
Hamza Laaouamri

The Book That Reads You





  

  Copyright © 2026 by Hamza Laaouamri


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 30
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 31
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 32
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 33
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 34
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 35
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Chapter 1: The Echo of Ink




The rain in Veridia did not fall; it conspired. It drummed a relentless, rhythmic code against the cobblestones of the Old Quarter, turning the narrow alleys into veins of black, shimmering oil.




Elias Thorne turned the collar of his trench coat up against the biting damp, his breath unfurling in a pale ghost before him. He checked his pocket watch. The brass lid clicked open, revealing the face: 7:58. He was late, though he had no appointment, and he was searching, though he could not name the object of his desire. It was a hunger that lived in the marrow, a silent vibration that had pulled him from his study and into the storm.




He turned the corner onto Eighth Avenue.




Usually, this street was a seamless row of shuttered textile shops and boarded-up haberdasheries. But tonight, the geometry of the city felt fluid, as if the rain had washed away the mortar of reality and rearranged the bricks. There, sandwiched between a crumbling bakery and a darker, shapeless void of an alley, stood a door he had never seen before.




It was made of dark oak, seasoned by centuries of silence. Above it, a wrought-iron sign creaked in the wind, depicting a serpent eating its own tail—the Ouroboros—twisted into a vertical figure-eight.




The Octave, the sign read, though the letters were faded, peeling like dead skin.




Elias hesitated. The rational part of his mind, the part that cataloged rare manuscripts for the National Museum and prided itself on taxological precision, told him to keep walking. But his hand moved of its own accord. The brass doorknob was cold, biting into his palm. He turned it.




A bell chimed deep within the shop—not a tinkle, but a resonant, singular toll, like a buoy ringing in a fog.




The interior smelled of vanilla, curing leather, and the metallic tang of dust motes dancing in stagnant air. It was warmer here, the silence heavy and expectant. Floor-to-ceiling shelves loomed like canyon walls, stuffed with tomes that looked as if they hadn’t been touched since the industrial revolution. The spine of every book was dark, save for the gold leaf that flickered in the low light of the gas lamps.




“Hello?” Elias called out. His voice sounded too loud, flat and intrusive.




No answer. Only the rhythmic tock-tock-tock of a grandfather clock in the corner.




Elias walked deeper into the labyrinth. He trailed his fingers along a shelf, feeling the textures: rough canvas, sleek calfskin, crumbling parchment. His fingertips tingled, a phantom electricity jumping from the paper to his skin.




He stopped at a pedestal in the center of the room. It was shaped like an octagon, carved from obsidian.




Resting on it was a single book.




It was not large, perhaps the size of a standard novel, but it possessed a visual gravity that made the surrounding shelves blur. The binding was a deep, bruised purple, so dark it appeared black until the light caught the grain. There was no title on the spine. No author’s name. Just a texture that looked disturbingly like the magnified prints of a human thumb.




Elias reached out. The clock in the corner began to chime the hour.




One.




His hand hovered over the cover. The air pressure in the room seemed to drop.




Two.




He felt a sudden wave of vertigo, a sensation of falling while standing still.




Three.




His fingers brushed the leather. It was warm. Warmer than the room. It pulsed, faint and slow, matching the rhythm of his own blood.




Four.




He gripped the book. It was heavy, dense with more than just paper.




Five.




He opened it.




Six.




The pages were cream-colored, thick and plush. But as he looked at the first page, the text wasn’t printed. The ink was wet. It glistened, moving across the fiber of the paper like a living colony of microscopic ants.




Seven.




Elias squinted. The letters settled, locking into a serif font that looked like his own handwriting, only sharper, more refined. He read the first paragraph.




Eight.




The text read:




The rain in Veridia did not fall; it conspired. Elias Thorne stood in the center of the room, the smell of vanilla and dust filling his lungs. He held the book with trembling hands, the clock striking the eighth hour behind him. He believed he had found the book, but in truth, the book had been waiting for him to arrive since the moment he was born.




Elias froze. His heart hammered against his ribs—a frantic, bird-like rhythm. He looked up, expecting to see a prankster, a writer hiding in the shadows with a typewriter. The shop was empty.




He looked back down at the page. New words were forming, bleeding out of the whiteness, wet and fresh.




He looks up, fear tightening his chest. He wonders if he is alone. He looks back down, and he begins to understand that the ink is not reflecting the past, but the present. And now, he realizes the most terrified thought of all:




If the book knows what he is doing, it knows what he is about to think.




Elias slammed the book shut. The sound was like a gunshot in the quiet room. He backed away, his breath hitching.




The book sat on the obsidian pedestal, innocuous and still. But as Elias watched, the leather cover seemed to ripple, just once, like a lung taking a breath.




Outside, the wind howled, sounding distinctly like a chorus of voices whispering his name.
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Chapter 2: The Geometry of Silence




The echo of the slammed book did not dissipate; it hung in the air, a physical weight pressing against Elias’s eardrums. He snatched his hand back as if the leather had burned him, his breath coming in shallow, ragged hitches.




He expected the book to fall silent. Instead, he felt a vibration in the floorboards, a low-frequency hum that traveled up through the soles of his boots and settled in the base of his spine. It was the purr of a predatory cat, magnified.




“It has a temper, that one.”




The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, sliding out of the shadows like silt in a river.




Elias spun around, his coat flaring.




Emerging from the gloom behind the high counter was a man who looked less like flesh and blood and more like a sketch drawn with charcoal and ash. He was impossibly tall, his frame draped in a velvet suit that had long lost its luster, turning a shade of grey that matched the dust on the shelves. His face was a map of deep creases, converging toward eyes that were bright, milky, and unsettlingly sharp.




He leaned on a cane topped with a silver handle twisted into a peculiar, endless loop—a horizontal figure-eight.




“I… I apologize,” Elias stammered, his rational mind scrambling to reassemble the fragments of his composure. “I didn’t hear you come in. The door was open.”




“The door is always open to those who hear the frequency,” the man said. He moved with a fluid, jointless grace, rounding the counter. He stopped exactly eight paces from where Elias stood. “Most people walk past. They see a brick wall. A boarded window. You saw The Octave.”




Elias glanced back at the obsidian pedestal. The purple book sat innocent and mute, the wet ink presumably drying in the darkness between its covers. “That book,” Elias whispered, pointing a trembling finger. “It… it had my name. My thoughts.”




The proprietor smiled, but the expression did not reach his eyes. It was a mechanical shifting of muscles. “It is a rare volume. Liber Speculum. The Book of Mirrors. Though, in my experience, mirrors only show you the surface. That volume?” He gestured with a long, pale finger. “It dredges the riverbed.”




“I don’t want it,” Elias said, backing away. The air in the shop tasted of ozone now, sharp and metallic, like the moment before a lightning strike. “I’m leaving.”




“Desire is not a requirement for possession, Mr. Thorne,” the man said softly. He knew his name. Of course he knew his name.




“Who are you?”




“I am merely the curator. You may call me Malachi.” He took a step closer, the silver tip of his cane clicking against the floor. “And you are the reader. We have been waiting a very long time for a reader of your… particular resonance.”




Elias felt the walls of the shop contracting, the rows of books leaning inward like jurists looking down from a high bench. The claustrophobia was sudden and violent. He needed the rain. He needed the cold, indifferent logic of the city street.




“I’m going,” Elias said, his voice gaining a hard edge of panic. He turned on his heel, marching toward the door.




“You haven’t paid,” Malachi called out. His voice wasn’t loud, yet it vibrated against Elias’s ribcage.




Elias didn’t stop. He fumbled for his wallet, pulled out a crumpled banknote—far more than any used book should cost—and threw it onto a stack of encyclopedias near the entrance. “Keep it.”




He grabbed the brass handle. It was hot now, fever-warm. He wrenched the door open and stumbled out into the night.




The storm had intensified. The rain was no longer a drizzle but a deluge, a curtain of water that blurred the gas lamps into smeared nebulas of orange and yellow. Elias gasped, inhaling the wet, rotting scent of the city, grateful for its familiarity. He walked fast, his boots splashing through puddles, putting distance between himself and the impossible shop.




He didn’t look back. He counted his steps to calm his mind. One, two, three, four…




He turned the corner onto the main thoroughfare, the wind tearing at his coat. He needed a cab. He needed a drink. He needed to forget the sight of his own internal monologue scrawled in wet ink.




He reached into the deep pocket of his trench coat to retrieve his gloves, seeking the reassurance of their rough wool.




His hand met something smooth.




Cold.




Leathery.




Elias stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk, indifferent to the rain lashing his face. A numbness spread from his fingertips up his arm, paralyzing his shoulder.




Slowly, agonizingly, he pulled the object out.




It was the book.




The dark purple binding glistened under the streetlamp. It was dry. Perfectly, impossibly dry, despite the torrent around him.




Elias stared at it, his mind reeling, the logic of the world fracturing like ice under a hammer. He hadn’t taken it. He had left it on the pedestal. He had seen it there as he turned away.




The book fell open in his hand, the pages fluttering in the wind, yet they did not tear or soak. They settled on a page near the beginning.




The ink was blacker than the night, swirling, forming words as he watched.




Elias stands in the rain, the water running down his neck. He holds me, though he thinks he has escaped. He is beginning to realize that distance is physical, but I am not. He looks at the words, and his heart skips—once, twice…




Elias threw the book.




He hurled it with all his strength into the gutter, watching it splash into the dark, rushing water of the storm drain. It swirled once, bobbed, and was swallowed by the grate, vanishing into the subterranean dark of Veridia’s sewers.




He backed away, chest heaving. “No,” he whispered.




He turned and ran. He ran until his lungs burned, until the rhythm of his feet on the pavement hammered out a frantic tempo. He didn’t stop until he reached the iron gates of his townhouse, three blocks away. Fumbling with his keys, he unlocked the heavy oak door and collapsed into his foyer, slamming the world out behind him.




He locked the deadbolt. Then the chain. Then the bottom lock.




Silence.




Only the ticking of the hallway clock and his own ragged breathing.




Safe.




Elias peeled off his soaked coat, letting it drop to the floor in a heavy heap. He needed brandy. He walked into his study, the sanctuary of his rational life, lined with biology texts and taxonomical charts. He poured a glass of amber liquid, his hands shaking so badly the crystal decanter clinked against the rim.




He took a long swallow, the burn of the alcohol grounding him.




He set the glass down on his mahogany desk.




And there, resting in the center of the blotter, dry and immaculate, lay the book.




It was open.




The ink was moving again.




He drinks to forget, but the alcohol only sharpens the fear. He is home now. He thinks he has locked the door. But he forgets the most important rule of all: You cannot lock out what is already inside.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Chapter 3: The Binding of Flesh




The library was silent, save for the wet, serrated gasps tearing through Elias’s throat. He stared at the mahogany desk, at the object that defied the laws of matter and transit. The book lay open, its pages creamy and inviting, mocking the sanity he had spent forty years cultivating.




He didn’t scream. Screaming was an admission of terror, and Elias was currently suspended in a state beyond fear—a cold, crystalline rage.




He reached for the heavy iron letter opener that sat on his blotter. It was a jagged thing, a souvenir from a dig in Mesopotamia, shaped like a sacrificial dagger.




“If you are here,” Elias whispered, his voice cracking, “then you are matter. And if you are matter, you can be unmade.”




He lunged.




He brought the blade down with a savage, overhead arc, aiming for the center of the exposed page.




Thud.




The tip of the iron dagger struck the paper. But there was no tearing sound. No satisfying rip of fibers. Instead, the metal skidded across the surface as if the page were made of polished diamond. Elias struck again. And again. He slashed at the binding, sawed at the corners, stabbed the spine.




The book remained pristine. Not a scratch. Not a crease.




Elias dropped the dagger. It clattered against the wood, sounding dull and distant. He grabbed the book with both hands. It felt heavier now, dead weight, like holding a sleeping child.




“Fire,” he hissed.




He turned to the great stone hearth that dominated the eastern wall of the study. Embers from the evening prior still glowed deep within the ash—a faint, breathing red. Elias grabbed a handful of kindling and tossed it in, blowing on the coals until the wood caught. He added logs, building the heat until the flames licked the soot-stained bricks.




He held the book over the fire. The heat seared his knuckles.




“Burn,” he commanded.




He dropped it.




The book fell into the heart of the inferno. It landed on a burning log, the flames curling around it, embracing it. Elias stepped back, shielding his eyes, waiting for the smoke, the smell of burning leather, the curling of blackened pages.




He waited.




The fire roared, consuming the wood, popping and hissing. But the smell that filled the room was not burning paper. It was… petrichor. The scent of rain on dry earth. The scent of the alleyway he had left an hour ago.




Elias squinted into the blaze.




The book was open. The flames danced through the pages, not against them. The paper did not brown. The ink did not fade. In fact, the heat seemed to be feeding the text. The letters were glowing now—a phosphorescent, spectral blue amidst the orange chaos.




Elias grabbed the fireplace tongs, his hands trembling violently. He reached in, the metal pincers clamping around the spine, and hauled the book out of the fire.




He dropped it onto the Persian rug.




He fell to his knees beside it. He hovered his hand over the cover.




It was ice cold.




Condensation formed on the leather, as if it had just been pulled from a freezer. Elias touched the page. The wet ink swirled, reforming, faster now, angry and jagged.




Elias plays with fire, like a child discovering matches. He seeks to destroy the reflection, forgetting that the mirror does not create the image; it only holds it. He burns the wood, but he cannot burn the truth.




He thinks he is the operator of this machine. He thinks he is the protagonist.




He is wrong.




Elias stared at the words. The font had changed. It was no longer his handwriting. It was sharper, archaic, reminiscent of cuneiform but legible as English.




And then, the text stopped. A new paragraph formed, isolated in the center of the page, surrounded by vast white space.




Look closer at the binding, Elias.




Elias swallowed the bile rising in his throat. He didn’t want to look. But the compulsion was a hook in his navel, pulling him down.




He picked up the book. He turned it over to look at the spine and the back cover.




He had assumed it was calfskin. It was dyed that deep, bruised purple, textured with fine grain. But as he brought it under the light of the desk lamp, he saw the pattern. The grain wasn’t random. It was a series of microscopic ridges, whorls, and valleys.




He recognized the pattern.




He looked at his own left thumb. He looked back at the book’s cover.




The texture of the leather was an exact, magnified replica of his own fingerprint.




A wave of nausea crashed over him. He wasn’t holding animal skin. He was holding a callous. A shed husk.




He dropped the book on the desk, scrambling backward until his back hit the bookshelves. He knocked a bust of Aristotle to the floor; it shattered into shards of white plaster.




The book lay on the desk. And for the first time, it made a sound.




It wasn’t a rustle of pages. It was a wet, sticky sound. The sound of a mouth opening after a long silence.




A single drop of red liquid oozed from the spine where he had tried to stab it earlier. It pooled on the mahogany, thick and dark.




Elias looked at his hand—the hand that had held the dagger.




A stinging sensation bloomed across his palm. He opened his fist.




There, in the center of his palm, was a deep, fresh gash. Blood welled up, hot and fast, dripping down his wrist to the floor.




Drip.




Drip.




Drip.




He looked at the book. The cut on the spine was gone. The book had healed.




He looked at his hand. The wound was mirroring the injury he had tried to inflict on the volume.




On the open page, the ink turned crimson.




We are bound, Elias. What you do to the text, you do to yourself. Now… shall we turn the page?
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Chapter 4: The Ink of Veins


Elias wrapped his left hand in a white linen handkerchief, pulling the knot tight with his teeth. The fabric immediately bloomed with a bright, expanding rose of crimson. The pain was sharp and bright, a clarifying note in the cacophony of his panic. It anchored him. Pain, at least, was a law he understood.


He did not look at the book while he tended to his flesh. He walked to the washbasin in the corner of the study, splashing cold water on his face, mixing the droplets with the sweat that clung to his hairline. He stared into the mirror above the basin. His eyes were wide, the pupils dilated so fully that the irises were mere rings of hazel pushed to the periphery.


We are bound.


The words echoed in the hollow of his skull, louder than the storm rattling the windowpanes.


He turned back to the desk. The book lay there, open, dominant. It didn’t need to move or glow to command the room; its presence sucked the oxygen from the air, leaving the atmosphere thin and metallic.


Elias approached it like a man walking toward a guillotine—fearful, yet drawn by the inevitability of the blade. He sat in his leather chair. The wood creaked, a sound of protest.


The blood he had spilled on the page had vanished. In its place, the text had rearranged itself. The serif font was gone, replaced by a script that looked jagged and frantic, as if scratched by a








































































































































