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The city of Flecton is ruled with an iron fist by Demon Prince Vehr, whose human citizens suffer under demonic enslavement and live in fear of her ever-watchful presence. The prince herself is never seen, living in her underground palace and sending demons to kidnap skilled humans to serve her.

Ten years earlier, Merle's best friend and closest confidante Abeille, a promising silversmith, was taken to Vehr's palace. Now, Vehr seeks a hairdresser, and Merle has exactly the skills she needs. Surviving the hairy situation will take more than wits—it'll take good people to rely on, old friends and new.
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Chapter One

Being chosen to do a service for a demon prince was a great honor.

At least, that was what Ors—the man who ran the beauty shop where Merle worked—told her. "The Watchful Prince has requested our most beautiful hairdresser to attend her in her palace," he'd said, while Merle swept up the shorn hair of the last demon she'd attended. Even though she was pretending to be occupied, she could see him glaring at her in the mirror. "Do not offend her."

"Like I would," Merle muttered.

"Do not," he insisted emphatically.

It wasn't like she had a choice in the matter. Not offending her was the only thing Merle could do. She couldn't refuse to go; after all, humans in this fiefdom existed only to serve the demons who were its true citizens. The prince even lived in their city, Flecton. If Merle went and angered the prince…

Well, Ors wasn't worried about her so much as he was looking out for himself. He'd be made an example of for supplying the prince a poor excuse for a slave. If he was lucky, he'd be relieved of his relatively safe position as a shopkeeper and forced into harder labor in the quarries as punishment.

If he was unlucky, his shop would be razed to the ground with himself and the others still in it.

Merle made a face at herself in the mirror. Ors could worry about that on his own time; whatever happened to her would probably be way worse.

Sighing, she folded her arms across her chest and lowered her eyes, trying to peek up through her lashes to see if she had the obsequious pose mostly right. To do it perfectly, she had to keep her head bowed and her eyes closed—it didn't do to look at the Watchful Prince, Vehr, without her permission.

But you couldn't exactly confirm the pose if you couldn't look at it, could you?

She gave up on that part. At least she was nice enough to look at, she figured, since that was apparently part of Vehr's demands. Long black hair, bangs cut short above her sharp eyebrows. Almond-shaped, monolid eyes, heavy-lashed, set in a round face. Strong nose, soft pink lips. She twisted those last left and right, screwing up her expression in disgust.

Wonder if it's true that since the prince sees so much, she refuses to look on anything that isn't beautiful. It would be a little ironic if so. After all, slavery wasn't a pretty business. Merle had seen plenty of people disfigured from hard work, wracked with ugly illness—or scarred and injured by demons, just for the fun of it.

No way to know if it was true or not. The prince never actually showed herself, staying in her inverted palace deep underground and sending up demons who would come and fetch slaves for her when she felt the need.

Ten years earlier, when Merle had been fifteen, her dearest friend had vanished into that palace.

Abeille's mother had been a blacksmith, stooped and bulging with muscles. Abeille—though that hadn't been her name then—had been starting to follow in her path. Her specialty was silversmithing, but that didn't mean she left iron alone. She'd swing swords around like they weighed nothing. "I'm practicing," she'd say to Merle, "for the day we fight our way out of this horrible city."

They'd shared it all together, talked about everything, shared every secret. It was Abeille to whom Merle whispered that she thought girls were far, far prettier than boys. It was Merle to whom Abeille, in return, burst out in a panicked soft whisper, "Actually, you might not believe me, but I'm a girl too. I just am."

They'd stared at each other, Abeille with her short-cropped dark brown hair and umber face full of freckles, broadening shoulders, muscular chest, gangly teenage height. "That makes sense," Merle had whispered back, "'cause I think you're so damn pretty, you know."

Abeille had burst into a smile so wide it looked like it might hurt, her eyes sparkling enough to bring heat to Merle's cheeks. Merle had laughed and promised her, "You're my best friend. Don't worry. I know you."

"You're mine too," Abeille had said, and they'd clasped hands. "Let's never keep secrets. I trust you."

But most of the time they hadn't talked about anything that serious. Their secrets were about freedom and escape. Swords and adventure. It had been their favorite topic—how to get free before Vehr's fiefdom gobbled them up and left nothing but picked-over bones.

Well, Abeille has been eaten by it, all right, Merle thought bitterly. Abeille had been swallowed into the depths of the prince's palace, never to return. Merle had tried to go after her but was refused entry. Not pretty enough, not talented enough. Just an underdeveloped child with few skills, back then.

She wanted to be happy that she was more interesting now, skilled and beautiful. She couldn't be. Abeille was likely long dead.

The prince had taken so many people over the years. Only a few came back. For the rest, who knew? Merle was pretty sure they were used until they became boring or ugly, then killed or given to the prince's other demons to be destroyed.

And Merle didn't intend to go the same way.

She rose out of the obsequious pose, spinning a pair of scissors on a finger.

*~*~*

They came to take her the next day. At the time, she was on the open second floor where she lived along with the other two girls who Ors employed in his shop, another hairdresser and a cosmetician.

They had been ignoring Merle since Ors had selected her as the prince's tribute, and were muttering sourly as she prepared for the guards' arrival. Frankly, Merle would much have preferred to be considered less pretty than them, but she supposed a slight was a slight, and one way or another, their feelings were hurt.

Merle prepared despite them—and to spite them—putting on her plainest black dress and apron, then tying her hair up in twists. She didn't have makeup of her own, but Ors had told her to use the shop's supplies. She had to go slowly and carefully out of lack of habit. It took her three attempts at putting lip paint on, wiping the mess off in between, before she supposed it looked good enough for anyone's judgment.

It was just as well that she didn't need a fourth attempt because she'd barely finished when they showed up downstairs. She heard the banging on the door as she stared down at the makeup brushes.

All she could think was that when she came back, she'd catch hell from Ors for having left them dirty.

If I come back.

Thinking of it that way cheered her up. Who cared about uncleaned brushes when she was about to vanish, probably forever, into some kind of nightmare demon palace? She picked up her tool belt, slinging it around her waist and buckling it, and then headed downstairs as quickly as she could while trying to maintain at least some sense of grace and dignity. It didn't come naturally.

By the time she reached the first floor, Ors had let them in. There were only three of them; two were liveried demons whose helmets and armor hid them well enough that she couldn't figure out what types they were, other than humanoid.

In comparison, the third, who turned a smile onto her as soon as she came down the stairs, was utterly recognizable. Horns, slit pupils all sideways like a goat's, hooves… definitely an incubus, a male-presenting cubant.

In other words, a sex demon.

Great. Merle tried not to grimace. She'd never trusted any demons, really, but cubants were especially untrustworthy—she didn't like worrying if her attraction to someone was her own or someone else's aura forcing her to want them.

One way or another, this is going to make for an uncomfortable ride to the palace.

The incubus had been ignoring Ors's attempts to suck up to him as soon as Merle had come down the stairs, holding up a hand to silence Ors before walking right up to her. The other two demons stayed back by the door, as if making sure she couldn't bolt.

"You'd be Merle, then?" the incubus asked. "His prettiest hairdresser."

She could almost hear the other girls' moods souring further, all the way upstairs where they were surely listening. "I'm Merle, yes," she answered. A bit belatedly, she curtsied. That, at least, she was well-practiced in from dealing with the usual customers. "Who do I have the honor of addressing, my lord?"

"My name is Sestin," he said, still smiling. His orange eyes were odd, seeming to shift from darker to lighter behind the shine of their surface, guttering like a candle flame. "I am one of Prince Vehr's knights."

"I'm—" she bit her tongue on surprised and hurriedly swapped in another word, "—honored that she would send a knight to fetch this humble slave."

Crap, she thought. She'd just said 'honor' right before that. Well, whatever. It's not like I'm being brought for my eloquence.

Sestin's smile seemed to brighten more. It was starting to get uncomfortably intense. "This humble knight was available to be sent. Are you prepared? Have you packed your bags?"

She tried not to stare at him. What a weirdo. "Sir, I am carrying all I will need."

He looked her over: her dress, her tool belt. Nothing more. "Well, no worries," he said lightly. "I imagine we'll have better things waiting for you than any belongings you could bring. Come along, then. The carriage is waiting."

He turned with a whirl of a finger, a dramatic punctuation. She bit her cheek on the disbelieving smile that threatened to rise at his almost-comedic overacting.

"Don't offend her," Ors hissed as she fell into step behind Sestin.

She was sure all three of the demons had heard it, but she wouldn't have tried to answer him anyway.

I know already.

The carriage outside had two horses in barding. Merle had never had reason to be anywhere within ten feet of a horse before, so she eyed them a bit dubiously as she was escorted up to the carriage. Sestin opened the door for her, while the two guards pulled themselves up to sit on the front outside. It looked like it was just going to be her and Sestin in the carriage itself.

The ride ahead is just getting safer by the minute, Merle thought, shoulders stiff. She let him help her into the carriage, then casually dropped a hand on her tool belt as she sat, keeping her scissors close to hand. If he puts a finger on me, I'll chop it off.

Sestin, however, seemed disinterested in doing anything of the sort. He sat across from her with an easy decorum, folding his hands on one crossed knee and piling his tail on there as well.

She opened her mouth to say something, probably something that'd come out wrong, then almost bit her tongue as the carriage jolted forward.

"Careful," Sestin said, one hand outstretched as if contemplating trying to catch her if she toppled off. "The roads are a bit bumpy."

It was probably blatantly obvious that she'd never been in one of these before. "I'm fine," she said through gritted teeth, clutching the edge of the seat with both hands to keep from rocking forward.

"Glad to hear it." He smiled at her again, the expression somewhat thoughtful. "So what do you think of all this?"

"Me…?" She stared at him in surprise. It had to be the first time anyone had actually asked her opinion of any part of this.

"There's nobody else here," he said, pointedly. "I assure you they can't hear us out there. You're free to say whatever you wish."

It was not the most comfortable assurance—not that she thought it'd matter if they could hear her. It wasn't like they'd help her if he tried anything. Still, he was showing no signs of being aggressive toward her. He hadn't put his aura on her, nor had he tried to shapeshift into a succubus to seduce her. Still, she eyed him uncertainly.

"I promise I won't bite," he said, and held both hands up as if to show they were empty. "I'm just curious. Not every day you get to meet a demon prince. Not every day someone wants to, either, mind, so I thought you might be feeling a bit anxious."

"You're her knight," she said finally, settling on the most neutral comment she could think of in the awkwardness of the moment. "Are you looking for something to report to her?"

He blinked, then laughed, the sound soft and melodious under the racket of the carriage over cobblestones. "Hardly! No, no. But I can understand why you wouldn't trust me. I'm here as your captor, after all, at least until you're inside the palace itself."

That comment struck her as even more absurd, and she snorted before she could quite stop herself.

"What is it?"

Well, saying this much is probably fine. "You're not my captor," she said. She gestured. "The city is. If I got away from you, I wouldn't be free. I couldn't go back to Ors, not when he knows I'm supposed to be down there. And there's plenty of demons who'd be willing to gobble up a lost human with no protection." She made a face to herself. "Not that having employment is much protection in the first place, but at least if I'm doing what I'm supposed to be doing, I'm less likely to be just disposable."

The smile had faded from his face, but the interest that was showing there wasn't much better. "That's fair enough," he said. "Then, if I'm not your captor, what am I?"

"You're one of them," she said.

"It's like that, is it?" He nodded understandingly, apparently unoffended. "I can see that. Still, you'll have to get along with some of them, not just some of you. At least, if you want things to be comfortable while you're down there. But I'm sure you'll see what I mean soon enough."

"Was that a threat?"

"No, it—"

"It sounded threatening," she pointed out bluntly.

He laughed, then leaned back in his seat, tilting his head back. "Oh, goodness," he said, still mirthful. "I feel as though you're going to be a bit refreshing around there."

At least someone was entertained. Merle didn't volunteer anything else, and Sestin let her be. It was just as well—the ride grew bumpier as it crossed the rough, choppy stones that led to the palace gates, and it was hard enough to keep her seat and think through the din without adding conversation on top of it.

And then suddenly, the ride became almost disturbingly smooth, and she knew they were now closer to the palace than she'd ever been.

Careful, Merle let go of the seat and leaned over to the window, pushing one curtain back a little to look out. As she'd expected, they'd passed under the gate that lead to the Glass Courtyard, an ice-smooth flat circle in the very center of the city. She'd seen it through the bars before, but humans weren't allowed in unless invited, and she'd never gotten this far when she'd tried to go after Abeille, years ago.

She'd thrown a rock, though. A good sized one, too. She wondered if the chip she'd left was still there. They were demons. They'd probably magicked it away somehow, but…

But it'd be nice if I left some mark on this stupid place.


Chapter Two

The carriage came to a stop, and Sestin stretched, as though rising from a long nap instead of from a miserably rough ride while interrogating her. "Well, here we are," he said. "The rest of the trip is all downward. It's significantly less bumpy, for what it's worth."

"Reassuring," she told him blankly.

"I try," he replied, saccharine-sweet.

The guards opened the door, and Sestin climbed out first. He spent a moment surveying the area, and then turned to help her down. To her surprise, the guards then bowed to Sestin before leaving, heading to the east and west gates respectively.

"Shall we?" Sestin held out his arm.

Merle eyed it, but the offer seemed genuine enough, and no good could come of rejecting it. She took his arm as if she were a lady and he a gentleman to escort her to some ball. Some crap like that.

"Hold tight," he said.

The advice was inexplicable until the ground started to move. She staggered despite the warning, grabbing onto him more tightly for balance.

It's amazing he can keep his balance, she thought as the circle of ground immediately around them began to descend into the earth. He was the one with sharp, flat hooves, after all, not strong flexible feet. But he stayed in spot like he'd planted himself there, his tail winding catlike behind himself to keep himself in place as the platform shuddered.

"The Watchful Palace is built very much like any normal building, but upside down, deep into the earth," he explained, a helpful guide as she clung to his side. "We're descending to the first floor now, though we won't be stopping there, since the prince lives in the deepest tower. The first floor is the largest and most occupied, since most of the demons with royal favor live there. Each floor gets smaller as it goes deeper, though they're broken apart sometimes—there are several towers that split off certain of the floors. We'll be descending to the thirtieth floor, then taking a bit of a walk to the lift that will take you to the tower that has Prince Vehr's main hall."

After its initial start, the vibration of the lift was slowly becoming familiar. She let go of Sestin's arm after she was sure she'd found her footing.

His long explanation made a sort of sense, but didn't entirely matter in comparison to the other information it revealed. "Wait," she said. "We're going right to the prince's room?"

"Had you wanted a tour?" he asked, putting his hands on his hips and cocking his head inquisitively. "You were brought to do a service. I can't imagine any reason to delay."

Stop being logical! You're just stressing me out more. She bit her lower lip to keep herself from responding, not remembering her lipstick until she'd already started chewing.

Crap.

Of course she'd be put to use right away. There was no use calling someone to do a job in a strange new location with a horrifying amount of work liability and then just giving them time to adapt. The worker's comfort didn't matter in a situation like this.

She drew a breath and tried to push her anxiety away.

"What's the prince's hair like?" she asked finally. "I haven't heard of her calling for a hairdresser before, and I'm not sure what I'll be dealing with."

Sestin's eyes seemed to brighten again, flickering as he grinned widely at her. "Well, that's because nobody's cut her hair before. She keeps it clean and tidy, and split ends aren't really a problem. So there hasn't been reason to."

"And what's the reason now?" Merle asked. She tried to imagine how much hair the prince had and kind of blanked out on the math. The prince had been ruling for at least six hundred years. Hair grew about three to six inches in a year. Now, there was no guarantee that her particular type of demon's hair grew at the same pace as a human's, but even so…

That's a shit-ton of hair. Why would she suddenly want it cut?

"What do you know about the watchers?" Sestin asked her.

She blinked, surprised that he thought she'd know anything at all. They weren't a very common type of demon at all. "I… know they're supposed to be very tall," she said finally.

"True," he said, nodding approvingly. They passed a floor with a lot of bright flickering lights on it, and her attention was drawn to it briefly before she wrenched it back to him. "They also have many eyes."

"Oh," Merle said awkwardly. "That'd… explain the name?"

Seeming a little amused, Sestin gestured wildly as he explained. "It would. The eyes are a sign of a watcher's age. The older one is, the more they have. Each hundred years, a new eye opens. Initially, they start on the face. Then the hands, the chest, the arms, the legs. Only a very old watcher begins to get them on their back. Those eyes are the seat of their power. The more eyes they have, the more power they can hold. A young watcher is weak—they have only a pair of eyes, so it's hard to keep other demons from plucking them out to keep them weak. But she's done well and has quite a few."

Merle was finding that Sestin really liked hearing himself talk. At least it was useful, so she nodded understandingly. "And that's… what happened? An eye under her hair?"

"On the back of her neck, yes. Her hair is getting in the way, so she's decided to cut it short." Sestin pondered Merle for a moment, thoughtful, then added, "I think you'll need to be careful how you present the haircut to her. As a shapeshifter, I'm used to seeing myself look vastly different from moment to moment. But for her, it's been many years looking exactly the same except for more eyes, and her hair is quite long. Seeing herself without it may be a shock."

Merle had seen the reaction before in enough people, humans and demons both. Ors's shop was primarily for the use of demons, but there was an occasional honored slave or servant who was taken there. A lot of the time, people hated a cut just because they weren't used to seeing themselves with it.

"Yeah," she admitted after a moment. "I'm a little worried. I'm sure I can make it look nice, but… people make habits about how they see themselves."

"Demons can have a lot of time to form habits," Sestin said. He reached out to take her elbow; she stiffened, but he was just steadying her as the lift shuddered to a stop. "It's our biggest flaw, really. The older and more powerful we are, the more static and dull we can make a place."

He led her off the lift and down a long corridor. It was very quiet, candles on the wall lighting their path and reflecting off the polished obsidian walls. There weren't a lot of people around, and she wondered if there was some schedule that would keep them elsewhere, or if this wasn't a terribly commonly used lift.

The silence was already beginning to unnerve her; she could feel the hair on her arm rising on either side of where he was still gripping her. She reached back a few moments for the last thread of conversation. Gods, anything'll do. Just start talking again. "So are you static and dull too?"

"Me?" He chuckled softly, the sound quiet, as though the silence and pressure of the corridor seemed to be getting to him too. "Oh, I'm not powerful, and only a little old."

"Not powerful? You said you were a knight."

"I'm powerful in terms of 'having demonic strength'," he agreed easily enough, tossing his hair back over his shoulder with a show of vanity. "But not in terms of having any influence. That's the sort of power I meant. She has plenty of knights—it's practically a term for her favorite toys."

Merle blinked. There seemed to be a lot to unpack in that, and she wasn't sure she wanted to try. It would be hard to do so and keep track of the turns they were taking, to try to remember the way back to the lift if she needed to find it. "Huh. So despite all your ragging on your fellow demons, you don't think you're boring?"

"It's unlikely I'd ever be able to claim a fiefdom of my own," he said, unoffended but still rolling his eyes in recognition of her snub. "But if I got my hands on this one, I'd absolutely want to change things. Turn left here."

She turned left with him. "Isn't that, uh, insubordination?"

"Goodness, Merle," he said, laughter in his tone and eyes glittering. "Who'd believe you if you told them I'd said that?"

Merle opened her mouth, then shut it with a snap. Whoops. Somewhere in the middle of this she'd fallen into the trap of camaraderie, of starting to feel that just because he was helping her and talking to her as an equal, there wasn't a huge difference in power just from his being a demon and her being a human.

As he'd said, it wasn't even about how strong he was as a demon. It was just influence. The demons ruled in this city; the humans obeyed, or were killed—or worse. Some of the demons could be amicable enough about it, but in the end, they were still demons, and they still knew they ruled here.

He could express these things to her entirely because she was nothing. Nothing she said would ever matter to anyone important. If he said these things to a fellow demon, he could get in trouble.

Saying it to me is like saying it to nobody at all.

She fell silent, trying to focus again on the path they were walking.

"Merle?" he asked, his amusement fading to be replaced with concern.

Biting the inside of her cheek, she tried not to let resentment overwhelm her. She still had to answer him, answer to him. It wasn't even his fault that she felt this way. It's my own damn fault for getting carried away, just because he was friendly to me. All I'm doing is distracting myself from how shitty and scary this is.

Nothing had actually changed between them.

"I'm sorry," she said finally, though she wasn't. But it was the appropriate thing to say. "You're right, of course."

"Of course," he echoed back, and then sighed, smiling again. "Well, I'm sure I'd turn out to be a terribly vicious prince if I cowed you so easily with something like that. I didn't mean anything by it. You're right that I shouldn't talk so freely."

Shrugging a shoulder, Merle straightened her back. "It doesn't matter."

"Doesn't it?" he asked, still watching her with that gentle, smiling concern.

"It doesn't."

He sighed a second time, shrugging his shoulders, and turned away. "Here's the lift," he said, gesturing.

She got onto it, and again, he joined her. This time, though, he fell silent as it descended, and didn't offer his arm. But she found she didn't need it; this lift seemed to have been better taken care of and moved more smoothly.

Sestin didn't volunteer any more information, so Merle studied him as the lift descended. His horns were slightly twisted, like an older ram's, and his long hair, bound back in a ponytail, was a soft-looking reddish brown that brought out the orange in his eyes, contrasted even more by his pale skin. He had a strong, long nose, broad shoulders, and a muscular build.

Not that memorizing his looks did her much good. A lot of cubants changed shapes like humans changed clothes. Who knew if she'd even recognize him the next time she saw him? But she still tried. For whatever reason of his own, he had decided to take interest in her. She needed all the advantages she could get in this place.

He caught her looking and smiled at her, almost a smirk. Discouraged, she braced herself for some sort of come-on, a like what you see? But it never came.

"Here's our floor," he said instead, as the lift came to a stop. She started to take a step forward, but stopped short as she felt Sestin grasp her arm again, tone and expression both gone serious. "Listen, Merle—"

Merle let him pull her to a stop, made anxious again by the caution in his voice. "My Lord?"

The title seemed to surprise him for a moment, but he smiled after a brief hesitation, seeming to accept it as his due regardless. His grip loosened until it fell away entirely. She could still feel the imprint of his fingers in her arm.

"Nothing," he said, waving off whatever had made him sound so somber. "I'll escort you in. Be careful. She seems calm, but she's like an anchor in the ocean. She'll drag you down with her to suffocate if you let her."

"That's… evocative," Merle said slowly. "Thanks? I'll try?"

"All any of us can do, I suppose," he said lightly, and offered his arm again.

She took it. It was a weird impression to give, she thought, on the way in. They weren't going to fool anyone to think she was better than she was, and they weren't trying to. She was here as a servant, after all.

The doors to the great hall opened without Sestin touching them. She couldn't keep herself from stiffening, but there was no chance to dig her heels in at the last moment. He was moving her along forcibly and she had to keep walking or fall.

The hall inside might have been large, but the large amount of haphazardly-placed furniture made it cramped. It was laid out like some oversized parlor, tables and bookcases around, chairs and nooks and lamps stuffed everywhere they could go, beautiful and expensive-looking knickknacks littering every surface. Demons floated and sat and stood around. Over here was a thin, bony man with mouths for eyes, tongues searching this way and that; he was so tall his head brushed the high ceiling and was wearing a perfectly-tailored dress suit. Over there was a woman whose body was like a cloud, thin and vaporous and transparent—Merle knew the type, knew they enveloped their prey and sucked all their blood out. Sitting on a nearby table were a trio of tiny, beautiful humanoids, thorns jutting out along their spines. More and more and more, everywhere she looked, filling what space the mess of furniture didn't. There were even some humans mingling among them, Merle saw.

Everyone here was quiet, or conversing in voices so soft they bordered on murmurs. Their posture seemed casual and at-ease, but there was a strange edge of tension to it regardless. Like they're ready to act at a moment's notice—

And everyone in the room was clearly paying attention to the central figure, hyper-aware of what she might do.

Even though she didn't seem to be doing anything.

All the old warnings not to look directly at her had flown completely out of her head at the sight of this woman. The Watchful Prince Vehr sat in a large, tall-backed chair in the very center of the room, a mug of steaming chocolate on the table to her side, a book open in her lap.

She was beautiful, but bizarrely so, Merle thought, with a thin, pointed face, round, pouty lips, an upturned nose. She was tall enough that even sitting, she came easily to Merle's height. Her hair and skin were both shades of silvery-gray, making Merle think of the dead. She had a too-thin neck, and a small, perky bosom almost entirely exposed by her dress. Merle didn't wonder why, given the extra eyes. Along with two in the expected place, there were three on her forehead, one on her neck, a ring of them across her collar like a necklace. They blinked in unison, watching the two of them approach.

She had, as Merle had guessed, a shit-ton of hair. She had it draped over the back of her chair, and it wound around the room in coils, wrapping around table legs, draping over lamps to provide the shade. It reminded Merle of spider webs, silver and uncanny.

If it's a spider's web, I feel like the small bird it's trying to catch.

She shuddered and tried to push the thought away so it didn't show on her face as they approached. Sestin stopped them about ten feet away and pushed downward, lightly, on Merle's arm before he let go.

What is he—oh!

She dropped into a curtsy at once, as low as she could go and still have her legs hold her up, head bowed, eyes lowered to the floor, watching the prince's feet instead of her face. She folded her arms across her chest in the gesture of obsequiousness. "Your highness," Merle murmured.

The room fell silent at once.

Vehr spoke in a soft murmur, so quietly that Merle had to strain to hear it—but it wasn't Merle she was responding to. "Sestin," Vehr said. "I don't recall sending you along to fetch her."

"I know you trust my taste," he said brightly, bowing extravagantly to her. "And you have not given me a mission for some time. I thought that I could confirm that the old man wasn't hiding any prettier servants in his shop, but was obeying the notice you had sent. Was I acting out of line, my prince?"

For a moment, it didn't look like Vehr was going to answer, her head cocked slightly as if Sestin were a dog that had learned a trick without his master teaching him.

—and then there was a sudden crushing sense of force sucking the air out of Merle's lungs. Her curtsy almost collapsed with the weakness of her legs, even though Vehr's displeasure wasn't aimed at her.

Sestin, however, crashed to his knees, head forced down so his forehead touched the ground. Merle, eyes still downcast, saw his face twist in a grimace as his hair fell down over it, entangled with his horns.

"Are you trying to impress me, Sestin?" Vehr asked in a soft, lulling tone. "Do you think that if you bring me a fancy enough toy, I'll play with her instead of you?"

"No, my prince," Sestin gasped out. His voice sounded strained, choked. "I only want your happiness."

"Yes. You exist for that," Vehr agreed. "I know the reward you wanted."

Merle saw Sestin bite his lower lip, eyes closing, brows furrowed. His expression was one of deep pain; she wondered how heavily the force of Vehr's power was weighing on him.

She still didn't like Sestin exactly. He was just another demon, and she was sure he had been friendly to her because it was what he'd felt like doing, not because he cared about her well-being. But he had still been friendly to her. He gave her advice, watched out for her with the unaccustomed movements of the carriage and the lifts…

Surely he doesn't deserve this! Then again, it wasn't like people usually got what they deserved.

"I was not… looking for reward," Sestin managed, hoarsely. "I was idle. I had the time, as you freed me from what I might otherwise be doing, most beloved prince, great Watcher. I thought of nothing but serving you."

"You want me to release you," Vehr corrected gently. And then, all at once, the pressure was gone. "Well. I can't fault you for that. And she seems pretty enough, for a human. If you were confirming it, I can't fault your taste."

Merle, who had just drawn breath to protest Sestin's treatment despite every survival instinct she had, let it out in a rush of relief.

"May I rise?" Sestin whispered.

"Do. It does not become a beautiful incubus to grovel."

Sestin pushed himself to his knees, managing with effort to get a hoof under himself. He was trembling, as if whatever Vehr had done had left him weak, and he stumbled as he managed to draw himself upright.

Merle moved without thinking, uncrossing her legs from her curtsy and catching him, throwing an arm around him so that his weight came against her instead of sending him toppling back to the floor.

He hadn't let her fall, not once on the entire way down here. Even though she was just a human. He'd at least left her some dignity.

Sestin drew an unsteady breath against her, one arm sliding around her shoulders as he got his balance back. "Ah—"

"Are you all right?" she whispered.

He looked up at her from under long brown lashes, gaze flickering oddly. What a weird incubus, Merle thought. She'd assumed that he'd been keeping his aura of lust off her since she didn't like men and he seemed disinterested in shifting, but even so, she should have been able to feel it from how closely they were pressed together now.

But she felt nothing.

Sestin abruptly smiled again, then rose fully, letting go of her and inclining his head to Vehr. "As you can see, not only is she beautiful, she is kind. Even to a demon, she offers such consideration. I'm sure she will serve you well."

"Even to a demon," Vehr echoed back, the tone slightly scornful. "As if you can put yourself on par with me." She raised her hand from her book and gestured to the side. There was another eye on her palm. "Go, mingle. Enjoy the party, Sestin. At least you're nice to look at, if I can't trust you to be obedient."

"Yes," he said, smiling widely. "Thank you."

He turned away from Merle without another glance, winding his way through the mostly-unmoving crowd to a table and sinking into his seat carefully.

Merle, suddenly aware she was now Vehr's only focus, dropped back into a curtsy. "Your highness," she said. She tried to find something to say, some sort of apology for helping Sestin, and couldn't find one. She settled for changing the subject instead. "You had wanted me to cut your hair?"

"I do," Vehr said. All of her eyes were focused on Merle, who could feel the skin on her arms turning to gooseflesh. "I dislike partial blindness. You will cut my hair, but keep me beautiful. I shouldn't like to dislike the sight of myself in the mirror."

"Of course," Merle said, mind working a mile a minute. She drew a deep breath and let it out. "I was told the new eye is on the back of your neck?"

"Yes."

Merle glanced over her, quickly. "You seem to value your long hair."

"Yes."

It was said the same way both times, a disinterested but polite-seeming monotone. The sound almost itched, like Merle wanted to rub it away with both hands, shape it into something real, act out to get a reaction. She forcibly ignored the impulsive urge. "I was thinking I could give you a haircut like—like a fish's tail or a swallow's. Short in back, then layer forward rapidly. It would keep things off your neck but still leave the hair looking long from the front. Let you still do things with it if you like. I think it'd look lovely."

Vehr looked utterly disinterested, as if she wouldn't torture Merle to death if she didn't like the hair. "You're the hairdresser," she said. "You do what you think is best."

"Right. Yes." Merle dried sweaty hands on her dress. "You want me to begin now?"

"That was the plan, yes."

"In here—?"

"I see no reason to withdraw," Vehr said.

Well. She's the prince.

It was the same as every other haircut she'd done. It had to be the same as every other haircut she'd done. Most of those were on demons, and the stakes weren't so different then. Demons were demons: every one of them was more powerful than she was. She might be facing a demon prince now, but drowning in a tub left you just as dead as drowning in the ocean.

Thinking about it that way was almost cheering. She was practically an expert at cutting demon hair and not dying. Hell, that meant she had a 100% success rate.

Merle curtsied again, asking silent permission before she went to stand behind Vehr. The way she'd lifted and parted her hair to wind it around the room might have been some kind of fashion choice, but it was almost certainly also to keep it off the back of her neck. There was indeed an eye there, heavy-lidded and a bit tired-looking. For a moment, Merle stared blankly at it before really realizing that Vehr could see her through it. She dropped into a hurried curtsy again, lowering her eyes.

I can't do it. Despair flooded her. I won't get a chance.

She'd had thoughts, when originally chosen, of using this moment to win her freedom. If she were behind Vehr, she'd be out of sight. She could put the scissors against her throat and bargain, or even just stab them right in. But her hope in that vague, poor plan had drained away. She wasn't unwatched, even when behind Vehr. And from what Sestin had said, she'd need to take out every eye to weaken Vehr. There was no room to make a move without Vehr—undistracted, just sitting there—noticing first.

Nothing to do but my job. I guess I'll just hope for the best.

So she did. She parted the hair, pinned it up, snipped long strands away until she had cleared a spot around the eye. Then, slowly, she began to work at layering it, building it out until the unusual haircut would seem natural, intentional.

It took a few hours, but these things usually did, and since Vehr—thankfully—didn't seem interested in talking, she just let herself get absorbed in the rhythm of it, the sensation of hair in her hands, the gentle sound of the scissors slicing through cleanly.

Finally, it was done. She dug up the small hand mirror she carried in her work belt and lifted it up so the eye on the back of Vehr's neck could see. At least this part of things was simpler than it usually was. "Here's what it looks like at the back," she said, and heard her voice come out way calmer than expected. Nice! She congratulated herself silently as she came back around. "And… the front."

For a long moment, Vehr was silent, eyes moving as she examined the haircut. She lifted a hand and held it behind her, then did the same with the other in front, eyes in her palms rolling as she took another look at both sides at once.

Merle held her breath.

"Acceptable," Vehr said finally. "Appreciably so."

Merle's stomach seemed to melt inside her, turning into lava that made her gut uneasy. "Great," she said. "I'll just clean up here and I can be on my way."

"No," Vehr said. "No need to clean. They'll fight over who can keep what's left. It'll be amusing. Sestin."

Sestin seemed startled to be called, but rose from his seat, coming over and sinking into a low bow. "My prince?"

"Since you've taken such an interest in her, show her to a room. I believe a few of them have some space at the moment."

Sestin's smile seemed a little resigned, but at least he was still smiling. Then again, he hardly ever stopped. "Of course. Merle, come with me."

A protest rose in her throat, then died there. No point. She'd known as much when she was called. If Vehr decided to keep her, that would be that. Still, she had to try, and found another, less dangerous protest. "If it's your wish, Prince Vehr. But I'm an extra mouth to feed for nothing. Hair doesn't need to be cut that often—"

"It's my wish," Vehr said. "Sestin. Take her. She's nice to look at but not to listen to."

Merle's mouth snapped shut. Sestin's hand closed on her elbow.

"Come on," he muttered, smile and voice both slightly strained.

She went.


Chapter Three

Sestin stayed quiet as he took her back to the lift and across to one of the other inverted towers before descending again. His smile, she noticed, had finally fallen off. Merle didn't bother talking either. It felt like words were trapped behind her teeth, like if she talked she might start screaming instead and maybe never stop.

And that would be pretty weird and not the best first impression to give the other captives.

Sestin finally led her off onto another floor and recreated a pale imitation of his usual smile. "There are a few rooms that have space, but one of them is down to only two people, so I'll be putting you in that one."

"Only two?" Look at that, she thought. I can speak normal words after all.

"They're usually four-person rooms, but sometimes things happen."

"Things," she repeated back.

He looked at her with a serious sideways glance, smile withering away again. "Things," he agreed, and didn't specify further.

Merle thought briefly of repeating it again and seeing how long they could keep this up, but the urge quickly faded. No point in alienating the only person here who'd at least seemed to want to be nice to her. "Okay," she said. "I'm used to having two roommates anyway. It'll be just like home."

"Hopefully this won't be too big an adjustment," Sestin said sympathetically. "You'll find it's pretty quiet around here so long as you don't draw more attention to yourself."

The comment seemed pointed.

Sestin knocked on a door, then called through it. "It's Sestin. I'm bringing a new arrival to stay with you. Everyone decent?"

Which was, she thought, surprisingly good of him. Especially for a cubant. She didn't hear the muffled reply, just the sound of a soft voice, but he smiled at the wood and opened the door.

It wasn't a terribly large room, a pair of double bunks on either side and a small dressing table on the back wall. Sets of trunks sat at the end of each lower bunk, to hold the residents' belongings. Nice and human, Merle thought with relief. She'd worried it might be an obstacle course like Vehr's great hall.

One girl, with flaming red hair framing a white face and bright blue eyes focused downward, was seated on the floor drawing something on a pad of paper. The other was seated on a lower bunk, looking up as Merle and Sestin entered.

Merle's heart skipped a beat.

It had been ten years, but despite the many changes she'd gone through, there was no mistaking her. Abeille had been allowed to blossom, with her hair grown out to her waist in long brown curls. Gone were the rough trousers and apron that she'd sported when everyone had known her as the blacksmith's son. Instead, she was wearing a long dress with trailing sleeves that suited her much better. Her face and figure had softened too. She was still freckled, strong and tall and muscular, but—

"Merle?" Abeille gasped. It had been her voice that they'd heard through the door.

"Abeille…!" The name exploded out of Merle with a joyous rush of air and she burst into a short run, flinging herself the last few feet to tackle her friend. Abeille let out an oof as Merle hit her, tumbling backward into the bed with a flurry of hair and sleeves as Abeille's arms flew up around her. "Abeille, Abeille…!"

"It is you…" Abeille breathed. She was breathing rapidly against Merle, confused and almost awed.

Merle pushed herself up on the heels of her palms and stared down at Abeille. "You look amazing," she burst out. "Holy shit, I thought you were dead and here you are being super cute. And you've got tits!"

Abeille opened her mouth, closed it, and then furrowed her brow like she couldn't decide whether or not to take offense.

Shit, Merle thought anxiously. Of all the things to say after this long…

But Abeille finally just let out a rueful laugh that just seemed to grow and grow from her core until it was something genuine and delighted again. She wrapped both arms around Merle, squeezing her to her bosom. "I see you haven't changed all that much. You're as careless as always with your words."

"You know me," Merle said. She struggled to get up again, but Abeille wasn't letting her up. Merle pressed against those strong arms for only a second before relaxing against her. "I truly thought I'd never see you again—"

"Well," Sestin said from the doorway, almost exaggeratedly delighted. "How lucky! I hardly thought I'd get to reacquaint two friends. Perhaps today isn't so terrible after all."

Abeille's arms fell away from Merle, who didn't try to get up again, just turned her cheek so it was pillowed on Abeille's shoulder. "Sestin," Abeille said in a suddenly awkward tone, "why's she here? It's not—"

"Prince Vehr asked for a beautiful hairdresser," Sestin said. "She got your Merle here. And it seems she's decided to keep her. So you two will have a chance to get caught up, but I'll let you do it in some privacy. I didn't mean to voyeur on your little moment."

"I'll go too," the third girl said, rising from the floor. "If you're willing to take this humble slave for company, Sestin?"

"Always have time for you, Belette," Sestin said, his smile a bit smug. He bowed, offering his arm to the redhead. "Abeille, Merle, I wish you good luck."

The two of them left, shutting the door behind them, and Abeille let out a heavy breath she hadn't seemed to be holding. "Merle, I'm so sorry," she said, brows creased and eyes wide. "I'd hoped you'd be long gone by now."

"I never got out of the city," Merle said. She sat up finally, reluctant to move from the embrace but wanting to look Abeille in the face. "Just as well. If I'd known you were still alive down here, I'd have tried to get in sooner."

Abeille shook her head firmly. "No," she said. "I'm glad it's taken this long. I wish you'd never come."

The tone was gentle, unaccusatory. Despite that, the words struck Merle as a blow. "But—"

"I'm glad to see you," Abeille said quickly. "I missed you very much. But it's not a good place here."

"It's not a good place up there either," Merle muttered. "Especially alone."

Guilt crossed Abeille's face, and she pushed herself up on her elbows. "I know. I'm sorry. What have you been forced to do?"

"Nothing too bad," Merle muttered. "I got work as a hairdresser. I've been doing that about eight years now."

"Not too bad," Abeille echoed back, brows creased. She drew a deep breath and let it out, chest heaving. "I'm glad. I've… been worried."

"You've been worried?" Merle replied, stunned. "I had no idea what happened to you down here. But you look like you've been thriving."

A series of odd expressions crossed Abeille's face, hard to identify, before settling on a wrinkle-nosed grimace. It made her freckles look extra cute, Merle thought.

Abeille said, "In some ways, maybe. Prince Vehr values appearances. I was taken down because I was… handsome… enough, I guess, but mostly because I made beautiful jewelry. She wanted to look at it. At the process. To suggest things and see if I could make them beautiful. But she also made available whatever I needed to make myself more beautiful. Medicine, proper clothing. So parts of it haven't been so bad."

From what Merle remembered, Abeille had always wanted to save up for those things. But— "You don't look particularly happy about it."

"I'm glad to have this opportunity to compensate for the rest of what it's like down here," Abeille said neutrally. She tucked some hair behind an ear in an awkward gesture. "But the Watchful Prince is not a good master. You haven't been lucky to come here. I wasn't either. I could have got these things on my own, given time. I don't owe her anything."

Merle scooted backward, leaning her back against the wall behind the bed and hugging her knees. Her relief was giving way to the overwhelming awareness of their situation. "What has she done to you?" she asked finally, a little afraid of what she might hear.

"She's not someone who… does things to others. Not exactly," Abeille said softly. "She does like to control, but not really in a way that takes action. She's very passive. Maybe it's because she's so old, or maybe it's because she's a watcher. She chooses what action she wants to see and controls it and makes it happen, and she watches."

"What do you mean?"

Abeille looked away. "If you cut her hair already, I'm sure you saw how she made you the center of attention." And then, "I'm sorry. I don't want to talk about it."

Merle was sure it had to have been something similar. Being put on the spot, pinned by Vehr's gaze and surrounded by her court. Perhaps displaying jewelry, or showing off her skills at swordplay. But at the same time, she feared it would have been something worse. A power-hungry demon was never a good thing. Merle let out a soft pained noise, trying to put her rush of terrible fears out of her head and focus on the reality.

It doesn't matter what Abeille was the center of attention for. Only that she'd hated it.

"I'm sorry," she said, and took Abeille's hands, clutching them in her own. "I… it's like I failed you. We had so many big promises, but neither of us got out. Maybe. Maybe someday we can, now that we're together again."

"I just don't want you to get hurt too," Abeille said, tone raw. "I don't want you to have to change down here. I'm okay now. I'm used to this. Complacent, honestly. It's nothing to me anymore, don't worry about me. It's been ten years of it. But I never wanted you to get caught up in this sort of thing. I hope you don't think less of me for… for giving up like that."

Merle looked at Abeille past the top of her knees, squeezing her hands. If she pulled a little, she could draw Abeille in for a hug again. But she wasn't sure if she should, not while Abeille was so tense and unhappy. "It doesn't matter. You're still my best friend. I know you."

Abeille's lips quirked a little. "You've always known me."

"I always will," Merle promised. There was something in Abeille's gaze that was making her heart beat faster, a plaintive longing there which she felt guilty even responding to. Abeille had gone through so much. Even in her fears, her answering guilty thought of whatever I have to do will be fine if we're together felt like a betrayal of their friendship. Of Abeille's pain. "I promise, we'll always be friends."

Abeille smiled, then suddenly looked stricken. "Oh—oh, no. We can't. We mustn't."

"What?" Had her horrible thoughts shown on her face? "Abeille!"

"Nobody can know we're friends," Abeille said, suddenly urgent. "If Vehr finds out the two of us have any prior attachment, she'll definitely come up with something involving the two of us. I've seen it before with some men she'd brought in. The betrayal of that kind of attachment, she really… she really eats it up. She thinks it's beautiful."

Merle's eyes widened. "Nobody? But I mean, a few people know already. Sestin and that other girl."

"Belette," Abeille said. "She's okay. We've lived together a while, and I can't imagine she'd tell on us. She's the sort who feels that we humans have to stick together. And Sestin is…" Abeille wrinkled her nose, looking both fond and uncomfortable. "He's not a bad guy, for a demon. He's kind to the humans, which is more than I can say for a lot of them."

"Prince Vehr was… taunting him today," Merle said. "Forced him down and made fun of him. Do you think he might try to curry favor by giving up our secret?"

Abeille considered, then wrinkled her nose again, this time like she'd smelled something unpleasant. "I don't think so. He's the sort who can be reasoned with, anyway. I think since it's just those two, we'll be okay. We just have to be careful."


Chapter Four

They did, in fact, seem to be okay. When Belette came back, they cautioned her about Abeille's fears and Belette shook her head at once. "Of course," she said. "I know what it's like around here. I didn't see anything. Just two strangers meeting for the first time."

Sestin wasn't around to talk to, but even so, it seemed like he didn't say anything, since rumors didn't spread about them. When Abeille introduced Merle to people, she did so as a new roommate only, with a strange air of disinterest to it that made Merle uncomfortable, even as she understood the reason for it.

Even if she wanted to reclaim their friendship, even if it was safe to do so, there was a ten year gap between the Abeille she remembered and the Abeille she saw in front of her now. She was sure it was the same for Abeille. Although Merle herself hadn't changed much, and although it didn't seem to her like Abeille had either, time built up, experiences built up, and their paths had diverged without them wanting that.

The whole situation left her uneasy and at a loss. It wouldn't be so bad if she had some way to occupy herself, but there was little to do. They were allowed small tokens on request, or could barter for more from demons—that was how Belette stayed in art supplies—but Merle hadn't yet been able to think of anything she'd want.

Abeille had a little forge two floors up, which she took Merle to one day when Merle complained she was bored. "Nothing wrong with showing a new roommate what I do," she'd said at Merle's questioning look.

It's been so long since I've seen her work. It'll just be the two of us in there, too, and we can drop the act. She pushed herself off her bed and padded after Abeille.

The process itself was much as Merle remembered, but she didn't stop Abeille from explaining things in her soft low voice as she prepared her station. Merle watched with fascination as Abeille put silver scrap in a crucible with some alchemical powders, then placed it in a small, closed-off brick oven and applied flame to it.

Merle listened with only half an ear to the explanation. Sitting on the bench at the back wall, she was fascinated with how Abeille's hair looked when it was tied off her shoulders, how her arms looked in the short-sleeved shift she'd changed into so she could work with fire in this stuffy room. The light from the high heat she was applying to the crucible in front of her illuminated the long line of her neck.

At some point, Abeille stopped talking, just focusing on her work, and Merle didn't prompt her to start again. She watched quietly as Abeille transferred the molten silver to a plate and pressed it, then took that and hammered it on an anvil. From there, Abeille switched it to a crank-turned machine to flatten it further.

It was familiar and nostalgic. Merle thought about long afternoons sitting behind Abeille and watching her, kicking her legs. She remembered the sight of her own knees, awkward and knobby as she grew, and glanced down at them, hidden behind the longer material of her dress now.

"At any rate," Abeille said aloud abruptly, "in a few more passes this'll be flat enough I can use it to make rings."

"The prince must really love your jewelry."

Abeille went still where she was for a moment. "She enjoys looking at it, at least," Abeille said slowly, hesitant. "She doesn't wear any jewelry herself, but some of her demons do. Some of her favorite humans do too."

"Maybe I'll get to wear one of your rings someday," Merle said impishly.

She'd meant it playfully, but Abeille's expression, as she abruptly turned to face Merle, was pretty awful. Merle hadn't realized how relaxed and happy Abeille had been looking until it was gone, replaced with some kind of tightness.

"Don't try to become one of her favorites."

"I just meant—"

"Don't," Abeille said flatly. She took her hair down and apron off.

I guess that's it for today.

Merle stayed silent, lump thick in her throat as she followed Abeille back to the lift. While they waited for it to arrive, Abeille seemed to cave, anger turning into guilt on her face. "… Sorry," she said abruptly, into the silence. "I know you didn't mean anything by it."

"I just remember really liking your jewelry," Merle mumbled.

"I remember really liking it too," Abeille said, and sighed. "I know you're just… You're still learning this place. And you don't know what to do with yourself."

Merle looked down at her hands, twining them together, rubbing the calluses on the edges of her thumbs against each other. "I'm not used to having this much free time," she said. "Normally, I get up in the morning and work all day. In the evening, we—me and Ors's other girls—practiced hair and makeup on each other, or played dice. Or I'd go out to one of the taverns. It wasn't like I had a lot of fun, exactly, but I wasn't so idle. Is it always like this here?"

"You get used to it," Abeille said. There was no more heat in her tone at all, just some sort of quiet numbness. "It's not like we have a lot of fun down here either. I'm not sure even the demons have fun here." She shook herself, then dredged up a half smile for Merle. "Though that might be just as well. It's not like we usually enjoyed their idea of fun up in the city, right?"

"Right," Merle said, a corner of her mouth twitching up in return.

Abeille shook her head, sighing softly. "But any of the demons she decides to keep in the palace are slaves too, in a way. They're ones who outrank us, yeah, but the prince limits their powers and makes them behave how she wants, not how they want. Being in her palace means being under her watch. Actually, it's dangerous to go too many floors away from our quarters because that means you could end up in their quarters, and they're bored and frustrated too. You know how demons are when they want entertainment."

"Yikes," Merle said.

"Yikes," Abeille agreed, smiling properly now. The lift arrived and they got on it, but Abeille hesitated, then, instead of choosing their floor, picked the bottom floor in their tower.

Merle blinked. "Where are we going?" It wouldn't be quite parallel to Vehr's throne room in the other tower, because nothing got as deep into the earth as that, but it would have to be pretty close.

"I want to show you something," Abeille said.

She didn't explain further, so Merle just watched the floors pass as they descended. When the lift finally stopped, it opened onto a very different landscape. Instead of the polished obsidian walls, the hallway was carved out of dirt, as though the tower were unfinished and at some point had been intended to be carved deeper. Even so, lanterns were placed in regular intervals on the wall, glowing, as always, with magical light.

I guess enough people come this way to make it worthwhile, Merle thought. She put her hand against the dirt wall, feeling it come away slightly moist. "What on earth is this?"

"Come on," Abeille said. She started walking down the carved-out corridor, trailing one hand on the wall herself.

Jogging to catch up, Merle said, "Are they expanding the castle? But it doesn't seem like there's anyone down here, and it always seems pretty empty except in her throne room and the living areas. Did they have to halt construction for some reason?"

"I don't know for sure," Abeille said. "Sestin showed me this once. He said it was from before he came here too. The legend is someone tried to dig their way out from the castle and gave up partway through. It doesn't seem likely though, does it? It's too big for an escape tunnel."

"Sestin, huh?" Merle asked, probing.

Abeille hesitated, then glanced back over her shoulder at Merle. She seemed slightly embarrassed. "He's a cubant. He prefers spending time with humans instead of demons because our souls aren't guarded and our energy is free to take, unlike theirs."

Merle scrunched her face up. "Yeah, I know how they work. Well, I'm not going to sleep with him."

"Nobody's telling you to sleep with him," Abeille said with exaggerated patience. "I'm just saying, most of us know him because he takes the time to get friendly with us. A lot of people here do sleep with him, though. Nobody would look at you strangely."

"Sestin's not my type."

"Sestin could be your type," Abeille countered, raising a brow at her. "Shapeshifter. Identity-changer. Sestin takes requests, and actually turned into Hibo's—one of our old roommates—old girlfriend for a while. I mean, it wasn't any kind of trick. Hibo described her because she just wanted to see her face again. She—Sestin, I mean—didn't try to pretend to be her. Just looked like her. "

That sounds really damn weird. Who wants a fake? Merle looked at Abeille's back, still following her. "Have you ever made a request?"

"Of course not. Who would I even ask for?" Abeille asked, tone almost long-suffering. "I never dated anyone."

She couldn't know that would hurt. Merle tried to remind herself of that.

The corridor had begun to open up in front of them. Abeille put a hand out. "Wait here for a moment."

"Okay…?"

Abeille kept moving forward, peeking into an opening ahead of them into what seemed to be a large room. She looked around it for a long moment, then gestured back to Merle to catch up. "Nobody's here. Come on."

She stepped into the room before Merle could catch up with her. A sudden, strange sense of being left behind overwhelmed Merle, and she hurried in after her—then almost stumbled over her feet.

It was an underground garden, lush and verdant. Flowers absolutely filled the room, the scent and warmth of them almost a physical thing that enveloped her as soon as she was inside. They grew not only on the floor, but the walls and ceiling, climbing over everything. Dirt paths wound throughout the garden; there was no way it was accidental, as the flower beds were clearly meant to be seen from all sides. Space had been made on the walls and ceiling for more magic-lit lanterns, too, keeping the room in a gentle glow.

She inhaled the rich floral smell and felt tears spring to her eyes. In the monotone world of the palace, it was a burst of color and beauty.

"What," Merle croaked.

Abeille turned on the path ahead, and whatever she saw on Merle's face made her light up. "Isn't it lovely? I've never seen anyone actually working on it, but it always seems carefully tended."

"It's gorgeous," Merle breathed. She inhaled again, shivering at the richness after the dry, tasteless air of the floors above. She began to walk down one of the paths and heard Abeille fall into step behind her. Sweet honeysuckle bushes lined this one. "I never imagined anything like this down here. I mean, it's beautiful, but it doesn't seem like the prince's style."

"I thought so too," Abeille said. "I guess either she doesn't know about it or considers it beneath her attention. You can come down here whenever, but be careful when you do. It's very isolated and you could easily get cut off from the lift. If someone's already in here, turn around and go back."

"Relax," Merle said dismissively, her attention still fixed on the floors. "I'm not an idiot. And I've been around demons my whole life."

"Sorry," Abeille said, not sounding very sorry. "I know. But the way you have to watch yourself inside the palace is different than outside."

"Relax," Merle said again.

Up ahead were some purple flowers, brilliantly colored and catching her eye. She took off at a run to go look at them.

"Merle!" Abeille's voice had startled laughter in it, a suppressed delight, and Merle grinned back at her as she arrived at the tall winding vines. "You're acting like a child!"

"And what's wrong with that?" Merle said back, playful. "Come here, have you seen these?"

"I'm not the one who's visiting it for my first time," Abeille said, but fell into place beside her obediently, smiling. "… Maybe you're right."

Merle tilted her head, looking up at Abeille. "Hm?"

Abeille's expression was warm but wistful, eyes distant, lashes heavy over them. "About relaxing," she said. "I can't remember the last time I laughed like this. My cheeks ache from smiling—you're like a breath of fresh air. It's so easy to become cold down here. I hope you never do."

"I hope you can warm up, then," Merle said. And then impulsively she reached out, plucking a blossom from the vine and placing it in Abeille's hair.

Abeille's eyes widened, her cheeks growing darker with color. "You mustn't do that," she said, voice wavering. "This place does belong to someone. You could get in trouble."

"It's one blossom," Merle said. "They fall off on their own, anyway. Look." She gestured at the ground, where a couple had fallen. "Relax a little. Nobody's here, just us. You don't have to watch over your shoulder all the time."

"Just almost all the time," Abeille said, and raised her fingertips to the flower in her hair, dimpling one of the petals. "Just almost every waking moment. I have to watch myself even if nobody else is watching me. You'll learn that."

Merle said, "I'm pretty hard to teach."

"That you are," Abeille said, and smiled again, brows creased.

But despite her protests, she wore the flower for the few hours they stayed in the garden. When they did finally leave, she raised it to her nose to sniff, and Merle thought she saw her lips purse, like she was giving it a kiss farewell before she dropped it into the bushes.

And then they had to go back to their floor, where Merle was a new arrival and Abeille a near-stranger whose only kindness to Merle was because she was showing her around. Helping her fit in.

Back to their floor, where they weren't, and had never been, friends.


Chapter Five

Merle took to exploring to pass the time.

She didn't go too far, and tried not to ignore Abeille's warnings. But it was easy to justify it to herself. When she'd been up in the city, she'd explored all the time—when it was light out, anyway. If stopped, she just told people she was on a supply run for the shop. Here, everyone would expect her presence. She figured at least she could get to know the other humans.

So she wandered from room to room, meeting people, seeing who did what. Some of the boys on the floor above hers played cards and invited her to a game or two. It was a way to pass the time, and she'd always had pretty good luck, so she hung out there now and then. They didn't play for money, but kept a tally of wins per day anyway. She was rapidly catching up.

It was after one of these sessions of gaming that she ran into Sestin again, coming out of another room on the boys' floor as she headed back to the lift.

For a moment he seemed startled, horizontal pupils narrowing abruptly, but he recognized her right away and smiled widely after the surprise passed. "Merle," he said. "Good to see you."

"You too," she said. Abeille's first-day warning rung in her ears again. Nobody can know. Sestin started to brush past her and she grabbed onto his arm. "Um, hey—"

His brows rose, but he stopped obligingly. She looked at the floor instead of his face, watching as he shifted his weight to one hoof casually, tapping the other on the floor. "Can I help you with something?"

"There's something I want to talk to you about. In private."

She still didn't look at his face and was just as glad not to when his voice came out extremely knowingly. "Is that so? Well, I know a number of private nooks."

"Not like that!"

"It's fine, really," he said, magnanimously teasing. "I am what I am."

She huffed a breath. Not my type, she'd said, but even so, she was well-aware that cubants changed gender the way they changed hair color. It was all mutable to them; their form reflected how they felt, not the other way around, and they could flow from one mindset to another as easily as breathing. Sestin could be her type as soon as he felt like he was. "Get on the lift with me," she muttered.

"As you wish." He bowed to her, and then took advantage of her hand still being on his arm to escort her there.

Merle pounded the button to the bottom floor like it had done something to personally offend her. "I just want to talk."

He smiled again, eyes slightly narrowed and watching her through his lashes. "Hm," he said. "If you're sure. I'd be happy to help you out however."

He takes requests. For a moment, Abeille's face popped into her mind, the thoughtful, cautious expression she seemed to wear all the time these days.

Her heart clenched around a thought, barely formed, and she shook her head to herself as if she could shake it out before she could give it shape. "Anyway," she said. "I just don't want to be overheard."

"That's understandable," he said, more intrigued now. "I think most people have things like that."

"Yeah, probably." The lift reached the bottom floor and they exited onto the dirt corridor. "Hang on, I need to see if anyone's in there—"

"There aren't," Sestin said.

Merle glanced up at him in confusion before realizing what he meant and chewing on the inside of her cheek for a moment. "Because you can sense life forces."

"That's right. I can at least do that," he said agreeably. "It's like smelling food. I can even detect it from demons, even if they're less accessible to me."

For a moment, listening to Sestin describe life force and food like that, she thought of what Abeille had said about not letting anyone catch her alone down here. How isolated it was. All that, and here she was inviting an incubus down there.

"Well, okay. Great. That makes it easier," she said, and walked in. "So we're alone on this floor?"

"That's right." He smiled lightly. "I see you found the garden."

"Yeah," she said. Somehow, it seemed a bit less pretty today. Maybe whoever's in charge of it is slacking. "Abeille didn't know a lot about why it's here."

"Hmm." He put a finger to his lips and leaned close. "Do you want to know?"

Startled, she took a step back. "What! You know? Really?"

"I have some idea," he said, moving in closer again, conspiratorial. "It's guesswork, but I've been here long enough to pick up all the hints. You see, when Vehr first conquered this fiefdom, she took over from the previous prince and started to expand the castle. She gave up soon enough and never finished this wing—as I understand it."

Merle nodded. "I mean, I guess she'd have enough to take care of anyway. So that's where the room comes from… but who made the garden?"

"Vehr did," Sestin said, simply.

Merle boggled at him. "Vehr did that too? But it's nothing like her style! Hers is all… cluttered things and passive watching, not… something like this." Something wild and beautiful, teeming with life.

"She wasn't always old and bored and meaningless," Sestin said. He broke eye contact with Merle, looking around the room himself. "Well, she was already by the time I got here. It wasn't that long ago. Like I said, I figured it out on my own. I could be wrong."

Shaking her head, Merle said, "I just don't see it. It wouldn't have survived this long without someone taking care of it."

"It didn't," Sestin said. "I've spent decades helping it recover."

She gaped at him, fish-like, for a few moments, before managing, "You're the one who's been taking care of it? Abeille didn't know. Do you do it secretly or—"

"Top secret," Sestin said, grinning at her too-widely. "The prince doesn't need to know I've been reviving old projects of hers." He tapped his nose, then Merle's, with a fingertip. "But I'll trust you with that secret. Just be sure you keep it quiet. So what did you want to talk about?"

Right. Shit. I have to get back on track. She wrinkled her nose, trying to get rid of the feeling of his finger on its tip. "It's about me and Abeille," she said, and heard it come out bizarrely intense. Like that was the end of the statement, instead of an introduction.

Sestin tilted his head, seeming surprised, then folded his arms behind his back in some kind of mock parade rest. She strongly suspected it was some kind of teasing for her tone. "Okay," he said affably. "What about you two?"

"You saw that we already knew each other," Merle said. "I mean, I don't think you were planning on saying anything anyway, but please be careful to not tell anyone about it. Abeille is really worried about what the prince might do if she knew that two old friends had ended up being roommates together."

"What'll you do for me in return?" Sestin asked, smiling brightly.

Merle's mouth fell open and her stomach dropped. Somehow, she hadn't seen the question coming. Sestin had been so accommodating, so easy-going, that she hadn't thought it would become a barter. He'd even told her his secrets! But he was still a demon—of course he'd want something. And a cubant, too, so there was only one thing he'd want that she'd have—

"Just kidding," Sestin said. "Oh, don't look like that, Merle. You've been so disgusted at the thought of sleeping with me every time it's occurred to you that I couldn't help but tease you a little."

She felt her cheeks grow warm. "Wh—you—!"

"I do fine for myself, Merle. I don't need to steal from someone. Let alone someone who's pleading desperately for my help," he said lightly. "If I wanted to get you, I'd seduce you. And then I'd look rather different right now, given what I've felt of your tastes."

Her heart had started beating again. "Ugh!" she burst out. "I was talking seriously, you jerk!"

"And I wasn't," he said, grinning at her. He reached over to her but just ruffled her hair, his lips pursed and horizontally-slit eyes glittering at her. "But I will now. I think Abeille is probably right about the danger."

Merle had believed her, or had thought she had, but somehow hearing it from an actual demon was more demoralizing. "It's really unsafe, huh?" she muttered, still sulky.

"Vehr is not a kind prince," Sestin said. True to his promise to take this seriously, his smile was fading into a much more solemn expression, brows furrowed. "She very much enjoys watching people's reactions to being put into very uncomfortable situations. I'm not really someone who gets pleasure from that myself, and I don't want to give her any satisfaction."

Relief washed over her, and Merle exhaled heavily. "Kind of weird to hear that from a cubant. That you don't want to satisfy someone, I mean."

"Hah," Sestin said, without actually laughing. "I suppose she's made an odd cubant out of me."

He was genuinely looking troubled now, corners of his lips tight, horizontal pupils focused on a flower a little ahead and to the side of him instead of looking at Merle. Merle thought longingly of just turning and going back to the lift now that he seemed on board with not telling Vehr anything, but it didn't seem fair to do that. Not while Sestin was clearly upset.

"Can I… ask?" she muttered finally. "What's going on with you? With you and her, I mean. I saw what she did when you brought me in, obviously…"

"Oh. That," he said, and sighed, putting a smile on that seemed even less real than his usual fare. "Nothing too complicated there. She doesn't have a lot of cubants in her court, you may have noticed."

Merle had absolutely failed to pay any attention to what types of demons she had or hadn't seen when she'd been in Vehr's presence, and had kept mostly to human floors since. "Yeah, for sure."

"There's a reason for that. Vehr likes to leash her courtiers," Sestin said, brows creasing a little and eyes dimming. "Princes have a lot of power, especially over their own courts. I'd been a young cubant when I came here, and was trying to curry favor and influence, like one does. The details don't matter, since this was a long time ago, but suffice to say that I did a favor for her as a visitor to her fiefdom and requested a knighthood in return. Titles carry power with them," he added, as if realizing how little she knew about how demons actually worked rather than just knowing what they did to people. "Calling myself a knight to another demon—along with the power boost to back it up—is pulling rank, which I can certainly do now. She granted me that title, but in return for that power, she pushed my other powers down."

Well, that means jack all. "Uh," she said.

"Not making sense? Let me put it another way," he said. "She can't cut off my natural abilities entirely. No demon can do that to another, because who we are and what we do are tied. She can't stop me from shifting shape or absorbing energy through sex any more than, say, a cubant prince could prevent a watcher from growing a new eye every hundred years. But any energy that comes out of me to influence others, the prince pushes back in. I can sense other people's lust and desires, but I couldn't, for example, make someone want me by letting my aura out over them."

That was definitely something she'd experienced from cubants before. They were very good at sensing what you wanted, being that, and then making you want them. They exuded lust like some people reeked of perfume. "Oh," Merle said. That actually just sounds like Vehr's evened the playing field. "Too bad."

"Very sympathetic," Sestin said, "Thanks."

She hadn't meant it to show, though. She stammered, "No, well, I mean—"

"Like I said before, I do fine," he said, still a bit flatly. "I can still seduce people the normal way, and I'd rather be a knight than untitled entirely." After a moment, he relaxed. He reached out and ruffled Merle's hair again, as if she actually had been sympathetic. "I've got no reason to run out of the range of her influence. But she knows I resent this trade and that's why you saw that show of princely power. She thought I was cozying up to her to get my restriction removed."

Merle shrugged his hand off and looked up at him. "Were you?"

"Not at all," he said, and smiled. "Is that all? We can go back to the lift."

"Uh, yeah," she said. "Out of curiosity…"

"Hm?"

"You said a prince couldn't stop a watcher from growing eyes because that's their natural power. But what could they stop a watcher from doing?" she asked. "I don't know what abilities watchers even have that they can use on others, I mean. What do watchers even do?"

Sestin laughed, visibly surprised by the question. "They can cut off someone's senses. Leave them deaf, mute, blind, insensible. But the degree and number of senses they can block depends on the watcher's age."

"I thought you said that most of them weren't powerful," Merle said. "That sounds pretty damn scary to me."

"I said that most of them are kept weak because they start with only two places to store power," Sestin said, "and other demons pluck those out while they're still young. None of us want to be insensible. She likes punishing me, but if she cut off my senses as punishment, I'd die."

Of course he would. As a cubant, he relied on touch to live. "Yikes."

"Yeah," he agreed, escorting her back onto the lift. "Yikes."

*~*~*

"Merle," Abeille said into the silence, abrupt and awkward, "can I ask you to… I mean, would you be willing to… to do my hair?"

It was about a week since Merle talked to Sestin, and about five since she'd come here—not like she was counting or anything. She hadn't offered in that time, hadn't wanted to presume or make Abeille think she'd prefer it to be short again, but had been wondering if, hoping that, Abeille would ask for Merle to be useful to her.

"I would love to," Merle said without hesitation. "Just let me know what you want."

Belette looked up from the nest she'd made for herself out of bedding on the floor. "If it's okay, me next?" She'd been drawing what looked like a picture of Sestin, and Merle absolutely didn't want to ask.

Merle shrugged. "Sure. Back home, me and the others practiced on each other all the time. No harm keeping in touch."

Abeille scooted closer to Merle on the bunk, smiling a little, head bowed. "I don't want a lot cut off," she said. "But I've been getting a lot of split ends. I don't think it'd be so fuzzy if it had a bit of a trim. And I also would like to put it up? I was going to go work in the forge later today, and I mean… Usually, I just tie it back, but…"

"But it's getting really long and having it up and off your neck will be a lot more comfortable."

"And a lot less likely to catch fire," Abeille agreed.

"I would love to," Merle repeated, fervently. This time, her throat caught a little on the word love, and she cleared it, hoping it wasn't too obvious.

The last thing she wanted to do was make Abeille feel awkward. So much of their friendship was just finding itself again, stunted and full of memories and only just being watered enough with companionship to grow. Sure, she'd admired Abeille for a long time, and that flutter in her chest had only gotten more demanding when she'd learned that Abeille was a girl.

But her crush was one-sided. Abeille had valued their friendship, Abeille had never even implied she was thinking of dating her, Abeille had a lot to deal with on her own in life. They'd wanted to stay together, be together, run away together, but Abeille had never given any sign she wanted it to be romantic, so Merle had done her best to not do so either.

The chance of getting to dig her fingers into Abeille's hair and play with it for a while without that being in any way strange…

It's really damn appealing.

"Anyway," Merle said, and was pleased to hear her voice come out totally normal and professional, "we won't want to do it here, or you'll be picking hair out of your bedding for weeks. Let's do it over by the dresser. That way you'll have the mirror too."

They made their way around Belette's nest to it and Abeille sat, smiling with a sort of peace in the expression that Merle was happy to see. It looked like she was her old self again. At least for now.

"I'll do the trim first," Merle said. "Then I'll braid it up for you."

"Sounds good."

An hour into it, with brown hair trimmings littering the ground around the chair and Merle's fingers wound deep into Abeille's hair, Merle guiltily luxuriating in the feeling of Abeille's soft hair, the door opened without warning.

The demon on the other side looked to be made of stone or crystal, wearing armored livery. All three of them turned at once, alarm on their faces, suddenly tense. That relaxation vanished from Abeille's expression like it had never been there, and what was in its place, stiff and cold, was actually alarming.

"Merle," the demon said, in a voice like gravel grinding. "The prince calls for you."

"I'll just," Merle began, stammering. "I'm almost done—"

"You would leave the prince waiting?"

"Go," Abeille said. "You got one braid up already anyway. I can do the other."

"But—"

Abeille grabbed her arm, forcing her hand away from her hair. It was rough and hurt; Merle exhaled unsteadily through her teeth.

"Go," Abeille hissed.

Merle went.


Chapter Six

The demon led her back to Vehr's hall the same way she'd come—taking the lift up, going across to the other lift, then going back down again. Merle didn't want to talk to the guard, so she didn't say anything, and fortunately, the disinterest seemed mutual.

The situation in the hall was much the same as when Merle had first entered: a cluttered, parlor-like throne room, with Vehr in the center like a long, thin spider, what was left of her hair winding around the room. Other demons, Vehr's courtiers, were around too.

Now aware of how Vehr treated them, Merle glanced around with a curious eye. It was hard to read their body language—she'd never quite gotten used to the wide array of demon types, even spending her entire life around them, because they'd never deign to spend so much time with a mere human who existed only to serve them.

But there was a tension in the room that she'd noticed before, and she wondered how much of that was actually resentment. What had Vehr done to them? What little ways had she restricted their freedom for her own entertainment and control?

"Merle," Vehr said softly.

Merle's attention jumped back abruptly. She dropped into a curtsy at once. "Your highness," she said. "You called for me?"

"I wish for your service," Vehr agreed, tone, as before, almost impossible to read. Distant and almost curious. "I am glad you were easily found."

Merle thought briefly about what it might have been like if she had made Vehr wait for her to finish with Abeille's hair. If they'd been doing her hair in private instead of in their room, the soldier may not have found them, and she could have finished.

Vehr would have been bored. Whatever whim had crossed her mind would have been left to rot, and what sort of mood would Merle have been facing when she finally arrived?

I don't think that'd have gone well for me. Or for Abeille, either.

Merle was beginning to understand why the other humans mostly stuck to their rooms, rarely wandering the halls the way Merle tended to, pretty much only going out when they'd been in long enough to go a little stir crazy. It was far preferable to attracting attention.

Although Vehr hadn't asked a question, she seemed to be waiting for an answer. Merle said, a bit awkwardly with the effort to remain completely polite, "Your highness, this slave doesn't understand. The back of your hair can't have regrown to the point where you would need it cut."

"It has not," Vehr said. "But I would like you to do something interesting with what's left. Not a cut."

"Oh," Merle said. She curtsied deeper. "Then, if your highness wills it, I will style your hair. Do you have any preferences?"

"I'm sure you'll think of something," Vehr said.

Which wasn't an answer to the question, but wasn't an atypical way of responding either. Merle rose from her curtsy at the implicit permission, moving around behind Vehr again and starting to unwind the length of her hair's fishtail from the furniture in the room.

Merle resented the feeling of this hair in her hands. It was perfectly good hair, and she'd handled many, many ones harder to touch, technically—from plain old damaged hair to inhuman hair with fine thorns along each strand. This hair was fine and silky, an unusual color, in incredible quality when one considered how long it had been since these remaining long strands had been cut.

But it felt wrong, immediately compared to Abeille's hair. Abeille's was thick and had a faint curl to it. Abeille's hair had the warmth of where it had been lying against her body. Abeille's hair had the faint scent of sweat in it from how she worked in the forge.

It wasn't this perfect perfumed delicate… thing. I'd been thinking of it as a spiderweb, but, she thought a bit viciously, it's more like cobwebs. No life to it at all. Just disuse.

Still. It was her job. It was what she had to do.

All Merle could do was serve.

When she'd gathered it up from the furniture, she wrapped long coils of it around her hands, separating it. She found herself moving to do what she'd been doing with Abeille's: braiding it, then pinning it up.

She forced herself to work towards making it a fancier braid, though, planning to pin it up in loops and whorls. Something befitting of royalty.

"Merle."

She almost jumped when Vehr spoke suddenly. "Yes—your highness?"

"How have you been finding it here?"

Now that was a dangerous question. Lies rose as easy answers to something as blatant a trap as that. "It's lovely here," Merle said. "Outside, one always has to worry about food and money and what would happen if we offended even the lowliest of demons. It does seem like we're taken care of here."

"Mm." Vehr's head had fallen forward a little while Merle worked, but that hardly meant Merle was safe to stop schooling her expression. The eye on the back of Vehr's neck was watching her, heavy-lidded. "Have you had any problems? With demons here."

"No, your highness. None at all."

"None have been spending their time on you which would be better spent elsewhere?"

Sestin, Merle thought. She's talking about Sestin.

"No, your highness," she said. "It's been very quiet." And then, spurred on by her lie, wanting to deepen it and make it stronger, "I'd actually say it was too quiet, actually."

The eye on the back of Vehr's neck flicked up to Merle's face, the sleepiness of her eyelid gone as it widened to look at her. Merle forced herself to look at her own hands as she braided and pinned, not at Vehr's eye.

"Is that so," Vehr murmured softly.

"I'm used to working a lot more," Merle said. Then, quickly, "I mean, I'm doing that right now, of course. But if you have courtiers who need their hair cut or styled, or if you want to see my work on anyone else, I'd be happy to…"

Vehr said, "You're bored."

Somehow this conversation felt like it had become very unpleasant very quickly. "I wouldn't say that," Merle said. She began to separate out an equal number of locks to braid on the other side.

She wondered if Abeille had managed to repeat what Merle had done on her own hair, or if it looked different on one side, or if she'd even just left it down. Or tied it back as she normally did, one half braided, the other side pulled over her shoulder as she worked.

"You are," Vehr said. "I see. That's no good."

"I'm simply adjusting," Merle said awkwardly. "As I said, I'm used to doing this all day. There are lots of demons in the city who want something done for them—"

"I understand," Vehr said. Her tone did seem understanding. "It must feel strange to have idle hands for so long."

Merle swallowed. Visions of getting reassigned to work in the quarry were popping into her head and refusing to get dismissed. "I'm not complaining, your highness," she said. "I'm really not. It's a…" What had Ors said? "It's a great honor to be called to serve you. It's a great honor, too, to be permitted to be idle. I'm truly grateful."

"You're truly grateful," Vehr said, "but if I gave you something to do when you weren't working on my hair, you'd appreciate it."

Merle thought that through, trying to find the trap in the words. "…Yes," she said finally, when one didn't seem to be there to be found. "Exactly. If things stayed just as they were, I'd…" Go insane, probably. "I'd still be grateful and happy. This is truly a privilege. But if there were more for me to do, I certainly wouldn't mind. It would… it would be easier for this slave to adjust to such a gentle, kind lifestyle if I were eased into it."

She put the last pin in with a sense of triumph. No matter how she looked at what she just said, it seemed like a safe answer. Nobody could protest that.

Finally able to look up from Vehr's hair, she did—and saw Sestin across the room, directly in her line of sight. She gave him a hesitant smile. He didn't give one back, slowly and minutely shaking his head.

Whatever. Merle tried not to let her heart fall. Even if he's being a negative nancy, I did the best I could. She said what she needed and did so in such a way that nobody could possibly take offense.

"I'll see what I can do," Vehr said. She held her hands up to her face, looking at her hair style this way and that with the eyes in her palms. "Interesting. I like it."

Merle dropped into a curtsy. "I'm so glad, your highness—"

"Thank you for showing it to me," Vehr said. "Undo it now."

A protest rose and died on Merle's mouth. Slowly, at Vehr's instructions, she unpinned her braids, unwound them from their plaits, and distributed her hair around the room once more.

*~*~*

That night, Merle was lying in her bunk trying to sleep when she heard Abeille whisper to her from the bed below. "Hey, Merle? You awake?"

"Yeah," she breathed back. Belette, in her bunk across the room, was snoring audibly and probably wouldn't wake up if they were a little louder, but Merle didn't want to risk it.

"Today she called you back to her," Abeille murmured. "Did it all go all right?"

They hadn't had a chance to talk when Merle had returned. Abeille had been in her workshop until late, and Belette had pounced on the chance to get her hair done before going out with Sestin. By the time Abeille was back, Merle had already made use of the baths and climbed into bed to play cards against herself until lights out.

Impossible to explain the full situation whispering back and forth in separate bunks. Merle murmured, "It went okay. She just wanted to try out a style," and then got tired of not looking at Abeille.

Carefully, she shifted around in her narrow bunk, holding the edge of the wood rod that kept her mattress in place, and leaned over the side. Her long black hair showered down around the both of them, a curtain hiding part of the bunk below.

Abeille blinked up at her in surprise. "You're going to fall."

"I won't fall," Merle said, soft and impatient. "Anyway, she tried to prod me into saying I was bored, but I didn't let that on. I did say I wouldn't mind doing more work."

"She'll find some way to turn that against you," Abeille said, brows furrowing visibly. "What exactly did she say?"

Merle's head was already starting to throb. But at least I can see her now. She screwed up her face. "Nothing, really. Just that she'd see if she could find something for me to do so I wouldn't feel idle."

Abeille wrinkled her nose in return. "That's not good." She reached out, fingers brushing the smooth waterfall of Merle's hair.

"How bad can it be?" Merle asked reasonably. She shook her head to try to clear it, and then clenched her hands tight on the rod as she felt herself start to slip forward. "Whoop—"

She clenched her teeth to keep from letting out a yell as she toppled forward, shifting and extending her arms to try to keep her grip on the rod as she tumbled out of her own bunk. The back of her heels smacked into the wooden edge of Abeille's bed and she swallowed a yelp, the sound coming out strangled and high in her nose.

As soon as she'd started to fall, Abeille had sat up, scrambling to get the blankets out of the way. It was a moment too late to protect Merle's feet, but Abeille's strong arms wrapped around Merle's middle, and she pulled her into the bunk.

Merle let go of the rod when she felt Abeille's arms come around her and fell into the bed with Abeille in a raucous scrape of wood against wood as the impact made the frame shift.

Tangled together, both froze, silent, neither of them breathing—and Belette's next snore came.

Merle collapsed on Abeille with a whimper. "Ow," she muttered softly, pulling her legs up and almost kneeing Abeille, who squirmed to get a hip in the way. "Ow ow ow…"

"I told you," Abeille whispered, cheeks visibly darker even in the dim light. "Are you bleeding? Let me see—"

"Well, I didn't mean to," Merle hissed back, feeling very sorry for herself, but she squirmed again to lift a leg for Abeille's examination.

Her nightgown, already hiked up from the scramble, slipped further up her thigh. Abeille looked at her face, then down at her heel, studying it with intense concentration.

"Doesn't seem to be bleeding, no," Abeille muttered, sounding terribly unsympathetic. She yanked Merle's nightgown back over her knees and huffed at her. "What did you think would happen?!"

"Why do foot injuries feel like they'll kill you every time," Merle grumbled. "I wonder if I'll have bruises."

Abeille sighed, then shifted over. "Oh, probably. Come here. It'll be easier to talk like this anyway."

It took Merle a moment to understand; the bunks were narrow, and in the past, when they'd talked on them, it was while sitting together. But Abeille had pushed herself as close to the wall as she could, and the space left on the mattress was just about the right size for Merle's body.

Her stomach flipped and her skin seemed to become oversensitive all at once, which was, she decided, probably a really unfair consequence of the throbbing pain of her feet. Other options weren't worth entertaining. Carefully, she squirmed around and lay down there.

They faced each other, heads on the same pillow, almost nose to nose. Abeille's hair was still up in braids, Merle saw. It was hard to tell if the reason that one side was starting to come out was because Abeille had imperfectly matched Merle's work, or if it had just started to loosen from Abeille lying on that side in bed.

"So," Abeille said.

Merle, who could feel the brush of Abeille's breath on her lips, couldn't remember exactly where they'd left this conversation off. "Yes. What?"

Abeille hesitated. After a moment, her eyelashes lowered. "No… it doesn't matter. It sounds like you did the best you could with it. No point chiding you now. All we can do is hope things turn out all right anyway."

"Yeah," Merle said, a little anxious. "I did my best to make it clear I was grateful."

"Nobody here's grateful," Abeille said. She shifted and put an arm around Merle. "Why don't you stay down here tonight?"

Merle's breath hitched. "Really? Is that all right?"

"You banged your feet. No point sending you up a ladder in the dark only to fall off it again," Abeille said, expression weirdly shy.

Which was completely reasonable and logical, as reasons went. Perfectly explainable, Merle thought. A little guiltily, she leaned into Abeille's embrace. "You're right," she said. "Do you want to sleep?"

"I…"

Another hesitation. Abeille swallowed against her, and Merle felt her heart speed up again.

"Tell me," Abeille whispered, "about what I missed up there. How's mom? Has the city changed?"

Oh. Of course. Merle should have thought to volunteer that at some point over the weeks she'd been down here, she realized. Even though they hadn't had much time to speak together about their past, she should have found a way.

She swallowed around a lump in her throat, closed her eyes, and began to talk.


Chapter Seven

Merle didn't get much sleep that night. She talked herself hoarse, apologized, and held Abeille when she had to tell her of her mother's death. Told her about Ors, the shop. About places they'd spent time in being sold, burned down, changed into something else. But even telling her about all these changes, something felt constant about this.

People always died. Buildings always changed hands. Professions always changed. One day, you'd see your neighbor around, and the next, they'd looked the wrong way at the wrong demon and were dragged away to the mines to labor until they died.

That's just how things are.

Abeille didn't cry over any of it, not even her mother's death, though that put a line between her brows and made her bow her head, nodding. Her mother had been sore and tired and strained before Abeille was taken into the palace, and the work was hard. No surprise that she wouldn't have lived too much longer. But Merle was very aware that had it been ten years ago, Abeille would have cried.

The world above must feel very distant to Abeille now, Merle thought. A dream more than a memory. It must be very strange to have someone like Merle appear again in her life—like everything was changing around her and she was living half in the past. No wonder she'd started to wonder what she'd missed.

Eventually, Merle had run out of things to say, her thoughts running dry, and Abeille ran out of prompting questions. They just held each other in a quiet, depressed daze. Reluctantly, Merle offered again to go to her own bunk, but Abeille had shaken her head.

"Just get some rest," she'd said.

Somehow, Merle did.

Merle was the first one to wake. She woke breathing in Abeille's sleep-warmed scent, feeling overheated from the blankets and the press of Abeille's arm, in a fog of a dream she couldn't quite remember. It had fresh air, she thought, a summer breeze, the sound of bees buzzing. Some of those things had surely been her imagination, a mix of memory of spending time with Abeille in the garden here and with thinking of their past dreams to escape the city.

Abeille was pressed close against her, and Merle kept her eyes closed, ashamed but luxuriating in the feeling of Abeille's body against hers. Abeille's chest was soft, her hair even further undone and tangled over her shoulder, and their bare legs were pressed together, nightgowns tangled in the blankets and lifted to around the knee for both. There was a heat and pressure against Merle's hip that made her feel more guilty in her indulgence. Abeille was asleep, holding another person, and these things happened at times like this, but she knew Abeille wouldn't want that to happen with Merle if she were awake.

She sighed, and slowly began to extract herself from Abeille's grip, sliding Abeille's arm from around her, then prying the blankets back so she could get out without disrupting Abeille too completely.

Abeille shifted and murmured, but Merle was free. She stood up, sighing again, and brushed herself off. Across the room, Belette had stopped snoring but was still asleep. The room was very still, and Merle wondered how early it was. Before lights on, at any rate.

She could go down to the bathing room, she decided. It was open at any hour, and she could wake up with a nice long bath, do something fancy with her hair while she waited for everyone else to begin to wake up for the day. It would be a good way to get herself ready after the difficult discussions of the night before—

The door banged open with no warning.

Merle jumped, heart in her throat. It was an armored and liveried soldier, but it was too early in the day to expect to be called anywhere.

The other two had also woken abruptly, sitting up and clutching blankets, staring at the door in alarm.

"Belette," the soldier said, and Merle looked at Belette to see fear written on her face, wide-eyed and growing worse as the realization sank in that the soldier had said her name. For a moment, the soldier stared Belette down, ice cold. Then, suddenly, the soldier smiled. "Thank you for your information last night. The prince is pleased to hear such an interesting situation has developed."

Belette opened her mouth, then closed it, expression blank.

"Merle. Abeille." Both stiffened; Belette's terror was catching. Even without knowing what could possibly be coming, Merle's breath started coming faster. Something was wrong. "The prince is disappointed you kept your friendship from her. She does not appreciate being lied to. As court meets this morning, you will be called to be the entertainment. Abeille, you are familiar with the sort. Prepare for that in the next two hours."

The soldier bowed, the gesture somehow mocking, her horn cutting a sharp line through the air before she turned, closing the door hard behind her. It was loud enough that Merle was sure it had woken everyone else on the floor.

Merle drew a shaky breath into the sudden silence. "Entertainment…?"

Abeille flung back her bedclothes, bare feet hitting the ground hard as she stalked toward Merle. Merle turned towards her, trying to catch her arm and ask, beg for more details—but Abeille shoved her aside so hard she stumbled, feet still hurting, and almost fell.

The expression on Abeille's face was icy cold as she caught up to Belette, who was pressed back in her bunk as if the wall could absorb her. Abeille leaned into her space, grabbing her by the shoulders of her nightgown and hauling her out of bed and to her feet.

"You," Abeille said, voice a low growl. Her eyes were wide, wild, and she was breathing hard, as if chasing Belette down was some kind of terrible effort.

Belette started shaking her head rapidly. "No, Abeille! No, I didn't," she said, a fast, high-pitched babble of words. "I don't know what she was talking about. I didn't say anything to anyone. I—"

Her words cut off as Abeille swung her around, pinning her up against the wall, an arm across her throat. "I can't believe you'd do this to us," Abeille said. "I wanted this not to happen more than anything. More than anything. I wanted not to have to do this again. And to Merle. I wish it was going to be you in there with me. Then nobody would look twice if I murdered you."

Belette had started to cry, great gasping sobs. "Stop, stop. I didn't do anything, I really didn't, and I know you don't want to do it. I know you don't. I saw what happened after Hibo—I saw how you felt—I know you don't want to hurt me—"

"Right now, I really, really want it," Abeille said, but Merle saw that Belette's words were penetrating. Guilt and shame were crossing Abeille's face, tight and awful to watch.

Merle flung herself forward, grabbing at Abeille's shoulders and pulling. "C'mon, let go of her! I'm sure she didn't mean to tell anyone!"

Abeille let go of Belette, who collapsed to the side, falling down and then scrambling away on hands and knees, pushing herself up in a run until she reached the room's door.

"I didn't tell anyone," Belette said, face red and wet, tears streaming down her face, and then she flung the door open and fled.

She'll be fine, Merle thought. She'll just go to one of the other rooms. There's lots of free beds. Merle didn't have time to worry about Belette, anyway. Abeille was standing tensely, shoulders hunched, miserable and furious.

Desperately, Merle thought over what little she knew. Fear for Abeille, for herself, gave her trouble thinking of what they could possibly be doing. Hurting each other, she thought. Humiliating each other. Vehr likes that kind of broken bond. "Look, it's… it's okay. Calm down."

"It's not okay."

She didn't have a chance to think over what she was going to say, so she just opened her mouth and let words fall out. "No, I mean, it's not okay. It sucks that we're forced into this, but at least we'll be together in… whatever it is. And we can get through it together!"

Abeille stared at her.

"And… and I don't want to take advantage of it, or you, by saying it at a time like this, but I love you," Merle blurted, "so I just, I don't want anything bad to happen to us like this, but I do want you to know that whatever awful thing she sets up, we'll do our best by each other and whatever we do, we take care of each other—"

The guilt, shame, and pain on Abeille's face shuttered, vanishing at once. That cold, frightening expression came back in its stead, and Merle felt her heart drop.

"What do you think," Abeille said, enunciating each word, "is going to happen?"

"I—" Merle went red. Embarrassing, terrifying thoughts rose in in her, overwhelming her with image after image. "Being forced to… be a spectacle for her to watch—I'm not sure how, but…" Her heart was pounding. "I thought—obviously it's going to be something terrible, but we could… make it less terrible… somehow? By caring for each other…"

"When I arrived," Abeille said, "I let it slip that I knew how to use a sword."

Merle shook her head. "I don't understand how that—"

"It's a fight to the death, Merle," Abeille said. She raised her chin, looking down her nose at Merle, still with that terrible expression. Even as it shifted, it became scornful, not the warmth that Merle was getting used to. Not the relaxation, not the joy she'd started to see coaxed out of her friend. "You and I will be given weapons. And we will be put into an arena with the prince there watching. And we will fight until one of us is dead. Tell me how to make that less terrible."

Each word felt like it was already a wound. Merle's heart stuttered; she replayed, in her mind, every vague reference she'd heard about it, knowing that Abeille had been forced to kill before.

"You're an idiot," Abeille said coldly. "And I'm not sure why I thought you'd possibly get the picture. I should have realized you were too stupid to understand."

Merle's breath hitched. "Abeille—"

"Gods above. I've been so patient with you," Abeille said. She reached up and with short, jerky movements, began to undo her hair, take it down. Merle watched pins hit the floor and locks begin to tumble down. "I've been patient with you as you said stupid, stupid things to me. As you acted like you still knew me. You're so damn clingy."

Clingy. "I wasn't—"

"Yes, you fucking were," Abeille said. "And you never asked a goddamn thing about this situation, you never tried to understand. You just thought things would be fine. That you could handle them. You ran your mouth at the prince and didn't think there'd be punishment."

Merle shuddered. Her eyes were stinging and her throat felt like she'd swallowed too large a lump of bread and it refused to go down. She tried anyway, gulping. "That's not true."

"What do you think happened to Hibo?" Abeille asked. She grabbed Merle by the shoulder and shook her. "What do you think happened?"

"I—I didn't—"

"You didn't think anything," Abeille said, disgusted. She released Merle's shoulder. "You never do. I killed her."

"Abeille—"

Abeille turned away, fetching her clothes from the dresser. "I killed her in the arena because she'd been stupid enough to say something careless to the prince. The prince thought it'd be funny to put two roommates up against each other. Doing it with a friend is going to be even more hilarious, I'm sure."

There was a strange ringing in her ears. Everything felt distant, padded. "Abeille. I didn't mean to…"

"Who cares what you meant?" Abeille asked, back turned. Her shoulders were hunched and heaving slightly, as if with furious breaths. Still, there was no sound of it in her cold voice. "I killed her, and I'll kill you next unless you smarten up enough to fight for your life."

Merle stumbled, sitting heavily on Abeille's bunk. They'd been lying there so comfortably just minutes earlier. "I don't want to hurt you."

"You'd better learn to want to, idiot," Abeille said. She gathered her clothing into her arms in a ball, and headed to the door, still not looking at Merle. Her face was hidden behind the cloud of her hair. "You love me? Too bad. I hate you and everything you've done here. I never wanted to see you again. Fight me with all you've got."

And she went out, leaving Merle deeply, terribly alone.

*~*~*

The next couple of hours passed with Merle almost in a trance. She knew she was supposed to be preparing for a fight—how? why?—but it felt like an impossible task. There was white noise in her ears which kept creeping up and getting louder and louder whenever she wasn't paying attention to it. Time kept slipping away; she'd sit down, trying to think, and minutes would pass before she realized she wasn't thinking of anything at all.

Why did Abeille say those awful things? Did I deserve it? I don't think I did—I don't feel like I did. The night was so good. Quiet and sweet…

How could Abeille look at her the way she had in the garden, the way she had when they were nestled together in a narrow bed, and still be able to say those things?

How can she feel that way about me? Merle thought, and scrubbed tears away.

Answers weren't coming, and she couldn't make them come. Searching her mind brought up nothing. Maybe Abeille just hates me. Maybe it was that simple. Maybe I was just that stupid. Too stupid to notice she hated me.

Still. Understand it or not, she had to get ready for it.

She got up, finally, and stared at herself in the dresser's mirror for a long few moments before she slowly began to pin her hair up. In a fight, she'd want it out of the way. She'd learned that well enough when she was younger. There'd been a time when fighting for food had sometimes been terribly literal.

In any other circumstance, if Abeille had to go into a fight, Merle would be the one pinning her hair back for her.

The thought popped into her head unbidden and she shuddered, pulling at a handful of her own hair, yanking it into a ponytail and then twisting it so she could pin it up out of the way properly, wrap it around itself, and flatten it so it wouldn't afford any handhold.

Abeille wouldn't go for the hair, surely. But Merle couldn't know. She didn't understand why this had happened, or what Abeille could do.

Abeille might do it. She no longer understood Abeille at all.

Well, even if she does, I won't fight dirty, she resolved.

But what would she do?

She stared at herself in the mirror, at her dark eyes, heavy with shock.

Surviving had never been in question before. Surviving had been the only option. Abeille had vanished and never come back and Merle had failed to get in, gave up on seeing her again as the years passed, focused on just surviving. She'd done whatever she'd had to and always planned to escape. She'd always made whatever choice was necessary to live.

She was staying still again. Not getting ready. She had to, or she'd run out of time before the fight.

Merle took her dress and wrapped the front of it between her legs, pulling the cloth up and apart behind her to tie it at her waist, forming a pair of extremely short pants that left her legs free to move. It was extra skin to hit, true, but Abeille was stronger than her and had a longer reach. If it came to a hit, she was in trouble whether or not there was any fabric to mislead the eye or catch a weapon. Bare legs would give her a dexterity advantage to offset that disadvantage.

Weapons? She had none. Just her scissors. She slowly fastened her tool belt back over her tied dress. There was no guarantee that they'd arm her.

Would she be able to use a weapon against Abeille, though? If they armed her, could she fight? If she drove two fingers through her trusty scissors and kept them at the end of her fist, would she be able to throw a punch, knowing it was Abeille on the other end of it?

Would Abeille be able to do that against me now?

How will I fight?

Why am I fighting?

A loud knock came at her door and she jumped, whirling to face it, heart pounding.

She was out of time, and hadn't found any answers.


Chapter Eight

It was Sestin who had come to get her, unexpectedly a succubus right then. Merle blinked, surprised at the softer face, the curvy figure, but it was undeniably the same person otherwise: same horns, same hair, same ember-like orange eyes. A lot cuter, at least.

Is this some kind of pre-death consolation prize?

Sestin wore her new form comfortably. She gave Merle a tight smile and said, "Ready?"

"You look different," Merle managed instead of answering, because she wasn't sure that question was even possible to answer. "If you'd come to fetch me in the first place looking like this, we'd probably have a very different relationship by now."

"I know we would," Sestin said, almost patient. She came in and shut the door behind herself. "I thought you'd appreciate seeing me like this."

"I'm… really not feeling that right now," Merle said. She still felt light-headed. Every word seemed to fall weakly from her lips. "Is it time?"

"Almost. Listen, Merle—"

And then Sestin was changing again, form rippling and shifting like water. Her hair lengthened, darkened—her eyes too, the shape changing, color darkening, skin becoming more of a golden tan.

Merle was looking at her duplicate. She blinked, too numb already to fully feel shocked.

"Let me go out there." Sestin said. It was something close to her voice, too; it didn't quite sound right, but it wouldn't. Not when she was used to hearing it from the inside. "I can win the fight. You can't."

For a moment, hope flared. I don't have to fight? She didn't want to go out there, didn't want to look at Abeille and see death facing her.

But the hope faded a moment later as realization caught up to her. "No. You can't."

"I could make it look realistic," Sestin wheedled. "She's not stronger than me."

Merle shook her head furiously, and was distantly pleased when no pins came out. "I mean, I believe you. So no, you can't go out there for me. I won't take the deal."

Sestin frowned, lips pursing with more curiosity than disapproval. "You'd rather die?"

"I don't want Abeille to," Merle blurted.

"Ahh," Sestin sighed. She shifted her weight onto one hip, as Merle was inclined to do, and crossed her arms. "Listen, it's just that I'm tired of this sort of game. Vehr wants to see two friends fight to the death. I can change that. She won't realize what's going on. Just give me the chance."

Another head shake. Merle was trembling. She could feel it, legs too cold and seeming unable to hold her properly, too weak. "Sorry. Sorry. I know you probably don't want to see us do that, but I have to face this myself."

For a long moment, Sestin just looked at her, expression gone hard and eyes cold. And then they lightened, and Sestin rippled back into the previous form she'd been wearing, all curves and long limbs, horns and hooves and cubant eyes.

"It was worth a try," she said regretfully. "Well, Merle. In that case, I'll take you to the hall."

At least I can go to my death with some kind of dignity. Merle shivered hard, and when Sestin offered her an arm, she took it.

They were closer to a height like this, which she found a little odd still—Sestin should know her preference for taller girls, as a succubus—but then, she thought perhaps Sestin might be trying not to make her think of Abeille, compare her to Abeille. Impossible, always, let alone now.

She bit her lower lip and tried not to cry. If I start now, I'll still be at it when we reach the hall. She was sure of that.

Sestin escorted her to the right lift. As they descended, he shifted again, back into the form Merle was more used to.

"Why the change?" she asked, more to take her mind off what was coming than anything else. "Were you just doing that for me?"

"Half and half. I wouldn't mind being more ladylike today, but the prince doesn't like shapeshifting."

"Isn't that just… normal? Shapeshifting. Not just for cubants, for a lot of demons…?"

Sestin smiled blankly. "Oh, very," he said. "Believe me, she'd shut that down if she could. But as is, she discourages it in front of her. At least it means she turns a blind eye to whatever I do when I'm not directly in her sight."

"Is that good?"

"You'd be amazed at what I can get away with," Sestin said.

And then they were there and all casual conversation rushed out of Merle's lungs like she'd been punched.

Vehr was in the same position as always: in her chair, her hair winding through the room. It was pulled back a little, however, and the furniture, with demons sitting around as always, was further against the walls. It made for a somewhat open space where there hadn't been before, an arena defined by her parlor decoration and her hair.

And she the spider waiting at the edge of the web for prey to get tangled up in the middle, Merle thought bitterly.

Abeille was already there. She had turned her face away from the door, refusing to look at Merle as Sestin led her up. Merle saw that Abeille's hair was braided back. It would still be something she could grab if she were inclined to.

I won't, though.

Otherwise, Abeille too was dressed for combat, wearing the short-sleeved shift she wore when working her forge, with leggings beneath but no apron.

"Ah," Vehr said softly. "Our last combatant is here."

Sestin let go of Merle's arm and bowed to Vehr, withdrawing to the edge of the ring and sitting behind and a little to the left of Vehr where he had a good view. Merle wasn't exactly sure why he'd want one. He's sort of friends with both of us. I guess he wants to see this through.

"Weapons?" Vehr asked softly. "Abeille, you may pick. Swords, as before?"

If it were swords, the fight would be over before it began. Merle could lift one, but didn't know how to use it, and wasn't sure how long she could swing it. Abeille had trained with them for years.

"Knives," Abeille said. Her voice was hoarse and painful-sounding.

"Hoping to draw it out?" Vehr asked. "Or hoping to do less damage?"

Vehr nodded to one of her soldiers without waiting for an answer. They each drew a knife from their belts and threw them to the ground, one in front of Abeille and one in front of Merle.

Merle stared down at it blankly. It looked awfully small but terribly sharp.

But one of these, at least, she'd used before—both for protection when she was walking around the city and for hairdressing as well. She'd handled a straight razor back in Ors's place. She knew small blades as well as anyone could.

It's not exactly comforting.

Slowly, she bent and picked it up. It didn't feel heavy in her hand and if fit her palm almost perfectly.

Her skin crawled.

Knuckles white on the hilt, she straightened again to find that Abeille had done the same and was standing tall with the knife in one hand.

"Center of the ring," Vehr said.

They approached each other. Abeille's eyes were a little downcast, and she looked angry, but there was another terrible expression under it. Her eyes were bloodshot and her eyelids looked puffy.

Has she been crying? Merle's breath caught.

They were facing each other, about five feet from each other. Merle sought for something to say, anything. Her heart ached and she thought it must, in some way, be worse for Abeille. "Abeille—"

"Begin," Vehr said.

Abeille moved into a crouch, knife hand in front, the other tucked against her side to keep it out of the way. She began to circle, and Merle turned with her, holding her knife in front as well, trying to see where the first strike would come from.

"What's with that defeated look?" Abeille asked, scornful. "Don't tell me you're too stupid to fight back? I'm not going to go easy on you."

"No, I—" Merle stammered. Somehow, she hadn't imagined Abeille talking to her in the middle of this, even though it clearly was a good distraction technique. "It's just—"

"Good," Abeille said, and lunged.

Her first strike was slow, almost exploratory, and Merle turned it aside easily before darting back out of reach again. Her heart was pounding with the rush of fear and adrenaline. Shit, I need to calm down. Adrenaline meant sweaty palms and poor decisions.

I guess I've always made poor decisions, though.

Abeille moved in again, and Merle no longer had time to think or plan or fear at all. All she could do was react to each strike. Her eyes stung from sweat, but she kept them open, watching Abeille's feet for the next hint of a lunge.

Merle took a few hits, light slices across her arms, but barely felt the pain. She was more worried that blood might add to the slipperiness on her palms. She wished she'd thought to wrap her hands in something.

They had another exchange of blows, and Merle felt herself calm down a little. It wasn't like she was fighting to win—she wasn't attacking. Refused to attack, just focused on defending. It kept her from leaving as many openings and drew the fight out. She didn't know what she was buying time for, exactly, but there had to be something.

Abeille attacked in a sudden flurry, face wracked with desperation, and it was all Merle could do to keep dodging and blocking. She moved faster and harder, focused on the flash of Abeille's blade to the exclusion of all else until, when their blades collided one last time, instead of Merle's flying out of her hand, it was Abeille's that hit the floor.

It landed at a hard angle and spun out for a few feet, a loud scrape of metal on stone. Merle was left with her knife in her hand, shaking, staring at the unarmed Abeille, her heart pounding. Abeille stared back at her, then straightened, closing her eyes. Accepting her defeat.

Merle threw her knife on the ground.

She hadn't even thought about it. Abeille was unarmed and waiting for her to strike, and it felt like her entire body rejected her grip on the blade. Her knife clattered down next to Abeille's and Merle sucked in great gasps of air, exhausted and terrified. Abeille's eyes flew open again.

It felt good. Great. She couldn't imagine anything in the world better than stopping this fight.

Merle was still shaking with exhaustion and adrenaline, but she wasn't afraid anymore.

"Maybe I am stupid," she told Abeille triumphantly. "But I can't do it. So go ahead and take both those knives and kill me. I… I'd rather that happen than that I have to fight you anymore."

Slowly, Abeille knelt where the knives were. Her right hand closed around Merle's knife, which was closer. Her gaze was fixed on Merle's the whole time, still too-wide. Despite her decision, despite her confidence in it, Merle felt a dizzying chill at what was about to happen.

Once Abeille had curled her fingers around the knife hilt, however, her gaze wrenched itself from Merle's to Vehr, who was still watching with some curiosity. Even her palms were open and facing out to get a better view.

"Please," Abeille said. "Please don't punish her for this."

"Is that a concern?" Vehr asked mildly.

"It's still a show. Isn't it? This type of drama. I… I'll give you a show. A better show." Abeille slowly raised the knife and put it to her own throat. "This is what you like, isn't it? And then Merle will have to live with her choice not to do it herself. Won't that please you? I'll do it, but you have to promise first. Promise not to punish her or harm her in any way—"

Merle's heart began hammering again. She spun around immediately; she didn't dare let Vehr speak, make a binding promise to Abeille. She flung herself at Vehr, pulling at her dress with grasping hands.

"No! No," Merle begged. "Don't let Abeille do that! I'm ready to die—it has to be me. Please don't, please don't—"

A look of irritation crossed Vehr's face. She swept out an arm, catching Merle across the midsection. It was like being hit by an enormous iron bar. Merle was flung off her feet and backward from the relaxed arc of Vehr's arm, sprawling behind the chair that Vehr was in.

For a moment, she was winded, stunned, unable to move.

"Do you think I'll make that promise, little Abeille?" Vehr asked softly. "Perhaps I want to keep you around. A pet killer, forced to wield iron when you wish to create with silver. Perhaps I feel like that's your fate."

"I won't," Abeille said. Her voice sounded perfectly calm. "You can't force me to kill Merle. You can kill her, of course, but that won't make me obedient. I'll never kill for you again. My life is rapidly becoming valueless to me, and killing Merle will guarantee that. So will you accept the deal while it still has value, so that its sacrifice is meaningful?"

Merle pushed herself upright. The eye on the back of Vehr's neck wasn't tracking her movement, she realized abruptly. Vehr could surely see out of it, but all her other eyes focused in front of her, on Abeille's threatened—or promised—suicide. The one back here was heavy-lidded and unfocused in light of the drama unfolding on the other side.

"I see," Vehr said. "You make a compelling argument. Let's make something interesting of your death, then, shall we?"

Shit, Merle thought. She didn't have a knife any more. She'd thrown it away. But—

"I," Vehr said, "acc—"

Merle sank her scissors into the eye in the back of Vehr's neck.

Prince Vehr screamed, and the world went black and silent. In one moment, Merle had felt the horrible sensation of the scissors pressing into the eye, the hot fluid pouring out of it. And then in the next, Vehr's attention had snapped back to her and the world vanished.

She couldn't see anything, hear anything, feel anything. Not even the sounds or sensations of her own body that she was so used to. I might not feel it even if I died. She had no flutter of pulse or sense of breath; things she didn't notice but whose absence was terribly notable. There was no sound at all, a silence so complete it felt like it might crush her. She couldn't feel the ground, her own body, the sense of air around her. She was nothing—

And then reality came rushing back.

She was on the floor, she realized, in pain, but not sure if she'd been hit or trampled. Demons were yelling, screaming, fleeing. The world was chaos. A chair was overturned next to her; she followed the line of Vehr's hair, tangled around its legs, and realized that the reason was that Vehr was off her throne, standing and struggling against Abeille.

Abeille had both knives and had been slashing at Vehr—was still slashing at Vehr, even while Vehr had obviously redirected her powers from Merle to Abeille. A sound was coming from Abeille, strange and hoarse, and it was clear she couldn't hear it. Nor could she see what she was doing. Her eyes weren't focused on anything, and she was swinging like she couldn't feel what she was hitting. But her fingers were white-knuckled on the knife hilts, like she remembered that no matter what, she couldn't let go. Even if she couldn't feel her hands open or in fists, she couldn't let go.

Her first few strikes had been made with devastating effect. The ring of eyes making a necklace on Vehr's bosom were a bloody and wet mess, and Vehr's face was torn and bloody as well. The injured eyes, where they had been, were leaking a dark smoke.

It must be her power leaving.

But even so, her eyes weren't all gone—there were still the ones on her palms—and Abeille couldn't aim for them anymore. Vehr finally managed to get in under Abeille's flailing guard and threw herself against Abeille, flinging her onto her back on the floor with Vehr on top.

Furniture around the room scraped loudly at the movement, dragged forward by Vehr's hair wrapped around their legs.

Abeille's hands loosened with the impact and, unable to tell she wasn't holding on tightly, the knives went flying with her next swipe. She kept moving her hands anyway. If it's like how it was with me, she can't even tell she's lost them.

Vehr slammed an arm across Abeille's throat. There was no elegance in it. No demonic powers on display. Just demonic strength instead, choking Abeille out. She was choking and struggling to breathe and couldn't even tell she was dying.

Merle scrambled across the floor and shoulder-slammed into Vehr, knocking her off Abeille. The movement landed her on top of Abeille and she stayed there in a huddle instead of pressing her attack. If her body was in the way, it'd protect Abeille from whatever was coming next.

Senseless, Abeille hit Merle. The world must still be nothingness to her. That's fine, Merle thought desperately. If we survive, we can laugh about the bruises later.

That wasn't going to happen, though. Vehr was furious, sprawled on the floor. Her face was screwed up and bloody, blind and angry, both hands open to stare at them since her face could not.

"Oh," she breathed. "I'm going to kill you myself—"

"Your highness," Sestin said. He stepped over the huddled pair of girls on the floor with a click of his hooves, and bowed deeply to Vehr, smiling. "Allow me to assist."

He was offering her his hands, ready to help her up. Merle felt a strike of despairing indignation, but even as it rushed through her, she knew she shouldn't be surprised. Sestin had already revealed to her that his goal was power.

He doesn't need to like Vehr. He just needs to have her indebted to him.

Vehr hesitated only a moment, her hands shifting as she searched Sestin's face. Surely she, too, knew that owing him her life would mean she would have to grant him some privileges, and it rankled.

But she was weak now. She'd probably never been harmed like this in her life. And none of her other courtiers had stayed. Other than Sestin, it was just her and two girls, and despite the odds, they'd done this much damage to her.

Vehr took his hands.

Sestin smiled more brightly for a moment, starting to help her up. "Your highness, you won't regret this," he said. And then, smile widening more and more until he was showing more teeth than Merle thought was possible to fit into his mouth—

"You won't have a chance to."

His hands tightened on Vehr's and he crushed her last two eyes under his thumbs.

Vehr screamed, and the smoke pouring off her billowed. It had been thin streams, leaking out of every wound where an eye had been. Now, it was pumping it out like it was one of the factories upriver.

Struggling, Vehr pulled her hands from Sestin and tried to scramble away, pawing at the ground with bleeding palms, but her long sections of hair, still wound around the furniture, were holding her back. She scrabbled at the ground helplessly, not going anywhere.

Sestin laughed and grabbed her again. He hauled Vehr up like he was going to properly support her this time, hands on her shoulders as though helping her find her footing.

He leaned in, smiling with delight, giddy as a lover, and kissed her.

It was a cubant's kiss, capable of absorbing energy, and she was pouring energy out that she could no longer contain. His mouth moved on hers in a parody of passion, dipping her as he drank her down greedily.

Merle stared at them in a numb shock as Vehr struggled against him, then slowly stopped, just pressing her bloody hands to his chest, feeling him blindly. It seemed like she was almost enjoying it, in some strange, horrifying way, like she was finally feeling something, caught up in the sensation of Sestin killing her.

She didn't get any last words, didn't get anything but this. His mouth didn't lift from hers as her body began to dissolve entirely, hissing into steam and black smoke, until he was swallowing nothing but her traces in the air, no body left to even bury.

Merle became aware that Abeille was holding her properly now, arms around her tight and protective. She tore her eyes away from what had just happened, Sestin standing in the center of the now-abandoned room with a look of triumphant vindication, to look at Abeille.

Abeille met her eyes, staring back with the same shock Merle knew was on her face.

"Not exactly how I planned that to go, but it worked." Sestin had turned to them. He seemed absolutely giddy from whatever he'd done, smile unnaturally wide, tail lashing behind him, slit pupils so dilated they almost eclipsed the brightly glowing orange of his eyes. "So. Anyway! It's going to be dangerous here for the next few hours. She had people who hated her, but she had plenty of loyal followers regardless. And certainly there are people who will want to overthrow me before I've settled into my power. Go to your room. I'll make sure you're safe there."

They stared at him.

"Didn't you hear me?" Prince Sestin asked, smiling with feverish beatification. "Go to your room."


Chapter Nine

They went to their room.

Abeille took Merle's hand, squeezing it tightly, and led her back along the usual route. She didn't need the guidance, not even with as much shock as she was in, but she didn't try to free her hand. It felt like a guilty pleasure, Abeille's hand warm on her own, both dirty and bloodied.

As soon as they got in the room, the door slammed shut behind them without either of them touching it. Merle tried the handle. It didn't budge.

"I hope we aren't locked in here for too long," she said, and managed an awkward smile. She loosened her grip in a hurry as Abeille started to pull away. Helplessly, Merle kept babbling, afraid that if she let a moment of silence well back up, some kind of unpleasantness would come with it. "I mean, I guess there's the chamber pot, but still—"

"I'd rather use that than be out there and get caught in a coup," Abeille said. She sighed. "They're demons, so who knows how long it'll take. I suspect Sestin has probably already figured out who's on his side and who isn't, so it may be quite quick."

"Do you think so?" Merle asked. Her heart had somehow slid back up into her throat, thick and fluttery. Are we just not going to talk about the rest of it? Pretend it hadn't happened? "It looked to me like he just took advantage of the opportunity."

"I…" Abeille trailed off, sinking onto her bed and chewing on her lip. "No, I don't think so. I think… I must have mentioned you, many years ago. I'm sure it must have been him, not Belette, who told the prince… who told Vehr about us. I owe Belette an apology if I see her."

Merle blinked. "But they said it was Belette."

"And Sestin's a shapeshifter."

"Oh," Merle said weakly. True enough, if she thought back, Belette had been confused but didn't apologize. She'd said it wasn't her. "You know, I thought that cubants had to keep some part of them the same. But when Sestin came to see me earlier, it was as a succubus, and she shapeshifted into a perfect mirror of me."

"I've heard most of them like to," Abeille said slowly, clearly still thinking about Sestin's role in things. "They do it to be recognized and things like that. But they don't need to. Their shape is entirely controlled by their will."

"So Sestin's been playing us this whole time?"

"Probably," Abeille said. "We're probably not the only ones he's played." She pinched her brows and sighed. "And we went along with it. We didn't even realize."

Merle let herself come a few steps closer before halting again. She didn't want to presume that Abeille would want her too near. "Is that really a bad thing?" she ventured after a moment. "Vehr was terrible. Sestin seems nice, even if he was manipulating things."

"I'm sure he'll do a better job with the humans in the city than Vehr did," Abeille said, tiredly. "For us, though? I guess it depends on if he thinks we're a risk or not. We were witnesses. We know what he did."

"Oh…"

"Plus, we'd be an easy scapegoat to offer up," Abeille pointed out, almost clinical. "He stepped in at the end to overthrow her, but if he hadn't, someone else would have done it soon, since she was weakened. But ultimately, we're the ones who acted against her. If he wants to try to court some of her loyal followers, instead of killing or exiling them, offering us up would be a good first step."

Merle scrubbed at her face with both hands. "Okay," she said in a small voice. "But if there's nothing we can do about that, can we just hope for the best?"

Abeille blinked in surprise, then sighed, relaxing into a smile. "That's… so very like you," she said.

"I'm sorry." Merle heard her voice come out, if possible, even smaller than before. A breathless, sad squeak. "I know you hate me for being like that."

Merle couldn't look Abeille in the face any more, so she missed whatever series of expressions may have crossed it. She did hear the guilt in Abeille's voice, though, when she said, "Oh. No. No, Merle. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I don't—I don't hate you. I've never hated you."

Her eyes were tingling. "It's… fine." Merle managed weakly. "I mean, it's just… what it is and… it's my fault that I—"

"No. No, please. Listen." The bed creaked, and then Merle jerked her gaze back to Abeille, watching her approach. Abeille took her hands again, squeezing them. "I'm sorry. I just… wanted to make you hate me. Make you angry enough to fight so that… that when I threw the fight, you'd kill me. It wasn't that I wanted to die, I just—I just wanted you to live."

The rush of feelings was so complicated Merle couldn't begin to name any of them. "I could never kill you," she blurted out.

"I… I know," Abeille said miserably. "I'm so sorry. I said such terrible things to you. I didn't know what else to do and… but that doesn't make it right."

"It's true, though," Merle said, voice an unattractive wheeze from how tightly her chest was squeezing itself. "I'm stupid. I'm so stupid and thoughtless, and I came back into your life and tried to pick up where we'd left off like nothing had changed, and I messed things up for you—"

Abeille shook her head furiously, braid flying. "No. Gods, Merle, what did I even have to mess up? There's nothing good here. I wasn't living, just… surviving. At least with you here I had… I had something worth protecting again. I felt like things were meaningful again."

Merle knew the feeling, had felt the same way. "I am stupid, though," she said, mumbling and looking down. "You can't argue that."

"You're… careless," Abeille said hesitantly. "You talk without thinking and you put your foot right in your open mouth. You react to everything with your heart bared, and it's amazing you've lived this long. But I love that in you. There's none of that left in me."

The word made Merle choke up, unable to find words, gulping loudly.

Abeille's lips twitched up a little, her smile guilty and sad and hopeful all at once. "I love you, Merle," she said. "And I'm so sorry. I don't think you're stupid. I just think you're honest."

Merle, to her own surprise, burst into tears.

Abeille came forward and pulled Merle into her arms. "Sweetheart, I'm sorry," she murmured softly, over and over, as she pulled Merle down onto her bunk and held her close. "I'm so sorry. Please don't cry—"

Merle shook her head, frantic, trying to communicate her feelings while she still couldn't speak.

She was still crying when she leaned up and kissed Abeille.

For a moment, Abeille didn't respond, and even in her rush of emotions she felt a shiver of fear—had she misunderstood what Abeille meant by love, had she gone too far again?—but then Abeille was kissing back, mouth firm against hers.

Oh.

Merle almost began crying harder, but forced it down, gulping, pressing her mouth against Abeille's. Something damp and sad and stifled inside her seemed to catch fire, and when she opened her mouth into the kiss, it was to gasp a breath, drawing air into a chest that finally loosened enough for her to breathe.

Abeille's lips were so soft, just a hint of wetness on them. Merle pressed the kiss, catching at Abeille's lower lip with her own, letting her tongue flick out to it. Abeille met that, hands rising to grasp Merle's bound hair, grasping at the knots as the kiss deepened.

Merle had kissed plenty of girls, but none that she loved like Abeille. The thought rose in her, and she let herself think it, let herself actually own it: I love her. I love her so much.

She whimpered into the kiss, an exhausted, needy sound, and wound her own fingers into Abeille's thick hair. She tasted Abeille's mouth, the lingering sour flavors of fear and grief and anger in there, a copper tinge of blood behind that, and it only made her kiss more fervently.

They kissed for ages, kissed each other breathless. Abeille pulled pins out of Merle's hair and lost them in the bed sheets as her hair tumbled down around her shoulders; Merle unbraided Abeille's hair with fingers gone clumsy with exhaustion and desire. They kissed until Merle's lips tingled with the pressure of it and they both broke it to gasp.

For a moment, they stared at each other, and then Abeille let out a small, delighted giggle.

Merle let out a laugh too, nasal and stuffed from having cried, and for a moment they just caught their breath, giggling with their foreheads resting together.

"Can we?" Merle said softly, smiling. "I'd like to."

"Can we what?" Abeille asked, overly-serious, but when Merle glanced up at her, she saw the mirth there.

Merle said, "Don't tease," and pinched her side.

Abeille jerked. "Ow," she yelped, then put a hand over Merle's, holding it against her side. She ducked her head a moment later and kissed Merle again with a nip to her lower lip. "Yes," she muttered. "Please."

That was all Merle had needed to hear. She kissed back, then along Abeille's jaw as her hands wandered down Abeille's sides, sliding her fingers into one of the sliced cuts in her shift to get a grip before pulling it up.

Abeille shifted back, leaning forward and raising her arms to help Merle get it off. She was still blushing so hard that Merle could see it down to her shoulders—but, more importantly, she saw that Abeille's freckles went that far too, scattered across her shoulders and chest.

One of Merle's hands found a breast, squeezing it gently, rolling it in her palm, and she whispered, "Cute," as she leaned down to try to kiss each freckle.

Abeille gasped. "What?"

"Cute. You're cute," Merle said. She brushed her fingers over that curve, pinching the nipple gently. "You're so damn pretty, Abeille."

Letting out a soft moan, Abeille arched under that touch. "You're the pretty one, not—"

"I will fight you," Merle said seriously, looking up at her.

Abeille laughed again, breathless. "Please don't. Not again."

"Point," Merle agreed. She sat back, letting go of Abeille reluctantly, and untangled her own dress from around herself, pulling it over her head, leaving herself in just her underwear. "We're going to get blood all over the bed… At least none of these are deep."

Abeille didn't respond. Merle looked up again, suddenly uncertain, but found Abeille staring at her with a wide-eyed and very, very appreciative expression.

Merle grinned and reached for her again.

They fell back into kissing like they hadn't stopped, curling back down onto the bed and pressing close. Merle tangled her legs with Abeille's, enjoying the feeling of Abeille's soft leggings on her bare skin, and Abeille let out a soft sound, sliding rough fingers down Merle's back to her waist, then a little lower, pressing Merle against her.

Merle whimpered into her mouth, hands kneading Abeille's sides, and they rocked together hesitantly, then with growing confidence and enthusiasm. Abeille was making soft, delightful sounds, and Merle swallowed them, catching at her mouth in kiss after kiss until she could hardly stand it.

"I need—" Merle whispered.

Abeille moaned softly, pressing her forehead to Merle's. She found one of Merle's breasts with her hand and Merle arched into that eagerly, throwing her head back and grinding on Abeille's thigh harder, with more determination.

"Me too," Abeille said, hoarse. "We shouldn't—I don't know when we'll be interrupted, but—"

"He's a goddamn cubant," Merle said. "He can damn well know enough to wait."

Abeille choked out another laugh, then slid her hand down Merle's stomach, into her underwear.

Merle let out a loud groan and scrambled to do the same, passing a hand over Abeille through her leggings, then sliding her fingertips under the waistband of both those and Abeille's underwear. "I need," Merle repeated, almost awed. "I don't think I can wait—"

"Yeah," Abeille said.

Abeille curled fingers into Merle, a perfect sense of pressure and fullness, and Merle whimpered, curling fingers around Abeille in return. The noise Abeille made was gratifying, wonderful, and Merle kissed her again, muffling it, keeping it all to herself.

They didn't last long, couldn't last long. They were bloodied and tired and clumsy and incredibly worked up over getting to do this with each other, being able to, being free to. They fumbled toward orgasm in a haze.

It was still pretty much better than anything Merle had dreamed of.

Merle came first, sucking air against Abeille's mouth, the sensation rushing through her so hard that she seized up, wrapping her legs around Abeille's thigh and pinning Abeille's hand there. She was still coming when Abeille let out a soft cry, spilling out against Merle's palm. Senseless, almost out of her mind, Merle only just remembered to keep her hand moving.

For a moment, they just lay together in a tangled, bloody, sweaty mess, hands still inside each other's clothes. Merle pulled back just a little, looking at Abeille, knowing from how good, how satisfied she felt that contentment was radiating from her.

"We really," Abeille said slowly, "should probably bandage ourselves."

Merle put her free hand over Abeille's mouth. "In a minute," she said sleepily. "Basking."

Abeille's mouth moved in a kiss against Merle's fingers, smiling as she said, "I just don't think we want to fall asleep like—"

"Shh," Merle said.

*~*~*

 

They were still tangled together later when Sestin unsealed the door and knocked. Both of them frantically pulled their dresses into order, concerned he might barge in, but, as Merle had guessed he might, he waited for them to call out to him before he entered.

Sestin was rapidly changing between forms, currently an intercubus and shifting around the spectrum. The constant ripple hurt to watch, but even if it looked like something might be wrong, Sestin was probably just enjoying the chance to be whatever they wanted however they wanted.

I mean, I guess, more power to them.

They said, cheery, "Well, you two seem to have made up nicely. I'm glad to see that."

Merle and Abeille both flushed at that, but neither rose to the bait. Abeille turned to face Sestin as Merle pulled Abeille's hair out of the back of her shift, where it had gotten caught in her hurry to put it on. "What do you want, your highness?" Abeille asked, cautious and voice a little raw.

"Oh. Goodness," Sestin said, clearly flattered. "Just Sestin, please. I hope we know each other better than that. I just wanted to talk to you."

"About what?" Abeille asked. She didn't sound any less cautious.

Sestin smiled brightly as his shape finally settled back into the form they were familiar with. Is he doing it, Merle wondered, because it'll make us more comfortable since we're used to it? Or is it just some kind of habit by now?

Walking over to the dresser, Sestin pulled out the chair and sat backwards on it, crossing his arms over the back and leaning his chin on it. He said, "Well, I want to talk about what you want, honestly."

"To live, please," Merle said promptly.

"Not a question," Sestin reassured her with a bright grin. "I meant more, how. If you stay here, you might be in danger for a little while from any remaining people loyal to Vehr—or those who don't want to be around humans who essentially took down a prince."

It was more or less what Abeille had said earlier. Abeille looked at Merle, and she realized, to her surprise, that Abeille was staying silent to let her answer this. She fumbled briefly, clearing her throat, then said, "Um. Honestly, I don't want to offend you, but if we did stay, under the circumstances, I'm not really sure we can trust you to keep us safe here?"

Sestin laughed. "Oh. No. No offense taken, it's fine. I can see why you'd feel that. I certainly owe you both for helping take her down, though, and I'd like to pay my debts. I'll do my best by you. I definitely don't want to kick you out. And… I want to make this a good fiefdom. Better than Vehr's." His smile gentled. It seemed, to Merle, to become genuine for perhaps the first time she'd seen. "I really want to make it lovely. I've got so many plans, you two, and I'd love for you to be a part of them."

"Like what…?" Abeille asked slowly.

Sestin lit up, like he'd hoped he'd be asked. "All kinds of things. I want to make things better for humans, for sure. I've seen enough of this kind of control over others to last a lifetime. I'm going to expand the castle, open it up more and really get people coming and going. The garden, I'm going to make it so much bigger and better—I'll make above-ground gardens too, you'll love them."

"Isn't that just like Vehr?" Merle blurted out.

For a moment, the expression fell off Sestin's face entirely, smile vanishing like it had never been there. "…What?"

"You said," Merle said, feeling awkward at the way both of them were staring at her now. "Before. That when she'd been younger, you thought she'd been the one to try to expand. And that she started the gardens. Please don't become another Vehr."

For a moment, Sestin just looked at her in that totally blank way. Even his eyes had stopped flickering.

But then they lit up again, and he smiled. "Thank you for the reminder," he said, and it sounded like he meant it. He sighed, tucking some of his long hair back behind an ear. "Hopefully, I won't forget it as the years go by."

"I mean, gardens and expansion and not hurting humans is great," Merle said. "Especially that last part. I don't mean to say otherwise."

"I really do appreciate it," Sestin said gently. "I imagine one could get carried away with one's own importance."

She swallowed. "But," she said, "I want to know what our other options are too."

Sestin blinked, as if recalling himself, then nodded, resting his chin on his arms again. "Okay, well. You could stay here. Or I could send you to a smaller city in my fiefdom. Or, if you want, you could be free of me entirely. I'd give you a carriage to any other city you want, in a fiefdom or out of it. Prince-ruled or protected by humans. Your call."

Merle and Abeille looked at each other, Merle trying to prompt Abeille for help with her eyes alone. Abeille slowly asked, "What's the catch?"

"No catch," Sestin said easily. He spread his hands, shrugging. "I wouldn't recommend going to a human-only city—to keep themselves safe from demonic influence, they tend to be really suspicious of anyone who comes from a demonic town, and I think you'd both have difficulties in that environment."

Merle said, "And… other demonic fiefdoms? I don't want to even hear about one that was like this one."

Sestin nodded, not protesting at all. "The next fiefdom over might work for you. It's demon-run, but without ownership of humans. Potfeld is the biggest city in it, and it's a pretty nice, small place. A hatchmate of mine, Hrahez, rules it, and he's always been big on making sure humans are protected. At least when they're within their own communities. I can get in contact with him to guarantee he'll help you settle."

"Why are you suggesting that one in particular?" Abeille asked, suspicious.

"Well," Sestin said, sighing, "Just, he likes you humans a lot. I don't have any other reasons. I mean, if you want to pick any place, I'll send you there too. I'm not invested, I'm just in debt to you. Do you want my word on that? I'll give you my word on that." He traced a symbol in the air with one too-long fingertip. His sigil; his name. "It's the truth, this time. I owe you that much."

Merle looked at Abeille. Abeille looked at Merle, her answer clear from the resignation and determination in her eyes.

"Fine," Merle said. "Potfeld it is."


Epilogue

True to his word, Sestin set them up nicely. He gave them some money, along with a carriage and a driver, a supply of food, and medicine for Abeille. Although Merle wasn't exactly looking forward to a long carriage ride, not with how uncomfortable the ride through even the city had been, it was certainly going to be easier than their old plans from when they were younger, sneaking off on foot and foraging on the way.

They were nevertheless tense as the carriage drove out of the Glass Courtyard and back through the city again. Merle knew why Abeille was watching out the door with her shoulders tight—if he wanted to go back on his promise, now was the last chance.

"I think it's going to be okay," Merle volunteered finally. "If he wanted to get rid of us, he could have done it with no witnesses back in our room. But he gave us his word."

"Maybe he'd want to do it with witnesses," Abeille countered, but she relaxed a little.

"Yikes." Merle settled into her seat, holding onto the edge and trying to ignore the feeling that the carriage wanted to shake her to pieces. "Actually, I think we came out of this pretty well? We have enough food and money to make the journey no problem, and we're both skilled workers. We should be able to set up shop in Potfeld whether or not this Hrahez wants to lend us a hand."

"There's that," Abeille said, mood lightening visibly. "I was able to pack a bunch of the jewelry I was working on, too. So if we need to, we could sell that and, I think, still get our start."

"Great!" Merle beamed at her, sliding a foot out of her shoe and over to rub against Abeille's shin. "Look at you, getting us all taken care of. All I've got is my tool belt."

"All you need is your tool belt to get started," Abeille countered. "I can't bring my forge with me, so I need the pieces I've already done. Actually, for safety's sake, we should divide them between us in case we get split up."

Merle frowned with a sudden spike of anxiety. "Do you think that's likely to happen?" I'm never going to be separated from you again. Never.

"Hand out," Abeille said.

Still frowning, nearly pouting, Merle did so. But it wasn't a handful of jewelry that Abeille deposited—instead, she dropped just a single piece in Merle's open palm.

Merle took it and rolled it between her fingers, holding it up to see properly. It was a beautiful silver ring, mostly smooth, but with an additional line of silver winding around the band more narrowly, defining, on the outside, a shape like a bird. "Oh, it's lovely," she said. "Was this the one you were working on while I was watching?"

"Yes," Abeille said. There was a strange tone of strained patience in her voice.

"I like it," Merle said. "It makes me want to pretend the bird on it is a blackbird, like my namesake."

"Yes," Abeille said. That tone was getting even more pronounced. "Yes. That was the intention."

"That's really sweet," Merle said. "You didn't need to try to trick me into taking a look at it, though. Here, take it back."

Abeille pinched the spot between her brows. "No, it's—it's for you."

"What? I've never received a gift of jewelry before. Actually, I—"

Realization dawned.

"Oh," Merle said. "Oh." Flustered, she slid it on.

It fit perfectly.

"Yikes," Abeille said, and started to laugh.

FIN
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