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I
FreezingWinter

The crackling of the fire was all I focused on. If I fell asleep now
I’m afraid I’d freeze to death, I needed to use as little firewood as
I could. I needed to be smartwith the usage, not too little andnot
too much. If there’s too little, the fire would produce more heat
than I need. If I put too much I would run out of warmth, and I
didn’t know how long this blizzard will last for.

Tucked inside a tiny pocket of rock, a natural opening within
the earth showing a deep cave, I was attempting to outlast a
deadlysnowstormwithin. Iwas luckyenoughtorestockmyfire-
wood stockpile yesterday, otherwise there was a much more se-
rious chance of me dying within the cold winter’s grasp. Wrap-
pingmyself as tightly as I couldwith the dark colors ofmy cloak,
and standing as close to the fire as I could without burning the
fabric, I shivered and waited for everything to come to pass.

My impulsive decision to try to stake it out in thewilderness,
and the arrogance in assuming that with my ability it would’ve
be like taking an afternoon stroll, has come to bite me. For the
past threeweeksall I coulddowasgather enough food to survive,
every once in a while managing to magically enthrall a squir-
rel in order to capture it. I never could stray too far from the
sources of water I’ve memorized, and I’m absolutely certain I’ve
lost weight. A lot of weight. I’m not fully grown yet, I still have
time to grow. This isn’t good formy future development.

But I had no choice. It was either try to survive out here in
the wilderness or be killed by villagers while I slept. I was the
adoptive daughter of a so called witch, a leper of the community
and an outcast to all of society. She had not done enough to be
killed by the enforcers, but neither was she truly so innocent as
to not have earned her scorn. At least, this is what I’ve learned
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throughout my years. Throughout my life I was protected and
enveloped by her kindness. Kindness was all I knew of her. She
had taughtme rudimentarymagic, as Iwas one of the gifted, and
I had my own natural gifts within the craft to provide to her a
decent amount of wealth back once I had matured enough to be
able to trade.

But for all her kindness and her tutelage, she was old. Get-
ting older by the day. Already one foot in her grave. Less than
fourweeks ago, it became two. She held property backwhen she
was alive, and shehaddesignated that property to be given tome
once she had left. Me, who shared no blood relation to her. Me,
who for most of her life provided to her only trouble. But when
her death finally came, the property didn’t transfer to me. I had
no blood relation. I had no connection to the land, the villagers
argued, and the land thewitchownedshould return to thevillage
instead of me.

Apparently that argument was enough. So I was without
land, and from that I had nomore rights. A foreigner, a traveler
that had decided to stay for more than a decade, they decided. I
had no legal power beyond that, and they had given me an ulti-
matum. Leave or die. I left.

But this had felt like years ago. Now, I’m shivering, cold, per-
haps a little afraid. I had enough firewood to last me one more
day. I knew fromexperience that blizzards can last longer. Much
longer. Once the fire ran out the only thing I could do was wait
and pray. I had already collected as much wood as I could once I
noticed the initial snow fall. There’s nothing else I could do be-
sides that. I had to wait.

That waiting turned to hours, and then to a day. The snow
hadn’t let out. My bodywas cramping from the pain of having to
stay still, and I was hungry. But there would be no animals out
there if I looked. Again, I would have to pray that the blizzard
wouldfinally let out. I hadacouplemorehours. The snow looked
to have been letting up, but I feared that it wasmymind playing
tricks. Whenwill the snow finally stop falling?

Apparently never. Even after the last of the embers had died
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out the snow still continued. There was my lifeline, dead. Soon
I will follow. It might take hours, it might take days. I wanted to
get it over with.

I got up and stretched out my limbs. No snow could get into
this little cave, although water certainly could. My butt wasn’t
wet, thankfully, as it was dry and the fire was far enough from
the mouth of the cave so no snow was nearby. If I was to die I’d
prefer to die on my feet, moving. So I walked outside, into the
fierce winds. I put my hood over my head, my small and dark
feline ears being covered from the worst nips of the wind. I had
shoes, I had clothes. I could walk for a while, I think.

Perhaps someone would findme.
So for what felt like hours I trudged through the snow. The

wind was fierce, at times. But the trees took the brunt of it. The
snowwas cold, but I had enough body heat to take care of it, and
enoughmagic to produce somemorewhen I didn’t have enough.

Andmywill was still strong enough to carryme through the
worse pangs of helplessness. I couldn’t see the sun. I couldn’t
see the sky. I could barely see what was in front of my face, but
little more than that. I had decided to commit suicide, and the
thought had crept intomy soul themore I walked. If I was smil-
ing, I couldn’t feel it. If I was frowning, the problemwas still the
same. If I was crying, my face had already frozen and the tears
had done so as well.

My breathing was heavy, and limbs felt sluggish. I felt tired.
Very, very tired. Now felt like a good time to rest. Eventually I no
longer was caught by surprise by a tree manifesting in front of
me, most likely I had walked into an open field. No wonder the
windswereharshernow. I couldn’t seemyownhands, itwas this
bad. I’ve never experienced such a terrible blizzard. Perhaps the
Lord had decided that in order to takeme I needed to be brought
down by nature’s wrath.

Imight aswell give up. There’s nohope, no onewouldbe able
to seemeanymore. I hadnoone. Theonly one Ihad loved is gone
now. I’m alone.

Falling onmy knees, I played with the snow underme, turn-
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ing them into balls until even their sensation I could no longer
feel. I waited for the cold to takeme.
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II
The Catnap

Day 1
In the next moment, I was looking at a ceiling I never knew ex-
isted. Is this the afterlife? It’s a bit dirty. And warm. I turned
my head to take in more of the surroundings and noticed a fire,
cabinetsmade of some sort of white wood. I was laying on a bed,
on a pillow of white and covered with equally white blankets. If
this is the afterlife then it’s filled with white. Which wasn’t all
that far fromwhat I had expected.

The fire itself was containedwithin a fireplace, what a shock,
and covered with stones. I moved the blanket off of my body
and positioned myself out of bed. I checked for my clothes and
was pleasantly surprised they were still on. I already knew this
wasn’t the afterlife. But now I knew that whoever had saved me
didn’t fondle me for compensation, and that my maidenhood
was still safe. Probably. Hopefully.

Placingmy, however, naked feet onto the floor Iwas taken by
the coldness of it. I shouldn’t have been, but I was still very tired
and wouldn’t mind resting a tiny sliver more. But I had enough
rationality left inme to know that I should get to knowwhoever
saved me first. And without a doubt, I was saved. Miraculously.
I should be dead, by all accounts. And I doubt I was taken to be a
slave, either.

Resolving myself I placed my feet onto the grey stone tiled
floor, getting up off of the bed and once again taking in my sur-
roundings. A fireplace, that one cabinet I had already seen, a
door aswellmadeof a similarwoodas the cabinet. A light source
that wasn’t coming from a fire, too, was there. I could imme-
diately tell it was magic both from the lack of fire and from the
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mana signature it gave off. Whoever saved me might’ve been a
magician, or was very wealthy.

Walkingover to thedoor I opened themetal knobandpeeked
outside. As I thought, it was still inside outside. Heh. A hallway,
to the left of me a staircase and to the right another door at the
end. I didn’t want to pry toomuch onmy savior’s own business,
so Iwalkeddownthe stairs and into the lowerfloor. The staircase
wasmade of wood, so were the stairs beneath it. So not all of the
floor would be wood, then.

The room downstairs was eerily familiar, yet foreign. Wood
flooringwaswhatpresented itself at theendof the staircase. Two
doors, one near the stairs and another on a raised platform of
grey stone. Some amount of patterns were on the surface of the
stone, deliberate. As if laidout, intentionally. Nice furniture, too.
It felt as if I was in a wealthy man’s entrance and in his kitchen
at the same time.

I ignored all that for the moment and looked over the near-
est door. A latch was attached. I unlocked the door and peeked
outside. A blast of cold air assaulted me in retaliation, quickly
I closed the door and redid the latch. Alright, I figured out two
things from this. This is the exit, and it’s still blowing heavy
snow outside. That’s good to know.

I walked over to the door on the raised stone platform, care-
ful not to make too much noise by hitting any of the furniture
or kitchenware. If there wasn’t anyone outside, or anyone out
here, then there was a possibility my savior, or saviors, was be-
hind this door. I placed an ear on it and listened. I heardnothing.
I turned the knob and peeked itself.

Darkness. I opened it gradually, letting light from the magi-
cal lamp in the kitchen fill in the space. Where there was noth-
ing, now there was a lot of something. What looked like pottery,
or something similar. Bits of what might’ve been animals were
laid everywhere. Torsos with oddly overlapping segments, legs
and feets neatly arranged. What looked like the figures of tiny
people could be occasionally seen. But none of it wasmoving.

With some amount of trepidation I made a call. “H-hello? Is
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anyone in here?”
I waited.
But nothing came. “Alright.” I said, a bit softer in tone. I

closed the door and made my way upstairs. There was no one
down there, or at least no one awake. So all that is left is check-
ing the only room I hadn’t opened.

The floor didn’t creak. Neither did the stairs, nothing did.
This entire building must’ve been very well insulated, although
thefloorwascold itwasn’t freezing. And it sureashellwas freez-
ing out there.

Arriving at the pale door I decided to knock. No response
came. I opened the door and let out the sound of my voice, but
again no response came. The room was as dark as the last, if
not more thanks to there not being any other source of light. I
repeated myself again, but again nothing came. I slowly closed
the door and headed back towards my room, to see if anyone
might’ve been there.

Of course, no one was. The fire was still burning, and the
magic lamp still on. But other than that, therewas no sign of life.
I went down stairs and started to inspect my surroundings.

All of the furniture was expertly crafted. Even my layman’s
eyes could tell, all the lines were straight and the curves elegant.
Some amount of patterns and embellishments were present on
some of the cabinets, and the table placed near the left wall was
flat and, in some areas, held human like faces in various contor-
tions of emotions flowing along the apron. It was a work of art,
and the faceswere,while stylistic, frighteninglyhuman. I picked
a chair, of which there were only two, and sat on it.

The table was made of a darker kind of wood. The chair
shared the same type, or at least color, as the table as well. Nei-
ther of the chairs were as elaborate as the table they belonged
to, but it was comfortable and felt both well used but incredibly
sturdy. I didn’twant to check any of the cabinets. I wasn’t a thief,
Iwasmost likely the guest of either a verykindman, or kind cou-
ple.
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I ran my fingers across the wooden faces. I felt their mana
signatures, tasted it on my fingers. My sight could only give me
so much information, and I knew from sight alone that every-
thingherewas in someway enchanted. Not heavily so, butwith-
out feeling it I wouldn’t be able to tell what kind. On the table it
felt like an enchantment to harden the wood a bit. It certainly
could get harder, the amount of mana inside was not at its peak
saturation point.

I watched the patterns the enchantment formed itself into.
A person can vaguely tell how skilled the work is by either how
dense the mana or how elaborate the patterns if it wasn’t a deep
and true enchantment. The patterns I could see within weren’t
marvelous, I’ve seen better. Rarely, but I have. But this was
skilled. From the taste of it, the aesthetic of it alone, I could
tell it was designed by a light-aligned craftsmen. Those people
force things into shape rather than subtly move them. That had
a lovely quality of its own, of course. It wasn’t bad.

Certainly better than whatever I couldmake.
Imovedmy attention away from the chair and table and into

the kitchen. Cast iron pans and iron knives could be seen. Some
were hanging, others were laying flat on what looked to be a
stone table. It was a small one, and below it there were stone
drawers. The stone itself was the same as the stone below, and
the stone that the walls were alsomade of. I didn’t take a peek in
there. A fire place was set up in the corner, a single spider pan
nearby. That is, a pan with a couple of legs attached to it.

Everything felt lived in but tidy. I’m starting to like whoever
lived here, whoever it is either very wealthy or very skilled and
conscientious. Of course, also kind considering I was saved. I
wonder how long he’d let me stay here for? Surely for as long
as the blizzard lasts, at least. And if I can prove myself useful
perhaps indefinitely.

But that all depends on the information I can get from him,
or them. Sittingdownon the chair once again Iwaited andbegan
to lay out my plans. With nothing to do and me too courteous I
waited for someone’s, anyone’s, arrival.
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I playedwithmy tail for a while. Groomedmy hair as best as
I could, not having a comb I couldn’t do much with it. Touched
my ears, they were still there. They weren’t taken by frostbite,
thankfully. Neither was my tail, its black fur as alluring as ever.
Tens of minutes flew by as I waited. I was well acquainted with
waiting and I certainly could stay here for a long time. But there
are things to explore. And things to explore is something I can’t
ignore forever.

Deciding to break some courtesy I decided to explore the
drawers. Foodstuff, mostly. Bread, what looked to be meat in
another. The drawers themselves were probably enchanted to
maintain freshness. Another drawer looked to contain some
tableware, and another a couple of utensils. Everything but the
utensils were common. I picked up what looked to be a fork,
three prongs making up its pointy bits. I poked the tips and felt
their sharpness. It didn’t break skinbut itwas indeedvery sharp.

“Prying onmy things, dear wench?”
I shot to look behind me, placing the fork back into the

drawer and then quickly redrawing my hands back as close as
me as I could. Aman, his eyes fiery and deep set, clad in colorful
clothes and covered in particles of snow, watchedme. He was in
the process of removing his hood, letting long strands of hair to
be revealed and his pale skin to become obvious. He wasn’t near
tome, but his presencewas sudden. I didn’t hear a thing. I didn’t
feel a thing, not a shift in themana in the room.

“N-no, I was bored, and I had been waiting for so long for
someone’s arrival that I couldn’t help but want to explore. I
didn’t mean to pry, uh, good sir.” My voice spoke too quickly
at first, but I managed to lay out a more spaced layering by the
end. The man didn’t respond, instead he continued to take off
the heaviest of his clothes.

Laying his cloak and taking offhis boots, almost ignoringmy
presence after instilling in me the fear of a snoop, I waited and
watched. I didn’t move. I was on my knees, as the cabinet to the
utensilswas low. I took the timehehaddecided to spendundress
to take everything in. I needed some information, where I was,
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andmore importantly Ineeded tomakehimknowI’mnota thief,
and am actually very thankful for his help.

As far as I could be concerned, he was a godsend. I’m not so
callous as to ignore genuine help.

“Uh, um. Good sir? I really didn’t mean to pry, I—”
“I was merely teasing you, girl. I knew from the moment

I touched your skin that you were a magician, and as a magi-
cian you’d know the importance of certainmagics.” Almost teas-
ing if not for the monotone expression of his voice, I collected
the information presented and paused to reconsider my words.
He’s right, I am a magician. A fork would not be what I would
steal. The lamps aremuchmore valuable, and seeing as I was in-
specting the utensils rather than attempting to steal the lamps, I
wouldn’t be a good thief.

“Thank you for your frank forgiveness, good sir. I promise,
now that you are a here, that I won’t snoop around your stuff.”

The good sir finished taking off his boots, revealing his pale
feet and lifting himself to his full height. I had thought the boots
and cloak were making him more visually impressive than he
truly was, but now I see I was mistaken. He was, by sight alone,
a cultivator of the essence of light.. And further, hewas aman of
significantheight. I noddedathis standing, forwhatever reason.
I felt the need to nod at seeing him stand.

“And when I’m gone,” he turned to stare at me, “I assume
you’d get bored enough to search my home?” No smile was on
his face. Some unknown pressure started to well up inside me,
the pressure of conviction. I hadmade a verbal slip.

“N-no, no no, no. Of course not. I didn’tmean it that way, sir.
It’s just…”

A smile broke on his face. A small one. Barely noticeable,
and I might’ve missed it if reading this man’s mood wasn’t the
difference between getting kicked out and staying. I needed him
to not seeme as a threat to his property. A smile, however small,
might have been a good sign. I want to get to know him better
before I threw at him the worse of my tricks, and if I played my
handwrong I might end upwith a very bad end.
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He waited for my response, staring at me without moving.
Only a tiny bit awkward. “It’s just that, yes, I do get a bit bored at
times.”

A quick smile, a show of good spirit rather than genuine,
broke through his face and as quickly left. “You’ll have to make
do with what I have and am willing to offer, then. My voice and
words would be the entirety of it, sadly. There is little else you
can do to pass the time. And I’m very interested in how you’ve
woundup in theMorríguPianura, theopenfieldbetweenmyfor-
est and the country onward.”

The good sir gestured forme to get up,which I hesitantly did.
He drew out a chair, and then drew out another. Sitting on the
one closest to the entrance door, hewaited forme. Most likely to
have me sit. I wasn’t that comfortable doing so, the sitting posi-
tionwas a bitmore intimate than Iwould’ve preferred given that
it was right next to each other. I moved over and alsomoved the
chair to face another side of the table. Then I sat down.

“Understandable.” Was all he gave. I nodded. “Make yourself
comfortable. I have some questions that I want answered before
I serve you ameal, if you haven’t already helped yourself to one.”
Running his hand through his hair he looked at me, an eye al-
most in the corner. His long, blond hair was beginning to cover
his face with strands, it’s understandable why hemoved it so.

“Good sir, I do appreciate you helpingme. Truly, by all rights
I should be dead. But, I think these accusations of theft should be
stopped. I’mnot a thief and I do not appreciate being called one.”
I tried to place my best serious face, my back straightening and
myhands onmy lap. I amnot a docile kitten for him tomake fun
at.

“Sorry,” that was easier than I thought, “It’s been a long time
since I’ve interacted with anyone. Forgive me if I tried to have
some fun at your expense. Let’s ignore all that and get to the
questions, I’d prefer them answered immediately.”

I straightened out my back further and waited, giving him a
nod.
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“Did you intend to walk out into the plains within this bliz-
zard?”

“No, I was caught within it one day and tried my best to sur-
vive for a couple of days. I had little wood, and little fire. Once it
ran out, I had decided to die somewhere but where I had stayed
shelter. I wasn’t thinking straight, I preferred to die walking
rather than to die in a sad little forgotten hole in the ground.”
This was all true, and I had no reason to lie to him with this. So
I told the truth as I remembered it. He gave a polite nod, turning
his eyes down to the table.

“I see. Perhaps you’ve been guided by the divine, I had been
out walking my usual pattern of walking,” why the hell was he
walking in ablizzard? “And Iwouldn’t let a little snowbreak that
habit. I sensed an oddly dense amount ofmana and had decided
to check it out. In little than a minute of walking I had found a
small cat, black and cold bitten, laying and slowly being covered
within snow.”

I nodded. Whatever eccentricity this man has could be over-
looked for now. I’ll also assume the small cat was me, I was part
feline after all.

“But this isn’t about me. To the next question. Are, or were,
you alone?” I nodded. He nodded too. “I see. Then the last one,
why are you alone?”

None of your business, that’s why. But I couldn’t answer him
with that. I bit my lips, my sharp canine threatening to pierce
through my skin. Do I answer him truthfully? A partial truth,
but no lie. “I was driven out by my village. I am not an outlaw,
on the divine I swear and oath to on this, but my circumstances
are too personal for me to discuss to a stranger. Even when that
stranger was my savior. Again, I give my thanks, and I beg your
pardon.”

“I’m not one for pryingmyself. Very well, I’ll trust you. I had
a final question but I think I already know the answer. I’ll ask
anyway. Do you wish to stay until the winter storm breaks, kit-
ten?”

I narrowed my eyes. I’m sure others might think it cute to
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keep calling me by my feline qualities, but there’s a limit of my
tolerance. “If it wouldn’t displease you, I would prefer that. And
it’s Eithne, good sir.”

The good sir’s eyes widened at that and he gave a slight
chuckle, brushing his hair with his hands once againwhile look-
ing away. As if bashfully. “Names! Names, I thought I was for-
getting something. Sorry Eithne, I’ll remember yours. Through
the years I’ve gone by many names, but for you I’ll give you the
one given tome in birth.”

Extending his hand out tome, as if to shakewithme, he gave
me his name. “Alfred.” A gave him a smile and shook his hand.
He perhaps was putting more strength into it than he intended,
it sort of hurt.

“Good sir Alfred.”
“Just Alfred, it’s simpler that way.”
“Alfred.” He nodded his head and let go of my hand, to my

relief. Getting up off his chair he moved on over to the kitchen,
which was only a few steps away from him anyway.

“Now, you are my guest. And as your patron I’m obliged to
serve you a meal. It’s been a couple of days since the beginning
of the snow storm, so forgiveme if I don’t have as much as you’d
prefer.” Alfred croucheddownand lit a fire throughmagic alone.
A short casting of a spell, no words were spoken, and very little
signature could be seen from hismagic. He was both skilled and
knowledgeable on natural magic, then.

I gave a polite smile back. “Anything you can give would be
fine. I’d be fine with eating nothing, but I’d prefer to have some
drink.”

He looked over at me and straightened his posture out. “If
I’ve got your story correctly, you’ve been left alone in a hole for
at least four days. I doubt you’ve had enough food on you to last
you through all that time. Don’t be so humble, girl.”

How patronizing. I maintained my smile and nodded. I
would’vepreferred ifhedidn’t carryhiskindness soheavyhand-
ily, but I can’t complain. It’d be wrong of me to complain, actu-
ally. “Thank you, Alfred.”
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He nodded as he opened up a drawer and took out a bowl full
of what looked to be cubed lard. He grabbed a cube, which was
roughly an inch by inch in dimension, and threw it on a pan that
had already been set near the fire. For all the technology he held
the lack of a magically enchanted fire stove was evident. Those
were costly to use in terms of mana, and costly in general. But
from observing everything in this house I doubt cost was an is-
sue.

“I have a couple of steaks and vegetables still left. Let’s have
you eat that. You don’t mind, of course.”

“Of course.”
He gave a laugh at that. What’s so funny?
I watched as he set aside the piece of steak out of the drawer

and tookout several othervegetableswith it aswell. Garlic, some
sort of leafy herb, long green sticks that looked like asparagus. I
watched as he seasoned and prepared the precut slice of meat,
and I wondered how long ago was the last time I had meat from
an animal larger than a squirrel. Maybe years? Or perhaps only
a year, I had splurged once and decided to try out steak with
mom.

Let’s not think about thosememories for now.
Alfred placed the slice of steak, sizzling becoming apparent,

and also placed a couple of sticks of asparagus alongside it. He
flipped it oncehe thought itwas good enough, I guess, and added
another more cube of lard on top of the steak. The lard melted,
and eventually everything was done. Taking out a piece a dish
from a drawer, he seemed to really like playing things in those
drawers, he placed everything on a plate and then put the plate
on the table, in front of me.

He gaveme a knife and a fork, both ofwhich I accepted. Then
he sliced a piece of bread and gave that tome also. Looks like I’m
going to be very full tonight.

Withsomeamountof trepidation, andsomeamountof saliva
control, I nodded at everything in front of me. “Thank you, Al-
fred. This might be toomuch for someone likeme, though.”

“It’s all I have.”
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I looked over at Alfred, he deciding to ignore me and opened
the door to the creepy room filled with strange miniature body
parts. “I assume you’ve also went in here,”

“Yes. May I eat, Alfred?”
He turned to me with a quizzical look. He opened his mouth

and lifted his finger, but closed it and reconsidered his thoughts.
“You’re being too polite withme, Eithne. Please, eat.”

I gave no response and started to dig in. It had taken most
of my self control not to inhale the meal the moment it was
presented to me, rather than scolding me for my politeness he
should be complimenting me on my level of self-control. Per-
haps it was the hunger talking, or perhaps Alfred really was a
good cook, but I’ve never tasted ameal so good and hearty inmy
life. If I were aman I’d ask for his hand on the spot.

“Enjoy the meal.” I heard the clink of a door closing behind
me. I ignored it, and I certainly was going to enjoy this.

The meal flashed byme, I don’t think I truly tasted anything
beyond the savoriness of the steak. Or maybe I had? I can’t re-
member. It’s certainly not that I was poisoned, I ate too fast and
chewed too little. By the time I had gone back tomy senses I was
once again alone. I didn’t knowhowAlfred dealtwith his dishes,
so I set the fork and knife down and considered my options. I
could spend some amount of times thinking about my interac-
tions with Alfred and what I can do to get in his good graces,
hopefully for as long as he’d let me stay.

Or I could acquirenew information. His lifestyle andwhathe
does, andwhy he’s out here, would be a good start. Light aligned
cultivators are a rare enough sight, stories of these kinds of peo-
ple living out in the woods as hermits isn’t uncommon. Was he
oneof those? Therewere twochairs, after all. But thatwasall the
evidence I had for that thought. I don’t think finding out more
information out of him before I try to decide my future actions
would be bad.

That settles it. I can’t go outside and from what I can tell,
there was nothing to wash the dishes with. So I left the plate on
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the table and knocked on the door that Alfred had walked into.
An irritated voice came back.

“Come in.” Did I do somethingwrong? Howdo Imake up for
this? Shit. What did I do?

I creaked the door open and peeked inside. Light was shin-
ing, and what I was presented with was a less creepy version of
what I had peeked into last time. A lot of what looked to be clay
dolls, bodyparts laidaround. None lookedreal, all looked tohave
been made of clay. Most of it was white, some of it was darker,
and very few red. This wasn’t like any pottery I’ve seen or been
to. I couldn’t tell from the darkness, but all of these things look
frighteningly real! If it weren’t for their strange colorations and
lack of blood, I would’ve thought they were real beings.

“Alfred?” I asked, keepingmy voice sweet.
“Eithne. I should’ve told you not to disturb me, but not say-

ing was my own fault. How was your meal?” Alfred was in the
corner of a room, sitting on a chair. His hands looked wet and
had some sort of white substance on it. In front of him laid an-
otherclaysculpture, thebodyofadoll. Thisone lookedcomplete,
frighteningly human from afar. I wonder if that would stay the
same if I got closer?

But, I had disturbed him. Thatwas the cause of his irritation.
But given that he is still being polite itwasn’t an impasse. “Sorry,
Alfred. I’ll remember that from now on. I wanted to figure out
what you were up to, and to ask if there is a way for me to clean
the dishes?” My voice lost some of its sweetness. Overdoing it
backfires, and to begin with I don’t think Alfred is being influ-
enced by it much.

He gave me a look from the corner of his eye. “I don’t blame
you. Taken into a stranger’s home after resolving yourself to
death, and losingconscious in themiddleof a snowstorm, you’ve
adjusted well all considering. Come here. Mind all the parts,
don’t break anything. For your own sake, not mine.”

That was a genuine threat. I nodded and walked over to
his seat, carefully making sure I don’t step on anything on the
ground. Not that there was anything there. My hands were kept
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near my chest, and my tail wrapped around my hips. Even my
ears were flat, not entirely of my own volition. My ears told me
more aboutmymoods than I couldmyself. I was a bit scaredwas
what they were tellingme now.

I arrived next to him and inspected his work. The figure
looked more real up close than it did from afar. It was a cute
thing, small and dainty. Its features were perfect, its face was
enough tomakeme grow green in envy, if it weren’t a sculpture,
that is. “You’vemade this? All this?”

“Whoelsebut I?Yes, this ismywork. My life’swork. My life’s
passion. No more words are needed for that, respect my pieces
when you come in here. If even a single onewere to be broken by
you, I will throw you out into the snowy winds without hesita-
tion. Do you understand?”

He fedme, savedme, andnow is threatening to indirectly kill
me? What a complicated man. I’d laugh if my ears weren’t so
tightly clutched to my head. I knew I wouldn’t be able to fake
confidence in this situation, and if all he asked of me was to not
break his things, I’d be a savage to be offended. I nodded, “Yes,
Si—Alfred. Understood.”

“Good. Yes, I’m an artist. My life’s goal has been to produce
a lifelike piece of art. My friends say I’m getting closer by the
day, but the more I adventure into these depths the more lost I
feel in the amount I’ve yet to perfect.” A solemn shadow fell over
Alfred’s face. “My passion is doll making. Specifically of artic-
ulated dolls, the more articulate the better. Ball joints are what
I’ve rested on for themajority of mywork, as you can see.”

Alfred moves the right hand of the naked and bare doll,
moving the individual fingers and the elbows. Even the shoul-
der could articulate up and down, both literally and within the
socket. The amount of movement was lifelike.

“There’s nothing more to me. You’re a magician, yes? Then
you’ve seen the enchantments I’m capable.” Alfred moved his
thumbs over the face of the doll, affectionately. “And my body
I’m sure you’ve also seen. Not hard to piece in the puzzles.”
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“Yes…you’re a light aligned cultivator, I can tell that much
easily. Do you belong to any school?”

Alfred chuckled. “Lass, no school spends their time cultivat-
ing the art of non-lethal craftsmanship. I’m solitary, although I
do have friends who share some ofmy passions.”

“Do youmindmy prying?”
Before answering Alfred took up a tool, what looked to be a

paint brush, and began to apply paint on the doll. “Not so far, no.
I’ll tell you when I don’t want to speak. If it’s about my dolls, I
implore you to ask,” he said while applying a soft red to the lips
of the sculpture. How pretty. That wasn’t a feature common in
any other of the sculptures in this room.

And, sure, they’re pretty, and they’re cute. But I can’t care
beyond that, and I don’t want to force myself to. I smiled, but
something in his eyes told me he knew that my smile was plas-
tered on, not genuine. But I continued. “If you’ll allow a bit of
frankness, I don’t have an interest in dolls or sculptures. But I
am interested in you.”

Alfred carried the look in his eyes, the beginning of non-
friendly suspicion. “A shame. Eithne, if I’m to be frank too, your
attempts tomanipulate me aren’t appreciated.”

“Beg your pardon?” Shit. Should I stop, then? How?
“Your forced smiles, your gratingly sweet voice. I will not

throw you away and neither do I have an interest in your body.
Be genuine withme. I’ve not had human contact in a long while
and I don’t want to play the social mind games of women.” I
messedup. Buthe’s givingmeplentyof bait tohangon to. I let go
ofmysmile and tooka stepback. I felt thatnowwouldbe the cor-
rect time to let my frustration with his actions show somewhat.
But I ruthlessly curbed the feelings, not now. Wait a couple of
days, if ever.

“Very well. I’m sorry to bother you, Alfred. I’ll…go do some-
thing else then. Anything.”

“Giving up on the questions, then?”
“Reluctantly. I feel I’ve took too much advantage of your

kindness, I appreciate yourwarning. I’venevermeant tooffend.”
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Alfred smiled, a sarcastic one. “At least you admit it, even
if tactically. The room you’ve slept in is yours. I’ve arranged for
younewclothes. You stink, kitten, andunfortunately I’venotde-
signed my house to include an indoor bath. However, there is a
towel and a bucket, along with soap. Use that, then change your
clothes.”

Nowwould be a good time to blush. I didn’t respond, but in-
stead carefully moved my way out of the room. That was plain
rude, and uncalled for. Can you blame a girl for making herself
pleasant and presentable? What a bore. I closed the door behind
me, Alfred didn’t say a word after I had left.

I’ll wash myself. Obviously, of course. I’m a lady, even if
I’ve only turned of proper age recently. I walked to and up the
stairs and back intomy new gifted room, Alfred had not toldme
where the clothes he had offered me were placed. If they were
anywhere, it would be in this room, right? But where? I doubt
he had went up the stairs and placed all the clothes after I had
woken up. So, it would have to be in a cabinet.

The roomwas exactly as I had left it. The fire that didn’t look
to run out of flame, and the light that still shone. If I’m to sleep
here I would need to figure out how to turn that thing off.

Imoved over to the cabinet, whichwas placednext to the end
of the bed, and opened the top drawer. A couple of black clothes
were arranged within, matching the color of my own clothes.
Howconsiderate ofAlfred to givemematching clothes, or to give
me clothes at all. Too bad he had to insult me in order to inform
me of it. Why’d he have to be so rude?

I took out the largest piece, a black dress that would prob-
ably fall down to my knees. Peculiar. Dresses should reach to
the ankles normally, was I missing a piece? It was a frilly thing,
some amount of white had been adorned around as pointless
frilly decoration. It didn’t lookbad. I set it aside and continued to
inspect the gifts. Strange and short trousers were inside, white
and also frilly at the end. Alfred likes frills.

Another black cloth, not as long as the dress but looked to be
a skirt. I guess that’s where the rest of the dress was. A pair of
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white sockswere also inside. But nothing to keepmy breasts be-
hind another layer of modesty, I’m not sure if I should take that
as an insult or something worse. Just because I didn’t have as
much fat onmy chest on otherwomen doesn’tmean I don’t need
to wear bras, Alfred.

I’d have to remain without a bra, then.
Don’t laugh.
That looked to be the entirety of the clothes I had been given.

I’ll have to figure out how to wear them, but later. I already got a
rough idea of how everything is worn, for now I’ll wash myself.
But wherewould the bucket and towel be? I inspected the inside
ofmy room. Therewas nothing beside the fire, and nothing next
to the bed except for the cabinet. Next to the cabinet, then?

Ah, how did I not notice it? A wooden frame and iron loops,
a bucket filledwithwater laid. A towelwith a small, round bar of
soap laidnext to it. This is going to be a bit difficult and time con-
suming to do, but this is the best I got. I took off all my clothes,
checking to see if no one opening or peeking through the door
while I did so. No one was, neither did I hear footsteps. But
fromexperience I knowAlfred canbedangerously quietwithhis
movement.

I dipped the towel into the water and once it had gotten wet
enough, took it out andbegan to rub it acrossmybody. Oncewet,
I dunked the soap into the water as well and began to scrub my-
self. I did this for a while, until most of my body was covered,
and then began to rub it off using the still wet towel. I did this
asmany times as it needed to be done, squeezing the towel to re-
move any dirt or grime on it, and once I was satisfied the water
inside the bucket was dark and murky. I knew I was dirty, this
didn’t come as a surprise.

I hoped I’d smell better. I’d gotten use to my own smell, and
given that I had been out for weeks in the wild alone and trying
to survive it wasn’t much of a problem. Up until now, that is. I
moved over to the clothes which I had arranged ontop of the bed
and began to think about the correct order of dress. The short
trouser looking things would have to be worn first. So these are
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underwear, then. I hope they fit, there was a lace at the top that
could be tightened so I imagine I couldmake it fit.

I put it on, one feet and then another, and noticed that it had
already fit pretty well. Just a bit of tightening and everything
would stay. Nextwould be the skirt. Howwould Iwear this? An-
other long belt like lace was at the end of it, so I’d have to repeat
the pattern. It, again, fit rather well. The dress would be easy,
I’ve worn plenty of dresses before. My old clothes, which were
ragged, hole filled, and somewhat dirty was also a dress.

Oncloserconsideration, perhapsAlfredwasbeingmore than
polite in ignoring how unsightly I was. My ears once again were
pulled close tomy head. Shoot.

All that was left to put on were the socks. I should’ve put it
on when I get this short dress in place, it’s going to be a slightly
more difficult to move myself into position to get them over my
feet.

I sat on the bed and tried to move my feet closer to my body,
getting the mouth of the sock inside and jamming my feet it in.
Surprisingly I didn’t feel any resistance from the dress. It was
either made of something elastic, or just very, very well made.
I did the same with both feet and then tried to stretch the dress
on my body. It didn’t have much elasticity. Which meant, it was
very well made.

I got up and walked around my room, careful not to get my
dress caught in the fire. It wasn’t long, the skirt underneath only
went to my ankles. But it was easy to move in, and stuck pretty
close to my body. Not indecently so, it gave enough room for me
to breath. But it was on the tighter side of things, all considered.
But it felt snug, it felt right. Almost like it was measured just for
me. The thought echoed in my mind once again. Measured just
for me.

How long was I out for? What did Alfred do to me while I
slept? Do I actually still have my maidenhood? There are ways
to check for that. Some indecent, some very simple. I knew pre-
cisely one, and it was an intuitive as breathing forme, consider-
ing it wasmagical. I knew some rudimentary amount of healing
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magic, and one method would be to observe myself through my
magic flow. If something is obstructed or injured, I would know.
Or if itmoved in anydifferent pattern, Iwould also know. Know-
ing yourself is vital for magic, after all.

I sat down again and entered into a light state of meditation.
I trace along my nether regions to feel for anything odd. Noth-
ing, it felt as it always did. I could be relatively sure I’ve not been
touched by Alfred in that way. But that doesn’t mean he didn’t
measuremewhile I was asleep.

When the weather has cleared up I’ll confront him about it.
I don’t know how long it’ll last, however. I don’t know what

time of day it was to begin with. This is going to be a long and
disorientating stay, I could feel it.

Alfred didn’t wantme to interfere with his work. And I don’t
know how long he’ll be working for, it could be all day. Light
cultivators could very literally work all day, everyday, if they
wanted. Not even stopping to eat. I’m going to have to figure out
a way to spendmy time, even just sewing all day would be more
worthwhile than this. Let’s organize what had happened to me
so far.

I explored the house, met Alfred, was told to wash and given
new clothes. That’s where I’m at so far. From the verbal cues
given, I thinkAlfredhad expectedme to snooparoundhis house.
There was a water bucket, soap, and clothes left forme in a cabi-
net that I had refused to explore out of politeness. And it was for
me, asAlfred had said so. Would a bit of exploring be acceptable,
then? I’ll try it.

I got up and moved out of the room, keeping my gait casual
andmy posture loose but confident. The door didn’t creak when
open, although it was hinged. I wonder if even the hinges are
enchanted? I could explore the enchantments when I’m bored
enough.

The door to the end of the hallway contained a room I hadn’t
yet explored. I stepped over to the door and placed my hand on
the knob. I tested it and it wasn’t locked. I opened the door care-
fully and tried to see what was inside. Again, there was no light
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to see anything with. It was dark. How could I get light going?
Alfred in his strange doll making room hadmanaged to turn on
the lights. It must’ve had amagical switch.

Try to recall traditional formulas for magical lighting, Ei-
thne. I’ve been to one before, the mansion of a family that I
had been tradingmy silk fabric to. The little lady had shownme
around her room and even taught me some basic spells. One of
themwas the spell for turning off and on the lights of her home.
Perfect. I remember now. I flickered fire mana in my hands, ex-
tending it outward, and waited for the response from the lights.
Eventually, it came.

It was a time thing. Flicking fire mana for a couple of sec-
onds will turn off or on the light, depending on its current state.
Looks like Alfred relies on some level of recent tradition, then.
He isn’t ancient, unlike some cultivators. Telling the difference
can be hard when it comes to hermits.

But I’ll ignore all that. The room insidewas neatly furnished,
rugswere laid under tables and on topwere various tinyhumans
in strange postures. Some looked as if theywere in themiddle of
a fight, others as if nothing at all was happening. Some casual,
some graceful, some lazy and indolent. All were breathtaking.

But these weren’t little people. They were dolls, most likely
the dolls that Alfred had made. No, definitely Alfred had made
these. I walked along, remembering Alfred’s warning of not
breaking anything, and looked at each of the dolls. They were
on top of smooth and somewhat glossy wooden tables and cabi-
nets, some were hidden behind glass planed doors within those
cabinets. Their clothing were colorful, from deep black similar
to what I wore, to vibrant blues, greens, and reds. This might’ve
been themost expensive room I’ve ever walked into.

Imovedmy tail closer tomyhips. I didn’twant it tomove and
hit a doll.

Some of the dolls had odd features. One was deathly pale,
wearing brown trousers and a green cloak of floral decorations.
Her ears were long, and her eyes a deep green. She held an odd
spear, mid spin in her fingers. The shirt she wore looked fancy,
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as if a nobleman’s. Even her hair was an odd color, green as if
literally made of leaves. I’ve never seen a people like this.

A small group of these strange girls were collected together,
all of themsimilar but each bore themark of individuality. Some
had different spear shapes, others different patterns or different
cloak designs. One wore a skirt that reached only to her knees,
likemydress had. Someof themevenhadadeep, almost oak like
brownness to their skin, and odd colored eyes. Another group of
little people with strange, almost knife like ears were a mixture
of brown and white skinned people. None of these groups had
spears, instead elaborately designed trinkets in hand.

I hummed. Moving on to another table, this timemuchmore
human. Swordsmen, spearmen, bowmen, all sorts of military
menwere standing there. Somewere obviously cultivators, oth-
ers obviously magicians. But this wasn’t as interesting as the
strange knife-eared folk, so I moved on. This isn’t to say they
were less quality, just muchmoremundane.

I moved along like this, noting the occasional strange people
when I caught eye of them. At one point I came across one ofmy
own kind, a catamarán with dark hair like mine. Her eyes were
a green rather than a blue, but otherwise she looked strikingly
likeme. Exceptmuch prettier. How enviable. Her clothes were a
similar black, but the hem of her dress was frilly and white. The
only difference that I could see between her dress and my own.
Did she wear the same underwear as I did?

Againstmybetter judgement I gently liftedup the little doll’s
skirt andpeaked inside. Awhite, short trousersgreetedmysight.
Her kneeswere lightly blushing andher skinwas a nice pale, but
not unnatural, color. Why am I doing this?

“Normally only young boys and teenagers would do that, Ei-
thne.”

A sharp inhale andaquick release of thedress came fromme.
I turnedmyhead to thevoiceandsawAlfredstandingcloser than
he had any right to, given that I hadn’t heard him until he spoke.
Why does he keep doing this?

We had a staring contest for a while. Me slightly hunched
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over, having been trying to peek under the dress of a lady, and
him with his hands behind his back and his eyebrows raised
mockingly in a slight worry. I don’t know what emotion I was
feeling, either murderous rage or wanting to crawl into a hole
and die. Why not combine both? No, move onto damage con-
trol.

“It’s not what it looks like.”
“I believe you. I bet youwerewondering howmuch attention

I put into the piece is all. I’ve heard that excuse before.” Alfred
nodded in sympathy, but that only exacerbatedwhatever strange
feelingwas beginning towell up inme. I straightenedmyself out
and put my hands behind my back, looking squarely at Alfred’s
fiery eyes. I doubt I looked as confident as Iwas attempting to be.

“N-no, Imean, she’swearing clothes that are almost identical
tomine. And, you know, she’s likeme and all.”

“If you were tinyMiss Catamarán, would you accept that ex-
cuse?” If I were the catamarán? The doll, he meant? Uh, no. I
stayed in silence, moving my gaze away from Alfred’s accusing
eyes.

Alfred chuckled. I’m growing to be annoy by that laugh. It
was too smooth, too natural, too genuine and yet friendly. “Of
coursenot. Just like Iwon’t liftupyour skirt to see if youwore the
bloomers I had gifted to you, don’t do the same formy children.”
Alfred fixed the dress of the catamarán and adjusted his posture.

Embarrassment assaultedme atmy very core. Thismanwas
vexing. So what if I wanted to peak at the underwear of a doll?
It’s not alive. And calling them your ’children’? Even a skilled
craftsmen should have a sense of shame and not call inanimate
objectswith that title. But I didn’t sayawordof that, instead con-
tinuing to avoidAlfred’s gaze. Iwasn’t sure if hewas still looking
at me, and perhaps he wasn’t.

I gave a hesitant glance over to Alfred. Hewasn’t looking, in-
stead fixing up the hair of the catamarán and making sure her
ears were perky. It was creepy howmy clothes looked so similar
to the little doll, did he purposely give me these? Of course he
did.
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“A-And, what about you? Why’d you give me these clothes if
you didn’t want to creep onmywearing it?” I gavemy best glare.
Neither my words nor my gaze seem to affect the composure of
this pervertedman.

“To an extent. Given your resemblance to Miss Catamarán
it’d be a shame if I didn’t dress you up in a similar fashion.” Sat-
isfied with the doll’s hair he lifted his arms off and looked at me
one again. “It’d be a shame to not take advantage of opportunity
when idle and harmless curiosity can be satisfied, right?”

“Andmy own curiosity over the dress of the doll is shameful,
hypocrite?” I raged at this, letting a bit of my anger throughmy
voice finally.

Alfred smiled again and turned away, moving across the the
floor and towards another section of figures, leavingme to fume
on my own. He kept his eyes wandering around the dolls as he
answered, “I’ve been nothing but sympathetic.”

“You knewwhat you were doing.”
“Maybe.”
“And yet you chastise me formy ownmanipulation.”
Alfred turned back tome, hurt almost in his eyes but a slight

smile onhis lips. “Have I?You’ve gotme there, Eithne. But you’re
going tohave to learnhowtodealwithmyteasing if you’re to stay
here for long. A couple days visit by a stray catwon’t change that,
unfortunately.”

I didn’t answer, I stayed looking at him with my indignation
at full show. He again looked away and asked, “Interested in an
introduction tomyworks?”

“No, thank you, Sir Alfred.”
“You hurt me. How do the clothes fit? I had to eyeball them,

excusemy looking.”
We’re not going to change the topic, and I’m not going to let

go of the pressure. “Calling on the crimes of another while hav-
ing only recently done the same crime yourself?”

“You had no bloomers, or underwear to speak of. Not the
same crime at all.”
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“You! Y-you! Perverted freak, deviant, lecher!” I’ve heard
enough. I don’t want to deal with this man anymore, and I have
no way out of this wretch’s home. I walked myself out of the
room, careful not to hit any of the dolls while moving. I closed
thedoor behindme, not enough to topple anyof thedolls. I knew
his threat, I knew his warning. He might be a lewd pervert, but
he was still my savior. He’d be a fine man if he simply kept his
mouth shut.

Alfred didn’t say anything as I left. I leaned against the door
and checked my breathing. It was a bit fast. My heart, too, was
beating faster than it should’ve been. Was I this angry? I didn’t
feel it. My face was on fire, whywas it so hot in here? There was
no fireplace in this hallway.

Stupid. Idiot. I don’t need this. I repositioned myself into
my room, closed the door and threwmyself into the bed. It was a
nicebed, I could say that confidently. Iwasn’t tiredbut Iwouldn’t
mind resting on it for a bit. But I couldn’t handle the thought
of myself having to interact with that man for too long. When
will the snowstormend? Whenwould I getmy release out of this
sentence? I don’t know. I don’t even knowwhat time it is!

I collectedmyself. I laid in silence, staring at the ceiling. Per-
haps an hour had flewby the time I had rearrangedmy thoughts
on this situation with a less emotionally distorted lens. Alfred
had only teased me slightly for creeping on the underwear, or
’bloomers’ as he called them, of one of his dolls. And he had said
I stunk. Only the latter wasmuch of a problem in the long run.

Ineed to remembermycircumstances. So far I’vebeenscrap-
ping by in thewilderness, barely getting enough food and barely
any meat at all. I needed someone to rely on, and he has proven
himself to be a generous, if slightly unpleasant, man. Swallow
my pride. I can take a bit of teasing if it meant being able to stay
under his roof. Get some information,maybe figure out a couple
of tricks or spells, and when the time comes leave.

Nothingmore complicated.
But I really wanted to know what time it was. I don’t want

to turn into a night owl, again. I’ve slept through the days and
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awoke during the night, and none of that was a pleasant expe-
rience. Swallow your pride, girl. What do you want? I want to
be comfortable, for once, under a roof. Once again. Let’s go find
Alfred and hopefully amend this situation before it escalates to-
wards an outcome that is less than ideal.

I got off of my bed and left my room, my pace even and my
posture not too confident this time. I gingerly made my way
towards the room filled with dolls and knocked, but got no re-
sponse. I went downstairs and maneuvered myself towards the
doll making room, knocked on it and this time got a response.
“Come in.”

Opening the door, I looked inside and caught Alfred back in
the chair he was on before. “Alfred?”

“Yes?”
“Mind speaking withme for a bit?”
Alfred didn’t respond for a couple of seconds, but he placed

downhis tool andwhatever elsehehad inhishandandgotup. “If
you’re bothering me now then I’m sure it’s urgent. Go sit down,
I’ll come.”

I nodded, although he probably couldn’t see. I left the door
open and sat on the chair I had myself sat on before. The plate
was no longer there, I don’t know where it went. Alfred’s been
taking care of my messes as well. Does this man have to ingra-
tiate me to him so much? What’s his deal? What does he want
fromme?

Alfred’s footsteps were apparent this time, closing the door
behind him and then moving to take a seat on the other chair.
Whatever has been silencing his footsteps must’ve been magic
related, or perhaps it’s a skill he’s honed down through physical
means. Somehow this infuriates me. Breath, Eithne, breath.

I didn’t give him toomuch time to speakbefore I could. Swal-
low your pride. “I’m sorry, Alfred. I think I’ve been treating you
a tad unfairly. What I said in the doll room I didn’t mean, please
forgiveme. I should be thankingyou rather than insulting.” That
physicallyhurt to say. But Ihad to say it, regardlessofhowforced
it might come out as.
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Alfred didn’t respond. I kept my face aiming at his, a feat
that required every ounce of my willpower, and waited for his
response. But it didn’t come. Instead he had his eyes downcast
andhisfingers interlockedonhis lap. Waiting for a responsewas
hurting more than my apology had. But he spoke, a small smile
breaking on his face, “I accept your apology. I’ve acted overly fa-
miliar with you, I’d like to offer an apology of my own. I didn’t
mean to treat a guest in the way I had.”

Overly familiar would be the wrong term but I won’t correct
him. “Thank you, and I accept your apology.”

Silence was cast over our meeting for moments that lasted
longer than any other moment I’ve experienced before. He
wasn’t saying anything, and I’m not sure he had anything to say.
I do, so let’s start gathering the important information I needed.

“If you won’t mind the sudden shift, I have some questions
about my usefulness to you, or possible usefulness for the fore-
seeable future.” I waited for permission. Was I being too formal?

“Go on.”
Let’s start with questions related to hygiene and food, then.

I spoke to him about my visit, where I could find water, how to
clean for myself, how to deal with other more base business. It
wasn’t a long conversation, but it was dense. Eventually after
going through everything that I would absolutely need to know
in order to not make a fool or ingrate out of myself I went on to
themore personal questions that I wanted answered.

“Thank you for the answers, that’ll saveme amuch suffering
in the future. I have slightly more personal questions I want to
ask.”

“Ask them.” Alfred had grown to be visibly tired of all my
questions. I’ll make it short.

“Do you live with anyone else?” An important question, I
didn’t know if I should expect to interact with a jealous wife
who’s mistakenmy presence for an affair or anotherman.

“No. I’ve told you it’s been a long time since I’ve interacted
with another person.” Oh, I forgot. That’d make sense, then. I
gave a smile and tried to clear my shame.
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“Sorry, should’ve givenmore attention to that. The final one,
am I to compensate you in anyway?” Please, don’t truly be aper-
vert.

“No. And I’m offended you’ve asked that, Eithne. I might be
inconsiderate but I’m not amiser. Please don’t ask those sorts of
questions, it’s an insult.”

What? No, I’vemet these sorts before. Givingwithoutwant-
ing anything back, there’s a limit to how gracious one can be be-
fore it’s being a simple fool. “Right, sorry.”

Again silence fell over us. I gave a nervous chuckle and
started to playwithmy tail. “I didn’tmean to offend. But, I think
I’m tired now, and you look more tired than me, so pardon me.
I’d like to go to bed, and thank you for your kindness, Alfred.”
Perhapsmy smile looked genuine to Alfred, but regardless I saw
him warm up at the sight of it. I knew it was genuine, I didn’t
mean to make it, after all. Felt nice to be treated with such over-
whelminggenerosity. Remindsmeofmom,but therewasamas-
culine quality to it that I’ve not experienced before.

“May thedivinewatchoveryour sleep, dearEithne. Andhave
a goodnight.” Alfrednoddedwith some slightly regained enthu-
siasm and walked towards the door. “I’ll be working, morning
come I give you permission to knock on my door. But if you’d
prefer tomake breakfast yourself, then youmay.”

Ihummed inapproval andwatchedashedisappearedbehind
the door. Some unknown tension escaped me and I deflated in
my chair, not moving. What was I doing? Making friends with
the one who’ll decidemy life and death, that’s what.

I shuffled out of my chair and went upstairs. I wasn’t lying
when I said I was tired. I don’t knowhowmuch time had passed,
but I wanted to sleep. Sleep would be welcome. What should I
wearwhile sleeping? Justmybloomerswouldworkwell enough.
And I doubt Alfred is going to crawl into my bed to sleep, either.
Would it be befitting of a lady? No. But on another thought, I
don’t know if Alfred will come into my room or not. I’d rather
not expose bare breasts to him by accident.

I’ll change into my old clothes, even if it’ll be dirtier. Bet-
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ter dirty than caught naked. I nodded and entered my room,
greeting the same everlasting fire that worked as my fireplace.
I should at one point try to figure out whatever spelled operated
that fire. It’d be awelcome change of pace to losemyself inmagic
rather than in socializing and interacting with Alfred. And, of
course, useful.

I took off all my clothes but my bloomer and put back on my
old dress. It stunk, I could smell it once it was on. But it wasn’t
absolutely terrible, I’ve smelled worse. I hope Alfred wouldn’t
mind a smelly mattress and blanket, but considering I had been
sleeping in this already I don’t think he’ll mind. Or maybe he
will. A problem for tomorrow. How long was I asleep for? I for-
got to ask that.

It didn’t take much for me to fall back into the land beyond,
into the ephemeral landscapes of dreams.
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III
What Now?

Day 2
And it didn’t taken more than a moment for me to awaken once
again to the sight of the fireplace. How long was that? Why did
it go by so fast? Did I blink and mistake that for sleeping? It’s
incredibly disorientating being in this room. Not knowing the
time of day, not being able to see the sun as there were no win-
dows. This isn’t going to be healthy for my mental health, I can
tell. But no matter how long I stayed on the bed sleep wouldn’t
takeme. Perhaps I had slept?

Worming myself out of the warm comforts of the blanket I
placedmy bare feet on the cold stone floor. The same cold floor I
was already familiar with, there isn’t a way to tell the difference
between today and tomorrowwith this. I undressed and dressed
myself in my new clothes, socks and all, and walked out of my
room. Looking between the stairs and the other room, therewas
nothing. I couldn’t hear anything but the crackling of the fire.

I hate this. This is worse than being stuck in that cave.
The same pattern I’d already initiated before. I went down-

stairs and saw that no onewas there. I wanted company. Being a
bit rude inorder toacquire itwouldbefine. I knockedon thedoor
to Alfred’s doll creation room and waited for a response. None
came for a while, instead footsteps. I backed away from the door
just in time for the door to open, revealing the calm face of Al-
fred.

“Goodmorning, Eithne. Sleep well?”
“I’m not sure I slept at all?” Was that a question or a state-

ment? It was both. I’m not sure I had even slept.
Alfred tilted his head and went into thought, not moving
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from the door frame. “Ah. The lack of sunlight is debilitating
your sense of time. Rest assured you had likely slept. How about
we both check outside, the sound of snow won’t come through
mywalls or doors. Follow.”

I forgot I could open the entrance door. I nodded and fol-
lowed Alfred, first waiting for him to pass me. He was tall, his
back broad, and walking next to him for some reason accentu-
atesbothof those features. Alfredarrivedat thedoor andopened
it, allowing a gust of wind and a torrent of snow to fall inside.
He quickly closed it, not looking tomind the resistance the wind
gave to the door. With a click it closed, and he turned tome once
again.

“Still snowing. But, fromtheamountof lightoutside I’dguess
it’s daytime. That good enough for you?”

“It’ll work. Thanks, Alfred. And about the breakfast you had
promised me?” Alfred nodded and headed towards the kitchen,
and I again followed him. I sat on the seat I had before sat on and
waited. I knew it was odd of me to ask him to prepare the food
for me when I could do it myself, but I can’t forget the taste of
the steak he had given me yesterday. If he’s offering I’ll take, no
questions asked. And only a little bit of regret in doing so.

Again, the food was delicious. He had prepared it with the
same diligence he had last time, I could barely tell the difference
between the two flavors. I took my time to savor the meal this
time, this would most likely be my only meal for the day. Or,
perhaps I could steal some bread if I got hungry later. The real
problemwon’t be hunger, it’ll be boredom.

Regardless, I ate it. And Alfred again disappeared into his
room before I could stop him. For all his generosity he wasn’t
much of the type to talk, is he? Another source of possible enter-
tainment had leftme, andwith the dish empty Iwas prepared to
wash and dry it. Turns out there’s a reservoir of water inside the
house in twoplaces. Thefirst is in a bathroomwhose doorwas in
the doll room, and the other was next to where Alfred had been
sitting in his dollmaking room. I’ll gowash the disheswhereAl-
fred wouldn’t be bothered.
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I placed the fork and knife on the plate and picked the plate
up,walking up the stairs and opened the door into the doll room.
Itwas dark butwith a little flickering ofmymana the room lit up
once again, revealing the same masterly crafted dolls I’ve been
growing familiar with. I had to be careful not to drop anything,
which was as easy a task as I thought it would be. The bathroom
door was located in a corner and plenty of room was given for
both the door to open and for anyone towalk inside comfortably.

I turned the knob of the bathroomdoor and opened it. It was
as typical as bathrooms get, save for what looked to be running
water and a sewage system. How rich is Alfred anyway? Asking
that was impolite but seeing what he owns and what he’s made,
I’d imagine very. I walked over to the sink and placed the dishes
inside, making note of the soap and beginning to wash using it.
If there’s this much running water inside why couldn’t he set up
his own shower or bath? He doesn’t look to be the type to leave
his house, although if that were really true I wouldn’t have been
saved by him.

There’s still a lot I’ve not figured out yet. But does it matter?
I won’t be staying here for long anyway. I don’t dislike Alfred,
that’dbe too strongof aword. I’ll seehowour relationshipdevel-
ops before I take toomuch of an interest in him and his life, and
in possible future cohabitation. By now, the dishes have been
cleaned and it was time to let them dry. There was a towel on
the side that I could use to dry them manually but I have other
things I want to do and I don’t think the dishes would bemissed
for a while.

The dolls, for one, were something I wanted to look at more
closely. Not to peek and see what they wore as underwear, of
course. I won’t repeat that mistake again.

At least not without first looking around the room.
I walked out of the bathroom and back into the doll room

proper. The figures were as I saw them yesterday, nothing new
was added and nothing had changed in the room. I had closely
inspected only a handful of the dolls, and it’d be wrong of me to
say that I lacked any interest at all in the rest. Like I had said be-
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fore, I think they were pretty. Appreciating good pieces of art
should be expected, I would think.

The dolls I was really interested in were of the daoine ain-
mhithe, the animal folk. There were more than the catamarán
who looked strikingly likeme, save for her eyes. Minewere blue,
and I like to look at my eyes whenever I get the chance. Which
was rare given thatwater didn’t often serve as a goodmirror. I’m
sure that if I considermy eyes pretty, so did everyone else. Much
better than the emerald green that little catamarán had, I could
confidently say.

But I’ll ignore her for now. I haven’t seen much of my kind,
only twice actually. Mymother was one, but I’ve never met her,
and adoptive mom wouldn’t say much about who she was and
why she had left me other than calling her a whore. I hope she
wasn’t actually one.

Too many digressions. I’ve not seen much of any of the ain-
mhithe, neither did I see much of the búraló, the wolf folk. I
know there were those with the strength and looks of monkeys,
and otherswith the knowhowand abilities of beavers. But those
people were from a far off land, and it’s only in recent years that
they’ve entered into the population of this land. Out of all the
dolls in this room, these of the ainmhithe interest me themost.

So I looked. I looked at what looked to be a strangely solemn
girl with bunny ears and a poofy tail holding hands with what
looked to be her child, and I looked at what was probably a some
sort of deer folk given her great antlers. She was lazing around
on a rock, chewing on grass. The amount of details on each of
these sculptures was mind boggling if I was to be honest with
myself. I can scarcely believe a humanmind and handhadmade
these things.

Life like would be an understatement for some of these. It
wasas if theywerealive, literally. Anothergirl, andmostof these
dolls were girls for most likely perverted reasons, with white
feathers for hair and deep black eyes, and about to pull the tail
of one of the tiger folk. Her face was contorted into a smile and
one of her hands hiding that smile, the tiger hadn’t yet noticed
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her antics.
And besides the dolls, and if the catamarán could be used as

a measure of accuracy then all of these daoine ainmhithe were
probably accurate. The clothes each of them wore was exquisite
all on their own. The bunny girl had worn a long, flowing dress
that reached to the floor, a pretty pinkish-whitewith strange ge-
ometric decorations running along it. The little childholdingher
hand was dressed similarly, although her dress only reached to
her knees rather than to the ground.

The deer girl wore significantly less, only something to give
her breasts some modesty and what I would consider to be out
in her underwear for the most part. Earrings decorated her ears
and paintings, ormaybe tattoos, rolled across her flesh. Shewas
a bit more obscene thanmost.

And the weird bird person, maybe a parrot? Wore an odd
hooded cloak that stretched andmade itself into a sleeve for her
arms to go through. Otherwise shewaswearing trousers, amas-
culine display.

This roomwould satisfymy boredom for awhile, I could tell.
But even that would eventually get boring. I had looked enough
at the dolls, and it was time to collect the dishes and utensils and
head back into the kitchen. I have other curiosities I want to sat-
isfy, involving enchantments related to the lights and fireplace.
I’venever beengiven the chance to sit and inspect suchadvanced
enchantments before. Thiswill be valuable experience, and time
well spent all considering.

I wouldn’t be able to learn much fromwatching dolls all day.
I shouldn’t get used to having somuch leisure time.

I walked over to the bathroom and got everything I needed
and got out. The dishes were dry, which wasn’t much of a sur-
prise given how long I’d been staring at the dolls, and I moved
over and out of the room and back into the kitchen downstairs. I
knew where the plates were taken from and where the fork and
knives were as well, so I opened the drawers to their respective
places and put themback. This is the first act of being somewhat
useful to Alfred, even if I hadn’t cooked the foodmyself.
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If I could I’d prefer to have him cook, forever. But that’d be
inconsiderate, if he could teachme that’d be fine as well.

Life was alright, for now. This isn’t nearly as boring as I
thought it would be, although I desperately did want to move
around a bit. But there’s no where to do that in, and most likely
we were still in the middle of a snowstorm. I’ll go check right
now. I walked over to the entrance door and placed an ear next
to it. I couldn’t heard anything, a good sign. Excitement welled
up inmy chest, maybe I could finally go outside again?

I opened the door with a twist of the knob and was greeted
by a gust of wind to my face. I tried to close the door again but
the wind was too strong, and it took me several seconds to win
against it. By the time I had closed the door, the entrance was
covered in a light spray of snow. This door insulates sound very
well. I should’ve figured that out already. Alright, let’s move on
tomy original room then.

Walking up the stairs and to my room, I maneuvered my-
self into my room and next to the fire. I was interested in two
things primarily, the first was the fire and the second was the
light. The light was on a wall and I wasn’t tall enough to reach
it, so I couldn’t directly observe it as I would if I were to touch it.
But the fire was on the ground, and I could work with what was
presented here.

The first step is to figure out if this truly was amagical fire. I
don’t know any general procedure needed inmaking sure some-
thing is safe to do, but I’ll run through any idea that comes to
mind that won’t end in my combusting into flames, or the room
exploding.

Time went on while I tested and played with the fire. I cast
a fire resistance spell on myself and tried to feel for any mecha-
nisms inside, while naked of course. The spell didn’t extend to
my clothes. I couldn’t feel anywood, so it wasn’t a natural fire. A
pattern was etched into the floor of the flame so it was, in fact,
a magical one using some sort of enchantment. I played with
it, tracing my finger along the pattern until a mental image had
formed.

38



But still I couldn’t figure out how to turn it off and on. If Al-
fred walked in while seeingme like this, one of us would have to
die. And it would in all likelihood beme.

But fortunately that didn’t happen. Even after what had felt
like hours playing with and in the fire, no one came. I had fig-
ured out how to turn it off, removing fire mana from the pat-
tern would do the job. And adding some back in would relight
the fire, but the strength wasn’t proportional to the amount. In-
stead, the amount dictated the duration. The amount of mana
in it was enough to last for months, it was an absurd amount.
Maybe some sort of mana catalyst was used to fuel it?

But that’s outside the aim of my exploration. I didn’t under-
stand the pattern much, but given time I’ll eventually patch to-
gether a theory of how and why this fire works. For now I had
satisfied my initial curiosity of how to turn it off and on. So I
moved on to the light.

Getting it andnot breaking itwouldbe theproblem Iwas fac-
ing now. There wasn’t anything to stand on beside the bed, and
it was slightly too far for me to get it even if I did get on the bed.
It was on the wall opposite to where the door was, and the bed
was to the left of it, the fireplace to the right. I could move the
bed over, but that might scratch something. Oh well, if I wanted
to figure out the mysteries of the magical light some sacrifice
should be in order.

I grabbed the underside of the wooden frame of the bed and
dragged. It wasn’t heavy and even I, despite being on the shorter
side, could drag it over. Once in a proper position I got up on the
bed and inspected the lamp. It was bright and annoying, and I
couldn’t see it all that well because of that. The fire place would
provide enough light so I turned the lamp off and inspected it
once again.

I didn’t know how to remove it from the wall, or whether
I could. So I had to stand on my tippy toes and inspect it that
way. It was tiring, but this one felt less complicated than the
fireplace. The enchantmentwas simple, although smaller, and it
was slightly more intuitive. It’d make sense, these products are
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common among the nobility. It mustn’t have been that compli-
cated of an enchantment.

I spent hours going back and forth between the fireplace and
the lamp. Eventually, at one point, I got tired beyond the physi-
cal tiredness that comes from standing onmy toes for prolonged
periods of time. Was it night, then? Did I act like Alfred and
not leave my room? I wanted to speak to Alfred again, but not
today. Maybe tomorrow I’ll spend my time inspecting the en-
chantment on the table, just in case I can catch Alfred walking
out of the room.

And hopefully he won’t mind me asking for breakfast once
again. That remindsme, I haven’t eaten at all since the steak, but
I wasn’t hungry. A bit odd.

I shifted the bed back into its proper place and took off my
clothes. Tonight I’ll sleep with my bloomers only, since I doubt
Alfred had snuck up onme yesterday night. Maybe Iwas being a
bit stupid but I always liked to sleep in the nude rather thanwith
clothes, although mom never approved of it. She didn’t kick me
out of the bed regardless, so I never stopped doing it.

Time to sleep.
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IV
The Proposal

Day 3
Last night I was certain I had fallen asleep. I remembered the
moment, and I remembered some of my dreams. I was interact-
ing with the dolls there, reliving the oddmoment of when I had
peeked on the little catamarán’s bloomers. Alfred hadn’t inter-
ruptedme then. This was all I remembered from the dream. Did
I want to look at her underwear uninterrupted so badly? Why?
I’ve never swung that way.

But Iwas awakenow. Howelsewould I be able to recollectmy
dreams if not by being awake? There was no light in the room
save forwhat the fire could provide, and I had left it on consider-
ing it would get colder if I didn’t. I felt my chest and noticed that
it was still bear, and felt for my bloomers and was relieved that
too was still there. Looks like I wasn’t assaulted. The next step
would be to take offmy bloomers and sleep as the divine lord in-
tendedme to.

I got off of bed and let go of my silly thoughts. Dressing my-
self up in the same clothes I had been gifted two days prior, and
noticing that they’re finally starting to smell distinctly likeme, I
left the room andwent downstairs. I wouldn’t check if it weren’t
snowing today, I didn’t want a repeat of yesterday. It took all my
strength to close the door back in place and I don’twant to repeat
that mistake.

Moving over to where Alfred usually works I knocked on the
door. I heard no response. But, like yesterday, the door opened
with the sound of a click, and behind the door stood Alfred. His
face was as youthful as the day I first saw him, and if I didn’t
know better I would’ve assumed he hadn’t stuck himself up in
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a room all day and worked. He didn’t smell, he didn’t look tired,
he looked like Alfred always had.

Alfred didn’t have a smile, but neither did he look glum. I got
the impression that he no longer had much interest in my pres-
ence, or was that it? It felt slightlymore personal than that.

“Goodmorning, Alfred.”
“Yes, if it is morning. How about today I teach you how to

make breakfast, Eithne? I imagine you’ve taken a liking to my
cooking, as a token of our meeting I think giving you a lifelong
skill would be suitable.” Alfred smiled finally. A sad one, or is it?
I’m having a slight amount of trouble reading Alfred’s emotions
right now. He wasmuchmore somber than he was normally.

And he’s willing to teachme how to cook the steak? Without
evenhaving toaskhimmyself? I’ll forgivehimcallingmestinky,
then. As long as he didn’t do it again, orwasmore polite about it.
“Really? A liking is anunderstatement. Yourmeat is thebest I’ve
had inmy life, I’d be a fool not take you up on your offer.” Alfred
laughed and began to move past me, into the kitchen. Why was
he laughing? “What’s so funny?”

“Phrasing, little Eithne. I’ll spare you the embarrassment.
Come! I’ll teach you to the best of my ability. I’ve trained in the
craft of cooking under the tutelage of a dear friend many years
back, although I’m a bit rusty on a lot of the recipes the steak is
one that I’d occasionally enjoy on special, or sad, occasions.”

“What did I say that was phrased funny?”
Alfred ignoredmy question. Instead he pulled back a drawer

and took out the same bowl of lard he’s been using and setting it
downon the top of the table. “Thefirst step is heating up thepan.
That’s easy enough, although figuring out howmuch heat is cru-
cial.” I decided to give up figuring out what hadmade him laugh.
“Youwant the pan to be hot enough to sear the steak, but not hot
enough to burn it. If you don’t know how hot that is, you’re go-
ing tohave to experience tasting some subpar steaks and charred
ones to figure it out.”

I nodded, watching closely as Alfred moved the spider pan
and pushed some coals from the already burning fire under it.
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Its embers were red hot, and there was a decent amount of them
as well. I know how to cook, of course. What I want to figure
out is what his ingredients are and if he’s done anything special.
I’ve already seen the herbs, and the garlic, and the steak. Well,
I’ve seen everything. I suppose Iwant tofigure outwhat theherb
mixture is.

I asked and got the names of several herbs I haven’t heard of
before. Thyme? Never heard of it. Neither have I heard of rose-
mary. Is hemaking up names or are they actually plants?

“You’re not pullingmy tail with the names, are you?” I asked
“They’re imported, I’msure you cangrowsomeon this conti-

nent but it’s not one that originates fromhere. It’s not surprising
you don’t know of them.”

Imported? How expensive are my tastes, really? Howmuch
money has this guy sunk onme in the name of kindness? “How
much does a single one of these dishes cost.”

“A gold coin, probably.”
What? And he’s willing to throw this away into mymaw ev-

ery morning? What? I’m a poor vagrant, not some high lady of
a court. Is this man’s head on right?

“You know, on second thought, can you prepareme anything
else, Alfred?” I would owe this man three gold coins. Wait, if
that’s how much the food costs, how much would my clothes
cost?

“Nonsense. Now listen, you throw a cube of the lard in and
let itmelt on the panwhile you cut the herbs. Once everything is
cut up, you throw it over the steak. It’s not that complicated, this
is perhaps one of the easier dishes if you don’t count figuring out
the correct temperature.”

I whined. I should’ve known better. Is he going to turn me
intohis indentured slave once this is all over? Alfred lookedover
at mewith a smirk on his face.

“Eithne, don’t worry about the cost, just enjoy themeal. And
pay attention. The lard has melted and we’ve already seasoned
the steak. Place it on the pan andwait.”
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I can’t not worry, but him telling me not to is a good sign, I
think. But I’m still getting nervous from the thought of eating
such an expensive piece ofmeat. A single one of those steaks cost
enough to feed me for two months! For three if I was being fru-
gal. How can Alfred be givingme this much?

He placed the piece of meat on the pan and began to prepare
the vegetables. With this he didn’t say anything, perhaps be-
causehehadassumed Iknewhowtodo this aswell. Hegavemea
look from the corner of his eye and seasoned the asparagus. I’ve
been eating the same thing for the past three days, I’m realizing.
Was he judging me on that, too? My goodness is the thought of
the steak costing an entire gold coin eating at me.

I stood next to Alfred, unintentionally playing with my tail
as I watched the steak cook. I’ll memorize the entire layout and
if I ever have to sear a piece ofmeat thiswill provide a good basis
for that future action. It would have to be from an animal I had
owned myself, and it’d be cheaper to raise and butcher my own
animal than to just buy themeat from some other farmer. What
made this dish so expensive? Was it the herbs? I bet it was the
herbs. A steak like this wouldn’t cost more than eight coppers,
or a day’s work of labor, normally.

Alfred dumped the vegetables into the pan and flipped the
steak over, revealing a perfectly seared steak to my view. He
hadn’t mentioned the timing but I more or less got a sense of
when it should or shouldn’t be flipped. I waited patiently with
Alfred, both of us looking at the steak as it cooked. I couldn’t stop
playing withmy tail.

“It’s done.” Was it? Alfred stabbed the meat with a fork and
moved it towardsaplate, and then scoopedup the rest of theveg-
etableswith the same fork. “Here you go.” I nodded and accepted
the dish with both hands. Moving and placing it on the table, I
sat politely and stared at my dish, only having a fork. I can’t cut
with this. But a knife appeared suddenly, Alfred’s hand carrying
it and placing it on the lip of the plate.

“Thank you.”
“Noproblem. Noweat.” Again I nodded, but I didn’tmovemy
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hands. Alfred didn’tmove away from the room; I got the intense
feeling that he was watching over me, judging me for not eating
yet. Or judgingme forbeing suchagluttonas to eat anentire gold
coin’s worth of food for three days straight. I could buy six cows
with that!

“Would you prefer not to eat, Madam Eithne?” I shook my
head. He moved to grab the plate and I let him. “Very well. I’ll
throw out the dish then, I’ll be right back.”

“Wait!” I brought my hands up but didn’t touch Alfred or
the plate. I clenched them together and placed them on the dark
wooden table as politely as I could, and then rephrased my ges-
ture. “I’ll eat it. Don’t throw it away.”

“Don’t mind. If you don’t want to eat, then it can serve for
food for someone else.” Despite saying that Alfred let go of the
plate and pushed it back into its original position, moving away
fromme and the table and towards the entrance door. “I’d have
to figure out whether it’s still snowing out before I throw it out
anyway. If you’ve changed yourmind, then eat now.”

This is toomuch pressure. I nodded, didn’t say anything, but
instead picked up my knife and fork and began to cut the meat
into sections. Regardless of the condition outside I’ll have to eat
this, so it’s best to startnowincase it reallyhadstoppedsnowing.

The taste was still exquisite, even if I had eaten it three days
in a row that doesn’t stop it from tasting the way it does. I had
sliced the steak into small strips and had begun to chew, watch-
ingAlfredmakehisway to the entrance andopen thedoor. Light
came through, but not the sight or sound of a thunderous wind.
This had only meant one thing, it had stopped snowing at some
point today or yesterday. I was assaulted by the conflicted senti-
ments of waiting and enjoying my food patiently, and engulfing
it down like an uncivilized hoodlum.

I chose a mixture of both. Chose would be too strong of a
word, I was forced to choose both. I had enough self control to
taste and enjoy the texture of my food, but not enough self con-
trol to make myself wait too long for the opportunity of moving
out. Alfred, on his part, closed the door and moved over to the
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table once again. I didn’t greet him, but instead focused all ofmy
energy on chewing and tasting this entire gold coinworth of fla-
vor.

Alfred moved the chair and sat down. He put his elbows on
the table and leaned over, looking at mewhile doing so. I looked
at him, chewing as I did so, continuing to bring food into my
mouth. What did he want?

“Once you’re done eating you may finally go. It’s stopped
snowing, and the snowstormhas let up. Youmay keep the dress,
by the way.”

I stopped eating at that moment. I continued to chew as I
needed to clear out my mouth before I spoke. I’m a lady, after
all. And this wasn’t something I hadn’t expected. I knew the day
would come, and I also knew I hadn’t got into a good enough fa-
vor for Alfred to try to convince me to stay without my prompt-
ing. At somepoint duringmy stay here I hadmade it certain that
Iwoulddo everything I could to stayhere, and Ihad silently been
working arguments for why I’d be beneficial around.

But first the formalities. I gulped the steak and wiped my
mouthwith a finger, as therewas no table cloth or a cloth but the
clothes he had given me. Later I’ll rip apart my dress for rags,
but for now focus on making myself presentable and agreeable.
I clearedmy throat, and throughout Alfred had patiently waited
for my words to come. He had a neutral face on, even if his pos-
ture spoke of laziness given that he was leaning on the table.

“Thank you, Alfred, for your gracious patronage. In my life
I hadn’t been treated as kindly as you have with anyone but my
mother, and I will not soon forget the things you have giftedme
and most vital, the life that you had saved. Anything but a sin-
cere and honest thanks would be an insult worthy of the ire of
the divine.” I placed my hand on my heart and gave a bow, still
seated. I still wanted to eat, after all.

Alfred smiled, a genuine one. “You’re welcome. Now what
is that you really want to say?” Wha—? How can he be so di-
rect? That’s rude! After my honest thank you you’ll question
mymotives? Thisman is nothing but perceptive. And rude. And
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creepy.
But not wrong. I smiled, a true one I knew it to be, “Sorry,

Alfred. I won’t beat around the bush, then. I’d like to stay just a
bit longer if you won’t mind. Now, I’m not—”

“Sure.”
“Completely useless, I knowhow to sew and how to do house

chores. I could work as your maid, and before that I’m a ma-
gician, as you know. My specialty, my talent, is enthral…Wait
what?”

“I don’t mind.”
“My staying?”
“Yes. As long as your tastes aren’t as expensive as the food I’d

fed you, I wouldn’t mind. But go on about what uses you have,
but know that my intentions are to have someone to tease and
talk to. Primarily.”

“Primarily?”
“Yes. But you first, continue.” Alfred straightened out his

posture and gestured his hand for me to continue. “Unless you
want to eat first, of course. I’m patient.”

What now? Do I take him up on his offer of letting me eat
or should I speak first? It sounded like he really wouldn’t mind
me eating and then talking. And eating was why I was still sit-
ting down. I nodded andwordlessly began to eat, making Alfred
smile in amusement. Cold food is bad food, as I say. Continuing
to chew rather than talk, eventually the food was off the plant
and intomy stomach. Now I should speak, againwiping another
finger onmymouth. I hopemymouth isn’t dirty.

Clearing my throat I once again began, “As I was saying, my
natural talent is enthrallment. I’m not an expert on it, but I’m
good enough at it to put me on the class of a magician. I’m not
technically trained, so I’m not a magician proper. I do not have
full access to the entirety of my mana. However, I can use the
spells I do know to good effect already, I had enthralled a large
multitude of spiders and had them produce silk for me. From
there I wouldweave it together and sell the cloths to noble fami-
lies or anyone who’d buy.
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”If you’d allowme the timeneeded to collect and raise enough
of the spiders, I could be producing as much silk as my mana
could allow me, the limitation being the time needed to gather
the spiders and the amount of mana needed to enthrall and
maintain that enthrallment. Inmyvillage, which I had been cast
out from, I could make 18 gold coins a year. It may be humble
compared to the wealth you may have, but it is worthwhile to
keepme I would think.“

”Don’t need it, and it goes againstmy secondary intention for
having you stay.“

That was both reassuring and annoying. I can’t be too much
of a pushover, but I need to hear what his other motivation is
before I push. ”What would that be?“ Alfred tapped his fingers
against the wood and spoke.

”I’m interested in an apprentice to pass own my craft to and
to help me in my research for years, no, decades now. I have
not found one, given that I barely leave my home that isn’t sur-
prising. But it wasn’t a pressing concern. An opportunity came
with your arrival, and I’m convinced that you are a godsend, an
opportunity that I won’t look over. You are a magician, even if
you haven’t unlocked everything yet. I may not be aligned in the
same spirit as you but I know enough about thosewho’re born in
the black cloth to teach you.“

I don’t fully understand what he’s saying here. Black cloth,
aligned in the same spirit? Does he mean my dark alignment?
Would make sense. I nodded, regardless of how clear his words
were this was a massive opportunity on its own. I know he’s a
skilled craftsmenof dolls, and thatwould be a good skill to learn,
but something alsomagic related? I’d regret refusing this for the
rest ofmy life. I had begun to play withmy tail below the table, I
needed to calm down and that usually helps.

”AndMiss Eithne, from themoment I had caught, almost on
yourknees in reverent, gaze straight andhands as steadyas your
beating heart, looking up the skirt of dear Miss Catamarán…I
knew you’d be the one. You had to. We shared the same spirit.“

”Wait,“ I tried to interject, but he continued.
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”The same heart, Eithne.“
”Wait, stop.“ Alfred had been mimicking some strange mo-

tion, lifting some strange cloth andwith curious eyes looking up.
This was mockery, I was nothing like he had described. So what
if I wanted to look up her skirt? I wasn’t deserving of this sort of
humiliation!

”So I offer youmyproposal. Youmay stay and live here, Iwill
feed and cloth you. In exchange, you are to learn my craft, and
learn my magics, and will devote your life to the aim of perfec-
tion within our crafts. The true oath won’t be now, I need to get
to know youmore before I could truly have you commit. But ul-
timately you will, in some way, help in my research. Is that ac-
ceptable?“

Alfred had ignored my cries for him to stop, even ignoring
when I had gotten up in anger. But, ultimately, he was right to
ignore that. I needed to consider this. So I sat back down and
sat in my embarrassment and anger, trying to wrack my brain
for what I should answer with. There was one answer. He was
offeringme everything I had wanted to ask for. He was being an
insolent, teenage, prickonmybutt about it. And teasingwaspart
of the exchange fromwhat I had gathered.

What if this was all just a test to make me leave? I knew my
answer already. I nodded, then I spoke. ”You had played me
and had me dancing on the palm of your hand, Alfred. I relent.
I accept, but please do not treat me like a pervert and creep to
ridicule anymore. I do not like it, release me from the torment
of your mockery.“ A strange growl came out as I spoke the last
portion. My tail was restlessly moving between my hands, and
my ears I could feel were as perked up as they could be. This was
anger, I knew it.

Alfred looked at me with something that screamed serious-
ness. ”A trial of one month will be taken before a true oath said.
Youraptitudeandyour sinceritywill be tested there. Now,would
you like to go outside and stretch your legs for a bit, orwould you
prefer to haveme begin teaching immediately?“

I’ve gone from stressing over the price of a piece of steak, to
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being offered to become an apprentice to Alfred, to being able to
walk outside once again. This is toomuch.

A walk around the place should help me let out some stress.
”I’d like towalkaround ifyoudon’tmind. Arewecovered insnow
and can we get out?“

”Followme, little Eithne.“Why does he call me little?
I got up and followed Alfred, intentionally not paying mind

to the dishes that I had not yet cleaned. I would do that later,
when the opportunity arises. Alfred opened the door andwaited
for my arrival, which would come only seconds later. The en-
trancewas covered by snow, but light could be seenpoking out at
the absolute top. A good chunk of it wasn’t covered, but it would
take some time to dig our way out. At least we aren’t trapped in
here, that would be a disaster. Forme, probably not for Alfred.

”How dowe get out? Do you have a shovel?“
”No. Watch as I do my magic.“ Alfred placed a hand on the

snow, and indeed I did watch as a sudden wave of mana moved
around him. Etchings of some sort of pattern moved across the
face of the snow, not materially but in mana, and I watched as
snow as began to rise into the air. The entrance was cleared or
rather a cube of snowwas cleared, andwehad space towalk out-
side. Not much, but it was space. Alfred walked out, only wear-
ing his tunic and trousers with no shoes, and touched another
face of the newly exposed snow. The same pattern repeated, but
this time a staircase was revealed.

”There, we may leave now. Will you come or do you want to
put on shoes first?“ Yes, I was being painfully reminded of the
fact that I lacked footwear thanks to the cold. Neither did I have
a cloak, except for the one that was ragged. I will negotiate with
Alfred later about obtaining a new cloak. I nodded at Alfred and
ran upstairs, to my room and to get socks and my leather shoes.
The shoes were worn down as well but I couldmake do with it.

I slippedonmysocksand thencame the shoes, tightening the
laces and then tying them into a knot. I tested how well they fit
by tapping each one by the toes on the floor, and once satisfied
made my ways downstairs. Alfred was no longer outside of the
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entrance, although the doorwas still open. Hemight’ve gone up,
so I followed and went up the snow steps. Each step was hard-
ened, most likely magically, and subsequently sturdy. I don’t
know how long this snowwill stay for but considering there’s at
least five feet of snow it’ll be a long, long while.

The difference between the stale air of Alfred’s home and the
clear, crisp, if cold air of outside was enough to fill me with new
found vigor. That and the sight of the snow covered landscape, a
long, wide strip of snow surrounded by trees on both sides, the
sun that showed itself to have only recently risen up, and the
fact that I could see something other than the grey stone walls
washed my mind clean of what had happened to me these past
few days.

But my reverie was taken away the moment I stepped away
from the stairs and into the virgin snow below. My foot sunk
deepwithin it, remindingme that I wasn’t fully clothed to be out
in the snow like this. By the time Iwould be back indoors, if I had
stayed too long out here, I would be a wet, shivering, and possi-
bly hypothermicmess. I committedmyself to removingmy foot
fromtheengulfing surfaceof the snowandback into the safetyof
the hard snow stairs. Where was Alfred in all of this? I couldn’t
see his footsteps.

I surveyed my surroundings, looking for Alfred anywhere
around, theblindnigwhite snowmaking itdifficult formetofind
him. I couldn’t see anyother trails of footsteps, noranything that
could signal the fact that a creature hadwalked. But, somewhere
next to a tree, Alfred stood. The snowdidn’t break under his feet,
and hewas standing as if the snowwas as hard as any other sur-
face should be. How is he doing that? Is it magic? It has to be
magic.

Has to be.
”How’re you doing that!?“ I shouted, as hewas somedistance

away from me. I was still on the steps and he next to a tree, the
homewasn’t surrounded by trees as I had expected it to be. Well,
I had several ideas of where this building was located and one of
them was a forest, another deep inside a mountain. Looks like I
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was partially right with the first.
Alfred turned to stare at me, wiping hair away from his eyes

as he did so. ”Doing what? Standing?“ Was he playing with me
again?

”Yes, standing. My foot sunk in my first step, how are you
able to walk through snowwithout disturbing it as well?“

”Harden the ice below my feet as I walk. I’m sure you can
make it over here if you can manage to find where my steps are.
Do you not know how to do that?“

Definitely not. That sounds like an incredibly complicated,
how am I supposed to know how to do that? Sounds almost im-
possible, actually. I refused to answer and instead, in a show
of defiance, turned away and went inside. It’s a shame that I
wouldn’t be able to walk around, but given that had neither the
right clothes nor the right magic to do so, I’d be forced to stay
in here for a while longer. Hopefully Alfred will come inside
soon, the choice he had given me was either walk outside or be-
gin training immediately. I’d prefer not to waste time.

I didn’t have to wait for much time after all. Only a couple of
seconds later did Alfredmake it back inside, closing the door be-
hindhimandhavingahandbehindhishead, scratchinghimself.
He had an apologetic smile on his face, an expression I hadn’t
seen before.

”Sorry, Eithne, I’d forgotten what sort of abilities the com-
mon folk has. How old are you, by the way?“

”Sixteen.“ Although somemight still considerme a child, I’m
a proper, full grown lady according to the law of the bards, and
through that enjoy all of the rights a full grown adult is entailed
to. Or Iwouldbe if I had land. And thatwas a goodquestion, how
old wasmy soon to be teacher? ”And you, Alfred?“

Alfred stopped scratching his head and froze in place. He let
out a forced laugh and then answered, ”Ninety-six. I didn’t know
Iwasdealingwith suchayounggirl, excuseme.“ I’vepickeduphe
was an old man, but I had expected something within the range
ofanormalhuman’s lifetimeoldandnot, uh, that. Asacultivator
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hewas reachingmiddle aged, as amanhewas ancient. I nodded,
it wasn’t completely outside of my expectations.

”Is it really alright to call you Alfred, then? I thinkMaster or
GrandpaAlfredwouldwork better.“ I putmyhands overmy chin
in thought, or trying to mimic thought. In truth I was trying to
stop a smile from forming onmy face. I wasn’t as professional of
amanipulator as I would prefer, and neithermy tail normy ears
would listen tomy commandsmost of the time. Alfred shookhis
headandwalkedover tome, thenpassedme. Heopened thedoor
and gestured forme to go inside first.

”Whichever amuses you, óg Eithne. If we ever go to a city to-
gether I would require you to call meMaster, but otherwise you
may choose yourself. Now head inside, let’s begin your lessons.“

”Sir Alfred it is then.“ I noddedwith the air of a wiseman and
walked into the room. I don’t knowwhere I should go fromhere,
orwhyhewantsmetogo infirst, but thatdoesn’tmatter. Fornow
I’ll listen to Alfred. I hope his first lesson won’t be something
boring like the history of his craft. I wasn’t all that interested in
dolls, and I wouldn’t be interested at all about their histories. As
long as I had the protection of a cultivator and learned magic,
that would be fine. And he was providing to me both of those
things.

Iwalked inside the roomandonce I haddecided I hadwalked
in enough, which was an arbitrary decision, I waited for Alfred
tomove as well. He followedme, then passedme andmoved to-
wards his chair. I followed close behind.

”For now I’ll begin by explainingwhat it is I expect you to do.“
And not the history of your magical research? That’s fortunate.
I knew hemade dolls, but I don’t see where the magic is located.
He did say his craft isn’t lethal, so maybe it was confined in the
realm ofmakingmore accurate dolls.

”But before that, some background,“ Why? Alfred sat on his
chair and began to arrange the various tools around him. ”I’ve
invested the past twenty years into the art of creating dolls. Pre-
viously, it was statues and then painting. From the start I had
wanted to create artwork that was as real and as human as the
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people that surrounded me, an obsession that has been dear to
my heart for as long as I could remember. I want to create liv-
ing art, I want to assemble the things that the divine had created
withmy own hands.

“That was my original intention. It is still that same obses-
sion. What I expect of you is to help me in a single branch of
my research, purelywithin themagical side. If youwant to learn
how to create dolls yourself, then that is fine. If youwant to learn
how to paint, or how to sew, or how to carve statues, that is also
fine. But without question I will be training you in the basics of
magic, and from there Iwill be relying on you for enchantments.
I do not expect you to innovate, you are far too young for that.
You’rewelcome to try, of course, as long as it doesn’t hamper any
progress on specific enchantments I want done.”

I nodded. This is basic apprenticeship, doing work that the
master doesn’t himself want to do. “Of course, Sir Alfred.”

“Mymagic isn’t simple. I have several other companionswho
share similar goals as I do, my art is the result of all our dedi-
cation put together. It might sound like a common apprentice-
ship, but know that youwill be using the full extent of both your
wit and your intuition in understandingmy art. Anything that I
deem to have the slightest defect will be made again, and again,
and again, until you do it right. Perfectly. I expect no work to be
said done until I had said it to be, and never expect anything that
you consider lacking in anyway to be accepted byme.”

This is reasonable, and not unheard of either. Some master
magicians or master cultivators won’t accept anyone with less
than a hundred years of experience in an art into becoming an
apprentice to them, the standards of these kinds of people aren’t
the same as the common folks. I nodded once again.

“So, I will provide you with a single task. Complete one en-
chantment, of which the basic pattern is drawn here,” Alfred
moved over a piece of wood with a simple pattern of lines and
spirals near me. “On these hands.” Alfred placed a tiny pair of
hands, evidently doll hands given their strangely jointed struc-
ture, and then continued, “by the end of thirty days. If you fail to
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meet my standards, then you will fail. And unfortunately I will
have to ask you to leave. If you succeed, then I will teach you. If
youwere to do itwithout any guidance even themost skilled and
talentedmagicianwould fail, but given that as true Iwill provide
youwitha singlehand thathas alreadybeenenchantedwith that
spell.”

Alfred picked up a tiny hand and kept it on the tip of his
pointer finger. He made sure I was looking, and then did some-
thing with his mana flow. He moved a bit of fire mana into the
hand and I watched as it clenched and unclenched itself.

I looked at Alfred, then back at the hand. What?
“The spell isn’t for the movement of the fingers, but for the

reception of a person’smana. Is that understood?” So I wouldn’t
have to enchant an item that could do that? Good. This sounds
possible, and reasonable. I nodded. “Yes, Sir Alfred.”

Alfred looked at me with a raised eyebrow. He placed the
hand next to the pair of unenchanted hands, and then began to
pick up various tools. “Good luck. I will not help you, but you
may submit your work anytime. If I think it’s inadequate, you
must try again. You have one month, if you’ve failed to give me
both handswith a perfect enchantment by then, then our deal is
null.”

Then I have to get to work. I picked up the little hands and
collected them together safely into my palm, and then gingerly
picked up the wooden carving of the enchantment.

“Do we start now?” I asked. Alfred shook his head.
“You can do what you want for today, considering morning

has already come. Youmay start now, though.” Perfect.
I made a low bow and went back to my room, through the

kitchenandup the stairs. Iwasused to spendingmost ofmy time
doing nothing but inspect enchantments, and today it wouldn’t
be any different. I imagine I’d need less than ten days to get a
proper enchantment on both of these hands, I can’t imagine this
being all that difficult.

So I spent the rest of the day figuring out the enchantments
on the enchanted little hand, focusing most of my observations
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on themana transmission enchantment.
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V
The Trial

Day 4
It wasn’t as complicated as I thought it would be. The enchant-
ment was simple, as Alfred had told me, it was a five lines that
emanated from the wrist to the five fingers, ending in a spiral
at the fingertips. I could tell Alfred had made this enchantment
since it both had theflavor of a cultivator and the familiar sensa-
tionofhismana. Although itwaspretty, just like theunnaturally
delicate fingers of the hands, it wasn’t hard to replicate.

I had inspected the other enchantments, four of them were
what I could feel. Whatever material this was made of must’ve
been refined and processed for the express purpose of handling
magic, considering how small it was and how much mana was
tucked inside it must be very expensive to produce. The most
complicated enchantmentwasmost likely the one used formov-
ing the thing, and for the sake of experimentation I had tried to
move the fingers of the hand using my ownmana to see if I was
right. But, I couldn’t do it correctly nomatter howmany hours I
had spent trying.

But thiswasn’t thepointofmytask. Focus, Ihad29days left if
this daywasn’t counted. Although I fully expectmyself to be able
to complete the taskwithin that time frame I shouldn’tmakemy
jobmore difficult than it had to be.

Day 5
Ihadfiguredouthowtomove themana insidewhatevermaterial
the hands were made of. It had proved to be more difficult than
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I’d thought, I had enchanted things before but they were more
often wood or stone rather than this clay like substance. And,
neither the wood or stone responded in the way this clay had.
With the wood it would take a decent amount of mana to make
a proper enchantment, since it didn’t stick to it well. And this
worked the same for the stone. For this clay, if I used the tiniest
amountmore than I needed itwould ruin the entire formation of
the spell.

But that wasn’t all. Creating straight, non-geometric lines as
this enchantment required was an incredibly difficult job. With
other enchantments the base spell is usually some sort of shape
since that was both easier to visualize and to enforce. But with
lines, for whatever reason forming it into shape required more
than visualization. Itwas like having to drawaperfectly straight
line, it wasn’t feasible for those inexperienced. And I wasn’t
experienced, and neither did I have a straight tool to guide my
mana.

I had topracticemaking straight lineswithin the littlehands,
eachonebeingheavily scrutinized for their straightness. Iwould
use the original enchantment as the model for whether or not
the lines were straight. The more I practiced making the lines
themore I realized howwobbly and imperfect my lines are, and
how perfect the original enchantment’s lines are.

Day 8
For the past three days I had been practicing my lines. I dreamt
about lines, and when I awoke I immediately trained on con-
structing the lines. It had consumed me entirely, I’ve grown to
both hate and love the perfect lines within the original enchant-
ments, and absolutely loathe the ones I had made. But finally I
hadmade precisely one line that I could call good enough. It was
almost exactly as perfect as the original lines. All I had to dowas
replicate the same thing ninemore times.
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Day 9
Both hands were finished. The lines, at least. The spirals would
be another problem, and it’s one that I had begun to solve. The
loopsagainaren’t a straightforwardgeometricpattern, itwas in-
complete in itself and would have to be attached perfectly to the
ends of the lines. I’d have to keep the curve of the line perfect,
a task that I was miserable at. At first. But like with the lines, I
got betterwith practice. I didn’t give up, I kept going failure after
failure.

Eventually I had figured out how to smoothly and neatly
transition from the line and into the spiral. This is progress, and
I would need to cherish it if I wanted to staymotivated. It’s been
a long six days.

Day 13
The spirals have been completed. Despite being smaller and tak-
ing up less space than the lines, theyweremuchmore difficult to
complete. Figuring out the right distance and the right curve an-
gle was excruciating, but eventually I had built up enough expe-
rience to intuitively create the designs. The handswere finished,
I hand enchanted them both. And it did only take me nine days
to complete! That was within expectations. The enchantment
wasn’t a difficult one.

I got off my bed and headed downstairs into Alfred’s doll
making room, knocking onhis door andwaiting for him to open.
I hadn’t seenhim in the last ninedays, Iwouldwakeupandmake
breakfast, eat, and then head back intomy room. On a side note,
I’d not use the herbs that Alfred had offered tome. And I noticed
therewasother kindsofmeatwithin the cabinets, so I used those
as well. On the fifth day I found a couple of eggs, a strange sight
considering it is still themiddle of winter.

If I had gained any weight I hadn’t noticed, and if I had lost
any, which would be more likely, I hadn’t noticed either. It
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wouldn’t surprise me to see a tummy that had gotten softer, but
that wasn’t the case either.

But that was a digression. Alfred had been taking his sweet
time opening the door, and I almost knocked again, but right as
I had begun tomovemy hand the door creaked and Alfred’s face
appeared.

“Good afternoon, Sir Alfred.”
“Yes, good to see you. Come in, I expect this is about the en-

chantments. Just so you know, I’m not allowed to give you an-
swers or hints.” Alfred gave a friendly smile. I couldn’t tell if it
was genuine or not, but regardless it was a welcome sight. I’m
use to not interacting with others, although I’m not used to in-
teractingwithabsolutelynobody, so seeing the sightof a friendly
face wasn’t so bad. I nodded.

“I’ve completed the enchantments.” I raisedmyhand and re-
vealed the two tiny doll hands protected within. Alfred turned
hisheadquizzically andpickedbothupoffofmypalm. He,with-
out making a sound, turned around and headed deeper into the
room. He kept his attention trained on the hands as he sat down.
I followed him and stood next to his table, fiddling with my tail
in anxious wait.

I had thought I did a good job, but now that it was being scru-
tinized all the possiblemistakes Imay have donewas starting to
assaultmymind. I couldn’t control it, and I stayed there, shifting
uncomfortably in place, waiting for Alfred to give me his accep-
tance or rejection. After what was probably a couple of minutes
Alfred extended his hand outward tome, the one hewas holding
the hands in. I extendedmy hand out and he dropped the hands
on top of my own.

“Rejected.”
Ah. “Why?”
He stayed silent. I could feel the familiar sensation of blood

running frommy limbs, the cold prickling of lightening as it ran
throughmy spine. I held the hands close tomy chest andwaited
for an answer. “What did I do wrong?”
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“I can’t answer. Try again, Eithne.” I had worked on this for
nine days, nine painful days. And I didn’t deserve to knowwhat
I had done wrong? Pain bit at my chest, like a tiny weasel had
begun to play and twist itself inside of my bosom. This wasn’t
anger. At least, not towards Alfred, although he did have a part
to play in it. It was unfair.

I left the room and quietly closed the door behind me, and
went upstairs to try again. It took me a couple of hours to undo
the enchantment, but each moment wouldn’t be something I’d
forget.

Day 13
Most of the day was spent on lazing around. I no longer had
any motivation to do anything, I didn’t know where I had went
wrong. And Alfred had treated me so coldly, thrown away my
hardwork in but amoment. I felt hurt, andbetrayed, and I didn’t
know why I had felt all of this. I knew I had to work on the en-
chantments, but I couldn’t do anything. Eventually the thought
of doing something else came into mind. But what? I could try
going outside. But I didn’t want to feel the pain of snow cutting
intomy skin. I liked being inmy room.

I liked it. Had liked it. But that was only because I had some-
thing to do, and that thing was a constant task. The numbing
sensation of cold wrought skin would be nice to feel every once
in a while, maybe. I’ll test the snow to see if it was hard enough
for me to walk on, and then I will consider my other options. I
put on my shoes, and my socks, and went outside. The sun was
in its infancy, the blue sky apparent and the sky without clouds.
It would be a good day to walk inmost cases.

But a five foot tall snowwall stood in front of me. I was only
two inches taller, and I could only barely see above it if I stood
on my tippy toes. The trees were pretty, their sight a welcome
one consideringhow long I hadbeen coopedup inside the house.
I tested the old snow stairs and found them to be still hard. I
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climbed them and tested the snow. It was fell a bit under my
weight, but it wasn’t as deep as last time.

I could walk on this. Not far, but I could. So I did.
I headed towards the plains,where therewereno trees or ob-

stacles. I wanted to see what the building I was living in looked
like from afar, that would be a fun thing to do. I won’t stay out
here for long, the winter days are too dangerous to get lost in.
And that’s tripled considering the amount of snow I had to walk
through. I was light, roughly a hundred pounds, so the snow
didn’t consumeme as it would a normal grownman.

But I walked. For a while I did so, until I had reached the
planes. I wasn’t in the best of shape, I had been sedentary for
a while, and the plains were a good distance away. By the time I
was there, Iwas tired and inneed of rest. I looked behindme and
tried to find the house.

Only the trail of snow I had left behind gave me indication
of where it was. A door could be seen in the far off distance, but
otherwise I could’ve mistaken the building for a giant boulder.
Technically, it was a giant boulder. How did Alfred carve a home
out of that? And why? I suppose it’ll last for a long, long while.
And proper cultivators and magicians can live for several hun-
dred years, right? That wouldmake sense.

I looked around and tried to decide what else I could do. This
wasn’t a relaxing walk outside, this was a labor intensive tread
through deep snow. My legs were cold and numb. I should go
back inside instead. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.

I retracedmy steps back into the Alfred’s home, all the while
trying not to break anynew snowor accidentally overstep or un-
der step each step I took. Better to walk through trodden snow
rather than carve a new path, it’s easier that way. Even despite
that the way back was as hard, if not harder, considering I had
to walk up a hill rather than go down hill as I did last time. But I
persevered, and with numb legsmade it back into the house.

I went up stairs and into my room, took off my shoes and
socks, and tried to think up something else to do that day. I could
continue to study the hand, but I don’t want to work right now. I

62



was wasting a day, sure, but if it meant getting back mymotiva-
tion it might be worth it.

What else could I do? Figure out the light enchantment, or
the fireplace enchantment? No, no more of that. That left only
two other things. Eating, which I wasn’t up to, and inspecting
the dolls. The dolls aren’t a perfect remedy for a boring day, but
they’re not bad. I like looking at them, although I won’t say that
out loud. I’m a lady, after all. No longer am I a big eared kitten.

So I spent the rest of the day observing the dolls. I felt for
each one’s enchantments as well just to see if they had any, all
of them did. Most had enchantments similar to what Alfred had
wantedme to do, and similar to what was already enchanted on
the single hand. Some had more than that, but I wasn’t paying
much attention to any of it. I just wanted to watch, to look. The
dresses were as pretty as each of the dolls’ faces.

Day 14
I woke up that day with somemotivation to continue. Watching
the enchantment in the hand, observing how each one interacts
with the other. The mana transmission enchantment daintily
connected to the movement enchantment, and the entirety of it
was encased within a hardening enchantment, and in the cen-
ter of the entire structure laid an enchantment I couldn’t figure
out. Perhaps it was to soften thematerial? Make itmore elastic?
I’ve never seen it before, but I suddenly got the idea after enough
pointless staring.

I had doing nothing but stare at the enchantment. I didn’t
get out of bed, instead curled myself into a little ball and sat in a
corner. I didn’t get up to eat breakfast, and perhaps a couple of
times I had fallen into sleepwhile observing the enchantment. It
moved sometimes, elegantly. As if it was breathing rather than
in deformation. But the entire structure stayed as it did when I
first saw it. It’s beautiful, not as beautiful as the hand that con-
tained it but beautiful. I wanted tomimic it.
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But I had already tried, to the best ofmy ability. Alfred didn’t
think thatwas good enough. Many ofmy things aren’t ever good
enough, not to the villagers and rarely to mom. There’s some-
thingwrongwithme, I didn’thaveanymotivationand Ikept spi-
raling into depressive fits. But it’s alright. I don’t want to suffer
that rejection again.

So I stayed and slept holding the little hand of the doll, and I
dreamed about enchantments.

Day 15
Onceagain themotivationbegan to seep in. Not adeepone, but it
grewthroughout theday. Ihadfiguredout somethingwhile Ihad
slept, I didn’t need to mimic Alfred’s spell to the smallest point.
I wasn’t a cultivator, I was a magician, even if not a proper one.
Myabilities differ fromhis, and I shouldmake adjustments from
this fact. I can make the enchantment, but it won’t be a perfect
copy.

It’ll be my enchantment, based off of my understanding of
howmagic works.

I hope Alfred would accept it.
So I spent the day figuring out how tomake lines once again,

not trying to mimic the lines I saw on Alfred’s. Not the taste,
or aesthetic, but the shape must be the same. There were other
things I had forgotten to check, that being the composition of
the structure of the spell. What magics composed it? Water and
wind, and very tiny amounts of earth. The water acted as the
medium, the earth as the shell, and the wind as the access point.
Thatwas easy enough tofigure out, and I imagine the exact com-
positionwouldbemoreor less the sameregardless ofwhomakes
it.

I made quicker progress on the enchantment than I did last
time, but thereweremanyquirks that I had tofigure out. Howdo
Imake sure the enchantment sticks? For a light aligned cultiva-
tor, forcing it would be enough. But for me, who is aligned with
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the dark, I had tomake sure themanawas balanced enoughwith
the entirety of thematerial or else it would be rejected. More ex-
perimentation is needed.

Day 20
I worked out all the kinks in the enchantment. The spirals
were troublesome considering each growth of the enchantment
within the material required me to readjust the entirety of the
material’smana balance tomaintain, something I had to do only
twice for each of the lines. It took ours to complete each line and
spiral, and subsequently took me days to complete both hands.
But I had done so. But I was too scared to be rejected again.

So another day I had spent looking at the dolls. I had gotten
brave enough to pick some up, and play with them, always be-
ing very gentle and careful not to break them. I’ve grown to be
found of some of them, and certain personalities of the dolls had
started to show itself.

Day 23
Or three days spent playing with the dolls. It won’t be four, I’ll
make certain of that. It surprisedmehow little timeAlfred spent
outside his room, the only evidence I could find whether he left
his doll creation room at all was I that the dolls would return to
their original positions after I had woken up each day. Alfred
didn’t scold me for moving them, which I was thankful for. Per-
haps he didn’t scold me because we didn’t meet face to face any-
more.

But too much time had passed. Today is the day. Rejection
or acceptance. You won’t be accepted as an apprentice until you
give Alfred the hands that he wants. I believe in you, Eithne.

Thanks, me.
I was standing in front of the doll workshop door, breathing

in and out as I scrounged up the courage to knock. I lifted upmy
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hand and finally did the motions, feeling the wood tap against
my knuckles gently. I waited.

The door open and Alfred appeared behind it, like he always
does. I was too nervous to do anything but wait for his verbal
commands. My tail was wrapped up and holding my left hand,
andmy right was holding the little doll hands. This time I’m ab-
solutely certain he’ll acceptme, the enchantment is as perfect as
I could get it.

“Come in,” I nodded and awkwardlymademyway inside,my
limbs needing to be commanded each movement, an awkward
affect exuding frommywalk. Alfreddidn’tmind, and aswas tra-
ditional he had me go inside before he walked past me and into
hisworking table. I followed close behind him, as always. Alfred
sat down on his chair and gave me his hand, palm raised up. I
gave him the tiny hands, and he began to inspect them.

I stood for what felt like half an hour. Member an hour, my
sense of time has been screwedwith ever since I’ve been trapped
inside this house. I don’t knowwhether I should be happy about
this, the first assessment had me be rejected in less than five
minutes. This had to be a good sign, there was nothing else that
could explain it.

“Rejected.”
“Why?”
Alfred didn’t answer. Neither was I thinking. My mind was

beginning to shut down and anger was starting to seep into the
space my mind had left. It’s one thing to be rejected while giv-
ing a good reason, and another to be rejected just because. I’m a
lady, and a lady shouldn’t resort to violence so quickly. Let’s try
reasoning.

“Tell me why.” That didn’t come out as polite as I wanted it
to. Alfred didn’t look at me, instead played with the tiny hands
of the doll. He shook his head. “Is this some strange oath? A
ritual? Tell me.”

Alfred nodded. “That I can speak about. I’m not allowed to
speak about anything related to your enchantment other than
rejection or acceptance. Forgiveme, Eithne.”
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He sounded sorry, and for some reason that was enough to
quell my anger. “Give me.” I extended out my hand and waited
for the doll hands to return to them. IwouldproveAlfredwrong.
There was nothing wrong with my enchantment, it should’ve
been better than the one he himself had made. Why did he re-
ject it? Was I missing something? Was he intentionally kicking
me out? I’ll pass andmake him eat his words.

Alfred placed both of the hands intomy palm andwent back
to his own work, ignoring my presence and most likely waiting
for me to leave. Expecting me to leave. In silence I walked out,
and I closed the door with some sound, not too much as to dis-
turb any of his pieces but neither was it soft enough to not make
a loud sound. I knew better than to anger him or to force him
into disciplining me, I think this would be enough of a show of
discontentment.

Just you wait, Alfred.

Day 28
I had spent the last five days figuring out what it was I wasmiss-
ing. I had ran through every line dozens of times, broken and
recreated them until I could create it in my sleep. It still took
time to create each of the lines and spirals making up the en-
chantment, but I didn’t have to focus. Where it would normally
have taken me three hours to complete a single spiral and line,
it would take me one hour now. It wasn’t magically possible to
speed up the process, this was as much as it I could get it to with
my current method.

But that meant nothing. I was able to recreate what had al-
ready been rejected. I was missing something here, if I were to
accept Alfred’s word in good faith. What was I doing that the
original enchantmentwas? Inmyanger Ihaddecided to recreate
what had already failed, trying to wait for something to reveal
itself despite me doing the same action over and over. Nothing
would change, I needed a different perspective.

67



And the only perspective that offered itself tomebelonged to
the original enchantment.

So Imoved on to the hand and studied it once again. I felt the
enchantment, the way it forced the material to bend and shape
itself to it. This was something I hadn’t done. But I wasn’t go-
ing to try to mimic his method again, I would never succeed. It
would either succeed through usingmy ownmethod, or I would
fail entirely. So I’ll rule out that possibility for now.

If it’s not the enchantment, thenwhat could it be? I doubtAl-
fred had expectedme to enchant the handswith all the enchant-
ments inside, he hadn’t told me to. So I’ll rule that out. Then if
it’s not the enchantment, and it’s not the other enchantments ei-
ther, than that would rule only one possibility. It was how the
enchantments interacted, but given that I didn’t need to enchant
the doll hands with all the enchantments, it would be how that
single enchantment interacts with future enchantments. Ones
not yet implemented.

So how does this hand do that?

Day 31
It tookmeseveral days tofigureoutwhat the enchantmentswere
doing to each other, and what allowed them to work together.
Normally an enchantment that needed to do two things ormore
at once would require the combination of multiple enchant-
ments, but the handhad four different enchantmentswithin the
samematerial that weren’t combined into one, and somehow all
of themwere in syncwith eachother. Nothingwas attachedwith
anything else.

But the secret on how they interacted didn’t lay in the en-
chantments themselves, it laid in how the material was pre-
pared. Previously I had been forming themanawithin themate-
rial to be balanced only with the enchantment that I had placed
within it,meaning itwould reject anything else orwould require
me to recalibrate themana in order for it to accept and not reject
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the enchantment. So all my work, and the next two days, would
require me to figure out how to do this perfectly.

Day 33
It was night, I had opened the entrance door to check to see
if I had passed by the due date by accident. Luckily, I hadn’t.
Not really. There was still a possibility of Alfred rejecting my
work because I was late, but that all depended onwhether or not
he considered this to be the thirtieth day or the thirty-first. I
knew I shouldn’t have beenwasting time by idling outside of the
workshop, holdingandrechecking theenchantmentwithinboth
hands, but I couldn’t help it. I was scared.

This wasmy last chance, if it was a chance at all. I was sitting
in my usual chair, staring at both of the hands while I looked,
searched, obsessed over any possible mistake I could’ve made.
But there was none. I had spend three times as long making the
lines and spirals tomake sure theyweren’t imperfect in anyway.
I had spend twice that in making sure that the material was as
neutral as it could possibly be in order to allow it to accept new
enchantments.

This was all I could come up with. If this was rejected, then
there wasn’t anything I could’ve done better. I may have spent
more days looking at dolls than I should’ve, and that may lead
to my downfall. If I had overlooked a single mistake here, that
would be it. Nomore retries.

With the weight of possible failure on me, and the weight of
what was worse, of possible rejection, I got up and gently picked
up both hands and placed them into my palm. Neither of them
werebigger thanmylittlefinger’s tip, theyweresmall anddainty
things. Half of the challengewasmaking suremymanawasdeli-
cately controlledenough to create suchelaboratepatterns inside.
The other half wasmaking sure I didn’t lose them by accident.

I walked over to the door and held out a fist and knocked. I
waited. Alfred appeared, as he always did, behind the door. He
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looked a slightly tired, a massive surprise to me considering I
have never seen Alfred look anything but his in optimum state.

I gulped in empty air and prepared myself. “I’ve completed
the enchantment, yeah. Please check it.” I handed him the hands
and he retrieved them from me without a word. He didn’t wait
for me to come in, but rather left the door open and seemingly
implicitly invitedme inside. “Excusemy intrusion,” Iwhispered.
I’msureAlfredheardmytinyvoice. My tailwaswrappedaround
my left hand, a habit I’ve begun to pick up.

Alfred had made his way to his seat and I next to his table.
We stayed in silence for what felt like hours, but what I had in-
tuitively guessed to really have been no more than ten minutes.
Alfred had an intense look on his face, the tiredness having van-
ished. A deadly stoicism overtook him instead, one with an en-
ergy that I could almost taste and see. More likely my nerves
were playing tricks on me, I wanted to know what was in his
mind and he wasn’t showing anything.

Alfred placed the hands down on the table and wiped his
hands clean of some ephemeral thing, his hands were already
clean so I didn’t knowwhat hewas doing. Theman didn’t look at
me, instead he closed his eyes and leaned back on his chair and
sighed. My heart felt as if a void had replaced its position in my
chest. It hurt. “Alfred?” My voice was pathetic, even I could tell.

“Accepted.”
How was one supposed to react to this? “Really? Really re-

ally? It’s not overdue or anything, yeah?”
“You’ve said ’yeah’ twice now, are you trying to pick up a new

verbal tic, Eithne? Yes. you’ve passed.”
“Thank you! Thank you thank you thank you thank you!”
I grabbed Alfred’s hands, both of them, and dragged him off

the chair. A task that was proving to be much more difficult
than I thought, he must’ve been at least twice my weight and I
was never one to have much muscle. But for whatever reason
he obliged my pulling and got up, a confused look on his face.
I hugged him as tightly as I could, I didn’t know how else to ex-
press bothmy gratitude andmy happiness if not through a hug.
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“Are you alright?” Alfred asked me as I tried to glue my face
on his chest. Am I?Whywas I so excited? What was this feeling
wellingup inmychest? I hadn’t felt thisway for anythingbut for
whenmomwould giveme a gift onmy birthdays. No, this was a
stronger feeling, amore intense one. If it was anymore intense I
think I would be in pain rather than in excited euphoria!

But I had every reason to be happy, an acceptance would
meanmany things forme andmy future. Thefirst, Iwouldprob-
ably become a propermagician thanks to Alfred’s guidance. The
second, I wouldn’t die out in the woods or become some slave to
someperverted noble in the near future. The third,mywork had
born fruit, my anxieties weren’t founded in reality and I could
finally be accepted by Alfred. The thought of being accepted by
him giveme tingles by the thought of it.

I don’t think I’m thinking straight. I nodded heavily on his
chest, finally answering his question.

I might’ve been hugging him for too long, since he grabbed
myshoulders andpushedmeaway. He lookedmeoverwhile still
holding on, liftingupmychin as if hewere examiningmeof any-
thing odd or strange, and then let go. Clearing his throat he took
on a serious attitude once again.

“Anyway, like I said, you’reaccepted. Onthebrinkof time too.
I’mfinally allowed to speak to youaboutwhat the testwas about,
followme.”

Alfredmoved past me and I followed him closely behind. He
was taking me back to the kitchen, probably to have me sit in-
steadof stand forwhathewas about to say. I couldn’t stopmy tail
fromswayinggently, and Ihad to grabonto it andhold it nearme
in order to prevent it from hitting any of the dolls. I didn’t need
my tail ormy ears to know Iwas excited, as bothmy face andmy
moodwas shining. I’ll figure out why I’m so happy later.

I sat on the my usual chair, and Alfred’s his, and waited for
him to speak. The hands I had enchanted were on the table al-
ready, since he had brought it over, and he was fiddling with the
handwhile beginning to speak. “I had expected you to fail.”
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What a great start. It shocked me, but gradually letting the
words settle and theirmeaning seep intomycore,mysmile grew.

“The testwas to see how sincere youwere about learning and
becoming my apprentice. I didn’t expect you to succeed. You
have, and there’s no reason why I shouldn’t accept you now. I
won’t comment on the quality of the hands, I’m sure you know
themaswell as I do, and I have nothing to say about them. With-
out my guidance you’ve met my standards, I praise you for that.
So let’s move on to what your apprenticeship will mean, and
what your oath will be.”

Alfred began a lecture, a lecture that had lasted several hours
and hadmanaged towear down onmymood to the point of only
beingmildly giddy rather than euphorically ecstatic. He toldme
about the history of his craft, his teacher, his friends, and where
I had fit. Then he spoke about the oath and the importance of
keeping them. The last bit I definitely knew, if an oath is broken
thebacklashwill be directed at the spirit of the oathbreaker, pos-
sibly destroying him on the spot, or greatlyweakening hismana
output if it didn’t. It depended on the severity of the oath.

If the oath requires sacrifice then it has a strongpossibility of
increasingaperson’smanaandstrength if theoath is adhered to,
therefore it’s a popularmethod of gaining strength through sac-
rificing somesort ofworldlypleasure. However, theoath Iwas to
swear to didn’t involvemuch sacrifice, only that I stay true to the
path of my craft. There are various other oaths that have been
passed down through generations, but this is the one that was
essential. Alfred also suggested me two other oaths, one involv-
ing following a code of honor, and another to abide by his word
when I felt it to be true.

Oaths, as it turns out, aren’t an exact craft. Magic in gen-
eral wasn’t, although somemagicians and cultivators have been
working to resolve that issue. I swore to all three of the oaths.
I trusted Alfred. I may not like him, but that didn’t lessen that
trust I had in him.

If this was a mistake, I would regret it for the rest of my life.
But for now, I am happy.
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“In truth I had already accepted you by the first of your en-
chantments. Ihadn’t expectedyou tocomplete somethingof that
quality in less than thirty days. You’ve givenmeone bynine, and
givenmesomething that rivaled, and insomewaysexceeded,my
own enchantment by thirty. You’re gifted. It’s with pride that I
will teach you.”

I couldn’t contain my smile anymore. I don’t know what
is the best way to express my happiness, but tackling him and
roughly rubbing my head against him didn’t sound like the best
idea. So I shifted and moved in my seat until the excitement
abated,which felt like forever. Alfredhada softsmile onhis face,
but nonetheless got up and suggested forme to follow him. He’ll
beginmy training immediately, he said.
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VI
The Fruits ofmy Suffering

Day 34
It’s not as glamorous as I thought it would be. Alfred had spent
the first part of the morning, after I had woken up, clearing up
space in his workshop for me. I wasn’t allowed to help, some-
thing about ruining the pieces if I touched them the wrong way.
Or that I could accidentally move it somewhere where it would
never be found again. I learned another side of Alfred, he was
slightly possessive and controlling. That wasn’t bad, but I wor-
ried about our future relationship if that goes overboard.

The rest of the day was spent on teaching me the basics of
magic, from the groundsup. Hiswaspeculiar, amix of formulaic
and natural magic. He was officially taught by the Connaught
HolyKingdom,whenhewas hired as a soldier for a ’brief twenty
years,’ but once hehad lefthehad to develophis ownmagic. And
he was never one to really understand how formulas and logic
works, so he naturally moved towards more primitive forms of
magic.

Although primitive natural magic isn’t at all inferior to for-
mulas in terms of potency and strength, but in terms of howwell
it could be taught? It was terrible at that. But that’s fine, I was
Alfred’s one and only apprentice, personal lessons designed for
me specifically would teach me well. The entire point of formu-
laic magics is ease of teaching and nothing else. In many ways,
learning through formula is inferior to learning by trial and er-
ror. Probably.

The first thing Alfred had begun to teach me once my own
little workshopwas createdwas the difference betweenmy style
of magic and his. For cultivators their bodies naturally begin to
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enchant themselves with themagic innate within them, forma-
gicians this is an action that had to be initiated before it could
begin. What this means in the real world is: if I wanted to live
as long as a cultivator, I would have to artificially replicate what
their bodies naturally do. Alfred wasn’t willing to teachme any-
thing else until I had developed the enchantments onmy body.

I’d die too early for him otherwise, at a mere sixty to sev-
enty. Compared to a cultivator’s hundred-thirty to twohundred,
it was a short amount of time.

Unfortunately Alfred didn’t have the full picture of how this
is done. The Connaught Holy Kingdom, or CHK, would only
provide to their soldiers the basic spells needed for combat.
While research and development wasn’t exclusive to them, and
it wasn’t banned, it wasn’t actively cultured. But Alfred had
enough friendswhowere interested, and enough friendswho’ve
undergone the process, to understand the bare bone spells and
enchantments needed.

Soweworked together, although really itwasAlfredfiguring
out how my internal mana worked and me trying to figure out
his, until we could start to enchant my body. If it goes well, I’ll
gain the body of a cultivator. What that means for a magician is
half the strength of a cultivator, which was still many times the
strength of the common folk, with the body naturally building
itself to its physical optimum.

Meaning, I won’t be keepingmy overly soft belly for long.

Day 96
Or very long. After amonthwent by the bulk of thework on try-
ing tofigure outhow to enchantmyselfwas left solely onme, and
if I thought enchanting the doll hands were difficult the human
bodywasseveralmagnitudesmorechallenging. Mostof the time
I was glued next to Alfred, watching him paint, carve, draw, and
dowhatever else needed to create his dolls. I had to spendnearly
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the entirety of my day in some way in contact with his skin, so
that I could figure out what exactly the enchantments were.

What that translates to is sitting onhis lap for themajority of
the day. He got used it within three days, I got used to it within
a week. I guess it’s easier to get used to someone sitting on you
than it is having someone work from behind you, finding a spot
that was comfortable that didn’t feel, uh, lewd, was a difficult
thing to do. But eventually I got used to it. Alfred would giveme
lessons onwhat it is he’s doing with his dolls and how I could do
it myself, and lessons on the basics of magic.

I knew much less about magic than I thought. All I know is
enthrallment, and I can only enthrall creatures at the level of
tiny animals as I am now. Squirrels are about my limit. It was
a problem of not having enough mana, and a problem of unre-
fined skills. Enthrallment may come easily to me, but it doesn’t
meanwhat I do is themost efficientmethodof casting. With that
I would require further refinement, but it would come later.

Luckily I had managed to figure out what precisely the en-
chantmentwas. It was a single one, and it wasn’t anymore com-
plicated thanAlfred’s innate element affinity, which turns out to
be wind, repeating itself across his body. I knew what mine was
already, water.

It might sound like something that could be easily improved
upon, but Alfred had given me a very grave warning on what
kind of disaster that thinkingwould lead into. The basic elemen-
tal form was the simplest, and although it was simple it didn’t
mean itwas easy to replicate. It’s the result ofAlfred’s ownmana
constantly refining itself into smaller and smaller forms, going
inward and then outward. The basis is the Holy Circuit, more
accurately themass of spirit that is Alfred himself.

Magicians don’t have theHoly Circuit. But our spirits, which
is another side of the process of creation, can work as a surro-
gate. For whatever reason magicians can’t efficiently use mana
internally, but are twice at efficient as using external forms of
magic than cultivators. It’s the reverse for cultivators. A strange
balance is what it all leads to.
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But I knew what to do and how to do it. For the final part, of
enchanting my body, I would need Alfred to kick start me. He
needs to enchant a tiny, tiny portion of me himself, using the
basic pattern of the water elemental for convenience, and then
I could build off of that until my body has replicated the same
constant refinement as Alfred’s does.

No longer do I have to sit on Alfred’s lap. He didn’t seem to
mind, but I started to feel a bit forlorn over not having a heat
source constantly behindme.

Day 128
Creating the enchantmentwasn’t as difficult as figuring out pre-
cisely how it’s done. All my hard work and research had built
up to these moments, when I’ve almost complete the internal
cycling enchantment and finally was able to move on to some-
thing else. I no longer had the time to stay near Alfred, and al-
though alone time is appreciated an entiremonth of doing noth-
ing but assembling an enchantment wasn’t something all that
enjoyable.

Unlike replicating the mana transmission enchantment, the
body enchantment was something I had already figured out. All
I had to do was spend the time creating it. Mymindwas desper-
ate for stimulation and the enchantment wasn’t providing it to
me, but today was the final day. There was only one pattern left
to etch, the basic pentagram that forms the essence of my spirit.
Once that is complete my body will start cycling mana around
itself naturally.

Only an hour or two to go.
Only a single line was left. I had given each line several

times more attention than I otherwise would, if I fail this there
was a significant chance that I would have to try again, starting
from the beginning and building the foundation all over again.
The black line, built from my soul itself, was slowly being con-
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structed. Only a couple of seconds were left. I stopped thinking,
I only focused on constructing the enchantment.

Andwith that, it was done.
I waited for the explosion. For some sign of all my hardwork

being finished, anything at all. But none came. I knew what the
enchantment would do, the pentagram was already starting to
spin very slowly. It worked as the source of all the movement,
and over time it will increase its speed, reaching its fastest point
in around amonth andmaintaining that speed for the rest ofmy
lifetime.

But I didn’t feel anything special. I don’t know if I should
laugh or cry. Or better, go to Alfred and resume our lessons.
Preferably without having to sit on his lap. Maybe every once in
awhile instead of constantly would be fine. He gets lonely with-
out me, I think.

I pushed myself off mymy bed and headed over downstairs.
I’ve gotten very familiar with this home. It felt natural, even if I
didn’t understand where I was in relation tomy original village.
Although the snow had been thawing out I still wasn’t comfort-
able heading outside. And since I’ve never got around to asking
Alfred for a new cloak I’ve not beenwilling to leave, I never liked
the cold. It nips at my ears and tail, making them both painfully
numb even at the mildest temperatures. Mom used to call me a
dramaqueenwhen I’d refuse to leave thehousewithoutmyhood
overmy head.

I miss her.
The door to theworkshopwas always open, and I couldwalk

right in if I wanted to now. Alfred had gotten used my presence
enough to not mind when I enter or leave, so I no longer had to
knock on the door for him to invite me in. He was where he al-
ways was, within his corner working on some doll, or a dress.
Lately he had beenmaking very articulate dolls, ones that could
mimic the entirety of human movement without any trouble.
But other than that, he was as he always was.

“Alfred.”
“Eithne.”
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Alfred didn’t move away from the doll he was carving, he
didn’t spare a glance at me. Conflicted between wanting to dis-
rupt his work so that he could pay attention to me, and letting
him be and obediently reporting to him the completion of my
work, I waited for him to move so that he could decide for me.
He didn’t, so I was forced to make a choice. I cleared my throat,
trying to grab his attention.

He looked over atmewith a disinterested look andwaited for
me to say something, no longer moving his hand. Did he really
now knowwhat I wanted to say?

“The enchantment is complete,” I placed ahandonmypuffed
out chest and proudly stated. I offered him a hand so that he
could observemymana himself and waited.

Alfred set downthe things thatheheld, hishandsnot asdirty
as they could be but still not the cleanest. He grabbed a hand and
I waited for him to give a response. Knitting his eyebrows to-
gether and putting more concentration to the mana inside me,
I waited even longer, the anticipation of his reaction starting to
reveal itself in the soft swaying of my tail.

“I had expected you to be a better magician than I was, given
that you are from the dark cloth, but I think your ability can’t
be entirely explained by your alignment alone. You’ve surprised
me once again, Eithne. Congratulations, you are a truemagician
now. Notanofficialone, butoneregardless.” He let goofmyhand
and got up off his chair. I had gotten used to how Alfred would
tower over me when he stood, his robust frame carrying itself
with afluidity that I could scarcely replicate even givenmy small
size. He walked past me and beckonedme to follow.

“Let’s prepare you a reward. It’s customary, at least within
the Connaught Holy Kingdom, for both magicians and cultiva-
tors to be gifted either a weapon, a book, or some sort of jew-
elryonce they’ve completed the foundationof theirwork. Which
would you prefer?”

“I don’t think you have any of those, Alfred.”
“Good observation. Now, Eithne, I’m going to do something

that I hadn’t done all year. We’re heading to the city.”
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To the city? We’re leaving the house? I had thought Alfred
didn’t want to leave, but given that he had gold to spare, and I
doubt he had picked all these herbs himself, it wouldmake sense
hewouldoccasionally leave for the city. How is this related tomy
gifts? “Are you going to buyme a gift there?”

Alfred turned to look at me, staring as if I was some dumb
child. “That’s one of the reasons, kitten. The other one would be
to restock my herbs, and finally to sell my dolls. While I hate to
part with them,many of themwere ordered directly by the chil-
drenofnoblemen, andoccasionallyanadult aswell. Myresearch
is expensive, after all.”

Oh. “I wouldn’tmind a cloak, that sounds like a good enough
gift.” Alfred kept his gaze onme. His facewas as neutral as a face
could be, neither judgingme normockingme.

“How about a piece of jewelry? I’ll sew you a cloak, I have the
materials at hand. And boots, those I also have. Conveniently
fitting your size, as well. We won’t be traveling today, but rather
tomorrow.” Alfred began to walk up the stairs, ignoring me. I
followed himwithout needing to be told.

“Were you planning on traveling regardless of whether I had
completed the enchantments?”

“Yes, and taking you with me. The deadline for all the
dolls would be coming soon and regardless of your presence I
would’ve left this week.”

“Isn’t it going to take awhile toprepare everything thatneeds
to be packed?”

“No. I’ll be having you do it, as I had planned regardless. I’ll
be preparing for you the things you’ll need to travel tomorrow,
in truth I’ve been working on them for a week now. The cloak is
almost done, and the boots will soon follow.”

How convenient, but suddenly traveling to a city isn’t some-
thing I had planned. I’m not good around crowds, or people in
general. I would honestly prefer to stay with Alfred for a bit
longer, alone. But with the temptation of a new cloak and boots,
I would be stupid to reject this. And possibly jewelry, as well. I
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don’t have much use, or training, in either reading or fighting,
but there’s always a benefit to looking fancy.

However, I didn’tmention the silent decision onmypart. In-
stead I followed Alfred as he opened the door and walked inside
into the doll room.

“Thepacking isn’t that hard. If youwanted,we can start trav-
eling by the end of the day. Stay here, let me get everything
you’ll need.” I nodded andwaited, spending the sudden free time
given looking at the dolls. Alfred came back almost as fast as
he left, carrying with him large leather bags, small and elabo-
rately crafted wooden chests, andmany folds of what was prob-
ably linen. He handed them to me, and I took them, and walked
into the room once again.

“I’ll have you neatly pack a total of fifteen dolls. Place them
safely inside the leather bags, that will be the entirety of your
job,” I nodded, although he wasn’t paying attention. He picked
up dolls seemingly at random, moving them next to me gently
and going back and forth between picking up dolls and dropping
them off. Once he was done I was greeted with the collection
of several daoine ainmhithe, the singular catamarán with green
eyes being among them. A single one of the strange knife eared
folk were also present. Otherwise it was an assortment of color-
ful dolls,mostly girls but a singleman in armor that looked to be
made of real steel was also there.

Alfred stood next tome and took the linen fromme, taking a
single piece of the cloth from the bundle and giving the rest back
to me. “Nowwatch how I pack them. Their safety is paramount,
spend asmuch time getting the details correct as is needed.”

“Yes, Alfred.” I knew when it came to dolls Alfred rarely
joked. I won’t mess this up.

Alfred picked up a doll, one of the ainmhithe that I has in-
spected months ago, and took off all her clothes. He was deli-
cate, and almost provocative, in his undressing of the doll. He
picked up the now naked doll, a doll with toomany features that
should belong on humans and not on toys, and wrapped it gen-
tly together with many folds of linen. He folded each piece of
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clothing, from the underwear to the cloak, in separate, smaller
slices of linen, and then packed both the dolls and the cloth into
thewooden chest. It was a slender chest,made of darkwood and
held together with cast iron.

Embellishments and designs were carved into the wood. I
could tell it had stylistic designs of the animal that the doll was
descended from, a bunny in this case. It looks like each doll had
its own custommade chest, a cute feature. He closed the box and
locked itusing the tiny latchontheside, and thenpacked itneatly
into one of the leather bags.

“Understood? And leave the holy knight out for me, I’ll deal
with him later. You wouldn’t understand the intricacies of his
armor and how to take it off.”

“Alright, Alfred.”
Alfred nodded and waited next to the table where all the

packingwasbeingdone. Hedidn’t leaveevenafter Iwaitedacou-
ple of seconds, instead he looked atme expectantly. Did hewant
me to pack the dolls in front of him? Or does he want to make
sure I hadwatchedhis example closely? Eitherway I had a job to
do, so I began to pack the dolls. Startingwithwhatwas probably
a design of an kingly court lady, I undressed her carefully, tak-
ing apart each clothing and making sure none wrinkled, setting
them aside onto a laid linen sheet so that none of it had to touch
the wooden table directly.

The procedure wasn’t the same. It wasn’t a complicated task,
it was one that took a bit of time and careful attention and del-
icacy, a respect of the dolls themselves in order to complete. It
wouldn’t take me much longer than an hour to do everything
with the care each doll deserved. Once I had packed, tied, and
placed each of the items in the chest, Alfred nodded and made
his way out.

“I’ll be finishing everything else you’ll need to travel.” With
that, Alfred closed the door behind him and left me alone with
the dolls.
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VII
The Cat and theWhite City

Day 129
Itwas themorning of the hundred-twenty-ninth day, howmany
more of these I would need to count I don’t know. It’s been close
to fivemonths since I had leftmy village, after I had been kicked
out and forced to fend formyself. In all, I think Ihaddonewell. If
the snowstormhadn’t happened I would’ve survived. But now it
was nearing spring, and the snowhadmostly thawed out. Today
Alfred and Iwill be traveling. Walking. Something I hadn’t done
in a very long while.

All the things were packed and my new articles of clothing
given. My cloak wasn’t elaborate, it was a simple piece of long
and richly bluewool, embellishedwith black geometric patterns
along the edges. It was a nice piece, and the boots that matched
it completed my entire outfit. The boots were brown, of course,
given that they weremade of leather I wouldn’t expect anything
else. But the long underskirt hid most of it, so the little flashes
that could be seen would compliment rather than detract from
my general clothing. I think.

Alfredworeyellowsandreds, notmatchingwellwith thecol-
ors that I had on. He didn’t seem to mind, although in the back
of mymind I would worry other people might not think of us as
a pair. We were. I can’t have anyone mistake me for anyone but
his companion. But if that time comes it’ll be quickly resolved, I
hope.

Wewerewalking along a path thatwaswell trodden, the dirt
below compacted and no flora made its way over it nor did any
grow on it. How often does Alfred really use this path? Or was
it a common one? We hadn’t passed by any villages, instead we
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continued along in never ending wilderness. I hadn’t walked for
so long without seeing signs of a close by village before, where
exactly were we?

“Alfred?”
“Yes?” Alfred didn’t change his gait or posture, nor did he

look at mewhen he responded. That was fine.
“Where exactly is your house?”
“Geographically? You should already know from which

kingdom my land is home to. But geographically speaking, it’s
within theGreater Sunpeakmountain, within a tinynookwhere
the land hasn’t risen too highly. Barely anyone lives around
there, so I mademy home there.”

That would explain why we were constantly going down-
hill, and the massive mountain that framed the backdrop of our
home. I nodded. I should’ve figured that out sooner.

“Andwhere are we heading?”
“Belcarra.”
“Oooh. Some of my products wound up there, and I had

a traveling merchant routinely come from Belcarra to my vil-
lage to buy my silk. I’ve heard it has extremely high, perfectly
white stone walls surrounding the town, and a sizeable lordly
castle aswell. Themerchantwould always exaggerate thebeauty
of the place, I swear the walls would get fifteen feet taller each
retelling.”

“Thewalls aren’tmuch larger than forty feet tall at theirpeak.
But yes, it is well maintained wall, but it’s plastered with white
rather thanmadeupofwhite stone. Oneofmybuyers is the Lord
of the town, he is the buyer of the faerie.”

“The Lord!? Buying your products? No wonder you’re so
wealthy. And a faerie? I don’t remember seeing a faerie.”

“Is yourworldas small as your chest, Eithne? Youdon’t know
what a faerie is?”

That’s a new insult. “No, I don’t. What does my chest have to
do with any of this?”

“You remember packing that white long eared girl? That’s a
faerie. They’re much smaller than the doll may have you think,
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they’re roughly the size of children. The caste you had packed is
an Ard, their warriors and battle magicians.”

“Are you pulling my tail? Why would a faerie look like a
dainty little girl? I’ve always heard stories of them being nine
foot tall mortal gods of life and death.”

“Aye, they are of a sort. You don’t have to believe me, maybe
you’ll be able to see it for yourself.”

I dropped my questioning there and instead ruminated on
the information for the rest of the day. It’s a shame to know that
the walls are plasters rather than being made of pure marble as
themerchant had said, but there’s nothing I could do about that.

Day 131
After two days of travel we caught sight of the high walls of Bel-
carra, a perfect and shining white that almost hide roofs and
buildingsof similar colors. Notall of itwasaperfectwhite, color-
ful variations of reds and yellows also dominated, and occasion-
ally a green or blue could be seen as well. But the town could be
accuratelydescribedas a towncarved fromwhite. Manyoutskirt
buildings existed alongside the walls, something that cities will
naturally attract although aren’t officially recognized as part of
the city itself.

We were on a paved road, surrounded by work-deer and
carts, men and women as well. It wasn’t a dense stream but it
was a constant one.

“Don’t bump into anyone.”
“Of course.” Why would I bump into someone? The road is

pretty wide and there’s not a large amount of people anyway.
We walked through the road and into the beginnings of the

city, the buildings out in the outskirts being the first thing we
had to walk through. It wasn’t bad, although some of the build-
ings looked like they had seen better days, but it was in all well
maintained. Not as safe from raiders or from sieges but through
numbers it can fend off theworse, fromwhat I’ve heard the only
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major problem are crimes. Murderers, thieves, gamblers, fraud-
sters other assortments of criminals could be found here. Al-
though all those sorts are rare.

“Stick close to me.” I nodded, not bothering to make a com-
ment on it. I walked a tiny bit closer to Alfred. Our destination
of the city gate was roughly ten minutes away now, the traffic
had gotten worse the further inside wewent and I’ve been given
strange looks by the locals formy ears and tails. I didn’t feel safe,
and I knew Alfred would provide to me protection if anyone did
anything bad.

The outskirt folk wore clothes that I might’ve expected vil-
lage vagrants to wear. Subdued colors dominated, some clothes
weren’t even dyed at all. The clothes looked well made enough
but the amount of people without the tiniest bit of wealth on
their bodies was staggering, this wasn’t a sight I was used to.
Compared to them I and Alfred were beacons of color and vi-
brancy, something that Iwouldn’tmind beingwithout consider-
ing the circumstance. I don’t want to be robbed, but what would
someone rob fromme? A box? That’d be hard to do.

Luckily none such an occurrence happened while we walked
towards the gate. The road had gottenmore packed the closerwe
got to it, two lines forming once we got close enough to see both
the gate and the men who were guarding it. On one line were
carts, the men guarding were checking the cargo and speaking
to the people who owned them, perhaps checking for any con-
traband or any other illegal activity. I’ve never been to a city, I’m
not all that familiar with their customs or rituals.

On the other, where Alfred and I had lined up on, were peo-
plewhohad simple luggage like ours, no carts or luggagebearing
animalswerewithin this line. The linewasnoticeably faster, and
outsideofhaving tobe in suchcloseproximity tootherpeople for
long periods of time it wasn’t terrible.

“How long does it normally take you to get inside the walled
city? Where are we going once we get inside anyway?”

Alfred didn’t look at me as he answered, only looking to-
wards the city guards and keeping an eye on the carts. I don’t

86



know what he was looking for, or if he found it amusing and
had no other motive. “From this line? Roughly twentyminutes.
Maybe someone in frontwill start a fuss over notwanting to pay
the entry fee.”

“What’s the fee?”
“Eight coppersperperson foranywhodoesn’thave residence

or a permit.”
“That’s a lot to pay just for entrance into the city.”
“It’s common knowledge for anyonewho’s stayed around for

long enough. It’s mostly to discourage any unsavory folk from
entering.”

I hummed and nodded. That would make sense, I guess.
But considering howmany people are here you can earn a lot of
money just by doing nothing, but howmanywithin this line are
without either a home inside or a permit? Before that, did we
have one?

“What about us?”
“Do youmeanwhether we had to pay? No, we don’t. Techni-

cally I’m a merchant and as a merchant I don’t have to pay a fee
to get in, and this is extended to up to three people. Don’t worry
about that, just make sure no one’s touching the dolls.”

I nodded. The linewasn’t tightly packed and therewasn’t any
trafficflowwithin the roadwewere on, outside of the occasional
movement of the line or themovement of the carts. I doubt any-
onewould be brave enough to try to steal something fromus, but
I kept my eye out regardless.

We passed through the gate without any hindrance, Alfred
showed the guard a small golden coin and he let him through
once he inspected it. I didn’t ask what the coin was since I
thought it was pretty obvious that it was some sort of permit.
Alfred tucked that away safely back into his clothes in some un-
known crevice, and we were greeted by the sight of the city. It
wasn’t special, the beige of the road and the large, white stone
buildingswhile impressive didn’t have anything I wasn’t used to
staring at already.
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Carvings and etchings, occasionally faces, were carved into
the stone, pillars and overhanging bridges connecting some
buildings to others. But compared to what I had seen in Alfred’s
workshop and even on his kitchen table, these weren’t anything
either new or visually impressive. But still I looked, perhaps
gawked considering how some of the city folk would look at me,
and stuck myself closely to Alfred as he walked. Where are we
going now?

“Where are we headed?”
“The castle. I’m acquainted with the Lord and it would be

rude of me not to go to him directly. Especially since one of the
dolls was a request by him.”

“Now?” Both of usmust’ve stunk fromhaving to travel for so
long, and I don’t know the right courtesy required to speak to a
Lord. Will this be alright?

“Yes, now. Are you nervous?”
“No, whywould you think that?” I lied.
“Don’t worry. Just be polite and don’t break anything, you’ll

be fine as long as you do that.” Alfred rubbed my head a bit and
continued to walk, only staring atme for a brief moment. I nod-
ded, fixingmy hair and drawing a hoodie over it just in case. My
ears were getting cold anyway.

We walked through long roads filled with people, many
shops filled with odd items. Mostly businesses that dealt with
weaving, sewing, or shoes, occasionally what may have been a
tavern and even more occasionally blacksmiths. It was a large
city, I could tell from seeing it outside of its walls. From the ru-
mors I knew in the village, and by the merchant who would tell
me tales of this place, it had twenty thousand people living in-
side its walls. But considering how he had lied to me about how
the walls were constructed, possibly, I don’t think I can take his
word faithfully.

The buildings got sparser the closer we neared the castle,
larger clearings that looked likeminiature and contained forests
were dotted next to the road occasionally. The buildings, al-
though being fewer, were larger, and their structures bothmore
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vivid in color and in more detailed in design. Statues were be-
ginning to become a common sight, so were fountains and those
miniature forests could be seen in front of each of the buildings.

I ignored all that, though. What grabbed my attention in-
stead was the very large, definitely white stone castle that dom-
inated the sky in front of me. White stone towers and walls that
were higher than the walls of the city, all within the middle of a
raised hill and a surrounding moat. The water within the moat
moved, rapidly. A single bridge connected the castle to the rest
of the city, reaching an ultimate point of a retractable bridge,
guards could be seen roaming the streets in their goady bronze
and steel armor.

If this wasn’t the residence of the Lord then I’d hate to see
what it truly looked like. What could top this sight? It wasn’t
the details of thewalls, nor how large each individual stonewas,
but it was the shear size of the entire structure that awedme. Al-
fred, on his part, didn’t look fazed. He kept walking resolutely
towards the bridge, ignoring the guards as he did so. The guards
didn’t ignore him, however. Although they didn’t move their
heads or changed their routes, I could feel their eyes trained on
us the entire way.

Asingleguardblocked theway fromthecastle’s entranceand
the rest of the city. A simple man, not wearing anything partic-
ularly eye catching. If I didn’t know better I would’ve suspected
him to be an average guardsmen. Perhaps he was. When Alfred
got close enough the guard sprang into motion, putting his left
hand out but not speaking. A sword was in its sheath on his ar-
mored hip, and a polearm in the other.

“Halt, ye merchants. Ye have reason hither to wander so
loosely ontomine bridge? Speak.”

Alfred stopped, and I tried to hide behind him as best as I
could. I didn’t know how to fight and I wouldn’t want to get in
one, even by accident. Alfred removed the bag fromhis and took
out a single chest, the one that had belonged to the faerie. The
only reason I knew was because of the floral decorations that
covered every inch of the surface of the chest, and even on the
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latch.
“I amthedollmakerAlfred, on request of LordBréanainn the

Unending I am here to give to him these dolls, Sir Cathal. We’ve
played this game before, as you know.” He handed over the small
chest to the guard, and the guard took it. Unlatching the chest
and inspecting the things inside, we waited for his response.

“Upon my steely hands, under these stone walls, and upon
mine trusted gate, I have encountered the sight of the a faerie
most fair, given to me by a man who claims to be acquainted to
my Lord himself. Does thou take me a for a fool, to offer to me a
daughter’s toyandexpect entry throughpettybribery? Notgold,
not silver, and not by the dull shine of copper are you buyingmy
treason, but alas I have been tempted by the pale visage of this
fair maiden’s sight. Ye enter, merchants, tread carefully for I do
not knowwho would accept ye here.” The guard set his polearm
leaning on the stone wall and began to walk inside.

I have no clue what this guard is saying. Was he taking the
doll for himself? Alfred didn’t mind, instead he waited for the
guard to return. He didn’t move or speak until after the guard
returned, empty handed and as if he hadn’t just made a small
speech about accepting a bribery.

“Sir Guard.”
“What business thou have here?”
“I’d like to buy entry, andmaybe to buy a toy for this little lass

here. Do you have anything you can offerme?”
“Yea, do I have. Two coppers is mine deal, in my possession

haddrifted adollmade by a famous toymaker. With two coppers
thou may have both entry and possession of that doll. What say
thee?”

Without batting an eye Alfred took out two copper coins and
handed themover to the guard, which he took and hid away into
some corner of his armor. The guard went back into whatever
room he hadmoved into and came back with the chest, handing
it over toAlfred. Alfred onhis part opened the chest to see if any-
thing had been stolen, and noticing that nothing had put it back
into his bag.
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With no more words Alfred walks through the gate. The
guard didn’t stop him, but as I began tomove he yelled, “Halt!”

Of course I stopped moving. Alfred stopped as well, turning
around to look at me, but he didn’t move to saveme.

“Can thou eat raisins?” Raisins? Those dried grape things?
Grapes make me vomit and so do raisins. Wine does the same
forme aswell, so I’ve never drunk or eaten any of those if I could
help it. I shookmy head.

“Speak!”
“N-no, Sir Guard. I can’t.” He laughed, then he stoppedmov-

ing, keeping his armored head pointed directly in front of him
andaway fromme. Ididn’tmove forawhile, but I got the courage
to take a step forward after long awkward minutes waiting. The
guard didn’t speak, ormove, and Iwalkedwithout interruptions
into the castle.

I caught up to Alfred, not a large feat considering he was
standing still throughout the entire exchange. Alfred didn’t
speak, and neither did I, as we walked deeper into the castle.
Thewalls were at least fifteen feet in depth, superbly and almost
pointlessly thick if it wasn’t for my knowledge the destructive
capabilities of both magicians and cultivators. Up ahead I could
see natural light form the sun shine, the perfectly white stone of
the ground being surrounded by blindingly pale green grass.

Through thewalls and into the courtyard, it wasmuch larger
than I had thought it would be. The massive sixty foot tall walls
of the castle were intermitted by large cylindrical towers, only
ten or so feet taller than thewalls themselves. A central building
connected itself to the walls, and slightly off center from the en-
tire structure stood a massive tower, something I could’ve seen
from outside. All of it was white, red and white flags could be
seen as well. But all the decorations, from the statues and from
those strange wolf heads, weremade of the samewhite stone.

From themana signature alone I could tell itwas a deeply en-
chanted structure.

And the courtyard contrasted against thebeautifulwalls that
constrained it. A single oak tree, old and gnarled, could be seen.
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Surrounding itwas thesameoceanofdeepgreengrass, no longer
as pale as I thought it waswhen I was in thewalls. My eyesmust
have been adjusted to the little light within the walls, now that
I’m outside I could see it was as normal as any other grass I had
seen. I ignored the grass and the tree for the building that stood
in front of me.

Faux-Pillars made up most of the structure, windows that
were closed with stone rather than with wood were opened in
some areas. The indoor light source could be seen, and the ceil-
ings and somemetal andwoodwork that acted as furniturewere
also inside.

Alfred continued towalk, ignoringmy gawking. Seeing as he
might’ve left me behind, I followed closely behind him, pulling
the bag behind onmy back closer to me. I didn’t speak, I knew it
was both out of not knowingwhatwords to say and not knowing
whether it would be punishable for me to say them.

He walked up into a large stone door, carved to look just like
a normal wooden door, and knocked. It must’ve hurt his knuck-
les to have to knock on stone, but he didn’t flinch. But I might be
thinking his flesh to be as weak as a commoner’s. He is a cul-
tivator, and cultivators have stupidly robust bodies no matter
what alignment they belong to. But those aligned with wind are
known to be on the weaker side of things.

Alfred waited and I waited alongside him. I looked around
the courtyard once again, but no onewas around. I could see the
guard still out there, not looking tohavemoveda single centime-
ter fromwherehehadbeen standingbefore. Hedidn’t look alive,
to be honest.

The door began to open, shocking me out of my head. The
inside of the castle could be seen properly now, the tiling a light
yellow and the edges black. A room, a large one, could be seen,
and in each side of the wall doors were placed. All of themwere
stone, the same white stone that the walls were made. But that
was besides the main attraction. A man stood in front of us, tall
and elegantly dressed in red and white, his posture straight and
his gaze controlled.
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“Good Sir Alfred, good to see you’ve arrived on time. Come
in, the Lord is waiting for you inside.” The servant stood by the
side andwaited forAlfred towalk in. Alfred beckonedme inside,
not saying anything in return nor introducingme to the servant.
I nodded to theman regardless, but he ignored it.

Once inside Alfred stayed in the center, waiting for the ser-
vant to move and open the next door. There were three doors,
perhaps hewas unsure of which onewould be the route towards
the Lord? Or was this a strange custom? Regardless the servant
opened thedoor to the leftandwe followedhim inside. Hallways
kept leading to doors, and doors to more hallways, until even-
tually we arrived at a staircase. We climbed up and reached a
greater room, another hallway but this time a carpet of deep red
laid on the floor.

Itwas tall, the hallway extended all theway towards onewall
to the other. Paintings and artwork could be seen around, aswell
as flowers in vases and tables that support them. The floor was
marbledwithblack, giving the entire roomanair of actual nobil-
ity rather than the depressingly well made white walls that was
the lower floor.

The servant moved on towards the furthest end of the hall-
way. I paid attention to the paintings, both portraits of people
that might’ve been famous, and of battles and of duels could be
seen. Someof thepaintings lookpositivelyancient, as if theyhad
been there forhundredsofyears ifnot longer. Others lookednew
in their vibrancy. Armors and clothing styles that looked to be
thousands of years out of fashion could be seen on some of the
statues. The entire room,more than the nobility, felt depressing
in a different way from the lower floor.

“Come in,” the manservant said as he opened another stone
door, pulling it open as all the doors seem to only be pullable
rather than pushable. Definitely intentional.

Alfredwalked into thedoor, oneof the last doors at the endof
the hallway. The room insidewas similar to the hallway, save for
the white marble floor and wrought iron railings on a staircase
that ran alongside a wall. The top of the stairs could be seen, a
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single door and a couple of smaller paintings could be seen at the
top of the floor. The room was as tall as the hallway and had a
single window that let in both air and light.

“He’ll be waiting for you upstairs.” Alfred nodded, one of the
only signs of the servant actually being a person you can interact
with, and headed up the stairs. I followed closely behind. The
servant closed the door and left us alone.

The door this time was wood, a doorknob of brass was po-
sitioned and the wood a deep dark brown. I looked at Alfred to
see what he would do, but he didn’t do anything as he stood in
front of the door. It was only a minute later, as if timed, that he
knocked on the door and waited for a response.

“You may come in, Alfred.” A man’s voice echoed out almost
magically from the door. It didn’t sound like it came from inside
the room, it sounded like it came directly from the door itself,
something that Alfred didn’t pay any attention to as he turned
the knob and opened the door. He pushed his way inside into a
bedroom and I followed him closely behind.

The room was, really, a bedroom. With a bed and all. It was
a large one with a bed that looked proportionally fitting for the
room’s size. The ceilingwas as tall as before, but this time I could
see dark wood serving both as a roof and as part of the walls. I
ignored my curiosity over the layout of the room in favor of the
man who sat on a chair, writing something on a table. Book-
shelves containing more books than I’ve seen in my life, which
was admittedly very few, were next to him.

“Lord Bréanainn, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance
once again. Excuse my intrusion into your room, and please ex-
cuse the presence of my apprentice as well.”

“Don’t bother with the formalities. You have the doll with
you, right?” The Lord didn’t look away from his table, contin-
uing to write instead.

“Of course, Lord. I wouldn’t have come here without it.” Al-
fred took out the box from his bag and walked over to the Lord,
not even waiting for the request. I stood nervously, not moving
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from where I was standing. Was Alfred making a mistake? He
was dealing with a Lord.

The Lord didn’t move as Alfred set the box next to him. In-
stead he placed the pen down his hands closer to Alfred, and
to my relief not onto his throat but instead onto the box. He
moved it closer to him and with another hand moved whatever
parchment he was writing on away. I heard an unlatch and then
the sound of the unrolling of linen. “Are you not going to in-
troduce your new apprentice? I thought we were better friends
than that.” I swallowed and tried tomakemypresencemuch less
known by curling intomy self. It didn’t work.

“Sorry, my Lord. Eithne, come here and introduce yourself.
The Lord is a generous and polite man, there’s nothing to be
afraid of.” I nodded and stifflywalked over toAlfred’s side, hold-
ing my hands to my side as best as I could. It was only in these
moments when I didn’t know where best to place them, I could
holdmy tail but that couldbe seenas rude, somehow. So Iwaited.

“Well?” Oh shit. My introduction.
“I-I-I-I’m called Eithne, I-I come from damhán village. It’s a

pleasure to m-meet you, my Lord.” That came out terribly. And
I’m not sure I could still be said to be from that village.

“How long have you been an apprentice for?”
“Three months!” I shouted unintentionally. The shouting

didn’t take the Lord’s attention away from the doll he was in-
specting, but he did pull a drawer and took something out of it.
With a closed fist he extended it tome, finally lookingmyway.

“Take it.” I nodded and put both hands under his own hand,
the moment I did so he dropped a ball on my palm. I brought
it closer to my face to expect it, but it was too well wrapped and
the clothwas too dense forme to see anything through it. “Open
it and eat it.” Again I nodded. If the Lord told me to eat some-
thing, I’ll eat it. Even if it were a rock I’d eat it. Unfortunately I
may have jinxed myself, as a hazy glass ball was hidden behind
the cloth. I looked over at the Lord and then at Alfred, neither of
them showing anything on their faces.

95



I placed it gently in my mouth and was rewarded not with
the flavorless texture of glass, but of the sweetness of ten jars of
honey condensed into a single ball. It was almost painful how
sweet it was, but I let it roll inmymouth.

“How old are you?”
“Sixteen.” Physically and probably visually calmed down I

answered. The Lord nodded, his visage returning once again to-
wards doll and away fromme.

“I assumeAlfred hadn’t yet given you the gift of the first step
yet?” The gift of what?

“I don’t knowwhat youmean, Lord.”
“He did speak to you about a gift, right? He isn’t one to skim-

per on gifts, it’d be an unwelcome surprise if I learned he didn’t.
So did he?”

“Yes. He brought me here so that we could find a gift, actu-
ally.” The Lordnodded atmywords andfinally sat the doll down.

“This is a very fine piece, Alfred. I truly can’t tell the differ-
ence between this doll and Anfial. Howmuch did I offer you for
this?”

“Sixgoldpieces, Lord.” Alfredanswered, onceagainbeing the
one to speak rather than I.

“A thief I am, then. This is worth eight pieces of gold, at least,
and eight pieces will be your pay.” The Lord got up off his chair
after he gently placed the doll onto the linen cloth.

“Thank you, Lord.”
Without answering the Lord walked towards the book-

shelves, Alfredmakingway for his steps, and started tomovehis
fingers through them. He picked one out, a thick leather bound
book that looked very heavy, and pulled it out of the bookshelf.
Turning towardsme hewalked, and I stiffenedmyposture in re-
sponse.

“You’re welcome, Alfred. Miss Eithne, do you know how to
read?” No.

“No.” The Lord stopped in his tracks. With a complex expres-
sionhe tappedhis finger against the book, and thenwent back to
the bookshelf and squatted down, opening a cabinet and retriev-
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ing amuch smaller book. He straightened himself out and came
back tome.

“My gift to you, in honor of the first step into immortality.
Alfred, please teach the young girl how to read.”

“Of course, Lord.”
The opening of a door could be heard. I turned to the in-

trusion by a guest who hadn’t even bothered to knock, anxiety
welling up insideme over the thought ofwhat the Lordmight do
to this intruder. However, what I saw wasn’t the nasty, ugly vis-
age of an uncivilized brute, but instead thewell dressed figure of
a girl that mustn’t have been older than twelve. Her eyes were
a fierce yellow, not to dissimilar to the Lord’s, and on her head
ran the long hair of a redhead. Her dress, which didn’t extend
beyondmid shinswas a deep, almost blood colored red, rimmed
and trimmedwith black laces and frills.

“Coinnle, what have I told you about knocking before enter-
ing when guests are around?” The Lord said.

Instead of answering the young girl walked with confidence
towards us, her face neutral and her eyes on me, occasionally
flickering to Alfred and the Lord. She wasn’t walking towards
me, but instead towards the Lord. “Forgive me, Papa, but I
couldn’t contain my excitement over Sir Alfred’s arrival. Who
might you be, catamarán?”

Papa? Is this little girl the Lord’s child? I didn’t know Lords
could have children, I’ve never heard of that before. I smiled and
ignored her calling me by my race rather than a slightly more
polite ’you.’ I made a slight courtesy, and tried to place the sweet
bead of glass in my mouth somewhere where it wouldn’t inter-
fere with my speech, and said my name, “Eithne of damhán, the
apprentice of Master Alfred.” I had nothing else to my name, so
that was all I could offer her. She gave a slight nod and gave me
her own name.

“I am Coinnle Slánaitheoir, third child of Lord Bréanainn,
heir to theCitydomof Belcarrawhom is vassal to theConnaught
HolyKingdom. Pleasure tomeet your acquaintance,miss Eithne
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of damhán.” What a long introduction. She turned to Alfred and
didn’t cut words, “Do you havemy doll, Sir Alfred?”

Alfred nodded his head, setting down his bag and taking out
a box with an engraving of a woman’s silhouette, her dress long
anddraggingacross thefloor. “This is theone, I hope it’s tooyour
exact specifications.”

Coinnle accepted the box and held it close to her chest. With
a smile, a smile that frommy core I felt had some hidden intent
that I did not like, and she nodded her head, “I’m sure it has, Sir
Alfred, but please, there’s no need to be so humble. Papa will
handle your payment?” She looked over at her father, the Lord,
and he nodded. “He will. I thank you, Sir Alfred.” She turned to
faceme, herfierceyelloweyes training themselvesonme. “Papa,
Sir Alfred, would you mind if I were to take Miss Eithne to my
room?”

What, why? What’s so interesting about me? Go play with
your doll with someone else, squirt.

“Ask the girl yourself, Coinnle.” Pap— I mean, the Lord an-
swered. Alfred nodded as well, perhaps giving permission for
me to go rather than in agreement to the Lord’s words. Coinnle
turned her gaze back to me, as if she had planned for that re-
sponse, and asked.

“Would you mind, Miss Eithne?” I could only give one an-
swer in this situation.

“Of course not, Princess Coinnle.” I said with a smile that I
hoped didn’t look forced.

With a genuine smile Coinnle began to walk once again out-
side and without further prompt I followed closely behind her,
my newly acquired books still close tomy chest. She tookme out
of the room, down the stairs, into the hallway and directly to the
rightagainuntilwearrivedatanother stonedoor. Withoutmuch
effort she pulled it open and held it open for me to enter. She
didn’t close the door until after I had walked a good way inside
already.

The room was a beautifully marbled white, the floor having
a square red rug. A sculpture of the face of a woman was on one
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corner, and a small painting of flowers could be seen on a wall
next to a door. The flowers didn’t lookwell painted, but it had its
own charm to it.

Coinnle took out a black key hidden away within some fold
of her clothes and unlocked the door, inviting me inside with-
out saying a word. The door was made of the same wood as the
door to the Lord’s room, and within a site alien to the entire at-
mosphere of the castle a hallway was hidden inside. I followed
Coinnle inside and she closed the door once I had stepped in.

“Welcome to my private section of the castle. To my room
now, Eithne.” I nodded and followed her closely. The walls were
amixture between darkwood and stripedwhite and beige paint,
the floor a red carpet. It was a hallway, to the end of there were
two doors. The one on the right was further down than the one
on the left, and at the end of the hallway was an open window.
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VIII
Trapped by the Light of a Candle

“Welcome to my private section of the castle. To my room now,
Eithne.” I noddedand followedher closely. Thewallswere amix-
ture between dark wood and striped white and beige paint, the
floor a red carpet. It was a hallway, to the end of there were two
doors. The one on the right was further down than the one on
the left, and at the end of the hallway was an open window.

Coinnle opened the door at the furthest end of the hallway
and walked inside, not waiting for me to enter as she did last
time. I followed her and saw the sight of what must’ve been a
bedroom. Abedwas inacorner, andawindowdirectly tomy left.
A desk to my right, and tall bookshelves stood on many sides of
thewalls. The ceilingwas high as to accommodate theirmassive
height.

Coinnle laid theboxon thedeskandsatonher chair, unlatch-
ing the box and revealing the contents that laid within. “Sit on
the bed, I’ll get to you shortly.”

“Thankyou,” I tried to sayaspolitely aspossible,movingover
the bed that was on the opposite side of the room. I sat on it and
laidmybooksnext tomyself, watchingCoinnle inspect the dolls.
She didn’t say anything as she moved her eyes across the naked
form of the doll, the linen no longer covering the thing’s mod-
esty. For a little lady she didn’t look afraid to look at such a thing
while someone else was around.

She began to dress the doll up in her clothes and once satis-
fiedhadher sit onher desk. Therewas away tomake themstand
up without any assistance, but either Coinnle didn’t know how
to do that or she didn’t want to do it right now. She turned to
me and smiled, getting off her chair andwalking over to the bed,
almost throwing herself next tome.
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“I overheard you couldn’t read, Eithne.”
It tookme amoment to comprehendherwords. That implies

more thanwhat she just said, it wouldmean she did indeedwait
before entering the room. I nodded, ignoring that new revela-
tion.

“Yes, it’s true. Is it an odd thing for a villager like me to be
illiterate?”

Coinnle shook her head, “Not at all. You were from damhán,
right? The village north-east from here. That’s a pretty fair dis-
tance away from this city, isn’t it. I also heard you’ve recently
taken thefirst step into immortality, excuseme formyoverhear-
ing.”

Where was she going with this. I nodded again, and seeing
that Coinnle got off the bed and grabbed onto my hand, drag-
gingme upwith her with firm strength I wouldn’t expect from a
younggirl likeher. “Then, as a gift to the apprentice of SirAlfred,
allow me to bestow you with an item. Have anything in mind?”
I shook my head out of instinct. She smiled, one that was more
polite than it was genuine. “Then I will pick something out for
you. How does a dagger sound?”

Adagger? Iwouldn’tmindhavinganother. Inodded, andshe
gave a genuine smile. “Wait here.” She went off to her desk and
opened a drawer, puling out a dark leather sheath and walking
back tome. She handed it tome and I took it with both hands, as
I had done with the Lord’s book. “Unsheathe it.” I nodded again
and unsheathed the dagger.

Itwasasteelblade, a small guardof silverwithredgemstones
embellished within. The hilt was of white wood and it had no
pommel. In all, it was a dagger that I most likely wouldn’t have
been able to buy nomatter howmany gold coins I saved up inmy
village. I looked up at Coinnle, at her smiling face that felt as if
shewere hiding something. Orwas itmy imagination? Imeekly
nodded and sheathed back the knife.

“Thank you, Princess Coinnle. This is much more than I
shouldbe accepting.” Myvoicewas softer than I thought itwould
come out. She nodded deeply and began to speak once again.
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“Anything for the apprentice of Sir Alfred. Now, I want to
give youonemore gift, but before that Iwould ask a request from
you.”

“Whatever you want I will give, as long as it’s in my power
to.” I gripped the sheath tomy chest.

“Take a bath with me.” Huh? Was that all? Take a bath with
her was the request? Of course, I nodded. This was something
easy enough. She smiled happily at my approval and went off to
the side of her bed. “Then let me get the towels and my clothes,
we’ll go to the bath soon.”

Whydid shewant to take abathwithme? Whatpossible rea-
son could she have for that? I ran the possibilities in my mind.
Was she scared to bathe alone? Did she prefer company? Was
this to get closer tome, if not any of those?

Or did I just stink? Oh Divine. That must be it. Suddenly
stricken with a bout of nervousness, I waited for Coinnle to
gather everything she needed from whatever cabinet she was
looking from, which didn’t take very long. A pile of clothes
laid on her hands, and two towels in the other. For a supposed
princess she didn’t have many servants to help her. Rather, she
had none.

“Come with me, Eithne.” I nodded and followed behind her,
trying to discretely smell myself while she was turned away. I
couldn’t smell anything particularly offensive, although as I had
said before I did smell a bit. Perhaps shewasn’t used to that kind
of stench? Whatever it is, I wanted it gone.

Coinnleopened thedoor toher roomandwentacross thehall
towards the other door. She opened it and I followed her inside,
into a room that was more fitting for the general design of the
castle. White stone walls and a white stone basin with a small
portion of the room devoted to empty space was all that there
was to this room. A couple of hangers stood on a side of thewall,
which Coinnle promptly began to put to use when she started to
undress herself.

Notwantingher todo soalone I also tookoffmyclothes, leav-
ing us both naked. Shewent over to the basin and turned a knob,
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andwith the turn a sudden spring of water started to pour out of
a wolf’s head. She walked away from the basin and into a small
box, opening it up and taking out several sponges and a bar of
soap. “Get in the bathtub.”

Is the bathtub the basin? I nodded and walked over to the
basin, watching as the water poured into the empty space. Light
steam was rising from the water, so it must’ve been hot, and
hopefully it wasn’t simmering hot. I placed a hand to touch the
slowly rising water and felt it wasn’t too hot. It was hot, yes, but
not enough to boil me. Probably.

“Is it too hot for your tastes?” I shookmy head.
“No, I’m just slightly nervous. I’ve never been in a bathtub

before.” I said, the Princess respondingwith a laugh. I heard her
footsteps come over tomy side and I glanced at her.

“You’ll only take a dip in here. Get yourself wet and I’ll have
you washed and clean, afterwords we may enjoy the bath to our
leisure.”

Ah. I nodded andmovedmy feet into the bath, sitting inside
andwatching as thewater slowly raised. I began to scoop upwa-
ter with my hands and rub it into my skin, trying my best to get
myself in a better state to clean myself in. But, that didn’t seem
all that necessary, as the weight of hot water splashed over my
head and coveredmy body in a layer of water, doing most of the
work forme.

Coinnlewas standing outsidewith a bucket in hand. Imoved
the hair out of my eyes and nodded, “Thanks.”

“You’re most welcome, Eithne.” Coinnle scooped up another
bucketful of water out of the basin and poured it over her own
head, with a strength that I again wouldn’t have expected from
someone of her size. How old is she anyway?

“Princess? May I ask a question?”
“Anytime.”
“How old is your highness?”
Coinnlemoved hair out of her own eyes and looked atme be-

fore answering. “Ten.” Ah. She’s younger than she looked, sur-
prisingly. Shehaddeveloped verywell for a ten year considering
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her height, and her frame had more muscle than a child should
have. She was a very beautiful child, something I could admit to
even as a woman. I got up and left the basin, standing next to
the Princess andwaiting for further commands. She knewwhat
her position was in this relationship and began to move before
things got too awkward.

Taking a white bar of soap she moved over to me and stood
right in front of me, and without saying a word began to rubme
with it. Ohmy. “P-Princess?”

“Yes?”
“I can wash myself, you know. And it isn’t proper for some-

one like you to wash such a lowly lady likeme.” Coinnle ignored
mywords and continued to rub the soap acrossmy skin,moving
my arm when necessary. She left only the most delicate parts
alone, to my gratitude, but was more thorough than I would’ve
wanted her to be. She had me crouch down when certain places
onmy body were too high for her to reach.

Iwaited patiently for everything to be donewith. Eventually,
while my eyes were closed and I focused just on my breathing, I
felt the now familiar sensation of water being thrown on me. It
wasn’t over my head like last time, she probably couldn’t reach
the height for that. I rubbed my eyes and opened them, but in-
stead of the cleaning being done with I was being rubbed with a
sponge.

All the soap was rubbed off my body, and the sponge dirtier
thanmyshamewouldwant it to be. Coinnledidn’t lookbothered
by having to directly touch the dirty sponge, or to be the one to
clean me. I waited for everything to be over, and thankfully it
was after another bucket of water was thrown atmy body.

“There. Now it’s my turn.” A smile was formed on the
Princess’ face, and I meekly nodded. I grabbed the soap from
the box and stood in front of the girl, unsure of what to do first.
She wasn’t wet enough, I think, so instead I grabbed the bucket
and poured it over her head gently, shemade sure her hair didn’t
block her eyes. Her pale skin slightly reddened from the heat of
the water, but I ignored all that and as delicately as I could I be-
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gan to rub soap over the Coinnle as she had done forme.
I had to look over her body carefully, or maybe that was an

excuse just to get a good look at her. She both looked and felt
muscular, not to the point of losing femininity or childishness
but she certainly had more definition than I did. I could swear I
could see some of the individual strands of her muscles through
the skin…but I’m not sure if the shoulder has circular striations.
No, this is wrong. These aren’t muscles, this is something else.

I traced my finger along the marks on her skin, almost for-
getting for amoment that I had a job to do. Cleaning the girl. But
Coinnle didn’t fail to notice my excessive touching.

“Those are enchantments. Youmay inspect them if youwant,
they run all over my body save for most of my face.” Enchant-
ments?

“What for?” I blurted out the question, looking at the girl
straight in the eyes by accident. She smiled slightly.

“Various things. Mostly to do with my future cultivation, if
you want a detailed explanation about it then I’ll speak about it
while in the bath.”

I nodded. Not wanting to pry any further when she had al-
ready toldmewhen I should speakabout it, I rubbedsoaparound
her body in silence. I did as she did to me, pouring water over
her I began to rub her clean with a sponge this time. The sponge
didn’t get dirty, I don’t think this was even doing anything, but I
did my job as well as I could. Then I poured water over her once
again, and I no longer had anything to do.

Coinnle didn’t say anything as she walked into the bathtub,
already full and the wolf’s head no longer vomiting out water. I
followed closely behind her and we both sank into our own side
of the tub. I didn’t knowwhat to say, or what I should talk about,
so I rested on the only thing we had already begun to talk about.

“So, about the enchantments.” Coinnle hummed in response
to that, her eyes closed and most likely enjoying the bath more
than shewas caring aboutmy presence. She nodded and opened
her fierce eyes, pointing them tome and scooting her body over
to me. I had no way to escape her here, so I did nothing and let
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her get closer than I was comfortable letting her. She grabbed
my hands and placed herself into a hug within them, wresting
her back onmewhile she did so.

Alright. This isn’t so bad I guess. “Feel mymana.” Okay.
The moment I began to sense her internal structure, a mas-

sive wave of heat rushed through my entire body. It wasn’t
painful, no, it felt as if a wave ofmana had rushed itself overme.
Withinamoment I felt thefiresofhell, and in thenext Iwas look-
ing at the internal structure of the little girl in front of me. Her
structure was obviously that of a cultivator, one that was more
intricate, more detailed, more ancient than even Alfred.

“I’m a cultivator. I’ve been a cultivated since the moment I
was born, as Papa tells me. I was born to complicated circum-
stances, butall youhave toknowis thatmyenchantmentshelp in
my future cultivation into Lordship. If you want, you can spend
bath time exploringmymana.”

Wow. I don’t know what any of that meant, but I nodded re-
gardless. “Why are you tellingme this, Princess?”

She looked up at me, her eyes as painfully intense as always.
“You are Alfred’s apprentice, yes? And I already knew from see-
ing you that you were a magician. You are capable of magic
greater than Alfred ever would in his lifetime, so I wish to sup-
port him indirectly through supporting you. Do you knowwhat
Alfred’s goals are?”

I nodded. He wanted to create lifelike dolls, and he’s doing
that pretty well. “Creating lifelike art, right?”

Coinnle nodded. “But there’s more to it than that. He wants
to create life with his art, moving and changing. He’s surely
shown you dolls that he could move through his enchantments,
yea?”

Now that shementions it, there are several dolls that he’s en-
chanted with the ability of movement. I nodded.

“His goal is to create a doll that is alive. The enchantments on
my skinwill helpwith that goal, and I can’t go and showhimmy
body like I could with you. So excusemy over familiarity, what’s
some skinship between girls?”
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“You’re awfully close. It’s almost like we’re mother and child
rather than acquaintance and acquaintance.”

“Don’t mind.”
Hm. Whatever works. I hugged her a bit closer and let me

mindwander tohermana structure. Themost obvious thingwas
the fire alignment she held, and that she was a light cultivator
similar to Alfred. Other than the deep intricacy of her internal
enchantments, there was nothing to watch. Coinnle seemed to
pick up on something and answered a question I hadn’t asked.

“The enchantments on my skin won’t show internally.
They’re more like spells. You do know why some enchantments
are on the surface rather than done internally, right?”

“No, I’ve never heard why. Why?”
“It’s easier to create intricate spells by drawing them, and it

costs lessmana tomaintain. It costs nothing, actually, so it could
be turned off and not have it expend any mana. My enchant-
ments are too complicated for me to internalize, and it’s easier
to carve it intomy skin.”

That sounds incredibly painful. “Isn’t that painful?”
“Yea. It’s very painful. The worst pain of my life, and from

what I’ve heard of others who’ve gotten skin enchantments, the
worst pain anyone could feel.”

Wait. “Were you forced into this?” It’d be bad if she were.
Putting a ten year old child into such a position isn’t what could
be calledmoral.

“Yea. Ididn’t choose tobebornaPrincess toaLord, but it’smy
lot in life. Despite having siblings we are separated by hundreds
of years of time. In the eldest,more than a thousand. Butmy two
older brothers never reached the Lordship stage of cultivation,
so I’m alone.”

“That sounds like a very complicated family situation,
Princess. I’m sorry to hear this.”

“Don’t let it bother you, like I don’t let it botherme.”
We spent a long time sitting in the position she placed her-

self in, I asking her questions related to her enchantment and
how it relates to Alfred’s research, and her answering as best as
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she could. It was Coinnle rather than I who decided that we’ve
spent enough time both talking about her enchantments and in
the bath, sowe got out, dried ourselves in the towel, clothed our-
selves and headed back to her room.

“Onto thegift Iwanted togive toyou. Get your the small book
and bring it to the table, Eithne.” I nodded and did as she said,
not being able to do anything. It wasn’t like I liked being ordered
around, but when you’re dealing with both a cultivator and the
daughter of a Lord, you have very little choice but to obey.

I grabbed the book and brought it over to the table, setting it
down and looking at Coinnle for further instruction. She pat the
seat of her chair as if invitingme to sit. I nodded and she in turn
sat onmy lap. “Alright. Let’s begin your reading lessons.”

“How is this going to work out?”
“I’ll explain to you each word and their letters and how to

read them, and you’ll try your best to follow along.” Sounds sim-
ple enough. I brought the chair closer to the table and we began
to read.

Several hours passed by as Coinnle taught me how to read. I
couldn’t understand what the letters were trying to convey, al-
though the bookwewere using for practice had lots of nice look-
ingpictures, thewordswere too small forme to really read them.
They were very large, if I were to go by Coinnle, but they looked
like random scratches to me. It wasn’t until several hours, near
the end of our reading, that I began to pick up on themeaning of
the letters. But it was all too fuzzy and my head was starting to
hurt.

The storywas also too simple formy taste. Is this a children’s
book? Maybe it is.

And what about dinner and the like? It’s getting close to
when dinner would be served in my village, was it different in
the castle. I looked down at Coinnle, who was still on my lap,
and asked. “Will there be dinner served?”

She nodded. “It’s about that time.”
She scooched her butt off me and I was allowed to get up off

the chair, she left the room and I followed her to another room
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within the hallway. Opening a door into a large dining room.
Food had already been served and both the Lord, Alfred, some
court lady and several othermen andwomenwere sitting on the
table as well. Looks like people were waiting for us.

A seat was left empty for me next to Alfred, so I sat next to
him andwe ate.

After thedinnerwasfinishedCoinnle starting askingmeand
Alfred questions.

“Is SirAlfred andMissEithnegoing to sleephere tonight? Or
do you two have separate plans.”

“Arrangements have already beenmade for the both of them
to sleep here, Coinnle.” The Lord responded inAlfred’s place. He
nodded, and I nodded aswell. I didn’t know that, though. With a
smile Coinnle said something I hadn’t expected her to say at all.

“Then, canMiss Eithne sleep withme tonight?”
“Huh?” I blurted that out, impolitely considering the stares

I received in response. The Lord ignored my outburst and an-
swered his daughter’s question forme.

“If she allows it youmay sleep together.”
Why is Coinnle so interested in me? This goes slightly be-

yond wanting kinship, sleeping in the same room as a Princess
isn’t a comfortable position to be in. When was the last time I
had slept with someone else anyway? The only other one, ever,
has beenmom. Coinnle looked at me expectantly, and given the
mood and air of the room I had to answer in the affirmative. I
nodded, “It would bemy honor, Princess Coinnle.”

“Letus leave togethernow.” Inoddedandpolitely left thedin-
ing table andheadedback towardsCoinnle’s room, following the
girl closely behind. I looked and sawAlfred speaking once again
to the Lord, ignoringmy departure. That prickedmyheart a tiny
bit for some reason. Did he notmind that some girl was hogging
all my attention to herself?

Regardless, today has been a long day. And I’m not sure for
how much longer I can keep my attention towards the Princess
going, once we had arrived back in the strange hallway and in
her room I had decided to politely ask if I could be allowed to
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sleep immediately. I wanted to sleep anyway, by myself in some
isolated room like I’ve gotten used to, and it didn’t matter to me
much if I had to sleep with her next tome.

“Are you tired?” I nodded, not responding. Was that too rude
for her? I don’t know, I’ll have to figure that out some other time.
Coinnle put a finger to her chin and began to think. “Very well.
Letmegetyouaservant’snight clothes, if youdon’tmind.” Inod-
ded, not really paying attention. “Wait here, then.”

Coinnle left and I was made to be alone in her room. Not
knowingwhat else todo I tookoffmycloakand set it on the chair,
as there was no other place to put it. I sat on the bed and waited
for her arrival. It didn’t take long, no longer than five minutes,
andwhen she did so she held a long andwhite one piece dress in
her arms, a calm smile on her lips as she opened the door.

“Here you are. Change andmake yourself comfortable in the
bed, I’ll join you soon.” I nodded, absentmindedly taking offmy
clothes and setting them on the chair as well. I threw the dress
overmyself once unclothed and I noticed that it had no holes for
my tail, something that wasn’t too much of a problem but was
noticeable in that there was now a constant furry thing tickling
my legs.

Yawning I troddedover to thebedand laiddown,movingmy-
self away from the edge of the bed so that I occupied a side that
was directly facing awall. Therewas anultra fine blanket laid on
that I didn’t know how to retrieve, so I waited for Coinnle to ar-
rive to bed as well. She wore clothes that matchedmine save for
a red ribbon on her collar, and she pulled the blanket away from
the bed and tucked herself in.

I see. I movedmyself off of the blanket and got myself under
it as well, laying on the massive pillow that Coinnle had on her
bed. The lightswereon, but itwould takevery littlemagic to turn
it off. “May I turn off the lights?”

“No.”
“Eh? Why not?”
“Becausewe’re going to continue practicing our reading, this

time while in bed.”
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“Princess, my mind is already attempting to leave my body
for the lands on yonder. And this bed isn’t helping that.” Ah. I
didn’tmean to say this out loud. I could seeCoinnlepouting from
the corner of my eye, her dangerous looking yellow eyes trained
onme. Now that I look at it, it was only the vividness thatmakes
them so fierce. Otherwise she had the delicate eyes of a young
little girl rather than of a wolf.

An attention that I should’ve noticed earlier. “May I turn off
the lights and sleep, Princess?” Coinnle didn’t respond for a cou-
ple of seconds, but she gave me permission and I turned off the
lights with a switch of my mana. The moment I stopped giving
attention tomy surroundingswas also themoment that I felt out
of conscious.
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IX
Love of Passion

Day 130
The devastatingly comfy confines of the bed and blanket was
what I awoke to the next morning. No Princess in sight, just me
and me alone in a bed that was too big not to invoke loneliness
for all who sleep alone on it. I could feel the traces of warmth
of some body that wasn’t mine, but it was quickly leaving and I
could tell from themarrow of my bones that I had slept enough.
It was time to start a new day in this odd castle.

Crawlingmyway out of the bed I took offmy nightdress and
put back onmy clothes. Theywere exactlywhere I had left them,
but I had a new problem. I had no clue where to put the night-
dress. Carrying it around would be unsightly, so I placed where
myoldclotheswereandheadedoutof the roomand into thehall-
way once again. I only knew of one place where I could more
or less walk in without looking too odd, and that was the dining
room.

I pulled open the door of the dining room, a task that wasn’t
simple considering its massive weight, and quickly walked in-
side before the door could crushme. There was some amount of
activitywithin the dining room, servantswalking fromonedoor
and out the other, others carrying trays filled with dishes and
others picking up what was on the table. Alfred was there, and
more importantly, Coinnle was there as well. But what struck
mewasn’t their presence.

Coinnle was sitting on the lap of Alfred. And for some
strange reason, that sent a suffocating wave of dread rolling
through me. What was Alfred doing letting another girl on his
lap? Why was Coinnle so quickly betraying me after spending
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somuch time together withme?
Whydid I feel any of this to be betrayal? Imoved towardsmy

ears and felt for their position. I knewwhere they were already,
but I wanted another confirmation. Yes, they were perked. And
my tail was slightly puffed up. I was angry. And I had no clue
how to express it, or why I was feeling it.

I walked over to Alfred and the little nymph and, trying to
controlmyvoice, spoke. “What areyou twodoing?” Well, I chose
the words right. But the anger had seeped itself deeply into the
words, and that can’t be easily hidden. Both of them already
knew I was behind them, but when Alfred heard my voice he
turned to face me quickly with an eyebrow lifted. Coinnle re-
actedmore slowly tomy question.

“Is something wrong?” Alfred asked.
“Nothing’s wrong.” I replied. The question sent another

shiver of anger through my spine. What do you mean is some-
thingwrong? Can you not notice the girl sitting on your lap, you
bastard?

Coinnle was far more perceptive to my mood. She got off of
Alfred and dusted herself off, looking atme quizzically. Perhaps
she didn’t fully understand. “Have we done something to anger
you, Eithne? Are you angery over being left alone in the bed?”
I looked at her. She wasn’t one I wanted to anger, second worst
to the Lord in terms of how bad a fuckup that would be. But I
couldn’t control myself.

“What are you doing sitting on Alfred’s lap, nymph?” Fuck.
I didn’t mean to say the last part. Coinnle raised her eyebrow at
that, at first a surprise, then anger, and then genuine worry.

“Excuse me? Please watch your words carefully, Eithne. I
mayhave treatedyoukindly but Iwon’t tolerate suchblatant dis-
respect. What have I done wrong here?”

“Y-you…” I bitmy lip, hard enough to drawblood. Not a diffi-
cult feat consideringhowsharpmycanineswere, but I’ve always
had very fine control over how much pressure I could place on
my lips. Right now, I didn’t have that. Coinnle’s face turned from
worry into basic frustration, but it was Alfred’s turn to speak.
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“Eithne. Do we need to speak somewhere more private?”
His words were a threat, but instead of cowering I felt my anger
harden from the callousness of his voice. He was complicit with
the action, he let her sit on his lap. She wasn’t supposed to go
there. I need to resolve this, immediately. Now.

Both of them stared atme as I tightly grasped ontomy dress.
The blood from my lips formed a single drop which fell onto
the floor, the obvious pattern of blood splatter forming on the
surface. It was Coinnle instead of Alfred who first acted, look-
ing fed up over my angsty actions. She grabbed my hands and
forcibly moved me out of the room, I doing nothing to stop her
pulling. I was a strange mixture of feeling jealousy, hatred, be-
trayal, shame, and sadness mixed into one vaguely feline form.
I let her pull me away, licking the wound that was upon my lip
clean of the blood.

Once I had been taken out of the roombyCoinnle she turned
to faceme. “What’s wrong?”

I didn’t answer.
“I said, what’s wrong?”
“Don’t get so close to Alfred.” It took everything in me not to

insult her again.
“Why? What’s thematterwithyou? WheneverAlfredcomes

by every year I like to hear his theories while sitting on his lap.
I’ve sat on your lap as well, both in the bath and on my chair.
What’s wrong with that?”

I didn’t answer. Coinnle didn’t ask for an answer, but she
didn’t continue to speak. Her fiercely yellow eyes boring holes
into my skull, forcing me to relent and release some of the ten-
sion building up fromwithinmy bosom.

“I don’t like it. It hurts me. Please stop doing it.”
Coinnle’s face softened at the sound ofmy voice, it wasmuch

more pathetic than I had thought it could be. I didn’t like it, I
didn’t feel like I had control over my own voice. But all I could
dowas beg for her to stop, I didn’t want her to do something like
that tomy Alfred.
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“What’s wrong, Eithne?” Her voice was childish in its inno-
cence, and genuine in its care. Perhaps I was crying, something
that wouldn’t surprise me considering the haziness the world
started to develop and the hotness that began to develop in my
cheeks. Coinnle stood on her tippy toes and first touched my
lip with her finger, the part with the bite wound on it, and then
wiped away bothmy tears. “You have to speak to me, I’ve sworn
an oath to help those who are in pain, as long as it doesn’t con-
tradict any other verse of my oath. So speak. I’ll hear it out.”

I nodded. I felt absolutely pathetic. I no longer felt any pain
on my lip, touching it with my finger I couldn’t feel a wound ei-
ther. Had she healed it?

“It hurts me to see you sitting on the lap of Alfred, Coinnle.”
“Does it? Why?” Coinnle asked a simple question, one I

couldn’t answer.
“I don’t know.”
She hummed at my response. Then her face started to take a

thinking expression, her pointer finger onher lip andher thumb
onher chin. I stood there,waiting for her to respond. Something
clicked in her mind as she suddenly turned to me with a slight
smile. She nodded. “Understood, Miss Eithne. And it’s Princess
Coinnle, remember my title. A maiden’s heart is a fickle thing, I
will forgive you of your brash impoliteness.”

“What do you understand?” Coinnle smiled again, a smile
that spoke of someone who knew more about something that
was important that I did not.

“You’re jealous.” My tail puffed up at herwords and I couldn’t
control myself enough to not openmymouth, but I closed it be-
fore I could say anything. I knew shewas right, I had admitted it.
But jealous of what?

“Of what?”
“Of me taking the lap of your crush. I understand, Miss Ei-

thne. I won’t do such a thing again, you havemyword.”
“A crush? On who? Alfred?” I asked and Coinnle nodded

in affirmation. Her words didn’t process in mymind for several
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seconds. Me? Having a crush? On a boy? No, on a ninety four
year oldman? What is this girl talking about?

But themore I thought about it, themore itmade sense in its
own twistedway. Why else was I so overprotective of him? Why
else did I feel so betrayed over someone else sitting on his lap?
Whydid Iwant others to think of us as a couple? Everythingwas
already there. Divine, I do have a crush on him, don’t I. For some
reason, thatmademy cry evenmore. Coinnle gave a smug smile
atmy crying face, something that didn’t upsetme asmuch as vex
me.

Despite my revelation I couldn’t help but deny it. “You’re
wrong, it’s not like that.” Coinnle nodded wisely.

“You’ll be happy to know I won’t steal him from you. By the
divine, how possessive can you be to become jealous of someone
my age? I may understand feelings of love from books, but I’ve
not met amanwho sendsme to angers such as yours.”

“For a child you sure are articulate.”
“Enchantments and bloodlines, Miss Eithne. Those will take

you a long, long way, as Papa says. I know more than my age
should allow.” Without saying anything, and seeing that my
tearsno longer streameddownmyface,Coinnlemovedback into
the dining room and kept the heavy stone door open for me to
pass through, if I wanted. She didn’t have to wait long for me to
comewith her.

I spentmost of thedayalongwithher andAlfred, upuntilAl-
fred had to leave in order tomake the deliveries of his orders. He
didn’t takemewithhimsincehe thought I could better spendmy
time getting better acquainted with the Princess, which I don’t
think he was all that wrong about. I wanted to accompany him
but despite Coinnle’s supposed maturity she still clung close to
me for whatever reason.

Still, the feeling of powerlessness as I interacted with both
AlfredandCoinnle thismorningembed itselfdeep intomychest.
It wasn’t enough that Coinnle had given me her word, although
I definitely did trust it considering it came from a cultivator. I
wanted Alfred to not be under such conditions again with any
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other women. I needed to find a way to get him to comply. And,
for once inmy life, I was reminded that I had a natural born tal-
ent.

Enthrallment.
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X
Last Ditch Effort

Day 131
Itwas stupid. I knew it. But I couldn’t get it out ofmymind, plans
of how to get Alfred to not notice my attempt at enthralling him
intomy control kept running throughmymind. Nomatterwhat
I did, whether it was bathing, reading, or meditating, it stuck
within me. I don’t want to relive that level of shame that I had
felt yesterday. Regardless of whether my crush was transient, I
needed the assurance of that it will never happen again.

It was night time, I was sitting next to Coinnle with the chil-
dren’s book on the desk. She no longer sat on my lap as she
had done on the first day, instead having a servant bring memy
own chair so that we could both sit comfortably. A certain level
of distance was developed between the two of us, but it wasn’t
something Iminded. On the contrary, not having her constantly
clinging onmewas a relief.

But it was time to spring my plan. I needed to go to Alfred,
to find him before he slept. I already knew where his room was
located, I had asked Coinnle and she had shown me where the
guest rooms normally are. Butmy best bet for catchingAlfred in
ambushwaswhenhewasasleep, and Ididn’twant to riskwaking
him up by opening the door to his room. I had already come up
withanexcuse forwhyIwouldn’tbe sleepingwithCoinnle today,
Iwantedmyown room since I didn’t feel comfortable constantly
taking advantage of her kindness. She accepted it, although she
looked sad.

It was about time. I could feel it. I yawned, a real yawn,
and stretchedmy limbs and spine while still sitting on the chair.
Coinnle looked at me weirdly and said the words I had wanted
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her to saymyself, “You look tired. Wanna head to bed?”
I nodded, perhaps with a bit too much enthusiasm. I could

see something behind her gaze, suspicion. It had been there all
day, but she nevermentioned it. Itmust’ve beenmy imagination
instead, I don’t think she caught on to what I was planning. She
didn’t know the entirety ofmyabilities to beginwith, she doesn’t
know.

“If anything bad happens come straight tomy room, okay?”
I nodded, not thinking too deeply about her comment. “I’ll

be heading off, then. Thank you for your company and tutelage,
Princess Coinnle. And good night.”

“Night.” She gave with a small and sad smile.
I closed the door as I left, entering into the hallway and into

the last twodoors of the hallway. To the leftwas the Lord’s room,
to the right the guest rooms. I opened the door inside and ca-
sually made my way towards Alfred’s room. I knew the exact
one, and I knew the exact layout as well. I would hide within a
closet, and from there I would use one of the oldest tricks I knew.
Concealment, without it I would’ve died within the first couple
of days in the wilderness.

I sneaked my way into Alfred’s room and hid myself in the
closet that I knew tobe there. I doubtedhewouldopen it, consid-
ering it was empty of anything and that anything that he would
want could bemore easily stored somewhere else.

Nowwasawaitinggame. I caughtmybreathingandslowed it
down to as lowapace as I could get it. Imentally commandedmy
muscles to relax, formymana to blend inwith the surroundings.
I couldn’t see anything, but I couldhearwhen steps aremadeand
whenAlfredwould be back. Alone in the closet all I had for com-
pany was my thoughts, but all they gave was worries over pos-
sible failures. What if he opened the closet door? Then I’d come
upwith an excuse. Worrying nowwould provideme no benefit.

After what felt like hours, to moments, to minutes, to what-
ever arbitrary amount of time I had heard the sound of the door
opening, and of it closing. And then the sound of walking, of
clothes being removed and laid down. But nothing that came
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closer to the closet. I kept my calm and focused my attention
away fromAlfred for a fewminutes, I needed to regainmy com-
posure. Calm down,my heart, it’ll be fine.

Now is the real waiting game. I had to wait until he slept. I
would stand here for hours if needed, and I had counted the sec-
onds to be absolutely sure. One hour, two hours, three. When
it neared four I began to open the closet door, slowly, carefully.
With delicate and light feet I moved out of the closet, letting my
eyes adjust to the darkness of the room.

A body was in the bed, laying sideways and away from me.
This is perfect. I waited for a couplemoreminutes after I left the
closet, just to be absolutely certain he hadn’t woken up. Then I
moved. Each step was planned. The floor was wooden, and to
make sure my feet didn’t stick to it when I walked I wore socks.
There were no creaks, something I had to thank my very light
weight for.

Fifteenminutespassedas Iwalked towardsAlfred. Iwasnext
to himnow. All I needed to dowas to touch his skin, not too gen-
tly as to be agitating, but not too firmas towake himup. Slowly I
moved my hand towards his exposed neck, the blond hair of his
head being apparent in the darkness of the room, and the pale
flesh of his skin being all themore so.

I touched him. He didn’t move. Perfect.
I felt for the mana within him, finding his spirit and care-

fully, very carefully, watching themovement of his entire struc-
ture. The breathing of his lungs as they fuel the fire of his body,
how the fire interacts with the entirety of his being and how the
earth within him constructs his bones. I knew what I had to do
now. I gatheredupasmuchmanaas I could onmyfingertip, con-
densing itwhennonemorecouldfit. EvenwhenIwasat the limit
of how much I could control in a single point I kept piling it up,
until it nearly overflowed and exploded out of my hand.

The amount of mana needed to enthrall a simple insect
wasn’t great, but the amount of mana to enthrall a rodent was.
I’ve never managed to enthrall anything bigger than a dog, and
the only reason I could cast the spell on the dog was purely be-
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cause of how loyal they are already. For a man I can’t imagine
how much mana it would require to successfully cast the spell,
but I was desperate. I needed this to work.

With unhindered and devoted care I formed the spell within
my finger and sent it slowly into Alfred. The point is to cover his
spirit within a thin layer of my own mana, and then from there
influence it into whatever actions I want him to commit, or not
to in this case. Interactwithnowomanaffectionately, no one but
me would be his desire. I needed him to abide by this, and I am
willing to sacrificemy life in trying to achieve this.

Was I being sane? No. I knew it. But never again do I want to
feel what I had felt yesterday.

The moment I had gotten the spell into Alfred was the mo-
ment that I was dragged into bed, the arm that was touching Al-
fred’s neck grabbed and almost torn off by the force of whatever
had grabbed and pulled me. It hurt. The entire right side of my
body felt like it hadbeenbashedby sticks. I couldn’t breathe, and
the only thing I was able to do was look at the ceiling in terror.
Was I caught? What happened? I’m scared.

A hand touched my face and a weight settled on my stom-
ach. It was heavy, and the hand strong, whoever had grabbed
me turned my face and made me make eye contact. In the dark
I could tell it was Alfred, his face calm and his eyes straight.
Any feelings of confusionor anger diedwithinme, replacedwith
stomach knotting and heart stopping horror. It wasn’t the pain
of his hands against my cheeks, his squeezing that felt like my
jawwouldbreak. Norwas it the still aching throbs that emanated
from my side. It was that calm look, as if it this was nothing to
him.

“I had thought you better than this. That was an enthrall-
ment spell, whatmade you think this would work?”

He didn’t let loose his hands, I couldn’t speak because of the
pressure. This had to be intentional on his part, so I stood silent
andwaited forhimtocontinue. I didn’t try to shakehishandsoff,
or shake or nodmy head in fear of himmistakingmymovement
for resistance.
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“Do you know what the penalties are for attempted enslave-
ment of man is? Do you?” His eyebrows knitted themselves
slightly, a barely perceptible change that one might’ve over-
looked. If that one wasn’t me, that is. I again waited for him to
continue, his pause adding dreadful tension tomy heart.

“It’s a death penalty.”
Fuck. Am I going to die today? Was I really going to die be-

cause of this? I might’ve missed mom, but I don’t want to visit
her in the afterlife so soon, and she wouldn’t be happy to know
the reason formy death.

“You had been acting strange since yesterday. Your insult
against the Princess was unforgivable, but still she forgave you.
She had treated you with nothing but kindness, and you had in-
sulted her virtue. And you come in here today, sneaking intomy
room, attempting to enthrall me?” Alfred squeezed his hand on
my jaw a little tighter, and now I could feel tears start to form in
my eyes both from the pain of his squeezing and the fear of his
judgement of me.

I had expected him to break my jaw, to crush it between his
fingers as if was a rotten stick. But he let go, the intense pres-
sure suddenlybeing lifted sendingnew, agonizing shocks of pain
throughout my body. I had forgotten to breath and his release
had remindedme of it.

“Why? What did I do wrong? Had I done you evil? I’ve
treated you with kindness, andmy teasing isn’t enough cause to
justify this. Tell me.”

I tried to catch my breathing, to try to form words, but I
couldn’t form anything in my mind. I was trapped by the idea
of being killed by Alfred, and the sudden realizations of the evil
I had tried to do on him. What was I doing? Why did I think this
would work? Am I retarded?

“Sorry,” was all I could say. I repeated it too many times
to count, through sobbing and slurred words I tried to make
amends. “Forgiveme, please, Alfred, please.”

A slap deafened my ears and sent my neck painfully to the
side. I couldn’t move my hands to touch my face, the entirety of
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it having become numb, and the taste of iron starting to well up
withinmymouth.

“Is that all? No justification? No reasons? Just sorry?” I
didn’t speak, bothout of beingunable to andout of fear of getting
hit again. I tried to move my neck but the muscles spasmed in-
stead, was it broken? At least I could feel everything from below
my neck, although ti was only pain. Alfred grabbed my cheeks,
gently this time, and moved it back into position and kept his
hand there.

“I-I-I,” don’t say sorry, “I don’t want, don’t, don’t leave me
alone, I don’t want you to leaveme alone.” I started to sob again.
Some part of me felt my conduct to be absolutely pathetic, and
that same part tried to reign inmy spasming emotions. “I didn’t
want you to leaveme, don’t hurt me anymore, please, Alfred.”

Alfred kept his stare on me. For what felt like hours but was
probably minutes, he watched my still crying face with an in-
tense focus on his face. Then hemoved his hand to my neck and
the pain I had felt from there vanished, although everything else
still hurt. He got offme and got off the bed as well, he started to
put on clotheswhile I still laid there, unwilling tomovebut keep-
ing all my attention on Alfred’s form. What was he doing?

“Get up.” I nodded and tried to use my right arm, but it
wouldn’tmove. So I shiftedmyself tomy left and crawled off the
bed, placing careful feet on the ground and standing up. I think
my armwas broken, or dislocated, or something. Howdid I even
get into that position? Alfredhadfinisheddressing at that point.
“Followme.” I nodded.

We left his room and began to walk towards the direction of
themain hallway. “Does anyone else know you were going to do
this?”

I don’t know. Coinnle might’ve been suspicious of me but I
don—

“Speak everything, don’t hide anything.” I nodded and
quickly started to speakmy thoughts.

“I don’t know, Coinnle looked a bit suspicious, bu—”
“Did you tell her?”
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“N-no.”
“Let me be clear. There’s a high chance you’ll be executed

tonight, a veryhigh chance itwouldbewithin thenext hour. An-
swer withme only the honest truth, understand?”

“Yes, Alfred.”
“Don’t speakmy name.”
I wanted to die, and it looks like I’ll be getting that soon any-

way. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please forgiveme, I won’t do it again, I
promise onmy life. But I couldn’t speak anymore,my throatwas
too dry andmymouth wouldn’t move even if I wanted it to.

We’ve arrived at the main hallway and went towards the
room of Coinnle instead of the Lord’s, or anyone else’s. Wewere
standing in front of the door to her strange hallway, within the
white room that served as a junction between the hallway and
herpersonal rooms. Alfredknockedon thedeepbrowndoor and
waited for her response, and I next to him with my head cast
down.

Footsteps could beheard, followedby the unlocking of a door
and then the turning of the knob. Coinnle’s smiling face was re-
vealed, a face that looked as if she was ready to console a friend
who had just done something stupid.

“Alfred! Nice to see you. HadEithne done something stupid?
Crawl into your bed? Try to—” she looked over to me, at the
face that I could feel tohavealreadybecomeswollenandbruised,
and her smile vanished and her expression turned to confusion,
anger, and then fear. “What did she do?”

“Attempt to enthrall me.” Alfred’s words were simple but it
cutme deeper than any other words had done before. I hungmy
face down and tried to cover my injuries and shame, but I could
still feel Coinnle’s gaze turn tome. What do I do? What did I do?
Whywas I so stupid?

I heard a sigh come fromCoinnle. “What are you planning to
do to her by bringing her here?”

“I want you to help me convince the Lord to not have her be
executed for her crimes.”

“I see. Do you knowwhy she attempted the enthrallment?”
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“No, she hasn’t said a specific reason. And I think she’s too
unstable to articulate her thoughts. Maywe come inside?”

I heard footsteps, and then felt a hand grab my own. I was
dragged inside into Coinnle’s room, the grip on my wrist not
strong but still firm, and positioned next to the bed. Alfred
placed a hand onmy shoulder and put pressure onme, as if try-
ing tomakemesit. He could’ve tossedmyon thebed like a sackof
rottingmeat ifhewanted, buthechose this. Evenafter Ihad tried
to enthrall him he still cared enough not to hurt me and even to
try to convince Coinnle to helpme not get executed.

But why can’t you just not tell the Lord? I had enough brav-
ery, or the stupidity, to speak without being asked.

“If you don’t wantme executed you could not turnme in?”
Alfred turned to me, his face neutral. Coinnle was sitting on

her chair and Alfred standing next to the bed frame. He nodded.
“I’m sworn to speak about any crimes I’ve witnessed. I do not
have to act against them, but I am forced to tell any local author-
ity about them and everything I know about the circumstance.”

Oaths are precious, I know that. I wonder what oaths Alfred
had sworn and what were the details, but that doesn’t matter
right now. I nodded. Tears began to work their way intomy eyes
again and I tried to clear them away, but it was a losing battle.

“Sowhat do youwantme to say? There’s very little I could do
or say that would win Papa’s favor, and it’s not like we can look
this over, either. Murder and enthrallment are sued against by
the state regardless of the victim or whether the victims want a
trial. The only thing you have is that it was a failed attempt, but
you’re a cultivator. And I knowyou’ve swornanoath to speak the
truth when asked to, so you can’t lie.”

Alfred didn’t answer for a while, instead looking off at the
wall in thought. Was this truly an inescapable situation for me?
Crying won’t fix it.

“Eithne told me you were suspicious of her. What do you
know about her possible motives?”

Coinnle nodded, glancing at me and then looking off into
space while answering. “I thought she had a crush on you. Now
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I realize a crush is a terrible understatement, an obsession or ex-
treme possessiveness would be more accurate. She did it out of
love rather thanmalicious intent, right, Eithne?”

I nodded. I didn’t want to hurt him, I didn’t want him to hurt
me either. Was it love? I don’t know, but I needed him to only
look at me. Coinnle continued to speak her thoughts, “Then we
canworkwith that. This isn’t the first case of a lover, or twomu-
tual lovers, enchanting each other with a slave spell. Especially
when it’s mutual is the death penalty not given, and instead the
two let to their own business. But this wasn’t mutual.”

“Iwant to convince the Lord into givingher afine rather than
the penalty. I think there’s enough justification to allow that le-
nience.”

“It’s aminimumoffivehundredgold, youknow. That’s a life-
time of debt, and then some, for most.”

“We’ll work it out.”
“She was better off trying to rape you.” Coinnle looked at me

for that one. “Although that’s at an extreme end. I had expected
her to try to crawl into your bed or give you a kiss goodnight. You
disappoint me, Eithne. Be thankful for Alfred’s forgiveness.”

I nodded.
“Are you going to keep her this injured? Her arm looks bro-

ken, and she might be missing a tooth or three.” Coinnle asked,
and Alfred shook her head.

“Even without the death penalty she must learn to never do
that again. What she got offwith was lenient.”

I stood silent throughout the entirety of their exchange. I
stayed in bed, feeling every awkward moment of silence as nei-
ther of them spoke. Alfred let out a sigh, and Coinnle closed her
eyes. “Let’s go, then.” Coinnle spoke, getting off her chair. Alfred
silently nodded and I got up as well.

We walked in silence towards the Lord’s room. Was he
asleep? Do Lords sleep? There’s barely any reliable information
about their capabilities. And now that I think about it, don’t cul-
tivators barely need any sleep? I had stayed by Alfred waiting
for the opportunity to catch himwhile hewas asleep, but had he
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been settingmeup the entire time? Howdidheknow Iwould try
to do something to him tonight?

In front of the Lord’s door we waited, Alfred taking up the
initiative and knocking. Just like last time, wewaited for a while
before a voice as if coming from the door itself told us to come in.
Alfred turned the knob andweallwalked in onebyone, I coming
after Alfred and Coinnle afterme.

The Lordwas at his desk, as hewas last time, but this time he
hadhis face turned to us. Could his chair rotate in place? It looks
like it.

“I’ve heard from the guards. Tellmewhat happened, Alfred.”
There are guards around? Where? And when did they see us?
Howmuch do they know?

“MyApprentice Eithne tried to enslaveme, my Lord.”
“And why is she still alive? You have the ability to enact jus-

tice against her for her crimes as a veteran soldier of our city.”
“I wanted to hold her trial, for a chance of a more forgiving

punishment.”
The Lord put his hand on his chin and rested his elbow

against his armchair. “Tell me everything, then. One by one. Al-
fred.”

“Yes, Lord, thank you for your graciousness. May I start by
what happened this afternoon?” The Lord nodded. “Very well.
Coinnle had toldme she had showedEithnewheremy roomwas
located earlier today, and my suspicion for what she might’ve
been planning had started then. I didn’t know what she would
do, whether it would be innocent or more mischievous, but re-
gardless I would go to my bedroom and pretend to sleep for her
sake.

”Tonight, I had walked into my room as planned, feeling the
presence of Eithne within the closet. I ignored it and went to
bed, pretending to sleep for five hours. She had spent the en-
tire time within that closet, save for a single hour when she had
slowlymoved closer besideme. I had only begun tomovewhen I
noticed a spell being inserted intome, and I immediately recog-
nized it for its similarity to the forbidden enslavement spell. She
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hadn’t learned it from anyone, by her words, as it was a natural
instinctive spell

“I grabbed her arm and threw her onto the bed, breaking it
in the process. Words were exchanged, but those words I think
would be better said by her. After considering her possible mo-
tives I had decided she was being dumb rather than malicious,
and had decided to speak to your daughter for help. We are here
now after all this.”

“Very well. Coinnle.”
“Yes, papa. Alfred’s words are true, of course. Eithne had

asked me if I knew where Alfred’s room was, and I had brought
her there, and while on a walk outside I had spotted Alfred and
made to greet him. I told him of that fact. Besides this, I hadmy
own suspicion ofwhat Eithnewas doing, but I didn’t knowwhat.
Later today, after Eithne had asked to go to bed and after a few
hours of studying, I had been asked by Alfred, Eithne in tow, for
help. I too believe her motives to be foolish. She is a love-struck
and impulsivegirl, papa, but she isnotmalicious. Heractionsare
unforgivable, but Alfred had forgiven them regardless. Please,
as a personal request I will ask you to consider giving her a fine
and any other punishment other than death.”

“Considered. Eithne.”
What do I say? Why hadn’t they mentioned what I had said

and done to Coinnle either? When I called her a nymph? Were
they under no obligation to speak that, since I hadn’t done a
crime? No, stay on topic. “Uh, um…Lord—”

“Is she soundofmind?” TheLordcutmeoff, lookingatAlfred
instead of me. Alfred nodded in affirmation.

“She’s in considerable pain but otherwise, if she knewbetter,
she had enough time to consider her words.”

“Continue, then. Swear an oath you will speak the truth.”
“I swearbymy life andmysoul that Iwill speakonly the truth

on this matter, Lord.” The Lord nodded. It was a grave commit-
ment to swear this oath, considering the consequence of losing a
part ofmy soul if I had lied even accidentally. “I believe both Si—
, er,Master Alfred’s and Princess Coinnle’s words to be accurate.
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I, I, I’m an idiot, out of impulse I had tried to enslave Alfred, I
didn’t mean to hurt him. I didn’t think it would go like this. I
had seen how Alfred interacted with Coinnle, and I grew bitter
and resentful over her taking his attention away.

“Please, I’ll never do it again. I swear on it, I will never try to
enslave another person again. I am sorry, so very sorry.”

“Did she speak these words to you when you had caught her,
Alfred?”

“No. She had said sorry and forgiveme, but it wasmostly in-
coherent whispers and ramblings.”

“Thankyoufor leaving itout then. Verywell. Radanta, getme
awhip.” Who? Everyonestayed in silence forawhile,waiting for
somethingor someonegoingby thenameRadanta. Andawhip?
Was I going to get whipped?

The door opened and a blond haired womanwalked into the
room, carrying in her hand a brown, long whip. She wore not
the clothes of a lady but the clothes of a man, except both her
trousers and her tunic hugged her closer than most clothes do.
“My Lord, the whip.” She said after she walked past us and near
him, kneeling down and presenting the whip to him as if in
prayer.

“I do not need it. Eithne, take two steps forward and take off
your dress and kneel.” Oh. I nodded and attempted to take off
my dress, the long sleeves of my clothes sending convulsions of
pain against me every time my right arm was tugged by it. No
one helped as I didmy best to take it all off, and I eventually suc-
ceeded after painful long minutes. With the dress off, and my
breasts plain to see, I covered them with the only arm that was
usable and knelt.

“Radanta, whip her. Don’t kill her, treat her as a commoner.”
“Understood, my Lord. How many times?” Radanta stood

by my side and unfurled the whip. It wasn’t long, but it was
long enough to hurt even without much effort on her part. And
I’m absolutely sure she’s a cultivator, she could kill mewith that
whip if she wanted to.
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“An hundred.” That’s a big number. “If she lets a sound out of
hermouth, kill her on the spot.”

Oh. I looked at the Lord, but he didn’t pay attention to me.
Pleading wouldn’t work, and I was too afraid to speak anyway.
Looks like this will be hell. But Alfred spoke up in my stead,
Coinnle looking at mewith worry in her eyes.

“My Lord, forgive my imprudence, but a hundred lashes,
without any healing, would kill her.”

“If shedies then shedies. Myverdict is this: If she can survive
she may live, and be made to pay the fine. If she were to utter a
sound, she will die. If she dies while being whipped, then that’s
it. Iwill throwher in thedungeons for threedays and twonights,
if she survives without treatment then she will be free to go, al-
though the finemust be paid.”

“Lord, let me take the lashes in her place.”
“Denied. Radanta, strike her back evenly. Begin.”
“Yes, my Lord.”
Radanta raised her whip, the sight of her only barely within

the corner of my eye, and almost casually sent it down onto my
back. Thenextmoment, all I could feelwaswhitehot pain shoot-
ing across my back, feeling as if a fire had taken hold of me. It
took everything I had not to yell, or scream, or plead. Then an-
otherwhip came in quick succession. And then another, and an-
other, each one burningwithinme greater and greater depths of
pain, until mymind no longerworked, and only on bare instinct
did I keepmymouth closed andmy tongue held.

It felt like an eternity. My sense of timehad lostmeaning,my
entireworld compressing itself into thewhip,myshame, andmy
foolishness.

“Eightymore.”
By the divine please have mercy on me. Should I speak? I

can’t bear thepain, I couldn’t feelmybackormy limbs, all I could
feelwas anauseating,world defying agony that didn’t abate. The
wooden flooring was all I could see now, and I cursed myself for
having kept my consciousness for so long. But then, even my
thoughts no longer came, and the only one that had stayed was
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to not move, to not speak, not make a sound. Stay still. Do not
move.

And after what felt like years of pain, I felt a hand touch my
left, dragging my vision away from the floor and towards the
room in general. But I could no longer focus my sight, and ev-
erything feltwobbly anddistorted. Wherewas I?Whathadhap-
pened?

“Mom? Alfred?” I heard words, and they sounded like my
own. Haggard, distant, and quiet, butmyown. Oh. I had spoken.
I didn’t mean to.

“N-no, I didn’t mean to speak, I’m sorry, Alfred, Alfred,” I
tried to move but whatever held a grip on me was too tight. I
moved my neck, the only thing that seemed to work, and in a
blur I had spotted the grim face of Coinnle and the bored face of
the Lord. Radanta was still there, curling her bloody whip. But
I couldn’t find Alfred. I looked at the hand that was holding me,
my feet still to wobbly to support myself, and traced it to wher-
ever the person whowas holdingmewas.

Alfred was there, his eyes sad and his lips thinned. Was he
the one who would kill me? “Alfred, please, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,
I won’t do it again. Please forgive me.” I tried to hold on to him,
to get closer to him in ahug, but thewayheheldmewas too awk-
ward. He was behindme, and I had to look up in order to look at
his face. So I pressedmy body against him so as to imitate a hug,
a show of affection. I ignored the mind numbing pain that once
again emanated frommy back as I pressed it against him, trying
to snuggle against himwithmy head.

“Eithne, calm down. It’s alright, I forgive you. It’s fine.” Al-
fred whispered, cupping his hand under my chin and stroking
it. I never felt such relief in my life over anything, the sensation
of being forgiven running through me like a tsunami of bliss. I
would’ve fell down on the floor in relaxation if it weren’t for Al-
fred still holdingme up.

He turned to the Lord and began to speak. “One hundred
lashes, a five hundred gold fine. She will die you threw her in
the dungeon, my Lord. Please, reconsider.”
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“Rejected.”
“Papa, as a favor Iwould ask that you’d not throwher into the

dungeon.”
Everyone’s eyes, even Radanta’s, moved towards Coinnle as

shewalked forward and closer to her father. She didn’tmove far,
just a couple of steps.

“That’s a bribery, I have sworn not to let personalmatters get
in the way of my legal judgements.”

“It’s a request, and a show of my sincerity. Look at the girl,
papa, she’s a miserable wreck. She may have done something
unforgivable, but to indirectly kill her through torture and soli-
tude rather than through cutting off her head is an immoral act.
It’s not fair, if you had wanted her to have a chance to live then
thewhipwas enough of a show. To put her through another trial
is a terrible show of cruelty.”

The Lord didn’t answer immediately, instead looking at
Coinnle as he began to think. He looked to havemade a decision,
and I guess it would decidemy life or death.

“You’re right. Alfred, heal the girl of the wounds you had
inflicted on her, but leave the lashes on her. Coinnle, since
you have been the one to make the suggestion, you’re in charge
of taking care of the girl. And, I’ll remember the favor you
promised.”

Coinnle nodded, a bit of a shake appearing in her hands.
Or was there? Honestly, I was barely paying attention now.
The pain on my hands began to rapidly disappear, and my face
started to not feel so swollen. Thenmyworld became dark.
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XI
Have I finally reached heaven?

Day 134
The sensation of something cold and blissful ran through my
back. The feeling of gently warm air, and the of a slightly stiff
neck. My headwas on something soft and delicate, andmy body
on something that I had laid on before. I openedmy eyes slowly,
groggily, and saw the sight of a reddresswithblack laces. A sheet
was underme, it a purewhite, and a pillowwas onmyhead. Was
I awake? Was I alive? I already knew the afterlife was probably
very white.

Or, rather, the fake one.
“Good morning, Eithne. Good to say you awake.” A girly

voicewas the first that I heard speak. Ah. The owner of the dress
was Coinnle. I was alive. And with that knowledge came the
memories of the previous day.

I exploded out of bed, or tried to, but another explosion of
pain erupted frommyback and IWas forced to stay still, breath-
ing heavily. Tears were beginning to form around my eyes, and
terror wrapped its ugly claws around my throat. I whimpered,
both from the pain and from the memories. Alfred? Where’s
Alfred?

“Eithne.” A soft hand touched my cheek, and Coinnle’s face
came into view. Her eyes, which reminded me too much of her
father’s, almost brokeme. But I knew itwas not the Lord, but the
little girlwhohad treatedmetookindly. Astrange feelingofboth
comfort and fearwashedoverme, but afterCoinnle continued to
stare, strokingmyhair now, shushingmequietly I began to calm
down. “It’s alright now. You’re fine, everything is over, Eithne.”

I held on to her hand as I let he stroke my hair. Eventually

133



she gave me another hand andmoved to lay in the bed with me,
seeing as I refused to let her go. She continued to strokemy hair
while I held her hand. I don’t know how long this lasted, but
eventually she stopped stroking and I let her get back up and off
the bed.

“Where’s Alfred?” I asked.
“He’s somewhere. He’s almost donedeliveringhis dolls tohis

clients, he should arrive by the afternoon.”
“How long was I out for?”
“A day. It’s morning now, so all of yesterday.”
That wasn’t as long as I thought it was. I nodded and tried to

movemy neck so that it wasn’t in such a cramping spot.
“How bad is it?”
“How bad is what? The lash marks? Those will heal in

a month, tops. Once your body has fully adjusted to the first
immortal step it’ll be healed in a couple of days. The mental
wounds? Those aren’t going anywhere for a couple of years, to
decades.”

“The wounds, but thank you for the other part.”
Coinnle smiled and got another dab of a white substance on

her finger and started to spread it onmy back. Ah. This was that
blissful sensation I was feeling whenwaking up.

“What, what is that?”
“A lotion tohelpstop infections.” Thatwouldmakesense. Not

why it was so soothing, but why she was applying it.
The following days were spent recuperating from my

wounds, being taught how to read and subsequently write once
I gotten good enough at the reading part, in my language. I
stayed for a month as Coinnle predicted, and departed sadly
from Coinnle’s company on the thirtieth day, Alfred accom-
panying me back to our home. He didn’t mention the incident
throughout the entire time.
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Day 164
The trip back home was much less tiring than the trip before.
Two things aided this development, the first was the lack of hav-
ing to carry massive backpacks on my back. The second was the
fact that the enchantmentwithinmy body has taken fully effect,
andwith its boost in both strength in vitality Iwas back in shape
from the injuries I had sustained within days. There was still
scarring, but even thatwould start to disappear in a couplemore
days.

Right now we were about halfway there, going much faster
thanwe had last time. Wewere running, and I was trying to test
out just how fast I could runwithout getting tired. I could sprint
full tilt for a couple of minutes, perhaps much longer if I really
wantedmyself to, but Iwould get tired just as anynormal person
would. Alfred, on the other hand, never looked tired no matter
how fast nor how long I went for.

He was still much stronger than I was, and his element was
wind. He was made to be fast, made to outlast me, made to be
more nimble as well. If I were cultivator myself the only thing
I’d had over him would be my strength and healing ability, both
things much more useful in combat than what he offered. But I
wasn’t a cultivator, and was half as strong as what my element
might’ve allowed for.

But I got tired of running, and I really wanted to spend some
time talking to Alfred. It has been a month since we’ve been
alone,Coinnlehadalwaysbeenwithmewhenever I lefttheroom
to meet Alfred. Perhaps she didn’t trust me. That was fair, even
if the lack of trust hurt.

“Sorry that we had to spend an entire month in the city, Al-
fred. I know I’m repeating myself, but truly I am. I won’t make
the samemistake again.”

Alfred didn’t turn to me as I spoke. He had grown slightly
more colder to my presence, the worst part of the experience so
far. Buthewould still talk, and still teaseme, so itwasfine for the
most part. Alfred shook his head. “I had more opportunities to
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meet with new customers, and it was an excuse to have me out-
side of my own house for a bit longer. You’re fine.”

I didn’t respond to that. But I did want to continue speaking,
so Iwrackedmybrain for a different conversation topic. Coinnle
had lookedvisibly shakenupat onepoint,wanting to stick closer
to amaid that shewas particularly fond of. She’d spend the final
half of my stay sleeping with her rather than me, a very sudden
change from her usual affectionate and gentle demeanor. I tried
to comfort her, but nothing I said could get through. She’d give
me lessons still, butwould spendmost of her timewith themaid.

I’m pretty sure the maid was a búraló, a wolf girl, as well.
What was their story?

“Do you have any idea why Coinnle started to grow distant
withme during the third or so week, Alfred?”

He looked atme this time, an expression too complicated for
me to understand. He breathed out a long breath through his
nose. “Remember that favor she had promised to the Lord? Ex-
plicitly it might look like it didn’t mean much. But implicitly,
it meant she was willing to undergomore bodily enchantments.
Those are excruciating, I had some done on myself while I was
in the military. It’s mandatory, but I only needed two. She has
muchmore than two, and she will get much throughout her life.
By giving her father a favor, shewas saying shewaswilling to go
through that torture in exchange for your life.”

Oh.
“And the Lord had made well on that favor, and she had ten

more enchantments done on her. For ten days she was made to
go through it, each morning one carved into her skin. You no-
ticed her abscence in the dining room, that was the precise rea-
son. As was usual, she would recluse herself with her favorite
maid, Seirbhí, until she could get herself mentally stable once
again.”

Oh.
“I can promise you she had suffered hundreds times worse

thanwhat youwent throughwith thewhips. She had saved your
life.”
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I wanted to back and thank her, to grovel on the ground and
kiss her feet.

“Why?” The only question that made sense, why would
Coinnle go out of her way to suffer through that for my sake?

“You’re an ainmhithe, just like Seirbhí. She might’ve done
the same for anyone else, but especially because of your racial
traits she helped you. She finds your kind fascinating.”

Eh? Just because of that she’d suffer through enchantments?
That sort of messes with these feelings of gratitude welling up
in my chest. Regardless of her motivations, suffering through
an agony that Alfred has described for my sake is worthy of my
reverence. I nodded, not knowing what else to say. How about
the final thing onmymind?

“What about the fine? Howwill I be able to pay that back?”
“I already paid it off.”
“Huh?” Every other word Alfred is telling me is making me

more and more confused. I had tried to enslave him, albeit I
never meant to harm him, and he was willing to pay the fine for
it himself? “Whywould you do that?”

“It was either that or have you become an indentured slave.”
“Wait, if enslaving someone is worthy of the death sentence,

why would indentured slavery be alright?” This entire scenario
is starting tomake less and less sense as conversation continues.

“The difference between an enslavement spell and voluntar-
ily making yourself into one, without a spell being cast, is mas-
sive enough to warrant them two different concept entirely. If
one truly didn’twant to be a slave, either because the burdenwas
too much or because it was involuntary, then he could kill him-
self. It’s within his right to.”

“What’s so different about driving someone to suicide
through slavery and enslaving him through a spell?” Anger
started to well up inmy chest. This doesn’t make sense.

“The spell removes free will, he is no longer in control over
even himself. A slavemade through naturalmeans has free will,
and death is only the removal of this physical form. Hewill rein-
carnate again.”
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“That’s flimsy reasoning and you know it.”
“Voluntary slavery is another way of paying off debts, is the

final say of the matter. Involuntary slavery is still up for ethical
consideration, but fornowit isn’t illegal. To return to theoriginal
topic, Ihavepaidoffyourdebts inyourplace. I fully expectyou to
paymebacknot throughmonetarymeans, but inyourcontinued
service. Having a magician with greater innate talent than I in
enchantments is priceless, five hundred gold is nothing forme.”

“But it would’ve been free if not for what I did. This amount
of forgiveness onlymakesme feel worse.”

Alfred didn’t answer that, instead continuing to walk. This
time I truly did run out of things to say, so the entire trip back
home remained silent save forwhen something important came
up, like needing to rest or having to do other natural business.
Both comingonly fromme, unfortunately. Alfredwasbeginning
to feel more like amachine than a human, something that could
outlast andoutpowermewithoutmissing a step. Howcanaman
be so unnaturally dedicated?

I kept my distance from Alfred both of respect and fear.
Whether I had truly lovedAlfred I couldn’t discern anymore,my
feelings of wanting to have him are still there. But is that love? I
had not given up on making him mine, although I had given up
on forcing it through such forcefulmeans. Was there something
wrong withme?

Day 165
Wehad arrived back home, the familiar feeling and smells com-
ing back to me in these moments. It had been just as we had left
it, nothing had moved and nothing looked to have been stolen.
I was back home, or the closest thing I could call home, but the
feeling of not knowing what to do nowwas starting to take over
me. Previously I would be taught some magic and literature by
Coinnle, but now that there no longer was a schedule to follow, I
had nothing to do.
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Alfred, on theotherhand, looked likeheknewpreciselywhat
to do. He placed everything we had bought in the city, mostly
foodstuffs and some amount of materials that Alfred couldn’t
source locally, where they should’ve been, and went straight to
his workshop to begin doll making once again. Not knowing
what to do, I followed him throughout. He didn’t mind, and I’m
not sure he noticed.

Once he had seated himself inside hisworkshop, and I onmy
own side of the workshop, I saw him begin to prepare another
doll.

“What am I going to do?”
Alfred, for once, noticedmy presence with a glance. He nod-

ded. “Draw, paint, try your own hand at making dolls. If you
need advice then ask, I don’t mind teaching you anything. You
are an apprentice of a doll maker, it would be unsightly for you
to bewithout any education in art. At night Iwill be teaching you
the basics of mymagic, now that you’ve completed the first step
I’m obligated to.”

Then I’ll have a lot of free time from now on, it sounds like.
“What do you suggest I practice first? Art wise.”

“Good question. Drawing with charcoal. Wait a moment, I’ll
get all the supplies. You’ll be surprised by the amount of supplies
I have for these things. I’ll also teach you the basics of how to
draw.”

Nice. I could have the attention of Alfred for a couple more
hours, it sounds like.

Day 175
Tendayshadpassed sincewe’ve both gottenhome,mydayshave
been spent being taught by Alfred both in the craft of art and
in the craft of magic. I had aptitude for magic and I soaked up
information like a sponge there, but for art it was a much more
difficult beast. I didn’t have the dexterity or the sense of how to
draw anything, and all my sketches looked wonky and dispro-
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portionate. Alfred never seemed to care about how bad it really
was, but hewould always tellmewhen I got better at something,
and would scoldmewhen I keep repeating the samemistake.

The days went on, and I still sucked at drawing. But when it
came toenchantments Iwasonpace tobecominguseful toAlfred
within a year, maybe less. I’m starting to realize that I’m both a
massive time investment for Alfred and a massive money sink
as well, although I’d stopped eating the steakmonths back I still
remember howmuch he had spent just ot feedme a singlemeal.
Nowmy diet consists ofmostly vegetables, since I no longer had
asmuch a need to eat as before. This internal body enchantment
is awfully convenient.

Another benefit of the enchantment was that my body was
no longer as flabby. It wasn’t that I was fat, on the contrary,
but I never looked all that impressive. I still don’t, but at least
now muscle was apparent on my frame. My strength was also
increased to ridiculous levels, but Alfred could still murder me
without much effort. I had tried to wrestle him in a sparring
match once, but he had both experience, strength, and muscle
mass on me. Being reminded of how much power this man has
wells up a different sort of feeling in me, a mixture of envy and
that possessiveness. I don’t know what to make of it, but I don’t
dislike it.

I wasn’t optimized for fighting physically, anyway. I’m not
a cultivator, I’m a magician, although I don’t know any battle
spells.

When Alfred wasn’t helping me he was preparing a single
doll for an experiment of his. Hehadgainedboth enoughknowl-
edge, knowledgegiven tohimby thevery faerie thathehadmade
a doll of, and the ability through the form of my presence. Ac-
cording to the faerie he couldn’t do what he wanted to and had
to rely on a magician, and a magician I was. I’m certain that
had influenced his decision onwhether or not to pay formy fine
himself. But whyme? He could’ve gotten anymagician, any ap-
prentice, as easily as he couldwalk through villages and askwho
would want to work for him.
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It’s not worthwhile to wonder these thoughts. Alfred had
saved me and I happened to be a magician that he could teach,
that was enough forme.
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XII
Hard earned Life?

Day 184
Iwanted to create something forCoinnle in gratitudeofwhat she
had done for me. Out of everyone I could say she was the one
that I had to go out of myway to pay respects to, as working and
learningwas enough to satisfyAlfred’swants, and I owedno one
else but Alfred and Coinnle. But I’m not a skilled craftsmen, and
a mere month wouldn’t be enough to create a gift good enough
for what she deserved. This is going to take years, I could feel.

Day 207
My life has thoroughly entered into the routines of learning
magic, drawing, and enchanting the occasional thing thatAlfred
wanted me to enchant. He had completed everything he could
complete on the doll and he needed me to become good enough
of an enchanter todo thework that he couldn’t. Sohehad started
todevote the entiretyofhis time in teachingme, and I to learning
and practicing with him.

We would go on walks everyday, since the weather had al-
lowed it. It was reaching the tail end of summer and it was get-
ting close to time to prepare for winter, with all the things that
entails. Well, for us, it’s getting enough food to survive and that’s
about it. And that wasn’t a difficult task since Alfred rarely ate
and I only needed vegetables and the occasional slice of meat to
live. Things weren’t all that difficult.

But I had other things on my mind as well. My relationship
with Alfred hadn’t moved at all, although he had grown to be as
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warm with me as he had been originally, I was still just an ap-
prentice to him. He never made advancements, never hinted at
there ever going to be anything between us. Did he have no in-
terest in women? Imight be young, or laughably young if I were
to compare myself to his age, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t eye
catching. At least I thought I was good looking.

I’ll add in a little more skinship and see how things develop.
I have very little ideas of what else to do here. He had no bed for
me to sneak into, he never slept as far as I could see. He told me
he took a single nap every night, but I never caught him doing
it. My own sleeping time had decreased into a laughably small
amount of time, so it’s likely he needed to sleep less than even I.

He’d push my lips away whenever I tried to give him a kiss
on the cheek as well. He knows that I have something that could
be called a crush, after all. He’d splash me with slushy ice water
that he conjured upwhenever I tried to exposemynaked body to
him, so he’s definitely caught on tomy advances.

My experiece with Coinnle told me I couldn’t let Alfred be
taken by anyone else. He had to be mine. If I had to jump start
the romancemyself then I will.

Day 256
My attempts have escalated. Not in severity but in their fre-
quency, it’s become a game of howmuch I could do without get-
ting scolded. So far, hugging Alfred was about the greatest level
of intimacy I could achieve without him complaining about my
over affection. I could kiss him on the cheek when something
good happened, like I managed to complete an enchantment he
had wanted to be complete successfully. He wouldn’t complain
muchwhen I did that then.

But this is slow. I don’t know how fast relationships should
develop, but it felt as if everyday I couldn’t get him to accept my
love was a day closer to losing him forever. A part of me under-
stood that this was irrational, he had stayed with me even after

143



I had tried to enslave him, and perhaps for most that would be
enough of a sign that he wouldn’t leave. But I needed it to be
more, I don’t simply want his presence. I wanted his assurance
that he would look only at me when he thinks of love, and think
only of mewhen he thinks of beauty.

He can have his dolls, I don’t mind if he likes to create them.
Butwhen it comes to real relationships, hemustn’t betrayorhurt
me. But I amstumpedon else I can showmyaffection, he doesn’t
allowanythingphysical. Somyonlyoption left is throughverbal
communication. I have to think about the right words, then.

Today we were out on our walk, the summer sun reigning in
terror over the world in its terrible heat, if not for the canopy of
leaves that were raised over our heads we wouldn’t have been
willing to leave the house. Still, it was hot, and Alfred had ex-
plained tome that the sole purpose of the detachable skirtwas so
I could shorten it in these hottermonths. I didn’t know that, and
had instead thought they were part of the set, non-negotiable.
Stupidme.

Alfred was teaching me basic natural magic, something that
didn’t require nature to learn. It’s called natural because it was
one of the first magics to be developed, and thus was deemed a
natural formofmagic. But for now Iwould like to ignore all that.
Iwas sitting ona tree trunkwithin ameadownext toAlfred,who
was showingme thebasicmana forms thatmost spells relyon. It
was a nice view, andwas the best thing to a romantic setting that
I could call for. The grass was green and vibrant, the sun sky not
entirelywithout cloudsbut I prefer thatway. Theflowersweren’t
blooming, but there were some weeds that gave some color, as
long as you didn’t mind the fact that they were weeds it worked
fine.

“Alfred,” I interrupted him while he was in the middle of his
speech. He turned to me, probably expecting a question. But
when he saw my face, he made a face that felt as if he already
knewwhat I was going to talk about.

“Yes, Eithne?”
“What do you think aboutme?”
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Alfred sighed and stopped projecting the mana form, turn-
ing to me and sitting on the same log I was sitting on. He looked
at me, a tired look, all his enthusiasm suddenly leaving him the
moment I asked the question.

“You’re a smart, although incredibly impulsive, girl whom I
am themaster of.”

“Is that all?” I scooted over a slight bit to get closer to Alfred,
but hemoved back in response.

“Way too possessive, and dangerously aggressive for any
proper lady to be.”

I knittedmy eyebrows at that. What’s wrongwith being a bit
possessive? Andwhat’s aboutbeingupfrontaboutmyaffection?
I admit that what I had tried to do with Alfred was wrong, but
this time if he does what I want it’ll be out of his own free will,
although I’ll also admit I had tempted him to do it. It’s not ma-
nipulation beyond showing him that I’mwilling to offermyself.

I breathed in to get my calm back, I’m not going to let way-
ward emotions get the better of me. “Well, Alfred, I person-
ally think you’re a handsome, intelligent, experienced, and kind
man. I wouldn’t mind living the rest of my life with you, at all. I
want to become someone special to you.”

“You’re barely seventeen years old, Eithne. Give it a couple
years more thought. And, you are special to me. I did think the
divine had guided me to you, in order to save you and bring you
back to good health. And you’ve proven yourself more than an
asset for my studies.”

“I’ve barely done anything. And I want to be more than just
some girl you’ve found in the middle of a snowstorm who hap-
pens to have a talent in magic. Alfred, I’ve known you for eight
and ahalfmonthsnow, I don’t think this ismebeing a young and
inexperienced dumb girl. Please take my advances seriously.”
I moved closer to Alfred rapidly, and this time he didn’t move
back. I was sitting right next to him, our thighs touching at this
point.

“You’re too young.”
“It doesn’t have to be physical.”
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“Eithne, I don’t dislike you. You may got on my nerves, but I
sometimes get your nerves too, although I haven’t been getting
much opportunities to do that with you. You may feel like you
loveme, but trustme, all I care about aremy dolls. There’s noth-
ing else in this world thatmatters tome. Find someone else, you
won—”

Without thinking I kissed himmid speech, a tiny peck on his
lips. It felt exhilarating, taking him by surprise and finally be-
ing able to touch his lips with mine. I tried to do it again, but
Alfred grabbed my shoulder, so I moved and got up in order to
bringmore strength tomy advancements, but Alfred pushedme
away, hard and painfully. Not hard enough to send me flying,
but enough to get me to land onmy back.

Alfred had gotten red in the face, wiping his lips with his
forearm and clenching his other fist tightly against his trousers.
He took his hand off his mouth and stared at me, his eyes knit-
ted together, his face still red. I wasn’t sure if it was from anger
or from embarrassment, but I don’t think faces can get that red
through either.

Landingonmybackwasn’t at all painful, andalthough I truly
instead landed on my butt that wasn’t in pain either. But I had
gottenback intomysenses, comprehendingwhat Ihad justdone.
I had already done it, I had to continue on. Double down on my
stupidity. “You’ve made me happy already, Alfred. I know what
I’m gettingmyself into. Please, reconsider.”

Alfred looked at him for solid seconds. He got up and started
to walk away, into the forest rather than the direction of the
house. I didn’t want him to leave, he couldn’t, he needed to an-
swer me. I got up and began to sprint, barely a second lasting
before I impacted him and drove both of us into the groundwith
a tackle, doing something I couldn’t do while wrestling Alfred. I
drove him into the ground, andhemanaged to roll onto his back,
me staying on top.

Our faces were close, my breathing had grown heavier. His
body had felt like a stone, it must’ve hurt memuchmore than it
hurt him. He didn’t look pleased, but he didn’t move. My hands
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were onhis chest, andmy face abovehis, although a fair distance
away. I waited for my breathing to slow before I spoke, the only
words I could speak at this point. What could make Alfred be
convinced that my love, I’ll admit it could be called love, wasn’t
just a passing fancy?

“Don’t say anything you’ll grow to regret.” Alfred spoke from
under me, looking deep into my eyes while I laid on top of him.
I didn’t respond, I kept my eyes on him and said nothing. My
breathing wouldn’t abate, andmy cheeks felt as if on fire.

“I loveyou. Please considermeasapotentialpartner, for life.”
“Get off.”
“Alfred!”
“Let me consider your words. Get off.” A flutter developed

from my chest, and I nodded, moving off of Alfred. If he really
wanted me to get off he could’ve stood up, disregarding my pa-
thetic weight. Alfred wiped his clothes off of dirt and continued
into the forest. I didn’t ask himwhere he was going, I held com-
plete trust in hisword of consideringmywords. He’ll comeback.
I know it.

And he did, after a couple of minutes, a thin stick in hand. I
was confused what he was going to do with it, but I didn’t ques-
tion it either. I got up and went towards him as well, he didn’t
seem to mind that either. We stood in front of each other, look-
ing into each other’s eyes. My tail was pointing straight up, and
my ears were perked up. I knew there was a smile on my face.
But not for long.

In something faster than a flash, a moment where there was
once the calm face of Alfred, the next I felt searing pain painted
acrossmy left arm. I flinched and looked at what had happened,
my sleeves were broken and blood had started to soak the deep
black cloth into a red color, the blood glistening under the gaze
of the sun. Another strip of brain screeching pain, this time on
my right arm. I tried to look at that as well, but before I could an
impact hit my right cheek and I was forced to look at the face of
Alfred, the stick he held in his hand and pressured onmy face.
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What? Why? Terrorgraspedatmythroatand tookmyknees,
I tried to step away from the whip that was in hand. He let me
take a step, but then he hit me across the stomach, tearing an-
other patch of cloth and sending me to the ground onmy knees.
Not again. I don’t want to feel the whips again.

“Please,” was all I could say before Alfred hit me onmy back,
the feeling was worse than what I had been forced to deal with
in the castle. Radanta must’ve been holding back, because the
amount of pain each strike of his stick providedwasmuchworse
than what Radanta had given me. I cowered, unwilling and in-
capable of moving against Alfred. I wanted him to stop, please.

“Alfred, stop.”
“I have.” And so he had. He hadn’t struck me again, but my

shivering and panic didn’t leave me. I looked up at Alfred in a
slow turning of my head, too afraid of moving fast enough to be
considered a threat.

“What did I do?”
“I’ll give you two options. Withstandmy blows, and youmay

stay here, with me. You’re afraid of the whips, right? I may be
forgiving, but even I have my limits. I will make what you had
felt by that woman seem like a pleasant memory, if you choose
to stay by my side. The second option is to move into the city
and only contact me when I need you to enchant something for
me. There will be no further relationship than that. Youwill live
longer than I, so eventually I will stop visiting you. Assume that
I had died of old age.

“What do you choose?”
The answer is obvious. “Stay.”
“Very well.”
And thus the strikes continued. I stayed, I didn’t move from

the spot, and I waited for Alfred to stop. The pain was bearable
in comparison to the thought of having to leaveAlfred. Whywas
I so obsessed over this? The thought did reach my mind, but I
ignored it. I was too far into this to give up now, and Alfred was
kind enough of aman to not beat me beyond normal reason.
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But he didn’t stop. And it no longer became normal, once I
felt the pain of a bone being broken, then in the next moment a
kick to my stomach. I almost lost conscious at that point. I had
been sent flying across the ground at this point, rolling and try-
ing to stop myself from continuing so. Each roll moved my bro-
ken bone, my arm, in slightly more distorted and excruciating
ways. I didn’t stop because of my effort, however, I stopped be-
cause I hit my back against the tree.

I’m lucky I’m enchanted, that would’ve brokenmy spine. Al-
fred was on the other side of the meadow, walking towards me.
Instincts tried to take over, but I didn’t let it have any power over
me, I needed to stay still. This was a test. So I waited, casting
what little healing magic I knew on myself. I could do nothing
but accelerate healing, but I don’t know if Alfred will really kill
me. Being slightly deformed for a short while is preferable to
that.

As long as I could stay with Alfred.
Alfred was in front of me once again, his gaze uncaring.

Trained, uncaring in a way that fel he had trained to stop caring.
I could feel it, this wasn’t a natural psychopathy. I’ve fault those
before. Perhaps he could still see the conviction in my eyes, so
he stomped onmy hand. That must’ve broken a few bones, but I
couldn’t tell.

He squatted down, his foot still onmy hand, and took out his
knife. He placed the edge on my thumb and made a swift cut,
putting enough force into the cut to cut off my thumb with it.
This time, I yelled, a pathetic one that I knew to be less from the
pain and more from the surprise of the action. I can’t live with-
out my thumb!

“Wait, stop! No!”
“You want to leave?” Alfred asked, his voice a monotone. He

positionedhis knife over thepointerfinger andcut, disregarding
my plea.

“No!” He cut off another finger. He did this with each one,
then stabbedmy palm and pushed the knife deep into the earth,
trappingmyhandon the spot. Alfredgrabbedmyother arm, and
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I resisted to the best of my ability. The position was awkward,
and hewasmuch stronger thanme already, so it only took a sin-
gle hard tug fromAlfred to rip the hand forward andflat into the
earth again.

“Understood. Let’s continue then.” Whatwas he going to do?
He grabbed my hand, his own dwarfing my own, and squeezed.
The bones in my hand began to grind against each other, and a
pain I didn’t know was possible to feel was felt. I couldn’t lose
consciousness, but I could scream. So I did, Alfred continuing to
squeeze and grind against my hand until there was nothing left
to grind but a pulpedmess of a hand.

He let go, but by that point I couldn’t respond anymore, the
yelling continued, but not because of the pain. What was I going
todowithout either ofmyhandsbeing functional? Iwasuseless.
What was Alfred thinking? I can’t be any use to him like this!

“Why are you crying?” Alfred asked, removing the knife
from my hand and out of the dirt. Neither of these things were
injuries that I could heal. I tried to catch my voice, and to stop
the crying, but I couldn’t do either of those. Alfred waited. And
eventually I could speak.

“I-I’m useless. I can’t do anything without my hands. I can’t
be of use to you anymore, Alfred!”

Alfred nodded. “Very well. Let’s continue.”
Alfreddraggedmeontomyfeet, droppingmeonmyasson to

the ground. I didn’t try to crawl away, but I did curl up into a ball
immediately, huggingmyhands as best as I could. I healed them
to stop thebleeding, but I couldn’t doanythingbeyond that. Why
did I loveAlfred? Whywas I still thinking about this bastard in a
positive light? Whatwaswrongwithme? Why am I doing this?
I don’t think he was going to kill me if I simply said no more,
I’ll leave. The Lord could do something about my hands, maybe.
They can do anything, can’t they?

Alfred grabbed my hair and positioned the knife around it.
He cut off every section, possibly giving me a horrible hair cut
in the process. That didn’t matter, hair can regrow back. Then
he grabbedmy ears, and cut it off. I screamed, although the pain
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wasn’t as badas thegrindingofmyhand, itwas an intensely sen-
sitive body part. He did this with my other ear, and then threw
both of them on to the dirt in front of me.

I couldn’t hear my yells anymore, not properly. Only a dull,
distant sound. I knew it was coming fromme, it sounded famil-
iar, but beyond that it felt as if the world had become dull. Al-
fredgrabbed thebackofmyheadand forcedmyface into thedirt,
grabbing my tale and cutting it off as well. That one didn’t hurt
as much, and the thought of losing more limbs was starting to
become familiar. I still cried, that was unavoidable.

He threw the tail in front of my face once again, and picked
me up by my hair to sit me on the dirt. I stayed, too afraid to do
anything that upset him. I clutched the top of my head with the
only hand that didn’t send shivers of revolting pain every time it
touched anything, my right, fingerless hand.

“The next thing I will do will hurtmore thanwhat you’ve ex-
perienced so far. Do you give up?”

Despite every instinct tellingme to run away, to accept that I
didn’twant toexperienceanymorepain, I stayedstill. Alfredwas
themanwho had treatedmewith themost kindness besidesmy
own mother. I had good memories with him. Things could still
be fine, things can still work out. He wouldn’t do this if he didn’t
have a way to fix me, right? “A-A-A-Alf-Alfred,” I could barely
speak.

“Yes?”
“I love you, please, please, please, please stop.”
“Open yourmouth.”
I turnedmy eyes up to Alfred, but apparently I was being too

slow. Alfred grabbed my jaw and forced it open, applying the
pressure he had done the night he had caughtme before. “Try to
bite me and I’ll break your jaw.” He reached into my mouth and
pulled out a tooth. I screamed. “Keep your screaming to a mini-
mum. I’d prefer if I didn’t have to cut off your tongue.” I stopped
screaming.

I did, however, let out a grunt for each tooth he broke. It was
a different feeling, I’m certain he brokemy jaw several times al-
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ready. Each pull felt similar to the last, but each broken tooth
left a different injury than before, providing a different flavor of
dread to each pull. He kept going, until each toothwas removed,
but thatwas alright. Teethwere something that could growback,
I knew the spell for it already.

Mymindwasmore durable than I thought. I could still think
even now. I still didn’t want to leave Alfred, it was as if the
thought was as deep of a fundamental truth as things falling
down, or the fact that reality exists. I couldn’t forget it, never.
I couldn’t live without Alfred’s presence. I wouldn’t want to live
without him, I didn’t have any choice but to go through this tor-
ture.

One part of my mind felt that, at least. The others wanted
me to die. I ignored those. The only one I couldn’t ignore was
howmuch I despised Alfred, howmuch I wanted to see him suf-
fer, to break his bones and rip out his eyes. I tried to keep those
thoughts as away as possible, nomatter how justified theywere.

“I guess it wasn’t as painful as I thought it would be.” Al-
fred said, his eyes empty. How would he know? “Oh well.” He
squeezed and my jaw popped, and then, and only then, did I
scream.

“Leave.”
I shook my head, fiercely, placing my hands on my jaw as

best as I could to keep it closed. It was hanging loosely, and I
had to make sure it didn’t wobble too much. Alfred nodded, and
grabbed my right leg. He placed a foot on my knee and pushed
down, leveraging it towards the wrong direction. My screams
no longer sounded like screams, instead like gurgles asbloodhad
started to well up in my throat. Then he did something I hadn’t
expected, he grabbedmy shin and to pound itwith his ownknee.

Each strike felt as my bone would break, but it didn’t. Even-
tually, however, it did, andwith a popmy shinswere turned into
a corner. He moved the broken shin aroun, as if trying to break
it further, and then began to cut offmyflesh. He took the broken
segment of leg, nowamputated, anddropped it like garbage onto
the floor. He looked at me, and asked one final time.
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“Leave, or die.”
I shook my head. He had swore he wouldn’t kill me or leave

me to die without good reason, the various qualifications for
what was good reasons a long list. I had done none of those
things. He wouldn’t kill me.

The next moment was black.
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XIII
Finding Peace

Day 278
I awoke to the sight of a ceiling. It was familiar, but not too fa-
miliar. I was covered lightly by a blanket, within a white one,
surrounded by brownwooden walls, within a roomwith a desk,
a chair, and red carpet. This was Coinnle’s room.

I couldn’t forget what had happened the moment before. I
shot up and felt for mywounds, but there were none. Wait, how
could I feelmywounds? Withwhat? I liftedmyhands out of the
blanket and was greeted with a fully functioning pair of perfect
hands. I reached inside mymouth and felt for teeth, those were
there. I went up to my ears and felt for them as well, and they
were there. I checkedmy tail, theywere there. I checkedmyright
foot, andmy entire leg was as it has always been.

Was it all a dream? It had tobe. Whyelsewould I beperfectly
fine? Itwas a very bad one, a very long one, but it was ultimately
just a dream. It’s the day after I’ve beenwhipped, right? Butwhy
wasmy back healed then?

I don’t want to think. No more thinking. Let’s get some rest,
I’d like to sleep for a bit. Or maybe not sleep, just rest. I hope I
can seeAlfred soon. Where’s Coinnle? I like her, I hope she’s not
far.

A soft humming was heard, a voice that sounded feminine
yet familiar. Not old, but definitely not a little girl, the voice
sounded as if it was coming from next to me. It clicked in my
mind, a sudden flash of realization, I was humming without re-
alizing it. It was a low hum, more of a continued whimper, but I
couldn’t stop it. And the whimper turned into crying, and then
into sobbing, and it was all I could to not screammy lungs out.
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Whatwas happening? I’m scared. I don’t want to experience
this anymore, it was just a dream yet why am I so frightened? I
can’t stop shaking.

The door slammed open, and that shookme deeper than this
newfound panic had. I cowered undermy arms, holdingmy ears
close to myself so that nomore of that noise could reach. I could
feel my sobbing, but otherwise there was nothing else. But then
a hand touchedme, and I tried I crawled away from it as fast as I
could, into the corner of the bed, whichwas one of the corners in
the room.

I looked at who had assaulted me. Coinnle stood there, her
face etched in deep worry. “C-Coinnle?” Coinnle nodded, gen-
tly getting on top of the bed and crawling towards me. I cow-
ered, but I had no where else to run, and then I began to whim-
per again. But Coinnle kept coming, until she was close enough
to touch me. But she didn’t, instead letting me whimper by my-
self, until I could finally find enough control over myself to stop
it.

And even then, she stayed there, not moving. She wasn’t
looking at me, but instead to the wall beside me. It was like she
was trying to get a scared animal to accept her presence, and I
guess thatwaswhat I am. Neither of usmoved, I keeping as close
an eye on her as I could, and her staring at the wall rather than
me. She gave a glance towardsme and I Jumped, but she kept the
gaze for a moment longer, testing for further reactions, proba-
bly. I gave none, instead nervously gulping empty air at her con-
tinued looking.

Coinnle slowly started to extend her hand towards me, my
gaze removing itself from her eyes and turning to her hand
instead. As always, it was a dainty thing, something that I
shouldn’t be afraid of. And yet I cowered slightly, a movement
that I couldn’t fully control. A dread that I shouldn’t have been
feeling. I stayed as still as I possibly could get, watching as the
handslowlymoved towardsme, until itfinally touched thewhite
dress I was wearing, and then touchedme.

Iyelped. Whydid Iyelp? Was I inpain? Wasshehurtingme?
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What was she doing? No, none of these things make sense. Her
touch was soft, and once she had touched me she kept her hand
firmly in place. I was shivering, but she waited for everything to
level out in me once again. Once my breathing had slowed to a
better pace, and my shivering not so debilitating, she started to
scoochover tome, and this time I didn’t do anything in response.

“You alright?” Coinnle asked, removing the hand from my
arm and placing it on her lap. She positioned herself so that her
back could lay on the headboard of the bed. I was directly on the
wall itself, althoughmy thighswere touching theheadboard. We
were very close to each other at this point.

I nodded, then I tried to speak, but I quickly close mymouth
when I noticed something strange, I didn’t want to speak. I
wanted to be quiet, to not make my presence too noticeable. It
didn’t make much sense, Coinnle had already found and caught
me. But my instincts sometimes don’t make sense.

“That’s good. You’ve been asleep for twenty two days, or
rather been off and on conscious for a while. Since I didn’t know
when you’d wake up I’ve lent you my bed, waking up to a famil-
iar sight rather thana foreignonewouldbebetter, I thought. You
rememberme, right?”

I nodded, this time forcing myself to speak. “Y-yeah.
Princess.”

She gave a smile and nodded. “I want to let you know that
you’re fine now, understand? No one will hurt you.“

I nodded. She lessened her smile and adopted a sympathetic
look, hugging her knees and placing her hands on top of them.
“Would you like to be pet?”

No, not really. I mean, I wouldn’t mind it right now, but it
wasn’t a need that I wanted fulfilled. But Coinnle didn’t wait for
an answer as she brought her hand up to my head and placed it
there, and began to rub my head gently. I didn’t feel much of a
reaction, at first. But the rubbing turned to a slight playing with
myears, and then to longer rubs, andat thatpoint I couldn’t deny
that it was starting tomakeme feel better.

She took her hand away and looked at me again. “Well?”
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“Please continue.”
“I’d like a better position, then. My armwon’t get tired, since

I’mme and all, but it’d be easier if your head was in a better po-
sition. Come, lay back down in bed.”

Coinnle scooted over and pat the bed next to her, on the pil-
low specifically. I scooted over back to my original position and
laiddownin thebed, feeling that itwassafer tomovearoundnow
that Coinnle was here. She had been here from the beginning,
what was I on about? I don’t know. But I trust her. She moved
down into the samepillow and turned to her side, her face facing
me. She took the blanket and threw it over the both of us.

“Get on your side as well, facing me.” I turned my head to-
wardsher, trying tofigureoutwhat shewas thinking. Shewaited
patiently for me to follow her orders. I nodded and liftedmyself
and jostled into the correct position. We were now facing each
other, a position I wasn’t all that familiar being with. I normally
slept onmy back, so this is making the entire thing odd.

Coinnle moved a bit closer and placed her hands behind my
head, then placed some pressure down on it. “Move down a bit.”
Alright. Imoved downa bit, andnowmyeyeswere facingwhere
he neck was. Then she started to pet me.

I never felt more safe in someone’s arms than I had within
theminutes that followed. I had closedmy eyes, and focused en-
tirely on the sensation of her fingers running through my hair,
touching the back ofmyears andvery occasionally rubbingwhat
little fur extended beyondmyears. A deep rumble started to em-
anate frommy chest, a sound that I had never made before. But
that too felt right, so I didn’t pay it any attention.

I must’ve fell asleep from Coinnle’s affection, since I was
awoken by her slight jostling. I didn’t want to wake up. Why did
the petting stop? Where did the time pass?

“Eithne, wake up. I need to do other things, unfortunately.
Wake up, Eithne.”

“I’m up, I’m awake,” I mumbled, pushing myself to my side
and liftingmy back off of the bed.
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“Good. Doyouwant to followmearound forabit? Stretching
the limbs after being so long immobile wouldn’t hurt.”

I nodded, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes the entire time.
She made her way out of bed and I soon followed, feeling the
oddly warm touch of the wooden floor beneath me. We headed
out the door and walked through the hallway, into the main
hallway I had previously grown used to seeing before. Coinnle
moved towards a door, one that I hadn’t been in before, and
opened it, leaving the door open forme to pass through.

We continued along a new hallway, one with doors on both
sides and a T section at the end. There was a long white rug on
the floor, a straight line through the entirety of the hallway, and
occasionally bothpaintings andvasingswere placed throughout
the distance. Coinnle tookme to the first door and let me inside.

What I saw within was sort of a jump between the plain, al-
most painfully perfect decorations of the hallway, inside there
was another rug of red and white. Red as a base, yellow work-
ing as an emboildery. There were books, seats, a desk, and what
looked to be some sort of bed. But it wasn’t one, it was shaped
like a bench but it had cushions on it. I moved towards that and
tried to test it out, to see what its business was.

“I’ll be back. Wait here for a bit.”
I nodded, taking a seat on the odd bench. It didn’t take

Coinnlemore thanaminute toarriveback, she takinga seat right
next tome.

“I don’t want you to freak out over who’s going to come here
next, alright? If you feel scared, then say so. Grab my hand,
please.”

Coinnle extended her hand and I tentatively gave it, she
dropped her hand between us and I took in her words. Who’s
going to come next? Alfred?

Alfred?
I tensed at the name. Terror started to drown out all other

thoughts. Iwouldhave tomeet himagain. I needed tohimagain.
The conflict betweenwanting to never see his face again and ab-
solutely needing to see it as well warred inside me, until I heard
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the sound of metal clacking, and then the door moving in the
corner of my eyes. In long, extraordinarily long, moments, I
watched as the doormoved open.

A maid had opened the door. And behind her, a man. Tall,
blond, fiery eyed, a chin that held no beard and a head that had
hair that was too long. The nose that was tall and slightly thin,
and the long face that made up his entire frame. This was a face
I knew, a face that had been etched into my heart. I squeezed
Coinnle’s hand and placed my feet on top of the bench, moving
closer to the end of it.

Alfred walked into the room, and then the maid closed the
door and left.

He picked a chair and brought it over, placing it on the rug,
near but not in front of the bench. I watched his every move-
ment as carefully as I could. Sitting down and looking over atme
squarely, Alfred began to speak. “Howmuchdoyou remember?”

I didn’t respond.
“Rest assured I had made certain that your resolve to stay

with me wouldn’t be without fruit. Do you still wish to? Stay,
I mean.”

I nodded, besides myself. He let out a sigh that was longer
than a man should’ve been able to sigh, running his hand
through his hair and closing his eyes. He nodded. “Mind ex-
plaining to her yourmotivations, Alfred?”

Alfred nodded. “You’re a magician now, one that had taken
her first step in the path of immortality. People change when
this happens, things that were passing interests before would
become world defining obsessions afterwords. For me, I had al-
ways been interested in art. When I had managed to reach into
the state of a cultivator that interest turned into a passion, and
from a passion into an obsession. For you, yours seems to have
been to stay with me. Or perhaps it’s some other motive that
you’ve not yet figured out.

“Whatever the reason, from experience I knew that drastic
measures had to be taken in order to stop this obsession from
taking root too deeply. It can’t be fully removed, but people can
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be dissuaded, perhaps turning the obsession away from some-
thing truly dangerous. He might’ve given up on me if I treated
you with nothing but cruelty. I was mistaken, and for that I am
sorry. But I’m not sorry for having done it.”

“Why did you not want her to be around you enough to do
that?” Coinnle spoke thewords thathadechoedwithinmymind,
saying in place of I that had refused to speak to him. Alfred nod-
ded, almost as if he had rehearsed this very conversation.

“I didn’t know what her obsession was, and we both know
how deep it runs. She had been too aggressive in her advance-
ments onme, and I took that as a bad sign for what was to come.
Most importantly, I think I’ll hurt her in ways worse than I have
already in the future. I’mnotanaffectionateman. Theonly thing
I’ve cared about for the last seventy years was my work, my art.
Women haven’t interestedme, and neither have the company of
men. I wouldn’t be a good companion for her, and the trauma I
had inflicted wouldn’t truly trouble her for more than a decade.
She’s a strong girl. And, the most important part, I will day be-
fore her. I didn’t know how she would handle it.”

“And yet you don’t regret committing it?” Coinnle continued
her questioning, and I nodded in order to showmy agreement to
her words.

“No. Right now I’mhoping that she’ll learn that I amdanger-
ous, and thatmywordsshouldbe listened to. Ihopeshe’s learned
that.”

Coinnle looked at me, this time expecting me to answer. She
squeezedmyhand, somehowhaving enough strength to squeeze
despite my grip probably being enough to break most people’s
bones. I nodded, the only response I wanted to give. Or, the only
one I could. Alfred scratched his head and continued to stare at
me.

“What’s going through your head, Eithne?” He asked me.
What was going through my head? Fear. I wanted to escape,
now. I wanted Coinnle to make Alfred go away. I wanted to for-
get everything, perhaps live in this mansion with Coinnle, for-
ever. She was nice. I liked her, and despite being only ten she
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heldenoughwisdomtobringevenelders to shame. And, shewas
kind. I could repeat that five more times and it still wouldn’t do
her justice.

But I also wanted to stay with him. I wanted to make things
right again. I wanted to learn from him, tomake things for him,
tobe fedbyhimandfeedhimaswell, Iwanted toholdhimtightly
and heme tightly. Whatmorewas there? I had an interest in his
body, yes, but itwas secondary to everything else. Probably even
tertiary. Not a high want onmy list.

I didn’t answer. And seeing that I refused to answer, Alfred
moved on. Looks like he wasn’t going to forceme to speak.

“I need you regardless of anything else. You’re healthy, and
I’ve brought everything I need you to complete for me here. If
you wish to stay here—”

“No!” I shouted before I could stopmyself frommoving, and
as if I was frightened by my own voice I hid deeper into myself.
An impossible task, but one I was committed on achieving.

“No? Very well. Then, when you’re ready to leave, and once
again be alonewithme, thenwe’ll depart. I’m sorry forwhat had
happened, Eithne. Abidebymywords and Ipromise Iwill not do
what I had done again.”

I didn’t answer, too afraid to. Not of Alfred, but of the shout I
had just yelled, that had freaked me out more than it should’ve.
Coinnle squeezed my hand, and I glanced at her. Her eyes were
closed, andher facepointed slightlydown. Sheopened themand
glanced at me and kept her gaze.

I nodded. I would prefer to be next to her for a little while
longer. I don’twant to bewithAlfred, alone, right now. I’d like to
see him, but I’d not be able to control myself if I was trapped in
a room with him. I don’t want to imagine it, either. Is this what
trauma feels like? I hate it.

“Let’s have her stay for one or twomore days. Truthfully and
honestly I’d prefer to have her stay here and you elsewhere, I
don’t think your actions were justifiable in any way. But you
weren’t outside of your rights, so I can’t punish you. But neither

161



can I force Eithne to stay here withme, such is my predicament.
Promise tome youwon’t hurt her like this again.”

Alfred nodded. “I promise on my spirit that I won’t, I do not
think my actions were all that justifiable either. But they were
necessary, regardless of the outcome. Boundaries had to be laid,
and even after getting whipped by Radanta she decided to try to
test me. Drastic measures were necessary.”

Coinnle made a humph, then looked my way. “Do you want
to follow me to the room you’ll be staying at, or do you want to
do something else? Do the tasks he had provided you, maybe?”

I nodded, and Coinnle made a slight smile. “Good answer,
I guess. Come.” Coinnle got up, her hand hold still kept, and
draggedme away from the bench and out the room. I don’t know
what shehaddecidedwasmyanswer, I had only givenher a nod,
butwhatever itwas I trustedherenoughtonot takemeanywhere
I wouldn’t like.

But my trust had already been shown to be a bad metric. It
wasn’t a certainty. I needed tomake certain that I could trust her
not to hurt me, so I asked her. “Coinnle?”

“Yes?”
“Will you hurt me?”
“Not in a way that I think is malicious, Eithne. I promise you

that.”
Goodenough forme. Inoddedandkeptmyhandheld tohers.
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XIV
ReturningHome

Day 280
I had gained enough confidence that leaving the castle andhead-
ing back to Alfred’s home, alone with each other, wasn’t a nerve
destroying, timeline collapsing, cyclopean mental collapse of a
task, although it was nerve wracking. I hadwalked a good thirty
feet behind Alfred, constantly I holding the spells Coinnle had
thought would be useful to learn as an assurance for my own
safety. These were battle spells, things that would suit be better
givenmy affinities.

I didn’t know if Alfred would do what he did again, but I’d
work to make sure he wouldn’t have a reason to do so. No more
suggestions, nomore advancements, and nomore asking for in-
timacy. I’ll devote myself to the craft he wanted me to perfect
myself in, there’s nothing else that he would accept fromme.

Alfred didn’t attack me, and neither did he speak to me
throughout the entire journey back. Both from fear and having
nothing to talk about, neither did I try to engage with conversa-
tionwith him. Hehad already promised that hewon’t attackme,
but my feelings on the matter aren’t rational enough to accept
his words, regardless of howdangerous breaking vowswould be
for him. I wonder why this feeling of terror doesn’t override my
feelings of wanting to stay with him?

The gentle hills, and the massive Sunpeak mountain that
serves as the backdrop forAlfred’s homewas in sight now. It had
been getting colder, autumn has been setting in full affect, and
already the trees are beginning to change their colors. Within
these rolling hills and by the side of themountain the rest of my
lifewill behere, I hope. Preferably afterAlfredhaspreparednew
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rooms forme, ashavinga single bucket, a bar of soap, anda towel
to wipemyself in wasn’t a comfortable way of cleaningmyself.

Day 387
Nearly five months have passed since the incident. I’ve got-
ten substantially better at enchantments, and I’ve finally begun
to understand what Alfred had been working on, and what he
wanted me to do, after this entire time. I knew he could make
dolls that couldmove if you insertedmana in the correctway, but
what I didn’t knowwhat therewere various other enchantments
that make these dolls more than things that children could idly
play with.

Some of the enchantments he wanted me to do involved
sharing senseswith thedoll. Normallydollshaveno senses, they
can’t think nor do they have souls, but through specific enchant-
ments you can simulate the feeling of touch and to a lesser ex-
tent sight through the body and eyes of the doll. Each doll, in
order to enchant them fully, requiresmonths of work on just the
enchantments alone, so for Alfred having someone else do the
work while he spent his time either experimenting or creating
new dolls was amassive time saver.

But still, thedollshadnosouls. And thatwas the issuehehad.
How do you create an artificial soul? Was is necessary to? And
what even is the soul?

The time I spent enchanting had taken up most of my days.
But everyday Iwas given two hours formyself, not including the
time needed to sleep, and despite that I wouldn’t spend it doing
anything entirely unrelated to Alfred’s goals. I had been theo-
rizing that itmight be possible to transfer the souls of an already
living being into the body of one of the dolls, and for that I was
perfecting and making more optimized my enthrallment spell.
Not so I could use it against people, of course. But in order to get
a better understanding of what a soul is, since the spell manipu-
lates, or more accurately conditions it, almost directly.
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I would find spiders out in the wild and bring them over to
my room. I’d keep them inside glass containers bought frommy
yearly allowance, something I had to talk to Alfred about a few
months back. We rarely talk anymore, so I remember that con-
versationvividly. Not that it lasted formore thanfive exchanges,
though.

Year 2, Day 22
Alfred had beenmaking steady progress thanks tomy presence.
Everyday I would work in his workshop, and everyday I would
see a smile on his face while he worked. He had managed cre-
ate an enchantment complex enough fully simulate what a hu-
man could feel with his sense in a doll. This was a goal that he
hadwanted to complete for decades, and it was only throughmy
help and through the sharing ofmy insights related to how souls
function that brought him to that enchantment.

Seeing him smile and be so full of joy over such a thing lit up
my heart, it almost made me forget the dread I felt while being
near him. Even after much more than a year I hadn’t forgotten
whathehaddone, and I doubt I everwill, but thankfully through
whatevermagical and incurableobsession IhadoverhimIdidn’t
leave his side regardless. Perhaps the divine had guided us to-
gether, my talent and his dedication are a good combination.

All that he had left to do was create an enchantment that
could adequately stimulate a person’s sight. For hearing he had
already done that decades ago, it was something that didn’t re-
quiremuch in order to simulate. In fact, the enchantment hehad
made for it could be made to be nearly hundreds of times more
effective than an actual human’s ears. Better than my own ears
by a long shot.
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Year 3, Day 10
Alfred wasn’t the only one who’s developed a groundbreaking
magic, I’ve finally managed to do something I had been work-
ing on all year. The creation of an artificial soul might’ve not
been necessary, and Alfred had never wanted to create a soul if
he didn’t have to. So, the logic went, if I could transfer the mind
of a livingbeing, suchasan insect, to thedolls, then it couldmove
independently and by itself and thus be a step closer to a lifelike
construction. And for once, after hundreds of corpses of various
insects, I hadmanaged to transfer one of them inside of the doll.

Excitement bubbled up as I saw the doll do…absolutely noth-
ing. I had expected that. The fact that the soul didn’t immedi-
ately extinguishupon leaving thebodywasan improvement, but
it didn’tmean Ihad fully replicatedhowa spirit functionswithin
the human body itself. Looks like different enchantmentswould
be needed for that, and I had only a rough idea of what those en-
chantments would be.

The doll was one that Alfred had lent to me when I asked for
one I could tinkerwith bymyself. It was an old one, according to
Alfred roughly as old as Iwas, but it had advanced enoughmagic
to do everything I needed it to. Frommoving to any other senses
it needed, it had it all. If only the soul of the insect could interact
with the enchantment inside.

The insect itself was a cricket I had foundwhile walking out-
side. It wasn’t anything special originally, but now that it was
inside the doll it would be a very, very special cricket. I picked
up the doll and headed downstairs into Alfred’s workshop, an-
ticipation threatening to boil over and leave me a giggling mess.
But I was a proper lady now, at nineteen I should be expected to
control my emotions well enough to hide that.

I opened the door to Alfred’s workshop, since knocking was
an inconvenience for both of us Alfred had givenme permission
long ago to leave and enter as I please. He was in his chair, as he
always was, carving something into a piece of wood. I walked
quietly to his side, holding the doll close to my chest. Alfred
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glanced at me.
“What is it? You look like you’re going to explode. Did some-

thing good happen?”
I nodded fervently, placing the doll on his table. He grabbed

it and started to inspect it, and it only took a couple of moments
for his eyes to widen, and then for his face to become serious. It
wasn’t anger, but a furrowing of the eyebrows indicating con-
centration, so I held no reason to fear the change in expression.

“Interesting. I’ve been wondering why you had been dump-
ing insect corpses outside for a while now, looks like I’ve found
my answer. While this is interesting it won’t be useful formy re-
search directly. However, that doesn’t mean it isn’t indirectly.
I have a request, complete an enchantment that could allow this
soul to interactwith the rest of thedoll’s enchantments, andpro-
vide tomewhat you’ve come upwith afterwords.”

“Whywon’t it be useful, Alfred?” I had hoped hewould be as
ecstatic as I was. What a pity.

Alfred started to pet the doll’s hair, turning his eye to me
and then his face. “The intelligence innate within an insect’s
soulwon’t satisfymyneeds, and I’ve alreadybeenmaking steady
progress on my artificial spirit.” Alfred stopped stroking the
doll’s head and furrowed his brows once again. “Well, artificial
spiritmight be thewrong name. It’s a living spirit, and I’ve been
replicating what a certain faerie had taught me about her own
kind’s construction andhow they reproduce. Since it’s amethod
that was asexual, and since the method did eventually produce
a spirit that was as real as a human’s, it would be accurate to say
I’mmaking a new soul.”

Making a soul? Alfred is not the divine, how can he do that?
“How are you able to do that? And what faerie are you talking
about?”

Alfred picked up the large wooden board he had been work-
ing on and handed it to me. It was roughly the size of my chest,
and a perfect square that had a large swathe of it etchedwith odd
flowing patterns. Some parts had perfect ninety degree angles,
forming a zigzagging line that imitated a circle, in all I couldn’t
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understand it without having to sit down and study it in detail.
“What’s this?”

“The soul I’m designing.”
“You’re designing it? How do you know this is going to

work?”
“I don’t, but hopefully with some experimentation I’ll man-

age to create something thatworkswell enough. If itworks, then
in the meantime I would hope you’d be able to create that spell I
had asked of you. If you can dedicate some time for me later to
tell me how you’ve managed to transfer the soul, then I’ll also
ask that you do that. Please continue whatever it is you’re doing
here.”

I nodded. Alfred didn’t answermy question about the faerie,
but honestly that wasn’t the strangest thing he’d said here. “Can
you teachme about soul construction? Maybewe can artificially
bolster the intelligence of the insect, can’t we? Starting from a
base rather than from scratch would work.” Alfred nodded, tak-
ing back thewooden board frommeand beginning to once again
work on its construction.

“We’ll exchange ideas later tonight. Thank you for the doll,
and hurry in figuring out what I asked, I’m not sure what sort of
effects complete sensory deprivement would have on an insect.”

Shit, he’s right. I picked up the doll and headed back intomy
room, immediately trying towork out a solution for the problem
given. All thewhile, ideas of how I could go about enhancing this
little guy’s soul abounded withinme.

Year 5, Day 36
Thedoll hadfinallymoved. Itwasn’tmuch, andfiguring out how
the hell crickets operate was a hassle that took an entire year
to figure out. Inadvertently I had become a bit of an expert on
the thought process and mana signatures of crickets in general.
They don’t operate like furry animals do, each of their legs have
a tiny section of their souls entirely dedicated to its operation
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and movement. Mapping that to the doll required me to recon-
figure and tweak the enchantments of all the spells within the
doll’s body. It took months, but luckily only four complete re-
enchantments were necessary to have the doll move around.

Shemoved her head side to side, and her fingers in a frankly
creepy manner. The legs would move, and the creature would
open itsmouth occasionally. All in all, a resounding success. But
practically speaking the thing was completely useless. I’ll let it
do its thing for a while, perhaps being stuck in a doll for so long
without any sensory information had truly messed with it. But
fromwhat I know about crickets, it’d never be all that intelligent
anyway.

I couldwipe the soul away, leaving it back towhatever nature
does with it. Perhaps I should figure that out later, but for now I
have a working doll. I picked her up and headed again towards
Alfred’s workshop. Lately I’ve been spending more time locked
away inmy room that I hadwith him, not a surprise considering
all the tools and equipment I needed to complete my tasks were
insidemy own room and not in his.

Walking next to Alfred, who had his head in his hands, I
placed the doll next to him andwaited. He didn’t respond.

“Alfred? You asleep?”
“No, but I am frustrated.” Alfred lifts his head off his hands,

his eyes tired and his face more weary than I’m used to seeing
him with, and makes eye contact with the doll. The doll on her
part, opens and closes her mouth and continues to twitch in a
way that mademewant to squash it.

He immediately went and grabbed the thing, lifting it and
examining everything about it, a smile starting to show on his
face.. “It works? You’ve completed the enchantment? By the di-
vine you’ve remapped all the enchantments!” I smiled brightly
at that. Well, hopefully brightly.

“Yes, the enchantments were half of the problem. They
workedwithhuman, orhuman like inmycase, sensory informa-
tion rather than the cricket’s method of obtaining information.
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The enchantment for the soul-to-enchantment interaction was
comparatively easier.”

“Have youmanaged to transfer the souls of any other insects
into the dolls? This one doesn’t look to be learning or doing any-
thing.”

“No, I haven’t. And you’re right, it has nomethod of process-
ing what should and shouldn’t be desired, and outside of bodily
needs I doubt an insect knows what to do. It’s not a very intelli-
gent being at a baseline. But, I have ideas. And all of themwould
bewastedon this thing, so I’d likemoreenchantabledolls if you’d
allow it, Master Alfred.”

Alfred nodded, touching and moving the doll to try to earn
a reaction out of it. I knew it could feel, I was certain of that,
but no matter how he moved or twisted it the doll wouldn’t re-
act. “Yes…may I have this thing? And can you discuss with me
further plans for your research? What ideas exactly do you have
for improving this thing?”

“Yes to both. Can you lendme some dolls or not?”
Alfred placed the creepy doll back on his desk and got up,

walkingover to a collectionof unpainteddolls. Hepicked several
up and gathered them up in his arms, none of themwere bigger
than six inches. In fact, most of them looked to be precisely six
inches. “Of course, if you’re having success in your research then
it’d be petty of me not to help. Paint these dolls yourself, dress
them up if you’d like. There’s nothing wrong with them, I made
them for the precise purpose of accepting an artificial spirit in
the future.”

I gathered them up in my own hands, Alfred giving each
of them one by one to me, and I asked an innocent question.
“What’s wrong with your project?”

Alfred paused for the slightest moment, before handing me
the final doll. He gaveme five in total, a fair amount that I could
do plentywith. “Creating the spirit has been takingmore energy
than I thought it would’ve. Or, more mana. I’ve been spending
most of my days creating it, and it’s been taking nearly all of my
mana. If I look tired to you, then that’s precisely the reason. It’s
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very exhausting. Don’t mind me, but know I’ll be like this for a
couple of years, most likely a decade.”

“Howmuchmana does it take?”
“As much as I could give it. Since the most I can give is

roughly ahundred andfiftyunits a day, that’s the amount I give.”
“Do you need help? I could offer you some of my ownmana,

if you wish, Alfred.”
“No, I’ve tried using other sources of mana but the only one

that works is my own. Thank you for the offer, Eithne. Continue
torturing the insects for me, please.”

“Insects can’t feel pain, it’s not torture. And alright.” With
a humph I started to go back to my room, almost forgetting to
mention an important fact. “And the doll has to be recharged of
mana every couple of hours. Perhaps it’s been to wipe the soul
out, I’ll leave that to you to decide.”

I waited for his response, as I didn’t want to be rude. He
lookedatmeand thennodded, and then I closed thedoor. Proper
manners and boundaries have to be closelymaintained, after all.
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XV
Experimentation

Year 9, Day 102
As it turns out, insects are pretty dumb. I’ve tried spiders, bee-
tles, a single mantis I happened upon, flies, and eventually re-
lented to something that made a bit more retrospective sense.
Social insects actually show rudimentary capability of learning,
in this case a bee that I had decided to catchwhile walking in the
meadows. At least, social insects, if this bee is anything to go by,
aremuchmore intelligent than any other insect I’vemanaged to
transfer a soul into a doll.

Almost immediately the bee had managed to figure out that
crawling was a behavior that could make it move around. It had
tried to stay in place for a long while, jittering its body around,
perhaps trying to fly. But after minutes of attempts, it relented
and began to try to figure out something else that make it move.
So it began to crawl, and it has been doing nothing but that for
the past couple of hours.

It would react to my presence. At first it would crawl away,
and then it would touchme with its face and its arms. But other
than that, it did nothing. A great resounding success for a base-
line insect I could use for further research, the amount of learn-
ing this thing exhibits is beyond what I’ve been use to all these
years.

I’ve split my attention to twomain projects. The first was at-
tempting to create a spirit interface that could mimic learning
ability and intelligence, something that almost felt impossible
for the first year of study. I’vemadeworking prototypes already,
although all of them take up too much space and aren’t all that
beneficial. But progress is progress. The second project is the
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one I was seeing right in front of me. This one was a major suc-
cess.

The problem with creating an artificial intelligence is two
main things, it’s not figuring out what intelligence is precisely.
The soul, in itsmysteries, isn’t something I’mtrying tofigureout.
The problem is finding the particular method of learning innate
within the structure of an insect and expanding it until it could
think closer like a person, and the other was investing the time
and energy into feeding the growthof the soul. And just like how
Alfredhadreachedamassivebottleneck inhis research, ofwhich
he is ever slowly progressing through, I hadmy own.

But the real issue was that I couldn’t artificially support the
growth of a soul. So I had to create an entirely separate, new soul
for the purpose I wanted, and the easiest andmost cost efficient
method of doing so was directly enchant the physical material
of the doll, by etching within it external enchantments. But that
cost too much energy, and it’d make a bee that was still pretty
dumb into a bee that was slightly less pretty dumb, at the cost of
increasedmana usage by twofold.

Whatever. For now I’ll try to objectively figure out how to
measure the things intelligence, and for that I might have to do
some reading. Someone, somewhere, must’ve wondered these
same thoughts as mine. Tomorrow I’ll go on a premature trip to
the city and consult with Coinnle. She’s taken a keen interest on
my research and would surely helpme.

Year 13
“What’s she doing?”

“Drawing. It’s something she saw me doing and decided to
join in on. She does that for most of the day, otherwise she’ll be
cleaning things up for me. She’s not very good at either, as you
can see.”

Ainnir, the little bee that I had transferred the soul of, was
using both of her hands to scribble on a pieces of paper. I’m not
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sure she knewwhat she was doing, and outside of drawing lines
and the occasional hexagon, she drew nothing but scribbles. I
knew she had some sort of aesthetic sense, she’d interact with
me when I tried to draw with her on the same paper. If I drew a
lot of hexagons, shewould help and draw somemorewithme. It
was very cute.

I was with Coinnle, in a library with her, and was in the
middle of discussing with her my research and the progress I’ve
made throughout the years. The concept of trying to understand
intelligence and how it relates to the soul had been successful, to
an extent. There was a lot of information about the daily behav-
ior, mana structure, and physical structure of animals through-
out the library, and there was various cultivators andmagicians
who’ve spentmany decades trying to figure out and answer per-
sonal questions that they had related to how life functions.

Buton the topicofhow intelligenceworks, howtomeasure it,
andmethodsofmeasurement? Surprisingly few. It did exist, but
it wasn’t enough formywork. But it served as a good baseline.

Right now, what I know for certain, is that Ainnir is pretty
smart in comparison to insects and many larger animals. But
compared to humans? She was incredibly dumb, barely being
able to think beyond the level of a one year old. And the amount
ofmana required to sustain her level of intelligencewas stupidly
high, over twice the amount ofmana the averagehumanoutputs
is needed to sustain her throughout the day, all in order to hold
less intellect than even a one year old. It was clear that as things
are now my research on raising the intellect of bees would be a
work that would require decades of research and development
to see any real fruit of.

“Hmmm.” Coinnle hummed and grabbed the paper thatAin-
nir was sitting on and gently dragged it over to her. Ainnir was
used to this action before and had learned it wasn’t a threat,
so she stopped drawing so that the charcoal she was holding
wouldn’t destroy her hard earned art, and waited until Coinnle
stopped moving the paper. Once she did, she began to draw
again. Coinnle picked up another piece of charcoal and started
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to draw figures on the paper as well.
Ainnir noticed this immediately and looked at Coinnle di-

rectly in the face. It was one thing I was surprised at, she knew
how to distinguish between the various faces of different people,
and knew who owned the hands of whoever was doing some-
thing. Another thing she had, over the years, learned how to do
was walk. So she got up and walked over to where Coinnle was
drawing, and then sat back down andwatchedwhat she was do-
ing. Coinnle wasn’t drawing anything impressive, flowers that
looked like they would decorate a page was what she drew. But
Ainnir kept looking, something she was good at.

“What’re you trying to do?” I asked.
“Dunno, just playing with her. Does she know her own

name?”
“Yeah. Although she’ll stop responding to you if you say it

too much. She knows some other things like paper, pencil, and
clean. But otherwise she doesn’t understand any language.”

“That’s pretty impressive for a bee.”
I nodded, continuing to readmy book “On the Attainment of

LordshipandOther Immortal Steps.” Coinnlehad suggested it to
me, a book written by her father roughly a year back. There was
some information related to the topic of increasing soul density,
or increasing general mass, and how the soul relates to bodily
functions and general sensory and mental improvements. The
only parts of the book that made sense was chapter 14: The de-
velopment of souls, and chapter 17: Themodules of the soul, and
only because I had focusedmuch of my research on the topic.

If we could take both the chapters as a good reference point
for the ability of Lord Bréanainn then he is without doubt a ge-
nius. Every sentence of his feels like I’m learning something
new, and every paragraph felt as if he was answering questions
that hadplaguedme formore than adecade in less than seconds.
The density of the information and the amount of information
he could share was mind boggingly great. However, through
reading it I can only affirm the idea that trying to attain what I
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wanted out of Ainnir was an incredibly difficult, but not impos-
sible, task.

I can say for certain that Alfredwould die before he could see
thecompletionofhis lifelongpassion ifhewere togo throughmy
method. Perhaps even I wouldn’t be able to see a fully adequate
conclusion tomy own research, but I could certainly get close.

Coinnle and I were within the castle library, a privilege nor-
mally afforded to the court researches and the close kin and fam-
ily of the Lord. I had gone here for the yearly discussion on my
research and development with Coinnle, who’d asked me to ex-
plain to hermy every step and thought process. Shewould occa-
sionally offer to me an insight of her own, or make a certain en-
chantment more efficient overall, but the most important con-
tribution she provided to me were basic ideas of what could, or
couldn’t, work. I valued her for that, and our relationship had
revolved around this for a while now.

I had lost interest in most things that weren’t related to re-
search,Alfred, orCoinnle. AndAlfred rarely lefthis roomnowa-
days, hismood growing sourer by the day. Nothing I did cheered
him up, and he’d never tell mewhat the problemwas either, and
he didn’t tell anyone else. I worried for him.I held Coinnle close
to my heart, so I didn’t mind interacting with her for days when
I could’ve been spending those developing some other enchant-
ments. I hada lot of those, andAinnir requires amassiveamount
of work inmaking hermore efficient.

Year 15
Alfred had been stuck inside his room for a month now. Liter-
ally he hasn’t left it, and as a cultivator he could do that without
having to do anything else. This was odd, usually he’d at least go
outside for a walk, or to eat withme occasionally, or check up on
what I was doing and collecting. But now, all he did was rest his
head on the table and do nothing. He’d breath, and and blink,
and would answer me if I ask anything. But he didn’t have any
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motivation do anything else.
I didn’t knowwhatwas the problem, he’d sayhe’s finewhen I

asked, andwouldn’t offermeanything else if I continued toprod.
Today, I was sitting in the desk that had many years ago been
mine, and still is. It tore me up inside to see him like this, so
without energy. But superficial encouragement won’t work on
Alfred, I needed to find a way to solve whatever problem he was
facing. And to do that, I needed information.

“Alfred? Do you need anything fromme?”
Alfred didn’t respond.
“If there’s anything I could do you need only ask. I’ll be here

for you, rely onme.”
Alfred didn’t respond.
“How is the development of the soul going?”
A loud bang shook me from my sympathy, fear of Alfred’s

anger welling up in my bosom and forcing a yelp out of me. Al-
fred straightenedhimself out of his chair and lookedmyway, his
face showing a complex set of both despair and anger. Why did
he bang the table? He knows I can’t handle when hemakes loud
noises or moves too fast. He continued to stare, within the next
moment the anger faded and he slumped into his chair.

“Terrible. I’ve failed, and all my progress had been taken
frommewithin an instant. This isn’t thefirst time I’ve failed, but
I’ve never experienced a blow back of a literal decade’s worth of
time. I’ve spent too muchmana on it for everything to be lost in
a blink of an eye. I’m sorry for scaring you, Eithne.”

“I-It’s alright. Mind sharing what happened?” I grabbed my
tail and began to play with it. I thought this was a habit I had
broken years ago, but apparently not.

“I failed to transfer the soul from my body, as you know the
new soul is placed near my own, and to the doll. Within an in-
stant it was lost to the aether, and I will never see it again. I had
thought that since you were so easily capable of doing it, then I
would be even without practice. I was dumb, stupid, a moron.
I’m not sure I should even bother to try again, I don’t want to go
throughanother decadeof doing absolutelynothingbutworkon
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something so fallible. Let me wallow in my despair for a bit, Ei-
thne. I’ll go back to what I usually do.”

“You’re giving up?”
“That’s a strongword, but I think so, yes. Theprogress you’ve

beenmakingwithAinnirmakesmegreenwith envy, so I’d like to
help youwithher, if I could. Perhaps our positions could change,
I your assistant and you the master?” Alfred chuckled slightly,
his eyes looking down and staring at his hands. He shook his
head and closed his eyes.

“I don’t think you’ll live long enough to see any true fruits of
my research, Alfred. I’ve not done much more than transfer a
bee’s soul into a puppet, and I’ve barely helped her in her com-
pletemental inability.” I ignoredhis joke. Even if I hadmore skill
in one area than him it didn’tmean I had surpassed him in every
way, I was still a child compared to him. Even when I’m nearing
thirty.

Alfred opened his eyes in surprise and turned to me. “Why
not?” His voice echoed some sort of desperation, something I
don’t think I would’ve picked up on if it weren’t for my famil-
iarity over this man. “How can you be sure of that?”

“I’ve been at this for a decade already, and from the progress
I’vemade so far,which isbarelyanything, it’s going to takea long
while for anything humanlike to be born.”

A sudden idea struck me with the force of a hammer to my
skull. Born? How are children’s souls made anyway? It takes
a mother only nine months to develop a child within her, why
did it take Alfred ten years to create his own? No, he only cre-
ated half of one, I know that for sure. He wanted to test out his
theories first, and then commit himself to the actual crafting of
a complete soul. No, still. Why are humans and other animals so
developed?

“Unexpected discoveries could short—”
“Let’s make a soul.” I cut off Alfred unintentionally, having

gone too deep into thinking for me to notice that Alfed hadn’t
stopped speaking. Alfred furrowed his brows slightly at my
comment, irritation seeping through his face.
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“I already said I’ll stop that line of research.”
“No, I mean, let’s make one the natural one. Let’s make a

baby, Alfred.”
I’ve never experienced amore pregnant awkwardness in my

life. Alfred had first shown a surprised expression, then anger,
then confusion, then realization, and finally arriving at unfil-
tered horror. I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling, but I could
feel what I was. A fire I hadn’t felt in years had been rekindled,
a tiny spark that I had tried my best to snuff out. Whether this
was romantic love, I didn’t know. I just knew that I wanted to
help Alfred get better, to cheer him up some how. And this was
a good way, I think.

I also knew it was amorally questionable proposal.
“Eithne, do you understand what you’re suggesting here?”
“Yes. I think.”
“We’re talking about a child. Ignoring the fact that you’d sug-

gestedme to impregnateyou,what sort ofmockeryof life areyou
trying to play here?”

“What’s so different about this than me committing mass
murder against insects? Other than the loss of a catamarán, or
human, life, that is.”

“That’s precisely the issue, no, it’s worse. You could be sub-
jecting our child to unimaginable torture. What if something
goes wrong? No, I don’t think you’ve thought this through
enough. Did you think it up just now?”

“Imay have. I think it’s a good idea, if youwant a human like
intelligence, then have an actual human’s soul be used for that
intelligence. What’s the problem with my idea?” Of course, I
knew the problems. I’d be subjecting a child to potential danger,
and removing any possibility of normalcy the child could’ve at-
tained. And if it goeswrong, then a stillborn, or an abortion. But
this was the best bet for Alfred to see what he had wanted for so
long for.

“Everything. Eithne, this is themost disturbing thing you’ve
toldme so far.”
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“Alfred, I don’t think you’ve got much choice here. You can
take the moral high ground if you want, but none of what I’ve
been doing could be called truly acceptable, playing with the
souls of any creature is an act that is nearly inexcusable. And yet
you’ve been trying to make one yourself, and you’ve been fund-
ing my progress. We don’t have to immediately jump towards
you plowing me and me transferring the soul towards a doll, I
wouldn’t want that. We’ve still got plenty of years together, let’s
figure this out together.”

“Eithne…” I knowAlfred shared, to a large extent, a common
mindset as I do. He knew themerits ofwhat I had just suggested,
and even I couldn’t fully believe the words I had just spouted.
This was the best chance for Alfred, and the best chance for this
entire project, one we could both see the conclusion of.

“We’ll need to test this out with other less human animals
first. Then we can work our way up to our child. Any other ob-
jections you may could still perfectly be applied to what you’ve
already attempted to do, and so far I could safely say that my
method would be surer to work. How about it?”

“I have major reservations about this. The first, and fore-
most, would be the fact that Iwould have to, uh, impregnate you.
Theothersyou’vealreadyoutlined.” Alfred lookedaway frommy
gaze, a blush forming on his face. This is the first time I’ve seen
him do that in fifteen years of knowing him. But still, he had a
point in hisworry. The entire thing requiredme to have sexwith
Alfred, something I didn’t mind doing.

From a purely rational perspective, the suggestion I gave
made enough sense to try it out, if you were a bit mentally un-
hinged like I was, and Alfred tried to pretend not to be. From an
emotional perspective, this is the stupidest idea I’ve thought up
yet. But, it’s also the only way I could convince Alfred to have a
child withme. Due to this fact, I’d prefer if Alfred agreed.

“Let’s consider this for a little while longer. For now, please
cheer up. You’ve not gone on awalk in amonth, probably longer.
It’s good to take some fresh air every once in a while, you know.”

Alfred intentionally coughed and made a slight nod. This is
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good progress already.
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XVI
This will endwell?

Year 17
After two years of thinking, and two years of experimentation of
mammalpregnancies andreproductiveexperimentation,Alfred
had finally been convinced enough to giveme a direct answer to
whether or not he’d be the father of our child. Of course, he an-
swered yes. Whowouldn’twant to haveme? Where else can you
find awoman so ready to gamble the loss of her child in order to
bring potential happiness to theman she loved?

I’ve had a lot of thinking, and I’ve realized I’m not a flawless
being after all. I’d never admit it, though. If this goes through I’d
have to deal with an entirely unique life form, and the potential
backlash from Coinnle, and maybe the rest of society. Coinnle
was understanding, she’ll be the one whomost understand why
I had done these things.

Right now, I was sitting next to Alfred, trying to figure out
what exactly is the bestmethodof, youknow, doing thedeed. We
were both clothed and as it turns out, almost shockingly, Alfred
hadn’t known awoman throughhis century of life. Too obsessed
with art, he said. What’s the appeal of women, he said. They’re
gross and too needy, he said. Perhaps the last one was true to an
extent, women can be needy. Likeme.

I’ve seen other animals do the deeds, considering it’s part of
my research. From beetles, to wasps, to birds, and to other liv-
ing animals, I’ve got a pretty good idea of what’s the rough idea
of sex is supposed to be like. Sort of short, a bit awkward, and
embarrassing to look at. And since I couldn’t rely on Alfred to
lead the way, it’s going to be have to be a cooperative dance. The
obvious of taking off our clothes went without saying.
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And of course, we hadn’t done that.
“Maybe we should bathe ourselves first. I might stink.” I

said, trying to break these strange tension filling the air. Ain-
nir was still in the room, she had grown some amount of depen-
dence withme and didn’t like when I wasn’t around, so if we did
she would also have to come. And I very much so doubt she’d
care about usmating. She had been drawing pictures of flowers,
something she had very quickly learned and, to a very limited
extent, taught by Coinnle about. Even now, with Alfred in the
room, she continued her diligent work.

“I’ve smelled you worse than you are now.” Alfred, forever
themost charmingman, rudely added.

“So I do stink?”
“No, you don’t. You’re fine.”
“Andwhat about you? You don’t think you stink?”
“My body odor has never been something most complain

about, so I assume not. But if you’d prefer, then let’s wash our-
selves.”

I shuffled my butt in place. We were both sitting on my
bed, lightly touching our hands together to show some sign of
intimacy. In truth, touching Alfred sort of scared me. I had
been very clear that he’s not to move too fast, since I had a very
real trauma over his actions. He understood entirely and would
rarelymove in a way that I found too frightening to handle.

But didn’t want to shower. I wanted him to holdme and em-
braceme, now. “Nah. Let’s get our clothes off to start with.”

“Good idea.”
But neither of us got up. I glanced at Alfred, his face entirely

neutral, and thenmade to get upmyself. He soon followed. “You
can bemore proactive, ya know.”

“Don’t wanna scare you, ya know.”
Fair point. “Just be slow and it’ll be fine. I don’t want you to

be a puppet who does everything I say exclusively. I want to be
with you because you want to be withme.”

Alfred didn’t respond to my poor logic but instead devoted
himself to unclothing himself. Hewas slow, although not excru-
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ciatingly so, and eventually hehad gottenhimself naked. Hehad
much fewer clothes than I did so it wasn’t much of a surprise. I
was in bloomers while he was without anything. I ignored his
body up until I had taken my bloomers off, revealing my wom-
anhood to the wolf beside me. And also the bee beside me, who
had decided nowwould be the good time to stare.

I tried to shoo her away but she didn’t respond. Idiot. She
had her own room that I had designated as her own, so I picked
up her and brought her inside. It was big enough to allow for a
parchment of paper to also fit, so she’d rarely complain or make
a fuss about it. I left her in there andwent back toAlfred. Hewas
standing in place, arms to his side, watching me as I moved the
little bee-in-a-doll into her home. Now, standing in front of each
other, we could reassess the correct method of engagement.

I looked into his eyes, the chin and cheeks that he managed
to always be nearly completely bare of any hair, the eyes that
seemed aligned perfectly for the sole purpose of showing the
depth of his thoughts. The nose that spoke of nobility, and the
lips that were on the side of thinness. In all, I have no clue what
I’m doing.

His body was as I’ve seen it before, it wasn’t like I had spent
all thesefifteenyears unawareofhowmuscularhewas. Theonly
new piece of information was the tiny golden bush he kept hid-
den beneath his clothes, and the penis and testicles he had also
hidden away. I’ve seen these features before, but never up close.
On drawings I definitely have. But in the flesh and so close?
No. Some level of curiosity existed inme, though.

I looked back up at Alfred and saw that he had an amused
confusion on his face. He shook his head slightly when I made
eye contact with him again, and he slowlymoved his right hand
towards my shoulder. He placed it there and then moved down,
almost beckoning me to move up with him. I had to get on my
tippy-toes, and our lips touched gently. I didn’t feelmuchof any-
thing. I’ve read one romance book back in Coinnle’s library, and
the author described the first kiss as an electric shock that ran
from his lips to the tips of his toes, but I felt none of that.
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Felt like I was touching lips with Alfred, nothing more. The
look on Alfred’s eyes told me he had felt the same. I don’t know
whether that was his first kiss or not, maybe I should ask?

“Was that your first?”
“No, I’vehadwomensteal kisses frommebefore. You’vedone

it before, haven’t you?”
“I don’t think that one counted. I also stole it from you. This

is the first real-real kiss, and I have to say, it’s underwhelming.”
Alfred smiled and patmyhead. “Never understood itmyself,

either. Do you prefer head pats or kisses?”
“Head pats.” Alfred continued to stroke my hair, I no longer

having any clue on what to do. “What now?”
“Do things have to progress so quickly? If I have to do this I’d

prefer it not to be an emotionless exchange of fluids, it’d be a bad
memory that way.”

I nodded, and closed my eyes, letting Alfred draw me closer
to himself. I didn’t mind the physical contact with him, as long
as it was intimate and not threatening. Right now, it just felt like
hewashuggingmeandpettingme. Both things I generally liked.
The only difference was the body that I was pressed against, the
hardnessofhismusclesandof thebones thathidbehindhisflesh
were things I could feel. It was a sensation that wasn’t awful, but
it provoked inme curiosity.

How strong is Alfred really? How dense are his bones, how
do his muscles connect together, what sort of magic does he use
to not have to eat at all? Why was his skin so perfectly smooth
and spotless, and so pale, all without showing any sign of this
man being alive like amortal was? I supposemy body had tran-
sitioned to something strikingly similar to his. The same shade
of paleness, the same color of blush, therewere other differences
like how ourmuscle belly lengths but those wereminor.

Even our nipples shared a similar color.
I wonder how this sex thing will go if all I can think about

isn’t the dick pressing againstmy lower stomach, but instead the
physiological makeup of the man I was going to carry the baby
of. I started to run my hands through his body, to feel for the
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first time in my life feel how Alfred was shaped in a way that he
allowed. Yes, he was hard, and I could feel his breathing. Hewas
warm, something that had begun to soothe me as he continued
his petting of my head.

But eventually both of us were exploring the other’s bodies.
I moved and checked everything, from his face to how his legs
were constructed, even tentatively exploring what his penis felt
like. It was still flaccid, a strange feeling of both disappointment
and anger over the fact he didn’t find my body arousing welled
up, but I ignored the feelings. It felt like a squishy, soft piece of
skin enveloping something slighter harder. And the balls below
it were heavy and, well, it’s a sac with balls in it. What am I sup-
posed to expect?

How do men get themselves off? Stroking it, right? So I
tried doing that as well. Alfred didn’t stop me, and eventually
something began to happen. The flesh began to engorge from
my stroking, not something I wasn’t entirely unfamiliar seeing
inotheranimals. But to see itdonebecauseofmyowneffortswas
an entirely different experience. I stared at the thing, unsure of
what to do with it.

“We should be preparing you rather thanme, Eithne. Is your
curiosity satisfied?”

I looked up at Alfred, his hand on my shoulder, and nodded.
Hemovedme over to the bed and hadme lay down, thenmoved
over to my side and placed a single handle on my inner thigh.
That sent a wave of pleasure across fromme, the simple touch of
his hands against me shocking me in a way the touching of lips
hadn’t.

“Be careful, alright?” I pleaded, unsure of what I should do
withmyhands. Should I lay themtomysideor clutch themtomy
chest, or should I try to pleasureAlfred aswell? Opting for hold-
ing my tail and placing and biting the side of one of my fingers
with the other, I waited and let Alfred do whatever he wanted to
do. He moved both his hands and opened upmy thighs slightly,
and then moved closed to my side, right next to me to be exact.
His face, almost neutral save for the slightlyworried look he had
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in his eyes, was close tomine.
He kissed my forehead, a feeling that felt much better than

thekissheplacedonmylips, andmovedhis lefthandtomypubic
hair. I suppose you have to start somewhere, right? He felt at it,
perhapscuriosityofhisownwasrevealing itself, and thenfinally
moved to themy lower lips, gently feeling it with a single finger.
This is actually pretty scary, once again I didn’t know where to
move my hands. I’ll keep the hand onmy tail, but the one being
bitten is feeling awkward. I moved it towards Alfred, trying to
grab him in someway, but that was proving awkward.

“Can we change position?” I asked, this is feeling incredibly
awkward and fear is starting to bite at my heart.

“Sure.” Alfred scooped up my body from the bed, moved to-
wards the wall and leaned his back on it. An incredible display
of athleticism considering he heldme in his arms and had to use
his legs to move over to the wall, but he finally let me down on
his lap, his cock againstmy own back, and asked, “This alright?”

I nodded, andmovedmy left hand towards his left, grabbing
it and keeping it held. Alfred placed his chin onmy neck and be-
gan to feel me out once again, this time a bit more forward than
aggressive than before. He felt formy entrance, and once he had
found it he began to trace soft circles around it. I had to admit, I
was wet already, so I wasn’t entirely sure what Alfred wanted to
do with me. But he continued, moving away from the entrance
and instead focusing onmy clit. Did he really not knowawoman
before? He already knows where the rough place of everything
was.

Maybe he just knows female anatomy too well.
Once he had, perhaps waiting for a sign, thought I was

aroused enough, he began to try to insert a single finger inside.
I’ve never put anything bigger than my own finger inside, and
compared towhatmy tinyhands couldofferhiswasmuch,much
bigger. Now I’m starting to understand why Alfred wanted to
’prepare’ me first, the finger he was slowly inserting already
felt like he was stretching me out, almost to the point of being
painful. I did my best to relax, and only occasionally squirmed
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from his touch.
I looked over towhere Ainnir’s homewas andmade sure she

wasn’t looking, or had left it. She didn’t. That’s good. So Imoved
my head so I could rub cheeks with Alfred, instincts controlling
me rather than anything rational. He continued to slowly fillme
with a single finger, up until even I could feel that he no longer
had any finger to continue with. Now it felt sort of painful, but I
couldmanage through it.

He began the slow movement of fingering, playing with my
buttonasheetchedmecloser towardsrelease, Iwatchedhishand
as he continued his assault, my hand squeezing his other hand
tightly and my tail twitching again him, until my body tensed
and I clenchedmy teeth and bodywaiting for the rolls of tension
to stop its mind numbing hold overmymuscles.

Alfred stopped moving then, instead squeezing his hand
gently back against my own powerful squeeze, until everything
was released and I could once againbreath like Iwouldnormally.
By panting was rough, and my gaze was hazy for a slight mo-
ment, but I recovered in short order.

“You alright?”
I nodded, rubbing my cheeks lazily on Alfred’s own cheeks.

Alfred let go of my hand, of which I regretfully parted, and
moved me off of his lap and onto the bed once again. My back
was laying on the blankets, and Alfred had begun tomove closer
to me, grabbing both of my legs and positioning them so that he
couldbringhis torso closer tomyhips. Iwas lithe enough tohave
my legs be stretched around, if he wanted. I was a catamarán,
and just like our animal counterparts weweremore supple than
the average human.

But he didn’t have me do any strange acrobatics, instead I
moved my legs so that I could hug him with them, and we were
both locked close to each other, hips touching, Alfred over me
and I staring up at him.

“This is probably going to hurt. You ready?”
“I’d prefer to be hugging you rather than laying down like a

sad sack of meat.”
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He made an ’oh,’ sound and we both moved to get into a dif-
ferent position. Once again I was sitting in his lap, my legs hug-
ging around him, and our faces near. I hugged him closer to me
and rested my chin on his shoulder, and waited for whatever he
was going to do.

“Helpme here, Eithne.”
“With what?”
Alfred grabbedmy butt and liftedme off his lap slightly, and

I realized he had his two hands occupiedwithmy rear, somaybe
he wanted help getting his dick in the right position? I nodded
anddepartedmyself fromhis shoulder,movingahanddownand
grabbing his dick. The position was awkward, but as he lowered
my body onto his angry member, my entrance met with his tip.
He paused, and I let go, looking into his eyes as he began to sink
deeper intome.

Now this was painful. I could feel my hymen begin to tear,
andstaringatAlfredashedid sowasbeginning tomakememore
scared than reassured, so Iwent back to his shoulder andhugged
him instead.

“Does it hurt?”
I nodded, not answering verbally.
“Do you wantme to stop?”
“Please, just insert it as deep as it can go. Be gentle.”
Alfred nodded back and continued to dropme on to him at a

slow and manageable pace. I kept my breathing in check, tried
not to squeeze him too tightly nor did I try to move in a way
that’s too sudden, and eventually hismemberwas as deep as our
flesh could allow it to be, our hips meeting together. Neither of
us moved, Alfred was controlling his own breathing as I myself
had been. Not knowingwhat else to do, I waited for him tomake
the next move. Or was he waiting for me?

That was a good thing considering the entirely alien sensa-
tion of having someone hilt inside me, and the pain that came
from it. Alfred, after five or so minutes had passed and I had
gotten enough of a familiaritywith the presence, began tomove.
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Or rather, he pickedme up slowly and began tomoveme up and
down as if I was a toy.

The entire concept of arousal over having someone you love
make love to you, while pleasant as a thought, didn’t feel so
pleasant in actuality. It mostly just hurt, and the feeling good
part was washed out from the noise of the pain of my first time.
For how long he’ll last within me, I don’t know. But maybe if
he endured long enough the pain would lessen enough forme to
reach orgasm.

I squeezed his cock as best I could, trying to have Alfred re-
lease his seed sooner rather than later. Alfred in turn picked up
on the fact that I was now consciously participating rather than
being a limp, hugging doll and began to move at a very slightly
faster rate. His own breathing was nowmore controlled, was he
getting tired from literally moving me up and down? I doubt it.
Wouldn’t it be more logical to have us grind against each other
rather than have himmoveme up and down like this?

No, but it’s starting to feel somewhat nice, even if I’m try-
ing to force the entire situation to end. But Alfred, despite my
best efforts, still isn’t releasinghis semen. AmIdoing something
wrong? I’m barely doing anything, so I doubt that.

“Does it feel good?” I asked, my voice sounding more sweet
than I knew I was capable of speaking.

“It’s sort of painful, feels like you’re trying to squeezeme dry.
But yes, it feels good.”

Looks likemy intent hadbeen transferredwell enough. Hug-
ging Alfred closer, something that was beginning to become im-
possible, I squeezed as best as I could, trying tomassage Alfred’s
cock into releasing itself. But minutes passed, and panting from
both of us began to fill in for the sound of squelching, and Al-
fred still hadn’t released. Despite the pain having been real and
present, it had truly begun to be replaced with pleasure.

“Goabit faster,” I asked, kissing and suckingonAlfred’sneck.
Pure instinct was starting to take over, forcing me to do things
I wouldn’t rationally consider doing any other time. I tried my
best to make my own motions now instead of letting Alfred use
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melikeameatpuppet, and fromtheoccasional twitch I could feel
from inside I knew it had some effect.

Alfred obliged, moving me at a pace that almost renew the
pain. But it was almost toomuch, and I couldn’t do anything but
let out small yelps when he went too deep, too fast, or the oc-
casional soft moan that I couldn’t stop from escaping my lips. I
felt the tension of nearing release build up from within me, my
muscles tensing and my body preparing itself for the eventual
explosion I was storing up fromwithinmy heart.

Alfred must’ve lost the concept of my possible pain, as he
moved me faster and faster, pumping his dick painfully into
me. Pain mixed with the feeling of pleasure, and pure instinct
took over as I bit Alfred dip into his shoulder with my canines,
stopping any more moans from escaping my lips. The flesh be-
neath surprisingly gave to the sharpness ofmy teeth, and finally
I heard Alfred make a grunt both from pain and from finally
reaching his own climax.

With a final slap of flesh against flesh he dropped me onto
his hips, I feeling the violent spasms of his penis inside me, and
felt the sperm he had refused to give me for too long release it-
self inside. Mymindwentblankasmyownorgasmthreatened to
breakme,my jaws clenched itself tighter aroundAlfred’s shoul-
der, the taste of iron fillingmymouth as I did so, andmy scream
beingmuffled into the wound I was inflicting on him.

When the twitching subsided, the worse of Alfred’s cock in-
side me abating much faster than my own, I mindlessly took in
the afterglow of the entire session. Without meaning to I licked
the bite, my teeth still stuck within. When I noticed that I had
bitten his flesh, fear struckme like a hammer, my heart skipped
a beat and I quickly removedmy teeth fromAlfred. Imovedmy-
self away from the hug I had on him and looked into his eyes, his
fiery gaze looked almost exhausted.

“Oh divine! Alfred, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
Alfred squeezedme back, his hands released from under my

butt, and held me there. “It’s alright. It’ll heal, don’t forget that
I’m a cultivator. Healing is our specialty.”
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“No, I’m sorry, I didn’t—” Alfred placed a hand on the base of
my tail and began to rub it. I yelped from the sudden scream of
pleasure fromhis rubbing, pushingmyself off of himonce again.
Alfred laughed, making sure his dick didn’t leave the confines of
my box, and stopped rubbing. I stared at him, anger replacing
my fear, and pouted, waiting for Alfred’s laugh to stop. I tried to
get off of him, which he allowed, and I attended to the soreness
of my crotch bymyself.

“Jerk.” Was all I said, carefully feeling the still sensitive lower
lips. I looked atmyfingers and noticed that yes, bloodwas there.
And on Alfred’s ownmember, whichwas no longer erect, streak
of red could be seen on it. “The blankets are dirty and I feel gross,
can we bathe now?”

Alfred, still gigglingas ifhehaddone the funniest thing in the
world, nodded, andmade to get off the bed. Imoved to followhis
example, but noticed thatmy legsweren’t respondingwell tomy
commands. Oh. I was in a dilemma, then. While Alfred had got-
ten up, stretching his limbs and picking up both of our clothes, I
waited for thebestmoment to tellAlfredofmyproblem. Perhaps
anytime would work.

“Alfred?”
Alfred looked at me quizzically, “Yes?”
“Helpme get up.”
“What’s wrong?”
Some anger shot upwithinme. “I need help getting up, don’t

ask why.” He nodded and offered me a hand, which I took and
used my upperbody muscles to drag myself off of the bed. My
feet touched the ground and luckily I couldmove them, although
they were incredibly wobbly and unstable. My hold on Alfred
was the only thing preventing me from just falling down on my
ass, I could feel.

How was Ainnir doing through all this? I looked over to her
and saw that she was peeking out through the door of her lit-
tle home. Her black eyes and blond hair, the color scheme of a
honey bee, staring at both of us. How long has she been watch-
ing for? Doesn’t matter. If we’re going to bathe then she’ll have
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to come with. So I moved over to grab her, my legs slowly but
surely beginning to gain back their strengths, and gave out my
hand to her. She knewwhat it meant, so she crawled on top of it
and I brought her close tomy bare chest, returning to Alfred and
grabbing him by the shoulder for support.
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XVII
The Rebellious Doll

Year 18
“I no get.”

“What do you not get?”
“Why Ainnir not get.”
“Because she’s not a human like you are, Áthas. Her soul is

that of a bee, so she can’t understand things as well as you can.”
“But I not fleshy likemom, but Ainnir likeme.”
Áthas, the name of our child, was sitting next to me within

our room. Her long black hair and fiery eyes, both artificial as
shewas a doll, and themask like face sheheldwas pondering the
reasons behind Ainnir’s disability. I’ve explained to her several
times already the known reasons why, and why I couldn’t help
her orwhyno one but herself could help her, but the explanation
never stuck.

Áthas’ level of development had long ago, from the moment
of her soul being transferred to that of a doll, surpassed that than
any eight month old should be capable of. Alfred and I had al-
ready noticed that the soul, as one of the major components of
intelligence, was the same bothwithin development as a fetus as
it was in a full grown adult’s. From that we thought, “wouldn’t
she be as intelligent as a full grown adult then?” The answer
turned out to be yes.

The exact mechanisms behind why babies aren’t capable of
understanding or producing speech was a mystery to us, we’ve
hypothesized that their undeveloped bodies limited the natural
intelligence innate within the soul, and since Áthas hadn’t been
limited by such a body she could show the full extent of her in-
tellect from day one. What sort of negative side effects this may
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have neither of us knew, but this entire thing was an ongoing
project that we must learn about if we are to continue forward
in our research.

I shook my head and Áthas’ simple logic, “She may look su-
perficially similar but your soul is like I and dad’s, not like Ain-
nir’s. If you hadmagic sight you would understand.”

“Why I no have that?”
“We haven’t figured out the correct enchantment for it,

sadly.”
Áthas tapped her pen on the table, a habit she has devel-

oped for whenever she’s angry or frustrated. There were too
many things we didn’t know about humans and souls, millennia
of research still hasn’t figured out even the most basic of ques-
tions about what life is, how it developed, and why. For now, we
have within our household perhaps the greatest breakthrough
inmagic since the development ofmagic itself, andwith her I’m
suremore questions that I could fathomwould be answered.

Hopefully on how her soul was generated, since as far as I
knewshe simplyappeared inmybelly rather thansomethingas-
sembled by some unknownmethod withinme.

She turned to me, her face still and emotionless as she
couldn’t move or bend it in anyway, and began to speak through
the enchantments etched into her lips. “When will you? Mom
speaks toomuch nonsense, I can’t see so why teach?”

“One day you will be able to see, and when that day comes
I would like for you to be prepared. You’ll live a very long life,
Áthas. Frustration over incomprehension is understandable,
but youmust learn to deal with it at one point. For now, let’s get
back to learning about the generation and permutation of ele-
ments as actions, okay?”

“Toomany big words!” Áthas threw the pen on the table and
folded her arms together, looking away from me and slumping
into her chair. She might have the intelligence level of an adult,
but that doesn’t mean she was asmature as one. We had already
spent a lot of time playing outside, but I guess she’s not yet pre-
pared for the amount of information that Alfred and I want to
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teach her. Perhaps one day we should leave her with Coinnle,
shemight find a way tomake the lessonmore enjoyable.

For now, we’ll have to deal with this questionably immoral
but love-able creation and try to teach her the best we can.
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