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Chapter One: The Golden Pen
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Elara Ashcombe kept her grandmother’s pen in a drawer that did not quite close.

Not because it was too full, though it was. Not because the pen was too long, though it had the elegant length of old fashioned certainty. It was the drawer itself that refused to shut properly, as if the desk had opinions about what should remain accessible.

The pen lay in its velvet sleeve like a sleeping animal. When Elara slid the drawer open, the sleeve seemed to hold the light differently, drinking it in, keeping it. Even now, years after Maribel Ashcombe’s death, the pen looked warm. Not gold in colour. Gold in presence.

People had called Maribel The Golden Pen, but that was not why Elara could not bear to use it.

Maribel had been famous in the way mountains are famous. Not by shouting. By existing long enough that the world adjusted around her.

There was a photograph framed on Elara’s bookshelf, wedged between a hardback anthology and a teetering stack of paperbacks with dog eared corners. It was Maribel at a small table by a window, hair silvered, eyes soft and sharp at once, a teacup cooling beside a manuscript. She was not smiling for the camera. She was listening to something private. A sentence, perhaps. A truth.

Elara had been the one behind the lens, twenty years old, breathless with love and yearning, wanting to catch evidence that genius was real and that it lived in her family like a hereditary weather system.

Maribel had glanced up just once.

“Stop trying to trap it,” she had said.

Elara lowered the camera, laughing as if she had been caught doing something silly.

“Trap what?”

Maribel tapped her pen against the page, a small, thoughtful sound. “The moment.”

“I just want to remember it.”

Maribel’s eyes softened. “You will. It will remember you too.”

That was how her grandmother spoke, as if the world was not made of objects but of witnesses.

Elara had grown up in Maribel’s house for long stretches, especially after her parents’ divorce when Elara was eleven and the adults were too busy being careful to notice a child learning what it meant to be left behind by someone who still loved you.

Maribel did not treat divorce like a tragedy or a lesson. She treated it like weather.

“People change,” she told Elara one afternoon while shelling peas in the kitchen. “Love does not always change with them. Sometimes it stays behind.”

“Does that mean love ends?”

Maribel’s hands kept moving, calm and efficient. “No. It means love becomes something else. The question is whether you punish yourself for that.”

Elara had not understood then.

She understood now, in the sharp, bright way understanding arrives when it is too late to save you from what it cost.

Her own marriage had ended quietly, politely, like a door closing on carpet. No yelling. No betrayal. No single event that could be blamed. Just the slow drift of two people who stopped reaching at the same time and pretended not to notice until the silence was loud enough to bruise.

After that, Elara had published nothing.

She told people she was writing. She told her agent she was exploring ideas. She told herself she was waiting for the right story.

What she was really doing was circling the same manuscript like an animal afraid of the trap it had built for itself.

Love, Rewritten.

A title she had chosen in a burst of foolish optimism, back when she believed she could shape a romance the way Maribel could, with inevitability and tenderness and that strange, rare sensation of being seen.

Elara’s manuscript sat in a box under her desk, sealed with tape that had yellowed at the edges. She could not throw it out. She could not open it.

The book had become a kind of altar to her failure.

Or her refusal.

She was not sure which.

On the afternoon the letter arrived, Wellington turned itself into a grey watercolour. The harbour was a sheet of pewter. The sky pressed low, as if it was thinking about coming inside.

Elara padded to the front door in socks that did not match, holding a mug of tea that had gone lukewarm. She had been staring at her laptop for an hour, cursor blinking in the same empty document, an impatient heartbeat on a flatline.

No words. No spark. Just the soft roar of self disgust.

She opened the door and found an envelope on the mat.

No stamp.

No courier sticker.

No name.

Just her address written in a familiar hand.

Elara stared as if the letters might rearrange themselves into an explanation. The handwriting was hers. Not quite. Hers, but steadier. More confident. The version of her that had existed before doubt learned how to imitate her voice.

She looked down the street. No one. Just a neighbour’s hydrangeas drooping in the damp and the steady hush of rain beginning again.

She brought the envelope inside as if it might leak something onto the carpet.

At the kitchen table, she set it down, washed her hands, dried them, washed them again. She told herself she was being ridiculous. It was a letter. A prank. A mistake. A marketing gimmick from a bookstore.

The paper felt too thick for that.

It had weight. Texture. The faint scent of old wood and something metallic, like cold coins.

Elara slid her finger under the flap.

The envelope opened too easily, as if it had been waiting.

Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded once.

And beneath it, wrapped in a scrap of linen, an object that made Elara’s throat tighten.

An inkstone.

Black and smooth, oval shaped, with a shallow depression for ink. The stone looked almost wet. When Elara touched it, it was warm, as if someone had been holding it in their palm.

Her grandmother’s inkstone.

Elara knew it the way you know the sound of a loved one’s footsteps even years after they have stopped walking through your house.

Her fingers curled around it before she could stop herself. The warmth seeped into her skin. It was wrong. Stones did not hold heat like this.

The paper crackled softly when she unfolded it.

One sentence.

You cannot finish this story from the outside.

No signature.

No flourish.

Just the blunt intimacy of someone who knew her well enough to speak without permission.

Elara read it again. Then again, as if repetition would make it less impossible.

Her tea sat untouched. The kettle clicked. The fridge hummed. Ordinary sounds attempting to keep the world from tilting.

Elara lifted the inkstone closer to her face, absurdly, as if it might carry a clue in its scent. It smelled like iron and rain. Like the sea at night.

Her grandmother had taught her to grind ink the way other grandmothers taught recipes.

Not because it was necessary, Maribel had said, but because it slowed you down. Because it made you present enough to hear what a sentence wanted to be.

“Elara,” Maribel had murmured once, watching her granddaughter press the inkstick in careful circles, “if you cannot bear to sit with yourself, you cannot bear to sit with a story.”

Elara’s chest tightened. She had been twenty two then, certain she would write ten books, twenty books, a shelf that would one day be called a legacy.

Now she was thirty three and afraid of a manuscript.

She set the inkstone down with too much care, like it might bruise.

Her phone buzzed.

An email from her agent. Subject line: Checking in.

Elara did not open it.

She put the phone face down. She looked at the inkstone again. The rain pressed harder against the windows. The room dimmed in the slow, creeping way of late afternoon in winter.

She remembered the last time she had seen Maribel alive.

It had been in the hospice room. The air had smelled like antiseptic and wilted flowers. Maribel’s skin had been thinner, papery. Her eyes still held that calm intelligence, but they drifted more now, as if she was already half turned toward somewhere else.

Elara had sat beside her bed, trying not to cry, trying not to look like she needed comfort from a woman who was dying.

Maribel had reached for Elara’s hand.

Her grip had been surprisingly firm.

“You are going to make a mistake,” Maribel whispered.

Elara had laughed through tears. “I already have. I cannot finish the book. I have tried.”

Maribel’s thumb stroked the back of Elara’s hand once. A small blessing.

“That is not the mistake.”

“What is?”

Maribel’s eyes sharpened, suddenly fierce with presence. “You will decide the book is the enemy. And you will stop listening.”

Elara swallowed. “It feels like it is mocking me.”

Maribel’s mouth curved, soft. “Then you are hearing it.”

“Elara,” she had added, voice barely audible, “promise me you will not punish love for being real.”

Elara had said yes because what else could she say.

Maribel had closed her eyes, as if satisfied, as if that promise might hold.

Elara had broken it within a year.

Now, in her own kitchen, with her grandmother’s inkstone sitting on the table like a heart that refused to cool, Elara felt something she had not felt in a long time.

Not hope.

Not yet.

Something closer to being called.

Outside, the rain thickened, and the wind lifted, and the trees began to move with the restlessness of a world preparing for a story.

Elara stood and went to her study.

She did not tell herself she was going to open the box under her desk. She told herself she was going to move it. Rearrange. Clean. Anything except what she was doing.

The study was small, lined with bookshelves that were more aspiration than organisation. Half the shelves held her grandmother’s novels, first editions with worn spines, the titles like small spells: A Light Between Us, Salt and Honey, The House of Second Chances, A Map of Tender Things.
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