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            IN WHICH I ALMOST DESTROY A LIBRARY BOOK AND MY DIGNITY IN ONE FELL SWOOP

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t barf in the book. Don’t barf in the book.

      Saliva floods my mouth. My heart pounds. Clammy hands slip on the plastic slipcover of the book I hold in front of me as I try to focus my sparkling vision on the words. Something’s wrong. But I need to find . . . I can’t just—

      Oh, shit. Something sour comes up the back of my throat. I slam the book shut and shove it back onto the shelf, leaving it sticking out a little so I can easily find it again. The noise alerts the cute boy who’s perusing the DVD section. Damn it. Am I really going to puke in front of him?

      Nope. No way. My legs shake as I turn away and rush for the bathroom. I’d rather go home, but it’s a ten-minute walk, and besides, I’m not sure if I’d make it. It’s dark out there, and if I pass out (which feels probable at this point), I might lie there for hours before someone finds me.

      I absolutely hate public bathrooms, but I’m kind of beyond caring. I slam my hand on the door, push it open, and almost gag as the scent of stale lemon cleaner hits my sinuses. For some reason, all I can think about is that cute guy. I wonder if he watched me come in here. God, I hope he doesn’t think I have diarrhea or something.

      Not that what comes out of me is any less gross. I barely make it to the stall before my stomach shoots my last meal out of me with what feels like the force of a t-shirt cannon. Some of it actually hits the wall behind the toilet, and if I weren’t feeling like I’m about to die, I might actually be impressed. Fumbling for the stall door, I manage to push it closed, just as another heave redecorates the wall.

      Like I said, I hate public bathrooms, so I’m a little surprised when I come out of some sort of nausea-induced daze and find myself leaning against the stall, my head pressed against the cool metal. With a shudder, I straighten up and look down at the toilet. Damn, I have terrible aim. The stall is a mess. There’s even splatter on my shoes. But at least I don’t feel like I’m about to pass out, face first, in the bowl.

      How long have I been in here? I wonder. I reach for my phone, only to realize my bag isn’t on my shoulder. My heart screams into my throat, and I feel like I might be about to throw up again. But then I remember. I left my bag on the table near the shelf where I was standing to look through the books.

      The stall door squeals as I pull it open and step out. I need to wash my hands, get my bag, and get out of here. But . . . I still need a book. Damn it. Perfect timing, stomach. Of course this has to happen today.

      I step toward the sink, but startle and freeze as I register the figure out of the corner of my eye. It’s the cute guy. Of course it is. I whip my head toward the mirror to check my appearance. Pale and sweaty. Great.

      “You okay?” the guy asks.

      I shake my head and force myself to walk to the sink to wash my hands. They feel filthy. It’s probably all in my head, but—

      “You don’t look like you should be at a library.”

      “Excuse me?” I say, turning to him in disbelief. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He blanches a little. “Just . . . you look kind of sick.”

      “Oh.”

      “You are kind of sick,” he mutters as he peers into the stall through the open door. Shit. I forgot to flush. Not that it would make any difference to the wall.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to be in here,” I say, turning back to the sink and turning on the water full blast. I use three pumps of soap and try to lather it up, but that just makes my hands feel slippery rather than clean.

      “Why not?” He has to raise his voice to be heard over the hiss of water.

      “You’re a guy.”

      “It’s a unisex bathroom,” he says. “The library switched them over last year.” He falls silent for a few moments, and I finish washing the floral-scented slime from my fingers. When I turn off the water, the silence seems to wallop my ears. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine. I got it out of my system.”

      He grunts in amusement. “I see that.”

      Maybe he’s not cute so much as annoying. I dry my hands with a paper towel, then give my front a quick once-over. There are a few flecks of puke on my shoes, but my jeans seem to have been spared. I toss the crumpled paper towel in the garbage and edge past the guy, who’s still just standing there.

      “What are you? Some kind of bathroom pervert? Move.”

      He skitters out of the way, and I yank open the door. My hand immediately feels gross again. Damn public bathrooms. But the thought is driven away almost instantly, replaced by a more pressing concern.

      “What the hell?” I whisper, blinking into the darkness. “How long was I in there?”

      The library is dark. Not dark like the power’s out—the lights are still on in the bathroom, after all—but dark like the librarians have shut everything up and gone home. I can see a few tiny lights flickering in the darkness (computers or surge protectors, probably), and there’s a faint glow coming in the windows from the streetlights outside.

      “Closing time?” a voice says behind my right shoulder. I shake my head and edge sideways so the guy can get out of the bathroom. As soon as the door closes, leaving nothing but a thin line of light at the bottom, we’re plunged into an eerie darkness.

      “Wasn’t there a warning?”

      “Not that I heard.” His shadowy form moves a little, and then a bright, bluish light illuminates the space in front of us. “Nice.”

      “Did they lock us in?”

      “No idea. Locks usually undo from the inside, though, so we should be able to get out.” He takes the light with him as he steps away from me. I scurry after him, carefully, hoping the floor doesn’t have any weird lips or transitions that could trip me up. He walks over to the first set of glass doors—which are usually left propped open—and peers into the vestibule. The outer set of glass doors throws our ghostly reflections back at us.

      “I need to get my bag,” I say. “Could you aim the light over there?”

      “Over where?” He turns around, and the glow from his phone hits me in the eyes. Squinting, I turn away.

      “The teen section.”

      He snorts and starts to walk. “Looking for a vampire romance, were you?”

      “No,” I snap, which makes the lie all too obvious.

      “Hey, I’m not judging.”

      “Sounds like you were.”

      “As long as they drink human blood and don’t sparkle, it’s fine by me.”

      “Oh, gee. I’m so glad I have your permission. And if you must know,” I say, spotting my bag on the table in a puddle of blue illumination, “I’m only reading that crap for a class.”

      “Your teacher assigns young adult paranormal romances?”

      “No. She assigned us to write a story in our least-favourite genre. I was just looking for inspiration.” I grab my bag and slip the strap over my shoulder before plunging my hand inside. My whole body shudders with relief when my fingers find the phone within. Thank goodness.

      The guy swings his phone away from me and aims it at the circulation desk. There’s nobody there. I pull out my phone and check the time.

      “I thought the library was open until nine,” I say.

      “It’s supposed to be.”

      “It’s only seven-thirty. Where is everyone?”

      “Maybe they got sick and had to go find a place to puke.”

      “What’s wrong with the bathroom?”

      “You were in it.”

      “There are three stalls in there,” I say, giving him a dirty look that I know he won’t be able to see. “And it’s one of two bathrooms.” He turns back around with his light, and I quickly school my features into a neutral expression.

      “I don’t know, then. But we should probably go, too. I don’t want to get blamed for that mess in the crapper.”

      “Shut up,” I say. That just makes him laugh. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. I guess I’m just not letting the stress of the situation get to me the same way you are.”

      I turn on my phone’s light and shine it directly in his eyes. He closes them quickly and turns away. “Are you done being a prick?” I ask.

      “I wasn’t aware I was being one.”

      “Well, you are.” I tilt the phone away from his face and head for the doors. I hear him follow, but I pretend I don’t.

      “Come on. You have to admit, this whole situation is pretty ridiculous. Who gets locked in a library?”

      “We do, apparently,” I mutter.

      “Yeah, so it’ll be a funny story to tell later.” He’s quiet for a few moments as he walks behind me. But then I hear him take in a breath to speak again. “I’m Lincoln, by the way.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “And you are?”

      “On my way home.”

      “Weird name.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      “It’s just that, when I tell this story later, I don’t want to have to refer to you as Puke Girl. So—”

      “Don’t you dare.” I sigh. “Fine. It’s Sadie.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “Nice. Old school.”

      “I’m named after one of my great-grandmothers. Now, are you done being an asshole, or—” My breath catches in my throat as I peer out the glass doors. Quickly, I turn off the phone’s light and grip the device in both hands. Lincoln turns off his light, too, and then we can see through the glass clearly without having to look through our reflections. He steps up beside me, so close to the glass that his breath fogs it a little.

      “Holy shit,” he whispers. “What is that?”
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      Yeah, it’s early March. But it wasn’t that cold when I came in here. I’m just wearing a lightweight jacket. I didn’t even bring a hat. So the sight outside makes zero sense, given the weather of just a couple of hours ago.

      “Was it supposed to snow?” Lincoln asks.

      “Not that I know of.” I squint my eyes to try to see better. “I think that’s the least of our problems.”

      “No kidding.” He backs up a step and shakes his head. “Is that some sort of lightning?”

      “Since when is lightning green? Looks more like an aurora to me.” I watch the colours shift and swirl as they coalesce over the Italian restaurant across the street. Which is also dark. And I know for a fact that it should still be open because my parents took me there for my birthday dinner just a few weeks ago.

      “Auroras don’t produce snow,” Lincoln annoyingly points out.

      “Maybe they do now.”

      He snorts. “What? You think it’s climate change?”

      “What’s your explanation?”

      “Not that.”

      “Don’t believe in it?”

      He sighs. “I think there’s a lot more to it than the superficial agendas the media pushes on us. In any case,” he says before I can retort, “I’m pretty sure that changes in carbon concentrations and temperature fluctuations don’t cause electric, green snowstorms.” As if to emphasize his point, a gust of wind swirls a column of icy flakes against the outer doors. We can hear the sound even from where we’re standing.

      I turn away and look down at my phone. I try to bring up a browser, but then I notice I don’t have any sort of internet connection. Zero bars. I’m holding a very expensive clock. “Great.”

      “What?”

      “No phone service.”

      “Really?” He taps at his phone, and the light from the screen illuminates his frown. “Huh.”

      “You don’t think this is weird?” My voice shakes. He looks up quickly and shakes his head.

      “Relax. It’s just a storm. It’ll pass, and then we can go home.”

      “I’m not staying here with you.”

      He gives me a skeptical look that’s emphasized by the shadows on his face. “Really? You’re going to go out in that?”

      “Maybe.”

      “It’s your funeral.”

      “I thought you said it was just a storm.”

      “Yeah, with some sort of green electricity running through it. I wouldn’t go out in the middle of a regular lightning storm, either. I’m not that stupid.”

      “And I am?”

      “I don’t know. Are you?”

      “Fuck,” I say before turning and storming back to the teen section, my phone held in front of me like a flashlight. I’m so over all of this. If I didn’t have to write this stupid story—sorry, novelette—I’d probably be at home right now, watching this weird weather from the safety of my bedroom window. Grabbing the book I was looking at earlier, I let out a disgusted grunt and shove the stupid thing in my bag. The library’s alarm might go off when I try to leave, but if the idiot librarians are going to lock their clients in, they can—

      “Sadie?”

      “What?” I snap, whirling around to face him. “Want to take another jab at my reading tastes?”

      “Not if you’re going to yell at me.”

      “I’m not yelling.”

      “You’re getting close.”

      “Maybe if you weren’t such an insufferable assho—”

      “Hey. Whoa.” He holds up his hands, one of which is still clutching his phone. “We just met. You don’t even know me.”

      “I know enough.”

      “Yeah? So why am I in here?”

      “How should I know? Maybe you’re looking for porn.”

      He snorts. “Since when do libraries have porn? What’s the Dewey Decimal number for that?”

      “Shut up. I mean on the computer.”

      “You think they don’t have that blocked?”

      “How would I know? I’ve never looked it up.”

      “Neither have I.”

      “Right.”

      He shakes his head and walks over to plunk himself down in one of the chairs near the end of the shelf where I’m standing. The light disappears as he turns off his phone and slips it into his pocket, and then all I can see of his form is a shadowy blob.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Do you want to stand there for hours? We don’t know how long that storm is going to be blowing, so—”

      “I’m not staying here.”

      “Suit yourself.” His shadow seems to elongate as he stretches out his legs. “See you.”

      “Asshole,” I mutter under my breath. I aim my phone toward the doors and make my way over there. The first lock is easy enough. It’s just a simple latch I need to turn. “Lock up after I leave, will you?”

      “Who’s going to break in?”

      “Just do it.” I let the glass door close behind me and shine the light on the second set of doors. The lock isn’t as obvious; there’s no latch. There’s a keyhole on the inside, but that doesn’t make a lot of sense (unless you’re wanting to lock yourself in, which seems like a pretty pointless thing to do). I search the edges of the door, hoping to find something, but not spotting anything obvious. On the other side of the glass, the storm seems to have intensified. It’s also a lot larger. In fact, it almost looks like it’s surrounding the library; from where I’m standing, I can see the swirling clouds of snow, illuminated by ribbons of green, curving around us and out of view. The parking lot (which is completely empty) is already covered in a few inches of white powder. And I can barely see the buildings across the street. It takes a moment before I realize why: The streetlights have gone out.

      I’m about to open one of the interior doors and ask Lincoln if the power is still on inside when a bit of movement catches my eye. It’s over by the book-return chute. For a moment, I think it’s something with wings, like a bat. Or a demon. Honestly, I’m so weirded out that I wouldn’t be surprised if I start seeing things that don’t actually exist. Taking a few deep breaths to calm my pounding heart, I edge sideways, trying to get a better view. Whatever it is, it’s on the other side of the glass, so I’m fairly safe.

      I hope.

      The winged thing turns out to be a book. Some lazy person couldn’t even be bothered to pull open the chute’s door, so they just left it on the ground. In the middle of a snowstorm. That book is toast. It’s lying open, splayed with shamelessness as it lets the wind play with its pages. One page in particular seems to bear the brunt of the gale, and it appears to stand up straight for a moment, caught between opposing gusts as snowflakes pock its surface.

      I don’t know why I’m staring at the stupid book. Maybe it’s because I really don’t want to go out there. Not that I could, since I still haven’t figured out how to unlock the doors. Cold air is leaking between them, and I shiver as I stash my phone in my pocket so I can pull the zipper on my jacket higher. I’m still watching that page when a rip appears in the paper. My heart surges. I mean, I know it’s just a book, but . . . it’s a book. Tearing pages out of one is just wrong. (Unless it’s some stupid vampire romance. If that’s the case, maybe I’ll give the wind a pass.)

      A few moments later, the page tears away completely and goes soaring out into the night like a pale ghost. It’s almost as if those green ribbons of electricity are sucking it in. Maybe the storm’s a voracious reader, I think, my lips twisting in a wry smirk. But my amusement doesn’t last long as I see a tendril of green reach out toward the page and seem to slap it. There’s a flash of green, and something rather large tumbles from the sky.

      “Lincoln!” I scream. “What the hell is going on?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            IN WHICH THINGS START TO GET VERY, VERY WEIRD AT THE LIBRARY

          

        

      

    

    
      “What?” Lincoln shouts as he opens the inner door and practically tumbles into the vestibule. “What’s wrong?”

      “What is that?” My voice is too loud. My pointing finger shakes. I can’t seem to blink.

      He stares for a moment, then turns to me. “Um . . . that’s a person, Sadie. Some idiot out in a storm.”

      “No, it’s not,” I say.

      “Looks like a person to me.”

      I shake my head and turn back to the figure standing out in the swirling, green-tinged snow. The person looks just as bewildered as I feel. “They just . . .”

      “What?”

      “Appeared.”

      “Appeared?” His voice drips with skepticism.

      “Yes, appeared. See that book?” I ask, pointing at it. It’s still open, pages thrashing wildly in the wind.

      “Yeah.”

      “One of the pages got torn out by the storm. It went flying, and then . . .”

      “What?”

      I wave my hand at the figure.

      He snorts. “I think whatever made you puke is affecting your brain.” With a shake of his head, he peers at the person, who’s just sort of standing there, a dark shadow gazing at the swirling green storm. “We should invite them in.”

      “How do you propose getting the door open? I couldn’t find a lock.”

      He reaches past me and pushes on the handle. A hiss of suction later, a flurry of snowflakes is pulled into the vestibule with us. “Just open it.”

      “How was I supposed to know that?” I snap. “Why would the librarians lock every door but that one?”

      He’s not even listening to me. The freezing air is almost unbearable, but he takes a step outside, holding the door open with one hand. “Hey!” The person turns. I still can’t really make out any features. They’re just a vague shape, lit from behind by the green glow. “Come inside before you freeze to death!”

      The person doesn’t need to be told twice. They hurry toward us, and when they’re just a few steps away from the door, I can make out that it’s a woman. Lincoln puts his hand on her arm and guides her inside before pulling the door closed. The vestibule is a little crowded with three people . . . especially since the woman is wearing this historical costume with a rather large skirt.

      “My thanks,” she says. Her voice carries a distinct English accent. She pulls her shawl more tightly around her shoulders, staring at me the whole time. I look down at myself, wondering if maybe I missed some puke splatter.

      “What were you doing out there?” Lincoln asks. “Not a great night for a walk.”

      “It is quite a storm.” The woman peers out through the glass. But then her gaze travels to the door itself, to the sleek metal handles and the plastic safety decals at around eye level. My gaze travels over to the book that’s still flapping away in the wind.

      “Lincoln,” I whisper. “What book is that?”

      “Huh? What book?”

      “The one outside.”

      “How should I know? Does it matter?”

      “It might.”

      He snorts. “I doubt it.”

      His sureness irks me, and I turn to the woman. “I’m Sadie,” I say. “And you are?”

      “Jane Elliott,” she says after a moment of hesitation. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “Uh-huh. And why were you out there in that storm?”

      Her expression becomes troubled. Her hair—which seems to have been braided and pinned up at one point—is dishevelled; limp strands hang into her eyes. She looks like a lost waif. I have a feeling she is. “I was travelling,” she says, her gaze sweeping over me once more. “On the moor. There were no structures that I could see. In one moment, I was walking over rough, stony ground. In the next, I was surrounded by the storm.”

      “What storm?” Lincoln asks.

      “That storm.” She turns and gestures. “It is a strange one, is it not? I have never seen lightning in such a colour.”

      Lincoln turns to me with a quizzical look, and I realize that I can see it. The green ribbons have intensified and are bathing the whole scene in an eerie glow. “Method acting?” he asks.

      “I doubt it,” I mutter.

      “Whatever. Let’s get you in out of the cold,” he says, pushing open the door to the library. The woman—who I’m pretty sure is not named Jane Elliott—walks in ahead of him. I stay where I am, my gaze fixed on the book outside.

      It can’t be, I think. You’ve just read too many stories. How would that even work, anyway? It’s impossible. And yet, I can’t really think of any other explanation. I did just watch “Jane Elliott” spark into existence out of a page torn from a book.

      “Sadie?”

      I turn and see Lincoln holding open the inner door. “This is weird,” I say.

      “No kidding. You should see the lighting in here. It’s almost bright enough to read. Hope you don’t mind the colour green.”

      I shake my head and turn back to the book. “I saw it.”

      He lets go of the door and comes to stand next to me. “You saw what?”

      “Her. Jane. She just appeared.”

      “Yeah, well, the snow’s pretty dense and—”

      “Will you just shut up and listen to me for a sec? I saw the wind tear a page out of that book. It flew into the storm. There was a flash. And then Jane just dropped onto the parking lot.”

      He’s quiet for a long moment. “You know how that sounds, right?”

      “Yes, I know how that sounds. But that’s what happened! Look at her.” I turn and wave my hand toward the library. He’s right; it is kind of green in there. “She’s not from the twenty-first century. She’s not from the twentieth century, either. And she’s not some sort of actor. What would an actor be doing wandering around in the middle of the weirdest storm ever?”

      “Fair point. So . . . who is she?”

      “I think she’s from the book.”

      He snorts.

      “Shut up!”

      “Oh, come on, Sadie.”

      “I know how it sounds. But you didn’t see it. I did. So if you’re just going to give me a hard time, you can . . .” My voice falters as he slams his hand against the door and pushes his way outside. “Lincoln!”

      He waves me away as he marches over to the open book, his hair whipping wildly. When he reaches it, he picks it up, flips through a few pages—fighting the wind the whole time—and grabs a random one. I suck in a gasp as he tears it out, making eye contact with me through the glass.

      “Asshole!” I shout, hoping he can hear me. I don’t know if he can or not. He just snaps the book closed, tucks it under one arm, and marches back to the door. But he doesn’t come inside. He stands there, feet planted, and raises the hand holding the page. I know what he’s about to do, and my mind, like a social media carousel, flips through all the characters I know are in that book. He lets go of the page, and I watch, breathlessly, as it seems to be sucked straight into a vortex of green.

      Nothing happens. He backs up a step until he’s almost touching the door. My shoulders slump as embarrassment washes over me. Of course nothing happened. What did you expect? When this is all over, you really need to see a doctor, because something is very wrong with—

      A verdant flash rips into the darkness, seeming to originate from the spot where the page disappeared. Another shape—this one smaller than the first—tumbles onto the snow. This one, however, doesn’t land on its feet. It sprawls, arms and legs akimbo. Lincoln drops the book and rushes forward. I push open the door, only to be greeted by the biting cold.

      “Hurry!” I say, but my voice is swallowed by the wind. I watch in disbelief as he runs to the figure and scoops it up into his arms. By the time he makes it back, his cheeks are flushed and dark.

      “What the hell was that?” he practically shouts as he edges into the vestibule, kicking the book ahead of him. It skids across the floor, coming to rest against a side wall.

      “I told you,” I say, pulling the door closed. The storm fights me a little, but I manage to do it. The vestibule is suddenly a lot quieter. But it’s still freezing, and the wide-eyed little girl that Lincoln’s holding in his arms is only wearing a short-sleeved dress.

      “Let me guess,” he says. “These are book characters.”

      “As far as I can tell.”

      “And you know what book it is.”

      I look down at it. It’s fallen face down, and the title isn’t visible. “Yeah.”

      “Care to share?”

      I turn to the little girl. “Tu es Adèle?”

      Her eyes widen. “Oui, mademoiselle.”

      Lincoln frowns. “What?”

      “It’s French.”

      “I know that. And I understood what you said. But I still don’t know what book they’re from.”

      “Figures.” I sigh and open the door to the library so he can carry Adèle inside. “Looks like you need to brush up on your Brontë.”
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      “Okay, spill it,” Lincoln says when Adèle is safely inside and reunited with Jane. They huddle together in the children’s section near an oversized teddy bear that Adèle keeps casting nervous glances at. “Who are they, and what book are they from?”

      “The kid is Adèle.”

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      “The woman is Jane Eyre.”

      “She said her name was Jane Elliott.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s an alias, dumbass. Jane Elliott is the name she used after she ran away from Mr. Rochester.” I keep my voice low so she won’t hear me. I have no idea how any of this works, but I don’t want to make Jane’s brain explode or something if I happen to reveal a spoiler. She probably doesn’t have any knowledge of anything that happened after her flight across the moors.

      “Jane Eyre?”

      “Do you even know the story?”

      “Give me the short version.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not important. Besides, it’s not like anybody’s going to come looking for them.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Are you going to go ripping more pages out of that poor book and feeding them to the storm?”

      He snorts. “You make it sound like a devouring beast.”

      “Maybe it is. It’s sure not a regular snowstorm.”

      With a glance over at the wall of windows on the far side of the room, his lips twist into a smirk. “Maybe it’s a brainstorm.”

      “Whose?”

      For some reason, that thought makes him go a bit rigid, like he’s just considered something and now really regrets it. I sigh and pull out my phone again. Still no signal. The battery is getting a bit low, though, so I turn the device off completely. If we need the light later, I don’t want to find myself with a dead battery.

      Lincoln and I don’t speak for a while. Even Jane and Adèle fall silent, and then all we can hear is the wind rattling the windows and whipping snowflakes against the glass. The library is fairly bright, thanks to the glowing ribbons that seem to be surrounding the building, so I try to make myself comfortable at one of the carrels and pull out the stupid vampire book. I don’t really want to read it at all, but if I’m going to be stuck in here, at least I can get going on my writing assignment; it’s one more thing I won’t have to do later.

      The book turns out to be annoyingly engaging, even though it’s all kinds of stupid, and by the time I take a break to stretch, I’m startled to realize how noisy the room has gotten. The windows are rattling like crazy, and the snow—if you can even call it that now—sounds like beads flung at the glass by an angry hand. Watching the storm nervously, I close the book and stand up.

      “Going somewhere?”

      I blink and turn, only to find Lincoln leaning back in his chair in the next carrel. “How long have you been there?” I ask.

      “Does it matter?” He laces his fingers behind his head and raises his eyebrows. The fact that I can see all that with perfect clarity tells me the green glow has intensified even more. When I turn and peer across the library, I can easily see Jane and Adèle. The child has her head on the woman’s lap, her hands clutched around handfuls of skirt. I turn back to Lincoln with a frown.

      “What are we going to do with them?”

      “They’re fine where they are.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not what I’m talking about. After the storm.”

      “Maybe they won’t be here.”

      “You think they’ll disappear?”

      “You think that’s any less likely than fictional characters coming to life after throwing a few book pages into a creepy green snowstorm?”

      I sigh and look down at the vampire book. The plastic cover catches the light and sends back nothing but a blank, green glare.

      “Actually,” he says, releasing his hands and sitting up a little straighter in his chair, “maybe we should move them.”

      “Why?”

      He points at the window. I turn, but it’s not really necessary. The rattle is becoming hard to ignore, and I can actually see the movement of the glass. It looks like it’s warping at the same time as it’s making that unearthly racket. Instinctively, I take a step back.

      “Where would we put them?” I ask.

      “Away from the windows.” He twists around in his seat and peers upward. “Upstairs is probably best. The windows there are tiny. They’ll hold up better.”

      I sigh. “You know what books are up there, right?”

      “Graphic novels. So?”

      “So, do you want to find out what happens when a couple of proper young ladies from the nineteenth century read about zombies, vampires, and alien genitalia?”

      He snorts. “What do you think is going to happen? An implosion of the space-time continuum?”

      “You don’t know that won’t happen. More likely, though, they’ll just be traumatized for life. And what if they go back into their book and keep that knowledge? That’s going to screw up one of the world’s most famous classics.”

      With a shake of his head, he stands up. “That’s a chance I’m willing to take. If the windows down here blow out, we could be looking at serious injury.” He tilts his head and walks toward the children’s section. “Hey, ladies! Let’s get you out of the line of fire.”

      I’m not sure if Adèle understands what he means, but Jane seems to, and she doesn’t ask any questions. I guess a window about to shatter in a storm is just as threatening to a time-travelling governess as it is to a twenty-first-century teenager. She takes Adèle by the hand, whispers something to her that I can’t hear, and follows Lincoln as he leads them over to the stairs. When I look up, I can see the shadowy second level. It’s true; the windows are smaller up there. Which means it’s also pretty dark. Lincoln pulls out his phone on the landing halfway up and turns it on. I shake my head at the weirdness of the sight. Oh, yeah. It’s just some random cute guy I happened to get stuck in a library with, leading two fictional people up a staircase, in the dark, because the power’s out due to some weird storm that glows green, eats book pages, and poops out characters.

      I snort before I can stop myself. Luckily, nobody seems to hear me over the rattling of the windows.

      “Sadie, come on!” Lincoln calls.

      “I’ll be there in a sec.”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause I have to pee. Do you mind?”

      His chuckle floats down in the darkness. I leave the vampire book in the carrel and pull my bag from my shoulder while I’m at it. But I take my phone, because I don’t particularly want to use a public bathroom when I can’t see what I’m doing; the last thing I want to do is plunk my butt down on my own vomit.

      The bathroom seems quiet after the cacophony in the library. I hold the phone awkwardly with one hand as I try to get my pants down and squat over the seat. I’m just about done when I hear footsteps.

      “This may be a unisex bathroom, but there are two of them,” I say. “Can I get a little privacy?”

      “Sorry.”

      I gasp and nearly drop my phone on the floor. The deep, purring voice is definitely not Lincoln’s. The one that shouts my name a moment later definitely is.
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      I may or may not dribble a little on the floor as I fumble to get my jeans back up. My heart pounds so loudly it almost hurts my ears. When I pull open the stall door and aim my phone out, two figures hold their hands up to block the light. One of them hisses.

      “Get out!” I say, embarrassment and fear leaving me with very few words. When I lower the light a little, I can see Lincoln on the left, his eyes wide as he stares at the other person. It’s hard to see much in the meagre light, but I can tell the person is a guy. He lowers his hand slowly, and when he sees me, he smiles. I can see that, not least because two very white, very sharp fangs catch the light. “What the . . . ?” I whisper.

      “One of the windows blew out,” Lincoln says, sounding out of breath. “Good thing you weren’t still sitting—”

      “Where the hell did he come from?”

      “Hell, indeed,” the guy purrs. I edge away from him, toward Lincoln, as my brain starts to put things together.

      “Let me guess,” I say. “The vampire book . . .”

      “Flipped open and let the storm eat a page? Pretty much.” Lincoln reaches out and takes my free hand. I let him. And then I let him pull me out of the bathroom and into the library, which sounds like the inside of a clothes dryer. Or what I imagine one might sound like if you happened to be inside while it was running. Shards of glass litter the carpet over by the carrels, and the green storm is lighting them up like they’ve been dipped in fluorescent paint.

      “Are Jane and Adèle okay?” I ask.

      “They’re fine.”

      “They’re in the dark.”

      “I thought you didn't want them reading any manga.”

      “I don't, but—”

      “I left my phone.”

      I gape at him as he leads me toward the stairs, stepping into the feeble light cast from my phone. “You left Jane Eyre with a smartphone?”

      “I told her it was a type of lantern. I also told her not to touch it. Think she’s the obedient type?”

      I honestly have no idea. Not when it comes to things like that, anyway. So I don’t say anything, but just let him lead me up the stairs. Before we start to climb, I glance back and see the vampire—Gage, I guess . . . unless there’s some other teenage vampire that comes along later in the story—staring at us from the bathroom doorway.

      “How did he know I was in there?” I whisper.

      “Where?”

      “The bathroom. Did he just . . . pop into existence and then rush in there to disturb my peeing?”

      That’s met with a chuckle. I wrench my hand away and take the steps two at a time to pass him. When I reach the second floor, I notice it’s a lot darker, at least back among the shelves. The view out over the railing is still lit with an eerie green, and I can see the vampire striding confidently across the floor, his shoes scattering shards of glass. I turn off my phone and shove it in my pocket. Then I use both hands to push my hair out of my eyes—the wind seems to be trying to work its way into every last corner of the library—and turn back to Lincoln, who’s reached my side. He grips the railing and stares down at the paranormal teenager loping up the stairs.

      “Do we need to worry about this?” he mutters.

      “What? The storm?”

      “Fang-boy.”

      “How should I know?”

      “You read the book.”

      “I didn’t finish it. How fast do you think I can read, anyway?”

      He edges back as Gage reaches the top and steps closer to us. Well, to me. He doesn’t even seem to notice Lincoln’s here.

      “Gage,” the vampire says, with a smooth, cocky air that instantly makes me remember why I hate vampire romance books.

      “I’m glad you know your own name,” I say. My jab doesn’t even seem to faze him. His lips curl in a smarmy grin, and he reaches out to run his finger over the edge of my jaw. The digit feels like a finger-shaped ice cube. I swat his hand away.

      “Girls are supposed to like this?” Lincoln mutters, at which Gage shoots him a knowing grin. I edge toward the least annoying boy, keeping my gaze fixed on the vampire the whole time. In comparison, Lincoln’s hand feels reassuringly warm when I slip my fingers into it.

      “Not all of them.” With a sigh, I nervously peel my gaze away from Gage and turn to Lincoln. His features are creased in a deep frown as he regards the otherworldly creature, who suddenly takes in a long breath as if he’s smelling the most beautiful bouquet of flowers. I turn back to him with a raised eyebrow. “What’s your problem?”

      “Your scent is . . . intoxicating.”

      “She doesn’t smell like anything,” Lincoln says. I’m not sure whether to feel relieved or embarrassed. But I’m glad I remembered to wear deodorant this morning.

      “I beg to differ.”

      “You have a nose like a dog or something?”

      The vampire bares his fangs. Lincoln and I both take a step back, hitting the railing.

      “Don’t compare him to that,” I whisper, leaning toward Lincoln’s ear. “Vampires and werewolves are mortal enemies.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. They just are.”

      “I thought you hated those books.”

      “I do.”

      “So how do you—”

      “I had to read some to know I hated them. Right?”

      He shrugs. “I guess.” With an appraising look at Gage, he shakes his head slowly. “Is that how you knew Sadie was in the bathroom?”

      The vampire blinks. “Books?”

      “No. Your nose.”

      The gross smile that erupts on Gage’s face is all the answer we need. Lincoln’s reaction, I can do without.

      “You smelled her peeing?” he asks, the words distorted by his amusement. My cheeks rush with so much heat that it kind of affects my brain, and before I know what I’m doing, I’ve wrenched my hand away and smacked him on the shoulder. Hard. “Ow!”

      “Shut up!”

      “What? Everybody pees.”

      “I don’t,” Gage says.

      “Can we please not talk about this?” Pressing my palms against my temples, I close my eyes for a moment. The wind is still hissing, and the library is even colder than it was before. My eyes snap open as I remember. “Where’re Jane and Adèle?”

      “Back corner,” Lincoln says, pointing to the shadowy area about as far away from the railing as you can get. There’s a window there, but it’s a small one, and not likely to break.

      “They must be freezing.”

      “They’re fictional.”

      “Shut up!” I hiss, casting a wary glance at Gage. But if Lincoln’s words have registered, the vampire doesn’t let it show.

      “What?”

      I grab the cute-but-stupid boy by the arm and drag him between the nearest shelves. It gets darker the farther we go, but it’s not like there’s anything to trip on in the stacks. “Don’t say anything about that,” I whisper, trying to keep my voice down, but worrying that our vampire guest might have super-sensitive hearing.

      “About what?”

      “Them. In relation to books.”

      “Why not? You think they don’t know?”

      “Are characters usually aware of their fictional status?”

      “Maybe in reality they are.”

      I let out a soft groan. “Reality? Right. I think we left that behind a while ago.”

      “Well, we’re both here, and alive, so—”

      “Are we? How do you know we aren’t dead?” My heart picks up its pace. Would it do that if I were dead? “Maybe I’m lying dead in the bathroom right now and—”

      “Then why am I here?”

      “I have no idea.”

      He chuckles. I feel like smacking him again, but I can’t really see well enough to do so.

      “You have to admit, this is very weird.”

      “Weird things happen every day,” he says.

      “Weird things like this?”

      “Well . . . maybe not. But, until we know otherwise, we should operate under the assumption that this is all real.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Maybe we should think about protecting ourselves.”

      “From what? Teenage vampires?”

      “You do realize he’s probably a few hundred years old.”

      “Irrelevant,” I say.

      “In any case, yeah. Vampires. Or whatever might get puked out by the storm next.”

      “Like what?”

      “If you can think of it, I’m sure there’s a book in here that’s got it. A swarm of bees. A pack of wolves. Hell, an invading army. It could be anyth—” He breaks off as I jerk and flail, accidentally hitting him.

      “Hands off!” I roar, spinning around in the darkness. The movement pushes the vampire’s icy hand away from the side of my neck.

      “You should wear your hair up,” he purrs. “A neck that lovely should never be covered.”

      “I’ll wear my hair however I like,” I say, glaring at his silhouette. All I can really see is the outline of his body, lit up from behind with green. “You keep your frigid fingers to yourself, or I’ll snap them off.”

      “Sadie,” Lincoln says.

      “What?”

      “Listen.”

      I do, stilling my breath so I can hear better. Beyond the whistle of the wind is a faint sound, just barely a whisper. For a moment, I can’t really place it.

      “Oh, crap,” Lincoln says, pushing past me just as I figure out what it is we’re hearing. I elbow the vampire in the ribs (which just jars my funny bone painfully, thanks to his rock-hard physique) and follow, joining the normal teenage boy at the railing a moment later. Down in the library, the floor is a mess, and it’s not just because of the broken glass littering the floor. The magazine section seems to have thrown up, and glossy periodicals are scattered all over the space like dying birds. Double-page spreads flap, the sound carrying all the way up to the second floor. The wind grabs at the magazines, awkward fingers of breeze trying to get a good grip. The storm is hungry. And it’s not going to stop until it’s been fed.

      As we watch the scene, one page begins to tear. I can hear it, but I don’t see it until it twirls up into a draft and gets sucked outside into the snow. A moment later, a flash pricks the sky . . . and there’s a huge thud as a shiny hatchback thumps into the garden right outside, its windows shattering. Lincoln and I turn to each other.

      “Holy shit!”
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      “That’s a car!” I shout, just as Lincoln nearly screams, “A freaking car!”

      “Yes, it’s a car,” Gage says, suddenly at my ear. “If you think that one’s impressive, wait until you see my—”

      “It must’ve been an ad,” Lincoln says, waving his hand down toward the magazines that are still flapping in the wind.

      “Or an article,” I point out. “Maybe it was a magazine about cars.”

      “Whatever. But if we don’t clean those up . . .”

      “Qu’est-ce que sais?” a little voice asks. Lincoln startles and turns to find Adèle standing right next to him, gripping the railing and staring down into the messy library. Actually, no. She’s staring at the car. A 21st-century hybrid that probably has GPS and heated seats.

      “Where’s your nanny?” he asks.

      “Governess,” I correct him, just as Jane steps from the shadows. She reaches out to take Adèle’s hand from the railing, murmuring something softly in French that I don’t catch. But the child doesn’t want to go anywhere.

      “Non!” she says, pulling away. “C’est magnifique! La feuille est devenue une voiture.”

      “Shit,” I say before I can stop myself.

      “What?” Lincoln asks, whipping his head around to face me. “What did she say?”

      “She saw it.”

      “What?”

      “The page turn into the car.”

      “We all saw it.”

      “Yeah, but the rest of us aren’t from . . .” I trail off as I see Jane staring at me, her brow creased in a slight frown. “Never mind.”

      Lincoln turns to the girl and the governess. “You two should wait back there,” he says, pointing into the shadows. Jane nods, but Adèle stubbornly shakes her head and grasps the railing once more.

      “Je veux rester ici.”

      “Just let her stay,” I say quietly. “What harm will it do now?”

      Lincoln turns to me in disbelief. “Weren’t you just telling me to shut up about them being fic—”

      “Shut up!”

      “Stop telling me to shut up. You’ve made up these weird rules, and you probably don’t even have a reason for why. What’s the worst that could happen if they figure out what they are? We’re already trapped in a library with a vampire while some sort of sentient storm blows out windows, eats pages, and shits out hybrids.”

      “Mon Dieu,” Adèle whispers. “Vous parlez comme les amis de maman.”

      I shake my head. “She said you talk like—”

      “Yeah. I used a bad word. So sue me.” He sighs heavily and stares down at the library floor. Magazine pages are still fluttering threateningly. “We better clean that up before we run into any more problems.”

      “What? It’s just a bunch of ad-riddled magazines. Are you afraid of bottles of perfume popping into existence?”

      “Kind of. If they break, it’s going to stink in here.”

      “They’ll break outside.”

      “You think the wind won’t push the stench into the library?”

      He’s got a point. Casting a wary glance at the vampire—who’s just standing there, looking like he’s trying to decide what sort of spice rub to use on my neck—I head for the stairs.

      “Stay up here,” Lincoln says, though I’m not sure who the command is directed at. A moment later, though, I can only hear one set of footsteps following me.

      We quickly scoop up all the magazines we can get our hands on, piling them into a stack in one of the carrels to protect them from the wind while we finish the job. There’s still glass everywhere, so we have to be careful. The whole endeavour makes me nervous, and I pull out my phone and turn on the light so I can see whether I’m about to grab a magazine or slice my hand to ribbons on a piece of glass.

      “Is that all of them?” Lincoln asks a few minutes later as he places one last magazine on top of the pile. I wave my phone over the area, not seeing anything other than the reflection of the light in the broken glass.

      “I think so. Where should we put those? I don’t want to leave them down here. It’s too windy.”

      He makes a non-committal sort of noise.

      “What?”

      “Remember when I said maybe we should protect ourselves?”

      “From what? Cars?” Peering out the broken window, I see the hybrid crouched in the garden. Shrubs are crushed under the wheels. All the windows are blown out . . . which is too bad, because a car might’ve made a decent shelter. Better than a freezing-cold library full of potential threats. But the thing is a write-off.

      “I’m not worried about cars. But if any more characters—”

      “The wind can’t grab books. Most of them are tucked up on the shelves. I think we’re safe.”

      “Where’s the vampire book?”

      “Uh . . .” Looking around, I spot the book. It’s on the floor, spread open but upside down. Those pages aren’t going anywhere. I scoop it up and turn it over. Some of the pages are bent, and one is missing altogether.

      “Gage?” Lincoln asks.

      “Looks like it.” I snap the book closed. But I don’t put it in my bag. I’ve had enough of that particular vampire. I return the book to the shelf. At this point, I don’t even care about the stupid assignment. And if I’m dead after all . . . well, it doesn’t really matter, does it?

      “Are you familiar with the Dewey Decimal System?” Lincoln asks. I turn to him with a frown.

      “Not very. Why?”

      “Where would the books on weapons be?”

      I blink. “Weapons? Are you kidding me?”

      “What if the brainstorm eats a page with an army on it?”

      “Then we’re toast. Even if you had a cannon, I don’t think you’d last long against a whole army.”

      He snorts. “I don’t want a cannon. But don’t you think we should have some sort of protection?” His gaze darts upward, almost like he’s pointing. I raise an eyebrow.

      “You want a wooden stake?”

      “Seems kind of messy.”

      “Yeah, and unnecessary. I could probably incapacitate him with an earring.”

      “Huh?”

      “They’re silver.”

      “Whatever.” He shakes his head. “What about a gun?”

      “I think it’ll take more than a gun to kill a vampire.”

      “Forget the vampire. I’m more worried about actual humans.”

      “Why? At least they’re not immortal. If we need to shoot Gage, we’re just going to end up with a pissed-off bloodsucker.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” He turns to the non-fiction stacks. “So . . . any thoughts?”

      “Maybe. But I really don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll probably end up shooting me. Or yourself.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Accidents happen.”

      “Exactly. We’ve had four pages accidentally fly into that storm, and now we’ve got Jane Eyre, Adèle, a vampire, and a freaking car.”

      “Adèle was on purpose,” I point out.

      “Whatever. That storm is hungry, and if it decides it wants to have another snack, I want to be prepared.”

      I stand there for a moment, my hair tickling my cheeks as it whips around my head. I can understand where he’s coming from . . . but I’m also really wary about bringing a gun into an already dangerous situation.

      “You keep it away from Adèle,” I say.

      “You think I’m going to shoot a kid?”

      “No, I think a kid might shoot you. Or me. Or her governess. Honestly, I don’t know, and I really don’t want to find out. So just keep it away from her, okay?”

      “I have to get it first.” He waves his hand as if he wants me to lead the way. With a barely suppressed growl, I march toward the stacks, holding my phone out in front of me for light.

      “I don’t know exactly where the right section is,” I say as I wave the phone over the rows of books in front of me. “Somewhere in the six-hundreds.”

      “You like to shoot?”

      “Never done it.”

      “You like to read about it?”

      “Hardly. I just remember seeing some gun books in that section when I was looking for something else.” The blue glow looks cold on the spines, and I realize how much the temperature has dropped. “After we find your gun book, we should find something with kids’ jackets in it. Adèle’s got to be freezing.”

      “Yeah. We’ll look. But first . . .” He leans closer so he can read the spines in the feeble light. “Is something wrong with your phone?”

      “Probably. The battery’s getting low. So hurry up.”

      He pulls out a book, flips through it, then slides it back onto the shelf. The second one gets the same treatment. But when he gets to the third book, he pauses on one of the pages. I hold the fading light closer, and I can see the black-and-white photograph of the handgun nestled among blocks of text.

      “Will that work?”

      “Probably.”

      “Good.” I turn off the light and give him a shove back toward the storm-lit part of the library. “You get your gun. I’m going to go through those magazines and see if there are any kids’ ones. There might be something for Adèle to wear.”

      “Just don’t pick a page with an actual kid on it, or you’ll be babysitting.”

      “We have a governess,” I point out.

      “You think Jane’s going to be able to wrangle a twenty-first-century kid?” He chuckles as he absently thumbs the edges of the gun book’s pages. “Actually, I might want to see that.”

      “One thing at a time,” I say. I leave him at the window before returning to the carrel where we left the magazines. The shadows being what they are, though, I can’t really see much. So I grab the whole stack and step into the light, crouching down and balancing the glossy periodicals on my knees while I flip through them.

      “I’m going to do it,” Lincoln says. I look up to find him gripping a page in his hand, ready to tear.

      “So do it. You don’t need my permission.”

      “I just don’t want the flash to startle you.”

      I shake my head and turn back to the stack. A moment later, I hear a tearing sound. Then a flutter. And then there’s a flash that makes me blink.

      “Did it work?” I ask without looking up. But I guess it did because, out of the corner of my eye, I see him clamber outside through the blown-out window. He returns, and I look up to see a gun in his hand and a perplexed expression on his face.

      “Got it.”

      “You look surprised.”

      “I wasn’t sure it would actually work.”

      I snort. “Lincoln, we’ve watched three book characters and a car pop into existence. Why would this be any different?”

      “I don’t know.” He looks down at the gun. “Maybe ’cause I actually wanted it to happen this time.”

      “Is it loaded?”

      He shrugs and reaches over to put the gun book—which he’s been holding this whole time—on the windowsill. As he turns the weapon over in his hands, I flinch.

      “You better know what you’re doing.”

      “I can figure it out. Besides, we’ve got a whole section full of books on the topic if I can’t. I just need to—”

      “C’est magique! Moi aussi, je veux le faire!”

      We both turn and look up to find Adèle standing at the railing, a book in her hands.

      “Shit,” Lincoln says, and nearly drops the gun. “Shit!”

      “No, Adèle!” I shout, just as the child gleefully rips out a handful of pages and flings them into the cavernous, glowing space. The wind whirls about her, fluttering the ribbons in her hair, before snatching the pages and sucking them outside with the sound of crumpling paper.

      “Oh, god,” Lincoln says, his voice shaking. “Was that a graphic novel?”

      But I don’t get a chance to answer him. The next instant, the world erupts in brilliant flashes, overloading my brain and making me twitch violently. I let the magazines fall to the floor as I slam my palms over my eyes. I’d need another set of hands to cover my ears, to block out the myriad thuds of what sounds like a thousand bodies dropping out of the sky.

      That’s when the groaning starts.
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      I abandon the magazines and get away from the window as quickly as I can. Lincoln’s just standing there with a stupefied expression. The gun hangs, forgotten, in one hand.

      “Come on!” I shout.

      He shakes his head, seeming to come back into his body, and does sort of a double take as he sees the horde of corpses picking themselves up off the ground. They’re scattered around the car, their filthy feet trampling what’s left of the snow-covered gardens.

      “What’s going on?” Gage asks, his breath suddenly in my ear. I hate how he keeps doing that, but now really isn’t the time to lodge a complaint.

      “What does it look like?”

      He shrugs, looking honestly perplexed. I guess his world doesn’t have a lot of zombies. Or even books about them.

      Books.

      With a gasp, I turn and look up. Adèle’s still standing there, the damaged graphic novel in one hand, her eyes wide as she stares at the horde outside the window. I don’t know what she was expecting. A herd of unicorns?

      “What do we do now?” Lincoln asks, drawing my attention back to him. He’s staring out the window, a look of horror on his face. So far, the zombies are just sort of milling about. But the broken window is basically a huge hole in the side of the wall, and I know it won’t be long before they’ll try to come
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