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LE BEL HOMME              
SANS MERCI                                                   

Tessa Sayre                                                                   

Circumstance and Lady Fate had always been kind to 
Persephone, smiling upon her in obvious favor where they did 
not spare a passing glance at anyone else. They called the world 
to shift at her feet, opening her pathways to new opportunity 
with every step she took. Their strengths were hers, their 
happiness was her gain. Cain swore that if you watched her 
hard enough, you could catch the whispers of gold of her aura, 
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weightless flecks twinkling through the air like stardust. No one 
knew what she had done to deserve the gift of an ethereal life 
over their mundane one, but each person that noticed Sephy felt 
the effects of her company immediately. 

Cain was no exception. 
Her presence swept into the palace garden the day they 

met, carried on an early summer breeze. Kneeling in the soil 
around the chrysanthemums, Cain had heard her humming 
across the yard. He wiped his hands on his pants and looked 
up to find her gliding through the garden paths with a serene 
contentment painted on her face. She wove her fingers through 
the pots of tall Angelonia, paused in consideration, then lifted 
one of the pots in her arms and carried it across the garden. 
Cain was almost distracted by her cropped sunset hair and the 
wind caught in the skirts of her dress, but regained control of his 
faculties. 

“What is it you’re doing?” he called to her in the stern voice 
he always used to direct his castle subordinates.  “Who gave you 
the right to tamper with the royal garden? 

Sephy looked up, a few stray petals stuck to her pale cheek 
and golden eyelashes. Her smile was gracious, and Cain felt he 
could not avert his eyes. 

“Tampering implies that I intend to alter the garden for the 
sake of making it appear unrefined, when the exact opposite is 
the case. Sir, don’t you know anything of art?” 

And he didn’t—at least, not before the moment she came 
into that garden. When she uttered her name in introduction, 
Cain felt that he knew more about art then than he had in all his 
life. Persephone. Assistant to the alchemist down in the valley. 
Painter of things through her imaginative eye when she had 
spare time. And, after Cain proposed it to the king’s advisor, she 
became the aesthetic artisan over the royal gardens. Equal to 
Cain in authority, Sephy used her eye for the beautiful to turn 
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the royal gardens into the perfect Eden. She swung wreaths of 
lilacs over the stone pathways, trimmed pleasing shapes in the 
shrubbery, and harmonized colors to mimic dawn and dusk. The 
garden was her canvas, given the breath of life with her gentle 
hands and tender love for the work. It was all Cain could do to 
keep his eyes straight, but why look in the dirt when there was 
something much sweeter to gaze upon? 

“You know, Cain,” she told him while they worked. “I haven’t 
many friends. Do you suppose you could humble yourself to be 
my companion?” 

He stopped roving barefoot through the garden, and 
ceased sprinkling crystal water over the plants. 

“What’s this all the sudden? Haven’t we been friends this 
whole time?” Color rushed to her cheeks, and she shrugged, 
turning back to her flowers. 

“It’s just that I was thinking that while the flowers are quite 
wonderful company, they don’t often talk back. They never can 
defend themselves in a heated quarrel or understand my own 
selfish ramblings. And I’d like to hear your thoughts, even if you 
don’t care to hear mine.” 

“No, Sephy,” he replied gently. “I rather think I would like to 
hear what you have to say.”

                                                 *
The years came in the winters, bringing with them their 

abundance of snow mounds and ice fractals, but passed as 
quickly as they came like ships in the harbor. They lingered in 
autumn, though, a particularly enduring season.  Leaves of 
scarlet red and vibrant orange were dispersed on the ground, 
and each year, Sephy took Cain to collect them with her. The first, 
and last, time he asked her the purpose of collecting the dead 
foliage, she’d merely smiled and replied, “I dip them in melted 
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wax to preserve them for everlasting appreciation. They make 
the most breathtaking garland!”

Thus, here they were, sauntering through the valley beside 
the Alchemist’s lab, the top floor of which was her own dwelling. 
Tradition marked their way, and only an hour into the task, their 
baskets were nearly full. 

“...But I suppose the most frustrating thing of it all is that I’ll 
never truly know if the man ever received the letter. For being 
such a renowned artisan, I don’t believe he has ever shown 
his face in society,” Cain continued, reaching down to pluck an 
especially yellow maple leaf. 

“Now, that’s just silly,” Sephy countered. There was a strange 
little quirk in her voice and she avoided Cain’s eyes as far as she 
could, neither of which Cain gave a particular thought to. “How 
could he live without showing his face? It’s more likely that you 
just don’t know the face to look for. Perhaps you see this man 
every day, share your meals with him, all without you knowing 
the truth.” 

Cain did turn to her then. Something in her was just a little 
too strained against the usual carefree lack of gentility, and it 
showed in the straightness of her posture. A protective guard 
was carefully placed over the sparkle in her gold leaf eyes. 

“That’s impossible, because I share my meals with you.” 
Sephy hummed. 

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.” 
Later that night, Sephy moved on slow, tired feet up the 

stairs leading to her humble flat above the Alchemist’s lab. She 
sat in the chair that habit had predestined her to sit in, the one 
that looked out over the valley, with all its lovely little patches of 
wild fire lilies. The clear window was the perfect location for her 
handiwork table. The modest surface space was covered with 
loose sketches, small handmade crafts, and a frantic array of 
tools one might find in the toolboxes of a dozen different types 
of artists. 
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But laying atop of the chaos of her moonlit workspace, was 
a wax sealed correspondence from one “Sir Cain, Royal Plantae 
Advisor.” However, the name calligraphed across the front did 
not read “Persephone, Aesthetic Artisan over the King’s Gardens.” 
Instead, it simply read, “Seth.” If she read it too quickly, she’d 
swear it said “Sephy.” 

There it was, proof that Cain truly did have nothing to worry 
about. His letter reached its intended recipient without delay, 
after all—Seth, who would have none of his fame if he signed his 
work with Persephone. 

Nevertheless, they were one in the same.
                                                 *
Greetings,
I hope this letter finds you well. It has been brought to 

my attention that the king would like to commission you, as 
the country’s most esteemed artisan, to design and complete 
a ceiling painting in His Majesty’s East Ballroom. The painting 
would depict the four seasons in memoriam of our late queen’s 
interest. You would be duly compensated for your time, and 
materials would be provided to you. Please respond at the 
earliest convenience to either accept or deny this honor. 

[text align right]- Sir Cain of Renault

Sir Cain, 
 It would be my genuine privilege to accept your 

gracious offer. If I may, I’d like to request that two conditions 
be met. After which, I will be pleased to serve His Majesty in 
his request. The first is that I’d like to work at night while castle 
occupants remain few and far between. I’m truly a private man 
and prefer to work in solitude. The second is that I’d like for 
the ballroom to remain sealed and unseen until the mural is 
complete, after which, it may be enjoyed for centuries to come. 
If His Majesty finds himself amenable to these conditions, then I 
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can begin at your earliest convenience. 
[text alight right]Kindest Regards, 
[text align right]Seth
                                                 *
The castle might as well have been Mount Olympus, 

drenched in the blue of the moonlight with resplendent 
highlights on the columns and towers. Sephy moved as one with 
the shadows.  Every ounce of femininity laid under a dark cloak, 
making it impossible for anyone who passed to recognize her. 

It felt good to be Seth, who had more similarities to her 
soul than perhaps Persephone did. When she was Seth, her 
daily endured judgements were replaced with respect and 
praise. Maybe it was a bit vain, but Sephy knew in the depths of 
her heart that she’d give up being Persephone forever if only it 
meant that she could live the ceaseless pleasures of being Seth. 

Ignorant Cain was true to his word. He had agreed to each 
of Sephy’s conditions without question, and enclosed a key with 
which she may be able to enter the castle at her discretion. Enter 
she did, nudging the ornate door open without a sound until her 
boot heels clicked against the marble floor. The raindrop sounds 
echoed off the walls like a conversation of whispers, breaking 
the silence with only her steps and the sound of her breathing. 

The room was void of light, and Sephy squinted in order 
to see the details of the ceiling. It was primed with a smooth 
ivory- the perfect canvas for her to lay beneath and paint to her 
heart’s content. She clutched her hands to keep from shaking in 
exhilaration, and began to climb the scaffolding that had been 
set up for her. 

It was perfect—the silence of night, the multitude of 
pigments on her palette, the flickering of dozens of candles she 
had lit beside her to give her enough light to see. Pulling the 
cluster of brushes from the pocket of her trousers, Persephone 
began to paint. Her hands moved in reverence, carefully 
bringing to life the vibrant images she could see behind her 
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eyes. When the dawn came, she laid back on the scaffolding 
and stared at her work as if it were the Sunrise herself had come 
down to greet her. What a seed I have planted, she thought to 
herself. Each night I shall water it, and water it, until it grows 
until something more beautiful than I could have imagined. This 
sweet secret of mine will outlive even me.  

But ignorant Cain did not keep all of his conditions. Early 
that morning when the sun was firmly settled in the sky, he 
poked his head into the room he was forbidden to gaze upon. 
His jaw dropped when he beheld what had been accomplished 
in only one night by the artist Seth, and a tiny weed of envy took 
root in the dirt of his heart. 

                                                 *
Sephy hadn’t expected to see Cain the day after her 

evening of candlelit painting, but was nevertheless delighted 
to see him when he appeared in her doorway. He stood with 
a sheepish haunch in his shoulders, watching quietly as she 
massaged the paint from her fingers with soapy water. As soon 
as she saw him, she brushed her damp hands on the folds of her 
skirt and came to his side. 

“Dear heart, to what do I owe the pleasure?” she asked. 
Cain shifted his weight from side to side, glancing over at 

the mess of artistic supplies on her table. How sweet it would 
feel to be the object of her artistic eye, he considered in the 
privacy of his own thoughts. Even sweeter still to be the object 
of her pride and admiration. She clearly had an eye of the 
beautiful things life had to offer. He wondered how her thoughts 
for him would change if he were the one to make the beautiful 
things. To arrange the flowers by their color and spiritual 
harmony rather than pluck out their weeds. To paint people he’d 
never meet and places he’d never be able to travel to. 

So even though he came to ask her if she’d like to begin 
their work today a little early, he asked, “Would you consider 
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giving me art lessons?” 
Sephy blinked, then gave a startled chuckle. 
“Anything for the man who ushered me into the king’s good 

graces! What type of art would you like to learn?” Cain looked 
again at her table of paints, charcoal, clay, oil pastels, brushes, 
and palettes. 

“All of it.”
Maybe he sounded too eager, but when her eyes squinted 

in the corners in a mirthful grin, all self-consciousness eased 
away. 

“Well, don’t just stand there! Sit you down and we shall 
begin your humble journey to artistic greatness. I trust I don’t 
need to instruct you on how to hold a pencil properly?”

                                                 *
Over the course of the next several weeks of exercises 

and practices, Sephy came to realize something with startling 
certainty. Cain was a natural—a prodigy even! He was able 
to grasp his hungry hands to every lesson she threw at him, 
mastering techniques that took experts years to grow proficient 
in. His skills only grew more exceptional upon receiving kind 
praises. Cain seemed to realize his own abilities, but bit his lip 
whenever the temptation crept on him to boast. Maybe now 
that he had planted his feet firmly in artistic ground, he could 
remove that bit of envy for Seth’s mural, the one that seemed to 
only grow in its ethereal brilliance with every passing day. 

It was strange, though. The more he watched Sephy paint 
and create, the more he noticed distinct similarities between 
her work and Seth’s. Perhaps they had the same teacher? Cain 
wondered if there was hope for him to surpass that Seth yet.

“Sephy, answer honestly. Do you know that Seth fellow? 
The one who is doing the East Ballroom ceiling painting?” Sephy, 
who had been trimming the dead leaves off of a garden bush, 
went stiff, as if she had just been stung by a bee. 
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“I can’t say I know him personally,” she said, each word 
spoken a careful tread forward. “Have you heard from him 
recently?”

Cain leaned up against the ledge of one of the garden pots, 
and lifted his sweat drenched face up to the breeze.

“Not a word. He doesn’t want anyone to watch him while he 
works. I wondered if he was working at all, so...so, I went in to see 
it.” Sephy blanched.

“Even though he specifically asked you not to?” she cried. 
“Well, what was I to do, Persephone? Take the man on his 

word and trust that he wasn’t defacing the ceiling for his own 
antagonistic purposes against the king? No. I had to see his 
progress for myself. The project is under my jurisdiction, after all.” 

Sephy set down her trimmers and settled beside him. 
“And…?” He quirked a brow at her interest. “Tell me, Cain, 

how is the mural so far?” 
Breathtakingly, soul shatteringly beautiful. Divine in its 

masterful creation, his mind answered, but aloud he said, 
“Truthfully, I don’t think it anything special. Why, I wonder if I 
couldn’t do better myself.” 

Sephy hummed gently in response, the light in her eyes 
dulling by the second, and she got up to continue her work. 

“But His Majesty didn’t commission you to do the mural, 
now did he? He commissioned Seth,” she said after a silence. It 
was the bitterest he had ever heard her speak, for reasons that 
were too blurry to decipher.

A small thought intruded into the recesses of Cain’s mind. 
It was true enough that the king hadn’t ever asked him to do 
anything of real significance. Maybe, with the right motivation, 
His Majesty could be persuaded to change his mind. 

                                                 *
At last, it was finally finished! Sephy jumped down from the 

last rung of the scaffolding she’d spent the last six months on 
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and skipped exuberantly into the middle of the ballroom floor. 
Through the warm light shining from blossom-sized candles 
placed around the room, Sephy gazed up at her creation. 

The ballroom ceiling was comprised of four panels arched 
together, meeting a fixed point from which a chandelier hung. 
A romantic depiction of the four seasons bloomed from each 
panel. The edges of the spring quadrant were wreathed in a 
garland of flowers and clouds. Lovers of snow would find their 
peace looking at the winter piece, with its ice tipped firs and 
snow-capped mountains. If any of the paintings were stared 
at long enough, one might forget they stood in the comfort of 
the king’s castle, rather than the sandy shores of summer or the 
sunset lane of autumn trees. Composition met color, symmetry 
met asymmetry, unity met focal point. 

The real beauty in each panel, though, came from the four 
women that dwelled within the life of the mural, one woman per 
quadrant. They reigned over the ballroom floor with watchful 
eyes of sovereignty and grace. Surely the king would see flickers 
of his late wife depicted in the figures, but Sephy hoped that 
every woman who looked up, saw a bit of herself, and would be 
able to strength from their own beauty and agency. 

Closing in her eyes, Persephone let the pride and 
satisfaction settle in her chest. It was better than she hoped 
for, finally achieving magnificent beauty in something lasting 
and worthwhile. What a gift her abilities had been. She inhaled 
the fumes of the oil pigment and the burning candles, and 
whispered a solemn prayer. 

“You have given me more than you will ever know,” she 
whispered to the power that be. “And it is my deepest hope that I 
have done right by it.”

                                                 *
The door to the East Ballroom remained locked for another 

two months. When Sephy asked Cain why, a smile graced his lips 
and he said, “In due time, Persephone, you will see.” 
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What was there to see? The painting was done. She wrote 
as Seth, inquiring about it from the artist’s perspective, but 
received no reply. 

“This Seth will actually have to show his face if he wanted to 
know the real reason the king is waiting to reveal the hall,” Cain 
thought to himself.

But Seth could not show his face, not yet at least. Along 
with the rest of the world, Sephy was forced to wait. She waited, 
and waited, until finally Cain told her with finality, “Tomorrow.” 

                                                 *
A thought occurred to Sephy as the crowd around her 

waited for the guards to swing open the doors she’d opened a 
hundred times herself - she’d never seen her own work in the 
broad daylight. The colors of the painting blended seamlessly 
under the light of her lit candles, but what if the sun tore apart 
that togetherness? Maybe that was why the king had waited to 
unveil her creation, because he was actually disappointed. Sephy 
reached beside her and wove her hand through Cain’s elbow to 
steady herself. 

They walked into the room among the guests, and as soon 
as she looked up, Persephone’s heart dropped into her feet. 

“No,” she whispered, eyes beginning to fill with shocked 
tears. 

“How do you like it?” Cain asked her eagerly. Sephy let go of 
his arm and stumbled forward, neck craning to see the painting 
she once knew so well. 

It was still there, but she almost wondered if it would 
have been worse if it had been gone completely. Someone 
had painted over her work, changing colors and placement 
of things. They drew poorly shaded fruit where fruit did not 
belong, they had painted the spring sky over the border of the 
spring panel, erasing every well-placed flower. Colors splashed 
where colors did not belong, strange objects drawn in an 
out-of-place fashion, and worst of all, the four strong, ethereal 
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women she had given to each season now gazed down at 
their audience, exposed. As where many of them had originally 
donned armour or extravagant dresses, they now wore thin 
pieces of silk that draped over their skin, but doing nothing to 
hide their most private areas. Their eyes were sultry in a way that 
Sephy imagined only made its appearance in the privacy of the 
midnight bedroom. They weren’t beings of dominion and power, 
anymore. They’d been degraded and humiliated, like livestock 
put on display for sale.

“Sephy, I asked you how you like it,” Cain repeated.
A realization sowed bitterness in her chest that 

would permanently reside there. The techniques used in 
the defacement were the somewhat amateur skills that 
she’d seen in all of Cain’s work - just proficient enough 
to escape the notice of the untrained eye, under skilled 
enough that Sephy knew right away who had done this 
to her mural.

“It was you,” she whispered, every affection she ever 
carried for him draining out of her heart. “You painted 
over Seth’s mural.”

Cain was surprised to be found out so quickly, but it 
only made his own pride increase. 

“Someone had to take a mending hand to 
the piece. It was in no way in any shape to be—” 
Persephone had heard enough. 

“You horrible man,” she cried, shaking in an 
unkempt rage. The crowd fell silent, turning to the pair 
at the center of the room. “I was the one who painted 
this. I’m Seth! What have you done?!” The color drained 
from Cain’s face, and he looked from Persephone, with 
her cheeks of tears, up to the mural, but she was not 
done. “How entitled and prideful must you be to be so 
envious of another person’s work that you would come 
in, deface the labors of someone else’s blood and sweat, 
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and take the credit as your own?”
“I - I wanted to impress you, Persephone,” Cain 

stammered. “Surely you must see that I did all of this so 
that you would care about me and think me more than 
just—” He froze, noticing that everyone was watching. 
Humiliation bloomed in roses on his cheeks, and 
suddenly he didn’t feel the need to grovel. He’d done 
what he’d done, and he’d do it all over again if he had 
to. “Maybe you’re the one who is envious. Maybe you’re 
worried that I only improved what you could never be 
able to do,” he accused. 

The damage had been done. It would have been 
less agonizing if he’d taken a knife and run her through. 
Persephone glanced across the room to where she’d 
signed her name, her real name, hidden in the armor of 
the autumn woman’s breastplate. It had escaped Cain’s 
mutilation, but if she could have painted over it, she 
would have. If she could paint black all over the horrible 
atrocity before her, she’d do it in a heartbeat.

A heady vengeance consumed her when she 
looked back at Cain.

“On the contrary, dearest,” she finally said to him 
bitterly. “After all, the king commissioned me to do the 
mural, not you. And I promise you, Cain, after this deed 
you’ve done, he never will.”

When she slammed the door behind her, she 
wondered if she’d ever again lay eyes on her mural. On 
the castle. On Cain. 

She wouldn’t. 
                                                 *
Several years later, the room above the Alchemist’s 

lab lay empty, a single table with drips of paint 
otherwise laying completely clear. The windowpane 
collected dust and the bed remained chronically 
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undisturbed. The king’s castle never achieved the same 
level of beauty it had when it went through that one 
pair of sweet eyes. Cain found himself overwhelmed, 
doing the job of two in tending the garden. 

He had tried to do paintings of his own, and never 
found himself able to match Persephone’s brilliance. He 
couldn’t even take credit for the East Ballroom mural, 
not after the king had heard whispers of what truly 
happened - Cain commissioned a woman to do the 
painting and then had turned it positively lewd. Sephy 
never received payment for her work, and the mural 
was painted over in a very clean white in the following 
days. 

Worse yet, no one ever trusted Cain again and he 
was expelled from the castle, as if a mark of shame had 
been smeared across his forehead. 

And yet, Circumstance and Lady Fate were still kind 
to their beloved Persephone. They gave her six months 
of renewal and opportunity. In her new land, she did 
not paint as Seth. She signed her works with the sweet 
ten letters of her own name, loved and admired for 
their ceaseless mastery and breathtaking beauty. Time 
healed the ache in her chest, and she regained ability 
to sleep peacefully after the day she’d heard the King of 
Renault had painted over the mural and commissioned 
another artist to try again. 

There was one painting that Sephy was most 
pleased with. One that others never saw until several 
hundred years after her death, where it was discovered, 
and hung on display for eternal admiration. In it, four 
celestial women wrathfully executed a tall man with 
fearing eyes. Two of the women held his arms, one 
yanked back the long hair of his head. The fourth, the 
lady of spring with her cropped red hair and golden 
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eyes, swung a crystal sword toward his exposed 
neck. Across the bottom corner of the painting was 
christened its title.

Le Bel Homme Sans Merci.


