

 

 

 

The alphabet of scars exists so that those lessons need not be carved into our flesh a second time.

Holocaust, Author Unknown
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CHAPTER 1

Anne

As a baby, Anne had taken her first ever steps among the aisles of what her grandfather called his library but was in fact a second-hand bookshop. It wasn’t even his, since his mother, the Hoffman matriarch, was still alive, though you wouldn’t know it to look at her. Anne had been told that Great Grandma Ruth was ninety-three, but she had seen, in one of the huge encyclopaedias that had to be lifted down for her, an engraving of an ancient queen embalmed with forgotten skill and preserved against the tide of nearly fifty centuries. Nanna Ruth looked every bit as old as the queen amid her wrappings.

In any case, it was within these musty aisles that Anne had taken that first step, and later read her first word, which in retrospect had been a step of more significance, carrying her over an invisible threshold into a world much larger than that occupied by those who rarely choose to exercise their imagination.

As a toddler, and in fact until she was older than she was now prepared to admit, Anne had thought her grandfather’s shop to be endless. She had believed that there would always be another corner to turn, another previously unknown aisle to discover, the shelves overfull, spine crowding spine, other books pushed in horizontally to rest atop their more orderly fellows.

She had of course, in the intervening years, discovered the rear wall and traced its entirety, which was unbroken but for a single door leading to a workshop where her father had once been employed repairing any book of sufficient rarity and value to deserve such attention. The shop stretched back much further than a casual visitor might imagine, but it most definitely had its limits. A fact that had simultaneously comforted and disappointed the young Anne, the balance between the two emotions varying across years as she grew older, or even from the morning of one day to the evening of the next.

At sixteen, she watched the shop when her grandfather’s other business took him across town. Watching the shop mainly meant watching the door, since once a potential customer had disappeared among the shelves there was no telling where they might be. ‘Count them in. Count them out.’ This was her grandfather’s instruction, written in a faded hand on yellowing paper pinned behind the till. The shop had to operate on an honour system since there was no way of knowing if someone were spiriting out a book under their jacket. Though if the person emerging from the aisles appeared considerably fatter than the one that entered, this was a pretty clear sign that they should be hoisted by the ankles and shaken until evidence of their crime presented itself. 

Sadly, in Anne’s view, no shaking took place, and any thefts went largely unnoticed amid the uncatalogued plenty of their stock. Replenishments for the books sold or stolen came largely from house sales where the occupant had died, and their descendants wanted easily divisible cash rather than awkward reminders of the lost relative. In the past, Grandfather had jokingly called himself and the others who converged on such properties ‘vultures’. The unwanted furniture would go to Wagner or Fischer, the carpets and rugs to Hersch or maybe Wolf, and so on. Most often, Grandfather’s offer on the books would be the best and he would return with his cart laden, a modest private library sheltering beneath the tarps.

But such joking had long since been abandoned, now that the townsfolk were stirred up against the tribe, and more than ready to throw the word as an allegation rather than the self-deprecating label originally intended. Anne had grown up with dirty looks and name-calling in the school playground. She’d become used to attending the birthdays only of the children who shared her temple. But more recently it would be a stone that was thrown at her rather than merely unpleasant words.

She tried to tell herself that it was because she’d grown into a bigger target, almost a woman now, but the Wagners’ children came back from lessons crying or bruised or both often as not. Her grandfather said that evil men sought to use any difference to create fear, distrust, and hatred, all of which they would employ to advance their own position.

Anne had often wondered at the contrast between the way mankind divided its books and the way they divided themselves. For the former, they looked beneath the cover and considered what was written there, finding shelves for histories, for romances, for biographies, and for mysteries. For people, each far more complex than even the most profound of books, the cover often served. They saw her hair, the shape of her face, and they knew exactly how she fitted into their lives, regardless of her character. She was beneath them, unclean, an intruder into the town where her forebears had lived for many generations.

Anne sat at the counter, the mechanical crank-operated cash register hulking in front of her. They didn’t need a register of course. The customers came in twos and threes, or more generally these days in ones, with long, silent gaps in between. But Grandfather had inherited the register from one of his uncles’ shops and installed it with an owner’s pride, insisting that it made the place look modern and busy, even though the device was the best part of fifty years old, and the shop was largely deserted.

Despite the family’s business being concerned primarily with old books, their takings run through an ancient register, it was the future that fascinated Anne’s grandfather. His favourite topic of conversation was the pace of change. He would list the things that filled Anne’s world, and which were wholly absent from his own childhood. It wasn’t, he insisted, that he was jealous of the marvels she now had access to, be it mechanical adding machines or lights that burst into life at the flick of a switch, but that he envied her the next fifty years. If technology had delivered so much over the course of his own life and was still accelerating, what wonders were to come?

A familiar but unexpected noise startled Anne from her thoughts, tumbling the neglected book in her hands to the dusty floorboards. She stood up sharply from her stool. She’d been on edge lately – well, more than lately – her nerves tight-strung. A glance at the windows showed a gloomy, rainswept street, empty save for a lone figure in a raincoat, bent against the wind, quickly gone from view. The board that covered the hole from last week’s half-brick rattled in the wind. The cracks spread beyond the board, catching whatever light escaped the clouds, glimmering, letting her know that the violence couldn’t just be covered up, promising more.

Anne tore her eyes from the street. The noise had come from back among the aisles. It had been the sound of a book hitting the ground, much like the sound her own book had made a few seconds later. Count them in – count them out. She had done just that and knew herself to be alone. But still a book had fallen.

‘Hello?’ Her voice sounded small. She coughed and tried again. ‘Hello!’

Nothing. Just the peculiar silence of books. Fresh rain suddenly pattered against the window, spattering the legend, ‘Hoffman’s Books’, the painted letters offered to her in reverse. It seemed too dark for barely after noon, even for November. The electric lights struggled to fill the space. Two bulbs had blown earlier in the month, filling some of the aisles with sharply drawn shadows.

Another soft noise from the rear of the shop. Not a book falling, not this time. The scuff of a shoe perhaps? Anne lifted the divide and came out from behind the desk. She’d asked her grandfather why the shelves weren’t arranged in long straight lines. A brief walk across the storefront would reveal any intruder were that the case. Instead, the arrangement was closer to labyrinth than linear.

‘Mystery!’ had been the old man’s answer. People want to get lost in a book, he said. Let them get lost in the act of finding one too. Add some wonder and excitement to that part of the process in order to remind them why they should part with both their coin and their time. Choosing a book should be a private business, conducted in the secrecy of the aisles, not on display for strangers’ judgment.

Anne currently had very specific views on the value of mystery. She was against it. ‘Come out!’

The sudden jangle of the bell above the street door made her jump. She spun towards the entrance, feeling almost guilty, as if caught doing something she shouldn’t have been.

A policeman stood there, rainwater dripping from his shoulder wrap and beading on the gleaming leather bill of his cap. He pushed the door closed with his heel, the bell’s jangling intensifying again.

For a long moment he stood, taking in the store with a sliding gaze that slipped across Anne as if she were of no more interest than the furnishings.

‘Can I help you, sir?’ Anne didn’t recognize the man. He was young, tall, cleanshaven, but for the close-set meanness of his eyes he might be handsome were he to smile. The shop’s infrequent visits from the law usually came in the rather portly form of Officer Muller who would pop in every now and then on sunny days. Or used to. Anne hadn’t seen him for maybe two years now. Grandfather said the man’s superiors hadn’t approved of his fraternizing.

This new officer clearly hadn’t come to chat, and his silence unnerved Anne. ‘Have you come about the window?’

The question made the man sneer. ‘If a broken window is the limit of your trouble, you will have done very well.’

‘It’s against the law to—’

‘The law is made to serve the people. And the people don’t want your kind here.’ The officer snapped at her as if she were a child in class. He wouldn’t use that tone if her grandfather were here, Anne was sure. Though it was her grandfather who had told her never to talk back to a policeman. He’d given her a lot of instructions lately. Stay behind the counter. Don’t argue with customers. Don’t leave the shop.

‘Where is your father?’ Cold blue eyes fixed her.

‘He’s dead, sir.’ Anne remembered that her grandfather had also told her to be scrupulously polite. ‘My grandfather runs the shop.’

‘And where is he?’

‘Out on business, sir.’

‘Business …’ The officer removed his cap. He had a blunt head, his fair hair cropped short. ‘With your sort that means stealing.’ He advanced on her, an unreadable malice in his stare.

Anne stood paralysed by indecision. She wanted to run for the security of the counter, however illusory that might be. But running from a policeman in her own shop would be silly. But then again, whatever his uniform promised, she could see that the man meant to hurt her in some manner.

‘How long do you think you can last here?’ His head tilted with the question, a smile edging thin lips. ‘They piled the books higher than a man in Babelplatz and burned them all. Degenerate filth!’ His eyes swept the shelves, perhaps imagining a similar blaze here.

Anne cringed as the man loomed above her, standing far closer than a stranger should. He raised a gloved hand towards her face, and, hating herself for flinching before him, Anne found herself filled with a strong instinct to bite the reaching fingers. Instead, she turned her head away as he touched her hair.

‘How old are—’ His voice fell to nothing, and he took a sharp step backwards.

Anne turned in the direction of his stare, and also took a step away. The figure emerging from the aisles was both impossibly tall and somehow alien, as if perhaps a lion had taken to its hind legs and come in search of a good read. She blinked and saw that her eyes had deceived her. The man was merely outrageously tall, so tall that she shouldn’t have been able to miss him among the bookshelves, but not so tall as to defy reason. And the mane was merely an unruly expanse of darkly curling hair falling to his shoulders.

‘Is there a problem?’ The stranger’s voice rumbled out so deep that at first it seemed as if he were speaking a different language, but a moment later Anne’s mind rotated the sounds into something that made sense.

‘You’re so tall!’ Anne hadn’t meant to say anything so stupid. The words had just fallen out of her open mouth. She belatedly remembered to close it. She opened it again. ‘I’m so sorry. You surprised me. Us.’ She glanced towards the policeman.

The officer had retreated another step, his amazement equal to hers. Now, realizing himself the subject of scrutiny, he drew himself up to his full height, scowling. ‘Who are you? A gypsy?’ Contempt shivered through his words. ‘Is the circus in town?’

The tall man’s clothes certainly had an odd look to them, a patched leather waistcoat with metal buckles, trousers seemingly made the same way. He looked young but something gave his face a peculiar gravitas, as if a king in rags had stepped among them.

The stranger advanced and the policeman retreated, running out of places to go. ‘You seem angry, my friend.’

‘Who the hell—’ The officer shook his head. ‘Papers! Show me your papers!’

The tall man made a strange crooning noise, dipping his shoulder in an odd manner. Anne, fascinated, couldn’t take her eyes from him. He set an over-large hand to the policeman’s arm, just above the elbow. ‘Come.’

Astonishingly, the policeman let himself be drawn away to the far side of the shop, the other man, head and shoulders above him, like a father leading an errant son. He kept talking the whole time, his voice so low and deep that Anne couldn’t separate the words.

Freed from the stranger’s hypnotic presence Anne glanced away toward the street, wishing her grandfather would come. For a moment she thought she saw him, ghostly through the rain, only to realize with a start that she was seeing the reflection of someone behind her.

She spun around to find that a second stranger had emerged from the aisles, this one short enough that she could believe him to have passed among them unseen. In his way, this other man was no less strange than the first. What she’d miss seen as a charcoal grey robe was in fact a sensible business suit of the same colour. The dark grey only served to accentuate the unhealthy whiteness of his skin. Anne had read about the condition but had never seen someone who suffered from it.

‘Albino.’ Dismayed to find the word on her lips, she covered her mouth as if it could somehow be retrieved. ‘I’m so sorry. I was startled. That’s no excuse. I thought I was alone in the shop and now …’ She waved her other hand helplessly. She wasn’t sure if the shop had had four people in it at once all year. ‘Can … can I help you, sir?’

The man inclined his head. In his right hand he carried a black umbrella. ‘I hope so. I’m looking for a book.’

‘A-Any book in particular?’

‘One that won’t burn.’




 

 

 

Most books require no key, and yet a closed mind cannot open them.

Dressed in Chain, by Eli Nathan
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CHAPTER 2

Anne 

The giant man, who must have in Anne’s estimation, stood close to seven feet in height, steered the young policeman back to the street door. The tight and vicious look that had commanded the policeman’s face since he walked in, had been replaced by a wondering confusion. The small but deep vertical lines between his eyebrows had smoothed themselves away.

‘Be careful, Officer Schmidt,’ the giant said as the policeman pushed through the door and hunched himself against the rain. ‘It looks wild out there.’

Anne closed the door behind him and stood there as the bell jangling above her wore itself out.

‘That one,’ said the giant, ‘has many issues. It could take weeks to untangle him. But his main problem seems to be that he’s fallen in with some sort of cult.’

Anne covered the smirk that escaped onto her lips. It wasn’t funny. None of it was. 

‘I didn’t see you come in.’ It seemed the most logical place to start.

The albino bowed his head. ‘My apologies. I am Yute, and this is Kerrol. We came from the library.’ They were both foreign, they had to be. They spoke the language too well, their grammar too perfect to be from anywhere nearby, and yet untainted by any regional accent.

‘Anne Hoffman.’ Anne felt she should offer her hand but resisted the impulse. She realized that she was staring and tried not to. Clearly neither man worked for the town’s small library. Possibly the scientific library at Regensburg, but Anne found it hard to believe that the institute would employ such unusual characters, especially in the current political climate. Mr Yute was at least respectably dressed … She wanted to thank them for putting in an appearance and somehow taming Officer Schmidt, but to do so would be to admit that she had been in danger from a policeman in her own shop, and that would make what had nearly happened far too real. Under the expectant gaze of her new customers Anne shook off her confusion and asked, ‘What was it you were looking for, Mr Yute? I think I must have misheard you.’

‘And I think I must have misspoken.’ Mr Yute inclined his head, his hair as white as great grandmother Ruth’s. ‘We’re here on a … what shall we call it? A discovery trip. And I think that our first task should be to learn what kind of place we’ve found ourselves in.’

‘The best bookshop in town.’ Anne folded her arms and grinned. Even though Mr Kerrol had yet to speak to her, something about his presence made her feel safe, and that was a thing she’d not felt for a long time. There was no real sense to it. A dozen inches of extra height would do nothing to save you from a thrown stone, a club, a knife, or a bullet. But there it was, she took comfort from his being there.

‘And how many bookshops are there in town?’ Mr Kerrol’s voice rumbled out as he walked past her, so deep that it almost seemed to reverberate in her chest.

‘F– Three.’ She had been going to say five, but Werner’s went bust the previous year, and the Saveeny’s had left town only last week, boarding up the windows of their shop.

‘Remarkable.’ The giant stood with his hand set to the window glass, his fingers splayed, the raindrops on the other side running past them. ‘An invisible barrier.’

If it hadn’t been for Mr Yute saying they came from the library, or the way Mr Kerrol had dealt with the policeman, Anne might have imagined the giant to be a native of some primitive country, brought to civilization only recently by an intrepid explorer. But the explanation felt a thousand miles from fitting.

‘Glass,’ Mr Yute said, raising his voice slightly.

‘Ah,’ Mr Kerrol turned away from the window. ‘Glass. I should have known. I’m afraid I was the same way when I first saw fire. I thought it was some strange red flower.’

Anne laughed nervously, not entirely sure that the man was joking.

‘It occurs to me,’ Mr Yute rested his pink-eyed gaze on the street, ‘that we should perhaps visit these two other bookshops first. The manner of our arrival has … clothed … us appropriately, but it won’t last. I’m afraid your uniqueness won’t pass unnoticed for long, Kerrol.’

‘My impression from Hans was that this is not a time when differences are well tolerated in this kingdom,’ Mr Kerrol rumbled.

Anne took the opportunity to retreat behind the counter and closed the divide. She wasn’t sure she’d been following the conversation properly, but that last part she understood. She understood it to be understatement. ‘It might be dangerous for you to wander the town.’ She paused. ‘But you got here without trouble. Maybe I’m being silly.’

Mr Yute flexed his jaw. ‘I wouldn’t say we had no trouble …’

Mr Kerrol came and leaned on the counter with an easy smile. ‘Perhaps you could give us directions to these two other shops?’

Anne took a piece of notepaper and with the stub of a pencil began to sketch out a map of the streets the pair would need to take. ‘And don’t go talking about the kingdom. Not where anyone will hear you. We’ve not had a king for a long time. Not since before I was born. It doesn’t do to talk about kings. That will get you into politics, and that will get you into trouble faster than punching a judge in the face.’ She started to label the streets they would have to follow. First to reach Weber’s shop, and then the antiquarian Madame Orlova whose upmarket emporium sold leatherbound tomes of the sort prized by scholars, collectors, and by bankers who bought them by the yard to fill their shelves with the necessary gravitas for men set in charge of vast sums of money.

‘I would come as your guide,’ Anne apologized. ‘But I can’t open that door.’ She nodded to the street.

‘I’m familiar with such restrictions,’ Mr Kerrol said, with no hint of complaint.

‘I mean, I can, obviously.’ Anne felt the need to explain even if no explanation had been asked for. ‘Only, I promised my grandfather. He worries when I’m out. Says it’s not safe for us these days.’

‘And where is your grandfather?’

‘Out …’ Anne shook her head and bent to finish the map. She handed it over. ‘There you go, Mr Kerrol.’

He accepted the page. ‘Just Kerrol. And my thanks.’ For a moment something seemed wrong with his hand. The shape? The way the fingers divided? The number of fingers?’ Anne shook her head and looked again. It was a perfectly normal hand, just very large. She suppressed a sudden desire to set her own hand against his palm and see how the size of his swallowed hers.

‘Kerrol,’ she said.

‘Just so.’ He straightened, waved the paper at his companion, and strode towards the door.

After a moment’s fumbling they had the door open between them and a cold, damp blast rattled around them.

‘Rain,’ grumbled Mr Yute. ‘Better than the sun, I suppose.’ He led the way out, head bent, not choosing to pit his umbrella in an unequal battle against the wind.

‘Rain!’ Kerrol seemed delighted. ‘Another first!’ And, dipping his head to avoid the doorjamb, he followed out, closing the door behind him.

Another first? Anne frowned as she watched the two men go. How did that make any sense? She watched them until the edge of the last window blocked her vision. One white as a ghost, the other tall as a beanstalk. They both had targets on their backs. There were plenty of brownshirts in town. Even out of uniform they’d spoil for a fight with a pair as clearly foreign. If Kerrol and Mr Yute happened to pass by any of the factory yards they would draw trouble, sure as rain falls down. Any place where workmen would be coming and going, hanging out under the eaves of the machine sheds for a smoke, or standing in the shelter of a wall, any place like that could see them chased, beaten, driven out of town. Or worse, they might be arrested and taken to one of the new camps where all the communists were ending up these days. She should have sent them down that alley by the slaughterhouse, made them go the long way rather than past the lorry factory.

‘Damn it!’ Anne grabbed her coat and the key and ran to the door. She turned the sign to ‘closed’, slipped out into the rain, locked up, and hurried after her customers, still struggling into her coat. ‘Wait!’

She caught them at the corner. ‘Mr Yute, wait!’

‘Just Yute,’ he said, turning with a surprised smile despite the rain which he very clearly wasn’t enjoying.

‘Yute.’ Anne felt uncomfortable calling an adult stranger by their first name. Kerrol wasn’t much older than she was. Early twenties at most. But Yute … she couldn’t tell how old he was. He had a face that made it hard to judge. He had to be at least forty, surely? But well preserved. But equally he could be a youthful sixty. ‘Sir. I really should have just said I’d take you there. So, I will!’

‘But your grandfather told you to remain in the shop,’ Yute observed. ‘I doubt he’d forgive me for inciting you to ignore his rules and to leave his livelihood unguarded.’

‘Oh, it’s not much of a livelihood,’ Anne protested. ‘And the rule of hospitality trumps the other rule. You’re strangers in town. Grandfather wouldn’t forgive me if I left you to wander in such weather.’

Kerrol smiled down at her, shaking water from his hands. ‘It might be nice to get somewhere dry. I never liked swimming in the pool, and I’m finding it just as unpleasant when the stuff falls from the sky.’

Anne nodded uncomprehendingly. ‘This way.’ She crossed the street, aiming for Tanner Lane. Like her grandfather’s shop, Weber’s bookshop was tucked behind a high street where shops crowded elbow to elbow. Rather than keep other stores’ company, the bookshop numbered lawyer’s offices, accountancies, and suppliers of inks or stationery among its neighbours. Thunder rumbled in the east, like the sound of distant guns, and Anne picked up her pace.

She led them the long way, all the time praying that her grandfather’s business kept him a little longer so that her dereliction of duty not be discovered. She took all her usual precautions, listening out for shouts or singing or raucous laughter, the hallmarks of the drunk, pausing at corners and peering around. It should have worked. Especially in the rain. But three streets shy of their target, and as the rain slackened to a scattered drizzle, a voice hailed them.

‘Oi!’ Hardly a threat but the lack of respect in the over-familiar address was warning in itself. The confidence was another source of concern. You don’t shout at two grown men in the street unless you have something to back it up. Particularly if one of those grown men has grown much further than probably any man within twenty miles ever had.

‘Say nothing to offend them,’ Anne cautioned in a low voice, turning to face the speaker.

Four men in overalls had just emerged from one of the terraced houses they’d passed, men in their middle years, heavy bellies used to beer and sausage, sour expressions, a fifth emerging, closing the door behind him. Shift workers at the foundry, Anne thought, the four perhaps calling to pick up the fifth on their way in.

The largest of them, the oldest by the look of him, sported a handlebar moustache and the ruddy complexion of a drunk, though surely he wasn’t currently inebriated at an hour that for him must be just after breakfast.

‘Gypsies aren’t allowed around here.’ The big man led his friends towards them with a swagger.

Anne would have run if she were on her own – the men didn’t look fast, and they’d probably be satisfied with seeing her run. But it seemed unlikely that Yute in his smart business attire, or the towering Kerrol would scatter like schoolboys, even though it would be very much in their best interests to do so.

‘We are not gypsies,’ Yute said. ‘But since we are leaving, the point is moot.’ He turned to go.

‘Don’t turn your back on me!’ the man barked.

Yute turned slowly back to face him. Kerrol said nothing, studying the men with a careful frown. He was far taller than any of them, but he didn’t seem particularly powerfully built, and despite his height he didn’t seem the fighting sort.

Looking pleased with himself the man waved a hand at the three of them and glanced conspiratorially at his friends. ‘What have we here? A gypsy circus freak, a useless eater, and a Jew-rat.’

The man behind him, bald and heavy browed, had fished a wrench from the pocket of his overalls.

‘We should go.’ Anne tugged at Yute’s arm.

‘No.’ Kerrol’s rumble was free of anger or fear. ‘They won’t be satisfied without injuring us.’

The leader’s complexion darkened, flushing with more blood. With balled fists and a sense of impending purpose he closed the gap between them in swift strides.

‘I—’ Anne started to speak, but Kerrol moved so fast that the words were stolen from her tongue.

In one heartbeat he was towering beside her. In the next he had snatched up the biggest man in just one hand, carried him back to his fellows, seized another man in the other hand, and used the pair as clubs to knock the remaining three to the ground.

‘My apologies.’ Kerrol threw the two men in his hands down onto the three struggling to rise. ‘With more study I’m sure I could have reasoned with you.’ He kicked the man closest to gaining his feet, knocking him flat. ‘Sadly, time is short, and I will have to employ fear.’ He glanced back at Yute. ‘If you could take our friend away. This will work better without an audience.’

Yute reached for Anne’s hand, encircling it with white fingers and leading her around the next corner. The blood-curdling growl that reached after them made Anne want to add her own scream and tear off at a flat sprint. Yute squeezed her palm and released her. ‘His bark is worse than his bite. His sister though … she is another proposition.’

Kerrol emerged from the lane at a stroll a short while later, though wearing a frown once more. ‘I did my best. I don’t think they will come after us or report us to any authority. Shame and fear are powerful motivators, but not ones I like to employ. They’re unsubtle and apt to come back to bite you. And it seems that they have already been overused in this town for many years. Fascinating …’ He brightened and looked expectantly at Anne. ‘Shall we go?’

‘Y-Yes sir.’

‘Kerrol.’

‘Kerrol.’ Anne had seen him pick up a man in each hand and wave them about as if they were mugs of beer. And the speed with which he’d moved. It didn’t seem possible.

Unlike Hoffman’s Books which had four large windows with wooden pillars between them, Weber’s boasted a single huge plate of glass. Or had. The whole window had been replaced by two tarps, flapping in the rain-laced wind. Anne stopped at the corner as soon as she saw it.

‘I had read that glass was brittle stuff,’ Kerrol said behind her. ‘But if it’s this fragile it seems a poor material to use, unless it’s very cheap to replace?’

‘It isn’t cheap,’ Anne muttered.

‘But one of yours was broken too,’ Kerrol said.

‘Probably the same hands threw the stone.’ Anne stared, unsure whether it was safe to approach the shop. Was it still open to customers? A moment of fear seized her at the thought of grandfather’s place left unguarded.

‘Forgive me,’ Kerrol said gently. ‘Are the owners of this shop also worshipers of the Jew god?’

‘Everyone here worships the same God.’ Anne glanced at him, wondering at his ignorance. ‘We just do it in different ways.’ It was too complicated to explain, or rather it was simple. It was about hate. Hate and difference. Difference only because it was something to hang hate from.

Kerrol nodded. ‘I know only what Officer Hans told me back in the shop, and Otto said in the alley. I doubt they are unbiased sources. But I’m keen to learn. It seems that persecuting a minority is a regrettably common trait among humanity. King Oanold chose the people from the Dust. He called them dusters. A racially identifiable group—’

‘Sadly, it’s not something unique to humanity,’ Yute interrupted. ‘Perhaps we should conduct our business while we still can.’ And so saying, he led out across the street, aiming for the bookshop.

Anne followed, glancing from Yute to Kerrol. Humanity? Both of them had used the word, and neither man had spoken it as if it were something they felt themselves to be part of.

‘Let me go first.’ Anne set her hand to the door ahead of Yute. She turned the handle and pushed on through.

Immediately the familiar smell of books greeted her. Herman and Carl were both behind the counter, standing almost in each other’s shadow. They slumped visibly on recognizing her, the tension leaving them.

‘Anne!’ Herman smiled. He was the older of the pair, perhaps forty, slightly built, already starting to grey. At his shoulder Carl’s smile was more strained. His left eye was blackened, his cheek bruised too.

As Yute followed in behind Anne, and then Kerrol stooped to fit beneath the doorway, both men pressed even closer together, their fear renewed.

‘These are friends of mine.’ Anne sought to calm them. ‘Yute and Kerrol. They’re interested in books.’ She turned to the pair she’d named her friends, though in reality they didn’t even qualify as customers, not having made any purchase yet. ‘This is Herman, and this is Carl. They own the shop. But they’re not Webers. That was the founder. He died a long time ago and his son sold the place to Herman.’ She realized that she was babbling and stopped. The image of Kerrol swinging a man from each hand returned to her.

The two owners stepped apart with a hint of reluctance. It was Carl who normally manned the counter, and Herman was more often to be found among the aisles, rearranging the stock. But clearly the attack had unsettled them. Anne had never quite understood what it was that singled the pair out for the town’s disapproval. Her grandfather wouldn’t talk about it and even seemed to share some of the same sentiment, though at a much lower level than those who spat at Carl in the street when he ran errands. People said the pair were too close. But Anne thought if you found a friend you could really trust, then that’s exactly what you should do – keep them close.

‘You had trouble.’ Kerrol approached the counter, making both men look like children. He touched his eye.

Herman shook his head. ‘The town’s strung too tight. Something’s going to give. It’s going to be worse than a window or two. I think they’re going to kill someone. I really do. They’re saying something big’s coming tonight. That’s the rumour anyway. Lots of brownshirts in from Weiden. Activists in the beer halls …’ He shook his head, and then his whole body gave an involuntary shudder. ‘How may I help you, gentlemen?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Yute wandered to the nearest shelf and ran white fingers slowly across the offered spines. ‘I’m hoping it will become clear. The library never sends us anywhere without a reason. But those reasons can be obscure. Sometimes nothing more than coincidence.’ He followed the line of books, gaze sliding across titles and author names.

Anne shot an apologetic look at Herman. Yute seemed to be a bit of a mystic, and she was beginning to wonder if Regensburg or indeed any other library had really sent him to her town on this day.

For his part, Kerrol returned to the door and peered out of the small glass panes arrayed in the arch above it. ‘Forgive me, but I’ve really seen enough books to last a lifetime. I’m more interested in what’s out there. I wonder if there will be snow? I’d like to see snow next. Or maybe a tornado. Do you have those here?’




 

 

 

The ghosts of our past dog each step but it’s the future that haunts us.

Present and Correct, by Colonel R. Sanders
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CHAPTER 3

Livira

She fell through a night not made of darkness. The others plummeted beside her, a constellation of falling stars, all of them pitched into the void through the portal opened by Hellet’s blood.

A flash of sight, gone too swiftly to register. It felt like falling through a gossamer web, or the thinnest of pages. Another barely sensed impact, and another, each with its too-brief flash of vision. Three more, ten more, scores, each barrier feeling a little firmer, glimpses of sky, grey ground, tall trees, white-topped waves, an endless desert of stones.

Livira understood they were falling through places, times, maybe even worlds. A flat greyness tore at her as she punched through it, a mountain range shuddered, almost managing to keep her as her velocity made a hole.

The next one stopped her entirely. She jerked awake from a dream of falling and found that she had fallen. She lay on her back, the others close at hand, each startling from their own nightmare.

Yolanda got to her feet beside Livira. Despite having lain flat out on the dusty ground the child’s white hair, white skin, white tunic, and white leggings showed no trace of dirt, even her shoes were pristine. All around them the refugees who owed their lives to Yute were beginning to stand. Despite their debt to Yolanda’s father, they had followed her rather than him. Or more accurately they had followed Livira when she tied her colours to the white child’s mast.

Livira was the last but one to stand. Seera Leetar only managed to reach her knees, and knelt there, head bowed, still shaking with grief. Livira knew she should also be floored by Meelan’s death. The fact that she could stand felt like a betrayal of their long friendship and brief intimacy. And yet she had known tragedy and hurt on this scale before, and now, like then, she found she could push it from her mind, leaving only a raw wound, filled with the knowledge that the sorrow would dog her until she stopped running, and then it would have its way with her.

‘We’re home!’ It was Acmar who said it. Acmar who Livira had barely had time to register among Yute’s band, let alone speak to.

She turned to face the direction in which Acmar and most of the others were now staring. The bloody edge of the sun made lumpy silhouettes of the dome-like huts. The structures huddled together for company amid a mean scattering of crops, black against dawn’s red warning. Livira could hardly distinguish one dwelling from the next, but she knew her own in an instant even after half a lifetime’s absence.

Her eyes sought and found the rickety windlass above the well. The refugees all stood in silence for a long moment, broken only by the cry of the baby in their midst. A mother reached for her child’s hand.

‘I tried to aim for a place that I knew,’ Yolanda said, ‘but it seems the majority steered us here.’

Livira understood. Of their number, a dozen, more than half, were from the Dust, and six, including herself and Acmar, were survivors from this settlement. ‘How is it still here?’

All of them, even the city dwellers who had probably never ventured from Crath’s walls into the dry peril of the Dust, were walking slowly towards the small collection of buildings. Jella and her fellow bookbinders, Sheetra and Nortbu, followed them.

‘No dogs,’ Livira muttered. The dogs should be barking at the approach of strangers. Silent during the day, the hounds were essential for the crops’ survival during the nights. 

Acmar, reaching the first of the jarra plants, bent his broad back to touch the leaves. He pulled back his arm and stared at his fingers in puzzlement, then tried again. This time he snatched his hand away with an oath. ‘It’s bewitched!’

Livira understood in that moment. ‘We’re ghosts.’ The miracle wasn’t that the settlement was still here. It was that Livira and the rest of them had fallen back through hundreds of years to a time when the settlement still existed. She raised her voice. ‘You can’t touch anything here, Acmar. None of us can. The people here won’t see or hear us.’

Even as she spoke, a figure emerged from the blackness of the nearest hut. Just from the shape of her, the way she moved, Livira recognized the old woman. Ella, whose clever fingers had defied age to keep on working the wind-weed, right up to the day that the canith came and ended her along with so many others. Livira had called them sabbers back then – ‘the enemy’. The small band that destroyed her life in this place had held at least two of Evar’s distant ancestors, and for a while it had been hard for her to rid herself of the belief that their crime ran through his veins. Now though, the sudden memory of him, stick-shot and bleeding out his lifeblood, eclipsed her vision. He’d gone where she couldn’t follow.

‘Livira!’ Breta who had been almost a baby when they took her from the settlement, and who was now barely into her teens, helped Livira back to her feet. Livira hadn’t even known that she’d fallen to her knees.

‘I’m alright.’ Livira wiped her stinging eyes. Benth had carried little Breta across the Dust when her legs failed her, and Acmar had carried Gevin. But Benth was dead, a victim of Crath’s hungry industry, and Gevin … Livira could hardly bring herself to think of Gevin. She’d left him in hell, half eaten by darker appetites than she had ever thought men might entertain.

Hypnotized, the refugees moved slowly towards the settlement, following Acmar. Those who had been captured when the canith raided, reached the huts first, others from the Dust behind them, the city people almost last to go. Only Yolanda and Livira lagged behind the city-born.

A lone ball of wind-weed, no bigger than a fist, blew between Livira and the white child. They stood, watching the others go.

‘We can’t take them with us,’ Livira said. ‘I don’t know where we’re going but it’s no place for babies and children.’

‘You and I were both children when we entered this war,’ Yolanda said. ‘By some reckoning, I still am.’

Livira didn’t buy that last part. Yolanda had bathed in strange timestreams. Whatever lies her body might tell, her mind was old. ‘I don’t care about that. I want them safe, or you’re on your own. And I think you need me.’

Yolanda shrugged. ‘You’re the author of the weapon with which Jaspeth intends to end the library. It would be easier to defeat his plans with your help. This is a war fought by proxies and Irad appears to have fewer of us than his brother does.’

New figures were emerging from the huts’ dim interiors. Soft cries of hurt and wonder went up from Acmar, Breta and the others who had once made this place their home. Livira, knowing that she should not, let the same fascination draw her forward.

At Teela’s hut she found her aunt already dressed and sharpening her hoe. She looked good, less stern than Livira remembered, the steel gone from her dark hair. Back in the hut someone was moving – a stumble – a fall!

‘Cratalac shit!’ Her uncle’s legs waved in the air as he lay on the bed finishing the job of hauling his trews on.

Livira remembered her uncle, though dimly. He vanished in the night the year before the storm took her mother.

‘Mother …’ The force that swung Livira around felt external. Like magnetism taking command of the compass needle. She walked towards the place her mother had lived. To where there had been a family with Livira at its centre. She skirted Trayvon’s hut, rounded the curve of the largest hut, where Kern, their headman, kept home with two wives and several children. Acmar sat outside that door, head on his knees, his weeping shielded by both arms, betrayed only by the quaking of his shoulders. A small boy chased a chicken close by. And the boy was Acmar.

‘You shouldn’t go.’ Yolanda had followed Livira. ‘Some things are best forgotten.’

‘I don’t forget.’ Livira turned on the girl. They stood just yards from the hut – the home – where Livira was born into the world and given her first name. Her mother would be there, perhaps already shelling beans, her fingers crimson. Livira would see herself as a baby in the crib, or at her mother’s breast, or crawling in the dirt, exploring everything, tasting the sour world into which she had been delivered. She knew now that the dust surrounding them was the stuff into which every past triumph of mankind had been pounded. Glorious civilizations pulverized by their own hubris, wrecked by the seeds of violence that they bore within them, and that technology could not erase.

Livira turned to meet Yolanda’s pink-eyed stare. ‘Isn’t memory what we’re fighting for? The library is the world’s memory? But you’re telling me I should turn away here?’

‘It’s important that there is a memory, and that it can be visited. That doesn’t mean that every memory should be returned to, any more than the existence of a library means you should read every book in it. Exercise discretion. I’ve walked enough of my own past to know it to be a path that will cut you. Even the softest recollection can conceal a blade, if only for the fact that it is gone, and those moments will never be yours again.’

Livira glanced in the direction of her home, looked at Acmar then went to stand beside him, setting a hand to his quaking shoulder. ‘We need to get them somewhere …’ She wanted to say ‘safe’ but the place they were in wasn’t dangerous to ghosts. ‘… somewhere they can live. This isn’t their fight.’

‘It’s everyone’s fight,’ Yolanda said, looking up at Leetar as she came to stand, red-eyed, beside Livira.

‘That’s what people in wars always say.’ Livira shook her head. ‘Whatever happens with the library and however doomed this world is on the grand scale, there’s still time to live out good lives.’ She looked at the settlement hunched around them. ‘People lived them here. They weren’t happy all the time, but they laughed, there were games, they loved, children grew. I was loved. And yes, dammit, I want to see that, even if it makes me cry. So, send the others who haven’t chosen this fight somewhere better.’ 

‘You overestimate what I can do.’

Livira had already turned her back though, and her feet brought her to the open doorway of her mother’s hut. The small dome was dried mud bricks, layered in a reducing spiral to a smoke hole that a tall man could reach without going to tiptoes. Her mother sat a little way within, the morning sun lighting her to her neck, face still shadowed. Crimson hands moved almost too quickly to follow, the action ingrained even now in Livira’s muscle memory, shelling beans. The jarra bean had three skins to protect its moisture from the Dust’s endless thirst. The innermost one was toxic and unless completely removed the bean stew would induce vomiting and diarrhoea.

Drawing closer Livira saw her mother’s face for the first time since she was six years old, and the storm had taken her. For a moment Livira didn’t understand why she couldn’t breathe. The sound that burst from her was as ugly and raw as it was involuntary and unexpected. Like Acmar she found herself on her knees. The grief for Meelan Livira had been able to wall off though she knew it would find her later and hurt her all the more. This emotion was primal, like a fist striking up from within, and Livira could no more stand against it than she could stop her heart from beating.

She had thought that she might study her mother as an object of curiosity, then step by her to peer at her infant self. Instead, she crawled away, passing Leetar who stood bewildered but wise enough to stay silent. Once out of sight of her mother Livira rose, standing to continue her retreat, bent around a child’s pain, bowed beneath the weight of a lifetime’s unspoken words.

By the time she reached Yolanda Livira had straightened herself and dried her face. Walking now with the careful steps of someone cradling a wound. The girl offered no comment and an echo of Yute’s compassion could be seen in her face, though perhaps she was still too young to inherit her father’s seemingly all-encompassing care.

‘We need to get them out of here,’ Livira said.

‘I can’t make portals.’ Yolanda raised a white hand to forestall what would have been unreasonable objections from Livira. ‘But,’ – and now she rose from the ground, flying just as Livira and Evar had learned to do as ghosts – ‘in this form our motion is not limited to up and down, or through. We can move in time too. Though it is more difficult.’

‘How difficult?’

‘It requires something to push off,’ Yolanda said. ‘If I push the rest of you forwards to a point where you will regain your present, it will push me much further backwards into the past.’

‘We’ll do it together, if you show me how.’

‘You know how,’ Yolanda said. ‘You wore the white. You just need to remember.’

Leetar, who had been following Livira silently, a ghost’s ghost, spoke up behind them. ‘I want to go with you. There’s nothing for me now. I don’t know how to start …’

Livira opened her mouth to say that it was too dangerous, that Leetar didn’t understand what she would be letting herself in for. She closed it. Even Livira didn’t know what she was letting herself in for. And Leetar had seen the danger. A huge mechanical wonder had crushed her brother beneath an assistant. ‘Alright.’

‘Should we tell them?’ Leetar said. ‘The others?’

Livira looked out across the settlement and in that moment saw Jella, who was standing some way off between two huts, turn and stare in her direction. Gentle Jella, who only wanted peace, and had not long ago had only a rapidly failing door between her and a raging canith warrior. Jella would never forgive her for what she was about to do. Never forgive her for saving her.

Livira looked to Yolanda. ‘Can you send them somewhere good?’

‘I can only send them some-when. They’ll still be here. Right in this spot. Just like we will be. And good times are few and far between. In fact, in most of the better times, this spot is underwater. But I’ll do my best.’

‘There’s a baby.’ Livira stressed the word.

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘Should we tell them?’ Leetar repeated. Jella was walking towards the three of them now, with purpose.

Livira stared at the dusty ground, seeking wisdom, or at least inspiration. She could tell them, but they would want her to go with them. Or they would refuse to go. Those that didn’t know her would think she was using them somehow. Those that did would want to help her and want her help. Jella would want to help her. Already the guilt was eating at her, and yet all she’d ever done was try to save them. She could go with them, leave Yolanda to the quest. Spend her life shepherding the refugees through whatever future Dust they arrived in. As if not having abandoned them to the canith hordes made her somehow responsible for their survival for ever more. As if she were somehow more able to carve out a life for them than Acmar or Breta or any of the others were.

‘No.’ Livira met Leetar’s bloodshot eyes. Where dirt and panic had failed, grief had dented the girl’s seemingly impervious beauty. It made her more real, closer to someone Livira could like.

Jella was almost on them. Livira raised her hand, asking her to wait, and Jella did, confusion in her eyes.

‘Don’t leave me,’ Leetar hissed. They’d trained her to be a diplomat, to falsify smiles, to flatter and deceive. But sorrow had pared all that away, leaving honesty. ‘I need to be with people who knew him. Who loved him.’

Livira met Leetar’s honesty with her own. ‘I did love him. I don’t know what he would want me to do. But I’ll take you with me as far as you can go.’ She turned to face Yolanda. ‘How do we do this?’




 

 

 

It’s not until you’re the third wheel that you fully understand the merits of the tricycle.

Locomotion: A History, by Lance A. Strong
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CHAPTER 4

Livira

Yolanda did the tricky part. With the eye of her mind, she found each of the refugees among the settlement and set her will upon them, making phantoms of the world and reality of the phantoms. Livira did, she believed, most of the pushing. She felt herself a blunt weapon wielded by Yute’s daughter to strike the necessary blow. The impact sent more than a dozen people skipping through the years towards the day that Yolanda had chosen for them. In reaction Yolanda, Leetar, and Livira were sent hurtling back into a past even more distant than the one in which they’d found themselves. And true to Livira’s word, they pulled Leetar with them. And though it tore at Livira, they sent Jella with the rest, her last expression one of disbelief.

The world changed around them. The sun and moons blurred through the sky, peeling back the days so swiftly that the heavens became a vague eternal twilight. Storms came and went, averaging to a haze of dust constantly in the air. The rare rains fell without pause, joined into a single parsimonious drizzle that slightly dampened the air.

Huts rose and fell, rose and fell. The settlement expanded and contracted like a beating heart, and then without warning was gone, the well taken with it. Trees resurrected themselves from the
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Set a thief to catch a thief. Set a monster to punish monsters.
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Only when it’s darkest can you see the stars.

[image: Advertisement image: Cover images of The Girl and the Stars, The Girl and the Mountain and The Girl and the Moon by Mark Lawrence]

BOOK OF THE ICE

The chilling epic fantasy series from bestselling author Mark Lawrence.

East of the Black Rock, out on the ice, lies a hole down which broken children are thrown. To resist the cold requires a special breed. Variation is dangerous, difference is fatal.

And Yaz is different.

Click here to buy book one now. 

[image: HarperVoyager Logo]
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[image: Advertisement image: Cover images of Prince of Fools, The Liar's Key and The Wheel of Osheim by Mark Lawrence]

RED QUEEN’S WAR

The thrilling epic fantasy series from bestselling author Mark Lawrence.

The Red Queen’s grandson, Prince Jalan Kendeth, pursues debauched pleasures while his grandmother shapes the destiny of millions. 

That is, until he gets entangled with a huge Norse axeman and dragged to the icy north …

Click here to buy book one now. 

[image: HarperVoyager Logo]




To reach greatness you must step on bodies.

[image: Advertisement image: Cover images of Prince of Thorns, King of Thorns and Emperor of Thorns by Mark Lawrence]

THE BROKEN EMPIRE

The vicious epic fantasy series from bestselling author Mark Lawrence.

Jorg was once a privileged royal child, but those days lie in his mother’s tomb. He is now the Prince of Thorns, leading a grim band of outlaws in a series of raids and atrocities.

Returning to his father’s castle, Jorg must confront horrors from his childhood and carve himself a future with all hands turned against him.

Click here to buy the full series now. 

[image: HarperVoyager Logo]




About the Author

Mark Lawrence was born in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, to British parents but moved to the UK at the age of one. He went back to the US after taking a PhD in mathematics at Imperial College to work on a variety of research projects including the ‘Star Wars’ missile defence programme. Returning to the UK, he has worked mainly on image processing and decision/reasoning theory. He says he never had any ambition to be a writer, so he was very surprised when a half-hearted attempt to find an agent turned into a global publishing deal overnight. His first trilogy, The Broken Empire, has been universally acclaimed as a ground-breaking work of fantasy. Further series include Red Queen’s War, Book of the Ancestor, Book of the Ice, and The Library trilogies, all of which can be read in any order. Mark is married, with four children, and lives in Bristol.




Also by Mark Lawrence

The Broken Empire

Prince of Thorns

King of Thorns

Emperor of Thorns

Short stories

Road Brothers

Red Queen’s War

Prince of Fools

The Liar’s Key

The Wheel of Osheim

Book of the Ancestor

Red Sister

Grey Sister

Holy Sister

Book of the Ice

The Girl and the Stars

The Girl and the Mountain

The Girl and the Moon

Impossible Times

One Word Kill

Limited Wish

Dispel Illusion

The Library Trilogy

The Book That Wouldn’t Burn

The Book That Broke the World




   
If you’re into 
it, read into it.

Reading expands worlds, sharpens minds, and fuels creativity. But fewer of us are making time for it.

The National Year of Reading is a campaign designed to inspire more people to make reading a regular part of their lives.

Find out how HarperCollins is supporting the campaign and get free resources at harpercollins.co.uk/go-all-in



[image: QR Code, Logo of Harper Collins and Proud to Support Go All In. National Year of Reading]




[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo]
   
About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario M5H 4E3, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

4th Floor, Tower A, Building No. 10, DLF Cyber City,

DLF Phase II, Gurugram, Haryana – 122002

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com

Dublin

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1

D01 C9W8 Ireland

www.harpercollins.co.uk


OPS/images/logo1.png
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





OPS/images/add.jpg
Proud to
support

GO
ALL

el 13

Harper

Collins






OPS/images/img_001.jpg





OPS/images/img_003.jpg





OPS/images/img_002.jpg
2y

(;l RI
MOUNTAIN
e

NMARK
LAWRENCE





OPS/images/img_005.jpg





OPS/images/img_004.jpg
R T MARF
LAWRENCE LAWRENCE






OPS/images/logo.jpg
HARPER
rmmepepepe





OPS/images/logo2.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png
LTHAT

HEAI{E





OPS/images/backad.jpg
DAUGHTER
o5 CROW.

LAWRENCE





