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Erik looked out at a seemingly endless vista of red desert, broken here and there by tussocks of spinifex.

Way off in the distance, through the shimmering heat haze, stood the odd stumpy tree.

It was hotter than it had any right to be; beating down from the sun high overhead and radiating up from the ground.

The hot air tasted like dry sand and seemed to pull all the moisture from his lungs. 

Sighing, he turned to look the dilapidated weatherboard building under a sign reading “Last bookshop 1000 km.”

He could tell it had been a handsome and proud home in its young glory days, but now it leant drunkenly on rotten stumps, held together by termite nests.

That it stood at all was a miracle, but that the wide veranda supported the weight of a long slatted wooden seat and the three women looking curiously at him was a wonder.

The youngest, in scarlet shorts and tank top, sat cross-legged on the left. She was in her early twenties, and her long strawberry blond hair was caught up in a messy bun on the top of her head.

She held a book in her lap, with a finger tucked in the spine to mark her place.

The woman in the middle was maybe 40. She looked tired, and her long dark hair hung loosely around her shoulders. Her black semi-fitted dress must have been stifling in the heat.

She was leaning forward, resting her chin on her folded hands on a walking stick.

On the right was a stunning woman with short white hair that seemed to dance in the rising heat. She might have been 22, 45, or maybe even 100. She sat upright yet relaxed, one leg crossed over the other. Amazingly, her loose white pants and button-down shirt were untainted by the red dust that piled up around the base of the walls.

She was idly trimming her fingernails with a small pair of scissors. 

They looked at each other for a long moment before Erik shook himself and walked towards the building.

The woman in red unfolded herself from the seat and stood to meet him. That her skin could be so white in the outback was an incredible feat.

“Diana from the Palace Hotel sent me,” he said. His English was good, but his Scandinavian accent fell heavily into the still air.

The young woman smiled and turned to open the door for him.

“All the books are mixed together - new and second hand in all the languages we have.”

She pointed to the right, “fiction is over there,” and then to the left, “non-fiction there.

“All our available stock is out, so please don’t ask if we have anything else.

“Take your time, we’ll be here out the front if you find something you like.”

Then she turned away, leaving him in the open doorway.

He leaned forward slightly, expecting a small room with an even smaller stack of books, but instead there was an enormous room of modern shelving crammed with books.

And even more books stacked on the floor between the shelves.

Books so far as the eye could see, it was almost as if every book ever printed had been stuffed into the room.

He leaned back out to look across the width of the building before leaning back in to compare. The room was definitely bigger inside than the building.

Leaning back out, he looked at the women, who were looking at him quizzically.

The one in white made an impatient gesture towards the interior.

He smiled tentatively and nodded at them before taking a deep breath and stepping across the threshold.

Immediately he turned around, and was reassured by the continuing existence of the open door, and the view of the desert.

A flock of black cockatoos flew past screeching.

While it all seemed normal, he wanted to put his hand out the door, just to make sure it was really was a doorway and that it really was there.

Taking another deep breath, this time of book scented air, he turned towards the fiction.

His working holiday visa had almost expired, and it was time to head home to fulfil his mandatory Military Service quotient.

He’d been monitoring the political situation, and tensions had been escalating while he was away. He’d waited so long that he was just about out of time to enlist.

Perhaps if he’d joined up straight out of school, he’d have been safe, but it seemed almost certain he’d see active service on his return.

He looked at the long rows of shelves.

What he needed was something to take his mind off the fear. Something like an epic hero saga. Or a man who snatched success from the jaws of defeat.

A man who overcame his fate.

As he browsed the stacks, he could hear the faint, yet oddly comforting sound of the women’s voices from the verandah.

It was kind of like being in his room as a child, hearing his mother and aunts in the kitchen, gossipping about the village as they preserved fresh produce for the winter.

He smiled slightly remembering a time he’d sat on the stairs eavesdropping. And without really thinking, he found himself listening to the women outside.

“What do you think?”

“I think he needs our help Claudia, but he has to ask for it.”

“Well that’s a bit harsh don’t you think Agatha?”

“No such thing as a free lunch Laura.”  

“But Agatha—”

“Enough, we’re not fairies here to grant wishes.”

“Agatha, no one is saying anything about wishes.”

“For heaven’s sake Claudia, we can’t just go around meddling in the lives of mortals. We’re not gods.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Well, what did you mean then?’

“Well, um, just that there’s asking and there’s asking.”

“Honestly, you’re slow as a wet week Claudia.” 

“Please Agatha. What about earning a favourable indulgence?”

“That’s really not helping Laura.”

“No really, why not?”

“Or couldn’t he buy a favour with a gift?”

“Agatha, for once in your life, will you just think about it?”

“Shh. He’s listening.”

Silence immediately fell, as if someone had hit a cosmic mute button.  

Not that he should have been eavesdropping, but it seemed everywhere he went in this country, people stopped talking when he walked into the room.

Now he was starting to think it might be him and not something that all people who live in remote towns do when strangers walk in.

What help did they expect him to ask for?

Choosing a book?

At which point, it seemed a suitably thick book jiggled on the shelf to attract his attention.

It was a dusty old hardback, the knife cut edges of its slightly textured pages were yellowed, and dog earned.

He opened the cover, and the aroma of cigar smoke, cologne and adventure rose from its pages. The vivid frontispiece of a Viking longship riding stormy seas was strangely compelling.

He flicked through the pages at random and found himself pulled into a mythic retelling of the saga of Erik the Red. He gently closed the cover and weighed the book in his hand.

Its size and weight fit comfortably into his palm, in fact, the book seemed to nestle into his hand like a lost puppy.

It seemed the perfect book had found him.

Turning to retrace his steps, he realised he’d lost sight of the door and wasn’t entirely sure where it was.

Not that it isn’t always possible to get lost in a good bookshop.

But given this one seemed larger than the building that housed it, it felt a more disastrous situation than one might usually suppose.

Erik giggled nervously, should he have set a string line for guidance when he struck out from the main corridor?

Clutching Erik the Red like a talisman and trying to swallow his panic, he reasoned that if he could hear the women talking, they couldn’t be that far away.

If fiction was on the right, all he had to do was follow the path to the left, no matter how far it went, and it would lead him back to the door.  

Straightening his pack on his shoulders, he clutched the book to his chest and started walking.

After a time, Erik wondered if it really was as simple as keeping to the left.

He didn’t feel any closer to the door than before. The shelves were starting to look the same; lurid splashes of red and blue-toned covers with seemingly hallucinogenic gilt embossed collections of letters and symbols on the spines.

He saw a flash of red heading to the right and thinking it was the girl, chased after her.

Heart pounding, teetering on the cusp of turning the corner, he felt doubt creeping in.

Should he trust himself, or follow the girl he’d just met?

Was she trying to help him?

Was it even her, or just his imagination?

He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and held it until he could hear his blood pumping and then slowly let it out.

Choosing to believe in himself, he continued his path to the left.

He started to feel as though the shelves were closing in on him, and he couldn’t catch his breath.

The back of his neck started prickling as though someone was creeping up on him.

He spun around, heart pounding wildly in his chest, but there was no one there.

The book was a solid and reassuring presence in his arms.

If Erik the Red could trust himself and take a boat into the unknown, so could he.

Mind you, Erik hadn’t gone alone, he’d taken a crew to help. Each crew member had their own function, and together they’d travelled beyond the known universe and for the most part, come safely back.  

Perhaps that had been what the women had been talking about. If you need help, you have to ask for it.

“Um, excuse me,” he called.

The woman in black immediately stepped out from the shelves in front of him, “yes?”

Erik squeaked and stepped back.

The woman smiled faintly.

He coughed, trying to give the impression he was just clearing his throat.

“I’m sorry, you startled me. I’ve found a book, but I need help getting to the checkout.”

“This way please,” she said, disappearing around the shelving unit on his left.

He followed and found her leaning on her stick, waiting for him in a wide-open space between the shelves.

Convinced the gap he’d passed through wouldn’t be there if he turned around, he focused on the startlingly ordinary country town shop in front of him.

To one side, a fridge full of cold drinks and chocolate bars hummed gently.

It was nestled between a display unit of assorted dried packaged snacks and a bent up revolving wire rack of postcards, souvenir magnets, keyrings and spoons.  

On the other, an old manual cash register sat on one end of a wooden counter next to a stack of tissue paper held down by a rock.

A wall-mounted rotary fan ruffled the paper as it blew from side to side across the room.  

It was all reassuringly ordinary.

And that was sort of unsettling.

Given the bigger on the inside room and the never-ending book stacks, paying and leaving wasn’t going to be as easy as it looked. 

He walked to the counter with the woman and passed her the book.

She weighed it in her hand; “nice choice. Did you know this is the only book he wrote?”

Erik shook his head.

“The author died shortly after it was published.”

“Really? How did he die?”

“Mustard Gas poisoning, in the trenches during the First World War. It’s an
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