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Chapter 1: The Ink That Bites
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The rain made the bindery windows weep. Maelle wiped a sleeve over the wavering blur of the village square and set the tax ledger under the bright lamp. Iron and vinegar rose from the oak-gall ink she’d ground herself. It had the exact bite she needed. It always did.

Her fingers were steady. Bone folder to crease the new page flat. Beeswax to slick the thread’s end if she needed to sew a split spine. The world arranged itself into small solvable edges: paper, paste, a line drawn true.

“Brasse, Eliane,” she read, the widow’s name as spare as the woman herself. One hog, one sack of flour, a finger of salt. What the baron’s tithe asked this season would empty her cupboard to stone.

Maelle dipped her pen. She crossed a single digit and added a second sack to the tally of the miller’s son. It was a redistribution more than a lie; he could afford the share. Her nib hissed softly where it dragged a little too long. Her heart kept a quiet count with the pendulum of the wall clock. She breathed with it.

At first the letters looked perfect. The ink shone wet and black, then sank into the linen-rag paper like wine into a white shirt. She admired the curve of her f. She had learned control as a prayer. She set the ledger aside to dry and reached for the sand to dust it.

The sentence uncurled beneath her hand.

No breeze, no hand. The line she had altered brightened like a bruise and then bled through, the ink forcing itself back into the earlier shape. A smear of shadowed letters ghosted up, as if a previous page pressed too hard had been laid under this one—and then the ghost took precedence. The corrected tally rose again to the baron’s demand.

Maelle’s breath cinched. Her fingertips stung as if she’d touched nettle. Oak-gall bit back, a strange phantom pain in her nail-beds, and she drew her hand away. Her pen clattered to the table and rolled until Pip’s nimble fingers caught it.

“Did you see that?” Pip’s voice quivered up out of bravado. “It—”

“It corrects,” Nella said softly from the window bench. The girl always noticed the quiet things. She had a paper daffodil tucked behind her ear tonight, pale against her dark hair. “Like it did last autumn with the grain counts.”

“It did not correct,” Maelle said, too sharply. “It refused.”

Nella glanced toward the square. “He’ll know.”

He. The baron. The ledger had been his gift, sent to the bindery with a ribbon and a note in a courteous hand. Patronage, he called it. The note had smelled of wax and something sweet, like apples kept in a cellar bin and left too long.

Maelle lifted the ledger and faced the page. “Lies are heavier than ink,” Sister Rue had once said, tapping Maelle’s wrist when she had tried to copy a recipe’s measurements without measuring. “Don’t write what you can’t carry.”

She tried again. She wrote slowly this time, choosing words that limned possibility rather than assertion. Recommendation. Suggestion. A list of households with similar constitute—no, composition. She struck the flourish and made the tail plain. The page seemed to consider, a faint ripple under the letters like fish turning in a pond. Then the first line of her new suggestion sank into place. Not entirely accepted. Not rejected. Pressure pressed back from the paper into her skin until her knuckles ached.

Her apprentices had gone quiet. Outside, the market trio’s voices carried on the wet air, Bree the fishwife laughing too loud. Rain made gossip soft around the edges.

Boots on stone. Then on her lintel. The door’s bell—tin and thread—rang once.

Baron Luc Vauclain never arrived unannounced unless he wished to be seen doing so. Tonight, he came alone except for the rider who held the umbrella for him. He left the umbrella on the step and entered wet, like a man who meant to own the rain.

“Maelle.” He used her given name as if he had been granted it in childhood. Water jewelled his dark hair and the shoulders of his blue coat. He took in the bindery in one precise sweep: the press that groaned like a cello when she used it, the stacks of rag-paper, the small stove that kept paste from hardening. Pip stepped behind the tall paper stack. Nella did not move.

“My lord,” Maelle said, and inclined her head. She did not ask how she might serve. She did not offer tea. She could be polite, but not in ways that felt like ceding.

He smiled. Teeth white as seals in a row. “Your hand is as clean as ever. I could pick your t like a lock. Such restraint.”

He drifted toward the table and looked down at the ledger. He did not touch it. He did not need to. The ink made a faint, almost inaudible creaking—the sound, Maelle thought irrationally, of ice forming at night.

“The ledger is a wonder,” he said lightly. “Monastic work. I’m pleased it suits you.”

“It bites,” Maelle said.

“That is the art of it,” he said, as if he were praising her neatness. “A book that prefers the truth is a devotional, not an account. It is holy work to keep a canton honest.”

“At whose definition,” Maelle said, and saw his eyes flicker with interest like a cat’s.

He put a gloved hand to his heart. “At the one we share.”

He let silence wet the floor between them like rain pooling. Then he smiled again, lighter. “You will join us for the fortnight’s banquet, of course. I’ve had some charming volumes arrive from across the border. I should like your opinion.”

He didn’t wait for her assent. He set a folded card on the table; the wax seal showed a river with three lines across it—his signet. Then he turned as if he’d been called elsewhere at exactly the right moment, and let himself be swallowed by the evening.

Pip let out a breath that sounded like he’d been holding it since spring. “He looks at things like he’s shelving them,” he muttered.

Nella picked up the card and then put it down carefully, as if it might be an egg.

When the apprentices had been sent home under one borrowed umbrella and her shutters were latched against the wet, Maelle sat at her workbench and tried to make her pulse leave her wrists. The ledger lay open, a patient that had refused a transplant. She could burn it. She knew the smell of paper when it went to ash: clean, almost sweet, a sound like a soft sigh. She set the thought aside. Sister Rue would say the ledger was not at fault. The fault was hers for trying to mend with force.

Her hand reached instead for her scrapbook, the one with nothing useful in it: pressed leaves, terrible poems, ink samplers that bloomed in rain patterns. She kept it under the lower shelf, near where the paste crocks warmed. She drew it out and opened to a blank.

She sketched without thinking. Years of making had taught her when to permit the part of her hand that moved before her mind to lead. A shoulder first, a line that could be read as tenderness or threat. A jaw made with one quick underline, faceless. She drew a throat and left it with a white space where the pulse would live. She sketched hands. She had a habit of drawing hands too large, the better to believe in their use.

Guardian, she thought. Not a weapon—she had no appetite for swords. Something that stood between. Something that could hold a line even when the page pushed back.

On the stool beside her, the red edict paper she kept for patching spines gleamed faintly in lamplight. It was an imperial surplus, too fine for ledgers, too commanding for letters to Aunt. She had a single sheet, stamped once with a crest she always trimmed away.

She cut a square from the unmarked margin and folded it into a heart the size of her thumbnail. She pinched the crease with her bone folder and felt an odd warmth bloom through the tool into her fingers, as if the red paper conducted a thin current. She cupped the heart, felt it hold its shape as if it liked being what it now was.

“Don’t write what you can’t carry,” Sister Rue’s voice said again in her memory, dry and worried as herbs strung up to cure. “Names stick to things. Better a nameless kindness than a named blade.”

Maelle dipped her pen and wrote beneath the sketch a single word she had never had cause to write before. Prince. The ink bit into the page and made the hair on her arms rise. The bell on the door did not ring, but something small rang in her mouth like a silver spoon tapped on a cup.

She looked at the faceless, at the empty throat. The red paper heart cooled in her palm. It was the hour when the square emptied and the river’s sound took the place of the market’s. She thought of the baron’s smile and of Eliane Brasse alone in her cottage.

“I am tired of pages that refuse me,” she whispered to the quiet room.

The rain answered by drumming heavier on the roof. Maelle set the red heart in the box where she kept her awls and needles and hid the scrapbook under her bench again. She should sleep. The ledger didn’t forget at night; it waited. But sleep might teach her to soften her edges before they cut her.

She banked the stove and blew out the lamp. In the darkness, the last afterimage of the word Prince hung in the air like a brand seen after staring too long. When she closed her eyes, she saw the white throat she’d drawn waiting.

She slept. A whisper rode the rain down: Do not name it. The whisper had Sister Rue’s cadence, and her own.

She dreamed of paper cranes that drifted toward a river’s black seam and refused to sink.
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Chapter 2: A Name Like a Match
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He became aware of lungs first. Not the idea of them. Sound, the rustle of a folio turned. He drew that sound in and it cut cool and damp, and the room’s smells stacked themselves inside him: iron, rain, paste, the sweetly stale shadow of flour.

Words moved against his skin, faint as breath on glass: name, purpose. They did not hurt. They tickled like the first flecks of snow he did not know he was remembering.

“Don’t write what you can’t carry,” a voice murmured from somewhere behind the world. He filed the voice under caution, like the smell of hot wax.

Another voice nearer, human, tired: “I know.”

Light pressed through paper somewhere above him. He turned toward warmth and found he could turn. Joints that had not existed flexed, and gold leaf along an arm that was also an arm crackled as it accommodated the notion of elbow. The gold was a lattice over white, a filigree that caught the light and made even the ordinary lamp appear to be laughing.

He looked at the hand that lifted. Letters ghosted there, not printed, not written—appearing and fading like minnows: Iri, proposed, heart. The letters trembled, tried shapes. He did not yet know what he was.

The woman—author—stood at the workbench, hair caught up, sleeves rolled to the muscle of forearm, a smudge of lamp soot across one cheekbone. She had pulled her scrapbook out again. He recognized it without knowing how. She cut the thread from a needle with her teeth and spat the end away, a small, practical violence he instantly loved.

He listened as she lifted the lid of a small box. The red paper heart lay like a berry on her palm. It was warm. He could feel its warmth as a pressure in the air, a draft turned a different direction. The woman took a deep breath that made her chest rise under linen and pricked her finger with the awl.

He felt the decision before the drop fell. It gathered and hung, a bead thick as a syllable, then fell to mark the red paper with a sound that did not make sound. The name on his hand gathered itself into a single arrangement.

“Iri,” she said. It was a small name, sharp like a flake of mica. It carried. The letters settled across his forearm in a half-ring, then sank as if the page of him accepted them.

He stepped out of the sketch as if the line had been a seam he could peel. The world reoriented: the table was a table from above and also from the side. His bare feet found floor. The grain of the wood was a hymn. He stood on it and understood standing. His body—the word tasted right now—had weight. Not heavy, not light. Placed.

The woman did not scream. Her hand, the pricked one, formed a fist and then dropped open as if she had
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