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The grounds at the bottom of Selin Aydın's cup had settled into the shape of a door.

Effie Demir turned the cup a quarter turn, the way Nine had taught her before she was tall enough to see over the counter, and the shape held. A door, closed, with something like a bird perched on the lintel. She had read enough cups in her life to know that a bird on a closed door usually meant news was coming, and coming fast. She had never once read a cup and felt her stomach drop the way it did now, looking at the fine dark silt clinging to the porcelain in a pattern she didn't want to name.

"Well?" Selin said. "You're stalling."

"I'm not stalling. I'm looking."

"You're stalling the way your grandmother stalls when she doesn't want to tell someone their husband's cheating."

Effie almost laughed, because that was exactly the tell, and she hadn't thought Selin Aydın knew Nine well enough to have noticed it. Selin ran The Gilded Cup on the other side of the square, all brushed steel and oat milk and a wall of gold-foil quotes about ambition. She did not come into Falcı Kahve. She had certainly never come in after closing, alone, with the shades half down and the chairs already stacked on two of the four tables, and asked - quietly, like she was asking for something else entirely - for a reading.

"There's a door," Effie said finally. "Closed. Something perched over it."

"A bird."

"You can read cups?"

"I can read your face," Selin said. "You went the color of the foam. Just tell me what it means, Effie. I didn't come here to be handled."

Effie set the cup down on its saucer, and the porcelain click sounded very loud in the empty café. Outside, the string lights over the square swayed in a wind that smelled like the ocean and the last week of September. Two blocks down, someone was still hammering something into the platform for tomorrow's Founders' Festival, the sound arriving in flat little cracks.

"It means an ending," Effie said. "That's all it ever means, on its own. An ending, and something watching it happen. It doesn't mean death, if that's what you're bracing for. Endings aren't always-"

"I know what endings are." Selin's voice had gone somewhere else, somewhere Effie couldn't follow her. She was looking at the cup like it had said something true and unkind about her. "I've had a few. I'm about to have one more, I think, one way or another, before that festival's over."

"That's ominous, coming from the woman who's judging the pastry contest tomorrow."

"I'm not being ominous. I'm being honest, which is apparently a family trait I inherited without ever being told I had it." She said it lightly, the way people say things they've rehearsed so many times the weight has worn off the words, and then she looked up and seemed to catch herself, the way you catch yourself leaning too far over a railing. "Forget I said that."

"Selin-"

"I need to settle some things before tomorrow. That's all. That's all I meant." She stood, gathered her coat off the back of the chair, and for a second, in the low light, with her hand braced on the table, she looked less like the woman who had once stood in the middle of the square and accused Nine of stealing her cardamom blend in front of half the town, and more like someone Effie had never met at all. Older around the eyes. Tired in a way makeup couldn't fix. "Thank you for the reading. I mean that."

"You should tell someone. Whatever it is. You shouldn't carry it alone into a festival."

Selin paused at the door, her hand on the frame, the bell above it silent because Effie had taped the clapper for the night to keep from waking Nine upstairs. "Some things you can only tell the people they belong to," she said. "And I'm running out of time to decide who that is." Then she smiled, quick and unconvincing, like she was doing Effie a favor by pretending the last five minutes hadn't happened, and stepped out into the dark.

Effie stood at the window and watched her cross the square toward the festival tents, a small determined shape moving between the pretzel cart and the dessert tent's string lights, until the shadows took her. She told herself, washing the cup, that it was only a door. Doors closed and doors opened. That was the whole grammar of the thing, doors and birds and roads that forked, and she had spent her whole life translating it into whatever the customer needed to hear, half science and half kindness, the way Nine did.

She did not sleep well. She blamed the espresso machine, which needed descaling, and the wind, which kept finding the loose shutter on the east side of the building and worrying it like a tooth.

At six forty in the morning, someone knocked on the café's back door hard enough to rattle the coffee tins on the shelf above it.

Effie came down in her robe, coffee-stained and half-blind, expecting a delivery truck two hours early or Kerem locked out again with his key in the wrong jacket. Instead she found Deniz Kaya standing on the step in his uniform jacket, badge clipped where it usually wasn't, looking like a man who had already had the worst conversation of his day and was about to have a second one.

"Effie." His voice had the careful, over-level quality of someone who had rehearsed how he was going to say the next part on the walk over. "I need to ask you some questions. About last night."

"About what happened last night?"

"About Selin Aydın." He looked past her, into the dim café, at the two chairs still down from closing, at the cup - she hadn't washed it yet, she realized with a small cold drop in her stomach, she'd meant to and hadn't - sitting on the counter with the grounds still faintly visible on the bone-white porcelain. "She was found about an hour ago. At the base of the dessert tent stairs. She's dead, Effie."

The wind found the shutter again and worried it, and somewhere down the street the festival's early vendors were already setting up for a day that Selin Aydın was not going to see, and Effie Demir stood in her own doorway holding the door frame the exact way Selin had held it twelve hours before, and thought, with a clarity that frightened her more than the news itself: I told her it wasn't death. I told her endings aren't always that.

She had been wrong. She had read that cup exactly right, and told the truth exactly wrong, and now there was a dead woman two blocks away who had come to her, alone, in the dark, to ask what was coming - and Effie hadn't warned her fast enough, hadn't understood fast enough, hadn't done anything at all except turn a cup in her hands and call an ending something gentler than what it was.

"Come in," she told Deniz, because there was nothing else to say, and because some part of her, small and cold and already awake in a way the rest of her wasn't yet, understood that she was not going to be able to leave this alone until she knew exactly what Selin Aydın had needed to settle, and with whom, and why she'd come to a rival's café the night before she died to ask a stranger's granddaughter to read it for her.
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By the time Effie got Nine downstairs, dressed and steady on her cane, the news had already made its way around Port Marlow twice, gaining details the way snowballs gain twigs. The espresso machine sat cold and unused behind the counter, the first morning in Effie's eleven weeks home that nobody had bothered to turn it on, and somehow that small absence - no hiss of steam, no rattle of the grinder - made the whole café feel like it belonged to a different, stranger day than any that had come before it.

"They're saying she fell," Kerem reported, phone in hand, leaning against the pastry case in last night's shirt. "They're saying she was pushed. They're saying she tripped over her own extension cord testing the lights for the pastry judging, which, if true, would be the least dignified death in the history of this town, and I say that as someone whose grandfather died mid-sentence at a dominoes table."

"Kerem."

"I'm processing, Nine. Everyone processes differently. Some people cry. I make lists of undignified deaths."

Nine lowered herself into her chair at the corner table - her chair, the one nobody else sat in even when the café was full, the one with the good back support Effie had bought her after the fall in July - and folded her hands on the table with the stillness she reserved for bad news. She was eighty years old and had buried a husband, a daughter, and half the friends she'd made in this country, and she had a way of receiving grief that looked, to anyone who didn't know her, almost like calm. Everyone in Port Marlow called her Nine - a worn-down, Americanized version of *nene*, the Turkish word for grandmother, that Effie's mother had started using as a toddler and the whole town had simply adopted, the way small towns adopt anything said often enough by a child they love.

"Selin Aydın is dead," she said, testing the words like she was tasting a new blend. "In my town. The week of the festival."

"Yes."

"And you," Nine said, turning to Effie with the sharpness that had made three decades of Port Marlow residents nervous to bring her a bad cup of coffee, "were the last person to see her."

"The last person anyone knows saw her," Effie said. "That's different."

"Is it?"

Effie hadn't told them yet about the reading. She'd told Deniz - she'd had to, sitting in her own kitchen an hour ago answering questions with her hands wrapped around a mug she wasn't drinking from - but she hadn't found the sentence yet that would explain to Nine and Kerem why Selin Aydın, of all people, had walked into their café after hours and asked for exactly the thing their family did that half the town still quietly considered embarrassing.

She found herself stalling over the words the same way she'd stalled over the reading itself the night before, turning the sentence in her mind the way she'd turned that cup, looking for an angle that made the strangeness of it smaller than it actually was. There wasn't one. Selin Aydın, rival, accuser, stranger by every measure that mattered in this town, had come to their back door in the dark asking for exactly the kind of comfort her own café had spent four years publicly scorning, and no amount of careful phrasing was going to make that fact sit any easier in the room.

She found out, over the next hour, that she wouldn't have to work very hard to explain it, because the whole town was already explaining it for her.

The feud between Falcı Kahve and The Gilded Cup was, depending on who told it, either a bitter rivalry stretching back years or a single spectacular afternoon that everyone had decided to remember as a rivalry because it made a better story. The truth, as Effie understood it, was closer to the second. Eighteen months ago, at the previous year's Founders' Festival, Selin had stood in the middle of the square with a cup of Falcı Kahve's cardamom blend in one hand and accused Nine, loudly and in front of the judging table, of stealing the recipe from a blend Selin's grandmother had supposedly brought over from Istanbul.

It wasn't true. Nine's cardamom blend had been in the family before Selin Aydın had opened her sleek little café with the exposed brick and the artisanal oat milk, and everyone who'd tasted both knew they weren't even close - Nine's was heavier, muskier, meant to sit in the stomach on a cold morning, and Selin's was a thin, pretty thing built for Instagram photos. But the accusation had stuck to the town's memory the way accusations do, unfairly and permanently, and since that day the two cafés had circled each other across the square with the wary chill of people who used to be friendly enough to borrow sugar and now weren't.

Effie had not been home for the incident itself, but Kerem had described it to her enough times over the phone that she felt she'd practically witnessed it - Selin standing on an overturned crate beside the judging table, cup raised like evidence in a courtroom, her voice carrying clear across the whole square as she declared that some people built their businesses on other people's grandmothers and called it heritage. Nine, according to every account, had said nothing at all in response, had simply looked at Selin for a long, unreadable moment and then turned back to serving the line of customers still waiting for their coffee, a silence the town had spent eighteen months interpreting as guilt rather than what Effie now understood it almost certainly had been: a woman standing three feet from someone whose face had stopped her cold for reasons she wouldn't let herself name, absorbing an accusation she couldn't begin to explain the real shape of.

Port Marlow was small enough that the feud had become a kind of civic entertainment in its own right, the way small towns turn any sufficiently interesting grudge into a spectator sport. The diner on Anchor Street kept an informal tally, chalked on a board by the register, of which café's cups showed up more often in the trash barrels outside the town hall during meetings - a metric Effie had always found both ridiculous and, in a town this size, weirdly conclusive. The high school newspaper had run a taste-test feature two springs back that both cafés had quietly lobbied to win and neither had, because the students ultimately declared the whole exercise "too political for a school assignment" and gave the prize instead to a food truck that sold waffles shaped like the state of Maine, a decision nobody in Port Marlow could adequately explain, waffles or state pride both.

Effie had watched all of this from a distance for most of the last few years, home only for holidays and the occasional emergency, and had always privately thought the whole rivalry a little absurd - two women roughly her own mother's age, spending real energy competing over oat milk ratios and festival banners, when the coffee itself, tasted with an open mind, was different enough that comparing them made about as much sense as comparing bread to cake. She had said as much to Nine once, home for a Christmas two years back, and Nine had given her the distinct look she reserved for grandchildren saying something both true and unhelpful.

"It was never about the coffee," Nine had told her then, with a weight Effie hadn't understood until this exact week. "It rarely is."

She thought of that now, standing in the café's morning light with Kerem's phone buzzing itself into silence on the counter and Nine's hands folded with careful stillness on the table, and wondered exactly how much of that unexplained weight her grandmother had been carrying quietly for years before any of the rest of them had learned to notice it.

Which was what made last night so strange. Which was, Effie understood with a sinking feeling, exactly the kind of detail that would make people look at her sideways for weeks.

"She wanted a reading," Effie said finally, because there was no version of this where hiding it helped. "After hours. She came to the back door, not the front, like she didn't want to be seen."

Kerem's phone stopped clicking. Nine went very still in the peculiar way that meant she was listening with everything she had.

"What did you see?"

"A door. Closed. Something like a bird over it." Effie made herself say the rest, the part she'd been avoiding since six forty that morning. "I told her it meant an ending. I told her it didn't have to mean - I told her endings aren't always the worst kind."

"And she said?"

"She said she had things to settle before the festival was over. She said some things you can only tell the people they belong to, and she was running out of time to decide who that was." Effie heard her own voice catch on the last few words and hated it. "Then she left. And I watched her walk toward the tents, and I went to bed, and I didn't - Nine, I didn't think -"

"No," Nine said, quiet and immediate, cutting off the spiral before it could properly start. "You couldn't have. Grounds are grounds, canim. They tell you the weather, not the day it will rain." She reached across the table and closed one weathered hand over Effie's, and for a moment the old woman looked less like the town's most formidable coffee-house matriarch and more like someone very tired, doing careful arithmetic behind her eyes. "But you understand what this means for us. A woman is dead, and the last thing she did on this earth was sit in our café and ask us to tell her what was coming."

"It means people are going to talk," Kerem said, setting the phone face-down like it had personally offended him. "It means people are going to look at us and remember that Selin once stood in the square and called us thieves, and now she's dead after visiting the thieves' shop the night before, and nobody in this town has ever let a good story get complicated by facts."

"It means," Nine said, "that we should let the police do their work, and stay out of it entirely."

"You've said that about every hard thing this family has faced in my whole life," Effie said, more sharply than she meant to, "and I came home eleven weeks ago because you fell down the cellar stairs reaching for a bag of green beans you should have asked one of us to carry, and didn't tell either of us for two days because you didn't want to be a burden. I don't think staying out of things has ever once been this family's real policy, whatever we tell each other it is."

Nine's mouth thinned, the exact expression she wore when she'd been caught in her own contradiction and had no immediate rebuttal ready, and for a moment the old woman looked almost amused despite everything, the ghost of the sharp, stubborn matriarch who had built this whole café out of nothing forty years before flickering back into her tired eyes.

"You have always had your mother's tongue," Nine said. "God rest her, she used to say the exact same thing to me, in almost the exact same tone, right before she did whatever she'd already decided to do regardless of what I said about it."

"Is that a yes?"

"It is a we will discuss this properly once I've slept, which is the closest thing to a yes you are getting out of me tonight." But something in her posture had softened, and Effie
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