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			To the changelings they kept.
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				Hired Help


				Holly Alcott


			


			Holly woke alone, and in tremendous pain.


			A dull throbbing tugged at the edges of her nerves, demanding her eyes stay shut. She denied herself that comfort, forcing them open in a flurry of teary blinks. Her vision slowly gave way to a blurry haze of familiar shapes. She struggled to find the outer edge of her glasses, a thin pair of large, circular, gold frames. Eventually, she got them situated on the edge of her nose, and at once the world was almost visible again.


			Small puddles of wax with wicks burnt to nubs dotted the room. Only one still produced a flame, though this was scarcely large enough to brighten its own candlestick. A hazy blue glow spilled in through the open window to gently illuminate her surroundings. The chill of the outside air bit at the tips of her pointed ears, doing little to ease her aching body and tired eyes. 


			She swished her hand in front of her and materialized a wispy golden orb which floated leisurely above her palm. The mage-light flew to rest along the ceiling, nearly tripling in size in the process. Its radiant warmth tickled her buzzing fingers. Each digit pitch as night and partially numb. While she slept, the black burn, a particularly nasty magical infection, had eaten away at her extremities with a jealous hunger.


			With a great deal of fumbling, she managed to open her desk drawer to access a rack of glimmering glass vials. The one she selected read ‘take only on full stomach’. She ignored the warning, gulping down its contents with little hesitation. The green, gelatinous liquid oozed its way through her esophagus. Though offering no real substance, the potion left her stuffed, as though she’d eaten a full feast. Her fingers stretched as the blood flushed back to the skin and the black burn slowly dissipated.


			Once the feeling had returned to her hands, her attention shifted to the notebook laid out on the desk. Scrawled across its pages were the details of yet another failure.


			Trial #1,532


			Aspect – Moon water


			Additive – Allium bulb, Laurel, Yarrow, Starlight


			Ratio – 5:1:1:2:3


			Result: 


			- Rot began in the center of subject’s abdomen and grew outward toward extremities.


			- Progression abruptly stopped but would not subside.


			- Ten seconds passed before subject began convulsing and collapsed, expired.


			


			Given the time dilation of the Between, that’s roughly nine months in real space. Maybe? Progress on this matter has been woefully insufficient.


			A weight settled against her chest. Standing felt as impossible a task as the one she had toiled with for nearly five years. Five years of failure, and there was little time left.


			“So it is, then.” She resigned herself, doing her best to stifle the sting of tears, as the first rays of sunrise shattered what remained of the night. “Two weeks.”


			Leaves floated from their branches in a mess of swirling, fiery colors. The morning air nipped at her nose with hints of petrichor, pumpkin, and spice. At last, the turn of the season had arrived. The first signs of the festival’s coming, of his coming.


			Holly drew her shawl closer against her shoulders, using one hand to keep it steady while the other turned on the faucet to her garden. The sprinklers raised their iron heads with a hiss. Solution rushed to one, two, three separate spouts that each serviced their own raised planter box.


			She dipped a hand into the soil of one of the garden beds and drew it back out to scrutinize the dirt between her fingers. Finding the sod up to snuff, she moved on to examine the leaves of nearly every plant. Despite the weather, everything in her garden grew in pristine condition.


			Oranges. She thought as she lifted the rotted rind of a heavily chewed warding slice. Pests, physical or otherwise, were a most unwelcome company. The faucets in the garden sputtered and whined, the line running empty as it dripped out the last of her previous batch. And I need to brew a new batch of the garden water.


			Despite intending to focus her efforts on making medicines, the local farmers collective made up most of her clientele. With her brew keeping their harvests plentiful year-round, they often sold her out of her own back stock.


			They would want her to accept that silly award at the festival again. She’d always hated being up on that stage, especially with the queen lurking around, but this year felt especially heavy. She’d have to face them, all of them, every single person she’ll be disappointing.


			Get oranges. Tend garden. Gather ingredients. Brew a lifetime supply of garden water and all my clients’ medicines. Save Poppy. I can do all of that in two weeks, right? The answer was no. Even without meals or rest she could never accomplish everything she needed to, not without help.


			Her feet carried her across the paved stones that connected one edge of her yard to the other. She stopped at her gate, a construction of evenly spaced, pointed, white boards that matched the rest of the fence. Its boundary separated her yard from the Edgewood. Potent protective sigils from each magical discipline etched the surface of every board.


			From this position, she could see the yard of her childhood home, and its path into the forest. The memory of two young girls running into the tree line, and the lake they would find deep within the wood, haunted her steps.


			Wanderlust swept her, enticing her to unlatch the gate and escape into the wild as she once loved to. But she couldn’t, not with what waited for her out there. What may have been watching her at that very moment. Terror churned in her stomach when her senses confirmed her suspicion. 


			It didn’t matter. She was safe within the protective warding of her fence. She hoped.


			“Please, Great Ones.” Her hand rose to the rising sun, willing its light to carry her prayer to the realms of the divine creators. “Who will save their crops, or heal their aching joints, or hold her when she…” She couldn’t bear to say it out loud. 


			“If you are listening…” A silhouette stirred in the distance, sending her heart into a fit of furious palpitations. “I can’t go yet! If I must, I need help. This is all too much, and I can’t do it alone!” 


			The wind picked up, blowing her hair in every direction, and nearly ripping her shawl from her shoulders. She shuddered and rushed back into her home.


			She had just gotten herself situated behind her shop counter when the street outside bloomed with life. Wagons bounced along the cobble, carrying with them bundles of brightly colored fabrics, rare treats, and marvelous trinkets sold only on the most special occasions. Stragglers trailed along behind them, hoping to catch a glimpse of what this year’s event might hold.


			Her property, nestled at the corner of the main road in town, was one of the last shops the caravan passed on their travels. It rode out of town to the Edgewood, the outskirts of the Endless Forest, where they wrapped around a sharp bend. They would settle into a clearing made especially for this purpose. The caravan, and its promises of wonder, used to excite her. Perhaps it still did, beneath the dread.


			


			Life outside whirled as townsfolk prepared the streets for an event to be held in the forest. This was not an uncommon occurrence. They were a merry people that took all opportunities to throw grand celebrations. A couple of kids, fresh from primary, decided to get hitched? Public feast. The old man from down the road found taking a dirt nap? Public libations. 


			What was being masterfully planned that morning wasn’t any old shindig. No. It was the Harvest Festival. The largest, loudest, and liveliest event of the year. The festival held special significance to the land, and on that particular year, to Holly as well.


			With every second that passed, another icy tendril wrapped its way around her throat. She needed extra hands but couldn’t shake the feeling the day would have been better spent searching, brewing, studying. Anything, to bring her closer to an answer.


			The door to her shop swung open, scattering yellowed leaves and dust across her freshly swept dark oak floor. Strangers flocked inside and with them came the smells of churned earth, chimney smoke, and fresh pastries.


			The boisterous crowd broke apart from an even larger one that rushed past her door. She barely had time to sip her freshly brewed tea, and take out her notepad, before getting bombarded with chatter. Did she have time to deal with this year’s novices? No. Could she afford not to? Certainly not.


			“Please, for the love of the gods, line up and get your papers ready,” she called above the noise.


			The visitors clamored for attention, tripping over each other to be first. Eventually, they managed to sort themselves out into the best formation possible with too many people in too small of a space.


			She scanned the crowd of this year’s candidates. Most of them were in their teen years, though a few were accompanied by fussy mothers and others by fussy grandchildren. None appeared to be what she desperately needed.


			“Hello m’lady.” The young man who had managed to wrestle his way to the front of the crowd spoke first. “I’ve my vocational permit here.” He set an envelope bearing the local court’s official seal on her shop counter, which sat two steps above the main floor.


			On paper, this man had scant work experience, minimal education, and according to his primary teacher: a propensity for slacking off. Frankly, this was likely to be the theme of the room. Novices weren’t meant to be prime employment candidates.


			In a normal year, she might have accepted him. But this wasn’t a normal year, and he wasn’t acceptable.


			“Why don’t you try the baker across the street? The day is still early, I’m sure they’ll have plenty positions available.”


			“Thank you, m’lady.” With that, he was out the door, and she was already weary of the morning.


			Another man, this time empty handed, tried to step forward, only to be greeted with a raised finger. She considered closing the shop, spending the rest of her days in the darkest parts of the forest, and focusing on finding her answer. Maybe if she was less selfish this would be possible. Maybe if she wasn’t so scared. But she was selfish. And she was scared.


			The temperature rose rapidly as the sun climbed its way through the morning sky. It didn’t help that there were entirely too many bodies swarming together in her quaint, quiet little corner of the world. It was time to slim the candidate pool.


			“If you don’t have papers, I don’t have work for you.” They groaned in protest. The man that had approached grumbled the loudest and then fell back into the crowd. Everyone with children too young, or grandparents too old, left in search of another work site.


			“Anyone with no knowledge of gardening or potion craft can also take their leave.” Another grumbling exodus commenced, cutting the crowd from some thirty-odd heads to a mere ten.


			“Now, anyone who isn’t—”


			“Lady Alcott, you took my oldest in years past, and you’ll be taking my youngest this time,” came the voice of Mrs. Emmerson, a primary teacher from the end of the road.


			“Is that so?” Holly set down her tea for the first time since she brewed it. It was her way of showing respect to her oldest and most cherished teacher.


			Mrs. Emmerson pushed her way to the front of the line with her youngest daughter in tow. No one bothered protesting as she had either taught them or their offspring, and they knew she wasn’t to be argued with when it came to her own children.


			“It’s not a matter for debate,” the woman asserted. “You remember Emmeline. She’s quite skilled with a cauldron.”


			“Does she have papers?”


			“Bah.” A scoff, wave of her hand, and stern look ended that line of questioning. “She has an interest in potion craft, and I trust no one else with her training in this matter. She will work for free, and—” 


			“And will you be her voice the entire time she’s working here?”


			


			Holly had met every one of Mrs. Emmerson’s children at some point or another, finding each their own colorful character. None yet so perfectly replicated their mother’s characteristics as Emmeline. The same flaxen hair cascaded in gentle swoops around each of their bright eyed and rosy cheeked faces. Their most striking difference existed within their presence. Mrs. Emmerson commanded respect with every crinkle of her brow and careful application of her words. This daughter preferred disappearing into her mother’s shadow entirely. That was, until she was ushered forward, and made to stand directly in front of Holly for examination.


			“I’m not certain if you remember me, Lady Alcott, but I would make sure to be useful and stay out of your way as much as possible!” Emmeline smiled nervously, fidgeting with the ends of her hair.


			Holly did remember her, but more so, she remembered her friendship with her sister Poppy. The two girls were nearly inseparable once, despite the three years that grew between them. The last time they’d seen each other, Emmeline had to have been nine, perhaps? Now, here stood a girl nearly grown. How strangely, how disastrously quickly, those nine years had passed. Where had it brought them?


			Under better circumstances, training the youngest Emmerson would have been a welcomed addition to her daily routine. But how could she do an apprenticeship justice with her sister getting sicker by the day, and the festival fast approaching?


			“I’m sorry Emmeline, you’re a wonderful candidate. Unfortunately, I need someone a little more qualified this year. Come back next festival, alright?”


			


			“I understand Lady Alcott, please…” The girl produced a small wooden box from under her cloak. “Have these, as a token of appreciation for letting me take your time.”


			Inside waited an assortment of freshly home-baked cookies and almond frosted tea cakes. The exact kind of offering anyone close to her knew she couldn’t deny. She glanced at Mrs. Emmerson, who returned her attention with smug satisfaction.


			“You play a dirty game.” She took a cookie and let it soak up some of her tea, then popped the whole thing in her mouth. It crumbled delicately, subtle bursts of raspberry leaf coloring the experience. She wiped the crumbs on her apron and stuck out her hand.


			“You’re hired, but I’m incredibly busy, and don’t have a lot of time for explaining, so you’ll need to keep up, you understand?”


			“Yes, Lady Alcott!” Emmeline shook her hand excitedly.


			“Holly, please. Now, take this.” She wrestled one of her many empty notebooks from under a pile of plant guides and offered it to her new novice with a pen. 


			“Oh, I have my own!” The girl smiled, producing a similar notepad from her pouch.


			“Alright, then. Go to the back garden and make a list of the herbs we’re growing. I want you to note their key properties, and any questions you have about ones you don’t know, alright?”


			The girl looked to her mother, and at the prompting of a curt nod, left out the back door.


			“I consider this a great favor,” the teacher said while making her own exit.


			“Are any of you familiar with the Spirit?” The floor creaked beneath her feet as she stepped closer to the counter, practically leaning over its edge, and glaring down at the eight candidates remaining. “The only position I have left requires frequent trips within its borders.” A few worried whispers later, only one person remained.


			Her attention fell upon a man with dark hair and even darker eyes. He strode forward from his position on the opposite wall, not stopping until he was much closer than expected. She placed herself on one of the stools she kept behind the counter, her neck steeply tilted to stare up at him. 


			“Papers?” She readied her pen, doing her best to ignore the intensity of his gaze, and how uneasy it made her.


			“A permit seems frivolous, but if you wish it, I will obtain one.” His voice was rich and accented in a way she didn’t quite recognize. She enjoyed the sound of it, what he had to say less so.


			“I specifically told anyone without papers I wouldn’t be hiring them. Why are you still here, hm? Are you that avid a lover of potion craft?”


			“I have no interest in making potions.” He spoke slowly, intently, searching her face as if it held the answer to a question he didn’t know how to ask.


			Exasperated, she dropped her pen and picked up Emmeline’s cookie box. The frustration of this whole affair stood no chance against a delicate baked treat. Unfortunately, they were best enjoyed with hot tea, a missive her now cold mug seemed to have missed.


			“Well, I expect you’ll have a great day elsewhere.” She stood from her stool, gave him a dismissive wave, and walked off to her kitchen.
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				Lord Greywood


				Holly Alcott


			


			There’s something about a kitchen, made of white cabinets and distressed wood, littered with bits and baubles collected over a lifetime or two, and perfectly spiced with every herb known to the region, that is impossible to not find comforting. Every ounce of stress melted away, even if only for a moment, when she entered her kitchen.


			While filling her kettle, she observed her new hire in the garden through an open window that rested above the sink. Emmeline didn’t notice herself being watched as she completed exactly what she had been instructed to. The girl would have to be enough, her training set to begin as soon as fresh tea was made. A task made much easier when she knew where her intended jar was.


			She opened the cabinet nearest to her. Out, down, and smack, a mug fell from within. Remarkably, the porcelain remained unscathed from its tumble onto the butcher block. She shoved it back inside the stuffed cabinet and quickly closed the door.


			I’ll organize this later. She thought, like she did every day, about tidying her living space. Eventually, she found her jar left behind an empty flowerpot. With a whistle, puff of steam, and smooth pour, the tea was ready. A few sips in blissful solitude later, and she was ready to remember her troubles.


			“Emmeline!” she called through the window. “Meet me inside the shop when you finish.”


			“Alright, Ms. Holly!”


			A small table in the corner of the room caught her attention. Resting on its sanded surface waited the key to her, and her sister’s, salvation. A thick, black leather tome, traced in silver filigree, and held shut by a heavy metal hinge. A smoothed amethyst, etched in spell work, crowned the whole affair. She swished her hand over the crystal. It came to life in a vibrant display of purple light, and the latch released.


			The tome had found its way into her possession through a surprise acquisition. That is to say, she stole it. But it last belonged to her mother, so who could lay better claim to it? It wasn’t beyond her that such arguments would never sway the academy librarians. She browsed the last entry, and her own mostly incorrect translations. They proved as cryptic and woefully unhelpful as ever.


			“Maybe if I grovel pitifully enough, he’ll give me a little more time.” She sighed.


			“Who will give you more time to do what?”


			She shrieked, nearly dropping her book at the sound of a man’s voice. The dark eyed man that enjoyed staring had decided to join her in her precious kitchen.


			“Why are you here?” She snapped the book shut and tucked it into a nearby drawer.


			“I’m here because I’m needed.” As if that was a satisfactory answer.


			“I said I wasn’t hiring anyone without papers, so you will need to find a different work site.” She pointed to the door. 


			His attention trailed down her arm to a white scar that, if one squinted, almost resembled a seven-pointed star. She pulled the cuff of her sleeve down to conceal it.


			“I’d like to work for you.” 


			She didn’t catch when it happened, but he was suddenly much too close to her again.


			“You would like to work in an apothecary when you have no interest in making potions?”


			“You can manage that part, can’t you?” He smiled, pulling the corners of his lips into deep lines, and crinkling the corners of his fox-like eyes. It was frustratingly charming of him. “There must be something else you need help with.”


			She shimmied past him, through the doorway, and back into the main shop. “Apparently, I need help getting you to leave,” she said, busying herself with plucking through a basket of unsorted dried herbs.


			“Why do you want me to leave?” He followed her closely, stopping only a few inches away from where she had. 


			Something in her mind screamed for her to get away from this man. He felt dangerous, though, not in any fight or flight kind of way. 


			“I’m familiar with the Spirit,” he spoke again, seemingly determined to regain her attention.


			“How familiar?”


			“Why did you take the mark?” 


			Holly took a breath to calm herself. Why the Great Ones saw fit to curse her with a child, and this curious man, in her most desperate time, was beyond her understanding.


			“I need someone to keep guard while I gather ingredients in the forest. Can you handle yourself in the woods?”


			“I think I can manage.” His eyes twinkled with the kind of mischief she had no interest in becoming her business. 


			But what other option did she have?


			“Fine.” She approached a nearby closet, rummaging around, and eventually pulling out a few bundles of light fabric. They were aprons of various sizes, most of which entirely too small to fit his frame, save one. “Here, we don’t have much by way of a uniform, but this will protect your clothes.” 


			“Did it hurt?” the man asked, securing the pale pink fabric with a bow behind his back.


			“Did what hurt?”


			“Did it hurt to be marked?” he asked, tapping the same spot on his own wrist.


			She huffed and pushed the frames of her glasses back up her nose. “We open our doors at nine in the morning. I expect you to be here on time. We close at noon, but you’ll be staying longer to clean or accompany me into the forest. Does this work for your schedule?”


			“I am available whenever you need me.” His earnestness gave her pause. 


			Her current predicament wasn’t his fault. His inquisitive nature wasn’t a bad thing. These ideas played on repeat in her mind until she managed to mostly quell her undue irritation. 


			It may have helped that he was excruciatingly pretty, almost tragically so. His smile never left his eyes, even as his lips curled into a soft pout. His long hair fell freely down the length of his back, in a river of black so shiny it was almost blue. She sensed a sullenness haunting his soul, one that felt familiar and alien all at once. She’d always had a weakness for sad, pretty men. Maybe having him around wouldn’t be so bad. 


			“Do you have a name?” she asked, allowing him to approach once again.


			“Greywood,” he spoke quietly, like it existed to be heard by her alone.


			“Grey, then. It’s good to meet you,” she raised her hand to him, “I’m—” 


			“Holly, I know.” The cold of his skin shocked her as her hand disappeared in his. “Though, perhaps I should say ‘my lady’.”


			“Ah—” She shivered as his hand brushed aside the cuff of her sleeve. 


			He held her firmly, but gently, and ran the padded tip of his thumb against her scar. “Does it hurt?” 


			The once forgotten urge to lose herself in something unwise chewed at the fluttering muscle in her chest. Whether it the intimate nature of his husky whisper, or the feeling of his skin caressing hers, she allowed herself to be his captive for a second beyond wisdom.


			“No.” She shook her head, pulling away from him with some effort. “It doesn’t hurt, and I’m not unhappy to have it.” 


			Relief flooded his gaze. He opened his mouth to say something but was interrupted by a jingling of a bell.


			“Making a new friend, are we?” As if some spell was broken, Holly’s mind returned to its race, and her chest rewound itself into knots.


			“Poppy!” Her heart swelled and shrank at the company of her dearest sister. There might have been joy within the mess of her emotions, but they mostly just stung.


			The sisters had spent little time together of late, and it pained her to admit the fault belonged to them both. Their personalities grew on the outer edges of the spectrum that existed between two children raised by the same defective parents. Poppy fell in love with the vibrant life in the inner city, and the community of the dorms at the Royal Academy.


			Holly loved the quiet, slow living of the outer village, and its woodland boundary. She found her purpose digging among the roots of the trees, swaying with the wispy breeze, and dancing with the wayward leaves. Neither would leave their realms for the other, no matter how badly they missed the company only a sister can provide.


			“Why aren’t you in class?” Holly asked.


			“What was the point in hounding me for my calendar if you weren’t going to bother remembering anything?” Poppy scoffed, placing a hand on her hip.


			Ah, that. Acquiring a calendar, and paying attention to said calendar, were two entirely different things. It likely sat folded within its envelope, with the rest of the mail in her workshop.


			“I’m sorry, I’ve had a lot on my mind. How long are you in the village for?”


			“I’ll be in town until I get my medal.” Poppy walked to a shelf filled with vials, tinctures, sachets, and mixtures. She examined its carefully aligned rows before setting to work, pulling a number of things out of order, replacing them in random spaces. Once satisfied with her mess, she turned away from the shelves and drew Grey into her sights.


			Holly almost pitied him. People took to her sister like fish to water. She became their moon, pulling the tides of their affections to and fro, in a dance that would never reach her. Quantity or quality gave her no satisfaction. They would never heal what he took when he left. That was their secret, held only in the hearts of two broken children, too old to play pretend and too young to die. How unfortunate it was they would both soon.


			“I can get the guest room ready; it’ll be fun to have you—” 


			“I’m not staying here to play lab rat. Aunt Winnie has paid for a room at the Inn for me.”


			Aunt Winnie, indeed. Holly’s mood soured even further.


			“When are you planning to stop living off of her generosity?” she sneered.


			“Probably when I stop living,” Poppy jeered.


			“Poppy!” Holly snapped in that threatening way she hated. It sounded too close their mother’s voice and filled her with anxious regret. “If you’re not going to stay, at least let me make you dinner.”


			“Since when can you cook?”


			“I can’t, but…” But, what? What could be offered that wasn’t a lame excuse to keep their visit on her terms, on her turf?


			“I can cook.” Both women returned their attention to Grey, an otherwise silent observer who seemed as unsure of his own presence in this conversation as they were. “Dinner, that is.”


			


			“Why would you?” Holly scoffed.


			“A man offers to cook for you, and you question him? Honestly.” Poppy strutted over to him and placed herself firmly between them. “We would be delighted if you cooked for us…”


			“Lord Greywood.” His sights stayed on Holly, something she did not care for, so she turned her own to her poor disheveled shelves.


			“Lord? I’ve never heard of the Greywoods,” Poppy continued her inquisition.


			“This world is full of mystery.” 


			“Were you here for a work placement? There can’t be that many potions to brew.”


			“That’s not all I do,” Holly muttered, taking her own turn at offense. She ran a finger along the edge of the window display, picking up a several layers of dust in the process.


			“No, but it’s all you care to pay attention to.” Poppy’s voice dropped.


			Holly bit her tongue and the scorn that waited on it. Her sister felt neglected. A pitiful state of emotional affairs, and nothing she had the time to deal with.


			“Ms. Holly, I’ve finished!” Emmeline called, joining them from the garden, her cheerful countenance unwavering to the tension in the atmosphere. “Poppy!” She beamed, waving emphatically. 


			“My Em!” The girls embraced one another. “I’ve missed you dearly.”


			“Not nearly as dearly as I’ve missed you!”


			“Wonderful,” sighed Holly as she wiped the dirt on her apron. “We have work to do. Why don’t you head to that lovely room the queen requisitioned for you?”


			“Actually,” Poppy began, hand outstretched in a gesture that was both expressive and reaching, “I was dropping by to see if you weren’t busy. If maybe you wanted to—”


			“I am busy,” Holly cut her short. 


			“Right.” Poppy ignored Grey entirely, preferring instead to bid Emmeline farewell with a sad smile. “We’ll have to catch up sometime.”


			“Stop by the house later, Ma would love to see you!” the girl called after her as Poppy hurriedly took her leave.


			An awkward silence stretched between Holly and her new hires. They stood watching her, ever so expectantly. 


			She straightened her stance and attempted to assume the air of a person who knew what it was to lead. Each received their own tasks that she surmised would make her business, and daily life, run smoothly enough. If everyone behaved how she wanted them to, she just might be able to fix everything after all.
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				Vexing & Troublesome


				Lord Greywood


			


			Well, what exactly was he supposed to do? When he’d pieced himself back together, from breeze to bone, he never thought to find himself a stranger in her home. Or, in her employ, for that matter.


			His Holly, his lady, his everything, didn’t want a thing to do with him. Him. Her own…what, exactly? Her creature, her nightmare, her friend. He didn’t want to be any of those things. He wanted to be hers, and he had for as long as he could remember. 


			Yet, he’d realized only the night prior, what she did know of him likely didn’t inspire a desire for connection. Feathers, and fangs, and lunacy. That wasn’t him anymore! She’d saved him, and didn’t even know it. The face he’d brought before her had always been his, beneath the beast, did she not find it pleasing? No, he’d caught her stolen glances, so it wasn’t a lack of attraction. She simply did not recognize him.


			A matter of little importance. They were meant to be. He could feel it. She was as entangled in him as his own soul. He only needed to accomplish the small tasks of getting her to trust him, to know him, and to believe in the idea of them too. What fun.


			“Take that crate of books and put it in the storage room,” she directed, not even bothering to glance at him over her work. 


			Before her sat an assortment of little wooden hinged boxes, a rack of stubby glass jars with corks for lids, and various vibrant wax pucks melting over tea candles. What a vision she was, tucked behind her work. How long could he sit and stare before she noticed?


			The focused squint of her eyes, that shone like captured winter stars beneath frames of gold, entranced him. The sunlight spilled in from the bay window, dancing across her dense, swirling black hair, and highlighting its kiss upon her shoulders. A sole silver section untangled itself from the front of her scalp, perfectly framing the left side of her round cheeks. Her blue dress fit snugly around her waist, dipped low on her chest, and draped playfully around her legs. Its long sleeves cuffed just above her wrist with small, leafy, gold buttons. It complimented her dark skin and full figure beautifully. All of it pleased every part of him that knew what it was to yearn.


			“Yes, my lady.” He tore himself away to do as he was beckoned, as he had done all morning. 


			She’d ordered him to arrive by nine, so naturally, he’d shown up two hours early. He’d have come even earlier, if she wouldn’t think it too odd. She already thought him odd, but he didn’t have to prove her correct.


			That two hours alone was not nearly enough. He’d barely had any opportunity to say more than ‘yes, my lady’, before the interruptions returned to disturb their time. One a head of flax, another of wispy cinnamon, appeared at the door at nine on the dot. They entered the shop chatting amongst each other, though this abruptly stopped when they spotted him.


			His fellow new hire darted out of the back door, into the garden beyond, without offering so much as a ‘how do you do’ his way. Did this bother him? She wasn’t his lady. It shouldn’t matter if she liked him or not. Yet, the idea of being disliked, being the only real stranger among them, stung somewhere close to his heart.


			The other woman threw him a lazy wave, joining his lady at the shop counter. She looked so similar to Holly, and yet so entirely different. They shared shapes but no color. Poppy stood thinner, taller, and sported dark circles under eyes closer to honey than ice. She wore her hair in a mass of willful coils. It puffed around her face like dandelion fluff and almost entirely hid her half-pointed ears.


			“What are you making?” the sister asked, lifting one of the boxes, and peering inside of it. 


			“They’re spell jars.” 


			“Can I help?” Poppy asked. Without waiting for an answer, she sprinkled whatever filled the box in her hand into an open bottle.


			“If you can follow my instructions,” sighed his lady as she poured red wax over the cork of the one in her hand. An upward tug of Holly’s lips, and joyous yellow tint to her soul, betrayed her feigned disinterest.


			“Your love of shoving magic into little jars is very amusing,” he said, setting the crate upon the counter. 


			This earned him no response. He took the opportunity to be bold, stepping onto the platform beside her, and leaning over her shoulder to watch her work. She did not order him away. He chose to believe this an invitation to stay.


			“In all the world, there is truly nothing she loves more.” Poppy smiled, reaching to a different little box of herbs.


			“Helpful. You’re both supposed to be helpful.” Holly swatted Poppy’s hand away, offering instead a wooden scoop. “Please, use the spoon. And you,” she twisted to gaze up at him, nose scrunched in frustration, “the counter is not the storage room.”


			“No, my apologies, my lady.” He did his best to hide his disappointment as he returned to his task. Thus far, the extent of his usefulness had been ‘lift and move heavy thing’. This could likely be attributed to the fact she saw his as little more than ‘big’. Brawns without brains.


			Well, she saw him as more. ‘Vexing and troublesome’ were her exact words when he’d dropped the first box and spilled bundles of carefully sorted flowers across the floor. He couldn’t exactly explain how he was still readjusting to opposable thumbs, or that he’d yet to find his balance on two feet again. 
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