
Dear Dragon, Sorry

A royal apology was rejected. A ghostwriter was summoned.
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Chapter1: The King's Apology Was Returned
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His Majesty's apology to the dragon came back in three lines.

Not three pages. Not three seals' worth of royal dignity. Not even a properly balanced paragraph with an opening salutation and a closing flourish.

Three lines.

This is not an apology.

It is an explanation.

Resubmit.

The words burned in the air above the council table, each letter made of red flame that did not smoke, did not spread, and did not have the courtesy to fade.

Around the table, the highest people in the Kingdom of Luzeria stared at those three lines as if staring hard enough might make them turn into something less humiliating. Ministers in embroidered coats. Seal-nobles with family rings heavy enough to break teeth. Senior clerks from the Contract Office. Royal scribes whose collars were so stiff they looked punished by their laundry.

And me.

I stood two steps behind a pillar carved with old victories, holding a bundle of rejected documents no one had trusted me with until five minutes ago.

The palace guard who had dragged me here had called it an emergency consultation.

That was palace language for: everyone important has failed, so fetch someone cheap.

The council chamber smelled of hot wax, old stone, and fear soaked under perfume. Beyond the tall windows, the city of Luzel pressed against the hill below the castle. I could hear it even through the glass—wheels stopped in the market roads, merchants shouting over one another, bells from the northern gate ringing too often.

Grayridge Road had been closed since dawn.

Closed was too mild a word. A warehouse door closed. A shop closed on holidays. A coffin closed.

Grayridge Road had been sealed by a claw mark the size of a city gate.

The first rider had come in with his horse half-mad from the mountain wind and his face as gray as ash. He had fallen in front of the northern gate and kept saying, “The road said no.”

People laughed at first. People in Luzel laughed when they were frightened and wished to seem clever.

Then the wagoners came back.

Then the salt carts.

Then the herb merchants, who should have arrived before sunrise with sealed boxes from the mountain villages. They brought no herbs. They brought a plank from the road entrance instead, split through the middle by a blackened groove that still smelled of storm-hot iron.

Someone had carved words into the stone arch above the road.

Unapologized. Passage denied.

That was when the laughing stopped.

His Majesty King Aldric stood at the head of the council table now, one hand braced against the polished oak. His crown sat straight. His face did not.

“The wording,” he said, very carefully, “was approved by the full senior office.”

No one answered.

The first apology lay open on the table beneath the floating flame. It had come back folded into a perfect square, edges unsinged. That bothered the royal scribes more than if it had returned as ash. Dragons were supposed to burn things. Burning was simple. Burning meant anger, and anger could be answered with tribute, soldiers, or more distance.

Correction was worse.

Correction meant the dragon had read it.

I shifted the bundle in my arms. The top sheet had a red mark burned across the opening line, a slash so neat it looked drawn by a schoolmaster with a grudge.

To the Most Ancient and Honored Velgrath, Keeper of the Grayridge Heights—

Above it, in the same red flame, someone had written:

Flattery before responsibility. Strike.

I bit the inside of my cheek.

Bad place to smile. Terrible place. Probably treason-adjacent.

The man beside the king noticed anyway.

Celan Voss, Chief Royal Scribe, had the sort of face that made ink behave. Smooth, pale, composed, with silver-brown hair tied at the back of his neck and eyes that seemed trained to find smudges in other people's souls. His robe was dark blue, stitched with the white lines of the Contract Office. Every fold fell where it should.

He looked at the page, not at me. “You find this amusing?”

I glanced at the red slash again.

“No,” I said. “I find it accurate.”

The nearest clerk inhaled like I had stepped on his foot. A minister made a soft choking sound. Someone’s ring clicked against the table.

Celan finally turned his eyes on me.

“You are the consultant from the lower district?”

“Apparently.”

“Your name?”

“Depends who is billing.”

His expression did not move.

I cleared my throat. “Elio Bart. Apology drafts, settlement letters, neighbor disputes, broken engagements, bad fish, worse landlords. Inkpot Alley.”

A noblewoman near the center of the table looked as if I had brought the alley in with me on my boots. To be fair, I probably had. Palace floors were polished enough to accuse a man.

King Aldric’s gaze flicked toward me and away again. I did not blame him. No king wanted to look too long at the kind of man summoned after the crown had been corrected by a dragon.

A broad-shouldered lord in wine-red velvet slapped his palm on the table.

“This is absurd,” he said. “We are not here to debate the manners of a beast.”

The flame letters trembled.

Every quill in the room stilled.

The lord’s jaw tightened, but he did not repeat himself.

I knew him from coin stamps and tax notices: Varrick Lorne, Finance Lord, keeper of road tariffs, friend to every merchant so long as the numbers bowed first. His beard was trimmed to a sharp point, and his fingers were soft in the way rich men's fingers became soft when they had never lifted anything heavier than blame.

“The Grayridge Road,” Varrick said, each word clipped, “feeds the kingdom. Iron from the west passes through it. Salt. Wool. Winter grain. Northern medicines. If it remains closed, we will not be discussing wounded pride. We will be counting riots.”

A trade minister nodded too quickly. “The salt guild has already sent complaint riders.”

“The apothecaries too,” another said. “Half the fever draughts in the city require mountain bitterleaf.”

“And the northern caravans?”

“Stopped below the first ridge.”

“By one dragon?”

No one liked the silence after that.

Velgrath. Fire-Hoard Dragon. Ancient keeper of the Grayridge Mountains. Depending on which schoolbook one trusted, he was either a noble ally of the first kings, a dangerous relic best left undisturbed, or a convenient excuse for parents whose children wandered too close to ravines.

I had written apologies to people who claimed to have been bitten by ghosts, cheated by fortune-tellers, and insulted by statues.

I had never written to a dragon.

I preferred clients who fit indoors.

King Aldric drew himself taller. “The kingdom has honored its old agreement with Velgrath for three hundred years. The road exists by royal right and ancient accord. If offense has somehow been taken, we will address it.”

The red letters above the table flared.

Somehow was underlined in flame.

No one had written somehow on the page.

I stared.

The first apology trembled on the table as if a breath had passed over it. More red marks crawled into view, one after another, thin as cuts.

Offense has somehow been taken.

Beside it, the dragon’s correction appeared:

Injury was given. Do not hide the hand.

My fingers tightened on the rejected bundle.

Celan leaned forward despite himself.

The king’s mouth closed.

Varrick’s velvet sleeve brushed the table as he reached for the document, but the nearest red letter spat a spark. He withdrew his hand.

“This is theatrics,” he said.

“It is very literate theatrics,” I said before I could stop myself.

Half the chamber looked at me as if deciding where my head would look best displayed.

Celan’s stare sharpened. “Master Bart.”

“Sorry.”

The red letters flickered.

A small mark appeared above sorry.

Insufficient. Specify harm.

I shut my mouth.

Somewhere near the far wall, a young scribe made a sound like he was dying into his collar.

The king pressed two fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Master Voss. The second draft.”

Celan took a breath through his nose. That breath had training behind it. It said he had copied treaties while armies waited outside gates and had not once spilled ink.

He gestured to a clerk. The clerk produced the second apology from a lacquered document case and laid it beside the first.

It was beautiful.

I hated that it was beautiful.

The lines were balanced, the script elegant, the margins wide enough to give dignity room to sit down. The royal seal glowed at the bottom in blue wax, three towers under a crowned sun. Even the parchment looked expensive enough to make a poor man feel guilty for touching it.

Celan read aloud.

“To Velgrath, honored guardian of the northern heights, the Crown of Luzeria expresses sincere regret for the distress caused by recent misunderstandings concerning the use and maintenance of Grayridge Road. The Crown recognizes the depth of history shared between throne and mountain, and pledges renewed dialogue in the spirit of mutual respect—”

The flame hit the page before he finished.

Not fire like a torch. Not orange, hungry, crackling.

Red flame, thin and precise. It ran over the words, leaving the parchment whole and the dignity dead.

Marks appeared.

Regret is not admission.

Distress is not harm.

Misunderstandings is cowardice.

Use and maintenance conceals taking.

Who is harmed?

Who answers?

What is returned?

When?

At the bottom, across the royal seal, the dragon had written:

Still not an apology.

The chamber breathed in one body.

Celan did not flinch, but color rose at the edge of his ears.

Varrick gave a short laugh. “There. The beast refuses reason. We waste time dressing weakness in ink.”

“Velgrath has not attacked civilians,” Celan said quietly.

“He has strangled the road.”

“He has returned every messenger alive.”

“Because he wants us crawling.”

The red flame snapped high enough that every candle in the chamber guttered.

A new line appeared over the second apology.

Do not invent my desire to ease your pride.

Varrick’s face went dark.

I looked down at the bundle in my arms. The pages seemed heavier now. Red marks crawled along their edges, not burning me, but warming my skin through the paper.

I had seen ink react to bad apologies before. Everyone in Luzeria had. A shopkeeper wrote I regret that the barrel broke when everyone knew his apprentice had kicked it, and the ink went oily. A landlord promised repairs without dates, and the paper cooled like river stone. A marriage settlement with hidden debt clauses once hissed at me for three straight hours.

But this was different.

The dragon’s corrections were not magic reacting blindly to form.

They were reading.

No. Worse.

They were listening for what the room refused to say.

King Aldric’s hand closed around the back of his chair. “The third draft.”

No one moved.

“Now,” the king said.

Two clerks nearly collided in their haste. The third draft was thicker, tied with silver cord, sealed not only by the king but by three high offices: Contract, Treasury, and Road Authority.

Varrick’s seal sat there too, a black crane holding a coin in its beak.

He noticed me looking at it.

“Do lower-district writers understand state seals?” he asked.

“Enough to know when one looks too pleased with itself.”

His eyes narrowed.

Celan cut in before the air grew teeth. “The third draft was composed after review of the dragon’s first remarks. It contains admission of inconvenience, acknowledgment of ancient friendship, and assurances of swift remedial measures.”

“Does it contain what happened?” I asked.

A few heads turned.

Celan’s brows drew together. “In terms suitable to royal correspondence.”

“That means no.”

“It means without reckless phrasing.”

“Reckless phrasing like a subject and a verb?”

The young dying scribe made the sound again.

Celan’s jaw tightened. For a moment, the polished courtliness thinned, and I saw the tired man underneath it. Ink at the side of one finger. A faint crease between his eyes. Someone who had been awake too long, defending sentences that had started to defend themselves.

He untied the silver cord.

The third apology opened.

This time no one read aloud.

The room watched the page.

Nothing happened.

A minister exhaled too soon.

Then the royal seal began to sweat.

Blue wax darkened. A drop slid down over the signature, slow as a tear, and turned red before it touched the table.

The page lifted by itself.

Every line of perfect script brightened, then blurred. Red marks struck through whole sentences so quickly I could barely follow them.

We deeply regret that circumstances surrounding the historical development of Grayridge Road have led to renewed tension—

Strike.

The Crown has always held the mountain peoples and ancient guardians in the highest regard—

Strike.

Any hardship caused by the present closure is shared by all subjects of the realm—

Strike, strike, strike.

The marks thickened.

Not shared equally.

Do not place the hungry beside the crowned and call the burden even.

Where are the names?

Where are the dead?

Where is the third party?

Where is the return?

The temperature dropped.

That should not have happened. Fire should not have made a royal council chamber feel like a cellar in winter, but my breath whitened in front of my face. A clerk stepped back and knocked over an inkpot. Black ink spread across the table.

The red flame avoided it.

Then, in a space no one had written on, one more correction appeared.

Three hundred years late.

No one spoke.

Not even Varrick.

The words hovered above the page, small compared with the others. They did not flare. They did not accuse loudly. They simply remained.

Three hundred years late.

My thumb rubbed against the edge of the papers in my arms. The parchment scraped my skin.

Three hundred years. Long enough for a wrong to become a holiday speech. Long enough for children to recite a theft as a founding achievement. Long enough for everyone responsible to become portraits, and everyone harmed to become an inconvenience in the margins.

I did not like where that thought took me.

I had made a living in margins.

King Aldric sank into his chair.

Only a little. Only enough for anyone watching closely to see it.

“Our histories say the road was granted,” he said.

Varrick seized the opening. “Because it was.”

Celan did not answer.

The king looked at him. “Master Voss?”

Celan’s fingers rested beside the third draft, not touching the red flame. “The official histories record the First Road Accord as a bilateral pact between the Crown and Velgrath.”

“Bilateral,” I said.

Varrick snapped his gaze to me. “Do you have something useful to add, alley-writer?”

“No. I’m just enjoying how expensive words get when they mean ‘two.’”

“The matter is not for jokes.”

“Neither is starving the north, but the room seems determined to do both.”

A guard shifted near the door. His hand did not go to his sword, but it remembered where the sword was.

Celan’s voice cut cleanly through the chamber. “Master Bart. Restrain yourself.”

I almost did.

Then I looked at the third apology again. The red marks sat over the soft phrases like wounds reopened with a ruler. We regret. Circumstances. Historical development. Renewed tension.

Words that bent so carefully around blame they could have been court dancers.

I knew those words. I knew their cousins. I had sold them by the line.

My mouth tasted of old ink.

Varrick turned to the king. “Your Majesty, with respect, enough. The dragon has rejected three good-faith attempts. We must prepare a military escort to reopen the road.”

Celan looked up. “An armed force in the mountains would be taken as an attack.”

“It will be a demonstration.”

“It will be a funeral.”

The bluntness surprised the room. It surprised Celan too, maybe. His fingers curled once against his palm.

Varrick’s smile thinned. “Your office has failed three times today. Perhaps refrain from advising men who act.”

“And perhaps men who act should first learn what they are stepping on,” Celan said.

For one breath, I liked him.

Only one. I am not generous under stress.

King Aldric lifted his hand. The argument stopped, because crowns still had that trick even when dragons were marking their homework.

“We will not march today,” he said.

Varrick’s face hardened. “Your Majesty—”

“We will not march today.”

The second time carried iron.

The king looked at the floating corrections. The red light cut hard lines across his face.

“If the wording is the failure, then the wording must be repaired.”

Varrick’s nostrils flared. “A road does not open because a sentence kneels properly.”

“No,” I muttered. “But it may close because a sentence refuses to.”

Celan heard me. Of course he did. Palace scribes could hear a comma fall in another room.

He studied me for a moment, then turned to the king. “There is one more message, Your Majesty.”

The chamber tightened again.

The clerk holding the lacquered case went pale. “Master Voss—”

“Bring it.”

The clerk looked at Varrick before he obeyed.

That was interesting.

Varrick gave the smallest shake of his head.

The clerk froze.

Celan’s voice lowered. “Bring it.”

Inkpot Alley had taught me a few things. Who paid. Who lied badly. Who lied well. Who looked at whom before deciding which truth was safe.

The clerk opened a narrow compartment at the bottom of the case and drew out a half-burned sheet.

Not royal parchment. Not clean. One side was charred black, the other blistered and curled. The royal seal had melted into a shapeless smear. Red script moved across the surface in slow strokes, as if whoever had written it had done so with a claw tip still hot from the furnace.

The clerk placed it on the table.

The page did not float.

It lay there like a thing too tired to rise.

King Aldric leaned forward. “Read it.”

Celan hesitated.

That was the first true hesitation I had seen from him.

Varrick stood. “There is no need.”

The king’s eyes did not leave the page. “Read it.”

Celan picked up the sheet with both hands.

The red letters brightened.

He read.

“You have sent me crowns pretending to be hands. You have sent me history pretending to be memory. You have sent me regret without injury, injury without victim, victim without name, and name without restitution.”

His voice remained steady, but the room did not.

A minister sat down without checking for a chair. Fortunately, there was one.

Celan continued.

“The next letter will not be written for my temper. It will be written for those your records stepped over.”

The red light crawled toward the bottom of the page.

“Send one who knows what an apology means.”

Celan stopped.

The silence grew teeth.

King Aldric’s hand tightened. “There is more.”

Celan’s mouth pressed into a line.

“Master Voss,” the king said.

Celan lowered the page slightly. For the first time since I had entered the chamber, he looked not polished, not offended, not cold.

He looked baffled.

I did not like baffled scribes. Baffled scribes meant the ink had done something expensive.

“There is a name,” he said.

Varrick’s chair scraped back. “This message is compromised.”

The red letters flared so violently that his next words died in his throat.

The half-burned page lifted from Celan’s hands.

It turned in the air.

The bottom edge faced me.

My stomach dropped before my eyes finished reading.

There, written in red fire under the dragon’s demand, was a name the palace should not have known, in a hand that had no business knowing the crooked shape of my life.

Elio Bart.

The flame held still.

No one in the council chamber moved.

Then, beneath my name, one last correction burned into the page.

Do not let the palace clean him first.
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Chapter2: A Goat Has No Legal Responsibility
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The goat looked more remorseful than its owner.

That was not saying much. The owner, a vegetable seller named Bram Pike, had the expression of a man who believed responsibility was a disease carried by other people. The goat, meanwhile, stood outside my shop window with pastry crumbs stuck to its beard and a ribbon of berry filling across one horn.

Across from Bram, Mistress Cora of Cora's Hearth Bakery had both hands planted on my desk and murder in her flour-dusted sleeves.

“It was my winterberry cream pie,” she said. “My new one. First tray of the morning. I set it on the sill for six breaths, six, and his goat climbed the rain barrel like a demon with hooves.”

The goat chewed.

Bram pointed at it. “You hear that? Climbed. On its own. I did not instruct the animal to perform burglary.”

“Burglary?” Cora snapped. “It ate the pie.”

“The law has many forms.”

“The law can choke on a turnip.”

I dipped my pen, considered the blank apology draft, and wrote:

I regret that the pie was eaten.

The ink went muddy before the sentence dried.

A red line appeared under the words, thin and hot at the edges, visible only to me. It crawled like a worm beneath the sentence and stopped under the pie was eaten.

Passive. Cowardly.

I sighed.

Bram leaned forward. “That sounds dignified.”

“Of course it does,” I said. “It has no spine.”

He blinked. “Is that bad?”

“For a jellyfish, no. For an apology, yes.”

My shop sat halfway down Inkpot Alley, between a locksmith who never trusted anyone and a fortune-teller who trusted everyone as long as they paid first. The front room was narrow enough that two angry clients could not pace without bumping elbows, which saved time. Shelves lined one wall, stacked with cheap parchment, better parchment, sealing wax, ribbon, sand, spare nibs, and three jars labeled ABSOLUTELY NOT DRINKING INK because the alley children kept daring each other.

The sign over my door read:

ELIO BART

LETTERS WRITTEN

APOLOGIES REPAIRED

EXCUSES CHARGED DOUBLE

Someone had scratched THRICE IF NOBLE underneath.

I had not removed it.

Cora jabbed a finger at Bram. “I want payment for the pie, payment for the tray it broke, and a written apology that I can show my customers before half the alley starts saying I sell goat-tested pastries.”

Bram spread his hands. “Cora, be reasonable. The goat is an animal.”

“So are you on market days, but I still expect you to pay for what you bite.”

I put my pen down. “Bram.”

He looked relieved. Bad sign. People looked relieved when they thought I had found them a hole to crawl through.

“Yes, Master Bart?”

“Did you tie the goat near the bakery?”

“It was not near. It was adjacent.”

“Did you tie it?”

“Loosely.”

“Was the knot yours?”

“A knot is a knot.”

The red line from the unfinished apology twitched.

I reached for a fresh sheet and wrote:

My goat acted without my intent.

Another red line slashed across my goat, curled, and stabbed the margin. The words acted without my intent smoked faintly. Not enough to burn the paper. Enough to make Bram flinch.

He could not see the red, but he could see the ink sour.

“That ink defective?” he asked.

“The ink is more honest than you are.”

Cora made a pleased sound.

Bram folded his arms. “I came here for a fair apology, not an ambush.”

“You came here because Cora threatened to hang the pie tin around your neck and ring it with a spoon.”

“It was a figure of speech,” Cora said.

“It was a detailed one.”

She did not deny it.

I rubbed my thumb against the side of my index finger. It already ached a little. Redline Sight never hurt much on small work. A sting in the eyes. Warmth in the knuckles. Like holding my hand too close to a candle. Bad apologies were common enough in the lower district that if every one of them burned, Luzel would have become a lantern years ago.

But even small evasions had weight.

People thought an apology began with sorrow. It did not. Sorrow was easy. People poured sorrow over everything once they were cornered.

An apology began when the person holding the broom stopped pointing at the wind.

I turned the draft toward Bram. “We are going to try a sentence with bones.”

“I have always respected bones.”

“No, you have always sold carrots beside them.”

Cora snorted.

I wrote slowly.

I, Bram Pike, tied my goat badly outside Cora's Hearth, failed to watch it, and caused the loss of one winterberry cream pie and one tray.

The red line slid under the sentence.

For a breath, it glowed.

Then it faded.

Clean.

Bram stared at the words as if I had drawn a knife.

“That makes it sound like I did it.”

“You did.”

“The goat ate it.”

“Did the goat purchase rope?”

“No.”

“Did the goat choose the bakery wall?”

“It likes shade.”

“Did the goat draft its own grazing permit?”

Bram opened his mouth, closed it, and looked toward the window. The goat blinked back with purple berry stains around its lips.

I tapped the page.

“Goats have many talents. Climbing, chewing, ruining friendships. Legal responsibility is not one of them. The owner is the subject.”

“The subject?”

“The one who did the thing that led to the harm.”

“It led itself.”

“Bram.”

“What?”

I leaned back in my chair. It creaked. Everything in my shop creaked except the debts; those sat firm.

“Bring the subject back.”

The red line at the edge of the paper pulsed once, almost pleased.

Bram rubbed the back of his neck. Cora watched him with the cold patience of a woman who had already imagined six ways to turn him into pie filling.

He swallowed.

“I tied the goat badly,” he muttered.

Cora cupped a hand behind her ear. “The oven is loud. Say it like a man with lungs.”

“I tied the goat badly,” he said louder. “And I failed to watch it.”

The goat sneezed berry cream onto the window.

Cora turned to it. “You too, monster.”

The goat chewed with deep spiritual calm.

I added the next lines.

I will pay the cost of the pie, the broken tray, and the lost morning sales by sunset tomorrow. I will keep the goat tied at the south post during market hours. If the goat damages Cora's goods again, I will pay double without argument.

The word tomorrow warmed, then settled. The phrase without argument shivered hard enough to rattle the pen.

I looked at Bram.

He looked at the ceiling.

“Without prolonged argument,” he said.

Cora slammed her palm on the desk. “No.”

“Without formal argument?”

“No.”

“With only necessary clarification?”

I scratched out without argument and wrote:

without shifting blame to the goat.

The red line vanished.

Cora smiled.

Bram winced. “That feels personal.”

“Good apologies often do.”

He grumbled, but he signed. His signature dragged at the end, as if his hand hoped the letters might escape separately. Cora signed as witness after reading every word twice and stabbing the payment amount with one floury finger.

The paper warmed, then cooled. A proper settlement. No grand glow, no trumpet from the Contract Office, no noble wax. Just a small honest weight settling into place.

Cora picked up the letter and held it away from her apron.

“Sunset tomorrow,” she said.

Bram nodded. “Sunset tomorrow.”

“And the goat stays at the south post.”

“It hates the south post.”

“It ate my pie.”

“It will learn humility.”

“From you?” she said.

Bram had no answer for that.

I sanded the signatures and blew the grains aside. “There. The peace of Inkpot Alley survives another pastry disaster.”

Cora placed three copper coins and one warm roll on my desk. “For the draft.”

I looked at the roll.

“It did not touch the goat,” she said.

“That is now my highest standard.”

Bram pulled out two coppers, hesitated, then added a third under Cora's glare. “For fairness.”

“For survival,” I said.

He pointed at me. “You take her side because she feeds you.”

“I take her side because the goat did not tie itself.”

The goat chose that moment to bite the window frame.

Bram shouted and ran outside.

Cora tucked the apology into her sleeve and followed him, already giving instructions about rope, posts, and what would happen to his cabbages if another pie died in service of his irresponsibility.

The door swung shut behind them.

For five breaths, my shop was quiet.

Then the alley came back in.

Inkpot Alley never allowed silence to settle too long. A cart rattled over loose stones. Someone yelled about onions. A child laughed, then immediately lied about breaking something. From the locksmith's side of the wall came the tiny metallic rage of a man arguing with his own locks.

I ate the roll while standing, because sitting down made unpaid work visible.

On my desk waited three more jobs.

A fishmonger needed to apologize for selling river eel as lake eel, which was apparently different enough to start a family feud. A landlord wanted to express regret that his staircase had become “less available for safe descent,” which meant it had collapsed. A young man had ordered a poem for a girl named Lysa and accidentally sent it to her mother, who liked it too much.

Ordinary work.

Cheap work.

Useful work, if I did not let the sentences get slippery.

I picked up the landlord's draft first. The opening line read:

Due to unfortunate aging of the building—

The paper chilled under my fingers.

“No,” I said to the empty shop. “Buildings age. Stairs collapse when landlords spend repair money on velvet hats.”

A red line appeared under unfortunate aging, sharp and eager.

I smiled despite myself.

Then the bell over my door rang so hard it nearly tore free.

A boy from the lower clinic stumbled in, cheeks flushed from running. He was small, all elbows and patched sleeves, with a linen satchel bouncing against his hip. Tavi. One of Old Mira's errand boys. He usually came for letters to relatives who could not read but liked being sent complaints anyway.

Today he held no letter.

“Master Elio,” he panted.

I stood too fast. “Who?”

He bent over, hands on knees, gasping.

“Tavi. Who?”

He shook his head. “No one dead.”

My chest eased badly, like it had been unclenched by someone else's hand.

“Then breathe before you make yourself the first.”

He gulped air. “Mistress Mira says the north boxes did not come.”

The roll in my stomach turned to paste.

“What boxes?”

“The herb boxes.” He wiped his nose with his sleeve. “The bitterleaf, graymint, frostcap. The morning wagon came empty. Driver said road's closed. Big claw. Words in stone. Everyone's shouting.”

I glanced toward the window.

The city had been noisy since morning, but noise changed shape when it reached the lower district. Up in the castle it was reports and councils. Down here it was medicine not arriving, bread prices twitching upward, mule drivers standing idle with hands they did not know where to put.

“How much does Mira have left?” I asked.

Tavi looked at the floor.

That was enough.

I grabbed my coat from the peg. “Show me.”

He blinked. “Now?”

“No, after I compose a sonnet to the staircase.”

I stuffed the landlord's draft under a brass weight and followed him into the alley.

The air outside was bright and dirty. Morning sunlight caught on hanging laundry, wet cobbles, oil smoke, painted signs, and the canal beyond the far row of roofs. Inkpot Alley twisted downhill toward the market artery, narrow enough that gossip crossed it faster than carts.

People stopped me twice before I reached the corner.

“Bart, is it true the dragon ate a toll officer?”

“No.”

“Turned him into punctuation?”

“No.”

“Sent back the king's letter with spelling corrections?”

I paused.

“Possibly.”

That spread behind me like spilled wine.

Tavi darted ahead. I followed him past Cora's bakery, where Bram was retying the goat at the south post under public supervision. The goat now wore a wooden sign around its neck.

I AM NOT THE SUBJECT.

That was Cora's handwriting.

Respectable woman.

The lower clinic stood beside the old well, in a building that leaned as if tired of hearing pain. Its door was open. Inside, the waiting room smelled of vinegar, fever sweat, and boiled cloth. Shelves lined the back wall. Most were full of jars, bundles, folded linen, chipped cups.

One shelf near the hearth was empty.

A wooden crate sat beneath it with the northern mark burned into the side: three mountain lines and a sprig of bitterleaf.

The crate had no lid.

No packets.

No herbs.

Old Mira stood over it, one hand pressed to her lower back. She was not old enough for the name, but she had been born scolding and never grown out of it. White hair escaped her braid in angry wisps. A child slept on a cot behind her, cheeks too red.

Mira looked at me. “You write letters.”

“I have been accused.”

“Write one to whoever closed the road and tell them fever does not wait for politics.”

“I don't know if dragons accept clinic complaints.”

“Then make it sharp enough to stick.”

I looked at the empty crate.

There were marks in the bottom where packets usually sat snug in straw. Bitterleaf for fever. Graymint for lung rot. Frostcap for swelling. Mountain herbs that could not be grown in Luzel's damp southern soil, no matter how many smug apothecaries had tried and sold weeds at a markup.

“How many children?” I asked.

“Three with fever. One old man with a bad lung. Two women due before week’s end.” Mira's mouth tightened. “I can stretch what we have. A day. Two if the saints are embarrassed on our behalf.”

Tavi hovered near the door, suddenly very interested in his shoes.

I rested my hand on the crate rim.

The wood was cold.

Words in stone. Unapologized. Passage denied.

Up in the palace, that meant insult, treaty, pride. Down here, it meant an empty shelf and a sleeping child breathing too fast.

Mira watched me over the crate. “The castle will fix it?”

I nearly laughed.

That would have been ugly, so I swallowed it.

“The castle is writing,” I said.

“Then we're doomed.”

“Not always.”

She raised one eyebrow.

“Fine,” I said. “Often.”

Mira reached into her apron and pulled out a folded scrap. “A mother came in before dawn. Her boy broke a window at the candlemaker's and she can't write. I told her I would send it to you.”

“You are giving me work now?”

“I am reminding you what useful writing looks like before the palace ruins your hands.”

I took the scrap.

Her fingers squeezed mine once. Hard. “Elio.”

I looked up.

She did not soften her voice. Mira considered softness a waste of air unless someone was dying.

“Do not let them make it pretty.”

The words sat between us.

My thumb brushed the folded scrap. The paper was cheap. The kind that tore if a man pressed too hard. Most of my work lived on paper like that. Rent pleas. Debt settlements. Apologies written by people who had no seal, no title, no room to hide behind historical circumstances.

“I'll try,” I said.

Mira snorted. “I asked for a letter, not a funeral vow.”

“Fine. I'll overcharge them.”

“That is better.”

A shout rose outside before I could answer.

Not alley shouting. Not market shouting.

Metal shouting.

Hooves struck the stones hard, too fast for the lower district. People cursed and scrambled aside. Tavi ran to the doorway and peered out.

“Royal riders,” he said, voice cracking.

My hand tightened around the mother's scrap.

Two palace horses stopped in front of the clinic, foam at their bits and gold-blue cloth over their saddles. The first rider wore a messenger's short cloak. The second wore armor polished enough to blind honest workers.

Everyone in the street stared.

Royal messengers did not come to the lower clinic unless someone important had died badly or needed to look charitable.

The messenger swung down, nearly slipped on the cobbles, and caught himself on the hitching post. His eyes swept the clinic, found me, and widened with the desperate relief of a man who had finally located the correct disaster.

“Elio Bart?”

“No,” I said.

Mira kicked my ankle.

I hissed.

The messenger looked at the paper in his hand, then at me again. “Elio Bart of Inkpot Alley?”

“Depends on the charge.”

“By order of His Majesty's council, you are to present yourself at the royal castle immediately.”

The street went quiet.

Then, from somewhere near Cora's bakery, someone whispered, “What did he write?”

I folded Mira's scrap carefully and slid it into my coat.

“I already presented myself,” I said. “It was unpleasant. Tell them I remain presented in spirit.”

The messenger swallowed. He was young, but not as young as his fear made him look. “Master Bart, this is not a request.”

“It rarely is when the horses are sweating.”

The armored rider dismounted more slowly. He had a square face, a scar through one eyebrow, and the expression of a door that had learned to walk upright. His hand rested near his sword, not on it.

“Come,” he said.

A gifted speaker.

I looked at Mira. “You see? Palace eloquence.”

She did not smile. Her gaze had gone to the empty herb crate again.

The messenger held out the paper. “There has been another reply from the mountain.”

That pulled my eyes back.

The seal on the message had cracked from heat. Not ordinary wax heat. A red line ran through the royal blue like a vein.

I did not take it.

“What reply?”

He licked his lips. “From Velgrath.”

Around us, the lower district seemed to lean in.

Cora stood in her bakery doorway, arms white with flour. Bram held the goat's rope. The locksmith had emerged with three lockpicks still in his mouth. Children clustered behind barrels. Even the goat stopped chewing the post.

The messenger unfolded the paper with both hands.

The sheet was half blackened.

Red letters glowed across it.

He read, voice thin.

“Send the one who knows the subject of a sentence.”

My fingers went cold.

The red letters shifted.

A second line appeared beneath the first, burning brighter.

The messenger stared at it, then at me.

“The dragon,” he said, “is calling for you.”
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Chapter3: The Man Who Knows What an Apology Means
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The royal carriage had cushions soft enough to make a man confess crimes he had not committed.

I sat on the edge of one anyway.

The messenger sat across from me, clutching the dragon-marked reply in both hands. The armored man rode outside, which suited him. He looked more natural next to weapons and horse sweat than polished wood and velvet curtains.

Every time the carriage hit a rut, the messenger flinched.

“Careful,” I said. “If you fold that paper wrong, the dragon may correct your posture.”

He stared at me.

“No jokes,” he whispered.

“I am trapped in a royal carriage because a dragon disliked the king's apology. If I do not joke, my heart will notice what is happening.”

He looked down at the red letters again.

Send the one who knows the subject of a sentence.

They had dimmed after he read them aloud, but not gone out. The paper rested like a coal that had learned grammar. I kept my hands on my knees and did not touch it.

Outside, Luzel blurred past.

The lower district gave way to wider streets, cleaner drains, straighter rooftops. Shop signs became less funny and more expensive. People stopped shouting with their whole lungs and started glaring with their collars. By the time the carriage climbed the castle road, even the horses seemed to step with better manners.

The royal hill rose over the city in pale stone layers. Gates. Courtyards. More gates. Guards in blue and silver. Banners hanging in the wind, three towers under a crowned sun. I had copied that emblem enough times for debt petitions and permit requests that seeing it huge above my head felt like a landlord finding me at breakfast.

At the final gate, a guard opened the carriage door.

I did not move.

The messenger blinked. “Master Bart?”

“Has anyone considered telling the dragon I was unavailable?”

“No.”

“Dead?”

“No.”

“Unqualified?”

“The message named you.”

“I know. I was hoping the palace had developed imagination.”

The armored man appeared beside the open door. “Out.”

There it was again. The flower of royal speech.

I stepped down.

The courtyard stones shone from recent washing. My boots left honest lower-district dust on them. A maid passing with a basket saw the marks and then saw me, and her face did a small, polite battle between training and disgust.

“Do not worry,” I told her. “The dirt is not contagious unless ignored by committee.”

She hurried away.

The armored man did not laugh. The messenger looked as if he wanted to but had misplaced permission.

They led me through halls too wide for the number of people allowed to walk in them. Gold-threaded tapestries showed kings shaking hands with mountains, kings receiving kneeling envoys, kings standing beside a great red dragon with one claw lowered as if blessing a road.

Velgrath, if the labels could be trusted.

In the tapestry, the dragon looked noble and agreeable.

Paint was very obedient.

We passed a row of clerks carrying sealed tubes. One nearly dropped his when he saw me. Another whispered my name, badly. Elio Bart moved ahead of me faster than my feet did. By the time we reached the council wing, everyone seemed to know an alley-writer had been summoned by a dragon.

No one seemed happy about it.

Good. We had common ground.

The doors to the council chamber stood open.

Heat pressed out from inside.

Not furnace heat. Not kitchen heat. Dry, sharp, red-edged heat that made the skin around my eyes tighten.

I stopped on the threshold.

A table long enough to host a treaty or a family feud filled the room. Parchments lay across it in piles. Some were whole. Some curled at the edges. Some had red marks crawling across them like living cuts. Above the center of the table floated three lines in flame.

This is not an apology.

It is an explanation.

Resubmit.

I had seen them before on the half-burned reply.

They were worse in the room.

Around the table stood the people from coin faces and public notices. King Aldric at the head, crown straight, face strained. Varrick Lorne beside him in wine-red velvet, one hand closed on the top of a chair. Celan Voss near the documents, still and pale, his robe dark as wet ink. Other ministers, senior scribes, seal-nobles. All dressed as if fabric could protect them from embarrassment.

Every eye turned toward me.

I bowed because my mother had raised me, though not low enough to injure my pride permanently.

“Your Majesty,” I said. “I was told there was a writing problem.”

Someone gasped.

King Aldric looked at me for two beats.

He had tired eyes. That surprised me. The portraits in the lower courts gave him the smooth heroic stare of a man who had never been asked a difficult question before lunch. Up close, he looked older, and very awake, and not pleased to require help from a man whose coat had one patched cuff.

“Master Elio Bart,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You were named by Velgrath.”

“So the paper insists.”

Varrick leaned forward. “You will show proper respect.”

“To the dragon or the paper?”

“To the Crown.”

“Then I should warn the Crown that I charge extra for urgency.”

The messenger behind me made a very small noise of despair.

King Aldric's mouth tightened. Not quite anger. Not quite amusement either. Something caught between them and strangled.

Celan stepped away from the table. “Master Bart, we have little time. The road remains sealed. Three royal drafts have been returned. The fourth has not been sent.”

“I would avoid sending a fourth until someone understands why the first three were beaten to death.”

A senior scribe snapped, “Beaten?”

I pointed at the floating red text. “Corrected, if we are being tender.”

Celan's gaze held mine. “Come here.”

Not an invitation. Not quite an order. A sentence with its boots polished.

I walked to the table.

The first draft lay nearest the king. I recognized the thick royal parchment, the heavy seal, the courtly opening. The dragon's marks crossed it in red flame.

Flattery before responsibility. Strike.

I read the first line beneath it and winced.

“To the Most Ancient and Honored Velgrath, Keeper of the Grayridge Heights...”

“Long throat-clearing,” I said.

“It is customary,” Celan replied.

“Custom often wears a nice coat over a weak spine.”

A few scribes stiffened.

I bent closer. The heat touched my eyelashes. My Redline Sight stirred on its own, not fully waking, just lifting its head like a dog smelling blood.

The page blurred.

Not the words themselves. The spaces between them. Gaps widened where a subject should have been. Fine red lines hooked into phrases and tugged.

Recent disruptions have arisen along Grayridge Road.

A red line cut under disruptions.

Who disrupted?

Mutual distress has been regrettably caused.

Who caused it?

Ancient bonds have suffered strain.

Who strained them?

I rubbed my thumb against my forefinger. A sting began there, familiar and unwelcome.

“This draft never says what the Crown did,” I said.

Varrick scoffed. “The Crown did nothing. The dragon took offense.”

The word took shivered in the air.

One of the red marks bent toward him.

Varrick saw only flame, maybe. I saw the line sharpen.

I looked at him. “Did it?”

His eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Take offense. Like picking up a dropped coin. Or was offense given?”

The room went still.

King Aldric's hand rested on the chair back. “Master Bart, speak plainly.”

“That is usually expensive and poorly received.”

“Speak plainly.”

I tapped the first draft. “This does not apologize. It bows beautifully around an empty hole. It says the road is closed, everyone is upset, history is noble, and the Crown regrets the weather of the situation. It never says who did anything. It never says who was hurt. It never says what will be returned.”

A clerk near Celan flushed. “A first communication cannot accuse the throne.”

“Then it should not pretend to apologize for the throne.”

The red line beneath the first draft pulsed once.

Celan noticed my eyes move. “You see something.”

“I see a great deal. Most of it overdressed.”

“On the page.”

I hesitated.

This was the part people liked least. Not the talent. People loved talent when it served them quietly. They disliked the moment it looked back.

“The ink is wrong around the subjects,” I said.

Celan's brows drew in. “The subjects?”

“The missing ones.”

Varrick gave a sharp laugh. “So the alley-writer sees invisible grammar.”

“Yes,” I said. “And it has better manners than visible ministers.”

The armored guard by the door shifted. I regretted that only a little.

Celan slid the second draft toward me before Varrick could answer.

“This one?”

The second draft was his. It had to be. The script was too clean, the sentences too balanced. Each clause stood at attention. If a page could enter a ballroom and make everyone feel underdressed, it would look like this.

I read.

The Crown of Luzeria expresses sincere regret for distress caused by recent misunderstandings concerning the use and maintenance of Grayridge Road...

The red lines came faster.

Regret is not admission.

Distress is not harm.

Misunderstandings conceals conflict.

Use and maintenance conceals taking.

My eyes burned.

I blinked, but the marks stayed.

“Beautiful,” I said.

Celan did not soften. “And?”

“Too beautiful.”

Several scribes bristled as one organism.

Celan's voice chilled. “Explain.”

“This sentence walks into a room full of broken furniture, bleeding noses, and witnesses, then says there appears to have been a lively gathering.”

A younger scribe looked down, perhaps to hide a smile. Celan did not.

I touched the edge of the page, careful not to brush the flame marks. “It avoids ugliness so completely that it avoids truth. ‘Misunderstanding’ is what you call two people arriving at different taverns. It is not what you call a dragon sealing the only northern road with a claw mark.”

King Aldric's gaze moved to Celan. “Master Voss?”

Celan's fingers rested against the table. “Royal correspondence must preserve dignity.”

“Whose?” I asked.

His eyes returned to me.

I had said it too quickly. The word hung there with teeth.

“Whose dignity?” I repeated, slower. “The king's? The dragon's? The merchants losing coin? The clinic waiting for bitterleaf? The mountain villages cut off from salt? The people who have not been named?”

Varrick's voice dropped. “You presume much for a hired pen.”

“I usually presume payment. Today has been irregular.”

“Mind your tongue.”

“I do. It is one of my better tools.”

The red flame above the table flickered.

King Aldric lifted a hand before Varrick could rise. “The third draft.”

Celan picked it up himself.

This one bore many seals. Crown, Contract Office, Treasury, Road Authority. It smelled faintly of singed wax.

He placed it before me.

I did not read aloud. The room already had enough performance.

My eyes moved down the lines.

The Crown recognizes that certain hardships may have emerged among various parties as a result of the present interruption...

I stopped.

The red line under certain hardships was thick, almost angry.

Various parties had been marked so hard the parchment had bubbled.

“Various parties,” I said.

Celan's mouth tightened. “A broad phrase allows inclusion without omission.”

“No. It allows omission to wear a cloak.”

The king leaned forward. “What omission?”

I looked down again.

My sight sharpened. Pain pricked behind my left eye.

The words on the page thinned. Red hooked into their edges, pulled, stripped. Not enough to show facts. It never handed me facts. If it did, I would be rich, famous, and probably murdered. Redline Sight did not tell me what happened. It told me where a sentence was lying, hiding, or stepping around a body.

Here, the sentence stepped around many.

Various parties.

The margin beside it darkened.

For a heartbeat, I thought it was soot.

Then names almost formed.

Not full names. Not yet. Just pressure where names should have been. Marks like fingers pressing from beneath paper.

My throat tightened.

“There are people missing,” I said.

A minister frowned. “The dragon is named.”

“Only the dragon.”

“That is the offended party.”

The red line snapped.

The parchment cracked softly, like ice underfoot.

I pulled my hand back.

“No,” I said.

King Aldric's face changed. “No?”

I looked from the page to him. “If the dragon wanted only flattery, your first draft would have fed him for a year. If he wanted coin, the Treasury would have thrown gold at the mountains and called it diplomacy. He keeps asking who was harmed. He keeps asking for names. Your drafts keep answering with fog.”

“Careful,” Varrick said.

I barely heard him.

The pressure in the margin grew. My eye stung harder. I pressed two fingers against the bridge of my nose, but the red did not fade.

Cora's goat had been easy. Bram tied the goat. The goat ate the pie. Bram paid Cora. A small, stupid, honest chain.

This page had a chain with links cut out.

“Grayridge Road,” I said. “How was it opened?”

A scribe answered too quickly. “By the First Road Accord between King Odran and Velgrath, three hundred years ago.”

“Between the king and the dragon.”

“Yes.”

“No one else?”

Celan's gaze sharpened.

Varrick spoke before anyone else could. “The road is royal infrastructure. The mountains fall under Crown jurisdiction by ancient settlement.”

The red marks on the third draft trembled.

Ancient settlement.

I could almost smell burned hair.

“Who lived there?” I asked.

Varrick's smile did not reach his eyes. “Mountain folk live throughout the range.”

“That was not my question.”

“It is the answer relevant to state affairs.”

“Ah. A cousin of ‘various parties.’”

The king turned to Varrick. “Let him ask.”

Varrick's jaw flexed.

I looked back at the page.

The third draft had a paragraph about shared history. The words were lined with gold dust. Gold dust, for an apology. Somewhere in the lower district, a woman was measuring fever herbs in pinches.

My thumb rubbed my forefinger again. The skin felt hot.

I read the paragraph once.

Then again.

The red lines moved.

Not across the written words this time. Into the empty space beneath them.

A thin mark appeared in the lower margin.

I leaned closer.

Celan did too.

“What is it?” he asked.

“You tell me.”

“I see only scorched parchment.”

Of course he did.

The mark lengthened. One red stroke, then another. Letters formed slowly, as if forced through old stone.

Do not—

My breath caught.

“What?” Celan demanded.

The rest burned into sight.

Do not apologize to the dragon alone.

I did not speak.

The room blurred at the edges. Heat pressed behind my eyes. My hand found the table before my knees made any opinions known.

“Elio Bart,” the king said.

My name in his mouth sounded borrowed.

I swallowed. “There is another line.”

Celan's posture went rigid. “Where?”

“In the margin.”

“There is no line.”

“For you.”

Varrick laughed once, loud and harsh. “Convenient.”

I looked at him. His face held anger, yes, but not only anger. Something tighter sat beneath it. A man listening for footsteps outside a locked room.

I pointed to the lower margin. “The dragon says not to apologize to him alone.”

The king's eyes moved to the scorched blank space as if he could force it to confess.

Celan came around the table and stood beside me. Too close, but not crowding. He bent over the margin, searching.

“I see heat damage,” he said.

“Lucky you.”

“What exactly does it say?”

I repeated it.

The words landed badly.

Not because they were unclear. Because they were.

A minister whispered, “Then to whom?”

No one answered.

Varrick did. “This is nonsense. The dragon seeks to widen the dispute and weaken the Crown's position. That is all.”

“Does he often do that with margin notes only I can see?” I asked.

“He named you. Perhaps he knew you would perform as instructed.”

That cut close enough to find skin.

I straightened.

“I have performed for richer cowards than you,” I said. “They usually wanted the same thing. A sentence that looked like regret and moved blame quietly into someone else's hands.”

The chamber erupted.

“Enough!”

“Your Majesty—”

“This is insolence.”

“Remove him.”

The red flame over the table rose.

Not high. Not wild.

Just enough for every voice to die at once.

King Aldric remained standing at the head of the table, hand lifted. His eyes were not on me now. They were on the rejected drafts.

Three apologies. Three failures. A road closed. A dragon waiting in the mountains with better grammar than the court.

The king lowered his hand.

“Master Bart,” he said. “Can you write what Velgrath will accept?”

There it was.

The question everyone had dragged me here to answer, polished down to one sharp edge.

I looked at the drafts.

At the missing subjects.

At the margin where red words still glowed for me alone.

At Varrick's sealed document, too careful around the mountain folk. At Celan's perfect sentences, too clean to touch blood. At the king's face, caught between crown and confusion.

Could I write it?

No. Not yet.

A proper apology needed five things. What was done. Who was hurt. Who was responsible. What would be returned. When it would be done.

The palace had offered perfume and smoke. I had one hidden line and a room full of people trying not to look under the road they lived from.

I shook my head.

“No.”

The word struck harder than I expected.

Celan's eyes narrowed. Varrick smiled. The king's face went still.

I put my hand on the third draft before anyone could speak. The red marks warmed my palm through the parchment.

“I can write better lies than these by the hour,” I said. “If you want something the dragon accepts, I need records: road accords, construction logs, compensation ledgers, petitions from the mountain villages, everything tied to Grayridge Road from three hundred years ago.”

Varrick moved immediately. “Impossible. Treasury records of that age are restricted, and many are irrelevant.”

“There it is,” I said. “The first honest sentence in the room.”

His eyes flashed.

Celan did not look at him. He looked at the page under my hand.

“Your Majesty,” he said slowly, “the royal archives contain copies of the First Road Accord.”

“Copies,” I said.

His mouth tightened again. “Official copies.”

“I adore official copies. They always smell like someone washed the knife.”

The king's gaze stayed on me. “If I grant access, what will you seek?”

“The missing subject.”

A scribe whispered, “That is not an archival category.”

“It should be.”

I looked back at the margin. The red line had begun to fade, but not enough.

Do not apologize to the dragon alone.

My fingers hurt. I lifted my hand from the page and found a faint red line across my thumb, like ink under the skin.

Celan saw it.

So did Varrick.

King Aldric drew a breath.

“Master Voss,” he said, “take Master Bart to the royal document vault. Give him what he requests within lawful bounds.”

Varrick turned sharply. “Your Majesty—”

The king's voice hardened. “Within lawful bounds.”

A careful phrase. A palace phrase. A door opened with a chain still on it.

Fine.

I had worked with worse doors.

Celan gathered the rejected drafts. He did not hand them to a clerk. He carried them himself. When he reached the door, he paused and looked back at me.

“Master Bart.”

“Yes?”

“If you are wrong, the kingdom loses time it does not have.”

“If I am right, the kingdom has already lost three hundred years.”

No one corrected that.

Not even the dragon.

Celan pushed the council chamber door open.

Beyond it, the corridor stretched toward the inner archives, lit by lamps that did not flicker. My feet moved before my fear found a better argument.

Behind me, Varrick's voice cut low across the chamber.

“Some records are sealed for a reason.”

Celan stopped.

I stopped beside him.

At the edge of my sight, on the bottom corner of the third rejected apology, one last red mark appeared where no pen had touched.

Find who was erased.
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Chapter4: The Perfect Empty Letter
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The royal document vault had fewer cobwebs than I trusted.

A proper archive should smell of dust, mildew, and clerks too stubborn to die. This one smelled of cedar shelves, lamp oil, clean gloves, and money. Rows of sealed cabinets stood behind bronze grates. Index chains hung from lecterns. Little glass lamps burned blue over tables polished so smooth that a man could see his own fear reflected back at him.

Mine looked annoyed.

Celan Voss set the dragon-marked drafts on the central table as if placing wounded soldiers in a surgeon's care.

“Do not touch anything without permission,” he said.

“I was planning to lick the royal accords first, but your caution has saved the kingdom.”

A young clerk carrying an armful of ledgers stumbled.

Celan did not look at him. “You will find the matter less amusing if your carelessness triggers a document ward.”

“What does it do?”

“It depends on the document.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is an incentive toward obedience.”

He had me there.

Six royal scribes stood around the table, summoned in haste. Their robes were neat despite the hour, their ink cases polished, their faces arranged in different flavors of resentment. I recognized one from the council chamber—the young man who had nearly died trying not to laugh. He avoided my eyes now. Survival instinct, probably.

At the far end, two senior clerks placed three archive boxes before Celan. Each box bore the Crown seal and a label in fine black script.

FIRST ROAD ACCORD — OFFICIAL COPIES

GRAYRIDGE MAINTENANCE — EARLY PERIOD

MOUNTAIN SETTLEMENT PETITIONS — SELECTED

Selected.

I pointed at the last label. “There is a word that smells like a locked drawer.”

Celan’s hand paused above the lid. “These are what may be accessed quickly under royal order.”

“What may be accessed quickly, or what may be accessed safely?”

His eyes lifted. “Master Bart.”

“Master Voss.”

“We are not enemies.”

“That remains a draft.”

The young clerk made a choking sound into his sleeve.

Celan opened the first box.

Inside lay parchment wrapped in pale cloth. Copies, not originals. Fine copies, old copies, official copies. The kind that had been rewritten by careful hands from other careful hands until any rough edge had been politely murdered.

My fingers itched.

Redline Sight stirred before I touched a thing.

Not enough to show me anything useful. Just a prickle behind the eyes, a warning that too many polished words had gathered in one room.

Celan withdrew a folded document and placed it under the blue lamp.

“Before we tear apart the oldest legal foundation of the northern trade route,” he said, voice cool, “we will establish what a proper royal apology should be.”

I looked at him. “That sounds like a dangerous sentence wearing gloves.”

He ignored that and turned to the other scribes. “The king requires a fourth draft. Velgrath has rejected imprecision, insufficient admission, and lack of restitution. We will correct those defects without compromising royal dignity.”

The scribes straightened.

There it was again. Royal dignity. It entered every palace room before the people did and took the best chair.

Celan picked up a fresh sheet.

His pen moved.

I hated watching him write.

Some people scratched, smeared, fought the line. Celan’s hand made writing look inevitable. Ink flowed at the exact pace thought should have. No blot. No hesitation. Curves measured. Strokes clean. Even the pauses seemed educated.

He wrote while the scribes watched like acolytes at a shrine.

I stood opposite him with my arms folded, trying not to be impressed and failing in small, private ways.

After a few minutes, he lifted the sheet.

“Listen carefully,” he said.

He did not ask if I would. Palace people rarely asked when a command could be disguised as courtesy.

Celan read.

“To Velgrath, ancient guardian of the Grayridge heights, from Aldric, by the grace of law and blood King of Luzeria. The Crown acknowledges with grave sincerity that past and present circumstances concerning Grayridge Road have caused pain, disruption, and distrust. We recognize that the bond between throne and mountain has been strained by failures of communication, imperfect stewardship, and the passage of years. In humility, we seek renewed concord, pledge immediate dialogue, and offer gestures of restoration suitable to the dignity of all involved.”

The chamber listened.

The scribes softened. One actually closed his eyes. A senior clerk pressed a hand to his chest like the sentence had healed a childhood wound.

Even I had to admit it sounded magnificent.

It rolled. It bowed. It carried its own velvet carpet. If apologies were judged by posture, that one would have entered the hall on a white horse.

Celan lowered the page.

“Well?” he asked.

I looked at the sheet.

The words sat perfectly still.

Too still.

My Redline Sight woke fully.

Pain licked behind my left eye. The letters blurred, sharpened, blurred again. Red marks did not slash the page at once. They gathered first, thin as hairline cracks beneath ice.

Past and present circumstances.

Red.

Failures of communication.

Red.

Imperfect stewardship.

Red so dark it almost looked black.

Gestures of restoration.

The red line curled under gestures, lifted like a worm finding spoiled fruit, and stabbed the margin.

I rubbed my thumb against my finger.

Celan saw the movement. “You see marks.”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere you avoided stepping in blood.”

The scribes bristled.

A senior one, narrow-faced and powdered at the temples, snapped, “That draft is exemplary.”

“It is.”

“Then why do you object?”

“Because exemplary is not the same as honest.”

His mouth opened.

I pointed at the page. “Past and present circumstances. What circumstances?”

Celan answered without looking down. “The dispute regarding Grayridge Road.”

“Dispute is two neighbors arguing over a fence.”

“Then conflict.”

“Conflict is two fists meeting.”

“Historical injury, then.”

“Who injured whom?”

The room tightened.

Celan’s face remained composed, but his pen hand stilled.

I tapped the table beside the draft. “You see the problem.”

“I see recklessness.”

“No. You see a hole and keep hanging curtains over it.”

The powdered scribe stepped forward. “Master Voss, must we endure this?”

Celan did not take his eyes off me. “For the moment.”

“How generous.”

“Master Bart,” Celan said. “If you can produce a superior sentence, do so.”

I looked at the fresh paper beside his elbow.

The room became very attentive.

Ah.

There it was.

Not quite a trap. Not quite an invitation. A polished floor with oil on it.

“You want me to draft a royal apology in front of six scribes who want my bones sharpened into quills?”

“Seven,” the young clerk muttered, then went pale.

I glanced at him. “Ambitious.”

Celan slid the paper across the table.

“You object to my wording. Show the correction.”

The red marks on his draft pulsed faintly.

My fingers hurt.

I could refuse. I should refuse. I had not seen the records. I had a dragon’s margin note, three bad drafts, and a room full of people treating unknown dead as a phrasing problem. An apology written without facts was a cart with no wheels. It might look ready until someone asked it to move.

But the scribes were watching with tight mouths.

Celan was watching with that calm, sharp patience.

And behind my ribs, something hot and ugly still remembered Mira’s empty herb crate.

I took the paper.

“Fine,” I said. “But if this explodes, I am blaming the furniture.”

“No one will blame the furniture,” Celan said.

“Palace people never do. That is why the furniture behaves so badly.”

I picked up a pen.

The nib was too good. Smooth, responsive, probably worth more than my coat. I disliked it immediately.

I wrote the first line that would not leave my throat alone.

We, the Crown of Luzeria, used Grayridge Road while refusing to name those harmed by its making and keeping.

A hiss ran through the scribes.

Not from magic. From offense.

The ink darkened.

Redline Sight flared.

A red mark slid beneath We, the Crown of Luzeria, paused, and did not strike. It moved to used Grayridge Road, curled once, then underlined refusing to name those harmed.

Warmth rose from the page.

Not rejection.

Not acceptance either.

Interest.

Celan leaned in.

The powdered scribe looked scandalized enough to require a chair. “That is not fit for royal address.”

“No,” I said. “It is fit for a defendant.”

“You dare call the Crown—”

“The dragon already did. I’m just using cheaper ink.”

Celan lifted a hand. The scribe bit back whatever expensive insult he had prepared.

“Continue,” Celan said.

I did not want to.

That surprised me.

It was easy to mock Celan’s velvet sentences. Easy to scratch at palace pride. Harder to place a subject on a page when I did not yet know the object it had struck.

The pen hovered.

My eye burned.

I wrote slower.

We have written of distress while avoiding the injury beneath it. We have written of history while leaving names outside the margin. We have asked for passage before asking who was made to step aside.

The room went quiet enough that I could hear the lamps click.

The red marks moved over my words.

A line slashed through injury beneath it.

Too vague.

Another mark circled names.

Which names?

A third cut under step aside.

Too soft.

My teeth clenched.

“See?” the powdered scribe said at once. “Rejected.”

“No,” Celan said.

I looked up.

He was staring at the page, not with triumph. With concentration.

“The dragon’s marks are different,” he said.

I wanted to dislike him more cleanly.

“Yes,” I said.

The young clerk whispered, “Different how?”

I flexed my fingers. “When a sentence is false or evasive, the mark cuts. When it lacks facts, it asks.”

Celan’s eyes flicked to mine. “And this asks?”

“It asks for names I do not have.”

He absorbed that.

The powdered scribe did not. “Names are unnecessary at this stage.”

The red line on my page snapped toward him.

He flinched though he could not see it.

I smiled without joy. “Say that louder. The paper almost enjoyed it.”

He stepped back.

Celan reached for my draft. “May I?”

“Do royal scribes ask permission now?”

“Occasionally, when baiting difficult men.”

I slid the page to him.

He read it once. Then again.

His face gave almost nothing away, but his thumb moved along the margin, stopping where the red had circled names. He could not see
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