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      This debut collection from the cozy fantasy shared world of Cozy Vales is certain to deliver hours of holiday-themed reading!

      There are many things you should know about Cozy Vales, but the two most important ones for this collection are Lantern Night and Winter’s Tide.

      Held every December 21st, Lantern Night is the pinnacle of winter holidays and the oldest and most popular holiday in the queendom. It’s a rare village or town that doesn’t celebrate Lantern Night in some form or fashion!

      The old fashioned ritual is to light a candle in a lantern. If it burns through the night, it means you’ll experience good luck. No one is 100% sure on its origins, but the lanterns are believed to ward off bad luck and are both a remembrance of the previous year and a promise / hope for the year to come. Nowadays, many people release floating lanterns instead.

      The traditional words for the ritual are:

      “With this light, we hold onto the memories of the past and look forward with hope for the new year. May this lantern last through the night.”

      Traditional greetings around the holiday are:

      “May your lantern last through the night."

      And the response is: “And may your light shine bright.”

      Lantern Night is also observed with the giving of gifts, with books to read by candlelight being one of the most popular. Unique customs for celebrating Lantern Night are observed in various communities and differ across the queendom.

      Closely intertwined with Lantern Night is the holiday season known as Winter's Tide. This season lasts for two weeks and culminates with Lantern Night. As with Lantern Night, there are some commonly practiced traditions (decorations, parties, a more conscious effort to be kind, efforts to connect with friends and family, gratitude, etc.), but there are also local or regional takes on the celebrations.

      Many vales, cities, towns, and villages have adopted unique ways of celebrating Winter's Tide, with localized custom traditions springing up all over the queendom (usually due to weather and/or geography).

      Regardless of how Lantern Night and Winter’s Tide are celebrated, the theme is always one of giving.

      Please consider this collection our gift to you!

      Learn more at cozyvales.com.
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        To see the most current version of the Cozy Vales Queendom map, please visit:

        https://cozyvales.com/maps

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Season of Giving

          

          L.A. SCOTT

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      The following is a tale involving a hearth witch named Genever Wells, whose life is about to be turned upside down. But before you meet the heroine of this story, kindly allow me to properly set a stage worthy of her entrance.

      At the top of the diamond-shaped queendom known as Cozy Vales is a lovely little valley named Juniper Vale with a lovely little town named Oasis (both are worthy of visiting if you have the time and the means).

      Our story opens just three days before the holiday of Lantern Night, a queendom-wide celebration held on the longest night of each year. The holiday is marked by lanterns, candles, wreaths, singing, much food and drink, and gifts, but in Oasis at this time of year (mid-December), it’s also marked by snow.

      Lots and lots and lots of snow.

      A night of falling flakes had left the town under a blanket of white. The morning was gray, and the land continued to be showered in cold kisses.

      Into this scene steps our heroine, who is walking through town and craving a peppermint mocha from the Moonlit Mug Café . . .

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Genever Wells crunched through snow so fresh that two inches already covered the pathway that had been shoveled clear less than an hour earlier. Not that she was complaining. She was rarely a complainer to begin with, you see, and she adored cold weather, though that was not the only reason she lived in Oasis.

      The other reason was Lantern Night and the two-week celebratory season preceding it, which was known as Winter’s Tide. For the residents of Oasis, and certainly for Genever, Lantern Night was unquestionably the winter holiday pinnacle. However, Winter’s Tide was a highlight in its own right.

      The two weeks of celebrating—someone was always throwing a party or a feast or a gala of some kind—were also marked by a constant exchange of warm wishes for the upcoming year. The entire town felt happier, lighter, and friendlier. To say it was a magical time would be an understatement.

      And if you had ever experienced the holidays in Oasis, you would heartily agree.

      Genever’s hooded dark green cloak was made of thick wool and kept out most of the chilly air. She blinked her pale blue eyes against the gusts of wind that tugged at her long, copper-colored hair. Errant snowflakes melted against her freckled face.

      Not that she minded.

      However, snow collected on the cloak with such speed, Genever had to regularly shake off the accumulation. Even so, by the time the bell over the Moonlit Mug Café’s door rang to announce her entrance, Genever looked closer to a snow woman than the hearth witch she was.

      “Morning, Gen! Usual?” Palter Godfrey called out from behind the counter. The owner and proprietor of the Mug peered over the patrons at Genever. The café was crowded, and Palter had to nearly shout over the din of his customers, though he did so in a way that felt surprisingly polite.

      Genever found the Moonlit Mug Café to be neither too small nor too large but rather just the right size for enjoying the best tasting coffee in town.

      “Please!” Gen replied as politely as possible. “And make it a double. And a chocolate croissant to go.”

      Genever stamped her boots and gently shook her cloak. Showering Palter’s customers with snow would have been rude, and Oasis was not a town of rude people . . . mostly.

      The doorbell chimed again. Genever couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen the place so busy. She stepped forward to make room for the newest arrival, and the mystery of the café’s standing room only status was solved.

      Next to Palter stood a woman dressed in a Tasters’ Guild blouse and apron and holding what could only be the famous Heart of the Vale chocolate drink. The delicious beverage was no mere hot chocolate but rather the most famous drink to come out of the Tasters’ Guild.

      Widely regarded as the most delectable chocolate-based drink in the queendom, Genever had wanted to try one for years. She was very curious about the magical properties attributed to the drink. The guild marketed it as a general cure-all for healing minor maladies, though the process for crafting the drink and the exact magic spell used were both highly secret.

      Unfortunately, the Heart of the Vale’s steep price put it outside of Genever’s price range, at least for the moment.

      Palter had put up Winter’s Tide decorations and lit candles all around the café, which gave it a very festive feel, as did the laughter and good-hearted conversations filling the air. Genever recognized several red-cheeked faces in the cafe and greeted them with a smile or a wave.

      Customers who had popped in for a drink stood or sat, nurturing their beverages, eyeing the darkened sky, and considering if perhaps they should, after all, have a second round and see if the weather lightened up.

      Others stood with their hands in their pockets, having ducked into the café to thaw out before continuing on their way. More than a few perused the latest edition of The Golden Acorn, the most popular broadsheet in the queendom. The top headline announced that Capital Crumb Bakery would soon be opening a new location in Turtle Bay Vale, which, if you had ever tried one of their elderberry fold over tarts, would understandably be headline-worthy news.

      Palter was happy to let anyone stay as long as they liked and was never one to ask a current (or future) customer to leave. One might argue his kindness was overly generous, but again, Oasis was not a town of rude people.

      Genever squeezed through the knot of customers (“Pardon me,” “Terribly sorry,” “Morning, Mr. Gable, how are you this morning?” and many more exchanges were offered along the way) until she reached the counter. The journey had taken almost exactly the same amount of time Palter needed to craft a peppermint mocha with a double shot of espresso.

      “That’ll be three coppers, Gen.”

      “The regular price is five, Palter, and that’s just for a mocha.”

      The café owner nodded at the wreath hanging from his front door. Genever had performed a minor spell on it for success. Nothing too extravagant, as she was still learning how to manipulate aether, the ethereal energy that fueled all magic. Barely more than a little hearth cantrip for luck in the kitchen.

      Palter had insisted on paying more than she’d quoted, but Genever wouldn’t hear of it. She only asked a fair price for her work. There were plenty of charlatans out there as it was, tarnishing the reputations of ethical hearth witches. Genever would never allow herself to be accused of overcharging her customers, much less by the person who made the most delicious mochas in town.

      Palter nodded at the door. “That’s no regular wreath, and you’re no regular customer.”

      “But you already paid me for the wreath.”

      Palter sighed and shook his head. “And it’s brought me far more business than you promised.”

      Genever glanced at the woman next to Palter. The Tasters’ Guild member handed over a Heart of the Vale to a smiling customer who could barely contain her excitement. The guilder nodded and ducked behind a screen to make the next one (please see the note above regarding how secretive the guild was about the recipe). A proper version of the drink required magic, which meant Tasters’ Guild was one of the few guilds whose members had to be a magical: someone capable of wielding magic.

      Now, there were many flavors of magic, much like there were many flavors of bread. But aether was the fuel for all flavors of spellcraft.

      Genever nodded at the guilder. “Pretty sure she’s the big draw today, not my wreath.”

      The café owner smiled and shrugged. “And I say I’d never have convinced her to work the counter without your magic wreath. Three coppers.”

      Genever would have continued arguing were it not for the other patrons. Someone behind her politely cleared their throat. Next would come a louder clearing of their throat, and if that failed to get Genever’s attention, a gently spoken “Excuse me, miss, but I don’t suppose you’ve finished with your order, have you?” was sure to follow.

      Genever didn’t like being on the receiving end of unnecessary charity, but she was also in no position to turn down the opportunity to keep a few extra coins in her pouch. She placed three copper coins on the counter. Each had a single mountain embossed on one side and the letters CVQ on the other.

      The café owner’s hand swept over the coins with practiced ease, and they seemingly disappeared into thin air. Palter was no manipulator of the aether, but it always looked like magic to Genever. He winked and handed her a waxed paper bag.

      “One chocolate croissant. Give Trill my best.”

      “Thank you, Palter.” Genever nodded at the screen. “How long is she here for?”

      “Just today. You sure you don’t want one?”

      Want didn’t come close to describing Genever’s true desire for tasting the magical drink, but the lightness of her coin pouch argued against any such indulgences. Besides, if the fates smiled on her little project, she’d soon be trying her first Heart of the Vale and still have plenty of coins to spare.

      “Thank you, but no.”

      Palter leaned close and dropped his voice. “Hey, I almost hate to ask, but have you heard from Banneton?”

      Genever’s lips pressed into a weak smile. She shook her head, not trusting that she could say the words without choking up. What she wanted to say was, Yes. The Banneton Bakery School rejected me. Again. And this time, their rejection letter made it clear all future applications would be similarly dismissed.

      Palter’s face went soft. “I’m so sorry. Their loss. Hey, you’re still coming to my private party here on Lantern Night, right?”

      Genever nodded and gently slipped the waxed bag into her cloak pocket. She literally swallowed her sorrow and offered Palter the traditional holiday expression. “May your lantern last the night, Palter.”

      He gave the expected response, “And may your light shine bright.” Then he added, “And you don’t need Banneton to make that happen.”

      The tears that had threatened to spill down Genever’s cheeks a few seconds ago rallied again. She smiled, nodded, and turned away before they made good on their intent.

      Genever cupped the large ceramic mug and inhaled the aroma. The drink contained peppermint, dark chocolate, milk thick enough to be cream, and some of the richest espresso coffee in the queendom. She’d tried recreating the drink and never came close.

      Perhaps Palter was a magical after all.

      Genever moved to the bay window, where she tracked the falling snow and sipped her drink.

      She really shouldn’t have been spending money on mochas, even at Palter’s steeply discounted price, but the drink served a handful of useful purposes.

      The milk made her feel full. The espresso helped blunt her hunger. The dark chocolate wouldn’t do much for her hunger but tasted delicious, which was more than enough justification, thank you very much.

      Besides, the need for thriftiness was temporary. In just two days—Lantern Night—her secret project with Trill would put dozens of gold suns in their personal coffers. Coins she had planned to use to fund the cost of admittance to Banneton. The school was in Summerfrost Vale, two valleys southeast of Juniper Vale.

      Depending on who you asked, Banneton was either in the top tier of baking schools in the queendom or was the most elite. The school charged simply for the privilege of applying, and they charged even more for accepting candidates.

      The money was well worth it for those who graduated from the esteemed school, however, as they would easily make it all back in a year or two. Merchants and wealthy individuals flocked to hire or invest in graduates who sought to open their own shops, and existing bakeries bid furiously to snag the remaining ones.

      Genever had scrimped and saved and practiced her bread baking for the past decade, all the while persistently applying to all the top baking schools, despite the costs. As a result, she was never swimming in money (and rarely had enough to do more than get her toes wet). Plus, she was now twenty-eight, which put her in the older bracket of applicants. Others might have given up, and Genever had certainly been tempted.

      Then, against all odds, a year ago she learned she had some magical aptitude in hearth witchery. Genever was certain it was a sign she was destined for Banneton. Of all the magic disciplines she might have possessed, hers was a perfect match for her dreams.

      After her latest rejection, however, her dream was becoming a nightmare.

      Genever savored every drop of her mocha, which had neared room temperature. She returned the mug to the counter and waved goodbye to Palter, who was still facing a long line of customers.

      Perhaps the café owner was right about the wreath. Perhaps her little hearth luck cantrip had been the catalyst for convincing the guilder to sell Heart of the Vales in the café. Was that so hard to believe? Genever smiled and allowed herself a dash of pride. Nothing more, of course, as hubris and magic were rarely a good combination.

      Besides, she had a croissant to deliver.

      Pinching her cloak at her neck, Genever pushed through the shop’s door. Chimneys blew gray streams into the air, the scent of wood fires delighting Genever’s nose. The top of the bell tower was still covered by low clouds and a steady flurry of snow.

      Despite that, the streets were busy. One person in particular caught Genever’s attention, mostly from what he was not doing: getting out of the cold.

      A three foot tall goblin huddled in the nook of the café’s bay window and stared inside. He wore a bowler hat and leather shoes and was dressed in a suit and vest. The goblin had been staring inside for at least the last few minutes. Genever noted his clothes were in good condition but hardly adequate for the chilly weather.

      Genever had encountered countless entities in Oasis. There were the usual ones—elves, dwarves, sprites, gnomes. There were the rarer ones—unicorns, brownies, centaur. And even more passed through the town each year, as well.

      Later, Genever would be unable to say precisely why she felt the urge to approach the goblin. His obvious shivering? Was the holiday cheer surrounding Genever making her more attuned to the needs of others? Or was it simple intuition?

      Regardless, Genever could only confirm that at that moment, she could not ignore the goblin.

      “Excuse me, but is there anything I may help you with?”

      The goblin startled at her voice. “My apologies. I was lost deep in thought.” His eyes turned back to the window. “I’m in a bit of a pickle, and that’s no lie.”

      “I’d like to help if I can,” Genever said.

      The goblin removed his hat. “My name is Nort, miss . . .?”

      “Genever Wells. Pleased to meet you.”

      Nort leaned forward in an approximation of a bow. “Likewise. I do appreciate your offer, though I’m afraid my big troubles will require big solutions.”

      “Sometimes troubles appear bigger than they are.”

      The goblin grinned and waggled a finger in the air. “Indeed! Indeed! But in this case, they truly are nigh insurmountable. My business partner—former, it’s fair to say at this point—lured me here under pretenses of some big business venture and, as soon as he had the opportunity, absconded with my money and belongings. Even took my overcoat, the rapscallion.”

      (Reader, it should be noted that Nort did not actually say rapscallion, instead using a pejorative term whose use is not suited for tender ears, regardless of the time of year but especially during Winter’s Tide.)

      “Oh, my,” Genever replied. “How awful. Have you reported him to the constable?”

      “I have.” Nort nodded and sighed. “But as my former partner is almost certainly long gone from Oasis, if not Juniper Vale, the chances of my funds being returned are quite slim. I have some assets still under my name, though turning them into coins has proven most challenging.”

      Now, Genever was not so naïve as to believe everything Nort had said. She suspected some sort of plea for help, most likely monetary in nature, was possibly forthcoming. Even in such a polite town as Oasis, unethical hucksters, swindlers, and even flimflammers (perhaps the worst of the lot) were not unheard of.

      And Winter’s Tide was the perfect opportunity to prey on unsuspecting victims’ sympathies, for you needed a heart of stone to walk the streets and silently ignore every request for help during the holiday season.

      Genever’s heart, as you most likely suspected, was not nearly so hard.

      In fact, she quite believed the goblin.

      “I’m on my way to meet a friend. Why don’t you walk with me and tell me more? Perhaps your problem is not as impossible to solve as you might think. I often find talking with others to be extremely helpful when I’m in a pickle.”

      Nort blinked several times before responding. “You are the kindest person I’ve met in Oasis since I arrived three days ago. I would be happy for your company.”

      Genever saw no harm in letting Nort accompany her. If he were to ask for money, she could honestly say she had none to spare. Her pouch held only a single silver moon and four coppers, which would barely be enough to feed her and Trill until they were paid in two days. She could declare her poverty and watch Nort’s reaction. That did not mean she could not be charitable, however.

      The hearth witch pulled her croissant from her cloak pocket. She removed her gloves and delicately tore the pastry in two. That was to be her biggest meal of the day, but after all, wasn’t Winter’s Tide about compassion and gratitude and giving?

      “I’m afraid I’ve no coins to spare at the moment, but I’m more than happy to share half of my breakfast with you.”

      The goblin’s eyes went wide, and his eyebrows inched close to the brim of his bowler.

      “Gracious, but you’re kind!” He took the pastry and nibbled delicately at it. “I may not look like it, but I’m rather handy with a hammer. I’d feel much better if I could repay you in some way. Have you a stuck door that needs unsticking? Perhaps a window that won’t open? I’m especially handy with drawers that don’t close smoothly.”

      Genever noted the narrowness of the goblin’s offers and wished she could point him in the direction of some drawers or doors that needed attention. She also noted the goblin has spoken in Shar, the most common language in the queendom. However, his voice had a slight accent Genever couldn’t quite pin down.

      Given the northern tip of Juniper Vale bordered two neighboring lands—The Republic of Wistram and the Celestial Clouds kingdom—the valley enjoyed a constant flow of various peoples in, out, and through its mountainous borders. The goblin might have been from a neighboring vale or from clear across the continent.

      Genever smiled at Nort. “Thank you, but I have nothing that needs unsticking at the moment. Please enjoy your croissant guilt-free.”

      “I shall endeavor, though I make no promises.”

      They walked. Nort ate. Genever offered him a guided tour of Oasis.

      “And that’s the best library in town over there. Oh, and that’s one of my favorite bakeries down that alley. I used to work there.”

      “You don’t anymore? May I inquire as to your current occupation?”

      Genever laughed. “Currently, I’m working on a project with a friend of mine.” She stopped herself before she completed her sentence with, and if it goes well, we’ll both make a lot of money. “I’m heading to her house now, then on to my warehouse. Oh, and here’s the Winter’s Tide Market. Have you seen that yet?”

      The goblin shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Well, you simply have to see it. We’ll take a quick detour.”

      The town square at the center of Oasis had been transformed for Winter’s Tide. Dozens of merchants and crafters had set up wooden huts with angled roofs. The square resembled a tiny winter village, if tiny winter villages sold delicious foods and drinks, sold incredible arts and crafts, and had performers singing, dancing, and telling stories.

      The market was just beginning to stir, and several Oasis residents were already gathered, some huddled around the braziers burning coal and swapping the latest gossip while they waited for the huts to open. The square would be packed by lunch time.

      Genever waved at a few friendly faces but didn’t stop. “If you have the time, it’s best at night.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Oh, there’s my friend’s neighborhood up ahead.”

      Nort squinted. “All I see is a large stand of trees.”

      “That’s The Thicket, and it’s where my friend lives.”

      Ten streets east of the town square was a large park occupied by hardwood trees which were magical in some way. Theories differed as to the exact spell or ritual that had caused the trees to grow over a hundred feet tall and whose trunks spanned four or five feet in diameter.

      More perplexing? The trees’ ability to survive even after homes had literally been hollowed out of their core. A single tree might contain five or even ten homes, each just the right size for their small occupants.

      And just who lived in this tree neighborhood? Mostly sprites, who had no problem with heights and could easily access their homes dozens of feet off the ground.

      Oasis considered The Thicket a treasure to be protected and preserved, especially as sprites generally avoided settlements, much preferring to live in the wild.

      Genever stopped in front of a massive oak tree and gently tapped on the tiny cornflower blue door lowest to the ground. Knocking directly on the trunk would, of course, have been quite rude.

      A muffled muttering issued from inside, followed by the clash and clatter of pots and pans, which was followed by yet more muttering. Eventually, the door swung open.

      A bleary-eyed and yawning sprite stood in the doorway. She wore a long dress of gauzy layers, all earth tones. Her short hair was a bright pink, and she had eyes the color of sunlit hazel.

      “Morning, Trill. Got you something,” Genever said. She held up the bagged croissant.

      Trill was not a sprite who enjoyed the process of waking up, regardless of the hour or however much sleep had come before.

      Some people never quite got the hang of speaking another language. Others spent fruitless years trying to become a singer or a musician. Despite their best efforts, the tasks remained constant sources of irritation.

      So it was with Trill whenever her slumber came to an end.

      Genever had learned to bring offerings of appeasement—the sweeter the better—if she planned on waking Trill before midday, which was every day since they’d begun their joint endeavor.

      Trill blinked, rubbed at her eyes, and scowled at no one in particular.

      “Gen? What time is it?”

      “Ten o’clock.”

      The sprite’s scowl deepened. She held out her hand. “Gimme.”

      Genever used a finger to sweep the snow from the porch and tore off a piece of the waxed paper. She laid the paper on the porch and placed a tiny bit of croissant on the paper. Well, tiny for Genever but nearly as big as Trill’s head. The sprite stood all of seven inches tall.

      The pastry succeeded in erasing most of the sprite’s scowl. Trill tore off a piece and closed her eyes as she ate.

      “Oh, that is divine, it truly is.” She opened one eye while she chewed. “But that doesn’t mean I forgive you for waking me at this insanely uncivilized hour.”

      “Every hour is uncivilized just after you’ve woken up.”

      “Fair point.”

      Genever looked at the goblin. “Nort, this is my good friend, Trill. Trill, this is Nort. We just met outside the Moonlit Mug.”

      “Hello,” Trill said.

      The goblin removed his hat and gave Trill a short bow. “Good morning.”

      “See you at the warehouse?” Genever asked.

      The sprite made a shooing motion, as her mouth was now full of another bite of croissant. Genever waved goodbye before Trill disappeared back inside her tree home.

      Despite the sprite’s aversion to waking up and the need to placate her grumpiness with pastries, Genever considered herself incredibly lucky. Most sprites avoided smelly cities and noisy towns in favor of the wilderness.

      On the other hand, most sprites had not needed saving from a group of incredibly distraught bees who had taken great offense at the attempt to relieve their hive of its honey. And of the sprites who had, only one had been saved by Genever in the entire history of Cozy Vales, which covered six hundred and thirty-two years.

      In Trill’s efforts to secure the sweet substance, the sprite had managed to get her wings covered in honey, which prevented her from flying. Worse, her efforts to free herself only succeeded in trapping her in the very honey she had planned on taking.

      The bees, most indignant at the unforgivable invasion, took advantage of Trill’s sticky situation.

      It was at this precise moment that Genever, while out for a summer stroll, heard cries for help just off the path. Her investigation led her to Trill, who was valiantly trying to defend herself from the buzzing assailants.

      With a bit of aether, Genever had summoned a gust of wind to shoo away the attackers. She then gently extricated the sprite from her self-inflicted trap. Trill rarely mentioned the incident, but when she did, it was always in hushed tones and referred to as The Great Rescue.

      The pair had become close friends. So much so, that when Genever came up with her idea for growing out of season flowers and selling them during Winter’s Tide, Trill was the first and only person she mentioned it to.

      Thus began the Project Petunia partnership between the hearth witch and the sprite, one that hatched a plan to make a sizable profit from the upcoming Lantern Night holiday. If, that was, they could successfully deliver the large order of petunias on time and in sufficient quality.

      The purple flowers were difficult to grow under any circumstances in Juniper Vale, but Trill’s innate sprite abilities gifted her with not just one green thumb but two (plus eight more emerald colored fingers).

      And their customer, a wealthy Oasis resident named Roderick Torbull, was thrilled at the idea of hosting the only Lantern Night party in town that would be decorated with petunias. Roderick insisted the pair keep their plans secret, as he wanted to surprise his guests with the floral adornments.

      It should be noted that Roderick prided himself on hosting parties that were regularly featured in the society section of Oasis Gazette, the oldest broadsheet in Oasis.

      Roderick had promised good payment if the pair delivered, but he’d insisted Genever and Trill cover all expenses from their own coffers. All of which explained why Genever’s funds had grown as thin as the crust on a loaf of bread.

      The snow had nearly stopped as Genever continued her tour and guided Nort out of the residential part of town. She and Trill had secured a small warehouse for their project. The location was not the nicest in town, and the building was drafty. The rent, however, was cheap, which meant more profits for the two ladies.

      To Genever’s relief, the warehouse door appeared secure, and the windows were still obscured by old editions of Oasis Gazette she had glued over the glass panes. She pulled a large metal key from her cloak pocket and opened the door.

      “Please, after you,” she said. Genever could not imagine closing the door on the goblin, and she had barely begun to hear of his troubles. Nort followed her in. “And now that we have some privacy, I’d very much like to hear more about your situation. I have to tend to the stoves, but I’ll be listening with a keen ear, have no worry.”

      Nort clasped his hands behind his back and gazed at the rows and rows of flower trays stretching across the entire space. He stood on tiptoes and smelled the petunia buds.

      “Most agreeable, most agreeable.”

      Genever cast a cantrip of light. Her summoning of a thimbleful of aether came nearly as easily and unconsciously as breathing. A year ago, she’d struggled mightily to cast even the smallest spark. Now, she could have illuminated the entire warehouse as if it were daylight if she chose.

      But she didn’t, as that would have taxed Genever’s ability to pull on the aether necessary to cast magic. She could easily burn herself out if she pulled too much too quickly, and she’d need to jealously guard that ability for the day’s work ahead. Instead of lighting the warehouse with aether-fueled brightness, she lit an ordinary oil lantern to guide her around the warehouse as she began her morning ritual.

      First up was a smidgeon of aether to increase the size of what was left of the croissant. Being a hearth witch presented certain benefits to someone on a limited budget, one such benefit being the ability to turn half a pastry into a full one. Or, at least, close to a full one.

      The trade-off—for there was always a trade-off where magic was involved—was taste.

      Magic was an exchange, a form of give and take. Forcing the half-eaten croissant into a larger version of itself was the aether’s give. The take came in the form of a much blander taste, an almost complete loss of aroma, and a less substantial feel to the food when chewed.

      Genever mentally repeated the words to funnel aether into the pastry and felt the energy course through her fingers as the magic did her bidding. The croissant expanded and stretched into a lumpy version of its former self. Had she spent more magic on it, she could have produced a perfect replica. However, she needed every ounce of magic she could spare to keep the flowers in perfect condition for Lantern Night.

      Ignoring the diminished qualities of her magicked croissant, Genever ate the pastry while she performed her second morning task: checking the four iron stoves in the warehouse.

      The ashes had to be swept away without disturbing any remaining embers. Split wood pieces and precious charcoal had to be magicked to prolong their life before being carefully placed in the stoves. Finally, the fires had to be gently coaxed back into life to maintain the necessary temperature for the flowers. Even so, the space devoured heat faster than Genever would have liked.

      While Genever worked, Nort shared his sad tale, which, if you removed all the superfluous flourishes Nort inserted into his admittedly eloquent speech, boiled down to the simple fact that his life was a series of spectacular successes and equally devastating disasters.

      He’d made and lost fortunes over the years and was currently experiencing a trough of tragedy (his words). He claimed to have one or two properties in his home vale of Summerfrost. If the weather had been more amenable, Nort could have walked there in a week. As it was, he was stuck in Oasis.

      “Asset rich and cash poor, I’m afraid,” Nort said. “I have no money to get back home, and even if I did, it would take weeks before I could sell my property.”

      “I’m so very sorry,” Genever said when the goblin had finished. “And I do so wish I could lend you some money, but I barely have enough to get me through to Lantern Night.”

      The goblin’s story sounded implausible and was very close to the kinds of chicanery less ethical entities often employed to divorce unsuspecting victims from their hard-earned coins. But as Genever had neither money nor assets she could be separated from, she didn’t challenge the goblin.

      Nort held up a hand. “Tut, tut, I’ll hear no more about money, nor will I tug on your ear about my financial woes. You’ve done more than anyone else in Oasis to help me out in my hour of need. Now, if you don’t mind, please tell me the meaning of all these delightful flowers?” He walked down the first row, gently touching the buds and admiring their coloring.

      “Oh, we’re going to sell them the morning of Lantern Night,” Genever said. “Someone is paying us to grow them for a party they’re hosting.”

      “And what a magnificent gala it shall be if it’s adorned with these.”

      “Well, I wasn’t invited, so I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.” Roderick Torbull threw lavish parties but was somewhat less giving when it came to invitations. “I imagine they will set him apart this year, which is all he wants.”

      The rapid but soft tapping at the door announced Trill’s arrival. Genever tugged open the door, which was far too heavy for Trill to open herself. The sprite zipped inside, landed on the nearest table, and began rubbing her upper arms.

      “Bonnets and marmalade, but it’s cold today!”

      Genever ignored Trill’s unusual turn of phrase. The sprite was given to uttering sayings Genever had never heard before.

      “I can add more wood and charcoal in the stoves,” Genever offered.

      Trill shook her head. “Save it. Tomorrow’s supposed to be even colder.” She landed lightly on the first table in front of Nort. “Hello again.”

      Genever knew Trill well enough to catch the edge in her voice. The kind of edge that wondered why she’d found a near stranger in the warehouse of Project Petunia, which was supposed to be secret.

      “Hello,” Nort replied. “A most impressive collection. I consider myself a bit of a lover of flora, and I must say, these are spectacular.”

      “Thank you,” Trill replied. She turned to Genever. “So, are we going to start working or what?”

      The implication hanging in the air was obvious: why was the goblin in their warehouse?

      Genever opted for a reply that was not entirely truthful. “I’ve invited Nort to stay here today while we work.”

      “You have.” Trill crossed her arms. “How kind of you.”

      Nort held his bowler hat in his hands, which were nervously gripping it. “Oh, I’m afraid there’s a bit of a misunderstanding. I couldn’t possibly impose on you both. I’ve taken up far too much time as it is. I wish you the best of luck with your project. May your lantern last the night, ladies.”

      Before Genever could stop him, Nort had opened the door. He turned and paused.

      “If I’m able, Ms. Wells, I’ll repay you for your kindness.”

      “That’s not necessary, Nort. Please stay.” Genever lowered her voice. “Don’t mind Trill. She’ll be grumpy until after lunch, but then she’ll be as sweet as honey.” That was also a less than truthful statement, but Genever hated the idea of the goblin wandering around in the cold, alone and miserable.

      Nort placed his bowler atop his head and adjusted it slightly. “I’m sure, and I’ll miss your company, Ms. Wells. Nevertheless, I won’t be able to sort out my troubles sitting on my hands. I wish you both the very best.”

      And with that, the goblin was gone and the door was closed and Genever felt as if the world had turned a touch colder.

      “Trill, that wasn’t very nice. Why did you have to be like that?”

      “Like what? Have you forgotten Roderick swore us to secrecy? We’ve been working on this project for months, testing and experimenting and burning through money we don’t have. We are two days from delivering the goods, and you let a stranger waltz in here? What if he tells someone what we’re up to? What if Roderick’s big surprise is ruined? What if he decides he’s not going to pay us?”

      That was an awful lot of questions from such a small entity, and Genever wasn’t sure where to start. She did admit that letting Nort in without at least consulting Trill wasn’t the kind of thing polite partners did.

      “I’m sorry for not telling you first, but he’s totally harmless. And he’s new to Oasis. Who’s he going to tell? Besides, it’s Winter’s Tide. I couldn’t let him freeze out there.”

      Trill shook her head. “What was his story?”

      Genever related her encounter and Nort’s explanation for his predicament. She found it less convincing this time around, though her heart still said the goblin was being honest.

      “Look, it’s all fine. No harm done. Let’s get to work, okay?”

      The sprite frowned but nodded. “You keep magicking the wood and charcoal to keep those stoves hot. I’ll get to work on these flowers and keep them in check.” She turned her attention to the flowers and rubbed her hands. “All right, my little lovelies, let’s put a little blush on those buds, shall we? My friend here needs money to go to baking school, and if you can just hang on for two more days, she’ll be mighty grateful.”

      Genever didn’t correct Trill about Banneton. She hadn’t shared the bad news with the sprite.

      Trill began inspecting each of the plants, making sure there were no insects or blemishes or anything Roderick would deem unsuitable. Every plant he rejected meant fewer coins.

      Genever pulled on the aether and funneled it into the wood to make it burn longer. She’d do that all day long, once every hour. Meanwhile, Trill would use her sprite abilities and knowledge of nature to keep the flowers on the verge of blooming. Tomorrow, her work would be done. The buds would blossom and be in perfect shape for delivery the day after.

      The pair worked for three hours before taking a break. Genever pulled a five-day-old hunk of sourdough bread from one of her cloak pockets and broke off a small bite for Trill. The sprite tried eating it.

      “Too hard. You’ll need to soak it.”

      If she’d wanted to, she could have magicked the bread back to a fresher, softer state. Genever dipped the bread in a cup of water instead. “Better?”

      “Eh.”

      “I’m baking another loaf tomorrow morning.”

      “I still want a croissant.”

      Genever smiled. “You got it.”
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        * * *

      

      The two ladies worked until just before dusk, each applying their talents to the project.

      If Genever had been a garden witch instead of a hearth witch, she could have contributed more. But she had not been gifted with garden magic. She was a hearth witch, so she’d done the best she could with the magic she had.

      In practice, that meant using her talents to make the fires burn longer with less wood or charcoal. It also meant stretching their food budget with a little aether. Any way she could use her hearth magic, she did.

      “I think I’m ready to call it for today,” Trill said.

      “Let me bank the fires in the stove and give them a final boost.”

      When Genever was done, she gave the petunias a pleading look and a silent request to stay warm and pretty. She turned off the oil lamp and stepped outside, then locked the door.

      The cloudy sky had muddled the last of the sun’s light, but the snowflakes had stopped falling. Trill knelt on Genever’s shoulder and clung to her cloak’s hood while the witch walked to The Thicket.

      “Same time tomorrow,” Genever said after stopping in front of Trill’s treehouse. “Chocolate croissant, right?”

      “Chocolate croissant.”

      “Good night!”

      Trill waved goodbye.

      Genever took her time walking home. She savored the sights of the town, most of all the holiday decorations. Windows were filled with paper cutouts depicting various scenes: a holiday tree, a lantern, or perhaps a lit candle.

      Some shop windows featured impressive and detailed displays, all hand cut from paper and fabric. Genever’s favorite was the butcher’s shop, which included silhouetted children playing in the snow against a skyline backdrop clearly meant to be Oasis.

      Candles burned across the town as well, layering Oasis in twinkling lights.

      Yes, the town certainly was delightfully decorated, and Genever made a long, looping path home despite the chill in the air. She was in no rush, though she was feeling the effects of casting so much magic. Despite trying to regulate how much aether she used, Genever was exhausted by the time she stepped into her single-room apartment. The small space was sparse—she’d sold some of her belongings to fund Project Petunia—but still had a warm, homey feel.

      Genever cast a light cantrip and lit a lamp before selecting a handful of cut wood pieces from her diminishing bundle. She placed them in the small cast iron stove, along with one of her few remaining fatwood sticks. A fire cantrip lit the fatwood, and Genever funneled an ounce of aether-fueled magic into the wood to make it catch faster and burn longer.

      The effort nearly wiped her out, but she still had some baking to do. Genever checked on her bread starter, which had bubbled and doubled in size during the day. The loamy mixture had a hint of vinegar to its yeasty aroma, which meant it was hungry and happy.

      She hummed while she turned part of the starter into a dough. Two rounds of dough, actually, as she planned on delivering a fresh loaf to Palter as a gift and taking the other to work tomorrow for her and Trill to enjoy.

      Baking bread was a simple exercise and involved only six ingredients: flour, water, salt, starter, time, and heat.

      Baking tasty bread was less simple but within easy reach of most individuals.

      Baking the kind of mouthwatering, life-changing bread Genever aspired to make was wildly aspirational. Yet, that was her goal. She wanted nothing short of baking the best tasting bread in the queendom.

      Rather than use any aether to speed things along, she chose to make the two loaves without magic, though that’s not to say it wasn’t a magical act. The building blocks of bread—water, flour, and salt—were seemingly inert matter, as lifeless as could be. Combine them, however, and you could literally create life.

      And that’s what the kitchen represented to Genever. Life. Love. Warmth. Safety.

      Genever’s workspace was limited but more than enough for her needs. She had a bowl, a small wooden table and a large wood board with which to mix, stretch, fold, and shape the two loaves. To save time, she abbreviated the process using some tried and true methods she’d learned over the years.

      When she was done, she wrapped each loaf in a small towel and gently placed them in wicker baskets to rise overnight.

      The air had warmed up enough for Genever to comfortably slip into her nightshirt and under her bed covers. She was asleep in minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Genever woke with the sun in her face and a smile on her lips, despite the frostiness in the air. Tomorrow, she and Trill would deliver the petunias and collect their hard-earned reward.

      First things first, though, Genever thought.

      She fed the stove some wood and then fed her bread starter (a cup of flour and a cup of water).

      The starter had been in her family for at least four generations. Her mother said it was closer to ten, but it might have been more than that. Genever loved the idea that centuries ago, one of her ancestors had created a starter that was still alive today. And not just that, but the starter had fed thousands of people over the years.

      She moved the two loaves, which had nicely risen overnight, from their baskets into two small cast iron pots. Four quick slices of her knife left a simple X-shaped pattern on top of the loaves. The cuts were both functional and decorative. As the dough baked, the gasses would force their way through the cuts instead of creating random cracks in the crust. The X was hardly Genever’s most creative design, but she was pressed for time.

      She covered the pots and set them on top of the stove. While the bread baked, she considered what she should do with her share of the Project Petunia profits.

      Twenty-five golds could cover all of Genever’s expenses for a month, two if she stretched them. They could also cover rent on a small shop off the beaten path for a few months. Or, they could fund part of the costs of opening a humble bakery, which would require equipment and lots of ingredients.

      What twenty-five gold suns could not do was all three, or even two. Combined with the Banneton rejection letter, Genever had only one real option. She’d need to make the windfall last as long as possible, while she continued to scrimp and save. That would mean going back to work, and the sooner, the better.

      Genever had quit her old job as a baker once Project Petunia was underway. The Friendly Loaf’s owner had grumbled a bit when Genever quit, making just enough of a fuss that Genever knew she’d be missed but not so much that Genever felt guilty. Even though Winter’s Tide was almost over, the owner would likely be glad to have an extra pair of hands back in the kitchen. After all, she’d once said Genever was the best baker she’d ever employed.

      First things first, though. We need to deliver those petunias, or I can forget all about opening a bakery.

      Genever dressed, donned her cloak, walked to the Moonlit Mug Café, and repeated her order from the previous morning. The guilder was gone, along with her Heart of the Vale chocolate drinks, though the café was just as crowded as the day before.

      Genever handed over almost the last of her coins, making sure Palter couldn’t see just how close to empty the pouch had become. “Business is still very good, I see.”

      Palter grinned. “Indeed.”

      “This is for you.” Genever held out the loaf of bread she’d baked for him. “Serve it at your party or keep it for yourself.”

      Palter waggled his eyebrows. “That’s a tough choice.” He leaned close, his expression turning more serious. “I know you were hoping to go to one of the baking schools in Summerfrost, but you don’t need them. You’re plenty talented, and if you opened your own bakery, you’d be an instant success. And if it’s money you need . . .”

      The gesture flooded Genever’s heart with gratitude, another reminder that the spirit of Winter’s Tide was very much alive and well in Oasis.

      “Thanks, Palter, I appreciate it. Truly. But I’ll figure it out myself.”

      The owner handed her a peppermint mocha and a chocolate croissant. “You be sure to let me know if you change your mind.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trill frowned and poked gently at one of the petunia bulbs. Half to herself, she mumbled, “What in the bottom of the seashell is going on here?”

      “Sometimes you really don’t make any sense.”

      “In the bottom of the seashell is an extremely common phrase where I come from, I’ll have you know.”

      Genever sighed and waved a hand. “I meant about the flowers. What’s wrong?”

      Trill’s curiosity turned to a deep concern. “Oh, this is a problem. This is a serious problem.”

      “What?”

      “See that?” Trill pointed to a tiny white speck on the stem of an orchid. “That, my friend, is trouble with a capital P.”

      “Don’t you mean T?”

      “Tea? No, I mean trouble. That’s whitecap blight, and if we move fast, we may only lose the one tray.”

      Genever’s heart nearly stopped. An entire tray? That was going to cut into their profits, as well as Roderick’s mood. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! Move it outside, quick as you can!”

      The witch heaved the tray outside. The flowers didn’t look that bad to her, but she trusted Trill’s judgment. She put the tray on the ground next to the door and reluctantly went back inside.

      “You’re quite sure you can’t save them, Trill?”

      The sprite flicked from tray to tray. “That one goes, and this one, too.”

      “What? Two more trays?” Genever asked.

      “It’s that or lose the entire batch! Now, go, go, go!”

      Genever took the pair of trays outside and placed them next to the first one. She didn’t want to think about how much money she was literally throwing away. But if Trill was right—and Genever trusted the sprite’s talents—they’d lose a lot more if the entire room caught the blight.

      Still, three whole trays.

      They might have talked their way out of one tray. But three? Roderick might be inclined to forget the entire thing and pay nothing, leaving the two ladies with lots of flowers to sell and very few coppers in their pockets.

      Genever knelt and carefully examined each of the plants. In the brighter outdoor light, she could clearly make out dozens of white dots covering the plants. She scooped up snow and held it in her cupped hands until it melted, then washed her palms with the icy water. She repeated the process before stepping back inside the warehouse.

      “What do you think, Trill?”

      The sprite’s frown dashed her hopes. “Whitecap blight spreads like gossip covered in salt. We won’t know until tomorrow if any other plants are infected.” Trill narrowed her eyes. “Bet that goblin’s got something to do with this. Did he touch any of these plants?”

      “What? No. That’s impossible. He couldn’t have infected the plants.” The sprite crossed her arms. “Okay, yes, he touched a few of the plants in the first tray.”

      Trill’s frown deepened. “Look, I’m not saying he did it on purpose, but it seems pretty clear he infected the flowers. It’s an easy enough thing to pick up without even realizing it.”

      Genever had to admit Trill had a point. But regardless of how the infections happened, the pair had the very real problem of saving as many flowers as possible.

      “Okay, Trill, what’s our next step?”

      “Think we can track down a petalborn?”

      Genever shook her head. “Given the weather, I doubt it. Besides, how would we pay them?”

      Petalborn were gifted humanoids who could control plant growth. Genever had sought the services of one when she and Trill began formulating their plan, but she’d had no luck finding one in town. Had it been the summertime, they might have located a petalborn passing through Oasis. Given how much petalborn hated the cold, the odds of one being nearby were about as low as Genever’s mood at the moment.

      “Well, let’s get to work, then,” Trill said. “And please promise me you won’t let any more strangers in here.”

      “I promise.”

      The pair had their work cut out for them. Even though Trill declared the remaining flowers to be blight-free, the flowers were looking noticeably worse. By the time the sprite said they were done, the sun had long since set. Genever could barely focus her eyes, and she seriously considered spending the night in the warehouse. The idea of walking home was daunting.

      “Will you be all right going home alone?” Genever asked. “I don’t think I’ve got the energy to walk home.”

      “Good thinking,” Trill said, clearly ignoring the second part of Genever’s statement. “One of us should stay here to make sure no one else tries anything funny.”

      There was nothing funny about the situation as far as Genever could see, though her brain was about as sharp as a wet sock, which she thought was something Trill might say.

      “Right. Funny.” Genever yawned and opened the door. “See you tomorrow morning.”

      Trill hovered in front of Genever and waved her finger. “Stay frosty, my friend.”

      Genever had no intention of staying frosty—whatever that meant—and added as much wood to the stoves as she dared. Lantern Night was still two days away, which meant the space would have to be kept heated for the flowers. After casting so much magic, Genever didn’t have the energy to summon aether to make the fire last longer.

      She drifted off to sleep almost as soon as she laid down on an empty table.
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        * * *

      

      Genever woke in a full-blown panic. Sunlight filtered through the covered windows, meaning it was after sunrise. That was not the problem. In fact, the problem was there was more than one problem.

      First, though this was not at all unsurprising, Genever’s stomach was twisting and growling in disapproval at its unusually empty state. She labeled this problem as both Minor and Fixable.

      The second problem was her nose, which was quite cold. This was also categorized as Minor and Fixable, but it meant there was a different problem whose labels were Major and Possibly Not Fixable. The temperature was far too cold for the petunias.

      The next problem wrinkled the witch’s nose. An odor of decay floated in the air. Genever wasn’t a sprite, a petalborn, or a garden witch, but even she knew this was a Bigger Than Major and Definitely Not Fixable problem.

      “No, no, no!”

      Genever rolled off her makeshift bed and cast a light cantrip. Even in the low light, it was clear the whitecap blight had spread to other trays. And the ones that weren’t infected had suffered from the cold, their petals wilting and dark.

      The flowers were completely unsellable now. Genever’s small amount of savings—money she had hoped could turn into a generous amount of savings—had evaporated gone, as had her hopes. Even if she’d been accepted by Banneton, she couldn’t have paid for her entrance.

      And opening a bakery? That now seemed like a dream so far off in the distance, Genever couldn’t see it with three telescopes and the tallest ladder in the queendom.

      She reached for wood to stoke the stoves but stopped. What was the point now? What good would the heat provide in the cavernous space? No, she’d be better off taking it back to her apartment and using it sparingly while she figured out what to do next.

      As bad as things were, Genever fretted over what she’d tell Trill. The sprite hadn’t needed money, and her home was a tree and not an apartment. Trill had no rent to pay, and with the regular gifts from Oasis residents, The Thicket’s residents rarely went hungry.

      Still, the sprite was sure to be disappointed.

      And she was. Genever knocked lightly on Trill’s door, and the sprite soon stood shivering on her little porch. The diminutive entity’s face turned serious. She glanced from Genever’s sad expression to the witch’s empty hands.

      “What is it?”

      “The flowers,” Genever began. The words were burrs in her throat, and she tried again. “The flowers. They’re all infected or diseased or dying. It’s over. Our whole plan is ruined.”

      “Show me.”

      Ten minutes later, Genever stood in the warehouse while Trill darted about the trays. The sprite worked silently for several minutes before slowly flying back to her friend.

      “You’re right. Our goose is gone to winter, and that’s no lie. The entire lot is worthless.”

      Genever already knew Project Petunia was a complete failure, but hearing Trill’s confirmation was surprisingly painful.

      “I was a silly witch to think this would work.” Genever sat down cross-legged near a stove and wrapped her cloak around her. “I’m a hearth witch. I’ve got no business messing with flowers.”

      Trill patted Genever’s knee. “I’m the one who was supposed to keep the flowers alive. Your job was fronting the money and maximizing our profits by using your magic.”

      “You mean the profits that are now non-existent?” Genever asked. It felt like a magic trick with a sad ending. The gold coins she’d expected to collect in less than twenty-four hours had vanished, just as her hopes for opening her own bakery.

      Trill ignored the reply. “The rent’s paid through the end of the month. We don’t have to deal with this today. Come on, let’s hit the Winter’s Tide Market.”

      The words floated into Genever’s consciousness like echoes down a well.

      “No,” she said absently. “I think I just want to go home.”

      “Come on, we’ll swing by the stall that sells Lantern Night cakes. That elf owes me a favor. She’ll give us a couple for free.”

      Genever silently walked to the market and stood in a daze while Trill chatted with the elf. Her mind kept pushing back at the idea that her dreams had truly died with the petunias.

      “May your lantern last the night,” the elf said as she pressed two small, wrapped cakes into Genever’s hands. The gesture and the words pricked at Genever’s eyes. She couldn’t bring herself to utter the reply and simply smiled and nodded in thanks and hoped the elf would understand.

      Trill and Genever nibbled at their cakes and meandered through the market, eventually stopping outside Genever’s apartment. The air carried faint singing and laughter from the town square, but Genever’s heart was in no condition to celebrate.

      She dreaded having to tell Roderick about the petunias, but the sooner she did, the better she’d feel.

      “We should let Roderick know about his petunias,” Genever said.

      “Ugh. Do we have to? I mean, right now?”

      Genever nodded. “We do. Come on.”

      The pair walked into the nicer quarter of town where Roderick Torbull’s mansion rose four stories into the air. After knocking on the front gate and being escorted to the main house and into the foyer and down the hall and into a rather large waiting room, the pair finally came face to face with their client. Roderick was dressed in some of the finest clothes Genever had ever seen: a ruffled silk tunic, and dark green jacket and pants complete with a few flourishes of festive fashion.

      “Ladies, this is unexpected,” Roderick said. The dark-haired gentleman’s youthful face looked confused. His eyebrows lifted as he pointedly looked around the room. “I might have said you were delivering the, ah, flowers early, but given the notable absence of my requested goods, I suppose that’s not the case.”

      “No,” Genever replied. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Torbull, but there was an unfortunate development that has rendered the entire lot unusable.”

      Torbull’s eyes narrowed. “Ladies, if this is some ruse to increase your price, I must say I’m most disappointed.”

      “Oh, no, it’s not that at all!” Trill said. “The price was generous, but the flowers were infected with blight. My fault, entirely.”

      Genever looked sideways at her friend. The sprite kept her eyes on Roderick, who rubbed at his chin.

      “Well, that is extremely upsetting. The petunias were to be my centerpiece for tomorrow’s gala. Without those . . .” His words trailed off. “Ladies, you never struck me as the mischievous sort, so I’m only going to ask this once. Have you sold my petunias to another buyer?”

      “No,” Genever said. “We can show you the trays if you want proof.” She waited for an outburst of anger or some rebuke about her failure or even another accusation. Instead, their client shrugged and sighed.

      “In that case, I’m afraid our business is concluded and rather tragically, I might add. I’ll need to completely redesign the entire decor for the gala, which will mean resetting the tables and, oh, this is going to be such a nightmare. You’ll have to excuse me.” Roderick glanced at a footman who had been silently standing by the door. “See the ladies out, please.”

      The footman guided Genever and Trill out of the waiting room, up the hall, through the foyer and entrance, across the yard, and out the gate before depositing them on the street.

      “That could have gone worse, I suppose,” Genever said. “Though we can forget about him hiring us ever again.”

      “Plenty more fish in the moon to hunt,” Trill replied with a wave of her hand. “What’s next?”

      “I need to move the wood from the warehouse back to my apartment. And we should clear out the flowers, maybe burn them so the blight doesn’t spread.”

      “I can’t help with that, but I can at least keep you company.”

      Genever smiled. “Thanks, Trill. I think I’d rather toil in solitude for a while, though.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to Palter’s party at the Mug tomorrow night?”

      “Maybe,” Genever lied. The idea of enjoying an evening surrounded by laughter and happiness felt as impossible as getting into Banneton. Her stomach growled at the possibility of a hot meal and a peppermint mocha, but her heart quietly shook its head in disapproval.

      “Well, swing by my place if you do.”

      “Promise.”

      “And look, I know things feel really hopeless, but they’ll turn around. Trust me.”

      Trill flew off, and Genever walked to the warehouse to begin cleaning up the mess. Her thoughts were scattered and darted about as quickly as Trill did when she was excited.

      Genever wanted to trust her friend, but at that moment, she simply couldn’t. How could things possibly turn around? Genever was essentially broke. She could let the warehouse space go, but she’d have to pay rent if she wanted to keep her apartment. And she’d need money if she wanted to pay rent. And she’d need a job to have any money . . .

      Her thoughts tumbled and rolled around her head, which was almost certainly why she hadn’t noticed Nort approaching her from behind.

      “Ms. Wells! I say, Ms. Wells!” The goblin raced across the snowy ground and stopped, nearly breathless, in front of her. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to see how your project went.” He nodded at the warehouse’s door. “Your flowers, I mean.”

      “See for yourself.” Genever replied. “But those trays should give you an idea.”

      Nort stepped around the infected flowers Genever had put outside the day before and followed her into the warehouse.

      “Oh, my,” the goblin said, then he repeated it. “Oh, my.”

      He walked the rows of tables while Genever stacked the remaining wood by the door and began cleaning up. The flowers would have be disposed of, and given the blight, she’d have to burn the trays, too. She might not be a garden witch, but she knew the trays might have become contaminated as well.

      The tables she could probably sell off for a few silvers a piece.

      “What happened?” Nort asked.

      “Whitecap blight. Took three trays yesterday and the rest today.”

      “Oh, my.” Nort looked at his hands. “Dear, oh, dear. I believe I’m responsible for that.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Genever still wanted to give the goblin the benefit of the doubt, even though she suspected Trill was correct. “Could have come from anywhere.”

      “It might have, but I believe it came from me. You see, I’ve been spending so much time outdoors of late, and I think I accidentally came in contact with some blighted plants a few days ago.” Nort rolled his eyes. “I’ve been a thoughtless goblin, yes, I have. Ms. Wells, I’m incredibly sorry.”

      The goblin’s confession might have been a blow to Genever’s state, but she shook her head at the confirmation that her gesture of kindness was, in fact, the cause of her current troubles. She truly had no one to blame but herself.

      “No apology necessary, Nort.”

      “I politely disagree. I inflicted considerable consternation on you and capsized your project. I feel obligated to repay you in some way. Your kindness the other day was exactly the light of hope I needed. I was at my wit’s end and feeling lost. That is, until I crossed paths with you. After you shared your croissant and your company with me, I found myself filled with renewed optimism.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Genever replied. “But you truly don’t need to worry over the flowers. I’ll get my job back at the bakery and start saving up again.”

      “Saving? For what?”

      “I had hoped to be accepted to Banneton. The money from this project would have covered my entrance fee at the school. But after they rejected me, I thought, oh, I know it sounds crazy, but I thought I’d open my own bakery. And the profits from Project Petunia would get me most of the way there.” She looked around at the trays of dead and dying flowers. “Guess I’ll just have to work a bit longer.”

      The goblin grew even more distressed. “Ms. Wells, I simply can’t live with myself until I’ve rectified this oversight. If I may inquire, where are you currently residing?”

      Sensing he would not give up, Genever relented and told him. Besides, if he had been telling the truth, the goblin was just as broke as she was. What could Nort possibly do to repay her? He would soon be gone from Oasis, and she’d likely never see him again.

      Nort repeated the address out loud to confirm he had correctly memorized it. “Thank you. With your permission, I’ve business to attend to before the entire town shuts down for Lantern Night. Please accept my sincerest apology and deepest regrets for my actions.”

      Genever dismissed him with a wave and well wishes for the holiday. She cleaned up the space as best she could, stacking trays on one side of the room and dragging tables to the other. She made several trips between the warehouse and her apartment until she’d stockpiled most of the remaining wood.

      The late afternoon sky clouded over, and snow began falling when Genever made her final trip home. Her arms were tired, and her heart was heavy. She stoked the apartment’s stove and made sourdough toast with butter—three, to be exact—before falling asleep to the distant sounds of holiday revelry.
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        * * *

      

      For Genever, Lantern Night began with an annoyingly loud and rapid knocking on her door at what Trill would call a completely unreasonable hour of the morning. In this particular case, Genever was inclined to agree.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!”

      Thankfully, the knocking subsided long enough for her to get dressed and rub most of the sleep from her eyes. She was still too fuzzy to give much thought as to who would be calling on her at such an early hour of the morning, but her visitor still surprised her.

      When Genever opened the door, she found an elderly male gnome with gray hair and mutton chops holding a slim leather case. The gnome was dressed in a suit and sported a hat, which he removed.

      “Ms. Genever Wells?”

      “Yes.”

      “My name is Thedin C. Spanner. I’ve been hired to witness the transfer of deed of ownership of a bakery in Summerfrost Vale to you.” He glanced past Genever into her apartment. “May I come in? Or would you prefer to conduct our business elsewhere?”

      “Um, inside. Yes. Fine. I’m sorry, did you say bakery?”

      Genever was, fatigue aside, more than a little off balance. It wasn’t every day she woke to a gnome lawyer trying to foist a bakery on her (though she wished it happened more often).

      Thedin nodded and stepped inside, immediately removing papers from his leather case and placing them on the small table. “Indeed. If you’ll just sign here, I’ll take care of the rest. The papers of ownership will be waiting for you.”

      “Waiting? Where?”

      The gnome adjusted his collar. “As I said, Summerfrost Vale. To be more precise, the bakery is located in a village known as,” he looked down and consulted the papers. “Appleton.”

      “There must be some mistake. I’ve never been to Summerfrost Vale, and I don’t know anyone who would give me a bakery.”

      There was more consultation of the paperwork before Spanner replied, “The seller is one Northington Bleveld. A goblin of your acquaintance, as I’ve been given to understand.”

      Nort? A bakery? This had to be more stuff and nonsense.

      “If you mean Nort, yes, I know him. The goblin, I mean. But I still don’t understand how⁠—”

      Thedin smiled at Genever, but it was a practiced smile and one she felt he used to hide other emotions he’d rather not publicly display. “Ms. Wells, I can assure you that I and my firm take particular care to vet our clients and our work. We hold ourselves to the highest standard of care. I have personally checked the paperwork on this and deemed it authentic.”

      “Oh, of course. I didn’t mean to imply there was anything suspicious about this. Or that you were involved in anything illegal. Or, well, what I mean is, I’m sure it’s all in order, but I still can’t understand why—” She stopped talking. Thedin’s smile had become even more fixed in place. “I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “Wonderful.” The gnome removed a bottle of ink and a quill from a coat pocket. He prepared the quill and held it out. “If you’ll please initial here, here, and here, and then sign at the bottom.”

      Genever reviewed the paperwork as best she could. The contract was long, and the language was filled with lengthy and intimidating words like hereto forthwith and phrases that looked perfectly normal but didn’t quite make sense after Genever read them.

      She suspected lawyers were paid for their ability to use ten words when two would suffice and then twist those ten words into a puzzling pretzel whose meaning could only be deciphered by yet another lawyer.

      Nevertheless, the papers did, indeed, seem to indicate Nort—or rather Northington—was transferring ownership of a bakery in Appleton to Genever, free and clear. There was no mention of payment, monetary or otherwise.

      A bakery she could truly call her own! Could this be true?

      Genever initialed the papers three times and signed them once and stepped back. Thedin used a silk blotter to dry the ink before filing the paperwork in his case.

      “Mr. Bleveld asked me to deliver these to you once you had signed the deed transfer.” The gnome handed Genever a sealed envelope and a small leather pouch that jingled with coins. The lawyer gathered his hat and said, “Good day, Ms. Wells, it was a pleasure meeting you. May your lantern last the night.”

      “And may your light shine bright, Mr. Spanner.”

      Genever opened the note.

      Dear Ms. Wells,

      By the time you read this, I shall be miles from Oasis and heading home. Fortune smiled on me, as my former business partner was apprehended trying to sneak out of Cozy Vales. While it will take months to unwind all the damage he’s caused, the immediate benefit was the return of sufficient coins to speed the process of remedying his crimes (namely, allowing me to get home and straightening out my affairs).

      However, I would be remiss if I didn’t share some of my fortune with you, good lady, and not simply because today is Lantern Night. I wish you well on your baking endeavors, and, if fortune chooses to smile on us again, I hope to enjoy one of your creations at your new bakery.

      Sincerely,

      Northington Bleveld

      P.S. Please give my regards to your friend, Trill.

      Genever stood in her apartment with a note in one hand, a heavy pouch of coins in the other, and the feeling that her life was about to change forever. She only wished she knew whether her luck had taken a turn for the better or for the worse.
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        * * *

      

      Continue your journey with Genever in A Hearth Fit For A Witch, book one in the Appleton Cozy Fantasy series.

      
        
        Baking the best sourdough bread in the world shouldn't be this difficult, right?

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      This is the story of a hearth witch named Genever Wells who has the humblest of goals: open her own Banneton Bakery. Banneton Baking School is the finest school in all the lands, and graduation is a requirement to work in the famous Banneton Bakeries.

      Unfortunately, the school has rejected every single one of Genever's applications (which is good for you, because this wouldn't be much of a story if she got her dream on page one, would it?).

      Determined to keep her next application out of the "Rejection" pile, Genever decides to reopen an abandoned bakery in the remote village of Appleton. The opportunity sounds like just the key she needs to unlock the gates of Banneton and her baking future (spoiler: it's not).

      Genever quickly learns repairing the dilapidated building is the easy part.

      Navigating the tight-knit community of Appleton? Harder than two-week-old bread. Dealing with an annoyingly handsome craftsman? About as pleasant as chopping onions. Butting heads with the local Banneton Bakery shop manager, who seems eager to derail the hearth witch's dream of attending the famed baking school? Slightly less appealing than eating a burnt biscuit.

      (And that's before Genever learns the building is haunted.)

      Genever's determined to reopen the bakery, but will that really be enough to get her into Banneton? Or will it crush her dream flatter than a dropped soufflé?

      

      
        
        Read A Hearth Fit For A Witch.
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        * * *

      

      L.A. Scott writes mocha-fueled cozy fantasy stories of magic and mischief set in the Cozy Vales shared fantasy world.
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