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THE LIAR’S INK

"Not all ink is liquid—some is skin."
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Chapter 1: The Vanishing Wound
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Evie Marlowe woke to silence. Not peace—silence. The kind that comes after screaming, when even the shadows hold their breath.

Her cottage walls no longer wept ink. The floorboards no longer hummed lullabies with too many voices. And the scar across her chest—the quill-shaped wound Althea had sewn shut with Aetherium wire—was gone.

Not healed. Not faded.

Gone.

Evie bolted upright in bed, her breath a rasp in the stillness. Her nightgown clung to her skin, soaked through with a cold sweat that smelled faintly of salt and spoiled ink. The candle beside her bed had melted into a twisted stub. Her dagger lay untouched beneath the pillow.

She pressed trembling fingers to her chest.

Smooth.

The puckered ridges she had traced a thousand times were missing, as if they had never existed. But as her hand drifted lower, her fingers froze.

Something had been carved into her ribs.

With shaking hands, she pulled her nightgown up and stared. There, etched in skin and shadow, were five words:

The first lie was written here.

The letters were not inked. They were gouged. As if scratched into her flesh by a quill sharpened with teeth.

Her breath caught. She stumbled out of bed, knocking over the candle. The flame hissed as it met the ink-stained rug, and darkness swallowed the room.

Then came the hum.

Soft. Familiar. Wrong.

The nursery.

Evie spun toward the hallway, heart hammering. The hum was Little Evie’s lullaby—but off-key, dragged into a minor key that scraped against her nerves like a rusted needle. She reached for the dagger beneath her pillow, only to find the bed empty.

Empty.

Her eyes adjusted to the dark.

Little Evie wasn’t there.

No shadow curled beside her blanket. No quiet breathing. No trail of inky footprints leading from the window. The child was gone.

Evie moved on instinct, feet silent on the cold floor. The humming grew louder as she approached the nursery door, which stood ajar. The air beyond was colder, denser. Like the hush before a bell toll.

She pushed the door open.

The crib sat in the center of the room, undisturbed.

No child.

On the pillow, however, lay something worse.

A lock of hair.

Tessa’s hair.

Golden strands, bound with a thread of Aetherium wire, gleamed in the moonlight. They rested in a shallow pool of black ink, which did not soak the pillow but hovered above it—quivering.

Evie staggered back.

No...

She reached for the lock of hair, but the ink recoiled, retreating into the threads. The strands blackened before her eyes. The scent hit her like a memory—ash, salt, and the iron tang of an open grave.

Then the ink hissed.

From the mirror.

Evie turned.

Her reflection was still.

Too still.

It didn’t match her movements. It stared back, breathing slowly, deliberately, like a creature waiting in tall grass.

Then it winked.

Evie didn’t scream. She moved.

The mirror shattered beneath the hilt of her dagger, shards scattering like brittle teeth across the floor. Her reflection cracked into fragments, but in each one, she still saw herself—smiling.

The hum stopped.

Evie stood in the silence, chest heaving, hand trembling.

Then, from beneath the floorboards, something scratched.

One. Two. Three taps.

The same rhythm as the first lullaby she’d ever sung to Little Evie.

She sank to her knees.

"Where are you?" she whispered. "What did you take from me?"

The ink didn’t answer.

But the wound on her ribs burned.

Not from pain.

From recognition.

Because the first lie wasn’t a word.

It was her.
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Chapter 2: The Skin Library’s Echo
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Velmire’s ruins greeted her like a corpse reluctant to stay buried.

The ash-laced fog that hung over the drowned city clung to her boots as she passed the broken arches of the Guild Scriptorium—or what was left of it. Stone had melted. Ink had fossilized mid-flow. The library’s once-hallowed halls had collapsed in upon themselves, now held upright only by stubborn memory and Aetherium wire sewn into the bones of the earth.

Evie pressed forward, ignoring the tremble in her fingers. She had felt the ink hum in her veins since the moment her scar vanished. Not like before. This time, it wasn’t waiting for her commands.

It was whispering back.

She descended into the catacombs with her dagger in one hand, a lantern in the other. The stairwell spiraled like a broken spine. At the bottom, the library door—stitched from flayed skin—still breathed.

Only now, it breathed her name.

Eeeevvviiiee...

The voice was familiar. Childlike.

She stepped closer, the air thick with the perfume of rot and ink.

Little Evie?

No answer.

The door pulsed. She touched the surface—and flinched. It was warm. Too warm. Like skin pulled fresh from the bone.

"Open," she whispered.

The sutures hissed, then peeled apart with a wet sound that echoed down the stone corridor beyond. Inside, the Skin Library waited. Or what remained of it.

The shelves had collapsed. Pages of human parchment lay scattered like shed skin. Faces peered from the bindings of ancient tomes, their mouths open in soundless screams. Yet among the wreckage, one wall still pulsed with life.

Evie approached it slowly. The stitched skins unfurled, revealing scenes carved in blood.

Not past events.

Not memories.

Edits.

The ink had rewritten the pages.

The first image was of her.

Holding a child under the water.

Tessa.

"No," she gasped. "That didn’t—I would never—"

But the next image showed Tessa drowning, her golden hair drifting like seaweed, her mouth open in a scream Evie never heard.

Then came the whisper.

From the corpse of a scribe crushed beneath a fallen shelf. His lips moved, stitches breaking with each syllable.

Arkaine wrote you into existence.

Evie dropped to her knees beside the body. What did you say?

The scribe coughed ink.

You are a revision.

His eyes glazed over, lips curling in a rictus grin. A moment later, his flesh crumbled into parchment.

Tessa, Evie whispered, standing.

The ink on the wall shimmered. The drowning scene dissolved, replaced by words forming across the stitched skins.

Your story is not yours.

She backed away.

No. No, I made choices. I fought. I bled. I loved her.

The walls laughed. The sound was wet. Hollow.

And it came from behind her.

She turned.

Tessa stood at the threshold. Or rather—her ghost did.

Mouth sewn shut with Aetherium wire.

Eyes leaking ink.

She held something in her hand.

A quill.

Bone-white.

Dripping blood.

Evie staggered back. Tessa?

The ghost extended the quill.

Evie took it.

The instant her fingers closed around the shaft, it wrote a word into her palm:

Arkaine.

The blood vanished.

Only the word remained, scratched into her skin like a brand.

Tessa nodded. Then pointed to the mirror of skin on the far wall.

Evie saw her reflection again.

But this time, the mouth moved.

You let me die.

Then the reflection stepped out.

And smiled.
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