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About this book
In a rain-soaked town where paper is precious and grief is a quiet currency, Elia Vell keeps her late father’s bookbinding shop alive one repair at a time—until a hidden library beneath the floorboards cracks open the world she thought she knew. When a prince named Illarion steps out of an unfinished story, Elia discovers that ink can bargain, books can bleed, and rules are only as strong as the person willing to enforce them.
Teaser for Part Two: Part Two will take Elia and Illarion beyond Stratford’s streets and into the Loom’s deeper architecture—where true names become weapons, witnesses become prisons, and the author watching from the margins decides it’s time to write his ending in permanent ink.




Chapter 1

The Book That Wasn't Meant to Open The bell above the shop door had not rung in three days. It hung crooked on its rusted hook, the clapper tied with fraying twine so it would not startle the glue jars from their shelves. Outside, winter rain pressed against the glass like curious fingers, blurring the crooked street beyond. The world smelled of wet stone. Inside the shop, everything smelled of paper. Old paper, new paper, paper that had lived too long and paper that had never quite lived at all. Elia knew the difference. She sat cross-legged on the long wooden table in the center of the shop, sleeves rolled to her elbows, a thin blade in one hand and a cracked leather spine in the other. The book beneath her fingers had been printed nearly a hundred years ago. Cheap paper. Cheap ink. The sort of novel that sold wildly for a season before vanishing into the quiet graves of forgotten shelves. But the binding had been beautiful once. Someone had cared about it. She slid the blade carefully beneath the spine cloth. The book exhaled. A soft whisper of dust rose into the lamplight. "Sorry," she murmured. It was a habit. Talking to books. Apologizing when she opened them. Her father had always said books were patient things, but they remembered how they were treated. Elia had inherited the shop two winters ago, when the fever took him in three days and left the place silent. She had inherited the debt with it. The shop was called Vellum & Thread, though no one had ordered a custom binding in months. Most days she repaired cracked spines, resewed loose signatures, or patched covers for the town’s few remaining collectors. It was slow work. Slow enough that sometimes she could hear the building breathing. The shop had three floors. The first held the counter and shelves. The second held the workshop. The third— The third was not supposed to exist. Elia did not know this yet. She finished loosening the spine cloth and carefully separated the signatures. Her fingers moved with the ease of someone who had spent half a lifetime touching paper. Thread slid free beneath her blade. Something knocked. She froze. The sound had not come from the door. It had come from beneath the table. Knock. Knock. Not loud. Just enough to be deliberate. Elia lowered the knife slowly. The workshop floor was made of thick oak boards darkened by decades of spilled glue and varnish. She had sanded them herself when she first took over the shop. She knew every warped plank, every stubborn nail. Nothing under the table should move. Knock. This time she heard the hollow echo. Not wood. Space. Her heart gave a curious little jump. She slid off the table and crouched, brushing aside curls of paper shavings. There. A seam. A square cut into the floor so neatly it vanished into the grain unless you were looking for it. Elia frowned. "I sanded this floor." She was certain of it. Yet the seam was real. Her fingers found the small iron ring set flush into the wood. Cold. Very cold. "That's new," she whispered. She pulled. The panel lifted with a reluctant groan. Dust spilled into the air like startled ghosts. Below the workshop floor was a staircase. Narrow. Stone. Old enough that the edges had softened with time. Elia stared. Her father had never mentioned a cellar. The shop records said nothing about it. But the staircase descended into darkness like a sentence waiting to be finished. For a long moment she simply knelt there, listening to the quiet shop around her. Rain against the windows. The faint creak of old beams. And beneath it— A breath of cold air rising from below. The smell was strange. Not mold. Not damp. Ink. Old ink. The kind made from iron and oak galls. Elia felt a flicker of excitement she hadn't felt since the shop had first become hers. Hidden rooms meant hidden things. Hidden things sometimes meant valuable things. Which meant, perhaps— She stood. The lamp on the worktable cast a warm circle of light across the floor. She lifted it. The staircase swallowed the glow eagerly. "Hello?" she called. The darkness did not answer. Good. If the darkness had answered, she might have reconsidered. Instead she stepped onto the first stone stair. The air grew colder immediately. By the time she reached the bottom, the lamp flame had shrunk to a nervous flicker. The room below was enormous. Elia stopped breathing. Shelves. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. They climbed the stone walls from floor to ceiling like the ribs of some enormous creature. Books filled every inch. Not ordinary books. Handwritten ones. Leather. Cloth. Scroll cases. Bundles of loose pages tied with ribbon. The lamp flame steadied as if relieved to have something worthy to illuminate. Elia walked slowly forward. Her boots echoed softly on the stone floor. She touched the nearest shelf. Dustless. Impossible. No one had opened this room in decades. Yet the books looked— Not new. But waiting. She pulled one free. The cover was soft black leather. No title. She opened it. The first page read: CHAPTER ONE The prince was not meant to die tonight. Elia blinked. Ink shimmered across the page as if it were still drying. She turned the page. The words stopped. Mid-sentence. The prince raised the sword and— Nothing. Blank paper. Half a story. Elia frowned. "Someone gave up." She flipped through the rest. All empty. Strange. She slid the book back into its place. And that was when the voice spoke behind her. Quiet. Curious. And unmistakably human. "You shouldn't touch the unfinished ones." Elia turned. The man standing between the shelves looked like he had stepped out of the book she had just closed. Ink stained his hands. A sword hung at his side. And his eyes— His eyes looked like a story that had not decided how it would end.




Chapter 2

The Prince Who Shouldn't Exist For a heartbeat, the only sound in the hidden chamber was Elia’s own breathing and the soft crackle of the lamp flame. The man before her stood very still, as if any sudden movement might cause him to blur back into ink. He was taller than she was by half a head, with broad shoulders and dark hair that fell in damp waves over his forehead. His clothes were not like anything she had seen in any village near here – not like the coarse wool and linen worn by shopkeepers and farmers. His tunic was deep blue velvet trimmed with silver thread, the cuffs embroidered with tiny, meticulous designs that glimmered like constellations when he moved. A narrow belt of braided leather circled his waist, from which hung a sword in a scabbard of polished black wood. The blade was sheathed, but that did not make it less imposing. Most striking, though, were his hands. Ink stained the fingers, black in the grooves and whorls, as if he had dipped them into a bottle and forgotten to wipe them clean. The stains seemed recent; she could smell the metallic tang of fresh gall and iron. And his eyes – She had never seen such eyes outside of stories. They were the colour of old paper warmed by lamplight. Amber, she thought, then frowned. No, they were not precisely amber. Sometimes when he blinked the light caught and they darkened to the brown of walnut ink. They held a wary intelligence, as if he, too, were trying to decide if she was real. “You shouldn’t touch the unfinished ones,” he repeated softly, as if it were not so much a warning as a recitation from some rulebook. His voice had an accent she could not place; each word was carefully shaped. Elia swallowed and set the lamp on the stone floor. Her fingers were suddenly clumsy. “Who are you?” she managed, her voice lower than she intended. The man’s gaze flicked to the lamp, then back to her. “Who am I?” He tasted the words as if they were curious fruit. “I am –” He frowned. For a moment his expression went blank, a wash of confusion shadowed by something like fear. “I am…” He blinked hard and his jaw tightened. “My name is Illarion,” he said finally. “Prince of Ustrina.” The name meant nothing to Elia. “Ustrina?” He glanced past her, as if checking for something in the library. Shadows shifted between shelves. “It is a city. Or perhaps it was. In the story.” He looked down at his hands and flexed his fingers. Ink gleamed in the cuts of his knuckles. “It seems I am no longer there.” “You—” Her throat felt dry. She had questions lined up like pins ready to prick. “You’re from the book?” He flinched at the word. “I am from my life.” He lifted his chin, indignation stirring. “What is a book but paper and ink? It is not the world.” But then his gaze softened, and he spread his ink-stained hands. “Yet… yes. I am from the story you opened. I am from pages that now are blank.” Behind them, words on leather spines seemed to shimmer at the edges of sight. Elia glanced at the shelf where she had slid the black book back into place. She could not see its title from here; there had not been one. Her heart beat like a trapped bird. “I’m sorry,” she said, because sorry was her default when she had damaged something. She rubbed her palms against her apron, leaving faint prints of glue and flour dust. “I didn’t know what this room was. I didn’t know. I just heard—” “A knock,” he finished, tilting his head. “That was me. I heard you above. I thought—” He hesitated, and something like hope passed across his face, only to be quickly buried. “Never mind.” She stared at him. “You knocked?” Illarion smiled then, quick and self-deprecating, like a prince who knew how to charm even when his world had vanished. “I am not a ghost,” he said. “I am not some figment with no sense. We can feel when someone touches our pages. It is like—” He flexed his fingers again, searching for the analogy. “It is like someone tugging at a thread tied to your wrist. I was bound to the story. You tugged. I tugged back.” Elia sat down on the stone step, the weight of the moment pressing her shoulders. She pulled her braid over her shoulder and twisted it, a nervous habit. “This is impossible,” she said. It felt ridiculous even as she said it. “This doesn’t happen.” Illarion’s smile faded. “The library does not care for your impossibility,” he said quietly. He looked up, following the lines of the shelves into the darkness far above. “It cares for its own rules.” “What rules?” Instead of answering immediately, he stepped out from between the shelves. He moved with an economy of motion that made Elia think of a trained swordsman – each shift of muscle purposeful. The skirts of his velvet tunic brushed the stone floor. He circled the lamp, watching the flame as if testing whether it would react to him. When it did not flicker, he seemed to relax slightly. “You have not been told,” he said, more statement than question. “I found this place by accident,” Elia replied. “It was under my floor. I thought this shop had only two floors. I thought—” She trailed off, thinking of her father, of the debt, of the nights she had slept with an extra blanket because there was no money for extra coal. “My father never mentioned any of this. I don’t think he knew it existed.” Illarion’s brow furrowed. “Someone knew. This library does not open without permission.” “There was a seam in the floor.” Elia gestured helplessly up the stairs. “It wasn’t there yesterday.” Illarion considered this. “Then perhaps it opened because of you.” “Because of me? I’m not—” She laughed, and the sound was wild, too loud in the stone chamber. “I’m just a bookbinder. I fix covers and sew spines. I’m not – whatever this place is.” “You mend books,” he said slowly, turning the words in his mouth like a coin. “You touch them. You listen to them. Perhaps the library knows that.” He walked toward one of the endless columns of shelves and laid his palm flat against a spine. The air hummed. “The library is not a place you find. It finds you. If it opened, it is because you are meant to be here.” Elia crossed her arms and hugged them close, more to keep her hands from shaking than from cold. “Are there… are there others? Has anyone else—” She gestured at him. “– come out before? From a book? A story? Whatever you call it.” Illarion’s jaw set. Shadows sharpened the lines of his face. “You ask too many questions,” he said, but there was no heat in it. He withdrew his hand from the spine and dusted his fingers together. “Yes. Others have come. When the books are unfinished. When the ink is still wet.” He looked at the shelves as if expecting eyes to peer from between the cracks. “It is not supposed to happen.” “Then what is supposed to happen?” He took a breath. “There are rules. The library holds stories that have not yet become real. They are written here, kept here, until they are ready to be told. When a story is finished, when the last page is written, the book is bound and shelved, and it is safe to read. But if you open an unfinished book…” He spread his arms, indicating himself. “You pull the thread. The story unravels. Those who should not yet exist find themselves here. They are unstable. They fade. They wander. If too many pages are blank, sometimes the story collapses.” “Collapses?” “Yes. It collapses into nothing. The world inside it dissolves.” His eyes flicked to the shelf. “Our world. My world.” Elia felt a shiver that had nothing to do with temperature. “So your world is gone?” He was silent for a long moment. “It is… not gone,” he said slowly, as if tasting his words. “But it is frozen. Stuck. There is no ink to carry it forward. I was in the middle of an action. My sword raised. The prince was not meant to die tonight.” He said the last part with the lilting rhythm of a repeated line. “It was the first sentence,” Elia whispered, remembering the page she had read: The prince was not meant to die tonight. “If you’re the prince, then you were not meant to die.” Illarion’s mouth twitched. “Perhaps not. But if the author had finished, perhaps I would have. Perhaps I die later. Or perhaps I win the battle. I do not know. I know only that a moment before, I was in the castle courtyard, rain on my face, my soldiers behind me. Then I felt the tug, and I was here.” He looked at his ink-stained hands again, flexing them. “Real, but unfinished.” Unfinished. Elia’s gaze flicked over him, as if she might see edges that blurred into blank paper. But he looked solid, fully rendered. His boots left prints in the thin dust on the floor. He cast a shadow. Yet there was something about him that felt incomplete, like a tune missing its last note. “Can you go back?” she asked. His shoulders stiffened. “Not alone. The story must be completed. The author must write the last pages. Or – someone else must.” “Someone else?” Elia stared at the endless shelves. “Who?” Illarion’s eyes found hers, and for the first time she saw something like desperation there. “That is why I knocked,” he said softly. “I have been listening for years. Decades. Time is different here. Sometimes nothing happens for centuries. Sometimes it is as if a moment is drawn out endlessly. But we always hear footsteps above. Sometimes there is laughter. Sometimes there is weeping. Once, long ago, I heard voices speaking in a language I did not know. I have tried before to get the attention of those above. I have called. I screamed. But the ceiling is thick stone. No one heard.” He lifted his ink-stained hand and placed it over his chest. “When I heard you – when I felt you tug at the thread – I thought, perhaps—” He took a step toward her. The lamp light cast half his face in shadow. “Perhaps you could finish my story.” The words hung in the air between them. Elia’s mind balked. “Finish? Write? I’m not a writer. I mend bindings and replace leather and sew signatures.” She laughed again, but it came out as more of a choke. “You want me to— what? Write the rest of your book? Finish your battle? How could I? I don’t know your world. I don’t know who you fight for or why.” “You could know,” Illarion said gently, as if placating a skittish horse. “You could read what is there. The library will show you the pages that are written. Then… you could take up the quill. If you do not, I will remain here. The story will remain unfinished. It will fray. It will unravel. And everything inside it – my people, my city – will fade into nothing.” Elia rubbed her hands over her face, leaving streaks of glue on her cheeks. “This is a nightmare.” “It is an opportunity,” Illarion countered, and there was a spark in his eyes now, not desperate but fervent. “Perhaps you do not care about Ustrina. Why should you? You do not know me. But the library cares. The stories it holds are not mere entertainments. They are lives. Each book is a world. Your world is one. Mine is another. They are all threads in a greater tapestry. If too many threads are left dangling…” He gestured, fingers splayed. “The tapestry frays. It weakens. Entire cloths have been lost before. The library does not like that. That is why it finds people like you. People who can mend things.” Elia looked down at the lamp, watching soot collect on the glass chimney. Mending things. It was what she had done since she was old enough to hold a needle. She patched clothes. She mended books. She mended, sometimes, the frayed tempers of those who came into her shop, telling them to be gentle with their volumes, to handle the pages with care. Could she mend a story? “I don’t know if I can,” she whispered. “You could try,” Illarion said. “You keep saying the library has rules,” she said suddenly, needing to anchor herself in something. “If I were to… to write, to help, what rules would I have to follow?” Illarion’s expression sobered. He nodded, as if pleased by her practical question. “Yes. There are rules.” He held up his left hand, fingers splayed. “Five. At least five that I know of.” Elia leaned forward, curious despite herself. “Tell me.” “One.” Illarion touched his thumb. “Do not open an unfinished book unless you intend to help it. Half curiosity is worse than complete ignorance. If you open it, you bind yourself to it.” Elia’s stomach sank. “So I’ve already—” “Yes,” Illarion said simply. “You are bound. The thread is tied. You cannot undo it by closing the cover. The library decides when the knot can be cut.” “Great.” Elia closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. “Two?” “Two,” Illarion said, touching his forefinger. “Do not remove anything from the pages that has been written. Do not tear out leaves. Do not scratch out lines. The ink of the author is sacred. To remove it is to wound the world.” Elia nodded. That one seemed obvious. “Three?” “Three.” He touched his middle finger. “Do not write yourself into the story. Do not make yourself a character. The writer’s hand must be invisible. If you enter, you trap yourself, and you cannot leave until the story ends. If it never ends…” He let the silence finish his sentence. She shuddered. “Noted.” “Four.” He touched his ring finger. “Do not tell anyone above about the library unless the library chooses them. Most minds cannot hold two worlds. They will think you mad. Or they will try to break in. Either way, it ends poorly.” Elia grimaced. She thought of her few customers. Of the grocer who let her take bread on credit. Of Mrs. Talbot, who came twice a year with a stack of sentimental poetry. None of them would have believed her if she said there was a secret library under her shop filled with unfinished stories. They would either laugh or look at her with pity. Or worse, try to pry up their own floorboards. “And five?” she asked. “Five.” Illarion touched his little finger. “Do not fall in love with a character.” Elia blinked. “What?” Illarion’s face was very serious. “Do not fall in love with someone from the story you are writing. It will cloud your judgment. You will choose what is best for them, not what is best for the world. You will try to save them when perhaps they must die. You will write as if you are writing them a life, not writing a story. The library has seen it before. The result is always the same: the story collapses, and the writer is lost.” Heat crept up Elia’s cheeks. She glanced away. “That won’t be a problem,” she muttered. “I just met you. And you’re…” She gestured at him with a flustered wave. “You’re a—” “A prince,” Illarion supplied helpfully, a hint of humour appearing in the corner of his mouth. “A fictional prince,” she retorted, then winced, because he had just told her he was not fictional. “I mean. You know what I mean.” “Yes,” he said softly. “I do.” They stood in awkward silence for a moment, the lamp crackling faintly. Elia stared at the stone floor. Illarion stared at her. Somewhere above, the bell above the shop door remained tied, silent. Finally Elia exhaled. “All right,” she said, and the words seemed to fall out of her. “All right. Show me.” Illarion’s eyebrows lifted. “Show you?” “You said I could read what was there. The pages that are written.” She squared her shoulders, as if preparing to lift a heavy trunk. “If I am bound to this story, I cannot ignore it. I’ll read. I’ll—” She swallowed. “I’ll see if I can help. No promises. But I’ll try.” A slow smile spread across Illarion’s face, transforming him from weary to luminous. It was like the sun emerging from behind a cloud. “Thank you,” he said quietly, and there was genuine relief in his voice. “Don’t thank me yet,” she muttered. Illarion turned toward the shelves and lifted his hand. The air hummed, and a book slid forward from its place without him touching it, as if pulled by an invisible string. It was the same black leather volume she had opened earlier. It drifted into his waiting palm. He cradled it with care and held it out to her. “Here,” he said. “This is mine. The story so far. Take it to the reading table.” “Reading table?” Illarion inclined his head toward the centre of the room. In the circle of lamplight, a long wooden table gleamed. How had she not noticed it before? It was old and smooth, carved from a single piece of oak, its edges rounded by countless hands. A chair stood behind it. On the tabletop lay a single goose-feather quill and an inkwell sealed with wax. Elia approached the table, her steps echoing. She ran her fingers over its surface, feeling the whorls of the grain. “This wasn’t here when I came down.” “The library listens,” Illarion said simply. “It gives what is needed.” Elia set her lamp on the table and pulled out the chair. It creaked but held her weight. She took the book from Illarion. It was heavier now, or perhaps her hands were shaking again. She opened it to the first page. The ink shimmered. She had expected to see the same unfinished line as before. The prince was not meant to die tonight. And below it, the abrupt break: The prince raised the sword and— Instead, the words had multiplied. New lines crawled across the page, filling it like a tide. Chapter One The prince was not meant to die tonight, but death cared little for intent. Rain fell on the courtyard stones, making them slick beneath his boots. He stood with his back to the gate, his sword held high, breath steaming in the cold. Behind him, his soldiers formed a ragged line, their shields dented, their eyes wide. Before him, the dark shapes of the rebels pressed forward, a mass of anger and desperation. Somewhere a bell tolled once, twice, thrice. Each peal was a warning, a countdown, a heartbeat. Elia gasped and looked up. “This is… new.” Illarion leaned over the table, his hair brushing her shoulder. “The library shows what you need to see,” he said quietly. “It shows where the story begins. The ink appears only when someone is bound to it. Until then, it waits.” She turned pages, and more words unfurled. Descriptions of corridors, of political intrigue, of whispered betrayals. Names of characters she did not know – Lord Marius, Captain Alina, the High Chancellor. Scenes of a childhood spent in halls of marble and firelight. The smell of spices in market stalls. The taste of blood on the tongue. The writing was elegant and fluid, with occasional ink splatters like tiny stars. Whoever had started this story had cared about words. “Elia,” Illarion said softly, and she realised she had been holding her breath. “The library will not force you. If this is too much—” “No,” she said, surprising herself. She flipped to the last page, to the last line written. It ended mid-sentence again, but this time further along. The prince raised the sword and— Blank. Her fingers hovered above the empty page. She could almost feel the pull Illarion had described, like a thread tied to her wrist, taut and waiting. Somewhere beyond, a world hung in balance. She picked up the quill. It was lighter than she expected. The feather tickled her cheek. She pulled the cork from the inkwell. The ink inside was thick and black, gleaming with a metallic sheen. It smelled sharp, alive. Her hand hovered above the blank page. “You don’t have to start there,” Illarion murmured. “You could write the next scene. Or the next. Or fill in a memory. You do not have to write the ending yet. The story can be guided.” “I don’t even know how to write this kind of thing,” Elia whispered. “I write lists. I write invoices.” “You tell stories when you mend books,” Illarion countered softly. “You tell them with thread and glue. You restore them to life. This is not so different.” She glanced at him. He looked earnest, hope and fear mingled in the tight line of his jaw. The ink on his fingers had smudged onto the wood. He looked real. He was real. “Do not fall in love with a character,” she said aloud, trying to make it into a wall inside her mind. “Do not fall in love with a character.” Illarion’s mouth twitched. “You keep saying that.” “It’s rule five.” She smiled weakly. Her heart pounded. She lowered the quill tip until it kissed the blank page. Black ink bloomed like a bruise. She hesitated. Then, with a breath, she wrote: The prince lowered his sword. The moment the words formed, something shifted. The air hummed. The lamp flame flared and steadied. Illarion inhaled sharply, as if a rope he had been dangling from had suddenly been pulled taut. He grabbed the edge of the table. His eyes squeezed shut. “What?” Elia cried, dropping the quill. “What’s happening?” Illarion’s voice came out strained. “I… I felt it. It was like someone adjusted my bones.” He laughed, and the sound was half-grimace. “Good. It means you have hold of the thread.” Elia stared at the six words she had written. They sat on the page, black and innocuous. She could not imagine that they had rippled across a world. “This is insane,” she whispered. “Perhaps,” Illarion said, his breathing evening out. “But it is our insanity now. Keep writing.” Elia picked up the quill again. Her hand shook less this time. She dipped the tip into the ink and set it against the page. The prince lowered his sword. He knew a battle was not won by bravado alone. He could not fight an entire city with his blade. He needed allies. He needed truth. He needed to survive past this night, not die by chance or prophecy. He turned to his soldiers and said— The words spilled. They felt stiff at first, then looser. She wrote of rain on stone, of the smell of damp wool, of fear in a soldier’s eyes. She wrote of a prince who realised that the fight before him was unwinnable and that retreat was not cowardice but strategy. She wrote of him ordering his soldiers to fall back to the courtyard gates. She wrote of him shouting for Captain Alina to bar the archers on the walls and for Lord Marius to gather the council. She wrote of the bell tolling a fourth time. As she wrote, Illarion paced beside the table, back and forth like a caged wolf. His sword hilt clicked against his belt with each step. Occasionally he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, as if inhaling a scent only he could detect. “You feel it,” Elia said, pausing to flex her cramped fingers. “Yes.” His voice was taut with wonder. “I feel… decisions. I feel memory changing. I remember ordering my men to charge. Now I remember ordering them to fall back. I remember a sword raised. Now lowered.” He ran his hand through his hair and laughed. “It is disorienting. But better than nothing.” “How do I know what to write?” she asked, wiping ink from her fingertip with the edge of her apron. “I have no idea what your world is. I could ruin everything.” “You cannot ruin what does not exist,” Illarion said. “What exists is what you write. There are guidelines, of course. It must make sense. It must be true to the characters. But the library will guide you. If you write something that cannot be, the ink will vanish.” She looked at the line she had just written. The ink remained, glistening. “And if I write something that should not be?” she asked. “It will remain,” he said quietly. “And the consequences will ripple.” Elia exhaled. She dipped the quill again. She wrote for what felt like hours. In truth, it was perhaps an hour or two, but time in the library was slippery. The lamp never dimmed. The ink pot never emptied. Her fingers cramped and ink crawled up her wrist. She wrote scenes in pieces. A moment in the courtyard. A childhood memory of Illarion learning to read by candlelight, his father’s rough fingers guiding his along the letters. A conversation between Captain Alina and Lord Marius in the corridor outside the council chamber, their voices low and urgent. A flashback to Illarion and his younger sister, Taisia, racing horses through meadows outside the city walls, laughing, breathless, before the war began. She wrote how the rebellion had started not as rage but as hunger. How drought had wilted the fields, and merchants hoarded grain, and the chancellor had raised taxes, and Illarion had been too sheltered to see it until it boiled over. She wrote that he saw now. She did not write an ending. She did not write love. When her hand finally trembled and refused to hold the quill, she set it down. She flexed her fingers and winced. “I can’t,” she said hoarsely. “Not tonight. My hand…” Illarion stopped pacing. He approached the table and peered at the page. “It is enough,” he said quietly. “It is more than enough. The thread holds. Ustrina breathes.” He picked up the book and lifted it, and the pages she had written dried instantly, the ink settling into the paper as if it had always been there. He closed the cover gently, like someone tucking a sleeping child into bed. When he turned back to her, his expression was softer. “Thank you,” he said again. Elia shrugged awkwardly. Her shoulders ached from hunching. “I’ll come back,” she said, surprising herself with how certain her voice sounded. “Tomorrow. Or whenever I can. I have to run the shop. People bring books. They pay me. I need money. I can’t live down here.” “Of course,” Illarion said. “Your world continues. The library will wait. It has no sense of hurry.” She stood and stretched, her spine popping. “I should go.” She reached for the lamp, but Illarion’s hand darted out and stopped hers. His fingers were warm despite the cold ink on his skin. “Elia,” he said softly, and she looked up and met his gaze. “What?” “Do not speak of this,” he said. “Rule four. I know it is tempting. I can see you thinking of your father, of someone you might tell. But if you tell the wrong person, the library will close. It will seal itself, and you will not be able to return. And I will remain unfinished.” A lump rose in her throat. “I won’t,” she whispered. “I promise.” Illarion released her hand. He stepped back, folding his arms behind his back in a formal gesture. “I will remain,” he said simply. “Go. Rest. The world will still be there.” She nodded and lifted the lamp. The flame burned steady, fearless. She turned toward the staircase. The stone steps looked steeper now that she was tired. She climbed them slowly, feeling the weight of ink in her bones. At the top, she paused and looked back. Illarion stood in the circle of lamplight in the middle of the library, the black book held against his chest. His velvet tunic shimmered. His ink-stained hands cupped the leather like a promise. He was watching her, but he was also not watching her. His gaze was inward, listening to echoes of words she had just written ripple through his world. “Goodnight,” she whispered. “Goodnight, Elia,” he replied. She pushed the hatch closed and heard the soft thud as it settled into place. The ring lay flush with the oak plank, invisible unless you knew where to look. She straightened, pressing her palms against the floor. The wood was warm. The workshop was as she had left it. The book she had been mending earlier lay in pieces, the spine cloth loose, the signatures stacked neatly. The rain still pressed against the windows. The bell above the front door remained tied. The world smelled of paper and glue and a faint whiff of ink that would not disappear no matter how many times she washed her hands. Elia blew out the lamp and stood in the darkness, listening. Her heart beat steady. Somewhere below, beneath oak boards and stone, a hidden library breathed. In it, a prince who should not exist held a book whose ending had not been written. In her hand, the ink of his world stained her skin. She untied the bell above the shop door. It jingled once, sweet and ordinary. She smiled, exhausted, exhilarated, terrified. Then she locked the door, banked the embers in the stove, and went upstairs to the narrow bed that had been her father’s. She slept deeply. She dreamed of paper turning to snow and of ink flowing like rivers. She dreamed of a city called Ustrina, its gates barred, its people waiting. She dreamed of a prince looking up from a courtyard and seeing a crack of light open in the sky, like a seam in a floor. In the morning, she woke with ink beneath her fingernails and the faint taste of iron on her tongue.




Chapter 3

The Shop Above, The Library Below By noon, Vellum & Thread had remembered how to be ordinary. Elia made it so. She swept yesterday’s paper curls into a tin, wiped the worktable, and set the half-disassembled novel back beneath a cloth as if it were something shameful. She boiled water for tea twice, forgetting the first pot until it tasted of metal. When she washed her hands, the ink clung beneath her nails like a bruise that wouldn’t fade. She scrubbed harder. The skin over her knuckles went raw. Still the faint dark rim remained, as if the library had left a mark to prove it hadn’t been a dream. A customer came in at eleven—Mr. Fenn with his parish ledger, spine cracked clean through. He smelled of rain and pipe tobacco and the kind of certainty Elia used to envy. “Morning, Elia,” he said, lifting his hat. “You look pale.” “I didn’t sleep,” she said, and immediately regretted it. Fenn’s eyebrows rose. “Worrying about the debt again?” “Yes,” Elia lied. He clucked sympathetically, set the ledger on the counter, and began explaining how it had been dropped on stone steps and how the pages were now “terribly offended.” Elia smiled in the right places and made notes in her book. Her pen scratched across paper with pleasing normality. The bell over the door jingled. The stove ticked softly. Outside, carts clattered over the street. Ordinary. Yet every so often, while Fenn talked, her gaze slid to the workshop floor. To the place where the seam had been. Invisible now, unless you knew where it lay. Even then, she found herself squinting, the way you might at a faint line of stitching on a repaired coat. Her fingertips tingled with the memory of cold iron. Fenn finally left, satisfied and soothed. Elia set the ledger on the shelf behind the counter and tried to breathe as if the world had not split open beneath her feet. She lasted exactly three minutes before she went upstairs, shut the door to her narrow bedchamber, and pulled her father’s old account book from under the mattress. It was the closest thing she had to prayer. She flipped through columns of numbers, inked in her father’s careful hand. He had kept ledgers like he kept bindings: tidy, precise, each line anchored. He had written remarks in the margins sometimes—Paid late but honest. Likes gilt edges, can be bargained. Do not trust him. Once, near the back, the page held only a single sentence, written in a hand that went too tight around the letters: If the floor opens, do not open it alone. Elia stared until her eyes stung. She turned the page. Nothing. No further explanation. No date. Her father’s warning sat there like a splinter. “Alone,” she whispered. As if he had known. As if he had expected her to find it. She closed the book and pressed her forehead to it. Downstairs, the shop bell rang again. Elia jolted, shoved the account book back under the mattress, and forced her face into neutrality before she went down. This time it was Mrs. Talbot, wrapped in a damp shawl, clutching a stack of sentimental poetry as if it were a child. “Oh, Elia,” Mrs. Talbot sighed, setting the books down. “You simply must fix these. My niece borrowed them and read them by the bath. By the bath, Elia.” Elia made the right noises, accepted the damp volumes, and wrote the receipt. Mrs. Talbot talked for a full ten minutes about nieces and bathwater and how young people had no respect. Elia nodded and smiled and did not, not once, glance at the workshop floor. But when Mrs. Talbot left, Elia did. The seam was there. She could see it now that she knew. A faint, almost imperceptible square in the oak boards. Like a bruise on skin you’d only notice once someone pointed it out. Her stomach turned. Elia moved around the shop like a person avoiding a sleeping animal. She served two more customers. She re-stitched a torn atlas. She tried to eat bread and cheese and found she couldn’t swallow. The whole time, under everything, she felt the tug. Not physical, not exactly. More like the awareness of unfinished work. Like a needle left threaded on the table. Like an open book facedown, the page pressed to the wood, waiting. By late afternoon the rain had stopped. The street outside brightened into that thin winter light that made everything look washed and fragile. Elia turned the sign to CLOSED and locked the door. She untied the bell again, then retied it, then untied it once more. Her hands shook. “All right,” she told the empty shop. “All right.” She went up to the workshop. The air felt thicker there. Not warm. Not cold. Expectant. Elia set three things on the worktable: her lamp, a fresh rag, and a small knife. She didn’t know why the knife—only that it steadied her, a practical object in a world that had grown impractical overnight. Then she knelt and found the iron ring by touch. It was colder than the air around it, as if it had been held in snow. Elia curled her fingers through it and lifted. The hatch opened without complaint this time, as if it recognized her. Dust did not billow. The staircase yawned black and familiar. She lowered the lamp first, watching the light spill down the stone steps. The flame did not flicker. It burned as if it had been waiting too. “Hello?” she called again, and felt foolish for it, and kept going. Down. Down. At the bottom the library received her the way a body receives breath. Shelves. Endless shelves. Books that were not dusty but still smelled ancient, like forests pressed into paper and sealed in leather. And there, by the long oak table, Illarion stood. He was not pacing today. He was still as a painted figure, shoulders squared, hands clasped behind his back. He wore the same velvet tunic, though the silver stitching on his cuffs looked sharper, as if Elia’s ink had made it so. His hair was drier too, falling in neat waves rather than damp curls. The ink stains on his fingers remained, but lighter at the edges, as if they were changing. When he saw her, his posture shifted—subtle, controlled, but she felt it. The smallest release of tension. “You returned,” he said. Elia descended the last step and tried to pretend her knees weren’t weak. “I said I would.” “Yes.” A beat. “I did not know if you meant it.” That stung more than she expected. She set the lamp on the table a little too hard. “I’m not cruel.” Illarion’s gaze held hers, steady and unreadable. “I have met crueler people than you,” he said quietly. “I have met kinder, too.” Elia opened her mouth, shut it, and instead looked down at her hands. She had tried to scrub her nails clean. The faint shadow of ink still rimmed them. “I found something,” she said, and her voice came out rough. “In my father’s account book.” Illarion’s expression tightened at the mention of her father. “He left you words.” “One sentence,” Elia said. She repeated it exactly: “If the floor opens, do not open it alone.” Illarion’s eyes flicked away, just once, toward the shelves. Toward some place deeper in the library where the lamp light did not reach. “That is… a good warning,” he said. “You knew him,” Elia said. It wasn’t a question. Illarion did not deny it. He looked down at his ink-stained hands as if the stains could answer for him. “I knew of him.” Elia leaned forward, palms on the table. The oak was smooth and cold under her skin. “Did he come down here?” Illarion’s jaw tightened. “Not often.” “But he did.” “Yes.” Elia felt something twist in her chest—anger, grief, betrayal, all tangled. “He never told me.” Illarion looked up then, and there was something in his eyes that made Elia’s anger falter. Not pity. Not softness. Something like a weary respect. “He was trying to keep you safe,” Illarion said. Elia let out a short, humorless laugh. “By keeping me ignorant?” “By keeping you unbound,” Illarion corrected. Elia’s throat went tight. She glanced at the black leather book on the table—the one that had appeared when she needed it. The one that held his world. “Is it worse now,” she asked, “that I’ve touched it? That I wrote?” Illarion’s gaze dropped to the book. His fingers hovered above it without touching, as if he was wary of what it might do. “It is different,” he said. “Not worse. Not yet.” Elia hated the yet. She sat, dragging the chair back with a scrape that echoed through the cavernous room. It felt too loud. Illarion remained standing. “Tell me what he did,” Elia said. “My father. What was he to this place?” Illarion’s lips pressed together. He seemed to choose his words with care, which made Elia distrust them. “He was a gentleman,” Illarion said finally. “Like you. He repaired books. He repaired stories, in small ways. Sometimes the library opened to him. Sometimes it did not.” “Why?” Illarion exhaled. “Because the library is… temperamental.” He said it as if he disliked the word. “It opens when it must. When a thread frays. When something is close to tearing.” Elia stared at him. “So something is close to tearing now.” Illarion’s silence was answer enough. Elia picked up the black book and turned it in her hands. The leather was cool. It felt almost alive, supple under her fingers. She opened the pages she had written yesterday. The ink was dry, part of the paper now. She read a line at random. He could not fight an entire city with his blade. He needed allies. He needed truth. The words looked… like hers. In her head they sounded like hers. But on the page they had the weight of something that mattered. Illarion watched her read as if he were watching a surgeon open a chest. “What happened,” Elia asked softly, “after I left?” Illarion’s breath caught. He turned his head slightly, gaze unfocusing as if he were listening to distant bells. When he spoke, his voice
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