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      This 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 anthology 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 entirely sure about the origins of this tradition, 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.

      Regardless of how you celebrate Lantern Night, the traditional words for the lighting 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 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 Salty Season

          

          L.A. SCOTT

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      The Cozy Vales queendom is filled with heartwarming holiday spirits thanks to the two-week celebration known as Winter’s Tide and its culmination in Lantern Night. The holidays have spread joy, generosity, and gratitude across the vales. All over the queendom, residents are feasting, exchanging gifts, and reveling in anticipation of Lantern Night.

      The small, remote village of Appleton in Summerfrost Vale is no exception. Appleton is decorated with holiday trimmings, including a layer of freshly fallen snow. There’s more baking than usual in the kitchens, and many in the village are making an extra effort to enjoy time with friends and family (and more than a few books!).

      For hearth witch and baker Genever Wells, this year’s Lantern Night will be her first in Appleton, but the absence of one of the residents is weighing on her heart . . .

      

      The Crust and Crumb bakery was no ordinary bakery, unless every bakery had a magical, sentient stove (which they obviously do not). Genever gave the Watterson cast-iron stove a few gentle pats with her mitt-covered hand, and the stove made a sound like a long sigh in response.

      “You did wonderfully today,” Genever said. “Thank you. Would you like more wood for the night?”

      Another sound—this time like an appreciative chuff—reverberated through the pipes attached to the stove. Genever pulled a handful of cut logs from the wood bin and placed them in the Watterson’s bottom feeder drawer. The hearth witch gathered a pinch of aether, the energy used to fuel magic, and cast a simple spell to make the wood burn longer than usual. She closed the feeder drawer.

      “There you are! That should last well into the morning. Good night.”

      The stove purred like a kitten, if a kitten was a gigantic cast-iron cooking contraption with dozens of knobs, levers, dials, doors, and drawers. The metallic beast of a stove was no longer being manufactured by the company that invented it, but many residents in the vales still considered the Watterson to be an underappreciated marvel of technology.

      Satisfied that the kitchen was ready to be closed up, Genever walked into the front room of the bakery. Trill—a sprite and Genever’s best friend—sat in her office, a box that had been mounted to the wall behind the counter. Kenric Brown, a local crafter, had made a small table and chair set for her as well.

      The foot-tall sprite retreated to her office each night to run numerous reports. Trill loved numbers almost as she loved flowers, and she absolutely adored flowers.

      Dascha Winthrop, Genever’s baking partner, had almost completed the nightly duty of cleaning the bakery’s front room.

      “Another great day, Gen,” the sprite said with a smile. She lifted a piece of paper. “We’re on track to end the year with a tidy profit.”

      “It’s not about the money, Trill. Any day I can bake is a great day.”

      “It’s a little bit about the money,” Trill mumbled.

      Dascha ran a cloth over one of the glass display cases and inspected her work. “Okay, I’m done! Let’s get to Sweet Apple. I’m starving.”

      The trio stepped out into the cold night air, and Genever locked up the bakery. A slight breeze prompted the hearth witch to pull the hood of her green cloak over her long, copper colored hair.

      “My wings are beat,” Trill said while hovering in the air between the two bakers. The rainbow colors in her wings were barely noticeable, unlike her short, purple hair. Trill’s earth-tone dress and coat were specially designed to accommodate her wings.

      Genever said, “Hop on.” The sprite settled onto Genever’s shoulder and nestled up against the hood. “I bet a cider from Sweet Apple will put some flicker in those wings of yours.”

      “Or put me right out,” Trill replied. “I’m fine either way.”

      “Any word from Mr. Brown?” Dascha asked Genever.

      The hearth witch shook her head. “He’s not supposed to be back from Heatherton until Lantern Night.”

      “Thank the Fates he won’t miss that,” Dascha replied.

      “He better not,” Trill said. “Or Gen’s going to be mighty grumpy.”

      “Hush.” Genever didn’t want to admit her friend was right. Confessing that she would be quite grumpy indeed if Kenric missed Lantern Night felt like giving the Fates some ideas she’d rather they not have. “I’m sure he’ll be back in time.”

      A handful of residents still walked the snowy streets of Appleton. Most had taken refuge from the weather, either in their homes or at one of the local taverns. Sweet Apple Press was one such tavern, a beloved local establishment serving some of the finest ciders in the vale, if not the queendom.

      Genever’s boots made crunching sounds as she walked on the snow, which had brought with it a bitter cold but also a layer of charm. It felt like the world had gotten a little more quiet and a little more beautiful. In other words, the perfect setting for Lantern Night.

      As for the village itself, the views were heartwarming. Garlands of greenery adorned the buildings. Lampposts looked like floating globes of light in the snowy darkness. The smell of hearth fires floated in the air, along with the occasional smell of cooking food. The thought of a cider with beef stew and stone bread prompted Genever to move a little faster.

      Dascha opened the tavern door, and light, music, and a collection of voices spilled out. The trio moved quickly inside, shut the door, and hung up their cloak and coats. From behind the counter, a balding man with a short, copper colored beard smiled and waved at them.

      “Welcome, ladies!” Jens Urloch, owner of the tavern, pointed across the room. “I saved the corner table for you!”

      “Thank you!” Genever called out. The tavern was busier than usual, which made it that much more challenging to navigate the room. Acknowledging and returning all the hearty hellos, warm wishes, and holiday greetings was also a challenge to Genever’s progress, but she’d never complain about that. Appleton’s close-knit community was one of the reasons she loved living in the village.

      The ladies had barely settled into their seats when Jens approached to take their orders. “Where’s Mr. Brown tonight?”

      “Heatherton,” Genever said. “A small but profitable project. He’ll be back in two days.”

      Jens grunted. “Hope so. Hate for him to miss Lantern Night. But I hope the roads hold. I expect we’ll get more snow tomorrow.”

      Genever swallowed her concerns, which were nearly identical to the tavern owner’s. “May I please have a spiced cinnamon cider and a bowl of stew and stone bread?”

      “Make that two ciders,” Dascha added. “And I’d love a vegetable bowl.”

      “I want the strongest brew you’ve got tonight,” Trill said.

      Jens nodded. “Are we talking Too Fizzy To Fly or Whose Wings Are These, Anyway?”

      “Yes.”

      The tavern owner grinned. “Not a problem. Miss Wells, I know this is last minute, but I don’t suppose you’d be able to make a special dish for me for my Lantern Night feast? No trouble at all if you don’t have the time.”

      Saying yes to the request was easy. Jens had welcomed Genever to Appleton and been one of her first customers, even before she’d opened the Crust and Crumb bakery. Delivering on the request would be less so, though she felt she could squeeze it into her holiday schedule.

      “I’ll make time, Mr. Urloch. What dish did you have in mind?”

      “Oh, you have no idea how glad I am to hear that!” Jens pulled a card from his apron pocket. “It’s a family recipe my grandmother used to make. Family lore says she invented the dish, but I don’t know about that. What I do know is it’s my favorite winter dish.”

      Genever read the recipe, which was for a bread-based dish called Brioche Brick. The name was technically accurate, though a disservice to the dish.

      According to the recipe, a Brioche Brick was a thick slab of Brioche bread drizzled in salted caramel, topped with sugar-crusted blueberries, and filled with a soft, sweet cheese. Genever had seen variations of it over the years but had never made it.

      “How many would you like?”

      “I’d like a dozen.” Jens winked and patted his belly. “But I believe four will be more than enough.”

      “Consider it done,” Genever assured him.

      “Thank you kindly, Miss Wells. This is going to be a fine Lantern Night, and I do hope to see all of you back here for the feast.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice. “I’ve got a secret brew I’ve been working on just for Lantern Night. Don’t tell anyone, though, you got me? The key word here is secret.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you!” Jens straightened up and headed back to the bar.

      Genever showed the recipe to Dascha. “Have you ever made this?”

      Dascha read the recipe. “I’ve made something like it, but not this exact one. Sounds delicious, don’t you think?”

      “I do.”

      Dascha frowned. “But do you have time? Lantern Night is two days away. We’ve got a lot of extra baking planned for that day’s orders, and we still have to run the bakery tomorrow.”

      “Pffft,” Trill said. “You used to work at Banneton Bakery, Dascha, and Gen’s not just a baker, she’s a hearth witch, too. Add me to the mix, and this is totally doneable.”

      “Doable,” Genever replied.

      Trill rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that’s what I said.”
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        * * *

      

      Genever woke early the next morning and went straight downstairs to the bakery’s kitchen. She and Trill lived on the second floor, for which both ladies were grateful. Not having to walk to work was a gift in the winter, but so was waking up in a warm home.

      The Watterson stove in the bakery’s kitchen was not just magical, it was also the product of impressive gnome engineering. Thanks to the stove’s design, its excess heat was funneled throughout the entire building via a series of insulated pipes. The downstairs bakery and the upstairs living quarters were always toasty, even in the coldest of winters.

      Genever refilled the wood feeder in the stove, which chuffed in appreciation, while Trill sat at a table in the front room. She had reports of all kinds spread out in front of her, everything from profit projections to inventory to production schedules. Trill didn’t have the interest in—or talent for—baking that Genever possessed, but she had an amazing head for numbers, for which Genever was most grateful.

      “Morning!” Dascha called out as she entered the shop.

      “Good morning!” Genever replied from the kitchen.

      Trill, who was still sipping her coffee from a sprite-sized mug, made a noise that would be best described as a grunt. To be more specific, she made a grunt of annoyance at the uncivilized level of cheer being displayed at such an uncivilized hour of the predawn morning.

      Genever reviewed the Brioche Brick recipe. The bread itself would take a few hours spread across the rest of the day and into the next morning. Provided she got started now, the bread would cool in time for the preparation required to finish off the bricks and get them to Sweet Apple Press for the feast the next night. And if everything went smoothly, she and Dascha could still bake all the other items on Trill’s production schedule.

      Flipping over the recipe card, Genever’s heart stopped. Her eyes read the note on the back that she’d failed to see before: Indigo Star salt from Halwyn is required!

      Written below that in a different color of ink and in a different handwriting was: No substitutions!

      Genever checked the pantry and confirmed her fears. They had no Indigo Star salt, and getting some could be difficult.

      Like many of the best cooks and bakers in the queendom, Genever regularly used Halwyn salts. They were terribly expensive and not always easy to obtain.

      The purple mineral used to make Indigo Star was the rarest and most expensive salt to come out of the Halwyn mines in Soursalt Vale. Its delicate nature made it tricky to extract and difficult to process.

      But its attributes made it wildly popular with cooks and bakers all over the queendom, who swore it enhanced the flavor of any dish like no other ingredient. Add it to beef stew, and the dish would become heartier in flavor. Add it to vegetables, and they tasted lighter and crisper.

      Dascha hung up her coat and hat in the mudroom off the kitchen and donned her apron. She looked at Genever, who was still frowning. “What’s wrong?”

      Genever held up the recipe card. “It calls for Indigo Star salt.”

      The other baker blinked in surprise. “We don’t have that. In fact, I don’t think anyone in Appleton has that, including Jens.”

      “Agreed.”

      “We can use something else, can’t we? Any Halwyn salt should be fine.”

      Genever showed Dascha the note about substitutions. “If Jens is used to it being made with Indigo Star, he’ll notice the difference.”

      Dascha started checking the dough that had proofed overnight, nodding with approval. “Well,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m sure he’d understand. He seemed thrilled you could make the bricks at all.”

      Jens had been so excited, though, Genever worried about his reaction if the Indigo Star-less Brioche Bricks didn’t match his nostalgic recollection of the dish. Besides, it was Winter’s Tide. If there was ever a time to go above and beyond for a friend, this was it.

      “I want to at least try,” Genever replied. “If I have to substitute the salt, I will. But how awesome would it be if I could find some Indigo Star?”

      “It would obviously be amazing.” The look on Dascha’s face made it clear she agreed, even if she still had unvoiced concerns.

      Ignoring the obvious—that the bakers were already facing a challenging schedule—Genever smiled optimistically. “I’ll make sure we don’t fall behind on our baking, even if I have to stay up all night.”

      If Trill had been in the kitchen, her eyes would have rolled like the rollingest rolling things ever to have rolled.
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        * * *

      

      Genever waited until midmorning before heading out in search of the elusive salt. Dascha and Trill were working the counter, and most of the day’s baking was done. As long as Genever was back in a few hours, they would stay on track.

      The first and most obvious stop in the salt search was Frundle’s. At least, that’s what everyone but Persella Frundle called the largest general goods store in Appleton. Persella, being the proud owner who was even more proud of the store’s name, insisted on using its full appellation: Frundle's Market & Emporium of Fine Goods and Supplies.

      “Good morning, Miss Wells,” Persella said. The older woman wore an unusually cut dress and an unusually designed hat that was meant to be . . . something. Genever hadn’t a clue what the apparel was supposed to be, which would very quickly become a problem. Persella considered herself to be at the forefront of fashion, and anything less than a glowing compliment would be considered a slight.

      The reality was Persella had about as much fashion sense as a fish (no offense meant to fish, which she coincidentally didn’t care for). The merchant also had no qualms about dismissing reality if it suited her. This combination made for some awkward conversations.

      Was the hat supposed to be a beehive? Some sort of lumpy fruit, perhaps? A stack of cheese wheels?

      Persella made a point of daintily touching her hat, an indication Genever was running out of time. Genever’s mind raced to make sense of the headwear. The longer the delay, the poorer the reception would be, regardless of how glowing the comment.

      “What an absolutely eye-catching hat,” Genever said. Hopefully, Persella would not press her for more, but as a preemptive move, Genever added, “Eye catching and, um, quite distinctive.”

      Persella appreciated words when they were prefaced with most, quite, and rather; more so if they prefaced an adjective of praise in her direction.

      That appeared to have the desired effect. Persella pretended to be embarrassed. “Oh, this thing? It arrived on yesterday’s wagon from Capital City.” There was more dainty touching and an adjustment that seemed to take far longer than it should. “I can’t decide if I like it.”

      “Well, you know far more about fashion than I do, Miss Frundle.”

      The shopkeeper’s brown eyes softened. “Aren’t you sweet? Just like those amazing treats you bake.”

      Genever blushed. Persella had long been an ardent customer and advocate for Crust and Crumb. Persella’s palate was far more discerning than her sense of style, and her strong support for Genever had certainly helped convince more than a few residents to spend their coppers at Crust and Crumb.

      “Thank you, Miss Frundle, and that’s sort of the reason I’m here. I was hoping you have some Indigo Star Halwyn salt in stock.”

      Persella’s hands came together, and she looked crestfallen. “Oh, I’m afraid not.”

      From the back of the stockroom, a young man’s voice called out. “Actually, we do.”

      Genever recognized Linus Treadwell’s voice. Linus worked for Persella and seemed to know the exact contents of the store at any given time.

      Without missing a beat—and acting as if Linus hadn’t said a word—the merchant said to Genever, “Actually, we do. How much would you like?”

      “How much do you have?” Genever asked.

      Linus chimed in from the stockroom. “It’s not for sale, Miss Frundle.”

      Persella frowned momentarily and lowered her voice. “I don’t like talking about Linus behind his back, especially as he’s been such a devoted employee, but this time, I’m quite sure his faultless memory has just faulted.”

      “No, it hasn’t, Miss Frundle.”

      With a sigh and no small amount of frustration, Persella turned on her heel towards the stockroom. “Oh, do come out here if you feel you must correct me, Mr. Treadwell.”

      A man in his early twenties emerged from the stockroom and raked back a wave of black hair, revealing his gray eyes. “Apologies, Miss Frundle, but while it’s true we have twelve cubes of Indigo Star, they’re not for sale.”

      “Why ever not?”

      “It was a special order for Bimbel Hallity.”

      “No.”

      Linus’s hair had fallen back across his face again. He smoothed it up and away. “Yes. Here’s her order.” He held up a slip of paper, which Persella did not bother to examine.

      The woman produced a thin smile and turned to Genever. “I’m afraid we have no Indigo Star. Perhaps another variety of Halwyn salt?”

      “Regretfully, I need that specific variety.”

      “We can have some here within a month,” Linus offered.

      Genever shook her head. “Also regretfully, I can’t wait that long.”

      Persella tapped her finger across her lips for a few seconds. She had a reputation for being just as upset when customers left the store empty-handed as she was thrilled when she felt she’d solved someone else’s problem.

      “It occurs to me you might discuss your need with Miss Hallity. She might be persuaded to sell you some.”

      “I hadn’t considered that,” Genever replied. “I suppose it can’t hurt.”

      The store owner beamed. “Lucky you stopped by, then, isn’t it? Happy to be of service. Is there anything else I can offer you? Matches? Leather balm? Ceramic tea set?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Then may your lantern last through the night,” Persella said, giving the traditional holiday parting phrase.

      Genever gave the expected reply. “And may your light shine bright.”
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        * * *

      

      Bimbel Hallity, gnome and apple orchard owner, was no friend of Genever’s. Not because they didn’t get along but simply because their paths almost never crossed.

      The hearth witch knew of Bimbel and her small but famed apple orchard. Genever was even aware that Bimbel had a reputation for being unceasingly excitable (some residents chose a less polite word when referring to the gnome).

      It wasn’t beyond the pale of reason for Bimbel to know of Genever, either, but for all intents and purposes, the two were strangers, which posed a problem.

      Getting someone to part with a special order of rare salt at the behest of a stranger—even in the friendly village of Appleton—felt like a Very Big Request, Winter’s Tide notwithstanding. Still, Genever set off to see the gnome, as she had no other option.

      As Jens had predicted, snow was falling

      Bimbel’s cozy cottage stood at the front of her orchard, and a low stone wall wrapped around it. Smoke puffed out of the chimney, giving it all a welcoming look.

      Also welcoming was Bimbel. In fact, she acted surprisingly friendly, if Genever was being honest.

      “Finally! I thought you’d never get here. Come in, come in!” The gnome nearly dragged Genever inside and into the kitchen. Bimbel’s light green hair was pulled into a ponytail that bounced as she walked. “Just look at this mess!”

      And it was, indeed, a mighty mess. One of the mightiest messes Genever had ever encountered in any kitchen (in any room of any building, for that matter).

      Something had been on top of the stove—something light brown in color—and given the aroma in the kitchen, that something was sweet and contained apples.

      Looking closer, Genever deduced the something had been in a very large pot, which still sat on the stove. Based on the amount of something covering the rest of the kitchen, including much of Bimbel’s overalls, Genever guessed there was very little something left in the pot.

      “Oh, my,” Genever said. “Whatever happened here?”

      “Don’t you know?”

      “Um. I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      As if suspecting there was mischief afoot, Bimbel looked up at Genever and inspected her face. “Wait a tick. Aren’t you from Heatherton?”

      “No. I’ve never lived in Heatherton.”

      “Then you aren’t from Butterfield’s?”

      “Not as such, no.” Genever had no idea what or who Butterfield’s was.

      Bimbel laughed merrily. “What a silly headed gnome I’ve been! Well, as you can see, I’ve clearly got a very large mess to clean up in a very short time. Thanks so much for stopping by, it’s lovely to see you again, and do please come back when it’s convenient.”

      As the gnome talked, she’d gently but firmly guided Genever back towards the front door.

      “Very kind of you to offer, Miss Hallity, but⁠—”

      “No need to thank me.”

      “Well, I didn’t really mean⁠—”

      “And no apologies needed, either.” Bimbel opened the door. “Good day, Winter’s Tide well wishes, may your lantern last all night and so forth.” She gave Genever a gentle push, which propelled the baker across the threshold.

      The moment was being swept away almost as quickly as Genever was being swept out of the house. As Bimbel began closing the door, Genever said, “If I could please just have a moment of your time. It’s important.”

      Bimbel crossed her arms. “As important as Butterfield’s Lantern Night feast that will almost certainly no longer have the benefit of my apple butter, which means no apple butter turnovers.”

      Genever truly had no idea how to answer that. Almost? Most certainly? Wildly more important? She would require far more information to answer that question than Bimbel was likely to have the patience for, which meant getting right to the point.

      “I need some of your Indigo Star salt to make a special dish for a friend for Lantern Night.”

      Bimbel’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of dish?”

      “Brioche Brick.”

      “Never heard of it.” The door began to close again.

      “Please! I can offer you free food at my bakery⁠—”

      “You’re a baker?”

      “Yes.”

      Bimbel leaned close. “And you’re sure you’re not from Butterfield’s?”

      “Quite sure, though I could say I was if that would help matters.”

      The gnome replied, “Probably not.”

      “As I was saying, I can offer you food or perhaps some kitchen related services. But time is of the essence, and⁠—”

      “Always is! Smart of you to realize that. Not everyone does, you know. Few truly understand the pressing nature of time, let me tell you. In fact⁠—”

      Genever decided to insert an interruption of her own, given she felt it was overdue. “Please, Miss Hallity. The Indigo Salt.”

      “Yes, right, of course. Lilac vanilla extract.” As if the conversation wasn’t already confusing enough, the gnome’s words left Genever’s tongue paralyzed. Bimbel lifted a hand and snapped at Genever. “Hello? Lilac. Vanilla. Extract. Yes or no?”

      “Yes?” Genever managed to say, hoping it was the right answer, whatever that looked like in Bimbel’s world.

      “Two ounces in two hours.” Bimbel stuck out her hand. “Deal?”
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        * * *

      

      Several Very Stressful Thoughts meandered around Genever’s head as she walked to the Beer & Board tavern. One involved the dizzying encounter with Bimbel. Another involved the gnome’s unexpected counteroffer, which had prompted Genever’s trip to the tavern. Yet another involved poor Kenric Brown being stranded or lost on the road from Heatherton to Appleton, freezing to death, and not being discovered until the spring thaw.

      He was a skilled enough rider and had made the journey to Heatherton plenty of times. He had a strong steed, and there was a good chance some of the local guard would be running patrols along the road to assist wayward travelers.

      In short, Genever had good reason to believe she would see Kenric the next day. But she also had reasonable concerns which became persistently nagging worries and which might become overwhelming anxieties.

      Speaking of anxieties: the sun’s arc across the sky had already peaked, and Genever fretted at being gone from the bakery for so long. She hadn’t planned on this venture being as complicated as it was turning out, and with each passing minute, she feared the bakery’s production schedule of Lantern Night was increasingly in jeopardy.

      Several residents had placed orders for the following day, and Genever would be devastated if even a single customer was turned away without their holiday treats.

      Yet, she’d already invested so much time chasing the Halwyn salt. Giving up now felt like frittering it all away and having nothing to show for it. Besides, if she hurried, she could be back at Bimbel’s within a half hour, pick up the Indigo Salt from Persella fifteen minutes later, and be walking in the Crust and Crumb door not long after.

      Genever found Faith Vauxhill, the owner of Beer & Board, without trouble.

      “Late lunch, Miss Wells?” the elf asked.

      “Actually, I have a favor to ask. May I have some of your lilac vanilla extract so I can give it to Bimbel Hallity so she can tell Persella Trundle to give me Bimbel’s special order of Indigo Star salt so I can make four Brioche Bricks for Jens Urloch by tomorrow?”

      Faith blinked several times, and Genever feared she’d have to repeat the whole thing all over again. “Lilac vanilla extract.”

      “Yes. By chance, do you have some?”

      Faith nodded. “But I was planning on using it myself.”

      Genever’s hopes cratered. Lilac vanilla extract had only one source: Sandy Shores Vale on the southwest coast of the queendom and about as far from Appleton as you could get. Not as rare as Indigo Star salt, but she doubted Frundle’s had the extract in stock, either. “I see. What dish are you making?”

      “Vanilla cinnamon bread. But I’m only doing that because my trusty lantern-shaped cast-iron cooking pan cracked yesterday. I’d planned on making a banana cake using the pan.”

      “You can’t use a different pan?” Genever asked.

      “Well, it’s my traditional Lantern Night banana cake, and the pan is lantern-shaped, and it’s the only one I have, so, no, I’m afraid I really can’t.”

      Genever could work a good bit of magic in the kitchen, and not just with her baking. But fixing a metal pan was not currently a skill she possessed.

      “What if I can fix the lantern pan?”

      “I thought you were a baker, Miss Wells.”

      “I am, but I mean, what if I find someone who can fix this?”

      The elf looked surprised. “Before tomorrow morning? If you can do that, I’ll give you some of my extract.”
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        * * *

      

      The existing Very Stressful Thoughts in Genever’s head were eagerly joined by some Even More Stressful Thoughts as she awkwardly lugged the large, lantern-shaped iron pan through the streets of Appleton. The sun was even lower, and Genever was worried she would never get the salt. Worse, she’d left Dascha and Trill alone at the bakery when they needed her most.

      Genever gripped the pan in frustration and with no small amount of guilt at how far she’d let things veer off course. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to abandon her quest.

      So, she hauled the pan to the one person in Appleton she knew could fix it in time.

      “Miss Wells,” Henri Hammerfall said in surprise. The dwarf reached to help her place the pan on a workbench. “I wasn’t expecting to see you at my house at this hour, but I’m always glad to lay eyes on a friend.”

      “Thank you kindly, Mr. Hammerfall. I wish the circumstances were otherwise, but I’m quite pressed for time. I hope you’ll excuse my directness. I need you to fix this pan immediately so I can secure some lilac vanilla extract from Faith at Beer & Board so I can get Bimbel Hallity to release to me some of the Indigo Star salt being held for her at Frundle’s so I can bake four Brioche Bricks for Jens Urloch’s Lantern Night party at his tavern tomorrow night.”

      The dwarf ran a hand down his bronze beard. “Brioche Bricks you say? Give me that pan, Miss Wells, and follow me!”

      Genever stood in momentary shock. Was he truly going to fix the pot right away, no questions asked, nothing expected in return? A spark of hope flared in the darkness of Genever’s despair. She might actually pull this off.

      Henri headed to his workshop behind his home. Despite her height advantage, Genever struggled to keep up. The dwarf went straight to his forge and pointed at the bellows attached to the side. “Slow and steady until I tell you otherwise, hear?”

      Genever nodded. The glow from the forge increased as she worked the bellows. Henri rummaged through the many shelves of his workshop until he found a fist-sized lump of metal.

      “I’ll heat this up, fill in the gap, and she’ll be good as new.” He pulled on thick leather gloves and moved to the forge.

      The dwarf’s motions were quick but confident, indicative of years of practice. He heated the metal until it was pliable enough to be hammered into the narrow crack running down the side of the pan. Once he’d filled the gap and roughly shaped the new metal, he steadily hammered at the pan.

      The sounds of the hammer were as precise as a town clock striking the hour. To Genever, each metallic ring was a reminder of how much time had slipped by.

      Two hours, Genever thought to herself. That’s all the time Bimbel had given me, and I fear that’s nearly up.

      Finally, the crack’s lines disappeared until the repair was no longer noticeable save for the soft orange glow of the hot metal.

      Henri held up the pan to catch the light from the window. He turned it slowly, squinting at the cookware. He grunted in approval. “You can stop now, Miss Wells, and well done.”

      Genever wiped her sleeve across her brow as Henri lowered the pot into a barrel of water. The water briefly hissed and steamed in protest, and when the dwarf removed the pan, the black metal looked as good as new.

      “Incredible, Mr. Hammerfall. Truly.”

      “Bah. A small price to pay for a Brioche Brick.”

      “I’ll be sure to make an extra one just for you.”

      As Genever hauled the pan back to the Beer & Board, she revised her extra brick count to three.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting, and lamplighters were making the rounds in the village. The snow had stopped, but the temperature was dropping. Genever hurried to the tavern as quickly as she could to retrace her steps.

      Faith was ecstatic and gladly handed over the vanilla extract. “Thank you, Miss Wells. It looks amazing. Now I can have my lantern cake!”

      Genever nearly sprinted to Bimbel’s home. The gnome took an exasperatedly long time to open her door. She wore a clean pair of overalls and sported a surprised look on her face. “Yes?”

      Genever held up the vial of extract. “Here’s the lilac vanilla you asked for. I hope it’s not too late.”

      The gnome’s eyes lit up, and she literally bounced with excitement. “Oh, right! Excellent, excellent, thank you.” She took the vial and began to close her door.

      “The salt!” Genever said. “You promised I could have some of your Indigo Star salt, remember?”

      Bimbel snapped her fingers. “Too true. Let’s go to Frundle’s.”

      The pair walked quickly through town. Genever gathered aether into her palm and produced a small flame to help them see.

      “That’s impressive,” Bimbel said. “Didn’t know you were a magical.”

      “Hearth witch.”

      “Really? How interesting! I had a visit from a hearth witch earlier today. Blue eyes, red hair, green cloak. She looks a lot like you. Do you know her?”

      Genever nodded and smiled. “We’ve crossed paths once or twice.”

      As they approached the general store, something on the door caught Genever’s eye. She held up her hand to read the sign, which said, “Closed for Lantern Night.”

      The baker stamped her boot on the porch in frustration. “Oh, this can’t be happening.” Her whole day had a waste of time and energy. Jens would never get the Brioche Bricks he expected, and Genever would be up all night just to ensure the Lantern Night orders would be complete. She stamped her boot again.

      Just then, a light appeared inside the store, visible through the glass window next to the door. Genever knocked loudly. “Hello! Miss Frundle, it’s Genever Wells! I’m here for the Indigo Star salt!”

      The light came closer, but the hand holding the lantern wasn’t Persella’s. Linus peered through the window and smiled when he recognized Genever. The door opened a moment later.

      “Come in, ladies,” he said as he held up the lantern. “You’ve got lucky timing. I was just about to close up.”

      Lucky seemed woefully inadequate to Genever, but she didn’t argue. She released the flame in her hand and entered the store. “Miss Hallity has agreed to share some of her salt with me.”

      “That’s right,” Bimbel said. “She can have half.”

      Linus retrieved the salt from the stockroom. “Here you are, Miss Hallity.”

      The gnome opened the package and handed Genever half a dozen small, purple boxes. “There you are.” Then she whispered, “And keep a lid on that apple butter opportunity.”

      That would not be a problem for Genever, who still had no clue what the gnome was talking about. She looked outside. Night had fully fallen across Appleton.

      Genever pocketed the small salt boxes. “Thank you so much, both of you! I’m so sorry, but I have to go. I’m terribly late. May your lantern last through the night!”

      Without waiting for the response, she summoned another small fire in her hand and ran towards Crust and Crumb. Running on snow in freezing conditions was rarely a good idea. Worse was doing so while literally carrying a handful of fire. If you really wanted to make it hazardous, try doing it while frantically worrying about a million and one things that could still go wrong with your day, even though there were only a few hours left in it.

      Genever breathed a massive sigh of relief to see the lights still blazing in Crust and Crumb. Her entrance bore a striking resemblance to a green-cloaked tornado, which was met first with surprise and then relief by Trill and Dascha.

      “Where have you—” Trill began.

      “No time!” Genever held up the purple boxes. “It took me most of the day but I found enough Indigo Star for the Brioche Bricks how are the loaves looking and did they rise enough where are we on the orders for tomorrow and oh I’m so sorry I left you both please forgive me.”

      Dascha held out a hand to stop Genever, who was heading for the kitchen. “Easy, Genever, easy. Everything’s under control. We’re just glad you’re okay.”

      “I mean, yes, of course, we’re glad,” Trill said, “but I’m not entirely sure I share Miss Winthrop’s optimism.” The sprite consulted a report in her hand and clucked her tongue. “By my calculations, we’ll be pulling an all-nighter if we’re going to fulfill every order.”

      Genever took off her cloak and rolled up her sleeves. “Then let’s get to work.”

      Trill wasn’t far off in her estimates. The trio worked through the night. Genever insisted on sending an exhausted Dascha upstairs at five in the morning for a quick nap. Dascha reluctantly complied. Genever and Trill reviewed their progress in the kitchen.

      Trill made some calculations on a piece of paper. “As long as you two can stay on your feet until all the orders are picked up and the Brioche Bricks are finished, we should be okay.”

      Genever sipped her tea and looked over the numbers. “Good. I’d rather be a sleepy, fog-headed baker for a day than let down even one customer.”

      “What do you think is going to happen if you’re a sleepy, fog-headed baker?”

      “Well,” Genever replied with a grin, “that’s why I have you for a partner.”
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        * * *

      

      The trio of ladies involuntarily yawned more than once while serving customers. They felt awful about it, but the customers were in such happy spirits that no one complained.

      At five o’clock, Dascha locked the front door, and a half hour later, the bakery was ready for a silent slumber (the Watterson’s chuffing being the only exception). Genever was desperate for a silent slumber herself, but they had four Brioche Bricks to deliver to Jens at Sweet Apple Press and three more to deliver to Henri.

      “Are we sure we’re up for this?” Trill asked. “My wings are heavier than dead.”

      “Do you mean lead?” Genever asked.

      “No. Dead. Like, I’m dead tired.”

      Genever was too tired to correct her friend. “We can decide how long we want to stay after we hand these off. But we absolutely must stay long enough to try Jens’s special cider. He’ll be disappointed if we don’t.”

      As you might imagine, the tavern was bursting with laughter, food, and drink. Even from outside, the cheery atmosphere was obvious.

      Inside, the mood of the room provided a lift to the ladies’ lagging energy. Gone for the moment was their exhaustion, replaced with the joy filling the room. Jens’s expression at the sight of the Brioche Bricks boosted their spirits even more.

      “Oh, Miss Wells, you have no idea how grateful I am! It’s like I’m a boy all over again, watching my grandmother bake in her kitchen during Winter’s Tide.” He carried a tray of glasses of different sizes. He winked as he handed each lady a glass. “My latest recipe. Sour apple cider with cinnamon.”

      The aroma had a sour-sweet bite to it, and the drink was strong with alcohol. “It’s delicious, Jens,” Genever said.

      Jens noticed the extra boxes in Dascha’s hands. “Did you make seven bricks?”

      “We did,” Genever said. She began to explain the circuitous journey she’d taken to procure the rare salt, but realized Jens was still holding a tray full of glasses. “You know what, I’ll tell you the full story later, but rest assured, I made the bricks with Indigo Star salt.”

      Jens lifted his eyebrows. “Oh?”

      “It wasn’t easy, but I simply had to follow your recipe to the last detail.”

      “With Indigo Star salt?” Jens’s confused look caused a similar reaction in Genever.

      “Um, yes. That’s what the recipe called for.” Genever took the card from her pocket and showed Jens the notes on the back. “See? No substitutions!”

      The tavern owner frowned as he inspected the card. “That’s not my grandmother’s writing. And see, the ink doesn’t match the recipe writing, either. I don’t know who wrote that.”

      Genever swallowed, which was difficult, given her throat had suddenly gotten quite dry. “Did your grandmother not use Indigo Star salt?”

      Jens laughed. “Not often. It’s very expensive. However did you obtain some so quickly during the holidays?”

      Genever smiled and said, “You might say I had some help.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite the wintry weather, the residents of Appleton gathered in the village square not long after dusk. Many stood near braziers set up in the square, warming their hands, sipping ciders or hot chocolates and readying their paper lanterns.

      Laughter and the occasional holiday song filled the air. A slight wind had cleared the sky of clouds, leaving a sea of twinkling lights overhead.

      Genever cupped the mug of sour apple cider in her hands and smiled as she looked across the square. Trill darted about with some of the local sprites. Dascha chatted with Faith Vauxhill. Henri Hammerfall and Faun Featherforge laughed at a shared joke, the two dwarves gently clinking their pewter mugs together.

      Children scampered about. Residents exchanged gifts. Parents held their little ones close to keep them warm.

      For a few hours that night, the collective cheer in Appleton kept the trials and tribulations of the world at bay. The spirit of Winter’s Tide and Lantern Night was on full display and reminded Genever of a recipe: mix friends and family with a large helping of gratitude and season to taste with love.

      There was just one thing missing, of course. Genever searched the crowd in vain for Kenric’s face. When she didn’t see him, she reassured herself that he’d simply gotten a later start than he’d planned. Or he’d decided to wait until daylight to make the short trek to Appleton. Or the project was more involved than he originally thought.

      The reassurance was far less effective than Genever would have preferred.

      The maire of Appleton, a gnome named Dapple Sprockton, stepped up on a temporary stage and rang a large, handheld bell. Silence fell across the square, leaving only the sound of wood crackling in the brazier fires.

      “Residents of Appleton, it’s my privilege to oversee another Lantern Night in our little village. If memory serves, this is my fourteenth time sharing it with you all, and if the Fates deem it so, I’ll share many more with you in the future.”

      The crowd replied with applause and cheers.

      Dapple continued. “Whether you light a paper lantern or embrace the older tradition of burning a candle all night, remember the power of community. One flame is small and vulnerable. Two are stronger. Many flames brought together offer warmth, light, safety, and hope for all. For those with lanterns, light them now.”

      Genever put her mug on the ground and picked up her paper lantern. Summoning a smidgeon of aether, she used her hearth magic to light the wick of a stubby candle fixed to the bottom of the lantern.

      The red paper glowed softly, and the air inside the lantern slowly heated up. After a few minutes, Genever could feel the lantern tug gently upwards against her fingertips.

      “Release your lanterns on the count of three,” Maire Sprockton said. “One, two, three!”

      Like massive fireflies, lanterns slowly ascended into the air, drifting off to form an airborne river of light. Genever watched the beautiful sight in awe and wonder.

      “May your lantern last through the night, Miss Wells.”

      Genever turned at the familiar voice. “And may your light shine bright, Mr. Brown. I wasn’t sure you were going to make it in time.”

      He leaned down and gave her a polite but, in Genever’s opinion, all-too-brief kiss. “I very nearly missed it. My customer had some last minute requests, and the road was treacherous with snow. But I’m here now.” He smiled and took Genever’s hand. Her heart lifted under the crafter’s gaze as surely as her lantern had. “Did you make a wish for the new year?”

      “I did,” she said.

      Kenric’s eyebrows lifted. “And?”

      Genever gazed up at the ribbon of light floating away in the night. “And I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” She put her arm around Kenric and gave him a squeeze. “But I have a very good feeling about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Learn what led Genever to Appleton in A Hearth Fit For A Witch, book one in the Appleton Cozy Fantasy series.

      
        
        Small town secrets.

        An abandoned bakery.

        One annoyingly cute carpenter.

      

      

      All hearth witch and baker Genever Wells wants is to open her own Banneton Bakery. The catch? Only Banneton Baking School graduates can work at Banneton Bakeries. The problem? They've rejected every single one of Genever's applications.

      Determined to keep her next application out of the rejection pile, Genever reopens an abandoned bakery in the remote village of Appleton and shows off her talents. It’s the perfect key for unlocking the gates of Banneton and her baking future.

      But Genever quickly learns fixing the dilapidated building will be the easy part.

      Navigating the tight-knit community of Appleton, dealing with the frustratingly charming carpenter (who's the only person willing to repair the building), and making friends with the local Banneton Bakery shop manager? Harder than two-week-old bread.

      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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      Explore all of L.A. Scott’s cozy fantasy books at:

      
        
        https://scottiswriting.com/lascott
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