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​The Bard and The Luthier

​By Sarah Armbruster
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“Handcrafted Wooden Instruments” read the hanging sign above the shop door. In the twin windows on either side, lutes, violins, harps, and other stringed instruments were displayed in an array of gleaming wood tones on a green felted table; each one embellished with elaborate designs and depictions more like works of art than playable instruments. Evie admired them from outside, imagining she could hear the sweet sounds of each instrument, her fingers aching to pluck the strings and caress the beautiful inlays of pearl and contrasting woods. Something about them called to her, almost as if she heard the inviting call of each individual instrument. In fact, she thought

What a strange place to find such a wonderful shop. She thought to herself as she looked around the sparsely populated side street she'd felt compelled to wander down. 

The city had many shops, but few of this caliber, and fewer still for musicians. All of the shops with master craftsmen and tailors were in the upper portions of the city where the nobles and royals shopped and cavorted. Well, all except this shop, it seemed. This shop wasn't in the lower, worst parts of the city, but it wasn't in the upper city, where it seemingly belonged. 

Looking in the shop windows at the exquisite instruments, she tightened her grip on the leather strap across her chest that held her own worn violin in its case against her back. Her coin purse lacked in weight, screaming at her to move on and continue on her way to the city center where she originally intended to add to it. She still needed to entice the crowd she promised the tavern keeper when she negotiated for a room and board for the week. A guildless bard often worked harder for less, but her confidence in her skills, and the magic in her voice made her feel confident she could scrounge a decent crowd for the night soon enough.

The instruments were certainly too rich for her, but perhaps she could afford some fresh strings, or rosin for her bow. Fortunately, meals were included in her current residency at the tavern she was playing at for the next week, otherwise she might have had to go hungry for a night or two. Still, a couple of nights of hunger weren't wholly unfamiliar, and she felt it well worth it to satiate the need to be among such beautiful instruments. 

Unable to resist, she pulled open the door and ventured inside, the musical tinkling of a set of bells announced her entrance. The sound of a music box somewhere in the shop felt like a warm welcome and seemed to attempt to mask the dull sound of scraping on wood at the back of the shop. A deep voice humming along with the music box came from the back as well, but the scraping and humming stopped abruptly as she let the door fall shut with a clatter behind her. Her eyes widened as she strolled through the multiple displays in the room, and she hoped the owner of the shop didn't mind someone there to admire and not buy.

“Welcome,” the warm, masculine voice of the shopkeeper interrupted her reverie. She turned around to see a handsome man, not young, but younger than she expected, emerge from a room behind the shop counter. His olive skin and thick dark hair streaked with white, peppered in a fine layer of sawdust. “How may I help you?” He asked in faintly accented speech as he came around the counter, wiping his hands fastidiously on an equally dusty rag hanging from the front of his work apron. Sawdust sat heavily in the crow's feet around his eyes and in the fine lines of his forehead, and it made Evie think he must smile often.

Evie gave a sheepish smile and shook her head. “I saw the display in the windows and had to come and admire the instruments.” She admitted. “I hope that's all right.”

The man's eyes widened a moment as he took in her appearance, and Evie felt herself begin to flush. She knew she was unlikely to be this man's typical clientele. She had little money, and her attire showed the traveling she had been doing.

His eyes lit up at the sight of the case on her back and then met her eyes with enthusiasm. “Are you a bard?” He asked amicably and with a surprising eagerness.

She nodded. “I am.” She clutched at the strap across her chest.

He smiled, lighting up his face, and confirming Evie's suspicions about the lines in his face being from smiling. “I'll admit, I get many bards here, but I'm always happy to meet a new one. I am Zahir, and this is my humble shop as you've already seen.” He waved a hand around the far-from-humble shop. True, it was small, but richly appointed in dark wood trim and floors, beautiful woven rugs and tapestries, and of course, the instruments displayed without exception on simple but expensive looking display stands. 

“I'm Evie,” she introduced herself. “I'm staying in the city for a while, and happened to come across your shop as I headed toward the city center. It's absolutely amazing. I didn't know such a shop existed in Gold Harbor.” She couldn't stop her attention from going to the nearest instrument, an exquisite lightwood lute, on which was inlaid an array of creeping curling vines and dragonflies; the fingerboard inlaid with what looked like abalone shell.

“What instrument do you favor?” Zahir asked as he noticed her admiration of his work.

“Violin, but I can play the flute, and lute proficiently. I'm passable with a handful of others,” she admitted, resisting the urge to reach out and strum the lute strings.

Zahir nodded beside her. “Impressive. I dabbled in a few myself, but found I was better at making instruments than playing. I also enjoyed it more.” He chuckled to himself. “Would you like to see one?”

Evie sighed and shook her head, unable to hide her own disappointment. “I can't afford to buy one of your beautiful instruments. I have a good violin as it is, though. I would rather not waste either of our time and simply go.”

The man frowned and shook his head, raising his hands placatingly. “Apologies, I meant no offense. This isn't a sales pitch, I simply thought you might want to do more hands-on admiration. There is no pressure. I admit, I am more a  craftsman than a salesman. I would make instruments if it earned me nothing.”

Evie took in his words with a different sort of admiration. “I certainly understand that sort of passion for what you love.” She admitted, glancing up at him beside her. “Show me your favorite instrument, if you have one?”

Zahir smiled and placed a hand on his chest. “You ask me to choose a favorite child!” He joked, but he took a moment to think and seemed to assess her. “How about I show you what I think your favorite instrument might be?”

Evie raised an eyebrow at that, but nodded, intrigued. “Very well, show me. But remember: I am not here to buy...”

Zahir said nothing as he led her to a corner of the shop where a few beautiful violins sat on a tiered display. Evie's eyes set on a violin made of a dark reddish wood with graining that looked like stripes. The back of the violin inlaid with latticework and filigree, and reminded her of a puzzle box rather than a violin. The neck looked like a lighter wood, a similar filigree design inlaid into the back of it and the scroll carved in the shape of a dragon's head with fire opals inset as eyes. It took her breath away as he lifted it from the display and presented it to her. “This one,” he said with reverence.

Evie burned with a desire to cradle the violin and test its weight and feel in her hands, to hear its strings plucked and a bow to go across them. “Beautiful doesn't come close to describing something like this...” She breathed, her eyes scanning every inch of the instrument. 

Zahir offered it to her, and she dug her fingernails into her palms, unwilling to endure the loss she felt certain of when she had to leave this shop. “I shouldn't.”

“I insist. Instruments are meant to be handled and played, not gather dust sitting on displays in shops.” Zahir held it out to her by the neck and offered the matching bow. “You would brighten my day with a little music aside from my music box.”

Eyeing the violin with mixed feelings, Evie took it. It felt the perfect weight in her hands as she rested the violin under her chin, and she brought the bow across the strings slowly to test its pitch. It was perfect, so perfect she felt a lump in her throat as she closed her eyes and began the first notes of one of her favorite songs. Never in her life had she laid hands on such a fine instrument, and she felt certain she never would again. Determined now to enjoy the moment, she switched to an upbeat jig, and then a more formal waltz. Still playing, she opened her eyes to see Zahir listening, eyes closed, arms crossed over his chest, and a blissful smile on his face. She played the last notes of a crowd favorite tavern song, drawing the final note out as long as she could, and then just holding herself there in the moment with the final note settling around them. 

Zahir slowly opened his eyes, a grin spreading across his face. “You're a wonderful violinist. Thank you for that.”

Evie did a little curtsey before handing back the violin and bow with more ease than she thought. “Thank you for letting me play it. I doubt I'll ever play an instrument so fine for the rest of my life.” She admitted.

Zahir surprised her once again by asking, “May I see your instrument?”

Normally, Evie only brought out her instrument to play, or maintain it. Well-worn and seemingly unremarkable, she didn't show it off to anyone. But she knew it was a good instrument, and she took good care of it on the road. She felt no ill-will from him, and with a small hesitation she nodded and lifted the strap over her head and brought the case around.

Face alight, Zahir motioned her to the shop's counter. He hurried around to the back of it and pulled a purple dyed felted blanket from under it, laying it across the countertop and motioning for Evie to place her violin on it. “To protect the finish of the wood.” He explained when she stepped up to the counter and hesitated to place her case up on it.

At her next hesitation, he added, “I truly would like to see your instrument, if you are willing to show me. If not, I understand.” He stepped back from the counter, hands at his sides, allowing her to decide what she wanted to do.

Evie set her case on the purple blanket and unlatched it, she turned it around to face him and watched as he gingerly opened the case and took in the sight of her beloved violin.

“She's beautiful.” He breathed, eyes never leaving the instrument as he ghosted his hands over it. He paused short of removing it from the case and glanced up at Evie, “May I?” Evie nodded, entranced as she watched him take her violin from its case as if it were the most precious of newborns and marveling over every bit of it. “She's well-made, and well cared for.” 

“Thank you,” Evie said, a bit taken aback. “She's not as dressed up as the work you do, but she is mine and I love her.”

He set the violin back in its case, shaking his head, a lock of his dark hair escaping from the tail he had it pulled back into and falling over his forehead. “None of that matters so much as who is playing them. I love beautiful things, I cannot help making my work beautiful. I guarantee they sound no better or worse than what you have here.” He assured, once again ghosting his hands over the instrument before closing the case and gently spinning it back to face her.

Evie felt her chest warm at his praise of her violin. “Thank you, though, I'm not entirely convinced of that myself,” she admitted with a small chuckle as she strapped it onto her back again.

“You're too modest. Whoever made your violin was quite skilled. You have no reason to trade up if you don't want to,” Zahir assured.

“It's kind of you to say so,” Evie said with a reluctant sigh. “I should leave you to your work, and I need to find somewhere to set up and entice a crowd for tonight. That's what I was doing when I stumbled on to your lovely shop.”

Zahir inclined his head toward her. “Feel free to disrupt my work any time you are in the city. It was a pleasure, Evie.”

Evie tucked her chin as she gave another habitual curtsey. “I may take you up on that.” She rapped her knuckles a couple of times on the countertop before she headed for the door. Just as she was about to exit, she paused and called out, “If you're free tonight, come to The Gray Fox tavern, I'll be playing there all week. Bring some friends.” She left without waiting for an answer.

#####
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THE TAVERN ROARED WITH activity as Zahir and his good friend, Stephen, walked in and scanned the packed room. Not one for large social gatherings, Zahir preferred attending with someone he knew well. Stephen, a lesser nobleman and married to a bard himself, always gladly accompanied Zahir on the rare outing. Stephen claimed determination to cure his friend of his “obvious loneliness” as the prime motivation for jumping at every event Zahir called on him, no matter how societally inconsequential.

The pair realized immediately that they stood out among the lower class crowd of the tavern. Zahir was dressed more simply, in a red tunic with silver hemming around the neckline and cuffs of his sleeves, his trousers dark brown and brown boots. He'd left his wavy salt-and-pepper hair free of its usual tail to brush the tops of his shoulders. Stephen, being the more flamboyant of the two by far, had dressed in a forest green vest embroidered in gold thread over a champagne silk shirt, matching forest green trousers with gold embroidery and shiny black boots with gold buckles rounded out his rich attire befitting his noble status. Despite the more sophisticated clothing, Stephen maintained a roguish air with a messy quiff in his light brown hair that looked as though he'd slept on it–which Zahir was certain took some time to attain–and a couple of day's worth of stubble on his strong jaw and chin. 

“Well, this woman bard of yours seems to have found herself quite the crowd.” Stephen noted as they weaved their way towards the bar area where they at least might get drinks as they waited for Evie to begin. The pair turned heads, which Stephen answered with a polite smile as they passed.

“She didn't tell me she was well-known. She didn't look it, though, I admit, I shouldn't have judged on her appearance alone,” Zahir acknowledged.

Stephen laughed. “No, but I know you. You wouldn't have come if you thought the crowd might be this big.”

Zahir winced at his friend's accurate assessment of his social habits. “Indeed.” They were there now, though, so he was determined to try and enjoy himself. Besides, he wanted to hear her play again. He thought hers a rare talent, and knew she deserved crowds this big and bigger still. By the end of the week, this tavern would have crowds lining up out the door and into the street for a chance to hear her, he could all but guarantee it.

Stephen hailed the barmaid and ordered them drinks, and they settled against the bar itself, Zahir never taking his eyes from the small stage in the center of the room near the large stone fireplace.

Evie appeared a few minutes later, and the roar of the crowd died to a low din of chatter. Dressed in a simple maroon dress with billowing sleeves, her dark curls pulled back away from her face but left to cascade down her back and shoulders to compliment her sunkissed skin, she looked otherworldly compared to the road-weary traveler he met earlier that day. She scanned the crowd, and her eyes found Zahir. A smile lit up her face and she tipped her head in his direction. Zahir smiled back, raising his tankard in acknowledgment, a slight flush warming his face.

Stephen nudged him with an elbow and leaned over, whispering, “I see why you went to the trouble of coming now.” A knowing look twinkling in his blue eyes.

Zahir waved him off. “Wait until you hear her play. That is why I ‘went to the trouble of coming.’” He countered, though, his face still warmed with the mix of satisfaction and embarrassment. 

As if on cue, Evie drew her bow across the strings and the room fell silent. She launched into a popular tavern song, the whole room erupting into song and dance as she played. Zahir tapped his foot and nodded his head along, and Stephen watched with a wide grin as she seamlessly transitioned from the first tavern song into another well-known regional song.

Stephen clapped and sang along, leaning over to tell Zahir how right he was about her being worth coming to see.

“I know talent when I see or hear it. She was good enough to try one of my instruments,” Zahir added.

Stephen let out a low whistle. “Doesn't look like she's playing it now.”

Zahir shook his head. “She wasn't in a position to buy, and I wasn't pushing a sale. We were simply two people sharing our gifts with one another for a moment.”

Stephen raised an eyebrow at him, giving him a sideways look, smirking at his friend's explanation. “Zahir, have you fallen in love and not told me?”

Zahir laughed at that. “Doubtful, Stephen. I appreciate the talent of a good bard, you know that. And I'm a terrible salesman.”

Stephen snorted. “That you are. I've never seen anyone with a nicer shop sell less merchandise. I told you to move to the upper part of the city.”

Zahir brought his tankard of ale to his lips with a smile, “If I had been in the upper city, I would have never come across Evie. Or, more accurately, she would have never come across me. Besides, I sell plenty to afford a comfortable life. It isn't as though I have no customers, and my work is expensive.”

Stephen gave a feigned eye roll, patting the pocket where he kept his money. “True enough, my pocketbook has felt the sting enough times to confirm that.”

The friends lapsed into a comfortable silence as Evie played another upbeat tune before addressing the crowd and taking requests. Zahir watched, entranced, as she played and danced around the stage, interacting with the crowd and entertaining into the night. 

As the night went on, Stephen leaned over again, “A bard who doesn't sing? I don't think we've heard her sing at all.”

Zahir tilted his head to the side, a frown coming over his features as he realized his friend was correct. Evie had played all night, but sung not a note. The rest of the crowd seemed to have either not noticed or did not care that Evie only danced and played the violin, relying on them for the singing. “I never heard her sing in my shop, only play the violin.”

Stephen gave a short grunt of acknowledgement, saying nothing more, both he and Zahir seeming the only two in the room to notice the abnormality. She still played with skill and beauty, but now, Zahir found himself unable to focus solely on her playing, his curiosity distracting him.

For all he knew, the reason she didn't sing was because she couldn't sing. It wasn't unheard of for some bards to only play an instrument, but it was rare. Most bards who couldn't sing had partners who could, and sometimes they performed as a group with another instrumentalist. But to go almost a whole set without singing at all, even to lead the audience in the lyrics.

The night ran on, and Evie's set neared its close. She played a single, keening note. By then, most of the crowd were into their cups and somehow, instead of turning into a rowdy drunken mob, it seemed to turn them into a bunch of sleepy, happy drunks. The room went silent at her single note, all eyes drawn to her. Zahir felt a collective anticipation building among the audience, and within his chest, as the note slowly faded.

Evie held her violin and bow at her sides and began to sing into the empty silence left by the note she'd played. Her voice was otherworldly, and as she sang, Zahir realized it wasn't in any language he knew. A feeling of being underwater settled over the room as she sang, isolating them in their own pocket of time apart from the rest of the world. Images of the ocean lapping at the shore, of life under the waves where the sun lit reefs and the glittering scales of passing fishes, filtered through Zahir's mind.

She's a siren, Zahir might have said it aloud, but he couldn't be sure as Evie's voice washed over the room. It was obvious now, though, as the realization hit, why she'd waited to sing until the last song. Sirens still weren't allowed in the bard guilds, the reasoning being they had unfair advantage over non-magical bards in their voices. Zahir wasn't convinced turning your audience into a bunch of sleepy idiots was an advantage, nor an accident of birth should be reason to keep a whole group from joining a guild.

It took a long moment after Evie's song ended for the room to wake up enough to begin quiet applause more at home in an opera house than a tavern.

“You were right about one thing,” Stephen said, his own voice heavy with somnolence as Evie left the stage with a bow to a slowly waking audience. “She's a gifted bard. I'm going to assume you weren't aware she's a siren.”

Zahir shook his head in answer, and watched as Evie laced her way through the crowd in his direction. He thought about asking her about her heritage, but told himself that seemed unnecessary, reasoning it wasn't his business either way. He drained the remainder of his ale and set the empty tankard on the bar.

Evie's eyes met Zahir's from the middle of the room and her face lit with genuine happiness as she closed the distance and stopped in front of them. “You came, and brought a friend! Just as I asked.”

Zahir nodded, a bit of sheepishness creeping into his demeanor. “I did. May I present, Stephen Marten.” 

Evie's eyes widened as she took Stephen's offered hand and gave a deep respectful curtsey. “Lord Stephen,”

Stephen affected his own bow when he released her hand, head bowed, right hand over his heart. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. Doubly pleased to have been fortunate enough to hear you play. And sing.”

“Thank you, Lord Stephen.” She straightened and gave Zahir a sly smile. “I knew you had to know some important people. It would be a shame for your talents to go unnoticed.”

Stephen laughed. “Zahir knows quite a few important people. His talent notwithstanding.”

Zahir gave Stephen a long-suffering look, which made Stephen laugh more and confused Evie. “We quite enjoyed your performance, Evie. It was well worth braving the tavern crowd to experience.”

Evie laughed. “I'm glad you thought so! I hope I didn't catch you terribly off-guard with the last song. It's a family song, and I always try to close with it. It can sometimes put the room to sleep if I put too much magic into it, but mostly, it keeps the rowdier crowds in check for the tavern keepers at the end of a night.”

“It was a surprise, but it was a wonderful way to end a performance.” Stephen noted. “I think my wife, Helene, would agree.”

Zahir nodded and added, “I wondered if you would sing at all. It exceeded expectations when you finally did.”

Evie blushed and tipped her head. “Thank you, gentlemen. Not everyone appreciates being enthralled by a siren, but I always try to make it a positive experience.”

Stephen snorted a laugh. “No offense intended, but I can understand the sentiment.”

Evie shrugged. “It's why I wait until the end of my performance. Doing so keeps the enthrallment short, and I try to keep the magic low enough not to overwhelm anyone's free will. I can choose not to sing at all, and if the tavern keeper asks me not to, I do just that. I sing when I busk, so the audience at least knows ahead of time.” 

“You didn't sing in my shop,” Zahir pointed out.

Evie grew sheepish. “You're right. I'm sorry. I was so focused on the violin, and it's rather difficult to play and sing.”

Zahir shook his head. “Not a problem, it was a surprise, but not unwelcome.”

Evie relaxed with a smile. “Good, I'm glad if that, and that you came at my invitation. I admit, I had hoped you would come, but I felt unsure you would.”

Zahir smiled. “I was unsure myself. You can thank Stephen for pushing me out the door this evening.” He patted his friend on the shoulder. “I am not much for leaving the comfort of home after supper, but I am glad I did tonight.”

Evie smiled, her face warming with a pretty blush. “Well, a heartier thank you to Lord (surname), then.”

Stephen eyed the pair back and forth, a knowing look twinkling in his eyes. “If you can excuse me, my lady, Zahir,” he nodded to each in kind, “I will bid you both goodnight.”

Zahir looked surprised at his friend's sudden announcement. “Ah, you are leaving?”

“I fear I must. I've some obligations in the morning. Besides, Helene will be waiting for me. I always tell her not to, but she cannot help herself. Not to worry, though, no need to see me off.” Stephen turned to Evie and gave a short bow. “It was truly a wonderful experience meeting you. I hope we meet again soon, and I'd love for you to meet my wife. I believe you two would get along well.”

“That would be wonderful, it was lovely to meet you,” Evie responded.

“Zahir, I'll see you soon.” Stephen bade them a final goodnight and left them standing by the bar, disappearing into the night.

“Well, I didn't realize he had anything to do tomorrow, else I wouldn't have invited him out,” Zahir said. 

Evie shrugged. “I'm glad, otherwise, you might not have come to see me.” She smiled up at him, and he felt something in his chest warm. “Would you like to sit? I have a small table reserved for myself.” 

Zahir thought for a moment. It was late, especially for him, but he was enjoying himself too much to say no. He decided he would open his shop later tomorrow, most didn't come into the shop until well after his usual 8 o'clock opening anyway. “I would like that. May I buy you a drink, or something to eat?”

“A drink would be lovely. A glass of red wine, please.” She answered as he called the barman over with a raised hand.

They received their drinks and then Evie led them to her small secluded table in a corner of the room.

The crowd had largely dispersed or gone to bed, the room feeling the weight of the late night and low lighting. No one paid any attention to the luthier and the bard conversing in low, cheerful voices about everything and nothing until the barman rang the bell for last call.

Zahir thought only of Evie as he made his way through the midnight streets back towards his shop.
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A KNOCK ON THE DOOR as Zahir made his coffee made him pause and call out, “I will be with you in a moment!” It was almost noon, his shop still unopened, and him feeling the ill effects of his late night. Nothing could make him regret staying out and chatting with Evie, though. The feeling of buoyancy it gave him was nearly enough to wipe away his tiredness as he trudged to the door to unlock it and turn the sign from “Closed” to “Open.”

Evie's bright smile greeted him through the window in the door, and a wide smile spread across his own face at her appearance. He pulled open the door with haste and noted the basket she held in the crook of her arm in addition to her violin slung across her back. “Evie! What a pleasant surprise! Come in.” He stood aside and beckoned her inside, the mouth watering smell of fresh pastries wafting as she passed.

“I hope I didn't wake you.” She held up the basket in offering. “I thought you'd appreciate some breakfast.” 

“It smells great, thank you. I always appreciate someone else bringing me food, not that it ever happens.” He chuckled. “Come, I was just making some fresh coffee. Would you like some? I also have tea, if coffee isn't to your taste.”

Evie gasped, eyes going round. “Oh, I'd love some coffee!” She followed him into the back of the shop where his rooms were laid out. A small sitting area, just large enough for two sat before a modest fireplace where a copper kettle hung from a trammel over the fire. A coffee press stood primed on a small counter under a window to the right of the fireplace, a grinder and small bag of beans sat beside it. “I haven't had coffee in ages,” she said as she set the basket on the counter. Looking to Zahir, she indicated the bag of beans, “May I?”

“Please, do.” He motioned for her to go ahead as he used a tool to remove the kettle from the fire and brought it over to the counter where Evie had stuck her nose in the bag of beans and was taking deep inhales in bliss. Zahir smiled to himself as he watched her be so content over coffee beans.

“Oh, that's heavenly,” she said, giving a final deep inhale.

Zahir took the bag from her and measured out a little more to the grinder. “I'm glad you think so. The only other person I know who loves coffee is Stephen. Everyone else prefers tea.” He ground the beans coarse, and put them into the press. He filled it with a careful amount of water and stepped back. “Now, we wait. Care to show me what you brought in the meantime?” He found himself rather curious about the pastries.

Evie carefully unwrapped the contents of the basket, revealing croissants, danishes of varying kinds, and muffins. “I didn't know what you liked, so I got an assortment.”

Zahir laughed at the sheer amount of food. “And apparently you think I eat like a horse.”

Evie blushed, but laughed. “My eyes can be bigger than my stomach. Whatever we don't finish, I'll ensure doesn't go to waste, so don't worry about that.” 

They each chose their desired pastries and Zahir poured them each a cup of coffee, Evie taking hers with cream and sugar, and himself with a splash of cream. He waited with baited breath as she took her first sip of coffee. She sighed in contentment and smiled, “It's perfect.” He smiled.

They sat and ate their pastries in comfortable silence.

“Once again, thank you for the pastries,” Zahir said as he sipped his coffee.

“Of course, and your coffee makes us more than even. In fact, I believe I got the better end of the deal,” she admitted over the rim of her steaming mug.

Zahir raised his brows. “I gift freely with friends.”

Evie's face reddened. “Oh, I didn't mean–” 

Zahir stopped her with an upheld hand. “I understand, think nothing of it.”

She relaxed into the chair and cradled the mug under her nose, sitting happily in his presence. “I wanted you to know how happy I was to see you last night. I can't stay much longer, as I have a crowd to attract for tonight, but I couldn't do that without stopping by first.”

Zahir looked over at her then. She stared into the fireplace, legs tucked under her in the seat and her mug cradled in her lap. She braided her hair back this morning, but some of it escaped and tickled her face and neck. She looked almost ethereal and out-of-place in his little room, except for her plain linen dress and lack of any jewelry or adornment, not even a ribbon in her hair. “No need to thank me for that,” he said at length.

“I also wanted to thank you for letting me play one of your beautiful instruments. I couldn't let that go without thanks.” She swiped a stray bit of hair away from her cheek. “Your kindness isn't something I'm used to.” 

Zahir frowned, his curiosity piqued, but tempered by not wanting to pry. “Again, I require no additional thanks, but I accept it gladly. Though, I admit it makes me curious to know why kindness would be so deserving of such thanks.”

Evie shrugged and avoided looking at him, clearly debating something with herself.

Before she responded one way or the other, Zahir waved himself off. “I shouldn't have pried, I'm sorry.”

Evie looked back at him and placed a hand over his in reassurance. “No, I only didn't want to bring up anything to ruin the lovely mood. I feel I can trust you,” she said before continuing. “You know I'm a siren, and unguilded. It can make the road difficult. Certain establishments won't hire an unguilded bard, and others still don't want a siren ‘enslaving the minds’ of their customers.”

Zahir scoffed at that. “Well, you won't get that sort of discrimination from me, or Stephen.”

Evie seemed to relax back into her seat at that. “I appreciate that, more than you know. The sentiments tend to still be prevalent in the smaller villages, so I try to stick to the larger cities, like Gold Harbor.”

Zahir nodded. “I suppose that explains how a bard with your talents wouldn't be able to afford my instruments... I admit, I wondered after seeing you play in my shop.”

Evie flushed. “I think that was a compliment.”

“It was!” Zahir assured, eyes wide. “I'm sorry, I didn’t mean for that to sound derogatory. I don't care if you can or can't afford anything. I mean...” he trailed off, wincing and giving her a pleading look as she watched with growing entertainment. “Please, pull my foot from my mouth for me. Or at least tell me when I'm being rude.” He dropped his face into his hands as Evie laughed, her cheerful demeanor returned.

“I'm sorry,” she laughed, “I'm enjoying watching you fumble too much. But–” She set her mug on the table between them. “I really ought to be going.” She stood, and Zahir stood with her. “I bid you a good day, and the invitation is always open for the evenings at the tavern while I'm playing.” She grinned up at him and he found himself grinning back.

“Noted. I suppose I should begin my day. I'll walk you out.” Zahir walked her to the front of the shop. “You're always welcome back to the shop.” He said at last. “Visits help break up the day. You'll be shocked to find I don't get many customers.”

Evie laughed a little at that. “Well, you are a little out-of-the-way. It was pure chance I stumbled on it myself.”

Zahir shrugged. “I like this area. It's quiet.” That sent Evie laughing again, and he felt his chest warm at the sound. “But, as I said, I like the occasional visit from a friend. Especially when that friend brings pastries.”

Evie nodded knowingly. “A friend could be convinced to bring more pastries as long as there's a promise of coffee.”

Zahir laughed. “Sounds fair to me.”

Evie reluctantly opened the door. “Have a good rest of your day, Zahir. And thank you, again.”

“And you, Evie.” He responded in kind.

She left the shop feeling light and carefree as she headed for the city square, her fingers aching to play something toe-tapping and cheerful.
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OVER THE FOLLOWING days, Zahir tried to keep himself busy with work to keep his mind from dwelling over much on the lovely bard. He even started a new project: a lute inspired by the Autumn solstice and harvest. Still, Evie never strayed far from his thoughts as he worked and went about his days. He found himself wondering what she might be doing at the moment she popped into his head unbidden. It was easy to imagine her playing her violin for a tavern full of singing and drinking guests into the night, and Zahir considered joining them every evening; the crowd itself being the thing that stopped him.

Being so “out-of-the-way,” as both Stephen and Evie described the location of his shop, meant he only got the occasional customer, his prices ensuring each sale made enough to keep him going another month. Every jingle of the bells above his door brought his heart racing and an excitement he had to temper with the reminder of it being unlikely to be Evie at the door. 

This time, when the bell jingled, it announced a familiar face. Zahir found himself once again hurrying to the front of the store from the workshop, not bothering to worry about being coated in a fine dusting of sawdust and curls of discarded wood shavings in his thick hair.

“It's only me, old friend.” Stephen's voice came from the front of the store, instilling a growing disappointment throughout Zahir's chest that he scolded himself for.

“Stephen,” Zahir greeted as he emerged from the workshop and clasped hands with his friend. “To what do I owe the surprise visit?”

Stephen took in Zahir's appearance and laughed, plucking a curl of wood from his hair and brushing at his shoulder. “I see something is on your mind. What are you making this time? And what has you working so hard?”

Zahir tried not to grimace at Stephen's spot on assessment. “Truth be told, I cannot stop thinking of Evie.”

“Oh, really? How interesting.” Stephen said with a widening grin and a tone that implied this wasn't a shock.

Zahir nodded before continuing, “She visited the morning after we went to her performance, and we had a late breakfast of sorts. She brought pastries as a thanks for being kind to her when she stumbled upon my shop, and we enjoyed some coffee together with them.”

Stephen let out a huff of laughter. “A thanks for being kind? Zahir, I do believe the bard was testing the waters, so to speak. It seems to have worked.” He clasped Zahir on the shoulder, sending a puff of sawdust into the air and making them both cough. He waved away the swirling dust. 

Zahir waved him off. “If you'd been there, you would have seen she only meant it as a genuine thanks. Nothing more.”

Stephen shook his head. “Since you're already taking a break, we may as well sit and have some coffee. Then we can discuss more about why you're wrong, and now you can't stop thinking of her.”

Before Zahir could argue, Stephen was already making his way into Zahir's living space. “Very well, if you could start the water over the fire while I clean myself up, I'd be grateful,” Zahir called at Stephen's back. Stephen grunted an affirmative without looking back. 

Once Zahir had gotten the worst of the sawdust off himself and cleared his hair of wood shavings, he met Stephen in his living room. Stephen already had the hot water ready, and he had pulled out the coffee beans and grinder.

“I can never remember how to work your coffee contraptions, I'm afraid,” Stephen said apologetically.

Zahir waved him off and began the process for himself. “Don’t worry about it. I enjoy the ritual of it almost as much as the thing itself.”

Once the pair had their coffee made to their individual specifications, Stephen broached the subject of Evie again. “You truly believe that Evie only visited as a thanks for your kindness?”

Zahir sighed. “I have no reason not to take her at her word.”

“Except she showed up the morning after inviting you to her performance with pastries, and now you can't stop thinking of her.” Stephen pointed out. “For future reference, no one just shows up to someone's place of business with a thin excuse of gratitude without there being some other motivation.”

“You show up unannounced with multiple thin excuses for the visit,” Zahir countered.

Stephen blinked at him a few times, pointedly staying silent a good beat. “Yes, however, I am your friend, and I always show up with some deeper motivation. Like today, for example. I need an anniversary gift for Helene, and Helene told me something interesting about Evie I thought you might also find interesting. Knowing you how well I do.” He took a deep sip of his coffee then, awaiting Zahir's response.

Zahir allowed some annoyance into his demeanor. “You gossip worse than a gaggle of old women.” 

“If you don't wish to know, I will keep it to myself and we can move on to the special order I want to commission.” Stephen said with a shrug and feigned indifference.

“That's probably for the best,” Zahir stated, but the fire already raged in his mind. Evie took up a chunk of his thoughts unbidden, and Stephen's words added fuel. Still, he grabbed a scrap of paper and a pencil and looked at Stephen expectantly. “What kind of instrument are you wanting first?” Zahir listened absently as Stephen explained what he wanted in a new lute for his wife, sketching inattentively as his mind attempted to fill in the blanks of what Stephen might know of Evie.

“Zahir,” Stephen said suddenly, snapping his friend from his stupor.

Zahir blinked and refocused on Stephen in front of him, the room coming back into focus. He realized his sketch looked as if he'd done it in the dark, and embarrassment heated his face. “Apologies, Stephen,” he said, scratching out the sketch and flipping the page. “Let me try again, from the beginning.”

Stephen looked at him knowingly. “How about I tell you what Helene told me, first? I think you should know.” Before Zahir could answer, Stephen went on, “We know Evie is unguilded, we know she's a siren, those are obvious. It seems one of the top guilds offered her a spot, and she turned them down.”

Zahir took in that information with a noncommittal, “Hmmm...”

Stephen nodded. “An unguilded bard leads a hard life already, but add in the prejudices I'm positive she faces being a siren, and it baffles me as to why she would turn down an opportunity thus.”

Zahir shook his head. “I couldn't, and won't, speculate on that. It isn't my business.”

Stephen shrugged. “I thought it was curious, and maybe something you ask her about or maybe she tells you herself at some point. Either way, Helene is eager to meet her, and I know you haven't been back since I haven't, you should come with us this evening.” Zahir hesitated a moment, and Stephen went limp in the chair like a child about to throw a tantrum. “Zahir, we both know you want to, just say yes. Damn the crowd, you aren't going for them.” 

Zahir eyed his friend with amusement. “Fine, yes, I'll go.”

Stephen straightened and resumed sipping his coffee. “Good, now, back to this commission for Helene.”

The pair bent their heads together over the paper, and Zahir sketched a design for the instrument.

“My friend, you outdo yourself, and I never understand how it's possible.” Stephen said once the sketch was complete.

Zahir shrugged. “I don't, either. I always think something is my best work, but something always surpasses it. I believe when I stop improving, it'll be time to retire.”

Stephen pointed a finger at him. “Don't you dare. I'll have nowhere to get anniversary gifts for my wife if you do that.”

Zahir laughed. “You could always get her jewelry, or artwork.”

Stephen shook his head sadly. “Nothing makes her happier than receiving one of your beautiful instruments, I've tried.”

“I think you exaggerate.” Zahir said with a roll of his eyes.

“I wish I were.” Stephen said before finishing his coffee and standing. “I must be going. She'll wonder what took so long and I want her to be surprised this time.”

Zahir laughed, standing as well. “So, don't tell her about this one.”

Stephen made a face as they walked to the front of the shop. “But it's so hard to keep a secret from her.”

Zahir made a shooing motion. “Then go, I can start this today.” he held up the paper with the sketch.

Stephen pointed back and forth from Zahir to the paper. “Don't work too late, Helene and I will be by to pick you up at 7 o'clock to go to the tavern. You must be ready. Dress up, for the love of all that's fashionable.”

Zahir huffed a laugh. “So we can both be overdressed? I think I'll dress how I please. I will be ready when you and Helene arrive.”

“Very well,” Stephen conceded before bidding farewell and leaving Zahir to his work.
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TRUE TO HIS WORD, ZAHIR was ready when Stephen and his wife, Helene, stopped to pick him up on their way to the tavern. The couple were dressed to match. Helene, in an emerald green dress that contrasted beautifully with her thick mane of bright red curls, which she left unrestrained to cascade around her shoulders and down her back. Gold embroidery around the hem, cuffs, and square neckline embellished the otherwise simple velvet dress. Stephen wore a matching emerald green silk shirt under a gold vest, brown trousers and boots rounding out his outfit.

“You look lovely, as usual, Helene,” Zahir complimented as he climbed into the carriage.

“And you look underwhelming, as usual,” Stephen cut in, before Helene could answer, earning himself a swat at the knee from her.

“Thank you, Zahir. I think you look quite handsome.” She eyed Stephen, as if daring him to contradict her.

Used to their dynamic, Zahir smiled and thanked Helene, falling into a comfortable silence as the couple updated him on their days.

“Hopefully we arrive with time to find a spot inside,” Helene said as the carriage rattled over the cobblestones. “The nobility caught wind of ‘the bard who turned down the guilds’ and now everyone wants to see her perform. Whatever her motives, I can’t deny she knows how to draw a crowd. For good, or ill is still to be determined.”

Zahir didn’t respond to that, but Stephen assured Helene she wouldn’t be disappointed by Evie in either performance, nor in person. 

They arrived at the tavern where a crowd had already amassed. Carriages lined the narrow cobbled street, and commoners and nobles alike milled around the outside of the tavern.

“Oh, boo, I think we will be lucky if we make it through the door.” Helene pouted.

Stephen shook his head, eyeing an anxious looking Zahir. “We’ll make it inside. I will get us inside, just stay close.”

The driver dropped them as close to the tavern as possible, and the trio walked up and pushed through the crowds. Stephen made half-hearted pardons as he made a path for them into the tavern. Helene spotted some friends of theirs near to the little stage and pointed them out for Stephen to make a beeline for. “They’ll allow us to sit with them without argument,” she explained to Zahir when he raised a questioning brow.

The couple turned out to be quite accommodating and amicable to them joining their table. They ordered drinks and food, and chatted while the room awaited Evie’s performance to start. 

“We heard about it from some friends, they came to last night’s performance and said we had to see her ourselves. A siren, offered a place in a guild for the first time only to turn them down seems like a bard everyone should see at least once,” the woman, Zahir missed her name among the din of the tavern, chattered on and on. Her husband nodded along, and Helene made a polite affirmative sound. Stephen elbowed Zahir with a discrete roll of his eyes.

Evie appeared on the stage with her violin and a hush fell over the packed room. Zahir and Evie locked eyes, and she smiled even as she blushed. Tipping her head in acknowledgement, she brought her violin up and began to play. Just as the last performance, she launched right into playing and the room exploded into song with her.

Stephen nudged Helene as he noted Zahir’s expression, his eyes locked on Evie. Helene smiled and took Stephen’s hand, resting her head against his shoulder as the music enveloped them. 

Evie changed up a few of the songs, just enough to keep things interesting if you were a repeat member of the audience. She finished with the same siren song as before, the crowd falling into a lull as she swept them away with images of the ocean.

This time, Evie didn’t have to cross the room to Zahir, she simply had to step off the stage and walk up to one of the first tables. She stopped in front of Zahir, a smile on her face. “This is a pleasant surprise!”

Everyone around the table stood up to greet her. When Zahir stood, he and Evie were so close as to nearly be touching. He looked down at her while she looked up, both caught by each other for a moment before they took a step back. Stephen and Helene shared a knowing look with one another as Zahir and Evie collected themselves.

“I’m glad to see you came to another performance.” Evie said, looking to Zahir and Stephen, giving Stephen a respectful bow of her head. She looked around at the rest of the party, “And who are your friends?”

Stephen stepped up then, introducing first Helene, then the other couple. He motioned to an empty seat at the table, “I hope the Martens don’t object to me offering you a seat at the table.”

“Not at all!” Lord Marten said. “Please, sit. I’ll hail the barmaid and get us another round of drinks.” 

Once the drinks were ordered, and everyone was sitting, Stephen commented, “Truthfully, if it weren’t for the Martens already being here, we probably wouldn’t have made it into the room.”

Evie looked a bit sheepish as she glanced around the still-packed tavern room and the people crowded in the doorway. “Yes, it seems some news has come out that made my performances here more popular than ever.”

Helene interjected herself before the other woman could, “Oh, yes, the gossip in this town can be somewhat ghastly. I hope you won’t hold it against us, we aren’t all that way. Some of us do enjoy a good performance, regardless of their background or membership.”

Evie nodded and gave a polite smile. “I appreciate that,” she looked to Zahir then, a warmth spreading through her demeanor. “I especially appreciate you braving an even larger crowd to come see another performance.”

Zahir flushed and laughed. “Stephen said they were coming tonight, and I didn’t want to turn down the opportunity. Regardless of the size of the crowd.” 

After that, Evie practically glowed with satisfaction as the conversation turned to small talk, mostly from Lady Marten. Evie and Zahir stole short glances at one another when they thought the other wasn’t looking, noted by both Stephen and Helene with knowing smiles. 

The crowd slowly filtered out of the tavern as they listened to Lady Marten. Lord Marten eventually had to cut his wife short and excuse them as the hour grew later and tiredness crept in. Lady Marten encouraged both Evie and Zahir to call on them, as well as the Hillcrests, before being escorted out, still chattering, by Lord Marten.

“Lady Marten is a wonderful, generous woman, but my, she can talk.” Helene said not unkindly once the Martens had gone.

“Indeed,” Stephen agreed. “Not that I can’t be chatty myself.”

“You? Chatty? No,” Zahir teased, earning laughter from everyone. “I find chatty people helpful, actually.”

Evie raised an eyebrow in question. “Why is that?”

Zahir laughed. “I don’t have to say anything, they say it all. I simply have to listen and respond when necessary.”

“I’m sure that’s why you and Stephen are such good friends.” Helene said, touching her husband’s arm affectionately, before covering a yawn. “Pardon me, it is getting late.”

“That it is.” Stephen said, placing a hand on Helene’s back. “Zahir, are you staying, or will you leave with us?”

Zahir looked conflicted a moment, glancing at Evie. “I don’t want to keep you up, if you’re tired.”

Evie looked apologetic as she answered, “I admit, I’m lagging a bit. Performances can take a lot out of me. Perhaps I’ll stop by the shop tomorrow? If you don’t mind.”

Zahir smiled. “I don’t mind.” 

The group stood from the table then, Helene pulled Evie in for a quick embrace before holding her at arm’s length. “We need to get together for a chat, bard to bard, sometime soon. When is a good time to stop by?”

Evie thought a moment. “Mid-morning? I sleep a little later than most, being I don’t usually go to bed until after midnight. I try to get out of the tavern and busk by noon, though, I suppose now that the crowds are drawn via word-of-mouth...”

Helene nodded. “Mid-morning is fine. You likely don’t need to busk anymore, though.” She added with a laugh.

“True,” Evie sighed. “Goodnight, and I’ll see you tomorrow, Zahir.”

Zahir inclined his head toward her. “Goodnight, sleep well. I look forward to seeing you.”

As Zahir left with Stephen and Helene, he glanced back to see Evie watching them leave. She smiled and gave him a small wave, to which he smiled and lifted a hand in kind. 

Once they were back in the carriage, Helene fell asleep with her head resting on Stephen’s shoulder. “I wish you two had gone off on your own, instead of allowing Lady Marten to dominate all that time.” He said at length.

Zahir shrugged. “It seemed rude, and I didn’t want to take Evie from a possible opportunity of knowing some nobility in the city. She’ll come to the shop tomorrow.”

Stephen nodded, mollified.

They went the rest of the way in silence, the bumping and rattling of the carriage and late night sounds of the city the only sounds.
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THE LATE MORNING TAVERN crowd usually suited Evie's morning mood best: quiet, unhurried as they readied to start a new day of whatever job needed doing, and sometimes still shaking off the night before. She still loved performing for people, but the excitement of traveling to new places and seeing new things waned for her of late. She longed for somewhere steady to come back to every night, and she'd begun to wonder about what it might be like to have someone to come back to.

She thought back to the morning after the first performance, when she visited Zahir with pastries and enjoyed a slow, quiet morning with him. There was a comfort and peacefulness with him she'd never known in her life, and it made her soul long for more of it. It was something she never thought to want before now, and it cast a long shadow over her
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