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    To all who wonder

if you are enough. 

You are.
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NOTE
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This is an adult story containing subjects that may be triggering, including stalking, violence, permanent physical injury, internalized ableism, reference to childhood emotional abuse, explicit language, and sexual content. A current and updated list can be found on the author’s website: mariahraebirch.com. 

Please take care of yourself.
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CHAPTER 1

Butcher, Baker
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Sir Hildith, Lady of the Honorable House of Aevon, Knight of Glea, ran a hand over her graying hair. She adjusted her grip on the basket, mustered her courage, and opened the door.

A tinkling bell chimed as the warm scents of yeast, salt, and herbs enveloped her. The bakery was empty, except for the beautiful reason for Hildith’s nerves.

Lola turned, a vibrant smile curving her rounded face. As always, a fine layer of flour and sugar dusted her. She wiped her hands with a floral towel mirroring the one tied over her honey-blonde hair and approached the small counter. “Good morning. What would you like today?”

Focus on the bread. Hildith dragged her gaze away from the woman and studied her nearly-as-tempting baked goods. “One of each.” Hildith gestured from the spiced sticky buns to the cheese-studded scones. “And a half loaf of whatever you have extra of.”

“I have extra of everything. For my favorite knight.”

Hildith flushed.

Well over a month had passed since she first set foot in this shop. She shouldn’t have been so affected still, but Lola’s mere presence, let alone her teasing flirting, tied Hildith into knots every time. 

At least, Hildith hoped it was flirting. 

“You look well today,” Hildith managed. 

“I look the same as I do every day.”

“Yes.” 

Lola’s eyes sparkled. “No wonder you’re my favorite.” 

It took Hildith a moment to realize she still held her basket. She hastily set it on the counter.

“Careful, or you’ll wake Bap,” Lola warned.

On cue, with a flurry of haphazard hops and excited snuffs, the three-legged adolescent rabbit popped through the curtain dividing the shop from Lola’s private room in the back.

Lola sighed. “Yes, Bap. She’s here.”

Hildith ignored the twinge in her hip as she bent. Bap balanced precariously on his single back leg and placed both front paws expectantly on Hildith’s boot. He was a cute, scrappy creature, his coat a mix of brown and white. He squinted up at her in pleasure as she scratched his tiny, mottled head.

As Hildith tried to straighten, her hip seized. Gripping the edge of the counter tightly, she forced herself upright, breathing steadily through the wave of pain, hoping Lola hadn’t noticed. If Lola did, she mercifully didn’t comment.

“Who’s the pretty new steed out there?” Lola nodded toward the window as she wrapped the sticky buns in a tight-weave towel and placed them beside the half loaf.

“He turned up in my stable yesterday. An unnecessary gift from my brother. He has a calm gait and a gentle temper. I’ll get used to it, I suppose.”

Hildith’s feisty mare was getting on in years and had started to limp. Like her rider. It was just one more change Hildith had been trying to ignore. Until it forced her to pay attention. She didn’t want to strain the old girl any more than necessary. 

As soon as Hildith noticed the altered walk, she’d written to her brother to ask for his recommendation of a horse trader in the area. Instead of sending a reply, Roland sent the young steed. How typically excessive of him. 

“What’s his name?” Lola asked.

“He doesn’t have one.” Hildith hadn’t given it much thought yet. 

“Well, you’d better choose correctly, or I might have to do it for you.”

“What would you suggest?”

Lola tilted her head and leaned her generous hip on the counter. “I’ll think about it and tell you tomorrow.” 

Hildith liked the sound of that.

She pulled out several coins. Their fingers didn’t even come close to brushing, but the exchange still made her heart pound harder. She was probably single-handedly keeping Lola’s business afloat with the amount of money she’d spent here.

It was worth it.

Hildith clenched the woven handle of her basket as Bap gnawed gently on her toe. Now was the time.

With harvest upon them, the heat of late summer had faded, ushering in cool nights with the promise of frost. Hildith wanted to ask if Lola would attend the village fall festival next week. With her.

She’d practiced the words on the half-mile ride up the valley from her cottage, but now they swirled and evaporated. The question died before it passed her lips, as it had each day before.

Hildith swallowed her foolish fantasy. She was too old and damaged for pretty, lively Lola. And she couldn’t stand the thought of scaring off the bright smiles that had become the highlight of her days.

“I will see you tomorrow, right?” Lola asked as Hildith remained frozen in silence.

“See you tomorrow.”

Like the coward she’d never been, Hildith fled, limping out of the shop.

***
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IN THE EARLY MORNING before dawn, Lola punched down the pliant dough, stretching and folding it over.

The locked shutters and tightly drawn curtains prevented any of the dim light inside from escaping. As she worked by candlelight and the flicker of the heating oven, her fingertips glowed green, enriching the dough with more than fresh butter.

Today’s special ingredient was hope. She added only enough for a vague suggestion. Too much and people would notice. Too little and it faded in the oven.

She concentrated, shutting her mind to everything except her intended emotion, harnessing the restless magic that thrummed beneath her skin. As the hope flowed from her tingling hands into the dough, the green drops melted and burrowed deeper, seeking and wrapping around the fragments of living yeast and hiding in the imperceptible spaces between. 

Lola braced herself for what would come next. She breathed deeply, telling herself the sensation would pass. Using her magic drew the specific emotion from within her, and for a brief time after, it left a void. 

The absence of hope was particularly bleak. 

She reached for her practiced, pretty lies, as if thinking them might make them true. I won’t become like him. I’m safe here.

Lola repeated her hollow, soothing statements until she pretended to believe them again.

The insidious magic was only temporarily appeased. It was always there, a cruel companion she wished to abandon. A selfish lover she wanted to forsake. Unfortunately, it wasn’t something Lola could escape. The magic was as much part of her as her own mind. So Lola baked, imbuing the wares she made with the emotions she’d unwillingly developed the ability to influence.

Bap loped around on the floor, looking for stray scraps and occasionally bumping into her ankles. She’d never had a true pet before him and found it wonderfully comforting to have another being around. Bap didn’t judge her or see her as a means to an end. Well, maybe he did when it was feeding time. 

She crouched to give him some affection, stroking his long ears, and he paused his hunt for crumbs to nibble her finger. 

Her gut twisted with a mixture of the present and past, and Bap merged with the echo of another rabbit, that one made of white velvet stained brown with hugs. For a terrible moment, Lola saw smoke rising from Bap’s limbs, flames licking around him as her father held him over the fire. 

“Choices have consequences, Lola. So what will you choose? Will you do what I say, or shall Bunny become roast rabbit?”

Lola blinked rapidly, shoving the weary memory back to its rightful place twenty-three years ago, and cradling Bap to her chest. 

She probably shouldn’t have taken Bap in. But when she’d met the rabbit with his missing leg, so much like Bunny, she couldn’t help herself. She kissed Bap’s head and promised to protect him better than her ten-year-old self had been able to protect her toy.

After rolling the savory buns, she set them aside and stoked the coals of her oven, leaning in to rake the ones from the back. Soot stained her elbows and apron. If only her family could see her now. She shuddered, reminding herself they never would.

Ensuring the curtains were still snugly shut, she filled her rhubarb tartlets, pondering what emotion she should infuse next.

Using her illegal magic in town was risky, but not as dangerous as letting it accumulate without spending it. She was like a trough in a never-ending rainstorm, and if the magic overflowed her rim, she wouldn’t be able to put it back in. She’d be lost. The magic would consume her utterly, eating her will and her soul, turning her into a monster. A malignant.

Daily infusions into her bread used enough magic to manage her levels and keep the green sickness at bay, but it left her in a constant state of looking over her shoulder. And Lola had more than one reason to hide.

When the air grew fragrant with heat and caramelized sugar, she shooed Bap gently back behind the curtain to her private room and finally opened the shutters, letting in the waft of autumn morning and the sounds of birds waking.

The double front windows of her shop overlooked the quaint village center, covered with more runoff dirt than cobblestone anymore, and whose shape was anything but square. The village of Brookstoke comprised a haphazard cluster of buildings surrounded by a crumbling wall, tumbling down toward the heart of the valley. Forests of reddening maple and evergreen hemlock pressed against them from one side as golden fields blanketed the slopes of the other. 

Unlike the sprawling flats of her family’s estate up north, the land here was unusually steep for agriculture, but the many small streams fleeing the mountain range fed it heartily. Shoved mostly forgotten between the sharp mountains, the central swatch of Glea, and the nearby sea, this place was nothing like her old home, and Lola loved it. 

As the sun slid down the peaks dusted with fresh snow, it caught the faint flicker of a flamewalker traversing a distant slope. The hulking, fiery beasts didn’t often venture down far enough to worry them, and the lattice of running water surrounding Brookstoke helped protect the valley. Compared to the human monsters of home, this place was relatively safe. 

Still, Lola made a mental note to mention the flamewalker to Lenny, who was the butcher and also their part-time town guard, so he could warn anyone in the farthest fields to keep an eye out.

Lola expected it would be a quiet day, like each one before, and she slid back the deadbolt. No one else here bothered with things like locks, which was precisely why Lola used one. When no one felt the need to bar the door, they didn’t feel the need to knock either.

In those early years after her escape, she’d relied on the anonymity of larger towns and cities to hide, moving south through the kingdom of Glea. She arrived here two summers ago on chance, catching a ride as far as someone would take her. She hadn’t planned to stay, but her neighbor, Marla, had offered her a place to sleep and the bakery to use, and Lola had never left. Her shop was barely profitable, but that wasn’t the point. And she discovered that the natural nosiness of the small community provided a strange peace and protection once they decided she was no longer interesting. 

And then the lady knight had moved into the cottage down the valley around midsummer, stealing Lola’s title of newcomer.

Lola listened with apprehension, and then interest, to the gossip. The sister of their local Lord Aevon, Sir Hildith had rarely returned to the area since joining the queen’s army as a young woman. Lola didn’t recognize the name, though she may have heard it in her previous life. She knew the knight’s stiff limp was the reason for her retirement, though not the cause or extent of her injury.

Right on time, Lola heard the plodding of hooves outside and glimpsed broad shoulders through her window as the knight climbed carefully down off her new horse.

Sir Hildith stood a head taller than Lola, her build naturally powerful and honed by her lifestyle. Lola imagined she would’ve been intensely intimidating on a battlefield. However, clutching her familiar basket and filling Lola’s doorway, she was rather adorable.

Streaks of silver decorated Sir Hildith’s dark hair, her aristocratic features weathered. A pale scar had stolen part of one strong eyebrow, and her faintly hooked nose sat a bit crooked. Though dressed simply for a noble, quality shone from her over-the-knee boots to the navy blue of her velvet coat. 

Flirting with the handsome woman had somehow become the feature of Lola’s mornings. It stopped firmly at flirting. The last thing Lola needed was to associate with a knight, and even less Lord Aevon’s own sister. But Sir Hildith’s blushes were too tempting not to provoke. And she had terrible taste in horse names.

“Have you decided on one yet?” Lola asked in greeting.

Sir Hildith paused. “On what?”

“A name.”

Sir Hildith approached the counter, her steps uneven as she favored her left side. “Not yet. Do you have any more suggestions?”

“Well, you didn’t choose Pumpkin, Radish, or Zucchini. So I’m beginning to think you don’t like my suggestions.”

That small, lopsided quirk of lips shouldn’t have done anything to Lola’s heart rate. “I do like them. But his breeding is impeccable. He deserves a dignified name.”

“Those vegetables feed laborers, soldiers, and royals alike. There’s nothing undignified about them.” Lola braced both hands on the counter and leaned forward, delighting in the fresh blush it earned her as Sir Hildith looked hastily at the rafters.

“No. Yes. You are right. I just dislike the thought of naming my steed after food,” Sir Hildith told the ceiling, and then she glanced back down and hurried to elaborate. “Not that there’s anything wrong with food. I like food.”

Sir Hildith’s jaw clenched and her flush deepened. Lola’s grin widened.

When they first met, Sir Hildith barely spoke, and Lola had thought the lady disliked her. But the daily visits since made it apparent that it wasn’t dislike Sir Hildith carried. Both flattering and dangerous, Lola couldn’t deny she enjoyed the attention. What was a harmless little crush?

Bap careened through the curtain. He loved Sir Hildith more than anyone else, and the feeling appeared mutual as Sir Hildith leaned down toward the fluffball smaller than her foot. Lola didn’t allow Bap into her shop when she was open, except for when a certain lady knight came in.

“What’ll it be today?” Lola gestured at her selection, not because she truly needed to ask, but because she liked the sound of Sir Hildith’s throaty voice.

“What do you recommend?”

“I recommend all of it, naturally.”

“Then I’ll take one of each.”

Lola was already reaching for the fresh buns discretely kneaded with hope and the tartlets sprinkled with fondness, and a half loaf of maple rye not imbued with anything other than good flavor.

“The festival is tomorrow,” Sir Hildith said abruptly as Lola packed everything into her woven basket.

“Yes, I know.” Lola huffed in amused exasperation. “Marla has been reminding me at least three times per day. I’m supplying rolls.” Imbuing that much bread with her magic would be as exhausting as rewarding. The emotional backwash would likely keep her up all night, but seeing the smiles the following day would make it worth it. “Here.” Lola added two extra buns. “Since I won’t be open tomorrow, I wouldn’t want you to starve.”

“I do eat other things.” 

The village had noticed Sir Hildith’s patronage and liked to joke that she either was feeding a secret family in her cottage or survived exclusively off Lola’s baking. She bought an excessive amount. Lola sometimes worried Sir Hildith didn’t eat it at all.

“So, the festival—” 

A waft of cool air from the opening door cut off Sir Hildith’s words.

Lola greeted Marla, who smirked, glancing at Sir Hildith’s presence. Lola hurried around the counter and grabbed Bap, tucking him back into her room before he tried to wander out the open door or get underfoot.

“Maybe I’ll see you there,” Lola said distractedly.

Sir Hildith tried to overpay, as always. Lola had accepted it at first, but grew guilty after the first week, and now Sir Hildith thought she was giving her a discount rather than simply not having the heart to swindle her. Lola shouldn’t have cared about swindling a noble. But she did care, just a little. And just for this one. She tucked the extra coin into the basket and handed it back.

“Well, I suppose...” Sir Hildith’s voice came out a bit strange. “See you there.” 
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CHAPTER 2

A Crown
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Hildith leaned against a wall and tried to look casual as her leg shot pain from her foot to her skull.

Despite her current foul mood, the festival could not be described as anything other than charming. Colorful streamers fluttered above, and bushels of dried and late-season flowers decorated Brookstoke’s center square as a few musicians eked out a passable tune. Everyone smiled.

When Hildith’s injury had forced her into retirement, she had thought a cottage near the quiet village seemed as good a place as any to retreat to. The perfect hideaway to recover in. Far enough from her family at Aevon Hall, while acceptably near. Now that she was here, she found herself restless. She wasn’t fond of quiet or idleness. Her brother, Roland, had told her she’d get used to it. So far, she hadn’t.

Hildith tried to stay out of the way as the villagers passed by. She knew a few by name and patronized their businesses, though only one with any regularity. They were good, hardworking people, but Hildith wasn’t one of them. They nodded or bobbed in polite greeting and then gave her a wide berth as she propped herself up like a useless, overly conspicuous board. No one seemed certain what to do with her, and Hildith didn’t have any ideas either. She’d arrived unfashionably early, which was far too long ago. But leaving and returning felt worse than staying. So she waited. Like the fool she’d already realized she was.

Lola was nowhere to be seen. Hildith battled with the desire to go knock on her door. But Hildith didn’t want to be invasive or presumptuous. Perhaps she could simply offer to help carry something. That would be all right, wouldn’t it? 

Her roughened fingers checked to make sure all her hair remained secured at the back of her head.

“I thought of another name.”

Hildith straightened, a giddiness she was far too old for filling her chest. “Is it another food?”

“Maybe.” Lola grinned, and Hildith’s insides flipped. “But hear me out before you say no.”

“I’m listening.”

“Cinnamon.”

Hildith raised her eyebrows.

“It would fit him so well,” Lola insisted before Hildith could reply. “His coat is the right color, and it’s expensive, so you can’t argue it’s not snobbish enough. And it’s a spice, which hardly counts as food.” 

Perhaps the snobbish comment should have offended Hildith, but Lola said it with a smile. “I appreciate the idea.”

“You don’t like it.”

“I do like it.”

“But you won’t be using it.”

“No,” Hildith admitted, charmed by Lola’s playful pout. Hildith resolved to delay naming her horse as long as possible. She enjoyed Lola’s bad suggestions too much to do anything to stop them, like choosing one.

Lola sighed dramatically. “Fine. I suppose it’s your decision. Now, do you want savory or sweet?” Lola held out the choice of rolls.

“Which one do you want?” Hildith deferred.

“I’m feeling sweet today. But I have plenty of both.”

Hildith accepted the savory one and watched Lola bite into the other. Sugar glazed her lips, shiny and inviting.

Lola wore a floral-patterned skirt and striped kirtle bodice today. The pairing would have clashed on anyone else. While they contained the decadent curves of her full figure, they didn’t hide them. Light hair wreathed her head in a chaotic braid, free of the usual covering. A few stray strands curled against her neck and temple, catching the late afternoon sun and only adding to her beauty.

Hildith forced herself to look away as she devoured her roll, her mind turning unexpectedly to her brother and how grateful she was he still put up with her. She should write to him and thank him again for his generous gift of her horse.

Lola laughed softly. “I’m glad to see you actually eat them.”

Hildith frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Never mind.”

As Lola’s gaze drifted toward someone else, Hildith grasped for something to keep her attention. “Have you played before?” Hildith gestured at where people were attempting to throw woven reed hoops over a post near the well.

“When I was about as tall as a hay bale.”

“Would you like to try again?”

“I’m afraid I might disgrace myself. But I’ll try, if you promise not to laugh.”

Lola linked their arms, as if it were the most natural thing to do. Hildith’s entire awareness centered on where Lola was touching her.

Marla and her wife, Brie, waved them over, pressing rings into their hands. The couple ran the weavers beside Lola’s bakery, where Marla dyed the fibers Brie wove into their beautiful creations.

“If you make it over the post in three tries, Brie will turn your winning hoop into a crown to rival Petty Prince Valin’s own!” Marla’s smile faltered as she looked at Hildith, her ever-stained hands fluttering. “That is, I didn’t mean any disrespect by that, my lady, sir.”

Hildith had heard far worse said about their prince, and she didn’t disagree with the description. But everyone around them quieted. She felt like an unwitting parent who’d walked into a child’s game, sucking out all the joy and carefree energy with simply her presence. Both a lady and a sir. They didn’t want or need her here. Her skin grew suddenly hot and tight.

Hildith looked at the set of decorated rings bursting with flowers and colorful twists of silk and wool. “I’m certain His Highness would appreciate the artistry.”

Her awkward reply worked to ease the tense silence, and Lola evaporated the remainder of it. “I’ll throw first,” she announced.

Lola’s initial attempt sailed an impressive distance, far past the post she aimed for. Her second landed short, and her third went wide.

Lola laughed at herself. “I told you I’d be rubbish.”

“That last one was close.”

“Close to going into the well, yes. I was looking forward to that crown. Will you make one for me anyway, Brie?”

Marla folded her arms with a mischievous smirk, cutting off any reply her soft-spoken wife might have given. “Certainly not. Rules are rules.”

Lola sighed.

If Lola wanted a crown, Hildith would get her one.

She studied the distance and angle of the slope as she tested the weight of the hoop in her hand. Her shoulders relaxed and her mind and body focused on the simple task. This was the sort of thing Hildith had always been good at. The only thing.

She wound up, twisting wrong, and pain jolted through her. The ring missed.

Hildith shrugged away her flare of frustration. No matter. That was a practice throw.

She sank the second hoop cleanly over the top of the post.

The few onlookers clapped politely, but Hildith only cared about Lola’s smile. For a few glorious moments, Hildith forgot about her injury and her age and her titles, and she was simply a woman who, for the first time in months, might have done something worthwhile.

“What colors would you like, sir?” Brie asked, retrieving the winning hoop and gesturing at a blanket laid with a rainbow of pretty textures.

Hildith considered the selection and glanced back at Lola, who started whispering with Marla. “All of them.”

Brie expertly wrapped and braided ribbons and stems. In no time at all, she presented Hildith with the completed crown. It really was stunning, and too delicate in Hildith’s palms.

Lola’s eyes went wide as Hildith held it out. “Oh, I couldn’t. You won it.”

“It would look much better on you.”

New heat followed the leisurely sweep of Lola’s gaze as she studied Hildith. A tiny smile returned to Lola’s lips. “I don’t think that’s true.” But she took the crown, settling it on her head where it rested amongst the up-swept braid of her hair.

Hildith had been correct. The explosion of color suited Lola. 

“I should get back to my bread,” Lola said, her smile falling. And she turned and hurried away.

Hildith’s brief happiness fled after her, and Hildith reminded herself Lola wasn’t here with her. Because Hildith had fumbled it when she’d finally tried to ask.

And fuck, her leg hurt.

She knew she should listen to the physicians and use a cane. She begrudgingly did, when she was at home. But not here. Not where anyone could see.

What was she even doing here? She should have already left.

Hildith didn’t leave, though. She gritted her teeth and watched as Lola laughed and chatted with everyone else, passing out her baking. At least Hildith’s ineptitude yesterday had saved her the mortification of being outright rejected.

The haunting echo of a lady’s cruel laughter merged with the other sounds around her. Hildith stalked away, trying to escape the sourceless taunt.

As the sun dipped toward the horizon, the dancing started, and everything got worse. Lola partnered with a young man, then an older one, then a fetching young woman. Hildith leaned against a fence where she could watch better. Determined not to be creepy, she observed all the dancers as well as the prettiest baker, and did a terrible job of not sulking.

Hildith used to love dancing. The physicality of it had always been freeing, even before she stopped trying to be the lady her patiently exasperated parents wished her to be. The lessons they paid for had been put to more use in tents on the outskirts of battlefields rather than ballrooms. As one of the few lady knights at any gathering, she’d been in high demand, earning the attention of men and women alike. But not anymore.

Lola turned. The fading sun brightened her prettily flushed cheeks and she smiled when they locked eyes. Hildith straightened her shoulders as Lola gracefully approached.

“Want to dance?” Lola asked, breathless.

The question kicked Hildith in the ribs, where she was already emotionally curled on the ground. Was that a joke? “I cannot.”

“Oh.” Lola glanced down at Hildith’s bad leg and slanting stance. “Sorry.”

“I was just leaving anyway. Enjoy your evening.”

Shame and pain burning through her in equal measure, Hildith released her death grip on the fence and moved over to where her well-bred, nameless horse waited for her. Even with the nearby wall to brace against and her arms to hold her weight, it still took her two tries to get into the saddle.

Without looking back, she finally left the cheerful festival she didn’t belong at and returned to her cottage that would never be home.
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CHAPTER 3

Better Forgotten
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Lola stared at the door as the sun climbed higher.

Sir Hildith was late, and Lola was disconcertingly upset by that. Bap poked his wiggling nose through the curtain, confused why his favorite person hadn’t yet arrived.

The festival the day before had been fun, and Lola deluded herself, for a time, into feeling at home. But she couldn’t shake the guilt over her careless comment to Sir Hildith. The knight had been looking at the dancing with such longing, Lola asked her to join her before thinking much about it. Before realizing it wasn’t for the lack of a partner.

And now, it seemed, Lola had offended her enough to keep her away.

The door opened, but it was not the lady knight Lola shouldn’t have been worrying about. She tried to greet Marla with her usual cheer.

“Did you hear about poor old Pierre?” Marla plowed on before Lola could respond. “He fell last night and cannot walk. I’m going there this morning. Could you look in on him and his menagerie tomorrow?”

“Of course.” Lola turned and selected a loaf with determination in it. “Here, take him this. Tell him it’s from Bap too.”

Pierre was a cranky, elderly man who complained about everything, but who never failed to lend a neighbor a coat or give a stray animal water and a scrap of food. He’d been the one who found Bap and taken him in before Lola offered to care for him.

Lola tried to follow Marla’s rambling explanation of what Brie had told her, but Lola’s mind wandered to Sir Hildith again. Had something happened?

Sir Hildith was more than capable. The woman did not owe Lola anything, least of all showing up today. Perhaps she was simply taking the day off from bread. She ate enough of it to be concerning.

Still, Lola worried. By the time the sun was setting and she finally bolted her door, she’d convinced herself she’d never see Sir Hildith again. She needed to dispel these negative thoughts before starting the evening’s batch of dough or she might accidentally imbue the wrong thing or leave herself more vulnerable to the effects of the emotional backwash. She’d already had two poor nights of sleep in a row.

It had only been one day. And yet it was one day Sir Hildith had not visited after dozens without fail. That unsettled Lola. She didn’t want to be unsettled, and her worry turned to frustration and anger toward the woman for upsetting her.

Lola knew she was spiraling and tried to regulate herself. When she grew tired, her own emotions ran wild. 

Sir Hildith was a knight, and a noble. She didn’t deserve any of Lola’s worry.

If anything, Lola should be glad. Sir Hildith was dangerous in several ways. She might recognize and expose Lola’s identity. Or she might discover Lola’s magic and simply kill her on the spot. Witches were illegal. And knights kept the laws.

It would be best if Sir Hildith forgot about her. Lola wanted to be forgotten.

Just not by a handsome, bashful woman with silvering hair.

Lola sighed and cuddled a pitiful Bap against her chest. “She’ll come back tomorrow,” she told him, rubbing his ears, trying not to hope too hard that it was true.

The evening deepened as she picked at her food. She was staring morosely into her cooling stew when she heard the horse.

Her heart sped up in excitement despite her furious attempts to restrain it as she pushed through the curtain door between her room and the shop. 

The rider stopped outside, but they were not astride an unnamed steed.

A cloaked figure swung down with the swish of expensive skirts. As the faint light from Marla’s window caught the approaching woman’s profile, Lola’s heart dropped. That nose was unmistakable, despite the years. She swore and unbolted the door, dragging the woman inside before anyone saw.

“What are you doing here?” Lola hissed as a wiry hug and the overwhelming scent of her sister’s perfume enveloped her.

Cora pulled back, looking Lola up and down and then around the darkened bakery. “This is so cute, Lo! And your outfit is so...” Cora waved vaguely at Lola’s whole self. “Common.”

Torn between hugging Cora again and kicking her out, Lola scowled and crossed her arms. “How in the world did you find me?”

“Oh, I’ve always known where you are.” Cora waved her hand again and Lola went cold, fear pricking her scalp.

“Who else knows? Father?”

“You’d know if he did, wouldn’t you? I don’t speak to him anymore either. Though I didn’t have to run away. That was very dramatic of you.”

Anger and old resentment shook through Lola’s shock around seeing her sister for the first time in twelve years. Her stomach churned. “Good for you,” she snapped, not meaning the words.

Cora shrugged carelessly, but her mouth twisted as if she’d bitten on something sour.

Cora was the lucky one between them, being entirely unmagical. Cora, however, didn’t see it that way. Lola would have given anything to trade places with her. They would have all been happier if Cora were the witch, but magic wasn’t a choice.

It was a curse. A burden. A death sentence.

Lola had been eight years old when Grandmother finally broke under the weight of it. When the green sickness had rotted away the remaining bits of her soul and turned her into a malignant—brutally strong and mindlessly bloodthirsty. The rest of the family had only survived because they’d been prepared, with a reinforced iron cellar, and the knowledge it was coming. Grandmother had warned them and told them what to do if it did. “Do not cry for me,” she had told Lola calmly. “Forget me.”

But Lola couldn’t forget what they’d done to Grandmother. How they had burned her, not alive, because she wasn’t alive anymore, and not to kill her, because they didn’t have fire hot enough for that. They had burned her like she had told them, enough to erase her features so no one would know the walking, deadly corpse had once been Lady Beaton. And Father had lined the pockets of enough people to make her quietly disappear forever, into the furnace beneath the Palace of Glea. So no one would know.

After skipping a generation and her elder siblings, the manifestation of Lola’s magic two years later had thrilled their father as much as it distraught Lola. She shivered at the recollection of his gleeful expression when he’d learned, a decade of plans and hopes for the family falling squarely on Lola’s young shoulders. Worse than the magic itself, was what it made her to him. And Cora had always resented her for it. While Lola cringed away from their father’s ambitions, Cora embraced them. In her own, unique way.

Forcing herself to remain calm, Lola focused on her sister instead of the memory of bitterly cold iron and harsh lessons. 

“I heard you finally accepted Lord Ralph’s proposal,” Lola said. “Are you happy with him?”

Cora shrugged again. “I’m pleased with the arrangement. Did you know he has his own room at the queen’s Winter Palace? Anyway, that’s not why I’m here.” From beneath her cloak, Cora withdrew an unfamiliar flat box and pressed it into Lola’s surprised hands. “I need you to hide this for me.”
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