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Something Sweet

You are cruel, she wrote.

You are stronger than cruelty, he replied.
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In a kingdom ruled by an undying king, Rebecca and her family uproot themselves from place after place, taking refuge in manors left fallow after the king slew their inhabitants.

Rebecca grows up wearing dead girls' clothes while keeping her existence a strict secret.

When she discovers a boy dying in a ditch, she hurts for him, kneels beside him, and sings.

He opens his eyes.

She takes him home and gives him cakes—and discovers he's the selfsame assassin her father left to die.

Having tasted sweetness – and sweets – for the first time, the young assassin returns to Rebecca time and again for more. Initially, for cakes, and then, for kisses...

But assassins aren’t innocent, and Rebecca's family hasn't been hiding for nothing.
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What happens to girls who sing to assassins?

She's written her tale.

Step into it.
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CONTENT WARNINGS: DEATH of family, violence, a scene where SA is prevented
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Cell Rat: Not Impervious
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After all the corpses I’ve rotted into the earth, I should know how this ends.

Life. Love.

Me.

Beneath my feet swirls the dust of time-pulverized skulls, bones crumbled through timeless centuries, from eras even before the undying king was born. Gaudy sunbeams dig intrusive fingers between the bars of my cell, dropping into the dungeon with sand and sound. The wind carries with it the beating of wings, the click and clack of talons on flagstones, and the cloyingly hot stench of the king’s putrefying ex-lovers.

Outside, vultures strip the meat from human remains, mincing the disheveled corpses that were discarded like kitchen scraps.

Do I think of my imminent death, though?

Or of escape?

No.

I think of you.

I shouldn’t, of course, for the way my heart beats when your name creeps around its perimeter tells me that I am not as invulnerable to you as I would like, that I am not impervious to your call, your whisper, or your hollow soul.

If only you had knocked, I might have opened.

But you crept through the window.

Why did I ever bother locking the door?

Assassins, after all, don’t need doors to get in.
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Reckless Girl: Under Sunlight Spun Gold
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She was on her way home as usual, avoiding being seen, when she found him lying in the ditch, halfway down the grassy slope of a bank. Wildflowers sprouted between his fingers, and late-afternoon light spun a blanket over him of antique gold.

A skinny sprawl of bloodied limbs on a bed of weeds, he couldn’t have been more than twelve years old, hardly older than Rebecca herself. His bare arms were lacerated and bruised beneath his hip-length leather jerkin, and near his scuffed boots, the water ran foamy red from upstream where the village butchers pitched their leavings.

The boy looked dead, yet so tragically pretty. Such a forlornly poetic brow! It shredded Rebecca’s spirit.

Who had done this to him? And who was he?

Impulse—Rebecca was nothing if not impulsive (and incorrigible and impish and brash)—made her scramble down the gully’s bank.

She crouched beside the boy, cattails weaving across her lacy froths of sleeves, with fresh-cut meadow tingeing the breeze that pricked her breath, along with the iron-tang scent of bloodied water, and she curiously noted the bruises beneath the boy’s eyes—and the scrapes down his arms. And—

She jerked back.

The tattoo climbing his forearm depicted Lorvath’s vine, beautifully rendered, with engraved knives blooming in place of leaves, and black flowers dripping blood drops in crimson ink.

Even so young, he was a member of the assassins’ guild. Before his death, he must have bartered in secrets and sin and moved in stealth through shadows, cloaking himself in spilled lives and dark deeds.

He must have been dispatched to this drowsy hamlet.

Rebecca’s breath came slightly shallower now, her head too light.

He’s dead, she reassured herself. Blood welled from a gash straight down the center of his tattoo and dripped down in rivulets, parallel drips like centipede legs, each one congealing black at its end.

Dead for sure.

Still, one couldn’t trust even a dead assassin, so she made to rise.

But his hand curled around her wrist.

His eyes opened.

Rebecca’s breath perished in her lungs, suddenly sick with dread—dread certainty that it hadn’t been chance that she had wound up here alone with him, but that his ‘death’ was a lure, a hoax, for her, the victim.

Desperate to live, but resigned to die, she started to sing.
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I SHOULD HAVE LEFT you in that ditch.
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Rebecca: On Harried Nights, in Stolen Moments
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The king’s highest assassin comes! Hide in the catacombs, in a crypt, in the deepest, darkest crypt the nuns can find... and pray, Becca, as you never have before, that he will not find you.

In the altar alcove where she knelt seeking solace among relics and candles and damp air, Rebecca’s mouth went dry.

Everard’s normally neat penmanship looped across the paper in an awful scrawl—fiercer than his usual letters, frightening. And his warning—

The king’s highest assassin.

Rebecca staggered to her feet.

The mother superior, swiftly applied to, fetched a jangle of keys from the locked altar box and billowed alongside Rebecca through spiderweb-tangled subterranean corridors and down basalt-black stairs.

Teardrops trickled down the matron’s apple-plump cheeks and into the collar of her golden-green robes.

Rebecca scarcely noticed. By the time the tearful woman’s hands shakingly shut her inside the moist cavity of the tomb, Rebecca’s mind had tumbled too far back into that terrible day four years before.

Humdrum and banal, it had begun so lazily. Rebecca had been whiling away the hours, finishing chores and then sloping through the garden, singing silliness to the gods and being cheerfully irreverent beneath her breath. She had swirled into the house with her dress still warm from the breeze, her skin still golden from the sun.

Seeking cakes as if she were six summers old instead of sixteen, she had angled toward the parlor, where cakes were always to be found, however mean and vulgarly low the family’s circumstances had sunk.

Her little sisters, however, and little brothers, and her parents, and Gran had all been lying on the parlor floor, their throats neatly slivered open.

Stillness had coated them like a shroud, with garish ruby, rosebud drops infringing wrong colors on their white dresses and white waistcoats and snow-pale necks, with tawdry pools of red saturating the rugs beneath them.

Rebecca hadn’t quite focused on the scarlet patina on their necks and the tips of their hair; she’d tried to recreate the proper tableau, to reimagine her sisters playing with their toys, her mother and father balancing books on their laps, her brothers riveted on some beetle they’d caught, her Gran rigorously upright... but the scene wouldn’t form.

The glistening crimson congealed darkly around their prone figures.

They were all gone. All of them. Every one.

Agony had cut her apart like scissors, and Rebecca had mashed her mouth shut to stifle it, unable to speak, too horrified to scream, too grief-stricken to cry. 

Wither, wither, shrivel up and die.

She might have turned to stone and remained unmoving until vines and moss buried her along with the entire house had a knock at the front entryway not exhumed her.

Too shocked to think, too dulled to infer danger, she’d wound nightmarishly toward the noise and opened the door before reason whispered: Don’t.

By then, though, the door was open and a young, bloodless-faced boy was stuffing a slip of paper into her hand.

He had hared off, and she, like one unattached to her own skeleton (or any part of her own body), had somehow commanded her eyes to read the note.

Upon her doing so, disbelief had replaced her grief.

Becca, (the note read)

You must flee—now—at once. Take nothing but what you carry. Follow my directions below to the remote island convent of Ninearn.

Do so before the king’s assassin returns for you.

HE WILL RETURN.

Run.

Yours,

Everard

Postscript: Do not attempt to reply to this message. I am in this deeper than you know. I will write you again, I swear, but you must tell no one of this. Destroy this missive instantly.

Everard! Her distant cousin?

He had never shown her any favor, had in fact been an unforgivable bully as a child, so why—what? Secretly commit sedition, or whatever he was doing with this note—to save her?

Some frail, leftover reverence for her own life had dragged her out of the morass of horror enough to recognize that now was not the time to question the inexplicable repair of her cousin’s moral compass.

In the wake of immeasurable tragedy, his letter spurred her with renewed purpose: survival.

She’d fled on the feet of his urgency: through evenings drenched in storms, through muddy mires of streets, navigating fords that rushed with water.

She’d fled as precipitously and haphazardly as a gazelle—a wounded one, perspiring, out of breath, dusty-hot or slicked by rain.

Her cousin had strewn the path with scrupulously staged crumbs of hints to help her—a cart tucked away, a street urchin willing to drive; he must have arranged her escape a mere meager step ahead—and she trailed the tracks as meticulously as she could.

She made it to the convent, where her hasty escape concluded, and safety settled in, and then grief for her family reared its head in nights and weeks and months of muffled screams, her knuckles wedged between her teeth, her skin gnashed bloodily from bone, as she sought physical pain to surmount the demolition of her spirit.

Only Everard had sustained her through this madness; keeping his promise, he wrote her every fortnight for four years—long, fascinating missives which he must have inked on harried nights, in stolen moments between harrowing encounters with enemies—and she left replies inside a hidden nook in a pew in the convent’s cathedral, where they somehow found him, for he responded (mostly); he read them for certain.

And, oddly, unlike he had in person, his letters didn’t fulminate with inflated ego, nor did they bespeak a youth fastidiously concerned with the cut of his coat, which she expected because his family had been rich, favored by the king, while Rebecca’s had stingily scrimped behind its fancily carven doors and painstakingly mended clothes. Sometimes she’d had to go with too-small shoes that had squished her toes.

Now, though, Everard’s inked words navigated a disturbingly convoluted path through profound discussions of life, death, and the ever-shifting ground between good and evil.

He ruined my life, words bled once from her quill, amid tears crushed from her soul in an avalanche of self-pity. He slew all I loved. Coerced me into hunkering in this den, seeking sanctuary in a place that is only safeguarded by fickle gods and hope, as I hope that no enemy discovers I’m alive. How will I ever live again?

No one can ruin your life except you, Everard had penned in response. Someone may commit atrocities upon you, but you control how you respond. Do you leave yourself in pieces, or do you reach for the pieces you can salvage, straggle back to your feet, and defy the destruction wrought upon you? Do you leave yourself a ruin, or do you build yourself anew?

How can one build anything from wreckage? she retorted in her following missive.

You cannot dwell inside the wreckage, he wrote. Leave it behind.

You are cruel, she wrote back.

You are stronger than cruelty, he countered.

She had wept and tried—truly tried. As an orphan seeking sanctuary rather than a girl dedicating herself to service, she was permitted by the sisters to do as she willed—aside, that was, from the requisite chores that everyone rotated, such washing up pots and scouring floors.

Outside of those necessities, Rebecca tried. She tried gardening and making preserves, and jams, and marmalade. She pickled vegetables and packed them; she stored them and crated them to be carted off and sold in cities and towns. She read as many books as she wished and wandered where she wanted.

Being without restriction simultaneously forced her to endure her life bereft of family and to find things that veered her closest to bliss.

She even almost succeeded in it, in moments almost too minuscule to matter.

But how could she divest herself of the ashes of her past? Ever pervasive, they settled in every nook and cranny of any joy she ventured into.

Moreover, she wrestled to find any meaning. What should she do now? Would she remain on this island sanctuary for the remainder of her days?

She had no hope of outliving the undying king, if it was he who had painted a target on her line.

Her existence meandered, aimless.

Still, her letters to Everard enabled her to claw from suffocating in her family’s grave and to crawl back into her own life, however vacant that place was now.

She sensed a kinship of soul with him, regardless of how disparate his life was from hers. They delved into the darknesses of the soul, and the intricacies of conscience.

Can one love someone evil? she speculated once, too timid to admit who she meant.

What is love, he posited, but unconditional acceptance, as hate is unconditional rejection? And how would you define evil?

How would she demarcate it? Doing something unforgivable.

Am I unforgivable? Everard challenged. My acts have led to deaths. Many of those victims innocent. Yet I saved you.

How could she answer that? Tell me this then: what made you do those unforgivable things?

To which he replied: What would make anyone do unforgivable things?

Surely this meant he was a man controlled by someone else, leading a life which was a sham, which meant his overweening behavior when visiting her family as a youth must always have been an act, a deceit, the mask of a boy pretending he wasn’t being groomed for something darker than wearing tailored clothes.

Even the undying king, Everard wrote once, has unmatching spots on his boot-black soul. He was unerringly faithful to his lover Muria for decades. Only after her did he begin to murder every lover in his bed.

Perhaps, Rebecca postulated, one is born innocent with the potential to become wholly evil.

How many acts, Everard inquired, make one wholly evil? Is a person wholly evil only when one stops committing any good acts at all?

One must always seek to do good, Rebecca wrote primly, if lamely, floundering out of her depth with him.

Can one continue doing good, he replied, even when every act done to one is evil?

She began to discern an unspoken, unwritten, subtly horrifying truth about his life through his missives: he had been forcibly trained to be what he was. A
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