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Chapter 1 - The Letter Under the Door
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The tea vanished between the counter and Elowen’s mouth.

One moment it rested in her green cup, dark and clear beneath a ribbon of steam. The next, the cup reached her lips empty. Steam still curled from the glazed rim. Not a drop touched her tongue. The absence was so clean that for one foolish second her mouth supplied what should have been there: the dry brightness of black tea, the softness of oat straw, lemon at the edge. Expectation without taste. She swallowed nothing.

Elowen held very still. This was the cup she used before opening, not because it possessed any particular power, but because she did. Two quiet mouthfuls before the bell, before questions, before a morning acquired other people’s shapes. She had learned to protect the habit. She had even written it into the opening checklist in the drawer beneath the till. DRINK TEA appeared between CHECK WATER and TURN SIGN. The list had been a small triumph. The empty cup felt like an answer she had not asked for.

Across the quiet front room of The Steam & Thistle, early-summer light lay in pale bars over six small tables, the long bench beneath the windows, and the mismatched cups warming on their shelf. The honey-colored lamps had not yet been lit. The chalkboard still showed yesterday’s closing message. Outside, the village clock had not reached seven, and Bramblewick Hollow had not yet begun the daily work of knowing everybody else’s business. Something whispered over the floorboards. A cream envelope slid beneath the front door and stopped against the toe of Elowen’s shoe.

Juniper lifted its head from the reading nook. The fox-cat unfolded in one russet movement, oversized ears forward, cream paws silent on the boards. Its copper charm gave one soft chime. Elowen lowered the cup. Juniper looked at it, looked at the envelope, then sat on the envelope.

“Good morning to you too,” Elowen said.

Juniper’s golden eyes did not blink. Elowen set the cup on its saucer. The cup was dry inside except for a faint tea-colored sheen at the bottom. The saucer was dry. So was the counter, her practical brown dress, the old floor, and the folded linen square beneath the teapot. She lifted the cup toward the window and turned it slowly. No crack. No dampness. No little line of betrayal down the glaze. She had brewed nothing difficult. Black tea, oat straw, and a narrow strip of dried lemon peel. Breakfast, not spellwork. The water had been just off the boil. The leaves had opened properly. She had watched the timer and removed the strainer at three minutes because morning tea, unlike several people in Bramblewick, became unpleasant when permitted to overstate itself.

The pot still held tea. Elowen poured a teaspoonful onto the saucer. It remained there, shining brown in the dawn. She poured cool water into the empty cup and waited. The water stayed. Juniper’s tail curved around the envelope like a question mark with fur.

“I see it,” Elowen said.

Juniper yawned.

“I am looking at the cup first.”

The yawn widened. Elowen tapped the teaspoon once against the saucer. Then again. A vanishing cup before opening was the sort of thing that became a village emergency by breakfast and a committee by lunch. There was no reason to provide Bramblewick with that kind of head start. She took a scrap from beside the till and wrote the time, the ingredients, the vessel, and what had happened. Her thick curls had begun to slip from their wooden pin. She tucked one back, leaving a faint stripe of ink near her temple, then folded the note into a neat square and placed it beneath the saucer.

One impossible cup did not require an audience. It required a second observation. That was a sensible rule. Elowen was fond of sensible rules, particularly the sort that allowed her to continue doing what she had already intended. She opened the checklist drawer. CHECK WATER had been done. TURN SIGN waited below it. Between them, DRINK TEA remained stubbornly unmarked. Elowen placed a small, precise tick beside it. She had poured the tea. The list did not specify successful consumption.

Juniper stared at the tick.

“Administrative interpretation,” Elowen said.

Juniper sneezed. Elowen closed the drawer and resumed the opening routine. Water first. Lamps second. Six clean cups on the warming shelf, handles outward. Honey stirred before the door opened, because honey remained unwilling to be hurried and no magical disturbance had ever improved its temperament. She checked the welcome charm beneath the mat, straightened the front chalkboard, and turned it to the lane.

ORDINARY SERVICE UNTIL NOON.

MAGICAL CONSULTATIONS BY ARRANGEMENT.

The lower line had gone a little crooked. Elowen corrected it. Behind her, Juniper remained on the envelope.

“At some point,” she said, “I will need that.”

Juniper washed one cream paw. The first customer arrived at seven precisely, as the first customer usually did. He was a narrow-shouldered man from West Garden Lane who believed lateness was a moral weakness but had forgiven it in every person except himself. Elowen greeted him, took his damp hat, and asked whether he wanted his usual morning blend or something lighter for the warm day.

“My usual,” he said. Then, after considering the open windows, “Perhaps lighter.”

Normally the shelves settled such matters with discreet efficiency. One tin would edge forward by the breadth of a fingernail, not choosing for a customer so much as offering an opinion. Elowen would still ask. The customer would still decide. The shop had old manners, but it was not permitted to develop authority over anyone’s breakfast. This morning, every tin remained exactly where it was. Elowen waited one beat longer than necessary. The man looked toward the shelves. “Did I confuse them?”

“Only by being a person before eight in the morning,” Elowen said. “They have always found that demanding.”

He smiled. Elowen selected a light black tea with lemon verbena and a little toasted barley, measured it by hand, and brewed it in the small brown pot. The ordinary work steadied her: spoon, water, timer, lid. She set the cup before him. He drank. The tea remained in the cup. Elowen found herself watching the level after each sip. Down by a little. Then down again. Entirely ordinary. She looked away before he noticed and folded a cloth at the counter into a smaller square.

By half past seven, three more customers had come in. Every one of their cups held exactly what Elowen poured. No tea seeped into saucers. No liquid disappeared between hand and mouth. A woman at the window left half a cup while she read a notice on the community board; when she returned, it was still there, cooling at the pace tea had cooled for centuries without requiring anyone’s assistance. Elowen’s green cup remained beside the till, full of plain water. The envelope remained beneath Juniper.

At eight, the shop declined to warm a lonely cup. The customer was a grey-haired woman Elowen knew by sight rather than intimacy, visiting from the far side of the hollow while her daughter was away. She chose the blue cup with the mended handle and sat alone at the small table near the hearth. The cup had no power to remove loneliness. Tea could not compel companionship, and a room could not decide whom a person ought to miss. But over years of use, the blue cup had acquired a modest habit of holding warmth for those who needed time before asking someone to sit with them.

Today it cooled almost at once. The woman wrapped both hands around it and frowned. She had placed a second saucer opposite her without seeming to notice, then set the sugar bowl on it as though the empty place required a practical purpose.

“Draft from the window,” Elowen said before the woman could apologize for noticing.

There was no draft. The curtains hung still. Beyond them, the market square was already bright: fountain flashing, clock face pale above the roofs, shopkeepers lifting awnings into the clean blue morning. Nothing outside looked capable of making a cup cold. Elowen carried the cup back to the counter, warmed it with fresh water, and brewed the tea again. She added no magic. She merely checked the temperature twice and brought a knitted cozy from the drawer.

“Better,” the woman said when Elowen returned it.

It was not. The blue glaze felt cool against Elowen’s fingers. Elowen moved the chair half a step nearer the hearth and asked whether the woman would like the morning paper. The woman said yes with enough relief to reveal that the paper had not been the need. Elowen brought it anyway, along with a small plate of seed biscuits, and stayed for one ordinary question about the daughter’s journey. The woman’s shoulders lowered. The cup did not warm.

At nine, the bell over the front door chimed and Mae Lark came in carrying a basket of clean napkins against one hip. Her long black hair was braided, her sleeves rolled in concession to the early heat. She paused just inside the door and looked at the room with the grave attention of someone who had learned that ordinary details often announced trouble before people did.

“Busy?” Mae asked.

“Steady.”

Juniper sneezed. Mae’s eyes moved to the fox-cat, then to Elowen’s untouched green cup.

“Very steady,” Elowen amended.

“That sounded less convincing.”

“It was more accurate.”

Mae set the basket behind the counter. She did not ask why Juniper was sitting on the morning post. That was one of Mae’s gifts: she could leave a question unasked without pretending not to see it. Elowen put her to work carrying clean cups to the shelf. It was not delegation, precisely. Mae had brought napkins; shelves were adjacent to napkins; the logic was almost defensible.

At ten, the right tin failed again. A young father came in with a sleeping child against his shoulder and asked for something that would help him stay present through a difficult conversation later that morning. Elowen explained, as she always did, that tea might support steadiness but could not supply courage, truth, or a chosen answer. He nodded. The shelf usually offered two or three possibilities in such cases. Nothing moved. Elowen selected green tea, oat tops, and rosemary herself. Her hand was sure. Her proportions were right. The tea smelled bright and clean. The father drank, thanked her, and left with the child still sleeping against him.

His cup had not lost a drop except those he drank. Mae watched him go. “The shelves did not choose.”

“They are allowed opinions, not attendance records.”

“Elowen.”

“I noticed.”

Mae looked toward the green cup. “Did you?” The cup still held the cool water Elowen had poured into it at dawn. She reached for the kettle because language had become inconvenient, then stopped with her hand around the warm handle. A test conducted between orders, without clean notes or a witness, would tell her less than Mae’s expression already had.

“I will check the batch after service,” she said.

Mae’s mouth tightened. “After service.”

“There are four people waiting.”

There were three. Mae did not correct her. Juniper rose, walked across the counter, and put one cream paw on Elowen’s unopened checklist drawer before returning to the envelope. By eleven, The Steam & Thistle had reached the warm, murmuring fullness it often did before noon. Sunlight shone through the front windows. Spoons touched saucers. The lamps cast their familiar honey glow beneath the old beams. Every customer cup remained reassuringly, infuriatingly ordinary. Then the bench refused to lengthen. It had room for three people if all three were polite and two if either wore a large coat. When a fourth person needed to sit, the old wood ordinarily eased itself longer by a few inches. Not enough to startle a newcomer. Enough to spare someone the embarrassment of being the person for whom there was no place.

A market porter came in, saw every chair occupied, and began to back toward the door.

“One moment,” Elowen said.

She touched the end of the bench. The wood remained hard and still beneath her hand. She pressed again, lightly. The bench had never required force. It did not require force now. It simply declined. The porter smiled too quickly. “I can come back.”

“No need.” Elowen brought the stool from behind the counter, placed it near the window, and moved a basket of folded shawls so his knees would fit. “The bench is feeling doctrinal.”

“About what?”

“Possibly elbows.”

He sat. The room laughed gently, the moment passed, and nobody except Mae watched Elowen’s hand remain on the end of the bench for one second too long. The bench did not move. At noon, Elowen turned the chalkboard to CLOSED before the village could offer one final cup and make the morning officially unmanageable. The last customers departed with full stomachs, partial answers, and no knowledge that the shop had failed them in three small ways. Elowen collected cups from the tables. A little tea remained in several. It stayed where it belonged, even in her hands.

Mae stacked saucers behind the counter. “How many things happened?”

“One cup emptied.”

Juniper sneezed from the envelope. Elowen straightened a crooked spoon. “The shelves did not offer a tin twice. The blue cup would not hold warmth. The bench did not lengthen.” Mae looked at the stool by the window, then at the neat square of paper beneath Elowen’s saucer. “And you opened anyway.”

“The water stayed in the cup. There was no sign of contamination, no harm, and no reason to turn an observation into a public event before we had another fact.”

“We have several now.”

“Yes.” Elowen folded the drying cloth in half. Then in half again. “That was inconsiderate of them.”

Mae’s expression softened, though not enough to become agreement. Elowen looked around the front room. Nothing appeared damaged. The lamps glowed. The windows stood open to the bright square. The little stool remained beside the bench, evidence of an ordinary solution to an impossible refusal.

“I am going upstairs,” she said.

Mae glanced at the envelope. “To read that?”

“To establish whether it belongs to the morning or merely has poor timing.”

Juniper’s copper charm jingled once. Elowen slid the envelope from beneath the fox-cat. Juniper allowed it, then followed her across the room and up the narrow stair with the deliberate pace of a magistrate attending a hearing. The Correspondence Room held the dry, papery quiet of a place waiting for language. Sun fell across the sorting desk. Pigeonholes lined one wall, labeled by destination and kind: REPLY, REFERRAL, RECORD, RETURN, HOLD. The room did not answer letters or choose what Elowen ought to say. It only gave correspondence somewhere to wait without pretending waiting was the same as forgetting.

Elowen had cleared the desk before closing the previous evening. She remembered because she had counted the unanswered letters, referred two, replied to three, and left one in HOLD with a date beside it. The last act of the day had been closing the ledger and saying aloud, to an empty room, “That is enough.” It was no longer clear. Seven envelopes lay across the blotter. Two bore ordinary village stamps. Three had come from towns Elowen recognized. One was tied with green thread. Another carried a careful diagram folded beneath its flap. The cream envelope in her hand was the thickest of them. Its return mark belonged to a village beyond the eastern ridge, and beneath the flap she could feel the square edges of several carefully ordered pages.

None of the envelopes bore a red emergency thread. None carried smoke, blood, frost, or the sharp mineral smell of a broken ward. The room held no sense of immediate danger. Only expectation. Juniper jumped onto the desk and sat in the middle of the spread. Elowen looked down at the address on the first envelope.

THE TEA WITCH

THE STEAM & THISTLE

BRAMBLEWICK HOLLOW

She checked the second.

THE TEA WITCH.

The third.

FOR THE ATTENTION OF THE TEA WITCH.

The room gave a small wooden click. A new pigeonhole opened between HOLD and REPLY. For a hopeful moment, Elowen thought it might contain an explanation. Instead, another envelope slid out. It was addressed to THE TEA WITCH.

Elowen stood in the early-summer light with the morning’s empty cup still warm in her memory.

Not one of the letters carried her name.
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Chapter 2 - What Makes a Cup
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By half past twelve, seven letters had arranged themselves across the sorting desk with the composure of people who believed they had already been invited.

Elowen stood over them in the Correspondence Room while sunlight warmed the back of her neck. The room smelled of paper, sealing wax, and the faint lemon polish Mae used on the desk when the village had produced more letters than sense. Pigeonholes lined the wall. REPLY. REFERRAL. RECORD. RETURN. HOLD. The noon correspondence hour was meant to be bounded. Elowen opened anything marked urgent, referred what belonged to another pair of hands, answered one ordinary letter, and entered the rest in the weekly queue. Forty-five minutes, unless someone was in danger. The routine had been written, posted, revised, and defended against three separate suggestions that a tea witch should answer heartfelt letters according to the heart rather than the clock.

Elowen had pointed out that hearts were notoriously poor at keeping office hours. Seven new requests did not constitute danger. They did, however, constitute nearly a week of work before she had read the first page. Every envelope had found the desk instead. Juniper sat between Elowen and the stairs, its tail curled over its cream paws. The position was not obstruction exactly. It was an editorial suggestion with whiskers. Below, the shop had gone quiet. Mae was finishing the cups from morning service. A spoon touched china, then another. Water ran in the little sink behind the counter. The ordinary sounds made the letters seem less reasonable.

Elowen began with the cream envelope. The seal released without resistance. Inside lay eleven pages, a folded diagram, three witness statements, and a narrow strip of oiled paper holding two dry reed fibers. Everything had been numbered. The pages were cross-referenced. The handwriting was compact and careful, with headings ruled in green ink.

PRELIMINARY ACCOUNT OF RAIN-AFFECTED PORCH WARDS

The writer identified herself on the second line. Nell Rowan, apprentice practitioner. Elowen read. After rainfall, several household wards in Nell’s village turned away from the homes they protected and faced the road. They continued to hold against ordinary ill intent. No person had been harmed. No threshold had opened without permission. The change lasted between twenty minutes and three hours, depending on the length of the rain. Nell had recorded dates, wind direction, materials, the age of each ward, the names of witnesses, and four possible causes. She had drawn one porch from above and another from the side. Tiny arrows showed the wards turning toward the road with such disciplined neatness that the impossible behavior seemed almost embarrassed to be occurring.

The final page read: REQUESTED ACTION: Definitive review and finding by the Tea Witch of Bramblewick Hollow. PROPOSED MEETING: Upon my arrival, following delivery of these materials. The next line was blank. Not blank for a date. Blank where a question might have gone. Elowen tapped one fingernail against the page. The case was modest. Strange, but not immediately dangerous. The reed fibers might swell in wet weather. A road-facing welcome charm might be pulling against a threshold ward. The homes might share a supplier, a builder, or a habit nobody had thought worth recording. Nell had done good work. Better work than several fully qualified practitioners Elowen could name and would not, because kindness had limits even when accuracy did not.

She turned back to the first page. THE TEA WITCH appeared four times. Elowen Thatch appeared nowhere. Juniper leaned forward and placed one cream paw on the requested-action line. Elowen checked the other envelopes without opening them. One requested advice about a pantry charm that sorted preserves by the owner’s childhood preferences. Another enclosed a civic form requiring “the Tea Witch’s observations” on a bridge blessing. A third asked whether a family argument could be made less painful before anyone involved had agreed to discuss it. None carried her name. Each contained a task.

“I have seen it,” Elowen said.

Juniper looked at her.

“I am not ignoring it.”

A theatrical yawn exposed every small white tooth. Elowen gathered the pages into order, retied the green thread, and carried the packet downstairs. Mae had opened the front windows wider. Early-summer air moved through the room, carrying warm stone, bread from Rowan’s bakery, and the faint metallic splash of the square’s fountain. The bench beneath the windows remained its usual length. The stool Elowen had brought out that morning still sat beside it, too present to be mistaken for decoration.

Mae had stacked the washed cups upside down on a linen cloth. Her long black braid lay over one shoulder, dark against her pale green blouse. She looked at the packet, then at Elowen’s face.

“Is it dangerous?”

“Not according to the evidence provided.”

“That was not quite what I asked.”

“It is a thorough request about damp porch wards.”

Mae dried her hands. “And?”

“And the writer expects a review when she arrives.”

“Did you agree to one?”

“No.”

Mae waited. Elowen set the packet on the back table. “I also did not refuse one.”

“That leaves a useful amount of space between the two.”

“It leaves an unmade decision.”

“Yes.”

Elowen straightened the packet so its lower edge aligned with the table grain. “Which is untidy.” Mae’s mouth moved, almost a smile. “There are worse things.” A dry scratching sound came from behind the counter. Both women turned. The Promise Ledger lay on the lower shelf beneath the till, where Elowen kept it for the weekly review of shop commitments. Its green leather cover had opened by itself. A page lifted, settled, and lifted again although the windows sent their breeze in the opposite direction. The ledger had been designed to keep a promise beside its purpose, limit, and review date. It was not designed to make one on anyone’s behalf.

Elowen crossed the room. Fresh ink spread across the first empty line.

ELOWEN WILL ANSWER THE APPRENTICE.

The words appeared in a hand that was not Elowen’s, though the capital E leaned forward in a manner she disliked on sight. The spaces beneath PURPOSE, LIMIT, and REVIEW DATE remained empty. Mae came to stand beside her. Her fingers touched the wedding band she wore on a chain beneath her blouse, then dropped again.

“You did not promise that,” she said.

“Not aloud.”

“Did you promise it silently?”

“I intended to consider the packet.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“The ledger may have become imprecise.”

Mae looked at the exact, black sentence. “It seems very certain.” Juniper jumped onto the counter. The fox-cat sniffed the wet ink, then turned its head toward the green cup beside the till. The cup still held the plain water Elowen had poured into it at dawn. Mae followed Juniper’s gaze. “Tell me exactly what you did.”

“I brewed breakfast tea.”

“Before that.”

“Water, lamps, cups, honey.”

“And after you poured?”

“I lifted the cup. The envelope arrived. The tea was gone before I drank.”

“Did you set it down?”

“Not until afterward.”

“Did you serve anyone first?”

“The shop was not open.”

Mae looked at the cup as though the sequence mattered more than the vanished liquid. “Did anything else disappear?”

“No.”

“Did the pot empty?”

“No.”

“Did you feel ill?”

“No.”

Juniper sneezed. Elowen considered. “Thirsty.”

“That is not an illness, but it is generally considered information.” Mae pulled out the chair. “Sit down.”

“I am standing perfectly well.”

Juniper sneezed again. Mae’s tired green eyes narrowed. She had once been so careful about occupying space that she apologized to chairs before sitting in them. Now she pointed to one behind the counter without apology.

“Elowen.”

“I need to record the ledger entry before the ink dries.”

“I will record it.”

“You did not see when it began.”

“I heard it begin. You were with me. Sit down.”

Elowen had no principled objection available, which was inconvenient. She sat. Mae turned the sign in the window from CLOSED to STILL CLOSED, a distinction Elowen had not previously considered necessary. Then she took a clean white pot from the shelf, rinsed it with hot water, and measured one spoon of ordinary black tea.

“No oat straw?” Elowen asked.

“No.”

“Lemon?”

“No.”

“Honey?”

“No.”

“That is a bleak approach to hospitality.”

“It is a test.”

Mae filled the pot from the kettle and set the small brass timer. She placed a second plain cup beside Elowen’s, then wrote two neat headings on the scrap: ELOWEN and MAE.

“Same kettle as this morning. Same water. Same green cup. Different pourer. No charm, no intention beyond tea.”

“You sound like Kit.”

“Kit uses more paper.”

“Everyone uses more paper when Kit is present. It is a weather condition.”

Mae’s smile appeared properly this time, brief and warm. The timer ran out. She removed the leaves, poured the tea into Elowen’s green cup, then filled the plain cup for herself from the same pot. Amber rose against both glazes. It stayed. Elowen did not touch hers at first. Steam drifted upward, carrying the clean dry scent of the leaves. Nothing vanished. Nothing leaked. The tea did not darken, tremble, or attempt to form an opinion.

Mae wrote the time on the scrap beneath the saucer.

“Pick it up,” she said.

Elowen picked up the cup. The level remained steady.

“Warm?”

“Yes.”

“Too hot?”

“No.”

“Drink.”

“We should observe it for thirty seconds first.”

“We have observed you not drinking since dawn.”

“That is a separate variable.”

“It may not be.”

Elowen lifted the cup. Before the rim reached her mouth, the bell above the front door chimed. All three of them looked toward it. A young woman stood on the threshold with one hand still on the latch. She was in her early twenties, perhaps, dressed for travel in a light coat gone dusty at the hem. A square document case hung from one shoulder. A narrow leather roll was strapped carefully beside it, its ties marked with unfamiliar blue knots. She checked the CLOSED sign, then the more recent STILL CLOSED beneath it.

“I’m sorry,” she said at once. “I knocked, but the bell answered.”

“The bell does that,” Elowen said. “It has strong feelings about being overlooked.”

The woman smiled nervously. “I can wait outside.” Mae stepped toward the doorway but did not wave her in. “May I ask your name and what has brought you?”

“Nell Rowan. I wrote ahead.” Her gaze found the packet on the back table, and relief softened her whole face. “It arrived.”

Elowen lowered the cup. Nell’s eyes moved to her. Admiration was difficult to mistake when it had traveled a long road and arranged its papers in advance.

“Tea Witch,” Nell said. “It is an honor.”

“Elowen is fine.”

“Yes. Of course. Elowen.” Nell repeated the name carefully, as if adding a correction to a formal record. “I hope I have not come at a poor time.”

The morning’s empty cup sat between Elowen’s hands. Behind her, the Promise Ledger remained open to its unsolicited sentence.

“You have come at an unusual time,” Elowen said. “That is not always the same thing.”

Mae glanced at her, perhaps because the distinction was true and perhaps because it was useful enough to conceal several other truths.

“Do you have somewhere to stay?” Mae asked Nell.

“A room at the Fern and Lantern. I booked two nights. Three if the review requires more time.” Nell touched the strap of her document case. “I brought a second copy, material samples, and my testing tools. They are sealed. I would not use unfamiliar practice in your shop without permission.”

That was responsible. It also contained the calm assumption that the review would occur. Elowen set her cup on its saucer and went to the door. Up close, Nell looked tired beneath her careful composure. There was dust at one cuff and a faint crease between her brows that suggested she had spent the journey revising an introduction she had never quite expected to deliver aloud.

“Your records are excellent,” Elowen said.

Nell’s shoulders lowered. “Thank you.”

“The wards have not failed?”

“No. They turn toward the road after rain, but the thresholds remain secure. I tested that first.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“No.”

“Anyone being kept inside or outside against their choice?”

“No.”

“Then we have time to be careful.”

Nell nodded eagerly. “Exactly. I thought we could begin with the material comparison, then review the witness variations before the next rain. The forecast gives us rain four afternoons from now, though ridge weather can move early. I have arranged the pages in the order I believe will be most efficient.” Behind Elowen, Mae made no sound at all. Her silences had become articulate. Elowen heard the shape of the request. Not rude. Not careless. Nell had done everything she knew to do. She had reduced the inconvenience, prepared alternatives, traveled under her own power, and brought sealed tools. She had mistaken thoroughness for permission because thoroughness had probably been the closest thing to safety available in her training.

Elowen recognized the method.

“I can look at the packet this afternoon,” she said. “I will find time.”

Nell’s relief was immediate. “Thank you. Truly.” The Promise Ledger scratched once behind the counter. Elowen did not turn. Mae did. The shop was still closed. The morning service was finished. No frightened customer waited. No cup required brewing except Nell’s, and no rule said a guest could not wait the length of one swallow. Elowen reached for the kettle. Mae placed one hand on its handle before she could lift it.

“Nell has come over the ridge,” Elowen said.

“She can have tea.”

“That was my intention.”

“After you drink yours.”

Elowen glanced at Nell, who had become very interested in the stitching on her document case. “It is not necessary to make a ceremony of one cup.” Mae’s voice stayed soft. It also stayed where she put it.

“A cup is not selfish because it needs filling. That is what makes it a cup.”

The words were simple enough to be irritating. Elowen looked at the green cup. Steam still rose from it. The level had not changed since Mae poured. Her tongue felt dry. A small headache had settled behind her eyes, the sort that came from heat, missed tea, and being sensible beyond the useful life of the habit. She picked up the cup. Nell took one step farther into the room only after Mae moved aside and gave a small nod. Juniper came down from the counter, circled Nell’s sealed tool roll once, and ignored it. The fox-cat returned to Elowen instead.

“May I ask one question before you begin?” Nell said.

Elowen’s cup was halfway to her mouth.

“Of course.”

“If the wards are still holding, should I leave them in place through the next rain, or would that risk strengthening the turn toward the road?”

A reasonable question. A careful question. The kind a responsible apprentice asked before experimenting with household thresholds. Elowen looked toward the kettle. Nell had traveled for hours. Her face was warm from the road. There were clean cups on the shelf and plain tea already steeped in the pot. Answering one immediate safety question and pouring one cup would take less than a minute. She shifted the green cup into her left hand and reached for the kettle with her right. The tea level began to fall. Not all at once, as it had that morning. Slowly. A thin amber ring slid down the green glaze. Then another. Steam rose from an emptying surface. No tea spilled over Elowen’s fingers. No wetness touched the saucer.

Mae’s hand tightened on the kettle handle. Nell stopped breathing. Elowen stared into the cup while the tea sank below the halfway mark. Juniper sprang onto the counter. One cream paw came down across Elowen’s wrist.

The copper charm gave a single bright note.

Under Juniper’s paw, the tea stopped falling.
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Chapter 3 - Elowen Will
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Juniper’s paw was not heavy.

It was, however, final. Elowen stood with the kettle beneath one hand, the green cup beneath the other, and the fox-cat’s cream paw laid across her wrist as though a decision had been reached by a higher authority. The tea had stopped halfway down the cup. Mae moved first. She took the kettle from Elowen’s right hand and placed it on the trivet. Juniper watched the transfer, ears forward. When Elowen’s fingers released the handle, the fox-cat lifted its paw. The amber line in the cup remained steady. Nobody spoke.

Nell Rowan stood just inside the closed shop with her travel case against her hip. She had gone pale beneath the dust of the road. The expression would have been reasonable if Elowen had vanished instead of half a cup of tea, but apprentices were often taught that calm observation meant looking alarmed in a disciplined manner. Mae reached for the pencil beside the till.

“Hold it level,” she said.

“I am holding it level.”

“You are holding it indignantly.”

“That should not affect volume.”

“It affects most things around you.”

Mae drew a short line on the scrap beneath the saucer to mark the tea’s present depth. Then she wrote the time. Juniper sat back on its haunches. Elowen looked into the cup. Steam still rose. The tea smelled plain and clean. No distortion marked the glaze. No liquid dampened her hand. She lifted the cup. The level did
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