
        
            
                
            
        

    





This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
Copyright © 2025 by Georgia Summers
Cover design and illustration by Micaela Alcaino
Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.
The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
Redhook
Hachette Book Group
1290 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10104
hachettebookgroup.com
First Edition: November 2025
Simultaneously published in Great Britain by Hodderscape, an imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited, a Hachette UK company
Redhook is an imprint of Orbit, a division of Hachette Book Group.
The Redhook name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.
The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.
The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.
Redhook books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.
Library of Congress Control Number: 2024942370
ISBNs: 9780316561839 (hardcover), 9780316562195 (ebook)
E3-20251024-JV-NF-ORI



Contents
 
	Cover
	Title Page
	Copyright
	Dedication
	A Note About Fonts
	Prologue
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Chapter Eleven
	Chapter Twelve
	Chapter Thirteen
	Chapter Fourteen
	Chapter Fifteen
	Chapter Sixteen
	Chapter Seventeen
	Chapter Eighteen
	Chapter Nineteen
	Chapter Twenty
	Chapter Twenty-One
	Chapter Twenty-Two
	Chapter Twenty-Three
	Chapter Twenty-Four
	Chapter Twenty-Five
	Chapter Twenty-Six
	Chapter Twenty-Seven
	Chapter Twenty-Eight
	Chapter Twenty-Nine
	Chapter Thirty
	Chapter Thirty-One
	Chapter Thirty-Two
	Chapter Thirty-Three
	Chapter Thirty-Four
	Chapter Thirty-Five
	Chapter Thirty-Six
	Chapter Thirty-Seven
	Chapter Thirty-Eight
	Chapter Thirty-Nine
	Chapter Forty
	Chapter Forty-One
	Chapter Forty-Two
	Chapter Forty-Three
	Chapter Forty-Four
	Chapter Forty-Five
	Chapter Forty-Six
	Chapter Forty-Seven
	Chapter Forty-Eight
	Chapter Forty-Nine
	Chapter Fifty
	Chapter Fifty-One
	Chapter Fifty-Two
	Chapter Fifty-Three
	Chapter Fifty-Four
	Chapter Fifty-Five
	Chapter Fifty-Six
	Chapter Fifty-Seven
	Epilogue
	Acknowledgements
	Discover More
	Also by Georgia Summers




To the booksellers,
 who help us slip across the line
 between the mundane and magical



Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.
Tap here to learn more.




A Note About Fonts
Please note that this ebook uses embedded fonts to indicate different characters’ handwriting. These will only be visible if you use the default option for the font choice on your device. If you would like to use a different font, please be aware it may be hard to distinguish the characters’ notes from one another.



Prologue
IT IS NOT an easy thing to slip a knife between a man’s ribs. So the hand that wields the blade has been practising.
They have practised, too, infiltrating the bookshop, quieting its magic with an ink-black tongue—because it really is ink that stains their mouth—and creeping up the staircase that could so easily betray them with its protest of groans. By comparison, the murder itself is tragically straightforward.
The owner of the bookshop is sleeping in an armchair, his body open in the looseness of slumber. If anyone was observing, they might believe he has no notion of what’s coming next, and indeed he doesn’t stir as the murderer approaches.
The knife flashes, twists, releases.
The owner gives a terrible cry and tries to rise, but his murderer gently forces him back down. If there was ever a time to call for help, it was when the murderer was casing out the bookshop weeks ago. Now, it is far, far too late.
Still, the owner grips the armrests for one more attempt at strength. With a laboured breath, he gasps a question. Not who are you? or why are you doing this to me? or even how did you get in?, though they are all valid concerns. He knows the answer to two of them, and he thinks he knows the answer to all three—although on this last point, he’s woefully wrong.
“How did you find out?”
With every exhalation, a little more blood soaks into the chair. The murderer tilts their head, and steps outside the crimson ring now seeping over the floorboards. The owner clutches his side and hisses, but it’s a feeble motion. His grip is slackening, the pain travelling to a distant place in his mind.
“How?” he says again, and this time it’s a sigh.
“Lady Fate always finds out in the end.”
The murderer waits until the owner’s breaths still, before tucking the knife away. For a murder, there is little fanfare; the work is done, they think.
Down in the bookshop, there is a whisper.



CHAPTER
One
WHEN CASSANDRA FAIRFAX was a little girl, a bookseller told her about Lady Fate.
Lady Fate, with her enigmatic smile and her hands plucking strings across the chords of time. Lady Fate, who could make or break your fortune, who could set your feet astray from the path you had so determinedly set for yourself, or place glory in your outstretched hands. Lady Fate, the oldest of storytellers.
The bookseller knelt down, so they were eye to eye with Cassandra, and said, “Lady Fate will fuck you over, little girl.”
It was several years before she understood that anyone else can fuck you over just as easily, no godly intervention required.
Take now, for instance.
She’s standing in front of a sleek block of luxury flats towering over the Thames, wondering if she’s about to make another enormous mistake. Canary Wharf is full of such edifices, but the windows above are dark and opaque, the flats mostly empty: still waiting to be filled with designer furniture, along with the playboys and heiresses to inhabit it. People for whom money is no longer sufficient, who have already climbed to the highest rung they can buy, and are now looking for a different kind of currency to spend.
Her phone rings.
“Roth,” she says.
“Come on up, Cass.” His honey-glazed accent puts her in mind of tennis courts and long afternoons by poolsides. “I’ll buzz you in.”
Definitely a mistake. But it’s too late to back out now.
Well, no—she could still turn around and leave. But her rent is overdue, for one. And she’s just coming to appraise a few stolen books: an easy, uncomplicated job. Moreover, Roth pays well; she can tolerate a few hours of him for that.
The foyer is hauntingly dark, but in the gleam of the day’s last light, she catches the opulent decor. Veined marble flooring, glossy chrome fittings, and the ever-present security cameras to make sure the riff-raff stay out. Her boots leave traces of mud across the otherwise spotless floor as she walks past the empty reception.
Joke’s on them, she thinks, this riff-raff has an invite.
The elevator takes her up to the penthouse, where a man lounges in the doorway. She recognises Roth instantly: well built, with floppy blonde hair, and a tan to match the watch on his wrist. A less discerning admirer might call him a golden retriever of a man, but Cassandra knows a shark when she sees one.
“It’s been too long, darling,” he says.
“You could hire me more often,” she reminds him, as he takes her coat.
“And you’d like that, hm?”
Roth’s gaze lingers on her chest before he drags his focus back to her. She forces herself to smile, to appear not stupid but harmless. Possessable. Anyway, she knows Roth isn’t really interested in her—as long as she remains in reach.
“Just a couple of books,” she warns. “I’m on a tight schedule.”
She’s not, but let Roth think that she’s deigning to grace him with her presence.
“That’s all I ask,” he says.
“And I want the cash up front,” she adds.
He finally moves aside to let her into his flat, but not so far that she doesn’t have to brush past him. His hand touches the small of her back and lingers.
“What do you think of the new place?” he says, his breath against her ear. “Tempted?”
Cassandra tilts her head just enough for him to see her smile. “Oh, you know. Seen one, seen them all, really.”
His hand falls from her back. Something cold slithers into his gaze.
“Books are in the library,” he says, his superficial charm vanished. “And you’ll be paid when you’ve done your job.”
Rent, she reminds herself. And she can’t do that if she gives Roth the slap he so badly deserves.
“Is that a problem?” he asks.
Yes. But she shrugs. “Why would it be?”
The theoretical problem is that Cassandra isn’t supposed to be here at all. Most certainly she shouldn’t be offering to appraise stolen books—taken by Roth, or by another collector and then by Roth, or by some underpaid museum curator decades ago; who knows and, quite frankly, who cares?—much less sell them on to other unscrupulous collectors. But it only stops being theoretical if she fucks up, and a little bit of illegal brokering is a safer game than the one she was playing six months ago.
What a fuck-up that had been.
As Roth leads her through his flat, she has to admit that it’s a gorgeous space. Hideously outfitted, though, because it’s Roth. The living room feels more like a gallery, bedecked in abstract glass sculptures on gold-trimmed pedestals and topiaries clipped to angular perfection, all dominated by an ivory chaise longue in the centre. But the view is spectacular: an enviable expanse of London, with the Thames shearing through it, tinted by the blaze of sunset.
Roth recovers some of his showmanship as they walk through a set of glass doors. “This, darling, is where the magic happens.”
Roth’s library. Last time she was here, this room was little more than a construction site, the books still stowed carefully in boxes. But now she understands why he was so keen to move here, when he’d had his pick of apartments. The high ceiling allows for endlessly tall bookshelves, each one packed tight with rows upon rows of books. Most, if not all, will be rare editions, coveted by museums and collectors alike, although some are custom-bound in new leather with Roth’s name stamped on the back. A touch, no doubt, he’s picked up from other aficionados with more money than taste. Cassandra finds herself calculating the value and origins of each one, envy bitter in her throat.
If she didn’t know Roth better, she would conclude that this is the work of hired expertise. An interior designer with a careful eye, or a particularly savvy assistant. But Roth is a collector through and through; no book would have passed through here without his explicit, personal hand in the acquisition.
She wonders how many of them came from Chiron’s bookshop.
“Nice collection,” she says because she knows he’s waiting for a compliment.
“It’s nothing special,” he says, with blatantly false modesty. “I keep the real rarities in a climate-controlled library elsewhere.” As though reading her mind, he adds, “Seen the old man lately?”
If she didn’t know Roth as well as she does, or if it had been someone else asking, she might have chalked up the question as passing curiosity. But she’s seen that gleam in his eyes before.
She shrugs. “Have you?”
“Oh, I’ve seen him, sure.” Roth waves his hand in the air vaguely. “Around.”
Cassandra can imagine. At exclusive dinners, secretive conferences meant for booksellers and collectors only, underground auctions, where no one looks too hard at a book’s origins. At the bars afterwards, when the real deals happen, and the alleyways after that, where debts are collected and favours squeezed. What’s a little drink between old friends, after all?
What’s a little blood?
“He isn’t taking appointments anymore,” Roth says pointedly, as though this is her fault. “And there’s a book I’m simply dying to get my hands on.”
Well, Chiron had never much liked customers in the first place. Or people, for that matter. Once, Cassandra had considered herself the exception, along with a handful of booksellers who’d worked alongside him in his shop, each possessing decades’ worth of experience. Last she’d heard, he’d all but shut the shop, the booksellers long gone.
“Weren’t you his apprentice? Protégé?” Roth prompts.
Like he doesn’t know exactly who Cassandra is. Or who she used to be. She pretends to focus on a particularly glitzy set of rebound classics displayed in a glass case. How ironic that it’s Roth, of all people, who’s managed to put together what she’s spent nearly a decade hiding.
“Fairfax is a lovely last name,” he adds. “I don’t know why you’d change it to Holt.”
She keeps her eyes trained on the bookshelves. To keep people like you from finding me, she thinks.
He sidles over to her. “Darling, if only I had—”
“I told you, I don’t know where the bookshop is. What do you want with him?” she asks, as lightly as she can manage.
“Just satisfying my curiosity.” Roth rests his arms on the back of a chair and gestures invitingly. “Please.”
Cassandra settles herself at the table, ignoring Roth’s breath against her neck.
“The books?” she says.
“Packed away. Let me get them for you.”
While she waits, her thoughts turn reluctantly back to Chiron. It’s been years since she’s walked past a bookshop and lingered at its windows, wondering what Chiron’s would look like now, what ghosts might walk its empty corridors. What the crackle of a spine could sound like in a room with no clicking of terse, irritable bookselling teeth, no hands to pluck the book from inexperienced fingers. What it would feel like to have the books humming in her head again, the rustle of paper and glossy glide of ink, buttery leather under her fingers and in her mind, an entire world on the tip of her tongue as she recites Once upon a time—
No, she doesn’t think of it at all, anymore.
Idly, she splays her hands out on the table, and instantly regrets it. Although it looks clean, a sticky residue clings to the surface. Grimacing, she makes to wipe her hands on her jeans, then stops. Cautiously, she rubs the residue between her forefinger and thumb, then sniffs it.
Ink… and blood.
Every nerve sparks ablaze with warning.
“Cassandra Fairfax.”
She looks up—and locks eyes with Roth. Even though his gaze is steady, his eyes possess a glassy, otherworldly sheen. One that she knows all too well. A dense ripple of words slithers up his forearm, disappearing into his shirt. Ink magic.
She should never have come here tonight.
“Cassandra,” he says again, and his voice reeks with the tang of ink and power. “Tell me—”
She vaults off the chair in an explosion of energy. Roth lunges after her. The ink writhes on his skin, lending him strength. Strength that a reader has bestowed on him, judging from the way he moves, all leonine ferocity and unnatural speed.
“Cassandra Fairfax, stop,” he commands.
The sound pierces her through the sternum, against the door she’d been so close to fleeing through. Her body feels like lead, gravity exerting its terrible force, as the compulsion locks her feet to the floor.
Roth’s hands cup her face, cool against her flushed skin. She really should have slapped him when she had the chance.
“You’ve got your loyalties, I get that. I really do,” he says, all genuine earnestness. “The old man would be proud. But you’ve already proven that. So help me out, and I’ll help you, Cass. Talk to me.”
It’s just enough of a reprieve to allow her mouth to work around the compulsion. “Oh, fuck you, Roth.”
His eyes narrow. “Tell me where Chiron’s bookshop is.”
A wave of compulsion washes over her, seizing her limbs in a painful vice. Words bubble up her throat, drag her tongue over her teeth in the pre-echo of an answer. But reading rarely works so well on another reader.
Even—and perhaps especially—her.
“Who read for you?” she demands.
Not that Cassandra would know who it was. Someone stupid or greedy enough to work for Roth. Someone like her. But not, apparently, that skilled. Already, the script along Roth’s forearms is losing coherence, the bottom lines dissolving to gather in ink drops on his fingertips.
“Cassandra,” he says, then stops. “You shouldn’t be able to speak—you shouldn’t—”
She laughs, her lips bloody from biting down to stop coerced words spilling out. “Who do you think I am? Did you think this was going to be easy?”
Out of the corner of her eye, she sees the edge of the doorway—and beyond that, all those glittering, expensive glass sculptures. Pins and needles shoot up her legs, welcome pain as the compulsion starts to slough off her. Come on, come on, she thinks desperately.
“Why not ask Chiron yourself?” she says, buying time.
“You haven’t even heard about him, have you?” Roth spits.
“I told you, I don’t run in those circles anymore. And I don’t care.”
“Well, if you don’t give a shit, then you have nothing to lose.” His mouth twitches smugly. “But we both know you have nothing worth losing, anyway.”
She smiles at Roth and looks pointedly at his beading script, the ink splatters on his glossy floorboards.
“Think it’ll stain?” she says.
The second he looks down, she bolts. Through the doors of the library, to the bleeding glow of his living room. One leg buckles underneath her—remnants of compulsion—and she grabs a plinth to keep herself upright. Roth crashes after her, fury writ large on his face. Even without his extra strength, he’s still an athlete, with all those summers playing tennis and winters spent skiing.
She lets him get close enough to reach her. His hand snatches at the back of her collar. Then she grabs the ornate vase from the plinth and smashes it over him. Glass shatters. Roth shrieks—whether in pain or anger, she can’t tell.
It’s just enough time for Cassandra to stagger towards the front door. She casts one look at the mess she’s left behind: Roth, clutching his face through blood-stained fingers; expensive glass everywhere; ink spattered across a cream carpet. A ghost of a memory rolls through her and she shudders. Another room. Blood against glass. Ink slick on her teeth.
Before she can examine it too closely—before she reminds herself that this is another fuck-up she promised she wouldn’t have—she yanks the front door open. The hallway beckons mercifully. Without waiting for the elevator, she takes the stairs two at a time, her heart pounding with every footstep.
“He’s dead, you stupid bitch!” Roth shouts after her. “They all know your name, where to find you. You think I’ll be the last? They’ll come after you, and God help you because I won’t. I tried, Cassandra. I tried!”
Cassandra keeps running.



CHAPTER
Two
CASSANDRA RUNS UNTIL her lungs burn. Until she has to stop and retch in an alleyway, even though nothing comes up. Just a faint aftertaste of ink and blood, hard proof that Roth had tried to compel her.
He’s dead.
When Roth doesn’t come barrelling after her, a fraction of relief seeps through her. But she feels watched, nevertheless, so she takes the long route home, slipping through winding streets and tucked-away alleys until the press of Roth’s fingers no longer haunts her skin. Halfway there, she shivers; although the days are still warm, London’s nights are beginning to feel the bite of autumn. Too late, she realises that her coat with her wallet and keys is still in Roth’s flat, but she can hardly go back for them now. So—no keys, no wallet, and not one penny of her fee.
Then again, he was never going to pay her. If she’s honest, it’s lucky that’s all he wanted to do: extract information and cast her aside. In his shoes, she wouldn’t have let herself leave. Not without guaranteeing absolute silence.
It doesn’t take more than a well-placed shove to bust open the door to her flat, with its flimsy lock and varnished plywood. The bang echoes in the corridor, but no one comes to investigate. No one would. It’s been a long time since anyone put together the identities of Cass Holt, book thief and ink magic reader, with Cassandra Fairfax, Chiron’s oh-so promising, oh-so disgraced ex-protégé, banished from his doors forever.
But Roth had done it, weeks ago. He’d made it sound like it wasn’t a big deal, like it was just another quirky fact to add to her reputation. And she’d let herself believe him, even though there were reasons why she’d never connected the two.
Cassandra Fairfax. It’s been a long time since she’s heard her real name out loud.
She wonders how many people know the truth now. The booksellers and collectors, with their starving eye to acquire. What they would give. What they would take, for what they wanted.
The light flickers in her flat a few times before it sticks, giving Cassandra just enough to see by. She was hungry before she left for Roth’s, but now she has no appetite—only an aching exhaustion. But she forces herself to drag a bookshelf across her door, pinning it shut. It’s not enough to stop someone, but it might give her a little warning. Shivering, she clambers onto her couch, pulling her duvet around her shoulders.
Roth’s love for showmanship saved her, really. That, and the haphazard instincts she’s tried to hone over the past years. After all, he’s not the only person who’s tried to fuck her over—just the latest. And now that he knows who she is—was—she has no doubt he won’t be the last.
She puts her head in her hands and breathes deeply.
He’s dead.
It might be true. So what if it is? The Chiron she knew—the one who had been her mentor—died, as far as she’s concerned, the day she’d left his bookshop for good. If he still slinks into her thoughts occasionally, it’s only ever as a ghost, rummaging through worn memories to portend a future that’s already happened. And sure, maybe in her weaker moments, she lets herself remember all the things that have slipped away and all the things she no longer knows, so that her poltergeist more and more resembles a blurry, thumb-printed photograph with each passing year.
Roth had wanted to shock her with the news, and if it had been six months ago, the joke would be on him, as usual. Six months ago, it wouldn’t have made any difference to her—or at least, it wouldn’t have changed anything.
Except six months ago, you made the second-biggest fuck-up of your life, and too many of the wrong people paid attention.
Through her parted fingers, she glances at the letter on her kitchen table, where she’s let it sit for the last two days. Unable to open it, and unable to throw it away. The address is written in a hand that she knows like her own heartbeat: Chiron’s.
It’s been years; people forget all sorts of things in that span of time. She might very well not remember where the bookshop is. But she couldn’t convince Roth of that, never mind all the collectors who’ll be lining up behind him—every power-hungry or even power-curious acquirer, ready to see the inside of Chiron’s bookshop. All desperate to get their hands on the book that could change their life.
Take my money. Take my firstborn. I’d kill a man.
Anyway, Chiron might not be dead. If she, say, walked past the bookshop tomorrow, and came face to face with him, that would arguably be a lot worse. His disgraced protégé returned, only to admit that she’s fucked up again, and maybe in worse ways than he’s even conceived of. She hates that she’s only proved him right; she hates that she cares what he’d think at all.
Cassandra eyes the letter again, in his handwriting. Addressed to her: Cassandra Fairfax.
Then she feels the ache in her limbs, the adrenaline rush of terror sinking into an exhausted, leaden-weight throb of fear. She’s slept badly the last few nights. The last six months, if she’d let herself admit it. For now, Roth doesn’t know where she lives—what a joke he’d make of her shitty studio apartment—and neither does anyone else, as far as she’s aware. It’s about the only thing she’s managed to get right.
She’s probably safe for a little longer. Long enough to put off reading that letter for one more day.
Cassandra wakes at four in the morning with the taste of ink in her mouth.
You don’t have to go to the bookshop, she tells herself, as she stretches, and makes herself a cup of coffee in the microwave because the kettle is broken. Haloed by the cool glow of her ancient laptop, she climbs back onto the couch and writes students’ papers. It’s a fall-back that’s often more hassle than it’s worth, but there is a fine line between what she earns from her other jobs and her rent. And within that fine line is a gulf of a sum. A sum that Roth should have paid, and then some, if he hadn’t tried to use her own skills against her.
There was a time, not that long ago, when the idea of legal employment had been both unthinkable and unnecessary. When Cass Holt had been a name that rattled every bookseller and collector in the country—anyone who’d dipped a toe into the murky waters of magic, and decided they wanted more. She might not have lived in a penthouse like Roth’s, but she’d had her luxuries, the command of a well-furnished flat, her own little acquisitions in the brief interlude when she’d fancied herself a collector. Being a thief, especially one as talented as herself, had paid well.
How far and fast she’s fallen, even when she’d thought there was nowhere further to fall than thief.
She spends the morning chasing students for their inevitably late payments, then departs to her second job at a local bar. And all the while she feels the press of the letter—literally, swiped from the countertop and shoved into the deepest corner of her jacket pocket. If Roth hasn’t found her by now, then he’s surely looking, with every resource at his disposal. She’s been careful, but Roth’s connections run deep, his pockets deeper.
At two in the morning, she finishes up at the bar and slips out of the back, away from her co-workers wearily stumbling out the front. Her head is weightless with exhaustion, and her body aches with the fingerprint-shaped bruises from where Roth grabbed her. She twiddles with the spare set of keys to her flat for a second, before remembering that the lock is broken and it’s fair game for anyone.
She really doesn’t want to face whatever’s waiting for her there.
Instead, she finds herself meandering past the road to her flat, down quiet, ink-dark residential streets, everyone else asleep; underneath the long shadow of St. Paul’s all the way to the snarled alleys of Covent Garden. Even at this unsociable hour, there are still tourists and late-night revellers rambling through central London, but they pay her little heed. She shivers, wishing for her coat again.
Just before Leicester Square, where the crowd surges and flows towards the bright lights of Piccadilly, she turns down a series of alleyways, slipping beneath dark windows and across empty roads like a wraith amongst the living. Then, at last, she stops in front of the entrance to a narrow street: Cecil Court.
Here, time seems to stumble, with delicate gates pulled over doorways and Victorian gas lamps throwing dim yellow light over painted signs. Old-fashioned window displays exhibit antique prints and lithographs, neatly trimmed from their literary counterparts; historic marble figurines and aged war mementos; enormous tea-coloured maps encased safely behind glass frames. But mostly, it’s books. For the last century, bookshops have gravitated to this particular street, as though drawn by a singular pull, though both owners and patrons would struggle to pinpoint the reason. A black hole, luring the literary-inclined.
Cassandra stands at the entrance of the street for so long her hands go numb inside her pockets. It might not be here, she thinks. She could still turn around. Go back to her flat, the glow of her laptop. The student papers, the bar. Brokering deals for stolen books because that’s all her skills are worth now. If she hasn’t already wrecked that part of her life alongside all the others.
Is this all there is?
She closes her eyes, recalls her dream underpinned by memory, and opens them again.
And there it is, as though it had always been there to begin with. Chiron’s bookshop.
The door is closed, of course, and the light is off, the shutters pinned back indifferently from the windows. The air behind the displays is still. But even in daylight it would be impossible to see the rest of the shop from the gloom that so pervades those scant few front inches. A wrought-iron lantern hangs above the sheltered nook of its doorway. It’s had a dozen names in Cassandra’s lifetime, never mind before, but the current sign batting back and forth in the wind reads: The Bookshop. As though no other signifier needs to precede it.
How many times has she dreamed of the lantern, the doorway, the paved stairs with a smooth dip in the centre, worn away by centuries of footsteps?
But they’re not really here, in the same way that the bookshop isn’t really here to anyone passing by. No one simply comes across Chiron’s bookshop. Maps forget its name; entire streets fail to acknowledge its existence; passers-by stumble over a crack in the pavement and catch—well, maybe a shimmer of glass, or the scent of ink, or the leafy rustle of pages. But no more than that. And by the time they right themselves, it’s vanished once again, just the ghost of a half-remembered thing.
The bookshop chooses its customers very carefully. But Cassandra’s not a customer. Not one of its booksellers, nor Chiron’s protégé. By all rights, she shouldn’t be here at all.
She climbs the stairs slowly, waiting for some well-deserved punishment to strike her. But she reaches the door unharmed. More worrying is the absence of angry footfall, of Chiron throwing open the door, furious at her audacity for returning.
She places her palm against the door, and a heavy clank echoes somewhere in the bookshop, deeper than one would expect. As though the building is mustering its strongest defences against her, every bolt sliding shut, arrows cocked from the narrow windows above.
But the handle yields to her careful touch, and the door eases open with a tired groan. She’s never needed a key to enter before, and the bookshop, at least, has held to this. A breath of air whispers past her into the cool night, and she inhales. Cedar, dust, the soft-sweet smell of old books—and underneath, the sharp tang of ink.
She touches the letter in her pocket and pictures Lady Fate with her cleaving smile, the skein of thread running through her hands in a spider’s web of past and future. A tight, unpickable knot, pinning Cassandra to the centre.
Fine, she concedes. You win.
Slowly, she steps inside.



CHAPTER
Three
CHIRON’S BOOKSHOP IS empty.
Cassandra peers around the corner, waiting for someone to materialise. The inside is black, suffused with a thick, uneasy quiet. When she takes another step forward, it’s more of a leap to avoid the enormous stack of post gathered at the foot of the door. The back of her neck prickles with the sense that someone is watching her.
“Hello?” she says.
A sound like distant thunder judders the floorboards.
She flinches, ready to run—but it’s only the bookshop flexing its muscles as it rouses from slumber. One by one, the lamps flicker on, sputtering dim orange light. The shadows dissolve into softer creatures as the room coalesces in front of her.
For years, she’s wondered what became of the bookshop. What new shores it had landed on, captained by its owner. Whether Chiron ever thought of her at all.
And now she’s here, she can barely drink it all in.
Most of the bookshop is just the way she remembers it, at least in terms of layout. An enormous cedar desk sits like a throne in the centre of the shop, armed with an expectant brass bell and bracketed by shelves that used to brim with books. Above, a chandelier twinkles with the remains of its crystal teardrops, cobwebs dancing in the gaps. Behind it, an elaborately carved stairwell twines upwards and below, with a moth-eaten carpet runner held in place by rusting ornamental rods.
And there’s the sound of the river, its current rushing underneath the shop. The black hole that so attracts the bookshops to this particular street, enigmatic in its machinations. The precise quality that makes this bookshop… other.
Always, the river.
The rest of the bookshop is lit in a warm orangey glow, illuminating rows upon rows of books grey with dust, dead plant pots and other detritus. It wasn’t so long ago that it was Cassandra’s job to water the plants and clean the shelves, and if she squints, she can almost see the ghost of her younger self ducking between a handful of irritated booksellers.
As far as entryways go, it’s pretty magnificent, and Cassandra would think she’s still dreaming, were it not for the state of the shop. She takes a deep breath, and inhales a musty, lonesome smell. Then she swipes her finger across the cedar desk and grimaces. The shop was always shabby, but Chiron would surely never have let it get this bad. Unless—
She sits down at the desk, the leather chair creaking under her weight. Runs her hands along its polished edge, gathering dust under her fingertips, until she finds an engraving: O to you, who holds our fate most tight, we are but story made manifest.
Chiron had told her that a magician-turned-bookseller had written that on the desk, that he was imparting a hidden phrase. And when Cassandra was still young enough to believe him, she’d passed other bookshops and wondered if they, too, knew this secret, whispered from bookseller to bookseller like sacred text.
Now, of course, she knows it’s just a line from an obscure poem. Not magic, or sacrosanct.
She gets up and brushes herself down. “Chiron?”
The bookshop is silent, save for the sound of dust humming against electric lamps. Reflexively, she glances to the oddly unadorned wall next to the staircase—odd because in a bookshop, no space can ever afford to be wasted.
But it isn’t wasted space. Not really. Because—
Upstairs, something thunks against the floor, and her heart pistons in her chest.
“Chiron? It’s me. Cassandra.”
He must be able to hear her—he’s always had an uncanny knack for sensing customers—but there’s still nothing. No weary footsteps, not even the first angry stirrings that his exile has returned without permission.
Cassandra glances at the winding staircase, then at the closed front door. Quickly, before she can change her mind, she heads upstairs.
She navigates through a series of narrow corridors, made narrower by the stacks of books, empty boxes and other detritus that line the floor. Remnants of moonlight filter through scum-frosted skylights, putting her in mind of an aquarium, shadows oscillating on the walls. She flicks the light switch, but electricity has always been erratic in the deeper corners of the shop, and the lamps remain stubbornly unlit. Yet even without good light to see by, it’s not difficult to spot the marks on the peeling wallpaper, water damage creeping from somewhere within the wall, along with the unmistakable whiff of mildew. A book’s worst enemy, after fire.
Something has happened, a terrible voice whispers in the back of her mind.
Ignoring it, she presses upwards, to the second floor. But her hands find themselves pulling out the letter, clutching it in her fist. She doesn’t open it, though. It could say anything.
Remember me? Anyway, fuck you again and I’m going on holiday for a bit so don’t try to visit ha ha, and did I mention fuck you?
She steps underneath a crooked archway into the reading room, and once again, she’s struck by that dizzying sense of travelling through time. As though she’s walked straight through a photograph into her childhood.
The reading room is enormous, with a high vaulted ceiling and large arched windows that look out onto the courtyard in the centre of the bookshop. Beautiful iron lanterns in fantastical curlicue designs hang from the ceiling at different heights; when lit, they give the impression of stars twinkling above, though now only a few flicker glumly at her. Then there’s the hearth, empty ashes in the grate, and a mosaic-tiled kitchen countertop, chipped and grimy. It’s bursting with objects: books, colourful tins of varying sizes, unidentifiable foodstuffs, reams of paper with semi-illegible notes, an inexplicable stack of horseshoes.
“Chiron?” she says uncertainly.
The room is tombstone silent.
There are dozens of other rooms, presumably in similar states of disrepair, but Chiron would have heard her from them, and come to investigate. He should have heard her by now.
With nothing else for it, Cassandra climbs the winding spiral staircase to the tower, with empty brackets where candles used to sit. If Chiron’s not here, then she can wash her hands of the mystery, she decides. She doesn’t owe him this. But she owes, well, something to the bookshop. And if curiosity is what got her thrown out in the first place, then the same curiosity has brought her back.
At the top of the staircase, Cassandra pauses to catch her breath. The tower is higher than she remembers, even though she would have surely struggled as a child to climb all the way up here. Then again, that’s the nature of the bookshop: pliable as a dream, with that same stomach-lurching feeling whenever a new corridor opened up, or a room vanished after months, or even years of regular use. There is still a slightly cursed first edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, v.ii C–L that a previous owner had gone to great lengths to obtain, only for it to vanish along with the lower reading room, periodically reappearing every seventy or so years.
At the top of the stairs, there’s just one door, made of thick oak held in place by a rough frame, and a small brass plaque next to it, as if the owner’s rooms need introduction. The air is still, a held breath.
Chiron won’t be here, she thinks. And then this will be just another painful excursion into the life she no longer has. Another chance to brush her fingers against all that might have been.
She doesn’t let herself think about what might happen if Chiron is here.
She considers knocking on the door, then thinks better of it, and pushes it open. It’s heavier than she remembers, and she’s treated to a full view of the entryway to Chiron’s apartments.
Ordinarily, Cassandra would be struck by the glass-paned ceiling, with moonlight pouring through it, or the teetering piles of books that threaten to engulf the room. A room she’d once treated with reverent awe because to step in here was to be in the presence of a god, and all the gods that came before. It had certainly felt that way when she was young, before she understood that they were just as human as she, and therefore just as flawed.
Her gaze instantly goes to the space where Chiron’s favourite armchair sits. Or, rather, where it used to be.
In its place, a growth of delicate white flowers has sprung up, swallowing upholstery, though each one is no bigger than a fingernail. Their tendrils cast a viridian tint on the walls, and the smell is sweet yet inexplicably sad. Green shoots unfurl upwards, prising apart the floorboards beneath it, as vines wind around the claw-foot legs.
From this angle, in this light, the shape is of a man asleep in his armchair. And there, nestled in the grass at his feet, is the key to the bookshop.
Cassandra grasps the edge of the doorway for support. Her legs are suddenly weightless, insubstantial things. Her vision swims.
Chiron is the owner. Has always been the owner.
Was.
This is why Cassandra was able to walk through unimpeded. This explains the neglect, the rot, the aura of sadness pervading every corner.
The bookshop has no owner. It must always have an owner.
And even though Cassandra was deemed unfit years ago, even though she swore she would never step foot in here again. Even though she has set the bookshop aside in every way imaginable—
It’s found her again.



A smudged, water-stained letter, the edges furred with damp. The envelope is addressed to Cassandra F—; the rest is almost entirely illegible.
Cassandra,
It has taken some time for me to compose this missive, but at last I have managed it. I won’t trouble you with the reasons behind this decision; only a reminder that you are still a protégé of this house, and so whatever happens next is of your own making.
The bookshop is yours. I give it to you freely. Please look after it, and it will look after you.
I wish you well, Cassandra, as always.
Yours,
Chiron



CHAPTER
Four
CASSANDRA IS ADRIFT in a boat, on the river. The waves are black, limned by moonlight, as water surges around her. The body of the boat is lined with paper—book pages, each one stamped in red with her name. Then, a spindly finger rises out of the river and tugs, pulling the boat down. Waves slop over the edge.
She tries to rise, but her body is impossibly weighted. More hands, grasping at her. Water—no, ink. Not a boat, but a funeral barge.
Cassandra.
She wakes, tangled in unfamiliar blankets. Her heart thumps wildly. It takes her a moment to realise where she is, and then a second moment of shock, dulled by the complicated ache in her chest.
Chiron’s letter and envelope are strewn across the floor beneath her, where they must have fallen when she fell asleep. Next to her, the hearth is still ashes, looking more forlorn than the day before. The rest of the reading room is doused in the weak light of an overcast afternoon, everything tinted grey and cold.
Cassandra checks her watch, then rubs her eyes wearily. She’s already missed the start of her shift at the bar. No doubt there are several emails waiting for her from furious students, wanting to know why their forged papers haven’t arrived. She pulls out her phone to check, then realises that there’s no internet this deep into the bookshop, and certainly no reception.
She glances down just once at the letter, her name scrawled across the top.
It has to be fake. A sick, last-minute joke at her expense. Chiron would never just give her the bookshop. Not after what she did. She was barely a bookseller, never mind—
Owner.
This problem needs coffee.
Cassandra pulls the blanket tighter around her shoulders and stumbles to the kitchen. The milk is expired, but she finds a cup that isn’t growing mould, and the dregs of some instant coffee. A rifle through the cupboards produces a couple of sugar cubes and a dusty spoon. Coffee secured, she leans against the counter and tilts her head back. Above her, the lanterns burn weakly, candles struggling to light.
She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, much in the same way she hadn’t intended to be here in the first place. If she hadn’t paused in the reading room on her way down, found herself settling on the couch to read Chiron’s letter—just a few seconds, then a moment because the news was too vast to be true, then five minutes to rest her eyes and recover from the shock—she would have gone back to her flat to face whatever was waiting for her there. Hours earlier, Roth had seemed like an impossible problem to surmount, but now…
Chiron is gone. There’s no denying that fact.
And the bookshop needs an owner. That’s also an undeniable fact.
Cassandra chews her lip as she swirls the spoon around her coffee. It’s already a rare thing to come into possession of one of these shops. Usually the line of inheritance is closely guarded, parent to child, or master to protégé. And the bookshop let her in, so obviously it considers her worthy—or at least, recognises that it needs a human hand.
Once, Chiron had been called away to manage a bookshop whose owner had died in the same freak accident as their only protégé—an explosion catalysed by a rare, combustible ink left too long on a sunny windowsill. For nearly a month he had shuttled between the two bookshops while a new owner was negotiated from a handful of surplus protégés from other owners. He had returned grey-hued with exhaustion, stretched between two handfuls of increasingly nervous, unhappy booksellers surrounded by nervous, unhappy books. They’d settled on another owner eventually, but not before the bookshop had caught fire twice—both times a result of the books’ unravelling magic.
“We are custodians,” he’d told Cassandra, massaging his forehead with his weary hands. “We are afforded great privilege, but in turn, we must do right by the bookshops. You are as much of that legacy as I.”
Whether Cassandra liked it or not, it turns out.
She’d never quite grasped either the great privilege Chiron had alluded to—though at the time she’d thought he’d been talking about the magic of the books themselves—or what it meant to do right. But still, the consequences of an owner-less bookshop make her shudder with vestigial grief. A bookshop without an owner is a bookshop left to die.
Cradling her coffee, she musters her courage and emerges from the reading room. Downstairs, the bookshop is still cold and grey with dust. The shelves are nearly bare, which she hadn’t clocked when she’d first come in, too exhausted and overwhelmed. How long had Chiron let the bookshop go like this? When was the last time a customer even graced its doors?
What the hell had Chiron been doing?
Even the mere thought of deciding what to clean first is exhausting, so Cassandra sits down at Chiron’s magnificent cedar desk, a usurper on his throne. So this is what he would have seen. The shelves in front of her, commanded by a tight group of experienced booksellers, each with a particular quality that made them indispensable to its running. If she casts her mind back in time, she can distinguish their faces, names, the surly way they each said Cassandra, like they could tell she was already dreaming up trouble.
She gives a sidelong glance to the wall next to the staircase, so ordinary in the early evening light. Reluctantly, she lets her memory stray further back, to a time when it hadn’t been an empty space, but an archway, leading down to the deepest part of the bookshop.
The stacks. They had another name once—or at least, Chiron had called them something else—but she only knows them by that descriptor. Stacks of what? she’d asked once, trying to be a smart-ass and half-succeeding. One of the booksellers had given her an eviscerating look and replied, what do you think? in such a way that she never asked that particular bookseller a question again, glib or otherwise.
But there’s obviously no archway now, even though there’s no sign that it’s been bricked up, either. Another problem to set aside for later. Or, she amends, until she decides what to do with the bookshop.
Instead, she gets up and makes her way behind the staircase, to the back of the shop. If the front looks shabby, then this is dismal, with rows of empty shelves, cobwebbed and filthy. But the whisper of magic runs through her head, a chattering buzz in a language that ripples and shivers like stones skipped across a lake.
Because there, behind the last shelves, lies the river. Or what remains above ground anyway—a shallow pool of water, surrounded by crumbling ornamental stonework and pebbles. The water laps at the very edge of the wooden floorboards, though there are no markers of rot. Above, twin statues of Lady Fate in grey-white marble look down, their sightless eyes bearing judgement on their errant visitor. One carries her scales, for balancing a person’s fortune; the other holds tightly to her compendium for writing it down, cementing past and future forever. Cassandra remembers searching for it as a child, convinced it was real, until Chiron had told her otherwise. Even then, she had considered the future a matter of bargaining for her preferred outcome, or at least of catching a glimpse inside the compendium to see how far its elasticity stretched.
The whispering from the shelves grows louder, as Cassandra kneels at the edge and pulls off her socks. Hesitantly, she slips her feet into the cool water. All at once, the whispering fades. The bookshop peels away. Nothing but the feeling of water against skin.
Cassandra releases a deep breath, and the tension falls away from her muscles. She whispers a few lines of verse, and glimmers of light dance along the surface of the water like fireflies. They cluster around Lady Fate’s scales, less than the weight of a feather. A sensation as familiar and painful as longing washes over her. Home.
It’s hard to say what the river truly is, although Cassandra knows there are other, older names for it. Magic feels like an insufficient word, as though the river is a tap to be turned on and off again at will. But by its own definition, it is magical. It’s why the bookshop can only be found by those who need it most, why its books are so much more than just ink and paper, why previous owners have sometimes gone down into the stacks armed with swords, and never returned.
This is what’s chased the edges of Cassandra’s dreams. This is why she slept so deeply last night, even on a couch, even in a room in a bookshop she was supposed to leave behind. For all the time she’s spent away from here, for all the fury that she’s buried like nails in a coffin, now that she’s back, how hard it would be to wrench herself away.
A thought creeps into the front of her mind, almost too bold to acknowledge.
She could… stay.
Just long enough for Roth’s temper to cool. Just long enough to fall asleep one more time to the sound of whispering books and burbling water. Just long enough to sate the hunger within.
A noise from the front shatters the silence. Cassandra scrambles out of the water, and to the front of the shop.
It’s Chiron, she thinks wildly, impossibly. And she’ll have to explain about the letter, and her bare feet and oh God, he might very well know about Roth and—
She careens to an ungainly halt at the front of the shop, leaving wet footprints behind. It’s not Chiron. Her heart settles in her chest, somewhere between relief and disappointment.
An older woman is examining the bookshelves, one hand clasped around a cane. Her hair, white like laundry, curls around the back of her head in a gold clasp. It would be an innocuous sight, were Cassandra not absolutely certain that the door’s been locked all day. An errant customer, swept in through the bookshop’s will—or a bookseller, already attuned to the river’s whisper.
The woman catches sight of Cassandra and smiles thinly. “May I speak to Chiron?”
Cassandra isn’t sure why she doesn’t tell the truth—that Chiron is dead and she’s all that’s left. Maybe it’s the way the woman eyes her, as though she’s squeezing value from a worthless jewel. Maybe it’s the faintest whisper of alarm from the books at the back, or the ice-water creep down her spine that’s usually the first sign of a theft going awry. Maybe she just doesn’t appreciate the way the woman’s barged in.
“He’s not here,” she says instead. “And we’re closed.” She adds a smile that they both know isn’t sincere. “Sorry.”
The woman sighs, but makes no motion to leave. “What a pity. I was so hoping to catch up with him.”
“Well, he isn’t here.”
The woman smiles, and even though Cassandra can’t say there’s anything terrifying about it, every hair on the back of her neck prickles with well-practised warning. Business gone bad, or worse.
“What a trickster, that Lady Fate,” she says, and it sounds like a threat. “I suppose I’ll have to return.”
“I can’t promise he’ll be here if you do.”
Her eyes rake over Cassandra again. “Chiron always had such interesting taste.” She pauses for a second, long enough for Cassandra to see her make a decision. “I fear I’ve made you stay late. Have a good evening, and do say hello to Chiron for me when he returns.”
As soon as the woman leaves, Cassandra shuts the door behind her, securing all three bolts. She double-checks the locks on the windows and draws the curtains. Only halfway up the staircase does she realise her shoulders are still tense, her muscles knotted with energy the way they feel during late nights at the bar.
She glances back at the dark shop floor, the streetlight filtering thinly through the curtains. She was ready to fight, she realises.
Against what, she has no idea.



CHAPTER
Five
SEVERAL DAYS LATER—several days too late—another letter arrives with its intended recipient, soggy from a recent downpour. The address is virtually unreadable, and the wax seal at the back is the only clue to its origins. It sits unopened for several hours, while the occupant of the pewter-coloured study busies himself elsewhere, unaware of the bombshell lying on top of his in-tray. When he finally notices it, he immediately cancels all appointments that afternoon, despite the consternation of his assistant and several clients.
The recipient takes his favourite letter opener and slices open the envelope with relish. Though the handwriting on the front is unfamiliar, he recognises the wax seal on the back: an open book, two crossed quills above it. The paper is toothy, thick stock in a pale cream—as clear an invitation as they come.
He scans the letter several times over. Then he notices the date.
“Fuck.”



CHAPTER
Six
OUTSIDE, IT’S A beautiful early autumn day, warm and languorous. The kind of day that would entice someone into a stroll they perhaps didn’t intend, to one of the numerous coffee shops dotted across Soho. They would wander past boutiques and restaurants, weaving in and out of the West End’s alleyways with idle pleasure. And it’s there that they would stop to join the small but curious crowd gathered to watch Cassandra frantically sweep water from her doorstep.
She waves her broom in the air unhelpfully. “It’s fine! Don’t worry about it! Just a burst water pipe. But it’s handled.”
Never mind that she has pulled on rain boots.
The sun burning her eyes, Cassandra gives up on pushing water into the gutter and wades back into the shop. The bookshop could be on fire, could be submerged within, and no one outside would notice—not unless they had drunk from the river, same as any bookseller, or unless the bookshop deemed them fit. The finer points of who, exactly, receives entry and how have been lost over time; Chiron had once mentioned something about a complex pact between Lady Fate, a nun and the bookshop itself when they had needed to hide during more turbulent times. But here the bookshop is, parading its annoyance with her for all to see, with no other intent except to display her inadequacies.
The shelves at the front of the bookshop are swathed in hastily erected plastic sheeting she’d found underneath the desk. And where there isn’t plastic, she’s propped umbrellas to cover the worst areas. But there’s no umbrella for her, so water plasters her hair to the back of her neck. In the shadows of the ceiling, thunder rumbles.
The rain must have started overnight because when Cassandra woke, there was already a thin mist over her bedsheets. By the time she’d flung on clothes, the rain was falling in earnest, and a small river was snaking its way down the stairs, soaking the carpet runner with wild abandon. Even though outside is gorgeous sunshine, inside, it hasn’t stopped raining all day.
Cassandra abandons the broom, slumps into the desk chair and leans her head in her hands. Around her, the books rustle and whisper, their disquiet manifesting as a headache and a dull throb at the base of her spine. How quickly she’s forgotten all of this: the other side to being a gifted reader, attuned to every ink drop of magic in a page. Even a few upset books set her teeth on edge; here’s an entire shop of them, sparse as the offering is.
Beyond her own discomfort, it’s been years since she’s called herself a bookseller. Years since she’s had to contend with a bookshop, and all of its finicky, unpredictable moods. And never alone. Never without the guiding hand of Chiron, or another one of his booksellers—presumably well versed in architectural temper tantrums.
Carefully, she presses her hands flat against the desk and closes her eyes, exerting her will. Compelling the bookshop to return to its slumber, the river beneath to still. A trick that she’s used before to slip into bookshops charged by the restless magic of the river, and purloin whatever she wanted from their shelves. Her mouth moves soundlessly, rolling over words for calm and peace.
Lightning flashes underneath her eyelids and she startles. The rain pours as if tipped from a bucket. It could be her imagination, but she’s pretty sure nowhere is raining harder than the spot directly over her head.
The bookshop, it seems, won’t be compelled. At least not by her hand.
She’d thought coming back would be different. That she could slip into the life she’d left behind. But the bookshop has other ideas, clearly. Her skin itches with the urge to cast everything aside and run like hell. If the bookshop wants her to leave—well, fine, let it drown without her.
Chiron must be laughing in his grave. How he loved to be proven right.
“Well, fuck you, too,” she mutters, just as the doorbell chimes, heralding a customer.
Wearily, Cassandra gets up from the desk, shuddering as more icy water sloshes into her boots. God knows what this is doing to the bookshop’s structural integrity. If she’s even supposed to be concerned about that. Yet one more question she might have asked Chiron, if he was around to speak to her.
“Good afternoon—I’m sorry about the flood, but there’s a burst pipe upstairs and…” She flutters her hands uselessly. “Anyway.”
It’s hard to tell in the blinding sunlight pouring through the door, but the first glimpse she has is of a tall, narrow man in a crisp suit, all shadowed angles and hard lines. Yet there’s something handsome about the sharp outline of his face, framed by the glint of glasses. Then he comes into focus, and she sees his severe expression, eyebrows furrowed into a puzzled frown underneath ink-black eyes. Her heart sinks a little.
“My name is Lowell Sharpe,” he says.
“Well, Lowell, please—”
“Mr. Sharpe, if you don’t mind.”
Cassandra suppresses an eye-roll. “Mr. Sharpe,” she says, using all her teeth. “What can I do for you?”
Despite the inches of water swelling around his ankles, he seems unperturbed. In fact, he’s already rolled up the hem of his trousers with a neat tuck. Instead of answering her question, Lowell Sharpe—Cassandra can feel her eye-roll coming on again—strides neatly past her, to the desk strewn with waterlogged papers and the shelves behind it.
“What are you doing here?”
Cassandra checks behind her to make sure he’s actually speaking to her. “There’s a leak, so I—”
Lowell Sharpe cuts her off. “No. I mean what are you doing in this bookshop?”
“I’m the owner.”
Even as she says it, the words ring hollow. Chiron was the owner; she’s just some temporary nobody. She hasn’t signed anything—the bookshop is only hers as long as she resides here, and even that’s a tenuous agreement at best. Lowell Sharpe’s right eyebrow slides upwards.
“As I understood it, Chiron was the owner,” he says.
She’s not sure why she’s startled by this question, formed within a statement. Perhaps it’s the rain pouring through the ceiling, or that she’s yet to have coffee on account of the aforementioned rain, or that she’s having to explain herself to a pompous stranger. But even though she’d planned to lie, the truth slips out. Just like that.
“He died,” she says.
Lowell Sharpe’s eyes widen fractionally. So it’s news to him, too.
It happens; of course it does. Booksellers, and especially owners, might live long lives, their extra years gifted by proximity to the river, but Fate’s hand reaches for them eventually. And for as long as Cassandra remembers, Chiron’s worn his age in frown lines and creased knuckles, in the slow, effortful way he’d eased himself out of his chair.
But still, to say it out loud is… hard.
She clears her throat. “It’s just me now.”
They both look at the river pouring through the bookshop, the rain hammering helplessly onto the shelves below. Lowell’s severe expression deepens.
“I’m working on it,” she adds, half-heartedly.
To her relief, Lowell’s eyebrow descends, and his dour expression clears. Then he hands her a business card. It’s matte black, with silvery-grey letters pressed into the card stock. Lowell Sharpe. Bookseller and purveyor of rare, antiquated and curious books. Then an address, a telephone number, and an email in fine print at the bottom.
Another owner. She searches his face again, a little more warily, but he doesn’t seem to register her as anything but Chiron’s inadequate replacement. She doesn’t recognise him, or his name, but then she was never interested in the owners. Just the contents of their bookshops, and what she might take.
“We might have mutual interests, Ms….”
“Cassandra,” she finds herself saying. “Cassandra Fairfax.”
She does not add, it’s just Cassandra, please, even though her mouth almost shapes the words. But if he wants to play at this neo-Victorian bullshit, so can she.
“You’re clearly in over your head,” he continues, gesturing to the water around them. “A competent bookseller would have stopped this hours ago. But then a competent bookseller would never let this happen in the first place.”
Abruptly, he strides towards a row of shelves in the back, ripples gliding outward. Cassandra sloshes after him in a decidedly less graceful fashion. Forget that this is Chiron’s bookshop; even he wouldn’t have tolerated this behaviour.
“Listen, I’ve had more than enough of your—” Cassandra begins.
Lowell Sharpe holds one hand up. “Observe, please.”
He moves out of the way just enough for her to see what he’s found. A book titled Rains of the Autumn is resting on its side, crushed underneath several heavy atlases. She’d moved the books a few days ago to dust, and then forgotten to put them back, caught up in some minor crisis. Carefully, as though handling a glass object, Lowell prises the book from the atlases and sets it upright in the shelf. He murmurs something too low for her to hear, but the tone is suspiciously close to an insult.
The rain fades to a drizzle, then stops. Within a few seconds, the water is disappearing through the floorboards and into the depths of the shop. The last of the raindrops drip from Cassandra’s sodden clothes. Lowell fixes his terrible gaze on her.
“This bookshop needs good hands, experienced hands. As luck would have it, I’m searching for new premises, and I’m willing to pay a fair price. We will both benefit.”
Cassandra looks down at the business card again. Lowell Sharpe. Bookseller. Everything she is not, in one word.
“I’m not selling,” she says.
Lowell’s gaze rakes across her. “You think you’re the only one who received a letter?”
He pulls out an envelope that looks as though it’s been immaculately ironed, even though most of the words are blurry from water damage. He hands it to her, but she doesn’t take it. She doesn’t need to hold it to read the address scrawled across the front in Chiron’s writing.
Her heart stops in her chest. Chiron, howling in his grave.
Not one letter to her, the protégé given a second chance. Not Chiron reaching out a posthumous hand of sincerity, of not-quite-apology, but a truce. No, he’d known she would fuck this up, and he’d planned accordingly. If she wasn’t so angry, she’d laugh ruefully: you got me.
“So?” she says, raising an eyebrow back at Lowell.
“The bookshop needs an owner,” he persists.
Cassandra folds her arms. “That would be me, Mr. Sharpe.”
He looks at her, through her, as though he can see the stain of misdeeds bleeding across her skin. “Yes, the tributary bookshops need owners,” he says. “To be the balance between fairy tale and reality, to put magic into the hands of those who need it, and extricate magic from those who would be unworthy.” He touches the shelf, and Cassandra notes the callouses underneath his fine, tapered fingers. “To mend, to care, to guard—and to receive its gifts in kind. But in return, the bookshops must come first. They must always come first.”
Cassandra thinks about the shitty morning she’s had. Having her coffee in the morning instead of dealing with this mess, or deciding that, actually, she’s going back to bed, after all—that would be putting the bookshop in second place. But she’s here, isn’t she?
“Who do you think he really meant to own the bookshop?” he continues. “An established, experienced bookseller—or some nobody?”
She stares at him, disbelieving. He might have Chiron’s seal of cautious approval, and a letter to prove it, but she got here first. And even though there’s a little voice in her head suggesting gently that perhaps it would be best to admit defeat, it’s entirely drowned out by the compulsive urge to ruin Chiron’s careful plan.
“I may be some nobody to you, but I’m the nobody who owns this shop.”
Lowell sighs impatiently. “If you would just see reason—”
Underneath her own fury, she tastes burnt caramel in the air, hears a dissatisfied hum. The books rustle on the shelves, and thunder rumbles ominously upstairs.
“I think you should leave.”
“But—”
The burnt sugar taste thickens. “Now.”
Lowell gives an exasperated snort, as though she’s an unruly student. As though he’s extending the offer for her benefit, and it’s only her own idiocy in the way.
“You will regret this, when this is all over,” he says. “That, I promise you.”
With that, Lowell Sharpe turns on his heel and descends the stairs into the street, leaving Cassandra to stare after him.



CHAPTER
Seven
IF LOWELL SHARPE ascribed his life to a fairy tale, it would be this one:
Once upon a time, a man walked into a bookshop, and offered the most precious thing he owned in exchange for a book. The book was said to be without peer, and thus priceless. Nevertheless, its value was weighed and judged, and so the man found himself handing over one healthy firstborn child as sufficient payment.
That is, after all, what these tributary bookshops were built for, though their builders have long since slipped through memory’s fingers. To harness the power of the river: whether it’s the books dipped in its crystalline waters, surfacing with that cordite scent of magic; or its language, imparted in throat-burning gulps and then wielded with silver-tongued mastery; or to wade yet further into its depths in the name of discovery, beyond time itself.
But as with all good fairy tales, magic has a price. And the book that could change your life? It’s priceless. Of course its value can only be measured in uncertain heartbeats, bone-deep sorrow, bottomless rage.
A firstborn child, then, for a book, is all perfectly logical, as far as once upon a time goes. Nevertheless, awkward, un-fairy-tale-esque questions linger.
Had the man intended to give over his son, the day he walked into the bookshop? Had his son known that one day he would walk out of his home, his life, and fail to return?
Lowell knows the answers, of course. But he doesn’t like to think of them.
Instead, he splays his fingers against the gleaming countertop of another bookshop, in another part of the city. It’s a good bookshop, with adequate stock and reliable customers, and the whisper of the river running through it. At its current premises, it might not receive ample light, but it’s spotless and organised with fastidious attention. The colour, the ambiance, even the textures—they’ve all been specifically picked to draw attention away from the trimmings, and towards the books.
It is a good bookshop. It’s not, however, Chiron’s bookshop.
That is a true bookshop.
And that’s why it must be his.



CHAPTER
Eight
FOR TWO DAYS, Lowell Sharpe’s business card burns a hole in Cassandra’s pocket.
The corners prick her thigh as she mops the last of the water from the bookshop floor. Every time she reaches for something—her keys, her phone, stray change—her fingertips brush against its edge. Yet no matter how many times she takes it out to glare at it, she still finds a reason not to throw it away.
Past the indignation, she knows he’s right. The whole encounter was too shaming to convince herself otherwise. And isn’t that what she believes, truthfully? Chiron was as formidable as owners came, his booksellers teeth in the jaws of an orderly machine.
To be a bookseller is to be authority itself. Cassandra knows it—and so does Lowell.
Close to midnight, she sets the business card down on the countertop in the reading room and looks at it, heart pounding. One hand rests on the receiver of the old landline, fingers twining around the wire. It’s the only damned thing that sticks, Chiron had grumbled. Other, more determined booksellers had tried to introduce various technologies to the shop; usually, they would vanish overnight, leaving a thin miasma of disapproval the next morning. But the phone was deemed a regretful necessity, and so it survived.
She wants to do this. She has to do this.
Her hand refuses to pick up the phone and dial.
Instead, her gaze strays to the rest of the reading room, the fire smouldering in its grate. In the half-light, it’s so easy to picture Chiron and one bookseller or another in deep discussion across from each other: Chiron in his favourite sagging armchair with a book by his side, glasses forever being pushed up the bridge of his nose; the bookseller perched on the armrest of another, body scrunched like a comma, more likely than not to have a needle and scrap of something in their hands, mending a frayed binding.
Abandoning the phone, she pulls on Chiron’s second-favourite dressing gown, three sizes too big and patched in a dozen places. It’s cold in the shop below, so she pulls on an equally threadbare pair of fluffy socks. If she’s going to give up the bookshop, she might as well reckon with what she’s losing.
Downstairs in the shopfront, the shelves are quiet, the books murmuring at Cassandra’s footsteps, but no longer disagreeable to her presence. No ominous thunderstorm or lightning flashing against the walls. Somewhere in the recesses of the bookshop, a clock chimes midnight. The carpet has mostly dried out, and apart from several watermarks she’d planned to paint over in the timeline where she isn’t giving up the bookshop to Lowell Sharpe, it looks like it always does.
Well, almost.
Where the blank wall had been, an open archway now stands, flanked by the glistening wet stone of carved ivy and delicate roses. Beyond it, a staircase vanishes into darkness. For a long, breathless moment, Cassandra looks at it.
The stacks.
For all her years here, Chiron told her so little about the deeper recesses of the bookshop, or the river flowing beneath it. Maybe the bookshop, sensing her hesitation, has deemed her worthy to witness this secret. Or maybe this is its last test for her to fail. Quietly, she listens for the sound of dissent from the shelves, but all she can detect is the eerie silence of the shop itself. It’s the only place Chiron ever forbid her to go.
One of so many of his rules—most of which she’s broken.
Might as well break one more.
She glances behind her one last time before she descends. The staircase is tight and winding, the darkness a tangible creature that ripples in front of her. When she finally reaches the bottom, the floorboards creak dangerously underneath her feet. There’s no light switch, but a dim glow emanates from wall sconces, illuminating a long corridor and a pair of double doors at the other end. Her stomach tightens at the lights switching on by themselves, conspicuously silent.
Silver larkspurs wink at her as she walks along the corridor, the wallpaper spotted with water stains that bloom like ghostly after-images. Underfoot, puddles swell and recede, green moss creeping across the floorboards. The presence of water is everywhere: a trickle passing between two cracks on either wall, pooling ink-slick on the floor; or else a constant drip that has Cassandra feeling the back of her neck for wet spots. The river, its current washing through like a second heartbeat alongside her own.
At the end of the corridor, she rests her hand on the doors, straining to hear anything beyond the eerie silence. But there’s nothing—wait. A shiver of movement, beyond the tessellated windows. Her heart pistons in her chest.
The bookshop upstairs is, if not friendly, then familiar. But this is a stranger’s land, with a stranger’s wariness.
She considers Lowell Sharpe, striding arrogantly through the corridor, and something hard clenches inside her. Then her thoughts reluctantly stray to Chiron. What he would have made of her, slinking through such an obviously sacred space like the thief she is. How easy it must have been to write that first letter to Lowell, and how grudging that second letter must have been for her.
How he would have hated to find her here.
Quickly, before she can take it back, she shoves open the doors. The warm, reassuring book scent of vanillin washes over her, as she stumbles into an atrium. Bookshelves line the walls, interspersed with stern portraits of men and women—owners, presumably, though Chiron’s face isn’t amongst them. The silence is that of a tomb, deadened by the faded red carpet. Above, a glass ceiling roils with watery shadows.
The river, suspended high over her head.
Part of her brain knows that this is physical space transmuted into something more, that there cannot possibly be this much room underneath the bookshop. But this is a thought easily shunted aside in favour of awe, magic—albeit of the more ragged kind.
The carpet is moth-eaten and worn, the portraits little more than grimy smears against smoke-stained brick. The shelves are almost bare of books, and entire spider colonies have lived and died on them, judging by the cobwebs. A desk sits in the centre of the atrium, grey with dust. As above, so below, she thinks.
Yet there is a care here, too. Cassandra touches the lip of a bookshelf to run her hands across exquisite detailing. Hand-carved phoenixes climb either side of the shelves, a dusting of feathers pluming behind them. Grotesques watch over the entrance: creatures that begin as deer, twisting into something winged, finishing with a cat’s knowing gaze; and the cherub-esque faces of scribes, their faces pressed into caricatures of surprise, or scrunched with concentration.
It looks… a little like another bookshop. A bookshop below Chiron’s bookshop.
She takes a step back, and several somethings go skittering across the floor. Carefully, she picks one up and examines it in the dim light. A thin metal block, stamped with a C in a thick ornate font. A piece of type. Almost as if the bookshop has been waiting for her.
Behind her, something creaks loudly, and every hair on the back of her neck lifts.
Her heart hammering, she forces herself to turn. Somewhere behind the desk, a door has eased open.
The bookshop, dropping breadcrumbs for her to find.
The bookshop, leading her into a trap.
Chiron’s needling voice chases her: the rules are rules for a reason, Cassandra. But she’s already made it this far. She can make it a little further.
She holds her breath as she pushes the door all the way open, and it glides like butter, even though the wood underneath her hand is soft with rot. Silky grey light envelopes her as she emerges into a workshop. A wooden trestle table runs the length of the cramped room, flanked on either side by towering file cabinets, rust oozing from their metal components. A small stool has been kicked under the table, alongside dozens of screwed-up pieces of paper and other detritus.
Then she turns her attention to the filing cabinets, each painstakingly labelled, and it suddenly clicks. She knows exactly what they are: records of every owner, all the way back to the bookshop’s foundation. When she opens a random drawer, every file is stamped with DECEASED, in enormous red letters.
Dread growing in the pit of her stomach, she approaches the last, most recent cabinet. The drawer is already cracked open for her, and without looking, she knows that Chiron’s file will be there. An entire life, relegated to ink and paper.
Reluctantly, she kneels to open the drawer—and draws up short. Slipped in front of Chiron’s stuffed file is a slim, almost empty volume. Another owner?
Curious, she picks it up, and nearly drops it. Because written in Chiron’s looping, messy handwriting is Cassandra Fairfax.
Not Lowell Sharpe, not another name, not blank and a dying wish for the bookshop to go to someone else, anyone else more trustworthy. Even though Chiron could never have known that she would return, that she would even receive his letter. Even though he’d doubted, in those final moments.
She would never have written her own name.
For a while, she sits there, tracing Chiron’s handwriting with her fingertips. A memory comes back to her in pieces: he’d been sitting across from her in the reading room, as he usually did during one of his lectures. She was a teenager, and already accustomed to shrugging off the weight of his disappointment. London, after all, was right on their doorstep, and all he ever wanted was to keep her cloistered in the bookshop, trusted with nothing but dusting shelves and fetching tea. Every rule an iron bar in a jail cell, built just for her.
That’s your problem, Cassandra. You never want to commit. You’d rather run, and to hell with the bookshop. To hell with responsibility. But when you run, you’re only ever taking yourself with you. And there’s no running from that.
It hadn’t stung at the time, but Chiron’s words had a way of coming around to bite harder, later on. And it’s true that there’s still a part of her that could walk away from this. Could take up Cass Holt once more: go back to writing students’ papers by the white glow of her laptop, and flirt her way back into the bar’s good graces. Pacify Roth, if that’s what it takes.
Let Lowell Sharpe deal with the ghosts of her past. Let the name Cassandra Fairfax become an old memory on a bad night.
But.
The bookshop let her in. The river guided her here. And Chiron—his handwriting—her name—
Cassandra Fairfax.
Cassandra climbs to her feet, her file in hand. Inside, there’s just one sheet of paper: the deed to the bookshop. Chiron’s name and signature are already on it, with a blank space for herself.
Ink and blood. That’s all it takes, really.
She finds the ink quick enough—there’s ink in just about every room of the bookshop above, and it’s true here, too—though most of it has congealed into a sticky mass at the bottom of the bottle, along with an awl sharp enough to draw blood. Further rummaging produces an old-fashioned nib pen. It’s rusty with disuse, and ink flakes off the tip, but it’ll have to do.
There are better tools upstairs: glossy new ink, a knife kept clean exactly for this purpose, fresh nibs at the end of fancy quills. But she touches Lowell Sharpe’s business card in her pocket; if she goes up now, she’ll never come back down.
For a moment, the scratching sound of pen against paper drowns out ghostly whispering. Then Cassandra steps back and examines her handiwork, pressing against the cut on her forefinger.
Her signature, written in ink and blood on the deed, indelible. Unflinching. Cassandra Fairfax.
At last, the bookshop has a new owner.



CHAPTER
Nine
IN ANOTHER BOOKSHOP, far from Chiron’s cloistered street, a meeting is taking place. Six figures sit at a round table, like knights of old, all wearing gold masks. Even the person taking minutes is wearing a mask, though his disguise is somewhat less successful; his ears stick out comically, and there is a red flush at the top of his neck that he’s trying to pass off as a beard.
The meeting room itself is not underwater, though it has a subterranean, fish-slick feel. Shadows oscillate on stone, and beads of condensation gather in the mortar. Although there are candelabras flickering with weak candlelight, the ancient chandelier hanging from the ceiling is empty and dark.
“Temperance is speaking,” says a man in a dark, shapeless gown. “I would like to know whether there’s been any progress on our, ah, little problem.”
The man across from him inclines his head pointedly to the empty chairs around the table. “The Hanged Man would like to point out that we’re still waiting on fellow members to arrive.”
True to his alias, the Hanged Man wears a top hat and a three-piece suit. The rope around his neck is supposedly for symbolism, but more than one person at this table has longed to throttle him with it.
Though all of them have expressed a dislike for the costumery, this rule predates the current group at the round table. It was decided after one particularly disastrous meeting—three dead; one severely injured; the Lovers divorcing in the middle of the murder trial so that there were briefly two living Hanged Persons, and then two very dead ones—that disguises were a regretful necessity. One could not kill an enemy, if the enemy was unknown to them.
Theoretically.
Assassination attempts between members have declined. But the society is still few in number, where they were once twenty-two. The empty chairs are stacked up haphazardly on either side of the room, forgotten most of the time.
“It hasn’t escaped my notice,” Temperance says tersely. “But—”
“It’s society business,” the Hanged Man says. “Which requires the society to be present.”
“Or you don’t have anything to report.” Temperance drums his fingers on the table. “And you’re just wasting our time.”
The Hanged Man bristles. “Well, if the Magician hadn’t decided to abandon his research halfway through, perhaps we would have made more headway. Anyway, I don’t have to take this from you, of all—”
“The Empress thinks you’re full of shit,” says another, this one in a bejewelled one-piece corset and thigh-high boots. “The Empress thinks you just aren’t working hard enough.”
The minuter’s quill hovers in the air. “The—the Fool would like to know if that should go on the minutes. Please,” he adds with a tremor.
The Empress shakes her curls irritably. “You’re supposed to announce that you’re speaking before you actually speak, Kevin.”
“Empress, please, no names—” the Hanged Man starts to say.
The Empress’ gaze flashes at the Hanged Man, who falls silent.
“And where the fuck are the Magician and Judgement?” she continues.
Even though the masks cover grimaces well, it turns out that eyes alone can convey an entire spectrum of emotion. Temperance and the Hanged Man exchange a glance so heavy it’s practically a conversation.
The Moon and the Sun, who have not yet spoken, both nod their heads in accord. One is in silver chiffon; the other in gold velvet. Jewellery drips from their wrists. They almost never speak at these meetings, but it would be a mistake to think they aren’t paying attention.
The Moon leans forward, their voice barely audible. “We wait.”
“I agree,” the Hanged Man says primly.
Temperance just rolls his eyes.
“Fine,” the Empress says huffily.
Kevin looks up from his notes. “The Fool… agrees?”
No one has bothered to explain to Kevin that the role is mostly ceremonial, and his vote counts for absolutely nothing. Absently, he scratches at his fine red curls.
They don’t have to wait for long.
Abruptly, the door opens, and even though the sound is soft as a breeze, everyone falls silent. Judgement walks through the door in their black regalia, the train of their skirt trailing behind them. They stand behind their chair, and the room is suddenly filled with the sound of footsteps and scraping as the others hastily follow suit.
“Judgement is speaking,” they say. “I have news.”
Kevin leans forward, pen poised in the air. The Empress feigns disinterest, but even she settles down, apart from a lingering glare at the Hanged Man.
“The Magician is dead,” they say.
The silence thickens.
“Also,” Judgement continues, a wicked smile in their voice, “Chiron’s bookshop is open again.”
The table erupts with noise.
By and by, the details are revealed, each more perplexing than the last. Chiron’s heir is a woman in her late twenties, or perhaps early thirties. No history as a bookseller that they know of. Actually, not much history at all.
It’s as though Chiron has conjured her from thin air, one last chance to say fuck you to the society.
“She won’t be one of us,” the Hanged Man says, later on, in the bar.
They have removed their masks for this more social occasion, but on tacit agreement, nothing has changed. They are still anonymous, in this breath of a space between the bar and the stools they perch on. Tonight, it’s just the three of them: the Hanged Man, Temperance, and the Empress. Although it’s hard to call this friendship, no one else from the society is ever invited and nothing strays beyond the confines of this bar, spoken or otherwise.
The Hanged Man is doing his best not to look at Temperance looking at the Empress’ long, bare legs, left stiletto dangling off her toes. Temperance catches him watching, and eases his gaze deliberately back to his drink.
“No,” Temperance says. “It’s bad timing.”
“For her,” the Hanged Man says.
The Empress shoots him a look that would melt glass. “For all of us.”
So, no gold mask for the new owner. No elaborate costume and name to don, to pretend anonymity. No equally elaborate, equally pointless ritual to peel herself away from the other, lesser owners. No chance to choose the winning team.
Not that there are many left, now.
“Still, we should toast,” the Empress says decisively. “To Chiron, at least. May the bastard rest easy.”
The Hanged Man clinks his glass to hers and runs a hand through his fair hair. “Sure, why not.” He adds, with alcohol-fuelled optimism, “May Lady Fate turn the wheel and restore our fortunes.”
Temperance eyes his drink sourly. “May Lady Fate forget about us all.”
They drink until there’s nothing left.
Much later that night, alone in their bookshops, the society each whisper the new owner’s name to themselves. Cassandra Fairfax. A soft name. A name fit for a gentle literary heroine. A name so very easy to snuff out.
Unbeknownst to anyone else—or indeed, each other—one by one, the society are already plotting the best way to remove her.



Scraps of paper, discarded in Chiron’s wastebasket. The hand is shaky; ink splatters across many of the unfinished sentences.
Dear Cassandra,
I am so very sorry for everything I’m about to burden you with. Forgive an old man his debts, his weaknesses, his flaws, his sins. For I have sinned so completely when it comes to you, and I suspect forgiveness is beyond both of us now. I should have told you the truth. But now it’s too late, and everything will be undone unless
My darling Cassandra,
For years, you brought such immense joy to these halls, with your little stumbling footsteps. That is how I try to recall you, even with all of those lightless days ahead of us, and no way to dispel the dark. I tried, Cassandra. But you were so stubborn, so relentlessly fractious—to a fault. And look at what you have since made of yourself. Perhaps it would be better if you never received this letter at all, or
Cassandra,
Whatever you do, no matter how much I beg and plead and grovel in these pages—
Don’t come back to the bookshop.



CHAPTER
Ten
LOWELL SHARPE DOESN’T make a habit of checking on his enemies, lest someone accuse him of paranoia or mischief. But he’s also not in the habit of waiting by the phone for his enemies to hand over their bookshops. So on the third day after his offer, he leaves his shop in the careful hands of his assistant, and takes a stroll into central London.
It’s a grey, ominous day, but even when the clouds finally break, Lowell remains at a leisurely walk, letting rain darken his already dark suit. It simply wouldn’t do, after all, to look as though he’s hurrying.
When he reaches the street, the bookshop looks mostly the same, if perhaps even shabbier. The only change is the shutters on the right-hand side, which someone has obviously tried to shut, and then given up halfway when it became clear just how long it’s been since someone has oiled the hinges.
Despite himself, Lowell walks up the steps to the front door, ready to push it open—
And finds the door unyielding against his hand. A hasty note has been scrawled and taped to the nearest window, stark white against the grimed glass. Lowell scans it once, then turns on his heel and walks away, back into the downpour.
A very observant passer-by might notice the quick upturn of his lips, the self-satisfied arch of an eyebrow. Closed, indeed.
And yet the day after, the phone fails to ring.
Three days later—nearly an entire week, wasted—he finds himself taking yet another, slightly less casual walk along the riverbank. Instead, his pace quickens.
He made a compelling argument: the bookshop cannot remain in the hands of an amateur. He still has no idea how Cassandra Fairfax knew Chiron, or how she’d conned her way into his confidences. What a strange, scruffy creature she’d been, drenched as though she’d hauled herself out of the river specifically to usurp him. Icy blonde hair hewn at her chin, with dark roots already peeking through; smooth, uncalloused hands that have so clearly never done a day’s work in a bookshop—or anywhere else, for that matter; the evident panic in her face, before she’d disguised it. How utterly out of place she was. How unlike Chiron, in every possible way. And yet those quick blue eyes had been everywhere, unnerving.
She’d put up more of a fight than he’d anticipated. But she’s as amateur as they come, and both of them know it.
Therefore, the only logical thing is for his damned phone to ring.
When he reaches the bookshop, he has to pause to catch his breath. It gives him a full moment to realise that this is not the dilapidated bookshop that he passed only a few days ago. It’s the same shop, of course, but there are certain changes. The shutters gleam with new paint. There is a new layer of black varnish on the rails. Even the windows have lost their wax-like impenetrability. The very air around the shop seems to glitter with swept-away dust.
As Lowell takes this in, it slowly dawns on him that he’s not the only one eyeing the bookshop curiously. A few others have gathered, mostly with the same kind of half-longing and surprise on their faces that he recognises from his own customers.
If only they knew how truly wondrous this moment is. The bookshop is making itself known, deliberately taking up space on this dank, uninspiring street. The bookshop is looking for business. And if it’s actively seeking customers, then—
Lowell takes the stairs to the bookshop two at a time, unable to pretend a lack of concern anymore. He doesn’t open the door; he doesn’t need to. For there is a new note taped to the window.
Lowell reads it twice. He must be mistaken. Surely she wouldn’t.
Wanted: assistant bookseller.
Assistant.
Lowell Sharpe is not prone to outright anger; he’s spent years mastering his patience, so any remnants of bad temper have long been buried. But today he has strayed beyond the boundaries of irritation and into fury.
Cassandra Fairfax thinks she can be an owner with some spring cleaning and a bookseller at her hands. Never mind that she doesn’t know the first thing about running a bookshop tied to the river. Never mind that she is masquerading ownership, when the letter is his. The bookshop should be his.
If Cassandra Fairfax wants to keep what isn’t hers, then she can try.
But she will fail.



CHAPTER
Eleven
CASSANDRA DOESN’T NOTICE the few curious onlookers wandering past the bookshop—or indeed, the much more furious one standing across the street like a particularly funereal pencil. Instead, she sets another coffee cup on her desk, to coincide with the half a dozen other mugs with dregs in the bottom, to be guiltily carried back up the stairs at the end of the day. Her hair is tied up in a messy knot, and she’s wearing her oldest, most-loved T-shirt, with moth holes lining the hem. Dust streaks her cheeks, and her fingers are grey with dirt.
For a week’s worth of work, she hasn’t done too badly, she thinks.
Hands on her hips, she surveys the shopfront, feeling ridiculously proud even as she stifles a yawn. There are still dozens of half-empty boxes to take out, and she hasn’t done a stocktake yet, and the ragged curtains will need to be replaced, not to mention painting the walls, and removing the dead plants from their boxes outside…
Really, this is just the cusp of the work. But for the first time, light spills into the bookshop from clean windows, illuminating a floor that’s been scrubbed to within an inch of its life and is now air-drying. Every brass fitting shines with new polish. At least several of the shelves gleam with books gently wiped free of dust. The floorboards creak in cautious reconciliation—a symphony that used to sing throughout the bookshop, but has so far only echoed at best.
For the first time, it looks a little like how Cassandra remembers it. Loved, if not new.
Venturing into the back, she dips a chipped mug into the pool and drinks from half of it, using the other half to wet the back of her neck. She imagines Chiron’s ghost behind her, disapproving, but she all too well recalls her younger self splashing in with him on hot days when even the windows couldn’t tempt a breeze.
She cracks her knuckles and rolls her sore shoulders. If only this was the extent of the work required. But not everything can be solved so easily.
That afternoon, Cassandra eyes the phone in the reading room. Next to it, Chiron’s ledger is splayed out on the countertop, where she’s dragged it from the desk downstairs. On the inside—most of it in Chiron’s handwriting—is a list of phone numbers, attached to familiar names that still fill her with a childish dread. The chances of them accepting a phone call from her, much less holding a conversation, are slim at best. But they might know what happened to Chiron, after the sticky interval of asking Cassandra who the hell she thinks she is to be asking such questions in the first place. They might even be willing to come back, if he hasn’t so thoroughly burned bridges with them.
More importantly, there’s no one else to ask.
Over the next two hours, Cassandra conducts a series of increasingly painful phone calls. And that’s if someone even picks up at the other end of the line. Booksellers who don’t remember her are one thing; it’s the booksellers who do know her, who perhaps know her a little better than she herself recalls, who are the most eviscerating.
“Why the fuck would I work for you?” one of them asks her.
Cassandra doesn’t really have an answer to that, so she can’t say she blames the bookseller when she hangs up the phone. None of them had liked her in the end, for a myriad of reasons: she was too cocky, instinctively familiar with the bookshop in a way they could only envy; she didn’t take instruction well, and if she wouldn’t listen to Chiron—well, she definitely wasn’t listening to anyone else. She was Chiron’s favourite, destined to run the bookshop no matter her misdeeds; she was Chiron’s torment, and why he’d kept her around was a mystery to all.
When she’d finally been thrown out, she’s pretty sure more than one of them had toasted the occasion, and every anniversary thereafter.
Finally, there’s only one name left on the list. The last for a reason. Chiron’s most trusted bookseller, the natural successor to his shop once Cassandra was out of the picture. Out of all the booksellers, he’d possibly disliked her the most. And how he might hate her now, when she’s snatched the bookshop from underneath him.
The phone rings and rings into oblivion. But just as Cassandra’s about to give up, someone answers.
“What?” The voice on the other end is just as gruff, as irritable as she remembers.
“Hi, Septimus.”
Silence on the other end.
Then there’s a long, drawn-out sigh. “You’re back, then.”
“I am.”
“So… he’s gone.”
Cassandra twists the cord between her fingers tighter. “I’m looking for a bookseller. I thought you might come back. Just for a few days.”
Another silence.
“No.”
The syllable hits her with its finality. But she can’t accept no. She can’t do this on her own, much as she would like her humiliations to be endured without witnesses. If she wants to keep Lowell Sharpe out of Chiron’s bookshop, she needs more than a handful of long-disused skills and some extra luck. She needs help.
She rallies herself, thinking of all the ways she could persuade Septimus—hell, anyone at this point—to say yes—
“But I’ll send you someone,” he continues.
She blinks. “Oh.”
Relief, a second later, floods through her. Septimus might hate her, but he won’t let the bookshop fail. The bookshop must always come first—above owner, above bookseller. Above everything.
“That’s it, you understand?” he says sharply. “And I think it’s a bloody mistake that he left you the bookshop. You are a mistake, Cassandra.”
The phone goes dead. Cassandra lets the bite of his words wash over her, then shrugs. He could think she’s the worst thing to ever happen to this bookshop, but it doesn’t matter. He’s sending her someone.
It’s a bitter victory, but she’ll take it.
It takes a week for Septimus’ someone to show up.
Cassandra is in the middle of dusting—always endless dusting—when the door bangs open. A lanky woman is doubled over, heaving in breaths as though she’s run a mile. Cassandra starts to approach, but the woman raises her hand and sucks in one more breath.
“Goddamn—Tube! Here—for—bookseller job,” she gasps.
The woman finally unfurls, and Cassandra’s first thought shrieks blue. Midnight blue twists, striking against umber skin. Dark eyes framed by licks of blue eyeliner, chipped electric-blue nails, a vest that might have been blue at some point in its over-long life, and navy jeans. Cassandra has no time to contemplate this particular fashion choice—or all of these fashion choices put together—because the woman thrusts out her hand with a smile that seems to take over her whole face.
“Byron,” she says, no longer breathing quite so heavily. “My uncle sent me.” Seeing her expression, she adds, “Septimus.”
Cassandra blinks. She’d expected a younger version of Septimus, some miserable bookseller already well versed in the many ways Cassandra’s disappointed her forebearers. But it seems like he hasn’t divulged her failures to the bookseller in front of her.
“I pounced as soon as he mentioned it,” Byron is saying, already halfway through a conversation Cassandra has yet to join. “I’ve always wanted to see what the inside looked like. He used to talk about it all the time. He worked with the last owner, you know. Chiron.”
Chiron’s name is like a lance through Cassandra’s chest. She swallows and finds her voice. “I don’t need to explain to you how the books work, then?”
“No, I’m familiar.”
Cassandra breathes out a quiet sigh of relief. How impossible it would be to explain the give and take of the books on these shelves, the magic contained within. There are books dipped into the river itself, emerging with the cordite crackle of magic; books written by long-ago hands with the silvered fingertips of river water, their authors beyond memory; books from no discernible origin whatsoever and yet possessed by the same force that lures readers to a tributary bookshop. And it doesn’t end there. Letters, poetry, notes, petty ephemera, scrolls, illuminated manuscripts, hammered metal, worn rock. All with the potential to transform fortunes.
The weighing of the scales between what is asked for and what’s owed has always felt innate to Cassandra—and it must have been true of Chiron, too, as well as the owners who came before. How else could you reckon the price of a secret letter to turn the tide of war, a scrap of verse for lovers, a long-lost family recipe? How else could you measure the value of a life changed?
Byron touches the stack in front of her. “These are pretty neglected, though. Shabby workmanship, leather needs oiling, mould inside—no wonder they’re unhappy.”
Around them, the shelves rustle. Cassandra winces, thinking of Lowell’s damning comments. Even though the shop has been spruced up, she knows she’s only dealt with the symptoms. Like cleaning teeth, without fixing the decay within.
Byron must notice Cassandra’s wince because she adds hastily, “Not that you’ve done a terrible job or anything! No, this is great, really, I—” She groans. “It’s just that—”
“You’re right,” Cassandra says. “That’s where you come in.”
She asks a few more questions, testing Byron’s aptitude for books, the way she’d seen Chiron do dozens of times. How to spot the troublesome title in a shelf, how to mend and stitch and patch, how to discern when a book has been dipped in the waters of the river in the first place.
The front of the shop is mostly composed of minor titles with just enough magic between them to tantalise, but not to cause too much harm: either shiny and indifferent to the world in all their newness, or else domesticated by the many hands that have already parsed them. Byron makes approving noises at the available selection, although Cassandra notices the way her hands find the various gaps on the shelf, her tongue poking out as though she’s mentally making notes.
Obviously clever. Obviously skilled. And where there isn’t skill, there’ll be talent to bridge the gap, passed down between generations in the river’s way. Septimus is well respected; there’s no reason for a niece of his to be waiting around for an opportunity. Especially an opportunity that feels more like a favour extended.
“You could have your pick of bookshops,” Cassandra says, as though it’s nothing more than a passing thought. “How come this one?”
Byron hesitates, and Cassandra catches the split second of deliberation over a truth, the calculation of what it would cost to lie. But it all plays out on Byron’s face, too open for dishonesty. Her hands glide across a bookshelf, and somewhere upstairs, there’s a gentle series of creaks that sounds almost like purring.
“I told you, Septimus worked here,” she says. “So did my older cousins. And even though it’s been years, do you know what they talk about? What every conversation turns to? This bookshop. The first tributary bookshop.”
Owned by Lady Fate herself, or so Chiron had said, before she had passed it on to her chosen successor—the first of many protégés to come. Cassandra looks around at the bookshop again, trying to see it with Byron’s eyes. As a shop to be restored to glory, as a legend in its own right. Success waiting to happen, not a reminder of failure.
But there’s no reason to lie about that. Cassandra doesn’t respond, letting the silence spool out.
“And… there was a thief,” Byron admits. “At the last bookshop I worked at.”
There’s always a thief, isn’t there.
“Slipped right past me. They made off with a stack of books we’d just purchased at auction. Down to the last goddamn title—” She clears her throat. “Anyway. That won’t happen again.”
Byron doesn’t go on, but Cassandra can fill in the details. A big enough haul, and it doesn’t matter how skilled the thief, or how vigilant the bookseller, or even that the disadvantage always lies in the bookshop’s hands. Someone has to take the fall.
Cassandra eyes the paltry stock. “Well, I don’t think we’ll be entertaining thieves any time soon.”
“And like I said,” Byron says, brightening, “this isn’t just any bookshop.”
No, Cassandra thinks, it’s not. It’s a bookshop that needs a lot of work. It’s a bookshop with opinions. It’s a bookshop that should be in better hands—like Lowell Sharpe’s. But the time for that passed a week ago, and now it’s Cassandra’s name on the deed instead of his.
“I’m not afraid of a challenge,” Byron adds.
Cassandra chose this, she reminds herself. So she’ll damn well keep choosing.
She puts her hand out. “When would you like to start?”



The diary of Cassian II, no. XVII, entry CXIV, approx. 43 years before the common era
Translated by Elias Clarke
The [bookshop] has settled here for little more than six months, and already, there is war. It stretched out its tendrils towards us even as I unpacked, plucking men for conscription. They march past in sweat-crushed armour, shaking the foundations of each building they pass.
The olives rot on their trees, for want of hands…
[A fungal growth of some sort crawls across the next few paragraphs, but I presume that much of what is described here is also relayed in the supplementary correspondence i through xvi. Must check.]
I am often asked to read letters to the local families. They rely on me for the truth, but it is a hard task to bear when I must tell them that their sons are dead, their cities razed to ash, their…
[The next two pages are missing; I suspect further rummaging in the archives below will uncover them eventually. The Keeper refuses to assist.]
War has reached us at last, for a praetor showed up today. There was a rangy, hollow look to him, and his clothes sat loosely on his frame. I suppose even politicians must eat.
He talked quickly, as though afraid of being overheard. And I listened, though it goes without saying that I’ve heard it all before. On one side, the rulers and their politicians; on the other, a general who first wielded his charm and now wave after wave of men, relentless as the tide. The fields are watered with blood, these days.
“He wishes to be king,” the praetor said. “He cannot be king.”
I have waited out many wars, and I know my share of kings, however they come to claim the title. But I have been waiting a long time for this one to end, and I can see no solution. Moreover, I am tired of listening to death rites.
So I agreed. He will have the text to break his king. But as there is great magic, so must there be a great price. He will give me his name, and will be [another scorch mark] no longer. No one will know his victories, his glories, his kindnesses. He will slip through memories’ fingers, and be lost to all but fate.
It is a gentler price than some might exact, and harsher than others. But the scales must balance.
[c.f. the ledger of Cassian II, no. VI, entry CXXVIII—his name may yet be recorded there.]
Entry CXVII
Tonight, I found myself in the [beneath/below], and as customary, I was awed by its halls and the contents therein. Bookshelves filled with wax tablets, scrolls, hard clay bricks of text, new codexes and more. The [wraiths/unseen ones] moved back and forth like shadows, preoccupied with their own journeys.
As is my right, I approached [Fortuna/the Fated One—I believe he is speaking of the Keeper]. And I said…
[More pages missing. Would that I had shunned my second calling as a historian.]
I invoked Fortuna. I defied her. I chose another future.
Entry CXVIII
The news broke in the morning: a conspiracy of betrayal. The man who wished to be king is dead.
There will be no more kings.
[At least for a while. N.B. no mention of the compendium.]



CHAPTER
Twelve
IT TAKES TWO weeks’ worth of late nights and early mornings for Cassandra and Byron to go through the shop’s existing inventory. At the end, every book has been logged, dusted and carefully moved into a new location closer to the front of the shop, where she can keep an eye on them. As a result, the first few bays look a lot fuller. But the rest of the shop lies empty.
They’ve already had a few customers come in to browse, and Cassandra’s done her best to sell to them. There’s the woman who came in for a book of handwritten family recipes with nothing but a steely glint in her eyes as she handed over a painting that Byron instantly recognised as priceless—and therefore a suitable offering for the river. Byron had debated hanging it at the top of the stairs, but Cassandra had left it leaning against the pool at the back of the bookshop, and by the next day, it had vanished.
There’s the man who came in for a tintype of an empty portrait studio, slipped into a book, with a lover’s promise etched onto the back. His hand had trembled as he’d passed over a worn, gold-plated ring. Nothing a pawnshop would bother taking, but he had stared long and hard at it on Chiron’s desk, as though tempted to snatch it back and run. Not a child, or a masterwork painting, but priceless nonetheless.
Both times, Cassandra hadn’t asked why they had come. It was Lady Fate who guided their feet past every other shop to this one, and the bookshop who revealed itself to them, like a teasing lover. Maybe Chiron would have questioned their motivations; quite frankly, Cassandra’s just glad she’s sold anything at all.
Perched on Chiron’s desk, she flicks through the ledger, ink still drying on the page. There are pastoral poetry collections that smell like petrichor and earth, crumbling posters for long-forgotten plays with charisma laced into the print, diaries seething with the promise of revenge. As long as it’s legible, it counts. But Chiron’s already meagre collection has quickly dwindled, and most customers come in only to look askance at the offerings before quietly leaving. There’s no point in browsing for the title that could change your life when there are so few to begin with.
No stock, no sales, no bookshop.
Which is how Cassandra finds herself at the entrance of a vast countryside estate in Kent, home until recently to a bookseller with a fiercely guarded collection. According to a tip-off from one of Byron’s fellow booksellers, there’s an exceptionally rare four-volume set on the Napoleonic Wars buried somewhere inside—the crown jewel in a collection entirely of jewels, ready for the taking.
“I didn’t realise cherubs were still in vogue,” Byron says, eyeing above the front door, then exhales. “God, I love an estate sale.”
Cassandra thought they would arrive in plenty of time, but Byron had been forced to park halfway down the drive, and they’d trudged up the gravel instead, passing everything from sleek sports cars to bulky white vans. Cassandra tries not to look like she’s calculating how much each assumed driver has brought in cash. Or, judging from the make of the car and the expensive clutter of the interiors, how easy it would be to part them from it.
You are an owner, she tells herself sternly. You are one of them.
It’s not the kind of sale that someone like her would usually be invited to, though she’s never needed permission to slip past a door. Who, after all, could resist their curiosity, when presented with such tantalising details: an illustrated manuscript that could transform a man from person to bird and back; a waterlogged pamphlet that drowned any reader who tried to get past the third paragraph; bamboo scrolls that could tie two person’s fates together indefinitely if read at the same time.
But she rarely stole anything. Too many unexpected eyes around hidden corners. Too many chances of running into people from her past. Though it seems a little ridiculous to fling open the estate’s doors, even to a curated group of buyers, and not expect half of it to simply vanish via dextrous fingers and oversized coats.
Maybe it’s just that these thieves are better dressed.
Inside, the hallway is heaving with people weighed down by stacks of books, or hotly bickering with one another.
“Looks like it’s just assistants.” Byron cracks her knuckles. “We can pick them off, no problem.”
“No owners?”
Byron shrugs. “They used to come. But I don’t think they like to get their hands dirty, these days. Think they’re too good to sift through shit, I guess.”
Cassandra tries to conjure up an image of sanctimonious Lowell Sharpe, willing to wade through a century of detritus and antique furniture for a few books, only to have to elbow his way back out against the tide of booksellers. More realistically, he’s probably commanding them through nefarious means from some cold throne miles away in his bookshop.
“You go that way,” Byron says. “I’ll tackle this wing.”
Without waiting for an answer, Byron takes off, jostling through the assistants. At least one of them knows what they’re doing, Cassandra thinks.
The estate’s corridors are mostly long stretches crammed with furniture, so that Cassandra has to hold her breath to squeeze past. Ancient sofas with stuffing bleeding from the upholstery sag underneath the crush of boxes of dirty china and smudged wineglasses, mouldering fur coats and enough blackened silverware to occupy a lifetime of polishing. Several boxes in a corner overflow with old photographs, most too damaged to be of interest. Chairs from every imaginable time period and degree of fragility are stacked in teetering piles, right next to defunct TVs and other, more modern appliances.
No books yet, though. With a pang of worry, she wonders if the bulk of the collection has already been seized by the other assistants, and it’s her who’s once again two steps behind. Chiron wouldn’t have been late. Then again, he would have had an army of booksellers to send in the first place.
She wanders through room after room, pale light straining through filmy bare windows. Although she’s not the only person vying for a bargain in this wing, the only signs of their existence are distant footsteps, or murmurs that could just as easily be the house’s natural rhythms.
Then she catches it—a faint whisper that sets her teeth on edge. Books, speaking to one another in their language of ink and paper. Magic.
Abruptly, she turns left, through a high archway decorated with more ugly cherubs. The light is dimmer, so it takes her a second to adjust. But when she does—
It’s not necessarily the size of the library that impresses her, though it’s undeniably spectacular. Two floors of shelving, stretching up to a ceiling that seems almost non-existent, it’s so far away. Comfortable armchairs on top of sprawling Persian rugs, with enough detritus to make it clear that this was a well-used room.
What catches her attention is the quality of the sound. The murmur of that indefinable book language, sweet and familiar.
According to Byron’s mysterious sources, the estate’s owner had been in some very interesting auctions not long before she died. Rare books in rarer bindings, incunabula detailing the first experiments of print, books of no particular origin and yet so clearly imprinted with the ink song of the river. Most of this could very well have already disappeared even before the estate sale, pilfered by gannet relatives or simply given away, if that was the intended use. But there’s enough on Cassandra’s list to make a start—and there’s that crown jewel she’s after.
No one else is in the room, so she allows herself the pleasure of running her hands across the spines, listening to the little voice in her head that chatters their contents to her. She’s always been good at this language—it’s why Chiron had been so eager to put her to work so young. As a thief, it’s been indispensable.
Most of the books are only slightly magical, and although each title would arguably be priceless in itself, she’s after bigger prey. On her second turn around the room, her fingers catch a loudness, and she stops, her thumb on the spine of the first of four volumes on the Napoleonic Wars. Power, the voice in her head says, a silky ink whisper. Ambition.
She stacks the books onto her arm one at a time, careful not to jostle them. Then she reaches out for the last book—
Someone’s hand brushes across hers. She looks up into an equally startled pair of dark eyes. One immensely irritating, unmistakably familiar eyebrow rises.
“Ms. Fairfax.”
Lowell Sharpe stands right next to her, even though she could have sworn he hadn’t been there a second ago. She snatches her hand away, and immediately, Lowell plucks the book from the shelf, passing it to a nervous-looking assistant.
“Thank you for ceding your claim,” he says. “Now, if you excuse me…”
Cassandra glares at him. “That was mine, actually.”
“Until you let go of it.” Lowell shrugs, as if the matter is entirely out of his hands. “Rules are rules.”
Cassandra’s gaze snaps to his assistant, who pulls an apologetic face, as if to say, yes, he’s like that all the time.
“I take it you’re still considering my offer, Ms. Fairfax,” he says.
“It’s Cassandra. And no,” she says. “I’m keeping the bookshop.”
He gives an aggravated huff. “But the letter—”
“I’ve already signed the contract.”
A good thing, too, when she recalls the elderly woman who had been so insistent on seeing Chiron. The way her eyes had roamed over the shelves—and not with the wistful envy or longing that another book lover might have, but with pure hunger. As though she would have swallowed the whole bookshop had Cassandra not ushered her out. If Lowell hadn’t taken the bookshop, she thinks, there would be someone else waiting behind him.
The bookshop, after all, must always have an owner.
Lowell pales with anger, though he masks it quickly by studying the empty gap on the shelf. So he really thought she would hand over the bookshop. With no questions, no conditions. Because Lowell already carries the authority of an owner. Despite all her good intentions on the walk up to the estate, she catches his eye and smiles sweetly at him, twisting the dagger just a little.
“I’ve been so enjoying the challenge,” she says.
Lowell shoots her a distinctly undiplomatic glare. Then he turns away from her to the rest of the library. He walks methodically along the same shelves that Cassandra had meandered past. His head tilts this way and that; every so often, he pauses, an unidentifiable expression on his face.
Finally, he reaches the end of a row of shelves and stops. “Peaceful, isn’t it?”
For once, Cassandra can’t disagree with him. Lowell and his assistant notwithstanding, there’s a quality to the library that makes her think of easy duvet days, of the temptation to collapse into an armchair and read away the afternoon.
“Yet how quickly it’ll fall apart,” he says. “How long do you think this library will last? A month? Three months?”
Six weeks, Cassandra thinks, before the luxurious quiet disintegrates. Before the magic runs careless and wild and the river reclaims its own. She has been lucky, in some ways, that Chiron let his stock lapse. But it’s a child’s question, posed by a more knowing mentor. Insults don’t deserve an answer, so she doesn’t give one.
“I thought owners were above estate sales,” she says instead.
For a second, Lowell’s eyes flash. “Perhaps for some.” Then he snaps his fingers and his assistant straightens. “I think we’re done here, Aloysius.”
The assistant, Aloysius, scrambles to follow—taking the last volume of the Napoleonic Wars with him.
Cassandra pursues them as they walk down the hallway at an alarmingly fast rate, though neither of them are running. It’s just that Cassandra can’t keep up with Lowell’s long strides. But it gives her ample opportunity to see them turn the corner and collide into Byron.
Books and people go flying.
Lowell manages to sidestep the affair, but his assistant bears the brunt of it. A dozen pamphlets on monastic ink-makers scatter across the ground. Cassandra spies the book, halfway down the hallway. She lunges for it at the same time as Lowell, their hands slapping over the cover.
“This is mine,” Cassandra says though gritted teeth. “I found it first. And you—”
“Welcome to bookselling. Now, if you don’t mind—”
He tries to take the book out of her hand, but she places her other one on the cover. Half of her can’t believe she’s about to engage in a tug-of-war over a book. The other half of her can’t believe Lowell won’t let go.
Lowell sighs irritably. “What will it take for you to give up this book?”
Suddenly, Cassandra leans forward, so her jumper slips down one shoulder. And Lowell’s gaze follows, dragging to the edge of her neckline, the tease of bare skin. She tosses her hair back and looks up at him from underneath her eyelashes. Needs must, and Cassandra needs.
“Ask me again and maybe you’ll find out,” she says, in her softest voice.
Lowell chokes. His hand falls away. And she pulls the book into her lap.
He reaches to take it back, and she puts up a finger. “You’ve ceded your claim.”
Lowell looks at her for one deadly moment, during which Cassandra has to resist the urge to back away. He might be furious, but there isn’t a thing he can do about it—short of physically grabbing the book from her. Surreptitiously, she tries to pull her jumper back over her bra strap.
“Fine,” he says curtly.
She told herself she wouldn’t gloat, but a smile creeps over her face anyway. “Thank you, Mr. Sharpe.”
With that, she leaves him to hiss at Aloysius, and she brings her stack of books to the makeshift counter to pay for them. Byron follows close behind, shooting suspicious glances at Lowell.
“Everything okay?” she asks.
“Great, actually,” Cassandra says, and means it. “We got what we came for.”
After she pays—trying not to wince at the cost—they return to the entrance. Cassandra spots the problem a half second before Byron, and they exchange a slightly panicked look; it’s pouring rain outside, and neither of them have so much as an anorak. Cassandra looks at the books in her arms.
“Shit.”
Next to her, Lowell and his assistant are also leaving, each with a matching black umbrella at their side. Lowell catches her staring, and his mouth presses together in a line that could be displeasure, or a suppressed laugh. She waits for him to tell her that she’s an idiot for not bringing anything to protect the books. She waits for a mocking, knowing sneer. She waits for him to demand the key to the bookshop. Because she’d deserve it.
Instead, he presses something into her hands. His umbrella.
“You’ll get the books wet,” he says bluntly.
Before she can thrust it back at him, he steps out from underneath the doorway. Within a second, he’s absolutely soaked, rain dousing his coat a heavy black. His assistant follows at a jog behind him, umbrella bobbing in the air as he valiantly tries to catch up.
Byron stares at his retreating figure, an inkblot in the rain. “What Victorian-ass novel did you pull that guy from?”
Even with the umbrella in her hands, Cassandra can’t bring herself to leave until she hears the revving of a car and gravel crunching underneath tyres.
Byron gives her shoulder a nudge. “Seriously, who the hell was that?”
“That,” she says heavily, “was Lowell Sharpe.”



CHAPTER
Thirteen
ONE WEEK LATER, Cassandra leaves the bookshop in Byron’s hands, an errand on her mind.
She navigates the twining alleyways of Soho up to Marylebone, picking her way across narrow pavements and through packs of slow-moving tourists. Chiron had mentioned years ago that these streets used to be crowded with bookshops—gathered like fireflies to the power of the river. But even the ghost of their presence has vanished, the song of the river inaudible over the traffic.
After a forty-minute walk, Cassandra turns a corner and finds herself standing outside of Lowell Sharpe’s bookshop, clutching his umbrella. I’m just going to give it back, she tells herself. It certainly has nothing to do with any burning desire to see what Lowell’s bookshop looks like, or why he’s so desperate to pry Chiron’s from her.
Cassandra’s first impression is that of a coffin. A slight gunmetal building wedged between two fatter counterparts, the bookshop barely has enough space to display its sign, hung underneath an iron rod with crisp white lettering: Sharpe’s.
Of course he would name the bookshop after himself.
Unlike Chiron’s bookshop, there’s no pact with nuns and Lady Fate writ invisible across the building, so anyone is free to enter, regardless of what they seek. But Sharpe’s seems to have its own defences against the casual browser. The door is closed, squashed between two equally slim windows, all painted in formidable are you sure you can afford this grey. It’s almost enough to make Cassandra turn back. But the second she considers this, a customer walks through it, leaving the door swinging wide open. A man in a dark suit catches her eye—Aloysius.
“We’re open,” he says cheerfully, in a tone that’s entirely the opposite of what she’d expect from one of Lowell’s assistants. “Please, do come in.”
Gingerly, Cassandra steps over the threshold. She waits for lightning to strike her, or a malevolent floorboard to spring her back into the street—or even to feel nothing at all. Because how could the river bestow its grace to someone like Lowell Sharpe, for whom the word magic is probably anathema?
Instead, there’s only a slight resistance as she passes through the doorway, and the quiet gurgle of water somewhere below her feet. A reminder that it’s Lady Fate’s ground, and she’d do well to tread accordingly. Her traitorous body unwinds at its familiarity, tension leaving her shoulders.
The rest of Lowell Sharpe’s bookshop is… ordinary. Apart from the dark, monochromatic panelling and library silence, it looks like just about every other bookshop she’s walked into. Rows upon rows of shelves, crammed into every imaginable space. A proper till point, with a modern computer where she’d expected to see a mechanical cash register. It perfectly matches up with Lowell’s aesthetic, and yet she can’t help but feel let down.
“What can I do for you today?” Aloysius asks, as though he’s forgotten all about last week’s tussle. “We’ve just had in some eighteenth-century quill-tip illustrations, or if you’re looking for something else…”
“I’m here to give—” she just about manages to avoid the eye-roll “—Mr. Sharpe’s umbrella back.”
Aloysius barely glances at her before waving her through. “Go on, he’s in the back.”
“I don’t need to see him,” she says, but Aloysius has already moved on.
With a fair amount of trepidation, she walks past the bookshelves, towards the dark hallway and even darker doorway beyond.
Lowell doesn’t look up when she enters, so she has a long few seconds to take him in. So far, he’s never been without a suit, pressed to razor points. But now he sits at his desk with sleeves rolled up to his elbows, his brow harassed with frown lines. His hair, normally combed into severe submission, is mussed, and there are several ink splatters across his face. In front of him are what look like several ledgers, heaped on one another with no thought to their poor spines.
So Lowell Sharpe is human after all, she muses.
She takes a step back, and the floorboards, which had been quiet on her arrival, groan enthusiastically. Lowell’s pen pauses, but he doesn’t look up.
“Have you heard from the Templetons yet?” he says. “Or are they still pretending they don’t know how to pick up a phone?”
Cassandra’s hands tighten on the umbrella. She opens her mouth to say something, anything—but now that she’s here, the pretext of giving him back the umbrella seems woefully inadequate.
“If they don’t want to talk, I’ll go over myself and—”
Cassandra finds her voice. “It’s me.”
Lowell finally looks up and his entire face tightens with weary displeasure. “So it is.”
There is a long pause, during which Cassandra has ample time to study the shadows under Lowell’s eyes framed by his glasses, the severe line of his nose, the curve of his throat, dusted with stubble, disappearing into his collar. In this light, surrounded by dark-panelled wood, the pall of his skin is a tired alabaster. His eyes meet hers.
“Are you quite finished?” he says.
Cassandra flushes. “You left your umbrella. So I came to give it back.”
She thrusts it at him, and after a second, he accepts. He tucks it underneath his desk and surveys her coolly.
“Thank you for my umbrella. Though I admit I’m a little puzzled as to why you needed to come all the way here to return it.”
“Common courtesy?”
Aloysius bursts into the room. “Lowell, you’re going to have to chase them, I’m afraid.”
Cassandra looks disbelievingly at Aloysius. Wait, he gets to call him Lowell?
On the other side of the desk, Lowell is already unrolling his sleeves, and buttoning up the cuffs. He throws on his suit jacket, and runs his hands through his hair, teasing it back into shape. From somewhere within his desk, he procures an ink-stained handkerchief with which to wipe his face. In less than a minute, he’s back to Mr. Sharpe, with all the charm of a stainless-steel cube.
When he puts the ledgers away, Cassandra can’t help but note the way that the shelves seem to tilt them at just the right angle, the pages riffling into pin-sharp order. Lowell may lack charm or manners—or really anything that would denote a person capable of being pleasant—but he has his bookshop at his command. Cassandra thinks of all the trying mornings where Chiron’s bookshop has played hide-and-seek with the coffee, or every single fork, or the packet of biscuits she’d been coveting during her break. Not angry, but… testing her.
It’s not unusual for an owner to hold more than one bookshop—or at least, it hadn’t been, when there were more bookshops and skilled booksellers to helm them. But the golden days of bookselling are long gone, and were probably dying when Chiron was a young man. Now there are too few bookshops—and too many who would covet them.
She doubts very much that Chiron’s bookshop would ever feel the need to test someone like Lowell.
He stops at the threshold and glances at her irritably. “Well, are you coming or what?”
Cassandra blinks. “Excuse me?”
“Aloysius has to watch the shop. And I suspect this will be a two-person job.”
Cassandra gives herself just enough time to imagine all the reasons for which she should probably say no. The delight to be able to say no to Lowell Sharpe at all. She considers saying no and stealing a book, just to revel in his annoyance that a ghost has snatched something from underneath his nose—because even Sharpe’s is vulnerable to Cass Holt. And truthfully, it would be satisfying to flex her skills one more time. He would never even know it’s her.
Then she thinks of what Chiron would say, what he would do, burdened by the responsibility of being a fellow owner. So she sighs and follows him.
Lowell’s car is surprisingly nondescript. The back seat is filled with cardboard boxes of varying sizes, books spilling over the edges. Cassandra opens the passenger door and a receipt falls out.
“This… is not what I expected,” Cassandra says, as she climbs in.
He glances at her, frowning. “What did you think I drive?”
A hearse. A Victorian carriage. One jet-black horse that only appears during full moons. Cassandra turns towards the window to hide her smile.
As Lowell manoeuvres away from the kerb, the silence in the car turns oppressive. For an hour, they crawl in traffic before the streets open into verdant countryside roads, the golden autumn sun streaming past the window. Cassandra fiddles with the fraying hem of her shirt, thinking of all the conversation starters she could subject them to. What do you do for a living? Oh, I harass booksellers I don’t like. What’s your favourite colour? Black, obviously. To hide the blood of my enemies.
“You’re fussing,” he says tersely.
Cassandra knits her hands together. “I was thinking.”
The silence stretches.
“Do enlighten me,” he says.
Cassandra opens her mouth, then pauses. What she’s really thinking is that she’s alone in a car with someone who very much dislikes her, on a journey to a destination she doesn’t know. That she should have probably asked him to pop the trunk to check for the bodies of other rival booksellers, or better yet, to have never climbed into the car in the first place.
“About this two-person job,” she says.
Lowell drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “It’s not our usual speciality, but we have a small collection of fairy-tale chapbooks, including one sold to us by Sir Templeton in 1912. Now his grandson, George Templeton, would quite like it back. But he’s not interested in paying for a family heirloom.”
“So he didn’t,” Cassandra guesses.
“He did not.”
At last, thievery—something she’s familiar with.
“And you need two people for this.” She smiles wryly. “One to distract, the other to steal back the book?”
Lowell’s gaze remains on the road, but his eyes narrow. “It’s a two-person job in case one of us doesn’t return.”
The heavy silence resumes. Lowell reaches for the radio, fiddling with the dials until he finds a crackly station. The muffled sound of a jazz singer floats through the car, and it must be satisfactory because Lowell doesn’t move to change it again.
After the estate sale, Cassandra had burned with questions. Why Lowell would be so desperate to take Chiron’s bookshop when he has one of his own that he clearly likes. Why Chiron had chosen him to be the bookshop’s fail-safe. How he knew Chiron at all, when by every account Chiron was a recluse. But now, alone together in the car, she suspects she’d have better luck prying answers from the dead.
After what feels like an eternity, the car rolls to a halt outside of a wrought-iron gate. Neither of them get out.
“Ah,” Cassandra says.
“Ah,” Lowell agrees.
The driveway leads up to a beautiful Georgian estate, with expansive gardens behind its high brick walls and formidable gate. Or rather, it’s supposed to. But where the gate starts, thorny tendrils have laced dark serpentine leaves along the lattice ironwork. Every few seconds, the tendrils shiver, as new growth probes outwards, the vines a brackish green. Beyond the gate, Cassandra catches the arterial red of budding flowers splashed against the driveway. Roses.
“Come on,” Lowell says, pushing the car door open.
The walk up to the estate would be magnificent, magical foliage notwithstanding. But even though this should be a beautiful sight—greenery run rampant, abundant with roses—there’s something about it that doesn’t sit quite right. Curious, Cassandra bends down to pluck one of the tiny rosebuds, and it disintegrates in her hands, leaving a black sticky residue.
“Ink.”
Lowell’s forehead pinches in a tight frown. “So they did try to read it, then. The bloody fools.”
And what a story they have conjured. A castle in slumber, protected or trapped by its thorny enclosure. The white knights—two of them in this case—rushing to the rescue. Then she thinks of the roses, the thorns, the deathly still in the air. She knows a Sleeping Beauty tale when she sees one.
“I imagine it was supposed to imbue the reader with the qualities of the protagonist,” Lowell is saying, a continuation of a lecture he probably thinks she’s listening to. “Health, wealth, happiness, a prince—whatever. But in a clumsy reader’s hands—”
“They asked too much,” Cassandra says.
Crack open a book that’s been dipped into the river, and theoretically there’s very little stopping a reader from drawing on its power, or bestowing it on another. Theoretically.
But ask for too much, or with vague intentions—well, the river still obliges. Take it all. The wealth, the glory, the prince and the happy ending. The nightmares, the blood, the carnage. And there’s so much of it in fairy tales.
Lowell looks at her, surprised, and she can’t quite repress an exasperated sigh. Then she thinks back on the way he said reader, as though it came with a capital letter. Not just a reader, but a reader—silver-tongued with the water of the river. Versed in its language, by greater or lesser extents. So much power in a handful of words.
The right book in a person’s hands can change their life. But any book in a reader’s hands can change… everything.
“Who is it?” she asks sharply.
“The daughter. Her great-grandmother was a bookseller, I believe.” He picks his way through the carpet of roses. “Not particularly gifted, but then, I don’t suppose it takes a lot.”
No, it doesn’t take a lot for a reading to go so disastrously wrong. And the last time she’d been involved in a reading like this one—a little over six months ago—with powerful magic and an even more powerful narrative at her disposal…
It turns out that although there are plenty of readings strong enough to kill a man, they can’t bring back a dead one.
Cassandra sucks in a breath, too sharp. “You didn’t think the reader was worth mentioning to me?”
He pauses, his mouth lifting as though he’s about to say something in response, then stops. An impenetrable wall of thorns is creeping over the estate, entombing its occupants within. The brambles shiver as Lowell and Cassandra close in on the front door.
“We have to hurry,” he says. “The reading is taking hold.”
Cassandra picks up the pace until they reach the front door, both slightly breathless. Despite the disaster unfolding behind them, Lowell straightens his cuffs before ringing the bell. The sound echoes into the depths of the estate.
No answer.
“I said it was a two-person job. The reader was implied.”
“A warning would have been appreciated,” she says.
“Well, consider this your warning.” Lowell glances at her. “Are you ready?”
He already looks like he’s regretting the decision to bring her along, but it’s too late now. Even if Cassandra wanted to retreat to the car, the driveway is choked with thorns; in the next few moments, it’ll be entirely impassable. And as tempting as it would be to watch Lowell struggle on his own, she recalls his warning. They’ll both go in—and they’ll both come out.
“Of course,” she says.
Grimly, Lowell pushes the door open.



CHAPTER
Fourteen
THE ENTRYWAY OF the estate is a setting from every period film Cassandra’s ever watched: dark wood wainscoting, rich oil paintings depicting various severe ancestors, a burgundy carpet runner that climbs up a central staircase. Ordinarily, this must be a bright, airy hall, but with vines blocking out most of the light, the room is tinted in a stifling green.
She yawns, fighting off a sudden weariness. Instead, she listens hard between the estate’s creaks and sighs for the telltale whisper of ink magic. Something thunders distantly below their feet; the vines, most likely, breaking through the foundations.
“Mr. Templeton,” Lowell calls out. “We’ve come from Sharpe’s.”
His voice echoes underneath the vaulted ceiling, but there’s no reply.
Cassandra yawns again. Lowell snaps his fingers in front of her face. Instantly, her drowsiness vanishes, replaced by indignant anger.
“What the hell?” she demands.
“We’re in the vicinity of the reading,” he says, as though she’s an idiot. “Weren’t you listening?”
“Not particularly.”
Lowell pinches the bridge of his nose. “I should have come alone. Christ, just—” He visibly composes himself. “Okay, as I said before, this is clearly a Briar Rose variant: roses, thorns, enchanted sleep, et cetera. So stay close to me, and don’t fall asleep—or you might not wake up.”
Cassandra hurries after him as he strides towards the staircase, taking the stairs two at a time. Without checking, he takes a left, under a grand archway, then right through a servants’ door.
“You’ve been here before,” she says.
“For a valuation of their collection, yes.”
A thought occurs to Cassandra. “I bet they were really nice to you,” she says. “They probably asked you to stay for dinner, maybe offered you a weekend in a holiday house somewhere. Gratis, of course, because you were doing such a service for them.”
Lowell’s mouth tightens.
“Then, once you’d eaten their expensive food and drunk their expensive wine, they would have mentioned the loss of the family heirloom. How terrible and tragic. How easy it would be for you to do this one favour for them.”
“I’m not a fool. I knew what they were doing,” he snaps.
Cassandra can guess the rest. Another visit to Sharpe’s under some pretence, a distraction, the theft. But they’d gone about it too quickly, unused to biding their time when money failed to pay for results. If they were smart, they would have scoped Lowell out before, maybe hired someone else to request another book—and they would have learnt immediately that he couldn’t be bribed. Then the theft, orchestrated by another hired party, and ideally with a handful of other books, so the chapbook would be harder to trace back to the family. If she’d done it—
But she’s not supposed to be thinking like that anymore. With effort, she turns her mind back to the problem in front of her.
“And no, I didn’t stay for dinner,” Lowell adds.
On the upper floors, the reading is in full force. Green tendrils clamber across ornamental columns and family portraits, swallowing chaises longues and choking hallways. Every thorn feels deliberately sharper, as though it can sense their intentions.
Cassandra stifles a yawn, then another one. She gives herself a pinch, and then for good measure, Lowell. He yelps.
“We’re running out of time,” she says. “I can feel it. Can’t you?”
“Yes, I can feel it,” he says, rubbing his arm.
As they reach the top floor, Cassandra catches the whisper of the reading. She pauses, just a half second before Lowell stops in front of an ornate door made impassable with thorns. Ink stains the leaves, pooling over the floor. Lowell touches it to his lips, and spits it out almost instantly.
“There’s blood mixed in,” he says quietly.
Cassandra goes very still. Suddenly, she’s not here at all, but somewhere else entirely. A room, a crowd around her, tasting blood on her lips. A scream that isn’t hers. And then—
If they open that door, they’re only going to find death.
She wants to tell him not to open it, that they’re better off turning around now. But her mouth can’t seem to make the right shape for the words.
Instead, she watches as Lowell pulls out, of all things, a letter opener. He tests the tip of it with his thumb, and apparently satisfied, he slashes the nearest vine. Immediately, the vine gives way, scattering ink across the floor.
The language in Cassandra’s head shrieks, and she winces.
“It’s not real,” Lowell says, mistaking her grimace for concern. “You can’t hurt what was never corporeal to begin with. But,” he adds, pushing the door open, “it’s very much capable of hurting us. Mind yourself.”
Cassandra would argue with him, but she can’t keep the memory out of her head. Every line taut in her body, she follows him.
The first thing she sees is green, and then—the bodies. Her breath sticks in her throat. Three of them, slumped in various poses. The first two are near the door, as though each had tripped on their way out, and simply decided not to get up. George Templeton and his wife, Cassandra guesses. Both far too pale, too still. Lowell kneels down next to them, checking their pulses.
“The vines are—I mean, the story is feeding on them,” he says, and she doesn’t miss the slight slur of his words, or the way he fights to keep his eyes open. “But they’re alive—just.”
Not death, not a repeat of that night. Just fairy-tale slumber. Cassandra exhales in a rush.
The young daughter of the Templetons is asleep on the bed, her hair fanning out around her head in golden tendrils. Roses creep over the edge of her body, hardening to spiky thorns as they assume a protective barrier around her. Her hands are rigid around a small, poorly bound chapbook, the pages yellowed with age and crinkled. A breathy whisper escapes from her lips. The reader, though in literal name only; it’s clear she’s no longer in control, if she ever was to begin with.
The story is a roar in Cassandra’s head, compulsion stronger than anything Roth could have attempted.
Lie down.
Feed us.
Sleep.
Cassandra glances at Lowell, but she can’t tell whether he can hear the magic woven through the narrative. Or whether the room is silent to him, just a rustle of leaves and the daughter’s whispering and that strange, compelling desire to sleep.
“I hate fairy tales,” Lowell mutters.
“You could read over it,” she suggests. “If we find another book—”
“I’m not risking that.” Lowell surveys the scene before him. “Anyway, there’s an easier solution.”
He pushes his way past the thicket of greenery to the bed. Cassandra follows, trying to ignore the stabbing thorns. The Templeton daughter is even more beautiful close up, her hair the colour of light, her cheeks flushed with a rosy glow. The story, deeming it appropriate, has dressed her in the Victorian notion of a medieval gown. A crown of white rosebuds slowly grows around her head.
For a moment, both Cassandra and Lowell simply look at her.
Lowell sighs. “Nothing else for it.”
Briskly, he leans down and kisses the daughter on the lips. In the same motion, his hands close over hers, gently tugging the chapbook away.
Cassandra barely sees more than the soft crown of his head, his body one dark line against the verdant background. For a second, the image freezes into a pre-Raphaelite vision of knight and princess, hero and heroine. Something in Cassandra’s chest twinges.
Then Lowell pulls upwards and tucks the chapbook into his jacket pocket. There’s a soft, sleepy groan from the daughter. Grimacing, he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.
“It could have been a frog,” Cassandra reminds him, mostly serious.
Lowell looks at her darkly. “Please don’t.” Then he glances at the daughter. “She’s awake.”
All around them, thorny vines melt into a viscous black substance. Ink drips onto the floorboards, before melting away. Light floods into the room from unobstructed windows, brilliant and blinding.
The daughter yawns and stretches. “I—I was reading… and then…” Her eyes clear, and haughtiness creeps into her voice. “Who are you?”
“Get up,” Lowell says, hauling the older Templetons to their feet.
Though they both look pale and jittery, they’re strong enough to stand and cling to one another. Alive. It takes Cassandra a second to realise that the giddy, floating feeling overwhelming her is relief.
Alive.
“There were vines. Where… did they go?” the daughter says, looking at the pristine floor, no trace of ink remaining.
Without thinking, Cassandra replies, “The river.”
Already its melodic murmur is fading, power slinking away. Back to nothing more than an echo of possibility.
“There’s no river here—” the daughter complains.
“Never mind about that,” Lowell says. “Downstairs, now.”
Their journey back is a lot more straightforward, with no vines to bar their way and no enchanted sleep to succumb to. The younger Templeton is already losing remnants of the spell: her hair is no longer a fairy-tale gold, but plain brown; her features regain their resemblance to her parents, distinctly less rosy; the elaborate medieval dress falls away to reveal a crop top and yoga pants.
Just an ordinary teenager. But how close she’d come to disaster.
As they reach the entrance, the reading’s damage becomes more obvious. Cracks spider their way through the marble tile, and a chilly breeze scatters shredded curtains amongst broken glass. George Templeton surveys the mess with an increasingly icy demeanour. It doesn’t escape Cassandra’s notice that he seems to have regained enough energy to argue with Lowell.
“I hope you understand that we are choosing not to bring a damages claim, Mr. Sharpe,” he says sternly.
Something in Lowell’s posture changes, and Cassandra has the pleasure of witnessing Mr. Sharpe inflicted on someone else.
“Actually,” he says, “you’ll find that we’re choosing not to bring a charge of theft.”
Despite the reading’s ordeal, there must still be some blood circulating in George Templeton because he flushes. “How dare you insinuate that—”
Lowell tilts his glasses downwards, and even though he and George are the same height, Lowell suddenly seems to tower over the other man.
“You stole the book. You betrayed the trust of the bookshop. It was not yours, and now, it will never be.”
The river remembers its own, Cassandra thinks. And it remembers its thieves, too. For the Templetons, it probably means they’ll never step foot in a tributary bookshop again. But then again, Cassandra seems to have slipped through its fingers just fine. Bookseller and thief. Even without the scales in front of her, she knows which side would weigh heaviest.
Lowell glances at the Templetons dismissively, who collectively flinch. “I’d say it’s been a pleasure, but frankly, it has not. So you’ll forgive me if I take my leave.” He pauses at the door. “With my book.”
Cassandra follows him down the driveway, relief lightening her steps. Now that the reading has dissipated, the driveway is just a normal gravel path, lined with prim hedgerows.
“Reckon the Templetons will try again?” she asks.
“I think if they do, the bookshop will deal with them accordingly.” Lowell pauses. “You handled yourself decently in there.”
“A compliment? I may swoon,” she says drily.
But Lowell’s frown returns. “Aloysius should have known. I should have known. That could have been so much worse. They have no idea how lucky they are.”
If Lowell hadn’t spotted the missing book in his ledger, if he hadn’t pieced together its absence with the irate Templetons, Cassandra has no doubt the house would have crumbled in on its inhabitants within a few weeks. They would have died where they fell, none the wiser for their greed.
The reading, swallowing the reader.
“Now you understand why a bookshop in inexperienced hands is so dangerous,” Lowell says. “So why do you continue to court tragedy with your mismanagement?”
Cassandra’s good mood evaporates instantly. “I thought we were over this—”
“Why did you think I brought you here?” he demands. “To play hero?”
“Well, it sure wasn’t for the delightful company,” she says flatly.
How foolish of her to think that Lowell would let this go. That he would ask for her support because he believed—however reluctantly—that she was an owner, like him. That she would be respected.
“This isn’t a game,” he says. “One day you will be in the same situation, and you will fail. What happens then?”
A slow, burning fury is working its way upwards through her skin. She’s an inch from saying something she’ll regret.
“Paris, 1908,” he says. “A tributary bookshop exploded and forty-seven people died. The reason? Poor ownership and waylaid stock. Frankfurt, 1888. A book went around the fair for three weeks, killing everyone who touched it because an owner sold it to a malicious reader. Bologna, 1741. Two hundred and twelve children—”
“Enough,” Cassandra says sharply.
“Actions have consequences, Ms. Fairfax. I’m simply stating a fact.”
Don’t say anything. But her mouth is open, words already formed. “Ah yes, a warning from the great Lowell Sharpe. God forbid you say nothing at all and risk tragedy in someone else’s bookshop. Never mind your own intentions.”
“You have no notion of tragedy,” he hisses. “None at all. And I—”
Fury turns to ice in her veins.
“How dare you,” she says quietly. “How dare you speak to me about tragedy. You have no idea.”
Blood and ink flash in her vision.
Something must show in her face because Lowell takes an unnerved step back. And he should. Let him be afraid of her.
“Don’t be so quick to offer me ‘advice’ again, Mr. Sharpe. And let’s get one thing clear. As long as I’m owner, you will never set foot in Chiron’s bookshop.”



Letters from Sister Wulfrun of Whitby Abbey: 867–870
Sister Hilda,
I write to you with poor news on the horizon. The Danes have raised their sails, and our coastline once more bears their scars. I send this missive to you as I do to our fellow sisters of fortune in Bolton, Knaresbor… [Paw prints obscure the rest—some cat has stepped in ink, clearly.]
We received the first intake of sisters late last week. The stories they bring are… troubling. They tell us the armies are men breaking upon men, relentless as the tides. They have made graves out of muddy fields, and are now inching soldiers over the border. Across the sea, to your coastal haven, is the next step.
You have been my steadfast ally, fiercer than the knights who have failed to come to our aid. But now, you must choose yourself over your manuscripts. They are but little warps in the weft of time, when all is considered. You may court the king himself with them, but where is he now? On the battlefield, and heedless of your plight.
[The bookshop must come first—origination?]
Hilda,
The river will look after itself. I am begging you.
Sister Hilda,
Even from here, the smoke on the horizon is a poison laced through the sky. Though we have not yet received word, the abbey is gone.
How, you ask, am I so certain of its fate? Last night, I lay awake long after compline and some time before vigil prayers. Then, I heard the grinding of rock, the shunting of the earth to make way for a new door. The repository has found a new home beneath my feet. Too late, Lady Fortune has roused herself.
I write this letter to a dead woman.
Sister Hilda,
Near two years have gone by since we laid you to rest; yet still I write.
I understand what comes, now. The personal magics, the illuminated manuscripts, the whisper of story and power and threat. We are once more courted by our noble brethren. But the heart-book hums. There is… temptation. To reverse injustices, to rewrite impending disasters. To take the neck of Time and throttle her so that she may do no more damage.
Sister Hilda, give me strength.
[Time as a woman—Wulfrun referring to Lady Fate? Temptation—the compendium? Next steps: letters 871–895…]



CHAPTER
Fifteen
GOD DAMN LOWELL Sharpe.
This is the problem with men like him: the insufferability, the audacity to take Cassandra on some bullshit journey to “educate” her. As though she needs educating. As though she doesn’t know what happens when a reader fucks up.
It’s just past closing time, but Cassandra sits at Chiron’s desk, still burning with fury. She’s exhausted—whether from her anger, or a holdover from the reading, she can’t tell—but when she closes her eyes, a blur of images flash through her mind.
Blood. Ink. That awful, panicked sensation of losing control. And the man in her arms—
Every time she thinks she can forget about it, every time she tries to leave it behind, there it is, clinging to her like a second shadow. And the worst part of it is that Lowell has no idea, yet somehow he’d sensed it on her. A stain that she’ll never be able to scrub out.
And wouldn’t he be right?
Even if she wasn’t irreversibly marked by her past, it’s harder to fault him for his insistence at her unsuitability. The bookshop might be open and running, but it’s been years since she was a bookseller, and longer still since Chiron had trusted her with any of its more secretive workings. There are so many details that he’d omitted or outright refused to pass on. So many gaps in her already patchy memory—gaps that a real owner would never have because they would have never left.
“I’ve heard of Lowell Sharpe,” Byron says, bringing a stack of books from the back of the bookshop to the front.
It’s taken a good few weeks, but it seems as though the bookshop is finally starting to warm up to Cassandra—or at least test her in less vexing ways. Two days ago, a door appeared behind the broom cupboard, revealing several boxes of books still waiting to be catalogued, each unfit to sell in their current state. Byron had taken one look and sorted through them wordlessly, so that the ones requiring only simple mends were already catalogued, and now it’s just the tricky books that need tackling. Cassandra has a pair of thick welding gloves on for the occasion.
Byron’s not been at Chiron’s for long, but Cassandra has already found numerous reasons to appreciate her new employee. It’s because of Byron that the bookshop gleams every morning, that they’ve avoided another tempestuous weather event at the hands of an unhappy book, that no customer has returned irate. Within two days, she’d found a more suitable place for Chiron’s ledgers than the cupboard under the kitchen sink, and ordered in Cassandra’s favourite tea—without asking. Between the two of them, they’ve managed to actually start accruing cash, through taking in repairs, consulting, and valuing antiquarian books, regardless of magical origins. All the fiddly, dull bits of bookselling, meticulously orchestrated. Chiron would have loved her.
“What have you heard?” Cassandra asks.
“That he has the dress sense of a sexy undertaker. Also, he’s an asshole.” Byron shrugs. “At least it’s not personal.”
Cassandra doesn’t have the heart to tell her that actually, it’s quite personal. Only Lowell knows about the second letter from Chiron. And even if he wanted to contest the validity of her ownership, it’s too late now. It would take a complex combination of both of their wills and the river to change it.
Either that, or death—and he’s already seen how one posthumous roll of the dice can have disastrous results on what should be an assured outcome. Though she wouldn’t put it past him to try it.
“That sexy undertaker look is really working for him, though. By the way, do you need an extra toe?” Byron says conversationally. “Because I think we have a surplus.”
“No, I—” Cassandra’s brain catches up. “Toe?”
Byron pulls the next book from the pile and thumps it on the desk. Sure enough, the tome in front of them is peppered with toes sticking out of the pages, as though someone had run out of cross-referencing tabs. Several of them are wearing coral nail polish.
“I think the last reader was using them as bookmarks,” Byron adds.
Though she can’t think of much else she’d like less, Cassandra removes the welding gloves, places her hand on the front cover and listens carefully for a moment. A wave of sensations washes over her: the creak of leather, wind rushing past her, the infinite space between one step and another.
“Someone trying to craft a seven-league boots story with multiple editions. See the binding? An experiment gone awry,” she concludes.
Byron looks at her curiously, and Cassandra shifts in her seat, feeling as though she’s been caught out in something.
“You’ve always been able to do that? Read the books so easily, I mean.”
She shrugs. “I grew up here.”
Her origins are a little fuzzy; Cassandra had started asking questions around the time Chiron had stopped answering them. In her most childish fancies, she originally imagined herself as the result of Chiron’s long-lost love, or a forlorn orphan, left in his dutiful care amongst a box of Dickens novels. But the reality is that she’s most likely a price paid, like so many protégés and booksellers: a firstborn in exchange for a book.
“I grew up with Septimus,” Byron counters. “Who is at least half bookshop himself.”
Cassandra’s gaze returns to the book of toes. “Maybe there’s just something about this place.”
Byron’s expression turns reverent. “I wonder if Lady Fate still takes an interest.”
Cassandra fervently hopes not. It’s hard to imagine what Lady Fate would make of Cassandra’s casual heresies. She used to sail paper boats in the pool at the back of the bookshop, the water dappled by the twin shadows of Lady Fate’s statues. And when she was even younger, she used to climb in—her own personal paddling pool, with empty inkwells for toys.
But it’s more than that. The first books she’d learnt to read were the ones brimming with magic that she pulled off shelves, and more than one singed finger to show for it. Her first clumsy attempts at writing are still memorialised at the back of old ledgers in archival ink, Chiron’s handwriting above her own. She’d stolen her first kiss from the son of another bookseller amidst the botanical shelves, and broken up with him three months later when he said he was going into accounting. Years later, someone had lashed out at her—a deal gone wrong—and she’d been surprised to see blood instead of ink.
If a bookseller starts their vow to Lady Fate with a glass of river water, then Cassandra had drunk an ocean by the time she was old enough to walk. Haphazard devotion and defilement in one.
“All I know is that I’ve worked in bookshops my whole life, and so has Septimus—and he’d never be able to do that,” Byron says, admiring. “Gifts like that can’t be taught. No wonder he didn’t like you.”
Gift. She’s never considered the books’ language a gift before—just another fact of herself, like being left-handed or slightly too short to reach the highest two shelves without a stepladder.
“But you didn’t stay,” Byron adds.
Cassandra tenses. The why is unspoken, but it’s there all the same. Next to the botanical shelves is where she had her first fight with Chiron. Behind the desk is where he’d told her, yet again, the vastness of his disappointment in her. There’s nowhere in this bookshop that she hasn’t argued with one of his booksellers, or received a passing criticism, like they were commenting on nothing but the weather. Talented, but lazy. Talented, but won’t do the work. Talented, but undeserving.
She sets the toe book to one side. “Can you put this in the back? I’ll deal with it later.”
Byron must take the hint because she gingerly adds the toe book to the stack already waiting to be mended and gathers the pile into her arms. That’s what Cassandra should have been. Chiron’s right-hand knight to his king, in the way of all booksellers and their owner.
“If I lived here, I’d never leave,” Byron says, a little too sharply to hide her envy.
Cassandra presses her fingers into her shoulders, feeling a deep ache from sitting at the desk for too long. That’s what I thought, too.
She waits until the faint strains of some eldritch folk band rise from Byron’s cranky speaker in the back—“I dropped it in the pond by mistake and now all it plays is this nonsense,” she’d complained—before pulling open a drawer to retrieve a note. The other reason she’s sat at Chiron’s desk this evening, trying to be some semblance of an owner, is in her hands. A piece of paper in Byron’s straightforward handwriting, with a request from a customer. It’s an ordinary request, in that it’s a book—and impossible in every other way. Because it’s a book that doesn’t exist.
Wearily, Cassandra places it on top of the small but stubborn pile of equally impossible requests. Books devoured by fires in the private libraries of the very rich, scrolls that drowned with the crew of a maiden voyage, philosophical texts disposed of in their entirety by their cut-throat opponents. And then, peculiarly, a book that would have been written except the writer died of tuberculosis before a word could ever be placed to page.
She massages her forehead with the tips of her fingers and rises from the desk. If it was just the one request, she’d think someone was playing a joke on her. Books doused in the river’s magic, sure; but books that don’t exist? Even the river can’t conjure something out of, well, nothing. But the bookshop thrives on fulfilling its duty. If it perceives that she’s failing, when she’s just managing to win it over again…
Lowell Sharpe would know how to do this, she thinks with a vicious stab at herself. But she’s the owner, so they’re her responsibility.
Despite the relative stuffiness of the shop, Cassandra hasn’t figured out how to open the windows—if they can, in fact, be opened—so she pushes the door open. Cool air rushes past her, a welcome relief from the warmth.
But every muscle in her body tenses. Because standing on the doorstep is Roth.
“Cassandra, Cassie, Cass,” he says, smiling as rakishly as he can with the bruise on his face. “Couldn’t even send me a text?”
For a second, icy fear slicks her insides. In the haze of looking after the bookshop, she hadn’t quite forgotten about Roth. But he had settled into the back of her mind, a problem to be dealt with later.
Later looks an awful lot like now.
“You shouldn’t be able to find the bookshop,” Cassandra says.
Roth smirks at her, and she catches the glimpse of black handwriting below his cuffs, mingled with a splash of red that can only be blood. Another reading, more forceful than the last. “No one’s untouchable, Cass.”
He still seems a little worse for wear after their encounter, she notes with vicious satisfaction, though she can’t take credit for all of it. Apart from the faded bruise across his face, there are a few new scrapes, with at least one scab that will turn into a dashing scar later on. A little less chalet boy. It suits him, she thinks, to have some of that artificial charm stripped away.
“I looked all over for you,” he says. “I even checked in with your bar buddies, who don’t really give a shit, by the way, that you’ve disappeared on them, so hey, might not want to keep working there, just giving you the heads-up—”
Cassandra lets him monologue for a little longer, buying her time to take stock of her circumstances. Roth is furious—probably angry enough to give her a bruise to match his, if he can get close enough. Byron is in the back cataloguing for the next few hours, and therefore miles away as far as shouting for help’s concerned. That’s if Cassandra wants anyone to witness this, which she doesn’t.
Roth’s presence will only bring up questions, which will lead to Cass Holt. And from there, it’s not too hard to connect Cass Holt to that night six months ago. Layers of deception unravelling in an instant.
No, she’ll handle this alone.
“I even went to your flat—bit of a shithole, gotta say, Cass; didn’t think you were the type to live like that.”
At this, Cassandra laughs. Just once, but Roth’s eyes darken. She tightens her grip on the doorway just a little.
“Yeah, I thought you’d be pretty fucking amused,” he says, no longer sounding pleasant or even conversational.
She shrugs. “It’s just funny that you thought you knew me at all.”
“I knew you’d be here, didn’t I?” He touches his arm, slick with ink. “Just took some… persuasion to find the right reader.”
To this, she has no recourse. It’s not worth explaining to him that it didn’t happen the way he probably thinks it did—that she’s here because Chiron, it seems, had no choice, not because she’s his protégé reborn—but she can’t deny that it’s immensely satisfying to let Roth believe that this is the truth. That she’d had something to offer him, but had chosen to withhold it.
“What do you want?” she asks.
He attempts a laugh. “What are you playing at, Cass? Sitting at that fancy desk, like that’s all it takes to be an owner?”
This would be a little more damning if Lowell Sharpe hadn’t already said the same thing to her only a few hours ago. Roth and Lowell could probably get together and start their own Cassandra Fairfax hate club.
“What do you want, Roth?” she asks again, a touch impatient.
Roth seems slightly taken aback at her nonchalance. His eyes acquire a calculating, greedy gleam.
“Fine, you have your shop. I can’t blame you. But I want what’s in that basement. Vault. Whatever he called it.”
The other bookshop. Cassandra hasn’t been down there since the night she signed the contract and became an owner. She has no idea how he knows about it, never mind what’s inside.
“We go way back, you and I,” Roth says, as though they’re old school friends, like their relationship is social. “We might have had our disagreements lately. Who doesn’t fight? But you know if you were ever in a spot of trouble, if there was ever something I could do for you… I would do it. You know I would do anything for you, Cass.”
This is such a fantastic lie that Cassandra is actually speechless for a moment. Roth must realise this, too, because he takes her silence as a need for him to further convince her.
“You want money?” He pulls out his wallet, runs a finger through the bills. “Upgrade your wardrobe, or give your flat a paint—though I guess you don’t really need that anymore.”
Briefly, Cassandra entertains the thought of taking Roth’s money for whatever he so badly wants. She could probably squeeze him for all he’s worth, given that he was already desperate enough to track her down. It would be enough for her to set up a new life—no booksellers, no threats, no ink magic. She wouldn’t buy one of those ornate, tacky flats, or a grand countryside mansion. No, it would be a boat: perfect, billowy sails in clean white, the hull striped with some fanciful woman’s name. Just enough room for her, and as many books as she can carry. Nothing but the sharp line of the horizon to guide her.
Then she imagines Roth in the bookshop, stuffing fistfuls of books into a satchel like a cartoon villain. Roth climbing up the stairs, past the reading room with its hearth and gentle clutter, to the very top of Chiron’s tower. Plucking a single white flower to take with him.
Something slams shut in her mind.
“No,” she says.
She waits a second longer, letting the silence speak for itself. Roth’s mouth twists, giving his face a rare varnish of ugliness.
“No?” he repeats.
Now she smiles widely, as though she’s just revealed the punchline of her favourite joke. “No.”
There’s so much else she wants to say—to dangle the fullness of his failures in front of him gleefully—but she bites the rest of it back. She’s supposed to be an owner; there are lines. Chiron would have already closed the door on Roth, but she settles for watching Roth’s face turn a furious puce.
He starts climbing the stairs to the bookshop. “If it’s about the money—”
“It’s not about the money. I just don’t want to give it to you.”
The ugly expression deepens. “I suppose I’ll have to take it, then.”
He tries to barrel past her—Cassandra scrambles backwards, nearly trips over her own feet—and abruptly stops. The iron railings outside have curved inwards like a protective claw, barring entry into the bookshop. Every spiked finial points towards Roth, the nearest only inches from his throat.
“What the hell is this?” he snarls, all vestiges of charm gone. “If this is your ink magic crap—”
Cassandra shrugs, even though her heart is racing. “I didn’t do anything. The bookshop chooses who to let in. If they’re deemed worthy.”
Which Roth obviously isn’t.
He stares at the sharpened finials, then at Cassandra.
“You don’t even know what you’ve got down there,” he says.
“Too bad for me,” she agrees.
“Fuck you, Cass.” A nerve jumps in his jaw. “This isn’t over.”
Cassandra gives him a little wave as he storms back down the steps, away from the bookshop and out of sight. It’s almost certainly not the last she’ll see of him—if he’s persistent enough to find her here, then he’ll try again, in some other nefarious way. She wonders idly if the bookshop would recognise him in a trench coat and fedora.
But there’s a warmth loosening the weight in her chest. The bookshop protects its own—and tonight, it protected her. The river might make an owner of her, after all.
Byron comes out of the back, humming a folk song with rude lyrics. She pauses when she sees Cassandra.
“What happened?” she asks.
Despite the events of tonight, Cassandra smiles. “Nothing.”
It might even be true, she tells herself.



CHAPTER
Sixteen
ROTH STORMS UP and down the street opposite Chiron’s bookshop, then in a disgusted huff turns back down the alley from which he’d come. This is the fourth time he’s tried to stake out the bookshop, but it’s proving just as fruitless as the others. Shadows move behind the curtains, but it’s impossible to discern which one of them belongs to Cassandra.
It’s because of Cassandra that he’s skulking in this alleyway, freezing and furious. It’s because of her that he’s about to lose everything.
“Hello, James.”
He turns around, and his expression undergoes a complicated transformation from annoyed to cloyingly charming—a charm that for some reason is no longer working as well as it’s done in the past—to panic when he thinks that it might be one of the debt collectors, then relief when he realises it’s no one he knows. His face finally settles on a veneer of arrogance to compensate for the panic.
It’s just an old woman. A very nicely dressed old woman, a small part of him registers. But he’s wound too tight for any attempt at superficial politeness.
“Who the hell are you?” he demands.
“James, we told you to stop,” she says.
“How the fuck do you know my name?”
But the first waves of unease are washing over him. At this point in his life, he should be on some Mediterranean beach, drinking cocktails with names like Sultry Storm or Hot Summer Nights, while a beautiful woman—or perhaps several—rubs scented oils across his shoulders. That’s what his father did, and he’d had a perfectly fantastic time of it before the whopping heart attack that had felled him in his late sixties. Spend it and enjoy it, his father had said the week before the heart attack, in what would turn out to be a surprisingly prescient phone call. It’s not going to jump in the grave with you, son.
But Roth fucked up.
He already had the city flat, the countryside getaway, the summer villa abroad. And there are only so many holidays where beautiful women can rub lotion across his body. The beaches blended into one, the beautiful women no longer quite so uniquely beautiful, the patrons a rotating crowd of retired politicians and criminals and oligarchs.
Then he’d been at the bar one night—he forgets exactly which hotel on which small island, just that he’d thrown up in the infinity pool the night before—when he’d heard someone mention magic. Maybe it was the hangover pulsing in his temple, or perhaps the cocktail he was somehow already at the end of, but he’d indulged in eavesdropping on the group. Two hours in, he’d shaken off enough of his hangover to put on his most dazzling smile and introduce himself. Several shots later, he had a name: Cass Holt.
By the time he finally tracked her down, he was in a fair amount of debt. It turned out an old man’s fortune didn’t stretch quite as far as it once had, and the sleuthing had taken considerably more money than the tropical holidays. But what was a little debt when he could promise his creditors magic? A book that could give its reader anything: longevity, unfailing persuasion, fame, a beautiful face without the plasticity that would give away a surgeon’s hand in the matter.
So to promise the world, and then not be able to give it—well, Roth’s taken to keeping one eye out for his creditors, and two eyes when he can spare them. They usually don’t come in the guise of someone’s grandmother, though.
“How do I know your name?” the woman says. “You’ve made yourself somewhat of a nuisance, I’m afraid. Asking a lot of questions. Too many.”
“Listen, you old—”
Two heavily muscled men emerge on either side of the woman, dressed in unseasonably light clothing. Just vests and ratty joggers, like they’ve come from the gym. But black lettering swirls along their arms, climbs up their throats, visible on their torsos through their vests.
Roth swallows. He’d run into a retired hitman early on into his extended holidays, well before the magic, but not before he was bored enough to do extremely stupid things under the guise of novelty. Already drunk, he’d asked what the most difficult thing about being a hitman was. Was it hard, for example, to kill someone? The hitman had sighed and picked at the straw in his drink before saying, it’s the movies. They never get our outfits right.
Because it’s much harder to get blood out of a suit than a vest.
“I considered intervening myself,” the woman says, as though Roth hadn’t interrupted her. “But you’ve already made quite the mess. Promising so much to these people who really don’t have a right to know our secrets.”
“I don’t know who you are, or what the fuck you want. I don’t owe you anything.”
Roth takes a step backwards, then another one. When he gets his hands on Cassandra Fairfax, he’s going to make her give him the bookshop. And then he’s going to call that retired hitman.
“No, but you do owe quite a lot of people something. Something that doesn’t belong to you.”
The men move. They don’t walk, or run, or even lunge. There is simply a point in time where they were behind the woman, and now they’re on either side of Roth. It happens so quickly that it takes him longer than it should to register their hands pressed tightly over his shoulders. He cries out and tries to shake them off. He’s maintained his rigorous fitness from his university rowing days—there’s no point in lying on a beach, after all, without the accompanying physique to be admired. But the strength between these men is more than a couple of hours every day at the gym. Ink magic.
Out of the corner of his eye, he catches the words rippling over one of the men’s knuckles. Something in Latin. Fuck, he wishes he’d studied Latin.
“Such theatrics.” The woman smiles thinly. “You’ve meddled in our affairs for long enough, James. But I have just the plan to repay your debts.”
The men drag him bodily down the alleyway, towards an expensive-looking car. Roth struggles against their combined heft, but it’s no use. The woman sighs a little impatiently, and crooks a finger towards the men: come along.
He doesn’t ask where he’s being taken. He doesn’t want to know.
The last thing Roth sees before they press him into the car is the dim glow of the bookshop, and the shadow behind the curtain.



CHAPTER
Seventeen
AFTER ROTH’S VISIT, Cassandra braces herself for another of his attempts to enter the bookshop, less discreet than the first. For days afterwards, she flinches every time the door opens. But weeks pass with no sign of him.
As autumn deepens its grip on the weather, the bookshop has grown busier, with flurries of customers drawn to it, whether by the river’s invitation or their own intuition. When Cassandra’s not manning the desk, she’s calling on dozens of sellers and book binders, trying to make tedious small talk while dodging their questions about Chiron: what happened—did you ever find out? Do you know why he was so… difficult, towards the end? How did you end up with his bookshop, anyway?
Elsewhere, she spends hours in the back of the shop chasing down Chiron’s elusive paperwork, unknotting customer queries and complaints that should have been dealt with months ago. Not to mention the insurmountable task of cleaning out the rooms upstairs. It’s almost impossible to imagine that there were once enough booksellers to inhabit each of the empty bedrooms ringing the reading room, but their detritus is everywhere. There are old love letters, scraps of poetry written on spare catalogue cards, reams of fraying twine and empty ink bottles, alongside all the other odds and ends deemed unimportant enough to leave behind.
But despite Cassandra’s best efforts, the bookshop’s discontent hums in the back of her head, the discordant language of the books a whine underneath the whisper of the river. Books are no longer found where she left them; sturdy shelves crack under no weight at all; important papers vanish and reappear half-scorched on the floor. She’d blame a poltergeist, but Cassandra knows she doesn’t need ghosts to be haunted.
If the bookshop had accepted her as its owner, perhaps it’s now changing its mind. Perhaps it really would prefer Lowell Sharpe and his grey-clad booksellers. In the back of her mind, the few requests for the impossible books—still unsolvable—worry at her.
She’s in the back, looking over the latest intake of stock—two nineteenth-century fairy-tale collections, and a Baedeker’s guide to Paris from 1914 with a shifting map of the city—when Byron slams open the door triumphantly. She thrusts a stiff envelope at Cassandra.
“You have an invitation,” she says.
Cassandra stretches out the crick in her neck. “To what?”
So far, the only post she’s received has been mostly junk, or the requests for impossible books that she still can’t decipher. This envelope, however, is a shimmery gold, with her name hand-printed in a serif type. When she turns it over, the flap is secured with a red wax seal, a sigil she doesn’t recognise. The invitation is on expensive card stock, with the name of the shop in glistening gold ink.
Byron leans close to read over her shoulder. “I suppose it’s about time.”
Cassandra frowns at the invitation. “For what, exactly?”
Byron gives her a sideways glance—a sign that she’s somehow slipped up. “The auction.”
“Oh, right,” Cassandra says, too casually. “Of course.”
Byron reads out the finer details of the invitation, while Cassandra’s mind churns. She does remember Chiron grumbling about these biannual events: how useless they were, how performative. That it was just another excuse for the booksellers to get drunk together, and for the owners to shamelessly eye up the competition. Yet he’d go, all the same, and return clutching hard-won spoils, whether it was an unexpected lot from the auction itself, or a particularly interesting bit of gossip.
For Cassandra, it would be an opportunity to cement herself as an owner in front of the booksellers, Lowell Sharpe be damned. Perhaps find out what Chiron might have been doing, to leave the bookshop in such a state.
When Byron finally closes up and leaves, Cassandra picks up the invitation again to study it. Her fingers touch something tacky on the back. She flips it over. Where the invitation had been empty, it now bleeds black, ink slithering across the card stock.
DO NOT COME.
Cassandra drops it as though she’s been burned, and it lands on the desk. The message lingers for a moment, then dissolves. She stares at the invitation, the words seared into her mind.
She’s endured threats before, and she’s dealt her fair share, too. But only ever as Cass Holt. Cassandra Fairfax has slipped under the radar—until now, it seems.
Well, she’s not afraid of a fight. If someone’s petty enough to tamper with her invitation, she’d rather know who.
And if that means attending the auction, even better.
Two weeks later, Cassandra and Byron arrive at a mansion off Regent’s Park, invitations in hand. There’s no hum of the river here, but Cassandra supposes it’s only fitting for booksellers to meet on neutral ground.
Byron has dressed for the occasion in a silver sequinned suit, embroidered at the edges with blue metallic thread. Her lipstick—bright, dangerous red—matches her stilettos. Cassandra herself spent an hour fighting to clip back her hair, before struggling into a slinky emerald dress, hastily dug out from the depths of her wardrobe. It had all seemed a little like overkill, squinting in the bookshop’s small bathroom mirror, but now standing underneath a crystal chandelier, surrounded by opulence, she’s grateful for the armour of an elegant outfit.
And there’s more than one reason to be ready for warfare. As she takes in the grand hall, her gaze lingers on each person, trying to discern which of them might have sent her the message on the back of the invitation. As though she would have changed her mind at the first murmur of threat.
Byron waves. “Aloysius, hey!”
Cassandra’s attention is dragged towards Lowell’s assistant. He’s still in uniform grey, but without the gloom of Lowell beside him, it’s dashing rather than undertaker.
Byron gives him a fist bump. “They handing out free champagne this year?”
“Sure are.” Aloysius glances at Cassandra. “He’s not here, by the way.”
Cassandra blinks. “Who? Oh, I’m not—”
“He’s over in the auction hall, I think. Or somewhere in that vicinity.” He pulls a face. “Lowell hates these things.”
Her heart sinks. “I see.”
Of course she’d known that Lowell would have received an invitation. But she’d hoped, somehow, that Lady Fate would deal her a better hand and that he’d be called mysteriously elsewhere, by some other unscrupulous member of the nobility. Or that gatherings were beneath him, and he’d chosen to sit this one out in his monochrome office.
It’s crossed her mind that he might have sent her the message: a threat to make sure she remembers her place. But it feels like the opening hand in a gambit, not the next move in an ongoing game. And she has to admit, it lacks his punishingly straightforward style.
As Byron and Aloysius sink deeper into conversation, Cassandra drifts away from them. She wanders in and out of the side halls, lingering just long enough to assess its occupants. In one hall, booksellers crowd around a single book, in quiet conversation with one another. The book itself seems unremarkable, except for a faint oozing along its spine. Cassandra catches a glimpse of a bookseller delicately lifting the book to lick it, and decides that she’s better off not asking questions.
In another, two men stand on opposite sides of the room, restrained by a handful of people. One nurses a black eye, the other a bruised jaw, but both of them are still going in what’s evidently an often-played argument.
“If you think that Kit bloody Marlowe—”
“If you were capable of intelligent thought, I’d explain—”
“Explain this!” A cheap paperback of The Tempest flies across the room, clipping its target. “Marlowe was already dead, moron—”
The men wrestle free of their captors and lunge for each other. Cassandra backs away slowly, as the people on either side attempt to pry them apart.
A bookseller catches Cassandra watching and rolls her eyes. “Shakespeareans.”
For a job mired in old-fashioned tradition, the booksellers clean up nicely, fistfights notwithstanding. More than a few of their faces are familiar: Chiron’s old booksellers, before he threw them all out; visitors and sellers alike, who had taken to bringing little gifts for the small protégé; the book binders who’d shown her their awls and thimbles.
Not one of them looks at Cassandra.
It’s for the best, she tells herself. They probably don’t remember her, or if they do, it isn’t a memory worth recounting. Better that no one recalls the protégé, or considers what she might have done with so much knowledge and so few scruples after she was thrown out. As Cass Holt, she’s stolen from more than one of them.
The auction is up a flight of stairs, at the end of a long, carpeted hallway, laughter spilling out of the room. Groups of booksellers chat with the amiability of colleagues who’ve known each other forever. Few of whom Cassandra recognises. But even if the people in this room are strangers, she can pinpoint the owners: scattered at the edges of the room, watching the booksellers with narrow-eyed suspicion. One of them, a man with fair hair and a mouth made for scowling, catches her gaze, and she forces herself not to glance away. It’s been so long since she’s had to play by these rules, where she hasn’t walked into a room with at least some command of authority.
The auctioneer materialises on the stage, and the crowd immediately slides into seats, the conversation dying to a murmur. Cassandra finds a chair in the very back, as the auction gets underway.
The first few books go quickly, amidst a babble of called-out numbers and glares levelled at the inevitable winner. Otherwise, the auction is surprisingly quiet, save for the rustle of people shifting in their seats. Despite her insistence on remaining an observer, she finds herself appraising each lot with increasing interest, to the point where she clutches the edge of her chair to stop herself from raising her hand to place a bid. Most of the books are pushed to a price beyond their value, but there are a few steals that she semi-regretfully lets go uncontested.
Then the auctioneer brings out the next book and Cassandra realises that the others must have been a warm-up act. Because if the room was quiet before, now it’s pin-drop silent. She leans forward just enough to catch the edge of the cover, before a tall bookseller tilts their head, obstructing her view.
Numbers are barked, first in quick succession and then slower as they rise. One by one, people drop out of bidding. The owners’ mouths tighten, their gazes daggers at one another. The price’s ascent grows sluggish.
Then a voice cuts across the silence, calling out an absurd figure. Absurd—except for the way it’s spoken, assured to the point of arrogance, as though he already knows the outcome.
Lowell Sharpe.
Every owner’s glare snaps to him. The auctioneer hesitates over the gavel, waiting for a counter-offer. But even Cassandra knows that Lowell’s overpaid. The gavel strikes down, and Lowell nods fractionally at his glowering competitors.
After that, the auction picks up pace again, but the spell is broken. Booksellers get out of their seats, stretch, wander away and return with cocktails in unusually shaped glasses. Cassandra finds herself on the edge of a conversation, drawn in simply by her proximity.
One of them—the tall bookseller who had blocked her view—asks for her name. Caught off guard, she almost says Cass Holt. But halfway through, her brain catches up to her, and if the booksellers wonder why she stumbles over what should be a certainty, then they don’t mention it.
“That’s a tad on the nose, isn’t it?” When Cassandra murmurs something noncommittal about classics, he continues, “Well, I suppose we’re all Fate’s stooges anyway. At least we’re delightful stooges.”
Someone else cuts in. “Most of us.”
They all exchange meaningful glances. And even though it could be anyone, Cassandra has a fairly good idea of who they’re talking about.
“Lowell Sharpe,” she guesses.
“Ah, I see you’ve met Lowell already.” The tall bookseller rolls his eyes. “Oh, sorry, Mr. Sharpe.”
“So he’s always like that, then. Like…”
She pauses, trying to come up with a description that’s not an outright insult. But the tall bookseller beats her to it.
“Like he has a rulebook shoved up his ass?”
“How could we not match up to the great Lowell Sharpe?” another says bitterly. “Forgive him for our sins.”
“Yes, God help us all for not adhering to his astronomical standards.”
Behind her, she hears a cough. Even before she turns around, she knows who it is. Her heart plummets.
“Gentlemen, ladies,” Lowell says. He tilts his head in Cassandra’s direction. “Fairfax.”
Oh bloody hell.
“Wait—” she says.
But the tall bookseller pulls her back, away from him. “He’s not worth your energy, Cassandra. Trust me on this.”
Another one leans in closer, as though disclosing secrets to a confidante. “We’ve all extended the hand of friendship and been bitten for our troubles.”
“Totally rabid. It’s a shame he’s so terribly handsome.”
Cassandra at least has the presence of mind not to say, handsome? Oh, I hadn’t noticed. Someone starts to recount another story about Lowell, and she half-listens, while the rest of her stares at the space where he’d been. Trust Lowell Sharpe to make so few friends and inspire so many enemies.
She looks up at the booksellers. “Excuse me.”
Then she half-walks, half-runs towards the stair landing and Lowell’s retreating figure. He moves surprisingly quickly, and by the time she catches up to him, she’s slightly out of breath.
“The owners’ lounge is behind you,” he says drily.
“Lowell—” she starts.
“It’s fine.” His eyes flick to the group lingering in the hallway, who aren’t even pretending not to gawk. “They can think of me what they will.” He adjusts his cuffs. “As may you.”
Her gaze follows his movement, and she notices that Lowell is as dressed up as the rest of them, if more subtly. His suit and waistcoat are all shades of grey, but each tailored immaculately, so that the overall look is one of elegant precision. And his shirt is a soft charcoal, the collar crisp against his throat. Not a single thread out of place.
She swallows. “Glad I have your permission.”
“Anyway, I’m pleased you’re here. I wanted to apologise,” he says, more stiffly. “For my behaviour at the Templeton estate.”
Cassandra can feel the ghost of her anger burning inside her. “For what, exactly? The part where you called me a wholly unsuitable bookseller, or—”
“I had no right to say you had no notion of tragedy,” he says.
Cassandra stops short. Lowell’s hands are suddenly deep in his pockets, his gaze on a spot somewhere behind Cassandra’s left ear.
He hesitates. “We all carry things inside us which we’d rather not share with the world.”
Suddenly, she recalls the way he’d looked in the bookshop, with his mussed hair and rolled-up sleeves. That version of Lowell had looked… not broken, but human. Breakable.
“I won’t apologise for anything else, you understand,” he says, his sharp tone returning. “I stand by what I said. We don’t run normal bookshops. We are custodians, and our skills, our judgement is all that stands between a reader and disaster. But that comment… was uncalled for.”
Cassandra considers her reply. “It’s still my bookshop, so you can think of me what you will.”
He raises his eyebrow. “Touché.”
Silence shoulders in between them. Lowell’s apology plays itself in Cassandra’s head, rewinds, plays again.
“Well, enjoy your evening,” he says. “I hear they’ve blown their budget on the expensive champagne this time.”
He starts to walk away. But she has the odd sensation of being asked a question, without any words at all.
“Lowell,” she calls after him.
He pauses on the last step. Even from here, she can see that his shoulders are tense, his posture rigid. She doesn’t particularly care about Lowell’s feelings, but there is something maddening about his determination to let the whole world hate him. She feels… bested. As though this has been his intention the entire time.
“Do you ever consider that sometimes you’re wrong?” she says. “About a person?”
“I’m never wrong.” His gaze catches on hers. “But sometimes I would very much like to be so, Cassandra.”
He turns back down the stairs.
“Liar,” she says, too quietly for him to hear.
Only later does it occur to her that this is the first time he has ever called her by her first name.



CHAPTER
Eighteen
THE CROWD OF booksellers, collectors and craftspeople is thinning when Cassandra finally relocates Byron. She’s at the bar, her sequinned suit jacket slung over one shoulder, revealing a sleeveless silk shirt in midnight black. The effect is devastatingly cool.
As a result, Cassandra has to sift through a group of admirers, all of whom are doing their best to buy Byron another drink. Then her eyes light on Cassandra and she grins.
“Hey! You made it out of the auction.” She pulls out of the crowd effortlessly, and slings an arm around Cassandra. “We’re the rejects.”
Cassandra smiles wryly, thinking of the real rejects—the people who might have tried to bribe an invitation from a pliable bookseller, or even slip in amongst the waitstaff, if they thought it would buy them an opportunity. Then commiserating in some dingy bar afterwards, when attempts to bribe and sneak and threaten failed.
She’d never tried—too much risk of bumping into Chiron, and she’d told herself that it wouldn’t be worth it, anyway—though she’d heard the stories, same as anyone. But sometimes, on the long walk home from the bar, she’d let herself imagine what it might have been like to attend an event like this. Not through subterfuge, but with an invitation pressed in her hand. To be the bookseller standing next to Chiron.
Cass Holt would never be able to even touch this.
Cassandra listens for a while to the booksellers’ chatter, an odd sort of contentment washing over her. She should probably go to the owners’ lounge, or seek out the dealers, but it can all wait. Just enough for her to relish this feeling for a little while longer.
“I take it you’ve been busy?” she says, noting the assortment of drinks on the bar.
“Some of us more than others.” Byron nods teasingly at Aloysius, who is doing his best to not look drunk and cheerfully failing.
“I am fine, I’ll have you know,” he says, though he keeps one hand tight on the back of a stool. “Did Lowell get his book?”
“He did,” Cassandra says.
“And pissed off everyone in the vicinity, I’ve no doubt,” he says. “I told him to leave it, as a gesture of goodwill. Let some other bookseller have a chance. But would he listen to me? Noooooooooo.”
The idea of Lowell Sharpe listening to anyone strikes her as amusing in its unlikeliness. Byron snorts into her drink.
“But that’s Lowell for you.” Aloysius’ phone, abandoned on the table, lights up; he glances at it. “Speak of the devil. Your company, ladies, was delightful, but my carriage awaits.”
He offers them a sloppy bow and turns, somewhat uncertainly, towards the exit. Cassandra tries to imagine what Lowell will say at the sight of his assistant, too obviously having enjoyed himself. But her thoughts keep wandering back to him on the stairs, unflinching in his apology.
Byron sighs happily, interrupting the recurring mental image. “I’ve always wanted to come here.” Then her smile slips. “I was supposed to, before…”
“Before the thief,” Cassandra finishes.
“Yup.” Byron plucks the olive garnish from her drink and stares at it. “Before thief, after thief. That’s my life, I guess.”
Oh, you have no idea, Cassandra thinks. She’s tortured herself before, trying to imagine what life might have been like had she stayed at Chiron’s. Whether she would be like Lowell: hammered into the shape of an owner, her imperfections sanded down and beaten flat. Whether Roth and his threats would be not even a distant dream because to dream is to know it exists, and Roth only ever played at the very fringes of the edge. Whether she would feel more like a person and less like an imposter, stealing everything she could because so little has ever truly belonged to her.
Whether Chiron would have finally looked at her and been satisfied.
“Might have made a difference if I’d put it on my CV,” Byron says, cutting across her thoughts. “One bookselling job: stolen by Cass Holt.”
Cassandra flinches. “Your thief was—”
Cass Holt. Cassandra, taking what she shouldn’t.
“I’m not just any bookseller,” Byron says, a little too sharply. “And it wouldn’t have just been any thief.”
No, Cassandra knows Byron well enough now. It wouldn’t have been just any thief.
She tightens her grip on her drink to stop her hands from shaking. She doesn’t know why the thought unsettles her; more than one bookseller has lost a book or more to Cass Holt. At one point, it had been a mark of pride to be targeted by the ghost thief; if you’d been a victim, well, at least you had taste enough to be worth stealing from.
It shouldn’t surprise her that she would come across someone she’d taken more than a book from. It’s just that… it’s Byron.
“Still, it was worth the wait to get in,” Byron continues. “Did you meet the other owners?” She waggles her fingers. “Did they induct you into their secret society?”
Cassandra tries to collect herself. “Secret society?”
“Septimus says it’s nonsense, but every now and then the rumour will crop up. So I reckon it must be at least a little bit true.”
Despite herself, Cassandra smiles. The icy owners she’d seen at the auction didn’t look like they were capable of conversation with each other, much less convening in secret. There weren’t many of them, she noted. But perhaps the theatrical lure of an even greater pretence to authority is too attractive to resist.
“No induction for me just yet,” she says, and Byron huffs in defeat.
Cassandra finishes her drink, then orders another. By the time she’s onto her third drink, her thoughts are pleasantly swathed in an alcohol haze. Not enough to be drunk—she’s not that stupid—but enough to put the spectre of her thief away.
As she tries to get the bartender’s attention, a young man grabs her arm. “Hey—fancy seeing you—”
It’s been a long evening, so she turns, expecting to see someone from her conversation earlier. But it’s a complete stranger. She gives him a puzzled look, and his grip on her slackens immediately.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I thought…” Then he pauses. “No, I do know you. Cass, right?”
No one calls her Cass. No one but Roth, and all the other collectors she’d read for.
Her heart stops. The invitation. The threat.
“I know you,” the man insists.
“No, you don’t,” she says slowly.
But she does.
In the half-light of the bar, she hadn’t recognised him, but close up, he’s instantly familiar. Red hair, masked as auburn in the poor lighting, freckles across his wide-eyed expression. The kind of face that will look young even when he’s fifty.
He’d been one of the attendees at a reading, where she’d imbued a man with the ability to paint like Monet for an evening. Illustration transfusion is enormously tricky, but she can do it, and she’d watched the coloured green and blue inks dapple like bruises over the man’s skin, as he sweated and painted feverishly in front of an audience. She’d read speed over him, too, and focus, and a handful of other traits designed to get him to churn out as many paintings as possible in the time frame. It had been a potent cocktail of magic, and if she was a little wiser or a little less behind on the rent, she might have refused.
She remembers that night so clearly because of the way the man started to shiver as the reading wore off, the paintings turning to sloppy, unreadable things. His face streaked with black tears, his teeth slick with blood. The patron had eventually offered him a couple of pink pills, too, and he’d spent the rest of the evening in the corner, pupils blown wide, fingers grasping at nothing. Ink poisoning, she suspected. And she’d felt not an iota of guilt—they paid for it, after all, and just as likely as not, their forger would have paid to be part of the experience. They’d known what they were getting into.
Later, she would dream of the blood, the ink, the forger’s stained fingers.
She pushes past the man, upsetting his drink. Byron, still enmeshed in conversation elsewhere, gives her a curious glance.
“Forgot something in my coat,” she tells her.
She has to get out of here. Calmly. Quietly. Before anyone else notices Cass Holt, thief and nothing else, lurking in this crowd of beautiful, polished owners and their booksellers.
“Wait—” the man says.
Cassandra walks towards the exit, her footsteps quickening.
The man pursues her. “Chiron—I heard—”
She grabs his wrist and drags him into a corner. “What do you know about Chiron?”
A faint blush spreads over his face as he stares at her hand on him, admiration flitting across his expression. Cassandra snaps her fingers to regain his attention.
“Tell me about Chiron.”
“He… he died, didn’t he?” the man says. “I’m Kevin, by the way.”
“Well, yes. Do you know anything about what he was like before that? Kevin?” she adds, trying to sound gracious.
“Kept himself to himself, didn’t he? Apart from those visits to whatshername. And, okay, there was that one time he got into that fistfight.”
“Fistfight?” That doesn’t sound like Chiron at all. “With who?”
“Oh, just some customer, or maybe a bookseller,” Kevin says. “I don’t know. Someone who was harassing him.”
A fistfight doesn’t sound like Chiron, but an angry customer? That has Chiron written all over it.
Kevin lowers his voice. “So you’re really the owner now? Even though…”
Even though she’s been a thief and a liar and all the things an owner should despise. Chiron would have despised her, by the end, if he’d known even half of what she’d done.
“Even though what?” she asks, her voice dangerous and silky.
The tips of Kevin’s ears turn pink. Deliberately, she lets the veneer of Cassandra Fairfax slide off her, exposing just enough of the woman who’d read entire paintings onto a man’s skin. It feels like taking the first sip of air after being starved of oxygen.
“How lovely it is, to find us both here,” she says softly, tapping her hands on the edge of his forearm. “Maybe the owners are slacking. One of their own, attending a reading like that.”
Underneath her hand, Kevin’s muscles have gone rigid. She pauses, letting the implication sink in. Let this man forget about Cassandra’s own precarious position—let him worry about his own. If he wants to take her down, she won’t be the only one falling.
“I guess I should say one of our own now,” she adds, with a breezy laugh. “Right?”
She releases his arm, and lets the mask of Cassandra Fairfax, respectable owner, slide back on. Kevin rubs his arm, slightly dazed; his eyes lift to meet hers, but at the last minute, he looks away, busying himself with the cuffs of his shirt.
“Oh, no, I would never—I mean—” He coughs.
Cassandra lets him trail off awkwardly, just long enough for the silence to be uncomfortable. “Well, I’d better let you get back to the party. Don’t want to miss out on that champagne.”
Kevin nods, dazed. “I—sure.” Then his expression clears a little. “Chiron was kind of a pain in the ass, you know. Complaining about this, stirring up that. Wouldn’t name an heir even though he was held practically at knifepoint—” He clears his throat. “Anyway. He was a lot of trouble, that’s all I’m saying. Might go easier for you if you’re more amenable. Or something.”
Cassandra watches Kevin flee into the owners’ lounge, but she doesn’t feel any better for his absence. This party has been illuminating, but it’s time to get out of here. One brush with her past is more than enough.
She pushes her way back through Byron’s admirers to say goodbye. She’s rummaging for her coat in a side room when a voice comes out of the darkness and she jumps.
“You’re not supposed to be here.”
It’s dark, but she can just make out a woman’s face, framed by wild brown curls and half-hidden behind a coat rack. Cassandra gives herself a second to let her heart return to its normal rhythm.
“I’m sorry?” she says.
“I told you—I warned you—”
Cassandra understands, in a sudden rush of clarity. “You sent me the invitation,” she says.
“—but you’re here anyway, so I suppose now is as good a time as any—”
Cassandra cuts her off. “Who are you?”
She should feel more afraid, she thinks, but it’s hard to be frightened of someone hiding in a coat cupboard.
“Maud,” the woman says distractedly. “I would have come to see you before now, but it’s been—well, challenging.” She shakes her head, talking to herself. “Chiron told me you might be difficult, but I thought if I sent you the message, then you would wait—”
Cassandra’s breath catches on the mention of Chiron’s name. Twice in one night.
“—I thought we had longer—we both did—but he knew he was being watched. He knew they were coming for him. He knew what would be next.”
He knew they were coming for him. The message on the invitation had been a warning, not a threat. Horror overtakes her as the implications set in.
Her stomach drops. “You think he was murdered?”
“I think he made more than a few enemies. And I think his death was pretty damn convenient for them.”
Chiron, not dying peacefully in his old age. Not leaving her a letter filled with his last regrets. Cassandra, not a mistake to be corrected… but a contingency plan.
“Did you sign the contract?” Maud asks, gripping Cassandra’s hands with a painful urgency. “Has the bookshop taken you as its own?”
“Yes. But—”
“Good.” Without warning, Maud lets go of her hands. “Then Chiron was right. We have to move now, before it’s too late.”
“Too late for what? What did Chiron say? What did he—”
Maud presses a scrap of paper onto her. An address.
“Not here. But later. Come find me, and we’ll talk.”



CHAPTER
Nineteen
ARRIVING AT MAUD’S bookshop feels like trying to reach the end of the world.
It takes Cassandra two trains: one that snakes from London to Leeds, and then another that pushes through countryside to Hebden Bridge. On the map, it had seemed perfectly logical to drag Chiron’s rusty bike with her, rescued from some dark corner of the bookshop, to complete her journey. But when she steps out of the station, her heart sinks at the golden hills sweeping the valley. By the time she arrives at the edge of the forest, her muscles ache from pushing the bicycle up a long, hard incline.
Somewhere in there is Maud’s bookshop.
Chiron, murdered. Cassandra can’t stop thinking about those two words.
She’s spent a long time hating him from a distance, and years before that seething with resentment, until it’s a wonder that they ever had a relationship that didn’t hinge on mutual frustration. He had wanted so much from her: discipline, ingenuity, intelligence—and all on instinct, as though she was born to the role. She can no longer pick out a distinct memory where he lamented over her inability to do a complex task, or the anger when she flat-out refused to follow his rules, because they all blur into one: Chiron throwing her out of the bookshop for breaking one rule too many—or perhaps the most sacred rule of all. For stealing.
Of course it was theft. What else would it be?
Put like that, it should have been more than easy to leave Chiron behind. But just as there are the cruelties, there are the kindnesses, too, no matter how many times she’s tried to forget them. Chiron taking her to flea markets, even though he had dozens of urgent tasks clamouring for his attention, just to watch her linger for hours amongst the crates of second-hand books. Chiron telling her stories about the bookshop’s prior owners underneath the ancient sycamore in the courtyard. Chiron promising her that she would succeed him one day, in everything, because she was meant to be his protégé. How wrong and how right he’d been.
She should let it go. But she can’t.
The rest of the walk to Maud’s bookshop continues up a narrow footpath, distinctly bike-unfriendly. The stand breaks off the first time she kicks it into position, so Cassandra abandons the bicycle behind the low stone wall on the slim chance anyone with a penchant for thieving ancient rusty equipment ambles past. Then she starts walking.
She has no idea why someone would build a bookshop so difficult to reach. All around her, the forest rustles quietly, brilliant in shades of russet and amber. It would be beautiful if it wasn’t so cold, the air thick with mist. Maybe it’s out of the owner’s hands, the way so much seems to be. Cassandra barely remembers before Chiron’s bookshop was tucked away in its street, but there was a time when it had haunted elsewhere along the river’s shores. She recalls the feeling of being rocked to sleep, the floor pitching back and forth underneath her feet, salt spray crusted onto windowsills.
Maybe Maud, or whoever owned the bookshop before, just liked peace and quiet. Maybe it’s that some bookshops should be difficult to find.
If Chiron’s was harder to find, maybe he’d still be alive.
The footpath narrows, until Cassandra has to place one foot in front of the other, with little room for error. The trees press in on her, the silence stifling. Every footstep crackles loudly on dead leaves.
Then abruptly, the path widens, and a generous cottage rises up in a clearing. It doesn’t look like a bookshop at all. It looks like it’s been there since the beginning of time, with its hewn-stone walls and thatched roof, pleasantly lopsided. But Cassandra can suddenly hear something else alongside the quiet: a faint whisper of books.
She’s also not alone.
A tall, dark figure is waiting in the shade of the doorway, peering through the warped windows. But even if he was facing her, Cassandra would recognise the pin-straight precision of Lowell Sharpe anywhere. He glances towards the new source of noise, and his mouth parts in genuine surprise before his expression settles into a frown.
“Oh. It’s you,” he says.
“We really must stop meeting like this,” she says drily.
Lowell’s frown deepens, as if to suggest he agrees.
“I don’t suppose I can ask why you’re here,” she adds, a little more pointedly.
He shrugs. He’s sacrificed his trademark monochrome for a dark leather jacket and matching gloves, which Cassandra eyes enviously. She pulls her cardigan and scarf around herself tighter, biting back the first shivers. She hadn’t banked on a long walk through a chilly forest.
Her gaze drifts to the well-wrapped, rectangular package at Lowell’s feet. “A present?”
“Only if you like them prone to setting fires. Maud deals in especially challenging books.”
Cassandra waits for him to tack on the insult that she knows is coming. Unlike some owners I can think of, she actually knows what she’s doing. But Lowell turns back to the door and its foggy window. His frown, for once, doesn’t seem to be directed at her.
“So are you going to go in, or…” she prompts.
“It’s closed,” he says. “Or, at least, Maud isn’t answering the door.”
It should be a simple enough thing—Chiron often opened and closed the bookshop at a whim—but the way Lowell says it gives her pause.
“Was she expecting you?”
His frown deepens again. “I only spoke to her a few days ago, and she rarely leaves the shop. It’s possible she’s just stepped out, but…”
Cassandra turns the door handle experimentally. “Well, it’s open.”
Lowell shoots out one hand, barring her entry. “You can’t just go in.”
“Watch me.”
She steps inside decisively, ignoring Lowell’s shocked disapproval. Instead, she focuses her attention on the bookshop. The sharp, clean smell of polish cuts through the air. Dried herbs hang from the ceiling in bunches, and plants trail along the top of almost every bay, or climb up them in makeshift trellises. It’s as though Maud has brought the forest inside with her, a real witch’s cottage to conduct real magic. But there’s something unnerving about the bookshop that she can’t quite put her finger on, a hollowness underneath the quiet calm.
“You—you shouldn’t—we shouldn’t—” Lowell starts, already winding up for a lecture.
“It’s a tributary bookshop,” she says, exasperated. “The river knows its own. Besides, I’m not stopping you from going back outside to freeze if you’re so concerned about propriety.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about,” he mutters, but she ignores him.
She walks through the bookshop, Lowell following doggedly as though expecting her to ransack the shelves. And perhaps he isn’t too far off the mark; she has been here before, she realises. She’d been chauffeured via a different route, at the request of a wealthy collector. But now that she’s here, the layout of the shop is unmistakably familiar.
The theft had been of a very particular copy of Audubon’s The Birds of America, one that had spent too long in the hands of an eccentric reader with a penchant for experimentation on his collection. A challenge for any thief. Double elephant folio, with all the implied heft, and prone to a riot of squawking whenever handled. But for Cassandra, it had uttered not a single sound as she’d swept it into an overlarge bag and heaved it over her shoulder. An easy, uncomplicated, even slightly boring job.
The collector had been pleased, she recalls. Maud, probably less so.
“Why are you here?” Lowell asks.
“The bookshop is playing up,” she admits, before she can think of a decent lie. “Maud said she could help.”
Might as well give him a half-truth. She can’t very well tell him about Chiron.
Maud’s office is in the back, half-swallowed by piles of books where it isn’t dominated by a hefty wardrobe. The hollow, uneasy feeling nags at her. Something isn’t right.
“It could be the river,” Lowell suggests.
She drags herself back to the conversation. “What else would it be?”
“Have you gone down to the bookshop below to check?” he asks. “How are the books faring? Are you—argh!”
Something black streaks past Lowell—a cat. Absently, Cassandra reaches down to pet it. As soon as her fingers meet fur, however, her mind splits in two. One half of her is still in the bookshop, the cat’s fur silky between her fingers, but the other half touches paper and ink, feels the edge of a fabric spine. A book, somehow transformed into a cat.
Real or not, it purrs enthusiastically, twining around her legs.
“Looks like I’m not the only rule-breaker,” she says, gathering the cat in her arms. “It’s… a reading? I think?”
Lowell reaches out a hand and the cat hisses. Hastily, he withdraws it.
“I’ll take your word for it. Anyway, you were saying about the river?” he says.
He looks at her with a frown she’s beginning to recognise as habitual, and she knows they’re both thinking of the day they’d met, when he’d saved the bookshop from its torrential deluge. Annoyance washes over her; she doesn’t need to justify herself to him.
“No, I haven’t gone down there,” she says irritably, setting the cat back down. “It’s…”
Lowell raises a curious eyebrow. “Awe-inspiring? Intimidating?”
“Creepy.”
She’s tried to go down twice already, but both times, she’d got halfway down the staircase before her nerves had failed her. The river is already showing its displeasure towards her—and there’s all those stories of the owners who went down there and never returned. Cassandra knows which category she’s most likely to fall into.
The river gives, Chiron had said, and it takes away.
“You haven’t gone down to the river yet?” Lowell stares at her, disbelief etched on his face. “Do you actually want Chiron’s bookshop? Would you even miss it?”
Something seizes in Cassandra’s throat. Of course she missed it. She missed it the way someone would miss their heart, ripped from underneath their ribcage, to display in humiliating glory. This is what I’ve taken from you. Everything.
“Christ, Lowell!” she snaps. “Do you try to piss off everyone you meet, or are you just saving it for me—”
Then she hears it. They both do. The sound of shattering glass—and loud, heavy footsteps. Voices, plural.
Cassandra and Lowell look at each other for one brief moment. Then, by silent mutual agreement, they climb into the wardrobe and yank the door shut.
Almost immediately, she wishes they’d chosen a different hiding place. There’s just enough room for her to stand, but Lowell has to scrunch his entire body to fit around the curve of the wardrobe. His breath huffs against her forehead, so close she can feel the warmth radiating from his skin. One hand brushes the back of her head, bracing his body. A thin strip of light illuminates the side of his face, but otherwise, the wardrobe is dark and warm.
Cassandra looks up at him, at exactly the same time he looks down at her. Up close, it’s hard to forget how handsome Lowell actually is, even when he’s scowling at her. She tries harder.
Outside of the wardrobe, the voices gain coherence as they get closer.
“Mad Maud here?”
“Doesn’t look like it. Someone must have tipped her off.”
“Damn it. Out of a reader again, I guess.”
Footsteps echo in the hallway. Something clatters; someone swears. Through the slit in the wardrobe, Cassandra glimpses two men, broad-shouldered and terrifyingly huge. She thinks of diminutive Maud hiding in the coat cupboard at the auction.
“Well, surely that means this place is up for grabs. For you, I mean.”
Cassandra feels as though she’s been sucker-punched. She knows that voice.
Roth.
“No point. River’s gone, or is going. Anyway, that’s not what we’re here for.”
There’s the sound of rummaging, much closer this time. Cassandra tries to guess from the noise how many people there are. Including Roth and the men she glimpsed, she guesses three, maybe four people. Two to investigate, and at least one to watch the door, if they’re smart.
“No, but—what do you mean the river’s gone?” Roth says, using a tone he probably saves for waitresses he doesn’t like. “Where the fuck would it go?”
“Do I look like a genie to you? No? Well, there you are. All I know is that it’s gone.” A pause; more rummaging. “Oh, for God’s— leave it. We’ll come back for the books later.”
“The door was open, Blake.” And Cassandra hears that persistent peevishness in Roth’s voice.
For all his faults, there’s that attention to detail that so many collectors possess. And Roth has already proved how good he is at tracking minutiae; he found the bookshop, after all. Next to her, Lowell goes very still.
“No one else is here. We’re fucking miles away from civilisation. Come on, I’m freezing.”
The door slams shut. Lowell starts to move, but Cassandra shakes her head fractionally. Wait, she mouths. It would be exactly like Roth for him to pretend to slam the door and then wait for the other intruders to appear. It’s what she would do, in his position. And he might have seen Cassandra’s bicycle, or Lowell’s car, wherever he parked it. If he noticed the door ajar, he might have also noticed the muddy footprints. He might just even sense that elusive not-quite-right feeling, that gut instinct left over from a more primordial existence.
The seconds move past, achingly slow. Without the sound of Roth and the other intruders to distract her, Cassandra is suddenly extremely aware of Lowell’s every move. One hand shifts, and his arm brushes against the top of her shoulder. His knee touches the top of her thigh. She can’t look at him directly—like looking at sunlight—so her gaze lands on the arch of his neck, stubble dusting his jawline.
“I think they’re gone,” she says softly.
He swallows, and every line moves. “Are you sure?”
Another five long seconds tick by. It’s just five seconds, but it feels like an eternity.
“I’m sure,” she whispers.
They tumble out, the wardrobe door banging open. Cassandra nearly falls straight into the opposite wall, but Lowell catches her. The noise would be more than enough to lure Roth from hiding, but it seems as though they’re truly alone for now.
They look at each other renewed in the light, breaths held. Then, the silence bursts.
“What did they mean, Maud is gone?” Cassandra says, at the same time that Lowell says, indignant, “They can’t just take books from an owner! That’s… that’s robbery! Literally daylight robbery!”
“I think we’ve got bigger problems to worry about,” she says grimly.
Her mind replays Roth’s words, as though trying to convince her both that it couldn’t possibly have been Roth, and that it was so undeniably Roth that it couldn’t be anyone else. Reluctantly, she has to concur the latter. But what the hell is he doing here, of all places, breaking in with thieves? She’d pinned him as an obsessive collector, but a dabbler in their secretive world of magic.
This looks like a hell of a lot more than dabbling.
Lowell seems to recover some of himself. “We need to leave. Before they come back.”
Slowly, Cassandra takes stock of the office again, this time with an eye for intrusion. The men outside hadn’t been interested in anything here; or at least they hadn’t felt the urge to check. So, not book thieves, she amends. They’d only been interested in another reader—in Maud.
Maud, who had warned her that someone else had been after Chiron. Who had been afraid.
“We should go,” Lowell says, more urgently.
But Cassandra’s not done. “Wait.”
She rifles through Maud’s desk, pulling out every piece of paper she can get her hands on, every note that Maud might have written, even if it was just a grocery list. Out of the corner of her eye, she catches Lowell’s expression, utterly scandalised. But he doesn’t try to stop her.
It takes her a little while to find what she’s looking for. She finally pulls the cushion off a faded ottoman and rummages until a false bottom shifts. There, amidst letters and detritus, is Maud’s ledger. She shoves every paper she can find into it.
Maud had clearly known someone was coming for her. Maybe she left a note for Cassandra, in the absence of their meeting. It’s all she can hope for now.
“If you take that, they’ll know someone was here,” Lowell says.
“Let them,” she says, tucking it under her arm. “They won’t know it was us.”
But she thinks of Roth’s fury, standing outside of Chiron’s bookshop. She’d known, then, that he would do whatever it took to get inside. Even if it means stealing Chiron’s bookshop from underneath her.
Lowell narrows his eyes. “Do you know what they’re looking for?”
“No,” she says. “But I’m going to find out.”



CHAPTER
Twenty
ONLY A FEW hours later, Cassandra finds herself tucked into a corner of what must be the world’s frilliest and pinkest tea rooms, trying not to surreptitiously pick at the textured gingham wallpaper. Opposite her, Lowell is aggressively studying the menu, a frown puckering his forehead.
She leans back and catches a glimpse of his car parked on the kerb, Chiron’s rusty bicycle jammed into the back, along with the ledger—and the cat. They hadn’t intended to bring the cat with them—for one, its instant dislike of Lowell was deterrent enough—but it had followed them out to the car, jumped into the back and promptly fallen asleep. Does it count as stealing if the book insists on going with them? Cassandra had mused.
“You could have just dropped me off at the station,” she says.
Lowell shakes his head, still looking at the menu. “We need to talk.”
Cassandra eyes him suspiciously. Every “talk” they’ve had so far has narrowed down to her unsuitability as an owner. That Chiron’s bookshop should be in better hands. Lowell’s hands.
Maybe it’s not about the bookshop at all. Maybe he’d recognised Roth’s voice, the way she had.
Her lungs seize. Maybe he knows.
“Pick a tea,” he says, handing the menu to her. “I personally recommend the Earl Grey.”
She searches his face for signs of an ulterior motive. But for once, the frown on Lowell’s face isn’t targeted at her. And if he’d wanted to confront her, surely he wouldn’t have brought her here to demand answers?
Roth has made her paranoid, she decides.
“Fine,” she says, relenting.
Lowell orders the tea, and although Cassandra’s attention keeps wandering—she’s just so tired—it snaps back when she realises the waitress is flirting with him. Cassandra glances at Lowell, but either he doesn’t notice, or he’s working hard to feign disinterest.
For a while, they’re both quiet, but for once it feels peaceful rather than unsettling. There are no whispering books here to fill the gap, no profound wrongness to spear Cassandra through the heart. It’s been a while, she realises, since she sat down and let herself simply breathe. Not since Roth brought her to his flat to read, and maybe even before then, when there was no target on her back.
The waitress sets down the teapots, and an array of scones. Lowell pushes the plate towards her.
“Eat,” he says.
Cassandra hesitates. Despite her efforts, the bookshop’s only just making enough money to cover costs. She can barely afford to pay Byron, never mind splash out on luxuries like scones.
“It’s on me,” he says, a little more irritably. “So eat, please. You look…” He waves his hand at her. “I don’t want you to faint.”
“I’m not going to faint,” she snaps.
But she really is famished, so she pulls one towards her, while Lowell pours tea for them both. She allows herself a surreptitious glance, and Lowell’s eyes flick to hers. She breaks away, biting the inside of her cheek hard. But when he turns to set the teapot down, she finds herself looking at him again. There’s something so study-able about him, like a puzzle she’s yet to find the edges on. Every time she thinks she has the measure of him, something slips from her grasp.
After the reading at the Templetons, she’d believed him a selfish bastard. After all, why go after someone else’s bookshop, and so aggressively? Even if it was on the grounds of her incompetence, there’s little reason to care about what happens to another bookshop. Then the auction had thrown her, and she’d had to concede that maybe he wasn’t a complete bastard all the time. This Lowell—offering her scones, pouring tea for her, willing to let her steal from a fellow owner—is totally unknown to her. Another side of the dice, again.
After the clink of teapots and shooing of the overly helpful waitress, Cassandra waits for Lowell to broach the difficult subject of the “talk.” She doesn’t have to wait long.
“Do you know who those men were?” he asks.
Cassandra doesn’t hesitate. “No.”
If Lowell doesn’t know about Roth, then she’ll keep it that way. Lowell’s no fool, and connecting herself to Roth leaves an opening for a lot of uncomfortable questions. Her mind turns back to Roth’s insistence on the reading, and his fury when Cassandra had refused. Confronting her at the bookshop.
Somewhere between the first time she met him, and that night at his flat, something had changed. Now, to find him seeking out owners, breaking into a tributary bookshop when he’s not supposed to know about the river at all—
“Do you know who they were?” she asks, buying time to slather cream onto a scone.
Lowell hesitates just a fraction of a second. “No.”
“But?” she prompts.
“It’s extremely difficult to become the owner of a tributary bookshop. Under normal circumstances, I mean,” he adds, and she knows they’re both thinking of Chiron’s letter, and how easy it had been to fill his place. “But there are other ways to… expedite someone’s departure.”
Now it’s Cassandra’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “Murder?”
Lowell doesn’t look at her. “Maybe.”
Chiron.
For a second, she almost tells him about it all: the invitation, Roth, Maud’s warning. The awful suggestion of Chiron’s murder. Just to share the weight on her shoulders, if only for a second.
Then she remembers: do you ever consider that sometimes you’re wrong? About a person?
Lowell might think he already has the measure of her, but she’s still finding her way around him, she realises. She has no idea who he really is. What he’s capable of.
All she knows is that he wants Chiron’s bookshop, maybe badly enough to cross a line. To do something terrible.
“You never said how you knew Chiron,” she says, a little more sharply than she intended.
Lowell studies the table in front of him. “I was wondering when you would ask.”
His sombre tone takes her aback. Maybe he really is about to confess to murder.
“I knew of him, but I’d never met him. Not until—well—” He levels his gaze at her. “No one else knows about this. And… it would be better if it stayed that way.”
Cassandra tilts her head in acknowledgement. He doesn’t have to know that she’s not promising anything.
“It was a few weeks before he died. I was up later than normal, working in the back office, and I—oh, I don’t know how else to put this.” He sighs. “He tried to steal from the bookshop.”
Cassandra snorts. “Be serious.”
Chiron, a thief? She’d sooner see Roth offer a sincere apology. To even attempt to steal from another bookshop is sacrilege. And picturing Chiron capable of theft is like trying to capture the entirety of the river. Incomprehensible.
“Maybe you got the wrong impression,” she says. “Or there was a miscommunication. He’s no thief.”
Lowell isn’t smiling. “I wouldn’t have believed it either, but I caught him.”
“So what did he try to steal?”
If he was stealing at all. She can’t believe she’s even entertaining this discussion.
“A couple of books—”
“Well, obviously.”
“—on rare inks,” Lowell continues. “I have no idea how he knew we had them; we hadn’t even catalogued them yet. But he knew, and he wanted them.”
“Are you sure it wasn’t someone else?” Cassandra insists. “Or—”
“Christ, Cassandra,” Lowell snaps, raising his voice. “It was him, okay?”
The waitress looks up at them hopefully, but seeing Lowell’s glare, backs away.
With obvious effort, Lowell lowers his voice. “It was him. I wish it wasn’t.”
Chiron, a thief. Cassandra tries to swallow her misgivings, her insistence that Lowell has to be wrong, and this is just one of his tests that she’s failing. If Chiron was compelled to steal, then perhaps he was bowing to a pressure greater than himself. Though she can’t imagine that happening, either.
“Do you still have the books?” she asks, not quite conceding.
“No.” He shrugs. “Someone bought them a couple of weeks later. Chiron was a clumsy thief. I don’t think he was habitually breaking into other bookshops,” he adds, as though that would make it better. “Then his letter arrived. You know the rest.”
No, Cassandra thinks. She thought she’d known the rest, or most of it. Now, she has no idea.
Lowell’s studying the menu again, as though it could solve all their problems. Maybe it’s his bowed shoulders, or the ink-black crown of his head, but Cassandra is violently transported to the Templetons’ estate, Lowell leaning over to break the spell. Of course, he was merely dissolving the story’s hold over them all, but in the moment, his head bent, his hands pressed on either side of the young woman’s pillow, it hadn’t looked like that at all. For a second, he’d been every inch the handsome knight to the slumbering princess—while Cassandra stood outside the fairy tale’s circle, watching.
Just as Lowell raises his head, she realises her fingers are pressed against her lips, as if remembering his kiss on the Templeton daughter’s behalf. Hastily, she stows her hands in her pockets. She’s thought entirely too much about the physicality of Lowell Sharpe today.
“He talked a lot about the river,” he says, interrupting Cassandra’s thoughts. “The book had something to do with it. That’s all I could get out of him.”
Which means the bookshop below. Cassandra suppresses a shudder. Her dreams have been full of that haunted place, the shadows clutching at her while she cries out for help that never comes. She’d rather take on Roth, if the choice was there. But it’s Chiron.
Perhaps there’s another timeline where no one sits at this table because Cassandra is never summoned to a stranger’s bookshop. Because Chiron is still alive and furiously himself, unimpeachable as a bookseller, unthinkable as a thief. Yet somewhere along the way, something fractured, and now Cassandra is here instead, the threads of fate loose in her hands. All she needs to do is tug on them and follow to the thin dividing line where they had started unravelling.
Put like that, there’s no choice at all.
“Then I have to go down there,” she says.
He blinks, taken aback. “But at Maud’s, you said—”
“I know what I said.”
For some reason, Lowell seems a little flustered by this. “Well, I, er—do you want… someone to go with you?”
Lowell Sharpe, white knight indeed.
She shakes her head. As tempting as it is to say yes, please, and could you go first?, she’s the owner. This is her responsibility. Better to not give Lowell—or anyone else—another reason to doubt her.
Cassandra pours more tea, but it’s gone cold. Quietly, she murmurs a long-ago memorised couplet, and suddenly steam curls from the teapot. It had been almost impossible to read like that so far away from the bookshop, and often it simply hadn’t been worth the trouble. But now, with the river lingering in her muscle memory, it’s all coming back to her, so easy that it’s almost intuitive.
“Anyway, you never said how you know—What the hell?”
Cassandra glances up at Lowell, then sees his expression. She rolls her eyes. “No one’s watching.”
“The river’s not a plaything,” he hisses. “I can’t believe you would do this after the Templetons. You saw what happened—you know the danger—”
Cassandra cuts him off. “Is the tea shop burning down? Is anything on fire?” She leans back in her chair. “I know what I’m doing. Besides,” she adds, “people read for lesser things.”
There aren’t that many readers outside the circle of booksellers and owners, but the ones that exist have always been in high demand—and not just for important readings. She’s seen readers carve fireworks out of words, build entire illusions out of paragraphs. Whittling down a book’s magic for frivolous entertainment, until someone would whisk it away to a bookshop to renew it in the river.
“They shouldn’t,” he says vehemently.
She considers needling him, but she doesn’t. After all, she was tense at the Templetons, too, seeing the reading tilt sideways, away from the reader’s intentions. But small readings, like hers, are harmless. She’s not pulling words from a book meant for another. And if the bookshop disapproved, it surely would have punished her by now. Certainly Chiron had never said anything—and that was approval enough, from him.
“Don’t you enjoy it?” she asks suddenly.
To her surprise, he looks weary. “I do. I did.”
Cassandra glances sharply at him, but his gaze is distant, elsewhere. She knows what regret sounds like. But she can’t imagine the Lowell Sharpe dancing even close to the line of impropriety, or misuse of the river. Perhaps a reading turned against him, then, or another George Templeton with a less timely outcome.
“So you read without ink—or a text, of any kind?” Underneath Lowell’s fading annoyance, she’s sure she can detect a reluctant curiosity.
She shrugs. “I’ve always been able to.”
“Always?”
“I grew up in a bookshop,” she says tersely. “It’s not that unusual.”
“So did I,” Lowell says, sounding a little too close to sceptical for her liking.
He looks like he wants to say more, but instead he settles for pouring the rest of the now scalding tea into his cup. She tries not to bristle. Maybe he thinks she’s hiding something; maybe he’s just questioning why Lady Fate would choose to bestow that depth of reading on someone like her. But it stands to reason that growing up in the oldest tributary bookshop might give her an extra edge.
True to his word, Lowell pays for the tea and scones, while Cassandra idles by his car, raking over the conversation. Chiron, Roth, the river… and Maud. Whatever she’d wanted to say to Cassandra, it might already be too late.
Lowell returns to the car. But instead of getting in, he hesitates. “I’m not just trying to piss you off.”
“What?” Then she remembers their argument in Maud’s bookshop. “Oh. Look, I didn’t—”
“I wasn’t trying to question your judgement. I really was only asking.” His mouth twitches at the corners. “That time.”
She meets his gaze, and knows they’re both thinking about their clashes before, from the moment he’d walked into Chiron’s bookshop to witness unfolding disaster. Lowell gives her another sideways glance, as though he can’t tell what to make of her. Or more likely, Cassandra thinks, he’s trying to decide whether she’ll keep his secret.
The rest of the journey home is silent, Cassandra turning over the day’s events in her mind. Lowell drops her off just outside the bookshop. Although Byron will have left for the day, the lights are still on, a warm orange glow glinting off the pavement.
“I’ll keep looking,” he says. “Chiron’s death, those guys at Maud’s…” He frowns. “It doesn’t sit right with me.”
“I’ll keep looking, too.” She pauses. “Let me know what you find?”
He nods: a truce. For now.



A series of notes exchanged by Cassandra Fairfax and Lowell Sharpe, attached to one black cat of questionable origin
I believe you left this in my car yesterday. You’re welcome.
I already told you, I’m not taking the cat. You’re welcome.
The cat hates me. It likes you. I’m sure you can draw a conclusion.
Just because it hates you doesn’t mean it belongs to me.
Really? The collar says otherwise. For what it’s worth, I think Errata’s a very handsome name.
Not my collar or choice of name. But since you like it so much…
Aloysius is getting tired of trekking back and forth across London. But I’m a patient man, Fairfax.
Stop leaving the bloody cat with Byron!
A secondary note scribbled on the back of a catalogue card is attached to the collar of the cat, slipped underneath the first.
I’ll come back for him when she’s out. Don’t tell her <3 P. S. Errata is a handsome name, thank you very much. Byron xoxo



CHAPTER
Twenty-One
KEVIN HASN’T TURNED on the lights.
The Hanged Man is the first to notice, as he’s the first to arrive. He’s usually the first for things: first to fall into sinkholes; first to get divorced, though of course the others don’t know; first to have a joke savagely turned on him. One of Lady Fate’s more private amusements, he thinks grimly. First, but only for the terrible things in life.
The Hanged Man hangs around for five minutes, then another five. He’d arrived early, ahead of the expected thunderstorm forecast for later that evening. The sky had looked like a days-old bruise, and knowing his luck—knowing Lady Fate, that pernicious bitch—he would probably become the first of them to be struck by lightning. So he’d come half an hour before the meeting, and let Lady Fate stretch out her hand to some other unlucky bastard.
Ah, Lady Fate.
As an apprentice, the Hanged Man had fallen into the river and drowned, before the then-owner, Marmaduke, had hauled him out to give him the kiss of life. It’s why he can hear the river constantly, like an itch against his eardrum: painful, but impossible to scratch. It’s probably the only reason why he’s at this table at all—because Lady Fate, in her capricious mercy, had let him live, giving him an errant gift as she did so.
Later, when Marmaduke transferred the bookshop to him, the Hanged Man saw Lady Fate inspecting the ink as it dried on the contract between them. Watching him swallow glass after glass of the river, until his stomach was painfully swollen with its silvered water, while his thoughts twisted and snapped with its power. Observing quietly as he’d tried out his first true reading, laced with magic—a gift she hadn’t thought fit to give him in his initial drowning.
It had seemed like a blessing at first, the way such things often do.
But now, he sees Lady Fate everywhere. He’ll be drinking in some bar, letting off steam, and Lady Fate will be there, sidling up to a drunk, but with her eyes on him. His driver takes him to the airport, or to some business lunch, or back to the bookshop, and Lady Fate smiles at him, a ghost in the rear-view mirror. The other day, he was on the goddamn toilet, and there she was, winking at him in the reflection on his phone. And holding out that skull, like it was made for him to wear.
Lady Fate’s other name, her older name…
When had he become like this, twitching at shadows?
And more importantly, where is Kevin?
It’s not his job to turn on the lights, but he’s always doing things that aren’t his job. Once, they were long, tapered candles, and it would have been the Fool’s job to light each one of them, or risk dismissal. But then everything would have been grander, richer, in that dizzying heyday. Another complaint he would offer up, if anyone would listen. The Magician might have, if he was still alive.
If Chiron was still alive.
Angrily, the Hanged Man reaches for the light switch. The lights flicker on, sputtering orange weakly. The Hanged Man steps into the room—and stops.
The room was blue. Now, it’s red. Red with Kevin’s fine curls, red with the mask pulled to one side, red with the blood frothed around his mouth. Red with the cavity of his chest blown wide open, his own heart placed delicately in his clawed, outstretched hands.
Lady Fate smiles at him coyly from the shadows.
Just as the Hanged Man throws up—he’s certainly the first of the seven to do so on these sacred floors—Temperance appears in the doorway, his eyebrows severe behind his mask. If it wasn’t for the single, uneven breath he takes at the sight of their Fool outstretched like a spitted pig on their table, the Hanged Man would never suspect that Temperance is anything but dispassionate at the scene before him.
Temperance waits for the Hanged Man to finish throwing up before he speaks. The Hanged Man wipes his mouth with the back of his sleeve, looks at Kevin, and gags again.
“Please,” Temperance says flatly.
“I can’t—if you—” He can’t get more than a few words in without gagging again, so he stops talking.
Temperance observes the body for a while longer, while the Hanged Man tries to do anything but. He can feel Lady Fate’s weighty gaze on him, the glint of the skull in her hands. He glances at Temperance, wondering if they can both see her this way, in glimpses that suggest a fine-boned woman, tall and beautiful. But Temperance is silent, all attention on Kevin’s corpse. There is a quiet but definitive drip of blood from the table.
“What the hell happened here?” Temperance asks finally.
What do you think? the Hanged Man wants to say, but can’t, on account of the gagging. But luckily, he’s saved from having to try.
“I believe,” the Empress says, appearing behind them, “we have a murder on our hands.”
Later, the Hanged Man will remember her words differently, though they mean much the same thing. He will recall this and hear her bored tone, see the pop of her hip, the casual tilt of her eyebrows. In his memory, however, she says, looks like we’re at war again.
He is, of course, the first one to figure this out.



CHAPTER
Twenty-Two
IT’S NEARLY MIDNIGHT.
Cassandra closes the shop early, and sends Byron home. She doesn’t want Byron to be here for what she’s about to do, just in case anything goes wrong. She double-checks the locks on the door, then pulls every curtain shut, so the only light comes from the weak bulbs pouring a warm orange glow into the shop’s recesses. Errata looks on from the top of the staircase, with watchful yellow eyes. The shadows seem thicker tonight, as if they know exactly what she’s up to, and how easily this could turn into her biggest and last mistake.
She takes a deep breath, and then sits cross-legged on the floor. Ink to her left, needle to her right, the book in the centre. Some eighteenth-century nonsense on the supernatural, but with enough belief poured into it to make it viable. It buzzes unpleasantly close to her, whispering a litany in the long-buried language of the river.
Cassandra rolls up her sleeves and reaches for the ink. Tonight, she’s going into the bookshop below. But if the bookshop wishes to remove her, she’s not going down without a fight.
It’s been a long time, though, since she’s read onto herself: a risky endeavour, somewhere in that grey line between recklessness and stupidity. She’d almost asked Lowell to read for her, but in the end, she’d decided against it. She can’t stand to ask him for anything more than what he’s already offered, and he would inevitably see fault with her plan, so she would inevitably bicker with him, and that would inevitably lead her to do something even stupider than what she’s already planned. If she’s successful, she’ll let him know.
If she’s unsuccessful, well, Lowell might be getting his bookshop a lot sooner than he’d thought.
The salty tang of ink hits the tip of her tongue immediately. Then the pinprick of blood—sharp pain in her index finger—and its metallic taste against her lips.
She takes a deep breath, feeling something richer than oxygen hit the bottom of her lungs. Then she reads.
The words slither up her arm, ink twining itself around her fingers. Her skin tingles briefly as the letters sink in. And there’s that dizzying freefall, the cordite lick of magic, the world tilting around her as she rewrites its rules.
The reading isn’t a fail-safe—it won’t save her outright—but it’ll buy her extra time. Clarity to perceive hidden dangers, and a little extra speed to get away from said dangers. She would read more onto herself, but the after-effects aren’t pleasant—and that’s if it goes well.
Finally, she stands back, the reading done. Every sense burns, the world dialled up and almost unbearable to process. She can hear dust sizzling on the electric lamps above their persistent buzzing, the creak of every floorboard, the whistle of the wind finding its way into the bookshop’s gaps. She blinks and the room wobbles horribly, too bright and hyper-saturated. Nausea rises in her throat.
Underneath everything, the river, its current pounding like a heartbeat.
Fighting the nausea, she stands in front of the archway. She adjusts the only knife she could find in the reading room, sticking out of her pocket—it’s not a sword, but it’ll do—and readies herself. Then, she descends.
The first difference is that Cassandra can finally see through some of the gloom, clarity lending itself to her vision. The second difference is the sound of the river. No longer a quiet murmur, easy to ignore, but a roar.
“Okay,” she mutters, just to hear herself above the noise. “I’m here.”
The knife handle is slippery in her grip as she walks through the corridor. With the reading, she can see the way the hallway stretches and shrinks around her, its time made pliable and playful. A phenomenon probably not meant for uncomprehending, mortal eyes. Twice, she has to stop and breathe deeply, letting the nausea pass.
She’s always known that Chiron’s bookshop, like the other tributary bookshops of the river, has no real regard for the concepts of a fixed location or defined space. Though the reading room has remained more or less the same, Cassandra’s already noted the appearance and disappearance of several surrounding rooms, most of them ranging from the size of a master bedroom to a utilities cupboard. The bookshop’s own natural rhythms, tied to a seasonality she can never quite track.
But this is different. This space feels untethered, as though it could simply vanish at any moment, taking her with it.
Tightening her hold on the knife, she walks faster, towards the glimmer of archway at the end of the hallway. A whisper teases at the edge of her hearing. Music?
No, not quite music, but the low hum of activity. Footsteps, the jangling of keys or type.
She steps underneath the archway she’d so admired, and into the red-carpeted atrium. Before, it had been a dark, musty room, long disused. This room is alive. Figures browse the shelves, no longer spider-webbed and empty, but brimming with books in every size and shape imaginable. The desk, before furred with dust and collapsing under its own rot, now sits gleaming and proud in the centre of the room. Above, chandelier lights sparkle against a glass ceiling, where strange aquatic shadows roil and shiver. And all around her, underneath the footsteps, the low murmuring of other languages, is the sound, the feeling of the river. Without even realising, her shoulders ease and her nervous, tight breaths slow.
The figures, for all their apparent solidity, only resolve themselves when she looks at them directly. The second she glances away, distracted by a movement or a noise, they dissolve again. For an entire five minutes, she watches someone browse the shelves, walk up to the desk with a book in their hands and leave through a pair of double doors—only for their features to vanish with them. It’s as though something is overwriting her thoughts, making it impossible for her to hold on to any particular face.
A prickle rolls over her—the ink from the reading shivers on her skin, reminding her that she’s on borrowed time.
“Cassandra Fairfax,” a voice says clearly.
She squints, and the person at the front of the desk resolves into a woman. Her features shapeshift—Cassandra catches dark skin, then tawny; blonde hair transmuting to auburn—but the woman’s eyes remain a steady black. The black of ink.
Then she says, “Cass Holt.” A wry, knowing tone. “Yes, I know of that, too.”
Cassandra tenses. Every instinct in her is telling her to run, reminding her of all the reasons she doesn’t belong down here. That if this… person knows who Cass Holt is, then they know she’s a fraud, and probably unworthy of the secrets she already possesses. Then she thinks about returning upstairs empty-handed, with nothing but the taste of stale ink in her mouth and no answers in front of her.
She settles for tilting her head, just a little defiantly. “So you know who I am.”
“Book thief. Liar. And now owner.” The woman observes her carefully. “It’s been a long time since you last visited us.”
“I—”
Cassandra is about to say that she’s never visited this part of the bookshop before, or at least not in this state of activity. But at the same time, it all feels so familiar. As though she’s slipped into that hazy dream-state between waking and sleeping.
“Where is this?” she asks, not sure whether she means in space, time, or something else entirely.
The woman smiles a little wryly, as if this is a question she’s well used to.
“This is the bookshop below.” The woman tilts her head in acknowledgement. “And I am its Keeper.”
Another bookshop, at the very heart of the river. Cassandra glances at the shelves again, and to her surprise, she only recognises a few books. Those that she does recognise are rare: frail first editions, bound manuscripts, deluxe volumes with intricate foil stamped on the spines. But the hum of power is unmistakable, as is the river’s influence. The honeyed language of the books, the potential of story itself thick in the air, the urge to mouth once upon a time—
Just because she’s curious—just because she can—she murmurs a line of poetry. Almost before the words have left her mouth, a light bursts between her fingertips, pooling warm in her hand. Despite herself, a deep thrill goes through her. Reading has always come easy to her, but if reading is the middle man between a reader and the river, then he’s stepped aside entirely in these underground halls.
Although she still can’t focus on them, the figures edge closer to her, as if drawn to the light. She lets the story fade in her head, but the light lingers between her fingers for a moment longer before it vanishes.
“We are the bridge between the source of the river and the world above.” The Keeper pats her desk with something that could be interpreted as fondness. “Every book is cared for and accounted here, from a fragmented pamphlet to Fate’s compendium itself. As you work above, so do I below.”
Cassandra’s thoughts keep snagging on that phrase: Fate’s compendium. Every past and future, weighed and judged and sometimes altered by Lady Fate, to be recorded forever. Indelible. Cassandra had—well, she’d hoped it was a fairy tale, in the way of most childhood stories. She can’t say she likes the idea of her past irreversibly printed somewhere, for anyone to find.
“And you’ve been here this entire time?” she asks.
“We tried to get your attention,” the Keeper says, a little reproachfully.
The bookshop’s behaviour. The stuck doors, the irritable books, the constant low-level havoc it’s wrought for the last few weeks. A stab of irritation washes over Cassandra, mainly directed at herself. If she’d come down here weeks ago, instead of fretting over the potential danger, she might have saved herself a lot of grief.
She takes a deep breath. She’s here now—that’s all that matters.
“Then you must know who Chiron is. That he would have come down here,” she says. “Did he ask you anything?”
“Chiron asked me many things,” the Keeper says.
“Anything important. Anything about—about taking books, or about the river,” Cassandra says, frustration creeping into the edge of her words. “He must have asked you something.” An idea occurs to her. “If you have access to Fate’s compendium—if such a thing exists—then you could—”
It’s the wrong thing to say. The Keeper’s eyes turn cold and flinty, and underneath her tone, Cassandra hears a deeper, more powerful inflection. The ink on her skin burns hot, and she gasps.
“Careful, Cassandra Fairfax. You come to this sacred space bearing weaponry—as though the river can be used against itself. You have walked through its sanctuaries freely and stolen, with no regard for the consequences. But it has borne no ill will towards you, and protected you from those who would cause you harm.” The Keeper’s voice is sharp. “The river is infinite possibility, but it’s not infinite power. It gives, but it also takes away. Remember that, in your bookshop above.”
The burn on Cassandra’s skin fades, and when she glances down, there’s no sign that she’d read so much as a word onto herself. Not washed away—but stripped.
Chiron should have told her about all of this. He should have warned her about the bookshop below, and its effect on the bookshop above. He should have warned her about the people pursuing the bookshop, and the difficulties of running it, and what it had really meant when she’d signed herself away.
Maybe he would have done, if he’d had time.
“Someone killed him,” she says quietly. “In this bookshop.”
It’s the first time she’s acknowledged it out loud.
The words hang in the air, and even though she wishes she could take them back, she can’t. Chiron is dead, and someone murdered him; whether she says it out loud or not doesn’t make it any less true.
“I just… I need to know who.”
She’s probably pushing her luck, but if there’s a way to know—to understand—
“I cannot tell you who killed him or how,” the Keeper says. “Only that I felt his death, as I feel all such things that affect the bookshop.”
Cassandra’s shoulders slump. Another dead end, and no closer to knowing anything about who might have killed Chiron, or why. Maybe it would be better for her to simply acknowledge that some deaths are more unfortunate than others, and move on.
But he charged her with the bookshop. And Chiron deserved many things, but not murder.
“However,” the Keeper adds, “we recognise our own. We always recognise our own.”
It takes Cassandra a second to parse the Keeper’s meaning before it hits her. The bookshop is selective about its clients, and even more so about who can walk through it without fear of consequence. If Chiron really was murdered, then it was by someone the river recognised. Not an irate buyer or collector, or an opportunistic passer-by, but another bookseller.
Another owner.



CHAPTER
Twenty-Three
AS DUSK SETTLES over the street, Cassandra stands in front of Roth’s flat.
She might not know who killed Chiron, but Maud had been worried enough to warn her. And Maud’s bookshop had led her to Roth, who has been so doggedly interested in Chiron’s bookshop even before she knew he’d died. An interest that now feels suspiciously… specific.
It’s time to get some answers.
It turns out that breaking into Roth’s flat is relatively easy. The wealthy playboys and billionaires’ wives are at last moving in, so the foyer is occupied by a burly security guard. Cassandra has already spent a good few hours watching people trickle in and out of the block, so she’s fairly confident when she approaches it. She’s raided her wardrobe for a black silk sheath dress, a clutch bag and the tallest heels she could find. With a swipe of make-up, including a sharp red lipstick to distract, she looks close enough to the woman she’s seen stalking in and out of the block—most recently out, with no plans to return soon, she hopes.
She pulls out her phone, half-covering it with her hair to hide the old make and shattered screen. Just as she enters, she starts talking into it—all absolute nonsense, of course, but enough to make it clear that she’s in no hurry to interrupt her so-called conversation for anyone, least of all staff.
“Madam, if you could—” the security guard starts weakly.
Cassandra ignores him, continuing to talk into her phone. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees him sigh wearily and turn back to his computer. Success.
As soon as she’s in the elevator, she stashes the phone in her clutch, alongside the singed scrap of paper she’ll need to break in. She has no idea if Roth’s home—she hopes not—but if he is, she’ll handle it.
Despite all the promises she’s made to herself lately, it feels good to slip back into the role of Cass Holt, like a favourite jumper or worn dressing gown. A weight lifts from her shoulders. She forgets, sometimes, how heavy the mantle of ownership sits on her. But tonight, no one’s looking at her to be respectable, responsible Cassandra Fairfax.
Unlocking the door is an easy matter: a snatch of poem, whispered from an old fairy tale about thieves and lovers. Her lips burn with its taste: a hint of black pepper, glazed with honey. The ink twines around her hands, just long enough for her to turn the handle and hear the satisfying snick as it unlocks. Black type rolls off her skin, disappearing before it even hits the plush carpet, as she steps inside.
The flat is dark, the blinds shut against the normally spectacular view. The shattered remnants of Roth’s expensive glass ornament has been whisked away, leaving a cold, blank space with an empty pedestal. The effect is of a museum, awaiting an archaeologist’s spoils.
Roth won’t like that much, she thinks. He’s a man who likes all his toys in front of him.
Cassandra’s footsteps echo as she takes her time wandering around his flat, the way she couldn’t on all the occasions she’s been here. She opens every kitchen cabinet and drawer, making a mental note of anything of interest. She lets herself run her hands across the gleaming countertops; they’re just as buttery as they look. So what if she leaves a fingerprint or two? She’s been here recently enough that Roth would have a hard time pinning her down as the guilty culprit—if he even finds out that there’s anything for her to be guilty of.
But while she admires the decor, she notes the empty spaces where before there’d been expensive appliances, chef’s knives, hand-blown wine glasses so thin she used to be able to hear them sing as she walked past. His pantry is nearly empty; so’s his wine fridge.
Now that Cassandra thinks about it, there are a couple of paintings missing from the walls, too: a genuine Monet and a maybe-forged Cézanne, but one that had been too convincing to give up, he’d said. The eighty-thousand-pound designer rug and the half a dozen Italian loafers normally kicked off in the hallway are gone.
For a tight, panicked second, she wonders if Roth’s already been robbed and she’s just standing in the debris like an idiot. Then she forces herself to take a deep breath and re-evaluate.
To steal this much in one go would require multiple hours and a van. Multiple people to bribe or disarm the security guard at the front desk. And—she glances inside Roth’s office—why leave the computer, so much more portable than paintings? Why take the rug, and then move the couch back into position?
Another feeling, more worrying, surfaces. This isn’t the flat of a man who’s been robbed by anyone except his own bad choices. This is the flat of a man in debt.
Cassandra thinks of Roth’s endless bragging, of the inheritance he’d been so open about when she’d first met him, and then later, much more cagey about. It’s true that he’d stopped asking for her services as often in the last few months, and that he’d more than once tried to ply a favour from her instead, promising a different kind of payment. In other words, no payment at all. But he’s hardly the first client to push his luck, or try and slip out of an invoice. She hadn’t thought much of it at the time.
Now, she’s thinking quite a lot more about it. As she reassesses the state of the flat, more puzzle pieces fall into place. The ivory chaise—which has always been pristine—is dotted with grey marks and smudged fingerprints. As though he’s been sleeping on it, instead of in his bed. Perhaps because he’s sold off his bed frame.
Or, Cassandra thinks, assessing the position, because he wants to be in sight of the front door, even in his sleep. Because he’s afraid of what might come through it.
“Who did you piss off, Roth?” she murmurs.
Finally ready to get what she came for, she walks into the library—and stops. Every single shelf is empty. Roth’s collection is… gone.
Seeing a library gutted, even Roth’s, makes her heart twist a little. It’s like looking at the ribs of a corpse, and remembering what it was like to hold its living flesh against hers.
Whatever ransacking took place must have been relatively bloodless because there’s little in the way to suggest that it was ever occupied. Cassandra swipes a couple of shelves with her finger and comes away spotless. It does, however, make it easier to notice the rest of the room. The last time she was here, she hadn’t been thinking of it at all, except perhaps to feel a bit envious over the books.
But now she pays attention to the hard-edged furniture, the tell-tale paint square of yet another photograph or canvas sold off—and the whisper of a breeze between two apparently seamless bays. Roth had bragged endlessly about his “special collection” and its oh-so state-of-the-art storage facilities. He’d like the theatricality of a secret room, she guesses.
The ink to break into Roth’s flat is long gone, but Cassandra finds the asymmetry on one of the shelves easily enough. She presses an indent, and an entire bay swings open. Just like a supervillain’s lair. Classic Roth, again. Chilly white light spills across the floor.
She pauses, listening for a sign that someone else is down there. But the eerie silence is absolute.
Wariness creeping through her, she descends, leaving the door open. The floorboards change to clinical tile, spattered with dark red. Blood. And a wet, musty smell. A film of stagnant, brackish water coats the floor, pooling where the ground divots—and there are plenty. Cracked tiles give way to earth.
Cassandra is halfway down the stairs when she sees it.
In the centre, collapsed on the floor, is a figure—or what’s left of them. A silhouette, really, of a wet, bloody smear. Next to them lie glass shards that, if put together, Cassandra is pretty sure would resemble a vial of ink.
It takes her a moment to pinpoint what’s so terribly wrong about this image, beyond the obvious. She picks up a handful of earth and sifts it between her fingers, frowning. Earth.
This is a third-floor apartment.
She checks behind her to make sure Roth isn’t about to jump out from the entryway, then, very carefully, she closes her eyes and listens. There’s the rattle of the climate-control system, defunct without its books; the whine of the lights above; her own breathing, slightly unsteady; the barest rustle of her dress as her chest rises and falls.
At last, she catches it. A susurration, struggling to be heard over the sound of her own heart pumping, but it’s there. The river.
Or, she reconsiders, a kind of river, maybe the dying trickle of something that was never really meant to exist in the first place. There’s too much wrongness here, a sense of an ouroboros. Time swallowing its own tail.
She opens her eyes again and reassesses the scene before her. Roth found his reader, all right. Someone stupider than her, more arrogant—or maybe just more desperate, if this is where all Roth’s cash has gone. Why not try to read the river into the basement of a flat that has no business possessing either? What could possibly go wrong? An attempt of this magnitude makes the Templeton reading look like child’s play, like Cassandra heating up her pot of tea. This isn’t the product of a few hastily recalled lines, or even just one book—it would be volumes of books.
But a reading is only as compelling as its reader, and only as complex as what they can hold in their mind. Whereas the river is infinite. The human mind, less so.
It would have been a quick death, Cassandra thinks. Not painless… but quick.
Upstairs, the door slams open. Roth’s voice is loud as he berates someone on the phone.
Fuck.
As quietly as she can, Cassandra steals back up the stairway to close the secret door, so there’s just a sliver of room for her to escape. She turns off the lights and takes off her shoes, mindful of the heel striking against tile. Then there’s nothing to do but wait.
Frantically, she runs through the last twenty minutes in Roth’s flat. Did she move anything? Did she leave anything behind?
The library doors swing open. Roth’s footsteps echo across the floor, his conversation no longer muffled.
“I told you, I’m working on it.” A pause. “Yeah, yeah, time is of the essence. Whatever. Of course I—hang on.”
Cassandra’s heart drops into her stomach. Roth’s footsteps have stopped, right at the entrance to the secret library.
“I’ll call you back.”
Slowly, the door creaks open. Light from upstairs spills downwards.
Cassandra claps one hand over her mouth to muffle her breathing.
There’s nowhere to hide, nothing she can use to defend herself. And with the river so far away—so unquestionably not in this room, no matter what Roth has tried—she can’t simply read herself out of it.
One step, then another down the stairs.
He’ll turn on the lights any second now. Maybe she should push past him, while she’s got the element of surprise. Maybe she could—
But the lights don’t come on. Roth stays where he is, outlined by the warm lamplight from upstairs. Cassandra presses herself as far as she can into the darkest corner, breath held.
“Bastard,” he mutters.
Then he turns around and walks back up.
His phone goes again. “What was I saying? Oh, right. Yeah, I just needed to pick something up. I’ll see you there.”
The library doors close. A moment later, the front door slams shut.
Cassandra waits until her heart stops pistoning in her chest, until it no longer sounds like Roth’s footsteps. He’ll have gone now, but she’s already spent too long here. Even though every instinct is screaming at her to run, she forces herself to look back at the blown-wide silhouette once more, just in case she’s missed anything.
In the glint of the light from upstairs, her gaze snags on a new fragment of glass. Not a fragment, but an unbroken vial. Dregs of ink swirl in the very bottom.
She touches it, then jerks back.
The ink has the same wrongness as this room, the same wrongness of the almost-river. She’s heard of books and readings gone bad, but ink?
There’s only one time that’s happened before and—
No—
But her thoughts, still tuned to Cass Holt, thief, are no match for her memories, surging over her like a tide. Her fingers, slippery with a stranger’s blood, as she’d frantically tried to hold it at bay in his chest. The book askance on the floor, damage already done even though the pages were still wet with ink. The crowd behind her, recoiling first in horror, and then in fear at being tainted by such a singular event.
She closes her eyes briefly. There had been a lot of blood then, too.
Carefully, she slips the vial into her pocket, taking care not to let it touch her directly. There’s nothing else here for her, or at least nothing that she can make sense of. She replaces the door, making sure she hasn’t trodden earth across the floor—at least this explains the scuff marks on Roth’s once pristine couch—her thoughts tumbling over one another.
It’s no secret that Roth was interested in the tributary bookshops; she’d assumed it was for the same reasons that most people hold: power, glory, magic. But this desperation—this, she doesn’t like. Desperate people are dangerous. And if he was desperate enough to try and recreate the river, to let a man splatter viscera all over his precious book storage…
Then Roth’s become very dangerous, indeed.



CHAPTER
Twenty-Four
IT’S LATE, AND Cassandra should be heading for home. Even though she didn’t touch much in Roth’s flat, and certainly none of the bodily fluids gracing his storage facility, she feels dirty. As though she can’t erase the remnants of his terrible experiment. She wants a shower, clean clothes, and most of all, a soft bed in which to drown herself in sleep, and forget about all of this for a blissful eight hours.
Instead, she finds herself making the long walk back to Sharpe’s.
Someone is interfering in river business. And Roth’s not clever enough to figure it out on his own. Someone told him about the tributary bookshops. Someone told him about the readers. Lowell might not know who that someone is, but he might be able to tell her something about that ink vial, at least. Or why someone would be so desperate to recreate what already exists in its infinity.
The question is what to trust him with.
Not Roth, she thinks. Certainly not Cass Holt. And not the Keeper’s revelation about Chiron’s murderer, either.
Though she’d never intended to, one by one, her secrets have somehow slipped into her pockets like stones. And not for the first time, she feels that relentless urge to cast them aside and shuck her skin entirely. The boat, the horizon, with clean, sweet air inhaled by someone who is neither Cass Holt nor Cassandra Fairfax, but another person made anew. Tense, coiled energy fizzes through her.
She could do it. She could run.
Then the vial of ink jolts in her pocket, sending sickening waves across her body. No, she can’t run—not just yet. Not while Chiron’s murderer walks free. Not with Roth’s unnerving, tangled presence in the river.
Cassandra gives herself a quick brush down before she tentatively pushes on the door to Sharpe’s. Even though it’s well past sociable hours, it’s still open. Lowell is at the front of the shop, checking a pile of books against his ledger. He doesn’t notice her enter, so she allows herself the indulgence of watching him work in profile: the very image of what a proper owner should be.
He cradles the book with one hand, the ledger in the other, pencil tucked behind his ear. His forehead still bears that habitual pinch of concentration, oddly endearing, just underneath his glasses. Setting the book back on the shelf, he pushes his glasses up his nose and pulls the pencil from behind his ear. He touches his forefinger to his lip before turning the page, near a small freckle that she’s never noticed until now.
She feels a little like she’s caught him undressing. She clears her throat.
“Lowell,” she says, “I have—”
He looks up, and the pile of books spills onto the floor. He doesn’t pick them up. His gaze sweeps over her, and now it’s her turn to feel as though she’s been caught in some act of intimacy.
“Cassandra,” he says, strangled. “You—”
Lowell quickly recovers, but she notes the way his eyes now seem to be anywhere but her. Instead, he bends down to pick up the books he dropped. She kneels to help him, but he waves her away. For some reason, he keeps his head tilted at an angle from her.
“Lowell, really, I don’t mind helping—”
“It’s fine, I’ve got it—”
Ignoring him, she scrounges for the remaining fallen books and hands him a stack. Bloody stubborn Lowell Sharpe.
At the same time, her gaze finally rests on his face in full, and she realises why he’s been so keen to avoid her. “What the hell is that?”
Lowell shrugs, a little uncomfortably. “You’ve seen a black eye before, I’m sure.”
Lowell has no right to be sporting a black eye. And he has no right to look so good doing so, even with his collar buttoned up tight and the serious tilt of his mouth. There’s something thrilling about the idea of a Lowell roguish enough to get into a fight.
She takes a step closer. “How did you get it?”
He doesn’t even look at her. “Research.”
“Lowell, you did not—”
Aloysius walks in and stops. “That is a bomb-ass outfit, Fairfax.”
Something in Lowell’s demeanour shifts and he cuffs Aloysius over the head. Aloysius groans and glares at Lowell, who glares back, unrepentant. Cassandra glances down at herself. Oh, right.
“I had a date,” she lies. “But I wanted to drop something off on my way home.”
Aloysius looks at her, puzzled. “You already gave us back the umbrella.”
She gives Lowell a pleading glance.
“Aloysius, did you finish cataloguing the titles from the Whittingly-Barnes purchase?” he asks.
“No, but—”
Lowell raises a commanding eyebrow. “I want it done before we close up. And it’s already late.”
Aloysius glances between Lowell and Cassandra, who shrugs. Reluctantly, Aloysius gives them a half-hearted wave and retreats into the back of the shop. Cassandra waits until she hears the office door click shut.
“You said your bookshop’s speciality was book binding?” she says.
“The history of the book as an object, physical and otherwise,” Lowell corrects. “And I didn’t, but go on.”
“Do you think you could find anything out about this?”
Carefully, Cassandra pulls the vial of ink from her pocket, shuddering as her fingers hit the glass. Theoretically, it can’t hurt her from within the vial, but the feeling is enough to make her recoil.
Lowell takes it, and unlike her, he doesn’t shudder at its wrongness. But he must notice the difference because he holds it up to the light, peering at it. To her, it just looks like ink, but his eyes widen fractionally.
“Where did—”
“Don’t ask me where it came from,” she says quickly. “I just need to know if there’s anything… unusual about it.”
It’s a risk, but the expertise is beyond her. She waits for him to demand answers, regardless of how she feels about them, or perhaps to thrust it back at her. But he only pockets it quietly.
“I’ll see what I can do,” he says.
They lapse into silence. Somewhere in the back of the shop, there’s the soft thump of books falling, and swearing. It could be the river at work, but there’s something about Sharpe’s that feels slightly less formidable, compared to the first time she’d walked in. The lighting is warm instead of clinical, and the books rustle happily. This is what Chiron’s might have looked like by now, instead of the chaos she’s constantly wrestling, if Lowell had beaten her to it.
“You must really love this place,” she says, half to herself.
Lowell’s mouth tilts upwards. “I grew up here,” he says, echoing their conversation in the tea shop. “There were a few of us protégés.”
“Prices?” she asks.
He nods. “You?”
“Yeah. Probably,” she adds, the word slipping out.
“Probably?”
She shrugs. “Chiron wasn’t very forthcoming. But you know how it is.”
Cassandra’s met a few of them in her time: the priceless firstborns, who, it turns out, can be priced after all. She doesn’t remember her origins—it’s possible she was just a baby when she was exchanged—but others, she knows, remember theirs. Parents and siblings, friends and homes that had been theirs until they weren’t.
There aren’t any good answers to the questions she might ask, so she doesn’t ask them.
Lowell exhales. “I know how it is. But in exchange, we get… this.”
The bookshops, he means; Cassandra can tell from the way his gaze turns tender and reverent. And not just the physical buildings, suffused with centuries of workmanship and care by the hands that came before them. Not just the magic and the heady power that comes with it, or the comfort of old books, their language one of well-worn friends. Not simply the challenges and joys and satisfaction that come from handing the right book to the right customer, and tipping Fate’s scale ever so slightly in their favour.
But to wake up every day to the whisper of the river. To feel, even if only in its immersion, the bone-deep connection between past and future, owner and protégé, fairy tale and fact—and belong to it in its entirety, without reservation.
To dip your hands into its water, and have the world trickle between your fingertips.
Cassandra swallows back the echo of yearning inside her.
“Anyway, I fear I’ve interrupted something.” Lowell raises one eyebrow at her. “You mentioned a date?”
“Is that so hard to believe?” She offers him a wry smile. “Can’t a nice girl like me go out on a date occasionally?”
She expects Lowell to blush, perhaps mutter something about nice girls and Cassandra being an oxymoron. But instead, he steps closer, searching her face as though she has something to give away. Then his hand slips across her bare shoulder, just shy of the strap of her dress. Her breath catches.
“Do nice girls go on dates to read ink?”
She flushes. It’s barely visible, but there, so small it could almost be a freckle, is a dot of ink, resting next to Lowell’s thumb.
“What were you doing, really?” he asks.
She looks at him, and allows herself the smallest satisfaction when he glances away first. His hand falls from her shoulder, as if he’s only just realised he’s touching her.
“Research,” she says.
He rolls his eyes, and just like that, the tension dissipates. There, again, is the Lowell Sharpe she knows. But the echo of his thumb burns like she’s been scalded.
“Goodnight, Cassandra,” he says.
She’s still smiling when she closes the door behind her. As she leaves, her traitorous thoughts repeat the long, tantalising seconds of Lowell’s fingers across her shoulder. And then the moment after, when the spell had broken. How strange, she muses, that there was a spell to break at all.
Cassandra so nearly makes it home.
She’s only a few streets away when she decides to cave and take off her heels. As she straightens up, a car slows next to her. Black and sleek, expensive. A tinted window rolls down.
“Cassandra Fairfax.”
An elderly woman is just visible through the window, on the far side of the car. Cassandra immediately recognises her from the first day in Chiron’s bookshop. The way she had eyed everything in it with that devouring hunger.
“Get in.” The woman crooks a finger. “I think it’s time you and I had a talk.”
Cassandra backs away. “I don’t think it is, actually.”
If she runs now, she might make it to the bookshop. Byron might have left the door open, and if her luck holds, there’ll be three locks between her and this woman.
She’s not sure Lady Fate deals in that much luck.
She keeps walking, and the car maintains its pace beside her. They move like this all the way to the bookshop, like an especially slow police escort despite the blare of furious car horns behind them. Cassandra braces herself to sprint, but the car never attempts to veer into her, and no one bursts out of it, either.
Then finally, the bookshop. She reaches for her key and drops it, her hands stiff from the cold night air.
The woman watches her, amused. “An owner, now? My, Chiron’s bookshop has cleaned up nicely.”
Cassandra grits her teeth. “That’s right.”
“So you’ve already dealt with all those requests for impossible books, then? The books that shouldn’t exist?”
Cassandra places her hand on the door handle, but doesn’t turn it. No one else knows about the requests for the impossible books.
She eyes the woman again. “Who are you?”
The car door swings open.
“Like I said, we need to talk.”



CHAPTER
Twenty-Five
I REALLY MUST STOP getting into strangers’ cars.
Cassandra sits cautiously in the back. The seats are cool, silky leather, and the scent of polish hangs in the air. The driver up front doesn’t acknowledge her, but she notices his hand go to his pocket. Metal flashes at her for a split second. It could be nothing—a phone, a set of keys—but every muscle in Cassandra’s body tenses. The woman catches her expression and laughs.
“Cassandra Fairfax. Such a curiosity,” she says. “No history to speak of, and yet somehow you’ve managed to secure yourself one of the most coveted tributary bookshops. Your bookselling knowledge is impressive, but lacking in certain fundamentals. You entertain invitations and attend our events, but won’t participate. It makes for quite the enigma.”
Cassandra’s eyes flick to the woman before she can stop herself. She knew she was being watched, that the auction was a test, that the owners were waiting for her to slip up. But hearing it out loud is another thing entirely.
“You know my name,” she says. “But I’m still waiting on yours.”
It comes out a little harder than she intended, but she can’t shake that unnerved feeling. And even though it hardly counts as a threat, the driver up front goes still. One hand creeps towards his pocket.
“Eveline,” she says, and the driver’s hand returns to the steering wheel.
There’s no more small talk after that.
The car leads them through dark streets, the window tint making it difficult for Cassandra to keep track of where they’re going, except that it seems to be out of London. After a while, she gives up; the time to make smart decisions happened when she was still on the pavement, the bookshop key in her hands.
But she’s spent weeks puzzling over the requests for these books that shouldn’t exist—or did, and no longer. And for all Lowell’s new-found warmth—or lack of hostility—towards her, she can’t bear the thought of asking him yet another question that she’s already supposed to know. If Eveline knows how to solve them, or at the very least stop the requests coming in, then she’s willing to trade a little risk for that.
An hour later, the car slows to a halt. Eveline’s bookshop rises up before them, an elegant three-storey building with curlicue licks of iron framing art nouveau windows. Old-fashioned lamps stand on either side, casting warm light onto the pavement below. But for all its beauty, the exterior strikes Cassandra as a little chilly.
Eveline waits in the car as the driver-slash-bodyguard gets out to open her door. As soon as she leaves, Cassandra experimentally tugs on her own car door handle. Locked.
So this is how they’re going to play it, she thinks grimly.
Then the driver opens the door for her, as though it was always possible to simply get out and leave. Cassandra tries to school her features into blank curiosity as she steps out. But the driver-slash-bodyguard shoots her a warning glance.
“Come in, through the back.”
Unlike Maud’s bookshop, this one is organised with a ruthlessness to rival Lowell. Stained-glass skylights above glow with unnatural daylight, tinting the shelves and the floor below a mosaic of colours. Every shelf is full, every book brimming with power. The hum of magic at work is unmistakable.
As her gaze sweeps over the bookshelves, something slinks between them—a quick movement, with a distinctly inhuman fluidity. She flinches.
Eveline looks at her with a certain measure of smugness. “My artifices. Booksellers are rather messy creatures. On the other hand, artifices do not complain, they do not need sleep or food or wages, and they are quite pliable to my demands. Most importantly, they cannot leave the bookshop for pastures new.”
Now that she’s alert to them, Cassandra can spy two more artifices creeping between the shelves. Though it’s hard to catch a glimpse of them whole, she discerns unusual, elongated limbs, and torsos bearing accordion leaves of skin that stretch and shrink. All of it a pale, tea colour mottled by black marks—paper. Though they have no faces she can identify, nevertheless, she has the odd sensation of their attention leaning towards her, like sunflowers turning towards the sun.
The amount of magic it would take to even animate one of the artifices, never mind so many…
“It takes a great deal of time and energy,” Eveline says, reading her expression. “Many books, to start with, submerged into the river. Then they must be pried apart, page by page, and written over with instructions, before being pieced back together into their new forms. Much of the reading happens at the end of the process. Those who survive…” She gestures to the shadows of the artifices.
“And the offering to the river?” Cassandra asks curiously.
Eveline’s smile is thin-lipped. “The river exacts its price, one way or another.”
Eveline leads her through the rest of the bookshop without further invitation to questions. But underneath the familiar scent of old books and ink is a smell that reminds Cassandra of damp, or wet dog. The smell only increases as they move through the shop, and she notes that although there are plenty of shelves close to the back, almost all of them are empty. Like Chiron’s had been, before she’d arrived.
“Plumbing issue?” she suggests.
Eveline only looks at her, but Cassandra shrugs. Better she thinks that Cassandra is some nobody upstart than real competition, and thus to be dealt with as such.
“You know, if you’ve brought me here to—”
She takes in a breath and stops, halted by the view in front of her.
Eveline gives her a satisfied look. “Yes, it’s rather impressive, isn’t it?”
The back of the bookshop falls away into the entrance of a cave. Dark and wet, condensation shining on stone, the cave continues into a black abyss, with rickety stairs to lead the way. All at once, the damp, earthy scent makes sense. Another tributary bookshop, paying homage to the river.
“I’ll lead, shall I?” Eveline says.
Cassandra follows, glancing back to make sure that the doorway is still free from obstruction. Just in case she needs to run—not that she would know where to run to. That tight, itchy, trapped sensation washes over her again. She tries to shake it off as she descends.
Underfoot, the ground gives way to slippery rock, punctuated by more stairs. The last few steps seem relatively recent by comparison, the wood garishly bright with varnish.
Then she sees it.
The lake stretches vast across the cave, ink-black water lapping quietly at its edge. The walls are striped with chalky waterlines, running thick towards the bottom, as though a giant has been scrawling with a huge crayon. Cassandra searches for the other side, but the darkness swallows it.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Eveline says.
She blinks. Her feet are wet to the ankles, one foot poised to wade further into the lake. But the decision to step in at all is missing from her thoughts.
“The river gives, but it also takes. And if you’re not careful, it can take quite a lot.”
Cassandra takes a step back. It’s just water, she tells herself. But the impenetrability of its surface gives it a glassy darkness, as though she could fall into it and disappear forever. It’s a far cry from her own little sanctuary of river.
“I’ve been keeping an eye on you, as I’m sure you know. We all have, in our own way. You’ve done an admirable job of tidying up Chiron’s bookshop.” She pauses. “But I’m afraid that bookshop wasn’t meant for you.”
Cassandra gives her a sideways glance. “So I’ve heard.”
Maybe she should be thanking Lowell. After all his needling, Eveline’s accusation feels little more than another line in the conversation. How are you? How’s the weather? What’s it like to take a bookshop that doesn’t belong to you?
“I’m glad to see you understand the situation,” Eveline continues. “So perhaps you and I can come to an arrangement.”
Very carefully, Cassandra takes another step back, further away from the glassy lake. “Chiron entrusted the bookshop to me.”
“And of course he was just trying to do his best,” Eveline says, shrugging. “But his best, alas, falls short of what is necessary.”
“So you think you can do better.”
“I think a bookshop is a heavy burden for one who is not equipped to bear it.”
The same conversation, if not word for word, then beat for beat, as Lowell’s. Where Lowell had been commanding, relentless, Eveline makes it all sound so reasonable. Isn’t this weight so tiring? Why don’t you set it down? Let me lighten the load for you.
Except the load is Chiron’s bookshop, and this is no altruistic offer.
Cass Holt would tell Eveline exactly where to stick that offer, and how far, but Cassandra swallows it back. She’s already seen how Lowell, never one to mince words, has cast himself as a pariah—and that’s with Sharpe’s impeccable reputation. Cassandra still has too much to lose, too many favours to fall from, to risk being so overtly rude. Chiron would have a more effective, eviscerating put-down that still fell in line with societal niceties, but that particular subtext isn’t a skill she’s ever needed to reach for. Why would she, when she had her reputation to wield?
“I take it you’ve been struggling to handle unusual requests?” Eveline says.
“The impossible books,” Cassandra says.
“They are paradox books,” Eveline corrects. “A chance to… smooth the course of history. Or it was, once upon a time. What do you think you’re doing, when you hold a book touched by the river? What do you think you’re really holding?”
Time, Chiron’s voice whispers in the back of her head. That’s what all books are, he’d told her, in one of his more forthcoming moments. Just time, packaged in a convenient format for mortal eyes and ears, a dilution of the river’s power. A small magic, a chance to tug on the strings of fate a little. But only a little. And even then, with a price to pay.
Cassandra decides to feign ignorance. “Gosh, I don’t know.”
“The paradox books aren’t just touched by the river, but of the river. And like the river, they don’t play by our concept of time. Imagine any book touched by the river. Imagine its power, and then magnify that a thousand times. You could change the past, and through doing so, change the future.”
“You could do anything with a book like that,” Cassandra says quietly.
Eveline’s mouth curls, amused. “Oh, yes.”
Reluctantly, Cassandra’s thoughts turn to that blue horizon, the boat: freedom. But then she thinks bigger, wider. Not a future where she’s running from the past, but a future where the past is entirely different. One where she never fell out with Chiron, never fancied herself a thief, never went to a reading that ended with a dead man in her arms.
“Yes, I too once considered what I would change,” Eveline says, and Cassandra flushes at her transparency. “But you only get one choice, as an owner, amidst all those possibilities. One chance to divert Fate’s hand.”
And so many requests to choose from, with no way of knowing what that might truly mean. A king could die four hundred years ago where otherwise he might have reigned, and the world would be unrecognisable. For better—or for worse.
“How do you…?”
“That’s the burden we take as owners. I’m sure Chiron would have been able to tell you more.” That same snide, undercutting tone, like Cassandra is too stupid to notice the insult. “Sometimes it was simply better for us to choose… ourselves.”
Cassandra considers how much power she would need to wipe the slate clean. More than she would get from any of the titles in Chiron’s bookshop. But if a paradox book is more powerful, then it would need more power in the first place. And where would that come from? The river.
What would it take, Cassandra wonders, to tilt Lady Fate’s scales back into balance?
“The price would be steep,” she says.
“The price for power is already steep.” Eveline’s eyes glint. “If you pay it.”
Cassandra instinctively recoils. She might have broken all of Chiron’s rules, and more once she’d left. But even in the haunting gap between thief and whatever she’d become after that night—broke, amongst everything else—she’d found a way to give back to the river. Eveline has to be joking, she decides. No bookseller, never mind owner, would forsake that fundamental duty.
“As you can see, we are paying the price anyway. Because the river isn’t infinite.” Eveline gestures to the chalky stripes across the cave walls. “And you, with Lady Fate’s bookshop and all its remaining power at your disposal, make for a quite compelling target.”
Ah, here it is. The threat. How generous of Eveline to take Chiron’s bookshop off Cassandra’s hands, and take on the responsibility of this new danger. But Cassandra keeps returning to that small phrase, said with such certainty: the river isn’t infinite.
“What do you mean about the river?” she says very carefully.
“Have you not noticed?”
Cassandra is about to say no, because it’s impossible. The river threads through every tributary bookshop, time and history and wonder. Concepts that can’t simply disappear.
Then she glances again at the cave walls, the new stairs at the bottom of the old ones because the original staircase is no longer sufficient to reach the surface of the lake. Roth’s experiment with recreating the river. That strange, nagging feeling that has dogged her, even as she’s worked in the bookshop.
What had the men at Maud’s said? River’s gone.
“I assumed Chiron would have told you,” Eveline says casually. “Amongst other things.”
There’s something underneath her tone that makes Cassandra linger. She knows something else, she thinks, and she’s not telling me.
“The river is fine at Chiron’s,” she says, as though she’s careless, overconfident.
Just enough of a taunt to flatten Eveline’s amusement.
“Have you heard of the society?” she says, with a terrible new gleam of interest. “No? But perhaps you’ve already met them. They’ve certainly met Chiron.”
The men at Maud’s bookshop, again. The hair on the back of Cassandra’s neck prickles. There are only two ways to inherit a tributary bookshop: a contract, each party willing and able, with the complex rite of ink, blood and the river’s water.
Or death, in whatever form.
Cassandra doesn’t realise she’s slipped off the mask of respectable owner until her hands are balled into fists, every line of her body taut with the urge to fight. The ground judders ever so slightly beneath her feet, the bookshop uneasy around them.
“Chiron’s bookshop isn’t for sale,” she snaps. “Over my dead body, and over his, too, apparently.”
Eveline glances sharply at her, and Cassandra immediately knows that she’s said too much. She knows Chiron was murdered, she thinks. She should have played stupid for longer. From behind her, she catches a glimpse of the artifices in her peripheral vision, their odd, accordion bodies jerking with movement.
Eveline observes her, no longer amused. “Chiron told me you were difficult.”
“Keep threatening me,” Cassandra says softly, “and find out how difficult I can be.”
They watch each other, tense. Cassandra readies herself to read, even though she’s in an unfamiliar bookshop, the river’s song not as deep as she’s used to. She might get past Eveline, but she doesn’t like the look of those artifices. But then Eveline inclines her head, and the artifices reel away from the entrance to the cave.
“Get your driver, or whoever it is, to take me home,” Cassandra snarls. “I’m done here.”
Eveline merely cocks an eyebrow. “Lady Fate will fuck you over sooner or later, same as the rest of us.” Her eyes glint. “And I suspect sooner.”



Found loose in the cabinets on the second floor of the bookshop below
Here lies the record of the original society members, brought together to dispense Justice, Wisdom and Knowledge under Lady Fate’s Guiding Hand. For O to you, who holds our fate most tight, we are but story made manifest. May we protect your heart as you guide ours.
First session commencing—
[Here, most of the names have been scrubbed out, either by time or another, more purposeful hand.]
Owner: Abbess Wulfrun III; protégé: Sister Agnes Mayhew
Owner: Wymer de Chauncy, Earl of Lincoln; protégé: Ranulf Sutton
Owner: Fortescue, of no last name; protégé: Godwin, of no last name
Owner: Simon Skerning; protégé: Godfrey Roper
Thus we do sign our names and pledge ourselves to this historic occasion, entrusting this document to our faithful secretary for records hereafter.
[All useless. Wulfrun dead within a year and her protégé deeply inexperienced in record-keeping; de Chauncy caught up in politics, protégé dead of some plague. Fortescue and Skerning uninterested in their inherited history.
Pledge plus heart? Heart equal book?
They must have known about the compendium. The society must have known.]



CHAPTER
Twenty-Six
THE MEETING ROOM still smells like blood, despite the custodians’ best efforts.
Six chairs, not seven, are placed delicately around the round table. The Hanged Man glances at the centre, still stained red, and turns green. Someone has helpfully placed a bucket next to his seat.
Unusually for these meetings, a fair amount of alcohol has already been consumed by the time they convene. Kevin’s funeral was a few weeks ago, and they had perhaps gone or not gone, as accorded to their identities outside of this room. But their Fool is dead, and protocols must be adhered to. They’ve dressed in their best mourning wear, which for the Moon involves a black coronet, dripping with lace and polished obsidian stones. The Empress has swapped out her blood-red corset—which was always in poor taste, Temperance thinks—for a black one, studded with diamonds. Her lipstick is smudged across one side of her mouth. Judgement is in all black, gloves pulled tightly over their small hands. Only Temperance and the Hanged Man look much as they always do in their funereal wear.
Five chairs are filled; one remains empty.
The Empress massages her temples in uncharacteristic weariness. “Right, I’ll go first. Another batch of my booksellers have revolted. Something to do with the river, the treatment of the books, blah blah. Any ideas on a solution?”
Sometimes it’s hard to remember that just as the owners have their society, the booksellers have their own petty councils, too. If they don’t like the way a bookshop’s run, well, there are ways of interfering, if not outright thwarting an owner.
Something they’ve done a lot of, lately.
“Sun’s missing,” the Hanged Man says. “Shouldn’t we—”
“Fuck the Sun,” the Empress says. “Let’s just get this over with. Some of us have beds to get back to.”
Several gazes slide to the Empress. It isn’t lost on any of them that someone in this room murdered Kevin. Poor, harmless Kevin, whose greatest fault lay in the misfortune of being himself, it seems.
“Do we know who his bookshop will go to?” Temperance says tersely.
The Empress wags a manicured finger at him. “Don’t get greedy.”
“Didn’t he have a sister? Or a cousin?” the Hanged Man asks.
There’ll be someone else to take over. There always is. The bookshop must always have an owner, after all. Or else disintegrate under the weight of its volatile magic, with no caretaker to maintain its stock, or to keep the balance of power in check. And the river is already stretched too thinly across what remains. Every tributary bookshop, every drop of magic, buys them a little more time.
“The bookshop is gone.” Judgement’s voice cuts through the air.
“Gone?” the Hanged Man echoes. “But he had a protégé—”
Judgement shakes their head. “Not like that. Like the Sage.”
“Maud,” Temperance says tightly. “She rejected the title, so we shouldn’t give it to her.”
They all look at each other, a new worry overtaking the less imminent one of murder. Another tributary bookshop vanished, dried up despite their efforts. And the river all the weaker for it.
“There will be no successor, then,” Temperance says.
The Moon looks at Temperance with a calculating smile. “Why? Did you have someone in mind? A… sibling, perhaps?”
Temperance visibly stiffens; the Moon’s smile widens.
“I would suggest it unwise to threaten me.” Temperance pauses. “That is, if I thought you were capable of wisdom in the first place.”
The Moon flicks their fingers idly at the insult. Too many people have accused them of that for them to be truly offended.
But Temperance isn’t done. “I wonder,” he says, eyes glittering behind his mask, “how bloody your hands are underneath those dainty gloves of yours.”
The Moon’s smile vanishes, replaced with a snarl. They lunge at Temperance. But Temperance neatly sidesteps them, and the Moon clips their shin on his chair as they tumble to the ground. In desperation to latch on to something, they grab Judgement’s robes. Judgement, who moves with the slow, careful gait of the elderly, lets out an irritated shriek as they topple off their own chair.
“Please,” the Hanged Man says, pained—though no one listens to him, as usual.
If Kevin was here, there would be none of this infighting. He would have done something or said something with a careless idiocy, and then the others would have turned on him, happy for the distraction. They’ve already forgotten that the Fool has a place at this table for a reason: to entertain, to deflect, to keep what little peace remains.
“Have you lost your fucking minds?”
It’s not Judgement, but the Empress. The swearing, normally so ignorable, shears across the noise, leaving silence in its wake. Her chair shrieks as she stands up.
“You know what, don’t answer that question.” She tosses her magnificent blonde hair. “I’m calling it. Meeting adjourned.”
The Hanged Man looks at her, aggrieved. “But only the Fool—”
She glares at him; he backs down. “Do you want me to drag his fucking corpse to this table to adjourn the meeting? No? Then I’m getting the fuck out of here.”
As they leave, the Moon shoulder-checks Temperance. It’s petty, beneath both of their dignities. But the Moon has long held a grudge against Temperance, for reasons involving last-minute auctions, double- and triple-crossing deals—and once, the same romantic interest. It’s fair to say they might have disliked one another for the former, but they’ve never forgiven each other for the latter.
“There might be blood on my hands,” the Moon says. “But do you know what that means, really?”
A flash of teeth. Nails, digging into flesh. Temperance grunts at the pain.
The Moon smiles viciously. “I get things done.”



CHAPTER
Twenty-Seven
FOR THREE NIGHTS, Cassandra waits until midnight, when the archway appears in the wall like a magician’s trick. There’s something about the way it slides into existence, not there and then unquestionably, firmly there, that sends her stomach roiling, so she averts her gaze until she’s certain the transformation is over.
Since that first night, she’s gone down three times more: first, in quiet desperation, to politely ask the Keeper if there was another way to stop the bookshop’s lights from flickering on and off tauntingly while she tried to work; secondly, to discuss a book that wouldn’t stop emitting a poisonous gas that had already killed its last two owners. Both times she had felt woefully inadequate under the Keeper’s gaze, but at least she’d tried.
The last time had been the night before, when she’d gone down to ask the Keeper about the river. But the Keeper had only shrugged and said, “All things must end.” Just the kind of vagary that Chiron would have espoused. Cassandra might have pushed harder, but she hasn’t forgotten the Keeper’s anger, so tightly held in check—and what it might look like if she loosened it.
The thought of the river weakening is unfathomable. But if Eveline was lying, a small voice whispers, then why did Roth try to recreate the river? Why did Maud’s disappear?
Cassandra is still mulling this over as she picks through Maud’s ledger, trying to decipher her impossible handwriting—not that she knows what she’s looking for. From what she can tell, it looks much the same as Chiron’s. A list of sales and requests, most of them fulfilled. The prices each book went for.
Sprig of rosemary from mother’s grave.
Two kittens, one black, one white.
Two molars and one incisor, self-extracted.
Cassandra winces at the last one, though she’s somewhat less sympathetic than she thought she’d be to the self-extraction. She’s already received several teeth—some human, some decidedly not—one set of which was in exchange for a book that would grant the bearer an extra burst of energy, to be used as they saw fit. The man who had come in was grey with exhaustion, dark circles underneath his eyes. He had explained his predicament: three young children; a wife in ill health; two jobs, and no way to balance them both and his family. With no easy solution, a couple of teeth probably seemed like fair payment.
“Only a page at a time,” she had warned, handing the book over. “Never more than once every forty-eight hours. Precisely.”
Recently, the man returned to the bookshop with a bouquet of wildflowers. Though the problems hadn’t gone away, he’d regained some colour in his face, and the dark circles weren’t quite so dark. To her surprise, he thanked her profusely, even though the gaps in his smile were an all-too present reminder of his price.
And the glow of satisfaction still lingers in her chest, weeks later. The gratitude. The sense of that thief and bookseller scale, tipping ever so slightly back into balance. As for the teeth, she’d slipped them into the rocky pool of water at the back of the bookshop, where they’d lingered at the bottom for three days, until the river saw fit to carry them away.
Cassandra is still working her way through Maud’s ledger when she turns the page—and stops. Chiron’s scrawl, slightly more comprehensible than Maud’s, on a piece of paper. A list of acquisitions, annotated between them. And each title is on ink.
Like the book he’d tried to steal from Lowell. Cassandra thinks back to the vial still at Sharpe’s, Roth’s monstrous failure of creation in his flat.
Errata twines around her legs, his pupils round and pleading. After some experimentation, mostly at Byron’s insistence, they’ve discovered that Errata is, by and large, partial to cat food, but also scrap paper, the ends of erasers and pencil shavings. It’s hard to say how much of this is down to just being a cat.
But other attributes are decidedly more magical. His ability, for example, to traverse between the bookshops, which Byron had discovered after finding Aloysius’ grocery lists in the reading room, punctured by needle teeth. The way that the bookshop seems to bend around his presence, so that Cassandra often finds him on a shelf with just enough space and a blanket that Byron swears doesn’t belong to her.
Cassandra reaches down to pet him absently, at once feeling both fur and the solid, slightly velvety spine of a book. The duality of realities elating and dizzying.
“How about it?” she whispers to him, and is rewarded by a rolling, satisfied purr. “Shall we go book hunting?”
Once a month, the book fair opens its doors at 2 a.m.
Cassandra has always known where it lives: the cavernous, disused tunnels of the Underground, accessed through a normally gated alleyway in Covent Garden. Chiron had taken her often enough as a young protégé. Despite that—and Byron’s insistent asking—she hasn’t gone once since becoming an owner. Not enough money, she’d claimed, which is mostly true, and too busy, which is mostly a lie.
This time, as they approach the alleyway, Cassandra is a little surprised to see it lined with at least three different security guards. They’ve never had guards before, or any kind of security, really. The alleyway leads to a disused service tunnel, which in turn leads to the book fair. Cassandra’s stomach clenches as she glimpses another man in uniform, flat gaze raking over her.
“More precautions this year,” Byron says, an unusual hard note in her voice. “Because of the thief. Cass Holt.”
Cassandra’s smile freezes on her face. “I see.”
Byron starts recounting the details in that same strange, hard-edged tone. But Cassandra is suddenly months away—almost an entire year away, if she puts her finger on the calendar. Far back enough that she’s still Cass Holt, lounging in a flat that didn’t belong to her, but whose keys had mysteriously fallen into her pocket while the owner was on holiday. Cass Holt, leafing through one book idly then another, feeling that itch of boredom rouse yet again from hibernation. Cass Holt, who is reminded of the biggest book sale in London, and decides to sweep it all just because she can.
It was, in some ways, the last heist she ever did. A thousand books, with no stall left untouched. Some had gone to Roth—and he’d moaned about the prices, as usual—but so many of them had disappeared into the pockets of other collectors, and yet more unfamiliar hands from there. It hadn’t occurred to her how those hands might have used the magic inside the books, whether they’d been amplified with the aid of a reader. Who might have got hurt, to satisfy Cassandra’s boredom.
Her ears are ringing. Something unpleasant thrums in her chest.
If she hadn’t done it—if she hadn’t needed to lay low afterwards—she might never have felt herself getting bored again. She might never have taken up more dangerous readings. And he might never have—
“They didn’t fire any of the booksellers when it happened here,” Byron says. “Not that I was paying attention.”
“They should never have fired you. Cass Holt was… she had an unfair advantage,” Cassandra says suddenly.
She almost slips into the fault line of truth—and worse, almost wants to. Over the last few months, it’s grown harder to watch Byron wave cheerfully each evening before she leaves, knowing that there’s another timeline out there where Byron is quite happily in her last job, with no silver-fingered thief to intervene. But Cassandra’s spent too long trying to bury Cass Holt. If she has to live with her guilt, well, perhaps that’s Lady Fate’s way of tilting the scales back in balance, even if they’ll never be truly level.
“Yeah, the unfair advantage of being a goddamn ghost.” Byron exhales. “Anyway, I’m trying not to be bitter about it. Oh, look,” she says, pointing across the platform. “Finally.”
Cassandra watches Byron head towards a stall with the precision of an arrow, the radiant blue of her twists making her easy to spot amidst the buyers and sellers. The platform stretches out around her, a cacophony of stalls and severe-looking booksellers propping up tables laden with books. Even the tracks—less desirable retail space—are full. If the river’s whisper is absent, then it would barely be audible anyway over the susurration of magic, and the constant chatter of the books.
That’s why it should have been a challenging theft—impossible, even. But for Cassandra, it had been easy. The thieving has always been easy.
Her stomach knots again at the thought of Byron, supremely talented, dedicated, unfailingly kind—and jobless. Cassandra tries to remember what she’d stolen over the last few years, whether she’d met Byron before. But she had never concerned herself with the booksellers or the owners.
She breathes out and tries to collect herself. It doesn’t matter anymore. Byron’s no longer unemployed; Cassandra’s no longer a thief.
Instead she surveys the crowd. There’s that pale-haired owner again, along with a handful of others, their authority obvious from the way their assistants swarm around them, clutching tomes of various sizes. Then she spies Eveline. Eveline gives her the barest of nods, that infuriating curl of her lips the only sign that she’s also thinking of the conversation between them. The other owners turn to look at her, and there’s nothing friendly about the way their eyes narrow. Perhaps members of this mysterious society Eveline mentioned; perhaps not, and it’s simply envy that she’s slipped into such a covetable position at their expense.
Any one of them could have killed Chiron, she realises.
Cassandra doesn’t shiver, though she’d very much like to. Instead, she picks her way through the stalls, scanning through the books quickly. She’ll get what she came for, and then she’ll leave.
She’s nearly at the stall she’s after when a figure suddenly blocks her view. Tall and imposing, with a stern nose that’s reminiscent of Byron’s. Very little else reminds her of her brilliant bookseller, however. The crow’s feet at the edge of his eyes weren’t made from smiling.
“Septimus,” she says, startled.
“Enjoying yourself?” he says, a touch of sarcasm in his tone.
Cassandra finds herself shrinking under his gaze and forces herself to stand upright. She’s had no problem telling Lowell and Eveline exactly what she thinks. But Septimus has always had a way of making her feel as though she’s on the verge of trouble.
She is an owner, she reminds herself, and beholden to no one. Even Chiron’s most senior bookseller.
Septimus’ expression is inscrutable. His gaze rakes over her, and Cassandra imagines everything he’s seeing: the disgraced protégé, a usurper; a child with ink-dark hair, then a teenager, and dyed an aggressive blonde; Chiron’s biggest mistake.
“I assume Chiron left you instructions on how to manage the bookshop,” Septimus says.
Cassandra shrugs. “Not really.” She hesitates. “Did you know that he would leave the bookshop to me?”
The question is one that rattles around her head late at night, when she can’t sleep and the bookshop groans in the wind. Or early in the morning, when she’s making her coffee and remembering the precise way that Chiron had dipped his spoon first into the sugar then his own coffee, or sometimes just the sugar twice by mistake, when deeply engrossed in a book.
He had loved reading. Not the magical kind, but fiction of all sorts: weighty historical yarns, the sprawling worlds of epic fantasy, tender-hearted romance with windswept women on covers shearing off spines. Maybe it was Chiron the man, and not Chiron the owner, who had left her the bookshop.
“No,” Septimus says, and there is the tight bitterness she expected.
When she’d been in her early teens and prone to eavesdrop on gossipy booksellers, she’d discovered something deeply unpleasant. That she might have been Chiron’s only protégé at the time, but she wasn’t always. Before her, there had been others, cast aside or deemed unsuitable in ways that Chiron refused to elaborate on. Septimus had been the one before her: tipped to inherit everything, until he suddenly wasn’t.
She draws herself taller. “Thank you for sending me Byron.” Then, before she can stop herself, she asks, “Why?”
Something passes over Septimus’ face, too fast to decipher. “I thought you might have changed.”
The ensuing silence tells Cassandra exactly what Septimus thinks of that. Has she changed? Since her protégé days, certainly. And now, as owner?
“What are you doing here?” she asks.
As far as she’s heard, he’d retired from bookselling when Chiron had kicked everyone out.
Septimus looks at the books in his hands, as though weighing them up. “Trying to balance the scale.” His gaze snaps back to her. “Enjoy the fair.”
“You, too,” she says, but he’s already gone, scything a path through the crowd.
She tries to shake off the feeling that follows her as she makes her way towards the stall she’s after. Tonight, it seems that Lady Fate is determined to remind her of her past, no matter how bruising. This is why she’d avoided the fair for so long. Get the book, she thinks, and get out. Before something worse than Lady Fate’s remonstrations collides with her.
She reaches the stall without further incident, and immediately sets to work finding the book on Maud and Chiron’s list. Characteristic of the other sellers, the books aren’t organised in any meaningful way, so she spends fifteen minutes parsing through them meticulously. Her hands brush over recipe books trailing smoke from their interiors, a book of fables with a unicorn that leaps in and out of the cover, a book bound in what looks to be some form of dried seaweed, with a formidable padlock wound across it.
Then she finds it: the book on ink. She puts her hand on it—at the exact same time as another hand descends.
“Excuse me, but I—” Lowell glances up. “Cassandra.”
Lowell’s glasses are slightly fogged from the warmth of the station, but he makes no motion to wipe them free. Because that would mean removing his hand from the book.
“I see we’re at an impasse,” she says lightly.
Lowell has the grace to look almost apologetic. “I can’t give this one up, I’m afraid. It passed through the bookshop a few months ago, and I made the mistake of selling it on.”
“Lowell Sharpe,” she says, “you’ve never made a mistake in your life.”
He laughs, quick and self-deprecating. “You have no idea.”
They both look down at their hands, Lowell’s so much larger than her own. When she glances up, a faint frown appears on his forehead. But his hand stays in place.
“Why do you want it?” he asks.
“Why do you want it back?”
Lowell looks at her, his gaze unnervingly steady. Slowly, with one hand still on the book, he reaches for his shirt. His fingers touch on a button—and then frees it. Cassandra finds herself drawn to the movement, unable to look away. Her gaze slips to the hollow of his throat, and a nervous laugh escapes her.
“Lowell—”
“Cassandra,” he counters pleasantly.
Slowly, his thumb finds the second button. Cassandra tries to redirect her gaze back to his face, and she’s surprised to see his mouth tilted into a smile that’s just a shade too knowing. But he surely doesn’t remember her attempt to take the Napoleonic War volume from him at the estate sale. They had barely known each other then, with only the thinnest of mutual loathing between them. Anyway, it had only been a flash of shoulder, whereas this, for Lowell, is bordering on indecent.
He isn’t going to do it. He won’t.
His hands slip lower.
“You can’t be serious,” she says.
His voice low, he murmurs, “Ask me again and maybe you’ll find out.”
He does remember. Cassandra’s face grows hot. It had been one thing to be a little daring in front of a stranger, but now that she knows Lowell, she can’t imagine doing it—and it working. She tries to gather herself.
“If you are going to strip-tease in front of all of these booksellers,” she says, her voice catching on the term strip-tease, “then you, Lowell Sharpe, will have to forever contend with that.”
His eyes flash, amused. “You mean, in front of you?”
Cassandra’s grip on the book grows sweaty. She’s never been shy around bare skin before, but to see Lowell, of all people—Lowell, whose cuffs always hide the coy knuckle of his wrist bone—undressing feels like a taunt she can’t articulate. He undoes a third button, then a fourth, and she catches the fine dust of dark hair, the faint ridge of muscle taut across his stomach.
She tells herself later that it’s because she’s tired. Because she’s already off-kilter from being here at all. So it has nothing to do, then, with the way Lowell’s fingers graze his chest, his gaze steady on hers.
His other hand, still on the book, touches hers, just the slightest slip of friction on the cover. She takes a reflexive step backwards—and her fingers touch air instead of board. Too late, she realises what she’s done.
“Thank you,” Lowell says, and it could be her imagination, but there’s a slight flush of colour across his cheekbones. “I’m sorry to say, but you’ve ceded your claim.”
Cassandra tries to feign a smile, but the part of her that isn’t furious with herself is still too busy trying not to study Lowell’s fingers as he does up his shirt again.
“So I have,” she echoes.
“Well,” he says, slightly awkwardly. “Next time, Cassandra.”
She lets him disappear into the crowd, clutching Chiron’s book. The book she could have so easily taken from him if her mind hadn’t been elsewhere. Distracted by the deft movement of his fingers, the pull and slide of fabric against his skin. That half-smile that she sees so rarely, and yet has come to relish like a shared secret between them. That Lowell Sharpe could be prim enough to button his shirt to the top every morning and never leave room to loosen the collar, but still strip down to nearly the waist in a crowded room, just for her—
Distracted. A mistake that she’d never make as a thief.
Cassandra walks up and down the platform for a while, but her gaze keeps sliding off the books. None of the other books on Chiron and Maud’s list have surfaced, and God knows how long it would take before they do. Ink, the river, Roth—and Chiron’s death.
She needs that book.
Keeping an eye on the press of the booksellers, she waits another ten minutes before she finds Byron, keeping a stack of books company, all in suspiciously black bags with an S. printed in grey across them.
“Aloysius is in the bathroom,” Byron says by way of greeting. “Told him I’d keep an eye on them.”
“Your uncle is here,” Cassandra says absently.
Byron glances at the crowd. “Septimus? I don’t see him.”
“He’s over there,” she says. “I’ll keep an eye on the books for you.”
“Really? You don’t mind?” Byron says, and Cassandra hates the brightness in her voice, hates the way that she shakes her own head as if to say no, I don’t mind at all.
Byron gives her a quick, teasing salute before disappearing back into the crowd. Leaving Cassandra alone with Lowell’s books. Including the one he won from her.
Quickly, before she can think about it too much, she slips the book from his bag into hers. The cover is surprisingly soft to the touch, almost waxy. But her fingerprints leave no residue, and the book makes no complaint. It’s always so easy.
The Keeper flashes in her mind, her expression unreadable. It’s not thieving if she returns it, she counters. Just an unofficial loan, for an indeterminate period of time.
Then a pair of dark, unforgiving eyes catch her, daggers flung across the platform. Septimus.
For a moment, they stare at each other. It’s too late to put the book back. Too late to pretend that she was simply examining it for her own curiosity. Too late to pretend she isn’t anything other than what she is.
She tenses, waiting for him to accuse her of thievery. But Septimus’ mouth thins, with the grim confirmation that after all these years, he’s still right, and Cassandra is still the errant child, the wayward teenager. Chiron’s shitty, unreliable, undeserving protégé.
I knew you hadn’t changed.
Then he turns and vanishes into the crowd, leaving her standing alone on the platform.



CHAPTER
Twenty-Eight
CASSANDRA TAKES THE book from Lowell home, biting back the guilt every step of the way. At her desk, she examines it thoroughly, curiosity winning out as it always does. She needs this book, she reminds herself. If Chiron had found something in here—had died for it, or at least turned down that dreadful road because of its contents—then she’ll have one more piece of the puzzle. And she’s fast running out of ideas otherwise.
For that, she can tilt Lady Fate’s scale, just a little.
And Lowell? a small, stubborn voice whispers to her.
Even though dawn is peering through the windows, and she hasn’t slept thanks to the fair’s nocturnal hours, she opens the book and begins to read. As dawn bleeds into day, the bookshop swells and sighs around her. Byron lets herself in at midday, but Cassandra barely hears her. When she nips upstairs for her fourth cup of coffee, jittery with exhaustion and caffeine, she comes back downstairs to discover a thick patterned blanket draped over the chair and Errata inserting his paw into the empty inkwell on the desk.
It’s dark again by the time she finishes the book. She closes it carefully, feeling the weightlessness of too little sleep tug at her thoughts. But crowding out every other feeling is bitter disappointment. The book is exactly what it says it is: a list of recipes and experiments around ink, annotated in several different hands, each somewhat ominously picking up where the last one leaves off. Ink to magnify an already powerful reading, ink to breathe life into inanimate objects—a change of handwriting, a cautious advisement that the cost heavily outweighs the benefit—ink to change colours at whim, like an exceptionally frivolous mood ring.
Yet nothing that would hint as to Chiron’s interest in it specifically. Though, equally, nothing that might tell someone like Roth how to sacrifice a man in his climate-controlled library. That alone should be a relief, but Cassandra can’t help but feel that she’s once again disappointed Chiron, made all the worse that he’s not here to intervene.
She rubs her face wearily. Maybe if she had more clues to go on, or if she was less tired, or smarter, she would know. Maybe she would have already solved it, with no need for subterfuge, if she knew Chiron as well as she thought she did.
You stole the book for nothing. You betrayed Lowell’s trust for nothing.
She’s just about to head upstairs when someone bangs on the door. They’re closed, and she has every intention of ignoring them, but then she hears a familiar voice. She glances at the frosted silhouette against the windowpane.
“Ignore it,” Byron says from the back, then yells, “We’re closed!”
Outside, there’s another knock, and a muffled voice. “Cassandra—you have to help—”
Setting aside the ledger, she goes to the door. Aloysius stands on the threshold, soaking wet from the rain. His eyes are wide with panic.
“I didn’t know who else to go to—I don’t even know if you can help, but he said something about Maud, and some guys and—”
A terrible, twisting feeling submerges her.
“What’s happened?” she says.
“It’s Lowell,” he says breathlessly.
Cassandra pauses as she relays Aloysius’ panicked words again. Lowell, who is stubborn enough to defend his bookshop to the last, and stupid enough to not ask for help when he needs it most. She thinks about the heft of the men who’d come into Maud’s bookshop, how their hands had looked made for ripping limbs apart. And how, weeks later, Maud isn’t returning her phone calls.
Cassandra glances at Byron. “Get your coat and close up.”
Cassandra flings on Chiron’s oversized jacket, hung up by the door. At the last minute, she grabs the ink book and shoves it into a deep pocket. If she can steal without leaving a trace, then it should hardly be a test of her skills to put a book back unnoticed.
Lowell’s grey car is idling outside on the street, and they pile in. Cassandra barely has time to buckle her seatbelt before Aloysius slams on the accelerator. The car veers alarmingly down narrow streets and twisting alleyways. Multiple drivers honk as the car fishtails onto a main road. Cassandra grips the underside of the seat, knuckles white. Next to her, Byron is muttering a litany of swear words. But neither of them tell Aloysius to slow down. They reach the bookshop in a storm of spray and exhaust smoke, juddering to a halt outside.
As soon as Cassandra steps out of the car, she knows something is wrong. The bookshop’s door is wide open, every light blazing, but there’s no one standing watch over the entrance. The knot in her gut tightens.
Without waiting for Aloysius or Byron, she strides towards the bookshop and over the threshold. Almost immediately, she pinpoints the wrongness. An argument is in full swing, raised voices shattering the stillness. Glass shards litter the floor, along with hundreds of torn pages scattered indiscriminately, like blood at a murder scene. The shelves shiver and rumble with ominous restlessness. Dread floods through her, as she edges her way towards Lowell’s office.
The first thing she catches is Lowell’s voice, calm to within an inch of icy. “We’ve had this conversation before, gentlemen. But my answer hasn’t changed.”
“You will change your mind tonight, Sharpe.” The crack of knuckles, gleeful anticipation of violence.
Before she can stop herself, Cassandra steps into the frame of the doorway. She only has a second to process the picture in front of her—Lowell, backed up behind his desk, although his demeanour would suggest utter control; two men practically bursting out of their coats with muscle—before Lowell’s eyes catch hers.
Shit.
The men swivel at almost the exact same time.
“Who the fuck are you?” one of them asks.
“Blake,” the other one says, warning.
“She’s no one,” Lowell says, with convincing disinterest. “A customer.”
Cassandra ignores him. “I reckon you guys should leave.”
The larger man—though they are both so impossibly large—shoulders his way forward, towering over her. She resists the urge to take a step backwards.
“What’s it to you?” he growls, inches from her face.
What is it to her? She’s spent the last few weeks being asked that very question, in so many different ways. From Lowell, from Roth, from Eveline. And she’d played nice because that’s what an owner does. An owner is supposed to handle things diplomatically. An owner is supposed to compromise.
The man pushes her backwards, and her feet slide against the polished floorboards. Rough enough to make a point, to add fuel to her imaginings of all the ways this could spin out.
Lowell breaks. “Cassandra, please—”
Fuck compromise.
“I said you should leave,” she says.
Behind her, scattered footsteps come to a halt. Byron and Aloysius, the latter brandishing his wet umbrella.
Several things happen at the same time. Lowell darts out from behind his desk, an ornamental paperweight in his fist. The larger man, Blake, pulls his arm back for a swing—Cassandra sees every millisecond in slow motion, courtesy of the adrenaline coursing through her—and she responds with the first line of self-defence she was ever taught. With as much force as she can muster, she drives her knee upward, into his groin.
He roars.
Lowell brings his fist hard down on the smaller man. Cassandra ducks.
She’s not fast enough; Blake’s elbow connects with her head, hard. Pain flares, and black spots dance in her vision. Something hot and red sings in her. She responds with a glancing blow to his knee. Another to his face. Anywhere with tender flesh.
He shoves her on the floor and slaps her across the face. Her forehead burns and something wet trickles down her face; a ring glints on the man’s finger, the edges oiled with her blood.
“We told you to stay out of it,” he hisses. “But you’ll see what happens when the Moon has—”
Aloysius cracks him over the head with an umbrella and he topples sideways, releasing his grip. Cassandra scrambles upright, every nerve ringing.
Even though the men are physically outnumbered, there’s no way she can win this fight. Not without destroying half of the bookshop. She glances at Lowell, already with that nasty black eye. None of them are fighters.
But there’s one more card up her sleeve.
She grabs the bottle of ink on the desk and smashes it, liquid trickling in her fist. When she presses her fingertips to her mouth, they taste bitter and metallic, in the way of all stories. Then she takes a deep breath, and summons every ounce of her belief. Feels the world expand inside her ribcage alongside her lungs, then past her body, past this room. Feels possibility itself, past and present and future and all the sideways worlds where magic is more than a book and some ink, or less than a dream inside a dream. She lets it all balance inside her head, impossible and true.
Then, without any words in front of her, she reads.
The river rushes through her, laced in every word. She reads in a language she doesn’t recognise, and doesn’t try to. The language of the river itself. The room shivers, shifts sideways. Out of the corner of her eye, the river rises around her, both there and not there, in a phantasmal mist. The bookshop shudders at the pressure.
Books are just stories, after all. And there’s more than one way to tell them.
The men halt, as time rolls to a sluggish pace around them. One mid-punch; the other stepping backwards, trying to regain purchase on the situation. Cassandra watches, fascinated, as the dust particles hover around them, caught up in the reading.
With effort, she wrenches her attention back. Making sure she knows every word she says. Making sure it’s all she says.
Lowell escapes from behind the desk. He takes one look at Cassandra, then at the men.
“Aloysius, get them out of here,” he says.
Aloysius grabs a flat trolley, as though he’s done this a dozen times. Grunting with effort, he heaves their frozen bodies over the doorway and tips them out into the night. They sprawl in an ungainly heap on the pavement, their expressions paused in snarls of anger and confusion.
Cassandra keeps speaking, until she finds a snag in the narrative. A natural place to breathe. If it was a book, it would be a comma, or full stop. Then, as forcefully as she’d begun, she cuts it off.
The river whispers, keep going. Keep reading, and the power is hers to control. Keep reading, and dole out real punishment. Blood for blood. Keep reading, and let the world know what true fear really is.
But it’s a whisper she’s heard before, and it’s never been a seductive prospect.
She presses her lips together tightly as Lowell stands over the men, his face thunder.
“The river knows its own,” Lowell says, “and it knows its enemies, too. Don’t come back here again.”
The bookshop is a wreck. Paper strewn across the floor, books ripped from their shelves. New gouges in Lowell’s desk, after who knows how many generations of meticulous care.
But they’re alive. They’re safe.
Cassandra takes a deep breath, and the room spins with her exhalation. She leans on the nearest wall, letting the sound of Byron and Lowell’s worry roll over her. This is the problem with reading without a book; the world stays pliable, even after the reading’s ended. Possibilities flow through her, and she bites her lip to prevent herself from manifesting any aloud. She closes her eyes, lets the visions of other worlds—magic, no magic, underwater ballrooms and airships, cold winter air, lush jungle, a world with no light at all—pass through her.
Instead, she focuses on her hands, which are here. Her feet, which are also here. The way the world smells now, blood and ink and sweat—and underneath, the vanilla scent of old books. The uneven thump of her heart, still jack-knifing from adrenaline. She’s Cassandra Fairfax, a solid, unshakeable person, present. Thief. Liar. Owner.
Piece by piece, she returns to herself.
When she’s sure of the ground beneath her feet—just scuffed floorboards, in a tired bookshop that smells like the aftermath of violence—she opens her eyes again. Byron is picking up books, but Lowell looks at her sharply.
“I’m fine,” she says, even if the room is still a little wobbly.
“What the fuck was that?” Byron says, and there’s no mistaking the tremble in her voice.
They all look at each other. But Cassandra remembers Eveline’s warning.
“The society,” Lowell says, beating her to it.
Byron frowns. “Are you sure? The society are… well, a myth, gossip—”
“A cult,” he says. “Or something like it. Owners. Not all of them, but… enough. Deliberately secretive. I suppose they consider themselves a higher authority. And judging from tonight, willing to exercise it.”
Cassandra’s head pounds, her mouth dry from the reading. She wipes her forehead and blood comes away on her fingers.
Byron sucks in a breath. “That looks nasty.”
Cassandra ignores her. “Lowell, what can we do to help?”
Aloysius fetches a broom from the back and starts to sweep up the shards of glass. The victim is one of the dark locked cabinets, empty cradles where the books were displayed. Carefully, Byron picks up the torn pages, victory fading from her expression.
Lowell gestures to Cassandra, and she follows him into the office.
“Did they take anything?” she asks.
Lowell rummages in his desk and reappears with a first aid kit. The sight of the green plastic in Lowell’s study seems incongruous with its sombre colour palette, and she forces back a laugh, even though there’s nothing funny about this situation.
“Sit,” he commands.
She shakes her head, even though it makes her woozy. “I’m fine.”
Really, she is. It’s a strange thing to admit to, but there’s a calm depth of clarity that hadn’t been there when she’d first rushed into the shop. The argument plays out again in her head, the words crisp. If she had a pain-free space to think—
Suddenly, Lowell grasps her shoulders, steering her towards the desk chair.
“Sit,” he says. “Please.”
It’s the please that she gives in to.
Lowell is painfully gentle as he pushes back her hair from the wound. She tries very hard not to notice how warm and large his hands are, how reassuring it is to have someone make the decision for her. His nose wrinkles as his glasses slip, and she has the sudden, insane urge to push them back up for him. Lowell finishes cleaning the wound, and sticks a plaster over it, careful not to get her hair caught.
“You’re lucky. The wound is only small. But there’s a lot of blood, and you might have a concussion.”
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but head wounds are like that,” she says.
He rolls his eyes. “I see the patient yet lives.” He pauses. “Your reading was very good, by the way.”
“I know.”
“I know you know,” he says, but his mouth tilts upward. “Still, that was… impressive.”
Unusual, he means; she can tell. And it’s true she hasn’t read like that in over six months, after she’d vowed to never call on the river so deeply again. But vows, like rules, are very easily broken.
Lowell’s expression shifts, his smile fading. “Where is it?”
Cassandra looks up at him. Though she can’t place every emotion, expectation is written all over his face. But she waits. She wants to hear him say it. Even though the plaster is in place, Lowell’s hands still linger, warm on her forehead.
“Cassandra,” he says, with unbearable patience.
Even she knows when she’s finally lost. Quietly, she reaches into her coat—Chiron’s coat—and pulls the book out from the pocket. She sets it on his desk and braces herself for the thunderous accusations, the irreparable fracturing of something she has only just begun to cherish. But Lowell’s hand only slips down the side of her face, as he searches her gaze.
“You could have asked,” he says quietly.
But she needed it. And he might have said no, or asked why, or any number of questions that she doesn’t have the time or inclination to answer. Thieving was straightforward. And it had been so freeing to let herself be Cass Holt for just a second and hold all that power, with no one to pry it from her. To walk away with something flawlessly, even under the eyes of all that security, just because she could.
“Still think you’re right about me, Lowell?” she says bitterly. “Or are you reconsidering?”
“If you’d been caught—”
“I don’t get caught,” she says, then exhales. “I wasn’t caught.”
“Except by me.” His hands fall away. “You shouldn’t have come, but I’m grateful you did. If you hadn’t…”
The rest of the conversation hangs unspoken in the air. Cassandra had no obligation to come here. Even if Lowell hasn’t voiced it, she can see the question working on his face: why? Why, when every single instinct would have her do the contrary? Why, when she has more than once gleefully dreamed of Lowell Sharpe being taken down a peg or two? Why, when his book would be hers for the taking?
“You should invest in a good bodyguard,” she says instead, busying herself with the loose threads on the bottom of her shirt. “I hear they’re all the rage.”
“Cassandra,” he says again.
She looks up. Underneath the weariness, there’s an intensity to his expression that sends her frayed nerves fizzing again. Colour rises in her cheeks, but she holds his gaze.
“Why were those men here?” she asks.
He glances at the door. “Research.”
“Oh, come on—”
Lowell puts his hands up, placating. “I’m serious. When Chiron broke in—” Cassandra winces “—he wouldn’t stop talking about the river, or the books he was after. So I started looking into it.” He hesitates. “Just quietly, asking a few questions here and there. But the answers I got were too vague, if I got answers at all.
“That’s why I was at Maud’s. Alongside her other specialities, she has an interest in the river’s history. The book I bought at the auction was one that Chiron mentioned. And that’s why the…” He gestures to his black eye.
She can already picture it: Lowell asking the difficult questions, not taking no for an answer. Lowell, an inconvenience, then a problem.
“I might have upset a few people,” he admits.
“A few? Lowell—”
“They were here tonight to try and take the book by force,” he says. “That’s when I realised I was right. I don’t know why, but something’s wrong with the river, like a sickness, or a wasting of sorts. I couldn’t believe it at first. The river is… well, you know. We all know—it just is. Does gravity get sick? Does time?”
He looks at her, and there’s something vulnerable in his expression. The tiniest sliver of doubt from Lowell Sharpe, who never doubts anything.
“You’re not wrong,” she says.
And she could be mistaken, but his shoulders unknot ever so slightly. Even though it comes with all the worst implications imaginable.
A world without the river, without magic.
“I’m keeping the book,” Lowell says, returning to his brisk tone, and Cassandra tenses. “But you can borrow it.” He pauses. “As a friend.”
She doesn’t even realise the weight sitting on her chest until it lifts. She hasn’t broken this.
“Is that what we are?” she asks, teasing just a little, and is rewarded by a soft snort of incredulity.
“As effective as it’s proved, I doubt either of us will fall for the strip-tease again,” he says, and the hitch in his voice is so slight that she would never notice it if she didn’t already notice everything about Lowell Sharpe.
But Lowell isn’t finished. He turns to her, serious. “The society saw you help me. They’ll come for you, too.”
Cassandra had known this the second she decided to intervene. She’d bought herself a little time by playing the hapless bookseller before, but now they know what she’s capable of. Now they know it’ll take more than a few casual threats to make her hand over Chiron’s bookshop.
Cassandra holds his gaze. “They can try.”



CHAPTER
Twenty-Nine
WINTER IS SNATCHING sunlight from them in greater handfuls by the day. So even though the bookshop is still open, the sun is already long gone when the last customer hurries in. A young woman—or an older girl; Cassandra can’t decide.
Even though the woman doesn’t say anything, Cassandra knows instinctively what she’s come for: the Napoleonic War volumes at last. Byron brings them out from the back, as the woman pulls out fistfuls of cash and dumps it all onto Chiron’s desk. It’s not often that cash is considered a high enough price for the bookshop, but Cassandra doesn’t say anything as the meagre pile grows, automatically calculating its rough value. Not more than a few months’ rent, really, but… Enough to take a train somewhere far away. Enough to escape.
“It’s everything I have,” she says.
Cassandra believes her. She touches each volume and feels its narrative play out underneath her fingertips. Power and ambition, underlined by charisma and a terrible capability for violence. Not a set she would sell to just anyone, not anymore. But Lady Fate brought this woman here—and who is Cassandra to defy her?
Still, Chiron’s ghost must be rattling around somewhere because even though the customer closes her hands over the topmost book, Cassandra doesn’t let go. She surveys the woman as she knows Chiron would have, considers her the way he’d taught Cassandra.
“What will you do with it?” she asks.
The young woman looks up at her, narrowed eyes in a narrow frame. Her face has that hollow, hungry look, as though she has been starved of the world itself.
“Do you ever wish to be something more than you are?” she says quietly.
Cassandra thinks about the more she had sought, at Chiron’s insistence. More diligent, more clever, more attuned to the bookshop’s moods and desires. How she would have given everything for that slow, warm nod of approval and know that she had reached a zenith of herself.
How easy it had been to take the razor point of Chiron’s more and turn it upon him, and then herself. Lowell has already given her more grace than she deserves.
“Think carefully about what you would become,” she says.
The customer’s smile is wary but genuine. “Thanks.”
As the customer leaves, Cassandra wonders what will happen to her, if the river is really vanishing. Whether she’ll get the opportunity to find out what it is to be more. Whether she’ll have the chance to regret it.
Cassandra finally locks the door and heads upstairs for a cup of tea. By the time she returns, Byron is already noting down the sale, the price written in her steady hand. Byron, who would have been everything Chiron asked of her.
“Where was your last bookshop?” Cassandra asks suddenly.
This is dangerous territory, asking questions. But she’s been wondering for months now about Byron, and the theft for which she’d been blamed. Whether a slip of detail might jog Cassandra’s memory.
“The Green Knight, in Cornwall. They say the Pearl Poet himself worked there.” Byron snaps the ledger shut. “Where was yours?”
“Well, I grew up here,” Cassandra says—an easy line because it’s the truth.
“I know—you’ve already told me that,” Byron says, rolling her eyes. “But Septimus said you took some time off.”
Cassandra shrugs. “Oh, here and there, really.”
There’s an awkward pause, Byron looking at her like she knows there’s another, more truthful answer. And there’s an insane second where Cassandra thinks: maybe. But to spill Cass Holt is to spill it all. The thefts, the bad deals, the bad people who came with them.
The reading, and the man dead at the end of it. Because of her.
“What was the Green Knight like?” Cassandra says quickly.
Byron immediately breaks into a smile. “It was gorgeous. Right by the sea, so you could hear the spray kick up on the cliffs. All these delicate, stained-glass windows with the green dude himself. The kind of place you can’t forget.”
Yes, Cassandra thinks, unforgettable. She remembers it now: the creak of wood softened by salt spray and ocean wind; the whitewashed exterior; the sigh of home as she’d stepped like a ghost through the doorway. It had been during the summer, so even though it was late, the sunset streamed through the windows, throwing rainbows across the floor. Chiron had been friendly with the owner, Hartley Benson, or at least not so gruff, and so she’d already been inside once before, when Chiron still liked her enough to take her travelling.
She tries to remember the theft—the books, the buyer, whether she had been paid in cash or something else—but she’d been stealing a lot at the time. All she recalls is the painful yearning, the sense of coming home again because to step into a tributary bookshop was to come home, and then the awful homesickness as she’d slipped back into the night.
“Is this where you thought you’d end up?” Cassandra says.
Byron tilts her head as if considering. “I mean, not this bookshop, no. I thought… I don’t know.” She sighs. “I really loved that one.”
A fist clenches around Cassandra’s heart.
“But it led me to yours, right?” she adds, her smile returning.
Byron shrugs into her coat before adjusting the lights, so they’re dimmed just right for the dark evening.
“See you tomorrow!” she calls out, shutting the door behind her.
For a while, Cassandra stares at the front door. Errata chirps as she scratches absent-mindedly between his ears.
“She deserves better than this,” she mutters.
In response, the bookshop ruffles her hair with a stray breeze, as if to say half-heartedly, I know.
Several days later, Cassandra finds herself on a detour from a supplier to Lowell’s bookshop. She’s spent a fair amount of time going back and forth from Sharpe’s lately, she realises. Maybe London is smaller than she’d realised, or maybe it’s that the weather has been slightly more gracious, but every time, the walk feels just that little bit shorter.
The part of her that should be worried—the thief—is surprisingly quiet in the back of her mind. True to Lowell’s word, the book appeared the very next day on Cassandra’s desk, accompanied by a half-chewed note with Errata’s loving teeth marks and a not-inconsiderable amount of cat drool. She hadn’t the heart to tell him she’d already read it and found nothing of note.
When Cassandra reaches Sharpe’s, the aftermath of violence has long been whisked away. The only signs of anything amiss are the empty pane of the glass cabinet, and Lowell, walking around with Aloysius chasing behind, clutching a notebook. If it weren’t for the remnants of Lowell’s black eye, and a new bruise disappearing down the collar of his shirt, it would be just another day.
Lowell glances up as she walks in, and it’s a credit to her that she barely flinches at his expression. His entire face is wound tight, his narrowed eyes a steel trap in waiting. If she thought she’d seen Lowell annoyed before, well.
She recovers quickly enough. “I know, my presence precedes me.”
Lowell runs a hand through his hair, exasperated, then sighs. “No, it’s not you.”
A series of clatters and curses echo from the back of the bookshop. Cassandra gives him a quizzical look.
Lowell heaves an awful sigh, as though summoning the remains of a very ragged patience. “My brother is here—”
Someone bangs open the door of the office and strides out.
“—Edmund.”
Cassandra looks from Lowell to the tall stranger in front of them. Curly hazel hair to Lowell’s almost black, half a head taller with broad shoulders and pale, rough-hewn features, a mountain carved into the shape of a man. Though they share no physical resemblance she can pinpoint, there’s something twinned in their matching scowls, their brows furrowed to points.
He also looks… familiar.
“Lowell, I can’t find the—” His gaze slides over to Cassandra, and something sharpens in it. “You.”
Cassandra’s stomach dives. Him.
“What the hell are you playing at, Lowell?” he says.
Out of the corner of her eye, Aloysius stops sweeping, all attention laser-focused on the argument that’s surely about to unfold. Cassandra’s body sweeps from hot to ice cold. Now she knows exactly where she recognises Edmund Sharpe from: the night of the fuck-up.
Death, like quicksilver in her hands. Poisoning everything she touches.
“Look, it was a break-in, it was unfortunate, and I dealt with it,” Lowell says.
Cassandra glances between them, but Edmund is studiously refusing to make eye contact. The panic shifts, settles into her limbs like lead. She’s already on thin ice, thanks to the book theft, but even if she wasn’t—
How will he frame it to Lowell? It was a terrible accident. It was no one’s fault. It was Cass’s fault. It was all Cass’s fault.
“You should inform me of emergencies,” Edmund says eventually. “For your own safety.”
Cassandra’s gaze flicks to Edmund again. A slight deepening of frown, a downward tilt to his mouth.
Lowell’s shoulders tighten. “It was handled.”
“If it was Arthur—”
Fury crackles in the air. “Don’t, Edmund. Just… don’t.”
Something between unease and dislike washes over Cassandra, and it takes her a moment to recognise its origins. Between hiding in closets and confronting thieves, she’s become used to a less fearsome Lowell, all the edges sanded off by familiarity. Now, though, she’s reminded of a diamond, every facet honed to razor point. A Lowell who’s as much a stranger to her as he was the day he walked into Chiron’s bookshop, letter crushed in his fist.
“Anyway, if you’d like to actually look at what was taken,” Lowell says, now visibly angry, “I can pull a list from the back for you.”
Edmund waves a hand to suggest that yes, he’d like that. Lowell gives Cassandra a curious glance, but she just shrugs.
“I’m happy to wait,” she says, even though truthfully she’d love nothing more than to run from here and keep running. Away from the trap she’s sprung on herself.
As soon as Lowell retreats to the office, Aloysius following, Edmund rounds on her. Now that she’s placed him, it would be impossible to mistake him for a complete stranger. He’d been half a head taller than everyone else that night, a mountain of brooding, sullen man in the corner. His eyes, a cold, unrelenting grey, bore into hers.
He grabs her arm, fingers squeezing painfully. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Get your hand off me,” she says.
“I don’t know how you dug your claws into my brother, or what bullshit name you’re working under, but if you think that Cass fucking Holt—”
In one quick motion, Cassandra grasps one of his fingers and bends it backwards, the joint popping. He hisses and lets go, flexing his hand.
“I told you to get off me,” she says calmly. “You want to talk? Fine, let’s talk.”
Lowell and Aloysius are in the office; the bookshop is otherwise empty. She doesn’t need to raise her voice to make it clear just how high the stakes are for both of them.
“Let’s talk about how interesting it would be if Lowell found out about your illegal readings.” She ticks down her fingers. “Or the books you stole. Or the promises you made—and then broke. Or, fuck it,” she adds, false lightness in her tone. “Let’s just tell him about that night, hm? No secrets between brothers, right?”
She levels her gaze at him, knowing that he’s recalling the same evening, and its awful end. At the same time, she tries to place it at the back of her mind, where it can’t touch her. Remember Cass Holt, criminal. Remember Cass Holt, untouchable, enigmatic. Remember what it is to be dangerous.
Edmund is the first to turn away, his gaze shifting to the closed office door. A vein jumps in his jaw, and his hands flex at his sides. Cassandra lets the moment spin out a little longer. He has to believe they’re equals. He has to believe she can crack his armour. Even if Edmund is smarter than Roth and better connected than the boy she’d met at the auction.
“Stay away from this bookshop,” he growls. “And Lowell.”
Edmund looks like he wants to say more, but Lowell returns. His face tightens as he notes the tension between them. Cassandra makes an effort to appear breezy, like they’ve been having nothing but a conversation about the weather.
“Everything okay?” he asks, his gaze on Cassandra.
Cassandra glances at Edmund.
“Fine,” Edmund says tightly. “Or at least they will be once I’ve checked the records. Excuse me.”
Edmund storms off. A second later, the office door slams shut.
“I must apologise for Edmund’s behaviour,” Lowell says. “He’s not always such an asshole.” Then he pauses, considering. “Well, he is, but usually not to strangers.”
The back of Cassandra’s neck prickles; Lowell, ever perceptive.
She feigns a dismissive shrug. “I have that effect on people.” She tacks on a smile. “Maybe it’s just Sharpes.”
Lowell’s eyes crinkle, like he’s trying and failing to hide a smile.
“He heard about the break-in. From Aloysius, I presume,” he adds, with a scowl in the direction of the office.
“You could have let them have the bookshop,” Cassandra says, teasing, just to see what his response would be.
After all, it’s what he’s spent all this time telling her. Just give me your bookshop, and I’ll be on my way. Cassandra has already formed a smart-ass response in her head, and she’s ready to unleash it on whatever Lowell—
“It’s not mine to give,” he says.
Cassandra stops. “What?”
“The bookshop belongs to Edmund.” Lowell touches the wainscoting. “I’m just keeping it tidy.”
“But—but—”
For once, Cassandra’s at a loss for words. How can the bookshop belong to someone else? She knew this was Lowell’s the second she passed it on the street, the moment she walked through the door. Every element, every choice, is his—from the gunmetal grey to the rich panelling. The practical yet warm lighting. The elegant, looping sign above the door.
“It’s a long story,” he says.
“It has your name on the front,” she says.
“It says Sharpe’s,” he says softly.
Cassandra thinks of the way the other booksellers had spoken of him, hatred masking pride and envy. She thinks of how Lowell had come into Chiron’s bookshop, knowing exactly how to fix the deluge of water. How he walks around Sharpe’s with a confident ease that she can never hope to replicate. How desperate he’d been to claim Chiron’s bookshop.
“But you love this bookshop,” she says helplessly. “How can that be fair?”
He shrugs. “It’s a certain definition of fair.”
He says it like it’s a matter of fact, like he’s spent his entire life considering this question, and this is the only logical conclusion he can come to. It’s the kind of fair that Cassandra is well acquainted with. Which is to say, a fairness that seems to favour owners, no matter how it’s framed.
“No, I’m sorry, that’s bullshit,” she says. “You can’t tell me any one deserves this more than you.”
He startles, and very briefly, his expression clears of frown lines. A mask, lifting, just for a second, to reveal a softer, gentler face—and in that second, Cassandra’s heart thumps complicatedly in her chest. No, she thinks, a little desperately.
Lowell clears his throat. “Anyway, you asked for that ink sample. I… haven’t seen anything like it before.”
Somewhere in the recesses of her memory, bolstered by Edmund’s appearance, an alarm goes off. There had been an unusual ink, too, on that bloody night. Surely it has to be coincidence.
She hopes to every god and devil she knows that it’s just a coincidence.
“I’d like to hold on to the sample for a little longer,” Lowell says. “If that’s okay.”
A sudden outpouring of cursing from the office startles them both. Cassandra tries to shrug off her foreboding. If anyone can coax answers out of a bottle of ink, it’s probably Lowell. And she’d rather not be here when Edmund re-emerges, a tempting reason to change his mind and divulge the truth between them.
“I’ll leave you to it,” she says.
Later, Cassandra sits at Chiron’s desk, turning it over in her mind, while Byron pulls on her coat, the day long spent. Ink. The river. Roth, bolstered by this mysterious society.
And that night, forever churning at the back of her thoughts.
“What do you know about Edmund Sharpe?” Cassandra asks.
Byron looks up, surprised. “Not much. What do you want with him?”
“Nothing,” she says.
That evening, another book arrives on her desk, heralded by a plaintive meow. She picks it up, a hefty paperback with a broken spine and a tacky circle on the front cover with half a sticker scrubbed away. The cover artwork is vintage, abstract; Cassandra guesses seventies, and she’s a little smug when she checks the copyright page. It’s an obscure title that she doesn’t recognise. But there is a handsome scrawl in the corner that identifies the book as belonging to one Lowell J. F. Sharpe.
Inside is a small note, written in tidy handwriting. I thought you might like this.
She sets it back on her desk and conspicuously ignores it for several hours. But at the end of the evening, she closes the curtain, turns off the lights, and heads upstairs, Lowell’s book tucked underneath her arm.
In Chiron’s comfortable armchair by the fire, she cradles a mug of tea in both hands, the book eased open on her lap. Outside, a soft patter of rain starts up.
The hours come and go.
Towards the end of the book, she turns a page and something falls out. A pressed daisy, the petals delicate as lace.



A series of notes exchanged by Cassandra Fairfax and Lowell Sharpe, carried by Errata
Inside The Bartender Only Serves Once by Fred R. Abel—the seventies paperback is obviously well read, but in pristine condition. On the cover, a scantily clad woman clings to a man who wears nothing but leather trousers and a holster, his gun pointed menacingly at the reader. A third, slightly more clothed man, broods in the distance.
Absolutely not.
This is classic literature.
Ah, yes, nothing says classic like a book with that on the front.
Don’t judge, etc. etc. Besides, the description of the shoot-out against the backdrop of a secondary shoot-out is legendary in certain social circles.
A social circle that consists of you and Aloysius is not, in fact, a social circle.
Inside Beyond Midnight by Josephine Bayer—while the shabby paperback is nothing to look at, someone has added cheerful doodles of a castle, vampire and bats around the title page. A speech bubble attributed to the vampire reads fangs for reading!
Is this a joke?
A book about a reclusive man who shuts himself up in his castle to menace bookshop owners—oh, I’m sorry, peasants—and be otherwise vaguely disagreeable? Wherever would you get that idea.
Absolute drivel. It should have, quite frankly, died with the Count.
Rude. The romance between Edward de Lacey and Lady Isabella is fantastic. Besides, think of all the excellent vampire novels we would have missed out on.
Think of all the terrible ones.
Inside Travels of an Adventuress: Volume 3 by Hyacinth Watson—nineteenth century, clothbound. Obviously well loved.
I defy you to hate this one.
You win. Reluctantly. Her illustrations are really something.
Do you know that she disappeared somewhere in the Alps in 1897?
I did, in fact, know that. It’s detailed quite specifically in the afterword of The Last Diaries of Hyacinth Watson 1893–1897, revised edition. Do you know that she allegedly took her final manuscript, Doorways to Elsewhere & Other Unnatural Phenomena, with her? And that she burnt all of her notes before she set off? Almost as if she knew she would vanish?
A fanboy!
Oh God. Please, any other name.
A fanboy by any other name is still a fanboy. (That means no.)
You can’t see me, but I’m banging my head on my desk. Repeatedly.
Listen, Hyacinth deserves her fandom. Even if it’s just the two of us.



CHAPTER
Thirty
AT HIS DESK, Lowell runs his fingers across the last sentence again. Just the two of us.
Once upon a time, Lowell Sharpe’s father walked into a bookshop, desperation in one fist and a child’s hand in the other. The child would grow up to be the third of three sons, each bought and paid for with a book that would change their parents’ lives. Or, put another way, the child is one of three firstborn sons, but as the last acquisition in a collector’s hand, he must settle for third-son status and be satisfied with it.
Third sons do not inherit bookshops.
Third sons sweep floors, polish light fittings, check stock long after everyone else has gone to bed. Third sons get loaned out to other owners as and when they’re required, and returned when they’re not.
“What did you need us for?” he asks.
His owner shrugs. “I didn’t. I just needed the exchange to be fair.”
It’s a very specific definition of fair, written in blood and a child’s tears.
Lowell becomes accustomed to this version of fair. He tries, over the years, to accept his fate, to varying degrees of success. It’s a fairness also imposed on his brothers, he knows.
Sometimes Lowell wonders what he stole from them, when he arrived. Squeezing a third into a space that perhaps wasn’t meant for three eldest sons. Edmund was already there, some years older; yet still young enough to resent Lowell’s childish questions, Lowell’s homesickness for a home that no longer belonged to him, Lowell’s numerous attempts to run away, even though there was nowhere to run to.
And then there was Arthur.
Bright, funny, ridiculous Arthur, with his floppy auburn hair and easy smile. Who managed to brush away Edmund’s stormy moods, who had lightened every room he walked through, who had shown Lowell all the delights of the bookshop—what he could have, if he chose to build a life within it. Who had made them brothers, in every way that mattered.
Arthur, who they had buried in a rosewood coffin a little over eight months ago.
Edmund and Lowell haven’t spoken much since then.
Just the two of us.
Lowell recalls the night he’d met Chiron, only a few months after Arthur’s funeral. By then, Edmund had long delegated the running of the bookshop to him, abandoning the responsibility in every way but name. Not that Lowell hadn’t tried to persuade him to hand over the bookshop. If Arthur was still there—still alive—perhaps he might have. But then, if he’d been there, there would have been no question over the bookshop’s ownership, and maybe Edmund and Lowell would still be brothers in the ways that mattered.
He’d stayed longer in the bookshop than he’d meant to, still been seething over the latest argument, when Chiron had tried to break in. Old men, he’s discovered, are not so skilled in sleuthing, or making the kind of noiseless steps needed for such an enterprise. Owners are habitually made of tough material, but Chiron had looked weary when Lowell had caught him coming out of the office, a book tucked under his arm as though he was merely going for a stroll. Like he was ready to be caught, and be done with it all.
And perhaps he really was done. Because in the next few weeks, he was dead, and there was the letter in Lowell’s in-tray. The possibility of an entirely new future in a few short sentences. No more managing Edmund’s mercurial temper and demands. No more wishing for a world that would never quite belong to him.
He would have a bookshop. Lowell’s bookshop.
But Chiron hadn’t warned him about Cassandra Fairfax. Cassandra, who he’d first mistook as a scruffy, flighty thing—a person in over their head, who would cave quietly and quickly. Then a clearer portrait had emerged—which was to say, not clear at all, with the blank canvas of her history that she’s so assiduously avoided painting. Just the quick brushstrokes of a woman about to run. Sharp wit, sharper eyes that seem to pick up everything.
A smile that suggests he really, really shouldn’t trust her.
Edmund opens the door to the office without knocking, making him jump. His appearance, as usual, is accompanied by a face like a thundercloud, his mouth twisted in a grimace. Aloysius has already taken to spending the day hidden amongst the more difficult-to-access bookshelves, and Lowell can’t really blame him.
“You need to stop talking to Cassandra Fairfax,” Edmund says.
Lowell returns to his ledger. “You need to regain your understanding of what a closed door means.”
“This is my office,” Edmund says.
“Yet I’m the one currently working on our intake,” Lowell counters. “When was the last time you sat behind this desk?”
Edmund’s scowl deepens, but Lowell is unrepentant. It’s a truth that Edmund can’t refute. The last time he’d sat here as an owner had been in the first few weeks after Arthur’s death, facing the enormity of what had happened. The bookshop is not typically attuned to their moods, but by the end of those weeks, it had thrown books from their shelves, sprouted leaks in a dozen different places, wailed mournfully with the wind. Only when Edmund left did it settle back into its natural, peaceable state.
Lowell still can’t imagine what made Edmund return. Selfishness, perhaps. Or a desire to claw back the only thing that Lowell’s ever really loved.
“I’m not debating this. You’ll stop talking to that woman. Or—”
“Or what?” Lowell says coolly. “You’ll throw me out of the bookshop?”
His heart is pounding as he says it, even though it’s a bluff neither of them will ever call. Edmund can’t run this bookshop without him, just as he knows Lowell will never leave. So here they are, permanently at an impasse.
“You don’t know what she’s done,” Edmund says.
Lowell’s eyebrow rises ever so slightly. “And you do?”
He badly wants to ask questions, though by now he knows it’s just another way for Edmund to wind him up. To hold the cards in his hands and refuse to lay them out on the table. But for all his brother’s pig-headed behaviour, there are a few troubling points that Lowell’s been hard-pressed to forget. Cassandra’s theft, for one. Her past, scoured clean. And the way she’d read without a book—pulling power from the river itself.
“You don’t get to make decisions for me, Edmund,” he says quietly. “Not anymore.”
A tense, sharp silence cuts through the room. Edmund looks at him as though he could say everything in the world—and he probably already has, in one of their fights. But nothing he says can justify himself. Not after what he did.
God, how Lowell misses Arthur.
Edmund pinches the bridge of his nose in exasperation. “Just stay away from her. Do what you’re supposed to do, like your job.” He pauses. “She’s bad news, Lowell. I won’t have her under this roof.”
This roof that Lowell supports, that wouldn’t have anything underneath it at all unless he was there. He bites back a retort as his brother leaves.
Edmund might be right. Cassandra might be trouble, where books are involved. Then Lowell thinks of her irrepressible courage, her smile, that glint in her eye that means she’s readying herself for a challenge.
Just the two of us.
He shouldn’t like the sound of that. But he does.



CHAPTER
Thirty-One
GOD, CASSANDRA HATES this bar.
She didn’t used to hate it; in fact, there was a time where she’d probably liked it a little too much, if she can admit it to herself. When she was still willing to read for people, it had been nice to be courted for her skills, to have drinks paid for and tabs settled without ever having to reach for her wallet. To be admired for the prowess that Chiron had refused to recognise. It had felt like a certain amount of armour, to walk into a room and know that she had a level of command and respect, however she’d won it.
How fucking cocky she’d been.
But if this is a bar where no one paid too much mind to a little blood spilt, then it’s also the kind of place where no one pays too much mind to who’s doing the spilling, or whether it’s in pursuit of a few answers. This is, after all, where she’d first met Roth, surrounded by his entourage of opportunists and thieves, as well as genuine admirers.
Roth might have ingratiated himself with some new society, but she’s willing to bet that he hasn’t entirely parted ways with the people in this room. Or that they’re not ignorant of his new entanglement.
“Cass Holt,” someone says fondly. “Who the hell told you to come back here?”
A bearded man in flannel sets his drink down next to her. Fred Conley is a thief of the more general variety; for him, books are just a small cog in the larger world of rare, unusual and cursed antiquities. Friendly enough, if no one looks too closely. Cassandra only made that mistake once.
“I missed you?” she suggests.
He laughs. “Bullshit.”
She settles herself onto a stool at the bar, catches the bartender’s eye. He winks at her, another familiar face that she’s flirted with, teased, argued with when necessary. After a few months of struggling to prove herself as an owner, it’s odd to find herself back here, slipping into the role of someone more powerful.
Fred leans a little closer to her. “Seriously, what are you up to these days? It’s like you just disappeared. We were beginning to think that something had happened to you. But then Victor said he thought he saw you at the fair recently.”
Evidently, someone had managed to sneak past security, then.
For a few minutes, she forces herself to make small talk. Cassandra walks a careful tightrope of lies: too much, and she’s liable to draw unwanted attention; but too little, and Fred would wonder what she’s hiding.
Eventually, the small talk turns to larger talk. What’s moving on the market, who’s been caught in the act and punished appropriately, or vanished entirely—which happens, from time to time. The last guy she’d made the mistake of falling for wasn’t Roth—for which she thanks Lady Fate every day—but a reader, like her. A little shy, a little charming, he’d stolen her heart, an entire first edition set of Lang’s Fairy Books and then her client list. The latter two had unsurprisingly been less endearing than the first.
Last she’d heard, he’d disappeared while working for two Russian oligarchs, playing one off against the other. There’s only a story to tell, after all, if there are bones.
“Speaking of disappearing acts, has Roth been here recently?” she asks.
Fred taps his chin thoughtfully. “Roth? Nah, haven’t seen him around lately. He got kicked out, oh, maybe three or four months ago? For trying to beat up some old guy.”
“That sounds like Roth,” she says drily.
“Does he still owe you money?” Fred swills the remains of his drink around his glass. “If so, you’re shit out of luck. Think he owes just about everyone something or other.”
Great. So not only is she unlikely to find out what happened with Roth, but the chances of him ever walking into this bar again are zero.
“You’ve missed a strange few months, Cass,” Fred continues. “Sources vanishing on us. Books not doing what they’re promised—or disappearing entirely.”
The river, she thinks, with a low pang of foreboding. It hadn’t escaped her notice that the bar is looking tired these days. The booths are scratched and pocked with holes, the drinks stingy and at least two lights broken in the back. And there are fewer patrons, with the weary look of desperation teased out to breaking point. Proving, if nothing else, that thievery really doesn’t pay—not anymore.
“Seen some odd people here, too.” Fred shrugs. “Like this guy who barged in. Chiron.”
Cassandra nearly falls off her stool.
She manages to save herself, but not her drink, which disappears off the countertop in a cascade of liquid and glass. In between the moments of apology, clean-up and a new drink being poured, she thinks frantically.
Chiron, in this bar. Chiron, sitting amongst thieves and liars like it wasn’t everything he held abhorrent. A bar she’d frequented, right up until the disastrous reading. Had he been… waiting for her? Because if so, he would have seen Cass Holt, cheap criminal and ruthless opportunist, haggling prices over a skill that should never have been available to buy. He would have seen her rowdy, brazen, mean, cruel. Shame, hot and clinging, steals over her.
What other reason would he have to be here?
“So you were saying about this guy,” she says, trying to keep her voice steady.
“Yeah, an owner, apparently. He was in here a few times, asking about a couple of books. Obviously had no clue what he was doing, though.”
“Chiron?” she says. “Are you sure that’s what his name was?”
Fred looks at her, his eyes suddenly narrowed. “Why, do you know him?”
“I—” She has to get it together. “No. I just…”
But she doesn’t have an excuse put together for this. There is a part of her, still five minutes behind, hearing Fred mention Chiron again and again.
A hand comes down on her shoulder.
She glances up at her would-be saviour and grimaces. Edmund Sharpe looks down at her with the distaste of a man who has found an insect in his drink and doesn’t quite know what to do with it. Cassandra has the short-lived relief of being faced with an immediate problem, all thoughts of Chiron pushed to the back of her mind.
“Can I borrow your companion for a second?” Edmund says.
Fred looks like he wants to say more, but he just shrugs. “She’s not mine to borrow, but sure.”
Cassandra waits until Fred is out of earshot, though she notes the way that he glances back to them. Then she turns to Edmund. Up close, he reminds her of the men who had broken into Sharpe’s, strangers in their heft and inhuman strength. How little he resembles Lowell, in anything but that scowl.
She gives him a smile that she knows he’ll find infuriating. “I’d ask what you’re doing here, but scum always floats to the top,” she says. “So if you’ll excuse me—”
Edmund pins her arm against the countertop, trapping her. “I knew I’d find you here. We need to talk.”
She’s not sure she’s ever disliked a man more instantly. At least Roth’s charming façade had been entertaining.
“Does Lowell know where you are, right now?” she asks sweetly.
Edmund’s face darkens. “Don’t you dare drag him into this.”
“He’s already in this. You did it when you made him run Sharpe’s.” She pauses, her mouth working around the question. “Look, if you don’t like the bookshop, fine. Why not give it to Lowell? Is it spite?”
She’s spent a little of her time—okay, a fair amount of her time—researching Edmund Sharpe since they ran across each other. Just to have something in her pocket for nights like tonight, in case he tries anything. Most people seem to be unaware that he’s an owner, much less the owner of Sharpe’s, but the murky portrait had been unflattering. Enough to believe that he would withhold someone else’s dream, just because he can.
He stares at her. “You don’t even know, do you?” He shakes her head. “The old man taught you nothing.”
Cassandra bristles. “Chiron was better than all of us.”
Edmund laughs, low and unpleasant. “You think Chiron was such a saint? He sat in this shitty bar, too.”
“So I’ve heard,” she says. “That, and he was looking for something.”
Edmund sighs. “And now the old bastard is dead. Which should tell you something about what he found.”
“What was he looking for?” she asks.
He surveys her, something keen and calculating in his expression. She waits, thinking about the implication of Edmund’s words. It seems to her that lately there have been one too many people who have taken Chiron’s murder as fact.
“If I tell you, will you leave Lowell alone?”
Cassandra pauses. She should have no problem telling Edmund that yes, she’ll never darken Sharpe’s doors again. Lowell is just another bookseller, and a competitor at that. Too observant of her faults, too adherent to the many, many rules that she’s broken. Too close to unravelling her secrets, and the poison that comes with them. Really, Edmund is asking her something that she should have done ages ago.
But there’s Lowell’s last note to her in her pocket, still there because every once in a while, she’ll take it out to read it again. Because when she sees their exchange, written out like proof, something warm and delightfully unfamiliar shakes itself awake deep inside her.
“Yes,” she says, and feels the lie down to her bones.
Edmund leans back on his stool. “Then I have a question for you first, Cass. What do you think is happening to the river?”
Cassandra hesitates. “It’s dying.”
She keeps checking for signs of its weakening in Chiron’s bookshop, listening carefully to the strength of its whisper. What would she be if the river slipped away from her? Where would she even begin to go?
Edmund’s eyes darken. “Yes.”
There it is, in unmistakable finality.
“Of course, a paradox book might be able to sway the course of the river. Rewrite history or regenerate it. But it would need a vast amount of power,” Edmund says. “Power the river can no longer sustain.
“Do you know how you can tell when your bookshop is dying irreversibly?” he says, and this time she catches the pain in his voice. “The bookshop below disappears. No Keeper, no paradox book.”
Cassandra sucks in a breath. “How many are there left, besides Chiron’s? Tell me you can still go down to the bookshop below.”
He only looks at her, the faintest glimmer of grief in his expression. So even Sharpe’s. And if Sharpe’s no longer has access to the bookshop below, it’s not hard to guess what’s happened to the members of the so-called society.
“You can imagine that Chiron’s bookshop suddenly holds a lot of interest,” Edmund says.
Chiron’s bookshop still has access to the Keeper. And that means its owner can ask for a paradox book.
“But if I asked for a paradox book, the river would collapse,” she says.
“And therein lies the problem.”
“So that’s it?” she demands. “The river is dying and there’s nothing we can do about it?”
He shrugs. “Maybe it’s not about saving the river. Maybe it’s just about saving what’ll be left when it’s gone.”
Cassandra’s stomach tightens. She’s been walking in the dark this entire time, and only now, pausing, has she realised that there’s an abyss on either side. Even when she was at her lowest, when she’d just moved into the studio flat with the very last of her money and her nightmares were still soaked in blood, she had held on. Because there was the river, running underneath them all, home when no one else would take her. But if the river is dying, there’ll be no more melodic burr of its language, no more stepping into the water and feeling the world, past and present and future, come rushing to meet her.
Chiron’s bookshop, gone.
A woman slides into the seat on the other side of Edmund. “Are you paying? Because I paid last time.” Her attention shifts from Edmund to Cassandra, and her eyes narrow. “Who the fuck are you?”
“Beatrice—” Edmund starts.
Cassandra slides off her stool. “Don’t mind me.”
She’ll have to get hold of Edmund another time. There are already too many eyes on her, too many people who might stop to wonder when she became so cosy with an apparent stranger.
Behind her, she hears the woman, Beatrice, say, “Was that Cassandra Fairfax?”
Cassandra, not Cass.
Time to go.
She makes a beeline for the door, ignoring Fred’s attempt to get her attention. But before she can reach it, a man strides in, loud and brash. His gaze snags on her instantly and his smile widens.
It’s Roth.
“Wondered when you’d show up, Cass,” he says.
Two men flank him, enormous and very familiar because they’re the same men who barged into Maud’s, and then Sharpe’s. One of them—Blake—looks at her and scowls. Cassandra touches her forehead, where the nick from his ring remains, and thinks of Maud hiding in the coat cupboard. Not slightly peculiar, in the way that all owners tend to be, but very, very fearful. An awful foreboding settles in the pit of her stomach.
“Do you know how hard it is to get hold of you?” Roth says, then laughs. “But then I guess we’ve already had this conversation.”
“Roth!” Fred calls out from the back of the bar. “You owe me money, you fuck.”
Roth sighs, disappointed. “Blake, if you will.”
In one smooth motion, Blake grabs Fred, and with a casual hand, flings him into the wall. There’s a sickening crunch.
Cassandra blanches, as the other man advances on her.
Roth turns to Cassandra, his expression unchanged. “Now, Cass, you and I are going to have that chat about Chiron’s bookshop.”
She tries to summon that elusive sense of possibility that makes a reading feasible. But this isn’t a tributary bookshop, and the river is just an invisible thing, its sound a mere memory. Whereas the panic in her chest is all too real.
Roth pulls something out of his pocket—a piece of paper. His face scrunches in concentration.
“Blake, keep her there,” he commands. “I need a sec.”
He yanks a chain from around his neck and Cassandra almost laughs when she sees what’s hanging at the end. A vial of ink and needle. Roth’s delusions have finally reached an apotheosis. But he’s tipping the ink back into his throat with a grimace, and plunging the needle into his finger.
He can’t be serious.
Then she feels it: the river, twining to greet its new master. Her stomach plummets in realisation. Somehow, Roth has drunk from the river—and become a reader, with all the power that implies.
Shit.
Cassandra dives over the bar, glasses shattering in her wake, and lands hard on the tacky ground. The bartender glances at her, with an expression that suggests he’s seen this one too many times before, and it’s just his bad luck that it’s happening yet again.
She has never hated this bar more than now.
Outside the cover of the bar, Roth reads another line from his scrap of paper, and something explodes. She glances up—and the bartender pales. Cassandra pushes past him, just as one of Roth’s henchmen climbs over. A glass smashes over her head. There’s a roar—and a scream.
She scrambles out through the other side, searching for Roth and his men. But there are too many bodies now, too much noise and panic. Blood spatters the floor, but it’s impossible to tell who it’s come from.
Then she catches the acrid scent of smoke. Fire.
Another glass smashes against the wall next to her, and she ducks. One of Roth’s henchmen locks eyes with her, hands curled into meaty fists. She’s too far from the entrance now to make a quick escape. So a fight it is, then.
A fight, alone, in a room full of criminals, with more than one of them interested in taking Cass Holt down.
She’s faced worse odds, she tries to remind herself, even if she can’t think of exactly when. Instead, she wets her lips, tries to reach into that calm place inside of her, the one that’s always tethered to the river. She has to focus. She has to think—
Roth drags her out of the corner. Blood trickles from a cut above his eyebrow, his mouth pulled down in a snarl.
“Do you think I’m a fucking joke now?”
Cassandra tries to wrench herself away, but someone knocks into her, pushing her back towards Roth. The bar is clearing out, but smoke chokes the room, lit luminous orange from the flames in the booths.
“You’re pathetic,” she spits. “And a fucking joke.”
She tugs against his grip, but whatever reading he’s thrown on himself is too strong to overcome. Ink loops across his arms in clumsy whorls. He starts to drag her to the entrance.
“You’re coming with me,” he snarls, “and then we’ll fucking talk.”
If she leaves with Roth, there’s a strong chance she won’t survive to get back to the bookshop.
“You know what, I don’t think I am,” she says.
Then, with all her strength, she kicks him in the shins. He howls in pain as she scrambles back, putting distance between them. Roth starts for her, then inhales and coughs. Heat warms one side of Cassandra’s face; flames surge towards them. Roth throws one more hateful glance at her—and then he backs away, towards the exit.
“There’s nowhere for you to run, Cass!” he calls out.
Cassandra pulls the top of her jumper over her mouth and nose, eyes streaming. He’s right; where there isn’t fire crackling, the smoke twines thick and black. But the minute she goes for the exit, he’ll be there. She tries to rally herself for a reading, but she can barely get enough oxygen to inhale.
There’s no choice: she’ll have to brave the exit. And Roth, and his henchmen—
A hand from the shadows hauls her backwards, dragging her through a staff door. She barely has time to gasp a breath to scream before Edmund Sharpe comes into relief, his face illuminated by the dim fire exit sign.
“Get off me!”
“There’s another way out, you fool,” he snarls.
Cassandra squints at the darkness just past him. It’s barely visible, but there’s the outline of a door. Sweet, clean air billows from it.
“This stays between us,” he hisses. “You didn’t see me tonight.”
He pushes her out of the way, but she grabs him. “You didn’t give me an answer about Chiron.”
Edmund yanks back, but she only grips his arm tighter.
“Really?” he says. “I’ve just saved your life!”
“What was Chiron doing?” she says, harder.
She came to this bar for answers; she’s not leaving without at least one.
“He was looking for a way to get around the paradox books entirely,” he says. “A way to circumvent the future. But it didn’t work. It won’t work.”
“Then there must be another way,” she says.
Edmund shoves her towards the silhouette of the doorway, striding after her. The thin light catches the edge of his face, and she’s shocked to see desperation flicker in his expression.
“You aren’t getting it. Think bigger than the bookshops for a second. All those bloody owners who thought they’d try their hand at politics, crowning this king over that king, or making sure one war happens and another never starts. You know just as well as I do that the owners meddle because we do it every single time we give someone a book. And this is unparalleled meddling, with unparalleled power.”
“Edmund—” she starts.
But he keeps going. “When the river goes, with all its magic, what happens to the choices from the paradox books? Sure, the owners who paid the price to the river—those decisions will stick around. But the rest? And don’t tell me you don’t know that some of the owners don’t pay up. I know you’re not that foolish.”
Maybe Cassandra is that foolish. Because until Eveline had suggested it to her, she had never imagined it as a viable alternative. Disobey Lady Fate? Disobey the river? Even as a thief, she had standards.
“What happens to the past?” he demands. “What happens to the fucking present?”
The world remade, Cassandra thinks, or terribly, terribly broken. But either way, unrecognisable.
Edmund closes his eyes briefly. “I’m telling you this because of Lowell—only because of Lowell, do you understand? Give up your bookshop. Or you’ll get hurt, one way or another.”
She stumbles onto asphalt and trips, landing hard on the pavement. Blood sings in her knees. Outside, a dozen people are cramming into their cars, or staggering outside, the fire now burning in earnest. Someone looks her way and she ducks into the shadow of the building. When she looks up, Edmund is gone.
It’s a ten-kilometre walk along a dual carriageway back to London. In the dark. She’d banked on taking a taxi back or even hitchhiking, but there’s no chance of that now. Any sane person would take one look at the bar—flames broiling the roof, chemical smoke acrid in the air—and press their foot down. She certainly can’t beg a ride home from Edmund bloody Sharpe.
There’s only one person left to call.



CHAPTER
Thirty-Two
BYRON PICKS HER up in a car with rust creeping over the bright blue paint. She looks Cassandra over, and Cassandra knows she must be seeing exactly what Cassandra feels: the reddening across her jaw, which will be a bruise by tomorrow; her jacket ripped to shreds; the spatter of ink across her face. Cass Holt, unmasked—or Cass Holt, the armour that Cassandra puts on to go to places like this. She’d always assumed it was the former, but now… she’s not so sure. Cass of a year ago, six months ago, maybe even up until that night in Roth’s flat, would have threatened hard and fast. Or at least bluffed her way further than she managed.
Not good enough to be an owner. Not good enough to be a thief. What a useless place to be in.
“Are you getting in?” Byron asks tersely.
Cassandra touches her temple, where a headache is already settling in. “Sorry, I just…”
She thinks of a way to account for her state that would make sense. But there’s no way she can explain this to Byron. Nothing that Byron would buy, anyway.
She climbs into the passenger seat, gently dislodging two bags of second-hand books. Nothing magical, for once—just extra reading material. Next to her, Byron restarts the engine, with enough difficulty that she swears once or twice, and thumps the wheel for good measure before it catches. She’s not in her pyjamas, which would make Cassandra feel unbearably guilty—pulling Byron out of bed at this truly ungodly hour—but she is in a sequinned jumpsuit that looks like it could be for a date. Or at least something more fun than whatever this is.
For a while they drive, the streetlights rolling over the car in flashes of yellow. Twice, sirens streak past: first a fire engine, then two police cars, hot on the heels of an ambulance. And what would they find? Ink and glass and shredded books everywhere? An empty bar? No one in their right mind would stick around to explain to the police, if they could even explain it in the first place. Sometimes she wonders if the owners really know how thin the line is between their world and mundanity, how grey and blurred its edges are. How many people exist entirely within it.
“Byron—” she begins.
“I told myself I wasn’t going to ask, but fuck it, I’m going to ask,” Byron says, her hands tight on the wheel. “What the hell did I just pull you out of?”
“Nothing you want to know about.”
“Like I said, I’m asking.”
Cassandra doesn’t reply. There’s no answer she can conceive of that doesn’t involve her spilling all her secrets. Those hard, unpleasant truths. Cass Holt, who wrecked Byron’s life and never even knew about it.
Byron slams on the brakes. Cassandra’s seatbelt digs into her chest as the car jolts to a halt along a grassy verge. For a single, absurd second, Cassandra contemplates scrambling out of the car and running. As far and hard as she can go—anywhere from here.
“Septimus warned me about this job before I took it,” Byron says. “He said that Chiron was the least dodgy of all the owners, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still dodgy as fuck.”
Oh, and doesn’t Cassandra know that now.
“I’ve dealt with a lot of inexplicable shit lately,” Byron continues, staring at the empty road ahead. “Those guys at Sharpe’s. And I’ve been followed home a couple of times.”
Cassandra jolts upright. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”
Byron gives her a look that suggests she’s being an idiot. “You were keeping secrets, hard. Figured you might not want anything to get in the way of that.”
It takes Cassandra a second to realise the implications of Byron’s words, and the dull weight of shame hits her. Byron thought that Cassandra was dangerous. That she might do harm, the way that Roth—
“But you called me here,” she continues. “At three in the morning, to a bar that was on fire. I’m owed an explanation.”
The silence in the car swells. Cassandra rests her head on the window, unable to look at Byron.
“Septimus could tell you everything you need to know,” she says eventually.
Septimus had made it clear what he thought of her from the beginning. A liability. A danger. He wouldn’t need to tell Byron the whole truth; just enough to poison her. And isn’t that what the truth is anyway, an entire bottle of poison?
“I want to hear it from you.”
As though Cassandra could make it palatable. She thinks about all the lies she could tell, all the half-truths and almosts, all the versions of herself that had made the smarter decision to forge ahead or turn away—or do anything else than what Cassandra has done. For a wild second, she imagines telling all of it, instead. Spilling everything out on the table in all its bloody, shameful glory. But that, too, is just as impossible.
She can’t tell Byron about Cass Holt, or the things that she’s done under the guise of a thief. But Byron deserves better than nothing.
That really only leaves one truth left, even though it’s been so long since she’s said it out loud that it still feels like a lie.
“I was Chiron’s protégé,” she says quietly. “And then… I wasn’t.”
She explains as best as she can. There’s a lot she leaves out—and she can tell that Byron doesn’t buy the haphazard jumps over swathes of time—but she tries to be honest with what’s left. When she gets to Chiron’s letter, she has to pause and remember what it was like to receive it. To know that the worst had happened, even though she’d tried so hard to believe otherwise. It feels like lifetimes ago, like another Cassandra experienced it.
“And that’s it?” Byron says sceptically.
“You have to understand,” Cassandra says, and hates the slight tremor in her voice. “I wasn’t—I didn’t always make the right decisions. And some of those decisions… followed me.”
The man at the reading, his blood ribboning through Cassandra’s fingers. She swallows, nauseous.
“But Chiron gave you the bookshop.”
“If I could tell you why, I would.” She squeezes her eyes shut, takes a deep breath. “You have no idea how impossible he was to satisfy. Whatever I did, I could have done better. Whatever I didn’t do, I should have known. I could make no mistakes, and still be a failure.”
She had realised, somewhere along the way, that there was no point in trying to please Chiron. It didn’t matter that she’d racked her brains for the cause of his perpetual disappointment in her because it had been staring at her the entire time, obvious as daylight. She was the cause, in self when not in deed—and there’s no changing that.
More than once, she’s wondered if Lady Fate had whispered in his ear and told him what she would become, and therefore who she really was. The snake in their garden, venomous and deadly. But if Lady Fate had intervened then, she must have intervened again. How else would Cassandra be here, bookshop and bookseller in hand, like she was always destined to have them?
Byron looks at her, oddly unreadable. “So here we are.”
Here they are.
Cassandra lets the silence sit for as long as she can bear it. She can’t imagine what Byron must think of her now. To know that she’d held the river—the world—in her hands, at one point, and that she’d thrown it away—or been discarded by it, depending on who she’d ask.
“Were you out?” Cassandra asks eventually.
Byron closes her eyes; even her eyeshadow is a smear of azure glitter. “Yeah, I was. But I still came for you. That’s what a bookseller is supposed to do. A good one, anyway.”
A good bookseller. Like Lowell. Like Chiron, too, or so she’d thought.
“I’d do it again,” Byron adds.
Cassandra exhales, feeling something perilously close to hope flutter against her ribs. “So you’re not quitting just yet?”
Byron cracks one eye open. “And take my chances at somewhere like Sharpe’s, or worse? Hell no. No offence to Lowell.”
Something burns at the back of Cassandra’s throat. Smoke, probably. Definitely not emotion swelling through her chest.
“I won’t mention this to him,” she adds. “In case you were wondering.”
“I wasn’t,” Cassandra says, a little too late to be believable.
Byron rolls her eyes and finally smiles, good-natured. Real. “This is where you go thank you, Byron, in case you weren’t wondering about that, too.” She yawns. “Christ, I’m tired. Let’s go home.”
She turns the key in the ignition and eases the car off the grassy kerb, back onto the road. The adrenaline from the night’s events is starting to wear off, leaving Cassandra with a leaden exhaustion that reminds her of working double shifts at the bar. Or, more recently, getting almost beaten to a pulp at Lowell’s bookshop. What she wouldn’t give for someone to lay out all the cards in front of her and tell her exactly what Chiron was up to before someone decided he was in the way.
Really, what she wouldn’t give for this to be someone else’s problem.
The street lamps stripe the road a hypnotic gold and black. Cassandra leans back in her seat and sighs.
“Thank you, Byron.”



CHAPTER
Thirty-Three
THAT NIGHT, CASSANDRA has a nightmare for the first time in the bookshop.
It starts out slightly different, as it always does. Cassandra in the back of the bookshop; Cassandra in the courtyard underneath the enormous sycamore tree; Cassandra in the reading room, surrounded by booksellers.
In the nightmare, she’s always nineteen, though.
This time, she’s in the front of the bookshop, dusting and listening resentfully to Septimus discuss something with Chiron in a low voice. He’d done that a lot, around that time, and the two of them would disappear into the office, leaving Cassandra to deal with customers. But it should have been her who was with Chiron in the office. She was the protégé. She was the inheritor.
In the dream, the old knot of anger resurfaces. Just like it always does.
They had been fighting a lot, she remembers. Constant bickering over small things, like whether she mis-shelved a book, or hadn’t noted down a customer request properly. Several booksellers complained about her; the reading room, normally her charge, had fallen into untidy chaos. More than once Chiron had thrown up his hands and declared her unmanageable.
It had got worse, though, just before. And it had been too easy to break Chiron’s careful rules—to practise reading from more powerful books, or to sneak out for entire days, leaving the bookshop short-handed. She overreached; she underperformed. Because she would never be free of Chiron’s disappointment, and so the rules became irrelevant.
In that dreamlike way, the scenery shifts, so that now she and Chiron are standing in his tower. Chiron’s gaze is disdainful, his posture one of complete control. Every time she speaks, he cuts her off loudly, and it doesn’t take long for them to be screaming at each other.
This part happened. This part she remembers.
“You want to disobey my rules? You think you know better than everybody else under this roof?”
I want you to trust me, she’d shouted back. I don’t want to be dusting shelves for the rest of my goddamn life. I want you to treat me like the protégé you said I was.
But in the dream, she stands there, motionless.
“Every single bookseller in this bookshop has more discipline than you. How can I trust you when you can’t follow simple instructions? You have had years to understand this.” He shakes his head. “I should never have made you my protégé. You are not worthy of the river.”
The chill that steals over her goes through to the bone. Followed by rage.
What did she steal that day? In her dreams, it’s always something different, that she would go on to steal years later: that first edition of The Birds of America; a collection of secret letters between Elizabeth I and Robert Dudley; a copy of Cardenio. Extraordinary artefacts, worthy of the theft.
The book that Cassandra had walked out of the bookshop with wasn’t extraordinary at all. An early twentieth century edition of The Old Curiosity Shop, with most of the river’s magic already wrung from it. Barely worth anything.
She’d sold it, just to spite Chiron, and had kept the pitiful amount of money in her bedside table drawer. For two days it had gone unnoticed, and the squeamish, unsettled feeling in her stomach began to fade. Then Chiron, standing in the doorway with the book in his hand and thunder across his face.
In the dream, he’s taller than he ever was in real life. He’s older; he’s younger. The booksellers stand behind him to watch, Septimus at his shoulder; he’s alone. He shouts at her; he’s silent.
Then, without fail, he says, “No bookseller of mine will be a thief.”
Cassandra, watching herself from a distance, tries to stop her. If she can stop this, she will change everything.
But this Cassandra—Cassandra before Cass Holt and every damning thing after that—is still full of headstrong rage. Young enough to be foolish; old enough to bear consequences.
“Then tell me to leave,” she spits.
He looks at her, like she’s just confirmed everything he already believes. There’s a gentle touch on her shoulder, and without turning around, she knows it’s Lady Fate.
“Get out of my bookshop, Cassandra.”
Years and years later, she’s gone back to this moment. Analysed her fraying memories, which were already pretty hazy in the cloud of her anger. She tries to pry apart his expression, the inflection of his voice, every choice of word.
She tries to decide if he meant it.
Or if he was bluffing, if he’d expected her to back down as she often did. Because at the end of the day, he was the owner and she was the protégé, and they’d been family for as long as she’d been alive, to the extent that Chiron was capable of being family with anyone. He was not good with children, he often said, but he tried to be good with her.
Tonight, this version of Chiron means every word.
In the dream, she swears at him. In the dream, she packs up as much as she can carry. In the dream, she is cleanly, purely angry, and there’s no grief, no tears, so that when the booksellers see her storm down the staircase with an overfull backpack they don’t know she’s been crying.
From there, it’s so easy to track the downwards fall. Cassandra Fairfax morphing into Cass Holt. Or maybe she was only ever Cass Holt, and this was simply her, stepping into herself and discarding a future that she was never meant to have anyway.
In the dream, she walks away—and then she is awake.
In the darkness, in this bookshop that seems to hold so many of her ghosts, she wipes her eyes, takes a shaky breath. Reminds herself that this has already happened, and Chiron is dead. She can no longer make him proud, but she can no longer disappoint him either.
Still, she doesn’t sleep for a long time.



Ledger no.462, p.78—Hedwig Archer
0004137—2 pamphlets on debriding snakebites; 2 yellow-bellied sea snake fangs & 1 vial of contaminated blood received.
4423246—Paradox book: the Tithonus poem by Sappho. I must note that the Duchess of Bedford has defaulted on her payment. [She will default two more times before Hedwig cuts her off. See ledger no.462, p.330 & no.463, p.12.]
3758348—1 copy of the Vinegar Bible; 1 cask of red wine received N.B. must leave to age for 10 years—return to on… [here, a smudged fingerprint has obscured the date.]
4423246—Paradox book: Helena’s Gambit by Scholastica Moyer. For HRH—payment waived.
1134664—1 cookbook, slightly singed; 1 lock of hair received N.B. retrieval outstanding.
4423246—Paradox book: journal of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. For HRH—payment waived.
4423247—Paradox book: Helena’s Thrust by Scholastica Moyer. For HRH—payment waived. [Is this… erotica?]
4423248—Paradox book: Helena’s Hunt by Scholastica Moyer. For HRH—payment waived.
[Fools. Bloody, bloody fools. They knew they were taking without giving back. And for what? To read erotica from a woman they had already hanged? To glean historical gossip? Paradox books were meant to move mountains. To be a last resort, for the weight of the price extracted.
Did they know, then, what they would do to us?]



CHAPTER
Thirty-Four
CASSANDRA CAN’T QUITE shake the wreath of smoke from the bar—something chemical and acrid that lingers even after three showers. Or the nightmares that have plagued her since. Talking to Byron has opened up a box she thought she’d closed for good, and night after night she listens to Chiron throw her out of the bookshop. Sometimes the dream morphs, and then she’s standing in another bookshop, cradling a dying man in her arms. Sometimes he looks like Lowell.
She takes to walking around the bookshop in the small hours of the morning, listening to sleet pepper the windows. But even the bookshop feels fractious, the books shivering against one another on the shelves. One day she wakes up and frost rimes the inside of the windows, the shop at least ten degrees colder than outside. Even Errata can’t seem settle; he meows at shadows, or paces back and forth below the shelves.
On the few occasions her phone gets service, she looks up photographs of sailboats. When there’s no service, she takes out the business card for Sharpe’s, which she still hasn’t thrown away, like a personal taunt.
Lowell calls her twice. She lets the phone ring out.
She tells herself it’s because Edmund told her not to see him again. Better to let it all cool off, for now, and save herself a lot of trouble—even if there’s a part of her reminding herself that trouble with Lowell is no big hardship. The press of his body against hers, in the wardrobe. His hands on her forehead, lingering.
After two weeks of not sleeping properly—of barely sleeping at all—she finally loses her patience and makes her way up to Chiron’s tower. The bookshop must have forgiven her because this time the door is already open, a conciliatory gesture. She manages to give the armchair a glance, even though her thoughts are swimming with the last moments of her time as a protégé. There are still fragments of fabric to show that it once was an armchair, but the rest of it is largely verdant green, with sprawling tendrils of white flowers.
Then she turns to the rest of the room.
There are rules that she considered sacrosanct, even when she was still Chiron’s unruly protégé. Going through his desk was one. Going through his belongings in his rooms was another. But Chiron had been breaking his own rules all this time, so perhaps they were only sacrosanct when someone else was doing the breaking.
“What were you doing in that shitty bar?” she mutters.
What was he doing amongst people like Roth, people that he claimed to despise? What was he doing, stealing from Lowell Sharpe?
The river is dying, taking the bookshops and their magic with it. And maybe a paradox book could turn back the clock, but Edmund had made it sound as though that’s no longer possible. That Chiron had been working on a solution—here, in his bookshop.
Chiron’s room is slowly being taken over by the greenery, and it takes her a while to dislodge some of the vines creeping over his chest of drawers. She skims through his clothes—and feels a terrible, lurching pang at the sight of a familiar jumper, or a pair of socks that she’d watched him darn over and over again, so that she no longer knows their original colour. Then she remembers dream-Chiron, the bite of every word, and she keeps going.
There’s very little of note in his room. Just the day-to-day detritus of a man who had largely lived a life inside his bookshop. At least he’d been honest about that.
She’s ready to head back downstairs when she opens the very bottom drawer, and catches a glimmer of gold, stashed behind a little-worn three-piece suit. She pulls out the object and examines it, frowning. It’s a gold mask, wrought in delicate loops and swirls, so that it almost looks as if it’s moving. Fragments of stars, and what she thinks might be letters, and the suggestion of perhaps another set of eyes, set higher up where the forehead would be. There’s too much metal for it to be a masquerade mask, enough to cover a considerable amount of the face.
It’s so unlike Chiron to possess something beautiful or frivolous, or unrelated to books, for that matter. She can’t imagine him ever wearing it. But he had obviously gone some length to protect it. For a while, she studies it in the light, watching the way the eyes seem to chase her around the room. The way Chiron’s might have, if he was still here.
Really, searching Chiron’s rooms is a distraction for what Cassandra’s been putting off all week: a trip back to Maud’s bookshop. She pictures herself asking Lowell to come with her, and how much easier the journey would be in his car.
Instead, she wearily begins to pump up the tyres on Chiron’s old bicycle.
The walk up to Maud’s feels twice as long, especially lugging her ledger uphill. Cassandra’s not sure how kindly she’ll take to having her ledger stolen, but perhaps bringing it back will restore enough goodwill for that promised chat.
She’d been waiting for Maud to get in touch after the auction. But the auction was more than a month ago, and there’s been no word from her. When Cassandra tried to call the bookshop, the phone rang out, and up to now she’d fervently hoped that it was just a case of unlucky timing. But after the bar, she’d called again, only to discover that the number was disconnected. She can’t help but think of Roth and his men, and how eager for violence they’ve been in the interim. It’s occurred to her that perhaps this silence is bait, of sorts, for a trap that she’s about to walk into.
But Cassandra is tired of playing detective. Her thoughts ache with the shifting players in this cat-and-mouse game. Roth, this mysterious society, the unsettling ink vial. And, at its centre, Chiron, trying to save the river without a paradox book. She can easily imagine him and Maud writing their list of books on ink, passing it back and forth across the desk. But that’s where the imagining ends, without any idea of what Chiron had intended to do with this knowledge.
Maud might have known. She’d known he was being hunted, after all.
The thought carries Cassandra—and the heavy ledger—up the forest path, past the rock with Maud’s initials painted across it. Until she reaches the clearing, and her heart stops in her throat.
The bookshop is gone.
Not demolished, not in ruins, not sold off to another retailer or someone else who would have use for a magical cottage in a forest. Just… gone, as though it never existed at all.
She would think she was in the wrong place. But there’s the unkempt garden, now wilting and brown in the frostbitten weather. Only the mint has survived, running wild across the front. And if she looks very closely, she can just about see the outline of where the bookshop might have stood, the faintest of imprints left in the soil.
What happens to the fucking past? Edmund had snarled at her. Without the river, the bookshop has unwound itself entirely, like thread frayed to nothing. A terrible pang of warning fizzles through her.
She reaches to call Lowell, before she remembers that she’s not supposed to be speaking to him. Instead, she tucks the thought back in the carefully constructed box for all such thoughts about Lowell Sharpe. A fine drizzle starts up, and she slides the ledger into its waterproof bag.
She walks around the perimeter, trying to commit it all to memory. She turns over rocks with the toes of her shoes, just in case Maud left any clues behind. She listens for the sound of the river, or the echo of books, or even just the creak of floorboards underfoot, to prove that the bookshop wasn’t some figment of collective imagination. But all she can hear is the rain and the forest around her, and all she can feel under her feet is wet grass.
Come the summer, it’ll all merge with the wild, and no one will ever know that a bookshop was here, once. Maybe, in this lifetime, it never existed.
She makes the long walk back down to her bicycle, a sense of dark foreboding haunting her footsteps.
Cassandra returns to the bookshop, turning her questions over in her mind. Every time she thinks she has a grasp on the puzzle, it all slides away from her. Maud was her last big lead; without her, there’s only the tenuous thread of ink. The quiet thrum of alarm in the pit of her stomach grows louder.
She asks Byron to make a couple of discreet inquiries about Maud. Nothing. Not even a rumour suggesting to where she might have vanished.
Sleep, already a challenge, becomes impossible. It’s impossible to concentrate on the customers who filter in and out of the bookshop, impossible to set her mind to its never-ending upkeep. She spooks at shadows; she ignores another two calls from Lowell.
And, like a compass always attuned to north, she thinks about the paradox books.
She’s still considering them when she goes down to the bookshop below at midnight, clutching several books in need of repair beyond her able fingers. The walls shimmer with waxy light, and she fights the nausea she still can’t quite overcome. Too many possibilities, crammed into a space that, like the candlelight, is neither here nor there. If Cassandra thinks too purposefully about the hallway—what colour she’d assume for the walls, whether underfoot is carpet or wood or tile—the bookshop below shifts to accommodate her wishes.
Today, the water pressing on the atrium ceiling is a stormy grey, impenetrable. The travellers, as she’s come to call them, drift back and forth, completely uninterested in her. Even though her mind still can’t hold on to their true images, she’s started to identify some of them by feeling. There’s one she calls the Nun, for the way their silhouette drapes like a habit. With another, it’s not so much an image as a scent: the tangy, spicy smell of fresh-pressed olives.
None of them remind her of Chiron.
“Good evening, Keeper,” Cassandra says, with a certain amount of caution.
The Keeper glances up from her desk, and in that instant, Cassandra is struck by that dizzying sense of shapeshifting again, before the Keeper’s face regains its familiarity. Tonight, her desk is piled high with ledgers, the writing snarled on the page and impossible to read, no matter how many times Cassandra tries.
Suddenly, Errata jumps up onto the desk, knocking over two bottles of ink. Cassandra flinches, but the Keeper gives Errata a couple of scratches behind his ears. His eyes close, as he kneads the ledger underneath him.
“I have no idea how he followed me,” Cassandra says apologetically.
The Keeper gives one of her rare, enigmatic smiles. “The river knows its own. But he is always welcome here.”
It doesn’t escape Cassandra’s notice that the pooling ink has vanished, the bottles once more upright as though they’d never been knocked over in the first place. And it’s quite possible that in the bookshop below, they haven’t.
Gently, she places the damaged books on the desk. Each one is falling apart, with only the thinnest of frayed threads keeping the pages together. But beyond that, the magic within is behaving erratically—too dangerous to hand over to a customer, and too distressing to the other books to remain above.
The Keeper stands up, sweeping the books in her arms. “Come with me, please.”
Warily, Cassandra follows her as she moves further into the bookshop below, past the tight rows of shelves behind the desk. The architecture shifts uncomfortably around them, either accommodating Cassandra or hiding portions of itself away deemed too secret for mortal eyes. The travellers thin out in number, but their motions are much more deliberate here, as though their proximity to the river is lending them solidity.
The Keeper brings her to an eddy of the river, tucked between two bays. A window hangs in the wall between the bays, and dark velvet curtains block the view, while shadows dip and pool underneath. Cassandra considers flinging them open to see what lies beyond, and then decides that she has quite enough troubled dreams as it is.
Carefully, the Keeper kneels down and places the books in the shallow water of the river. Instead of sinking to the bottom, they sit suspended beneath the surface, the waves around them trailing phosphorescent light where they break. Cassandra watches the current move back and forth, hypnotic.
So much power in the river. So much potential. And yet how little it must expend per book, given how many of them have made their way to the outside world. From down here, it’s beyond impossible to imagine that it could ever vanish.
Cassandra glances up to find the Keeper watching her, black gaze probing.
“What else have you come for, Cassandra Fairfax?”
Cassandra thinks, I need to ask about Chiron.
But her mouth shapes another phrase, the one that’s been hiding inside her head ever since she first heard about the paradox books. A little knowledge won’t hurt, she tells herself. Just to know, if she ever needs it, that it’ll be there.
“I—I heard I can take a book. Any book.”
A paradox book. What a dizzying amount of power. Perhaps this is why Chiron hadn’t told her—because he’d believed that kind of power wasn’t for someone like her.
The Keeper studies her. “And what would you do with this book?”
“I…”
The blue horizon. The boat. It doesn’t even need to be a boat, she thinks. A ticket to a faraway place. And it would be more than a future for herself because with a paradox book, it would be the past, too: severing one timeline with a clean, quick snip, leaving behind the bloody mess she’s made of her life, to escape to another. Then maybe that inexplicable urge to run, squeezing her chest, would cease.
She recalls Edmund’s warning. It would need a vast amount of power. Power the river can no longer sustain. Maybe, she reasons with herself, a future to redirect the river would take that kind of unimaginable power. But Cassandra isn’t the river; she’s just one person. And the price for a paradox book—she would pay the price—would surely be worth it.
But then she thinks about the perpetual warmth of the bookshop, the cohabitation she has worked so hard for. The satisfaction in the very simplest of things, like sweeping the floors clean, or listening to Byron sing along to her radio in the back. Waking up without that fist of fear around her heart because even if she’s an imperfect owner—even if she’s a failure by Chiron’s standards—the bookshop is home.
“Was there anything else?” the Keeper asks.
Ask about Chiron. Ask about Maud.
Ask for the book that would change your life.
“Nothing,” Cassandra says.
She emerges upstairs, feeling unusually vexed with herself. What kind of a thief is she, if she isn’t willing to take a little risk for the sake of a book? A book that could ensure a future for herself, one where she doesn’t have to worry about people like Roth and Edmund Sharpe. Where the past can’t touch her because it no longer remembers her.
Then she lets her eye roam over the bookshop again. The gleaming brass fittings, polished weekly; the books, quiet and companionable on their shelves; the comforting lull of the river. Her past is everywhere here, like fingerprints she can never scrub off. But so is the present. Byron. Lowell. And the bookshop itself, that she’s already poured so much of herself into, like a glass that will never be full.
What makes you think that you can give it up now, if a decade couldn’t do it?
The voice that sounds like Chiron laughs quietly.



CHAPTER
Thirty-Five
THE WEATHER TAKES a turn, cold and wet with the sharp tang of promised snow in the air.
Byron has a day off, so Cassandra takes the opportunity to close the bookshop and run errands. It makes a change, she supposes, from breaking into flats and fighting off henchmen.
On her way back, she pauses on the opposite side of the street, her eye caught by the bookshop. With the orange light spilling onto the street, dancing across the wrought iron railings, it has that postcard-perfect look. Almost beat-for-beat a memory.
Then her gaze snags on all the small inconsistencies: the lacquer of black paint on the iron, instead of Chiron’s unflattering grey-green; the new planter with bulbs hibernating until spring; the clean sweep of the pulled-back curtains, which Chiron had never particularly bothered with. Little touches, either at her own hand or Byron’s, and often both. What a miracle they’ve managed to create. It’s a shame, she muses, that so few people stumble across it.
Then she realises that someone has, in fact, stumbled across it. Standing on the doorstep, waiting for her, is Lowell.
Even with his back mostly turned to her, she knows him by the line of his figure, so regimented, even against the buffeting wind. He pushes his glasses up his nose, rosy from the cold, the collar of his coat popped so that it brushes the edge of his jaw. He’s wearing a frown as he peers into the frosted window of the bookshop. All those features she’d first taken to be signs of severity, rearranging themselves like a puzzle she’s only just skimming the edges of.
Then he turns to her, and his eyebrows soften from their crease to something that can’t be relief, but looks too much like it to be anything else.
“Cassandra,” he says.
Cassandra’s heart does that complicated swoop in her chest again. The one that she has tried so very hard to ignore. But after two weeks without Lowell Sharpe, the sight of him is such a delight she almost forgets she shouldn’t be talking to him.
“You never came back for the ink sample,” he says.
No, she didn’t, thanks to Edmund. And maybe there had been a very small part of her that knew once she did, it would be over.
“Then I started to wonder about those men. And I—” He bites off the sentence at the last second. “I thought, well—something might have happened.”
Cassandra has the helpless urge to laugh at the thought of Lowell worried about her. She already has a list of excuses ready to reel off, each one somehow more implausible than the last. But then she notes the way that his hands twist against the edge of his coat, so unlike him, and her smile falters. He really was worried.
“I’m sorry,” she says.
“Anyway,” he says awkwardly, “I have the ink sample here.”
She brushes past him on the steps and opens the door. The chill hasn’t quite made its way inside, and she divests of her coat, hanging it on the recently acquired coat rack. Another of Byron’s small, clever purchases that have made the bookshop feel like home.
But Lowell stands on the doorstep, idling despite the cold. She gives him a questioning glance.
“Something something ‘never set foot in my bookshop again’ something something,” he reminds her.
She flushes. “Well, you were trying to steal it at the time.”
To her surprise, he looks a little guilty—a strange expression that doesn’t fit him. “I just wanted to be sure.”
He steps inside and closes the door behind him, shooing a cluster of fallen leaves outside with the breeze. Cassandra can’t help but notice the way he scans the bookshop, with that same calm, assessing eye. But he catches her looking and becomes studiously interested in peeling off his gloves instead.
“Give me a second,” Cassandra says, reaching for the ledger on Chiron’s desk.
She’d been going over Chiron and Maud’s list again, to see if there were any other books that had recently returned to the public eye. Instead, what she’s found is a curious… erasure. As though the books have simply passed through their new owners’ hands and vanished.
Or else have been destroyed.
“So that’s what he was doing,” Lowell says, leaning over her shoulder.
His nearness startles her. “What?”
“Chiron.” Lowell sets down the ink sample amidst the desk detritus. “I assume this was from him.”
Cassandra shrugs. “Something like that.”
“Well, I ran all the tests I could think of,” he says, the frown appearing again. “And it’s ink, definitely. But it’s been altered to mimic the river—read over somehow, to then be read over again.”
Oh, Cassandra can picture the how. The image of the gory silhouette blown wide flashes underneath her eyelids.
“Anyway, it clearly doesn’t work. The river is, well, the river.” He hesitates. “But maybe with a competent reader, or some other connection to the river beyond the ink itself… It’s a paradoxical problem, though. To create something with the river’s power independently of it, the reader and presumably writer would still need the river.”
This is what Edmund must have meant, about the other solution to save the river. So Chiron and Roth had somehow both stumbled across this… idea. But even looking at the vial sends a shudder of revulsion through her. No wonder Edmund had warned her that it wouldn’t work.
There’s a pause as they look at the ink vial. This is the moment, Cassandra thinks, when they should be saying goodbye to each other. And maybe there’ll come a time again when she needs Lowell’s help, or she’ll have a reason to drop by Sharpe’s. Maybe not, and then if she ever passes by Lowell, it’ll be pleasant coincidence, nothing more.
She doesn’t want to say goodbye. Not just yet.
“Cup of tea?” she blurts out.
He nods, flexing his fingers. “That would be great.”
Cassandra puts away the ledger, then leads him past the desk, towards the staircase. She hears Lowell’s quick intake of breath as he climbs the stairs, but he doesn’t say anything. It’s too easy to forget, sometimes, that Lowell still wants a bookshop of his own, that this could be a great cruelty to present him with the world he can’t have.
He makes a little sound again at the reading room, somewhere between surprise and awe, sending a thrill through Cassandra. He wanders the room while Cassandra busies herself with tea and mugs. Her back turned, she allows herself a quick, secretive smile; it’s a rare feeling to be able to share this space with someone, and even rarer that he appreciates it just as much as she does.
When she turns around, she finds him carefully finishing a patch on an old shirt that she’s been meaning to do for weeks.
“You fix everything you touch,” she says. “And I break…”
Everything, she thinks.
“Well, I broke that,” she finishes, a little weakly.
She hands him a mug with I slay comma splices printed on it. For a while, they stand quietly in the kitchen, braced against the countertops. Cassandra studies him over the top of her mug, at the way his glasses fog from the shock of heat as he takes a sip. Chiron’s bookshop is so different to Sharpe’s, and there had been a time when she’d thought Lowell would want nothing more than to remake it in his image. But now, she wonders if the bookshop would remake him instead: softer lines, warmer colours, that rare laugh of his suddenly less rare.
He would have made an excellent successor, she thinks sadly.
“Can I ask you a question?” she asks.
He tilts his head in invitation.
“Why do you want the bookshop?” she says, then amends, “This bookshop, I mean.”
He turns the mug in his hands, a smile teasing the edges of his mouth. “Is it foolish to admit that I just like books that much?”
Cassandra doesn’t laugh. She waits quietly, watching him.
“Yes, I just like books. But…” he says, and the smile fades. “I’ve heard the stories, you know. Of what this bookshop used to be. And for so long, I thought I could fix it, make something more.” He glances at her and flushes. “Not that you haven’t done a good job—I mean, amazing, really, especially with—”
“I know,” she says.
She’s walked through every inch of the bookshop above, seen the dust and detritus left behind from a more prosperous age gone by. She’s stood in all those empty bedrooms, knowing that they’d once been full of booksellers, that the hearth had never gone out because there would always be someone to sit beside it.
“No, you don’t know,” he says vehemently. “When I first met you, I thought you’d been set an impossible task. The bookshop was a mess, barely hanging together. I remember thinking it was a miracle that it hadn’t already burned down in Chiron’s absence. But look at what you’ve done, and so effortlessly.”
Cassandra laughs. “Oh, there was effort involved.”
He nudges her knee with his. “I know that. But still, it seems crazy to me now that I could have taken it on. Edmund told me I was being an idiot, of course.” He sighs. “He hates being an owner, tied down to the bookshop. I think he’d just about rather do anything else.”
“So why doesn’t he?”
Lowell shrugs. “He’s the oldest, now. That’s just the way it works.”
It doesn’t miss Cassandra’s notice the way he hangs on the now. She lets his words linger in the silence, lets herself watch the way he watches her. It feels like another one of his tests. Whether she’ll ask him what happened to make Edmund the oldest. Whether he’ll trust her enough to give her the answer.
“Come with me,” she says suddenly.
Before he can say no, she takes his hand and leads him back downstairs, past the rows of shelves, to the courtyard behind the bookshop. His hand is warm in hers, his fingers lacing snug.
Even though it’s bitingly cold outside, the courtyard has always felt warmer, insulated from the buffeting wind. Or perhaps it’s the river, protecting its foolish owners from freezing to death. In the centre grows a sycamore tree that, despite the laws of nature, never seems to be entirely bare. Underneath, a previous owner thoughtfully left a bench, though from a certain angle it looks like a repurposed table, with old joints in odd places. Cassandra’s spent more than a few summers out here, tracing her fingers across the graffiti left behind.
She brushes a few leaves off the bench and they both sit. Lowell sets his mug to one side, steam curling in the air.
“Tell me,” she says.
Lowell’s gaze rests on their hands, still interlinked.
“His name was Arthur,” he says, then he exhales. “Arthur was the first. Then Edmund. Then me. All firstborn prices. When Jimena died, the shop went to Arthur.” Lowell flexes his hand against Cassandra’s. “I don’t think she ever considered that he wouldn’t want to be an owner. It’s inconceivable to them, you know? How could you not love it?”
“‘To even step foot in this bookshop is a privilege,’” Cassandra says, quoting Chiron.
Lowell nods, then pauses. “Well, Arthur might have loved it. He liked it enough. But I don’t think he was ready. He got in over his head, fell in with a bad group of people. He was just… he had this way about him, you know? Like he could be friends with anyone, or make anyone feel welcome, just by being there. But he had an awfully hard time saying no, and I guess by the time he thought about it, maybe it was too late. These weren’t the kind of people you could say no to.”
Cassandra doesn’t ask how Lowell knows this, or how deeply he’s ventured into those murky waters. But she recognises the world, the people, the impossibility of refusing duty.
“They started asking him to do readings. Risky, then riskier.” Lowell hesitates. “He’d never really got the hang of readings, but I’m not sure it mattered to them. And then… a reading went bad. Worse than bad. And that was it.”
He exhales again, his breath a puff of condensation in the night air. Cassandra’s not sure she’s ever heard him talk so much before.
“He sounds like a good man,” she says.
“Oh, he was. Better than both of us.” Lowell picks up a stray leaf and twirls it between his fingers. “I like this world too much to ever leave. But I’ve always wondered what he might have done, if he hadn’t been an owner.”
They sit quietly, listening to the sycamore rustle above them. Cassandra tries to imagine what that world might look like. What she and Lowell might have been allowed to be, if they’d never stepped foot into a tributary bookshop. But her imagination keeps failing; she’s already seen the expression on Lowell’s face when he walks through the bookshop that should be his. And she’s already seen what Fate had in store for her when she’d left.
She would have always found her way back, she decides.
“Edmund will give the bookshop to me eventually,” he says. “When he gets bored, or it stops being worth it to him.”
Though Cassandra has more than enough reasons to dislike Edmund, she feels another sharp stab of hatred.
“If he hates it, he should give it to you now,” she says.
He glances at the tree above him, an odd expression on his face. “Lowell Sharpe, owner. It has a certain ring to it, I suppose.”
“That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
She can hardly bear to look at him, for what she might find. But she forces herself to meet his gaze. Shivers like lightning race down her spine, and this time, they have nothing to do with the cold.
Lowell, with his own bookshop. Lowell, no longer interested in this one. Without an excuse to drop in, to cross swords over this or that book. To tease Cassandra, to send her notes. To give her that crooked, wry smile she’s grown so very fond of.
“And what,” he murmurs, “if I’m afraid to get what I want?”
He reaches over to tuck a stray thread of hair behind her ear, but his hands don’t leave her face. She lets herself look at him properly: at all the soft lines clustered across his forehead; the rich brown, almost black of his eyes, shadowed under his glasses; the slight bow to his lips.
“Aren’t we all?” she whispers.
He kisses her.
He tastes of ink and salt, mouth soft and pliable. One hand brushes through her hair, while the other cups her jaw. She leans into him, and how wonderfully solid he is, how incredible to feel the weight of his chest against hers.
It occurs to her then just how much she’s wanted to kiss him. That she hasn’t really stopped thinking about his hands since that moment in the wardrobe. That she could have stayed there for another ten, fifteen, twenty minutes if it meant feeling the plane of his body against hers.
His lips part and his hands glide across the curve of her waist. She pulls him close, his skin warm underneath his shirt. The edge of his glasses bump against her face, delightfully unfamiliar.
“Do you ever consider that you were wrong about me, Lowell Sharpe?” she murmurs against his lips.
His hand skates her jawline, electricity in a fingertip. “Never.”
She presses a kiss to the corner of his mouth, then another. “You’re a good liar, Lowell, but I’m better.”
When he finally breaks off, a little breathless, his smile is a wild, rare thing, lightning racing across the landscape of his face. How much she enjoys that smile. What she would give to keep seeing it, just for a little longer.
His hands sweep down the line of her body, coming to rest on the top of her hips in a carefully controlled halt. Like they could keep going, if she let him. She sucks in an uneven breath.
Lowell exhales, the tops of his cheeks flushed. “I have wanted to do that… for quite a long time.”
“I told you the strip-tease was inadvisable,” she says.
The look he gives her is molten. “Oh, it’s been far longer than that.”
Something hot buries itself within her. She leans against him to hide it, letting her head rest in the crook of his shoulder. Lowell’s quiet laughter rumbles through her, as though he already knows what she’s thinking. Then he shifts, and she catches the change in his attention.
“Look,” he murmurs, and lets his hand fall outside the shelter of the sycamore.
A snowflake lands, then another one, crisp and perfect. The first snowfall. There for a second and then gone.



CHAPTER
Thirty-Six
CASSANDRA IS IN the front of the bookshop, finishing up with a customer, when Byron appears behind her. The customer looks up at Byron, then to the book on the desk.
“This… will give me courage?” she asks. “To—to ask him?”
Cassandra glances at the book. It’s a long-forgotten collection of Victorian poetry from an anonymous writer. But every poem is a romance letter to an unnamed friend, who had clearly become something more. Whether they had sent it and fulfilled their expression to the friend is a question whose answer has long vanished into time. But the magic inside is sound enough.
“It will give you clarity on what you need to do next,” she says.
The door closes, the bell chiming softly. Cassandra stretches out, letting herself luxuriate in a rare good mood. She’s spent the last two days revisiting Lowell’s kiss with all the giddiness of a teenage crush, replaying every burning touch. Even though she hasn’t seen him since, a note appeared on her desk in his familiar writing, a paw print smudged in the corner. An address and a time. I thought I might take a nice girl on a date.
Nothing about this is a good idea. But it’s never stopped her before.
“Cassandra,” Byron says.
“I know, I know—I sound like a fortune teller,” she says. Then she sees Byron’s expression and a deep foreboding stirs within her. “What?”
“There’s something—well, you’d better take a look at this.”
Cassandra follows Byron to the back, unease creeping down her spine. She turns the corner—and stops.
The rocky pond at the back of the bookshop is barely more than a silty trickle, with none of the river’s musicality. It’s simply… gone.
Cassandra opens her mouth, but for the first time, she can’t think of anything to say. She’d thought that, somehow, the river would stay safe in Chiron’s bookshop. She’s not spent its power on a paradox book, nor neglected the bookshop above. Errata twines around her legs anxiously.
“This has never happened before,” she says eventually.
Byron chews her lip. “We have to give these to the river somehow.”
Cassandra looks at the pile of offerings: a locket enclosing a childhood curl of hair; a luminous rock; the fragile skeleton of a songbird. Prices from their latest batch of customers.
“I’ll take care of this,” she says.
That afternoon, Cassandra finds herself walking to a secret park outside of London, beyond the last stop on the northern line of the Tube. She ducks two fences, the offerings to the river tucked carefully into a bag. Her other hand holds a faded map, the lines shifting delicately across fragile paper. Although it’s not an unfamiliar walk, the destination changes just a little, every time.
After a muddy journey and one harrowing dash through a field of cows, Cassandra pushes open a wrought-iron gate and steps inside a verdant green park, with an open-air folly. The trickling sound of the river echoes reassuringly amidst the rustle of trees.
Even when Cassandra was a thief, and she’d set aside the bookshop for good, she’d still come here. She might not have considered what river price was paid before its books passed through her hands, but she’d always brought something back here, however small, to pay tribute in her own way. And sometimes she’d come without any reason at all. If she closes her eyes and listens, it’s almost as though she’s back in the bookshop.
The folly sits on a dais, cradling a deep well of water. Above it, a statue of Lady Fate rises, her compendium in one hand and a set of scales in the other. Water pours in a gentle waterfall from the scales at varying intervals, tipping them one way or another. To her surprise, there’s the dark outline of several books at the bottom of the well. She knows other booksellers come here to pay their respects, or to occasionally give books back to the river when their usefulness has reached its end. But it seems like more than a few people have visited recently.
Cassandra leans over the water, her reflection rippling in front of her. The dyed blonde in her hair has grown out significantly in the last few months, leaving behind ink-dark roots. With the water muddying the colours, she could almost pass for the Keeper.
It was Chiron who’d taken her to this shrine, years ago, and explained what happened when an ordinary person became a bookseller. To be inducted is to drink deeply from the river, and feel the flow of time move within them. And it works—mostly.
“When will I be inducted?” she’d asked.
To her surprise, he’d only ruffled her hair and smiled. Chiron had never been a particularly tactile person, and she could count on one hand how many hugs she’d received over the course of their time together.
“You already have the river inside of you,” he said. “Born to the job, I guess.”
She’d held on to that compliment for months afterwards. Born to be a bookseller—and born to be Chiron’s protégé. She smiles ruefully at the memory. It’s true that she’s never had to drink from the river, and that the books’ language of ink and magic has always felt akin to her own. But the thought that she would be so suited to the role of owner was always laughable.
Yet perhaps Fate is having the last laugh. Because isn’t that exactly where she’s ended up? Only with the river running dry, and a society desperate to get their hands on Chiron’s bookshop. And Chiron himself, a ghost chasing ink and the edges of her nightmares—a poltergeist that she thought she’d known as a man. But the Chiron she knew had never consorted with thieves, never snuck around or clung to mystery. It’s hard to picture the two versions and imagine them ever overlapping.
Cassandra looks at the statue of Lady Fate again, her gaze lingering on the stone effigy of the compendium. The past and future set forever. Maybe Lady Fate had always intended for the river to vanish. Or maybe there’s no singular point to return to, no paradox book that could unravel to a time when the river could be saved. They’ve been trying so hard to rewrite their history—and maybe that’s the problem. If only they could rewrite the future, instead of the past.
Her phone rings, an unusual sound even in the city. It takes a moment for Cassandra to fish it out of her bag, and when she sees who’s calling, she almost doesn’t pick it up. But some problems are better headed off at the source, so reluctantly, she answers.
“What do you want, Edmund?”
The line crackles with static, Edmund’s voice barely audible. Cassandra starts walking away from the shrine, further into the woods. Edmund is obviously upset about something because his rant persists, incomprehensible. She’s just past the sight line of the shrine when his voice comes through in a whoosh of noise.
“… told you, I told him—”
Cassandra cuts him off. “I’m going to ask again: what do you want?”
This time, his anger is clear and crisp. “You told me you would stay away from Lowell. You swore.”
Cassandra’s stomach swoops, unsettled, before she steadies herself. It’s no surprise that Edmund’s discovered her continued contact with Lowell. She can manage Edmund, just as she’s managed everything else; it’s just a matter of tone.
“I lied,” she says, falsely casual. “Was there anything else?”
The silence on the other end of the line stretches long enough for Cassandra to hear birds flitting through the trees.
“I’ll tell him everything.” Edmund’s voice is low, a new note of steel in his tone. “The whole bloody truth. And what will he think of you, then?”
Cassandra’s heart stutters. Lowell, knowing her as the thief, the nobody that she is. A terrible, cold part of her surfaces: Cass Holt, against the wall and making sure every single word ensures her escape because no one’s coming to save her.
You are not worthy of the river.
No, she thinks again, drowning out Chiron’s echo.
“Fine, go ahead,” she says, and she almost doesn’t recognise her own voice. “Tell Lowell. Tell him everything, in fact. Because if I know one thing about Lowell, it’s that he’s going to have a hell of a lot of questions for you. I wouldn’t be worrying about me. What’s he going to think of you?”
“Lowell is my brother,” Edmund replies immediately, but she knows that she’s touched a nerve.
“Not by blood.”
The part of her that knows she’s being unspeakably cruel—that she will regret this, as she’s regretted so much—rouses briefly. But the rest of her shoves it back down. She can’t afford to show sympathy, or let herself be softened by Edmund’s slight intake of breath as he contemplates this truth.
“You’ve already taken everything from him,” she says. “If you take this, too, what will be left?”
Unspoken, the question hangs between them: will Lowell forgive the man who’s not his blood brother? They are all child tributes to the river, prices paid for a heart’s desire. But he knows just as well as her that bookseller doesn’t mean friend, or even ally. Let alone family.
“Whether Lowell likes me or not is irrelevant. He is my brother, do you understand? You can’t begin to comprehend what I’ve already done for him. And I’d do the same and more.” Edmund is quiet on the other end of the line. “You know, I’ve been wondering what the appeal of changing your name was. Whether it was a mask to put on so you could feel better about your dirty work. But you’re the same all the way through.”
Cassandra doesn’t say anything. But her hand tightens on her phone.
“Mention one word about me to Lowell, and I will so thoroughly ruin you, you’ll wish all Cass Holt did was steal from you,” she snarls. “I mean it. I did my research—and I know what you’ve done. Those two days in Edinburgh? That incident on Skye? Like I said, scum floats to the top.”
Edmund is quiet on the other end of the line. “And that’s a warning, is it?”
Bile tinges the back of her throat, but she pushes it down.
“That’s a certainty. And who’s he going to believe? Me, or the brother who already resents him simply for existing?” She pauses, long enough for him to play out the implication. “I’ll make sure the last person he ever hates is you.”
Before he can reply, she ends the call. A second later, sudden nausea roils in her stomach. She throws up, half-staggering against the nearest tree. Her stomach heaves once, twice more before it settles enough for her to straighten and wipe her mouth shakily. Her entire body is wound tight with more than tension: fear.
She takes deep breaths of the sweet forest air, trying to ground herself. What she did just now is no worse than what she might have done a year ago as Cass Holt. Edmund Sharpe is just another criminal masquerading as a bookseller, a man she would have no qualms about climbing over or cutting loose. He would do the same to her in a heartbeat.
Except he’d talked to her at the bar. He’d helped her escape.
Cassandra shakes her head, dispelling her thoughts. She doesn’t have time to debate Edmund Sharpe’s motivations, or how much of a hold he seems to have on his brother’s life. She did what she had to do—and he’ll leave her alone if he wants to preserve the shreds of his relationship with Lowell.
Focus on Chiron. Focus on the river.
Forget everything else.



CHAPTER
Thirty-Seven
TEMPERANCE IS EARLY to the society’s meeting, as usual. He likes the few extra minutes of peace before the others arrive, bringing their complaints and petty fights with one another. Sometimes he uses it to strategise, to visualise the moves ahead in this endless chess game of power and see how he might subvert them.
Other times, he simply walks the circumference of the room, reminding himself of what it must have looked like, once. The lick of candlelight on the walls, the table full. And the society not laden with bickering fools, scraped from the barrel of quality. No, the conversation would have been of other matters: customers and clientele; offerings to the river; hell, perhaps the weather, if they indulged in small talk.
Before the schism over the paradox books, before the war that had cleaved their membership in two.
When he’d joined, the suggestions of a reunited society had already died away. Too many battle lines had already been drawn, with casualties on both sides. Too much bitter feeling to set aside. And, in truth, the society had already won. Why extend the hand of grace when victory was already in their fist?
He wonders what it would have felt like, losing the enemies that had once been allies, losing themselves, inch by inch. When they finally realised what was happening. All that struggle over who was right, only for it to be entirely pointless in the end.
The door swings open, slamming against the wall. Temperance turns around, a sigh on his lips. If the Empress is in a bad mood, it’s going to be an awfully long meeting.
But it isn’t the Empress.
The Moon is rarely early, and even less inclined to make themselves known so loudly. But not today, apparently. Temperance has just enough time to take in the glitter of a crumpled beaded robe, the tilted mask, before the fist hits him.
It doesn’t quite take him off his feet, but he staggers back, swearing as he clutches his jaw.
“What the hell—”
Another punch veers wildly towards his face, but this time he has the presence of mind to move.
Twin tears streak down the Moon’s face, tracking black mascara.
“You murdering scum. Hartley—they didn’t deserve that—”
Temperance ducks the knife, but only just. “What are you talking about? What happened to Hartley?”
There’s just the breath of a pause. Temperance realises his mistake seconds later. To name a society member is anathema—unless they’re dead.
“How dare you pretend you don’t know what you did,” they hiss. “You’re not even good at it.”
Temperance steps back again, only to find himself backed up against the wall, nowhere else to go. He has to get a handle on this situation—quickly. But the Moon has planted themself squarely in the path of escape.
“And you had the nerve to sit there and ask where they were. Like you didn’t already know. Like you were concerned.” The Moon laughs bitterly. “Well, consider me fooled.”
The Moon lifts their fist again, and this time Temperance catches something gleaming within it: a knife.
“I should have done this years ago,” they snarl.
A gunshot rings out.
The knife falls from the Moon’s hand. Their mouth goes slack. Then they topple backwards, clutching the hole in their chest.
It all happens in less than a second.
The Empress stands in the entryway, still pointing the very small, very shiny pistol in front of her. She eyes the body of the Moon, face down on the flagstones, and nudges it with one stilettoed toe.
“Never liked them anyway.” Then, almost casually, “Did you do it?”
Kill the Sun, she means.
A beat. “Don’t be ridiculous,” Temperance says.
It doesn’t escape Temperance’s notice that the Empress waits for his reply before she puts the gun away. It disappears into a pocket, though Temperance finds it difficult to conceive of a corset with enough space to hide anything, never mind a pistol.
A thought occurs to him. “Was it you?”
“As if I could be bothered.”
But someone was bothered enough to do it. Someone killed Kevin. Someone killed the Sun. And with the Moon’s body cooling on the flagstones between them, the Empress has already proved she’s capable of murder.
Behind them, someone stops, gasps, retches noisily in the corridor. Without looking behind him, Temperance knows that it’s the Hanged Man. The Empress rolls her eyes, steps over the Moon’s body, and gracefully sinks into the nearest chair. Blood freckles faintly across her mask and hair, but she makes no move to wipe it off.
“Well, what are you waiting for?” she demands. “There’s still a fucking meeting, isn’t there?”
It’s a truth hard to argue with, so Temperance sits down. The Hanged Man averts his gaze from the body as he joins them, as far away as possible.
For five minutes, the room is silent, save for the occasional gagging from the Hanged Man. Then footsteps sound in the corridor. A moment later, Judgement slams open the door. They glance at the Moon and their mouth curls into a sneer, before they sweep past. There have been one too many dead bodies of late for anyone to feel much beyond the dull blow that yet another member of their society has fallen.
“Where are we on Chiron’s usurper?” Judgement demands.
Ah, Cassandra Fairfax. The woman who has interrupted all of their plans. The last blockade between them and the heart of the river.
“She won’t give up the bookshop,” the Hanged Man says.
“And she has allies,” the Empress adds grudgingly.
One last battle, to win the war, Temperance thinks. One person to tip the scale: fatally from their favour, or towards unshakeable victory.
“She will have weaknesses. We can break her,” Judgement says. “But we are running out of time.”
The room falls quiet, Temperance contemplating Judgement’s words. They’ve tried persuasion. They’ve tried violence. Cassandra Fairfax is a cockroach, springing back up at every opportunity. What else is left?
Temperance’s eyes glitter behind his mask. “I have an idea.”
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CHAPTER
Thirty-Eight
CASSANDRA MAKES THE walk to Sharpe’s, deliberately avoiding a replay of the conversation with Edmund by focusing on everything she’s gleaned about the river. She’d meant to discuss this with Lowell when he’d visited, before she’d been… distracted. But truthfully, she’s put this off as long as she can. Their date will have to wait.
The river is dying, taking the bookshops with it—and maybe more, if she’s read between Edmund’s lines well enough. The choices from the paradox books will snap, like wires stretched too taut, the consequences spooling back through time, until the world is once again unshaped by the tributary owners’ haphazard decisions. Unshaped… and unrecognisable.
The society know. The owners know. Roth—well, that she’s still deliberating. But it’s clear that they want access to the bookshop below. Perhaps to pull a paradox book and attempt to save the river, though it seems improbable now; perhaps to try something else entirely.
The only puzzle piece that doesn’t fit is Chiron. Except that the vial of ink she’d found in Roth’s flat had felt an awful lot like the ink she’d used for that disastrous reading. And Chiron’s quest for books on ink surely can’t be coincidental.
She can almost grasp how they fit together. Almost. And with Lowell’s deep knowledge of the bookshops, she can practically see the end of this mystery, once and for all. What they’ll do once they have the answer is another question entirely.
She desperately hopes it’ll be more than watch the world unravel and the river die.
When she opens the door to Sharpe’s, she spies Lowell, attending to the bookshelves as always, and something in her heart softens. But the atmosphere has a peculiar charge to it, and she pauses, unnerved. A second later, she notices Byron in the corner, head bowed as though she doesn’t want to be seen. Then Edmund appears. The pale grey of his eyes is creased in a smug satisfaction that leaves her cold.
“I’m glad you’re here,” Edmund says, with a killing smile. “What did you say, scum floats to the top? And how far you’ve risen, Cass.”
Something in her stomach drops. Edmund, calling her bluff.
“Byron?” Cassandra tries to conjure the self with authority, the owner she has been playing for the last months. “Don’t listen to him. If you knew what he’s done, what he’s witnessed—”
Edmund holds up one careful finger. “Let me tell you a story, Cassandra. For years now, we’ve known about a talented thief. I say ‘talented,’ but it seems somewhat crass to call a thief anything but lucky. We knew she was a woman, and that she’d had some experience in a tributary bookshop because of the way the books would disappear. Like magic, no matter how hard we tried, or how many precautions we took.”
Cassandra’s chest constricts. She can’t breathe.
“Cass Holt cost people money that they needed. Jobs that they’d held with pride. Imagine my surprise when I learnt who it was, some weeks back.”
“It was you?” Byron says, and there’s no mistaking the heartbreak of betrayal.
Cassandra risks a look at Lowell, but his gaze is firmly on his brother.
She should lie. She can still get out of this; she just needs to regain control of the situation.
“Edmund has done—all sorts of things,” she says, but even this sounds hollow. “He’s threatened other owners, he’s—”
“Is it true?” Byron demands, and Cassandra knows she’s not talking about Edmund’s sordid reputation.
Because of course, Byron would already know about Edmund Sharpe, to a degree. Byron, who talks to everyone, and in doing so, would have heard the gossip, the rumours of shady dealings and soured relationships. It’s Cassandra who has crafted a blank and inscrutable past. Who has left herself open, after all.
Lie, Cassandra. But the excuses keep sliding away from her. And there’s Byron’s reproachful expression, beyond pain.
“I can explain—” she begins.
“A book thief, owning a bookshop.” Edmund lets out a sharp laugh. “The irony. Well, not just a book thief.”
Cassandra can feel it coming. The night of the fuck-up: the reading. The young man who had died in her arms. The blame so firmly upon her because there could be no other reason.
“Don’t,” she says, and she hates that it sounds like a plea.
But Edmund continues, relentless. “They should know what you did. What was his name?”
She doesn’t say anything. She could walk out this door and keep going. Keep running. Cassandra, who breaks everything she touches.
“You killed a man, and you don’t even know his name. But I do. Arthur Sharpe.”
“No,” she says hoarsely.
But Edmund’s entire face tightens, and it’s not false pain. This is real.
She feels herself go very still, as if her mind is watching from afar. Her mind, screaming, I killed Arthur Sharpe. Something cold and distant takes over.
“Lowell,” she says.
Lowell looks at her, then. Cassandra wishes he hadn’t. His eyes, usually unfathomable, are black with anger.
She could say something more. She could tell him that Arthur was a terrible accident. Everyone’s fault, a collective manslaughter. It was Arthur’s choice, just as it was hers, to read from a book still dripping with the waters of the river. That the pages were already soaked through with his blood, and only later would they realise it.
She could tell Lowell that she still dreams of his eldest brother’s face, his eyes wide with horror. The way his hands kept slipping in hers, bloody and slick and trembling. That she still knows the shape of his lips as he’d mouthed a last, indecipherable word. A word that haunts her because he’d wanted to say something, and she’d been too useless for such a simple thing. That she couldn’t even grant a dead man his last wish of being heard and understood, and what a profound thing they have lost instead.
She could tell Lowell that there are some things too monstrous for forgiveness, and so she won’t ask for it, and insult him on top of everything else. She’ll never forgive herself, anyway.
She could tell Lowell these things, but she doesn’t.
Instead, she turns to Edmund. “We had a deal.”
“I made no such thing with you,” he says, with a tone that would imply self-righteousness if she didn’t know he was lying.
And the worst part is that she can’t prove it. Who would trust her now? They would have believed Cassandra Fairfax, owner. But Cass Holt is just some nobody thief. A liar, who killed a man because she was too arrogant, too convinced of her invulnerability.
You break everything you touch.
“Edmund, you—” She breaks off; Lowell is turning away, leaving. “Lowell, please.”
“I’ve heard—” he closes his eyes “—enough.”
Cassandra’s gaze turns to Byron. She wants Byron to scream at her. To get angry, or to cry. Anything would be better than this terrible stillness.
“Did you find it funny?” Byron says, and it’s her quiet calm that scares Cassandra more than anything. “Did you enjoy that power play?”
“I didn’t know—” Cassandra begins, the lie already wedged between her teeth.
Byron cuts her off. “You knew because you asked me. All those small, clever questions, like I couldn’t tell you were hiding something.” She pauses. “I’ve put up with a lot from you because that’s what a bookseller does. But this? It’s not worth it.”
Byron follows Lowell, and Cassandra starts towards them. She has to make this right somehow. But Edmund grabs her roughly.
“I told you to leave my brother alone.”
“Fuck you,” she spits.
But it’s an empty anger, and they both know it.
“You already killed Arthur,” he says, and her heart stutters. “Haven’t you done enough to my family?”
The fight goes out of her instantly. Yes, she thinks. She’s done more than enough damage. Her heart seizes.
“Then get out of my bookshop, and don’t come back,” Edmund hisses.
She flees.
The long walk home isn’t long enough. But too long to spend by herself, to work through every single decision she’s made that’s led up to this moment. She so badly wants to hate Edmund for this, but the truth is that there’s no one left to hate but herself.
She could have told Byron at the bar. Or at the fair. At the auction.
She could have told Lowell who she was when she’d stolen the book from him, when he’d asked her what she was really doing the night she’d come to Sharpe’s after Roth’s flat. When he’d come into the bookshop and seen her for exactly what she was: unsuitable, inadequate, less than nothing because at least nothing doesn’t take. And how Cassandra has taken.
Or she could have told them how badly she wishes she could turn back the clock, so she would have never done any of this in the first place. A Cassandra who doesn’t know what death looks like because she hasn’t already held it in her hands. A Cassandra who is never tempted to take books because their song mirrors the one in her heart. Cassandra, who is Chiron’s protégé as he’d envisioned, and a bookseller Septimus might respect, and who might have had everything she wanted and more had she not thrown it all away.
My God, how she regrets.
She fumbles with her key twice as she tries to open the door to the bookshop. Her hands don’t seem to be working as well as they usually do. So what if they know? So what if Lowell knows? Now they have the truth of her: thief, liar, con artist. And it’s not as if she went to great lengths to hide herself. Lowell had known the second he’d walked into the bookshop, and Byron… well, she isn’t stupid, either.
It is what it is. It’s all there is.
The day’s weak sunlight has long since departed, leaving a penetrating gloom that spills out of the bookshop and down its steps. Cassandra has a brief flicker of unease at the thought of crossing the threshold, and then shakes herself. Normally, Byron would have left the lamps on, so Cassandra would come home to a warm honey-glazed glow drizzling through the windows, painting the very picture of the bookshop at its most idyllic. A picture that, until very recently, had only existed at the edges of her dreams—the ghost of a memory.
Cassandra looks through the darkness again and steels herself. The light switch is on the other side of the room, behind the desk. She’ll just have to remember to turn it on herself from now on.
She’s already survived the unsurvivable, she tells herself. She’ll deal with this, too, and survive it, as she always has. You just keep bouncing back, Roth had told her once, on a rare occasion where he’d been full of genuine admiration. Fuck Edmund Sharpe. She doesn’t need his help, or anyone else’s, for that matter. There’ll be another bookseller—perhaps not one as smart, as funny, as wickedly inventive as Byron—just as there’ll be other customers, other contacts. Other—
Ms. Fairfax.
Something spears through her heart.
She trips over an uneven floorboard and stumbles into the dark bookshop, closing the door behind her. It’s no different to any of the other times she’s walked into it, or indeed, that time not so long ago when she’d first contemplated what it meant to stand on the other side of the door. It’s just a room. It’s just a shop. But silence dominates, and even the whisper of rustling from the shelves can’t dispel it.
Is this what it’ll feel like from now on? Is this what Chiron felt, in those last living hours?
It would be different, a voice inside her head whispers, if you took a paradox book.
A paradox book would wipe her past clean. A paradox book would give her the chance to start over. She’ll never have to hear the name Cass Holt again, or the mistakes that have so irreversibly damned her future.
When midnight strikes, Cassandra is waiting by the archway. She glances back just one more time. But no one comes through the door. She’s on her own.
The Keeper is at her desk, as always, when Cassandra approaches. The river overhead is a stormy grey, and the travellers are unusually quiet, their footsteps barely a whisper. They gather around her, their shadows pooling on the floor. Above, thunder rumbles.
“What would you have from us?” the Keeper says, her dark gaze cool and distant.
As if she can already sense the betrayal. That Cassandra would rather have no river and a past swept free of sins save this one, than the river and the life she’s so spectacularly shattered.
Cassandra wets her lips. The river is dying anyway: Chiron failed; the society have failed; Roth has failed. A thief only takes—and that’s all Cassandra has ever been. So what does it matter if she takes again? Her hands grip the edge of the desk, wood cutting into her palm.
The Keeper’s expression turns steely. “What do you want, Cassandra Fairfax?”
“I…”
A clean slate. A boat. A chance to undo the last decade of her life.
“Cassandra,” the Keeper demands.
Then she hears the quiet sound of an anxious meow. Errata pads towards her, soaking wet from the river. Cassandra’s always wondered how he managed to traverse between bookshops. Magic—because that’s what the river is. Magic and that unfathomable first language and the touch of the world. Of home.
Her hands start to shake. She sinks to her knees, and rests her head against the desk, too exhausted to even cry.
“I can’t do it,” she whispers.
She has lost everything—and she’ll lose more, if the future has its way. But she can’t relinquish her hold on the river, on the bookshop. She’ll have it for whatever time is left, and then it’ll be gone, with all that its death implies. But it won’t be at her hands.
She can’t—and she won’t.
“I’ve wasted your time,” Cassandra says, getting to her feet.
As soon as she steps out of the archway, it closes up behind her, the last of its light vanishing. The bookshop is the pitch-black of early hours, a stranger to her.
A small, gentle voice in the back of her head that sounds a lot like Byron—that will always sound like Byron, without the paradox book to undo the link between them—suggests that she go to bed. But what point is sleeping when tomorrow will leave her in the same position?
She’s still done what she’s done. She’s still—
Something creaks, heavy. A footstep.
Cassandra has just enough time to suck in a breath to scream—but not enough to do it.
There is a short, desperate struggle. Too many bodies all at once, shoving to claim her. An elbow catches her in the ribs; she kicks out and connects with someone’s meaty thigh. A hand, stronger than hers, tries to press something doused in chemical scent to her mouth, and she bites down on fingers, as hard as she can. A man’s yelp. A curse.
“Fuck this,” someone says.
A blow to the back of the head, and the bookshop falls away.



CHAPTER
Thirty-Nine
CASSANDRA COMES TO in a groggy blur of memories and pain. The first thing she’s aware of is a splitting headache, pounding in two places: at her temple, and then at the back of her head, where she was evidently knocked out.
The second is that she’s lying on a round table, her arms tied behind her. Looped to an anchor embedded deep in the wood.
A figure watches her from a gloomy archway, features swathed in darkness. But she recognises the posture, the incline of his head that meant he was disappointed in whatever she’d screwed up that day. Those hands, clasped behind his back.
Chiron? she tries to whisper, but her throat is too dry.
She licks her lips, and comes away with blood. She struggles to sit up, her arms protesting at the extra stretch. The room lurches sickeningly; bile rises in the back of her throat. With effort, she forces it down, willing herself to not be sick.
It takes a few minutes, but the room settles, along with the burn in her arms. The figure vanishes—just another shadow, she thinks—leaving an empty archway, under which an impressive set of double doors groans ominously. Everything has a slightly moist, scaled sheen to it, the stone walls shimmering grey-green where light from a dozen decaying candles hits. Several throne-like chairs are propped against the walls; only a few encircle the table.
No windows. But no instruments of torture, either. This isn’t a dungeon, or it wasn’t, before they put her in it. If she concentrates, she’s certain she can hear the sound of water, from somewhere far below. The thought should be comforting, but really it just adds to the extra layer of panic sloshing around her stomach.
The wood beneath her is stained dark. Cassandra tries not to think about what that means for the last occupant of this table.
She gives her ropes an experimental pull, just as the doors creak open. Five figures walk through it, gold masks glinting in the half-light.
“Cassandra Fairfax,” one of them says.
Something icy slides down the pit of her stomach. Fear. But she tries to swallow it. Cass Holt, she thinks desperately. You’re Cass Holt, the untouchable thief.
“The society, I take it?” she says coolly.
Another masked figure, this one in a corset, sighs impatiently. “That would be us. My God, you’re slow.”
Cassandra surveys the figures. It’s impossible to identify them in their elaborate costumes—which is probably the point, she figures—but there’s no mistaking that some of the postures and voices are familiar.
“This is some initiation rite,” she says.
“Oh, the time for that has long passed, I’m afraid,” one of them says, sounding amused. “But we do have a new member.”
A man walks in, the edge of a swagger in his stride, his gold mask tilted rakishly across his eyes. There’s just enough of his face visible to discern features: deep blue eyes; a chiselled jawline with the ghost of stubble; an oddly familiar smirk. As he pushes up one sleeve, she catches the tanned outline where a watch should be.
“Roth, you absolute fuck,” she snarls.
He stiffens at the sound of his name. In two strides, he reaches out and backhands her. Stars dizzy her vision.
“It’s the Devil to you. Don’t be so fucking disrespectful,” he says.
Her face burns with the imprint of his hand. She tastes blood and spits it on the floor; Roth jumps back.
“Careful of those fancy shoes, Roth,” she says, enunciating his name, despite the pain of moving her jaw.
She laughs at him, and what’s visible of his face goes purple with fury. In the back of her mind, a voice that sounds very much like Lowell murmurs, don’t antagonise them. But she lifts her eyebrow jauntily, like they’re trading insults, not blows. Like she’s not trussed up on a table.
Because if she remembers where she is, that there are five of them against one of her, that her chances of leaving this room alive are zero—that no one’s saving her this time—
Remember Cass Holt. But thieves live such explosive, short lives for a reason.
Her vision swims, still recovering from Roth’s slap, and in those blurry seconds, Chiron’s silhouette flickers back into her eyeline. Concussion, perhaps.
Roth lifts his arm to hit her again, a proper fist this time—and another of the masked people catches it. Their eyes lock, and this time she reels back in shock.
Edmund Sharpe.
“Bastard,” she hisses. “If Low—”
The blow this time is entirely unexpected. Blood fills the inside of her mouth.
“Oh, so it’s okay for you to hit her?” Roth says peevishly.
Edmund ignores him. “Judgement would have a word.”
Cassandra is still glaring at Edmund through watering eyes. But her attention is drawn to another person in a shapeless robe. Though their features are indistinguishable, there’s something about their posture, the slightly careful way they walk.
“We asked you nicely,” they say, and Cassandra is sure she recognises that voice.
“I don’t think threats count as ‘nice,’” she retorts.
“Cassandra,” they say, and it sounds chiding, even somewhat muffled under the mask. “The river endures for a little longer. But it cannot endure forever.” They pause, calculating. “Here is what will happen: you’re going to sign over Chiron’s bookshop.”
Sure enough, there’s the paperwork lying on the table, just out of reach. Ink and blood, with Roth’s name already signed in full. One blank space for her, then all of it dipped into what remains of the river to cement the transfer of power. So terribly easy, with two willing participants—but how rarely it happens.
Roth, owner of the bookshop. Cassandra can’t think of anything more repulsive.
“You’d waste a tributary bookshop on Roth?” She laughs weakly. “And then, what, you’ll let me go?”
“No.”
This one is… what was it? Judgement? No, Eveline. The old woman who had been so eager to convince Cassandra of her rationality. Like her ownership was a problem of administration.
The woman steps forward. “You had your chance, Cassandra Fairfax. I’m sorry you didn’t take our warning seriously.”
“I’m not seeing the ‘or else’ part of this,” she says. “You know, ‘give us the bookshop or else—’”
“Or else we’ll get creative—” Roth growls.
“It will be painless,” Edmund says, interrupting. “Or it will be long, and slow, and terrible.”
“You could just kill me right now and take the bookshop,” she suggests.
It’s not that she’s advocating for her own death, but… there’s something here that she’s missing. They didn’t have to kidnap her. They could have simply killed her and taken the bookshop for themselves without any of this pageantry. Besides, the more questions she asks, the more time she’s buying.
And whoever tied those knots didn’t do as good of a job as they should have.
“Unless you still need me,” she suggests.
The glances around the table confirm her suspicion.
“Last time, we were too late to intervene. We’re not taking any chances,” Edmund says.
Her eyes narrow. “It was you, then. Who murdered Chiron.”
Silence falls in the room. The low-level bickering between two of the masked people stops.
“The river is already dying in the bookshop,” she continues, buying herself more time to work through the knots. “Even if you took a paradox book, the choice would unravel. It’s pointless.”
“Is that what you think we’re doing?” the corseted woman says derisively. “What a waste of a protégé.”
“Enough of this.” Judgement nods, and one of the members draws a knife. “Hand over Chiron’s bookshop.”
The last knot keeping her hands tied together falls away. Behind her back, she flexes her fingers.
She grins savagely. “It’s not Chiron’s bookshop. It’s mine.”
Cassandra springs to her feet and barrels towards the exit. Her head pounds with every footstep; her stomach roils. A sound tickles the edge of her consciousness. But underneath it all, there is that bleak iceberg of fear, rising from the water.
How could she let this happen? She should have put up a proper fight. She should have seen the pitch-dark bookshop, the fresh footfall in the dusting of snow. The society have been trying to get their hands on the bookshop for months.
Cass Holt would have known.
There’s a surprised second when the society realise that she’s shaken loose the ropes. Then they converge on her, a swarm of fabric and gold. The one in the bedazzled corset—the Empress?—draws something small and shiny from her pocket. A gun.
“Stop right the fuck there,” she commands.
Oh shit oh shit oh shit—
Cassandra dives behind a chair, just in time for the bullet to sail clean past her, embedding itself in the wall. Next to it, Roth yelps. The corseted woman swears, tearing off her gloves to reload the gun.
The man in the top hat, silk rope askew around his neck, gestures wildly at the corseted woman. “You said you were a good shot!”
“It’s fucking decorative, Perce!”
The gun goes off again, and this time splinters shower Cassandra as a bullet strikes the edge of the chair. A century worth of ornate heirloom gone.
“You shot Hartley with it!” he yells.
“For the last time, no names!” The corseted woman waves her hand impatiently. “Look, I was perfectly fucking reasonable—”
There’s a third bang—and a scream. More swearing.
Cassandra peers out from behind her hiding place. The corseted woman is clutching her hand, while Eveline argues with the man in the top hat. The gun is sprawled on the ground, out of reach of them all, smoke drifting from the barrel. Just enough of a distraction for them to forget about her. She tenses herself, checks her footing. Only one chance to reach the exit—and she’ll make it count.
She’ll be free before they even realise she’s escaped.
She takes one last deep breath and pushes herself off the floor. The doors yawn open, safety waiting for her.
Edmund grabs her arm. She careens to a halt, almost yanking it out of the socket. His mask is tinged with blood, the left side torn and dangling.
“Cassandra, I—”
She rakes her free hand across his face. Releasing her arm, he yells and stumbles backwards, tripping over his long robes. He hits the ground with a hard, meaty thunk. Even though it’s not entirely, strictly necessary, Cassandra kicks him twice in the ribs.
She’s about to go for one more—just to make sure he stays down, she tells herself—when a breath of noise from behind distracts her. She whips around, saving herself by mere seconds.
Roth’s fist brushes the side of her ear.
“I said I would ruin you,” he says, breathing heavily. “An eye for an eye, Cass.”
Cassandra dodges another punch, but her foot catches on a chip in the floor and she stumbles backwards, into the table. Roth grabs her, his hands digging into already tender flesh. She hisses, but he grins, his eyes over-bright and deadly behind his mask.
She has no way out.
Then she realises what she’s been hearing all this time, what’s teased insistently at the back of her mind. The river.
If she can hear the river, that must mean they’re in a tributary bookshop. And if they’re in a tributary bookshop, she doesn’t need a book to read. There’s no ink, but how much ink has she drunk in service to the river already? There has to be something still in there. Something the river, at least, would recognise.
Desperately, she reaches deep into her mind, and conjures the river. Forget holding all the possibilities, forget the infinite—just a story, any story—anything to save her.
And the river, as always, obliges.
Words burst from her mouth, in a language she only vaguely recognises. Her skin glows with the phosphorescent azure of the river’s waters, language inking itself around her limbs. The room starts to shimmer and distort. Beads of condensation lift in the air.
Out of the corner of her eye, the society members back away, unease crossing their faces. Then they run.
She’s not even sure what she’s reading for—save me, she’d thought, and nothing more—but power pulses through her, uncontained by the usual ties of control. The walls of the bookshop creak and groan, the walls weeping a dark, viscous substance. Above, the ancient chandelier’s pendants start to fall, crystal smashing on the flagstone floor. Then, as if through an invisible hand, they come together again, fragments floating back to the chandelier in reverse. Fall, smash, rise, mend, fall—
Roth’s hands close around her throat. Her voice closes off with a sharp gasp, the language disappearing from her skin in an instant. The suspended pendants crash to the floor again, and this time they remain shattered fragments.
Cassandra scrabbles at Roth’s fingers, but he’s so much stronger than she is, not exhausted and beaten and nauseous with pain. He straddles her, pinning her to the floor.
“Who are you screaming for?” He bares his teeth in a vicious smile. “No one’s coming for you, Cass. Let’s face it, who’s going to even notice you’re missing? Your bar friends? Your landlord? Hell, even your bookseller will just think you’ve given up.”
That’s your problem, Cassandra. You never want to commit.
Oh, but she has committed, she thinks wryly, even as the rest of her panics at the absence of oxygen. She did exactly what Chiron asked—and now she’s going to die for it, just like he did.
Her vision bleeds black spots as she drowns, airless. Her lungs burn. You have to hold on, Cassandra, she tells herself. But her grip on Roth’s fingers slacken, strength falling away.
She’ll never have a chance to tell Lowell that she’s sorry for lying to him. Never make it up to Byron. Never be more than a fuck-up and failure.
Around her, the river churns, rising from the stone floor. Lady Fate emerges, her hair sleek and ink-black. That enigmatic smile. That carefully cocked eyebrow. Her hands, at once scaled and smooth, water pouring from them. She looks down at Cassandra with an expression somewhere between pity and disappointment.
Cassandra would laugh if she wasn’t dying, and maybe even then, if she wasn’t rapidly running out of air. Even Lady Fate thought she could do better. What a thing, to disappoint the oldest storyteller.
Lady Fate presses a kiss to her forehead. Lips cold with the touch of death, or maybe Cassandra’s already beyond feeling anything. Her body bucks in response, then stops. The vestiges of her strength slip away.
Is this what Chiron saw, just before he died?
Somewhere nearby, a door slams open. Roth’s grip eases fractionally. Lady Fate winks, and the river vanishes all at once.
“What the fuck—” Roth starts.
And then he’s off her entirely, no longer pinning her to the floor. Cassandra gasps, choking on air. Her chest spasms as she drags in lungful after lungful, throat burning. Her pulse rushes in her ears. She attempts to sit up, before Roth can grab her again, but her muscles refuse to obey. She has to get up; she has to—
Hands pull her upright; a shock of blue in her peripheral vision. Now she knows she’s really dead. Because there’s no way Byron would have finagled her way here, to this miserable, lightless room. Not for someone like Cassandra.
“Cassandra? Oh my God, your face—your neck. That motherfucker!” Byron snaps towards two people wrestling on the floor. “Get him, Lowell!”
Her heart, still juddering, misses a beat.
Lowell?
If Byron shouldn’t be here, then Lowell is an outright impossibility. But he’s right there, tackling Roth to the ground, their bodies landing with a heavy thump.
“You… shouldn’t…” Cassandra’s voice is barely a whisper; her throat is like sandpaper, bruised from Roth’s fingers.
“Shouldn’t what? Beat the shit out of him?” Byron glances at them. “He deserves it. Let’s get out of here.”
Cassandra manages two steps before her legs give out from under her. Her head aches beyond exhaustion. Her eyes flutter, and the room briefly goes black.
“Oh, no, absolutely not.” Real panic tinges her voice. “Cassandra? Cassan—shit. Lowell!”
A glimpse of Lowell, shirt rumpled and torn. Blood bright across his face. And that expression on his face—
“I’m fine,” she mumbles.
Byron reaches for her, tries to pull her upright. But she is so very tired. Her thoughts keep swimming around the view in front of her: Lowell, his knuckles red and fisted, eyes black and furious; Roth, backing away with an expression she’s never seen on his face before—fear.
She closes her eyes again, and this time, it’s impossible to open them. A yelp, scrambling sounds, swearing. A chair, toppling over. Then footsteps, running towards her.
“Cassandra—listen to me, please.”
Another voice. Lowell’s, she thinks drowsily.
Then the river is pulling her under, setting aside her thoughts, her pain. Darkness swallows her.



CHAPTER
Forty
FOR THREE DAYS, Cassandra drifts in and out of sleep. The river laps around her, the sound a lullaby from a place in her heart beyond memory.
A figure watches her from the waves. Sometimes it’s Lady Fate, her expression amused, as though she’s seen this play out before. Occasionally, she pauses to make a note in her compendium. Other times, it’s a stockier, more severe silhouette. Chiron stands over her with his usual stern glare, hands in his pockets as though he’s caught her yet again being somewhere she shouldn’t.
She tries to speak to him, to apologise, to explain—to do anything at all. But her mouth feels too tired for words, her head too sore for thoughts.
On the fourth day, the silhouette flickers. Lady Fate. Chiron. Lady Fate again.
They press a kiss to her forehead. “On your feet, Cassandra.”
Cassandra wakes up.
Pain hits her like a wall and then again, when she musters the energy to open her eyes. She takes her time easing out of bed, then struggles to the reading room, feeling every bruise and ache as she inches her way down the stairs.
Byron is lounging in one of the armchairs, half-asleep with a book falling out of her hand, but she bolts upright when Cassandra staggers in. Cassandra stops, leaning against the door frame to catch her breath. She’d expected the room to be cold, the hearth unlit, abandonment evident in every surface collecting dust. But the hearth crackles, and the windows are fogged with condensation, and someone has washed the collection of mugs now drying on the side.
Her bookseller is still there.
“She lives,” Byron says.
Cassandra searches for any sign of regret or anger, but all that’s evident is a guarded relief. But there must be anger, underneath the relief, after what she’s done.
It hurts too much to attempt a smile, and anyway, given the circumstances, it doesn’t seem right. “She does.”
After a beat, Byron gets to her feet and puts on the kettle, clatters around in the cupboards for dry mugs, spoons, the last of the sugar. The sound of domestic life, so ordinary, so exquisitely perfect. So deeply undeserved.
“You look like crap,” she says over her shoulder.
While Byron makes tea, Cassandra gingerly examines her injuries. Her throat still hurts, though it’s no longer the liquid fire that had coursed through her. Gently, she flexes her limbs. Nothing broken, as far as she can tell. It just hurts like hell.
Quietly, she watches Byron, waiting for the moment to splinter and snap. But it hangs taut as Byron hands her a mug, then settles back into her armchair. The fire pops in the hearth as a log shifts. Cassandra flexes her hands, her muscles protesting.
“Ink sick,” Byron says. “Whatever you read… had an impact.”
Cassandra runs her tongue over her teeth, tasting ink underneath strong minty toothpaste. She’d been confronted with an ugly sight in the bathroom mirror: the ghost of black tears down her face; black-rimed gums; her lips tinged so she looked like a corpse, rudely awoken from eternal slumber.
She’d read too deeply, with no regard for her body. Or control, for that matter. She’d been so close to letting the river take her, and take them all. That she’s here, with limbs and pulse intact, is beyond lucky.
“I guess this is the part where you ask what happened,” Cassandra says.
Byron thumbs the pockets of her jeans. “I guess so.”
But neither of them say anything. Instead, it’s Cassandra who opens.
“How did you find me?”
“I came back to the bookshop to… pick up my things,” Byron says, and Cassandra nods because it’s the only action that makes sense.
It’s this—this kindness that’s inexplicable.
“The bookshop was a wreck. You were nowhere to be found. And I—I just knew that something terrible had happened. So I went back to Sharpe’s.”
Cassandra can picture it: the dash back to the bookshop—and it would have had to have been a dash, given they’d reached her in time—Byron barrelling through the front door, calling Lowell’s name like a life depended on it because it did.
What she can’t picture is Lowell. Whether he’d needed persuading, whether he’d registered Edmund’s absence, whether he’d only come out of a sense of duty. Because that’s what an owner does. And Lowell is an owner through and through, in everything but name.
All she can think of is his gaze, burning, like she’d slapped him and was already raising her hand to do it again.
“It was another bookshop,” Cassandra says, and Byron nods.
“Lowell read to find you,” she says. “I didn’t know he could do that.”
Lowell, so adamant about not wasting resources, about wielding the river’s gifts so carefully, would surely have seen it as an indulgence. But he read for her anyway.
“I’ve never seen him look like that before,” Byron continues, sounding awed and horrified at once. “I thought he was going to kill that guy in the devil mask. If you hadn’t fainted when you did… he might have.”
Roth is still alive, then. Cassandra waits to feel something, anything: rage, fear—perhaps betrayal, if there had ever been a time when she would have considered their relationship to be capable of such a thing. Maybe relief that she hasn’t made Lowell a killer, to join the ranks of those terrible gold-masked owners. But all that’s left is a hollow between her ribs, as though she’s still reading without a book, siphoning the precious river.
“Anyway, we managed to haul you out of there. I don’t think the society were interested in sticking around,” Byron says. Then she adds, “You dropped this, by the way.”
She holds out a key, old and smooth with the weight of so many hands across time.
“It’s still your bookshop,” Byron says softly.
Cassandra looks at it for a long time. It’s hers, whether she takes it or not. The bloodied signature down in the stacks has made sure of that.
“And I’m still your bookseller,” she adds.
There’s a long pause.
“Edmund wasn’t lying,” Cassandra says, very quietly. “About any of it.”
Byron exhales. “You could have told me.”
Cassandra’s hands tighten on the armrests of her chair. “And for what? For you to leave?”
She wouldn’t blame Byron for finally drawing the line between herself and the bookshop, with Cassandra’s secrets spilled bloody across the floor, and no way to pick them back up. But she needed Byron. And not just because she was a bookseller.
“I wrecked your life!” Cassandra says, too hoarse to shout properly. “And you know what? I never thought twice about what the consequences might have been, or who I might have hurt, or what you might have—” She cuts herself off, and takes a deep, shaky breath. “It was easy to me. It always has been.”
The great irony of her life. Quieting books, thieving from tributary bookshops, reading without so much as a page in front of her. Everything a bookseller should be, on paper. And yet an owner’s worst nightmare in person.
With careful deliberation, Cassandra studies her mug. “If you want to leave, I won’t stop you. I’ll give you an excellent reference.”
She waits for Byron to stand up, agree, walk out. Instead, Byron rolls her eyes.
“Booksellers have stood by their owners through worse.” Cassandra looks at her, surprised, and she shrugs. “Eugénie Fontaine killed an owner and two protégés. Anton de Graaf poisoned a book to catch a thief, and damn near killed half the bookshop. Then the thief stole the book anyway. And you know what his bookseller said?” She leans in conspiratorially. “Where would you like me to bury the bodies? I’ve read the letters—trust me, I know.”
“But I still did this to you.”
Byron’s smile fades. “Yes, you did, and you lied to me—which really sucked, by the way. You know what the worst part of it all was? Not knowing who had cost me the job I’d loved. Not really. Cass Holt could have been a ghost, for all the evidence she—you—left behind.”
Cassandra winces.
“But you also revived the bookshop, gave me a job before you had any idea of what you’d done, braved Septimus. Went to bat for Lowell—and God knows what would have happened to him if you hadn’t. That counts for something, too.” She glances towards the window. “You’re not the only person who’s trying to make the best of a second chance.”
It doesn’t erase what Cassandra’s done. It doesn’t bring a man back from the dead. But how she wishes it could.
“Is Lowell okay?” It comes out more timid than she means to.
All she remembers are glimpses of blood, the swing of his fist. A wild, haunted look in his eyes that she’s never seen before. She wishes she didn’t remember any of it.
“He helped me bring you back. Then he went home.” She hesitates. “He… didn’t say if he’d return.”
He won’t, not now.
But he’s okay, Cassandra tells herself. That’s all that matters. And if he never speaks to her again, if they only catch glimpses of each other across auctions, or galas, or in the street, then he’s already given her more grace than she deserves.
They finish their tea in the hush of the fire, snow falling softly outside. Despite the warmth, Cassandra can’t quite shake the chill of the river, which seems to have settled deep into her bones. There’s still something fragile about the reality in front of her; every time she blinks, she expects the walls to collapse around her, for Byron’s figure to stutter and reverse, for the snow to drift upwards instead of down. Whatever reading the river had given her, it was powerful.
She had wanted to survive more than anything. And so had the river, she supposes.
“You nearly died, you know,” Byron says quietly.
Cassandra shrugs. “I know. But I didn’t.”
Like a cockroach, another thief had told her once. But she’d said it in an admiring way, and it had felt like a compliment at the time.
Byron takes the mug out of Cassandra’s hands. “I think I might stay here for another night or two. I’m in one of the old rooms on the right, if you need me.” She flashes her a smile. It’s maybe not as light-hearted as it’s been before, but it’s real.
“Thanks,” Cassandra says. “For the tea. And… for everything else.”
Exhaustion is starting to drag at her again, so she eases herself out of the armchair and limps from the reading room. She walks down the corridor, past the row of empty bedrooms. Her hands shake, and she curls them into fists. Every muscle begs her to rest.
But she keeps walking, until she reaches Chiron’s old bedroom, the one he’d used before he became the owner. The door clicks shut, silence thundering in its wake.
Doesn’t Cassandra know about ghosts.
She slides down to the blissful cool of the floorboards, and breaks into breathless, juddering sobs.



Found in the hearth of the reading room, burnt
From The Fairy Knight’s Daughter & Other Stories, collected by Hyacinth Watson
… settled by the fire, and he said to her, “Have you ever heard the story about the two birds? They are the only two of their kind in the world. White as moonlight, black as the night sky, with lives as long as the earth is old. Their call is like no other; they answer in no language we can decipher. But by their song, they could find one another anywhere in the forest. Until poachers visited the forest, and plundered its rarities for the wealthy, the spoilt, the cruel.
“When the sun rose on that day, the white bird sang. Yet for the first time in millennia, there was no response. The bird was alone.”
Lowell, I’m sorry
If I could take it back
If you could see my nightmares—if you could know how much I regret it all—
You weren’t wrong about me.



CHAPTER
Forty-One
CASSANDRA STARTS SLEEPING with a knife under her pillow. But it proves an unnecessary precaution; the society have scattered for the moment, leaving nothing but residual fear in their wake.
There’s also no sign of Lowell.
He’ll be done with her, now. And there’s no point in reaching for the phone, in trying to steal just five minutes of his time. Because what’s left to explain? On another timeline, Arthur Sharpe might have died in the hands of another reader, with another group of owners looking down on him. Or better yet, not at all. But in this world, it was Cassandra’s hands, Cassandra’s reading, Cassandra who should have said no, yet went ahead anyway. There’s no use wishing for a different present, when the past has been so entirely of her own making.
Byron stays for three days, claiming a need to organise the bedrooms, which have mostly been undisturbed until now. So even though her entire body still aches, Cassandra mops and dusts and sorts. She scrubs at the floor until her hands crack and bleed. She meticulously washes armfuls of grey bedding, even though they’re so old they should probably be thrown away. She cleans until she’s so exhausted that twice she falls asleep in the reading room and wakes in the middle of the night, a blanket around her.
Another kindness, she knows.
But on the fourth morning, she finds Byron dozing in an armchair instead, and she shoos her home.
“You need to rest, too,” Cassandra says. “Besides, you’ve done more than enough here.”
Byron waves her a drowsy but reluctant goodbye, and in her wake the silence creeps in. The river, normally noisy enough to be heard even above the day-to-day sounds of the bookshop, is quiet. The books rustle half-heartedly on their shelves.
Cassandra considers going back to bed, to stare at the ceiling and pick apart how badly she’s broken everything, excruciating piece by excruciating piece. Instead, she makes the long climb to Chiron’s tower. The flowers have started to escape from the confines of his quarters, new buds clinging to the door frame.
She digs through Chiron’s belongings, until she finds what she’s looking for. The gold mask of the society, worked into a delicate lattice that reminds Cassandra of lace. It would have looked odd against Chiron’s face, incongruous with his rough-hewn features. It might have softened the harsh crow’s feet around his eyes, the bumped ridge of his nose—broken, he’d always said, from a shelf collapsing on top of him; only she’s not so sure anymore—or it might have highlighted them. A reminder that for all their niceties, all their play-acting at secret societies and disguise, the man underneath was real, and capable of all the great and cruel things that encompassed.
The Magician. Too clever to be wholly taken in by the society’s farce. Too stupid to avoid the death that had come for him, in the end.
Maybe the stupidity was in the belief that Cassandra would fit so snugly back into her role as protégé, after too many years on the other side. Or that she would be able to pull herself above the depths to which she’d sunk.
Cassandra holds the mask in her hands for a while. She almost puts it on. But at the last second, thinking of its last wearer, and how well its wearing had gone for him, she drops it.
Then, because it is a weekday, even if it’s cold and rainy outside, because Cassandra is still an owner, with an owner’s obligations, and because there is nothing else to do, she opens the bookshop. She looks through old boxes, repairs fraying bindings, opens and shuts the ledger just so her hands stay busy.
A few customers shuffle in, more for the warmth than anything else. She sells a couple of books, not knowing whether it’ll matter, in the end. How long will it all last, before the river unravels, and the magic vanishes? She thinks of the river’s song, nearly absent. Soon.
The last customer has been gone for some time when the doorbell rings again. Cassandra glances up and feels something deeper than fury stir within her.
“Get out of my bookshop,” she says.
Edmund Sharpe’s face no longer looks quite so pleasing. One eye is nearly swollen shut, and he holds himself stiffly, the suggestion of broken ribs underneath his grimace. Good, Cassandra thinks.
“We need to talk,” he says.
“Oh, no, we fucking don’t,” she says.
He takes a step across the threshold, and Cassandra half-hopes for the bookshop to eject him. Or better yet, impale him with splintered floorboards, as a warning to the rest of those gold-masked bastards. But the river still runs underneath his own bookshop; no invitation is needed. Even though the shop has always seemed to dwarf Cassandra with its high ceilings, Edmund moves through it with a confidence that shrinks the room around them.
“I understand you might be upset,” he says.
Cassandra grabs the letter opener off the desk, lately sharpened to a fierce point. She remembers the darkness, the bruising press of strangers’ hands, of her body fighting until there were only dregs to fight with. The exhaustion that’s buried her for a week.
She’ll never truly sleep again at night. Edmund Sharpe took that from her.
“What was it again?” She advances on him. “It will be painless? Or it will be long, and slow, and terrible?”
“I told you to get rid of the bookshop,” he says. “You didn’t leave the society much choice.”
“Long, and slow, and terrible.” She angles the knife towards him. “I wonder what it would have felt like. How long, how slow. How terrible. We could find out together.”
Around her, the books crackle, pent-up rage seeping through their pages. On her side, for once. For days, they’ve had to drink her anger, her terror.
She presses the tip against the hollow of his throat. He doesn’t stop her, doesn’t move.
“I didn’t come to apologise,” he says, and the friction of skin on steel shivers across her fist. “Do you know what happens to an owner when a bookshop’s river runs dry?”
“They pack up,” she says flatly, just to watch Edmund’s face twist in annoyance.
Underneath, a ripple of worry surfaces. Maud’s bookshop vanished, and it’s true that she hasn’t heard from her since. The others… Well, she doesn’t know.
“They die with their bookshops,” Edmund says.
“Bullshit,” she says. “You’re lying to me.”
“We all drank from the river; we all signed in blood. What did you think you were signing yourself away to?” He shrugs, and she’s unnerved to see the flicker of helplessness in his expression. “I have no reason to lie. You’ve seen the river’s decay. You know the bookshops are disappearing.”
Cassandra swallows. So that’s why Edmund won’t give Lowell the bookshop. Her hand holding the knife slackens.
“At first, we—the society—thought that if we could get hold of a paradox book to change the terms of the contract, it didn’t matter that the river would fall apart, or the magic with it. We would save the owners.”
Cassandra narrows her eyes. “And the world?”
For the first time, she catches a glimmer of shame and he glances away from her. “We thought it was worth the risk.”
Of course he did.
“But then we discovered the paradox books would unravel anyway, without the price paid. So Chiron got to work on another solution,” he continues. “The ink. He thought… if we could somehow rewrite the future into Fate’s compendium, we could save it all. The bookshops, the magic, the river, and the owners. I know it sounds stupid—some fairy-tale nonsense. But we’d done our research. At least, Chiron had.
“He told the society he was abandoning it—claimed it wouldn’t work—but we weren’t convinced, so we continued in secret. All we needed was someone willing… and an exceptionally talented reader.”
The breath leaves Cassandra’s chest. “Arthur.”
“Chiron was right, of course.” Edmund’s hands curl into fists. “We gambled poorly.”
This entire time, Cassandra had thought of this as the mess that Chiron had left behind. She’d considered herself chasing a problem that she’d inherited.
Instead, she has been a participant, unknowing. A dozen poor decisions, threaded with the society’s greed and interests—and they’d known it wouldn’t work. A new rage sweeps over her. If she’d known that this was what they’d planned at the reading, she would have never said yes. Would never have placed her hand on Arthur Sharpe’s shoulder.
Never listened to the wheeze of his last breaths, never held a dying man’s hand. Never felt the heart-wrenching horror of what she’d done.
“Why did you come here?” she asks quietly.
“Did Chiron leave anything to you?” Edmund asks, desperation catching in his voice. “Did he leave notes about what he was doing? Or why?”
Cassandra raises an unimpressed eyebrow. “So concerned about your own fate.”
Even though, she realises, a beat too late, it’s her fate, too. The bookshops, falling like dominoes, taking their owners with them. She is an owner. If the bookshop goes, so does she.
“The society only need to preserve one paradox choice—and as long as Chiron’s bookshop stands, that’s still within their means,” Edmund says urgently. “They just need a high enough price for the river to cement the choice before it disappears. Do you really think they were going to let an asshole like Roth be an owner? They don’t give a shit about the other decisions. They won’t care what changes, or who vanishes—as long as they are safe.”
“And what, suddenly you’re feeling a stab of altruism?”
He runs a hand through his hair. “You have no fucking idea what this will do. None at all. If you knew… Look, forget the society for a second. Listen to me: I would do anything to fix this, understand? Anything.”
“No,” she says, feeling weariness and that old stab of shame. “Chiron didn’t leave anything for me.”
Edmund’s shoulders slump in rare defeat. “Then we’re all fucked.”
“Was it you?” she asks suddenly. “Who killed him?”
Edmund looks at her. His face is so unlike Lowell’s in every feature, but in this moment, there is something awfully mimetic about the way he looks at her, grief etched in every line.
“I knew who Chiron was, outside of the society,” he says. “I’d known for a while. I think he knew me, too. He was a good man. Difficult. But good. Maybe difficult because he was good.”
Every one of Chiron’s lessons, hammered into her from earliest childhood. What does it mean to be an owner, Cassandra? What does it mean to be a bookseller? What does it mean to hold that kind of power? No wonder he’d thought Lowell a worthy successor.
“No, Cassandra, it wasn’t me. Maybe the Empress, or Judgement…” He shrugs. “What does it matter now? All his hard work, everything he strove for, will be undone.”
Because of you. Cassandra can’t tell if it’s recrimination, or simply regret that Lady Fate chose to intervene and place Cassandra as owner.
He opens the door and steps into the cool evening air, thunder rumbling in the distance. Cassandra reaches for him just as he’s about to close it.
“Wait.” She tries to think of a better way to frame her question, but there’s no tactful way to put it. “You’ve taken a paradox book, haven’t you?” When he says nothing in confirmation, she continues, “How high was the price? You must have paid it.”
Edmund looks at her coldly, without a trace of the pity she’d seen earlier. This is what Lowell Sharpe would become, if Edmund had his way. A concrete pillar of a man, unyielding, with nothing to soften those edges.
“Lady Fate’s already taken everything from me. My home, my freedom. My brother. Felt like that was payment enough.”
Cassandra stares after him as he disappears into the rain.
Chiron would have known, when he sent the letter to her, all those months ago, what it would mean for her to become the owner. What he was asking, when he’d sent it.
She slumps at her desk, clutches at the front of her shirt. Something, anything to steady herself. But all she can feel is the fragile beat of her heart, the surge of fear.
The bone-deep knowledge that Edmund is right, and they are all dead. It’s just a matter of time.



CHAPTER
Forty-Two
THE SOCIETY IS thin these days, and it’s about to get thinner.
You’d waste a tributary bookshop on Roth? Cassandra had said incredulously. Roth’s played a bad hand, he’ll admit, but not entirely through stupidity. He’d known the society would want something from him.
Now, he’s going to find out what.
It doesn’t take him long to strip the society of their disguises, revealing their true identities. He finds the Hanged Man and the Empress in bed together, fast asleep, corset and noose flung to the floor in an apparent frenzy of undress. He almost ruins the moment by laughing, scorn overtaking his shock. He shouldn’t be surprised that at least some of the society were sleeping together; he’d figured as much with the Sun and the Moon, or perhaps Judgement and Temperance, as the two most pedantic, miserable assholes of the lot. But the Empress… and the Hanged Man?
What bedfellows love and hate make, indeed.
He stands over the bed, his shadow blanketing them. Without the mask, the Hanged Man’s face is softer than Roth thought it’d be. Gentle life lines etched into the corners of his eyes. On the other hand, the Empress is less beautiful than he’d imagined. A plainer face, a meaner mouth. How ordinary. How powerless. No wonder they’d hidden behind masks and make-up for so long.
He looks at them both, contemplating the decision in front of him: who will put up the greater fight? Then he raises his knife against the Empress, still sleeping.
Maybe it’s bad luck. Maybe it’s Lady Fate, with one diverting hand on the knife. But the Hanged Man wakes, and his eyes fix on a shadow behind Roth, just for a second.
“Beatrice,” he gasps.
The Empress awakes. Her eyes flash red fury.
Roth seizes on the distraction and lunges. But the Hanged Man pushes the Empress out of the way at the last second. The knife sinks once, twice, three times into the Hanged Man. He wheezes, like a punctured balloon—a vital artery severed—and collapses back onto the bed.
Red, glistening on Roth’s hands.
The Empress puts up a good fight. Almost too good. She dives out of bed, lunging for the nearest book. Anything to pull power from.
But Roth is a fast learner; he already bears a reading of his own, if clumsier than he’d like. He reads for strength, and only strength. What else is there?
Her fingers have just clasped on a book when he pushes her back onto the bed. She struggles, and he’s gratified to see fear, finally, reflected in her eyes. Without the corset, the make-up, the pretence, she’s just a woman. And him? With the reading pulsing against his skin, he’s so much more than a man.
“Tell me why I was supposed to take Chiron’s bookshop,” he snarls. “Tell me what you really wanted.”
It’s a drawn-out process. But he gets it all from her, in the end, and he can’t say he’s surprised when he does. Through bloodied lips, she hisses it to him, piece by piece. A paradox book to save the society. A sacrifice to sate the river. And Roth, so eager to sink his fists into it all.
He leaves the knife buried in her chest, as a message to Temperance, whoever the hell he is. Roth will find him, in time.
Then he wipes his hands on the bed, grimacing. He didn’t think it would be such a messy procedure. Even his shoes, the last pair he’d bought on his credit card before he’d maxed it out, are spattered with gore.
The hitman, he reflects, was right.



CHAPTER
Forty-Three
THUNDER BLOSSOMS OUTSIDE the bookshop. Winter winds chase leaves across the road, hurrying along passers-by. Cassandra watches rain streak the windows a smudged grey as she waxes the bookshelves, sleeves rolled up past her elbows. The bookshop is cleaner than it’s ever been—even compared to Chiron’s fastidious attention in her earliest memories. Because every moment spent cleaning is one that she doesn’t have think about what Edmund said.
All this time she’s worried about what the river dying would mean for herself afterwards, but it turns out she needn’t have worried at all. And Chiron had known. He’d known he was leaving her a cursed bookshop that neither of them could save. He’d known he was condemning her to die.
Chiron had known.
Someone bangs on the door, and Cassandra jumps, startled. Her stomach knots in fear at the memory of Aloysius, terrified. At Roth, and the casual way he’d held her name in his mouth, like he was holding power instead. But the silhouette behind the frosted glass isn’t either of them: ruler-straight with purpose. Her heart thumps.
Cautiously, she opens the door.
Lowell stands on the doorstep, plastered with rain. Raindrops fall from his slicked-back hair. His shirt has acquired a translucent gleam, revealing a tantalising glimpse of fabric clinging to muscle. His hands are shoved in his pockets, his glasses beaded with raindrops.
There is a fading bruise at the corner of his mouth, and another one disappearing into his hairline. Days-old scratches raked across the underside of his jaw. His eyes drop to Cassandra’s neck, where Roth’s fingerprints still ring her throat. She swallows, pain chasing after the movement.
“Cassandra,” he says.
There’s not enough of an overhang on the awning, so rain continues to soak him. But he makes no attempt to move into the shelter of the shop. He looks like he ran here from Sharpe’s, straight through the thunderstorm.
She hesitates. “Would you like to come in?”
He steps over the threshold, trailing puddles in his wake. She guides him up to the reading room, the carpet squelching a little with every footstep. Around them, the books rumble; seconds later, distant thunder follows.
A low thrum sings through her. She can’t decide if it’s hope or madness.
Lowell came here. He might hate her, but he came, when she thought she’d never see him again.
They settle on the couch. Cassandra curls her feet underneath her, wincing as her ribs reassert their injuries. The couch shifts as Lowell sits next to her, posture rigid.
He looks at her, his face oddly vulnerable without the controlled uniform of tidiness. She can see what he might have been like as a teenager, once upon a time. Before grief and the iron will of Edmund Sharpe had laid their hands upon him.
The weight of Arthur Sharpe lies taut between them.
She has so much she wants to say, but she can barely look at him. Her hands shake, so she presses them hard into her knees. Finally, there is the truth laid out between them, and what a truth it is. What a thing she’s done.
“Cassandra,” he says.
A knot rises in the back of her throat, but she can’t cry. It’s not her grief. It’s not his role to comfort her.
“Why didn’t you use a paradox book?” he asks.
She flinches because he knows she must have thought about it. Of course she’s thought about it: what it would be like to be Cassandra Fairfax without the past of Cass Holt. To feel the weight of guilt lift from her chest because she has nothing to feel guilty for. To know that she hadn’t condemned herself to Lowell’s hatred because she hadn’t killed his brother.
Except.
“I—I’m not sure,” she starts.
“You could have taken a paradox book. You could have changed the past. You could still change the past. So why haven’t you?” His tone is hard, urgent—lifetimes away from the Lowell she knows.
Cassandra presses her thumb into her palm until it hurts. She is going to lose him. But she is so tired of lying.
“Lowell, please—”
“Why? Why didn’t you try to save Arthur?”
“I—I can’t—”
He shakes his head. “Tell me the truth!”
“I won’t do it!” she bursts out. “The river would collapse, and everything tied to it, and—It was my mistake, and I’ll live with that forever and I know you will, too, and you have no idea how sorry I am.” She digs her nails into the palms of her hands. “But I won’t sacrifice the river for my mistake. Not even to save your brother.”
Lowell sits quietly, his gaze distant. She imagines all that he must be thinking: how selfish she is. How terribly cruel, if she thinks that an apology could ever suffice. How her stupidity and arrogance have cost him everything.
Cassandra’s voice is small. “I didn’t know who he was. That night.”
Would she have told him, if she’d known? Or would she have kept it to herself, a bloody, brutal secret?
She would have never let herself get close enough to Lowell to find out.
“You didn’t kill him,” he says finally.
She glances up sharply. Lowell is studying her face, his gaze calm and assured.
“I did the reading,” she says wretchedly. “I did it.”
“No, I mean…” He hesitates, the line of his body suddenly tense. “You did the reading, but he was already dead.” He pauses. “Because before you did the reading, it was me.”
Cassandra looks at him, puzzled.
“Arthur was always a poor reader,” he says, shaking his head. “The river was going, even then, giving less and less of itself. And I guess Arthur… Maybe he was just unlucky when Jimena transferred ownership to him. He could barely conjure a light from verse, much less anything complex. But the society wanted him for a reading. An experiment, they told him. I think they wanted to catch him out and take Sharpe’s for themselves. So Edmund and I decided that Arthur would have a partner of his own choosing at the reading. Me.”
Cassandra blinks. “You? But you weren’t there—I don’t remember—”
And she would remember Lowell. Even before she knew who he really was.
He cuts her off. “I’m a strong reader—stronger than Edmund. I could protect Arthur from the reading. Edmund could protect him from the owners. So we went.”
Lowell takes a deep breath, then another one, his gaze distant. Cassandra rifles through the memory of that night, but all she can picture is the haze of owners, Edmund standing unflinching and dour amongst them. There had been no other readings earlier that night, and certainly none afterwards.
“It gets… hazy after that. But I know I did the reading.” His hands shake, ever so slightly. “Because I remember the feeling of everything tilting sideways, that icy dread of a story slipping from your control. I remember… not pain, but cold. And the reading failed.”
Cassandra shakes her head. “No, that isn’t possible. You would have died.”
He just looks at her. “We both did. Arthur… and me.”
Impossible. But Lowell is here on Chiron’s couch, so unquestionably alive, his chest rising and falling asynchronously with hers. He has no scars to show a reading has gone wrong, no script imprinted on his skin forever. Unless—
The thought comes to Cassandra in one awful, instant rush.
“Edmund used a paradox book.”
Edmund, who has told her, in so many ways, what he would do for his brother. What he’s already done.
“We’d already made our choices. I’d made my choice. It’s not that I wanted to… you understand. But my life isn’t worth the river, Cassandra. No one’s life is.” He hesitates. “And I don’t think Edmund realised that…”
“That the river would push back,” Cassandra says quietly.
Time like an elastic band, like a fairy tale with infinite retellings and yet always returning to the same heartbeat underneath. The reading had still happened; Arthur Sharpe had still died. Fate had simply slotted another reader into Lowell’s place: Cassandra.
“I don’t know who Edmund intended to take back, or whether the river simply couldn’t give him both of us. We don’t get on. Whereas Arthur was always… well, easy. But Edmund’s too much of a coward to tell me which brother he wanted, and I’m too much of a coward to ask.”
But Edmund loved his brothers enough to gamble them against the world, and the unravelling of the river.
“My memories of those few weeks are… fractured. I remember preparing for the reading, and walking out the front door. But I also remember staying in the bookshop late, waiting for them to come home. Because Edmund’s paradox book had made it so,” Lowell says, a hard note creeping back into his voice. “I was beyond furious with him. All that sacrifice—that waste—only for another reader to get involved anyway. I would have gone looking, but I assumed they died.”
The way Arthur did. The way Lowell did.
But Lady Fate hadn’t picked just anyone: she’d chosen Cassandra. And maybe it’s that a twisted luck was on her side that day, or maybe that she’d found a way to balance the scales, but she’d survived.
“When I found out it was you, I just… I wasn’t ready.” He stares at his hands, interlaced. “I shouldn’t have been surprised because I’ve seen you read. But it was still a shock.”
Cassandra thinks back to his expression, and how angry he’d been. A shudder passes through her, in an echo of everything she’d felt that day: guilt and fear and grief. But perhaps some of that anger hadn’t been for her.
“And when Byron told me about the bookshop and that you were gone…” A haunted shadow passes over his face. “You came so close to dying, Cassandra. If I had been five minutes earlier—if I’d stopped to think—”
“But you still came for me,” she says.
He looks at her, disbelieving. “Of course I came for you.” He links his hand in hers, his eyes steady and serious. “I would always come for you.”
A strange, mad hope rises within her.
She has spent so long running from herself. Running from everything that she has done, everything she became when the bookshop closed its doors to her. Lowell glides his fingers across the palm of her hand, stopping shy of her wrist.
“Maybe if it wasn’t me, there would have always been someone else. But I want you to know how deeply sorry I am,” she says, biting back a sob. “He was your brother and I—I’m sorry.”
He brushes his thumb across her face, wiping away a tear. “I know.”
They stay like that for a while, Cassandra fighting to regain control of herself. The memories of that night break upon her, like waves on a shore. Arthur, smiling at her just before they’d started. Arthur, reading, the words clear if unsteady. Arthur in her arms, the world stripped away to a singular spotlight of tragedy.
Then she takes a shuddering breath—and lets go. Not truly; even if Lady Fate had ordained the reading in stone, Cassandra is still complicit. The memories, the actions are still her own. But the guilt has eaten away at her doggedly over these last months, to the truth, curled tight around her heart in its rocky carapace. Except perhaps, now with the truth laid bare, the carapace cracked open, it isn’t quite so obliterating. So instantly fatal to everything it touches.
Perhaps, now, she just has to live with it, bruised and vulnerable and there, like everything else.
“I’m not a thief anymore,” she adds, and her voice wavers only slightly.
“I figured,” he says, amusement tinging his tone.
“But…” She hesitates. “There’ll always be that part of me that remembers how to be a thief before anything else.”
There will always be the version of her that sees a wallet and calculates how to pry it from a man. There will always be the part of her willing to break a rule, to take that risk. To be the thing that an owner should not.
“Cassandra,” he says, and now she knows he’s teasing her, just a little. “A new owner, with an insider’s knowledge of the tributary bookshop, yet from seemingly nowhere? It wasn’t so difficult to connect some dots.”
He caresses the edge of her face, and something warm stirs within her. Though she hasn’t allowed herself yet to think about it too hard, Lowell is still wet from the rain, his translucent shirt revealing the ripple of muscle underneath. She toys with the edge of his cuff.
“I know my first impression wasn’t exactly stellar, either,” he says distractedly, his gaze following her hand. “I was such an ass.”
“You were very proper.” Her finger slides up a tendon in his wrist, taut like a violin string. “Mr. Sharpe.”
Lowell sucks in a sharp breath. “Oh God, Cassandra—”
She lets herself enjoy the way his teeth graze his lower lip, how he leans further in, hungry for touch. It turns out she loves Lowell Sharpe best of all when the polish has faded and all that remains is raw, barely restrained want.
“Lowell,” she says, a question, and he nods.
His throat bobs as she undoes the top button of his shirt, then the second one. Cassandra catches a glimpse of corded neck muscle, the divot at the top of his collarbone, the fine dusting of dark hair.
On the third button, his hands catch her wrists, and she glances up. His eyes are dark, liquid, burning.
His mouth is on hers. Ink and the sharp sweetness of mint, the bite of salt. He casts aside his glasses, and without them, his bare face is almost too intimate to behold. His hands are in control, slipping underneath her shirt, gliding upwards, then tantalisingly low. She bites her lip, hard.
Now it’s his turn to agonise her, as he takes his time easing her shirt from her. His thumb rests on her bra strap, teasing it lower. She shivers.
“I can’t believe you tortured me like this,” he says accusingly. “Over a book.”
In response, she kisses him again, deeper, and hungrier. He presses his mouth to her breast, and lightning fissures through her. He pulls her closer, chest, hips, thighs touching in all the ways she has so deliberately not imagined. When she reaches for the buckle of his belt, he groans.
They take their time parting each other from the rest of their clothes, taunting one another with every exquisite new inch. Until there is nothing left between them. Until that first shuddering gasp, and such a fierce, hungry, perfect joy.
Afterwards, they sprawl out on the rug in front of the hearth, the fire warm and bright. Cassandra can’t stop looking at Lowell. She’s stolen her fair share of glances, but now she simply gets to watch, a luxury she never thought she’d have.
He rubs his thumb against his lips thoughtfully—a sign that he’s about to broach a difficult topic. They have both held the outside world at bay for this evening, but now it’s creeping back in. And with it, questions.
“I don’t remember much of that night,” he says. “I just… I wish I had something of him. At the end.”
“You can ask me,” she says quietly.
He exhales, and she knows she was right.
“Tell me about Arthur,” he says.



CHAPTER
Forty-Four
IT HAD BEEN a long day, and now it was looking to be a longer evening.
Cassandra had dressed accordingly for the event—a black designer dress that she’d stolen from an upscale shop, armed with a little ink magic and just enough confidence to swing the rest. She was aware that this was a particularly important event, but no one had told her what for, exactly. Just that her services were required.
So she went.
She circulated, smiled dutifully at the compliments paid to her dress, smiled a little less when one of the owners had remarked how much he’d like to see what lay underneath. Gleefully, she noted the absence of Roth and his ilk. This was an evening with a higher calibre of client: senior booksellers, with decades of experience built into their lined faces and calloused hands; one or two elite dealers, who had somehow stolen their way into the present company’s trust; a handful of owners.
And there he was: Arthur Sharpe.
She wishes she remembers him a little better. But he was just another face at the party, nicely dressed, confident, authoritative. Maybe a little more exuberant than her usual clientele. A restless, fitful energy, like it was an achievement to get him to stay in this room at all.
“You would have liked him,” Lowell says.
“I already did.”
Her eye had only been drawn to him because of how boyish he’d seemed, how unlike the other owners with their dour faces and greyish skin, like venturing outside was a rare novelty. He looked like he belonged in the sun.
Then her gaze had drifted, or he’d turned away to get a drink, or to talk to the person she would later recognise as Edmund, and that was that. The only introduction she’d ever get for Arthur Sharpe. There and gone, a ghost in his own recounting.
Once the drinks had been served and the canapés devoured, the room had settled into an expectant hush. All of them ready for the reason they’d come together. An owner had steered her to the front of the crowd.
“It’s just a little experiment,” they’d said. “A game, if you will.”
The experiment was this: an owner, writing in a book with a different kind of ink—one that had been mixed with river water, maybe already read over, so that its attributes had been altered. More powerful. Cassandra’s job was to read onto him as he wrote, a loop of power not unlike the infinity of the river.
She wishes, here, that she’d asked to see the pages, or the ink. That she’d asked what they’d really intended, beyond a little “experiment.”
God, how she wishes she’d walked out that door.
But she’d been paid not to ask questions. And here was the chance to be paid like that again, if she pulled this off in front of the owners.
And maybe, just maybe, there was that small voice in the back of her mind, the one that she pretended didn’t exist. The one that whispered to her about the life she used to have, and the world that was forever millimetres from her fingertips, but never quite there, and the man who had given it all to her, and then just as easily taken it away.
“Sounds fun,” she’d said.
The reading had started out as most readings do: ink and blood and needle. She’d had the ordinary ink, the ordinary taste lingering on her tongue. Arthur drank the other vial, grimacing as he swallowed.
The society would have known the risk. But would Arthur have known?
He’d started first, kneeling on the floor so that everyone could see him. Cassandra stood behind him, one hand on his shoulder, the other with the book that she was to read from. Already there was that thread of power, strung between them.
She’d started the reading easily enough, feeling the leonine stretch of the river as it roused itself. The tug of the story as it gained purchase on Arthur’s skin, how she’d been careful to enunciate so its attention wouldn’t stray elsewhere.
She’s not sure where it went wrong. Her focus had been on maintaining control, so that when the reading sprang from her grasp, vanishing all at once, she’d thought—
Then she’d heard it, delayed. The scream.
“My God.”
“I—I’m sorry, I’ll stop.”
“No. I want to know. Just… keep going.”
It happened in thirty seconds, maybe less. But those thirty seconds felt like an eternity. She’d looked down and seen arterial red. His skin, splitting, then knitting itself together, then splitting again. His face blurred briefly, flickering with a dozen different selves, all with the same terrified expression. Too many possibilities to be contained in one body—so the body was ripping itself apart.
Then the reading slipped from his mouth, and his wounds remained. He had lost… a lot of blood by then. Beneath the red, his face was white, his lips tinged blue. The world hammered down to a single point: two people in a room; one living, one dying. If someone behind her shouted, if others fled, or called an ambulance, or texted their private coroner to remove the evidence, then she can’t remember.
What she does remember is this.
She held his hand, so cold, cradled his head in her lap. Because there was nothing else she could do. She tried to make him a little more comfortable. She leant down to listen as he whispered to her, just once—an airless gasp, really. His eyes fluttered shut; the grip on her hand slackened.
Then Arthur Sharpe, eldest son of eldest sons, was gone.



CHAPTER
Forty-Five
FOR THE FIRST time in weeks, Cassandra moves through the bookshop with clear-headed purpose. Although Lowell is gone, whisked away by duties at Sharpe’s, the glow of his presence lingers, kindling under her ribcage. The knot of guilt still sits heavy in her chest, but maybe, just maybe it’s a little smaller this morning.
In the middle of the night, she’d woken up and felt Lowell next to her: the solidity of his body, the rise and fall of his chest, the way he had roused, just long enough to lay his hand on hers. And she’d let herself picture the possibility of a morning with Lowell. Stirring coffee, scribbling notes in each other’s books, resettling the hearth. The daydream had spilled over the singular morning, and suddenly Cassandra had seen a day, a week, an entire month with him. A glimpse of what it would be like to have a good day, or a bad day, and be able to rest her head on his shoulder regardless.
Then it had struck her with the force of a blow. Lowell was there, sleeping next to her, because of a paradox book. Because Edmund Sharpe had decided that between the world and his brother, he’d choose Lowell. And she can’t even blame him because she’d do the same.
What a cruelty her little fantasy seems, now.
In the morning, still tangled together, she’d pressed a kiss to Lowell’s cheek—another wild luxury—and laid her head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heartbeat. Alive. Alive. Alive.
“You know what this means for you, don’t you?” she’d murmured. “Because of the paradox book.”
Lowell was quiet for long enough that she wondered if he’d fallen back asleep. But then his chest heaved: a long-held sigh. He laced his fingers with hers, then turned to look at her, his dark eyes so very serious.
“I’ve been on borrowed time for a while,” he admitted. “And the river takes what it’s owed eventually.”
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” she said, curling into him.
But in the cold midday light, it’s a tall order she’s asking of herself. She thinks about Chiron’s letter, how he’d sent her to the bookshop knowing it would be a death sentence. She thinks about Edmund’s warning, the certainty of all their doom. And she thinks about the grasping desperation of the society. How they’d done everything in their power to ensure a future for themselves, the rest of the world be damned.
Cassandra recalls the way Lowell spoke about his brother, admiration and regret and pain. Personally, she wouldn’t care if Edmund died; after everything he’s done to her, it’s hard not to feel like he deserves it. But Arthur Sharpe did not.
And neither does Lowell.
Summoning her courage, she goes up to Chiron’s tower. The smell of green, wet earth hits her before anything else, and she has to duck under hanging ivy to get through the door. Every time she comes up here, it looks less like a bedroom and more like the outdoors. His room—though it feels like a stretch to call it that at this point—doesn’t seem to be affected by the seasonal weather outside; within minutes, she struggles out of her jumper, pulls her hair back to combat the warmth.
She stands in front of Chiron’s grassy hump of an armchair, hands on her hips. Waiting for the rage, the fear. But even though Chiron is dead and the voice in her head has faded and it wouldn’t be worth anything anyway, she still feels the pang of disappointment in the room. As though she’s made a critical mistake, and is yet to realise it.
There is one way of looking at this: Chiron left her to die purposefully. Chiron hated her enough to say a last fuck you to her and the society in one swoop, a winning hand in a game with no winners. He was certainly clever enough to tie every last thread before he died, and make sure his enemies followed him into oblivion.
It’s a plausible explanation. But…
“You taught me better than that,” she murmurs.
Chiron was working on another solution. He’d told Edmund the ink wouldn’t work, and he was right. The society abandoned the ink readings, and they’d returned to the paradox books.
So why, then, months later, had Chiron tried to steal a book on ink from Lowell? Why the secretive list with Maud, when he’d already shared what he knew with the society? What had he been doing when he closed the bookshop, if he so adamantly believed it must come first?
He knew the society would kill him. But even then, he had made sure they wouldn’t be able to get hold of the bookshop and take the paradox book. So he had sent letters to the two people who might love the bookshop as much as he did.
He had picked the only two people who might still save the bookshop, themselves, and the world.
And she’s not ready to give up. Not just yet.
Five minutes past midnight, Cassandra stands in the atrium of the bookshop below. The Keeper is busy with a traveller, so she waits while the owner, whoever they might have been or will be—she hopes there is a “will be”—asks for her help.
She wonders what they’re asking, whether it’s a request for a paradox book that has already doomed them all, or some new question. Or perhaps just the one paradox book they’re allowed, trying to alter time’s current, just a little.
Above, the river sucks gently at the glass ceiling. After the time in her studio flat with nothing but the wail of sirens and the noise of her neighbours coming and going, she’ll never get tired of the sound of water.
The Keeper finishes with her traveller and gestures her over.
“Cassandra Fairfax,” she says, by way of greeting. “Have you returned to ask for a paradox book again?”
Cassandra bites her lip, trying to ignore the hot rush of shame. “No.”
She considers what she would ask for, if asking was still an option. A paradox book to break ties with the river, and keep the bookshop afloat. For her, not the society. Or a paradox book in exchange for Lowell, and a chance to run. Briefly, she lets herself imagine that life once more, what might have been if she’d chosen the sailboat, the horizon, the blank slate of her past, and then lets it go—for good.
Chiron had known all along. When you run, you’re only ever taking yourself with you. And there’s no running from that. She’d thought he was goading her, making it clear that her mistakes would never be scrubbed out. But now she considers what it might have been like to be Chiron the Magician. Chiron, who had watched his fellow owners try to escape the clutches of their mistakes in every way imaginable, and fail. Because even if they forget, the river remembers.
“I came for a question.” She hesitates. “Did Chiron ever ask for a paradox book?”
If Chiron had tried to save the bookshops, then it must have crossed his mind, too. He might not have been able to restore the river outright, but perhaps he spent his choice more wisely than the others.
The Keeper dips her head in acknowledgement.
“Then what did he take?”
To her surprise, the Keeper turns the ledger towards Cassandra. “See for yourself.”
Cassandra glances behind her, then pulls the ledger forward. The writing is spidery, barely comprehensible. She has the peculiar sensation of the words rearranging themselves as she reads them, into a version that she understands. Then she blinks, and the ink shifts ever so slightly.
There’s only one line that clearly stands out to her, that the Keeper has chosen for her to see. Chiron’s request for a paradox book. She leans closer, trying to decipher the sentence. So he had taken one, then.
Only it’s not a book at all.
Elias Chiron Clarke: one infant, delivered.
And then beneath it, a scribbled line.
Cassandra.
A shockwave runs through her.
“That’s—that’s impossible,” she says. “I was…”
But Chiron had always been cagey about where she’d come from. A foundling, a price for a lesser book, a distant relative of one of the booksellers. She’d always suspected she was Chiron’s illegitimate child, and imagined that one day he would confess. By the time she’d been kicked out, her origins felt somewhat irrelevant in the face of her life’s hard facts. Chiron’s child, Chiron’s protégé, Chiron’s pain in the ass to deal with.
But… this?
She staggers backwards, away from the Keeper, the desk, the ledger.
“You can’t take people out of the river,” she says. “It’s impossible. And—and he would never ask for a child.”
Chiron had made it clear how little he cared for parenting. Never mind that it would have been easy enough to pick up a child anyway. She thinks of the Sharpes, each a tribute in exchange for a book.
And if Chiron had truly wanted a child—someone to carry his legacy, to follow his instructions and make him proud—it would have been someone like Lowell. If he’d had a choice…
The Keeper only looks at her. “He wished to save the river. So that’s what he asked for. Are you ready to see what he left for you?”
“What?”
The Keeper doesn’t need further invitation. Soundlessly, she pushes back her chair and walks towards the door containing the death cabinets, and other detritus from past owners. Cassandra hurries after her, feeling like her brain has been put through a cheese grater. She wasn’t born, wasn’t Chiron’s illegitimate daughter or sovereign price, or even some kind of novel punishment Lady Fate had decided to inflict upon him.
He’d asked for a way to save the river. And received her instead.
“What… does that mean?” she asks, panic hitching her voice a tone higher. “I’m real. I’m not…”
Cassandra thinks of Errata, both cat and book. There—and not there.
“Are stories not real, Cassandra? ‘We are but story made manifest,’” the Keeper quotes. “You just have a little more story in you than others.”
Cassandra follows the Keeper, dazed. What the hell does that mean, to be “a little more story”? She pinches herself, just to feel the reassuring solidity of her arm, the ache of a bruise in the making. The idea of her coming from something so otherworldly as the river is ridiculous. It has to be.
And yet.
How often has she felt like a ghost, drifting through a life that didn’t belong to her? How often has she felt like she’s living a borrowed identity? That obliterating sense of home every time she steps into a tributary bookshop. And the way she’s always been able to parse the language of books, even as a young child, much to the annoyance of the booksellers around her.
The cabinet rattles as the Keeper opens it, rifling through the files. She catches a few names—Cassian, Wulfrun, Atticus—before her eye snags on Chiron’s overfull file. The Keeper picks her way through the notes, receipts, letters, documents and who knows what else, gathering them in the crook of her elbow. Then her hands stop.
Cassandra catches the feeling before she sees it—that strange, nauseating otherness, as though it’s fighting itself. Then the Keeper hands her a wad of pages.
“You’ll want to read through these,” she says.
The ink from the night of Arthur Sharpe’s death.
All over the page, in Chiron’s handwriting.



A letter, smudged, in Chiron’s slightly shaking hand
Cassandra,
So, we are here. If you are reading this, it is already too late for me. My colleagues grow desperate. My enemies grow ravenous with greed.
Why did I not ask you sooner? Why did I ask the Keeper to wait until this singular moment—if this moment, indeed, ever comes to pass?
Do no harm to the river, and it will do no harm to you. It might have been two decades—at least by this writing—but I’m sure you still remember the first lessons I taught you. The Keeper needs someone she can trust. I need someone she can trust. And if the paradox books are buttons on a shirt, imagine them popping off, irreplaceable as the river sinks further into its malaise. One for every owner too cowardly, or too greedy, to pay Lady Fate’s price. Imagine the devastation.
This must end. All of it. I’m sorry to place the most terrible of burdens on your shoulders. I’m sorry that we will most likely never see each other again in this life. Sometimes I see a traveller and fancy that it’s you down here, watching me somewhere in the future. I’m hoping, somewhere deep inside of your bones, right now, that one day you will recognise this feeling, and seek out this letter and the accompanying documents.
The bookshop must always come first. It is the code we live by, when we sign away ourselves to a greater power. But truly, there are moments where I wish otherwise.
Most of all, I am just… sorry. For everything.
Yours, always,
Chiron



CHAPTER
Forty-Six
WHEN BYRON GETS into the bookshop, an hour before opening, Cassandra is still curled up in the reading room, studying Chiron’s pages. There are notes alongside, written in pencil, and more in the margins of the list that he and Maud had created.
All this time, they believed they needed the ink to read another river into existence. To pull power, again, and in turn create it. A paradox, but an attractive one, because nothing would have to change.
Chiron considered it differently. Not to recreate the river, or to pull yet more paradox books from it.
No. He’d wanted to put back pages into the river. Into Fate’s compendium. An entirely new future, one that side-steps the catastrophe waiting for them. And Chiron’s future is sensible and straightforward, as she’d predicted. But there is that clause, tucked away near the very end.
The river, at last, severed its ties with the owners, the bookshops laid to eternal slumber. Never again would such a powerful force be used in such weak, greedy hands. Never again would Lady Fate be disappointed in her custodians.
The paradox preserved, but the bookshops gone forever, with no one to hear the musicality of the river and wonder. No one to dip their feet into its waters and feel, for a second, the vast connections across the world.
Maybe this is what Chiron had meant by his letter, when he’d said he was sorry for placing such a terrible burden on her. Not just that he had given her the bookshop, or condemned her to death by doing so. But that he had ever asked her to fix the river in the first place, whether she’d known it or not.
All the times she’d tried to please him and failed, all the remonstrations, the disappointments, his increasingly desperate tone as he’d said, “You must be more.” She had always assumed the desperation came from exasperation, a sense that they were both trapped in the same loop of Cassandra forever failing to meet expectations. But if he had truly believed that she would save the river, then how he might have watched in horror as Cassandra proved herself inadequate. Desperation giving in to despair.
How does a child save the river? he might have wondered. And here’s Cassandra, years later, no more the wiser.
She has never really cried over Chiron’s death, but now she finds herself biting back tears. If Chiron had told her—if she’d known—then maybe it would have played out differently. Maybe it would be both of them sitting here. Both of them deciding how to save the river, and whether a future without owners is the right one.
One small adjustment in the snag of time, and how different the world might look.
Byron bursts into the room, interrupting her thoughts. “Cassandra, I—”
Cassandra pushes aside the papers. “What is it?”
Byron’s voice wobbles. “I found it on the desk.”
Gently, she lays Errata’s collar on the table. Cassandra can’t stop staring at it. Real. Not real. Most of the time, she forgets that he was a book before he was a cat. How can he be anything but real, when he paws at her face in the morning for food, or cries until she pulls him onto her lap to cuddle? But the river hasn’t forgotten.
“It’s really leaving us, isn’t it?” Byron whispers.
Cassandra can’t bring herself to confirm it. But she doesn’t need to. The pool downstairs hasn’t refilled; the bookshop creaks wearily, as though it can no longer quite hold itself together. And now, Errata.
How much they’d all loved that stupid, scruffy cat.
After Byron leaves, Cassandra holds Chiron’s pages up to the light. The ink glows pearlescent, a rainbow of colour. So much loss, for such a small thing.
For a long time, she sits there and thinks. There has to be more than this bleak future of Chiron’s. There has to be another way.
That night, she calls Sharpe’s.
Aloysius picks up on the first ring. “Welcome to Sharpe’s, how may I—Oh, it’s you. Do you want to speak to Lowell? I can just—”
Cassandra cuts him off. “Actually, I need to speak to Edmund.”
The phone is silent for a few moments. Then another voice crackles down the phone.
“What the hell do you want?” Edmund sounds even less charming than usual.
“The vial of ink. The one that your… that Arthur took. Do you have it?”
“How dare you ask me.”
Cassandra sighs. “Do you have more? I just need—”
“It won’t work. It didn’t work for Arthur—” and there is just the tiniest slip in his voice “—so what makes you think you’ll be different?”
“Edmund,” she says pleasantly, “I can come down to Sharpe’s, if you’d like. I can bang on the door until you or Lowell let me in. I can make a scene that will be so thoroughly annoying you’ll wish you’d never come back from wherever you’ve been holed up. Or,” she suggests, “you could just tell me now.”
There’s silence on the other end of the line. Then a long, resigned sigh.
“There’s one more vial. It’s with Judgement. Eveline.”
Cassandra remembers the bookshop, the quiet threat in the darkness.
“Send me the address,” she says.
“She won’t just give it to you,” he says, irritated. “And you won’t be able to do anything with it.”
“Goodbye, Edmund.”
She hangs up the phone.
Six hours later, Cassandra stands outside Eveline’s bookshop. The last time she’d been here, it was as a prisoner, more than anything else.
Edmund might be right, but she’s not going to ask for the vial. She’s going to steal it.
For an hour she watches the bookshop from the vantage point of the park opposite. No one comes in or out. When the lights dim, she waits another fifteen minutes. Then she moves.
Again, she’s decided not to read onto herself. Roth’s flat was one thing, but a tributary bookshop? It feels disrespectful, now, to think that a bookshop could be fooled by whatever she’s taken from the river, when really they’re one and the same.
She reaches the doorstep, confident that no one else has seen her. The handle is a brass knocker in the shape of an anatomical heart. Cassandra rests her fingers on it, sends the briefest of wishes to Lady Fate, then tugs.
The door slides open without a sound.
A powerful, moulding smell emanates from within. When she steps into the shop, the floorboards sink under her feet, inches of brackish water pooling into her shoes. She braces herself for the unnerving artifices, but there’s no sign of their erratic, fluttering movements.
Two strides in, she realises why—and where the smell is coming from. What remains of the artifices lies in a sad, crumpled heap of wet paper. The magic that had animated them has vanished, and ink bleeds across the words that would have given them commands.
The bookshop is dying, she realises. Like Maud’s had.
A vial of ink in a bookshop is not quite a needle in a haystack, but it’s a close thing. She starts in the obvious places: desk, office, behind every shelf and in every drawer. It’s an easier search than it should be; the bookshop has been emptied of almost every single book. Only two or three line the front-most shelves, and even when she rests her hand on them, they’re silent.
Cassandra keeps moving through the bookshop methodically, aware that every moment she spends in here is another chance of being discovered. But there’s no sign of the vial.
The only place she hasn’t checked is the lake.
The cave at the back of the bookshop is uglier than she remembers. A dark yawning abyss, where no abyss should ever be. Reluctantly, she takes her first step downwards and the entire staircase groans, as though it’s only through goodwill that it doesn’t break under her.
Step by step, she inches her way down, one careful ear out for Eveline’s presence. One by one, the lights sputter on, and she has to stifle a gasp. The lake is nearly gone, barely a puddle in its centre. Eveline must know what it means for her, she thinks grimly.
Aware of the monstrous task in front of her, she starts to comb the lakebed. Without the river’s magnifying effects, the cave is much smaller than she remembers, with a clear perimeter. But a vial is still a tiny object compared to a lake.
For ten, fifteen minutes she searches, her heart in her throat every time a pebble slips underfoot. Twenty.
Then, she sees it. A glimmer amongst the rocks, terribly fragile—but well hidden, until the lake had vanished.
She picks it up gingerly, trying not to shudder at the feeling. When she holds it to the light, it swirls inside, an oily sheen that matches the writing on Chiron’s pages. A faint hope flickers within her.
“It’s not going to work.”
Cassandra whips around, one hand tight on the bottle. Eveline is standing on the shoreline, watching her as if she’d been there the entire time.
“Our Magician was so insistent that it wouldn’t. And then he went very quiet. I’d hoped to discover what he was up to, before he died.”
“It was you,” Cassandra says with sudden clarity. “You murdered Chiron. You wanted the bookshop—no, you wanted the river.”
Eveline smiles thinly. “I didn’t murder Chiron. I could have, if I wanted to.”
“Liar,” Cassandra snaps.
“Do you know how many of us could have done it? Chiron was sloppy. He let his emotions get the best of him. He left himself vulnerable. And so he paid the price.” She pauses, twisting the knife further. “For what it’s worth, I bet it was Sharpe.”
“Edmund couldn’t have—”
“Oh, he could have,” Eveline says. “Whose idea do you think it was to replace you with James Roth?”
Cassandra closes her eyes briefly. That bastard.
But then she considers his position. Lowell, poised to inherit the bookshop once Cassandra was out of the way. Between Roth and Cassandra, he would have removed two enemies at once, all while controlling the situation.
A bastard, but a clever one.
Eveline tilts her head at the vial. “It’ll still kill the reader, whether it works or not. No one can channel that much power.” Her voice rings clear. “Lady Fate will fuck you over, and the world with you.”
Probably, Cassandra thinks. But she’s not willing to cede ground to this woman.
Instead, she smiles sharply. “Maybe Lady Fate will show mercy instead. Or maybe it’s just personal for you. Because I don’t want a future that only serves myself.”
Because she wants the world, but only if everyone’s still in it.
To her surprise, Eveline shrugs. “Perhaps. But you forget: a reader, no matter how talented, can never match up against the infinity of the river. You yourself saw that much.”
She sighs, and for a second, Cassandra almost believes that Eveline is just an old woman. No real threat, no one of importance. Then her eyes flash, and Cassandra remembers the same piercing gaze underneath the mask.
“Now, if you’d be so kind,” Eveline says tersely, “I’d like you to leave.”
Cassandra blinks. “You’re just… letting me go?”
“Yes, go. Take the ink with you. Be my guest. What does it matter to me, now? My bookshop is on its deathbed, and I wish to settle my affairs with it.” A tinge of sharpness. “Alone.”
Cassandra leaves, victory clutched in her hands. But even as she takes a step into the cool night air—away from the mouldering scent of the bookshop, thank God—the nagging thought of Eveline’s words worries at her.
A reader can only conjure what they can conceive. It’s one of the first tenets of reading, drilled into every bookseller, regardless of their ability. Ask for too much, stretch the world just a little too far, and the world snaps back, rebounding on the reader.
But the river is infinite—the future is infinite. She has always known this. And so, whoever reads the pages into Fate’s compendium will die.
It’s just a question of who.



CHAPTER
Forty-Seven
MOMENTS AFTER CASSANDRA leaves, a new set of footsteps snaps down the staircase. Expensive shoes.
Roth sees Judgement before she sees him; an old woman, bent to tend her desolate lake. The last time he’d been here, it was as an acolyte to the society, only a few weeks ago, preparing him to be an owner—or so he’d thought. He’d drunk the water of the river, sifting grit between his teeth because it was so shallow. Then, when he’d been able to drink no more, they’d forced it down him until he passed out.
The dreams afterwards were… unpleasant.
Now, virtually the entire lakebed is bare, leaving a hard, ugly surface. His last few steps crunch on dry gravel.
Judgement doesn’t turn. Eveline, he corrects himself. But she must hear him because she straightens up. She seems smaller without her robe and mask on, no longer surrounded by bodyguards.
But she still looks at him as though he is less than the dirt he walks on. “How the dog turns to bite.”
Roth smiles at her, all teeth. “I didn’t know you were fraternising with the enemy.”
Eveline ignores this, but that doesn’t surprise him. Eveline has been ignoring him since that disastrous society night, when Cassandra Fairfax had slipped between their fingers yet again. Perhaps she’d already realised that Roth had grasped the essentials. That he wasn’t so fucking stupid that he couldn’t read between the lines and see what they intended for him.
“You’ve been rather absent, James.”
Roth cracks his knuckles. “Tell me why Cassandra was here.”
Eveline shrugs. “She had questions. I had answers.” Seeing his expression darken, she adds, “It’s between us, I’m afraid.”
The silence stretches across the lakebed. Eveline sighs, as though Roth is a child up past his bedtime. Pestering. As though he can’t possibly be considered an equal. A threat worthy of attention. His fists tighten.
“What did you come for, James?”
“I want my life back!” he shouts, and hears it echo, hollow, across the lake.
“You still have your life. If you’re talking about your father’s money, I believe you spent it.”
“Don’t talk about my fucking father,” he snarls.
His father, who had promised him that life would be good. That there would always be beautiful women and wondrous hotels and comforts to be bought. That the money would never end.
His father, who’d been a liar all along.
“You were bored,” Eveline says. “You wanted entertainment that money couldn’t buy. We provided that for you. Anyway, the river is dying. You’ll have bigger problems to worry about than your squandered fortune.”
“I know you wanted me for your bullshit paradox book ritual. I know I was the sacrifice.”
Eveline looks unperturbed. “It didn’t have to be you. But you killed the others. You forced my hand.”
The red-haired one, he’d done to prove to Eveline that he could be loyal. And sure, she’d been mad that he’d done it in such an… unrestrained manner. He hadn’t liked doing it, but she suspected their Fool had double-crossed them, and he needed her to know that he wasn’t just a hitman for hire. That he could be dangerous, too. Hartley, on the other hand, had asked too many questions. The others… well, he was angry.
Their bullshit rituals, their petty bickering over bookshops—over the river—had only meant something to him before he realised what they were really fighting over. A chance to fossilise themselves—and damn him in the process.
But he doesn’t need the bookshops to change his fortunes. He doesn’t need to be an owner. He just needs the river.
He grabs the back of Eveline’s head by her hair. “Tell me what Cassandra wanted.”
Eveline has been stoic, unemotional, downright rude, and a thrill goes through him when he hears her cry out. Though no pain can replicate how she’s made him feel. Just like his father, to hold everything out like the world’s biggest feast for the taking, and then snatch it away from him.
After his previous dispatches, he remembers what the hitman had told him. No blood, no mess. And water doesn’t stain.
He holds her down in the water, his hands a vice around her neck. But it turns out that leaning his bodyweight against her isn’t even necessary; she fights against him once, twice—and then stops. Judgement is an old, frail, weak woman. How terribly amusing to think that this is the entity the society were so afraid of.
Can you drown in the river? he’d wondered. Now, he has his answer.
“These shoes are too fucking good for you,” he mutters.
He leaves the body face down in the puddle of water. Pathetic, that they should all be worried about something so insignificant. The river might die, but if they had acted faster, they would have lived. Now, the game is winner takes all.
Between him—and Cass Fairfax.



CHAPTER
Forty-Eight
CASSANDRA ASKS BOTH Byron and Lowell to meet her in the bookshop.
In the reading room, she explains everything. The ink, the river, Chiron’s pages. And then, in a rush of something between shame and relief, she tells them about what the Keeper had said. That she is a paradox of sorts.
Byron can’t stop staring at the pages in her hand. “This is… a lot to take in.”
Lowell says nothing, but he looks at her, his brow furrowed. He takes the pages from Byron and scans through them. Next to him, Byron is very still, all emotion drawn from her expression.
“I have a plan,” Cassandra says firmly. “I’ll go to the bookshop below. I’ll find the compendium and I’ll do the reading.”
“No,” he says immediately.
She sighs. “Lowell—”
“Absolutely not. There’s got to be another way.”
“Not this time,” she says.
Cassandra glances at Byron, but she’s still wearing the same distant, distracted expression. “You know what, there’s some, um, paperwork that needs doing downstairs,” she says, backing out of the door. “I’ll leave you to it.”
As soon as Byron’s gone, Lowell draws close to Cassandra, resting his hand on hers. The warmth sends a surge of longing through her—yearning for that fragile soap-bubble dream of a future she’d so briefly envisioned.
“You don’t have to be the owner. My offer’s still on the table,” he says quietly. “If you take it—”
“Are you kidding me?” she snaps.
“I am trying to save you, Cassandra!” he says, exasperated.
They look at each other, eyes narrowed, before Lowell breaks away. His face has that tight, sharp expression she’s come to know well. Worry, not anger. Lowell has tried so hard to fix everything: the bookshop, the river, his brother. Her thoughts flash back to him sitting in the reading room, mending the patch on an old shirt. Hands always moving towards a solution.
But a solution that leaves him dead isn’t a solution at all.
“You’ve done enough saving,” she says. “Besides, do no harm to the river. Well, I am the river.” She tries to smile. “A loophole.”
A very tenuous loophole. Lowell gives her a look, as if to say just that. She’s spent an entire night trying to convince herself that this would be true. She’s already survived one attempt to read the river into existence; she’d hardly even felt it as an effort. And if Chiron had asked for something to save the river, he must have received it.
Lowell leans back, his dark eyes studying her.
“I knew it,” he says. “That day you read by yourself.”
“Plenty of other people can read without a book,” she says.
“No, they can’t. I can barely manage it, and I would never trust myself to just—just be—”
“So reckless?” she says.
“So confident. Brave.”
She startles at the errant praise, but he’s smiling at her, with that rare crinkling of his eyes. Was it bravery, to summon the river, and trust that she’d find her way back from the reading? She’s never quite thought of it like that before.
“Anyway, that’s not quite what I meant. When you read, it felt like…” He pauses, his mouth working. “It felt like I was in the river. Like you’d brought it with you. I can’t describe it any other way.”
Because he was, she supposes. She still has no idea how to feel about it, whether she should be frightened of herself. Frightened of reading at all, never mind over Fate’s compendium.
Lowell wrings his hands. “Look, you can do the reading, but… perhaps it’s better if you wait. Just a few more days.”
“Sure,” Cassandra says, lying brightly, easily, confidently. “We can stand to wait a little longer.”
He kisses her, ink and salt. “We’ll find another way.”
There is a pang in her chest as she lies again. She’s always been a good liar. “Okay.”
The sun is just a faint glow behind dark clouds when Cassandra climbs the stairs to Chiron’s high tower. The candles light up one by one for her as she ascends, lengthening the shadows around her.
In Chiron’s absence, the room has become a garden. Ancient and wild, like a legend from a fairy tale. The ground under her feet has the soft cushion of soil, not wood, and wildflowers peek out of the grass in a blanket of moon-white and butter-yellow. Logically, Cassandra knows that this is a room in a house, in a tower, and that there can be no explanation for this growth. But she also knows the bookshop is not particularly fond of logic, and that wherever this door now leads, it’s unlikely to exist in any form her brain cares to think about.
The outline of Chiron’s chair is still there, and the roses have blossomed, unfurling from tiny white knots into velvet-soft petals. Waxy leaves spill outwards onto the floor, disappearing into the grass.
For a while, Cassandra sits and leans her head against what used to be the armchair. She lets herself spill grief, then: the wound that Chiron has made with his absence, the wound he made with his negligence. The paralysing terror of Lowell, and the wound he could make if she let him. The wound of herself, wanting for all that she told herself she wouldn’t.
Is this all there is? She asked for an exchange; the bookshop has kept its word. She wanted more, so she received more. And now, there is too much for her to hold on to. Too much for her to lose. The cemetery of owners, each one a slip of paper in a file cabinet, and yet worth an entire life.
“What do I do?” she whispers.
The door to the tower opens with a soft sigh, as Byron steps in quietly. Her expression is still impossible to read. Cassandra’s insides twist nervously; maybe Byron is reconsidering her position as bookseller. And maybe she’d be right to.
“I thought I’d find you in here.” Byron glances at the skylight, almost overtaken by vines. “I’ll need to trim that down again.”
“You’ve been coming here?” Cassandra says, worry overtaken by disbelief.
Byron kneels at the bed of flowers to pull out a weed. “Every day, since you hired me.”
The entire time, Cassandra had imagined the bookshop caring for this grave of a room by itself. Pruning here, encouraging growth elsewhere, watering where necessary. The river looks after its own, she’d believed—it was just the definition of belonging that fluctuated, or so she’d thought. To imagine Byron tending this sacred space fills her with a nameless gratitude and fury. No one else should be allowed here. No one else can claim this grief.
“Why?” she asks.
“I… No, it’s time you knew. It was Septimus,” Byron says quietly.
Cassandra blinks, uncomprehending. “Septimus? He asked you… to come here?”
“It wasn’t the society. It was him, Cassandra.”
All at once, she knows what Byron is talking about.
“That’s—he wouldn’t—”
Byron just looks at her.
The floor tilts under Cassandra and she grasps at the doorway for support. All this time she had imagined it, in so many ways that she’d started to wonder if it was even real. She’d placed so many different people at the bookshop’s entrance—Roth, Eveline, Edmund, even Lowell—and let itself play out in her mind. Someone familiar with the bookshop, someone it trusted.
She’d imagined them gliding through the bookshop like a ghost, malevolence in their heart, weapon in their fist—and then her imagination had failed her. Because she couldn’t picture Chiron looking death in the eye and accepting it without a fight. Chiron would have fought to a bitter, bloody end. He would have fought.
But not if it was someone he trusted.
Not if it was Septimus.
“No.”
But Byron is shaking her head. “It started with the pages. You’ve read them, so you know. Chiron thought it was best for the river to dismantle the bookshops and their owners. Forever. But we, as booksellers, know that the bookshops must come first. And a bookshop must have an owner.”
Cassandra’s pulse throbs in her ears. Chiron was killed by Septimus. Chiron was killed by his most loyal bookseller.
“Septimus fought him on it. The booksellers were… They thought they could buy more time. They’ve been collecting books for over a year, you know. Putting them back in the river to try and preserve what’s left. And I’ve been helping, where I can.” She pauses. “But Chiron couldn’t be reasoned with. So Septimus… made a decision. To do what was best for everyone.”
“He killed him… to do what was best?” she echoes.
She can’t believe this. But Byron is still talking, her words rolling over one another.
“He made sure it looked like a society job. He… didn’t think Chiron recognised him. He thought that would be the end of it. But then it wasn’t, because Chiron had sent out those letters.”
Numb, Cassandra says, “So he sent you.”
Byron, with her bright hair and bright smile, who had strolled in with such carefree, uncomplicated delight. At Septimus’ recommendation. Cassandra recalls that intensely awkward phone call, how Septimus had never questioned her presence at the bookshop, even though it had been years. He must have known, she thinks, that Chiron would have had a contingency plan, no matter how threadbare.
She’d called Chiron’s murderer to ask his advice.
“I thought he told you not to take the job,” she says, as though out of all the details, this is what matters.
“He advised against it. He told me that being a bookseller could make you go a little mad, maybe a lot mad. That I’d probably see things I’d never be able to forget, and not in a good way. That it was a terrible burden to shoulder because I’d never be able to let that shit go.”
“But he needed you to take it.”
“He did.”
A terrible, clenching fear takes holds of her. Her voice slips into a hard, cold tone, Cass Holt rising to the fore.
“To keep me in line,” she says.
Byron stands up, brushing grass and white petals from her jeans. Blue for sorrow, for grief. Blue, for the hottest part of the flame.
“He wanted me to make sure you wouldn’t repeat Chiron’s mistakes.”
Here Cassandra is, with Chiron’s ink and pages. With his plan that she’d laid out so neatly in front of Byron, so unthinkingly, foolishly trusting.
“And if I did?”
“Cassandra—”
She interrupts her. “If I decided to? What were you supposed to do, Byron?”
Cassandra wants her to say it. To say the words that Septimus had obviously never told Chiron, that he’d simply acted upon because to say it out loud is to admit the horrifying truth.
“Whatever was necessary.”
“Murder?”
Byron glances away. The silence sings through the room.
“Yes.”
Cassandra sucks in a sharp breath. It was Septimus. And now it’s Byron, fulfilling his legacy. Maybe this is what makes Cassandra a true owner. Dangerous enough to be reckoned with. Dangerous enough to be killed.
“So do it,” she says, biting down on each word.
Byron glares at her. “Fuck you, if that’s what you think of me.”
“You’ve lied to me this entire time,” she says. “You knew my history. Septimus would have known.”
“He barely told me anything,” she snaps. “I bloody well wish he had. And do you really want to go there? You, calling me a liar?”
But there is a gulf between theft and murder.
“I can make up my own goddamn mind, Cassandra. And I say, fuck my uncle. Fuck the society.” Her hands tighten into fists. “If it wasn’t for them, Errata would still be here. And I really miss that goddamn cat.”
Every time Cassandra thinks of the collar, absent its owner, she has to swallow back tears. She has already lost so much, swept up in the society’s consequences.
“I’m still your bookseller.” There’s just the tiniest hitch in Byron’s next words. “Until you say otherwise.”
It would be smart, whispers a voice Cassandra knows all too well, to cut Byron adrift. She’d told herself that she would only take a bookseller on for as long as it took to learn the craft of running the bookshop.
Cass Holt would tell Byron to get out.
But she thinks of that bar, three in the morning and no one else to call. Byron afraid of her, and demanding the truth anyway. Byron charging through the society’s doors, Lowell at her side. Byron, who has stayed and stayed and stayed, when there’s been nothing left to stay for but Cassandra.
She exhales, long and slow, enough for her heart to settle. “Owners have stuck by their booksellers through worse.”
The cloud that has shadowed Byron’s face since she walked in here abates, ever so slightly. But it’s the truth. Byron might bear blame, but then so does Cassandra. She touches the top of where the armchair might once have been, springy and green.
“It’ll be dangerous,” she says.
“I know.”
“You’ll be going against Septimus—”
“Let me worry about that.”
“—and the society.”
Byron cracks her knuckles. “I’ll do it again.”
“And…” Cassandra hesitates. “It still might not work. You’ll be out of a job. All this will be gone.”
The cloud passes back across Byron’s face. “I said I wasn’t afraid of a challenge. I meant it. Did you?”
Cassandra smiles, a little sadly. Because she did. She still does.



CHAPTER
Forty-Nine
CASSANDRA LINGERS IN the reading room. Vial of ink in one hand, pen in another, blank sheets of paper in front of her. There are so many ways this could go wrong. So many chances for her to wreck everything.
What future would she conjure from the river? What could she ask of it?
She tries to imagine every possibility, spinning out all of its implications.
She reads Chiron’s pages again. A future where the river flows unimpeded, unable to be used for material gain, or be manipulated by people like the society. The paradox book choices secure, with no timelines to unravel and split like hairs. Lowell, safe. In some ways, it’s a good future—or at least a known one.
But how much they will lose.
The song of the river twining through city streets and countryside lanes, whispering of magic and history. An entire way of life wiped off the map, with no one but a handful of booksellers to remember what it was like, and then only for a time. Cassandra thinks of the woman who had come in for the Napoleonic War volumes, and how her desperation had resolved into something more. What would a future for her look like, without the saving grace of the river and Lady Fate’s hand?
Cassandra blinks, and the ghost of Arthur Sharpe flashes in her vision, his wide eyes staring panicked, then glassy, back at her. How easily it could have been Lowell—and how it was, before Edmund wrested them all down another timeline.
Perhaps if Chiron hadn’t been killed, perhaps if she’d never received the letter, then maybe it would have been different. Maybe if Chiron had succeeded, she would have woken up one day and not heard the rush of the river. She would have picked up a book and felt it limp in her hands, the magic gone to a place she could no longer reach.
What, then, would Cass Holt have become?
Maybe she would have stayed a thief, scraping up a living until she was caught—by an official authority, or else disappeared by a darker power as so many of the other thieves had, and then forgotten just as quickly. Maybe she would have let the thievery slip away and become Cass Fairfax, who wrote students’ papers and worked at the bar and came home every night to an apartment that only ever felt like someplace temporary. Alone.
Is this all there is? she’d asked herself, and then told herself, yes, and she’s damn lucky to have it. Because she knew, even then, that the lie, bitter as it was, was easier to swallow than the truth: there is so, so much more.
And God, how she wants it.
She looks at her hands, nails seemingly always stained with ink of some kind. Then she stands and stretches, feeling the ache of stress in her shoulders.
She folds the blanket and settles it on the armchair. She makes another cup of tea. She paces furrows into the rug, teasing out the right words until they’re crystal clear in her mind. There’s only one small vial—just enough for a few sentences and a bitter mouthful. She’s a reader; she’s never before considered what the hand at the other end of those words might have been thinking.
In the end, she settles for a nearly identical future to the one facing them now. It doesn’t promise miracles. It doesn’t promise a world free of war, or guaranteed riches, or unending happiness.
A lie, however, fits best against the truth. And she could believe in this lie.
The river is renewed; the magic remains. So do the booksellers, the owners, the scent of cedar on warm days when the summer sun pours syrupy and golden onto the floor, and cold nights, when the fire crackles merrily in its hearth. The bookshop below still opens at midnight, the desk still manned by its enigmatic Keeper.
But there are no more paradox books. No more attempts to sway the course of the river for their own benefit. Time, for better or for worse, falls out of the owners’ hands forever.
When it’s finished, she goes up to Chiron’s tower for one last conversation with her ghost.
She kneels at the foot of his armchair, little more than a grassy mound now. White flowers carpet the ground, climb across the walls. She leans her head against where the armrest would be, letting it take the weight. She takes a shaky, sobbed breath.
“I’m afraid,” she whispers.
She lets the words hover in the air, lingering. Feels them settle into her bones.
Then she gets up, takes another, less shaky breath. Locks that part of herself away.
There’s work to be done.
She spends the morning cleaning. Talking with Byron, drinking tea, shelving books like it’s just another day in the bookshop. In her bookshop.
At the end of the day, she waves Byron out into the cool night air. There must be something on her face because even though she’s worked so hard to pretend that everything is fine, Byron looks at her suspiciously.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says.
Byron’s eyes narrow further. “Yeah?”
“Of course,” she says lightly.
And because Cassandra’s a good liar, Byron relents. She pulls her coat on and Cassandra watches her leave, strolling down the street until she disappears from view. To think that she’d ever be able to manage the bookshop on her own without Byron is laughable now.
The hours between closing and midnight are long. Long enough to think about how she’s going against everything Chiron wanted, even after he’d finally decided to trust her with his version of the future. She shuffles and reshuffles the pages in her hand. Chiron’s writing, up until a very careful tear, and then her own. She imagines placing them into the compendium, imagines reading the words that between them should protect everyone. The river will keep me safe. Do no harm unto the river. And what am I if not the river?
She wishes she was as good at lying to herself as she is to other people.
When Cassandra goes down to the bookshop below at midnight, the staircase seems a little less sturdy than before. The hallway wavers in her vision. Spidery cracks fissure the atrium’s glass ceiling. The sound of water, never far away, is suddenly too close, the low roll of ocean beneath ice. Lowell had asked for more time, but they were never going to get it, she realises.
The Keeper is at her usual place behind her desk. The travellers, past and future, gather at the corners of the atrium, as though they can sense that something is deeply wrong.
“Cassandra Fairfax.”
“I’m here,” she says. “I know what I need to do.”
She offers the pages to the Keeper, who waves them away. Instead, she gestures to the hallway behind her, trailing into the deepest part of the bookshop below. The heart of the river. The heart of the world.
“Follow the hallway. Keep going. Don’t stop for anything,” she says.
But Cassandra hesitates. “Can… you leave?”
“I will be here until the very end.” The Keeper touches her arm gently. “You will not be alone.”
It’s the smallest of reassurances, but Cassandra feels the burden lift, ever so slightly. Readjusting her grip on the pages, she walks past the desk, past the travellers and everything else that’s become familiar to her. Thief, liar, owner. She has survived this far, where others might not.
She takes a steadying breath, and walks into the depths of the bookshop below.



CHAPTER
Fifty
SOMETIME AFTER CASSANDRA descends beyond the archway, the door to the bookshop eases open. Roth strides in, cigarette pinched lazily between his middle and forefinger. With his other hand, he snaps his fingers and a flame appears. Just like that. Because he wills it.
He lights the cigarette and takes a drag—his first in two years, after a bittersweet fight to quit. Now, why bother? As if he could be touched by something so mundane as cancer.
“Take a look at me now, Dad,” he says, and laughs.
Like his shitty, mostly absent, money-chasing father could have ever touched this kind of power.
The walls shimmer around him like a heat haze. It’s all so insubstantial, he thinks. All just on the cusp of reality. How the others had cowered and fretted and bickered over these bookshops as if they mattered. Limited by their own self-importance.
It’s just books. And who gives a fuck about those, really?
Almost idly, without thought, he throws the cigarette behind him, the tip a bright, deadly orange. It smoulders on the floor, and he glances back long enough to see the first flames ignite. The thought barely has to pass through his head before they flare up, relentless and hungry. In their shelves, the books tremble. But soon their whingeing is drowned out by the crackle of timber, a devouring roar.
When he returns, he’ll have his fortune back, and then some. He’ll have his magic. He’ll have the world in his fist, to squeeze and shape to his will.
All that’s left is to deal with Cassandra Fairfax.



Part of an old saying, found in the back of a book belonging to Lowell J. F. Sharpe
The Bookseller’s Calling by Anonymous, translated by Elias Chiron Clarke
O to you, who holds our fate most tight
We are but story made manifest
So when we are nowhere
We are everywhere.



CHAPTER
Fifty-One
LOWELL SHARPE IS thinking about fairy tales when the door to the bookshop bangs open.
Namely, he’s thinking about the fairy-tale reading at the Templetons. How quickly Cassandra had recognised what happened, how confidently she’d assessed the situation. It was the first time he’d felt a sliver of doubt in himself. That perhaps Cassandra would make something of an owner, after all.
Do you ever consider that you were wrong about me, Lowell Sharpe?
He’s also trying to ignore Edmund, which is going less well. Speaking of fairy tales. His brother, normally so allergic to the bookshop, has stubbornly lingered, terrorising Aloysius when he isn’t terrorising Lowell. Second sons aren’t supposed to make much of anything in fairy tales, but now Edmund is finally getting to step into the role of eldest.
It’s hard not to feel resentful. Even after what Cassandra’s told him about the bookshops, his brother hauling his weight and reputation around is a difficult thing to watch. Edmund asking for records he hasn’t wanted to look at in months, or demanding changes that Lowell has already enacted, or decided against for other reasons. Like he knows what he’s doing, or that it matters.
A blue streak barrels through the door, shattering his concentration. Byron. Her eyes are wide, panicked.
“It’s Cassandra,” she gasps. “Lowell, you’ve—”
Edmund cuts her off. “It’s not his problem.”
“—got to come.” Byron shoots Edmund a nasty look, before continuing. “She left. She lied to us. She’s gone down to the bookshop below, alone.”
Lowell’s stomach drops. “She’s going to try it.”
The ink reading.
He snatches his car keys and his coat before he strides towards the door. Cassandra can’t do the reading; certainly not alone. She might be a legacy of the river in more than name, but every owner and bookseller has been touched by it somehow. Arthur had drunk a full cup in the ascent to owner, raving for weeks afterwards while the river thrashed inside of him, and he’d still died.
Do no harm to the river. But Cassandra is flesh and blood; it’s too much of a risk.
A mountain falls over him, blocking the exit. Edmund.
“You can’t go. You already went for her once, and look at what you got in return. The bruises are still healing, for God’s sake.”
Lowell opens his mouth to explain that he’s free to make his own choices, and anyway it’s not as if Cassandra herself fought him. He feels his entire body winding up for a fight. Then he sees Byron’s anxious expression, and remembers that there’s a clock ticking.
“I have to,” he says.
“Hand over the keys to the bookshop, then.”
Lowell looks at his brother, whose eyes have gone flinty with anger. His hand is out.
“You would throw me out,” Lowell says, disbelieving. “Over this?”
“The bookshop always comes first,” Edmund says.
The bookshop always comes first. It’s what Lowell had told Chiron, on their last encounter. It’s why he’d been unsurprised to see the letter, sitting at his desk—just that it had come so late. Too late for him to sign his bloodied name on the contract. Too late to inherit its ghosts, its memories.
He’d thought Lady Fate had been playing the worst kind of trick on him. Now, he considers that perhaps Lady Fate had her eye on other prey.
“And who’ll look after it?” Lowell gestures around him. “Do you even remember what it’s like to work here?”
“Aloysius can inherit. He’ll take over.”
“Of course he will.”
Aloysius, who he’d never wanted to look after, who Edmund had foisted on him in what had seemed, at the time, like a rare moment of leadership. You can’t run the bookshop all by yourself. And quite frankly, you’ve pissed off a lot of people. Aloysius can smooth things over, show you’re willing to be a part of the community. What Edmund hadn’t mentioned, but Lowell had guessed, was Aloysius’ usefulness as a spy. Edmund had been nervous about Lowell’s success, and his ambitions.
There aren’t many ways to remove an owner, as they both well know.
“The bookshop is meant to go to you. It was always meant to be yours,” Edmund says, with the same infuriating calm. “But it requires you to behave like a real bookseller.”
Lowell laughs without humour. “The river is failing, Edmund. There’ll be no bookshop left.”
And no Sharpes, either. Every one of them, dead within a year.
It seems impossible, with Edmund standing so solidly in front of him. He’s always thought of his elder brothers, both eldest just as he was the eldest, once, as diametric opposites—and maybe that’s why they were accepted as offerings in the first place. Edmund, solid as stone, just as reliable, and just as warm. Arthur, who perhaps had never wanted to be eldest of anything, bright and funny and overconfident, a lightning strike of a person.
Arthur had been their favourite. Without him, it’s hard to say what’s left.
But stone doesn’t just… vanish.
“I’m working on a solution,” Edmund says tersely, in the same voice that he would say, it’s none of your business.
“A solution? Like the society?” He’s gratified to see his brother flinch. “You left me to run this bookshop. And Arthur before that. What did you think I was doing?” He levels his gaze at him. “I knew it was you, in there, under that mask. I know what you tried to do to Cassandra. Ask me again about the bruises.”
They glare at each other, brother against brother.
“If you leave, you’ll never set foot in here again,” Edmund says. “Even if Cassandra succeeds.”
Lowell looks around him, at the bookshop he’s loved so much for so long. He’s catalogued every book, dusted every shelf, polished the floor with his bare hands in the small hours of the morning. He knows the best place to sneak away with a cup of coffee and a book, the time of the day when the sunlight hits the brass fittings just so, and everything sparkles with radiant brilliance. If the bookshop is a vessel, then he is everything contained within it.
How much he loves it.
Then he pictures Cassandra, going down those stairs alone. His book thief, stealing a future for them all, and letting her own vanish in front of her.
Lowell puts his keys into his brother’s outstretched hand. Then he breaks into a run.
He smells it before he sees it: the black cloud of smoke tinting the horizon. Ash flutters down on the windshield as he jerks the car to a halt on the street. He gets out, his heart plummeting into his stomach.
“Oh God,” Byron is saying. “Oh my God.”
The bookshop is on fire.
Byron gets out of the car, horror enveloping her expression. She runs towards the bookshop, but she only manages the bottom of the stairs before the heat becomes too much to bear. Lowell chases after her.
“Stay back,” he warns.
Flames escape through the windows, all shattered. The bookshop is a roar of sound: paper crackling, the pop of lightbulbs and glass, the groan of metal. He had no idea fire could make a noise like that.
He turns to Byron. “Can you read?”
She shakes her head, her eyes wide. “Not well enough for this.”
“Then take my car,” he commands, pressing the keys into her hands. “Get help.”
But Byron stays where she is. “There’s no one else,” she says helplessly.
“Then be the help, okay? We need someone on the outside, if…”
If things go bad.
“It’ll be okay,” he lies. “I promise.”
He can fix this. He has to.
Lowell makes sure Byron’s turned the corner before he flips his coat over his head to protect himself. He takes a breath—a mistake; the smoke sears his lungs, even from here—then he eyes the front door, yawning open. Beyond it, the archway to the bookshop below is just visible. Even if he had time to read from a book—a book that he’d have to get from the bookshop from which he’s now exiled—he doubts there would be enough of the river left to enact it.
So he runs.
The heat is searing, relentless, instantly intolerable. He winces as flames jump at his feet, his shoes tacky and too warm as the soles melt. Smoke chases him from underneath his coat, and he fights the urge to pause and cough. If he stops now, it’ll be all over.
His lungs burn. His body is slick with sweat.
Then he’s through the archway, into the cool bliss of the stairwell. His coat is black with soot and singed beyond repair, but he made it. He tries not to think too hard about what it means for the feasibility of either of them returning. Instead, he takes the stairs two at a time, downwards to the bookshop below.
He has been here just once before, when the archway still appeared at midnight in Sharpe’s. Jimena had taken all three of them, one per night, to introduce them to the Keeper and the hidden world of the river. He has never forgotten the immense awe he’d felt, or the conviction that he’d carried, even then, that he’d be an owner one day.
The atrium is mostly how he remembers it, though the glass ceiling above him is feathered with cracks. Water drips constantly, sluicing down the bookshelves. And it’s suspiciously quiet—no sign of the travellers anywhere.
His attention turns to the Keeper and the breath punches out of him. A body, slumped over the desk. Dark hair spilling like ink across its surface.
Oh God. Oh God no—
Then he notes that the hair is too long to be Cassandra’s, the colour a pure black, rather than Cassandra’s fading blonde. Ink pools underneath the woman—or blood, dark enough to be confused for the former.
It’s not her.
He exhales, a terrible mixture of relief and guilt. Relief because it’s not Cassandra. Guilt because of the relief.
Beyond the Keeper, there’s a hallway, the lights flickering erratically, the floor slick with water. A smear of blood lingers on the edge of the hallway, bright red—the Keeper’s blood, Cassandra’s… or someone else’s.
Steeling himself, Lowell descends deeper.



CHAPTER
Fifty-Two
CASSANDRA WALKS THROUGH the hallway, Chiron’s papers clutched to her side. She’s never been this far inside the bookshop below. The hallway is a deep velvet burgundy, and someone has painted dozens of crows in various poses of flight, all urging her forward. Above her, the river is black, almost motionless, save for the ominous creak of the glass skylight.
She glances one more time behind her at Lady Fate, the travellers little more than smoke from this distance. Then she turns a corner, into unfamiliar territory.
The hallway possesses a strange quality, but it takes a while for Cassandra to pinpoint the feeling. It’s the same one she has in certain dreams, where time feels liquid and pliable. Days passing through the eye of a handful of minutes.
The bright lights, reminiscent of electricity, dim, then shift altogether to gas lamps. The hallway changes, too, the birds vanishing into a landscape of roses. A bee dances in and out of them, disappearing between one flower and another. Art nouveau curlicues bracket the glass ceiling, as though holding it up.
And all around her is the sound of faint whispering.
Not the soft glug and roll of the river, but real voices, in dozens of languages she recognises by their cadence, and hundreds, thousands more that she doesn’t. When she glances at the walls, there are shadows that don’t match hers, that flicker and glide asynchronously. Cassandra recalls the travellers at the door, the many figures that have stood at the Keeper’s desk and marvelled at the hidden world around them. How she’s always wondered what happens down here, when the owners aren’t watching.
Eventually, the hallway spills into another, much smaller atrium, the desk manned by someone who looks a lot like the Keeper, if the Keeper wore a corset, puffed sleeves and kid gloves. The gas lamps stutter, and the shadows stumble behind her.
“Cassandra Fairfax,” she says, and her voice is the same and yet not quite, with an odd, almost old-fashioned inflection. “You’re late.”
Cassandra falters. “I—I’m sorry.”
“Go through,” the woman says, gesturing to the archway behind her. “But make haste.”
Cassandra walks through, feeling the weight of the woman’s eyes on her.
This hallway is all wood panelling, wood underneath her feet. Empty frames hang at intervals, like they once held portraits, candles flickering eerily in the adjacent brackets. The shadows thicken, sweeping past her, as though urging her onwards. Though there’s no sign of a leak, water pools on the floor, candlelight reflected within.
This walk feels twice as long as the first—so long that Cassandra is almost surprised when another atrium opens up in front of her. Another woman, with the same ink-black eyes as the Keeper, the same shifting features.
“Cassandra Fairfax,” she says, and now there’s no mistaking the slip of accent, the words refashioning themselves on an older tongue. “You were nearly missed.”
She ushers Cassandra through the archway with an expression just terse enough to suggest impatience.
Cassandra has no idea how long she’s been walking when the walls change again. No longer wood panelling, but grey stone, then greyer. The air has a heavy, damp quality, and there’s a gentle slope now to the floor, as though she’s travelling underground.
If there’s a way to return, she hopes it’s shorter than this route. She can’t help but be reminded of all the stories she’s read of mythological women who delved deep underground and never came back, claimed by their gods for a tithe long since spent. She touches her wrist, feeling the steady pulse underneath it. Knowing that the river runs through her veins.
She wishes, just for a fraction of a second, that she’d asked Lowell to come.
A bright, brittle sound distracts her, and she glances up. A large crack bisects the ceiling. Water droplets gather along the line, then fall, pattering onto the floor.
She quickens her pace. Another archway. Another version of the Keeper.
“Cassandra Fairfax,” the Keeper begins.
Cassandra waves a weary hand with the papers clutched in it. “I know, I know. I’m late.”
To her surprise, the woman pulls her into a quick hug. “Be swift. Be certain.” Then she pulls back and nods. “Go through.”
Cassandra stops paying attention to the hallway, or the shadows clustered behind her, or the way the light dims until she can barely see in front of her. She breaks into a jog, then a run. Above, water pours through cracks in the glass ceiling, beads at the joins where it meets the wall. The sound of the river, never far away, now trickles all around her.
Time, which has never felt like something that could be counted here, is running out.
She arrives in the last atrium breathless, her hair sticking to her forehead, the pages damp in her fist. It’s not so much a room as a cave, the ceiling a flat sheet of ice instead of glass. Wherever she’s ended up, it looks nothing like a place that might house books, or anything that once resembled them.
The Keeper tends a fire, smoke curling upwards. Though her face is shadowed by a hooded cloak, Cassandra recognises her voice instantly.
“You took your time.”
“Are we still in the bookshop below?” she says, puzzled.
“Before it was a bookshop,” the Keeper replies, “it was something… else.”
Then the Keeper removes her hood. Cassandra inhales a quick, tight breath.
It’s still the Keeper, with those same ink-dark eyes and enigmatic smile. And yet her features remind Cassandra, more than anything, of the statues that surround her little pool of river above. Gold links to what might have been a long chain scatter at her feet, along with objects that look like they might have once gone together—as a set of scales.
Lady Fate.
“You’ve been watching me this whole time,” she whispers.
“I watch everyone, Cassandra Fairfax.”
All those desperate moments in the bookshop below. Every weakness, every flaw, exposed. Every time she stole a book, thinking that Lady Fate must have had her eyes elsewhere, to let her take without consequence.
“You have overcome much,” Lady Fate says, as though reading her thoughts. “But there is further to go.”
Cassandra hesitates. There are so many questions she wants to ask, so many potential paths that have whittled down into this one singular point. Would she have still ended up here if Edmund had never taken a paradox book to save Lowell? Or was it her own choices building the road she walks on now, brick by bloody brick? How badly she would like to rest her burdens on Fate’s shoulders, instead of her own.
Aware that time is pressing on her, she settles for the most important one. “Will I succeed?”
“I see the river remade anew. I see the river dead. It has happened already; it will never happen at all.”
Cassandra’s heart sinks. “So you really don’t know.”
It’s hard to articulate why she’s so disappointed in this. Perhaps because underneath, she’d hoped that there would be a reason for her flaws. That she has failed, in so many ways, for a future beyond herself, and it’s just the threads of time that have yet to make everything clear.
To her surprise, Lady Fate laughs.
“What’s meant to happen? One man considers his fortunes a certainty; the other lucky chance. And yet more believe they have wrested their futures against my will. But you are a daughter of the river, Cassandra Fairfax, and so you were always meant to be, just as you are.” Lady Fate smiles gently. “May you carry goodwill behind you and strength in front.”
Lady Fate gets up, and Cassandra sees that there is one last opening. A slight crack in the cave, barely big enough for her to squeeze through. A dim glow licks the wet stone.
Her shoulders brush the walls, and she takes several deep breaths before the tight, panicky knot in her chest settles. Behind her, the sheet of ice booms distantly.
The cave narrows, and she shuffles sideways, rock slick on her back. The light grows brighter, until the seam at the other end is visible. With one last effort, she pops out of the cave, stumbling over large, smooth stones.
She takes a breath—and holds it, too astonished to let it go.
There it is.
A crystalline, glacier-blue river. The water seems to carry its own light within it, iridescent patterns shifting across rock-hewn walls. And in the centre, just as Chiron had described in his notes, an island, and a rocky outcrop. The compendium.
Slowly, Cassandra takes one step into the water, then another.
The waves lap over her feet in prismatic light. With each step, a deep cold pierces through her skin—the cold of a place beyond death. Her limbs ache with a weight beyond mere weariness. Her mind roils, nauseated, with the split truths in front of her: wet feet, water seeping up through her socks, splashed across the cuffs of her jeans; and the other. Her shoes are dry because there’s no water, no river, no pebbles grazing the soles of her shoes. Time has shaped itself this way, a form fit for mortal comprehension.
The smooth stones slide underneath her feet as she wades in, knee-deep, towards the island. The water is crystal clear, but there are no fish that swim in it, no soft crunch of empty shells or green algae clinging to rock. No living thing resides here.
She’s grateful when she finally hits the incline of the island. From the bank it had looked huge, but really, it’s just a spit of pebbles, with a kind of dais built up in the centre. Shivering, she wrings as much water as she can from her clothes, and approaches the dais.
On it, Fate’s compendium. Heart of the river, of the world and all its history. All its future.
It doesn’t look as big as she thought it would. There’s no lettering on the cover, no details to denote its importance. But when she places her hand on it, a shockwave ripples through her palm.
She pulls out the vial of ink and tilts it in the light. The last of the pearlescent liquid swirls blue and gold and sage and deep red, almost luminous, as though it emits light of its own. For all its inherent wrongness, it had been buttery smooth to write with, the faint scent of petrichor lingering for hours after she’d replaced the stopper. She wonders if it tastes any different, or whether it’ll carry that sharp, bitter tang because ink, after all, is still ink.
What a beautiful thing, but it killed Arthur Sharpe.
She sets the pages on top of the compendium, pricks her finger and dabs her lips with blood. Then she unstoppers the vial.
“Here goes,” she says.
And she drinks.
Ink hits the back of her tongue, and to her immense relief, it tastes like it always does. Then she turns to the compendium and flips it to the back. She has no idea if the order matters—whether the future for her is the past for the book—but if the river has shaped itself for her eyes, surely the compendium will, too.
Carefully, she double-checks her pages. There are Chiron’s words, in his handwriting, and then there are hers, picking up where he left off. She starts to place them into the book, but when the first page lines up, she jumps back, her fingers burning as if singed. The remaining pages scatter around her.
There is a brief, brilliant light, and then the page sinks into the paper, vanishing entirely. Seconds later, the words float up to the surface of the original page, as though they’ve always been there. A new future, written for them all.
They have stolen so much of the river. They have plundered for their own gain, for a king’s gain, for a country’s gain. She’ll never be able to undo those choices, catastrophic or benevolent, well meaning or vindictive. But she can do this. Whatever it means for her.
Cassandra reaches out for the pages—
And hands close on them, plucking them out of her reach.
“I think the fuck not.” Honeyed summers and brittle charm.
Roth.



CHAPTER
Fifty-Three
THE LAST FEW weeks have not been kind to James Roth. There are black bruises underneath his eyes, and ink trails across his skin. The golden tan has faded to a sickly greyish hue. He sucks at his teeth, and Cassandra catches the dark slick of blood and ink.
He has read too much onto himself. Too much power. Too much glory.
“Cass,” he says, with that easy, charming grin. “It’s been a while.”
Then he swings.
His fist catches her at the corner of her jaw. Pain fissures upwards through her skull. She falls hard on the ground, feeling every scrape, every bruise. The edges of the compendium dig into her chest as she wraps her arms around it.
“We could have been partners, you and I,” he says. “We could have done amazing things. But no, you wanted the river to yourself.”
Cassandra thinks quickly, running through her options. The river is already so fragile, especially here, where reading is at its most potent. If she reads, she’ll have no control over it. She could destroy herself before Roth—or worse, obliterate what remains of the river.
She has no weapons, nothing to defend herself with except her own two fists. And Roth is saturated in ink, empowered by inhuman strength and who knows what else.
This will have to be quick, dirty—a bar brawl.
Roth lets her stagger to her feet with the indulgence of a man who knows he can take as long as he likes. She wipes her mouth with one hand, tasting blood.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” she says scornfully. “As if I’d want to be anything like you.”
Roth’s grin widens. “Darling, you are just like me.”
“Actually, I’m better than you.”
Pointedly, she looks down at the compendium in her hands, and Roth’s gaze follows.
His grin fades. “What the—”
She drops the compendium. Then she lunges.
They topple into the river, Roth first. The thud of his head against the shallow riverbed makes a sickening noise, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Possibly it has no effect on him at all anymore. They wrestle in the water, a tangle of fists and limbs and pain. Cassandra grabs a fistful of pebbles and smashes it against his face. He roars, blood tinging the water red. But just as quickly, his wounds stitch together.
Panic, held at bay for so long, spills over her. If he can’t be injured, if he can’t be killed, this is a fight she’s already lost.
Unless she can read the compendium first—and rewrite the future.
She elbows him in the face and dives towards the book. The water is too deep to run through, too shallow to swim in. Behind her, she hears Roth’s furious shout. She pushes herself to move harder, faster, but it’s like running in a dream, everything dialled back to half-speed. A car crash in slow motion. The compendium glimmers in front of her, half-buried in the riverbed.
She’s so close. Her fingertips graze the book—
Roth hits her in the head.
There must be a split second where she blacks out because when her eyes refocus, she’s no longer anywhere near the compendium or the island, but sprawled on the shallow riverbed, stones digging into her back. Before she can muster the strength to get up, Roth’s already there, inhuman movement powered by his reading. He kicks her in the stomach and she gasps, hearing a crack deep within her chest. Fractured ribs if she’s lucky, broken if she isn’t.
“You don’t want the river? Bullshit. Why are you here, then?”
“Trying… to save it… from you,” she gasps.
“That book is mine,” he snarls, and the walls shudder with his anger.
The river tremors underneath her, the chill solidifying. Her body feels like lead, like it would be easier to lie down and let the river carry her away.
She was an idiot to think she would be able to walk away from this.
“Roth—”
He kicks her again and this time she’s unable to bite back the cry.
“I told you I would ruin you,” he says, his teeth slick with black ink. “And look where we are.”
He cracks his knuckles, his blue eyes almost black against the bright surface of the river. Cassandra braces herself for more pain, shivering from the river’s chill. How long, she wonders, does it take to break something beyond repair?
And then, abruptly, Roth is face first in the river. Lowell straddles him, elbow braced against his neck. Lowell, breathless and determined. Who shouldn’t be here at all. They catch each other’s gaze, just for a second.
“Get the compendium!” he shouts.
Cassandra dives for the book, as Lowell grapples with Roth in the water. From the sounds of the scuffle behind her, she guesses someone’s lost a tooth. She hopes it’s Roth.
Halfway to the compendium, she glances behind her and freezes. Roth and Lowell are upright—but Lowell, only just. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, blood streaked across it. Lowell is wiry and strong from years of bookselling, but nothing can compete with the power bestowed by a reading.
Roth grabs Lowell by the scruff of his collar. “Get out of my fucking face.”
He throws Lowell to the ground, scattering water everywhere. Lowell struggles upright, and Roth fells him with the ease of a sportsman. He punches Lowell once, twice, and blood sprays with the water. This time, Lowell doesn’t get up.
Cassandra can’t breathe.
Roth looks over Lowell, terribly still in the water. “Enough of this.”
Then he plunges his hands into the river.
“Give me what I lost. Give me my fortune.”
His pupils fill black, like they’re drowning in ink. The letters on his skin shift and glow, sentences wrapping themselves around his arms.
“Give me the world,” he commands.
And the river obliges.
Cassandra has never seen water luminesce like this before, but now it glows a blinding white. The ground shifts, shudders, moves. The stone walls, thousands of millennia in the making, grind and crack. She blinks and the river is a graveyard, the stones fragile skulls. The song of the river sounds like a scream.
Blink and it’s a beach she doesn’t recognise, the sunset bleeding across the horizon. The air is hot and sticky, the briny scent of the ocean overwhelming. Palm trees clatter in the breeze.
It dissolves into a hospital room, the humidity vanished to a dry, stale air. She has a glimpse of a bed with wires, an older man with the same nose as Roth. He rises from the bed, his skin transforming from a slate grey to a golden tan, the lines falling away from his face, before the world shifts again.
A dark bedroom, two bodies slumped against one another. Another beach, a woman leaning over with a forced smile. A bar, the man sitting next to her saying, “It’s the movies. They never get our outfits right,” and a voice on the other side, unmistakably Roth, saying, “If you’re willing to do one more job, there’s this woman who—”
Another hospital room. A ski lodge. An alleyway.
The world is trying to rebuild itself to match his vision, she realises. But there’s not enough strength in the river to match Roth’s hunger. He has wanted too much for too long, his appetite monstrous.
The world shivers and melts once more—and she’s back in Roth’s flat, before the debt collectors, before she’d smashed his expensive glass vase. Instinctively, she grabs the countertop to keep herself upright. And her hands touch it, as solid and real as herself. Air conditioning whirs quietly in the background.
When the world doesn’t immediately shift again, she searches for Roth or Lowell. But this vision is for her alone, it seems. She scans the room, every breath laced with pain. There’s the white chaise, pristine again, backlit by the panoramic view of a midnight city she doesn’t recognise. The artwork, slightly altered, shifts each time she looks away. When she glances through the glass doors to the library, a terrifying darkness sucks at the edges of the doorway.
“I suppose this’ll have to do.”
She whirls around. Roth, idly playing with one of his expensive chef’s knives, stands at the other end of the countertop. He looks as he did before, with his golden tan and easy, tousled hair. His smile is white, unsullied by ink magic. But there’s something not quite right with his eyes. A black beyond black, like the void in his library.
“I saw your father,” she says, searching for something, anything, to buy time. “You didn’t tell me he died.”
Roth’s eyes are dark. “I think you have me confused with someone who wants to fucking talk, Cass.”
He snaps his fingers. The river obliges, and just like that, Lowell is sprawled out on the floor between them. There’s an ugly gash on his forehead and his eyes are closed, but she sees the rise and fall of his chest, the clear pulse at his throat.
“I can take him away just as easily,” Roth snarls.
“You must miss your father,” she persists. “Maybe the river would let you bring him back.”
There has to be some humanity left in Roth, she thinks desperately. Some way to reach him or convince him to let them go, if nothing else. Every second they stay here is a second of the river’s power being siphoned away.
A vein bulges in Roth’s temple. “Oh, Christ—pay attention.”
He clicks his fingers again and Lowell screams, the sound a terrible, terrible thing. Then it cuts off, and its absence altogether is suddenly much worse.
“Enough!” she shouts, too sharp and urgent to hide her desperate fear. “Stop. Please.”
For a terrifying, panicked second, she thinks Roth will hurt Lowell again—or worse. Instead, he steps over Lowell, as though he’s so much flotsam. But his gaze turns to her, a new, calculating gleam in his eyes.
“I could offer you a deal,” he says, and there is an odd inflection in his voice, the sound of a deeper, more ancient tongue slipping underneath his words. “Be at my side, as my servant. I’ll even consider saving your boyfriend.” He glances to Lowell, terrifyingly motionless. “Well, if he can be saved.”
The words ring out like a hammer. Compulsion. But she’s of the river, and the river protects its own. Roth might have found the bookshops, might have ingratiated himself into the society, might have learnt to siphon magic from books, but he still has no idea how any of it works. Still trying the same cheap tricks as he had that night in his flat.
Her chest burns with every inhalation, but she manages to laugh hoarsely. “I’d make a lousy maid.”
“There are other ways to repay my generosity.”
He touches the side of her face and she recoils. To live as Roth’s pet reader and worse. To walk into a cage meant just for her, and close the door on herself.
He sees her shudder and his mouth drags down into a snarl.
“You really going to turn me down?” He leans close to her, his breath reeking of blood and ink. “We are just the same, you and I. Think about it.”
Cassandra meets his gaze, unflinching. It’s the truth. They have been the same, in so many ways. They’ve lied and stolen, done irreparable damage in the process. And even if intention matters—she’s not so sure anymore—it still leaves her far too close to the man who has hunted her from shady bars to here, at the end of the world. The monster who would make a new world for them because he’s bored of the one that exists now.
Maybe that makes her a little dangerous, too.
“Eat shit,” she hisses.
She headbutts him.
He staggers back. Cassandra groans, blinking stars from her eyes. When her vision clears, Roth is climbing to his feet, murder in his gaze. But there’s something not quite right—
He stops, stares at his hands. Ribboned with the slick black of ink.
“What the hell—”
His skin luminesces, as though lit from within. He screams.
The lights in the flat go out. Something structural groans. Cassandra throws herself over Lowell, a protective barrier.
If he’s hurt because of her—if something happens—
But Roth is too preoccupied to pay them mind. He claws at his face, ink washing black down his limbs. Between the flashes of light, his features shift in quick snapshots. A flicker of movement, and there is the surly, softer face of Roth as a teenager. Flicker: the heavily lined face of an old man; the soft cheeks of a young child; Roth, scarred and middle-aged. Roth, barely more than a skull.
Cassandra edges backwards. Around them, the walls of the flat are collapsing, the river’s chill returning in force. Light throws itself from his body and Cassandra flings one arm over her face to shield herself. She squeezes her eyes shut, finds Lowell’s hand and holds on to it with everything she’s got.
Roth’s skin shivers and splits. He is coming undone, unable to bear the weight of the possibilities he’s tried to absorb.
Because no one—thief, owner, millionaire, mortal—is infinite.



CHAPTER
Fifty-Four
WHEN THE SOUND of the river trickles back to life, Cassandra opens her eyes. The mountainous walls of the cavern gleam at her, water underneath her once more. The last of Roth’s ink washes harmlessly back and forth in the river, but there’s no sign of him. Gone, to somewhere beyond time. Forever, she hopes fervently.
Then she recalls the motionless weight of Lowell in her arms and true, icy panic seizes her. She cradles his head, searching frantically for movement, a pulse—anything.
She’ll never be a thief again. She’ll never touch a book again.
She’ll do anything, as long as he comes back.
Then he gasps, coughing up a not-inconsiderable amount of water. Relief floods over her. She touches his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. He leans his head against hers, forehead to forehead, nose to nose. Tears burn the back of her throat.
“I thought you were…”
She can’t complete the sentence. But he gives her hand a faint squeeze.
“I’m here,” he says, and exhales deeply. “I’m here.”
Cassandra helps Lowell to his feet. His face is pale, made paler by the bright splash of blood against his neck. His shirt is ripped in half a dozen places from where Roth grabbed him. He pulls out his glasses from his pocket and examines them; one of the lenses is cracked, and the left arm is missing.
“I’m okay, really,” he says, even though he’s clearly anything but.
He gathers her in his arms and for a moment, she leans her head against his shoulder. How warm he feels, against the chill of the river’s current.
“You can’t be here,” she says. “The river—the book—”
“He killed the Keeper.”
“You have to go, Lowell. If you don’t—”
Far behind her, something shatters. The world, already starting to unravel its decisions. Then she realises why she no longer feels the river’s chill so deeply. Because it’s no longer knee-deep, but skimming the soles of her shoes.
Because the river is fading.
“I’m not leaving you.” Lowell Sharpe, irrepressibly stubborn.
Hastily, she starts to pull the pages from the shallow riverbed. Despite spending an indeterminate time in the water, they come out dry and crisp, her handwriting still legible. The future she’s rewritten, the last chance in a series of last chances.
It has to be enough.
There’s just one more page to go when Cassandra reaches for it—and her fingers pass clean through. Not with the translucency of a wraith or the vagueness of a traveller. But as though she is simply… less.
Lowell meets her gaze, alarm in his eyes.
An awful, dizzy feeling washes over her. She reaches for it again, and there’s the lightest pressure before her fingers go through it. Then the compendium. Nothing.
Cassandra Fairfax, daughter of ghosts, of memories. Ink in her veins, typeface wrapped around her heart, her bones built from script.
Cassandra Fairfax, named after a woman whose words melted into thin air no matter how truthful they were, with the surname of a character in disguise from a novel by a long-dead author. Layers upon layers of insubstantiality.
Cassandra Fairfax… vanishing.
The river sprawls in front of her, and an infinite number of Cassandras look back. An infinite number of possible selves, in all the worlds she’s envisioned, and all the ones she hasn’t. She sees herself wearing a gold mask, on a ship with a fanciful woman’s name, twenty years older and still working at the same damn bar.
Cassandra Fairfax, working side by side with Chiron.
Cassandra Fairfax, who sees the contract with her name on it and flees.
Cassandra Fairfax, who goes up to Roth’s flat and never comes back down.
All these splinters of herself, everywhere and nowhere.
“Cassandra,” Lowell says, and the sound of his voice brings her back to the singular version of herself. “You have to fight it.”
He cups her face, presses his lips to hers, bites them bloody to keep her rooted in her own body. She feels his tears on her face, or perhaps they’re hers, and she can no longer tell because she can no longer feel his hands on her skin.
You never want to commit.
She wants this Cassandra, she tries to say. She wants this life that she has scraped and starved and hungered for. She wants Lowell Sharpe, frown lines and careworn hands and wry smile. She wants this world, with her boat the bookshop, the helm her desk.
“Lowell, I have to complete the reading,” she says, and her voice sounds like an echo. “Pick up the compendium for me. Put the pages in. It’ll be okay. The river will protect me.”
But she doesn’t really think that, not anymore.
She bends down, and this time she can’t feel the river when she fails to pick up the compendium. The book is slipping from her grasp because she’s slipping from reality. The river is failing. Taking Cassandra with it.
Just let go, the river commands, and her entire body shudders with the truth of it.
“No,” Lowell insists. “No, I can fix this.”
He glances at the entrance to the river, already collapsed, then at the book alongside the nearly empty ink bottle. A glimmer of liquid in the vial.
“There’s just enough ink left for one person,” he says. “And you’ve already written the pages. It just needs a reader.”
“But—what happened to Arthur—”
Arthur Sharpe, dying in front of her. His eyes glassy and distant, his mouth shaping the last words that she’d never understand.
“The bookshop must always have an owner,” Lowell says, and it sounds like destiny.
“Lowell, no—”
But she no longer has a working body to transmute oxygen into spoken word. She can feel herself floating further away with every second. Cassandra Fairfax, who should never have existed at all, is returning to her dream-stuff origins.
Around them, the walls disintegrate. The river is a roar in her ears.
Lowell picks up the compendium from what remains of the ground. His hands, that have done so many things—fixed fragmented books, fought hard and bloody, glided down her collarbone to the hollow beneath—cradle the heart of the river. Very gently, he places the last pages into the back and they sink, paper dissolving into paper.
When he’d first walked through the doors of the bookshop, she’d wondered why he looked so weary. Maybe he’d already known the fate of the world rested on his shoulders, and it was just the rest of time that had to play catch-up.
He speaks, and every word shimmers in the air. Language made tangible. Something like a heartbeat pulses through Cassandra.
“I invoke Lady Fate,” he says.
The remnants of the river light up, the shallow pool around them a dim glow that highlights the dark circles under his eyes. His hands clench around the book, ever so slightly, and she knows like a lance through her chest that he’s afraid, too.
She shakes her head, silent tears rolling down her face. They vanish before they even hit the ground. She feels faint, hollow. Like she could jump and never land because gravity only applies to real things.
“I defy her.”
He looks at Cassandra, and bites his lip. Even though she can’t feel it—and surely he can’t, either—his free hand hovers by her cheek, as if to wipe away a tear. As though he could hold on tightly enough to save them all.
“I choose another future,” he says.
And he starts to read.
The world collapses around her.



CHAPTER
Fifty-Five
CASSANDRA IS IN the river. Or what’s left of it. A silty trickle, then a single droplet, then just the ghost of damp, drying on her skin. Possibility, closing its fist.
Lady Fate stands before her, wispy and insubstantial, a dream of a memory of a god. And even that is vanishing. Carefully, she kneels at Cassandra’s side, her movement trailing faint sparks of light behind her. She mouths something, then again with a sad weariness: on your feet, Cassandra.
Some gossamer-thin thread snaps within her.
Cassandra wakes up.
Her first breath is accompanied by a gritty taste. Sand.
The river has spat her back out like stones onto a beach. A real beach. And with real sky above her, grey and laden with clouds. She knows it’s real because it’s cold. Because the rain spattering her face is unpleasant, and the bitter wind is rifling through her clothes like she owes it money, and everything hurts.
Because she feels, again.
Cassandra Fairfax, book thief, liar, owner, with all of the choices laid firmly behind her, irremovable keystones in a bridge. She presses her fingers into the purpling bruises on her arm and is relieved at the low throb of pain. What doesn’t taste like sand tastes like blood.
But there is something—a deeper wound—
Somewhere behind her, on the bank, is the sound of a car idling. Then footsteps, rushing towards her. She tries to get up, but her body refuses to budge, weighed down by its reality. Everything feels so heavy. Her eyes close again, and someone slaps her. But even that pain feels dull, compared to the ringing in her head.
Her eyes slip close again. Her thoughts aren’t coming together. There’s something she’s missing—
“Oh for fuck’s sake,” a familiar voice swears.
Another slap. Harder. This time, the pain comes through in sharp clarity.
“I’m so sorry—Jesus Christ, that hurt—you have to wake up. You can’t fall asleep.” Byron’s voice, loud and worried. “Did you hit your head?”
“You came,” Cassandra whispers.
“Of course I came,” she says fiercely. “I’m your bookseller, remember?”
“Wait, wait…”
Byron is shaking her, trying to tell her something, but the world is still too loud, too old and new at once. Cassandra’s mind is starting to pull together the events of the last few hours, or days—she’s no longer sure of time where the river’s concerned. Where the river was concerned. She opens her fist to a crinkled page, scorched at the edges.
A yawning terror opens up within her. She tries to climb to her feet, but she stumbles, almost colliding into Byron. But it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except—
“Lowell,” she says hoarsely. “Where’s Lowell?”
Byron stops shaking her.
A terrible, terrible silence.
“Oh, Cassandra,” she says, and bursts into tears.
Lowell’s name echoes on the beach, but there’s no one else visible. Not even a body to claim. He has read them all a new future—one that no longer includes him.
The river gives, and it takes.
It takes. It takes. It takes.



CHAPTER
Fifty-Six
THE NEXT DAY, Cassandra and Byron return to the bookshop. Or rather, where it used to be. Now it’s blackened brick and timber, with caution tape striped across the entrance. The windows blown out, torn pages littering the street. For the first time, every passer-by slows to look, and Cassandra knows they’re seeing exactly what she is: a wreck, abandoned by the river to its mortal life.
A grave.
Edmund Sharpe is waiting for them at the top of the stairs, a grey statue amongst the rubble. He’s too tall, too broad in the shoulder to be mistaken for Lowell, but even so, Cassandra’s heart clenches. She’s never noticed before how similar their posture is, pin-straight precision despite too many years of walking in low-ceilinged rooms.
He looks like he’s been waiting there for hours. Cassandra climbs the stairs, every step an eternity, until she has no choice but to stand at the top.
“Where’s Lowell?” he asks.
She doesn’t answer. Her lungs feel scooped out, leaving a bloody hole behind too big to staunch. Flecks of ash, still airborne, settle on her shoulders, and she finds herself reflexively searching for that in-between sound, that easy musicality. But there’s nothing. The river is gone.
“Where is my brother?” Edmund shakes her, hard enough that her teeth rattle. “Where the fuck is my brother?”
Byron pulls her away from him. “She saved your life, you ungrateful bastard.”
“He saved everyone,” Cassandra says quietly, the wind snatching away her words.
But Edmund hears and his face turns ashen. He falls to his knees. A sob wrenches out of him. Grief, at last. The unbreakable Edmund Sharpe, broken. It is the worst kind of victory imaginable.
“What did you do?” he asks.
But he already knows.
It’s the last time Cassandra ventures outside, for a while.
With the bookshop gone, there’s no choice but to stay with Septimus. Another Cassandra might have refused, or confronted him about Chiron, or at the very least done something other than walk under his doorway without a word. But this Cassandra, the one who narrowed down so many possibilities to this specific life in this specific world, lets Byron make the decisions. Byron can argue with Septimus about Cassandra living in his house for a while.
It’s not as if Cassandra is there, really.
Septimus avoids Cassandra at first, but when it becomes apparent that this is no short-term stay, he finally knocks on her door. When she doesn’t get up, he pushes it open with a measure of caution. He glances at her pointedly, and she shrugs. He can do whatever he wants; it’s his house.
“I could tell you how it happened,” he says.
Cassandra doesn’t reply. Her gaze snags on the way he thumbs his trouser pockets. A hand that had guided hers, in so many ways, over the course of her life. A hand that had shown her the correct ways to dust a book, to pencil in a catalogue card.
A hand that had murdered Chiron.
She reaches for the part of her that cared, but finds that she can no longer muster the strength.
“He was my oldest friend,” Septimus says. “But he would have destroyed the bookshops. When I did… what I did, I thought it would be the end.”
Then Cassandra showed up. How merrily she’d run roughshod over so many people’s plans, ruining years’ worth of ambition or hope in the seconds it took to sign her name on the bookshop’s contract.
“I thought he might have told you. That you were his contingency plan should he fail. But I could not do what I did again without proof. Even if you were everything I’d feared you’d become.”
A thief. A liar. But Cassandra thinks she knows what he means: a survivor at any cost. The way the society had tried to survive, at the expense of everyone else.
“I—we—were working on a solution,” he continues. “Booksellers might not be owners, but we owe our fealty to Lady Fate, nonetheless. We were trying to rebalance the scales. If we’d had more time, or the bookshops hadn’t started to disappear—or the owners hadn’t been spooked into greater action… But that was my fault.”
Cassandra thinks back to the books in Septimus’ arms at the fair, or sunk at the bottom of Fate’s well. The persistent rumours that the river-touched books were vanishing out of the thieves’ circulation. She’d put it down to the river itself, not the booksellers guarding its remnants.
The silence hangs expectantly, but she doesn’t say anything. What else is there left to say? The facts are unchanged, and now with the river gone, there’s no possibility of undoing all their damage. No magical book, paradox or otherwise, to wipe the past clean.
“Well, then,” Septimus says awkwardly.
He’s halfway out of the door when she finds the only question she’s really interested in.
“Was it worth it?”
Septimus turns, one hand clutching the edge of the doorway. In his face, she sees it all: the grief, the anger, the self-loathing. But it’s a weary expression without bite in it, as though he’s been wearing them for too long, and is well acquainted with these enemies. He looks old, she thinks, and is surprised to find that she does, at least, care about that.
“Was it worth it?” he echoes. “For the world, perhaps. But not for me.”
It’s an honest answer. Cassandra hates it.
In the evenings, she hears Byron and Septimus discussing what to do with the remaining books, now that the magic is slowly vanishing from their pages—another possibility, gone. In the end, it seems as though there was just enough of the river to preserve the decisions of the paradox books and thus the world, but not enough to keep the bookshops or the magic within. So much loss, so much grief, just to hold on to the thinnest of threads. Something else she would blame Roth for, if she could muster the energy.
The tributary bookshops that still remain are sinking into their foundations. Soon there will be nothing left but memories. And one day, not even that. Chiron has got his future, after all, even if he’s no longer around to see it.
Is this all there is? Perhaps this is all there should be.
Sometimes Cassandra takes out the scrap of paper from the compendium, to trace the faint edges of her handwriting interlinked with the river’s. The future that she’d so earnestly written for them all, now forever unfinished, hums faintly between her fingers.
There are days when she thinks she can still hear the river, at the very edge of a car backfiring in the street, or Byron putting on the kettle, or Septimus turning the page of a book. But it’s not real, like the voice in her head that sounds so much like him.
I thought you might like this—
I’m never wrong. But sometimes I would very much like to be so—
What if I’m afraid to get what I want?
I choose another future—
Cassandra drowns it all in sleep.
One month goes by. Then another.
Edmund, at the door. “You don’t think anything… happened to her, at the river? A head injury, or—”
Septimus, gruff and shouldering Edmund out of the way. “She’s physically well, as far as I can tell.” A pause. “It’s a hard loss for her.”
Edmund, angry—always angry. “He was my brother. So what the fuck’s it to me, then? Easy?”
“I didn’t mean—”
Edmund interrupts. “He was supposed to live. Because Arthur made his own decisions, but… I asked Lowell to come to the reading. I asked him to watch out for Arthur. I—” A strangled noise that could be a sob, choked back. “He never had a fucking choice.”
Septimus, glancing at Cassandra. “I don’t think anyone did.”
Byron shoos them both out. “She’ll be fine.”
But Cassandra catches Byron’s worried gaze, and knows a liar when she sees one.
Three months gone. Byron sets down a piece of paper in front of Cassandra.
“I didn’t rescue you at three in the morning from that shitty bar for nothing,” she says.
Cassandra doesn’t reply. But later that night, when everyone else is asleep, she picks up the advertisement and studies it.
Someone is selling an old bookshop.



CHAPTER
Fifty-Seven
RENOVATING A BOOKSHOP is both an effort in patience and ingenuity. There are materials to be sourced, contracts to be wrought and signed—just ink, this time; Cassandra is very careful about that—and shelves to fill. The flat above the bookshop is small, cramped. No expansive living room, no hearth to keep alight, or rows of bedrooms for booksellers to fill. Because there’s no need of it.
For the first time, Cassandra is faced with what it would be like to run a normal bookshop. With the river gone, the magic is very nearly vanished from the books that once touched its waters, like a dream they’re all waking from. But the world crashes forward on its imperfect, chaotic path, all the owners’ choices sealed behind them—the only sign that her pages have worked.
The day before the bookshop opens, Cassandra waits until Byron’s left before heading downstairs. The shelves are tidy; the books are quiet. It doesn’t have the same authority as Chiron’s bookshop did, but there’s a gentle warmth, a welcoming to it. Tomorrow, it’ll be noisy with the first customers, but tonight it’s hushed, as though it knows what’s coming next.
Cassandra settles herself on the floor, and sets out three items: ink to her left, needle to her right—and the scrap of the compendium in the centre. It’s been a long time since she’s done this, but her hands know what to do.
Maybe all dreams must end, and maybe this world without magic is the one Chiron would approve of—the right one.
But Cassandra’s never been very good at doing the right thing.
She presses her fingertips to the scrap of compendium, and a light hum reverberates through her body. Then she pricks her finger with a needle. Blood. Ink. Iron will.
And maybe, just maybe, a little magic. Whatever she carries with her in her bones.
“I invoke Lady Fate,” she says. “I bloody well invoke you and the river. Do you hear me?”
She stands up, feeling the weight of the bookshop settle on her shoulders, an impossible something rising in her chest. All the grief she has held close for fear that its absence would be worse, all the rage at herself and Roth and the society.
“How do I know you’re not gone?” she demands. “Because I’m still here.”
Because the river thrums through her blood, in time with her heartbeat, fizzling through the tips of her fingers. Because it had, once upon a time, decided that it was worth making a story into a person.
She presses ink and blood to her lips, the familiar taste rocketing her back through time. But with effort, she pulls herself to the present.
“I invoke you,” she says, then continues, a little less steady, “but I’m also asking.”
What had Lady Fate said? You are a daughter of the river, Cassandra Fairfax, and so you were always meant to be, just as you are. Maybe, if she was meant to be, then she was meant to do this, too.
“I give back that which I owe,” she says. “I return the river to you. As much of it as I can.”
The readings, the language of the books, the magic she has used and might yet use in the future. Whatever is deemed necessary.
“Please,” she whispers.
Lady Fate might fuck her over. She might not. But Cassandra isn’t done with her yet.
It begins as a murmur, at the very edge of her consciousness, in that hazy line between dreaming and waking. A few days later, a shroud-like mist settles over the bookshop, blanketing everything in a slight chill, though it’s almost impossible to discern. She wakes with dewy beads of water clinging to her skin.
Byron complains about the damp weather, and suggests there might be a leak in the shop. Cassandra says she’ll look into it, but she doesn’t.
Instead, she waits. She’s become very good at waiting.
The summer continues. The bookshop swells with customers, who don’t ask for dark miracles in return for teeth, firstborn children, terrible secrets—or anything else of priceless value. But Cassandra is surprised to find that they love the books, all the same. They slump into comfortable armchairs, and she realises that there’s joy in a bookshop that’s made for lingering. Some days they come in for nail-biting thrillers, or an armful of picture books, or door-stopping fantasy.
Every time she puts through a romance, she thinks of Chiron.
Water appears in puddles on the shop floor, vanishing into the floorboards as the day’s heat climbs. A spray of white flowers appears on her desk, laid like a peace offering, though Byron swears she didn’t leave anything behind. The books murmur to themselves, in a language that’s forever on the tip of Cassandra’s tongue.
Edmund stops by every so often. Customers scatter in his wake, a storm cloud threatening the sun, until Byron makes him settle in a corner. For a while, he observes the bookshop, his gaze catching but never quite resting on Cassandra. Although she still can’t say she likes him, she tolerates him, just as he tolerates her. Maybe it’s grief shared; maybe it’s pity. Cassandra walks past Sharpe’s most weeks, and every time, it’s closed.
Today, with autumn chasing on summer’s heels, Edmund seems out of place in his charcoal attire. But there’s a rare absence of his frown. He shoots Cassandra a suspicious look and she shrugs.
“Smells like rain,” is all he says.
It’s a chilly evening when Cassandra and Byron close up the bookshop together. A time of slumber, hibernation. Of things settling into themselves, as the weather turns. Cassandra has never paid so much attention to the time of year before.
“You know, it feels…” Byron spools out the sentence. “Good.” She grins. “I like what you’ve done with the place, Fairfax.”
Cassandra smiles back. “What we’ve done.”
Lately, they’ve had to hire another two booksellers, and Byron’s looked into the cost of the empty building next door. They’re not quite there yet, but Cassandra’s started to imagine a larger bookshop, with more space for customers to settle down and read, maybe even a coffee shop if she’s feeling ambitious.
She could be happy here.
Byron punches her gently on the arm. “And don’t you forget it.”
She’s just about to leave when Cassandra stops her.
“Do you ever miss it?” Cassandra asks.
And Byron must know what she means because she pauses, a complicated expression on her face. Like she’s weighing up the truth and deciding how much of it Cassandra can handle. Which is a fair question, these days.
Eventually, Byron smiles sadly. “All the time.”
After Byron leaves, Cassandra normally goes up to the flat, where she’ll settle into the evening routine: dinner on the finicky gas stove, some light reading, an early bedtime to compensate for the early morning. But tonight, she lingers in the bookshop, listening to the faint gurgle of water somewhere. Another leak, Byron had suggested, a little less convincingly than the first time.
She wonders if Chiron would be proud of this life she’s carved out for herself. Maybe he would be proud of how she’s thrown herself into the bookshop’s running, the way the floors gleam and windows sparkle. Maybe he’d be just a little proud that she’s continued to do anything at all, given everything that’s happened.
That night, Cassandra falls asleep to the sound of rain.
For the first time, she dreams that she’s back in Chiron’s bookshop, walking through the buttery sunlight of an afternoon. She lets her hands glide across the shelves, listens to the soft creak of old floorboards, polished to a high shine. But in this version of Chiron’s bookshop, the tree in the courtyard has wound its way through the interior, the trunk soaring upwards where the staircase should be. And every flower is a delicate white.
The daylight shifts rapidly around her to dusk, then night. Stars hang above her, suspended in mid-air. On the right-hand side of the desk, where normally a plain wall stands, an archway appears. She takes a step towards it, then another—
She bolts upright, awake. Something is moving in the dark under her bed.
Her heart pistons, fear briefly eclipsing every rational thought before she remembers that the society are long dead, their only member defanged and brooding at Sharpe’s. She leans over her bed, breath held.
Two bright yellow eyes stare back at her quizzically. A plaintive meow from a fuzzy void. Errata.
Cassandra is about to scoop him into her arms—tearfully, ecstatically; every word she can think of that means joy and heartbreak and then even greater joy—when she notices a piece of paper slipped inside his collar. The first few lines she recognises as a story from her favourite author’s collection. Something in her seizes.
Slowly, she begins to read.



Epilogue
A scrap of prose, somewhat burnt, attached to Errata’s collar
From The Fairy Knight’s Daughter & Other Stories, collected by Hyacinth Watson
… settled by the fire, and he said to her, “Have you ever heard the story about the two birds? They are the only two of their kind in the world. White as moonlight, black as the night sky, with lives as long as the earth is old. Their call is like no other; they answer in no language we can decipher. But by their song, they could find one another anywhere in the forest. Until poachers visited the forest, and plundered its rarities for the wealthy, the spoilt, the cruel.
“When the sun rose on that day, the white bird sang. Yet for the first time in millennia, there was no response. The bird was alone.”
Lowell, I’m sorry
If I could take it back
If you could see my nightmares—if you could know how much I regret it all—
You weren’t wrong about me.
Do you really think that’s how the story ends, Cassandra?
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RAISING READERS

Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

Read to children in your life daily.

Model reading as a fun activity.

Reduce screen time.

Start a family, school, or community book club.
Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

Listen to audiobooks.

Read the book before you see the movie.
Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

Together, we
can commit to
Raising Readers
and change

this trend.

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”





