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Chapter 1
Three Roads to the Same Door
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On the first walk to Rowan Hale’s bakery, Elowen Thatch returned through her own front door. She knew it was her door before she touched the latch. Deep green paint. Brass thistle knocker. The narrow scratch beside the keyhole where a winter parcel had once objected to being carried indoors. Above it, the painted sign of The Steam & Thistle swung on its chains and shed three bright drops of thaw water onto her shoulder. Elowen stood on the step with an empty wicker basket over one arm and looked back.

Market Square lay behind her, wet and pale beneath the early light. The clock tower showed twelve minutes to seven. Meltwater ran between the cobbles in silver threads. Nessa Quill, the regional mapmaker, had already claimed the space beside the fountain with a survey board, a measuring chain, and the sort of posture that suggested curves were a personal failing. There was no sign of Bakery Lane.

The bell above Elowen’s door gave an encouraging little chime. Warmth breathed out around her, carrying black tea, dried orange peel, polished wood, and the faint mineral scent of the kettle. Juniper lifted a russet head from the best chair by the stove. One cream-socked forepaw hung over the cushion. The copper charm at the fox-cat’s collar caught the firelight. Elowen remained on the threshold long enough for cold air to reach the tea tins.

“No,” she said.

Juniper blinked. Five minutes earlier, Elowen had left the shop by this same door. She had locked it, tugged the handle twice as she always did, crossed the square past the fountain, and taken the wall-and-hedge fork into Bakery Lane. She remembered the softened ground under her boots. She remembered touching the wet stone at the corner because the hedge had drooped across the path. She remembered the yeasty warmth that often reached halfway down the lane before Rowan opened his door.

She had rounded the last bend expecting the bakery’s red-painted entrance, its little brass wheat-sheaf plaque, and the warm blur of flour on the lower panes. The lane had narrowed in the usual place. A roofline had shown above the hedge. Then the branches had parted around deep green paint. Her own key had fitted her own lock. She had turned it because the door was still secured exactly as she had left it, and the absurd familiarity of that small resistance had frightened her more than an open doorway would have done. When she looked back from the step, Bakery Lane had been gone. Instead of Rowan’s red door, she had found her own.

There were mornings when Bramblewick Hollow seemed determined to make an ordinary errand feel like a moral lesson. Spring thaw encouraged this tendency. Culverts swelled. Paths became ponds. Cobbles shifted in the night and waited for ankles. Roads developed opinions about carts. Roads did not, as a rule, move tea shops.

Elowen stepped inside and shut the door before the room lost all the warmth she had put into it. The Steam & Thistle was not yet open, but it was ready: mismatched cups stacked in orderly rows, damp-weather tins moved to the front shelves, three small tables set with clean spoons, and the morning pot warming beneath a quilted cover on the counter. She had blended black tea with ginger, orange peel, and two crushed cardamom pods, enough brightness to make a wet morning feel less committed to itself. It could warm chilled hands. It could settle a person long enough to hear their own thoughts. It could not explain why she had walked toward bread and arrived at tea.

Elowen had learned not to ask a blend to perform a dishonest task. Warm hands. Ease a headache. Make room around a difficult thought. Those were reasonable requests. Tell me whether the road has moved my shop was beyond the proper duties of ginger and cardamom. She set the basket down, poured half a cup, and pressed both palms around it. The first sip was hot, citrus-bright, and entirely uninformative.

“I turned without noticing,” she told Juniper.

Juniper’s ears angled outward.

“The hedge was down over the path. I must have come back through the square.”

The fox-cat looked at the locked door, then at Elowen. Elowen straightened the spoon beside the till. It had not been crooked enough to require intervention, but it submitted gracefully. This was manageable. A missed turn, a wet hedge, a mind occupied by opening lists. Rowan would have set aside two seeded loaves and one plain. If she did not collect them soon, the plain loaf would go to someone who claimed not to care which loaf they received and then looked wounded by caraway. She drank another mouthful, returned the cup to its saucer, and picked up the basket.

Her brass shop keys lay against her hip on their long leather loop. She tested the front lock once, then once more. Across the square, Nessa glanced up from her board. Elowen lifted the empty basket in what she hoped was the universal gesture for perfectly ordinary bread-related business. Nessa’s gaze moved from the basket to Elowen’s boots and back again. She said nothing.

On the second walk, Elowen paid attention to everything. She crossed the square diagonally, passing six paces to the left of the fountain. She stepped over the runoff channel beside the clock tower. She touched the third iron post at the mouth of Bakery Lane and counted the pale stones set into the old wall: seven, eight, nine, then the one with a chip shaped like a comma. The lane was exactly where it belonged.

Pale mud sucked softly at her boot heels. Bare hedge branches knitted overhead, jeweled with water. Beyond them came the muffled thump of dough striking Rowan’s worktable, followed by the scrape of a peel across an oven stone. The sounds were so ordinary that Elowen’s shoulders loosened. At the final bend, the smell of bread deepened. She turned. The Steam & Thistle waited in front of her. This time the impossibility was not softened by surprise. Her shop stood at the end of Bakery Lane as neatly as if it had been built there: green door, thistle knocker, bowed front windows warm with amber light. Through the glass, Juniper sat upright on the counter. Elowen looked over her shoulder.

Bakery Lane stretched behind her to the wall-and-hedge fork. A strip of pale mud ran between the hedges. No square. No fountain. No clock tower. She faced forward again and found Market Square reflected in her shop windows. The bell rang when she opened the door. Cold air followed her into the shop. Elowen closed it with care, because slamming a door at impossible geography rarely improved either the geography or the door. Juniper jumped down from the counter. The fox-cat circled the basket once, found it empty, and gave Elowen a look of concise disappointment.

“I noticed,” Elowen said.

She unclipped the keys from her belt and laid them beside the basket while she checked the back room, the pantry door, and the narrow shop-side lane through the kitchen window. Everything was where it ought to be. The pantry shelves held their jars. The rear step led to the usual patch of wet flagstones. A delivery crate waited beneath the eaves with yesterday’s chalk mark still on its side.

When Elowen returned to the counter, she found two pale trails drying across the floorboards. Both began at the front threshold. Both ended beside the empty basket. Bakery Lane had left more evidence inside the shop than the bakery had. Juniper was sitting on the keys. Not beside them. On them. One cream-socked paw covered the brass ring. The copper charm at the fox-cat’s throat gave a tiny sound as Juniper settled more firmly. Elowen stopped. Juniper looked at her. The kettle began to murmur behind them.

“Those open the shop,” Elowen said.

Juniper continued to look at her.

“Which is where I am. Thank you for the confirmation.”

The tail tip flicked once. Elowen should have gone to Bram. Or called across the square to Nessa. Or opened the door and asked the first sensible neighbor to stand at the fork and watch where she went. Instead, she reached for the cup she had left on the counter, topped it with hot water, and added a little honey. The act restored three small things to their proper order: kettle, cup, hands. She told herself that two walks did not make a pattern. Two walks made an inconvenience with ambitions. Then she eased the keys from beneath Juniper’s paw.

The fox-cat let her take them, which felt less like permission than the completion of a note Elowen had not yet learned to read.

“One more,” Elowen said. “Then we ask for help.”

Juniper’s ears went flat.

On the third walk, Elowen left the morning tea beneath its cover, took the empty basket, locked the shop, and announced her route aloud.

“Rowan’s Bakery. Across the square, past the fountain, through the wall-and-hedge fork, along Bakery Lane.”

Nessa looked up again. The mapmaker’s rain-dark coat was buttoned to the throat. One gloved hand rested on the survey board; the other held a slim brush above a pot of black ink.

“Conducting a survey?” Nessa asked.

“Collecting bread.”

“With admirable precision.”

Elowen suspected this was not mockery. Nessa Quill’s humor, when present, had the dry finish of paper stored near a stove.

“If I do not return in ten minutes,” Elowen said, “I shall probably have returned in two.”

Nessa’s eyebrows drew together by a fraction. It was not the reassuring exit line Elowen had intended, but she had already crossed the square. She passed the fountain. The clock tower showed four minutes to seven. At the third iron post, she looked back. The Steam & Thistle stood across the square. Juniper’s face was a russet shape in the lower corner of the front window. Elowen entered Bakery Lane. At once, the village sounds softened. Water ticked from the hedges. Somewhere beyond the bakery wall, Rowan’s oven door clanged. The pale mud showed two sets of footprints: Elowen’s own narrow tread from the second attempt, and a newer set coming toward her. A woman rounded the bend.

She wore a blue wool coat dusted white from shoulder to cuff. Flour streaked one cheek and clung to the loose hair at her temple. Both hands were empty, but she held them away from her body as though they had recently been deep in dough. She stopped when she saw Elowen.

“Is this Bakery Lane?”

“It was when I entered it.”

The woman gave a breath that might have become a laugh on a less alarming morning. “I was going to Rowan’s. I opened the bakery door and found my mother’s kitchen.”

Elowen lowered the basket. “Your mother’s current kitchen?”

“Her old one. The house near the north orchard. It was sold when I was eleven.” The woman looked down at her floury sleeves. “The blue table was there. The crack in the window. The bowl with the yellow rim. I could smell the soap she used on the boards.”

“Was anyone else there?”

“No. Only the dough.” Her voice thinned. “My hands were in it before I remembered I hadn’t chosen to knead anything. Then the back door opened onto this lane.”

Elowen’s first instinct was to tell her she was safe. Her second was to offer tea. Both instincts arrived before the useful question. She made herself ask it.

“Where were you trying to go?”

“The bakery. For a loaf.” The woman looked at the empty basket. “Were you?”

“Repeatedly.”

They stood together while thaw water tapped the hedge between them.

“We can walk the rest together,” Elowen said. “If the lane behaves badly, it will have to be specific in front of both of us.”

This was not a rule Elowen had any reason to trust, but it sounded steadier than admitting the road had already been specific twice. They proceeded side by side. The bakery’s warmth gathered ahead. Elowen could smell yeast, toasted seeds, and the faint sweetness of buns glazed before dawn. The woman beside her relaxed enough to lower her flour-coated hands. At the final bend, Elowen saw red paint between the hedge branches. Relief rose so quickly it hurt. Then the wind moved the branches. The paint was green. The thistle knocker gleamed above a familiar scratch beside the keyhole. Warm amber light filled the bowed windows. Behind the glass, Juniper sat on the counter with perfect, accusatory stillness.

The woman made a small sound. Elowen did not touch the latch immediately. She turned around. Bakery Lane lay behind them. Their footprints ended at the step. Pale mud streaked both pairs of boots. She faced the door and unlocked it with the keys at her hip. The bell rang. Juniper jumped down as Elowen and the flour-dusted woman entered The Steam & Thistle together. A third track of pale mud joined the first two across the floor. The woman’s broader prints followed it, white flour stippling the wet clay. Four journeys now ended inside the shop, and not one loaf had begun there. For several seconds, no one spoke.

Then Elowen set the empty basket on the counter and moved toward the kettle.

“Sit,” she said. “You need something warm.”

The woman obeyed with the dazed gratitude of someone whose morning had exceeded its proper number of kitchens. Elowen reached for a settling blend, then stopped with her fingers on the tin. Tea could help the woman breathe. It could not make what happened smaller merely because Elowen preferred a manageable shape.

She chose a plain black tea with ginger, measured it into the warmed pot, and said, “Tell me exactly what you saw. I won’t decide what it meant.”

The front door opened before the water was ready. Rowan Hale came in carrying three loaves wrapped in a clean linen cloth: two dark with seeds, one plain. His hair was damp at the temples from bakery heat, and a crescent of flour marked one forearm. Elowen collected the same order at nearly the same minute every morning the shop opened; Rowan’s appearance at her door meant her absence had lasted long enough to become part of his routine too. He took in the woman at the table, the flour on her coat, Elowen’s muddy boots, and the empty basket on the counter.

“You usually manage the return journey after acquiring the bread,” he said.

“I am broadening my methods.”

Rowan set the loaves beside the basket. “You never reached the bakery.”

The woman looked up sharply. “I did.”

“Not mine,” Rowan said, gentler. “The front bell hasn’t rung since I opened. Your usual order is still on the second cooling shelf. And these were waiting for Elowen: two seeded, one plain, before seven.”

He crouched beside Elowen’s boots and touched one finger to the drying mud at the heel.

“Bakery Lane,” he said. “Pale clay from below the old wall. You were on the lane.”

Outside, a measuring chain clicked over stone. Nessa Quill stood in the square with her survey board angled against the rain. The black line on her paper was visible even through the shop window: one clean stroke drawn from the wall-and-hedge fork to The Steam & Thistle. No loops. No hesitation. No bakery. Elowen stepped out beneath the swinging sign, still holding the empty basket.

“You saw all three?” she asked.

“I saw you leave three times,” Nessa said. “And arrive three times.”

“At the wrong place.”

Nessa looked from Elowen’s mud-streaked boots to the front door, then lowered the tip of her brush to the end of the line. The ink spread into a precise black point and stopped.

“The road didn’t lose you,” she said. “It delivered you.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
What a Road Owes
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By half past seven, The Steam & Thistle was open in every sense except the one painted on the sign. The front door stood unlocked because the morning had already admitted more trouble than customers. Rowan’s three loaves rested beside Elowen’s empty basket. The woman in the blue coat sat near the stove with both hands wrapped around a cup of ginger tea, flour drying in pale islands along her sleeves. Nessa Quill had taken the table nearest the window and arranged her survey board, measuring chain, two pencils, and black ink with such exactness that the furniture appeared to have been built around them. Elowen turned the hanging sign to OPEN anyway.

The first two customers came in together and did not remove their coats. They had meant to walk on to the post counter, but neither wished to discover what address the lane preferred for them. Elowen seated them near the front window with the morning pot between them and gave one the cream jug and the other the biscuit tin. People were steadier when entrusted with something small and ordinary. She had relied on that truth often enough to know it could become a way of avoiding the larger one.

Outside, three more villagers reached the square, studied the signposts, and turned back toward their own doors. A milk cart waited at the mouth of the commercial spur while its driver argued with the pony about which of them had more sense. The pony appeared to be winning.

A routine could not repair a road, but it might persuade the cups to remain cups and the floor to continue underneath everyone. Elowen uncovered the morning pot, checked the kettle, and moved Rowan’s plain loaf to the cutting board. The seeded loaves stayed wrapped. Two seeded, one plain before seven: the order had been the same on every ordinary opening morning for nearly a year. Its failure to arrive by basket now seemed less like inconvenience and more like testimony.

“Begin at the hedge,” Nessa said.

The woman in blue glanced at Elowen.

“You needn’t begin anywhere you don’t wish to,” Elowen said.

Nessa’s pencil stopped above the paper. “I meant the route.”

“I know.”

The woman took a breath. “I went through the wall-and-hedge fork. I heard the bakery oven. Then I opened a red door and found the kitchen from the north-orchard house.”

Nessa drew a line. “The room was accurate?”

“The crack in the window was on the wrong side.”

The pencil paused.

“And the bowl with the yellow rim was on the table,” the woman continued. “My mother broke that bowl when I was fourteen.”

“A memory, then,” Nessa said. “Not a location.”

Elowen set a plate of plain bread within the woman’s reach. “Did the kitchen feel familiar before you saw it?”

“It felt like work.” The answer came quickly enough to make the room still. “My mother was ill that winter. I learned to knead because there were four younger children and no one else to feed them.” She looked at the flour on her sleeves as though it belonged to another person. “I was going to Rowan’s because I wanted toast.”

The woman looked toward the front door, then away from it. “I ought to go home.”

The words landed differently after the kitchen. Elowen heard the obligation in them before she heard the destination.

“Do you want to?” she asked.

“I want my dry stockings. I do not want to find out which house the road believes taught me laundry.”

Rowan folded the clean linen back over the remaining loaves. “I can walk with you.”

The woman gave him a grateful look, followed by a worried one. “Would it take us where you mean to go or where I do?”

No one had an answer. That was the first practical cruelty Elowen could not soften with a chair and a warm cup. The woman’s own home was less than ten minutes away, visible from the upper bakery window on a clear day, yet the road had made it uncertain enough that she preferred to remain in a public room wearing wet boots.

Nessa’s pencil moved again. “The kitchen was formative.”

“So was the illness,” Elowen said. “That does not make either one a destination.”

“No. It makes the selection less arbitrary.”

The distinction did not comfort anyone. Nessa’s pencil moved again.

Elowen wanted to cover the woman’s hand, to tell her the road had mistaken care for duty, and to make the mistake feel smaller by naming it. Instead, she refilled the cup and said, “Thank you. That is enough unless you wish to add more.”

The bell rang. Mrs. Dalloway entered beneath a hat that had been designed for drier opinions. She closed her umbrella, surveyed the muddy tracks, the flour, the mapmaker, and the untouched loaves.

“I see the roads have begun making breakfast arrangements,” she said.

“They have not shown any useful judgment about breakfast,” Rowan said from the counter, where he was slicing bread with more force than the loaf required.

Mrs. Dalloway removed her gloves finger by finger. “That has never stopped a committee.”

She accepted tea, chose the chair from which she could see both Nessa’s map and the front door, and did not ask permission before beginning to listen. The woman in blue had just finished describing the back door that opened onto Bakery Lane when the bell gave a hard, uneven jangle. Bram Evers came through the doorway with rain on his shoulders and exhaustion held carefully behind his eyes.

He was still in uniform. His dark coat was buttoned wrong at the throat, his cap was tucked under one arm, and a smear of damp grit marked one knee. Bram usually entered a room as though he had first checked that everyone else could leave it. This morning he stopped inside the threshold and looked back before allowing the door to close. Elowen was already reaching for a cup.

“Sit down,” she said.

“I should make a report.”

“You can make it from a chair.”

She poured black tea, added honey, and set it before him. Only when Bram looked at the spoon did she remember that he took honey after cold watches and none when he was tired enough to need sleep.

Elowen moved to retrieve the cup. “I didn’t ask.”

“No,” Bram said, with the faintest lift at one corner of his mouth. “But it will save time.”

The joke did not make the mistake disappear. He sat. Juniper left the stove chair, crossed the floor, and sniffed the wet hem of Bram’s coat. The fox-cat’s attention traveled upward to the brass badge at his breast, then across the room to Elowen. Elowen’s keys gave a small metallic chime. Juniper had hooked one claw through the leather loop at her hip and drawn the ring away from her skirt. The fox-cat released it as soon as Elowen looked down, then sat between her and Bram, tail wrapped over cream-socked paws.

Nessa watched the exchange. “Does it commonly handle keys?”

“Only when it believes I have overlooked something.”

“What?”

“If Juniper wished to answer questions, it would be much less effective at making us ask them.”

Mrs. Dalloway took a thoughtful bite of bread. “A quality shared by several professionals.”

Nessa’s expression remained unchanged, though her pencil pressed more sharply into the page.

Bram set both hands around the cup without drinking. “I left the office at six fourteen. I was going home by Bridge Road. I passed the rain barrel, the willow marker, and the south parapet. At six twenty-one I came through the constable’s office back door.”

Nessa’s attention went over him with professional precision. “What did you carry?”

“Badge. Office keys. Report book. Half a sandwich I did not eat.”

“All ordinary for the route?”

“For the end of a night watch, yes.”

Elowen noticed Juniper’s gaze settle again on the brass badge, then move to the ring of office keys at Bram’s belt. The fox-cat did not approach them. It merely watched, which was somehow more pointed. Nessa added a narrow column beside Bram’s line and listed the objects without comment. Elowen could not tell whether the mapmaker believed they mattered or simply objected to unrecorded variables. Rowan stopped slicing.

“You turned around?” Elowen asked.

“No.”

“The road curved?” Nessa asked.

“Not visibly. I walked toward the bridge. I arrived at the office.” Bram’s voice had the level patience of a man reporting a fact he did not expect the room to improve by doubting. “Second attempt at six twenty-six. I marked the office threshold with chalk before leaving. I passed the barrel and willow again. At six thirty-two I stepped across the chalk line from inside the office.”

Kit was not present, but Elowen could almost hear the archivist asking whether the chalk had been disturbed.

“Was it?” she asked.

“No.”

“And the third time?”

“I took the narrow verge beside the road. Same landmarks. Same office. I came here after that.”

“Why here?” Nessa asked.

Bram looked at her. “Because Elowen keeps tea and witnesses.”

Nessa considered this as though it might be entered under road conditions. “The route returned you to the place where your presence carries the greatest consequence.”

“My presence currently carries the greatest consequence in bed,” Bram said.

Mrs. Dalloway nodded. “At last, a sound official policy.”

The bell rang again before Nessa could answer. A narrow-faced man from the cooperage entered with a small wrapped parcel under one arm. He looked first at Bram, then at Nessa’s map, and seemed to regret both observations.

“I was going to Harlan Pike’s,” he said without greeting. “To return his plane.”

The parcel was the right shape for a woodworking tool.

“And where did you arrive?” Bram asked.

“My sister’s back step.”

Mrs. Dalloway inhaled through her nose.

The man pointed at her. “No.”

“I said nothing.”

“You were preparing to.”

“I prepare thoroughly.”

Bram asked, “Is your sister’s house on the route to Harlan Pike’s?”

“It is in the opposite direction.”

“Did you enter?” Mae asked from the doorway.

Elowen had not heard her approach. Mae stood with rain darkening the shoulders of her gray shawl and a narrow notebook in one hand. Her gaze moved over the room, taking in who was seated, who was watching, and which person looked most likely to be spoken about rather than listened to.

The cooper shook his head. “I came here.”

“By the square?”

“Yes.”

“Did the road bring you to the shop?” Nessa asked.

“No. Once I decided to find Bram instead of Harlan, the lane behaved.”

Nessa wrote that down. “Why did it take you to your sister?”

The man’s mouth tightened. Mrs. Dalloway examined her tea with heroic restraint.

Mae stepped fully inside and pushed the door wider with her shoulder so the man had an unobstructed way back out. “You do not owe the room an answer.”

Nessa glanced toward the open door. “The road may already have supplied one.”

“No,” Mae said. Her tone was quiet, which made everyone else’s silence feel chosen. “It supplied an arrival.”

The man stared at the wrapped tool beneath his arm.

Nessa tapped the end of her pencil against her board. “An arrival that contradicts his stated destination.”

“Contradiction is not consent.” Mae kept one hand on the door. “An open door is not an order to leave. A closed road is not proof you belong.”

For a moment the only sound was the kettle beginning to gather itself toward a boil.

The cooper looked at Mae, then at the open square beyond her. “My sister and I have not spoken since Midwinter.”

Mrs. Dalloway’s cup clicked softly into its saucer, but she did not look pleased with being right.

“I was not going there today,” the man said.

Mae nodded. “Then that is what we record.”

Nessa’s pencil moved after a fractional pause.

Elowen took a fresh cup from the shelf and held it up toward the cooper. “Tea?”

He hesitated. She nearly said it would help. Instead, she waited.

“Yes,” he said at last. “Plain.”

Elowen poured it plain. The shop had filled while she was trying to preserve an ordinary morning. Wet coats hung from every available peg. No one had yet left by the route they had intended to take. The two post-counter customers were still by the window, one gripping the cream jug as if civic order depended upon it. Rowan’s bread had been cut down to its final third. Nessa’s map now held separate lines ending at a childhood kitchen, a constable’s office, a sister’s back step, and The Steam & Thistle. Different roads. Different travelers. Different unwanted arrivals. Not a loop, then. Something more personal.

That thought should have made Elowen less inclined to value her own three returns. Instead, beneath the fear, a small treacherous comfort remained. Of all the places the road might have chosen for her, it had chosen the shop. The kettle. Juniper. The room where people came when they did not know what else to do. Home, she thought, and disliked how quickly the word settled. Juniper looked at her keys again.

Nessa turned her survey board so the room could see the lines. “The roads are not failing to deliver people. They are refusing the destinations people state and selecting destinations with stronger claims.”

“Claims made by whom?” Mae asked.

“By the traveler’s own history, perhaps.”

“History has opinions now?” Rowan asked.

“Patterns do.” Nessa pointed to Elowen’s line. “The tea shop receives its proprietor. The office receives its constable. A childhood kitchen receives the person who first learned duty there. A family house receives the brother avoiding it.”

The cooper’s shoulders stiffened.

Elowen said, “A pattern can be accurate and still be cruel.”

Nessa met her gaze. “Cruelty is not a cartographic category.”

“It may need a column.”

Bram pushed back his chair.

Elowen frowned. “You are not going anywhere until you finish that tea.”

“I am going to mark the route while the conditions are unchanged.”

“You have been awake all night.”

“And I know exactly where I intend to go.”

He drank the honeyed tea in several steady swallows, accepted half a slice of bread from Rowan, and stood. Mae closed her notebook. Nessa lifted her measuring chain. Elowen reached automatically for the keys at her hip. Juniper’s paw landed on her boot. Not hard. Not enough to hold her. Merely enough to make the choice visible.

Elowen looked down. “I am going across the square.”

Juniper removed the paw.

Outside, the rain had thinned to a bright mist. Bram stepped onto the cobbles, shoulders squared beneath the dark uniform coat. The principal signpost stood beside the fountain, its arms pointing toward Bakery Lane, the garden, Bridge Road, and the northern milestones.

Nessa said, “State the destination exactly.”

Bram looked toward Bridge Road.

“My home,” he said. “My own front door. I am going there to sleep.”

The sign arm marked BRIDGE ROAD gave a dry wooden creak. Slowly, in full view of the shop windows and everyone standing in the square, it turned away from the bridge. Even Nessa lowered her pencil. It stopped when it pointed directly at the constable’s office.
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Chapter 3
The Safest Mark
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The sign did not wobble after it stopped. It pointed at the constable’s office with the settled confidence of an object that believed the discussion was over. Bram stood beneath it in his rain-dark uniform, looking toward Bridge Road. His house lay beyond the bridge, along a lane that had behaved properly for generations and had, until that morning, shown no professional interest in whether he slept. Nessa Quill lowered her pencil to the survey board.

“Time?” she asked.

“Nine minutes past eight,” Elowen said.

“Ten,” said a voice behind them. “Technically.”

The clock tower door had opened without Elowen hearing it. Kit Merriweather emerged carrying two rolled maps, a narrow ledger, three pencils, and an expression of grave personal offense on behalf of geography. Their tweed coat had too many pockets for any reasonable garment and appeared to be using all of them. Dark auburn hair escaped a loose bun at the nape of their neck. Round wire-frame glasses had fogged in the damp air, and one ink-smudged hand held a silver watch whose unreliability was both intentional and exact.

“The tower says nine minutes past,” Kit added, wiping their lenses. “My watch says ten. It remains one minute fast.”

Nessa looked at the watch. “Why?”

“Because it has never failed to be one minute fast.”

“That is not the same as accuracy.”

“No,” Kit said. “It is reliability.”

Elowen saw the first faint sign of mutual professional irritation and decided Bramblewick had enough altered directions for one
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