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Once upon a time, a girl was sent to live with a woman not her mother, and two others not her sisters—none of whom desired her to attend the fey lord’s ball.




(A dark fantasy novella of about 22,800 words, or about 80 minutes of reading for the average reader. Not recommended for children.)
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PAPA HADN’T WANTED TO TELL KATARIINA OF his bargain with the sorceress, but a letter was along with the gifts, one that Katariina suspected had been bespelled to enter her hand. The paper had something fey about it, for it was finer and brighter than any she’d ever seen.

Papa spotted her with the letter, after she’d pulled it from the envelope and opened it, but before she’d read it. He paled even whiter than he was wont—and he’d been prone to paling, since he’d returned from his trip. “My Kaija, whence did that come?”

She’d known more had happened in his trip than he admitted—the gifts alone said that much—but his reaction suggested the price to her. “I found it in one of the saddlebags, as I was putting the gold away.”

Mama had refused to touch the gold—had refused to do anything with her father, after something Papa had told her, the night of his return. Katariina hadn’t heard the words, but she’d heard Mama screaming, Papa pleading, the crash of some of their much-needed dishes smashing.

Not so needed, now, she thought, remembering the fortuitous gold.

Katariina had needed to rest a few times while cleaning up the one bag, but not as often as she usually did. She’d been feeling stronger, since touching the rose her father had given her upon his return. It had already taken root, too, despite her having planted it only the night before.

She folded the letter back up, suspecting from the portents that she didn’t want to know its contents. “I am engaged, then?”

Papa paled further, though she wouldn’t have thought it possible. “Wh—why do you ask that?”

She waved at the saddlebags—one empty, one partway empty, the other two still full. “Is this not a bride price?”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “God have mercy, I hope not.”

Katariina considered the unread letter in her hand, suspecting she might have to read it, as much as she didn’t want to. “I don’t understand.”

Papa sighed heavily. “The sorceress gave me the gold, yes, but it is to restart my business. She has demanded a tithe…and you, to be held in trust until I can pay that tithe.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “What does a sorceress want with me?”

“She wouldn’t say. Insisted I’d find out.” His hands grabbed hers, and he trembled. “Don’t go, my Kaija. The woman is fey, and she keeps a beast…” He shuddered.

Katariina wasn’t so foolish as to think refusal an option. “You say she is a sorceress, Papa. If I don’t go, what will she do to the family? I must go.”

She glanced at the envelope she’d taken off the letter. It had been blank, when she’d pulled the letter out, and now it read Kaija in a fine-lined penmanship that looked more meticulous than elegant, as if the writer wasn’t all that used to writing.

Katariina pulled her hands from her father’s and moved the envelope to show him. “She will send for me, if she does not come herself.”

“God have mercy on all of us!” Her papa pulled himself back, tears in his eyes, and left the room, muttering something about the Devil in beauty and the folly of youth.

Katariina forced herself to open up the letter again. Her fingers moved slowly, and she realized her hands were shaking—from fear, not from the usual weakness. She took a deep breath. “It’s for Papa,” she reminded herself, and she made herself read it.

And promptly lost her fear upon seeing the words on the page.

I understand you are often ill, the letter read, in the same careful scrawl that had mysteriously appeared on the envelope. If you would, please, write down your symptoms and known contributing or reducing factors—as many as you can think of—until you come. I look forward to meeting you.

The letter lacked a signature, but it didn’t need one. Katariina blinked at the letter and reread it, thinking that perhaps it was like the envelope, and it would change over time.

But no—the sorceress’s missive still sounded like a person interested in seeing an unwell girl cured of what ailed her.

Katariina considered showing the letter to Papa—surely it would help soothe his fears regarding whatever the sorceress had planned for her—but she thought better of it. Particularly after she picked the letter back up and read the added, Please don’t. Perhaps he’s reformed since he forced my mother, but I can’t say I trust him very much.

Katariina dropped the letter, eyes wide. Surely it hadn’t said…

She picked it up again. The original words between since he and I can’t had been blotted out, with did something distasteful, and written in its place.

That change made her feel colder than the original words had. Not because of the change itself—she thought she was rather getting used to it, which was good, because she’d soon be living around such magic—but because of how the sorceress referred to a her own mother being forced. Distasteful? It’s worse than that!

And instead of being terrified of her impending visit to the sorceress’s domain, Katariina found herself feeling very sorry for whatever the woman had been through, that such violence as she’d mentioned was only ‘distasteful’.
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After a nap—she often needed naps—Katariina set about readying to leave.

Mama found her in the middle of packing one emptied saddlebag. “What are you doing?”

“The sorceress wants to meet me,” she answered, since it was true, even if it wasn’t exactly the entire story. “I’m sure she’s lonely in that castle.”

Papa snorted from the doorway. Katariina jumped; she’d not seen him.

He said, “The sorceress has her mother, and her aunt, and her cousin, and apparently a husband somewhere in that…place.”

And the beast, she remembered her father mentioning, though she wasn’t convinced that an animal counted as a companion.

“Perhaps she wants a servant,” she suggested, knowing it was a weak argument for a sorceress. “Or someone to look after her cousin.” She remembered the handwriting and wondered if perhaps the sorceress needed a governess. Did fey write amongst themselves?

“He seemed well-behaved,” Papa said.

The cousin was male? Katariina froze. She was used to her brothers, but to be in a strange place, with no one she knew, with a strange man?

“A bit verbose, but boys his age often are.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d held.

Mama scowled. “A boy? How old is he?”

“He looked around eight.” Papa frowned. “Not that I can be certain, considering he’s cousin to a sorceress.”

Mama’s scowl deepened, and she glared at Papa. “And how can we be certain that this cousin won’t treat our daughter how you treated the sorceress’s mother?”

Katariina froze again, suddenly lightheaded. Mama knew. Mama knew what Papa had done. She remembered the ruckus that had happened shortly after Papa returned home.

And for the first time since Papa had handed her the sorceress’s rose, Katariina passed out.
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Katariina awoke to the sounds of Mama screaming, Papa pleading, breakables smashing—with yelling and shouting from her brothers added in. She forced herself to sit up, despite the dizziness and the threatening headache, and looked around.

She was alone in the room.

She quickly gathered up her things and finished packing—taking some of the gold instead of food, because she wanted to avoid the others, and they were between her and the kitchen. She changed into a dress that was sturdier than most of what she owned, a plain one ostensibly for travel—not that Katariina ever traveled, not with her dizziness and blackouts and weakness.

In one as-yet unemptied saddlebag, she found the paper and pen meant for the writing of her symptoms, jotted a note that she was going of her own volition before things got worse around the house. She considered asking her family to not do anything foolish, like come after the sorceress to get her back, but she didn’t want to put that idea in her brothers’ heads. Two were foolhardy enough to mayhap do it.

The dizziness worsened as she picked up the bags, and she had to pause and take a deep breath. She was fine, she told herself. Fine enough to travel.

She had to be.

Katariina slipped out of the house with the light feet of someone used to having escape others’ coddling, and she took a deep breath of the fresh air. If the sorceress was fey, Katariina doubted she’d see humans again. Fey didn’t often return their humans.

She had a walking staff, kept by the back door, which she used to help her tend the garden, and she took it. She considered stopping by the knoll where she’d planted the sorceress’s rose, the day before. It had already had roots when she’d checked on it that morning, and she thought that seeing it again might steady her. I might as well have a look before I leave.

She walked carefully over and through the trees, because she was too apt to catch on a root and fall. When she passed enough of the foliage to see the planted rose, she stopped short and rubbed her eyes, dropping the staff.

From the single red rose cutting, yellow roses had exploded and grown all over the knoll, in a mix of bush and climbing vine that made Katariina dizzy just to see. Some light pink roses intermingled with the yellow, but she found that color no more explicable, considering the original cutting had been very red.

“Oh!” Katariina stared. Magic could do very strange things.

She slowly bent and picked her staff back up, still confused by the roses. Why yellow? Why light pink? She couldn’t help but feel there was a message in the colors, though she couldn’t read what it was.

A shrill cry came from the house. Katariina jumped. The sound of Mama screaming and cursing Papa followed, and Katariina stumbled away, tripping on a protruding root.

Time to leave, she thought, before her family was destroyed any further by her father’s youthful folly and the sorceress’s—well-intended?—bargain.

At least, that was what Katariina told herself as she headed towards the bakery and the farrier’s, all the while knowing that her family would crumble with or without her—and that her departure could even be the catalyst that destroyed her parents’ relationship for good.

But at least, this way, I won’t have to see it.
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The farrier sold Katariina a mild-mannered gelding, thankfully, since she’d forgotten her walking stick on the knoll and feared going back to get it. The farrier’s wife, a baker, sold her food and some rope, and Katariina had promptly used it to lash down both the bags and herself. The latter choice proved fortuitous, for she had another few fainting episodes that day, and even after her supper of biscuits, she felt little better.

Not that supper usually made her feel better, but it sometimes did.

A week from home, Papa had said the sorceress lived. Katariina wasn’t sure how she could travel that long safely, but she had to do her best and trust in God to protect her.

Even so, even as the shadows lengthened and night fell, she was reluctant to rent a room at an inn. She was a woman, young and unwell. She suspected that entering an inn would risk more than she cared to. But would spending the night in the open be any better?

“Do you need help getting down?” a voice rumbled from the dark.
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