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❧


Some things are taken so carefully you don't know they're gone.

Casimir Pryce picks up his favourite book one Tuesday morning and feels absolutely nothing. The words are there. He understands them perfectly. But the story, the warmth, the world of it, the feeling of being inside something true, is simply absent. Like a colour removed from his vision.

He is not ill. He is not tired. Something has been taken from him while he slept.

When a suspicious new boy named Orion reveals that thirty-one children at Cas's school have had their imaginations quietly harvested by something ancient and hungry, the trail leads to the most beloved person in the building, and to a section of the Library Between Worlds that no Storykeeper has ever entered: the Chamber of First Stories, where every human being's capacity for imagination is held as a single, irreplaceable thread of light.

The third book in The Storykeeper Chronicles is a mystery, a heist, and a love letter to everyone who has ever loved a story so much that losing it would feel like losing themselves.
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❧

The most frightening morning of Casimir Pryce's life began with a book he had read eleven times.

Not eleven times in a vague, I-have-read-this-book-repeatedly kind of way. Eleven times with specific knowledge of the count, because Cas had kept a reading journal since he was seven and in the journal, in the column marked re-reads, the number was eleven. The book was old and the spine had been reinforced with brown parcel tape by his mother, who was a librarian and understood the necessity of keeping things alive, and it had a dog-ear on page forty-four from the second reading that he had never managed to remove because it seemed wrong to undo the evidence of a previous self's enthusiasm.

He picked it up at half past six on a Tuesday morning in September, which was his reading time, before school and before his parents were about and before the day had made any demands of him, and he opened it to the first page and he read.

He read the first paragraph.

He turned to the second.

He read to the bottom of the page and looked up.

Nothing.

He looked back down at the page. The words were there. He could see them perfectly well. He had, at various points in his eleven readings of this book, known these opening pages well enough to quote them at length, had felt them settle into him with the specific warmth of a story you know is about to become extraordinary, had felt on page one the unmistakable sense of a world opening up to receive you. The words were exactly the same words they had always been. They were in the same order, printed in the same typeface on the same slightly yellowed pages with the same smell of old paper and his mother's reinforced spine.

But they were just words.

He read the page again. He read it slowly, the way you read something you've not understood, giving each sentence its full attention. He understood the sentences. He understood what they meant. He could have summarised the first page to you accurately and in detail. But the thing that had happened on the previous eleven readings, the thing that he had never had a word for but had always simply assumed was what reading was, the feeling of being taken somewhere, of becoming slightly someone else, of the story arriving in him rather than him processing it, that was not happening.

He sat on the edge of his bed with his book and felt, for the first time, the particular fear of finding an absence where a presence should be.

He tried the second chapter. He tried the middle, the part with the tollbooth, which had made him laugh on three different readings across five years. He read the tollbooth scene with full attention and he did not laugh and he did not feel even the distant relative of laughter.

He closed the book.

He put it on his bedside table and looked at it.

He picked up a different book, one he was in the middle of, a new one he had been enormously excited about since buying it three weeks ago and had been rationing carefully to make it last. He opened to where his bookmark was. He read three pages. He put it down.

He tried a short story collection from the shelf, one he knew almost by heart. He tried a novel he had loved the year before. He tried a slim book of poems that had been given to him by his English teacher with the specific comment that she thought he would understand it, which he had, on every previous reading.

Nothing. None of them.

He sat on the edge of his bed in the September morning and he thought: something is wrong.

He thought: something is wrong with me.

He also thought: do not panic, because panicking about the loss of the most important thing in your life is an inefficient response to the loss of the most important thing in your life, and efficiency is sometimes the only thing you have.

Casimir Pryce was thirteen years old and he had been a reader his entire life in the way that some people are readers before they are anything else: not because he had been made to, not because there was nothing else to do, but because stories were the medium through which he most clearly understood everything, including himself. He was not a boy who struggled to make friends, not unhappy at school, not using books as a retreat from a difficult life. He used books the way a musician uses music: not as escape but as the sharpest available instrument for making sense of experience.

Without them, he thought, sitting on the edge of his bed in the September morning, he was going to be somewhat less than himself.

He went to school.

This was the thing he had not anticipated: that the loss would be visible to no one. He walked the three streets to Greywick Comprehensive in the same grey morning as always, his bag on his back, his thoughts very loud and his face giving nothing away. He passed the newsagent and the park and the cut-through by the church and arrived at the school gate at eight fifteen, which was his usual time, and nothing in his appearance suggested to anyone that the core of something very important had gone out.

Ffion Rhys was at the gate.

Ffion was his best friend and had been since the second year of primary school when they had been put next to each other in a class about Roman history and Ffion had drawn a detailed and technically excellent portrait of Julius Caesar on her exercise book cover while the teacher was talking, and Cas had looked at it and said: that's very good, and she had said: I know, and they had been friends since. She did not read, particularly, but she drew everything she saw with the specific quality of someone for whom seeing was a very serious occupation, and Cas had always respected this as a different kind of reading.

She looked at him now the way she always looked at him: directly and without preamble.

"You look terrible," she said.

"Thank you," said Cas.

"What happened?"

He thought about how to say it. He had been thinking about this on the walk over. There was no version of the sentence that did not sound, in the ears of a non-reader, relatively minor. He could say: I picked up a book and felt nothing, but to someone for whom books produced very little feeling in the best of circumstances this would not communicate the enormity of the thing. He could try to explain the specific quality of what had been taken but he did not have the vocabulary for the specific quality of what had been taken because it was not a thing that had ever required vocabulary before; it had simply been present.

"I couldn't read this morning," he said.

Ffion looked at him.

"As in, the words didn't make sense?" she said, with the focused curiosity she brought to anything that seemed structurally unusual.

"As in, the words made perfect sense and meant nothing," said Cas. "The sense was there. The meaning wasn't."

A pause. Ffion processed this with the seriousness she gave to things she didn't fully understand but could tell were important.

"Can you see properly?" she said.

"My vision is fine."

"Can you understand speech?"

"Obviously, Ffion."

"I'm ruling things out," she said, with dignity. "Have you eaten?"

"I had toast."

"Is it a headache? Are you tired?"

"Neither."

She looked at him with the expression she wore when she was drawing something from an unusual angle: working out the structure.

"When did it start?"

"This morning," he said. "Six-thirty."

"Before six-thirty was normal?"

"Completely normal." He had read two chapters of his rationed book the night before, in bed, and felt everything he was supposed to feel, and had put it down with the specific satisfaction of someone saving the best part. That was twelve hours ago. "Whatever this is," he said, "it started overnight."

Ffion considered this for a moment.

"Let's see what it's like by the end of the day," she said, in the tone of someone who is deeply uncertain but has decided that practical management is the appropriate response to deep uncertainty. "Maybe it's a brain thing. You might be coming down with something."

"I don't feel ill," said Cas. "I feel completely well and completely wrong."

This distinction was the one he came back to all day. He sat through three lessons and a free period and lunch and two more lessons and he was, by any observable measure, entirely fine. He took notes and answered questions and ate his lunch and had a conversation about a television programme with a boy in his science class. From the outside he was a normal thirteen-year-old having a normal Tuesday.

From the inside he was a person standing in a room where every piece of furniture had been removed, looking at the walls and the floor and the ceiling that were all exactly as they had always been, and understanding that the room itself was fine, but the room was empty, and the empty room was the shape of everything that mattered.

He went to the school library at lunch.

This was a reflex. The school library was where he went when things were difficult or when things were good or when nothing in particular was happening and he needed somewhere to be. It was, like all school libraries, imperfect: underfunded, squeezed between the maths corridor and the year-eight lockers, full of books that had been acquired in irregular bursts across several decades and shelved without much logic. But it was his, or felt like his, in the way that people feel ownership over a place they have spent a great deal of time.

He took a book from the shelf at random.

He read the first page.

Nothing.

He stood in the school library holding a book he had never read and feeling none of the anticipatory warmth of a new story, and he thought: it is not just the books I know. It is all of them. Whatever this is, it is not specific to a book or a mood or a moment.

He put the book back.

He looked up.

At the library's far end, behind her desk, Miss Aldwyn was watching him.

She always watched. This was not new: she was a watching kind of person, attentive and warm, noticing the books people chose, noticing the expressions of readers reading, with the benevolent interest of someone who loved the activity she oversaw. She had been the school librarian for longer than anyone on the staff had been at the school, and she was beloved in the specific way of people who are so consistently, genuinely kind that it becomes the defining fact of their existence.

She smiled at him.

He smiled back.

He went back to his table and sat down and looked at the book in front of him and thought: something is wrong with me.

He did not yet think: something is wrong here.

That thought would come. But not today. Today was only the first day of the most frightening thing that had ever happened to Casimir Pryce, and the most frightening things always begin quietly.

❧

CHAPTER 2
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Chapter 2: Miss Aldwyn's Library
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❧

The school library had been Miss Aldwyn's for thirty-one years.

This was the number on the plaque in the library's entrance, which had been put there by the parent-teacher association on her thirtieth anniversary and which read: IN APPRECIATION OF MISS ALDWYN, SCHOOL LIBRARIAN, 30 YEARS OF SERVICE. The plaque had been there for a year and nobody had updated the thirty to thirty-one, which Cas had always found slightly deflating on her behalf.

What the plaque did not record, and what was harder to put on a plaque, was the particular quality of Miss Aldwyn's thirty-one years. She had arrived at Greywick Comprehensive the year before Cas's mother had been a pupil there, which made her the oldest continuous presence in the school, older than the head teacher and older than the deputy head and older than the maths teacher who everybody considered ancient because he remembered the school before the science block was built. She had weathered five head teachers and three major refurbishments and the year the roof of the science corridor developed a leak that took three terms to fix. The library had been expanded twice and the collection had tripled under her tenure, through a combination of fundraising she ran herself and a network of donations from former pupils who remembered, across the years, what the library had meant to them.

She was small and had very white hair and wore cardigans in colours that suggested she had given the matter of colour considerable thought. She had the sort of face that was genuinely difficult to age: not young, not old, simply present in a way that did not reference time particularly. She knew the name of every pupil who used the library and their reading preferences and the books they had taken out and whether they had liked them, not from the database but from the conversations she had with them, which were always brief and always accurate.

Cas had been coming to this library since his first week at Greywick Comprehensive and Miss Aldwyn had said to him, on that first visit, after watching him spend forty minutes working his way along the shelves: you are the kind of reader who needs a challenge. He had said: what do you mean? She had said: you have already read more than most people in this room will read this year. The books you are looking at are too easy for you. He had been slightly offended and then realised she was correct. She had recommended three books. He had loved all three. He had trusted her recommendations since.

On Wednesday, the day after the blank page, he went to the library again.

He went with the specific intention of observing.

This was something he had decided in the night, lying in the dark with the failure of the blank page sitting heavily on him: he was going to observe the library and its librarian with the specific attention he usually gave to books, because the
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