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  Author’s Note


The Flowers I Deserve  is an FFF gothic fantasy novel. It is only intended for adult readers.

Content notes: death, depression, grief, self-harm (poisoning), lesbophobia, animal bite, blood, injury detail, sexual content, sexual relationships between a king and her servants, obsessive relationships, voyeurism, knife play, piercing, choking, unnegotiated bondage
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  one

When a month passed without word from Ma, I went into the woods. 
The earl’s letter rasped in the pocket of my dress. It had arrived not with the regular post, as Ma’s letters did, but with a well-dressed man on a tall black stallion. My father had broken with the wax seal and wept without reading the news. Before the letter, I had never known who my mother worked for. Now, so armed, I had a plan.
Dusk stained the sky in wounded hues, a rust of old blood at the horizon and purple dark above. Fevered air parched my throat. Flies buzzed over a small husk of matted fur. My skin crawled at their feasting, and I hurried to put the scene behind me. Holding my skirt in one hand, I waded through the coarse underbrush, the layers of woods that had died in the drought. Footpaths had vanished long ago. Thorns scratched at my legs and snagged my hem. I wouldn’t be able to hide that I had strayed from the farm’s safer soil. Overhead, the pines were bare, their branches wretched fingers grasping the dying sky.
I knew the brightest poisons because there were no competitors to their beauty in such a barren land. The bushes flourished from cracked red earth. White flowers beckoned, their petals impossibly dotted with dew, their cordate leaves glossy green. I’d never picked one of hell’s flowers, was always under Da’s watchful eye when I ventured outside, and now hesitated at the precipice of my choice.
Ma, what flower overcame your spirit? Was the devil who brought you here the one to take your spirit home? Had they missed you?
Did they miss me?
I was torn between the leaf and the flower. A morbid choice. I snatched a flower, held it to my face, let the yellow stamen tickle my nose. Its petals formed a shallow cup with a shock of violet where they joined at the center. I plucked the petals as if playing a schoolyard game. He loves me, he loves me not. I stacked them neatly on my tongue. The last petal—he loves me. It seemed a good omen.
Mild flavors of bitter and green were all that came of my careful chewing. I expected poison to taste like a warning. This was as sedate as the cleric’s tinctures for cough and fever. I glared down at the flower bush. Perhaps the elders were wrong. I plucked a leaf and held it to the moonlight, turned it so that its gloss caught the light. What a silly scene to look back on, a girl judging her poisoner and finding them inadequate. I tucked the leaf under my tongue and ventured farther into the dark woods in the hope of finding a better ally for my experiment.
I hadn’t walked for long before a simple breath became a labor. The land was flat here and yet I felt I’d run up a hill. I stumbled and fell against a desiccated pine. It’d been hollowed by burrowing insects, turned pockmarked and brittle, and its branches snapped at my weight. A sympathetic pang tugged my chest. Or maybe it was plain and simple pain, my body’s alarm confused for emotion. I couldn’t feel my feet. I sucked in a breath and turned my face to the sky. The stars whirled in a dance I had never seen them perform. The whole sky was going to fall if they kept moving like that. Going so fast, they made the air hot. Sweat trickled down my temples. I wished for a breeze. Maybe I had walked farther than I thought. I turned to start home. Some of the stars had already made it to earth. They floated in the bushes. I couldn’t feel my face. Or maybe I couldn’t feel my hands that touched it. Eventually, I was only looking at the sky. I had a good view of it there in the dirt, though I didn’t remember lying down. Then, the stars went out.

      [image: ]The clouds were thin and drawn over the moon, and this sky meant that I was not at home. We’d had no clouds in weeks, and the air in this new place was sweet with the scent of thriving green. Yet I could glimpse only a small box of sky.
Bedposts and the velvet hanging from them shielded the world from me and me from the world. A necessary modesty. I crossed my arms over my bare chest and startled at the blanket of red beneath me, not a blanket at all but a weave of flowers on their vines. I’d never seen varieties like this—slender petals bursting into pom-poms; a chalice of spider-thin petals; a delicate crimson maw, pinked at the center. Having overcome my fear once, it was easy to reach again, to trail my fingers along the reddening blush at a flower’s edge. I pinched a stem with the intent of plucking it free, and it was here that I paused. I didn’t want to disturb anything in this place. These flowers were unlike any I’d met before, turning to me as though I were a small sun. When I touched them, I knew their devotion and wouldn’t betray it.
I was bending to the face of a bloom when the curtain stirred. I froze. A slender, fine-boned hand slipped through and caught the fabric, opening me to a featureless black where the sky did not continue. I couldn’t see who held the curtain, only the flare of her red skirt where she stood to the side. Still, her gaze burned from the dark.
I called to her and received no answer. My breaths rose. I thought to go to her but didn’t know why she watched me, whether she was appraising or admiring. A tickle at my wrist called me back to the flowers. As one, the vines shifted on a wave, curving over my thighs and capturing my waist. My first instinct was to pull away, but I’d moved too late. The flowers pulled me down like a lover. Heat bloomed across my skin. The woman still watched me. I felt her attention, rapt and unashamed even as the grip of the vines turned firm and encouraged my legs open.
I’d had dreams of this tenor before, ones that woke me hot and slick, but never so vivid, never so lucid. I would meet a shadowed lover whose body I could never see because we were not meant to know each other’s bodies. I would meet a selfless lover who I was afraid to touch because their body was a mirror. But these dreams never grew flowers, never introduced the thrill of binding and surrender.
Overhead, a flash of white winged past. It was not a bird but a figure. I tensed in the cradle of the vines, and they curved tentatively across my body, their touch a question. The figure circled lower in the square of sky, too swift to determine any features. Did this being watch me in turn? Did they judge me? I lost sight of them in the circle of the moon.
I wanted to ask the woman whether she’d seen this miracle with me and turned to find she’d drawn nearer to the curtain. Another realization opened like borderland springtimes of years past—when the cloud-dark of a storm is burned clear by the all-seeing sun. My dream lovers were never men or women or anyone.
Now, a woman.
I saw one brown and eager eye before the vines were around my throat and I was sinking into them and they into me.






  
  two

My revelation drifted from me like something cast out on the pond, something rippling away. When I reached to recapture it, the water had gone, and a basin of parched earth widened before me. A voice called from the farmhouse behind. My body was too heavy to rise and answer, too heavy to stand at all. I groaned. The sun was big. Da’s face eclipsed the light. 
I rolled over in bed. Da’s face looked down upon me again. With him, a young Restorationist cleric I had never seen. I thought he was a new dream. His veil of white feathers fell just to the chin. His jaw worked as he spoke, and I had the urge to pull the veil apart. All the wisdom I sought was the face underneath. This was my first blasphemous thought and so soon after waking. The poison had made short work of corrupting me.
The three of us were crowded into my bedroom, its sturdy pine furniture and walls built by my father’s hands. It was too small a room for two men—a holy cleric of the great angel and my humble father. Though I couldn’t see the cleric’s eyes, the intensity of his gaze weighed on me. I rolled away from their scrutiny. Da’s exhale was long and relieved. Why was it still so hot?
“Carlotta?” he said hopefully. “How do you feel, dear?”
I mumbled an answer and shielded my eyes with my forearm. The daylight was so bright for this time of night. Maybe all the stars had crashed down.
“The worst has passed,” came the cleric’s voice. “Ensure she has water and rest. She’ll return to herself.”
My father’s shadow left me. “You speak so confidently.” There was an edge to his voice I’d never heard before. “Do you often find girls lost in the woods with deadly plants in their mouths?”
“Perhaps we should step into the hall, sir? Allow your daughter to continue resting.”
Da’s heavy sigh came again. His boots tramped across the floor. The door shut. I did not want him to go. I pushed myself to sitting and squinted against the stabbing light. I swung my feet to the floor. I did not trust my body to bear my weight. I stretched my hands flat and crawled to the door. I’d drawn breath to call for Da when the cleric’s voice resumed, somber in the hall. I set my ear to the door.
“Your daughter pressed through on her own strength. By the time I found her, most would be dead, and even if one survived so long, my medicines would not be enough to pull them back from the brink.” A long pause. “Do you understand what I’m telling you, sir?” A longer pause, then a hesitant prompting. “Her mother shares her condition, yes?”
Da offered nothing that I could hear.
“I see.”
“We just learned of her passing. I didn’t know Carlotta would take the news this way. I didn’t know she would try to . . .” Another sigh, as if the past hours were bad air he needed to clear from his lungs. “I didn’t know young people could think of their own deaths like this.”
“If your daughter understood her mother’s condition and how it has supported the two of you, consider that she was not trying to kill herself but the opposite. She’s a smart girl, you’ve said. And now, she has proof of her power. Look out for her.”
“I’ve failed once. I don’t intend to let it happen again.”
“If you ever have need of it, my order would be honored to shelter your daughter. Her gift is a sign that the fallen angel is remembering who they are. Girls like her—they’re the only ones who can encounter the evil of the world and emerge unscathed.”
I tensed. The Restorationists’ views were considered heretical. But Da didn’t take a side. He didn’t like any religious talk. If not for the aristocracy’s demand for our gift—and, therefore, their selfish protection of us—the Clerical Order of Angelic Retribution would’ve ensured we had no place in society. If one were to ask a northern Retributionist, they’d say that Ma had a devil inside her, that the souls of poison girls were birthed in hell and shepherded to earth by an ill spirit. Such care on the part of these devils only to later do nothing to forestall her early death or any poison girl’s death. What evil was so neglectful of its plots?
Of the two clerical orders, only the heretical Order of Angelic Restoration believed the fallen angel still walked the earth and could be returned to their twin in heaven. For them, the rise of poison girls was prophecy fulfilled. Our immunity could cleanse earth’s evil through sacrifice. Humanity’s atonement was our true purpose. We could unmake the grief that had burdened the wings of the fallen twin. But Da would not engage with what he couldn’t prove with his own hands.
“Thank you for your help,” he said simply, his voice absent its usual warmth.
“Certainly. And Mr. Bridge? If I may be frank, you should tell your daughter what she is as soon as you can. There are people who would promise her anything to protect their own lives. Do not let her make another hasty decision. Poison girls are—”
“Respectfully, dear cleric, do not use that term in my house.”
“Of course. Excuse me.” He cleared his throat. “What would you prefer?”
“We needn’t speak of it.”
“I understand your reluctance, but denial will not protect her.”
An acknowledging grunt was all I heard from my father before their steps and conversation receded. I slumped with my back to the door. Gold light pierced the lace curtains, another gift from Ma. I looked too long, and pain lanced behind my eyes. I squeezed them shut and saw spots. My throat was parched, my limbs heavy, but through the discomfort, grim elation suffused my body.
I had done it. I was a poison girl.
Above me, the doorknob rattled. Da called my name, a note of alarm in his voice.
“I’m here,” I said, my voice strange to me. Distant, papery. I would become letters too, like Ma.
“Please open the door.”
“But it’s unlocked,” I said.
He tried again, said my name in a tone short on patience. He was rarely impatient with me. I wondered at this. I stood. This took a long time. I walked my hands up the door, leaning my weight into it as I did. Once upright, I opened the door.
Da’s eyes were wide. The floor rushed forward. I fell into his arms. He carried me back to bed and sat in the little rocking chair beside, head in his hands. I watched him through the curve of the water glass on my little table. My father was a tall man. It was strange to see him folded up so small. Unlike many of the men in our town, my father still had smooth and unscarred brown skin. He had not had to labor so hard in withering heat over land that did not want to yield. He’d kept his long hair too. It still fell in dense locks down to his waist. He said Ma fell in love with his hair. That’s why he never cut it even though the style for men of our class was cropped close to the scalp. Only aristocrats braided their hair or allowed it to grow long enough to lock.
“You scared me, Carlotta,” he said, his face still in his hands.
“I’m sorry.” I was. My plan had been to return before he woke. There wasn’t supposed to be worrying.
He shook his head, but it was a slow, whole-body sway. “No. It’s my job to guard you. I am sorry.”
I turned this over. Da had never apologized to me. He’d never needed to. “I’m a poison girl,” I said because suddenly this felt like the only thing I could know for certain. “I’m going to write to Earl Huxley and take Ma’s place.”
Da startled upright. Anger crunched his face. “You are not a poison girl. Do you understand? You will speak that name to no one, and you will not hold it for yourself. Huxley will take nothing more from my family.”
I’d never heard him express any negativity toward my mother’s gifts or her employer. The change shocked me. I turned away from him. I wanted to cry. Da had never been angry with me. A chasm opened between us where none had been before. Poison girls could not die, I wanted to reassure him, because I had survived this once.
I thought to remind him of Ma’s letters, all of them pressed and perfumed with petals, the neat squares of poetry in every envelope. She’d become a humble student of the day’s aesthetic. Through her, I had studied too.
Each poem was more fantastical than the last. A meditation on the beauty of an innocent flower. Meter that revived the rhythm of heels upon a ballroom floor. Odes to lush landscapes that, to a girl raised at the forgotten edge of a kingdom, were hopelessly distant. I read these poems and grew an ache that never left my chest. The world harbored soft places. Lands where flowers could be symbols of beauty instead of danger. The earth beyond was rich with green. I’d give anything to know it. I wanted Da to understand.
“Carlotta.” Da had moved. He was kneeling at the bedside now. He took my hand in his. “There are things about the world you don’t understand. And that’s my fault. I wanted you to be happy, and so there’s much I never told you.”
I turned my head on the pillow. My face was still numb, so I didn’t know what expression I was making. “Matteo told me Ma would die. We were still children. He was the sort of boy who’d smear clay in girls’ hair after the rains.”
I’d hoped that what had been revealed to me was only the cruelty of a boy and nothing more. I wanted to return to the reality where Ma was immune to everything always and forever.
Da bowed his face. Was that shame? Regret? I still think about it now. It’s one of my sharpest memories of him. Maybe he was praying to Ma. If I were to believe in someone I’d never seen, it would always be Ma. The clerics’ twin angel in the heavens was broken and so far away.
“Why can’t I call myself what I am?” I was proud of this newfound resistance to nature and men’s schemes. Though I lay in bed half numb and half in pain, I was powerful. I’d never had anything so special to claim as my own.
“It is not respectable.”
“Ma saved the earl’s life. She’s as honorable as any knight.”
“It is not respectable for women to have such dangerous professions.”
“The king is a woman.”
“She is not respectable. And nothing like a woman. Here, drink,” added Da, wrapping my fingers around the glass as if I’d forgotten how.
I wouldn’t let him distract me. I needed to understand. “What if I don’t care about being respectable?”
Da looked at me as if he’d found a suspicious bud among his seedlings.
I pressed on with my logic. “Ma wasn’t respectable, but you still married her. The king isn’t respectable, but she’s still the king. If I can have love and power, why do I need respectability?”
“You’ll understand when you’re older.” He stood. “Drink, rest. I’ll bring your dinner.”
A wave of feeling swept through me. I hadn’t cried when the earl’s man arrived on our step. I was all action: swipe the letter, craft a plan. I was done crying. I was done being a girl. I wanted to be something that could scream loud enough for the world to hear. I wanted to be like the king—nothing like a woman. Respected but not respectable. Hell where my gender should be.
I sat up too fast. My head pounded. “I can understand now!”
Da’s face tensed as though he would chastise me, but he exhaled the fight before it could brew. “She wanted so badly to see you, Carlotta,” he said instead.
I held my breath, like any movement would threaten what he was about to reveal.
“She was arranging for months to come home and welcome you to your eighteenth year. It’s an important one for daughters of the aristocracy, and so much time with them solidified it as a concept in her mind. But the earl’s new trade ventures on the king’s behalf mean he’s attracted enemies, people who think he’s furthering Vinstrum’s demise by working for the cursed king. In the months leading up to your mother’s death”—Da laced his hands and nodded again as if fortifying himself—“she lost her colleagues one by one. Only one other woman, a good friend, still worked with her.”
He stepped delicately when talking about Ma as a poison girl if he talked about her at all. This moment was a gift. I wanted to hear more and didn’t know the right question. If I chose wrong, he would close up again.
To think she had almost returned to me.
“I cannot even know where she’s been laid to rest—as if I would dig up the body for answers! The earl won’t divulge anything. He thinks truth will bring more harm to his house.” Da continued of his own accord, an overflow of grief loosing his words. “Much is shifting, Carlotta. I’d rather not see you caught in it.”
Violence was still shocking, even when it wasn’t on the scale of war. After the last great battles decimated the continent, the kingdoms agreed to an end to violent conflict, hence the popularity of subtler methods for disposing of one’s enemies and the aristocracy’s rising demand for the company of poison girls.
I was already caught in this shifting tide by virtue of my talents, because I was my mother’s daughter, because I wanted to know the world beyond the borderlands. Without Ma, we would have died on this farm. I would take any path that led me out. A short life in comfort was preferable to a short life in struggle. This was simple. Propriety be damned.
Da stood as if resting had made him weary. “Huxley has promised the pay he owes your mother within the week. Then we have a choice. If we’re careful, it could see us through the year, but families who have the means are already fleeing the village. The augurs foretell an angrier land and sky.”
“Then we go north,” I said immediately. What was the consideration? Where was his hesitation?
“Safe passage would cost us all we have, and in the north, the aristocracy owns everything. The land we worked and the home we lived in would never be ours again. It would be hard.”
“But I could—”
“No!” Da’s voice was a startling boom. When he saw my expression, he smoothed his own, unclenched his fist, and exhaled long. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “We did this because we had you to care for. Both our families disowned us when they found out about her condition. There’s no need to repeat this pain.”
“You never told me.”
“It didn’t matter. It was done.” He reached for the door. “I’ll be in the field.”

      [image: ]I made the most of my days with Ma’s poetry and the books of verse she’d sent us. My favorite was a thin volume that collected the work of Phaela Mirrors, the king’s royal poet. She was seen in society only once a year during the winter feast where she would debut her new work before disappearing into the castle until next solstice. I was close to Ma this way, reading the words I knew she’d read and loved.
After a fortnight, Da turned gloomy when the earl’s representative made no appearance with the promised coin. Our only visitor was my teacher arriving at our door to ask after me. This was a critical juncture, and I shouldn’t fall behind in my studies—unless my hand was promised to someone? she inquired. This suggestion floated up through the floorboards. I wanted to hiss. I wanted to put my fist through the window.
This rage was a new companion, a fever drained down into my chest that never left. It fed on where my grief lived and grew even larger, eclipsed and erased the feeling that birthed it. I didn’t know how to hold a feeling so hot. Tentatively, I considered an alliance. It was with fire that northerners survived the winters.
“She’s just lost her mother,” I heard Da explain, begging more time for me. “I wrote to you.”
“Excuse my frankness, but I speak as a daughter who also lost her mother young. Your late wife provided a unique shelter for Carlotta, but the world will not be so kind. She must learn this. She needs to apply herself to something other than her poems.”
What had I imagined for my future? Silly and impossible things. I’d imagined going to visit Ma during the winter solstice. I’d imagined a chance meeting with Mirrors wherein she’d be so taken by a slip of poetry I just so happened to have tucked up my sleeve that she would take me on as a pupil immediately. I’d dreamed of artistic sponsorship and royal balls. A life devoted to my art. I did not want marriage, and yet my parents had worked to place me in one of the few southern schools that would prepare me for a fine husband. I was a farmer’s daughter who was destined for a sheltered life. I was a poison girl’s daughter destined for a respectable role. I was supposed to transcend both my parents and make them proud.
In my dreams, the pond rippled, the truth sometimes near and sometimes far. I did not want marriage.
I did not want men.
“I will talk to her,” Da said in the same flat voice he had used with the cleric. 
“She needs guidance right now. Realism,” my teacher continued as Da walked her down the steps.
“Thank you,” Da said, the reply automatic and distant.
I did not break my window. I sat at it and looked down at my teacher eyeing the flowers growing unchecked around the porch and preparing to hatch their white buds. I didn’t remember them being so tall yesterday, but the poisonous ones grew overnight, leading people to wake the next morning believing they’d been cursed by a devil passing through. My teacher shivered in the heat before lecturing my father for his negligence. She said the angel would not look kindly upon him for this. She called him Alessio with the same authority she used in the classroom, as though they were not the same age. I felt his name as a jolt. No one called my father anything. Not our neighbors or the vendors at the market. Speaking a name was an intention to draw someone close, but everyone knew Da—knew Alessio—as the man who had married a cursed woman, and who would want to draw such a person close?
“What does it matter?” Da said. I barely caught his words, but the defeat in them was clear. “Neither I nor my daughter are fools enough to touch them.”
The lie came so easily to him. I was happily the fool.
“It’s the principle of it all.” My teacher’s voice was passionate even at a distance. “We shouldn’t have our daughters around such things. Yours especially.”
“Mine? Is that so.” He stared past my teacher. I thought he might challenge her but only promised my return to school before leaving her surrounded by poison in the sun.

      [image: ]Phaela Mirrors was born in the year of drowning feathers 2586, making her exactly twenty-five years senior to me, a daughter born in the year of dusk feathers 2611. Both of us were only children and daughters of poison girls, but unlike me, Mirrors was a member of the aristocracy and had already published her first poems when she was sixteen.
On grief, sixteen-year-old Mirrors wrote,
I braid my hair
as you showed me
as I have
always
done and will
continue

I sit
at the same
table and eat
the same foods

I am
living still
It’s unknown who inspired the lines. Desperate for the solace of common experience, I searched for the date of her mother’s death. I could never confirm the time.
I went down to the porch and picked a bouquet of the white flowers for my bedside.






  
  three

The day I returned to school dressed in pink silk, King Emelia the Deathless declared it a day of mourning for another lost poison girl. Her name was Elizabeth River, and she was the sixth. 
The mothers in the schoolyard traded scandalized whispers, let slip a bitter laugh. “How can she declare such days?” one said. “She herself demonstrated that she feels no pain.”
A more solemn voice added, “I heard she mourns them like wives.”
“They behave nothing like a wife should. Don’t dignify them with the title,” replied another. “She is a devil, and her girls are cursed. What love is to be had?”
At this, the circle of gossipers dropped their voices and drew together, trading sharp looks and laughing behind their hands.
My chest burned. Beside me, my father’s face was a mask. He never greeted the other parents with more than a polite nod. That day, he wouldn’t meet their eyes. I hated to see him shrink. Ma had loved us! She’d had so much love and done everything for love. What did they know of us? The mothers hushed as we passed on the way to the door. Da caught me glaring and wedged himself between me and the other parents, ushering me on.
“Where is your respect?” he said under his breath.
“I will find it when they deserve it,” I hissed.
He sighed and didn’t fight my retort. He had stopped fighting me at all and now wouldn’t meet my gaze either. I was something else to tire him.
The lace hem of my dress was already stained red by the dusty clay roads, and sweat pooled at the small of my back. I was hot and embarrassed. Da had protested the dress before we left. It was my favorite, I had said. Ma had it made for me. It was inappropriate, Da had said. No matter that it was a gift from Ma. We were still in mourning. And did I really wish to call more attention to myself with an ostentatiously northern style? Our clothes were made to hang loosely and catch the breeze, the better to endure the heat. Northern styles were too structured to be comfortable in borderland heat and were shaped to the body in a way that made the elders tsk. I couldn’t tell whether we drew looks because of my long absence or my dress or because news of my mother’s death had spread. I had thought the dress would feel like armor. Instead, I felt small. I wished again that I could be like the king.
Everyone knew the story of her ascension like a tale from myth. On her first day, she earned her epithet, its durability trialed publicly by the assassin at her self-coronation. The king dug the crossbow bolt from her bloodied eye with as little affect as removing a splinter from her thumb, pausing in her speech only to rip the sleeve from her dress and tie a makeshift eye patch.
Several artists were so struck by this description of the king, a single bloody tear on her cheek and the power of the crown freshly upon her, that they were driven to their canvases. The clerics—themselves at odds since the Restorationists’ heretical split a century ago—were reunited by moral concern, declaring the resulting paintings so beautiful as to be blasphemous. A devil should not be depicted lovingly.
After this, no one attempted such a direct assassination, but the fact that King Emelia kept poison girls like every other aristocrat meant she wasn’t completely immune to death. The mothers’ prejudice kept them from the truth. If she could die, she could be hurt.
Da and I walked in silence to the third and largest building among the cluster of high-ceilinged clay structures that comprised the village campus. They’d been built before wooden structures became the dominant trend, though the drought saw newer buildings returning to the old way. Around us, slender pines struggled. Fallen needles cushioned our steps. Beside the schoolyard, a cornfield languished. Desiccated stalks rustled in the wind.
In the meager shade, Da drew me to the side of the schoolhouse door and put his hands on my shoulders. “I will be back in the afternoon. Do not leave without me.”
I studied his face. He’d never been so stern about how I walked home. I glanced at the mothers without turning my head, a quick flick of the eyes. Did they know I was like my ma? How often was immunity inherited?
Da’s hands squeezed. “Carlotta.”
“I understand,” I said. Over Da’s shoulder, I watched the other students file inside. No one dared look at me while Da was here. They’d save their taunts for when our parents were away.
“When classes are over, do not talk to anyone. Do not take anything offered to you.”
Now I looked at his face again. “What would anyone have to give to me?” Why would anyone give anything to me? The borderlands were not a kind or abundant place. People barely had enough for themselves.
“I need you to promise,” said Da. A drop of sweat fell from his temple to his chin.
I wanted to tell him he was scaring me. I wanted him to take me back home. Instead, I promised.
He squeezed my shoulder one last time. “We love you, Carlotta,” he said, the same as he always did, speaking for Ma and himself. He turned to go.
“Da,” I whispered, but the knot of grief in my throat choked the sound.
Any other day, I would have hurried out of the sun and into the cool refuge of the schoolhouse, but today, I could only watch Da’s retreating back, how our neighbors flinched and shied away from even him. He’d knowingly taken a cursed wife, and even her death could not absolve him.
A pair of sisters marched for the door, giggling at something shared between them. I stepped back from their approach. They’d make a show of giving me a wide berth otherwise.
I was naive to think deferring to their personal space would be enough.
Their giggles turned vicious as they passed. In unison, they crossed their wrists over their chests, fanning their hands up to their shoulders in a mocking imitation of the Retributionist gesture of angelic protection. They wiggled their fingers as though to ensure I noticed their wings and would feel sufficiently banished, though no believer would dare this sort of irreverence.
Only one family in our village were true Retributionist converts. The ways of the angelic orders weren’t fully embraced this far south, most families preferring the earth wisdom of our long farming history.
Yet my peers knew enough of the northerners’ superstitious rituals to taunt me.
Twinned grief and rage seethed. I took an instinctive step forward, my clenched fists aching to grasp and shake and tear. I wanted to pry their wrists out of that silly pose and shove them into the dirt. But what would that prove with all these eyes on me? I harbored the evil potential they’d always suspected. Wretched Carlotta couldn’t even grieve like a normal girl.
The sisters squealed and ducked inside. The parents were dispersing. I stood alone in the heat again.
Did the king’s mourning feel like mine, like anger? Did she want to hurt the ones who hurt her?
I wanted the power to declare a day of anger.
I squeezed into the sliver of shade offered by the roof. This late in the morning, the sun burned the skin, but I didn’t have the will to face the girls inside. I lingered and listened to the class settle. I contemplated staying outside until Da returned, but it was too hot to sit and too hot to stand.
A small voice said my name.
I turned to find another girl squeezing into the shade. “Carlotta, isn’t it?” she asked, her smile shy. She wore a linen dress in a conservative shade of green, a faded hue that I’d think was the result of sun bleaching if not for how common it was.
I hugged my book of poems to my chest. “Yes,” I said.
It was silly to ask my name. We had all been in the same small class since primary school. No one moved to the borderlands, only away. No one except for Lady Reed, famous among us for securing a sickly aristocratic husband who left her with the funding to return home and establish her school, providing other borderland girls with a chance at the life she had lived.
“I’m Isabella,” the girl offered.
“I know.”
Her smile was very stiff.
“You don’t have to talk to me,” I said. “People will stare.”
Somehow, this softened her. “That’s okay. I’ve decided I don’t care.” She took another step, bringing us close as friends. “I’m sorry about your mother,” she said.
I saw her for the first time, saw past the conservative dress and the penitent scalp-shorn hair. She was broader and curvier than I, with high cheekbones and bright, hooded eyes. Her dark skin was blemishless, as though the angel themself ensured her beauty.
“Your family are Retributionists,” I said, though her friendliness alone made me doubt what I’d been certain of for years. “You should hate my mother and me more than the other girls do.”
Isabella’s family were our closest neighbors, but we never paid visits to their farm or exchanged help during harvests like so many did. It was well known that her brother left to join a temple in the north.
“I’m not like them,” she said.
“Then . . . what are you like?”
The entire world existed in dichotomies—Retributionists or Restorationists, the righteous or the cursed.
She searched my face. “Maybe I’m most like you.”
I gave a little shake of my head. She couldn’t be confessing that she was a poison girl. And how could she know about me? Was there something to intuit in my face?
“Oh.” Her expression shifted, a spark of recognition widening her eyes. “I didn’t mean . . .”
I backed away from her.
She caught my sleeve. “Wait, Carlotta.” She drew close again and lowered her voice. “I won’t say anything, I promise. I promise.”
I measured her look again, more warily this time. Da had told me not to talk to anyone.
“My brother’s rhetoric around the dinner table frightened me by the end,” she said. “I can’t be certain about the king or her nature, but I do know you. We’ve sat together in the same room for years. That is enough for me to be sorry for your loss.”
Her hand rested on my arm. It burned more than the sun.
“You shouldn’t touch me,” I whispered but couldn’t pull away.
She laced our fingers.

      [image: ]Landlocked Vinstrum was a narrow stretch of country squeezed between larger mining nations that guarded access to the major rivers and northern lakes. Arga, the mightiest of these kingdoms, separated us from the continent’s trade.
I couldn’t imagine the abundance of water I saw on the map was real, not when our village rationed what we had for drinking. Though we were a nation of farmers, planting had become futile in the borderlands. None of the old methods worked. Nothing about nature was predictable from month to month. What was irrigation without water? What did soil health matter when farmers were going mad in their fields?
More and more families had come to depend on the king’s caravans for aid. At first, no one would take the food. It spoiled in the wagons. Then desperation won out over fears of curses. Now, windstorms to our north had delayed the caravans. Our king had been maneuvering for Vinstrum’s use of the waterways since her strange rise to power, but no ruler would bargain with her. That she was a woman was the least of their concerns. To those in power, entering a treaty with her was as good as signing a pact with a devil.
But Phaela Mirrors, who wrote of love and loss and loneliness, had been in the king’s service for decades now. She was still seen in society. Still healthy and sharp enough to debut new work. Surely, if the castle was rising from hell as the rumors claimed, she would not be so sound of mind.
I read through class—my book atop the desk, eyes intent on the poems. Despite my teacher’s conviction during her home visit, the worst I received for this was a frown. I’d taken my usual seat at the rear of the classroom by the wall. I liked to peer out of the tall windows; my view, a dead field, would be a tragic sight if every other field didn’t share the same fate.
Whenever Reed turned her back, Isabella would cast a glance over her shoulder, find me still reading, and smile. I wasn’t used to receiving smiles or returning them. The first time, I was too late, and Isabella had already turned away. The second time, I grimaced.
We weren’t the only unfocused students. The sisters stole glances at Isabella and passed notes under their desks. No one raised their hands. No one volunteered to complete the budgeting figures for the imaginary household we were running. I glanced out the window to the dead cornfield again, and when I looked back, the sisters’ staring had turned to glaring.
Reed sensed our restlessness and cut the lesson short, dismissing us for the day. While the other students filed out to sit under the trees, Reed watched me with a pinched face and beckoned me to her.
“Am I in trouble?” I asked innocently.
She frowned at my dress. “How have you found your first day back?”
“It’s fine.” I didn’t like this conversation. I couldn’t guess what she wanted.
“I worried it would be a hard day to return,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her. “The news about the king’s poison girl must hurt after your recent loss.”
“I don’t think about the king,” I said because it was easiest.
She nodded to the book in my hand. “You’ll complete your studies this winter. What are your aspirations after school?”
“I don’t know,” I said, though I did know. I knew it loudly.
“You’re not asked to work your fields. Your hand is not yet promised in marriage despite your peers’ successes. Your father is aging and can’t care for you forever. A girl like you must start thinking of these things.”
I hated her tone. Though I said I had no aspirations, I hated that she believed this was the truth, that I was a silly girl who couldn’t think of the dire future.
“I have!” I snapped, gripping my book. “I mean,” I added, consciously smoothing out my voice, “I have thought about it.”
“And?” she prompted, waving a hand at me.
Da’s warning crowded my thoughts. “My da knows. That’s all that matters.”
Reed’s face flickered through several emotions. Eyebrows up, mouth upturned, though not in a smile. “I see,” she said. “Your inheritance is unfortunate but not your life’s inevitable path. You could travel north. With your education, if you apply yourself, a family might take you in as a tutor.” 
I held my book to my chest. A shield. “Thank you for your concern,” I said, turning my back to her.

      [image: ]I stood beside the door where Da had left me that morning and kept my head down so I wouldn’t accidentally catch anyone’s gaze. Thumbing back to the first page of Mirrors’s collection, I mouthed, I am living still. I held the book gently so as not to set a bend in the pages or break the spine, but I wasn’t reading. I was thinking about the king and how we were both in mourning together, though she’d never know it. I was thinking about Isabella and hoping she might notice me again. Perhaps we might walk home together.
A rush of girls exited the schoolhouse, voices high, laughing. One knocked into my shoulder. I caught myself but was holding Mirrors with such care that the book tumbled into the dirt, pages crushed beneath the weight of its open cover. I dashed to retrieve it and was pulled up short. Something tore. A breeze brushed my arm where there had been silk before. Before I could understand what had happened, a hand snatched Mirrors from the ground. A shove hit my back. Bright pain burst my nose and lip. Breath was knocked from my chest. Pine needles stabbed my hands. The dirt so close. I spit the grime from my mouth and saw red.
I cast around for my book and found girls’ feet. Pink silk, ragged at the edges, dangled from a hand. I pushed myself up. Looked the girl before me up and down. Olive linen dress. Long braids tied back with a scarf at her crown. A proud nose. In her hands, my book and my torn dress. The book and the dress my mother had given to me. My mother who was gone and who I would never see. The only things I had left of her. Words and silk.
I lunged, took the girl and myself back down in the dirt. The circle of students scattered with a cry. The fever again. I tore at the girl, my book and dress forgotten. As I burned hot, I tore at her scarf and hair, the things that I knew meant something to every girl. My hands hated her face.
Screaming. Hands on my arms hauling me up, restraining me. The fever roared. I couldn’t feel my face. I couldn’t feel my hands. Then the world came back.
People fled from me, mothers shielding their girls in retreat. Other faces looked on in shock and disgust. I laughed. Blood dripped down my chin. Metallic body sludge. The girl who took my things cried over mere scratches, sobbing as if she’d never seen blood well to the surface of her skin. She was lucky I’d been pulled away. I wanted to make a bruised fruit of her face. No one would take anything from me again. The world tilted. The hands on me were mean again. I tried to shrug them off. They dug in.
I tilted my head to the sky and let the blood run thick down my throat. No clouds today, only heat. My dress was soggy in my armpits. Could the twin angel see me now? Was I still a blessing as the cleric said?
Beyond the uproar of mothers and daughters, a tall man on a tall horse dismounted. This horse was white. I wondered at its coat, pristine despite the clay roads. I heard none of the yelling directed at me. I only saw the man, how he arrived and parted the crowd with his presence alone. How students and parents alike looked up at him bewildered and then startled. He wore a smart riding coat and high shiny boots. Intricately patterned braids against his scalp. Thick, noble brows. Light-brown skin. I couldn’t guess his age. Young in the way that aristocrats and those close to them seemed until they weren’t.
He stepped over the screaming girl with the ruined face as though she were something small and disgusting in his path. Not a glance, only the greatest care for the rich leather of his shoes. He grinned at me. I thought he might bow and ask me to dance.
“I’ll take her,” he said in a high accent that inspired immediate compliance.
The hands left me. I swayed. I tasted petals on my tongue. My book was in the horseman’s hand. He offered me his arm. I took it on instinct and averted my eyes. Stares bored into me. Bad girl. Mad Girl. I would do it again!
The man offered me a canteen from his saddlebags and ordered me to drink. I drank. The water was miraculously cool. I spilled it down my chin. I emptied the canteen. He raised an eyebrow and took it back. He found another and splashed water over a handkerchief. I let him wipe at my face. I felt like a child. The cloth was a balm to my hot skin.
“Earl Huxley sends his condolences to your family,” said the man. 
I opened my eyes. I didn’t realize I’d closed them.
“He’d like to extend an offer of employment at his estate. Consider it a standing invitation for when you complete your studies.”
I stared at the man and his regal face. Blue eyes. I had never seen eyes so electric. I worried they might see too much. His words reached me slowly.
“Employment? Doing what?”
My lip was too big. My nose clotted with blood.
The man’s mouth quirked. “I would say you could be a guard. You have the strength of one. But you fight like a common brawler.”
“I’m to fight?”
“No, dear girl.” The man chuckled. “You’re a poison girl like your mother, yes?”
My body felt far away. “What do you call the white flowers? The ones with the violet star in the center? I’ve felt odd ever since.”
The man’s eyes sparked. “You’re immune to florals?”
“I think so. I ate a few.”
“A few!”
“Was that wrong?”
The man’s teeth were very straight and white. I couldn’t read his smile. He threw the bloody handkerchief to the ground. Guilt squeezed my chest. Had I ruined such fine fabric? Did he not intend to keep it?
“You’re exceptionally gifted,” he said.
No one had ever told me that.
“I write poetry too,” I said because I thought this could matter to the man. It’d never mattered to anyone else but Ma.
He returned my book to my hands. “The earl would personally see to it that you could continue your studies. If you wished, he could bring the finest mentors to the estate.”
“Could I meet Phaela Mirrors?” I asked. “Did you know my—”
“Carlotta! ” Da’s bellow ripped my fantasies from me. He was far down the road, so distant that I couldn’t make out his face.
The horseman’s smile fell. He folded a slip of creamy paper into my hand. “You’re destined for more than this small place could offer. If you ever have need of it, the earl’s home is open to you.” He hauled himself up into the saddle.
I reached for him. He couldn’t leave. This was the future I wanted, and if he left, he would take it with him.
“I want to go now,” I said with my bruised lip and fevered brain.
Da was running, closing in with long strides. The horse snorted and pawed the ground.
“Soon,” said the man.
My father was upon us. I didn’t miss the glare between the men—the horseman up high looking down his nose, Da’s chin raised in defiance. He angled himself between me and the horseman.
“You’ve come to deliver my late wife’s pay, I expect?” Da said tightly.
“This is a tumultuous time,” the horseman replied, “and Earl Huxley is a busy man with a large estate to manage.”
“I’m owed my wife’s wages.” Da caught the horse’s reins and lowered his voice to a simmer. The horse huffed but otherwise remained as coolly unbothered as its rider. “Huxley is late, and my wife is dead. Damn his estate! And damn you for whispering rotten promises in my daughter’s ear. Deliver this death allowance, and I won’t write again.”
The horseman slapped Da’s hand away. Chin tilted to the horizon, he spurred the horse on, and I watched him thunder away down the road, taking our promised futures with him. I clenched the slip of paper in my fist, scared Da might discover it and rip it away.
Da cupped my face in his hands, glanced to the small crowd of onlookers and back to me. My teacher came forward, her face stony. The bloody handkerchief was still at our feet. Da noticed me noticing it and examined me—bruised face, ripped dress, bloodied silk.
“She hurt me,” I explained, “so I hurt her back.”
Reed stopped before she reached us, grasped the cord around her neck, and drew a talisman from where it’d been hidden beneath her dress. Her eyes shone with tears, but she trembled with fury. “You’re as good as the king,” she hissed, holding the talisman against me like a ward. “A devil lives in you!”
The circle of green glass caught the light as it swung on its cord, spearing sunlight into my eyes. My head pounded. The rage leapt back to my chest. To hold a ward against the living! I coughed up a nasty laugh. I stepped forward to snatch the talisman from her. I am living still!
Da caught me. “We’re going home,” he said, steering me away from the schoolyard.
I lunged to retrieve the fine, bloody handkerchief. I’d wash it, and it would be mine. I tripped over my feet, and Da put an arm around my shoulders, ushering us fast down the road. I cast a glance over my shoulder. It was the last time I would see my teacher.
She held her hands skyward. How funny. The cleric said I was the special one. I didn’t need anyone to intercede. I’d entreat the angel myself.
Da said nothing to me during the two hot miles home, only squeezed my hand while I held my fatal wish in the other. On this walk, as on every walk, we passed abandoned fields of skeletal maize stalks. Most had been burned by the sun. Some had been burned by fire. I’d never seen it happen, but everyone knew the smoke that would cloud the sky. Everyone knew a farmer who didn’t merely give up but who harbored enough malice for the land that spited him to set it ablaze.
Sweat clung my dress to me by the time we arrived home. I unclenched my fist to find the horseman’s note damp and bloodstained from the handkerchief, the ink indecipherably smeared.
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Aweek later, the well-dressed man on the tall black stallion returned. Or maybe it was a different man and a different stallion. I imagined the wealthy could have as many of these as they wanted. I saw him from my bedroom window. Before I could reach the door, Da sent him away. My rush downstairs had made my body light, and the floor turned unsteady. I slouched against the wall and watched Da pass. He wouldn’t look at me. We didn’t meet for dinner that night or breakfast the next morning. Da had given up on me. So be it. 
I locked myself in my room. I tried to read and couldn’t. I tried to write and couldn’t. What more was there to say? Eventually, hunger brought clarity. Da thought I had given up on him. I would prove to him otherwise. I would make something simple to bring us back together.
Pawing through our cabinets, I found the empty flour jar, three spilled grains of rice, and a wedge of stale flatbread spotted with dark mold. I retreated upstairs and admired my perfect flowers until my breaths steadied.
Ma’s death allowance never appeared. A new wave of extraordinary heat swept across the south of the kingdom, and I saw no one on the road in front of our house. Rainless thunderstorms tore the skies at night, and I tore apart my dresses with equal measures of boredom and hatred. Piled at my bedside—strips of taffeta and lengths of lace and a deconstructed mourning dress. By candlelight and lightning flash, I stitched them into one, alternating fabric until I had a monstrosity of a garment. Flamboyant pink hitched to mourning gray, haphazard ribbon and lace demarcating the border between celebration and solemnity. I was no seamstress. I was good at nothing, as my teacher had implied. My stitches bunched and joined at odd angles. The dress was not pretty, but it was undeniably striking. I would feel everything, all the good and bad I deserved; I would carry it against my skin. I slept with pricked thumbs and new blisters and was satisfied.
Snapping branches startled me awake. Heavy from sleep, I trudged to the window and looked down to see my father pacing circles around the dead pine in front of the house. He’d consider a branch, test its height, then rip it free of the trunk. He continued this way until none remained in his reach. On the sunburned earth, he lined them up and considered them once more. I pulled the curtains across the window and retreated to my bed. The sight unnerved me. This was no farmers’ work that I’d ever seen.
I dozed on and off through the day, waking drenched in sweat to snaps in the yard. I curled in on myself. The sun set. I waited for the creak that signaled my father’s boot on the step, but it never came. Chest tight, I
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