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Chapter 1: The Cinnamon Tell

	 

	Rowan Quickhands had always trusted three things.

	First, his own eyes.

	Second, other people’s greed.

	Third, the fact that most of civilisation was held together by tired workers and unexamined habits, which meant it could be politely dismantled if you knew where to tug.

	The fourth thing, if he was being honest, was cinnamon.

	Cinnamon was not a moral compass, not exactly, but it did have the decency to announce itself. It did not skulk. It did not pretend to be something else. Cinnamon walked into a room and declared, “Hello, I am cinnamon,” and everyone agreed, including the room. In a city full of lies and bargains and people who smiled like they were trying to sell you your own coat, cinnamon was refreshingly straightforward.

	That was why Rowan stopped outside Brioché & Co. and frowned.

	Because the cinnamon smelled wrong.

	Not bad. Not burnt. Not stale. Wrong in a way you could not describe without sounding like the sort of person who paid extra for “artisanal air.” The aroma rolled out of the shop in a soft, warm wave, sweet and spicy and impossible to ignore. It was the kind of smell that made you suddenly remember you were made of bones and hunger. It made people slow down.

	It made them look.

	And yet nobody looked properly.

	Rowan leaned on the lamppost opposite, hands in pockets, chin tucked against the winter bite, and watched the queue behave like a queue that had been taught manners at a finishing school. They stood with a neatness that had nothing to do with British politeness and everything to do with obedience. They did not jostle. They did not complain. They did not do that peculiar human thing where, after five minutes in a line, everyone begins to agree that society has failed them personally.

	They waited.

	Then they entered.

	Then they left.

	And on their faces was the same expression, every time.

	A smile.

	Not a wide smile. Not a joyful smile. Not even the smile of someone who had just been handed a pastry so good it temporarily forgave their parents. It was a mild, pleasant smile, the kind you wore at an office party when someone was explaining cryptocurrency.

	It did not reach their eyes.

	Rowan had seen a lot of smiles. He had sold “limited edition” souvenirs outside museums, a job that required you to know exactly how long a grin could be held before it began to look like pain. He had watched rich people laugh at jokes they did not understand because the person telling them had the right accent. He had watched desperate people smile at bank clerks while their entire life waited behind their teeth.

	These customers’ smiles were none of those.

	These smiles were… placed.

	As if someone had gently set them there, like icing.

	Rowan’s eyes tracked a man in a wool coat, mid-thirties, office badge still clipped to his belt as though he might be audited at any moment. The man came out of the bakery holding a small paper bag and a receipt, and his smile floated in front of him like a polite balloon. He walked three steps, stopped, blinked as if waking up, then continued, still smiling.

	He did not look down at the bag. He did not peek inside. He did not do the usual human ritual of confirming that he had, in fact, bought a thing and not merely agreed to the concept of purchasing.

	He just… went.

	Rowan shifted his weight, eyes narrowing. He watched the receipt in the man’s hand. It fluttered slightly in the cold wind. The man held it like it mattered.

	Like it weighed something.

	Ridiculous, obviously. A receipt was a slip of paper with ink on it, an apology from a till. It was proof you had exchanged money for something, and if you were unlucky, it was proof you had exchanged money for something you did not need.

	And yet.

	Rowan pushed off the lamppost and crossed the street with the casualness of someone who belonged wherever he walked. He drifted toward the bin near the corner, where people discarded their evidence of small joys. He pretended to read a poster about council recycling targets. He did not look like a thief. He looked like a teenager who had been forced into civic responsibility and resented it.

	The man in the wool coat tossed his receipt into the bin without looking.

	Rowan waited two heartbeats, then reached in and plucked it out between two fingers.

	Paper. Thin. Warm from the man’s hand. It should have felt like nothing.

	It did not.

	It sat on Rowan’s skin with a subtle pressure, like a coin balanced on your palm. Not heavy in the literal sense, but heavy in the way a secret was heavy, the way a promise was heavy, the way a name could be heavy if it was the wrong name in the wrong mouth.

	Rowan stared at it.

	BRIOCHÉ & CO.
THANK YOU FOR YOUR CUSTOM.

	Underneath were the items, neat and innocuous.

	Cinnamon Knot
Coffee, black
Service, with pleasure

	Rowan’s eyes snagged on that last line. “Service, with pleasure” was not an item. It was the kind of thing you said when you were being overly cheerful or when you were threatening someone politely.

	The total was strange too.

	£3.14

	Rowan blinked. Not unheard of, but oddly specific. He turned the receipt over. There were small questions printed in a cheerful font.

	CUSTOMER SURVEY:

	
		DID YOU TASTE ANY TRUTHS TODAY? YES / NO

		DID YOU GIVE ANYTHING AWAY WITHOUT NOTICING? YES / NO

		DID YOU LEAVE WITH THE SAME NAME YOU ENTERED WITH? YES / NO



	Rowan let out a silent laugh, the kind that did not show on his face because he did not want anyone to notice him laughing at a bakery receipt like it had just told him a joke.

	A novelty marketing gimmick, then. A theme. A brand. Quirky questions to make people talk about it. “Oh, isn’t it funny, their receipts are weird,” and then you post it online and the bakery becomes a local legend and suddenly you are buying a cinnamon knot because the receipt made you feel seen.

	Except Rowan did not like how the paper pressed against his fingers.

	He folded it once and slid it into his pocket anyway.

	Rowan had a rule, one he had learned young: if something feels like it should be meaningless but it is insisting on meaning, pay attention.

	He drifted along the street, eyes up, expression bored, letting the city carry him. This part of town was the old merchant quarter, all narrow roads and stone-fronted shops that had been renovated just enough to be expensive. There were cafés selling coffee that tasted like personality. There were boutiques selling coats that looked like “investment.” There was a florist that charged extra for plants that were already dying.

	And then there was Brioché & Co, sitting in the middle of it like it had always been there, like the street had been built around it out of respect.

	The bakery’s windows were wide and inviting. Inside, the shelves were arranged with the precision of a museum display, each pastry presented like a small miracle. The lighting was warm. The air shimmered with scent: cinnamon, butter, sugar, something darker underneath, a note of smoke and spice that made Rowan think of old books and hidden cupboards.

	He watched the staff through the glass.

	Behind the counter was a tall figure with sleeves rolled up, hair tied back, moving with the brisk authority of someone who had commanded dough into obedience for decades. That would be the head baker. He looked human. He looked exhausted. He looked like a man who could argue with flour.

	Near the espresso machine was someone else, slimmer, quieter, with the kind of posture that suggested they had been trained to take up exactly the space required and no more. They wore an apron. They moved like a person who was always listening. They handed a customer a drink with a smile that reached their eyes, which made Rowan’s stomach twist with relief and then suspicion.

	A young woman, perhaps a year older than Rowan, maybe two. Hair pinned back neatly, face calm, eyes alert. She was dusted with flour, which should have made her look messy, but on her it looked like deliberate decoration. An apprentice, Rowan thought, but the sort of apprentice who could correct the master and get away with it.

	She turned slightly, as if she could feel Rowan’s gaze through the glass.

	Rowan looked away immediately, because he did not like being caught by anyone, least of all by someone who did not look like they got caught by anything.

	He walked on.

	The sensible thing, the normal thing, would have been to shrug and move on. It was a bakery. People left smiling. A receipt felt weird. Perhaps the paper was thicker. Perhaps the ink was still warm. Perhaps Rowan was imagining things because he had not eaten since yesterday afternoon and the smell of cinnamon was making his brain romantic.

	But Rowan did not survive on sensible things. Rowan survived on noticing.

	He looped around the block once, not because he was obsessive (he was), but because he liked to know the street’s rhythm. He noted the cameras, the angles, the blind spots, the way the delivery alley behind Brioché & Co dipped into shadow. He noted the side door, painted the same colour as the brickwork, with a lock that looked too new for the building.

	He noted the bell above the bakery door.

	It rang with a cheerful little trill every time someone entered.

	At least, it did when someone entered.

	When someone left, it rang again, softer, as though it was thinking about it.

	Rowan told himself he was overthinking. He told himself he was hungry. He told himself he had bigger problems than an unnervingly charming bakery.

	Then he watched an elderly woman come out of Brioché & Co and put her hand to her chest as if she had just remembered something important. Her smile did not reach her eyes either. She took three steps, stopped, then turned back and looked at the shop with a vague expression of longing, like someone staring at a photograph of a person they could not quite place.

	She did not go back in.

	She walked away.

	Rowan’s hand closed around the receipt in his pocket, and he felt that subtle pressure again, as if the paper was not paper but a token.

	A token of what, exactly, was the interesting question.

	Rowan decided to find out.

	He did not go in. Not yet. Going in meant stepping into the thing, and Rowan preferred to circle a thing until he understood which parts of it were likely to bite.

	Instead, he sat on a bench across the street and waited until closing.

	Evening settled slowly, like a blanket someone had forgotten to shake out. The street lights flickered on. The shop windows became brighter rectangles in the dusk. The queue thinned. The last customers trickled out with their pleasant, empty smiles.

	Inside, the head baker began to clean. He moved with the tired competence of a man who had spent his life battling ovens. The apprentice moved beside him, wiping counters, stacking trays, her hands quick and sure. Once, she laughed at something he said, and the sound was so normal, so human, that Rowan almost relaxed.

	Almost.

	At exactly eight, the sign on the door flipped to CLOSED.

	The bell did not ring.

	Rowan watched through the glass as the staff moved around. The head baker turned off some lights, leaving only the warm glow above the pastry displays. The apprentice checked the till, counting slowly, her lips moving faintly as if she was reciting something.

	Then, from the back, a third figure appeared.

	This one did not look like staff. They wore an apron, but it sat on them like a costume. They moved with the casual ease of someone who did not have to hurry for anyone. They carried a clipboard, and Rowan felt an immediate, irrational dislike, because clipboards were instruments of control and Rowan did not like control unless he was holding it.

	The clipboard person said something. The apprentice nodded. The head baker did not look up.

	Then the side door, the one in the delivery alley, opened.

	Rowan stood.

	He crossed the street, slow and unremarkable, and turned down the alley as if he belonged there. He kept his hands in his pockets. He kept his shoulders loose. He did not look around like a person sneaking. A person sneaking looked suspicious. A person who belonged did not.

	He stopped near the far end of the alley, where the shadow thickened, and leaned against the brickwork as though waiting for a friend.

	The side door was half open now, spilling a ribbon of warm light into the cold alley. The scent that drifted out was not cinnamon. It was something sharper, older, like crushed herbs and burnt sugar.

	Voices murmured inside. Not loud. Not secretive either. The sound carried the way a normal conversation carried, which was, in Rowan’s experience, exactly how people spoke when they were confident nobody would question them.

	A figure emerged first, stepping into the alley like they had stepped into a stage.

	Tall, slender, coat too expensive for a bakery worker, scarf tied with deliberate care. Their face was ordinary enough that Rowan’s eyes slid off it, which was itself a warning. Ordinary faces were often the ones you were supposed to forget.

	They paused, glanced up and down the alley, then tapped something against the clipboard.

	Another figure came out behind them.

	This one carried a small wooden box, the kind you might use for pastries, but this box was plain, unmarked, and held with both hands, as if it contained something that might bite.

	The box carrier handed it over.

	The clipboard person opened the box.

	Rowan could not see inside. The angle was wrong. The shadow was thick. The light was too warm.

	But he saw the clipboard person’s expression shift, just slightly, from ordinary to satisfied.

	They reached into their coat.

	Rowan tensed, ready to see cash, ready to see a wad of notes or a card machine or something sensible.

	Instead, the clipboard person produced a small object and held it out.

	It glinted briefly in the light.

	It was not money.

	It was too small to be a phone. Too dull to be jewellery. It looked like a coin, perhaps, but Rowan’s mind rejected that because who paid for anything with coins anymore, except people pretending to be quaint.

	The box carrier accepted it with a careful hand, like taking a sleeping insect.

	The clipboard person closed the box, slid it back into their coat as if it was weightless, and nodded.

	The exchange was done.

	No one smiled.

	No one looked happy.

	They looked… settled.

	As if a balance had been restored.

	Rowan felt the receipt in his pocket press harder, and for a strange moment his skin prickled, not with fear, but with recognition. Like standing outside a house you had never visited and knowing, somehow, that something in you belonged behind its door.

	He pushed the thought away immediately, because it was the kind of thought that got you trapped.

	The clipboard person turned to go, stepping out of the alley with the unhurried confidence of someone who did not worry about being followed. The box carrier slipped back inside the bakery, door closing softly.

	Rowan waited.

	He counted to ten in his head, not because ten was magical (it probably was, in some societies), but because ten gave people enough time to stop being alert.

	Then he followed.

	He tailed the clipboard person at a distance, letting pedestrians and street furniture do the hiding. The figure moved with purpose but without hurry, cutting down side streets, slipping past lit windows. They did not look back.

	They did not have to.

	Rowan kept his eyes on them and his thoughts steady.

	Not cash.

	A token.

	A box that mattered.

	Receipts that felt heavy.

	Customers leaving with smiles that did not reach their eyes.

	Rowan’s mind began to assemble it all the way a lock assembled itself around a key.

	This was not just a bakery.

	This was a machine.

	A front.

	A… something.

	He followed the figure to the corner of the next block, where the street widened, and a taxi idled. The clipboard person got in, gave an address, and disappeared into the city’s flow.

	Rowan stopped under a streetlight and exhaled slowly.

	He could chase further, but chasing further meant risking exposure, and Rowan did not do risks unless he could profit from them.

	Profit.

	That was the point.

	Rowan’s life had taught him, repeatedly, that people with power hid it behind normal things. Behind charities. Behind councils. Behind polite smiles. Behind shops with warm lights and welcoming smells. People with power did not advertise it. They wrapped it in pastry paper and handed it to you with a napkin.

	And people with secrets were predictable.

	They paid to keep them.

	Rowan reached into his pocket and took out the receipt again. He held it under the streetlight. The paper looked harmless. The ink looked ordinary. The survey questions looked like a joke.

	His fingers still felt that subtle weight.

	Rowan folded it carefully and put it away.

	He looked back toward Brioché & Co, its windows now dimmer, its street quiet. Somewhere inside, ovens cooled. Dough rested. Magic, if it existed, would be doing whatever magic did when it thought nobody was watching.

	Rowan smiled.

	This time, his smile reached his eyes.

	Not because he was happy. Rowan did not waste happiness on things he had not yet won.

	Because he had just found something far better than a job, or a distraction, or even a warm cinnamon knot.

	He had found leverage.

	And if there was one thing Rowan trusted even more than cinnamon, it was leverage.

	He turned away from the bakery and walked into the night, already planning the shape of his threat, the wording, the proof he needed, the angle that would make the powerful person behind that warm window choose the easiest option.

	Pay him.

	Keep him quiet.

	Let him walk away richer, and alive.

	Rowan did not yet know that in certain circles, “walking away” was itself a kind of contract.

	He only knew this:

	Whatever Brioché & Co was really selling, it was not just pastries.

	And he was going to blackmail them for it.

	 


Chapter 2: Proof, With Icing

	 

	Rowan Quickhands did not rush.

	Rushing was for people who believed the world was mostly fair and that their main problem was time. Rowan had learned, early and often, that time was only dangerous when you wasted it loudly.

	So he spent the next morning doing what he did best. He watched.

	Brioché & Co opened at seven, because bakers were either saints or lunatics, and Rowan had met enough bakers to know the overlap was significant. By half past seven the first queue had formed, neat as a diagram. By eight there were office workers, joggers, students, parents with prams, and one man in a suit who looked like he had been born tired.

	Rowan watched from across the street, nursing a cup of cheap corner-shop tea that tasted like someone had described tea to a kettle from another room. He watched the same pattern repeat.

	People arrived as themselves.

	People left with that mild, pleasant smile.

	The smile did not reach their eyes.

	It was a small thing. It was almost nothing. If Rowan had been a different sort of person, he would have called it “quirky atmosphere” and written a glowing review about “the vibe.” If Rowan had been a healthier sort of person, he might have asked himself why he cared.

	But Rowan had survived by treating “almost nothing” as the start of an avalanche.

	He needed proof.

	Not the vague, poetic kind of proof that made you feel clever and doomed. The useful kind. The kind you could slide across a table and watch someone’s posture change.

	Receipts were a start, but one strange receipt could be a gimmick. Two could be an accident. Ten was a pattern. Fifty was leverage.

	By nine o’clock, Rowan had a method.

	He did not go into the bakery himself. Not yet. He had already seen enough to know that stepping over that threshold was a choice, and Rowan liked to know the exact price before he paid it.

	Instead, he harvested what the world threw away.

	He drifted between bins and benches, the way a seagull drifted between tourists, selecting only the freshest evidence. Most receipts were worthless, damp, torn, smeared with coffee, or scribbled on by people who thought a till slip was the ideal place to record life’s essential facts, like “CALL DENTIST” or “MILK!!!”

	The Brioché receipts were different.

	Even crumpled, they held their shape. Even damp, the ink did not run. Even when folded into angry little squares, they seemed reluctant to become trash.

	And every time Rowan touched one, his fingertips prickled.

	Not painful. Not enough to make him flinch. Just enough to be noticed, like static before a storm, like your skin quietly saying, “This is not ordinary paper.”

	Rowan ignored it, because he ignored most things his body tried to tell him. Bodies were dramatic. Bodies complained about hunger and cold and fatigue and insisted that sleeping was a priority. Bodies were, in Rowan’s opinion, slightly overcommitted to survival.

	His mind was where the important messages lived.

	He built his collection in a battered envelope, the kind you might use for homework if you were the sort of student who still believed in homework. He grouped the receipts by date and time, because patterns often liked calendars. He noted the totals.

	£3.14
£13.13
£0.00 but with a line underneath that read: BALANCE CARRIED FORWARD

	He stared at that one for a long moment.

	It came from a customer who had left with nothing but a paper bag so light it could have held air. The customer had walked away smiling, holding the bag like it was precious.

	Rowan had followed them for half a block, just to see.

	The customer opened the bag, looked inside, frowned, then closed it again quickly, like they had seen something private. Their smile faltered for the first time, then returned, as if re-applied by habit.

	Rowan had considered approaching, asking, “What did you buy?” in his most innocent voice.

	He had not. Curiosity was a doorway too, and Rowan was learning to treat doorways with respect.

	By midday he had enough receipts to wallpaper a small, depressing flat. He still did not have what he wanted.

	He needed to know what was happening behind the counter, behind the warm lights, behind that deliberate smell of cinnamon that seemed to sit on the street like a soft hand.

	He needed names.

	He needed a ledger.

	And he needed something that would make the person in charge stop seeing him as a nuisance and start seeing him as a problem.

	At one o’clock, a delivery van arrived.

	Not a big commercial one. A battered little thing with a fading logo that might once have been a smiling wheat stalk. It parked in the alley behind the bakery, the one Rowan had been studying, the one that always looked a shade darker than it should.

	Two men unloaded sacks.

	Flour sacks, probably. Sugar. Maybe coffee. Normal things, if you did not look too hard at the way the driver avoided stepping directly under the overhanging brick lintel, like it had teeth.

	Rowan followed at a distance, blending into the ordinary movement of the street. He was good at being forgettable when he wanted to be. People assumed teenagers were either harmless or trouble, and most chose harmless as long as you did not make eye contact.

	The men rolled the sacks into the alley. The side door opened. Warm air breathed out. The smell that escaped was not just cinnamon. There was something else underneath, something herbal and sharp, like crushed bay leaves and smoke.

	A figure appeared in the doorway, sleeves rolled up, hair tied back. The head baker, Rowan thought. Master Pruitt, maybe, if Rowan was the kind of person who remembered names from overheard conversations.

	The head baker signed a clipboard without looking at it properly, which was either trust or exhaustion. The driver nodded, tucked the clipboard under his arm, and left.

	Rowan waited until the van turned the corner.

	Then he moved.

	He did not run. Running was suspicious. He walked into the alley with the calm purpose of someone who had a reason to be there. He stopped near the door and pretended to check his phone, which did not contain anything worth checking. The door had closed. The alley was quiet, except for the faint hum of the building, that living sound of ovens and refrigeration and people working behind walls.

	Rowan’s eyes scanned the ground.

	And there it was.

	A scrap of paper, caught under the corner of a flour sack that had been dragged over it. The edge was torn. The texture looked like the Brioché receipts, too smooth, too reluctant to be ordinary. Ink marked it in a tight, neat hand.

	Rowan crouched as if tying his shoe. He slid two fingers under the paper and pulled it free.

	The prickling hit him harder this time, sharp as a nettle, like his skin had been waiting for this specific piece.

	He swallowed the instinct to drop it.

	He unfolded it carefully.

	It was not a receipt. It was not a survey. It was a fragment of a ledger page, torn from the bottom corner. The lines were neat. The handwriting was precise.

	There were columns.

	DATE
ITEM
DUE
RECEIVED
BALANCE

	And beneath, an entry that made Rowan’s stomach tighten.

	Cinnamon Knot (1)
DUE: 1 Small Truth
RECEIVED: 1 Small Truth
BALANCE: 0

	Rowan stared.

	He read it again.

	Truth. Not money. Not pounds. Not pence. Truth.

	He should have laughed. He should have told himself it was a joke, a themed accounting system, a quirky internal language. “Small truth” could mean anything. It could be a code for ingredients. It could be a euphemism for something illicit, like “one unit of cinnamon” or “one box of fancy chocolate.”

	Except the words sat on the page with the same heavy seriousness as the paper itself.

	Rowan turned the fragment over.

	On the back was a stamp. Faint. Pressed into the paper like a watermark.

	A simple mark, almost elegant.

	A crown, perhaps, but not a royal crown. A stylised thing, like an emblem. Under it, two crossed shapes that might have been spoons.

	It looked like a brand. It looked like an institution.

	Rowan folded the fragment and slid it into his inner pocket, as close to his chest as he could without making it obvious he was suddenly carrying something that mattered.

	He straightened. He listened.

	Nothing.

	He walked out of the alley, turned the corner, and did not breathe properly until he was back on the main street, swallowed by pedestrians and ordinary noise.

	Now he had proof.

	Not enough proof, but proof with teeth.

	He went home.

	“Home” was a room above a closed-down hair salon two streets away, paid for in cash, with a landlord who asked no questions because landlords did not ask questions when the answers were likely to involve paperwork. The room had a bed, a chair, and a small table that wobbled if you looked at it too honestly. Rowan kept it clean, because mess made you complacent, and complacency got you caught.

	He spread the receipts across the table.

	He placed the ledger fragment in the centre like a sacred relic, which he did not appreciate, because Rowan did not do sacred. Sacred things tended to demand loyalty.

	He compared.

	The receipts talked about cinnamon knots and coffee, about totals and surveys.

	The ledger talked about truth.

	The receipts asked: DID YOU TASTE ANY TRUTHS TODAY?

	The ledger answered: yes, and we will write it down.

	Rowan sat back, eyes narrowing.

	You could blackmail a bakery for tax evasion. You could blackmail a bakery for stolen ingredients. You could blackmail a bakery for running a gambling ring out of the back room, although that was a strange choice of venue unless the gamblers were extremely hungry.

	This was different.

	This was a business that treated intangible things like currency.

	Truth. Names. Favours. The kind of thing Rowan had traded in his whole life without ever admitting it was trading.

	He thought of the customers’ smiles.

	He thought of the way the receipt had felt heavy in his fingers, like a coin that wanted to be spent.

	He thought of the back-room exchange he had witnessed the night before, the token that had not been cash.

	Rowan’s mouth went dry.

	He had two options.

	Option one: walk away.

	This was the sensible option. This was the option for people who wanted long lives and boring problems. This was the option where Rowan took the ledger fragment, burned it, and pretended he had never felt his skin prickle at the touch of paper.

	Option two: turn the knowledge into money.

	Rowan did not have a long history of choosing option one.

	He began to write.

	He drafted his threat letter the way a chef might prepare a sauce. Precise. Balanced. A mixture of sweetness and heat. No unnecessary drama, because drama invited resistance. He wrote it as if he was already in control, because confidence was a form of armour.

	He did not write, “I know what you are.”

	That was melodramatic, and also meaningless. People could deny it, argue with it, pretend it was the ravings of a teenager who had watched too many conspiracy videos.

	Instead he wrote specifics.

	He wrote about receipts that did not behave like receipts. He wrote about totals that formed patterns. He wrote about a ledger entry that described a cinnamon knot as “due: one small truth.” He wrote about a back-room exchange involving a box and a token.

	He wrote, carefully, that he had copies.

	He wrote that he was willing to sell his silence.

	He did not name a price.

	Naming a price was a beginner’s mistake. A price made you negotiable. A price made it easy for them to decide whether killing you was cheaper.

	Rowan’s goal was not to get paid quickly. Rowan’s goal was to make himself inconvenient to remove.

	He read the letter back twice, then a third time, out loud, to see how it sounded in the air. It sounded calm. It sounded inevitable. It sounded like the first drop of rain that promised a storm.

	Good.

	He signed it with no name.

	Names were currency. Rowan was learning.

	He printed it, because handwriting could be analysed and because Rowan liked printers. Printers were honest about their malice. They jammed openly.

	He made two copies.

	One to deliver.

	One as insurance.

	Insurance required placement.

	If he handed them a letter and they took it from him, they could destroy it. They could laugh, shred it, feed it to the oven for the sheer symbolism of it. They could claim it never existed.

	If he planted a second copy somewhere they would later find, somewhere that proved he had been inside their walls, then they would have to assume he had been inside their walls before.

	And if he had been inside their walls, what else had he seen?

	He waited until night.

	Brioché & Co closed at eight again. The street quieted. The queues dissolved. The warm windows dimmed.

	Rowan did not go straight to the bakery. People who went straight to the bakery looked like they were going to the bakery.

	He walked three blocks past it, then looped back from the other side, cutting through an alley that smelled like old rain and regret. He approached from behind, where the delivery door sat in shadow.

	He paused at the mouth of the alley.

	The air felt different here.

	Not colder. Not warmer. Different in the way a room felt different after an argument, even if nobody spoke. The shadows seemed more deliberate. The bricks looked older than they should. Rowan told himself it was imagination, because imagination was less frightening than the alternative.

	He stepped in.

	Halfway down the alley, his fingertips prickled again, even though he was not touching any receipt. It ran up his arms, a quiet warning. He stopped, listening.

	Nothing.

	No footsteps. No voices. Only the distant sound of traffic and, faintly, the low hum of machines inside the building.

	Rowan moved forward again.

	The delivery door was locked. A new lock, shiny, not the sort of lock you put on a door unless you expected people to test it. Rowan crouched, took out a small roll of tools, and got to work.

	He was not a locksmith. Locksmiths were professionals, and professionals charged money. Rowan was something else. Rowan was a person who had learned that most locks were built to stop honest people. Dishonest people were inconvenient.

	The lock gave after a minute with a soft click that made Rowan’s pulse jump. He eased the door open a fraction.

	Warm air spilled out.

	The smell hit him like a hand to the face. Cinnamon, butter, sugar, and that sharper herbal note underneath, like bay leaves crushed into smoke.

	Rowan slipped inside and closed the door behind him.

	The back corridor was dim. Emergency lights glowed faintly along the floor, guiding him like a trail. To his left was a storage room with sacks of flour stacked like white tombstones. To his right was a narrow staircase leading up.

	An office would be upstairs. Offices were always upstairs or behind doors that said PRIVATE in aggressive fonts. It was a law of the universe.

	Rowan moved quietly up the stairs.

	He reached the top and paused, listening again. Stillness. The building felt asleep, but not empty. There was the sense of something present, like the air itself was aware of being disturbed.

	Rowan ignored it, because he ignored most things that did not have immediate teeth.

	The office door was locked too, but the lock was older. Older locks had personalities. They liked to pretend they were formidable, but they were often sentimental about technique.

	Rowan opened it.

	He slipped inside and shut the door.

	The office smelled like paper and coffee and something faintly floral, as if someone had tried to make a room full of accounting less depressing by adding a bouquet and failing. There was a desk, a chair, shelves lined with files, and a small safe tucked beneath the desk like a secret shame.

	Rowan did not touch the safe. Safes were honest teeth.

	Instead he scanned the desk.

	Receipts. Stamps. A ledger, thick and bound, sitting in a tray marked DAILY. A second tray marked COURT, which made Rowan’s stomach do something unpleasant.

	He took a breath and forced his hands to stop wanting to tremble.

	He was here to plant, not steal.

	Stealing was tempting, but it was also how you got greedy, and greed was how you got sloppy.

	Rowan took the insurance copy of his letter from his coat. He folded it once, neat, then twice.

	Where to put it?

	If he left it on the desk, it would look like a mistake, like a staff member had left it. If he hid it too well, they might not find it quickly, and insurance was only useful if it existed in someone else’s mind.

	He chose a spot that was both hidden and obvious to the right person.

	He slid the folded letter into the ledger tray beneath the top ledger, so it would be found when someone did the morning checks, and so it would be found by someone who handled ledgers, not by a cleaner.

	Rowan straightened and let himself feel a small spark of satisfaction.

	Then his fingertips prickled again.

	He froze.

	It was sharper now, as if the paper had bitten back.

	Rowan looked down at the tray.

	The top ledger had shifted slightly, not by his hand. It sat at a faint angle, as though something underneath it had pushed.

	Rowan’s mouth went dry.

	He had not touched the ledger.

	He had not moved it.

	He leaned closer, almost against his will.

	There, just visible under the edge of the ledger’s cover, was a sliver of paper. Not his letter. Something else. A fragment, like the one he had found in the alley, but larger. Cleaner. Tucked deliberately where it could be seen only if you knew to look.

	It was as if someone had left him a breadcrumb.

	Rowan’s instincts screamed at him to leave it alone.

	Rowan’s curiosity, which had ruined his life in interesting ways and saved it in practical ones, whispered that breadcrumbs existed to be followed.

	He pinched the edge of the paper and pulled it free.

	The prickling surged up his arm, fierce enough that he almost dropped it.

	He held on.

	He unfolded it.

	It was a list.

	Not ingredients. Not money.

	Names.

	Not full names, not the kind you put on legal documents, but names with notes beside them.

	“Mr Greycoat”
“Laughs at his own jokes, never says what he means”

	“Red Scarf”
“Paid in apologies, balance outstanding”

	“Lo”
“Bound. Watching.”

	Rowan stared at that last line until the letters blurred slightly.

	Lo.

	The apprentice.

	Bound. Watching.

	His pulse thudded in his ears. The room suddenly felt smaller.

	Rowan folded the paper back up with hands that were trying, and failing, to stay steady. He did not put it in his pocket. He did not want to carry it. Carrying it felt like accepting it.

	He slid it back exactly where it had been.

	He took a step back from the desk, as if the desk might

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
