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FROM THE NORTHERN TOWER, THERE comes a scream.

I pause amidst chopping herbs. The spacious, stone-walled workshop at the rear of the estate coaxes forth the crumbling sound. Moments later, a second cry follows, a hoarse shriek of harrowing pain.

A thread of unease slinks through me, and I glance toward the narrow staircase where Lady Clarisse vanished hours before. The screams should not trouble me. They are frequent, expected, wrenched from all manner of prisoner my employer has confined in the cells below the estate. But these particular sounds arise from the northern tower. And the northern tower is seldom used.

I glance down at my unfinished work as the distant chapel bell tolls the eleventh hour. Today’s delivery must be made before noon. According to the bell, I am already behind.

Lover’s Dream, one of the apothecary’s most popular teas, begins with four parts golden ash to one part larkspore, followed by a sprinkling of sleeping grass. After combining the ingredients into the small pot of liquid boiling atop the stove, I set it aside to cool before shifting my attention to Bones of Stone: two parts oleander, one part white clay, two parts griffin saliva.

Recent illness sapped the village mason of his strength. He now requires something potent enough to grant him the ability to lift entire homes by himself. I work as quickly as I’m able to without slicing off my finger. The only thing Lady Clarisse loathes more than tardiness is incompetence.

The slap of footsteps reaches me, and I stiffen. From the corner of my eye, I watch my employer emerge from the stairwell and march gleefully toward a large metal basin tucked in the far corner. Her blood-spattered dress swings about her slender calves as she proceeds to wash the crimson from her hands.

“I assume, Min,” Lady Clarisse drawls without looking at me, “that the lack of chopping indicates your work is complete?” Water gushes from the metal pump, smacks against the brick floor surrounding the basin. Blood smears the hardened clay in red.

I resume slicing the oleander stems. A sticky white substance wells from the incision. Alone, it is toxic to mortals, but when mixed with griffin saliva, it is able to restore eyesight, grant incredible strength, and enhance healing, amongst other things.

“Lover’s Dream is ready for the final ingredient,” I say.

Lady Clarisse huffs with irritation, yet dries her hands and moves toward the locked cupboard, which I’m forbidden from accessing due to the prized nature of the contents held inside. After unlocking the door, she pulls a glass bottle and pipette from the shelf before squeezing two pearly drops into the cooling liquid. Lover’s Dream: a draught promising everlasting love. One part larkspore, four parts golden ash, a sprinkling of sleeping grass—and sea-nymph tears, procured between the hours of midnight and dawn.

Lady Clarisse is neither god nor saint, but she certainly acts like one. Lady Clarisse’s Apothecary supplies the villagers of St. Laurent with miracles daily. But to do so, she must twist an elixir’s elements until it becomes something else entirely, a form of dried, pressed, or distilled power that once belonged to those immortal beings.

For that is who occupies the cells belowground: immortals. She snags their hearts, peels the hard-as-diamond nails from their fingers, squirts the juices from their eyes. She steals their hair, flaxen and ebony and flame, makes brews from their blood, bottles their voices—whispers and confessions and pleas.

From these components, her ladyship crafts the most remarkable teas. She promises undying love, miraculous healings, impossible swiftness of the feet. But the brightest jewels are her timeless beauty teas, which repair all manner of damage to the face, including natural aging. Lady Clarisse appears just shy of her third decade, though only I know that she is well into her fifth.

As the steam clears from Lover’s Dream, her ladyship narrows her eyes. “What is this?”

My attention shifts to the cooling liquid. According to The Practice of Herbal Remedies, the brew should be a bright shade of violet, but the color is more akin to lavender.

I wipe my palms on the front of my apron. Breathe, Min. “We w-were out of sleeping grass,” I explain. “I substituted it f-for charred fennel—”

“What have I told you about substitutions?” she snarls.

Two, three, four heartbeats pass before I’m able to speak. “That you n-never w-w-want to see them in y-your presence.”

“So why have you ruined my tea with them?”

Generally, one may substitute sleeping grass with charred fennel without issue. “The Practice of Herbal Remedies s-states…”

Her ladyship’s milk-white skin curdles into a mottled shade of red. She snatches the frayed, self-bound manual from where it rests on the counter. “This?” she hisses. “This is what you are referring to?” She shakes it so hard a page tears free, and I inhale sharply, worried Nan’s old book will fall to pieces. Along with a cookbook and a religious tome depicting the deities of Jinsan, this is one of the few things Nan left to me.

“Let me remind you that you work for me now. So whatever that old woman taught you, banish it from your thoughts.” Lady Clarisse tosses the manual onto the worktable where I have set various herbs out to dry. I hurriedly shove it into my apron pocket. “The next time I see that stupid book,” she seethes, “I will throw it into the fire.”

I drop my gaze. “Y-yes, my lady.”

She shunts me aside to mix additional ingredients into Lover’s Dream, likely to fix my error. Briefly, she stirs a pot simmering on the back burner, an unidentifiable tea she has been nurturing for weeks now. “Fetch me breath-of-a-saint. And make haste.”

I stumble through the back door, down the sagging steps, to the garden at the rear of the estate. A chill wind bites at my stockings, and a whiff of salt-soaked air cuts through the bright crispness of autumn. The estate clings to the cliffside like a barnacle. Eastward lies the sea, though I avoid peering in that direction if I can help it. To the west, the beech trees bordering the property have begun to rust.

The garden is all snarling bramble and climbing weeds. A short, rotting fence surrounds the plots of vegetables and herbs. I bang at the gate until the latch unsticks. Nan would be horrified to see this level of neglect. Always, the land must be tended to, otherwise the Mother of Earth will not provide. Then again, Nan is long gone, only my memories a reminder of our time together. What I wouldn’t give to feel my grandmother’s embrace again.

I make a note to replace the gate latch before returning to the workshop with the requested cutting. Her ladyship is busy pouring dried herbs into a small woven bag stamped with the words: Lady Clarisse’s Apothecary.

“I will be heading into town shortly,” she says, her back to me. “I expect your work to be complete by the time I return.”

Not that it’s any of my business, but Lady Clarisse rarely ventures into town so late in the week. “Are there additional supplies you need? I’m happy to go in your stead.”

“This has nothing to do with inventory.” She snatches the breath-of-a-saint from my hand, tossing it into the pot. The tea’s lavender shade deepens to violet. “I’m meeting with someone about selling the estate.”

A low, incessant drone begins to flood my eardrums, not unlike a swarm of bees. “You’re s-selling the estate?”

“Yes.” She sounds positively charmed. Giddy, almost. “I’m tired of this dump. It’s too far from town, too expensive to maintain, and business suffers as a result. It’s time for something new.” Grabbing a small flask, she fills it with Lover’s Dream, then stoppers it. “Imagine: a shop on Market Street. No, two shops, a whole slew of them!” Her soft, girlish laugh tinkles the air. “I deserve this.”

Color bleeds hot across my pale cheeks. It feels as though her ladyship has taken a pitchfork and rammed it straight through my chest. What is left? A heart full of holes.

I love the estate dearly. How can I not? I’ve lived the last sixteen years of my life amongst its wild grounds. Nan took me in—a young girl of six—when my mother failed to care for me. I’ve lived here ever since.

“I don’t understand,” I croak. “How will y-y-you—”

“What have I told you about your incoherency? Speak clearly, or do not speak at all.”

I swallow down all the mangled bits and fractured words. “How—” I pause. “How w-will you find enough land to grow everything required for the business? Moving into town means higher property taxes, l-less space, and—”

My employer whirls around, regarding me with familiar disdain. “When I want your opinion, Min, I will ask for it.”

I fall mute. Lady Clarisse’s name may be marked upon the deed to the estate, but she does not love this place as I do. To her, the narrow stairs are a nuisance. The kitchen is cramped, outdated. She despises the wallpaper, yet has never made an effort to replace it.

The estate is not perfect, but it is home. It is here I first learned to create teas, a child standing only as tall as Nan’s hip. My grandmother loved the land, loved the character of the warped floorboards and creaking beams, though both the landscape and architecture of St. Laurent differed greatly from her homeland. Following Nan’s passing, Lady Clarisse was kind enough to allow me to stay on as an employee, after having bought the estate in a private sale. If it is sold, I will lose Nan’s crushed ginger fragrance, which still lingers in certain rooms. I will lose, too, those memories of belonging, of Nan. “My lady—”

“Come here, Min.”

My pulse scatters, a wild-eyed beat bruising my sternum. Head bowed, I shuffle across the room, skirting the small woodfire stove.

Selecting a flower stalk from a nearby vase, she holds it up for my perusal. “Identify.”

How can she expect me to focus after informing me I will lose my home? I try to concentrate on the flower, its spherical head. “Handmaiden’s basket.”

She dips her chin in satisfaction. “Uses?”

“It is a natural blood thinner. When picked after the frost, the petals may be used as a temporary stimulant.”

“And?”

Was there a third use? Not that I can recall. I have scoured The Practice of Herbal Remedies and committed its instructions to memory. There is no third use, which means this is a test.

“There is none,” I state firmly. Only when she returns the bloom to the vase do my lungs loosen.

“Adequate,” she says, though the curtness with which she speaks suggests otherwise. “But tell me, what do you get when you combine handmaiden’s basket with three wings from the sand dusk moth?”

A decade I have worked for her ladyship, yet I am still no more than a lowly apprentice despite my twenty-two years of age. She does not trust me to handle the immortal-born ingredients, secured always under lock and key. She believes me incompetent. At this rate, I will never become a full-fledged bane weaver. “I don’t know,” I whisper.

“Of course you don’t.” Pityingly, she smiles. “I see this is too complex for you, but I suppose I should not be surprised. Some of us are destined for greatness. Others, unfortunately, are only fit for chopping herbs.”

My tongue falls slack behind my teeth. She is correct. Someone needs to chop herbs—and I am adequate at the job.

Lady Clarisse shifts her focus elsewhere, much to my relief. “I’ll need you to bring the prisoner in the northern tower his meal while I’m out,” she states, snagging her sweater from the wall hook and shrugging it on. “Can I trust you to do this properly?”

I straighten in surprise. Each day, I bring meals to the prisoners in the cells below. Never this one. Never the northern tower. “Yes, my lady.”

Satisfied, her ladyship brushes past me. She has nearly reached the front door when my foolhardy tongue decides to expose itself. “Are y-you sure this is the best w-way to go about things?”

She halts in place, spine rigid. “Excuse me?” Slowly, she turns to face me, strands of her black tresses pulling free of the low tail hanging down her back.

My fingers clamp the rough cotton of my apron. I force them to loosen, though I cannot mask their trembling. “The prisoner.” I lick my lips. “It’s b-b-been three months since he w-was captured. If you have b-been unable to glean whatever information you n-need from h-him, might it be possible that he doesn’t kn-kn-know anything?”

The vacuity of her expression is one I know well. I have irked her, or made a nuisance of myself, or both. “And what makes you think you have the authority to question my work?”

I drop my eyes. “I apologize, m-my lady. I did not mean to imply th-that I have authority over anything.” All of it, every hoarsened word, uttered in a breathless rush. “I am only concerned that th-th-these attempts will lead to d-disappointment, and I would not want your efforts to go to w-waste.”

Breath held, I peer upward through my eyelashes. With pursed lips, her ladyship wanders nearer, considering what I have said.

Luckily, she is lenient this morning. “Worry not. The faster you can make what I require, the quicker I obtain what I need from the prisoner.” She pats my arm with all the compassion of a venomous snake. “I know it might be difficult for you, Min, but surely even the least intelligent people can manage to harvest a sprig of mint.” She shoves me toward the table, where the dented metal tray used for serving meals rests. “Now make haste. Oh, and mix two spoonfuls of Nightmare’s Blood into the soup before serving it to him. The potion is finally ready.”

I stare at my employer with thinly veiled shock. Nightmare’s Blood?

“Is there a problem?” she demands.

“N-no, my lady.” My gaze lowers to the floorboards beneath my scuffed loafers. The floor is safe, always safe. I stare until her footsteps recede, and I am alone.

Nightmare’s Blood. What a vicious brew. In essence, it bleeds one’s mind of clarity, casts a veil across their senses so that the line between waking and dreaming is blurred. Such vulnerability will allow her ladyship to wring whatever information she seeks from the prisoner. Three months she has tortured this man. But he has yet to break.

The thought of administering this poison chills my blood, but the power to decide does not belong to me. I cannot change what is. I must eat, sleep, make a living. I must carve out a life, same as all the rest. The last thing I want is to attract Lady Clarisse’s wrath. She favors the lash, amongst other cruelties. But I see myself in this man, as I do in all the prisoners. It would be a comfort to receive kindness, however reluctantly given.

After gathering the prisoner’s soup—potatoes in bone broth—I squeeze two drops of Nightmare’s Blood into the meal, as instructed. The scent of crushed cherries unfurls as the liquid blackens. Two heartbeats later, it lightens to its normal hue.

Six hundred and forty-four stairs carry me up the long, spiraling throat to the northern tower. When the solid steel door at last flickers into view beneath the lone torch set into the wall bracket, I slow, halting a few steps below the landing.

The cells buried in the belly of the estate are barred in iron, with narrow holes cut into the upper walls, which allow the glow of sun and moon to pierce the gloom. The northern tower is different. It is singular, its isolated chamber offering neither window nor light. As such, the prisoner has spent three months in darkness. If he was separated from the rest, he must be powerful indeed.

Warily, I step onto the landing, whose window offers a view of the realm beyond: the sea, the cliffs, over which the tower juts. My fingers tighten around the tray of food pressed against my belly. A sound, heavily muted, comes from behind the steel door. As I strain my ears, it comes again. Metal. It sounds like a heavy chain being dragged across the stone floor.

The knots within me tangle further. My task is simple: push the tray through the slot located at the bottom of the door.

“Walk away,” I whisper. Easy, to do what is expected of me.

Instead, I slip my hand into the pocket of my apron.

Only one universal antidote exists: Winter’s Sunrise. It requires no less than six weeks of steeping, the water continually refilled as its three components—pumpkin seeds, sweet mint, and the hair of a demon—break down into a paste. As a precaution, I always carry a small vial with me, for exposure to poisons carries significant risk.

I am moving before my mind has the opportunity to deter me. Pulling free the stopper, I pour three drops of the antidote into the man’s soup, watching as it disperses. Then I shove the tray through the slot in the door and flee down the stairs as though death itself is in pursuit.
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“GET UP.”

I’m jerked upright in bed. The world spins, caught in the blurred gloom of interrupted sleep. I blink rapidly, my narrow bedroom coming into focus. Something stings my arm. Five pointed nails, gouging deep.

Lady Clarisse looms over me, dressed in her finest. She grasps a tall candlestick, a single red bloom unfurling. Its glow daubs her smooth cheekbones in the pink of damaged flesh.

Another wrench against my arm. “Get up,” she growls. “Now!”

I’m yanked from the cot. My body hits the ground, limbs asprawl. Through the pulse of panic clawing my skin, I think only two words: She knows.

Lady Clarisse returned to the estate late this evening. I was half asleep, but the clip of her gait as she ascended the stairs to her bedroom on the third level foretold her arrival. Did she visit the prisoner? In her attempts to gather information, did she notice the man’s failure to yield, his lack of disorientation? “My lady—”

She hauls me from the room, my arm crushed in her powerful grip, my nightgown fluttering around my pale legs. Physically, she is not a large woman. Then again, I am equally slight, both in height and weight.

Down, down, down into the dim of the night-shrouded workshop. The curtains are drawn, always drawn. Lady Clarisse is suspicious of villagers snooping, despite the estate’s vast grounds.

Clamminess prickles my underarms. I cannot run. I have nowhere to go, and I would not get far. Only one option remains: I must repent. I must beg forgiveness. If I am to receive the lash, or boiling oil, or isolation, then I must accept the punishment as a consequence of my actions.

My knees fold, cracking against the floor. “My lady—”

She whirls around. “What are you doing? Get up.” It is not my arm she reaches for. Rather, her fingers tangle in my long black hair. The pain drags a yelp from me. I stumble to my feet, then overbalance and go down again.

She all but drags me into the kitchen, where an oil lamp sputters. The wide bay window frames the star-studded night. Faded, floral-printed wallpaper peels in long strips from the walls, revealing the white plaster beneath.

“I’m s-s-sorry, my lady,” I manage, voice strained. “It w-was a moment of w-w-w-weakness, but it will not happen again, I p-promise you—”

“What are you talking about, stupid girl?” She releases me. “I’ve a very important client due to arrive here within the hour. Put on a pot of tea and gather refreshments. Is the sitting room in order?”

My mouth snaps shut. So this is unrelated to last night’s disobedience? “Y-yes, m-my lady. I d-d-dusted—”

Lady Clarisse’s glare is potent enough to melt the skin off a lesser creature. “Why is it so difficult for you to speak without stumbling over your own tongue? Hurry up and get dressed. We must look presentable for our guest. I dare say a prince would not appreciate clutter.”

I startle. “Prince?”

She turns toward the old brass mirror hanging from the wall and smooths her palms across her cheeks. “That is what I said.” Then she scowls, noting a blemish near her chin. Due to the beauty teas she consumes weekly, one would never know Lady Clarisse possesses a brutal scar extending from chin to temple. Her attempts to erase this mark have led to an obsession with her appearance. She does not speak of it, and I know better than to ask.

My employer drops her arms with a sound of frustration before spotting my reflection in the mirror. “Why are you still standing there?” she bites. “Get dressed.” Then she disappears into the workshop, likely to take an extra dose of beauty tea.

Beyond the window, a sickle moon digs its lower point into the canopy of trees that shades the road into town. Dawn is still hours off. What could be so important that a client would insist on meeting at an hour so late?

I return to the second floor and cloister myself in my room. Technically, it is a broom cupboard, only large enough for a cot and the small chest at its foot. When Lady Clarisse bought the estate, she claimed Nan’s bedroom and forced me from mine, stating that she required the extra space to store her dresses. I will never forget what she told me upon seeing my teary-eyed confusion in being moved to these cramped quarters, my grief at Nan’s passing still fresh: Be thankful it is not the garden shed.

After tugging on a clean blue dress and white stockings, I quickly yank a comb through my hair before hurrying downstairs to boil water for tea, slipping an apron across my front. I slice pears, brie, and a day-old baguette, arranging the food on a tarnished silver platter. Rare it is that her ladyship allows me into the kitchen. Most nights, she cooks for herself and I am tossed the leftovers. Better than nothing. At least, that is what I tell myself.

A knock cuts the quiet as I place the refreshments in the sitting room and return to the kitchen. Curiously, I peer around the corner toward the foyer.

The front door opens with a muffled creak. I wince. Lady Clarisse ordered me to oil the hinges, but with the approaching harvest, my workload has increased, and it slipped my mind. No doubt she will carve marks into my skin for the oversight.

“Welcome, Prince Balior. I trust your journey was uneventful?” Her ladyship is all smiles for this guest.

“I would not call it uneventful, exactly.” As she steps back, a tall man dressed in a black robe and loose, ivory trousers crosses the threshold. His dark brown complexion and unusual manner of dress suggests he has traveled from a distant realm.

“But where is the, ah… companion that you mentioned in your letter? Not delayed, I hope?” her ladyship asks sweetly.

“We’ll get to that.” As his gaze sweeps the foyer, it comes to rest on my form. I immediately retreat. “At the moment, I’m far more interested in the prisoner you have detained. You say he is a god?”

“One of the Anemoi, if I’m not mistaken.”

My mouth shapes a soft o. Lady Clarisse has imprisoned plenty of immortals. Fair folk and demons, mostly. Never a god. How was she able to overpower him? As for these Anemoi… I’ve never heard of them. In Marles, we venerate our Mother of Earth for her abundant harvests and our Master of Sea, who supplies the fishermen their daily catch.

The guest—Prince Balior—chuckles softly. “Lady Clarisse, you cannot know how glad I am to hear this.” He glances at her left hand, which is bare. “Are you alone, or…?”

Her ladyship’s expression shutters, and she takes a small step back. “I called you here for business, Prince Balior. If that does not interest you, please let me know.”

“Of course. I apologize, madam.”

The sitting room door snicks shut, muting their conversation. They will likely be preoccupied for some time.

My thoughts drift upstairs, toward the northern tower, and my gut cramps sickeningly. One of the divine. That would explain why he is entombed in steel and stone. His power is too great to be contained by the cells belowground. Three months of suffering… Now I am all the more curious to learn what information Lady Clarisse covets from this deity.

Back in the workshop, I hunt through one of the cabinet drawers for supplies. This might be my only opportunity to aid the prisoner. As much as I fear her ladyship’s wrath, it feels wrong to harm one of the divine. Without them, our farms would cease to flourish. The sea would not provide. Why should I stop with an antidote when I can offer blessed respite, a means to numb the pain of whatever anguish Lady Clarisse has inflicted upon him?

Seeing as I do not know the extent of the prisoner’s injuries, I cannot determine how strong a healing salve is needed. I do, however, know my employer. She would have carved into his skin, let the blood weep from a thousand cuts. It is not the first cruelty I’ve witnessed. The list is as long as it is gruesome.

Nails ripped from nailbeds.

Hot oil poured into eyes.

The crack of a split bone.

Selecting the strongest salve available, I shove it into my pocket and hasten up the tower stairs as quietly as possible. Upon reaching the landing, I mince toward the solid steel door. To my left, the single window reveals the waves that grow blacker as autumn’s chill sets in. Late is the hour. The prisoner likely sleeps. Carefully, I open the slot and push the tin of salve through.

Immediately, the container is hurled back through the opening. It bounces across the ground with a sharp clatter before rolling to a stop.

As I reach down to pick up the healing balm, I’m suddenly wrenched forward. My body slams against the door, pain rupturing near my shoulder as something shoves my face against the freezing metal. I struggle against a nameless, faceless captor to no avail.

“What did you put in the soup?”

The voice is low, encased in ice. It rasps along my bare arms, drawing the hairs to shivering points.

“N-nothing.” When I attempt to twist my face away from the door, the pressure increases, drawing tears to my eyes.

“Do not lie to me, mortal.”

“I d-didn’t put anything in the b-b-broth!” I manage, molars clenched in pain.

There is a silence, unbroken except by the rapidity of my breathing. “Very well. If what you’re saying is true, then surely you would have no objection to consuming the meal you served me?”

I scan the area wildly. There is no hand that I can see, though it certainly feels like one—five sturdy fingers wrapped around my throat. The snap of the metal slot sounds, and suddenly the bowl of soup I served the prisoner yesterday hovers before me in a sphere of wind. A pitiful mewl slips out of me. What is this sorcery?

“The less you struggle, the less pain you will experience.” His next words emerge as a growl. “Drink.”

I shake my head. If I were not so paralyzed by terror, it might have occurred to me to scream.

Something pinches behind my jaw. I whimper. “You’re hurting m-me.”

“As I said, the less you struggle, the less this will hurt.”

“Her l-ladyship ordered me to poison you. I p-p-put the antidote in the s-soup to negate the effects,” I choke through a tightening airway. “I s-swear it.”

The pressure around my throat eases, but I remain pressed against the door, trembling. Eventually, the prisoner says, “Why would you act against your employer?”

“I’m n-not working against her,” I rush to say.

The silence speaks. It tells me he does not believe a word I utter.

And yet, this god releases me. I fall forward, panting hard as I rub behind my jaw, along my neck. Not hard enough to bruise. I know what sort of pressure a bruising requires.

“If you’re not working against her, as you claim,” he says, “why add the antidote?”

“I don’t kn-know,” I whisper.

“A likely story.”

Before I can defend myself—though truthfully I’m not certain what I would say—he goes on, the resonance of his voice managing to vibrate through solid steel.

“If this is a ruse designed to beguile me into lowering my guard, I warn you: it won’t work. She cannot break me. And neither can you.”

Nothing I say will prove my intentions are noble. Mainly because I understand the sentiment. If our positions were switched, I wouldn’t trust him either. And yet—

“Why w-would I seek to cause you additional h-h-harm? You are already captured. I hear how her l-ladyship tortures you. If you give her what she w-w-wants, there would be no reason to keep y-you here—”

I fall silent as an eerie, ragged gasp gathers strength from inside the cell.

Laughter. I have never heard so spiteful a sound.

“Do you honestly think that witch will let me walk free once I give her the information she wants? Do you think she lets any of the immortals she imprisons walk free? Tell me, does she give them a hearty send-off before dumping their bodies over the cliffs?”

That’s not… Lady Clarisse sets the prisoners free. She has told me this. When I think deeper on the matter, however, I realize I’ve never witnessed this with my own eyes. I have simply taken her word for it.

“And anyway,” he goes on, “why should I give up my secrets to that hateful woman when her apprentice is so willing to help me?”

I am suddenly aware of my position: palms plastered to the fortified metal, ear angled toward the seam in the door.

I scramble back so quickly I slam into the wall. Snatching the salve from the ground, I descend the stairs as rapidly as my feet will allow.

“Fly away, bird,” the prisoner calls to my retreating back. “Fly away.”
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“MIN.” A PIECE OF PARCHMENT slaps my chest. “Master Alain should have everything listed in stock, but if for some reason he doesn’t, go to Pierre’s on Market Street and tell him I’d like to call in a favor.”

“A favor?” I accept the list from Lady Clarisse in puzzlement. Behind me, a kettle boils over the hearth, and hot porridge bubbles in a small pot on the kitchen stove. “Why—”

“No questions.”

I duck my head. “Apologies, my lady.”

Each week, Lady Clarisse sends me into town to collect the ingredients she requires. Though we grow the majority of our herbs at the estate, those originating in far-flung realms can be difficult to source. In these instances, we purchase from Master Alain, a local herbalist who has a reputation for acquiring rare flora.

“While you’re gone,” she says, turning to study her appearance in the mirror, “I’ll be working on Our Lady of Mercy. It’s paramount that you acquire every ingredient on the list. If you fail, the draught will be useless, and I’ll be forced to start over.” Her dark eyes seize mine through the looking glass, and I freeze, a hare caught in a toothed trap. “Understood?”

The threat of punishment is enough to ensure I obtain the necessary components, whatever the cost. “Yes, my lady.”

Her mouth wilts with distaste as she smooths a bit of powder over her cheek. No sign of the scar. Nevertheless, it is clear her appearance does not satisfy her, as she shies from her reflection to tie sprigs of lavender with twine, oddly quiet. She slips the bunches into a glass jar and rests it on the wooden shelf over the sink. Meanwhile, I glance through the list more carefully. I don’t want to miss anything. One item, however, gives me pause.

“Pardon, my lady, but I’m not familiar with this ingredient. What is vanishing night?”

“Ah.” Her features grow pointed with pleasure as she turns. “A few months ago, I stumbled across a merchant who hailed from a realm called Under. He showed me all manner of oils and herbs, powders and poultices. Vanishing night was one of his rarer finds, a dust ground from the fangs of a darkwalker.”

My attention latches onto that word: darkwalker. “What is that?”

“An immortal born of darkness, originating from a realm far north of the Gray. They feed on humans.”

“They consume mortals?” I ask in borderline horror.

“Not their bodies. Their souls.” The edges of her mouth curl upward in some horrid likeness of a smile. “Once I have the vanishing night for my brew,” she whispers fervently, “I will finally learn the location of the prisoner’s god-touched weapon. For months, I’ve tried every potion under the sun to weaken his defenses; nothing has worked. But with this element, I shall succeed.”

I stare at her in confusion, my dismay surrounding the darkwalker already forgotten. “God-touched weapon?”

“Slow, stupid Min. Have I taught you nothing over the years?” Yet she speaks with rare affection, as though I am but a loveable, senile pet. “Only a god-touched weapon can fell a god, and if I am correct in assuming our dear prisoner is, in fact, one of the Anemoi, then he possesses a weapon powerful beyond measure.”

My eyes are wide, wide, wide. “What sort of weapon?”

“An ax. Not only is this weapon a conduit to his powers, but it is perhaps my only means of obtaining what I seek: the heart’s blood of a fallen god. With it, I will have no need for those lesser immortals. Why, I could create a tea that would grant immortality itself!”

Immortality. What wonders this word wrought. “That’s amazing,” I say, because it is what she would expect from me. “I wasn’t aware that was possible.”

“The naysayers doubt me. But soon I’ll have the evidence to prove them wrong. You know what I have endured. What I continue to endure,” she says, glaring in my direction. My stomach lurches, and I angle my face toward the floor. “With immortality, I will reclaim the power I lost. Never again will the gods take from me those I love most. Never again,” she whispers with curdling fury, “will I be weak.”

Lady Clarisse returns to her herbs, a clear dismissal, but my feet remain entrenched in the floor. Everlasting life. Not once had I questioned my employer’s motives, but it makes sense. The unexpected death of her husband left her ladyship with a hole in her heart. She wants to ensure that will not happen again. And I realize now that the prisoner was correct: Lady Clarisse would never let him, or any of the immortals, walk free. At the very least, disposing of them would prevent the prisoners from taking their revenge.

“What are you waiting for?” she barks. “Off with you!”

My heart trills alongside my ribs. Mother of Earth, give me strength. “If it’s not too m-much trouble, my lady, I w-w-wanted to broach the topic of s-selling the estate.”

Her thin eyebrows climb, and a lock of ebon hair falls across her sweat-glistened cheek. “Oh?” She cants her head, inspecting me as though I am a small grub. Something in need of squashing. “And why is the estate any of your business? You should be thankful I provide a roof over your head at all.”

“Understood, my lady. But I w-w-was thinking. Wh-what if I bought the estate from y-you?”

Her dark eyes bulge. “You? Purchase the estate?” She crows a laugh. “You need funds to purchase property. What will you do, pull coin from out of thin air?” Shaking her head, she rinses her hands in the washbasin, dries them on a cotton rag hanging from the wall. “Not that it’s any of your concern, but I already have a buyer interested.”

No, I cannot accept this. “Wh-what if I offered something else besides c-coin?” Contrary to Lady Clarisse’s beliefs, I’ve a small inheritance left to me by Nan that I refuse to touch. The funds are buried in a metal tin behind the garden shed. I’d hoped to one day use them to reinstate Nan’s business, once I gained enough experience. Surely St. Laurent is large enough for two apothecaries?

“Something besides coin,” she iterates, curious now. “Like what?”

“Information. From the p-prisoner.” My voice strengthens. It could work. “I could f-find out where this god-touched w-weapon is.”

My employer considers me with new eyes. There is no laughter, no scathing remark or questioning my intelligence. I have captured her attention at last.

Then she snorts. “Have you been listening to anything I just said? The brew will gift me what I seek.”

“But—”

She lifts a hand, cutting me off. “While there’s still daylight.”

I bite my cheek, knowing better than to argue. Gathering my basket and coat, I hurry out the back door, down the pathway cutting through the overgrown grass until I reach the iron gate guarding the entrance to the estate. Steel clouds roll in from the east, and large waves hammer the rocks below. My body stiffens, already anticipating the water’s icy touch, but I am safe here, on these cliffs that rise high. The wind, cutting and cold, tugs at my threadbare dress and apron. Gooseflesh prickles my skin, and I shiver.

I’ve two, maybe three, hours before the storm hits. My pace quickens as the path angles downhill toward St. Laurent, with its shining bell tower and lustrous pillars nestled like pearls against the expansive lavender fields and tidy vineyards. Dirt hardens to smooth, rust cobblestones, their uneven surface poking painfully against the worn soles of my loafers. I wince. The thin rope I’ve used to bind my shoes is slowly disintegrating. Lady Clarisse gives me a few pennies’ worth of salary each week, whatever remains after room and board have been deducted. In a few months, I should have enough saved to purchase new shoes. I dare not risk spending my inheritance on something so minor.

Apartment buildings border the northern edge of town, arched windows stamped button-like down their fronts, the corroded copper roofs akin to sloped green hats. As I travel farther south, storefronts begin to replace the elegant structures. A small chapel has burrowed itself into a hillside. The sparkle of its windows reminds me of jewels: emerald swirled with aquamarine. Meanwhile, a chorale drifts through the open doors of the sanctuary.

Whisking around the corner, I step onto Market Street, which is wide, framed by green hedges and two-story edifices constructed of gray stone. Ivy climbs the ancient walls and iron balconies ornament the upper levels. The air, perfumed with warmed sugar and yeast, drifts from the bakers’ carts that are too many to count. Truly, one may purchase a tart or loaf of bread from any corner. Farther on, a large fountain burbles at the entrance to the local park.

After purchasing a small sourdough bun, I tear into its soft center and allow my pace to slow. Each window is dressed dashingly in dried flowers and wreaths. Welcome mats grace the doorways of every bakery, florist, butcher, and grocer. A fine-looking gentleman in a tweed coat walks his dog along the strip of grass bordering the road. He tips his hat in my direction with a freckled hand, and I drop my eyes, hurrying onward. Two women bundled in sweaters sip hot tea on the small porch of a bookshop, their bronzed skin flushed in the chill of morning.

“I, for one, thought the production was phenomenal,” says the first woman as she refills her porcelain cup from a teapot. “I swear I could smell the meat as he cooked her dinner.”

“Agreed!” her curly-haired companion exclaims. “I wished he was cooking me dinner!” They share a cackling laugh. “What did you think of his reaction when she revealed that she was with child?”

The woman’s response is lost as I enter a nondescript shop. A silver bell chimes, and the wooden floors gleam in the autumn sun. I breathe in deeply. Lemon, a sharp itch against my nostrils, paired with the mellow fragrance of tarragon. “Good morning, Master Alain.”

“Ah, Min! I was wondering when you’d arrive.” A beefy, brown-skinned man wearing a loose, linen shirt rounds the back counter. Walls of shelving showcase an impressive array of herbs, from the common and familiar to the rare and unique. “The usual?” he asks, accepting my list.

“Not quite,” I say with a tense smile.

He frowns at her ladyship’s penmanship. “Vanishing night?”

“That won’t be a problem, will it?”

“No, but it is an unusual request. Difficult to acquire.” He taps the list against his palm thoughtfully. “Not to worry. I have connections in Under. Occasionally, we get a few fair folk passing through, asking for it. Drifters, usually. See them once and never again.”

Yes, because Lady Clarisse tosses any and all immortals into the cells below the estate. Currently, she has two fair folk imprisoned. There was a third, but after several weeks, the poor soul expired, unable to withstand the prolonged suffering.

After placing my basket on the counter, I browse the offerings while Master Alain gathers my supplies. Though I work for Lady Clarisse, I’ve known his lordship since I was a young girl. He and Nan were close friends, having met shortly after my grandmother arrived at St. Laurent from Jinsan, her homeland.

It is then that a curious plant draws my eye: dusky petals, velvet to the touch.

“Black iris.”

I snatch my hand away. “Pardon?”

“The plant you’re touching.” He tugs at his beard. It is spectacularly red. “It’s called black iris. Comes all the way from Ammara.”

“I see.” I’ve heard of Ammara. Realm of sand and sun. “What are its properties?”

“Well, many like to crush the roots, as it is a diuretic if mixed with Ammaran salt. Others prefer to dry the leaves and use them to scent their linens. The petals haven’t much of a taste.” He removes a small envelope from beneath the counter and slips it into my basket.

Interesting. I will see what further research I can uncover on this specimen.

I pay for the items and grab my basket. “Good day to you, sir.”

“And to you, Min.”

As I reach the door, my hand tightens around the knob. Easy—too easy, perhaps—to step beyond the shop, return to the estate, brew the next poison, remain silent as the dead. But the hole into which my dismay floods yawns wider. Something is not right.

Turning, I say to him, “Vanishing night.” I hold up the small envelope. “May I ask what its properties are?”

He studies me a moment, suddenly guarded. “That depends on what ingredients you’re brewing it with.”

“Silk violet, liquid amber, hair of a banshee, tears of a pregnant mortal in her second trimester.”

He frowns, pondering this information. I shift uncomfortably in place. “Sounds to me like a poison to drain a body of strength.”

I blink at him. “Come again?”

“When the liquid is consumed,” Master Alain explains, “it will move through the bloodstream like threads with small hooks, which attach to the victim’s arteries and veins, siphoning all nutrients from the muscles and flesh.”

I am struck mute with horror. Her ladyship’s cruelty is a staple in my life. Artistic ingenuity, she calls it. Why do I continually underestimate her? “But the strength will return, won’t it?”

“Yes, but it may be days before that occurs.”

So Lady Clarisse intends to drain the prisoner of strength, thus removing the last barrier—his will—barring her from the location of his ax. The man—god—will survive, but only long enough for her to bury that god-touched weapon in his chest.

“Good day to you,” I say, then depart the shop swiftly, my basket of supplies banging against the side of my leg.



“My lady?” After wiping the dirt from my loafers, I enter the workshop. The door leading to the basement stands open a crack. A pained shriek splinters from the obscured depths below, and I flinch. Nothing I can do. Not unless I, too, wish to be confined belowground.

As I do every week, I remove the ingredients from my basket and line them across one of the battered work tables. Our Lady of Mercy simmers in a pot on the stove. It reeks of spoiled meat. Once vanishing night is added, the poison requires another ten days to steep.

I fiddle with the powder-filled envelope uneasily. This is not how Nan conducted business. Her teas promoted healing. They never inflicted pain or granted one person power over another. Some nights, when I am feeling particularly daring, I consider the possibility of resuming her legacy: bringing healing back to St. Laurent.

And so I wonder. Might I obtain the information Lady Clarisse seeks without forcing a poison down the deity’s throat?

What makes you think you have the authority to question my work?

My hand trembles. The envelope slips from my grasp. It hits the table, and powder clouds the air, the floor, the front of my apron. I snatch the envelope, peer inside. Less than a teaspoon remains.

Dread. Dread like nothing I have ever known hardens my stomach to stone. Her ladyship will kill me. I know this as a truth of the world, like the easterly sunrise, the flow of water downstream.

Tiptoeing toward the basement door, I press my ear to the crack. A dull roar floods my eardrums, my heartbeat a cacophonous thump, thump, thump.

“Again,” Lady Clarisse snarls. Crack! A weakened cry crumbles, petering out beneath the hiss of the simmering brew. I recoil, nausea ringing my throat. I’m sweating so profusely the envelope wilts in my dampened palm.

Seconds later, the creak of wood pricks at my awareness. Footsteps, ascending the stairs.

Move, Min! She can’t learn of my mistake.

My body lurches into motion. Two steps, and I reach the open window, nearly dropping the envelope in my haste to empty the remaining powder onto the overgrown hedges. A gentle wind wipes all evidence away.

Envelope clutched in hand, I spring toward the supply cabinet and select a powder of summer thyme, a harmless ingredient similar in color to vanishing night. I add five tablespoons to the empty envelope—the amount required for the draught—and shut the cabinet door seconds before Lady Clarisse stomps into the kitchen, her boots marking bloody prints on the scuffed floorboards.

“Oh.” She blinks. “You’re back.” After peeling the soiled apron from her front, she tosses the garment into a basket in the corner before washing her hands in the washbasin. “I trust Master Alain had everything in stock?”

With her back to me, I’m able to slip the envelope amongst the ingredients unnoticed. “He d-did.” Breathe. Just breathe. “I… didn’t w-want to disturb you.”

My employer ignores me as she stirs Our Lady of Mercy, wisps of steam rising to moisten her pale face. As though sensing my attention, she glances toward me in irritation. “Well? Don’t just stand there. Fetch me a glass.”

As she dumps the envelope’s contents into the pot, I retrieve a copper mug from the cupboard, accidentally hitting a stack of plates in my haste to comply. The sharp clatter causes her head to whip in my direction. Her dark eyes promise pain, always pain.

“S-sorry,” I whisper.

“Hurry up,” she snaps.

I place the mug on the table, and she ladles the poisoned tea into the hammered metal. A drop of liquid slides free of the rim.

“I th-thought the tea needed an extra ten d-days to steep?” I ask tentatively.

“Our Lady of Mercy requires ten days to reach full strength, but I need to test a sample, make sure everything is in working order.”

My hands fist behind my back, fingernails cutting deep into my palms. She will force the substance down the prisoner’s throat. With his wrists shackled, his ankles, he will be helpless to escape. Not that it will matter. She will soon learn the poison is defective. “My lady—”

She brushes past me, and the swish of her dress vanishes up the stairwell leading to the northern tower. My knees wobble. I collapse onto a chair and wait, heart in throat, for the sword to fall.

A furious shriek heralds doom. I lurch to my feet as her ladyship stomps downstairs. Should I flee? No, that would surely mark me as guilty.

Catching my arm, she yanks me up the stairs with impossible strength. When we reach the cell door, she flings me onto the ground.

“It didn’t work,” she snarls. “Tell me why the poison didn’t work.”

I scramble onto my back. “I d-d-don’t know, I—”

“What do you mean you don’t know? You informed me Master Alain had all the ingredients. Did you lie?”

My mind is a frozen wasteland. Nothing roots. All I know is this: she cannot learn that I replaced vanishing night with a completely different substance. “N-no! Perhaps M-Master Alain gave m-me a d-d-different powder by mistake?”

“I see.” Her upper lip curls. “That is unfortunate.”

Sweat drips beneath my arms, and I gulp in air. Lady Clarisse has enormous influence in this town. If she believes Master Alain to have sold her the wrong ingredient, she might think it intentional, a means to steal her coin. It would not take much to blacklist his business.

“I-I-I’ll go b-b-back,” I whisper. “I’ll inform h-h-him of the m-mistake.” By which I mean, I will purchase another five tablespoons of vanishing night with my own meager funds. New shoes will have to wait. “I’m sure he’ll be h-happy to accommodate.”

“Stupid girl,” she snarls, and kicks my stomach. I curl inward with a pitiful cry. “Have you heard anything I’ve said these past weeks? Vanishing night must be added today. Before noon. If Our Lady of Mercy steeps longer than twenty-one days without the additive, the powder will not bind properly with the solution.”

She kicks me again, again, again. My stomach throbs; my bones quake in pain. I go limp. If I do not move, then I am not a threat. If I am not a threat, she will grow bored of me and eventually depart.

“Enough!”

The low growl lashes through the steel door. Through the shadows blotting my vision, I watch Lady Clarisse straighten, lips peeling back in a silent snarl. She slams a fist against the door’s metal face. “Quiet, worm!”

There is a heavy thud, and suddenly, her ladyship is plastered against the door, her startling shriek cut short.

I stare, wide-eyed, at the semi-transparent tendril that has coiled itself around her neck. She scrabbles at the noose with sharp fingernails. Her boots kick at the wall. “Min!” It emerges as a fraught wheeze.

I remain motionless, my feet fixed to the floor. No one outmaneuvers Lady Clarisse—no one. What sort of power does this god possess? It seems he can manipulate the air, but if that were so, why not force the door open? Why not fight back? Unless she has weakened him with other insidious brews?

“My… pocket,” she chokes, face purpling to indigo. “Toss it… inside.”

I lunge, searching her pockets. My fingers close around a small metal tin: sleeping powder. Prying open the top, I send it through the slot in the door. Seconds later, the noose vanishes, and her ladyship collapses onto the ground.

I rush to her side. “My lady, are you all right?” When I reach for her arm, she slaps my hand aside.

Sweat dots her upper lip. She wipes it away with the back of her forearm, then shoves to her feet, expression thunderous. “Min.” She glowers down at me as though I am to blame, and within her black eyes, there is the promise of blood. “Come with me.”



I wake to darkness.

I lie on the squeaky cot in my room, blankets having twisted around my bare legs. Any slight shift sends fire rupturing up my back. I muffle a cry, biting my cheek so hard copper coats my tongue. A chill rolls through me, and I shiver, though my skin is feverish to the touch.

Gingerly, I push into a seated position. Beneath my nightgown, a horrific bouquet blossoms across my skin: blue, green, mauve. Along my upper ribs, where Lady Clarisse’s boot made contact, the color has rotted to a mealy gray. I do not want to look at my back. In tatters, like the rest of me.

Her ladyship wields the whip infrequently, yet always lovingly, fervently. I’d forgotten how excruciating healing is, each brush of air like a thousand lit matches against my pulped flesh. Falling back asleep will be impossible. Without something to dull the ache, I will lie here in agony until the sun chases back the dark.

It takes long minutes to slip a dress over my shredded back. Hunching forward, I carefully shove my feet into my tired loafers. Then I’m up, easing slowly down the stairs. The bottom step whines as I plant my weight on it. I wince, holding still. Nothing stirs. Good. I would not wish to disturb my employer at an hour so late.

After filling the kettle, I place it on the stove. I build the fire beneath, puffing hard through the pain. I’m not sure which hurt is worse—my back or my ribs. As I wait for the water to boil, I collect the necessary ingredients to make a healing tea that will induce restorative sleep. This, at least, soothes me. My hands fall into motions familiar and safe. Herbs cut and pressed, sliced and rolled.

The kettle screams. I remove it from the heat, steep the brew in boiling water. It is then that a note catches my eye—her ladyship’s elegant script.

Gone to inspect a few potential flats in town. Will return tonight. Stir Our Lady of Mercy thrice at sunrise.

I stir the fresh batch of poison, though it will take weeks before it is complete. I have erred—badly. If she is inspecting flats in town, is it possible the estate’s sale is already in motion?

Fear of losing my home draws my attention toward the stairs leading to the tower. Time is a luxury I cannot afford. However, if I can find the prisoner’s ax myself, I know Lady Clarisse will give me anything I ask for in exchange—including my home.

Swiftly, I down the healing tea. The relief is immediate, a cool numbness encasing my shoulders, spine, and ribs. I pour a second cup for the prisoner. If I approach this god with kindness and understanding, if I offer him relief, might he grant me the information freely?

Lady Clarisse believes she is the only one who knows where the spare keys to the northern tower are hidden, but she is wrong. Tonight, I retrieve the key ring from one of Nan’s old teapots, tuck it against my palm. Chilled metal, small yet mighty.

It is a laborious ascent up the stairs. My legs shake, and twice I’m forced to rest, my sharp, open-mouthed gasps splintering the quiet of deep night. By the time I reach the landing, I require the wall for support, sweat drenching my front. But hesitate I do not. Inserting the key into the lock, I slip inside, quiet as a wraith.






4

“SO, THE BIRD HAS RETURNED.”

The prisoner’s coarse rasp emerges from the back corner, where the shadows breed thickest. The sound’s echo folds onto itself: small, smaller, gone. All is obscured: the walls, the floor, even the shape of my own hands. This is no cell. It is a tomb.

I am a fool to have placed myself in such a vulnerable position, but… a curious fool. Tentatively, I take a shuffling step forward, porcelain cup gripped tightly. My hand trembles. It sloshes the boiling brew across my wrist, and I expel a hiss of pain. “I m-m-made you a cup of tea.”

The scuff of chains pricks at my ears. “You mean like the poison that witch forced down my throat while I lay senseless from her cursed sleeping powder?”

“No.” Another step forward. It’s impossible to determine how far from the prisoner I stand. “This is a h-healing tea.”

“I’m sure.”

Gradually, my eyes adjust to the gloom. Stone walls. Stone floor. The available light is scant, naught but a thin outline surrounding the slot used to shove food through the door. From what Lady Clarisse has told me, the prisoner is shackled to the far wall, with only enough length in his chains to reach the meager meals we serve him. The manacles were enchanted by a witch her ladyship captured many years before and forced to do her bidding. They are unbreakable. So long as I keep my distance and do not provoke the prisoner into using his mysterious powers, I am safe.

“If it w-would help,” I say, “I can take a s-sip of the tea and prove there is n-n-nothing wrong with it.”

Once more, quiet takes shape. It is decidedly suspicious.

Lifting the cup, I take a hearty swallow. By now, the numbness has spread to fully envelop my hurts. “Does that p-prove anything?”

“It proves you believe me gullible, soft,” he bites out. “You’re her employee. I can’t trust you.”

“Fine.” I’m not sure why his judgment irks me. It is understandable, considering his captivity. Maybe I take umbrage with him lumping me together with my employer. We are not the same, she and I. Lady Clarisse relishes others’ pain, she lusts for power, covets leverage. My desires are humble: food on the table, a roof over my head. A home of my own.

Gently, I set the cup on the ground. Maybe he will choose to drink if I do not hand it to him directly.

“What did she do to you?” the prisoner asks.

His voice now sounds like it is coming from my right, whereas previously it emerged from the left, though I’m not sure how that is possible. I peer hard into the blanketing darkness. Nothing. I see nothing. “Excuse me?”

“She hurt you. I heard your cries earlier.”

I curve one hand over my shoulder as if to shield my wounds from his gaze. “N-nothing I d-d-did n-not deserve.”

“Why do you feel you deserve such punishment?” If I’m not mistaken, he sounds peeved. “There are other employers who would treat you better. Why stay and endure this pain?”

“My l-l-lady has m-my best interests at heart. Everything she does is to m-m-make me into a better apprentice—”

He scoffs. “Don’t tell me you honestly believe that.”

My eyes narrow in irritation. He is quick to pass judgment, this deity. He knows nothing of my life.

“How did you come to work here?” he asks. “Where are your parents?”

“My mother doesn’t w-wish to know me, and I have mostly accepted that. As for m-my father, he died shortly after I was b-born. This estate w-was my grandmother’s. It is wh-where I grew up.” I cross my arms over my stomach. “Now you understand why I s-stay.”

“I don’t. Your grandmother is dead. You’ve no family to keep you here. Why chain yourself to this fate? You cannot live for what is already gone.”

I do not agree. The past is always present. Always.

“There are plenty of opportunities for employment in St. Laurent,” he argues, “or elsewhere in Marles.”

I have considered it. I have thought of how different my life might be, were I to find other employment. But Lady Clarisse would never allow it. The only reason I am permitted to continue living at the estate is because I am her apprentice. No, if I am to one day follow in Nan’s footsteps, I must remain.

“My skills apply to only a v-very narrow industry,” I explain to him. “There are not m-m-many opportunities.”

“What about something completely different. Fishing is robust in this town, is it not? I am sure someone would be willing to take you on as a deckhand.”

It is eerie, to feel the weight of another’s gaze and not see it yourself. “My f-father was a fisherman, but I unfortunately did n-not grow up with an affinity for w-w-water.”

“And? That can be learned, as can any skill.”

“My m-mother tried to drown me as a child. I was six. I’m… afraid of the s-sea. Well, deep water, rather.”

To this, he does not deign to respond. If only his face were not cloaked behind the thickening opaqueness. Perhaps then I could distinguish the quality of this stillness, whether pity or judgment, shock or disgust.

A drawn-out scuffling catches my attention, and I stare across the veiling black, willing something to take shape. Yes, I see it now. The figure of a man, crouched, heavy chains pooling at his feet.

“I imagine that’s n-n-not something that bothers y-you,” I tell him. “Death?”

“No,” he says. “I can’t say that it does. You mortals are afraid of such little things.”

Why does his disdain bother me so? After all, I am well used to it. “The w-world is a scary place, especially when one does not have d-doting parents to guide them.”

“I am well aware of that,” he spits out, the words soaked in resentment. What was it Lady Clarisse had referred to him as? One of the Anemoi. I wonder what that means. I wonder what powers he holds. “There’s something you should know about the divine. Historically, we are amongst the worst in terms of rearing children. Consider yourself lucky you are no longer in contact with your mother.”

Lucky is not exactly the word I would use. “Then wh-why the disdain?”

His scoff resounds against the stone walls. It falls into the darkness and is buried. “Do you expect me to extend compassion toward someone complicit in my torment?”

My face grows hot with a shame I am unable to hide. Most days, I shut my ears to the screams. I draw the cloth across my eyes. “Y-you can help y-y-yourself, you know. M-my lady wants information. If you tell m-me what it is she wants to know, p-p-perhaps I can convince her to let y-you go?”

He barks a laugh, shifts in his distant corner. “That witch will never let me go. No, I have endured far worse. I am a god. When all the earth is dust, I will still be here, meting out my vengeance.” There is a bitterness to his response, and if I am not mistaken, a subtle urgency. In what ways has he attempted to escape? In what ways has he failed? “She can continue her torment. I will not break.”

I huff in frustration. “Why can’t y-y-you see that I’m trying to help y-you?”

I do not realize I’ve stepped closer until a quiet pop sounds in my ears, followed by an abrupt change in air pressure.

Low laughter coaxes the hair along my nape to stand on end. “Foolish mortal,” he says. “You should watch where you step.”

I look down. A faint line of soot sketches the stone underfoot. My gut cramps with understanding, and dread like I have never known. It is a symbol of protection, established to bind the god’s power—most, but not all. He goaded me enough to step forward, causing my shoe to disrupt the line. Now that it is broken, so too are those bonds.

The deity unfurls to his feet with a clink of chains. I gasp and stumble backward, for there is no other word to describe his size except this: overwhelming.

Heavy, broad shoulders stretch the black fabric of his worn cloak, which snaps around his braced legs, clawed by a wind heavy with damp. He is at least a head taller than me, maybe two. The dark inside his hood fully conceals his face.

A massive hand reaches toward me, and I recoil, turning away in anticipation of the blow. It never comes.

My lungs expand and contract, each fitful gasp paired with a dull twinge. Run, Min. But there is nowhere to go. Forcing down a wad of bile, I look up at the deity. Through the shadowed interior of his cowl, I sense his gaze, a direct, piercing thing.

“What are you?” I choke out.

“I am Eurus, the East Wind,” he responds, a hum of ancient winds and eroded stone. “The storms are my palette. The wind is my brush. I command them both. And now,” he murmurs, “I command you.”

A silvery band ensnares my waist, pinning me in place. I open my mouth to scream, but it’s as if a thin sheet of air seals itself over teeth and tongue, cutting off any emerging sound. I struggle to no avail. Eventually, the pain of my reopened wounds becomes too great. I fall limp, trembling, as a breeze slips into my pocket.

“Take it, bird,” coaxes the East Wind. “Set me free.”

The sleeve of his cloak retracts. Lady Clarisse’s key ring dangles from a thin rope. His hand is wide, pale, fingers distinctly masculine, with surprisingly clean nails. “How d-did y-you—?”

“That employer of yours is overconfident. The shackles suppressed the majority of my power, but not all of it.” He sounds darkly pleased with himself. “But the enchantments on the shackles prevent me from unlocking them myself. Only a mortal can do so.” He thrusts the key against my chest. “Before she returns.”

Even if I were to escape, the nearest estate is half a mile south. And anyway, what would I say? That an imprisoned god attempts to break free from the tower where he is kept? They would think me mad.

“And if I r-r-refuse?” I whisper.

His exhalation drifts across my face. It smells of sweet rain. “I don’t want to hurt you.” The tendril squeezes my torso tighter. My ribs groan in protest, and I bite back a cry from the added pressure on my wounds. “But I will, if I have to.”

Death by a thousand cuts, or death by a single blow? Lady Clarisse I can weather. The East Wind I know nothing of.

My hands tremble so severely it takes multiple attempts to insert the key into the lock at the prisoner’s wrists. The chains tumble to the stone with a violent crash. The manacles encasing his ankles follow. A wave of power detonates, driving forth a screaming, rain-drenched wind that claws at my hair and skin and clothes. When it dies, I’m left hollow with guilt. Everything her ladyship has worked for, gone with but one betrayal.

“G-go then,” I manage through chattering teeth. “I d-did wh-what you asked. Leave now.”

“Oh no, bird.” Eurus draws me closer, into the startling heat of his massive body. “You’re coming with me.”

His arms band around me. They are like pillars of stone, or wood, or something equally inflexible. My struggles revive themselves as he blasts open the door. Another gust shatters the window at the top of the landing. In my shock, the keys slip from my hands. Plastered to his chest, my ear shoved against the hard plate of his sternum, I go rigid in his arms.

For below, there awaits the sea. Look at how she churns. Her vicious temper, those dark, watery hands scratching at the rocky cliffs, waves frothed like saliva below. My tongue swells, blocking my airway, for the immortal has climbed through the shattered window onto the steeply slanted rooftop, its panes crusted in salt, slick from recent rain.

Now I begin to thrash. Now I writhe and hammer and beat at the deity who holds me captive. My stomach lurches as the prisoner strides to the very edge of the roof. The water. I can feel its sting in my throat, inside my nostrils. There is no ground, no solid earth, only the wide, swallowing sea below.

“Wait,” I whisper. “Please—”

He leaps.
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DOWN, DOWN, DOWN WE PLUMMET, the frigid air cutting at my face, and the sea swelling like a growth in my vision, until it is all I know. A wave arcs high, lashing toward me. Seconds before we make impact, I squeeze my eyes shut.

Abruptly, the downward motion jerks to a halt, and my stomach drives upward into my throat from the unexpected change. My eyes snap open. Somehow, we begin to climb. I cling to my captor with clawed fingers, only vaguely aware of how he stiffens beneath my touch. Overhead, there is the sky, its stars dusted like pollen in the wind. My mind whirs, unable to process why we failed to hit the water, until two dark shapes framing the East Wind’s back draw my focus.

Wings.

Their breadth is vast, perhaps twice the length of his already impressive height. A thin gray membrane stretches over the long, curved bones. Inlaid across the top: ebon scales. Their texture appears similar to hammered copper or tin. They cast an iridescent shine in certain slants of light. Fearsome, to be certain.

I was not aware that gods possessed wings. The Mother of Earth certainly doesn’t. She wears a simple cotton dress, her dark hair piled high upon her head, hands coated in dirt. The Master of Sea is equally humble in a long shirt and breeches, his only means of flight the sails of his ship, which he uses to shape the tides. This immortal, this East Wind, is so unlike them. Who is he? Where does he hail from?

A drop in altitude sends a weightless swoop through my belly. My fingers dig harder into his muscled shoulders, and I tuck my face against his neck to shield myself from the wine-dark sea below. We bank hard, catching an updraft of wind, which props us higher than I thought was possible. Over the East Wind’s shoulder, the green rooftops of St. Laurent fade into black velvet, each loud whump of beating wings propelling me farther from home.

Soon, Lady Clarisse will return. She will make herself a cup of beauty tea, steeped for four minutes exactly. Then she will climb the stairs to the northern tower and find the cell door agape, the prisoner gone.

And then? When she discovers that I, too, have vanished, will she connect the pieces and assume I unlocked the prisoner’s cell? The idea makes me ill. She would not believe me capable of such disobedience, would she?

Time spins out, but eventually, sunlight splashes the eastern horizon. Below, I spot a boulder shaped like a bird of prey—an eagle—erupting from the water. Then a rocky island comes into view, its edges worn smooth by seaside winds. But it is what surrounds the island that sends my stomach into a heaving, fear-stricken heap.

A gray, malevolent mass. A great storm circling the scrap of barren earth, its blackness broken every so often by lightning. The East Wind flies straight toward it, and I freeze, eyes squeezed shut as the first flecks of hail pelt my face.

Or rather, that is what I expect. When the precipitation fails to hit my skin, I crack my eyelids to find a protective sphere enfolding us as we fly safely through the churning air and dousing rain, into the eye of the storm.

Within the squall’s heart, an immense, stately edifice sprawls along the exposed rocks like a skeleton washed ashore. It is hewn from dark gray stone, made darker by the sheen of water dampening its lower walls where the waves beat at its foundations. The structure could easily encompass the entirety of St. Laurent. There are hundreds of tall windows, dozens of balconies, a collection of towers and courtyards enclosed by high walls. But I spot not one tree or bush, no green to break the monotonous gray. I wonder whether I will leave this place alive.

My heart threatens to punch through my sternum as we begin our descent. I didn’t realize how thoroughly chilled I was, all these hours flying in the thin, frigid air. Sea spray has fully drenched my dress, my socks and loafers, hair and skin.

For someone so large, the East Wind slips through the tall, fingerbone rocks encompassing the fortress with fluid ease, banking toward a high tower protruding out over the sea. He glides through the open window and sets me onto the ground.

The moment he releases me, I dart to the other side of the room, arms wrapped around my middle. Now that we are free of the lightless prison cell, I am able to see my captor clearly for the first time.

The East Wind is indeed immense. His worn cloak covers him head to toe, but if I focus carefully, I can almost distinguish the shape of his face within that hood. He stands with legs braced, arms hanging loose at his sides. Heavy boots encase his feet. He overwhelms. He steals the air.

And yet, my attention shifts to his wings. Partially extended, the upper bones arch high over his head. They are considerably scarred.

“Why d-d-did y-you bring me h-here?” I ask through chattering teeth. “Wh-why didn’t y-you just escape by yourself? Why go through all th-this effort to t-t-t-take”—my voice cracks, gut twisting with shame, that I cannot even utter the simplest words without fumbling—“me from m-my home?” I shiver, wishing for a coat to warm me.

His coarse voice bleeds from the cowl of his hood. “Fire.”

I blink in confusion. “Wh-what?”

A red glow blossoms to my left. I startle, shrinking against the wall. But it is only the fireplace. “H-h-how—”

“I require your skillset.”

I open my mouth, snap it shut. “M-m-my skillset?”

“Your knowledge of poisons, specifically.”

Already, the flame begins to heat the room. My shivering abates. I tell myself not to be grateful for the warmth. I would not be in this position if he had not dragged me from my home. “But… I’m j-just an apprentice.”

“Do you honestly believe that?” he asks calmly.

If Lady Clarisse says I am only fit for an apprentice’s work, then that is all I will ever be. The only way I can become a qualified bane weaver is if she chooses to promote me. I am still hopeful that will one day occur.

“Your employer is a stupid, self-centered fool,” Eurus says. “She wouldn’t recognize talent if it was located under her very nose. I’ve been observing you for months now. You are far more adept than that woman realizes. Your skills mark you as a bane weaver, even if your title does not.”

The full weight of the immortal’s gaze blankets me. If only his hood were not blocking my view of his countenance. It is a strange, uncomfortable feeling, knowing this prisoner was able to learn the extent of my skills by listening through a steel door. I’m not sure what to make of it.

“I d-do know about p-p-poisons,” I admit, “but I d-d-don’t know anything about using immortal p-parts to create them, as my lady does. All that I know, I l-learned from my grandmother.” I lick my lips. Lady Clarisse loathes questions, but… “Wh-what do you need the poison f-f-for?”

The East Wind cants his head, the motion eerily similar to that of the falcons nesting in the high cliffs. “I, too, have been wronged by the people in my life. It is time they paid for it.” He turns, his cloak whipping about his legs. “Warm yourself by the fire. I’ll return shortly.”

He departs without a backward glance, launching himself out across the black waters that churn.



I crouch in a shadowed corner, knees against my chest, arms wrapped tightly around my legs. Since the divine’s departure, the moon has bedded down, the earth having released its tenuous hold on the sun. The air warms, and the sea’s crashing rings through the open window. I close my eyes on a sudden wave of dizziness and press my spine harder against the wall. The water is far. I am safe.

From that specific threat, at least. The East Wind claimed he required my skillset. I will be used. In what ways? When he is dissatisfied with my work, will he unfurl the lash? Will he lock me outside amidst a lightning storm, exposed to the elements? Lady Clarisse particularly enjoyed that one.

Round and round and round my thoughts spin. My teeth resume their chattering, and I gather my legs tighter to my chest. The motion splits open the scabs on my back. I bite the inside of my cheek, swallow down the yelp of pain. It seems the healing tea has finally worn off. With my body having drained itself of adrenaline, every ache, old and new, makes itself known.

Back at the estate, I would be spending the early hours of morn preparing client orders, brewing simpler remedies, those that did not require immortal ingredients. Her ladyship did not trust that I would not hoard those sea-nymph hairs and banshee scales and fair folk names for myself. Perhaps she was right to withhold trust. Were it not for me, the prisoner would not have escaped. And I would not find myself stranded and alone.

If I’m correct, Lady Clarisse is supposed to meet Prince Balior again tomorrow. She told me nothing of their initial conversation, though of course I was not expecting her to. What will happen now, when the prince learns the East Wind has escaped?

Eventually, exhaustion must drag me under, for I startle awake, my neck twinging from having fallen asleep upright. The tower is bright, its walls coated in thick yellow sunlight. I glance around blearily, wiping the sleep from my eyes. Something has changed. There, on a small table near the door, a dish of food has appeared.

Frowning, I push to my feet. A hearty stew fills the shallow bowl. Beef chunks swim in a thick sauce paired with onions, mushrooms, and cloves of garlic: beef bourguignon.

My stomach clenches in hunger. Nearly a day has passed since I last ate, but I can’t trust that it isn’t poisoned. Regretfully, I turn away, taking in the room.

One door, shut, locked. One window, wide and arched and garbed in teal curtains, gusts of salted air swirling into the small space. There is a simple wooden desk and chair. Against the opposite wall, a narrow cot. My trepidation deepens. Does this god expect me to live here now? Will he confine me in this highest tower, a nightingale in a cage?

Something shifts to my right. Through the window, a vague form glides over the water. I scurry to the other side of the room as fast as my wounds will allow, turning in time to witness the East Wind snap his wings closed mid-flight and drop through the open window, landing on silent feet. When he straightens to his full height, the top of his hood nearly brushes the ceiling.

I sense, rather than observe, the weight of his gaze. Instinct dictates I look elsewhere, but I force myself to maintain eye contact. Steel in my shoulders, in my spine. He stole me from my home. I was only trying to help him.

Eventually, he swivels his head toward the table. “You didn’t touch your food.”

My molars grind together, a slow back and forth. If I were of a more courageous nature, I would strike low and quick. “For obvious r-r-reasons.”

A beat of silence passes. “You think it’s poisoned.”

“I’m n-not sure, but I’m certainly n-not going to find out.”

Eurus considers me for a time. It is impossible to know what he thinks of me. “Why would I go through the trouble of bringing you all the way here, only to kill you? I told you I have need of you.”

His question pokes holes in my nerve. I falter. “I-I-I don’t know. I-I-I imagine y-you have your reasons.”

He shakes his head, takes a step forward. When folded neatly along his spine, only the crowns of his wings are visible, slender bones and thin gray skin. “The food has not been tampered with.”

“Your w-word means nothing to me,” I snap. Where this sudden mettle has sprouted from, I’m not sure, but I embrace it eagerly. “You s-stole me from my home, locked me in this tower—”

“I did no such thing.”

My lungs hollow out, squeezed with an emotion so utterly unfamiliar it takes a moment for it to process: anger. “So n-now I’m a liar?”

“I presume you did not attempt to open the door.”

I open my mouth. It hangs there, soundless, then clamps shut. He is right. I assumed it was locked.

“Go on,” he says. “Try the handle, if you don’t believe me.”

My eyes flick between door and god. But—fine. I walk the short distance to the door and turn the handle. Unlocked, as he claimed.

I shake my head, unable to hide the pink warming my face. “This m-means nothing. I’m s-still your captive, aren’t I?”

His silence is not reassuring.

Moments later, my stomach gurgles. The East Wind huffs with impatience. Picking up the spoon, he slips it into the sauce, drawing the utensil into his hood. When he pulls the spoon away, it comes out clean. “Does that prove the food is safe to eat?”

The spoon vanishes. A fresh, clean utensil materializes beside the bowl. I frown. First the fire, and now this. Do this deity’s powers extend beyond those storms and winds he mentioned?
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