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      CHAPTER 1

      The Quiet Stream

      Bram was usually the last one awake in the house.

    By the time he rubbed his eyes and pushed open his bedroom shutters, the sun had already climbed well above the roof of Oakvale’s flour mill. Downstairs, the kettle was hissing on the hearth, and his sister Emma was sitting on the front doorstep, intently braiding three pieces of dried rush into a tiny mat.

    “You slept past the baker’s cart,” Emma said without looking up. “Mother left warm bread on the counter.”

    “Is Father at the ditch again?” Bram asked, grabbing a heel of bread.

    Emma nodded toward the fence line. “Everyone is. The water dropped another two fingers last night.”

    Bram walked out into the dusty yard. Beyond the gate, the village stream crawled over pale gray gravel, so thin Bram could step across without dampening his boots. For seasons, the water had been slowly failing, trickling down to almost nothing. His father Edwin and several neighbors were crouched by the bank, clearing mud with iron spades, while his grandmother Agnes carried a wooden wash pail with an anxious sigh.
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      CHAPTER 1

      
      On the stone bench sat Grandfather George, resting both hands on his knobby walking stick.

    “Still quiet today, Grandfather?” Bram asked, sitting beside him on the warm stone.

    George gazed past the rooftops toward the green wall of Alder Woods. “Water has its own mind, Bram. My old uncle used to tell stories about how this valley drank before the stone bridge was ever set. A river never forgets its way. Sometimes people simply forget where to look.”

    Later that afternoon, Bram went out to the woodshed behind the kitchen garden. Dry birch logs were piled high against the rough cedar planks. As Bram pulled a split log from the bottom of the corner stack, something rolled out from behind a cracked wicker basket and struck his boot.

    It was a tight scroll of heavy paper, tied with stiff hemp cord. Bram took it out to the bench and untied the knot. Inked across the surface was a hand-drawn map of Oakvale, Alder Woods, and the northern ridgeline. In the middle of the woods, near three drawn boulders, sat a tiny crossed mark in dark ink.

    The next morning, Bram woke early for once. He unrolled the paper across his knees to look at the mark again. Bram stared. The tiny crossed mark beside the three boulders was completely gone. In its place was a freshly inked, winding curve heading deeper into the forest.
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      CHAPTER 2

      The Mark in the Woods

      Bram ran all the way to the village mill. The rolled paper was tucked tight beneath his arm, bumping against his ribs with every stride.

    Theo and Mina were sitting on the low stone wall where the millpond used to pool. Now, the pond was only a hollow of cracked gray mud, with a shallow ribbon of water sliding down the center. Mina was stripping mint leaves from dry stems, while Theo poked a stick into a patch of dried moss.

    “Look at this,” Bram said out of breath, unrolling the stiff scroll flat on the sunny flagstones. “Yesterday, there was a little crossed line right by these three boulders. But this morning, the mark changed. Look—it turned into a winding line heading past the birch grove.”

    Theo picked up the edge of the paper, holding it close to his eyes. He rubbed the dark ink between his fingers, then touched the paper on the other side.

    “Ink doesn’t move, Bram,” Theo said quietly, looking up with a frown. “It’s just an old drawing. Maybe you didn’t look closely yesterday. Shadows in a dim room make lines look different.”

    “I looked right at it,” Bram insisted. “Those are the Kettle Stones at the edge of Alder Woods. Let’s go see if the mark is pointing to something real.”
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      CHAPTER 2

      
      They left the village lane and crossed the pasture toward the northern trees. Under the canopy of Alder Woods, the air felt cooler, shaded by tall oak and birch boughs. A short climb up the leaf-strewn slope brought them to the three Kettle Stones—huge, round granite boulders resting against each other like three giant gray eggs half-buried in the soil.

    Bram knelt in the dried leaves and unrolled the paper again. The drawn boulders matched the shapes of the real stones exactly.

    “See?” Bram pointed. “The line starts here, goes between the two largest stones, and curves toward the high ridge.”

    Mina walked around the Kettle Stones and crouched low. “There isn’t a walking trail here,” she said. “The brambles are thick.”

    “Wait,” Theo said.

    He had walked behind the tallest stone, scraping aside a layer of fallen pine needles with his boot. He knelt down on one knee, brushing dirt away from the granite base.

    Carved into the gray surface of the stone was a small, shallow groove—curving in the exact same shape as the ink on Bram’s map.

    Theo stared at it, touching the weathered stone with his fingertips. “That mark didn’t get made this morning,” Theo muttered, his voice dropping. “That cut has been here for years.”

    Mina looked from the carved rock back to the paper in Bram’s hands. “Then why did the map show it today?”

    

    4

  


  
    [image: Lines That Go Nowhere]

  

OEBPS/images/pg-005.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-003.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-004.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-002.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg-000.jpg





