

    
        
          Brewing Hope in Briar Hollow

        

        
        
          HIMA CHER

        

        
          Published by HIMA CHER, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BREWING HOPE IN BRIAR HOLLOW

    

    
      First edition. February 1, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 HIMA CHER.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233806643

    

    
    
      Written by HIMA CHER.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Scent of Roasted Shadows

Chapter 2: The Bitter Aftertaste of Silence

Chapter 3: The Grinding of the Millstone

Chapter 4: The Alchemist of Sorrows

Chapter 5: The Dawn of the Third Era

Sign up for HIMA CHER's Mailing List

Also By HIMA CHER

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: The Scent of Roasted Shadows
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[image: ]he morning mist in Briar Hollow did not merely drift; it clung to the cobblestones like a damp woolen blanket, refusing to surrender to the pale sun. Elara pushed the

heavy oak door of the café open, the familiar chime of the bell sounding more like a warning than a welcome today. Her hands trembled as she reached for the brass espresso lever, feeling the cold metal bite into her palm.




The silence of the shop was heavy, saturated with the scent of dark-roasted beans and the lingering metallic tang of last night’s unexpected frost. She poured the first pull of coffee, watching the crema swirl into a dark, mahogany vortex that seemed to reflect her own mounting anxiety. Every shadow in the corner of the room felt elongated, stretching toward her with a quiet, predatory intent she couldn’t explain.




Outside the window, the village was beginning to stir, yet the familiar faces of her neighbors seemed masked by a strange, collective exhaustion. Old Silas sat on his usual bench, his eyes fixed on the forest edge where the trees grew too close together, their branches interlocking like skeletal fingers. Elara felt a
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sudden, sharp longing for the days when the forest was just a place for gathering wild herbs.

She moved to the tables, wiping the mahogany surfaces with a rhythmic, frantic energy that did little to soothe the frantic drumming of her heart. The local news had been filled with reports of missing things—trinkets, pets, and now, the baker’s youngest daughter—leaving a void in the town’s spirit. Each scrub of the cloth felt like an attempt to erase the dread settling deep within her narrow chest.

When the first customer entered, the air in the room shifted, turning brittle and cold enough to make the steam from the mugs vanish instantly. It was a man she didn’t recognize, dressed in a coat that seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it, his presence casting a long chill. He didn’t look at the menu, but instead stared directly at the cellar door behind the counter with knowing, hollow eyes.

“The brew here is said to offer more than just caffeine,” he murmured, his voice sounding like dry leaves skittering across a gravestone in the dead of night. Elara felt the breath catch in her throat, a cold spike of fear lancing through her as she realized he wasn’t looking for coffee. She gripped the edge of the counter, her knuckles turning a ghostly white against the dark, polished wood.

“We only serve what is on the board,” she replied, her voice steady despite the frantic pulse thrumming in her ears like a trapped bird’s wings. The stranger smiled, a slow and jagged expression that did not reach his eyes, and leaned forward
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until she could smell the ozone on his skin. He placed a single, blackened coin on the counter, its surface etched with symbols that seemed to pulse.




The coin felt unnaturally heavy, as if it were pulling the very gravity of the room toward its center, making Elara’s head swim with sudden, violent vertigo. She wanted to scream, to run out into the mist, but her legs felt rooted to the floor like the ancient oaks in the hollow. The shop, once her sanctuary, now felt like a cage built from the bones of her own forgotten, childhood nightmares.




The stranger’s gaze lingered on the blackened coin, his silence more deafening than the crashing of a winter storm against the cliffs. Elara felt a wave of nausea roll over her, the symbols on the metal shimmering with an iridescent, oily sheen that defied the dim morning light. She realized then that Briar Hollow’s peace had always been a fragile glass ornament, now shattered beyond any hope of repair.




He turned toward the window, his silhouette cutting a jagged hole in the soft grey light of the shop’s interior. “The roots of this town are thirsty, Elara,” he whispered, knowing her name before she had even thought to offer it in greeting. Her skin prickled with a cold, electric sweat, the realization dawning that the village secrets were no longer buried beneath the soil, but rising to the surface.




Desperation clawed at her throat as she reached for the coin, intending to hurl it back at him and demand he leave. However, as her fingers grazed the cold metal, a flash of memory—violent
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and vivid—tore through her mind like a physical blade. she saw the cellar door, not as it was now, but draped in heavy, silver chains that glowed with a protective, ancient and holy light.

The memory vanished as quickly as it had arrived, leaving her gasping for air while the stranger watched her with predatory patience. He knew what she had seen, and his smirk deepened, revealing teeth that seemed just a little too sharp for a human mouth. The bell chimed again, but this time no one entered, the door merely swinging open to admit a gust of freezing, pine- scented wind.

Elara backed away from the counter, her heels clicking rhyth- mically against the floorboards as she retreated toward the kitchen’s swinging doors. Every shadow in the café seemed to detach itself from the furniture, creeping across the floor like spilled ink seeking a drain. She felt the weight of her family’s legacy—the secret protectors of the hollow—settling onto her slumped shoulders with a crushing, physical force.

She remembered her grandmother’s final words about the “brewing” that took place in the dark hours, long after the customers went home. It wasn’t just coffee that simmered in the copper pots, but a balance of elements designed to keep the forest’s hunger at bay. Now, with the baker’s daughter missing, she understood that the ancient pact had been broken by someone inside the village’s narrow, stone walls.

The stranger picked up the coin, tossing it into the air where it vanished into a puff of grey smoke before hitting his palm. “I will return when the sun sets behind the crooked spire,” he
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stated, his voice echoing from every corner of the room at once. Without another word, he stepped out into the mist, merging with the grey fog until he was nothing more than a fading, dark memory.




Left alone in the chilling silence, Elara slumped against the refrigerator, her breath coming in ragged, shallow gasps that clouded the air. She looked at the cellar door, the wood scarred by years of use, and knew she could no longer ignore the scratching sounds coming from beneath. The hope she tried to brew every morning was being replaced by a dark, bitter reality she was not prepared to face.




The scratching from the cellar intensified, a rhythmic scraping of bone against seasoned wood that vibrated through the soles of Elara’s boots. She moved toward the heavy door, her hand hovering over the iron ring, while the air in the café grew thick with the metallic scent of an approaching storm. Every instinct screamed at her to bolt for the street, yet a tether of duty held her firmly in place.




With a sharp, decisive yank, she threw the door open, revealing a darkness so absolute it seemed to swallow the light from the shop. The stairs descended into a void that smelled of damp earth and something sweet, like rotting jasmine, pulling at her senses with a hypnotic, terrifying lure. She grabbed an old brass lantern from the hook, the wick catching with a sputtered, desperate flame that cast long shadows.




As she descended, the temperature plummeted, turning her breath into ghostly plumes that danced in the flickering light of
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her lantern’s glow. The walls of the cellar were not stone, as she had always believed, but were instead lined with jars of shifting, glowing liquids. Each vessel contained a different hue of liquid light, shimmering with the captured essence of emotions—joy, terror, and a deep, agonizing, soul-crushing longing.

At the bottom of the stairs, she found the source of the noise: a small, wooden chest bound in rusted iron, vibrating violently. It sat upon a stone altar that Elara had never noticed during her countless trips down here for extra bags of coffee beans. The chest seemed to breathe, its lid lifting just enough to reveal a glimpse of something golden and frantic trapped inside the dark, confined space.

She knelt beside the altar, the cold floor biting through her jeans as she reached out to touch the pulsating wood of the container. A voice, thin and melodic like a distant flute, whispered her name from within the box, sending a jolt of recognition through her heart. It was the voice of the baker’s daughter, sounding small and hollow, as if she were being heard through a very long, dark tunnel.

“Elara, please, the shadows are drinking the light,” the girl whimpered, her words followed by a sound like breaking glass echoing in the small room. Elara realized then that the café was not just a business, but a filtration system for the town’s collective soul, and it was currently overflowing. The blackened coin the stranger left was a catalyst, a poison introduced to the very wellspring of Briar Hollow’s fading, fragile hope.

The lantern flickered dangerously as a shadow detached itself
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from the ceiling, coiling around Elara’s ankles like a cold, slick snake seeking warmth. She scrambled back, her heart hammering against her ribs with a violence that made her vision swim in the oppressive, freezing darkness. She understood now that her grandmother hadn’t just been a brewer of tea, but a warden of the things that lived in the dark.




Fear transformed into a cold, hard resolve as Elara stood her ground, the lantern held high against the encroaching, hungry tide of the dark. She would not let the village fall to the stranger’s whims, nor would she let the girl vanish into the maw of the forest. The brewing process had to begin again, but this time, the ingredients would require a price she wasn’t sure she could truly afford to pay.




Elara reached for a ceramic jar on the highest shelf, its surface etched with swirling patterns that seemed to move under her touch. The liquid inside was a pale, shimmering silver, pulsing in
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