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Chapter 1
Four Ways to Fold a Silence
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The copper key began rattling in Elowen Thatch’s drawer before the morning kettle had properly decided to boil. Beneath the teapot, a cream envelope lay flat on the square of linen that protected the counter from heat. It had no stamp, no seal, and no return address. Only her name.

ELOWEN THATCH
THE STEAM & THISTLE
BRAMBLEWICK HOLLOW
The letters leaned too far forward, as though they might reach the end of the line before the writer lost courage. Elowen knew that handwriting. She had made it at seventeen. The key struck the inside of the drawer again.

Rattle. Rattle-rattle.

Elowen stood behind the counter with one hand still wrapped around the teapot handle and listened to two impossible things compete for her attention. The Steam & Thistle, usually quite good at choosing which crisis required tea first, offered no guidance. Its old beams held the hush of dawn. Shelves of labeled tins waited in orderly rows. The lamps glowed low and honey-colored against rain-washed windows, and the floorboards gave their usual small creaks as the building warmed.

The kettle, at least, committed to boiling. It began to sing. Juniper emerged from beneath the reading nook with the expression of a creature whose morning had been inconvenienced by poor management. Russet fur caught the lamplight. Cream-socked paws crossed the floor without hurry, oversized ears pricked toward the counter, and the tiny copper charm on the familiar’s collar gave one questioning jingle. Elowen lowered the teapot onto the counter beside the envelope. The key stopped rattling. Juniper stopped walking.

“All right,” Elowen said softly. “That is suspiciously coordinated.”

Juniper looked at the drawer, then at the envelope, then at Elowen. Its golden eyes narrowed. The shop would open in forty-three minutes. Village baker Rowan Hale’s pastry delivery was due in twenty-eight. At seven precisely, Elowen would turn the chalkboard on the front step, check the welcome charm beneath the mat, and unlock the door before Mrs. Dalloway had a chance to claim that posted hours were merely suggestions. This was the reliable shape of the morning. Water first. Lamps second. Tea tins checked from left to right. Six clean cups on the warming shelf, handles facing outward. Honey stirred before the first customer arrived, because honey resented being hurried and went grainy out of spite.

Unaddressed problems were not part of the routine. Elowen reached for the envelope. Juniper chirped once.

“I am only looking.”

The fox-cat’s tail flicked like a comma placed before a warning. The paper felt old but not fragile. Thick cream stock, softened at the corners. There was something inside—one sheet, perhaps two—but the flap had been tucked closed rather than sealed. No dust marked it. No damp had touched it. The teapot should have left a warm circle on its surface. It had not. Elowen ran one ink-smudged finger beneath her name. At seventeen, she had pressed too hard with a pen. Every downstroke cut faintly into the paper. The capital T in Thatch had an unnecessary flourish that tried to look worldly and mostly looked impatient. She had stopped making it before she turned eighteen, after deciding that dignity required fewer loops.

She had seen that hand again inside the Open Door’s reconstruction of her Northbarrow papers. She had never seen it on an envelope addressed back to herself. A dark curl slipped loose from the wooden stick at the back of her head and brushed her freckled cheek. Elowen tucked it away with the hand that was not touching the envelope. Her soft green shawl had begun sliding from one shoulder, too, but she left it crooked. One unsettled thing at a time. She turned the envelope over. The back was blank except for the tucked flap. No maker’s mark. No postal crease. No faint line where a stamp had once been peeled away. When she held it toward the lamp, the sheet within showed only as a pale interruption in the paper.

She could have lifted the flap. She could also have opened the front door half dressed and announced to Bramblewick Hollow that personal restraint had been canceled. Neither was necessary before tea. There were surviving examples of her younger handwriting. She simply did not go looking for them. The drawer rattled again. Juniper sneezed.

“I have not said I’m fine.”

Juniper sneezed a second time. Elowen looked at the envelope. “I was thinking it.” The familiar sat. The kettle’s song sharpened. Elowen took it off the heat before the water scalded and poured a little into the brown morning pot to warm the clay. Her hands knew the sequence even when the rest of her did not: rinse, turn, empty. Two measured spoons of black tea. A strip of bergamot peel. Dried apple for steadiness. She reached automatically for lavender, hesitated, and chose lemon verbena instead.

Clarity, not comfort. It was a respectable distinction, even if no one had asked her to make it. The Steam & Thistle’s domestic magic stirred with the steam. The nearest shelf gave a quiet settling sigh. A crooked spoon beside the honey jar turned itself half an inch toward straight, then stopped, leaving Elowen to finish the job. She did. Juniper watched.

“That had nothing to do with the envelope.”

Juniper yawned with such breadth that its white nose blaze nearly vanished. Elowen poured the tea and set one cup beside the envelope. She had discovered years ago that frightening objects were rarely improved by looming over them without refreshment. The envelope moved. Not far. A quarter inch at most. Its upper edge lifted. The lower third folded neatly upward. Then the top came down over it, making the conventional thirds of a letter prepared for an envelope, though the thing was already an envelope and had no business folding itself at all.

Elowen’s cup paused halfway to her mouth. Juniper’s ears went forward. The folded packet rested with her name visible on the outside. Elowen set down the cup.

“No.”

The paper remained obediently folded. She flattened it with both palms. The creases eased beneath her hands. The envelope lay open and smooth again, the old address undisturbed. Elowen held it there for three breaths. On the fourth, all four edges turned inward. The paper closed around itself into a compact square. No name showed. No seam offered a place to begin. Juniper hopped onto the counter. Elowen lifted one hand. “Do not sit on it.” Juniper sat beside it, which was technically compliant and therefore more alarming.

Elowen eased the folds open. The paper offered no resistance. It did not tear or crack. The fibers did not even whiten along the creases. When she had flattened it a second time, the envelope rose along a central line and rested slightly open, like a small book waiting to be read. A thread of morning light fell between the two halves. Something inside shifted. Elowen did not reach for it. The page folded again. This time, each corner turned outward, leaving a blank diamond at the center. Her name disappeared into four pale points aimed away from one another.

Four shapes. Elowen flattened it once more and waited. The first fold returned. She turned the envelope upside down and flattened it again. The second fold returned. She moved it away from the tea, laid it on the cool slate used for hot kettles, and held the sugar bowl over one corner as a weight. The paper slipped neatly around the porcelain without tipping it, closed into the third shape, then opened again when she lifted the bowl. Juniper’s pupils widened.

“Heat is not causing it,” Elowen said.

The fox-cat looked pointedly at her hand.

“Nor am I, unless I have developed an extremely specific talent overnight.”

Juniper’s expression suggested that human beings developed inconvenient talents all the time. The key rattled once, hard enough to knock against the drawer pull. Juniper’s copper charm answered with a bright jingle. For several seconds, Elowen did nothing. Then she reached beneath the counter for the small notebook in which she kept opening inventories, custom blends, and any occurrence too odd to trust to memory. She turned past lists of rosehip, nettle, and broken saucers until she found a blank page. At the top, she wrote:

ENVELOPE — MORNING

Below it:


1. Address outward.
2. Closed square.
3. Open center.
4. Corners outward.

She considered the four lines, added the time, then drew a box around them. There. A sequence. A manageable thing. She did not write: My handwriting. She did not write: Seventeen. She did not write: Do I want to know what is inside? Juniper lowered its chin onto the notebook.

“I am recording evidence.”

The familiar’s tail thumped once. Elowen’s private crisis would not have been a useful heading. The drawer gave another impatient rattle. She closed the notebook. The copper key had been left to her by an earlier magical room, along with a small stamped tag that read FOR THE ROOM UPSTAIRS. Until this morning, it had opened nothing. Elowen kept it wrapped in green felt beneath the till, where it had spent several quiet weeks behaving like an object with no immediate plans. She pulled open the drawer.

The key lay on top of its folded cloth. That was wrong. Elowen knew it with the certainty she reserved for altered recipes and people who claimed not to be upset while crushing a biscuit between two fingers. She had wrapped the key before bed. She wrapped it every night, not for magic but because loose metal scratched the drawer and the sound irritated Juniper. The felt remained folded beneath it, neat as a napkin. The key gave a small shiver in her palm. It was cold.

Juniper leaned forward to sniff the bow. The familiar did not sneeze. Instead, it jumped down, crossed the shop, and stopped at the foot of the narrow staircase beside the pantry. Elowen looked at the front windows. Bramblewick Hollow was turning gold-gray with late-spring dawn. Rain glazed the cobbles. Across Thistle Lane, shutters opened over the candle shop. A cart rolled toward the market square with bunches of young carrots standing upright like an audience. The clock tower marked the quarter-hour with a clean, ordinary chime.

Twenty-two minutes until Rowan. Thirty-seven until opening. Plenty of time, if one was willing to define plenty recklessly. Elowen tucked the self-folding envelope into the pocket of her apron. It unfolded against her. She felt the paper spread flat over her ribs, then make the first fold again, firm and precise. Address outward. Juniper put one paw on the bottom stair.

“Wait.”

Juniper looked back. Elowen checked the kettle flame, covered the morning pot, and set the opening ledger beside the till. She straightened the chalkboard even though it was not crooked. Then she took a clean cloth from the stack and folded it in half. In half again. Once more, until it was a small, tight square in her hands. She stopped. The envelope pressed its own square fold against her apron.

“Fine,” Elowen told it.

Juniper sneezed from the stairs.

“Not fine,” she amended. “Temporarily organized.”

Juniper climbed. The staircase to the upper floor was narrow enough to make furniture resentful. It passed the pantry wall, turned beneath a low beam, and ended on a landing used mostly for clean linens, spare tea tins, and a cupboard full of holiday decorations no one remembered buying. Elowen climbed it every morning. First she carried up the previous day’s washed cloths. Then she cracked the landing window to let the damp out. Then she checked the ceiling above the herb cupboard for leaks.

Routine was useful because it noticed changes before fear could name them. First stair: familiar creak. Fourth: slight dip near the wall. Seventh: no sound at all, because Rowan had repaired it last autumn after Mrs. Dalloway declared the squeak “narratively repetitive.” At the turn, the key remained cold. On the next step, it warmed. Elowen stopped. Juniper stood two stairs above her, tail high. She stepped down. The key cooled. Up again. Warm. Elowen repeated the test twice, because magic was often dramatic but evidence deserved the chance to be dull.

The result did not change. At the top of the stairs, the key was almost hot. Juniper crossed the landing and sat beneath the narrow strip of wall between the linen cupboard and the attic door. There was no door there. There had never been a door there. Elowen knew that wall. She had leaned a ladder against it last week to dust the upper molding. Every evening she passed it while checking the landing window. The plaster was plain, pale green, and usually marked near the floor by a crescent of orange fur where Juniper rubbed during shedding season.

Now, at the height of Elowen’s hand, a keyhole waited in the plaster. It was small and old-fashioned, rimmed in darkened brass. No plate surrounded it. No seam suggested a hidden panel. It looked less installed than remembered. Elowen approached slowly. The key grew hotter. Juniper did not look at the keyhole. The familiar looked at Elowen’s apron pocket. The envelope unfolded. Then it refolded itself, one shape after another, each crease pressing visibly through the cloth. Address outward. Closed square. Open center. Corners outward.

Four choices presented by something that had not asked what she wanted. Elowen’s first impulse was to take the envelope downstairs, put it in a tea tin, bind the tin with rosemary and salt, and open the shop on time. She could send for Sable Crowbridge, the village’s blunt boundary expert, after breakfast. Ask Kit to inspect the wall. Have Bram verify that no one had been through the upper floor. A sensible order. An orderly order. An order in which other people arrived after Elowen had made the frightening thing presentable.

The key burned against her palm. Juniper’s gaze did not move.

“All right,” Elowen whispered.

She took the envelope from her pocket and set it on the linen cupboard. It opened into the book-fold and remained there, pale center angled toward her. Elowen did not read what lay inside. Instead, she held the key beside the new keyhole. The metal gave one quick tug. She nearly dropped it. From within the wall came a soft mechanical sound. Not a knock. Not a voice. A latch testing itself. Elowen’s pulse climbed into her throat. The shop below continued its morning: kettle ticking, shelves settling, rain whispering at the windows. Ordinary sounds. Loyal sounds. The sort that reminded a person that a mystery had entered the day, not replaced it.

She fitted the copper key into the brass-rimmed hole. It slid in as though it had been waiting years for her hand. Juniper rose. Elowen turned the key.

Behind the blank wall, four separate pieces of brass moved into place.
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Chapter 2
The Door the Wall Remembered

[image: ]


The wall did not open so much as remember it had once been a door. A hairline seam appeared around the keyhole, first above Elowen’s hand, then down both sides of the pale green plaster. The four brass pieces she had heard moved again—one high, one low, two somewhere between—with the tidy sequence of a mechanism performing a duty it had been waiting a very long time to resume. The section of wall drew inward by the width of a breath. Old paper exhaled through the gap.

Juniper’s ears went forward. The fox-cat stepped close enough for its whiskers to enter the darkness, then looked back at Elowen as though to ask whether she intended to spend the entire morning admiring a crack.

“I’m considering caution.”

Juniper slipped through. The copper charm on its collar jingled once from the other side. Elowen waited for a hiss, a yowl, or the distinctive crash that meant Juniper had discovered something valuable and objected to its current height. None came. She pushed the hidden door wider. The space beyond was narrow but unmistakably a room. A sloped writing desk stood beneath a small window stiff with grime and late-spring damp. One straight-backed chair faced the desk. A second had been set against the wall at an angle, close enough for conversation but not close enough to read over anyone’s shoulder. Four pigeonholes were built into the far wall above a waist-high brass box divided into four compartments. The labels were gone. Pale rectangles marked where they had once been, each bordered by a shallow horizontal groove—too clean for old glue and too narrow for a hinge.

An old route map hung opposite the desk. Fine brown lines spread from Bramblewick Hollow toward villages Elowen knew, villages she had only heard of, and one northern edge hidden beneath water damage. The air smelled of iron-gall ink, lavender sealing wax, and river stones after rain. Not dust. River silt. The difference mattered, though Elowen did not yet know why. Juniper ignored the map. It ignored the brass box. It jumped onto the writing chair, turned once, and sat facing Elowen.

“Very useful,” she murmured.

Juniper’s tail curled around its cream-socked paws. Elowen held the copper key over the threshold. It had cooled again. She moved it into the room. Warm. Back onto the landing. Cold. She repeated the test, because evidence deserved the opportunity to become boring. It remained stubbornly interesting. The envelope on the linen cupboard rustled. Elowen turned. It lay where she had placed it, open along the center fold like a small waiting book. No wind reached the landing. The little window inside the room was shut.

The envelope slid toward the doorway. Elowen caught it beneath two fingers. The paper gave one firm tug toward the room.

“No,” she said.

It went still. Juniper looked from the envelope to Elowen and put one paw on the writing desk. The gesture was concrete enough to be irritating.

“I am not writing anything.”

From downstairs came the back-door latch, then the soft thud of a basket being set on the pantry table.

“Elowen?” Mae called. “Are you upstairs?”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Is that a reassuring yes?”

Elowen looked at the door that had not existed ten minutes earlier. “Not especially.” Mae appeared at the turn of the stair with a stack of clean cloths against one hip. Her long black braid lay over the shoulder of a carefully buttoned coat, and her tired green eyes moved from Elowen to Juniper, then to the narrow room where there should have been plaster. She stopped below the landing.

“May I come up?”

The question was so Mae that something in Elowen softened.

“Yes. Please.”

Mae climbed the final steps and placed the cloths on the linen cupboard without disturbing the envelope. She did not touch the keyhole or lean through the doorway. She looked first for the exit, then at Elowen.

“What happened?”

“The key rattled. The envelope folded itself four ways. The wall developed ambitions.”

Mae considered the room. “Mrs. Dalloway will be unbearable.”

“She will call it civic attentiveness.”

“She will call it that while standing in the doorway.”

“Exactly.”

Mae’s gaze dropped to the envelope. “Is it yours?” Elowen’s first answer was nearly only technically, which was not an answer at all.

“My name is on it.”

“In your writing?”

“Yes.”

Mae waited. She had become good at waiting without making silence feel like a trap.

“My writing from when I was seventeen,” Elowen added.

Mae’s hand rose toward the wedding band she wore on a chain beneath her coat, then fell before touching it. “Do you want to open it?”

“No.”

The word came cleanly. Elowen felt relieved by it. Then the envelope pulled toward the room again. Not violently. Politely, almost. The paper slid beneath her fingertips with the persistent courtesy of a shop assistant certain the customer had misunderstood the process. Elowen tightened her hold. “I said no.” The brass box clicked. All four compartments opened a finger’s width. Mae’s expression changed. “Did it do that before?”

“No.”

“Perhaps it heard you.”

“That would be convenient.”

“Did it listen?”

Elowen looked at the four open slots. “It stopped pulling.” The envelope folded into the compact square against her palm. Mae watched it. “That is not the same thing.” Elowen set the envelope on the desk, farther from the brass box. “It may be waiting for us to identify what each compartment is for. Once the room knows the proper categories, it may stop improvising.” Mae looked at her, then at the blank places where the labels had been.

“You think its silence means it wants us to decide for it.”

“It is a sorting room.”

“We don’t know that yet.”

“There are pigeonholes.”

“There are pigeonholes in Mrs. Dalloway’s writing desk. She uses one for peppermints.”

Elowen almost smiled. “This seems more official.” Mae brushed one thumb over the folded edge of the clean cloths. “Not saying something is still a choice. It only stops being a choice when someone else decides what your silence means.” The sentence settled into the narrow room. One of the brass compartments eased shut. Elowen looked at it. Mae did too.

“That,” Elowen said after a moment, “was unhelpfully well timed.”

“I wasn’t speaking to the furniture.”

“No. I know.”

She did know. She simply preferred the problem in brass. Elowen picked up the envelope and tucked it beneath the clean cloths on the linen cupboard. “We need Kit.” Mae nodded. “And someone who knows old post fittings.”

“Tilda Moss.”

The retired postmistress had spent most of her life making sure other people’s messages arrived despite weather, illegible addresses, stubborn donkeys, and the occasional municipal decision. If the room had once handled correspondence, Tilda would recognize the hardware. Mae glanced toward the shop below. “Opening?” Elowen checked the landing window. Rowan would arrive in less than ten minutes, and the chalkboard still stood inside.

“Put a note on the door. Ten minutes late.”

“What should it say?”

Elowen considered unforeseen wall and rejected it on the grounds that Mrs. Dalloway would preserve the note forever.

“‘Opening shortly. The tea is thinking.’”

Mae smiled. “That will definitely prevent questions.”

“It will keep the first questions downstairs.”

Within fifteen minutes, Mae had returned with Elowen’s notebook, and Kit Merriweather stood in the hidden doorway with a measuring tape between their teeth, three pencils in one hand, and their watch—always a minute fast—held near the keyhole in the other.

“Architecturally,” they said around the tape, “this is offensive.”

“Good morning, Kit.”

Kit removed the tape. “Good morning. The outer wall is eleven inches thick. This room is eight feet wide.”

“Perhaps it is borrowing space.”

“From where?”

“That is why we fetched you.”

Kit looked pleased for half a second, then remembered that uncertainty was a personal insult. Tilda Moss arrived directly behind them in a rain-dark coat buttoned to the throat. She was seventy-ish, brisk, and arranged with the exactness of a woman who had never tolerated a crooked address. Her gaze passed over Elowen, Mae, Kit, and Juniper before fixing on the brass box.

“Hands off the fittings,” she said.

Kit, whose fingers were already hovering over one hinge, withdrew them. Tilda entered without hesitation. The room seemed to notice her. A thin line of light traveled along the brass edges, then vanished. Elowen noticed Tilda notice it.

“Do you know this room?” she asked.

“No.”

The answer came promptly enough to sound prepared. Tilda crossed to the box and bent close, not touching. “I know the workmanship. Post-flood municipal issue. Brass guides because wood warped in damp. Shallow pigeonholes because nothing remained here long.”

“After which flood?” Kit asked.

Tilda glanced at the river-silt stain beneath the window. “The one that reached the market steps.”

“That narrows it to two.”

“It narrows it to the one whose clerk had enough sense to order brass.”

Kit made a note, apparently satisfied. Tilda examined the pale label marks. “Whatever this handled, the instructions have been stripped.”

“Could they have faded?” Mae asked.

“Glue fades. Paper peels. Someone scraped these.”

Elowen’s gaze moved to the four blank spaces. Mae had gone down while Kit measured and returned with the morning pot, five cups, and the expression of someone determined that impossible architecture would not be permitted to cancel breakfast.

“There are four of us,” Kit said.

“Juniper has expectations.”

Juniper chirped. Elowen moved her envelope and notebook to the desk, keeping the former beneath the latter, while Mae arranged the tray. Elowen poured. Steam rose through the stale air and loosened it, carrying bergamot, dried apple, and lemon verbena into the room. The old walls gave a faint settling sigh. Elowen placed her own cup on the window ledge so she could free both hands. It slid six inches across the wood and stopped beside her elbow. She moved it back. The cup returned.

Kit watched it. “Inclined surface?”

“The ledge is level.”

Tilda took Elowen’s cup, set it in the same place, and removed her hand. It remained exactly where she put it. Mae’s brows lifted.

“Domestic recognition,” Elowen said, because giving a behavior a tidy name was nearly as comforting as understanding it.

“Or preference,” Kit said.

“I refuse to be preferred by a room before breakfast.”

Juniper’s copper charm gave a small jingle that suggested the room’s standards remained under review. Tilda crossed to the route map. She traced its lines with one gloved finger held just above the paper. “Temporary flood routes. The bridge road, old mill track, north coach line. Messages went wherever the streets still existed.”

“Is this a dead-letter room?” Mae asked.

“No.” Tilda answered too quickly, then studied the shallow pigeonholes again. “A dead-letter office stores what cannot be delivered. This was designed for movement. See the lips? Too shallow for long custody.”

“What happened to letters no one could send?” Mae asked.

Tilda looked at her as if the question contained an imprecision that needed correcting. “A letter is addressed, posted, delivered, redirected, or returned. If none of those happens, the work remains unfinished.” Elowen heard the firmness beneath the words. Not merely professional pride. Something held so long it had learned to stand upright. On the map, one route continued north beneath a brown tide mark. Only the first letters of its destination remained visible.

NORTH—

The envelope beneath Elowen’s notebook gave a soft, papery pulse. She covered it with her palm. Kit had turned back to the box and did not notice. Mae did. She said nothing. Tilda did not look toward Elowen at all. Tilda’s mouth tightened. “Removing the procedure would be an efficient way to make a room useless.” There was more feeling beneath the sentence than its practical wording admitted. Elowen caught it, then lost it as Tilda straightened. Kit crouched before the box. “Four compartments. Four crease patterns on Elowen’s envelope. We can test for mechanical correspondence without using private material.”

They took four identical sheets from a pocket.

“Same paper?” Tilda asked.

“Yes.”

“Same grain direction?”

Kit checked, then rotated two sheets. Tilda gave a small nod. Approval from her looked remarkably like the absence of criticism. Kit fed the first sheet halfway into the left compartment. A brass guide lifted. The paper folded into conventional thirds, the outer panel facing up. The second compartment tucked all four edges inward until the sheet became a closed square. The third folded the paper once along the center and left it slightly open, like facing pages. The fourth turned the corners outward around a blank diamond.

No one spoke. Kit laid the four shapes across the desk. “Distinct, repeatable functions.”

“Destinations,” Tilda said.

“Possibly,” Kit said, though their voice had already developed the bright speed of an emerging theory. “Post, archive, personal delivery, disposal. Or named recipient, household, civic office, general hold.”

Elowen looked at the clean order of the four papers and felt the room become manageable by degrees. Four shapes. Four purposes. A missing key that could be recovered through classification. Juniper jumped down from the chair. It sniffed the first folded sheet, then the second, third, and fourth. Instead of sitting on any of them, the fox-cat crossed the desk and placed one cream-socked paw on Kit’s stack of unused paper. Then Juniper looked at Kit. At Tilda. At Mae. Finally, at Elowen. The copper charm at its collar did not jingle.

“Relevant to the source material,” Kit murmured, writing it down.

Elowen thought Juniper’s meaning was probably ruder. She reached for her notebook. “We can mark them A through D until we know more.”

“Good,” Kit said.

Tilda said nothing. Mae looked at the four blank label spaces and folded her arms. Elowen wrote A, B, C, and D in careful columns. The act steadied her. Ink made a clean border around uncertainty. On the desk, her cream envelope stirred beneath the notebook. All four test papers unfolded at once. Elowen’s notebook slid aside. The envelope lifted, made the conventional thirds-fold, opened, closed into a square, opened like a book, then turned its corners outward around a blank center. Once. Twice. Faster the second time.

The four brass compartments opened together. The envelope rose from the desk and settled in the exact center of the sorting box, touching none of them.

It remained there, perfectly still, as though waiting for someone else to decide which choice was its own.
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