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The smell of old paper and binding glue hung in the air like incense, a perfume Samantha Cain had worshipped for the better part of a decade. It was the scent of centuries compressed into cellulose and leather, of voices preserved against the erosion of time. She breathed it in as she always did upon entering the Rare Books and Special Collections Room—a slow, deliberate inhale that was part ritual, part gratitude. The overhead lights were still off, the way she preferred it for those first few moments of the workday, when the only illumination came from the tall arched windows facing the Willamette River. Morning light fell in dusty columns across the reading tables, catching motes that drifted like slow-motion snow.

Her fingers trailed along the spines of the nearest shelf as she walked the perimeter of the room. Moroccan leather. Vellum. Cloth-bound boards. Each texture was a dialect she spoke fluently. She had cataloged every volume in this room at least twice, and yet the quiet longing that lived beneath her ribs never quite settled. It was a hunger without a name, a sense that somewhere beyond these walls—beyond the orderly grid of Portland's streets and the predictable rhythm of her life—something was waiting for her. Something she couldn't find in any index.

Samantha reached her desk and set down her bag, a worn leather satchel that had belonged to her grandmother. The desktop was immaculate: a blotter, a brass lamp, a small ceramic cup holding a single fountain pen. Order was her sanctuary. In a world that felt increasingly chaotic, the precise taxonomy of knowledge was the one thing she could trust. She powered on her computer and reviewed the day's queue—three patron requests for genealogical records, a interlibrary loan verification, and a note from Margaret about a new acquisition that needed preliminary sorting.

"You're here early."

The voice came from the doorway, and Samantha didn't need to turn around to identify it. Margaret Chen had been the senior librarian for Special Collections for eleven years, and her footsteps had a distinctive rhythm—quick, efficient, the click of low heels on marble softened by the runner carpets.

"You're here late," Samantha replied, glancing over her shoulder with a small smile. "Did you sleep in the stacks again?"

Margaret laughed, a dry sound like pages turning. "Almost. The estate delivery came in yesterday evening. I stayed to log the crates." She crossed the room holding a clipboard, her reading glasses pushed up into her silver-streaked black hair. "It's the Whitmore collection. Dr. Elias Whitmore—reclusive scholar type, no surviving family. His attorney contacted us last month. The man spent sixty years collecting esoterica, and apparently his will specified that everything go to a public institution."

"Esoterica?" Samantha's interest sharpened. The word was a hook catching on her curiosity. "What kind of esoterica?"

"That's what you get to find out." Margaret handed her the clipboard. "Three crates. I had them placed in the processing alcove. The preliminary inventory is vague at best—'miscellaneous bound volumes, assorted manuscripts, personal papers.' The attorney wasn't exactly a bibliographer." She paused, tilting her head. "There's something odd about the collection, though. I can't put my finger on it. Some of the bindings I glimpsed didn't match any period style I recognize."

Samantha looked down at the inventory sheet. The handwriting was cramped and rushed, but the list was short enough. Twenty-seven bound volumes. Four folios of loose papers. One wooden box, contents unspecified. "I'll start now," she said, already moving toward the alcove.

"Coffee first?" Margaret called after her.

"After."

The processing alcove was a small, climate-controlled room adjacent to the main reading area, lined with stainless steel shelving and equipped with a large worktable under a bank of LED lights. The three crates sat on the floor, their lids already pried off. Samantha knelt beside the first one and began lifting out volumes, cradling each like a sleeping child. A nineteenth-century treatise on celestial navigation. A collection of Persian poetry with hand-painted miniatures. A German text on alchemical processes, its pages foxed with age. She worked methodically, filling out condition reports, checking for bookworms and mold, noting bindings that needed conservation.

The morning stretched on. The light through the windows shifted from gold to white as the sun climbed higher. Margaret brought her coffee without being asked—black, one sugar—and set it on the corner of the worktable where it wouldn't endanger any pages. Samantha drank it absently, her attention absorbed by the quiet archaeology of a stranger's intellectual life.

By late morning, she had emptied the first two crates and was halfway through the third. That was when her fingers brushed something different.

The leather was dark, nearly black, but with a deep burgundy undertone that emerged when the light caught it. The book was larger than the others—perhaps twelve inches by nine—and thicker, its boards heavy and solid. No title appeared on the spine or the front cover. Instead, the surface was embossed with faint silver symbols that seemed to shift as she turned the volume in her hands. They weren't letters, not in any alphabet she recognized. They were more like constellations reduced to their essential geometry—arcs and intersecting lines, circles enclosing stars, spirals that drew the eye inward.

Samantha set the book on the worktable and opened it.

The first page was blank. The second, too. She turned several more leaves, finding only creamy paper that seemed older than the binding, its edges deckled and soft. Then, on the seventh page, text appeared—handwritten in a script so elegant it might have been engraved. The ink was a deep brown, almost black, but with a reddish cast that suggested iron gall. The language was utterly unfamiliar. It wasn't Latin or Greek or any of the Romance languages she could muddle through. It wasn't Cyrillic or Arabic or any Asian script. The characters flowed like water, each letter connected to the next in a continuous ribbon, punctuated by those same silver symbols she'd seen on the cover.

And then the book grew warm under her touch.

Samantha's breath caught. The heat was subtle at first, barely more than the warmth of her own skin, but it intensified as she held her palm against the page. It felt alive. It felt like pressing her hand to the flank of a sleeping animal and feeling the first stirring of wakefulness beneath the fur.

A faint scent rose from the pages—ozone, sharp and electric, layered over something earthier. Old forests. Damp moss. The mineral tang of underground streams. It was the smell of the Pacific Northwest's deepest wild places, the ones tourists never found, the ones that still remembered what the land was like before the cities came.

She turned another page and found illustrations. Celestial bodies wheeled across a two-page spread—planets and moons rendered in delicate watercolor, their orbits traced in silver lines that caught the light. Strange creatures occupied the margins: a serpent with feathered wings, a stag whose antlers held flames, a woman whose hair dissolved into a cascade of stars. The artistry was exquisite, the kind of work that belonged in a museum.

"Margaret," Samantha called, her voice steadier than she felt. "Can you come look at something?"

Margaret appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on a cloth. "Find something interesting?"

"I'm not sure what I found." Samantha gestured at the open book. "Look at this. The script, the illustrations. I can't identify the language or the period. The binding doesn't match any style I know, and the paper—" She stopped. Margaret was looking at the book with polite curiosity, nothing more. No recognition. No wonder.

"It's quite beautiful," Margaret said, leaning closer. "Unusual marginalia. Is that silver leaf?"

Samantha looked down. The symbols on the page were dormant now, flat and dull. The warmth had vanished. The scent of ozone and forests was gone, replaced by the familiar smell of old paper. She touched the page again, pressing her palm flat against it the way she had before. Nothing. The book was just a book—old, strange, beautiful, but inert.

"Are you all right?" Margaret asked, her brow furrowing. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I'm fine." Samantha forced a smile. "I think I skipped breakfast. Low blood sugar."

"Go get lunch. The books will still be here when you get back."

Samantha nodded, but she didn't move toward the door. She waited until Margaret's footsteps retreated, until the main room fell silent again, before she turned back to the grimoire. Her hands trembled slightly as she touched the cover.

The warmth returned instantly.

It spread up her fingers, through her palms, into her wrists. The silver symbols on the cover flickered—there was no other word for it—like embers catching a breeze. The resonance she'd felt earlier deepened, settling into her chest like a second heartbeat. Something long asleep was stirring. Something that recognized her.

Samantha pulled her hands away as if they had been burned. The warmth faded. The symbols dimmed. She stared at the book for a long moment, her orderly mind scrambling for explanations and finding none. Chemical reaction, perhaps. Some uncommon compound in the leather reacts to body heat. But that wouldn't explain the selective response—warm for her, cold for Margaret. That wouldn't explain the scent, or the way the symbols seemed to move when she wasn't looking directly at them.

She thought about Dr. Elias Whitmore, the reclusive scholar who had spent sixty years collecting esoterica. What had he known about this book? What had it meant to him? And why, of all the volumes in his collection, did this one feel like it had been waiting for her specifically?

The questions were irrational. Books didn't wait. Books didn't choose. And yet the evidence of her senses was undeniable.

Samantha made a decision that surprised her. She closed the grimoire, slipped it into her satchel, and tucked the bag under her desk. The book's weight was substantial, a presence she couldn't ignore. When Margaret returned from her own lunch break, Samantha was cataloging the remaining volumes from the third crate with studious focus, the grimoire's absence from the inventory sheet already noted in her mind.

"Find anything else unusual?" Margaret asked.

"Nothing worth mentioning." The lie came easily, which bothered her more than the lie itself.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur. Samantha completed her work on autopilot, her thoughts circling the grimoire like a moth around a flame. She checked out at five o'clock, said goodnight to Margaret, and walked out of the library with her satchel pressed close to her side. The book's weight bumped against her hip with every step, a secret rhythm, a code she didn't yet know how to decipher.

Portland in early autumn was a city of shifting grays. The sky hung low and soft, threatening rain that hadn't yet fallen. Samantha walked the six blocks to her apartment building through streets she had traversed thousands of times before, but everything felt slightly altered. The angle of the light. The faces of strangers. The quality of the silence between passing cars. It was as if the grimoire had thrown the world slightly out of focus, revealing a depth of field she'd never noticed.

She climbed the stairs to her third-floor apartment, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. The familiar space—bookshelves lining every wall, a comfy armchair by the window, the kitchen table where she ate her meals and paid her bills- felt like a stage set. A convincing replica of her life, but not the real thing. The real thing was in her bag.

Samantha set the satchel on the kitchen table and stood looking at it for a long moment. The leather flap was still closed, the brass buckle fastened. She could walk away. She could return the book to the library tomorrow, log it into the collection, and pretend the whole thing had been a trick of fatigue and imagination. Her life would resume its orderly course. The quiet longing beneath her ribs would remain unnamed but manageable. It had always been manageable.

She unbuckled the satchel and drew out the grimoire.

The leather was cool now, the silver symbols barely visible in the dim light of her apartment. But as she held it, as her fingers found their place on the cover, the warmth began to build again. Faint at first, then stronger. A greeting. A recognition.

Samantha Cain stood in her kitchen with an impossible book in her hands, and the question that had been forming all afternoon finally crystallized into words. It wasn't a dramatic question. It wasn't shouted or wept or whispered to the uncaring universe. It was simply there, as solid and real as the book itself, demanding an answer she didn't have.

Why did it respond only to her?

The grimoire pulsed against her palms, and somewhere deep in her chest, something pulsed back.
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Samantha pressed her palm flat against the grimoire's cover and held her breath.

The leather was cool now, inert as any ordinary book, but the memory of its warmth lingered in her fingertips like the afterimage of a bright light. Her apartment settled around her in its familiar evening quiet—the hum of the refrigerator, the distant rush of water through old pipes, the ticking of the wall clock she'd found at a thrift store three years ago. Ordinary sounds. Ordinary space. Nothing had changed, and yet everything had.

She locked the deadbolt, slid the chain into place, and crossed to the kitchen table. The grimoire landed with a solid thunk that seemed too heavy for its size. She stared at it. It stared back—or at least, the silver symbols embossed on its cover seemed to watch her, their geometric patterns shifting at the edge of her vision.

"Tea," she said aloud, because speaking into the silence felt better than not speaking. "I need tea."

The ritual of it helped. Fill the kettle. Set it on the burner. Watch the blue flames lick the metal. Select a mug—the chipped one with the octopus, a gift from Rose last Christmas. Drop in the tea bag. Wait for the whistle. Each step was a small anchor to the world she understood, the world where books stayed books and symbols didn't flicker and strange warmth didn't pulse against her palms like a second heartbeat.

She carried the mug to the table and sat down. Steam curled upward, carrying the earthy scent of chamomile. She wrapped her hands around the ceramic, letting the heat ground her, and looked at the book.

It hadn't moved. Of course it hadn't moved. It was a book.

But the symbols on the cover were definitely different than they'd been at the library. She was almost sure of it. The central pattern—a series of interlocking circles surrounding what might have been a star or a compass rose—now seemed to tilt slightly to the left. And the smaller marks around the edges, which she'd initially taken for decorative flourishes, now looked deliberate. Purposeful. Like letters in an alphabet she'd never seen before.

Samantha took a sip of tea. It was too hot and burned her tongue, but the sharp pain was almost welcome. Real. Tangible.

"You're a book," she told it. "Paper and leather and ink. That's all."

The grimoire did not respond. She hadn't expected it to. But she also hadn't expected the faint flicker of silver light that danced across the cover when she set her mug down and reached for it again.

Her hand hovered an inch above the leather. The symbols pulsed once, twice, in rhythm with something deep in her chest—that same strange resonance she'd felt at the library, like a tuning fork struck against her sternum. She could pull back. She could close the book, shove it in her satchel, return it to the library tomorrow and pretend none of this had happened.

Instead, she opened it.

The pages were no longer blank.

Samantha's breath caught. She'd expected—hoped, feared—something like this, but seeing it was different. The creamy vellum pages that had been empty at the library now held text. Not printed text, not typed, but handwritten in an elegant, archaic script that flowed across the page like water finding its path downhill. The ink was a deep blue-black that seemed to shimmer faintly, catching light that wasn't in the room.

And the language—she shouldn't have been able to read it. The characters were unfamiliar, a flowing script that bore no resemblance to any alphabet she knew. But as she stared, the symbols seemed to shift, to rearrange themselves, and fragments of meaning coalesced in her mind like ice crystals forming on a cold window.

...the convergence of seven paths beneath the veiled moon...

...beware the Veiled Order, for they hunger in the dark between stars...

...the key lies not in the lock but in the blood that remembers...

She blinked, and the words dissolved back into incomprehensible symbols. She blinked again, and new fragments surfaced.

A map of stars—constellations she didn't recognize, connected by silver lines that formed a pattern like a many-petaled flower. Below it, a warning repeated three times in increasingly urgent script: They watch. They wait. They have not forgotten. And beneath that, a symbol that appeared on page after page, recurring like a signature or a brand: a crescent moon crossed by a single flame, the fire seeming to flicker even in the still ink.

Samantha turned the page. Her fingers trembled, but she couldn't stop. Each new spread revealed more—diagrams of celestial mechanics that made her head ache to look at, botanical illustrations of plants that couldn't exist, anatomical drawings of creatures that definitely didn't. A bestiary of impossibilities, rendered in exquisite detail.

She turned another page, and her own name stared back at her.

Samantha Cain.

Written in the margin, in that same elegant script, but somehow more solid than the rest. More deliberate. The ink seemed to sink into the paper as she watched, as if the page itself was absorbing the name, claiming it. Beside it, cryptic symbols shifted when she looked away—she caught the movement from the corner of her eye—reforming into new patterns when she glanced back. A circle becoming a triangle. A spiral becoming a web.

"How do you know my name?" she whispered.

The book didn't answer, but the crescent-and-flame symbol appeared again, larger this time, centered on the page below her name. And when she looked at it—really looked, letting her focus soften the way she did when examining ancient watermarks—something inside her chest pulled.

It wasn't pain. It wasn't quite pleasure, either. It was recognition. The way a song half-remembered from childhood can make your throat tight. The way a stranger's face can seem impossibly familiar.

The resonance built, a warmth spreading from her sternum outward, down her arms, up her throat. Her vision swam, and for a moment the symbols on the page seemed to lift off the vellum, floating in the air between her and the book, spinning in a slow dance around the crescent flame.

She reached out and touched her own name.

The jolt that raced up her arm was electric. Not painful—but bright, impossibly bright, a surge of energy that lit up her nerves like a city skyline at night. She gasped and jerked her hand back, but the damage was done. The symbols on the page flared silver, then gold, then settled back into ink.

And on the inside of her left wrist, a mark remained.

Samantha stared at it. It was small—no larger than a dime—but unmistakable. A crescent moon crossed by a flame, rendered in faint silver lines that seemed to sit just beneath her skin. Like a tattoo, but not. Like a scar, but not. Like something that had always been there, waiting to be seen.

She slammed the book shut.

The sound echoed through her apartment like a gunshot. She shoved her chair back, stood up, paced to the window and back. Her heart hammered against her ribs. Her wrist throbbed—not painfully, but persistently, a gentle pulse that matched her heartbeat.

"This isn't happening," she said. "This is a dream, or a hallucination, or—or low blood sugar, like Margaret said. I need to eat something. I need to sleep. I need—"

She looked at her wrist again. The mark was still there.

She grabbed her phone from the counter and opened a search engine. Her fingers flew across the screen: silver mark on wrist crescent moon flame symbol. The results were useless—tattoo designs, jewelry listings, a fantasy novel series she'd never heard of. She refined the search: grimoire silver symbols moving text magical book. More fantasy novels. A role-playing game wiki. An article about medieval manuscript preservation.

Nothing real. Nothing helpful. Nothing that explained why a book had written her name in its margins, or why touching it had branded her with a symbol that seemed to glow brighter the longer she looked at it.

She set the phone down and pressed her palms flat against the kitchen counter. The cool laminate grounded her. She focused on her breathing—in for four counts, hold for four, out for six, the way her therapist had taught her when the anxiety got bad. It helped, a little. Enough that she could think past the panic.

The mark on her wrist pulsed, and she felt an answering pulse from the grimoire, still sitting closed on her kitchen table.

"Fine," she said, because talking to herself was better than talking to a book. "Fine. Let's think about this logically."

She was good at logic. She was good at puzzles. She'd built a career on methodical research, on following threads of information until they led somewhere. This was just another puzzle. An impossible, terrifying, reality-defying puzzle, but a puzzle nonetheless.

She sat back down at the table, keeping her hands in her lap. The grimoire sat there, dark and silent and ordinary-looking. If someone walked in right now, they'd see nothing unusual—just an old book on a librarian's kitchen table. They wouldn't see the silver symbols that flickered at the edges. They wouldn't feel the weight of the thing, the way it seemed to bend the air around it.

"You came from the Whitmore collection," she said. "Elias Whitmore. Reclusive scholar. No known next of kin. Donated his entire estate to the library." She'd read the acquisition paperwork that morning, before everything went strange. "Why would a reclusive scholar have a magical book that responds to me?"

The mark on her wrist flared brighter, and an image flashed through her mind: the library's Special Collections room, the rows of climate-controlled storage, the crates she hadn't finished cataloging. The thought came with a certainty that wasn't hers—or maybe it was, maybe it had always been there, buried under years of assuming she was ordinary.

The other items. The journals. The correspondence. The answers are there.

Samantha looked at her wrist. The silver mark glowed steadily now, a faint luminescence that was almost beautiful. When she thought about the library, it brightened. When she thought about ignoring all of this, about returning the book and pretending nothing had happened, it dimmed to near-invisibility.

"You're giving me directions," she said, and the absurdity of it—talking to a magical tattoo—almost made her laugh. "Great. That's great. My wrist is a GPS."

She stood up and walked to her bookshelf, scanning the spines of her personal collection. Reference works on manuscript preservation. Histories of the book. A biography of a fifteenth-century scribe she'd written her graduate thesis on. Nothing about magic. Nothing about symbols that moved or books that wrote themselves or marks that appeared on skin and glowed in response to thoughts.

But the Whitmore collection was still at the library. The crates she hadn't opened yet. The journals and correspondence that had come with the grimoire. If Elias Whitmore had known what this book was—and he must have, to have kept it all these years—then maybe he'd left answers. Notes. Explanations.

Maybe he'd left a warning.

Samantha returned to the table and looked down at the grimoire. It sat there, patient and waiting, like a cat watching a bird through a window. She didn't touch it. She wasn't sure she was ready to touch it again.

But she was sure of one thing: she needed to go back to the library.

"Tomorrow," she said. "First thing. Before anyone else gets there."

The mark on her wrist pulsed once, bright and warm, like approval. Like anticipation.

Samantha picked up her mug of tea. It had gone cold while she wasn't paying attention, but she drank it anyway, the bitter chamomile grounding her in the mundane even as her mind raced ahead to tomorrow. To the library. To the rest of the Whitmore collection, and whatever secrets it held.

She didn't know it yet, but the grimoire had already begun its work. The silver mark on her wrist was more than a brand—it was a key, and it was turning in a lock she hadn't known existed. The door would open soon. And on the other side, the Shadow Market waited, with all its danger and all its wonder and all its impossible, unconventional love.

But for tonight, there was only the quiet apartment, the cold tea, and the book that knew her name.

Samantha Cain sat at her kitchen table, the grimoire before her and the silver mark glowing on her wrist, and began to plan.
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"You hung up on me."

Rose's voice cut through the predawn quiet of the Rare Books room, sharp and tinny through the phone's speaker. Samantha had answered on instinct, her thumb swiping across the screen before her brain caught up with the name flashing there.

"I didn't hang up on you," Samantha said, wedging the phone between her ear and shoulder. Her hands were full—the grimoire sat open on the reading table before her, its silver symbols dormant in the fluorescent light. "I cancelled. There's a difference."

"At seven-thirty on a Friday night? With a text that literally just said 'can't make it, sorry'? No emoji, no explanation?" Rose's tone climbed an octave. "I thought you were dead in a ditch somewhere. I almost drove to your apartment."

Samantha winced. The text had been curt. She remembered typing it one-handed while the grimoire's mark still throbbed on her wrist, her mind reeling with impossible words and glowing symbols. "I'm fine. I just—something came up at work."

The lie tasted like ash. She and Rose had been best friends since sophomore year, when Rose had physically inserted herself between Samantha and a bully in the cafeteria and announced, loudly, that anyone messing with Sam would be dealing with her. They'd shared apartments, secrets, and a truly embarrassing number of late-night pizzas. Lying to Rose felt like lying to a part of herself.

"Something came up at work," Rose repeated flatly. "On a Friday night. At the library."

"The Whitmore collection is—"

"The Whitmore collection has been sitting in boxes for three months. You told me that yourself. You said, and I quote, 'it'll take me forever to get through all these dusty old books.'" Rose's voice softened, the anger draining into something worse: worry. "Sam. What's going on?"

Samantha's wrist pulsed. She glanced down. The silver mark—the crescent moon cradling a tiny flame—was glowing faintly, responding to something. Her gaze flicked to the grimoire. Its pages remained still, but the air around it seemed to shimmer, like heat rising off summer asphalt.

"Nothing's going on," she said. "I promise. I just got caught up in cataloging and lost track of time. You know how I get."

The silence on the other end stretched long enough that Samantha checked to see if the call had dropped. It hadn't. Rose was still there, breathing softly.

"You're a terrible liar," Rose said finally. "You always have been. Your voice goes all high and tight, like you're being strangled by a particularly polite ghost."

"That's not—"

"But I'm not going to push. Not yet." Rose's voice hardened slightly, the way it always did when she was making a point. "Whatever this is, whatever you're not telling me—when you're ready, I'm here. But don't shut me out, Sam. You're the closest thing to a sister I've got, and I refuse to lose you to whatever weird librarian drama you've gotten yourself into."

Samantha's throat tightened. "You won't lose me."

"Damn right I won't." A pause. "I'm hanging up now. But we're getting brunch this weekend. Actual brunch, with pancakes and mimosas and you explaining why you sound like you haven't slept in three days."

"Rose—"

The line went dead.

Samantha stared at the phone for a long moment, the screen displaying the call-ended icon. Rose had hung up on her. There was a poetic justice in that. She set the phone face-down on the table and pressed her palms against the cool wood, breathing slowly until the ache in her chest subsided.

The Rare Books room was silent around her, the way only a library before opening hours could be silent—not empty, but waiting. The familiar scent of aged paper and leather bindings filled the air, layered with something sharper today. Ozone, maybe. Or the faint, earthy spice that clung to the grimoire's pages.

She'd arrived at six-fifteen, using her staff keycard to let herself in through the side entrance. The security guard had waved her through without comment; she was known for early mornings, for losing herself in cataloging projects before the public arrived. No one would question her presence here. No one would interrupt.

The Whitmore collection sat on a designated cart near her workstation, seventeen boxes of material that had arrived three months ago from the estate of Elias Whitmore, a reclusive scholar who'd died at ninety-three with no surviving family. His will had specified the Portland Public Library as the recipient of his research materials, with no further explanation. The library had accepted gladly—Whitmore had been a respected, if obscure, figure in Pacific Northwest historical circles—and the boxes had sat in storage until Margaret Chen had finally gotten around to logging them.

Seventeen boxes. Samantha had gone through three yesterday. The grimoire had been in the third.

Now she approached the remaining boxes with new eyes, looking not for books but for context. Journals. Correspondence. Anything that might explain what the grimoire was, why it had responded to her, and what the mark on her wrist was meant to unlock.

The fourth box yielded a stack of leather-bound journals, their spines cracked with age. Samantha lifted the first one carefully, its cover cool and inert beneath her fingers. No pulse of warmth. No shimmer of hidden text. Just an old man's cramped handwriting, detailing his research into Portland's early architectural history.

The second journal was the same. The third, too. By the fifth, Samantha's shoulders had begun to ache with tension, and the mark on her wrist had faded to a dull, barely visible silver line.

Then she touched the sixth journal.

The grimoire pulsed.

Samantha froze, her fingers still resting on the journal's worn leather cover. Across the table, the grimoire's pages rustled—no breeze in the climate-controlled room, no explanation but the one she was learning to accept. The silver symbols on its cover flickered, once, twice, then steadied into a pattern she hadn't seen before.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. You want me to look at this one."

She brought the journal to the table and sat down, positioning it beside the grimoire. The journal was smaller than the grimoire, its leather a deep burgundy rather than black, its pages edged in faded gold. No title. No author's name on the spine. She opened it to the first page and found not handwriting but a blank sheet of thick, cream-colored vellum.

The grimoire's pages turned on their own, a slow, deliberate riffling that stopped at a page covered in the same elegant, archaic script she'd read last night. The words shifted as she watched, rearranging themselves into English.

Place the companion volume beside this book. Open to the first page. Touch the binding.

Samantha's heart hammered against her ribs. She'd spent half the night convincing herself that what had happened yesterday was real, that she wasn't losing her mind, that the mark on her wrist wasn't some elaborate hallucination brought on by stress and low blood sugar. But this—the book giving her instructions—this was something else entirely.

"Companion volume," she murmured. "You two are connected."

She positioned the burgundy journal beside the grimoire, opened it to the first blank page, and pressed her palm flat against the binding.

The effect was immediate and breathtaking.

Silver lines erupted across the blank page, spreading like frost across a windowpane. They branched and intersected, forming geometric patterns that resolved into recognizable shapes: streets, buildings, the winding curve of the Willamette River. Portland. A map of Portland, rendered in glowing silver ink, so detailed she could see individual blocks, parks, the rise of the West Hills.

But it was what lay beneath the city that stole her breath.

A second network appeared, layered underneath the surface streets like a photographic negative. Tunnels. Chambers. Passageways that followed no logic she recognized, cutting through bedrock and beneath the river itself. The silver lines pulsed, and at the center of the underground network, a single point blazed gold.

Samantha leaned closer, her nose inches from the page. The gold marker throbbed in a steady rhythm, and she realized with a jolt that it matched the pulse in her wrist. Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Like a heartbeat. Like her heartbeat.

Archaic script curled beside the golden point, the letters unfamiliar but somehow legible, the way the grimoire's text had been legible. The Shadow Market.

"The Shadow Market," she breathed.

The words from the grimoire's warning echoed in her memory: Beware the Veiled Order, who walk among the shadows and seek to bind what must remain free. And then the repeated symbols: crescent moon and flame. The same symbol that was branded on her wrist.

She traced the route with her fingertip, following the silver tunnel lines from the golden marker upward, toward the surface. The map shifted at her touch, zooming in as the lines reorganized themselves to show a specific location. A forgotten maintenance tunnel near the waterfront, tucked beneath the shadow of the Burnside Bridge. The entrance pulsed with the same gold light.

"You're showing me how to get there," Samantha said. Her voice sounded strange in the empty room, breathless, reverent, afraid. "You want me to go."

The grimoire's pages turned again, stopping at the crescent moon and flame symbol. It glowed softly, matching the mark on her wrist, matching the pulse of the golden marker on the map.

She was being guided. Directed. The book wasn't just a repository of magical knowledge—it was a key, and it had chosen her as its wielder.

The thought should have terrified her. It did terrify her. But beneath the fear, something else stirred: a fierce, hungry curiosity that she'd spent years suppressing beneath the comfortable routines of her quiet life. The same curiosity that had driven her to study ancient languages no one spoke anymore, to lose herself in the mysteries of old books and forgotten histories. The curiosity that had always whispered, there's more out there, there has to be more.

She'd been right.

Samantha forced herself to look away from the glowing map, to think practically. She needed more information before she went charging into some hidden magical market beneath the city. The grimoire had mentioned a "Veiled Order." It had warned of danger. If she was going to follow this map, she needed to understand what she was walking into.

She turned back to the Whitmore boxes, searching now with focused intent. The journals were useful, but what she really needed was correspondence—letters, notes, anything that might reference the Shadow Market or the grimoire's origins. She found a bundle of yellowed envelopes in the seventh box, tied with faded ribbon, and began sorting through them.

Most were mundane: academic inquiries, requests for research materials, polite rejections from journals that had declined to publish Whitmore's work. But near the bottom of the stack, she found an envelope of heavier stock, its paper a deep cream color, its seal bearing an embossed symbol she recognized immediately.

Crescent moon and flame.

Her wrist throbbed.

Inside the envelope was a single sheet of paper, folded in thirds. The handwriting was elegant and feminine, the ink a faded blue.

Dear Mr. Whitmore,

I am returning the circulation card you requested, though I must advise against pursuing this line of inquiry. The previous archivist's disappearance was thoroughly investigated at the time, and no connection was ever established between her work and the collection in question. The Council considers the matter closed.

That said, I understand your persistence. Eleanor was a friend to many of us, and her loss is still felt. If you must continue, I urge you to exercise extreme caution. The Veiled Order does not appreciate scrutiny, and they have long memories.

Burn this letter after reading.

In fellowship,

W.

Samantha read the letter twice, her pulse quickening. A previous archivist. A disappearance. The Veiled Order—the same name the grimoire had warned about. And the signature: W? 

She set the letter aside and returned to the envelope. Something else was inside, something small and rectangular. She tipped it into her palm.

A circulation card. The kind libraries used before digital systems, with a pocket for the due-date slip and a log of borrowers. This one was faded and worn, its edges soft with age. The name typed on the borrower line made her stomach drop.

Eleanor Voss.

October 17, 1973.

Samantha's fingers trembled. She set the card on the table beside the glowing map and turned to her computer terminal, her movements mechanical. A quick database search brought up the library's internal records. She typed "Eleanor Voss" into the staff search bar and waited.

The result appeared almost instantly.

Voss, Eleanor M. — Archivist, Special Collections (1968-1973). Employment terminated in November 1973. Reason: Administrative leave pending investigation. Final status: Missing person. Case reference #73-8472-PPD.

Missing person. Eleanor Voss had vanished without a trace in 1973, and her last logged project—Samantha clicked through to the archived work logs—had involved cataloging a collection donated by the estate of one Elias Whitmore's father. The same family. The same research. The same books.

"She was working with the grimoire," Samantha whispered. "Or something like it. And she disappeared."

The grimoire's pages flipped on their own, the sound sharp in the quiet room. They stopped at a page she hadn't seen before, one covered not in text but in symbols—dozens of them, arranged in concentric circles like some kind of magical diagram. At the center of the diagram were the crescent moon and flame. And beside it, smaller but unmistakable, was a symbol she'd just seen.

The same symbol is embossed on Eleanor Voss's circulation card. The match was exact: a stylized eye surrounded by seven stars, each star connected by a fine line to the central pupil. She hadn't noticed it on the card before—it was faint, almost invisible, pressed into the paper rather than printed on it. A watermark, maybe. Or something else entirely.

Samantha picked up the card, holding it beside the grimoire's page. The match was exact: a stylized eye surrounded by seven stars, each star connected by a fine line to the central pupil.

The mark on her wrist flared, and the symbol on the card glowed in response, a brief pulse of silver light that faded as quickly as it had appeared.

"Eleanor," Samantha said, the name strange on her tongue. "What happened to you?"

The library's heating system clicked on, a low hum filling the silence. Outside the Rare Books room's frosted windows, the sky was lightening from black to gray. Morning. The library will open in two hours. Soon, Margaret and other staff would arrive, and the quiet sanctuary would fill with the murmur of patrons and the shuffle of books.

She was running out of time.

Samantha looked at the glowing map, still shimmering on the journal's page. The golden marker pulsed steadily, patiently, as if it had been waiting for her for a very long time. As if it had been waiting for someone like her since 1973.

Eleanor Voss had touched the grimoire. Eleanor Voss had followed the map. And Eleanor Voss had vanished.

The smart thing to do would be to close the journal, return the grimoire to its box, and pretend none of this had ever happened. The smart thing would be to call Rose back, apologize for the lies, and go back to her quiet, ordinary life.

But Samantha had never been as smart as people assumed. She was curious. She was stubborn. And somewhere beneath the fear and the doubt, she was hungry—hungry for answers, for understanding, for the something-more she'd sensed her entire life without ever being able to name.

The grimoire had given her a name. The Shadow Market.

The map had given her a path. A forgotten tunnel near the waterfront.

And Eleanor Voss had given her a warning. The Veiled Order does not appreciate scrutiny.

Samantha gathered the grimoire and the journal into her satchel, her movements deliberate. She tucked Eleanor's circulation card into the journal's pages for safekeeping. Then she stood, pushed in her chair, and walked toward the Rare Books room's door, her wrist marking each step with a steady, golden pulse.

She didn't know what she would find beneath the city. She didn't know if she would find Eleanor Voss, or answers, or only more questions wrapped in danger and shadow. But she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that she couldn't turn back
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