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 introduction

 


For seventeen years I worked part
time as a library aide, which is to say, I was the person who
checked your books in and out, helped you find what you needed in
the “card catalog” (yes, I still think of it that way), and often
forgot what I was doing in the excitement of discovering an
intriguing cover or a tantalizing blurb. It’s no surprise, then,
that when I found my voice as a writer and began publishing, the
first books were about a librarian… the Ninja Librarian, who
generously gave his name to my blog (www.ninjalibrarian.com).

There’s no denying I like a good
library story as much as I like a good bar story. I particularly
like a library where things are… different. This collection of
library tales features libraries run by wizards and dragons,
libraries long forgotten, and libraries encountered unexpectedly.
Most of these libraries are far from the suburban branch where I
served, and the patrons are even more interesting than the ones I
got to know over the years. These are library stories born out of
strange writing prompts and a love of fantasy.

It is impossible for any fan of
Terry Pratchett to write about a library without the library of
Unseen University lurking somewhere in the background. My
understanding of magical libraries is forever shaped by Pratchett,
who invented the concept of L-Space, through which all libraries
are connected, and wrote into being the best librarian of them all
(if you aren’t familiar with Terry’s Discworld, run out and get
some of his books as soon as you finish with this one).

In the end, what better place for a
writer or a reader than a library? Pull up a chair, make yourself
comfortable, and enjoy visiting these libraries!

 


This book is part of a set of flash
fiction collections, including Strange Drinks: Tavern Tales
Short and Tall; Clue, Cops, and Corpses: A Collection of Minute
Mysteries; and Missing Snow: A Collection of Holiday
Stories.

 


 


 


 



 The Wizard
Librarian

 


Millicent was no name for a wizard.
What the dragons had been thinking when they saddled her with the
appellation, Mil had no idea. But it had given her something to
overcome, and the dragons were big on overcoming things. Mil
thought that being an orphan raised by dragons was enough to
overcome, but the dragons hadn’t agreed.

Maybe that was also why, when she
was seven, they left her in the slums of Erlintown to manage on her
own. For four years she did just that. The magic helped. She could
bend men—though not dragons—to her will, and no one messed with
her. Especially after she’d blown one fellow into a
million pieces. He’d needed it. No one argued with her right to do
so, but they treated her with more respect after that.

When she was eleven, the dragons
took her to the wizard’s university, and that had brought her
to where she was now. The wizards trained her for the job
the dragons insisted destiny had selected for her. Mil thought that
destiny came in the form of a name, in her case. What else could a
Millicent be but a librarian, however much magic she
knew?

Of course, Mil thought with a
satisfied look around, she wasn’t exactly your average librarian.
Hers wasn’t your average library.

The Wizards’ Library needed a
wizard to keep it in order. Too many of the books had their own
views on where they should be shelved and who should read them. And
the patrons… she didn’t mind the dwarves, gnomes, and banshees so
much, but the orcs took a lot of keeping in line. Likewise the
werewolves. The dragons did what they liked.

No one, not even a wizard
librarian who’d been raised by them, told dragons what to do.
Besides, there was some strange relationship between the dragons
and the library. It was called the Wizards’ Library, but Mil
suspected that the dragons owned it. They owned most things around
Erlintown. But if they thought they owned her, they were wrong, and
she charged the late fees to prove it, though she never collected
them.

Her fellow wizards were a whole
other problem. They were either afraid of everything, or far too
confident. The confident ones blundered into trouble, while the
frightened ones slipped into it from the side. They slunk about,
hiding their actions and hiding from their fears.

There. One of the confident wizards
was sneaking in, sidling around the shelves nearest the door to
escape her notice. Mil sat up straighter and adjusted her
glasses—she didn’t need them, but they did add just the right
touch—and looked through the shelf to track the young
man.

Ah, of course. He was headed for
the Spelled Books. Not the spell-books. Those were open to anyone,
because they were useless. The dragons had long ago taught Mil that
spells came from within, not from books, though the wizards at the
university didn’t seem to know that.

The Spelled Books were a different
matter. Those were the books that were governed by spells, spells
which made them do very strange things. Some contained information
that would make a person very rich, very powerful, or very dead, if
they could find the key and read it, or if they failed to handle
them correctly.

Mil watched the young wizard,
trying to decide if she would go to his assistance. He scanned the
shelves as though he knew what he sought. Too confident. She stood
up, but he was already reaching for the book. Too late to stop him.
The young wizard let the book fall open in his hands.

He gave one squeak as he was sucked
into the book, which fell slowly to the floor with a small
plop.

Mil sighed. Young fools always
wanted to try that book. They almost couldn’t help themselves. She
was sure it called to them on purpose, and she couldn’t seem to
make it behave. She put a strap on it, and it ate the
strap. She tried chains, and they rusted away
overnight.

She strode down the long aisle and
picked up the book, keeping her hand locked about it so it couldn’t
open. She knew how to manage these books; the very unusual library
school she had attended, combined with special tutoring from a very
old dragon, had seen to that.

Mil knew better than to ever open
the Spelled Books. She guarded those books, she kept them in order,
but she did not attempt to read them. Mil slid the book back into
place, latched the bars across the shelf to contain them until they
calmed down, and crossed the library to break up a kerfuffle
between a dwarf and a banshee. Fighting upset the books, and any
dragons were all too likely to restore the peace they treasured by
eating the combatants.

Arriving at the disturbance, Mil
grabbed the dwarf by the back of the neck, pointing a finger at his
opponent.

“You. Will. Stop. This. Right.
Now.”

Both brawlers looked cowed, though
the banshee—since it wasn’t suspended off the floor by the scruff
of the neck—managed to look a little defiant at the same time, a
trick not many species can pull off. “Aw, it was just a little
philosophical disagreement,” whined the banshee.

“You are upsetting the books,” Mil
said. “And I believe there is a dragon in the back reading room.
You wouldn’t want to attract his attention.”

Both combatants went pale, or
paler, at that news. They might have been new to the library, but
they knew that dragons were touchy creatures who didn’t care for
the squabbles of lesser mortals. To dragons, everyone was a lesser
mortal, including other dragons. Mil was the first Librarian in a
century who had managed to get the dragons to take their own
disputes outside. There was a battered and blackened courtyard
behind the library where they settled differences of scholarly
opinion.

“So you will go about your own
work, and leave each other alone?” Mil now asked in a deceptively
mild tone, setting the dwarf back on his own feet.

“We both want the same book,” he
grumbled. “I had it first.”

“Only because he pushed me aside
to grab it,” the banshee retorted, warming again to
battle.

Mil looked at the book and
shrugged. “There are three other copies on the shelf. Really, if
you cannot behave, I shall be forced to ask you to leave the
library.”

The dwarf really was new. “And if I
don’t want to?”

“I shall feed you to the books. I
will not have disorder in my library.”

Shaking, the patrons accepted a
book each and sat down to read. Mil walked back to her desk,
pausing here and there to straighten a row of books or pick up an
escaping tome. Yes, she was what she had been brought up to
be.

And she loved her job.

 


###

 


(2015) “The Wizard Librarian” is
the first of four stories included here featuring Millicent and the
Wizard’s Library. Millicent appears as well in my collection
Missing Snow, in the story “Yuletide in the Wizards’ Library;
and in Strange Drinks (“Don’t Disturb the Librarian”). This
initial story was written as a one-off, but I have found myself
drawn back again and again to a librarian who might


cover.jpg





