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Dedication

For my mother and all librarians everywhere—this is for you, Book Dragons. Keep on breathing flame.
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Prologue

Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?

I saw that written on a library wall once, in curly purple script over the doors to the children’s section. Complete with a mural of an annoyingly adorable little girl crawling between the covers of an over-size book, pulling the pages up like clean sheets over her annoyingly adorable ringlets. She looked so smug, I wanted to slam the book on her head … but the curly scripted question lingered.

Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?

I began seriously contemplating this particular life choice eighteen years ago, on the day eight-year-old me was ushered through the front door of my third foster home in six months. I peered through my ragged bangs as I stood clutching a plastic trash bag full of all my clothes and a battered paperback copy of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, and my new foster mother barely shifted her attention from her iPhone, on which she was thumb-tapping away at some candy-colored game. Better than my last one, who’d been so hungover when I arrived that she could barely grunt a greeting when the social worker ushered me through the door. “You’ll sleep in the back with the other kids,” the new one grunted, not looking up. “Dinner’s over, but there’s Cheerios if you’re hungry.”

I lugged my trash bag to the back room, curled up on the cot in the corner, which was clearly meant for me, and inhaled stale cigarette smoke and even staler microwave popcorn as I peeled open my book. A book where a girl not much older than me was falling into another world, a world filled with dragon-crested ships and warrior kings and sapphire-blue seas dotted with golden islands like gems.

Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?

For God’s sake.

Why would someone like me ever want to live anywhere else?




1

I was doing poverty math the day my life fell apart. To be fair, my life had already been falling apart for most of the twenty-six years I’d been alive, but that particular Tuesday was the day it fell spectacularly, conclusively to pieces, and it really all started in the checkout lane at the grocery store.

Maybe you’ve never done poverty math. If so, lucky you. It’s the Olympic sport of the working poor, the mental gymnastics performed by a woman with $36.82 in her checking account and an empty fridge at home, desperately trying to calculate just what shopping-basket Jenga will stave off both bankruptcy and malnutrition in the ten days to go before payday. I stood there rubbing my chronically aching jaw and surreptitiously ditching items from my basket before the cashier could ring them up: nix the fresh strawberries ($5.99 saved); sub two apples for the tub of salad greens ($2.99 saved); add in the Massachusetts sales tax—better put back the skin cream I’d been hoping to afford this week because that giant red spot on my chin would have to go away without it. You get giant red spots on your chin because you can barely afford fresh fruit much less skin care, and you get jaw pain because doing poverty math in every checkout lane gives you a lifetime habit of grinding your teeth in your sleep. And forget the dentist, because you’re too fucking broke.

“Giving a party, dear?” the motherly looking clerk asked, ringing up all my eighty-nine-cent cans of tomato sauce and corresponding $1.29 packets of spaghetti.

“No.” Make a huge vat of cheap spaghetti and eat out of it for the next week of dinners—that was my go-to when it was a real death march till payday.

“Hmm.” She gave me a certain look, ringing up all that pasta. A look I was used to. “You know, I used to eat spaghetti like there was no tomorrow, and goodness, but my hips showed it!” A flick of her eyes at my lower half. “Then I went Paleo and those pesky pounds just fell off.”

I gave her a thin smile, swiping my debit card. Paleo, right. See how much fresh meat and fresh veggies thirty-six bucks will buy you, lady. Maybe starches stuck to these hips but at least they were cheap—or sometimes, if I got lucky at the coffee shop where I worked, free. If I could take home a few stale bagels and muffins at the end of my shift today, maybe I could avoid another shop until Friday. The sheer waste of what got thrown away every day at the shop still astounded me after a childhood spent fighting six or seven foster siblings for every piece of toast at breakfast.

“Just a few lifestyle changes is all it takes,” the cashier kept yammering. “Maybe you should think about it, dear.”

“Think about what? Not being fat?” I popped my eyes open wide, all overdone Disney-lashed innocence. “You know, I never thought about it until now. Not once. My God, what have I been doing? Praise the Lord, my eyes have been opened!” I gave her my widest, sweetest smile, preparing to pick up my sack of groceries and sashay out swinging my ample ass like a bell. A perfect exit.

“Your card has been declined,” she said frigidly.

And that’s how it all started.

The sky was spitting icy flecks of early April sleet, and I had a feeling I was going to be late to my shift at the coffee shop, but I’d had a text last night about the possibility of some data entry work, so I cut down the lower end of Newbury Street and shifted into a jog until I found myself staring up at the display window of Brummell’s. It was a place I liked to cruise for the eye candy: a little jewel box of a shop specializing in exquisite hand-stitched custom costumes featured by an increasing number of fashion blogs and YouTube influencers. You never knew if the mannequin in the big bay window would be sporting a Belle Epoque ball gown embroidered with blue-green beetle wings, a silvery replica of Cate Blanchett’s Galadriel outfit from Lord of the Rings, or a Bomkai saree starred with tiny mirrors, but it was always going to be jaw-dropping.

Today it was a frothy white gown with drooping shoulders and enough tulle to tent a big top. The shop owner was putting the last touches on the mannequin, adjusting a towering brown wig decked in crystal stars, and as he straightened to give me a wave through the glass, I felt my stomach flutter.

(I don’t cruise Brummell’s just to ogle the clothes.)

“Hey there, Alix,” Beau called, opening the shop door and aiming one of his easy cheek-creasing grins down at me. He was decked out like a Jane Austen hero today, wine-red frock coat and brocade waistcoat and tall riding boots, everything fitting like a glove. The owner of Brummell’s, and the hands behind every stitch on that gown in the window as well as that coat on his back. “You got my text. Come on in—”

“Can’t, I’m late for work.” I bounced up the stairs to at least come in under the blue-striped awning and out of the sleet. “But I can do data entry for you whenever you need me. How many hours?”

“Four or five, sometime next week? I haven’t entered in any of my receipts for months.”

“Beau, do not tell me you got my beautiful, organized QuickBooks account into a mess. I left it absolutely pristine.”

He looked shifty. “It’s been two years …”

“That long already?” I had to think back. He’d been just getting the shop off the ground and had hired me to get his accounts set up online. For a week I’d had the pleasure of working out of Beau’s back room, tabulating receipts and trying not to stare too obviously. It was tough not to stare at Beau Sato-Jones, and not just because he dressed like an extra from Bridgerton. He had a face forged somewhere among Japan, Pakistan, and South Africa, and I guarantee you’ve seen it on Instagram: Beau’s shop handle, @beaubrummellsofboston, had north of half a million followers, all panting to see Beau lounging in supple Victorian pinstripes, Beau strutting in Sun King silver coat and embroidered stockings, Beau lotus-positioned in a yukata of hand-painted cotton with flying cranes … I cleared my throat, getting rid of the delectable mental image. “How about next Monday? I’m off from the coffee shop on Mondays.”

“Deal.” He leaned against the doorjamb, smiling as though I were an old friend and not just an acquaintance to say hello to whenever he caught me window-shopping his mannequin displays. “You still flogging away at that place on Boylston?”

I mimed throttling myself. “Unless I got lucky and it burned down in the night. How’s the girlfriend—Isabelle?”

“Ysabel, with a Y. Broke up with me, went off to LA to be a model.”

“She doesn’t know what she’s missing. Maybe you can get back together with your ex, what was his name? The one with the cheekbones, dropped by twice when I was getting you set up on QuickBooks?”

“Deryk, also with a y. Went to LA with Ysabel.”

“Next time date somebody who can spell,” I advised.

“Okay there, Alix-with-an-i.” He laughed, not looking too heart-broken. He was probably consoling himself with one of the endless beautiful clotheshorses that paraded in and out of his Instagram reels: doe-eyed girls with endless legs, handsome boys with even more endless lashes. “When are you going to let me make you a dress?”

“When I win the lottery, Beau.” Everything in that store would have been out of my reach even if the $36 in my bank account had been sporting a couple more zeros. Everyone knows that if you need a Marie Antoinette costume for the Versailles Masked Ball or an Outlander wedding gown for a high-end Halloween party, you shop the racks of Brummell’s on Newbury Street or mail-order off its sleek blue and silver website … but only if you have a few thousand to spend. Definitely out of reach for someone whose brain was stutter-stepping sickly with the words card declined, card declined. I shoved those stomach-churning words away, gesturing at the window mannequin in the huge white gown. “Queen Victoria?”

“Empress Sisi. A replica of the gown she wore in the 1865 Winter-halter portrait, and let me tell you, appliquéing all those silver foil stars by hand was a bitch,” Beau said candidly.

“Worth the effort. It positively scintillates.”

“You and your vocabulary. You’d make a killing at Scrabble, czarina.” His nickname for me since I’d originally introduced myself two years ago as Alix-with-an-i. Very Romanov empress of you, he approved. I like it, czarina.

“Hey now, ordinary life does not offer enough opportunities to use words like scintillates.” I had whole lists of words I’d picked up from books that I was just waiting for a chance to use—always with a little feeling of triumph whenever I checked one off. “What scrumptious sumptuous splendiferous thing are you whipping up on that sewing machine next?”

“Got a special commission to finish. After that, I was thinking a replica of the emerald-green dress in Atonement—”

“Please tell me you will at least read the Ian McEwan book and not just copy the dress from the movie!”

“What do you take me for, a himbo? I do have a library card, as you know.”

I did know. The only reason Beau had hired me two years ago was because we’d bumped into each other quite literally at the Boston Public Library—he’d been very nice when I tripped and spilled half my water bottle over his stack of historical fashion books. One spirited argument later about the best costumes in movies versus the best clothes described in books, and I’d been hired to do his data entry. “Haven’t seen you at the BPL lately,” I continued.

“I’ll be there later this week. Some YouTube influencer rented the garden and the Abbey Room out for her twenty-fifth-birthday bash. I doubt anyone there will pick up a book, but it’ll be swank. You should come—there’ll be a whole group of us, we can squeeze you in under the velvet rope. We’re heading out to Vox II afterwards for cocktails—”

“Maybe some other time.” I wasn’t going to go on one of those self-deprecating, Oh, I’m not worthy of him inner monologues that the heroines in bad books always seem to do when a beautiful man looks their way, but I was a realist: I didn’t have the legs, the time, or the budget to hit the town with Beau Sato-Jones and his flock of swanlike friends at $24 per artisanal cocktail. Maybe in another life.

“Don’t you dare tell me you don’t have anything to wear, because you’ve still got my IOU. At least I hope you do.”

“In my wallet.” He’d paid me for my last week of data entry with a chagrined look, an admission that he was more cash-strapped than he would have liked (which I knew, having just gotten his bank account in order), and a scribbled note on the back of a brand-new business card: IOU—Beau Sato-Jones owes Alix Watson the unconditional loan of one (1) fabulous outfit for the event of her choosing. Redeemable whenever, wherever. Signed with a dash, and jammed in between my ID and my grocery store discount card, now all creased around the edges. In my more cynical moments I wanted to toss it in the trash, because when would I ever go somewhere glam enough to need an outfit from Brummell’s? But I never did, because if your life is Cinderella pre-ball, it’s nice to think your engraved invitation and your monogrammed pumpkin are out there somewhere.

“C’mon, I’ve got a robe à la française with your name on it,” Beau tempted me. “A nice long back like yours was made for Watteau pleats. Or if you want something more on the fantasy side, and I know you do because I saw the latest George R. R. Martin in your bag when you went by last week, I can kit you out as the Mother of Dragons. Dragon-scale smocking, attached cape, knee boots—what do you say, gorgeous?”

“I’d say I’m already late for work, and my boss is definitely going to look at me funny if I show up to make espressos in a robe à la française,” I said, shoving down the pinch of regret that I’d never been called gorgeous in my life by a man who wasn’t trying to sell me something, and slogged off to my shift at the coffee shop on Boylston.

Whoever thought to name a coffee shop The Bump ’n’ Grind should have been gagged, bound, and thrown in the Charles River, because it meant that three quarters of the male clerks thought it was hilarious to grind up on the women clerks while saying Bump and grind, geddit? but it was the least crappy of my three crappy jobs, and let’s face it, a woman with $36.82 in her bank account (card declined, card declined) can’t afford to be picky.

“Late again,” my boss Cody said sorrowfully. He never got pissy with his staff, he just sounded sorrowful. “I’ll have to dock you.” He sighed, laying a moist hand on my shoulder. He probably thought that made him less of a prick for cutting a full half hour of my pay when I was thirty seconds late. “You know that chronic tardiness is not in line with the company mission statement here at The Bump ’n’ Grind, Alix.”

I wanted to ask Cody if the company mission statement had anything to say about that man bun stuck on his head like the back half of a wasp, but I didn’t. I just smiled tightly, putting on my apron with Alex embroidered on the tit. I’d tried pointing out that wasn’t how I spelled my name, but he very kindly explained that my name was Alexandria, and therefore the correct nickname was Alex. I’d never liked Alex with an e; it sounded like the hard-boiled chick detective in every half-baked Law & Order spin-off, the one who runs around cleaning up the mean streets of Los Angeles by going undercover as a stripper. But Cody Man Bun had decided it was irrelevant how I actually wanted to spell my own name, so my left tit perpetually said Alex.

“Why Alexandria and not Alexandra?” My last foster mother asked me that, ten days, nine hours, and forty-two minutes before my eighteenth birthday, when I could finally exit her basement bedroom and the entire foster care system, not that I had an app on my phone counting it down or anything. “Alexandria. Wasn’t that like one of the Real Housewives?”

“Sure,” I said. “The Real Housewives of Alexandria. Drink chardonnay and bitch about the invasion of Rome.”

She’d given me a look that said I wasn’t the only one counting the minutes till my exit from her house, and I didn’t bother explaining I’d been named after a library in Egypt, not a Real Housewife. My mother loved books, almost as much as she loved shitty boyfriends, and when I was three years old she worked as a page in the local branch library. She used to push me around sitting on her book cart, which she’d decorated with a flamboyant bumper sticker—tacked down, since they wouldn’t let her stick it on permanently: They Got the Library of Alexandria—They’re Not Getting Mine.

She’d untacked it and taken it with her when we left town to follow Mom’s latest boyfriend, the drummer of an indie rock band thisclose to a recording deal, and that bumper sticker was still around (tacked over my bedroom door) when I turned eight and my birthday present was the news that Mom was headed to LA with a tech bro who swore his start-up was the next TikTok. “He’s not so big on the whole kid thing,” she’d told me, wrinkling her nose affectionately as if to say, Isn’t that just the cutest. “I’ll be back for you the minute I bring him around, mmkay?”

I guess she never brought him around on the whole kid thing, because I ended up going into the foster system with nothing but that frayed, curling bumper sticker, a few tattered paperbacks, and a name no one spelled right.

I pushed Mom out of my head, but I didn’t have any better thoughts today to replace her. I made a batch of cold brew and began taking drink orders, and all the time my brain kept blinking: card declined. And underneath that, the bills.

“Caramel macchiato for Lauren.”

The bill for my phone with the cracked screen. The rent I owed my roommates. The dentist appointment I’d been putting off for four years—

“Flat white for Shawn.”

The crappy $22 pleather boots with the disintegrating soles, which wouldn’t survive another spring rainstorm—

“Pumpkin spice latte for Kayla.”

Because I couldn’t afford hundred-dollar boots that would actually last, which meant that two months from now I’d have flapping soles again and be looking at twenty-two more bucks for another pair of crappy pleather boots, and by the end of the year I’d have spent $132 plus Massachusetts sales tax on boots that didn’t







































Epilogue

One year later

The new Patron was going to be just fine, I could tell—she’d taken in my rundown with barely a hitch, and she already knew which book she wanted to live in. “Phantom of the Opera,” breathed the lanky chorus singer who’d walked from a dinner theater production of Les Mis into the Astral Library via a company library of musical theater scores. “I’ve always wanted to live in Belle Epoque Paris!”

“You’re aware the book world won’t look exactly like the musical, right?” I asked, steering her toward the big oak counter, where the Librarian was finishing up an irritated memo to the Programmer. “For one thing, no one’s going to go around bursting into song—”

“What have we here?” My boss looked up, swiping a pencil out of her gray bun where she’d jabbed it—she looked considerably more dashing these days even in her cardigan and tweed skirt, since Beau had made her an entire wardrobe of sequined eye patches to wear over her scarred eye. Today was the deep emerald-green eye patch, which made her look like a pirate queen if pirate queens were dressed by Galliano. “New Patron?” she rasped.

“Read in and ready,” I replied, and gave the new arrival’s arm a squeeze. “This is the Librarian.”

“I thought you were the librarian?”

“Nope, just a Page.” I’d be a Page for decades, and I was fine with that. It took time, learning the ropes of a place like the Astral Library. I was still barely wrapping my head around the concept, introduced last week, of the Cloud Codex (apparently that’s where the whole idea of downloading to the cloud comes from). And don’t even get me started on the Wordsmithing Forge. (A smithy where the muses who inspired poets and novelists actually beat metallic blocks of words out into sentences on anvils with hammers. I work for Kate Quinn, one haggard-looking muse said, dripping sweat onto her blacksmithing apron, and that bitch runs a sweatshop. “Kate who?” I’d asked, but the muse just went back to hammering and swearing.)

I passed the newest Patron off to the Librarian for any clarification on her new existence and marked the transfer off on my sapphire-blue tablet. (Much less touchy and temperamental than the Librarian’s; it only changed the password on me when I used the wrong your for you’re while taking notes too fast, and really, who could blame it?) After that, I headed for the Wardrobe Department. “You’ve got a new Patron to dress,” I called, swinging through the doors. “She’s heading to Belle Epoque Paris circa Phantom of the Opera.”

“I’ve got a dress at the shop inspired by Emmy Rossum’s mourning outfit from the Phantom movie.” Beau materialized from behind a mannequin where he was draping a turn-of-the-century evening gown for another Patron set to head into a Henry James novel in two days. “Inspired by, but more historically accurate. Less cleavage, more pleating and tucking.” He had one of his Brummell suits on, pearl-gray waistcoat and billowy-sleeved shirt and skintight trousers, and my God, was he a snack. I was so over modern clothes that could just be yanked off in a few tugs. All that exquisite frustration when you had nine hundred mother-of-pearl buttons to undo and period corsets to be painstakingly unlaced and intricately tied cravats to be unwound … Let me tell you, it’s highly underrated.

“Come here, you.” I reached for the measuring tape around Beau’s neck, using it as a rein to draw him in for a kiss. I wasn’t the only one who’d been offered a job around here: Beau had taken over the Astral Library Wardrobe Department. Because these sad racks of old theater costumes are just depressing, he’d groaned, getting one look at the room where our Patrons were made over before heading into their book worlds. Sending people off to their new lives in slapdash cotton-blend replicas? Oh, honey, no. Besides, it feeds my soul, doing real period stuff and not just movie-costume stuff.

You wouldn’t think Beau would have time to dress the Astral Library’s Patrons, not with all the new commissions he was getting after the star of Belle landed on a dozen gushy best-dressed lists following her red-carpet walk at the premiere—but he could afford to be picky about the commissions he chose these days (not to mention hike up his prices). And with his sewing machine and workshop now living in the Astral Library, where he commuted with me every day through the BPL Reading Room stacks, he had all the time in the world to get the historical details right when working in a room where time didn’t pass. All the time he needed to finish a dress, pull together a historically accurate outfit for a new Patron, get a nap in, and head back to his shop, where it would still be morning and he could photograph his newest creation for social media or head to one of those glitzy events his latest few hundred thousand Instagram followers couldn’t get enough of on his feed.

I broke the kiss, gripped by a sudden clutch in my stomach—the lurking awareness that this couldn’t go on forever, this enchanted time where I had the Astral Library and the Boston Public Library, the Librarian’s world and Beau’s. Sooner or later I’d have to start spending more and more time in this world so I could take over from the Librarian, whenever she was ready, and Beau would have to decide if he wanted Brummell’s on Newbury Street and the world he’d been born into, or the Astral Library Wardrobe Department and me. But that decision was just a melancholy shadow on the horizon for now, so I let it go with a long, steadying breath.

“Thought I’d go to the Boston Ballet tonight,” Beau was saying, not noticing my sudden shaft of foreboding. “Opening night of Firebird, and the costumes are supposed to be out of this world, very Persian inspired. Want to come, czarina? Wear my latest?”

“If I get back from my afternoon appointment in time, yes, please.” Because his latest was a creation fit to banish any attack of the blues: a stark black skirt with a complicated cage of a bodice in sapphire-blue silk satin he’d fitted high and tight around my neck and down to my wrists, but left completely open down the back, from the nape of my neck to the base of my tailbone—all to showcase the line of iridescent blue that had started coming in down the line of my spine. Most people thought it was some kind of bedazzled tattoo when they saw it, but it wasn’t. It was scales.

“Your dragon form’s coming in,” the Librarian had said matter-of-factly when I pulled up my hair to show her the sapphire flash at my nape. “Don’t get too excited, you won’t be able to full-form shift for at least another eighty years—” But, hell yes, I was excited. Eight-year-old me wanted to jump on a dragon’s back and fly, fly, fly. Grown-up me was going to do the flying herself.

I gave Beau another lingering kiss and swung out of the Wardrobe Department, stashing my blue tablet at the long oak counter and running a fingertip over the bumper sticker, which the Librarian had, to my surprise, allowed to remain stuck to the front like a proud-flying flag. My mom’s bumper sticker finally finding its home, just like me. She wasn’t ever going to see it, and I didn’t think she was ever going to see me either. I’d done a lot of quiet thinking over the last year, wondering if I should try to make contact with her out in San Diego … I’d decided no. Maybe someday I’d feel differently, but right now I thought I’d leave her to her Etsy shop and the family she’d picked over me. Her loss, not mine.

Though I thought I’d keep a long-distance eye on my little half sister, just in case Mom ever decided to walk out on her too. If that happened, she wasn’t going into foster care like I had.

Dennis flew at me as I turned toward the library door, brandishing his latest book angrily. “Yes, Dennis, I know Fourth Wing ends on a cliff-hanger. Let me get you the sequel.” Dennis fluttered along agitatedly behind me as I went to the shelves; Iron Flame f lew down to my hand as soon as I raised it, and I concealed a grin as I passed the book over. I’d persuaded Dennis to give Tolstoy a rest, and now he was plowing through all my favorite fantasy series. (You should have heard the spectral gasping and muttering when he hit the spicy bits.) At this rate Dennis was never going to get back to War and Peace, much less finish off his TBR stack and ascend to wherever it is ghosts ascend. But, maybe that was just fine. Some people would rather spend eternity reading than go to heaven anyway. I’d gotten to know all the library ghosts by now, the more reticent ones who didn’t corporealize: Ethel, who was trying to catch up on all the Reese Witherspoon Book Club picks; Sajidah, who had just gotten into sci-fi and was plowing through Ursula K. Le Guin …

I left the Library and hopped the T out to the Boston suburbs for my afternoon appointment. I’d been hoping the Librarian would take it on, but she’d thrown the ball back into my lap: Your proposal, she’d said, you spearhead it. Besides, I’ve got my hands full restructuring the Library Board. All the old members who had come to the annual meeting had been summarily fired (one or two just fled), and she was in the process of restructuring the bylaws to make sure the Library was protected, not just from external dangers but from internal bureaucracy … But that left me alone with my proposed new plan, which made me equal parts proud and terrified.

“You said you were from a library initiative of some kind?” The ponytailed woman who let me into her home office had a keen gaze behind glasses with blue-green frames. “What’s that got to do with my books?”

“I love the whole series,” I couldn’t help saying. The Five Queendoms by G. R. Macallister: one of my favorite fantasy worlds with its ruth-less sorceresses, its resourceful queens, its warrior women, and its world of magic rites and desert sands—a world I’d have loved to visit, but it wasn’t in the public domain, because G. R. Macallister herself was alive and standing right in front of me.

Hence the new program I’d proposed to the Librarian. Can’t we get around copyright issues if we have legal permission from the author to utilize their books as living worlds for our Patrons?

I had Zoom calls next week with Eloisa James, Julia Quinn, and a whole slew of historical romance authors, because hist-rom provided just the kind of prettied-up world (low on the violence and bad dental hygiene, heavy on the royal balls and handsome men) that I could imagine hundreds of readers wanting to escape into. And I’d emailed the C. S. Lewis estate, heart in my throat, asking for a meeting. They hadn’t answered yet … but might I one day get permission to walk through a door and see a lamppost gleaming in the middle of a snow-hung forest? Might I one day walk the deck of the gilt-prowed Dawn Treader, where the waves rolled sweet all the way to the utter East?

I hoped so.

But for today, I had my first face-to-face presentation to get through. “What if I told you,” I said to the wordsmith in front of me, “that you could visit the world you write about? If readers who loved it could visit it … or even live in it?”

I expected skepticism. I expected laughter, derision, outright disbelief. But writers are a different breed, aren’t they? Their heads are already off in the clouds, those clouds I saw drifting past the Astral Library’s green windows every day, sweeping in words from distant winds and collecting stories from all corners of the earth and raining them down gently into the parchment sea. Writers already know the sound of those winds bringing them stories. Writers already know about far-off worlds lying just a tornado ride or a wardrobe door away from our own.

G. R. Macallister’s eyes gleamed, and I knew she was seeing the world she’d written: its citadels piled with scrolls, its bone-beds and arcane sacrifices, its matriarchal women who dueled and clawed and fought to make their own fates. I couldn’t wait to lead her there, and I felt sure I’d get the chance because that gleam in her eye told me she was ripe for the invitation—the invitation every bookworm child wants to hear when they devour stories and get lost in library stacks, when they dream of sailing the length of an endless bookshelf on a library ladder like Belle.

I smiled and asked, “Have you ever wanted to live inside a book?”




Author’s Note

My mother was a librarian and my father read aloud to me incessantly before I could read myself, and those two facts have shaped everything I came to be. I grew up running around libraries; books were the building blocks of my entire world, and my happy place was the huge old-fashioned claw-foot bathtub in the children’s section of the library where my mom worked: padded out with quilts and pillows, it could fit four little girls with their Baby-Sitters Club paperbacks or two exhausted moms with babies in slings and the latest Debbie Macomber. That bath-tub was magic. It turned exasperated adults with mile-long to-do lists into giggling kids again, ditching their shoes and their afternoon errands for an hour of indulgent me time with a favorite novel. Children understood instinctively that the bathtub could fly and it might at some point rise off the floor and whisk you away to your favorite book world.

I believed in book worlds as a little girl because fantasy was my gateway drug: some of the very first books my father read aloud to me were C. S. Lewis’s Narnia series and L. Frank Baum’s Oz novels. I spent a lot of my childhood poking my head into wardrobes looking for a door to Cair Paravel (I was very interested in the idea of being made queen of a land full of fauns, dryads, and talking mice) and had I lived in tornado country I undoubtedly would have walked myself straight into a twister for my one-way ticket to Oz. My father and I had read our way through both series and moved on to King Arthur and the Round Table by the time I hit first grade and began learning to read for myself—as soon as I realized that I could be my own dealer for this particular addiction, I had a library card application slapped down on the counter with my name crookedly crayoned across the top. I ran up library fines in double digits, I sneaked into the adult section to get my hands on books people said were too mature for me (and came to absolutely no harm because of it), I got in trouble at school for reading under the desk in my more boring classes … and somewhere along the way, I became a storyteller myself.

I write books set in the real world, usually the past, but I have never lost my childhood love for fantasy worlds. It was a pleasure to pay tribute to my favorite fantasy authors in this book: sharp-eyed readers will catch references not only to Narnia and Oz, but to the worlds of N. K. Jemisin, Ursula K. Le Guin, J. R. R. Tolkien, George R. R. Martin, Tamora Pierce, Jeannie Lin, Anne McCaffrey, Leigh Bardugo, Ayana Gray, Rebecca Yarros, Sarah J. Maas, Rick Riordan, Lev Grossman, and G. R. Macallister. I also enjoyed paying tribute to some of my favorite classic novels, by the likes of Jane Austen and Charlotte Brontë and Alexandre Dumas; and my favorite painters, such as Thomas Cole, Edmund Blair Leighton, Arnold Böcklin, and Claude Monet. Especially sharp-eyed readers may catch a crossover cameo in Thomas Cole’s painting The Consummation of Empire to my ancient Rome novel Lady of the Eternal City!

Like any reader, I have fantasized about being able to live inside the worlds I imagine so vividly while reading. The idea of a magic library that opened up those kinds of doors came to me a few years ago, and as soon as my imagination conjured it up I knew it looked like the wondrous Boston Public Library Reading Room (or Bates Hall, as I have never heard anyone but a tour guide call it). As a college student I spent many hours in that reading room, setting my laptop up at one of the long reading tables beside the jewel-green lamps and hammering away at whatever book I was currently writing. No magic door ever opened for me there but really, the Boston Public Library—and all libraries—are magic enough all on their own. As Alix says with such passion, they are far more than just repositories of books. They are living, breathing spaces for living, breathing people, and all the messy, complicated problems people carry on their backs: one of the few public places where a purchase is not necessary if you wish to linger, a refuge for children and the unhoused, a place where information and free access to it are elevated over all.

And libraries are under attack, now more than ever. They are chronically underfunded, their vital programming and services continually slashed by budget cuts. Frothing-at-the-mouth book banners are always waving lists of books they want culled from the shelves of their local libraries. And subtler threats come from bureaucratic board member types who trade a lot of catchphrases about essential modernization and the need to remain relevant in a changing world and monetization as the key to the future. Some of these changes are necessary as well as well meaning—institutions do need to change and adapt if they are to survive. But some are not well meaning at all, and threaten to put libraries out of business or change their entire purpose for existing: there are people out there who genuinely believe a modern library should only be one-quarter books.

Protect your local libraries. Support them, fund them, use them, vote for measures that will ensure their survival against the book banners, the budget cutters, and the board members. Libraries are beacons in the dark. Don’t let them go out. They got the Library of Alexandria—don’t let them get yours.

I owe enormous thanks to the many people who helped in the writing and production of The Astral Library. My editor, Tessa, and my literary agent, Kevan, who didn’t bat an eyelash when their historical fiction author proposed writing a fantasy novel. The wonderful team at William Morrow: Amelia, Deanna, Kelsey, Madelyn, and my publicist, Julie, who I invariably address as Khaleesi the Mother of Dragons for her ability to breathe smoke and make problems disappear. My wonderful critique partners, Stephanie Thornton, Lea Nolan, and Stephanie Dray, whose feedback helped me hone an ungainly rough draft into something worth reading, and marvelous fellow author Rene Denfeld, who writes with such sensitivity about children in the foster system and advised me how to fine-tune Alix’s background and character. The spectacular Greer Macallister, who let me put her in the book along with her sensational matriarchal fantasy series, The Five Queendoms—if you haven’t picked up the first, Scorpica, and reveled in its ruthless queens and desperate sorceresses and heroic Amazons, then you are seriously missing out. While you’re at it, check out the Instagram page of French fashion designer Sylvie Facon, whose jaw-dropping creations—antique books unpicked and restitched into couture gowns—inspired Beau’s book dress.

Thank you to my husband, Stephen the Overseas Gladiator, an inveterate gamer who helped me flesh out the idea of the Programmer and the Astral gaming worlds. Thank you to my much-missed father, for getting me hooked on fantasy in the first place. And thank you most of all to my mother, who started me out along this path by showing me what a real Librarian (capital L) is supposed to be.
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