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      Emma — A 14-year-old introvert who prefers the quiet company of animals and books to people. She lives in a Gothic-era house she adores—shadowed, creaking, and full of hidden corners. Emma has a quick, analytical mind, instinctively reducing problems to their most logical parts. She notices patterns others miss, remembers nearly everything she reads, and observes far more than she says. Though she appears withdrawn, her inner world is vivid and curious, lit by a small spark of defiance.

      

      Friden — The eccentric library Archivist and Emma’s employer. Friden speaks in plurals—’we,’ or ‘us’—and occasionally refers to himself by his own name. He is sharp-witted and steady-tempered, with a calm that rarely falters. Despite his unassuming looks, he is far stronger than he appears. Quirky, whimsical, and deeply intelligent, he treats the library as if it were alive. Whether his oddities are affection, habit, or something far stranger is never entirely clear.

      

      Faylen — An elf of Moonvale, a ruined city on the distant world of Nirisia. Faylen is polite, respectful, and composed in nearly every circumstance. Beneath her calm exterior lies a disciplined and highly trained fighter who wastes no movement and rarely hesitates. To strangers, she is gracious, but to her enemies, she is swift and unyielding.

      

      Cedar — A striking young man with a roguish edge—tangled hair, an easy smile, and a presence that draws attention to him. Born into a proud warrior clan, he was raised to fight, but not necessarily to conform. He is quick-witted and adaptable, often masking uncertainty or nervousness with humor and charm. Though he appears carefree, he carries the tension of expectations of his clan. Unaware of Emma’s feelings, he treats her with an easy, unguarded familiarity that only deepens her attachment.

      

      Eraser — Known as the Vile One, or Wicked One, he is a consuming force set on devouring Nirisia itself. He feeds not only on material things, but memories, too—especially the elven memory orbs harvested from the Memory Tree.

      In truth, Eraser is a wraith, suspended between worlds, neither fully present nor entirely gone. He speaks smoothly, his voice carrying a strange calm that belies his awful nature. Wherever he lingers, things fade—objects, places, even memories, losing their clarity as if they never existed. What drives him is not rage, but an endless appetite.
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            TERRIBLE NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma stormed upstairs, slamming her bedroom door with a force that made the walls rattle. Her fists clenched so tightly her nails left painful crescent-shaped marks in her palms. Throwing herself on her bed, she buried her face in the pillow as her tears came warm and wet. Soft sobs shook her body.

      Cleopatra—Cleo for short—her striped, long-haired tabby, gave a lazy yawn, stretched out with feline grace, then snuggled beside her owner, purring softly as the girl wept. Her fingers found Cleo’s fur, running them along her back and tail in slow strokes, drawing comfort from the steady rhythm.

      “I don’t want to move. This is my home. I’m not going, and I don’t care what my parents say.”

      Agreeing in her own way, Cleo rubbed her head against the girl’s thigh, then gave a long meow.

      Rolling onto her back, Emma chewed her lip as anger gave way to fear. The surge of courage she felt moments ago shattered, leaving her terribly uncertain. Her folks would make her go. And running away? That was way too terrifying to even think about.

      “I bet Grandma and Grandpa would let me live with them.” Hope slipped into her voice, but the moment the words were out, she shook her head, her face twisting into a scowl. “That’s not fair to them.” She sighed. “Besides, they’re like a hundred years old. The last thing they need is their fourteen-year-old granddaughter all up in their space.”

      She considered other choices. Pleading her case to a teacher would get her nowhere. As for friends, there were only a few girls she spoke to now and then, and none was close enough to ask for a favor this huge.

      The harder she searched for reasons to stay in Willow Crest, the worse she felt. And the thought of starting over made her feel sick. Frustration boiled over as she slapped her palm against the bed.

      Cleo sprang up with a startled hiss, her back arching high.

      “Ooooh, I’m so sorry, girl.” Emma calmed her down with more strokes and soft words before turning back to her dilemma.

      “Why are mom and dad doing this to me? They know I don’t want to live anywhere else. I don’t want new friends or a new school. This whole idea is cringe.”

      She sat up, swung her legs off the bed, and headed for the window. Pulling back the tall tan curtains, she stared across the street where her neighbor Ginny was patiently teaching her younger brother how to ride a bike. He had just tipped over and was now sitting, rubbing his scuffed knee with tears flowing from his eyes.

      Emma sighed, her heart heavy with loneliness as she drew the curtain closed. The absence of her brother, Drake, pressed into her like a thorn in her side. If he were here, she would at least have someone to talk to, and perhaps the move would not feel so unbearable. But what comfort could he offer thousands of miles away in Germany, studying pollution and organizing global cleanup efforts? She was proud of him for trying to save the planet, even if she wished he were home.

      Of course, she had never told him it had taken her four months to muster the courage to say hello to Dani, the new neighbor who had moved in next door six months earlier. The girl was totally extroverted. She had already made the cheerleading team and was one of the most popular kids at school. Boys followed her around as if they had never seen a girl before. Yet beyond the occasional polite wave or a few exchanges of small talk, the two neighbors never truly connected.

      Her eyes returned to the feline napping on the bed. It was she and Cleo against the world. The cat, like her owner, loved simple routines and isolation. Even if the tabby could not share in her interests, she never mocked her for them, as some of the cruel students at school did.

      Turning from the window, Emma planned one last attempt to persuade her parents to reconsider. Then she heard voices. Her folks were chatting, their clear words drifting up through the heating grate. They were talking about her.

      Dashing to her dresser, Emma dropped to the floor and lowered her ear to the vent, staying as still as possible. Her parents frowned on eavesdropping—or any sneaky behavior, really—but this was too important to pass up. Her future was at stake.

      “Linda, this is the break we’ve been waiting for. Your promotion gives us a significant raise, even if we have to move to another state to get it. Emma’s school year is done this week, and then we can be on our way. Everything is already set. The timing is perfect,” said her father.

      Emma heard her dad’s excitement seeping through his voice, and she shook away the sting. “Perfect for you, maybe,” she grumbled softly.

      “Dale, it’s a wonderful chance for us, but we must think of E.J. and her needs.” Her mother paused. “She’s only fourteen and uprooting her could be hard. You know she has a difficult time making friends. She barely has any now.”

      Emma remained silent as her heart warmed at her mother’s words. E.J.—short for Emma Jean—was what her parents always called her. They said it had a good ring to it.

      Cleo arrived then, stepping lightly onto Emma’s back before kneading a spot between her shoulder blades, purring so loudly it was impossible to hear anything over the feline’s vibrating rumble.

      “Silly cat,” whispered Emma. “Stop for a minute.” The cat ignored her, made several circles to find the right spot, then plopped down, curled up, and went back to sleep.

      “She’ll adapt. She’s wonderful at that... sort of.” Dale chuckled. “She’ll be fine after settling into the new house, starting school, and meeting more kids her age. She’ll love it.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “I doubt that,” she blurted, louder than intended.

      Mom’s voice rushed through the grate loud and clear. “Emma Jean, are you listening at the vent again!?” In seconds, quick footsteps reverberated up the stairs.

      “Drats!” Emma squirmed from under Cleopatra, then dashed to her bed and threw herself on it. She hurriedly fumbled for a book, resting it in her lap, pretending to read even though the volume was upside down.

      The knock came seconds later, followed by the squeak of her door opening. Her mom’s head peeked around the corner. “May I come in?”

      For a moment, Emma’s hopes flared. Their mother–daughter talks usually helped, but it would not change her mind today. Nothing could soften the blow of moving. Her life was being pulled apart piece by piece, and no one seemed to notice or care.

      Her shoulders sagged. This conversation would not go the way she wanted. It was not as if her mom would suddenly change her mind and say, ‘Everything is fine. Your dad and I worked it out, and we’re not moving.’ There was no chance of that happening.

      “Come in.” Emma pulled her knees to her chest and pressed her chin against them like a small shield. Cleopatra meowed softly, giving several nose bumps before curling up close beside her.

      “Do you want to talk, honey?” Mom eased down on the corner of the bedspread, the one with Albert Einstein’s face on it, then patted her daughter’s knees. “What’s on your mind?”

      Emma looked up, surprised and aggravated. “Are you kidding? I don’t want to move. I hate the idea. I’m not going!” She stressed the last word by pounding a fist against her knee.

      “Hate is a strong word, honey. I know how scary it seems.” Mother gave the same warm, comforting smile she always did when Emma was upset. It always eased the sharpness of whatever she was feeling, always made everything a little more manageable. “I moved four times growing up and never belonged anywhere. So, when⁠—”

      “But starting over will suck, so why put me through it?” interrupted Emma. “I don’t want to do this.”

      “Well, it helped me become my own woman. Moving strengthened me, pushed me to form new friendships, adapt to new places, and see things from different perspectives.” She touched Emma’s cheek, her fingers caressing the girl’s pale skin. “You’re so intelligent, beautiful, resourceful, and best of all, you’re a wonderful person. You can do anything you want... except stay behind.”

      “I’m fine right here with my books, my Kindle, my phone, and my computer.” Emma’s eyes widened. “And never needing to go to school again.” She raised a shoulder and let it drop. “School sucks ass.”

      “Language, please.” Mom smiled. “I can’t fix your worries concerning school. It’s a nightmare we all must endure, and dad and I work too much to homeschool you. So, my dear, the school part won’t change.” Another comforting pat on her knee. “But the book part I can help with. Did you know Mistwick has a huge, wonderful library? You’ll love it. It’ll be your second home in no time.”

      Emma could hardly believe Mistwick was the name of their new town. It sounded like something out of one of her books. She repeated the name in her mind, careful not to let her curiosity become obvious. After all, there was no point in giving her mom false hopes that she would win this discussion.

      “Nice,” said Emma, forcing the word out with a casual tone. “Is it really that big, or are you just trying to sell me on it?”

      Her mom grinned. “Would I let my girl down by moving to a town with a teeny tiny library?” She laughed. “Besides, my dear, I would not lie to you simply to get you to do something.”

      A grin worked its way onto Emma’s face before she forced it off. She raised three fingers. “Okay, since you’re forcing me to go, I want three new hardback books and to stay up later at night. I’m not a five-year-old anymore.” She paused to think of her third request. “And I want a new phone. Mine is like thirty years old, and the screen is cracked.”

      Her mom flashed an irritated frown. “First, learn to ask for things more politely. ‘I want’ does not work on me. In fact, it is the quickest way for you to get nothing in return. Next, your phone is only two years old. Learn to take better care of your things, and the screen would be fine.” Their eyes met as Mom’s expression softened. She winked. “Okay, deal... this time.” She extended her fist. Emma bumped it with her own before her mom continued.

      “But you must do your part, as well. No more keeping yourself locked away in the house. You must try to make friends and get out of the house. Otherwise, our arrangement is off.”

      Emma groaned dramatically as if rehearsing for a part in a school play. “Fine!” She sprang off the bed, waking Cleopatra for an instant as she went to her closet to drag a suitcase from its depths. It was blue with stickers on one side. Taylor Swift stared back at her as did kitties, puppies, a peace sign, and a large yellow circle with a red heart reading, ‘I Love Books!’

      “School ends this Friday. I’ll be ready by Saturday morning.” She swept her arm around the room. “I have some things I want to get rid of first.” She eyed her nearly new Hello Kitty backpack, several Barbie dolls, two paint-by-number sets, and a sizeable collection of Pokémon cards.

      Cleopatra raised her head long enough to meow approval.
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      Packed and ready to leave the next morning, Emma ate a good dinner, showered, and spent some time with an Agatha Christie mystery book while Cleo jumped about, batting a catnip toy around the room.

      When exhaustion finally set in, Emma climbed into her warm bed, then clicked her tongue to call her kitty. The cat joined her moments later and they soon fell asleep together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MISTWICK

          

        

      

    

    
      Though the drive felt endless, it had been shorter than expected. Soon, Emma would be able to stretch her legs, grateful there would be no more long rides in her near future. Moving once was more than enough for her.

      As the town rolled by outside the backseat window, she noticed the clean streets, functioning stoplights, and its orderly layout, all without a single pothole in sight. The place was bigger than she expected. Despite her thorough research online on her new town, she was surprised by its perfect size. It was not so large that she would feel like a needle in a haystack, but not so small that everyone knew everyone else’s business.

      Mistwick was even more beautiful than the posted images she had seen. There seemed to be endless things to do, even though the town itself appeared ordinary. There were banks, shops, a park, a blue lake, and rows of rustic houses—everything she would need to survive.

      What made it more delightful were the enormous, forested mountains surrounding the place like silent, watchful giants. She had always wanted to live near a forest. Concrete and steel never held much appeal. Fresh air, wildlife, and space to be herself were her jam.

      She pressed the window button, watching the glass slide down halfway. She drew in a deep breath. “The air smells so clean,” she said to Miss Cleo—another nickname for her kitty—who meowed from the comfort of her crate.

      Mountains rose on three sides, their peaks casting long shadows over the streets. At the same time, a wide, blue river bordered the eastern edge, flowing steadily past like a natural boundary. It was like driving through a living postcard. People smiled and waved, kids laughed and played in the large park in the center of town, and everything and everyone seemed perfect.

      Emma’s spirits were climbing by the minute, and she paid little attention to the tiny worry that this cute little town seemed too perfect. She would think about that later. Right now, she did not care.

      The Dawsons—her family name—soon came to Thornfield Road, where they turned right, went another half mile, found Fernhaven Lane, then turned again into their long, graveled drive.

      “Really? I live on Fernhaven Lane. How cool is that!” Emma’s wide eyes went to the house, and again she drew a long breath.

      Rising high above the surrounding hedges and flowerbeds, the great house stood in silent majesty, its dark stone walls washed in the golden light of late afternoon. Tall, rose-shaped windows framed in black iron caught the sun and shimmered in the light. Ivy climbed one side of the house in deliberate lines, not wild or overgrown, but carefully tended, as if the vines knew exactly where they belonged.

      From the highest window, a thin black curtain fluttered in the breeze. Below, a large arched front door of thick wood gleamed, its iron knocker shaped like a raven’s head. Six broad stone steps, lined by flowerpots bursting with color—violets, marigolds, and a deep purple bloom Emma had never seen before—led to the entrance.

      In her wildest dreams, she had never pictured herself living in a house like this, so old and so grand, yet alive with beauty. It scarcely seemed real. She gazed on, filled with excitement.

      The house was not broken down or abandoned, nor was it terribly spooky. Instead, it was as though she had stepped into the pages of a well-written book—the kind with secret staircases, mysterious paintings, a forgotten attic, or hidden passageways. The windows gleamed, the lawn was freshly mowed, and even the massive stone gargoyles perched along the roof looked more curious than frightening. Emma decided at once that they would be her silent guardians.

      “Is this really ours?” She turned to Cleopatra, who remained patiently staring out from her crate. “Stay close, or you’ll get lost in there.” Clutching the back of the driver’s seat, Emma pulled herself forward and jammed a finger against the window. “I get the room with the giant rose window! It’s beautiful.”

      Her father laughed, reaching back to pat her arm. “We already had that one picked out for you. We knew you’d love it.”

      The car had barely stopped moving before Emma launched herself from the rear door, sprinting toward the porch as if she was in a race. Halfway there, she turned and waved at the car.

      “Come on, you two,” she shouted. Filled with energy, she dashed back, threw her gym bag onto her shoulder, grabbed her suitcase, and then headed inside. “I am never leaving this house. I want to explore every inch of it.”

      Her parents exchanged worried glances. “Remember our deal,” her mother reminded her.

      “I know, I know!” Emma hurried away, her feet shuffling over the graveled driveway.

      “E.J.,” her mother called again. “Aren’t you forgetting your kitty?”

      Skidding to a stop, Emma sprinted back to fetch Miss Cleo. “I’m so sorry, girl. I didn’t forget you, sweetie. Honest. I just got excited.”

      Cleopatra rubbed against the crate door and meowed.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur of motion. Boxes were unloaded, meals eaten, and hot showers rinsed away the long journey. Now, as twilight draped itself over the rooftops like a dark blanket stitched with twinkling yellow stars, Emma sat at her rose window to stare at the town below.

      Everything looked smaller at this height—the winding streets, the rows of orderly houses, even the flicker of headlights threading through town. As she stared out, the scent of barbecues and sounds of laughter drifted upward on a breeze that brushed her skin.

      She shivered with delight. Her old life felt far away, insignificant now. For the first time, she was above it all, perched at the edge of something new. From here, the future seemed wide open. Even belonging felt possible.
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      Just past Front Street, near Wharf Drive, her destination appeared. The Mistwick Library stood at the end of a quiet, paved road, shrouded in morning mist as though the town were trying to keep it secret.

      Emma stopped, chained her bike to the rack, and admired the building with a tilt of her head.

      Like her new home, this was not a modern building. There were no sliding glass doors, oversized windows, or automatic outdoor lights. It looked older and far more important. On the cornerstone, carved into the stone itself, were the words: MISTWICK PUBLIC LIBRARY, Est. June 1848.

      Emma whistled. “Wow! That’s a long time ago.” She did some quick math. “178 years ago, to be exact.”

      Still, the library looked magnificent, just as Mom had said, like something straight from a Gothic novel or an old horror film. It rose from the earth like a relic of another age, massive and imposing, its gray stone walls faintly weathered by centuries of wind and rain. Even now, it remained a commanding sight.

      Windows dotted every level, their clear glass aglow with warm light even in the daylight, as if the building never slept. Pointed spires pierced the low-hanging clouds, while round domes shimmered under a thin veil of mist. The entrance featured massive wooden doors, thick and heavy, reinforced with iron hinges and large, imposing rings for handles.

      The place was beautiful and intimidating all at once, like a historic landmark carefully preserved to appear exactly as it had nearly two hundred years ago. Merely standing before it made her nerves tingle.

      A larger version of the rose window in her room sat high above the door, catching the pale afternoon light and reflecting the soft colors onto the stones below. Black iron lanterns hung on either side of the front steps, which lay worn from over a century of readers’ feet coming and going through its hallowed doors.

      Her eyes went to the entrance as she slowly climbed the wide stone stairs, pausing before the heavy oaken door to draw a long breath. 

      I hope it’s not crowded. Please don’t let it be crowded. Taking another calming breath, she swung the door open and crossed the threshold.

      Inside, the air was cool and scented with polished wood, old paper, and something smelling like oranges. A sweeping staircase rose from the center of the high-ceilinged lobby to the floor above. The surrounding walls were lined with tall shelves filled with books of every size and age, their spines worn and inviting.

      Daylight filtered through the windows in soft patches, spilling across long wooden tables and plush armchairs tucked into cozy corners. Antique brass lamps with golden glass shades cast a steady, warm glow. The comfortable atmosphere settled around her like her favorite sweater as she wandered deeper inside. Every corner seemed to murmur of ancient stories, as if saying, they live here, and you are welcome to stay.

      This is already my favorite place in all of Mistwick. At that moment, she did not care if she ever saw the rest of the town.

      Crossing the main floor, Emma moved toward the large front desk. To her left, a reading room sat open behind another pair of stout oaken doors. At a thick, polished table, an elderly man dozed over a history book, his chin resting against his chest as he lightly snored. To the right, a tidy desk stood beneath a large hanging clock that ticked steadily. It looked very old and beautiful. Emma wondered if it had been keeping time since 1848.

      The desk itself was in perfect order, the wood gleaming as though it had been crafted yesterday. A polished brass nameplate with bold black letters reading The Archivist rested along the front edge. The stapler and pencils were neatly lined up, each in its proper place. Their OCD must be just like mine.

      Just then, a cheerful man approached, his grin broadening as he neared. Standing over six feet tall, with a muscular build and striking blue eyes, he was dressed in perfectly tailored Gothic-era clothing. A well-trimmed beard framed his face, and his thick black hair was carefully groomed. He stopped before Emma, gave a polite nod, and clapped lightly.

      “We are Friden, the Archivist of this lovely place.” He waved an arm about, as if giving a tour to a crowd of admirers. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Emma.”

      She gaped. “How did you… have we met?”

      Friden waved for her to follow him behind the grand desk. “No, young lady, but your mother contacted us last week and said to be on the lookout for you.” Another light clapping session. “She seems wonderful, and we look forward to meeting her soon.” He slid into his padded chair, making the wheels squeak for an instant. “How may Friden help you, dear girl?”

      So that’s why my folks wanted me to come here. They think of everything.

      “I just want to look around, if that’s okay.” Her gaze swept over the wood-paneled walls, polished wood surfaces, high ceiling, and marble floor, covered with dozens of large, earth-colored rugs. “It’s so beautiful.”

      He moved from behind the desk, still smiling. “We will give you a tour, precious one. Follow us, please. It’s the least we can do for our newest member.” He aimed her toward the sprawling iron and wood staircase leading to the second floor.

      “Tell Friden what it is you seek. Adventure? Mystery? Perhaps a little romance?” He indicated to the right as Emma made a sour face. “Over here is the non-fiction section.” Pushing his chin ahead, he eyed the four long shelves brimming with middle-grade and young adult books. “These are quite popular with our younger readers. Miss Emma could find many books here to suit her.”

      He rounded the corner, pausing to stare over the railing at the first floor, making sure everything was in place. Satisfied, he continued, passing another door set farther back without giving it so much as a second glance.

      Emma noticed his curious attempt to overlook it. She pointed toward the distant door. “What’s in there? We didn’t stop at that one.” She headed toward it, hoping to try the handle.

      As if magically transported, Friden appeared to block her way. “That is Friden’s Restricted Section.” He waggled a finger in the air. “No one is allowed inside without permission.” His voice was not harsh, yet his sweetness held clear concern.

      “I have the only keys. One is always with me.” He patted his suit pocket, then pointed to the first floor. “The other is hidden in my desk.” His eyes shot wide. “Dear me. Friden should not have told you that bit.”

      He fidgeted nervously. “Please forget you heard that.” Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, he waved it through the air as though trying to wipe away his words.

      “Let’s move along. Kindly forget anything we just said,” he muttered as they turned left once more. “The Fantasy section is just there. I bet dragons, magic, and sorceresses are your favorites, yes?”

      “Yes, I love them.” Glancing back, her gaze lingered on the Restricted Section. What kind of books are in there? Why hide them away? An interest pulled at her, buzzing through her mind like a swarm of tiny, biting insects nipping at her skin. A burning need to see inside the forbidden room took root. She knew it was wrong—knew it would bring trouble—but she could not shake the feeling that she had to know.

      Finally, Friden led her down a wide hallway to another massive wooden door with large circular handles. He grasped the right one, turned it clockwise, and stepped into his private office.

      Emma formed an immediate connection to the space. The air smelled of parchment, wood smoke, and old, weathered books stretching to every corner, their spines creased from countless hands turning their pages, perhaps even Friden’s own.

      She pictured him hunched over the thick volumes late at night, feverishly searching for long-forgotten knowledge. Often, she imagined having a place like this, where knowledge lived and time felt as if it stood still.

      The furnishings, though older and from another era, were remarkably clean and well-kept. Each piece was arranged with care, keeping the spacious room free of clutter. Models of the moon, sun, stars, and other globes swayed gently from strings along the ceiling, stirred by the breeze from the open window.

      Maps of distant lands—Eldergrove, Mordolia, and Ashstara—hung on the walls in heavy wooden frames. Emma had never heard of such places. Maybe Friden drew these himself and hung them here.

      To her left, a bright fire burned steadily in the hearth. The scent of wood smoke made her feel safe. Above the mantle hung a painted portrait of a striking woman dressed in purple and black. A plaque beneath it read: The Librarian.

      For a bizarre moment, she believed the image winked at her or shifted inside its frame. She stared harder, but nothing changed. Yet when she looked again a few seconds later, the woman sat in a completely different position.

      Holding back a shriek of terror, Emma stepped back, then quickly moved toward Friden, determined not to mention what she had just seen. The Archivist seemed not to notice anything.

      To her right, a medium-sized white dog with black speckles and a black-and-tan face lay curled on a plush bed by the fire, sleeping soundly. His eyes opened to give the newcomer a glance, then he sank back into his bed and drifted off once more. His tag read: Buster.

      Friden gestured for her to take a seat, excused himself, then hurried to the back room, soon returning with a large tray in his hands. Placing it carefully on the coffee table, he swept a hand toward its contents.

      Cakes, jams, and an array of desserts surrounded the tray’s edges, while a teapot, cups, and saucers were neatly arranged in the center. He offered her a napkin with a polite smile.

      “Please, eat your fill. We rarely have special guests, but when we do, there will be no talk of Friden ignoring their comfort.” He lowered into a plush chair, his gaze lingering as he waited for her to sample the sweets.

      Emma took the hint and lifted a fist-sized chocolate donut. She pressed the edge of the circular treat to her lips, took a generous bite, and moaned with delight.

      “That is the best thing I’ve ever tasted!”

      “We made them ourselves.” He practically vibrated with excitement, shifting from side to side as a wide grin spread across his face.

      “So, tell Friden which books you wish to check out.”

      Tapping her chin as she chewed, Emma swallowed and took a sip of her steaming gray tea. “None yet, thank you. I just wanted to see the place. We only just moved here, so I wanted to explore. You’ll probably see me here a lot.” Pride surged inside her for having found an easy way to keep her promise about leaving the house more often.

      “Excellent. We look forward to your company.” He took a small sip, setting the cup gently on its saucer. His eyes widened as a sudden, brilliant idea struck him. “Say, how would you like to work here? Friden can always use an extra pair of hands, and you’d be around our lovely books all day. How thrilling would that be?”

      Fear seized Emma. The idea of working amongst a constant stream of strangers made her tremble. Worse still, she would have to answer questions, help people find books, and who knew what else? She shivered again and sipped her tea for warmth.

      The hot liquid soothed her worries, yet excitement was stirring. The idea of earning extra money for books thrilled her. She absently adjusted her sweatshirt, picturing a growing library in her own room.

      If I take the job, I might find a way to get into the Restricted Section. After all, I would have the whole summer to figure it out. Her thoughts switched back to the job offer. I’ll hate being around all the people. On the other hand, I love all these books!

      Then, before she realized it, she had silently accepted the job. She put on her happiest face. “I’ll gladly help for the summer. Anything longer and I will need to see if it messes with my schoolwork.” Her smile faded at the thought. I hate the idea of going back to school. I need to talk to my folks about homeschooling.

      “Excellent!” cried Friden. “We look forward to seeing your smiling face regularly. There’s always so much to do here.” He tapped a finger on his desk several times. “But first things first. We have some paperwork you must fill out, then we’ll teach you the indexing system.” He paused to adjust the telephone, pencils, and paper on his desk to perfection—everything aligned, spaced neatly and orderly. He continued.

      “Indexing may be boring, but it’s quite important.” A worried look etched his face. “We never asked if you can use a computer?”

      Emma suppressed a chuckle. Don’t all kids know how to use one? I couldn’t survive without mine. “Yes, I’m pretty good with them.”

      “Wonderful! Let’s get started. We’ll run and get those blasted forms while you enjoy more treats. Eat, dear one.” He slid the tray closer before shuffling from the room.

      Once the door closed, Emma sat back, hoping she had not just made a terrible mistake.
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