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Chapter One: Hearthwick Wakes Slowly
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Spring – Village of Hearthwick

The season of Early Bloom had arrived quietly but completely. Morning mist hugged the earth in thin, wavering trails. The thatch on rooftops still clung to its dew, darkened to a deep mossy green. Hearthwick, a village between low ridges and old stone paths, stirred to life as sunlight filtered through sparse clouds. Birds chirped in high rafters and mossy beams, their songs plain and repetitive, nothing decorative about them, just a call for warmth, a signal of the day. The cobblestone paths still held cold from the long night but promised the comfort of sun-soaked stones by midmorning. Flower buds along cottage edges remained tight-lipped, not trusting the morning warmth. The scent of tilled soil, faint ash, and damp firewood defined the air. A breeze moved through the space between the Mugs Inn and She Melcombe’s cottage, faintly shifting the swing from the old oak’s lowest limb. The air was crisp and cool, promising a warm day. The sound of the birds was a comforting backdrop to the village’s awakening.

Melcombe, known to her friends as She, woke before the sun did. Her eyes opened slowly, and she listened first. There was no wind or clatter, only Shadow’s quiet breathing downstairs. She pushed back the wool blanket, swung her legs to the side of the bed, and sat for a moment. The chill from the floor crept into her toes the instant they touched the boards. She winced, stretched her arms overhead, and took a long breath. Today felt heavier, as if the morning had more to say than usual. She padded barefoot across the loft’s wooden floorboards, running one hand through her hair to tame the night’s tangles.

She relieved herself down the stairs and into the bathroom beneath the loft, then took a brief but bracing shower from the barrel-fed wash basin. She stood in the wooden basin with her eyes closed, letting the cold water shock her fully awake. Her fingers are scrubbed with soaproot paste along her arms and neck, rinsing the sleep from her skin. The scent was clean and earthy. She dried herself with a linen cloth before moving to the mirror above the basin. She brushed her teeth with ground mint and ash paste, pulled her hair into a loose side braid, and dressed in her usual black wool tunic, leather halter, and boots.

In the kitchen, she stirred the coals in the riverstone fireplace and added fresh logs. The coals still glowed faintly, and she stirred them to life before setting on a new pot of coffee. She crumbled a heel of bread into Shadow’s dish with a few bits of last night’s egg, then ladled fresh water into his bowl. He approached slowly, nose twitching, tail brushing the floor. The Dutch oven built into the hearth still held residual warmth from the night before, and she tapped its iron side to judge the heat before planning the morning’s brew. Coffee grounds went into the copper pot with water from the pitcher. While it brewed, she sliced last night’s bread and topped it with soft cheese and a pinch of salt. She sat at her two-person nook table and ate, watching a pale orange light crawl across the wall as the sun rose.

Shadow padded in, tail thudding softly. “Morning, moody,” She said. He sneezed at her. She slid him a strip of dried rabbit. With her coffee drained and shadow fed, she surveyed the cottage with the same look her grandmother used before spring cleaning.

She grabbed a rag and a bucket of warmed water, opened the windows to let in the chill morning air, and began with the hearth. She swept out the ash, wiped down the mantle, and arranged the firewood stack more neatly. Next, she dusted the bookshelves in the sitting room, rearranged the small pile of letters no one had sent, and scrubbed the basin in the bathroom until the stone glistened. Her sense of responsibility was evident in every meticulous action.

Satisfied with the main floor, she carried the bucket upstairs to the loft. The bed was stripped, and the linens shaken out over the porch railing to air. She brushed down the floorboards, wiped the window ledge clean of early pollen, and checked the seams along the thatch for new drips or spider trails. The dresser drawers were pulled open and refolded. She added two drops of rosemary oil to a sachet nestled among her nightclothes. 

Dust from the wooden railings came up easily under the damp rag. With the loft now freshened, she gathered the stripped bedcovers and placed them in a basket, along with two linen shifts and a worn apron that needed washing. She carried the load out the front door, down the short path behind the cottage to where the river curved gently past her back garden. She knelt on a smooth, flat stone and scrubbed each item with lye soap and a stiff-bristled brush, rinsing and wringing until the cloth ran clean. Her sleeves were wet to the elbow, but the sun had begun to warm the path’s edge, and she felt a deep connection to the natural world around her.

Her sleeves were wet to the elbow, but the sun had begun to warm the path’s edge. She wrung the last piece out hard when she finished and carried the basket to the drying line next to her home. One by one, she pinned the garments and sheets in place with carved pegs and watched them lift gently in the breeze, clean and pale against the blue sky.

Back downstairs, in the kitchen, she wiped the counters with vinegar water, shook out the rugs, and swept under the nook table. After breakfast, she opened the larder again and noted that the pickled onions had fogged their jar. She pulled it and the preserves, wiping each lid with a cloth before reorganizing the shelf. The inventory was shrinking faster than expected. If the weather is good, a trip to the market must happen two days from now. She opened the cupboards, rearranged jars of dried herbs and grains, and refolded the linens that had sagged into a slouch. With the windows still open from the morning before, she brushed the windowsills and corners, removing stray webs and dust. She added dried thyme to the hearth and swept the floor again, though it hardly needed it. The smell of vinegar, woodsmoke, and fresh air filled the space, and she couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation for the upcoming market trip.

She pulled on her outer wool coat and stepped outside when she was satisfied that the place was passable for another week. She paused briefly on the threshold, fingers resting on the doorframe as her eyes scanned the yard. The air smelled of warming soil and leftover dew, the scent that lingered in your sleeves and the edges of your boots. Morning light stretched long and gold over the stone path, making the moss shine like velvet. The porch creaked faintly under her boots as she stepped off it, and the faint chirp of a wren called out from the rafters above the door. Somewhere down the lane, someone had begun chopping wood, steady, measured thuds carried on the cool breeze.

From her porch swing, she looked left toward the two-story inn. The Mugs Inn’s moss-covered thatched roof glistened in the morning light. The great oak tree stood between the buildings, its thick limbs unmoved by the soft wind. The swing creaked once.

She hung her coat by the door and stepped onto the porch. Before heading to the inn, she paused to bring in the now-dry laundry. The sheets had dried crisp under the sun, and the shifts held a faint lavender scent from where the breeze had passed through the garden. She folded each piece neatly into the basket, returned it to the cottage, and placed the linens in their proper drawers. She carried the clean bedcover upstairs and spread it evenly across the mattress, smoothing the corners with both hands. The room smelled fresh, lightly touched by river air and rosemary. Only after everything was folded and in place did she step back outside, letting the door close softly behind her. The air had warmed a degree or two, and the smell of split wood from a neighbor’s chimney drifted on the breeze.

Shadow trotted ahead of her as they followed the cobbled path toward the inn. She followed the cobblestone path to the inn’s back door, passing through the soft bustle of Hearthwick’s waking center.

“You’ll wear grooves in that rim before you get it to the shop.” She said this to the wheelwright’s apprentice as he passed. But rather than leaving them for later, she crouched along the edge of the garden and began tugging the weeds free, one at a time. She reached deep into the soil to pull out last season’s dried stems and tangled roots, careful to shake loose the good earth clinging to them. The work was slow, and her hands turned gritty and dark under the nails. She paused to stretch her fingers, wiped the sweat from her temple with her sleeve, and then turned back to the bed.

Once cleared, she gathered the brittle plant remains into a pail and set it beside the stone border for compost. She loosened the soil with a small hand rake, pulling back compacted clumps until the bed breathed again. She dug even furrows in a grid with her trowel, planning out which crops would go where. Into one row went radish seed and a scattering of spring lettuce and green onion in another. She covered each furrow with care, tamped the surface with the flat of her palm, then stepped back.

She fetched a dipper of rainwater from the barrel tucked against the Inn wall and walked it gently along the rows, letting the droplets settle the seeds into their new home. The air smelled sweet with disturbed soil and the faint tang of crushed mint underfoot. Her fingers were still earthy as she wiped them on her apron and stood to stretch her back. Unlocking the inn’s back door, she stepped inside. The air smelled of smoke, aged wood, and distant ale.

She gathered provisions, onions, barley, and beef from the butcher’s delivery crate, neatly bundled in twine and wrapped with brown parchment marked with the butcher’s seal. She placed them on the edge of the prep counter just as a knock came at the back door, sharper than usual, echoing faintly through the warm hush of the kitchen. She wiped her hands on her apron and crossed the kitchen to answer it. Bram, the delivery boy from the butcher’s stand, stood there, cheeks flushed from either the walk or the weight of his satchel, holding out a fresh bundle of beef wrapped tightly in linen.

“Morning, Miss Melcombe,” Bram said, handing it over.

“Tell your uncle thanks and that the last round was tough as fence nails.” She nodded as she took the wrapped bundle.

“He said he’d try something better this time.” Bram grinned, shifting the weight of his satchel on one shoulder.

“Let’s hope he succeeds,” she said plainly, though already moving toward the kitchen with the meat.

She shut the door and turned toward the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron as she passed the doorway. Her eyes swept over the work surfaces, checking for stray knives or half-cleaned boards. A butter dish had shifted slightly during the morning’s bustle, and she righted it with a quick touch. A cutting board leaned damp against the wall from its last use, and she pulled it forward to let it dry properly. A used towel hung skewed from its hook, and she refolded it before returning it neatly. 

The pot for the stew had already been set by the hearth earlier that morning, and the scent of woodsmoke mingled with raw vegetables hung thick in the room. Onion skins curled in the prep bowl, barley soaked in a tin basin nearby, and the trimmed beef rested beneath a cloth, waiting for its turn. A sprig of thyme on the corner board reminded her to add herbs later, and she tucked it neatly beside the knife.

She set the provisions on the wooden counter beside the hearth, built wide and deep with a Dutch oven set into the stonework. With practiced movements, she separated each item by use, onions to peel, barley to rinse, beef to trim, before arranging her tools and beginning preparations. The morning stew would soon begin simmering, slow, even, and quiet like it always did. The fireplace crackled softly beside her, warming the kitchen as much as it cooked the meal. She shifted the split logs with a long-handled poker, coaxing the flames hotter until the heat reached the pot properly, then set water to boil and began chopping. The stew would be beef today, hearty and thick.

By midday, the common room had filled with chatter. As she stirred the stew, she used her elbow to nudge open the back door slightly, letting in a breeze to cut through the heavy warmth. With a rag slung over her shoulder, she worked in small bursts between orders, wiping windowsills, shaking out a dusty curtain by the far end of the dining hall, and sweeping near the hearth with quick, practiced strokes when no one stood too close. She noticed one of the oil lamps had gathered soot along its glass rim and made a note to clean the rest after the lunch crowd thinned. 

A few of the floorboards by the fireplace creaked more than usual, so she lifted the rug slightly and swept beneath it, uncovering crumbs and a dried leaf someone had tracked in. As customers chatted or ate, she moved quietly around them, clearing cobwebs from corners, refolding a crooked curtain tie, straightening chairs, and brushing smudges from the high-backed benches along the back wall. Cleaning was done in motion, woven around service like a second rhythm. Shadow sat near the hearth, ears up. She stirred the pot and ladled out bowls, adding thick brown bread to each tray.

“Another ale?” She asked Jorren, the older man with red cheeks. “Only if it’s better than yesterday’s,” Jorren grumbled. “It’s not,” She replied with a shrug. He laughed. She poured anyway. Lunch passed quickly. She cleaned bowls, wiped tables, and took coins. Then she took her bowl to the corner table and sat in the shadow.

Today’s coffee was roasted dark and bitter, perfect. She shared a bit of meat with Shadow. He approved. Evening came slower. The light turned gold through the mullioned windows. Patrons left, one by one until only the scent of stew and the echoes of footsteps remained.

She washed the last mug, blew out the wall lanterns, and latched the door. Then, I started walking the familiar path home. The sky was streaked orange and lavender. As she neared the cottage, the drying line came into view, soft linen shapes swaying gently in the breeze, catching the last warm slant of daylight. She paused, then moved to the line with her basket, carefully unpinning each piece and folding it with quiet precision. The fabric held the scent of spring air, then placed the folded items neatly into the basket, carried them inside, and tucked them away, the shifts into the dresser drawers, the linens into the tall cupboard beside the hearth, and the bedcover onto the clean mattress upstairs, where she smoothed out the corners with a practiced sweep of her hands. Back at her cottage, she lit a lantern, cooked a small plate of root vegetables and boiled eggs, and poured herself a final mug of coffee.

Shadow waited by the fire. She fetched a clean dish, scooped some of the evening stew, and placed it near his spot by the hearth. While he ate, she wiped down the counters, rinsed the cooking pot with warm water, and laid a cloth over the bread for the next morning. When the kitchen was clean and her belly full, she retrieved her journal from the side shelf, moved the candle closer, and settled at the nook table. The candlelight flickered across the open page as she dipped the nib in ink.

17th of Early Bloom

The day began with a light chill, but the coals were easy enough to rouse. I cleaned out the hearth and straightened the kindling basket. Bread held up, barely, last of the heel, really. Gave shadow the last of the dried rabbit, and he seemed to approve, tail thumping once before he carried it off to his spot.

The inn needed the usual prep. I swept near the hearth, wiped down the counter, and checked the barrels; one’s going soft near the rim. I started beef stew using staples, barley, carrots, and onions. Nothing fancy, but it filled the room with the right kind of warmth. I had to sweep twice today. Someone tracked in mud again near the far bench. Bram delivered the meat and said his uncle was trying a better cut. The marbling looked better, so we’ll see.

The midday crowd was steady. Rellen complained about onions, again, loud enough that two tables over knew it too. Helda switched from ale to tea, wrinkled her nose at both, and didn’t finish either. Tib was quiet today. Started at the hearth like he expected it to speak. Just before dusk, I noticed a stranger near the oak. Long coat, lopsided gait, didn’t speak. Couldn’t place the face or the boots. Didn’t linger.

Home by lamplight. Root stew and eggs, simple but warm. Shadow paced a bit before settling. The bath helped with the stiffness from kneeling in the garden earlier. The cottage feels smaller at night. Still, it holds the heat, and Shadow guards the space well. Bread’s low, down to the crumb jar. Add to the list for the market.

After writing, she cleaned up slowly, stacking her journal on the shelf and blowing out the candle. She used the bathroom, brushed her teeth with a mild herbal blend of crushed mint leaves and ash bark, and lit a second lantern for the bath. She poured a kettle of hot water into the tub, followed by a ladle of cool water from the pitcher, mixing until the balance felt right. The water smelled faintly of lavender and soaproot. She added a handful of dried chamomile blossoms from the sachet above the sink and swirled them until the steam thickened. She soaked until the fire dimmed, eyes closed, the scent calming the ache in her shoulders. One leg dangled over the porcelain edge as she reached for the rag and scrubbed her arms in slow circles.

Once dry, she wrapped herself in a thick towel, patted down her legs and arms, and slipped into her flannel nightgown. Her fingers lingered on the fabric as she smoothed the front and adjusted the sleeves. She climbed the staircase to her loft and turned down the bed. Shadow waited at the bottom step until she settled beneath the quilt, then padded softly across the floor and curled at the foot of the bed.

Sleep came before she could think further about the stranger by the tree.
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Chapter Two: Stew and Rumors
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Mid-Spring – Village of Hearthwick

A seasonal breeze stirred the edges of the village, still full of damp earth and early bloom, but now softened by air that no longer stung and soil that welcomed every root. The spring air smelled faintly of moss and warmed bark, the kind that clung to the cuffs of sleeves and settled in the folds of aprons. Bees began to hum with more certainty, darting through the hedges and between trellis vines. The creek ran clearer, and birds chased each other through higher branches, as if rehearsing for summer. The mornings opened to birdsong instead of frost, and shutters stayed open longer each day. Hearthwick moved now with a steadier pace. 

Tulips had begun to open along the west-facing lanes, and hedgerows swelled with budding thistle and creeping vine. The term’ Spring Being’ wasn’t spoken with reverence or fear; it was simply how the villagers described the real settling of spring’s middle. It wasn’t a thing that moved or watched but a quiet shorthand for the small, certain signs of lasting change. 

This time, it meant the brighter green of barley shoots, the creak of carts that didn’t stick in mud, and the looser feel of the path underfoot, a scent of moss waking beneath the weight of winter’s retreat. It wasn’t a thing that moved or watched but a quiet shorthand for the small, certain signs of change. This time, it meant the faint silver bloom of wild parsley along the ditch and a thin vapor rising from the old stone wall. There were no footprints, no omens, only dew beading heavier on the fenceposts and a sharper scent in the air like rain remembered but not yet fallen.

Light filtered through the small cottage window, muted by the linen curtain Thara had forgotten to draw the night before. It softened the room’s edges, brushing pale gold along the floorboards and the woven rug at the foot of the bed. The hearth sat quiet, holding onto the last of its warmth in the stones, and the scent of old ash and rosemary hung lightly in the loft air. Thara blinked, let the ceiling sharpen into focus, and pulled the quilt aside with both hands. Her feet touched the floor with a quiet certainty, cold against the wood but familiar.

She stretched slowly, rolling her shoulders, and listened to the stillness wrapped around the morning. It was not a silence of absence but one of expectancy, as if the house, the light, and the air waited for her to begin the day.

She didn’t move immediately, instead letting the stillness fill the room like a breath between moments. No wind stirred the shutters, and no footsteps echoed below. Only the wooden beams gave their faint groan in the rafters, and the soft weight of shadow shifting downstairs was the only sign of life. A sparrow flitted along the eaves, landing long enough to scratch at the wood before darting off again. The quilt had slipped down her shoulder, and she pulled it tighter, rubbing warmth into her arms.

The scent up here was heavier today and more settled. The ash from last night’s fire had curled into a soft gray bowl beneath the grate. Her fingers traced a ripple in the bed’s linen, and her eyes drifted to a smudge on the windowpane she hadn’t noticed before. The light fell across it in a broken streak, catching particles of dust that shifted with the slow pulse of morning air.

She leaned forward, elbows to knees, and let her hands dangle momentarily before pressing her knuckles against her temples. The ache behind her eyes was small but persistent. She took a long breath and felt how her ribs moved. The bed groaned faintly. There was no ceremony to the start, just a quiet understanding that the day wouldn’t wait forever.

She washed up using water she’d left warming in a basin near the hearth, splashing her face, scrubbing her hands, and taking an extra moment to wipe down her arms with a cloth that smelled faintly of thyme and soaproot. Instead of rushing into her braid, she combed it slowly at the window, catching glimpses of the softened light brushing over the frost-marked sill. Her braid was tighter than usual, pinned higher to keep it off her neck; it was already warmer than yesterday. She dressed in a fresh shift and wool tunic, swapping her usual apron for one patched with spring-green thread, then knelt briefly to retie the laces of her boots where the left side had begun to fray.

She moved through the loft with easy intent, not hurried but purposeful. She paused at the staircase landing, then descended the wooden steps with the creak of each tread sounding sharper in the morning stillness. The lower level was cool but not cold, and she crossed to the bathroom beneath the loft. She relieved herself, rinsed her face again, and brushed her teeth with a small tin of crushed mint and sage. The basin water had gone lukewarm, but it felt pleasant against her skin.

Once done, she moved toward the kitchen and found Shadow sitting politely by the corner rug, watching her without a sound. She stirred the embers, added a few dry twigs from the basket, and watched until the fire caught with a steady orange lick. The kettle was filled and set on the hook, and while it warmed, she trimmed rinds from the cheese and laid out yesterday’s bread, slicing it slightly thicker than usual. The morning tasted of mint and dark roast with a note of something sweeter, perhaps clover. She shared the crusts with Shadow, who took them gently from her hand, then reached into the small side crock, where she kept a strip of dried venison wrapped in cloth. She unwrapped it and set it in his bowl beside the bread, meat first, as always. Shadow lowered his head to eat with deliberate bites, his tail thudding once against the floor. Thara wiped crumbs from the table and flicked a few off the windowsill where a breeze had carried them.

The cottage needed nothing urgent. She wiped the windowsills again, checked the vinegar jar’s wax seal, and made a new list on the hanging slate: bread, wax, and a new spool of black thread. With her coat buttoned, she stepped outside into the air of warming earth and last night’s woodsmoke. Instead of heading straight to the inn, she turned down the cobbled lane leading to the village’s heart. The walk took her past the mill pond, where early mist still curled low over the water, and toward the square that had begun its daily shuffle. 

The village square was already murmuring to life, stalls creaked open, sacks were thumped onto counters, and the familiar clang of the blacksmith echoed faintly from behind the tannery. Smoke curled from chimneys in thinner wisps, carrying the scent of baked bread and warmed stone. A dog barked at a rolling cart, and the washerwomen’s laughter trickled over from the riverbank’s edge where linens had been left to dry on low branches and smooth rocks. She stopped first at the baker’s stall for a loaf of brown bread still warm from the oven. “Morning, Joss,” she said, nodding to the baker as he dusted flour from his apron.

“Loaf still warm if you want it,” he replied, sliding it into a linen wrapper.

“I’ll trade for cloth, two folds, good linen,” she offered, pulling them from her basket.

“Fair enough,” he said, tucking them behind the counter as she accepted the bread.

From there, she crossed to the chandlery. “Need wax squares today, Lareen. The first kind, if you’ve still got it.”

The chandlery woman reached beneath the stall. “Two packets left. Smells like spring itself.”

“Elderflower syrup? Sealed jar, last season’s batch,” Thara countered.

“Good trade. I’ll take it,” Lareen said, handing over the packets wrapped in parchment.

Then she turned to the thread merchant’s table, where bolts and spools were fanned like a stitched rainbow. “Black thread. Strong twist. Enough to mend aprons and bind hems,” she requested.

“Take your pick,” the man grunted, and she sorted carefully. She selected a black spool from a velvet-lined tray and dropped it into her basket.

Passing a pair of hens squabbling beneath a crate, she paused at the vendor with the widest table of dried goods. “Looking for vinegar, not cloudy,” she said, scanning the jugs.

“Just poured,” the vendor replied. “Clear as well water.”

She picked up a bottle and tilted it. “I’ll trade clothespins and a yard of wick for this.”

He nodded once, taking the items from her basket and slipping the jug inside. The seal was clean, and the cork was tight. It sloshed clear and cool.

When she turned down the alley toward the inn, the sun had cleared the ridge entirely, lighting the rooftops in a pale sweep.

The path to the inn carried more chatter than the day before. A pair of boys raced toward the well with tin pails swinging wildly in their arms. Chickens clucked behind fences, scattering from a hound that darted too close. A child laughed somewhere behind the baker’s, the sound muffled beneath the clatter of fresh loaves being stacked in the window. Near the butcher’s stall, someone cursed softly while dropping a cleaver, and a woman from the tannery argued with a cart driver about the wheel rut he left beside her doorway. 

Across the square, a farmer hoisted a heavy feed sack onto his shoulder while his son swept chaff into piles beside the coop. The farmer’s wife, her apron smudged with flour and dirt, had set up a simple table with woven baskets of early spring vegetables, radishes, green onions, and turnip tops still damp from the field.

“Fresh pulled this morning,” she called to passersby, wiping her brow with her sleeve. “Fair trade or coin.”

She exchanged a basket of eggs for a skein of thread with the seamstress from the upper ridge and offered a jar of mustard pickles to a young lad who helped carry water. Two girls crouched near her table to sort through the radishes, and the farmer’s wife knelt beside them to cut away a few wilted greens before tying the
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