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Is there anything worse than a party that you don’t want to go to? Parties are meant to be fun, where you mingle and you chat about the weather with people you quickly realize are far too dumb to be alive, and then you eat food that has been sitting out too long, or perhaps you kiss the wrong person. I remember when parties were grand, when everyone had a part to play and you couldn’t go a step in any direction without running into a servant or a scandal. Those parties were reserved for a select few, though.

You hated those days. The parties were overwhelming. Too many people, too much noise, too many inputs. Conversations about things where you understood the words that were spoken but they were said in such a way that their meaning was barely intelligible. And don’t speak to me of parties at bars. What a foolish notion. Those might as well not even be parties at all. I’m glad the trend died when bars died out and taverns came back. Wine tastings were an affront to all that is good in this world. Wine should only be served by the bottle, not the glass.

In Alanna, oh, I think you would have liked their parties. The Conservatory was the Sound Tower, so there was no screaming over music that was too loud. Instead, it was the perfect volume, like everything else a Maestro did. The Conservatory prided themselves on spectacle and performance. They were the home of the arts in Elbereth, so every detail was managed to perfection. Even the food. Most people don’t understand that cooking is an art unto itself, but the Conservatory did. The nibbles, the clothes, the decorations, the ambiance. I had never experienced anything like it, not in my entirely too long life. I have to imagine, my friend, that it might have finally won you over to the idea of parties.

A new Maestro’s first party is essentially their reintroduction to Alanna as leader, their first official political act they must do after winning the Audition. The Audition is a public event, attended by everyone who is anyone in Alanna, Conservatory or no. In local Auditions outside of Alanna, for the role of a Leading Player, the Audition is done in front of the local populace. The final choice still rests with the ranking Ensemble members in attendance. For a Leading Player, a group of Chairs or Section Leaders must be summoned, at least a quorum of three. For a Chair, it requires the Maestro themselves, along with at least two Chairs. For the Maestro, it is expected that all Chairs will be in Alanna when the choice is made. For it is a final decision, something that cannot ever be undone.

The Audition itself consists of three performances. The first is chosen by the role’s current occupant, the defender. The second by the challenger. The third, and most important, is chosen by the jury who will decide the outcome. Given that the Audition rules state that these performances can be of any artistic medium, the variety between them and the skill needed to climb the Conservatory’s power structure are quite immense.

For our new Maestro’s challenge to the previous Maestro Lord Fafa, for instance, Fafa chose an abstract painting of the Conservatory Tower. This was a conservative choice by most judgements, though Fafa had used it in previous challenges and won handily. He had quite the skill with watercolors. The Maestro chose an aria for the second challenge, though she left the specific choice of aria up to each performer. A gamble, when she could have chosen an aria that favored her own range. Given her abilities in voice, she probably had little fear of Fafa winning the second challenge.

As First Chair, it would have been our dear Lady Slaxarine who would have led the committee of Chairs to determine the third and final performance. It is here where politics enter the picture. The judges can choose an art that favors one candidate or the other, to tip the balance in the final voting. Though these deliberations are held in private, rumors always escape, and it was said that while the new Maestro was young, she had many supporters among the Chairs, who thought that Fafa’s time had passed. Though it was said that Slaxarine was not among them.

In the end, the Chairs chose traditional dance as the third performance. This specific choreography was a traditional dance that dated itself to this land’s tribal history, long before Elbereth and before the Tower nations were formed. From before when the world froze and these lands were sand. From a time even before you and I came into the picture. These dances could take many forms, depending on their original origins, but the commonality of what the Chairs requested was simple. Colorful but simple dress, backed only by the rhythm of a single drum and the cheers and stamping feet of the crowd. The movements were the opposite of ballet, jagged but quick, arms and legs punctuating the rhythm to tell its story. This was a dance of bent knees and leaps. Its purpose was usually joy.

It was here that the Maestro won the crowd. Fafa had predictably won his chosen painting competition, displaying the colors of a sunset across Lake Moonlight with layers of paint against a black bar representing the shadow of the Conservatory’s Tower, hiding nearly all of the fading sun save a hint of yellow hidden in the layers. The Maestro had won the second round, performing a classic aria from ancient times, preserved orally for thousands of years, passed down from singer to singer after the art of music transcription was lost. After being translated into the modern tongue, the aria became about a woman waiting for her lost love to return, unaware he had married someone else. 

Whether the Chairs knew when they chose the third performance that Fafa’s dancing skills had faded with his advanced age is unknown. The traditional dance was hard on the knees. The Chairs would have known this. Lady Slaxarine would never in her life speak of the deliberations to anyone, though her control over the Ensemble’s Chairs was near absolute in those years. 

It is only a Maestro’s Audition that results in death for the defender, if they lose. Leading Players are exiled from their post, though they can pick up and challenge another city’s Player, and Chairs are demoted in rank after a loss, often falling out of the Chair committee or the Ensemble in the process. The Conservatory does not celebrate death as some Towers do, and instead, the death of the previous Maestro is an unknown and hidden affair. The doomed Maestros are celebrated throughout Alanna and the Auditoriums across Elbereth for three nights, before quietly leaving this life on their own terms.

Thus a new Maestro’s first party is perhaps the single most important moment in all of their reign as Alanna is freed from their mourning period for the former Maestro. It is their true introduction as Maestro to the Tower and the city that they rule. The other Towers and the Royalty are invited, per tradition, though they rarely came themselves and usually send emissaries. It is the first glimpse anyone has to see what sort of Senator the new Maestro will be.

If they fail at this first test, a challenge is likely. Historically, this challenge would come from the First Chair. Lady Slaxarine, given her rumored origins as the love-child between a Conservatory performer and a prince, would be unlikely to do so if she wanted to keep her own head on her shoulders. The Royalty would not take kindly to a scion lovechild as a Senator. This does not mean others would not take the chance, if our current Maestro shows weakness. 

It had been two days since Slaxarine had invited our heroes to breakfast at their own home at the Vald and told them they were required to attend the Maestro’s party. Slaxarine had made all the arrangements for them, conveyed by Lamine and the other servants, including their clothes, their hair, their arrival time, their mode of transportation, the way in which they should smile, and what foods they should avoid.

In reality, our heroes did not want to go. The only person gathered at the Vald that afternoon that wanted to go to the party was Bizet, who Slaxarine had begrudgingly extended an invite to in exchange for the model’s help with our heroes’ costumes. Colyane had passed along Bizet’s request before Deis could stop her, and Deis did not want to tell everyone that he had caught Bizet with the Enlightenment, those anti-Tower rabble rousers. 

The morning of the party had started normally at the Vald, with Bizet slated to arrive after lunch. Tarene and Fiy trained. Roras had gone back to bed for a nap, anticipating a long evening. Colyane went to the bazaar to help Bizet with some last-minute changes and to help transport their clothes. Deis had followed her, his usual task every time Colyane left the Vald. Deis had identified at least twenty other Enlightenment members in Alanna, besides Bizet and her associate Rahim. Though he watched for signs of Ginna, the tavernkeeper from Roras’ hometown that had mysteriously appeared in Alanna, he failed to spot her as she followed both of them through the Alannan streets. His mother, Elbereth’s Royal Seer and top spymaster, would have been ashamed with his current aptitude.

Lady Slaxarine had insisted on chaperoning our heroes to the party herself. Deis and Tarene had conferred, a new understanding having come between them after their confrontation over Tarene’s past. They believed that Slaxarine’s chaperoning would be something more akin to a kidnapping. They had no way to stop her, and the Vald servants would clearly tattle on them the moment any of them deviated from the First Chair’s plans.

So when Bizet arrived on schedule that day at half-past noon, already partially dressed in a slip that may as well as been a fashionable gown, she found our heroes grumpily eating a light dish of grapes, cheese, dates, and bread. The servants had smartly escaped the room for how dour it all was. No one was talking, and
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