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Alexis lived in the bottom of a teacup, swimming between the dregs, swallowing other people’s fortunes. The sharp points of her hair flared like a crown of thorns and matched both the diamond tips of her nails and her ruby-encrusted incisors. A white film spread across her amethyst eyes, as she grew bloated on tasseomancy. Finally she had to vomit, regurgitating what she’d witnessed amid the jasmine and drown leaves.
Tess listened carefully for that soft gurgling, holding the impossibly fine green porcelain to her ear, telling her clients to hush yet again as the delicate tales poured out. It wasn't a pure fortune, but Tess wasn't pure herself. A matching white clouded her eyes, covering irises as blue as a summer morning. She let the whispered rumors of cataracts stand, not speaking of the drugs, dreams and power she'd stolen to achieve her unseeing state.
The fortune came with bouts of retching, spinning out the lives of the two young things sitting before Tess, with lily-white skin and beetle-red cheeks and lips. Both had sun-kissed hair, and the years had favored them, at least so far. She wasn't surprised to learn that instead of the castles their birthright had promised them, they would both land in the moat. However, she'd learned to temper pain with hope.
The slurry of words tapered off and Alexis started cursing Tess, as she always did. Tess lowered the cup, carefully placing the paper-thin china on the scarred metal table. She also raised her three-fingered hand, asking for more time as the words built pressure, the future undeniable.
"Fecundity," Tess croaked out, waving her hand at the one who smelled more of musk. "Blessed often, my child." She almost managed to sound kind, as if it wasn't a curse.
Then she pointed at the other one who already smelled of smoke. "Fire and passion, burning in the flames," she said benevolently. "Blessed with the spirit often," she added.
They both giggled at the absurdity, instantly denying the truth of the reading, as nervous as mares faced with their first bridle. They'd learn to take the bit, both of them. But neither would take a saddle gracefully, or eventually, at all. Riderless, Tess saw them, if they were smart, and willing to sacrifice.
Tess lowered her now shaking hand to the table, the cold metal shooting through her knuckles, the driving pain reminding her of her own past and heartbreaking lessons. Tess closed her eyes. The echoes swamped her and she drown like Alexis in the dregs of her life.
When Tess surfaced again, trailing swamp water and weeds, she heard the emptiness of her studio ringing louder than the bells for mass. She brought the cup up to her flabby lips and drank the dregs, swallowing Alexis and all the possible futures for sun-kissed young things whole.
During the week, she'd slowly pee them out, filtering the liquid, purifying the poisonous secrets of stillborn children and anarchist flames into her bowl, distilling the liquid until it was time for her to make her tea again.
#2
The first secret of 9s is: they always come back. They might disguise themselves with the coyness of eights, the rigid line of the one hidden at their back. You might mistake them for fours, marching sternly across burnt fields, and not see their friends, the fat fives, until it’s much too late. Or they may glide through your living room as ones, distracting you with their dancing and swirling, before they gather together for the ambush.
Yes, the 9s always come back. And it’s never a party.
#3
Ronald watched the workers from the other side of the park. He waited in sorrow as they herded the leaves from the still green grass, their tumbling colors not distraction enough for them to escape. After they'd been gathered the workers slaughtered them, crushing veins that pumped no blood yet still bled, blades and serrated margins no match for wicked metal and powerful industry.
Only after the decimation would Ronald approach, as solemn as a monk, gathering bags of dissected leaf bodies, desecrating them more with manure and ash, dirt and coffee grounds, letting their bodies rot amid paper and trash until they transcended into black gold, the finest compost in the city.
Ronald wept with the passing of each brilliant leaf, the grass returning to its uncluttered state, and the whole circle of life starting again. He considered himself a Buddhist gardener: one plant could not see itself as more important than another, the rose held just as much beauty as the creeping, stinging vine, the taraxacum officinale could not triumph over oncidium sphacelatum, the hedge and the moss both equally deserved the sun and the rain.
It was almost time for Ronald to collect his broken flock when the new herder joined the pack. Ronald had seen her before, the young woman with the sun-kissed hair. He liked how she didn't force the leaves along a narrow path but instead danced with them, swirling in intricate steps, dancing to music only she and her charges heard.
Ronald had approached her once, to humbly seek her wisdom, wishing to be blessed with her words as the rain blessed flowers. But her eyes had dazed him, honey sweet and filled with ants and all she'd attracted there, swirling like nines going down a drain.
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