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Flora held the white sage in her pale fingers, the end smoking gently as the aroma began to fill the small room. She placed it on the old trunk that sat at the end of her bed, surrounded by various crystals, candles, and crows’ feathers. She’d hung thick brown curtains across her window to keep prying eyes out. She couldn’t risk a nosy passerby interrupting the ritual. Her heart pounded knowing that this spell would seal the fate of her future. She’d never attempted anything so dark before, but if this worked, the future was so bright, it would bring out her freckles. She longed for leisurely days lived in comfort and this was the way to ensure it. 
She’d wedged a wooden chair against the door which she gripped the back of as she carefully made her way down to kneel on the floor in the centre of the blood circle. The ring of blood was growing cold around her, beginning to congeal and thicken. She needed to work fast. When she looked down, her swollen belly covered most of her knees. She placed a hand against her stomach, closed her eyes, and began to whisper, calling on the spirit of Plume. As words slipped past her lips, her voice grew ragged. Her hands, which had previously rubbed absentmindedly against her womb now gripped claw-like into the ground. The blood surrounding her rippled, sliding closer to her as she spoke. 
	“Come,” she rasped out, “you are welcome here.” Her body heaved forward, and she fell onto her hands. She felt her mouth pry open as coal-coloured mist poured out from the back of her throat. The mist became thicker as it grew above any human’s height and Flora sputtered, coughing up black gunk that coated her wooden floorboards. 
She wiped the sludge from her lips and peered up to the being that had solidified above her. It had the head of a lion with teeth like pins and the body of a man. Its eyes caught the candlelight and glinted, like onyx jewels, as it looked down at her. 
“Plume?” Flora whispered.
Do not speak my name. I know why you summoned me.
Flora’s heart fluttered nervously. The being hadn’t spoken, yet she could hear its thoughts. She felt them in the air, on her own tongue, as if she’d spoken them herself. 
You want a life of comfort. For your son. For you. 
Flora could only bow her head slightly. She’d suspected she was having a boy and the being’s confirmation forced her to kneel in awe of it. 
Magic, as always comes at a price. 
Flora nodded again, knowingly. She’d spent her pregnancy researching, performing small rituals, preparing for this moment. The moment when she would make her request, a life of luxury in return for eight moons of service to the great being. She knew the risk, but the reward was worth it. 
Eight moons of service for your son’s fame. He will be a writer. He will take great care of you and many others. His work will be praised among mortals. The beast paused. It bent down until the black tips of its mane brushed against Flora’s cheeks. Its mane was hot and sent stinging tears down her face, but she couldn’t pull her gaze away from its dark eyes. Eight moons of service, and a shortened life-- 
“No!” Flora shouted, shoving herself backwards. “Eight moons of service. That was the deal!” 
The being stared at her amused, as if she were a child begging for an extra scoop of ice cream. So defiant. It paced about the room, stirring up dust motes as it went. 
Flora reached for her belly, rubbing it affectionately. She needed to be here for her baby. Eight moons was already such a commitment. She’d found a good wet nurse, but she wasn’t willing to lose her life over this, to lose time with her son. She looked down at the blood circle and tore off a piece of her dress. She poised the rag above the circle, ready to smear the blood if needed. “Eight moons, or I send you back where you came from,” she said with a smirk of her own. 
The beast threw its head back and laughed, actually laughed! Flora felt anxiety bloom in her side like a fist full of thorns. 
For your insolence, your child will have a shortened life. He will die when he is most accomplished. When his writing is at its height. 
Flora tried to scream, but it caught in her throat. She would not allow her son to die. How stupid she was for believing this could ever work. Losing her life was one thing, her son’s was another. She took the torn piece of her dress and smudged the blood clean off the floor. 
The being disappeared instantly. The candles blew out. The sage stopped smoking. Flora collapsed and begged the God of her childhood to spare her son’s life, though deep down she knew the price would be paid. And there was nothing she could do to change it. 
