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I was inspired to write this quirky little book after listening to Sarah Beth Durst charm an audience about cozy fantasy on  a  panel  we  shared  at  Phoenix  Fan  Fusion. I  wondered aloud if it was possible to write a Demon Cycle cozy mystery.

Sarah told me anything was possible.

So take a cookie, curl up, and let’s see if she was right.
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ONE

Backaches and Butter Cookies
350 AR

The first deep chill of winter had fallen over Tibbet’s Brook. Selia’s knees broke the news, waking her from slumber. A familiar ache, like an old foe she’d thought she laid down for the count.

Of course, the corespawned cat was curled atop Lesa’s legs. Lesa complained Cookie pinned her down, but Selia would gladly exchange a little tossing and turning for a personal leg warmer.

Twenty years ago, it was normal to feel the day’s weather in her joints before opening her eyes in the morning. She always knew when to take her umbrella, and she leaned on it when she was alone, even if she was too proud to show the pain when folk were looking.

Seventeen years ago, Arlen Bales—who’d run off into the night more than a decade earlier and was widely presumed dead—rode back into Tibbet’s Brook with magic wards tattooed on his flesh and turned the whole town on its ear.

Bales brought warded weapons that could kill demons, but refused to share them with any borough whose Speaker wasn’t willing to step into the same demon-filled square where Tibbet’s Brook once staked criminals for the demons to feed upon.

Selia had been nearing seventy that year. Fit for her age, but she still had to pay local lads in butter cookies to cord wood and fill her firebox. She’d had a long life filled with more than her share of pain, and had little to lose when she picked up a spear and walked right toward a demon misting up from the Core.

She stabbed just as the coreling materialized, the result a flash of light as the weapon punched through armor once thought impregnable. Wards along the spear activated, draining some of the demon’s own magic to power the killing glyphs along the spearhead.

Selia felt struck by lightning as she held onto the shaft. Bales called it feedback magic, but whatever it was, the power shocked through Selia, filling her with strength and vitality. Her knees stopped aching, her hands, even her back.

The effect was temporary, but there was no mistaking it. More than a week of sleep and a pot of coffee, it felt as if she’d shaved away a year off her age.

It wasn’t just her. The other Speakers who’d gone into the night with her felt the same shock of vitality. Some, like her, had wanted more.

Selia went on to lead the town militia in hunting all the corespawn on Brook lands. That nightly feedback magic worked a change in her body, sloughing off years and wrinkles like scabs gone dry. Soon she was a woman of forty again. Of thirty. It seemed she had her whole life to live over, a chance to correct the many mistakes gone by. She found love and fought demons, past and present.

The years of peace since then had been a gift. One Selia treasured, despite the price. Without demons to kill, her unnatural youth was fading. Not overnight, but neither was she aging at a natural rate. Selia had aged a quarter century in the last decade, if her knees were anything to go by. Her long yellow hair was faded, streaked with gray, and she wasn’t as strong as she had been. Soon her hands would ache so much she’d weep on cold nights, and her back would not forgive her if she sat for too long.

Still, the demons were all but gone, and Selia had spent her renewed youth laughing and loving as her truest self. If she had borne the pain in her joints when she had every cause to be bitter, surely she could bear it now. Tibbet’s Brook used to be full of dark secrets, but the worst of them had been shown the light. The care-worn lines of her face were returning differently, the imprint of smiles, and laughter, and toe-curling joy.

Beside her, Lesa still slept peacefully, even as Cookie cracked open an eye, watching. Selia’s wife was powerfully built, but she, too, was softer than she once was. The militia had disbanded, apart from readiness drills once a season. Lesa taught spear and shield to children in the schoolyard now, a safeguard in case the demons should ever come again.

Selia remembered the lust they’d felt during the war, charged with magic and bodies hard from fighting. Now they were doughier, and the heady, aggressive coupling of their beginnings had eased into warm snuggling that soothed the aches in her knees away. She let their bodies meld together for a moment, then kissed Lesa’s shoulder and pulled away.

Lesa squirmed in pleasure at the kiss, groping blindly behind her, eyes still closed, in a playful attempt to pull Selia back into bed. Cookie didn’t like that, leaping indignantly down from her perch atop Lesa. She was Lesa’s cat at night, but in the daytime, Cookie knew who she worked for.

“Sleep in, lazybones,” Selia told Lesa. “It’s Seventhday. But sleep won’t fire the oven and melt the butter.” She bent, giving Cookie a scratch behind the ears. “Mice in the cellar ent going to catch themselves.”

Selia had never been able to lie in bed once her mind began listing the day’s chores. She slid her feet into cold slippers, padding to the wardrobe for her housedress before she slipped quietly from the room, Cookie at her heels.

Her rapid aging might be a burden to Lesa one day. The girl had only seen thirty-six summers, while Selia was at the close of her eighty-fourth. For now, she remained robust, but at this rate she would be showing the fullness of her age in less than a decade. Lesa would spend her middle years caring for Selia, only to face her own gray winters alone.

But there were more immediate concerns. As the cat went to the cellar to visit her box, Selia took her axe and went out into the cold yard. Soon the local youth would be lingering, looking for chores in exchange for butter cookies. She would feel the work later in her back, but Selia understood now what a gift it was to be able to split her own wood, and they would have to pry the chore from her wrinkling hands.

The work limbered and warmed her, and she finished feeling stronger than she began. She piled wood high in her arms, filling the stove, the baking oven, and the firebox. A warm house would be kinder to her knees.

She fired the oven first, then kindled the stove and put the kettle on. Cookie emerged from the cellar while she was sweeping the floor. Splotched black, white and gray, Selia could never decide if Cookie looked like a white cat who rolled in the ashes, or a black cat who’d fallen in the flour tub. Around her snout was a tea stain the golden brown of a perfectly baked cookie. In her jaws was a mouse. The cat padded proudly to Selia, laying it at her feet.

“Ay, that’s my good girl.” Selia bent to give Cookie a good long scratch, then swept the rodent into her pan. Before she disposed of it, she broke a leaf from the catnip plant, bruising it with her fingers and rolling it into a ball she tossed just out of reach. A reward for a job well done. She smiled as Cookie pounced.

The house clean, Selia scrubbed her hands, laid out the fresh vittles Cookie had earned, and started on the dough. Her recipe was three ingredients and simple, letting the butter and sugar do most of the work.

The secret was chilling the dough before baking. It was beyond the means of most folk in the Brook, but the well on Selia’s property was deep, and ran blessedly chill. There was a pump right in her kitchen, another task that kept her strong. She filled a pan with water so cold it made her fingers ache, setting the dough plate to float atop the cold water before covering.

The kettle was boiling by then, and Selia took her first cup of tea to the table with her knitting.

Selia’s father, Edwar, had brought a chiming clock with him from Miln when he moved to the Brook. It sat on the mantle, but Selia didn’t need it for the cookies. Seventy-five years of baking had given her a sense beyond time—how long to chill the dough, how hot the oven should feel, and when to pull perfectly golden cookies from the heat. She stole one for Lesa and one for herself, then set the rest on the windowsill to cool.

The crock on the table was yesterday’s batch, gone from soft and warm fresh from the oven to crumbly, buttery perfection. Selia took the crock and went out onto her porch, looking at the local children, many in their Seventhday best, lingering near her yard.

“Who wants a chore?” Selia called, and immediately the casual pretense was dropped as the children swarmed her porch, knowing the fastest would get at least two cookies—one up front and another set aside for when the chore was done. Bigger tasks could earn even more.

Kids in town treated Selia’s cookies like credits at the general store, often traded and retraded several times before they were finally eaten. The parents in town were usually happy to let the young’uns help the Speaker for cookies.

“Walk needs sweepin’.” Selia held up a cookie, and hopeful hands were thrust forward. Jilly Square got that one.

“Horses need tendin’.” More hands shot up, and Selia let the Sugar sisters have it. The animals loved those girls—probably because of the cubes of sugar they kept in their pockets from their mam’s farm—and the feeling was mutual. Caring for the horses meant exercising them, and the Sugars loved to ride.

Message delivery went to the Digger boys. The three of them would race to see who could deliver theirs and get back for a cookie first.

“Five cookies left!” Selia called, when the chores were all given out. “Who thinks they deserve one?”

The remaining children pressed in close.

“Won the sheaf of paper at the schoolhouse for being the best at reading,” Goldy Shearer said. She had seven summers, and had struggled with her letters just a year ago.

“That does deserve a cookie,” Selia agreed, placing one in Goldy’s hands.

Esek Square, who had seen eleven summers now, stretched his hand high like he was trying to touch the sky. “Got a whisper!”

Selia squatted, ignoring the ache in her knees. She reached around her head to pull her graying hair away from an ear. “Tell it here, boy.”

“Jan Dyer did his business on the stairs to Hog’s tavern,” Esek whispered.

Selia laughed out loud. Folk were always mad at Hog about something. “I start punishing folk for that, whole town would need a trip to the woodshed.”

“Not just piddle this time, Speaker,” Esek said. “Made mud, too. Store security caught him and broke his arm, even though they make mud on folk’s property all the time when someone ent paid Mr. Hog. Mrs. Dyer is sore, somethin’ fierce.”

That was more serious, and earned Esek a cookie. She made a note to talk to Keri Dyer and get the full story.

Children saw more than adults gave them credit for, and always had news, or gossip, to share.

“Caul took a sheet from Widow Cabbage’s laundry line.”

“Tailors were shouting again last night, with Jeni and her new baby in the next room.”

“Cooper’s hound got loose, again. Ran halfway across the Brook and killed three of Tam Pasture’s chickens. Pasture wants satisfaction, only Cooper ent got enough credits to pay.”

All of it was good for a cookie. Seeing the Brook through the children’s eyes kept Selia in touch with her home and the people she served. Folk thought the Speaker’s job was about justice and leadership, and sometimes it was, but Selia thought of it more as keeping the peace. Teaching folk to settle their own disputes, instead of coming to ask the Town Speaker to rule on every petty squabble between ornery neighbors.

That last was a work in progress.

Lesa was up by the time she came back inside. They had tea together, discussing the morning’s gossip before going to services. Cookie found a sunny spot of floor by a window and curled up for the first of many naps. Corespawned cat worked only as much as she had to.

“Want me to come stand behind you while you speak to Hog?” Lesa asked after hearing what Esek had said. “Can’t let store security go around breaking folk’s arms. Know where that kind of behavior leads.”

“Ay,” Selia said. “I’ll have a talk with Rusco once I’ve got the facts, but you looming behind me with your arms crossed will just get everyone’s back up. Ent a one of his bully boys would dare lay a hand on me.”

“That happens, whole Brook would rise up, you didn’t lay them out flat yourself,” Lesa agreed. “String that old cheat up like he deserves and run the rest of store security out of town.”

“Don’t want that either,” Selia said. “Nothing good comes from a mob, and you know it. This town’s had its share of troubles, and to spare. Things have been quiet these last years, and that’s how I aim to keep it.”

“Ay, maybe.” Lesa dropped her eyes as she bit into her cookie. Selia knew Lesa blamed Hog for the long hungry year her family had when she was young. Demons burned their field, and Hog wouldn’t lend them credits to replant. Selia’d made sure no one starved, but Lesa’s mam and da were too proud for charity, and it took the family years to recover.
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