

    
        
          The Tea Witch's Winter Guest

        

        
        
          The Tea Witch Series, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Bramble A. Finch

        

        
          Published by Bramble A. Finch, 2026.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      THE TEA WITCH'S WINTER GUEST

    

    
      First edition. July 14, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Bramble A. Finch.

    

    
    
      Written by Bramble A. Finch.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 - The Cup Before the Knock

Chapter 2 - A Latch That Knows a Hand

Chapter 3 - The Baker’s Apprentice

Chapter 4 - A Cousin in Blue

Chapter 5 - Five Answers to One Name

Chapter 6 - Ten Years Too Early

UPPER FLOOR CLOSED PENDING FLUE REPLACEMENT. NO OCCUPANCY PERMITTED.

Chapter 7 - The Repair Basket

EMERGENCY HOUSEHOLD-CHARM INSPECTION

ONE ITEM PER HOUSEHOLD | ESSENTIAL REPAIRS ONLY | NO UNSCHEDULED VISITS | CORIN WREN MAY DECLINE ANY TASK

A SQUEAK IS NOT AN EMERGENCY. | DISLIKING A WARD’S PERSONALITY IS NOT AN EMERGENCY. | MRS. DALLOWAY’S ASSESSMENT IS ADVISORY.

DID CORIN FREELY AGREE TO THIS TEST?

ORDINARY MAINTENANCE. | PERSONAL DIFFERENCE. | THE OBJECT IS CORRECT. | YOU ARE ANNOYED.

Chapter 8 - The Winter Guest Book

THE WINTER GUEST BOOK

HOST: ELOWEN THATCH.

NOT CONVENIENCE, SENTIMENT, OR CURIOSITY.

START OF INVITATION: ARRIVAL DURING BLIZZARD.

END OF INVITATION:

REVIEW WHEN BRAM DECLARES THE ROADS SAFE.

YOU ALWAYS.

Chapter 9 - What a House Lacks

NO ONE TURNED AWAY

Chapter 10 - No One Turned Away

NO ONE TURNED AWAY.

...OST

...OOM

...ERM

...AME

Chapter 11 - The Half-Cold Cup

OWNER CLAIMED: MRS. DALLOWAY. | FOUND: ROWAN’S BAKERY. | DO NOT INVENT A REASON.

Chapter 12 - The Elowen Who Left

Chapter 13 - Useful to Everyone

CHEESE. | EGG. | APPLE AND CHEDDAR.

AN UNDERRATED COMBINATION.

OBSERVED. | CLAIMED. | UNKNOWN.

WHAT CORIN WANTS.

NAME: CORIN WREN. | ROLE:

Chapter 14 - A Ward of One’s Own

...OST. | ...OOM. | ...ERM. | ...AME.

WEST COTTAGE HEARTH. | VILLAGE HALL DOOR CHAIN. | SCHOOLHOUSE FROST LOCK. | MRS. DALLOWAY’S FAMILY ROOM WARD — REMOVED.

Chapter 15 - Every Hinge in Bramblewick

STRUCTURALLY URGENT. | WINTER MAINTENANCE. | ORDINARY SQUEAK. | NOT A HINGE. | YOU ARE ANNOYED.

OWNER: THE STEAM & THISTLE. | FOUND: SCHOOLHOUSE. | NO CURRENT THEORY JUSTIFIES THIS.

Chapter 16 - I Do Not Know

Chapter 17 - Where They Belong

ROOM:

HOST:

Chapter 18 - The Room Without Walls

ROOM:

ROOM: UPSTAIRS GUEST ROOM, THE STEAM & THISTLE. | HOST: ELOWEN THATCH.

START: NOW.

WHEN BRAM DECLARES THE BRIDGE ROAD SAFE.

WHAT IS OFFERED: HEAT, BEDDING, FOOD, DRY CLOTHING, PRIVACY. | WHAT IS NOT ASKED: WORK, FAMILY, HISTORY, EXPLANATION, OR A DECISION ABOUT STAYING.

Chapter 19 - Shelter Without Service

NO WORK REQUESTED FROM CORIN DURING EMERGENCY SHELTER.

ROOM: THE SCREENED HEARTH SPACE AT THE STEAM & THISTLE, UNTIL THE UPSTAIRS ROOM CAN BE SAFELY SEPARATED.

HOST: ELOWEN THATCH.

START: NOW. | END OR REVIEW: WHEN BRAM DECLARES THE BRIDGE ROAD SAFE, OR EARLIER IF CORIN ENDS THE AGREEMENT.

WHAT IS OFFERED: HEAT, COT, BEDDING, FOOD, WASHING WATER, PRIVACY, AND HELP REACHING THE SAFE ROAD. | WHAT IS NOT ASKED: REPAIR WORK, HOUSEHOLD WORK, FAMILY, FRIENDSHIP, A HISTORY, AN EXPLANATION, CERTAINTY, PERMANENCE, OR A PROMISE TO RETURN. | HOW TO LEAVE: TELL ELOWEN OR MAE, RETURN THE TEMPORARY KEY, OR MOVE TO ANOTHER SAFE SPACE. EMERGENCY FOOD AND ROAD HELP CONTINUE.

CORIN WREN.

AFTER SUPPER, ONE UNINTERRUPTED HOUR WITHOUT CONVERSATION.

NO QUESTIONS BEFORE MY FIRST CUP OF TEA IN THE MORNING.

COUSIN. | APPRENTICE. | KEEPER. | PUPIL.

Chapter 20 - The Missing Half

NAME

GUEST ... HOST

ROOM ... TERM

GIFT ... BOUND

... WAY OUT | ... FREE

NO ONE TURNED AWAY.

Chapter 21 - The Village Carries the Tools

ROAD UNSAFE. | SHELTER WORK CREW ONLY. | NO SPECTATORS. | MRS. DALLOWAY COUNTS AS WORK CREW ONLY WHILE CARRYING SOMETHING.

THIS IS A WORK SITE. | NO ONE ASSIGNS CORIN A TASK. | ASK BEFORE REQUESTING ADVICE. | A REFUSAL REQUIRES NO EXPLANATION. | FOOD AND WARMTH ARE NOT WAGES.

NAME GUEST AND HOST.

NAME ROOM AND TERM.

NAME GIFT AND BOUND.

LEAVE THE WAY OUT FREE.

NO ONE TURNED AWAY.

Chapter 22 - Releasing the Guest

RELEASED BY THE PERSON WHO MADE THE CLAIM.

YOUNG ELOWEN — NORTHBARROW.

Chapter 23 - One Named Room

HOST:

CORIN WREN.

HOST: ELOWEN THATCH. | ROOM: THE UPSTAIRS GUEST ROOM AT THE STEAM & THISTLE. | START: NOW. | END: WHEN CONSTABLE BRAM EVERS DECLARES THE BRIDGE ROAD SAFE.

THE ROOM AND ITS KEY. HEAT. CLEAN BEDDING. MEALS. DRY CLOTHING. WASHING WATER. PRIVACY. HELP ARRANGING SAFE TRAVEL OR ANOTHER AGREEMENT. | Under WHAT IS NOT OFFERED OR REQUIRED: | NO CHARM WORK. NO HOUSEHOLD WORK. NO FAMILY OR FRIENDSHIP ROLE. NO HISTORY, EXPLANATION, CERTAINTY, PERMANENCE, GRATITUDE PERFORMANCE, OR PROMISE TO RETURN.

NO ONE ENTERS WITHOUT CORIN’S PERMISSION EXCEPT IN IMMEDIATE PHYSICAL DANGER, AND THEN ONLY AS NECESSARY. ONE UNINTERRUPTED QUIET HOUR AFTER SUPPER IF CORIN STILL WANTS IT.

CORIN MAY END THE ROOM INVITATION AT ANY TIME BY TELLING ELOWEN OR MAE, RETURNING THE KEY, OR WALKING THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR. ENDING THE ROOM INVITATION DOES NOT END EMERGENCY FOOD, WARMTH, OR SAFE-ROAD HELP.

NO QUESTIONS BEFORE MY FIRST CUP OF TEA IN THE MORNING.

I MAY SAY I DO NOT KNOW.

AGREEMENT WITNESSED. PRESENT FACTS ONLY.

Chapter 24 - The Road Still Open

WITNESS TOOL. | NOT AN IDENTITY TEST. | USE REQUIRES CONSENT AND COMPLETE TERMS.

A GUEST MAY DECLINE TO SUPPLY A HISTORY.

ADOPTED WITHOUT AMENDMENT.

BRIDGE ROAD OPEN. | NORTH ROAD PASSABLE WITH CAUTION.

ROOM: SOUTH UPPER ROOM. | TERM: SEVEN NIGHTS, ENDING AT NINE IN THE MORNING ON THE EIGHTH DAY. | PRIVACY: NO ENTRY WITHOUT PERMISSION EXCEPT IMMEDIATE DANGER. | EXIT: FRONT OR BACK DOOR AT ANY TIME; KEY REMAINS WITH CORIN.

TASK: INSPECT AND DOCUMENT DOMESTIC CHARMS; REPAIR ONLY BY SEPARATE CONSENT. | HOURS: TEN UNTIL FOUR, WITH ONE HOUR FOR MIDDAY FOOD. | WAGES:

NO WORK OUTSIDE STATED HOURS WITHOUT A NEW REQUEST AND CORIN’S AGREEMENT. | NO AUTOMATIC RENEWAL. | LODGING DOES NOT DEPEND UPON COMPLETION OF WORK.

QUESTIONS OUTSIDE WORK HOURS MAY BE DECLINED WITHOUT EXPLANATION.

NAME CHOSEN FOR THIS STAY:

NEW YEAR — SEPARATE MATTER.

KNOCK. WAIT. ACCEPT NO.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 - The Cup Before the Knock

[image: ]


The blizzard erased Bramblewick Hollow one shopfront at a time.

Across the square, the clock tower vanished above its first row of windows. Snow pressed flat against The Steam & Thistle’s glass, turning the world beyond it blue-white and depthless. Inside, six clean cups waited on the warming shelf, their handles facing outward as they did every afternoon before closing.

The seventh cup lifted itself from the middle shelf.

Elowen stopped with one hand inside the black-tea tin, ink dark on one finger and a wooden hair stick loosening in her pinned curls.

The cup floated past the copper kettle, crossed the counter, and settled at the empty place nearest the fire. Its saucer followed with a small, businesslike rattle.

No one had knocked.

For three heartbeats, the only sound in the shop was the wind worrying the shutters.

Then Juniper emerged from beneath the reading nook.

The fox-cat’s oversized ears were already forward. Russet fur lifted along its back as it padded toward the counter, cream paws silent on the old boards. Its copper charm did not jingle. That was less reassuring than it might have been.

Rowan Hale lowered the canvas he had been tying over a basket of bread. Flour marked one rolled sleeve and both broad forearms, though he had closed the bakery early enough to insist he was no longer working.

Mrs. Dalloway, who had come for one biscuit and remained for three biscuits, a weather report, and the right to criticize Elowen’s storm shutters, turned in her chair.

“Is that meant to happen?” Rowan asked.

“Not before the person arrives,” Elowen said.

The Steam & Thistle had old manners. It warmed cups for cold hands. It nudged the right tin forward when a customer had been staring at the menu too long to admit they needed something gentler. Once, during a crowded wake, the window bench had lengthened by almost a foot and denied it afterward.

It did not usually make appointments with the weather.

Juniper jumped onto the counter and sniffed the cup. No sneeze. No theatrical recoil. It looked at Elowen, then toward the brass hook beneath the stairs.

The guest-room key hung there.

Elowen reached for it.

Juniper reached it first.

The fox-cat sprang down, planted itself over the key, and wrapped its tail around its paws. The copper charm gave one neat jingle.

“You cannot reserve a room,” Elowen said.

Juniper stared at her.

“You have no money.”

Juniper yawned.

Mrs. Dalloway tapped her carved cane once against the floor. “The animal has influence. In Bramblewick, that is often accepted in place of money.”

Elowen slid the tea tin beneath the kettle spout. “There is no guest yet.”

The cup waited by the fire.

Elowen looked at the snow-whitened window.

She could have waited. A sensible person might have waited. A person who had learned to distinguish preparation from preemption might at least have asked the empty chair what it intended.

Instead, she measured a strong black tea into the pot, added orange peel for brightness and two slices of ginger for cold, and set the kettle over the blue stove flame. The blend was not meant to reveal anything, mend anything, or encourage a confession. It would warm hands and settle breath. Some days, that was enough work for one cup.

With her other hand, she eased the guest-room key from beneath Juniper.

“The upstairs latch will be dreadful in this damp,” Rowan said. “I can look at it again.”

“You looked at it twice last week.”

“I can look with greater authority.”

The latch had swollen every winter since Elowen could remember. Its routine was simple: lift the handle, turn the key, press a hip against the door, and do not let Mrs. Dalloway offer advice while one was doing it. Elowen had tested it at noon. It had taken two attempts and one word unsuited to a welcoming room.

“I’ll light the little hearth first,” she said. “Whoever is coming will need dry clothes. Rowan, would you—”

“Already going,” he said, reaching for the coal scuttle.

There it was. A room assigned. A fire planned. Work distributed. Elowen’s shoulders loosened a fraction. A need with steps was much easier than a need still standing outside unnamed.

Juniper’s head turned sharply toward the window.

A color appeared in the white.

Blue.

At first it was only a strip of cloth moving in the storm. Then the snow thinned for half a breath, and a figure stood at the edge of the shop’s honey-colored light.

They wore a dark traveling coat crusted with ice. A blue scarf was wound twice around their throat, vivid against the blank square. One gloved hand held a narrow leather tool case against their side. The other was raised, not yet touching the door.

They had not knocked.

Elowen was already moving.

“Stay back from the draft,” Rowan said, which was how Rowan announced that he intended to follow her into it.

Mrs. Dalloway stood as well.

“You are not opening that door,” Elowen told her.

“I am not made of spun sugar.”

Elowen lifted the latch. The wind struck the door like an opinion.

Snow rushed over the threshold in a white sheet. Rowan caught the door before it tore from Elowen’s grip. Juniper retreated exactly one pace, preserving both dignity and dry paws.

The stranger stood close enough now for Elowen to see that their lashes were wet with melting snow. Their face was reddened by cold, watchful rather than closed. The blue scarf had iced stiff along one edge.

“Inside,” Elowen said.

The stranger glanced past her at the glowing lamps, the fire, and the waiting cup.

“I was going to knock.”

“You were taking too long.”

Something almost like a smile touched their mouth. “A serious offense in this weather.”

They stepped across the threshold.

The cup nearest the fire gave a soft click against its saucer.

Juniper moved between the stranger’s boots, sniffed the leather tool case, then the wet hem of the coat. It did not sneeze. It looked up at the blue scarf and sat.

Elowen shut the door with Rowan’s help. For a moment, the shop seemed to exhale around them. The beams creaked. The lamps steadied. Warmth gathered along the counter as if the building had been holding it in reserve.

Elowen took the stranger’s coat before the melting ice could soak through to whatever dry layer remained beneath it. The coat was heavier than it looked. A roll of thin tools had been sewn into the lining beside three careful patches and a pocket full of brass screws. The stranger immediately reached for the cloth by the door and bent to wipe the snow they had tracked across the boards.

“Leave it,” Elowen said.

“It is a little late to leave it. It is already on your floor.”

“The floor has survived weather before.”

The stranger looked as though this answer was kind but insufficiently practical. They folded the cloth over the wettest patch anyway, setting its corners square. Elowen knew that gesture too—not the exact movement, but the need beneath it. Some people entered a room by offering a name. Some offered an apology. Some looked for the first thing they could make easier.

She hung the coat near the stove and set a clean towel beside the waiting cup. She had not asked whether they wanted either. The realization arrived, was noted, and failed to alter her hands. Cold first. Questions after. It was an excellent rule until it became a habit large enough to decide everything.

Mrs. Dalloway stared at the stranger.

Her cane slipped half an inch against the boards.

“Corin Wren,” she said.

The stranger went still.

Rowan stopped brushing snow from his sleeve.

Elowen looked from Mrs. Dalloway to the stranger. “You know one another?”

“Of course we do.” Mrs. Dalloway’s bright blue eyes filled with offended certainty. “Corin is my cousin.”

The stranger’s gaze sharpened. “Your cousin.”

“Second cousin once removed, if one insists on making family sound like furniture.” Mrs. Dalloway stepped closer. “What are you doing wandering about in that rust-red scarf? You always did choose colors that made you look tired.”

Elowen looked at the scarf.

It was blue.

Rowan frowned. “It wasn’t red.”

“Thank you,” the stranger said.

“It was green,” Rowan continued. “The old one. You wore it the day we talked about the bakery.”

The stranger looked at him.

Rowan’s expression changed—not into recognition exactly, but into the discomfort of finding a familiar step where no staircase should be.

“I think,” he said slowly, “we had better begin again.”

Elowen agreed. Beginning again was useful. It implied a point from which one could proceed in order.

She took the stranger’s tool case before they could object and placed it on the dry side of the counter. “Sit. The tea is ordinary, hot, and not designed to learn anything about you.”

“A refreshingly limited promise.”

Their voice was low and careful, with dry humor fitted neatly beneath the words. They unwound the scarf and laid it over the chair back. Blue wool. No rust. No green.

Mrs. Dalloway made a small sound of disagreement.

Elowen poured the tea. “Is Corin Wren the name you use?”

“Yes.”

“I am Elowen Thatch. This is The Steam & Thistle. The fox-cat making decisions on your behalf is Juniper.”

Juniper chirped.

“That was either confirmation or a complaint about billing,” Elowen said. “Rowan Hale runs the bakery two doors down. Mrs. Dalloway runs most things she has not been formally asked to run.”

“Someone must,” Mrs. Dalloway said.

Corin wrapped both hands around the cup but did not drink at once. They watched the steam rise. Elowen recognized the pause: not distrust of the tea exactly, but the habit of learning a room before accepting what it offered.

“The roads?” Corin asked.

“Not closed yet,” Rowan said, glancing at the window. “They will be.”

As if summoned by accuracy, the shop bell rang under a hard shove of wind. Constable Bram Evers came through the door with snow on his shoulders and a rolled notice in one gloved hand.

He closed the door firmly behind him before speaking. Bram had the rare gift of making practical caution feel like respect rather than alarm.

“Bridge road is passable for perhaps another half hour,” he said. “North road less than that. No one leaves alone.”

His hazel gaze moved to Corin, the wet coat, the blue scarf, the extra cup. He took in Mrs. Dalloway’s expression and Rowan’s silence with the calm of a man who knew the village could create a complication faster than weather could.

“Traveler?”

“Guest,” Elowen said.

She heard the decision in her own voice only after she had made it.

Corin’s fingers tightened slightly around the cup.

“For tonight,” Elowen added, because a boundary, however late, was better than none. “The upstairs room is ready enough.”

It was not ready. The small hearth needed lighting, the sheets had been aired but not warmed, and the latch believed winter granted it seniority over human intention. Those were steps. Elowen could do steps.

Corin drank at last. Color returned slowly to their mouth.

“I can pay,” they said.

“You can avoid frostbite. We can discuss the less urgent parts after.”

Their gaze shifted to the tool case. “I mend household charms. Hinges, hearths, room wards. Small things, mostly. If something here needs—”

“Nothing needs doing tonight.”

The guest-room latch thudded upstairs as the wind pressed against the building.

Everyone looked toward the ceiling.

Elowen sighed. “Nothing that cannot wait.”

Corin’s mouth moved again, that almost-smile. “A second refreshingly limited promise.”

Rowan carried the coal scuttle upstairs. Mrs. Dalloway collected the driest blanket from the donation basket without asking whether it was hers to collect. Bram remained near the front door, unrolling the road notice and watching the storm. Elowen took the lamp and led Corin up the narrow stair.

The guest room occupied the front corner above the shop. Its sloped ceiling held the day’s remaining cold. A small iron hearth sat beneath the window, ringed by a faded tile ward of leaves and thistles. The bed was narrow but deep, the quilt clean, the washstand supplied. Snow whispered against the glass.

Elowen fitted the brass key into the lock.

She lifted the handle, turned, and pressed her hip to the door.

The latch refused.

“It swells,” Rowan said from behind her.

“It broods,” Mrs. Dalloway corrected.

Elowen tried again. The door opened with a resentful scrape.

Corin had watched the movement of her hands.

“May I?” they asked.

Elowen should have said no. They were cold, exhausted, and had offered work before taking a second drink. The repair could wait until morning. Rowan had already tried twice. A guest did not need to earn a bed by improving it.

But Corin stood differently with the question asked. The watchfulness remained, yet their shoulders had settled. Here was a thing they understood. A useful thing. A small thing.

Elowen handed them the key.

“Only if it is truly small.”

Corin crouched beside the latch. They removed one glove and rested two fingers against the wood, not casting so much as listening. Their thumb traced the grain once. Then they lifted the handle a fraction, turned the key backward, and pressed the brass plate flat with the heel of their hand.

The door gave a quiet click.

Not the scrape Elowen knew. Not the swollen resistance she had accommodated all winter. A clean, settled click, as though wood, brass, and frame had remembered they belonged to the same object.

Behind Corin, the tired hearth ward straightened.

The painted thistle leaves lifted from their faded curl. A line of copper warmth passed around the tiles. The banked coals caught without Rowan touching them, and the room filled with the scent of clean smoke and old rosemary.

Corin stared at the hearth.

“I did not mean to do that,” they said.

Rowan set down the coal scuttle.

He was looking at Corin’s bare hand.

“That movement,” he said. “With the heel of your hand. You did that when you accepted the bakery work. You said a promise ought to sit flush or weather would get behind it.”

Mrs. Dalloway struck her cane once against the floorboards.

“Nonsense. That is a Wren family repair. Corin learned it from their grandmother at my kitchen table.”

Bram had come to the top of the stairs without Elowen hearing him. Snowmelt darkened his shoulders. His gaze moved from Rowan to Mrs. Dalloway, then to Corin.

Corin rose very slowly.

The repaired latch rested beneath their hand. The hearth ward glowed behind them. Downstairs, the extra cup sat empty by the fire as if it had completed the first part of its work.

Corin looked at every face in the room.

“I have never been in Bramblewick before,” they said.
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Chapter 2 - A Latch That Knows a Hand
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For a moment, no one in the guest room moved.

The hearth ward shone around Corin in a neat copper ring. Its painted thistle leaves, which had drooped for most of the winter like ladies enduring an inferior sermon, now stood crisp and attentive. The repaired latch rested beneath Corin’s bare hand.

Rowan stared at that hand as though it had signed a contract in front of him.

Mrs. Dalloway stared at Rowan as though he had forged it.

Corin looked at neither of them. Their attention remained fixed on the hearth.

“I only touched the door,” they said.

Their careful tone had lost its thread of humor. Elowen disliked the absence at once.

“Then the door was feeling ambitious,” she said.

No one smiled.

Bram stepped fully into the room and closed the distance to the threshold without crowding Corin. He crouched beside the latch, examined the brass plate, then tested the handle once.

The door opened and closed without resistance.

“Did either of you see Corin work on the hearth?” he asked.

“No,” Rowan said.

“Not with their hands,” Mrs. Dalloway replied. “But the family gift has always been broader than that.”

Corin’s fingers curled against their palm.

Bram glanced at Mrs. Dalloway. “What family gift?”

“The Wrens have a way with domestic charms.”

“Do they?” Corin asked.

Mrs. Dalloway’s expression softened. That was nearly worse than the certainty. “Your grandmother could settle a chimney merely by standing beneath it and criticizing the mortar.”

“I don’t know my grandmother.”

The words fell quietly, but the little room seemed to make space around them.

Mrs. Dalloway’s grip tightened on her cane. “Of course you do.”

Corin looked at Elowen then.

Not for an answer. For an indication of which answer the room required.

Elowen knew that look. She had seen it in customers trying to decide whether their grief was respectable enough for the tea they wanted, and in apprentices waiting to learn whether a mistake would be treated as evidence of character. It was the look of someone calculating the safest shape to take.

She stepped between Corin and the hearth.

“Mrs. Dalloway, Rowan, downstairs.”

“I have said nothing unreasonable,” Mrs. Dalloway protested.

“You have identified a stranger’s grandmother.”

“A cousin’s grandmother.”

“Downstairs.”

Rowan picked up the coal scuttle. “I can take the hint when it is delivered with sufficient crockery in the room.”

Mrs. Dalloway turned toward the stairs with the dignity of a duchess withdrawing from negotiations she fully intended to resume. Bram waited until they had gone before speaking.

“Are you injured?”

Corin flexed their bare hand. “No.”

“Dizzy?”

“No.”

“Do you remember repairing the latch?”

“Yes.”

“The hearth?”

“No.”

Bram nodded as if all three answers belonged in the same report and none required him to distrust the person giving them.

Elowen went to the hearth and held her palm near the tiles. The warmth was even. No sharp pulse, no scorched-herb smell, no prickling in her thumb joint—the small, familiar warnings of a household charm pushed beyond its pattern.

The ward felt rested.

That was the unsettling part. Wrong magic often announced itself by sulking, sparking, or attempting to improve the wallpaper. This felt like something that had been tired and was no longer tired.

“What was wrong with it before?” Corin asked.

“Nothing dramatic. It faded whenever the room stood empty too long.”

“How long has it done that?”

“Years.”

“And the latch?”

“Every winter.”

Corin looked at the door. “It had learned the wrong resting place. The frame swells inward, the plate shifts, and each time someone forces it, the hinge charm compensates. Eventually the whole thing begins expecting resistance.”

Elowen folded her arms. “You heard all that by touching it?”

“Not heard.” Corin hesitated. “It is more like finding the missing note in a tune everyone else has grown used to hearing played badly.”

Their gaze strayed to the hearth again.

“And that?” Elowen asked.

“I don’t know.”

Bram rose. “Until we know more, no additional repairs.”

Corin’s attention flicked to the coal scuttle Rowan had left beside the bed, then to the lamp wick, then to the slightly uneven washstand leg.

Elowen could almost see the room presenting them with possibilities.

“Agreed,” they said.

The answer came too quickly.

Elowen picked up their glove and held it out. “Warmth first.”

Corin pulled the glove on. “You make it sound like an order.”

“It is one of my gentler forms of tyranny.”

A trace of the earlier humor returned. “I shall be cautious of the severe forms.”

“Wise.”

Downstairs, the shop had acquired three additional people, two baskets, one armful of blankets, and an argument over whether the north road had closed before or after the milk cart crossed it.

Bram stopped halfway down the staircase.

“Where did all of you come from?”

“The square,” said a woman Elowen recognized from the row of cottages behind the clock tower.

“The roads are closing, not the pavements,” Mrs. Dalloway said. “People are allowed to be useful.”

Bram gave Elowen a look that suggested Bramblewick’s definition of useful would shortly require official regulation.

The front door opened again before he could provide it.

Lina Peverell entered backward, dragging a wooden crate over the threshold while snow whipped around her skirts. She kicked the door shut, slid the bolt, and surveyed the gathering with immediate suspicion.

Lina wore a tailored charcoal coat cut severely enough to discourage weather from taking liberties. Snow had collected along her sharp chestnut bob and one shoulder. The label tied to the crate read DRY STOCK — LOAN UNTIL ROADS OPEN, in handwriting square enough to serve as architecture.

“I have socks, soap, two hot bricks, candles, and the good wool blanket from my upper shelf,” she said. “The blanket is not a gift. It is inventory. Someone sign for it before Mrs. Dalloway remembers nursing an ancestor beneath it.”

“I would never nurse anyone under that color,” Mrs. Dalloway said.

Lina looked past her and saw Corin.

Something in her face changed, but not into recognition. It was the quick assessment of one trader seeing another person who had spent too long outdoors: wet boots, stiff fingers, tool case, road dust beneath the snow.

“You are the traveler?”

“Yes,” Corin said.

“Name?”

“Corin Wren.”

Lina waited.

No one else spoke.

It was such a small courtesy that Elowen felt its shape.

“Lina Peverell,” Lina said. “Provisions, dry goods, and the only accurate stock ledger in the Hollow. Are you warm enough to know whether you need anything?”

“I am improving.”

“That was not the question.”

Corin considered. “Dry socks.”

Lina took a wrapped pair from the crate and handed them over. “Gift.”

Then she lifted the wool blanket. “Loan.”

Mrs. Dalloway reached for it. “Corin prefers the green one.”

“This is gray.”

“It was green when I bought it.”

“You did not buy it.”

Mrs. Dalloway looked offended by the technicality. “Corin has always disliked gray.”

Rowan, who was setting cups on a tray, looked over. “They wore gray every morning at the bakery.”

Corin’s gaze moved from one speaker to the other.

The woman from the clock-tower cottages gave a startled laugh. “That isn’t right. Corin hates dull colors. They had that lovely yellow scarf when they helped my sister after her chimney fire.”

Elowen looked toward the chair beside the stove.

The scarf draped over its back was blue.

As though summoned by her attention, two more scarves appeared from the baskets people had brought: one dark green, one rust-red. Mrs. Dalloway held up the red one with triumphant tenderness.

“This was always your shade.”

Corin did not take it.

Juniper emerged from beneath the counter.

The fox-cat walked past the rust-red scarf without sniffing it. It passed the green scarf as if the wool had personally failed to interest it. At the chair, Juniper rose on its hind legs, hooked the blue scarf down with one cream paw, and circled twice on the fallen length before curling into a compact russet shape.

Its copper charm gave a satisfied chime.

“There,” Elowen said. “Juniper has chosen.”

“For Corin?” Mrs. Dalloway asked.

“For Juniper. Juniper’s authority remains limited to theft and seating.”

Corin looked at the fox-cat with an expression Elowen could not read. “The blue one is mine.”

“I know,” Mrs. Dalloway said gently. “But you used to favor red.”

“I’ve never favored red.”

Rowan frowned. “No. Green.”

The woman by the clock tower shook her head. “Yellow.”

Lina folded the gray blanket over one arm. “Perhaps everyone might stop informing the owner of the scarf what color they prefer.”

Mrs. Dalloway lowered the red wool. “I am trying to make Corin comfortable.”

“So am I.”

“You have handed them socks and an inventory classification.”

“They asked for the socks.”

“They are family.”

Corin flinched so slightly Elowen might have missed it if she had not already been watching for the safest shape they might take.

Lina did not.

She set the blanket on the counter between herself and Mrs. Dalloway.

“Being welcomed is not the same as being claimed.”

The shop quieted.

Lina’s tone held no grand pronouncement. She might have been explaining the difference between a gift and a loan, or between cinnamon and cassia to someone determined not to read a label.

Mrs. Dalloway’s mouth tightened.

Elowen saw the hurt beneath it and nearly stepped in to soften the words. That was her habit: find the sharp edge, wrap it in something warm, and hope no one noticed the cut was still there.

Corin spoke first.

“Thank you,” they said to Lina.

Mrs. Dalloway looked away.

Bram crossed to the front window and scraped a clear patch through the frost with the edge of his glove. Outside, the square was barely visible. The clock tower’s lower door had disappeared again, and the lamps along the bridge road glowed as pale smudges in the snow.

He unrolled the notice from beneath his arm.

“Both roads are closed,” he said. “Bridge gate is barred. North road marker has gone under, and I am not sending anyone to dig it out until daylight.”

A murmur moved through the shop.

“What about the central square?” Rowan asked.

“Passable in pairs for now. Shop row, clock tower, bakery, Peverell’s, village hall. No one goes beyond the marked lamps. No one takes the edge path. I’ll put a rope line through the central loop at first light if this holds.”

“It will hold,” Mrs. Dalloway said. “Weather enjoys being right once it has made an entrance.”

Bram fixed the road notice to the board beside the door. He drove the pin through the paper with one thumb, the same place he always posted closure times, missing carts, and reminders that a decorative pond did not become a public skating rink merely because it froze.

Elowen read the time.

Six fourteen.

Corin followed her gaze. The closure seemed to settle over them more heavily than the wet coat had.

“So I cannot leave,” they said.

“Not safely,” Bram replied. “That is not the same thing.”

The distinction mattered. Elowen saw Corin hear it.

“You have the upstairs room,” she said. “For as long as necessary.”

Bram’s gaze shifted to her, but he did not correct her in front of everyone.

Corin looked relieved.

The relief made Elowen more certain she had said the kind thing.

She put the brass guest-room key into their hand. “There is no charge while the roads are closed. We have heat, food, and enough blankets to survive Mrs. Dalloway’s opinions about color.”

“My opinions have survived worse,” Mrs. Dalloway said.

Corin closed their fingers around the key.

“What can I do?” they asked.

“Rest.”

“I can do that after.”

“After what?”

Their eyes moved around the shop: the shutters rattling in their frames, the lamp nearest the door burning slightly low, the kettle hook leaning a fraction to the left.

“Whatever needs doing.”

Elowen ought to have said nothing did.

Instead, she thought of Rowan’s proofing ward. His final loaves would feed half the square if the storm held. She thought of the weak hinge charm on the pantry cupboard and the guest-room hearth that had straightened merely because Corin stood near it. Practical problems arranged themselves in her mind with reassuring speed.

“Nothing tonight,” she said. “Tomorrow, perhaps, if you still want to and if something is genuinely urgent.”

Lina’s expression suggested she had heard the size of the gap Elowen had left.

Corin’s shoulders eased.

“Tomorrow,” they agreed.

The room accepted the word more readily than it had accepted their name.

Bram began assigning pairs to escort the remaining villagers along the central loop. Rowan repacked the bread basket for Mrs. Dalloway’s side of the square. Lina collected signatures for the loaned blanket and both hot bricks. Elowen served bowls of leek-and-potato soup, ordinary and thick enough to persuade cold people they had bones again.

Corin sat nearest the fire.

Every few minutes, someone offered them another history.

A man carrying lamp oil remembered Corin helping his father mend a smoke ward.

The woman from behind the clock tower remembered a chimney fire.

Mrs. Dalloway remembered birthdays.

Rowan remembered an apron folded on the bakery’s upper shelf.

Corin answered less each time.

They ate the soup Elowen placed before them and thanked her with perfect courtesy. When Mrs. Dalloway said they had always disliked leeks, Corin’s spoon paused. When Rowan said they used to put pepper on everything, Corin reached toward the pepper pot, then drew their hand back.

Elowen moved both condiments out of reach of commentary.

“You do not have to decide anything tonight,” she said quietly.

Corin looked at her. “Not even whether I like the soup?”

“You may postpone that until breakfast.”

“Generous.”

The dry note was faint but present.

By the time Bram had escorted the last unnecessary visitor out, the shop looked like an emergency shelter arranged by people who disagreed about whether Corin was a cousin, employee, family friend, former pupil, or poor judge of scarves.

The red and green scarves remained on the donation table.

Juniper remained asleep on the blue one.

Elowen carried the loaned blanket upstairs while Corin followed with the hot brick tucked beneath one arm. The guest-room door opened at the lightest touch. The hearth ward glowed steadily, keeping the room warmer than it had been in years.

Corin stopped just inside.

“Did you know it would do that?” Elowen asked.

“No.”

“Has it happened with other repairs?”

“Not quite like this.”

That was not reassurance, but it was honest.

Elowen laid the blanket across the foot of the bed. “The washroom is at the end of the landing. The bell cord beside the bed rings in the kitchen. The front door will stay bolted against the wind, but Bram and I both have keys. No one will come into this room without knocking.”

She heard herself making the promise and glanced at the obedient latch.

A door that worked should have made the sentence simple.

Corin set the hot brick beneath the blankets. “And tomorrow?”

“We ask questions.”

“Of me?”

“Of everyone.”

They nodded, though not with relief.

Elowen turned to go, then remembered the scarf. She returned downstairs, dislodged Juniper with negotiations involving half a butter biscuit, and carried the blue wool back up.

Corin took it carefully.

In the lamplight, the scarf was unmistakable: deep winter blue, darker where the snow had melted into it. Corin ran the fabric once through their fingers.

Elowen waited for them to say the others had been wrong.

Instead, Corin looked toward the closed door, then down at the scarf.

“Was it blue when I came in?” they asked.
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Chapter 3 - The Baker’s Apprentice
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“Yes,” Elowen said. “It was blue.”

Corin watched her face rather than the scarf.

“You’re certain?”

“As certain as I am that the blanket is gray, the hearth is lit, and Mrs. Dalloway will object to both descriptions before morning.”

The corner of Corin’s mouth lifted, but the relief did not reach their eyes. They folded the blue wool once, carefully, and laid it at the foot of the bed.

A hard knock sounded below.

Not the shop bell. The front door was still bolted against the storm, and Bram had instructed everyone remaining inside to use their knuckles rather than admit another portion of the village. The knock came again, followed by Rowan’s voice.

“Elowen?”

She stepped onto the landing.

Rowan stood at the foot of the stairs, coat buttoned over his flour-marked shirt. Bram waited behind him with a lantern and the expression of a man who had already said no once and expected to need the word again.

“What is it?” Elowen asked.

“The proofing ward.”

“That is not a sentence improved by suspense.”

“The west shelf has gone cold. I checked it before I brought the bread over. It was holding then.”

Bram raised the lantern slightly. “He says the final dough for tomorrow is at risk.”

“It is,” Rowan said. “If the shelf drops another two degrees, I lose the batch. If the roads remain closed, we need that batch.”

Corin had come to the guest-room door without Elowen hearing them. They had put their coat back on, though it was still damp at the shoulders, and the blue scarf hung loose around their neck.

“I can look,” they said.

Bram’s gaze moved to them. “We agreed on no repairs.”

“Looking is not repairing.”

“In my experience,” Elowen said, “people who say that are often holding tools within five minutes.”

Corin glanced toward the tool case downstairs. “Then do not let me hold any.”

The offer was reasonable. The proofing ward was not a private inconvenience. Rowan’s bread would feed the central square if the storm held through morning, which it plainly intended to do. Elowen could accompany Corin. Bram could observe. Rowan knew the ward’s ordinary habits better than anyone.

A controlled inspection, she told herself, was not work.

The distinction had the appealing tidiness of a label placed on the wrong jar.

“Only the bakery,” Bram said. “It is two doors down, the shopfronts are visible from one another, and we stay together. No one crosses the square.”

Rowan looked at Elowen.

She looked at Corin.

“Inspection only,” she said.

Corin’s shoulders settled with a relief that felt larger than the permission warranted.

“Inspection only.”

Juniper appeared from beneath the bed, where it had apparently been assessing the structural integrity of the dust. The fox-cat trotted past Elowen, down the stairs, and planted itself beside the front door.

“You are not part of the inspection,” Elowen told it.

Juniper sat.

“You are also not dressed for the weather.”

Its fur lifted as if offended by the suggestion that weather required clothing.

Rowan opened his coat. “I can carry it.”

Juniper immediately walked away from him.

“That seems conclusive,” Corin said.

It took three people to persuade the front door open and one to keep Mrs. Dalloway from accompanying them.

“I have crossed the square in worse storms,” she announced from the hearth.

“You are not crossing it in this one,” Bram said.

“Authoritarian.”

“Alive.”

Mrs. Dalloway looked dissatisfied with the argument, perhaps because it was difficult to improve.

The storm struck Elowen’s face the moment the door opened. Snow moved almost sideways beneath the shop awnings, hissing along the cobbles and climbing the steps in pale drifts. Rowan’s Bakery stood two doors to the left, its painted wheat-sheaf sign jerking on its chain.

Bram went first with the lantern. Rowan followed. Elowen kept one hand on Corin’s sleeve, less because she believed they would lose their way over twenty yards than because the white air made distance untrustworthy.

Juniper streaked beneath the low edge of the awning and arrived at the bakery before all of them.

“Traitor,” Rowan said, fumbling with the key.

Juniper looked through the glass with an expression suggesting that speed was available to anyone who had planned properly.

The bakery’s warmth met them in a dense, fragrant wall.

Yeast, butter, cinnamon, old boards, and the faint mineral heat of the ovens. Rowan lit the front lamps, then hurried
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