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A Note to the Reader

This is Book Two of The Prince Written in Ink. The story continues from Book One.




Chapter 16

The Book That Breathes

Elia carried the book the way you carried a thing that could bruise. Not like a parcel. Not like a volume meant for shelving. Not even like a ledger. She held it close to her ribs as she walked, forearms tight around it, as if her body could make a boundary where paper refused to. It should have been cold. All books were, at first touch—cool board, cool cloth, a dead patience. This one held warmth. Not the warmth of a room. A living warmth. It sat against her coat like a small animal curled for sleep. The title wasn’t inked. There were no gilded letters to catch the sun. The name was pressed into the cover hard enough to dent the board: FEN. Elia’s thumb found the ridge of the F and stopped there, as though she could keep the name from slipping away if she held onto the groove. Illarion walked half a step behind her, close enough that his coat brushed her sleeve when the lane narrowed. He kept his hands visible, empty, the way a man did when he knew a story was looking for an excuse to call him violent. His jaw stayed clenched as if he were biting down on words. They had left the lending library in a hurry without announcing anything, without explaining the empty chair, the open ledger, the ordinance book gutted of its secret. The square outside was still full of ordinary movement: shoppers in wool coats, a boy running with a hoop, two women arguing about oranges like the world was not full of mouths that could steal people. Elia did not trust ordinary people anymore. The first time she tried to hurry, the book pulsed against her forearms—an impatient little thump. Her stride stuttered. She forced herself to walk at a normal pace. Panic drew eyes. Eyes drew questions. Questions drew witnesses, and witnesses— She didn’t finish the thought. A gull cried overhead, harsh as a tear. Elia flinched anyway. She could still hear gulls. Good. The sound she’d lost in Ashmouth sat like a hole behind her ears, not quite pain and not quite absence. She felt it in moments when her hands moved and her mind expected a whisper that never arrived. She didn’t say that aloud. If you named a missing thing, you gave it shape. Calder had taken her ability to name it cleanly; she wouldn’t help him by flailing for words. When they reached Vellum & Thread, Elia unlocked the door with fingers that only trembled once. The bell above the frame gave a bright, ordinary jingle. Her stomach rolled at the sweetness of it. Still there. The bell still belonged to the shop, not to him. She shut the door fast and slid the bolt. The click echoed too loudly in the quiet. Illarion’s gaze flicked to the floorboards as if he could see through them. “The Loom is awake,” he said. Elia didn’t answer. She carried the book to the worktable and set it down gently—more gently than she’d ever set down anything in her life.

It landed with a thud too solid for paper. Not loud, but final. The table shivered. For a heartbeat, the shop held its breath. Then— A faint sound came from inside the cover. Not a voice. Not yet. A slow inhale. Elia froze. Illarion’s shoulders tightened, the way a man’s did when he heard a horse shift its weight behind him. He didn’t move closer. He didn’t reach out. He kept himself still, because stillness was its own kind of defense. Elia’s fingertips rested on the cover. The warmth seeped into her skin as if she were touching a hand. “M—” she whispered, then stopped. Names. Names were hooks. She tried again with care. “Mrs. Fen?” The book shuddered. Not like a page fluttering. Like something inside had pushed against the boards. Elia’s throat tightened. “Can you hear me?” A scratch answered her—soft, quick. It came from within, from the spine, like a pen pressed too hard on the wrong side of paper. Illarion swallowed. “Don’t open it,” he said quietly. Elia’s fingers had already slid, traitorous, to the lip of the front cover. Habit. Craft. An old reflex: if something is bound wrong, loosen it, see where it’s tearing, repair. Her hands knew the hinge points. They knew where to slip a bone folder without scarring the cloth. They knew where glue hid, where thread ran. And that was exactly why she couldn’t. If she opened it here—if she tore into the binding without understanding the rules—she’d give Calder the moment he wanted. She’d become predictable. A rescuer who would trade anything for a trapped person. A binder who would cut into a living book. Elia forced her hands back and folded them in her lap like a child. It was ridiculous, but it helped. It kept her from prying. Illarion looked at her hands, then at her face. Something softened and sharpened at once in his eyes. “Elia,” he said, “say your name.” “Elia Vell,” she whispered. The shop felt… steadier. Not safe. Never safe. But steadier, like a table leg braced by a wedge. Illarion nodded once, as if to say good, and then his gaze went to the shelf where they had hidden Jonah’s things. They had returned from the warehouse with the chest opened and the vellum book and the brass bird. They had hidden them like thieves hiding bread, tucking them away for later. Later they arrived faster than either of them wanted. Elia rose and crossed to the shelf herself, because she needed to be the one to touch Jonah’s work. She needed the feel of her father’s decisions under her fingertips. She brought the brass bird back first. It was small, palm-sized, and heavy for its shape. Its head tipped as if listening. Its base had tiny scratches that looked like idle marks until you stared too long and saw a pattern. Elia turned it over and traced the etched line:

IF HE SPEAKS, HE OWES. A contract trap. Jonah’s stubbornness made metal. Illarion set the vellum book beside it, careful as if the pages might bite. The cover was plain board. The inside carried Jonah’s hand—tight, purposeful. And there, pressed into skin-deep vellum, the name that had tightened the air: CALDER. Elia didn’t like saying it. The syllables felt like a nail snagging cloth. But she liked even less what happened when she didn’t. She looked at Mrs. Fen’s book again. The cover seemed to breathe. A faint pulse, then stillness, then pulse. Elia’s voice came out rough. “He took her.” Illarion’s jaw clenched. “He used her.” Elia swallowed hard. “He wrote her into something,” she said. “Like he wrote to you.” Illarion flinched at that. Not from accusation. From recognition. She softened her tone without meaning to. “Illarion,” she murmured, “when you… when you first stepped out—did it feel like this?” Illarion stared at the warm book, then away, as if the answer lived in a place he didn’t like touching. “It felt like drowning,” he said after a moment. “But in ink. It filled my mouth. My eyes. My bones.” He swallowed. “And then I was here. And I could breathe.” His gaze returned to her. “She is not breathing.” The words hit Elia’s chest like a fist. She leaned over the book again. “Mrs. Fen,” she whispered, “if you can hear me—hold on.” The book shuddered. A scratch. Then a faint, torn whisper that barely made it through the paper: “E…li…” Elia’s throat closed. She pressed her palm flat on the cover, not to open it, just to be there. “I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m here.” The warmth under her hand spiked, then faded, like a grip loosening. Illarion’s voice went low. “He’s close.” Elia felt it too—a pressure behind her ears like a fingertip pressing from inside. Not the Loom. Something else. Attention sliding into the room. She straightened slowly. The air in the shop smelled suddenly sweet. Burned sugar, faint but unmistakable. Elia’s stomach turned. “Calder,” she said softly—not calling him, but naming him so she could keep him from being unspoken. The pressure sharpened, pleased. Illarion didn’t move, but his stance changed. He shifted his weight, making himself an anchor. He didn’t draw his sword. He didn’t give the story satisfaction. Elia took Jonah’s brass bird and set it nearer the center of the table, between herself and the empty air. Like a paperweight. Like a warning. Then she spoke into the room as if speaking to a man across a counter, not to a voice that could slip through doors. “I know what you want,” she said.

Silence. Then the slightest chuckle—so quiet it could have been her imagination if the burned sugar hadn’t thickened. “I do love it,” Calder’s voice murmured, “when you pretend you’re negotiating.” Elia didn’t turn her head. She didn’t look for him. Looking for him gave him shape. “What do you want?” Illarion asked, voice flat. Calder sighed as if bored by directness. “A hook returned,” he said, amused. “A name unspoken. A lesson learned.” His voice softened. “And since you’ve already failed at the first two, we’ll focus on the third.” Elia’s fingers tightened around the brass bird. “You took a woman,” Elia said. “A harmless woman.” “Harm is relative,” Calder replied. “She was invisible. Invisibility is always temporary. I simply made it… useful.” Elia’s mouth went dry. “Give her back.” A pause. Then, with gentle mockery: “Ask properly.” Elia felt her anger flare hot enough to taste. She forced it down. Anger was fuel. She could use it, but she couldn’t let it burn out of control. “Calder,” she said, the name scraping her tongue, “give her back.” A soft laugh. “Better,” he murmured. The brass bird warmed under Elia’s palm. Not heat—pressure. Like a clamp tightening around a thread. Elia felt the Loom beneath her feet hum in response, faint and curious. Calder continued, voice like a man leaning on a doorframe. “You have Jonah’s pretty little clause,” he said. “If I speak, I owe. Very clever. Very… moral.” He sounded like he was smiling. “Do you know what Jonah never understood, Elia? Owing is not the same as paying.” Illarion’s jaw flexed. “Speak,” he said. “And owe.” Calder chuckled. “All right,” he said, indulgent. “I owe.” The bird’s warmth spiked. Elia’s pulse jumped. The air tightened like thread pulled too fast, and for a heartbeat she thought she heard a faint distortion in Calder’s voice—like a man caught by his own collar. Then he recovered, smooth as oil. “I owe you a door,” he said. The floorboards vibrated. Not a quake—an invitation. Elia’s stomach sank. “A door where?” she demanded. Calder sighed. “Into her,” he said lightly. “Into the book. Into the story where she is now… learning what it means to be seen.” Elia swallowed hard. “Why her?” “Because you made noise,” Calder said, and his voice sharpened slightly on the word. “Noise attracts crowds. Crowds complicate my work. So I took someone who wouldn’t be missed for a few hours.” A pause. “You’re already missing her, of course. You’re dramatic like that.” Elia’s fingers trembled. “What did you write her into?”

Calder’s voice softened into something almost pleased. “A clean little narrative,” he said. “A woman who thinks she doesn’t matter. A woman who discovers she does.” He let the words sit a beat, then added, quieter: “You will like it. You have that sort of taste.” Elia’s jaw clenched. “I don’t like cages.” “Oh,” Calder murmured, amused. “You live in one. You call it a town.” Illarion stepped closer to the table. “Enough,” he said. “Tell us the price.” Calder’s laugh was quiet. “Ah. Straight to payment.” He sounded genuinely delighted. “You learn fast, prince.” Illarion’s voice went hard. “What. Is. The. Price.” The burned sugar scent thickened. The pressure behind Elia’s ears became almost intimate, like breath near skin. Calder spoke softly, as if giving advice. “Bring the book to the Loom,” he said. “Bring Jonah’s bird. Bring my name.” A pause. “And bring your own name on your tongue, Elia Vell.” Elia’s skin prickled. Illarion’s voice was low. “And then?” Calder’s tone turned almost gentle. “Then I will let you borrow her back,” he said. Borrow. Not return. Borrow. Elia’s stomach churned. “You’re lying,” she whispered. Calder sighed. “I’m narrating,” he corrected. “There is a difference.” Elia tightened her grip on the brass bird until her knuckles went pale. “Stop speaking,” she said. Calder laughed softly. “Make me.” The bird heated again, and the air tightened, tugging at Calder’s voice like a leash. For a heartbeat, his tone sharpened—annoyed. “Jonah,” he hissed, like a man saying a curse under his breath. Then the pressure eased slightly, like a hand loosening. Calder’s voice returned, smoother. “Very well,” he said. “I’ve given you the door. Take it. Or don’t.” The burned sugar smell thinned. Elia felt the attention withdraw—not gone, never gone, but stepping back like a man who knew his trap was set and didn’t need to stand beside it. Silence returned. Ordinary shop silence: glue pot cooling, floorboards settling, the distant murmur of town through glass. Elia didn’t move for a long moment. Illarion exhaled slowly. “He wants us in the Loom,” he said. Elia nodded, throat tight. “He wants me to open her.” Illarion’s eyes cut to Mrs. Fen’s book. “And if we do, he takes something else.” Elia’s fingers brushed the warm cover. The book pulsed. A faint whisper scratched through the paper: “Pl…ease…” Elia closed her eyes. The choice wasn’t a choice. She opened them again and met Illarion’s gaze. “We go down,” she said. Illarion’s jaw clenched. “Together,” he answered.

“Together,” Elia agreed. She forced herself to breathe. Then she began to prepare, because preparation was a way of keeping terror from eating her alive. First: she wrapped Mrs. Fen’s book in clean cloth, not because cloth would protect it, but because it felt wrong to carry her bare. The cloth made no whisper when it moved. Elia hated that silence, but she used it anyway. Second: she slipped Jonah’s vellum book into a satchel, careful not to bend the cover. She did not like carrying Calder’s name around like a knife, but she liked leaving it on a table even less. Third: she pocketed the brass bird. It sat heavy in her coat as if it were a heart made of metal. Illarion watched her hands, then lifted his own to his throat and, after a moment of hesitation, pulled his sword belt looser—still wearing it, but not ready to draw. A compromise. A promise to himself. “We should tell Harrow,” Illarion said quietly. Elia’s mouth tightened. “We can’t.” He frowned. “He could post men. Keep people away.” “And become a witness,” Elia snapped. Then softened when she saw his expression. “He’s already close. If I tell him there’s a woman trapped in a book, he’ll insist on seeing it. He’ll touch it. He’ll become… addressable.” Illarion’s eyes narrowed. “Then we do it alone.” Elia didn’t like that word. Alone. It had teeth. But she nodded. They moved the table aside. Elia knelt by the floorboards where Jonah had hidden the seam. Her hands knew the place by memory now—the board that lifted a fraction easier, the nail that never sat flush. She pried it up. Cold breathed out from below, carrying the scent of damp stone and old paper. The hum rose to greet her. Not loud. Present. Like a throat clearing under the world. Elia held Mrs. Fen’s book in both hands and hesitated at the edge. Illarion knelt beside her. “Elia,” he murmured, “say it.” “Elia Vell,” she whispered. The hum shifted. The air under the floor felt like it… listened. Elia swallowed hard. “I’m not giving you to him,” she whispered to the book. “I’m bringing you back.” A faint, desperate scratch answered her from within. She lowered herself through the opening. The ladder rungs were cold under her boots. The shop light above faded as she descended. The air thickened into that familiar underworld damp, the smell of glue and dust and secrets. Illarion followed behind her, close enough that she could feel him without looking. At the bottom, the Loom corridor stretched out—stone and shadow and shelves that weren’t there yesterday and might not be there tomorrow. Wrapped books hung in the air like sleeping bats. The hum pressed into Elia’s bones. Elia set Mrs. Fen’s book against her chest again, because she didn’t know where else to keep her. They moved forward.

The corridor bent in a way it hadn’t before. Not physically—more like the sense of direction had been smudged, as if the Loom had decided to be less cooperative. Elia stopped. “What is it?” Illarion whispered. Elia listened. Not with her ears. With the place behind her ears where the missing sound lived. With the pressure of attention she’d begun to recognize. The Loom wasn’t just awake. It was… uneasy. As if something had been moved through it roughly. “Elia,” Illarion murmured, “do you feel—” A knock echoed down the corridor. Not on wood. Not on stone. On paper. Three taps, soft and patient. Elia’s blood ran cold. Not the Loom’s knock. Calder’s. Illarion’s hand hovered near his hilt again, then lowered. Elia swallowed hard, forcing air into her lungs. “Elia Vell,” she whispered. The knock came again, closer. The corridor ahead rippled—like a page turned too quickly. And then a door appeared where there had been only stone. It was not Barlow’s iron-banded door. This one looked like a book cover set upright: brown board, plain, with a seam down the middle like a spine. Pressed into it, hard enough to dent the surface, was a single word: FEN. Elia’s stomach lurched. The book in her arms pulsed in response, frantic. Illarion’s voice went tight. “That’s the door he promised.” Elia stared at it, throat burning. A door into a living book. A rescue written by an enemy. A trap made of her own craft. She stepped closer anyway, because Mrs. Fen’s faint whisper was still in her arms, and because refusing would not save anyone. “Elia,” Illarion said, urgently, “we do this carefully.” Elia nodded without looking at him. “No bargains,” she whispered. Illarion’s jaw clenched. “No solitary bargains,” he corrected. Elia swallowed. “Together,” she whispered. She pulled Jonah’s brass bird from her pocket and held it in her palm. The metal warmed immediately, as if eager to bind a voice. “If he speaks,” Elia murmured, “he owes.”

Illarion’s eyes fixed on the door. “And if he doesn’t speak?” Elia’s mouth went dry. “Then he takes it anyway,” she said. She lifted her hand and placed it against the pressed word on the door—FEN—and felt the board shiver under her palm. From inside, a faint breath answered. Like a book trying to inhale. Elia’s heart hammered. “Mrs. Fen,” she whispered. “I’m coming.” Then, because she needed her name like a nail in the world, she said it once more: “Elia Vell.” And she pushed the door open.




Chapter 17

The Room Where She Stops

Elia Bell expected heat. Not fire—Ashmouth had taught her the difference between heat that devoured and heat that warned—but warmth, at least. Some change in the air. A shift she could name. The Loom never did anything without leaving a texture behind. Instead, when she pushed the door marked FEN, cold spilled out like breath from a cellar. It curled around her wrists, her throat, the hinge of her jaw, and for a half second she couldn’t tell whether she was stepping into a story or into a grave. The doorway didn’t open into a corridor. It opened into a room. Not the lending library. Not the shop. Not any space in Stratford. A room made of wrong. The walls were paper, layered thick as plaster, each sheet glued atop another, edges rough like torn skin. Some pages were blank. Some were filled with handwriting—tight, careful script. Some had only pressure indentations, deep grooves without ink, like someone had tried to write but couldn’t afford the stain. The ceiling was low, the air stale. A single lamp burned on a table in the center, flame steady without draft, its light a pale circle that refused to reach the corners. Elia stepped through. Illarion followed, close enough that his shoulder brushed hers as the door clicked shut behind them. That click hit Elia in the chest. A lock sound. A sentence ending. The book in her arms—Mrs. Fen—pulsed harder, frantic. Elia held it tighter by instinct, then forced herself to loosen her grip. You didn’t hold someone so tightly you bruised them just because you were afraid they’d slip away. “Name,” Illarion murmured beside her. “Elia Bell,” she whispered. The room didn’t respond, but the pressure behind her ears eased slightly, like the world accepting the address she’d given.

Illarion’s eyes swept the paper walls. He looked like he was mapping exits the way a soldier mapped choke points. “This is…” he began. “A binding,” Elia finished softly. Illarion blinked. “Not a book?” “It is a book,” Elia said, but her voice wasn’t certain. “It’s just… bigger than it should be.” A book turned into a room. A story expanded until it could hold bodies. She swallowed and looked down at the volume in her hands. The cover warmed against her palm, pulsing like a trapped bird. “Mrs. Fen,” Elia whispered. “Can you hear me?” The book shuddered. Then, faint as a thread snapping in a far room, a voice came—not from the book, not from the air, but from the paper itself, as if the walls were vibrating with it: “El…ia…?” Elia’s throat tightened. She turned slowly, eyes searching. The voice came again, clearer, but broken: “Is…someone…there?” Illarion stiffened. His hand hovered near his sword belt, then dropped. Elia stepped forward into the lamp’s circle. “Mrs. Fen,” she said louder, “it’s Elia Bell. I’m here.” The room held its breath. A shape moved in the corner, beyond the lamp’s reach. Not a shadow—shadows didn’t shift like that, didn’t gather into shoulders, into a spine. Elia’s pulse hammered. She forced herself to take another step, then another, pulling the light with her like a shield. And there she was. Mrs. Fen sat on the floor with her back against the paper wall. Her spectacles were crooked, one lens cracked. Her hair had loosened from its pins and hung in thin strands around her face. Her hands were ink-stained—not liquid ink, but graphite-dark from pressing too hard, fingers bruised as if she’d been writing with her bones. She looked up at Elia with eyes that were still her own—brown, startled, human—but there was something else swimming beneath them. A kind of learned fear that was too fast, too practiced, like a thing that had already happened to her a hundred times in a single hour. “Elia?” she whispered, and the way she said Elia’s name made Elia’s chest ache. Elia crouched at once. “Yes,” she said quickly. “Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry—I’m so sorry.” Mrs. Fen’s gaze flicked past Elia to Illarion, and her eyes widened. “Oh,” she breathed, as if seeing him made something snap into place. “You’re—” Illarion took a careful half-step forward but stopped outside arm’s reach, as if proximity itself could be a trap. “I’m not here to hurt you,” he said. Mrs. Fen’s lips trembled. “No one ever says they are,” she whispered. Elia’s stomach dropped. She reached out slowly, palms open. “Mrs. Fen… What happened? How long—” Mrs. Fen flinched at the word long. Her gaze darted to the lamp, then to the corners, then back to Elia. “Time is… wrong,” she whispered. “It repeats.”

Elia swallowed. “He made it loop.” Mrs. Fen nodded once, jerky. “He keeps starting me over,” she said, voice cracking. “He keeps writing the first line. He keeps making me read it. ‘Mrs. Fen had always thought she was invisible.’” She gave a short, panicked laugh that wasn’t laughter. “And then he proves it.” Illarion’s jaw clenched. “Calder,” he said, low. Mrs. Fen’s shoulders jumped as if the name itself struck her. “Don’t,” she whispered. “He hears—” Elia’s hand tightened around the brass bird in her pocket. She hadn’t brought it out yet. She didn’t want to give Calder a stage, but she wanted him bound if he tried to speak through the walls. Elia forced her voice steady. “Mrs. Fen,” she said gently, “we’re going to get you out.” Mrs. Fen’s eyes filled. “You can’t,” she whispered. Elia swallowed hard. “We can,” she insisted. “I found the door. We came in together.” Mrs. Fen’s gaze flicked to the door behind them—the seam in the paper wall where the book-cover door had been. Elia looked too. The door was gone. There was only paper. Elia’s blood went cold. Illarion’s voice went sharp. “Elia.” Elia stared at the blank wall, heart hammering. The Loom loved rearranging. Calder loved removing exits. Mrs. Fen’s lips trembled. “He does that,” she whispered. “He lets you see the door, and then he takes it away. He says… he says ‘hope is a hinge.’” Her voice broke. “He says hinges exist to be used.” Elia closed her eyes for one heartbeat. When she opened them, she forced herself to breathe through the panic. “No,” she whispered. “Not today.” Illarion crouched beside her now, closer, eyes hard. “We’ll make another door,” he said. Elia shook her head slowly. “In a normal book, maybe,” she whispered. “But this is—” She looked at the walls, at the layers of pages, at the pressed grooves. “This is a book that’s become architecture. It has rules.” Mrs. Fen’s laugh turned into a sob. “Rules,” she whispered. “He loves rules. He makes you think you can follow them.” Elia reached out and touched Mrs. Fen’s wrist gently. Her skin was cold, clammy. Alive. “Tell me the rule,” Elia said softly. “The one he keeps using.” Mrs. Fen stared at her hands as if they were strangers. “He… he made me write,” she said. “He made me write what I saw. But when I wrote the truth, the ink vanished.” She swallowed hard. “So I pressed. I pressed so hard the words stayed without ink. And he smiled. He said…” Her lips moved around the memory like it tasted bad. “‘If you can’t stain the page, you can still bruise it.’” Elia’s throat tightened. That sounded like Jonah’s pressure-writing, twisted into cruelty. Mrs. Fen continued, voice smaller. “Then he said the rules of this room were simple.” Elia leaned closer. Mrs. Fen’s eyes flicked up, terrified. “If you speak of escape,” she whispered, “the room closes.”

Illarion went still. Elia’s stomach turned. “So the moment you said ‘door’—” Mrs. Fen nodded miserably. “It hates the word,” she whispered. “It eats the word. It eats the thought behind it.” Elia swallowed, mouth dry. No wonder the door vanished. They’d spoken it into closing. Illarion’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Then we don’t speak of escape.” Elia nodded slowly. “We speak of…” She looked around, brain working like a binder’s hands. What was allowed? What could be done inside the rule without naming it? She stared at the walls again. The paper layers were not random. They were pages from many sources—some printed, some handwritten, some blank. A patchwork book-room. And the lamp. The lamp was the center. A fixed point. “Elia,” Illarion murmured, “what are you thinking?” Elia swallowed. “Binding,” she whispered. “Not leaving. Not a door. A seam.” Illarion’s eyes narrowed. “A seam to where?” Elia didn’t answer that question. The room would hate the answer. Instead she rose slowly and walked to the lamp table. On the table lay a stack of loose pages, neatly squared. A pen sat beside them, its nib clean, too clean. No inkpot. No blotter. Elia touched the pen. Cold metal. No ink smell. A writing tool without ink. A cruel joke. She turned a loose page over and saw faint pressure writing already there, as if someone had pressed words so hard from the other side that the page remembered them. Elia held it to the lamp light. The grooves spelled a sentence: YOU CAN READ WHAT YOU LIKE. YOU CAN’T WRITE WHAT YOU NEED. Elia’s jaw clenched. Illarion stood behind her, watching. Mrs. Fen stayed on the floor, hugging her knees like she was trying to keep her body from becoming text. Elia looked down at the pen again. Then at her own hands. “I can still bind,” she whispered. Illarion nodded. “Yes.” Elia turned toward Mrs. Fen. “Do you have your stamp?” she asked suddenly. Mrs. Fen blinked. “My—” “The library stamp,” Elia said. “The one you use for the loan cards.” Mrs. Fen’s face crumpled in confusion, then she fumbled weakly at her skirt pocket and pulled out a small rubber stamp with a wooden handle. Elia’s breath caught. Of course Calder would leave her with it. A symbol of her role. A prop. Elia held out her hand. “May I?” Mrs. Fen hesitated, then passed it over as if surrendering a weapon. Elia took it carefully. On its base, the rubber letters read: STRATFORD LENDING LIBRARY Elia turned it in her palm, thinking.

A stamp made marks without ink sometimes—just pressure. A bruise instead of a stain. And the room was built of paper and pressure. Elia’s pulse quickened. Illarion’s gaze sharpened. “Elia?” Elia swallowed hard. “This room closes when we speak of leaving,” she said quietly. “But it’s still a book. And books have… ownership.” Mrs. Fen stared at her. “Ownership,” she whispered. “He owns—” “No,” Elia said, sharper than she meant. She softened immediately. “He wants you to think he owns this.” Elia lifted the stamp. “But you are the librarian,” she said. “And this is your mark.” Mrs. Fen’s eyes glistened. “It’s just a stamp,” she whispered. Elia shook her head. “It’s a signature,” she said. “It’s an address.” Illarion’s eyes narrowed. “You want to mark the room.” Elia nodded. “Not with ink,” she whispered. “With pressure. With your name. With the library’s claim.” Mrs. Fen’s lips parted. “Will it—” Elia didn’t let her finish the question. Questions were traps. Elia turned back to the loose pages on the table. She found a blank one—truly blank, no grooves. She set it flat and pressed the stamp down hard. The rubber met paper. Elia pushed with her whole weight, her arms trembling. No ink printed, but the letters indented cleanly. She lifted the stamp. The words were there, invisible unless caught by the lamp at an angle. A bruise-mark. Elia held it up. “Good,” Illarion murmured. Elia’s fingers moved fast. She pulled her needle and thread from her pocket—she never went anywhere without them now. The needle felt familiar, comforting. It was the kind of weapon she trusted. She folded the stamped page and began to stitch it into a simple pamphlet binding—three holes, quick thread, tight knots. No glue. Just thread. As she worked, the silence of her hands struck her again—the missing sound. She pushed past it. She didn’t have time to grieve now. When the little pamphlet was bound, she set it on the table and laid her palm over it. “Mrs. Fen,” she said softly, “what’s your full name?” Mrs. Fen blinked as if no one had ever asked her that in a way that mattered. “Mara,” she whispered. “Mara Fen.” Elia nodded once. “Mara Fen,” she said, and the room seemed to tighten slightly as if listening. Mrs. Fen flinched. “Don’t—he hears—” Elia held her gaze. “He does,” she said quietly. “But so does the Loom. So does paper. So does the library.” Elia took a breath and pressed her palm down harder on the little bound pamphlet. Then she spoke, not of leaving, not of escape—she chose the safest language she could think of:

“This belongs,” Elia said. The room didn’t react. She tried again, careful. “This belongs to Stratford Lending Library,” she said. The corners of the room dimmed slightly, like a candlewick lowering. Elia’s heart stuttered. Illarion’s hand tensed at his side. Mrs. Fen’s breath hitched. Elia swallowed hard and continued, steady. “This belongs to Mara Fen.” The lamp flame flickered. The paper walls shivered, subtle as skin gooseflesh. Elia’s pulse hammered. She didn’t stop. “You are not invisible,” Elia said, voice rough. “You are not a prop. You are not a sentence he can rewrite without resistance.” Mrs. Fen’s eyes filled. The room’s air tightened, and for a heartbeat Elia felt pressure behind her ears spike—Calder’s attention, sharp and annoyed. A soft voice slid in, like a pen stroke: “Such lovely speeches,” Calder murmured, and the burned sugar scent bloomed. The brass bird in Elia’s pocket warmed instantly. Illarion’s body went rigid. Elia didn’t turn. She kept her hand on the pamphlet and her eyes on Mrs. Fen. Calder’s voice continued, amused. “I do love when you perform bravery. It makes the fall so satisfying.” Elia slid the brass bird out of her pocket and set it on the table with a deliberate clink. The moment it touched wood, the air tightened, tugging at Calder’s voice like thread. Calder’s tone sharpened. “Ah,” he hissed. “The bird.” Elia didn’t give him the pleasure of fear. “If you speak,” she said calmly, “you owe.” Calder laughed softly, but there was grit in it. “Yes, yes,” he murmured. “Jonah’s little clause. It’s adorable.” His voice slid closer, as if he were leaning over Elia’s shoulder. “Tell me, Elia Bell—what do you think you’re doing?” Elia kept her hand steady. “Binding,” she said. The room trembled, almost imperceptible. Calder sighed. “Binding what?” Elia looked at Mrs. Fen again, and she made a choice: She would not speak of leaving. She would not name doors. She would not give the room the word it hated. Instead she said, “I’m binding her to herself.” For a heartbeat, Calder didn’t speak. The pressure behind Elia’s ears shifted. Interest. Then Calder chuckled. “Clever,” he said. “But you can’t bind what isn’t yours.” Elia’s jaw clenched. “She isn’t yours either.” Calder’s laugh warmed with delight. “And yet,” he murmured, “here we are.” The brass bird heated under Elia’s palm like a living thing. Illarion leaned close, voice barely audible. “Elia… if he keeps speaking—” “He owes,” Elia whispered.

Illarion’s eyes narrowed. “He can weaponize debt.” Elia swallowed. She knew. Calder used everything. Calder spoke again, smoothly. “All right,” he said. “I owe.” The air snapped tight. The lamp flame bent sideways, though there was no wind. Elia’s heart hammered. Calder continued anyway, like a man enjoying the sting of a leash. “I owe you… a demonstration.” And then the room changed. The paper walls, for the briefest instant, became transparent—like thin pages held to a lamp—and Elia saw what lay behind them. Not another room. A shelf. A vast shelf stretching into darkness, stacked with books. Some bound. Some unbound. Some wrapped. Some bleeding ink. Some damp as if freshly pulled from a river. And among them, Elia saw one book—plain cover, pressed name: FEN—sliding into place between two other volumes as if it had always belonged there. Elia’s breath caught. Then the wall snapped back into opacity, paper again, room again, lamp again. Mrs. Fen made a small sound—a broken sob. Calder’s voice purred with satisfaction. “See?” he murmured. “She’s shelved. Catalogued. Safe.” Elia’s hands shook. “Safe?” she whispered. “Oh yes,” Calder said gently. “Nothing will happen to her if you stop resisting. If you stop trying to pull her out of the story.” His voice sharpened. “If you stop making noise.” Elia’s jaw clenched. Illarion’s voice went low. “You’re using her as a warning.” Calder laughed softly. “I’m using her as a lesson,” he corrected. “If you want to save a witness, you pay. If you want to keep a town quiet, you pay.” Elia’s fingers tightened on the stamp in her other hand. She realized, suddenly, the stamp wasn’t just a signature. It was a tool of bureaucracy. Of catalogues. Of order. And order—order could be a weapon against a story that wanted chaos. Elia looked down at the pamphlet she’d made. At the pressure-mark of the library stamp. Then she looked at the lamp. And at the table. And at the fact that this room had a center. A story’s center mattered. Every scene had a focus point. If you changed the focus, you changed the narrative. Elia stood slowly. Calder’s voice softened with curiosity. “Oh?” he murmured. “What now?” Elia didn’t answer him. She stepped away from the table and moved toward the paper wall where Mrs. Fen had been sitting. The wall there was layered thicker, the pages more scarred with pressed writing. It looked like a place where someone had thrown themselves against paper until paper learned to bruise.

Elia crouched and ran her fingers over the layers. They weren’t glued evenly. The edges lifted in places, rough seams where paste had dried too fast. A binder’s flaw. Elia’s breath steadied. No doors. No escape. Just… repair. Elia pulled her awl from her pocket and slid its tip under a lifted edge. Carefully, she pried. A thin layer of paper peeled back with a soft tearing sound. Elia’s chest tightened—she could still hear tearing. She could still hear some things. Behind the layer, more paper. More writing. Grooves and scratches. Elia peeled another layer back. A sentence appeared, written in neat ink this time—older ink, faded brown: MARA FEN HAD ALWAYS THOUGHT SHE WAS INVISIBLE. The first line. Elia’s throat tightened. Calder chuckled. “Ah,” he murmured. “We’ve come full circle.” Elia didn’t stop. She peeled more layers. The same line appeared again, written slightly differently. Again. Again. Repeated like a chant. Calder’s voice softened, pleased. “She reads it. She believes it. She becomes it. That’s how stories work.” Elia’s fingers shook with rage. Illarion stepped closer. “Elia,” he whispered, “careful.” Elia swallowed. “I am,” she whispered back. She peeled another layer. This one had no ink. Only pressure writing, deep grooves. Elia tilted it toward the lamp light and read: IF YOU TRY TO LEAVE, YOU WILL FORGET WHY. Elia’s stomach turned. A trap for her, too. The room would make her forget purpose. Mrs. Fen’s voice was small behind her. “I… I kept forgetting,” she whispered. “I kept waking up holding the stamp and not knowing why I was holding it.” Elia’s chest tightened. “That’s why he left you with it,” Elia murmured. “Because it looks harmless. Because it makes you feel like you’re still doing your job.” Mrs. Fen’s breath hitched. Elia peeled another layer. This one had a different sentence, inked, shakier: SHE STARTS TO REMEMBER WHEN SHE HURTS HER HANDS. Elia’s eyes stung. She glanced at Mrs. Fen’s bruised fingers. “You did that,” Elia whispered. Mrs. Fen nodded, tears spilling. “I had to,” she whispered. “It was the only way to… make it stick.” Elia’s throat tightened.

Calder sighed, irritated. “Oh, Mara,” he murmured, in the tone of a man scolding a child. “Must you be so stubborn? You could have been comfortable.” Mrs. Fen flinched like he’d struck her. The brass bird heated again. Calder had spoken. He owed. Elia felt the air tighten like thread drawn taut. Illarion’s jaw clenched. “Pull the leash,” he whispered. Elia’s hand slammed down on the brass bird. Calder’s voice jerked—an involuntary catch, like a man yanked by his collar. Then he laughed through it, strained. “Yes, yes,” he hissed. “Pull, little binder. Tug. See if you can make me dance.” Elia’s stomach churned. He was enjoying even this. He would turn debt into theatre. Elia lifted her hand from the bird, breathing hard. No. She wouldn’t play his game. She turned back to the wall and kept peeling. Layer after layer, the room’s story revealed itself—repetition, reinforcement, lines designed to teach Mrs. Fen her own smallness until she believed it. Elia peeled until her fingertips ached, until paper dust coated her nails. Then she found something new. Not a repeated line. A paragraph, written in Mrs. Fen’s own hand, ink faint but real: I AM NOT INVISIBLE. I AM A PERSON. I AM MARA. I AM AFRAID. I AM HERE. IF ANYONE FINDS THIS, PLEASE— The line stopped abruptly, ink trailing into nothing. Elia’s throat closed. She pressed her palm gently to the half-finished plea. Mrs. Fen stared, lips trembling. “I wrote that,” she whispered, voice cracking. “And then he—he took the ink away. He made the rest vanish.” Elia swallowed hard. Calder’s voice drifted, almost fond. “Yes,” he murmured. “She wrote. She begged. She discovered begging doesn’t change the plot.” Elia’s jaw clenched. She tilted her head, listening—not to his words, but to the room itself. The lamp flame was steady again. The corners were still dark. The air is still cold. But the wall under her fingers felt thinner now. The layers she’d peeled left a raw seam. A seam, not a door. Elia reached into her satchel and pulled out a thin strip of book cloth—plain, sturdy—then her glue pot. Except she had no glue pot here. Only her tools. Only thread. Elia breathed hard. Then she remembered: in the Loom, book cloth sometimes behaved like a promise. Sometimes the material itself held binding power. Elia placed the strip of cloth across the exposed seam and began to stitch it directly into the paper wall. Her needle slid through layers with resistance, then a soft give. She worked quickly, making long stitches like lacing a wound shut.

Mrs. Fen watched, eyes wide. Illarion hovered close, guarding Elia’s back like a shield. Calder’s voice softened with amused curiosity. “Sewing the walls,” he murmured. “How domestic.” Elia didn’t answer. She stitched. Pulled thread. Tightened knots. And as she did, the room responded. The lamp flame brightened slightly. The air warmed a fraction. The corners pulled back, as if the room resented being altered but couldn’t ignore the binder’s hand. Mrs. Fen gasped softly. Elia finished the last knot and pressed her palm flat over the stitched cloth. Then she spoke, carefully, not naming leaving: “This is reinforced,” Elia said. “This is held.” The room shivered. Calder’s voice sharpened. “Stop.” Elia’s pulse jumped. She looked up, finally, into the darkness beyond the lamp’s reach. A silhouette stood there. Not fully formed—more like a smear of ink in air. But the presence was unmistakable. The pressure behind her ears turned into a hand. Calder stepped closer into the edge of light, and his face tried to settle into something memorable and failed. His features refused to stick, sliding like oil. Only his eyes held—tea-stained, old paper. His smile was thin. Annoyed. “That’s not your role,” he murmured. Elia’s throat tightened. “My role is whatever I decide,” she said, surprised by her own steadiness. Calder’s gaze flicked to the stitched seam, then to the stamp in Elia’s hand. “You’re trying to claim ownership,” he said softly. Elia swallowed. “I’m trying to reclaim a person,” she snapped. Calder chuckled, cold. “People are made of words,” he murmured. “And words are made of ink.” Elia’s hand went to her pocket—where Jonah’s vellum book sat, heavy with the pressed name. She didn’t pull it out. Not yet. She looked at Mrs. Fen. “Mara,” Elia said gently. Mrs. Fen flinched at her own first name, like it hurt to be seen, then nodded shakily. Elia held out the stamp. “Press it,” she said. “Hard.” Mrs. Fen’s eyes widened. “On what?” Elia glanced at the table, at the loose pages. “On the pages,” she said. “And on the wall, if you can. Put your mark everywhere. Not ink. Pressure.” Calder’s smile thinned. “Adorable,” he murmured. “But it won’t change the clause. If you speak of leaving—” Elia’s eyes flashed. “We won’t,” she said. Calder’s gaze sharpened. “You’re still thinking about it.”

Elia met his eyes. “Then I’ll think it louder than you,” she said. Illarion’s breath hitched, like he was startled by her boldness and proud of it at the same time. Mrs. Fen crawled closer, trembling, and pressed the stamp down onto a blank loose page on the table. She pressed so hard her shoulders shook. When she lifted it, the words were indented, invisible but present. Calder’s eyes narrowed. Mrs. Fen pressed again. And again. Pages piling, each carrying the same bruised declaration: Stratford Lending Library. Her breath came in sobbing gasps, but she kept stamping as if the motion itself tethered her mind to her identity. Elia turned back to the stitched seam and pressed her own stamp there—hard—then another, and another. The paper wall began to look like it had a heartbeat: indentations catching the lamp light like tiny scars. Calder’s jaw clenched. “Stop marking my room,” he said. Elia’s fingers tightened around the brass bird again. “If you speak,” she warned, voice low, “you owe.” Calder smiled slowly. “Fine,” he murmured. “I owe.” The air tightened like thread pulled around his throat. Calder’s smile grew. “I owe you a choice,” he said, and the words landed heavy. The lamp flame bent sideways. The room shivered. And somewhere behind Elia, in the corner, a new sound began—paper tearing, slow and deliberate, like someone opening a book too roughly. Elia spun. A new seam opened in the paper wall—not a door, not labeled, just a rip widening into darkness. The rip smelled like damp stone, like the Loom’s corridors. Illarion’s eyes sharpened. “He’s making an opening.” Mrs. Fen froze, stamp in hand, eyes wide with terror. Calder’s voice slid across the room like silk. “There,” he murmured. “A way out. You may take it.” Elia’s stomach dropped. “No,” she whispered. Calder laughed. “Oh, Elia Bell,” he said softly. “You distrust gifts now? You’re learning.” Elia stared at the rip. It could be the way back into the Loom. Or it could be a deeper trap. A place where the rule changes. A place where Mrs. Fen becomes harder to retrieve. Mrs. Fen’s voice cracked. “I— I can’t stay,” she whispered. Elia’s throat tightened. “I know,” she whispered back. Illarion leaned close. “He wants us to run,” he murmured. “He wants to panic. He wants you to touch the rip and call it a door.” Elia nodded. Then she looked at the stitched seam she’d made. At the stamps. At the repeated marks. Ownership. Address. Identity.

She turned to Mrs. Fen. “Mara,” Elia said, voice steady. “Do you remember your house? Your kitchen? Your chair?” Mrs. Fen blinked through tears. “Y-yes,” she whispered. Elia nodded. “Hold that,” she said. “Hold it hard. Don’t let him replace it with paper.” Mrs. Fen’s hands shook. She clutched the stamp like a lifeline. Elia stepped closer to the rip but didn’t touch it. Calder’s eyes gleamed, amused. “Go on,” he murmured. Elia drew Jonah’s vellum book from her satchel. The moment it emerged, the room’s air tightened. Calder’s smile faltered for the first time, just a fraction. Elia opened the vellum book to the pressed name. CALDER. She didn’t speak it yet. She simply held the page up toward the lamp so the grooves caught the light. Calder’s gaze fixed on it like a man staring at a knife. “You will tear the room if you use that here,” he warned, voice suddenly sharper. Elia’s throat tightened. “Good,” she whispered. Illarion’s eyes widened slightly. “Elia—” Elia met his gaze. “He built this,” she whispered. “But Jonah found his seam.” Then Elia looked at Calder again. “Calder,” she said. The name struck the room like a bell. The paper walls shuddered. The lamp flame leapt. Calder’s smile snapped into something vicious. “You shouldn’t—” The brass bird heated violently in Elia’s palm. Calder had spoken. He owed. Elia slammed her hand down on the bird. The air tightened like thread around Calder’s throat. His voice hitched, involuntary. For the first time, his face stopped sliding. For a heartbeat, it held—features sharpening into something real, angry, human. “You little—” he hissed, and then the room itself reacted, as if the story resented seeing its author bound. The paper walls began to peel. Not from Elia’s hand. From within. Layers lifting, fluttering, tearing, as if the room was shedding its own skin in panic. Mrs. Fen screamed. Elia grabbed her wrist. “Mara!” she shouted. “Hold your name!” Mrs. Fen sobbed, eyes wild. “Mara,” she whispered. “Mara Fen. Mara Fen.” Illarion stepped between them and the rip, blade half-raised without drawing fully. “Elia,” he barked, “we’re losing structure!” Elia’s heart hammered. The room was coming apart.

Calder strained against the binding, eyes blazing. “You can’t bind me with a toy,” he snarled. Elia’s fingers shook. “It’s not a toy,” she snapped. “It’s a contract.” Calder’s laugh was ragged. “Contracts are stories,” he spat. “And I am the one who writes—” The bird burned hot. Calder had spoken again. He owed again. The air tightened harder, and Calder’s voice cut off mid-syllable like a thread snapped. Elia stared, chest heaving. He couldn’t speak. Not without paying. Not without being leashed. Good. She turned to the rip in the wall, to the darkness beyond, and made a decision without naming it. “We go,” she said. Illarion nodded instantly, understanding. “Together,” he said. Elia pulled Mrs. Fen up. Mara stumbled, weak, but she moved. The floor under them rippled—paper softening, turning spongey like wet pages. Elia’s boots sank slightly. The room was collapsing into pulp. Calder’s eyes burned with hatred. He tried to step forward, but the air held him, thread-tight. His gaze locked onto Elia. He couldn’t speak, so he smiled instead—promising future harm. Elia didn’t look away. Then she and Illarion half-carried Mara toward the rip. As they approached, Elia felt pressure build behind her eyes, like the room was trying to erase her intention. The rule still lived, even as the paper peeled. If you speak of escape, the room closes. Elia didn’t say the forbidden word. She simply moved. The rip widened, darkness yawning like a throat. Elia stepped through first, dragging Mara with her, Illarion behind. Cold stone air hit them. They stumbled into a Loom corridor—real stone, damp, familiar hum. The paper smell faded behind them. Elia spun to look back. The rip sealed shut with a soft, wet sound, like pages pressed together. No door. No seam. Just a stone wall. Elia’s knees nearly buckled. Mara collapsed onto the corridor floor, sobbing, clutching her stamp like it was her heart






