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      I don't love engineering, I'm just damn good at it. The math comes natural. And unlike the boys, I got the patience to sit in a thing, you know? Understand it deeper. Get a sense of its mechanics, its nature. When I build a machine, I can feel it working. I can feel it breaking too, usually before the proverbial shit dries up.

      Not that day.

      That day, I felt nothing but the thwack of a bolt hitting me in the head. The stitches that followed hurt, of course, but six hours later my brain still throbbed between my horns like it was about to cave in.

      The problem with the machine had been simple. Simple and stupid. In my hurry to get the project done in time for Professor Belius's review, I screwed the auto-release valve for the steam-tank too tight. Pressure built, the gasket to the turbine cracked, and the whole damn thing fell apart.

      And it had almost worked!

      My whirler—as I call it—rose at least three inches before it gave its soul. I needed to figure out how to get more speed on the fan blades without breaking a seal, pipe, gasket, or gear. I just knew I could get it to lift at least ten pounds, which would be more than enough to pass the class.

      The machine had another problem, however. One I could do nothing about.

      Water.

      The Steam Power course was already expensive, but every failed experiment meant more water, the stones for which came out of my own pocket.

      Mind you, I still had plenty of money left from the inheritance I got after... well, after everything happened. But at the rate I was pouring through water, not to mention supporting my grandmom, I might have had to drop out and get a job machining. I lived only two levels above the floor of our underground city, Baladyn, along with all the factories and shops that supply the upper levels. It would be easy enough to get work. Of course, it wouldn't pay well, but it would suffice.

      "You've got the potential to be great," Professor Belius had said after the accident. "Just stick to it. You hear me? You've got something special."

      Potential. Yeah. I had heard that my entire life, and it never amounted to a pile of rocks.

      A bell rang, reverberating through my head and signaling that the last class for the day had concluded. I gathered my tin note sheets—couldn't waste money on papyrus—and slipped them into a canvas sleeve. I put the bone stylus in a steel case and threw it in the tool-fold with my measuring strip, scissors, clamps, squeezers, wrenches, blades, flint, string, wax, and everything else a good machinist might need.

      "Don't matter the tool, you got to have the mind," came the voice of the only man I truly hated.

      "Grendal," I replied, not bothering to look at him.

      "Got a thing for blowing gaskets, don't you?"

      I hated the dismissive tone of his voice—walking above everyone, blessing us with his wisdom. You know the kind. And the asshole had seen my machine break! He'd seen me fail in the same class he dominated. Gods, I hated him. The entire class had laughed when the danger of my machine fizzled out, all save the one other girl, who avoided me like a disease. Some gals bond when there’s a bunch of men about, others do the opposite. I still don’t understand why.

      "Steam's 'spensive to be breaking all the time," Grendal carried on. He loved to carry on. "You should save your money and quit. Get a job as a tinker. It's as far as you'll get, anyway."

      I hung the tool satchel on my shoulder as I rose from the chair. It was the last class of the day and I was tired. Not to mention utterly defeated. I didn't have the patience for the fool.

      "I don't have time for you today, Grendal," I said plainly, stepping around him to leave the room.

      His stupid grin followed as I passed. "Preparing for the competition, are you? Wasting more time when you could be, hmmm, I don't know, sewing?"

      "It's not a competition."

      "It's not?"

      "It's the application process, the entrance exam."

      "Sure, but how many applicants do they accept?"

      "There can be only one..." I cursed in my mind. He had a point.

      "And it won't be you. I'd choose ten random men, and you'd lose to all of them. Even if you could hold your own, do you seriously believe you could beat me? I can beat you blindfolded with one hand. I invented the Rocktine!"

      "And a brilliant invention that was. One in every home you had claimed? How many has your father's factory made?"

      I had the point that time.

      He snarled. "Try to win if you want. They haven’t chosen a woman in fifty years. You're wasting your time."

      He shoved his way past me. I got to admit, I felt a little win with that. Usually, it was me storming off.

      Truth is, to this day, Grendal isn't nearly as smart as he thinks. He isn't nearly as smart as me, for Gonn's sake. He just came from a long line of inventors and machinists with a daddy rich enough to hire the best teachers in Baladyn.

      Being honest, he is quicker with the words than me. Gods, I hated him to the Deep and back for that. Still do.

      Anyway, I said nothing more as he walked away. He didn't know his taunts were useless. I wasn't going to apply for Mechania Academy. I was all my grandmom had left in the world and I wouldn’t abandon her.

      My ambition has its limits.
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      Suji's grandmom sat on a stone bench overlooking a carefully grown plot of stalagmites—her family's Spirit Garden. It was a small cavern, for her line had never been rich, but they were fortunate enough to be gifted the modest estate four generations prior, nearly a thousand years ago now. The family had tended the garden well, meticulously cleaning, shaping, and grooming the plot year after year. The oldest of her ancestor's stalagmites now grew over ten feet tall, with lines molded so beautifully they could rival a royal magistrate’s.

      Yet the grandeur hadn't been the draw. It had been the souls of her family that the grandmom couldn't deny. She could feel them at times, peaceful in their stone worlds, reaching out for her with happy, hopeful thoughts. When she was younger, and her horns were still smooth, she would sleep in the cave just to feel their warmth. She would imagine what their new lives were like in those stalagmite universes where all pain is gone and the water flows freely. Back then, she had been eager to die, not suicidal by any means, just a quiet hope for a quick passing.

      Now, facing these last days, her eagerness had fled.

      "Grandmom!" In rushed Suji, head shaved, short but elegant horns curled gently upward as if apologetic for their superior class. Her admirably square jaw set firmly in an odd juxtaposition to the devious smirk that often danced across her face. She was lean for a gadak, though not on account of exertion but simply forgetting to eat due to her relentless focus. As both a machinist and engineer, her arms and bare shoulders looked carved from dark topaz.

      She reminded the grandmom of her own mother.

      Suji stood as the last member of the family to survive the Red Blight. If she bore no children, their line would end.

      "Hello, dear," Grandmom replied.

      "How was your day?" Suji plopped on the bench and gave her a squeeze, gently knocking their horns together. "Any better?"

      "Oh, I'm fine. No worse than ever." It wasn't entirely true, but the grandmom was tired of the endless conversations about her failing health. It wasn't helpful.

      Suji smiled unconvincingly and stared out over the stalagmites.

      "What is on your mind, granddaughter? Your shoulders have weight."

      Suji shrugged. "Same as ever. That bastard Grendal—"

      "Words!" She may be dying, but Grandmom wouldn't let standards slip.

      "I'm sorry Grandmom, it's hard to find a word for the man that isn't a curse. The point is, he got to me. Again. At least this time I got to him also. Though I doubt his anger lasts as long as mine. He don't care enough."

      "And neither should you."

      "I know, I know. He's just so arrogant! He needs to be humbled."

      "And how will you go about that?"

      "I don't know. Break his horns."

      Grandmom laughed. "Seems a little extreme, doesn't it?"

      "You don't understand, Grandmom. You should hear him!"

      "You should hear me. The way to humble a man like that is to prove you're the better at his own talent—which you are."

      "I'm not." Suji hung her head and picked at a dirty nail. "You should see the things he makes. They're... elegant."

      "I have seen them, and I agree."

      "Then you understand."

      "Hardly! Listen to me, little girl. What he has in experience, he lacks in creativity. You criticize your work by the appearance of others—is it pretty, is it shiny—while your creations break the mold in function. You envision what could be, not just the immediate solution like this boy, Grendal. What has he ever created with originality? Hmm?"

      "He made the Rocktine!"

      "And what a useful contraption that was."

      "But it worked. Not a single invention of mine does."

      "That’s a gross exaggeration."

      Suji shrugged. She seemed tired, as if she'd climbed near the top of an endless staircase, and was at last losing steam. Now was not the time to reveal the truth. The girl needed to be motivated, not discouraged.

      "Dear, do you remember the words to 'My Lady of the Deep?'"

      The granddaughter smiled. "Of course! I remember you singing it when I was a child. I'd wake up to the second chorus, every morning, like clockwork. It's been so long since I heard it."

      The grandmom looked down at her hands, the fingers bone-thin and curled inward, stiff with a constant dull ache as if she'd knit a thousand sweaters.

      "My hands. The glory of old age. No, I do not play anymore, and my voice gave up that song long ago. It comes with... memories." The grandmom reached out and placed a hand on Suji's knee, stretching her stiff fingers open. "Will you sing it to me now, Granddaughter?"

      "I..." Suji looked over her shoulder at the exit, then turned back. "Okay. As you wish, Grandmom."

      The granddaughter stood straight, raised her chin, and with a deep breath she sang the song. Her voice was not special in the natural way of gifted singers, but she'd trained in the art for many years and her husky voice had grown appreciable.

      The song told the story of a gentle man, his soul entwined with the heart of a strong woman, destined to love an eternity, fated to live a part. The tale had been told a thousand times, yet this tune carried a poignancy that pierced the heart, an honesty that demanded contemplation. It hurt to listen to. It hurt to sing. Yet it beguiled with hope and the sort of love all of us seek.

      So it was that a tear fell down Suji's cheek as she sang the simple last words, "Remember me, my lady of the deep."

      The grandmom smiled and her eyes crinkled closed. "You are a wonderful soul, my dear granddaughter."

      Suji's face twisted at the compliment but she quickly forced in a polite smile as she returned to her grandmom's side.

      The grandmom cleared her throat. "Now, what about this application to Mechania? How prepared are you?"

      "I... Well, I'm not applying. I'm staying here, with you."

      The grandmom heard this coming from fifty fathoms away, and she was prepared for it.

      "Listen carefully. You are not a child anymore. You are fifty years old, a proper young woman, and it's time for you to build your life. I won't be around forever, and your inheritance will dry up in a few years. Now, you have the opportunity to go to the most prestigious university in the Outlands and have an assured career with a good salary. Chances like this rarely come, for many of us they never do. No, you will apply for this school. You will beat that pebble Grendal and go to Anubi."

      "But you—"

      "I will be fine. I've taken care of myself for over five-hundred years, three hundred without a partner—you think I need you now? Bah."

      "But we'll run out of money, you said so yourself."

      "If you continue to pour through water at the rate you are, then yes! But if you're accepted into Mechania, they will pay for all your needs."

      Suji frowned. For a long moment they sat in silence, looking out over their ancestors as the flickering white light of the red-oil lanterns revealed spirits dancing on the walls.

      "What if I lose?"

      "Lose? You will not."

      "How do you know?"

      "Because I can see the future." The grandmom winked and Suji shook her head.

      "I'm serious. I... I can't fail in front of him. Not again."

      Grandmom placed a hand on Suji's leg. "There is only one way to ensure failure, and that is to not try in the first place. You can win. I've been around mechanics my entire life—including your grandfather and father—centuries longer than you've been alive, and I say you have something special."

      Suji nearly scowled.

      "Trust your creations and math carefully. Just like your father taught you. You'll do fine."

      Suji looked away, twisting a horn with one hand. "I do have this one idea spinning in my head..."
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      This won’t surprise you, but Professor Belius may have been the strangest professor I've ever met. And yet I learned more from him in a single lesson than I did in a week at any other class. He's also the only one who dug into me, the only who truly cared. I won't admit it to him, but he's got me figured out like one of his machines.

      "Suji, take a breath and think for a moment. This isn't a materials problem, this is a math problem."

      He knew how to motivate me. I might not love engineering, but I do love the math. Math is clean, honest, decisively correct.

      "Turn the problem around and come at it from the other direction."

      "What do you mean?"

      "You're starting with tension's effect on distance. Come from the other side of the problem. Start with the basics. What is the equation for velocity?"

      I frowned. It was entry level math, and we were way beyond the basics by that point. "Easy. Velocity is duration under displacement..." I paused. Something clicked. "Displacement!"

      "Whapoo!" Professor Belius cried out. "One hint and you're on your way. I'll be back in three hours, and this time I want your Metal Servant—if that's what you're calling it—standing upright at the end of his job!"

      No matter how much faith the professor may have had in me, I knew Grendal, and he would have already figured this out.

      I rolled my chair to the slate table and chalked out a new equation. I designed the Metal Servant to deliver packages twenty feet and then return. You know, trays of food for restaurants, mail, deliveries, those sorts of things. But first, I had to solve the problem between the gear transferant and the velociter. It was simple enough to make a machine travel a distance, then return. I wouldn't win any competitions with that. The Metal Servant, which did resemble a short brass man, was special because it would stop, raise a package to a receiver, then spin a full one-hundred eighty degrees, and return. The judges would appreciate those details. Sophistication lies in the nuances, after all.

      

      The professor returned with an enormous mug in hand, his tan face a shade redder. He'd removed his leather apron and stood now in a loose tunic of bright green linen and pink embroidery.

      "Show me what you have, young tinker!"

      I stood from my stool, took the mug from him, and placed it on the Metal Servant's tray. I then pointed to a designated spot four yards away. "Please stand there."

      With a bemused look, the professor moved into position while I wound the gear in the Metal Servant's back.

      "Ready?"

      "Ready to get cracked in the head by a bolt? Not so much. But I am ready for a successful machine. What did you settle on for a name?"

      "The Metal Servant."

      "Bah. That's horrible."

      "Oh? And what would you call it?" I'll admit, I'm not the best at naming my inventions.

      "Call him the Brass Man. It’s rhymey, it's easy to say, and it's what the damn thing looks like."

      I shrugged. It was a good name.

      "Whatever we call it, stand ready." I released the brake and the Brass Man sprung to action.

      I held my breath as he rolled a little too quickly across the divide. Then, just as I thought the velociter had malfunctioned again, the Brass Man slowed and came to a stop no less than two feet from the professor.

      He raised his eyebrows with a sideways grin.

      A small bell rang—another subtle detail—and the Brass Man bent at the waist while keeping the tray perfectly level.

      "How long will it hold here?" Professor Belius asked.

      "As long as you want." I smiled. "The next transition is pressure released. As soon as you lift your mug, it will return to me."

      He grinned and reached for the mug as I clenched my jaw in worry. I had problems getting those springs synced perfectly, and they weren't the most reliable in the first place. I had hoped to fix them later, when I had more time.

      That was a poor decision.

      Just as he placed his hand on the mug, one spring popped loose and the entire tray went flying, tea splashing across his face and drenching his green tunic.

      I cursed and put a hand over my mouth, eyes wide.

      The bell rang. The Brass Man turned one hundred eighty degrees and returned to me as if proud of what it had accomplished.

      I thought the professor would boot me from the shop right there, but instead he reeled back and gave a full bellied laugh.

      I told you he was strange.

      "Why are you laughing?" I asked. "The damn thing still doesn't work!"

      "Ah, ah, don't be so dark about it all. You're almost there."

      "The competition is tomorrow."

      "Yes, but the gear competition isn't until the second round, three days from now, so ol' Brass Man here has some time."

      That was news to me. I had thought the gears competition was the only competition in the entire application process. An essay, a portfolio review, a bunch of interviews, and then the gears.

      "Just how many challenges are there?"

      "Didn't you read the pamphlet?"

      "I never saw a pamphlet."

      "I left it on your workstation."

      "Which one? I have two. Tell me it wasn't steam class."

      He frowned. "Well, yes, sorry to say, it was steam class. Why is that a problem?"

      "Yes! Grendal is in that class." The asshole likely yanked it to sabotage me.

      "In any case, there are three challenges in the competition. The first being a time trial."

      I groaned. I could out math him, sure, but I missed details during a build. Trying to move too fast, you know. If I was to beat him in a timed trial, I needed to be more precise.

      "It will be tough, yes, but I have faith in you. You can beat him!" Belius pumped his fist in the air with a goofy grin.

      Having faith in me wouldn't make me smarter.

      "You said there were three contests."

      "For the third round, they will give each remaining contestant a limited selection of parts and materials to design and construct whatever they can imagine. You'll get two days for that. They'll judge you on creativity, practicality, and effectiveness. Win that, and it's off to Anubi!"

      I sighed. The chance of beating Grendal was sliding further and further away.

      If it wasn't for Grandmom, I'd have quit right then and there.

      And then you and I would never have met.
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      "What's storming between those two horns, Granddaughter?" the grandmom asked. They had been sitting in silence for quite some time, staring out over the stalagmite field as lanterns dimmed and flickered out.

      "I don't see how I can beat him..." Suji shook her head, hands on her knees as she stared at a mushroom glowing in a soft blue light at the base of an ancestor's stalagmite.

      "Many times you have beaten him. And how many more did he lie or cheat when he won?"

      "He still won more than me. He's smarter than me."

      Grandmom smacked Suji on the back of the head, just hard enough to make her point clear.

      "Intelligence is a fickle measuring rod, young woman. Where one is smart here, another is smart there. What matters is creativity."

      "He is creative! He's constantly coming up with some new invention. Twice as many as me."

      "He invents solutions to problems already solved. He may improve upon what exists, but his 'intelligence' lies atop other people's ideas. You, to the other horn, invent things never before seen. You birth ideas like a pregnant tanga while he sits in the dust waiting for someone to bring him a solution already made."

      Suji laughed, though her mirth was fleeting.

      Grandmom continued. "Any willing to do the work can learn the craft. For some it's easier, for some it's harder, but it can be learned. What you have, however, is a gift. It cannot be learned, only the divine can give it. Art is the unseen magic of the world. And you, my sweet granddaughter, are a magician."

      Suji sat a little straighter and her eyes drifted in thought.

      "Tell me. What do you need to beat him?"

      Suji answered without hesitation. "Precision. I rush the details, especially if I'm trying to keep up with him. He's fast."

      "You've heard the story of the tanga and the petra, yes?"

      "Of course. The beetle won the race because it stayed the course, while the petra got distracted by a hunt. It's a nice parable, Grandmom, but it hardly applies here."

      "Doesn't it though? Winning this competition is as much about demonstrating your own skill as it is strategically defeating your opponents."

      "It's not supposed to be a competition in the first place."

      "Everything is a competition in this world. Nan'kadur has no patience for the unambitious." She patted Suji's thigh gently. "But you miss the lesson."

      "Oh? Discipline doesn't win the race?"

      "No! If both opponents were disciplined, the tanga would have lost the race in no time. It's about desire. The beetle wants only to move forward, whereas the petra wants only to hunt and explore. Discover what Grendal’s personal 'hunt' is, and you gain the advantage."

      "That's devious!" Suji laughed and nudged her grandmom's shoulder.

      "It's clever. There's a difference."

      "And what's that?"

      "Clever wins competitions."
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      Grendal trounced me in the first round of the time trials. He trounced all of us. Not that it mattered. I was watching so intently for his 'hunt,' as Grandmom had put it, that I spilled oil all over my station. The delay threw me to fourth place.

      "What are you doing?" Professor Belius asked when I returned during the break between rounds.

      "What do you mean?"

      "You're not clumsy, Suji. You're distracted. Stop worrying about Grendal and focus on the job at hand."

      He didn't understand. "That won’t be enough! I can't match his speed and precision. He has too many years on me. I need to keep pace as well as I can, but I also need to use his weakness."

      Belius raised his eyebrows. I wasn't sure if he was impressed or disappointed.

      "And what weakness is that?"

      "His obsession with perfection."

      "That seems to me a strength, not a weakness."

      "Sure, under some circumstances, but not a time trial. Right now, perfection is the enemy of success, as they say. All I need do is find a way to use that against him."

      Belius laughed and shook his head. "Good luck with that. In the meantime, don't cut corners with your workspace. Do you follow?"

      "Huh?"

      "When you don’t rush, every tool has a place on your desk. Yeah? When you rush, you don't take the time to properly replace your items. Not only is that why you spilled the oil, but you wasted time searching for things that weren't in their place. Your attempt to be quicker is slowing you down."

      He had a point. He always did. "I hadn't thought of that."

      "I'm glad. It means I'm still the teacher." He stuck out his tongue with one eye closed and, for once, his strange behavior comforted me. "Now, get your hands cleaned for the next trial. You have little time."

      

      I started off the second round strong. The gizmo we were to build served no practical purpose, it merely demonstrated an advanced understanding of spring and lever mechanics, which I excelled at. I had thoroughly absorbed the math and now inherently felt the precise tension points required to create a perfect balance between parts and levers. I sped through the first portion of the challenge as Grendal fumbled over equations.

      I was certain of my victory until I came to a particularly tricky section, which required me to hold the thing in odd positions. When I missed a key bolt, a lever torqued free.

      Grendal didn't make those mistakes.

      A moment later, a wrench slipped from my sweaty hands, clanged to the ground, and clattered to a stop near one of the last ten contestants. They all laughed.

      I quickly retrieved it and scrambled back to my desk.

      Grendal was two stages ahead of me, assuming we were both using the Tyne method, a path that can take decades to master, which is why most engineers rely on more traditional methodologies.

      I took a long, deep breath and returned to the work. I needed to stay focused.

      "Getting nervous over there?" Grendal taunted, not looking up.

      I swallowed my anger and focused on the challenge at hand—attaching a drop-plate to a dual-spring multi-track. It was going well until I heard a twang and a spring broke free.

      The clip hadn't been properly closed.

      How could that happen? If the clip hadn't been closed, the spring would have broken free in the last stage.

      Grendal’s boys laughed as he played ignorant, steadily working away on his device.

      Then it occurred to me. They had sabotaged me.

      "You're weak little boys," was all I could think to say.

      As I glared at Grendal, I suddenly realized his gizmo's center rails were not perfectly parallel. They were straight enough not to make a difference to anyone else, in fact, it was so subtle the judges likely wouldn't even notice. But Grendal would.

      This was his 'hunt.'

      I grinned, devious hope returning.

      "Grendal, your rails are a little off."

      "Bah. You can't fool me as easily as I fool you."

      "Oh really? See for yourself. It's not so bad, truth is. I'm sure no one will notice unless they're looking straight for it."

      Grendal frowned and rotated his device around.

      "I don’t see nothing wrong. This is perfect. You are—" His voice trailed off. "Gonn'damnit. You're right." He cursed and pounded his fist on the table.

      "Guess you'll have to backtrack and fix it, huh?"

      "Shut your mouth, Suji."

      All I could do was laugh.

      I finished the build five minutes ahead of him, and my gizmo worked perfectly.

      

      The final round was a steam-power test. Like I said, not my strongest subject, whereas Grendal thrived in it. His family could afford all the water he wanted, while I couldn't even experiment until I was thirty years old. This challenge required near perfection. Steam is dangerous, so the rules said any safety failure would be an immediate loss.

      This time I decided never to leave my station, for any reason. Even to pee. If I dropped a tool, I'd walk backwards to it. I would not take my eyes off the device.

      While others searched through books, I did a quick mental inventory of the functions I would need, then immediately dove into the math. I sped ahead of Grendal, but I knew in the actual build he would quickly eat up whatever distance I had gained. I couldn't worry about that. The key was in staying the course and staying focused.

      We worked in furious silence, every contestant in their own mechanical world. An hour dragged on and not once did I examine Grendal’s progress.

      When I at last had the pressure gauge ready for testing, I filled the tank with water and placed it over the hot coals my assistant had been stoking. The judges provided assistants for coal and fire maintenance only—it's a pain in the horns to manage on your own.

      As I returned to my station, I glanced at Grendal, half expecting him to be ahead of me. Thankfully, he was still trying to catch up—a vein creasing his left temple.

      Step after step, I continued. At times, he gained on me, but often I gained on him as well. I was in my zone. I could feel the machine coming together, growing sturdier, heavier as I built it up. Sure of every move, every twist of a screw, every tap of a hammer. I could hear the rhythm in my work, the clank and tink of metal on metal, the mechanical music of an engineer.

      And then I finished.

      I stepped away from my station and raised the red flag that would signal I had completed the task.

      Grendal worked on.

      Winning by time gave me points, but the demonstration test is what mattered in the end. I didn’t worry about it. My eyes never left the thing, and I had taken every precaution.

      Once the remaining six contestants had either completed their builds or timed out, they lined up the machines. The last person to complete his job was the first to be tested. It immediately blew a gasket and lost all pressure. Lucky for him, the accident had hurt no one, so he would still receive his points, meager though they may be. The next contestant's seals held, but it hadn't generated enough pressure to make all the pistons work. Two more machines did fine, nothing spectacular, but functional.

      When at last it came to Grendal, who'd completed his task ten minutes after me, I found myself holding my breath. If his machine worked, he'd still be ahead of me on points, though not a lot. However, if he failed, then I was the frontrunner without question.

      "Grendal Jorgans, please step forward and activate your machine," said a tall judge, not quite my grandmom's age.

      Grendal stepped forward, face impassive, and flipped a switch.

      His machine rumbled and shook, and for a moment I thought it might burst, but it held sturdy the entire four-minute duration and he easily passed the test.

      When it was finally my turn, I reveled in it. After the command, I smiled broadly and activated my machine. I gave Gerald a smug nod, stepped back and folded my arms.

      The pistons pumped to perfection, and the machine didn't so much as rattle for a beautiful three and a half minutes.

      I glanced at Grendal with pride, but the strange look in his eyes threw me aback. He should be furious at me, but he seemed... content.

      There was a sudden metallic 'pop', followed by a loud hiss.

      I spun around to see a tiny line of steam shooting upward.

      "Everybody down!" someone cried.

      He made a good point.

      I dove behind the bench I had been sitting on earlier just as the pressure tank on my machine exploded.

      Metal and scalding hot water burst across the chamber, pieces of iron shrapnel slicing through the air, cutting through any shot I had at winning that round. With a safety violation so big, they might not even move me forward.

      My mouth dropped and my stomach lurched—what had happened? I'd double and triple checked every seal, every connection, lever, piston—anything that could go wrong. I ran back through the build process in my mind, making sure I never took my eyes off the device. Not once had I looked away from my station. I hadn't lost focus for a single...

      And then it came to me.

      I looked over my shoulder at my assistant standing in the back of the chamber.

      He wouldn't make eye contact.

      Grendal had sabotaged me again.
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      "Are the lanterns too bright?" Suji asked.

      "No, you have them just right. Thank you, dear."

      Sitting the oil can down, Suji came to her grandmom, resting on the bench, gazing out upon the Spirit Garden.

      "You've been spending a lot of time here, as of late," Suji said.

      "I find it peaceful. Many of these are my dear friends." Her eyes drifted to a pair of short stalagmites. "Our family."

      Suji approached the two stone spikes, neither old enough to have grown sharp.

      "I miss them."

      The grandmom understood her granddaughter's suffering for she knew well what it was like to lose parents. But she hadn't known the pain that came from losing one's children, not until the red eye plague arrived at Baladyn and took hers.

      "I cannot go to the competition," Suji said abruptly.

      "What do you mean?" The grandmom frowned.

      "I want to stay here. I need to stay here."

      "What for?"

      Suji came to her grandmom's side, sat down, and took hold of her hands. "Grandmom, you have no one left."

      The grandmom smiled warmly. "My dear, you lost the same family I did, and yet here you are, going day by day, just like me."

      "Yes, but I have friends."

      The grandmom raised her eyebrows. "And you should make more! Now is the age to go out and thrive. I'll not have you linger for my sake."

      "But Grandmom—"

      "Suji, that's enough." Her voice was as stern as ever, and Suji promptly closed her mouth.

      The grandmom sat quietly holding her granddaughter's gaze.

      "I have grown old, Suji. Very old. Five hundred and forty years is a century longer than most gadaks ever see. And I have grown weary." Her voice trailed off and her eyes drifted back to the field of spirits.

      Suji sat patiently, watching, her brow furrowed.

      Eventually the grandmom spoke, her voice low and heavy. "It is my time. I have lived my life, and I've earned the right to depart from this world."

      Suji's lips parted, quivering.

      "What do you mean? I don't understand..."

      "Yes, you do. You know our traditions well."

      "But you're still healthy!"

      "You've noticed my moments of confusion, my memory loss, the tremors in my hands. What you have not seen is the pain, the constant aching pull of my body. I am spent."

      Tears pooled in the corners of Suji's eyes.

      "There's no need to cry, my dear. I am happy. I have lived fully and now I go from here with joy. I will not hold on as my mind and body rot away."

      "But... What will..." Suji looked away and a silver drop slid down her cheek.

      "You will be fine. You are ready for this. As it is my time to rest, it is your time to rise. The world is waiting for you."

      A silence, swaddled in grief, followed.

      At last Suji spoke, her voice a whisper. "When?"

      "Two weeks from today."

      Suji gasped. "What? That's too soon! I... I need more time."

      "What will more time do but drag out your pain and prolong your grieving? I know this hurts, dear, I do. But you must let me go. It is on you to rebuild our family. And no, it's not fair. Life rarely is. But this is the fate you've been given. You must go to this competition and win. You must go to Anubi, and when you return, you will be established, stable, ready to renew our line."

      Suji clenched her jaw and looked away.

      "Come. Come." The grandmom pulled her granddaughter close, embracing her until their hearts broke, and Suji sobbed. "Do not mourn when you think of me, but celebrate the life I have lived. You are a strong woman. Have faith in that, my dear. This world is yours. Grasp it and hold on tight. Craft this place with your own dreams. By your own passions—no one else's, save for the partner you come to share your life with."

      Suji inhaled deeply and set her jaw.

      "And granddaughter?"

      "Yes?"

      "One more thing. Don't take the man's name. He either accepts yours and continues our line, or he finds a different bride. Yes?"

      Suji laughed as she wiped her tears. "I'd have it no other way."
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      After the colossal failure at the timed trials in front of a packed audience, you'd have thought they'd give me the boot. Instead, they gave me just enough points to slip through, citing a few of the things that I'd done particularly well. But now, I needed to win first place with the gears to move forward in the competition. Grendal would still be ahead in points, but I'd be within range of a win.

      Grandmom deserved a win.

      Which got me questioning if my little brass man was going to be enough. The contest was solely based on the judges’ opinions, so what would they care about most? Originality? Appearance? Utility? Function? Creativity? Any number of scores could matter, none of which the panel would reveal.

      As I ran their past comments quickly through my mind, I searched for patterns. Clues that might show me what factors they cared about most. At first it all seemed random, but soon I saw the individuals more clearly. One judge, a short man with nearly straight horns, commented regularly on the appearance, which gave Grendal a distinct advantage. Another cared most about the creativity of the process—during the time trials I did a few steps out of their common order to shave off a good minute or two of time, and he had appreciated the tactic.

      Once the individuals became patterns, I saw themes. The three most common being precision, creativity, and utility.

      Utility.

      The word stuck in my brain. There was something to it...

      Then, in a moment of inspiration, it came to me. The Brass Man would travel exactly twenty, no more, no less. In my vision, a restaurant host could stay near the cook and simply send my little men out to the tables. Very efficient. But, unless they arranged the tables in a perfect twenty-foot arch, how could that be of any use?

      I needed to invent a means by which a user could adjust the distance the Brass Man would travel on a whim. Twenty feet, sixteen feet, eight feet—wherever the target sat.

      I had twelve hours to figure out how to do the thing, design it, build it, test it, fix it, and test it again. It was a ridiculously short amount of time, but would the Brass Man be enough as-is?

      Utility.

      If you can't control the distance, the thing just isn't useful. That's the bottom line.

      I went for it.

      Hunched over my desk with chalk and slate, I began to furiously sketch drawings and formulas. Over and over I wiped it clean and started fresh until at last I came to a concept that could work.

      On another tablet, ruler in hand, I sketched out a rough design, which soon became a finely detailed schematic. I triple checked the angles, the geometry, anything that would reveal the idea was faulty, but I could find none.

      This was going to work.

      If I could build it in the six hours remaining.

      Yes, the concept and design took half the time all by themselves. Most people have no clue what it takes to bring an idea to life. The construction is just a phase in the process.

      I first turned the kiln up as hot as it would go, then went to collect all the materials I needed. I'd kept the Brass Man locked up at our... my house, where I knew he'd be safe.

      My first setback was the kiln, which took longer to reach peak temperature than I'd hoped. Then, I accidentally beat a brace too thin and had to re-fold it to get the thickness I needed. Other than that, everything went according to plan.

      Then I ran the first test.

      I set his distance to ten feet, which he did just fine, but then he didn't stop. I had to run to prevent him from crashing down a flight of stairs.

      The fix went smoothly and the Brass Man passed another ten tests before I felt satisfied.

      This would work!

      

      Grendal presented first out of the four of us, with a design beautiful in its outward simplicity and sublime in its build. No surprises there. But at the end of the day, the thing was just a glorified wind up cart. Good for the elderly and the lame, but not a feat of engineering.

      The following contestants were increasingly worse until the judges at last turned to me.

      I was doing my best not to smile like a fool. Hey now, don't you laugh! And wipe those silly looks off your face!

      Anyway, I rolled the Brass Man out to the center of the chamber. I was confident of my victory until the thought of a spring breaking loose tweaked my brain. I pushed it down, then cleared my throat.

      "Thank you judges. I will now present to you my Brass Man." I dramatically tore free the sheet that had been draping it.

      Two judges raised their eyebrows. If that was a good thing, I didn’t know.

      I continued. "Have you ever waited at a restaurant when the barkeep is too busy to deliver drinks? Have you considered how much time your factory workers waste delivering handfuls of bolts or tools across the floor? There are endless applications for my latest invention. I give to you, Brass Man, Baladyn's first fully automatic package delivery system."

      The judges remained stoic, as they had for all the contestants.

      I explained how the machine worked, then arranged three observers at different positions around the chamber, being careful to count the steps to each of them. When I returned, I placed a glass bowl on the tray attached to his hands, wound Mr. Brass Man up, held my breath, and let him go.

      He effortlessly rolled across the floor and came to a stop exactly three feet from the first observer. With a quiet metal tick and the clank of gears, it raised the tray, and the delighted person retrieved the glass ball. Immediately, the Brass Man turned exactly one hundred eighty degrees and returned to me.

      I heard happy rumblings from the judges and forced down a smile. I had a sense they didn't appreciate smugness.

      Every run went perfectly, and when finished, I received a standing ovation from the audience. The judges, many of whom couldn't help but to smile, voted me through.

      I had won.

      Round three would come down to me, Grendal, and some other male whose name I could never remember.

      I was one step closer to Anubi. One step closer to making my grandmom proud.
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      The ritual of the grandmom's passing lasted less than an hour, but the fire burned much longer. Suji had waited by that great furnace until her tears dried and they presented the ashes—the remains of centuries.

      Now she stood in the family cavern and looked out upon the Spirit Garden, her eyes locked on that single stalagmite, the ash scattered about its base. In another century the dust will have become stone from the slow drip of the stalactite above, and her grandmom's journey to the afterlife will be complete.

      Suji was alone in the world. Her sister, nieces, nephews, her friends and the first boy she fell in love with, her mom and dad, all lost to the Red Blight.

      She remembered a night long ago, when her horns weren’t yet full grown, the family sat around their dinner table eating roasted roots, pickled cactus flowers, and berries. Berries! They had more money in those days. Her father was well esteemed and his employer generous. That evening they had played a game of Rock and Bone for hours on end, her sister winning the pot all but once, when her dad cheated, a confession he made at the end of the night with a beaming, proud smile.

      Back then, the world was a marvelous, an undiscovered realm. The surface with its endless sky and burning sun. The deep, where they lived cool and drew water from a bottomless well, its endless caverns waiting to be explored.

      Her family was immortal. The concept of death, too abstract to comprehend, lingered well beyond her sight. All she knew was she loved them. And together, playing games and drinking sweet water, they would live for eternity.

      Then came the disease that decimated her family and killed two-thirds of the people of Baladyn within less than a year.

      "It is on you to rebuild our family line," the grandmom had pressed. "You mustn't let the Blight erase our history. You were spared for a reason, granddaughter. It is your destiny."

      Her last words before accepting the poison that would put her to sleep and stop her heart.

      Her last words.

      A command.

      Suji had never wanted children, though she'd been told those feelings would change in a hundred to two hundred years. At fifty, she was still a young woman whose child-clock had yet to tick. Nor was she interested in finding a mate. Maybe a man, for some fun, sure, but not a mate. She had too much left to accomplish in life.

      Regardless, if she was to rebuild, she needed income soon—a lot of it—or she'd lose their estate. Mechania at Anubi would be her fastest path. Perhaps her only path.

      Her grandmom had left her no choice. She had to enter the competition, and she had to win it.

      If not, she'd lose everything.
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      As I entered the school, the vision of my grandmom walked beside me. I could smell her earthy scent, hear her raspy breath, watch her wise eyes wandering the room, shrewd and sharp as a tack.

      Her words resounded in my head.

      "You, my sweet granddaughter, are a magician."

      I smiled when I came to my desk, now in the center of the chamber, surrounded by tools and devices. Rising seats held a thick audience that watched me hungrily as I faced the judges. Technology is the passion of our people, as you know, and the Mechania competition, which came only once every five years, was the grand highlight.

      "You're smug for being down thirty points," Grendal had said, standing at my desk. "You might as well give up now before embarrassing yourself again."

      I was determined not to let him get under my skin, so I shrugged him off. "Action wins the game."

      He frowned for a moment, then covered it with a smirk. "Why do you even bother? You have no friends. You have no family. Why not join them in your spirit garden? I'd be happy to do the ritual myself."

      I saw a heavy wrench hanging to my left and for a moment I considered cracking him in the horns, but I heard my grandmom's voice.

      "You were spared for a reason, granddaughter."

      I couldn't let Grendal win, and if he got me angry, I'd make mistakes. Worse, my ideas wouldn't come. I needed clarity, focus, peace, in order for the creativity to flow. Even then, it seems to show up whenever it chooses. Moments of inspiration are fickle like that.

      I winked. "Why don't I give up? Because, unlike you, wandering around poking others for no reason, I got a purpose. And that begins with putting you in your dusting place."

      "You have a—"

      A judge interrupted him with a sharp rebuke. "Attend to your station, Mr. Shantar, or we will penalize you five points."

      Grendal grumbled.

      I winked.

      He left.

      

      The last competition would challenge everything I knew about engineering. The judges would give us parts and materials to build an original device in under two days. Do you realize how short that is? It was a test of knowledge, speed, and creativity. We shared the same knowledge. He was faster. I was more creative.

      But creativity is fitful under pressure.

      They gave us assistants again, each with a bin filled with parts. When mine arrived, I dismissed him immediately.

      "What do you mean?" the confused boy asked.

      "I mean, I don't need you. Step away from my station and get the dust out of here." I didn't mean to sound so harsh, but I wasn't about to let another dried shit sabotage my work.

      "You forego an assistant?" asked a judge. His robes were green and his horns curled high. "Why?"

      If I told them I was scared about being cheated on, they'd hear nothing but excuses, so I scrambled for a better response. "I'm not willing to sacrifice quality for speed, and I can't trust a novice to rise to my standard."

      "Very well," he said with the barest hint of a smile. He stood. "We may begin. This is—"

      "Master Professor, sir, may I interrupt?"

      There came Belius, ducking under the rope divider and walking straight toward me.

      The judge frowned and cocked his head. "What is it, Professor Belius?"

      "It's highly abnormal not to have an assistant, yes? While I respect my young student's commitment to quality, if she has no one to stoke the flames of the forge or assist in tedious tasks, she will surely fail, and you will have missed out on what may have been your best student in a century."

      I held back a smile—someone had come to my aid, someone actually cared. I hadn't felt that outside of my family since I could remember. Belius had always believed in me, but I never expected him to fight for me.

      "What do you suggest?" the judge asked.

      "Allow me to sit in. I can ensure the quality she needs."

      "That hardly seems fair to the other contestant. You are an instructor."

      "I will remain mute. If I say a word, you may disqualify her."

      The judge thought for a moment, then spoke with his fellows. When he turned back, he nodded. "We will allow it."

      Belius smiled at me and opened his mouth to speak, but I clapped a hand over it and told him not to say a word. He's brilliant, but sometimes he sure don't think.

      The judge raised his hands and quieted the murmuring crowd. "This is the last competition. Winning every challenge today, Grendal Shantar has accumulated one hundred twenty-nine points. Congratulations, Mr. Shantar, for an excellent demonstration."

      Grendal bowed and glanced at me with a satisfied grin.

      "Suji of the Dosanti family," continued the judge. "You are here by a narrow margin. Mr. Shantar is twenty points ahead of you. Your machines have been quite imperfect, despite your obvious skill. And yet, victory for him is uncertain. Will you surprise us today with your ingenuity? Your process is inspired, and your ideas have been bold at the least."

      No raving support there, but it was better than nothing.

      He raised his hands. "It is time to begin. All work must be conducted at your stations. You may leave only to relieve yourself or to rest. The chamber will remain guarded at all times to ensure the safety of your work and monitor for inappropriate behavior. Do you have any questions?"

      Grendal raised his hand. "Do I receive extra points if I finish early?"

      "No. This test is about pressure and ingenuity, not speed."

      He furrowed his brow, but he asked no more.

      Neither did I.

      The judge presented a large sand-clock and placed it on a pedestal. "You may begin."

      

      Belius had already unlatched the container when I arrived. Together, we slid the heavy lid and tossed it aside with a clang. Inside were boxes of iron, brass and other ingots, a steel grate, gears, springs, rods, nuts and bolts, a thick four foot long steel cylinder, a spool of wire, sheets of metal, and all sorts of random parts including one brass dragon head.

      "Start laying it out. Materials over here, parts over there."

      Belius silently followed my command as I returned to my desk and wiped clean the slate top. I hopped onto the stool and found a fresh stick of chalk. It was time for the muse to arrive.

      I sat until Belius was complete.

      Then I sat some more.

      My slate remained blank.

      "Get the fire going," I said. I had no idea what I would forge, but I knew I would need it, nonetheless.

      As Belius left, I stared blankly at the array of junk laid out across the stone floor. What in Gonn's name was I supposed to do with it all? I slipped off the stool and paced with my arms folded.

      I heard Grendal pounding away at something as his assistant put more charcoal in the furnace. How had he already figured out an idea?

      I passed the thick cylinder and stopped at the gears—if I found inspiration anywhere, it would likely be there.

      It wasn't.

      I moved on to a box containing four hand sized ball bearings. I snatched up three and juggled them. Perhaps it would be just enough distraction to free up my mind. I like to juggle, but you already know that.

      A fragment of an idea finally came to me. It was nothing I'd call inspired, but it was a beginning. As I replaced the spheres, one slipped from my hand. It bounced off the edge of the box and clanged against the grate.

      And the grate hummed with a beautiful pitch.

      I froze in my tracks. I felt the back of my mind working through something that had to do with the sound.

      I tapped the grate with a wrench.

      It rang like a bell.

      I glanced down at the cylinder to my left and suddenly a vision of the entire contraption flooded my mind. That's how it works for me. We all have the two brains, one in the front making the decisions, one in the back figuring it out. Most people get the two mixed up. Not me. I trust each part to do its job. When something's got to be created, I shut up. When it's ready to be confirmed and made, I get to work.

      "Get melting four brass ingots," I commanded Belius. Without a word, he got to action.

      I leapt onto my stool, snatched up the chalk, and began working through formulas. Once I knew the idea could work in principle, I returned to the parts and began to separate and measure the items I'd need. Tin sheets, gears, an iron crank, springs, rods, the brass feet of an old table, and that brass dragon head too—my invention wouldn't look as pretty as Grendal’s, but I could at least add some flare.

      "Professor Belius, do you know the notes to that song, 'My Lady of the Deep?' Don’t say it out loud!"

      Belius nodded with a broad smile. As usual.

      "Good, come write them down," I'll see to the fire.

      I must admit my idea was brilliant, but it was also ambitious. Perhaps too much so. Everything is a theory until it's built. But I triple checked the math and measurements and all seemed in order.

      Once he'd finished recording the musical notes, I cut off three edges of the grate, leaving it as a wide, four-pronged fork. When I showed him my idea, his eyes lit up.

      To move quickly, we first needed our tools, parts, and materials laid out and ready to go, otherwise we'd waste time jumping back and forth between preparation and building things. It's part of the Higur method, which works best for my brain. Grendal relied on the standard method—prepare the first part, build it, prepare the second, build it, and on. The advantage is he can adjust in the middle of the build more easily than I. But, if I was precise, my process would take a third less time.

      Belius stoked the forge as I carved a form from clay. Based on my calculations and the notes Belius wrote, we needed to make one hundred twenty-seven small brass tacks, four iron clamps, some pins, a spindle and a finigan, not to mention there was a bunch of welding to be done.

      Between the forms and the heating of the metals, it took fourteen hours to complete the work. Meanwhile, Grendal had already built a three-foot tall contraption, complete with a pressure tank for steam power.

      Of course he'd chosen steam. It was his strength, after all, having been rich enough to afford it.

      Not to mention it powered the most modern inventions.

      "You should sleep," my professor said.

      "Sleep can wait," I replied, though I knew I'd have to at some point or I'd lose my precision.

      I conceded to rest for three hours with a jug of cool water and a few dried mushroom cakes. But an hour later I rose. "Let's get back to it."

      He argued by stamping his feet and waving hands, but I had changed my mind. One hour gave us plenty of rest, and I couldn't sleep yet anyway.

      Begrudgingly, Belius took to the meticulously detailed work of studding the cylinder with the brass tacks while I built the gear box that would rotate it.

      The complexity lay in the multiple roles the gear box played, you see. It had to turn the cylinder at an exact pace while releasing a spring at a precise rate to push the steel hand—as I called it—across a parallel rod. The details don't matter to someone who isn't an engineer. The point is the damn thing was tricky, and we were running out of time.

      On the very first test, a clip snapped and the driving spring—which was entirely overpowered but had been my only option—slipped free, causing the whole thing to fall apart. The Higur method didn't mean a thing if my ambition was too big for my skill.

      I began to sweat.

      Belius offered to help, but he wasn't even a quarter of the way finished with the cylinder. I felt my front-brain spiraling inward with thoughts as my back-brain screamed for me to focus. I looked up to see if Grendal was watching, but they'd pulled a veil between us some time ago.

      Analysis calms my brain, so I shifted my thinking outward and analyzed what had gone wrong with the clip. It hadn't been my process, I'd executed that perfectly. It wasn't the fitting, that too had been sound.

      Then it hit me.

      I'd forgotten the dusting copper!

      Let me explain. Brass and iron aren't natural friends. They need an arbitrator, and the best arbitrator is a silver solder. Silver solder is silver and copper—in my haste I completely forgot it.

      "Belius, I need your help!"

      I had to prioritize the most important parts first. If half the tacks weren't in place, the judges would still see a working machine. But if that clip wouldn't hold, the whole damn project would fail.

      Together we forged a new solder, pressed the weld together, and plunged it into a cooling vat.

      As it chilled, Belius returned to his task while I moved forward with the frame. It didn't need the tensile strength of the gear box welds, so I made the entire thing of brass. It would keep things simple, and with a melting point much lower than iron or copper, it would cut down on the heating time.

      Relentlessly, we worked side by side, passing tools to each other without words, hearing nothing more than the steady tap and clang of metal on metal as my vision took shape.

      Then, with only minutes left to go, I tightened the last bolt that would hold the machine together and stepped back. We stood there in silence, watching the thing like a wild beast about to strike.

      We never had time to test it.

      "Well, water or sand, here we go," he said.

      A loud bell rang and officials shooed us away from our desks, then removed the veil between Grendal and me.

      He stood beside a two meter tall contraption that looked something like a fat, dull stalagmite bolted to a steam pressure sphere. I don’t know about you, but most men have their phallic obsessions, and he embraced his with fervor. He scoffed when he saw my device standing docilely on a tabletop with its quaint hand crank.

      I was nervous, I'll admit. But despite all his pomp, I knew what I had created, and it was sublime.

      Assuming it didn't pop a spring and break.

      We waited for twenty minutes as an audience of five hundred filled the stands in the back of the great hall. Meanwhile, the judges inspected our devices, being careful not to touch them and avoid any excuses for a failed invention. They asked no questions, merely circled about, peering over and under while scratching notes onto slate tablets with fine chalk pencils.

      From what I could tell, they spent more time with Grendal than me. I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, so—just like you do—I assumed it was bad. I figured his invention must have been so impressive that mine warranted little attention.

      But they hadn't seen what mine could do yet.

      The announcer quieted the crowd, and the judges returned to the stage. Then, one by one, they were introduced with all their accolades and trade names, just as they had every day.

      When they called Grendal’s name, an actual cheer went up. Like he was some noble warrior. Like he hadn't been sanding my ass the entire time. It still makes me angry.

      When they introduced me, I heard a spattering of applause, but at least they didn’t boo me. Ok, well, there was some booing, but I don't count any of his dozen or so lackeys.

      He won the chip toss and chose to demonstrate his device first, another cocky move.

      "Judges," he began with a dry-shit grin dripping with self importance. "Fellow students and friends of the craft, today I present to you the At Home Automechanic Press, a new form of steam-powered press, small enough to be used in a one-person shop. Like other modern systems, this has a built in water recycler and hand adjustable pressure settings, but what makes it unique? I would ask the same thing!"

      He made a silly face, and the crowd laughed. One judge smirked, the others watched impassively.

      "What sets apart my device is revealed by its name. 'Automechanic.'" Stepping forward, he unlatched a door and swung out two trays, one on top of the other. He presented an iron mold to the judges, audience, and of course, me, then placed it on the bottom tray. Following that, a stack of thin copper sheets, which he placed on the tray above.

      "Three simple steps. Load the device." He pushed the tray back in with a click and snapped the door closed. "Select the pressure, which I already have set to ten LSMs. And last," he turned a dial with clear audible ticks, "set the number of sheets you want pressed. In this case, let's say fifteen."

      He then shrugged, as if this was some simple thing he'd done in his spare time, and flipped a switch.

      The At Home Automechanic Press—a stupid name—churned away. Just as Grendal had promised, it pounded out fifteen perfectly stamped copper tins, each indented with the brass head of the dragon, and not once did he have to reload it.

      It was Gonn'damn impressive.

      But it wasn't unique.

      "While your craftsmanship is very impressive," began a judge with a mane of thick black hair. "I see little innovation save for a device somewhat smaller than what's currently—and commonly—available. Is there some special technique we have failed to recognize?"

      For once in his gods forsaken life, Grendal Shantar had nothing to say. He stood with his mouth slightly open, dumb as anyone. He hadn't expected that response.

      "Well, sir, I..." Gerald stammered. "See, with the time and parts I had to work with, you know, I wanted to make sure I built something that actually worked." He looked at me in a weak attempt to redirect the attention. "Unlike others in this competition, my inventions don't break."

      "You are a magician," I heard my grandmom say beside me. I looked around for her by instinct. I don't think anyone noticed.

      The judge answered, "All will be considered. This is an assessment of talent and ability. While you may lack originality, the ingenuity, practicality and execution you have showed is well worthy of our school."

      That was not where I expected him to go.

      The judge turned to me then, his face stern as stone. A nervous jolt went up my spine.

      "Suji of Dosanti, present your invention."

      I swallowed, gave a bow, and stepped to my machine. I wound the crank until it snapped in place, a most satisfying metal tink, then cleared my throat.

      "What I am going to show you to today is a first of its kind, truly 'at home' invention. I call it the Music Box."

      I reached down and flipped the switch.

      Gears set into motion and a beat later, the 'hand' snapped four inches forward across the narrow rod. At the same time, the cylinder rotated, and the first of the tacks struck a metal finger. It rang out clear and true, followed by another at a different pitch, then two at the same time.

      The first notes in 'My Lady of the Deep.'

      Each of the 'fingers' I tuned and aligned in such a way that the brass tacks would tap against them, causing clean notes to ring out in a set rhythm.

      It was a beautiful and haunting song of a love lost, and I wondered if the judges knew the lyrics. It played through an entire verse and ended after the first chorus with a satisfying 'click' against the dragon's head.

      Before the judges could respond, I raised my hands. "That is not all. I envision cylinders containing songs of all kinds, which can play at homes and social gatherings like a private bell player."

      I was about to go on about the different speeds, but a judge in red robes stood to his feet and clapped his hands. The others followed, and then the audience.

      I nearly jumped for joy, but the verdict had yet to come, so I held my emotions in check.

      When the applause died down, the judges conferred for a brief moment, then the lead one turned to address me.

      "Suji, what you have demonstrated today is a feat. Never have we seen such a device, and we instantly realize its potential. Now, before I give you my judgement. As an officiator of the Idea Trade, in the witness of all here, I grant you trade rights to the Music Box for the duration of thirty-three years."

      The audience gave even more applause. Trade rights were hard to get and usually required a pain in the horns application with about a thousand steps to go through. He just passed me through all of it with a single declaration.

      “The School of Mechania, supported by a thousand years of innovation, does hereby offer you, Suji Dosanti, admittance and a full scholarship."

      "Beetle shit!" Gerald cried out.

      Another judge snapped at the asshole, and the boy shut up. I forced back a smirk, but I tell you, I wanted to shove my win up his nose.

      "Suji, do you accept our offer?"

      With a big ol' toothy grin, I said, "Yes, Head Professor, I humbly accept your offer."

      I felt my grandmom smiling.

      After the competition, the judge in the red robes approached. He was an old man with gnarled horns and a white beard.

      "That song has been sung in our homeland for centuries," he said, his voice now warm and kind. "Do you know its history?"

      "I don't, but my grandmom used to sing it often."

      He smiled. "As well she should. After all, he wrote it for her."

      I took a step back. "My Lady of the Deep is... about my grandmom?"

      "Yes. The author is, was a friend of the lover lost. I knew them both, and I have wept for their tragedy. May we play it again?"

      I swallowed hard and reset the machine.

      As the song played notes bright and clear, the audience quieted,

      I could feel my grandmom beside me.

      I had won.
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      Suji leaned back and looked up at the night sky, her bare feet dangling over the edge of the sand-sled. Though it had only been a short time since the competition, it felt like years. So much had transpired and her original plans for life had been thrown out the window.

      Yet she had to admit, she didn't mind the excitement of her new world.

      "That was six months ago," she said to the man sitting across from her, under the stars, on a blanket in the sand. "Do I want to be at school by now? Sure, but I have to admit, despite the madness we're in, I don't mind being here. With you."

      "Is that so?" he asked, his voice deep and calm. He smiled, and she smiled right back.

      "Yes, it's so. I've come to like your company—even with that broken horn!"

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Journey Begins

          

          Enjoy this story? It’s one part of an epic trilogy, The Story of Rain. Get started with The Broken Horn.

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: The Broken Horn Book Cover]
          
        

      
      

      
        
        Learn more at donelliott.us

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Don Elliott

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Don is a writer of fantasy and sci-fi novels and short stories. Gritty, heartfelt, and fast-paced, his character-centered writing explores the human condition while journeying through vast, immersive worlds.

      

      Don lives in the Pacific Northwest with his wife and his dachshund. Like everyone else up here, he loves backpacking, hiking, skiing, cooking, and eating.
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