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​CHAPTER ONE: PRINTS IN THE MUD
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Water dripped from the gutters into the rain barrel outside, a persistent, repetitive drone that dug its way into Millie’s ears. She pulled her hat down in the back, putting the felt between her head and the offending noise. Her thin gloves whispered against the fabric and her skin, something that brought her comfort even in the midst of such grotesquerie. In one corner, a soggy stray cat bristled, hissing in defense of its newly claimed territory.

The bloated pig corpse on the table in front of her smelled of internal rot and putrescence. Her nostrils flared behind the handkerchief tied to her face and her eyes sought out any indicator, any clue as to what caused the creature’s death.

No wounds. No bruising. She poked a finger at the pig’s side, feeling the loss of elasticity. Normal decay.

Behind her, near the farmstead door, Theodore and Cassius mumbled to one another. The two rancher brothers stood at the threshold, seemingly unwilling to come any closer to Millie’s operation, exchanging glances every time she moved or did something new.

“You said five?” She didn’t look at them, instead pulling back the swine’s lips and examining its teeth. The gums had only started to retreat, but the infection was obvious, with bits of slop stuck between gum and enamel. “Five dead?”

“Mmm.” That was Cassius; the cleft in his mouth made his voice high and nasal, more unpleasant than the drip-drip-drip. “Five. That’s right, lady.”

“Doctor.” She pulled out the pig’s tongue. Small sores decorated the thick membranes, the beginnings of rot showing. Maggots squirmed inside the dimpled skin. “Doctor Colburn.”

When no one answered, she paused, turning her eyes on the two men. Cassius shifted in place and glanced at his older brother Theodore, a burly man with a greying beard and sharp eyes. 

“You heard her.” Theodore’s voice rumbled in his chest. “You call the lady ‘Doctor,’ like she expects. Deserves. Understand?”

After Cassius’s nod, Millie turned back to her examination. The insect whines made her skin crawl, but she didn’t show the discomfort—better to keep it hidden until she could deal with it later. She glanced at the hissing cat and snarled at it, sending the creature scrabbling to find cover. Then, before the farmers could remark on that, she tossed them another observation.

“They died six days ago. You found them collapsed at the trough.”

This time, Theodore responded. “Ayuh, doctor. How’d you know?”

She didn’t answer. It wouldn’t matter, anyway; these two would never remember. Moving to the animal’s haunch, she lifted a leg, tilting her head to hear the tissues moving. 

Cassius couldn’t help himself. “What’re you listening for?” 

She ignored him and raised her eyebrow at Theodore. “Who’ve you made angry lately?” Without waiting for an answer, she dropped the leg so it slammed into the table, then reached around with her other hand, braced herself against the floor, and pulled the pig over with a grunt and heave. Slime coated the wood and dripped onto the floor below. 

It took Theodore a moment to answer as he tore his eyes from the corpse. “Sorry?”

“You...” Millie paused, rearranging her words, then tried again. “You shat in someone’s field. They wanted to get back at you. Did you win a fair, a prize, get the local butcher to say they liked your pigs best? Run around crowing about how Daemarys Herself had blessed your herd and wanted to take them into the Fourth Heaven?”

Theodore shook his head as he ran fingers through his beard, thinking. “I...uh...”

Cassius’s high voice broke in, cutting into Millie’s ears. “Theo. Remember that fella, River Toll?”

River Toll? She suppressed a laugh, covering by clearing her throat and adjusting the handkerchief with the back of her hand. The pig’s movement had set off another cloud of insects, the bugs hurling themselves all over the room—something she’d never get used to, no matter how many years she did this. 

“Ah, yup. But he wouldn’t have—”

“Please. Leave those determinations to me, if you don’t mind. Tell me what happened with—” 

She stifled another snicker.

“—this ‘River Toll.’” Millie shifted the pig’s position so she could poke at its belly. This caused its flesh to ripple and fetid gases to spill from its mouth, along with fluids and insect casings. She heard the farmers take a quick breath and wave their hands in front of their faces. She didn’t have the luxury of ignoring the smell; sometimes the smallest difference made the biggest impact.

Enjoy. I know I won’t. 

When they didn’t answer, she again turned to fix her gaze on them. “Don’t leave out any details.”

“Right. Well...” 

As Cassius composed his thoughts, Millie reached over and unlatched her work kit. The lid popped open, revealing an array of glass vials, powdered and liquid chemicals, and three different magnifying glasses. She selected one of the vials and extracted a squirming grub from the corpse’s stomach.

“What’re you doing?” 

“My work.” She popped the grub into the vial and watched it for a few moments. It flopped around the glass, heaving itself in search of more meat. “It’s slow. Stop asking questions, and tell me about River.”

“Right, right. Umm...fella came through, needed a place to sleep. We put him up in the barn loft, you know?” He waved a hand in that direction. “Thought he might be someone trading, passing through like they do sometimes, bringing strangeness to town.”

“Mmm.” She pulled a mortar and pestle from her box and upended the grub into it. Crushing the insect puffed up more rot...but it mixed with something else, something narcotic.

“Anyway, he told us that...what?” Cassius nudged his brother, making Theodore jump a little. “Wha’d he say, exactly?”

“Ah, right. He...he came out for dinner that night and he saw the herd, see? We have eight sows, and—”

“Had.”

That brought Cassius up short. “Huh?”

Millie’s eyebrows rose as she pulled out an azure fluid, swirling it in front of her face before removing the stopper. “You had eight. Now you have three, assuming the rest survive.”

“Ah...yes, I s’pose you’re right.” He shifted on his feet again. “So’s he came out and saw the pigs, and we got to talking. He wanted to show us how to use’m for...die-vine-ation?”

Divination. Maybe my first guess wasn’t far off. Now the snicker couldn’t be held back. She poured some of the blue fluid into the crushed grub, where it hissed and fizzled, sending up a vaporous cloud. 

Theodore took over again, a half-step closer than he had been, the rumble loud and earnest. “And we said no, Doctor. This River, he didn’t like that at all, told us that the old gods would be angry, that they’d curse our livelihood, take our herd—”

“And that’s what happened!” Cassius wailed the words like he’d gone into some shrine to beg an absent spirit or another for help. “He went and prayed and then...and then...”

He started to weep. Millie shook her head and sighed before turning away from the pig’s body and pulling off her handkerchief. With a practiced hand, she wafted the violet vapor toward her nose—

And a thousand bees stung the inside of her nostrils at once. She hacked, coughed, sneezed, dropping the mortar; the sudden attack drove her backward hard enough to bump into the corpse. Her hat fell down as well, tumbling onto the floor at her feet.

Stupid stupid! The sneezes came so rapidly that it felt like she’d soon lose control of her gut. Her mother’s voice rang in her head. Control yourself, child! You’re embarrassing me!

“What’s going on?” Another man, the Sheriff of Willensby, pushed past the two farmers. He had one hand on his beating-stick as he glared around the room, pointing it at them when he found nothing else to blame. “What’ve you two done to the doctor, then?”

Both raised their hands and Theodore shook his head. “Nothing, sir! She was just working, and she took a sniff of something, and—” 

“Forgive me.” Millie waved her hand in front of her face as she stood, clutching her fallen hat in one hand. Her nose burned and she had to breathe through her mouth because the passages had closed, but the sneezing fit ended and she could form words again. “Not...it isn’t their fault, Sheriff Myer. Just an unfortunate consequence of my work. A simple mistake on my part.”

She tried a smile, hoping to come off winning but knew that her nose must be glowing a bright, hideous red. As she spoke, she set her hat back on her head. “Sometimes you get a whiff of a toxin and it doesn’t agree with you. I have a particular problem with this one.”

“Toxin?” The Sheriff blinked, his eyes dropping to the fallen mortar, then jumping to the pig, now dangling halfway off the table after the collision. “Is it dangerous? Breathing it? Are we—?”

“No. There’s no danger, as long as you don’t go eating the hog or her...guests.” Millie turned and opened a pouch inside her kit, bringing out a new handkerchief to tie around her face. “Aconite toxin. Very common, very strong, and something that doesn’t agree with me in the slightest.”

Job done, she addressed the Sheriff directly, blinking away the last of her eyes’ watering. “Do you know this man? River Toll?”

Myer’s suspicious glare hadn’t entirely gone away and he still had a grip on his beating stick, but he nodded. “Yeah. Wandering type, comes through here once in a while to speak his holy word, claims to be a missionary of the Twelve.” He shrugged. “You know the kind.”

“Mmm.” Millie held back on what she thought of those sorts of people. “Well, these two managed to powerfully offend the good Toll. He poisoned their pigs, and if the swine hadn’t died when they did and instead been slaughtered, it could’ve turned into a murder case quite quickly.”

She stripped her gloves off, put them into a pocket on the outside of her kit, and replaced them with a pair from the inside. This new pair—thicker, leather rather than cloth—zipped on the sides to make a better seal. 

“I’d go see if I could find him at once, and haul him into the magistrate’s office.” She smiled, ignoring the stinging, aching stabs in her nose and internally wincing at the change in her voice because of it. 

It’s like I’ve stuffed cotton in there. 

Sheriff Myer put his stick away, casting another look about the home. “You’re sure it was poison? You’re sure he did it?”

No one ever just accepted her assertions. Good, probably, but sometimes it’d be nice to be understood and trusted. It made her wistful for the capital in more ways than one.

“Yes, Sheriff. Come with me.” 

She pushed past the trio of men to stand outside the door. The sun moved through a clear sky just over halfway down from its peak, and the area around the farm stood flat, with grain covering one set of fields and fruit trees on the other. The trees looked feeble and the grain weak—the mark of a dry season, no doubt. 

“Can you tell me what you don’t see here?” 

“I—”

She waved her arm outward. “Aconite. Not a single bloom anywhere to be found. The only place within a night’s journey to find it is in the Edeas, and, according to what I’ve read, it’s rare even there. This River didn’t leave their hospitality until the next day.”

As if eager to contribute, Cassius nodded and stepped forward, his hands twisted together in front of his stomach. “That’s right. She...she’s got that right, sir, yes she does.”

“So it couldn’t have gotten here on its own. He knew where it was and went to get it.” Millie turned her head away and rubbed at her itching nose. “Excuse me.”

“Well, it shouldn’t be much to run him to ground.” Myer straightened his shirt, glanced along the road toward the village, then cocked a grin. His eyes looked her up and down, and he took a quick breath.

Millie’s heart sank and her head moved in an unconscious gesture of negation. Please don’t.

His eyebrows raised as he went for it. “So, after I’ve brought him in, would you consider—?”

Damn it. Her mind regurgitated the most convenient excuse it could find. “I have paperwork at the magistrate’s office. Certifications and testimonials relating to my findings.” She hurried back into the home to grab her bag. “And then I’ll need to quickly make my way back to Bruse. There’s no time to dally, I’m afraid.”

Cassius held back a laugh and Theodore grinned while Sheriff Myer flushed a bright red.

“But I do appreciate you thinking of me, Sheriff. Please don’t be offended.” She dipped a small bow. “And thank you for your referral. It was an...interesting case to work on.”

Before Myer could say anything else, Millie turned and walked, then ran, toward her waiting carriage. The sooner she could get away from those wounded eyes, the better.

As the door shut and the carriage master goaded the horses, Millie sank into the wooden seat and removed her hat. The rumbling of carriage wheels, the gentle bumps of the road—these sensations she knew, these comforted rather than annoyed...and for all the annoyance of the aconite reaction, at least she couldn’t smell herself anymore.

The thought and realization made her groan. I must reek so terribly right now.

Sighing, she opened her kit again and reached into the pouch on one of the narrow ends. This pouch held another liquid, rosewater perfume, that she sprayed on herself and her clothes. She tried to sniff to be sure it’d worked, but nothing came through her swollen nostrils. With a shrug, Millie replaced the perfume, closed her satchel, and put it in her lap. The landscape rolled by outside the window, nearly endless fields of growing wheat. The cool air felt much better than the stuffy, oppressive farmhouse, and the cloudless sky heralded a pleasant remainder of the day.

She allowed herself a smile.

I can’t wait to get home.

~~~
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MILLIE STEPPED DOWN from the carriage, accepting the driver’s hand on her way, then frowned as she looked toward the magistrate’s home. She nodded toward the large crowd milling outside his door, at least a dozen men and women standing with their arms folded, hats drawn low to keep the sun from their eyes. They didn’t look rowdy, at least not yet, but not a single one had a smile drawn across their lips. It reminded her of the occasional worker’s dispute in her homeland, though with decidedly fewer manor guards ready to disperse them.

“Is that common?” 

The driver turned his own head to see, chuffed a laugh, then shrugged. “Not usually, lady. This time of day? Only see that if a child’s gone missing or somesuch.”

That idea piqued Millie’s interest—yes, she wanted to go home, but if another interesting predicament happened to present itself before she left, who would she be to deny her services? Even if it kept her from Alaric for a bit longer.

Putting her hat on and holding it with one hand, she dropped a half-marc into the driver’s with the other, then grabbed her bag. “Thank you, sir. Drive safely.”

“I shall, miss. I thank you greatly.” 

He tipped his hat as she ran toward the magistrate’s, devouring the distance with long steps. Her haste caught the crowd’s attention and they stepped aside for her, clearing a path to the door.

Probably think I’m more important than I am. She nodded to them as she came to a stop, took a quick, steadying breath, and knocked on the door. I won’t argue if they don’t.

The opening near the top of the door slid to reveal a single brown eye. Millie bent her knees to be level with it, then spoke, praying that she didn’t sound too obnoxious.

“Doctor Millie Colburn, to see Magistrate Finn.” She turned her head and blew her nose into her handkerchief, then tucked it away.

“Please.”

“A moment, Doctor.” The opening shut again before the rattle of keys caught Millie’s ear. The lock turned, but the opening door drew the attention of the gathered crowd, who began closing in, calling Quinn’s name, demanding to be seen.

“In, quickly!” The deputy, a younger man than Sheriff Myer, reached out and pulled her by her waist before closing and locking the door behind her. More fists hammered at the wood for a few seconds before they eased off, angry grunting and mumbling the only indicator of their annoyance.

The sudden pull left Millie off-guard for a moment, but she collected herself as the deputy finished his task, so that by the time he turned around, she had the proper, severe, disappointed glare in her eyes.

The immediate cowering of the man in front of her made Millie smile inside.

“I’m sorry, Doctor. I know it wasn’t proper, taking hold of you like that without your permission.” He held a grey hat between both hands, shuffling it back and forth. “But I just...I didn’t...”

She knew she could let him stew like that for several more moments, but why? She’d made her point. Her mother would’ve gone on for hours, given the chance, but not her.

“Deputy. I accept your apology.” 

The relief that swept over him made her return the smile he gave. He looked like she’d pushed a barrel off his shoulders; he straightened, put his hat in his pocket. Even his voice deepened.

“Thank you.”

“Now.” She nodded toward the door, turning her back on the rest of the entry room. “What’s going on out there? The driver said it must be something substantial, to draw so many families and freemen out at this time of day.”

“Oh, yes. Very important.” He cleared his throat and moved past her, toward one of the two desks that waited on the leftmost wall. Grabbing a sheaf of papers, he came back toward her, holding them out. 

“These came in over the last few days. Slaughtered livestock—cows, sheep, goats. Throats torn out, wolf prints everywhere.”

Millie’s interest dropped to the floor. “Animal attacks?”

“Seems so, yes.” He frowned, then glanced back at her. “Is that something—”

“No. Is the magistrate in?” She glanced behind him, trying unsuccessfully to breathe through her nose. “Ugh. I need to submit my testimony.”

“No, Finn isn’t here. But...” He turned about and moved toward the back. “I can get you those papers, if you’d like. Witness them for you, too.”

“That’d be wonderful.” The inability to smell drove Millie to distraction. Even though powerful scents bothered her, not having any was worse. It’d be at least another day before the stuffy pain went away.

Ugh.

The door opened again to admit Magistrate Finn. She had the harried look of the hunted, her hair disheveled and scattered, her skirts scuffed by feet and dirt. She smoothed her gown, breath heavy, before catching Millie’s eye.

“Oh, Doctor Colburn. I didn’t know you were here.” 

Millie bowed in place. “Magistrate. Your deputy was just getting me the necessary—”

A loud clatter from the back rooms closed Millie’s eyes. Shelves breaking, probably a misplaced step from a stool, leaning too far...

“—documents.”

“Evander?!” Finn hurried past, her feet loud on the wood floor, the air of her passage ruffling Millie’s hat. 

She sighed. Home would be so nice—warm baths, proper food, and no random exposures to aconite to ruin her day. But until then, she’d have to wait here for these folk to get themselves together and let her go back to Bruse.

As the magistrate and deputy sorted out the mess he’d made, Millie took a moment to examine the front areas in greater detail. Each of the officials had their own desk, against the walls, and she could tell which belonged to whom by the amount of documents waiting compared to the ones ready to move on. Sheriff Myer’s had the most, with three distinct piles waiting for his attention.

And he thought he had time for courting? Millie laughed to herself as she approached Myer’s desk. Looks like he should have his mind on other things.

Her eyes trailed over the scrawled documents. Peasant-scratch didn’t make for easy reading, but she made out a few things: “Chickens taken in the night,” “saw a large shape running in the moonlight,” “sheep gutted, not eaten.”

That made her nose crinkle and her brow furrow. She didn’t know of many animals—besides humans, of course—that would kill prey and then leave them to rot in the sun. Interesting...

“I’m so sorry, Doctor.” Finn came back, her face flushed, holding out several papers. “If I can just get your testimony here, we can get the payment to you.”

“Of course.” Millie took them, skimmed over the contents, and, nodding, took the sheriff’s inkwell and pen to start filling it out. She nodded toward the nearest chair.

“Do you mind if I sit?”

“No, go right ahead.”

This part of the work was second only to the actual puzzle-solving: she relished relating her exploits, putting her accomplishment into terms she knew most wouldn’t understand but that would still guarantee the accused’s conviction and punishment. She spent many words on the corpse’s description, imagining how anyone reading it would feel. Would they get a sense of disquiet, disgust, the way she had while examining it? Or a morbid curiosity as to how anyone could do what she did?

She didn’t know, but it was fun to imagine.
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​CHAPTER TWO: MIRE OF FAMILIARITY
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Whenever Millie left Bruse, she soon wondered why everyone didn’t try to make their way in the big city. The idea of living rough, of fending for oneself the way rurals did, drove shivers into her spine and made her nauseous.

But whenever she came back, opened that carriage door, and took the renewed breath of city air...she knew exactly why.

Filth and sewage carried themselves on every breeze, even in the upriver quarter where she lived. Tanners, smiths, and dyemakers pumped out product for everyone, and their operations fouled the wind for blocks around. Insects swirled over still puddles, laying eggs and waiting for something to feed off of, their buzzing and whining obnoxious and unavoidable.

She couldn’t escape it, so she dipped her finger into a little bottle and touched the contents to the space between her nose and lip. The fragrance overpowered the fumes, allowing her to breathe freely—for the moment. Eventually, she’d have to acclimate again, but right now she could enjoy being home without drowning in refuse.

The call-and-response of merchants along the street mixed with the clatter of wheels on cobblestone streets. Music drifted and mixed from several houses as their occupants entertained guests with luncheons and impromptu gatherings, and the taste of bread and pie touched her tongue. She touched her purse—still safe at her hip, and heavier now—and made her way past her home to the streetcart baker. Her skirts puffed and flowed with the breeze caused by her quick steps.

“Doctor! Welcome home!” The heavyset woman clapped her hands together, tossing flour into the air as if it were chalk or snow. “I’ve got a perfect apple waiting for you.”

“I can smell it.” Millie took a deep breath at the same time she fished out a half-marc. “And there’s something else. What is that?”

“Mmm? Oh! Are you talking about the shrid?” She pulled out an oblong shape, steam still issuing from its crust. “Plum, sugar, apple...”

Saliva drizzled into Millie’s mouth as the baker’s words painted a delicious picture in her mind. 

“...venison, and suet.”

Her heart sank. No meat, not for you. It’s poison. Burn your stomach from the inside out. She swallowed down the hunger and smiled instead. “That looks delicious, but I’ll just take the apple. Thank you.”

“Of course, Doctor.” Margot handed over a thin-crusted pie studded with apple chunks and coated in cinnamon and butter in exchange for the coin. “That’ll be a great welcome home, I think.”

“I’m starving.” As if on cue, Millie’s stomach rumbled. The taste of apples percolated through her sense memory, making it as if she were eating it right then. “And you always make the best pies. Much better than anything I’ve had in the country.”

“That’s sweet.” Margot’s grin stretched wide and she took a quick glance around, up and down the road. “But I learned this recipe from my ma, out in Grilvim Town, some leagues out. Do you know it?”

The pie’s warmth baked through Millie’s gloves and the smell tantalized her. “No, haven’t been there. Do you mind...?”

“No, child. Go ahead.” 

Millie pulled off her right glove in her teeth, then stuffed it into a pocket. With her now freed fingers she dug out a chunk of pie and popped it, searing, into her mouth. The heat burned enough that she needed to juggle the dough and apple with her tongue, her face contorting as she cooled it down.

“Bit hot for you?” Margot’s eyebrows went into her hair. “Shoulda blown on it first.”

“You know me.” She breathed hard a couple of times until she could properly chew and swallow the pastry piece. Without the distraction of near-blistering temperature, the cinnamon, cloves, and butter mixed with the caramelized apple to coat her tongue. 

Closing her eyes, Millie let out a soft moan through her lips.

“Glad you like it so much.”

“Your ma knows how to make a pie, I’ll say that.” After swallowing, she blew on the rest between sentences. “Tell her thanks next time you meet her.”

“That’ll be a while.” Margot’s eyes fell, and so did Millie’s spirit. 

“I’m so sorry. When...?”

“A week ago.” Tears crested but didn’t fall. “Full moon, when the gods turn their backs on the world. Terrible time, you know. Always a bad omen.”

“Right. Of course.” Millie kept from saying anything else—something she didn’t want to say to a grieving friend—by filling her mouth with more pie. Overhead, three crows swept onto the roof, cawing loudly at some target or another.

Margot clicked her tongue, shaking her head before wiping her eyes dry with her thumb. “You never know when it’ll happen, that’s the truth. You think you have as much time as the world does, then...”

Then you’ve got a blade between your shoulders.

Millie coughed on a small chunk of crust, holding up a hand to alleviate any of Margot’s worries. Intrusive thoughts never helped, and morbid intrusive thoughts were even worse. 

Do better than that. Control yourself.

Instead of worry, the older woman carried on as soon as the coughing faded. “Then you don’t have any left. Don’t leave things unsaid or on the table.”

She tapped the side of her nose. “When you do, it just goes to rot.”

The word brought back the pig, decaying on the table, with all the stench and foulness. Millie’s appetite fled and she stared at the remaining pie, sighing.

“Some things deserve to rot.” She held out the quarter-eaten pastry. “Here. Have the rest, on me. I’m not hungry anymore.”

“Aw.” Margot took it, but kept her eyes on Millie’s face. “Was it something I said? I didn’t mean—”

“Hazard of the business, sometimes.” She gave herself a light chuckle, then rubbed her neck. “And I’m tired. See you tomorrow?”

“Of course.” Margot’s hand squeezed Millie’s upper arm. “You rest up, Doctor. Take your own medicine, am I right?”

“Only if I’m sick.” Millie returned the squeeze, then turned and headed home. Overhead, clouds rolled in, darkening the sky by degrees. A swift wind rushed in, pushing away the smell of delicious pastries and replacing it with moisture.

Rain would arrive soon.

Millie needed to get inside.

~~~
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THE STORM BROKE AS Millie changed into her relaxation clothes, a loose-fitting silk nightgown, and turned her attention to the pile of correspondence on her table. She lit the candles and picked up the documents, paging through them one at a time, a welcome return to routine. 

Two notices of deposit from the city constabulary. Four statements of account. Artemis the Green’s trial had concluded, with convictions on all counts.

Nothing more than he deserves. She pressed her lips together and touched the scar behind her ear. Wish I could’ve been there to watch him squirm.

The next letter, though, stopped those thoughts and replaced them with a heavy pit, growing in Millie’s stomach. She recognized the handwriting at once, a flowing elegant script over a violet wax seal. Impressed on the seal was a raven’s profile, a close-up of its face with an open beak over her family’s motto: “Those who lead me into error, beware my wrath.”

She didn’t want to open it. She didn’t have to; it wouldn’t say anything new.

Unless it did. 

What if she were dead? What if someone had tired of her and taken matters into their hands? 

She laughed at herself. The address was in Mother’s hand; she couldn’t be both dead and writing the letter, now could she? The foolishness gave her the momentum she needed to open it, breaking the seal and unfolding the paper.

The flickering candlelight made the script harder to read, but nothing could hide the jasmine and ambergris that tingled Millie’s nose and made it twitch.

Dearest Daughter,

In regards to your letter of the 27th, I and your stepfather are still in good health. We hosted the annual High Sun Gala and Games to universal cheer and applause. I had hoped to see you there, but I’m sure that your work kept you busy. Have you been sleeping well? Avoiding meat? Keeping your gloves in repair? I know I ask often, but these things are important for the constitution and for longevity.

Word of your successes has reached even here. During the Gala, the Prince of the Eastern Provinces himself made mention of your contributions regarding the Green matter. You should be proud of yourself.

Millie rolled her eyes and turned as she flopped into her armchair, speaking to no one. “‘Should be proud of myself.’ A fine way to say that I haven’t done anything worthwhile up to this point.”

Please write back at once, and do include more information than the fact that you remain alive, Camila. Your wellbeing is very important to me. Stay watchful and vigilant.

Your Mother,

Comtessa Rose Emersten de Colburn

That last finished with a great signature flourish, the letters looping and swirling to cover the bottom of the paper. Millie stared at it for twelve seconds, her hand twitching, begging to crumple it. She imagined tearing into shreds and throwing it down, then grinding them into the dirt under her boots.

Instead, she stalked over to her desk, feet stomping on her wooden floor and thin carpet on the way, before sitting. She pulled open a drawer and laid out a clean sheet, opened her inkwell, and began to write.

Darling Mother,

Your letter of the 3rd has been received and understood. I am beyond pleased that my work here has helped advance your social status in Melias’s hierarchy. No doubt the Prince will favor you further in future dealings with your House.

My sleep is excellent, my diet clean. The rigorous training you insisted on continues to serve me well in avoiding such temptations. You need not concern yourself with my welfare from so far away. Should something befall me, I’m certain that your agencies would make you aware of it almost as soon as I.

I hope that the snow falls heavily on the estate this winter—

Millie’s pen broke in her hand, scattering ink drops across the paper and stabbing her with several fragments of quill. She sighed, staring at the mess on her palm, then wiped the excess with a kerchief. Her nails sufficed to extract the shrapnel, then she closed her fist and pressed it to her teeth.

Her breath moved in slow, controlled movements, in and out, and her eyes slipped closed as she tried to master her frustration. Her hand shook and her heartbeat pounded in her ears.

An apple falling.

She pictured it, a fresh, red apple breaking from a tree branch and falling toward the ground. She watched the dew glistening on its surface, the magnification of the water droplets. The air pushed against the dew, moving it up the fruit.

An apple falling.

She stayed focused on that image, holding it as long as she could in her mind. The frustration, the building anger, all tied themselves to the dropping apple, carried along in its wake.

And then it breaks.

She opened her eyes as the apple splashed onto the ground, shattering and scattering its flesh across the dirt. With one final exhale, she brought out a new pen and filled it with ink. After reading what she’d already written, she began again.

—because it always looks so beautiful when thick snow covers it. Kiss Malcolm for me.

Ever vigilant, 

Millie

She read it again, then once more, before putting it into an envelope and sealing it within. The messenger would have it tomorrow, but it would be several days before the letter reached the Comtessa.

Millie stared out the window as the rainstorm grew heavy. Large droplets slammed into the thick, distorted glass, drawing strange patterns and shapes that danced in the candlelight. The drumbeat of rain drowned out other noises, allowing her to pretend the world outside didn’t need her attention. She could just withdraw into herself for a moment or two, curl up and allow everything to pass her by. Only the familiar smells of her home touched her, and the silk dressing gown soothed her skin. 

As she relaxed, she caught sight of the correspondence pile, but shook her head. 

Tomorrow. She’d finish going through it tomorrow. Tonight, she’d sit in her chair, prepare hot tea, soak her feet, and read Twisted Comings. The thought of it made her smile and flush at the same time. Her toes curled beneath her gown.

The world could wait until tomorrow.  

~~~
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THE SUN GREETED MILLIE’S face through the window, warm light behind her eyelids drawing her out of sleep. As she emerged from dreams, the mixed musings of birds outside beckoned her further. Come now, they seemed to say. Come and see the world with us.

“But I don’t want to.”

Millie’s book fell from her chest as she stretched, popping her shoulders and back. It flopped onto the floor, and the sound widened her eyes and made her lean over her seat.

The bookmark remained in place, thank the heavens. She released her breath, nodded, and slumped back in her chair, eyes closing again.
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