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“There are more things in heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”  - William Shakespeare, Hamlet

*
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Amaranth: (poetic) a mythical, unfading flower
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Chapter 1
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Lauris Ahlberg wrinkled his nose at the smell of the old, rotting brambles and thick rose bushes surrounding him. He didn’t like the maze despite venturing deeper into it in search of the center in the company of a few children his age or older. It had been a playful dare, in fact, one that Lauris couldn’t afford to say no to because Fredrik Niequist, his best friend and neighbor, had urged him with promises of delicious pastries and desserts afterward.

He wished his father, his older sister, and Fredrik’s parents and adult friends were close by, or at least closer to the maze and within speaking distance of the little group of boys who’d walked through a good-sized opening in the thorny fortress. As it were, they were all wandering around the heath, with Fru and Herr Niequist talking about the strange maze and the even stranger heath in the midst of a lush countryside. At least that was the last Lauris had seen and heard of Fredrik’s parents. When the adults’ backs were turned, Fredrik and his friends immediately gave the signal, and they’d all whisked Lauris away in playful silence, half-carrying him by his arms toward the opening and urging him to go with them for a bit of an adventure.

“Come along, Lauris,” Fredrik said when Lauris paused and hesitated again to look around him in growing discomfort. “Remember we’ve got plenty of choux à la crème waiting for us at home. Mama hired the best baker from France to make all our desserts this week for Papa’s birthday. And there’ll be mille-feuille cake—have you had that before? It’s absolutely wonderful. And they’ll be making religieuse, which is my favorite French pastry of all. I’m sure Mama and Papa are just dying to have you eat a plate since you’re our neighbor.” He beamed. “My governess is teaching me French, you know. So I can travel and be good at talking to people.”

Lauris blinked, eyes widening. “I’ve never heard of them. Are they really very good?”

“Idiot. I wouldn’t be talking about them like this if they weren’t.”

Fredrik pronounced every pastry and dessert name with a lovely French accent, and Lauris couldn’t help but boggle at his friend, impressed and speechless for a moment. That someone as intelligent and well-bred as Fredrik Niequist would stoop to be Lauris’s best friend left Lauris in a state of both fear and wonder, which kept him rooted to the spot.

“Are you turning into a spineless little chick?” one of the older boys called back. 

Lauris then realized the group had stopped several paces ahead, and they were now regarding him with impatience and amusement. Four boys exchanged looks, with three of them tittering and then whispering among themselves. It was Fredrik who sighed, rolled his eyes, spun on his heel, and walked back to Lauris.

“What now? Are you changing your mind?” Fredrik glanced over his shoulder to share a chuckle with his friends. “Changing your mind faster than a girl?”

Lauris scowled at his friend. Where on earth did Fredrik get that idea? That sure didn’t sound like something he’d learn from his governess or even his family. Lauris wondered if Fredrik had heard about that from his friends. Specifically the ones now openly showing their dislike of Lauris. 

“Greta doesn’t change her mind,” he retorted.

“No, because she’s smarter than most girls,” one of the boys snapped back, earning himself even more laughter. “And she’s more boy-like than girl-like, anyway.”

“You don’t talk about my sister that way!” 

“Then shut up and get this over with, coward!”

Fredrik sighed and then stamped his foot irritably. “All right, fine. Have it your way, Lauris. We made a bargain—you find your way back out of the maze if you don’t go all the way to the center and say the words. We won’t help you.”

Lauris’s spirits withered, and he met his friend’s angry gaze. “You won’t leave me, will you, Fredrik? I mean—I don’t really like your friends, but I don’t want you to be angry with me.”

“We heard that, you little idiot! Now are you doing this or no? We’re wasting too much time already!” the oldest boy, an Isak Magnusson, yelled. His normally pale and lightly freckled features were now flushed a deep red, his blue eyes flashing. 

“Lauris, come on, just do it. If you’re scared, I’m here. I’ll stay with you all the way. We all went through this. It’s a little scary at first, true, but it’s really nothing. Besides, we’ve got the sun still up.” Fredrik grinned impishly as he pointed at the sky without looking up. “Lunch will be served soon. You don’t want to miss that, do you? Remember all the desserts I just mentioned.”

Lauris kept his attention on Fredrik and tried not to pay much heed to the other boys, who were now chanting “coward” and punctuating that with whistles. Fredrik grinned and nodded his encouragement, and when Lauris hesitated again, he inched closer and raised a hand. 

“Come along. I promise you nothing’s going to happen.”

Lauris regarded Fredrik’s hand for a moment before taking it in his, and he nodded, his nervousness easing at the feel of his friend’s fingers wrapping around his hand and covering it with familiar warmth. 

“All right, then,” he half-whispered. “Just don’t leave me. Promise?”

“I promise. Now come on.”

Fredrik led Lauris down the grassy path, the other boys grumbling as they turned and marched onward. With a small shudder, Lauris tried not to move too close to the side, the sight of thorns and overly thick growths of tangled rose bushes reminding him of the awful dangers of being caught in those dangerous clusters. 

The path itself, though relatively free of danger, was still marred by an occasional thorny vine spanning the short distance separating two tangled walls. An inattentive or careless visitor to the maze would find himself caught around the ankles and painfully secured in place. Progress to the center of the maze, in fact, had been slow from the start, with the children pausing and stepping gingerly over an occasional hindrance. 

It took the group several more minutes and too many turns for Lauris to remember, but they eventually reached the center of the maze. 

It was a large open space, though parts of it had been overrun by weeds and vines. The middle spot was clear, though, a small area of uneven and patchy grass disturbed by a small mound of loose earth. Lauris stared at the spot and wondered if a small burrowing creature had been to it, but it appeared not to be a problem to his companions.

“All right, here we are,” one of the other boys declared. “Now do it, Lauris.”

Lauris looked around him and saw only amused smiles as the other boys waited for his next move. When Fredrik released his hand and gave him a gentle push forward, Lauris sighed and realized there was nothing more he could do but rise up to the challenge. 

The center of the maze, he was told, was the burial ground of a powerful sorcerer who died of heartbreak, having been rejected by the love of his life. The maze had been erected by unseen hands, apparently, to protect his remains and keep his sleep undisturbed. But it was also said that placing one’s hand on the spot and offering comfort to the dead sorcerer by pledging his or her heart to him was meant to bring the visitor good luck. 

It had been Fredrik’s idea for Lauris to try it, given his weak eyesight. 

“Maybe you’ll be granted perfect eyesight after you do it,” Fredrik had noted, indicating Lauris’s spectacles, which he’d been wearing for as long as he could remember, and he was only six years old. He was born with a weak constitution, according to his father, and one of the illnesses that struck him had left him with near blindness, hence the spectacles. The lenses had been hexed by occultist healers who specialized in eye problems, Lauris also had been told, but the hex could only go so far in helping him see clearly, and additional enhancements cost too much money for Lauris’s father to afford. 

The spectacles were also made of iron, apparently, for it was the only metal receptive to magical manipulation where healing and protection were concerned. Lauris never understood the point behind iron’s relationship with magic; it didn’t matter in the end because his spectacles still made him feel awfully ugly.

And if he could only rid himself of those monstrous things, he’d be much happier. Lauris had been subjected to occasional jokes and insults about his “four-eyed-owl face”. Such jabs would have been easier to dismiss had they been said by Isak and his brutish friends, but Lauris had been mocked by Fredrik as well. That had hurt him enough to leave a mark, yet Lauris held his tongue and refused to complain, unwilling to cause trouble between Fredrik and his parents. 

“Do you think so?” he asked, dropping his voice to a whisper.

“Of course I do,” Fredrik replied equally. “Don’t you want to see much better? I mean—you do look silly, staring at me like that with those big, ugly things on your face.”

Lauris nodded and took a deep breath as he turned his attention to the desolate grave. He gingerly stepped forward, avoiding a couple of thorny vines that had crept out from the nearest wall of brambles. He knelt on the grass and placed a hand on the surface.

“All right, what do I do next?” he asked when a brief moment of hushed murmurs and occasional giggling came from behind him. The other boys had stopped near the opening leading to the passageway they’d just walked through, and there they stood and conferred with each other while watching Lauris do as he was told.

“Now say the following words,” Isak called out. “I, Lauris Ahlberg...”

“I, Lauris Ahlberg...”

“Do solemnly pledge myself...”

“Do solemnly pledge myself...”

“As bridegroom to the broken soul buried under cold, lifeless earth.”

“As bridegroom to the broken soul buried under cold, lifeless earth.”

Lauris gave a little start and quickly turned his attention to something just off to the side, but he saw nothing strange there. Three or four thorny vines lay on the grass, looking like twisted and stiff snakes luxuriating in the sun, and that was all. None of them moved, creeping forward and inching closer to Lauris, though he thought they did just that only a second or two ago. He had to mentally shake himself and listen to Isak again before the other boy called him more names in front of Fredrik.

“I swear to give all of myself...”

“I swear to give all of myself...”

“To an immortal union...”

“To an immortal union...”

“Of shadow and light.”

“Of shadow and light.”

A brief pause followed, with the silence lightly broken by excited whispers exchanged among the boys, though Lauris kept his hand pressed against the grass. 

“What do I do now?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder to seek out Fredrik. 

“Now you have to see what’s under that mound. It’s supposed to be a stone carving of his heart or something like that, and you have to unearth it, kiss it, and then bury it again for your pledge to be official,” Isak replied, his voice wobbling as though he were trying to suppress something as he spoke. Lauris thought he heard the others pushing each other while chuckling.

He raised himself up on his knees and started to dig up the stone heart, which, apparently, was buried near the surface. It didn’t take him long to feel its smooth, cold surface against his fingers. 

Encouraged, Lauris scooted forward on his knees and pushed more loose earth aside. 

“Go on, look at it!” one of the other boys said.

Lauris raised himself up again and peered down at the exposed stone carving, wondering what the heart looked like. 

A face—a crudely made stone face of a man stared back at him. Features were contorted as though the man were tormented by physical pain, the eyes wide and almost bulging from their sockets, the mouth open and almost twisted in a silent scream of terror and pain. 

Lauris fell back with a scream, and in doing so he landed on one of the thorny vines he’d avoided stepping on earlier. The scream of terror immediately turned into a scream of pain as large, sharp thorns buried themselves in his skin, with his hands and backside suffering most painfully.

And the more he struggled to free himself, the more entangled he got, and his vision blurred with tears as he tried to rip the brambles from his hands and wrists. They moved—the brambles did. Did the sorcerer awaken and was now seeking him out? The vines, which he’d spotted earlier, now visibly slithered and crept forward, as though they were snakes just roused from sleep. Even as he screamed and sobbed, the other boys brayed hysterically in the background, their footsteps confused as they staggered and stumbled while lost in laughing fits. 

“Papa! Papa!” Lauris continued to shriek, pain now giving way to full-on terror as he saw more vines moving toward him through his tears. “Papa! He’s coming for me!”

That his terrified cries tore more gales of laughter from the other boys confirmed the odd possibility of Lauris being the only one who could see what was happening. Unless—unless the others already knew of the enchanted nature of the maze and saw nothing to be afraid of there. All the same, Lauris’s skin now sported scratches, the sight of blood oozing out of some wounds adding to his frightened screams, and the vines wrapped around his wrists tightened their terrible, painful hold. 

“Fredrik! It hurts! Make it stop!” he wailed. “Papa! Papa!”

It seemed to take an eternity, but the maze was eventually taken over by a cacophony of noise involving boisterous laughter among the children and raised, worried voices from adults, who were now braving the maze to get to the center. 
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“How could you, Fredrik? Have you any idea what you’ve just done?”

Fru Niequist’s ear-splitting voice seemed to shake the very walls and foundation of the house, and Fredrik shrank back from his mother’s fury. Head bowed low, hands wringing on his lap, he dared not answer even though she’d just posed a question demanding a response.

“Now, now, Agata. It was nothing more than a prank gone a bit wrong. Boys will be boys, as you know. And at their age, you surely can’t expect them to be proper judges of behavior, can you?”

“And you!” Fru Niequist snarled, aiming her rage at Fredrik’s father. “Don’t even start with me on that idiotic line of thinking! You’re spoiling your son rotten, Greger, and teaching him not to take full responsibility for his actions!”

Herr Niequist cooed, and Fredrik heard shifting fabric as both parents moved about, his father likely trying to reach for his mother while she easily evaded his grasp. Fredrik could picture them both as two planets chasing each other tirelessly around him, who stood for the sun.

“Agata, please. I’m sure Fredrik already understands the full extent of his—ridiculous little joke. Don’t you, son?”

Fredrik swallowed and nodded vehemently, still keeping his eyes fixed on his hands. “Yes, sir. I’m very sorry, Mama.”

“Ridiculous little joke, you say? Good God—have you seen that poor child’s hands? They’re shredded and bloodied, Greger! That boy’s going to be scarred for the rest of his life! What about infections? Huh? What about them? Do you really think healers could fix what’s been done to him?”

“Tsk—my dear, you’re overreacting. Herr Ahlberg’s said nothing about the extent of his son’s injuries, and...”

Herr Niequist was instantly silenced by the sound of pure contempt escaping his wife’s throat. An awkward stretch of silence followed, only lightly broken by soft grunts indicating a nervous clearing of a throat by Fredrik’s father. Fredrik couldn’t even imagine what sort of look his mother was leveling him—a thunderous, withering kind, to be sure, and Fredrik had been on the receiving end of such a thing too many times in the past. And he was only eight years old—heaven only knew how many times his own father had been reduced to a quivering mass of terror with that too-pointed look since he’d courted Fredrik’s mother for five years before marrying her.

“You,” Fru Niequist hissed. “Out.”

“But my dear...”

“Out. Don’t make me repeat myself, husband.”

Herr Niequist sighed heavily, mumbled something, and then left the drawing room, his steps almost dragging in resignation. Fru Niequist waited till the general area was well and truly abandoned, and she marched to the double doors and promptly locked them. The swishing of her skirts warned Fredrik of sharp, swift movement toward him, and he swallowed, blinking away the terrified tears that now threatened to escape.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” he whimpered. “I swear I’ll never do it again. I swear.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you never did voluntarily or otherwise, frankly. Poor Herr Ahlberg will likely herd his children far away from this place, given the shabby treatment little Lauris keeps suffering in your company,” she retorted, pausing before him. “Good God, Fredrik Niequist. I thought I raised you better than this.”

Fredrik could see the hem of her skirts barely coming within his line of vision, and his spirits quailed again. His mother was the fierce disciplinarian, being a minor sorcerer born into a long line of minor sorcerers and who was openly proud of her birthright, even if her specialty happened to be a relatively tame one: bibliomancy. It was in her nature to impose clear and specific rules and expect everyone living under her roof to follow everything to the letter. Oh, to be sure, she’d shown occasional leniency and even succumbed to a random moment of spontaneity and fun, but as a student of the occult arts, her razor-sharp focus, discipline, and extraordinary fire had filtered into every aspect of her life. 

Fredrik had been told time and again that his mother straddled two worlds—the earthly and the supernatural—and could see far more than an ordinary citizen could. And one ignored her questions, commands, and advice at their peril. 

“You do realize, Fredrik, that Lauris’s family isn’t as fortunate as ours. They aren’t wealthy, and Herr Ahlberg does his best to provide for his children as a tailor. Now I know his occupation is beneath you and your friends, but it’s an honorable one. Do you see him hurt others by making suits for spoiled, indolent gentlemen like your friends’ fathers?”

Fredrik shook his head, feeling almost faint from the weight of his mother’s fury.

“He doesn’t cheat, gamble, murder, blackmail, or seek prostitutes for his pleasure, does he?”

“What are prostitutes, Mama?” Fredrik asked meekly.

Fru Niequist merely snorted and walked away, utterly unfazed by Fredrik’s curiosity or even the confusing references she was now making with regard to Lauris’s father’s work and character. 

“You told poor Lauris that the maze, its center, was the burial ground of a sorcerer. I won’t go into details pertaining to your absurd claims, Fredrik Niequist, but everything you told that child was nonsense. That maze out there belongs to no one—not our family, not theirs, and certainly not anyone else’s within a thousand miles of us. It’s nothing more than some kind of unseemly growth. Do you understand?”

Fredrik nodded. “Yes, Mama.”

“It’s an eyesore, to be sure, but it’s also too dangerous for anyone, let alone children, to venture into the maze. That thing was never a maze to begin with. It had been nothing but a forest of wild brambles for at least a couple of centuries, and if turned into a maze, it was human activity that’s the reason behind it.”

As for the heath? Well—no one, not even Fredrik’s mother, knew why it was there, a sprawling, bleak wasteland serving as the maze’s unique grounds. Fredrik had grown up listening to spirited discussions—serious and playful ones—both between his parents and among guests and friends regarding the peculiar heath and its thorny maze. Theories ranging from magic and folklore to science and natural phenomena gone wrong had been bandied about, with no real consensus reached in the end.

Fredrik blinked and finally dared to look up, only to shrink again under his mother’s angry gaze as she planted herself a bit farther away from him, her hands on her hips. Looming above him like that, she was a pretty intimidating sight, especially since she seemed not so keen on letting go of her fury anytime soon. 

“But—why would anyone want to turn that into a maze, Mama?” 

“Oh, who knows? Idiots, perhaps? Some drunk, useless aristocrat probably thought it a good joke to make something as pointless and ugly as that maze? It doesn’t matter what its history is. The point I’m making is that it’s a dangerous place that should be avoided at all costs, Fredrik, and that especially includes children with schemes of playing cruel jokes on each other.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Fru Niequist paused, taking a deep breath while tearing her gaze from Fredrik and moving it across the room. When she turned her attention back to him, she said in firm tones, “You’re not to invite your friends here again. Isak Magnusson and his hangers-on are a bad influence on you, and I don’t give a damn what their families think.”

“Th—they’re all afraid of you, Mama.”

“Well, good. Then they’ll know better than to challenge my orders. You, young man, are forbidden from venturing outside for the next month. You’re to spend your time not only indoors, but in the company of your governess, who now has strict orders to keep you in line, and I daresay she won’t be hesitating in reporting to me should you attempt to challenge her authority.”

Fredrik swallowed, feeling a deep chill envelop him, but he knew better than to argue. “Yes, Mama,” he said, his voice nothing more than a tiny squeak. 

A month? He couldn’t take a single step outside for a whole month? He frantically tried to cobble together a scheme of begging his father to speak up on his behalf. Surely his mother would eventually see the unnecessary harshness of her judgment. He was more than happy to sever ties with his friends if it meant being able to go outside and enjoy the sun and the countryside as he’d always done. Being trapped indoors and stuck with his dour and dreary governess day in and day out sounded like a sentence of death. 

“For today, you’re not to have lunch or tea. You’ll stay in your room, study your lessons, and come out when I call you. And I daresay that won’t be till dinner.” Fru Niequist took a deep breath that appeared not to calm her one bit, much to Fredrik’s dismay. Still glowering at him, she continued, “And no desserts. I can’t believe how manipulative you were to that child, Fredrik, using promises of dessert and pastries to get him to do as he was told. I can’t believe how terribly you treated him. I’m ashamed of your behavior.”

His mother lingered a few more minutes, leveling him with another flurry of angry lectures before finally releasing him. By the time she was done, Fredrik was quite dizzy and disoriented, the awful strain of terror, anxiety, and despair crumbling and allowing him space to take deep, calming breaths. 

She left him in another moment, her anger easing but not gone entirely. Unlocking the double doors, she swiftly vanished through them, perhaps bent on seeking out their unhappy guests and seeing to Lauris’s care. The physician had been called, of course, and a hysterically sobbing Lauris had been carried off to the library, his poor, anxious father and sister shadowing them.

Fredrik stared miserably at his hands, which he continued to wring on his lap. He felt unspeakably guilty for what he’d done to his friend, though he was never alone in the vicious prank, with Isak telling him and the others about the maze’s “true history” and presenting them with a stone replica of a gargoyle’s face he’d spirited away from his parents’ garden. As to how Isak came across such ludicrous claims, no one knew. 

It didn’t seem so dangerous, to be sure, and he still couldn’t understand how Lauris had hurt himself badly. Somehow, in some inexplicable way, brambles and wild roses had wrapped around the boy’s wrists, easily tearing up the tender flesh. It was such a strange sight, seeing Lauris somehow trapped by those thorny vines and branches—as though he were being held by some cursed plant creature and forced to stay. No one had seen any of those branches and vines move, and nobody could convince a terrified and tearful Lauris that the maze wasn’t enchanted and those plants never moved toward him. But then, Fredrik told himself, he and his friends had been far too caught up in the joke, laughing hard while jostling each other as they often did, to notice whether or not the vines truly crept across the grass and reached for Lauris once he’d made his ludicrous vow. 

Fredrik’s gloomy thoughts were broken up by the sound of the doors getting flung open and of stomping feet coming closer, and he looked up to find Greta Ahlberg, pale features deeply flushed, blue eyes stormy, marching toward him. He stood up, unsure what to say to his friend’s sister, but it didn’t matter in the end.

“You hurt my little brother!” the girl screeched once she was close enough. Fredrik almost darted around a piece of furniture for protection, but he also knew he needed to stand his ground and take his punishment like a man despite the fact his knees felt as though they were about to give out from under him. 

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt him!”

“Oh, yes, you did, you foul pig! And you laughed at Lauris the whole time he got torn up and bleeding! You’re horrible!”

With a hard and powerful shove at Fredrik’s chest, she sent him tumbling back and landing on his backside with a startled yelp. “I hate you and your stupid friends! I hate you!”

Fredrik cowered before the girl, not daring to move from where he’d fallen. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” he wailed, all the while covering his head with his arms in case she aimed for it next. “I’ll never do it again, I swear!”

“Good! You’d better not! Or I’ll deal you a kick like the one I dealt Isak Magnusson, and you’ll never be able to bear children when you’re older and uglier!” Greta sniffed and spun around, stomping her way out of the drawing room. She even shut the door with a terrific bang, and Fredrik expected his parents’ great house to collapse around him from the sheer force.  
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Chapter 3
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Lauris nudged his spectacles up his nose and frowned through them as he held his magnifying glass over the twisted specimen he’d stumbled across the previous day. It was a dried cluster of Myosotis flowers, a particularly small one, at that, its accidental discovery saying much about Lauris’s good fortune during that tiring midday trek through the wood. 

The flower he found, whose genus wasn’t an unusual one by all means, certainly had about it the marks of the night world. Unlike the common wood forget-me-nots, this one had a coloration of pale yellow centers with faded blue-gray petals edged with black. The typically small petals were also narrower than the flowers’ more widely known kin, with each petal boasting tiny spines reminiscent of holly leaves.  

“This is too bizarre,” Lauris breathed, turning his specimen over to inspect the peduncle, the plant’s inflorescence looking to be no different from ordinary wood forget-me-nots. “Only the flowers diverge in appearance, then.”

A sharp knock on the door startled him out of his study, and Lauris set his magnifying glass aside, taking care to move his specimen and lay it on his journal. With a heavy sigh and a grimace, he sagged back in his chair and gingerly rubbed his left wrist as he’d been scribbling notes non-stop since breakfast. 

“Lauris? I know you’re in there,” Greta called. “Do be civilized and open the door.”

Lauris rolled his eyes and then momentarily dropped his gaze on his exposed wrist and the scars it sported. A trickle of unhappy memories darkened his mind for the briefest moment, and he shook them off with a huff. His ordeal in the hands of Fredrik Niequist and his ghastly friends was too far back in history for him to be affected by it now, fourteen years later. But he still couldn’t help but feel the shadowy pang of hurt at his one and only friend’s betrayal. The fact that he was now cursed to live with physical reminders of Fredrik’s awful treatment of him rankled, and he bitterly wished he’d never allowed himself to befriend the spirited boy next door. All the same, now that Lauris was twenty, he couldn’t help but feel so much regret for what had happened, at times wondering how Fredrik, at twenty-two, now fared. 

He stood up and rolled his sleeves back down, buttoning them as he walked to his study door and flung it open. 

“What now?” he said, glaring at his sister, who appeared utterly unperturbed by his irritation. “I’m studying, Greta. I need to have something to present to Dr. Hardwicke when I return to work tomorrow.”

“I know that. It’s also nearly midday, and you’re supposed to take Papa’s lunch to him.”

Lauris opened his mouth to retort, thought better about it, and shut it again. He narrowed his eyes at his sister, who stood immovable and looking for all the world like a statuesque goddess of—something. She was most certainly tall, oddly striking in appearance with the Ahlberg bloodline’s blue-black hair, light blue eyes, and light skin. And it didn’t help at all that she possessed a temperament that suffered no fools, with Lauris bearing witness to her verbally crushing anyone idiotic enough to test her patience.

“I did it yesterday, and I think it means it’s now yours,” she replied evenly, unblinking and unnerving in the way she met her younger brother’s gaze, even tilting her chin back just so. She now looked down her nose at him, who merely rolled his eyes again. “And don’t roll your eyes at me.”

“All right, all right, I’m going. Good lord.” 

“Splendid boy. That’s my baby brother.”

“Oh, do stop calling me that.”

With a huff, Lauris spun around, walked back to his chair, and snatched his dusty jacket, ignoring the very faint cloud of old dirt that rose at the sudden disturbance. He shrugged it back on and walked out of his study in a calmer and somewhat guilt-ridden state of mind this time, reminding himself his father depended on them for only one thing, and Lauris really was in no position to complain. 

Herr Ahlberg had sacrificed much through the years in order to ensure a comfortable life for his two motherless children, and shaving off a bit of time every other day in order to bring the old gentleman a freshly cooked and hot lunch shouldn’t be a cause for selfish tantrums. If anything, Greta had been the only one seeing to their father’s comfort through the years Lauris spent in school. Now that he was independently pursuing a career path as an apprentice to a botanic occultist, specifically chosen from an already deeply talented pool of young adults showing great promise in both science and the occult arts, it would be nothing short of ingratitude for him to shirk such a simple duty. Considering the fact his sister never gave up all of her time once Lauris was available to share the task, it would be beyond shabby of him to gripe so.

Greta seemed to read his mind as he approached her, her earlier imperious look shifting into one of utter bemusement. 

“Ready?” she asked, and Lauris nodded, coloring. After eyeing him in critical silence for another handful of seconds, Greta finally relented. “Oh, go on, you imp. Take your books and notes and that scientific seeing-eye-glass of yours. You don’t have to be home immediately after you see to Papa’s meal. I have to go work, anyway.”

Lauris perked up, gave his sister a loud kiss on the cheek, and scurried back in his study to gather his things. 

In another moment, he found himself standing outside the front door, blinking at the glorious sun, and directing his steps down the undulating dirt road that would lead him to the town of Sankta Brigitta. His satchel hung cross-body, comforting him with its familiar weight and a promise of uninterrupted time exploring the nearby wood again in hopes of gathering more of the strange breed of Myosotis flower. And hanging from one hand was the discolored canvas bag containing his father’s lunch, the smell of Greta’s remarkable cooking tickling his nostrils now and then.

* * * *
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Lauris watched his father lock the door after shooing the two younger assistants out of the shop for their hour-long break. The tailor’s shop was once again plunged into a deep silence even with dozens of random pieces of cut fabric littering the table and floor indicating creative chaos. 

“And what’s on the menu today, lad?” Herr Ahlberg asked with a pleased grin and a childish rubbing of his work-roughened hands. 

At forty-seven years of age, he surely looked quite worn down by life, hardship, and sacrifice, stamping his person with premature gray hair and tired, sunken features. But he was still very much young at heart, a virtue often commented on and praised by just about anyone fortunate enough to cross paths with him. Lauris took great pride in his father, and it had been his dearest wish to comfort Herr Ahlberg with his own success in the field of Botanic Occultism. Their family might never have been rich, but they were an honorable lot, universally respected and admired, at least in that quiet part of Sweden. 

“Um—pyttipanna and chocolate flat cake, Papa. Greta claimed she’d made good use of last dinner’s leftovers—and something about a special blend of spices,” Lauris replied as he followed his father to the back room, which was the tiny office where his father kept records and accounts. 

“Excellent. She’s a great economist, your sister. How she manages to stretch our money the way she does just boggles the mind.”

They entered the little space, and Herr Ahlberg had to clear the rickety old table he used as a desk of its usual clutter. On the floor went records and journals and sheets of loose paper, though at least they were piled as neatly as one could manage, given the amount of space allowing movement. Lauris then set the table accordingly with the warm food containers—really half-filled bowls whose mouths were covered by a thick, clean cloth and secured with string. It was always a challenge to Lauris, carrying a bag containing food that could easily spill if he weren’t careful for a two-mile trek. At least for today, he needn’t have worried about accidents along the way as Greta took care to prepare a meal that wasn’t swimming in gravy or sauce. It had taken his sister five unfortunate spills to wise up to the nature of the food she’d send out to their father.

Before long he was lost in conversation with his father, their exchange containing the usual gossip, work-related news, plans for the near or even far future, and some random stories from the past or from friends, strangers, and acquaintances. Lauris watched his father devour every bit of his lunch, much to his delight, because it meant a good report for Greta on her return from work, and his sister wouldn’t have any reason to fret over their father’s health. 

“Oh, by the way,” Herr Ahlberg said, breaking a brief pause in their conversation, as he wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You remember young Fredrik Niequist, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” Lauris replied, a little startled at the sudden mention of his friend’s name. “What about him?”

“Well—he’s back home now after a century spent wandering about, doing heaven knows what wealthy sparks do nowadays. One of his father’s servants came around earlier today to have a private appointment set—for measuring, I mean.” Herr Ahlberg fell silent as he hesitated, observing Lauris’s reaction thoughtfully before speaking again. “I haven’t really spoken with anyone from the Niequist household in an eternity to know more about the wayward heir’s habits. Have you any idea where that boy’s been? No? Neither have I.”

Lauris listened to the news, unsure what it was his father wanted him to think, let alone feel. “And, uh, is there anything significant about this?”

“Oh, heavens, I was only trying to make conversation, you absurd boy. I admit, I hesitated to share that bit of information as I haven’t a clue as to your views of young Fredrik. The two of you had a bit of an—ah—an uncomfortable falling out, if I may say so.” 

Herr Ahlberg sighed heavily and shook his head, dropping his gaze to his empty bowls when Lauris met his eyes with a cocked brow. Herr Ahlberg really ought not to have worried, seeing as how a raised brow and an impassive stare had always been Lauris’s default look when he believed himself to have been backed into a corner. His father contemplated his meal for a moment, frowning as he lost himself in thought, and at length he finally spoke again.

“Oh, Lauris,” the older man said as he raised his eyes and regarded Lauris with a melancholy air. “I’m so, so sorry for pushing you into forging a friendship with him. I never considered the quality of the company he kept. I only thought of you and how lonely you were, not having any friends about.”

“You never worried over Greta.”

“No, she’s always been headstrong and independent, and if I were to worry over someone, it’d be whoever she’d surround herself with. You know your sister’s temper.” Herr Ahlberg chuckled wryly and shook his head. 

“Papa, don’t fret over it. Really, all that’s just history now. And besides, Fredrik was the only boy around my age who lived close enough.” Lauris smiled crookedly. “Our family’s rather a reclusive lot, in case you haven’t noticed our house’s location.”
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