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St Jerome’s College Library, Oxford
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What sort of book is this?


Blake turned over one page, and then another and another, looking for a way into the story, but he couldn’t find one. There were no words to guide him – only a series of blank pages that led like a spiral staircase into the unknown. He let his mind follow them for a while, wondering where they would go, but they seemed to be leading nowhere, over and over again.

He felt disappointed and yet exhilarated too, as though he had embarked on a quest to find something. But what was he looking for? And how would he know when he found it? He was just a twelve-year-old boy who wasn’t particularly good at reading. And yet he felt certain that the more he explored, the deeper he delved, the more likely he was to uncover something – some secret encoded in the paper perhaps – that would lead to an even greater discovery.

But how, he wondered, could anyone read a blank book?

In the end, he closed the volume and returned it to the shelf, little realizing that the story was already writing itself…
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MAINZ,

Germany 1452
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[image: image]ohann Fust arrived on a cold winter’s night. While most of the city slept under a mantle of softly falling snow, he bribed the sentries to open the Iron Gate near the river and advanced, unobserved, through the streets. A young man hauled a heavy sledge behind him.


Even in the white-whirling darkness, Fust could see the bulk of the cathedral looming over the other buildings inside the city walls. The turrets, made from rich red sandstone, were an attractive rose colour by day, but by night they formed a vast mountain range, steeped in shadow. He glanced at them through narrowed eyes, but kept his distance, sticking to the walls of the half-timbered houses in which the noble patricians lived.

All around him were heaped-up smells: the fug of wood-smoke, the tang of straw, not to mention the stink of human sewage, which even the snow could not mask. Occasionally, pigs squealed as they wrestled for warmth in their pens, but otherwise there was just the slithering sledge behind him.

Fust waited for the boy to catch up.

Peter, dogging his Master’s heels, paused to wipe the snow from his brow and mitten his hands under his armpits. He was so cold! Fust might have the luxury of a full-length cloak, thick gloves and laced boots, but his own leggings were too thin to withstand the severe pinch of winter. Worse, his low-cut shoes were no match for the mounting snowdrifts, which sent ice crystals avalanching down to his ankles. All he wanted was a fire to warm his body, food to fill his belly and a bed to rest his weary limbs.

He gazed at the wooden signs hanging above him in the gloom – the stuffed pigs and wheat sheaves suggestive of inns and bakeries – and longed for the journey to be over.

‘Not far now, Peter,’ said Fust, as if reading his thoughts. ‘We’re almost there.’

Letting out a long silver breath, Fust cut across an empty square towards the lanes and alleys that crisscrossed behind the market like fractured glass. His footsteps scrunched the snow.

Peter did not move. Each of his muscles was mulishly reliving the agonies of the trip. From Paris, they had tramped to Strasbourg and then, not finding what they sought, headed north-east towards Mainz, on the banks of the River Rhine: a journey of almost 400 miles. They had avoided the obvious river routes – the vineyards on the surrounding hills were too exposed, the towns too meddlesome – but kept to the hooded woods and vales, which were nearly impassable this winter. Peter did not believe in spooks or spectres, both of which were rumoured to dwell off the beaten track, but he was disturbed by Fust’s constant need for secrecy. What was the man not telling him?

Peter cupped his hands over his mouth and blew into them, hoping to ignite a spark of feeling in his fingertips. Surely they were meant for finer things than this! Little more than a month ago, he had been studying at one of the most distinguished libraries in Europe – the Library of St Victor in Paris – where he was learning the art of calligraphy from the best scribes. He had developed a fine, graceful penmanship and was proud of his achievements, copying missals and other religious books by hand. He liked to think that he wielded the quill with the finesse of a sword – drawing ink, if not blood.

But then Fust had arrived, changing everything.

A ghost from the past, Fust had promised Peter riches, power – anything – so long as he fulfilled a few simple tasks and chose to follow. He even pledged the hand of his daughter, Christina, in marriage in return for the boy’s allegiance. How could he refuse?

Peter spat on the ground and scowled into the night, rubbing the spots where the blisters had formed on his hands. A rope had been looped around his waist and secured to the sledge behind him, which, like an ox, he had to drag through the snow. It was his yoke, his burden; his part of the agreement. Peter Schoeffer of Gernsheim was no better than a beast.

As if the provisions and blankets weren’t heavy enough, there was a formidable chest to lug around. Loathsome monsters were engraved on its wooden panels, scaring away even his inquisitive fingers. Still more frightening were the two snakes, cast from black metal, which twisted round the lip of the lid. Their heads were entwined so as to form an ingenious lock. One false touch, Fust warned, and their fangs would release a poison so venomous it would paralyse him forever.

Peter shuddered. Could this be true?

Fust spoke mostly in riddles, partly to bewitch the boy, but also to safeguard his secret. Inside the chest was a material so rare, so exquisite, he suggested, that it would bring the whole world within the scope of their hands. It held an eye to the future and a tongue to the past. All they required was a means of harnessing it, a way of reading its prophecies in the form of a living, breathing book. That was why Fust needed Peter…

Peter shook his head. Now they were nearing the end of one journey, and beginning the next, he was having second thoughts. What if this book was a mistake – like Eve’s decision to bite the apple, an attempt to gain forbidden knowledge? What if he was putting his very soul in jeopardy? Servitude in life was one thing, but eternal damnation another!

Sensing Fust waiting for him by the mouth of one of the alleys, Peter muttered an oath, strained against his harness and began once more to drag the heavy load behind him. He grunted like a workhorse. There was no turning back. His choice had been made.

The snow, falling more thickly now, swiftly and silently filled their tracks so that no one rising early the next morning could tell from which direction they had come or where they had gone. Instead, the citizens of Mainz opened their eyes to a pristine world: a glittering, snow-covered city that hid the mounds of dung from view. They were too dazzled by the spectacle, the surface of things, to sense the peril that had arrived under the cover of darkness.

Only I knew differently…
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As usual I was peering up at the moon from the small casement window in the workshop on the corner of Christophstrasse. Despite the snow, its pocked face shone through the clouds and I watched, mesmerized, while snowflakes fluttered blackly against its luminescence before settling on the ground in drifts of perfect white – a stunning alchemy. Above the rooftops rose the shadow of the cathedral, as watchful as heaven.


My Master had not noticed the dip in temperature nor the diminishing light, but was absorbed in the finicky craft of invention. The other workmen had retired for the night to the dormitory at the top of the house, but he had pulled a stool closer to the fire and was busy tinkering with a complex piece of metal. Using a sharp tool, he scraped away tiny scrolls of brass from the edges of a mould.

A perfectionist, he was making ever more minute alterations to the equipment so that each piece of type he created would transfer exactly the right amount of ink to the paper he had imported from the mills upstream. Barrels of ordinary stock were stored beneath the stairs, while finer reams of rag paper from Italy, which he preferred, were kept alongside the expensive animal skins, which he was going to prepare as vellum.

Each night, he tried to convince me that we were one day closer to our dreams, but I was no longer so sure. The money he had invested in the printing press – a much-guarded secret – was swiftly running out and what remained of his gold was turning to sand between his fingers. Besides, I was content the way things were. The room crackled with warmth, and the sounds of my Master’s industry were all the company I needed. It was a far cry from my past.

Just then, I sensed a bundled-up figure lurking outside the church on the opposite side of the street and pressed my face closer to the glass, trying to distinguish its shape. A lump of shadow had detached itself from the main porch and was staring in my direction.

‘Are you moon-gazing again, young Endymion?’ said my Master, making me turn round. ‘Come, I need your fingers.’

I nodded, then glanced back at the window. The figure had gone. Breathing on the thick swirl of glass, I drew a face in the moon of condensation and turned back to my Master before the smile could fade.

‘My hands are too clumsy for this work,’ he sighed as I crouched beside him. His fingers were scored with scars and his skin coated in a soft silvery sheen from the metals he used: lead, tin and just a touch of antimony – that most poisonous element, which gave his pieces of type their bite. Black inky blotches had settled on his knuckles like flies.

I took the magnifying lens from the table and held it out to him. His face was streaked with dirt and his beard had grown long and grizzled, but I loved him just the same. He studied the mould in his hand for a moment, his eye swimming behind the lens of beryl. Even now he was not satisfied. He held the apparatus closer to the fire and resumed his tinkering.

I liked to think that I could help Herr Gutenberg. He had taken me in as an apprentice two years before, when I was a starving waif on the street. It was the least I could do to repay his kindness – no, better yet, his confidence.

Mostly, I performed menial tasks in the print room. I rose early to stoke the fire, sweep the floor and dampen the sheets of paper prior to his daily experiments with the printing press: a machine he’d had specially adapted from the wine presses in the region. This latest model consisted of a sturdy, upright wooden frame with a lever and screw that lowered a heavy plate on to an artfully arranged tray of type, which he slid beneath. The inked letters then transferred their message to the paper he inserted, sheet by sheet. We could print multiple copies of a text for as long as the type lasted. Books would no longer have to be copied laboriously by hand; we could print them with this machine. The invention, Herr Gutenberg believed, would change the world.

Sometimes he allowed me to mix the inks. This was a messy business that involved blending the soot from our lamps with varnish, with just a splash of urine added in for good measure (‘The secret ingredient,’ he said with a smile); but what I really enjoyed was composing type. This was my special task – a job reserved for my fingers alone.

For a few hours each day, while the workmen operated the press, I would sit at a low trestle table with hundreds of bits of metal type – a broken alphabet – in front of me. Piece by piece, I would string the letters together to form words, sentences and finally whole passages of text, always mirror images of the examples my Master set before me. Backwards writing, he called it. I excelled at it. Even better, I was learning to read.

So far, we had experimented with basic Latin primers for the law students who thronged the city, but my Master had recently set his sights on greater, bolder initiatives: Bibles. This was where the real money lay. There were always people hungry for the Word of God. All we needed was additional backing from our investors and a chance to prove that our books were every bit as beautiful and accurate as those produced by the most accomplished scribes.

Unbeknownst to my Master, I was also practising the art of printing on my own. Already, I had put my name on a little toolkit he had given me on my first anniversary: a soft leather pouch containing my picks, awls and chisels. One by one, I added the letters in my composing stick, and then punched them into the leather with the utmost care, gradually assuming my new identity: E-n-d-y-m-i-o-n S-p-r-i-n-g. The letters were a little crooked, but the name stuck.

I knew that my skill impressed him. Herr Gutenberg said that I had swift fingers, but an even swifter mind. I was growing into a fine apprentice. ‘A real printer’s devil,’ he said half-jokingly, dislodging my cap and mussing my hair.

I wanted to tell him that he was growing into a fine father, too, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. My voice, like everything else, had been taken from me at birth.
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At this moment the door downstairs blew open and I got up to shut it.


No sooner had I reached the top stair than I stopped. A figure had entered the house and was rapidly ascending the steps towards me. A gust of snow raged in behind him. I rushed back to rejoin my Master by the fire.

Within moments a bullish man had appeared on the threshold of the room. Red welts streaked his cheeks, where the frost had nipped him, and he breathed through flared nostrils. His eyes roamed round the workshop, knocking over tables and equipment, until they settled on my Master, who had looked up in surprise.

‘Fust,’ he said, recognizing the stranger. There was little warmth in his voice.

The intruder bit back a smile. ‘Gutenberg,’ he replied.

Fust noticed my look of disapproval.

‘And who is this urchin?’ he asked, flicking the snow from his shoulders and advancing towards the fire. A short, round-shouldered man, he was dressed in a heavy, fur-trimmed cloak with chains and medallions draped across his chest – a sure sign of his wealth. The boards creaked under his weight.

He brought a surge of cold air into the room and I shivered.

‘His name is Endymion,’ said my Master. ‘My apprentice.’

I glowed to hear those words, but Fust snorted derisively He tore off his gloves and slapped them on the table, making me flinch. Then he reached out and grasped my chin between his ring-encrusted fingers. Turning my face from left to right, he inspected me with hard, flinty eyes, which flashed in the firelight. He had thick, reddish-brown hair and a fox-coloured beard that divided at the base to form two distinct points.

‘Endymion, eh?’ He tasted my name, then spat it out. ‘What is he? A dreamer?’

My Master said nothing. He had often told me the legend of Endymion, the Greek shepherd boy who was loved by the moon and granted eternal youth. He said the name suited the way I gazed into the distance, dreaming of other things.

‘Johann, what are you doing?’ said Fust, finally letting me go. ‘Just look at him. He’s a runt! Too puny even to pick up a piece of type, let alone turn the screw. What use is he to you?’

I opened my mouth to protest, but no sound emerged.

‘And a mute, too,’ said Fust, amused, smothering me in a foul-smelling laugh. ‘Tell me, Johann. Where did you find him?’

I willed my Master not to answer. I didn’t want him mentioning the time I had reached for his purse in the crowded market-place, only to encounter a pouch full of type and a firm hand fettered round my wrist.

Luckily, he chose to ignore the insult.

‘I see you have an apprentice of your own,’ he said, glancing at the young man who had entered behind Fust. ‘Peter Schoeffer, if I’m not mistaken, back in Mainz at last.’

I turned to stare at the newcomer, who stood at the top of the stairs, ill at ease. Dressed in rags that were hardly suited to the weather, Peter inched closer to the hearth, trying to steal whatever warmth he could from the room.

A furtive look from Fust warned him to remain still.

My Master, noticing the young man’s discomfort, addressed him directly. ‘Tell me, Peter, where have you been?’

‘Never you mind,’ snapped Fust, but Peter had already opened his mouth to speak.

‘Paris,’ he mumbled, looking down at his soiled shoes. His leggings were patched with mud and holes gaped in his jacket. ‘The Library of St Victor.’

My Master’s eyes widened with approval. ‘The Library of St Victor! Why, move closer to the fire, boy, and tell me all about it! Is it as remarkable as they say?’

‘It’s wonderful,’ said Peter, his face brightening for the first time. ‘The library must contain a thousand volumes. I’ve read half the books in the world!’

Fust interrupted. ‘Peter, aren’t you forgetting something? In fact, why don’t you take this opportunity to fetch my things and get this’ – he eyed me up and down – ‘… boy… to help you? There’s no point delaying the purpose of our visit.’

He pressed a hand to my back and shoved me towards the stairs. I checked with my Master to make sure I was not needed, but he was staring at the lens in his fingers, apparently under the impression that the meeting could not be avoided.

‘Now then, let’s talk business,’ I heard Fust say as I followed Peter down the stairs.
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Snow had drifted against the side of the house, nearly obliterating the sledge Peter had dragged up to the door. White peaks crowned the surrounding roofs and reared against the neighbouring buildings like a frozen sea, spangling timbers and frosting shutters.


I started bundling the heavy, snow-caked blankets into my hands, wondering how long our guests were planning to stay – it looked like a long time – when Peter stopped me.

‘Not those,’ he grumbled. ‘This.’

With a flourish, he ripped off the remaining covers to reveal a monstrous chest buried beneath the mound of blankets. I stared at it, appalled. The casket seemed to suck the very night into it: it was laden with shadow. A chill wind whipped the loose snow round my legs and I hugged myself to keep warm.

‘Here, take that end,’ Peter bossed me, evidently in a hurry to return to the fireside, ‘and be careful not to drop it.’

I took the iron handle in both hands and attempted to lift it. It was extremely heavy. Fortunately Peter bore the brunt of the weight in his strong arms and slowly stopping every few steps, we managed to heave the chest into the house. The icy metal bit into my skin.

As we climbed the stairs, the light from the workshop began to pick out shapes from the sides of the box. Lumpy knobs revealed themselves as hideous beasts I had never seen before. Scaly monsters and frightening demons leered at me, as if from the pits of Hell. They had scabby cheeks and savage teeth and eyes like burnt umber. But it was only once we re-entered the room, half-kicking and half-sliding the chest across the floor, that I noticed the two snakes coiled tightly round the lid, their heads interlocked. Peter eyed them with obvious distrust, but I was fascinated. They seemed to draw me towards them.

‘I wouldn’t touch those if I were you,’ Fust advised me suddenly, catching my hands straying closer to the snakes. ‘They just might bite.’

My hands whipped back to my sides. Something about the way he said this made me believe him. Perhaps they were venomous? Fust was regarding me down the length of his nose, his dark eyes glinting. Obediently, I backed away.

Fust turned his attention to my Master, who was staring at the fire, as though the future were held in its flames. He seemed to have aged in the interval.

‘So, Gutenberg, what do you say?’

There was a heap of gold and silver next to the discarded lens on the table – more gulden than I had seen since the start of the year.

‘I fear,’ said my Master slowly, ‘I shall have to sleep on it.’

‘Pish! You know you cannot resist.’

‘Yes, but what you propose is –’

My Master paused, unable to come up with an appropriate word.

‘Perfectly reasonable,’ suggested Fust.

‘Preposterous,’ retorted my Master.

Fust spat with scorn. ‘Johann, you know not what you are saying! With your machine and my cunning, we can achieve… everything! There will be no end to our wealth or influence.’

‘Yes, but at what cost?’ asked my Master warily, rubbing his eyes and smearing a daub of ink across his face. ‘It is not exactly the kind of influence I was hoping for. I will have none of it.’

‘Come, where is the merciless desire that once fired your spirit?’

Fust surveyed the room. Surrounding the press were numerous benches and ink-splattered tables, covered with crucibles, iron frames and padded ink balls – the tools of our trade. Folded sheets of paper hung from the rafters like birds.

‘I have put those times behind me,’ said Herr Gutenberg moodily.

‘Nonsense! I can see that even now you’re engaged on some new enterprise.’ Fust patted the handle of the press like a pack animal. ‘What is it this time? Almanacs? Indulgences?’

Herr Gutenberg glanced up. ‘Well, I was thinking of printing a Bible,’ he said diffidently. ‘A huge and potentially lucrative undertaking.’

Fust spotted his opportunity. He snaked his way behind my Master and laid a jewelled hand on his shoulder.

‘Allow me, then, to fan the flames. Another 800 gulden, effective immediately, to help you launch this latest venture. Just think of what you’ll achieve. Wealth befitting a patrician of the city! Books impressed with your name throughout the Empire! You will be spoken of with awe and adulation for generations to come!’

‘And your demands?’ said my Master, tasting temptation. He looked up into the other man’s face like a captivated child.

‘Why, an interest in your business, of course,’ responded Fust, rubbing his hands together. ‘And a right to use your equipment, if and when I see fit.’

Once again his eyes landed on me, as though I were one more of my Master’s possessions. I squirmed.

‘And that chest?’ My Master nodded towards the wooden box, which lay hidden, but not forgotten, near the hearth. In the firelight, I could see the ugly faces jeering and scowling at me. Drops of melted snow, tinted red by the fire, glinted on the snakes’ fangs.

‘A special kind of paper, that is all,’ said Fust, ‘part of my own invention. As you say, it need not concern you. Peter, I am sure, will safeguard it in my absence.’

Peter and I exchanged looks.

‘In fact, he may as well assist you by learning the tricks of your trade.’

A downward curl to Peter’s lips suggested he was not altogether thrilled to have his services volunteered in this way. No doubt he had been looking forward to more salubrious accommodation at his Master’s house. He clenched his swollen fingers, as though gripping an imaginary sword.

‘So, Gutenberg, what do you say?’ said Fust, indicating the time had come for a decision.

My Master glanced at the heap of coins on the table and then at me. Wearily and with misgivings, he nodded.

‘Excellent!’ said the visitor. He spat on his palm and extended it towards my Master, who took it rather more hesitantly in his own.



They shook.


‘I shall get Helmasperger, the notary, to draft an agreement in the morning. Until then, I bid you farewell.’

Peter took a few steps to waylay him, but Fust was impatient to be off. ‘I am sure that Gutenberg will have some bread and beer for you,’ he snapped. After all, he is no longer quite the… pauper… he was.’

Peter appealed, but to no avail. Without another word, Fust swept out of the house, while my Master, overcome by sudden tiredness, asked me to see that our guest was fed and made to feel at home. There was not enough room in the dormitory upstairs, so Peter would have to make do, like me, by bedding down before the fire. Herr Gutenberg bade us both goodnight and retired to his private bedchamber, with the mound of gold stacked heavily in his hand.
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While I prepared my cot, Peter strutted around the workshop, picking up pieces of equipment from the surrounding benches and testing their weights in his hand. He then gave the handle of the press a forcible yank, scraping the flat wooden plate against its marble bed.


Finally, he contented himself with the mirrors along the walls. Muttering to himself, he paced back and forth like a peacock, admiring his reflection. He had a handsome face – penetrating brown eyes, thick brows and the makings of a beard. He obviously took pride in his appearance, for among the hand-copied books and writing instruments we carried in from the sledge were several pouches and horns full of ointment and dried herbs. He ran a finger across his teeth with a paste of powdered sage and pinched a few spots before settling down on a bed of blankets by the fire. Almost immediately, he was asleep.

I watched and waited and then, when I was certain he would not stir, padded lightly over to the chest and knelt beside it. The remaining firelight picked out yet more ghoulish shapes from its sides. Red shadows flickered over the two snakes, which courted and kissed, coming together in a seductive embrace.

Detecting a vague rustling movement inside the box, I placed my head closer to the lid. Something was alive within it! A soft sound, like a breeze, whispered in my ears.

Cautiously, I ran my fingers along the bumps and warts of wood until my hands collided with the snakes. My heart, a cannon of excitement, drowned out Fust’s previous warning and I coiled my fingers round the cool metal domes of their heads. Carefully, I tried to prise them apart – avoiding the fangs, which looked sharp enough to bite.



Nothing happened.


There were no catches or springs to release the locking mechanism. The lid was clamped shut. There was no way in.

All the same, I could hear the faint hissing sound inside, beckoning me closer.

The fire snapped suddenly beside me and I jumped.

The movement must have disturbed Peter, for he murmured in his sleep and reached out a slumbering hand to catch me… but it was the name ‘Christina’ on his lips and not mine, and he was quickly asleep again. His breathing deepened into a pig-like grunt.

Nevertheless, I could not risk incurring the wrath of Fust so soon. His presence seemed to linger in the house like a menacing shadow, a suspicion I couldn’t shake off. Remembering the strange way he had looked at me, as though I and not Herr Gutenberg were now the object of his quest, I returned to my cot and lay for some hours awake, my mind full of restless, moving thoughts.

What, I wondered, lay inside the chest?

Finally, the thief of sleep overtook me and, like the snow falling outside, dreams began to settle.
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St Jerome’s College, Oxford
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One

Blake glanced at his watch and let out a small, exasperated sigh. What was taking her so long? His mother had promised to be ready more than half an hour ago. He started drumming his fingers along the books in the college library. What should he do now?


He had already climbed the rolling ladders in the Mandeville Room and used the metal tracks along the shelves to propel himself from one bookcase to another. Then he had taken down the largest, heaviest volumes he could find and placed them on a desk near the window so he could look through them properly. The letters in the stone-coloured paper had reminded him of fossils and he’d run his fingers over the vertebrae of words for a while before closing the covers. Most of the books were written in languages he couldn’t understand and he’d given up trying.

Next, he’d spun the globe near the door and searched for a sign of his home town. He couldn’t find it anywhere. North America was just a featureless blob with a few rivers traversing its plains – like cracks in the varnish. Where the Great Lakes ought to be, the map-maker had planted a forest of tepees and drawn a solitary buffalo. This, he realized, was about as close to home as he would come for the next few months…

He sighed.

Leaving the room, he now tried to calculate the number of books in the library. There must be tens of thousands, he guessed, scanning the shelves around him: a lifetime’s reading stacked from floor to ceiling, extending in both directions.

He trailed his fingers along the spines, expelling little clouds of dust in the air as he walked.

Passing the office door with ‘PAULA RICHARDS, LIBRARIAN’ stencilled neatly on its white surface, Blake paused to listen. He could just make out the rise and fall of his mother’s voice on the other side. She wasn’t angry, just forceful – used to getting her own way.

A visiting academic in Oxford for one term, she spent most of her time in the Bodleian Library, one of the largest collections of books in the world, and needed someone to keep an eye on her two children. She was busy negotiating a new arrangement with the librarian, who was fast becoming their babysitter.

Blake checked his watch – thirty-six minutes – and sighed.

He tried walking backwards now, tapping the books in reverse order, to see if this would help pass the time.

A series of stern-looking portraits glared down at him from the walls. Like magicians, they were dressed in dark capes and had sharp, pointy beards. Elaborate ruffs, like squashed chrysanthemums, burst from their collars. The older men had jaded eyes and tortoise-like skin, but there were also a few pale-faced boys like himself. He glanced at their nameplates: Thomas Sternhold (1587–1608); Jeremiah Wood (1534–1609); Isaac Wilkes (1616–37); Lucius St Boniface de la Croix (1599–1666). Each man was holding a small book and pointing to a relevant passage with a forefinger, as though reminding future generations to remain studious and well-behaved.

Blake disregarded their frowns of disapproval and continued running his fingers along the books, rapping the spines with the back of his knuckles.

All of a sudden, he stopped.

One of the volumes had struck him back! Like a cat, it had taken a playful swipe at his fingers and ducked back into hiding. He whisked his hand away, as though stung.

He looked at his fingers, but couldn’t see anything unusual. They were smeared with dust, but there was no obvious mark or injury on his skin. Then he looked at the books to see which one had leaped out at him, but they all seemed pretty ordinary, too. Just row upon row of crumbly old volumes, like toy soldiers in leather uniforms standing to attention – except that one of them had tried to force its way into his hand.

He sucked on his finger thoughtfully. A thin trail of blood, like a paper cut, was forming where the book had nicked his knuckle.

All around him the library was sleeping in the hot, still afternoon. Shafts of sunlight hung in the air like dusty curtains and a clock ticked somewhere in the distance, a ponderous sound that seemed to slow down time. Small footsteps crept along the floorboards above. That was probably his sister, Duck, investigating upstairs. But no one else was around.

Only Mephistopheles, the college cat, a sinewy black shadow with claws as sharp as pins, was sunbathing on a strip of carpet near the window – and he only cared about one thing: himself.

As far as Blake could tell, he was entirely alone. Apart, that is, from whatever was lurking on the shelf.



Slowly, cautiously, he ran his fingers again along the books.


‘Blake!’ his mother hissed. Her face had appeared from the office doorway. She was checking up on him – as usual, just when he was on the point of disobeying her.

Paula Richards, the librarian, stood behind her, smiling amiably.

‘What did I tell you?’ his mother scolded him. ‘You’re not to touch the books. They’re fragile, rare and in some cases extremely valuable. Now pick up that book carefully and go find your sister. I won’t be much longer.’

Blake looked down, surprised. There, in front of him, face down on the floor, was an unremarkable brown leather volume he hadn’t noticed before. It seemed to be waiting for him to turn it over.

His mother apologized to the librarian. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Richards, but Blake’s not what you’d call a natural reader.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Dr Winters,’ said Paula Richards, happily. ‘I sometimes knock the books off the shelves myself.’

She winked at Blake and then pulled the door shut behind them, so he couldn’t overhear the rest of their discussion.

Blake liked Mrs Richards. She was a boisterous woman who loved books and, even more, loved talking about them. Her thick glasses clattered against the desk whenever she took them off, and through them, Blake could see the words on the pages she showed him swimming back and forth like legs in a pool. Some letters bulged and curved more than others, but what fascinated him even more were the little indentations in the paper – like footprints in snow. They reminded him of polar expeditions.

Mrs Richards made books seem magical, almost fun, whereas his mother turned them into work. She used them to test his reading comprehension and often quizzed him about his results at school.

He’d not done very well last year, it’s true; but she wouldn’t believe him when he said it was not from lack of trying. Things just didn’t make sense any more. It was as if the words started disintegrating the moment he looked at them. One minute they’d be sitting in a straight row like birds on a wire; the next, they’d take off like a flight of startled sparrows. He couldn’t pay attention.

It was hoped that a short break in Oxford, tutored by his mother, would give him a renewed focus. ‘A fresh perspective,’ his home-room teacher had said, as though the phrase encapsulated everything; but his mother had simply passed him on to other college officials who were also busy, and so he spent most of his time working on his own in the library or looking after his little sister. His mother was researching a new book and didn’t have time to be ‘disturbed’.

Blake bent down to pick up the volume that had fallen to the floor, but then stopped. A ripple of anxiety passed through him. Was this the book that had attacked his finger?

But that’s impossible, he thought. Books don’t do that. Besides, the cover of this book was chipped and cracked, scabbed like an old leather glove. It looked perfectly harmless. He shook his head. He was just being silly.

Quickly, before he could change his mind, he reached down and scooped up the volume. Then something else happened: the book realigned itself in his fingers – just slightly. The movement was barely noticeable, yet Blake was certain he had felt it. The book sat in his hand, a perfect fit, as though that was exactly where it belonged.

His heart skipped a beat.

Looking closely, he could see that two small clasps, once holding the book together, had broken and the strips of leather hung down like unfastened watchstraps. A silver prong, like a snake’s tooth, dangled from one of the bands. Obviously, it was this metal fang that had pricked his finger. His knuckle throbbed with the memory and he sucked on the wound, where another bead of blood was forming.

There was writing on the cover, too, but this had faded so that the title was barely visible. The words were as delicate as the strands of a spiderweb, and he blew on them softly to remove a fine layer of dust. A name or title, pressed into the leather in unusual rounded letters, appeared before his eyes:



ENDYMION SPRING

He opened the book.


His fingers were jittery, but even so the pages flickered of their own accord – as though an invisible hand had reached across time or space and was searching for the best place to begin.

He held his breath, amazed.

Some of the pages were stuck together, joined at the edges, unopened, while others unfolded like maps without obvious destinations. They reminded him of the origami birds he had once seen a Japanese lady making on television. There were no lines on the paper, unlike a notebook, and no sections to write in, unlike a diary; and yet there were no printed pages, so far as he could see, so it couldn’t be a regular novel either. It was as if he had discovered a completely blank book. But what was a book without words doing in a library?

A faint tingling sensation, like the suggestion of a breeze, tickled his fingertips and he moved closer to the window to inspect the book more thoroughly. He thought he could detect minute ridges glowing inside the paper, as though the sun were shining through it, communicating something; but when he held the pages up to the light, hoping to find a secret message encoded inside, he couldn’t see anything. The pages were like thin, frosty panes of glass. Unreadable.

Disappointed, he walked back to the shelf, stroking the paper absentmindedly. It felt softer than anything he had touched before. Like snowflakes before they melt, he thought – or, or, or what precisely? It was an elusive feeling, a sensation he couldn’t quite grasp. Yet once he had opened the book, he didn’t want to let go. It had cast its spell on him.

Obviously, this wasn’t an ordinary book at all!

‘What are you looking at?’

Duck had surprised him by sneaking down from the gallery upstairs. She clung, monkey-like, to the edge of a bookcase and studied him with a curious expression.

‘Nothing,’ he said, and abruptly turned his back so she couldn’t see.

‘You’re lying.’

‘I told you, it’s nothing.’

‘Since when do you like reading?’

‘I don’t, so go away’

Duck rummaged through some of the other books on the shelf. She selected a few of the fatter volumes and took them to a desk, where she skimmed through them. ‘Typography?’ she asked, wrinkling her nose. ‘Since when have you been interested in that?’

She showed him the frontispiece of the first book she had chosen: De Ortu et Progressu Artis Typographicae. An illustration beneath the title portrayed a group of men in a vaulted chamber full of heavy machinery and sloping desks. They were printing books.

‘I’m not,’ he said. ‘This book’s different. It was just in the wrong section, that’s all.’

‘What’s it about?’

He ignored her and continued leafing through the volume. It’s as if I’m the first person to have discovered it, he thought; or else it’s the first book to have discovered me…

But that was impossible! Mrs Richards must have looked through it when she catalogued it. He flipped through the volume for an index card or something to identify it, but there was nothing inside. Nor was there a label on the spine, where the librarian sometimes placed a number so that students could sign out books from the library. There didn’t seem to be any record of this book at all. It was as though it didn’t exist.

For a moment he considered slipping it inside his knapsack. Would it be stealing, he wondered, to keep a book that no one knew existed? It doesn’t even have any words in it, so it can’t be of much use, he thought. Or could it? Perhaps he could sign it out – but then he’d have to ask Mrs Richards for a call number, and how could he justify wanting to read a blank book?

He decided to put the volume back on the shelf. He’d had enough mystery for one day.

Then, just as he was about to close the covers, he noticed some words etched on the paper in front of him, in the very centre of the book. He had not even turned to the page. It just lay open there.

Where had they come from?

The name he had seen on the cover was repeated, but this time within a series of lines – or what looked like verses. They were written in such minuscule letters as to be almost invisible. Like the book, they appeared to make no sense.

He whispered the words to himself.

‘What did you say?’

Duck again.

‘Nothing. Mind your own business.’

‘Well, it sounded weird to me. What book is that anyway?’

She got up to take a closer look.

Blocking her with his shoulder, Blake recited the words in an even softer voice, so she could not overhear:



[image: image]

Blake scratched his brow, confused. The sun might refer to the lines he had seen in the paper, and the last sentence seemed to confuse two similar sounding words, but who – or what – was Endymion Spring? And how could anyone read a blank book?


Obviously, he wasn’t smart enough to figure it out, since he couldn’t make head or tail of the poem, let alone the book’s mysterious contents.

‘Can I see it?’ said Duck again.

‘No, go away’

‘Well, from here it looks like a blank book.’

‘That’s because there’s nothing in it,’ he said automatically and then stopped, surprised she couldn’t make out any of the words in front of him.

‘Show me!’ she insisted.

‘No, don’t touch it,’ he said firmly, holding it away from her fingers. ‘It’s rare or valuable… or something’

He glanced at her. As usual, she was wearing the bright yellow raincoat with the orange hood that she had been wearing since the Day of the Big Argument. That was the day their parents had been arguing so much that they had ended up crying. Duck had gone to her room to fetch her favourite raincoat and had startled them all when she got back. ‘It’s to protect me from your tears,’ she’d said in a squeaky voice that was trying to sound like an adult’s, but sounded so childish instead. Everyone had burst out laughing then – even Duck eventually – and there had been tears of laughter in their eyes, instead of pain.

And for a time that had done the trick. Their parents had been happier, if only for a while.

But since that day Duck had gone on wearing the coat, unwilling to take it off in case it undid the magic. Yet the effect, Blake knew, was rapidly wearing off. It had faded so much, in fact, that it was almost gone. That was partly why they were here in Oxford, when their dad was on the other side of the Atlantic.

He looked at her again. She seemed unhappy.

‘It’s nothing,’ he said more gently. It’s just an empty book.’

He let her hold it for a moment, then returned it to the shelf, where it disappeared between two
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