
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Paper Leviathan

        

        
        
          The Vellumspire Chronicles, Volume 1

        

        
        
          David Edwards

        

        
          Published by Lirion Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE PAPER LEVIATHAN

    

    
      First edition. April 20, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 David Edwards.

    

    
    
      Written by David Edwards.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This book is dedicated to my wife.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

The Keep
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THE STONE IN THE WARDEN’S Keep sweats cold.

It’s the first thing I notice, because my skin notices everything when I’m trying not to. The damp clings to the back of my neck like an accusation. The room smells like ink that’s been overboiled and old iron that’s been rinsed and never dried properly. There’s a single lamp on the table—glass bulb, brass ribs, the faintest tremble of steam in the pipe that feeds it—humming like it’s annoyed to be awake.

Across from me, the Warden with the scar doesn’t blink.

He watches my hands instead of my face, which is a mistake. My hands tell less truth than my mouth, and my mouth tells less truth than my eyes.

I fold my fingers on the table anyway. Calm. Polite. Like I’m visiting an aunt who dislikes me.

“Name,” the scarred Warden says.

“Mara.” I keep it simple. The less you offer, the less they can twist.

He squints, as if the name is a trick. “Surname.”

I hesitate for a heartbeat too long, and he catches it like a fisherman snaring a darting silver thing. “Don’t have one?”

“I have a father,” I say. “If that helps.”

It doesn’t.

His quill scratches. Behind him, a second Warden stands by the door, arms crossed, uniform too crisp for this damp hole. The buttons on his coat catch the lamp-light like small, smug coins.

They’ve put me in an interrogation room, but they haven’t bothered with chains. That’s either because they think I’m harmless, or because the Keep itself is the chain.

I glance at the door.

The air near it feels ... wrong. Not magical wrong. Not the way a bad charm prickles your teeth.

Tight, like a room that’s been shut too long. Like the stone has decided the doorway belongs to it.

I swallow the thought before it becomes a question.

“What were you doing inside Hevren’s Counting House after midnight?” Scar-Warden asks.

“I was solving a problem.”

“A break-in is not a problem. It is a crime.”

“It was already broken into,” I say. “I just arrived late.”

The second Warden makes a noise. Not quite a laugh. More like a breath that doesn’t approve.

Scar-Warden leans back. The chair creaks. “You were caught in the upper office. That is not late. That is inside.”

“I went where the clue was.”

“You climbed a locked stair.”

“The stair was locked from the inside,” I say, and let my voice go flat. “Which is interesting.”

Scar-Warden’s quill pauses for the first time.

The door opens before he can recover, and cold air rushes in like a judgment.

He enters with the kind of stillness that isn’t softness. He doesn’t need to announce himself; the room rearranges around him anyway.

Warden Corin.

I know him the way I know a bad penny: you think you’ve lost it, and then it turns up in your pocket again, warm from your own skin.

He’s not tall in a dramatic way. He’s just ... straight. Like someone once took a ruler to his spine and decided it would be useful to keep him that way. His uniform is the same as theirs—dark coat, high collar, brass—but it sits on him like it was designed to obey him instead of the other way around.

His eyes flick over the room: lamp, quill, scar, my hands. He doesn’t look at me for long, which is almost worse than staring.

“Sir,” Scar-Warden says, too quickly.

Corin gives the smallest nod. “You found her inside?”

“In the upper office,” Scar-Warden says. “With papers.”

“I see.” Corin pulls out the chair beside the table and sits as if he owns the wood and the silence. Then he finally looks at me properly. Not with suspicion, exactly. More like weighing. “Mara.”

I lift my chin. “Warden.”

“I told you last time,” he says, “to stop treating locked doors like invitations.”

“I told you last time,” I reply, “that the world is full of people who lock doors because they’re guilty.”

Scar-Warden looks between us like he’s watching a game he doesn’t understand.

Corin’s mouth twitches—barely. If I didn’t know him, I’d miss it.

“You were hired?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“By whom?”

I consider telling him Hevren’s own clerk, the one with the twitchy moustache and the habit of swallowing words. But that pulls the clerk into this room, and the clerk doesn’t deserve the Keep. He deserves a hard week and a stern lecture and maybe the loss of his moustache privileges.

“I don’t give names to Wardens,” I say. “It makes my business short.”

Corin’s gaze drops to my satchel on the floor. “Your business is already short if you keep getting caught.”

I refuse to look at my satchel. “Are you here to make me regret being born, or are you here because Scar-Warden can’t tell the difference between a thief and a girl with sense?”

Scar-Warden’s face reddens. “Watch your mouth.”

Corin lifts a hand, and Scar-Warden stops like a dog that’s been trained properly. He doesn’t take his eyes off me.

“You said the stair was locked from the inside,” Corin says. “Explain.”

Finally. A question worth answering.

I sit forward, and the chair leg scrapes stone. “Hevren’s Counting House has three locks on the upper stair. The first is the door latch, the second is a bolt, the third is a ward-pin. The bolt was drawn back. That means someone came down, not up, because you can’t draw it from the lower hall without a hook and a prayer.”

“Somebody could have had a hook,” Scar-Warden snaps.

“Sure,” I say. “But then why leave the bolt half-scraped? It wasn’t clean. It was hurried.”

Corin doesn’t interrupt. That’s his greatest virtue and his most irritating trait.

I continue. “The ward-pin wasn’t broken. It wasn’t picked. It was—” I search for the best word. “Stuttered.”

Scar-Warden makes a skeptical sound.

Corin’s eyes sharpen. “Stuttered.”

“Yes. Like when a ward is keyed wrong and it flickers but doesn't fail. Like when someone brushes the edge of it with a proper seal for half a heartbeat.” I tap the table. “A wardwright would have disabled it clean. This was someone with access but not the training.”

“And you?” Scar-Warden says. “You have access?”

“If I did,” I say sweetly, “I wouldn’t have been caught.”

Corin’s mouth does the almost-twitch again. “Go on.”

“The upper office had papers scattered,” I say, “but the safe wasn’t opened. The coin box wasn’t touched. The ledger shelf was disturbed, but not taken.” I let that hang. “No thief who wants money ignores money.”

Scar-Warden’s quill has started moving again, slower now.

Corin leans in just a fraction. “So what was taken?”

“Nothing,” I say. “That’s the point. Something was looked at. Something was searched for. The break-in wasn’t about stealing. It was about checking.”

“Checking what?” Corin asks.

I spread my hands. “That’s what I was there to find out before your men found me.”

Scar-Warden’s nostrils flare. “You expect us to believe you broke in to prevent a crime.”

“I expect you to believe I broke in because someone else already did, and I’m better at noticing what people forget,” I say. Then, because I can’t help myself, I add, “Usually.”

Corin holds my gaze for a long second. In that second, the room stops humming and becomes a blade edge.

Then he turns to Scar-Warden. “What did she have on her?”

Scar-Warden reaches down and drags my satchel onto the table like it’s a carcass. He opens it and begins laying things out.

A small magnifying lens. A coil of thread. A stub of chalk. A thin knife for cutting string and paper—nothing you could stab a person with unless they were extremely cooperative. A folded cloth. A biscuit wrapped in oil paper because Amilia insists I eat when I forget to.

Scar-Warden’s fingers pinch a bundle of papers tied with twine. “These.”

Corin’s gaze goes to the bundle, then back to me. “Where did you get those?”

“From the upper office,” I say. “From a drawer that wasn’t supposed to be open.”

Scar-Warden begins to untie them.

“No,” Corin says.

Scar-Warden freezes. “Sir—”

“Inventory them,” Corin says. “Seal them. They’re evidence.”

Scar-Warden’s jaw works, but he nods. He pulls out a wax seal and stamps the bundle with a mark I’ve seen on too many doors: an eye within a circle.

My stomach tightens.

Not fear. Not exactly.

The feeling of something closing.

Corin reaches for the bundle like he has the right. And he does. The world has given him a uniform and told him it means he can take what he wants, and most days, it’s true.

“Wait,” I say.

He pauses.

“I found those,” I say. “I should at least know what you’re taking.”

“You know what you’re taking every time you step into a locked building,” he replies, too calm. “You just pretend you don’t.”

Scar-Warden slides the sealed bundle across to Corin.

Corin takes it.

And in that exact moment—because the world is not fair, because I’m seventeen kinds of unlucky—Scar-Warden’s fingers snag on something else. Something small. Something that had stuck to the underside of the bundle like it wanted to survive.

A scrap of paper. Torn edge. Ink smudged by sweat.

Scar-Warden frowns. “What’s this?”

Before he can lift it, my hand moves.

Not fast. Not obvious. Just ... there, like it always belonged on the table.

My fingertips brush the scrap, and it sticks to my skin as if it’s been waiting.

Scar-Warden’s eyes snap to my hand. “Hey—”

Corin’s gaze flicks, sharp.

I keep my expression blank. “It’s mine.”

Scar-Warden reaches for it.

Corin lifts a hand again, and Scar-Warden halts, irritated.

Corin holds my eyes. “Show me.”

If I show him, he takes it. If I refuse, he takes it anyway.

So I do the third thing.

I show him a corner.

Just enough to be honest. Not enough to be useful.

On the scrap, a name is written in tidy ink, like it belongs on a receipt or a label.

Joryn Pell.

Corin’s eyes narrow. “Who is that?”

I shrug. “Someone.”

“A suspect?”

“Or a creditor,” I say. “Or a man who owes Hevren money. Or a man Hevren owes money to.” I let a faint smile appear, the kind that doesn’t reach warmth. “Names are slippery.”

Corin holds out his hand.

I stare at it.

Then I fold the scrap and slip it into the lining of my sleeve with a motion so practiced it’s almost graceful. “No.”

Scar-Warden inhales like he’s about to explode.

Corin watches my sleeve, then my face. “Mara.”

“Warden.”

“That is evidence.”

“It’s paper,” I say. “It’s my paper.”

“It was found with the bundle.”

“It was stuck to the bundle,” I correct. “Like a burr.”

Corin’s voice drops. “Give it to me.”

I hold his gaze. “If it matters, you’ll find it again.”

For a heartbeat, I think he’ll order Scar-Warden to strip-search me. I imagine the humiliation of it—hands, eyes, laughter, the way my body becomes a public object in a room full of uniforms.

My throat tightens.

Corin’s gaze shifts—just once—toward my face, like he sees something there that isn’t stubbornness.

Then he leans back in his chair.

“Seal the bundle,” he says to Scar-Warden. “Log her tools. Return the rest.”

Scar-Warden sputters. “Sir, she—”

Corin’s eyes cut toward him. “Return the rest.”

Scar-Warden does it with the anger of a man swallowing a nail.

Corin stands. He tucks the sealed bundle under his arm and looks down at me. “You’ll be released.”

I blink. “Just like that?”

“No,” he says. “Not like that.”

He turns to the scarred Warden. “No charges for breaking and entering?”

Scar-Warden’s mouth opens.

Corin’s gaze doesn’t waver. “She was not the principal offender. She did not take coin. She did not open the safe. She was following the break-in.”

Scar-Warden’s jaw works again. Then, reluctantly: “Fine. Conditional release.”

Corin nods once.

I should feel relief. Instead I feel ... watched. Like I’ve stepped out of one room and into a corridor full of eyes.

Corin leans closer, so only I can hear.

“If you keep doing this,” he murmurs, “you will eventually meet someone who doesn’t care whether you were right.”

“I already did,” I whisper back, and the words come out sharper than I intend. “She gave birth to me.”

Corin’s gaze flickers. Not sympathy. Not pity.

Recognition.

He straightens.

“Stay out of locked places,” he says aloud. “If you find something real, you bring it to me.”

“And if I don’t?”

His mouth tightens. “Then you’ll force me to treat you like everyone else.”

I hate that my heart does something stupid at the word force, as if I’m supposed to care whether he sees me as special.

I stand, gathering my satchel with dignity I may not deserve. “I’ll bring you proof,” I say. “If you don’t lose it in a drawer.”

Corin’s eyes glint. “Try not to steal evidence before then.”

I move toward the door.

The air near it is still tight. Still wrong.

Outside the room, in the corridor that smells like wet wool and old paper, someone is waiting.

Amilia is not supposed to be inside the Keep, which means she absolutely is.

She’s perched on a bench like she belongs there, legs crossed, hands folded, eyes wide with innocence so perfect it could win awards. A guard stands nearby, looking deeply tired.

Amilia’s gaze lands on me and brightens like a lamp catching steam.

“There you are,” she says, too loudly. “I was beginning to think they’d decided to adopt you.”

“I’m not house-trained,” I mutter.

Amilia leaps up and grabs my sleeve with both hands, turning me as if checking for bruises. “Are you alive?”

“Unfortunately.”

Her eyes dart past me to Corin. Her smile becomes polite and sharp at the same time. “Warden.”

Corin nods. “Amilia.”

She tilts her head. “I didn’t know you and Mara had started collecting Wardens.”

“We haven’t,” I say quickly.

Corin’s mouth does the almost-twitch again. “She’s released.”

Amilia exhales, but she keeps her grip on my sleeve like she thinks the stone might swallow me back through the door.

As we walk away, Amilia leans in close, voice dropping. “That doorway,” she whispers. “Did it feel ... tight to you?”

I glance at her. “What?”

She shrugs like she hasn’t said anything strange. “Nothing. Just ... the air. Like it didn’t want me there.”

I stare at her for a second longer than I mean to, then look away.

We descend the Keep stairs and step out into the city night.

Amilia loops her arm through mine as if we’re ordinary girls leaving a boring appointment.

We are not.

“Tell me,” she says, “what you did this time.”

“I solved a problem,” I say.

“You got caught.”

“Details.”

Amilia laughs, a bright sound that makes me want to breathe again.

We turn a corner, away from the Keep’s shadow.

My sleeve itches where the scrap is hidden.

I slide my fingers into the lining and touch the folded paper, just to make sure it’s still there.

It is.

The name feels heavy for something written in ink.

Amilia nudges me. “What are you hiding?”

I stop walking for half a heartbeat, and the city flows around us like water around stone.

I pull the scrap out, unfold it just enough to see the letters in the lamp-glow from a nearby shop.

Joryn Pell.

Amilia squints. “Is that a person?”

“Probably.”

“And is he going to make your life worse?”

“Almost certainly.”

Amilia’s smile widens, the way it does when she smells trouble and decides it might be fun if we survive it. “Good.”

I fold the scrap back up and slide it into my sleeve again.

The night presses close, full of doors and shadows and locks that mean nothing to the right hands.

“Come on,” I say.

And we walk home, two girls in a city that pretends it’s orderly—while something underneath it quietly rearranges itself.
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Chapter Two

Home is a Place You Can Lose
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THE CAPITAL NEVER TRULY sleeps.

It only changes costumes.

By the time Amilia and I reach our street, dawn has smeared pale light across the rooftops and the first vendors are already shouting like they’ve been awake for hours. Steam carts rattle over uneven stone, their pipes coughing, their little brass gauges trembling. Someone is hauling baskets of bread from the bakery and the smell is warm enough to make my stomach ache with a hunger I refuse to acknowledge.

Pinned to the wall beside the spice shop is a fresh levy notice—new ink, official seal, the paper still stiff.

ADDITIONAL TAX ON LAMP-LINES.

FEE FOR STEAM-LIFT MAINTENANCE.

REGISTERED COPYING CHARGES UPDATED.

Progress, the notice calls it. As if the city is a child being taught manners. As if you can polish poverty into something pretty by changing the word.

An older man spits at the base of the wall, missing the notice by a wide margin. “They’ll tax breathing next,” he mutters.

Amilia nudges me with her elbow. “Don’t give them ideas.”

I make a sound that might be agreement, might be bitterness. My mind keeps trying to drift back to stone, ink, and the cold tight air of the Keep.

I tell it not to.

It doesn’t listen.

A cat appears from beneath a stack of crates like a small ghost, gray-furred and half-grown, one ear nicked. It trots straight toward me with the confidence of someone who has already decided I belong to it.

“Oh, for—” I crouch automatically.

“See?” Amilia says. “You can’t resist. You’re doomed.”

The cat presses its head into my palm, purring like a tiny engine. I scratch under its chin and check its ribs with my fingers—too sharp, but not desperate. It’s surviving.

“Go steal someone else’s heart,” I tell it, and pull a crust of bread from my pocket. The bakery girl had shoved it into my hand as we passed, eyes wide, whispering, Are you okay?

I break the crust in half and set it on the ground.

The cat pounces as if I’ve offered it treasure.

Warmth tugs at me—quiet, familiar, dangerous.

I stand and wipe my hand on my skirt.

We’re almost at the scriptorium when I notice the shutters are open.

Tomas only opens early when he’s anxious.

Or furious.

Or both.

The bell above the door chimes when we step inside.

Ink and paper wrap around me like a blanket.

For half a heartbeat, my shoulders loosen.

Then Tomas looks up from behind the counter.

And home becomes a weapon.

He’s standing over a ledger, quill poised, sleeves rolled up. His hair is slightly disordered, which means he’s been dragging his hands through it—something he does when he’s trying not to show he’s worried. The lamp on the counter throws light over his face and makes the lines beside his mouth look deeper.

He stares at me.

He doesn’t ask if I’m safe.

He doesn’t have to.

He can see I’m breathing.

So he chooses the other question.

“What did you do?” he says.

It isn’t a shout. Tomas rarely shouts.

That makes it worse.

“I went for a walk,” I say, because the part of me that’s seventeen and stubborn always arrives first.

His gaze flicks to the faint dust on my sleeve, the scrape at my knuckle that I didn’t notice until now. His jaw tightens.

“A walk,” he repeats, flat.

Amilia clears her throat in the loudest polite way possible. “Good morning, Tomas.”

Tomas’s eyes shift to her. “Amilia.”

“Sir,” she says, and somehow makes it sound like a joke and a bow at the same time.

He returns his gaze to me. “The Keep.”

I sigh. The word tastes like stone. “Yes.”

His quill goes down with a sharp click. “Why.”

“I was questioned,” I say. “I was released.”

“You were questioned,” he repeats, slowly, as if trying the shape of the words. “As if you’re a criminal.”

“I’m not.”

“That is not the only thing they punish,” Tomas says, and there it is—his real fear, stripped of anger for one clean second. “They punish trouble.”

“I didn’t steal anything.”

“That isn’t comfort,” Tomas snaps. “That is your standard.”

Amilia puts a hand on my arm, gentle. A tether. “We’re fine,” she says quickly. “She’s fine. Nothing happened.”

Tomas looks at her like he wants to believe her and can’t afford to.

His voice drops. “You can’t keep doing this, Mara.”

I hate that he says my name like he’s holding it between his teeth to keep it from shaking.

I straighten my shoulders. “I’m careful.”

“You’re clever,” he says. “That’s not the same thing.”

I swallow whatever retort I had prepared, because it would land wrong. Tomas’s fear is not something I can win against. It lives deeper than argument.

The bell chimes again and a woman walks in with a basket of old primers—schoolbooks, warped covers, mouse-bitten corners. Tomas turns his face into his work-face instantly, polite and measured, as if the argument can be folded away like cloth.

“Good morning,” he says to the woman. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

The shop fills again the way it always does, as if the city doesn’t care what happened to me last night.

And maybe it doesn’t.

I move behind the counter and begin doing what I do best: making myself useful.

A clerk arrives with a ledger under his arm and eyes like a guilty dog. A young man wants a love poem copied neatly onto good paper because he thinks neatness can replace sincerity. A courier drops off a bundle of invoices and wipes sweat from his temple while muttering about new inspection fees.

“Another levy?” Tomas asks, glancing at the invoices.

The courier snorts. “They say the lamps cost more now. They say the steam lines need maintenance. They say—” He lifts his hands. “They say a lot.”

“Do they say when they’ll stop?” an auntie from next door asks, peering over a stack of pamphlets.

“After they’ve taken everything,” the courier says.

Tomas doesn’t comment. He rarely comments in front of customers. His opinions live in his hands and his account books. He keeps the scriptorium afloat by refusing to drown in anyone’s drama.

Including mine.

I copy a paragraph of legal text, my handwriting small and precise. I sort a stack of traded books by subject. I sweep paper dust into a neat pile. I pretend I don’t feel the scrap in my sleeve like a pebble under skin.

At some point, I duck into the back room to fetch more ink.

The kitchen space smells faintly of onions and cat fur. The cats have claimed the warmest corner, curled together like a single, judgmental creature. One of them lifts its head when I enter and blinks slowly, unimpressed by my return.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I mutter. “You weren’t detained.”

I reach for the bread Tomas left on the table, then pause.

Old habits. Old shame.

I hate eating where anyone can see. I hate the feeling of being watched, measured, categorized. The world has always had opinions about bodies like mine, as if fullness is a moral failure instead of a shape.

My mother’s voice, sharp as vinegar: If you’d just—

I shove the memory back into its box.

I break off a small piece of bread and eat it standing up, quickly, like a thief.

Then I wash my hands as if hunger is something I can scrub away.

The scrap in my sleeve shifts when I move.

My fingers slide there without permission.

Amilia appears in the doorway like she’s been summoned by my guilt. “Hiding,” she says.

“I’m getting ink.”

She steps inside and shuts the door behind her with her heel. “You’re thinking.”

“I’m always thinking.”

“Liar.” She leans against the table, eyes scanning my face the way mine scan shelves. “You’re thinking about him.”

“Who.”

She smiles. “Warden Corin.”

I roll my eyes so hard it almost hurts. “He’s a uniform with a temper.”

“That’s generous,” she says. “He has a temper with a uniform.”

“He confiscated evidence,” I mutter.

Amilia’s grin widens. “You’re upset because he took your papers.”

“I’m upset because he thinks he can—”

“Take things?” she finishes. “Welcome to the world.”

I glare at her. She’s right and she knows it.

Amilia’s expression softens a fraction. “He didn’t chain you,” she says quietly.

“No.”

“He listened.”

“Yes.”

“That’s ... something,” she says, as if she hates admitting it.

I hate admitting it too.

I move past her to the shelf, pretending I’m focused on ink bottles, and not on the fact that my heart had done something stupid when Corin had leaned close.

Amilia watches me. “You’re going to keep investigating.”

I don’t answer.

She takes my silence and wraps it around herself like a conclusion. “Fine,” she says. “But you don’t do it alone.”

“I don’t need—”

“You do,” she cuts in, cheerful and absolute. “Because your brain is brilliant but it has a flaw.”

“What flaw.”

“It thinks you can outsmart danger,” she says. “You can’t. You can only out-plan it.”

I exhale sharply. “Since when did you become wise.”

“Since you started collecting trouble like stray cats,” she says, and flicks her gaze to the cats, who pretend not to listen.

We stand there for a moment, the air between us filled with things we don’t say.

Then the bell chimes out front again and Tomas calls, “Mara!”

“I’m coming,” I call back.

Amilia steps aside. “Go be useful,” she says. “It’s your favorite way to pretend you’re fine.”

I bump her shoulder with mine as I pass. “And you?”

“I’m your favorite way to pretend you’re normal,” she replies.

I return to the front and slip into the rhythm again. Copying. Sorting. Smiling at aunties. Refusing to let my hands shake.

The day moves on. The scriptorium lives.

By late afternoon the street outside grows louder as workers return and vendors shout over each other. A steam cart wheezes past with new lamp glass rattling in its crate. Two inspectors in neat coats pause to look at the levy notice across the road, then move on, boots too clean for this district.

Tomas watches them go, face unreadable.

“Inspections?” I ask quietly.

“Eventually,” he says. “Everything becomes an inspection when there’s coin to be made.”

I nod, because that’s the city. That’s the kingdom.

That’s the world.

When the sun starts lowering, Tomas finally sends Amilia home with a bundle of copied pages for her mother—payment for some bookkeeping help, plus a bread roll Tomas insists she take. She waves at me from the door like we haven’t just survived something.

When the shop is quiet enough that Tomas allows himself to breathe, he goes into the back to count coins and check the day’s totals.

I remain at the counter, pretending to tidy.

The bell is still. The ink pots are capped. The street outside hums.

And suddenly, there’s space.

The kind of space my mind uses to bite into questions.

My fingers slip into my sleeve.

The scrap is still there, folded tight.

I draw it out and open it just enough to see the ink in the lamp glow.

Joryn Pell.

Just a name.

It could be nothing.

It could be a binder. A seller. A clerk. A man who owes money. A man who is owed money.

But it doesn’t feel like nothing.

It feels like a thread caught on my skin.

And I have never been good at leaving threads alone.

In the back room, Tomas coughs—soft, tired.

I fold the scrap again, carefully, and slide it back into my sleeve.

Then I look at the ledger shelf.

Five ledgers for this year. More for years before. Tomas’s handwriting in every one of them—steady, stubborn, exact. The kind of exact that insists a transaction has a face, not just a sum.

People can lie to you.

Names can be planted.

But money has habits. It passes through hands. It leaves smudges. It demands to be counted.

And in this house, everything that passes through the door gets counted. Even the “small” things. Especially the small things. Tomas writes names where other men would write blanks. He hates blanks. Blanks are how you get cheated.

If Joryn Pell is the sort of person who moves through streets like this—buying paper, paying runners, holding tabs, settling debts through someone else’s pocket—then at some point, he will have brushed against my father’s books. Not because the ledgers know everyone. Because they know patterns.

My pulse quickens—annoying, involuntary.

I glance toward the back room door, listening for Tomas’s footsteps.

Nothing.

Not yet.

I straighten a stack of books, wipe the counter, and move as if I’m simply doing my job.

But inside me, something has already decided.

Tomorrow—no, as soon as I can—I’m going to check the ledgers.

Because if a name clings to you like this, it’s either a warning...

Or an invitation.

And I have never been able to ignore either.
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Chapter Three

The Ledger Doesn’t Lie
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THE WORST PART ABOUT names is that they don’t stay on paper.

They slip into your head and start living there, rent-free, like they’ve always belonged.

By midmorning I’ve copied three contracts, corrected two sums for a clerk who “definitely didn’t need help,” and sorted a stack of trade-ins that smell like damp closets and cheap perfume. The scriptorium hums the way it always does—paper whispering, quills scratching, coins clinking like tiny, impatient teeth.

Outside, a steam cart coughs past and someone curses at it. Inside, the lamp-line above the copying desk flickers once—barely—and steadies again.

Progress, the levy notice called it.

A woman at the counter waves a small stamped paper and frowns. “So it costs more now?”

Tomas doesn’t blink. “It costs what the notice says.”

“It cost less last month.”

“It cost less before they decided to string lamps across the whole corridor,” Tomas replies, voice mild. He never argues with customers about the world. He argues about numbers. “Do you want the pages copied or not?”

The woman huffs, fishes more coins from her pouch, and drops them on the counter like she’s punishing the wood.

Tomas counts them calmly, and I try not to admire him for being able to act like the city’s greed isn’t personal.

Amilia leans over from where she’s pretending to dust the shelf of romances. “You’re doing it again,” she murmurs.

“Doing what.”

She tips her chin toward my sleeve. “Haunting yourself.”

“I’m not,” I say too quickly.

Amilia’s eyes narrow. “Mara.”

“Amilia,” I reply, matching her tone.

She smiles like she’s about to say something awful, then glances toward Tomas, who is busy with a bookkeeping client—an older man with the posture of someone who thinks the world owes him change. Tomas is pointing at a column, explaining something with patient irritation.

The man argues back.

Tomas doesn’t look at me.

His attention is pinned.

There’s a window.

I feel it the way you feel a door unlatched behind you.

Amilia notices my stillness and sighs. “You’re going to do it.”

“I’m going to check totals,” I say.

“That’s not what you call it in your head.”

I give her a look that says stop being right, and she gives me one back that says never.

I reach under the counter and slide out the nearest ledger like I’ve done it a thousand times. Because I have. Tomas’s ledgers are part of the scriptorium’s body. You don’t run a place like this without knowing where your bones are.

The leather cover is worn smooth at the edges. Tomas’s handwriting begins on the first page like a promise: neat, steady, unshowy.

I open it to a random section and flip as if I’m checking a tally.

Then I stop pretending.

My eyes scan for letters.

P ... e ... l ...

I find a “Pell” on the second page I check, and my stomach tightens with something that feels like vindication and dread having a child.

Pell—thread & paste.

I stare.

It’s a supply line. Ordinary. Boring. The kind of thing I could ignore if I wanted my life to remain simple.

I flip forward.

J. Pell—rebind, 2 volumes.

My fingers go colder.

I flip again.

There it is, full as daylight, written in my father’s honest hand like it means nothing.

Joryn Pell—spine repair—herb manual.

For a second the words don’t make sense. They’re too clean. Too mundane for the weight they carry in my sleeve.

I glance toward Tomas.

He’s still dealing with the bookkeeping client, his face neutral in the way it gets when he’s swallowing irritation. The client is talking too loudly, which helps.

Good.

I close the ledger quietly and slide it closer to me, as if shielding it with my body will keep the world from noticing what I’m doing.

Amilia drifts nearer without looking like she’s drifting. She’s good at that. She can move through a room as if she belongs anywhere.

Her voice is barely a breath. “You found it.”

I don’t answer. My throat is tight.

I copy the line onto a scrap paper—date, note, title—because if you don’t write things down, your mind starts lying to you.

Then I slide the ledger back into place as if it’s just a ledger again.

And I stand.

“Where are you going?” Amilia murmurs.

“To be responsible,” I say.

“That sounds dangerous.”

“It should,” I mutter, and move toward the shelves.

The herb section is three rows in, halfway down, near the household manuals and the cookbooks. It’s the kind of shelf aunties browse when their grandsons get sick and they can’t afford a physician. The kind of shelf that smells like dried leaves and desperation.

I run my finger along spines until I find the one that matches the ledger’s shorthand: green cloth, pressed flower mark, title worn slightly at the corners.

Field Herbs and Household Remedies.

I pull it out carefully.

It feels ... normal. Light. Harmless.

That’s what makes my skin prickle.

I turn toward the back without making eye contact with Tomas. If he sees the book in my hands, he’ll ask why. Tomas asks questions the way other men breathe.

Amilia follows me like a shadow that smells faintly of cinnamon.

The back room is quiet except for the cats. Two are still asleep in their warm pile. The third—black and sleek, with a stare like a judge—watches us with suspicion.

“Don’t start,” I tell him.

He blinks slowly, unimpressed.

I set the herb book on the table and open it.

Amilia leans over my shoulder. “It’s just a book.”

“It’s a book,” I correct, and begin to flip.

Not randomly. Not like someone browsing for a recipe.

Methodically.

I check the table of contents first. Titles, subheadings, page numbers.

Then the index at the back.

Then I go to the section that the ledger’s shorthand suggests—preservation and preparation.

My fingertip follows the page numbers down the corner as I turn.

Twenty-three.

Twenty-four.

Twenty-five—

Then nothing.

A hollow.

A pause in the book’s heartbeat.

I stop.

For a moment, my mind refuses to accept it. As if staring harder will make paper grow back.

I turn the page back and forward again, like I’ve made a mistake. Like I’ve miscounted.

I haven’t.

There’s a clean gap where a page should be. The seam is too neat. The stitch line too fresh. The paper edge isn’t ragged.

It’s cut.

My fingers touch the inside fold gently, because I can’t help it. The fibers along the cut are flattened, pressed, the way they get when someone handles them with care.

This wasn’t an accident.

I tilt the book toward the lamp-light coming through the small back window. The gap shows as a shadow, a missing tooth in a neat smile.

“Removed,” I say.

Amilia’s brow creases. “But why this page?”

I flip backward to the contents. My finger lands on the heading for the missing section.

On preserving volatile plant matter.

Volatile. I feel the word in my mouth like a bitter seed.

I check the index. It references the missing page twice. A remedy on page thirty-three cites something ‘as prepared in the preservation method described earlier.’

Earlier.

That earlier is gone.

“You see?” I say softly.

Amilia’s eyes follow mine. “It’s ... useful.”

“It’s a step,” I say, and then stop, because that sounds like a leap. I’m not supposed to be leaping yet. Not in Act One. Not now.

I drag a breath through my nose and try to be rational. Try to be the girl Tomas wants me to be—safe, small, predictable.

“This could be old damage,” I tell myself aloud. “A previous owner could have—”

“Cut it out and then had it repaired?” Amilia asks, voice too pointed.

I glare at her.

She lifts her hands in surrender. “I’m just saying. That’s a lot of effort for an accident.”

I flip through the rest of the book quickly, scanning for other gaps.

Nothing obvious.

Just that one clean missing page, sitting there like a secret.

My brain wants to sprint. It wants to fling itself at every shelf and tear every binding apart. It wants to find all the holes and map them into a shape.

I clamp down hard.

One book is not a pattern.

One book is a question.

Amilia’s voice turns softer. “What are you thinking.”

“I’m thinking,” I say carefully, “that my father wrote this transaction down like it was ordinary.”

“And it is ordinary,” she says. “Repairs. Trades. People selling books. That’s your whole life.”

“Yes,” I whisper. “Which means if someone is taking pages, they’re doing it in the most ordinary place possible.”

Amilia looks at the gap again, then at me. “Why not steal the whole book?”

The question lands like a pebble in a still pond.

Why not steal the whole book?

If you want knowledge, take it.

Unless—

Unless the book staying here matters.

Unless the book is camouflage.

Unless the theft is designed to be invisible.

I shut the herb book gently, as if being gentle will keep it from being dangerous.

The back door creaks slightly with a draft. The cats stir. The world keeps breathing.

I look down at the book and feel something cold settle in my chest.

This isn’t a random tear.

It’s a clean cut made by someone who knows how to cut without being seen.

Amilia touches my elbow. “Tell Tomas?”

The words nearly make me laugh.

Tell Tomas. As if Tomas wouldn’t slam every shutter and lock every door and chase Joryn Pell with a kitchen knife. As if he wouldn’t bury the scriptorium in caution and call it protection.

As if he could protect us from a thing that has already used our shop like a tool.

“No,” I say.

Amilia’s eyes widen slightly. “Mara—”

“Not yet,” I add quickly. “I don’t have enough.”

Enough for what?

Enough proof to justify shattering his sense of safety.

Enough pattern to be sure I’m not making a monster out of a missing page.

Enough to know whether this is a one-time desperation or a long-running harvest.

Amilia exhales. Then she nods once. “Okay.”

Then, because she’s Amilia and she cannot leave anything unclaimed, she adds: “But if we check more, we check together.”

I glance at her.

There’s no teasing in her face now. Just steadiness.

It does something strange to me—something like relief.

“Fine,” I say, pretending it doesn’t matter. “Together.”

I open the ledger again, just enough to see the lines near the herb entry. My eyes flick over the nearby transactions.

And there it is.

A second title tied to the same name.

Alchemy primer.

Another one: arithmetic tables.

I start to stand, the ledger still in my hand, the urge to run straight for the shelves crawling up my spine—

And the bell at the front door chimes.

Tomas calls, “Mara! Can you—”

“Coming,” I call back, and force myself to put the ledger down.

I place the herb book into a neat pile, covered with a cloth like it’s simply awaiting repair.

I slip the scrap back into my sleeve and press my fingertips to it once, like a vow.

Amilia watches me. “You’re going to check the other books,” she says.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“As soon as I can without my father noticing,” I reply.

Amilia’s mouth twists. “So ... in five minutes.”

I glare at her. She grins, then sobers again.

We step back into the scriptorium, and I rearrange my face into something normal.

A customer has come in with a basket of books. Tomas is already greeting them, polite, steady, as if the world is simple.

I take the basket and begin sorting titles, smiling when I’m supposed to.

But under the noise of paper and coins and steam carts outside, something else has started ticking.

A missing page.

A name in my father’s ledger.

And the sudden, ugly thought that the most dangerous things don’t kick down your door.

They slide through your life quietly.

They settle onto your shelves.

And they wait for you to notice.

One missing page is an accident. Two is a choice. Three is a plan.

I turn back to the customer and keep my smile in place, because in this city, the moment you look like you’ve found something—anything—

someone will want to take it from you.

And I have already had enough taken.

Not today.
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Chapter Four

Shelf Method
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AMILIA IS THE KIND of person who wakes up ready to be alive.

I wake up ready to be careful.

By the time the sun has properly found our street, she’s already at the scriptorium door with her hair pinned up and a paper-wrapped bundle in her hands like she’s come to deliver good news instead of trouble.

She slips inside, bell chiming softly, and grins at me as if last night didn’t happen.

“Breakfast,” she announces.

“It’s too early to bribe me,” I whisper.

“It’s never too early to bribe you,” she says, and peels back the paper to reveal sweet bread with a sugar crust. The smell makes my stomach betray me.

I glare at my stomach.

Amilia notices and pretends not to. “Eat,” she says, as if she’s ordering a soldier to live.

“I’ll eat later,” I say, but still take a small bite just to make her stop looking at me like that. The sugar cracks under my teeth.

The cats in the back room lift their heads, offended we didn’t bring offerings for them. The latest addition—gray with the nicked ear—threads itself around Amilia’s ankle like it owns her.

Amilia scratches it fondly. “Tell your mother she’s dramatic.”

I pretend the words don’t hit.

Amilia’s smile fades a fraction when she sees my face. She reaches into her pocket and taps the outside of my sleeve, where the scrap is hidden, as if she’s checking for a pulse.

“So,” she murmurs. “Today we prove it.”

I swallow another bite of bread, too fast. “We verify.”

Amilia’s eyes brighten. “That’s a fancier word for prove.”

“It means we don’t tear the shop apart,” I say. “It means we check only what we can justify.”

“And we don’t tell Tomas yet,” she says, softer.

“Not until we know it’s real,” I reply, though the truth is I already know. My mind just refuses to announce it too loudly. Names like to hear themselves.

Amilia leans closer. “Rules?”

I glance toward the front of the scriptorium. Tomas is at the counter, speaking to a client in his measured voice. He hasn’t noticed us yet. Or he has and is pretending he hasn’t because he doesn’t want to encourage any new behavior.

A window.

I keep my voice low. “Three books.”

Amilia holds up three fingers obediently.

“Max,” I add.

She pouts. “I don’t like max.”

“I don’t like panic,” I say.

Her expression sobers. “Fine. Three.”

“And we document,” I continue. “Title. Ledger line. Missing pages. What the missing section is about.”

Amilia’s grin returns. “You’re making a case file.”

“I’m not making anything,” I say, even though I already feel calmer. Method does that to me. It turns the world into something that can be handled.

Amilia taps the table. “And together.”

I nod once. “Together.”

We don’t have a grand catalog system. We’re not a university. We’re a busy scriptorium run by a man who believes in lists and discipline and the sacred power of ink.

But Tomas does keep a shelf register—simple slips tucked into a wooden tray, each with a title, category, and a note if a book is rare or borrowed or too expensive for Mara’s hands to ‘accidentally’ walk away with.

I slide the tray toward me and pretend I’m tidying it.

Amilia stands at my shoulder like a guilty guardian.

“Which two?” she whispers.

I open the ledger from yesterday again in my head. I don’t need to pull it out; the lines are already branded behind my eyes.

I pull two slips from the tray.

Household Alchemy for Ordinary Use.

Practical Arithmetic Tables: Ratios and Sequences.

Both are boring titles. That’s what makes them dangerous.

I lay a clean sheet of paper on the table and write, at the top, in my smallest neat handwriting:

Case Notes (Private)

Amilia watches my quill. “Private,” she repeats, amused.

“Don’t start.”

She presses a fingertip to her lips in exaggerated solemnity.

I jot the date and the ledger reference line beneath it. Then I list the two titles.

My hand shakes once, barely. I hate that.

We move like we’re doing ordinary work.

That’s the trick of living with someone like Tomas. You learn how to be sneaky without looking sneaky, because looking sneaky is how you get caught.

I go to the shelf of household manuals first, because it’s close to the herb section and Tomas won’t question me hovering there. I pull the alchemy primer and tuck it under my arm.

Amilia drifts toward the front and intercepts a customer—an auntie from two houses over who is famous for lingering and talking until the air itself begs for mercy.

“Good morning!” Amilia chirps. “Did you cut your hair? It looks wonderful!”

The auntie immediately launches into a ten-minute explanation about hair oils and husbands and why men can’t be trusted near scissors.

Amilia nods like she’s learning a sacred art.

I slip into the back room with the alchemy book.

The cats watch me go with suspicion.

I set the book on the table and open it.

Amilia follows a moment later, shutting the door behind her with her heel.

“Did she?” I whisper.

Amilia shakes her head. “She didn’t cut it. She’s lying for attention.”

I snort once—short, involuntary—then force my focus back to the book.

“Okay,” I say. “Shelf method.”

“Your beloved religion,” Amilia murmurs.

I ignore her and begin.

Contents first.

The headings are innocent—salts, dyes, simple reactions. The kind of text that makes people feel like they’re doing magic when really they’re doing chemistry badly.

Page numbers track smoothly until they don’t.

Thirty-one.

Thirty-two.

Thirty—

I stop.

There’s a gap.

This one is larger than the herb book. Two pages, cleanly removed. The binding seam has the same pressed-flat fibers. The same careful cut.

“Check the index,” Amilia whispers.

I flip to the back and run my finger down the index entries.

“Preservation inks ... see p. 33.”

“Stabilizing volatile compounds ... see p. 34.”

Both references point directly into the missing pages.

I look up at Amilia.

She looks back, and for once she doesn’t have a joke.

Her voice is quiet. “Useful again.”

“Useful,” I repeat, like the word tastes wrong.

I jot it down in the case notes:

Alchemy primer—2 pages missing—index references missing section—topic appears related to stabilizing compounds/inks.

Amilia watches the words appear. “So it’s not just the herbs.”

“No.”

“And it’s not sloppy.”

“No.”

“And someone fixed the spine after.”

“Yes.”

The arithmetic tables sit on a different shelf, near business manuals and merchant guides. Tomas keeps them because the corridor is full of people who think knowing numbers will save them from being cheated.

Sometimes it does.

Sometimes it just teaches them the shape of their own loss.

We carry the alchemy book out and slide it into a neat repair pile under a cloth. Then we return to the shelves with empty hands like we have nothing to hide.

Amilia keeps her eyes on Tomas.

Tomas is still at the counter, face neutral, as he reviews a client’s ledger. The client is complaining about fees again. Tomas is being polite in the way he is polite to storms: firm and unmovable.

Good.

I pull the arithmetic tables and bring it to the back.

The cats have shifted position. The gray one with the nicked ear has claimed the warmest spot and refuses to move even when I nudge it gently.

“You’re lucky you’re cute,” I whisper.

Amilia’s mouth twitches. “You’d forgive an army if it purred.”

“Only if it didn’t shed,” I mutter, and open the book.

Arithmetic is tidy. It doesn’t pretend to be more than it is. It is ratios and sequences and timing and certainty.

Which makes the missing page feel like sacrilege.

I check contents.

I flip through.

Everything is in order until—

A clean hollow.

One page removed, exactly where the section changes from basic ratios to applied sequences.

I tilt the book toward the light. The same pressed fibers.

The same careful blade.

Like someone has been practicing.

I check the adjacent pages.

The surrounding text references a table that is now absent: ‘as shown in Table 12.’

Table 12 is gone.

I stare at the blank seam as if it might confess.

“What kind of person steals arithmetic,” Amilia whispers.

“The kind of person who needs precision,” I say before I can stop myself.

Amilia’s eyes flick to mine. “For what.”

I swallow.

Act One, Mara. Small steps. Keep it local. Don’t invent monsters yet.

“I don’t know,” I say, and it’s true. “But if you were building something complicated—anything—these are the pieces you’d want.”

Amilia’s gaze drops to the case notes page. “Herbs. Alchemy. Arithmetic.”

Her voice turns slow. “Those are ... steps.”

Preparation.

Stabilization.

Timing.

My mind wants to run ahead again, to draw a shape with no edges.

I clamp down.

I write:

Arithmetic tables—1 page missing—’Table 12’ referenced, absent—topic appears related to sequences/timing ratios.

Amilia leans on the table, hands flat, as if grounding herself. “Okay,” she says softly. “It’s real.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

The word feels both satisfying and sickening.

Because real means it exists outside my head.

Real means someone has been doing this in our shop’s orbit.

Real means Tomas’s orderly world has a hole in it.

I close the arithmetic book and set it beside the alchemy one.

Three checks. Three results.

Herb manual: missing page.

Alchemy primer: missing pages.

Arithmetic tables: missing page.

I look down at the case notes.

A neat little list.

A neat little nightmare.

Amilia lifts her head. “Now what?”

Before I can answer, the bell out front chimes again.

Then again.

Tomas calls, “Mara—can you bring the arithmetic book? The clerk wants to verify a sum.”

My blood goes cold.

Amilia’s eyes widen.

She whispers, “He wants the exact book.”

Of course he does. The universe loves timing.

I grab the arithmetic book and tuck the case notes under a cloth. I smooth the cloth as if smoothing it can erase what’s beneath.

Amilia steps close. “Let me distract.”

“No,” I whisper. “You stay here.”

She frowns. “Together.”

“This is not an investigation,” I hiss. “This is a normal task.”

Amilia’s mouth tightens, but she nods. “Fine.”

I carry the arithmetic book out into the scriptorium with my most ordinary face on.

Tomas is at the counter with the clerk—young, sweaty, anxious. The clerk points at his ledger, eyes darting as if numbers will bite him.

“I need to confirm a ratio,” the clerk says. “My supervisor will—”

“Breathe,” Tomas says calmly. He takes the arithmetic book from me and flips it open.

For a heartbeat, I’m sure he’ll land on the missing page.

For a heartbeat, I’m sure everything will explode.

But Tomas flips past it without pausing, eyes scanning for the relevant table. His finger taps, stops, taps again.

Not Table 12.

Something else.

He finds what the clerk needs, reads it aloud, and watches the clerk copy it down like it’s salvation.

“Thank you,” the clerk breathes, relief obvious.

Tomas closes the book and hands it back to me.

His gaze lingers on my face. A fraction too long.

“Mara,” he says quietly, and there’s a question in his tone.

I keep my expression smooth. “Yes?”

Tomas watches me the way he watches accounts—like he’s searching for what’s missing.

Then he looks away. “Put it back when you’re done.”

“I will,” I say, and walk away without running.

Amilia is waiting in the back room when I return, eyes bright with adrenaline.

“He didn’t see?” she whispers.

“Not yet,” I say.

“Yet,” she repeats, and it’s not a joke.

I place the arithmetic book into a repair pile and cover it again.

Then I exhale shakily.

Amilia studies me. “You’re scared.”

“I’m annoyed,” I lie.

Amilia snorts. “That’s how you sound when you’re scared.”

I glare at her.

She raises her hands. “Okay. Fine. You’re ... intensely annoyed.”

I swallow and force my brain back into method.

“We need one more thing,” I say softly.

Amilia tilts her head. “What.”

“A human detail,” I reply. “A behavior. A route. Something that isn’t paper.”

***
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I WAIT UNTIL TOMAS is occupied again—until the shop is full enough that no one notices me slip out the side door with a small tin in my hands.

The tin isn’t special. It used to hold tea. Now it holds biscuits and bread ends and whatever else I can steal from the kitchen without Tomas pretending not to see.

The alley behind the scriptorium smells like wet stone and cabbage. Two cats dart past my feet like they’re late for something.

At the corner by the spice shop, three children are crouched beside a crate, sharing a piece of fruit like it’s a secret. One of them looks up when I approach and grins.

“Knew you’d come,” the bold one says. Rafi, I think. He’s all elbows and confidence.

“Of course you did,” I reply. “You’re insufferable.”

He beams like it’s praise.

I crouch and pop open the tin. They lean in immediately. I hand out biscuits without making a show of it.

Rafi chews and watches me. “You got in trouble again.”

“News travels fast.”

“It travels when it’s funny,” he says.

I roll my eyes. “I need a question answered.”

The second child—small, quiet, hair tied back—tilts her head. She’s the one who notices things and only speaks when it matters. Lina.

The third boy, older, skeptical, watches me like he suspects I’m a trap. Joss.

I keep my voice low. “Have you seen a man who comes through here with books to sell or repair? Not a merchant with a cart. A single man. Careful hands.”

Rafi thinks. “Lots of men.”

“Not lots,” I say. “This one has a habit. He comes on certain days. He doesn’t linger. He doesn’t like being noticed.”

Lina’s eyes narrow slightly, and I know she’s already searching her memory like it’s a shelf.

Joss shrugs. “People don’t like being noticed when Wardens are around.”

“That’s not what I mean,” I say.

Lina speaks, voice small but clear. “The book man.”

My stomach tightens. “Yes. Him.”

Rafi nods. “Yeah. The one who smells like glue.”

“Glue,” I repeat, and glance at Lina.

She nods once. “And cloves. Like he chews them.”

Amilia had mentioned cloves once—something about sellers who do that to mask breath after cheap liquor.

I keep my face neutral. “When does he come?”

Rafi shrugs. “Not always. But ... mostly near noon.”

Lina adds, “He waits.”

“Waits for what,” I ask, quietly.

Lina points toward the main street—toward the little counting office down the corridor where merchants pay levies and argue with clerks. “For the bell.”

Rafi nods, eager. “When the bell rings for shift change. Then he walks. Fast. Like he wants to be gone before the next patrol turns.”

My skin prickles.

Not danger. Not yet.

Pattern.

I keep my tone light. “Where does he go after here?”

Joss finally speaks, grudging. “He doesn’t go straight.”

“What do you mean.”

“He goes around,” Joss says, chewing his biscuit like it’s an insult. “Back streets. Cuts behind the bakery. Avoids the Warden corner.”

“Why,” I ask, though I already know the shape of the answer.

Joss shrugs. “Because he’s not stupid.”

Lina’s gaze flicks to my sleeve, as if she can sense secrets the way cats can sense storms. “You’re looking for him.”

“I’m looking for a habit,” I say.

Rafi grins. “A habit with legs.”

I push the last biscuit toward them. “If you see him again, you tell me. Not by making it obvious.”

Rafi puffs his chest. “We’re professionals.”

“You’re starving,” I say, and stand.

Rafi laughs.

Lina looks up at me seriously. “Be careful.”

For a second, her voice sounds too old.

I nod once. “I am.”

Then I turn back toward the scriptorium.

***
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WHEN I STEP INSIDE again, the air feels different.

Not because of wards.

Because of what I know now.

A man who times his visits to shift changes. A man who avoids patrol corners. A man who moves like someone trying not to be memorable.

Amilia meets me near the back door, eyes searching my face. “Well?”

I lead her into the back room and pull out the case notes. I add the new line, underlined:

Street observation: ‘book man’ (glue and clove smell) arrives near noon, waits for counting office shift-change bell, avoids Warden corner, takes back routes.

Amilia reads it, then looks up. “So he’s careful.”

“Yes,” I say.

Amilia’s voice is quiet. “Careful people don’t do random things.”

“No,” I agree.

The cats stir at our feet, as if sensing our tension. One leaps onto the table and sits directly on my case notes like it’s trying to erase them.

“Traitor,” I mutter, and nudge it off gently.

Amilia’s mouth twitches, then sobers again. “So what do we call this?”

I stare at the list.

It’s not a monster yet.

It’s a method.

It’s harvesting.

I choose the word like it’s a blade and I don’t want to cut myself on it.

“Someone is harvesting instructions,” I say softly.

Amilia’s eyes flicker. “To build what?”

I inhale, slow.

I don’t know.

Not yet.

But I know this: If someone is patient enough to steal knowledge in pieces, over time, without stealing the book itself ... then the book staying on our shelf is part of the plan. And that means our scriptorium isn’t just a place they passed through. It’s a tool they’re using.

I fold the case notes and slide them into a plain folder, then tuck it behind the flour sack where Tomas never looks.

Amilia watches me. “Next step.”

I glance toward the ledger shelf.

“We verify deeper,” I say. “We search the ledger for frequency. For repeats. For clusters.”

Amilia’s gaze sharpens. “And we watch the street at noon.”

I nod once.

And I feel a quiet dread settle in—not loud enough to be panic, but heavy enough to change how I stand.

Because now I’m sure.

This wasn’t one damaged book.

This wasn’t one desperate thief.

This is a pattern.

And patterns don’t stop unless someone stops them.

So I smooth my apron, lift my chin, and step back into the front of the shop with my normal face on.

Because in Act One, the danger isn’t knives or spells.

It’s the moment you realize your home has been used as a door.

And you don’t know who has the key.
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Chapter Five

Frequency Search
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AT NOON, THE COUNTING office bell rings like the city is reminding everyone who owns their time.

The sound travels down our corridor in a clean metallic arc—bright, official, impossible to ignore. Even the pigeons on the roof seem to pause, offended.

Amilia and I are ‘working.’

Which is to say: we are standing near the front shelves with a stack of pamphlets in our hands, pretending to sort them into neat piles, while our eyes keep sliding toward the street like guilty lovers.

“You look suspicious,” Amilia murmurs without moving her mouth.

“I look productive,” I whisper back.

“You look like you’re about to tackle a man.”

“That’s one of my productive faces,” I say, and shift the pamphlets so my hands have something to do besides shake.

Tomas is at the counter, arguing politely with a merchant about a ledger fee. The merchant is sweating through his collar and blaming the world for his own incompetence. Tomas is letting him blame the world while still collecting payment.

It’s almost a kindness.

The bell rings again—two quick notes that mean shift change.

And then—

A scent.

Glue and cloves.

It slips through the open door as softly as dust.

My skin tightens.

Amilia’s eyes flick to mine. Did you—?

I don’t answer. I don’t move. I keep my hands on the pamphlets, keep my posture loose, keep my face bored.

A man crosses the street outside. Not rushing. Not strolling. A careful in-between, like he’s been taught to move in a way that doesn’t draw attention.

He carries a wrapped bundle against his chest.

His head stays slightly down.

And when a pair of Wardens appears at the corner—routine patrol, boots scuffing the stones—he does not go straight past them.

He turns into the bakery line instead, stands as if he belongs there, waits until the Wardens pass, and then slips out the side like smoke.

Amilia’s breath catches quietly. “That’s him.”

The words land too easily—like a stamp you press because you want the page to say something.

I watch him through the window glass and force myself not to follow. Not yet. Not like this. Not with Tomas ten feet away and a corridor full of eyes.

But my gaze hooks on the bundle.

Not the bundle itself—the way it’s bound.

Twine, yes. Paper, yes. Tight, yes.

And wrong.

The knot is a simple fisherman’s hitch, ugly and fast, tied by someone who doesn’t care if it holds for long—only that it holds for now.

The repairs were the opposite of fast. They were made by a man afraid of leaving fingerprints on the world.

I swallow.

My certainty shrinks into something smaller and sharper.

Amilia’s eyes sharpen at my silence. “What?”

I keep my mouth barely moving. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Her voice is offended, like I’ve insulted her intelligence.

“Maybe,” I repeat, because I don’t trust the part of me that wants this solved before it’s even begun.

The man disappears behind the spice shop.

The scent of cloves lingers like an insult.

Amilia shifts the pamphlets in her hands. “So the kids weren’t guessing.”

“No,” I whisper. “They were observing.”

Tomas clears his throat sharply from the counter. “Mara.”

I snap my attention to him, face arranged into innocence. “Yes?”

He gestures toward a stack of invoices. “Sort those by client. And don’t let the merchant see you laughing.”

The merchant glares. “She is laughing.”

“I’m not,” I say, perfectly straight-faced.

Amilia makes a choking sound that is either a cough or a suppressed giggle.

Tomas’s eyes narrow at both of us, but he doesn’t ask questions. Not now.

We move back into the rhythm of ordinary work, because ordinary work is camouflage.

But my mind is no longer in the shop.

It’s on the street.

On the careful man.

On the way he used the bakery line like a shield, like he’s done it before.

On the fact that he didn’t come in.

Not today.

Which means he’s either avoiding us—

—or someone else.

And then, like the city has a sense of timing, the bakery door opens again and the ‘careful man’ reappears—no bundle now—wiping his hands on his coat as if he’s been kneading dough.

He pauses by the spice shop window and speaks to the old woman who sells pepper and dried lime. His head lifts just enough for me to see his face properly.

He’s younger than I thought. Too young to have been the man in my notes, unless the name was an alias used by more than one person. Stop. 

He laughs—quiet, quick.

Amilia sees it too. The drop in my shoulders.

“Oh,” she breathes, almost annoyed at herself.

“Yeah,” I whisper.

He turns, and for a second his eyes flick to the counting office down the street—not to the Wardens, not to us. To the office.

Like a man checking whether the world is looking.

Then he tucks something small into the woman’s palm—coin, paper, I can’t tell—and walks on.

Not a courier.

Not Pell.

Just someone else living inside the same fear.

My stomach goes cold with a thought I don’t want to have yet.

We don’t do dread in Act One, Mara.

We do proof.

So I clamp down and choose the next best thing to control.
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