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CHAPTER 1: Dawn Between Shelves
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The back door of Ink & Ember stuck in its frame, swollen from last night’s rain. June Calder leaned her shoulder into it, the damp wool of her sweater catching on the peeling paint. A gust of cold air rushed past her ankles, carrying the scent of wet brick and diesel from the light rail tracks two blocks over. She didn’t turn on the overheads. She never did this early. Instead, she flicked the switch by the service desk, and the single bulb above the poetry section blinked awake, casting a narrow pool of amber across the warped floorboards.

She’d been awake since three. Not from insomnia—though that had been a companion for years—but because the shop had hummed. Not audibly. Not in any way she could explain to anyone who hadn’t grown up feeling books breathe. But Ink & Ember had vibrated under her skin like a tuning fork struck in another room. She’d tossed in bed until her sheets twisted around her legs, then pulled on yesterday’s jeans and walked the twelve blocks through empty streets, past shuttered taquerias and darkened laundromats, past the bakery whose ovens would start glowing in another hour.

Now, standing just inside the threshold, she froze.

Something was wrong.

Not broken. Not vandalized. Wrong.

The air tasted metallic. Not rust, not blood—not exactly—but the sharp tang of iron filings, like licking a battery. Her fingers twitched at her sides. She stepped forward slowly, boots silent on the worn runner that led between Fiction and Local History. The poetry shelves stood just beyond the front window, stacked high with dog-eared collections and first editions wrapped in plastic. That’s where she saw it.

A body.

Curled on its side, one arm flung outward, palm upturned as if reaching for something. Legs tangled in the low stool June used for reshelving. Dark hair fanned out across a copy of Rilke, spine cracked open beneath the weight. The book lay splayed like a bird with broken wings, pages fluttering slightly in the draft from the still-open door.

June didn’t scream. She rarely did. Instead, she went very still, breath held, eyes scanning the scene not for threats but for patterns. The body wore a gray wool coat, sleeves pushed up to reveal ink-stained wrists. Familiar ink. Not printer’s ink or ballpoint, but the kind that came from a nib dipped in walnut gall. Conservator’s ink.

Recognition hit like a cold wave.

Lila Hart.

She’d seen her once, maybe twice—always at city lectures about archival ethics or marginalia recovery. Lila had spoken about erased neighborhoods, about how municipal records quietly excised entire blocks during urban renewal. June remembered her voice: precise, calm, edged with something unyielding. And her smile—small, tight, the kind you gave when someone handed you a book you knew they’d never understand.

Now Lila lay motionless, eyes half-lidded, mouth slack. No obvious wound. No blood pooling on the floorboards. Just stillness. And that smell.

June took another step. Then another. Her pulse hammered in her throat, but her hands stayed steady. She knelt beside the body, careful not to touch anything yet. The Rilke book lay open to a page near the end. Margin notes crowded the white space—dense, looping script that wasn’t Rilke’s. Lila’s handwriting. June recognized the slant, the pressure of the pen.

She reached out. Stopped herself.

Don’t contaminate the scene.

But the words called to her. Not audibly. Not even visually. They pulled at her fingertips like static. She glanced toward the front window. Still dark outside. No cars yet. No pedestrians. She could call the police now, wait on the sidewalk, let them handle it. That’s what a normal person would do.

But June had never been normal.

She lowered her hand and brushed the edge of the page with her index finger.

The ink flared.

Not with light—nothing so dramatic—but with sensation. A jolt ran up her arm, cold and electric, like touching a live wire wrapped in silk. Letters shimmered under her skin, rearranging themselves into shapes that weren’t letters at all. Symbols. A cipher. Hidden beneath the surface of Lila’s notes, woven into the syntax like thread in cloth.

June gasped and jerked her hand back.

The shop exhaled around her. Shelves creaked. A loose page drifted from a nearby stack and landed softly on Lila’s coat.

She stared at her own fingers. Ink-stained, yes—but always from handling old paper, never from writing. She’d never written anything magical. Never tried. She’d only ever read what others left behind.

And now this.

She fumbled for her phone, fingers trembling only slightly. Dialed 911. Gave her name, address, the bare facts: “There’s a body in my bookstore. I think she’s dead.”

The dispatcher asked questions. June answered mechanically, eyes fixed on the open book. The cipher pulsed faintly, visible only in the periphery of her vision. It wasn’t random. It pointed somewhere. To a place. To a name.

She hung up and stepped back, arms crossed tightly over her chest. The metallic smell clung to the back of her throat. She didn’t move toward the register or the coffee maker. She stayed where she was, watching the body, watching the book, watching the shadows shift as dawn bled into the sky.

Sirens approached ten minutes later. Two cruisers, lights flashing silently against the brick buildings across the street. Officers entered with guns drawn, then holstered them when they saw June standing alone, hands visible, face pale but composed.

“Stay right there,” one said, voice clipped.

June nodded. She didn’t argue. She watched them secure the scene, tape off the poetry section, photograph the body from every angle. She answered their questions with short, factual replies. Yes, she owned the store. No, she hadn’t touched the body except for that one brush of the page. Yes, she knew the victim by sight. No, she didn’t know why Lila would be here before opening.

Detective Camille Ortiz arrived twenty minutes later. She moved like someone who’d done this a hundred times—calm, deliberate, eyes missing nothing. She introduced herself without smiling, took June’s statement in a small notebook, then studied the scene with a quiet intensity that made June’s skin prickle.

“You say you felt something when you touched the book?” Camille asked, voice low.

June hesitated. “It... reacted.”

“To your touch?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

June looked down at her hands. “Like it was alive.”

Camille didn’t scoff. Didn’t roll her eyes. But her jaw tightened, just slightly. “We’ll need to take the book as evidence.”

“Of course.”

“But you’ll remember what you saw?”

“I’ll try.”

Camille studied her for a long moment. “People see things in stress. Patterns where there aren’t any.”

“I know what I felt.”

Another pause. Then Camille nodded, almost imperceptibly. “Alright. Stay available. Don’t talk to anyone about what you saw until we’ve processed the scene.”

June agreed. She stepped outside when they asked, standing on the sidewalk in the thin morning light, arms wrapped around herself. The neighborhood began to wake—delivery trucks rumbling down Broadway, a cyclist weaving past the crime scene tape, the distant chime of the light rail approaching Baker Station.

She didn’t look back at the shop. She didn’t need to. The cipher was already etched into her mind. And it was leading her somewhere.

She just didn’t know where yet.
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CHAPTER 2: First Questions
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Camille Ortiz hated bookstores.

Not the idea of them—the quiet, the order, the promise of knowledge neatly bound. She respected that. But the reality? Dust motes dancing in slanted light, the cloying scent of mildew and old glue, the way silence pooled in corners like stagnant water—it all made her skin crawl. Too many places to hide. Too many layers between truth and surface.

Ink & Ember was worse than most. Narrow, deep, packed floor to ceiling with paper that whispered when you passed. The crime scene techs moved carefully, stepping over cords and stacks, their boots loud on the wooden floor. Camille stood near the front window, arms crossed, watching them work. The body—Lila Hart, thirty-two, contract conservator for the city archives—lay exactly as found. No signs of struggle. No defensive wounds. Just blunt force trauma to the back of the head, according to the preliminary coroner’s note. One clean strike. Efficient.

Too efficient.

Camille turned to the shop owner, June Calder. Early thirties, dark hair pulled back in a messy knot, ink smudged on her right thumb. Calm. Too calm. Most people found a body in their place of business, they shook. They cried. They ranted about insurance or safety or how they’d never feel safe again. June stood near the register, arms loose at her sides, eyes fixed on the poetry section like she was memorizing the arrangement of spines.

“You’re sure you didn’t hear anything?” Camille asked, flipping open her notebook.

“Positive. I live twelve blocks away. I didn’t come in until five-fifteen. The door was unlocked from the inside, like always. I keep the deadbolt off overnight for deliveries.”

“Deliveries at five a.m.?”

“Rare. But possible. And the back alley has a loading dock. Couriers use it.”

Camille made a note. “Did Ms. Hart have a key?”

“No.”

“Ever been here after hours?”

“Not that I know of.”

“But you recognized her.”

“I’ve seen her at city lectures. She spoke about marginalia recovery last spring. She’s... was... well-known in archival circles.”

Camille watched June’s hands. Steady. No tremor. No fidgeting. Either she was exceptionally composed, or she was hiding something.

“And the book,” Camille said. “You said it ‘reacted’ to you.”

June met her gaze. “Yes.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s hard to explain. The ink... shifted. Like it was coded.”

“Coded how?”

“I don’t know yet. But it wasn’t random.”

Camille closed her notebook. “We’ll have forensics analyze the margins. If there’s a cipher, they’ll find it.”

June didn’t argue. Just nodded.

Camille turned back to the scene. Something nagged at her. Not the lack of evidence—that was common in early stages. It was the placement. Why here? Why in a bookstore, in the poetry section, on a Tuesday morning before dawn? Lila Hart lived in Capitol Hill. Worked downtown. This wasn’t on her route. And she hadn’t been robbed—her wallet
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