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The City of Stardust





Chapter Eight

For two days, Lowell Sharpe’s business card burns a hole in Cassandra’s pocket.

The corners prick her thigh as she mops the last of the water from the bookshop floor. Every time she reaches for something – her keys, her phone, stray change – her fingertips brush against its edge. Yet no matter how many times she takes it out to glare at it, she still finds a reason not to throw it away.

Past the indignation, she knows he’s right. The whole encounter was too shaming to convince herself otherwise. And isn’t that what she believes, truthfully? Chiron was as formidable as owners came, his booksellers teeth in the jaws of an orderly machine.

To be a bookseller is to be authority itself. Cassandra knows it – and so does Lowell.

Close to midnight, she sets the business card down on the countertop in the reading room and looks at it, heart pounding. One hand rests on the receiver of the old landline, fingers twining around the wire. It’s the only damned thing that sticks, Chiron had grumbled. Other, more determined booksellers had tried to introduce various technologies to the shop; usually, they would vanish overnight, leaving a thin miasma of disapproval the next morning. But the phone was deemed a regretful necessity, and so it survived.

She wants to do this. She has to do this.

Her hand refuses to pick up the phone and dial.

Instead, her gaze strays to the rest of the reading room, the fire smouldering in its grate. In the half-light, it’s so easy to picture Chiron and one bookseller or another in deep discussion across from each other: Chiron in his favourite sagging armchair with a book by his side, glasses forever being pushed up the bridge of his nose; the bookseller perched on the armrest of another, body scrunched like a comma, more likely than not to have a needle and scrap of something in their hands, mending a frayed binding.

Abandoning the phone, she pulls on Chiron’s second-favourite dressing gown, three sizes too big and patched in a dozen places. It’s cold in the shop below, so she pulls on an equally threadbare pair of fluffy socks. If she’s going to give up the bookshop, she might as well reckon with what she’s losing.

Downstairs in the shopfront, the shelves are quiet, the books murmuring at Cassandra’s footsteps, but no longer disagreeable to her presence. No ominous thunderstorm or lightning flashing against the walls. Somewhere in the recesses of the bookshop, a clock chimes midnight. The carpet has mostly dried out, and apart from several watermarks she’d planned to paint over in the timeline where she isn’t giving up the bookshop to Lowell Sharpe, it looks like it always does.

Well, almost.

Where the blank wall had been, an open archway now stands, flanked by the glistening wet stone of carved ivy and delicate roses. Beyond it, a staircase vanishes into darkness. For a long, breathless moment, Cassandra looks at it.

The stacks.

For all her years here, Chiron told her so little about the deeper recesses of the bookshop, or the river flowing beneath it. Maybe the bookshop, sensing her hesitation, has deemed her worthy to witness this secret. Or maybe this is its last test for her to fail. Quietly, she listens for the sound of dissent from the shelves, but all she can detect is the eerie silence of the shop itself. It’s the only place Chiron ever forbid her to go.

One of so many of his rules – most of which she’s broken.

Might as well break one more.

She glances behind her one last time before she descends. The staircase is tight and winding, the darkness a tangible creature that ripples in front of her. When she finally reaches the bottom, the floorboards creak dangerously underneath her feet. There’s no light switch, but a dim glow emanates from wall sconces, illuminating a long corridor and a pair of double doors at the other end. Her stomach tightens at the lights switching on by themselves, conspicuously silent.

Silver larkspurs wink at her as she walks along the corridor, the wallpaper spotted with water stains that bloom like ghostly after-images. Underfoot, puddles swell and recede, green moss creeping across the floorboards. The presence of water is everywhere: a trickle passing between two cracks on either wall, pooling ink-slick on the floor; or else a constant drip that has Cassandra feeling the back of her neck for wet spots. The river, its current washing through like a second heartbeat alongside her own.

At the end of the corridor, she rests her hand on the doors, straining to hear anything beyond the eerie silence. But there’s nothing – wait. A shiver of movement, beyond the tessellated windows. Her heart pistons in her chest.

The bookshop upstairs is, if not friendly, then familiar. But this is a stranger’s land, with a stranger’s wariness.

She considers Lowell Sharpe, striding arrogantly through the corridor, and something hard clenches inside her. Then her thoughts reluctantly stray to Chiron. What he would have made of her, slinking through such an obviously sacred space like the thief she is. How easy it must have been to write that first letter to Lowell, and how grudging that second letter must have been for her.

How he would have hated to find her here.

Quickly, before she can take it back, she shoves open the doors. The warm, reassuring book scent of vanillin washes over her, as she stumbles into an atrium. Bookshelves line the walls, interspersed with stern portraits of men and women – owners, presumably, though Chiron’s face isn’t amongst them. The silence is that of a tomb, deadened by the faded red carpet. Above, a glass ceiling roils with watery shadows.

The river, suspended high over her head.

Part of her brain knows that this is physical space transmuted into something more, that there cannot possibly be this much room underneath the bookshop. But this is a thought easily shunted aside in favour of awe, magic – albeit of the more ragged kind.

The carpet is moth-eaten and worn, the portraits little more than grimy smears against smoke-stained brick. The shelves are almost bare of books, and entire spider colonies have lived and died on them, judging by the cobwebs. A desk sits in the centre of the atrium, grey with dust. As above, so below, she thinks.

Yet there is a care here, too. Cassandra touches the lip of a bookshelf to run her hands across exquisite detailing. Hand-carved phoenixes climb either side of the shelves, a dusting of feathers pluming behind them. Grotesques watch over the entrance: creatures that begin as deer, twisting into something winged, finishing with a cat’s knowing gaze; and the cherub-esque faces of scribes, their faces pressed into caricatures of surprise, or scrunched with concentration.

It looks . . . a little like another bookshop. A bookshop below Chiron’s bookshop.

She takes a step back, and several somethings go skittering across the floor. Carefully, she picks one up and examines it in the dim light. A thin metal block, stamped with a C in a thick ornate font. A piece of type. Almost as if the bookshop has been waiting for her.

Behind her, something creaks loudly, and every hair on the back of her neck lifts.

Her heart hammering, she forces herself to turn. Somewhere behind the desk, a door has eased open.

The bookshop, dropping breadcrumbs for her to find.

The bookshop, leading her into a trap.

Chiron’s needling voice chases her: the rules are rules for a reason, Cassandra. But she’s already made it this far. She can make it a little further.

She holds her breath as she pushes the door all the way open, and it glides like butter, even though the wood underneath her hand is soft with rot. Silky grey light envelopes her as she emerges into a workshop. A wooden trestle table runs the length of the cramped room, flanked on either side by towering file cabinets, rust oozing from their metal components. A small stool has been kicked under the table, alongside dozens of screwed-up pieces of paper and other detritus.

Then she turns her attention to the filing cabinets, each painstakingly labelled, and it suddenly clicks. She knows exactly what they are: records of every owner, all the way back to the bookshop’s foundation. When she opens a random drawer, every file is stamped with DECEASED, in enormous red letters.

Dread growing in the pit of her stomach, she approaches the last, most recent cabinet. The drawer is already cracked open for her, and without looking, she knows that Chiron’s file will be there. An entire life, relegated to ink and paper.

Reluctantly, she kneels to open the drawer – and draws up short. Slipped in front of Chiron’s stuffed file is a slim, almost empty volume. Another owner?

Curious, she picks it up, and nearly drops it. Because written in Chiron’s looping, messy handwriting is Cassandra Fairfax.

Not Lowell Sharpe, not another name, not blank and a dying wish for the bookshop to go to someone else, anyone else more trustworthy. Even though Chiron could never have known that she would return, that she would even receive his letter. Even though he’d doubted, in those final moments.

She would never have written her own name.

For a while, she sits there, tracing Chiron’s handwriting with her fingertips. A memory comes back to her in pieces: he’d been sitting across from her in the reading room, as he usually did during one of his lectures. She was a teenager, and already accustomed to shrugging off the weight of his disappointment. London, after all, was right on their doorstep, and all he ever wanted was to keep her cloistered in the bookshop, trusted with nothing but dusting shelves and fetching tea. Every rule an iron bar in a jail cell, built just for her.

That’s your problem, Cassandra. You never want to commit. You’d rather run, and to hell with the bookshop. To hell with responsibility. But when you run, you’re only ever taking yourself with you. And there’s no running from that.

It hadn’t stung at the time, but Chiron’s words had a way of coming around to bite harder, later on. And it’s true that there’s still a part of her that could walk away from this. Could take up Cass Holt once more: go back to writing students’ papers by the white glow of her laptop, and flirt her way back into the bar’s good graces. Pacify Roth, if that’s what it takes.

Let Lowell Sharpe deal with the ghosts of her past. Let the name Cassandra Fairfax become an old memory on a bad night.

But.

The bookshop let her in. The river guided her here. And Chiron – his handwriting – her name—

Cassandra Fairfax.

Cassandra climbs to her feet, her file in hand. Inside, there’s just one sheet of paper: the deed to the bookshop. Chiron’s name and signature are already on it, with a blank space for herself.

Ink and blood. That’s all it takes, really.

She finds the ink quick enough – there’s ink in just about every room of the bookshop above, and it’s true here, too – though most of it has congealed into a sticky mass at the bottom of the bottle, along with an awl sharp enough to draw blood. Further rummaging produces an old-fashioned nib pen. It’s rusty with disuse, and ink flakes off the tip, but it’ll have to do.

There are better tools upstairs: glossy new ink, a knife kept clean exactly for this purpose, fresh nibs at the end of fancy quills. But she touches Lowell Sharpe’s business card in her pocket; if she goes up now, she’ll never come back down.

For a moment, the scratching sound of pen against paper drowns out ghostly whispering. Then Cassandra steps back and examines her handiwork, pressing against the cut on her forefinger.

Her signature, written in ink and blood on the deed, indelible. Unflinching. Cassandra Fairfax.

At last, the bookshop has a new owner.





Chapter Eleven

Cassandra doesn’t notice the few curious onlookers wandering past the bookshop – or indeed, the much more furious one standing across the street like a particularly funereal pencil. Instead, she sets another coffee cup on her desk, to coincide with the half a dozen other mugs with dregs in the bottom, to be guiltily carried back up the stairs at the end of the day. Her hair is tied up in a messy knot, and she’s wearing her oldest, most-loved T-shirt, with moth holes lining the hem. Dust streaks her cheeks, and her fingers are grey with dirt.

For a week’s worth of work, she hasn’t done too badly, she thinks.

Hands on her hips, she surveys the shopfront, feeling ridiculously proud even as she stifles a yawn. There are still dozens of half-empty boxes to take out, and she hasn’t done a stocktake yet, and the ragged curtains will need to be replaced, not to mention painting the walls, and removing the dead plants from their boxes outside . . .

Really, this is just the cusp of the work. But for the first time, light spills into the bookshop from clean windows, illuminating a floor that’s been scrubbed to within an inch of its life and is now air-drying. Every brass fitting shines with new polish. At least several of the shelves gleam with books gently wiped free of dust. The floorboards creak in cautious reconciliation – a symphony that used to sing throughout the bookshop, but has so far only echoed at best.

For the first time, it looks a little like how Cassandra remembers it. Loved, if not new.

Venturing into the back, she dips a chipped mug into the pool and drinks from half of it, using the other half to wet the back of her neck. She imagines Chiron’s ghost behind her, disapproving, but she all too well recalls her younger self splashing in with him on hot days when even the windows couldn’t tempt a breeze.

She cracks her knuckles and rolls her sore shoulders. If only this was the extent of the work required. But not everything can be solved so easily.

That afternoon, Cassandra eyes the phone in the reading room. Next to it, Chiron’s ledger is splayed out on the countertop, where she’s dragged it from the desk downstairs. On the inside – most of it in Chiron’s handwriting – is a list of phone numbers, attached to familiar names that still fill her with a childish dread. The chances of them accepting a phone call from her, much less holding a conversation, are slim at best. But they might know what happened to Chiron, after the sticky interval of asking Cassandra who the hell she thinks she is to be asking such questions in the first place. They might even be willing to come back, if he hasn’t so thoroughly burned bridges with them.

More importantly, there’s no one else to ask.

Over the next two hours, Cassandra conducts a series of increasingly painful phone calls. And that’s if someone even picks up at the other end of the line. Booksellers who don’t remember her are one thing; it’s the booksellers who do know her, who perhaps know her a little better than she herself recalls, who are the most eviscerating.

‘Why the fuck would I work for you?’ one of them asks her.

Cassandra doesn’t really have an answer to that, so she can’t say she blames the bookseller when she hangs up the phone. None of them had liked her in the end, for a myriad of reasons: she was too cocky, instinctively familiar with the bookshop in a way they could only envy; she didn’t take instruction well, and if she wouldn’t listen to Chiron – well, she definitely wasn’t listening to anyone else. She was Chiron’s favourite, destined to run the bookshop no matter her misdeeds; she was Chiron’s torment, and why he’d kept her around was a mystery to all.

When she’d finally been thrown out, she’s pretty sure more than one of them had toasted the occasion, and every anniversary thereafter.

Finally, there’s only one name left on the list. The last for a reason. Chiron’s most trusted bookseller, the natural successor to his shop once Cassandra was out of the picture. Out of all the booksellers, he’d possibly disliked her the most. And how he might hate her now, when she’s snatched the bookshop from underneath him.

The phone rings and rings into oblivion. But just as Cassandra’s about to give up, someone answers.

‘What?’ The voice on the other end is just as gruff, as irritable as she remembers.

‘Hi, Septimus.’

Silence on the other end.

Then there’s a long, drawn-out sigh. ‘You’re back, then.’

‘I am.’

‘So . . . he’s gone.’

Cassandra twists the cord between her fingers tighter. ‘I’m looking for a bookseller. I thought you might come back. Just for a few days.’

Another silence.

‘No.’

The syllable hits her with its finality. But she can’t accept no. She can’t do this on her own, much as she would like her humiliations to be endured without witnesses. If she wants to keep Lowell Sharpe out of Chiron’s bookshop, she needs more than a handful of long-disused skills and some extra luck. She needs help.

She rallies herself, thinking of all the ways she could persuade Septimus – hell, anyone at this point – to say yes—

‘But I’ll send you someone,’ he continues.

She blinks. ‘Oh.’

Relief, a second later, floods through her. Septimus might hate her, but he won’t let the bookshop fail. The bookshop must always come first – above owner, above bookseller. Above everything.

‘That’s it, you understand?’ he says sharply. ‘And I think it’s a bloody mistake that he left you the bookshop. You are a mistake, Cassandra.’

The phone goes dead. Cassandra lets the bite of his words wash over her, then shrugs. He could think she’s the worst thing to ever happen to this bookshop, but it doesn’t matter. He’s sending her someone.

It’s a bitter victory, but she’ll take it.

 

It takes a week for Septimus’ someone to show up.

Cassandra is in the middle of dusting – always endless dusting – when the door bangs open. A lanky woman is doubled over, heaving in breaths as though she’s run a mile. Cassandra starts to approach, but the woman raises her hand and sucks in one more breath.

‘Goddamn – Tube! Here – for – bookseller job,’ she gasps.

The woman finally unfurls, and Cassandra’s first thought shrieks blue. Midnight blue twists, striking against umber skin. Dark eyes framed by licks of blue eyeliner, chipped electric-blue nails, a vest that might have been blue at some point in its over-long life, and navy jeans. Cassandra has no time to contemplate this particular fashion choice – or all of these fashion choices put together – because the woman thrusts out her hand with a smile that seems to take over her whole face.

‘Byron,’ she says, no longer breathing quite so heavily. ‘My uncle sent me.’ Seeing her expression, she adds, ‘Septimus.’

Cassandra blinks. She’d expected a younger version of Septimus, some miserable bookseller already well versed in the many ways Cassandra’s disappointed her forebearers. But it seems like he hasn’t divulged her failures to the bookseller in front of her.

‘I pounced as soon as he mentioned it,’ Byron is saying, already halfway through a conversation Cassandra has yet to join. ‘I’ve always wanted to see what the inside looked like. He used to talk about it all the time. He worked with the last owner, you know. Chiron.’

Chiron’s name is like a lance through Cassandra’s chest. She swallows and finds her voice. ‘I don’t need to explain to you how the books work, then?’

‘No, I’m familiar.’

Cassandra breathes out a quiet sigh of relief. How impossible it would be to explain the give and take of the books on these shelves, the magic contained within. There are books dipped into the river itself, emerging with the cordite crackle of magic; books written by long-ago hands with the silvered fingertips of river water, their authors beyond memory; books from no discernible origin whatsoever and yet possessed by the same force that lures readers to a tributary bookshop. And it doesn’t end there. Letters, poetry, notes, petty ephemera, scrolls, illuminated manuscripts, hammered metal, worn rock. All with the potential to transform fortunes.

The weighing of the scales between what is asked for and what’s owed has always felt innate to Cassandra – and it must have been true of Chiron, too, as well as the owners who came before. How else could you reckon the price of a secret letter to turn the tide of war, a scrap of verse for lovers, a long-lost family recipe? How else could you measure the value of a life changed?

Byron touches the stack in front of her. ‘These are pretty neglected, though. Shabby workmanship, leather needs oiling, mould inside – no wonder they’re unhappy.’

Around them, the shelves rustle. Cassandra winces, thinking of Lowell’s damning comments. Even though the shop has been spruced up, she knows she’s only dealt with the symptoms. Like cleaning teeth, without fixing the decay within.

Byron must notice Cassandra’s wince because she adds hastily, ‘Not that you’ve done a terrible job or anything! No, this is great, really, I—’ She groans. ‘It’s just that—’

‘You’re right,’ Cassandra says. ‘That’s where you come in.’

She asks a few more questions, testing Byron’s aptitude for books, the way she’d seen Chiron do dozens of times. How to spot the troublesome title in a shelf, how to mend and stitch and patch, how to discern when a book has been dipped in the waters of the river in the first place.

The front of the shop is mostly composed of minor titles with just enough magic between them to tantalise, but not to cause too much harm: either shiny and indifferent to the world in all their newness, or else domesticated by the many hands that have already parsed them. Byron makes approving noises at the available selection, although Cassandra notices the way her hands find the various gaps on the shelf, her tongue poking out as though she’s mentally making notes.

Obviously clever. Obviously skilled. And where there isn’t skill, there’ll be talent to bridge the gap, passed down between generations in the river’s way. Septimus is well respected; there’s no reason for a niece of his to be waiting around for an opportunity. Especially an opportunity that feels more like a favour extended.

‘You could have your pick of bookshops,’ Cassandra says, as though it’s nothing more than a passing thought. ‘How come this one?’

Byron hesitates, and Cassandra catches the split second of deliberation over a truth, the calculation of what it would cost to lie. But it all plays out on Byron’s face, too open for dishonesty. Her hands glide across a bookshelf, and somewhere upstairs, there’s a gentle series of creaks that sounds almost like purring.

‘I told you, Septimus worked here,’ she says. ‘So did my older cousins. And even though it’s been years, do you know what they talk about? What every conversation turns to? This bookshop. The first tributary bookshop.’

Owned by Lady Fate herself, or so Chiron had said, before she had passed it on to her chosen successor – the first of many protégés to come. Cassandra looks around at the bookshop again, trying to see it with Byron’s eyes. As a shop to be restored to glory, as a legend in its own right. Success waiting to happen, not a reminder of failure.

But there’s no reason to lie about that. Cassandra doesn’t respond, letting the silence spool out.

‘And . . . there was a thief,’ Byron admits. ‘At the last bookshop I worked at.’

There’s always a thief, isn’t there.

‘Slipped right past me. They made off with a stack of books we’d just purchased at auction. Down to the last goddamn title—’ She clears her throat. ‘Anyway. That won’t happen again.’

Byron doesn’t go on, but Cassandra can fill in the details. A big enough haul, and it doesn’t matter how skilled the thief, or how vigilant the bookseller, or even that the disadvantage always lies in the bookshop’s hands. Someone has to take the fall.

Cassandra eyes the paltry stock. ‘Well, I don’t think we’ll be entertaining thieves any time soon.’

‘And like I said,’ Byron says, brightening, ‘this isn’t just any bookshop.’

No, Cassandra thinks, it’s not. It’s a bookshop that needs a lot of work. It’s a bookshop with opinions. It’s a bookshop that should be in better hands – like Lowell Sharpe’s. But the time for that passed a week ago, and now it’s Cassandra’s name on the deed instead of his.

‘I’m not afraid of a challenge,’ Byron adds.

Cassandra chose this, she reminds herself. So she’ll damn well keep choosing.

She puts her hand out. ‘When would you like to start?’

 

The diary of Cassian II, no. XVII, entry CXIV,

approx. 43 years before the common era

 

Translated by Elias Clarke

 

The [bookshop] has settled here for little more than six months, and already, there is war. It stretched out its tendrils towards us even as I unpacked, plucking men for conscription. They march past in sweat-crushed armour, shaking the foundations of each building they pass.

The olives rot on their trees, for want of hands . . .

[A fungal growth of some sort crawls across the next few paragraphs, but I presume that much of what is described here is also relayed in the supplementary correspondence i through xvi. Must check.]

I am often asked to read letters to the local families. They rely on me for the truth, but it is a hard task to bear when I must tell them that their sons are dead, their cities razed to ash, their . . .

[The next two pages are missing; I suspect further rummaging in the archives below will uncover them eventually. The Keeper refuses to assist.]

War has reached us at last, for a praetor showed up today. There was a rangy, hollow look to him, and his clothes sat loosely on his frame. I suppose even politicians must eat.

He talked quickly, as though afraid of being overheard. And I listened, though it goes without saying that I’ve heard it all before. On one side, the rulers and their politicians; on the other, a general who first wielded his charm and now wave after wave of men, relentless as the tide. The fields are watered with blood, these days.

‘He wishes to be king,’ the praetor said. ‘He cannot be king.’

I have waited out many wars, and I know my share of kings, however they come to claim the title. But I have been waiting a long time for this one to end, and I can see no solution. Moreover, I am tired of listening to death rites.

So I agreed. He will have the text to break his king. But as there is great magic, so must there be a great price. He will give me his name, and will be [another scorch mark] no longer. No one will know his victories, his glories, his kindnesses. He will slip through memories’ fingers, and be lost to all but fate.

It is a gentler price than some might exact, and harsher than others. But the scales must balance.

[c.f. the ledger of Cassian II, no. VI, entry CXXVIII – his name may yet be recorded there.]

 

Entry CXVII

Tonight, I found myself in the [beneath/below], and as customary, I was awed by its halls and the contents therein. Bookshelves filled with wax tablets, scrolls, hard clay bricks of text, new codexes and more. The [wraiths/unseen ones] moved back and forth like shadows, preoccupied with their own journeys.

As is my right, I approached [Fortuna/the Fated One – I believe he is speaking of the Keeper]. And I said . . .

[More pages missing. Would that I had shunned my second calling as a historian.]

I invoked Fortuna. I defied her. I chose another future.

 

Entry CXVIII

The news broke in the morning: a conspiracy of betrayal. The man who wished to be king is dead.

There will be no more kings.

[At least for a while. N.B. no mention of the compendium.]





Chapter Fifteen

God damn Lowell Sharpe.

This is the problem with men like him: the insufferability, the audacity to take Cassandra on some bullshit journey to ‘educate’ her. As though she needs educating. As though she doesn’t know what happens when a reader fucks up.

It’s just past closing time, but Cassandra sits at Chiron’s desk, still burning with fury. She’s exhausted – whether from her anger, or a holdover from the reading, she can’t tell – but when she closes her eyes, a blur of images flash through her mind.

Blood. Ink. That awful, panicked sensation of losing control. And the man in her arms—

Every time she thinks she can forget about it, every time she tries to leave it behind, there it is, clinging to her like a second shadow. And the worst part of it is that Lowell has no idea, yet somehow he’d sensed it on her. A stain that she’ll never be able to scrub out.

And wouldn’t he be right?

Even if she wasn’t irreversibly marked by her past, it’s harder to fault him for his insistence at her unsuitability. The bookshop might be open and running, but it’s been years since she was a bookseller, and longer still since Chiron had trusted her with any of its more secretive workings. There are so many details that he’d omitted or outright refused to pass on. So many gaps in her already patchy memory – gaps that a real owner would never have because they would have never left.

‘I’ve heard of Lowell Sharpe,’ Byron says, bringing a stack of books from the back of the bookshop to the front.

It’s taken a good few weeks, but it seems as though the bookshop is finally starting to warm up to Cassandra – or at least test her in less vexing ways. Two days ago, a door appeared behind the broom cupboard, revealing several boxes of books still waiting to be catalogued, each unfit to sell in their current state. Byron had taken one look and sorted through them wordlessly, so that the ones requiring only simple mends were already catalogued, and now it’s just the tricky books that need tackling. Cassandra has a pair of thick welding gloves on for the occasion.

Byron’s not been at Chiron’s for long, but Cassandra has already found numerous reasons to appreciate her new employee. It’s because of Byron that the bookshop gleams every morning, that they’ve avoided another tempestuous weather event at the hands of an unhappy book, that no customer has returned irate. Within two days, she’d found a more suitable place for Chiron’s ledgers than the cupboard under the kitchen sink, and ordered in Cassandra’s favourite tea – without asking. Between the two of them, they’ve managed to actually start accruing cash, through taking in repairs, consulting, and valuing antiquarian books, regardless of magical origins. All the fiddly, dull bits of bookselling, meticulously orchestrated. Chiron would have loved her.

‘What have you heard?’ Cassandra asks.

‘That he has the dress sense of a sexy undertaker. Also, he’s an asshole.’ Byron shrugs. ‘At least it’s not personal.’

Cassandra doesn’t have the heart to tell her that actually, it’s quite personal. Only Lowell knows about the second letter from Chiron. And even if he wanted to contest the validity of her ownership, it’s too late now. It would take a complex combination of both of their wills and the river to change it.

Either that, or death – and he’s already seen how one posthumous roll of the dice can have disastrous results on what should be an assured outcome. Though she wouldn’t put it past him to try it.

‘That sexy undertaker look is really working for him, though. By the way, do you need an extra toe?’ Byron says conversationally. ‘Because I think we have a surplus.’

‘No, I—’ Cassandra’s brain catches up. ‘Toe?’

Byron pulls the next book from the pile and thumps it on the desk. Sure enough, the tome in front of them is peppered with toes sticking out of the pages, as though someone had run out of cross-referencing tabs. Several of them are wearing coral nail polish.

‘I think the last reader was using them as bookmarks,’ Byron adds.

Though she can’t think of much else she’d like less, Cassandra removes the welding gloves, places her hand on the front cover and listens carefully for a moment. A wave of sensations washes over her: the creak of leather, wind rushing past her, the infinite space between one step and another.

‘Someone trying to craft a seven-league boots story with multiple editions. See the binding? An experiment gone awry,’ she concludes.

Byron looks at her curiously, and Cassandra shifts in her seat, feeling as though she’s been caught out in something.

‘You’ve always been able to do that? Read the books so easily, I mean.’

She shrugs. ‘I grew up here.’

Her origins are a little fuzzy; Cassandra had started asking questions around the time Chiron had stopped answering them. In her most childish fancies, she originally imagined herself as the result of Chiron’s long-lost love, or a forlorn orphan, left in his dutiful care amongst a box of Dickens novels. But the reality is that she’s most likely a price paid, like so many protégés and booksellers: a firstborn in exchange for a book.

‘I grew up with Septimus,’ Byron counters. ‘Who is at least half bookshop himself.’

Cassandra’s gaze returns to the book of toes. ‘Maybe there’s just something about this place.’

Byron’s expression turns reverent. ‘I wonder if Lady Fate still takes an interest.’

Cassandra fervently hopes not. It’s hard to imagine what Lady Fate would make of Cassandra’s casual heresies. She used to sail paper boats in the pool at the back of the bookshop, the water dappled by the twin shadows of Lady Fate’s statues. And when she was even younger, she used to climb in – her own personal paddling pool, with empty inkwells for toys.

But it’s more than that. The first books she’d learnt to read were the ones brimming with magic that she pulled off shelves, and more than one singed finger to show for it. Her first clumsy attempts at writing are still memorialised at the back of old ledgers in archival ink, Chiron’s handwriting above her own. She’d stolen her first kiss from the son of another bookseller amidst the botanical shelves, and broken up with him three months later when he said he was going into accounting. Years later, someone had lashed out at her – a deal gone wrong – and she’d been surprised to see blood instead of ink.

If a bookseller starts their vow to Lady Fate with a glass of river water, then Cassandra had drunk an ocean by the time she was old enough to walk. Haphazard devotion and defilement in one.

‘All I know is that I’ve worked in bookshops my whole life, and so has Septimus – and he’d never be able to do that,’ Byron says, admiring. ‘Gifts like that can’t be taught. No wonder he didn’t like you.’

Gift. She’s never considered the books’ language a gift before – just another fact of herself, like being left-handed or slightly too short to reach the highest two shelves without a stepladder.

‘But you didn’t stay,’ Byron adds.

Cassandra tenses. The why is unspoken, but it’s there all the same. Next to the botanical shelves is where she had her first fight with Chiron. Behind the desk is where he’d told her, yet again, the vastness of his disappointment in her. There’s nowhere in this bookshop that she hasn’t argued with one of his booksellers, or received a passing criticism, like they were commenting on nothing but the weather. Talented, but lazy. Talented, but won’t do the work. Talented, but undeserving.

She sets the toe book to one side. ‘Can you put this in the back? I’ll deal with it later.’

Byron must take the hint because she gingerly adds the toe book to the stack already waiting to be mended and gathers the pile into her arms. That’s what Cassandra should have been. Chiron’s right-hand knight to his king, in the way of all booksellers and their owner.

‘If I lived here, I’d never leave,’ Byron says, a little too sharply to hide her envy.

Cassandra presses her fingers into her shoulders, feeling a deep ache from sitting at the desk for too long. That’s what I thought, too.

She waits until the faint strains of some eldritch folk band rise from Byron’s cranky speaker in the back – ‘I dropped it in the pond by mistake and now all it plays is this nonsense,’ she’d complained – before pulling open a drawer to retrieve a note. The other reason she’s sat at Chiron’s desk this evening, trying to be some semblance of an owner, is in her hands. A piece of paper in Byron’s straightforward handwriting, with a request from a customer. It’s an ordinary request, in that it’s a book – and impossible in every other way. Because it’s a book that doesn’t exist.

Wearily, Cassandra places it on top of the small but stubborn pile of equally impossible requests. Books devoured by fires in the private libraries of the very rich, scrolls that drowned with the crew of a maiden voyage, philosophical texts disposed of in their entirety by their cut-throat opponents. And then, peculiarly, a book that would have been written except the writer died of tuberculosis before a word could ever be placed to page.

She massages her forehead with the tips of her fingers and rises from the desk. If it was just the one request, she’d think someone was playing a joke on her. Books doused in the river’s magic, sure; but books that don’t exist? Even the river can’t conjure something out of, well, nothing. But the bookshop thrives on fulfilling its duty. If it perceives that she’s failing, when she’s just managing to win it over again . . .

Lowell Sharpe would know how to do this, she thinks with a vicious stab at herself. But she’s the owner, so they’re her responsibility.

Despite the relative stuffiness of the shop, Cassandra hasn’t figured out how to open the windows – if they can, in fact, be opened – so she pushes the door open. Cool air rushes past her, a welcome relief from the warmth.

But every muscle in her body tenses. Because standing on the doorstep is Roth.

‘Cassandra, Cassie, Cass,’ he says, smiling as rakishly as he can with the bruise on his face. ‘Couldn’t even send me a text?’

For a second, icy fear slicks her insides. In the haze of looking after the bookshop, she hadn’t quite forgotten about Roth. But he had settled into the back of her mind, a problem to be dealt with later.

Later looks an awful lot like now.

‘You shouldn’t be able to find the bookshop,’ Cassandra says.

Roth smirks at her, and she catches the glimpse of black handwriting below his cuffs, mingled with a splash of red that can only be blood. Another reading, more forceful than the last. ‘No one’s untouchable, Cass.’

He still seems a little worse for wear after their encounter, she notes with vicious satisfaction, though she can’t take credit for all of it. Apart from the faded bruise across his face, there are a few new scrapes, with at least one scab that will turn into a dashing scar later on. A little less chalet boy. It suits him, she thinks, to have some of that artificial charm stripped away.

‘I looked all over for you,’ he says. ‘I even checked in with your bar buddies, who don’t really give a shit, by the way, that you’ve disappeared on them, so hey, might not want to keep working there, just giving you the heads-up—’

Cassandra lets him monologue for a little longer, buying her time to take stock of her circumstances. Roth is furious – probably angry enough to give her a bruise to match his, if he can get close enough. Byron is in the back cataloguing for the next few hours, and therefore miles away as far as shouting for help’s concerned. That’s if Cassandra wants anyone to witness this, which she doesn’t.

Roth’s presence will only bring up questions, which will lead to Cass Holt. And from there, it’s not too hard to connect Cass Holt to that night six months ago. Layers of deception unravelling in an instant.

No, she’ll handle this alone.

‘I even went to your flat – bit of a shithole, gotta say, Cass; didn’t think you were the type to live like that.’

At this, Cassandra laughs. Just once, but Roth’s eyes darken. She tightens her grip on the doorway just a little.

‘Yeah, I thought you’d be pretty fucking amused,’ he says, no longer sounding pleasant or even conversational.

She shrugs. ‘It’s just funny that you thought you knew me at all.’

‘I knew you’d be here, didn’t I?’ He touches his arm, slick with ink. ‘Just took some . . . persuasion to find the right reader.’

To this, she has no recourse. It’s not worth explaining to him that it didn’t happen the way he probably thinks it did – that she’s here because Chiron, it seems, had no choice, not because she’s his protégé reborn – but she can’t deny that it’s immensely satisfying to let Roth believe that this is the truth. That she’d had something to offer him, but had chosen to withhold it.

‘What do you want?’ she asks.

He attempts a laugh. ‘What are you playing at, Cass? Sitting at that fancy desk, like that’s all it takes to be an owner?’

This would be a little more damning if Lowell Sharpe hadn’t already said the same thing to her only a few hours ago. Roth and Lowell could probably get together and start their own Cassandra Fairfax hate club.

‘What do you want, Roth?’ she asks again, a touch impatient.

Roth seems slightly taken aback at her nonchalance. His eyes acquire a calculating, greedy gleam.

‘Fine, you have your shop. I can’t blame you. But I want what’s in that basement. Vault. Whatever he called it.’

The other bookshop. Cassandra hasn’t been down there since the night she signed the contract and became an owner. She has no idea how he knows about it, never mind what’s inside.

‘We go way back, you and I,’ Roth says, as though they’re old school friends, like their relationship is social. ‘We might have had our disagreements lately. Who doesn’t fight? But you know if you were ever in a spot of trouble, if there was ever something I could do for you . . . I would do it. You know I would do anything for you, Cass.’

This is such a fantastic lie that Cassandra is actually speechless for a moment. Roth must realise this, too, because he takes her silence as a need for him to further convince her.

‘You want money?’ He pulls out his wallet, runs a finger through the bills. ‘Upgrade your wardrobe, or give your flat a paint – though I guess you don’t really need that anymore.’

Briefly, Cassandra entertains the thought of taking Roth’s money for whatever he so badly wants. She could probably squeeze him for all he’s worth, given that he was already desperate enough to track her down. It would be enough for her to set up a new life – no booksellers, no threats, no ink magic. She wouldn’t buy one of those ornate, tacky flats, or a grand countryside mansion. No, it would be a boat: perfect, billowy sails in clean white, the hull striped with some fanciful woman’s name. Just enough room for her, and as many books as she can carry. Nothing but the sharp line of the horizon to guide her.

Then she imagines Roth in the bookshop, stuffing fistfuls of books into a satchel like a cartoon villain. Roth climbing up the stairs, past the reading room with its hearth and gentle clutter, to the very top of Chiron’s tower. Plucking a single white flower to take with him.

Something slams shut in her mind.

‘No,’ she says.

She waits a second longer, letting the silence speak for itself. Roth’s mouth twists, giving his face a rare varnish of ugliness.

‘No?’ he repeats.

Now she smiles widely, as though she’s just revealed the punchline of her favourite joke. ‘No.’

There’s so much else she wants to say – to dangle the fullness of his failures in front of him gleefully – but she bites the rest of it back. She’s supposed to be an owner; there are lines. Chiron would have already closed the door on Roth, but she settles for watching Roth’s face turn a furious puce.

He starts climbing the stairs to the bookshop. ‘If it’s about the money—’

‘It’s not about the money. I just don’t want to give it to you.’

The ugly expression deepens. ‘I suppose I’ll have to take it, then.’

He tries to barrel past her – Cassandra scrambles backwards, nearly trips over her own feet – and abruptly stops. The iron railings outside have curved inwards like a protective claw, barring entry into the bookshop. Every spiked finial points towards Roth, the nearest only inches from his throat.

‘What the hell is this?’ he snarls, all vestiges of charm gone. ‘If this is your ink magic crap—’

Cassandra shrugs, even though her heart is racing. ‘I didn’t do anything. The bookshop chooses who to let in. If they’re deemed worthy.’

Which Roth obviously isn’t.

He stares at the sharpened finials, then at Cassandra.

‘You don’t even know what you’ve got down there,’ he says.

‘Too bad for me,’ she agrees.

‘Fuck you, Cass.’ A nerve jumps in his jaw. ‘This isn’t over.’

Cassandra gives him a little wave as he storms back down the steps, away from the bookshop and out of sight. It’s almost certainly not the last she’ll see of him – if he’s persistent enough to find her here, then he’ll try again, in some other nefarious way. She wonders idly if the bookshop would recognise him in a trench coat and fedora.

But there’s a warmth loosening the weight in her chest. The bookshop protects its own – and tonight, it protected her. The river might make an owner of her, after all.

Byron comes out of the back, humming a folk song with rude lyrics. She pauses when she sees Cassandra.

‘What happened?’ she asks.

Despite the events of tonight, Cassandra smiles. ‘Nothing.’

It might even be true, she tells herself.





Chapter Eighteen

The crowd of booksellers, collectors and craftspeople is thinning when Cassandra finally relocates Byron. She’s at the bar, her sequinned suit jacket slung over one shoulder, revealing a sleeveless silk shirt in midnight black. The effect is devastatingly cool.

As a result, Cassandra has to sift through a group of admirers, all of whom are doing their best to buy Byron another drink. Then her eyes light on Cassandra and she grins.

‘Hey! You made it out of the auction.’ She pulls out of the crowd effortlessly, and slings an arm around Cassandra. ‘We’re the rejects.’

Cassandra smiles wryly, thinking of the real rejects – the people who might have tried to bribe an invitation from a pliable bookseller, or even slip in amongst the waitstaff, if they thought it would buy them an opportunity. Then commiserating in some dingy bar afterwards, when attempts to bribe and sneak and threaten failed.

She’d never tried – too much risk of bumping into Chiron, and she’d told herself that it wouldn’t be worth it, anyway – though she’d heard the stories, same as anyone. But sometimes, on the long walk home from the bar, she’d let herself imagine what it might have been like to attend an event like this. Not through subterfuge, but with an invitation pressed in her hand. To be the bookseller standing next to Chiron.

Cass Holt would never be able to even touch this.

Cassandra listens for a while to the booksellers’ chatter, an odd sort of contentment washing over her. She should probably go to the owners’ lounge, or seek out the dealers, but it can all wait. Just enough for her to relish this feeling for a little while longer.

‘I take it you’ve been busy?’ she says, noting the assortment of drinks on the bar.

‘Some of us more than others.’ Byron nods teasingly at Aloysius, who is doing his best to not look drunk and cheerfully failing.

‘I am fine, I’ll have you know,’ he says, though he keeps one hand tight on the back of a stool. ‘Did Lowell get his book?’

‘He did,’ Cassandra says.

‘And pissed off everyone in the vicinity, I’ve no doubt,’ he says. ‘I told him to leave it, as a gesture of goodwill. Let some other bookseller have a chance. But would he listen to me? Noooooooooo.’

The idea of Lowell Sharpe listening to anyone strikes her as amusing in its unlikeliness. Byron snorts into her drink.

‘But that’s Lowell for you.’ Aloysius’ phone, abandoned on the table, lights up; he glances at it. ‘Speak of the devil. Your company, ladies, was delightful, but my carriage awaits.’

He offers them a sloppy bow and turns, somewhat uncertainly, towards the exit. Cassandra tries to imagine what Lowell will say at the sight of his assistant, too obviously having enjoyed himself. But her thoughts keep wandering back to him on the stairs, unflinching in his apology.

Byron sighs happily, interrupting the recurring mental image. ‘I’ve always wanted to come here.’ Then her smile slips. ‘I was supposed to, before . . .’

‘Before the thief,’ Cassandra finishes.

‘Yup.’ Byron plucks the olive garnish from her drink and stares at it. ‘Before thief, after thief. That’s my life, I guess.’

Oh, you have no idea, Cassandra thinks. She’s tortured herself before, trying to imagine what life might have been like had she stayed at Chiron’s. Whether she would be like Lowell: hammered into the shape of an owner, her imperfections sanded down and beaten flat. Whether Roth and his threats would be not even a distant dream because to dream is to know it exists, and Roth only ever played at the very fringes of the edge. Whether she would feel more like a person and less like an imposter, stealing everything she could because so little has ever truly belonged to her.

Whether Chiron would have finally looked at her and been satisfied.

‘Might have made a difference if I’d put it on my CV,’ Byron says, cutting across her thoughts. ‘One bookselling job: stolen by Cass Holt.’

Cassandra flinches. ‘Your thief was—’

Cass Holt. Cassandra, taking what she shouldn’t.

‘I’m not just any bookseller,’ Byron says, a little too sharply. ‘And it wouldn’t have just been any thief.’

No, Cassandra knows Byron well enough now. It wouldn’t have been just any thief.

She tightens her grip on her drink to stop her hands from shaking. She doesn’t know why the thought unsettles her; more than one bookseller has lost a book or more to Cass Holt. At one point, it had been a mark of pride to be targeted by the ghost thief; if you’d been a victim, well, at least you had taste enough to be worth stealing from.

It shouldn’t surprise her that she would come across someone she’d taken more than a book from. It’s just that . . . it’s Byron.

‘Still, it was worth the wait to get in,’ Byron continues. ‘Did you meet the other owners?’ She waggles her fingers. ‘Did they induct you into their secret society?’

Cassandra tries to collect herself. ‘Secret society?’

‘Septimus says it’s nonsense, but every now and then the rumour will crop up. So I reckon it must be at least a little bit true.’

Despite herself, Cassandra smiles. The icy owners she’d seen at the auction didn’t look like they were capable of conversation with each other, much less convening in secret. There weren’t many of them, she noted. But perhaps the theatrical lure of an even greater pretence to authority is too attractive to resist.

‘No induction for me just yet,’ she says, and Byron huffs in defeat.

Cassandra finishes her drink, then orders another. By the time she’s onto her third drink, her thoughts are pleasantly swathed in an alcohol haze. Not enough to be drunk – she’s not that stupid – but enough to put the spectre of her thief away.

As she tries to get the bartender’s attention, a young man grabs her arm. ‘Hey – fancy seeing you—’

It’s been a long evening, so she turns, expecting to see someone from her conversation earlier. But it’s a complete stranger. She gives him a puzzled look, and his grip on her slackens immediately.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I thought . . .’ Then he pauses. ‘No, I do know you. Cass, right?’

No one calls her Cass. No one but Roth, and all the other collectors she’d read for.

Her heart stops. The invitation. The threat.

‘I know you,’ the man insists.

‘No, you don’t,’ she says slowly.

But she does.

In the half-light of the bar, she hadn’t recognised him, but close up, he’s instantly familiar. Red hair, masked as auburn in the poor lighting, freckles across his wide-eyed expression. The kind of face that will look young even when he’s fifty.

He’d been one of the attendees at a reading, where she’d imbued a man with the ability to paint like Monet for an evening. Illustration transfusion is enormously tricky, but she can do it, and she’d watched the coloured green and blue inks dapple like bruises over the man’s skin, as he sweated and painted feverishly in front of an audience. She’d read speed over him, too, and focus, and a handful of other traits designed to get him to churn out as many paintings as possible in the time frame. It had been a potent cocktail of magic, and if she was a little wiser or a little less behind on the rent, she might have refused.

She remembers that night so clearly because of the way the man started to shiver as the reading wore off, the paintings turning to sloppy, unreadable things. His face streaked with black tears, his teeth slick with blood. The patron had eventually offered him a couple of pink pills, too, and he’d spent the rest of the evening in the corner, pupils blown wide, fingers grasping at nothing. Ink poisoning, she suspected. And she’d felt not an iota of guilt – they paid for it, after all, and just as likely as not, their forger would have paid to be part of the experience. They’d known what they were getting into.

Later, she would dream of the blood, the ink, the forger’s stained fingers.

She pushes past the man, upsetting his drink. Byron, still enmeshed in conversation elsewhere, gives her a curious glance.

‘Forgot something in my coat,’ she tells her.

She has to get out of here. Calmly. Quietly. Before anyone else notices Cass Holt, thief and nothing else, lurking in this crowd of beautiful, polished owners and their booksellers.

‘Wait—’ the man says.

Cassandra walks towards the exit, her footsteps quickening.

The man pursues her. ‘Chiron – I heard—’

She grabs his wrist and drags him into a corner. ‘What do you know about Chiron?’

A faint blush spreads over his face as he stares at her hand on him, admiration flitting across his expression. Cassandra snaps her fingers to regain his attention.

‘Tell me about Chiron.’

‘He . . . he died, didn’t he?’ the man says. ‘I’m Kevin, by the way.’

‘Well, yes. Do you know anything about what he was like before that? Kevin?’ she adds, trying to sound gracious.

‘Kept himself to himself, didn’t he? Apart from those visits to whatshername. And, okay, there was that one time he got into that fistfight.’

‘Fistfight?’ That doesn’t sound like Chiron at all. ‘With who?’

‘Oh, just some customer, or maybe a bookseller,’ Kevin says. ‘I don’t know. Someone who was harassing him.’

A fistfight doesn’t sound like Chiron, but an angry customer? That has Chiron written all over it.

Kevin lowers his voice. ‘So you’re really the owner now? Even though . . .’

Even though she’s been a thief and a liar and all the things an owner should despise. Chiron would have despised her, by the end, if he’d known even half of what she’d done.

‘Even though what?’ she asks, her voice dangerous and silky.

The tips of Kevin’s ears turn pink. Deliberately, she lets the veneer of Cassandra Fairfax slide off her, exposing just enough of the woman who’d read entire paintings onto a man’s skin. It feels like taking the first sip of air after being starved of oxygen.

‘How lovely it is, to find us both here,’ she says softly, tapping her hands on the edge of his forearm. ‘Maybe the owners are slacking. One of their own, attending a reading like that.’

Underneath her hand, Kevin’s muscles have gone rigid. She pauses, letting the implication sink in. Let this man forget about Cassandra’s own precarious position – let him worry about his own. If he wants to take her down, she won’t be the only one falling.

‘I guess I should say one of our own now,’ she adds, with a breezy laugh. ‘Right?’

She releases his arm, and lets the mask of Cassandra Fairfax, respectable owner, slide back on. Kevin rubs his arm, slightly dazed; his eyes lift to meet hers, but at the last minute, he looks away, busying himself with the cuffs of his shirt.

‘Oh, no, I would never – I mean—’ He coughs.

Cassandra lets him trail off awkwardly, just long enough for the silence to be uncomfortable. ‘Well, I’d better let you get back to the party. Don’t want to miss out on that champagne.’

Kevin nods, dazed. ‘I – sure.’ Then his expression clears a little. ‘Chiron was kind of a pain in the ass, you know. Complaining about this, stirring up that. Wouldn’t name an heir even though he was held practically at knifepoint—’ He clears his throat. ‘Anyway. He was a lot of trouble, that’s all I’m saying. Might go easier for you if you’re more amenable. Or something.’

Cassandra watches Kevin flee into the owners’ lounge, but she doesn’t feel any better for his absence. This party has been illuminating, but it’s time to get out of here. One brush with her past is more than enough.

She pushes her way back through Byron’s admirers to say goodbye. She’s rummaging for her coat in a side room when a voice comes out of the darkness and she jumps.

‘You’re not supposed to be here.’

It’s dark, but she can just make out a woman’s face, framed by wild brown curls and half-hidden behind a coat rack. Cassandra gives herself a second to let her heart return to its normal rhythm.

‘I’m sorry?’ she says.

‘I told you – I warned you—’

Cassandra understands, in a sudden rush of clarity. ‘You sent me the invitation,’ she says.

‘—but you’re here anyway, so I suppose now is as good a time as any—’

Cassandra cuts her off. ‘Who are you?’

She should feel more afraid, she thinks, but it’s hard to be frightened of someone hiding in a coat cupboard.

‘Maud,’ the woman says distractedly. ‘I would have come to see you before now, but it’s been – well, challenging.’ She shakes her head, talking to herself. ‘Chiron told me you might be difficult, but I thought if I sent you the message, then you would wait—’

Cassandra’s breath catches on the mention of Chiron’s name. Twice in one night.

‘—I thought we had longer – we both did – but he knew he was being watched. He knew they were coming for him. He knew what would be next.’

He knew they were coming for him. The message on the invitation had been a warning, not a threat. Horror overtakes her as the implications set in.

Her stomach drops. ‘You think he was murdered?’

‘I think he made more than a few enemies. And I think his death was pretty damn convenient for them.’

Chiron, not dying peacefully in his old age. Not leaving her a letter filled with his last regrets. Cassandra, not a mistake to be corrected . . . but a contingency plan.

‘Did you sign the contract?’ Maud asks, gripping Cassandra’s hands with a painful urgency. ‘Has the bookshop taken you as its own?’

‘Yes. But—’

‘Good.’ Without warning, Maud lets go of her hands. ‘Then Chiron was right. We have to move now, before it’s too late.’

‘Too late for what? What did Chiron say? What did he—’

Maud presses a scrap of paper onto her. An address.

‘Not here. But later. Come find me, and we’ll talk.’





Chapter Fifty-Five

Cassandra is in the river. Or what’s left of it. A silty trickle, then a single droplet, then just the ghost of damp, drying on her skin. Possibility, closing its fist.

Lady Fate stands before her, wispy and insubstantial, a dream of a memory of a god. And even that is vanishing. Carefully, she kneels at Cassandra’s side, her movement trailing faint sparks of light behind her. She mouths something, then again with a sad weariness: on your feet, Cassandra.

Some gossamer-thin thread snaps within her.

Cassandra wakes up.

Her first breath is accompanied by a gritty taste. Sand.

The river has spat her back out like stones onto a beach. A real beach. And with real sky above her, grey and laden with clouds. She knows it’s real because it’s cold. Because the rain spattering her face is unpleasant, and the bitter wind is rifling through her clothes like she owes it money, and everything hurts.

Because she feels, again.

Cassandra Fairfax, book thief, liar, owner, with all of the choices laid firmly behind her, irremovable keystones in a bridge. She presses her fingers into the purpling bruises on her arm and is relieved at the low throb of pain. What doesn’t taste like sand tastes like blood.

But there is something – a deeper wound—

Somewhere behind her, on the bank, is the sound of a car idling. Then footsteps, rushing towards her. She tries to get up, but her body refuses to budge, weighed down by its reality. Everything feels so heavy. Her eyes close again, and someone slaps her. But even that pain feels dull, compared to the ringing in her head.

Her eyes slip close again. Her thoughts aren’t coming together. There’s something she’s missing—

‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ a familiar voice swears.

Another slap. Harder. This time, the pain comes through in sharp clarity.

‘I’m so sorry – Jesus Christ, that hurt – you have to wake up. You can’t fall asleep.’ Byron’s voice, loud and worried. ‘Did you hit your head?’

‘You came,’ Cassandra whispers.

‘Of course I came,’ she says fiercely. ‘I’m your bookseller, remember?’

‘Wait, wait . . .’

Byron is shaking her, trying to tell her something, but the world is still too loud, too old and new at once. Cassandra’s mind is starting to pull together the events of the last few hours, or days – she’s no longer sure of time where the river’s concerned. Where the river was concerned. She opens her fist to a crinkled page, scorched at the edges.

A yawning terror opens up within her. She tries to climb to her feet, but she stumbles, almost colliding into Byron. But it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except—

‘Lowell,’ she says hoarsely. ‘Where’s Lowell?’

Byron stops shaking her.

A terrible, terrible silence.

‘Oh, Cassandra,’ she says, and bursts into tears.

Lowell’s name echoes on the beach, but there’s no one else
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