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      I exist because of a bargain. This is the story Darius tells me when the nights grow long and I ask about the before-time. About mothers and fathers and why I came to be in this tower. His voice always changes when he speaks of it, gaining an edge like winter frost on glass. "Your mother," he says, those golden eyes of his gleaming in the candlelight, "would have done anything to live."

      Sometimes I dream of her face—a face I couldn't possibly remember. In these dreams, she's always weeping, her tears falling on my infant cheeks. I feel them still, those phantom tears, especially on nights when the moon disappears and the world outside my window is a void of darkness.

      Darius says she was beautiful. "Like you," he adds, his fingers always finding a way to brush against my hair when he says this. "But her beauty was ordinary. Yours is..." his pause lingers between us like incense smoke, "...transcendent."

      I piece together my beginning from fragments—from Darius's stories, from the things he lets slip when he thinks I'm not listening, from my dreams that feel more like memories.

      My mother was dying. A sickness had wrapped itself around her lungs, squeezing tighter with each passing day. She coughed blood into handkerchiefs, hiding them from my father until hiding became impossible. The village healer gave her herbs that did nothing. The town physician gave her tonics that gave her nightmares but no relief. My father, desperate, sought help from anyone who would listen.

      And someone did.

      "I was curious," Darius tells me, his smile sharp as a knife's edge. "What would a desperate man offer for the life of his beloved?"

      He appeared at their cottage door one night when the rain fell in sheets. My father had been gone for three days, searching neighboring villages for a cure. My mother, alone and burning with fever, heard the knock and thought her husband had returned.

      Instead, she found Darius—tall, imposing, with eyes like molten gold and power radiating from him in waves that made the air thick and hard to breathe.

      "Please," she whispered, clutching the doorframe to remain standing.

      "You're dying," he said. Not a question. A simple statement of fact.

      She nodded, one hand pressed to her chest where each breath rattled like stones in a wooden box.

      "I can heal you," he told her. "But magic requires balance. A life saved demands payment."

      "Anything," she said. The word that sealed my fate before I even existed.

      His smile grew wider. "You carry a child," he said, and my mother's hands flew to her belly, which had just begun to swell. She didn't ask how he knew. The knowledge was there in his eyes—ancient, all-seeing.

      "No," she whispered, but the protest was weak, undermined by the blood she coughed onto her sleeve.

      "The child, when it's born," he continued, as if she hadn't spoken. "Mine to raise. Mine to keep." He extended his hand, palm up. "Your life for the child's future."

      I imagine her hesitation, the war within her. But when another coughing fit doubled her over, blood spattering on the wooden floor between them, the choice crystallized. Live and lose her child, or die and leave her husband with nothing.

      "She took my hand," Darius tells me. "And I felt her life force—thin as spider silk, fraying rapidly. I poured my magic into her, mending what was broken."

      The bargain struck, my mother's illness vanished overnight. My father returned to find her glowing with health, the shadows beneath her eyes gone, her breathing easy and deep. Their joy was complete—until she told him of the price.

      "He wanted to run," Darius says with a dismissive wave. "Take you both and disappear. As if anyone could hide from me."

      The months of my mother's pregnancy were a countdown. Each kick I gave, each inch her belly grew, was one step closer to our separation. I've always wondered if she sang to me, if she whispered secrets or promises or apologies. Did she love me despite knowing she would lose me? Or did she keep me at a distance, preparing her heart for the inevitable?

      Darius never answers these questions.

      "The night you were born," he says instead, "was the first night in decades that butterflies gathered in winter."

      I was born as midnight struck, on the coldest night of the year. The labor was difficult—my mother's body fighting to keep me within her, safe from the bargain she'd made. But eventually, I came into the world, announcing my arrival with a cry that Darius claims he heard from miles away.

      "I felt it," he tells me. "The moment your life force joined the world. Like a new star blinking into existence."

      My father barred the door, armed himself with an old sword. My mother clutched me to her breast, her tears falling into my wisps of golden hair. Outside, the wind howled, and something else with it—the sound of power approaching.

      The knock, when it came, was almost gentle.

      "Time to pay your debt," called a voice like honey over gravel.

      My father refused to open the door. "We'll leave," he shouted. "Go somewhere you'll never find us."

      A soft laugh answered him. Then silence.

      The door didn't splinter or break. It simply...ceased to be. Where solid wood had stood, there was nothing. And in the empty space was Darius, untouched by the snow that swirled behind him, his cloak perfectly still despite the wind.

      "The child," he said, extending his hand.

      My father raised his sword. Darius didn't flinch. With a flick of his wrist, the metal turned to dust, sifting through my father's fingers like sand.

      "The child," he repeated.

      My mother, weeping, held me closer. "Please," she begged. "Not yet. Let me have a few days. Let me know her. Please."

      Something flickered in Darius's expression—not quite softness, but perhaps curiosity. He stepped into the cottage, his presence filling the small space like smoke. He approached my mother, looking down at the bundle in her arms.

      I was tiny, Darius says, with skin like fresh cream and a dusting of golden hair that seemed to catch the firelight and hold it. My eyes, when they opened, were the color of spring leaves.

      "Let me see her," he said.

      Trembling, my mother loosened her grip, tilting her arms so he could look upon my face. Darius reached out one long finger, tracing the curve of my cheek.

      And then—the moment that he says sealed his fascination with me—a butterfly landed on my tiny hand. Vibrant blue, its wings pulsing slowly, it perched there as if I were a flower.

      In the dead of winter, with snow piling against the cottage walls, a summer butterfly had found its way to me.

      Darius smiled, and though I couldn't have understood, I'm told I smiled back, my infant hand closing gently around the butterfly's wing without harming it.

      "A delicate little thing," he murmured, his eyes never leaving my face. "My butterfly princess."

      My mother sobbed as he lifted me from her arms. My father lunged forward but found himself frozen in place, unable to move, unable to stop what was happening.

      "She will want for nothing," Darius told them as he cradled me against his chest. "She will know power beyond your imagining. She will live forever in my care."

      "She will never know love," my mother whispered.

      Darius's expression hardened. "Love is a pretty lie mortals tell themselves to make their brief lives bearable. I offer her eternity."

      With those words, he turned and stepped into the swirling snow. The butterfly that had landed on my hand took flight, following us into the night. Behind us, I'm told, my mother's anguished wails rose above the howling wind, following us long after the cottage disappeared from view.

      This is how I came to be. The child of a desperate bargain. The payment for a mother's life. The butterfly princess claimed by a sorcerer whose motivations remain, even now, a mystery to me.

      Darius has raised me in this tower, surrounded by butterflies that flock to me as if I were made of nectar and sunlight. And sometimes, when he thinks I'm asleep, I catch him watching me with an expression that isn't quite tenderness, isn't quite hunger, but something unnamed that exists in the shadow-space between the two.
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      I trace patterns on the window glass, watching my breath fog the pane. Outside, snow drifts in lazy spirals, each flake catching the morning light like tiny mirrors. Inside, my tower room is warm, filled with the gentle flutter of wings. The butterflies follow me everywhere, a living cloak of color against my white nightgown. My hair—long enough now to wrap twice around my waist—gleams gold in the sunlight, and the butterflies settle on it as if it were a meadow of flowers.

      Nineteen winters have passed since Darius brought me to this tower. I know this because he marks each year on the winter solstice with a gift—usually a book, sometimes a trinket, once a mirror that shows not just my reflection but the depths beneath my skin, the golden light that he says flows through my veins instead of ordinary blood.

      My body has changed over the years, soft curves replacing childish angles. My hips flare from a narrow waist, my breasts full and heavy against the thin fabric of my gowns. When I look in Darius's enchanted mirror, I sometimes catch glimpses of another face within my own—perhaps my mother's, though I cannot know for certain. The same heart-shaped face, the same full lips. But my eyes are uniquely mine, green as new leaves, flecked with gold that seems to shine in certain lights.

      The butterflies notice every change in me. They've been my constant companions, appearing even in winter when the world outside is locked in ice. They come through cracks too small for any ordinary creature, materializing from air that shimmers briefly with magic. The blue ones are my favorites—wings like scraps of sky, edged in black velvet. They settle on my fingers when I extend my hand, their antennae tickling my skin.

      My tower is beautiful—I can acknowledge this even while recognizing it as my prison. The circular room that serves as my bedroom is lined with bookshelves that curve with the wall. The ceiling arches high above, painted with constellations that glow softly at night. My bed is draped in silks the color of sunset, and the floor is covered in rugs woven with patterns of flowers and vines. Windows punctuate the walls, letting in light from all directions, though they're sealed with magic I cannot break.

      Beyond my bedroom is a small kitchen where food appears daily—fresh bread, fruits regardless of season, meats and cheeses and pastries I couldn't name. A bathing chamber with a deep copper tub that fills with steaming water at my command. A sitting room with cushioned chairs and a fireplace that burns without consuming wood. And at the top of a winding stair, an observatory where the roof opens to the sky, allowing me to watch stars wheel overhead on clear nights.

      It is beautiful. And it is a cage.

      I haven't left these rooms in all my memory. Darius comes and goes as he pleases, sometimes absent for days, sometimes hovering nearby for weeks without pause. He teaches me—reading, writing, history, astronomy, botany, even simple magic, though my attempts are clumsy compared to his effortless power. He brings me books and tells me stories of the world beyond my windows. But he never takes me there.

      "It's not safe," he says when I ask, his golden eyes darkening. "The world is cruel to beautiful things."

      This morning, I sit on the windowsill, one leg tucked beneath me, the other dangling. My nightgown—white silk with tiny pearls sewn into the bodice—pools around me. Butterflies dance around my head, their wings catching sunlight, casting prism patterns on the stone walls.

      I hum a melody I can't recall learning—something slow and sweet that rises and falls like breathing. The butterflies respond, their flight patterns shifting to match the rhythm of my song. They spiral around me, a living crown, wings beating in time with my voice.

      I don't know why they come to me. Darius says it's because I'm special, that my magic calls to them even when I don't intend it. "They recognize what you are," he tells me, but never explains what exactly that might be.

      The air changes subtly—a shift in pressure, a whisper of something that isn't quite sound. I don't stop humming, but I know he's here. Watching. He does this often, observing me when he thinks I'm unaware. I've learned to sense his presence—a prickling along my spine, a warmth
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