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Chapter 1 — Labels Without Names
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Every tea tin in The Steam & Thistle had forgotten its name. Elowen stood behind the counter with the pantry doors open and the morning lamp held high. Three square caddies occupied the front of the shelf, exactly where she had left them the night before. Their cream labels were smooth. Their copper corners were dry. The ink had not run. A dark curl had escaped the wooden hair stick at the back of her head. She tucked it behind one ear and drew her soft green shawl closer before reaching for the first tin.

The words were simply wrong.


CALM.

COURAGE.

SLEEP.


Below them, the second row offered FOCUS, DIGESTION, and WARMTH. The third had reduced itself to REST, CLARITY, and STEADY HANDS, which was not even a noun and seemed unnecessarily pleased with its usefulness. Elowen lowered the lamp. The labels remained wrong in dimmer light. She raised it again. Still wrong.

“Good,” she said. “We have eliminated poor illumination.”

A soft thump came from the reading nook. Juniper emerged from beneath the cushioned bench, russet tail high, cream socks silent on the floorboards. The fox-cat paused beside the counter and looked up at her with golden eyes that suggested poor illumination had not been a serious contender.

Outside, winter darkness pressed against the windows. Frost feathered the lower panes, and the cobbles of Bramblewick Hollow shone black where yesterday’s snow had melted and frozen again. Inside, the shop was only half awake. Honey-warm lamps glowed beneath the old beams. Six mismatched cups waited on the warming shelf with their handles turned outward. The hearth had begun its low red breathing. A kettle sat on the range, not yet singing.

All of that was ordinary. The tins were not. Elowen set the lamp on the counter and took down CALM. The paper label was one she had cut herself. The ink was hers too: dark green, mixed a little too thin in the final batch because Juniper had knocked the gum-water spoon onto the floor and then declined all administrative responsibility. But Elowen had not written CALM. She turned the tin over. Her ingredient list remained in its usual place.

Green tea. Lemon balm. Oat straw. One strip of dried pear. So did the brewing note beneath it. Two minutes. Longer if the drinker is angry and pretending not to be. The line below that was blank.

Elowen ran one thumb over the paper. There had been a name there. Not a description of what the tea did, but the name she had chosen when the blend first settled into itself. She could remember the afternoon she had named it, the rain knocking gently at the back windows and the pear drying in thin curls above the range. She could remember writing a smaller note beneath the name because the blend always smelled faintly of wool drying by a fire.

Both were gone.

The useful instructions remained.

She opened the tin. Pear, green leaf, and the soft grassy sweetness of oat straw rose toward her. The tea itself had not changed. At least, it did not smell changed, and smell was often the first honest witness in the shop. Juniper rose onto hind paws and sniffed the rim. No recoil. No sneeze. No offended flattening of oversized ears.

“Ordinary tea,” Elowen said.

Juniper dropped back to the floor.

“Extraordinarily unhelpful label.”

The fox-cat yawned. Every morning, Elowen checked the shelves from left to right before she opened the front door. Water first. Lamps second. Cups on the warming shelf. Honey stirred before it could settle into winter obstinacy. Then the tins: names, ingredients, stock, any hint of damp. It was a mundane routine, which was why she trusted it. Magic liked drama. Mold liked corners. A proper opening inventory gave neither much room to improve itself.

She had checked these labels the previous morning. She had handled three of the tins during service. She had replaced two worn strings after closing. The names had been there. Elowen took out the shop ledger and opened to the inventory page. The columns remained: weight, ingredients, steeping time, purpose. The narrow column where she recorded each blend name was blank from top to bottom. At the head of the page, her own neat note still read NEW YEAR STOCK CHECK.

Across the front window, painted beneath the shop’s name in small gold letters, THE TEA WITCH remained perfectly clear. Elowen looked at it for a moment longer than the phrase deserved. Then she reached for a clean label. Juniper’s copper charm jingled once.

“I am not ignoring the problem.”

The fox-cat stared at the label between her fingers.

“I am determining whether it can be corrected before opening.”

Juniper sneezed. Elowen put down the pen. That was the difficulty with living beside a creature whose opinions were both nonverbal and usually correct. It encouraged humility without providing any of the comforts associated with it. The bell above the front door rang. Elowen glanced at the clock. Half past six. The shop did not open for another hour, but the appointment book on the counter held one early entry in a hand much firmer than her own:


MARA GRAY — FAMILY REGISTRY — LIMITED AUTHENTICATION.


The name was still there. Elowen unlocked the door. The woman on the step carried no umbrella, although a fine, needling sleet had begun to fall. She held a long rectangular parcel against her chest with both arms. Waxed cloth covered it. Two fitted boards protected the sides, secured with linen tape tied in flat knots. Nothing about the parcel invited assistance.

“Mara Gray?” Elowen asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Elowen Thatch. Come in before the weather decides to become archival.”

Mara looked past her into the shop. She was somewhere in her middle forties, dressed plainly enough that the care in every fastening became visible. Melted sleet darkened the shoulders of her coat, but the parcel itself was dry.

“Where is your driest table?” she asked.

“The back table, usually.”

“Usually?”

“It is also the table farthest from the door.”

Mara’s gaze moved to the kettle.

“And the nearest to the largest source of uncontrolled steam.”

“The kettle is controlled.”

The lid gave a small warning rattle. Mara looked at Elowen. Elowen looked at the kettle.

“Mostly controlled.”

Juniper sat down between them and wrapped its tail around its paws. Mara stepped inside. Elowen closed the door against the sleet and reached for the parcel. Mara shifted it neatly out of reach.

“I have it.”

“Of course. The back table is clear. I can move the kettle.”

“Please do that first.”

Elowen should have done exactly that. Instead, she noticed Mara’s bare hands where they gripped the boards, the knuckles reddened by cold, and the wet hem of her coat. The shop would be open soon. The hearth had not yet warmed the back room. One cup would take less than three minutes.

“What tea do you take?”

“No tea beside the document.”

“I meant for you.”

“No tea beside me while I am beside the document.”

“That is impressively comprehensive.”

“It has needed to be.”

Mara crossed the shop without waiting to be shown. Juniper followed, not with the familiarity the fox-cat offered regulars, but with the focused interest usually reserved for parcels that might contain either danger or biscuits. Elowen lifted the kettle from the range. She meant to carry it to the front counter. She did carry it to the front counter. She also left the small warming pot beside the back table because it held only hot water and because Mara was cold and because care, in Elowen’s experience, improved most mornings before anyone had agreed to need it.

The distinction felt reasonable. Juniper glanced at the warming pot.

“Do not begin,” Elowen murmured.

Mara set the parcel on the honesty table and untied the linen tape. Her fingers were precise without being hurried. First the waxed cloth. Then the upper board. Then a fitted cradle made of gray card and linen, shaped to support a thick hand-sewn volume without forcing its spine flat. Elowen forgot the labels for one breath.

The registry was not beautiful in the polished way civic books tried to be beautiful. Its rag-paper pages varied slightly in size. Repairs crossed older repairs. Linen thread traveled through the folds in small deliberate patterns—leaves, crossed lines, a bird no larger than Elowen’s thumbnail. Some entries were written. Others were stitched. Several held both. A sheet of plain protective tissue covered the open spread.

“What family?” Elowen asked.

Mara’s hands stopped on the edge of the cradle.

“My family.”

“Yes. I meant—”

“I know what you meant.”

The answer was not sharp. That made it harder to dismiss.

Elowen folded the warm kettle cloth she was still holding and placed it on the far side of the table. “You asked for limited authentication.”

“I did.”

“What am I authenticating?”

“A correspondence between this book and an official record.”

“Which correspondence?”

“The one I have agreed to show you.”

Elowen felt the quick, bright pull of a case taking shape. Old paper. Stitched entries. A civic record before New Year renewal. The missing names on her shelves seemed to lean toward the cradle. She reached for her notebook. Mara laid one hand over the protective tissue.

“No notes yet.”

Elowen stopped.

“I would only record what is visible.”

“You would record what you believe is visible.”

“That is generally how observation works.”

“It is how ownership becomes interpretation before the owner has finished speaking.”

The words landed cleanly.

Elowen set the notebook down. “Then you speak first.”

Mara studied her for a moment, as if deciding whether the answer had been obedience or strategy. Behind them, the warming pot clicked. Both women turned. A narrow curl of steam had escaped beneath its lid. It drifted with perfect innocence over the table, thin as sewing thread. Mara reached for a clean sheet of tissue, moving faster than Elowen expected. The steam curled around its edge and crossed the registry. Light ran through the paper.

Not across the ink. Through the paper itself. Tiny punctures brightened one after another in a rectangular field near the center of the spread. Empty stitch channels, Elowen realized—rows of holes where thread had once passed, or had been meant to pass. Gold-white light traveled along them, turning absence into pattern. For one suspended second, the holes looked almost like letters waiting to be sewn.

The center remained blank.

Mara went still. Elowen did too. Juniper did not. The fox-cat jumped onto the chair beside the table, stepped past the glowing page without touching it, and settled squarely on the plain gray backing board Mara had removed from beneath the cradle. Its fluffy tail curled over its cream-socked paws. The copper charm gave one quiet jingle. Then the light went out. The shop seemed darker for having held it.

Mara lowered the clean tissue with immense care. “Move the water.”

Elowen seized the warming pot and carried it to the front counter.

“All of it,” Mara said.

Elowen moved the kettle as well, then the cup she had set ready, then the folded warm cloth. She returned with empty hands. Mara checked the page without touching the illuminated area. Her face had altered less than her breathing.

“Whose entry was that?” Elowen asked.

Mara looked at her.

“I have not said it belongs to anyone.”

“There were empty stitch channels.”

“There were holes.”

“They formed a pattern.”

“Most stitching does.”

“They looked like letters.”

“Do not name what you did not see.”

Elowen glanced at Juniper. The familiar remained on the backing board, eyes half closed, as though the gray card were the only important object in the room.

“Why did you bring this to me?” Elowen asked.

“For limited authentication.”

“And the official record?”

“Not yet.”

There it was again: the moment when a good question became pressure because Elowen had asked it before permission had caught up. Elowen could have argued that the labels had changed before Mara arrived. That the registry had reacted to ordinary steam. That New Year renewal was four days away and old civic magic had an unfortunate habit of becoming urgent only after it had become expensive.

Instead, she said, “All right.”

Mara’s shoulders eased by less than an inch. The front bell rang hard enough to strike the glass. Juniper’s head came up. Before Elowen reached the door, the fox-cat was already across the shop, copper charm jingling. It stopped at the threshold just as Lina Peverell entered in a tailored dark coat and polished boots, sleet silvering her sharp chestnut bob. Juniper moved directly to Lina’s left side, where it always stood to avoid the swing of her leather notebook.

Lina did not look down. That alone was wrong. She carried the notebook against her ribs and a bundle of printer’s proofs beneath one arm. Cream labels, violet borders, sample wrappings, three versions of a new shop card—evidence arranged before anyone had asked for it.

“This is not a rebrand,” she said.

Elowen closed the door. “Good morning to you too.”

“My approved sign proof says PEVERELL’S PROVISIONS. My invoice says PEVERELL’S PROVISIONS. The sign above my actual shop now says PROVISIONS, which is neither my name nor a complete commercial strategy.”

Mara’s gaze sharpened.

Lina saw the open cradle, the protective tissue, and Juniper’s occupation of the backing board. “Have I interrupted a paper emergency?”

“We have not established that it is an emergency,” Mara said.

“The paper glowed,” Elowen said.

Mara looked at her.

“Briefly,” Elowen added.

Lina crossed to the nearest clear table and laid down the printer’s proofs in exact order. Her hands were steady. The pulse at the base of her throat was not.

“I checked the front sign, the delivery entrance, every current label, the printer’s copy, yesterday’s advertisements, my locked office, and the notebook I keep on my person.” She placed the leather notebook on top of the proofs. “No one entered the shop. Nothing else is missing. My prices remain. My ingredients remain. My appointments remain. Every opinion anyone has ever had about my window display appears to remain in excellent health.”

“Lina,” Elowen said.

“I am aware of how this sounds.”

Juniper pressed its shoulder once against Lina’s polished boot. Lina looked down then. The fox-cat looked back, entirely certain of who stood above it. Some of the strain left Lina’s mouth. Not much. Enough for Elowen to see how frightened she was beneath the irritation. Lina opened the notebook. On the inside cover, where her full signature should have crossed the cream paper in dark violet ink, one word remained.


SHOPKEEPER.
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Chapter 2 — What I Sell
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SHOPKEEPER sat on the cream page with all the confidence of a lie everyone had already agreed to tell. Elowen leaned closer without touching the notebook. The violet ink looked dry. No smear clouded the edges. No groove beneath the word suggested Lina’s original signature had been scratched away. The letters were not in Lina’s hand, but they occupied the space as neatly as if they had always belonged there.

“When did you last see your name?” Mara asked.

Lina’s gaze remained fixed on the page. “Half past eight last night. I signed the closing inventory after I counted the winter citrus. Full name, violet ink, one underline.”

“One?” Elowen asked.

“It was an ordinary inventory.”

“Of course.”

“Twice means I am disputing something. Three times means someone will shortly receive a letter.”

Mara glanced up.

Lina shut the notebook. “My system is entirely reasonable.”

Juniper’s ears angled forward.

“No commentary from the animal.”

The fox-cat yawned. Lina pressed the notebook more tightly against her ribs. Its leather cover had always looked like part ledger, part weapon. This morning it looked like the only object in the room willing to stand between Lina and something she could not organize. Elowen reached for the shop key beneath the counter.

“We should see the sign before the square gets busy.”

“We should see all of it,” Lina said. “The sign, the labels, the office, the printer’s proof, and the window display. In that order.”

“You have an order.”

“I generally do.”

Mara had already begun repacking the family registry. Protective tissue first, then the fitted board, then the waxed cloth. The glowing stitch channels had left no visible mark. Juniper abandoned the backing board only when Mara slid it beneath the cradle, and even then it kept one cream paw on the corner until the last possible moment.

“I will need somewhere dry to leave this,” Mara said.

“The cupboard beneath my office stairs is lined and raised from the floor,” Lina said immediately. “No exterior wall, no water pipe, no food storage. The key stays on me.”

Mara considered her. “I will inspect it.”

“Naturally.”

Elowen turned the front sign to DELAYED OPENING. The words remained after she released the card, though the line beneath them—where she had written ELOWEN THATCH when she first made it—was still blank. She did not point that out. There was a difference between noticing a problem and allowing it to multiply before breakfast. Elowen was not certain what the difference was, but she intended to discover it while doing something useful.

Outside, sleet whispered across Market Square. Bramblewick was beginning to wake around the weather. A bakery shutter opened with a wooden complaint. Someone wheeled a barrow past the clock tower beneath a canvas sheet. Lantern frames for New Year stood stacked beside the Village Hall, their pale paper panels still blank.

Across the square, Lina’s shop faced The Steam & Thistle with polished dark windows and brass fittings that managed to look expensive without looking apologetic.

The sign above them read:


PROVISIONS


The single word sat in the center of the painted board. There was no pale space before it, no outline where PEVERELL’S had been covered, no uneven varnish. It looked complete. That was worse than a blank. Lina stopped in the middle of the square. Sleet silvered her chestnut hair and gathered on the shoulders of her tailored coat. Her eyes, dark and sharply lined, moved over the sign as though she might force the missing letters back through disapproval.

“That board was repainted in October,” she said. “Two coats, hand-lettered, sealed against frost. I approved the spacing from the opposite pavement because the sign painter claimed no one would notice a quarter-inch imbalance.”

“Did you?” Elowen asked.

“Immediately.”

“I thought you might.”

“He corrected it.”

Mara stepped beneath the sign and looked up. “Do you have the original proof?”

“In the office.”

“The painter’s invoice?”

“Filed with autumn expenses.”

“Any sample bearing this version?”

“No.”

“Did you ask anyone to shorten it?”

“No.”

Lina’s answers came fast enough to strike sparks.

Elowen reached for the door. “We can put up a temporary board until—”

“Do not.”

Her hand stopped on the key. Lina looked at the shop windows, then at two figures approaching from the lane beside the clock tower.

“If I cover the sign, the village will decide I have admitted something.” Her voice was controlled again, which meant the fear had been packed into a smaller space rather than removed. “I did not alter it. I will not hide it.”

Elowen released the key to her. Lina unlocked her own door. Peverell’s Provisions smelled of violet, dried pear, and vanilla polished into dark wood. The scent was as distinctive as the shop’s clean lines: glass jars aligned by height, brass-edged labels, folded paper packages arranged in exact gradients from cream to plum. Even the morning dimness seemed tidier inside. Lina entered first.

She turned the door card to OPEN, lit the two window lamps, checked the till seal, and ran one finger along the lower edge of the counter where dust would have betrayed an intruder. Then she unlocked the office door, examined the latch, and looked once at the small rear window. Her routine did not falter. Elowen watched it with the respect due any ritual performed often enough to become evidence. Juniper trotted after Lina. When Lina removed her gloves, one slipped from beneath her arm and fell beside the display of preserved lemons.

Neither Elowen nor Mara spoke. Juniper picked up the glove by its cuff, crossed the shop, and placed it directly on Lina’s polished boot. The fox-cat had not been told whose it was. Lina stared down. Juniper stared up.

“Thank you,” Lina said after a moment.

The copper charm gave a quiet jingle. Elowen stored the behavior beside the image of Juniper standing at Lina’s left side in The Steam & Thistle, already avoiding the swing of a notebook whose owner no written record appeared able to name. The door opened behind them. A solid man in a dark uniform coat stepped inside, bringing the scent of cold rain and leather. Constable Bram Evers removed his battered cap at once. Sleet had darkened his short hair, and a drop of water clung to the edge of his trimmed beard.

“I was told there was a problem with the sign.”

“There is a problem with several things,” Lina said. “The sign is merely the largest.”

Bram looked at SHOPKEEPER inside the open notebook. His warm hazel eyes did not widen. He had a useful way of giving strange facts the same steady attention he gave broken locks and frightened witnesses.

“All right,” he said. “Tell me what you checked before you left this morning.”

Lina did. Bram did not interrupt. He asked about times, keys, windows, the sign painter, the printer, the position of the notebook overnight. His questions left Lina room to answer precisely, which she did in quantities sufficient for three constables and a skeptical trade tribunal. Mara inspected the office cupboard before placing her wrapped registry inside. She locked it, tested the door once, and handed the key back to Lina. Then Bram went outside to examine the sign brackets while Mara set Lina’s printer proofs beneath the angled beam of a window lamp.

Elowen stood beside her.

“Can you tell what happened?”

“I can tell what did not happen.”

“Which is?”

“No scraping. No solvent. No overpainting. No replaced label. No recent pressure marks in the notebook where a different word was written over the first.”

“Then the name vanished.”

Mara lifted one of the proofs by its edges. PEVERELL’S PROVISIONS appeared in crisp violet lettering above a small chestnut leaf.

“That is a conclusion,” she said. “At present, I have observations.”

Elowen looked toward Lina, who was opening drawers and laying out duplicate records in exact rows.

“Does the distinction help her?”

“It may prevent us from deciding what happened before she has finished showing us.”

The correction was quiet. That made it harder to evade. The doorbell chimed. The two villagers Elowen had seen crossing the square entered together: a woman in a plum felt hat and a narrow man carrying a wicker bottle basket. Both stopped beneath the sign inside the door.

“Oh,” said the woman.

The man looked back through the glass. “Was it always just Provisions?”

“No,” Lina said.

He turned toward her. Recognition stirred in his expression, followed by the discomfort of a person reaching for a word on a shelf and finding the shelf bare.

“You’re—”

“Yes?” Lina asked.

“The woman who runs this place.”

Lina’s jaw tightened. “What is my name?”

The woman in the plum hat laughed uncertainly. “Don’t be absurd. We know you.”

“What is my name?”

The laugh ended.

The man shifted his basket from one hand to the other. “You sold me the bitter orange cordial.”

“When?”

“Before the frost. You said I had mistaken sweetness for quality.”

Lina’s eyebrows rose. “I said you had mistaken sugar for craftsmanship.”

“Yes.” Relief crossed his face. “Exactly that.”

“What is my name?”

He looked at the shelves.

The woman stepped closer to the preserved lemons. “There was that argument last week.”

“Which argument?” Bram asked as he came in, cap in hand.

“The lemon argument,” she said. “These jars had been moved from the lower display to eye level. I said the price had risen because of the new ribbon.”

“It had not risen,” Lina said.

“No. Someone explained that the ribbon was part of the New Year display and the price had remained the same since autumn.”

“Who explained it?” Bram asked.

The woman frowned.

“The shopkeeper,” said the man.

“Which shopkeeper?”

They both looked at Lina. Then the woman looked at Elowen. Then back at Lina.

“I know the whole conversation,” she said slowly. “I said preserved lemons were becoming a luxury. Someone said that failing to plan for zest did not constitute a market emergency.”

“That was me,” Lina said.

“Yes.” The woman’s face brightened for half a second. “That sounds like you.”

“What is my name?”

Silence settled among the polished jars. The lamps burned steadily. Violet and pear warmed in the air. Behind Lina, every label remained immaculate. The room knew its stock. The customers knew its prices. They knew the rhythm of Lina’s arguments and the exact sharpness of her replies. They did not know her. Elowen moved toward the door.

“I think we should close for an hour.”

“No,” Lina said.

“Until we understand whether customers are being affected—”

“This is my shop.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

The question stopped Elowen more effectively than anger would have.

Lina turned to the two customers. “What did you come to buy?”

The woman touched the brim of her hat, visibly relieved to be offered a practical answer. “Preserved lemons.”

“One jar?”

“Two. My daughter is bringing her husband for New Year, and he puts them in everything as though northern cooking has personally offended him.”

Lina took down two jars without checking the shelf label. She wrapped them, calculated the price, and counted the change correctly. Her hands remained steady through every motion.

The customer accepted the parcel. “Thank you, shopkeeper.”

Lina flinched. It was small. Elowen saw it because she was watching too closely.

“We can replace the sign,” Elowen said. “We can contact the printer and put your name back on the labels. Bram can make a record of the ownership issue. Once the documents are corrected—”

Lina set both palms flat on the counter.

“You all remember what I sell. That is not the same as remembering me.”

The words were not loud. They did not need to be. The woman in the plum hat looked down at her parcel. The man stared at the wicker handle of his basket. Bram remained still beside the door, giving Lina the space after a difficult truth rather than filling it with reassurance. Elowen felt every solution she had been assembling shift out of alignment. A sign could be repainted. A ledger could be recopied.

Neither would restore what had vanished from the faces of two people who had spoken with Lina often enough to remember her exact insults.

“I’m sorry,” Elowen said.

Lina looked away first. “I would prefer useful information.”

“Of course you would.”

“That was not permission to become cheerful.”

“I was not planning cheerfulness.”

“Good. You are rarely convincing at it before tea.”

The edge of humor was thin, but it was Lina’s. Elowen accepted it without trying to make it larger. Mara had gone very quiet. She stood beside the counter holding one of Lina’s recipe cards. The printed heading had changed to SHOPKEEPER’S WINTER CITRUS, but in the lower corner the little chestnut leaf remained, drawn in Lina’s own hand.

“This mark,” Mara said. “Is it part of your shop design?”

“It became part of it.”

“That was not my question.”

Lina glanced at the card. “I drew it before I owned a shop. I was twelve. Chestnuts fell on the roof outside my room all autumn, and I was tired of writing my full name on things my cousins borrowed without asking.”

“Did anyone assign it to you?”

“No.”

Mara examined the card beneath the lamp. “It is present on the older stock sheets too.”

“Every recipe I developed myself.”

“May I see them?”

Lina hesitated, then unlocked a flat drawer beneath the counter.

“Only the top folio. The rest contains formulations I do not share.”

Mara nodded once. “The top folio only.”

Elowen watched her accept the boundary without asking what the lower drawers contained. Inside the folio, names had faded. Titles had hardened into functions. But beside each recipe Lina had developed, the chestnut leaf remained. Not printed. Not stamped. Drawn.

Bram returned from the office. “The rear window is latched from inside. No marks at the lock. No disturbance on the sill. Outside sign brackets are iced evenly, and the screws have not been turned recently.”

“So no one changed it,” Elowen said.

“No one changed it by the methods I can test,” Bram replied.

Mara lowered the recipe card. “The paint has not been removed. The paper has not been abraded. The missing letters have left no material disturbance.”

The woman in the plum hat looked uneasily toward the door. “Is that better or worse?”

“Undetermined,” Mara said.

Lina closed the folio. “A charming word.”

“It is more honest than reassuring you without evidence.”

For the first time, Lina looked at Mara with something other than brisk assessment. The brass letter slot clattered. An envelope slid across the floor. Juniper reached it before anyone else. The fox-cat sniffed the paper, then carried it—not to the counter, not to the nearest person, but to Lina. The address had been written in a supplier’s blue-black hand.


PROVISIONS
MARKET SQUARE
BRAMBLEWICK HOLLOW

Lina broke the seal with one thumbnail. Elowen watched her read. The last of the color left her face.

“What is it?” Bram asked.

Lina handed him the letter. At the top, where her supplier had always written Miss Peverell, two words now stood:


THE OTHER SHOPKEEPER


Below them, the message stated that the winter citrus order would be suspended unless the registered owner appeared at Village Hall and supplied a verifiable signature. The letter remembered the rivalry.

It had forgotten Lina.
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Chapter 3 — The Conservation Table
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By eleven, The Steam & Thistle had acquired a dry half, a damp half, and a fox-cat who objected to the border between them. Mara had drawn no chalk line. She said chalk dust had no business near old paper. Instead, she laid a length of undyed linen cord across the floorboards behind the honesty table, looped it around two chair legs, and declared everything beyond it a conservation area. Juniper stepped over the cord.

Mara lifted the fox-cat by the middle. Juniper’s four cream-socked paws hung with profound dignity while Mara returned Juniper to the public side of the line.

“No animals,” Mara said.

Juniper stared.

“No matter how editorial.”

The copper charm gave one small, disapproving click. Elowen set the last kettle on the front range. Every vessel capable of producing steam had been removed from the back half of the shop. So had the honey pot, the water jug, the vase of rosemary, two damp umbrellas, three cups, and a jar of winter biscuits Juniper had not previously known existed.

The back table looked larger stripped of its ordinary uses. The wood showed pale rings from years of cups, one black crescent where a candle had guttered during a storm, and the shallow knife mark Elowen had acquired while attempting to slice lemon peel and answer three questions at once. Mara covered all of it with clean gray paper.

“That table has survived a great deal,” Elowen said.

“Survival and suitability are different standards.”

“Useful distinction.”

“It
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