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Chapter 1 — A Roof That Would Travel
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The late afternoon sun was beginning to dip behind the hills, casting long, golden shadows across the workshop yard. Mara Venn wiped a smudge of damp soil from her forehead, leaving a streak of brown across her skin. She didn’t notice. Her focus was entirely on the archway in front of her.

It was a window frame, not yet a window. The living wood, a hybrid of willow and iron-oak, curved in a perfect, calculated semi-circle. It had taken three weeks of slow, daily adjustment to get the curve just right. Mara stood back, her eyes narrowing as she checked the alignment against a taut string line. It was straight. It was balanced. It was exactly what she had promised the client.

She tapped the side of the frame with a small wooden mallet. The wood gave a dull, solid thud—the sound of healthy, dense growth. It was a good piece of work.

"Tension is holding," she murmured to herself, checking the tightness of the binding twine. "Growth rate is steady. It’ll be ready for the glass-workers by Thursday."

Mara was twenty-nine, and she had spent the last decade apprenticed to Master Kaelen, the most respected builder in the province. She had learned how to read the grain of stone, how to calculate the strength of root-fiber foundations, and how to encourage breathing clay to settle into walls without cracking. But more than anything, she had learned that a building was a math problem. If you calculated the load, the environment, and the materials correctly, the result would always be a sturdy, beautiful, and efficient structure.

She heard footsteps crunching on the gravel path behind her. She turned, expecting a supply delivery. Instead, she saw a group of three people walking toward her. They looked weary. Their clothes were durable—thick wools and leathers, practical for long journeys—and they carried small packs. They didn't walk with the hurried stride of local merchants; they walked with the measured gait of people who spent their lives moving from one camp to the next.

Wayfarers. Everyone knew them by their heavy boots and the way they glanced at the sky as if constantly checking for weather changes.

The woman in the lead had silver-streaked hair pulled back in a tight braid. She stopped a few feet from Mara and looked at the archway, then at Mara. Her expression was neutral, but her eyes were tired.

"Are you Mara Venn?" the woman asked. Her voice was raspy, like dry leaves.

"I am," Mara said, wiping her hands on her apron. She hoped she didn't look too disheveled. "Are you here about the supply order? I haven't received the manifest for the timber delivery yet."

The woman shook her head. "We aren't here for timber. My name is Olla. These are Pella and Davi. We were told you were looking for an independent contract."

Mara felt a spark of excitement. She had been waiting for this. Her apprenticeship was technically finished, but she needed a project of her own—a signature building that would prove to the guild that she was ready to be a Master Builder in her own right.

"I am," Mara said, straightening her back. "What kind of project is it?"

Olla gestured toward the distant horizon, toward the valley of the broad river. "We have a camp. We’ve traveled the circuit for years. But the last storm—the one that hit three weeks ago—it was bad. It took our main tents, our storage wagons, and the communal cooking shelter. We need a resting house. A place to stay when the seasons turn, or when we’re repairing our kits. We need a place that stays put."

Mara’s mind immediately began to sketch. A resting house. That sounded like a perfect opportunity for a modular, efficient design. She could incorporate a central hall for gathering, perhaps four rooms branching out like petals on a flower, each made of reinforced breathing clay and treated root-fiber.

"A permanent structure," Mara said, her tone professional. "I can certainly do that. I specialize in living structures that adapt to the terrain. I can make something that will last a lifetime, provided it’s maintained correctly."

Pella, a stout woman with an apron that seemed to have seen every kind of spice and soup, stepped forward. "We don't need a monument, girl. We need dry sleeping spots, a kitchen that doesn’t turn into a mud pit when it rains, and space to work."

"And a workshop," added the man beside her—Davi, Mara presumed. He was thin, with long, delicate fingers that looked like they were constantly twitching, as if feeling for vibrations. "A workshop that doesn't shake. I fix instruments. If the floor vibrates, I can't work."

Mara nodded, already adding these requirements to her mental list. Kitchen. Workshop. Sleeping. Stability. It was all straightforward. People had needs, and she had the materials to solve them. She would draw up a design that met every one of these criteria with maximum efficiency. No wasted space, no unnecessary curves, no structural weak points.

"I can design a building that incorporates all of those things," Mara said, her confidence rising. "A central utility core for the kitchen and heat, with acoustic separation for the workshop and dormitory sections. It’s an efficient use of space."

Olla looked at the archway again, then back at Mara. "We have some ideas about how we live. We aren't all the same. Some of us are loud, some are quiet. Some of us need to leave at four in the morning to catch the markets, and some of us stay up late mending clothes."

Mara smiled politely. She had heard this before. Clients often worried about the details, but they didn't understand the physics of construction. Once the house was built—once the design was sound—the living would follow the structure. People adapted to their surroundings; it was human nature.

"I understand," Mara said. "I’ll draft a plan that balances all those requirements. We can start the foundation survey by the end of the week."

Olla sighed, a sound that held both relief and a strange, lingering hesitation. "The meadow by the river. That’s where we’ve staked out the land. It’s... well, it has its challenges."

"Challenges are just problems waiting for an engineered solution," Mara replied, feeling quite pleased with herself. She was ready. She was prepared. She had the sketches in her head already.

As the three Wayfarers turned to leave, Mara looked back at her archway. She patted the wood again. It was perfect. She imagined the Wayfarers' new home, built with the same precision, standing sturdy and immovable in the meadow. It was going to be the finest thing she had ever built.

She didn't notice the way Olla looked back at the small archway one last time—not with admiration for its craftsmanship, but with a furrowed brow, as if wondering if something so rigid could truly hold the messy, shifting life of a community.

Mara walked back to her desk, pulled out a fresh sheet of drafting paper, and picked up her charcoal stick. The lines had to be straight. The math had to be perfect. She was going to give these people a home, whether they knew exactly what they needed or not.
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Chapter 2 — People Are Difficult Shapes
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The river meadow was not the tidy, square patch of land Mara had envisioned for a construction site. It was a sprawling, uneven expanse of long grasses, patches of wild clover, and damp hollows that seemed to have their own ideas about where the water belonged.

When Mara arrived with her drafting case slung over her shoulder, the Wayfarers' temporary camp greeted her with a cacophony of sound and smell. There were no straight lines here. Tents were pitched at odd angles to catch the wind or avoid the sun. Wicker drying racks were piled high with dyed wool, and a group of children was playing a game that involved running around a pile of empty crates with impressive speed.

It was chaotic. To Mara, it looked like a structural nightmare waiting to happen.

She found the trio she had met the day before sitting around a large, flat stone that served as a communal table. Olla was busy wrapping the handle of a heavy iron hammer with fresh leather. Pella was surrounded by crates, scrubbing a blackened pot with sand and river water. Davi was sitting off to the side, his eyes closed, his hands resting on his knees as if he were listening to the heartbeat of the earth itself.

"Mara," Olla said, looking up as Mara approached. "You’re early."

"Precision requires time," Mara said, setting her case down on the edge of the stone. She opened it to reveal a clean roll of parchment and several charcoal pencils. "And I want to make sure I understand the site conditions before the ground settles for the night."

Pella stood up, wiping her hands on her apron. "The ground here doesn't settle, girl. It breathes. You’ll see that soon enough."

Mara gave a polite, tight smile. She didn't have time for local superstitions. She had a contract to fulfill. "Let's discuss the layout. I have some initial thoughts, but I need to hear your requirements."

She laid out the parchment. She had already sketched a basic outline—a perfect square building with a wide central hall and four chambers radiating from the middle. It was efficient. It minimized the exterior wall surface, which would save on construction materials, and it created a natural, logical flow for people to move from one room to another.

"So," Mara began, pointing to her drawing. "I’ve planned a central hall. It connects to four main work and living zones. It’s balanced, it’s symmetrical, and it provides a clear line of sight from the entrance to the rear exit. This maximizes airflow and ensures that you can move supplies from one side of the house to the other without bumping into each other."

Davi leaned in, squinting at the parchment. "A central hall? Like a corridor?"

"Exactly," Mara said, pleased that he grasped the concept so quickly. "A corridor. It’s the most efficient way to organize movement in a shared space."

Davi looked at Pella, then back at
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