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The car rumbled noisily, straining to keep climbing. From the back seat, Victoria looked out the window across the valley towards the breathtaking alpine greenery dotted with countless waterfalls on the far mountainside. The winter snow had started to melt and cascaded down into blue-green streams that wound their way down the incline.
"Beautiful, isn't it, Miss?" the driver asked, glancing at her in the mirror.
"Yeah, I guess," Victoria replied, shrugging. "Better than that way, at any rate."
In stark contrast, the view out the other side of the car was bleak, windswept, and still gray with snow. As if the road itself were the dividing line, one side was fertile and warm, while the other side was stark and cold.
"About how much longer will it be?" she asked.
"Close, ma'am," the driver said. "Just over this hill is where I drop you off."
Oh, finally, Victoria thought, sighing impatiently.
She'd been in this car for three hours, now, and she was getting stir-crazy. She hoped that the trip was worth it.
They topped the hill, and the car slowed to a stop. She frowned, looking around.
"Wait, why are you stopping?" she asked. "There's no village here."
"It's just up that way, ma'am," the driver said, pointing through the windshield, "About two kilometers."
Victoria gasped. The desolate gray had wrapped around the mountain in front of them like a fur coat, yet not two hundred feet beyond where they sat in the car was a sharp dividing line. Like an emerald perched on a mountain of diamonds, the plateau in front of them practically glowed with its own radiance. While the trees to her right had been markedly greener than the winter to her left, the vibrant shelf made right and left practically indistinguishable by comparison. Tiny, light-colored houses with dark roofs dotted the scene, giving it the appearance of salt and pepper sprinkled on lime Jello.
The sergal shook her head. Pretty or not, the nearest house was a considerable distance away.
"No, you're supposed to take me to the village," she said. "I didn't pay all this money to be taken to someplace where all I can do is look at it."
"I'm sorry, ma'am, but the car cannot go up there. Look: there's no road; we'd get stuck the minute we drove off the pavement. But, it should be a nice walk: the walking path is dry, and it should only take you thirty minutes or so at an easy pace."
The sergal pursed her lips and ran her dark-gray hands through her thick, dark-blue braids. After a moment and briefly narrowing her eyes craftily, she flashed as broad a smile as she could muster and leaned forward in the seat.
"I'm sure," she said, biting her lower lip and glancing up to look at him with golden eyes, "That a big, strong male like you wouldn't want anything untoward to happen to li'l old me, a helpless tourist in a strange land?"
The driver fought the urge to smirk knowingly. "I'm sorry, ma'am," he said again, "But I dare not go onto the plateau; I did warn you before we left that they're a little strange up there, but you insisted that you had to meet this Northclaw fellow." He cleared his throat. "It's, um, quite the fare to have traveled this far, Miss," he added pointedly. "If you want me to take you back to the airport—"
"No," Victoria spat, "I did not just ride three hours in your smelly cab to turn around and ride three more hours. Fine, I'll go by myself," she huffed. "But don't expect a tip!" she added as she got out and slammed the door.
"Quite all right, Miss; tipping is not customary here," the driver replied, subtly breathing a sigh of relief as she jammed the fare into his hand. "I do have a tip for you, though," he called after her as she turned to stalk away.
She hesitated.
"What?" she asked flatly, turning around.
"Just remember that for emergencies, the number is 112 here. Like you said, you are a tourist. I would imagine our number is different from yours."
Victoria rolled her eyes, spun around again, and started walking up the hill.
"Assuming you can get a signal," the driver muttered to himself.
He watched her for a few seconds, then shrugged and turned the car around.
Tourists, he thought to himself, rolling his eyes.
Victoria listened to the sound of the straining motor as it died away and shook her head.
"This had better be worth it," she said as she ascended. Her eyes narrowed. "One way or another, I will make it worth it!"
The air was crisp and cool and had a distinctly springtime feel to it, with notes of pine and other evergreens as they stretched and shook off the snow. Through the canopy, the sun felt warm and pleasant, and even as put-off as Victoria felt, she couldn't help feeling her spirits lifted.
Fel Northclaw the Fourth! she thought, grinning.
She had been trying to find the elusive botanist for several months. Her doctoral thesis was based on some of his research, yet living far out here in the alpine wilderness, he was extremely hard to reach. Though cell phones and the Internet were ubiquitous in Victoria's life, here she noted with a hint of concern that there was no signal to be had whatsoever. It might explain why, rather than using emails and phone calls, the expert hermit's preferred method of communication was old-fashioned missives.
Those in themselves were something noteworthy. While Victoria typed her messages then printed them out and mailed them, each of the responses was drafted in calligraphic script that would not have looked out of place in a museum alongside the Magna Carta (though at least the vernacular was slightly more modern—and in English). The paper on which it was written, too, was worth mentioning, for unlike the mass-produced, cheap paper on which Victoria printed her letters to him, his replies came on something approximating heavy card stock but with a slightly soft, almost velvety texture. The paper also had a faint scent to it, a mixture of floral and spice. Maybe cinnamon or pepper—she couldn't quite tell.
But although the reclusive botanist was responsive to her messages, he infuriatingly refused to provide the answers she needed for her thesis in any manner but face-to-face, insisting that to really understand the work, she had to see it for herself, there in his laboratory in some remote mountain village in the middle of absolutely nowhere.
She had, of course, tried to diplomatically change his mind. She didn't want to be a bother, was sure he was too busy to entertain, and she didn't know where she would stay, but he replied, saying that she could stay with him at his lab, where she could watch him work—even help if she were so inclined. He ended saying that he would be glad to have her but understood if the trip was too burdensome or expensive. There was, however, a note of reproach in what he—quite correctly—perceived to be weak excuses so that she could get what she wanted without having to expend any effort.
That message had arrived a month ago, and realizing that she was not going to get what she wanted by writing letters, she had finally agreed to make the trip. Of course, cost was not a problem. The university paid for her trip the moment they found out where she was going—the only thing more renowned than Fel Northclaw IV's expertise was the legendary difficulty in reaching him—but she still had to make the travel arrangements, not to mention the actual travel itself.
His final message had arrived only a week ago, confirming their meeting today and wishing her safe travels. It and their other correspondence was in her backpack, along with a change of clothes, her laptop, and some notebooks and other things she thought she might need, given the, ah, rural venue.
So, while part of her was excited and maybe a little honored to finally get to meet such a renowned expert, a much larger part of her couldn't help thinking that all of this effort could have been avoided if he'd just told her what she wanted to know. It had left her resentful of him, and though a kinder spirit might have considered it the cost of getting what she wanted, she had quietly vowed to get even for the inconvenience. These mixed emotions jockeyed for dominance as she ascended the plateau.
But her mind was soon pulled in a different direction entirely. For lack of anything better to do, she had researched the village on the long flight and discovered that this area was notorious for extremely cold winters, yet the vibrant green and amount of growth she saw all around her looked far too advanced for vegetation that had just weathered a bitter spell. After all, she had only to look a little further to the left to see just how desolate the winter had left the place; what was special about this particular spot? Too, as she got further from the road, the types of vegetation she saw seemed strangely out of place for the area. For instance, she had expected that the plants' morphology would suggest some kind of cold-weather resistance, maybe some kind of additional insulation, yet as she peered at various leaves and stems on her way up the escarpment, she could find no evidence of such defenses and wondered what else could be at play.
At a macro scale, the differences were even more startling. Far from the evergreen conifers that had lined the valley out the right-hand window, the plateau increasingly featured the types of cash crops for which it was famous yet that had no business thriving in such a cold, mountain-shaded, windswept region. She had seen great crops of wheat and corn before—in books, mostly—but those were in fertile river deltas, not mountains. Sure, civilization had found a way even in the highest of latitudes, but the thick, practically impenetrable fields of wheat she saw would have put Mesopotamia to shame. As she continued her ascent, she did a double-take on seeing a field of cotton happily growing in soil that should have been far too cold to even begin planting, let alone be this close to ready to harvest.
"No wonder Northclaw likes it here," she murmured. "The growing conditions here are unlike anywhere I've ever heard of!"
She started to wonder how the unusual plant life had gotten established in such a hostile environment—such cultivars were far too far away from home to have been spread naturally—and why it hadn't spread to the far more inviting valleys further on, but before she could think too much on it, the faint sound of music caught her attention. 
Swiveling one blue-tipped ear and then the other, she listened with bated breath, then frowned. The music would not have been out of place at a renaissance festival back home, but that's about the only place she had expected to hear such dated instruments. Nevertheless, the sound seemed to be coming from up the hill, and she hurried forward, curious to see what was making it and to—at last—set eyes on her host.
The path curved to the right, then switched back to the left as it crept up the escarpment. Suddenly, the mountain wall disappeared, and Victoria found herself at the summit. The winding footpath she had been following suddenly straightened out and thrust straight into the plateau, flanked by squat but charming, little houses interspersed with crops.
In front of her lay what she assumed was the village square. Far from the lonely road her cab had traveled, this place seemed bustling with activity. Banners were being erected in a language Victoria didn't recognize, and dozens of stout sergals in pastel-colored dresses busied themselves like light blue, pink, and yellow roses against a deep green backdrop as they decorated the buildings and the fountain. All the while, the smell of actual flowers and the sound of minstrels wafted through the air.
Victoria had been moving quickly towards the sound, but on seeing such a sight, she stopped in her tracks and stared at what she saw, her mouth open in wonder.
Suddenly, the music stopped, and Victoria jumped in surprise, seeing that practically the whole village had come to a halt and was staring at her.
"U–uh," she managed at last, "I–I'm looking for Fel Northclaw IV. Does he... live here?"
The pastel sergals exchanged glances and muttered inaudibly amongst themselves. Victoria increasingly felt their eyes on her, felt the shift in the mood from festive to suspicious. She swallowed hard, suddenly feeling very much the odd one out. Her khaki hiking pants and tennis shoes certainly contrasted with the Easter egg-colored dresses.
But more importantly, Victoria realized with a creeping feeling, she seemed to be the only female who wasn't pregnant. Every cotton candy-colored sundress bulged out in front. Every pastel blouse draped over a baby bump. As her eyes darted to the decorations, the initially innocuous-looking shapes suddenly took on phallic and pudendal undertones.
The abrupt silence suddenly broke. Several arms outstretched, and fingers pointed beyond the village square further onto the plateau. All the while, Victoria felt two dozen eyes boring into her, judging her, branding her an outsider.
"Eh, heh-heh, thanks," she said, then hurried through the throng and didn't stop until she reached the far edge of the village. 
Stopping and turning to look over her shoulder, she saw the villagers all still staring at her. Shuddering, she turned back around and hesitantly made her way towards the ominous-looking mansion that loomed above the village like an old manor house. 
Behind her, the music resumed.
The vegetation that lined the path on this side of the village was particularly vibrant, the colors so bright that the they seemed almost artificial. Disbelieving her eyes, Victoria reached out and felt of a particularly striking, purple carnation. It felt real enough, yet the brilliant colors only made the peeling, black walls of the mansion look all the more dilapidated and threatening.
For the first time, Victoria wondered whether she had come to the wrong place, whether the chilly reception from the village was due to her truly not belonging there. The darkened doorway of the mansion, whose black and gray marble columns would not have seemed out of place at the entrance to a necropolis, did little to assuage her unease, nor did the pewter gargoyle doorknocker, which seemed to glare at her with the same judgmental eyes of the villagers.
She swallowed hard, but before a chill could go up her spine, she shook her head. This was silly; she'd come all this way, and she was not about to let some inhospitable mountain hicks with bad manners run her off.
She picked up the knocker and gave the door several good, solid raps. As the third one struck, the door creaked ajar.
Victoria hesitated, then cautiously pushed the door open a ways and poked her head inside.
"Mr. Northclaw?" she called into the gloom. "It's Victoria; we've been writing back and forth? You said to meet you here."
Dust had settled like a thick blanket over furnishings that would have predated Napoleon. Here and there, the floor rugs that once had been almost as brightly colored as the garden outside lay crumpled and ripped in places and covered with so much dust as to obscure their original patterns.
The door squeaked as Victoria let herself in. A musty, humid smell pervaded the place, giving Victoria the unsettled feeling that perhaps she shouldn't be breathing the air. High above, a chandelier hovered above her, yet she could find no traces of candles on it. Instead, an intrepid runner of ivy had wound its way down the chain, spread, and pushed them all out. She looked down and gasped, seeing them all lying haphazardly on the floor. Nor was it the only plant that had staked its claim on the architecture. In the distance, a great stairway was buried beneath what could well have been kudzu that nearly completely obscured its original purpose. The walls, too, were losing the battle as spindly tendrils snaked their way over the surface, along with any decorations that might be mounted to it.
Despite her unease, Victoria's attention was drawn to one such decoration, a portrait of two sergals, one in his 50s or 60s and the other in his 30s, shaking hands as they posed. A tidy caption on the bottom right corner read, "P. Jaccard, 1899".
"Such a good man," a voice said.
Victoria gasped and whirled to see a white sergal standing behind her, wearing a white apron and looking wistfully at the picture.
"Who are you?!" she cried.
"I might ask you the same," the sergal replied slowly. "You're in my house."
His expression was more akin to a knowing smirk than alarmed or malicious, yet although he seemed to be going out of his way to appear nonthreatening, there was something off about his looks. Maybe it was the pink tint to his eyes. Maybe it was his gauntness, the way his hair and skin was stretched so thinly over his muscles. Maybe it was the stringiness of his hair that belied great age juxtaposed against what seemed to be a particularly lively demeanor. Maybe it was the scar that ran from the middle of his lower lip down his chin, distorting his smile. Maybe it was his unnecessarily slow speech.
Or, perhaps it was the fact that he'd snuck up on her.
"A–are you Fel Northclaw IV?" Victoria stammered.
"I am," he replied. His eyes narrowed suspiciously, and then his face lit up. "Oh! You must be Victoria!" he said, reaching out and shaking her hand warmly in both of his. "I'm Fel. Welcome! How was your trip?"
As he moved, Victoria picked up a faint scent that she immediately recognized from his letters. There was something reassuring about the familiar smell. She relaxed and put her hands on her hips.
"It was a little nerve-wracking, to tell you the truth," she said, her voice reproachful. "The cab dropped me off at the base of the plateau, and I had to walk, not knowing for certain that I was going the right way. And the villagers all looked at me like I was carrying the plague!"
"I am sorry," Fel replied, his face clouding. "They can be a bit suspicious of outsiders; we don't get many visitors." 
He brightened and grinned, spreading the scar on his lip and giving him the subtle appearance of having an upside-down harelip. It was truly almost imperceptible, yet perhaps because of its subtlety, it sent strong warning signals to the part of Victoria's ancestral brain that reviled any kind of disfigurement for fear of it spreading. 
She shuddered and glanced up, then noticed that he was looking at her expectantly.
"Sorry, what?" she asked.
"Did you notice the plants on the way in?" he asked again.
"Oh! Yes," she said. "It was strange to see those particular cultivars here without any obvious insulation from the cold."
Fel's grin broadened. Victoria's eye twitched.
"Now you see why you had to see it for yourself," he said, his speech still slow despite his enthusiasm. "Come on!"
He turned and briskly headed off to one of the wings of the house. Victoria hesitated and then hastened to catch up to him.
He led her through the dust-clad foyer and past several equally run-down rooms before entering what she assumed was meant to be a dining room, yet all the chairs had been removed, and the table, which must have been forty feet long, was covered in plants. Some were in pots; others seemed to be growing out of the wood itself. Light streamed through a massive window, but the dust and clouding on the glass muted the light, giving it a somber appearance.
Fel led her between the table and the window, letting out a contented sigh and lightly stretching as he passed into the light.
"Here," he said, practically beaming as he gestured to a lone stalk of cereal grain in a pot. "Come! Come feel this."
Victoria did a double-take. "Feel it?" she asked.
"Yes! Come, come!" Fel gestured eagerly. "Gently, now."
Victoria frowned, but he seemed so excited that her own curiosity got the better of her, and she gently wrapped her hand around the stem of the plant.
A second later, she gasped and withdrew her hand.
"It's warm!" she said.
"Yes!" Fel replied. "You see? Even if I had drawn a picture, it would not have conveyed that. In an instant, you immediately grasp the implications, don't you?"
"It... it doesn't need insulation because it can warm itself. But... how?"
"The sap on this cultivar is extremely sugar-rich, far richer than any other I have seen. I cannot say why—perhaps just a lucky mutation—but this plant metabolizes the extra sugars for heat."
"But, how does it store the energy? Cereal grains aren't perennials; they don't have any storage organs."
"Ah! That is exactly the right question. Look."
He gently brushed the soil off the base of the plant to reveal what looked like the top of a potato.
"This cultivar does have a storage organ."
Victoria opened her mouth, then closed it.
"Y–you've created a perennial cereal grain," she said at last. "The implications for this are—"
"Significant," Fel said, nodding. "Yes, I know. In less than five minutes, I have shown you more than a day's worth of reading could teach you. Isn't the hands-on experience wonderful?"
Great. A day's worth of travel each way for a 5-minute lesson. Did I really need to grab a warm plant to grasp the concept? Victoria thought to herself.
"All right, all right," she conceded, "You've made your point."
"Have I sparked that curiosity in you? That's what drives us scientists! Curiosity!"
If I tell him 'not really', he's going to keep trying to convince me. Best to just play along.
"Yes! Absolutely! It's all about the curiosity. Speaking of, in my dissertation, I talk about—"
"Then surely you must have more questions about the process! How did this cultivar come to have a storage organ? What kinds of problems with compatibility exist between the storage organ genes versus the self-warming genes? Can the genes for each be improved with selective breeding? So many questions!"
He threw up his hands and turned his back to gesture down the long table at dozens of experiments and continued babbling on. But Victoria wasn't paying attention to that; her eyes were glued to the green patch on her host's back.
"What is that?" she asked, interrupting him and pointing.
"What is what?" he asked. 
Looking over his shoulder, he started. 
"Oh, that's chlorophyll," he said. "No matter how big this mansion is, I seem to always be backing into plants. It's kind of hard to reach that part of your back to wash it off, you know?"
He grinned sheepishly. Victoria shuddered as his uncanny scar revealed itself again, along with a faint outline of green at the top of his lower lip.
"Um, what about... that?" she asked. "Your, um..." 
She gestured to his mouth helplessly.
Fel's face fell. "Oh, uh, you noticed that, huh?" he said. "Sad accident, really. One moment I'm out running with an axe—against Father's advice—and the next, I'm lying face-down on it. Should have listened to him, I suppose," he added ruefully. "I, um, hope it doesn't put you off too much. I'm told it can be distracting."
That's an understatement.
"Oh, no, not at all! I happened to notice it just now. It looked painful, and I—well, I wanted to be sure you were all right but was afraid of coming off, you know, insensitive."
"I'm sure it hurt quite a lot when it happened, but mercifully, I don't remember much of it now," Fel replied. "Thank you for your concern."
"Of course. Now, about my dissertation..."
"Ah, yes. It was on the cultivars of Triticum aestivum, wasn't it?"
Finally!
"Yes, that's right. I need to understand—"
"Well, the best way to understand is to see, smell, and touch!" Fel said eagerly. "Come!"
He moved past her and led her down the hallway to a door. Opening it, he revealed an immense greenhouse attached to the back of the mansion. No garden center back home would have had half as many plants as he had arranged in row after row. 
He stepped through the door but then stopped abruptly, and Victoria nearly ran into him. His eyes closed, his mouth opened, and he inhaled deeply, his chest swelling and his back arching as if inhaling the most delectable aroma, yet to Victoria, the scent of her host himself was the only smell of note.
"What are you—?" she started to ask, but before she could finish, he started moving again as if nothing had happened.
He seemed to know exactly where he was going as he led her amid the various plants of all shapes, sizes, and colors. Victoria could tell they were nearing their destination when the plants all began to look like wheat.
"Here we are," Fel said. "Now, which cultivar specifically were you curious to know about?"
For a moment, Victoria stood in stunned silence, staring at the hundreds, if not thousands, of cultivars that surrounded her on all sides. Fel watched her reaction.
"It's quite different to walk among them than it is to see them in a book, isn't it?" he said quietly.
"There are so many here; are they all unique?"
"Yes! The fun bit is figuring out which one is which. Let's take a tour, shall we?"
Despite her desire to get the information she needed for her thesis and be done with it, Victoria couldn't help but admit that being among so many different plants with such a knowledgeable, passionate host was quite the opportunity.
"Oh, all right," she chuckled ruefully.
"Splendid! Let's start with this one. Notice how small the leaves are on the young plant, compared to the ones on this cultivar, which are a fair bit larger. Oh, and if you taste this one—no, really, taste it! I haven't licked this leaf, yet—do you taste the hint of earthiness? Compare that to this one, which is a bit... acidic, I'd say."
Before Victoria knew it, they had spent four hours going down the list of more cultivars than she could count, much less remember the unique details of each. During that time, Fel had talked almost incessantly, hardly even stopping for breath. Yet despite the subject matter, it was somehow never boring. It was actually the glare off a girder catching her in the eye that made her realize just how much time had passed.
"Oh, wow, it's after noon already," she blurted.
"Why, yes! The sun feels so nice around noon, doesn't it?"
"I... guess?"
"Oh, but where are my manners? I've been chattering on, and you haven't even taken off your backpack, yet!"
Victoria glanced down, then started on seeing her backpack straps on her shoulders.
"Oh!" she said. "I–I guess I got kinda wrapped up in what you were saying. Um, I thought you said the town had a place where I could stay, but the villagers didn't seem very friendly."
"Not to worry; you can stay here in the mansion. In fact, let me show you to a room where you can stay."
With the same brisk pace, he led her past a dozen rows of wheat, equally many of barley, and then past some plants she didn't recognize before they started taking on quite different characteristics. Plants with large, vibrant flowers, others with big or unusual-looking leaves, ferns, and even cacti passed by as they headed for the door. As they passed through it, Victoria noticed that Fel's energy level seemed to reduce a little bit, as if he really preferred the outdoors to being inside. Nevertheless, he still moved quite determinedly through the mansion with the confidence of someone who has spent a great deal of time there and knows it intimately. Countless doors whisked by as they went, some of them bordering on clean while most looked overtaken by plants. At last, with the same precision as when he picked out the wheat plants, Fel turned to a door and opened it.
The inside was by far the cleanest room Victoria had seen in the building. The furniture was still very old and belonged in a bygone century, yet it had been exceptionally well-maintained and looked as though it could be brand new. Scarlet velvet and brass trim accented the rich wooden bed frame, and the bedside tables, dresser, and desk all matched the bed in style and quality.
"Wow, this looks way better than the rest of the house," Victoria blurted. "I could swear this was a five-star hotel!"
"It's not every day I have guests," Fel replied. "I wanted it to be comfortable."
"That's very thoughtful. Thank you."
As Victoria looked around the room, she was suddenly struck by a curious question: How does a botanist afford all this? Is he privately wealthy? If so...
She made a mental note to ingratiate herself to him further. With the age of that furniture, he must have been some kind of eccentric from old money.
Maybe this trip won't have been a total waste, after all.
She suddenly broke from her reverie and saw Fel staring at her. Seeing her noticing, he quickly looked away, looking a little embarrassed.
"There, um, there's a bathroom through that door," he said, pointing. "The water is heated by the sun, so I would suggest that if you want to freshen up, you do it now while it's warm. It can get quite cold at night. I do believe I might have talked your ear off a little bit—"
Ya think?
"—so I will give you a little space. If you like, we can meet again for dinner this evening. Until then, you're welcome to explore if you like, but I would caution you to stick to the tidy parts." He gestured to his scar. "When I was younger, I wandered into some of the less-kept parts and didn't see a root that had grown across the floor. I tripped over it, caught my lower jaw and lip on the side of a table, and... well, you can see how that ended. Oh, not to worry," he added hurriedly, seeing Victoria frowning, "The clean parts are perfectly safe. Holler if you need anything."
With that, he took his leave and briskly strode down the hall. Once the sound of his retreating steps faded away, Victoria breathed a sigh of relief and sat on the edge of the bed.
"As if I'd go into the untidy parts on my own," she muttered as she took off her backpack and put her notepads and writing utensils on the desk. "Ugh. Taste this plant," she mimicked. "My gosh, he's a complete lunatic. That's the only thing that can explain two completely different stories about how he got that—that thing on his chin."
She turned around and looked at the bed again.
"But," she added thoughtfully, feeling of the velvet inlay, "If he's a rich lunatic, so much the better for me. He's clearly lonely..."
She trailed off, and then her mind hit on a different track.
"If he's rich, then his money is probably somewhere around here. What if he deliberately keeps parts of the house dirty to dissuade people from snooping around?" She gasped. "Or, what if he's diversifying? The guy clearly knows his plants, and surely he knows that certain ones bring a tidy profit, especially ones that might not be exactly 'legal'. Heck, he's out in the middle of nowhere, has those villagers to warn him if someone comes snooping, and as a last line of defense, the greenhouse is so big that he could lead an investigator around for hours without ever seeing something out of the ordinary. Goodness knows he led me on for hours and hours. 'Taste this plant'," she murmured. "He's not a lunatic; he's crazy like a fox, is what he is! If I can prove it..." Her eyes narrowed. "Welp, time's a-wasting!"
Ignoring her host's recommendation to bathe while the sun was up, she poked her head out into the hallway to make sure the coast was clear and then set out on a self-directed tour of the house. However, if she was hoping to find a hidden vault of gold bullion or a secret meth lab—and, in truth, she had been hoping to find something lucrative—she was sorely disappointed. She did, however, discover that the place contained some forty rooms, of which most of them were at least partially overgrown with plant life. Hers was truly the only "clean" room, though a handful of others contained clean areas. She wondered whether there was anything special about those areas. Returning to her room after an hour or so, she at last tested the water and found it barely warm enough to bathe in, then dried off and made some notes about what she'd discovered in one of her notebooks.
*************
There was a knock at the door.
"Come in," Victoria called.
"Ready for dinner?" Fel asked, poking his head inside.
Victoria nodded, then rose and followed him to the kitchen. The room itself was a massive area that would have been big enough to prepare food for a whole host of visitors, but thanks to the plant overgrowth, only about a quarter of it was usable, and that space was partially taken up by a small table. Victoria had seen it before, but Fel had since set it and portioned out something savory into bowls.
"You're, uh, not a vegetarian, are you?" Fel asked, then sighed in relief as Victoria shook her head. "I should have asked before, but I'm glad," he said. "Please, sit."
He gestured to the table.
"You can cook?" Victoria asked, somewhat surprised.
Fel opened his mouth, then closed it and chuckled instead. "I live alone, and while the village does provide the bare necessities, we do not have—what would you call it? Fast food?" he said at last. "I wouldn't say I can 'cook', but I can prepare food."
"I'm sorry. I guess that was rude," Victoria said. "I–I didn't really know what to expect. You live in a mansion, after all, so I guess I figured you'd have servants all over the place or something."
"Oh, no," Fel laughed. "I'm afraid you've mistaken me for a wealthy person. Yes, I live in the mansion—it's been in my family for many, many years—but that's about the extent of it. As you've no doubt seen on your tour"—Victoria did a double-take, and Fel grinned—"I am devoted to my work, and the house has... well, suffered as a result. Did you enjoy your tour, by the way?"
"How did you know?" Victoria asked, silently cursing herself for not being more discreet.
"I dropped by a while ago to check in, but you were gone," he replied, shrugging indifferently. "I don't mind; it used to be a beautiful building, but I'm afraid my preoccupation has allowed it to fall into disrepair. Oh, I forgot to mention, there are also some fairly extensive grounds around the mansion that you might like to explore as well—when you're not working on your thesis, that is. I'm happy to answer any questions you might have."
"There was something, actually," Victoria said. "That picture I was looking at when we met: was that Paul Jaccard?"
Fel nodded.
"But who was that in the picture with him? He looked just like you."
"Ah, that was great-grandpapa, Fel Northclaw I. The men in my family tend to look a lot alike. Strong genes, you could say."
"And you're all botanists?"
"Yes! Well, I am and they were."
"But, what about your mother? Where is she?"
"In the family plot," Fel replied vaguely. "She died a long time ago."
"Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't realize."
Fel shrugged again. "It was long ago." With a rueful smile, he added, "Might explain why the place looks like it needs a female's touch."
The two fell silent, and Victoria tasted the cold, thick soup she'd been served.
"Oh, wow, this is good," she said.
"Thank you," Fel replied, digging into his own. "If there is something in particular you like—and if I can get it, I will pick it up in town tomorrow."
"What, you don't grow everything yourself?"
"I do as much as I can, but my plants are for research and selective breeding more than sustaining myself."
"I understand. Well, I expect oranges are probably far out of season here."
"Alas, that's true. I have not yet figured out how to make subtropical fruits grow in the mountains. But, I will certainly keep trying! Apples, on the other hand—"
"In early spring?"
"An exceptionally late-flowering cultivar. This year's crop actually started in August of last year."
"Wow, and it survived the winter?"
"I might have spliced some self-warming genes into it," Fel said conspiratorially.
"Oh, wow, so you actually help the village, then?"
"Of course. One should help one's community as one can."
"Is that how you make money, then?"
"The village and I... have an understanding," Fel replied.
"Oh, I–I didn't mean to pry," Victoria said, taken aback by his guarded response.
"Not to worry," Fel said, smiling pleasantly but not volunteering any additional information.
Feeling awkward, Victoria fished for a different topic. "The villagers seemed to be getting ready for a festival of some kind?" she said.
"Ah, yes, the annual fertility celebration," Fel said, nodding.
"It didn't look like anybody there needed help with fertility," Victoria mumbled.
Fel laughed. "I know what you mean. But, can you blame them? A small, isolated village with nothing else to occupy themselves? They might as well be living in the medieval period as tenant farmers. When there aren't fields to plow or seed or crops to harvest, the festivals and, ah, each other's company are all they have. You really should stay for the festival; it's always quite a treat."
"When is it?"
"The day after tomorrow."
"Oh, well, my flight back isn't until next week, so I'm sure I'll be here!"
"Splendid! Much like my research, the festival is much better experienced than described."
"The, uh, the villagers didn't seem to like me much."
"They are suspicious of outsiders. If you'd like to accompany me to town tomorrow, I'm sure they'll give you a warmer welcome once they know you're a friend of mine."
He might claim not to be wealthy, but I have a hunch there's more to his 'tenant farmer' description than he's letting on. If I can interact with the villagers, maybe I can make this trip worth something after all. An eccentric guy like that has got to have some kind of secret I can use against him. He made me come all the way out here to a musty house that doesn't even have hot water all the time; by golly, I'm going to make the trip worth it!
Victoria nodded. "I'd like that," she said.
"Wonderful."
They finished their meal, and then Fel bade her good night and agreed to wake her in the morning before he left. 
"You're turning in already? But the sun's not even down."
"It will be soon, and I tend to rise and fall with it," Fel replied.
Victoria went back to her room and soon realized that without electricity, the house was exceptionally dark at night. Were it not for the moonlight streaming in through the window, she wouldn't have been able to see to prepare for bed, and she made it a point to inquire about some candles and matches when they went out.
She crawled into bed and was surprised at how comfortable it was, particularly for what she assumed was an ancient mattress. It seemed that her host had made it himself—well, of course he had since he had no servants—because she could smell his lingering scent on the bedspread. It occurred to her that the smell seemed to follow him everywhere he went and to rub off on everything he touched. For a brief moment, she wondered what kind of cologne he wore and how it managed to stay so potent all the time.
A sudden creak made her gasp and look towards the door. She held her breath and listened, but after several seconds, the sound did not recur.
She breathed a sigh of relief, then heard the house groan.
"O–oh," she chuckled. "Just an old house, is all."
Still, in the back of her mind, she wondered whether it was a good idea for her to be alone in this house with him, hundreds of miles from civilization and completely unable to call for help if she needed it.
He comes off as a gentleman, even if he is a little creepy at times, she reassured herself. Besides, she smiled determinedly as she rolled onto her side, Once I get some leverage on him, I'll make sure he treats me like a goddess for the rest of my stay.
She closed her eyes, but soon she heard faint scritching noises and what could best be described as "chewing". She held her breath again, then shuddered, imagining that there must be some kind of mouse or other vermin in the walls. Of course, with such an old building and as run-down as it was, that was probably to be expected, but it was a far cry from the civilized, modern life she was used to. Fortunately, the rodent apparently got full quickly and stopped making the noise.
She was on the verge of sleep when a new noise caught her ear. It was very faint, yet distinctive. It sounded almost like something scraping over a surface. In her mind's eye, she pictured the vines creeping over the walls, reclaiming another inch of the doomed mansion.
It was an unsettling thought, yet it was the last one she had before she fell asleep.
*************
Victoria awoke the next morning to the faint rays of sunlight flickering over her eyelids through the sheer curtains. She blinked and opened her eyes, then frowned thoughtfully. She couldn't remember the last time she'd woken up without the blare of an alarm clock or her phone. Once she'd finally dozed off, she had slept the whole night through, refreshingly untroubled by the usual things that bothered her: the bright street lamp across the street, the sounds of sirens and barking dogs at all hours of night and day, the onset of early morning traffic. 
Sighing contentedly, she leaned over and brushed the drapes aside, then gasped in awe at the vivid colors she saw outside. Having spent so much time inside the gloomy interior of the mansion yesterday, she had all but forgotten the vibrant flowers that had led up to it. But now, even through the foggy glass, they practically bounded up at her like playful fawns. A broad smile involuntarily spread over her face, and soon she was grinning ear-to-ear.
A faint knock came at the door.
"Victoria? Are you awake?" Fel called. "May I come in?"
Shit.
"Uh, one second!" she said, jumping out of bed and throwing her clothes on.
A minute later, she opened the door to reveal her host holding two cups of coffee.
"You look like a coffee drinker," he said.
Victoria chuckled. "Is it that obvious?"
Fel didn't respond; instead, he held out one of the cups, which she took, sniffed, then took a drink.
"Oh, wow," she murmured, sighing and closing her eyes contentedly.
"While oranges don't grow well up here, coffee beans most certainly do," Fel said. "Would you like to sit out front and enjoy the morning air before we go?"
Victoria nodded, then followed him out. They walked to the front door, and then Fel opened it.
Brilliant color streamed through the doorway. The transition from Kansas to Oz was not as brilliant of a change of hue. It took several seconds before Victoria realized she'd been holding her breath.
She and Fel stepped out onto the entryway and sat looking at the garden.
"Why, when you could be looking at this, do you cloister yourself in that dreary house all day?" Victoria asked.
"Oh, I don't," Fel replied. "Most of the time I'm in the greenhouse. Sometimes I'll check in on an experiment indoors, but I spend very little time in there." He chuckled. "I figured that would be obvious from the terrible upkeep."
Victoria pursed her lips. That made sense.
"This coffee is amazing," she murmured.
Fel nodded quietly, and the two watched as the sun rose behind the village and slowly began to creep upward. They made small talk as they finished their coffee, and then Fel took Victoria's cup, disappeared inside momentarily, then reappeared.
"Ready?" he asked as he closed the door.
"Aren't you going to lock it?"
Fel shrugged. "Everybody knows I live here. What are they going to steal? One of my plants?" he chuckled.
They stepped off the porch, and almost instinctively, Fel sighed, his back arching and his chest thrusting out.
"Why do you do that?" Victoria asked.
"Do what?"
"That—the stretch thing. I've seen you do it several times."
Fel frowned. "I guess I just enjoy being outside," he said.
Victoria's eyes narrowed. There was something guarded about his tone that made her think there might be more to it than that.
But, he seemed to be done talking about it, and offering his arm, he escorted her down the path, rattling off the various plants as he went.
"And these Dianthus caryophyllus 'Moonshadow' here are a new acquisition," he said. "I had to special order these as there's no way for me to cross-breed them on my own."
"There are plants you can't cross-breed on your own?" Victoria asked with a mixture of surprise and irony.
"Yes, yes, I know," Fel chuckled. "Carnations can't produce the blue pigment on their own. These were genetically modified."
"But, isn't that cheating?" Victoria asked.
Fel shrugged. "They're alive and can replicate," he said. "It's fascinating science to me, and as botanists, shouldn't we be able to study every plant, whether it came about naturally or not?"
They made it to the edge of town, where the colorful decorations were all gaily hung from the eaves of dark, steep-roofed houses. The village was not quite fully awake, yet, but a few villagers were out and about already, still dressed in pastel shades.
"Good morning, Herr Northclaw," said a villager as she passed.
Fel nodded courteously.
"Good morning, Herr Northclaw," said another as he walked by.
Again, Fel nodded.
Soon, the air was a burble of "good mornings", as if seeing him had drawn the lot of them to him, like bees to a new flower or ants to a sugar-mound. To Victoria, there was something unnerving about the identical greetings and Fel's identical acknowledgments over and over. Moreover, there didn't seem to be a single villager, male or female, who failed to offer the standard greeting.
"Are you—like their boss or something?" she whispered to him.
"No, not at all," he replied calmly, nodding this way and that. "We... have an understanding, is all."
He turned to the side and stepped into one of a dozen identical-looking, whitewashed buildings. A little bell tinkled overhead, and the proprietor, a pastel-yellow-clad sergal with a bulging baby bump, gasped on seeing him.
"G–good morning, Herr Northclaw," she said breathlessly, and Fel nodded. "What will be your pleasure today, Herr Northclaw?"
"Some apples, please, the finest you've got for my friend here," Fel replied. His tone was polite, yet there was a hint of haughtiness that Victoria had not heard from him before.
"Yes, Herr Northclaw. Right away."
"Did you want anything else, Victoria?" Fel asked.
Victoria wasn't listening. She'd been watching the proprietor bustle about the small fruit shop, casting wary glances towards Fel at every turn. She could not imagine what kind of 'arrangement' her host had with the village, but one thing was certain: they were absolutely terrified of him.
But what could instill that kind of fear? Was he some kind of provincial mafia boss? Victoria glanced at him, then shook her head; no, aside from the odd creepy vibe and his weird lip, there wasn't anything intimidating about him. Was he a–a drug lord?
"Victoria?"
She gasped. "Sorry, what?"
"Did you want anything else from Frau Brunner?" he asked patiently.
The proprietor's eyes darted furtively to her, then back to Fel as she wrapped four huge apples—two red, two green—in a piece of fabric and handed him the parcel.
"N–no, I think I'm fine," Victoria replied, her eyes narrowing.
Fel bowed slightly, then took the apples, opened the door, and ushered Victoria out.
"Don't you have to pay?" she hissed once they were outside.
"We have an understanding," Fel said again with a faint smirk and a glint in his eye.
Something or someone suddenly caught his eye.
"Ah. Victoria, I need to pay a visit on a private matter," he said apologetically, handing her the apples. "Would you like to explore the village while I take care of this matter? If you need anything at all, just tell the villager that it's on me. I won't be long, and then I'll come and find you."
While he had phrased it like an invitation, there was something final in his tone that invited no alternatives. Taking the apples, Victoria nodded and then watched as he strode off towards a pink-clad male and what she presumed was his blue-clad, very pregnant, wife. The three were too far away to hear, but the male almost immediately began comforting the female, and Victoria had the distinct feeling that Fel was bearing bad news of the worst sort. While part of her was itching to know what was going on—she was convinced more than ever that he was up to something—she decided that, surrounded by distrustful villagers who were obviously beholden to him, now was probably not the best time to be caught spying on him. She picked a shop at random and hastily stepped inside, then turned to close the door behind her.
"Good morning, friend of Herr Northclaw."
Victoria's breath caught. She swallowed hard as she turned slowly to face the speaker, a short, plump sergal who looked too old to be pregnant, yet was. She was wearing pastel pink and looked up at Victoria with the same furtive attentiveness the villagers had shown Fel.
"U–uh, good morning, Mrs.—"
"Frau Fischer, if you please, friend of Herr Northclaw."
"Uh, 'Victoria' will do. Um, what do you sell?"
The proprietor gave her a perplexed look, then gestured to the various manufactured goods around her. "Would Fraulein care for some pencils?" she asked helplessly. "A wooden box, perhaps? Or maybe some—"
"Have you got any matches?" Victoria asked, interrupting her.
The owner looked shocked, then recovered.
"Well, yes, friend of—"
"Victoria."
"Victoria. But, Herr Northclaw has never bought matches before." She saw Victoria frowning, then gasped. "R–right away, Fraulein Victoria."
Victoria frowned harder, not from displeasure, but from perplexity. Still, she was getting what she wanted, so she shrugged, mystified.
"Would Victoria care for anything else?" the pink lady asked anxiously.
"Uh, some candles?"
The shopkeeper swallowed hard, evidently weighing two equally terrible options in her mind, then nodded and hurried over to grab a handful of white candles. Packing those and the matches into another fabric parcel, she tied it up with string and handed it to Victoria.
"Anything else, Fraulein?" she asked warily.
"Just one more thing," Victoria said, then leaned in close. "What is going on here?" she whispered.
"N–nothing, Fraulein," the woman said. Recomposing herself—or, rather, putting on her bravest face, she forced a smile and said, "Happy festival, Fraulein Victoria, friend of Herr Northclaw."
Feeling distinctly unnerved, Victoria thanked her and then stepped out of the shop. Everywhere she looked, she saw the same, anxious expression looking at her and telling her "Good morning, friend of Herr Northclaw."
"Oh, thank goodness," she gasped as Fel walked up.
Fel frowned. "Is everything all right?" he asked. "Frau Fischer was courteous to you, I hope?"
"Yes," Victoria replied hastily, then took his arm and practically dragged him up the street towards the house. "What is going on in that village?" she hissed once they were out of earshot.
"What do you mean?" Fel asked.
"Don't play dumb with me," Victoria said, a little more snappily than she intended as she thrust her finger out to point at the village. "Those people are terrified of you!"
"That seems a little strongly worded," Fel replied, cocking his head. "They are respectful towards me, nothing more."
"Then why don't you have to pay for anything? Why are they so... anxious?"
Fel pursed his lips for a moment, then chuckled.
"Ah, I see what it is," he said. "I believe this might be nothing more than a cultural misunderstanding. They are always like that, even to each other. We live in a different time here: people are more formal, more polite."
"They didn't go around calling each other 'friend of Herr Northclaw'," Victoria countered.
"Well, no, they'd call each other Herr Bucher or Frau Schneider or Fraulein Berge," Fel replied, seeming a little perplexed. "I'm sure they just called you 'friend of Herr Northclaw' because they didn't know your name."
Victoria was about to press the issue when she suddenly thought better of it. Fel was clearly hiding something, and that meant that she was on to something. Whatever it was, it was far juicier than she'd imagined!
"I guess that makes sense," she said. Smiling broadly and subtly batting her eyes, she added, "I'm sorry I overreacted."
"Not at all," Fel replied, squeezing her arm. "Like my experiments—"
"Yeah, yeah, the village is better experienced than described," Victoria said, rolling her eyes.
"Now you're getting it!"
They made it back to the mansion, and Fel excused himself to go work on his research, hinting that if Victoria were so-inclined, she'd be welcome to join him. She, however, blamed her dissertation and went back to her room, taking advantage of the very fine desk to start getting some actual work done.
But though she did diligently try to make progress on her thesis, she couldn't shake the weird vibes she'd gotten from the village. What kind of horrible thing was Fel holding over them? Whatever it was, it was something so important that they couldn't just storm the mansion and drive him out; they needed him and were willing to kowtow to him to get... whatever it was he was giving them.
It's got to be drugs. What else could they be so dependent on? And, who else could give them drugs way out here if they ran him off?
The thoughts became so preoccupying that Victoria abandoned her thesis, strode out of her room, and went to the front door. Some fresh air, she decided, was just what she needed. She turned and closed the door behind her, then suddenly looked up and cocked her head. She had not noticed before, but the hedges that lined the path to town stopped at the porch, leaving an opening off the side of the porch between the house and where the hedges started. Circular stepping stones seemed to invite her out that way, and she followed them around to the side of the house, suddenly opening into a vast, walled garden. She realized as she looked around that it was these flowers she had seen when she awoke and not the ones out front. A dazzling variety of colors was painted over every surface; fiery reds, blazing oranges, cheerful yellows, regal purples and blues were all inlaid over a multi-hued green backdrop. 
Victoria basked in the colors and sweet fragrance, and then, in order to take it all in, she turned towards the house.
She gasped, trembling at the black, malevolent facade. 
From above her, a ghostly curtain fluttered against a window as if someone had been watching her, yet as the breeze blew, it continued to flutter.
"It's nothing," she breathed.
Shaking her head, she chastised herself for letting her imagination get away with her again; the house had spooked her the day before, too, yet she knew there was nothing to fear.
Well, other than whatever has the villagers scared, she thought, then pushed that thought aside, too.
"Ah, there you are," Fel said as she walked in. "Would you like some lunch?"
*************
They ate sandwiches for lunch, and then Victoria went with Fel to the greenhouse to get more information for her thesis. That took until dinner. After that, Fel once more bade her good night, and she went to her room. This time, though, she lit a candle and used it to continue compiling her notes.
It was probably around 8 or 9 when she heard a faint sound just outside her room. Holding her breath, she took the candle in one hand and crept to the door. 
She reached forward and grasped the knob, then flung it open.
Fel stood in the doorway, his eyes wide, his mouth open and drawn back in a terrified grimace.
"Fire!" he shrieked. "Put it out, you fool!"
Before Victoria could react, he rushed forward, knocked the candle from her hand, and stomped it into the ground like a man possessed.
They were both plunged into darkness.
"Fel?!" Victoria cried, groping in the dark, "What are you doing?!"
Heavy breathing came from nearby. As Victoria's eyes adjusted to the moonlight, she saw Fel leaning against the wall, his hand on his chest.
"I–I'm sorry," he panted. "You must—must never have a flame here. Don't you know how dangerous fire is?"
Victoria gaped for a few seconds.
Definitely drugs. He's got a meth lab or something set up around here, something highly volatile. What else could have him so terrified of a little candle?
"N–no," she finally said. "But I have a hunch."
"All my life's work is in this house," Fel said, regaining his composure. "It is old, dry, and made of wood. This room has more flammables in it than just about any other. Just a little flame, and whoosh! the whole place goes up in smoke. You, me, and ten thousand cultivars of plants, many of which don't exist anywhere else."
Victoria pursed her lips. Okay, that's a valid alternative. Or, is it just a front?
"Please," he said, returning to the doorway, "Don't ever light a flame in this house again."
He turned and left, his footsteps fading as he disappeared into the darkness.
Victoria stood for a moment, reeling at what had just happened. At last, she groped her way back to her desk, put her stomped candle on it, then groped her way to bed.
*************
Fel apologized again the following morning as they drank their coffee, then said that he had to go into town again and that it might take him much of the day, so he encouraged Victoria to stay at the house and work on her thesis. She did not object to that at all. As soon as he left, she went to her room, ripped a sheet of paper out of her notebook, and scrawled out a note.
Fel, I am more convinced than ever that you are up to no good in the village. Don't bother trying to deny it; it's my word against yours, and you're a creepy hermit with a whole village terrified of you. Nobody is going to believe you by the time I tell them what all I've seen. I am willing to keep quiet about your drug operation, but in exchange for my silence, I want in. I think 10% is fair.
-Victoria
P.S.: When someone says that a description is adequate, maybe take that into consideration next time. But, I suppose your current predicament is better to experience than to describe, after all.
She took the note and put it on the long table in the dining room in a place she was certain he would see it.
"Let him stew on that," she cackled to herself, returning to her room.
But, after an hour or so of working on her thesis, she increasingly began to think that having left him a note was a bad idea. If he really were dangerous, then she could be in harm's way if he read it without telling her. And, with her depending on him for room and board, perhaps this was better left after she was on her way back to civilization.
Getting up, she hurried back down the hall to the dining room and looked for the note. Her blood ran cold.
The note was gone.
Swallowing hard, she realized with a sinking feeling that she had to get that note back, and fast.
"Fel?" she called. "Fel, are you here?"
Her heart pounding, she ran towards the greenhouse.
"Fel?" she cried. "Fel, where are you?"
And yet, though she searched the whole house, neither the note nor her host was anywhere to be seen.
Lunchtime came and went, but she wasn't hungry. She paced inside her room, then up and down the hallway, waiting on the front door to open.
Dinner came. Her stomach growled, yet the idea of eating nauseated her. There had been no sign of her host for over eight hours, now, and the note had been missing for most of that time, too. Who knew what kind of horrible things he might do to her once he finally showed up?
Darkness fell. More than anything, Victoria wanted to light a candle; she knew how stealthy her host could be. She dared not sleep but sat at her desk, watching the door.
The moon rose, full and huge over the village. Victoria looked out the window at it, feeling distinctly uneasy.
A wolf howled in the distance. The house moaned, and a hungry rodent started gnawing on something in the wall.
The floor creaked. Victoria whirled towards the door.
There was nobody there.
For several seconds, she didn't dare to breathe. At last, she let out a trembling breath.
A blood-curdling scream shattered the silence.
Victoria leapt out of the room and sprinted down the hall. In a blind panic, she made a wrong turn in one of the hallways and raced towards what she thought was the front door. The door opened, and she fled the house, but she was fifty feet away before she realized her mistake.
She wasn't heading towards the village.
The ground here was uneven and wild, a far cry from the perfectly cultivated garden on the other side. Gnarled roots reached up and tripped her every few feet as she scurried, trying to get away.
In the distance, silhouetted against the backdrop of an oversized moon, was some kind of structure, larger than a shed but smaller than a barn. Victoria had no idea what it was, but she prayed that she could hide there until daylight, then make a run for the village once she could see. Creeping towards it, she tried to quiet her labored breathing.
As she reached it, she leaned against the wall to try to steady herself, then poked her head around the corner, looking for a door.
She didn't find a door. What she found instead turned her stomach.
Behind the building, now silhouetted against the moon, were three figures. Two on the left had just parted an embrace and appeared to be sergals, one of them round with child. The one on the right was—was... 
It stood ten feet tall and had the overall shape of a sergal, yet instead of ears, it had two giant leaves with curled tips. Another massive leaf tipped the creature's tail. Vines wrapped around its arms and tail and seemed to be prehensile, able to move at will like snakes. 
As Victoria watched in horror, the creature's arm shot out, grabbing the male by the neck and hauling him off the ground. The female shrieked, then transitioned into a mournful ululation that she seemed able to maintain constantly, without interrupting for breath. The male kicked his legs helplessly, clawing at the creature's hand.
Vines lashed out from all around the bionic plant-creature, wrapping around the male's wrists and hauling him higher into the air above the creature. Another vine wrapped around his ankles several times, then broke off and grabbed his waist, aiming him towards the top of the creature.
Victoria nearly shrieked herself as the creature tilted back its head, opened its jaws, and then its lower jaw split down the middle and folded out sideways. 
What had seemed like a single jawbone now resembled the jaws of a Venus flytrap. Out of the creature's mouth, a fire-orange tongue turned into another long, green vine tipped with a single leaf. This whipped out towards the helpless male, stretching as long or longer than the vines from the plant's arms and wrapping around the male's neck and forcing him to look upward. Then, all at once, the vines and tongue began lowering the male through the flytrap jaws and into the plant-creature's mouth.
Crunch.
An agonized scream escaped the male's lips. Victoria began to hyperventilate as the male's feet were chewed and mangled. The female punctuated her vocalizations with another shriek and some frenzied words in a language Victoria didn't recognize. The ululations resumed, higher in pitch and faster together as the creature lowered the male's shins into its mouth.
A sickening grinding sound ensued. The male's voice rose even higher than the female's. A sudden gush of crimson teardrops rained down in front of the moon, painting dark streaks down the plant-creature's neck and chest. Above it, the male jerked and writhed in agony, his body twitching from pain-induced spasms.
An echoing ululation sounded from somewhere off in the distance and was answered by the female. The two harmonized into a dissonant chord that in itself would have raised the hair on Victoria's neck if she weren't already breathless with terror.
The plant creature lowered the male again.
Pop. Snap. CRUNCH!
The male's wails joined the chord as the pressure on his kneecaps ground them together, then broke them off and pulverized them. Blood gushed down all sides of the plant-creature's face like a fountain, cascaded downward, and left bloody streaks down its torso.
The plant lowered its victim down to the thighs, but this time, there was no crunch of bone, no snap of tendon. Instead, the plant-creature puffed its neck out to accommodate the girth of its meal, and then, with all its vines, forced the male down its throat.
For a moment, all voices stopped. Even the male, granted a reprieve from the crushing force, went silent.
Sss.
"A–ah—AUGH!"
The male's cry started out disbelieving but quickly crescendoed into a frantic wail as acid audibly started eating at his legs and groin. A dozen ululating voices suddenly rang out, the sound echoing off the mountains like an army of demonic yodelers. The sound grew so loud that the male's shrieks of pain were drowned out.
But not the acid.
Victoria began to sob, listening to the awful sound. She could practically feel the acid herself, starting as a faint itch, then a sharp prick, then blinding pain as her flesh turned slippery and dissolved away.
A sharp yelp came from the male. The voices all fell silent again, all listening solemnly as the acid found his genitals, attacked the scrotum, then surged inside and devoured everything in reach. A second later, the acid also found his anus. An anguished, beleaguered sob escaped the male's lips as the acid began to dissolve him from the inside, too.
A hundred voices—probably the whole village—suddenly rang out in a cacophony of wails, cries, and ululations. The sound was so loud that it seemed to come from everywhere at once. Victoria heard it in her ears but also felt it in her chest, in her very core.
"Stop it! Stop it!" she shrieked, but her words were drowned out by the mob, whose vocalizations had suddenly taken on a cadence of regular and irregular accents. 
The accents formed a beat, and that beat began to accelerate and get louder, just as the plant-creature began to shove down harder on the male. From her vantage point, Victoria saw the silhouette of the male's muzzle disappear into the silhouette of the plant-creature's maw. The villagers' vocalizations reached hysteria, punctuated by numerous blood-curdling screams that made Victoria feel as though her soul had been ripped from her and thrust into Hell.
"Sss."
The villagers all suddenly switched to a hiss and faded out.
Sss.
The plant's acid, however, did not.
For seventy seconds, the only sound that remained was that of the victim's body being digested alive. For more than an agonizing minute, Victoria imagined what it must feel like to feel the acid attacking the internal organs, to have pain signals flooding from more places than the brain could keep track of. She hoped for the victim's sake that he had gone into shock, yet somehow, deep down, she knew that he would not be afforded that blessing. As the acid attacked his lungs, he would have begun to suffocate, trying in vain to breathe but having no bags to hold the air. His heart, being made of stronger stuff, would continue to beat until the end, but the lack of oxygen would cause him to panic. He would try to struggle, but already, his limbs would have fallen off if they weren't completely dissolved already. As his head submerged, he would feel and even briefly taste the caustic acid as it attacked his throat and mouth, then his face and eyes. Though he might try to close his eyelids, they wouldn't last for long, and in the end, he would be lidless, forced to endure excruciating pain and sudden blindness. Only then would the lack of oxygen finally cause his brain to start to die. 
If only it could have started sooner! Why did he have to endure the whole ordeal?
He would perceive what he thought were brilliant flashes of light or deafening, awful sounds as the acid started destroying his brain. Tactile pain would be present, too, as the sensory nerves in his skull tried to convey what was happening to them but falling short for such an unprecedented situation.
At last, about the time his heart dissolved completely, so, too, would the last of his gray matter.
The hissing stopped. The air was deathly silent.
Victoria retched, then threw up.
The plant-creature looked up. Red eyes glowed like embers against a dark green face.
Seeing it, Victoria turned and tried to flee. A vine lashed against the side of her face, banging her head against the building. She crumpled, blacking out instantly.
*************
Victoria awoke and winced. She tried to reach up to hold her pounding head, but her wrists were held fast to something. Gasping, she thrashed and tried to get free, but she was tied hand and foot. Looking around, she started to cry for help when she suddenly realized she was surrounded. Pastel colors floated like ghosts in the moonlight, forming a solid wall.
"Let me go!" she cried.
Seeing her awake, the nearest villager began to chant in a low, melancholy voice. Those nearest her took up the chant, and soon the words were coming at Victoria from all directions.
The crowd parted, and the massive tree-creature loomed over her, its back to the moon.
Victoria's eyes bulged. The memory of the villager's sacrifice fresh on her mind, she began to shriek and flail against her restraints for all she was worth. The plant creature watched her silently, blood from its last sacrifice still trailing down its neck.
"Please!" she cried, "Don't kill me! I'll do anything! Please!"
The creature advanced, its vines poised to strike like vipers. Victoria trembled, hardly daring to look as its face drew near.
"Anything?"
Victoria gasped.
"F–Fel?!"
He barked something in an ancient tongue. The villagers all fell silent, and then as if on cue, fled to their homes.
"Alas, you've discovered my secret," he said, breaking the deathly silence.
One of his vines reached down and stroked over Victoria's abdomen. She flinched away, only then realizing that she had been stripped and dressed in one of the pastel dresses, a green one. A draft of air beneath the dress made it clear that she had nothing on under it.
"Wh–what are you going to do?" she quavered.
"Finish the ritual," Fel replied.
His words felt like a knife twisting in her stomach.
"N–no, please, Fel, don't do this," Victoria pleaded. "I–I was only joking about the letter; please don't eat me!"
His red eyes flashed. He laughed, his face looking eerily normal compared to the unhinged alien creature from only moments ago.
"I'm not going to eat you," he said reassuringly. "This ritual calls for two parts: death, which you witnessed earlier, and life."
He leaned forward, resting his forearms against the surface to which Victoria was tied. His usual fragrance was nearly overpowering now. Vines sprouting from both arms and above his tail reached out and caressed Victoria all over.
Suddenly, she realized what was going to happen to her and began to struggle again.
"N–no!" she cried. "I am not going to be sacrificed to a plant!"
"Oh, but you are," Fel replied coolly. "After all, you wanted in. Well, I promise to give you your fair share, far more than just 10 percent. And, for the record," he hissed, "This is far better experienced than described."
One of his vines slipped under her dress and caressed her inner thigh. Victoria strained against her bonds, yanking against them for all she was worth. 
Think, Victoria, think! You've got to buy yourself some time. Got to distract him! Got to— Her eyes flashed. Got to get him talking!
"H–how did you come to be like this?" she blurted. "Are you even a sergal?"
The vine hesitated, then withdrew.
"Yes," Fel replied, giving her a quizzical look and straightening up. "A mishap while exploring a forest not far from here. That was long ago, though."
He started to lean forward again.
"B–but, you, uh—"
Victoria fished for a question. She was certain the rope around her left wrist was loosening. If she could just keep him distracted a little longer...
"—um..."
Think, Victoria! Ask him something about himself!
"—a–are you originally from here?"
Fel's eyes narrowed, giving her a penetrating look as she struggled to get her left wrist free.
"You do not care about me; you are only trying to save your own skin," he replied evenly. "But, if you want to stall for time, then fine by me: it will be good to get this off my chest for once."
He withdrew his vines.
"No, I am not from here," he said. "After my... accident—no, I will call it what it was—my infection by spores, I turned into... this." He gestured to himself. "I will spare you the details—the night is short—but suffice to say that I learned how to keep my natural form... for the small price of consuming a living victim. For a while, I caught game and ate that, but animals only afford a short period of normalcy; I needed something that would last longer. I stumbled upon an injured hiker not far from here. In the days before antibiotics, he had cut his leg and was already succumbing to gangrene. To spare him that agonizing death—and not one to turn down a free meal, I discovered the secret to being able to live a normal life—as normal as this can be." He gestured to himself again.
"Before antibiotics?" Victoria asked, stopping struggling for a moment. "How old are you?"
"That picture you saw was not my great-grandfather," Fel replied. "It was me. To answer your question, I am very old. Tonight's festivities mark the 200-year centennial of my arrival in this village. I remember well the date of my corruption: May 13th, 1823. It took almost a year before I made my discovery and came here. The rest, as they say, is history. Now, where were we?"
His vines slithered up her dress again. Victoria squirmed, trying to close her legs against the probing invaders, but in vain.
"Wh–what do you mean, 'the rest is history'?" she grunted. "How would anybody know the rest of your story?"
Fel huffed, but the vines withdrew again.
"I suppose that's fair," he conceded. "I came to this village looking for a sustainable way to get victims—ah, sacrifices—to keep me in my normal form. Of course, some madman coming up and demanding to eat one of your villagers once a decade would not have gone over well. As it happened, some of the villagers had seen me in this form—or thought they had. 19th century rural Europe was a superstitious place, and they believed that in this form, I was some kind of plant god. Desperate, I seized upon their false understanding and claimed to be a prophet to said plant-god, able to speak on their behalf. I told them that the plant-god was angry and demanded periodic sacrifices in exchange for good harvests."
Victoria gasped. "That's what you have over them! It's not drugs; it's food!"
"All their crops," Fel clarified. "From food to medicinal herbs to clothing and even lumber, they are dependent on me for it all."
"But you're not a god, you're just a—a..."
"An unfortunate victim of an accident, yes," Fel said icily. "And, an opportunist. But, I am also very good with plants, as you have seen. It was a bit of a con job to claim god-and-priesthood, but in the end, they got what they wanted, and so did I. They get unthinkable yields of crops each year in exchange for a semiannual animal sacrifice... and a villager once every ten years."
Victoria frowned, then stopped struggling and gave him a hard look.
"But, if the sacrifice is what you need, then you don't even need me," she said. "Let me go!"
Fel laughed. "Ah, yes, the 'life' part of the sacrifice. Truth be told, the villagers came up with the rituals all on their own; all I did was give them some hints. It's true: the sacrifice is the only part that matters, yet in order to—I dunno—'complete the cycle', so to speak, they have insisted on providing me a second sacrifice for the last two hundred years. A gift of blood followed by a gift of flesh. And, who am I to turn down such an offering? It's not like people are lining up to have sex with the crazy eccentric who lives in the mansion, after all."
"I am not your sacrifice!" Victoria spat. "You let me go right now, or I'll—"
"I'm afraid I can't," Fel replied. "You see, the villagers have come to expect it of me. If I let you go without first granting you the gift of life, they will assume that I am angry with them. And, nothing could be further from the truth. I was sorry that Herr Henkel had to die this year, but this village is my home, now, and I care for each of them just as much as my plants. Besides, you were more than happy to use me and my knowledge." His eyes narrowed. "After this, you can consider us even. Now, enough talk. You have stalled long enough, and the moon is almost in position. It is time we started."
"No! No!" Victoria cried.
Fel spread his vines skyward. On cue, the villagers all emerged from their houses and began chanting again with a slow, steady cadence.
"Now, let's see what we've got to work with," he said, his eyes flashing lasciviously as he grabbed the hem of Victoria's dress and pulled it up.
Cool air blew across her folds, making her shiver.
"Please, don't do this..." she pleaded, but her words were nearly drowned out by the villagers.
From Fel's forest-green sheath, a pointed, red tip appeared, then gave way to a slender, orange, slightly bulbous shaft, and finally to a yellow base. Even in the cold moonlight, the colors stood out vividly. Victoria's eyes bulged, glued to the appendage as Fel advanced on her.
The crowd's chanting took on a melodic quality and accelerated in a minor key. Victoria struggled and thrashed.
Suddenly, Fel's vines surged forward. 
RIP!
Victoria screamed as the dress was ripped off of her and thrown to the ground, accompanied by a loud, sustained chord from the villagers.
The chanting resumed, faster now. Fel took another step forward. Victoria could feel the heat radiating from his penis already. The smell of him that had soothed her so many times in the past now made her tremble uncontrollably. His vines grasped both her wrists, wrapping around and around them many times. He opened his mouth, and his serpentine tongue slithered out. For a moment, it hovered in front of her face, its leaf-shaped tip looking like the hood of a cobra about to strike.
An accented chord from the crowd made Victoria cry out in surprise and terror as the leaf struck, breaking the ropes that had held her left wrist and yielding control to Fel's vine. With another accented chord, her right wrist was freed, and he hauled her off the hard surface.
The chanting grew sharply percussive, much slower than it had been before, but slowly accelerating, like an unstoppable locomotive building up speed. Two more slashes of Fel's tongue freed Victoria's legs, but not for long. Vines wrapped around her legs, yanking them apart. Victoria screamed as she was lifted into the air, spread-eagled against the moonlight for all to see.
The villagers accelerated. Ululations began to punctuate the chanting. 
Fel lowered Victoria's face level with his own. His smoldering eyes flashed. She gasped, and his tongue shot into her mouth and down her throat. Her body lurched reflexively.
He plunged her downwards. His tapered rod entered her. She squeezed her eyes closed and began to sob as his vines raised and lowered her, treating her as a living sex toy for his amusement. All the while, the villagers held a deafening chord.
The sex was not painful, yet Victoria felt every ridge of Fel's rod passing into and out of her, felt her own body beginning to betray her.
Fel's hips bucked. The chord modulated upward. His vines got a good grip on Victoria's limbs. They pulled downward, driving his spike balls-deep into her.
The villagers began to cry out in ecstatic frenzy.
The plant-creature's penis throbbed. Victoria felt the first hot spurt paint her cervix, followed by another and another. The thick, sap-like semen stuck like glue to her passage, refusing to let go. Even as the vines at last jerked her upward, it clung to her walls, coating them rather than running out.
It itched furiously.
The villagers suddenly fell deathly silent. Victoria gasped as she was again thrust into the air. Fel's tongue stretched out, caressed her labia, then plunged into her. She grunted as his leaf-tip fished around, scooped up a dollop of semen, then pulled it out. Inverting, his tongue floated, leaf-point-down, and let the sappy fluid collect on the tip. It glistened like a drop of maple syrup in the moonlight.
The villagers gave a guttural shout that echoed off the mountains for several seconds. At last, it died away, leaving the place eerily silent again.
Fel lowered Victoria to the ground and leaned her against the wall that had acted as her sacrificial altar. Unable to stand, she collapsed against it. The minute he let go of her wrists, she reached down and plunged them into her vagina, scratching furiously.
"You'll never get away with this!" she hissed, angry tears burning her eyes.
"Hold that thought," Fel replied.
Lifting his leaf-tipped tail and spreading his legs, he lightly squatted and began to defecate. A ghostly white bone appeared, then another, then another, each streaked with compost-smelling detritus. One by one, they fell to the ground, clattering woodenly as they hit and forming a pile. Fel grunted and strained a moment, and then a skull landed atop the pile.
At last, he sighed in relief and returned his attention to her.
Her eyes darted from him to the acid-scoured eye sockets that seemed to stare hollowly at her. Shuddering, she leapt to her feet.
"You'll never get away with this!" she screamed again. "Just wait until I bring the police! I'll have you hanged!"
"Good luck," Fel replied evenly. "You tried to blackmail me. And, you'll get no help from the villagers."
She gasped, suddenly realizing that once again, all eyes were on her, but a sudden, fierce itching made her grit her teeth and bend down to scratch herself. Only when she was already doubled over did the staring eyes register with her again. Her face burned with shame, and she sank back to the ground, squeezing her legs closed.
"Consider an alternative proposal," Fel said. "You are now fertilized and will give birth soon. Stay here where we have the expertise to help you deliver safely. Or, you can run away and try to do it on your own. I assure you, nobody outside this village is going to take you seriously."
"I will die before I give birth to anything you put in me!" she snapped.
She leapt to her feet again, just as Fel's semen began to crawl slowly out of her pussy and trail down her inner thigh, the itching spreading with it. All the while, the villagers stood silently watching her, their eyes just as judgmental as they had been the first day. Victoria slapped at the itching liquid, got it on her hand, and cringed at how sticky it was.
That was the last straw. Unable to bear the humiliation, the gawking, the knowledge that she'd just been raped, and the evidence clinging to her hand all at once, she fled, running from the village and down the side of the plateau.
They'll all be sorry! she seethed through enraged tears. As soon as I can get a signal, I'll—
She gasped, stopping in her tracks. Her phone was back at the mansion.
The sticky semen reached her knee.

