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Spring finally arrived in the mountains. Quintha Thistlewhite, diminutive witch of little renown, stood at the top of a hill near her tidy mountain cottage. Wildflowers in shades of purple and gold dotted the landscape, and birds flitted along the balmy breeze. She smiled, and she could feel her familiar, the hedgehog Grubberknight, sigh in contentment as well. Their bond had grown quite strong since they'd adopted each other in the fall. Quintha couldn't imagine her life without him now.

"Shall we go make breakfast?" Quintha asked the little creature on her shoulder.

"No," he replied through the connection they shared. "Just a little longer."

The sun painted the sky in rosy hues as it peeked above the mountains to the east. She watched the sunrise, the first rays bathing her face in warmth.

Winter had been long in the cottage but not uneventful. The goat she'd received as a reward from the gnome king turned out to be pregnant already, and the kids—two of them—had been born a month ago with minimal complications. She kept the mother healthy and in milk and reaped the bounty in the form of a fully stocked cheese cupboard. In a few more months, she'd make a tough choice and decide which kid to slaughter, with the help of the shepherd down the valley. She looked forward to the meat, which was a fairly rare treat in her part of the hills.

In addition, she'd spent a great deal of time learning the magic that Pyrus the sorcerer had pushed upon her, including the rudimentary version of his own portal magic he'd tucked into the book he'd given her. Thanks to that, she'd made new friends at the winter solstice and had been given a rather large hamper of goodies which had lasted her through the darkest months. The gnomes in her hills had grown more friendly as well, paying her regular visits and trading for mushrooms and charms.

Last fall, she'd thought her winter would be devastating, and instead, it had turned out to be delightful. She very nearly looked forward to another adventure to Amberhill.

Her stomach rumbled. "Come on," she said to Grubberknight. "Let's have breakfast."

She started down the hill to her cottage. Ahead of her, the canyon opened up. The creek running through it still had a few spots of ice and snow along its banks, since it hardly ever got sunlight at the bottom. Quintha looked forward to the fish coming out of their winter sleep and biting again. There was little nicer than a fresh, pan-fried trout with some mountain herbs. Her mouth watered as she thought of a leisurely afternoon fishing and then a nice fire in the evening afterward. Roasted vegetables in bacon fat...

Her thoughts returned to breakfast. She had plenty of water-glassed eggs, and a nice mushroom omelet sounded like just the thing this morning. As she headed back to her cottage, she picked a few herbs to throw into the mix. She hummed to herself, and Grubberknight added a counter note in her head.

The sun rose higher, painting the emerald fields with its golden rays. Simply idyllic.

At her front door, Quintha kicked off her boots and went inside, wearing her thick wool socks. Stone made up the three walls of her cottage, and the back dug into the hillside and opened into a small chain of caves which she used for growing mushrooms and storing cheese. The rest of the cottage resembled that of any solitary cottage witch: herbs in bundles hanging from the ceiling, lots of jars on cluttered shelves, a cozy quilt on a tidy bed. Quintha had lived here alone for most of her adult life, and she had everything just as she wanted it. A fire already burned in her hearth, and a kettle whistled merrily, inviting Quintha to make a cup of tea, which she did after setting Grubberknight down on the worktable.

Then she went about fixing her omelet. The smell of mushrooms frying in bacon fat filled the small room as Quintha scrambled eggs, tossing in the chopped fresh herbs. She poured the eggs into the pan and added a few grates of hard goat cheese over the top. The eggs bubbled, and she sipped her tea as she watched the tops shift from shiny to dull, indicating their doneness. She folded the omelet over with a wooden spoon and then slipped it onto an earthenware plate. Satisfied, she sat down at her table and picked up a fork, ready to dig in.

A knock sounded on her door.

She blinked, and her heart started beating just a little faster, a smidge of anxiousness elbowing into her morning peace. She didn't often have uninvited guests stopping by, and she always experienced a moment when she thought whoever knocked must be bringing bad news.

She set her fork down, frowning at the interruption. Who could it possibly be?

Then she stood and went to the door. She didn't open it immediately; instead, she said, "Who is it?" through the door.

"It's me, ma'am." A voice Quintha recognized came from the other side.

A slight rush of relief passed through Quintha. No one would send a child if the news was too awful.

She opened the door. There stood a young girl, the daughter of a shepherd who lived farther down the valley. The girl was well-fed and rose-cheeked. She smiled at Quintha, showing the proper number of white teeth. They were of a height, the girl probably ten or eleven, but Quintha far shorter than normal.

"Good morning," Quintha said, pleased to see the girl.

"Morning, ma'am," she said, ever so polite. The girl reached into the pocket of her woolen dress and pulled out a creamy envelope. Though elegant, it had suffered in its trip to her cottage and was now smudged and creased at the corners. "This came for you, ma'am." She extended the envelope toward Quintha. "Last night. Only I couldn't bring it up until this morning."

Quintha rarely received post at her cottage. She wrinkled her brow and accepted the envelope. The girl turned, but Quintha stopped her. "No, my dear, you must take something for your troubles." Quintha went to her shelves of stores and found a small bowl with a few coppers in it. She used these for the occasional spell and when she went to market twice a year. She grabbed a couple and went back to the girl. "There." She placed them in the girl's palm. The girl smiled, then turned and ran down the valley toward her home.

Quintha looked at the envelope. Her name and a rough description of where to find her cottage were scrawled on the front in purple ink. She knew one person who preferred purple ink. She sighed. Quintha had few friends from school who still stayed in touch. Once she'd left to study spell craft with an old woman near town, she'd distanced herself from her peers in the village where she grew up. This was not necessarily a planned thing, but their paths had diverged in such a way that they had little to talk about.

One, however, refused to let Quintha go, and if she was writing, that meant some drama was sure to follow.

The good kind, of course, for Dolores Malpasian was "a grade A thespian of the first degree"—her own words. Quintha often wondered if Dolores had worked so hard to keep her as a friend because Quintha made for a good audience. Despite her distaste for crowds, Quintha loved theater and had no trouble losing herself in the play. Since she could not enjoy books due to her struggles with reading, theater was where she could experience other worlds or the catharsis of emotions that came with storytelling.

Dolores had kept steady work in the traveling troops throughout the land, and occasionally luck would have it that Quintha would be at the same fair as Dolores and would catch one of her plays.

This, though, looked like an invitation. Quintha held it up to her forehead. Yup, certainly an invitation to something special.

She turned and went back inside the cottage, then closed the door behind her. She stood by the fire, holding the invitation, deciding what to do with it. She could claim she never received it. The post did not always make it to her corner of the world. Better to plead ignorance than send a kind decline? She held it toward the fire for a moment, thinking she might toss it in.

No. She drew her hand back. She should give her friend the respect due and at least read the contents.

She sat back down and tucked into her omelet with one hand. With the other, Quintha carefully opened the envelope and withdrew what was inside. After some intense focus, she deduced she held a thick card and a ticket to an opening-night performance of The Tragedy of the Willow Dryad.

She puzzled over the card for a time and eventually deciphered the contents once the letters stopped jumbling themselves all up.

Quintha, I finally made it! I've got the lead. Please come watch. It wouldn't be the same without you. Dolo.

Quintha looked again at the ticket. Though the theater was not in the capital city, it was in a rather large, affluent town. A town which, coincidentally, sat within a few leagues of the coast and her parents' current abode.

And instead of performing beneath the stars on a hastily crafted wooden stage, Dolores would be under the lights and roof of an honest-to-gods theater.

Quintha felt happy for her friend. But the lead for this particular tragedy was, in fact, a tree. The titular willow, and if she remembered well enough, it did not necessitate a great deal of range.

She looked at the ticket again. It promised not only the play, but a complementary accompaniment of magicians, singers, and clowns to cap off the evening as one of the greatest spectacles Cottonwoods-on-the-Frank would ever see.

Quintha could not think of leaving her cottage this early in the spring. Later in the season, she would make her annual trek to the spring market at Amberhill, but traveling twice in one season? Surely not. She shook her head but couldn't take her gaze away from the ticket. She had promised herself she would visit her parents soon. She'd planned for the summer, but perhaps this presented an opportunity to both support Dolores and travel on to see her parents.

Quintha decided she would go, but she needed to make some plans first. She finished her breakfast and tea and cleaned the kitchen. Then she put on her sturdiest boots and her hand-knitted shawl. She found a few jars of preserves and some herbs she knew the gnomes would appreciate and packed them into a sack. Then she headed out with Grubberknight in her pinafore pocket.

On her way out, she checked in on her goats which were grazing contentedly in a nearby paddock. She'd fed and milked them before sunrise, and everything seemed in order.

The walk to the gnomes' home was not a long one, and the morning was lovely. Quintha hummed to herself as Grubberknight kept counter note in her head again. It was a habit they had. The early spring flowers created a colorful carpet through the Alpine weeds as she slowly made her way upstream.

The hour was decent, so Quintha did not worry about arriving unannounced at the gnomes' compound. They were already at work in their very tidy garden, preparing for spring planting.

Some of the winter greens had held over, creating bushy tracts, but mostly freshly tilled rows and raised boxes of good, weeded soil made up the garden.

"Good morning, Miss Thistlewhite!" Clover Bristlespruce, the matriarch of the clan, greeted her. Her husband, Senecio, worked nearby, and their older children and an unmarried aunt were feeding the chickens and pulling weeds. They presented a near-perfect image of cozy self-sufficiency and industriousness.

She smiled at her neighbors. They had grown very close since her adventure at the fall fair the previous year, when she'd settled a dispute between the gnomes and their cousins, the goblins, and exposed the local lady of the manor as a land-hungry necromancer.

Her fall trip to market had been eventful and a tad busier than usual.

"Good morning, all, and what a lovely morning it is!" Quintha returned enthusiastically. She was about to ask them a large favor, and she wanted to present it with the best foot forward. "I've brought you some treats." She hefted the sack to show them.

"Oh, well, you didn't have to do that," Clover said, taking off her goat-hide gloves and shoving them into the pocket of her overalls.

"I did, actually, since I am here to ply you for a favor."

"We were just about to take a break for a midmorning snack, so why don't you join us and we'll discuss," Clover told her, gesturing to the pretty little table that had already been set up in the garden.

Quintha could think of nothing nicer. She pushed through the gate into the yard. The children greeted her appropriately. She enjoyed being around the gnomes since it was one of the only times she could feel superior in height.

The children and the unmarried aunt—Potentilla—washed their hands at the pump while Senecio went inside to fetch the teapot. He brought another chair out with him. Everyone removed their hats—the gnomes, their tall, red pointed hats and Quintha her thick felted brown peaked hat with the wide brim. Quintha sat down to a slice of fresh bread and a hot cup of tea. She let Grubberknight down into the garden, knowing he could do some good, hunting insects. She removed a jar of preserves from her bag.

"I think this is just the thing to go with this lovely loaf," she said, twisting off the top. It was Donella's bramble jam; Quintha had already gone through three jars since solstice and wagered she would have to pay a visit to her old bully, now friend, in order to restock when she went to her parents' house.

Everyone spread a spoonful of the preserves on their slices and nodded with enthusiastic approval following their first bite. They ate and drank, trading tidbits of spring news, for an appropriate measure of time before the necessary business was broached.

Quintha wiped her mouth with a lovingly worn cloth napkin printed with cabbage roses and smiled at her hostess. "I am in need of a favor," she said.

"As you mentioned," Clover replied, smiling.

"I must go away to visit a friend and my parents for a time. I require someone to look after my cottage: the goats, the mushroom beds. Ensure the spiders don’t take over. Appropriately compensated, of course."

"Of course." Clover looked more pleased than Quintha had expected. "I think we have just the thing."

She turned her smile to her husband, and her husband grinned as well.

So did Aunt Potentilla.

"I don't think this could have come at a better time," Potentilla said.

"You see, Miss Thistlewhite," Senecio began, "the children are of an age when they need less looking after. They’ll be off to school soon. My dear sister here, who has been such a treasure these years, has been thinking it is time to find something else to do with her hours."

"She would make an excellent steward of your cottage, should you allow her to dwell therein upon your departure," Clover finished.

"There's the goats and the mushrooms..." Quintha reminded them. The two kids were most likely more of a handful than the gnome children had been.

"Of which I will take the utmost care," Potentilla said. "I would be most grateful to have a place to myself, even if it is just for a few weeks."

A few weeks? Quintha didn’t think she could be gone that long.

They were making it sound as if Quintha would be doing them the favor. She had expected a house sitter, but having someone else move in while she was gone? She did not know if she could bear that. What if Potentilla rearranged the place to suit her taste? What if she refused to leave once Quintha returned? What if she left toast crumbs in her bed?

"We would send one of the children by each day to help with the chores and check on things," Senecio added. "A good practice for them as well. They'll be grown before we know it."

To be fair, Potentilla, though a spinster aunt, was a hair younger than Quintha and appeared just as hearty. Her visage and clothing were well-kept, and she had only ever been friendly in their interactions. In fact, given more time, Quintha wagered they could grow to become close friends.

"I do not know how long I will be gone."

"Oh, that's fine. I've got nowhere to be," Potentilla said, chuckling. "The longer the better, in fact."

Quintha sat in silence for a moment. "And what do you think is fair for compensation?"

"A share of the milk and cheese, of mushrooms. The right of use for the rooms while you are away."

"And you would of course help yourself to any of my stores. Just keep a list so I can replace things."

Potentilla nodded, still smiling.
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