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Elapsed years 150-150.25

The boy in the second row had both hands over his ears.

Ilan noticed him while testing the highest notes, before the rest of the listeners had finished finding seats. The child was perhaps four, pressed against a woman in a gray work tunic. Each time Ilan touched the bright end of the keyboard, the boy's shoulders rose. His mother bent to speak into the space between his wrists. He shook his head without taking his hands away.

Ilan stopped. He had already tested those notes twice.

Behind him, Vela pushed a loose strand of hair beneath the cloth around her head and leaned over her own instrument. She was seated at the smaller reed chest, far enough to his left that he could see her fingers without turning. A fan hummed above the hall's rear doors. People were coming in with their sleeves rolled down over work-marked arms, carrying folded cloths for the hard benches. The afternoon service drew those who could attend before the next labor period and those who had been awake since the previous one. At the back, a man slept upright before the prayers had begun.

"That one isn't attending voluntarily," Vela said.

"Which?"

"Your admirer with his ears covered."

"He'll uncover them when we start."

"An ambitious plan."

Ilan smiled, though he checked the high notes again under his fingers without admitting air to the reeds. He could feel the keyboard through the thin sheen of sweat on his hands. His right sleeve had caught against the casing on the way in, and the small pulled thread seemed offensively visible now. He tucked it beneath the seam. In the front bench his father was speaking to a man Ilan did not know. Oren's head was inclined, one hand shaping a narrow interval in the air. Explaining something. Already explaining something.

The hall's central aisle remained clear. Men from Vow occupied the seats nearest the speaking platform, their better cloth dark under the lamps. Families settled behind them according to the places the ushers indicated. Ilan had performed in less comfortable rooms, with listeners standing in doorways or following the music through a speaker while they worked. Here, a voice could reach the rear wall without being raised. The curved panels above the platform had been patched three times since his apprenticeship began; each repair had changed what came back to his ears. He had learned the new hall each time. He was proud of that knowledge, the small turns a sound took through a room, and resented how often people mistook performance for a fortunate throat or nimble hands.

His father rose and crossed to the front corner of the platform. Ilan bent toward him.

"Don't hold the return," Oren said.

"I haven't held it in a week."

"You held it this morning."

"I was checking the left reed."

"Then don't check it during the service."

His father's face was untroubled. This was help. Oren had stood in the same place during Ilan's earliest public attempts, his hands clasped behind him, giving a useful word before returning to his seat. Twenty-five years old, a qualified performer with the favored opening, Ilan still felt his body straighten beneath that familiar look.

"Keep the count," Oren said.

"I know."

"Knowing and doing."

Oren tapped two fingers on the platform edge, almost affectionately, and went back to the front bench.

"He'll wear a hole through that board," Vela murmured.

"He paid for enough of it in waiting."

She glanced at Oren's seat. "Then he ought to sit on the comfortable part."

Darin came through the side opening before Ilan could answer. The director carried no instrument today. He looked over the benches, then at the narrow clock mounted near the rear door, and touched his palm to his chest. Their warning. Nolan Vow was making his way toward the speaking place with a cloth-bound text under his arm. He was young enough that the older ministers sometimes spoke over him; Ilan had heard it at a rehearsal and disliked the ease with which they did it. Nolan never forgot a performer's name, and he never asked for an unplanned verse merely because an important man had arrived late. Ilan valued him for both.

The last door closed. Ilan settled his feet on the pedals, feeling the slight difference in resistance between them. Vela sat still. Their third player, a broad-shouldered man named Asher Song, held a bowed instrument across his knees, its pale neck newly fitted and incongruous against the worn body. He glanced at Ilan, eyebrows raised. Ready.

Darin lowered his hand.

Ilan drew the first notes from the chest with hardly enough pressure to set the reeds speaking. The tune began low. It was familiar to everyone in the hall, but its opening was his alone, the line moving through a few quiet changes before the other parts would join. He kept his eyes on the far wall. Looking at his hands made him play like a man checking himself. Looking at his father would be worse.

The note beneath his little finger came slowly, as it sometimes did when the instrument had been still. He gave it a fraction more air without forcing the notes beside it. The sound opened. His shoulders loosened. This was what he could do. He could feel a resistance and meet it before a listener knew it had been there.

Asher entered under him, a rougher sound, close to a human voice. Vela followed, placing the lower part so gently that Ilan felt its arrival more than he heard it. The hall changed. Bench creaks remained, somebody coughed, and the fan continued its patient grumble, yet all of it seemed to settle around the phrase. Ilan liked the instant when a room began listening. He had never found anything else that could give him that particular bodily certainty.

The mother in the second row lifted one of the little boy's hands from his ear. He let her. Ilan kept the line moving.

The arrangement had a climbing passage before the voices entered, a sequence that could sound effortless only after a tiresome amount of work. His father had made him practice its awkward turn until the skin beneath one nail broke. Ilan no longer needed to look at the crossing. His hands parted, came together, and separated again while his feet kept the air steady. The boy watched. Ilan could not resist allowing the final high note to shine a little longer than he had done in rehearsal.

Vela lifted her head.

He moved on at once. Asher's bow had stayed with him, though its angle had changed sharply. Vela's fingers remained pressed against the lower keys. Then the congregation rose, and the first sung word traveled toward the platform in a ragged, wholehearted wave.

Ilan loved them then. The worn faces, the uncertain voices, the man at the back who woke halfway through rising and nearly lost his balance. They had brought their tiredness into this room and offered what breath they had. Some sang beautifully. Most did not. The words promised steadfast passage and a home prepared beyond the long darkness. Ilan believed them. He could not picture the world itself except through the approved images shown at festivals, the slopes and open distance no room aboard could contain, but he believed that people would one day stand there and hear something other than machinery beneath their songs.

For now, he had this hall.

The second verse quickened. Darin's hand marked the pulse discreetly beside his hip. A late group entered the rear doorway, hesitated, and waited for the usher. Their movement pulled a few listeners out of the phrase. The voices thinned. Ilan gave them the tune more plainly, taking some decoration from his right hand and strengthening the notes they needed. They found him again. Vela's low part swelled and eased beneath the regained line.

At the return, Ilan heard his father's warning a moment before he reached the place. Don't hold it. He prepared too carefully. His left hand pressed on time; his right waited just long enough for him to feel the space between them. It was a small hitch, a single uneven breath. Most of the congregation sang across it. Vela changed the weight beneath his next note, and Asher lengthened a stroke. The phrase arrived safely.

Ilan's face heated.

He did not look down. He took the next entrance cleanly and let the last verse widen. Near the front, Nolan had closed his text and was singing without it. Oren stood beside the unfamiliar man, his mouth forming the words, his eyes on Ilan's right hand.

The ending required restraint. After the high passage and the strength of all those voices, it was tempting to make a display of the quiet. Ilan gave the final line its ordinary pace. Vela left the lower note sounding until he released his own, and Asher's bow stopped with them. There was a brief, lovely emptiness. Then a bench scraped, the child in the second row laughed at something his mother whispered, and Nolan stepped forward.

Ilan lowered his hands into his lap. The applause permitted after the musical offering was short and scattered, but people were smiling. Darin gave him a small nod. He should have been pleased. He was pleased. Still, his right hand kept replaying that fraction of hesitation against his thigh.

During the readings, he counted the next piece under his breath, careful that no one could see his lips move. His father had taught him to use the intervals. There was always another place to prepare.

After the service, the boy came close enough to the platform to touch its edge. His mother caught his shoulder before he could climb.

"Sorry," she said. "He wants to know where the sound goes when you stop."

Ilan glanced at Darin, who was speaking to Nolan. No hurry yet. He slid off the bench and crouched at the platform's edge.

"What do you think?"

The boy stared at the reed chest. "In there."

"Some of it starts in there. But when I stop giving it air, it stops making sound."

"You kill it?"

His mother shut her eyes briefly. "He asks that about everything."

"I let it rest," Ilan said.

The boy considered this. "Can I wake it?"

"Perhaps it can wake your hand."

Ilan held out his palm. The boy laid his smaller one against it, warm and a little sticky. Ilan placed it flat on the wooden casing and reached back to sound one low note. The faint tremor passed through the board into the boy's hand. His mouth opened. Ilan played the note again, shorter this time.

"It's knocking," the boy said.

"It does that."

"There you are," his mother said. "Now we really must go. Thank you."

The boy knocked back against the casing before she could stop him. Ilan laughed. It startled him, the ease of it, after so much attention to where his hands ought to be.

"Gently," he said, but the child was already being led away.

Vela watched from beside her instrument. "A very severe critic."

"I won him over."

"With one note. You could shorten the whole program."

"And put you out of work?"

"I'd knock on the box."

Asher snorted. He was loosening his bow and wrapping it, his hands moving with the careful economy of a man who had broken something valuable once and intended never to repeat it.

Darin approached. "Good recovery in the second verse. I want the same opening next week. No extra extension before the voices."

Ilan nodded. "The child was listening."

"Several people were. Some had rehearsed with you."

Vela bent to fasten her instrument cover. Ilan could not see whether she was smiling.

"Otherwise good," Darin said. "Very good. Your father has reason to be pleased."

The director moved away before Ilan could decide whether to thank him. He returned to the keyboard and pressed the troublesome turn silently. His father appeared at his shoulder.

"You anticipated it," Oren said.

"I know."

"You thought about not holding it, and held it."

"I heard."

"The audience may not have."

Ilan glanced toward the departing listeners. "Darin wants the opening again."

"He should. You played well."

"Apart from that turn."

"Yes. Apart from that."

Oren put a hand on his shoulder. His fingers were broad, the nails trimmed almost to the quick. Ilan had watched those hands all his life. They were still strong, still quicker in certain changes than his own, though Oren now chose parts that asked less of his smallest finger. 

"Your mother expects us," he said. "Don't keep her waiting while you play it again."

"I wasn't going to."

His father's hand tightened once and released. "Good."

Ilan waited until Oren had turned, then moved his fingers through the turn without sound. Vela saw him. She said nothing.

The family dining room was already warm when they arrived. Niva stood over the serving vessel with a cloth folded around its handles, while Ena argued with a stubborn lid. Both women wore Table tunics under the lighter garments they had put on for the meal. Niva's sleeves were rolled to the elbows. Ena's had a spot near the collar that she kept trying to hide with the angle of her chin.

"You are late," Niva said.

"The service ran to time," Oren answered.

"The service isn't sitting down to eat. Wash."

Ilan took the lid from Ena. She let him struggle for a few seconds before pointing to the catch he had missed.

"It opens better when it isn't fastened."

"You might have mentioned that."

"You looked so confident."

He released the catch. The lid came free at once. Steam rose, carrying the sharp, pleasant smell of browned vegetables and a thick grain mixture underneath. His stomach tightened with hunger. He had eaten little before performing because a heavy meal made him aware of every movement of his diaphragm, even at a keyboard. Niva called this nonsense and saved his portion anyway.

"You made the crust," he said.

"Ena made it."

His sister lifted her chin and revealed the spot again. "It fought."

"Who won?"

"Ask after you've chewed."

He laughed and helped carry the bowls to the table. The room was one they could use for family meals at this hour, with another household due after them. It had no softness except the pads Niva brought for the benches and no view except a narrow strip of corridor through the door. Ilan preferred it to rooms he had visited with better lamps and permanent seating. Here, somebody always knew which bowl he would take.

Oren gave the blessing. He spoke slowly, his performing voice lending weight to the familiar words about provision, duty, and those who would inherit the voyage. Niva's eyes were closed. Ena's were open, fixed on the vessel between them. Ilan tried to close his own thoughts around gratitude. He was hungry; he had played well; his family was together. Then the uneven turn sounded inside his head, and he had to begin the prayer again silently before his father finished it aloud.

"How was it?" Niva asked when they had begun eating.

"Very good," Oren said.

Ilan looked up.

"A little uncertainty at the return," his father continued. "Nothing that carried far."

"There was no uncertainty," Ilan said. "I knew exactly what I was doing."

Ena set down the serving spoon. "That sounds worse."

"I mean I anticipated the correction."

"Then it was uncertainty," Oren said. "About the correction."

"About whether you would hear it."

His father gave him a puzzled look. "Of course I would hear it."

Niva pushed the grain vessel toward Ilan. "Eat before you hear anything else."

For a while they did. Ena's crust was better than he had expected, thin and crisp at the edges, with a soft center that held the vegetables. He told her so. She studied him suspiciously, then decided to accept the compliment.

"I tried a different order," she said. "The first tray went soggy."

"What happened to it?"

"We ate it. What did you think?"

"I meant at work."

"Yes, Ilan. We stood there in our fine Table clothes and ate our failure. It was a moving ceremony."

Niva laughed into her cup. Oren smiled. Ilan felt the last tightness from the hall ease beneath his ribs. His sister could make their father smile when no one else could, usually by giving him no time to decide whether the joke was respectful.

"Was the problem the heat?" Ilan asked.

"The water in the filling. We let it stand first, this time."

"I wouldn't have thought of that."

"Nor did I. I stood there looking at it as though it had deceived me."

She broke a corner from the crust to show him the dry underside. He reached for the piece and she put it into her own mouth.

"That was my evidence," he said.

"You may inspect the remaining ruin."

Their father began describing a performance from the previous week, one Ilan had missed because he had been rehearsing. An older singer had lost his place, and Oren had supported him through the end. It was a good story. Oren imitated the singer's bewildered expression without cruelty, then showed how he had given the man a clear entrance with a change in the lower part.

"You gave him the tune," Ilan said.

"A little of it."

"That must have crowded the arrangement."

"Only for a moment."

"Darin would have noticed."

"Darin was grateful the man finished."

Ilan thought of Vela changing beneath his hesitation. He had felt her adjustment more than heard it. He would thank her next rehearsal.

"You could have done the same this morning," Oren said.

"I didn't need to. I was already past it."

"You could have allowed the low part to carry you instead of pressing the next note."

Ilan put his spoon down. "If I had relaxed there, the whole return would have sagged."

"It depends how you relax."

"It depends where the other players are."

"Naturally."

"You were listening from the front. It sounds different from the bench."

His father's eyebrows rose. "I've sat on that bench."

"Before the last ceiling work."

"The ceiling didn't move your hand."

Ena tapped the side of her cup with one fingernail. Neither man looked at her. Ilan leaned forward and marked the phrase against the table, softly at first, then with more force when his father interrupted the middle.

"That's where you're placing it," Oren said. "It belongs here."

His fingers answered beside Ilan's. Their mother lifted her bowl away from the increasingly busy space between them.

"Will either of you carry the hot vessel next rest day?" Ena asked.

"Yes," Ilan said, watching Oren's hand. "But your second note is late."

"For the family meal at the lower dining room," she continued. "Mother said she wanted to try the shorter route, and I can't carry it and the pads."

"I'll carry it," Oren said. "There, do you hear the difference?"

"You just said yes to a day you are working," Ena told Ilan.

He stopped tapping. "What?"

"The day you said you couldn't change because the whole voyage would falter without your hands."

"I didn't say that."

"You took longer. I shortened it."

Niva's expression made him put both hands in his lap.

"I'm sorry," he said to Ena. "Which day?"

She named it. He was working. So was his father, at a different hour that still overlapped the meal. He had forgotten that Niva wanted to see her friend at the lower room, a woman whose walking had become difficult. Ena had arranged a shared meal so neither older woman would have to make the entire journey. His mother had told him about it three times.

"I could come after the rehearsal," he said.

"After the meal."

"I can't move the rehearsal."

"I didn't ask you to. I asked whether you could carry something. A useful answer would have been no."

The room had become very quiet. From the corridor came the squeak of wheels, a low conversation, the brief rattle of a cart crossing a join in the floor. Ilan looked at the two hands his father still held ready above the table. He could hear the phrase lying wrongly between them.

"I can take the pads down tomorrow," he said. "And set the benches."

Ena's face softened a little. "That would help."

"Then I will."

Niva touched his wrist. "Good. Now eat. Both of you."

They returned to the meal. Ilan asked his mother about her friend and listened to the answer. He asked Ena how the kitchen had received the new crust. He even let the first silence remain empty. Then Oren moved his cup, and the rhythm of his fingers against the handle was so close to the disputed passage that Ilan heard himself say, "There. That's what I mean."

Ena closed her eyes.

Later, as they cleared the room for the next family, she handed him the folded bench pads without looking at him. He took them. The cloth smelled faintly of the meal and of the soap their mother used. Niva was speaking to Oren at the doorway, asking him to stop walking away before she finished a sentence. Ilan recognized the tone and wished he did not.

Ena gathered the empty bowls in a stack that hid her face. He moved to take the upper two.

"Those go the other way."

"I know."

"Then why are you turning there?"

He stopped. Beyond the doorway their father had begun describing the turn to Niva, who was putting on her outer garment with both elbows raised to escape the conversation.

Ilan handed the bowls back.

"Tomorrow," Ena said. "The lower room. Dessa will need the firmer pad."

"I heard."

She looked at him over the stack. He wanted to ask what she expected him to say, but the next household had arrived with its own food, and everyone needed to move.

He adjusted the bundle against his chest. An hour of private practice waited in one of the small rooms, a convenience attached to his featured assignment. He had been looking forward to it all day.

At the passage junction, his father stopped beneath the directional lamp.

"You're thinking too much about a small fault," Oren said.

Ilan almost laughed. "Am I?"

"You played beautifully. I said so."

"And then we spent the meal taking it apart."

"That's how we get better."

The answer was so familiar that Ilan had no ready reply. His father looked tired now, the skin beneath his eyes creased by the hall's warm light and the long day's work. The pad binding cut against Ilan's fingers. He shifted the bundle, and his father reached at once to take its heavier end.

"I know," he said.

Oren squeezed his shoulder. "Keep the count. The rest follows."

Ilan went to practice. He left the bench pads secured beside the door where they would stay clean, sat at the small reed chest, and played the turn. The first attempt was ordinary. The second was better. On the third he heard exactly what his father had meant, a hesitation he had been disguising by pressing the next note too hard. He corrected it, played the whole phrase, and felt a quiet triumph.

There was no one to hear it.

He nearly got up to find Oren. Instead he played it once more, and once after that, until the practice lamp warned him that the next musician was due. When he lifted the pads again, one corner had escaped the binding and trailed along the floor. A dark line crossed the cloth where somebody had pushed the door against it. He rubbed it with his thumb. The line spread. He turned the corner inward and tied the bundle more tightly.

He would take a clean cloth to it before anyone needed it.

He delivered the bundle the next morning with the marked corner folded underneath.

Niva untied it on the bench. For a moment he thought she would leave the firmer pad where it lay. Then she lifted it, saw the dark streak and held it toward the light.

"What happened?"

"The door caught it."

"On the floor?"

"Only the corner. I meant to clean it."

She looked at his empty hands.

Dessa was coming along the passage with Ena beside her. Each step of the walking frame made a small uneven scrape. Ilan took the pad back and rubbed the mark with his sleeve.

"Leave it," Niva said.

She gave Dessa the thinner one and went to find a cloth. Ena settled the frame beside the table, kissed her mother as they passed and hurried toward her work. Ilan had expected to put down the bundle and go. Now there was a cup needing water, a chair in the wrong place and his mother struggling to make the firmer pad usable before the food arrived.

He followed her to the washing recess.

"I'll do that."

"You have rehearsal."

"I can be a little late."

"Then go and tell them. Don't make me watch the time too."

He reached for the cloth. His mother had already pressed it against the streak. Dampness spread through the padding beneath her hand.

From the other room, Dessa called her name.

He went to rehearsal. He played the return correctly, twice, and arrived at the lower room afterward to find the meal cleared. The firmer pad hung over the back of a chair. Niva had missed most of Dessa's first story while trying to dry it.

Dessa herself was still sitting, one hand pressing beside her hip.

"Come here," she said. "I've heard you."

"Today?"

"Through the speaker. The piece that keeps going up."

"There are several."

"Then you should stop climbing so much. People will get tired."

He sat on the end of the bench. His mother was stacking the last cups. Dessa hummed the phrase she remembered, climbing past the right note and finding a comfortable place above it.

"That one," she said.

He knew it now. "The last verse."

"I joined in."

Oren, coming through the doorway, caught the end of this. "You're not supposed to sing over a solo."

Dessa turned slowly. "Were you in my room?"

Niva laughed, then had to set down the cups. Oren held up both hands.

"You may do as you please in your room."

"Very generous. I've been waiting."

Dessa hummed again. Ilan could hear the way to bring her back, only a small change at the rise. He sang the line softly. She listened and then sang her version, quite contentedly, louder than before.

"Do you hear the difference?" he asked.

"Certainly."

He waited.

"I like mine," she said.

Oren began laughing. Dessa looked so pleased with herself that Ilan laughed too, although he could still hear the wrong note. His mother sat down at last. Dessa took her hand and resumed an argument about a man both women knew, who had eaten half a dish before asking whether it was meant to be sweet.

Niva supplied his exact words. Dessa disputed them. Between them they made the absent man so indignant that Ilan began to wish he had eaten the dish himself.

Then Dessa shifted and went quiet.

"Time," she said.

"So soon?" Niva asked.

Dessa touched the thin pad. "I've found the bench."

Ilan reached for the firmer one, then felt its damp underside. He put it down. The two women had barely begun talking together.

He stood to help Dessa, but she waved him back until she had settled her hands on the frame. She rose slowly, mouth drawn tight. Once upright, she asked him to move the bench end. He did, and she turned without squeezing against the wall.

"Nearly managed that," she said.

"You could have asked sooner."

"I wanted to know."

Niva went with her. Ilan remained to clear the room with his father. He squeezed the wet corner of the pad and watched a drop fall onto his thumb.

Through the next quarter he played the opening three more times without the hesitation. Niva gave the firm pad to Dessa to keep in her room. Ilan carried it there himself, clean and dry. Dessa was resting when he arrived. He left it with Niva and went quietly away.

On his return he passed a speaker carrying that morning's service. The copied sound made his own playing seem to belong to somebody he admired. A pair of workers went around him with a loaded cart. He moved aside, still listening, and waited until the difficult passage had gone by.
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The key stayed down after Ilan lifted his finger.

For an instant he thought he had done it himself, caught the edge with a sleeve or pressed at an angle. He took his hands away. The thin note continued over the lower chord, bright and wrong. Asher stopped bowing. Vela kept her foot moving for one beat, then let her own sound die.

"Well," she said. "Something wants the last word."

Ilan released the air from the chest and waited for the reed to fall silent. He touched the key once. It rose slowly, snagging near the top, then settled a little below its neighbors.

"Don't force it," Darin said.

"I'm not forcing it."

"Your face suggests otherwise."

Ilan moved his hand away. They had been halfway through the morning rehearsal, with enough time left to improve the ending and none to waste on a fault that had given no warning. He had checked the chest before beginning. The service mark was recent. He looked at it now, as if the little date might have something to say about the note still hanging in his ears.

"It was fine yesterday," he said.

"Close it," Darin said. "Take it to service."

"We can finish on the lower range."

"Then you will rehearse a different piece and tell me this one is ready."

Ilan looked toward Vela. She had already put the cover over her keyboard. Asher was unfastening the support beneath his instrument, careful not to knock its new neck against the chair. Their obedience made Ilan feel foolishly abandoned.

"The opening is tomorrow," he said.

"I know when my program is."

Darin's voice had changed just enough. Ilan nodded and closed the chest. The hinged outer panels protected the keyboard during transport; their latches were old in design but recently replaced, the metal still bright along the edges. With the pedals folded away, the instrument could be moved on its assigned low cart. It remained too heavy for one person to carry safely. Ilan had always liked that weight when he sat behind it, the sense of something substantial under his hands. He liked it less now.

Asher came to help without being asked. They lifted together on Darin's count, set the chest squarely, and fastened the retaining straps. One strap twisted beneath the corner. Ilan pulled at it, impatient, and Asher caught his wrist.

"Lift. Don't drag it against the fitting."

Asher raised his side before Ilan could pull again. The twisted strap came free.

"Ready?"

Ilan got both hands underneath, and this time they lowered it together.

The service passage was busier than usual. A pair of Turn workers brought a covered assembly through the junction, steering it around a woman with a Cycle cart. Everyone stopped, backed up, apologized without much conviction, and tried again. Ilan stood with his hands on the instrument cart while a warm draft moved across his ankles. Somewhere behind the wall, machinery gave a short metallic shudder and resumed its ordinary hum.

"We could still make the afternoon room," he said.

Asher looked at him. "You could. I'm assigned elsewhere."

"Only if they release it quickly."

"They haven't seen it yet."

"It's one key."

Asher looked back toward the rehearsal room, where his own instrument still waited. "I'll ask Darin who can collect it with you. I won't be free."

Asher's calm was beginning to irritate him. Ilan could hear all the sensible reasons not to be irritated and resented those too. Tomorrow's opening had a difficult exchange between his right hand and Vela's lower part. They had finally begun to agree on its shape. A substitute chest would respond differently. A changed room would send the sound back differently. Darin would expect the same confidence whatever had happened between now and then.

At the counter, a man in a stained Turn tunic looked up from a tray of small parts. He was younger than Oren and older than Ilan, with a narrow beard that seemed to have been trimmed by somebody impatient with him.

"What failed?"

"A key return," Ilan said. "Upper range. It held a note."

The man pushed the tray aside. "Name?"

"Ilan Song. Featured opening at the worship hall."

"I meant the instrument mark. Yours afterward."

Asher turned away to conceal a smile. Ilan gave the mark.

"Bram Turn," the man said, writing it down. "Show me which key without pressing it."

Ilan opened the panel and pointed. Bram leaned close, then shifted the light over the keyboard. He did not touch anything immediately. Ilan wanted him to hurry. The waiting felt longer because Bram seemed unaware that time was passing at all.

"Did you lift it?"

"I touched it once after releasing the air."

"Once?"

"Once."

"Good. Leave the panel open. I need it on the bench."

They helped him move it. On the neighboring work surface lay a pump housing with its cover removed, a rack of worn hinges, and a sealed container bearing a clinical equipment mark. Ilan recognized none of the parts in detail. He recognized that each had arrived before his instrument.

"Could it be ready today?" he asked.

"After I examine it, I can tell you what it needs."

"We perform tomorrow."

Bram glanced up. "Then tell your director it's out of use until released."

"He knows."

"Good."

Bram drew a clean cloth over the open panel. He reached for the clinical fitting, apparently finished with them.

"There are several hundred listeners expected," Ilan said.

Asher's gaze moved to him.

Bram rested both hands on the bench. "And if I do this before that housing, a food line keeps stopping. If I do it before the clinical fitting, someone else waits for equipment they need. I haven't assessed yours. I won't put it ahead because the people waiting for it sit together."

Ilan felt the heat rise beneath his collar. "I didn't ask you to neglect clinical work."

"Then we're agreed."

There was nothing left to say without making the demand more naked. Ilan stepped back. Asher completed the handover, because somebody had to, and the two musicians took the empty cart away.

For the first stretch of corridor, neither spoke. The empty cart rattled more loudly without the weight of the chest. Ilan kept wanting to stop and check that they had not left some part of it behind.

Asher stopped at a junction to let a group of children pass. Their Lesson teacher walked among them with a stack of thin boards held against her hip. One boy was trying to see behind him without turning his feet and nearly walked into the cart. The teacher caught his shoulder, redirected him, and continued talking as if the movement had been part of her sentence.

Ilan watched her for a moment. She had an unhurried way of bringing the stragglers back without raising her voice. He wished the service counter had contained such a person, then disliked himself for wanting someone whose skill lay in managing children.

"I once told a repairer a festival would collapse without my bow," Asher said when the children had gone. "He asked whether the congregation had forgotten how to sing."

"That's not the same."

"No. Mine was a bow."

Ilan laughed unwillingly. Asher gave the cart a push.

Asher parked the cart inside its recess and loosened his fingers.

"That's my free hand done for the morning," he said. "Try not to break the little one."

The substitute waited in a storage alcove near the rehearsal room, its service label current and its cover patched in two shades of cloth. Darin watched while Ilan and Vela brought it out. It was smaller than the featured chest, with a narrower keyboard and shorter pedals. The polished edge where generations of hands had rested was now mostly newer material fitted during repairs. Nothing about it felt like his.

Ilan sat. His knees were too high. He adjusted the bench and found that the pedal travel demanded more ankle movement than he expected. The first notes sounded blunt, almost nasal.

"No," he said.

Darin folded his arms. "A detailed assessment."

"The upper run won't speak cleanly."

"Then show me what will."

Ilan played the opening. Halfway through, his foot gave too much pressure and the high line burst out above Vela's test chord. He stopped.

"It's uneven."

"Your pressure is uneven," Vela said.

"Because the pedals are wrong."

"For the way you usually move."

Darin lifted a hand before Ilan could reply. "We have this room for another short interval. Use it to learn the instrument, not to complain that it isn't the other one."

Darin turned the music back to the first page and put it where Ilan would have to look at it. He put both feet back on the pedals and played slowly, taking the tune lower where the chest responded more readily. Vela entered under him. Her sound was fuller than his now. He tried to rise above it, overworked the pedal, and made the same harsh note again.

"Less from me?" she asked.

He nearly said yes. Instead he heard Asher's remark in the corridor and tried the phrase with less force. Vela stayed where she was, and the two sounds met in a way he had not expected. The smaller chest did not need to dominate to remain audible.

"Again," Darin said.

They played it again. At the difficult run, Ilan omitted a turn he could not execute clearly on the narrow keys. He hated leaving it out. Vela altered the movement beneath him so the phrase still seemed to gather speed. Asher returned from his other assignment in time to hear the ending and set his case down quietly.

"That works," he said.

"It works if you know what is missing," Ilan replied.

Vela lifted her hands. "I don't think the listeners carry your practice notes."

"My father does."

"Your father isn't the congregation," Darin said. "We use this arrangement tomorrow. I can give you the early room for half an hour, without Asher. He has already changed enough of his day."

Ilan wanted the full hour that usually accompanied his opening. He wanted his own chest, the familiar resistance beneath his feet, and a father who would hear the change as an adaptation rather than a retreat. Vela had begun marking her new movement. Asher stood beside her, humming his entrance while she wrote.

"All right," he said.

Vela looked toward Asher, then back at Ilan. She did not make the joke he expected.

That evening, Oren came to the small practice room. He found Ilan bent over the substitute, playing the same descending line with three different fingerings. His father waited until he stopped.

"I heard."

"Everyone seems to have."

"Darin told me your instrument was in service. He thought I might help."

Ilan shifted on the bench. "It's too narrow."

Oren sat beside him, their shoulders almost touching. "Move over."

"There's nowhere to move."

"Then stand up and complain from there."

Ilan stood. His father placed his feet on the pedals, sounded a chord, and made a face at its brightness. For the first time that day, Ilan felt understood.

"Unpleasant," Oren said.

"Exactly."

"Useful, though. It will cut through voices."

He played a line Ilan knew from childhood exercises. The chest answered cleanly, though Oren used little of the upper range. His hands looked cramped. He changed their angle rather than fighting the spacing, and Ilan could see immediately how that helped the descent.

"There," Oren said. "Try it."

They exchanged places. Ilan copied the angle, adjusted his wrist, and made the passage on his second attempt. Pleasure ran through him so sharply that the day's irritation briefly disappeared.

"Yes," he said. "That's it."

"Of course it is."

His father's satisfaction matched his own. They worked together for the rest of the session, Oren offering only the corrections Ilan needed, Ilan taking them with an ease that would have surprised Ena. Oren's sleeve brushed his each time they changed places. Ilan stopped moving away from it. Oren even admitted that the featured arrangement asked more of the substitute than it could comfortably give.

"Leave out the turn," he said.

"I already have."

"Then you've made a sound decision."

Ilan glanced at him. "You could say that first sometimes."

Oren frowned, then smiled. "Would you hear the correction afterward?"

"I might."

"A dangerous experiment."

They laughed. The warning lamp came on before Ilan expected it, and he found that he did not want his father to go. Oren helped cover the instrument. At the door, he paused.

"Don't try to make it sound like the other one. Let them hear this one played well."

Ilan nodded and kept his hand on the covered keys while Oren went out.

The next morning, he reached the rehearsal room before the attendant opened it. Vela arrived carrying her breakfast in a cloth, still chewing.

"You shouldn't eat over the keys," he said.

"I haven't reached the keys."

"Crumbs travel."

She swallowed. "I'll alert Watch."

He smiled. "My father found a better hand angle."

"Good."

"The descent works now."

"Good," she repeated, this time with enough emphasis to make him hear that she meant it.

When the door opened, they went in together. The room smelled of warm dust and the faint waxy odor of the instrument covers. Ilan sat at the substitute and played the altered opening from beginning to end. Vela listened, then joined him without asking to start over. She was shaping her lower line differently, holding one note while he climbed, then moving as he settled.

"Why there?" he asked.

"Try the descent with it."

He did. Her moving line brought him to the last note with his foot nearly still. He had expected to feel hurried; instead he had time to hear the little sound end.

"Again," he said.

She had already placed her hand. The half hour passed quickly, and Ilan left the room with a version of the piece he could trust.

Trusting it in front of listeners was another matter. At the hall, the smaller chest looked almost comic in the featured position, as if a child's instrument had been placed where an adult would pretend to play it. Ilan knew that was unfair. It was a capable working chest with a narrower range and a different voice. Yet when his father entered and looked toward the platform, Ilan straightened as though he could lend the object height through posture.

During Nolan's opening words, he studied his hands. He had washed them too often; the skin along one thumb felt tight. Vela shifted beside him and put her foot on the pedal. Ready. Asher raised his bow. Darin's hand came down.

Ilan began.

The first phrase sounded plain. He resisted the urge to decorate it. The reed chest had a direct, almost speaking quality in the middle range, and the melody held without the shimmer he had been accustomed to giving it. A woman near the center of the hall lifted her head. Two boys stopped nudging each other. Ilan let the second phrase answer the first, then gave Vela room for the low movement they had practiced.

Her part changed what his meant. He heard it suddenly, the way her held note made his descent feel like a release instead of a failure to climb farther. Asher's rougher tone entered beside it. Ilan eased his foot, and the three instruments found a balance he had not heard in the smaller room.

He almost looked at Vela. He kept his eyes forward instead.

The voices entered securely. Nobody knew that a turn was missing. Nobody seemed to miss the larger chest. The congregation sang with the same mixture of certainty and fatigue he heard every week, and he began to enjoy the instrument under his hands. It could be quick when he did not ask too much air of it. It could be tender in a narrow span. It had a slightly comic bluntness in one lower note that he avoided until a brief connecting passage allowed him to use it without embarrassment.

At the difficult descent, he used Oren's hand angle. The notes came cleanly. He felt his father hearing it and felt, with equal force, the quiet support of Vela's chord beneath him. Both belonged to the success. He knew that while he played.

Afterward, Darin asked him to keep the changed arrangement available in case the service work took longer.

"It was dependable," the director said. "And the smaller sound suited the words."

"Once we brought it under control," Ilan answered.

Vela was folding the cloth from her breakfast. She stopped, smoothed one corner, and continued.

"You learned it quickly," Darin said. "All of you."

Oren came up to congratulate him. Ilan showed him the angle that had worked and described the exact point where he had almost given too much air. The two men bent over the keyboard. Behind them, Vela asked Asher whether he would help move her chest back before his next assignment. Ilan heard the question and assumed Asher had time.

By the time he turned to thank her, she had gone.

Bram released the larger chest three days later, with a repaired return assembly and a warning about wear elsewhere in the same range. He showed Ilan the removed part in a shallow tray. It was smaller than the trouble it had caused.

"This is what held," Bram said. "The neighboring parts are still serviceable. They will need watching at the next inspection."

"Can we replace them now?"

"Not on the work authorized for this visit. The assessment is attached. Don't press harder if one begins to hesitate. Stop and report it."

Ilan nodded. He wanted to apologize for the earlier exchange and found that naming it directly seemed too large for the counter between them.

"The substitute worked," he said.

"Good."

"We changed the arrangement."

"That's usually easier than repairing parts that haven't been examined."

Ilan winced. Bram looked at him for a moment, then pushed the tray aside.

"You were worried," he said. "People bring that with broken things."

"I was unpleasant."

"A little."

The plainness of it made Ilan laugh. "I'm sorry."

"Accepted. Help me check the transport straps."

They worked together long enough for the apology to become something easier than a speech. Ilan held the casing while Bram showed him where a strap could rub against the pedal fitting. 

When the chest was secure, Bram rested a hand on its cover.

"My wife heard the service," he said. "She said the music was clear."

"I'm glad."

"She usually says it's too busy."

Ilan opened his mouth, then shut it. Bram's face gave nothing away.

"I'll take clear," Ilan said.

"Wise."

Two weeks after the repair, Ena invited Vela and Asher to a meal without asking Ilan first. He discovered this when he arrived to find his sister showing Vela how to fold the cloth beneath a serving bowl so its handles would remain easy to grasp. Asher sat at the far end of the table with Niva, listening to a story that had already made him laugh hard enough to cough.

"You know each other?" Ilan asked.

Ena looked up. "We're in the same room. It happens."

"I meant before today."

"Vela comes through my serving line. She says thank you. Sometimes we add other words."

Vela completed the fold, set the bowl down, and examined her work. "Usually I ask whether there is any crust left."

"And I usually say no. An enduring friendship."

Ilan took his seat, uncertain why finding his colleagues at his family's table should make him feel like a late guest. His father was working and would not join them. Without Oren at the head, the seating seemed to have rearranged itself around Niva and Ena. Asher had the place Ilan usually took. Ilan sat beside Vela, who shifted to give him room without interrupting her question about the serving line.

He listened while Ena described a tray dropped between two workers who had each believed the other was holding it. Neither had been hurt. The food, already portioned into covered dishes, had survived except for one portion that escaped beneath a bench. Retrieving it required a long handle, three people offering contradictory advice, and a man who could not stop laughing long enough to help.

"You should have heard the language," Ena said.

"I did," Niva told her. "From the next station."

"I was distressed."

"You were inventive."

Asher asked what she had called the man who laughed. Ena glanced at her mother, then gave a shortened version. Niva corrected the omission. Vela pressed her forehead to her hand, helpless with amusement. Ilan began laughing too, partly at the story and partly because his mother's delivery was so unlike the quiet woman who asked the men to stop disputing music over dinner.

When the bowls had been emptied, Ena brought out six small, closed containers. She set them in a row and made everyone move their cups away.

"Nothing expensive," she said before Ilan could ask. "Dry goods for tomorrow's work, still sealed. Mother and I were arguing about whether you could tell them apart by sound."

"We weren't arguing," Niva said. "I was right and she wished to continue."

"A familiar family arrangement," Vela murmured.

Ena gave her a delighted look. "You first."

The game was simple. Ena shook one container behind her back. They had to match the sound to the containers they had heard and seen once at the beginning. No one opened anything, and the winner received nothing except the right to be insufferable for a few minutes. Ilan expected to do well. The differences were clear: a soft sliding hiss, a hard scattering rattle, a slow roll, a thick, reluctant shift. He named the first three correctly. Asher confused two and blamed the room.

"The ceiling," Vela said gravely.

Ilan looked at her. She looked innocently back. He laughed before he could help it.

"That was a real difference," he said.

"I'm sure it was."

On the fourth round, Ena changed the speed of the shake. Ilan named the wrong container with absolute confidence. Vela made the same mistake. Asher, who had been watching Ena's elbow rather than listening, guessed correctly and raised both hands as though accepting applause.

"Luck," Ilan said.

"Skill beyond your comprehension," Asher replied.

"You watched her hand."

"You watched my answer."

They disputed the fairness of this until Niva took the containers away and said the game was becoming too much like work. Ena protested, then admitted she had changed the sound deliberately. Ilan wanted another attempt. Vela wanted to hear how Niva had learned the recipe they had eaten. Asher wanted a drink. For a moment all three spoke at once, and Ena tapped the table with both palms.

"One of you at a time. Or I shall invite quieter people next time."

"Where will you find them?" Asher asked.

"Among the people who listen to you. They're exceptionally patient."

Ilan carried the bowls back with Asher. The older musician shook the empty top one, first slowly, then with the short, sharp motion Ena had used. It gave a dull little rattle against the bowl below.

"That one," Asher said.

"You still don't know."

"I know what my answer ought to have been."

He tried the sound again until Ilan began laughing. When they returned, Vela was leaning across the table with a piece of music she had brought. Ena followed the line with an interested finger.

"I wanted this part first," Vela said. "But he gave me the one underneath."

"Which he?"

"Darin. There are a number to choose from."

"Will you ask again?"

"After he hears what I mean."

She put the music away when Niva offered more water. Ilan had seen the first phrase before the cover closed. It was not a line intended to make anybody else's playing comfortable.

Over the following months, Ilan returned to his familiar instrument and his more elaborate openings. The repaired key behaved. The substitute went back into shared use. He retained the smaller arrangement because Darin required it and because, privately, he liked the way it had sounded. He did not choose it when he had the larger chest available. It offered fewer places for him to show what he could do.

In Year 152, Asher's other duties took him away from a series of afternoon offerings. Ilan and Vela had to carry the music without the bowed line that usually covered the breath between phrases.

Ilan filled the space with a quick movement in his right hand. It took most of an evening to make it clean. He arrived at rehearsal with the movement marked and the unpleasantly satisfying certainty that nobody would know how difficult it was.

Vela had brought her own page.

"After the reading," she said to Darin. "Will you hear this?"

Ilan recognized the opening he had glimpsed at the meal.

"We need to settle the join first," he said.

Darin took her page. "I want to hear both."

Ilan played his version. The right hand crowded the place where Asher's sustained sound had once given everybody time. Vela held beneath him, but her lower note was fading before he reached the last turn. He pressed through it, finished neatly and lifted his hands.

Darin looked at Vela's music again.

"Take the upper part. Ilan, underneath."

He shifted to the lower keys reluctantly. The new page offered him little to do at first: two held sounds, a change beneath her second phrase, then silence while she finished. He could have written something more interesting between the holds.

Vela began before he suggested it.

Her first note arrived firmly, without the gradual gathering he liked. She let its strength fall sooner than he expected and took the next phrase through the space left behind. Ilan missed his change while listening.

She went on. He came in late beneath the following note.

"Too much," she said, still playing.

He eased the pressure. Her upper line emerged from under his sound, thinner than before but moving. At the reach near the ending, two of her fingers came down together.

She stopped and said a word Ena would have enjoyed.

Darin set a finger against the page. "From the sound before it."

Vela tried the reach alone. It caught again. Ilan could see her wrist turning too far inward, leaving the little finger a distance it could not comfortably travel.

"If you come from here," he said.

He showed the motion on his own knee. She watched, changed her angle and tried it. The reach came cleanly. The next note failed.

"Now I've lost that one."

"Move sooner."

"I'm still holding this."

She showed him. He had not noticed which finger remained down. They tried the motion without sound, their hands beside each other over the narrow strip of bench.

"That way?" he asked.

"Perhaps."

Darin waited while she sounded the phrase. The reach worked, and she carried its brightness into the quieter ending. Ilan entered beneath her with less force this time. His lower note had to last longer than was comfortable. He resisted giving it a turn merely to occupy his hand.

Vela finished with her eyes on the keys.

Darin asked to hear the approach twice more. On the second repetition she reached the ending with the same assurance she had given the beginning.

"Use it after the reading," he said. "Keep it that length."

Vela sat back. Ilan could see her breathing settle.

"My joining movement?" he asked.

"We won't need it there."

He looked at the little cluster of marks that had taken his evening.

At the offering, Vela's passage followed the spoken words without a pause long enough for the listeners to lose them. Her firm first note made people lift their faces. Ilan held the lower part beneath her, watching his own small change approach.

She gave the upper line room. He let the lower sound fade a little, heard her phrase grow above it and understood why a movement in his own hand would have crowded her.

The difficult reach worked.

Vela's mouth changed almost into a smile before the ending. Ilan looked away, afraid he would join her and upset the pressure beneath his foot.

Afterward she remained beside the chest, touching the page as though checking it was still there.

"That
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