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  1

  
  
  Bread Witch of Eldenwick

  
  




Maren had flour in her hair again.

Not a dusting. Not a charming, picturesque smudge like the heroines in her books. No, this was a full-bodied, ghost-of-an-Elizabethan-orphan level coating of flour. The kind that stuck to her eyelashes and dared someone to comment so she could legally hit them with a baguette.

She wiped at it with the back of her wrist and only managed to grind in a streak of dough. Perfect. Exactly the aesthetic she was going for: Bread Witch of Eldenwick.

Patron sinner of the overworked and under-blessed.

The shop smelled of vanilla and burnt sugar, the air warm enough to melt thoughts. A cracked bell hung above the door, still chiming despite the fracture. A single key lay under the hearthstone, teeth-out, as her mother had taught her. Half-superstition, half-insurance. 

She leaned over the prep table and glared down at the dough she was supposed to be coaxing into something artisanal.

“You’re scowling at it again,” a voice chirped behind her.

Maren looked up from the sullen lump of dough she’d been threatening into cooperation.

Penny Thornwick leaned in the doorway, sunshine incarnate in a bright yellow apron. Her apron was so violently yellow it could be seen from orbit, embroidered clumsily with rosemary and patched at the corner with daisies. She’d tucked two rosemary sprigs into her braid like a crown, and they bobbed every time she moved her head. Their scent cut through the sweetness of the bakery air.

A thin red ribbon circled her wrist: the daily Fury ward, knotted once for courage, once for restraint. It gleamed against her skin as if the Spirit herself approved.

Maren pressed her knuckles into the dough, letting its soft resistance absorb her irritation. “It started it,” she muttered.

Penny tilted her head, unbothered, green eyes catching the light, “You’re supposed to knead with love, not homicide.”

“Same result,” Maren deadpanned.

The dough sagged pitifully, proving her point.

Beside her, a battered storybook lay open across a mixing bowl that definitely violated every sanitary law the Chapel ever wrote. Tales of the Fox and Other Fables, the gilt letters nearly worn away. 

Her father’s handwriting filled the margins: tiny arguments with the text, alternate endings, the occasional “nonsense” scribbled beside a moral. Maren had added her own notes over the years, smaller but meaner. The book looked less read than debated to death.

She squinted at the line she’d left off on:

“And there, in the heart of the woods, the fox waited…”

Maren snorted. “Yeah. Probably to eat someone.”

“That’s not the moral,” Penny said, sweeping in with a tray of rolls that smelled so divine it could’ve converted an atheist. She moved through the flour-light like sunlight given human form, a faint chime following her from the bell charm on her apron.

“It’s about cleverness and fate,” Penny continued, setting the tray down.

“Or tooth decay.” Maren flipped the page with her elbow, leaving a crescent of dough across a fox illustration that smirked up at her. The margin note there read: Rewrite ending. Make girl smarter, fox hungrier.

Penny leaned over her shoulder, curls brushing Maren’s arm. “You still change the endings?”

“When they’re stupid,” Maren said. “Someone has to rescue the heroines from bad writing.”

Penny laughed, the sound ringing off the copper pans like a small bell. “You could write your own, you know. Tales of the Bread Witch, perhaps.”

Maren raised a brow. “Blasphemy.”

Penny grinned. “Against you or the Chapel?”

“Both,” Maren said, dusting flour off her hands. “One burns the loaves, the other burns the books.”

Penny only smiled wider, sunlight over a thundercloud. “Then it’s a good thing you’re hard to scorch.”

“I’m resilient,” Maren said. “Like mold.”

“That’s one word for it.” Penny’s laugh was quick and warm, the kind that lived in the rafters long after she stopped. “You know I’m right. You stay up half the night reading, scribbling in margins, dreaming with your eyes open. You want more than this.”

Steam ghosted up between them, sweet with cinnamon and yeast. Outside, hammers rang from the square where carpenters were raising a festival stage; the rhythm slipped through the shutters like an impatient heartbeat.

Maren tightened the braid of dough. “I want,” she said sweetly, “for you to stop psychoanalyzing me before I weaponize this rolling pin.”

Penny grinned, undeterred. “See? You’ve already got character work. All you need is a plot.”

“Plot’s overrated,” Maren muttered. “Most stories end with a wedding or a funeral, and both require catering.”

Penny laughed again, and for a moment, Maren almost smiled with her. They’d been doing this dance for years: light and dark, honey and salt, the world a little less dull when Penny was near.

Flour hung in the air like stardust, settling over everything: the copper pans, the cooling rolls, the two books propped against the wall. Her mother’s cookbook leaned against her father’s tattered storybook, the spines forever at odds with each other. Recipe versus fable. Bread versus wonder. 

She’d been trying to knead the two together since she could hold a spoon.

Her gaze drifted to the door, to the bell hanging there. Outside, a sliver of sunlight cut through the glass, gilding the countertop, the flour, Penny’s hair; everything she was supposed to love.

She could almost convince herself it was enough. Almost.

Then the bell over the front door chimed.

Not the cheerful, chaotic jingle of Old Keld with his turnips or the candle girl bartering beeswax for buns. No, this was a precise chime. Polite. Practiced. Like a curtsy in sound form.

Maren froze mid-knead, dough clinging to her fingers. “Incoming,” she murmured. 

Sure enough, Mrs. Aldren swept in like she was hosting a garden party. Her bonnet was perched at a gravity-defying angle that no law of nature could explain. Her shawl was embroidered with lilies, and her basket was lined with lavender sachets, soaps, and just enough superiority to season a stew.

“There’s my favorite girl,” she trilled, smiling widely.

Maren glanced over her shoulder, deadpan. “You mean me?”

“Of course, dear,” Mrs. Aldren said, gliding closer. “You’ve grown up so well, considering… everything.” Her eyes flicked to the portrait on the wall: the Greenbriar plaque, three generations of bakers glaring down from flour-smudged frames.

“Everything,” Maren echoed. “My favorite euphemism for ‘orphaned young.’”

Mrs. Aldren tutted delicately, rearranging her shawl as though sympathy were contagious. “We all have our tests, child. The Spirits shape us through suffering. It’s character-building.”

“Mm,” Maren said. “And here I thought parenting did the shaping.”

Penny coughed sharply, the universal sound for please behave in front of customers.

Mrs. Aldren, unfazed, inspected the trays like an auditor. “Now, I’ll take the rolls without seeds this time. The flax ones are quite… indecent.”

Maren blinked. “Indecent.”

“Flax,” Mrs. Aldren whispered, as if invoking sin itself. “The Chapel says it stirs the blood. Too much heat in the body invites Temptation’s favor. Why, they say the Saints used to ban it outright.”

Maren folded her arms, the picture of calm insolence. “Ah. Seduced by fiber?”

Penny nearly choked on air. “Maren—”

“I’m serious,” Maren went on, tone sweet as poisoned honey. “If lust and constipation share a cause, perhaps the Spirits should coordinate their departments.”

Mrs. Aldren’s smile didn’t move, but her eyes narrowed just enough to suggest divine displeasure. “Indigestion and lust share the same root in the old tongue,” she said tightly.

Maren froze mid-reach, then turned slowly, expression solemn. “So you’re telling me flatulence offends the gods.”

Penny made a choking noise. Mrs. Aldren drew herself up, scandalized. “It is not a laughing matter!”

“No, of course not,” Maren said. “We should all repent immediately. Maybe light a candle for anyone who survived a suspicious stew.”

Mrs. Aldren’s mouth opened, closed, and twitched in silent prayer. “That’s not—well—perhaps your mother didn’t—”

“Oh, she did,” Maren said lightly, brushing flour from her sleeve. “She just had the sense to know that divine beings don’t care about bowel movements.”

Mrs. Aldren smiled tightly. “You do like your little jokes.”

“Thank you,” Maren said sweetly. “I bake them fresh.”

Penny stifled a laugh behind her hand, but the sound escaped anyway, bright as chimes. She bounced forward, rosemary sprigs bobbing as she moved.

The older woman stiffened, clutching her lavender sachet as if it were a talisman. “You ought to wear a ribbon,” she said sharply. “Red at the wrist keeps Fury from nipping at the temper. Yours, I daresay, could use taming.”

Maren glanced at Penny’s bright ribbon, then at her bare wrist. “Maybe Fury and I have an understanding.”

“Blasphemy,” Mrs. Aldren gasped, as though she’d just witnessed a murder.

“Occupational hazard,” Maren replied. “You can’t bake miracles without singeing a few fingers.”

Penny darted in with the diplomacy of someone trained in disaster relief. “We have lovely seedless rolls this morning, Mrs. Aldren. Fresh from the oven. Maren insists on perfection.”

“Does she?” The woman eyed Maren with suspicion. Still, she selected two rolls, weighing them as though judging souls. “Such enthusiasm,” she said at last, accepting the bag. “It’s a wonder it hasn’t worn off on you.”

Maren plastered on her best polite smile, which looked a lot like a grimace. “Oh, it’s worn off plenty. Mostly in the form of gray hairs.”

“Gray suits wisdom,” Penny chirped, brightly loyal as ever. “And Maren has enough for both of us.”

Mrs. Aldren’s brows climbed. Maren choked on a laugh. Penny beamed like she’d just declared Maren the Empress of Bread.

Mrs. Aldren’s lips pursed so tight they could’ve piped icing. Coins clinked into Maren’s hand, cold and deliberate.

“Do give my blessings to the Saints,” she said, heading for the door.

“Of course,” Maren said sweetly. “I’ll tell them flax remains the deadliest of sins.”

The bell chimed again. Silence followed, thick enough to frost.

Penny pressed a flour-dusted hand over her mouth, eyes bright with laughter she shouldn’t risk. “You could try to be nice,” she said finally.

“I was nice,” Maren replied, sweeping stray crumbs into a pile. “I didn’t throw the flax rolls.”

“Progress,” Penny said, bumping her shoulder. “But maybe next time, less commentary on divine digestion.”

Maren sighed, brushing flour off the counter with the dignity of someone deeply unrepentant. “Fine. Next time I’ll just curse her bonnet instead.”

* * *




Outside, Eldenwick was already in one of its morning spirals.

The cobblestones sweated from a halfhearted bucket wash, an attempt to scrub away the chalk protests about turnip prices.

Laundry lines drooped overhead, dripping onto anyone unlucky enough to pass below. The air smelled of dirt, horse, and the metallic tang of bell polish; festival week always reeked of ambition.

Maren stepped into the sunlight, basket balanced on one hip, and blinked at the chaos. The sky hung low and heavy, typical late-summer weather in the Kingdom of Mythrin, the kind that promised rain but primarily delivered humidity and bad tempers. 

Somewhere beyond the hills, the Red Steppe winds carried news of Stormreach and its holy war: Fury’s provinces shouting about devotion while bleeding for it. The Chapel called it a divine duty. Maren called it bad bookkeeping.

She glanced toward the blacksmith’s forge, where the man himself swung his hammer in steady rhythm, the red sash tied around his bicep stark against the heat. It wasn’t the Fury ribbon of prayer this time, but a conscription mark. 

He’d likely be bound for Stormreach by winter, unless the army rerouted him to Amberfell to forge spearheads instead. Either way, he’d be hammering for the gods soon enough.

Penny walked beside her, a tray of honey rolls glittering under a drape of muslin and an apron bright enough to blind the sun. She waved to nearly everyone. Maren, meanwhile, grumbled at nearly everything.

“Market first,” Penny sang, dodging a cart stacked with linen. “Then apothecary, then the bookbinder. Don’t let me forget the bookbinder.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Maren said. “You’d mourn the cinnamon like a widow.”

Penny shot her a grin over her shoulder. “And you’d mourn the gossip. Look at you pretending you don’t care.”

“I don’t care,” Maren said. “But I do eavesdrop recreationally.”

They rounded the corner into the market square.

Festival preparations had begun early. 

Carpenters hammered together a small dais for the coming Festival of Castings, where the Chapel would parade six relics: the coin, the loom, the vessel, the key, the spearhead, and the bell tongue across the square like prized livestock. 

Stalls were already draped with bunting: fox masks for Mischief, serpent bangles for Temptation, cracked bells strung as ornaments for Delight.

Children darted through the crowd wearing animal masks of the Spirits’ creatures, chasing each other with the high-pitched reverence of sugar and belief. 

One boy in a fox mask tugged at Maren’s skirt before darting away, shouting a line from a fable: “Luck loves a liar!”

Maren scowled after him. “And honesty loves a day off.”

Penny bit her lip to keep from laughing.

Everywhere Maren looked, there was something to remind her of the Faith. A key maker selling charms to “lock away dread.” A weaver burning scraps of thread in a small brazier as an offering to Temptation “to let go of what no longer serves.” A candle monger hawking red wax ribbons “to keep Fury calm.” 

“People really will buy anything if you brand it with a Spirit,” Maren said, stepping around a cart of bell clappers.

Penny smiled without looking up from her tray. “They just like feeling blessed.”

“They just like excuses,” Maren said. “The Festival of Castings is half theology, half consumer trap. At least the Day of Reckoning has fistfights worth watching.”

“Mar,” Penny said patiently, “not everyone wants their religion to be violent.”

“That’s the only honest part,” Maren muttered, glancing again toward the forge’s red sash. 

A gust of wind lifted the scent of roasting chestnuts and the distant brine of Tideglass salt, finally reaching the inland town after months of delay. A vendor shouted that the trade roads were open again, though Maren doubted it. Salt from the coast had become expensive as gold since the war started clogging the caravans. 

Honey, salt, thread, and iron; the four tithes Mythrin worshiped with. Everything useful, everything taxable.

And somehow, none of it made the bread rise faster.

Penny nudged her with a shoulder. “You look like you’re narrating the end of the world again.”

“I’m narrating the cost of it,” Maren said, adjusting her basket. “There’s a difference.”

They passed the fountain, where petals from yesterday’s chapel blessings floated like wilted confetti. Maren flicked one aside and muttered, “Wonder how much holiness costs by the handful.”

Penny laughed, the sound light enough to lift the whole square for a moment. “Come on, Bread Witch. Let’s sell something before you offend another Spirit.”

“I don’t offend them,” Maren said, following. “I just remind them they’re ridiculous.”

On the far side of the square, the candle maker’s apprentice hammered away at a display, desperate to impress the candle girl. The candle girl leaned against a post, pretending not to watch him ruin his thumbs. Sparks practically flew between them, if not literal ones, though Maren gave it a week before both were on fire.

“They’re sweet,” Penny said dreamily, hugging her basket tighter.

“They’re a lawsuit,” Maren said. “Romance built on property damage never ends well.”

“Not everyone’s doomed, you know,” Penny countered.

“Everyone in this town is doomed,” Maren said, “mostly by goats.”

As if summoned: “Goats!” someone screamed.

Three of them barreled through the square, one trailing Mrs. Aldren’s stolen bonnet ribbon in its mouth like a battle flag. Penny yelped, clutching her tray higher, while Maren stepped calmly aside and gave them a lazy wave.

“Morning, gentlemen. Try not to eat anyone’s laundry this time.”

By the time they reached their stall, the square was a riot of color and sound. Banners snapped overhead, painted with the six animals of the Spirits.

Their stall stood at the crossroads of chaos,  wedged between the candle maker’s booth and a woman selling cheap miracles in jars. Maren’s table, by contrast, smelled of honest bread.

Penny immediately went to work, arranging the rolls in perfect rows, brushing crumbs from the tray, and charming half the crowd by simply existing.

She thrived here. Eldenwick adored her.

Penny laughed with the butcher’s wife about the cost of salt, tossed a roll to the cooper’s apprentice with alarming accuracy, and sold out an entire basket in the time it took Maren to calculate how many coppers they’d lose to tithes. 

Rosemary sprigs bobbed in her braid with every turn of her head; she looked like she’d been born from sunlight and yeast. Meanwhile, Maren leaned against the stall’s edge and glared at the world.

“Bread made with love!” Penny called to the crowd, voice bright and sure. “Best rolls in Eldenwick! Guaranteed seedless this week!”

“Bread made with homicide,” Maren muttered. “Comes with a free existential crisis.”

An onion vendor gave her a look like she’d just confessed to witchcraft.

Penny didn’t miss a beat. “Ignore her,” she told the woman cheerfully. “She hasn’t had her tea yet.”

Laughter rippled through the line, coins clinking into the tin cup like applause.

Maren should’ve been annoyed. She was a little. But mostly she watched Penny. How her hands never stilled, how her face seemed to catch and reflect every spark of delight around her.

Penny was everything the market rewarded: warmth, laughter, charm. The same gifts once belonged to Maren’s mother, who used to hum as she baked and make customers feel like family. Maren hadn’t inherited that melody. Her humor came out sharper, her smile crooked. She knew it, accepted it, and hated how much the world punished her for being good at the wrong kind of thing.

Still, together they worked. Penny made them love the bread. Maren made sure they paid for it.

It was almost a rhythm.
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  Festival of Castings

  
  




By midday, the honey rolls were gone, and only the heavy loaves for delivery remained. Penny counted the coins, sunlight catching in the curves of her smile. “Look at that! Enough to cover flour, sugar, and maybe a new apron for you!”

Maren rolled her shoulders, every muscle protesting. “Or a new back. Preferably one without knots.”

“Maybe the apothecary sells spines,” Penny said, sweeping the last of the crumbs into a paper twist. “All right. Deliveries before we collapse.”

“That’d be their first miracle,” Maren said, but there was a thread of affection beneath it.

They packed the trays and set off down the narrow lane that split the square. Penny walked fast, weaving through the crowd with the confidence of someone who knew she was welcome everywhere. Maren followed more slowly, shouldering the breadbasket against her hip, muttering at anyone who jostled her.

First stop was the apothecary, where glass jars gleamed like jewels behind the counter.

Mistress Ryn looked up from her mortar, gray hair pinned in a haphazard knot, sleeves rolled to the elbows.

“Bare hands again?” she scolded, though the corners of her mouth softened when she saw Maren. “Your mother used to say you’d lose your fingerprints before you learned patience.”

“I prefer efficiency,” Maren said, setting the bread bundle on the counter.

“You prefer ignoring good advice.” Ryn whisked the rolls away, wrapping them in a cloth that smelled faintly of lavender. “How’s the honey supply? Still short?”

“Shorter than the Chapel’s sense of humor,” Maren said.

Penny winced, but Ryn only snorted. “Blasphemy before lunch. She’d be proud.” The older woman reached for a small tin. “Here. For the aches.”

Inside were sugar-dusted leaves meant for steeping, along with mint and other herbs.

Maren accepted it with a nod. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Ryn said. “Thank your mother for teaching me to bake bread that didn’t fight back. Saints know you didn’t inherit that part.”

Maren smiled, small but real. Ryn was one of the few people who could discuss her mother without pity or the awkward pause that often followed.

When they stepped back into the street, Penny bumped her shoulder lightly. “You’re the only person she doesn’t terrify.”

“She’s armed with a pestle,” Maren said. “Terror’s mutual.”

The bookbinder’s shop sat between a weaver’s stall and a shuttered glass maker’s studio. A cracked bell hung over the door, its tone soft yet persistent, as they stepped inside.

The air was cooler, shaded with the smell of parchment, ink, and dust. Books lined the walls in haphazard towers; everything from chapel hymns to old fables bound in mismatched leather. Behind the counter, the bookbinder looked up, startled mid-page. His spectacles slid down his nose; his hair was tied back but already escaping.

“Miss Thornwick,” the bookbinder said warmly, far too quickly, as Penny stepped up with her tray. “And Miss…” He squinted at Maren. “…baker.”

Maren deadpanned. “A pleasure.”

“Of course,” he said quickly. “Welcome.”

His eyes were on Penny, “Your hair looks… fragrant today.”

Maren blinked. “Fragrant?”

“Like rosemary,” he stammered, cheeks pinking. “Which, er, suits you.”

Penny’s sprigs bobbed in approval as she leaned forward. “We’re here on important business. Cinnamon bark. We brought your loaf.”

“Not what bookbinders are for,” Maren muttered, because someone had to.

He straightened. “Ah, yes. One moment.”

As he disappeared into the back room, Penny’s eyes wandered over the shelves, lighting on a stack of books bound in indigo thread. “He’s got The Book of Thresholds,” she whispered. “The chapel banned that one last year.”

“Did they?” Maren murmured, scanning the spines. “How scandalous. A few untidy metaphors and they start banning punctuation.”

He returned carrying a small packet wrapped in parchment and tied with a fine thread. “From my mother,” he said, offering it to Penny with both hands. “It’s fresher than what the spice merchants bring from Silkwell.”

Penny clasped it like a prize. “You’re wonderful.”

He went pink all the way to his ears. “I… do try.”

Maren, watching, bit back a smirk. Tragic, she thought. He’s gone full cinnamon-poet.

“Do you read much?” the bookbinder asked after a beat, clearly trying to recover.

“Mostly price ledgers,” Maren said. “Fewer plot holes.”

Penny laughed, and the sound seemed to ease him. “She writes,” she said brightly. “Or rewrites, depending on her mood. Endings, mostly.”

He blinked. “Endings?”

“She doesn’t like how stories finish,” Penny said. “So she makes them worse.”

“Better,” Maren corrected. “Worse is subjective.”

The bookbinder’s smile turned shy but sincere. “I’d like to read one someday.”

“She doesn’t share,” Penny teased. “Proprietary secrets.”

“Understandable,” he said. “Stories can be… personal.” He hesitated, then nodded toward the counter where a slim, worn book lay half-open. “This one’s a collection of old fables. My father used to say the fox’s coin stood for choice, not luck. I’ve always liked that.”

Maren’s attention flicked to the page. Ink drawings of a fox and a silver coin gleamed faintly in the low light. She said nothing, only filed the thought away.

When Penny straightened with her tray, the bookbinder bent low, fumbling with his spectacles before adding, “If ever you require… parchment for your—ah—recipes, you’ve only to ask.”

Maren nearly gagged. Penny just smiled sweetly. “I’ll remember that.”

When they headed back toward the bakery, Penny was humming, cinnamon bark tucked neatly into the coin pouch at her waist.

“You know he was flirting, right?” Maren said flatly.

Penny’s eyes went wide in scandalized shock. “Flirting? He offered me cinnamon, Maren. That’s just commerce.”

“In Eldenwick?” Maren snorted. “That’s practically a betrothal.”

Penny swatted her with the corner of the tray, laughing so brightly the street seemed to tilt toward her. Maren scowled, but inside, a quieter thought gnawed at her: she would’ve killed for someone to offer her parchment like that.

Books, after all, were her real inheritance. And for one bitter, fleeting moment, she envied Penny’s herbs.

By the time they stumbled back into the bakery, the sun was sinking low, painting Eldenwick in honey and shadows. The trays were light, the coin purse heavier than usual, and Penny hummed some tune she’d picked up from a fiddler in the square.

Maren, carrying the larger basket, dropped it onto the prep table with a grunt. “Successful day,” she muttered. “If you count overzealous hagglers, goat stampedes, and public flirtations as successful.”

Penny dusted her apron with a twirl, shaking flour dust into the air like a halo. “Oh, come on, Mar. People smiled. We sold everything. Even Old Keld remembered to pay in actual coin.”

“Barely.” Maren rubbed her temples. “He tried to barter with a turnip first.”

“A very handsome turnip,” Penny said cheerfully, stacking trays with too much energy for someone who’d been on her feet since dawn. “And don’t pretend you’re not secretly thrilled we came home with cinnamon bark.”

Maren shot her a look. “Thrilled isn’t the word.”

Penny smirked, not fooled. “Jealous, then?”

Maren scoffed, too quick. “Of what? A man who can’t tell the difference between a compliment and an herb garden?”

“Of cinnamon,” Penny teased, brushing past her with a cheeky grin.

Maren turned back to the counter, sweeping crumbs into her palm. “It’s bark that smells nice. I’ll survive.”

But her eyes lingered anyway. Jealous. Not of Penny, never of Penny. But of the ease. The way things fell into her hands. Cinnamon bark and compliments, laughter in the square, whole futures blooming like the rosemary in her hair.

Whereas Maren… had a bakery. A legacy she’d sworn to keep alive, even if it smothered her. And a stack of storybooks she only dared whisper to when no one else was listening.

Penny hopped up onto the prep table, swinging her legs like a child who’d never known fatigue. “You know what we should do with all this good fortune?”

“Pay taxes,” Maren said automatically, reaching for the ledger.

Penny groaned. “You’re allergic to joy.”

“I’m allergic to overdraft.” Maren flipped the book open, its spine sighing under the weight of years. The ink stains on the margins looked like old bruises. She licked the tip of her quill and began to jot figures in neat, ruthless columns.

Flour, sugar, and honey. All paid. Barely.

She paused, frowning. “We’ll need another shipment from Amberfell before the week’s out. If the salt caravans don’t make it through from Tideglass again, we’ll have to buy from the Chapel’s stores. Triple price.”

Penny tilted her head. “Or we could stop thinking about salt for one night and go to the Festival.”

Maren didn’t look up. “We have bread to proof for morning.”

“Bread can wait. The Spirits are practically throwing a party in the square!”

“Exactly my concern.” She flipped another page, pretending not to notice the smear of cinnamon scent drifting closer as Penny leaned over her shoulder.

“Come on,” Penny said softly. “It’s been months since you left this kitchen for anything other than markets and burials.”

“Cheerful as ever,” Maren muttered, keeping her eyes on the numbers.

Penny nudged her arm, knocking a tiny blot of ink across the page. “You’re working by candlelight, talking to ledgers like they’re family. One evening won’t ruin us.”

Maren sighed. The flame wavered. “If we’re ruined, you’re working double shifts until we can afford a new roof.”

“Done,” Penny said instantly, sliding off the table. “See? Bargain struck.”

Maren looked up at the red ribbon still looped around Penny’s wrist, at the smudge of flour on her jaw, at the way she glowed like she’d swallowed the whole sunset. She thought of her mother humming as she baked, of her father reading aloud from fables no one believed anymore. And how, somehow, she’d ended up keeping both their ghosts alive in the same four walls.

Duty was what kept the ovens hot. But it was Penny who kept her here.

“All right,” Maren said finally. “I’ll go. But on three conditions.”

Penny clapped her hands, delighted. “Name them.”

“One — I’m not buying any charms.”

“Understood.”

“Two — we are not wasting any more honey on Mischief. He can go hungry.”

Penny bit back a smile. “Blasphemy again.”

“It’s a theme,” Maren said. “And three — we’re home before midnight.”

Penny seized her hands, spinning her in a little half-dance that nearly knocked the quill pot over. “Deal!”

“Careful,” Maren said, steadying her. “Ink stains are harder to erase than sin.”

“That’s why you’re coming,” Penny replied, breathless with laughter. “To remind everyone how serious redemption paperwork is.”

Maren closed the ledger, carefully, as if mercy might spill out. The quill still trembled faintly in its pot. 

Outside, the bells began to toll, six notes rolling across Eldenwick. 

The Festival of Castings was beginning.

Maren glanced toward the window, where lamplight flickered gold against the cobbles. Wonder waited just beyond the door. Duty sat behind her on the table.

Maren shrugged into her shawl. Rough wool, dyed a shade between smoke and practicality, and checked that the latch was drawn. Penny was already halfway out the door, apron still dusted with flour, and the small bell on her hem still chiming every time she moved.

“You’re worse than a magpie,” Maren muttered, pulling the door closed behind them. The bell over it gave a faint, weary note. “Anything shiny and you’re halfway airborne.”

Penny only smiled, breath misting in the cool air. “You’ll thank me when you see it.”

Maren doubted that, but she pocketed her little salt purse anyway. Habit, not faith. Grief didn’t need worship, only remembrance, and it seemed polite to bring something for the only Spirit she still halfway believed in.

And they stepped into Eldenwick.

The ordinary cobblestone square had been transformed beneath the violet hour. 

Lanterns hung from ropes between the chimneys, trembling in the evening breeze like captured stars. Banners in six colors fluttered from the poles: orange for Mischief, white for Temptation, black for Grief, violet for Dread, red for Fury, and yellow for Delight. A small stage had been built at the far end where the Saints would soon take their places.

The air was thick with music: pipes, fiddles, and the low hum of a hundred overlapping conversations. Candle makers had lined the edges of the square, selling sticks of tallow that smelled faintly of citrus and smoke. A cart of roasted chestnuts creaked past, the vendor shouting promises of warmth. Children in animal masks darted through the crowd: foxes, serpents, hares, and lions, their paper ears catching the light as they ran.

Penny’s laughter joined theirs as naturally as breath. “It’s beautiful,” she said, turning in a slow circle.

Maren admitted, silently, that it was. The cobbles had been scrubbed until they gleamed. Musicians played from the fountain’s rim. The water itself had been scattered with flower petals, each one lit by floating candles. The scent of roasted apples mingled with the sharper bite of iron from the smithy’s corner forge.

She followed Penny through the press of bodies, careful not to tread on anyone’s trailing ribbons. Everyone had adorned themselves in their favored Spirit’s colors. 

“If the Spirits loved them,” Maren thought, “they had a strange way of showing it.”

Penny pointed to the altars in the center of the square, each one draped in cloth the color of its Spirit. Mischief’s silver coin glimmered on a small pedestal, Temptation’s loom gleamed faintly in the lamplight, Grief’s vessel sat dark and still, and beside them lay the iron key, the spearhead, and a cracked bell. Six relics for six emotions that ruled the world, as the Chapel loved to remind them.

Maren stopped at the edge of the crowd, arms folded. “It looks the same every year,” she said, mostly to herself. “The Saints perform, the town applauds, and the bakery loses a night’s profit.”

Penny bumped her shoulder, cheerful as ever. “Don’t start with economics. You promised to have fun.”

“I promised to attend,” Maren corrected. “Fun was your invention.”

Penny ignored the distinction. She tugged her toward a row of stalls, where vendors were selling candied nuts, small ribbons blessed by the local priest, and carved wooden charms shaped like the Spirits’ animals.

“Let’s get you a fox,” Penny said, holding up one painted silver.

“I already have one,” Maren said, nodding toward the coin altar. “He takes enough of my luck as it is.”

Penny rolled her eyes. “You are the least festive human being in Mythrin.”

“I’m consistent,” Maren corrected. 

Still, she allowed herself to be dragged along, because Penny’s joy was contagious in small doses, and the festival lights softened even her cynicism. 

The whole square thrummed with energy, music layered over prayer, gossip tangled with laughter. 

Maren watched it all with the wary fondness of someone observing a childhood home from a distance. She knew every crooked stone in the square, every stall owner by name. These were her people: exasperating, devout, and entirely predictable. She loved them the way a bird might love the sky. It was familiar and infinite, but never quite enough to stay grounded in it.

Penny was still talking, hands moving as she described which Saint’s robe she wanted to see up close. “They say the Saint of Delight brought an actual bell from Tideglass. Real gold. Can you imagine?”

“Easily,” Maren said. “I see gold every time the Chapel passes a collection bowl.”

Penny groaned, elbowing her. “You’re impossible.”

“Possibly right,” Maren said.

The first of the bells rang. 

It was a clear, ringing tone that rolled over the square, silencing the laughter. The crowd turned toward the stage as the procession began, torches flaring along the path. The Saints would appear next, and with them the part of the night that always made Maren itch: the storytelling.

She glanced at Penny, who had clasped her hands in excitement, eyes bright. The red ribbon on her wrist caught the firelight, and the tiny bell on her apron chimed softly as she breathed.

Maren sighed through her nose, almost smiling. “All right, show me your Saints,” she said quietly.
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Torchlight lifted along the lane as the procession rounded the corner: six robed figures and a herald in Mythrin green, moving at the quiet center of a town gone bright.

The altars stood waiting at the square’s heart, each draped in its Spirit’s color.

This was how the Festival of Castings always began: the Saints arrived empty-handed and left bearing what the crowd already knew by sight.

The Herald of Mythrin stepped forward first, his voice carrying cleanly:

“By leave of the Faith and under the eyes of the Six, Eldenwick receives the Saints. Tonight, the Castings are remembered. Tonight, we lift what the gods tore free, and we carry it carefully.”

Maren’s mouth twitched. Carefully was not how any god had ever done anything.

The Saint of Mischief reached the altars before the others. He couldn’t have been more than thirty, with sharp cheekbones and his cloak lined in silver. He bowed to the coin and lifted it from its stand with two fingers, the way one might test a blade. When he turned to the crowd, its face reflected the torchlight, a tiny world spinning as he let it roll over his knuckles. A neat trick.

The Herald named his post “from the capital, seat of Mythrin,” which felt right; Mischief had always preferred the center of the board.

Temptation came next from Silkwell, robe soft as poured wine, veil stitched with moth-bright thread. She cradled the loom like a living thing, silver-blue against her palms, and when she breathed, the strand seemed to tighten, as if agreeing with her.

A strong perfume trailed her: ripe grapes, vanilla, and jasmine. She exuded desire effortlessly.

From Hollowmere, the Saint of Grief walked as slowly as the moon rose. A gray stole crossed his shoulders, salt stains at the hem where mourners’ hands had gripped. He lifted the vessel, a simple clay cup sealed with wax, and held it steady at his chest. A heavier hush fell over the crowd. Even Penny’s bell seemed to understand the weight.

The Saint of Dread followed, also sworn out of Hollowmere. The marsh breeds watchers as well as mourners. His robe was plain black, and his mask had no eye holes; a tradition Maren disliked on principle.

He took up the key with two hands and set it against his palm, teeth out, the old way: a promise to keep thresholds honest. Somehow, the simple movement was enough to cause a few onlookers a look of unease.

Delight arrived bright from Tideglass, bells stitched into the girdle of her gold robe, hair braided with child-like ribbons. She plucked the bell from its cradle and lifted it high; it rang a clear note that hopped along roofs and slipped down alleys.

People laughed with its jolly ring as if by instinct. Penny was beaming in admiration. Even Maren felt her jaw unclench a fraction.

For Fury, there was no Saint. Only the Herald again, voice lower now. “Stormreach keeps its oath.”

A red sash lay across the empty pedestal, and a soldier from Amberfell set the spearhead upon it in formal substitution. Forge in place of battlefield, iron in place of blood.

The Herald added, with the practiced cadence of a message meant to travel, “Our general speaks from the front. The Pale Confederacy presses the north. Prayers and ribbons are received.”

The crowd murmured; a few raised wrists bound in red. Maren watched as the blacksmith in the back lifted his arm and looked away.

When each relic was in mortal hands, the Saints formed a line across the dais. Torches dipped. The Herald stepped aside.

The Saint of Mischief spoke first, voice bright and controlled. “In the first days, the gods learned their error. Laughter cracked, and from its seam, he who changes stories stepped through.” He turned the coin once, the way a locksmith shows a key before he uses it.

Temptation plucked a thread from her loom and let it spill a little over her knuckles, catching lantern-glow. “From hunger,” she said. “Want made visible. Desire woven where there had been only need.”

Grief lifted the vessel just enough to change the way light struck its seal. “From what could not be kept,” he said, simply. “The memory that refuses to rot.”

The silence he made had shape; Maren felt it pass over her like shade, familiar and almost kind.

Dread’s voice came muffled through the mask. “From the moment before,” he said. “From the keyhole and the held breath.” He showed the iron, teeth glinting. The crowd held its own breath, obligingly.

Delight rang the bell once again and smiled. “From the refusal to die quietly,” she said, and the note seemed to hang around her like a second robe.

The spearhead remained where the Amberfell man had set it; the Herald spoke for Fury. “From injustice named aloud,” he recited. “From the blade that divides what is owed from what is taken.”

Together, the Saints recited the Casting in sequence, each line handing the tale to the next like a torch. The words were the Chapel’s canon, compact and polished, stripped of the teeth Maren remembered from her father’s versions. But the bones of it were still there: gods without feeling; a world corrected by the arrival of six sharp things; mortals building chapels and taxes around whatever made their hearts move. People listened with tilted faces, the way they did every year, as if repetition could make anything safe.

Maren stood at the edge of it all, Penny’s shoulder pressed lightly to hers, and let the sound roll over her. The Saints were highly regarded and very human: a smudge of ink on the Mischief man’s thumb; a frayed seam at the Temptation veil; salt dried white at Grief’s hem; a faint tremor in the Herald’s hand when he named Stormreach.

Ceremony made them taller. The torchlight made them holy. Up close, they were only people carrying heavy objects and heavier stories. Which, if she were honest, was respectable work.

The last line fell. Bells answered. The Saints lowered the relics against their hearts, and the square exhaled as one.

“Pretty,” Penny whispered.

Maren’s mouth curved, quick and private. Pretty, yes. And, like most pretty things, carefully arranged.

The Saints began to descend from the dais, robes whispering against the stone. 

The formal recitation had ended; now came the stories. The mortal-sized tales that fit easily in mouths and could be sold to children as lessons.

The Saint of Temptation stepped forward first.

Her veil shimmered like wet silk, its threads catching on the torchlight, her face a blur of warmth and grace. The crowd quieted into reverence. Penny tugged gently at Maren’s sleeve, eyes alight.

She unwound the length of the thread in her palm, holding it aloft. “You’ve heard the Castings,” she said, her voice low and warm, “but it is not enough to remember how the Spirits came to us. We must remember what they teach us. Tonight, I’ll tell you of The Weaver and the Star.”

A murmur of approval passed through the square. Maren had heard this one before; everyone had, but the Saints always told it as if it were new.

The Saint began to pace slowly before the empty altars, letting the thread drift through her fingers. “Once, long before cities and shops and coins, there was a weaver who lived in a valley. She made cloth fine enough to catch moonlight, but she longed for more. She wished to weave something brighter than anything on earth. So she looked up and saw the stars, and she desired one.”

The crowd leaned closer. The Saint smiled, knowing she had them.

“The weaver spun a ladder from her own hair, each strand a promise, each knot a prayer. She climbed until her fingers brushed the lowest star. And when she touched it, she burned. The gods punished her for pride, for daring to reach too high, and she was lost. The moral—”

“—is that gods have terrible design skills,” Maren said, apparently louder than intended.

A few heads turned. Penny made a strangled sound beside her that might have been panic.

Maren froze mid-breath, shoulders going rigid as the Saint’s gaze landed squarely on her.

The Saint blinked down from the dais, politely frozen. “Excuse me?”

Maren blinked back, caught between horror and stubbornness. She cleared her throat, entirely unrepentant. “You say she was punished for reaching. I’ve always thought the better moral was: maybe the star wanted to be touched.”

The crowd stiffened. A few gasps scattered like dropped pins. Someone hissed, “Greenbriar girl,” under their breath.

Maren tilted her head, tone as mild as cream. “If wanting something noble makes us divine, why make it sin in mortals? The Weaver didn’t steal, lie, or murder. She reached. That’s the closest thing to faith most people ever manage.”

The Saint’s lips parted, the measured grace of her training faltering. “Desire without restraint leads to ruin. Temptation tests the soul.”

“And restraint without want leaves us hollow,” Maren countered. “If the gods didn’t wish us to desire, they shouldn’t have given us eyes. Or looms. Or stories.”

The murmur rippled wider now, half scandal, half awe. A few older women clutched their red ribbons tighter, warding off Fury’s notice.

Penny whispered frantically, “Maren, please—”

But Maren wasn’t cruel; she was precise. She stepped forward just enough to let the lamplight touch her face, steady and calm. “My father told that story differently,” she said. “In his version, when the Weaver reached the star, she saw herself reflected in its light and realized the world was brighter for having tried. Maybe ruin’s just what happens when mortals try to live like gods and feel like it matters.”

The Saint’s fingers tightened around the spool. For a heartbeat, no one breathed. Then a voice from the crowd, the butcher’s wife, muttered, “Blasphemy.”

Maren smiled faintly. “I prefer the term editor.”

That broke the silence with the uneasy rustle of judgment.

“Her mother warned her tongue would damn her,” someone whispered. “Cursed blood, that one. Born out of lust and raised on lies.”

Another voice: “A storyteller’s daughter. Never knew when to stop talking.”

Maren heard them. She always heard them. The words didn’t sting; they settled. Truth was, she had been born between pages, her mother’s oven and her father’s fables, and both had burned out early. The Chapel had called it a curse. Maren called it inheritance.

She glanced at Penny, who stood pale and small beside her, caught between loyalty and fear. The candlelight gleamed on Penny’s red ribbon, the mark of faith. Maren’s wrist was bare.

The Saint drew herself tall again, dignity stitched back into her expression. “Child,” she said gently, “faith is not argument. It is surrender.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Maren said softly.

No venom. No defiance. Just fact.

The Herald, sensing danger, raised his hand. “The Chapel thanks our Saint for her words,” he said quickly. “Let us honor the lesson.”

The crowd clapped, a thin, awkward sound. The music started again, pipes and drums meant to bury tension under noise.

Penny tugged at Maren’s sleeve. “You didn’t have to—”

“I know.” Maren’s gaze stayed fixed on the dais where the Saint of Temptation still stood, thread coiled tight around her hand. “But someone should.”

Above them, the lanterns swayed. The stars, unbothered, burned exactly where they pleased.

And though Maren didn’t know it yet, she’d just made her first wish: for something beyond the reach of saints.

“Come on,” Maren said, forcing lightness into her voice. “Let’s not give them more to whisper about.”

Penny hesitated, eyes darting to the faces around them. The whispers hadn’t stopped; they’d only softened into that hum of false civility the Chapel prized. A woman at the pie stall crossed herself as Maren passed. Another whispered something to her husband and looked away.

Penny’s smile was too bright, the kind of light that tried to bleach out a stain. “It’ll blow over. You know how people are.”

Maren knew exactly how people were. Eldenwick had the memory of wet dough: pliable, but slow to forget the shape of your hands.

She told herself she didn’t care, but the truth was more practical than prideful. The bakery depended on those same hands that now pretended to bless themselves in her absence. Every frown in the market, every whispered word about the “Greenbriar girl,” could cost them a sale. And Penny, bright and loyal Penny, wanted that bakery to be her future. Maren couldn’t afford to look like the curse they said she was. So she swallowed the sting, straightened her shoulders, and chose composure over honesty. Better to be unbothered than unraveling. Better to be strong, if only so Penny could keep believing she was.

She adjusted her shawl and tried to sound casual. “Stay, Penny. You earned it. Go have some mead, dance a little. The town can survive one heretic baker wandering off early.”

Penny’s brows drew together. “You think I’d let you—”

Maren cut her off with a half-smile, dry as old parchment. “Relax. I’m not running off to hang myself in the chapel. I just need quiet. You’re better at the crowds, and they like you better when I’m not around.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is, and it’s fine.” Maren’s tone was even, matter-of-fact. “Someone has to keep them from setting the bakery on fire with their candles, and you’re the only one they’ll listen to.”

Penny hesitated, torn between guilt and the music still playing behind them. The bell on her apron chimed softly with every nervous shift of her weight.

Maren softened, the edge in her voice thinning to warmth. “Go on, sunshine. You’ve earned one night that isn’t about dough or damage control. I’ll head up the hill and be back before curfew.”

The words landed softly: half jest, half truth. Penny gave her a small, conflicted smile and looked back towards the crowd.

She touched Penny’s arm, brief but certain. “Really. Go. I’m just walking, not vanishing.”

“Mar—”

But she was already turning away, slipping into the current of bodies until she wasn’t part of the festival anymore. The noise dulled to a muted clamor behind her: laughter, coins, the rhythmic clapping of hands keeping time with the music.

The street beyond the square was quieter. Lantern light thinned into narrow gold streaks on the cobbles. Maren walked fast, as if she could outrun the weight in her chest. The air smelled of honeyed smoke and wet stone, the leftovers of celebration. Behind her, Penny would stay and smile and smooth things over because someone had to. Someone always did.

Maren pressed a hand against her own sternum, as though she could stop the familiar tightening there. It wasn’t regret, exactly. More like a kind of compression, the way bread collapses under its own heat if you don’t give it space to rise.

She’d spoken the truth. She knew that for certain. But truths didn’t keep customers coming and ledgers balanced. Words didn’t buy flour. Or sugar. Or salt. Words just followed you home, whispering all the ways you’d ruined your chances.

The road sloped upward toward the hill where the chapel graveyard waited. The festival glow faded behind her, replaced by moonlight and the low hum of insects in the grass. Her boots scuffed over gravel. The town looked softer from here; Eldenwick under glass; every roof haloed with gold, the sound of laughter carrying thin through the air.

From this distance, she could almost pretend she wasn’t the villain of the evening’s fable.

She adjusted her shawl tighter and thought of her mother’s steady hands kneading dough, her father’s voice threading stories through the air until the whole room leaned closer to listen. Both gone. Both still here. Duty and wonder, staring each other down like rival tradespeople, waiting to see which one she’d pay first.

Maren’s throat ached. She hated that.

Maybe Penny was right about her wanting more, about life being something other than work and memory. But want was dangerous here. Want made people whisper. Want had made her father a ruin and her mother a scandal.

The path curved beneath the old yew trees, their branches hung low enough to brush her shoulders. The first marble headstones appeared like pale teeth in the grass.

She slowed, pulse steadying in the hush that only graveyards carried. Somewhere below, a stray firework cracked like delight’s little rebellion, but the light didn’t reach this far.

Maren’s fingers brushed the salt purse in her pocket. Just enough for one offering. A small thing, but something that felt true.

She exhaled, the sound thin in the cold air. “Well,” she muttered, mostly to the dark. “Let’s see if anyone’s still listening.”

Then she stepped through the iron gate, leaving the music, the lights, and the whole whispering town behind her.
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The gate moaned behind her as it swung shut.

Maren followed the gravel path between crooked rows of stone, her boots crunching softly in the hush. The moon had climbed higher, caught in the fog that drifted low over the hill; it painted the headstones pale and familiar. Eldenwick buried its dead close together, as if crowding could keep the ghosts from wandering.

She passed the baker’s row first. Her mother’s family, the Greenbriars, their name carved again and again into the markers like a recipe repeated through generations. Elora Greenbriar, kneader of dough, keeper of warmth. Hendrik Greenbriar, who fed the hungry in lean years. Someone had left a stale roll wrapped in linen on one of the stones. The smell of yeast had faded to dust.

Maren knelt by the last one, where her mother’s name gleamed faintly under the moss: Lilian Greenbriar, 14th of Bloomturn, 1334 – 16th of Ashfall, 1373. She rose early and loved well.

The words punched softly, the way only kindness could.

Her mother had been a woman of sunlit mornings and burnt forearms, her laughter the sound of spoons clattering in mixing bowls. There was always warmth around her, always the scent of honeyed bread. Lilian had kept the bakery alive through famine, through taxes, through the ache of being a single woman running a family business. She had also fallen, inconveniently, in love with a traveling storyteller who came through town every winter, his voice full of miracles and his pockets full of nothing.

Maren brushed her thumb across the carved letters. “You could’ve chosen someone safer,” she murmured.

But safety had never been part of her father’s stories.

His grave sat a little behind hers, smaller, the stone rougher. Emmett of Nowhere, it read. “He told her the stars would listen.” No family name, no dates. Just the words he’d chosen before he’d faded, when his laughter had turned to silence and his stories to stillness.

Maren could still remember the way he’d looked in those last years: hands ink-stained, eyes turned inward, every day shrinking around him until he was little more than a shadow.

The sickness that took Lilian had come quickly; a fever that no herb or prayer to Delight could fix. And when she went, Emmett had followed, slowly, like a candle that refused to admit it was burning out. Before bed, he’d whisper one verse, an odd, forgotten prayer that the Chapel never recited:


“Saint of Sorrow, keeper of what cannot be kept.

Here lies what was loved, and what remains.

Take neither. Guard the ache instead.

Let it hollow us into something that can hold joy again.”




It wasn’t the approved prayer. The Chapel would’ve edited out half the honesty. But this one had weight. It belonged to her.

Maren untied her salt purse and poured a pinch into her palm. She let the crystals fall between her fingers, scattering across the grass.

“I know,” she said quietly. “You hated these ceremonies.”

A wind moved through the yews, sighing like a tired breath.

“I said too much again,” she went on. “They’ll call it heresy, same as always. Maybe they’re right.”

She pressed her palms against her knees, grounding herself in the chill. “I just—” Her voice caught. “You used to say wanting things made us alive. You said it didn’t matter if it hurt. That if we stopped wanting, we’d stop being human. But sometimes I think you made that up because you couldn’t stop wanting her.”

The truth of it scraped raw in her throat.

Her hand trembled as she reached for her mother’s stone. She meant only to steady it, to wipe away the moss she’d missed, but her knees buckled instead. The ground felt too close, too cold, and before she could stop herself, she pressed her forehead against the carved name.

The marble was slick. It smelled faintly of rain and earth and everything she’d lost too early.

“I don’t know how to do this without you,” she whispered, the words catching like dough too heavy to rise. “I’m so tired of pretending I do.”

For a long moment, she stayed there, half kneeling, half folded, until the ache beneath her ribs eased into something quieter. The kind of silence that held you rather than judged you. She hadn’t cried at either funeral. She’d been too busy baking, collecting debts, and writing letters to suppliers who never answered. Now, years too late, the tears came sharp and unwelcome, streaking flour-scarred cheeks.

When the worst of it passed, she leaned back against the stone, staring up at the sky. Her father had once told her that grief didn’t fade; it just learned to hum under the noise of living. She believed him now.

The bakery, the debts, the whispers, it all felt like the crust left behind after something had already burned. Duty baked solid around her, and yet there were nights she dreamed of taking her father’s stories and walking into the world, following his trail past Tideglass and Amberfell and whatever lay beyond the border wars.

But she stayed. She always stayed.

Maren brushed the dirt from her mother’s stone, straightened the small clay cup someone had left on top, and set her salt purse beside it for a moment.

“I kept it going,” she said. “The bakery. The legacy. The gossip, too, probably.”

Her laugh came out thin.

“I just wish…” She stopped. Words felt too fragile.

She stood, tucking the purse back into her pocket. The salt still glimmered faintly on the grass, like starlight that had lost its way.

When she looked down at the two graves, side by side, the baker and the storyteller, earth between them but still close enough to share secrets. Her chest ached with something that wasn’t quite grief and wasn’t quite envy.

“Sleep well,” she whispered. “I’ll try to keep wanting.”

The wind answered with a low rustle through the leaves, and somewhere behind her, faint and far, the festival bells began again: bright, distant, and indifferent.

Maren turned toward home, the salt taste of memory still sharp on her tongue.

The walk home felt longer than it should have.

The festival noise had thinned to a low hum, the music carrying only in stray echoes that tangled with the sound of her boots. Lanterns guttered along the street, their wicks half-burned, leaving the cobbles silvered by moonlight.

Maren’s breath misted in the chill. She pulled her shawl tighter and kept her pace steady, counting her steps as if that rhythm might settle the churn inside her.

Seventeen paces past the apothecary. Twelve past the fountain. Seven past Old Keld’s shuttered stall. The kind of counting that meant control, or something close enough to fake it.

She wasn’t afraid of walking home alone. Eldenwick at night wasn’t dangerous, only restless. The saints would say Mischief’s creatures roamed at such hours: foxes with gold eyes, trickster spirits eager for trouble.

Maren had met worse than foxes: debt collectors, inspectors, people with opinions.

By the time she reached the bakery door, the street was empty but for the sound of her own key in the lock. The iron scraped, and the bell above the door gave a half-hearted chime as she pushed inside.

Warm air didn’t greet her; the
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