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Deadly Nightshade

Deceit | Isolation

“Pity the witch who manifests nightshade.”

―Lorne Atwater, Personal Notes

––––––––
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No one in the city of Veil missed the Umbra Market.

On a few bright nights each year, vendors packed the Church District’s aging streets with canopies and booths. Hyssop filled the Cleansing witch’s stall to bursting, fragrant leaves and petals perfuming the air. Earthy afternotes of black tea wafted from the stand of a Clairvoyant. Her magic bloomed in the visage of blue irises as she read visions of the future in her customers’ tea leaves. Under the glow of hundreds of colorful lamps, witches sold ground primary teeth, fly agaric, and raw diamond. Collectors offered rare ritual focuses, charms, and worn spell tomes from far beyond the shadow of the woods. No one missed the Umbra Market.

Lorne was counting on it.

Tucked into the mouth of an alley, Lorne stood back from the crowd. A sleek, dark ensemble blurred the distinction between the thick, clinging shadows and his narrow frame. He studied each vendor, hands clasped at the small of his back—the picture of precision—but Lorne’s insubordinate nerves jittered inside him. He released a punishingly rigid breath and slipped a copy of the vendor list from his bag examining it against the reference on his phone. Lorne secretly snapped the photo when his employer had been away from her desk. Restoring the city’s water-damaged census records was delicate and certainly confidential work. But the grainy image was Lorne’s best and only lead. It had given him the name of the only person at the market who mattered.

Negan Colfer.

Lorne emerged from the alleyway. He navigated the packed streets towards a towering canopy, the crowd around him only barely registering as people. They were projectiles. Obstacles. Lorne ducked under a Glamour witch’s hands as they bloomed with lily of the valley. Her shimmering, pearlescent magic changed the color of her hair, and spilled a cascade of patterns down her long white shawl. Lorne passed between an Illusionist and a Charging witch. The Illusionist conjured butterflies for a group of children while their parents stood on a ritual circle. Glowing olive flowers bloomed on delicate branches all around them as the Charging witch strengthened and restored their magic. The air was perfumed with enchantments in every blossoming variety, but Lorne only had eyes for one purveyor.

Colfer’s Curious Curations was unlike any other vendor at the market. All the wares beneath that glamorous emerald canopy were unconnected by any one magic. Luck potions, warding candles, and books on every uncanny discipline crammed the shelves; a menagerie of goods assembled under the crest of a curled black adder. Behind the table, Colfer himself teased and flirted with his patrons. He was blond, on the sour side of fifty with flat, glassy eyes that reminded Lorne of the bins of ice-packed fish in the Warehouse District’s market. Noticing Lorne’s approach, a wide smile creased the merchant’s face. Something pandering lurked around the scaffolding of his teeth.

“If I may suggest?” Negan made his assessment before Lorne even fully stopped. The merchant lifted a slim, ten-inch blade from a stand. The knife was dark, and sleek, and the glimmer on the blade’s keen edge mirrored the light reflecting off of Lorne’s own delicate, layered jewelry. “This is a Shipton Athame. Double sharpened blade, blackwood handle. It’s a perfect focus for spirit work, divination...glamours?”

“Really?” Lorne asked, a sweet, vapid look softening his pointed face. “Like a beauty ritual?” He tucked an inky ribbon of hair behind his ear.

Negan hummed his agreement. “See how it reflects that pretty little smile? Just like a mirror.”

At Negan’s encouraging prompt, the blade found a resting place in Lorne’s hands. He admired it under his observer’s grin, turning the blade delicately in the lamplight. “It’s beautiful.” Lorne’s mouth curled tightly at the corners, a thrill creeping up his spine. “And it’s fake.”

Negan’s smile dropped.

Lorne turned the athame, dangling it idly by the point. “Shiptons are double blunted so you don’t slice a finger off during your Glamour ritual,” he recalled, at least pretending not to take enjoyment in the dawning horror in Negan’s eyes. “And blackwood?”

“It’s—”

“Figwood,” he discarded the blade with an irreverent clatter, “and it’s burnt.” Lorne picked through the trinkets on the table with obvious disdain. “Please, don’t you have anything interesting? Perhaps in the back?”

For a long moment Negan just stared. Lorne could all but hear the gears grind behind his sweaty forehead, clockwork eyes ticking between Lorne and the dark interior of the tent. When realization furrowed his brow, Lorne’s blood prickled in his veins.

“The uh...the ones in the back are expensive...”

Lorne traced a fine, silver book locket hanging around his neck. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”

Negan surveyed his remaining patrons with a wary eye. Finally, he drew back a decadent velvet curtain and gestured Lorne under. As the curtain fell back, deep shadows swallowed them.

Lorne tensed. The darkness was thick and stifling, threatening a wave of claustrophobia. His remaining senses clawed for anything to fill the sudden void.

Black salt. He could smell black salt—sulfuric and charred—overlaying the musk of the damp concrete below his boots. Papers shuffled. Glass bottles rattled. Then, with a single, snapping spark, lamplight flooded the interior. Amber light cast on heavy canvas walls covered in spells and ritual maps. The old papers hung limp on their pins, ink seeping through the pages like blood spots on a once white dress shirt. Temporary tables boxed in the edges, laden with steamer trunks packed with goods. Apothecary jars lined the space, filled with porcupine spines, black vinegar, and rusted nails. Vials of carefully prepared components, animal bones, preserved clippings of deadly nightshade... All in service of one craft.

Curses.

Lorne allowed his composed boredom to waver just long enough to allow a single, transparently shaky exhale of relief.

“You’ll have to forgive me.” Negan had collected his tone and his smile didn’t stretch so artificially wide across his face. “My best merchandise is somewhat sensitive. I have to be sure that anyone I invite back here is...discreet.”

“And well off.”

Negan’s sugary showmanship further evaporated. He folded his hands, watching Lorne from under drooping, half-lidded eyes. “Everyone wants something, so don’t tell me. I like to guess.” He circled Lorne—a lazy buzzard. Up close, his hair was greasy and thinning, his complexion sallow. “You’re here for bottled revenge. For an ex maybe...or whoever gave you that scar.”

Lorne’s jaw tightened.

The scar began at his upper lip, splitting into a Y at the cheekbone before disappearing into his hairline. A high collar and gloves concealed the rest. The network of scars fractured all over Lorne’s body like cracks in a poorly repaired vase; glaring flaws on an otherwise polished finish.

Lorne released the tension in his jaw. He popped open the book locket, idly touching up his foundation in the tiny mirror within. “Not at all.” The locket closed with a click. “I’m here for you.”

The tension under the canopy went thick as mud.

Lorne let the silence hang, strolling the length of the table. Pre-made curses in dusty green glassware chimed as he dragged a finger along them. Their black adder labels peeled and flaked under his gloves. He idly popped open a suitcase, tracing the exposed spines of a collection of Negan’s own writings. Forgotten Figures of Curse Crafting. Ethical Curses and Counterspells. Nightshade: A Cursed Inheritance. “You must know how rare your manifestation is,” Lorne observed at last, lifting free one of the tomes with something like reverence. “One witch in a million will inherit an ability like Curse Crafting. Less if you came from a family with a more dominant magic gene. And I need someone who can do what you do.”

“If you want it, I have it...bottled for your convenience, of course.” A sheen of sweat gleamed on Negan’s upper lip.

“Not interested.” Lorne offered a very chilly smile as he drew towards the merchant. “I want to buy your help. I have something that must be repaired and you’re going to teach me to repair it.”

Negan’s bluffing confidence and pandering smirks eroded to aloof derision. “Then find a Healer or a Mending witch,” he snipped, with a look that threatened an abrupt end to their exchange. “I make curses. Buy one or leave.”

The notion elicited a humorless bark from Lorne. He'd lost too many nights researching. He’d spend too many months circling dead ends to be so casually dismissed by the Curse Crafter he’d worked so hard to find. “Mr. Colfer, I need you to understand. You have something I want,” Lorne said. “In your magic. In your research.”

Negan’s snap of protest came too late to stop the tome from falling open in Lorne’s hands.

A very different man looked up at Lorne from the inner panel. The author excerpt showed a photo of Negan Colfer, a large, burly man with a dense red beard. His sun-browned complexion was a stark contrast to the pale, washed out mimic staring at him with fury in those flat eyes.

Of course.

Lorne’s throat stuck with bitter disappointment. Of course he’d been chasing another dead end. The disappointment turned to vitriol. Hate. Of course he’d pinned his hopes on a charlatan.

The false Negan ripped the book from Lorne’s hand, sweat darkening the fabric under his arms. “Out,” he snapped, stuffing the volume back into the case with the rest of the collection.

The books. Clarity burst through the suffocating haze of Lorne’s defeat. Negan was a fake—but Lorne’s hunt didn’t have to come to nothing. “Is anyone else aware of Mr. Colfer’s passing?” Lorne asked, an educated guess—and a decent hit if the anger boiling off the con artist was anything to go by.

“I’m a businessman. These goods are completely legitimate,” he snapped, swiftly locking the suitcase. “The name brings Colfer’s old buyers, but frankly, the sooner I can clear the hex stench out of my inventory, the better.”

Lorne collected himself as the merchant unraveled. “Are you afraid of Curse Crafters, Mr. Negan? Can I still call you Negan?” He tacked on, with a patronizing lift of his brows.

“Please,” Negan sneered. “They’re the rotting detritus of the magic world. But what can I say?” He spread his hands with a tense grin. “Suffering sells.”

“An apt motto for a scammer who steals from dead men and pawns cheap knock-offs to people who don’t know any better.” Lorne took a beat, biting the tip of his tongue. “But I would consider it if I were you.”

“Consider what?” Negan’s ears were bright red with frustration.

“Being afraid,” Lorne showed all his teeth. “You see, a real Curse Crafter might not be flattered by this charade.” Lorne watched as the alarm bells started shrieking for Negan. “In fact, it might inspire them to get a little mean...”

“You stay away from me.”

“I’ll do you one better.” Lorne pulled away from the edge of the canopy at a stroll, Negan skittering to counter before clawing back a little composure. “Considering how much time you’ve cost me and how little I want to curse you with a rash of small shop fires, we’re going to dissolve this professional relationship. For my trouble, you will gift me the real Negan’s writings and I will generously leave you with a pristine, unscorched selection of estate sale garbage.”

The calculation of risk and reward in Negan’s mind was as clear as if it had been written across his sallow face. He backed away from Lorne’s controlled approach.

“Just say we have a deal.” Lorne’s tone was altogether unfriendly. “And all it will cost is the books....and a pretty little smile.”

Negan’s fingers closed around the handle of the locked case.

Lorne’s pulse leapt.

Negan bolted from the tent.

Shock drove the breath from Lorne’s lungs. Negan should have caved! That miserable, sallow little sock puppet should have unraveled, not bolted—not slipped through the cracks with Lorne’s consolation prize.

Lorne snarled and tore after him, the curtains clutching like grasping hands as he shoved through them.

The con artist scrambled around the main table, someone yelping as the case of books swung wildly near. Negan spotted Lorne in pursuit and swiped the fake Shipton. He slashed the canopy line. The tent collapsed.

Lorne launched out of the way. The heavy canvas whisked past the back of his head, striking down on Lorne’s ankle, and the ground rushed up to meet him.

Someone caught Lorne’s wrist. As soon as they did, Lorne knew they would both wish he had hit the concrete instead. The force of the harsh stop jolted through his shoulder, turning Lorne mid-plummet to witness the consequences in slow motion.

The man who had intervened stood above him, his hand clasped like a vice right under the line of his glove—skin to skin—and Lorne’s magic bloomed. Deadly nightshade burst to life around the man’s grip. Spades of dark foliage unfurled. Flowers the color of underripe plums bloated open in a flash of iridescence. And then Lorne's magic collapsed. The nightshade exploded into viscous strings of rot, erupting a curse up the Samaritan’s arm.

Livid, necrotic marks raced up the man’s chest and neck. He snarled in pain and dropped Lorne like a stone.

Lorne hit the ground, splitting the skin of his elbows. He scrambled back until he struck the curb and squeezed his wrist close. The nightshade’s rot dripped from the point of contact, congealed, and black, reeking of decay.

A circle had cleared around the collapsed stall. The lights of the Umbra Market glinted off dozens of eyes, all dawning in recognition as they saw Lorne for what he was: ‘the rotting detritus of the magic world.’

In the center of the clearing, the cursed Samaritan stared at Lorne with dawning hatred.

Lorne kicked free of the collapsed canopy, pushing to his feet. The heel of one boot wobbled loose, but Lorne pressed on. He wanted to be long gone before the chilly whispers of the crowd had a chance to crystallize into consensus. Lorne wanted to be long gone before someone decided an erratic Curse Crafter was a problem that required the police. He was in control. He was still in control. Lorne held his chin up, his posture tall, and strode from the market.

Lorne ducked into the privacy of a side street as an awful tightness banded around his intestines. He tried to fight it but buckled under a cough that bruised his organs. Wet, visceral hacking reverberated too loud in the narrow alley and Lorne clamped the sound back. When the spasm finally passed, his hand fell away. His glove was spotted with rot. That was new...

It was getting worse. And fast.

Lorne spat to clear the earthy taste of rotting nightshade from his mouth and started towards home. The chatter of the Umbra Market faded. In the distance, the trolley rattled between districts. Further still, the sounds of the forest for which his city was named whispered out of the darkness.

Veil was an ancient creature that held the city in its roots. The deep woods rose into the sky like spires, while the shallows bled into the man-made streets below. Lorne slipped through those quiet districts until he reached Terminal Square.

On the night of the Umbra market, businesses kept their lights on and the trolley ran all night, but for the moment, Lorne had the square to himself—a small relief. He wouldn’t have to duck small talk waiting for the trolley before he could get home, get a shower... Lick his wounds.

Lorne opened the locket to compulsively check his reflection before deciding he didn’t want to see the damage of the evening. As the little silver doors closed, a shape glinted in the mirror’s surface.

The loose gravel around Lorne’s boots shivered, the trolley’s lamp flickering in the distance at the end of the long drag between the Warehouse District and Central Veil. Lorne shifted the angle of the mirror.

The shape was black against the side street’s darkness.

The tracks rattled in front of him, the trolley’s headlamp flashing in chopped-off rectangles of light between the buildings, flashing closer. Closer.

Lorne whipped around just in time to see the light flood the far side street, illuminating a figure with black corruption still staining his palm, his face drawn with hate.

Lorne had been followed from the Market.
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Monkshood

Danger

“Historically, Curse Crafters have paired monkshood and deadly nightshade to attract harm to the target and compel self-isolation from aid.”

―Negan Colfer, Ethical Curses and Counterspells

––––––––
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The hatred in the stranger’s eyes turned Lorne’s stomach to lead.

He had been so careful. Lorne had done everything in his power to keep his magic and the corrupting blight under control because of course, of course it was only a matter of time before someone decided he needed to be dealt with. Lorne just hadn’t expected it to be so soon.

Light glared off the stark figure, the trolley barreling towards the station—a false promise of safety that would trap him in a little metal box with a man who could not more clearly want to hurt him.

And then the stranger was moving. He crossed Terminal Square at a stalking pace that radiated freezing rage and Lorne stared down the oncoming trolley. The headlamp swelled and brightened, swallowing him whole.

Lorne took a flying leap over the tracks.

He stumbled into the concrete inner ring, the neat landscaping within ripping at Lorne’s ankles. The mulch swallowed his feet, dragging him to a brief, horrible slog before he broke across the other side at a sprint. The bright lamps lining the far street blurred in front of him, and Lorne’s world narrowed down to raw stimuli. Light and color smeared together. Each strike of his boots on the pavement slammed in time with his erratic pulse. Every burning gasp of air sharpened the alarms shrieking in his mind.

Lorne burst into the district’s main restaurant strip.

It was bright, and busy. Lorne swerved to miss a pedestrian and backed against the brick facade of a shop, his bleeding elbow striking the door. Above him, the shop bell gave a halfhearted jingle and Lorne ducked inside.

Still operating on barely cognizant instinct, he pushed past the first few tables to the corner of the large front window. He dropped to his haunches and shook.

Outside the window, patrons migrated in and out of bars. They walked dogs along the sidewalk or wrestled bags of purchases from the market. Couples floated through the busy strip, lost to everything but each other, and the shadows at the edge of the glowing bubble of light stayed still.

His eyes fell closed, forehead dropping to the window ledge.

For a beat, Lorne didn’t move, not until the adrenaline drained away and sensation returned to his body. Soreness crept into his muscles. Lingering anxiety twisted his stomach into knots. Lorne wanted to be home. The market had been a miserable failure, to say nothing of a bitter shot to his pride. His mouth still tasted like rotting nightshade, and the narrow miss with a vengeful curse victim had left him drained, shaken, and craving the distraction of his books.

Letting out a slow breath, he smoothed back his hair. Feeling the chain under his hands, he quickly pulled his locket free, checking it over. The aging silver was lightly tarnished and etched with the emblem of a lily. It was undamaged, the mirror inside still sound. The fixture in the left frame had once fit a miniature photo but that had been empty since the locket passed from his mother’s hands to his. The family photo was sentimental; Lorne was not.

Finally, Lorne spared a look at his refuge. He must have found the smallest restaurant in all of Veil. The space was clearly the converted first floor of a house, hastily redone and packed with mismatched furniture. A single waitress raced between the dining room and the curtained-off kitchen, and while perhaps unglamorous, Lorne finally felt safe enough to breathe. He tried to release the tension but something uneasy still squirmed within. There was a note in the air that set the hairs on the back of his neck on edge. Lorne looked back.

He caught a glimpse of a woman nearly hidden behind a tower of academic texts. Lorne squinted from his low vantage point, unable to match the anxious energy to what he was seeing. The woman tapped a pencil to her notebook and shook her mane of long microbraids back from her face. “Is he paying you to bus tables?” she asked someone beyond Lorne’s line of sight.

“Mr. Ralston’s getting older, Vii. He’ll hurt himself without help.”

The response turned Lorne cold. He knew that voice.

“Great, he can hire a busboy with your rent money. You’re getting taken advantage of.”

Lorne eased forward to see around the woman’s stack of books.

“And you’re getting dangerously close to looking out for me.”

Lorne craned an inch further, just far enough to glimpse the side profile of a man; just far enough to see an arm that terminated below the elbow. Lorne’s tenuous balance buckled underneath him and his knee struck the hardwood floor.

The man spun. His light eyes immediately flashed with worry, then confusion—and finally the recognition Lorne dreaded.

Lorne shot to his feet and headed straight for the door, despite the knowledge that the rock and the hard place he was between was far worse out there in the dark.

“Lorne!”

Lorne’s spine tightened like a bowstring. His hand locked around the doorknob. Lorne didn’t even realize he’d squeezed his eyes closed until he was forced to peel them open and face the owner of that achingly familiar voice.

He had grown several inches taller than Lorne by that point, with a soft, heavier build and handsome features. His brown complexion was sunny. His wavy hair had gone salt and pepper gray even though he was only a few years older than Lorne himself. How old could he be now? Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight?

Lorne should remember how old he was.

He should have been able to contain the morbid compulsion to look at the man’s left arm. If a person could get so used to the sensation of being stabbed in the gut that it became mundane, Lorne would finally have a direct comparison for how he felt every time he saw the way the man’s sleeve tied off under the elbow.

“Tahj.”

The tension in Tahj’s shoulders unwound and he stepped in as if for a hug.

Lorne countered, tracking the gesture like a threat. His hair clung to the cold sweat on his cheeks and a dangerous warning caught behind the cage of his exposed teeth.

Fear skittered across Tahj’s face. “What’s wrong?” He looked Lorne over. “What’s wrong, what happened to you?”

Lorne’s mouth tightened into the thinnest possible veneer of a smile. “I took up jogging.”

“Lorne...” That disappointed and imploringly gentle tone twisted Lorne’s stomach. “Let me help. Whatever it is, we can deal with it together.”

“What? Like a family?” Lorne said with a harsh laugh. Lorne knew it was a low blow when he said it, but the adrenaline pounding through his system dulled his coping mechanisms and sharpened his tongue. Strangely, it failed to dull the guilt when Tahj’s expression dropped.

“Aren’t we?” Tahj asked.

Lorne bit off an incredulous huff and turned towards the door.

“Wait—” Tahj caught the edge of his sleeve.

Lorne recoiled from the threat of touch. “I don’t need help!” he snapped at Tahj. “I especially don’t need your kind of help. And I’m all out of family.”

Numbness crashed through Lorne’s system as he shoved through the cafe door. It seemed impossible that Tahj was still so naive about Lorne. He should have learned a long time ago that Lorne would only hurt him.

He had always been very good at it.

—
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The North Wings were quiet.

Lorne slipped off the trolley into Historic Residential Veil. The apartment row was one of the oldest in the Wings; stately, with a gray stone facade. Wrought iron balconies peaked off the faces of each unit, Lorne’s a semi-permanent home to a flock of sickly starlings. The light from the humming streetlamp brought some dark, emerald color to the ivy growing in a carpet up the building’s exterior.

Lorne slumped against his doorway. He was spent; drained of adrenaline and emotion as he slipped his keys into the lock. Awareness chewed at the edges of Lorne’s mind.

Something was missing.

Lorne assessed his gloves—filthy and reeking of blight, but intact. His keys sat in the lock. Lorne fumbled to check the phone and wallet tossed in the bottom of his bag. He touched his sternum.

The locket.

Lorne swore, digging under his neckline and through his bag. The locket had been on his person all night... The trolley. It must have gotten caught on something or slipped its clasp. He could still catch it!

Lorne whipped around and a hand seized his neck.

The iron grip sliced Lorne’s scream short and his fight instincts triggered like a kick to the head. He lashed for the eyes, fingers clawed, but his assailant moved faster than he thought humanly possible. One hand still locked around Lorne’s throat, the stranger seized his wrists and drove Lorne back against the door. Lorne’s vision burst with clarity from the sudden pain of his ribs striking the keys in the doorknob. The image before him burned into his mind in a way he was sure he could never forget.

His assailant was hard faced, unkempt hair hanging around his jaw. His crooked nose had been broken more than once. The chilling eyes Lorne felt burning into him all night were nearly black, and a pair of scars through his left brow stood white against a dark tan complexion. He was wearing gloves. Lorne’s attacker had learned fast, and somewhere between grabbing his wrist in the market and now, he’d selected a tool to keep Lorne exactly where he wanted him.

“You wanna keep your neck in one piece, you undo what you did to me.” His lips barely moved as he spoke and the prickle of lightheadedness crept up Lorne’s spine. His vision ballooned, options bursting around him. “One chance.”

The man’s grip eased.

Lorne sucked in a breath that left him in a deep cough. In the dim, logical part of his mind, buried under a landslide of primal impulse, he knew this man could snap him in half. He had nearly a foot of height on Lorne and twice his muscle mass, but for some insane reason, Lorne laughed. He shook his hair from his face. “What I did to you?” he mocked, showing his teeth like a cornered animal. “I didn’t ask you to step in. You did it all yourself, big guy.” Lorne grinned, feral as he yanked against his attacker’s grip.

Hatred flashed in the stranger’s face and he squeezed Lorne’s neck.

The barbed words died on Lorne’s tongue. His blood froze.

“How much is this job worth to you?” the man hissed with a malice that made Lorne’s spine go cold. He leaned closer, broad form blocking out the light of the streetlamps. “Think about it and when you get it figured, go ahead and tap out...”  The grip on Lorne’s neck tightened.

He couldn’t breathe.

Those hate-filled eyes burned, unwavering.

He couldn’t breathe!

Lorne uncurled his stiff hands. As his world darkened, he tapped his assailant’s wrist.

The grip eased.

Lorne dropped back against the door, his ribs striking the keys still lodged in the doorknob. The pain was a welcomed snap of clarity. Any bravado dropped. Lorne’s grinning, mocking front fell apart. “There’s no job—” he choked.

Pressure tightened around his windpipe.

“No—no!” he barked. “There’s no job! My magic is blighted. It’s corrupted. It doesn’t work!” The words rushed out in a desperate bid for understanding. He stared into the man’s eyes. The hate burned darker.

“I said one chance.”

In a moment of undiluted panic, Lorne twisted one hand out of his glove and grabbed his attacker’s face.

Nightshade burst to life between them, stems and blighted leaves exploding from the point of contact. Diseased roots bound Lorne’s grip in place and he dug his fingers into flesh. Noxious rot welled in the dirty crescents. The man snarled. He yanked back. Lorne kept pieces of him under his nails.

Beyond Lorne’s assailant, a cluster of shapes drifted through the lamplight at the far end of the street.

Help.

“HELP!”  Lorne screamed even as hands closed around his throat. The sweet, dead scent of decaying plant matter filled the air. Slick rot spread across his assailant like a creeping black mold. “HELP ME!”

Lorne’s attacker crushed him against the door but every touch retriggered the blight, trails of rot weeping from them like congealed blood. He shoved Lorne back just as Lorne struck wildly for him. Resistance caught Lorne’s clawed fingers on something under the stranger’s shirt, snapping it free. His attacker wrenched back, giving Lorne one last look of seething hatred before he took off down the dark street.

Lorne collapsed back, clutching a thin chain in one shaking, rot-slicked hand.Through his swimming vision, he could just make out that cluster of shapes from the street—college boys—drunk and nocturnal from the market. The group split in two, most of them giving chase in the direction of Lorne’s attacker, but two veered off—making their way towards Lorne.

Corruption dripped off his arms. Already Lorne could feel the sickness rising in his throat as though the miserable, unacceptable thing inside him wanted to crawl out and spill onto anyone who got close. It was as if the blight wanted him exposed. Reviled. Small.

He spun around and twisted his keys until the door gave. Lorne fell inside and slammed the door behind him.
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Butterfly Weed

Solitude | Rejection

“She was stronger alone...”

―Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility

––––––––
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Lorne managed to get to the kitchen before the burning in his throat and sinuses doubled him over the sink. He heaved, coughing viscous splatters of rot across the stainless steel. The image wobbled in front of his eyes and then cleared as tears dripped from his lashes.

A tremor started in his knees, shivering up Lorne’s spine along with an awful, nauseous heat and a sob ripped free. It was raw and involuntary. So pitiful Lorne clamped a hand over his mouth to stifle it.

He stood there until the shaking eased and the tears went cold on his cheeks. He stood there until that sound stopped trying to escape him. Slowly, and despite his muscles’ screaming protest, Lorne pushed away from the sink. He haunted the entryway and listened. The incessant knocking from his rescuers had gone quiet. Lorne was relieved—they hadn’t taken long to give up. The intervention might have saved his life, but that didn’t mean a shaky, vulnerable outpouring of gratitude was high on his list. Just to be sure he was really alone, Lorne stretched up, peering through the door’s tiny, fisheye lens.

A black shape cut through the light of the streetlamp.

Lorne recoiled with a cry. The heel of his boot finally gave under the day's abuse and snapped under him. He struck the tile hard.

The door rattled.

Scrambling back, Lorne planted his foot on the hall table and kicked it against the door. Books and ceramic key bowls flew off from the momentum and crashed down around him as the door shook under a pounding fist.

God had he locked the door?

Lorne threw his weight against the table with a muffled cry. His vision grayed as the doorknob wrenched around in its fixture.

“Lorne!?”

The shout sliced through Lorne like a knife. For a second, he couldn’t parse meaning from the chaos. And then it came again.

“LORNE!”

“Tahj?!” His cry broke from him so much younger than he’d ever hoped it would, but in that moment, Lorne's relief overwhelmed him. It was Tahj!

The relief crystallized and shattered.

This wasn’t how this went. Lorne didn’t go crawling to Tahj, begging to be saved from his mess like a frightened child. Lorne didn’t need Tahj’s help, but more importantly and far more urgently, Tahj needed his. Tahj didn’t know what he was out in the darkness with.

Lorne scrambled over the hall table and hurled open the door on a wide-eyed Tahj.

“Lorne, what—”

“In!” Lorne ordered.

“Wait—”

“In! Get in!” Lorne’s voice broke and he seized the front of Tahj’s shirt, dragging him into the entryway. The door slammed closed.

Tahj went very quiet as Lorne wrestled with the stiff deadbolt. The hall table blocked them in, crumpled books and ceramic shards everywhere.

God, he must look unhinged.

Lorne’s breath was erratic. One heel dropped lower than the other on his ruined boots and his hair stuck to the sweat on his cheeks. His hands dripped with blight. Lorne’s remaining glove was saturated with stinking sludge. Decaying nightshade berries mingled with the blood under his nails, staining his fingertips an ugly bruise red. His skin tingled, irritated by the toxins.

Tahj stared at him with unmasked distress. “Please...you have to tell me what’s happening, Lorne. I can’t help you if I don’t understand.”

“Trust me, I’m doing you a favor.” Lorne ducked under the hall table, waiting impatiently until Tahj navigated past before he shoved it back against the door. The barricade fit into the narrow space with a satisfying scrape. Yes, he’d have to repaint, but it was one more obstacle between him and that nightmarish figure in the dark. “You can have the couch.”

“Wait, wait...” Tahj pinched the bridge of his strong nose, collecting his thoughts. “I just came to drop something off, I’ve got a friend waiting at my apartment, I... should you be staying here?”

“Well, I’m certainly not going out there!” Lorne said with a stressed laugh. He studied Tahj critically. “Drop what off?”

Tahj blinked, “Oh...” He patted his jacket pocket before reaching in, withdrawing a chain. Lorne’s locket swung, glinting in the dim light. “It was by the windowsill.” Tahj held the locket carefully above Lorne’s hand letting it coil onto his blight-stained glove. “I know how important it is to you.”

Lorne stared down at the locket, relieved, of course, but not sure he could muster the sensation, let alone any outward expression of it. He was lost to himself until Tahj’s voice settled in his bones.

“Lorne, is someone following you?”

Lorne shook himself, throwing the chain over his neck. “I’m handling it,” he said, then felt the coldness of his own voice. “Thanks.” He added. It didn’t seem to put Tahj at ease.

“Do they know where you live?!” The horror peaked in Tahj’s tone and the back of Lorne’s neck prickled.

“Yes! And I’m handling it!” he snapped, stepping back, only for Tahj to keep closing the space. “Don’t touch me.”

“This isn’t safe!” Tahj agonized, looking from the shards of ceramic to the table barricading the triple-locked door. “I’m not just going to leave you alone if someone is trying to hurt you, Lorne! I can’t lose you too!”

Lorne saw him reach. Lorne saw the inevitable backfire of his diseased magic flash before his eyes. “Don’t touch me. Don’t TOUCH me!” He wasn’t fast enough.

Tahj skimmed down his sleeve, catching the tear over Lorne’s elbow, and brushed bare skin.

Lorne’s magic burst—a tangle of nightshade growing rapidly from the touch, only to corrupt and collapse, shooting a branching pain through the two of them. Tahj fell back, crying out as the misfired curse peeled four thin spirals of flesh open from his elbow all the way to the tips of his fingers. An Eviscerating Curse. Tahj was lucky Lorne’s magic was so defective. A more artful Eviscerating Curse could take a person off of their bones—shaved down like a haunch of roast beef.

Lorne turned away from the visual. He pressed his shirt over his mouth and nose to contain the phlegmy strings of rot expelled with each cough. He forced himself to believe it was the only thing causing the knot in his throat.

Why couldn’t Tahj just listen?

Tahj groaned hoarsely. Lorne may as well have taken a citrus peeler to Tahj’s one remaining arm for the appearance of the shallow channels carved into his skin, biting deep enough to bleed. Tahj stared down at the long, thin wounds, stunned. The silence in the apartment pressed down between them, loaded with questions Lorne desperately didn’t want to answer.

“When did it get so bad?” Tahj whispered, soft and horrified.

“We’re not talking about this.” Lorne sounded frail even to his own ears, but Tahj’s question picked at the scab of a memory. The corruption had always been a sore spot—but it hadn’t always been dangerous. An errant touch would trigger the blight on Tahj or their parents only for them to spill every drink they picked up for a week, or for every chair they sat in to have one leg shorter than the others. The curses had been insignificant and petty. Almost funny.

It wasn’t funny anymore.

The longer the blight progressed, the more Lorne could actually feel the rot building up in his body. The longer the rot festered, the more vicious the effects of the curses grew. Tahj was lucky the Eviscerating Curse was minor. Not everyone who triggered the blight was so fortunate. Some time ago, he ran into his boss. The contact had triggered a Curse of Enfeeblement that had stymied her magic for weeks. The last date Lorne had risked going on ended with his partner losing the ability to see in color. Last time he’d checked it hadn’t come back. He hadn’t noticed it getting bad for a long time. He was so careful, but now that the blight had germinated deep enough inside him, he was devolving fast.

Lorne turned from Tahj, walking away without an actual destination. Just away. He ended up by the living room window, staring out at the dark. The flock of unhealthy starlings roosting on his balcony shifted in iridescent bunches. Shadows choked the city streets beyond. In the dark window, Lorne’s face reflected back at him, eyes shadowed and lips bloodless. A ring of bruising had begun to bloom on his throat; black and green.

There wouldn’t be a cure for the blight if the stranger beat it to the punch.

When Lorne spoke, all he managed was a low, husky rasp. “If I come with you, you don’t touch me again.”

Tahj was silent for a long time and then nodded in his periphery. “Of course,” he said, soft and careful. “Why don’t you pack a few things? I’ll take care of the rest.”

—
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“So, you didn’t tell me you were adopted.”

“I’m not.”

Tahj and the woman from the cafe—Vii—stood in the doorway, speaking in low tones, their words washing over Lorne.

“I guess I must have missed the family resemblance.”

“It’s pretty striking, huh?”

Vii snorted and out of the corner of Lorne’s eye, he saw her knuckles lightly smack Tahj’s chest. Tahj grinned when she acknowledged the joke despite how weary and anxious he clearly was. He watched the way Tahj’s attention followed her like a sunflower followed daylight.

Lorne watched the way she countered each earnest gesture. Diffuse. Deflect. Joke off.

God, Tahj was good at getting himself hurt.

Their words shifted to white noise. Lorne tapped the sketch under his pencil. The face that had been burned into his memory stared back. The eyes were dark and furious, and Lorne laid in a few more shadows around them, bringing out the shape of the scars slicing through the left brow. The chain he’d ripped from his attacker’s neck coiled over the edge of the page. Lorne hadn’t noticed the ring strung on the links until he’d dropped it to the table. Everything had started to feel very far away as Tahj had led him back to Central Veil and up an exterior stairwell to the attic apartment above the cafe.

Tahj’s apartment was just a little triangle of a space. There were fresh butterfly weed flowers on the shoebox kitchen’s counter and an indoor herb garden thrived on the windowsill. Lorne could smell frying eggs and baked-on grease from the cafe below, but it was overpowered by fresh bread, curry, and lime. A curation of Tahj’s favorite novels was stacked on floating shelves, including a copy of Sense and Sensibility gifted to Tahj when he and Lorne’s families had blended. Tahj’s collection was bookended by lovingly framed photos. Lorne recognized one from the day of their parents’ wedding, a copy of the invitation propped against the frame, worn and faded. The memory of sitting at his mother’s elbow as she mapped the calligraphy was just as faint. ‘Join us in celebrating the union of Samar Annand and Adalaide Atwater.’

The most prominent feature in the studio apartment was Tahj’s casting space. A round carpet dominated the floor, embroidered with intricate ritual circles to channel his magic. The results of his labor crowded the adjacent desk: glowing, butter yellow Charging potions.

Tahj inherited the Charging magic gene from his father, Samar, and their potions were always in demand. Charging potions stabilized and elevated magic. They were highly sought after by any witch who wanted to increase the power, accuracy, and longevity of their ritual for the duration of the potion’s effect. Business was always good—better with Tahj to help meet Samar’s demanding quotas—but looking at that glow too long left a bitter taste in Lorne’s mouth.

He startled from his trance when Tahj placed a steaming mug on the coffee table by Lorne’s fresh pair of gloves. Lorne’s hair stuck to his neck and to the shirt he had borrowed from Tahj after his brief shower. He’d noticed in the mirror that it was time to buy another box of hair dye. The plum, almost black finish had started to betray roots and he found himself distracted by the white in Tahj’s own hair.

Why didn't he bother?

“You’ve got talent.” Tahj gestured to the sketch, his arm plastered with Band-Aids in the wake of the Eviscerating Curse.

Lorne dropped his pencil aside. “Well, I didn’t inherit it from Samar.”

“He still keeps all her art up, you know? And I kept all her recipes.”

Lorne accepted the mug, breathing in the fragrant spiced tea. It was a pale oat color from all the cream, flecks of nutmeg and cardamom dusting the top. “It’s missing the—”

“Honey whiskey.” Tahj popped open a cabinet, pulling down a flat-faced bottle. One of many. He took a seat on the carpet beside Lorne and poured a generous shot into the mug.

“For her nerves,” Lorne recalled.

“She was onto something,” Tahj agreed, taking a full swallow from the bottle. If his bar cabinet was anything to go by, Tahj had learned a lot about controlling his nerves from Adalaide.

The warmth of nostalgia and whiskey went cold.

“I mean it about the sketch though,” Tahj said softly, coaxing Lorne back to the present. “Something like that could really help the police.”

Lorne set the mug aside with a clatter. “Absolutely not.”

The softness in Tahj’s voice frayed with anxiety. “Lorne, this person stalked you to your home—there’s no telling what could have happened!”

“And I told you I’m dealing with it,” Lorne gritted out, a suffocating claustrophobia closing around him at the thought of the police. Sure, it sounded well and good, but Lorne had played that scenario out, and the conclusion was always an ugly one.

No one could be criminalized purely for the way their magic manifested, but Lorne’s was out of his control and getting worse. If he got on the law’s radar, just like his stalker, someone would decide he had to be dealt with. And maybe it would help, but a sneaking suspicion in the back of Lorne’s head said it started with Healing and therapies and ended with drugs, suppressants, and a very small room with a lock on the wrong side of the door.

“No police,” he reiterated as Tahj tried to protest.

“He could hurt you! Lorne, I have to keep you safe!”

Lorne laughed, sharp and mean. “Oh, my knight in shining armor!”

“Are you two done?”

Vii stood across the coffee table from them, arms crossed. Despite a long-sleeved dress shirt, Lorne could see a surprisingly strong build for someone of her height. She had the tone of an athlete and a rich black complexion spattered with constellations of dense freckles. Her microbraids were tousled to one side, ornamented with thin brass rings. The way she stared Lorne down made him feel like a cat getting sprayed for clawing the drapes... Petty.

“I beg your pardon?” Lorne half-scoffed, but the venom dropped under her unshakable stare.

“I thought you were up against something a little more pressing than your sibling rivalry is all,” she noted. Lorne opened his mouth at the stark audacity of this stranger, but it was Tahj who found his words first.

“No...no, you’re right.” He shook his head before offering Lorne an olive branch. “It’s your choice. I just want to help however I can.”

Lorne resisted the compulsion to make sure Tahj knew he didn’t need help. But with one look from Vii he settled for a stiff nod.

“Great.” Vii scooped up the bottle of whiskey. “Shots all around, and then maybe we can all try to get on the same—” Vii’s words died in her throat and the bottle slipped from her hand.

Lorne reeled back as the bottle shattered off the table’s edge in a spray of liquor and glass. He barely restrained his fried nerves enough to avoid jumping back and putting his bare feet through the shards. Whiskey soaked the carpet.

Tahj recovered first. “Everyone stay where you are.”  He moved the worst of the glass from around Lorne’s feet before helping him up. It was only then that Lorne realized the sketch of his attacker was crumpled in his grip and that Vii was staring.

“You know him.” It wasn’t a question.

Vii’s earlier assertive confidence faltered. “Uhm...I did.” she steeled herself and started to help with the mess. “His name is Sacha Finch,” Vii said stiffly. “He used to box at my gym but he was into something pretty deep... Rigged fights. Debt enforcement.” Her jaw set. “He didn’t talk about it much but someone had a hold of his leash and he went any way it was pulled.”

For a moment, Vii’s work ground to a halt but her hands shook with a faint tremor. “I should have bailed.”

Tahj set aside a palmful of dripping glass and softly touched between her shoulder blades. “You got out of there,” Tahj said, oh so soft, his knuckles brushing a braid back behind her ear.

“Yeah,” she whispered, and her expression catalyzed into anger. She scooped the glass into a treacherous handful, despite Tahj’s sound of caution, and let it hit the trash in a cacophonous heap. “Too late.” She headed for the door.

Lorne startled. “Wait! Wait! What did he do to you?” he pushed. “What is he going to do to me?”

“I don’t know.” Vii dismissed as she pulled on her sneakers. “But you should think about calling the police.” From the doorway, Vii fixed him with a gaze that made Lorne’s blood run cold. “If Finch has you in his crosshairs, you’ll be sorry if you don't.”
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Oxblood Lily

Innocence 

“Oxblood lily is a counter against curses motivated by revenge. It has not worked against the blight.”  

―Lorne Atwater, Personal Notes

––––––––
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“I’ll come meet you when you’re finished with work. Just please promise me you won’t go out alone.”

Lorne wanted to say he would listen, but truthfully, Tahj’s anxious compulsions were a lower priority than putting this disruption to bed. Every minute Lorne spent on the man from the market was a minute he wasn’t purging the blight. Every minute he wasn’t purging the blight, he was getting worse.

So if Finch wanted a Curse Crafter to blame, Lorne would find him one.

The Unbound Restoration was already lit up like a candle when he arrived. His employer, Rita, needed absolute visual clarity for her delicate work restoring the ancient and valuable tomes. Massive adjustable lights flooded down on her workspace illuminating precious first editions and rare scripts. Magnifying glasses ballooned the view of cracked spines and tattered covers and showed off tiny stitches made by the hands of craftsmen hundreds of years ago.

Lorne passed by walls of materials hosting bolts of fabric, leather and thread. He passed his own workspace where he prepared Rita’s materials, meticulously sharpened her book knives, and cleaned flakes of shell gold from heavy metal stamps. A pair of white gloves lay on the bench to replace his usual black for his work on the simpler restorations that were below Rita’s pay grade.

Lorne loved his work. There was something about lifting a book out of a state of ruin that tugged at him, deep in his being. Today, his mind couldn’t be further away. He was only interested in one book.

The census record.

It had been brought in from the private collection of Veil’s Judicial Center after a pipe burst in the ceiling, damaging a few of the precious tomes. The census recorded what family of magic each citizen fell into, making it one of the only places Lorne could find the names of other Curse Crafters. Before, it had been his best hope of finding someone who knew enough about his line of magic to help him cure the blight. Now all he needed the census to provide was a scapegoat.

He strode to the humidity-controlled case at the back of the Restoration. The lock clicked open and Lorne drew out the bin marked with the city’s job number.

Empty.

The finished works were gone, leaving the bin empty save for a tattered paperback that had been tossed in the mix with the valuable tomes. The heavy-covered census records were gone.

“Close that cabinet.”

Lorne startled, whipping around. The door at the front of the workshop was open and Rita stood in the space, staring daggers at him. She was small and older, with coiled gray hair barely contained by a tie at the base of her neck. Her face was always drawn in a hostile stare of either focus or derision. She never asked about him. They never spoke and that made her about Lorne’s favorite person in the world.

“Where are the city records?” he accused. The answer was obvious, but he refused to let his hope die such a pathetic, disappointing death.

“With the city. Close the cabinet.”

Lorne closed the case. He refixed the lock and the temperature monitor recalibrated. Lorne seized on his next move, although it felt more like grasping at threads. “We have to bring them back.” He pursued Rita to her workspace, carting the bin with him. “There’s an error in the record.”

“You weren’t supposed to touch them and the content isn’t my job,” she retorted, glaring at Lorne’s persistence. Rita stopped and closed her eyes. She steadied her breath, consciously tuning Lorne out as her magic bloomed in the vivid emerald and plum leaves of a calathea. Mending magic. The leaves opened and closed along with her steady, even breath as her needle threaded through each meticulous guide hole.

For a second, Lorne got lost. Rita was deft, her work impeccable. Her tools floated under the lightest touch, magic and skill blending together to breathe life into something so far gone it seemed impossible that it could be restored to something beautiful—something someone could want.

Lorne shook himself. He scrambled for his next thread. “What about this?” He pulled the tattered little paperback from the bottom of the bin.

Rita never took her attention from the priceless manuscript under her seasoned hands. “Garbage. No one’s looking for it.”

Lorne hesitated. Rita slipped so deep into her work he was sure she wouldn’t respond even if he spoke to her again. Wetting his lips he carefully lifted the paperback’s worn, tattered cover. There was a name inside the first page.

Someone was looking for it.

—
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Lorne slipped into the Veil Judicial Center, ghosting up the stairs to the Hall of Records. It was a private collection, of course. Many of the records were sensitive, old, or valuable, but Lorne was running out of options and opportunity had dropped one in his lap. He rapped a gloved knuckle to the doorframe of the library’s front room, catching the attention of a sandy-haired woman with a book open in front of her and a dozen more stacked up around her. She sat behind a desk at the doorway of the library—its sentinel.

“Hi, Chrissi?” Lorne checked as she set her book aside.

“Hi,” she returned, a little crinkle of confusion scrunching her nose.

“Lorne Atwater.” He applied a warm smile as he approached the desk, a parcel in hand. “I’m from The Unbound Restoration, we just had census records 103 through 107 in for repair.”

“Oh, of course, we just got them back.”

Lorne placed the little parcel on the desk. “Well, we missed one.” His nerves buzzed with anticipation as she popped the box open on Lorne’s handiwork. It wasn't a true restoration. The little penny novel had been too far gone for that, but he’d given it a new spine and cover. He’d retyped the last few pages that had bloated from water damage, gluing them in with a deft hand. It wasn’t seamless, but it was careful, and it was beautiful. She made a soft sound of recognition, carefully pulling the book free. Her name was preserved on the inside despite the lines of reinforcing material Lorne had added to the rough edge of the front cover.
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