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HONEY AND HARM

By Devan Barlow

Content Warnings

Please note, this story contains: death of a parent, death of a sibling, sororicide, violence, forced captivity, restriction of bodily autonomy, emotional manipulation
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Prologue
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My sister killed my sister with a spell of honey and iced-over midnight.

Now here we are, on blood-won land.

The story of a beautiful girl, and the curse that she broke. Of true selves discovered, and evil vanquished.

So often, stories forget beautiful girls never exist all by themselves. 

But no shadow lasts forever.
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Chapter One
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Cora

Brokenstar was the most beautiful cage.

The air coming though my window was pleasantly warm, punctuated only by the vague sound of bees carrying out their work.

I was trapped in this Holding more surely than those bees were trapped to hive-life and honey-making.

Several of Brokenstar’s wights floated into my room. They mostly invisible, yet had a presence like frost on a spring morning, displacing the air they moved through. If I looked at them long enough, I got a vague impression of their shapes, an uncanny fusion of human and honey bee. Arms and legs connected to a round, striped body, held aloft by busy wings. Antennae twitched atop their heads, yet I never truly saw their faces. These shreds of Hester and Arnaud’s magic were bound to the Holders’ commands.

Hester, my older sister, had been brave and glorious enough to break the curse that once afflicted the wights, as it did Brokenstar’s other Holder, Arnaud. Did the wights think of Hester with gratitude now that she ruled alongside Arnaud, or did they know enough about her by now to think of her as I did? 

Once they realized I was already out of bed, the wights pulled away, disappearing through the walls as quickly as they'd appeared. But I took their meaning: Hester liked when I breakfasted with her and Arnaud. 

I knew I should change out of my nightgown and head downstairs, but instead I went onto my balcony. My room was on the fifth floor of the Brokenstar manor. If the view hadn’t been of a place I detested, it would have been enviable.

The air smelled of pansies from the overfull boxes of the flowers on my windowsill and those of all the other rooms on this level. Their bright two-toned petals sparkled with leftover dew as their scent cascaded over me.

I could see some of the greenhouses, their lush fruits and vegetables gleaming through the windows. The colors of the vegetables were so saturated it was like looking at a painting, an idealization of what produce could be. Not far from the greenhouses were fruiting vines, their colors equally intoxicating. All of it Holding produce, grown on Brokenstar’s enchanted soil.

“Julie?” I kept my voice soft. The wights were gone but I always feared speaking her name too loudly.

I rested my hands on the balcony railing, my shoulders curving forward. 

The air around me chilled as Julie’s ghost came into view. Her form was translucent, overlaid against the sight of the growing things which made this land so valuable, but I fixed my eyes on her face. She looked annoyed, which was typical for her. Becoming incorporeal had not helped my younger sister's temperament. 

“Where were you?”

Her eyes rolled. “Having adventures while you were asleep. Scaled a mountain, learned a new dance. Marvelous time.”

I sighed. “You know I didn’t mean—”

“Slaughtered gods,” she huffed, “let me make a joke?”

We didn’t laugh. Neither of us could go beyond Brokenstar’s borders.

“You shouldn't keep her waiting.” Julie looked like she couldn't believe she had to tell me this.

“I know.”

“So what are you doing? Go!” She raised her arms like she would push me if she could exert physical force.

I went back into my bedroom with the flowers’ scent lingering on my skin. Julie was right. Hester knew plenty of ways to hurt me.

My closet contained an absurdly lush wardrobe. Trailing gowns in a dozen colors, leggings and shirts in rich fabrics that were always soft on my skin. Shoes and scarves and shawls. They had all been here the first time I woke in this room.

I would have preferred not to wear Hester’s gifts, but I lacked other options and walking around naked didn't seem like it would help my situation. I chose a pair of slate gray leggings and a long, comfortable top in red, with a wrap of the same color.

The house was quiet in its usual peculiar way, as if the building itself feared to disturb Arnaud and Hester. Yet as the wights floated through the house and grounds, tending to their many tasks, they created a soft buzz at the edge of my hearing. They seemed to stay out of my room unless they'd been ordered there, but the rest of Brokenstar was fair game.

I took the house's largest staircase, winding through every level until I reached the ground floor. 

The dining room held a long table of dark wood. It was far too big for the three of us, especially considering the many other options within the house. The room had tall, narrow windows on three sides that reached from floor to ceiling and let in so much light the effect was almost like going outside. The fourth wall was taken up by a tapestry depicting a battleground of the first Holding War. It wasn’t a comforting image, but it left an impression, which Hester loved doing. She’d had the tapestry moved in here from an unused bedroom on the fourth floor. Hester thought of objects much as she did people. Why have something around that didn’t serve your purposes?

Hester and Arnaud sat at the far end of the room, Arnaud returned to his proper place through my sister's valor, though some still called him the Brokenstar Beast.

“Good morning, Cora,” Hester greeted me. She wore what I knew was one of her plainest dresses, though it was finer than anything we’d ever imagined having growing up. A splendor of primrose and pewter elegantly draped around her.

“Morning,” Arnaud echoed Hester with a soft smile from where he sat on her right. 

He and I didn't really know how to interact with each other, even after several months. This was a kind of blessing because, while our individual reasons for this discomfort were worlds apart, it meant I wasn't the only one making our interactions awkward. 

There was a place set for me on Hester's left. We'd make a picture she favored, the powerful Holder flanked by the two people she was closest to.

I sat, cold despite the warm sun pouring through the windows.

Hester laid a hand on my arm and I pulled away, looking down at my lap. She knew I didn't like being touched. She made a small, displeased noise, so quiet only I heard it. I tensed, waiting for her reaction, but instead she just chided me. “Eat something, Cora.”

The day was young, but already both my sisters had scolded me. 

Father warned me of this once, when I was ten years old and already well used to serving as the buffer between Hester and Julie. I was between them in temperament as I was in age, and realized early that I was best placed to keep the combination of my sisters from exploding. 

Father told me if walls are no more than walls, the things they’re holding back destroy them. I knew he meant well, but I saw no way out of things as they were. There was always another clash to mitigate. 

And in the end, what did it matter? Hester got her Holding, and she got me, the devoted sister, at her side. What did it matter that Julie had to die, and I was bound by the magic Hester stole from me?

Hester and Arnaud often had guests at Brokenstar, and I heard what they all said.

How kind Hester of Brokenstar is, caring for what's left of her family despite the responsibilities of her new position. How kind, and how beautiful. 

Always they mentioned her beauty, as if there were a penalty for forgetting it. 

Wherever Father was, I wished he would never know how right he was about us.

On the table in front of Hester was a pile of letters, an assortment of thick paper in pastel colors decorated with heavy wax seals. Sorceresses could send messages far faster if they needed to, but correspondence by letters was often observed as a form of etiquette. Hester moved the papers aside and reached for a plate of food set farther away. It was clear she and Arnaud had been waiting for me to have breakfast so they could then continue with their day's many obligations. But all the while, she smiled at me, like nothing mattered more to her than my happiness.

There were dishes in front of me. A plate was heaped with beautifully cut pieces of fruit. Next to it was a bowl filled with warm porridge. The grains were plump with milk and drizzled with Brokenstar honey.

My stomach growled, betraying me. I was hungry. No matter that this food would only bind me closer to this land. 

Honey was Brokenstar’s product of pride. Every drop was full of Brokenstar's magic, which sang to the power within me that I couldn’t use.

I saved the porridge for last, then ate around the tracery of honey until I couldn't avoid it any more. The honey was the worst part, and it was my favorite thing. No matter its history, it tasted so damn good. 

With every mouthful Brokenstar's power reached toward mine, running through my blood and dancing through my entire body. My magic loved it. How could it not? This was like being a fire, given more and more to devour. When the Brokenstar fire met my own, both grew stronger. 

But no matter how good it felt, it would never be for me. I was like an animal being fattened. The stronger my magic, the more of it there was for Hester to draw from. My plates were always full, and second helpings were always provided.

I ate my breakfast, every bite, and pretended not to notice Hester's satisfaction. 

#
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Hester

IF MOTHER HAD LIVED to see me at Brokenstar, she would have finally been proud of me.

Mother’s health had been failing since my sisters and I were little. We knew what it meant when her voice thinned. The pain, come for another battle with her body. 

It was hard for Father to get a doctor to the house, as most of the town didn't care for us. They'd heard the rumors, about a fallen sorceress and her brood, about our family's disgrace and the power, both magical and political, that had been taken from us. 

“I cannot feed my girls as they should be fed!” 

She said it often enough it wasn't a surprise to hear, or more often to overhear. It became a morbid game among my sisters and I, guessing how Father would respond this time. Would he apologize, would he commiserate with her, or would this be one of the rare days he argued, begging her to move beyond past wrongs? He always told her how much he loved her. Sometimes she said she loved him too. But no response ever stopped the conversation from happening again. 

We didn't entirely know what this lost power meant. We knew our family had little money. Father worked for one of the town’s merchants, taking stock of the shipments that came in at the nearby port, but it didn’t pay well, and he often needed to stay home to help care for Mother. I had to grow up a bit to realize that while my sisters and I never went hungry, this was often because our parents went without enough.

The three of us had all gone for lessons in the village school, becoming used to the alternating bouts of isolation and scorn the other pupils visited on us. By the time I was seventeen and Cora fifteen, both of our parents were too distracted to chide us about attending any more. Cora and I both found work in the village, her cleaning houses and myself carrying deliveries for some of the shops. Flirting my way to free groceries as often as I could, to help keep everyone fed. Julie stayed in school until the three of us began working on our plan.

But it wasn't until Mother brought home Brokenstar honey that I really understood what had been lost.

A year or so after I left school, Mother left the house. This was rare, and rarer still as she didn’t tell Father or any of us beforehand. Once we realized, the strangeness of it froze us all within the house, like she had summoned ice to fix us in place.

Mother returned with basket clutched hard in her hands, veins standing out in a story of exhaustion. In it, swaddled tightly in cloth, were three small jars. She came inside without a word for us or Father and set the basket on the kitchen table, which rocked on its uneven legs. Cloth unwound, we saw the jars were glass, their bases five-sided, and with wavy designs at each intersection. On the front was the Brokenstar crest. They were not otherwise labeled, and Mother didn’t name them. All three jars were full of honey.

“Girls.” She used the voice we knew not to question. “Sit.”

I sat closest to Mother, as I always did, with Cora on the opposite side but a little farther away than I was, and Julie on my other side. Father stood nearby, his face apprehensive. But despite all three of us staring at him in confusion, he didn't give us any clue what was happening. He only shrugged and tilted his head toward Mother. I thought he was afraid, but I didn't understand why until later. 

Mother poured the first honey onto three spoons and passed them to us. 

It was pale yellow-gold, with a kind of gleam that only showed up when I tilted my head one particular way. It tasted of citrus, bright and sharp, with a warm, startling buzz on its way down my throat. 

“Girls,” she said quietly, recognizing what I'd felt, “this is Holding honey.” She swallowed, then averted her eyes from the jars for a moment. “I'm so sorry you had to wait this long to taste magic.” 

I gasped before I could stop myself. Cora looked at me as if to make sure I was all right, though she couldn’t hide her own surprise. Julie just stared at the jars, transfixed.

The air felt different, like rapid clouds had descended.

The second honey was murky, with a rusty red cast, and the viscous liquid was reluctant to leave the spoon. It was heavier in my mouth, with a darker level of flavor seeping out to overwhelm me, floral yet sweet and nothing like it had smelled, seeming to take its time to release all the layers it had to share with me. 

The third was a rich brown, nearly black. This one fooled me with its sweetness at first, only to plunge into deeper flavor, like wood and musk condensed into that thick cream, with another note that seemed to go straight into my nose.

It was the first time we’d tasted anything from a Holding.

I couldn’t stop staring at the jars, greedy for more. If only they were larger! A spoonful for each of us did them in. Our parents didn't take any, though I saw Mother desperately wanted some. I wanted them to be full again, so I could fill up on that honey. I'd eaten honey before, but not from a Holding. And if so little tasted so good...

I folded my hands together to keep from reaching for it, but then the second jar jerked and fell, rolling toward me on the uneven table. I stopped it in its path before it fell, wrapping my fingers around its smooth sides. 

My ears roared as I stared at it. Had I done that? I didn't voice the question, but Mother smiled at me, though her eyes were sharp. 

Another jar tipped, this one rolling towards Cora. It reached the edge of the table but then righted itself, as if performing for her. She caught my eyes with a gasp, and we smiled at each other in triumph. 

Yet then I noticed Mother smiling at Cora in a way she hadn’t smiled at me. 

Julie made another low sound and I looked to see her face tense, her eyes distant, and the final jar shuddered, then rose and flew toward her. She cried out as it hit her collarbone and fell into her lap. 

The air thickened again. Suddenly Mother forgot Cora and I, instead beaming at Julie. Julie looked startled.

Why wouldn't Mother look at me that way?

“Brokenstar,” Mother’s voice was low and rich, “is one of only a few Holdings that produce honey. The plants get their magic from the soil, and from them it passes to the bees as they pollinate.”

I know why she did it. Mother wanted to show us what we didn't have. She had so little of her own magic left, and no Holding products to nourish what remained. At this point, we didn't know all the details of what had happened to her family, but we knew our grandmother had made enemies and suffered for it.

I never saw Mother do magic. I don't think she could anymore, but I think the potential was just beyond her reach, stolen through no fault of her own. All the more fuel for her rage. 

But she could dip a spoon into Brokenstar honey and feed it to her daughters. She could give us a taste of what she longed for, and what she believed we deserved. 

I began to realize, that day, that I had less magic than either of my sisters. Julie, with her superior power, was the only one Mother had eyes for after that. 

That taste of Holding power was fleeting. But I decided, after my first taste of Brokenstar honey, that I would have that power back.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




Cora

Mother had fed my sisters and I Brokenstar honey once. It was her way of teaching us about what she thought we were owed. That was the first time I ever felt my magic. It was strange, and wonderful, and made me consider what our family had lost. But now everything I ate imprisoned me more thoroughly.

Yet for all that, the food was so good. I'd eaten my meal without pause and suddenly realized how thirsty I was. A glass was in front of me, filled with water from Brokenstar’s small, clear spring. I drank it anyway, because I was thirsty and because it grew harder every day to convince myself resisting would do me any good. 

As I drank, Hester leaned toward Arnaud. “Cora will join us in our appointment today. Lady Windshriek and her siblings should be arriving soon.”

I fumbled my glass and it hit the top of the table with a ringing sound. “I'm doing what, now?” Since she'd broken Arnaud’s curse and bound herself to the Holding, Hester had hosted a number of Rulers from other Holdings in the hopes of improving Brokenstar's ties with them, but she rarely required me to do anything other than be seen. Other than my magic, I was just fodder for the perception of herself she nurtured. 

Arnaud leaned back in his chair, looking fatigued. I felt bad for him. He wasn't Hester's only victim, but he didn't even realize he was one. At least I knew who to blame. 

I’d tried telling him the truth once, shortly after Hester brought me to Brokenstar. I don't know what good I thought it'd do, after everything she'd already accomplished, but I tried. Only to find Hester's binding of me made it impossible to speak of anything relating to Arnaud's curse, or how she'd broken it. 

“Why do you need me there?” I asked.

“This is a step toward setting things right.” Hester’s smile was radiant, but I recognized the steel in her voice. The arrival of several wights distracted her and she rose, drifting toward them gracefully. Bee-human forms flowed around her, their storm-center, as she commanded them in a low voice.

I looked at Arnaud. “You two have had other Rulers visit since I’ve been here, but you never get me involved. What’s different about Windshriek?”

Arnaud hesitated, toying with the edge of the tablecloth. “Hester’s done all the negotiating with Windshriek.”

I frowned. “So you don’t know.” 

He glanced to where she was still with the wights. “Windshriek isn’t fond of me.” Before I could question that, he said, “The Holder of Windshriek believed I should have been removed from Brokenstar when I was cursed. They were a bit more, ah, vocal about it than some.”

The curse that made Arnaud the Brokenstar Beast, a name he despised, had caused his very self to nullify magic. 

Nothing any sorceress could craft was enough to entirely undo the magic in an Estate's soil, but the curse had kept not only Arnaud himself from working magic, but also anyone who came within Brokenstar's borders. It even nullified the spells some sorceresses perpetually maintain, for health or vanity or protection. 

So while many other Holding Rulers had believed Arnaud should not be allowed to continue as Holder of Brokenstar, the very act of removing him from Brokenstar was impossible. He didn't want to leave, and they couldn't use magic to force him out. Eventually some holder would have found a way. But before they could, Hester “broke” the curse. Stunning, clever Hester. And with Arnaud's magic returned, any arguments for ousting him from Brokenstar quickly lost credence.

What none but my sisters and I knew, however, was that Hester was the one who set Arnaud’s curse in the first place. Hester who now ruled Brokenstar alongside Arnaud, who'd manipulated everything to get what she thought she deserved. 

“Cora.” Hester returned to the table as the wights streamed away toward whatever she needed of them. “We’re meeting with Windshriek this afternoon. I’ll have the wights fetch you.” She took a final sip from the mug of tea in front of her. “This is a good opportunity to strengthen our alliance with them.”

“It doesn’t sound like there is an alliance yet,” I said. “Why do you need me there?”

“Cora.” She moved behind me and rested her hands on my shoulders. Her touch was light but still I tensed, wishing I was brave enough to push her away. “Did you get enough sleep last night?”

I twisted in my chair to stare at her. Her eyes dared me to make a scene, right in front of Arnaud. Dared me to provoke her to pull even more power from me and ensnare myself more tightly in her plans. 

I swallowed, still tasting the honey from the porridge and hating its complex sweetness. “All right.” I stood, mostly to get her hands off me.

Arnaud watched me with concern, though not pity. He didn't seem to want to intrude between sisters, though the slaughtered only knew what else Hester had told him about me when I wasn't there to hear. 

“Make sure you wear something nice!” Hester added, as if she allowed me to own anything that wasn't up to her standards. 

I watched her for another moment. Watched her hoping I'd make a mistake she could use against me. Finally, I left, while I still could.

#
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JULIE MATERIALIZED next to me as soon as I reached the hall outside the breakfast room.

“How much of that did you hear?”

“Enough” she replied, her voice like a soft breeze directed only into my ears as she floated beside me. “I don't like the sound of this meeting.” 

“Neither do I.”

We both knew it was never good when Hester had a part for us to play in her plans.

“You shouldn't blame yourself for eating,” Julie said as we neared the staircase.

“What?” I paused. I'd meant to go back to my room, but I didn't want to go back to my room. If only for the sheer fact of not doing what Hester wanted.

Instead I turned, heading for the large glass door that led out onto the Estate's grounds. 

Sunlight cascaded down as I left the house, warming every speck of me. The smells of growing things filled my nose. We weren't that far from the Unblooded Sea, but there was no trace of the brisk, briny smell my memories linked with our childhood.

“You have to eat,” Julie said as the door closed silently behind us. “But I know you're blaming yourself for it.” She sighed, the movement rippling through her like curtains on a windy day. “What do you want me to say? ‘Stop eating and die and yes, definitely, that will show Hester’?” She narrowed her eyes. “You promised me you’ll try to keep yourself healthy.”

I sighed. “I’ll try. Believe me or don’t.”

Hester had promised me and Julie that she would undo what she'd done to both of us. But I was still her tool, and Julie was still dead, and none of that was ever going to change. After Julie died, Hester went to Brokenstar with the magic she had stolen from us. She left me behind. I didn't have my magic but I still had control over myself. I could say whatever I wanted, but I was too scared to talk much. Not that there had been anyone to listen, much less believe me.

Before Hester took our magic, I'd rarely thought it my place to talk, except to act as peacekeeper for my sisters. And no matter Father's warnings, I hadn't thought or cared much to carve out another kind of place for myself. I knew we couldn't stay in that house forever, especially after Mother died. It was already suffocating us. But I didn't know how to think about that. So I didn't; I focused on my sisters. 

And then Julie was dead. Gone forever, as far as anyone else knew. We didn't know if she would stay a ghost, or fade away. I didn't die, that night when Hester worked her spell, but some part of me did. I was grieving—for Julie, and because I didn't think we'd ever come back from what Hester did. But before I could figure out how to make sense of the world again, Hester summoned us to Brokenstar. 

No one would believe she killed Julie anyway. Hester was the curse breaker, Brokenstar's savior. Mother was dead, Father was both a mockery and missing, and no one would listen to anything unspooling from my supposed hysteria and all too real grief.

“If you die,” Julie’s voice dragged me out of my memories, “we really won’t have any chance left.”

I couldn't look at her. “I know.”

There was a large tree nearby, covered in pale violet blossoms, and I slumped against it, resting in its shade. Julie hovered close, saying nothing more.

Being outside always reminded me how massive Brokenstar was. So much land, and all of it bent to Hester's purpose. When she agreed to rule Brokenstar alongside Arnaud, she completed the same ritual he had, binding herself to the land. This meant the soil could feed on her magic, helping both her and the land to thrive. Arnaud could act against her, but I didn't think he ever would. I knew Hester didn't love him. But I couldn't tell if he loved her, or if her breaking his curse produced an effect similar enough to make no difference. 

The tree I sheltered under was near Brokenstar's small grove of mirabelle trees, heavy with small, waxy-looking fruits in red and yellow, like the trees had captured a sunset to hold among their branches.

If I focused, I could see wisps of Holding wights circling the trees, watering and clipping. They moved purposefully, reflecting the moments when Hester and Arnaud had performed those same movements.

The aroma of fruit lured me, promising to be sweet and delicious. There'd be no punishment for taking some, but this at least I could refuse. I tried to take comfort from that, but found little. 

Julie and I didn't talk as the sun rose above Brokenstar. I couldn't see the apiary from where we were, but I heard the bees, melodious and content from the Holding products they fed on every day. 

I fell asleep with my head resting against the bark, and slept until I sensed wights nearby. They hadn't touched me. They never touched me, though I wasn't sure if they could.

I glanced sideways, but of course Julie was gone. 

Hester wanted me.

Power—Hester’s power, stolen as it was—pulsed from the direction of the wights, surrounding me, tilting me back toward the house. I stood, rewound my wrap around my upper body, and headed back to the house. 

Maybe one day I'd resist Hester's commands. 

Maybe one day.

Once the wight-pressure abandoned me back in my room, Julie made herself visible again, her face edged with sympathy. 

I shrugged, feeling empty in a way no amount of honey could fill. “Hester promised she’d fix this.”

She’d promised to make things better. To give me my magic back, and return Julie to her body.

Julie said, after a pause, “Maybe she will.”

But we both knew she wouldn’t.

#
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Cora

BEFORE ONE OF US WAS dead and one of us was powerful and one of us was me, my sisters and I lived on the coast of the Unblooded Sea. Brokenstar was the nearest Holding. This meant its Holder was technically also ours, though like most Rulers he had little to do with life outside the Holdings. 

The nearby town smelled perpetually of brine from the oceans and the markets, where fish of every sort were laid out to glare at the customers. The Unblooded Sea’s fish didn’t have magic in their flesh, but they were hearty and plentiful as the fisher folk were careful in their usage of the sea.

“What about these?” Julie asked me one day in the market, gesturing to the gold-scaled fish laid out on a long rectangular table. The fishmonger eyed us. I bent to look at the fish, ignoring the vendor's eyes in favor of those which bulged, lifeless, from the sea creatures. The fish’s scent overcame the brine in my nose, but it didn’t smell rotten. 

“Two of these,” I decided, and nodded to Julie, as she had the coins in her purse. 

“Only two?” Julie spoke quietly, but the vendor's eyes rolled in annoyance, hearing her despite the market's clamor. The fish were small, and two of them would not be enough for the three of us and our parents, but Julie knew we had few coins left by that point. I nodded at her, again, and she paid for the fish and accepted the small, wrapped package. The fishmonger’s face turned stony when she realized we would buy nothing else, and as we moved away from her stall I lowered my face so she wouldn't see me blush. Julie's face was tight, thin lines marring skin that was always clearer than mine. She returned the purse to the inside of her coat with a movement so sharp it risked tearing through the fabric. Both our coats were much-patched. 

Julie turned back toward the fishmonger, opening her mouth, but I put my hand in the bend of her elbow to lead her away. We'd gone down that path before and it was never helpful. She grumbled but didn’t pull away from me. 

As always, she was unconvinced she couldn't fix the world by arguing with it. I tried to balance her with my own quiet. 

We didn't have much of our own, but I didn’t think we deserved the fishmonger’s scorn.

I’m not sure, though. Holders had so very much to answer for, and everyone knew of our family’s connection to them.

But no matter what Mother insisted, we'd never stand against the town if it turned on us in force. And we had nowhere to retreat to if that happened, so I strove to keep as much peace as I could. 

“Maybe Mother will like these,” Julie muttered. 

“I'm sure they'll be fine,” I told her, though I wasn't. She made a noise that told me I hadn't fooled her, but we'd had this conversation before. Mother's tastes were easy to meet, as long as you had ready access to Holding products. 

Thankfully the fish was the last thing we needed, and we left the market. I breathed easier once we broke from the haphazard collection of stalls and small storefronts. The air thinned of people and noise. The sound of the waves grew prominent and I closed my eyes for a moment, shifting the packages to a more comfortable arrangement in my arms. 

“Cora!” 

I opened my eyes at the sound of Hester's voice. She came toward us, up the path leading to several other shops. The three of us looked enough alike that there was no doubt we were sisters. Yet somehow the same features and coloring that were pleasant on Julie and I were stunning on Hester. 

Hester's large, patched bag bulged with weird angles. 

“Successful bartering?” I asked.

She grinned, and pulled out a small twist of bread, ripping it into thirds and handing them to Julie and I. It was still warm, scented with rosemary and studded with almonds. I took a bite and the nuttiness of the almonds rose up against the roof of my mouth, so intense I nearly choked.

“Is this from Tenian's?” I forced myself to get the words out before taking another bite. The magic the almonds gained from their soil tantalized my own power, inviting me to fall deeper into it. It was a lie, and I resisted, though my back teeth ground together with the effort. Holding soil lied as well as it tempted. A few almonds would never fuel a spell of any consequence. 

That day, I couldn't fathom magic like I would soon encounter. 

Hester grinned again as Julie's eyes widened, her own piece of bread nearly gone already. 

Tenian's was the only bakery in town that bought from the Holding merchants, and since Brokenstar didn't produce any nuts these must have come from farther away, which would only make them pricier. Sudden worry spiked through my enjoyment of the flavors. “How much did you pay for this?” Hester and I both brought in a little bit of money, but it was hardly enough to feed us all.

“She didn't pay for it,” Julie commented. 

Hester narrowed her eyes but didn't snipe back. Instead she gave me a smile, frostier than before. “Some of us just know how to talk to people.” She opened her bag wider, giving us a glance of two more loaves inside, one flecked with amber bits of ginger and cinnamon, the other scented with herbs, both clearly infused with Holding products if not also made with Holding grain. Hester closed the bag smugly, waiting for us to marvel at her. 

“Is there anyone you can’t charm?” Julie asked.

Hester shrugged. “Haven’t found them yet.” Her eyes fell on the small parcel of fish Julie carried. “That won’t be enough.”

Julie’s mouth pursed with irritation but I stepped forward, placing myself between my sisters. “Let's go home.” 

Hester pouted.

“I'm sure Mother will appreciate the fish,” I hastened to add, urging them forward. 

Hester took her usual place at the front of our trio, her smugness restored. She'd left her hair unbound and it tossed around her shoulders as she walked, somehow still pretty despite being disheveled. I pushed a stray strand of my braid out of my eyes, wishing for an extra pin. When I left my hair down like that it just looked messy. 

“You need to be careful,” I told Hester. “We don’t need any extra attention.”

This wasn’t the first time she’d charmed treats out of the town’s shopkeepers. Sometimes I envied her ability to talk to people, until I remembered such a talent would meant people paying attention to me. Then I only envied her a little. 

She rolled her eyes. “There's no harm in charming people.”

“Not until they remember who we are,” I said. 

Hester bristled. “They don’t respect our family the way they should.”

I glanced at Julie and settled for saying, “We should hurry.” We all knew there was harm in returning home late. And, like so many things, the definition of late could change at Mother's whim. 

The house we lived in was only a short way from the rest of the town, but after a few moments of walking the path was empty of anyone but us and the occasional seabird. The house was close enough to the sea that if you stood on the porch on the right sort of day you'd get sea spray on your face. The roof sloped in a way that didn't inspire confidence, and there was almost enough space for the three of us and our parents.

Yet from this house there was a view of the Brokenstar Estate’s manor, big and bright and teeming with power. That grand building loomed in sight on clear days, then was shrouded by mist and clouds as if the weather schemed to keep it out of our sight. 

Brokenstar was the only Holding within a day's travel, and it was said if you approached without the Ruler's willingness, the way would twist and twine around you until you were too confused to find anything farther than your own feet.

My sisters and I were silent as we walked back home, each caught up in our own versions of the morning.

Mother was at the second story window when we returned, looking out at us. She couldn't have seen well enough to get the specifics of what we carried, but she was already slumped in disappointment. 

Hester stilled at the sight of her and Julie and I swerved to avoid colliding. 

“This isn’t right,” Hester muttered. She tilted her head toward the bags we carried, though her eyes stayed on Mother. “We shouldn’t have to be doing this.” 

“You sound like her.” I refused to look back at Mother. Hester was her pet, and Julie was her pride, and I was just there. Some battles weren’t for winning.

“She’s never been wrong,” Hester continued. “We should be there.” She whirled to face the direction Brokenstar lay, as clouds drifted in from the sea to hide it from us.

“She’s right,” Julie interjected, tightening her arms around her parcels as if agreeing with Hester caused her pain. 

“I never said she was wrong.” It was automatic, saying what I needed to keep a fight from starting. I’m not sure how much I believed it.

Hester raised her eyebrows, and I hated how she made even that look elegant. 

Brokenstar was an old wrong, and one which had absorbed Mother all our lives. But I didn't know what to say, so I kept walking, and we returned to the sea-battered house.
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Chapter Three
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Cora

I heard voices in the sitting room as the wights pressed me toward the meeting. As I entered, a sharp, unfamiliar voice was saying, “You understand why I hesitate to link the fortunes of my Holding to your own.”

I hesitated, apparently unnoticed by any of the five people already seated. Arnaud was looking at the speaker as if afraid she was going to cut his head off. 

The woman, whose posture was so upright I expected her to snap in half, must be the Holder of Windshriek. She continued, “You’ve proven susceptible before. When Hester’s curse made Arnaud the Brokenstar Beast." 

“Look outside.” Arnaud’s voice was raw. “This land flourishes. And I will assure you, the negative financial impact of the curse has been overcome.”
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