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The Book That Bit Back

The oldest library in the world was not built to preserve knowledge.

It was built to bury it.

Aboveground, Eldervale University stood on a hill of black stone, its towers leaning together like old scholars sharing dangerous gossip. Snow gathered on the gargoyles. Bells tolled from the east chapel every hour, though no one had climbed the chapel steps in two hundred years. Students hurried beneath copper lamps, clutching satchels full of lecture notes, potion diagrams, legal histories, and dead languages.

They believed Eldervale was famous for its professors.

They were wrong.

Eldervale was famous for what slept underneath it.

Seven hundred and thirteen steps below the oldest lecture hall, past doors that could not be opened by hands and corridors that refused to remain the same length twice, lay the Library of Living Villains.

Its shelves curved for miles through caverns of blue-black stone. Iron balconies crossed the upper dark like bridges in a ruined city. Lanterns floated without chains. Ladders climbed by themselves. Locked cabinets whispered whenever someone passed too close. The air smelled of dust, rainwater, candle smoke, old leather, and fear.

Every book in that library contained a villain.

Not stories about villains.

Villains themselves.

Kings who had cursed their kingdoms. Queens who had fed children to mirrors. Witches whose shadows killed flowers. Thieves who stole seasons. Sorcerers who taught stars to fall. Beasts with human voices. Saints with blood on their hands.

The librarians said they had saved the world by imprisoning them.

The librarians also said a story was safest when it had only one ending.

That was the first lie Mara Quill ever learned to question.

Long before Mara became an apprentice, long before she opened the wrong book in the wrong room at the wrong hour, the library had another keeper.

His name was Orson Vale.

He had been old enough to know better and young enough to believe truth could still be rescued.

On the winter night of his disappearance, Orson carried a lantern made from moon-glass and wore the silver-gray coat of a senior cataloguer. He walked past the chained biographies of the Bone Emperors, past the sealed nursery rhymes of the Milk-Eyed Sisters, past the sleeping cabinet where the Thorn Bride still tapped one fingernail against the inside of her cover.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

“Not tonight,” Orson whispered.

He descended into the West Stack, where books were not arranged by alphabet or kingdom but by severity of danger. The first shelves hummed softly. The second shelves breathed. The third shelves had teeth.

At the very end of the West Stack waited a single lectern. On it rested a book bound in dark hide, buckled shut by nine iron clasps.

The title was burned into the cover.

THE WOLF KING

No author was listed.

No date.

No kingdom.

Only a warning stamped beneath the title in red ink:

DO NOT READ ALOUD. DO NOT BLEED UPON THE PAGE. DO NOT BELIEVE HIM.

Orson’s hand trembled above the first clasp.

Behind him, a woman’s voice said, “You should have left that book alone.”

Professor Elara Inkwood stood between two shelves with a candle in her hand. Her hair was black streaked with silver; her eyes were the pale gray of ash after rain. She was not yet head librarian, but authority already clung to her like a cloak.

Orson did not turn.

“I found the revisions,” he said.

Inkwood’s face did not change. “All old books have revisions.”

“Not like these.” Orson touched the cover. “The Wolf King’s crimes were added after binding.”

The floating lanterns flickered.

Somewhere in the shelves, a book laughed.

Inkwood lowered her candle. “You are tired.”

“I am awake.”

“That is often worse.”

Orson opened his coat and removed a folder of brittle pages. “Three separate ink layers. Three hands. Three dates. The massacre at Grey Orchard was written thirty years after the original story. The devouring of the moon-priests was written later still. The murder of Princess Aveline—”

“Careful,” Inkwood said.

“—was written in First Ink.”

The words made the library shudder.

Inkwood’s candle flame bent toward the book as if pulled by breath.

Orson looked at her then. “You knew.”

“I know what must remain closed.”

“Then the Wolf King may be innocent.”

“Innocent?” Inkwood’s voice sharpened. “Orson, listen to yourself. You have been studying villains for too long. That is how they work. They do not begin by breaking cages. They begin by loosening sympathy.”

“And heroes?” Orson asked. “How do heroes work?”

Professor Inkwood did not answer.

The book on the lectern gave a single, quiet thump.

Like a heart.

Orson placed his palm on the cover. “The library says stories are dangerous because villains lie. But what if stories are dangerous because librarians do?”

Inkwood stepped forward. “Take your hand off that book.”

“I will not help bury a man twice.”

“He is not a man.”

“Then why did the First Author need to frame him?”

At that name, every shelf in the West Stack fell silent.

The First Author.

The one who had written the first villain into a page and taught all later librarians that a book could become a prison.

No portrait of the First Author existed. No biography survived. No grave had ever been found. Students were told the First Author was a myth of professional humility: a nameless genius who chose duty over glory.

Orson had found another possibility.

The First Author had erased their own name because the truth was worse than vanity.

Inkwood’s face grew pale. “Where did you hear that title?”

“In the margins.”

“There are no margins in that book.”

Orson swallowed. “There are if you read under bloodlight.”

The book thumped again.

The clasps strained.

Inkwood lifted her candle. “By authority of the Living Stacks, I order you away from that volume.”

Orson smiled sadly. “You always did love authority more than truth.”

Then he opened the first clasp.

The library screamed.

Not metaphorically. Not poetically. The whole great underground world opened its throat and screamed through every hinge, page, shelf, ladder, lock, chain, and lamp.

Inkwood lunged.

Too late.

The second clasp snapped open.

Then the third.

Then the fourth.

Orson’s nose began to bleed. A drop fell onto the cover.

The warning burned bright.

DO NOT BLEED UPON THE PAGE.

Nine clasps opened at once.

The book burst wide.

A storm of black letters flew upward, spinning into the shape of a crown, then antlers, then a wolf’s skull, then a man’s hand reaching out from inside the text.

Inkwood shouted a containment spell.

Orson shouted, “Tell me your name!”

From the open book came a voice older than winter and rougher than broken stone.

“My name,” said the Wolf King, “was stolen.”

The lanterns died.

When the emergency lamps lit again, Orson Vale was gone.

The Wolf King’s book lay closed on the lectern, all nine clasps sealed, its cover unmarked except for one new line written beneath the warning.

ONE LIBRARIAN BELIEVED HIM.

Professor Inkwood stood alone in the West Stack, candle extinguished in her hand.

She stared at the new line for a long time.

Then she took out a knife, cut the words from the cover, and burned them in her palm.

By morning, the university bells rang as if nothing had happened.

By noon, Orson Vale was officially recorded as deceased due to “cataloguing misadventure.”

By dusk, a new rule was added to the apprentice handbook.

No librarian shall investigate the innocence of a contained villain.

Thirty-one years later, Mara Quill broke that rule before she had finished her first week.

​

PART ONE: APPRENTICE OF THE LOCKED STACKS

​
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Mara Quill Receives a Key That Does Not Like Her

Mara Quill arrived at Eldervale University with two dresses, three pencils, one cracked pair of spectacles, and a letter that had changed the temperature of her life.

The letter had arrived in a black envelope sealed with silver wax.

Miss Mara Quill,

By unanimous appointment of the Lower Council of Containment, you are hereby accepted as Apprentice Librarian of the Living Stacks, probationary rank, candle-level access only. Report to Eldervale University before the first frost bell. Bring no pets, no mirrors, no songs learned from strangers, and no books not already dead.

Professor Elara Inkwood

Head Librarian, Keeper of the Living Villains

Mara had read it twelve times before breakfast.

Her aunt had read it once and made the sign against bad endings.

“Respectable people do not work underground,” Aunt Lysa had said, folding laundry with the fury of a woman who had never trusted stairs leading down. “And they certainly do not work with villains.”

“I won’t work with them,” Mara had replied. “I’ll work near them.”

“That is what people say about fire.”

But Mara had gone anyway.

Now she stood beneath Eldervale’s northern gate, staring up at a stone arch carved with the university motto:

KNOWLEDGE IS A DOOR. WISDOM IS A LOCK.

A wet wind tugged at her coat. Students hurried past, laughing into scarves. Everyone seemed taller than Mara, richer than Mara, less surprised by the existence of gargoyles that turned their heads to watch late arrivals.

Mara lifted her suitcase and stepped through the gate.

The campus unfolded like a city built by scholars who had never trusted sunlight. Lecture halls leaned under roofs of green copper. Ivy climbed the walls in precise mathematical patterns. Fountains burbled black water. Statues of famous professors lined the courtyard, each holding a book, scroll, skull, telescope, or severed monster head.

At the center stood the Old Library.

It was not the largest building. It was not the tallest. Yet Mara felt every path on campus somehow bent toward it.

Its doors were made of dark oak banded with iron. Above them, carved into the stone, were seven figures kneeling before a closed book.

The heroes, Mara assumed.

She had grown up on hero stories. In Brindlewick, the village children had traded them like sweets: Sir Corbin and the Moon-Eater, Saint Odelia and the Glass Witch, Prince Rowan who slew the Wolf King, the Seven Lantern Girls who trapped the Hunger beneath the hill. Heroes were clean. Villains were simple. Stories were safe because everyone knew which side was which.

Mara had always loved stories.

She had also always distrusted easy endings.

“Mara Quill?”

A young man stood at the library steps. He wore a dark green coat with brass buttons and carried a crossbow as casually as another student might carry a satchel. His hair was brown, his jaw too serious for his age, and his eyes had the watchful look of someone trained to notice exits first and people second.

“Yes,” Mara said.

He examined her spectacles, suitcase, and muddy boots. “You’re late.”

“The frost bell hasn’t rung.”

“It rang nine minutes ago.”

“I didn’t hear it.”

“That doesn’t make it less rung.”

Mara decided she disliked him slightly.

“You are?”

“Elias Grimm.”

The name landed like a small stone in her stomach. The Grimms were famous hunters. Not fairy-tale collectors, as ordinary people sometimes believed, but story-hunters: specialists trained to kill escaped villains before their narratives infected reality.

Mara glanced at the crossbow. “Are all apprentices greeted by armed students?”

“Only the ones who look like they might open something.”

“I look like that?”

“You look curious.”

“That’s a crime now?”

“Down there?” Elias nodded toward the library doors. “It can be.”

Before Mara could answer, the doors opened by themselves.

Warm yellow light spilled across the steps.

A woman stood in the threshold, tall and narrow, wearing a black academic robe clasped with a silver key. Her hair was twisted into a severe knot. Her face looked carved rather than born.

Professor Inkwood.

Mara recognized her from the acceptance letter, though ink had failed to capture the force of her presence. The head librarian seemed to bring silence with her. Even the gargoyles stopped scraping their claws against stone.

“Miss Quill,” Professor Inkwood said. “You have arrived.”

Mara bowed awkwardly. “Thank you for accepting me, Professor.”

“Gratitude is premature.”

Mara straightened. “Oh.”

“Acceptance grants entry. It does not guarantee survival, competence, advancement, or continued possession of
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