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Chapter 1
The Biscuit for Later
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The first Founders’ banner rose above Market Square at the exact moment a child in a straw hat said, “I’ll save this biscuit for later.”

The bell answered them.

Not the quarter-hour, which was still twelve minutes away. Not the testing knock Kit sometimes gave the clockwork before a festival. One bright bronze note dropped from the tower and traveled through Bramblewick Hollow, stirring the ribbons over the square and setting every teaspoon in The Steam & Thistle’s front room faintly trembling.

Elowen Thatch looked up from the kettle in her hands.

Heat had loosened one dark curl from its wooden pin. Elowen tucked it back with the ink-smudged finger she had used to relabel the morning tins.

Across the cobbles, the banner crew stopped pulling. The long painted linen hung halfway between earth and eaves, its embroidered bell tilted at a drunken angle. Bram Evers, one boot braced against the foot of the ladder, lifted his head without releasing the side rail. Kit Merriweather emerged from beneath the tower arch with a ledger pressed to their chest and an expression suggesting the clock had committed a personal discourtesy.

At Elowen’s feet, Juniper opened one golden eye.

The child laughed.

Then they tried to bite the biscuit.

Their wrist turned neatly aside.

It was not a flinch. No one bumped them. The biscuit did not leap or crumble or produce the sort of alarming green light that would at least have had the courtesy to announce itself as magical. The child raised it toward their mouth, opened wide, and at the last inch their elbow swung outward as though guided by an invisible hinge. The biscuit passed their cheek and came to rest above the open tin on Rowan Hale’s tray.

The child blinked.

Rowan blinked back. He still wore the folded cloth he used to carry hot baking sheets tucked over one shoulder, though the biscuits themselves had cooled enough for small fingers.

“That is usually the point where people eat them,” he said.

“I know.” The child frowned at the biscuit. “I was doing it properly.”

“An excellent start.”

Their father, who had been tying a Founders’ rosette to the child’s hat, gave a nervous laugh. “Try again, love.”

The second attempt ended with the biscuit held at arm’s length.

The third placed it, with considerable delicacy, back inside the tin.

Rowan chose another biscuit from the same row and held it out. “A control biscuit. Same dough, same oven, same regrettable quantity of nutmeg.”

“It is not regrettable,” the child said.

“I am relieved to hear it.”

Their father glanced at Elowen. She nodded. The child bit into the second biscuit without resistance. Crumbs fell down the front of their shirt. They chewed, swallowed, and looked more offended than reassured.

“That one works.”

“So the baker may remain in business,” Rowan said. “A narrow escape.”

The first biscuit waited in the child’s other hand, intact.

A few of the banner volunteers laughed. The sound was warm and uncertain, waiting to be told whether this was charming.

Elowen set the kettle onto the iron trivet beside the shop door before she crossed the threshold. Hot metal went on iron, handles turned inward, cloth stayed beneath the palm. She had done it the same way every morning for years, and the movement required no thought even with the bell’s note still moving through her bones.

“May I look?” she asked the child.

They nodded and held out the biscuit.

Elowen crouched on the cobbles. Up close, the biscuit was precisely what Rowan’s biscuits generally were: golden at the edge, slightly thicker in the middle, freckled with currants, and sturdy enough to survive a child’s pocket without becoming building material. She turned it over. No mark had appeared on the underside. No sigil hid beneath the flour. It smelled of butter, orange peel, and Rowan’s refusal to accept that a biscuit required only one spice.

Juniper came soundlessly to her side and sniffed.

The russet fox-cat did not sneeze, flatten his ears, or retreat. He looked from the biscuit to the child’s wrist. The little copper charm on his collar gave one soft click against its ring.

Elowen followed his gaze.

There was nothing on the wrist except a streak of blue paint and a woven festival bracelet.

“Why were you saving it?” Elowen asked.

“For after the big banner is up.” The child pointed toward the painted linen still hanging crooked above the square. “Papa says Founders’ things take forever, and Rowan says biscuits improve a meeting.”

“I said they improve the people trapped in one,” Rowan corrected.

“So later had a time in mind?”

The child considered. “Later was when they finished.”

That sounded less like carelessness than most adult arrangements Elowen had heard before breakfast.

“Can you put it down?” she asked.

The child placed the biscuit on Rowan’s tray without difficulty.

“Pick it up again?”

They did.

“Hand it to your father?”

The biscuit passed easily from one set of fingers to another. The father held it for a moment, then looked at Elowen.

“May I?” he asked.

The child considered this with the seriousness of a magistrate. “You can hold it. Don’t eat it. It’s mine for later.”

The bell did not ring.

The father returned the biscuit. The child tucked it into a pocket, took it out again, balanced it on the back of one hand, and offered it to Rowan.

Rowan folded his arms. “I have a professional rule against eating evidence before breakfast service has ended.”

“You ate one in the lane.”

“That was quality control.”

“It was your third.”

“Quality is a demanding profession.”

The child smiled, reassured enough to attempt another bite.

Again, the arm turned.

This time the movement was stronger. Their shoulder followed, and the biscuit ended up pressed against the lid of the tin.

Bram arrived before the child could try a fifth time. He had left one constable’s assistant at the ladder and had apparently checked every rung on his way across; Elowen had watched him do it, palm to wood, gaze to knot, heel against the brace. He crouched on the child’s other side, making himself lower rather than making the child look up.

“Anything hurt?” he asked.

“No.”

“Dizzy?”

“No.”

“Does your arm feel strange?”

The child rotated it and then demonstrated both elbows. “It feels like my arm.”

“That is a respectable thing for an arm to feel like.” Bram glanced at Elowen. “The bell?”

“Possibly.”

Kit reached them, slightly out of breath and already opening their ledger.

“The mechanism was not due to strike. The quarter is at nine. The hammer is at rest. I checked twice, then checked whether I had checked.”

“You had,” Bram said.

“I know that now.”

From inside The Steam & Thistle came the sharp, tannic scent of tea beginning to oversteep.

Elowen’s attention pulled toward the shop. Six small tables stood ready beneath the front windows, though two had been pushed together for the banner committee and one was buried beneath folded programs. The shelves behind the counter held dark tins, pale jars, stoppered bottles, and the brass scoop Rowan claimed could hear gossip through wood. Steam filmed the nearest pane. On the community board, three requests had appeared since dawn: more hands for the bridge garlands, a spare room for a visiting fiddler, and someone to mind the memorial flowers during the children’s procession.

Beyond the pantry, the dark frame of the Open Door remained shut and unremarkable. The narrow stair beside it led to the correspondence room above. Neither offered so much as a click in answer to the bell.

Above the ordinary pantry door, beside that dark frame, hung an old hand-lettered board Elowen had inherited with the shop.


NO ONE IN NEED IS TURNED FROM THE THISTLE.


She read it every day without quite seeing the assumption beneath the welcome.

Elowen had already moved all three slips into the narrow space on the board that meant she was considering them.

In practice, that meant she had begun doing them.

The large morning pot held a malty black tea with dried apple and a clean edge of lemon peel, chosen for people working at ladders in summer heat: enough steadiness to slow a hurried hand, enough brightness to keep a committee from mistaking exhaustion for efficiency. Tea could offer an invitation. It could not make anyone accept it. That was why Elowen had set water beside the cups and why she never sweetened a communal pot in advance.

She had also agreed—without quite remembering the moment of agreement—to provide a second urn, keep the visiting fiddler’s case behind the counter, and hold the spare key to the square storage cupboard. The key was not yet in her apron pocket. This troubled her more than the fiddler’s case, which was already wedged between the pantry door and a crate of lemons.

“Your tea,” Rowan said.

“I know.”

“And the second urn?”

“I can manage it.”

“And the banner committee has annexed your back table.”

“They need the space.”

“And Lina sent word that she needs the square key before ten.”

Elowen straightened the edge of the cloth beneath the biscuit tin. “It is in the blue drawer.”

Rowan’s eyebrows rose. “Which blue drawer?”

“The one beneath the—” She stopped. There were four blue drawers behind the counter. She had painted them herself in a period of misplaced optimism. “I’ll find it.”

Something moved high above the square.

Not a ring. A small inner knock, bronze touching bronze.

Kit’s head snapped toward the tower.

Juniper’s charm went still.

Elowen looked up, but the bell did not sound again. The banner shifted in the breeze, and its embroidered bell slowly righted itself.

“Probably settling,” one of the volunteers said.

Kit wrote something down.

Bram’s gaze moved from the tower to Elowen, then to the three request slips visible through the shop window. He did not comment. Bram rarely used a public square for a private argument, which was one of several reasons Bramblewick trusted him with both.

The child tugged Elowen’s sleeve. “Can you fix it?”

The question was simple. Elowen felt its weight arrive anyway: the father’s concern, the watching volunteers, the tea darkening in its pot, the banner half-raised, the unscheduled bell, the possibility that a child might never again be able to eat one of Rowan’s biscuits.

She could already see the sequence of tasks. Fresh pot. Close the front room for ten minutes. Send the bridge garland note to Lina. Ask Kit for the strike record. Take the biscuit to the back table. Find the square key. Reopen before the first coach arrived.

She could fit it all if she moved quickly.

“Let me see what the bell did,” she said.

It was not a promise. It felt like one.

The child’s father exhaled.

Rowan gathered his tray, leaving the evidence tin on the low table outside the shop. “The tea requires immediate rescue.”

He disappeared through the doorway.

Kit’s pencil hovered above the page. “Say exactly what you said before the note.”

Elowen looked at the child. “What did you say?”

“That I’d save it for later.”

“Exactly?”

The child rolled their eyes at the suspicious habits of adults. “‘I’ll save this biscuit for later.’ Then the bell went bong.”

“Bright note,” said a voice behind them. “Not a bong.”

The small circle parted for Ada Finch.

She was spare as a tuning fork and dressed in gray despite the midsummer heat. Retirement had removed her from the bell keeper’s schedule but not, Elowen suspected, from any opinion concerning the tower. A narrow iron key still hung from a cord at her waist. She stood with one hand lightly closed around it.

“Was that note scheduled?” Elowen asked.

“No.”

“Did the bell move on its own?”

“All bells move on their own once struck.” Ada’s gaze settled on the biscuit. “The question is what struck it.”

Kit turned a page. “The hammer was at rest.”

“Then you have one answer.”

“And the other?”

Ada lifted her eyes to the tower. Her face did not change, but her thumb passed once over the old key’s worn bow.

“That note was wrong.”

The square seemed to listen with them.

Elowen had heard the bell in rain, fog, winter ice, wedding weather, and the flat blue stillness before a summer storm. To her, the note had been bright and clean. Perhaps there had been something thinner beneath it, a second sound hiding below the first like a hairline crack under glaze. Perhaps she was only hearing it now because Ada had named the possibility.

“Wrong how?” Bram asked.

Ada looked at him as if he had asked how north differed from east. “It answered.”

The child held up the biscuit. “It didn’t say anything.”

Ada’s attention dropped to them, and for one brief moment her severity loosened.

“No,” she said. “It rarely needs words.”

The second kettle inside the shop chose that moment to spit water onto the stove.

Rowan swore with professional restraint. Elowen rose so quickly her knee objected, and the waiting morning rushed back into motion. She lifted the kettle, opened the front windows wider, pulled the steeping leaves before bitterness settled beyond repair, found the square key in the third blue drawer, and passed two festival requests to people who had not actually agreed to them.

When Mae Lark arrived to help with the first rush, Elowen placed the bridge garland slip in her hand before asking.

Mae looked down at it, then up at Elowen.

“Would you?” Elowen said.

“I can ask for volunteers,” Mae replied. “I am not volunteering to hang them myself.”

“Of course.”

The correction was gentle. It still warmed Elowen’s face.

Outside, the banner crew resumed pulling. Bram returned to the ladder and repeated his inspection from the bottom: side rail, rung, knot, brace. Kit stood beneath the tower with their ledger open. Ada remained near the memorial, listening to a bell that had gone quiet.

With a final pull, the large banner reached its hooks and settled straight above the square.

For almost three minutes, everything behaved as though nothing had happened.

Then the child came into The Steam & Thistle with their father and the biscuit.

“Later now?” they asked.

Elowen glanced at the clock above the tea shelves. “Later than before.”

“That counts.”

It was difficult to argue with the logic. Elowen set down the brass scoop and came around the counter. Juniper slipped from beneath the nearest table and followed.

The child lifted the biscuit.

For an instant, nothing resisted. Their hand rose steadily. Their mouth opened.

Sunlight from the front window caught on something fine and red.

A thread ran from the child’s wrist, through the open doorway, and across the cobbles to the biscuit tin outside.

Juniper stopped beneath it. His copper charm gave one quiet click.

The child brought the biscuit closer. The thread tightened to a straight, shining line.

Their hand turned away from their mouth.

Elowen watched the biscuit return toward the tin and understood, with a coldness no midsummer sun could touch, that the magic had not enchanted the food.

It had taken the child at their word.
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Chapter 2
Where to Stand
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The red thread vanished whenever Elowen looked directly at it.

Turn her head a fraction, and there it was again: a fine crimson line caught in the sunlight, running from the child’s wrist across the front room, through the open doorway, and down to Rowan’s biscuit tin on the table outside.

Juniper had no difficulty seeing it.

He stood beneath the thread with his head tilted, tracking it from wrist to threshold. When Rowan lifted the tin, Juniper’s ears turned with it. The thread moved too, sliding through the air without snagging on chair backs, doorframe, or the shoulder of a banner volunteer who passed between.

“Put that here,” Elowen said.

Rowan carried the tin inside and set it on the table nearest the window. The red line shortened at once.

Kit’s pencil scratched rapidly over the page.

“Responsive to the container,” they murmured.

“Or the contents,” said Elowen.

“Or the child’s idea of where the biscuit belongs.”

“Or the phrase save for later.”

Kit looked pleased rather than discouraged by the multiplication of possibilities. “Four columns, then.”

They drew lines in the ledger.

The child sat with their father at the table, the impossible biscuit resting before them on a saucer. They had stopped finding the situation amusing. Their straw hat lay beside their elbow, its Founders’ rosette already coming loose, and they kept touching the edge of the biscuit as though hoping it might have reconsidered.

Outside, the banner crew had resumed work. The long linen now hung straight above Market Square, its painted founders gazing down with the fixed expressions of people who had never been required to organize a week-long celebration in midsummer.

Bram had persuaded the curious to give the shop windows a little space. He stood just beyond the doorway, answering questions with variations on We are looking into it, none of which the bell appeared to find interesting.

Elowen wished she could say the same for the kettle.

It began tapping its lid against the stove.

She turned away from the child long enough to lift it from the heat and pour over a fresh measure of leaves. The earlier pot had been rescued from bitterness, but only narrowly, and Founders’ Week volunteers had opinions about tea that became more philosophical the longer they stood beneath ladders.

Mae had offered to take the counter.

Elowen had refused without quite refusing. She had said there was no reason to disrupt the morning service when the difficulty occupied only one table.

The difficulty now occupied one table, six chairs, Kit’s ledger, Rowan’s biscuit tin, Bram’s attention, and half the village’s view through the window.

Still, the front room needed tea.

Elowen added a strip of lemon peel to the pot and turned the handle inward before carrying it to the counter. The familiar sequence steadied her: cups in rows, water beside tea, milk covered against the heat. She knew which committee member disliked apple in a morning blend and which would claim not to mind, then drink nothing.

When she returned to the table, the child was saying, “Later is now.”

They picked up the biscuit.

Their arm turned aside.

The biscuit landed gently back on the saucer.

The child’s mouth tightened.

“That should have counted,” they said.

Their father put a hand near theirs without covering it. “Perhaps the banner has to be finished.”

“It is finished.”

“Perhaps later means after lunch.”

“I don’t want it after lunch.”

The simple misery in the words cut through the room’s investigative interest. Elowen saw Kit’s pencil stop.

“I changed my mind,” the child told the biscuit.

Nothing happened.

They looked toward the tower through the window. “I don’t promise anymore.”

No answer came from the tower.

The thread remained red.

Elowen crouched beside the table. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

“I said it.”

“You did.”

“So I have to.”

The father’s fingers tightened on the brim of the straw hat. “A promise is important.”

He sounded as though he wanted the statement to help. The child heard only a door closing.

A cane tapped once against the threshold.

Mrs. Dalloway entered beneath the arm Bram lifted to keep a pair of volunteers from following her. She wore a pale summer coat despite the heat and carried a folded parasol like a ceremonial weapon. Her gaze moved from the child to the biscuit, then followed Juniper’s attention to the thread.

“Important is not the same as endless,” she said.

The child looked at her.

Mrs. Dalloway drew out the chair opposite and sat without waiting to be invited. “A promise should tell you where to stand, dear. It should not nail your shoes to the floor.”

The child glanced beneath the table at their sandals.

Mrs. Dalloway followed their gaze. “Metaphorically nailed.”

“That still sounds bad.”

“It generally is.”

Their father gave her an uncertain look. “They did make the promise.”

“And now they are seven minutes older, the banner is up, and the biscuit remains unreasonably opinionated.” Mrs. Dalloway rested both hands over the silver head of her cane. “Circumstances do insist upon moving, even when sentences object.”

The child pushed the saucer away. “Can you eat it?”

Mrs. Dalloway considered the biscuit.

“I could,” she said. “But that would answer the wrong question.”

Elowen looked at her more closely.

Mrs. Dalloway’s attention remained on the child. “The question is not whether someone else can dispose of your biscuit. It is why your own words have stopped belonging to you.”

The room seemed smaller after that.

Juniper jumped onto the empty chair beside the child. He did not sniff the biscuit this time. Instead, he placed one russet paw on the child’s sleeve just below the wrist where the thread began.

The child looked down.

Juniper’s copper charm gave a small, bright click.

Then he moved his paw from the sleeve to the tabletop.

The thread did not move with him.

Elowen watched him repeat the gesture: wrist, table, wrist again. His attention was not on the biscuit’s ingredients or the saucer. It was on the place where the red line left the child.

“Is he trying to help?” the child asked.

“He is trying to be noticed,” Elowen said.

Juniper blinked at her.

“And succeeding.”

The front bell above the shop door gave a modest jangle as Sable Crowbridge entered. Mae had sent for her before Elowen could decide whether sending for anyone would make the matter feel too serious.

Sable wore a broad straw hat and carried a shallow basket filled with clipped herbs, their stems wrapped in damp cloth. She took in the crowded room, the child, the ledger, Ada standing rigid beside the window, and Juniper’s paw on the table.

“Which part has been touched?” she asked.

“The biscuit,” said Rowan. “The tin, the saucer, the child’s wrist, my professional reputation.”

“Your professional reputation was handled before I arrived.”

“That is usually the case.”

Sable set down her basket and washed her hands at the small basin beside the pantry door. She examined the biscuit without tasting it, then the saucer, tin, child’s fingers, and bracelet. She held a sprig of fresh rue near the red thread. The leaves did not curl or discolor.

“No contact mark,” she said. “No binding written on the food. No common compulsion residue on the skin.”

Ada made a quiet sound.

Sable looked toward her. “You disagree?”

“I think you are looking too low.”

Ada had remained near the window since the child came inside. She appeared to be watching Market Square, but Elowen noticed that her head shifted slightly whenever anyone repeated the child’s sentence.

“The note came from the bell,” Ada said. “Not the biscuit.”

“We have not forgotten.”

“Then stop examining crumbs.”

Rowan covered the tin with its cloth. “They were beginning to feel criticized.”

The shop door opened again, and Milo Finch—Ada’s grandson and the tower’s acting apprentice—entered sideways to accommodate a long leather tool roll under one arm. He was younger than Ada by enough years to make their resemblance easy to miss until they stood together. The same narrow concentration appeared around their eyes, though Milo’s was softened by a habit of checking the faces around him before he spoke.

“I checked the lower mechanism,” he said. “The hammer hasn’t shifted.”

Ada’s gaze dropped to the tool roll. “Not like that.”

Milo stopped.

“The files are against the buckles.”

“I turned the teeth inward.”

“You think you did.”

He lowered the roll to the nearest chair and opened it. The files lay teeth inward, wrapped in separate cloths.

Ada inspected them anyway.

Milo’s jaw moved once. “The hammer hasn’t shifted,” he repeated.

Kit looked up from the ledger. “So the bell sounded without the scheduled striker.”

“Or the movement began above the lower mechanism,” Milo said.

Ada closed the tool roll. “Do not guess from a staircase.”

“I wasn’t guessing.”

“You were standing below the bell.”

“I am aware of where I was standing.”

The child watched them with open interest, momentarily distracted from the biscuit.

Elowen poured a cup of the fresh tea and set it near Milo without asking whether he wanted it. She realized what she had done only when Mae, at the counter, glanced at the cup.

Milo noticed too.

“Thank you,” he said, and drank.

His acceptance did not make the assumption disappear.

Sable sat beside the child. “I would like us to stop asking you to repeat the sentence.”

“I only said it once.”

“Good. Once is enough.”

Kit lowered their pencil. “We need another example.”

“From someone who understands that it may have a consequence,” Mae said.

“And who can stop at any point,” Sable added.

Ada folded her hands over the iron key at her waist. “If people spoke with that much care to begin with, there would be no need for half these tests.”

“Careful speech did not used to prevent biscuit consumption,” Elowen said.

Ada’s eyes settled on her. “Careless speech has always had consequences.”

“Not usually visible from the tower.”

The bell keeper’s expression did not change. Yet her thumb moved across the key’s worn bow again.

Elowen carried a tray to the center table and cleared space among the morning cups. The least remarkable cup in the shop was a blue-glazed one with a narrow white line where the handle had once been repaired. It belonged to The Steam & Thistle, had survived five years of committee meetings, and returned to the same hook behind the counter each evening.

A mundane object. A routine journey. Nothing sentimental enough to confuse the test.

“I can do it,” said a customer at the front table.

She was a middle-aged woman who came in twice a week for black tea and read the local notices from beginning to end, including corrections to meetings she had no intention of attending. She looked from Elowen to Sable. “You need someone to borrow the cup?”

“We need someone willing to make a small commitment concerning it,” Elowen said. “But you do not have to.”

“I know. I’m offering.”

Mae brought over one of Lina’s blank stock cards and wrote three words across it.


YOU MAY STOP.


She set the card beside the blue cup.

The customer read it and nodded.

Elowen placed the cup before her. “What would you ordinarily say if you borrowed this?”

“That I’d return it.”

“Choose a time you can reasonably manage.”

“Before closing. I’m only going across the square.”

Sable leaned one hip against the table. “You may change your mind before you speak.”

The customer put one hand around the repaired handle.

“I will return this cup before closing.”

The bell rang.

Not the bright, solitary note that had answered the biscuit. This sound was lower and shorter, but it traveled through the open windows clearly enough to still every conversation in the square.

The blue cup trembled against its saucer.

A red thread appeared around the customer’s wrist.

Juniper sprang down from the child’s chair. Before anyone moved, he crossed the room and placed one paw squarely over the cup’s handle.

The thread ran beneath his paw and continued into the glaze.

Kit wrote so quickly the pencil point broke.

Ada closed her eyes.

Only for a breath. Then she opened them again.

“Well?” Bram asked from the doorway.

“Cleaner,” Ada said.

Elowen heard it then: a thinness beneath the note, not quite an echo and not quite a crack.

“But still wrong?” she asked.

Ada’s gaze moved to the tower. “Still answering.”

The customer lifted the cup. The thread shortened with the movement. She carried it two steps toward the door, then back to the table.

“No pulling,” she said.

“Not yet,” Kit murmured. “The deadline has not passed.”

The word deadline made the customer set the cup down more carefully.

Elowen touched the edge of the stop card. “You can leave it here. We will not ask you to test the limit.”

“I did say I’d return it.”

“You are still allowed to decide how.”

The customer looked unconvinced, but some tension left her shoulders.

They tried the comparison with no object and no obligation. Mae stood beside the window, looked toward the square, and said, “I hope to return soon.”

The bell did not ring.

Kit waited ten seconds, then twenty.

Nothing.

“Hope rather than commitment,” they said, writing.

“One speaker is not a rule,” Sable reminded them.

“A pattern, then.”

“One point in a possible pattern.”

Kit sighed and added possible.

Outside, the banner shifted as a cloud passed over the square. The kettle on the stove began its low pre-boil murmur.

Elowen studied the phrase-and-tone notes.

A child’s casual promise had brought a bright note and immediate enforcement. A specific adult commitment had produced a shorter, cleaner sound and a thread without immediate restraint. A genuine hope had done nothing.

Perhaps the bell heard future tense. Perhaps it heard intention. Perhaps it heard the difference between wanting and undertaking.

Kit glanced at the kettle. “It will boil before the minute hand reaches the quarter.”

Everyone looked toward the tower.

No teaspoon trembled.

The kettle boiled exactly when Kit had predicted.

Steam rose in a white plume between them, and the only sound in The Steam & Thistle was the ordinary rattle of its lid.

Elowen looked from the silent tower to the red thread around the borrowed cup.

The bell had ignored a true statement about the future.

It had answered a promise.

What, exactly, did an old civic bell believe a promise was—and how had it learned to tell the difference?
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Chapter 3
A Thread with Directions
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By midafternoon, the red thread attached to the biscuit ran out of The Steam & Thistle, across Market Square, and into Willow Lane.

The child had gone home for lunch.

The biscuit had not.

Their father had suggested taking it with them. The child had refused on the reasonable grounds that carrying an inedible biscuit through the village felt like being followed by a lesson. It now rested alone in Rowan’s dented tin beneath a folded cloth, while its thread stretched through the open doorway in a straight red line that ignored walls, carts, people, and good manners.

Juniper had followed it as far as the fountain.

There he sat on his haunches, russet tail curled around his cream paws, staring toward Willow Lane with the severe concentration of an official assigned to monitor one extremely thin road.

“It passes through the fountain,” Kit said.

They crouched at the edge with one sleeve rolled above the elbow. The thread entered the basin below the carved stone thistle and emerged from the opposite side without disturbing the water.

“It appears to,” Elowen said.

“I put my hand through it.”

“Did that improve your understanding?”

“No.” Kit dried their fingers on their coat. “But it eliminated the possibility that the thread is wet.”

Bram stood behind them with his battered cap pushed back slightly from his forehead. “A loss to scholarship.”

Kit glanced up. “Technically, the absence of a property remains information.”

“Of course.”

The faint dimple appeared beside Bram’s mouth.
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