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  Introduction


  This is a collection of four short stories.


  -         Overdue -------- page 6


  -         Returns --------- page 55


  -         About Pain ----- page 87


  -         Tabula Rasa ---- page 110


  None of these stories are central to the Library Trilogy books. They share characters, ideas and themes from the books but need not be fitted within the narrative.


  In the story ‘Overdue’ I try to examine the business of writing, the relationship between the writer and the text, the writer and the task, and the writer and the reader. On top of all that I look at how the titular Library relates to bookshops, how commerce enters the picture, and I also throw in a few personal stories with characters.


  I’m sure you’ll agree that this is a LOT for one short story to deal with. So, inevitably, it skims surfaces and if it delivers an entertaining tale, then I consider it a triumph!


  In ‘Returns’ I wanted to explore ideas around the way that one book can move through the hands and lives of many people. A single book can tell radically different stories from one reader to the next, even though they are looking at the same pages. And when there’s a library involved there is also a return. I love the idea of books going out into the world and having a journey, as well as being a journey for each reader.


  In ‘About Pain’ I look at the idea of how a great book changes as we change and how each visit to it can offer something surprising that we were blind to on our previous encounters. A favourite book can be a companion throughout our lives.


  Finally, we have ‘Tabula Rasa’ – the Latin for ‘clean slate’. This takes a look at both the horror and potential of the blank page. It also manages to wrap in some pontifications on immortality and death, plus … there’s a toad.


  Overdue


  “He’s called Wentworth. They told me he was a Maine Coon … but I’m not so sure. I don’t think they get this big.”


  “He is really big.” The girl’s eyes widened as Wentworth heaved his furry bulk up from the top of the bookshelf, perhaps fearing the cat would decide she was lunch. Instead, he flomped back down a few feet from his original position, following the patch of sun that had slid off him during his snooze. “I mean really, really!” She had the refined strain of the local accent, Edinburgh brogue lifted straight from The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie.


  “Every bookshop needs a cat. At least that’s what I think.” Marie managed to stop herself adding ‘and customers.’ Despite Wentworth being the sole feline in Blackponds, the shop often had more cats than customers, and in fact Marie couldn’t remember a single occasion when the number of customers perusing the shelves had threatened double digits. Recently she’d not even had double digits through the doors for whole days at a time.


  The young woman nodded. “I agree. Bookshops need cats.” She looked as if she wanted to stroke Wentworth but lacked the courage. The cat might even outweigh her, a slight thing in her twenties, the same sort of age Marie had been when she helped open the shop ten years earlier.


  The girl offered Marie a tentative smile and advanced on the shelves, almost swallowed by the raincoat that hid her painful thinness.


  “Don’t get lost,” Marie called after her good humouredly. “It gets a bit complicated back there.”


  The girl waved as she vanished behind the Mysteries, offering a last glimpse of overlarge eyes, high cheekbones, and a fall of flame-red hair.


  ***


  “He’s Wobwellington, Third Duke of Catborough,” Cole said. “I call him ‘His Grace’. The man said he was a Cornealian Mountain Cat, but I’ve not been able to find anything about them, not even in the cat aisle.”


  “You have a cat aisle?” The little boy stared at Cole, round-eyed.


  “Well, His Grace would say they’re all cat aisles.” Cole smiled. “But yes, we do have some books on cats in the non-fiction section, under Natural History.”


  The boy’s face fell a little. He retreated from the doorway into the sunlight and bustle of the street. He wiped his nose on his wrist and sniffed. “Thanks Mister! I got to go.”


  “Any time.” Cole watched him go, silently berating himself for not saying, ‘We have children’s books too – tell your friends – tell your parents – tell anyone.’ He wasn’t that desperate. Not yet. Riverocks’ most recent incarnation had only opened its doors the month before. Word of mouth took time to spread. Even in a smaller city like Tirrifon. Though if he’d sold a book for everyone who had come into ask about His Grace after seeing the cat stretched out in the display window then he’d be thinking of opening a second branch by this point.


  The door closed gently, muting the clatter of the street to something that slipped beneath the quiet patience of books waiting to be read. His Grace came over to the counter and coiled himself to make a fur puddle around Cole’s ankles. A third sound introduced itself, adding to the softened clamour of wheels on cobbles and the expectant hum of five thousand covers, each promising enlightenment or adventure. The call of the blank page was, Cole thought, not unlike the cries of the gulls down by the docks where the tall ships rested at anchor, their sails billowing with potential. A gull’s cry lent itself to all manner of interpretation, a warning, an invitation, despair, longing. One thing to the departing ship, another to the crew returning to safe harbour after weeks on the desert of the ocean. A gull’s cry could break your heart or strip away forty years in a single stroke of white wings.


  With a sigh Cole lifted his manuscript from beneath the counter. One upside from Riverocks’ slow start in the business of selling books was that he’d had time to write a considerable chunk of his own.


  Page 100. The whiteness of the sheet like freshly fallen snow, and his quill, poised above the pristine expanse. He dipped it, rising from the ink pot black-bellied, pregnant with possibility, the glistening drop swelling from its point, fat like the sails of those ships held beneath the gulls’ cries. Cole cleared the nib and began to write. He always felt himself the despoiler, scratching away at the empty page with his crabbed script, trying to anchor more to the paper than mere words, something greater than the whole. Later he would copy it out in his precise copperplate but for now it was a battleground, prone to sudden crossings out, to long lines snaking from here to there, seeking to pull thoughts and emotions together from the alphabet’s wreckage.


  For day after day Cole had tried to pour himself into the story, as if the ink were his blood and he might by force of will press the ineffable – the complexity that even in the shadows of his thoughts would not allow words to frame it – into the book. And every night, pushing the growing stack of papers into its drawer, part of him would cringe to think what any reader might make of his efforts. A toddler may paint with passion and heart … and still what lies on the board in thick, primary colours remains a stick person of uncertain gender and purpose.


  “Ouch!” Cole looked down from blotting his last line. “Did you just bite my leg?”


  Unapologetic eyes looked up from a furry face. His Grace licked one long canine, studied the calf in question as if considering a second bite … then lay back down to sleep.


  ***


  “What’s he called, Mr Worth?”


  “Wobble. Or at least that’s what I call him. I think I’m not the only one who feeds him.” Nicholas considered the sleeping beast stretched out among the dusty books that still needed sorting onto shelves. Miss Pency seemed content to join him in his contemplation of the cat. The bell on the door had announced her arrival, and she introduced herself as an old newcomer. She promised to call into the Bee & Den at least once a week, which was probably as often as her old legs could manage the hill from the cottage she’d rented down by Hilbert’s farm on the outskirts of the little town.


  “He looks like he’s being fed by several people. Or perhaps has eaten several people…” Miss Pency tutted. “Such a beautiful boy though. Is he part lynx?”


  “A mountain cat. I’ve been adopted by several over the years. All the same sort of tabby beast. I seem to attract them…” Nicholas didn’t discount the old woman’s opinion. The cat might seek his meals elsewhere too, but Wobble very rarely left the shop. Most of the time he just vanished into the back, deep among the shelves, sometimes evading detection for days at a time. “And what brought you out to Lounton, Miss Pency? Not to town today, I mean. To this part of the world?”


  The old lady shrugged. It made her look younger than her years and Worth scolded himself for thinking of her as old. She was probably only 15 years his senior, if that. Or perhaps he should call them both old. He felt old these days, brittle driftwood abandoned on Lounton’s distant shores, washed clean of dreams, hopes, and ambition.


  “I guess I…” She paused as if considering how honest she wanted to be. “Blown here by the wind, Mr Worth. I was the baby of the family and they’ve all gone and died on me. I needed a change of scene. What’s your story? There can’t be enough people in this town to buy more than three books a week.” She smiled, a mischievous gleam amid the wrinkles but not unkind.


  “Call me Nicholas. I always felt too young to be ‘Mr Worth’ and then suddenly I felt too old to bother with formality. There wasn’t even a day in between when I was happy with it.” Nicholas realised he was stalling, trying to decide whether to be polite or to be truthful. He opted for the middle ground. “I came here to lick my wounds and ended up falling in love with the place. And selling three books would be a good week. I’m afraid if I’m honest this is just something to occupy my time – a sort of retirement. I’ve always loved books. I’ve been a librarian, run several failed bookshops…”


  “Did you ever try writing one?” Miss Pency took an old tome from a nearby shelf, its cover blank with age, the leather binding rough with hard use. One of a set from the Ravensbridge Estate.


  “I …” Nicholas shook his head. He came to lick his wounds, not to open old ones. “I never did.”


  ***


  “Make sure you talk to her when she comes back.”


  “She probably won’t come back,” Marie looked out through the shop window. By craning her neck, she could glimpse Bridge Road where Edinburgh shoppers flowed both ways in a never-ending tide of colour. The girl with her crystal cut accent and sheath of flame-red hair had vanished out of the shop into their number. Although all it took to reach Blackponds Emporium of Fine Books was a left or right turn, very few ever took that corner and entered Marie’s little backwater. It was like that extra click on the internet that proves just too much effort for so many. The girl was gone. History. Not even that.


  “She’ll be back,” Sarah said. “She was looking for something and she found it.”


  “She didn’t buy anything.” Marie shook her head. Her sister was an idiot sometimes … though what did that make Marie? She shook her head again. She was the sensible twin. Sarah the idiot.


  “She was very pretty,” Sarah said innocently.


  “She’s a child.” Marie snorted.


  Sarah folded her arms. “Twenty-three if she’s a day.”


  “All the boys will be after her then.” Marie went to start straightening books as she always did when flustered.


  “I’m sure she’s had all she wants of them. This isn’t a Jane Austen novel. We’re not in the 1810s.” Sarah came to watch the book straightening. “And I know she’ll be back. So next time ask her name at least. And then–”


  “As if I would take your advice on dating.” Marie sniffed. “You’re not even here.”


  “Am so.”


  “You’re dead.” Marie wanted to add, ‘You idiot.’ She wanted to get angry. She wanted to shout. But she’d done all that and Sarah was still dead.


  “If I’m dead then how come Wentworth can see me?” Sarah pointed at the cat who had left his spot and come to sit nearby, watching them.


  “He’s not very clever. He’s staring at dust motes.”


  Sarah sighed and looked at Marie as if waiting for more.


  “You’re not to mention that girl again,” Marie said. “I don’t need a friend. I certainly don’t need a girlfriend–”


  “How would you even know? It’s not like you ever–”


  “Don’t speak about her again.” Marie was aware that this was not how twins were supposed to end each other’s sentences. Another straw for the haystack of her guilt. “Not another word.”


  With an excess of theatricality Sarah mimed zipping her lips shut, locking them, then tossing away the imaginary key. Wentworth chased the figment of the dead girl’s imagination into the aisles.


  The street door opened, not the girl returning, but customers even so. Two Americans still wrapped in a conversation about the castle. And behind them, hunched against the cold swirl of wind that followed them in, a thin man in a black raincoat. Marie found herself staring, then shook herself, leaving the books to return to the till. The man was an albino … could you call them that anymore? Marie wasn’t sure. The man suffered from albinism. That sounded safer… Suffered, or just had? The man was a person with albinism. She looked up and startled, knocking her pens onto the floor. He’d come right up to the till without her noticing his advance and was now looking her in the face as if the whole of her embarrassing internalised conversation about his condition was written there in red ink.


  Marie, remembering herself, opened her mouth to ask how she could help but without warning, and causing a cry of alarm from one of the American ladies, Wentworth sprang from the nearest bookshelf to land on the counter with a distinct thud. Marie’s surprise sent her coffee mug tumbling to join the pens. It was the most athletic thing she’d seen the cat do since she’d inherited him with the premises, on behalf of Blackponds Ltd, a decade earlier. Mostly he moved as if he were underwater, exploring the deep places of the world in a heavy pressure suit.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t–” She tried to stop the man as he reached absently to fondle the cat’s head. “He … bites…”


  But, as the white hand vanished into the thickness of his fluff, Wentworth only pushed himself against it. At first Marie thought that the vibration, so deep it made the air throb, was caused by some sort of engine that had started up in the street, machinery for roadworks perhaps. “Oh. He purrs?”


  “You didn’t know?” Sarah leaned in beside her grinning. “He purrs for me all the time. You just have to know where to scratch him.”


  Marie bit her tongue and avoided rebuking her sister in front of a stranger for the obvious lie.


  “Hello, Wentworth.” The man fussed the cat. He nodded, seemingly in Sarah’s direction – which was of course ridiculous. “Behind the ear. That’s where he likes it most.”


  “Exactly,” Sarah said. “This one knows his cats.”


  “I know this cat,” the man said. He had no accent whatsoever, which seemed an impossible thing but also true.


  “I scratch him behind the ear all the time!” Marie protested, stepping in front of Sarah to try to reclaim the conversation. “He’s never purred once, not in all these years.”


  The man turned his pink eyes on Marie. “Stroking a cat is a two-way process. He’s not going to purr unless you’re both happy. That would be rude.”


  Marie felt herself go still, her cheekbones prickling with pins and needles, and her concentration suddenly consumed by an unexpected battle not to release the sob that wanted to move her ribs and escape.


  Sarah’s hand came to rest on her shoulder, allowing the pressure to leak away. Marie sucked in a breath. “How… How can I help you, sir?” She tried to guess his age and found she had no idea. He hadn’t any wrinkles and his white hair lay as thick as a young man’s, but on the other hand he reminded her strongly of her late grandfather … both of them in fact. Not in appearance so much as in his deliberate and cautious movement and just a general … grandfatherliness…


  A kind smile took possession of the man’s colourless lips. “My apologies. My name is Yute. I’m on a quest.”


  “A quest, Mr Yute?” Why did the nice ones always have to be strange with it. She hoped this one wasn’t going to be like the young man last month who refused to leave and kept talking about sabbers waiting for him in the street. Marie fixed her own smile in place and looked past the man, hoping to catch the eye of one of the Americans and to somehow convince them not to leave her alone with him. “W-what’s the quest for?”


  “Well, if I knew that it wouldn’t be much of a quest, now would it?” He turned away, scanning the shelves. “A friend asked me to meet him here.” He gave Wentworth’s ear one final scratch. “But I’m not sure why. May I look around?”


  Marie opened her mouth, not knowing how to answer. Sarah nudged her. “Of course…” She almost added her ‘don’t get lost, it gets complicated back there’ joke, but somehow this Yute didn’t look like a man who would ever lose his way in such a place.


  “Thank you.” He paused. Hesitant. And when he spoke he was cautious, kind, certain in himself and yet a thousand miles from preaching. “What you do here matters. Never think it doesn’t.” And with that he was off, a swirl of raincoat, the black of his collar shocking against the whiteness of his neck. He walked briskly into the aisles with Wentworth trailing after him as if there were a cat treat in each of his footprints.


  “Well…” Even Sarah sounded taken aback. “He was…”


  “Unusual,” Marie finished for her.


  ***


  Cole’s father had ignored his wife and his many children in order to make a great deal of money by floating on financial seas and following the winds of opportunity. When a heart attack had sunk his father along with his career, Cole had spent his portion of those funds buying the bookshop he had for so long imagined and populated it according to his own tastes. The architecture had been inspired by a childhood dream of a library so vast that you could walk for days between towering shelves and never see the same book twice in all those miles.


  Of course, even a banker’s wealth has limitations and dreams pass into the waking world through the keyhole of compromise. Even so, customers did occasionally report getting lost within the labyrinthian aisles at the rear of Riverocks.


  Cole’s father had, Cole thought, seen money as a way of keeping score, and life as a competition that needed to be won in some demonstrable manner. Cole had no interest in competition, and if he were to keep score, it would not be with the number of zeros after a digit in some bank ledger’s bottom line.


  Unfortunately, a degree of interest in competition and in the business of bookkeeping proved to be a necessity when it came to not just keeping books but selling them in quantity too. The dream shop had to be sold, and the remaining funds were used to purchase an existing store on one of the lesser highstreets of Tirrifon. The dream, however, was not sold. Rather, as dreams so often do, it became something else.


  Cole still loved to sell books, although in simply numerical terms he wasn’t much better at it than he had been at the start. Now though, his dream was to write books as well. One in particular. The first of what would likely be a flood.


  “Good afternoon!” Cole nodded to the man who’d come in from the blaze of sunshine outside and now stood, perhaps letting his eyes adjust or simply soaking up the comparative coolness. Cole laid down his quill, feeling it was rude to write whilst a customer might have need of him.


  “Indeed.” The man lowered his hood, an oddity that Cole had not noticed until he came forward and resolved from mere silhouette to full formed human. The quite marvellous whiteness of the man caused Cole to blink, but he pressed his lips together against any personal remark and instead waited with what he hoped was polite attention for the customer to state his business.


  “I’m on a quest, Mr … Riverocks?”


  “Ah, no, call me Cole. The shop was named … well it came to me in a dream. Perhaps I should have just used my surname.”


  “Not at all.” Pink eyes located the quill first and then the manuscript. “If a writer can’t have flights of fancy, then who can?”


  “You mentioned a quest?”


  “I did. I’m not entirely sure what it is yet, but a friend asked me to meet him here.” The man looked around expectantly, and seeing nobody, gave a small shrug. “He does tend to get a bit scattered. Far from the most reliable of friends, but he’s always been there when I really needed him.”


  Cole nodded his most polite yet non-committal nod. He had no idea where all this was going excepting that it would most certainly in some way, shape, or form end up on the pages before him. Already his fingers were twitching the quill of their own accord, eager to capture the strangeness of the man before him. Cole wondered if he were from the frozen latitudes where even the empire icebreakers couldn’t penetrate. A man with skin so dark that it was almost black had once come into his old shop. A very learned man who purchased some of Cole’s rarest and most expensive tomes. That gentleman had hailed from the deep south, beyond the Thaar where the sands are so hot they scald even the most hardy foot. Perhaps in the north folk paled past the fair skin and blonde hair of Scandumen and shaded into a whiteness to rival that of the snowbears.


  Cole broke the silence which had grown, if not uncomfortable, then perhaps overlong. “Was there a particular book you were looking for, sir?”


  “Not today.” The man looked around, hunting for something. “And call me Yute.”


  Hidden in his puddle of fluff around Cole’s ankles His Grace shifted sleepily and briefly kneaded Cole’s calf muscle, pin-pricking claws through his trouser leg.


  “Would you like to look around Mister … Yute?”


  “I’m in the Library business myself,” Yute said, as if Cole hadn’t spoken. “Business? Game? I’m employed by the Library – let’s leave it at that. Tell me, Cole, you sell books here do you not?”


  “I do … it’s … a bookshop.”


  “Interesting.” Yute nodded as if contemplating some complex and novel idea. “Why?”


  Cole opened his mouth with a line about it being how he made his living already queuing on his tongue. He swallowed it. If he had wanted to make money, he would have taken up one of his father’s many invitations to follow him into speculating with other people’s wealth. Instead, he sold dreams and kept his speculation for the page.


  “When you sell someone a book you give them ownership of something without it being taken away from anyone else. You give them a ticket for a voyage. A door to other worlds. People walk out of here not truly knowing what they’re carrying with them. They used to put locks on books. Did you know that? Individual locks. I don’t approve of that, but I like the symbolism. You still need a key to open a book. I’m not talking about turning the cover here – to open the story you need a key, and you are the key. Perhaps you won’t fit. Perhaps you will and the story will open for you.” Cole caught himself. “I’m sorry – I’m going on rather too much, aren’t I? It’s a bit of a favourite topic. I didn’t mean to get so…”


  Yute raised a hand. “I understand.” He went to the shelf and laid white fingers on the nearest volume. “Each of them is a piece of magic. At least for someone.”


  “We don’t have bookshops where I come from. Just the Library.”


  “I don’t see how that would work…”


  “And I don’t see how this works.” Yute smiled. “Perhaps that’s why my friend brought me here. It’s an interesting solution.”


  “Solution? To what?” Cole wasn’t sure whether he had a madman in his shop or merely someone who had travelled so far that everything was strange to him and everything he brought with him was strange here. But then the man’s Etruscan was so perfect that it could only have been learned by living here for–


  “If you make people pay for these books then they value them. They take them home and cherish both the form and the contents. I imagine that someone who has parted with perhaps more money than they intended will surely read the story or the opinions or the instructions within. And pay them heed.”


  “Well certainly…”


  “But there will be those who cannot afford such luxuries. The poor for whom the feeding of the stomach must take precedence over the feeding of the mind. And so should we not make all this,” – the wave of a black-clad arm encompassing the shop – “freely available, stories for the starving, education for the poorhouse?”


  “We should!” Cole’s animation roused His Grace who disentangled himself from the shifting feet that might inadvertently step on a paw. “We definitely should! But…” The host of practical objections crowded in, the grey hecklers that seemed to bring down every grand idea.


  “But people don’t value what has no price,” Yute said. “People receiving stories for nothing do nothing with them. Where books are so cheap that the price isn’t noticeable they drift in unloved heaps. The freely given is stepped over in the rush to spend on something we’re told we can’t have unless we pay.”


  “But–” Cole struggled to imagine books so cheap they were treated as little more than autumn leaves.


  “It’s a dilemma. It’s certainly that. Why, I–” His Grace chose that moment to spring from his place at Cole’s feet to the counter, inserting his purring body between the two men. “Hello, old boy.” Yute reached out to ruffle the cat’s head. “I was wondering where you’d got to.”             


  “Do … do you two know each other?” Cole was sure he would remember if Yute had visited the shop before.


  “I’ll have a look around if you don’t mind.” Yute disentangled himself from the cat’s uncharacteristic affections. “Don’t let me interrupt your writing. It might take me a while to find … whatever it is I’m looking for.” And so saying he went to examine the nearest shelves, followed closely by His Grace.


  When Cole next glanced up, the man was far back, a white flash revealed briefly as he crossed a line of sight before becoming once more hidden by the bookcases.


  Later when the sun slanted in low and crimson along the length of Ermine Street, Cole realised that he must have missed Yute’s departure, so deep in his writing that even the tinkling of the bell on the door couldn’t reach him.


  ***


  “Helloooo?” The tinkling of the bell above the door would alone have drawn Nicholas from his shuffling of stock among the aisles, but Miss Pency’s voice quickened his pace.


  “Miss Pency, how nice to see you again.”


  “Diane, I keep telling you.”


  “It’s shop rules, I’m afraid. We can’t be on first name terms until I’ve sold you at least one book.” Nicholas grinned and took his station at the counter.


  “Pffft, I’m certain I’ve bought at least seven!”


  “Nine, actually. But,” – Nicholas spread his hands on the counter top – “I don’t feel that I sold any of them to you. To sell a book I need to match a text to a type and arrange a happy marriage, or torrid affair, or merely a debauched weekend, but whichever it is, it needs to be a discovery, something that would not have happened without my intervention. That, my dear Miss Pency, is how books are sold rather than merely purchased.”


  “And what, Mr Worth–”


  “Nicholas, I implore you.”


  “You can be Nicholas again when you’ve sold me a book. And what is your first suggestion?”


  Nicholas paused. The conversation had taken an unexpected direction, as they so often did with Miss Diana Pency – a woman that he had learned was once a captain of industry, not to mention a scientific powerhouse, owner of patents on some of the most valuable alchemical processes of the last few decades. Why she was lurking on the outskirts of Lounton rather than in some granite mansion in the heart of the capitol within sight of the king’s palace he had yet to discover. Common sense said scandal, but his heart wanted a better reason – perhaps something akin to his own withdrawal from the race, though he wouldn’t wish his shadow life on anyone, let alone this fiercely intelligent little woman.


  “Follow me!” He aimed for a mysterious tone and hoped he hadn’t landed in creepy territory as he led the way out among the aisles of his reduced kingdom.


  Miss Pency followed with a swish of her sensible skirts. “Did you know there was a great big raven perched on your shop sign?”


  “No?” Nicholas hoped the bird would behave itself or he’d be having to clean his ‘Bee and Hen’ board.


  “Enormous thing. I was watching it as I came in in case it decided to steal my hat. I half expected it to say ‘nevermore’! But it just squawked at me. So loud my hat fell off! I’m surprised you didn’t hear it.”


  “Squawked? I thought ravens cawed.”


  “Me too – this one seems to be a bit of an eccentric…”


  Nicholas walked slowly along the aisles, hoping that inspiration would strike. A left turn, a right, past the In Memoriams where black ledgers recorded vanished lives in single sentences, paragraphs, or pages, each according to the depth of the relatives’ pockets. These sold primarily for display, there being a vogue for the death’s head motifs and other heavy funerary adorning both spines and covers.


  “Goodness, I forget each time how big this tiny shop is, Nicholas.”


  “It does go back a way. Wobble’s been known to vanish back here for days on end. Lord knows what he eats. We don’t have rats.”


  “Maybe you don’t after he’s finished.”


  “Speaking of the devil.” Wobble sat atop the shelving unit opposite them as Nicholas made another right turn. His tail hung down across the books like an inverted question mark. Nicholas stepped closer and set two fingers to the battered volume at the very tip of the cat’s tail. “Most of the shop’s stock was printed on presses in Bellan or Mesmoor, even the oldest stuff. I don’t have any texts on vellum illuminated by monks from the dark days.” He tapped the book he’d touched. “But these few here.” He pulled the volume out and opened it to reveal page after page of handwritten text, the black ink oxidised in places to a pale brown. “Some of them are younger than I am, and for most of them the only example in existence is right here, on my shelves. These are the stillborn books, the rockets that fizzled out before launch, seeds ungerminated. Many of them were perhaps too flawed to meet the expectations of some grand publishing house. A few, perhaps, fell short of every mark, but even so I guarantee you that some brave soul bled as the quill was dragged a hundred miles to set the story down. And this one, this right here, by A.M Earhart, is in my humble estimation, a gem. And although the state of the cover hints at a life hard lived, it is possible that after me and the author, you might be the only other person ever to have actually read it. Do be careful with it, it’s quite old and I’ve had it a long time. It was a great inspiration to me as a young man.” He offered the book to Miss Pency, a slight tremble in his hands as if this were the proposal that had never been made and he should fall to one knee.


  “Sold.” Miss Pency folded her hands around the covers. “I think perhaps that I have never been sold a book before… And whatever my opinion of the story inside, the story you have just woven around the outside of it is a string from a writer’s heart, Nicholas.”


  ***


  “I just saw a great big black dog.”


  “Uh huh.” Marie paid Sarah little heed. Her sister liked to narrate her non-existence, often remarking on things as trivial as the passing of a cloud with a very marshmallowy shape.


  “A very very black dog.”


  “Uh huh.” Marie was struggling over an order. The dilemma between keeping the stock current but not getting stuck with duds.


  “It walked through a wall.”


  “Oh, you liar.”


  “I don’t lie!” Sarah set both hands against her breastbone, the picture of injured innocence.


  “You told me Elvis Presley’s real name was Pelvis Wesley.”


  “Only an idiot would believe that.”


  “I told the students in my hall of residence – people I was trying to make friends with.”


  “Well, you did make friends with them. You should call Ria, or Heather, or that Tom – we liked him.”


  “They didn’t tell me I was wrong because I’d said you told me and they didn’t want to make you out as a liar, not when they all knew you were in hospital.”


  “Only an idiot–”


  “I kept telling people that for a year. A whole year!”


  “Pelvis Wesley? Really?”


  Marie frowned furiously at her sister, giving her what she hoped was a very hard stare. “I heard it on the radio. They did call him Pelvis, so I believed you.”


  “They called him ‘the pelvis’ – there’s a difference! What mother would call her son Pelvis for god’s sake?”


  “Americans have all sorts of strange names,” Marie said defensively. She wrote a decisive ‘5’ next to All My Yesterdays on her stock order, then scribbled it out and put ‘6’, she could sell six of a book like that.


  “I apologise,” Sarah said unapologetically. “I was bored. I had cancer, and you were swanning off to university. I didn’t expect you to believe me. And you really should call up some of those friends of yours. You’ve practically been a lock-in since I…” She looked out of the window. “I really did see a dog walk through a wall just now. He came out of Greggs, into the alley.”


  “Probably stocking up on chicken bakes.” Marie wasn’t being fooled again.


  “He looked more like a dog-shaped hole than a whole dog,” Sarah mused.


  The street door opened and the red-haired girl walked in, wrapped in a puffer coat, her cheeks pale, each with a bright red patch as if the winter had pinched her.


  “Ask. Her. Name.” Sarah pushed Marie forward.


  Stumbling and pretending to have tripped on the flooring Marie approached the door. “Hello again.” She smiled. “I’m Marie. Let me know if I can help you with … anything.”


  “Any.” The girl smiled back, a quick nervous smile.


  “Amy?”


  “Any.” The girl shook her head. “It’s stupid really. I should just change my name to Amy. It was a joke between my parents. A dad joke, I guess. My mother said, ‘what shall we call her?’ and he said ‘Anything’. So, being idiots, they did. Any for short. There are countries where you have to pick a child’s name off the approved list – did you know that? To stop parents giving people like me stupid names. I expect Zowie Bowie wished he’d been born in one of them…” She trailed off, suddenly aware she’d been going on.


  Marie blinked, feeling she’d been temporarily hypnotised. “Any it is then.”


  “Do you have books on writing? I’m trying to write a book and it’s not going so well.”


  “A book? Well, those can be tricky. Rather like juggling – harder than it looks. It’s all in the wrist, I’m told.”


  Another nervous smile, quick like the fin of a fish breaking the surface. Whether it was a pity smile or whether Marie’s ‘all in the wrist’ quip had landed, she couldn’t tell. Please God, don’t let her think I do dad jokes. “We do have books on writing,” Marie carried on doggedly. “We’ve even got one called ‘On Writing’. That one’s by Stephen King. It’s very good, though a lot of it is more entertaining than informative…”


  “Could you show me?” Any asked.


  Another shove from Sarah but Marie didn’t stumble, she was already on the move.


  Marie’s twin left them alone as they discussed writing books, writing, and Any’s writing, with Marie picking out one advice book after another. Any was like a conversational brook, once started she could flow seemingly indefinitely. Though she knew how to listen too, and Marie found it easy to talk to her despite the age gap.


  Sarah was right of course, and it was easier to admit it in her absence. After Sarah’s death Marie had turned in on herself, stopped making the effort to seek out her friends, and gently deflecting them when they made overtures of their own. Yes, she was doing fine. Yes, she was happy. No, sorry, she couldn’t make that weekend. Maybe next month.


  The shop had become her world, her island retreat, stranded just off the high street and a million miles from her old life. Like the song said – and then one day she’d found, ten years had got behind her, no one told her when to run … she’d missed the starting gun. She’d sat here, stranded, Tom Hanks on his desert island – with Sarah as her Wilson – waiting for something, anything. And here she was: Anything.


  “What are these?” Any had crouched down to examine a row of shabby volumes at the bottom of a shelf near the back of the shop.


  “Ah … those.” Marie came to join her. “They’re an indulgence of mine. I go to book fairs, second hand shops, charity shops and I … rescue old books. The ones that are in such a state no collector would ever have any interest in them. The books that are destined for the council dump. When I find one that I really like, I repair it and put on that shelf to sell.”


  “But they were already for sale…” Any ran her fingers gently over the spines.


  “Yes, but I really sell them, because I know what’s in each one, and I try to match them to someone who they’ll matter to.”


  “Sell me one.” Any’s green eyes met Marie’s gaze with a hint of both challenge and of mischief.


  “Really?” The girl had called her bluff. The shelf truly was an indulgence. None of the books there had ever sold. Management would have a fit if they were displayed at the front, and back here Marie seldom got to see if anyone showed an interest. “But I–” She was going to say, ‘hardly know you.’ The truth was she knew Any better on the basis of the last half hour’s conversation than she knew anyone else these days.


  “Maybe this one.” Marie pulled the volume out, suddenly nervous. The book had actually been the only one in the shop when the owners bought the place and sent Marie in to organise the restocking of its empty shelves. Between them, the book and Wentworth had been the sole legacy that the previous owner left.


  Any accepted the thick book into slim hands. The covers were polished by time, erasing any title, but the first page bore in large copperplate, so perfectly formed that it might have been printed but was in fact the work of a sure hand, the legend: The Book That Burned, by Cole Worth.


  “Good, is it?” Any asked.


  “I think Cole Worth put everything he had onto those pages,” Marie answered, after a pause. “Whether that’s good or bad, subpar or sublime, depends on the reader. I think maybe you’ll like it.” She thought more than ‘maybe’ but she didn’t want to overegg the thing – nothing kills off a book like too much hype – though ironically hype’s exactly what’s needed for them to flourish. Similar deal with oxygen: too little, you die; too much, you die.


  At last, Any made her way to the exit from the counter, laughing at Marie’s weak parting joke, three books in her Blackponds’ carrier bag, two about the art of writing and one handwritten in faded ink and concerning the effort that is sometimes required simply to exist.


  “Ask her out!” Sarah poked her in the ribs. “Quick! Ask her for a drink! She’s getting away!” Practically hopping from foot to foot.


  “Let me know how you get on,” Marie called after Any.


  “I’m on insta,” Any called back. “Anything Earhart. Hit me up. I’ll definitely need help.”


  “I will.” Marie waved.


  “Well, that’s something.” Sarah folded her arms. “I suppose. But you should have just said, let’s go for a drink, how’s Friday for you?”


  “Shush, you.” Marie couldn’t suppress her smile. She returned to the counter, whistling, and changed the 6 to an 8. She could sell 8 copies for sure.


  ***


  “I know you!” Nicholas had been surprised to see a man walking towards him from the back of his shop and not only because he was entirely sure that he hadn’t yet had his first customer through the front door. He was more surprised by the fact that he recognised the person now approaching the counter. “You’re… you’re…” He clicked his fingers trying to scare the name out of his subconscious and onto his tongue.


  “Yute.”


  “Yute! That’s it!” He wanted to say ‘Yute the snowman’ but was now convinced that, rather than hailing from the extremities of the north, Yute was in fact afflicted by a rare disease or condition that had sucked almost every trace of colour from him. “How…” He had last seen the man disappearing off into the back of a different shop, and now here he was nearly forty years later emerging from the back of this one. “You haven’t aged a day, sir!”


  “Cole, how are you?” Yute stopped before the counter, his garb an outlandish robe of dark grey velvet, touched by dust around the hem.


  “Nicholas,” Nicholas said automatically. He’d given up his abbreviated name as a childish pretension. Set it aside with many other things. Perhaps too many things, though his life did now have a certain anaesthetic tranquillity to it as he waited, waiting for nothing in particular and resigned to the waiting. He hadn’t thought he was waiting for anything, but since Miss Pency’s arrival unsettling waves of possibility had started to lap at the shores of his isolation. And now, past expectation or even imagination, here was Mr Yute.


  “Nicholas it is.” Yute inclined his head. He really hadn’t aged a day. His face was the kind that offered age no purchase, but even so … forty years!


  Nicholas rallied himself, taking shelter in formality. “Welcome to Bee and Hen, how can I be of service today?”


  “I’m on a quest,” Yute said as Wobble emerged from the aisles to rub around his legs.


  “Still?” There had been a quest before, Nicholas was sure of it.


  “Still.” Yute inclined his white head.


  Nicholas pointed to the door and the street beyond the wide windows. “Did you…?”


  “I came from the Library,” Yute said as if that answered the question. “There’s another circle starting.”


  “A circle?” Nicholas had no idea what the man meant but politeness encouraged him to follow on. “And that’s bad?”


  “It could be calamitous. I hadn’t known they could happen out here in the peripheries, but it seems that these bookshops are more numerous and more widespread than I had believed. I’m sure I knew more about this once upon a time, but my memory…” He tapped his temple. “Not what it once was.”


  “No…” Nicholas wondered if the man’s memory might not be the only faulty part of his thinking apparatus. But then again whether Yute had been this crazy on his previous visit was an answer that his own memory was proving unable to supply.


  “The Exchange connects them, you see? Bookshops. Libraries great and small. Who knows where it ends? Perhaps individual bookcases in private homes also touch the Exchange. Nothing would surprise me these days. Books leak. They wander. Transported and translated by the Exchange. A gentle shuffling and reshuffling of reality. A fault in the design if you ask me … or sabotage. Jaspeth’s work, no doubt – I can’t see Irad being so careless…”


  “Irad? No…” Nicholas nodded, then shook his head for good measure. “And you’re here because?”


  “Wentworth said it was urgent.” Yute went to one knee and started to scratch Wobble behind the ear.


  “I see.” If there had been a place to retreat to then Nicholas would have retreated. “Can I … make you a cup of tea?”


  “That,” – Yute looked up from fussing the cat – “would be delightful.”


  Nicholas locked the shop, turned the door sign to ‘closed’ and took Yute to the stockroom where he presumed the man must have broken in. The stacked books occupied only three-quarters of the available space and Nicholas lit the new-fangled gas-lamp to reveal a small table with two comfortable if battered armchairs. Wobble slipped in behind them before Nicholas could close the door. Rather than vanish off into the stacks in search of mice, the cat simply coiled himself beneath the table.


  Nicholas got cups from the cupboard and poured them both tea out of the flask he always brought with him from home. Yute raised the blue and white porcelain to his lips and inhaled. “It smells as good as it sounds. You call this T?”


  “Uh … yes.”


  “I wonder what delights U has for us?”


  While Nicholas puzzled over the grammar of Yute’s pronouncement, Yute sipped his tea, sighed, and contemplated the shadowed stacks. “You were writing a book.”


  “I was,” Nicholas said stiffly, feeling much as if his guest had just reached over and stuck him with a bayonet.


  “A dangerous book,” Yute said.


  “Dangerous? Well, I imagine it might have been dangerous to the finances of any publisher who invested in it,” Nicholas said, failing to keep the bitterness from his voice. “Luckily for them they all avoided that fate.”


  “But still, you wrote a book? That fact is not dependent on the clanking of printing presses.”


  Nicholas sighed and nodded heavily. “I wrote a book.” He left unvoiced that he had opened himself to the world, bled upon the page, and gone unnoticed, his words whispered into an uncaring wind. It had been his greatest act of courage and of faith. The ruination of his hope amid a flurry of standard rejections had left him hollowed. He cursed himself daily for his cowardliness, for the fact that he had defined his life not by some work of literary greatness but by how remarkably long he had been able to sulk about his failure. But even so, despite knowing both the cause and the cure, he had been unable to free himself. The black dog had trailed him down the years, a malady of the mind they called it, a malaise. That up-and-coming Dr Fraud had given a medical name to it: depression. Not a bad name all things considered. Depression – a depression, a dent, a hole from which he couldn’t find the strength to climb. The quill had become too heavy to hold and he had set it aside, taking on a quiet life of limitations instead, his only joy remaining in the works of others, and in the placing of them in the right hands.


  “And what did you hope for it, Nicholas?” Yute spread his fingers on the table as if he might be about to play it like a harpsicord. “Wealth?” He looked around. “I imagine in a place where books are sold rather than given it could be lucrative to write a book that many people wanted to read?”


  “I had money.” Nicholas shook his head, fracturing a vision of his father’s gilded coffin. “More than I knew what to do with.”


  “Fame perhaps?” Yute pursed his mouth.


  “Fame? I hide from the world in here. I might like it if more people came through the door seeking books, but not to see me. I was never what you might call … sociable.”


  “What then?”


  “To matter.” Nicholas stared at the table, at the grain of the wood, at the knots and whorls. He thought of the book he had sold to Miss Pency. A.M Earhart’s novel had inspired him to write his own. It had opened doors in his mind, filled his thinking, set fire to his imagination. It had mattered to him. “I wanted to have said something that was heard. To have been seen and to have had that make a difference to someone.”


  “Someone? Not ten someones? Would ten thousand be a thousand times better?”


  “Zeros after the digit.” Nicholas pressed his lips together.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “That’s just counting. Keeping score. No, I didn’t care if it were ten or ten thousand. Someone, anyone would do.”


  “Anything…” Yute murmured the irrelevance before gathering his thoughts and saying, “What happened to the copies?”


  “There were no copies, just the original. I had the manuscript bound when it came back from its last journey with its final rejection. I tried it on friends and family.” Nicholas shuddered. “That was a mistake. My eldest sister ‘loved it’ but hadn’t a single word to say that made me believe she had actually opened the front cover.”


  “And the original?”


  “Lost.” Nicholas – Cole as he’d called himself back then – had been going to burn it, honouring the promise of the title, but in the end he decided to avoid the drama, not to mention the hazard of fire and drunkenness in a bookshop. He’d been going to toss it out with the rubbish for the waste-carts to take to the dump. The actual moment when they parted still hid behind one of the holes his shameful affair with red wine had punched through his memory of those years, but he’d had the book one evening, intending to throw it away, and in the morning he’d lifted his head from the table, groaned at the horror of his headache, and had seen that the book was gone, no longer there to accuse him each time his eyes found it. No longer the flag of his failure, waving itself endlessly in recrimination. Whether he had returned it to the shelves or thrown it into the street, he couldn’t say.


  “Come with me.” Yute stood and made to leave.


  “I … I can’t. I’ve got a shop to run. Customers…” Miss Pency would be by later in the afternoon.


  “That’s alright, Nicholas. We won’t leave the bookshop.”


  Nicholas shrugged and stood, finishing off his tea. “After this I really do have work to do.”


  “Quite so.” Yute led the way out into the shop where Wobble was waiting by the shelves.


  Nicholas did a double take, glancing back into the stockroom, expecting to see the cat still coiled beneath the table. As Yute approached, Wobble turned and led the way among the aisles.


  “We’re following Wobble?” Nicholas hurried to catch up. “I mean, I hate to say it, he’s a lovely boy, but there’s nothing between his ears except more fluff…”


  Yute tilted his head. “He has a remarkable talent for getting from here to there. Even from now to then.”


  Nicholas decided to keep his own counsel on Wobble’s talents and save his ‘I told you so’ for the back wall of the shop. They walked on into the little book-warren Nicholas had constructed.


  “It goes back quite far,” Yute observed.


  “You should have seen my first shop. It was a palace compared to this … compared to palaces too, if I say so myself. You needed ladders to reach most of the books. And the back was like a labyrinth, no, scratch that – it was a labyrinth. People got lost!” Nicholas followed Yute, so wrapped in his memories that he hardly saw the reality of his present life. A thought suddenly struck him. “Wait! You’ve found my book?” Was it possible? Had he changed his mind while deep in his cups? Hidden the book among the shelves? And it had somehow persisted among his stock all these years, lurking in the aisles? Avoiding one cataloguing after another. “That’s not possible!”


  Wobble took a left into another canyon of books, holding his tail high.


  Nicholas craned his neck. “This … this is my first shop!”


  “Best not to linger then, my boy. You wouldn’t want to bump into Cole and give him this particular vision of his future.”


  “Wait … this … this is madness!”


  But Yute had already followed Wobble down another turn and, for reasons Nicholas couldn’t explain, the fear of being left behind overwhelmed both shock and his growing anger at being so toyed with.


  Wobble set a brisk pace, and Yute followed, seeming not to hear questions. The sense of familiarity lessened as the ceiling and the shelves vaulted steadily higher. This wasn’t Nicholas’s bookshop, new or old, or anyone else’s that he could imagine.


  Something in the periphery brought Nicholas to a halt even as he caught up with Yute. “Are … are those … trees?”


  “Best not to look.” Yute took another right, quickening his pace to catch up with the cat. “We’re not going that way.”


  Nicholas tore himself away. At the end of a very long aisle, far longer than the entirety of his shop, there had been trees, he was sure of it. Even the glint of water between them.


  By degrees, through lefts and rights, ducking through doorways that led from one side of a shelf-wall to the other, the aisles became more human-sized, more familiar, the ceiling lowered, and lowered again and the light, which had seemed to come from every direction at once, reclaimed sources, though these were mysterious globes set on the ceiling and broadcasting a light far whiter, brighter, and more steady than even the most advanced of gas lamps. Somehow Wobble had escaped them, but Yute seemed unconcerned.


  “Quiet now.” Yute slowed, gesturing downwards with his palm. “It would be better if we were not observed.”


  Feeling like a fool, a thief, and an intruder, Nicholas joined Yute leaning around the end of a seven-foot bookcase. They were in a bookshop. A very wide window gave onto a street containing several very strange carriages, parked at the curb and with no sign of horses. A young woman with short brown hair stood behind the counter, leafing through a book. Nicholas felt like a peeping tom, a man approaching sixty staring at a stranger without her knowledge.


  “We should–”


  “Ssssh.” Yute shook his head.


  The woman muttered something and smiled.


  “Why is she talking to herself?” Nicholas hissed.


  “She’s talking to her sister.”


  Nicholas squinted. The girl was alone … unless the sister was a child – a small child – and hidden by the counter. He glanced up at the wonderful lights. “Do they have some marvel of science that lets them speak over great distances?”


  “They do,” Yute whispered.


  Satisfied Nicholas continued to watch the muttered conversation continue, deciding to put his faith in Yute.


  Without warning a shape darted past the window and someone burst in through the door, leaving the bell jangling in her wake. Another young woman, long red hair in disarray, eyes smeared with what looked to be greasepaint that had been rubbed in circles making her look rather like a spectacle bear.


  The shopkeeper came out to meet the sobbing girl, seeming unsure whether to hug her or keep her distance. Nicholas caught words of reassurance and concern over the other girl’s distress.


  ***


  Marie hardly knew what to do with Any. Her first thought was that someone had died. But why that would send her racing back to Blackponds in floods of tears Marie had no idea.


  “It’s ok. It’s ok.” She settled for holding Any’s hands though her arms wanted to offer what comfort they could. “What happened? Should I call someone for you?”


  The ugly sobbing lasted another minute before Any finally managed some words between the heavings of her narrow chest.


  “I was – in the park – just down the way–”


  “Someone attacked you? I should call–”


  “No!” Any pulled a hand free and took something from her raincoat’s voluminous pocket. “This! I was reading this!” She held up the book that Marie had sold her just the day before, the handwritten one. “I finished it–”


  “In one day?” It wasn’t a thin novel. Marie had spent a week savouring it.


  “I–” More sobs pushed conversation back onto the impossible list.


  Marie couldn’t not hug her. “Silly. I know. It’s … moving … at the end.” Marie had dabbed her eyes, maybe wiped away a tear. The book had monopolised her thinking for a week or more, but nothing like this. Something on those pages had undone Any.


  “It was just … so beautiful. So perfect. And when she–” More tears.


  “I know. I know. I’m sorry.”


  Any pulled away, blinking tears. “Sorry? Don’t be sorry. It’s the most wonderful–” She trailed off, staring at something behind Marie.


  Marie turned and stepped back in shock. “Mr Yute? I didn’t see you come– or your friend?”


  “My apologies for intruding. Sincerely. Humbly.” He bowed his head. The older man behind him, tall, skinny, with grey hair and glasses, looked deeply embarrassed, shading to crimson as if he would rather be anywhere else in the world.


  He had a distinctly Sleepy Hollow vibe to him, though Marie couldn’t say exactly why. She rallied herself. “You’re not intruding, Mr Yute. This is a bookshop after all!” She tried a laugh, a brave but failed attempt.


  Yute looked past Marie, turning his gaze to Any. “I’m afraid that I have to reclaim the book you have there, miss.” He offered a perfectly white handkerchief in exchange.


  “What? No!” Any wrapped her arms around the book, protective as any mother.


  “I sold this book to Any.” Marie tried to regroup. “It’s hers.”


  “My apologies,” – Yute seemed to grow taller, whiter if anything, his skin almost gleaming – “but the book belongs to the Library, and it is overdue.”


  Sarah appeared at Marie’s shoulder. She rarely did that sort of thing, preferring to avoid anything ghostly. “I think you should give it to him, Mar.”


  Marie shook her head, ignoring her sister. “The library?” She felt an unaccountable tingle of fear, which made her angry. She stepped between Yute and Any, shielding the girl. “It doesn’t have any stamps or markings. Which library?”


  The narrow, almost haunted, man behind Yute had been looking at the book as if it were the holy grail, glowing with divine light, but now he shook himself and leaned further into view. “Ladies, Yute intends only the best for you both. He hails from very distant climes and doesn’t know our ways. I could purchase the book from you perhaps, miss? Would a thousand pounds suffice? It’s all I have in the world.”


  “I … I don’t understand.” Any kept her embrace tight around her prize. “I don’t want money…” It sounded rather as if she did very much need money, but that the book meant still more to her.


  “I understand.” The man bowed his head. “But if you had seen what I have seen in reaching this place you would know that Yute here has knowledge far beyond our ken and…” At this point Wentworth ambled out from behind the counter to butt his furry head against Yute’s legs. “Wobble!” the man exclaimed. And to Marie’s astonishment the cat moved on from Yute to offer this newcomer the same uncharacteristic affection.


  “He’s right,” Sarah said. “There’s magic here. Lots of it.” The awe in her voice didn’t sound like Sarah – Marie’s sister never let go of her flippancy. She’d fought her disease with sarcasm right to the end. Even on the last day. “Give him the book, Mar.”


  Something in Sarah’s tone and in her closeness made Marie’s eyes prickle. She swallowed. Her sister seldom used the pet name they’d coined when they were kids. Mar and Sar. Even so, she couldn’t just let them take it. Despite being wrongfooted both by her visitors’ kindness and by their demands Marie wasn’t going to let them take Any’s book. Especially not when it appeared to contain the most important story she had ever read. “I’m sorry, Mr Yute, and to you, Mr…”


  “Worth.”


  “I’m sorry but you can’t just come in here and take other people’s property. That book was sold to Blackponds with the tenancy of the building, along with any other contents not removed by the former tenant. I’ve legitimately sold it to Any, and we’re not being bullied out of it with mystical talk and veiled threats. I don’t know what else to say … but you sound like conmen.”


  Mr Worth shook his head, horrified by the accusation. “My dear lady, we’re really not–”


  Yute hushed him with a raised hand. “Allow me to allay your understandable fears that we are here to dupe you.” He kept his hand aloft at shoulder height as he rotated slowly, scanning the shelves. “Ah! This will serve.” Two quick paces and he took from a low shelf a copy of Where The Wild Things Are, leafing through the picture book with long alabaster fingers.


  “That very night a forest grew, and grew until the ceiling was a sky and the walls became the world.”


  As swiftly as he spoke trees did grow, and the ceiling melted into blue skies, and in the space of a dozen heart beats Marie stood surrounded by tall magnolias, all in full bloom like the ones she remembered from a visit to a stately home when she was a child and where she and Sarah had run barefoot among the petals. Not far off among the repeating rows of trees a peacock strutted by, its tail fanned into iridescent glory.


  “How is–”


  “This can’t–”


  “Marvellous!” Mr Worth gazed around in wonder.


  Any, Marie, and Sarah were separated from Mr Yute and Mr Worth by a circular pool perhaps two metres across, its unrippled surface reflecting a sky strewn with puffy white clouds.


  “I say!” Mr Worth looked at Marie and did a double take. “I’m sure there was only one of you before…”


  Any took a step away from Marie’s protection, clutching her book as if it were a life preserver in a choppy sea. “I don’t understand…”


  “You can all see me?” Sarah twirled, delighted, her summer dress swirling out.


  “You can see her?” Marie started to fall to her knees, finding it hard to breathe. Sarah caught her, arresting her fall. Marie tried to huff out the pain from her chest, her heart ached too much to beat. “Does this mean…?”


  “Cool your jets, little sis.” Sarah stepped back, hands to either side of Marie as if checking she were balanced.


  “I’m not little, we’re twins!”


  “And I’m still dead. This is magic.” She turned to face Yute over the pool. “I should go. I should have gone a long time ago. But she wouldn’t let me and I wouldn’t leave her. We were both too weak and now it’s killing her.”


  “It is not killing me! What rubbish are you telling him?” Marie found her strength. “Who is he anyway? Coming into the shop, ordering us around, taking things?”


  Wentworth pushed himself into the space between the sisters, mrrowing gently.


  “Et tu, Wentworth?” Sarah grinned much as she had grinned into the face of death on her last day at the hospice. “Et tu?”


  Solemn-faced, Yute waved a hand at the pool and in an instant it was a window looking down upon a city, a desert, a burning forest, the scene changed and changed again until suddenly it was black and nothing else.


  “I’m going to go,” Sarah stepped towards the pool.


  “No!” Marie had her by the arm, tugging. “Are you mad? You want to step into a black hole now?”


  Sarah shook her head. “It’s full of light … so bright…” She stretched an arm out. “I see only good things.”


  “Don’t, Sar!”


  “Baby. I’ve got to go. You know that. You’ve always known that.” Sarah looked towards Any. “Look after her for me?”


  And Any, with fresh tears running down her cheeks, could only nod, coming forward to take gentle command of Marie’s other arm. She reached forward and gave her book to Sarah.


  Marie could have fought as Sarah softly disentangled herself from her grasp, but something deeper than her sorrow told her that to do so would only hurt her sister. Sarah walked the pool’s perimeter and gave the book not to Yute but to Mr Worth who received it with trembling hands.


  “Thank you, Cole.” Sarah smiled, and Mr Worth turned away covering his eyes with a hand, chest heaving.


  Sarah walked into the pool, causing Marie to cry out, but her sister walked on the surface as if the darkness were obsidian rather than oil.


  Sarah turned to Yute and nodded. “Thank you too, Yute, opener of doors.”


  Slowly she began to sink. Feet, calves, knees.


  “This is very dramatic!” She looked around, finding Marie’s eyes. “Shush now, cry-baby.” She pursed her lips. “You know that Elvis Presley’s real name was Elvish Priestly? His parents were Lord of the Rings fans.”


  “You liar.” Marie coughed a broken laugh through her tears despite not wanting to. “The book wasn’t even published–”


  “Lord of the Rings fans,” Sarah repeated. She reached out to pat the dark surface as it swallowed her thighs. “Let’s do this Terminator style!” The blackness became molten metal, seething as it burned without heat. “Be good. Carpe every diem and all that crap.” Flames lit her face and she was gone save for a raised hand showing a final thumbs up before that too was swallowed.


  “I can’t–” Marie clutched Any who supported her with surprising strength. They were in the shop, no trees, no sky, or pool, no Sarah.


  “Miss Smith, Miss Earhart.” Yute bowed a small bow and rose to meet their gaze, his pink eyes bright. “I must leave with Mr Worth. To say more would be to increase the damage.”


  “B-but,” Marie stammered, finding herself beyond exhaustion. “But what should we do?”


  “Follow your sister’s advice. Live your lives. Be good.”


  Yute turned and walked off towards the back of the shop. Mr Worth shot an unreadable glance towards Marie and Any, pressed the book to his heart, and hurried after Yute. Wentworth ambled after them.


  It came as little surprise when none of the three ever returned from the aisles.


  ***


  “Nicholas! This is the most extraordinary book I’ve ever read!” Diane Pency burst through the door of Bee and Hen like a woman in her prime chasing down a thief. “I just don’t know where to– I’m quite overwhelmed, and you’re the only person I know who has read it!”


  “Diane. I’m so pleased you liked it.” Nicholas had expected her to enjoy the book. But he hadn’t imagined that lightning would strike twice and that it would undo her as it had undone him. It was a book both of raw emotion and of remarkable insight, the kind of story that reaches out beyond its covers. It was, he had always felt, a kind of crime against humanity, that such a book had been confined to a single unloved copy, washed into the corner of a small bookshop in a small town. It had been the push he needed to start writing himself. And the book’s discovery had prompted him to question what other literary wonders lurked among the detritus, wholly unknown. Even so, the strength of Diane’s reaction was a surprise. She looked stunned, as if the foundation had been cut from her world and replaced with something entirely unexpected.


  “Liked it?” She seemed a heartbeat from taking hold of his lapels and shaking him as she hauled him across the counter. “It was written for me. This … this A.M Earhart is a genius. He should be given the Enster Prize this instant. He should–”


  “She,” Nicholas said, amazed that until this moment he had failed to connect the red-haired waif from the marvellous bookstore with this volume. “She.”


  “She’s a genius!” Diane carried on undeterred. “I want to meet her! Though…” She looked at the battered novel in her hand. “I suppose she must be terribly ancient now … or dead.”


  “She was…” Nicholas faltered. He wondered if Any had ever realised that the gawky old Mr Worth who stole her book was the man who penned it in his youth. “She was very much alive in her time. I think … I think that everyone who ever lived is still alive in every moment of their lives, strung out through the prism of time like beads on a thread.”


  “Nicholas.” Diane took his arm over the counter and drew it to her. “You sound like quite the writer yourself. Are you sure you never tried your hand?”


  “Well, I…”


  The door tinkled and Yute walked in, still in the grey robe he had worn on their travels three days earlier. But Nicholas supposed that the man would draw stares wherever he went, regardless of his attire.


  “This is Yute.” Nicholas pointed Diane towards the servant of the Library. “I’m afraid I have to ask an enormous favour of you, Diane, and can only ask that you trust me and accept my apologies.” He swallowed hard, steeling himself against her reaction. “I should not have sold you that book. It belongs to the Library and Yute tells me it is overdue.”


  Cries of outrage, or cold accusations would have been less painful than the pang of hurt that creased Diane’s face and stole the animation from beneath her skin. “Of course, Nicholas.” She slid the book across the counter with a slow but sure hand. “Though if it’s a matter of money…”


  Yute stepped forward smoothly. “I’m afraid that this is not a matter of money, Miss Pency. But it is one in which your cooperation is deeply appreciated.” He put the book into a capacious pocket, nodded solemnly to both of them and left the way he came in. Wobble slipped out after him just before the door closed.


  “I’m so sorry, Diane.” Nicholas hung his head.


  Between them Nicholas and Any had made a kind of loop through time and worlds, drawing Marie and Diane into the spiral. That’s how Yute told it. A loose kind of ring that, with luck, would unravel itself and do no harm. But while the books remained in the places to which they had wandered, they risked forming a tight and dangerous ring of the sort Yute had seen just once over the course of a great many years. A ring that could threaten … everything.


  Returning the originals to the time and place from which they originated had helped reduce the danger, but the fact was that both books were physical instances of paradox, they were each the parent of the other. And impossibilities have a habit of causing trouble for reality.


  In order to avoid disaster, Yute had taken Nicholas’s and Any’s books to his Library, where they would have to stay.


  “I’m so sorry,” Nicholas repeated. He had stolen her newfound joy – wounded someone he cared for. With sudden inspiration he patted his jacket. “And yes, I confess I did once write a book.” He took the key from his inner pocket and unlocked the strong box below the counter. “This one.” Nicholas lifted the unbound stack of crisp pages. They bore the same words that had meant so much to A.M Earhart. His words.


  Yute’s resolve had weakened as he’d taken Nicholas’s book from trembling fingers. The book itself, the object, had to go to the Library and be sealed in a place of safety. The words though, Yute had allowed that they could remain. There would be some small risk, the story was also a paradox, but stories are strange creatures, more flexible than paper and ink. And risk, Yute acknowledged, was part of life, along with sorrow and joy, cats and dogs, dusty books and glorious sunsets.


  “It’s a poor substitute, Diane, I do understand. My book never took flight, but even so it did find a home in at least one person’s imagination. Perhaps it even inspired them to greater work. And it would be an honour if you were to read it.” It had taken three sleepless nights and left him with aching hands, but he had copied his story onto fresh pages.


  Diane accepted the volume, arching a brow at Nicholas. “I’m not promising to like it.”


  “Every door needs a different key.” Nicholas smiled. “Thank you for allowing me a turn.” Outside in the street Yute returned, walking past the shop as if he had mistakenly turned left on exiting when he should have turned right. Remarkably, Wobble was still tracking the man, and even more remarkably, hard on his heels was the blackest dog Nicholas had ever seen, like a soot mark on the retina. Nicholas didn’t think for a moment that the black dog following the librarian was literally the black dog of his depression that had trailed him down the years – but perhaps it was a sign, and as the trio passed from view a burden lifted from his heart, a burden he had carried so long that it had become an almost structural part of him, the narrow window through which he viewed the world and could not pass.


  “Nicholas?” Diane asked, seeing his distraction.


  “Forgive me.” The smile that found his lips required no manufacturing. “Don’t worry. If you don’t like this book, then you can make it up to me by buying me dinner.”


  “Oh, I will. You’d better believe that. And if I do like it, I’ll be buying you dinner as a thank you.”


  She put the book in her bag then looked up with a slight frown. “Have you sold me this book?”


  “Given,” Nicholas said. “And that’s even better.”


  Returns


  A young librarian was following a black dog into the outer most reaches of the indexes…


  ***


  Every book is full of death. Or full of endings at least. There’s no turning back. No returning. You cannot read the same book twice. When you return to the first page it will be a different “you”, changed by the very experiences you are seeking to recapture.


  Every book is full of endings. Each sentence runs on, growing, building in complexity until its terminal punctuation brings it to a final, inarguable halt. Each chapter is a little death, tension raised, peaked, and released. And before the back cover can be reached, the last page must be crossed. And whether in triumph or sorrow, the story is done.


  Livira stopped, arrested in her tracks by the sight of the rectangular slot, its dimensions not dissimilar to those of a grave. Anywhere among the rows of tight-packed spines gaps were always a rarity, shocking as a missing tooth. This far out though, as far as Livira had ever been, you could walk ten miles and never see a space.


  It would please her better to see half the shelves empty, their contents circulating cities that sheltered under different skies, cradled by constellations she knew only from diagrams in astronomy tomes. But gnawed on both by hunger and by thirst she understood at least the barrier that distance presented to that freedom.


  “Thank you, Volente. You’ve been very helpful.”


  The inscrutable silhouette ahead of her turned, shivering with some need.


  “What?” Still wading through her own thoughts, Livira struggled to focus on the dog.


  Again the quiver, detectable only at the margins. Everywhere else the inky blackness of him stole all detail.


  “Yes, you’ve been a very good dog. The best of boys.”


  Volente relaxed.


  Without the hound Livira would never have found the place, no matter what directions Yute might have furnished. Livira gave silent thanks that the librarian had sent him to guide her. Shelf-falls in chambers 111 and 246 had required significant rerouting through chambers unknown to her and perhaps unknown to the indexes as well.


  She took the book from her satchel. There had been others to return along the way, but this was the last, and also the first that Yute had given to her. It was to return this book to the shelves that she had been dispatched. And he had chosen her specifically though there were many other librarians charged with the same sorts of duty. Maybe it was because none of the others dared the depths of the Library with the same enthusiasm Livira did. But it had seemed that there was something personal in the choice. Another lesson being taught, perhaps.


  Livira found some pleasure in the business of returns. She might be terrible at keeping her rooms tidy – but something about putting a book back into its proper place was very different from picking one’s discarded clothes from the ground and finding the correct drawer, or indeed any drawer, to receive them. Added to that were the journeys deep into the chambers, taking paths that perhaps no librarian still living had taken. Walking aisles that might have seen no other human since the shelves that made them were first erected and filled.


  She took the book from her satchel and turned it over in her hands as she had done innumerable times on the long walk from the front door – the single point of contact between the Library and the world.


  The leather from which the covers had been fashioned changed hue with depth, meaning that the pattern of touch recorded itself over the years, lightest where the use was heaviest, polishing mahogany into ash, islands and oceans, ridges and valleys, the topography of unknown lands.


  “I just wish I could read it.”


  Volente grunted. The hound had listened to Livira’s frustration on the subject for many, many miles.


  “He said it was his daughter’s favourite.” Livira hadn’t thought this kind of sharing was in Yute’s nature, or even within his skillset. Now she wondered if it had been one of his attempts at a joke. Unless the child had enjoyed looking at the pictures it didn’t seem she would have been able to get much out of the book. But no, Yute, whose copious knowledge seemed only to encompass the very driest of humour, would not have made light of anything connected to Yolanda.


  Although her own parents had been taken from her early on, Livira had seen enough of the interactions between mother and son, father and daughter, to know that the loss of a child was a different kind of hurt. It seemed to be one that Yute had shaped himself around and carried with him, lending him the fragile air of someone bearing a great, unhealed wound.


  Perhaps, for Yute, there was something symbolic about the act of returning the book. Books at least can be returned. His daughter, though, was gone. And even if, by some miracle, Yolanda were now to walk full-grown out of the Library’s depths … the child that Yute had lost would still be lost, unreturnable, prisoner to the years.


  “Let’s get a ladder.” The slot wasn’t far up the towering book-face the shelves presented, but it would require someone who was nine foot tall and cursed with comically long arms to return it unaided.


  Volente padded off down the aisle. He was, Livira had discovered, as good at finding ladders as at finding books or indeed where a book should go.


  The ladder lay three hundred yards away around two corners. Livira began the slow task of dragging it back, jerking it along a few inches at a time. The scraping of its feet against the library floor reminded her of the Raven. Something in her still delighted in upsetting the stillness and the silence of the Library. She always maintained a small hope that it would summon an assistant to shush her, giving her the opportunity to pepper them with questions.


  “I wish I could read it,” Livira repeated between grunts of effort and the ladder’s squeals. “I wanted to know why it was so important to Yute.”


  Volente snuffled. It was not the first time the dog had heard this, or even the tenth.


  Sweating despite her dryness, and aching in more places than just her stomach now, Livira wrestled the ladder back to where she needed it. She stood for a few moments, panting, then began to climb.


  Once level with the correct shelf, Livira took the heavy book from her satchel and reached out with it towards the vacant slot. She paused, unwilling to part with the volume while it still remained a mystery to her.


  It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the language in which it was written so much as she didn’t believe that it was a language. The random jumble of letters felt more like a deliberate attempt to obscure meaning. She had, of course, devoted many rest hours to cracking the cipher during their journey. But maddeningly all she could read was the title: ‘The Book of Many Stories’.


  There were illustrations too. Etchings printed perhaps with a brass plate. Complex images, faded but still there. These too attempted to confuse the eye. They were, in the main, pictures of cities, ships at sea, ports, deserts unknown to Livira. The image of an ancient prince in a crumbling throne had caught her imagination. But once, when leafing through the volume for the fiftieth time as she rested her back against the jealousy of other books still imprisoned on the shelf, she had seen something new. As she’d gazed, blinking with weariness at the image of a harbour crowded with unfamiliar ships, huddled beneath the triangular flags of their sails, it had seemed that the port became the face of a young woman, her brow creased in concentration.


  Livira sighed and aimed the book towards the yawning chasm of the slot that it had for so long vacated.


  “What’s this…” She paused. Faint scratchings on the exposed surface of the shelf caught her eye. A heartbeat later and the book would have been back in its place, obscuring them. “Letters…” Someone had cut nearly two dozen letters into the smoothness of the wood, in a column rather than a line. “None of them are the same…”


  Swaying dangerously on the rungs, Livira looked down at the vaguely dog-shaped inkblot that was Volente. “It’s a cipher!”


  Her descent was closer to falling than to climbing, still with the book in hand. She hit the ground, sat, and started to decipher. The first page swiftly revealed its secrets to the code but on the second it simply transcribed gibberish into gibberish. It was almost a relief. Something as simple as a substitution code that remained constant would not have defeated her for so long.


  “Why a column?” Livira replayed the scratched letters in her mind’s eye and turned back to the first page. She had to stare until her eyes started to hurt before she saw it. “Acrostic!” She almost threw the book away in disgust at her own stupidity. The cipher for the substitution code was written down every page in the first letter of each line. With a little experimentation she confirmed it. “Ignore doubles, and letters that don’t show, stay the same or swap with the one that took their place…”


  And hungry as she was, Livira discovered that her appetite for mystery was the greater.


  “Settle down, Volente.” Livira rested the open book on her knees. “This is going to take a while.


  To Livira’s astonishment the book appeared to be about Yute, which made no sense at all. Unable to believe that Yute was even mentioned, let alone the subject matter, she flicked forward into a new chapter and began deciphering at speed.


  ***


  “Her name is Yolanda.” Something in the way Master Yute gazed across his child’s room, suggested those pink eyes weren’t seeing the dust motes dance. “We should stick to present tense, Jonas, despite the fact she isn’t present. A name persists even when the thing it was given to has gone. Cities may fall to dust, but their names are still their names.”


  “I didn’t mean…”


  “Of course. I understand.” Yute sighed. “When a sore spot is poked, even accidentally, its owner will flinch.”


  Jonas stared at the floor and the pattern of sunlight through shutters. He shouldn’t have asked. But something about the room, the silence of it, and Yute’s silence in it, had forced him to speak. The librarian’s daughter had been lost in the Library for twenty years now. Everyone knew that. But her name and even the identity of her mother, were the topic of considerable speculation among the trainees.


  “Besides.” Yute brightened. “I did ‘command your presence’. I could have met you in the kitchen and had this conversation over a plate of Salamonda’s excellent cookies. So, in a sense, I invited the question.


  “We’re going to recover a book. One that has spent the great majority of the past five decades beyond the borders of the kingdom. Seven requests for its return have been sent out and gone unanswered. Now it’s time for us to go and get it.”


  “U-us? You want me to come?”


  “Of course.” Yute fixed his attention on Jonas for the first time.


  “But … I’m just a trainee.”


  “So you need training!”


  “I’m only thirteen…” Jonas wanted to protest that a library guard would be more sensible backup on a trip to some distant country.


  “Thirteen? Dear gods!” Yute peered at him. “You’re very short for your age. I would have guessed ten. Anyway, Heeth Logaris says you’re the brightest he’s had through the doors since a certain Livira Page.”


  “Master Logaris!” Jonas clutched at the name like a drowning man reaching for the shore. “My lessons! He won’t–”


  “He’ll be glad to see the back of you. The clever ones are the most work. You’ll catch up quick when you get back. Anyway, nine tenths of library work is…” Yute trailed off, looking around his daughter’s room as if seeing it for the first time. It seemed as if the place had been left untouched since the day that Yolanda last walked out of it. Only the enormous cat, coiled on the bed and snoring gently, broke the illusion that the room was a museum or a shrine.


  Yute shivered and then hunched as if pulling his thoughts together. “It was Yolanda’s favourite story as a child.” He walked slowly to the stairs, taking hold of the time-polished rail.


  Jonas made to follow but Yute paused and looked back. The room had hold of him. Jonas could see it. The room, a different time, a lost feeling. Jonas had never considered himself sensitive. If anything, he was hard-headed and practical. But there at the doorway, standing between a father and the loss that haunted him, it would have taken far thicker skin than his not to feel the echoes of that ache resonate within him.


  “Returning things to their proper place, Jonas. Restoring order. Master Logaris will tell you these are pillars of the profession for which he is training you. And it’s true that there’s a magic in returning. A powerful one…” He trailed off then started down the steps. “Let’s be on our way. We can pick up this discussion when we get back. We’ll need to take ship to Ptarka first then go by–”


  “Wait!” Jonas covered his mouth, shocked that he had snapped at a deputy head librarian. He ran his fingers across his chin. “Wait… Fifty years? The book’s been gone fifty years? How could it be your daughter’s favourite?”


  “Heeth Logaris said you were sharp.” Yute turned back with a smile. “The book is one thing. The story is another.”


  “You have another copy, Master Yute?” Jonas’s mind spun. The Library only had one copy of each book – everyone knew that. But many of the staff within the librarians’ complex spent their time making copies of popular books, most often ones that the king had declared important.


  “I do.”


  “But…” If there were other copies, surely to all the gods one of those could be replaced upon the shelves rather than have a senior librarian and junior trainee sail the oceans after a book whose trail could have gone cold half a century ago. “Getting the original back seems … excessive? Couldn’t we just–”


  Yute raised his shockingly white hand. With the other he worked free from one narrow finger a silver ring set with a single moonstone. He placed the ring on the nearest post of his daughter’s bed then ran his fingertip over the milky iridescence of the gem.


  Jonas stepped back sharply as the moonstone began to glow. He shot a look at Yute then followed the librarian’s gaze to the wall where against all understanding the pages of an open book were projected.


  “Just touch the image to turn the page. You can bring the ring with you when you come down.” And, without another word, Yute left the room, all sounds of his creaking descent fading into the distance.


  Jonas stood for a long time, staring at the letters that refused to make sense. At last, although it felt like sacrilege, he sat on the bed beside Wentworth, considering the wall and its writing that was nothing but light and shadow. He rested his chin in his hands, his heart pounding as if its efforts might force meaning to the surface.


  Finally, he stood with a cry of triumph. Joining the bottom half of the letters in one line with the top half of the letters in the next made an alphabet he knew. Not a common one, but one he had discovered in his private studies. He sat down heavily and began to read.


  The book appeared to be about Yute’s journey to retrieve it. Which, of course, made no sense. So, in truth it must be, the story of Yute’s journey to retrieve a very similar book…


  The tome in the story was very like the volume projected onto the wall in front of Jonas. It was one beloved of Yute’s daughter that he had many years ago set out on a long trail to find and return to the Library. The terms on which books were loaned out were very generous, but even so, all books taken from the shelves had to be returned to them in time. The Book of Many Stories in the deciphered tale had been out in the world for a hundred and thirty-seven years, making it the longest absentee currently still abroad.


  The small mythology that Crath City’s librarians had built over generations, about the Library into which they intruded, included the belief that the athenaeum remembered every book, and that a tension grew between each missing book and the place from which it was taken, strengthening year by year.


  In what purported to be Yute’s chronicle of the journey, he set off with nothing but a single trainee and the blessing of the head librarian to accompany him. They had joined a trade caravan bound for the port city of Troon. This in the thirtieth year of the reign of King Dubya.


  ***


  Yute caught up with Heeth at the head of the gangway and presented his documentation to the waiting man. “Heeth Logaris and Davris Yute, captain.”


  “Librarians, eh?” The captain studied them with a peculiar mix of awe and mistrust.


  Heeth glanced at Master Yute, embarrassed. It wasn’t an uncommon mistake. He might only be thirteen, but he was already taller than the librarian and considerably broader in the shoulders. Master Synoth had taken to calling him a weed when he shot up so fast, and of late, an ogre as he filled the largest of the trainee blues to bursting. A sailor could not be expected to know the difference signified by the gulf between blue and grey, except upon the ocean. Still, Yute made no effort to correct the man.


  Finding no reply the captain stepped in closer, prodding Heeth’s chest with a blunt finger. “If this one gets bored of wrestling books onto shelves there’s a living waiting for him in the rings, wrestling men to the boards.”


  Heeth returned the sailor’s inspection, though not the prodding. Years of wind and salt had turned the man’s skin to leather that wouldn’t look out of place bound around a centuries’ old tome. The pale eyes set amid all that sunburn looked sharp enough though. “I’ll consider it, sir.”


  The captain’s tanned face split in a yellowed grin. He waved them through, singling out a cabin boy to guide them. The lad, who was perhaps no older than Heeth but half his size, scampered away, and Heeth hurried after him, nearly tripping on a coil of thick rope.


  “You’ve not been to sea before then?” Yute asked as he caught up with Heeth and their guide by a door to the interior.


  “No, Master Yute.”


  “I doubt you’ll be so eager to get aboard the second time. Sailing can be…” He circled a white hand in the air as if seeking the word he needed. “Hell.”


  “It looks…” Heeth stared out towards the white-flecked infinity of the open ocean. “Pretty.” He pressed his lips together. Perhaps a custodian of so many words should be able to come up with a better one than ‘pretty.’ Out in the distance, where sea met sky, the clouds seemed to lift from the water like smoke, and the rising sun seared them with fire. “Very pretty…”


  “It does.” Yute nodded. “There are all sorts of lessons for you right there, young man.”


  They hugged the coast for the first five days. Yute kept mostly to his hammock in the stinking gloom of their store-cupboard cabin, groaning from his cocoon with every swell of the waves but somehow resisting the urge to vomit. Heeth on the other hand had spent a day and a night convinced that the force of his seasickness would literally turn him inside out. But after his ungentle initiation, he’d been fine, save for the bruises he’d acquired lurching this way and that as the ship rolled beneath him.


  When Master Yute finally made it to the captain’s table for his first evening meal, perhaps his first food of any kind since ascending the gangway back in Troon, he looked unchanged, carrying no signs of his ordeal.


  “Young Heeth here tells me you’re looking for a book,” the captain said, not raising his eyes from the steaming stew he was so assiduously spooning into his face.


  “Well, we are librarians after all.” Yute settled himself, casting his pink eyes in Heeth’s direction and then taking in the various pots arrayed before him.


  “One book? All this way?” The captain licked his lips. “Must be valuable. To be worth your passage. All this time. A week of moaning and groaning. Very valuable.”


  “Every one of the books entrusted to our keeping is equally valuable, Captain Ashtree.”


  “Are they now?” As clear as any accusation of lying that Heeth had ever heard. “Like yer children, are they? Love ‘em all equal?”


  “I’ve only been blessed with one–”


  “Got five myself, that I know of.” The captain spoke over Yute. “Eldest boy’s a waste. Youngest girl too, though that’s down to being dropped. Scrambled her wits. Second boy might make a decent seaman yet. I don’t love them equal is what I’m saying. Not even close. And that’s only five.”


  “The Library’s books are given out without charge or security, on the promise of observing a few simple rules concerning their keeping and their return.” Yute wrestled a hunk of bread from the loaf before him. Heeth considered warning him that it was too stale for anything but dunking. He held his tongue though. “We are not motivated by the price that any third party might attempt to label the books with. Similarly, we employ force to recover them only in the most extreme of circumstances.”


  “I heard–”


  “It’s true that the king has established his own laws and punishments around the theft of books from the Library.” It was Yute’s turn to override the captain. “But those were neither requested by the librarians and nor do we approve of them. The head librarian strongly protested the executions of the Rand Street Seven.”


  Heeth shivered. The seven had been found guilty in the organised trading of Library books. They’d been crushed in public as a warning to others. He was thankful he’d not witnessed it. Even second-hand reports of the killings had haunted his nightmares.


  On the sixth day the Pequod set her sails towards open waters and ventured out across The Gulf of Aral. Here the ocean swell and the wind’s lash proved sufficient to drive Heeth back below decks and set his stomach roiling like a stormy sea.


  By the time they finally descended the gangway at the Gurrananga docks, Heeth felt as light and as weak as Yute looked. They had been at sea for little more than a week, but it seemed that an alien sun burned in this new land. The sultana who ruled Ptarka might pay homage to King Dubya, but it was a debt settled with gold rather than with deeds. Few if any of the king’s laws reached over the Gulf.


  “Why are we doing this again?” The sweat was already rolling down Heeth’s back beneath his robe. He had first asked the question at the door of Yute’s office, when the librarian had summoned him from a class on restoration. At the time, Yute had replied that one hundred and thirty-seven years was a long time to wait for a book and that the person who had requested it might sensibly expect the library staff to take some action on their behalf.


  It had seemed a reasonable answer back then. Now, wrung out by seasickness and overheated by foreign climes, Heeth was more inclined to think about the near infinite acres of other books that the assuredly long-dead author of this request could read instead. “The book might have been destroyed a century ago.” Certainly, it seemed unlikely that it would be found at the place it was last known to be, mentioned in correspondence so old that the ink had all but faded from the letter.


  Yute put up his umbrella and led the way into the colourful crowd, politely declining offers of lodging, guides, company, and a number of refreshments unknown to Heeth.


  Heeth struggled after his master, somehow making heavier weather of this new sea than the librarian did. “Why do we even let books be taken outside the city? How long before we spend most of our time chasing down strays?”


  “You ask a lot of questions.” Yute paused, turned, and looked up at Heeth, his pink-eyed stare disconcerting. “That’s a good thing. Don’t lose that.” He looked sad as if he thought Heeth would in fact lose his curiosity. Which was, of course, nonsense. He turned away and led on. Heeth was about to ask his question again when Yute began to answer. “You would be well advised to keep this heresy to yourself, Heeth. But bookshelves are a graveyard. Your teachers might tell you that the Library is a temple to the written word, a cathedral of books. But it’s a tomb. The authors of those books wrote them to be read, not to rot – however slowly – on the shelf. We librarians, we preserve books. We treat them as something holy. Each with its precise place in some great plan we’re writing. There are few worse crimes in our lore than a broken spine, a dogeared page. But the men and women, the souls, the … things … that wrote those books cared about the words. The ideas. Not the object. They would rather the books themselves fell apart after ten years in the hands of the thousandth reader than persist for eons on a shelf, waiting for the fire’s inevitable fingers to turn their pages.”


  “Fire?” Heeth couldn’t believe this was spilling from the lips of a deputy head of the Library. “Inevitable?”


  “Don’t worry about that now. The point here is that the destruction of a book is a price well worth paying if the alternative is keeping it unread in perfect safety.”


  Later, as they rattled their way out of Gurrananga port in a covered carriage, they passed a seemingly endless graveyard whose markers – ranging from grand tombstones to humble mounds of earth – marched up the slope of a nearby hill, cresting it and presumably washing down into the valley beyond. “It just keeps going…”


  “Ptarkans fear dying alone,” Yute said. “It means they have to find the afterlife by themselves. The thought is that if they’re interred amidst a crowd, then at least they stand a chance of finding someone to guide them.”


  Heeth was about to reply, but a line of fresh-dug grave slots stole his words away. These new graves lay perilously close to the road, just inches from the carriage’s wheels, and none of them was large enough for anything but a child. Some could only be for babies. Yute saw them too and frowned.


  “People are like books that are loaned out with blank pages and it’s the job of the world to fill in the story. Maybe that story will get read a page here, paragraph there, a line exchanged on a doorstep with a stranger. With luck most of it will be shared with someone precious. But however many people read whatever part of it – even those who read the same pages – every one of them will come away with a different tale. And no one, save the person it’s about, will read the whole story. Secrets are no sin. They’re the vital glue that binds the narrative of our lives. Written in invisible ink, hidden in cipher, the current of mystery that makes each of us unknowable, that turns us into a question others might wish to ask.


  “And finally, the book, long or short, complete or incomplete, is returned to its place.” He nodded at the last of the tiny graves. “To a slot in the devouring soil, or the faster appetite of the flames. Some will barely have begun the first line of their story before it ends. But there’s a power in brevity. A short tale can weigh more heavily on the heart than the longest epic. And sometimes a single phrase will echo through eternity.”


  Heeth looked at Yute, unconvinced.


  “Ah, Synoth said you were a sharp one. The truth, young man, is that nobody knows. The world seems cruel, life brutish, and however many words might be used to dress up such unpalatable facts, they carry a cutting edge. But I do believe that each of those lives, even the shortest, is in fact a book of many stories, and no single way of looking at them sees the whole.”


  They slept two nights on the inadequate benches of the carriage, sandwiched between strangers, jolted by smaller but fiercer waves than those that had carried the Pequod. The people here spoke a language that Heeth had learned mostly from the page. To hear what he considered familiar words twirled around tongues that knew them with far greater intimacy made something almost entirely new that had to be relearned as swiftly as possible.


  The third night Heeth spent sweating in a rented room, once more in a hammock but this one swaying only to the rhythm of his discomfort as he turned this way then that to avoid the ache of fresh bruises laid over old. Whether Master Yute slept, Heeth couldn’t say. The man lay in utter silence and without motion, something closer to death or pretence.


  On the following morning Yute led the way out from the boarding house into the swelter of the day. The sun had yet to rise above the strange trees that lined the streets of the small city, and Heeth already feared its touch.


  “This is the home of Prince Ramnikan.” Yute indicated the dilapidated mansion standing at the end of a long row of white-plastered houses. “Be on your best behaviour, but don’t overdo it. Every tenth person in Minnias is a prince or princess, many of them living in dire poverty.”


  He advanced on the intricately carved door, so heavily perforated that it was more air than wood, and rapped gently with the handle of his umbrella.


  An ancient in a white loincloth answered after a considerable amount of shuffling and coughing on the far side. With an accent so thick it defeated Heeth’s retuned ear, the doorman invited them to follow him without requesting their business.


  The prince awaited them in a drawing room of sorts whose elaborately plastered ceiling showed bare patches like dark islands on a choppy, yellowing sea. Whilst not as ancient as his servant, the prince was, to Heeth’s eye, definitely old. His short white beard, thinning white hair, and the pale rheum of his pale eyes all contrasted the darkness of his complexion. And where the servant’s cough and shuffle seemed only part of his attire, the prince carried his age like an anchor, ready to be carried down with it at any moment.


  “Prince Ramnikan,” Yute said in the same kingdom-tongue he used at the library. “I have come about a book. It was last reported in the possession of your great-grandfather, Prince Ganmarka. My intention is to return it to the Library. All fees will be waived if this can be achieved without dispute.”


  Heeth glanced nervously around the large but sparsely furnished room. He hoped Yute didn’t expect him to back up any of his words with muscle. He was a thirteen-year-old in a foreign land facing down a prince.


  “Of course. Of course. The Library.” The prince replied in Ptarkan, clearly enough for Heeth though his voice was a cracked reed. “They said you would come.” He nodded strangely, his head seeming to wobble on the withered stick of his neck. “I always expected it. Dear sir, allow me to serve you some refreshments.” He struck a small but shockingly loud gong on the table beside his chair. “Dlal! Dlal! Where are you?”


  Coughing and shuffling, the doorman emerged from the doorway behind them bearing a tarnished silver tray on which an equally tarnished silver pot stood steaming alongside three porcelain cups, all jittering as the ancient struggled to keep them steady.


  Whilst the elders spoke about everything, except the book for which Yute had crossed half the empire, Heeth forced down sips of the hot, spiced foulness the prince called chay.


  At last, the chay having gone cold and the pot nearing emptiness, Yute asked again. “And, my prince, about this Book of Many Stories that we have come seeking to return?”


  “I remember it, of course. A book from the Great Library. My great-grandfather took enormous pride in owning… in having it within his possession.” The man’s breath wheezed in his bony chest. “It reflected well upon our house in … better days. I read it as a child. There was a simple trick to it, but tricky for a child. I remember unlocking it as if it were yesterday.” The old man’s voice trembled and despite himself Heeth felt something both of the child’s joy and the ancient’s bitter-sweet sorrow. “It was a wonderful story. I thought it was about my great-grandfather because I saw you visiting him that one time… The young me thought it was about him because that little boy, he couldn’t ever imagine being old. He thought his whole life would be clinging to his mother’s skirts, climbing the turrets with Dlal shouting for him to come down. Chasing glowflys through the river reeds…” His eyes, bright and liquid, rested on Heeth as he spoke. “But it was about me. Today. I always enjoyed the bits about the cat most.” He glanced around. “He’ll be here soon, yes?”


  “How were you here talking to the prince’s great-grandfather?” Heeth couldn’t hold his tongue though, as soon as the words were spoken, he clamped his mouth belatedly closed, half expecting some hitherto unseen royal guard to throw him to the floor for his impudence.


  Many of the senior librarians, and surely all the other deputy heads, would have meted out their own harsh punishment for the interruption, but Yute merely offered a faint smile and toyed with his cup. “My family have served the Library for a long time.”


  “My great-grandfather called that man Yute too.” The prince was watching the veranda now, where palms swayed beyond the balustrade. He echoed Yute’s smile.


  “There are many Yutes strung out behind me across the years.” Yute’s shoulders rose in a narrow shrug.


  “A family name perhaps,” the prince offered in a voice that seemed to be humouring them. “The book was stolen in my father’s time. It is good that his grandfather did not live to see our shame. I can only apologise, Master Yute.” He glanced towards the librarian. “On his deathbed my father said that the library would send someone to collect their due, and on that day I was to offer them anything we owned in order to pay our debt.” He drew in another wheezing breath. Heeth thought of the graves they had passed. The prince would occupy one soon. His sickness hung in the air around him. “I would offer you the seal of our house gifted to us by the Broken Sultan himself. But its jewels were pawned long ago and replaced with paste. I offer it as a symbol of our dishonour, but I cannot lie to you about its value in a foreign land.” The prince’s eyes returned to the veranda. “What will you do once you have delivered the library’s justice here? Return across the sea? Or have you other strays to hunt?”


  “I think we will search for this Book of Many Stories a little longer first,” Yute said. “We know it was here. So here is a good place to start.”


  “Ah!” The prince’s sharp intake of breath made Heeth follow his gaze.


  A very large cat had wandered into the room from the veranda, stopping its advance just a few yards in. It sat beside a dilapidated ottoman to lick a paw.


  “That looks like…” Heeth’s suddenly dry mouth wouldn’t let the name out.


  “Wentworth!” Yute stood up and rummaged in the pocket of his robe.


  The cat abandoned his paw and stalked closer, only to swerve from beneath Yute’s reaching arms and jump neatly into the old prince’s lap, overflowing his emaciated legs on both sides.


  “Oh.” The ancient buried both his hands in the cat’s voluminous fur. “He’s so soft–”


  “I would advise caution…” Yute sounded nervous.


  “He would never harm me.” Ramnikan applied the trembling remains of his strength to turn Wentworth onto his back, a manoeuvre only possible because of the cat’s begrudging help. After which he proceeded to fluff the ample belly presented to him.


  “Wonders will never cease,” Yute murmured faintly.


  The cat’s purr throbbed through the air, so deep it seemed to reverberate in Heeth’s chest. The claws that flexed in and out of his pads looked more than sufficient to tear off half a man’s face.


  Wentworth only graced the prince’s lap for a short while but, before they parted, the old man and the cat locked eyes. Afterwards Heeth had no idea how long that mutual regard had lasted. Logic said only heartbeats, but the heart that counted out those beats called it an eternity, as if time were no longer subject to the count of any clock but became instead some manner of glue that might be stretched out infinitely and still join now to then.


  Wentworth’s feet thudding on the floor shook Heeth from a daze that for a moment made him think himself a servant waking in his master’s house after a century of shared slumber. The prince slumped back into his tattered throne with a sigh of utter contentment.


  “My thanks, Prince Ramnikan.” Yute rose. “We will see ourselves out.” He glanced to the ancient servant. “Dlal. See to your charge, please. Make your peace with the disobedient boy who climbed so many turrets and made your heart fall each time he slipped.”


  Wentworth led the way out and the librarian followed. And Heeth, who had queried so very many things across so many miles, followed silently. Whatever answer Yute had for the unasked question it would be summed up by the same two words: library magic.


  Wentworth led them through the streets of Minnias, past hovels and palaces in startlingly close proximity, past sand-choked houses reclaimed where the desert overtopped the eastern walls, past pools shaded by perforated confections of white stone.


  Their passage did not go unnoticed and as Heeth’s skin reddened beneath the sun, a ragged tail of children began to follow. The adults, bound by pride and convention, merely watched, though they too would most likely wish to join the procession and see where this veritable jaguar of a cat and the two foreigners were going.


  Heeth, sweating in his travel-stained trainee blues couldn’t imagine how Wentworth, who seemed to be wearing his own bodyweight in fur, could endure the heat.


  “Master Yute, can I ask you a question?”


  “If I teach you nothing else, Heeth, let it be that you should never stop asking questions.”


  “Was that you? Visiting the prince’s great-grandfather all those years ago?”


  “What do you think?” Sadness touched Yute’s voice.


  “Are you … are you immortal?”


  “Immortal?” A smile. “I’m not and I’m glad of it.”


  “Glad? Why? Why would anyone–”


  “It can be hard to show someone the answer. Sometimes it’s easier if approached from a different angle. Consider: We can journey to Crath City and to the library, we can put this book on its shelf. We can return the book because it hasn’t changed – but we ourselves can’t return, we can only move forwards like a clockwork toy, because time has us. And I have stood outside this stream. I saw every story this book has to offer in one many-facetted whole held within time’s jewel. But trading that vision for a place in the river, borne along with the rest of you, was a deal I would make again in a heartbeat. There is in the possibility of loss, and in every transient second of existence, a value and a beauty that cannot be seen from without. Never mistake the idea that something won’t last long, for the notion that it has little value. Rejoice in the temporary, Heeth.” Yute put his hand to Heeth’s shoulder, a gesture so unlike him that Heeth almost stumbled. “We never know when or how it will end. And there’s a kindness in that too.”


  Heeth’s questions deserted him for the rest of their trip across the city as he pondered what erudite allusion Yute must have been making, since he couldn’t possibly have been talking literally.


  Their journey took them from one side of the city of Minnias to the other, into a quarter that, whilst less grand than the prince’s, was at least in a better state of repair. Wentworth’s meandering progress stopped on the steps of a lawyer’s office – their profession declared by a sign hanging beneath a short pole jutting from the side of the building. A large raven took flight from this pole as they approached, issuing a loud and temperamental caw.


  Once more Yute rapped gently on a stranger’s door. A woman in black pulled it open. Only her eyes showed above her veil, but it was enough for Heeth to guess that she was neither young nor old.


  Arrested by Yute’s appearance the woman said nothing, allowing Yute to present his interest. “Madam, my apologies for the intrusion, and…” He waved an embarrassed hand at the dozen or so children watching bright-eyed from the street.


  A young girl appeared from the dim interior and thrust herself into view, clinging to her mother’s leg. “It’s the cat man, mama! He’s here for the book!”


  “Book? What book?” The woman looked down at her daughter, flustered.


  “It’s true that we have come to recover a book that was borrowed from the Library many years ago.” Yute folded his umbrella. “It might be better discussed in the shade?” He peered into the hall beyond the woman. “And if you had any water for this cat, it would be a mercy. He’s not dressed for this weather.”


  Wentworth slipped past the woman without invitation. The girl gave chase with an excited squeal. “Quick, mama! That’s The-Cat-Of-Many-Places. His friend is the Dog-Who-Walks-Through-Walls! Also The-Raven-Who-Won’t-Shut-Up.”


  The woman turned to follow and Heeth made to step inside. Yute arrested him with a narrow hand. “Let us wait to be invited.”


  Halfway down the hall the woman glanced back, torn between pursuit of her daughter and the strangers at her open door. “Come! Come!” She gestured.


  By the time Heeth had chased the woman down a hallway, up two flights of stairs, and through a doorway, the child was already standing on a desk within the office they had entered, reaching for a high shelf.


  The girl managed to pull down a thick, leatherbound book, fumbling it to the desktop with a thud. Its covers, polished by innumerable fingers, shaded from ebony to sandalwood.


  “Get off there, Hia!” The mother pulled the girl to the ground, with that gentle-roughness mothers manage. She turned to face Yute who had just arrived at the doorway. “That can’t be the book you’re after. My father brought those from the sale of Salem Hemeck’s effects. Another lawyer. I remember it. He wanted his office to look impressive. He bought them by the shelf-yard. Cheap because nobody could read them. I think most were in Aramish. The letters hurt my eyes. They didn’t come from a library…” She faltered then rallied. “He bought them legally. The receipts will be in his files. He was a very ordered man.”


  “It is! It is!” Little Hia tried to wrest free of her mother. “The cat man is in there. And the giant boy.”


  Giant boy. Heeth imagined his blushes would go unnoticed beneath the general redness of his sunburn.


  “The girl’s precocious.” The mother shook her head. “Too clever for her own good. But she can’t read Aramish.”


  “This one’s different,” Hia protested. “You read it backwards. Every word. Every line. Start at the back.”


  “What’s it about?” Heeth couldn’t help himself.


  “It ends in the library.” Hia shook off her mother and folded her arms over her chest, staring up at the adults as if daring them to disbelieve her. “With the book girl and The-Dog-Who-Walks-Through-Walls. The book girl, Livira, she’s been walking for days. She’s hungry and she’s thirsty but she doesn’t stop because there’s a job that needs doing. She’s not entirely sure why it has to be done, why it matters, but she won’t stop even though she wants to, because the cat man asked her to do it, and she loves him. She loves him like a father but one like mine who isn’t ever there. She loves him because the times when he was there were enough to carry thr– no, not carry, enough for her to stand on, to keep her from sinking. And he was always kind even though he knows so many cruel things that are true.” The girl looked shyly at Yute then reached up to put her hand on the book. “I’ll tell you how it ends, and then you can take it away.”


  Heeth listened and although the child could hardly be eight years old and spoke a language he had mostly read, and even that poorly, her words painted a picture for him. The image of a girl he’d never met, a child of the Dust who had grown in the city, worn the same blues as him, and become a librarian despite the will of powerful men.


  “Every book is full of death. Or full of endings at least. There’s no turning back. No returning. You cannot read the same book twice.”


  Livira found herself staring at the inside of the back cover. Somehow, she had reached the end of the final page without realising it, so bound in the application of ciphers and the wonder of the words. She had devoured a whole book and an unknown number of hours. Volente had wandered off and she stood alone, far from the world, in the silence and vastness of the library.


  She closed the book. It had told stories about itself. Someone had once told her that we are the stories we tell to ourselves. Nothing more. If that were true then perhaps the book was alive, whispering its own story back and forth, allowing others to listen in here and there, and to see themselves among the pages.


  Livira could see why such a book would be worth chasing. She only hoped that it wouldn’t stay too long on the shelf. She climbed the ladder slowly, still lost in the mystery of the story. It had contained its own answer – library magic – which made as much sense as a contact psycho-active drug laced through the covers and pages, or any other stab at reason. Library magic was enough for her.


  Finally, level with the shelf, she slid the book home, squeezing it back into the company it had for so long been absent from. Some returns at least are possible.


  And turning her gaze back to the aisle as she prepared to descend, she saw at the far end, standing tiny at the foot of towering shelves, a young girl. Impossibly white, no difference between the bleached cotton of her robe and the hand that clutched it.


  “Wait!” Livira called. Although the distance hid them, she already knew that the eyes watching her were pink. “Wait! I need to–”


  But the white child walked away and was gone before Livira reached the ground.


  She understood now. She understood Yute’s efforts. Neither the father nor the daughter could return to the moment in which they had lost each other. Perhaps that chance was gone forever. But Livira did not believe that The Book of Many Stories would stay on the shelf long. And who knew what tales it would tell, or what might hang from the single thread it strung between them.


  Livira shook her head. She brushed off her robe. Looked once more in the direction the child had gone, and set off in the other, beginning her own long return.


  About Pain


  “Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.”


  ― Charles Dickens, David Copperfield


  “What’s the book about?”


  Holden looked up, grateful of the chance to stop his repetitions on the leg press so soon. He’d set the key so he would lift a small, but at least not embarrassing, chunk of the stack of weights, only to discover that the first press took most of what he had.


  His mouth, open with his reply, stayed open but silent. The girl, early twenties – surely no older than him, was arresting. No better word presented itself. Arresting in a way that bypassed the dark cloud that he had no more chance of lifting than all the weights in the gym.


  “I … uh.” Holden tried to kickstart his tongue into action.


  Another good word would be ‘magnificent.’ Holden wasn’t by nature or nurture given to the objectification of women, but here it was simple truth. She was so far out of the ordinary that some recognition of the fact was needed.


  “I…” He was aware now that not only was the girl watching him, but he had a large audience of those working the machines nearby. Several of the men had even stopped their reps to stare. The question on their lips would, of course, not involve the book. They’d want to know what the towering redhead wanted with the newbie who struggled to lift a quarter of the weight stack.


  The girl, surely the hardest bodied of all the hard-bodied women to have ever entered the gym, bent and picked up the book in question. She was well over six foot and the face that her wild mane nearly obscured was frankly too intimidating for Holden to ascribe any other quality than ‘intimidating’ to it.


  “Catcher.” She read the title.


  “Y… yes. They made us read it in school. I hated it.”


  “Why are you reading it now then?”


  “I’m not. I’m taking it back to the library after my … workout.” He felt self-conscious and the anger he’d been trying to rid himself of flared again. Who the hell was this girl with her washboard abs and too many questions? He always told himself he hated pushy people – though the truth was that it took a lot of pushing to be his friend. He stuck out a hand for the book.


  “Why did you take it out then?” She showed no inclination to return it.


  “I didn’t.” Holden stood from the machine feeling exasperated. Also sweaty, and stupidly embarrassed that she was taller than him. A rare occurrence. “I didn’t take it out. My … my dog found it.”


  His story didn’t make sense out under the gym’s harsh fluorescents, but the truth had made less and less sense to him recently. Volente had padded silently into his bedroom and dropped the book – mysteriously entirely free of slobber – at his feet. It wasn’t the first time the dog had brought unasked-for books to him or his parents. The hound had some weird compulsion to fetch them. Holden’s mother said the previous owner must have trained him to do it as a party trick, and, if they didn’t praise him for it, he’d lose the habit. This trick and his name had been all the dog had brought with him from the pound. Volente had been with them nearly fifteen years now and must be ancient for his breed, but the habit showed no sign of fading.


  “You come here three times a week and yet you don’t fight.” The girl steered the conversation off at right angles. Holden would have bet good money that her next question would have concerned the dog.


  “Who are you?” Holden managed to avoid adding the ‘the hell’ but only just, and the harsh edge on his words did the same job. “I’ve never seen you before.” He didn’t add ‘and I would have if you were here’ but it was implied. “Also, this is my second visit.” Without waiting for an answer to his demand for identification, he stuck his hand back out. “Can I– Give me my book back.”


  “It’s not yours. It’s the library’s. And I’m Clovis. You’re Holden. I know all about you.”


  She walked off with the book, forcing him to circle around the bench and hurry after her, watched by dozens of eyes.


  “Hey!” He stopped short of reaching for her shoulder.


  “What?” Clovis turned on him. “You already said it wasn’t yours and you didn’t want it.”


  “That still doesn’t mean you can just take it!”


  She held it out to the side and slightly behind her, like a playground bully trying to tempt him to step in close. She’d walked them to the edge of the rings where the fighters practiced. The gym was one of a dozen or more MMA places scattered around London. None of the famous fighters used it but there were enough wannabes to pack it out most nights. Holden came because his uncle worked for the parent company and got him a discount. He just used the machines.


  “Fight! Fight!” A mock-chant from someone in the small crowd previously watching the rings, but now focused on the drama provided by the almost unreal Clovis and the all too real Holden.


  “Fine. Have it.” Holden turned his back on her and walked away.


  “No!” Clovis sounded outraged. She followed, trying to get ahead of him, hampered by the equipment and the people, mainly men, who stopped foolishly in her way. “Why would you do that? You’re angry about it. I know you are! So fight!”


  “About what?” Holden rounded on her and found himself closer than expected, having to look up. He was angry – she was right about that, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that she was a stranger and had no business in his business. She’d still have no right talking to him like this even if she were his mother. “What? What am I angry about?”


  “The baby of course.”


  He didn’t mean to raise his hand. He certainly wouldn’t have hit her – whatever size she was – but her palm covered his fist before either of them could find that out. “Good! Now we’re getting somewhere.”


  He shook her off and stalked away, aiming for the street. “Getting somewhere?” He couldn’t keep his voice low enough to avoid providing entertainment for the people watching. He wouldn’t be coming back. That was for sure. “The only place we’ve got is that you’re a stalker who needs locking up. How would fighting one of the sweaty apes back there help … anything?” He couldn’t deny that he’d wanted to punch someone many times since Sarah miscarried. He’d wanted to punch someone every day since then. Himself included. The pain he deserved was for that tiny voice that wouldn’t stay silent – the one that said it was better this way, that he never would have asked Sarah to marry him if she hadn’t been pregnant, that they had never been suited, were too young, too poor… He hated that cynical, calculating voice, and at the same time knew it to be himself, running through the core of every bone.


  He hated himself for that voice. For wallowing in the loss of a nameless child he’d never seen, when Sarah’s pain was surely a hundred times worse, having lost it from her body, having made it and carried it with her. Hated himself for surrendering so easily when she said she needed to be alone, and later, that they were done.


  Holden stopped at the exit, glass doors beaded with rain. Bright lights. Darkness outside. He felt her at his shoulder.


  “They came to be punched. To punch and be punched. You can’t stop fighting just because the ones that hurt you are out of reach – or how will you be ready when they aren’t?”


  “Lady…” Holden bit back the angry words – they were just punches of a different sort, queuing to be thrown. “Nobody hurt me. Things just happen. It sounds like you’ve got your own deal going on.” He reached for the door.


  “Idiot.” Clovis sounded almost friendly. “You forgot to change.”


  “I am an idiot.” He’d been so wrapped up in himself that he’d almost marched out into a wet October evening in shorts and a T-shirt.


  “Take it.” Clovis took his shoulder and turned him as if he were a doll. She put the book in his hand. “Someone hurt you. You’re not the author of your own story. And you’re about to meet her.” She turned and walked away, taut Lycra and twitching muscle. “You’ll see her soon. She had the arrogance to write herself into the tale.”


  “W-where are you going?” Holden understood that however hale this ‘Clovis’ might look on the outside, on the inside she was even more fractured than him. Should he follow her? She was clearly suffering some sort of mental health crisis.


  “To fight, of course. There are sweaty apes that need punching. I might not like her, but I have to admit she has quite the imagination! She made up a very interesting city. This ‘London.’ So full of magic and dirt. I’ll be here ‘til my brother comes for his turn.”


  He took two steps in her direction, then stopped. She had a brother coming. He’d look after her. Until then, she hardly needed Holden tagging around. Though he did want to know how she found out about– He shook his head, the anger returning, and marched off to the changing room.


  A fully dressed Holden emerged from the gym twenty minutes later to find that the rain had waited for him. He hunched in his trench coat and headed out across York Way to the Camden Road. The book’s insert was the old-fashioned sort and somewhat worse for wear – it claimed to have been issued by the ‘Cat and’ … the cat and something library. The ‘something’ had been torn away. It was so unusual a name for a library that Holden had no problems believing it had to be the Cat and Mouse library, less than a mile down the same road he was splashing his way along.


  About halfway there, under the sodium glare of passing streetlamps, he remembered that one of the main consequences of the oft-reported slicing of library budgets was an ever-shrinking window during which they could be used. His destination very likely closed hours ago. He should have gone before the gym.


  Sunk costs are a thing though, and he walked on, carrying one more reason to curse his own stupidity. Every hundred yards revealed a new thing he should have said to that girl, Clovis – what sort of name was Clovis anyway? He was fairly sure it had something to do with cavemen… The lights were on – he could see that beneath the library’s illuminated sign from far off. And, against the odds, as he drew closer it seemed that the library was open. He could see people going in.


  The place turned out to be far more modern than expected in a library – which in his experience were Victorian buildings with a touch of gothic splendour, or more worthy efforts from the early to mid-twentieth century, with paint seven layers deep, at least four of them on varicoloured display where the flaking was worst.


  From the outside it could almost be a restaurant. The brightly lit interior and ranks of pale shelving soon dispelled that illusion. Shaking off the rain, Holden, went straight to the counter, ready with a list of valid reasons as to why any fine for overdue books should not attach to him.


  The librarian at the desk was both younger and less professional in appearance than Holden had expected, a young woman in her early twenties with a shock of black hair as if she’d come straight from some convention of goths with only the briefest of attempts to change. But where goths were either born pale or powdered themselves a ghostly hue, the woman with the questioning look had a more Middle Eastern appearance to her. Perhaps Iranian.


  “Can I help you?”


  Holden realised he’d been staring. Again. “Sorry. I’ve brought back a book. It’s not mine. I … my dog found it.”


  “In your house?” she asked, arching a thick eyebrow.


  “Well … yes.” Claiming his dog found it was as far as Holden was prepared to go down that particular path. Volente got out of the house. Often. And it didn’t seem to matter how locked the front and back doors were. Holden had wondered whether his mother had early onset dementia until he too had accidentally closed the living room door, trapping Volente inside, only to see him sniffing the bushes in the back garden minutes later.


  “So, did someone else in your house take it out?” The young woman’s nameplate declared her to be Livira Page. Livira almost sounded like a name he knew, though perhaps it was something Middle Eastern, or French even…


  “I guess, my mother–”


  “It’s a powerful book,” Livira said.


  “I…” Holden felt it would be too crass to give his own opinion, even though he hadn’t asked for hers. “I guess it’s famous for a reason.”


  “You didn’t get anything out of it?”


  “I… Well, they made us read it in school.”


  “Try it again?”


  “I don’t think so.” He put the book on the desk and slid it towards her.


  Livira set her hand to the cover, fingers spread. “It might read differently when nobody’s forcing you.”


  “Well, you’re kind of pushing me to read it. So…”


  “I guess I am.” She pushed the book back towards him. “I’ll tell you what: read it now and if your opinion hasn’t changed, for better or worse, then that’s the end of it. But if it has, then read it every ten years, and come back to tell me about it.”


  “You’ll still be here in ten years?”


  “You’ll be surprised.” She smiled, not a grin but something complicated. Something Mona Lisa.


  “This sounds a bit one-sided. What do I get out of it if I … win?”


  “You always get something out of reading a book. It’s a reward in and of itself.” She turned away and began going through a pile of returns. Books she had allowed to be given back.


  Holden considered just leaving Catcher where it was. He’d done his bit. Marched through the rain to see it home. He found himself staring at the large poster on the wall behind the reception desk.


  At first, he thought it was modern art of the kind he most despised, a canvas of entirely one colour – as if that were somehow clever. In this case, the colour was white. Had it been sold as a rebellion against conformity, a bold declaration that deserved praise? To Holden, these things always seemed more like rather lazy cash grabs by smooth-tongued conmen with all the talent of house painters. A single word in a font almost too small to be seen caught his eye though, top left: ‘Potential.’ And whilst it still seemed a waste of wall space, he did begrudgingly acknowledge the message. He took the book and stalked out.


  “Ten years!” the girl called after him.


  Holden hardly heard her. His child, his unborn daughter, she had been potential, nothing but potential. He walked on wondering if the hollow pain in his chest was what people meant when they said ‘heartbroken’. He had always thought it was just a saying. The broken heart carved onto a school desk – a symbol to represent something nebulous – but this, what he’d been feeling for two weeks now, this was pain, actual physical hurt, as if he needed anything to underscore the sudden inexplicable misery that had swamped him that night when she’d called him to the hospital.


  It shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter. She hadn’t even shown. It was an indulgence to feel this way. He should shake it off, walk it off, lift it from him like a weight in the gym…


  Livira wasn’t there when Holden returned two days later. He’d jogged the last quarter mile for no reason, and arrived sweaty and out of breath, to find her gone and an older woman in her place, neat where her predecessor had been untidy, polite where Livira had been challenging.


  “I’m returning this book.”


  “Thank you.” She added it to one of the piles beside her and turned away.


  Holden stood, mouth half open, ready to tell her what he’d thought of it, only to be given the cold shoulder of her indifference. “I hadn’t remembered that Celia miscarried,” he said. “I didn’t remember her at all if I’m honest.”


  The woman turned back and peered at him over the top of her spectacles, puzzled.


  “In the book…” He waved his arm at it. “Celia.”


  “Oh.” A polite smile. “I’ve not read it.”


  “But… Everyone has? Surely? They make you read it in school.”


  “They made you read it. Not everyone gets the same list, and the list changes.” The smile warmed a few degrees. “It was The Conch King for me. That was what we all had to read.”


  “Oh.” Holden had been running, he realised, to unburden himself. Jules, the disaffected schoolboy, so proud of his nihilism and the originality of his own thoughts … the insufferable Jules whom Holden had so wanted to punch in the mouth when he was first made to read the book … that kid had been him. He’d been looking in a mirror and had been so caught up in being his own version of Jules that he hadn’t known it. He had hated Jules without irony, had arrogantly mocked his arrogance… all the time unaware of how the author had captured him on the page, and in doing so revealed not only each and every flaw but had relentlessly stolen away his imagined originality. Holden had been so predictable, so inevitable, that the author had known him without ever meeting him. A walking talking cracked-voiced spot-faced cliché. Holden felt a certain sympathy for the boy. He’d walked in the same shoes and was glad to be out of them.


  ***


  “I met her once.” Holden gestured at the screen.


  “Clovis Eventari? You met Clovis Eventari?” Julia snorted as she walked past, mug of tea in hand.


  “True story. In one of those gyms Uncle Steve’s company run. She’s a … strange … woman. She stole my book.”


  “That bit I believe. You would take a book to the gym. If you ever went to the gym.”


  “This was in the old times, back when– Hey! Keep the playdough on the table!”


  Timmy, with the mono-focus of a wholly engaged two-year-old, continued to pitch blue playdough zeppelins, or possibly dinosaurs, off the table’s edge onto the carpet. Holden left him to his mother. Seeing Clovis’s blood-stained victory grin on the screen had reminded him that he had a book to read. Livira had, of course, not been there when he returned to the library to take out Catcher, but the book had and since it was the same edition, seemingly unchanged by the passage of a decade, he’d signed up for a library card just to take it out. The evangelical librarian might have forgotten their bargain, but Holden considered himself made of finer stuff!


  He picked the book up and began at the beginning, expecting to forge a swift path through the familiar pages of the twice-read classic. By the end of the first chapter Holden understood that he had a very different journey ahead of him. The fact that the book itself – the physical object – was unchanged and came freighted with memories of the curious challenge on a rainy night was part of it. Holding its weight in his hands put him back on that rainswept length of Camden Road, trying to out-stride his sorrow. It put him back beneath the bright lights of the Alpha Gym, trying to meet Clovis Eventari’s stare. It struck him now that it hadn’t been anger in her eyes, or not just anger. He’d dismissed what she was saying, but she’d been a mirror, and the hurt he saw in her face had been his own.


  Holden looked up from the heading of chapter two, blinking away a prickling in his eyes. Timmy sent another dinosaur tumbling to its doom just as his mother turned her back, and in that moment, with that old ache in his chest, Holden would have let a thousand playdough triceratops be mashed into the carpet’s weave to make the toddler happy. What he would do to keep him safe didn’t bear thinking about. What army he would fight to have held his baby, even for a day…


  “Are you alright, honey?” Julia was giving him a worried look from the kitchen door.


  Holden nodded, not trusting himself to speak for a moment. “Yes. This book. I’m back to thinking Jules is an idiot again. The little shit’s got so much going for him and all he does is sulk and mope.”


  “Of course he’s an idiot. He’s sixteen. What do you expect?”


  Holden stopped in the doorway of the Cat and Mouse library, letting the warm air escape into the October chill behind him. “Can’t be…” A whisper.


  He found his voice as he approached the reception desk. “They told me you hadn’t worked here for years.” Livira Page, her nameplate declared it boldly, black on white, but it was hardly needed, she hadn’t changed.


  “Holden! What did you think of it?”


  “The book?” He blinked.


  “Of course the book.”


  “Well. I’m kind of back to where I started, but I think Jules is an idiot for different reasons. It’s just scary how the last ten years got behind me. And there he is wasting time staring at the wall. Honestly, it made me want to get off my arse and do more with my life. Get a more worthwhile job, really try to make a difference. There’s something irritating in Jules’ apathy, like he’s got all the time in the world. Like his schooldays are going to last forever. But we all know he just has to glance away and ‘bang!’ they’ll be gone.


  “And that bit with his sister’s miscarriage. Her boyfriend – I used to think of them both as grownups, like Jules does. But they’re kids, both of them, Celia and John. I know what that’s–” Holden looked up from his thoughts and fixed Livira with a hard stare. “How are you here? They said you left years ago.”


  “I still have friends here. They let me come back for a day. To see you.” She smiled.


  “And you’ll be here next time?” He frowned. “When I’m forty-two.”


  “Wouldn’t miss it.”


  They fell to talking about the book, and Livira, although she offered few opinions, seemed to know the work very well. It was when she mentioned the author, and the age he’d been when he wrote his opus, that Holden suddenly remembered Clovis and asked, “Do you know Clovis Eventari?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “It was something she said that first time. I met her. Just before I met you. I had the book with me. She said … well, a lot of weird things, if I’m honest. She said something about … well, that I’d meet some woman soon, but she called her ‘the author.’ I don’t think she liked her very much. And the only person I met that night was you.”


  “I do know her. Yes.”


  “Quiet librarian Livira Page knows world famous mixed martial arts champion and general hellraiser, Clovis ‘the knee’ Eventari?”


  Livira shrugged. “You know her too. And who said I’m quiet?”


  “Well…” Holden looked pointedly around the library. “And you’re a librarian, not an author.”


  “I could be both.”


  “Are you?”


  “I wrote a book once.”


  Holden hesitated. He didn’t want to get suckered into reading something amateur and then having to lie about how much he liked it. “What was it about?”


  “Lots of things. A collection of stories.” Livira made no attempt at a sales pitch.


  “But she was saying…” Holden struggled to remember. “You wrote yourself into your own story? No wait – she told me ‘You’re not the author of your own story.’”


  “Very few people are the author of their own story. Perhaps we’re all characters someone else is writing. Maybe in this world there are characters in books who exist in their own world and consider themselves as real as the people who wrote them. And maybe they’re writing books that have us in. It could be that if you had a mechanism that could leaf through the pages of the multiverse, it would be able to take you to a world and a time and a location that matched the contents of any book you put into it.”


  “Ha. I believe you’re an author now.” Holden grinned at the overspill of Livira’s imagination.


  “Well.” Livira waved to an approaching librarian. “This has been lovely, but I have to get to the exchange very soon. We’ll meet in ten years’ time?”


  “Ten years.” Holden nodded, his disbelief only partial this time. Perhaps they really would meet a decade from now.


  ***


  “Holden!” Livira looked up from her work at the reception desk. She would be in her forties now, like him, though apart from the almost strategic streaks of grey in her hair she could still pass as a twenty-something. “How’s Volente?”


  “Volente? I might equally well ask how you remember the name of my old dog.” Holden couldn’t think when he would have mentioned it… “Dead of course.” He grimaced. “But we have a new one. My mother got one from the same rescue centre – same breed, type I mean, almost identical. He’s a … black … dog. It sounded lame but the extraordinary blackness of his coat was his defining feature – it was like that new magic paint that reduced everything to silhouettes. “We call him V-2 because he’s version 2 of Volente. Also, because it’s when he goes quiet that you have to start worrying.” He paused then added, “But mostly the version 2 thing.” Because not everyone gets jokes about the mechanics of Nazi rockets used to bomb World War II London.


  Livira grinned. “And the book?”


  Holden held up the edition of Catcher that had joined them across two decades now. The book was bearing up better than he was. Where he had a widow’s peak and laughter lines, the book sported a single stain the size of a thumbprint – spaghetti Bolognese sauce, courtesy of Timmy, now twelve years old and always too eager to be on to the next thing, certainly too eager to afford books their expected courtesies. He’d reminded Holden that he could read books on his phone ‘like normal people do’.


  “This time I felt sorry for Jules.” Holden had never felt sorry for the kid, but he’d never really seen him as a child before. He was a kid though. His voice might have broken, he might be nearly six foot tall, but hell, he was only four years older than Timmy. What sort of age was that to put up with all the shit he’d had heaped on him. What age was it for any kid to deal with everything that’s coming at them, barrelling out of the immediate future at sixty minutes an hour like out-of-control trucks. “Those teachers should have known better. And that mother of his, all tied up in her own drama. Jules needed her. She might have lost a son, but he lost a brother, dammit, and that’s not nothing. Not when you’re twelve, and then your mum dumps you at boarding school.”


  He walked back to the tube station past electronic billboards from which Clovis Eventari’s 1000-watt glare bathed him in coloured light. They’d said it was a publicity stunt when she started taking on the men. They’d stopped saying it very soon after, when she won. In sports dollar terms she was a Tiger Woods, a LeBron James, a Lionel Messi. She was brave, there wasn’t any doubting that, with skills that went off the charts. Even so, Holden couldn’t help remember how she was that night. They’d both been so young. And despite her confidence, it seemed to him that the difference between charging at one thing, and running away from another, was often so small as to make it impossible to tell one from the other.


  ***


  By their fourth meeting Holden was fifty-two and felt it. He had a son the same age he’d been when he first met Livira. He tied V-3 up by the cycle racks though he thought the library might be pet friendly now, since he’d seen a huge Maine Coon coiled in a corner when he came to check out Catcher the week previously.


  “Stay boy,” he told V-3. A rather redundant command since, like others of his breed, the hound seemed able to slip his leash and do whatever the hell he pleased.


  Holden walked through the doors of the recently refurbished Cat and Mouse (no to AI fiction) carrying a developing paunch and light by half a head of hair. Livira herself, apart from going completely and uniformly grey, had made no concession to the passing decades, as if she kidnapped a few children from the Kiddies’ Corner every year and bathed in their blood.


  Holden had almost reached the reception desk when he became aware of a large shape bearing down on him from the aisles.


  “Clovis fucking Eventari!” He covered his surprise with the oath. She was as big as he remembered, thicker in the torso, her red hair darkened towards wine, or blood, her features blurred by the near infinity of blows she’d returned with interest.


  “Holden fucking Cornfield.” She punched him playfully on the shoulder.


  “Jesus, woman!” He massaged the muscle.


  Livira looked up at them both. “Hello.”


  “Stop looking smug,” Clovis said. “I didn’t learn a thing.”


  “It’s not about teaching,” Livira said. “Who would want that? It’s about sharing. The author lays out the things they’ve seen, the things they’ve felt. They try, using words, to convey ideas too delicate for words, building characters and places and times from which the ephemeral might bleed into the space between the lines.”


  “Fancy talk.” Clovis reached out and took Holden’s copy of Catcher from him. “I like the city. And the fighting, obviously. But this? A book within a book? What’s the point? And him?” She nodded at Holden as if he weren’t there.


  “You read it though?” Livira asked.


  “Every year.” Clovis nodded. “I still couldn’t tell you what it’s about.” She frowned.


  “It’s about pain.” Holden understood it now. Though surely at sixty-two he’d have a new opinion. “It’s about how we’re all rattling through our lives without the least plan, even if we think we have one. Jules, his sister, his mother, the teachers. I started to see that he was a child, then that she was, then that the teachers were just children too. Sure, they’d had a decade or two added, and thought they’d figured it out, thought they knew the answers, but then they grow a bit older and understand that they don’t understand. And all of them are hurt, even that arse Davidson, and that’s what drives them and guides them, they’re all of them wrapped around their wounds, trying to shield them, trying not to hurt any more. It’s about pain.”


  Clovis’s frown deepened and she kept her eyes on Livira. “Holden doesn’t matter. You wrote him. He’s just saying what you want him to.”


  Livira shook her head. “No. I wrote about him. I don’t think anyone writes anyone – they discover them, carve them out of the ether like a palaeontologist chipping rock from a fossilised bone.


  “Besides, I’m here because I wrote myself in. That doesn’t make me any more real that Holden in your view. You’re the only one who got here using the Mechanism.


  “And I didn’t give Holden his opinion. The three of us found it together. Without you, Clovis, without you coming back to this story time and again, it would mean something different. Or nothing at all.


  “And I think Holden’s right. That is what my story is about. Somewhere between the story, the book inside it, between Holden and you, somewhere in that dynamic … it’s about pain … it’s a message I can’t write out in words. A message that couldn’t ever be written out in simple lines, as if one person were explaining it to another. It’s a thing that emerges between the reader and the text, and it’s always changing, but it’s always about the same thing.”


  “You think I’m not real?” Holden asked, bemused.


  “I think everything’s real. Just not at the same time. Or at least not in the same place.” Livira took his right hand in both of hers. “I think if you wrote a story about your daughter, the life she might have lived, the wonders she saw, and the people who loved her … I think that would be real too, and that somewhere her potential would play out just like that, and in a trillion other places it would flow down every other path she might have taken – did take.


  “I think Clovis will keep fighting across a thousand worlds, ones she thinks are real, and ones she thinks are pretend. And I think that’s about pain too. And if she finds a story that resonates with her, and she returns to it year by year, she might discover another way of seeing her own wounds and live a happier life. Which is what I want for all of you.”


  Clovis snorted. “You and my brother deserve each other.” Despite the snort it didn’t sound unkind. “I’m out of here. I’ll leave you two to sort out which of you is the story. Have fun.” She nodded to Holden. “Holden. It’s been … real.” And with that she was striding away, filmed none too discretely by half a dozen smart phones.


  “I … I should go too.” Holden watched Clovis exit the glass doors. He had a sudden urge to be back with Timmy and Julia and the things that made sense, that grounded him, made him feel real. “Will we … do this again?”


  “Sure.” Livira smiled. “This” – she held up the book – “will keep giving as long as you’re game. All of them will.” She nodded to the shelves. “I’ll be here. Sixty-two, seventy-two, come and see me. I’ve checked my diary. You’re written in.”


  Tabula Rasa


  “A great queen once asked, ‘Who wants to live forever?’” Master Yute peered at the assembled trainees over the top of a large, official-looking letter. He sighed deeply, though whether disappointed with the options lined up before him, or with the words lined up on the page, Livira couldn’t tell. “And now a … great … king has asked us, ‘How can I live forever?’”


  “Oanold?” Livira exchanged glances with Arpix. She had often taken consolation that however venal their king might be, at least he was old and, sooner rather than later, time would wash the monster away.


  “Oanold,” confirmed Arpix, towering at her left. To her right Meelan sighed deeply. Even Master Yute’s habitual neutrality seemed to have slipped. The hesitation around ‘great’ always seemed to creep in when the librarian was referring to King Oanold, who had recently released a proclamation adding ‘the Great’ to his own name.


  Syzar, the trainee to Arpix’s left, often maintained that Yute should show more respect, since the pale librarian was merely one of four deputy heads, and Oanold was king not only of Krath City, but of the sizeable remnants of an empire that had once touched both coasts of the continent. Syzar, however, had been a trainee so long that he’d had both the time and the need to cultivate a small pointy beard to supplement his meagre academic achievements. So Livira gave his opinion little heed. The young man had only kept his place at Master Logaris’s tables because his father was Oanold’s cousin.


  “In short,” Yute continued, “our beloved king has caught sight of his own mortality in the royal mirror and finds himself displeased with the prospect of death. He has requested that the librarians deliver some substantive texts on the subject of immortality.” Yute’s pink gaze wandered over his audience of a half dozen trainees. Of their number, Arpix and Livira had been Yute’s personal selections for this assignment. Meelan and his partner Shenna had been selected by Master Synoth. And at the head librarian’s special direction, the more junior Master Jost had been allowed to select two more trainees, Syzar and a loud, angular girl named Cornelia. Unsurprisingly, both of Jost’s choices were what Livira considered ‘political appointees’, the children of influential families, allowed into the training program as a sop to the king’s ego. A step in the delicate dance that the librarians undertook to maintain their independence without openly defying the monarch.


  “You have a week.” Yute folded the letter away. “As a sign of the importance that we librarians place upon this request from the throne, each pair will be allowed to recruit a helper from the Hall of Mechanicals. I advise caution. Master Heeth will be waiting for you there tomorrow after lunch.”


  With that the deputy head librarian turned and strolled away.


  “It’s a joke, right?” Livira glanced up at Arpix.


  “Which part?” Arpix frowned.


  “That we should be expected to unearth the secret of eternal life in a single week?” Meelan growled from her right. “Or that a whole week of our time should be dedicated to such foolishness?”


  “All of that.” Livira started towards the exit of the meeting chamber. “But mostly that we’ll find a ‘helper’ in the Hall of Mechanicals. It’s a scrap heap. Those things are more likely to explode than to find a book – and I mean any book, not the one you’re looking for.”


  “I’ve never been to the Hall of Mechanicals.” Arpix rubbed his hands together, his long, pale fingers creaking, and followed Livira to the door, adding dryly, “Since it’s off limits to anyone who’s not a full librarian.”


  Livira waved away the objection dismissively. “If they really meant that, they’d have better locks.”


  Since Yute had summoned them late in the day after the conclusion of all lessons and exercises, the trainees now went to their beds. Taking with them much to occupy their thoughts.


  In her room that night, amid the battle between the Library’s eternal day and the night that her book of darkness conjured when open, Livira hunted sleep without success. Her mind ran along the alleys between the remains heaped in the Hall of Mechanicals. Her single venture into that clockwork graveyard had been over a year ago now and still the memories unsettled her.


  She had wandered drifts of junk, pausing here and there to examine curiosities, of which there were many. She poked inside a disassembled gearbox, played with a steel claw sporting an edge sharp enough to slice lesser metals, and rolled a single quartz eye across a rare patch of exposed floor. There was, in that place, a pervading sadness. The sense of entropy’s march, reducing the cleverness of long vanished mechanics to collections of pieces, unoccupied shells, vacant sockets.


  “I loved her from the moment I saw her.”


  The voice was deep, like stones rolling beneath a river in full spate. It took Livira by surprise and as she leapt to her feet, discarding her latest curio, she caught her foot in a gear wheel and when sprawling, starting a small avalanche of oily brass, copper, and steel.


  “Foolish, I know. But there was something in the way she had been designed. In how she moved. In the way she held each book. I was newly made and although I had not been fashioned to care, I found that I did. I found that it was an inescapable consequence of my dedication to the world of books that I should be moved by the places described within them, and by those that lived inside them. And Celabel more than any other just reached into me without so much as trying and drew out what I tried hardest to hide.


  “I loved her before she opened her mouth. Once she started speaking, I realised that I’d made a mistake.”


  Livira got up cursing, trying to detach herself from a coil of wire and two heavy springs. Amazingly she didn’t seem to be bleeding.


  “For the first century or two we didn’t get on at all. I thought she was flighty, frivolous, empty-headed. And she thought I was pompous, judgemental, and arrogant. Neither of us were far off the truth, though she’s anything but empty-headed.”


  Livira turned one way and then the other. “Who the hell’s speaking?” The voice, being so deep, refused direction.


  “But we grew on each other. We complemented one another. If she couldn’t fill a request then I could, and vice versa. Master Leonardo, who had built us both, started to employ us together. At first, because I was foolish and as arrogant as she thought me, I didn’t understand how she completed me, how she shored up the weaknesses I couldn’t even see.”


  Slowly Livira identified the speaker, a broken thing amid the scatter of other broken things. He reminded her of the winged man in chamber 2, though too little of him remained for her to know if he had ever had wings. A handsome brass head still bearing traces of gilding, partially caved in on the left side, the right eye a faintly glowing disk of copper. His right arm and about half of his chest remained, the shattered casing now trailing a complex mass of wire and brass tubing.


  With some effort Livira began to lift clear the thicket of metal rods, springs, and body plates that had all but drowned him.


  “Celabel never needed me, of course. She’s a force of nature, that one. Leonardo must have put something vital deep in the heart of her. He must have captured a whirlwind, a rainbow, and a sunrise. She could never be mere cogs and current, you can’t make what she is from pieces.”


  “I’m Livira.” Livira hefted the last obscuring plate aside and sat down on the heap, shifting to escape something sharp. “I shouldn’t be here.”


  “That’s what we all say. ‘I’m still of use! Don’t throw me away!’” The copper eye glowed momentarily brighter, studying Livira. “You’re not that broken. You weren’t wrong. You don’t belong here. But you are different. Time isn’t sure what to do with you. Its currents eddy and swirl as if you were a rock in the flow.”


  “Is that a bad thing?” Livira didn’t think it sounded like a good one.


  “It might be a dangerous thing, but good and bad are far less useful words than people seem to think they are. It is certainly a helpful thing. You woke me from a sleep that was older than you are – and somehow you can hear me speak. Heeth woke me once, with his wires and a power arc he’d scavenged from somewhere, but he couldn’t hear me though I told him many things. And somehow when you’re near, I can move.”


  “I’m not doing anything.” Livira wasn’t sure she wanted to be any kind of special.


  “You may not be doing something. But you are something. A warming fire. When you leave, I will freeze again.”


  Livira frowned. She hadn’t asked for this. This creature felt like a burden imposed on her. When she walked away the mechanical would be left dumb and immobile. But she could hardly stay forever. In fact, staying more than an hour or two would see the junk-master, Librarian Heeth, return, bringing with him awkward questions, like, ‘How did you get in here?’


  She studied the shattered mechanism, wincing at the mutilations time had thrust upon it. “I can’t stay. I’m not supposed to be here… I’m sorry…”


  The mechanical managed an awkward shrug. “I’ve already agreed that you don’t belong here. You are not beyond repair, or even too badly broken.”


  Livira wasn’t sure how to take that, but she held her tongue.


  “I, however, should be here,” the mechanism continued. “I’m a ruin now. But I was broken from the start – I just didn’t know it. I never knew what Celabel saw in me, but somehow the fact that she did see something, started to heal me.”


  Livira prevented herself from saying that this alleged healing didn’t seem to have been working lately.


  “I’m Dorian. I walked the Library chambers for nine hundred years through two ages of men and the long silence between them.”


  “Can’t Master Heeth repair you?” Livira looked around. “There are so many pieces here, and you could tell him how to–”


  “Have you any idea how long nine hundred years is, child?” Dorian raised his hand and let small cogs trickle between his articulated fingers like sand.


  “You don’t want to be repaired?” Livira tried to imagine having had enough of the world, of the Library, of all the mysteries and all the answers. She failed.


  “There’s only one cure for what ails me,” Dorian’s hand returned to rest amid the components with a sigh of gears. “And she is gone, a hundred years and more.”


  “What are you going to do?” For some reason the dying light in the construct’s eye left an ache in Livira’s chest. “You can’t do nothing.”


  “I can wait.”


  In the sleepless warmth of her bed and in the eye of her mind Livira saw that dying light again. He would still be there, still waiting, in that temple of decay. And although his sadness wasn’t hers, she still felt it. The idea that she was being made to search for immortality for a man who would hurt thousands in each year that was given to him, while a soul like Dorian’s slipped into oblivion uncared for, ate at her. She’d told him that she would look for Celabel. More than that, she’d said she would find her. Find her and bring her back so that Dorian could be made whole again and return to his life. It had been a promise, and she had not been able to keep it.


  Time passed. The darkness ticked. And when her dreams came, they were full of crowns and clockwork.


  The six trainees ate together at the breakfast table. Syzar and Cornelia invited themselves, perhaps eager not to miss out on any ideas they might use. Livira, though, only opened her mouth to shovel food into it. As soon as she’d cleared her plate she made for the door, causing the others to hurry after her. She marched off down the corridor without a backwards glance.


  “You’re going the wrong way,” Meelan called after her.


  Livira looked behind her. Syzar and Cornelia were already heading in the opposite direction, and Shenna was hurrying off after them. “The Library’s this direction.” Meelan grinned, a touch of confusion in his eyes. His gaze flickered after his partner.


  Livira carried on without looking to see if Arpix would follow her. “I’m not starting with the indexes.” She called it over her shoulder.


  “We always start with the indexes,” Meelan shouted good-humouredly after her.


  Livira shrugged. “And how often do you find the fountain of youth?”


  “Zackar Gyle?” Arpix had followed Livira to her room and now sat crossed legged on her bed, making it look tiny, while she occupied her desk chair.              


  “It’s an old story. Pretty old anyway. Gyle was a librarian who spent his whole life in search of a particular book said to contain the secret of eternal life.”


  “Oh!” Arpix laughed.


  “There’s nothing funny about it, listen.” Livira felt guilty even before the smile slid from Arpix’s face. Her friend rarely laughed. Perhaps never certain when he should. And her snapping at him would hardly help.


  “Sorry,” Arpix said into her silence, making her feel worse.


  “Actually, I lied. There is something funny about it,” Livira said. “The story goes like this. So, the man, Zackar Gyle, he searches for this book on immortality for decades. From just getting his librarian’s whites, all through his career as his robes darken and his hair goes the other way, first grey then white. He grows old hunting for the secret of not growing old. And at last he finds the book he’s been searching for, only it’s one of those books with a lock. A big heavy one and thick leather covers.”


  Arpix nodded. “No key?”


  “No key. So Zackar works on this lock for ages. His eyes aren’t what they were, his hands tremble, he doesn’t trust anyone else to open the book instead of him. Finally, he gives into frustration and smashes the clasp with a hammer. He’s on it in the next moment, turning the pages desperately, only to find every one of them is blank.”


  “So, the whole thing was nonsense?” Arpix shook his head.


  “The story claims that the secrets were all in the book, but because he broke the lock, the ink vanished from the pages in that instant. A spell, or cunning alchemy, or whatever.”


  Arpix leaned back onto the bed. “How could he possibly have seen that one coming? Poor man! Thank the gods we only have to waste a week on it.”


  Livira shrugged. Any story that was so persistent had to have something to it, even if only the idea of it. “The legend says that it was forcing the lock that erased all the words from the pages.”


  “Or he just fell for a trick.” Arpix peered at Livira as if she might be unwell. “The simplest answer that accounts for all the observations is usually the right one. You know that.”


  “I know that when it comes to unlocking immortality, we’d do as well spending our time looking for Gyle’s book as any other.”


  “Why? It’s not as if it’s impossible to live forever. The Assistants are immortal,” Arpix said.


  “That looks more like a punishment than a blessing.” Livira shrugged.


  “That’s not what we have to worry about.” Arpix shuffled off the bed. “Meelan was right, you know. We really should start with the indexes. The others are already ahead of us.”


  Livira stood too, hefting the heavy volume off her desk. She thrust it into Arpix’s arms.


  “What’s this?”


  “An index.”


  Arpix studied the cover dubiously. “It says it’s a genealogy here.”


  “That’s an index of people,” Livira retorted.


  “But we’re after books.”


  “I’m after a book. A particular book. And since it’s blank, I’m guessing they didn’t keep it in the library. And whilst ‘over a hundred years ago’ is a long time, it’s not that long… If old Zackar Gyle spend his whole life looking for this book, then you have to wonder if perhaps one of the other Gyles out there might have kept it.”


  “There are other Gyles?” Arpix snapped his mouth shut, realising he’d said something stupid.


  “A hundred and six of them within the city walls.” Livira forestalled his objection with a raised hand. “But only twelve direct descendants. And three good candidates as his inheritors.”


  “You want to go knock on their doors?”


  “I was going to climb through the window, but knocking first makes sense. Got to check they’re out.”


  Arpix’s frown deepened. “I never know when you’re joking.”


  “That’s what makes it funny.”


  “We should just ask Yute,” Meelan said over his stew. In the crowded dining hall only Livira and Arpix who sat to either side paid any attention.


  “He does know a lot,” Arpix agreed. “But he was the one who gave us the assignment.”


  “They say he’s a lot older than he looks.” Meelan shrugged. “Older than Synoth.” He mimed the aging librarian’s white beard coiling down on his chest. “If anyone has firsthand knowledge of immortality, it’s Yute.”


  “Old people never know how they got to be so old.” Livira shook her head. Ella, who had sculpted wind-weed out on the Dust had been the oldest person she knew. Not that people lived long out in that parching wind. She’d lived as long as it took a sabber to wander into the settlement.


  “Who’s going to live longest out of us lot?” Carlotte joined them, her tray laden with far more food than it seemed possible to stuff into her skinny body.


  “That’s not a very … seemly … subject, Carlotte.” Arpix admonished her with a frown.


  “Me, I expect.” Meelan thumped his chest. “My family don’t know when to quit. My father’s grandfather is ninety. These days he just wanders around in the house like he’s lost. He’s always getting ready for appointments then forgetting who they’re with.” He shook his head. “Better if the body quits before the mind.”


  Livira looked at her friends, trying to imagine them old. Her imagination got nowhere with Meelan. Arpix felt as if he’d been practicing to be fifty for the last five years, so all her mind’s eye had to add was a little grey. Immortality was a strange thing. She thought of the question Yute had asked them, or rather the old song had posed. Who wants to live forever? The immediate answer was ‘everyone’. But maybe life was like a meal. To enjoy it, you had to destroy it in the process. Otherwise, you were just left staring at the perfectly prepared delicacies without being able to taste them.


  The city temples had started to release a new type of harmless pyrotechnic on holidays. The children called them fireworks. Simple tubes of black powder laced with additional alchemy for colour and sparkle. Life, she thought, was like one of those dull tubes that contained the powders. You needed to ignite it. And what made it special was that its glory would only hang in the night sky for a handful of heartbeats. Immortality was a million years staring at the tube and never letting it burn.


  “Eat up.” Meelan nudged her. “It’s getting cold.”


  They set off for the Hall of Mechanicals after breakfast. Livira led, with Syzar snapping at her heels as if she were in his way. She halted at the next junction and waved him forward.


  “What?” Syzar narrowed his already narrow eyes at her. They always seemed to glint with malice, and together with the pointy beard it was almost as if he were striving to be a caricature, the sort of villain that strode too many of the pages dedicated to fiction.


  “I thought you were in a hurry?” Livira gestured ahead, slightly towards the left. She’d already brought them out past the rooms where the great majority of the librarians’ lives were led. A trainee had to have been sent on a rather specific mission to come into these chambers where the library light started to quaver as if unsure whether it should bother this far from the Library chambers. Not that Livira had been sent on any such errands. She was just incurably nosy.


  Syzar eyed her suspiciously, then threw his head back and strode off down the left-hand turn. If not for the flick of his black and wavy hair, Livira could have held the laugh in and watched him vanish into the middle distance. The corridor ran for several hundred yards in that direction, passing three empty cubicles – purpose unknown – before stopping abruptly in a pile of chippings where the excavations had been abandoned long ago, even before Zackar Gyle’s time.


  Livira led on to the right, and Syzar, swallowing his pride, brought up the rear. A growing sense of guilt displaced Livira’s amusement as she walked the last few corridors. She’d never returned to the hall after her encounter with Dorian. She’d searched for any mention of Celabel and what might have happened to her and had found nothing. The guide had vanished and despite all her centuries of service had left no trace. No ripples in the record. As if she had never been. Livira told herself she’d not gone back to the hall because the disappointment she would carry to Dorian would be another burden. She knew though that the truth was the place made her sad. It scared her in a way. She supposed that like the king catching sight of his mortality in the mirror the hall had served as her own mirror. Failure heaped on failure in mounds too high to be overlooked.


  Librarian Heeth answered the door with his typical distracted air. The old man had taken over custody of the family junkyard from his father, Robin, many years previously. Livira knew that the other trainees, crowding at her shoulder, were in for a rapid realignment of their expectations. The Hall of Mechanicals could, in Livira’s opinion, be retitled The Heap of Junk. She had picked the lock many months previously and stalked the narrow lanes between teetering towers of cogs, wheels, springs, coiled wire, and metal plate. Here and there something recognisable appeared to be struggling from the mass of parts, but it would always turn out to be incomplete, an articulated steel hand twitching as she passed, a single eye starting to glow, swivelling in its housing as it tracked her passage. Once she found the claw of some great brass crab, still attached to its arm, and that to a carapace large enough for a small child to hide in, but echoingly empty of all but sharp edges on which her questing fingers cut themselves.


  “Be off with you!” The old man waved an arm at the lot of them. “No time for gawkers here.”


  “Master Yute sent us to collect guides.” Syzar spoke imperiously over Livira’s head. Everything he said sounded like a command aimed at disappointing employees.


  “Yute, eh.” Heeth elevated a bushy white eyebrow. “Well, if he’s the one who sent you…” He turned his back on them and started off towards the piles of junk.


  Livira went in through the open door, wondering that a quest for immortality should begin here amid a towering monument to the temporary. Even works of brass and steel fell to pieces in time. Flesh followed that path more swiftly. Not only did their task seem hopeless, but she could think of no candidate for life everlasting less deserving than Oanold whose only qualification seemed to be that a single lifetime was insufficient for him to fully exercise the greed that defined him.


  “What’s all this?” Cornelia couldn’t hide her disappointment, or didn’t want to. “Do we have to screw our own little monster together?”


  The ancient shuffled off towards a long table, nestled between mounds of parts, where he seemed to be attempting to do just that. On reaching his destination he positioned himself behind the worksurface, leaning forward with his hands on the table. The sleeves of his robe were darker than the rest, stained by oil and torn by the teeth of his charges.


  “The great majority of what you see here was not made by citizens of the city outside.” He peered at Livira with rheumy eyes. “It predates those walls and contains knowledge that we have not yet found in those books you spend all your time on. Or if it’s there on those pages, we have not yet understood it. Much of what lies here, scavenged from the chambers as we first surveyed them, was likely not even fashioned by human hands. This,” he gestured at the gleaming piles, “is a library in and of itself.”


  “Can it help find books?” Syzar demanded.


  The librarian scratched at his neck, ignoring Syzar. “If Yute sent you, I guess I should get out the good stuff…” He shook his head.


  “Good stuff?” Meelan whispered.


  Heeth clapped his hands in a rapid set of beats. A moment later a small mechanical goat clip-clopped into view from behind a heap of huge cogwheels. Before anyone could react, a second, slightly larger goat, beautifully worked in brass and chrome, followed.


  “Goats?” Syzar sniffed. “What use are these stupid–”


  A third much larger goat stomped around the heap, this one with great coiling horns bringing its height up to Livira’s own, a hot blue light sparking beneath heavy steel brows.


  “The ancients liked to work in threes. I’ve got three bears in the cleaning pool. Three piglets somewhere over yonder. Even got three monkeys somewhere, in really good condition, though I can’t seem to fix them.” He laid a withered hand on the big goat’s back. “Name a book and this one finds the chamber. The middle-sized one will navigate you to the aisle. The little one will stop by the volume itself.”


  “Well, that’s ideal!” Syzar had apparently warmed to the goats. He frowned. “Why isn’t everyone using them?”


  “Ah.” Heeth returned to scratching his neck. “Sometimes they get it wrong. My theory is that some of the chambers have moved since the goats were made. Also,” he overrode Cornelia’s snort, “the big one gets tired. Needs lots of rests. Or you can carry it.”


  “Oh…”


  “The middle-sized one is prone to biting.” The goat in question drew back its lip-plates at this point to expose gleaming chrome teeth. “And the little one likes to have fun.”


  “That doesn’t sound too bad,” Meelan’s partner ventured.


  Heeth gave her a pitying look.


  “There’s Charlotte, I suppose.” The librarian frowned. “Where’s she at? Charlotte!”


  Something shifted atop the nearest heap of parts, starting a small avalanche of gears and wire-laden boards. Livira tried to focus on whatever was causing it, but everything seemed to be moving, as if the heap itself were alive.


  “That’s a no.” Arpix took a sharp step backwards, then two more.


  Rising from the heap, shedding extraneous pieces, was something that could best be described as a large mechanical spider. Seven long, articulated legs spanning several yards, joined a body no larger than a human head.


  “Charlotte’s a fine hunter.” Heeth motioned the horror closer and Livira, who had no special fear of spiders, felt the hairs on her neck rise with a wave of primal revulsion. “She can find specific books by title in the nearest chambers, and further out she’ll lead you to significant tomes on a named topic.”


  “We’ll take it,” Syzar declared.


  “I don’t see–”


  “Let them.” Arpix, now standing behind Livira, put a trembling hand on her shoulder. “I can’t work with that thing.”


  “She knows what you’re saying, you know!” Heeth shot a narrow glance at the tall trainee.


  “My apologies,” Arpix muttered faintly. “But I’d rather carry the big goat.”


  Meelan’s partner, Shenna, had already, with some effort, picked up the little goat and was fussing it as she walked towards the exit. The other two goats uttered metallic bleats and followed. Meelan shrugged an apology and gave chase.


  With the other trainees having left or leaving, and with Heeth Robinson’s watery stare fixed on her, Livira chose her moment to ask, “I don’t suppose you know anything about a guide called Celabel?”


  For a moment it seemed that the Library silence had reached out to envelop the room. Just for a heartbeat where no heart beat. In the next moment a strange, muted creaking came from all sides as if the junk piles were leaning in closer to hear the librarian’s answer.


  “Celabel?” Heeth’s gaze flickered to Arpix. “Your partner does her research. I’ll give her that. Celabel… there’s a name I’ve not heard in … well, since my father held the job I do now. She was one of the best, but old, made before our time by people who knew things we don’t even know we don’t know. By the time we found her, and by we I mean librarians that are long dead though recorded in our ledgers, she was in decline. Though still better than anything else that any of us who aren’t the head librarian could hope to make use of.”


  “What happened to her?” Livira couldn’t see Dorian, but she could feel the intensity of his regard.


  Heeth spread his hands. “Gone. Lost in the Library most likely. What we have here in this room is nothing compared to what’s been found and what’s been allowed to slip away. These creations only survived in the first place because they were lost out there in the chambers. It’s not surprising when they go missing again on errands. We try to fix them, of course, but honestly, most of the time we don’t know what we’re doing. Which reminds me, if you find any books on differential gear ratios or miniature fusion cores, please bring them to me. The other librarians tend to forget I exist until they need something from me.”


  “Well, I guess that’s why we’re here too.” Livira looked around. “What else do you have, apart from broken monkeys and hibernating bears?”


  “They’re not hiber…” Heeth waved the idea away. “Well … there’s the epitoad.” He peered under the table. “Get out here.”


  Very slowly and with a great deal of metal-on-metal squealing, a large copper toad emerged close to Livira’s legs. “We’ll take it.”


  “Don’t you want to know what it does?” Arpix asked.


  “More than I want to make the king immortal.” Livira eyed the toad dubiously. “But not enough to ask.” The squat mechanical had a deeply grumpy look to it, its mouth downturned, its eyes like wells of darkness. She was far from convinced that Heeth’s collection of crumbling relics would be more help than hinderance. Certainly, the qualified librarians rarely used any of them. Under normal circumstances, her defining curiosity would keep her here, firing questions at the old man, but the place felt like a graveyard to her, and every moment she stayed was a moment where Dorian faced an unwelcome consciousness. When she left he could slip back into oblivion and escape his century-old loss. She returned her attention to the toad grating towards her. “At least it can get about under its own steam.”


  The librarian shook his head. “Runs on clockwork, not steam, and that’s about him done for the day. His spring’s not what it was.”


  “Fine, I’ll carry it.” Livira squatted and got her hands under the toad’s cold copper belly. The thing was about the size of a baby. She heaved it up. “Fuck me si–” Arpix’s pained expression moderated her language. “What’s this thing made of?”


  “Copper.” Heeth stated the obvious before adding, “It does have several lead weights inside it. They don’t appear to serve any purpose other than being ballast, but if you take them out it stops working.”


  “Out of spite probably,” Livira grunted as she lugged the thing towards the door. “What does it actually do?”


  “I hope it answers questions.” Arpix, still by the worktable, directed the comment at Heeth.


  “Nope.”


  “Or leads people to their desired book.”


  “Nope.”


  “Or to books on certain subj–”


  “Guess again!”


  “I don’t…”


  “It quotes.” The librarian shoed the pair of them towards the door.


  Livira considered dropping the toad. “Quotes what? And wouldn’t that make it the Quotetoad?”


  “Books, poems, historical figures.” The librarian took hold of the door, meaning to close it smartly behind them. “Often, it’s just stuff you said. But,” he added, as Livira blocked the door with her foot, “they can be useful quotes. Sometimes. A bit like epigraphs, giving you the flavour of what’s to come.” And with that, he put his shoulder into the door, and Livira pulled her foot back to avoid getting it squashed.


  “Fuck me sideways,” the toad quoted her, never varying its deeply grumpy expression.


  “I’m just going to let it roll…” Livira slumped onto the steps of one of the town houses lining the steep road. The toad sat gleaming in a small book cart she’d stolen from the bindery. Pulling it along this way was slightly less exhausting than carrying the thing, and she could only coax five steps out of the epitoad even after winding its spring for a good half hour. Her hands ached for an hour afterwards, still feeling as if she were gripping the winding key.


  “It’ll probably hit and kill someone.” Arpix slumped beside her, seeming equally exhausted, though she had done all the pulling.


  “It’d probably pronounce their epitaph afterwards.” Livira snorted.


  The toad eyed them both disapprovingly. It opened its mouth and spoke in a deep croaky voice, “I mean, I like Livira. She’s quite pretty. But not like that. Just imagine–”


  Livira jumped to her feet, glaring at the toad. “Who said that? Who are you quoting?”


  The toad just stared at her with its huge onyx eyes.


  “Who said it!” Livira managed not to stamp her foot.


  The toad’s head move the smallest fraction to the left. Livira turned her glare on Arpix, who sat crimson-faced.


  “Don’t play its games. It’s just trying to wind you up.”


  “Well, it’s working.” Livira narrowed her gaze and looked between Arpix and the toad. “Wind me up any more, toad, and you can turn your own key.” She looked up the remaining slope. “All three of our prospects live close to Tomespawn Square. We need to visit Sven Gyle, a merchant dealing in leather, Gar Gyle, a master stonemason, and Luna Gyle, a rich widow with connections to the textile trade. I don’t suppose our guide might like to offer some guidance at this point?”


  “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind,” the toad intoned, portentously.


  Livira exchanged a glance with Arpix. “So, nothing then.”


  “I like the sound of Gar Gyle,” Arpix offered.


  “Luna it is then.” Livira led the way, having long ago committed the streets and residences of Crath to memory.


  Three streets and two corners brought them to a solid four-story townhouse that at this elevation in Crath City, catching breezes from the southern valleys, would require a moderate sized fortune to purchase.


  Livira knocked on the door at Arpix’s urging, opting for a fearless rapping on the polished ebony, ever-shaded by a pillared porch. The servant who opened the door favoured both trainees with a disapproving glance, funnelled down the length of his nose. Livira, having suffered the toad’s disapproval all day, was unimpressed. “We’re from the Library. We need to speak with Lady Gyle.”


  “You’re not,” the doorman observed with a sniff, “librarians.”


  “Never the less.” Livira motion for him to fetch his mistress. And when the man hesitated, she called to Arpix who was straining to lift their guide from its cart. “You can just leave the toad on the steps if she won’t see us.”


  The doorman, seeing that he had met his match, closed the door with a muttered acquiescence. Several minutes later the door opened again, and the man, a lanky and sour-faced individual, ushered them inside. The hall beyond lay banded in light and shadow, dust motes dancing where the sun reached in from the windows above the door. Suits of armour stood at attention against the wall, three to each side. The sort of iron plate that nobles wore a generation ago, before the arrow-stick rendered such protection obsolete.


  Livira felt a strange tingle run through her as the doorman led her past these silent witnesses. A sensation almost like memory. The servant led them to a reception chamber off the main hall. Livira settled herself on the indicated couch which looked to have been draped with a protective cloth in her honour. The rest of the room, despite its opulence, had a faded air to it, as if it were a decade or two into some slow decline of fortunes. It contained, at least to Livira’s eye, no single thing that might be deemed ‘new’.


  Arpix sat heavily beside her, resting the gleaming copper mass of the toad on his narrow legs. For a moment the phrases ‘quite pretty’ and ‘but not like that’ echoed through her mind. She sniffed and supposed that Arpix was ‘quite handsome’ for a long strip of nothing much, and she would rather like a stick insect ‘like that’ than the toad-bearing trainee. Still, she glanced at him again. She did like him. He was, she felt, the sort of friend who was unaware how far he would go to support another friend and would surprise himself whilst moving whatever mountains he could for her if she needed him to.


  The widow joined them after just a few moments, and Arpix struggled to his feet as she entered the room. She reminded Livira of an old Carlotte, angular, striking rather than pretty, the untameable explosion of her hair now tamed by time, thinned out and drained of colour. Livira wondered suddenly how long the infamous Zackar Gyle had lived after his failed bid for immortality.


  Luna Gyle sat with some fragility in a grand chair opposite them. “Visitors from the Library. How unusual.”


  “We’re here about Zackar Gyle.” Livira could see her directness pained both Arpix and the widow. Their social stations might be very different from each other, but both of them were held prisoner by various niceties that Livira was aware she rode roughshod over, generally without knowing where the boundaries lay.


  “A fairy tale…” Luna Gyle pressed her withered lips into a flat line.


  “Your great-grandfather, on your mother’s side,” Livira corrected.


  The woman’s frown deepened but she offered no correction.


  “Do you have the book he recovered? We’re conducting an investigation … for the king.” It put a bad taste in Livira’s mouth to invoke Oanold’s authority, but since the woman had already relegated her great-grandfather to myth, her cooperation seemed unlikely without the proper motivation.


  “No, dear. There’s no book. I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted journey.”


  “I don’t know why I keep this.” The toad’s croak seemed too low to issue from its small, fat body. As if a well had spoken with the voice of deep places. “I should throw it out. Put it on the fire…”


  Luna Gyle’s stillness turned into complete immobility – any trace of colour drained from her face. Livira and Arpix sat in surprised silence. The toad watched the old woman with huge black eyes.


  After an age the widow stood, saying nothing, and left the room. Livira exchanged glances with Arpix then peered at the toad. “What the hell was that?”


  “Epionage?” The toad clamped its lower lip to the upper in a great inverted U.


  “It’s espionage.” Livira closed her own mouth. However the toad had done it, it seemed that they might be getting what they came for.


  The widow returned, followed by her footman who carried a large leatherbound tome in both arms. He placed it on a desk by the door then retreated. Livira noted that the book was bound with iron straps and had a locking mechanism, though there was no lock in sight.


  Luna Gyle returned to her chair. “Your beast…” She wafted a hand at the toad.


  “The epitoad,” Arpix said.


  “Epithet,” said the toad. “Liar. Epiphany: you should lay down the burden. Epitaph: shriven.”


  The widow got to her feet again. “Take it away. The book too. There’s nothing in it.” And with that she left the room far more swiftly than she had entered.


  Livira eyed the toad, the rotund gleaming body, the twin voids of its eyes, and the wide downturn of its clamped shut mouth. “I like this thing less each time it speaks.” She went to the desk.


  “The Fountain. Just a title. No author.” She traced the letters, faint against blackened leather. The Fountain. Of youth? She tapped a nail against the heavy iron hinges then threw the book open. Blank pages greeted her, fanning over each other to settle on a particular pair. “There’s nothing written in it.”


  Arpix shrugged. “What did you expect. That’s what the story said. All the secrets of immortality erased themselves because Zackar lost patience and forced the lock.


  “He did.” Livira nodded as she ran her fingertips across the parchment. “But he was a patient man. He’d hunted the book for decades. He must have tried every key there was, every lockpick, every locksmith. He wouldn’t have resorted to the hammer until he’d exhausted every possibility.”


  “Maybe he ran out of time,” Arpix said.


  “Maybe the lock was never intended to be opened,” Livira said. “Maybe the pages were always blank.”


  “Maybe. Maybe,” the epitoad intoned. “We know what we are but know not what we maybe.”


  “Perhaps there’s a secret to it?” Livira had hoped there might be a hidden tale written in the topography of the parchment. She peered at the page edges, for any marks. “Maybe the ink shows only under certain light. Or when heated or…”


  “Zackar Gyle was a patient man,” Arpix said. “I think the Gyles have spent generations hunting for secrets of the sort you name. It’s probably why Lady Gyle said she needed to be rid of it. An unsolved puzzle eats at you.”


  “Maybe our ‘guide’ can help.” Livira eyed the toad, her expectations low.


  “look not with the eyes, but only the mind, therefore are both Justice and Cupid blind”


  “Look with the mind?” Livira snorted. “I think the epitoad just told us to solve the problem by thinking about it. Thanks, toad.” She picked up the book, finding it only slightly lighter than their guide. “Let’s get out of here before Lady Gyle changes her mind. I think better in the Library anyway.”


  The doorman was waiting in the hall to escort them out and they followed him towards the street door.


  “There it is again…” Livira stopped just a few steps from the reception room. That same tingle had run down her spine, spreading through every nerve. “What the hell is that?”


  Arpix hefted the epitoad around so he could look at her. “Was what?”


  “I’m not sure.” Livira shook the feeling off and started towards the door with her arms wrapped tightly around her prize.


  “Epic!” The epitoad somehow struggled free of Arpix’s embrace and fell to the floor with a loud clang, cracking one of the big marble tiles. It hopped forwards a couple of feet and came to a halt, its huge black eyes staring up at one of the suits of armour.


  “Wait.” Livira saw now that the top section of this particular assembly of iron plates was far more finely wrought than anything else on display. What she had taken to be a helmet whose visor had been formed in approximation of the person for whom it was made, she now saw was the head of a mechanical. And as she looked at it, the copper disks that were the eyes set into a female face, started to glow faintly.


  “Where did this come from?” Arpix turned towards the doorman.


  The fusion of armour and mechanical was not merely a head set atop a gorget and breastplate. The mechanical’s torso and one of its arms replaced what would have been there otherwise.


  “It’s a family piece.” The footman tried to usher them on.


  “It’s a Library piece,” Arpix corrected as he hefted the epitoad back into his arms.


  “She was Zackar’s guide.” The widow appeared on the grand stair at the end of the hall, probably summoned by the great crash that the toad had made. “She was the guide that finally led him to the book he’d hunted for so long. Though it wasn’t as simple as just asking her. Finding The Fountain led them both to ruin, but in different ways.” The widow descended the remaining steps, her long dress swishing behind. “My grandmother, Zackar’s daughter…” She spoke with cautious hesitation, as if handing over a burden and worrying that she might drop it. “My grandmother had it from her mother that her father became obsessed with finding The Fountain when she was in the womb. He couldn’t stand the idea of losing either of them, his wife and child, even to time.”


  “Time is the school in which we learn. Time is the fire in which we burn,” intoned the toad in Arpix’s arms helpfully.


  “Your monster might be right.” The old woman frowned. “Zackar spent years in the Library. My grandmother hardly saw her father as she grew up. He always said that he would make it up to her. That when they could live forever, they would have all the time together they could want.” She shrugged. “We all know how that went. His wife ran off with an Emensore merchant prince a decade before he even found the book.”


  “Time is a wonderful tutor. Unfortunately, it kills all its pupils,” the toad croaked.


  “What…” Talk of time made Livira think of Dorian and how she had woken him. Something about her visit to the Exchange seemed to have stirred the currents of time around her, and those ripples had lifted him from his slumber. “What was the guide’s name?”


  “Name?” The widow looked surprised. “I suppose they do have names…”


  “Did you ever know hers?”


  The old woman frowned. “I did.” A laugh broke from her. “Grandmother said her mother thought Zackar was having an affair. He muttered a woman’s name in his sleep. His wife thought that he stayed away so often and so long because he was in his mistress’s arms. But it wasn’t true. It was her name he whispered in his dreaming.” She nodded at the immobile mechanical, pausing as she noticed its faintly glowing eyes.


  “Celabel?” Livira asked.


  And with a metallic rasp like a rusty inhalation of breath, the mechanical turned to stare at her with eyes bright enough to dazzle.


  Once Celabel had been added to the book cart, still voiceless, but alive, Livira turned to offer her thanks to Lady Gyle. The widow, nodded and reached to close her door. “It’s a beautiful day. If I were you, young people, I would enjoy it. Do what I never had the strength to do and pitch that book down a well. The world will be a better place for it. Maybe throw the toad in too. Go and have fun. Life is short. Squeeze it hard.” And with that she shut them out.


  Livira looked up at the brilliantly blue sky framed between the rooftops. It was, indeed, a nice day. She hefted the book into the cart beside the mechanical whose eye shone so dimly now that in the day’s light there was nothing to see.


  Arpix deposited the toad beside the book with a grunt of effort. “We should be getting back.”


  “Or, we could find a well.”


  “Livira!” Arpix looked scandalised.


  She shrugged and took up the cart’s yoke. It was a nice day. But there would be more to come, and she had things to do. Reuniting Celabel and Dorian for one. The thought gave her the impetus to get going. Arpix lent his strength to Livira’s and together they started to haul their load up the mountain slope towards the shattered entrance of the Library.


  Halfway to the Library Livira paused to wipe the sweat from her brow. The wind had a bite to it, but the sun and the slope combined to overcome its cooling effect. She hunched over, hand resting on her tired thighs. “It seems like an awful lot of work to deliver immortality to someone I’d rather didn’t live to see the spring.”


  “Livira!” Arpix looked shocked.


  “You hate him too.”


  “I don’t hate anyone. And besides, it wouldn’t be just for him. Wouldn’t you like to know the secret?”


  “I’m not in a hurry to die, but I don’t want to live forever,” Livira said.


  The toad croaked into action, adopting an almost human voice as it quoted, “A vast acreage of parchment has vanished beneath the ink expended upon the subject of growing old. Many cite the benefits of slowing down, gaining perspective, and the like. Others speak of the value added by life’s use-by date. But don’t believe for a moment that any of them would not wipe away the years if that were an option.


  Time To Die, by Roy Battery”


  “Well, well, well.” Livira straightened up. “The epitoad can do epigraphs.” She peered around. “Speaking of wells … we can just tell Heeth Robinson that we lost it. He’s got too many broken guides to care if we don’t bring this one back.”


  “Epitath?” croaked the toad.


  “Is that a threat?” Livira narrowed her eyes.


  “Epistemic.”


  “Hmmmm.” Livira motioned Arpix on and returned to pulling.


  Back in the coolness of the library complex Livira sat the toad on her desk and began her examination of The Fountain. She wanted to take Celabel to the Hall of Mechanicals, but she and Dorian had waited a century. A few days more wouldn’t hurt. And it wouldn’t just be a question of dropping her off. Librarian Heeth would have questions. Possibly awkward ones. He had already seen them return and had complained at length about some tiny new dent that the epitoad had acquired during its vacation.


  Livira bent to her work. The Fountain. Presumably a reference to the Fountain of Youth, though why immortality was attached to youth she wasn’t sure. Youth of the body perhaps. But youth itself, she recognised even from inside of it, was a state that couldn’t last, no matter how one tried to preserve it. Its transitory nature was an integral ingredient. Perhaps the only ingredient.


  Arpix helped her for the first day. Help in this context meaning mostly frowning. For the rest of the week he went off in search of other books that might be easier to translate. For her part, Livira spent day after day staring at the whiteness of the pages that had so confounded the man and the myth that had been Zackar Gyle. The librarian was, it seemed, a metaphor for a wasted life, and despite her frustrations Livira began to be glad that the end of her wasted week was fast approaching.


  Arpix returned to her room only on the last day. He held a small clothbound book, one of those stained only by time rather than wear, declaring it to have been sadly neglected over the course of its existence.


  The epitoad, which hadn’t spoken a single word during the whole course of Livira’s study, opened its mouth on Arpix’s return.


  “Memory is all we are. Moments and feelings, captured in amber, strung on filaments of reason.”


  “Well,” Arpix opened the book and, being somewhat short sighted he lifted it to his face, “it is a memoire, so yes, toad, memory is where we are.” He ran his finger down a bookmarked page. “This one was written by one Zackar Gyle, late of Crath City, librarian, 4th grade. Let me read this bit to you.             


  “Has there ever been anything more intimidating than a blank page?


  “Yes, the extremis of the cavalry charge, the fire’s crackling roar, the gleam upon the instruments of torture – these are a different order, but also fleeting, born in the moment. The blank page is your life, the existential ‘why?’, the achingly long yawn of your days, spliced with their frightening brevity.


  “The blank page is where you search for meaning, strive to show that you have some, learn that no such thing exists. Take that pristine field of white and drag your quill across it. A glistening black river remains in its wake, a dividing line that in its meanders carries a code, a story, both lies and truth can hide there in those convolutions, and the–”


  “It’s a bit overwrought, isn’t it?” Livira pulled down the top of the book and peered at Arpix over the text.


  “I rather like it. Here’s a man arguing that ultimately nothing matters, and yet he’s doing it with such passion that clearly it very much does matter to him. The dichotomy is amusing.”


  Livira snorted. “Jella binding both ends of a book. Carlotte’s impression of Deputy Acconite’s walk. Those are funny. Whatever you’ve got there is–”


  “Amusing,” Arpix reiterated. “Amusing isn’t like funny. Well, it’s like funny, but not the same. It’s–”


  “A joke you don’t want anyone to laugh at?”


  Arpix waved her comment away. “The point here is that we have the man who spent his life looking for the book you’ve got there, now pontificating in this one about the blank pages he found.”


  “If Gyle had found the answer, wouldn’t the book you’re holding be the famous one, and what’s written in it the story that people tell?”


  “People like simple answers. They like stories about hubris and about comeuppances. The story of a lengthy struggle for meaning … not so much.”


  Livira snatched the book out of Arpix’s hand.


  “Read fast,” he said. “We report to Yute after lunch.”


  It turned out not to be just Yute that the trainees had to present their findings to. Lord Algar had come directly from the king’s court, to take ownership of any knowledge uncovered. They found the man waiting for them in Yute’s reception chamber, standing impatiently, a velvet-wrapped strip of malice, his singular gaze resting on Livira for an unsettling length of time. Yute, by contrast, sat in a comfortable chair, reading until all six trainees had gathered.


  Meelan presented first, opening with an explanation of the obvious difficulties that such a request had presented. Lord Algar sniffed his disapproval and spun a hand to hurry Meelan through to his conclusions.


  “Immortality is beyond us, but there’s strong evidence from the sources I’ve quoted that a man’s life expectancy can be significantly increased by the combined impact of a number of lifestyle changes. It’s clear that regular exercise and a diet that’s primarily based on vegetables, fruit, and grain–”


  “You expect the king. The king. To run around the city–”


  “Jog.” Meelan swallowed his correction as Algar’s stare pinned him.


  “To run around his own city like a common messenger, and to foreswear meat,” Algar narrowed his eye as Meelan started to speak, “and eat like a peasant, all with the possibility – not even certainty – of another five or ten years? I expected more from a Hosten, but I suppose that your family’s money is too new to have rubbed off the stink of the commerce through which it was acquired.” Without waiting for an answer, the lord aimed a long finger at Livira. “You.”


  Livira stood and, with some satisfaction, hefted Zackar Gyle’s book into Algar’s eyeline. She opened it randomly. “The blank page is an invitation to immortality. It begs you fill it. And the right words can carry your thoughts and your name across untold years. More of a person can be poured onto the page than the sculptor can capture in stone or the artist in paints. Stamp your name into the histories and others will write your legacy for you. But take quill to parchment and–”


  “King Oanold doesn’t have time for mere writing! Exactly the kind of insulting nonsense that might be expected from a Duster.” Algar spat contemptuously. He turned to the last pair. “Syzar, you come from a good family. Let’s hear what you’ve got.”


  The young man rose from his chair, rubbed nervously at his pointy beard, and lifted up a small crimson book. “The Countess of Slyvana lived for three centuries in the mountain kingdom of Vvlad, and her long life only ended when the local peasantry revolted and set fire to her castle. Her longevity,” he leafed through the pages, setting his finger to a prepared section, “was said to be due to regular baths–” he paused as Algar made to interrupt, then continued when the lord held in his complaint “–regular baths in the blood of children. In general, virgins of any age can be used, but rounding up children is an easy way of cutting down the level of investigation required. And the beauty of the system is that it doesn’t matter where the infants come from. A peasant’s brat is just as effective as a merchant’s daughter.” Syzar stopped, aware of the horrified looks being directed his way.


  “I like it,” Algar said. “We can take a limited amount of blood from each child and pay the parents. After all, we’re not monsters.”


  That night, Livira slipped from her bed and with whispered apologies for her tardiness, she pulled the book cart from her room. Under Celabel’s weight the wheels creaked regardless of how carefully Livira drew the cart on, so she opted for speed and hurried through the brilliantly lit corridors, hoping that everyone else was sleeping soundly.


  The door to the Hall of Mechanicals had a more serious lock than most. It had taken several visits and many hours to conquer, but now Livira’s picks knew all its secrets and it surrendered to her ministrations in just a handful of heartbeats.


  “Come on, you.” Livira hauled Celabel’s remains on into the room, feeling her own anticipation building. Celabel would heal Dorian. Restored to their former glory the pair could face down the centuries and lead the librarians to the answers to countless mysteries – and by librarians, Livira meant primarily herself.


  Within the teetering piles of parts and pieces a tension rose, a quiet lightning that lifted the hairs on the back of Livira’s neck. The room itself seemed to be gathering in its breath over thousands of junk-strewn square yards.


  Grating behind her made Livira turn to see Celabel’s eyes were shining once more and with her remaining arm she was patting at herself, as if to see how much of what she was now remained.


  As she drew near to the place where Dorian lay, sparks began to arc here and there and everywhere that metal point lay close to metal point. Livira’s heart began to beat faster, to a rhythm not its own. Everywhere, mechanical eyes turned her way, steel hands reached for steel hands. Fingers entwined.


  The three goats that she had seen on her previous visit began to follow the cart, their brass hooves ringing brightly on the stone. Behind them, a trio of mechanical bears shambled along, and across the tops of the junk dunes, cunningly wrought monkeys, blackened with age, scampered to keep up. Even the great spider-like beast that seemed to have assembled itself rather than having been designed and fashioned by human hands, crept forwards to watch with eyes of jet.


  Without warning, two of the three monkeys, both seeming in good repair, clambered down from the heights and hefted Celabel between them before carrying her up the slope towards the spot where Livira could now see Dorian’s eyes burning. He sat up, spilling debris, as she registered him.


  “Celabel.” His voice, always deep, resonated beneath Livira’s feet, harmonics vibrating through her bones and sounding within her chest. “Celabel.” More emotion packed into three syllables than most writers could fit within a thousand pages. “Celabel.”


  “You waited.” Celabel’s voice rang like silver bells.


  “I said I would.”


  “Oh, my love.” The monkeys set her down within arm’s reach of Dorian and retreated with heads bowed. “Look at you. How hard you’ve clung to life.”


  “I said I would wait.” Dorian’s voice filled the room without ever being loud. “In truth, I was afraid to go without you. I was scared. I am still scared.”


  Goat moved closer to goat, and bear to bear, the monkeys huddled, grooming each other for rust. Even the epitoad appeared to watch.


  Celabel reached for Dorian and the lightning flowed between their outstretched fingers until they met in a moment of stillness.


  Heal him, Livira thought the words so loud it seemed impossible for them to go unheard. Heal yourself.


  Painstakingly, inch by inch, the pair drew together, one pulling the other closer.


  “We were built to find whatever was needed,” Dorian said.


  “And yet we lost each other,” Celabel replied softly, tenderly.


  Livira watched with prickling eyes. Here was an old love, one that outlived cities, and they wore it like a second skin. Two broken things, still fitting comfortably together. One still completing the other.


  They touched foreheads. All about the pair, the air began to fill with warm spirals of light, illumination spattering and spangling the junk heaps, and everywhere it fell, things joined together, brass bone to brass bone, hip to socket, wires flailing gently like seaweed in the ocean swell, knitting to others.


  “Yes,” Livira whispered. The healing had started. And then … “No!”


  Something was happening to the lovers. Some invisible erosion, removing them layer by layer.


  “No fear.” Celabel wrapped her arm about her broken lover. “Never that. We fall apart together.”


  Dorian held Celabel tighter. “I fall apart with all my heart.”


  “We had joy…” Celabel’s whisper.


  “…and it was good…” Barely louder than imagination.


  Livira turned, hardly able to see. Her eyes too full. She made her way blindly from the room, unseen by the mechanicals who remained, watching the space where Dorian and Celabel had been.


  And if the epitoad had followed her to demand an epilogue, she would have stared at the blank page, her head filled with thoughts of both the permanent and the temporary, thoughts of the love that knows itself to be doomed and in that acceptance reaches new levels. And as her hand hovered above the page her head would also fill with thoughts of the hate that reaches for immortality as if there’s a validation in forever that trumps the beauty found only in moments.


  She would have stared and stared, and then at last set quill to parchment, because in the end we just need to get on with it and keep on going until we’re done. And that perhaps is the only answer to mortality that we have ever needed.
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