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Fog drifted over the cobblestone streets of Eldergrove like a cat settling in for a long nap. The village seemed to breathe with dawn, sending wisps of mist billowing over the rooftops, across the mossy archways, and around the shoes of early risers. But the fog thickened around a small, slanted shop nestled between ivy-covered buildings—the kind of place people pass by without noticing unless they need to.

Above the weathered door hung a wooden sign:

Heart and Hollow - The Bread of the Heart

The scent wafting from its chimney wasn't just yeast and flour but emotion—warmth, sadness, serenity, and joy. Breathing it in was like remembering something you hadn't known you'd forgotten.

Inside, the shop was dim and golden, filled with the faint sound of kneading and baking. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with loaves of bread wrapped in twine, their crusts engraved with tiny symbols. A bell above the door jingled gently in the occasional breeze, and a plump black cat with moss-colored eyes lounged on the counter, its tail twitching like a metronome.

Margot Briarwood stood at her wooden counter, dusting flour onto a disc of dough. Her fingers, gnarled by time but steady as ever, moved with perfect grace. She hummed as she worked—an old tune from her childhood, long forgotten by the world but still alive in the kitchen. Every movement was part of a spell.

Not the firework magic people expected from witches. Margot's magic was gentler and more subtle—sewn into husks, woven into wheat, and extracted from herbs grown by moonlight. Her bread didn't cast spells. It offered solace. It soothed. On the windowsill, the scent of lavender wafted from a tray of fresh "peace cookies," mixed with honeysuckle and a hint of lemon balm. These cookies would help with a weary night's sleep.

There was a knock on the door. Not the usual hesitant knocks of customers, but a strong, deliberate knock. Margot wiped her hands on her apron and approached.

Standing in the doorway was a girl no more than thirteen years old, with tangled ash-colored hair and eyes as green as tidal pools after a storm. Her clothes were patched but clean, her shoes worn but sturdy.

"I'm Elia," the girl said. "Looking for work."

Margot studied her, noticing how she didn't move or look away. There was a stillness about her, and something else—something faint, like the glow of heat before bread begins to rise.

"Do you know how to knead?" Margot asked.

"I know how to try."

Margot gestured for her to enter.

Inside, Elia's gaze darted from shelf to shelf, taking in the strange names etched on slate tablets: Sourdough Bread of Gratitude, Crust of Sorrow, Bread of Hope. She approached the ovens, pausing as a warm breeze brushed her face like a memory.

Margot handed her a bowl of dough. "Show me."

Elia hesitated for a moment, then rolled up her sleeves. Her fingers pressed into the dough, folding and turning it, slowly finding her rhythm. At first, her movements were clumsy. But then something changed. Her hands moved differently—as if remembering an ancient pattern she'd never learned.

Margot watched carefully. The dough glinted faintly under Elia's touch. A soft glow, like starlight trapped in dough.

She looked at Thistle, who opened one eye.

"Oh, yes," Margot whispered. "There is magic in this."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Girl with the Star-Spangled Hands

[image: ]


Margot said nothing as she watched Elijah work. The girl possessed a natural stillness, rare in a girl her age. Her hands moved with growing confidence, folding and squeezing as if the dough was something she had known for a long time, like an old friend.

But it was the shine that confirmed it.

Barely visible to the untrained eye, the surface of the dough beneath Elijah’s fingers shimmered—faintly—like stardust caught in treacle. Magic. But not Margot’s kind. This was older. Brasher. Wild.

“You’ve done this before,” Margot said quietly.

Elijah didn’t look up. “Not like this.”

Margot inclined her head. “What do you mean?”

“I baked to survive. Crusts in alley ovens. Flatbread toasted in a hunter’s hearth. Nothing like this place. This bread...” She paused, her eyes distant. “It feels alive.”

Margot nodded. She'd felt it, too, the first time she'd baked under her teacher's tutelage. The warmth of dough that wasn't just heat. A pulse beneath the surface.

"Magic runs in the blood," Margot said. "But sometimes it finds a new home. Like the wind slipping into a crack in the wall." She tapped the side of her head. "Or a dream choosing a dreamer."

Ilya looked at her, curiosity and caution flashing in her eyes. "What kind of magic do I have?"

Margot didn't answer immediately. She reached for a jar on the top shelf, blew the dust off its wrapper, and then unscrewed the lid. Inside was a sprinkle of silver powder—star flour, the rarest ingredient in her pantry.

"Try something," Margot said. "Start over. Make what you want to make with your hands. Don't think. Just feel."

Ilya hesitated, then wordlessly reached for the flour, sugar, and eggs. Her hands moved intuitively, as if guided by a hidden recipe. Cinnamon. Nutmeg. Rosewater. A pinch of starseed flour.

She shaped the dough into a spiral, pressing her thumb into the center as if she were holding a secret. When she was finished, Margot slid it into the apprentice's small oven, never taking her eyes off the girl.

The moment the loaf began to rise, the smell changed the atmosphere.

It wasn't nostalgia. It wasn't peace or joy. It was... a possibility. A scent that made your chest ache and took your mind to places you hadn't dared to hope for in years. Dreams, long buried, swirled around the corners of the shop.

Margot stood in stunned silence.

Even Thistle, the black cat, leaped up from his perch and approached the oven, his tail twitching with interest. His green eyes glinted like moss in the moonlight. When the bread emerged golden, pulsing with hidden energy, Margot cut it carefully. The crust cracked with a whisper. She handed a piece to Elia, who took a bite and closed her eyes.

Margot took one, too.

Suddenly, she was in a place she hadn't seen in decades. A garden by a river. Bees hummed slowly. A little girl laughed. Her sister. Gone now, many years ago. The dream flickered, real as breath.

She gasped and opened her eyes.

"It's not just a memory," she whispered. "It's—"

"Dreams," Elia finished.

They stared at each other in the golden kitchen, and something ancient and powerful settled between them. A beginning.

Outside, unnoticed, fog swirled around Eldergrove. The wind carried whispers. And far away, in a cold tower filled with broken glass and silence, something awoke.
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