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​The Market of Numbness

The morning rain in the city of Oakhaven tasted like iron and old pennies. It did not just wet the skin; it sank through the pores and settled into the marrow, a heavy and metallic intrusion that made Niara’s teeth ache.

She pulled her hood lower, a futile shield against the sensory assault of the dawn.

For most people, the rain was simply weather. It was a mundane inconvenience to be ignored or umbrellaed away. But for Niara, it was a cacophony. She could feel the individual impact of every droplet against the cobblestones, a thousand tiny hammers striking the earth in a chaotic rhythm that rattled her skull. This was the curse of being a Siphon, a creature of unmitigated feeling in a world that had long ago decided to anesthetize itself.

She kept her head down and her hands tucked deep into the rough wool of her pockets. If she brushed against someone, if even the hem of her cloak grazed the shoulder of a passing stranger, she would drown. She would be flooded by their exhaustion, their petty cruelties, or the gray sludge of their apathy.

The market was ahead. It was a sprawling, suffocating labyrinth of wet canvas and rotting wood, smelling of unwashed bodies and the ozone tang of bottled magic.

Niara paused at the edge of the square to steady her breathing. In for three, out for three.

It did not help. The air here was too thick. It was clogged with the psychic exhaust of three thousand people trying desperately to buy a moment of peace or a hit of synthetic joy.

"Fresh calm! Get your calm here," a hawker shouted to her left. His voice was a grater against her ears. "Vials of Indifference! Two coppers! Forget your troubles!"

Niara side-stepped a puddle that swirled with an oily, rainbow sheen. She was not here to buy. She had no coin for the luxury of oblivion, and even if she did, her physiology would reject it. Her body burned through sedatives like a furnace consumed paper. She was here to sell.

She navigated the crushing press of the crowd, weaving like a dancer through a field of blades. Every face she passed was slack, the eyes glassy and vacant. They were the Hollowed. They were men and women who had sold so much of their emotional spectrum that they were left with nothing but the autonomic functions of breathing and blinking. They moved with a terrifying sluggishness, like flies trapped in amber.

A large man lurched in front of her, blocking her path.

Niara gasped, twisting her body violently to avoid contact, but his elbow clipped her upper arm.

The sensation was immediate and blinding.

Hunger.

It was not her hunger. It was a cavernous, roaring void in her gut, a starvation that had nothing to do with food and everything to do with a craving for violence. The man’s latent aggression slammed into her mind, a red-hot spike driving behind her eyes. She staggered back, her boots slipping on the slick stones, and bit her tongue to keep from screaming. The metallic taste of her own blood grounded her.

Not mine, she chanted silently, squeezing her eyes shut until stars burst behind her lids. This is not mine. I am Niara. I am whole.

The man did not even notice her. He lumbered on, trailing a wake of dull gray fog.

Niara leaned against the damp brick of a building, waiting for the alien rage to fade. It took a long time. It drained out of her slowly, leaving her limbs trembling and her skin cold. This was the danger of the market; it was a minefield of other people’s discarded ghosts.

When her pulse finally slowed to a gallop, she pushed off the wall and continued toward the stall at the far end of the row. It was a rickety structure draped in velvet that had once been purple but was now the color of a bruise.

The merchant, a wiry man named Silas with skin like parchment, looked up as she approached. His eyes were sharp, unlike the Hollowed. Silas was a dealer, and dealers needed their wits.

"Niara," he greeted her. His voice was low, a conspiratorial whisper that grated on her nerves. "You look terrible."

"Thank you, Silas," she said, her voice raspy. "You look like a vulture waiting for a carcass."

He grinned, revealing teeth that were too yellow. "We all have our roles, girl. Did you bring it?"

Niara hesitated. Her hand tightened around the small glass vial in her pocket. It was warm to the touch, pulsating with a faint, rhythmic heat.

"It will cost you more this time," she said.

Silas scoffed, leaning over the counter. The smell of him—stale tobacco and greed—made her stomach churn. "The market is flooded, Niara. Everyone is selling Fear these days. The war in the North has made cowards of us all. Fear is cheap."

"This isn't Fear," Niara said softly.

She pulled her hand from her pocket and set the vial on the velvet cloth.

The liquid inside was not the muddy gray of apathy or the sharp yellow of fear. It was a deep, iridescent blue, swirling with flecks of silver that caught the dim lantern light and fractured it into a thousand tiny stars. It glowed with an inner luminescence, casting a soft halo on the dirty wood of the counter.

Silas went still. His greedy eyes widened.

"Is that..." he breathed, reaching out a trembling finger but stopping short of touching the glass.

"Sorrow," Niara whispered. "Pure, unadulterated Sorrow. The kind that cleanses. The kind that follows a great loss but precedes acceptance."

It had taken her three days to harvest it. She had visited the hospice on the edge of the river, sitting by the bedside of a dying woman who had no family. Niara had held the woman's hand, opening the floodgates of her own soul, acting as a vessel. She had drawn the woman’s grief out, siphoning it from the dying breath, filtering it through her own blood until it crystallized into this liquid.

It had nearly killed her. She had spent the last two nights shaking with a fever, weeping for a husband she had never known and a life she had never lived, just to purge the excess.

"Sorrow is rare," Silas murmured, the hunger in his voice naked now. "People don't want to feel it. They want to forget it."

"Collectors want it," Niara corrected him. "Artists want it. It’s the raw material for inspiration. You know that, Silas. Don't try to cheat me."

Silas licked his lips. He looked around the market, ensuring no one was watching too closely. "Fifty silvers."

"Seventy," Niara countered. "And a tincture of Dreamless Sleep."

Silas scowled. "Dreamless Sleep is expensive, girl. It requires poppy from the Southern Isles."

"Seventy and the tincture," she insisted, her voice hardening. "Or I take it to the High Sector."

It was a bluff. Niara could not go to the High Sector. She did not have the papers, and she certainly didn't have the clothes. She would be arrested by the City Watch before she passed the second gate.

Silas studied her face, looking for the lie. He saw only the dark circles under her eyes and the desperate set of her jaw.

"Fine," he spat. "Sixty-five. And the tincture. But only because I like you."

He didn't like her. He feared her. He feared what she was.

He ducked beneath the counter, rummaging through a wooden crate. A moment later, he produced a heavy leather pouch and a small, opaque bottle. He slid them across the velvet.

Niara took them quickly. She did not check the coin; the weight felt right, and she couldn't bear to stand here another second. The transactional nature of it made her feel sick. She had taken a dying woman’s sacred moment and turned it into rent money.

"Pleasure doing business," Silas said, already snatching the blue vial and holding it up to the light.

Niara turned and walked away, the coins clinking softly against her hip. The sound was obscene.

She needed to get home. She needed to get to the small, drafty attic she shared with her sister, Elara. Elara, who was fading. Elara, who needed the medicine that only sixty-five silvers could buy.

The rain began to fall harder, shifting from a drizzle to a deluge. The crowd thickened, pushing against her.

Panic.

It hit her from the right. Sharp, acidic, tasting of bile.

Lust.

From the left. Heavy, cloying, smelling of musk and rot.

Despair.

From everywhere. A rising tide of gray water that threatened to fill her lungs.

Niara pulled her hood tight, gritting her teeth until her jaw popped. She focused on her boots. Left, right. Left, right.

She was halfway to the alley that served as a shortcut to the tenement district when the bells began to toll.

They were massive iron bells, mounted high on the black towers of the Curator’s Guild. Their sound was not a ring; it was a concussion. DOOM. DOOM. DOOM.

The market froze.

The silence that fell over the square was instant and unnatural. Even the rain seemed to hesitate. The hawkers stopped shouting. The Hollowed stopped shuffling. Three thousand heads turned in unison toward the main boulevard.

Niara’s heart slammed against her ribs. She knew that sound. Everyone knew that sound.

The Guild was collecting.

She shrank back into the shadows of an awning, making herself as small as possible. She was paid up. She was sure of it. She had paid the monthly interest on her father’s debt last week. She was safe.

But safety was an illusion in Oakhaven.

A carriage turned the corner at the far end of the market. It was an obsidian nightmare on wheels, drawn by four horses that were not horses at all, but clockwork constructs of brass and shadow, their eyes glowing with a terrifying green light. The carriage itself was made of black glass, seamless and impenetrable.

The crowd parted like the Red Sea. No one breathed. To breathe was to draw attention.

The carriage moved silently over the cobblestones, the only sound the rhythmic clack-hiss of the mechanical horses. It did not slow down. It glided through the center of the market, a shark moving through a school of paralyzed fish.

Niara pressed her hand over her mouth. She could feel the power radiating from inside that vehicle. It was a coldness so absolute it burned. It felt like the vacuum of space, like the bottom of a frozen ocean.

It was a High Curator.

She squeezed her eyes shut, praying to gods she didn't believe in. Pass by. Just pass by.

The carriage rolled past her alleyway. The cold wave washed over her, making her knees buckle. It felt like being stripped naked in a blizzard.

And then, it was gone.

The carriage continued toward the upper districts, disappearing into the mist.

The market exhaled. The noise returned, tentative at first, then rising to its usual roar. The danger had passed.

Niara slumped against the wall, her legs trembling violently. She clutched the pouch of silver to her chest. She had the money. She had the medicine. She had survived another day.

But as she pushed herself upright and turned to hurry home, a shadow detached itself from the wall of the alley.

It was a man in a gray coat, utterly unremarkable except for the silver pin on his lapel. The pin was shaped like a leafless tree.

The Guild.

Niara froze. The air left her lungs.

"Niara Vane," the man said. His voice was polite, bored, and utterly terrifying.

"I paid," she whispered, her voice cracking. "I paid the interest last week. I have the receipt."

The man smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. His eyes were flat, dead things.

"Interest rates fluctuate, Miss Vane. As of this morning, the terms of your father’s debt have been... recalculated."

He took a step forward. Niara took a step back, her heel hitting a crate. She was trapped.

"Recalculated?" she choked out.

"The principal is due," the man said simply. "In full."

"That’s impossible," Niara said, panic rising in her throat like bile. "It’s ten thousand golds. No one has that."

"Precisely," the man said. He reached into his coat and pulled out a scroll. "Which is why the debt has been sold."

"Sold?"

"To a private party," the man said. He unrolled the scroll. "A Curator who has specific needs. He has purchased the debt, and by extension, the debtor."

He looked at her then, really looked at her, as if he were appraising a piece of livestock.

"You are to come with me, Miss Vane. The carriage awaits."

"No," Niara said. She reached for the small knife she kept in her boot, a futile, stupid gesture. "I have a sister. I can't leave her."

"Your sister is not part of the contract," the man said, dismissing her weapon with a glance. "You are."

He snapped his fingers.

Two more men materialized from the rain behind him. They were big, blocking the exit to the street.

Niara’s world tilted. The sounds of the market faded into a dull roar. The smell of the rain, the iron, the fear—it all sharpened into a single point of clarity.

She was not going home.

"Who?" she asked, her voice trembling. "Who bought me?"

The man in the gray coat smiled again. This time, it was a predator’s smile.

"High Curator Kaelen," he said. "The Master of the Glass Orchard."

The name hit her like a physical blow. Kaelen. The Collector of Sorrows. The man who lived in a house of glass and ghosts.

Niara’s grip on the coin pouch loosened. It fell from her numb fingers, hitting the wet cobblestones with a heavy, final thud. The silver spilled out into the mud, sixty-five pieces of a life she no longer owned.

"Come along, Miss Vane," the man said, gesturing to the waiting darkness of the alley. "He does not like to be kept waiting."
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​The Curator’s Shadow

The interior of the carriage was not just dark; it was an absence of light.

Niara stumbled as the Guild men shoved her upward, her boots sinking into a carpet so thick it felt like moss. The door slammed shut behind her, sealing with a hiss that sounded dangerously like a vacuum lock. The noise of the market—the rain, the shouting, the tolling bells—was instantly severed.

Silence rushed in to fill the void. It was a heavy, pressurized silence that pressed against her eardrums.

Niara scrambled to her knees, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She reached for the door handle, but her fingers met only smooth, cold glass. There was no latch. There was no seam. She was sealed inside a box of obsidian.

"Sit," a voice said.

It came from the shadows at the far end of the cabin. The voice was not loud, but it resonated in the small space with the clarity of a struck chime. It was a baritone wrapped in velvet, smooth and dark and utterly devoid of warmth.

Niara froze. Her eyes adjusted slowly to the gloom.

The carriage was cavernous, far larger on the inside than it had appeared from the street. The seats were upholstered in midnight-blue silk, and the windows were tinted so darkly that the city outside was nothing but a blur of gray streaks.

Sitting opposite her, reclining with the negligent grace of a predator who knows he has no natural enemies, was High Curator Kaelen.

He was terrifying.

That was Niara’s first distinct thought. He was not terrifying in the way the Guild brute had been, with his physical bulk and threat of violence. Kaelen was terrifying because he was beautiful, and his beauty was as sharp and cold as a winter morning.

He wore a suit of charcoal wool, tailored so precisely it looked like a second skin. A high collar framed a face of pale angles and aristocratic boredom. His hair was black, swept back from a forehead that was currently smooth, unlined by worry or compassion. But it was his eyes that held her. They were the color of storm clouds, gray and shifting, rimmed with a startling ring of silver.

He was watching her the way a jeweler watches a gemstone, looking for the flaws.

"I said sit," he repeated. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to.

Niara moved. Her body obeyed before her mind could protest, a survival instinct honed by years of dodging the Hollowed. She lowered herself onto the bench opposite him, pressing her back against the squab. She pulled her cloak tight around herself, a useless barrier against the man who now owned her life.

"You are smaller than the dossier suggested," Kaelen observed. He lifted a hand, and Niara flinched.

He paused, his hand hovering in the air. A flicker of something—annoyance? amusement?—crossed his face. He reached for a crystal decanter secured in a silver bracket on the wall and poured a measure of amber liquid into a glass.

"I am not going to strike you, Niara Vane," he said, taking a sip. "Damaged goods are of no use to me."

"I am not goods," Niara managed to whisper. Her throat felt like it was full of broken glass.

Kaelen tilted his head. "Legally, you are. I hold the deed to your father’s debt. Ten thousand gold marks. Adjusted for inflation and the current scarcity of joy in the market, your value is roughly equivalent to a mid-sized estate or a very rare painting."

He swirled the liquid in his glass. "I chose you."

Niara’s hands curled into fists in her lap. She could feel the hum of the carriage’s engine beneath her, a magical vibration that traveled up her spine.

"Why?" she asked. "I have no skills. I am just a—"

"A Siphon," he finished for her.

The word hung in the air between them.

Niara went cold. Being a Siphon was not illegal, but it was dangerous. In Oakhaven, where emotions were currency, a person who could absorb and manipulate them was a walking weapon. Or a walking target. She had spent her entire life hiding the true extent of her condition, masquerading as merely "sensitive."

"I don't know what you mean," she lied.

Kaelen set his glass down. He leaned forward, the movement fluid and sudden. The distance between them shrank.

"Do not insult my intelligence," he said softly. "I know what you are. I know that you can taste the mood of a room before you enter it. I know that you get migraines when you are near the grief-stricken. I know that you just sold a vial of Uncorrupted Sorrow to a fence named Silas for a fraction of its true worth."

Niara’s breath hitched. He had been watching. Or he had spies everywhere.

"Sorrow is hard to come by," Kaelen continued, his gray eyes locking onto hers. "True sorrow. Not the petty disappointment of a lost wager or the stinging pride of a lover’s quarrel. I mean the deep, oceanic grief that drowns the soul. You harvested it from a dying woman, did you not?"

"She wanted it gone," Niara said, her voice trembling with a sudden flare of defensive anger. "She was terrified. She couldn't pass while she was holding onto it. I took it so she could let go."

"A mercy," Kaelen mused. "How noble."

He didn't sound like he believed in nobility. He sounded like a man who dissected butterflies to see how they flew.

"And you," he said. "What did you feel when you took it? Did it burn?"

Niara looked away, staring at the silver buttons on his cuffs. "It always burns."

"Good."

The word was a soft detonation.

Kaelen sat back, reclaiming his distance. "I have not purchased you to scrub floors, Niara. I have purchased you because I have a garden that requires... specific tending. A garden that feeds on emotion."

The Glass Orchard. The rumors whispered in the lower districts said it was a place of madness. They said the trees there whispered secrets and that the fruit bled if you cut it.

"I won't do it," Niara said. "Whatever twisted game you play, I won't be part of it. My sister—"

"Your sister," Kaelen interrupted, "will receive a monthly stipend of fifty gold marks. She will be moved to a sanatorium in the High Sector where her condition will be treated by the best healers in the realm. She will live in comfort."

Niara’s mouth fell open. Fifty gold marks. That was more than she could earn in a decade. It was enough to buy a new lung for Elara. It was enough to save her.

"You lie," she breathed.

Kaelen reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a thick envelope. He tossed it onto the seat beside her.

"The contract," he said. "Signed and notarized. The first payment has already been deposited. You can verify it when we arrive, if you wish."

Niara stared at the envelope. It looked like salvation. It looked like a trap.

"What is the price?" she asked, her eyes snapping back to his. "What do I have to do?"

Kaelen smiled. It was a small, tight expression that didn't show his teeth.

"You simply have to live," he said. "You will live in my house. You will eat at my table. You will walk in my orchard."

"That's it?"

"For now."

The carriage banked sharply, turning onto a smoother road. The noise of the city, even muffled by the glass, changed pitch. They were leaving the cobblestones of the Low Districts and ascending the spiraling ramps to the High Sector.

Niara could feel the shift in the atmosphere. The air pressure changed, becoming lighter, thinner. The psychic sludge of the poor and the desperate was fading, replaced by the crisp, sterile haughtiness of the wealthy.

She looked at Kaelen again. He was studying a gold pocket watch, his expression unreadable.

She reached out with her senses. She couldn't help it. She needed to know what he was feeling. She needed to find the crack in his armor, the hidden fear or desire that she could use as leverage. Every human being leaked emotion. Even the Hollowed leaked a faint, gray static.

She pushed her awareness toward him, a tentative, invisible tendril of thought.

She hit a wall.

It wasn't a wall of stone or metal. It was a wall of ice.

Niara gasped, recoiling physically as if she had touched a hot stove. Her head snapped back against the seat.

There was nothing coming from him. No warmth. No anger. No curiosity. It was just a vast, arctic silence. He was a void. A black hole in the shape of a man.

Kaelen looked up from his watch. His eyes narrowed.

"Do not," he warned, his voice dropping an octave, "try to read me. You will find it unpleasant."

"You... you feel nothing," Niara stammered, rubbing her temples where a headache was already beginning to bloom. "How is that possible? Even the dead feel something."

"I am a Curator," Kaelen said, as if that explained everything. "Control is the first lesson."

He slipped the watch back into his pocket.

"We are arriving."

The carriage slowed. The rhythmic clack-hiss of the mechanical horses changed to the crunch of gravel.

Niara turned to the window. Through the tinted glass, she saw the gates.

They were massive, wrought from twisted silver and iron, rising thirty feet into the mist. They formed the shape of two great trees intertwining, their branches locking together to bar the way. As the carriage approached, the gates groaned open, revealing a long, winding driveway lined with statues that looked uncomfortably like people frozen in moments of agony.

And at the end of the drive, rising from the fog like a specter, was the house.

It was a monstrosity of glass and steel. It didn't look like a home; it looked like a cathedral dedicated to a cold god. Spires of crystal pierced the sky, catching the weak sunlight and refracting it into rainbows that looked too sharp to touch.

To the left of the house, stretching out for acres, was the Orchard.

Niara pressed her hand against the window.

It was a forest of glass.

The trees were not wood and leaf. They were crystal and gem. Trunks of smoky quartz rose from the earth, supporting branches of spun sugar and diamond. The leaves were shards of emerald and sapphire, clinking softly in the wind. It was breathtakingly beautiful.

And it was screaming.

The sound hit Niara before the carriage even stopped. It wasn't a sound she heard with her ears; it was a sound she felt in her marrow. It was a chorus of a thousand trapped voices, a dissonant harmony of longing and rage and despair.

The trees were alive. And they were in pain.

Niara cried out, clapping her hands over her ears, curling into a ball on the seat.

"Make it stop," she begged. "Make it stop."

Kaelen watched her, his expression impassive. He did not move to help her. He sat perfectly still, observing her agony with scientific detachment.

"You hear them," he said. It was not a question. "Excellent."

The carriage halted. The door swung open, admitting a rush of cool, pine-scented air.

Kaelen stood up, buttoning his jacket. He stepped out onto the gravel, then turned back to offer her a hand. His hand was gloved in black leather.

"Welcome to the Glass Orchard, Niara," he said. "Do try not to break anything. Everything here is exceedingly fragile."

Niara stared at his hand. The screaming of the trees was a dull roar in the back of her mind now, a constant, throbbing headache. She looked at the man who had bought her, the man with the soul of ice and the house of pain.

She did not take his hand.

She grabbed the frame of the door and hauled herself out, her legs shaking but her chin high. She stepped down onto the white gravel, ignoring his outstretched offering.

Kaelen’s hand lingered in the air for a second, then dropped to his side. His lips twitched.

"Independent," he murmured. "I wonder how long that will last."

He turned and walked toward the massive glass doors of the manor.

"Come," he commanded over his shoulder. "I will show you to your cage."
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​The Threshold of Glass

The silence inside the manor was not peaceful. It was heavy. It was the silence of a held breath, of a lung waiting to exhale.

As the massive glass doors swung shut behind them, severing the connection to the screaming Orchard, Niara gasped. The physical relief was immediate. The agony that had been drilling into her marrow vanished, replaced by a sudden, ringing emptiness. She staggered, her equilibrium thrown off by the abrupt shift in pressure.

She would have fallen if not for the marble floor. It rose to meet her, cool and unforgiving.

"Breathe," Kaelen ordered.

He was standing a few feet away, stripping off his black leather gloves with precise, jerky movements. He did not look at her. He was looking at the grand staircase that swept up into the shadows of the second floor.

Niara forced air into her lungs. It tasted sterile. It tasted of nothing. That was the most unsettling thing about this place; in the market, the air was a soup of sweat and desperation. Here, it was distilled water. It was perfectly clean and perfectly dead.

"The walls are shielded," Kaelen said, dropping his gloves onto a side table made of a single, uncut slab of obsidian. "Lead and iron infused into the glass structure. It keeps the... noise... out. I value my quiet."

Niara pushed herself up. Her legs felt like jelly, but she refused to crawl before him. She smoothed her damp cloak, leaving a smear of mud on the pristine white floor. She stared at it, a dark stain on his perfection.

"You value your quiet," she repeated, her voice hoarse. "While you keep torture victims in your front yard."

Kaelen turned slowly. The movement was predatory.

"They are not victims, Niara. They are cultivars. Do not mistake agriculture for cruelty. It reveals your ignorance."

He walked toward her, the heels of his boots clicking sharply on the stone. The sound echoed in the vast, vaulted foyer. The space was immense, a cavern of white stone and clear glass. High above, a chandelier shaped like a weeping willow hung from the ceiling, its crystal branches dripping with light that was too bright, too clinical.

"There are rules," Kaelen said, stopping just outside her personal space. He was tall, looming over her like a thunderhead. "If you are to survive here, you will follow them."

"And if I don't?" Niara challenged, lifting her chin. "Will you plant me in the garden?"

His eyes flashed. For a second, just a fraction of a heartbeat, the gray ice cracked. A ripple of something dark and amused moved beneath the surface.

"That depends entirely on the quality of your harvest," he said softly.

He began to pace around her, circling her like a shark.

"Rule one," he said, holding up a long, pale finger. "You do not touch the trees. Not ever. The containment fields are delicate. A disruption could kill the specimen, or worse, it could discharge the emotion into you. Given your condition, a direct surge of unrefined rage or grief would likely burn your mind to ash. I would be left with a drooling husk, which would be a poor return on my investment."

Niara shuddered. She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to hide the tremor.

"Rule two," Kaelen continued. "The West Wing is forbidden. It is my private laboratory. It is where I process the raw materials. The doors are locked, and they are warded. If you attempt to force them, the wards will stop you. Painfully."

He stopped pacing and stood directly in front of her. He was close enough that she could smell him now. He didn't smell like a man. He smelled like ozone and crushed snow.

"Rule three," he whispered, leaning down so his face was level with hers. "You are here to feel. Do not try to suppress it. Do not try to use the meditative techniques you learned in the slums to numb yourself. I bought a Siphon, not a stone. If you go numb, you are useless to me."

"I can't just turn it on and off," Niara snapped, stepping back. "It's not a faucet."

"Then you will learn," Kaelen said straightening up. "Or you will break. The choice is yours."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silver bell. He rang it once. The sound was clear and piercing.

A moment later, a door concealed in the paneling under the stairs slid open.

A figure emerged.

Niara stared. It was a woman, or at least, it was shaped like a woman. She wore a severe black dress with a white apron, the uniform of a high-house maid. Her hair was gray, pulled back into a tight bun. But her face...

Her face was smooth. Too smooth. Her eyes were made of polished brass, ticking softly as they focused on Niara. Her hands were jointed metal, articulated with exquisite craftsmanship.

"This is Matron," Kaelen said. "She manages the household."

"She's a construct," Niara breathed.

"People are messy," Kaelen said, dismissing the miracle of engineering with a wave of his hand. "They have moods. They have days off. They gossip. Matron does none of those things. She is efficient."

The construct curtsied. The movement was fluid, accompanied by the faint whir of gears.

"Master Kaelen," the machine said. Her voice was surprisingly human, warm and maternal, which made the brass eyes all the more terrifying. "Welcome home. Is this the guest?"

"This is the asset," Kaelen corrected. "Take her to the Emerald Suite. Ensure she is washed and fed. She smells of the market."

"Of course, sir," Matron said. She turned her brass gaze to Niara. "If you would follow me, Miss."

Niara looked from the machine to the man. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run back out the doors and take her chances with the screaming trees. But she knew it was impossible. The gates were locked. The debt was signed.

"I hate you," she said to Kaelen. It wasn't a curse; it was a statement of fact.

Kaelen didn't blink.

"Good," he said. "Hate is a potent fertilizer. Keep it fresh."

He turned on his heel and walked away, heading toward a set of double doors on the right. He did not look back.

Matron waited until he was gone before speaking.

"Come, child," she said gently. "The water is hot."

Niara followed the machine up the grand staircase.

The house was a labyrinth. Corridors branched off in every direction, lined with doors that had no handles. The walls were hung with paintings, but they were not portraits or landscapes. They were abstract swirls of color that seemed to move if you looked at them too long.

Niara kept her eyes on Matron’s back.

"Does he live here alone?" she asked quietly. "With just... you?"

"There are others," Matron said without turning. "Gardeners. Technicians. But they live in the outbuildings. The Master prefers solitude in the manor."

"He's a monster," Niara muttered.

Matron stopped. She turned her head one hundred and eighty degrees, her brass eyes clicking.

"He is a Curator," she said. "He preserves what others discard. It is a heavy burden."

"He buys people."

"He buys debts," Matron corrected. "And he pays well. Your sister will never know hunger again. Is that not worth a little discomfort?"

"Discomfort?" Niara laughed, a sharp, hysterical sound. "He wants to feed me to his plants."

"He wants to study you," Matron said, turning her head back to the front and continuing to walk. "There is a difference."

They reached the end of a long hallway on the second floor. Matron placed her metal palm against a panel on the wall. A lock clicked, and a heavy door swung open.

"Your suite," Matron announced.

Niara stepped inside.

She had expected a cell. She had expected a dungeon.

What she found was a palace.

The room was enormous. The walls were painted a soft, soothing green, the color of new leaves. A massive four-poster bed dominated the center of the room, draped in silk that shimmered like water. There was a fireplace where a magical fire crackled without smoke or heat, casting a warm glow over the velvet armchairs.

But it was the far wall that drew her eye.

It was entirely glass.

It looked out over the Orchard. From this height, she could see the sprawling expanse of the crystal forest. She could see the way the mist clung to the jagged branches. She could see the faint, pulsing light that thrummed within the trunks of the trees.

And even through the shielded glass, she could feel them.

It was a dull thrum here, a background radiation of sorrow. It wasn't the agonizing scream of the driveway, but it was there. A constant, low-level hum of misery.

"Dinner will be served at seven," Matron said from the doorway. "The Master expects you to dress. There are clothes in the wardrobe."

"I'm not hungry," Niara said, staring at the glass.

"Hunger is irrelevant," Matron said pleasantly. "Nutrition is mandatory."

The door clicked shut. Then came the sound of a lock sliding home.

Niara was alone.

She ran to the door. She tried the handle. It was locked tight. She pounded on the wood with her fist, knowing it was useless, knowing no one would come.

"Let me out!" she screamed, the panic finally breaking through her shock. "Let me out!"

Silence answered her.

She slumped against the door, sliding down until she hit the floor. She pulled her knees to her chest, burying her face in her arms.

She was trapped. She was ten thousand gold marks worth of livestock in a silk dress.

She sat there for a long time, listening to the beat of her own heart and the faint, ghostly wailing of the trees outside.

Eventually, the tears stopped. Niara wiped her face with the back of her hand. Crying would solve nothing. Crying was a waste of energy.

She stood up and walked to the wardrobe.

If she was going to be a prisoner, she would be a prepared one. She needed to know the layout of her cage.

She threw open the wardrobe doors.

It was filled with dresses. Gowns of silk and velvet, tunics of fine linen, trousers of soft leather. They were all in shades of green and gold and deep violet. They were beautiful. They were the clothes of a princess.

Or a doll.

Niara reached out and touched a sleeve of emerald silk. It was softer than anything she had ever felt.

She pushed the clothes aside, searching the back of the wardrobe. Nothing. Just smooth wood.

She moved to the bathroom. It was a cavern of white marble with a tub big enough to swim in. There were bottles of oil and salts, smelling of lavender and rosemary.

She checked the cabinets. Towels. Sponges. A razor.

She paused, her hand hovering over the silver razor handle.

It was heavy. Sharp.

She picked it up, testing the weight. It wasn't a weapon, not really. Against a man like Kaelen, it would be a toothpick. But it was something.

She slipped the razor into her boot.

She went back into the bedroom and walked to the window. She pressed her hand against the glass. It was cold.

Below, in the garden, a light flickered.

Niara narrowed her eyes.

A figure was walking among the crystal trees.

It was Kaelen.

He was walking slowly, his hands clasped behind his back. He didn't look like a monster from here. He looked like a lonely man walking in a graveyard.

He stopped in front of a massive tree, its trunk as thick as a house, its branches weeping diamonds. The light inside the tree pulsed—a deep, angry red.

Kaelen reached out.

Niara held her breath. Rule one: Do not touch the trees.

Kaelen placed his ungloved hand against the crystal bark.

Even from three stories up, Niara felt the shockwave.

It wasn't a sound. It was an emotion.

Grief.

It slammed into her chest, knocking the wind out of her. It was a grief so profound, so ancient and heavy, that she doubled over, clutching the windowsill for support. It tasted of ashes and lost time. It tasted of a brother's name spoken into the void.

Niara gasped, tears springing to her eyes instantly. It wasn't her grief, but her body didn't know the difference. Her heart ached with a sudden, crushing loneliness.

Down in the garden, Kaelen did not flinch. He stood there, his hand on the burning tree, absorbing the agony as if it were sunlight.

He wasn't just a Collector. He was a user.

He stood there for a long moment, drinking in the pain. Then, he pulled his hand away. The red light in the tree dimmed, settling back into a sullen glow.

Kaelen looked up.

Straight at her window.

Niara froze. She couldn't move. She was pinned by his gaze, even across the distance. He couldn't possibly see her in the dark room, but she knew he knew she was there.

He tilted his head, a gesture of acknowledgment.

Then he turned and walked back toward the house, leaving Niara trembling against the glass, the taste of his dead brother’s sorrow still bitter on her tongue.

She understood then. She understood what he wanted.

He didn't just want to watch her feel. He wanted to feed her to the garden, and then he wanted to drink the wine he made from her blood.

Niara stepped back from the window. Her fear was gone, burned away by the cold clarity of the revelation.

"Fine," she whispered to the empty room. "You want a show, Curator? I'll give you a show."

She walked to the wardrobe and pulled out the emerald dress.

If she was going to dinner with the devil, she would dress for the occasion.
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