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    The Last Book on the Shelf

The brass bell above the bookstore door had not rung in three hours. Olivia Hart stood at the front counter, a stack of uncatalogued trade paperbacks at her elbow, and watched the last light drain from the street. The lamppost outside flickered once, then steadied. She did not move to turn on the overheads. The dimness suited her mood, and the books did not need light to wait.

She had been here since seven that morning. Twelve hours of shelving, of dusting the high shelves where the rare editions lived, of answering exactly two customer questions, both of which could have been answered by reading the signs she had hung from the ceiling. The quiet was not new. The quiet was, in fact, the thing she had counted on when she took this job three years ago. A bookstore was supposed to be a retreat from the world, a place where nothing unexpected ever happened. That had been the point.

She ran a thumb along the spine of the book in her hand. It was a late arrival, found that morning in a box her boss had acquired at an estate sale in the hills. No title on the cover. No author listed on the title page. The leather was dark with age, cracked along the hinges, and smelled of woodsmoke and something sharper underneath. She should have catalogued it hours ago. She had not. Every time she set it down, she found herself picking it up again, turning it over, running her palm across the grain.

The book did not belong in the collection. That was the thought that kept circling. It was not a first edition of anything she recognized. The script inside was not Latin, not Cyrillic, not any alphabet she could name. And yet when she looked at it too long, the symbols seemed to shift, just at the edge of her vision, like heat shimmer above asphalt. She would blink and they were still again. She had spent twenty minutes staring at a single page, convinced she had almost understood something, the way you almost remember a dream upon waking.

She set the book on the counter and stepped back. The air in the store felt heavier than it should, charged the way it got before a summer storm. She rubbed her arms. The engagement ring was gone from her finger, had been gone for six weeks, but she still caught herself touching the empty skin where it used to sit. Mark had been practical. Mark had been safe. Mark had also been sleeping with his paralegal for eight months before Olivia found the texts, and now Mark was gone, and the bookstore was quiet, and that was fine. That was what she wanted.

She did not want mystery. She did not want adventure. She wanted to shelve books and go home to her apartment and eat leftover pasta and not think about how her life had become a series of small, careful routines designed to keep surprise at bay.

The book hummed.

She heard it. Not with her ears. The sound was under her skin, a low vibration that traveled up from her fingertips and settled at the base of her skull. She pulled her hand back from the counter. The book lay where she had left it, ordinary and old and impossible. She reached out again. The hum returned, steadier this time, a frequency she could almost name.

"Stop it," she said aloud. Her voice was too loud in the empty store. The book did not answer. The hum continued, a second heartbeat she had not asked for and did not want.

She turned away and walked to the front door. The street outside was empty. The lamppost flickered again, twice, and went dark. She flipped the lock and twisted the sign from OPEN to CLOSED. The clock above the register read 9:47. She had been supposed to close at nine. The book had made her forget.

The hum grew louder.

She turned back. The leather-bound book sat on the counter where she had left it, but the air around it was wrong. It bent. That was the only word for it. The light bent around the book, curving inward like water circling a drain. The hum was in her teeth now, a pressure building behind her eyes.

"What," she said, and did not finish the question.

The world tore.

It was not a metaphor. The air split open with a sound like ripping canvas, and the bookstore folded. Shelves buckled. Paperbacks flew from their places, pages fluttering like panicked birds. The window shattered outward, and the street beyond was gone, replaced by a swirling vortex of light that was not light, a color she had no name for. The hum crested into a roar. She felt herself lifted, pulled, unmade and remade in the space between one heartbeat and the next. She tried to scream. She had no mouth. She had no body. She was nothing but the roar and the light and the impossible pressure of being somewhere that was nowhere at all.

She landed hard on damp earth.

Her palms hit the ground first, then her knees. The impact jarred her teeth. She gasped, choked on air that tasted wrong, thick and sweet and faintly metallic. She was shaking. She was whole. She was not in the bookstore.

She lifted her head.

The trees were wrong. They towered above her, massive and twisted, their bark a pale silver that gleamed faintly in the dim light. Their branches spread overhead in shapes that made no sense, spiraling inward and outward at once, and between the leaves she could see a sky that was not her sky. It was the wrong color. Purple-black, bruised, streaked with veins of something that might have been cloud or might have been scar tissue. The air was cold and damp and smelled of rot.

And the trees were dying.

She saw it now. The crystalline growth crept along the trunks and branches like frost, but it was not ice. It shimmered with a faint inner light, pulsing slowly, and where it touched the bark, the wood blackened and split. The blight was beautiful and terrible and alive, and it was spreading. She could see it moving, slow as a breath, creeping from branch to branch, tree to tree, a sickness made of light.

Olivia pushed herself to her feet. Her legs held, barely. She was still wearing her bookstore clothes, jeans and a cardigan, utterly useless against the damp chill of this place. She turned in a slow circle, looking for anything familiar. There was nothing. Only the trees and the blight and the wrong-colored sky.

"This isn't real," she said. Her voice came out thin. "This is a dream. I fell asleep at the counter. I hit my head."

The forest did not answer. The blight pulsed. Somewhere in the distance, something cried out, a sound that was not quite animal and not quite bird.

A shadow moved between the trees.

She saw the wings first. They rose above him like a cloak of darkness given form, vast and black and edged with a faint shimmer that was not quite reflection. He stepped into the clearing and the dim light caught his face, and for a moment Olivia forgot to breathe. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair that fell across a face carved from angles and shadows. His eyes were black, utterly black, and they were looking at her with an expression she recognized. Disdain. Impatience. The look of a man who had better things to do than deal with whatever she was.

"You," he said. His voice was low, rough at the edges. "You are the one."

Olivia stared at him. "What?"

He did not repeat himself. He folded his wings against his back, a motion that should have been graceful but came across as merely efficient, and crossed his arms. The gesture made him broader, more solid, more real than anything else in this nightmare forest. She hated him immediately.

"Where am I?" Her voice shook. She made it stop. "Where is this? How do I get home?"

His expression did not change. "You are in Aerthos." He said the name like it should mean something. It did not. "And there is no going back."

The words landed like stones dropped into still water. She waited for the rest of the sentence. It did not come.

"What do you mean, no going back?" She stepped toward him, anger flaring through the fear. "I didn't ask to come here. I don't even know where here is. I was in my bookstore, and then there was this book, and the light, and now I'm here, and you're telling me I can't go back?"

"The barrier does not open for whim." He studied her with those dark eyes, and whatever he saw did not impress him. "You were brought. That means something. I do not know what. I do not care. But you are here, and the way is shut."

"Who are you?"

"Kael Nightwing." He said it flatly, without pride, as if his name was a fact and nothing more. "You are in the Whispering Woods. This is the realm of Aerthos. It is dying. You will come with me now."

He turned as if the matter were settled. Olivia did not move.

"I'm not going anywhere with you."

He stopped. Turned back. The look on his face was not anger. It was something colder. "You will die here if you stay. The blight spreads faster at night. The creatures hunt. You have no magic, no weapon, and no knowledge of this world. You will be dead by morning."

"Then I'll be dead." She crossed her arms, mirroring him, and felt a grim satisfaction when his jaw tightened. "I don't know you. I don't know this place. I don't know anything about what just happened to me, and you haven't told me a single thing except that I'm trapped. So forgive me if I don't immediately trust the first winged stranger who appears out of the shadows and orders me around."

His wings rustled. The sound was like wind through dry leaves. "You are stubborn."

"You have no idea."

They stood there in the clearing, the dying trees and the creeping blight all around them, and the silence stretched. Somewhere in the forest, the blight pulsed. Olivia could feel it now, a wrongness in the air, a pressure against her skin that was not quite sound and not quite silence. The crystal crept another inch along the nearest branch.

"The blight will reach this clearing before dawn," Kael said. His voice had not softened, but something in it had shifted. Not kindness. Something more like recognition. "You will not survive it. Whatever you were in your world, you are in Aerthos now. The rules are different here."

"What rules?"

"The Shadow King's rules. Or what is left of them." He said the name like a curse, old and bitter. "He abandoned this realm centuries ago. The Heartstone was taken. Without it, Aerthos dies. The blight is the death of magic. It consumes everything."

Olivia looked at the crystal crawling along the trees. It was beautiful, she thought, in the way that a wildfire was beautiful. Terrible and mesmerizing. "And what am I supposed to do about it?"

"I do not know." He said it like an admission he hated making. "But you were brought here. The barrier does not open without cause. The prophecy speaks of a Lightbringer. The fae will believe you are her."

"I'm not anyone's Lightbringer." The word felt absurd in her mouth. "I'm a bookstore clerk. I shelve books. I don't have magic. I don't have a destiny. I don't believe in destiny."

Kael looked at her for a long moment. The disdain was still there, but something else moved beneath it. "Belief does not matter. You are here. That is what matters."

He turned again, and this time he did not stop. He walked toward the trees, his wings shifting to avoid the blighted branches, and Olivia stood in the clearing and watched him go. The cold was seeping through her cardigan. The blight was spreading. The sky was the wrong color, and she was alone in a dying world with no way home and no idea what had happened to her.

She followed him.

Her footsteps were too loud in the quiet of the forest. The blight pulsed as she passed, and she could feel it watching her, a pressure that was not quite attention and not quite hunger. She did not look back. She did not look at the trees. She fixed her eyes on Kael's broad back and his shadowed wings and she walked, because walking was better than standing still, and standing still meant thinking about what had just happened, and she was not ready to think about that yet.

The crystal blight crept another inch along the branch above her head. She did not see it. But she felt it, a cold weight in the air, a hum beneath her skin that was not the hum of the book but something older and hungrier and far less patient.

She walked faster.


    Woods of Frozen Light

The cold was the first thing Olivia noticed. Not the ordinary chill of a winter evening or the damp cold of the bookstore’s back room when the heating failed. This was a cold that seemed to emanate from the ground itself, seeping through the soles of her sensible flats and climbing her bones like ivy. The trees around her were wrong – twisted into shapes that suggested they had frozen mid-scream, their bark glinting with something that was not frost but crystal, faceted and faintly luminous under a sky without stars.

She had walked faster, as if speed alone could outpace the impossible. But the forest did not end. It thickened.

“You’ll tire yourself.”

Kael’s voice came from somewhere behind her, unhurried. She did not turn. The sound of his boots on the crystallized undergrowth was steady, deliberate – the rhythm of someone who knew exactly where his feet would land before he moved them.

“I’m not stopping.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

She hated how calm he sounded. Hated the way his wings folded against his back with the casual precision of a weapon being sheathed. He had told her she could not go home. He had said the word Lightbringer as though it should mean something to her, as though a prophecy spoken in a dying forest could overwrite twenty-eight years of being nobody in particular.

“You said you’d follow,” he added. “You’re running.”

“I’m walking with purpose.”

“Into a wall of crystal vines.”

She stopped. Not because of his words but because the path ahead had, in fact, become a lattice of interwoven growths that glinted like fractured glass. They had not been there a moment ago. She was sure of it. The vines crept across the gap between two trees, knitting together with a faint, glassy chime that was almost musical and entirely wrong.

The crystal blight was moving.

Olivia took a step back. The vines thickened in response, as if her retreat had been an invitation. A tendril unfurled from the mass and reached toward her ankle with the blind patience of something that had all the time in the world.

“Don’t.”

Kael’s hand closed around her upper arm and pulled her back. Not gently. His grip was the kind that expected resistance and compensated in advance. His wings flared once, the motion sending a rush of displaced air through the clearing, and the shadow beneath his feet stretched toward the vines like ink poured across the ground.

Then the shadow moved.

It was not a trick of the light. The darkness peeled away from the forest floor and rose, shaping itself into something sharp-edged and hungry. It cut through the crystal vines with a sound like ice breaking under pressure. Shards scattered across the moss, still glowing faintly, and the path ahead cleared.

Olivia stared at the space where the vines had been. The shadow receded, sinking back toward Kael’s feet, and she saw his hands.

They were trembling.

He caught her looking and stilled them by force, folding his arms across his chest. The motion was too controlled, the way someone might steady a glass of water that had been jostled. His face gave away nothing. But his eyes – dark and guarded as they were – held a flicker of something that had not been there before the magic had answered his call. Pain. Brief and immediately buried.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Shadow magic. It cuts through the blight.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

He did not answer. He was already walking, stepping over the scattered crystal fragments as though they were ordinary gravel. “Keep moving. The blight doesn’t rest, and neither should you.”

Olivia did not move. “You’re shaking.”

“I’m fine.”

She wanted to press. The question was forming on her tongue, sharp and insistent, when a new sound cut through the forest. A low, resonant chime – deeper than the breaking crystal, more deliberate. It came from her left, where a formation of crystal had grown over something dark and irregular. A stone, half-buried in the blight.

The sound struck her chest before her ears registered it. A vibration that bypassed her skin and settled somewhere deeper, in the hollow space beneath her ribs. It was not pain. It was recognition.

She knew this feeling.

The book. The leather-bound volume in the bookstore, the one that had hummed under her fingers before the world had torn apart. The sensation had been the same – a pull, a summons, a note struck on an instrument she had not known she carried inside her.

“What is that?” Her voice came out quieter than she intended.

Kael turned. His gaze followed hers to the stone. “Nothing. A remnant. Aerthos is full of old things.”

“It’s not nothing.” She took a step toward it. The pull intensified, a thread of warmth in the cold forest. “It feels like –”

“Like it wants your attention.” His voice cut across hers, flat and final. “The blight uses remnants like that. Lures. If you touch it, the crystals will take your hand before you feel the cold.”

She stopped. The stone was ancient, its surface unmarred by the blight that surrounded it, and the pull was not hostile. She was sure of it. But Kael’s expression had closed like a door, and the vines were still growing behind them, and the cold was not waiting for her to understand.

“We need to move,” he said.

She did not argue. The forest was changing faster now. New formations sprouted from the ground with a sound like cracking knuckles, crystalline growths pushing through the moss and unfurling into shapes that caught the faint light and bent it into rainbows. It would have been beautiful if it had not been consuming everything it touched.

A tree to her right groaned, its trunk splintering as a lattice of crystal burst through the bark. The sound was wet and dry at
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