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This copy arrived later than expected...

The previous book spent a considerable amount of time looking for Chapter One.

We are pleased to report that it has finally been located.

It appears to have brought an entire story with it.

Please return this book to the highest shelf when you are finished.

Someone else may be waiting for it.

Captain Elias has already attempted to shelve it correctly.

The shelf quietly ignored him.

The Caretaker maintains this was inevitable.

Ava suspects the shelf knew what it was doing all along.

Holloway's declined to comment.

Mostly because it already had.

⸻

Publisher's Note

If you have only just arrived...

welcome.

If you have been waiting since the previous book...

thank you.

Some stories are written before they begin.

Others...

wait patiently until someone is ready to listen.

This was one of them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The Crying Child

The old man had long since stopped counting the years.

Years had a habit of arguing with one another.

One insisted it had been cold.

Another swore it had rained.

A third refused to admit it had happened at all.

Seasons, he had discovered, were much easier to trust.

Spring always arrived with birds that believed every dawn deserved celebrating.

Summer carried the scent of warm grass and long afternoons.

Autumn taught trees how to let go.

Winter reminded the world that quiet had its own kind of beauty.

Those things never seemed to change.

The old man liked that.

His boots were older than most villages.

His coat had been patched so many times that none of the original cloth remained.

Every repair told its own story.

Every stitch had been placed there by someone who had insisted he stay for supper.

He remembered every one of them.

Mostly.

The road wandered gently through low green hills.

Wildflowers leaned lazily in the morning breeze.

A pair of rabbits froze as he approached.

The old man tipped his hat.

"Morning."

The rabbits watched him.

Neither seemed especially interested in conversation.

"Fair enough."

He carried on.

Not because he had anywhere urgent to be.

Because roads, he believed, disliked being ignored.

A little further on he found an old wooden gate hanging crooked from one hinge.

Someone had tried to repair it.

Someone had failed.

The old man set down his worn satchel.

He examined the hinge.

"Hmm."

He always said "hmm" before attempting repairs.

It gave difficult objects time to reconsider their behaviour.

He tightened one loose bolt.

Straightened another.

Lifted the gate carefully.

After several patient minutes...

it swung perfectly.

"There now."

He stepped back.

The gate looked quietly pleased with itself.

"So am I."

He shouldered his satchel once more.

He had only taken a dozen steps before an elderly farmer appeared from the nearby field.

"You fixed my gate."

The old man smiled.

"It seemed lonely."

The farmer blinked.

"You could have knocked."

"I could."

"You didn't."

"No."

"Why not?"

The old man thought for a moment.

"You looked busy."

The farmer stared.

Then laughed.

"I don't even know your name."

"I've had several."

"Which one's yours?"

The old man's smile deepened.

"The one people need."

The answer seemed to satisfy him.

It rarely satisfied anyone else.

The farmer reached into his pocket.

"You'll at least take something."

The old man shook his head.

"I've already been paid."

"You haven't."

"I have."

He nodded towards the gate.

"It works again."

The farmer opened his mouth to argue.

Thought better of it.

Some people were impossible to repay.

The old man tipped his hat again and continued along the road.

The morning grew warmer.

A little girl sat beside a shallow stream, staring sadly into the water.

One of her little wooden boats had drifted just beyond her reach.

The old man crouched.

"Captain?"

The girl nodded solemnly.

"My whole navy."

He looked at the lonely boat.

"It appears one sailor has become rather adventurous."

She sighed.

"I can't reach him."

The old man found a long fallen branch.

One careful movement.

The little boat drifted gently back towards the bank.

The girl scooped it up immediately.

"He came back!"

"They usually do."

She looked up.

"Do you have children?"

The question lingered.

The old man smiled kindly.

"I've met quite a few."

She accepted this as a perfectly sensible answer.

Children often did.

She waved.

He waved back.

The road welcomed him once more.

The sun climbed higher.

Birdsong filled the hedgerows.

Everything felt wonderfully ordinary.

Then...

he heard it.

Not birds.

Not wind.

Not distant sheep calling across the hills.

A child.

Crying.

The old man stopped walking immediately.

His smile disappeared.

Not because he was afraid.

Because somewhere...

someone needed him.

The crying came again.

Soft.

Trying very hard not to be heard.

"There you are."

He stepped from the road.

The forest greeted him with cool shade and quiet air.

Ancient trees stretched high above him.

Their branches whispered together.

The old man walked slowly.

Not because he feared getting lost.

Because frightened children deserved to hear footsteps before they saw strangers.

The crying came once more.

Closer now.

He rounded the roots of a great oak.

There...

sat a little boy.

Alone.

His knees were pulled tightly against his chest.

His clothes were dusty.

One sleeve had been torn.

His face was streaked with dried tears.

He couldn't have been more than eight years old.

The old man stopped several paces away.

He didn't speak immediately.

Loneliness often needed a little silence before words.

Eventually...

the boy looked up.

Their eyes met.

The old man smiled.

The gentle sort of smile that asked nothing in return.

"Hello."

The little boy didn't answer.

"I heard you."

A long silence.

"I wasn't very loud."

"No."

said the old man softly.

"But you were loud enough."

The boy lowered his eyes.

"I tried not to cry."

"I know."

"They told me to wait."

The old man sat carefully on an old tree root.

Not too close.

Just close enough.

"I see."

"I waited."

"I know."

"They said..."

The child's voice trembled.

"...they'd only be gone a little while."

The old man looked around the clearing.

No footprints.

No campfire.

No broken branches.

Only stillness.

He already knew.

But the boy wasn't ready to hear that.

Instead he asked gently,

"Are you hungry?"

The child nodded.

The old man reached into his satchel.

After a great deal of searching...

he produced one slightly squashed apple.

He looked at it thoughtfully.

"I was saving this."

The boy looked worried.

"You should keep it."

The old man smiled.

"I've been trying."

"I mean because it's yours."

"No."

The old man placed it carefully into the child's hands.

"It was waiting for you."

The little boy stared at the apple for a long moment.

Then...

very quietly...

he whispered,

"Thank you."

The old man inclined his head.

"You are most welcome."

The boy took a small bite.

Neither of them hurried the silence.

After a while...

the child asked,

"Are you lost?"

The old man laughed softly.

"Frequently."

"You don't mind?"

"Not particularly."

"Why?"

"Because," the old man said, "I've discovered something rather interesting."

"What?"

"Sometimes people lose places."

He looked around the quiet forest.

"And sometimes..."

his smile returned,

"...places lose people."

The child thought about that for a very long time.

Finally he asked,

"Which happened to me?"

The old man looked at him with great kindness.

"I was rather hoping..."

he said,

"...we might discover that together."

He slowly stood.

His knees protested immediately.

"Oh, hush."

he muttered to them.

The little boy blinked.

"Who are you talking to?"

"My knees."

"They don't listen."

"No."

"They're remarkably stubborn."

For the very first time...

the little boy smiled.

It was only the smallest smile.

But it was enough.

The old man offered his hand.

Not insisting.

Simply waiting.

After a long moment...

the little boy placed his own inside it.

Together...

they walked out of the forest.

Neither of them knew where the road would lead.

Neither of them knew that one day...

their story would sit on the highest shelf of an impossible bookshop.

Far away...

so far away they could never have heard it...

a little brass bell rang once.

Softly.

As though somewhere...

someone had finally turned to the missing Chapter One.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Road

The forest watched them leave.

The little boy looked back three times before the trees finally disappeared behind the morning mist.

Each time...

he seemed to expect someone to call his name.

Nobody did.

The old man noticed.

He noticed most things.

But some silences deserved company more than conversation.

So they walked.

The road curved gently through fields brushed with early sunlight.

Wildflowers nodded in the breeze.

A skylark climbed higher and higher until it became nothing more than a song.

The little boy held the old man's hand for a long time.

Eventually...

he realised he was still holding it.

Embarrassed, he let go.

"I'm sorry."

The old man looked down.

"For what?"

"I forgot."

"So did I."

The boy frowned.

"You forgot?"

"I was enjoying the company."

The child wasn't quite sure what to say to that.

After a while he asked,

"Do you always walk?"

"Almost always."

"Why?"

The old man smiled.

"Because roads tell better stories than walls."

"They do?"

"Oh yes."

"They remember everyone who has travelled them."

The boy looked at the dusty path beneath his feet.

"Can roads remember me?"

"I imagine this one already does."

They walked a little further.

The old man stopped suddenly.

"Oh dear."

The little boy froze.

"What?"

"I appear to be hungry."

The boy blinked.

"Can that just... happen?"

"It usually does."

"When?"

"At the most inconvenient moment possible."

The little boy laughed.

A proper laugh this time.

The old man smiled to himself.

Good.

Laughter travelled much further than tears.

Ahead...

a weathered wooden sign leaned beside the road.

One arrow pointed east.

Another west.

The writing had almost disappeared beneath years of rain.

The old man studied it very seriously.

"Hmm."

"Can you read it?"

"Not anymore."

"Then how do we know which way to go?"

The old man considered this carefully.

"I've found that when signs stop giving directions..."

"...it's usually because they're hoping someone will choose for themselves."

The little boy wasn't entirely convinced.

"So..."

he asked,

"...we're guessing?"

The old man looked pleasantly offended.

"We are making an informed adventure."

"That's guessing."

"It is slightly more dignified than guessing."

The boy smiled again.

"I think you're making that up."

"I make up all sorts of things."

"Like what?"

"Mostly confidence."

The little boy laughed once more.

Without realising it...

he had stopped looking behind him.

The old man noticed that too.

Together...

they turned onto the quieter road.

Neither of them saw the old signpost.

Slowly...

almost imperceptibly...

the weathered wooden arrow creaked.

Until it pointed after them.

As though...

the road itself had quietly decided...

they were heading the right way.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Empty Village

The road became quieter as the day stretched towards afternoon.

Neither of them hurried.

The old man had never believed journeys became better simply because they were faster.

The little boy walked beside him.

Sometimes kicking small stones.

Sometimes watching clouds.

Sometimes saying nothing at all.

The silence between them had already become comfortable.

"Do you think..."

the little boy began,

"...someone built all these roads?"

"I hope so."

"Why?"

"I'd be rather disappointed if they simply appeared overnight."

The boy laughed.

"You joke a lot."

"I've discovered life behaves much better when laughed at occasionally."

The road dipped gently into a wide valley.

Ahead...

stood a village.

Stone cottages.

Smoking chimneys.

Flower boxes beneath bright windows.

The little boy smiled.

"People."

"I certainly hope so."

They reached the first cottage.

The front door stood open.

Nobody answered when the old man knocked.

"Hello?"

Silence.

The fire still burned.

A loaf of bread rested on the kitchen table.

Two bowls waited beside it.

Still warm.

The little boy looked around.

"Where did everyone go?"

"I don't know."

They stepped back outside.

Every cottage was the same.

Open doors.

Fresh bread.

Half-finished knitting.

A bucket beside the village well.

A child's spinning top lying in the middle of the lane.

Everything looked...

paused.

Not abandoned.

Simply...

waiting.

The little boy picked up the spinning top.

"Can I keep it?"

The old man smiled.

"I think..."

he looked along the empty street,

"...we should probably make sure someone isn't looking for it first."

The boy nodded.

Together they searched the entire village.

House after house.

Garden after garden.

They called.

They listened.

Nothing.

Not a single voice answered.

Even the birds seemed reluctant to sing.

The little boy moved a little closer to the old man.

"I don't like this."

"I know."

"Are we in danger?"

The old man looked thoughtfully at the empty cottages.

Then at the warm bread.

Then at the chimney smoke.

"No."

he said quietly.

"I don't think danger feels like this."

"What does it feel like?"

The old man smiled gently.

"It usually announces itself."

He looked around once more.

"This..."

he whispered,

"...feels more like a story holding its breath."

The boy wasn't entirely sure what that meant.

But somehow...

it made him less afraid.

The old man noticed the village clock.

Its hands had stopped.

Exactly twelve.

He reached up.

Gave the pendulum the gentlest push.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

The sound echoed through the silent street.

Nothing happened.

Then...

very softly...

from somewhere deep within the village...

a bell answered.

Once.

The old man smiled.

"There you are."

The little boy frowned.

"What?"

"I think..."

said the old man,

"...someone just realised we've arrived."

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ol
HOLLOWYS
RARE BOOKS |
g
TMPOSSIBLE
STONIES

gome books

By Matt Dalby

SOME JOURNEYS BEGIN WITH A BOOK.
OTHERS BEGIN WHEN YOU LOSE EVERYTHING.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





