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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Seamstress of Black Hollow

          

          BY TAMARA ROKICKI

        

      

    

    
      Eleanor Whitmore opened her shop in the early hours of the morning, while the town still slept under the foggy cloud of a darkened sky. She closed the door behind her, headed over to the cast iron stove and began burning coal to chase away the chill of winter. The oil lamps were next, one by one becoming alive and shining a yellowish glow all over the shop. This wasn’t the best light to sew by, but the large skylight in the ceiling would soon admit sunshine, and provide some relief to her tired eyes. 

      Eleanor opened the large log book, each line filled with orders and notes. Today she’d work on three wedding gowns, and she expected to be working late into the night in order to complete them. This did not bother her.

      

      As Black Hollow’s best seamstress, one as talented and renowned as she, she had more than enough established clients and work to keep her going for many years ahead. Besides, she had the blessed comfort of her father’s recent inheritance allowing her to live comfortably and run a first class business. His death hadn’t been a surprise–but a long time coming, his days counted due to his drinking problem. Yet, it was a heartbreak she bore each day, and even though her old man was not the most upstanding person in Black Hollow, she still had loved her father. She now lived in their family home with her older sister, Lillian, a child her mother had borne with her first husband. Lillian had never shared a good relationship with Eleanor’s father, having been the stepdaughter he had never wanted. When he passed, he left Lillian out of the will, bequeathing his inheritance to his biological daughter, Eleanor. But Eleanore loved her sister and realized what an injustice her father had done to the poor girl, so she took care of her the best way she could, sharing their childhood home and trying to make up for all the love and affection her stepfather had never shown her.

      Their days passed by quietly and simply, with Eleanor working in her shop, her life filled with fabric, threads, silks, and endless orders.

      Her sewing talent was unmatched by any other seamstress, near or far, but it wasn’t just her skills that set her apart. Every woven stitch contained immense love and attention; each detail shone with unique style, and every single gown she created told its own beautiful story.

      She started her day with the first dress, a gown with an exquisite embroidered fitted bodice. She still needed to affix a large bustle, one that accentuated the beautiful sculpted style. She had already chosen a particular fabric for it and she found it wrapped around a flat board carefully stacked on one of the many shelves.

      

      The first hour went by as Eleanor worked diligently on the gown, deeply focused as she adjusted the hidden tape inside the skirt. Her hands deftly gathered the fabric into perfect pleats, then sewed small buttons inside the dress, where the bustle cage would hook on. So lost was she in her work that she had almost not heard the soft jingle of the door bell. She looked up from her work and noticed an old woman standing at the front of the shop. Eleanor recognized her immediately—and froze. 

      Zaphilda didn’t leave her house often, but when she did, all eyes gazed in her direction, as whispers spoke of her in hushed and leary tones. Some didn’t even call her by name anymore, and referred to her as the “witch”, or the “old hag.” Zaphilda’s appearance certainly fit those descriptions, with long matted white hair that hung thickly down her back. Her face was pockmarked, with a long pointed nose, and two dark beady eyes. She walked with a cane, a slight hump swelling under her ragged cloak. A crooked smile always appeared on her face, but it lacked any warmth and sincerity. In fact, every time Zaphilda came around the mood suddenly switched from serene to somber. Often times, strange little things would happen when the old woman left her home in the hills and walked through town: an accident deemed a fluke, like the farmer son’s tripping over a pitchfork and breaking a leg; cattle dying of a mysterious illness; or pregnant women suddenly going into labor before their time. Eleanor’s heart skipped a beat as she left her workbench and walked towards the woman.

      “What pretty fabrics and laces and ribbons,” Zaphilda said in her honey-laced, raspy voice. “And these dresses! My, my…only delicate, expert hands like yours could create such marvelous gowns.” 

      “Thank you,” Eleanor replied, her tone polite but firm. “How may I help you?” She had never known Zaphilda to enter the town’s shops, and she regarded this visit most suspicious.

      “I find myself as an old woman in need, my child,” Zaphilda answered, still wearing a ghoulish smile. “It’s been a harsh winter, after all.”

      “Indeed.” Eleanor crossed her arms together, hoping the strange woman would get to the point.

      “I hate to do so, but I’m in town asking my dear neighbors for a helping hand. A coin or two, perhaps. It would help such a brittle old woman buy oil for her lamps and some wood for the stove. It is so cold up in the hills, my child.”

      Eleanor took a deep breath. Like most people in town, she felt ill at ease around the woman. Many believed she could curse with a simple look, and that crossing her in any way, even with the slightest offense, could bring them harm. For this reason–and in part because Eleanor’s heart had always been kind and genuine–the girl decided to part with a coin. She fetched it from a satchel and walked over to the woman. Zaphilda opened her large, tattered bag, eager to have the coin drop inside. Eleanor let the coin fall in the bag, noticing its fullness, a strange and unkempt array of items like jars, herbs, papers, and feathers. She dared not speculate what a woman like Zaphilda did with such things.

      “Bless you child,” the old hag rasped, closing her bag, the coin safe inside. “Such a kind, sweet girl.”

      ‘I bid you good da–” But Eleanor’s words cut short as Zaphilda grabbed her wrist, pulling her closer.

      She appraised the girl’s features carefully, looking at her as if reading her soul. “I see a longing within you,” the woman spoke. “All the pretty dresses in the world could not fill the void in your heart.”

      Eleanor’s hand trembled then pulled back. “I… I don’t know what you mean,” she stammered.

      Zaphilda smiled, her cracked lips stretching wide on her wrinkled face. “One day, when you’re ready to fill that void, come find me, dear. I’ll repay my debt to you and reward your kindness towards me.”

      The old woman turned and left the shop, leaving Eleanor standing, unsettled and confused by the woman’s words. She shook her head, clearing her mind from this unpleasant visit, and returned to her gown, though the rest of the day seemed to be swallowed by a black cloud.

      

      By evening, Eleanor’s eyes were red and irritated, strained from the day’s work. When the shop’s door jangled again, she caught her breath, wondering if the old woman had returned. She breathed a heavy sigh of relief when instead of the woman she found  Nathaniel Mercer, the town’s chemist. 

      “Another late night, Miss Whitmore?” he asked with a bright smile. He carried a small parcel in his hands.

      Eleanor stumbled as she rose from her seat, cursing her nerves anytime he walked in. “Hello, Mr. Mercer.”

      “I have the tincture you requested,” he sat, patting the small package. “I hope it’s not anything too serious, but this should definitely help a stubborn cough.” 

      “A cough?” Eleanor asked, brows scrunched together.

      “I assumed that’s what the turmeric tincture is for?”

      She laughed nervously, feeling like a buffoon. “Oh, yes, well no, I’m quite healthy, actually. The turmeric tincture is for my fabric.”

      Nathaniel scratched his head. “Your…fabric is sick with a cough?” 

      She laughed again, louder than she wanted to, sounding like a goose. “No, no, goodness. I should explain.” She headed over to the shelf and picked up a neatly folded silk fabric. “I need to turn this fabric into a bold marigold color and turmeric is the only thing that can stain it the exact shade I’m looking for. It’s for a sash I intend on making for a wedding gown.”

      Nathaniel smiled, his bright blue eyes sparkling. “Oh, I see. Well, that’s definitely a creative use of my apothecary services.” 

      “You must think I’m silly,” Eleanor whispered, looking down at her feet. “Your remedies help people with real problems while I’m here using it for a silly gown.”

      “No, not at all,” he countered. “Medicinal remedies are great for one's health, sure, but so is the wearing of an important gown on a special day. Everyday moments that lift the spirit are the best cure for illnesses, oftentimes.”

      She looked at him, finding his handsome features almost too beautiful to look at. The way he looked back at her seemed to stop time, and for a moment his smile warmed her heart with intense fire. For months now, they’d visit each other’s shops. She needed his tinctures, yes, and he often dropped some shirts to tailor or for buttons needing replacement. But over time, it seemed their conversations lasted longer and longer and their eyes lingered a little more than they should. Even during the village’s annual harvest festival, they’d managed to find each other, spending the entire night sitting on a bale of hay, drinking mulled cider, and passing time in each other’s gazes. Still, neither of them had dared to say more, to hint at the growing feelings between them. Decency had its rules to follow, after all.

      Finally Nathaniel spoke again, breaking up the electric feeling in the shop. “Well, I do hope my remedies may help you again soon, maybe some nice beetroot to make a lovely pink appliqué or perhaps chamomile for a pair of canary yellow gloves.”

      She laughed, heat rising to her cheeks. “You know your wedding fashion, Mr. Mercer.”

      He smiled. “I know my herbs.”

      She took the parcel from his hands and nodded. 

      “And perhaps, since we’ll be seeing each other more, on account of our shared fashion goals, you should call me Nathaniel.” He looked at her expectantly, then a subtle hint of alarm laced his features. “I mean, if it’s not too forward.”

      Eleanor smiled, her heart beating so fast she feared it would burst. “It is not, but I insist that you call me Eleanor, then.”

      With relief, he nodded. “Very well, Eleanor. Have a beautiful night.” He tipped his hat and left the shop. 

      Eleanor stood in that spot for a long moment, reliving her interaction with Mr. Mercer, no–Nathanial–and when her heart finally stilled, she returned to her work with a fervor and excitement never felt before. 

      

      Springtime raced to Black Hollow, a welcome change from the relentless cold of that previous winter. Eleanor was busier than ever, with so many weddings scheduled during the blooming season. She had several gorgeous dresses lined up; an hourglass gown with large puffed sleeves; an imperial bustle style made in ivory moiré silk with layered Chantilly lace, all waiting for her expert hands to finish them.

      But her favorite of all was a swan gown, with a high lace collar, bishop sleeves and a fitted body that flowed into a bell shaped skirt. This dress was a true labor of love, one that kept her up until the early hours of morning, because it had a special place in her heart. After all, this was Eleanor’s own wedding dress.

      At the end of winter Nathaniel Mercer had finally proposed. Hardly a day passed by where Eleanor did not think of Nathaniel, of the small but pretty ring on her finger, and the beautiful life they’d soon carve together. She poured her heart and soul in the dress, each stitch not only filled with love, but the hope and dreams that could hardly be contained in her heart. She’d work on her dress after the day’s work, staying up until the early hours of the morning. Eleanor was exhausted, but the love she felt for Nathaniel, and images of her walking down the aisle, dressed in this perfect, handmade dress, strengthened her and gave her the energy she needed.

      Finally, there was a week left until the nuptial event. Eleanor added the finishing touches, and then draping her wedding gown on a satin hanger, she locked up the shop, heading home with a tired but satisfied heart.

      

      The following morning, she opened the shop at the bright early hours of the day. She dropped her knapsack on the table, then turned the door sign to show the store was open. But something was off. Everything was as it had been left; the rolled up fabrics neatly tucked on their shelves; the sewing machine covered, quietly waiting in the corner; the order logs stacked on the table under the window. But her wedding gown, which had hung on the wall, near the mannequins, was gone.

      Her heart dropped to her feet. Had she been so exhausted to lose an entire dress? No, she remembered hanging there just the night before. How could it disappear?

      With frantic movements she began searching the entire store, turning over every closet, every drawer, any nook, hoping to find the dress–but the gown was gone.

      Her breath turned heavy, panic settled in. There had been no signs of a break in, and besides, nothing seemed to be missing, just her dress. Taking a deep breath, she thought how this could have been an oversight. She had been so tired lately, working till dawn and getting little sleep in order to fulfill all the orders while working on her own dress, that she must have forgotten where she’d put it. 

      She rushed out of the shop, closing the store for the day. She needed to get home–the dress had to be there. She imagined walking inside her house, finding the gown hanging over a door, or maybe draped over the sofa. She’d laugh and place a hand on her chest, relieved but also embarrassed at her forgetfulness. 

      Finally, she burst through the door, running from room to room, seeing only the familiar furniture. With each passing second, her uneasiness turned into agony, for the dress was nowhere to be found.

      Just then she heard a noise in Lillian's room. Her sister must be waking up for the day. Eleanor walked over to her sister’s room, hoping she’d seen the dress somewhere. 

      She knocked. “Lilly, I need your help.” She cracked open the door. “Have you seen…”

      Her jaw dropped, the sight in front of her so strange and unexpected she thought she was dreaming. Lillian stood in front of her floor length mirror, appraising her reflection. She twirled as she inspected each movement of the dress, smoothing the fabric down, checking out every angle.

      “Lillly! Why are you wearing my wedding dress? I nearly had a heart attack…” Eleanor tried to hide the hurt in her words. How could Lillian take her gown without asking, but most importantly when did she do so, and why?

      “You mean my wedding dress.” Lillian turned around slowly, an unreadable but strange expression on her face.

      “What are you talking about?” Eleanor moved  closer to her sister, an intense feeling of suspicion forming in her belly.

      “This is my dress. It’s the one I’ll wear when I marry. You’ve outdone yourself, sister.” Lillian gave a little laugh and turned around again, appraising her reflection.

      “You? Marrying? Lilly, what’s all this about?” Eleanor felt her head swim in complete shock. What could her sister possibly mean? None of this made any sense. Was this a silly, cruel, joke?

      “But I am, dear sister. You’re invited to the wedding, of course. Although I imagine you probably would want to spare your embarrassment…”

      Eleanor’s fists tightened into balls. “Enough of this! What is this all about? Who are you marrying? I would've supported your engagement and even made you a gown of your own. Why are you acting like this?” Tears pricked her eyes and she fought to keep them at bay.

      Lilly sighed and walked toward Eleanor. “You’ve been given everything, Ellie. You were the favorite child. You inherited everything, a house, a shop, a fortune…while I was constantly overlooked.” Her eyes betrayed sadness and pent up rage. 

      “Lillian, I know you were treated unfairly by Father, but I’ve always loved you. I take care of you, don’t I?” She swallowed a lump in her throat. “This is your home too.”

      “Only because you take pity on me,” Lilly spat. “You see me as another project to mend and tuck and polish like one of your dresses. I couldn’t bear to think of seeing you live the life I wanted. For once, I want to be happy. I need to be seen!”

      Eleanor placed a hand on Lillian’s shoulder. “You can have that, sister. You have the entire world before you. You can live happily, be married, have children…”

      Lilly shook her sister’s hand away. “No, I couldn’t. Not unless I took matters into my own hands.”

      “What does that mean?” Eleanor felt trembles down her spine.

      “You would have taken him from me too. All I wanted was to be with him, and now I can. Even if I had to break your heart, Ellie. You’ll heal. You’ve always been more resilient than me. And hopefully, one day, you’ll understand what I had to do, and maybe even forgive me.”

      A stray tear escaped down Eleanor’s face. “Him?”

      “Nathaniel,” Lillian replied. “I’m marrying him.”

      

      A great divide tore at the sisters. The home was dark and quiet, with Lillian spending more time finishing up wedding preparations and Eleanor barely able to get through the next day’s work. The two had barely spoken since the fight and Eleanor’s mind swam in a million questions. How could her own sister betray her? But most importantly how could Nathaniel go along with this? The two of them hadn’t spent much time together for a few weeks. She’d been busy with her endless orders, and finishing her wedding gown, and he with a trip to the nearby town of Corrugh to pick up jars of chemicals needed at his shop. Today, however, Nathaniel was set to return. Determined to get to the bottom of this possible betrayal, she hurried through work, closed the shop, and ran over to Nathaniel’s apothecary.

      She walked in, her heart in her throat. She looked around and finally spotted him behind the counter, lost in thought as he counted several dozens of medicine jars.

      “Nathaniel,” she whispered.

      He turned slowly, breaking away from the glass jars. “Ellie?” He cleared his throat. “I-I was going to see you after work. I wanted to talk…”

      “Talk, indeed, then,” she barked, unable to contain her emotions. “My sister has lost her mind. She believes the two of you are getting married. She stole my gown, Nathaniel!”

      She expected his blue eyes to widen in shock, for his face to turn red with indignation. Any moment he’d rush over to her, pull her into his arms, reassuring her this was a misunderstanding. Instead, she found him gazing back at her with a veiled look.

      “Nathaniel, say something!”

      He lowered his gaze, murmuring under his breath. She couldn’t hear his words, and she walked closer to the counter. “Nathaniel, tell me this isn’t true, I implore you!”

      “I tried to…to tell her, to tell you…but, I couldn’t help it,” he continued to look down, resembling a little child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I’m sorry, Ellie.”

      Tears broke like a dam, and Eleanor began sobbing. “So it’s true. You are marrying my sister. How could you? Damn you, answer me!”

      But Nathaniel simply turned back to his vials, now taking labels and affixing them on their shiny surface. That was the end of his explanation. Just a simple ‘I’m sorry’, and a cold shoulder.

      Eleanor ran out of the apothecary, every step taking her further away from the village. Tears streamed down her face, her sobs echoing around her. Straying away more and more from town, she knew she couldn't face her sister at home. She truly was alone in the world now. Her father and mother were dead, her sister’s betrayal too deep to mend, and now her betrothed, the man she loved more than life itself, abandoned her too. Unable to catch her breath anymore, she dropped onto a large boulder at the edge of the forest. She cried there for a long time, every bone in her body aching with sorrow and loss. She prayed all of this was a terrible dream–but it wasn’t. How could she have missed the signs? Had she really been that stupid? Her sister had seemed fine all this time, maybe just a bit distant, but nothing alarming. How could she had stolen her dress from the shop–but most importantly why? Stealing her fiancé was terrible enough, why had she needed to steal her bridal gown too? Had Lillian’s morals really stooped so low to dishonor and insult her sister in such a way? And Nathan, oh, Nathan! She thought back to the harvest festival, when their hands had touched for a moment. The heat transfer between them had been unmistakable. Their first kiss, so pure and loving; the day he proposed with his mother’s ring. But now, he was a different person. A cruel, cheating, dishonorable man who cared more about his damned medicine jars than to care for her pain.

      Wait, she thought, a vision suddenly flashing in her mind. Nathaniel’s jars. Her heart skipped a beat. She thought of the labels he was placing on them. The white paper square with the unmistakable large M letter printed in the very center–the symbol for Mercier’s Apothecary. She had seen that label before, dozens of times at the apothecary, but this is not the image that came to mind now. 

      It was Nathan Mercier’s medicine jar at the bottom of a tattered and dirty bag, many months before.

      And that bag had belonged to Zaphilda.

      

      Eleanor stood up and turned, finding herself starting at a great wall of trees. The forest lived at the outskirts of town and where Zaphilda lived. She swallowed hard, her breath still hitching from all the crying. Something strange had settled in the pit of her stomach at the memory of Zaphilda’s visit to her shop. When she’d dropped the coin in the old woman’s bag, she had seen one of Mercier’s Apothecary jars inside of it. She hadn't thought much at the time, too frazzled by the woman’s presence and wanting her to leave as fast as possible. But now that she really thought about it–Nathaniel had never mentioned selling anything to Zaphilda. Frankly, the few times he had mentioned her, he’d call her the ‘creepy, old hag’ and shudder at how uneasy she made him feel. Why would he openly sell her one of his remedies and never mention to Eleanor she’d been at his shop?

      Determination took over and all the sorrow she’d felt moments ago now pushed her to get more answers. She didn't know what it all meant–even if this had anything to do at all with his strange behavior. Yet, something told her she needed to find out. Making up her mind she walked in the forest, treading on the uneven ground, pushing through the thick underbrush, ascending the hill hiding deep in the woods where Zaphilda lived.

      

      Perched crookedly atop the hill where trees refused to grow, Zaphilda’s hut looked less like a house and more like a wound in the land itself. Eleanor felt the scratches on her arms and face, where branches had poked and yanked at her as she crossed the thick woods. A shiver of doubt made her stop in her tracks. She looked at the creepy home. Shingles, blackened with age and ash, clung to the sloping roof like molted feathers, and a single crooked chimney dribbled smoke that smelled faintly of herbs and something metallic. A narrow path wound up the hill, half-swallowed by moss and nettles, and she wondered how many of those who dared to walk it had ever made it back down. Would she be next? What waited for her inside Zaphilda’s home? She went to turn back, fear fingering her mind so intensely, she started to come to her senses. 

      A creaking sound startled her. The front door now stood open, a shadow, bent and ominous, starting out from the threshold. 

      “I was wondering how long it would take you to come,” Zaphilda called out. “Well, you might as well come in, then. After all, you trekked all through the forest to find me. Here I am.” 

      Eleanor felt glued on the spot, as if roots had sprung out from the thick, dying grass and wrapped around her ankles. Yes, she had come to seek answers. She took in a deep breath, willing her legs to move.

      After a moment of wrestling with her senses, she began walking towards the house. Zaphilda moved aside to let her in and Eleanor wondered if the inside of that home would swallow her whole like a great big snake feasting on its prey.

      

      Five days had passed since her visit to the hag’s cottage. Eleanor had returned home in the early hours of the next morning. Lillian had cautiously approached her, asking her where she’d been but getting no real answers out of her sister. Eleanor spoke only a few words explaining she had passed the night asleep in the forest, feeling too heartbroken to face anyone after her encounter with Nathan. Lilly had listened with suspicion at first, as Eleanor told her she would eventually forgive her, and that being the only family left in the world, she wouldn’t shun or rebuke her own sister.  Lillian’s suspicion had turned to relief, noting how Eleanor’s spirit seemed broken but truly forgiving. Things were tense but slowly returning to normal, with Eleanor passing her days at her shop and Lillian readying for the big day.

      At last, it was the night before the wedding. Eleanor sat somberly in a velvet chair by the fire, staring at the flames as if transfixed. Her heart trembled with faint beats, like a dying butterfly’s wings slowly pulsating to the rhythm of death. The heaviness of her new life, what was left of it, seemed to swallow her into a hole of despair. She had lost everything. This was her way of existing now. Working all day, then staring at the fire until the late hours of night, thinking about the future that slipped right through her fingers. If her father had been alive he would’ve pressed her to throw Lilly out on the street, maybe even have her exiled from the village. Yet, Eleanor had not the courage to do so. She felt foolish for it indeed, but could she really be as heartless as her sister?

      Suddenly her thoughts vanished at the sound of Lilly’s voice. “Ellie, can you come help?”

      Slowly Eleanor rose from her chair and went into Lillian’s room. Her sister stood in front of the mirror, wearing the wedding gown once again. Eleanor looked at it with deep grief. Her dress, the one she’d fashioned from a single stitch, down to every little detail, ribbon, and plait.

      “The back feels a bit loose. Can you tighten the ribbons for me?” Lilly asked.

      Eleanor walked over, placing her small, pale hands on the ribbons and beginning to arrange them. “They need to be pinned into place,” she said, her voice low and lifeless. She turned to a sewing basket sitting on the table nearby. Taking out one of the pins, she returned to the dress. As she worked the fabric, she peaked at her sister’s image in the mirror. She looked beautiful, her blonde curls cascading over the high collared embroidered bodice. The little pearl details of the dress highlighted her soft, porcelain skin. Yet, that dress didn’t suit her as well as Eleanor. She had fashioned that dress for herself, and never had envisioned it on anyone else. Lilly was a delicate girl whose natural beauty had no need for frills and tulle.

      Eleanor wondered if things had been different, if her sister hadn't stolen her beloved, but instead married someone else, what kind of gown would she have worn instead?

      But this was a silly question and she already knew the answer. Lillian had to wear Eleanor’s gown, otherwise, none of this would’ve happened. How ridiculous that one garment, a piece of fabric and bows and ribbons, would cause such tragedy. But it did, and as she worked at the ribbons, she thought back to what Zaphilda had revealed a few weeks before during that fateful visit up the hill. It all replayed in her mind, etched there like a branding forged into her memory:

      

      “I’m detested and avoided until a desperate soul decides I’m the only one who can help. I’m old, decrepit, dangerous and evil, they say. Ah! Then they sneak under the veil of night, all the way up my hill, seeking my assistance because their tender hearts are shattered. And your sister was no exception, child. She too came to me, desperate, swollen red-rimmed eyes, a foolish girl in love with a man who had been claimed already–by her own sister. 

      ““I want him to love me,”” she said, ““Forever. To choose me. Not her.””

      I asked her why he should not love her already? 

      ““He loves her,”  your sister hissed. ““My sister. She gets everything. The family name. The money. That damned little shop. And now—him. I can’t let her have him too.”

      I chuckled, knowing this song and dance all too well. Many have come with broken hearts, thinking that love can just be taken. It cannot. But it can be bound if you tether it... with something sacred. I explained to her how you must bind a love charm to something specific to the people involved. Something he already adores. Something that holds deep and sacred emotions. After all a spell can only truly work if it is anchored to something meaningful—a vessel that embodies the sacrifice,  currency for intention.

      That’s when it clicked for your sister. The dress.

      What if the most beautiful thing Eleanor ever made-her own wedding gown–steeped in devotion, love and passion for Nathaniel, was the vessel? And what if she took that charged up sacredness and transferred it between he and Lillian?

      So Lillian met me in town the day you were so kind to me, sparing a coin, and brought me one of his medicine jars, something that deeply represented his work, a light in his life. And your wedding gown, which she had stolen another night when it was nearly done, she brought that too. 

      With both items, I gave her what she wanted. The spell. The binding. The love of a man who had chosen another, you, and she happily paid me for it.

      A bag of coins in exchange for breaking your sister’s heart. She returned the dress the following morning and with every stitch you continued to sew, the spell took over Nathaniel’s heart. Little by little, he started to notice her more, to feel the same feelings you had imbued in the dress, for your own sister. 

      And now, here you are, child! I knew one day you’d feel a deep loss. And I also knew, my dear, you’d come find me like the others before you.

      

      As Eleanor relived this memory, she took a bit of fabric in her hand, tightening the last lace of the dress. A wave of rage trembled through her. A bag of coins. That’s how much her happiness was worth. An old hag paid with money that didn’t even belong to her, but to Eleanor, willingly shared with love and trust. She envisioned Lilly walking down the aisle in the morning, wearing this dress, HER dress. She stifled a sob, fingers shaking. Not only had Lillian destroyed her future, but she had ruined Nathaniel’s too. A spell forced him to love her, to give himself to a woman he had not chosen for himself. And he had turned into a coward. Instead of telling her of his sudden changing feelings, he remained silent. What had he expected to happen? When was he going to reveal he’d be marrying Lilly instead?

      Anger rippled through Eleanor like great waves. 

      “Can this be undone?” she had asked Zaphilda that night.

      The old woman had simply chuckled. “Everything can be undone, but with every revision of a spell, a price must be paid. And that price keeps increasing, child.”

      The hag had leaned forward, eyes sharp and ancient. “A spell born of desperate love must be buried in excruciating grief. If you want it to end, girl—you must give it sorrow it cannot swallow.”

      As if taken over by some entity, Eleanor brought the tip of the pin to one of her fingers. It lingered there for a moment.

      Zaphilda’s words ran through her mind. “Blood, child. That’s the highest price one can pay.”

      Without hesitation, Eleanor stabbed the pin into her finger, stifling a cry as not to alert her sister. The sharp tip pierced the skin as she pushed it deeper into the tender flesh. Blood began to spill, droplets falling onto the white dress, an abominable stain of anger against the white, pure fabric once made with love. She wiped the blood on the inside of the gown, where the laces covered most of the fabric. The blood soaked into the fibers, hiding deeply into the texture of the dress. A drop of blood for every lie, every wound. A new price paid in full.

      

      The church bells rang but to Eleanor they sounded shrill and distorted, as if a choir of angels had lost their spark and harmonic sweetness. She walked at the tail end of the procession. Her sister stood at the front of the line, the beautiful white gown fitted to her body, mocking Eleanor with every step she took. Lillian held a pretty flower bouquet as she silently walked up the cobblestone street. The chapel came into view. As the group of villagers filed inside the rows of pews, Eleanor snuck a look at her sister’s profile. Her eyes were dark rimmed as if she hadn’t slept at all. Her steps were slow, not delicate and poised as a young bride proudly leading to the altar, but a tired, unwell woman. Her chest rose and fell quickly as if she struggled to breathe.

      Eleanor turned her gaze to the altar where Nathan stood, waiting. She had envisioned him there so many times, standing in a smart suit, hair combed back, looking at her with adoration as she walked towards him, ready to become his wife. But now he just looked at Lillian with emptiness in his eyes; a puppet performing on a string.

      Lillian reached the altar and stood at Nathaniel’s side. Sitting down in an empty pew, Eleanor observed, feeling as if she too was a puppet on a string, performing a role she never wanted to be in, yet forced into this tragic play. The priest began talking, reading from a little black book. Lillian coughed once, her shoulders slightly rolling forward. The priest continued, before yet again he was interrupted by another coughing fit, this time louder and vicious. The crowd murmured under their breath, concern in their eyes as the bride hacked with labored effort. The priest lowered the book and Nathaniel placed a hand on Lillian’s back. Suddenly, Lillian turned around to face away from the altar, her eyes wide with terror, tears streaming as her coughing intensified. Her breath choked and a smear of blood appeared at the corner of mouth. She stumbled down the altar steps, spilling into the front of the church, her white dress crumpling with each step. It seemed to shift, crimson stains spreading over the delicate white fabric. Blood.

      Everyone began screaming, as Nathaniel watched with terror. Lillian’s cough subsided but now she began screaming as if her entire body was on fire. She tore at the dress, trying to rip the fabric off. “It hurts,” she wailed, and Eleanor stood up quickly. She filed out of the pew, watching her sister becoming more hysterical. Bloods oozed from welts and boils spreading all over Lillian’s body. Her screams intensified and she dropped to the floor. 

      The priest rushed over to Lillian, shock and confusion veiling his old, wrinkled face. Nathan brought bought hands to his own neck as suddenly he too was overtaken by some illness. With rasping breaths, he began to choke. His eyes locked with Eleanor, searching, pleading. 

      Blood, child. That’s the highest price one can pay. Zaphilda’s words echoed through her head, over and over. Suddenly Lillian’s screams muted and her eyes rolled to the back of her head. Laid in a pool of her own blood, Lillian’s spirit left the body, a carcass of a young woman blinded by her foolishness. Eleanor rushed to her sister’s side, but then her gaze snapped to Nathaniel, whose face was now turning blue. He struggled to breathe, spit running down his chin, eyes bulging. He too fell on the floor and as he did, a small vial rolled out of his pocket. A large M letter labeled the bottle, belonging to his apothecary. Eleanor picked it up and noticed a few drops left, something the color of swamp water. 

      “They are cursed!” the priest yelled as everyone screamed hysterically. “This is the devil’s work!”

      The villagers began running out of the church, fear and shock lingering in the chapel like a heavy mist. It was then Eleanor spotted her, sitting in the corner of the chapel, veiled in darkness. Zaphilda.

      “It was you…” Eleanor muttered with a shaky breath. “You killed them!”

      The old woman let out a raspy laugh. “Me? No, child. YOU killed them! A price paid in blood, remember?”

      “No…I wanted to punish them, that’s all. To break them up, to make them feel the sorrow I felt. I didn’t want them to die!” She began crying, shaking with dread.

      “The vessels carry the emotions of the spell caster,” Zaphilda explained. “The blood you willingly spilled on the dress delivered your sister’s punishment.” She pointed at Nathaniel’s lifeless body. “And since the three of them were in this oh-so ridiculous love triangle, he too was cursed. So I helped you out by taking matters into my own hands.” She laughed before continuing. “A little belladonna disguised as a sedative. A little something to calm his nerves before saying ‘I do’, picked right off his own apothecary shelf after I paid him a little visit this morning. He had it there on the counter, about to take it before I showed up. Slipping the deadly nightshade into the vial was no hard task, especially when the young man seemed so distracted this morning.” A cruel smile spread on her pockmarked face. She then rose from her darkened corner and began walking out of the chapel. She turned around once, looking at Eleanor over her curved shoulder, then nodded. It was a mysterious gesture, a strange invitation, one that Eleanor briefly understood before dropping her head in her hands and releasing a sob filled with defeat.

      

      The shop was silent now. The curtains drawn. The candle wax long hardened in its dish. Eleanor’s work table was covered in thick layers of dust. Everything was as it had been left, but Eleanor’s bridal gown, worn by Lillian on the cursed day, hung on a hanger. The bloodstains had faded to faint brown shadows. No one had dared to touch it yet no one knew how it got there.

      Outside, the town whispered. They spoke of the deaths—how Lillian collapsed at the altar, gasping like a fish out of water. How Nathaniel followed, hollow-eyed and foaming at the mouth, collapsed on the hard tile.

      But no one spoke of Eleanor.

      Because Eleanor had disappeared.

      Some said she went mad. Others claimed she took poison, destroyed by grief. But one child—one bold girl with too much curiosity—swore she saw her.

      One evening, the girl had wandered too far, up the overgrown path toward the old well, and saw two women in the distance. One wore a dark hood and moved with a crooked gait. The other was Eleanor, the girl swore, dressed not in mourning black or bridal white, but in a gown of pale grey, the color of ash after fire. They stood at the edge of the forest where the trees grew in unnatural spirals, whispering even without wind. The older woman lifted her hand, fingers crooked like roots, and pointed toward the darkness between the trees.

      “It’s not a punishment, girl,” she said. “It’s a path for those who have nothing left. When magic steals from you, you can only live a life trying to regain its mercy.”

      Eleanor looked back only once—toward the town below, the shop that held all her heartbreak, and the window where the dress still stood like a ghost.

      Then she stepped forward. The forest swallowed her whole. The girl never found the path again.

      

      Many years later:

      The shop still stands. No one enters. But sometimes, at dusk, the door creaks open just an inch. A breeze carries the faint scent of turmeric. And on quiet nights, some say they hear the rhythmic pull of a needle through cloth… even though no one has sewn there in decades.
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