phone full of deleted recordings.

I looked at her worried eyes and swallowed all of it.

“Just knew.”

Father let out a soft whistle. “Our boy’s got a cook’s nose.”

Mother touched my hair. “A troublesome one.”

She said it lightly, but she kept watching me for the rest of the morning.

After that, they started giving me little jobs.

Nothing sharp at first. Tearing greens. Picking stones from lentils. Counting eggs. Smelling milk to see if it had turned, though Mother checked after me every time until I proved annoyingly accurate.

I liked the work more than I wanted to.

That bothered me.

The kitchen took my body and settled it. Heat on my face. Flour under my nails. The soft sigh of dough when pressed right. The difference between a simmer and a boil by sound alone. My hands were clumsy, then less clumsy. I learned this world’s herbs one jar at a time. Brightleaf cut through fat. Emberseed gave heat without much smell. Moon thyme turned bitter if added too soon. River garlic was weaker than the kind buried in my memory, so I used more and crushed it harder.

Customers noticed.

“Little Kai made this?” a mason asked once, staring at a bowl of fried potatoes tossed with herbs and vinegar.

“I helped,” I said.

Mother snorted from the hearth. “He stood on a crate and bullied me about the oil.”

“It was cold.”

“It was hot.”

“Not enough.”

The mason laughed and took another bite. “Listen to the boy.”

I should have been proud.

I was proud.

That was the annoying part.

A full room eating well gave off its own music. Spoons scraping bowls. Bread crust cracking. Ale mugs thudding down. A grunt from a man too hungry to speak. Laughter loosening after the first mouthful. I knew how to conduct that kind of room. Even as a child, I could feel when food landed right.

But every time someone said, “That boy will inherit the place,” something in me pulled tight.

The Copper Kettle was warm. Safe. Loud in a way that did not hurt.

It was also a kitchen.

And somewhere inside me, behind everything I learned to be, a wall still shook with a song I never reached.

***
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The day I first saw formal magic, I was eight, maybe nine. Nobody in The Copper Kettle agreed on my age when telling the story later, so I stopped arguing.

A woman in a blue travel cloak came to mend the cracked hearthstone.

I expected tools. Mortar. Maybe some kind of heat-resistant paste. She set down a leather satchel, took out a silver rod, and sang three notes under her breath.

The crack glowed.

Not red like heat. Not white like flame. Soft gold, thin as honey in sunlight. The stone softened around the break. It moved, just a little, edges knitting together while she guided the line with the rod.

I forgot the tray in my hands.

Two bowls slid off and shattered on the floor.

Mother cursed.

The mage stopped singing. The glow faded. She turned toward me, amused.

“First spell?”

I stared at the hearthstone. “You shaped it.”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“No chisel.”

“No.”

“No heat.”

“Not the kind you mean.”

“Can you shape wood?”

She lifted one brow. “Sometimes.”

“Metal?”

“With far more effort.”

“Can you make strings vibrate without touching them?”

The amusement sharpened. “That is an unusual question.”

Mother’s hand landed on my shoulder. “Kai asks unusual questions before breakfast. Don’t encourage him unless you’re staying to answer until supper.”

The mage laughed and finished the repair.

I cleaned the broken bowls with my cheeks burning, but the glow stayed in my head. Stone moving without tools. Voice guiding power. Shape answering sound.

For days after, I watched every traveling mage who came through Lindholm.

Most weren’t as dramatic as I hoped. One lit lamps in the square with a bored flick of his fingers. Another sealed a cut on a hunter’s arm while complaining about the price of onions. A guild clerk used a spell to copy notices onto parchment and acted like that wasn’t the most beautiful waste of magic I had ever seen.

Magic was everywhere, but not evenly. Nobles had enchanted lamps that burned clean. Merchants paid for cooled storage chests. The city watch had message crystals for emergencies. Everyone else still carried water, chopped wood, patched roofs, and cursed when carts broke.

The world had wonders.

It also had grease traps.

That made it easier to believe.

When children in Lindholm reached the proper age, a guild examiner tested them for mana flow and skill manifestation. Not everyone had a skill. Some had small ones. A few had useful ones. Fewer had the kind people whispered about, the kind that opened doors to academies, noble service, guild contracts, or trouble.

Father tried to pretend he wasn’t nervous when my notice arrived.

He stood by the back door, reading the parchment upside down.

Mother took it from him. “Dain.”

“I was checking the seal.”

“The seal is on the other side.”

“It could have soaked through.”

She read it once, then again.

I kept chopping carrots with a practice knife. The blade was sharp enough now. Not as sharp as I liked, but sharp enough to keep me honest.

Father cleared his throat. “It’s next market day.”

“I heard,” I said.

Mother watched my hands. “Careful with your thumb.”

“My thumb is innocent.”

“Your thumb is too close.”

I moved it.

Father leaned against the table. “Whatever they find, it doesn’t change anything.”

That was the sort of thing adults said when they were terrified it might change everything.

I made the carrot pieces as even as I could. “What if it’s useless?”

“Then you’ll still be better at stew than half the city.”

“What if it’s dangerous?”

Mother’s knife hit the board once, hard.

Father answered more slowly. “Then we learn how to make it less dangerous.”

The carrot slipped under my blade. I caught it before it rolled.

“What if it’s big?”

Mother came around the table and took the knife from my hand. Not angry. Just done with pretending this was about carrots.

“Then we make sure it doesn’t make you stupid.”

Father nodded. “Power makes people very stupid.”

“You don’t have power,” I said.

“I own three barrels of ale and your mother likes me. I am drunk on influence.”

Mother threw a towel at him.

I laughed because they wanted me to.

Inside, my thoughts ran too fast.

Magic could shape stone. Magic could carry messages. Magic could heal flesh, light streets, cool food, strengthen walls. If I had the right kind, if I could move material, guide sound, carve hollow bodies, tension strings, focus vibration—

I stopped myself before my face changed.

No one here knew what a guitar was.

No one here knew why my pulse kicked at the thought of one.

That was mine. Dangerous, ridiculous, half-buried mine.

I kept it behind my teeth.

***
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The guild hall smelled of ink, wool cloaks, nervous children, and the sour-sweet candies parents bought to bribe them into standing still.

I hated it immediately.

Too many eyes. Too much waiting. A boy near the wall kept snapping sparks from his fingers while his older brother looked ready to explode with pride. A girl in a green dress made a ribbon twist into knots without touching it. Another child cried because nothing happened when she placed her hands on the crystal bowl.

Mother stood on my left. Father stood on my right.

Neither of them hovered.

Both of them hovered.

The examiner was a narrow man with gray hair tied at the nape of his neck. His robe was clean but worn at the cuffs, and his spectacles kept sliding down his nose. A brass badge on his chest marked him as licensed by the Alvarest registry.

“Name?” he asked without looking up.

“Kai Ashbell,” Father said.

“I can talk,” I muttered.

“You can also start arguments with furniture.”

The examiner glanced between us. His mouth twitched. “Kai Ashbell. Son of Dain and Elira Ashbell. Residence, The Copper Kettle, Lindholm east market district.”

“That’s us,” Mother said.

He motioned me forward.

On the table sat a shallow bowl of clear crystal filled with water. Beneath it, thin lines of silver curled in patterns I almost understood if I didn’t look straight at them.

“Both hands on the rim,” the examiner said. “Breathe normally. Do not force mana. Do not hold your breath. Do not attempt to impress anyone. The bowl has seen better liars than you.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“That was not aimed only at you.”

The spark-snapping boy looked away.

I placed my hands on the rim.

The crystal was cold.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the water trembled.

Not much. A ring spreading from the center. Another from the edge. The two met and folded back, forming ridges like plucked strings seen from above.

My fingers tingled.

A pressure gathered in my palms. It did not feel like heat. It felt like the moment before dough gave way under kneading. Like metal just soft enough to bend. Like a handle that could be more comfortable if the curve changed by a hair.

The silver lines beneath the bowl glowed dull amber.

The examiner leaned closer.

Mother’s breath caught.

The water rose.

Not into a splash. Not into mist. It lifted in a thin sheet and changed shape between my hands. A spoon, crude and wavering. Then a fork. Then a bowl with one side sagging. The forms collapsed back into water before I could hold them.

The tingling faded.

The examiner hummed. “Material-shaping affinity.”

My heart hit my ribs once.

“What kind?” Father asked.

The examiner took a wooden spoon from a tray and set it in front of me. “Touch it. Picture a small change. Nothing elaborate.”

I touched the spoon.

The wood had grain under my thumb, a tiny nick along the handle, oil soaked into the bowl from years of use. It was cheap. Beech, maybe. Dry at the edges. Strong enough for soup, not enough for serious abuse.

A small change.

I pictured the handle curving.

Mana moved.

Pain pricked my fingertips, like holding ice too long. The spoon groaned.

The handle bent slightly to the left.

A few parents murmured.

“That’s it?” the spark boy whispered.

His brother elbowed him.

The examiner picked up the spoon and inspected it. “Again. Make the bowl narrower.”

I tried.

The spoon resisted this time. Not because it was strong, but because I was asking the wood to crowd into itself. The mass had to go somewhere. I thinned the sides, lengthened the tip, and the handle fattened awkwardly.

It looked ridiculous.

The examiner nodded, more pleased with the failure than the success. “Conservation holds. Good.”

Good?

He placed a cracked clay plate on the table. “Repair the rim. Do not seal the crack through the center.”

I touched the plate.

Clay was worse. Grittier. Less willing. The chipped rim scraped under my finger. I pushed mana through the edge and imagined it rounded, smoothed, safe for a customer’s thumb.

The chip softened. The edge crawled inward. A small bump rose where the missing bit had to go somewhere. The central crack stayed.

Sweat prickled under my shirt.

The examiner wrote something down.

“Well?” Father asked, trying not to sound too eager.

The examiner adjusted his spectacles. “The skill is called Reshape in the common registry. Old term, practical category. It allows the user to alter the form of touched objects within material limits. Mass remains stable. Substance remains unchanged. Precision depends on understanding, mana control, and resistance of the material.”

I heard the words too clearly.

Touched objects.

Form.

Material limits.

Mass remains stable.

Substance unchanged.

My mouth went dry.

The examiner continued, “Very useful in craft work, repair, kitchen labor, carpentry, perhaps tool-making if trained. Not suited for combat at this stage. Not rare enough for academy sponsorship unless it develops unusually.”

Father’s shoulders lowered. Not disappointed. Relieved.

Mother let out a breath through her nose. “Kitchen labor, he says.”

The examiner looked at her. “Your son is from a tavern, yes?”

“Public house and eating room.”

“A skill like this will serve him well there. Handles, bowls, warped lids, cracked trays, hooks, racks. With practice, he could save you a great deal of expense.”

Father smiled, and it was real. “Hear that, Kai? You’ll bankrupt the tinker.”

The spark boy snickered again. “He bends spoons.”

Something hot and old moved in me.

Not anger, exactly. I had been laughed at for worse by people with microphones and cheap beer courage. But the sound hit the same place. Small stage, wrong note, air changing around me.

I picked up the bent spoon.

The examiner reached out. “Careful, one test is—”

I pressed my thumb into the handle.

Not bigger. Not better. Same wood. Same weight. Same spoon.

I pictured a fork.

The bowl flattened, split, and stretched into four uneven tines. The handle shortened and thickened. It came out ugly. One tine curved outward like a bad tooth.

It was still a fork.

The hall went quiet enough for me to hear the water in the crystal bowl settle.

The examiner stared at the thing in my hand.

My fingertips burned.

I set the fork down before I dropped it.

Father made a strangled sound that might have been a laugh.

Mother folded her arms. “Well. We did need more forks.”

The examiner cleared his throat. “That is... a strong conceptual shift for an initial manifestation. Crude, but promising.”

The spark boy shut up.

I looked at the ugly fork on the table and felt two things at once.

Disappointment, because the world had not handed me a miracle voice. No golden throat. No magic song. No clean answer to the one failure that followed me across death.

And under that, so bright I could barely stand still, possibility.

A spoon could become a fork.

A handle could curve.

A plate could smooth.

Wood could hollow.

Wood could hold air.

Air could become sound.

I closed my hands before they started shaking.

The examiner handed Mother a stamped paper and gave me warnings I pretended to absorb. Do not attempt living tissue. Do not force hard metals without training. Do not reshape load-bearing beams unless supervised. Do not alter coins. Do not use the skill on another person’s property without permission. Report any unusual developments to the guild.

Mother thanked him.

Father thanked him twice.

I kept looking at the spoon-fork.

The examiner noticed.

“You may keep it,” he said. “First workings are often sentimental.”

“It’s ugly,” I said.

“Yes.”

I took it anyway.

***
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The walk home was too bright.

Market day had filled Lindholm until every street seemed to have elbows. Fishmongers shouted over spice sellers. A goat tried to eat a hat. Two women argued about cabbage with the intensity of rival generals. Somewhere near the square, a temple bell rang a clean, polite pattern that made everyone step aside for a white-robed priest and his attendants.

I watched the bell rope swing through the open tower arch.

Sound, controlled.

Sound, approved.

Sound, useful.

Father carried a sack of barley on one shoulder and glanced down at me every few steps. “You all right?”

“Yes.”

“That was a big day.”

“Yes.”

“You keep saying yes like a man being questioned about a murder.”

Mother walked ahead with the stamped paper tucked safely in her basket. “Give him room, Dain.”

“I am giving room.”

“You’re breathing questions on him.”

“I have very gentle questions.”

I turned the ugly fork over in both hands as we walked. The balance was terrible. Too much weight in the handle. Tines uneven. Grain stressed where I had forced the split.

But the wood had moved.

Not illusion. Not surface trick. Not a little decorative bend.

Moved.

At The Copper Kettle, the lunch crowd swallowed us whole before anyone could celebrate properly. Mother put me to work at once, because in our family wonder still had to wait behind hungry people.

“Since you’re so talented,” she said, handing me a stack of warped wooden trenchers, “make these stop rocking.”

Father grinned from the ale casks. “A grand destiny begins.”

I stuck my tongue out at him and touched the first trencher.

It took more effort than I expected. Flattening one spot lifted another. Push too hard and the rim bulged. The old wood had absorbed years of gravy and washing and careless storage. It remembered every bad treatment.

By the fourth one, I understood more.

Reshape did not erase history.

It negotiated with it.

A dent could be smoothed, but the wood around it had to accept the difference. A crack could be closed only if enough material remained on both sides. A warped board could be persuaded flatter, but never into something it had not the thickness to become.

No cheating.

No free material.

No miracle.

Fine.

I knew kitchens. Kitchens were built on making something out of limits.

At dinner, Father lifted his mug. “To Kai. Finest spoon-bender in Lindholm.”

Several regulars cheered.

“Fork-maker,” I said.

“Ugliest fork-maker,” said Torren, a carter with stew in his beard.

I held up the fork. “This fork has character.”

“That fork has suffered.”

“It’s a working fork.”

“It looks drunk.”

Mother took it from me, stabbed a potato from Torren’s bowl, and popped it into her mouth. “Works.”

The room laughed.

I laughed with them.

It felt good, and that made the ache stranger.

They saw a useful boy with a useful skill in a useful place. The son of The Copper Kettle, growing into the shape everyone already had waiting for him. Repair the bowls. Improve the handles. Cook the stew. Inherit the hearth. Feed people. Live warm.

A good life.

A real one.

I knew that better than anyone.

After the last customer left and the lamps burned low, I helped scrub the tables. My arms ached. Mana use left a hollow feeling under my skin, like I had carried buckets all day with fingers instead of hands.

Mother sent me to bed.

I went upstairs.

I stayed there until the floorboards stopped creaking below.

Then I got out of bed.

The hall was dark. Father snored behind my parents’ door, deep and uneven. Mother murmured something in her sleep. I took my boots in one hand and walked barefoot down the stairs, avoiding the fourth step because it complained.

The common room smelled of ash and spilled ale. Moonlight lay across the tables.

I slipped into the back storehouse.

Sacks of flour leaned against one wall. Dried onions hung from beams. Spare plates sat in crates, and old furniture pieces waited for repairs no one had time to make. Near the chopping block, a pile of scrap wood filled a basket.

I knelt beside it.

My fingers hovered.

There was no reason a child should know the curve of a guitar body. No reason I should understand the hunger in that shape. Narrow waist. Hollow belly. Neck stretching out like a road. Strings crossing air, waiting for fingers.

I chose a piece of pale wood from a broken stool leg. Too small. Too thick in the wrong place. Not seasoned for tone. Not even close.

My hand closed around it anyway.

The storehouse held its breath.

I pushed mana through my palm.

The wood resisted, stubborn and dry. I eased instead of forcing. A spoon could become a fork because both were small and simple. This was not simple. I had no room for a full body, no strings, no bridge, no pegs, no proper soundboard. Only a scrap.

So I asked for a shape that could fit.

A hint.

A promise.

The wood lengthened slightly and thinned at one end. The other widened into a crude little body, no bigger than my palm. I pressed a hollow into it and felt the material bulge along the back. Too much. I adjusted, jaw clenched. Sweat ran down my temple.

The neck came out crooked.

The body looked lopsided.

There were no strings, only four shallow grooves where strings should have been.

It was not an instrument.

I held it under the moonlight and my chest hurt so sharply I almost laughed.

The tiny wooden thing sat in my hand, ugly and impossible and closer to a guitar than anything this world had shown me.

My fingers shook around it.

In the quiet storehouse, with flour dust on my knees and the hearth cooling in the next room, I touched the crooked neck and heard nothing at all.

No bass through a wall.

No crowd.

No singer with a voice that knew where to land.

Just my own breath, thin and fast.

I pressed the little wooden shape against my chest.

This world did not have it.

My thumb ran over the grooves again.

Then I would make it.
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Chapter3: A World Without Guitars

[image: ]


The first instrument shop I found in Lindholm had seven harps and not one honest string meant to be punished.

They hung from the rafters like polite birds. Small lap harps with carved roses. Tall ones with pale frames and strings so fine I was afraid to breathe too hard near them. A row of reed pipes sat in a velvet-lined case. Bells gleamed on the back wall. Two lutes rested under a cloth, their round bellies polished until they reflected the window light.

The shopkeeper watched me from behind the counter.

“Young Ashbell,” he said. “Your mother sent you for replacement bell hooks?”

“No.”

“Your father needs tuning pegs for the tavern fiddle?”

“No.”

His eyes narrowed. “You broke something.”

“Not yet.”

“That is not comforting.”

I stepped closer to the lutes.

They were pretty. I could admit that. Curved bodies, careful rosettes, smooth necks. The strings were gut, not steel. The bridge sat light. The whole thing looked built for fingers that knew manners.

I touched the air above one, not the instrument itself.

“May I hear it?”

The shopkeeper sighed as if I had asked to borrow his shoes. “Carefully.”

He lifted the lute and plucked a few notes.

Soft. Warm. Round as bread.

Perfect for a quiet room, a noble’s dinner, maybe a sad song under a window if the singer had cheekbones and no shame.

My chest sank.

“Do you have anything louder?”

He looked offended. “Louder?”

“Something with bite.”

“With what?”

“Like...” I curled my fingers, trying to catch a sound that did not exist in the room. “A stringed instrument that can growl.”

“Growl.”

“Or crack. Not break. Just—” I made a rough noise in my throat and regretted it at once. “Something that hits here.”

I tapped my sternum.

The shopkeeper held the lute away from me. “Instruments are not meant to hit people.”

“Not literally.”

“War drums, perhaps, if you want to frighten horses. The watch does not enjoy boys playing war drums in market streets.”

“What about metal strings?”

“For what?”

“For more tension. Brighter sound. Sharper attack.”

His face changed from annoyed to deeply tired. “Strings snap when overstrained. Fingers bleed. Neighbors complain. Customers leave. These are known things.”

I tried again. “Do you have an instrument that can hold a note after it’s plucked? Something that can be pushed into distortion?”

He stared.

I stared back.

Behind me, a little brass bell over the door chimed as a woman entered with a child. The child pointed at the smallest harp and whispered, “Pretty.”

Pretty.

That was the word everywhere.

In the shop, pretty sounds hung from hooks and waited for pretty hands.

I thanked the shopkeeper because Mother had raised me well enough to survive disappointment without biting people in daylight. Then I left with nothing but the smell of polish and old wood clinging to my sleeves.

The street outside struck me with ordinary life.

A cartwheel squealed. A fishmonger shouted. Hooves clicked against stone. Two apprentices chased each other with broom handles until their master caught one by the collar. From the temple square, a bell rang the afternoon hour in a bright, controlled pattern.

Sound everywhere.

None of it right.

I walked through Lindholm with a list folded in my pocket. It had started as a shopping list for spare hooks, wire, glue, cured wood, and whatever else I could convince Father was “for repairs.” By noon it had turned into a map of every place in the city that might hide something useful.

Instrument shop. Failure.

Temple. Worse failure.

The old priest let me listen to the choir practice because I delivered a pot of lentil soup on behalf of The Copper Kettle and looked sufficiently harmless. Their voices rose under the stone ceiling, clear and even. Children in white robes sang with mouths rounded just so. The adult cantor tapped a silver rod whenever someone drifted.

“Again,” he said, and the note corrected itself.

No one moved their body except to breathe.

The sound was beautiful enough to make my skin prickle.

It also made me want to kick open a window.

When one boy’s voice cracked, the cantor stopped everything. The boy flushed red. The others stared at the floor. The cantor’s correction was calm, gentle even, but the shame in the boy’s shoulders hit me harder than the words.

“Purity first,” the cantor said. “Feeling follows form.”

I left before I made a face someone holy might notice.

At the market, I found drums. Small hand drums for festivals. Frame drums with dyed ribbons. A barrel drum used by soldiers, the skin stretched tight over a heavy body. The vendor struck it once with a padded mallet.

The sound boomed across the stall.

People turned.

My heart jumped.

“There,” I said.

The vendor grinned. “Fine drum, yes? Carries over marching feet.”

“Can you play it faster?”

He played a pattern meant for marching soldiers. Strong, square, obedient.

I took the mallet before he could stop me and tapped a syncopated rhythm on the rim, then the skin, then the rim again. Not well. I was no drummer. But the shape was in my head. Kick-snare-kick-kick-snare. Ghost notes. Push and drag. Something that made the body lean forward.

The vendor’s grin disappeared.

A horse tied nearby tossed its head. A woman carrying eggs scowled at me.

The vendor snatched the mallet back. “That is not a marching rhythm.”

“No.”

“What is it for?”

Sweat gathered under my collar.

A crowd pressed close. Not a real crowd, just market people stopping because noise had made a small hole in the day.

What is it for?

For packed rooms. For sweat. For telling the heart it doesn’t have to behave. For the moment before the chorus when everyone knows the floor is about to drop.

I said, “Dancing.”

“That was not dancing.”

“Not your kind.”

He gave me the same look the instrument shopkeeper had.

By evening
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