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Chapter1: The Three Knocks Beneath the Floor
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The first knock came while I was on my knees in dust so old it had gone soft.

I stopped with my rag in one hand and the ledger slate in the other, listening hard enough that the inside of the storage room seemed to tighten around me. The little sound did not belong with the rest of the building. This place was full of noises I already knew—the tired groan of beams in afternoon warmth, mice somewhere behind warped shelving, the thin click of loosened glass when wind worried the cracked panes along the west wall. The knock had none of that frailty to it. It was neat. Deliberate. Wood striking wood from beneath the floorboards.

Then came the second.

I turned my head toward the center of the room. Sunlight pushed through a high, filthy window in pale slats. Dust drifted through it in lazy streams, as if nothing in the world had any urgency at all. Rotting crates sagged against the far wall. Broken specimen cabinets leaned crookedly beside a stack of split archive cases that should have been carted out years ago. The whole building smelled of old paper, dry mold, and the faint sourness of rain that had gotten in and never properly left.

The third knock landed right under me.

I jerked back so fast my heel caught on a loose board. The slate slapped the floor and skidded under a chair with one leg bound in twine. For one stupid breath I only stared at the planks beneath my knees.

Nothing moved.

The room stayed as it was. White dust. Leaning shelves. Sunlight. The same silence as before, except now my own breathing sat inside it, too loud and uneven.

I pressed my palm flat to the floor.

Cold. Rough grain. A little grit against my skin.

No more knocking.

“Very funny,” I muttered, though there was no one there to hear it.

My voice came back strangely from the rafters. This building always did that. The condemned storage annex stood apart from the prettier public side of the Royal Conservatory Archive Office, beyond a narrow service yard where broken carts went to decay and vine growth was left to make its own decisions. The main archive had polished brass signs, clean steps, glass cases full of illuminated herbals, and visitors who sighed over gilt edges as if books had bloomed naturally in cabinets. This place had none of that. Here the plaster peeled. Here old manifests curled in damp. Here no one came unless told.

Today that someone was me.

Madam Holloway had given me a clipped list in the morning and said, “Anything salvageable gets marked. Anything mold-run or worm-spent gets listed for discard. The demolition crew starts at the end of the week, so do not grow sentimental over rubbish, Hartwell.”

She had looked directly at me while saying that, which meant she knew exactly how likely I was to do it anyway.

I pushed hair from my cheek with the back of my wrist and sat back on my heels. Dust had settled into the hem of my skirt and into the cuffs of my work apron. My fingers smelled faintly of paste from the repairs I had finished upstairs before being sent here. Usually I liked the comfort of that smell. Glue, linen thread, paper scraped smooth under a bone folder—those things made sense to me. You could look at damage, understand it, and decide where to begin.

A knocking floor did not offer the same courtesy.

I leaned down again and rapped my knuckles against the boards in the spot where I thought the sound had come from.

The answer did not come.

A prickling moved over the back of my neck anyway.

Outside the west window, a vine had crawled over the frame long ago and died there. Its leaves had not fallen off. They clung in a faded, papery tangle, drained so colorless they looked dipped in chalk. I had noticed it when I came in—a strange little ugliness against the sunlit yard. The building had been neglected for years, everyone knew that. Whole sections of old storage had been written off because budgets went to exhibits, festival displays, public glasshouses, and court commissions. Still, something about those white leaves had stayed with me. Even dead things usually kept some memory of green.

I got up, dusted my hands on my apron, and fetched the pry bar from the tool crate near the door.

“If I find rats,” I said aloud, “I will blame every person above my rank until winter.”

The words steadied me a little. Work always did. I came back to the center of the room, crouched, and studied the planks with a repairer’s eyes instead of frightened ones. Once I stopped being only startled, differences began to show. One board sat a fraction higher than the others. Not enough to catch a careless glance. Enough for me. The nails there were older, their heads more corroded, but the scratches around them were wrong—too clean under the dirt, as if someone had lifted this section once and wanted the marks disguised afterward.

My pulse gave an uncomfortable little jump.

I set the pry bar down, wedged it into the seam, and pressed.

The board resisted, complaining under the strain. I shifted my grip and tried again with more weight behind it. This time something beneath gave with a dry crackle. Dust puffed up in my face. I coughed, blinked, and worked the plank loose inch by inch until I could hook my fingers under the edge and lift.

Underneath lay darkness, shallow and square.

Not rats.

A hidden compartment.

For a moment I only looked. The space was hardly larger than a bread box. Whoever had made it had fitted the sides neatly between the joists. A layer of old fabric covered whatever was inside, gone brown with age and brittle around the folds.

I reached down and hesitated just before touching it.

No sound. No movement. Only the ache between my shoulders and a drop of sweat sliding down the side of my neck in the heat.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I whispered to myself, and peeled the cloth back.

A box sat in the hollow, narrow and long enough for a folio. Dark wood, though age had deepened it almost black. The surface had once been polished smooth. Now it held a dull low sheen under the dust. There was no maker’s mark I could see. No title plate. Only a faint border of floral carving around the lid, so worn it looked less carved than remembered by the wood.

I set the cloth aside and slid my hands beneath the box. It was heavier than I expected, dense in a way that felt deliberate. I lifted it out and laid it on the floorboards beside me.

No lock.

No visible hinges either, not at first. The fit between lid and base was so exact it took me a moment to trace it.

I should have called someone.

That came to me as a clear, proper thought. Hidden materials in condemned palace-affiliated storage were not my business to open alone. If the box belonged to the sealed collections, or to old palace transfer stock, or to anything already tagged and forgotten by paperwork, then the right thing was obvious. Record the find. Carry it to supervision. Let someone with authority decide.

My fingers brushed the worn floral edge.

Then I looked around that miserable room with its warped shelves and discarded crates and the vine outside gone strangely white, and authority felt farther away than the pretty main building had that morning. Things came here to vanish. I knew it too well. Pieces with no exhibition value. Volumes with broken clasps. Ledgers no one wanted to decipher. Family registries with mildew in the gutters. I had spent months sorting material from neglected annexes and knew exactly how often “temporary holding” turned into loss.

What is not properly recorded is one rainstorm away from being treated as if it never existed.

My mother used to say that while trimming specimen slips at our kitchen table, never looking up from her work.

I ran my thumb along the seam of the box.

Warm.

I snatched my hand back at once.

The box sat there in a shaft of sun as calmly as before. It should not have been warm. The room itself held the stale chill of long shadow and damp plaster. Even my own fingers felt cool except where they had touched the wood. A thin remnant of heat stayed in my skin, not sharp enough to burn, just unmistakably alive.

I bent closer.

Something sweet touched the air.

Not dust. Not mold. Not even the papery dryness of old herbarium sheets. This smell was greener than that, with a softness under it. Crushed leaves after rain. Late spring under glass. A flower scent, but closed in, as if pressed between pages for too many years and only now deciding to breathe.

Every rule I had ever been taught stood up at once and began shouting.

Any anomalous manuscript or bound object showing heat, light, whispering, movement, or visible transformation is to be reported immediately to palace management and transferred under seal.

That line was painted in small clear lettering on a notice board in the materials intake room. I had passed it every workday since I was taken on.

I looked at the door.

No one. Only the glare from the yard beyond, white on the threshold.

The scent came again, a little stronger. My chest tightened for reasons that had nothing to do with fear alone. Hidden books called to me in exactly the part of myself that had been made by my father’s hands: the part that believed bindings mattered, that thread could hold more than paper together, that neglect was not the same as worthlessness.

“It is a box,” I said, because saying foolish things plainly sometimes robbed them of force. “You are behaving as if it has opinions.”

Still, I opened it carefully.

The lid rose without a squeak.

Inside, on faded green silk worn shiny at the folds, lay a single book.

I forgot the room.

It was not large. Not much bigger than both my hands placed side by side. The cover was deep green leather, softened with age until it looked like moss darkened by rain. No title. No tooling on the front. The spine was rounded and plain except for five shallow bands and a hairline border in dull gold so rubbed it caught only the faintest hint of light. The edges of the pages had once been gilded as well. Time had thinned that shine to a ghost.

I knew bindings. I knew structures, leather grain, board thickness, the logic of hand sewing beneath a spine. This one unsettled me because every part of it suggested high craftsmanship, but not in the usual grand way. It was made for touch. For holding. For use. There was care in every proportion, a quiet kind of luxury that made the bare exterior feel stranger than ornament would have.

The warmth came from the book itself.

I reached in and lifted it.

Heat settled into my palms as though the thing had been waiting there for me to notice. Not furnace hot. Not fever hot. Human warm. That was what made the breath snag in my throat. It felt like taking someone’s hand in the dark and realizing only after contact that it is alive.

The floral scent opened around me at once, richer now. White blossoms. Green stems cut fresh. Something faintly golden beneath, like pollen warmed in sunlight.

My thumb rested against the front board. The leather gave slightly, not soft with rot but with age and use. At the lower corner a scrape had exposed the board under the leather. Along the fore edge, one section of the text block sat just a little uneven. I could see at a glance that some gathering inside had shifted.

My hands itched to know the damage properly.

I should have stopped there. Wrapped it back in silk. Closed the box. Taken it straight to Madam Holloway and let her scold me only for touching it bare-handed.

Instead I sat cross-legged on the floor with dust on my skirt and the book in my lap, and slid a finger under the cover.

The first page clung for a second, as if not wanting to part.

Then it opened.

Jade-and-gold light burst up so violently that I cried out and dropped the book.

It hit the floor open. Light poured from the gutter and across the boards in a spray of brilliant color. Not flat light either. It had shape in it. Petal-shapes. Fine lines like leaf veins lit from within. Gold flashed through green in quick darting strokes, too bright to look at directly. Wind hit my face though every window was shut. Pages riffled on their own, snapping and hissing. The room filled at once with the scent of spring flowers so intense it almost hurt.

I threw an arm over my eyes.

Something moved.

Not across the floor. Out of the book.

A small weight struck my shoulder, skidded, and caught itself in the collar of my dress with claws sharp enough to prick through linen.

I shouted and lurched to my feet, swatting blindly. The thing launched away from me with a flare of light. I saw only gold and green and something winged before it landed on top of a tall broken cabinet three paces off.

The light died.

Silence slammed down.

I stood bent over, one hand braced on my thigh, the other clutching my shoulder where the claws had caught. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my teeth. Dust glittered in the air, slowly falling. The book lay on the floor where I had dropped it, open to a spread of cream pages written in a script I did not know. No glow now. Only warmth, visible somehow even without seeing it, like the afterimage of a flame.

Then a voice said, very clearly, “Do stop wheezing. It is undignified.”

I looked up.

The creature on the cabinet looked back at me as if I had inconvenienced him personally.

He was no larger than a well-fed house cat, but that comparison failed almost at once. His body carried the elegant line of something wilder and more deliberate. Soft fur covered him in layered shades of jade, deepest along the spine and paling toward the chest. The tips of his ears shone faintly gold, as if holding the last light of sunset. From his shoulder blades rose two translucent wings, not feathered but veined like leaves or the thinnest stained glass, trembling once before folding close. A long graceful tail curled around his feet. His face—no, not face exactly, muzzle perhaps, but too expressive for that word alone—was fine-boned and beautiful in a way that made my skin go cold. Not because it was ugly. Because intelligence sat there nakedly. His eyes were impossible. Golden, yes, but not animal-bright and empty. They watched with a human steadiness sharpened by something older and less patient.

He blinked once.

I took one step back.

He lifted his chin. “Better. You may continue panicking at a more reasonable distance.”

My mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

He exhaled through his nose with astonishing disdain for someone the size of a dinner loaf. “Have speech failed entirely? That is inconvenient.”

“You—” My voice broke. I tried again. “What are you?”

He stared at me.

I stared back.

The absurdity of the question struck me even as it left my mouth. If a thing like that had just climbed out of a book and spoken in perfect language, then plainly I did not possess categories broad enough to be useful.

“What am I,” he repeated slowly, “is the best you have?”

“You came out of a book.”

“So it appears.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is at least a correct observation, which places us ahead of many conversations I have endured.”

Endured. The word, in that voice, sent another shiver down my back. His speech sounded formal without being stiff, every syllable cleanly placed. Old-fashioned, maybe, though I could not yet say why. It was not how clerks spoke, nor artisans, nor anyone from market lanes. There was no roughness to it, no local shortcuts, no softening of consonants. Even his annoyance seemed expensive.

My eyes flicked to the book on the floor.

His gaze followed at once, sharp as a snapped thread. The wings on his back gave a brief hard twitch.

“Do not touch it carelessly,” he said.

I almost laughed. The sound that came out was too thin to count. “Carelessly?”

“You dropped me.”

“I dropped the book.”

A pause.

He said, with great coldness, “Yes. Precisely.”

I pressed a hand to my forehead. Dust clung damply there. The room seemed not quite steady. I wanted very badly for everything in it to become ordinary again. The warped shelves. The crate labels. The familiar ache in my back from lifting. I would have welcomed even a rat.

Instead I had a glowing untitled book on the floor and a jeweled little beast scolding me from a cabinet.

He watched me watching him. His tail tip twitched once.

“If you mean to scream for assistance,” he said, “I advise against it.”

“Why?”

“Because you opened the seal.”

The word dropped between us.

A pulse of cold ran through me. “Seal.”

“Yes.”

I looked again at the book. Open pages. Strange script. No visible lock or charm mechanism. Only the lingering scent of flowers and that awful human warmth.

“I did not—” I swallowed. “I only opened the cover.”

“That was quite sufficient.”

I became abruptly aware of my hand still pressed to my shoulder. I looked down and found three tiny tears in the linen where his claws had caught, with a faint red crescent under one of them. When I looked back up, he was still staring at the book. Not at me. At it.

Caution crept in through the edges of my shock.

“You know what it is,” I said.

His ears angled, just a little. “Naturally.”

“Then tell me.”

“No.”

The word came so promptly I almost choked on my next breath.

“No?”

“No.”

“You expect me to accept that?”

“I expect you to accept many things in very little time.”

“I expect explanations when something jumps out of illegal materials and scratches me.”

That got his attention back to me. One golden eye narrowed. “Illegal.”

“Yes, illegal.” My voice sharpened because anger was easier than fear and steadier than astonishment. “Objects that glow, heat up, change shape, whisper, and whatever else this is are required to be reported. Immediately.”

“Ah.” He said it so softly I nearly missed it. “How modern of you.”

I stared.

He looked, unmistakably, displeased.

Some corner of my mind, the part still trying to behave like a sensible assistant from a respectable archive office, took note of that with offended amazement. He was in my hidden storage annex. He had arrived by exploding out of a forbidden book. He had no standing to be disdainful of regulations.

“Do not sneer at me,” I said.

He actually seemed surprised.

Then one of those translucent wings shifted and settled again. “You are the one brandishing laws.”

“I am not brandishing them. I am telling you what they are.”

“Then stop.”

That nearly did make me laugh, though it came out brittle. “You are impossible.”

“And yet here I remain.”

His eyes went briefly to the open window light, then back to me. A faint strain had entered his posture. Not weakness exactly. More like someone holding himself upright on principle.

I noticed it because noticing small strain was what I did. Loose threads. Damp curling. Tension in a hand before pain was admitted. My work taught you to see where something was trying not to fail.

The odd awareness unsettled me all over again.

I crouched slowly and reached for the book.

He moved before my fingers touched it. One moment he was atop the cabinet; the next he flashed down in a blur of jade and gold and landed between my hand and the book with his wings flared wide. They were more beautiful close up and more alarming—thin, luminous membranes webbed with fine green lines like living leaves held to the sun.

“Do not,” he said.

I froze.

He stood with all the force of a guard twice his size. Ridiculous, I thought wildly, and yet the thought did not weaken the warning at all.

“I need to close it,” I said.

His eyes did not leave mine. “Gently.”

“As opposed to the violent ways I usually handle books?”

“You have not impressed me enough to assume habits.”

“You do not know me.”

He seemed about to answer sharply, then stopped. Something flickered in his expression—not softness, nothing so simple, but a quick recalculation. He stepped aside with obvious reluctance.

I slid my hands beneath the covers and lifted the book.

The warmth had lessened but not vanished. The pages between my fingers felt thicker than normal paper, smoother too, with a faint living spring in them as if the fibers refused to collapse into mere age. Ink in unfamiliar characters ran over the spread. Along the margins I thought I saw the ghost of curling floral patterns so faded they were almost gone.

The creature’s gaze stayed fixed on my hands until the cover came down.

The scent of flowers thinned at once.

He let out a breath through his nose so quietly that I might not have heard it if the room had not been so still.

That tiny sound changed things more than his speech had.

Fear did not leave me. But fear shifted, making room for something else. I knew the difference between menace and strain. Whatever he was, he was not merely performing his concern for the book. The intensity of it sat too close to pain.

I hugged the closed volume against my apron without meaning to.

His eyes lifted to that movement, then to my face.

“Better,” he said, though the word came grudgingly.

I rose with the book in my arms. He stayed where he was on the floorboards, tail low now, the gold at his ear tips dimmer than before.

The room felt much smaller than it had an hour ago.

“All right,” I said, because silence had grown too thick. “If I have opened a seal—and I am still not pleased with how calmly you say that—then what exactly have I let out?”

He folded his wings. “Someone very patient, once.”

“Once?”

“Less so now.”

“That is also not an answer.”

He looked me up and down in one cool sweep, taking in the dust, the work apron, the loosened braid at my nape, the scratches on my shoulder, the book in my arms. His gaze lingered for half a beat on my hands. Not in admiration. Assessment.

“You are not a palace officer,” he said.

“No.”

“Not a scholar.”

I almost bristled. “I work in restoration.”

“So I see.”

The dismissal in it stung even before I could tell whether he meant it that way.

“I am not an idiot either,” I said. “And you are avoiding every question I ask.”

“For sound reason.”

“Which is?”

“I do not know you.”

The words should have cooled me. Instead they struck too near something honest. He did not know me. He had no cause to trust what I would do next.

I tightened my hold on the book, feeling the edge of the boards through my sleeves. “You are the one in my storage room.”

“Your storage room?” That elegant little head tilted. “How rapidly territorial you have become.”

“This building belongs to the office.”

“It belonged to others before your office learned to misplace entire wings of its holdings.”

The answer was so quick, so bitter, that I stared.

He seemed to realize it had slipped out. His ears flattened for the first time, not in fear but irritation with himself. He turned away and leapt back onto the cabinet with one springing movement, putting height between us again.

There it was. Preference, instinct, habit—whatever the reason, he liked high places. My mind marked it automatically.

I should have been thinking only of the law.

Take object to supervisor. Report anomaly. Do not conceal.

Instead I found myself looking at the pale dust on his paws and the way he had chosen the tallest stable surface in the room, and thinking absurdly that if he fell into the broken specimen jars on the floor he would cut himself.

I set the book down atop a crate within my reach but away from the floor dust.

His eyes tracked it at once.

“No further,” he said.

“I only put it somewhere cleaner.”

He said nothing.

The silence stretched. Outside, somewhere beyond the yard wall, a cart rattled over stones. Faint voices drifted from the brighter main building. Ordinary sounds. They made the room feel stranger, not less.

I touched the torn place at my shoulder again. “If I go out that door and report this, there will be questions.”

“Certainly.”

“They will ask where I found the book.”

He gave the smallest shrug a creature of his shape could manage. “Under the floor, I suppose.”

“They will ask why I opened it.”

“That,” he said, “is a more embarrassing matter.”

Against my will, something in me gave way. Not trust. Not amusement exactly. But a tiny fracture in the wall panic had built. I almost smiled, which felt insane enough to stamp out at once.

“You are insolent.”

“And you are underreacting.”

“I am not.” I gestured around us. “Look at me.”

“You are attempting very hard to remain practical. It is admirable and ill-suited.”

“Better than shrieking.”

He considered that. “Barely.”

I folded my arms.

He looked unreasonably composed for something impossible. Not relaxed—no, that was the wrong word. Alert. Proud. Holding himself together with precision. Yet under it I kept noticing disturbances. That tightness earlier when the book lay open. The slight dimness now at the tips of those bright ears. A fatigue he seemed determined not to expose.

“What do I call you?” I asked before I had fully decided to.

His stare sharpened. “Nothing.”

“That is not useful.”

“It is preferable.”

“I cannot go on thinking of you as—” I stopped. Creature would not do, not with those eyes fixed on me. Beast was worse. Thing made my own skin crawl.

“As what?” he prompted.

I exhaled slowly. “Someone who needs a name.”

He went very still.

Not all stillness is the same. This one felt watchful and dangerous, but not because he meant to strike. Because I had stepped somewhere I could not see the floor of.

After a long moment he said, “You may refrain.”

“That sounds like no one has asked what you want to be called in some time.”

At that his gaze went so cold I nearly took the words back.

“Do not presume,” he said.

I gripped the edge of my apron. “Then help me.”

“You require so much help for a woman holding the center of the matter.”

I looked at the book.

Then back at him. “The center.”

His tail flicked once, a clean irritated slash through the dust-lit air. “You pry at every word.”

“I repair damaged texts for a living. It is nearly the same habit.”

That, at least, gave him pause. He looked at my hands again. My fingers were still dusty from the floorboards, a faint line of old paste under one nail, callus at the side of my right forefinger where thread and paper edges had worn it over years.

The pause lasted too long to be casual.

Then he said, more quietly, “Are you alone here every day?”

The question startled me. “No. Not here. I work mainly in the west repair room.”

“This annex. Today.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

I should not have felt any flare of satisfaction at that. It was not praise. It was only relief on his part. Still, something in my chest loosened a fraction.

Then sense caught up with me again. “Why good?”

“Because if you had opened that in company, matters would already be worse.”

He was right. I hated that he was right.

I went to the door and looked out into the yard. Sunlight blazed over cracked paving stones. No one crossing. No shadow approaching from the service lane. The demolition markings on the far wall showed in chalk red, three slashes over plaster long gone powdery with neglect. We had been told to clear the annex fast. Too unstable to justify repair, the survey said. Too peripheral.

Behind me, the floor gave a tiny creak.

I turned in time to see him jump down from the cabinet and land beside the crate where the book rested.

He placed one small paw on the cover.

The gesture was possessive. More than that. Protective in the rawest possible way.

My throat tightened unexpectedly.

“What are you?” I asked again, but this time the question came out low, stripped of accusation.

His ears angled back. Sunlight from the high dirty window traced the thin ribs of his folded wings. For a heartbeat I thought he might answer.

Instead he said, “Not your pet.”

I blinked.

“I did not say—”

“You were thinking along very dangerous lines.”

“I was not.”

“You had the expression.”

“What expression?”

He looked disgusted. “The one humans wear before naming things smaller than themselves.”

I stared at him.

Then, because the day had already ceased to belong to reason, I said, “You do look moss-colored.”

He went rigid with offense so immediate and complete that my own shock nearly vanished beneath it.

“Moss,” he repeated.

“It was only—”

“Moss.”

I should not have laughed. I truly should not. But the word in that wounded aristocratic tone tipped me over the edge. The laugh came out brief and breathless, half from nerves and half because I could not bear the room’s tension another second without breaking. I pressed a hand over my mouth at once.

His golden eyes narrowed to slits.

“I retract every charitable thought I nearly formed about you.”

“You formed charitable thoughts?”

“Do not be tiresome.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “It suits your coloring.”

“I am not lichen.”

“It is a name, not a botanical classification.”

“It is a damp insult attached to stones.”

That pulled another helpless sound out of me. Not a real laugh this time, softer, but enough.

He stared as if I were personally eroding standards older than the building around us.

Then his gaze drifted, to my surprise, not to the door or window but to the white-faded vine outside. He watched the dead leaves stir against the cracked frame where no wind should have reached them.

When he spoke again, the edge had gone from his voice.

“How long has that been there?”

I followed his gaze. “The vine? I do not know. Longer than I have worked in this annex.” I paused. “It was not always so pale.”

He said nothing.

“Do you know what caused it?”

At once he closed up again. “Yes.”

“That is not helpful.”

“You seem devoted to measuring me against usefulness.”

“I am trying not to die of confusion in a condemned outbuilding.”

A muscle—or whatever served him for the same motion beneath fur and fine bone—tightened along his jaw.

The room held us both in stale warmth and dust. My shift should have ended an hour from now. I still had a quarter of the inventory list unfinished. If anyone came looking, what then? Me with a hidden illegal book and a talking magical being who disliked names and answered direct questions like a prince refusing tax records.

Prince. The thought rose and vanished before I could take hold of it. Nonsense. Only because of the voice. The posture. The impossible way he made disdain look hereditary.

I rubbed dust from my wrist.

“All right,” I said carefully. “I will ask the question another way. If I report this book, what happens to it?”

His answer came too fast. “It will be taken.”

“I gathered that.”

“It will be catalogued badly, misunderstood immediately, handled by committees, sealed under the wrong authority, argued over by people who value custody more than comprehension, and perhaps—if you are especially fortunate—destroyed through caution rather than malice.”

The words were clipped, but fury burned underneath them so hard that the room felt colder.

My fingers curled against my palm.

“And to you?” I asked.

For the first time since he emerged, uncertainty moved across his face.

Small, fast, and terrible.

“They will not ask,” he said.

The simplicity of it hit me worse than anything ornate might have.

I thought of the intake room notice. Heat, light, whispering, transformation. Submit immediately. Objects first. Procedures first. Custody first. No line anywhere on that board mentioned personhood. Of course it did not. It had been written for dangerous manuscripts, reactive relics, enchanted seals, all the old categories scholars liked because categories meant distance.

Not for something with eyes and temper and a hand—paw, whatever it was—flat over a book as if over his own heartbeat.

I should still have gone for Madam Holloway.

I knew that even then.

But I also knew the office well enough to imagine exactly how the report would sound in another mouth by the time it reached palace management. Uncatalogued anomalous volume found in condemned annex. Reactive living charm form emerged on opening. Containment required.

Charm form.

The phrase made my stomach turn.

He was still watching the window. Not me now. The vine. The bleached leaves clinging there like a warning.

“What is this building?” he asked after a moment.

“Old overflow storage. Some sealed transfer materials too, I think. Mostly neglected collections.” I hesitated. “It belongs to the Royal Conservatory Archive Office.”

His eyes shut once. Not long. Just long enough for the movement to look like restraint rather than tiredness.

“Of course it does,” he said.

“You know it?”

“I know what it was.”

The answer should have started another chain of questions. It did, somewhere in me. But that same instinct that told me where damp had gotten into a binding and how much pressure old thread could take also told me not to press that part yet. He was brittle around certain edges. I did not know why. I only knew it.

So I asked the plainer thing.

“If I do not report you today, what then?”

His eyes opened. Gold in the dim dust.

“Then,” he said, “you will close the box, conceal the book, and avoid every official route you have been trained to obey.”

I could not help it. “That sounds very much like instructions.”

“You respond badly to those?”

“I have known you less than half an hour.”

“And already you require governing.”

That almost started me laughing again, which was so impossible I grew annoyed instead.

“You are in no position to govern anything.”

His head tilted. “No?”

“No.”

“Yet you are still here.”

“So are you.”

Something passed between us then—not agreement, not exactly, but a kind of reluctant recognition. We were both trapped inside the same fact now. The book had been opened. The room had seen it. I had. He had. Nothing about the day could be folded back into neatness.

A shout sounded faintly from the yard beyond the wall. Workmen, maybe. Or transport boys. The ordinary noise made me move before thinking.

I crossed to the door and pushed it half shut, narrowing the slice of sunlight on the floor.

When I turned back, he was watching me with an expression I could not read.

“Do not look at me like that,” I said.

“Like what?”

“As if you are weighing a hinge.”

“I do not know what that means.”

“It means deciding whether I will hold.”

His ears gave the tiniest twitch.

I did not know why that answer had come to me. Perhaps because my father used to test old boards that way, fingers on wood, looking not at the object but through it, as though he could feel in advance where stress would travel when pressure came.

The memory of him moved through me so suddenly it hurt. Needle case open on the table. Linen thread looped over one big knuckle. The smell of leather shavings and paste. He had taught me how to respect structure. Not fear age. Not dismiss damage. Look closely. Find the strain. Hold where it wants to split.

My gaze dropped to the book.

The corner scrape. The uneven gathering in the fore edge. The warmth.

He followed my gaze and went still again.

I took a cautious step closer to the crate. “You said I opened a seal.”

“Yes.”

“And the book matters more than a container.”

His expression sharpened. “Obviously.”

“Then if it is damaged—”

“It is damaged.”

The answer came flat and immediate.

I looked up. “How badly?”

He did not speak.

I moved closer anyway, slowly enough to leave him room to recoil if he chose. Instead he only watched. From here I could see a fine roughness along one edge of the cover where the leather had begun to dry. Tiny abrasions near the spine head. More worrying, a slight weakness in the joint. And under the fore edge, where the text block sat misaligned, the faintest shadow of a torn leaf or broken guard within.

“Whoever hid it under the floor didn’t store it properly,” I murmured.

His tail tip curled hard around his paws.

“Do not talk over it as though I am absent.”

I blinked. “I was looking at the structure.”

“I am aware.”

Something in the way he said it made the skin between my shoulders tighten.

I put my fingertips on the cover very gently.

Warm.

Again that disorienting living warmth, steadier now, not diminished so much as low and banked.

His eyes did not leave my hand.

“There is strain in the binding,” I said. “And perhaps a tear or detached section inside. I would need tools to tell properly.”

“No tools here?”

“Only rough salvage things.” I glanced toward the pry bar, the crate of tags, the rag, the chalk. “Nothing fit for delicate work.”

He lowered his head slightly, thinking.

I knew that expression too. Not from magical creatures hidden in books. From anyone presented with too few good options.

“We are not discussing repair,” he said at last.

“Why not?”

“Because you have not yet decided whether to betray me.”

The directness of it made heat rise to my face.

“I do not know you,” I shot back.

“That is generally how betrayal begins.”

I stared at him. The insult and the fear under it came twined so tightly together I could not separate them.

Then I looked at the door, half shut against the glaring yard. I imagined leaving the room. Imagined finding Madam Holloway. Imagined the careful way I would have to say it. Not sounding hysterical. Not sounding fanciful. Hidden compartment. Unrecorded green volume. Heat response. Light discharge. Emergent entity.

Entity.

My stomach clenched again.

By the time palace men arrived, he would be reduced to language like that and fixed there.

He must have seen something change in my face, because his gaze sharpened.

“Do not pity me,” he said.

“I was not.”

“You were near it.”

“I was near anger.”

“At whom?”

I looked at him. Small, bright, proud, impossible. Dust on his paws. Wings folded with painful neatness. That paw still touching the cover.

“At everyone who built rules for objects and forgot they might catch a person.”

The words hung between us.

He did not move.

I had not meant to say them aloud. Once spoken, they left me feeling strangely exposed. I was only a restoration assistant in a condemned storage annex with dust in my throat and a bleeding scratch on my shoulder. I had no power to accuse “everyone” of anything. Yet the anger stayed, clean and real.

For a long moment he said nothing.

Then, very quietly, “You should be more careful with words you cannot retract.”

My pulse stuttered.

There was no mockery in that line. No disdain either. Only something old and worn thin.

I looked away first.

Sunlight had shifted across the floor. The open hidden compartment still gaped between the lifted planks like a mouth. I had work tags scattered underfoot, the inventory slate under the chair, a box lined with faded silk sitting uselessly open. All of it suddenly seemed exposed, temporary, absurd.

I bent and retrieved the cloth that had wrapped the box.

When I straightened, his ears flicked forward. “What are you doing?”

“Thinking.”

“That is not reassuring.”

“It should be.” I shook the dust from the cloth and folded it over one arm. “I cannot leave you here.”

“An excellent beginning.”

“It is not consent to your authority.”

“I did not ask for consent.”

“Clearly.”

I looked around for the box lid, realized with irritation it was still attached, and set the green book back inside its silk lining. He made a soft sharp sound deep in his throat.

I paused. “What now?”

“I do not go into the box.”

I stared at him. “You came out of the book.”

“I did not say I desired the box.”

“This is hardly the moment to be particular.”

“For you, perhaps.”

I set my jaw. “Then where?”

His gaze shifted toward the book.

Something in the gesture answered before he did.

I looked down at the closed cover resting in silk. The floral scent hovered faintly above it.

“No,” I said at once.

His eyes flashed. “No?”

“You are not climbing back into it while I hold the thing under my arm and walk through the yard.”

“You would prefer I sit on your shoulder and wave to passing clerks?”

“No.”

“Then adapt.”

My mouth thinned. I hated that he had an answer for every practical objection and hated more that this one was probably the only possible one. If anyone saw him loose, there would be no explaining anything away. If he vanished back into the book, at least I could conceal the object first and panic later in privacy.

Still I hesitated.

He noticed, of course.

“You opened it once,” he said. “You can manage a second time without dropping it.”

“That was before I knew something might leap out.”

A pause.

“Fair,” he said.

I almost smiled again and did not.

“All right,” I muttered.

I lifted the book from the silk and held it carefully in both hands. The warmth rose into my fingers at once, more intimate now that I expected it. He had come down from the cabinet again without my noticing and stood near my boot, looking up at the cover.

For the first time I saw the size of him beside something ordinary and felt a strange small shock. He was not large. Smaller than danger ought to be. Smaller than his presence had convinced the room he was.

My chest did something uncomfortable at that realization.

He sprang lightly onto the crate, then onto the edge of the box, bringing his face level with the book. Gold eyes met mine.

“Do not let it fall,” he said.

“I heard you the first three times.”

“You have yet to prove retention.”

Before I could answer, he laid one paw against the leather.

The warmth under my hands deepened.

No bright eruption this time. Only a soft seam of jade light along the fore edge and the scent of white flowers rising freshly between us. The cover eased beneath my fingers. Pages loosened with a sigh. He moved in the same instant, not leaping outward but forward, into the opening, all green-and-gold grace folding smaller as the light took him. For half a heartbeat I saw him not as fur and wings alone but as outline—something finer and stranger beneath, as if the visible shape were only one layer of him. Then the pages fluttered once and fell still.

The book lay open in my hands.

Empty.

No, not empty. Present in a different way. The warmth now sat not only in the leather and paper but in the hollow under my ribs, as if I had swallowed the shock of him and could not yet settle it. The unfamiliar script flowed across the spread. Near the lower margin, for an instant, I thought I saw the faint impression of a pawprint in gold light. When I blinked, it was gone.

I closed the cover carefully.

No voice came from inside. No movement. Only warmth.

The room felt too quiet.

I wrapped the book in the old cloth, though not tightly enough to smother it, and set it back in the box. Then I stopped, looking from the hidden compartment in the floor to the half-shut door to the book lined in faded silk.

If I returned it to the compartment and reported it later, someone else would take it. If I reported it now, same result. If I left it here until tomorrow, the demolition boys might come early, or a transport clerk might finally decide this annex contained something worth checking.

No. Whatever else I did not understand, I understood that.

I replaced the lifted floorboard as neatly as I could. The compartment underneath went dark again, empty now. Then I slid the inventory slate out from under the chair, wiped dust off the edge, and forced my hand to move steadily as I marked the next line in salvage chalk.

Cabinet frames: unsound.

Three cracked specimen drawers: discard.

Boxed transfer ephemera, water-damaged: review.

My handwriting looked almost normal.

A laughable performance. No one was there to inspect it, but I needed the motions anyway, needed something my hands knew how to do while the rest of me lurched around the fact of a living hidden book.

When I could trust my breathing, I shut the box and tied it in a length of packing cord from the crate. Not too tight. The knot sat easy enough to undo quickly if I had to.

As I lifted it, the weight settled against my forearms with a solidity that made everything more real. Too real. The box held like a folio chest, not unmanageable but obvious. I considered carrying it under my apron, rejected the foolishness of that at once, then fetched an old canvas wrapping sack from the corner and slipped the box inside. Better. Still noticeable, but less ceremonial.

The sun outside had shifted lower by the time I opened the door fully.

Heat met me in the yard, carrying the smell of limestone and summer dust. The bright main wing of the archive showed beyond the service wall, elegant roofline catching late light. Somewhere out front visitors were probably still wandering through the public conservatory displays, admiring glass and blossom arrangements set for the coming Gold Dew Festival. Somewhere clerks were closing ledgers, runners fetching signed orders, attendants emptying water trays beneath orchids.

Here, in the service yard, the neglected annex threw a crooked shadow over cracked stones and old carts.

I stepped out and pulled the door shut behind me.

My shoulder stung where the claws had caught. The sack handle bit lightly into my palm. Under the canvas, hidden from sight, the box was warm.

I walked.

Every person I passed seemed suddenly too observant. A transport boy rolling a handcart glanced at my sack and kept going. Two junior clerks carrying bundled registers nodded distractedly and did not stop. A mason from the maintenance crew was shouting at someone about rotten supports in the old western wall. I kept my pace steady, not hurried, not slow.

Do not behave as if you are concealing a miracle and a crime, I told myself.

It was unhelpful advice.

At the side entrance to the lower workrooms I nearly turned toward Madam Holloway’s office by pure habit. Report finds. Log materials. Submit irregularities. She would still be there, no doubt, standing straight-backed over some poor damaged atlas with her spectacles low on her nose and judgment in reserve.

I stopped with my hand on the latch.

The sack weighed against my wrist. Heat pressed through canvas.

Inside it, silence.

I could still do it, I thought. Walk in. Set the box down. Tell the truth. End the matter before it tangled further.

Then I remembered the way he had said, They will not ask.

My throat tightened.

I saw not Madam Holloway, but palace management beyond her. Seals. Transfer slips. Custody marks. Cold tables in storage rooms where objects went under layered authority and came out years later in worse condition than they entered, if they came out at all. I knew enough of the closed side of archival life to distrust neat process when no one within it cared properly what a thing was.

And if he was right—if spring itself, or whatever shaped it, truly rested somewhere inside this impossible business—

The thought was too large. I pushed it away. One danger at a time.

I lowered my hand from the latch and turned instead toward the lower stairs leading out to the staff lane.

My room was not far. A rented attic chamber above a widow’s tailoring shop, hardly grand but private enough if I latched the door and kept the curtains drawn. I told myself I was only taking the book there until I could think clearly. Until I could examine the damage. Until I could decide anything at all with more sense than I possessed in a service corridor.

All temporary decisions lie a little.

I knew that too, and kept walking anyway.

By the time I reached the street, evening had begun laying gold over the capital. Astermere always looked nearest enchantment in that hour. White stone walls warmed honey-pale. Colored glass in upper windows woke with sunset and poured diluted jewel tones over the paving. Flower sellers were packing up day stalls in Marrow Lane, shaking water from buckets and tying paper around stems. A fountain further downhill caught the light and broke it into moving shards against carved stone. Above the roofs, conservatory towers glimmered faintly green.

Beautiful, bright, orderly.

Yet as I crossed into the narrower lane behind the tailor’s row, I passed a public window box full of small white blossoms gone faintly colorless at the edges. Not dead. Not healthy either. The petals looked thinned, as if someone had washed them in weak chalk.

The sight sent a quick cold line through me.

I climbed the back stair to my room with the sack held close.

The widow’s cat slept on the second landing and did not stir as I passed. Good. I had no desire tonight to explain myself to humans, much less cats.

My room waited under the eaves in heat and dimness, familiar in every ordinary detail. Narrow bed under the sloped wall. Small worktable by the window. Washstand. Peg rail. My father’s old tool case under the table where I kept it wrapped against dust. A chipped bowl of dried lavender gone faint with age. The thin evening light through the curtain laying the floorboards in gold stripes.

I shut the door, turned the key, and stood with my back to it for a long moment while my pulse slowly came down from the climb.

Then I carried the sack to the table and set it down.

The quiet gathered around it.

No voices from inside. No sudden light. Only the warmth, more noticeable now that the room was still.

I untied the cord, drew the box out, and laid both hands flat on the lid.

The floral scent answered at once, soft and closed.

“Before anything else,” I said to the wood, because apparently I had crossed into a life where speaking to boxes was an activity I could justify, “you will tell me whether letting you out here is going to ruin the rest of my existence.”

A pause.

Then, from inside the box, dry as old paper and just as crisp:

“It is already far too late for that.”
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Chapter2: The Green Spine and the Secret Room
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“Do not put me near the washstand. The damp is vulgar.”

I woke with my cheek stuck to my folded arm and the sour taste of half-slept fear in my mouth. For one thick second I did not know where I was. Dawn had not fully climbed the window yet. My room sat in a gray-blue hush, shapes softened under the sloped ceiling, the worktable only a darker block beside the pane.

Then the voice came again, dry with offense.

“And that curtain edge is fraying. If this is how you store valued things, your standards are a disgrace.”

I lifted my head too fast. Pins and needles burned up my neck. Sometime in the night I had fallen asleep at the table with the green book under one hand and my mending cloth still caught in the other. The box lay open where I had abandoned it. The room smelled faintly of cooled wax, old lavender, and the closed sweetness of flowers from between the book’s covers.

A small jade form sat on the highest corner of my worktable as though he had owned the place for years.

He was outlined by the dim window, tail wound neatly around his paws, leaf-veined wings folded close. The gold at his ear tips held what little dawn there was. His eyes, already fixed on me, did not look remotely sleepy.

I pushed upright and dragged a hand over my face. “I hid an illegal magical book in my room, slept in my dress, and woke to criticism before sunrise. I hope you are satisfied.”

He glanced toward the washstand with renewed distaste. “Not remotely.”

The blanket from my bed had slipped half to the floor during the night. My back ached. My shoulder still stung where his claws had caught me yesterday. None of it felt dreamlike in the least. The book lay on the table between us, closed now, its green leather dim in the weak light. Warmth breathed from it into the chill room as steadily as banked coals.

I looked from the book to him. “You came out.”

“I gathered that from the change in perspective.”

“I did not open it.”

“No.”

“Then how?”

He gave me a long, unimpressed look. “Do you ask the sun how it manages dawn?”

“That makes no sense.”

“It makes enough.”

His answer put my teeth on edge. I stood, every joint protesting, and crossed to the narrow window to pull the curtain aside. Early light spilled in, silvering the dust on the sill and touching the table. In it he looked even stranger. Softer in color, perhaps, but not softened. The fur along his back deepened to rich moss-green where the light did not catch. Fine gold traced the edges of his folded wings. He held himself like someone seated in a council chamber, not on a scarred attic table with one short leg propped on a ledger scrap to keep it steady.

That last thought nearly made me laugh from sheer exhaustion.

I turned away before he could read too much from my face. “You were inside the book when I went to sleep.”

“I was.”

“And now you are out.”

“Yes.”

“Without my opening it.”

“Yes.”

I faced him again. “You are doing that on purpose.”

“You keep asking finished questions.”

I rubbed at my eyes. My braid had come half loose in the night and a length of hair clung to my mouth. I shoved it back and went to strike a match for the lamp, then remembered the thin purse hanging by the bed and decided dawn would have to do. Oil cost money. Panic had not improved my wages.

When I turned back, he had not moved from the table corner. His gaze had, though. It traveled over the room and lingered on each plain thing with maddening composure: the folded dress on the peg rail, my mother’s specimen labels bundled in old ribbon on the shelf, the chipped bowl, the tool case under the table, the patched cuff laid out for mending.

“You are assessing me again,” I said.

“I am assessing your hiding place.”

“It is not a hiding place. It is my room.”

“In the present circumstance, the distinction is ornamental.”

I set both hands on my hips. “You were the one who told me not to take you to the palace.”

“And yet here we are, not at the palace. It would seem my judgment continues to excel.”

I stared at him.

A thin pale stripe of sunlight reached the book’s spine. The leather looked darker there, rich and cool as pond moss in shadow. No title marked it. No crest. Nothing. Just that plain green, those five shallow bands, and the sense of held breath about the thing.

My room felt smaller than it ever had.

“I need tea,” I muttered.

“You need discretion.”

“I can need more than one thing at once.”

“That is a distressingly human position.”

I went to the water jug anyway. The water had gone cool and slightly metallic overnight. I poured some into the kettle and set it over the little spirit burner on the shelf, then stood watching the flame catch. Ordinary motions helped. Water. Tin cup. Tea leaves. The familiar sting of the burner’s smell. My fingers still trembled a little, but at least they had work to do.

Behind me the table creaked lightly.

I glanced over my shoulder. He had moved from the corner to the highest stack of folded papers by the window, where he sat with his tail draped down one side like a spill of green ribbon. High places, then. Noted.

“You ought not sit there,” I said. “Those are account copies. The edges will bend.”

“Then why have you built a staircase for me beside the light?”

“I did not build it for you.”

“You have now.”

I inhaled and let the breath out slowly. “Do you ever answer a simple request simply?”

“Very rarely.”

The kettle began to mutter. I made tea in my largest cup and found, after a short ugly debate with myself, a shallow saucer for water that did not have a chip too sharp to be dangerous. When I set it on the table below him, he looked down as if I had offered him something medically questionable.

“I am not a bird.”

“It is water.”

“I can see that.”

“Then drink it or don’t. I am not spending the morning pleading with you to remain alive.”

His eyes came to me, bright and unreadable in the growing light.

After a beat, he sprang down with insulting grace, landed beside the saucer, and drank without another word.

The sight unsettled me far more than the lamp-light talk had. Something about the small quick motion of his tongue against the water’s surface pulled him suddenly toward the world I knew, where living things needed care whether they liked it or not. Yet the rest of him resisted any such simplification at once. He stopped after a few careful laps, lifted his head, and sat back with his usual impossible dignity, as if he had not just been crouched over my least-chipped dish like a wet-eared attic stray.

“Have you a name?” I asked.

His ears twitched once.

“A real one, I mean.”

“What would you do with it?”

“Use it.”

“That is precisely why I withhold it.”

I took my tea to the chair and sat. The first sip was too hot and scalded my tongue. Good. The sting helped me wake all the way. “Then I cannot go on calling you nothing.”

“That problem is yours.”

“It is ours if I am hiding you.”

His gaze sharpened.

There was the word again. Hiding. Plain and ugly and real. It lived in the room with us now, no use pretending otherwise.

He looked at the book. Not at me. “What did you think when you first saw it?”

“The book?”

“No. The moon.”

I gave him a flat look over the rim of my cup.

“The book,” he said.

Its warmth seemed stronger this morning, or perhaps the quiet made it more noticeable. Even from my chair I could feel it resting against the air. “I thought it was beautiful,” I admitted. “And badly stored.”

That brought his eyes back to mine in a flash. Not softened, but fixed. “Badly stored.”

“Yes.”

“Go on.”

I lowered the cup carefully. “The room under the floor was too dry in some ways and too damp in others. There was no proper support. The silk had gone weak. The box kept out the worst of the dust, but not enough. The leather is rubbed at the corners, and one gathering is uneven at the fore edge. The joints look strained.” I paused. “If it has been there long, it should not have survived as well as it did.”

He was very still.

I realized then that he had asked not out of idle curiosity but because the answer mattered to him in a way he had not wanted to state outright. I saw it in the set of his shoulders, in the way his tail had stopped moving altogether.

The air between us shifted a fraction.

“I can tell more if I inspect it properly,” I said.

His voice came lower. “Properly.”

“With tools.”

The spirit burner flickered under the kettle. Somewhere downstairs the widow’s front door opened and shut, followed by the scrape of something being dragged over stone. Morning in the lane. The world continuing without any interest in what sat at my table.

He looked at the old tool case under the table. “What is in there?”

“My father’s things. Some of them.”

“Was he a restorer?”

“Binder.” The word came out before I had decided whether I wanted to give it. “He repaired account books and prayer folios, mostly. New bindings too when work was good.”

“And now you mend what others leave to decay.”

“Yes.”

He considered that in silence.

I should have been thinking about the office. About the fact that I had not gone home to change. About how I would get through an entire workday with a forbidden book hidden in my room and no explanation for the scratches on my shoulder or the sleep grit in my eyes. Instead I found myself watching his gaze drift once more around my table, then settle on the tiny packet of dried mint tied with blue thread near the lamp.

“Do you intend to stare at every object I own until one of us dies?”

“Only the ones that explain you.”

“That would take all week.”

His mouth—not quite a mouth, not only that—tilted with something too slight to call a smile.

The movement unsettled me more than his annoyance had.

I set the cup down. “You need a name.”

“You need better judgment.”

“I have already established that and kept going.”

He looked openly offended by the persistence of my flaw.

I leaned back in the chair and studied him. Green and gold, proud as a carved prince on a tomb lid, sitting beside a saucer on my scarred worktable and criticizing my standards at dawn. The first thing that had come to me in the annex came back whole.

“Moss,” I said.

He closed his eyes for one slow second.

“No.”

“It suits you.”

“It insults masonry.”

“It suits your coloring.”

“It suits wet stones and neglected corners.”

I could not help it. “You did come from one.”

His eyes snapped open. “I did not come from neglect.”

The words landed sharp enough to cut.

I lost my smile at once. He seemed to hear his own tone only afterward. Something tightened in his expression, and for a breath I thought he might turn away entirely.

Instead he lifted his chin a fraction higher. “Find another.”

“I do not want another.”

“How unfortunate.”

“It is either Moss or I start calling you Your Irritable Grace, and I think that will offend you even more.”

A pause.

Then, with icy clarity, “You overestimate your wit.”

I cupped both hands around my tea to hide that I was smiling again. Not because he had yielded. He had not. But because the offense itself felt alive in a way that stripped some of the room’s terror away. I could quarrel with him. Quarreling belonged to the world.

He must have noticed the change in my face because his wings twitched once in unmistakable irritation.

“Do not look pleased,” he said.

“Why not?”

“You have not won.”

“I never said I had.”

“You are thinking it too loudly.”

I took another sip of tea, carefully neutral. “Moss.”

He turned his back on me.

That should not have been satisfying. It was.

The satisfaction lasted until I looked at the clock and felt my blood go cold.

“I am late.”

He half turned his head. “For what?”

“My work.”

“You intend to go.”

“Of course I intend to go.”

“You have hidden an illegal volume in your room.”

“Yes, thank you, I remember.”

“You are tired, inattentive, marked, and clearly unsuited to deception.”

“I must still go.”

His tail tip lashed once. “Why?”

Because food cost money. Because a room above a tailor’s shop did not pay for itself. Because a temporary assistant who vanished without leave from the Royal Conservatory Archive Office would attract far more interest than one who arrived with bad sleep and a torn shoulder seam. Because ordinary routines were the only cover I had.

I said, “Because the world does not stop because my room has become impossible.”

He watched me for a moment, then said, “Lock the door.”

“I always do.”

“Lock it properly.”

“That is the same thing.”

His gaze slid to the window latch.

I followed it and sighed. “No one climbs three stories to steal my socks.”

“One need not want your socks to enter.”

I rubbed my forehead. “You have been out of the book for less than a morning and are already revising my housekeeping.”

“It needed revision.”

I stood and went to the peg rail for a fresh blouse. The movement pulled at the scratches on my shoulder. I hissed under my breath and peeled the torn dress down carefully enough not to reopen them.

When I glanced back, he had turned away, not out of embarrassment, I thought, but because he had decided he would be gracious enough not to look directly at an injured human changing in a small room. The notion should have amused me. Instead a strange warm embarrassment touched the back of my neck, so fleeting I nearly missed it.

I dressed quickly, pinned my hair tighter, and covered the scratches with the high edge of a scarf despite the warming day. Then I knelt under the table and drew out my father’s tool case.

The leather strap had darkened with age and my own handling. I undid it and lifted the lid.

Bone folder. Fine linen thread wrapped flat. Two small awls. Needle roll. Paste brush. Paper knife. A binder’s needle with the slightest curve to it, its metal dulled by time and use. My father’s hands rose in memory so suddenly that my chest hurt. Big careful hands. Ink in the side creases of his fingers. The rough pad of his thumb testing thread strength.

I touched the needle case and shut the box again.

When I looked up, Moss was watching me.

“What?” I asked.

“That,” he said. “Bring that back out tonight.”

The way he said tonight made the rest of the day contract at once.

I tied the strap shut. “I may not have time.”

“You must make time.”

“I do not take orders from creatures living in contraband.”

His ears angled. “Then think of it as a plea disguised to preserve standards.”

I held his gaze for a beat, startled into stillness.

Then I looked away first and slid the tool case back beneath the table. “You are staying here.”

“Obviously.”

“You are not opening the window.”

“I have no use for your street.”

“You are not knocking anything over.”

He glanced at the open box, the lamp, the stacked papers, my cup. “Your arrangement overestimates my interest in sabotage.”

“You are not to show yourself if anyone comes.”

“No one will come if you lock the door.”

“If anyone comes anyway.”

He said nothing.

I crouched to look him level. That made him bristle at once. Not fear. Offense at the angle.

“I mean it.”

“I have survived more than a landlady’s curiosity.”

“You do not know Mrs. Vale.”

“I already dislike her name.”

I stood. “Good.”

The room had brightened fully now. I could no longer delay without making things worse. I set the green book back inside its box, closed the lid, then hesitated and looked at the cupboard built into the wall beside the bed. It held spare linens, one winter blanket, two rolled aprons, and the small tin where I kept my best sealing wax.

Not safe enough.

My eyes went to the loose board beneath the bed where I stored emergency coin.

No.

At last I moved the folded linens from the bottom of the cupboard, laid the boxed book flat under them, and settled the blankets above with enough space not to crush the lid. Warmth still breathed faintly through the wood when I shut the door.

I hated shutting him away. The thought came so quickly and so plainly that I straightened in irritation with myself.

He had seen the cupboard choice. “A linen grave,” he said.

“It is temporary.”

“So are many bad decisions.”

I took my satchel from the peg. “Stay quiet.”

“Do your work without becoming conspicuous.”

“That is usually my intention.”

“You rarely achieve what you intend.”

I put my hand on the key.

Then I looked back at the cupboard and
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