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WHEN THE GATES FIRST opened on Latolan nearly a millennium ago, the only thing the first explorers found were the drunken ruins of a civilization dead for longer than any of theirs had been alive. They tried to build their cities, each to the specifications of their disparate species, just to find the forest swallowed everything that touched it. When they combined their knowledge and power and magic, they could finally beat back the wilderness enough to seed an adequate level of infrastructure. From the spirit of cooperation grew a new city, a place conceived in neutrality by the newly established inter-world government, The Cooperative of Gate Districts (a mangled version of its elven name and shortened to the District in casual conversation). 

The city grew. It spread. They named it Tomar. It became the center of inter-world government. A hub for the collection of knowledge and education. A place to lay the headquarters of guilds and professional organizations without showing favor to any one world. It was conceived and idealized as a place where people of all species and walks of life could gather. It’s gotten closer and closer over the years. But there will always be those who prefer their homeworlds and individual hearts can be harder to sway. 

And even now, the forest still lingers. It chokes the borders of their tiny civilization. Hides things in its depths that keep the rest of the world hidden in a fog.

But the city bustles and turns, still. It’s people stretching each day into the next. Waiting, as all do, for their lives to begin.  
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THE VAST BASEMENTS of the Grand Tomar Library (the largest library in square footage and collected pieces in all the connected worlds) are pitch black and freezing cold. It’s where they keep the oldest tomes, written in various dead languages and bound up with old, unstable magic that could unwind from something as simple as contact with sunlight. There is also a monster living there, among the shelves, that only I seem to know about.

All trainees have to spend time down in the dark alone as not just a test of patience and strength but to give them a unified hardship to bind them. A few weeks after joining the staff, I had my turn in the depths, my only company a lantern cast in red glass. This was the first time I had been around such concentrated magic, and it squeezed the air from my chest. I could almost make out the rivers of it wrapping and twisting around me in the nothing. It carried sounds to me and made them multiply in my ears. The gentle flutter of books seeking a roost as they reorganized themselves automagically. The soft scraping of a skirt made of sturdy elven fabric over the soft human petticoat below. My heels squished into the carpeted floor like mud and occasionally made a soft squelching sound when I stepped. Once I had stumbled my way past three shelves, I turned the light down to nothing and let the vibrating shadows consume me. I blinked hard, attempting to shake the thin, weepy darkness away as my eyes tried and failed to adjust. I just had to make it through five minutes. 

Only a minute had passed when I heard the distant sound of shuffling. It wasn’t a book; it was... feet? Gentle but with purpose. A soft scuttering sound that stopped and started but kept getting steadily closer. Three stacks away, it fell silent, and I felt a little bubble of fear pop in my chest. I pushed it down into my belly, silently chastising myself for the budding hysterics. This was a library, after all. When I heard it again, it was within arm’s reach, breathing in long ragged strokes. By the time I had fumbled the lantern switch back on, there was nothing to illuminate. 

I finished my time in the dark, my pounding heart making each second drag on into eternity and climbed back into the upper world. In private, I revealed to a more senior librarian what I had experienced. 

“Don’t be concerned,” she dismissed me immediately. “The magic does peculiar things to your perception down there. The humans have it a little easier, but it can be really rough on our kind.” I didn’t speak of it again. 

Over the next couple of years, I learned that almost no one ventured into the basements with regularity. That was, probably, why I had started going down there on my lunch breaks, passing through the secluded door in the back of the main archival building and dropping down into the abyss. I never went farther than sitting on the bottom step, bathing in the light of the lantern at my feet and staring off into the inky black void beyond. Most of the time I heard it. Ambling and creeping somewhere just out of sight. Sometimes I would think I spotted a stray shadow, but I could never be sure. It reached the point where the days I didn’t hear my monster were the most frightening. 

Eventually, I took a more senior position at one of the university libraries with the hope of more opportunities to advance. On the last day of my post, I trekked down the steep steps one more time to sit with bated breath listening for the sound of feet. It didn’t come, so I waited. I had to hear it one last time. But it was too cold and the magic was too strong and my cardigan wasn’t enough to shield me from either. My body started curling up into a shivering ball against my will. 

“You’re going to drop dead from hypothermia.” The step next to me creaked with the weight of another person. A heavy cloak came around me, and both the sharp chill in my bones and the foggy cloud of magic frothing in my brain abated almost instantly. 

“What are you?” I whispered to the thin, sharp voice from the void.

“A librarian.” Another crimson light flared to life. The glow it cast fell on transparent skin and gigantic blue-black eyes, and I recoiled a little. After a moment, though, I started to see the features in his face that resembled my own, and his nature became startlingly clear all at once. 

“You’re a night elf, aren’t you?” 

He nodded. 

“Why doesn’t anyone seem to know you’re down here?” 

He tsked lightly. “What do you do when you need something from the Dark Shelves?”

“Put in a request to Josey, the Assistant Director of Magical Reference.”

“Have you ever met Josey?”

“The directors are usually super busy, so, no...oh...hold on...”

“Hi, I’m Josey. Nice to meet you.”

“This is not a satisfactory answer to my question,” I responded. He sighed and leaned back.

“You’re a wood elf. You know how people treat the more ignoble members of the elf family. The only other person that works these floors is Marcel, and he’s a full-blooded dyerga who was raised underhill. Everyone’s content to assume the entire division is run by magic automata rather than deal with us.” 

“Is that the reason you waited until now to introduce yourself?” His skin was so pale that even in the dim light I could tell he was blushing scarlet. 

“I’m shy around cute girls.” Now I was blushing in the darkness and eerily aware of his arm resting on the step behind me. 

“I need to go. My lunch is almost over.” I shrugged off the cloak he had given me and stood. 

“My phone number is in your locker.”

“Is it?”

“After today, no more of those sticky co-worker fraternization policies. So, you know, if you have a free night...” His voice trailed off.

“Oh,” and I smiled. “Alright.”

“Good.” The red light remained hovering at the bottom of the stairs as I ascended. 

There’s a creature in the basement of the library that only I seem to know. 
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MONDAYS, WEDNESDAYS and every other Friday at 6:30 in the evening a big, burly guy, horns sweeping out in a c-shape from the sides of his skull, often dirty with what I think is soil, lumbers onto my train heading toward Tomar Central Exchange. That’s where he gets off. I watch him trundle toward the platform that services the rail that will take him to the station for the Westlake Purvailan gate off-world. If he were a human, he’d be scary, but ariesians have this unexplainable thing about them. An aura. An energy. It’s fluffy and pastel. Even if they look like the biggest bastards in existence, you can’t help but feel cheered and at ease when you’re around one. Maybe that’s why they sometimes seem extra mean and aggressive: to compensate. Or maybe it’s just me.

This guy seems to be genuinely nice, though. He’s the sort to give up his seat for the elderly, infirm, or pregnant. He even let me have his bench once because I was carrying a heavy box home from some lunch-hour shopping. I fought with him over it a bit, at the time, but I decided the possibility of looking emasculated wasn’t worth the whole thing turning into a row in the middle of a crowded, rush-hour commute. We struck up a conversation that time. I found out that he’s a horticulturist specializing in inter-world plant hybridization and bio-compatibility. I hadn’t a clue what that would entail, but it sounded fancy and important. He’s greeted me a few times since then, always with a cheery sound. 

One time I saw him on a Saturday while traveling a different line. On normal days, his dull, canvas work clothes peeked out from the sea of twill and pinstripe. Today, he was in dark blue jeans and a button-up shirt rolled up to the elbows. I was still undecided about wearing jeans outside of manual labor, but they were gaining popularity as casual wear. If you rode the trams and trains around the Central Exchange you became accustomed to the different costumes of off-world travelers, but they still felt strange to the eye when you weren’t ready for it. My father complained that suspenders and three-piece suits weren’t in style anymore, so I supposed the feeling was something along the same lines.

He dropped onto the bench across from me with a nod of acknowledgment and stared off into the distance. I found myself watching him out of the corner of my eye, casting quick glances over him. We were the only ones in the car, somehow.  

A series of melodic beeps and chimes rang out, muffled by fabric. I glanced around for the source of the noise. 

“Hey, short pants.” I jumped at the sudden deep voice. “Yeah, I’m on-world. I’m on the train right now.” I didn’t try to hide my staring at him now. A mobile phone was a very impressive thing to have. I’m sure on his world they were nothing special, but this was only the third or fourth time I had ever seen one in real life. The bright smile on his face flickered down at the corners a few times before dropping into a crestfallen pout. 

“It’s okay. I’ll get lunch by myself then just call me again and we’ll meet up later in the afternoon. No, really, it’s okay. Yes. Okay. Okay. I’ll see you in a little bit.” He hung up the phone with a sigh then leaned his massive head back against the train windows. He cast a furtive glance at me, then smirked. “Uh, sorry,” he offered. 

“No, no, no, I should be sorry. I was just surprised by the phone, and I stared. I shouldn’t have eavesdropped. It was untoward of me.” 

He snickered and mouthed the word “untoward” silently. 

“It’s cool, I guess.” There was a brief tense silence. “It was my, uh, girlfriend. We were supposed to meet for lunch, but her fiancée is still at her house so we’re having to push it back a few hours.” 

I choked on a tiny knot of disgust. It obviously wasn’t any of my business, but it seemed mighty unsavory to be so glib about what was apparently some kind of affair. I bit my tongue, though. The connected worlds had all kinds in them, after all. I averted my gaze from the look of consternation that was settling into his features.

“Oh, shit,” he mumbled. “That sounds awful, doesn’t it? No.” He waved away what he saw as a misunderstanding with his long, four-fingered hands. “They’re both nobility from Azelan. They collect spouses like, I don’t know, trading cards.”

I nodded that I understood. I didn’t know much about Azelan, but I knew that, at least. All the facts of the matter settled in my brain to be rummaged through and picked at. After a while, I inadvertently let out a very low hmph. 

“What?” the ariesian questioned. I clacked my teeth together a few times before answering. 

“Well, I was just thinking that even without the moral dilemma I don’t think I’d much like being in your situation.”

“Oh?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his squared knees. I fidgeted a little. 

“Well, I mean...you’re the other man, right? Yes, no one cares, but you’re not the fiancée. You won’t be the husband. You won’t be able to have kids or a family with her or anything.” 

“Well, she’s human, so we wouldn’t be having kids anyway.”

“Right, right,” I continued. “Which, I guess, adds a layer of complexity to it, but it just seems like at some point it would stop being worth it. Yeah, when you’re young a wild romance is all fine and dandy, but what about five years down the line? What about ten? Won’t it all feel like a waste? I just think-” and noticing my eyes had started to study the cold metal floor, I forced myself to look up at his face. His nostrils were flared, and his eyes narrowed at me. “But, I’m prying. I’m sorry.” 

He leaned back with a half-sigh.

“No...well, yeah, you are prying, but you’re right. That’s what Anne said to me, too, when I first told her that I loved her. ‘What will you get from it?’ or something. And you know what? I don’t know how things’ll end up. I don’t think I know in the least. Kinda dumb, I guess.”

“If you love her, that’s all that matters.” The minute I said it, I wished I hadn’t. I could feel the impending onslaught of a drawn-out silence, though, and I had hoped keeping him talking would drown out the awkwardness that would come with it. I had that sinking suspicion I had made it worse, though. Then he laughed the big belly-shaking sort. 

“Now that’s a fucking novel concept.” The ripples of his laughter swept out over the whole of the train car. He dramatically wiped a tear from his eyes. “Shit. I don’t really mind being the paramour is the thing. As much as I love her, and I do, with every bit of me, I’m not the marrying type. I like my freedom, my independence. And honestly, it’s Anne who’s getting the raw end of the deal because her fiancée is the same way. They’re only together because he has to marry someone and sire an heir, and she just wants her family off her back for good. Poor girl can’t win for losing.” He looked up at the ceiling wistfully. “You married?” He asked. 

“Divorced,” I admitted. 

The ariesian nodded. “Love matter then?” he said, dropping his voice into a murmur. 

“She was sylvan.” I leaned back and picked at the bottom edge of my sweater vest. I wasn’t nervous, per se, but it wasn’t something I was particularly fond of talking about. “Stunningly beautiful with a voice like a songbird. But...well...sylvan must follow the songs of the universe, sometimes, so she did. About a year and a half later. Left to follow the ‘melody of the running water’ or something. I don’t know. It was a mistake to tie her down, to begin with.” I, too, leaned my head back against the train window and cast my own eyes to the ceiling. 
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