
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Copyright © 2020 Michelle Matteson. 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
ISBN: 979-8-9899085-2-3 (Paperback)
ISBN: 979-8-9899085-0-9 (eBook)
Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.
Front cover image by Ler (www.twitter.com/bifacialler). 
Third printing edition, 2022.
thosethatglowgold.tumblr.com
instagram.com/thosethatglowgold/






  
  

[image: image-placeholder]
Never give up on your dreams.
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It is the mental bonds that are the worst. 
Her body is in stasis—of that much, she is confident. Her body will heal; it will not age; it will not wither and rot. She's unsure why the idiot put her body in stasis, allowing her to live. If the situation had been reversed, she would have made sure his body would be a husk so that even if he got out of whatever prison she made—
how could he, she was stronger than him, he would go mad, he would never escape, he would be bound forever, for as long as she wanted

—he would come back to a rotting corpse, to gasp and claw at life only to collapse a moment later, his last seconds on this plane in complete agony. It's what she would have done.
But he must have put all of his energy and effort into constructing her mental prison and didn't want her rotting body to interfere with his magic. She had spent the first few years throwing herself against it, in blind rage and panic. Trying to transport herself away, trying to astral project her spirit out, trying to see the future, just trying to see something, anything, that was not the white walls of nothingness that stretched in every direction. She entered some stupor at some point, her mind going numb to protect itself from madness. Was this to be her existence? Nothing as far as she could see. No stimuli? No color? No noise? Just light?
At some point (after decades or centuries, she is not certain), she comes back to herself. And in some moment of clarity, she knows she has to find her way out. And so, she started the endless task of looking for one: a crack, a seam, a door, something. Anything made can be unmade, and she will not let the idiot—
is he dead? she hopes he's dead

—win by giving up and going mad.
So she starts to test the walls of light. She walks along with her hand out—
of course, it is not her hand, it's a non-hand, not a physical one, but it's her hand, her mental hand, an extension of herself, running along her prison

—and she feels for her crack. Her seam. Her door. And some days—
again day is a relative term; it could be years, as far as she knows

—some days, that wall she follows feels like it is only a foot long, and she runs her hand over it, again and again, and some days, oh some days, it feels like it goes on forever. And she walks and walks and walks, hand still out, still feeling, refusing to give up even though it feels like she is walking endlessly.
And finally, finally, after years—
decades, centuries, a millennium, how could she know?

—she finds a crack. A single crack. Where the magic is weakest, either from poor artistry or from time, she doesn't know. It does not matter. When her hand finds the crack, she starts the tedious but vital work of opening up her prison.
And so she rubs, she picks, she pulls, she runs her hand,—
non-hand

—her fingers,—
non-fingers

—at one point, she feels like she uses her teeth,—
non-teeth

—to widen the fracture, make it bigger. 
She rubs, she picks, she pulls.
She rubs, she picks, she pulls.
She rubs, she picks, she pulls.
She rubs, and she picks, and she pulls.
It hurts. Sometimes the pain is like a hangnail, and sometimes it's like she has rubbed her fingers to the bone; sometimes, her whole being hurts. But it works, after years—
years, decades, centuries, a millennium, who is counting?

—of work, it's big. Not big enough for her to escape, not enough to locate her physical form, but big enough to get out and walk about in her spiritual state. Not interact with the world, but see it, really see if for the first time in forever—
years, decades, centuries, a millennium, maybe it's only been months, she can hope for months

—and it's more than enough of a reward for her to be happy.
She astral projects herself into the world, searching, grasping, seeing, and is all bright and colorful and dark and warm and cold and loud and quiet. She runs with the animals of the earth; she swims with the creatures of the sea; she flies with the beasts of the air. Sometimes the animals die at her touch, die at her possession of their senses, but what does it matter? She is feeling for the first time in so long. It takes a lot of energy, and even though her time seems short, she returns to her prison to rest—
for years, decades, centuries, a millennium, gods, if she could only tell the time

—and goes out again. Any time out of this prison is time well spent.
She then reaches out to her descendants, which is better than any animal she could find. She can join with them for long periods because of their connection with blood. And she feels their pain, their joy, their hunger, their lust, their love, their anger, their rage. To feel anything is like drinking cold water in a desert, and she gulps it greedily. So what if her presence drives them mad? She needs to feel again. So that when she is forced back to her prison, she has their memories and emotions to sustain her.
But there should there more than four of them; she swears there were more of them. And her descendants start to dwindle. Four to three to two to only one. After all, they are mortal, killed by famine, war, thirst, sickness, and their fellow man's hand. She panics. What happens when there is none? Will she be forced to possess animals again, with their meager emotions? Will she have to fight the bounds of her prison and escape without her physical form? How long will that take?
years, decades, centuries, a millennium, no, no, no, no, she doesn't want to fight for that long, couldn't fight for that long, damn that man

And when she is about to give up hope, she leaves her prison, perhaps for the last time. She finds the last descendant, and reaches out to her. She is a woman of light and laughter and music and song. She is happy for the light and the laughter and the music and the song. But mostly, she is pleased to see the woman with a baby, a small bundle that she sings to and feeds and rocks to sleep. A baby means another generation she can follow and occupy.
But there is something different about the child. She senses it when she appears to the baby one night, wanting to possess it and feed on its emotions. Even a baby can feel more than she can in her prison. The baby sees her, gurgling in delight, even though she presumably only looks like a glowing light ball. It is the first time a descendant has seen her, interacted with her. And there is a spark of something there. Something strong.
And she pauses in a moment of lucidity. Maybe she should wait. Let the child live with no interference from her. See if that spark would lead to something, something that could mean freedom for the prisoner.
And so, the prisoner, who had been alive for years—
years, decades, years, centuries, years, a millennium, years on years on years on years

—leaned down to the cooing child. And she said a spell, the first spell she had spoken since she lost her freedom and found herself trapped in that endless jail.
"Grow, little one. Grow and become strong. See if you can take over this world. I'll be waiting to see how you do."
She smiled as the baby made a sound of joy.
"And I'll take over if you are not up to the task."
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Chrysta woke up with her alarm. She had programmed her phone to play Morning Mood for an alert, probably the most cliche song to listen to, but it always put a smile on her face in the mornings, so why not? She stretched and burrowed into the covers. The days were getting shorter and the mornings colder; soon, she wouldn't want to leave the bed at all.
But she did get up and walked over to the heavy curtains to open them. She loved her room for the balcony alone, which gave her a chance to spend a little time outside before she had to get ready for school. She padded out with her phone, letting the music continue as she stretched.
There was the flap of wings, and a raven dropped to the stone railing. She smiled at him as she finished a yawn. "Mornin', Poe," she said.
He gave a squawk and gracelessly hopped over to her on the railing. She leaned on it as she gave his neck a scratch.
"How are you doing, Poe?"
He gave a louder squawk.
"Oh, really, gonna see the pretty female in the park today?"
Low squawk.
"Just be yourself. She'll like you. Bringing some buttons wouldn't hurt. Want me to find some?"
He clicked his beak together rapidly and closed his eyes as she scratched. Chrysta laughed and then put her head in her hand.
"Lucky bird, getting to go wherever you want," she joked. Her smile died a little. "I think you wouldn't come around if I didn't give you food or shiny stuff."
He looked at her and cocked his head to the side. He suddenly took off, and Chrysta sighed. She loved Poe. She did. She just wished sometimes he wasn't one of her only friends.
After Morning Mood, some Mozart started to play, and she closed her eyes and swayed to the music. She heard Poe come back and opened her eyes. He had brought her a large, blue bead, roughly the size of a marble. When she opened her hand, he dropped it into her palm. It was heavy and cold, and she wondered if it was glass. "Oh, Poe," she sighed. "It's lovely; you didn't need to bring this to me." Poe just gave her a squawk and took off.
She went inside. She let her phone continue to play music as she looked for some string. She put the bead on and looked in the mirror. It was beautiful, and it made her smile. That was why she loved the strange bird. Poe always tried to make her feel better.
She dressed and went downstairs. Breakfast with her father was promptly at 7:30 each weekday morning, and her father hated her being late. Chrysta paused on the staircase to take a breath. She entered the first-floor dining room, and he was already there.
Jozef York was an imposing figure, no matter the time of day. Chrysta had only seen him wear suits and ties. Today's selection was dark grey with a red tie and pocket square. His dark brown hair swept back from his forehead, and it had only started to grey at the temples. He was studying some papers laid out on an open newspaper in front of him, his cane leaning on the table. Jozef York walked with a limp but had never told Chrysta why. She waited to his right. "Good morning, father," she stated.
"Good morning," he replied, no warmth in his voice. He slid something from underneath the newspaper. It was an invite to a classmate's Halloween party. "Please give Miss Williams your sincere apologies, but you won't be able to attend."
"Yes, sir," she said, trying not to look disappointed as she took the invite. She didn't like Chloe Williams but hoped her father would let her go. He glanced at her and did a double-take. "What are you wearing?"
For one moment, Chrysta thought he was talking about her uniform, but he reached out and lifted her new necklace. He rolled the bead so the light caught the gold flakes set in the blue.
"I found it," she lied. "I thought it was pretty."
He continued to look at it for a few moments but suddenly pulled it off her neck. She blinked in surprise but bit her lip. She knew from experience that complaining would not get it back. He placed it on the table. "It's gaudy," was his only explanation. She just nodded and sat in her chair at the other end of the table.
Servers wordlessly brought breakfast out—eggs, bacon, and yogurt with fruit. Breakfast, like every meal with her father, was a silent affair.
When done, Chrysta stood with her plate. "May I be excused?" she asked.
"The help will clean up," is all her father said. Chrysta tried not to shift uncomfortably.
"I don't mind cleaning up," she explained.
"Fine," her father said, "take it to the kitchen and get to school."
She nodded and left the dining room. Like every day, she felt a weight lift off her shoulders as soon as she was away from her father. She made sure no one was watching as she took a piece of bacon from the plate.
She grabbed her backpack and violin case in the front hallway and was out the door and in the car. The drive was also silent, so Chrysta watched the world go by from her window. Soon, she would be old enough to move out. No more silent meals with her father, getting to wear what she wanted, going where she wanted. She could get a job, be on her own. Make friends.
The car pulled up to her school, students climbing up the front steps. Chrysta got out without a word to the driver. Most of the people her father employed seemed to be under orders not to talk to her. 
She paused once she saw the car pull away. On cue, Poe dropped from the sky and landed on a lion statue flanking the front doors. Girls shrieked and jumped away. Chrysta was surprised to see another bead in his beak, and she held out her hand so he could drop it in there. She let him have a bit of bacon while she inspected it.
"Careful, you will never get rid of him now," said a voice, and Chrysta smiled at her friend, Mary Jackson. She had known Mary for years, and she was the only one of Chrysta's peers not to blame her for her father's controlling behavior. Mary saw the bead in Chrysta's hand and leaned down to take a closer look. "What's that?"
"Don't know," Chrysta confessed. "Poe brought me one of these this morning, but my father took it away." She turned the bead in her hand as she scratched Poe's neck. "I guess he wanted to bring me another one."
"Look, the weirdo has a weird pet." Chrysta winced but tried to keep the annoyance off her face. She turned to see three girls walking up the steps.
"Hey, Chloe," she answered. She tried to hand the blonde girl in front of the group the Halloween invite. "I'm sorry, but I won't be able to make it to your party."
"Of course not," Chloe chided. "I told my mother you wouldn't come; I don't know why she forced me to invite you."
Chrysta sighed. She didn't know why the most popular girl in school hated her so much, but it was getting harder to ignore her attitude. "Look, Chloe, I would go if I could," she said truthfully, "but I'm not trying to hurt your feelings by saying I can't go."
"Like you could hurt my feelings, weirdo," Chloe snapped at her, and then she shoved her way past Chrysta with her friends following close behind. Poe squawked as other students snickered. The first bell rang, and all the students filed into the building.
"It's alright, Poe," Chrysta said, reaching out to give him a brief scratch. "Go see the pretty bird in the park. I'll see you after school."
"Aw man, you mean I have to go to that bitch's party without you?" complained Mary as they walked inside. "Who else is going to dress as a sexy vampire with me?" Chrysta laughed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Chrysta's day passed without any more drama. Math, science, history, lunch, Latin, and English. Finally, she let herself into her last and favorite class of the day, orchestra. Other students were already warming up or talking. Chrysta waved to Mary as she set up her cello. Chrysta sat in the first chair while Chloe glowered from the third chair.
Their teacher, Mr. Hansen, took the podium. "Alright, everyone, settle down!" he said, and the students settled. When the room quieted, he looked over his glasses and smiled. "Now, I know it's Halloween next week, but we have to start thinking about our winter concert." He paused, letting the groans die down. "I know, the time of year when you get sick of Christmas carols before Thanksgiving." He smiled. "You're welcome," he drawled.
He started to pass out sheet music as students laughed. "I have Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy for the woodwinds, Coral of the Bells for percussion, Jingle Bell Rock for horns," he paused as there were hoots from that part of the room, "and finally, O Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen for strings." 
Chrysta helped to pass out papers and winced when she saw a solo part in her sheet music.
"As always, solo parts will have a seat saved in the front row for family members," Mr. Hansen stated. "Now, everyone, let's visit the world of Brahms today, shall we?"
Once class was over, Chrysta approached Mr. Hansen after gathering her things. "Mr. Hansen," she asked, "can I ask for a favor?"
"Yes, Miss York?" he asked, looking over his glasses and raising bushy eyebrows.
"Can someone else take my solos?"
"Miss York, I would be remiss if I didn't have my first chair violinist play the best parts," he explained while smiling. He patted her hand. "Don't worry. I have faith that you will do fine."
She nodded but didn't say anything else. She didn't know how to explain to Mr. Hansen that she wasn't nervous about playing in front of a crowd.
As she went outside to wait for her car, Mary joined her. "So," Mary asked, "how has he been lately?"
Chrysta grimaced, knowing what Mary was alluding to. "I guess he's been okay," she said.
"He said you couldn't go to Chloe's party?"
"Yes," Chrysta confessed. "I didn't want to go. I'm more upset that he took that bead Poe gave me."
"Chrysta, you know that isn't normal, right?" Mary asked as they sat down on a bench in front of the school. "I mean, parents can be strict, but your dad goes way too far."
Chrysta nodded. "I know. And I just have to keep telling myself: I will be able to move out on my own soon."
Mary sighed but nodded. "Well, if you ever need a place to stay, or he throws you out, or he ever hurts you," she placed her hand on Chrysta's, "I'm here for you."
Chrysta smiled at her friend and squeezed her hand. "Thanks," she said softly. "I appreciate it."
So they sat in the afternoon sun, talking about school, when the sound of a violin drifted towards them. They both paused and listened for a few minutes. "Is that someone we know?" Mary asked.
"I'm not sure," Chrysta replied. "Let's check it out."
They crossed the street to the park, following the sounds of the violin. There was a fountain, and in front of that, a boy stood playing what sounded like Bach. Both girls paused and sat down on a bench to listen. Mary leaned over after he finished one song and started another. "He's good," she whispered, even though the boy couldn't possibly hear them.
"Yes, he is."
"He's cute," Mary continued to whisper.
Chrysta smiled. "Yes, he is."
"Think he has a girlfriend?" Mary asked, and Chrysta could only giggle.
Calling him a boy was probably not right. He looked at least a couple of years older than the girls. But he certainly wasn't dressed like someone who could play the violin. He wore a torn black shirt that showed flashes of a grey undershirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He had several silver piercings in his ears and one on the corner of his lower lip and eyebrow. He had silver rings on almost every finger and a silver armband covering most of his left arm. The sides of his head were shaven. But the rest of his hair was long, in dreads, tied back, and had streaks of red. A chain was attached to black jeans, and the look was complete with combat boots. A folded, black leather jacket sat on the fountain beside him.
They sat enthralled, watching him play. Chrysta started digging in her backpack for her wallet. Talent like that needed to be supported. While she was looking down, she heard a shout and looked up. "What now?" Mary groaned.
Chloe was stalking up to the boy and said something. It did not sound encouraging, and the boy stopped playing. He shrugged and responded to whatever she said. Chloe folded her arms and said something with a smug expression. Chrysta got up and started walking towards them. Whoever he was, he didn't need that kind of harassment.
He folded his arms, still holding the violin, and smirked. He said something, and Chloe's face turned red. She suddenly grabbed his jar with money inside it and ran. 
"Hey!" Chrysta yelled, but Chloe was gone. The boy hadn't reacted except for giving Chloe a middle fingered salute. Chrysta stopped when she reached him. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm good," he said. "What crawled up her ass?" he asked.
"She's always like that," Mary confirmed. "She was probably mad you play Bach better than she can."
Chrysta finally found her wallet and tried handing the boy a twenty-dollar bill, the only money she had. "Here," she said. "I hope this covers what she stole."
"Nah, don't worry about it," he said, lifting a hand. "I can get the money back playing somewhere else." And he finally turned to look at them, and his eyes widened as he looked at Chrysta. "Do I know you?" he asked.
"Um, I don't think so," Chrysta said. Mary looked between the two of them and grinned. "I think I would remember someone who plays as good as you."
He gave her a smug smile. "Well, thank you, but I doubt I'm as good as someone with formal training." He gestured to Chrysta's violin case, and she felt herself blush.
Mary stuck out her hand. "Mary Jackson, lowly cello player," she joked. As the boy shook her hand, Mary placed a hand on Chrysta's back and made her take a step forward. "Chrysta York, the best violin player in the school."
The boy's demeanor changed. He looked shocked and then angry as he looked Chrysta up and down. Chrysta hesitated to put her hand out but did so to be polite. He paused but then shook her hand, his face hard to read. "Thomas Monroe," he said in a voice that held a frosty note that it hadn't had before.
"Nice to meet you," she said, not understanding his reaction.
There was a shout coming from the school. "Oh crap," Mary said. "That sounded like your driver," she told Chrysta, and the girls started to hurry back to the school. Chrysta halted and turned around. "Hope your day gets better," she yelled, actually meaning it. The boy watched her as she went, a weird look still on his face.
Chrysta crossed the street and went up to the car. "Sorry," she apologized as she climbed into the door the driver held open. She waved at Mary before the door closed, and they drove away.
Once they got home, the driver opened the car door and escorted her inside. Chrysta started making her way up the stairs but stopped when she heard her father. "Chrysta, a word," he called out. She flinched and went into his study.
Her father's study was dark, only lit with a lamp on his desk. He sat with his hands tented, elbows on the arms of the chair. The driver was next to him, face neutral.
"You were not waiting at the school this afternoon," he said. It wasn't a question but spoken more like a statement. Chrysta nodded. 
"Yes, sir," she confessed. "A violin player was busking in the park across from the school. I wanted to watch him play."
Jozef York's face fell into a frown. "You are to wait at the school and come straight home, understood?"
"Yes, sir," she whispered.
"Supper is at six. You may go." He lifted a hand and waved it dismissively. 
She nodded and left the room, feeling a lump in her throat. Once she got to her room, she leaned against the door and sighed. "Soon," she told herself. "You can move out, not live here anymore." She took a deep breath and let it out in a shaky exhale. "Hell, I'll play on the streets if I have to."
She studied, practiced her violin, and joined her father for a silent dinner. When done, she went back to her bedroom. At one point, Poe dropped in for a visit, and she went out to the balcony to spend time with him. Chrysta was surprised to see him holding another bead in his beak.
"Where are you getting these?" she asked the raven. But he just cocked his head and squawked. She went back inside and grabbed the other bead. She went to the bottom drawer of her chest and removed a false bottom. She mostly had items that Poe brought her and some money she kept in case of an emergency. She added the beads and replaced the false bottom. She thought for a moment and then grabbed some cash from the drawer.
After a shower, she dressed in PJs and climbed into bed. She sighed. Chrysta knew, all things considered, she had a good life. She had food, a roof over her head, an excellent school, and at least one friend's love and support. But the constant surveillance, her father's controlling behavior, and her inability to go out were chafing her, and it was becoming unbearable.
She fell asleep, strangely enough, with the music of Bach playing in her head.

      [image: image-placeholder]Several hours later, in York's study, two men sat in front of his desk. They wore almost identical scowls, and each held a glass in their hand that remained untouched. York also had an entire drink in front of him. "You are sure she is not showing any ability?" asked the blonde-haired man. 
"None," confirmed York, hand on his chin. "She will turn seventeen during the next spring equinox. If she doesn't show any ability in the next few months, she is not the right vessel."
"And are you sure that is not what you want, brother?" asked the other man, a red-headed man with glasses.
York's eyes narrowed. "What do you mean... brother."
"You keep her safe. No one can argue that, but maybe she needs to go out into the world a little." He gave an evil grin. "One can not expect her to perform under pressure if she never feels it."
York glared at the man. "What do you propose?" he asked.
"Call your slave," the man with glasses said.
York glared but twisted a ring on his pointer finger without comment. The men sat silently for about half an hour, not speaking again, only the sound of ice clinking in their glasses. There was the noise of a knock at the front door and someone opening it. A figure walked into the study, followed by a servant.
"Yeah?" the figure said, putting as much venom into the word as it could.
"We have a project for you," said the red-headed man. "Chrysta York. Befriend the girl. Take her places. Keep an eye on her. If she shows magical ability, report back to us."
The figure shifted from one foot to the other. It frowned at York, and he nodded.
"Alright," it responded and turned to leave.
"And slave?" the redhead said. The figure stopped and let out a low growl that wasn't quite human.
"Do not let your brethren know of her existence, clear?"
Once more, the figure looked to York for confirmation, and he nodded. The figure finally left to melt into the night.
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The next day was almost a repeat of the last one for Chrysta, except when it was time for orchestra, she made a beeline for Chloe. She sat beside the blonde so she could talk to her in a low tone. 
"That was a mean thing you did yesterday, Chloe." 
The other girl blinked and then frowned. "My father says people like that shouldn't be begging for money. I asked if he had permission to perform in the park, and he became rude. He called me a bitch, so I took his ill-gotten gains." She scoffed and gave Chrysta a proud look. "What does it matter to you? Is he a friend of yours?"
"No, but I would think, as a musician, you would try to support someone trying to make a living making music," hissed Chrysta.
"Look at it this way, weirdo," Chloe said with a sneer, "if you ever find yourself living on the streets, I just got rid of some of your competition."
Chrysta felt a flash of anger at the blonde, but just got up and went to her seat. She was fuming in her chair, thinking how unfair it all was until she heard a twang. Chloe shouted in dismay. Her violin chin rest had snapped off, and all the strings flopped towards the floor. "Mr. Hansen!" she called.
"Oh, Miss Williams, how unfortunate," he said. "Get a loaner violin from the supply closet, will you?"
There were various murmurs and laughs as Chloe got up and grabbed a school violin. They were not cheap, but they were not the best, either. She sat down and started to warm up again. There was another twang, and her bow broke. She cried out again.
Mr. Hansen blinked in surprise and then leaned forward, placing his head in his hand. "Miss Williams, I'm afraid it is not your day," he said. The majority of the class laughed loudly, and Chloe turned red. "I'll give you a note to go to the library. How about you take a day off from music, hm?"
Chrysta just smiled as various students snickered. Mr. Hansen got her on her way and then returned to get them back on track.
After school, the girls made their way outside. Chloe's unfortunate accident was still a big topic among the band students.
"Did you see her face?" Mary asked. "Like she stepped in shit or something."
Chrysta smiled. "Serves her right," she agreed. She paused as they made it to the sidewalk. "Look who it is," she said, pointing.
Thomas sat on the top of a bench on the school's side of the street, his feet on the seat. He was cutting an apple with a wicked-looking knife. A guitar case was standing between his legs. He looked up at the girls as they approached and gave them a bright smile. "Hello, ladies," he said, bringing a piece of apple to his mouth. "How are you this fine afternoon?" he asked, chewing.
"We're doing good," Mary said. She pointed at the case. "How many instruments do you play?" she asked.
"Violin, guitar, and piano," he said with a smile. "And a mean ukulele if needed."
"I will remember that next time I have a luau," Mary joked. Chrysta looked between her friend and the young man on the bench, feeling slightly jealous. Mary always seemed to have such an easy time talking to new people. 
There was a squawk, and Poe dropped down from a tree to land next to Thomas. He jumped and nearly dropped his apple. "What the actual fuck?!" he cried. Mary laughed, and Chrysta winced.
"Sorry, he's with me," she explained, placing a hand on the bird's back. She noticed he had another bead in his beak and held her hand out so he could drop it. Once she held it, he squawked even louder at the older boy, hopping up and down. "Poe, be nice," Chrysta scolded the bird.
Thomas blinked slowly for a few moments, just looking at the raven. "Poe?" he asked. "As in, 'suddenly there came a tapping?'"
"Yeah," she said, smiling shyly. "Poe visits me at my house, and I feed him sometimes."
Thomas gave her a bemused look and cocked his head at the bird. Poe cocked his head in return. "Ravens are smart birds," he said. "He must like you if he brings you gifts."
Poe briefly regarded the boy, then opened his mouth and said, “Chrysta.” All of the humans gave him shocked looks. "He's never said that before," Chrysta said.
Poe gave a more normal-sounding squawk and flew away. The teens watched him go. "If he ever says 'Nevermore,' let me know. I'll remember to avoid women named Lenore," Thomas joked.
Both girls laughed. "By the way," Mary said once they'd stopped laughing. "You will be glad to know karma bit Chloe in the ass today."
"Chloe?" he asked, putting another piece of apple in his mouth and chewing.
"The blonde girl who stole your tips yesterday," Chrysta explained. "Her violin and bow broke today."
"Huh, sucks when that happens," Thomas said and grinned.
There was the sound of a car horn, and the group looked up. Mary's mom was waiting for her in front of the school. "Oh, that's me," Mary said. She looked between the two. "You two behave now, alright?" Mary joked, laughing and running towards the car. Chrysta waved as she went.
Left alone with the older teen, she cleared her throat and sat next to Thomas on the bench's top. She nervously made sure her skirt was covering her knees. He offered her some apple, but she shook her head. "Oh, I almost forgot," she said, reaching into her backpack.
Chrysta tried to hand him all the cash she had. "Since I couldn't convince Chloe to return your money."
He blinked in surprise. "Ya know," he said, "You keep trying to give me money. I'm not that kind of boy."
She giggled apprehensively. "I just feel bad that Chloe did that to you," she explained. "It's the least I can do."
He looked her up and down. "Why would you feel bad? You didn't steal the money."
"No, but..." she paused, attempting to find the words to voice her feelings. "If you are trying to survive by playing music, I just think you need all the support you can get."
He looked at her for several moments and then pushed the hand that held the money back. "Keep it," he said. "Like I said yesterday, I can make it all back."
She hesitated but then put the money back in her backpack. They sat on the bench for a bit in silence as Thomas sliced and ate his apple. She cleared her throat again. "So," she started, and he raised an eyebrow, "You said yesterday that you didn't have formal training. Are you self-taught?"
"Yep," he confirmed, chewing on a bite of the apple. "I hang out with as many musicians as I can, learning as much as I can, but mostly I taught myself to play."
"Favorite music?" she asked.
He looked up, thoughtfully tapping on his chin with a finger. "Jazz, rock, classical, all kinds, really," he admitted. "Except pop music. I don't like men who sound like they get kicked in the balls before they sing."
She snorted. "Favorite composer on the violin?"
He gave her a look. "Paganini."
"Piano?"
"Duke Ellington."
"Guitar?"
"Johnny Cash."
She expected him to be annoyed, but he gave her a wide smile, teeth looking very white against his dark skin. "Want to know my blood type next?" he joked. She laughed. She checked the time on her phone.
"Am I boring you?" he asked, finishing the last bite of his apple. He threw the remains of the core in some nearby bushes and wiped his hands on his pants.
"No," Chrysta said quickly. "My driver is just usually here by now."
"Oh?" he said. "Your parents don't pick you up?"
She snorted. "No, my mom passed away when I was little," she explained. "My father is..." She trailed off. Oh, how could she describe what her father was like to a stranger?
"Your father?" he prompted.
She winced. "My father is weird. He doesn't care about my grades and doesn't come to any of my concerts. He never asks how I am doing." She swallowed past a lump in her throat. "Never says he loves me."
Chrysta glanced at Thomas and was slightly astounded to see a mad look on his face.
"But at the same time, I have to stay on a tight schedule, can't go anywhere, can't wear anything he doesn't approve of." She shrugged. "It's like he doesn't care but wants to guide everything in my life at the same time."
"Sounds like an asshole," he said. Chrysta glanced at him to see if he was mocking her, but he seemed sincere. She smiled. 
"Well, I guess that's why I feel so strongly about getting your money back," she explained. "Someday, I will move out, and if I have to live on the streets, playing my violin on some street corner," she sighed and shrugged, "I'll gladly do it. Just to be out of that house."
"Oh, I don't think you should do that," Thomas said. He leaned in like he was about to give her a huge secret. "Living on the street sucks balls," Thomas whispered. She laughed, and he straightened up. "Best you get the first chair in some professional orchestra. That would be better for someone like you."
She snorted. "Young and naive?"
"Beautiful and kind," he replied, and Chrysta felt herself turn red in embarrassment.
Chrysta heard her name called, and she saw her driver waiting. She leaped off the bench and started to rush over. She paused and turned around. "Thanks for keeping me company, Thomas," she said.
He held up a hand and gave her a small salute. "Anytime," he said. "And please, call me Tommy."
She smiled, waved, and hurried to the car. She didn't see Poe land next to Tommy again.
"She is certainly something, isn't she?" the young man asked the bird, watching the car drive off, and Poe just squawked in reply.

      [image: image-placeholder]Chrysta found herself smiling all evening, although she couldn't put her finger on why. She wanted to talk to Mary about the strange young man they seemed to have befriended, but she knew her father sometimes read messages from her phone, so she decided to wait until morning.
Fresh from her shower, though, she sat on her bed with her laptop and looked up "Duke Ellington" on Wikipedia.
"Born 1899..." she read to herself, "Died 1974... 65-year career... wow."
She typed his name into a music streaming service and scrolled through the results. "So many songs," she said to herself. "Where do I start?"
In a Sentimental Mood caught her eye, and she clicked on it. Mellow piano and horn played through the speakers, and she got comfortable and closed her eyes. It was lovely, more delicate than most jazz she had tried to listen to in the past. After that was the song Prelude to a Kiss, and then Solitude. Chrysta put In a Sentimental Mood on repeat and fell asleep listening to it on her headphones.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Chrysta had barely made it into her school before someone tackled her from behind. She made a squawk that would have made Poe proud and turned around to see Mary bouncing up and down in excitement. "O. M. G. Tell me everything that happened yesterday after I left."
Chrysta laughed. "Not much to report, I'm afraid. He likes all kinds of music, is a self-taught musician, and prefers to be called Tommy." She thought back to the previous afternoon and blushed. "And he called me beautiful and kind."
"Awwwwww," Mary cooed. She knocked an elbow into Chrysta. "He likes you."
"I like him too," Chrysta confessed. "He's nice and smart and funny."
"And cute and a little bit dangerous," Mary continued. She sighed. "Think he has a brother?"
They stopped by Mary's locker so that she could get some textbooks. "Hey," Mary suddenly said. "If you need someone to cover for you, you know, if you want to hang out with him and don't want your dad to know, just let me know."
Chrysta sadly smiled at the other girl. "You know how strict my father is. He barely lets me see you outside of school as it is."
"Just letting you know, sis," Mary said, grinning. "You should live a little."
The day passed like most, and when the girls let themselves into orchestra class, most of the other students were already warming up. Chloe came in after them and started to set up. It looked like she had a loaner violin. They started playing the piece they had been practicing all week. About ten minutes after they started, there was a loud snap, and Chloe cried out. The neck of the violin had snapped off the instrument.
There were laughs and jeers, and Chloe got up to walk to Mr. Hansen, red-faced, trying not to cry. "So weird," Chrysta heard someone mutter, "what are the chances of that happening three times in two days?"
Chrysta also thought it was eerie. Chloe was an experienced player; she shouldn't be having such troubles. What Mary said seemed to be coming true. Karma was biting her in the butt.

      [image: image-placeholder]The rest of Chrysta's Friday afternoon was uneventful. Tommy wasn't outside the school when it let out, but Chrysta tried not to feel upset. He was under no obligation to visit her every day.
Later that night, after her shower, Chrysta was padding across her bedroom, drying her hair, when she heard a tapping on her window. She paused. It could only be Poe, but he had never done that before. She grabbed some chicken she had stolen from dinner and started to open the door to the balcony.
"Hey Poe, how are y—" She gasped and ducked back inside, closing the door. She blinked in shock, opened the door again, and leaned out, using the curtains to cover herself. "What are you doing here?" she squeaked.
Tommy stood on her balcony, leaning on a window, grinning evilly. "What's up, beautiful? Not happy to see me?"
She laughed nervously and then turned around to check that her bedroom was indeed empty. "No? I mean, it's nice to see you, but what are you doing here? How do you know where I live?"
He shrugged. "I have my ways," he just replied cryptically. "I scored a gig tonight and wanted to see if you would join me."
"A gig?"
"Jazz club, playing the piano. You want to see how to earn a living making music. I can help," he explained.
"I don't know," she hesitated. "What if my father finds out?"
"So? He finds out, and then, what? Grounds you?" he asked, standing up and stepping in front of her. "He doesn't let you go out anyway."
She bit her lip, thinking. Tommy had a point. "How late?"
"A few hours of music. Why? Will you turn into a pumpkin if I don't get you back before dawn?"
She laughed. Was she considering this?
He sighed loudly and crossed his arms. Chrysta thought he was angry, but he gave his next statement with a grin. "Alright, I'll throw in dinner too. Make it a proper date."
The word "date" made her blush. "Alright," she said. "I'll go. Let me just get changed."
"Aw, but I like the tank top, flannel pants combo," he whined. He leaned forward like he was trying to look past the curtains. Chrysta put a hand on his face and pushed him back. He laughed.
"Let me change," she repeated, trying to sound forceful but laughing with him.
She quickly dressed. When she let herself back out on the balcony, she wore jeans, a long, flowing black shirt with sunflowers printed on it, and a black lace buttoned-up shirt. She decided to keep her hair down and out of its usual braid or ponytail. Tommy did a chef's kiss. "Wonderful," he said.
"So how do we sneak out?" she asked. They were on the second floor, and Chrysta knew there were cameras on the house's corners. She leaned over the stone railing to look down. It did not look like a fun climb.
He also leaned over the railing. "Well, the cameras are easy," he explained. Holding up his hands, he extended his pointer fingers to show where the cameras were facing. "Once they face each other, you have 25 seconds as they rotate to look in different directions and back again. Poor design, if you think about it."
"How do you know this?" Chrysta asked.
"Let's just say I have learned the art of not getting caught on camera while doing something," Tommy moved his hand in a circle like it would help him find the right word, "questionably legal?"
Chrysta blinked and then looked down. Maybe this was a bad idea. She barely knew him. What if he was just trying to get her alone to hurt her?
Having second thoughts?" he asked. Chrysta looked at him and blinked again. He didn't seem upset or disappointed but had a small smile on his face. She bit her lip.
"Look, if this makes you uncomfortable, you don't have to go," he said as she weighed her opinions.
"No, I want to go," she explained. "I'm just," she sighed, "nervous?"
"Understandable," he said while nodding. He held up a hand. "I, Thomas Monroe, promise to be on my best behavior and keep you safe at all times, on pain of death. Scout's honor."
"Were you ever a scout?" Chrysta asked, grinning.
"Never," he confessed. "But you have my word."
"Alright," she said. "Let's do it."
He suddenly swooped her off her feet into a bridal hold. She gasped and instinctively wrapped her arms around his neck. He grinned as he hopped onto the railing and crouched down. "Hang on," was the only warning she got as he dropped.
He held her tight with one arm around her waist as he used the other to hold on to the vines climbing up the wall to slow their descent. He paused at one point to make sure the cameras were looking in opposite directions. When it was safe, he dropped to the ground and rushed her to the bushes growing along the wall. He boosted her upon his shoulder and got her over the wall in one motion. She landed with a laugh and continued laughing as he joined her.
"You make that look so easy!" she exclaimed. 
Tommy grinned and held up a hand. "But of course." He offered her an elbow. "Ready for a night on the town?"
"Yes," she said, grinning, taking his arm, and they walked into the night.
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They walked quickly, heading downtown. Chrysta kept expecting someone to stop them and demand that Chrysta return home, but no such thing happened. She looked around like everything was new, and in a way, it was. She just never had the pleasure of seeing it up close before. 
They came to a street lined with clubs. Neon signs announced their names, and loud music oozed from their open doors. Halfway down the road, they found a club with a sign out front proclaiming it was the Jazz Nocturne, the figure of a man wearing a fedora and playing the sax underneath the letters. Tommy herded her around the corner to the back of the club. He knocked on a door. It opened up to reveal a large man.
"Tommy, yer late," he growled. He spotted Chrysta and looked her up and down. "Who dis?"
"The young woman I was bringing with me tonight," Tommy explained. Chrysta smiled and gave a small wave.
"Dammit, Tommy, where ya find her? Middle school?"
"Ha-ha," Tommy said. "Come on, Ben, that was the deal. I play, she gets to come in with me."
"You didn't say nothin' about her being underage," griped Ben. He scratched at his belly as he leaned to get a closer look at Chrysta. "Ya want me to lose my license?"
"Like you don't bribe anyone who comes in during inspections," said Tommy. He sighed, put an arm around Chrysta’s shoulders, and turned her away from the door. "Well, I guess we will head out if you real—"
"Wait, you bastard!" Ben cried out. "I didn't say that!" He pointed his finger at Chrysta. "If anyone asks, you are a young-looking 21, got it?"
"Yes, sir," she said, and Ben turned around and let them inside.
Ben turned left into a small office. To the right were two doors: "Women's" and the other "Men's." There was rustling coming from the office, and then some clothes came flying out. Tommy caught them and gave them a sniff. He grimaced. "When the hell did you last wash these?"
"I haven't," Ben replied. He appeared in the doorway and leaned on the frame.
"Thanks, pal," Tommy said, looking disgusted. He went into the bathroom and closed the door.
"Yer welcome, buddy," Ben replied, chuckling. He raised his voice. "Make sure to take most of that metal out of yer face."
"Yeah, yeah," Tommy grumbled.
Ben gave Chrysta another look up and down. "So, how did ya meet this clown?"
"He was playing in the park, and I went to listen," she explained. She fought the urge to say, "sir." He leered at her.
"Oh, playing guitar, was he?"
"Um, no, violin."
Ben grunted. He raised his voice. "I wonder if he makes more money playing on the street than playing piano here. The only reason he wouldn't take my generous offer to work here full time."
"I told you, Ben," came Tommy's muffled reply. "I don't think I could handle your sunny personality all the time."
Ben smirked. "Well, my offer still stands, Tommy. The new guy is not working out." And with that, he turned back into the office and closed the door.
Chrysta waited for a few minutes, and the door to the bathroom finally opened. Tommy wore black leather shoes, black pants, a buttoned-up white shirt, a red vest, and a red tie. He had removed all his jewelry except the silver armband on his left arm. He was rolling up the sleeves, revealing toned arms.
"You look nice," Chrysta said, and she meant it. 
He rolled his eyes. "Yeah, I do, but I'm gonna stink to high heaven before the night is through," he complained. He leaned towards the office door. "If only someone could be so kind as to wash these clothes."
There was only a bark of laughter in response, and Tommy steered Chrysta deeper into the club. The next room was a small kitchen where Tommy stored his clothes and boots in a locker. He opened a door for her, and they were behind the bar.
The club was dark. The decor was art deco, with dark walls and gold highlights everywhere. To their left were tables lit with candles. To the right was the stage, already set up with a piano. A man with a stand-up bass talked with a man holding a sax while a woman set up the drums.
"Well, who is this?" said a female voice. A larger woman with blue streaks in her brown hair was setting up the bar. She wore the same outfit as Tommy, minus the tie, and Chrysta could see tattoos peeking out of her shirt.
"Mandy, meet Chrysta," said Tommy as he directed Chrysta to the bar's customer side. "Chrysta, meet Mandy, the best bartender in town."
Mandy put a hand to her cheek. "Oh, you flatterer," she said sarcastically. She dropped her smile and flatly said: "What do you want?"
"Just to keep an eye on this lovely lady for me," he replied, getting Chrysta to sit on a barstool.
"Nope, won't do it."
"I'll give you half of whatever I make in tips tonight."
"Deal," she quickly replied. "I'll get a tab started for you two. Whatcha drinking, sweetie?"
Chrysta froze. "Um, water?"
Mandy blinked and then smiled. "One Shirley Temple, coming right up." And she started making a drink.
Tommy leaned in and dropped his voice. "You good so far?"
Chrysta nodded, not trusting her voice. She was nervous, but the club was small, and as long as she stayed where she was, she could see Tommy, and he could see her. The man with the sax was snapping his fingers, and Tommy grimaced.
"Duty calls," he said. "We'll play some songs, and I will come back to check on you."
She nodded again, and he rushed to the stage. The man handed him some sheet music, and he looked it over as he sat at the piano.
Mandy placed a drink in front of Chrysta. "Thank you," she softly said and took a sip. "It's good. What is it?"
"Just ginger ale with grenadine," replied Mandy. "I have a feeling I shouldn't give you anything stronger."
Chrysta winced. "Sorry."
"No worries, sweetie," Mandy replied. "I'll make sure you stay safe." She leaned forward and winked. "So, how long have you known that rascal?"
"Just a few days," she confessed, chewing on a cherry. "How long has he worked here?"
"Oh, a little over a year," answered Mandy. "A night here, a night there, just when Ben needs him to play. But you are the first person he has ever brought with him."
"I hope to make a career playing music, so I think he wants to show me how it's done."
Mandy nodded. "Nice, you play piano too?"
"Violin," she explained, taking a sip of her drink.
"Ah," Mandy said. "Well, yell if you need anything. Feel free to use the bathroom in the back."
Chrysta nodded in thanks, and Mandy left to finish getting the bar ready.
Soon the front doors were opened, and people started pouring in, men dressed up with buttoned-up shirts and women in dresses. Chrysta began to feel a little underdressed, but no one seemed to give her a second glance. The musicians started playing slow beats and mellow tunes on stage, and sometimes couples would drift to the dance floor for a song or two. Sometimes they even dropped some money in a tip jar on the piano. Mandy stayed behind the bar, filling drink orders and taking money. Sometimes men would see Chrysta and point to her. Mandy would smile and nod and then make another Shirley Temple. "From the young man in the black shirt," she would say, or "From the man with glasses." Chrysta would just grin and nod in thanks, laughing at the men's confused expressions.
Sometimes she would catch Tommy's eye, and he would drop her a wink or grin. The songs he played didn't seem complicated, but to Chrysta's ear, they sounded lovely. Anytime he had a solo, she gave him her undivided attention and clapped the longest when the players paused between songs.
The sax player went to a microphone during one of these pauses. "Thank you, everyone," he said as the clapping died down. "We will be taking a break. Be back in fifteen."
Tommy started to get up from the piano, but two women walked up and blocked his path. He glanced between them and Chrysta, but when one woman dropped some money in the tip jar, he sat back down and started talking with them. Chrysta gave him a smile when he glanced in her direction.
"Don't worry about those two, dear," Mandy said. "They flirt with all the musicians." Chrysta nodded, wondering why she felt upset. Maybe it was the short skirts they were wearing and the tight shirts they had on. Suddenly, the sax player was standing next to her.
"So, who do we have here?" he asked, holding out his hand and smiling. Chrysta shook it to be polite.
"Chrysta."
"Jonathon," he replied. "A friend of Mandy's?"
"A friend of Tommy's," Mandy corrected as she helped some customers. Jonathon made a face, but the smile slid back on his face.
"Well, that's nice. Tommy has never brought anyone with him before."
"That's what I have been hearing," Chrysta said, glancing at Tommy. One of the women was laughing at something he said and put a hand on his arm. Tommy looked Chrysta's way and then rolled his eyes when the women weren't looking. When they looked at him again, he flashed them a bright smile. Chrysta smirked.
"So, how do you like the music so far?" asked Jonathon. "I made the song list myself."
"Oh?" Chrysta said. "I don't know much about jazz, but I think it's a lovely selection." She cocked her head a little. "A little slow, though."
"Well, I feel jazz should be mellow," he explained. "Any song you like in particular? Maybe I can fit it into tonight's rotation."
“In a Sentimental Mood,” she said confidently, and Jonathon made the same face like he had just tasted some lemon. He tried to put the smile back on his face.
"Why that song?" he asked.
"I have classical music training, and that one just appeals to me the most."
"Figures you would like Duke Ellington too," Jonathon sighed and glared at Tommy. "Alright, it will make him happy if we
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