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The Librarian







The calm, sly
voice rang from total darkness.

“You didn’t inform me you had moved, Mr. Cosmo.
Yesterday, when I entered your old basement, I found it empty. I
thought I had lost you forever—I thought you managed to get rid of
me, at last...”

The voice exhaled in a chuckle.

“Luckily, I ran into the postman, a fellow so
kind he gave me your new address...”

For a moment, the little light cast by the wax
moon made its way past the clouds. It peered through the awning
windows of a wide hall filled with orderly aligned bookshelves and
tables. It revealed the vague shapes of two men sitting at either
side of a huge desk arranged close to the wall. The man sitting
away from it glanced around him and made a wide gesture with his
hand.

“The new place looks like an improvement,
though.”

He fixed his eyes onto the black stain between
him and the wall.

“The less people who know about me and my job,
the better,” a low, feral growl replied.

“Your business is a noble endeavor, Mr. Cosmo,
I’m sure. One can only imagine what would become of it if someone
were to find out what it is you really do...”

“I’m not taking threats from the likes of you,
Hargraves. If you really are the celebrated writer you pretend to
be, you won’t be needing me at all.”

For the first time, Hargraves’s voice
wavered.

“Mr. Cosmo... I don’t know how you manage to get
your hands on those stories, but I grant you there are very few
writers in the world who can achieve such command of the craft. My
publisher is a difficult person to please, but he was so impressed
with the last story he congratulated me himself. He wanted to know
how I could possibly know about Toltecan death rituals in such
amazing depth and detail. I always wonder why you don’t publish
those stories yourself, Mr. Cosmo.”

“Because I’m just a humble librarian... My only
duty is to preserve and pass on whatever knowledge a book might
contain.”

“You see,” Hargraves said. “After my partner
died, I’m on a roll. As if he cast a shadow over me, and now that
he’s gone, people can see me for what I really am. The publishers
who neglected me, now fight to court me. The advances I once
struggled to get, now rain on my desktop like confetti. I just need
a few more of your fantastic stories and I’ll be cheered as ‘the
living Lovecraft.’”

“Why don’t you write about your partner’s demise?
I’m sure there’s plenty of material you might dig up to put
together a gruesome murder mystery your fans will die to read.”

Hargraves stuttered, outraged.

“Are you insinuating I had something to do with
it? You are a horrible person, Mr. Cosmo. The trial cleared me of
any charge—Leyland fell down stairs and broke his skull against the
floor!”

“A most providential fall, though, which left you
in charge of the master duo of horror.”

“Just so. And I intend to juice this fat chance
to the last drop. I can pay you double the last time, what do you
say? I know you need the money.”

Hargraves searched his clothes and retrieved a
wad of money. He put it on the desktop in front of him.

Cosmo shifted uncomfortably in his chair, making
it creak. He reached out for the bundle and felt it. He put it in
his pocket.

“What kind of story are you looking for, this
time?”

Hargraves relaxed. He joined his hands.

“I want something as intense as the last
story—only a bit more recent. What about something obscure set in
the Victorian Age? My readers adore that time in history.”

“I’ll see what I can find. Wait for me here.”

Cosmo stood. As he moved toward the shelves, he
stepped in the moonlight. His posture was stooping and his gait
uneven, as if his overly long and thick arms were
disproportionately heavy to carry.

He weaved between the shelves, coming to a door
in the back. Making sure Hargraves hadn’t followed him, he produced
a key, unlocked the door and opened it.

He was caught in a flash of light so intense he
was aglow with it for a moment, as if the next room was immersed in
daylight. Before any other of his features could be glimpsed, Cosmo
swept in quickly and shut the door behind him.

He came back twenty minutes later, carrying a
roll under his arm. As before, he stepped out of the light, locked
the door ever so carefully and hid the key in his clothes. He
hobbled toward Hargraves, joining him in the shadows.

He handed the roll over to him.

“This should do,” he said.

Hargraves clutched the tube, ran his fingers over
it, feeling it. He brought his nose to it and sniffed avidly at the
material the roll was made of. He fumbled for a match and lit it
up, revealing a parchment scroll tied in a red leather ribbon. He
undid the seal and unrolled the scroll, baring a crude, jerky
handwriting penned at a quill’s tip and black ink. Hargraves’s eyes
flashed greedily as they read the first few lines of the
manuscript—his lips parted to a hideous grin. He was so ecstatic by
the trove, when the match died in his fingers, burning him, he
didn’t even notice.

“Excellent, my dear Cosmo! Excellent!”

“This is the last story I sell you,” the other
warned him. “I must ask you never to contact me again.”

“Don’t worry. If the rest of the story is only
half as good as its beginning is, it will be enough!”

With a rustle, Hargraves curled up the scroll and
tucked it away in his pocket.

Both men pushed back their chairs, standing. They
walked toward the exit door, returning the hall to the perfect
silence of the night.




Sunlight had long since driven the darkness back
into the shut closets and the fissured baseboards from where it had
poured out, turning the black den into the bright, colorful hall of
a small-town library. It was now stormed by a whispering throng of
adults and children of every age. They perused the bookshelves or
sat at the many tables around them, busily reading, taking notes or
just doing their homework.




Five boys and girls, all twelve except one,
lifted their heads from the notebooks, the exercise books and the
scattered pens and pencils their table was covered with, and began
confabulating between themselves.

“Old librarian Porter was so sick of the school
he rather died on the day before it started, than having to deal
with us for another year,” Dean, a boy with a red and wild bush for
hair, said.

“You feel sorry for him?” Eric chimed in. “C’mon,
he managed to get rid of all us pesky brats—I bet he’s the happiest
librarian heaven’s ever had in centuries!”

Eric, who spoke with ease and a self-assured
tone, sported a neat dimple in his chin.

“I think he was biased toward us students,”
Natalie said, looking at Eric adoringly.

“Yeah. What have we ever done to him, after all?”
Harvey mumbled, eagerly chewing on his energy bar.

“He definitely was biased,” Dean said. “He never
forgave me for replacing the spare toupee he kept in his drawer
with a dead rat. I’ll never forget the face he made when he grabbed
the stinker.”

They hardly stifled the mounting laughs.

“But he was a regular dude, and I liked him.”

Dean lowered his voice and beckoned toward the
loan desk.

“It’s the new librarian I don’t like...”

The five all turned their heads.

The focus of their attention was a stout man with
overly long and hairy arms. His threatening figure was somehow
mitigated by the thick-rimmed glasses he wore low on his nose,
which gave him the look of a domesticated gorilla.

The librarian lugged in his arms a stack of large
and heavy tomes, moving toward the loan desk, when a five-year-old
boy stood in his way, forcing him to stop.

“I can’t find Peter Rabbit’s next adventure!” the
kid complained, showing the first installment in the series.

“Nobody’s loaned it and nobody’s reading it, but
I can’t find it all the same!”

The disconsolate boy pointed his finger at the
shelf in front of him. “It should be right here.”

The librarian shifted his tomes on one arm. He
scratched his head, then glanced at the illustrated book in the
hands of the boy. Quietly humming to himself, he lunged toward the
shelf, rummaging behind the books, until he retrieved one which had
been pushed behind the row—it was in the same style as the
boy’s.

He gave it to him.

“Why, thank you, sir! This is it!”

The librarian stared at the child as he ran back
to his mother, happily clutching his treasure. Then, again, he
balanced his tomes on both arms and carried them to the loan
desk.

“I wonder who with a bit of salt in their heads
would hire such a weirdo,” the redheaded boy said, returning his
eyes to the confabulating group.

“Have you seen his arms?”

“They look like gorilla arms!”

“He’s awful!”

“Why, I like him!” a cheerful voice cried.

It belonged to the younger in the group; she was
possibly seven and her pigtails stuck out from her head at odd
angles, like a couple of crazy thoughts. She often looked left and
right, without notice, whipping at her brother’s friends. In fact,
it was clear from the dimple in the chin she shared with Eric they
were siblings.

“Will you shut up, Sarah?” her brother said. “You
don’t know anything!”

Again, they went back to spying on the
librarian.

He sat at his desk now, inspecting the old, dusty
tomes, when an old spinster approached him.

He glanced up and stood, attempting a smile.

“Miss Jensen. Is there anything I can do for
you?”

“You can call me Beth. I wanted to make sure
everything is all right with your new job, Mr. Cosmo.”

“Everything’s under control.”

“It’s just... You see, the fact that you ran a
bookstore was crucial to getting you points for this job; but there
are other qualities a librarian must possess, besides being able to
catalog and retrieve books in a timely fashion. Old Porter wasn’t
just a librarian—he was the heart and soul of the town library. He
was a pillar of our community, a kind spirit and a bright beacon
for our pupils.”

Miss Jensen glanced over the crowded library.

“He was very considerate about them and always
kept them under a watchful eye, as if he was a distant relative.
What I mean is—he made them grow.”

“I’ll do my best not to disappoint you,
Beth...”

“I’m sure you will. I’m sure you’ll be up to the
expectations of the school board, Mr. Cosmo.”

She made a long pause.

“Burial of James Porter will be late in the
afternoon. I hope I’ll see you there.”

“I won’t miss it, Beth.”

“Very well. Later, then.”

Miss Jensen turned and shuffled away.

At the entrance door she ran into a youngster in
a striped cap, though, carrying an express delivery box. He
maneuvered around the woman, at the same time taking off his cap,
trying to greet her, but Miss Jensen didn’t seem to acknowledge
him. After she extricated herself, she went on her way, surly and
stone-faced.

Puffing, the courier hauled the box to the loan
desk, where he dropped it. He lifted his cap and dabbed at his
forehead, then peeled the invoice sticking to the wrapping, reading
it aloud.

“One hundred quills, ten ounces of pigmented ink
and five reams of parchment paper.”

“That’s right,” Cosmo said.

“What’s all this for—a calligraphy course?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“I’ll debit it to the school as usual, then.”

“No, it’s personal. I’m gonna pay for it.”

“You sure? It’s a lot of money.”

Cosmo just stared at him.

“Well, as you wish... It’s four hundred and
fifty.”

The courier handed over the receipt to Cosmo, who
signed it with a flourish. The young man was taken aback by the
unusual look of the arms and hands of the librarian, but he was
decent enough to keep his mouth shut. He offered Cosmo the credit
card reader hanging from his belt, but he didn’t take it.

“I’ll pay cash, if you don’t mind,” he said.

As he opened his wallet, the courier gaped at
seeing it was stuffed with bills.

“Whoa, you go around with a lot of money,
sir!”

Cosmo gave him the once-over before he paid.

“Baby’s all yours,” the youngster said.

He tipped his cap and left with a shrug.

Cosmo opened the package, inspecting its
contents, then picked it up and lugged it toward the door at the
end of the shelves. Once there, he spied over his shoulder for
unwanted lookers, then undid the lock and stepped past the
door.

As he again shut it carefully, he didn’t see the
five peeking at him from behind the stacked pencil cases.

“Do you reckon there ever was a door over there?”
Eric wondered, stroking his jaw.

“Nope,” Dean said.

“Natalie? Harv? Sarah?”

They all shook their heads.

“Something weird’s going on here,” Eric said.
“Who is the new librarian? Why has he got those ugly arms? What’s
his business with the school? What has the new door got to do with
him?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “If you’re so curious, why
don’t you ask him yourself?”

“She’s right,” Dean said. “Let’s just ask
him.”

“Who’s gonna do that—you?”

“We’ll draw lots!” Natalie suggested.

Dean agreed. “Sure, who loses asks the
questions!”

“Is it fine with the rest of you, too?” Eric
wondered.

Harvey swallowed, not in the least tempted, but
his friends were exchanging electrified glances and nods, and he
didn’t feel like spoiling Natalie’s idea. Finally, he nodded as
well—heck, he wasn’t a chickenshit.

Eric turned to Sarah. “Get four pencils!”

Sarah searched her backpack, retrieving a handful
of crayons. She counted them, offering them to Eric.

“You idiot, can’t you even count? We’re
four.”

“I can count all right! I want in, too!”

“You’re too small—this is none of your
business!”

“I want in, or I’ll tell Mommy you kissed
Natalie!”

Eric flushed to the tips of his ears. Dean
grinned. Harvey groaned. Natalie just stared at the ceiling...

“Oh, fine, then!”

Eric snatched the bag hanging from the corner of
his chair and emptied it of the sneakers it contained.

“Put them in here, quickly.”

Sarah ceremoniously put the crayons in the
bag.

“Who grabs the black one is done for. Right?”

Eric shook the bag, then moved it in front of
each of his fellows, who drew a crayon each. They put their
clenched hands at the center, turned them upside, then opened them,
one at a time.

“Pink!”

“Yellow!”

“Blue!”

“Green!”

Harvey opened last, slowly, knowing already which
color he’d picked up.

“Crap—black...” he said.

“Well done, Harvey. You won—you go,” Dean said,
slapping his hand on the boy’s wide shoulders.

Harvey swallowed hard, mustering his courage. It
took him a while to get his legs off the chair and touch his feet
to the floor.

“You guys really want me to do this?”

The four nodded their heads, grimly, as if they
were ruling a death sentence. Harvey sighed, then started toward
the loan desk where Cosmo had returned.

“Let’s follow him!” Eric said.

They all filed in a line behind Harvey, trying to
look as casual as they could. But when he got in front of the loan
desk, he froze. He turned back for mercy, but the ruthless four
nodded him on.

The librarian noticed the boy at last. He looked
up from behind his glasses, nailing him, making him feel like a
trapped mouse.

“Yes?” Cosmo’s slow, deep voice said.

Harvey stepped back, intimidated, but he bumped
against the wall formed by his friends, now closing his only escape
route.

“I—I wanted to—to ask you a question. I
mean...”

“Yes?”

“W—why are your arms so long...?”

The librarian raised his brow, hardly expecting
such an odd and personal question. He glanced at his limbs. He
opened them a bit, studying them, as if it never occurred to him
before they were at least a good foot longer than the average
adult’s arms.

Cosmo reached out toward the boys and girls,
making them jump, but he only scratched his head, thinking over the
question. Finally he smiled good-heartedly and shrugged.

“I really don’t know,” he said. “Why do you think
they’re so long?”

“To retrieve the lost books!” Sarah promptly
cried, lifting her hand, as if she was being tested.

Cosmo’s eyes searched around the round Harvey,
until he glimpsed the little girl’s tiny figure peeking from behind
him.

“And who would you be?”

“I’m Sarah Russell! I’m in the second class!” she
said, stepping forth. “And this is Eric, my brother!”

“What were you saying, Sarah?”

“Your arms need to be long, so that you can
easily reach the taller shelves without having to use a ladder.
Also, long arms are very useful for rummaging behind the rows for
missing books!”

“Hmm. I think that makes quite sense.” Again, he
glanced at his limbs. “Aren’t they the perfect tools for a
librarian?”

Sarah nodded vigorously.

“And why so hairy?” Harvey, who hadn’t forgotten
his mission, asked.

The librarian seemed baffled by this question,
too. It was Sarah who saved him a second time.

“Well, they’re hairy so he can sweep the dust off
the books when he replaces them, like a handy duster!”

Sarah scoffed, surprised her older and wiser
friends couldn’t come up with the answer on their own. Eric lifted
his eyes, annoyed, trying to shush his sister—what was the point of
asking the librarian those questions if she answered them?

“That makes perfect sense, again,” Cosmo
said.

“Yeah,” Dean cut it short. “But how come you got
those horrible arms?”

Cosmo pored over the question, but he couldn’t
find any satisfying explanation.

“Well, I think people are born different; not
much, mind you—just a little bit. Enough that we don’t look all
alike. Some are born with freckles, some are born with healthy
flesh around their bones, some are pretty, some are natural
leaders... and some are the smartest people who will ever tread the
earth,” he said, looking at Dean, Harvey, Natalie, Eric and Sarah
in turn.

“Is there a reason for that? Probably not.”

He studied his arms.

“Me? Well, I’m afraid I’ll have to stick with
these.”

He glanced up from behind his glasses, looking as
meek and innocent as a lamb.

“And what about that door?” Eric said, nodding
his head to the back of the hall. “It wasn’t there, last year.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Cosmo agreed. “In fact, the
library is undergoing some minor restructuring. Soon, that door
will connect the library to the mess. As for now, it only gives on
a small closet, where I keep my things.”

“Can—can we see it?” Harvey daresay.

“Why not?”

Cosmo pushed back his chair and stood. He led the
way to the closet; when they all got there, he took out a bronze
key and unlocked the door.

He opened it for the boys and girls to look into,
but all they saw was Cosmo’s hanging jacket and a shirt.

“Hey, where did that box go—OUCH!”

Harvey’s words died abruptly in his mouth. He
glanced at Eric, wondering why he’d stomped on his foot... until he
understood.

“Where’s what?” Cosmo wondered.

“N—nothing...”

“Thank you for taking the time to answer our
questions,” Eric said, changing the subject. “I hope we didn’t
offend you.”

“Not at all. I’m glad I helped you.”

The five turned and marched stiffly to their
table, without turning. In fact, Cosmo’s eyes were trained on
them—they were now ajar with suspicion and his meek features had
turned to stone.

He locked the mysterious closet, returning to the
loan desk. The many seemingly harmless questions of the boys made
him uneasy. After so many adults he’d fooled, was it possible he
couldn’t dupe a bunch of schoolchildren? As Miss Jensen said, he
better keep a watchful eye over them—he didn’t want some clueless
brat to spoil his business, after all.




Eric, Natalie, Dean, Harvey and Sarah walked out
from the library.

“What did I tell you? We can trust him!” Sarah
said, glowing with a hopeful smile, looking for praise.

Eric didn’t thank her, though. On the contrary,
he stopped dead in his tracks, livid at his sister.

“Why do you always have to ruin everything?”

“What?”

“If you shut up, we would’ve nailed him! Instead
you had to answer for him! You had to save him!”

Eric threw up his arms, upset.

“What have I ever done to deserve a stupid idiot
for a sister?”

Sarah pursed her lips, getting angry in turn.

“I knew you’d rather be an only child!”

“I really wish—but it’s impossible to get rid of
you!”

Sarah flushed, looking for words harsh enough to
reply, but she couldn’t find them... Her eyes filled with tears.
Hurt, she whipped her pigtails around and ran away.

“Why do you have to be so hard on her?” a worried
Natalie asked. “She was only trying to help us!”

“Oh, please, spare me the preach! That’s a
long-earned lesson I gave her. Let’s forget about her—right now, we
need to focus on the plan.”

“Plan? What plan?” Dean wondered.

“We must find out what’s behind that door!”

Eric noticed some passersby were looking in their
direction, so he nodded his friends to a solitary bench under a
huge elm tree nearby.

“You’ve seen it with your very eyes! The express
parcel the librarian put in the closet wasn’t there anymore. Who
took it? Where’s it gone?”

Nobody answered.

“What is it you suggest?” Dean asked.

“I say we come back tonight, and break through
that darned door.”

“We could tell Miss Jensen about it,” Natalie
said.

“Come on, you’ve seen her. She’s head over heels
for the new librarian—she won’t believe us. She’s going to say we
have a fervid imagination and that we watch too much television. We
must find out by ourselves what’s going on in the library! Who’s
with me?”

One by one, the three lifted their hands.

“Great. How are we breaking in?” Eric asked.

“At the police station, they keep a copy of all
the school keys, for safety,” Harvey said. “I’ll find some excuse
to speak to Father, and I’ll get those which open the library!”

“Brilliant! What else?”

“I’ll bring a couple of flashlights and
supplementary lock pickers, just in case!” Dean said.

Eric turned to Natalie. “What about you?”

“I’ll make a dozen sandwiches!”

“Hey, it sure ain’t gonna be a picnic.”

“Yes, but what if we get hungry?” Harvey chimed
in.

“All right, bring them on, then! We’ll meet here
at eleven, right? Whatever happens, don’t tell anybody!”

They all nodded in agreement.

They glanced toward the school, then at the
library sitting at ground level—and swallowed hard.




Evening had fallen at last. The school was
deserted, as was the schoolyard; the library was a long row of dark
awning windows just above the lawn.

Someone in a bright-yellow raincoat hurried along
the edge of the schoolyard, keeping low. He stumbled a couple of
times in the grass, picking himself up, until he made it under the
big elm tree.

Puffing, he kneeled there—it was Harvey.

He peered at the surrounding darkness, warily...
when he saw two pair of eyes staring at him from the next bush.

He squealed in fright, clawing at the ground,
trying to run for his life, but two shadows leaped from the bush
and threw themselves on him, pinning him down.

“You’re late, mate!” a familiar voice said.

“W—who are you?”

“We’re Eric and Dean, you idiot!”

Eric turned on his flashlight and aimed it at his
own face. Harvey gasped at seeing it really was his friends—they
had painted their faces black, like a commando.

“It’s you, guys—why did you paint your
faces?”

Eric and Dean rolled their eyes, inspecting
Harvey’s bright raincoat.

“What are you doing in this thing? We saw you
coming a mile away! If we’re supposed to break into the library, we
better go undetected!”

“But the forecast said it’s gonna rain...”

Dean groaned. Eric checked his wristwatch.

“Where the heck is Natalie? We’re running
late!”

“I’m here!”

They all jumped at hearing the voice. It was the
girl all right, standing behind them, wearing a perfect thief
outfit, including a black sweater and cap.

“Did you find any trouble coming?” Eric
asked.

“I told Mother I was sleeping over at
Maria’s.”

“What about you?” he asked Dean and Harvey.

“My parents work all night.”

“I told Father I was going to sleep on the
tree!”

They all turned to Harvey in amazement.

“Why—doesn’t anybody have a house on their
tree?”

“Forget about it, Harv. Let’s just go!”

Eric bent in two. He ran toward the entrance to
the library and the group followed suit.

“Where’s the keys, Harv?”

Harvey searched his pockets, retrieving a tagged
key. He gave it to Eric, who tried it with the lock.

“It doesn’t fit!”

“It must! Try again!”

“It doesn’t fit at all... What key is this?”

“Why, the library key!”

Eric switched on the flashlight, pointing it at
the key. They all peered at its tag—it said LAVATORY.

“Can’t you even read, you dumb ass?”

Harvey took the key, bewildered, almost wondering
if it could possibly change itself in the night air.

“Dean? What about your spare lock pickers?”

Dean got them out. He stepped closer to the lock,
inspecting it for a moment.

“Sorry, wrong lock!” he said at last.

“What! What do you mean, ‘wrong lock’?”

“I can pick normal doors, not coded-key ones—this
is a special coded-key door lock, I can’t pick it! We must find
another way in!”

Eric, beside himself with anger, was about to
stomp off, when Natalie pointed her finger.

“Look, one of the windows is ajar!”

“What?”

They all turned, hurrying there.

True enough, one of the awning windows at ground
level was opened a crack. They pushed it, made it swing back, but
it only opened so far.

“There’s a bracket blocking it—it won’t open more
than that!” Eric said.

Wriggling like an eel, Natalie tried to put her
head through, to no avail.

“It’s too tight!”

“Let’s push harder!”

The four shoved as hard as they could, but the
window didn’t budge. As they struggled, Harvey’s mind flashed with
an idea. He stepped back; then, after a short run, he threw himself
bodily at the window.

The bracket gave way abruptly—they all crashed
through the opening, dropping into the darkness.




For a moment or so, nobody dared to move. When
they fumbled to stand but could not, someone called out to
Harvey.

“Harv? Would you mind getting off us all?”

There were a series of groans as Harvey rolled
away from the top of the heap they had fallen into. Eric recovered
his flashlight and aimed it at the others.

“Are you all right?”

They all nodded, getting to their feet again.

“Well, good job, Harv! It looks like we’re
in!”

Throwing wary glances around them as they
proceeded, staying close to each other, afraid of the huge library
and of the sudden, eerie snaps and creaks the shelves made under
the overwhelming weight of knowledge, they headed toward the
mysterious door at the end of the shelves.

The flashlight framed it at last.

“This is it!” Eric said. “Dean? It’s all
yours!”

They stood aside as the redheaded boy fished out
his tools and began working on the door. It didn’t take them long
to hear a metallic click.

“It’s unlocked!” Dean whispered.

“Open it!” Natalie prompted him.

Eric nodded to Dean, who pulled at the door...
They all jumped back and squealed at seeing the diaphanous piece of
cloth fluttering in front of their eyes.

“It’s a ghost!” Harvey cried.

“What are you blabbering about—it’s just a
shirt!” Eric said, pushing it out of the way.

He swept his flashlight inside the closet.

“It’s empty...”

They all put their heads in, knocking and
probing.

“It looks just like an ordinary closet!” Natalie
said.

They exchanged disappointed glances, when Harvey
looked down at his feet... and froze with horror.

“What now?”

Eric rolled his eyes and lit the floor—to his
surprise, he saw a muddy footprint. It had almost dried up, but
thin blades of grass still stuck out from it. He swung the
flashlight, looking for a trail, but that was the only trace of
someone’s passage.

“Someone stepped past—a man! Let’s search for a
hidden switch, a lever, anything!” he said.

Again, they fumbled about with no success, until
they heard a slamming noise.

“Harv? Will you keep quiet, for once?”

“It wasn’t me! I didn’t do anything!”

Eric looked questioningly at Dean and Natalie,
but they shook their heads, too.

Scared to death, they bolted out of the closet
and peered at the silent hall, trying to pinpoint the noise. They
saw a shadow enter the library, lock the entrance door, turn and
hobble toward them.

“Hide, quickly!” Eric whispered, shutting the
closet.

They all ran behind a huge stack of books rising
at some distance.

The shadow carried something in his overly long
and thick arms—an oblong box. It moved past the boys without
noticing them, stopping right in front of the closet. It searched
itself for its keys, about to unlock it, when yet another sound
echoed about in the hall—a furious rapping.

The shadow held back and listened.

The knocking went on for a while—someone else was
at the library entrance. With a bothered groan, the shadow dropped
the box and retraced its steps.

As it yanked the library door open, it was caught
in the pale moonlight, revealing Cosmo’s features. A second man
stood in front of him, wearing a fedora hat.

“Hargraves? What the devil are you doing here, at
this hour?”

“I know it’s late, Mr. Cosmo. I couldn’t find you
at home, that’s why I came here. I need to talk to you.”

Cosmo stared at the man, long and hard.

“You waste your time, Hargraves. I already told
you I won’t give you any more stories. Now leave.”

Cosmo attempted to shut the door, but the writer
slid his foot in, preventing him. The librarian confronted
Hargraves, who cowered back.

“Wait! Listen to me for a moment!” he pleaded.
“Do you recall that Victorian horror story you sold me? Let me tell
you something about it. My publisher read it—and he was shocked. He
felt there was something disturbing to it, as if the telling was
too genuine, too likely—too real. He contacted a British friend of
his and sent the story over. Mr. Keynes is a Victorian Age scholar.
After studying the parchment roll, he has arrived to the conclusion
the story is too detailed a recollection of London lowlife between
1885 and 1888, to possibly come from any other than someone who
really lived at that time. I know it sounds crazy, but Mr. Keynes
ruled out that a contemporary writer, however well researched,
could achieve such level of likeliness. Who wrote it used a crude
and direct style—he was neither a refined, modern author, nor a
vernacular, contrived scribe from that time. But there’s more. You
see, Mr. Keynes isn’t just a Victorian historian—he’s an expert of
the Whitechapel murders as well. Does this ring any bells?”

Hargraves stole a furtive glance at the
surrounding darkness and lowered his voice, as if he was afraid his
words would summon the long-dead monster.

“Mr. Keynes thinks Jack the Ripper wrote
it...”

“You’re raving mad, Hargraves,” Cosmo jeered.

But Hargraves, as if a delirious frenzy had swept
over him, went on talking.

“Mr. Keynes believes the story is the
recollection of the real Martha Tabram’s gruesome murder—a crime
the Ripper has never officially been charged with. Well, in this
scroll he mentions the sordid life he wallowed in; what’s more, he
names two of his lewd female companions—two Marys, mind you. He
goes ahead and even describes their rooms in all their petty
details!”

Hargraves wiped the cold sweat from his
forehead.

“This isn’t the fictional rendition from an
imaginific writer! It’s the transcription of the real thing! You
must tell me where you got this from, Mr. Cosmo! If there’s more of
this, we could ultimately shed the light on the mystery the Ripper
was! We’ll make it the editorial scoop of the century! We’ll both
be rich!”

Hargraves grabbed Cosmo’s shoulders.

“You must tell me where you got the story
from!”

Hargraves waited in awe, but Cosmo shrugged him
off and stepped back.

“I told you the library is closed. Good
night!”

He slammed the door shut and locked it.

Hargraves threw himself at it, knocking at it
madly, shouting, but the librarian simply ignored him.




Eric, Dean and Harvey were still hiding in the
dark, trying to listen to what the two men were saying to each
other, but they only heard a distant mumbling.

Eric turned to his friends, praying the men would
leave soon, when he realized Natalie was missing. He glanced around
for her, wondering where the heck she’d gone... until he saw her.
She was kneeling next to the box Cosmo had brought in—it lay open
now.

“Natalie!” Eric whispered.

But it was like she was frozen.

Eric leaped from his hideout and hurried over to
her, pointing his flashlight to her face—Natalie was wide-eyed and
pale like a sheet, covering her mouth with both her hands.

“Hey, what’s up with you?”

She beckoned to the inside of the box. Eric
shifted the torchlight, peeking into it. To his horror, the box
didn’t contain stationery... but two whole human arms, severed at
the shoulder, bloodied and caked with dirt.

Gagging with disbelief and revulsion, Eric
grabbed Natalie’s wrist and yanked her back into the shadows.

“Hey, what—” Dean began.

But Eric shushed him, pointing at Cosmo, who was
returning. He passed them again, picking up the box. As he unlocked
and opened the closet, the blast of light caught all that was
within thirty feet’s range, including the packed shelves, the
stacked books and the amazed faces of the four friends.

Cosmo disappeared behind the door for just the
amount of time to hide the box, then he came back. He locked the
door carefully, still shaking his head at Hargraves’s crazed
tirade, and finally left.

Eric, Dean, Harvey and Natalie were still in a
shock.

“Whoa, what was that light?” Dean wondered.

“I thought I heard birds!” Harvey said.

Eric didn’t say anything. He just grabbed
Natalie’s hand and dragged her along toward the window they had
crashed through, about to leave as well.

“Where’re you going?” Dean cried. “What about our
plan? What about that door? We haven’t seen enough!”

“I don’t care—I’m going home,” Eric said.

Dean ran to him, stepping in his way.

“You ain’t going anywhere until you tell me why
you changed your mind. What was in the box?”

Eric swallowed hard at recalling what he just
saw.

“There were two chopped-off arms... And dirt, as
if they had been dug up from a grave...”

A chill ran up Dean’s and Harvey’s spines.

“Why, they must be old James Porter’s arms, they
buried him this afternoon!” Harvey said.

“What does the librarian need them for?”

“I don’t know and I don’t want to find out,” Eric
replied. “I don’t want to end up in a box, too!”

“We came here to see what’s behind that door, and
I’m not leaving until I know!” Dean insisted.

The two were about to part, when they heard more
footsteps at the library door—for the umpteenth time, someone came
in.

They all hid under a table, looking at the
hall.

It wasn’t Cosmo, but the man in the fedora
hat.

He moved at a brisk pace; all the same, he
couldn’t conceal the limp in his left leg, as if it was hurt. He
didn’t seem to mind the pain, though. He was more interested in
something small and shiny he held in his hand—a key. He grinned
wildly and forged ahead, headed to the door in the back.

To Eric’s amazement, Hargraves’s key was able to
open the closet. Ecstatic, the man stepped inside the beam of
light. He didn’t look back, didn’t even shut the door—he walked
on.

“Let’s go!” Eric cried. “He left the door
open!”

“I know,” Dean said, darting to the mysterious
door.

“I mean the entrance door!”

As if under a spell, Dean vanished in the
light.

Eric, Natalie and Harvey stood there, wavering
and pricking their ears, but they only heard a chirping.

“Hey, there are birds in there...” Harvey
said.

He stood. Magnetically drawn to the melodious
notes, he swept in the light as well.

Eric glanced at the entrance door, wanting with
all himself to leave and forget all about that nonsense. He turned
to Natalie.

“You can’t let them go alone!” she urged him.

Eric sighed, knowing she was right. It was his
idea. It was him who first suspected the librarian. It was him who
had led his friends to that risky adventure. And they had followed
him as if he was a trustworthy leader—he couldn’t abandon them to
their destiny now.

They both covered the little distance to the door
in the back... and walked through it.

The open closet kept casting the dazing light
into the packed shelves. Then, unexpectedly, one last shadow
entered the library—the smallest shadow.

As it approached the light and the chirping, a
little girl was revealed. She was possibly six or even seven,
wearing slippers and yellow pajamas printed with elephant motifs.
Her pigtails stuck out from her head at an odd angle, like a couple
of crazy thoughts.

Looking pale and scared, yet determined not to be
left behind by her brother, Sarah stepped into the light as
well.




Eric found himself in a blinding whiteness which
wasn’t the school mess at all. As soon as a gust of wind mussed his
hair, bringing to his nose the mellow scent of grass and flowers,
he realized he wasn’t close, but in the open air. Soon, his eyes
grew accustomed to the light, letting him see.

He stood on the top of a hill bathed with the
brightest sunlight. Natalie and he had stepped out from a
cobbled-together log shack which had clods of dirt for a roof. A
well-trodden path started just outside the hut, leading on and
downward, toward a large lake to the right and a decaying stone
citadel to the left. A thick forest rose in the background and,
farther on, a chain of dark, tall mountains veiled by a mist.

On the path, the black dot that was Hargraves was
followed, unawares and at some distance, by the red and the yellow
dots that were Harvey and Dean. They were almost on the lakeside
now.

“C’mon,” Eric told Natalie. “Let’s bring them
back.”

They both swept down the rolling hill, catching
up with their friends.




Dean and Harvey found a boulder behind which they
hid, peeking at Hargraves as he stepped to the shore. The man took
off his hat, fanning himself from the heat of what looked like a
mild summer day. He sat and massaged his hurt leg, then he bent
low, plunging his hand in the water, drinking it, dabbing at his
temples and forehead.

When he had freshened himself, he rummaged his
pockets, retrieving the scroll he’d bought from Cosmo. He unrolled
it, poring over it, wondering where the librarian could have gotten
it from. He stroked his chin, looking around—at the forest; at the
mountains... Hargraves focused his gaze on the crumbled old city in
front of him at last.

He picked up himself and marched toward it.

Dean and Harvey sneaked around the boulder,
coming to the lake in turn, touching its water, drinking it,
thirsty as they were from the long and hot walk.

Soon, Eric and Natalie joined them.

“What place is this?” she wondered, both awed and
frightened at the same time. “It looks something out of a
dream...”

Dean dried his mouth on his sweater’s sleeve.

“It looks real enough to me. Maybe it’s someplace
we haven’t heard about.”

Eric searched the sky for airplane trails, but
there were none. From time to time, only a couple of birds would
fly across, lazily chirping.

“I doubt this is our world,” he said. “Or our
time.”

Harvey splashed his hands, playfully.

“Whose world is it, then?”

Eric shrugged.

“This lake surely is strange,” Natalie said,
kneeling and touching the water. “The surface is kind of dull—you
can’t see what’s beyond it.”

Eric scooped up some water in his hands. It kept
circling in small eddies, despite the lack of wind, as if it had a
will of its own.

“It’s cold... and it won’t still...”

It was then when Harvey pointed his arm to the
center of the lake, gaping from surprise.

“Something is having a swim!”

“It looks like a big dog...” Dean said.

“It’s coming this way!”

They dived in the grass. As the animal swam
closer, it was clear it wasn’t a dog at all—it was way bigger, with
long, black and hairy arms.

“It’s a gorilla!” Harvey squealed.

“Hey, gorillas can’t swim—they would sink and
drown if they tried!” Eric protested.

“Well, you tell him!”

They goggled at the beast as it heaved itself out
of the lake. Drenching wet, it energetically shook the water off
its mane. Not paying attention to the boys in the least, the great
ape hobbled away toward the citadel, as if it was carrying out some
urgent duty.

The four exchanged half-amused glances.

“Where’s it going?” Harvey wondered.

“Let’s find out!” Dean said, standing and jogging
after the beast first.

With a shrug, Harvey followed suit.

Eric was torn, but the mounting thrill of
adventure soon won over his fears and doubts. He waited for
Natalie, then they both ran up ahead.

The four friends didn’t notice the pigtailed head
poking from behind the boulder. The dash of yellow fabric stamped
with elephants that was Sarah walked out from her hideout and
bolted to the lake. Fascinated by it, she took off her slippers,
rolled up her pants and sloshed in the water, as happy and careless
as she could be. Only after she had enough fun, did she put her
slippers on again and follow her brother into the old city.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t see the water at
the center of the lake begin to stir and to boil. It darkened and
rose as something black, huge and fast emerged...




In the citadel, everything told a great deal of
the magnificent place it must’ve been a long time ago—from the
tall, large portals made of stone, to the imposing, three- and
four-story buildings, flanking the straight streets covered in
flagstones, to the wide arches giving access to the private yards
now overridden with weeds and climbers. Here and there, in the
secluded yards and nooks, time had washed away the many signs and
the carved inscriptions, so that nothing could be told about the
history of the city. Only dusty benches, dried basins and fountains
now remained, and endless stairs leading to rooms whose roofs and
floors had long since collapsed.




The dripping gorilla nimbly hopped along the main
thoroughfare of the citadel. It seemed quite at ease among the
rubble cluttering the meandering alleys and passageways, as if it
was somehow used to walking that route.

Eric, Dean, Natalie and Harvey were still chasing
it, but as the number of the forks and corners rose, they found it
ever more difficult to keep up with it. Covered in sweat and out of
breath, they soon lost it...

They stopped in a minor yard, wondering which of
the many departing alleys the great ape had taken. Sticking their
noses up in the air, the four wandered aimlessly for a while, until
they came to possibly the largest building in the city, the one
still with a roof.

They stepped through its massive dislodged portal
and entered a hall filled with stone shelves. To their amazement,
they were packed with a million rolls of parchment like the one
Hargraves had taken from his pocket. Only those lying on the upper
ledges were covered in dust and cobwebs; the majority of them were
well-cared for. Was there in the city a small army of librarians
constantly at work? Presently, they saw none.

“It looks like an older, gigantic version of our
library,” Harvey whispered.

They poked around the hall, grabbing and
unrolling the scrolls at arm’s length, trying to understand what
was written on them.

“What language is this? I can’t read it!” he
said.

Natalie glanced at it. “It looks like...
Greek?”

She moved to another shelf, peeking at its
scrolls.

“This one’s Latin. This one looks like Arabic.
These remind me of ancient hieroglyphs. And I’m sure this is
cuneiform writing!”

She turned. “What kind of library is this?”

Natalie stepped to a shelf containing Greek
scrolls—the entire section was marked with engraved letters,
starting with an “A.” She attempted to spell
them.

“Ar-Is-To-Tle...”

Puzzled, she glanced at the monster shelf. She
then rummaged through a few scrolls, reading their first few lines.
“They’re all different works! How can it be?”

“What do you mean?” Eric asked.

“Aristotle takes less than a yard in our
library!”

“Modern printing is super compact,” Dean
said.

“I’ve already taken that into account. All the
same, this is fifty times more what he should’ve written.”

“But that’s impossible!” Eric chimed in. “If we
have only some of his work, what’s the rest of it about?”

They remained in silence, incapable of answering
the question, when a man’s voice spoke.

“It’s about everything...”

They all turned to see Hargraves. He’d lost his
hat and jacket, and his arms were crammed with at least a hundred
rolls. He looked distraught now, and his eyes shone in an odd way,
as if the surprises of the new world had messed with his head.

“He talks about the stars!” he went on in a
delirious rant. “About the great earthquakes of the past! About sea
creatures! According to these scrolls, he even wrote a comedy!”

He licked his lips at the unsettling realization
of the nonsense he’d just said.

“I only have a smattering of Greek, but from what
I read, the man wasn’t just a mere philosopher. He was a naturalist
and a historian! But he isn’t the only one. He’s in good company,
here. Shakespeare has four shelves. Dante has one and a half.
Dostoevsky has three. H. G. Wells has five!”

Hargraves made a pause, making sure he hadn’t
lost any of the precious scrolls he greedily clutched.

Again, his tongue darted to his parched lips.

“There’s a problem, though,” he said. “There’s no
trace in the works we know of they wrote these others! But there’s
more; half of the library is reserved to authors I’ve never heard
of—unknown! Modest people writing about petty little things, boring
confessions and diaries nobody would care to read.”

“What place is this, then?” Eric wondered.

Hargraves shrugged, looking even more crazed.

“I don’t really know. I think we’re admiring all
that has never been written...”

They were all shocked at Hargraves’s
revelation.

“Say it again?”

But Hargraves didn’t repeat himself. He let out a
maddened, high-pitched chuckle and bolted from the library with his
scrolls trailing after him.

The four schoolchildren exchanged puzzled
glances, then headed in the direction Hargraves had run in,
arriving at a second portal giving on the outside.




They stepped out on a large plaza adjacent to the
library. Even if many of the buildings surrounding it had crumbled,
at least here the rubble had been removed, giving the viewer a
clearer sense of what the citadel must’ve been in its heyday. The
plaza must’ve had the greatest significance, since it was lined
with memorial columns and obelisks. Occasional balconies, benches,
daises and overlooks unwound in an architectural promenade of
unsurpassed beauty.

The four searched the plaza for Hargraves to no
avail. They found something else, though, they thought they had
lost... the swimming gorilla.

It wasn’t alone, but in company of at least a
dozen of its likes, who had elected the plaza as their residential
quarters. Even if they looked savage, they sat quietly and civilly
as any other Sunday city stroller would. As the students
approached, the animals didn’t show any interest in them, for they
were engrossed in the most amazing occupation ever.

Seemingly, there were two classes of gorilla: the
whisperers and the scribes.

The swimming gorilla, who was now sitting on one
of the many daises, belonged to the whisperers. In that moment, he
was in fact telling something in the ear of a second gorilla. As
soon as the latter, a scribe, heard the first few words, it grabbed
the quill sitting at its side, dipped it into an inker, then
started writing on a clean parchment roll. The words came out
easily from the quill of the scribe, and as easily they aligned
themselves in perfectly readable lines.

The many couples of scribes and whisperers worked
by common agreement, looking like hooded monks from another age—but
one very curious detail made the four jump from surprise.

“Look at that! All the scribes have human arms!”
Natalie cried.

True enough, the rosy arms joined the furry torso
of the scribe gorillas at the shoulder; no seam or stitch could be
seen, as if a master physician had done the joining surgery.

The four approached one of the couples and stared
on, fascinated by the unusual procedure, listening to the subdued
whispers of the never-told-before stories filling the air in a
drowsy monotone. Once in a while, when one of the stories was
finished, the whisperer who had told it would abandon the plaza and
leave its scribe counterpart to roll up the scroll ceremoniously,
seal it with a ribbon, then hurry into the stone library for
classification.

“It’s the gorillas who wrote all the scrolls in
the stone library!” Dean realized with shock. “Why are they doing
this? Who taught them to write? What place is this?”

The four didn’t have the time to further
investigate that oddity, since a rumble and a loud thumping shook
the entire city.

“It’s an earthquake!” Eric shouted. “Let’s keep
away from the buildings!”

They all bolted toward the center of the plaza
and listened. The pounding was getting louder and louder; there was
some kind of rhythm to it, like the sound of huge steps.

They looked up in the sky and saw it...

Possibly taller than a hundred feet, the monster
was all black. Its standing posture, its head, its two arms and
legs were the only things which gave it a human look. The matter
its body was made of was something very similar to liquid tar
pitch, which kept bubbling and stirring. Inside the monster’s
gaping and dripping mouth, horrible white jaws could be seen, while
two small, red and wild eyes flared just above it.

It was huge and all-powerful. As it walked, it
looked at something scampering on the ground. It swung its claws at
it, repeatedly, trying to pick it up—but its quarry kept fleeing,
as if it was too fast or too small for the monster claws to snatch
onto.

Eric, Dean, Natalie and Harvey were frozen with
horror; it wasn’t until they heard the bloodcurdling shriek of a
little girl that they came to.

Sarah darted from under the monster’s legs into
the plaza. She was pale like a sheet, she’d lost her slippers, and
now her hands and knees where scratched, as if she’d fallen a
number of times in the attempt to get away from the pitch
monster.

Beside herself with fear, she darted to the
gorillas for protection, but when the animals saw what was chasing
her, they squealed and scattered into the many alleys converging on
the plaza, leaving her at the mercy of the monster.

Sarah hid behind a pillar, getting her breath
back, unable to take her eyes from the walking abomination.

When Eric joined her, calling her name, shaking
and turning her toward him, something inside her snapped. She clung
to her brother and began sobbing.

“What’s going on? What’s that thing?” Eric
asked.

“He came out from the lake!” Sarah said. “He’s
been following me since I walked into the town! What does he want
with me? I didn’t do anything to him!”

The monster set foot in the plaza, sniffing the
air, as if it could tell Sarah’s scent already—it located her in a
moment. It reached out its enormous arms, swinging at the pillar
Sarah and Eric were hiding behind. They ducked, causing the
monster’s claws to hit the pillar instead, which cracked and
crumbled like clay. The rubble rained down on the two siblings, who
had to run not to be buried underneath it.

The monster saw its chance.

It lunged for Sarah, finally grabbing her,
lifting her off the ground and taking her away from her
brother.

“Sarah! Sarah!” Eric screamed.

He threw himself at the monster, but it shook him
off like an ant. Eric climbed to his feet, wiping the tears of pain
and despair from his eyes, then picked up all the stones he could
reach for and hurled them at the monster, trying to force it to let
go of Sarah. Natalie, Dean and Harvey joined Eric in the pelting,
but they only tickled the creature.

Sarah kept screaming as the monster lifted her
up, bringing her to its mouth, about to devour her...

It would certainly have, if something dressed in
a man’s clothes, with overly long and thick arms, didn’t leap in a
blur from one of the gaping windows giving on the plaza, landing
straight on the same gigantic paw which trapped Sarah.

Cosmo had shed the calm demeanor of the librarian
he was; now his senses were alert, and there was a wild light in
his eyes Eric had never seen before. He clung to the pitch paw like
a feral beast, so hard the monster couldn’t get rid of him. Cosmo
bared his jaws and bit into the paw of the monster, causing it to
scream in agony. It immediately let go of Sarah, who dropped to the
ground like a stone.

The librarian jumped, managing to get by the
child, defending her motionless body. Yelling at the monster in
some guttural language, he commanded it out of the plaza. The
abomination obeyed at first, and turned. Then it snarled and shot
back, grabbing at Cosmo. His powerful arms fought hard to pry the
monster claws holding him in an inescapable vise, squashing him.
With a herculean effort, the librarian yanked at one of the huge
fingers, so brutally he almost tore it off. The monster,
disbelieving this little hairy creature could cause so much pain,
let go of the man. It recoiled, holding its hurt paw, bellowing in
protest, then retraced its steps and flew from the plaza.

Cosmo, wounded and spitting blood, got to his
feet and joined the four friends around Sarah.

“She won’t wake up!” Eric cried in despair.

Cosmo put one finger to the neck of the little
girl.

“She just fainted,” he said. “She’ll
recover.”

Cosmo stood, looking as angry and as fearful as
no other librarian had ever been before. His eyes flashed at the
four rogue students, about to scold them, about to tell how
reckless they had been. He reached out his long arms, as if he
meant to lash at them... he covered his face in shame instead, and
blamed himself.

“What have I done...”

He disconsolately fell on a nearby dais.

“What place is this?” Eric asked him, coming
closer.

“You have to tell us,” Dean insisted.

“Tell us the truth,” Harvey added.

“We need to know...” Natalie finished.

Cosmo sighed, defeated. He glanced at Natalie as
she retrieved a bottle of water from her backpack, poured some in
her handkerchief, dabbing at Sarah’s forehead, then he spoke.

“This place is like no other. In here, untold
stories come to life. Young stories from as early as yesterday to
thousand-year-old stories—fantastic stories, creepy stories,
uplifting stories, love stories. I wanted for the world to know
about the best of them. I began selling them to publishers or green
authors in bad need of something worth telling. It worked—the
stories I chose were good. I’m glad to say I kick-started many
young writers’ careers. However, I should’ve known better than to
trust Hargraves. He was greedy. He didn’t honor the stories for
what they were, but as a mere means to getting rich quickly. He
never became a better writer. He threatened to reveal my business
if I didn’t give him more scrolls. Tonight, after I said no, he
waited for me in the dark and attacked me. He clubbed me on the
head, stole the closet key. What’s most inconsiderate, he left the
closet door open—he let you in. I wonder where he’s gone
now...”

“Sarah said that monster came out from the lake,
chasing her,” Eric said.

Cosmo nodded his head.

“Your little sister is right. Everything takes
shape in the lake. Somehow, all living beings are connected to it.
When they are awake, they hardly perceive it. We may have a glimpse
of it in our sleep. When people pass over, their deepest memories
don’t fade, but are collected in the lake. The guardians know about
it; they swim in the water, catch onto them. They bring them here,
in the old Library City, whisper them to the other guardians, who
put them into writing. Everything is then stored in the stone
library.”

“Is that why Aristotle has a whole, lengthy
shelf?” Natalie wondered.

“Yes. That’s almost all he wasn’t able to write
in his life. Yet, from time to time, the guardians still pick up
something from him.”

“You read all his works!” Natalie realized.

Cosmo nodded his head tiredly.

“I’ve read every scroll the library
contains.”

“Do these other scrolls shed a new light on the
Greek philosopher? Is this new Aristotle any different from the old
one?” Natalie asked.

“I’d say he’s more alike.”

“What do you mean?”

“We often value the great men and women of the
past based on the works they have left us—we almost always forget
they were human beings, first. Even the most brilliant geniuses had
their own feelings, their own fears, their own quirks...”

A raspy chuckle echoed in the plaza.

“What about Jack the Ripper?” a voice hollered.
“I take it he too had a human side, deep within—that he too was a
gentle fellow and a pitiful, kind creature...”

The voice turned into a guffaw.

Cosmo and the students turned to see
Hargraves.

He stood on the stump of the crumbled pillar. In
the bustle caused by the apparition of the pitch monster, he’d
dropped to the last of his scrolls. But he didn’t seem to care. The
odd light had left his eyes; now his gaze was hollow, as if, in the
attempt of conciliating that world with reality, he’d lost
himself.

Cosmo sighed.

“You chose a murderer for an example,” he said.
“But I have to say that, to some extent, even he, before he turned
evil, was a receptive child.”

“Something really ugly must’ve happened to him
along the way, huh? Something weird,” Hargraves said. “But thanks
to the shrink librarians like you, we know better!”

Cosmo ignored Hargraves’s remark.

“Yes, something bad happened to him along the
way. If you will bother to read the rest of his scrolls, you’ll
learn what it was.”

There was a pause, then, suddenly, Cosmo leaped
at Hargraves and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.

“Where’s the closet key? Give it to me!”

“No, please, don’t hurt me!”

“I should kill you for what you’ve done! Now will
you give me the key!”

Hargraves searched himself, recovering the closet
key. Cosmo snatched it, then let go of the man.

“I’m not an idiot,” Hargraves sneered. “You’re
not fooling me with your pretend tales of elation.”

He turned his head and pointed his finger in the
distance, toward the hill, where the monster had now climbed. It
stood in front of the hut, interested in its open door. It sniffed
at it, as if some enthralling smell came in through it. The monster
stuck its paw into the door, tentatively... and retrieved a bunch
of books from the library beyond. It glanced at them, curious, then
it thrust its claw again, seeing if it could get more, but it only
managed to bring down the hut. The abomination cleared the debris
from the hole, then started digging around it, in the attempt of
widening the passage.

Hargraves turned to the students.

“Using knowledge as an excuse, your new librarian
has been playing a tricky game—hopping from our world to this
irrational one. There are fearful creatures living in this place,
my boys, creatures he can’t control. It’s his responsibility alone
if that monster has been unleashed. Look at it—it’s trying to get
to our world. Well done, Mr. Cosmo! Who do you think is going to
prevent that thing from getting through, now?”

Hargraves pinned his eyes on Cosmo.

“The little boys need to know the truth about
that monster! That abomination is in fact Jack the Ripper’s
vengeful soul come back to life to haunt us all!”

A horrified grimace froze on Hargraves’s
face.

“How wrong you are, Hargraves,” Cosmo said. “Tell
me something. You touched the water, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did... What if I did?”

“Your arrogance blinds you to the truth. As I
said, the lake is sensible to memories, even to yours. Jack the
Ripper didn’t create the monster... you did.”

Hargraves gasped at the accusation and shook his
head energetically.

“No... No...”

“You can lie to the world, but you can’t lie to
the lake. Because you’re a murderer, Hargraves. Leyland didn’t
break his skull falling down stairs—you killed him. That gruesome
memory lies inside you like a stigma. When you touched the lake,
you imprinted the psychic substance it’s made of with that horror.
It is you, who gave birth to that monster...”

Hargraves licked his lips, not knowing what to
say.

“You darned librarian—you have no proof!”

As Hargraves cowered aside, shooting wary glances
at Cosmo, Eric stepped forth.

“We all touched the water,” he said. “If you’re
right, how come we didn’t summon other monsters?”

Cosmo smiled bitterly.

“Because you are still young. Your heart is pure,
not yet stained with the memory of regrettable things...”

They all turned toward the top of the hill, where
the monster dug away madly.

“It will get through in moments!” Dean said.
“He’s going to enter our library!”

“He’s going to destroy our city!” Harvey
realized.

“What will become of our families?” Natalie
cried.

They heard a distant bellow of victory. The
passage was now wide enough for the monster to pass.

“Do something! You must stop it!” Eric said.

Cosmo opened his arms in a helpless gesture.

“There’s nothing I can do.”

“C’mon, you too touch the water! You too summon
another creature! Fight that monster!”

“I already touched the water, my boy. I’m afraid
what came out of it is not at all what you’d expect...”

“Call it all the same! Anything can help!”

Cosmo shook his head in resignation, then shut
his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, a butterfly fluttered
toward them, whirling around the librarian.

“We have no time to lose!” Eric insisted.

Cosmo stared at the butterfly.

Its body was made from the purest diamond and its
wings were cut from a sapphire gem and dipped into gold; it had
ruby eyes and antennas of silver. It was the most beautiful thing
they had ever seen. It alighted on Sarah’s hand, licking at it,
trying to awaken her.

Eric glanced at Cosmo quizzically.

“That’s all I was ever able to conjure. I’m
afraid it won’t stand a chance against Hargraves’s monster.”

For a moment, Eric felt lost, then his eyes
flashed with an idea.

“Natalie! Harvey! Dean!” he called. “Maybe
there’s still something we can do! Follow me!”

He darted toward one of the columns of the plaza,
carved with a spiral staircase going up to its top. The four
climbed along it, leaping over the crumbled steps, until they made
it to its summit.

Eric glanced toward the lake, focusing, trying to
mimic what Cosmo had done when he had rallied the gem butterfly.
Natalie, Dean and Harvey stared at him for a while, then peered at
the lake.

At first, nothing happened, then the water began
to churn and to boil, and something huge emerged from it. It wasn’t
a pitch monster, but a stalwart knight wearing shiny armor,
including a feathered helmet and a sharp broadsword.

Dripping water, he turned in Eric’s direction in
acknowledgment. The boy opened his eyes, agape at the powerful
vision, but he came to quickly, pointing the knight to the place
where the hut had risen.

“Don’t let it get through!” he bid.

The knight bowed, then strode up the hill,
arriving in front of the monster.

The two creatures faced each other. Bellowing,
the monster swung at the knight, but its claws rebounded off his
metal armor. The knight wielded his sword over his head and lashed
at the monster’s arm in one single, fluid movement—chopping it off.
The monster wailed in pain and loathing, but the wound didn’t
affect him. In fact, another way bigger arm grew right away in
place of the lost one. The monster swung at the knight, pushing him
back, almost sending him rolling.

The knight, taken aback, attacked again, this
time cutting off the monster’s left leg. But then the bloodied
stump bubbled, growing back the leg twice the size it was before,
making the monster taller than the knight. The monster, comically
balancing on the one longer limb, lunged once more, now with more
momentum, causing the knight to crash to the ground.

The knight attempted to get to his feet to no
avail—his armor was too heavy for him to stand without help. Every
time he managed to sit up, the monster attacked him, sending him
sprawling. Finally, the monster shut its claws around the knight’s
throat, bending the armor like foil, choking him. The monster
roared in victory as its opponent stopped squirming and began to
wane.

But the bellow lasted very little—it ceased
abruptly when the head of the abomination fell off its shoulders,
thudding into the grass and then lying motionless...

Another creature had come to the knight’s aid. It
was a stout woodsman with red beard and hair, who carried a large
ax now stained with the black blood of the abomination. He thrust
his calloused hand, helping the gaspi [...]
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