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Chapter 1 - A Tart Out of Season

[image: ]


The bee was asleep on the apple tart.

Not dead. Elowen could see the minute lift and fall of its striped abdomen, each breath so small it seemed less like movement than a decision not to stop. Its legs were folded beneath it. Its wings lay slack against its back. Steam rose from the tart’s glazed crust and drifted around the bee without persuading it to wake. A sensible bee would have objected.

Rowan Hale set the pan on the counter between the morning teapot and the jar of clean teaspoons. The folded cloth beneath it was already darkening with heat. He had come straight from the bakery; flour powdered his rolled sleeves and forearms, and his sandy-blond hair looked as though he had pushed both hands through it while waiting for something in the oven to become reasonable. It had not.

“Before you say anything,” he said, “I know.”

Elowen leaned closer without touching the tart. “That livestock should be listed separately on the delivery note?”

“That was not my first concern.”

“It may become Bram’s.”

The Steam & Thistle was halfway through its first rush. All six little tables were occupied. Honey-warm lamps glowed beneath the old beams, mismatched cups crowded saucers, and the kettle on the stove had begun the thin, rising note that meant it wanted attention before it resorted to public complaint. Mae moved through the room with a tray balanced on one hand, her long black braid lying neatly over one shoulder. She took in Rowan’s expression, the tart, and the sleeping bee without breaking stride.

“I’ll bring the glass dome,” she said.

“Thank you.”

Mae delivered two cups of pear tea, collected an empty plate, and disappeared into the pantry. No customer noticed anything beyond the fact that Rowan had brought pastry, which in Bramblewick Hollow was not an event so much as a civic expectation.

At the nearest table, a harvest worker flexed a bandaged wrist around a green cup. Elowen had brewed him strong black tea with nettle and ginger instead of the lavender he had requested. Lavender would have made the ache easier to ignore. Nettle and ginger asked the hand to remain part of the conversation. She moved the honey within his reach and pointed toward the plate Mae had set beside him.

“Food before ladders,” she said.

He glanced toward the window, where three empty picking baskets waited on the cobbles.

“That sounded like an instruction.”

“It was meant to.”

He took a bite of toast. The steam above his cup rose straight and ordinary. Juniper noticed. The fox-cat had been occupying the window seat with the moral seriousness of someone supervising the square. At the smell of butter and baked apples, Juniper’s oversized ears pricked. Russet fur flowed down from the sill in one silent leap. The copper charm at the familiar’s throat gave a single bright jingle. Rowan’s mouth eased. “At least someone appreciates my work.” Juniper rose on cream-socked paws and stretched toward the tart. Then the familiar stopped.

The white blaze on Juniper’s nose came within an inch of the crust. Golden eyes narrowed. Juniper sniffed once, twice, and drew back so sharply the fluffy tail struck the jar of teaspoons. Elowen caught the jar before it tipped. Juniper looked at the tart. Then at Rowan. Then sneezed.

“That is unfair,” Rowan said. “No one has tasted it.”

“No one is going to,” Elowen said.

The ease left his face. Mae returned with the glass dome. She set it over the pan, trapping the apple scent and the bee inside, then turned a small slate card to its blank side and wrote NOT FOR SERVICE in her precise hand. She placed it before the tart without explanation. One of the customers at the nearest table glanced over.

“Kitchen trial,” Mae said pleasantly.

The customer nodded, satisfied. The phrase explained almost anything involving Rowan.

Elowen Thatch pushed a loosening dark curl back toward the wooden hair stick that held the rest and crossed to the stove. Ink marked one finger from the morning accounts; the soft green shawl over her practical dress smelled faintly of bergamot and lavender. She had run The Steam & Thistle—and practiced its small hedge-magics—long enough to know that tea applied too early could soften the edge of a useful question. She lifted the kettle before it could whistle, poured water over the waiting leaves, and set the lid on the pot. Black tea, no lavender, no honey. Rowan did not need soothing yet. Neither did she.

She turned the sand timer.

“Tell me from the beginning.”

Rowan drew a flour-marked notebook from the pocket of his apron. Juniper abandoned the tart immediately. The familiar stepped across the counter, sat squarely on the closed notebook, and wrapped the russet tail around cream paws. Rowan stared. Elowen tapped one finger against the teapot lid instead of smiling. “Apparently the beginning is in writing.”

“It usually is.”

Rowan kept delivery records because bakers were expected to remember what everyone had ordered, when every sack arrived, whether the butter had been cool enough, which oven shelf ran hot in damp weather, and who would swear they had asked for currant buns when they had, in fact, asked for seed cake. Each evening during harvest, he checked the next day’s fruit himself so he could adjust sugar, oven heat, and the hour he began work. His notebook was less elegant than Kit’s ledgers and more useful before breakfast. Rowan trusted memory for people. Ingredients received ink.

“Juniper,” Elowen said.

Juniper did not move. Rowan reached for the notebook. Juniper placed one paw over its edge.

“An objection has been recorded,” Mae said as she passed with the tea tray.

“To what?”

Mae looked at the sleeping bee beneath glass. “That may take longer to establish.” Elowen poured Rowan’s tea and set the cup on the clear end of the counter. “Will you move if I give you a biscuit?” Juniper’s ears angled toward her.

“That was not consent,” Rowan said.

“It was negotiation.”

Mae put a small oat biscuit beside the notebook. Juniper considered the offer, took the biscuit, and stepped exactly far enough aside for Elowen to pull the notebook free. The familiar then sat on the floury corner of the cover, maintaining editorial control. Elowen opened to the ribbon marker. Rowan’s handwriting was broad and square. The previous evening’s entry read:


HALE ORCHARD — TRIAL CHECK, 6:20 P.M.

FRUIT HARD. SKINS GREEN. STARCH HIGH.

EARLIEST USABLE PICKING: TEN DAYS, WEATHER PERMITTING.


Below it, in darker ink:


HALE ORCHARD — BASKET RECEIVED, 4:35 A.M.

FRUIT FULLY RIPE.

TART IN OVEN, 5:08.

OUT, 5:46.

NO EXCESS JUICE. NO COLLAPSE.


Elowen read the entries twice.

“Who wrote the first note?”

“I did.”

“You were at the orchard?”

“Hester wanted an estimate for the harvest orders. I checked three rows myself.”

“And the second?”

“Also me.”

“Who brought the basket?”

“Hester.”

The timer emptied. Elowen poured tea into a plain brown cup and slid it toward him. Rowan wrapped one large hand around it but did not drink.

“What did she say?”

“That the Hale orchard has finally decided to respect proper management.”

“That sounds like Hester.”

“She was pleased.”

“Were you?”

Rowan looked at the tart. It was beautiful. That was part of the trouble.

The apple slices lay in a perfect spiral, red-gold skins polished by glaze, pale centers gone translucent at the edges. They seemed to hold light rather than reflect it. Even beneath glass, the tart filled the counter with cinnamon, butter, and the clean green sweetness of an orchard after rain. Nothing had leaked over the crust. Nothing had shrunk. Nothing had burned. Rowan’s lattice was even enough to make geometry feel underdressed.

“I was impressed,” he admitted. “Then I was suspicious of being impressed.”

“Good instinct.”

“I baked the tart because the fruit behaved like ripe fruit when I cut it. Fragrant. Tender, but not soft. Seeds dark. No mealiness. I thought heat might show something the knife did not.”

“And did it?”

“It made a perfect tart.”

He said perfect the way another person might say cracked. Elowen looked again at the bee. Steam no longer rose from the crust, but warmth misted the inner edge of the dome. The bee had not changed position.

“Did it land before or after baking?”

“After. I set the tart near the bakery window to cool. The bee flew in, landed on the glaze, and folded itself up as if I’d provided a pillow.”

“Did you try to move it?”

“With a wooden spoon. Gently. It woke enough to walk from one apple slice to the next, then went back to sleep.”

“Did you taste the fruit?”

“No.”

“The filling?”

“No.”

“The glaze?”

“I used the back of a clean spoon and washed it before I licked anything.”

Elowen looked at him. Rowan took a drink of tea. “I have known you for some time.”

“So you have.”

At the front of the shop, the door opened and the bell chimed. Cool early-autumn air slipped across the floor, carrying the scent of damp stone and woodsmoke not yet committed to winter. Lina Peverell entered with two square tea tins under one arm and a paper-wrapped parcel balanced on top. Her chestnut bob was immaculate despite the mist. She crossed the shop in polished boots, set the delivery beside the register, and took out her leather notebook.

“Assam, smoked pear, and the sugar you claimed would last through Thursday.”

“It is Thursday,” Elowen said.

“Then your claim has achieved technical accuracy.”

Lina’s gaze moved to the glass dome. She became still.

“That is an apple tart.”

“Your commercial instincts remain excellent,” Rowan said.

“There are no ripe local apples.”

Rowan and Elowen exchanged a look. Lina opened her notebook, turned three pages, and ran one finger down a list. “Peverell’s received no apple delivery overnight. The north road cart brought pears, onions, and one crate of plums too optimistic for their own skins. Hester Hale’s contracted fruit was not due until next week at the earliest.”

“Ten days,” Rowan said.

Lina looked at his notebook under Juniper’s paw. “You wrote that yesterday?”

“At six twenty.”

“I reviewed her projected supply at four in the afternoon. Green fruit. Modest first pick. No early market stock.”

“So the apples did not come through another seller,” Elowen said.

“Not unless someone has opened a secret orchard between midnight and breakfast.” Lina leaned toward the dome. “Why is there a bee on it?”

“Kitchen trial,” Mae said from behind her.

Lina looked over one shoulder. “That phrase is carrying an unreasonable amount of responsibility.” Mae’s mouth softened. Elowen lifted the paper parcel Lina had brought. “What is this?”

“Receipt paper. Since yours was nearly gone.”

It was exactly the thing Elowen had meant to collect during her closed afternoon. Her gaze moved toward the front chalkboard. CLOSED THIS AFTERNOON, it said in Mae’s neat lettering. INVENTORY AND RESTOCKING. The word closed had been underlined once. At Elowen’s request.

Beyond the window, two harvest workers crossed the square carrying empty baskets. The morning would grow busier. If Hester had ripe fruit, half the village would know before the second kettle. People would come asking whether it was safe, whether Rowan would bake with it, whether Elowen could test it, whether the orchard meant an early festival, whether the weather had changed, whether magic had. A closed door would not prevent the questions. It would only make people carry them elsewhere. Elowen reached for the chalk. Mae arrived beside her before she could erase the first word. “You were going to close.”

“I can restock this morning.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.” Elowen drew a careful line through CLOSED THIS AFTERNOON and wrote beneath it:


AFTERNOON HOURS SUBJECT TO DEMAND.


The chalk squeaked. Juniper sneezed sharply from the counter. Elowen did not turn around. Mae looked at the new wording. “Whose demand?”

“The situation’s.”

“Situations are famously poor at limits.”

Lina closed her notebook. “I dislike agreeing with a situation, but this one will not remain private.”

“I will close if there is nothing to do.”

Rowan made a quiet sound into his cup. Elowen looked at him.

“I said nothing.”

“You seasoned it.”

“Occupational hazard.”

She set the chalk down and straightened the board until it sat square against the window. The small adjustment did not improve the wording. Behind her, porcelain clicked softly. Juniper had moved from the notebook to Rowan’s cup. Not touching it. Merely sitting beside it, tail over the page that held the two orchard entries. Elowen returned to the counter.

“May I keep the notebook?”

Rowan’s eyebrows lifted. “You expect me to remember orders without it?”

“I expect you to use the spare in your apron.”

He looked offended that she knew about the spare.

“It is smaller.”

“It is sufficient for a morning.”

“That is how shortages begin.”

Lina slid a fresh receipt pad toward him. “Use the back.” Rowan regarded her with the solemn betrayal of a man offered commerce where he had expected sympathy. Mae collected the last empty cup from the front tables. The first rush had thinned while they spoke. Outside, the square brightened from gray to pale gold. The clock tower struck eight, each note ordinary and clean. Elowen placed Rowan’s notebook beneath the counter, away from flour, customers, and Juniper’s opinionated weight. Then she lifted the glass dome a finger’s breadth. The apple scent escaped in a warm ribbon.

The bee’s antennae twitched. Its abdomen rose. Fell. Nothing else. Elowen lowered the dome.

“Do not sell, serve, taste, or give away any of the fruit,” she said. “Not raw. Not baked. Not as a kindness to someone who says one bite cannot matter.”

Rowan nodded. Lina said, “I will stop apple orders and tell my staff the reason is a supplier discrepancy.”

“Not magic?”

“Supplier discrepancy causes less enthusiasm.”

Mae tied a length of red thread around the dome’s handle. Simple. Visible. Enough to make a person pause before lifting it. Elowen looked at Rowan. “How many apples did Hester bring you?”

“One basket.”

“How many trees ripened?”

He did not answer at once. That was when Elowen understood the tart had never been the whole message. Rowan had brought proof because proof was easier to set on a counter than worry. He had answered every question she asked and waited for her to reach the one he did not want to volunteer. She tapped the teaspoon once against the saucer.

“Rowan.”

He set down his tea.

“The tart is the smallest problem,” he said. “It isn’t one tree. It isn’t one basket.”

Outside, another pair of workers hurried across the square, this time carrying ladders. Rowan looked toward the east road, where the Hale orchard lay beyond the last roofs.

“Every tree ripened before dawn,” he said. “And the bees are asleep on all of them.”
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Chapter 2 - Working or Dying
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By the time Elowen reached the Hale orchard, the bees had become an argument.

There were dozens on the first tree beyond the gate. They lay in the hollows around the stems, clung to the undersides of leaves, or rested directly against the red-gold apples with their legs folded beneath them. One had tucked itself into the dimple at the base of a fruit as neatly as a cat in a cushion. None buzzed. The silence was more unsettling than the sight.

The Hale orchard began beyond Bramblewick’s easternmost roofs, where the road narrowed between a low stone wall and a ditch filled with late asters. The land rose gently from the village before dipping into long, orderly rows. At this time of year, the trees should have held mostly green fruit with the first blush beginning on the sunward sides. Instead, every branch seemed hung with small captured sunsets. The apples shone beneath the pale morning, red warming into gold around their stems. Leaves bent under their weight. The air smelled of ripe fruit, cool soil, and honey. From a distance, the orchard looked abundant enough to belong on a harvest card.

Up close, it looked as though time had made a mistake and was hoping no one would mention it. Juniper stopped just inside the gate. The fox-cat’s nose lifted. Oversized ears turned toward the trees. The copper charm at Juniper’s throat gave a faint chime as the familiar looked from one sleeping bee to the next. Then Juniper sat down on the road. Rowan nearly walked into the fluffy tail.

“Very useful,” he said.

Juniper began washing one cream-socked paw. Mae shifted the basket of tea flasks on her arm. “Perhaps that is the useful part.” Elowen glanced back toward the village. The Steam & Thistle’s upper windows were just visible above the last line of roofs. Lina had agreed to watch the front room until eleven and had stated, with careful emphasis, that at eleven she would return to her own business. Elowen had assured her they would be back well before then. She had also packed enough tea for twelve people and brought a second roll of sample labels.

Mae had noticed. Mae noticed everything and was becoming increasingly selective about which observations she allowed Elowen to escape.

Hester Hale stood beside the packing shed directing three workers and a handcart. She was lean and weathered, dressed in a brown work coat with the sleeves turned back from strong wrists. Silver threaded the dark hair at her temples, though the rest had been braided so tightly it seemed unlikely to surrender to age or weather. A pruning knife hung at her belt. She held a slate in one hand and was calculating basket space with the grave concentration of someone assessing structural damage. At her feet waited six empty crates.

Behind her stood twelve full ones.

“You brought half the tea shop,” Hester said when they approached.

“The half that could be carried,” Elowen said.

Hester looked at the basket, then at Rowan. “I sent for an opinion, not refreshments.”

“Tea improves opinions,” Rowan said. “Especially the ones delivered before nine.”

“It is nearly ten.”

“That explains why mine is already excellent.”

Hester’s mouth moved at one corner. It was not quite a smile, but Rowan appeared to accept it as the family equivalent. Elowen looked at the full crates. “How much has left the orchard?”

“Nothing beyond Rowan’s basket.”

“Good.”

“I had intended otherwise.”

“I assumed that from the crates.”

Hester lowered the slate. “You have seen the tart.”

“I have.”

“And?”

“No one eats or distributes the fruit until we understand what happened.”

Around them, the workers became occupied with straps, handles, and any task that permitted listening without appearing to listen. Hester’s gaze sharpened. “The fruit is sound.”

“A bee slept on Rowan’s tart.”

“A bee is not a customer.”

“It was on the entire journey from the bakery.”

“Then it has poor judgment.”

“So did the woman under your third tree.”

Hester glanced toward the inner row. Elowen followed her gaze and saw a boot extending beyond a folded blanket. She had not noticed the sleeper from the gate. The grass beneath the tree had been shaded by low branches, and two overturned baskets concealed most of the person from view. Jory Vale crouched nearby with one hand on the sleeper’s wrist. His other hand held a watch.

Jory was dressed for a full picking day in worn trousers, sturdy boots, and a shirt with both elbows neatly patched. He had the careful, compact movements of a man who had spent years keeping himself from taking up more space than necessary. A lunch wrapped in cloth sat beside him. A folded paper star, probably made by his daughter, had been tucked under the knot.

“How long?” Elowen asked as she crossed the grass.

“Eight minutes,” Jory said. “Nearly nine.”

The sleeper was a broad-shouldered woman in a blue kerchief, one of the packers Elowen often saw at the autumn market. Her breathing was deep and regular. No flush marked her face. No sweat stood at her temples.

“What did she eat?”

“Half an apple,” Hester said behind them. “Possibly less.”

“From which tree?”

Hester pointed to the branch above the woman. Several apples had already been picked from it. The remaining fruit glowed more warmly than the apples near the gate, the gold beneath their red skins faintly luminous even in daylight. A bee slept on one of them with its wings spread slightly, as though it had meant to take off and reconsidered.

“Did she agree to taste it?” Mae asked.

The question was quiet, but Hester answered at once.

“Yes. She said we were being foolish over ordinary fruit and cut it herself.”

“Did anyone ask her to?”

“No.”

“Did anyone tell her it was safe?”

Hester’s expression cooled. “I said the fruit appeared healthy.” Mae nodded and knelt beside the sleeper. “Thank you.” Elowen set the tea basket down. She touched two fingers lightly to the woman’s wrist, confirming the steady pulse Jory had already found. The skin was warm. No herb scent clung to her breath. A smear of apple juice shone near one thumbnail. Elowen spoke the woman’s name softly, then louder. No response. She pressed the woman’s palm between both of hers. Not magic. Contact. A clear physical invitation to notice the body.

The sleeper’s fingers moved. Her eyelids fluttered. Jory looked at his watch. “Ten minutes.” The woman opened her eyes and stared into the branches. For a moment, her face held such uncomplicated peace that Elowen felt like an intruder. Then she focused on the people around her.

“What happened?”

“You fell asleep,” Elowen said.

“In the orchard?”

“Yes.”

The woman pushed herself upright. Mae offered an arm but waited until it was taken. The sleeper looked down at the blanket, then at the half apple lying in the grass.

“I was home,” she said.

No one prompted her.

“My washing was dry. All of it. Even the sheets.” Her voice had gone soft. “The roof had stopped leaking over the back room. My sister had sent the letter I’ve been waiting for, and the winter wood was stacked right up to the eaves.”

She smiled. The expression lasted only a breath. Then she looked embarrassed by it.

“It was only a dream.”

“It was a pleasant one,” Hester said. “You look rested.”

The woman rolled one shoulder, testing it. “I am.”

“Any dizziness?” Elowen asked.

“No.”

“Nausea? Headache? Cold hands?”

“No. I feel...” She paused. “Finished.”

Mae’s attention sharpened.

“Finished with what?” Elowen asked.

The woman looked toward the crates waiting at the end of the row.

“Everything.”

The answer did not sound triumphant. It sounded relieved. Hester picked up the half apple using the edge of the blanket. “Ten minutes of sleep, no ill effects, and she wakes feeling better than she did before. We should avoid serving the fruit in large portions until you have tested it properly. That does not require abandoning the harvest.” The woman in the blue kerchief looked at the apple. For one brief instant, longing crossed her face. Mae moved between her and the fruit without making the movement appear protective. She offered a cup instead.

“Tea?”

The woman accepted it with both hands. Elowen watched her breathe in the steam before she drank. Plain black tea with orange peel. Bright enough to keep the senses in the room. Nothing soothing enough to blur the unease.

“Was anyone with you in the dream?” Mae asked.

The woman’s fingers tightened around the cup. Mae added, “You needn’t tell us.” The grip eased.

“No,” the woman said. “I’d rather not.”

“Then you won’t.”

Hester looked as though she wanted to object to evidence being declined, but she did not. A picking glove landed at Mae’s knee. One of its fingers had split along the seam. Mae set her cup aside, took a small sewing roll from her basket, and began repairing it while the woman drank. Hester turned to Elowen. “You have your first result.”

“I have a person who fell asleep beneath a working tree after eating fruit that was green yesterday.”

“And woke refreshed.”

“After ten minutes.”

“Exactly.”

“And the bee on Rowan’s tart has been asleep for nearly four hours.”

Hester’s gaze moved to the branches. “Bees do sleep.”

“Not in numbers like this. Not through being moved. Not against warm pastry.”

“The morning is cool.”

“It was warm in the bakery.”

Hester folded her arms. “The crop will not wait while every bee in Bramblewick is consulted.”

“No one picks another apple until Bram can secure the rows and Kit can map what ripened where.”

A murmur passed among the workers. Hester’s face went still.

“The fruit is ripe now.”

“I can see that.”

“Ripe fruit bruises. It drops. It draws wasps and birds. If weather comes through, we lose what remains.”

“Then we lose it.”

The words landed harder than Elowen intended. Hester looked at her as though she had suggested setting fire to the packing shed.

“An orchard is either working or dying.”

Mae drew the thread through the torn glove and tightened the stitch.

“Some things look still while they mend,” she said.

Hester’s eyes shifted to her. Mae did not look up. She tied off the thread, tested the repaired seam with one thumb, and held the glove out to its owner. For a moment the only sound in the row was the rustle of leaves.

“Trees are not people,” Hester said.

“No,” Mae agreed. “They are less likely to pretend they are not tired.”

Rowan coughed into his fist. Hester gave him a look sharpened by blood relation. Jory checked the watch again, though the sleeper was already awake.

“You have somewhere to be?” Elowen asked.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “My daughter’s school performance. I said I’d finish early.”

“You will,” Hester said.

Jory nodded too quickly. “I can start before dawn. Take the east rows first. If we clear those by midday—”

“No one is taking any row before Bram closes the gate,” Elowen said.

Jory looked at the crates, then at Hester.

“I don’t mind the work.”

“That is not the question.”

A flush moved beneath his weathered skin. “I only meant I can manage it.” Elowen believed him. That was part of the problem. Bramblewick had always been full of people who could manage one more thing, especially if everyone admired them for it. Hester took the repaired glove from Mae and passed it back to the worker. “Move the full crates into the shade. No one eats the fruit. We can prepare the ladders while Elowen summons the entire machinery of village concern.”

“Bram and Kit,” Elowen said.

“Precisely. Machinery.”

It was not agreement, but it was close enough to keep the apples on the branches.

Elowen assigned Rowan to carry the tart back to the bakery and lock away every apple Hester had delivered. He objected to leaving his aunt until Hester told him she had run the orchard before he learned to spell yeast. Mae remained with the woman in the blue kerchief. Jory began moving crates into the packing shed, taking two at a time. Elowen watched him for a moment.

“You do not need to carry both.”

“It saves a trip.”

“It also doubles the weight.”

“The crates don’t know that.”

“No. Your back does.”

Jory gave her a tired, polite smile and continued. Juniper had vanished. Elowen found the familiar beyond the packing shed, where the ground rose toward the inner rows. A faded canvas chair stood folded against an old tree, secured by a leather strap. Its wooden legs were weathered silver. One foot rested on a flat gray stone half-sunk in the grass. Juniper had ignored the ripe apples within nose reach. Instead, the fox-cat had climbed onto the folded chair and settled along its narrow edge with the care of someone occupying a perfectly ordinary bed.

The canvas sagged under Juniper’s weight. Hester came up behind Elowen. “That chair is not for animals.” Juniper closed golden eyes.

“Is it for people?” Elowen asked.

“It gets in the way.”

“Then why keep it?”

Hester bent, unhooked the strap from the tree, and shifted the folded chair three feet farther into the shade. Juniper remained balanced on it throughout the journey, tail draped over one wooden arm.

“For paperwork,” Hester said.

Elowen looked at the slate still tucked beneath Hester’s arm. Hester followed her gaze. “Not every piece of equipment must be in use every minute.” It was nearly convincing. Rowan called from the lower path. “Elowen.” He stood beside the tree that had produced the first basket. One hand rested on a branch, not touching the fruit. Hester strode toward him. Elowen followed, Juniper and the unused chair momentarily forgotten. The tree was older than the others around it. Its trunk twisted low before dividing, and one side bore the straighter growth of later grafting. The bark near its roots had lifted around the edge of the flat stone. Ripe apples crowded every spur.

Hester reached up and twisted one free.

“Firm,” she said, offering it to Elowen. “No bruising. No rot. No reason to lose the crop.”

Elowen did not take it. Behind the apple Hester had removed was a smaller fruit, no larger than a walnut. It was hard, green, and tucked close to the branch where the larger apple had shaded it. Elowen noticed it because it was the only unripe thing on the tree.

“Hester,” Rowan said.

His voice had changed. The small apple was swelling. Not quickly enough to appear violent. Quietly. Smoothly. The skin loosened around its hard shape, then filled. Green paled toward yellow. A blush spread from the stem, deepening through rose into the same red-gold as the fruit surrounding it. No one spoke. The apple reached full size. A bee stirred on a neighboring branch. It crawled across two leaves, stepped onto the newly ripened skin, and folded its legs beneath itself. Rowan stared at the place where the green fruit had been.

“That apple was not ripe a moment ago,” he said.

The bee lowered its head.

And slept.
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