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Chapter 1

Veronica Rider, “Roni” to her friends, unlocked the door to the In The Bind bookshop and entered with a tipsy giggle. It had been a long time since she went on a date and even longer since she had bothered to drink alcohol. Two glasses of Riesling had gone to her head.

The Old Gang sat at a large square table that dominated the center reading area of the store. Gram, Elliot, and Sully all raised their heads from the store’s ledgers to smile at her. Roni thought of them as the Old Gang mostly because they had been running the store since before she had been born. But also, the youngest of the group, Elliot, had recently celebrated his sixty-seventh birthday.

“How’d the date go?” Gram asked. Lillian Donaugh, aka Gram, was a rotund woman who had owned In The Bind from age twenty-two. The business had been in Roni’s family for five generations.

“Fine,” she said.

Elliot laughed. He was a large, shiny-bald black man with a larger voice. Born in Kenya, he moved to England in his twenties and then to America at forty-two, and as a result, he spoke in an exact manner as if he feared being misunderstood. “Lillian, you cannot attack the kids with those kinds of questions. Roni does not want to discuss her sexual life with her grandmother.”

“Who’s talking sex?” Gram said. “I just wanted to know if the date went well.”

Sully, a small man with white tufts of hair ringing his head, pushed his glasses up his nose as he looked up from the ledger. “Asking if a date went well is the same as asking if she ended up in bed.”

Gram scoffed. “Oh, poo on that. You two are the dirtiest old men I know.”

“We’re the only old men you know. The rest are dead.”

Elliot laughed again. “Roni, you must ignore your Gram. We are happy you had a good time. You deserve it after that unfortunate man you were dating. Bob? Billy?”

“Brian,” Roni said. “Thanks.”

“Bastard was more like it.” Gram finished writing in a few numbers and closed the ledgers. “All done for tonight. Roni, hon, will you be a dear and put these back under the register?”

“You know, I’ve heard there’s a new-fangled contraption called a computer. It could make all that bookkeeping a ton easier.”

The Old Gang stood and stretched their weary bones. Sully had a slight stoop but he appeared to straighten a bit as he said, “Sometimes, the old ways are the best ways. Never forget the power of writing words to paper. It’ll amaze you.”

Elliot grabbed his cane, a gnarled oak limb that he had shellacked years ago. “Ignore these old fools. When you take over, you should go ahead and modernize this place.”

Roni had no intention of letting the business go under, but she also had no intention of taking over. She wanted something different for her life. Though, at thirty-two, she had hoped to have figured out what that different thing was by now.

She stepped down to the sunken reading area and collected the ledgers. “Good night, everyone.”

A quick round of hugs followed. Gram grabbed her big bag — an oversized purse that she never went without — and the Old Gang meandered toward the back. An elevator would take them to the fifth floor of the bookshop where they lived.

Roni took a moment to embrace the quiet of the store at night. With only a few dim lights on, the place closed in like a warm blanket. She had grown up here — played hide ‘n’ seek amongst the tall aisles of endless books, hurried over after school for a snack with Gram at the big, square table, had her first kiss in the Romance section, and her first breakup near the Mysteries. If she hadn’t gone away to college, she probably would have lost her virginity in the Erotica section.

A knock at the door startled her. She peered out the window to find Darin, her date, waving like a fool. Perhaps it was his dimpled grin or the rich flock of dark hair on his head, or perhaps she had been taken in by his deep voice or the fact that she had not been out in the seven months since Brian had left — whatever the reason, she felt a satisfied warmth about Darin. She chuckled at his goofiness as she let him inside the store.

A shy voice in her head reminded her that she had only just met this man a few days ago. He had walked into the bookshop one morning, spent over an hour searching the aisles, and when he finally brought a few books to the counter to purchase, he asked Roni to dinner. The question took her so off-guard that she stammered a polite refusal.

But he flashed a friendly smile and said, “I understand. These days you can’t be too careful. It’s a shame, though, that a man can’t ask a woman on a date anymore without having known her for several weeks first. I mean, the whole point of a date — well, an initial date anyway — is to get to know each other. Right? To see if there’s any chemistry. I looked over at you from that aisle and I could feel my heart beating faster. I just had to try. I really want to know if the woman on the inside is as beautiful as the woman on the outside. I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t embarrass you.”

“Yes.”

“I truly didn’t mean to. I’ll get out of here and you won’t —”

“I meant that yes, I’ll go out with you.”

If pressed, Roni would never be able to answer why she had changed her mind. She guessed it was a combination of thoughts and feelings mixed with the simple desire to break free from her mundane life. Being single and unemployed did not fill her with joy too often. Why not go on a date and be treated with some attention?

As Darin entered the bookshop that night, he inhaled deeply. “I love the smell of an old bookstore.”

“I never notice it anymore.” Roni flicked off the back row of lights. She didn’t want Gram to find out she had brought somebody in after hours.

“Oh, that’s a shame. That old paper, the glue, the dust — it all blends into this special aroma that you can only find in a place like this.” He walked along the main aisle, his footsteps making dull thumps on the wood floor, and his fingers trailed along the stacks. “You said this place belongs to your grandmother?”

“That’s right. I guess one day it’ll belong to me.”

“Won’t it go to your parents first?”

Roni hesitated. Darin looked back and she could see the worry on his face. “It’s okay,” she said. “My mother died when I was little.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t know. And that’s the point of a first date, right? Getting to know each other.”

He grinned, but it didn’t ease her much. “The first date ended an hour ago. I really enjoyed it, and well, I couldn’t wait for a second date. So, here I am.”

She couldn’t help the warmth that reddened her face. “Okay. Date number two.”

“Okay, then. Tell me about your mother.”

Roni leaned against the cash register. “Not much to tell. She was a wild one. She liked cars, men, and hard booze. One night, she went out and picked up all three. Ended up dead in a ditch with a steering wheel around her neck. My father couldn’t handle it. I used to think it was the cheating that got him, but as I get older, I think he just loved her so much that he couldn’t function in a world without her. But he’s a religious man. Suicide was not an option for him. So, he buried himself in his Bible, and that’s where he’ll be until age takes its toll.”

She had not intended to say so much, and thankfully, stopped before divulging the rest — especially that her father lived as an inpatient at Belmont Behavioral Hospital in West Philadelphia. The dark mood that followed her words threatened to destroy the start of their impromptu second date, but Darin must have sensed the same and quickly changed the tone. “You know,” he said, “from the outside, I thought this place was going to be huge.”

Hiding a sniffle, she said, “It is big. Five floors. But the top floor is broken up into two apartments — Gram’s apartment and one for her two business partners. The third and fourth floors are for our highly collectibles — things we can’t put on display for various reasons. Sometimes it’s liability. Sometimes the books are so frail, they need to be in a specially-designed climate controlled area — which we had built on the fourth floor over a decade ago.”

“And the second floor?”

“More books. There’s a staircase in the back and an elevator off to the side. You want to go up there?”

“No need. I was just curious.”

He watched her for a short time. He had done so several times over the course of their earlier dinner, and each time, she felt an odd mixture of emotions — her body flushed with warmth at the attention even as her skin crawled under the scrutiny. Maybe she had been stupid to agree to any of this. She had the sudden urge to be done with him — at least for the night — yet she didn’t want to offend him by asking him to leave.

Instead of returning his deep gaze, she stepped behind the counter. “Oh, no. I forgot all about the day’s records. Gram won’t be happy when she sees I didn’t update the ledgers. I was so excited about the date, I simply closed up without finishing the job.”

“Go ahead and finish it up. I’ll tell you about my parents while you work — if that won’t be too much of a distraction,” he said.

Unsure of how to make it any clearer that she was done for the night, and unsure of how he might take a more direct approach, she flashed a smile. “Sure. Okay,” she said, and opened up her laptop. Tapping away on her computer, she pretended to finish up her work.

“My parents were decent folks.” He rested his back against the end of one aisle. “I owe them a lot. They taught me to think for myself and to think critically — two things most kids don’t learn anymore. My mother showered me with affection. A little smothering at times, but she always made sure I knew how proud she was of me. Above everything I could mention, though, the greatest gift they ever gave me was a love for reading. Going to the bookstore or the library or even getting to spend an hour browsing through Amazon — those were events for me. They wanted me to adore the written word, so they made sure each book I purchased, each book I read, each book I casually glanced at meant something.”

“Sounds like good people.”

“They were. My father worked in construction and my mother taught high school English. Not very high-brow professions but honest ones. They were the kind of people that never thought twice about helping out a neighbor. Real quality folks.” He let his eyes wander around the bookstore. “It’s because of them that I love places like this. I’m also rather fond of the people who work at places like this.”

Roni forced herself to yawn. “That’s sweet, but I’m really tired. I wasn’t expecting a second date so soon, and I do have to work tomorrow.”

“I thought you were unemployed.”

“I am, but I work here a few times a week. I don’t get paid, but I like to help out.” She made a cheering motion with her fist. “Gotta get out there and find a job, too.”

Darin paused, and Roni could not read the look on his face. She braced herself for any possibility. “Sure,” he finally said, and headed toward the front door.

She wanted to smack herself. This poor guy clearly hadn’t meant any harm, and now he would be leaving feeling rejected. And she liked him. Their dinner date had gone well.

“I’m sorry,” she said, inwardly cringing at the meek sound of her voice. “I really don’t mean to be rude. I told you at dinner that I haven’t dated in a long time. This all feels a bit new.”

“It’s okay. You should never have to apologize for being truthful. You’re tired and you’ve got to finish the bookkeeping. I understand.”

Roni closed her laptop in case he saw that she had been playing Candy Crush. “Maybe we can go out again another night.”

“Sure.” He put his hand on the door. “You want to know what I always loved most about a bookstore like this? It’s the little hidden places. There’s always some extra special room where the really cool stuff is kept. I mean, you mentioned the third and fourth floors, but I bet you’ve got a basement level, too. Right?”

Roni frowned. “We do. But it’s mostly old magazines and stuff that needs to be sorted through.”

He snapped his fingers. “That’s what I’m talking about. That’s the kind of space that thrilled me when I was a kid. You never knew what you were going to find down there.” He lowered his chin and lifted his brow. “I don’t suppose, maybe, you’d let me see it real quick. I promise I’ll go after that. It’s like a nostalgia thing for me.”

“I don’t know. It’s late.”

“Please?”

She figured she had already been rude enough. Plus, if she played along, she would be done with this faster. With as much levity as she could summon, she said, “Okay. But only five minutes. Then I’ve got to call it a night.”

As she led the way, she could feel his eager energy like a hot lamp shining on her back. She walked down the stairs and flicked on the basement light. The large area had a low ceiling and a musty odor. Many of the boxes had been sitting around for years. An old dining room table had been placed underneath one of the four bare bulbs that lit the basement.

“That’s where the magic happens,” she said with a slight chuckle. “We sort through boxes and decide what stays and what goes.”

Darin approached the table with a bit of reverence. A crate sat to the side with a crowbar resting nearby. Books had been piled in the crate. Stacks of old LIFE and TIME magazines formed miniature towers against the table legs. He stepped in close and brushed his fingertips along the top of the table. “I could spend hours down here. Just give me a good book and I’d sit here and read away the day. You’re so lucky to have this place whenever you want it.”

“I never really thought of it that way.”

“You should. Books are too important to take for granted.” His eyes lifted to a door on the wall opposite the table. A large padlock like something from a medieval dungeon prevented the door from opening. “What’s that all about?”

“Gram’s private collection. And before you even ask, the answer is No. Nobody gets to go in there. I mean it. I grew up in this bookstore and I’ve never even seen it.”

He shrugged. “We all have our secrets. I guess your grandmother likes to have hers a little more clearly marked than most.”

Roni flickered the lights. “Okay. Your five minutes is up. Time to go.”

“It went fast, but I thank you.”

Darin went back upstairs and stopped at the register. He reached out and took hold of Roni’s hand. She let her hand hang limp but he clamped down tight.

“I guess this is good night again.” He raised her hand to his lips. “A bit shorter than I had hoped for but a pleasant second date anyway.”

“I suppose we should —”

He yanked her closely and pressed his mouth against hers. She pushed him back, pulling her hands free, and made two fists.

Raising his hands as his face dropped in shock, he said, “I’m so sorry. I thought you wanted me to kiss you.”

“You need to go.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why —”

“Please, go now.”

“I know. I’m so sorry. I’ll go. Could you just — and I’m real sorry to ask — but could I have a glass of water or something? I feel faint. This isn’t like me, and I think I’m panicking here.”

She looked him over. He had broken out into a sweat and his skin looked pasty. “Stay here,” she said and hurried to the side room that had a refrigerator, a sink, and some cupboards.

As she grabbed a coffee mug and filled it with water, she had to marvel at how strange the evening had become. Why did Darin have to go ruin everything? Their dinner had been light, fun, and friendly. Why the pressure for this crappy attempt at a second date romancing? If he only had shown some patience, she probably would have ended up sleeping with him. A normal second date a few nights later. And on the third, she would have been itching to take him. But now — there would not be another date. She didn’t even want to see him again once he left the store.

When she returned with the mug of water, Darin was no longer at the register. The front door was locked, so he could not have left the building. Setting the mug on the counter, she walked up and down the main section of the floor, glancing across from aisle to aisle.

Her heart hammered in her chest. She knew a few self-defense moves from a class she took at the Havertown YMCA a few years ago, but her racing thoughts made it difficult to focus. When she reached the back of the store, her stomach twisted — the stairs. She knew it. He had gone down into the basement.

“Darin?” she called, but not too loudly.

No answer.

“Darin?”

A loud thump came from below.

She put a tentative foot on the top step. Another thump. But before she went further, her mind woke up — she had a small container of pepper spray in her purse. Hustling across the bookshop, she tried to ease the tightness in her chest. No good.

She rummaged through her purse but couldn’t find it. At length, she upended the contents onto the counter. The pepper spray fell out last. Snatching it up, she rushed back to the stairs.

Listening intently, she tried to make out what he might be doing down there. A metal clang followed a wooden creak.

“Oh, crap,” she whispered.

Despite the sense of urgency surrounding her, Roni could only manage to take one step every few seconds. The closer she came to the basement floor, the harder each step felt. Her legs thickened like cement, fighting her from moving forward.

In a desperate desire for normalcy to reassert itself, she wanted to call out again, to have Darin call back and assure her that all was fine. She wanted to step onto the floor and find him sitting at that table, thumbing through an old magazine. He would have a sheepish look and would profusely apologize. He would leave and all would be right once more.

Except none of that happened.

When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she found the lights on but no Darin. He did not sit at the table. He did not thumb through a magazine. He did not offer his apologies.

Instead, she saw what she feared she would see. The crowbar was missing, and the padlock to Gram’s private room had been pried open. It lay in pieces on the floor.

The door stood ajar.


Chapter 2

Roni’s teeth chattered together. Part of her wanted to race upstairs and ring for Gram. This was her room, after all. She should know that somebody had broken in. But another part of Roni feared what Gram might think.

Would she assume Roni had taken this man downstairs for a private fling? Of course, she would. Gram had many great qualities, but she also rushed to judgment, and her judgment could be harsh.

Once when she was eight, Roni wanted to help shelve the latest acquisitions. She didn’t know one book from the other, so she picked up the first to catch her eye — a first edition of Tropic of Cancer. She never bothered to open the book, but merely started looking for a place to shelve it. When Gram saw her walking off with the book, she assumed her granddaughter wanted to read some dirty words. Gram snatched the book away and punished Roni with three weeks of cleaning the restrooms.

Standing at that open door in the basement, Roni wondered what Gram would do to her this time. After all, this room had been marked off limits all of Roni’s life. But if she could get Darin out of there without disturbing anything, maybe Gram would never know.

In her quietest voice yet, Roni said, “Darin?”

No answer. Of course.

With small steps, she entered the room. At first, it appeared to be a bunker for books — a metal box of a room with metal shelves lined with numerous old leather-bound volumes. Fluorescent lights hung from the tiled ceiling.

As Roni walked deeper into the room, she noticed that the air grew colder with each step. The only sound — the tentative click of her heels. She stopped twice to listen for Darin but heard nothing. When she reached the back end of the room, she understood why.

A large hole in the wall opened into a cavern. A cavern? But that was the only word for it that Roni could think of. Stone walls carved out by millions of years of underground rivers and lakes. Dirt and rock stubbled the uneven ground. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, and a twisty path led downward and away.

 Cool air wafted over her as she gazed out with her mouth agape. The steady trickle of water echoed off the curving walls. And in the walls, somebody had wired lights and carved bookshelves.

But as Roni followed the maze of turns further into the cavern, she noticed that the books were even stranger than their location. They were all extremely old, hardbacked, many bound in leather and a few in metal. For a while, none of them had titles — merely colored diamond shapes as if that were information enough. However, after a few minutes of walking, she came upon a new section of books unlike the others.

The cavern walls had narrowed to the width of a typical library aisle. On one side, she saw books with strange symbols on the spines and covers. Not occult symbols or New Age symbols or anything she had encountered before. Rather, these looked like symbols of a unfamiliar language, like Tolkien’s elvish, one created by a single mind and not a system evolved over centuries of a civilization. On the other side, she saw similar books, except these had chains attached to the spines that stretched to rings embedded into the stone walls as if the books were held prisoner with no hope of escape.

Roni’s curiosity could not stop her churning stomach. Coupling Gram’s desire to keep this place secret with the chained books spelled danger in bold red letters. Roni backed up several steps. She should hurry up to Gram’s apartment, wake the old lady, and get her down here. Gram would know the fastest way to find Darin and she would know which books to stay away from.

Before Roni could head up toward the bookshop, however, a loud whoosh came from further below followed by the unmistakable sound of a man groaning.

“Darin?” she called out. No response. “Darin, let me know you’re okay. I’m not mad at you. I just want to make sure you aren’t hurt.”

The groan returned — drawn out and muddy.

She hastened her pace downward. Gram would have to wait. Darin’s groans suggested he had fallen and needed help. Plus — and Roni felt a twinge of guilt for this thought — there was still the possibility of finding Darin and getting him out of the basement before Gram ever found out.

As she rounded a wide bend, she saw tall stone pillars reaching into the darkness of the high ceiling. Books spiraled up along the pillars, some so high nobody could ever reach them without a fireman’s ladder or sturdy scaffolding. Other books were higher still.

The groans continued and their echoes brought back a ghostly sound. She continued on, the periodic sconces her only light source. As the ground leveled out, she came upon a door nestled into the stone. It stood open.

She entered a reading room with two long tables for research and study as well as four overstuffed chairs for more casual reading. Next to each chair stood a tall reading lamp and two smaller desk lamps provided light for those at the tables. Darin sat at the furthest table, a thick volume placed right in front of him.

“Darin? Are you okay?”

With his eyes closed, he said, “Better than okay. After all the searching, after the countless times I doubted this place even existed, I’m finally here.”

“I don’t understand what any of this is, but we need to go back upstairs.”

“Let me show you.”

He lifted the cover of the book before him and it slammed out of his hands and flattened, fully open, on the table. A bright blue light burst from the pages. The whooshing sound from earlier filled the room. As if a door on a jet plane opened at twenty thousand feet, the room depressurized and the book sucked everything towards it.

The big chairs slid towards the book. The desk lamps sparked as the cords wrenched free from their power source and then tumbled into the book. Straight into the pages — through them — as if the book was a deep pit.

Roni stumbled forward a few steps. The wind grew stronger. She leaned away, reaching for the door as if caught in a sudden squall.

Darin’s satisfied smile dropped into horror. He gripped the edge of the table and leaned away from the open vacuum of the book.

Roni clung to the door jamb. She yelped as her legs lifted off the ground. She heard Darin scream and his head went in first. As his shoulders sunk into the pages, his white knuckled hands kept their lock on the table — the only thing saving him.

With Darin’s body blocking much of the book, Roni’s legs settled onto the floor. The wind was still strong, but she could stand on her own. Part of her screamed to run, get safe, and ignore everything else. But she searched for some way to help Darin. Except if she moved in close to that book and freed him, the hurricane would resume and she would be swept into those pages.

Maybe she could use a rock to dislodge the cover and force it closed. The idea seemed far-fetched, but nothing else came to mind. Tears welled in her eyes. If he died, she would be partly to blame. Straining towards the door, she tried to recall what rocks she had seen on her walk to this bizarre room.

Everything changed when she reached the door — Gram, Elliot, and Sully stood in the way.

“Gram, I’m so sorry,” Roni cried out, but Gram did not pay her any attention. The old woman’s eyes locked onto Darin.

She stepped forward and opened one hand. A long chain dropped loose from her sleeve. As she twirled the chain at her side, Sully scooted over to Roni.

He pushed her towards the wall and pressed an arm on either side of her. “It’ll be okay,” he said and lowered his head as if he tried to move the wall.

Looking over his shoulder, Roni watched as Gram whipped the chain across the room. It latched onto the spine of the book like a giant magnet. Jerking the chain, she pulled it clear off the table, leaving Darin behind. The massive winds returned.

Roni fell forward and would have toppled over into the book if not for Sully blocking the way. He remained motionless like a stone statue, his feet firmly planted in the floor. Gram did not slide toward the open pages either. Instead, she leaned back as if in a tug-o-war with the book. Elliot held onto the chain with one hand and his cane with the other. He wore a tall-collared cape that fluttered and snapped in the harsh winds.

Darin did not fare so well. He shrieked as his grip on the table’s edge slipped. The howling air continued to pull him in. Tears streamed out of his eyes and into the book, never getting the chance to touch his cheeks.

Yelling above the cacophony of wind, Elliot said, “Hold on, young man! Do not give up!”

With stuttering steps, Elliot worked his way along the chain. Once he reached as close as he dared, he locked his arm around the chain and with his free arm, he stretched toward the book with his cane. The end of the cane bumped the cover. Elliot tried to work the cane underneath to close the book, but he needed to get closer.

“Forget it,” Gram yelled, the strain in her voice matching that of her entire body as she leaned further back. “Get the boy.”

Elliot shifted his body toward Darin. He pressed his feet into the floor and reached out with the cane. “Grab hold,” he said.

Darin stared at the cane, a lifeline dangling before him. But Roni could see the way his arms trembled. To reach for the cane meant letting go. If he missed ...

“You can do it,” Elliot said.

Darin shook his head and buried his face into the table.

“Come on, now. Grab the cane.”

Roni shouted, “Darin, do it!”

He gazed up at her. His eyes glistened. Everything she saw in his face screamed of his doubt. Even before he made his half-hearted attempt, she knew he had given up. Fumbling his hands free, he flapped his arms about, bumped the cane, but had no control.

Elliot lunged along the chain. But when he reached the book, Darin had already fallen in. Elliot had only time enough to pry his cane beneath the book and slam the cover closed. Any longer, and he would have joined Darin.

The wind died instantly. Sully straightened, as much as he could, and placed his hands on Roni’s shoulders. “All over now.”

Gram rushed forward. She stepped by Elliot without any notice of him and grabbed the book. With furious energy, she wrapped the chain around the book seven times before tucking the end underneath. Only then did she look at the others.

“Everybody okay?”

Elliot said, “I think so. Though my arthritis is going to flare up in the morning.”

“You think you’ve got it bad? You can take a pill for your pain,” Sully said. “I had finally gotten to sleep right when all this went off. Fat chance I’ll be getting back to sleep tonight.”

“There are pills for that, as well. Besides which, a little insomnia is nothing compared to my aches.”

Gram set the book on the table and sighed. “Enough bickering. You both did a good job. Thank you. What about you, Roni? Are you okay?”

Roni stared at Gram, then Elliot, then Sully. Everything that had transpired
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