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​PROLOGUE
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The Last Centurion

Once long ago, there lived a man named Aurelius which is a Roman name meaning gold or gilded in Latin. He descended from a great Roman armoured soldier of high rank during the height of Emperor Hadrian’s reign who was a Centurion. Aurelius was born in 107AD in Umbria Italy and entered the military in 125AD. The Centurion’s were the spine of the Roman Army, the highest ranking officers and no one stood against them.

As the years passed, and the days began to shorten, death and destruction consumed his homeland. As he fought for his life and people, death, disease and hunger swept the country. Over time,  an uneasy silence crept into the towns, villages and fortresses of the once mighty empire.

Aurelius, hardened by war, grief and hunger fought to the bitter end. When the war finally ended, he found himself to be the last Centurion alive. 

He was crippled by insurmountable grief from the loss of his fellow comrades and Centurion’s and a great loneliness set in. 

As he strolled down the cobbled streets swaying and swinging his almost empty bottle of watery wine amongst burning rubble, he came across something glinting on a well trodden street. As he bent to pick it up it looked like a necklace, as he held it in the dim evening light it pulsed slightly and began to warm in his hand. A black ink like substance spilled out of the necklace and began circling around his hand like it was alive. Instead of liquid falling to the ground it began to fuse with his skin and so began the story of the Centurions Library. 

Aurelius woke from a drunken haze and when he looked down, he noticed the object was around his neck. He found as he spoke, words appeared from the ink in the necklace on pieces of paper or surfaces wherever he roamed. Over time, he began keeping the ink in bound books. The books spoke of war, hunger, grief and destruction. The more the ink wrote, the hungrier it seemed for more. 

One day, Aurelius came across a large cart that was sturdy and solid. Big enough to fit his large muscled frame and plenty of books that had written themselves from his memories which he gave freely. Sometimes though the necklace which he later named the codex wrote stories of the future and events which were yet to occur. Wearing the codex, time seemed to still and Aurelius found that age no longer touched him. As the years crept by he barely remembered his own name and Aurelius became known as simply “Author”. The author’s books ended up all over the world. Living in libraries, homes and could sometimes be found on side walks and in peculiar places.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The Hunger That Learned to Read

Before there were cities, before there were crowns, before there were even names worth remembering, there was hunger forged from ink.

Not the hunger of the belly.

Not the hunger of war.

But the deeper hunger which existed in living memories..

The first humans learned it when the dead began to slip.

Faces blurred at the edges. Voices thinned into wind. Children grew into strangers and could no longer recall the exact shape of their mothers’ laughter. The elders died twice, first in the body, then again in the mind of the living.

So the living fought back.

They carved names into stone.

They stitched stories into song.

They painted hands on cave walls so the world would know they had existed.

But proof fades.

Stone cracks.

Ink bleeds.

Even mountains forget.

The hunger watched this, patient as rot, and slowly it grew clever.

It learned that stories lasted longer than bodies.

It learned that names, once written, could outlive flesh.

And it learned to bargain.

The first bargain was not made by a king or priest. It was made by Aurelius who had no one left to mourn him. He lived in a monastery that sat above a ravine. A war torn Centurion, where the wind never stopped moaning through the rock, as if the earth itself remembered grief.

The ink was patient.

It had waited for the one who would write stories again.

Not a scribe. Not a queen.

An author.

Someone who would not merely feed it. Someone who would speak for it. Someone who would carry its weight like a spine.

And when it finally found the man who would become its Author, it did not roar.

It pulsed and glinted in the form of a necklace.

He spent his time copying scripture, letter by careful letter, until his fingers cramped and his eyes stung. When plague came, it took the brothers one by one. When war came, it finished the rest.

The author wrote in the margins of a holy text because the margins were the only place that felt honest.

He wrote the names of the dead.

He wrote how they smiled.

He wrote who snored.

He wrote who cried when no one watched.

He wrote the small private truths that never make it into legends.

And he prayed, not to God, but to memory itself.

Do not let them vanish, he wrote.

Do not let me vanish.

That night, the ink did something ink should not do.

It thickened.

It turned dark as fresh blood. It spread across the page without a quill. It gathered itself into shapes that resembled letters and resembled scars. It wrote back.

I will remember, it promised.

Then it asked for payment.

The author, shaking with fever, offered what he had left. He offered his final breath. He offered his loneliness. He offered the one memory that still made him human, the night his mother sang him to sleep by a fire that smelled of pine.

The ink drank it.

In exchange, the names he had written stopped fading. They sharpened. They brightened. They became heavier, as if the page had gained bones.

By morning, the author could not remember his mother’s song.

But the book could.

At first, the pages only remembered. They held myths, prayers, and warnings. They cradled the living the way a grave cradles the dead.

Then the hunger changed.

Remembrance is jealous. Memory does not like to be shared. It prefers to possess.

The pages learned to keep what they remembered.

A monk disappeared in the candlelit stacks. His sandals were found neatly placed beside an open book, as if he had stepped out of himself.

A novice went searching for him and returned hours later with eyes full of distant thunder. He could not speak. He could not write. He could only point to the page where the monk’s name had appeared as if printed there from the beginning of time.

They tried to burn the book.

The book did not burn.

The flame bent away from it, curling like an obedient animal. The smoke spelled letters in the air, then vanished.

So they locked it away.

But locks are only invitations to a hungry thing.

Over centuries, the hunger moved from book to book, shelf to shelf. It learned to thread itself through libraries the way mould threads through bread. It learned to hide in catalogues. It learned to sleep in sealed rooms. It learned to wake when grief or greed approached.

It learned to bargain with kings next.

A queen, barren and terrified of being forgotten, offered the library her sister’s name in exchange for an heir. She wept as she spoke the name, because the sister had saved her life once, long before crowns and politics made love feel like a weakness.

The library accepted the sister’s name.

The queen bore a child that season.

In the years that followed, no one could recall the sister’s face. Paintings blurred. Letters turned to blank paper. The name, once spoken with affection, became an empty shape on the tongue.

The queen gained an heir.

The sister became a footnote with no ink.

That was how the hunger grew bold.

It began to build a home worthy of itself.

Not a single person. Not a single building. Not a single room.

A moving sanctuary of shelves and corridors. A place where it could fold space, stack time, and keep every stolen moment alive inside itself.

It folded itself into a shape small enough to travel. A cart of ancient wood and iron banded wheels. Deceptively modest. Deceptively harmless. A pilgrim’s wagon. A storyteller’s caravan. A merchant of wonder.

Inside, it unfolded into impossible halls.

Rooms layered upon rooms.

Shelves that bent space.

Doors that opened into other centuries.

A colosseum where stories did not merely play out.

They bled.

People came willingly.

They paid in coin, until they learned coin was a child’s offering.

They paid in secrets, until they learned secrets were salt.

They paid in memories, because memories were meat.

Some paid for protection.

Some paid for power.

Some paid to be written into a book so they could outlast death.

Those were the easiest to take.

Many wandered into corridors and never returned.

Some stayed willingly. Those ones were the strangest. They sat at reading tables in rooms that did not exist in the outside world, turning pages forever, their faces calm with the peace of people who have surrendered choice.

The library drifted across continents and centuries, appearing after disasters, at the edges of wars, in the wake of earthquakes, in towns where grief had made people hungry for meaning.

It arrived in plague cities.

It arrived at the gates of empires.

It arrived beside quiet harbours where children had stopped believing adults could protect them from the wars that raged around them.

––––––––
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​CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]




The Cart That Should Not Exist

The cart arrived at dusk, when the town was between selves.

Not quite awake.

Not yet dreaming.

It rolled down the coastal road as if the earth had been waiting for it. The wheels made almost no sound, yet every living thing noticed.

Children paused mid chase and stared.

Dogs tucked their tails and slunk beneath porches.

A gull swooped low, screamed once, then vanished inland as if chased by an invisible hand.

The cart looked wrong.

Not monstrous.

Not beautiful.

Wrong in the way a body understands before the mind catches up.

It was built from ancient wood darkened to the colour of old storms. Iron bands wrapped its frame like ribs. Lanterns hung from its corners, burning with a steady amber light that did not flicker, even in the salty wind. Symbols were carved into the panels, sigils that resembled letters, letters that resembled scars.

People stepped into their doorways.

The baker wiped flour from his hands and forgot what he had been doing. The schoolteacher pressed her palm against the throat of her son as if to keep his curiosity from leaping out of him. The priest watched from the steps of the small church, lips moving in a prayer that sounded uncertain even to him.
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