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PART ONE honey
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Chapter One

FRIDAY, APRIL 1


Honey’s Helpful Hint, from

Honey Frost’s Southern Cookbook for Recipes Gone Wrong:

The first thing you need to know about making cornbread is that food is magic.
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A holler is best at just that: hollering.

If the folks of Foxe Holler—a crumb of a town way down on a forgotten, lonesome shelf in the pantry of the South—are good at anything, it’s making a fuss.

From behind the safety of the counter, I absorb the chaos of the hunger-fueled Friday-morning rush at the Frost Apothakery, the town’s only bakery and apothecary of culinary cures. Family run, of course. Epicures, Momaw Frost used to call them, despite our efforts to gag her stubborn wordplay.

Your Apothakery now, girl. Momaw’s voice chimes in my head from beyond the living world. Not literally. We Frosts don’t have that kind of magic. You’d have to trek miles over to a larger town for a Tombwitch.

Right. Mine. Honey Frost’s Apothakery. My insides squelch.

But I don’t have time to dwell on how my twenties didn’t go according to plan, because Ms. Buchanan is on one helluva tear this morning.

“And if I have to listen to that woman tell me about her canned pineapple one more time, so help me—Gertha, I said, you would think angels blessed you the way you carry on, but I know the good Lord does not care a lick about your church luncheons…”

I mumble a quick Is that the truth? and bite my tongue. Any polite nodding—ingrained in my DNA like a Yes, ma’am—is only encouragement for a hurricane like Ms. Buchanan. I pass a still-warm honey bourbon bread pudding over the head of the chatty old woman to the man behind her, for his insomnia.

“Thank you kindly,” he says, already sniffing the bag.

“Sure thing, Mr. Earl,” I answer, hoping my eyes say Please save me from this conversation. No luck. He’s already munching on his remedy as he walks out the door, and I’m grateful he’s got a short drive home ’cause my bread pudding works fast.

“—but between you and me, the only thing she yammers on about more is her grandbabies. I told her, Gertha, I said, the only reason you got a litter of grandbabies is because your children are trying to distract you so you quit bothering them—”

“Ms. Buchanan—” I try, but she’s been chugging along for five minutes, oblivious to the line that’s now ten deep. And I’ve still got to rescue the cornbread from the oven. The Apothakery is not meant to stop. It operates as quickly and efficiently as the Frost women who’ve been running it for decades. And I’m pretty sure one of Gertha’s prolific children in question is just out of earshot by the door, perusing the apple butter I jar myself. My mom calls it the curse of small towns; Momaw Frost would’ve gleefully declared karma.

I stretch around Ms. Buchanan to hand Eva Mae a fresh Louisville Benedictine sandwich, for her pregnancy fatigue. The young woman doesn’t wait to take a bite as she cedes her place in line to the next customer, her dark eyes already clawing back some sparkle as the cucumber hits her tongue.

Inheriting the Apothakery way earlier than I was supposed to—or wanted to—makes me a battlefield-promoted Farewitch. But seeing someone’s expression after the first bite of something I made never gets old. It’s as addictive as any sweet.

Ms. Buchanan, however, does get old.

“Ma’am, please…”

“Oh, you should have seen Gertha when we were younger, a real hellcat that one, and now all she’s got time for is grandbabies, canning, and spewing that nonsense about magic and the downfall of the Holler. She won’t even buy from you and I know she needs something for her arthritis. So I told her, Gertha, I said, you quit what you’re on about, bad apples stirring up trouble don’t make the magic itself bad, and no Witch’s magic is gonna hurt you worse than the cigarette I know you sneak when you think no one’s looking—”

“Ms. Buchanan!” I exclaim. The customers behind Foxe Holler’s self-proclaimed most-informed church lady (but don’t say that in front of Gertha Fudge) take a collective step back.

The old woman eyes me, her wrinkled cheeks swelling with a hmph. “No need to shout, sugar. I’m old, not underwater.”

With tired fingers that spent hours kneading this morning, I push a large yellow box across the counter. Enough for a week. “Yes, ma’am. It’s just your jam cake is ready.”

“My jam cake?” Her silver hair glimmers in the late-morning haze peeking through the windows. Gossip and sunshine, a typical Southern spring day.

“Yes, jam cake. Every week.” For six years.

“Well, whatever for? I ordered apple dumplings.”

“For your memory. Ma’am.”

A pause. Then a bark. “Oh, hush, Beauregard,” Ms. Buchanan snips.

I peer over the counter and see shiny dark eyes and a wet nose.

Beauregard Buchanan is a beauty of a standard poodle, his midnight fur like licorice cotton candy and as glossy as the glaze on my jam cake. I wish my own hair looked that groomed, but when I hit twenty-five and trudged home to Foxe Holler, I cut myself some feral bangs like any self-respecting quarter-life-crisis victim.

“Beauregard’s fussy because he hasn’t had his morning nap yet. Gertha was up mowing her lawn at Satan’s hour this morning. Wasn’t she?” Ms. Buchanan coos at the poodle, then waves a knobby hand at the cake box. “Thank you, sugar. I know it won’t be as good as your mama’s, but it’ll do, such as it is.”

Because I grew up with Southern politeness baked into my bones, I don’t point out that the old woman didn’t know what the hell her order was thirty seconds ago. Instead, I ignore the insult and sneak a few dog treats into a to-go bag. And I definitely don’t hope she thinks they’re cookies by accident. “Believe me, ma’am, she’s still the Holler’s Farewitch in my mind, too.”

“Mmm-hmm. How is mayoral life treating that mama of yours?”

“Just fine.” Not fine.

“Guess we all got jobs to do. You tell that Mayor Frost I say hey, you hear?”

A timer dings from the back.

I startle with relief. Lord, I love that sound, and not just because it rescues me from countless awkward conversations. My customers protest when I head for the kitchen.

“Two minutes!” I promise, slipping into the back before someone catches me. Old Blanche, the choir director, is looking particularly hangry.

The smell of butter hugs me the moment I slide into the peace of the kitchen. I inhale, nostrils greedy. Our neighbors and customers are important, sure. Our town has relied on the Frost family’s food and baking magic for decades, ever since the Holler was no more than a whisper. And a Farewitch is nothing without a town, without the folks who depend on her culinary cures.

But the kitchen… I might not be the Farewitch my mom is, but the kitchen is home.

Tension seeps from my shoulders and stomach. The only sounds are my deep breaths and the massive churning oven. An only child of a single mom and one grandma, I made that oven my best friend growing up.

If I had kept up with friends more instead of work, someone would be here to laugh at that joke. Or would’ve at least warned me about the bangs.

But there’s no time for reminiscing or dawdling in a Farewitch’s kitchen.

I free two cast-iron skillets of cornbread from the oven just in time and leave them to cool. Frost women do not burn their cornbread. With a pastry brush, I Van Gogh some honeysuckle butter onto the perfectly golden full moons.

Then my stomach shrieks—when was the last time I ate? That banana before sunrise? Can’t remember. I’ll scarf down some reject scraps of something later. The cornbread sells better fresh out of the oven and I have a full shop waiting. A full town depending on me.

Every town has a Farewitch, sometimes several for big cities. But as the official Farewitch for this Holler, I’m responsible for upholding the reputation of generations of Frost women, of protecting our legacy for curing all manner of ailments with the right recipe and ingredients, the right intention, and the right dash of my own unique magical flavor.

It’s a Michelin Star honor.

With Michelin Star pressure.

Self-taught chefs and bakers, my mom, her mom Momaw Frost, and all the Frost Farewitches before them were experts at managing oven temperatures just as well as neighbors with too much flavor. It’s part of the job, and six years into it now, I follow my duties like I follow the family recipes: precisely.

Because if I don’t…

Momaw Frost appears in my mind. Not her seasoned scratchy voice this time, but her skeletal frame fighting a wasting disease that no recipe could cure. As a girl, I watched my mom bend over kitchen grimoires all night long; as Farewitches, they’re our bibles. Other Witches, from Hearthwitches to Greenwitches—even the elusive Tombwitches—traveled to help, asking for nothing in return. Finally, Warlocks passed through the Holler at the idea of a good challenge. They promised a whole spice drawer of magical solutions and exclusive potions, higher magic much stronger than the lower practical magic of Witches.

For a price, of course.

But after the Frost family bank account was dry as a sawdust biscuit, the Warlocks disappeared and the only ingredient Momaw Frost ever needed was time. More time for us to find the solution.

Her death hung on us like a lead apron. It still does. But if I do this Farewitch thing right, the Holler can depend on me. Which means Mom can depend on me.

I glance at the vaulted brick wall next to the oven, where hangs the Frost family’s vast collection of cast iron. Skillets and grill pans and cornbread molds in the shape of whole ears of corn dangle from the chipped brick, seasoned under generations of strong butter, stronger magic, and the strongest women. Despite the delightful floral aroma of the honeysuckle butter cooling over the nutty cornbread, my heart clenches.

I’d trade one of these priceless, magic-imbued skillets for my mom to be here with me right now. If only to see this batch of cornbread, which looks perfect, humility be damned. Rich gold crust to match everything else in this place.

Once, I looked forward to becoming a Farewitch. But at forty-five, not twenty-five.

I studied and organized and routined my way through college. Graduated and tucked in to the usual tasting menu of odd jobs and sporadic travel until my savings grew crumb dry and I hunted for the next job. But in a chaotic layering of events I can only picture as shoddy croissant laminating, Foxe Holler’s long-standing mayor died and my one and only mother, Marigold Frost, somehow got herself appointed the next.

When I came home for the funeral, I first remember feeling glad (stunned) my mom was close enough friends with someone to attend their funeral. Because of our workload, Farewitches just don’t end up with close relationships. Second came unease. I found the Apothakery was barely afloat. Typical Frost, my mom deluded herself into thinking she could conjure up the time and energy for a hundred-hour workweek. The third feeling was… I realized something was wrong wrong when my mom could no longer lift her own skillet.

A Farewitch’s cast iron is her ancestors’, seasoned with generations of flavor and literal magic that seeps into every new morsel of food. It’s the foundation of our altars and the Sisyphus boulder we haul again and again from a hot oven, year after year, decade after decade.

So the only heir in the Frost Farewitch line—me—donned an apron, filled the vacancy, and stayed. But this was the job. A holler needs a Farewitch. This Holler needs this Farewitch.

Like I said, no pressure.

At the farmhouse sink, I splash cold water on my neck and avoid looking at the old Frost family kitchen grimoires strewn across the table in the center of the room. That mess is for later. One step in a recipe at a time. Folks are hungry.

I cut the cornbread into plump golden bricks on a tray. In the hands of a Farewitch, cornbread can cure the common cold or general under-the-weather malaise. Mom has a stunning recipe with an old incantation to go along with it that makes the bread particularly buttery and makes it work faster than unregulated Sudafed.

A breeze, awfully cold for April, slithers into the kitchen through the back door I left open for air. I shiver.

True to Ms. Buchanan’s gossip, Gertha Fudge is on a tear lately, claiming the unusual season of spring colds is the work of bad magic, specifically that of the frightful old Warlock living alone up at the edge of the Holler. She’s got the other church ladies echoing her, too. Although folks tend to blame him for all of the Holler’s bad weather, now that I think about it. Rain? Angry Warlock. Hail? Warlock with a migraine. Tornado? Warlock with a vendetta.

Not that I’m complaining—more colds mean more cornbread. Better for business. I should give him a discount on snickerdoodles. That is, if he ever left his tomb of a house.

This is the one oddity I’ve not been able to figure out in my thirty-one years, even having grown up here: Not once, with eyes or scrying mirror, have I ever seen this Warlock. Not at the farmers’ market, the post office, or even the courthouse, where a person must theoretically have to renew a driver’s license once in a while. Or, most importantly, in my shop.

Everyone shops here. If it weren’t for the other rumors—about his extensive archive of magical tomes—I’m not sure I’d believe he exists. Sometimes, I hope those whispers are true, since the Holler’s one library burned down when I was little. But no matter what Gertha Fudge tries to make the Holler believe, I’m more frightened one of my long blonde hairs will wind up in the banana pudding than of some stuffy old loner Warlock who may or may not be tampering with seasonal allergy patterns.

I steel my nerves, take a few breaths, grounding myself in the comforting buttery atmosphere. Strong as cast iron. I let the peace and quiet of the kitchen work its own charm. Food is magic, and so is alone time. Hunger pangs tickle my belly button, but I ignore them. Brain on, stomach off. I need to remember: Everything I do is for my mom.

I glance at the mountain of recipe books again. Everything is for her.

Into the fire again, then.

As I carry out the steaming cornbread, my famished customers are exactly where I left them. I spend the next hour stuck in the looping cul-de-sac of Southern small talk. Ms. Buchanan doesn’t leave, but she at least moves to a table where her poodle is safe from heavy boots and sharp church heels. I sell ambrosia salad for cravings, coconut cake for allergies—plant, not pet; that’s coconut cream pie—and chocolate chess pie for a dose of randy spirit in the bedroom.

Farmer Kelsey pays for his chess pie in wrinkled bills that smell loamy. He’s been with his missus for thirty years, as he reminds me every time he visits, like I could forget. “How’s that cookbook you’re writing coming along?” he asks today.

I cringe on the inside. That. Right. “Oh, it’s going. Going somewhere.” Another project I don’t have time for. I tie his box with a saucy silk red ribbon. “You two eat this together now, you hear? Date night.”

Sometimes I fantasize about what it would be like to have what these two have. It doesn’t even have to be now. I’m only thirty-one. I could wait five years, ten…

“You know,” he begins, and I feel my stomach drop. “My nephew is single—”

Oh no.

“—and you don’t have to marry him, by any means, but—”

No no no. I know the nephew he means, and… no thank you. Anything but this.

Then to my surprise and to the shock of everyone in the Apothakery that morning, anything happens.

The shop door blows open on another chilly gust of wind, hinges squealing.

Dark mist shrouds the entire Apothakery in a creeping plume and the sunlight disappears. Everything yellow turns a dull purple in the changing light and it suddenly feels like midnight, not noon. Folks squirm to the perimeter of the small shop to avoid the mysterious mist. The fog hovers, not quite reaching my patrons or the corners of the room. Finally, it stops spreading.

Ominous, but I’m more concerned the obsidian smoke will change the flavor of any exposed baked goods. I really hope Gertha Fudge isn’t right about troublesome Witches and Warlocks. She’d never let anyone live it down.

As I am a reads the menu ahead of time kind of girl, surprise is not my favorite feeling. Do I have a recipe for shock? Probably involves ashwagandha and some moonlight.

I swing around the counter, grab an empty sheet pan for defense, and face the fog. Is it just me, or does the mass seem… cranky? I hesitate momentarily but Momaw and my mom wouldn’t tolerate a threat like this, so I won’t, either. I’m not going to be the Frost who loses the family shop to a cloud.

But then the mist dissipates with a POP before I can swing at it. Shock dusts every face in my periphery when a black envelope falls to the floor at my feet.

Surely this isn’t for me… And yet, curious, I reach down—

“Don’t touch it, child!” Ms. Buchanan fans herself with an empty cupcake liner. “That’s higher magic there, that is. I’d recognize the foul stuff anywhere.”

My hand pauses. Farmer Kelsey nods. “Warlock magic.”

Everyone leans back, like just whispering Warlock ensures a pox. Beauregard the poodle barks and, I’m pretty sure, pees a little.

“Now you all sound just like Gertha Fudge,” I say, eyebrow raised, trying my best to appear relaxed. They’re perfectly safe in the Apothakery. Whether pests or mold or bad weather, nothing dangerous—not even nefarious mail posted by curmudgeonly cumulonimbus—can make it past the warding a Farewitch’s magic bakes into her kitchen over the years.

“What if Gertha’s right?” Farmer Kelsey asks, eyes wide. Folks nod with him. “The Widow Witch is bad enough. Now the Warlock is knocking at our doors?”

By their reaction, you’d think we have an infestation of them. But the Holler only has one, as far as I know. I’d like to point out that no one my age has even seen the man, but I can’t over the escalating sounds of my customers growing frantic.

“The Warlock ruined my tomato crop last summer—”

“My chickens won’t lay eggs because of him!”

“He’s why we don’t have a library, burned it right to the ground…”

“I heard he did it so he could steal the books.”

“People died in that library, you know.”

“It’s not him. This has to be the Widow Witch—”

“Don’t be silly. It’s too early in the season yet.”

I ignore the warnings and reach for the envelope a second time. My fingers tingle with that just-scraped-by feeling that comes with remembering to grab an oven mitt just in time before touching a hot baking sheet.

But the tiny constellations of oven-burn scars on my hands are one of the undeniable things I have in common with my mom and Momaw. Like the blonde hair, I inherited that urge to reach into the heat. Momaw always said there’s no such thing as foul magic, only foul intention.

I snatch up the envelope.

Folks gasp, then seem almost underwhelmed when I don’t immediately burst into flames. A prickling sensation kisses my neck. My fingernails turn blue. The envelope does burn, oddly. Not painfully, though. A good burn. The first bite of something hot yet delicious.

When I open it, I find glittering silver scrawl on thick black paper.


Dear Ms. Frost the Younger,

I am in need of a Farewitch. The situation is advanced and beyond my efforts.

Report to Knight Manor on Monday morning. You will be compensated handsomely.

Regretfully,

Mr. Knight

The Warlock of Foxe Holler



I look up to find everyone’s eyes on me. Waiting. Perhaps for the inevitable kaboom.

This has to be an April Fool’s joke. Folks have seen the Widow Witch more than the infamous Warlock, and she plagues the Holler once a year.

But my stomach growls with fear, not hunger, and I know this isn’t a game. At one point or another, I’ve healed everyone in Foxe Holler of something.

Nearly everyone.

But folks come to me for everyday ailments. Not problems too complicated even for a Warlock’s magic. So why me, now? Why a second-rate, stand-in Farewitch?

A gnarled knot of worry twists in my gut, dampening the fear.

What the Warlock of Foxe Holler doesn’t know is that I can’t heal him.

What everyone else doesn’t know is that I’m a fraud.





Chapter Two

SATURDAY, APRIL 2


Honey’s Helpful Hint, from

Honey Frost’s Southern Cookbook for Recipes Gone Wrong:

Butter is a sensitive soul. It will melt under heat and pressure and soon you’ll be peeling sticky, gloppy biscuit dough off your fingers. Cold hands—and a cold heart—can keep it strong.
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The next evening, after I close up the Apothakery, I head into town and deliberately bypass the courthouse on the main square, where my mom’s mayoral offices are.

Marigold Frost won’t be there.

Instead, I stroll into Foxe Holler Hospital at precisely the moment visiting hours begin. The Warlock’s letter weighs heavy in the front pocket of my overalls.

Antiseptic floods my nostrils the moment I pass through the sliding doors. I’m armed with a tray of the Frosts’ signature deviled eggs (for energy levels) and a slew of other curative baked goods to dole out to staff and families hunkered down in the waiting room, even to patients, whoever needs a pick-me-up. Before women and Farewitches could own their shops, we had a long history of operating out of tiny home kitchens or making house calls. In a small town with a small hospital, sometimes it’s easier for me to come to the customer.

A nurse with long silver-brown hair swoops in before I even make it to the front desk, kind face beaming. “Saturday already, Honey?”

“Despite my best efforts to decipher the pandemonium of my Momaw’s kitchen grimoire, there is still no spell for stopping time.” I hold up my offering. “Hope y’all like deviled eggs.”

Nurse Carolina Vázquez smiles, taking the tray. “Why do you think I let you keep visiting?” She drops her voice to a conspiratorial rasp. “I hear the Warlock passed you a note.”

I try not to give myself away by patting my pocket. The hospital is frigid, but today my cheeks are warm with guilt. I swear I can feel harsh eyes on me, like everyone in the waiting room knows I haven’t yet refused the Warlock’s offer like a good Witch should. The Warlock is rumored to be ancient, even immortal, so I was expecting the letter to dissolve into dust. Go out with a bang.

But if I really thought that, would I have kept it in my pocket the last twenty-four hours?

I don’t answer that. What would my neighbors think, knowing I’d kept a probably cursed item from a Warlock whom everyone despises?

Carolina raises a perfectly threaded, graying eyebrow. “I heard there were fireworks. Or lightning? I can never understand old Beulah; she carries on too fast.”

I snort in a way Ms. Buchanan would surely frown at. “Greedy gossips. It’s been a literal day.” Folks have made it clear I’m a poor replacement for Marigold Frost, yet my name on their tongue is their favorite flavor.

She smirks like a best friend would, even though we’re on opposite ends of the millennial spectrum. “Did he really sign his letter ex-oh-ex-oh?”

“You’re terrible. All of you.”

Then her teasing expression falls like a bad soufflé. “I’m serious, though. He’s serious. He makes the Widow Witch look like a Halloween costume.”

It’s barely April, and the Holler is more anxious than ever. Each spring, the Widow Witch earns her name and leaves behind one widow before the summer solstice. My gut says some of these vanishings are just the nastier pieces of work fleeing the altar or the old marriage bed—and town—the minute the weather turns nice and they get bored. She’s always felt like an old wives’ tale used to scare young women. I can hear the church ladies now:

The Widow Witch was once a young woman who remained unmarried and childless, so for bitter revenge, she preys on a loving couple each wedding season.

But the lore isn’t only hysterics.

One person always disappears.

Last spring, it was Sonny Cumberland. Younger than me, and newly married, too. Although gossip says he and his new wife already had words in the middle of church on account of whatever happened at his bachelor party.

“The town hasn’t seen this man’s face in twenty-five years. And to think, that big old mansion used to hold parties. With real people!”

“Maybe he likes his alone time.” It’s my go-to excuse to get out of social commitments. “Shoot, if I lived in a mansion, I wouldn’t leave, either.”

“No one likes themselves that much. You can’t be a recluse in a reclusive town. They cancel each other out. That just makes him suspicious.”

I lower my voice. “He’s only asked for a Farewitch, like any other customer.” So why am I sticking up for him so quickly? “Can anyone tell me exactly what is so terrible about this man? Give me a list of his crimes?”

“He’s a Warlock. That’s everything you need to know. They spread plagues, conjure storms, ruin crops—”

“Mess with hen egg-laying patterns?”

“Exactly! You and I know better than anyone they’re just elitist hoarders of powerful magic.” Her eyes catch me with memories we share of my mom’s futile hunt to cure Momaw’s fatal illness with all the magic and money we had. Where was the Warlock of Foxe Holler, this Mr. Knight, fifteen years ago when his town’s Farewitch was dying?

I intend to find out. Given I’m here and not at the shop preparing tomorrow’s dough, it’s obvious I could do with a bit of elite powerful magic.

“Warlock or not, he’s a resident of this Holler. Which means he’s entitled to the help of the Farewitch.”

The nurse’s face softens. “What are you going to do?”

That’s the headline of the day, isn’t it?

FAREWITCH FROST FACES FIASCO OR FATE?

Another odd thought takes over. A silly one, really. If no one has seen this Warlock in decades… how old is he, exactly?

“Does anyone actually know what the Warlock did twenty-five years ago that sent him into isolation? Beyond speculation and making him the devil in every farmer’s almanac?”

Carolina shrugs. Her dark eyes gloss over for a second, then refocus. “Something terrible.” She shakes her head. “I’ll take you down the hall.”

Like every other Saturday, I follow Carolina down a hallway that reminds me of egg whites. The chemical smell, abrasive overhead fluorescent lighting, and the fridge-cold air are all a well-known ritual at this point, but that doesn’t make this comfortable. Though I’m partial to rituals. What’s a recipe if not a brief, previous ritual?

This is our ritual. And it’s a lie.

Well, a partial lie. More a half-truth? Mom always told me I should’ve studied law.

I do visit to be friendly, to make sure the evening staff don’t run out of snacks because the day staff get first dibs on the treats folks bring in. It’s not odd to see a Farewitch visit a hospital so often, but the patients here are mostly dealing with severe illnesses I can’t cure. Cancer, lupus, Alzheimer’s… I respect a Farewitch’s limits. All magic has its ceiling.

No Witch or Warlock can create life or conjure extra time where there is none.

The Frosts have always worked alongside modern medicine. A chamomile and lavender cookie can brighten someone’s day, but with a Farewitch’s spell, it can literally help a patient get some calm rest to help their recovery. Lemon and olive oil cake distracts a fussy baby whose tired parents have been up all night, but with one of my sigils baked into the bottom, it can deliver a little boost of anxiety-fighting goodness.

Other types of Witches do spellwork, too. As a Hearthwitch, Carolina is leagues better than me at serious defensive warding. Even someone without any magic can craft medicinal tinctures and homeopathic cures. But without the inherited Farewitch magic, the intention and family affinities, those cures are just like any other over-the-counter fix at a drugstore.

Exhibit A: the truth. I do provide the magical sustenance.

But Nurse Carolina provides the discretion. When we reach the wing for longer-term residents, we stop outside the usual room. No name on this door.

Exhibit B: the lie.

Carolina nods at the door. “You should get in there. Rough day for her.”

Then I’m alone, one hand pressed against my overalls pocket with the letter, the other on the doorknob.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for Carolina keeping an eye on things. The emotional debt I owe rivals the hospital bills. She took care of Momaw Frost those last few months and understood the grim situation then, just as she understands the same… sensitive situation we’re in now. Maybe it makes me ungrateful, but a delicate tablespoon-of-vanilla-sized part of me wishes I never needed to get to know her in the first place.

The Warlock’s invitation—demand?—gnaws at the back of my brain matter. What could plague a Warlock that he can’t cure himself? Especially if the rumors are true about his archives and he has endless magical texts and spell books at his disposal. I’m not sure whether to be highly suspicious and afraid… or intrigued. Or all three.

A voice comes through the door. “I know you’re out there. Stop overthinking and come in already.”

I sigh. Caught. When I enter the room, a middle-aged version of me sits up in her hospital bed.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Whatever Carolina was saying about me, she’s fibbing. I’m a star patient.”

Marigold Frost is all stern nods and raised eyebrows to anyone who doesn’t know her, but a smile slips through for me. Her graying-blonde hair rests in a plait over her shoulder, since Farewitches know ponytails stir up headaches after a long day in the kitchen. She was once a plump woman from sampling her concoctions as she went. But now, she’s not so much warm loaf of bread as, well, breadstick.

When I came home, I thought she was just pale and thin from the stress of being the Holler’s new mayor. But back then, our biggest heartbreak was still only Momaw’s death, and we were both blessedly naïve.

After giving her a hug, I take my usual seat by her bed. “How is Mayor Frost this evening?”

“Fit as ever. I could debone a duck right now if you needed one.”

My gaze narrows on her. We’ve got the same blue eyes and pale skin, which means the same purple eye bags when we’re utterly spent. But my mom has always been a better liar than me.

Marigold Frost, current mayor, has overseen Foxe Holler with the thoroughness and care of a chef in her kitchen.

Marigold Frost, former Farewitch and my mom, is also dying.

The lead apron came for Momaw Frost but stayed for my mom.

She pats the bag I brought with me. “Did you—”

I pull out a bottle of Cheerwine, cold and sweating. A spark lights her eyes. She downs the sugary drink in crisp gulps. In a recipe for Marigold Frost’s immediate happiness, Cheerwine is the first ingredient.

“They don’t give me any of the good stuff,” she says after draining half the bottle. “You’re telling me Jell-O is better for my health than this?”

I don’t argue, giving in to a shiver instead. The room is chilly enough that it would be a good place to work with buttery biscuit or pie dough, but other than that, this place reminds me of a meat fridge. The only steady constant is the tight staccato of beeping machines. What happened to the daffodils I brought? Not a speck of yellow anywhere. Momaw would be appalled.

There’s a tray of food my mom has clearly been avoiding out of sheer stubbornness. A small bread roll (visibly stale), the aforementioned Jell-O, a mass of what has to be collard greens—no bacon, of course—and some clumpy dish whose defining characteristic is Already Digested.

Mom yanks on my focus. “The nurses have been extra chatty. The way the hospital’s squawking about you, it’s like you’ve gone and won the lottery, girl.”

Oh no. I’m too late.

I hoped to talk face-to-face first, before the he-said, she-said network of town got busy. Momaw’s voice rings strong in my head: Don’t be green, girl. Foxe Holler loves its lore and loyalty. If I befriend the wrong legend, make the wrong decision, bitter and upset townsfolk might try to debone me.

My mom raises both eyebrows, her way of being more tactful than her own mother. Unlearning generational bad habits and all that. “Does the Warlock really write in script?”

“What?” The letter burns in my pocket. Maybe I should check if it’s actually burning. “Oh, uh, yeah. His cursive is actually pretty good.”

“Phew. I don’t think that old man knows what century we’re in. Glad to know I’m not the most outdated soul in the Holler.”

“Least not while Beulah Buchanan and Gertha Fudge walk the earth.”

“Those two old busybodies could subsist on Communion wafers and hard candy till Judgment Day.” She eyes me real good. “You, on the other hand…”

Here we go. “Don’t start, Mom.”

“You eating?”

“You know how busy the shop gets. I’m surrounded by food if I want it. I’m fine.”

“A hot brown would do you some good; your nail beds are blue—”

“What did we talk about?”

“Yes, yes, commenting on bodies, I know. I don’t want to be another relic of a matriarch.” She props herself up, flat biceps shaking, and I catch her wince of exhaustion. I’d do anything to take some of the pain away.

Anything? Like heal a dangerous Warlock just to get access to his magic or money?

“What did he offer you?”

I release a breath, ruffling my bangs. Like the undercooked center of a cake, there’s no avoiding this. Eventually we’d eat our way here. “He said I’d be compensated handsomely.”

“Ha! Lies. That Warlock’s been hoarding money and magic in that decrepit old mansion for decades. Centuries, who knows. Doesn’t spend a single wheat penny.”

“If he really is as old and powerful as everyone says, what’s the harm in a quick checkup?”

“Ignoring the fact he’s been a blight on this Holler for as long as anyone can remember?”

“Can they remember?” The Holler has a growing population of old women whose memories are selective. “He might be familiar with cures, or magic we’ve never seen before. Combined with our recipes, it might make a difference…”

“And what’s the isolation done to his mind? He could be eating cute young blondes for dinner. He certainly isn’t going to the Piggly Wiggly for groceries.”

This is getting ridiculous. We don’t even have a Piggly Wiggly.

But logic doesn’t matter here. Because for as long as Witches have been butting heads in this town with anti-magic zealots like Gertha Fudge, they’ve liked Warlocks even less.

Small towns might warm up to grassroots magic and neighborhood Witches, but powerful beings like Warlocks don’t usually settle in one place, where their magic wouldn’t have room to expand and consume. History shows us Warlocks often monetize what Witches are already good at, then demonize midwives and kitchen girls for those very same skills. That rivalry is why the Witches in this Holler will withstand the threat of the Widow Witch and the damage her reputation does for magic, but heaven forbid a Warlock sends a letter.

I square my shoulders and try to look as mature as possible in overalls. “I know Warlocks have disappointed us before. We paid them to help cure Momaw, and they gave us a whole bunch of nothing. I know. But I also know what bills got paid or didn’t based on the groceries in the fridge.” I gesture around the room we basically mortgage. “We live in a town smaller than the population of a liberal arts college, Mom. The Apothakery is busy, but if five people go vegan, we won’t be able to afford ingredients, and we sure as hell can’t pay the hospital.”

“Vegan? Here? Girl, Beulah Buchanan thinks we still use lard in the pie dough, and I don’t have the heart to correct her…”

“Mom.”

“Honey, I’m going to be too tired to argue with you soon.” She downs the rest of her Cheerwine. “Focus on the Apothakery, on our neighbors. The good folks we know. Do not accept the Warlock’s offer.”

Is that an order? I want to snap, my frustration surfacing. Or my hunger.

When she crosses her arms, I know the conversation is over.

“Shouldn’t you be out on a Saturday night?” she adds, like she’s just asking me for a mint and not commanding me to avoid a mysterious and treacherous ancient Warlock in an isolated danger-palace far from everything and everyone I know.

I slump back in my chair. I’d call her out on the lousy diversion if I weren’t so tired. “With who? Ms. Buchanan and her poodle?”

“I don’t know, a date. Just because we Frosts don’t take husbands—”

“Word choice.”

“—or partners, doesn’t mean we have to be celibate.”

“Ew, Mom, really? Word choice.”

The Frost women before me have always gotten away with tolerating men just long enough to keep the Farewitch line going. Our family’s tradition is the source of consternation for the conservative old church ladies, who love to gossip about promiscuous Witches. Because of the Widow Witch, we Frosts aren’t the only folks in the Holler who dodge marriage, but the church ladies are too afraid of the Witch to make a true fuss over neighbors living in unmarried dens of sin. Feeling conflicted about this no-win scenario is one of their top-five hobbies.

“Just don’t spend all night looking at all those old recipe books and family grimoires,” my mom adds. “I’ve told you before, you won’t find anything in there.”

Same argument, same ending. I want to holler in frustration. Our kitchen grimoires are our bibles. What if we missed something? What if I missed something? These thoughts keep me from sleeping most nights.

Especially considering the Farewitch of Foxe Holler is a fraud.

Sure, I can cure concussions with apple dumplings, inflammation with butternut squash, a bloody nose with hush puppies, and the flu with burgoo. I can hold my own with remedies that keep the Holler running. But if I can’t puzzle out the mysterious wasting disease eating away at the woman who raised me, and the woman who raised her, what kind of Farewitch am I?

I don’t get the chance to mount a final protest because at that exact moment my nemesis walks in.

Silas Key, I can admit, is an objectively stylish force in his usual three-piece pinstripe suit, which today he’s traded for a linen version for the warmer April weather. But that doesn’t matter, because every time I see him, he looks increasingly like a formidable mayor while my mom looks less and less like one.

“Silas,” I say. More of a grunt than a greeting.

Bless his heart, he tries to smile, but my scowl probably doesn’t make it easy. “Ah, Honey. Delightful.”

He’s my mom’s number two, the person who would take her place when she… if she, I mean… Well, in so many words, Silas is me. Marigold Frost goes around collecting people-pleasing young folks to fill her chef’s clogs.

But my mom doesn’t need a Silas, a number two. She’s going to get better; I’ll see to it. Even if it means I don’t avoid a mysterious and treacherous ancient Warlock in an isolated danger-palace far from everything and everyone I know.

Silas brushes a perfect comma of blond hair off his forehead. “I’m sorry to interrupt the obviously jolly energy in the room, but I need our mayor to sign a few documents.”

“Too tired,” my mom sighs.

“Marigold.”

“Silas.”

“Marigold, do we have to argue like an old married couple every time I need you to do a single clerical task? You’re still the mayor on a Saturday, you know.”

“Frosts don’t have husbands—”

“Or partners,” I interject.

“—or partners, Silas, you know that. And I enjoy our bickering.”

He rolls a pair of brown eyes. “So you’re not too tired for that?”

“We’d never work, anyway. Marriage would take the fun out of this.”

“To clarify, would that be because of our quarter-century age gap, or the fact that I’m looking for a husband?”

My mom throws out a hand. “Fine. Hand them here. You can entertain me with the story of your latest date, because my daughter isn’t going on any.”

Her assistant slash number two slash secretary grimaces as if he’s recalling a particularly terrible memory. Interesting.

“I need to talk with Honey while you sign.” He sets a manila folder on my mom’s blanketed legs and turns to me. “Mind if we speak outside?”

Every private conversation I’ve had with Silas always ends with the terrible taste of bad news in my mouth. Suddenly, I crave nothing more than the butter haze of the Apothakery’s warm yellow kitchen. My skin is freezing over in this place.

“Actually, I’m late for a date with my apartment.”

“What, a whole jar of cornichons and a book with subpar smut you’ve read ten times already?” He looks at me like Mom does and it’s not a stare I appreciate.

“Don’t dismiss my refined palate.”

“You see your apartment all day. You sleep where you work. I just need five minutes.”

Resisting the urge to grumble, I give my mom a kiss goodbye. Visiting hours always taste a little of guilt. Just because I like being alone on a Saturday night doesn’t mean she enjoys spending so much time alone. I get to go home to a robe and a container of reject cookie scraps in the freezer. She has to stay here.

I slip into the hallway with Silas.

When we’re alone, he looks me up and down—is that dissatisfaction with my overalls? Not today, sir—and smooths the waistcoat of his suit. I know he’s only a few years older than me, so I despise how consistently put together this guy is. We’re supposed to be equally stressed and overworked. The code of thirtysomethings.

Where’s his messy?

He clears his throat. “Can we be friends?”

“You’re preparing yourself to replace my mom.”

“Like I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m simply trying to create contingency plans here. I’ve been your mom’s mentee for six, going on seven, years. You’re both in denial, but you’ve got to trust I can handle this responsibility.”

Now, as can be summarized so far, I don’t usually stoop to gossip. But in a holler where the phone lines fold in storms, access to any network could blink out from one gravel road to the next, and many folks simply don’t trust the devil’s tool of Wi-Fi, sometimes gossip is the most efficient form of communication.

A cast-iron skillet is my weapon of choice, but I go for my backup—information. “Like how you handled that date of yours last Saturday night?”

He groans, pressing a gold-ringed thumb to his temple. “One bad public date and suddenly I’m the sole topic of the Bible study group.”

“I’m not in the Bible study group, but you were. According to my sources.”

“Jesus. Christ.”

A few nurses at the station down the hall look up.

“Don’t let the church ladies hear you say that,” I say. “They’ll send Pastor Webb after you. Heaven forbid they don’t let you be the next mayor. A tragedy, really. Were that to happen.”

“First of all, something is off about that man.”

Okay, that we can agree on. I don’t attend myself, but I know Witches often make an appearance in his sermons, and not because they’re holding a toy drive. “I always thought he was at high risk of becoming an actual spider.”

“Secondly, Samson was never going to work out; he’s a Libra for chrissakes. What I don’t understand is why my love life is more interesting than how Noxie on Shirley Street shot off her husband’s toe last week.”

I shrug. “She does that once a year. And because your date threw a literal biscuit at you. Kitty’s Kitchen doesn’t even serve biscuits.”

“Your guess is as good as mine. He pulled them right out of his Longchamp.”

“If that’s how you handle tricky situations, I don’t know if you’ll be the best mayor to follow my mom.” Okay, low blow, but I passed desperate a long time ago. Does he understand I’m willing to take a whole slew of questionable risks to keep him from being Mayor Silas Key? Nothing personal.

He sighs. “Listen, you have no idea how hard it is to date in a town this size. I would be a ten in Manhattan and here the best I get is a tourist who’s only visiting to rent a log cabin to get away from it all.”

Well, crap. Now I feel a little bad. He’s right: We’re operating on totally different playing fields. Olive branch, then. “Your date—Samson—came by the shop the other day looking for something to cure a pinot grigio hangover. He looked like absolute hell.”

“See? A pinot grigio guy. Never going to work.” His I’m serious now forehead scrunch reappears. “I’m doing my best here, but your mom can’t be my mentor and my opposition. You’ve got to make her work with me. She’ll listen to you. I’m trying to be a young mayor in a town of four thousand—maybe—that barely has its own postal code. I want friends, not enemies. More folks ask me every week where their mayor is, and I can’t deflect forever.”

And Carolina’s deflection spell and warding around my mom’s hospital room can only keep folks from snooping for so long. If I could banish the image of my mom—ghostly, thin hair, hollow cheeks, looking way too much like Momaw in her last months—I could put up more of a fight now. But I can’t. I just need her healthy. “You’re right. I know my dating life wouldn’t be front and center like yours.”

“If you had one.”

I almost laugh. It was a good one. “Ouch. I don’t know about this friends thing.”

“At least help me by dating someone, so we can keep her distracted.”

“She does enjoy trying to set us up. My mom does know you’re gay, right?”

A delicate half chuckle passes between us. Quiet, but it’s there.

Okay, I suppose I could make more of an effort here. “Maybe we should get dinner. Just the two of us. Talk outside of this hospital room for once.”

His eyebrows go up. “You know I’m gay, right?”

My hand goes to my invisible pearls. “What?”

“Ah, that was your sarcasm. I see.”

“We both know we’re way too busy for dinner, anyway. It was a trick question.”

Silas clears his throat, looking away. “Listen, I don’t want to add to your plate…”

“Oh, please do.” Folks have been adding to my plate for years. It keeps piling up and I just keep… not eating it. One day, I’ll inhale it. Catch up. Somehow.

“We’re going to need more medical care than Foxe Holler can provide. We should think about moving Marigold to a larger city, a proper hospital. Or if necessary, find excellent hospice care.” He tugs at his waistcoat, a nervous tic of his. Never a good sign. “Your grandmother passed away after battling this same unknown thing for a year. And Marigold’s been here nine months now…”

The acid in my empty stomach bubbles. The urge to vomit is stealing every tablespoon of weak focus I’ve got. You’ve tried everything in those grimoires, girl, Momaw would remind me. I’ve had time to exhaust my options, but with all the potential cures I’ve created, all I’ve done is exhaust our pantry and bank account.

Silas faces me, as if to make this fast, efficient. “Your mom is getting worse, quickly. Nurse Carolina and I think she has a few months left, at best. We need an answer. Now.”





Chapter Three

MONDAY, APRIL 4


Honey’s Helpful Hint, from

Honey Frost’s Southern Cookbook for Recipes Gone Wrong:

Strength in coven, fire in the oven,

for curses most foul, seek cures of fowl.

For the precious wares and the gravest cares,

find thee fast a Farewitch lair.

—a Farewitch fable
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On Monday morning, I fasten a note to the Apothakery’s narrow yellow door.

BACK SOON. PROMISE.

Our dangling wooden sign out front seems to scrutinize me from its high ground.

Fine—I know I’m not kidding anyone. I didn’t close the shop today on a whim. Thinking ahead, I delivered this week’s orders yesterday when most folks were sitting down to dinner. Even the banana cake for Nurse Carolina’s niece, who has a very important eighth birthday party on Wednesday.

I didn’t get to bed until the rooster living out back woke up, but what is sleep, anyway? I’m already used to getting less rest than my bread dough. The gluten can relax, but a Frost can’t.

Word will get back soon enough that the Apothakery didn’t open today, that for the first time in its history, it closed without warning or explanation. As long as the town has feared the Widow Witch, the Frost women haven’t taken a break. When my mom gave birth, a retired Momaw Frost just stood in. When Momaw passed, my mom just put grieve on a to-do list.

But I’m ready to see this through, for my mom… even if she has no idea where her daughter is this morning.

Making what is perhaps one of my more foolish decisions, I drive the old Frost family pickup truck to the edge of the Holler. The edge edge.

With shut-eye eluding me since Saturday’s hospital visit, I used what little time I wasn’t baking to research and try to make sense of the Holler’s history with Warlock Knight.

Storms and droughts and crop infestations and barren seasons for livestock, tornadoes and floods, an earthquake or two… There have been plenty of newspaper-worthy environmental oddities here. When the online records ran dry, I unearthed Momaw’s newspaper clippings from the attic, ignoring the nostalgic pain. Having grown up poor, Momaw was a hoarder in her old age, and kept boxes of announcements, births and weddings and funerals. Boxes.

Then I cross-referenced town news with the rumors the neighbors love:

He ruins crops, particularly around the summer solstice.

Hens won’t lay eggs if he’s within fifty miles of town.

He burned the town’s library in a spell gone wrong.

But I quickly hit a wall. If the general assumption is he’s immortal, he could be the destructive magical force behind everything odd. Or nothing at all.

Everyone in the Holler knows why the library burned down twenty-five years ago—reckless magic caused a fire that took several lives—and that it was never rebuilt. Too expensive, when the town needs to pave roads and keep the hospital running. The exact cause—Witch magic or Warlock magic—was never determined.

Around the same time, the Warlock simply disappeared from Foxe Holler. No goodbye. Rumors or not, folks love to point fingers, and there’s no counterfeiting the fear I saw in my customers’ eyes. Maybe the blame that hitchhikes to a tragedy like that is enough to drive someone into isolation.

I’m going to say hello and find out.

Eventually, finally, I turn onto a narrow gravel road leading up into the hills, and soon gravel becomes dirt. By the time I pull up to the iron gate of an estate cocooned in black birch and pine trees, I’m not sure I’m even in the same holler anymore. The winding, unpaved dirt back roads add time, but this is ridiculous. No wonder the Warlock never comes to town. The gas money would bankrupt a person.

Dense foliage curtains everything beyond the gate like the stage of some forgotten performance. Any mansion remains completely hidden from view. The iron metalwork of the gate twists in elegant script above its large winged doors.

KNIGHT MANOR

No harm in an informational interview, right?

With the lush woods and flora, oddly thriving for this early in April, anyone monitoring the gate might not see me coming, and in the Holler, a trespasser flirts with getting shot. No thank you. After throwing the truck into park, I hop out. The 1968 Dodge D100 pickup is avocado green, freshly washed in preparation for Today’s Ill-Advised Adventure. I want to make a good impression. For some reason. Maybe Warlocks are impressed by good vehicular upkeep. Old men like cars…

Approaching the gate with caution, I palm the iron, looking for any intercom system. Then, just like the small black letter, the iron burns a gentle, hot kiss into my hand.

The immense gates swing inward, shrieking. Like someone hasn’t opened them in a lifetime. When was the last time someone visited?

When was the last time someone left?

The coffee in my gut churns. That was too easy. Someone’s expecting me.

He’s expecting me.

No turning back now. That would be rude, girl, comes Momaw’s voice.

Back in my truck, I creep through the gates, only a big toe to the gas pedal. Edging up the gravel drive, I think I spot an old tobacco barn, but the woods and landscaping aren’t just thriving. They’re overgrown. Finally, the meandering drive comes to an end. I park at the steps of Knight Manor’s front entrance, and slide-fall out of the truck. All I can do is stare.

When my mom said the Warlock didn’t spend a single penny on that decrepit old mansion, I thought she was exaggerating. But Marigold Frost is a baker, and a teaspoon is a teaspoon, not a smidge more. Precision is ingredient number one.

The town rumors got decrepit right. But everyone got everything else wrong.

Before me is an old behemoth of a house with a wide porch that disappears around either side of the place. Every surface and support beam seems made of wood, and it must all be original, because it’s now more mushroom than bone colored. The only parts of the house that aren’t wood are the one-two-three-four-many stone chimneys. I can’t tell if the house is supporting them, or if the chimneys are the only thing keeping the whole place upright.

Knight Manor isn’t a mansion. It’s a farmhouse.

A memory takes me so quickly, my sharp laugh sizzles out.

This farmhouse reminds me of Momaw’s. Same screen doors, same decaying carved window eaves, same rocking chairs on the front porch. With Momaw retired and able to babysit while my mom ran the shop, I spent endless time there as a girl. Even nights. Those sleepovers are my best memories of Momaw. I can almost hear the reruns of The Golden Girls. We’d play gin and rummy until Mom picked me up.

I barely catch the sob before it escapes my chest. Breathe. If I’m having this much trouble outside the house, I’ll be doomed inside.

The rumors suggested some haunted hellscape. All I’m seeing is a Southern Living cover reject. How much do the folks of the Holler really know about the Warlock they fear? Or do they just listen to Gertha Fudge’s rants?

But as I focus, I notice the abnormalities.

What started as a traditional two-story, probably nineteenth-century farmhouse now has a dozen additions tacked onto the original heart of the structure. Like the first godawful, confused layer cake I ever baked. A house this size is expensive. Big like old money, not new money, Momaw would’ve said. There are no fancy cars in the driveway, or any cars at all. Odd, since the Holler’s public transit system consists of the church van or the bed of someone’s pickup.

The cracked, wavy glass windows were once elegant, but now vines rip at the rotting window frames and shutters, and birds’ nests barnacle for purchase. Ivy crawls between cracks in wood, threatening to pop loose a nail like floss hunting between teeth for a poppy seed.

I would know. Lemon poppy seed is a favorite flavor for the Frosts.

But the Manor banishes any hunger. My gut knots as a crisp April breeze edges under my clothes. It’s cooler up here than it is in town. Wild vegetation infests the sprawling grounds (farmland?), but this grand house is the first infected molecule of the plague. Now, truly realizing how far out here and alone I am, I feel silly, way in over my head. If the house looks this sick on the outside, what is the Warlock like on the inside? If my mom’s right about the suspiciously aggressive isolation, is she right telling me to refuse his offer altogether? By trying to save her life, am I just going to risk mine?

What am I doing here?

I could turn back. Tell the nurses to keep trudging along, trying the same solutions, give Mom the same Jell-O, in the hopes she might get better. Keep combing through cookbooks and recipe journals and grimoires for that fateful recipe I know has to exist. We could all simply return to the usual routine.

Screw that.

My mom has until July, if we’re lucky. I know exactly what I’m doing here. If I help this Warlock, he might help my mom in return. Or his archive could. Shoot, at the least, he could pay well enough for me to shuffle more money toward her care.

Behind its screen, I knock on the main front door. When there’s no answer, my nerves make me try the door, just in case.

It swings open without resistance.

Relief quells my panicky stomach. Interesting. But also unnerving. Am I being watched, or is the house always this hospitable? What if I hadn’t come? Would the Warlock have stomped into my shop this morning to track me down?

“Hello?” I call into the foyer.

Black-and-white tile bounces the echo back to me. Empty.

Lord, the sudden aroma of the cedarwood takes me right back to Momaw’s. All that’s missing is sugar and cinnamon toast.

The memory comes with a homing beacon of an instinct and I head for the back of the floor plan, where I’m positive the kitchen will be. Logically, it’s safe to assume he’ll interview me there. This doesn’t feel like trespassing. I think. I’m welcome, right?

As I go, the place is an absolute rabbit warren with halls and nooks and spiral staircases that climb nowhere. The scent of loamy earth follows me, but I can’t tell if it’s the soil-giving-life type or the decaying-into-the-ground kind. Everywhere I look, tiny intricate carvings of plants and herbs decorate the crown molding, the banisters, even the wood doors. Stained glass windows bloom from the walls, the glassy images of basil, rosemary, sage, and thyme tossing slants of green-tinted sunlight into the otherwise dim and dusty house.

If this man weren’t a Warlock, I’d say a Greenwitch lives here.

So far, the inside doesn’t promise to remedy any deficiencies in confidence the outside creates. It’s in such a state of disrepair, my brain demands order, so I quickly make a mental list of all the ingredients for this disaster of a recipe:


	½ of a dining room table, leaves missing

	12 dining room chairs (for what people?)

	7 random trunks, empty, possibly once for clothes?

	A healthy number of rugs and quilts that all need cleaning

	Countless potted ferns and palms, arranged evenly throughout the first floor

	Banjos that seem to multiply every time I look away

	A grand piano, under a painter’s tarp

	A child’s bike?



But even with my curiosity, I don’t meander. I’m here for a reason, and I have a feeling the less time I spend wandering around this place, the better.

Just as I thought, a narrow door tucked away at the end of a hall, close to the dining room, at last reveals what I’m looking for.

Despite the rest of the place, the house’s kitchen is… Wow.

I spin in place as I take in literal walls of windows.

Several look out toward the front porch and the drive even though we’re at the back of the house. The kitchen must be one of the later additions tacked on at an impossible angle. Warlock magic, or shoddy architectural design? The windows offer the perfect view of unwanted visitors; someone in the kitchen definitely could have seen me coming. Copper pots hang from the tall ceiling alongside dried bundles of herbs, directly over an island the size of a pontoon boat. There’s even an elegant gas range, and there next to—

Lord above, it’s an AGA stove. With five ovens. Five! The glorious beauty is a welcome shot of comforting espresso to my unease. Gorgeous. The Apothakery has two ovens, sometimes, and I’m constantly fighting the two devils over their cold and hot spots.

All right, I’ll admit it. Knight Manor has one helluva kitchen.

As I move to get a better look at the AGA, I trip over a loose tile and nearly land on my face. A tile I’m pretty sure wasn’t unseated before.

My cheeks warm. Can a house be annoyed at someone? If what I’ve heard is true, the Warlock’s magic would be powerful enough to saturate this farmhouse with… personality.

Great. This should be fun.

Then there’s a shuffling sound, and I whirl around.

When I listen, it’s quiet again. I’m alone. A shiver runs through me so fast, my arm hair rises. Get it together, Honey. Probably a bat, by the state of this place. Could be the old house settling. I get the impression lots of things here squeak. I pray there are no mice.

Extra careful stepping over the tile now, I head for the massive fridge.

The heart of a house, a fridge is where Farewitches start, if we make the rare house call. I’m a professional, but also nosey, and scouring a fridge can be a great step in the right direction toward a diagnosis.

On cue, the fridge’s double doors screech when I yank them open. A viciously sour smell smacks me in the face. We’ve got grape jelly, probably to go with the peanut butter on the counter. Soy sauce. Two cartons of eggs, somehow not the source of the smell. An obscenely large bunch of radishes that would love some butter and salt. Kids’ Yoo-hoo drink boxes taking up extensive shelf real estate, and a single chilled bottle of what is either rice cooking wine or baijiu. Lastly, apple butter.

Mine, from the Apothakery. I’d recognize those jars anywhere.

The inside is as pitiful as the smell promised. But as I close the doors, a weird sort of smile inches onto my face. This looks like my fridge on particularly busy weeks.

Then someone giggles.

I whirl again and come face-to-face with a severe-looking older woman eyeing me across the island, arms folded and mouth cross.

“Ah!” I slap a hand over my racing heart. Wait—I’m the one who doesn’t live here. “Sorry, ah—did you… did you giggle?”

The woman’s narrow cold eyes are gray, like her hair. “Do I look like I giggle?”

I make the mistake of taking a second to answer. The hair, perfume, and cardigan-skirt set are giving off major grandma energy. Momaw gave me plenty of those stern looks. Suddenly, I feel underdressed in my overalls, even though they’re my good ones, linen, instead of my usual torn denim.

“Ah, no. I mean—I’m sorry. The front door was open, I think, and I didn’t want to be late just standing in the drive, so I thought I’d wait here, and since I was invited, I figured no one would mind if I let myself in—”

“Please, Ms. Faust, no need to pontificate.”

“It’s Frost. Like frosting.”

“I’m sure.”

Frost like frigid, I should’ve said. I throw out a hand. “Honey Frost. Farewitch of Foxe Holler.” I sound like I’m asking a question, unsure. “Stellar to meet you.”

The older woman looks down at my offered hand like I’m holding a cracked, goopy egg. She doesn’t shake it. “We know who you are. Mr. Knight is unfortunately expecting you.” Her voice lowers and I swear the sunlight vanishes for a second. “We didn’t think you would show.”

I remember the Warlock’s letter. Regretfully. Unfortunately. What is it with these people?

“I’m the Holler’s Farewitch. I can help anyone, or I can try.” Nice. Real confident. “All someone has to do is ask.”

“People-pleasing is a trauma response, dear.”

Surprising that the fifth member of The Golden Girls is online enough to know that vocabulary, but I keep that retort to myself.

I’m getting tired of this woman’s crusty top layer, but I’ll find some way into her goodwill. I’m good at wiggling into places I’m not supposed to be. “Right, well, thank y’all for having me.”

She cocks her head; the French roll of her hair doesn’t roll a bit. A single hair doesn’t even flutter. “How much do you know about the Warlock and Knight Manor?” It’s almost like she’s surprised I remember why I’m here.

“Admittedly, only whatever the rumor of the month is…” My words die under her withering stare. Now that I think about it, I’ve never seen her before at the shop or in town.

Who are these people tucked away at the edge of the Holler? If I had to guess the true identity of the Widow Witch, this lady would be in my top three.

“Where are the rest of the staff?”

“It’s just me. And before you ask, I’m no Witch. The Warlock is the only one with magic in























































	He’s pale except for twin patches of color on his cheeks, like the sun spots on my mom’s hands from baking too often by the window.

	His age. Or lack thereof. His thick hair is long enough to fit into a hair tie. And his hairline—eleven out of ten. But gray smudges his temples like lipstick on a wineglass. He could be a sun-beaten thirty or a wonderfully taken-care-of fifty.

	He’s covered in dirt.
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