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      In cozy fantasy, the plot is the weather. The people are the home you come back to.

      There is a kind of magic that has nothing to do with spells.

      You feel it when you push open a shop door on a cold afternoon and the warmth inside wraps around you like a borrowed coat. You feel it when someone remembers how you take your tea. You feel it in the small, ordinary miracle of being known.

      That is the magic cozy fantasy runs on. Not the magic of armies and prophecies, but the quieter sort: the feeling of belonging somewhere. And belonging is made entirely of people.

      This is why this is a book of characters and not a book of plots. In cozy fantasy, the characters are the plot. That is not a slogan. It is a practical truth about how these stories work, and once you see it, you can build a whole novel from a single warm face.

      The genre that runs on people

      Think about the cozy stories readers come back to. A tired sorceress opens a coffee shop. A worn-out adventurer retires to run an inn. A young witch starts a delivery service in a seaside town. A demon takes a job at a tea house.

      Notice the pattern. The premise is almost never an event. It is a job — some small, rooted, repeating kind of work that brings the character into daily contact with other people.

      The coffee shop matters because of who walks in. The inn matters because of who stays the night. The premise is just the doorway. What we fall in love with is the parade of people who come through it: the regulars, the strangers, the prickly neighbor, the sweetheart who visits every Tuesday and never quite says what they mean.

      So the cozy writer's most valuable possession is not a magic system or a map. It is a cast. A deep, varied, well-loved population of people, each with a craft, a soft spot, and a place where you can reliably find them.

      Get that right and the rest tends to follow. Plots in cozy fantasy are mostly just people wanting things and bumping into each other. The baker wants to be remembered. The recluse wants to be left alone — and also, secretly, not to be. The two rival shopkeepers want to win, and want, even more secretly, to stop fighting. Put enough real people in one small place, and stories grow up between them on their own.

      Warm is not the same as easy

      People often assume cozy fiction has no conflict, and is therefore simple to write. Both halves of that are wrong.

      Cozy stories have plenty of conflict. What they don't have is cruelty. There are misunderstandings, money troubles, old grudges, the by-the-book inspector who wants to close the beloved bakery, the developer eyeing the meadow. The friction is real. It is just survivable.

      The reader trusts that warmth will win in the end, and that trust is the whole deal between you and them. A reader opens a cozy book the way they come home after a long day. They are not here to be shocked. They are here to be held.

      And holding a reader well is hard. Keeping someone turning pages on the strength of whether two shy people will finally share a meal takes more skill, not less, than threatening them with the end of the world. It only works if your characters are alive enough to care about. Their small wins have to feel like victories. That weight rests entirely on how well you have drawn them.

      So if you take one idea from this introduction, take this: warmth is a craft, and the craft is character. Everything else in this book serves that single point.

      What makes a character feel cozy

      The people in these pages tend to share a few traits. You don't need to give a character all of them, and some of the most memorable figures are interesting precisely because they're missing one. But these five qualities are a useful checklist when a character feels flat and you can't say why.

      They have somewhere to be found. A cozy character almost always has a fixed spot — a counter, a kitchen, a garden gate, a particular stool by the fire. This matters more than it looks. When readers know where to find someone, they can return to them, and returning is the basic rhythm of the whole genre. We visit, and visit again, and a bond builds in the visiting. A character with no anchor is hard to love, because we never get to miss them.

      They are good at something small and real. Kneading bread, mending clocks, brewing tea, settling a feverish child, coaxing tomatoes out of stubborn soil. In a genre that avoids grand speeches, skill becomes a love language. The cook who makes your favorite dish without being asked has told you something tender without a word. Watch what your characters are good at. It is usually where their heart leaks out.

      They keep something tender inside. A grief, a hope, a fear, a softness held just under the surface. The gruff elder with a kind heart is a cliché only when the gruffness has no cause. Give it a real reason — a loss, an old humiliation — and the cliché turns back into a person. A good cozy character should always have more inside them than they show, so that getting to know them is its own slow reward.

      They get changed by the people around them. Nobody here is self-made, and the rare character who insists they are is usually on the way to learning otherwise. The newcomer is softened by the town. The town is woken up by the newcomer. The lonely shopkeeper is coaxed out of herself by a stubborn regular. When you're stuck on what happens next, look at who is changing whom. That mutual reshaping is often the truest plot you have.

      They are kind, or learning to be. Note that this is not the same as nice. Niceness is a surface. Kindness is what's underneath, and the two come apart all the time. Some of the warmest characters are blunt, prickly, even difficult on the outside, with a current of real care running below. The same logic covers your antagonists, which brings us to the part writers most often get wrong.

      On gentle villains

      Cozy fantasy has little use for evil in the old sense. Its antagonists are rarely wicked. They are frightened, or rigid, or grieving, or simply pointed the wrong way.

      The inspector enforcing the letter of the law is scared of a world he can't control. The developer wants to pave the meadow because he was taught that growth is the only proof of worth. The sour neighbor has been nursing a hurt for so long she's forgotten it was ever a wound.

      This changes how you resolve things. In most fiction the antagonist is defeated. In cozy fantasy they are far more often reincorporated — drawn back into the warmth they had drifted out of. The reader would usually rather watch an enemy become a friend than watch them lose.

      So when you write someone who stands in your hero's way, don't ask how to make them worse. Ask how to make them human. Ask what they're afraid of, and what it would take for the town to fold them back in. That question alone will generate more story than any scheme of pure malice.

      From entry to scene

      It is one thing to say the characters are the plot. It helps to watch it happen. So let's take two entries from this book and grow each into a scene, to show how little a cozy story actually needs to get moving.

      Start with a single line: a retired ranger who keeps a packed bag by the door he swears he'll never use.

      That is barely a sentence, but look at the tension folded inside it. The bag is a contradiction in physical form. He has chosen to stay, and he has prepared to flee. Both things are true at once, and that is a person, not a placeholder.

      Now we don't invent a quest for him. We just put another person in the room. Say a child from next door wanders in and asks, plainly, why he keeps a packed bag if he's never going anywhere. Watch what that does. He has to answer, or refuse to, and either way he reveals himself. Maybe he says he likes to be ready. Maybe he goes quiet. Maybe he finally, awkwardly, unpacks one shirt while the child watches — and that small act of unpacking is the whole emotional beat of the scene. Nothing exploded. A man took one shirt out of a bag. In cozy fantasy, that can be a climax.

      Now take a second entry: a confectioner who makes sweets shaped like the things people miss — a lost pet, a childhood home, a face.

      On its own it's a lovely image. To make it a scene, give her a customer with a request she can't fulfill. Someone asks her to make a sweet shaped like a person who isn't gone yet — a parent slipping into forgetfulness, still alive, already disappearing. Now she has a problem that is moral, not logistical. Does she make grief for someone who hasn't finished grieving? The scene writes itself out of that hesitation, and we learn who she is by what she decides.

      Notice what both examples have in common. We never reached for a plot. We took one character, added one other person, and found the pressure point where the character had to act. That is the engine. A want, a second person, and a moment where something small has to give.

      How this book is arranged

      What you have here is a treasury of a thousand characters, sorted into fourteen chapters.

      Each chapter gathers people by the role they play in the life of a town. There are the hearth-keepers who turn a house into a home. The shopkeepers and artisans who run the storefronts everyone passes through. The hedge-witches and small-magic folk who keep the gentle enchantments ticking over. The mentors and elders who hold the town's memory. The found family who choose one another, and the slow-burning sweethearts. The magical creatures and companions. The community pillars who keep things running, and the eccentrics who give the place its color. The newcomers and wanderers who arrive to stir things up. The children and apprentices carrying the future. The gentle antagonists who supply the friction. The quietly wounded with their soft secrets. And the seasonal folk who pass through as the year turns.

      Inside each chapter, the characters are split into four smaller clusters, so you can move quickly to the exact sort of person your story is missing.

      Every entry gives you a name and a sentence or two. That is on purpose. These are not finished portraits, and they are not meant to be. They are starting points, sized to be picked up, turned over, and put to work.

      How to actually use the entries

      Here is the practical part, because a reference book is only as good as what you can do with it.

      First, treat every name as a placeholder. The names lean gentle and old-fashioned, all bread and beeswax and herb gardens, and they're chosen to set a mood before you read a word of description. But if a character grabs you and the name doesn't, change it and feel no guilt. The name is the wrapping. The character is the gift.

      Second, read for the tension, not just the role. Look closely at an entry like "a retired ranger who keeps a packed bag by the door he swears he'll never use." That is not just a description. It is the opening line of a story about restlessness and the fear of standing still. Most entries here carry a buried tension like that — a want, a contradiction, an old wound. Find it, and you have found where your story starts.

      Third, pair people up and watch what happens. Set a grieving baker next to a meddling matriarch who won't let her mourn alone. Hand a recluse's secret to an opinionated shop cat. The cast comes to life in the space between two characters far more than inside any one of them. When you're hunting for a scene, don't reach for one entry. Reach for two, and let them rub against each other.

      Fourth, change one thing on purpose. Swap the trade, flip the age, move the season, reverse the secret. A confectioner who hides grief becomes a very different story if you make her hide joy instead, terrified of jinxing it. The entries are built to be remixed, and the remix is usually where your version stops being mine.

      Fifth, drop a stranger into a town you've already built and let your existing residents react. Half of cozy plotting is just watching settled people respond to someone new. The newcomer doesn't even have to do much. Their arrival is the event.

      Building a town that feels real

      One character is a sketch. A town is a web. The difference between the two is relationships, and a believable cozy setting is really just a dense enough net of them that the reader feels held by the place itself.

      The trick is that no one should exist in isolation. Every person you pull from these pages should connect to at least two others before they earn a permanent spot in your town. The baker buys her flour from the miller, who is courting the bookseller, who is raising the orphan the whole lane keeps an eye on. Follow those threads and a town assembles itself almost without effort.

      It helps to think in small institutions, because institutions force people together. A shop has regulars. An inn has a landlord, a cook, and the lodgers who quarrel over breakfast. A festival has the people who organize it and the people who refuse to attend. A garden plot shared by neighbors is a quiet engine of both kindness and feud. When you want depth, don't add more characters at random. Add a place where the ones you have are obliged to keep meeting.

      Aim, too, for a spread of temperatures. A town that is all warmth turns saccharine, and a town that is all friction turns sour. You want hearth-keepers and gentle antagonists in the same square, the meddler and the recluse on the same lane, the cheerful and the quietly wounded sharing a bench. The contrast is what keeps the sweetness honest. Use the chapters here as a palette and pull from several, not just the ones that flatter your mood.

      Finally, give your town a memory. The old grudge, the festival everyone observes without remembering why, the empty chair the baker still sets at her table. A history shared among the cast is what turns a collection of shops into somewhere people have lived. Many of the entries in this book come with the ghost of such a history already attached. Let those ghosts talk to each other.

      A word on voice

      If character is the heart of cozy fantasy, voice is how you hear its pulse. Two cozy characters with the same job should never sound the same on the page.

      The fastest way to find a character's voice is to decide what they do with feeling. One person says exactly what they mean. Another buries it under practical chatter about the weather and the bread. A third can only show care by doing things — fixing your gate, refilling your cup — and goes mute the moment a feeling is named aloud. None of these is more cozy than the others. The variety is the point.

      Let their craft into their speech, too. A baker reaches for kitchen images. A clockmaker measures everything in time. A gardener thinks in seasons and patience. When a character's work seeps into how they talk, you get warmth and characterization for free, in the same breath.

      And trust the unsaid. Cozy dialogue does much of its work in what people decline to say — the comfort offered as a second cup rather than a sentence, the apology that arrives as a fresh-baked loaf on a doorstep. The entries in this book are full of people like that. Listen for how each one would avoid saying the tender thing, and you'll have found their voice.

      You don't need a plot to begin

      This may be the most freeing thing the genre has to offer, so I'll say it plainly.

      You do not need to know how the story ends. You do not need a central conflict worked out, or a twist, or even a guarantee that there'll be much conflict at all. You need one person who makes you curious. Someone whose door you want to open. Someone whose counter you want to lean on while they talk.

      Pick that person. Set them down in a place. Give them one small thing to want. Then write the next true moment, and the one after that.

      The story will start to grow the way bread does when you give it warmth and time — quietly, on its own schedule, mostly while you're not watching. Cozy fantasy rewards patience over plotting. Your job is less to engineer the thing than to tend it.

      Which is really what this whole book is: an invitation to tend something. It is a town waiting to be filled. A square waiting for its shopkeepers. A hearth waiting for the people who'll gather around it.

      Somewhere in these thousand characters is the cook who feeds your hero through their worst winter. The rival who turns into their closest friend. The small, judgmental cat who is right about everyone. The quiet regular who, two hundred pages in, finally says the thing they've spent two hundred pages not saying.

      They are all here, waiting. They only need you to open the door.

      Your town awaits. Let's go and meet the people who will live in it.
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            HEARTH-KEEPERS & HOMEMAKERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooks & Kitchen-Hearts (~20)

      Maeve Pottersby — The soup arrives before the bad news has finished travelling. Lose a job, break an engagement, bury a parent, and within the hour there's a covered pot on your step, still warm, with Maeve already gone. She has fed most of the village through at least one hard winter and remembers every preference — no onions for Garrow, extra crust for the Telford twins — because feeding people is how she keeps track of them, and keeping track is how she loves. Her one blind spot is her own table, where only the single chair is ever pulled out. Hand her a lodger she didn't ask for, and she'll have to learn the difference between feeding someone and letting them stay.

      Old Bram Oatley — Bram swears the porridge knows things. He'll tell you the oats can feel whether you woke up loved or lonely and cook themselves accordingly — thicker and sweeter for the sad ones — and after forty years at the dawn counter it's hard to prove him wrong. Widowed, he treats the early regulars — the night-watch coming off shift, the baker's boy, the odd shivering traveller — as the household that no longer waits for him at home. He knows their orders and their moods, and asks after both.

      Saffron Lill — Saffron came home from the great city kitchens with a reputation, a temper, and the unspoken truth that the city chewed her up before it spat her back. Now she runs a counter the size of a confessional as though it were still a brigade of thirty: tasting everything, correcting everyone, trusting no one to plate it right the first time. The village finds her exhausting and queues anyway, because she is, infuriatingly, the best for miles. Praise she has plenty of. What she's short on is anyone who stays — and an apprentice stubborn enough not to flee might be the making of her.

      Nettle Brightwater — Nettle keeps no pantry, only a calendar of the hedgerows: wild garlic in spring, blackberries gone black by autumn, the mushrooms at the wood's edge and the ones beside them that will kill you. She can name every plant for a mile and enjoys watching newcomers pale when she lists the deadly ones. Half the village thinks her a witch, which suits her exactly — it keeps the nosy at arm's length. She isn't wounded so much as ferociously private, and her one real quarrel is with the builders clearing her best gathering-ground for cottages, because she's the last soul alive who remembers the wood had names before it had streets.

      Cobb Dunmore — Cobb cooks for the work-crews, and his pot has no visible bottom; however many turn up hungry at noon, somehow there's enough. He claims he's hopeless at sums. The truth is sunnier than that — he just loves a full table and a loud one, and the sight of anyone sitting with nothing in front of them physically pains him. Big, slow-spoken, easily moved to a tear he'll blame on the onions, Cobb is the rare man with no secret ache at all. He is exactly as happy as he looks, and happiest of all with a ladle in his hand and forty people shouting for more.

      Pearl Anwen — Pearl's breakfast pies are famous three villages over; her temper is famous only in this one. She'll snap at a customer for leaning on the counter and then, an hour later, send a still-warm pie to their door with no note. Apologising aloud is simply beyond her — her father never managed it either — so she bakes the sorry instead and lets people decode it. Most have learned to; the widow on the corner has a whole shelf of unspoken apologies by now. Pair Pearl with someone who refuses to accept pastry in place of an actual sentence, and you've a quarrel worth following.

      Tomas Greer — Tomas runs the chophouse grill and barely says ten words a shift, so strangers take him for surly. Regulars know to watch their plates instead: the widower eating alone gets the better cut, the girl crying into her ale finds a honey-cake she didn't order. He has loved the same Tuesday-night regular — window seat, barley soup — for six years and never said a word, telling himself he's protecting the friendship. The plainer truth is that if he speaks and it goes wrong, he loses the Tuesdays too, and those are the best hours of his week. A rival at that table, or word that the regular's leaving in spring, and a free dessert won't say it for him any longer.

      Auntie Sed — Sed has cooked every wedding, funeral, and naming-day in the parish for thirty years, and she reads a gathering by what it needs fed: heavy stew for grief, something light and sharp for a celebration trying too hard. She is, by now, present at every important hour of every life in town — and always behind the trestle table, apron on, never once a guest in her own right. What Sed quietly longs for isn't rest. It's an invitation: to be asked to a wedding as a friend who sits down, rather than the woman hired to plate it.

      Wick Halloran — Wick can turn one scrawny chicken into supper for ten and one slow evening into a story that keeps the tavern up past closing. Every dish comes with a tale — the time he cooked for a queen in hiding, the stew that ended a siege — and not one survives close inspection, which troubles him not at all. Whether he ever truly soldiered, sailed, or merely strolled in from the next valley is a mystery he guards like treasure, mostly because the truth is far duller than the telling. He's generous, funny, and gone the moment anyone gets close enough to fact-check.

      Pip Marrow — Pip has a real gift for sugar-work — spun cages, sugared violets, toffee clear as glass — and not a scrap of faith in it. One frown from the head baker sends Pip spiralling for days, so the practising happens at midnight, alone, the failures fed to the hedge before dawn. The unfairness of it is that Pip is already better than the master who scowls; the scowl is only how that man hides his fear of being outgrown. One person saying that's good and meaning it might be all it takes for the midnight work to finally happen in daylight.

      Garnet Foss — Garnet cooked aboard ships for forty years and still salts every dish as though the crew might be piped to deck mid-meal. The calm of an inland town unsettles her more than any gale did; she keeps the back door open at night, she says, for the air, though everyone suspects it's for the sound of something moving. She's sharp-tongued, sharper-knived, and tells stories that always stop one beat short of the ending. She'd never call herself lonely — but she'd tolerate the company of someone else who once had a whole identity and had to leave it at a dock.

      Mother Quill — Mother Quill runs the temple kitchen and feeds every pilgrim who passes, no coin asked. She watches how they handle their bread — tearing, sharing, setting it carefully aside — and forms her quiet opinions, then serves the rude ones the same as the kind. To her a fed stranger is more sacred than any sermon, which is precisely the trouble: the temple elders would like the free meals stopped, citing the stores, and Mother Quill is about to learn whether mercy that costs the temple coin is mercy the temple will still allow.

      Dale Pennywhistle — Dale greets every cut of meat by name and thanks it before it meets the pan, which the children find hilarious and he means entirely. He saves the soup-bones for the dogs and the burnt ends for the strays of both the four-legged and two-legged kind, and he hums the day through — the same three bars, badly. There's no shadow under Dale, no buried sorrow waiting to surface. He's simply one of those rare souls who woke up kind and stayed that way, and a cast full of secrets needs a hearth like him to gather round.

      Isolde Vane — Isolde plates a humble supper as though it's about to be painted, and visibly wilts when it's shovelled down without a glance. She trained somewhere exacting and carried those standards into a town that mostly wants its food hot and plentiful; she finds them careless, they find her precious, and both are a little right. Underneath is a plain, ordinary hunger to be noticed, just once, by someone who lingers over the single detail she agonised over. She doesn't fear a harsh word half so much as she fears being merely adequate, and passing unremarked.

      Hob Tunnicliffe — Everyone confesses to Hob. Something about the pasty cart by the mill, the hot pastry, the round and untroubled face — and out it all comes: the affairs, the debts, the grudges. He nods, counts the change, forgets none of it, and has never once repeated a word, which is exactly why the confessions keep coming. Hob isn't tortured by what he carries; he simply likes people and likes feeding them, and the town's whole secret history sits safe and undramatic behind his eyes. For an author, he's pure plot-fuel — Hob already knows who did what to whom.

      Wren Ashford — Wren cooks entirely by feel and couldn't write you a recipe to save her life; she adds things until it tastes finished, and it always does. This winter, for the first time in decades, her hands began to ache and forget, and a dish came out wrong. She's told no one. Writing down what was always instinct feels like conceding it's leaving her. There's a clumsy kitchen-hand about the place who can't follow a recipe either, and who tastes things the way Wren does — and teaching that one, before her hands give out for good, may be the only way the gift outlives her. She'll fight the idea for half the book.

      Barnaby Croft — Barnaby comes alive once a year. For the harvest feast he's a wonder — three sleepless days, tables groaning, the whole town fed and merry — and then for the other fifty weeks he drifts about the empty kitchen like a man whose holiday ended too soon. He's measured his whole worth in those three days, which turns the rest of the year into a slow ache he treats by planning the next feast. His people love him and worry he's only truly happy in a crowd of two hundred. The smallest, most radical thing that could happen to Barnaby is an ordinary Tuesday supper, for three people, that turns out to matter just as much.

      Sela Marsh — Sela cooks the marsh — eels, samphire, frogs, all the things the lowland villages turn their noses up at — and she'll dare you, flat-eyed, to call it peasant food before you've tasted it. The chip on her shoulder is entirely earned; she's spent a lifetime watching her home tolerated as a curiosity rather than taken seriously. Praise her cooking and mean it, and she won't know whether to glow or bristle. She's at her best feeding someone willing to learn, and her worst around anyone who treats where she comes from as a joke.

      Uncle Figgy — Figgy is no one's actual uncle, but the whole lane calls him that. An extra dumpling appears on the plate of anyone looking low; he always blames a miscount, and everyone lets him, because the kind lie is easier than the awkward thank-you. He spots sadness faster than anyone — a slumped shoulder, a smile held a beat too long — and answers it with food, words never having been his strength. He'd make the warmest grandfather a found-family ever adopted, if any of them noticed he was angling to be adopted in the first place.

      Rosalind Tare — Rosalind matches the cup to your mood: the chipped blue one for heartbreak, the gilt one for good news, a plain brown pot of something steadying for anyone who comes in spoiling for a fight — whom she will gently, absolutely refuse to serve until they've sat a while. Regulars swear the right cup genuinely helps, and Rosalind has never confirmed or denied that the choosing is more than instinct. Her parlour is neutral ground, the one place the town's quarrels are made to wait at the door, which makes her part hostess, part peacemaker, and occasionally a target when someone resents being soothed.

      Housekeepers & Home-Tenders (~20)

      Bess Harrow — Bess keeps Thornlea Manor immaculate though the family that owns it hasn't visited in three years and pays her a pittance by post. She polishes a banister no one descends, airs beds no one sleeps in, sets fresh flowers in the hall every Monday out of sheer stubbornness. To Bess the house is a promise — kept ready, it might yet fill again, and the village might still call it grand. She bristles at any talk of selling, because the manor is the last thing that makes her feel she matters, and she's polishing her own usefulness as hard as the silver. A letter announcing a sale could break her, or finally set her free.

      Corvin Pell — Corvin has buttled for the same house for fifty years and regards every modern convenience that enters it as a personal insult. The new iron stove is "a contraption"; the speaking-tube between floors is "a vulgarity"; he will climb three flights to deliver a message rather than shout into a pipe like a navvy. The young master keeps installing improvements and Corvin keeps quietly defeating them — the stove mysteriously won't draw, the doorbell develops a stammer. He is maddening, indispensable, and entirely certain that standards are the only thing between civilisation and the abyss. Nobody can run the house without him, and he knows it to his bones.

      Lettie Larkin — Lettie is sixteen, sharp as a tack, and has dusted every room in the big house long enough to know exactly who's lying to whom. She reads the half-burnt letters in the grate, notes whose boots are muddy at odd hours, keeps a private ledger of the household's secrets for no darker reason than that it's the most interesting thing in her day. She's no blackmailer — she's bored, and clever, and invisible to everyone above stairs, which is their mistake. Hand Lettie a real mystery and she becomes the most useful person in the book.

      Gideon Thatch — Gideon tends a rambling old house as though it can hear him, because he's privately certain it can. He bids the rooms good morning, apologises to a door before oiling a stubborn hinge, and swears the place sulks when neglected and warms through when loved. Whether the house truly has a soul or Gideon simply pours his own into it makes no difference to the result: nothing in his care stays broken for long. He's happiest alone with a cloth and a complaining floorboard, and a new owner who wanted to gut and modernise the place would feel, to Gideon, like a threat against a living thing.

      Brother Mossop — Mossop sweeps the temple steps with the gravity of a man performing a sacrament, because to him it is one: a clean threshold welcomes a tired stranger better than any sermon. He's at the door before dawn to be sure the first arrival finds it gleaming. The younger brethren think floor-work beneath a man of faith; Mossop thinks they've forgotten where faith actually lives. He's gentle, deliberate, slow to anger — and utterly immovable the day anyone proposes locking the hungry out for the night.

      Wenna Brindle — Wenna takes in the town's washing and can read a whole household in a week's laundry: the wine spilled, the blood, the perfume that isn't the wife's. She says little — a washerwoman who gossips soon has no baskets. But the powerful of the town are uneasily aware that the woman handling their linen knows more about them than their priest does, and they look straight through her anyway, as though she were part of the mangle. That being-overlooked is its own slow insult — and the day a stain tells a story someone would kill to bury, the invisible washerwoman becomes the only witness who counts.

      Prudence Catchpole — Prudence cannot sit down. A cushion unplumped, a crumb unswept, and she's up; she's been known to dust a neighbour's mantel mid-sentence without noticing she'd crossed the room. The village finds her exhausting and oddly comforting, like a hearth that never goes out. What keeps her moving is the thing she'd have to feel if she ever stopped — the house too quiet now, the children long grown and gone. Hand her something that makes her laugh instead of tidy, a grandchild or a hopeless lodger, and you'd be doing her the kindest turn of her life.

      Hetty Crewe — Hetty runs the cleanest boarding house in three parishes and rules her lodgers like a benevolent tyrant: boots off at the door, no callers after nine, and not one word about the rule concerning the third stair. She knows everyone's business because it all happens under her roof, and she trades it shamelessly. Beneath the brisk landlady is a woman who's turned a houseful of strangers into the family she never got round to starting — though she'd box your ears for saying so out loud.

      Ash Coalby — Ash sweeps chimneys and tends the great hearths, going about the town black-handed and cheerful with a sack of brushes over one shoulder. Small, wiry, fearless on a roof, Ash hears more than people realise — a flue carries voices two rooms off, and sometimes, Ash swears, the fires themselves mutter what the house is fretting about. The work is loved for the warmth it leaves behind; a cold house made cozy by nightfall feels like a small good deed done. The dream is a proper sweeping-round and an apprentice of Ash's own; the obstacle is a guild that won't license someone of Ash's birth.

      Marigold Vetch — Marigold can make any room bloom — a jar of hedgerow flowers here, a window polished till it sings there — and is hired by the houses that want to look loved before a visitor calls. She has a genius for the one small touch that turns a cold parlour welcoming, and not a copper to make her own rented room anything but bare. Lately the gap has begun to ache: she spends her gift on other people's homes and goes back each night to four plain walls. A shabby cottage of her own, or someone with a house and no eye for it, and Marigold would finally get to keep some of the bloom.

      Dorran Holloway — Dorran is the man you want when the roof comes off in a storm. Where everyone else sees catastrophe, he sees an interesting afternoon: a flooded cellar, a chimney fire, a beam gone soft with rot — Dorran rolls up his sleeves and is, if anything, delighted. Nothing rattles him, nothing wounds him, and he's never once been heard to complain. The household leans on him completely and he likes it that way; a problem solved is the most satisfying thing he knows. Every cast needs one person who simply turns up and fixes it, and Dorran is gloriously, uncomplicatedly that person.

      Susan Frost — Susan turned up at the manor gate asking for work with no references and hands too soft for a maid's. She learns quickly, stays painfully polite, and goes white whenever a stranger on horseback rides through the gate. Whatever she's fled — a marriage, a debt, a name worth money to the wrong people — she means to disappear into honest scrubbing until it's safe to be someone again. The household that takes her in without prying may be the family she ran toward without knowing it. The one that asks too many questions could be the end of her.

      Petra Quince — Petra keeps the linen room, and to step inside it is to feel the world briefly make sense: every sheet folded to the same hand's width, every cloth stacked by size, the whole inventory orderable from memory. She isn't anxious about it — she simply finds in a perfectly squared stack the joy other people get from music, and will happily spend an hour she doesn't have getting a cupboard exactly right, humming. Give Petra a chaotic new household to bring to heel and she's in heaven; the only thing that flummoxes her is being thanked, which she never expects and never quite knows what to do with.

      Edwin Tully — Edwin soldiered for twenty years and now, of all things, caretakes a quiet girls' school — mending desks, banking fires, shooing pigeons from the eaves. The big scarred man turns out to be endlessly patient with small repairs and small people, and the work he'd once have scorned is the only thing that lets him sleep. He won't speak of the wars; he'll talk hinges all day. The children adore him, and he is gruffly, helplessly fond of them back. What unsettles Edwin is any sign that the old life wants him again — a threat to the school, a face from the regiment — when all he asks now is to keep one small place safe and whole.

      Cora Pickering — Cora dusts the parlours of half the town and ferries the news between them like a bee carrying pollen. She isn't malicious, quite — she just physically cannot hold a juicy thing in, and a morning's gossip is the wage that makes the scrubbing bearable. The trouble is that her tongue has cost people before: a match broken, a name bruised, and she's never squared that with her picture of herself as a friendly soul. Used well, she's the fastest way for news (and plot) to cross a village; used carelessly, she's a small avalanche in an apron.

      Noll Dabb — Noll mends what the big house breaks — a wobbling chair, a torn hem, a gate off its hinge — and he is the finest joiner in the district, though the family would never think to say so. To them he's part of the furniture, summoned and dismissed without a glance, and thirty years of fine, invisible work has curdled the absence of a single thank-you into a slow, private resentment. He's taken to signing his repairs where no one will look — initials under a mended table, a date inside a drawer. A young person who admires the work as work, or one commission that bears his own name, would mean more to Noll than any wage.

      Goodwife Tace — Goodwife Tace scrubs her front step before anyone else is awake, and woe betide the neighbour whose step is dirtier. Her rivalry with Bess Harrow over whose doorway gleams brightest is the stuff of local legend, conducted entirely through pointed remarks about other people's grouting. To an outsider it's absurd; to Tace it's deadly serious, because the step is the one contest she can reliably win, and she's spent a lifetime being told she amounts to little else. A truce forced by some shared crisis could turn the fiercest of rivals into the friend each has secretly been missing.

      Maud Penhallow — Maud keeps a house everyone else calls haunted and she calls "particular." Doors she shut stand open of a morning; she finds the good cups set out for two; there's a cold spot on the landing she's learned to wish good morning to. She isn't frightened — forty years in, she reckons whatever shares the place is lonelier than it is unkind, and the two of them rub along. The owners can never keep other staff, which suits Maud, who has a post for life and a strange, sideways companionship she'd hate to lose. Let a visitor arrive determined to "cleanse" the house, and Maud will defend the very thing that terrifies everyone else.

      Tibb Ashby — Tibb is the boot-boy, thirteen and forever underfoot, dropping the coal-scuttle at the worst possible moment and worshipping the older staff with embarrassing openness. He wants, more than anything in the world, to be trusted with one thing that matters — and the household sees only the boy who broke the good jug. Since nobody bothers to lower their voice around a boot-boy, he tends to end up holding secrets far too big for him. Give Tibb a single real responsibility and he'll guard it with his life. He's the reader's way in below stairs, and the likeliest of anyone to blurt the truth the grown-ups are all dancing around.

      Granny Dunch — Granny Dunch has kept house for three generations of the same family and has just been told, very kindly, that it's time she rested. She is having absolutely none of it. She knows where everything lives, how the old range likes to be coaxed, which floorboard hides the spare key, and she's convinced the house will fall down the day she stops — because the work is the last thing that still tells her who she is. The standoff is tender, not bitter. A young replacement humble enough to be taught — to ask Granny rather than oust her — could turn a forced retirement into the handing-on she actually needs.

      Retired Wanderers Turned Homebodies (~15)

      Captain Maren Tarn — Maren brought a ship through forty years of weather and grows the finest roses on the lane now, tending them with precisely the discipline she once gave a quarterdeck. She's up at four, keeps a log of the rainfall, and has somehow ended up running the village garden committee like a tight crew, to the alarm of its gentler members. The roses don't mind being commanded; the neighbours do. Maren's quiet task is learning that a life ashore can be soft without being idle — and that the people round her are crew to look after, not just direct. Cross her and she's formidable; earn her loyalty and she'll weather any storm on your behalf.

      Hessian Pyke — Pyke spent his young years as a sword for hire and his old ones among bees, and he'll tell you the bees were by far the better teachers. He moves slowly now, speaks softly, keeps a dozen hives behind a cottage that smells of smoke and honey. He's made his peace; the patient work of the hives is simply the shape that peace has taken. Children come to watch him handle the bees barehanded and unstung, and he lets them, glad of a fame that has nothing to do with the old one. All Pyke asks is to be left to his hives — though a village in trouble has a way of remembering which of its neighbours used to be dangerous.

      Wend Gosse — Wend could once open any lock in the kingdom, and for thirty years she did, taking what wasn't hers and rather enjoying it. Now she runs the village lost-and-found and mends locks for honest folk, and not a soul knows the tidy locksmith was the famous thief whose name still makes city jewellers double-check their vaults. She returns things quietly — a brooch back on a sill, a purse left where its owner will spot it — call it a ledger she means to balance before the end. A face from the old days turning up needing one last job would be the single thing that could tip it.

      Bartholomew Redfern — Redfern was the region's monster-hunter for decades and has lately begun to suspect there's nothing left to hunt. The beast in the marsh hasn't been glimpsed in years; the howls in the hills turned out to be wind. But the village pays him a small retainer and sleeps easier believing he stands between them and the dark, and he's started to wonder whether keeping that comforting story alive is now the truest part of the job. He's gruff, theatrical, and secretly soft about the children who think him a hero. Then something genuinely stirs in the marsh — or an earnest young hunter arrives, determined to prove the monsters were real all along.

      Marta Ashdown — Marta sang for courts and crossroads for forty years and has "retired" to the village four separate times, each farewell more final than the last, each followed within the month by her drifting back onto the tavern stage. The voice isn't what it was and she knows it, but the boards are the only place she feels entirely herself, and a quiet evening by the fire leaves her itching. The village indulges the dramatic exits and the dramatic returns with enormous affection. A friendship that valued Marta offstage for once might be the thing that finally lets her sit down for good.

      Corwin Strood — Corwin charted coastlines and mountain passes for half the known world and, settled at last, has turned the same loving precision on the village. He keeps maps of every footpath, a record of which hedgerow blooms first, even a small private chart of who isn't speaking to whom this season. A place, he'll tell you, is only truly known once you've stopped moving through it long enough to learn its little truths — and after a restless life, the staying is the part he treasures most. He is, refreshingly, a man with everything he wants: content, curious, and always good for directions.

      Goodman Larch — Larch ran trade caravans across three kingdoms and keeps the village stables now, and he can read a traveller's whole story from their boots and their horse before they've said a word. Newcomers fascinate him; the tired ones get his best stall, the shifty ones a careful eye, and he's rarely wrong about either. He misses the road less than he feared, because the road comes to him a little every day, smelling of far-off weather. When a stranger rides in whose story doesn't quite add up, the old caravan-master is the first to notice and the first the village thinks to ask.

      Dame Ostia Fenwick — Dame Ostia was a knight of real renown and discovered, to her enormous surprise, that she likes growing marrows far more than she ever liked glory. Her sword hangs over the mantel gathering dust; her vegetable beds are the talk of the parish. She still stands a little too straight, still inspects the rows like a guard of honour, still occasionally addresses a particularly fine cabbage as though promoting it — old habits — but there's not a shred of regret in her. Ask her to take up the blade again and she'll sigh like a woman asked to leave a very good party early.

      Sable Mowbray — Sable spent her working life as a spy and is now, by sheer force of will, the most aggressively normal person in the village. She gardens. She joins committees. She remarks on the weather with the determination of someone who has read about small talk. The trouble is the reflexes: a dropped tray sends her behind the counter in a blink, she clocks every exit in a room out of habit, and she cannot help noticing who's nervous and why. Watching a master of espionage try very hard to be boring is its own quiet comedy — until a genuine intrigue follows her home, and being ordinary is no longer an option.

      Sten Calloway — Sten left as a restless youth and came home grey, expecting the village to have waited for him. It hadn't. The friends are scattered or buried, the tavern's under new hands, and the girl he meant to come back to married long ago and is a grandmother now. He wanders the lanes half a stranger in the place he was born, learning that the homecoming he dreamed of for forty years is its own kind of loss. What might begin a second life for him are the young people who don't know his old stories — who take him simply as the new old man on the corner, with no past to live up to.

      Berenice Hale — Berenice hunted treasure across deserts and drowned cities and came home with one last great haul, which she promptly buried and has never touched. Ask, and she'll cheerfully tell you where it is — under the third apple tree — and laugh at the look on your face when you realise she means it. The gold cost her too much the first time; leaving it in the ground is how she reminds herself the quiet she has now is worth more. She's wonderful company and entirely at peace. But word of a buried hoard travels, and the day someone comes digging, she'll find out what she'd actually fight to keep.

      Pross Brisbane — Pross has, by his own account, fought dragons, dined with queens, and crossed the Glass Desert twice; in plain fact he has never once set foot beyond the next market town. The village loves the tales and believes not a syllable, which suits everyone. He's harmless, generous with a story, and adored by the children. Under all the bluster, though, sits a small and genuine wish: to have, just once before he's too old, one real adventure to set beside the invented ones. Let a true quest or a stranded traveller wash up in the village, and Pross may finally learn whether the storyteller has any of the courage he's spent decades claiming.

      Yarrow Fenn — Yarrow spent decades as a healer on the road, arriving where she was needed most and moving on before the gratitude could land. Settled now, she keeps a small remedy garden and stitches the occasional cut, and she's working — honestly, daily — at the art of the unspectacular: a child's cough, a sleepless new mother, an old knee that aches before rain. None of it is the heroics she trained for, and some days she misses the thrill so much it surprises her. But she's beginning to suspect that tending one town slowly, for years, might be the larger thing after all.

      Ottoline Gorse — Otti explored places that aren't on any map and filled her cottage with the proof: a shelf of strange shells, a feather from a bird that oughtn't exist, a stone that stays warm all winter. On rainy afternoons the village children pile in to hear the story behind each one, and that — far more than the travelling ever was — is what she lives for now. Her single worry is that when she's gone the collection will be sold off as junk and the stories will die with it. When a city scholar offers good coin to cart the curiosities off to a museum, Otti must decide whether wonder belongs behind glass far away, or on the rug with the children who actually believe in it.

      Edgar Thorne — Edgar guided expeditions through the high passes for most of his life, and though the pack's hung up, every evening at dusk he walks to the edge of the village and stands looking at the road out. He tells himself he's only stretching his legs. The village has taken him in — there's a widow who'd have him, work enough, friends at the tavern — and part of him wants nothing more than to stay. The other part still hears the horizon. Whether Edgar finally unpacks for good is a question the whole village watches, quietly and with great fondness.

      Grief-Bakers & Comfort-Givers (~15)

      Odelia Crumb — Odelia bakes the funeral cakes, and in thirty years she's made one for nearly every death in the parish — seed-cake for the old, honey-cake for a child, a plain dark loaf for the deaths nobody quite knows how to mourn. She remembers them all. It's not morbid, the way she does it; it's tender, practical, a job that wants doing well, and a wake feels unfinished until Odelia's cake is on the table. She's buried her own people too, and folded them into the work without fuss. The only thing that catches her off guard is a mourner who, instead of taking their cake, thinks to ask how she is keeping.

      Tomkin Sweetman — Tomkin lost his wife in the spring, and the one reason he's up before dawn is that bread won't prove itself. So he bakes — far more than the village can eat, loaves on doorsteps, baskets pressed on anyone who'll take one — because stopping means the quiet, and her empty chair in it. The town is touched and a little worried; a man can't live on flour and grief forever. He'd never say he's struggling, but the over-giving is its own kind of flare sent up. The neighbour who turns up not for bread but to sit with him, and lets him weep into the dough, is the one who'll bring him back.

      Goodwife Pottle — At the first whisper of trouble — a death, a fever, a baby due, a wedding gone wrong — Goodwife Pottle is on the doorstep with a casserole and a battle plan, invited or not. She organises the rota, labels the dishes, and runs other people's crises like military campaigns, and depending on the day and the household she's either a godsend or a small invasion. The truth is that being needed is the thing holding Pottle together, and an idle week with nobody in difficulty leaves her unmoored. A grieving family gently telling her no, thank you might teach her the hardest and most freeing lesson of her life.

      Wexford Greaves — Wexford is a sour old baker who'll tell you flatly that he bakes for coin and hasn't a sentimental bone in him, and the village gave up believing that years ago. Loaves appear on the steps of the newly widowed. The child who lost a dog finds a bun baked in the shape of one. The girl jilted at the dance gets her favourite, still warm, with no note. He denies all of it, gruffly, daring you to make something of it — because he learned young that affection spoken out loud gets thrown back at you, and this way it can't be refused. Catch him at it and thank him to his face, and watch him squirm.

      Tansy Beddoe — Tansy is nineteen, and her mother took ship for the far coast two years ago to find work, leaving behind a daughter and a book of half-remembered recipes. So Tansy bakes them — the honey-buns especially — partly to keep her mother's hands somehow in the kitchen, and partly because she's discovered that a homesick traveller or a frightened runaway will follow the smell of home through any door. She feeds the lost ones who wash up in the village and watches them soften. She's tender, a touch fragile, and braver than she knows, and what she's quietly building, one stray at a time, is the full house she misses.

      Aldous Crane — Aldous turns up the night before the hard thing. The morning of a wedding nobody's sure about, the dawn before the healer sets a broken leg, the eve of a long journey or a trial — there's Crane at the door with exactly what you can stomach when nerves have killed your appetite, and the rare gift of being easy company when everyone else has gone tense and strange. He's spent a lifetime learning that people on the edge of something frightening mostly need one calm presence and one good mouthful. The threshold that tests him is the one he's frightened of himself — the night before something he can't face.

      Sorrel Mott — Sorrel is first at every door in a crisis, arms full, sleeves rolled — and the last on earth to let anyone do the same for her. When her own troubles come she bakes harder, cooks for the whole lane, and bats away every offer with a brisk oh, I'm grand. Giving is safe. Receiving means being seen to need something, and that she cannot bear. She wants to be the strong one, because being the weak one, once, cost her dearly. It'll take a friend stubborn enough to push past the casserole and the brave face — to turn up when she's flattened and simply refuse to leave — to teach Sorrel the thing she most needs and least wants: how to be helped.

      Bartleby Birch — Bartleby's bread is the best in the valley and he makes it in a temper. Some men whistle while they work; Bartleby seethes — at the weather, the prices, a life that never quite went the way he'd planned — and pounds it all into dough that comes out, somehow, glorious. Customers adore the loaves and give the baker a wide berth. The joke of him is that under the thundercloud he's soft as the crumb, forever leaving the day's leftovers where the hungry will find them; he's just terrified of his own noise. Someone unafraid of the bluster, who sees the kindness it's guarding, could coax the whole storm to settle.

      Ferelith Garrick — Fern blew into the village a year ago and threw herself headlong into everyone else's troubles, and nobody's quite worked out why a newcomer should care so hard. The reason is a falling-out back home she can't forgive herself for — words said, a bridge burned, a family she hasn't the courage to face — so she pours into other people's sorrows all the tending she won't offer her own. She's marvellous in a crisis and slippery about her past. A letter, or a face from home arriving in the village, will force the choice she's been baking her way around: keep hiding in other people's pain, or turn back toward her own.

      Pemberton Coddle — Pemberton says yes to everyone. Every grieving household, every sick neighbour, every collection and rota and midnight vigil — he's there, and he's running himself grey doing it. The village adores him and takes him utterly for granted, never noticing that the man who tends everyone is dropping on his feet. He learned somewhere that his worth lives entirely in what he gives, so resting feels like becoming worthless. What he wants, and would die before asking for, is permission to stop — to be loved for himself and not his casseroles. The collapse that forces the question, or the friend who starts quietly tending him, is the kindest disaster that could happen to him.

      Hester Dunnock — Hester appoints herself to every newcomer's doorstep. New apprentice, lost traveller, family just moved into the old cottage on the hill — within the hour there's a warm loaf, a pot of something, and Hester herself, sitting down uninvited to tell you who in the village is worth knowing and which of the lanes floods in spring. She remembers, vividly, arriving here as a young woman who knew no one and went a whole winter unspoken-to, and she's made it her personal mission that nobody else ever shall. She's warmth with an agenda, and the agenda is simply: you belong here now.

      Wynn Featherby — Wynn is ten, and somehow the person grown-ups end up telling their troubles to. There's a stillness to the child, a way of listening without fidgeting, that makes the bereaved and the brokenhearted feel truly heard — half the lane has cried over a shared bun without quite meaning to. It's lovely, and it's far too much; a ten-year-old shouldn't be carrying the parish's sorrows. Wynn wants to help and hasn't yet learned how to put any of it down. The grown-up who notices the weight on those small shoulders, and gently takes some back, gives Wynn the truest gift of all: permission to be a child again.

      Goodman Stoke — Ask Stoke what you ate on the happiest day you can remember, and he'll make it for you — the exact stew, the particular cake, somehow tasting of a kitchen thirty years and a hundred miles away. He does it for the homesick, the heartbroken, the grieving, anyone adrift: one plate that carries them straight back to a moment they felt whole. He swears it's no magic, just the right questions and a knack for a recipe from a description, but more than one diner has wept into a bowl that tasted impossibly of their mother's. He believes a flavour can hold a person better than any keepsake — and mostly, he's right.

      Cassia Pellow — Cassia's kitchen table is where the village comes to fall apart in private. Something about the warmth of the room, the tea always going, the way she neither flinches nor gossips, and out it all comes — the fears, the shames, the things you can't say at home. She keeps every confidence and judges no one, and she's the rare comfort-giver who isn't secretly running on empty: she simply has an enormous, steady heart and likes putting it to use. Every village needs one truly safe person, and in this one it's Cassia.

      Halsey Dapple — Halsey desperately wants to fix grief, and cannot fathom why a perfect cake and a sensible list of things-to-do don't mend a broken heart. He arrives at every sorrow armed with solutions — people to see, casseroles labelled by reheating time — and is genuinely wounded when the bereaved only want to sit in the dark a while. He's kind and earnest and learning, slowly and the hard way, the lesson every comfort-giver eventually meets: that you can't mend a loss, only keep someone company inside it. The friend whose grief no fixing will touch is the one who'll teach him that I don't know what to say, but I'm here was always the whole of it.
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      Bakers & Confectioners (~25)

      Florian Cresswell — Florian works in sugar the way other men work in marble, and the window of his shop stops children mid-run: spun-sugar swans, marzipan pears you'd swear were ripe, a whole hunt-scene in caramel for the squire's last birthday. He is gloriously, harmlessly vain about it, fishing for compliments he's already earned and pretending each commission is an imposition before staying up three nights to make it perfect. He simply loves beautiful things and the gasp they pull from a crowd, and a town with a Florian in it gets to feel, now and then, a little bit dazzled.

      Damaris Quayle — Damaris is the sixth Quayle to keep the bakery, and the recipes are carved into the oak beam over the oven in her great-great-grandmother's hand. She bakes them flawlessly and feels them around her neck like a chain. Every loaf is someone else's, perfected long before she was born, and the thing she wants and can't quite let herself attempt is one recipe that's hers alone — a flavour with no ancestor's name on it. The beam watches her. Some nights, after the shop is shut, she takes down a clean sheet of paper, sits with her pen poised over it, and puts it away again unmarked.

      Annot Pellar — Sweet Annot sells penny buns to the schoolchildren and knows every one of them by name, by birthday, and by which arrive at her counter hungry with no penny to spend. Those ones, somehow, always turn out to have won a bun in a competition Annot has just that moment invented. She has no children of her own and long ago adopted the whole school in her heart, which is enormous and entirely undramatic about it. Watch her counter for a morning and you'll learn more about which families are struggling than the parish register could ever tell you.

      Crispin Dabney — Crispin has won the regional baking ribbon nine years running and will tell you so within four minutes of meeting you. The shop is a shrine to his rosettes; he practises his acceptance remarks in the mirror. Underneath the strut, though, lives a man who lies awake every spring dreading the year a younger, hungrier baker finally beats him, because without the ribbon he's no longer sure who he'd be. The arrival of exactly such a rival, all talent and no swagger, is the best and most terrifying thing that could happen to him, and possibly the only road to him becoming bearable.

      Wilmot Pyne — Wilmot bakes the plain daily loaf the whole town runs on, four hundred a week, the same honest bread his customers have eaten every morning of their lives. He has no interest in sugar-swans or competition ribbons and is quietly, firmly proud of it; let the fancy bakers chase their flourishes, someone has to make the bread that actually feeds people. He's content in a way that needs no fixing. If he bristles at anything, it's the assumption that plain means simple — there's a lifetime of craft in a loaf that's perfect precisely because you never notice it.

      Dilys Marchpane — Dilys makes the courting sweets — sugared hearts piped in a hand only she can manage, honeyed knots that lads buy to leave on certain doorsteps — and she is, as a direct result, the best-informed matchmaker in the valley. She knows who's sweet on whom a full season before they've admitted it to themselves, because she sees who lingers at her counter going red. She'd never meddle. She simply stocks the right thing at the right moment and lets sugar do the talking. Ask her outright and she'll deny everything, ringing up your honeyed knots with a perfectly innocent face.

      Os Tarrow — Os bakes while the town sleeps, in by midnight and gone before the shutters open, so that most people have never seen him and half assume the bread bakes itself. He likes it that way. The small hours suit him — the quiet, the warmth, the company of the few other souls awake at three: the night-watch, the new mother, the man who can't sleep for worrying. He leaves the worriers a roll, still hot, and never says a word about it. There's a faint mystery to a man who keeps the opposite hours from everyone he feeds, and Os guards his privacy like a recipe.

      Goody Aldermarsh — Goody Aldermarsh has baked the festival seedcake the same way for fifty years, by the old measures, on the old days, with the words
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