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Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

This book first appeared as The Clock Winked, book 2 in the Sagittan Chronicles series. Since its initial publishing, I have updated the covers and edited the stories, but this time, I’m making a substantial change: I’ve re-named the entire series and each of the books. 

“Why?” seems like a very reasonable question here. 

In 2013, when I first began publishing this series, I was a scrappy 24-year-old (almost 25!) who had graduated from college during a recession and spent the first few years of my adult life juggling multiple jobs before getting my first full-time position. I was tired and broke, and I had been spending what little free time I had trying to learn how to write a book.

As part of my ideation process, I used a star map I had from a 1970s edition of National Geographic to choose names for things—people, planets, places. Hence how I settled on the name, “Sagitta” for the planet the series is primarily set on, and the “Sagittan Chronicles” for the series title. 

It may not surprise you to learn that I knew absolutely nothing about astrology at the time either. In fact, once near that age, I went to a dance, and a man asked me, “What’s your sign?” (which was apparently a pickup line), and I had no idea what he was talking about, so I responded, “A stop sign” lol.

So imagine my surprise when I attended my first book event, and someone asked me, “Are you a Sagittarius?” I had no idea what they were talking about and thought they were confusing my books with something else. But the same problem came up over and over again, until one day, a woman asked me if my book was a handbook for how to connect with her inner self, and I... I had no idea how to respond. Other than to say no.

As this was my first series, and I had moved my attention onto other things, I considered ignoring it forever. But in 2022, I decided I would rather bring the series as close to my current branding and standards as possible—and here we are.

If you’ve read the series before, please be aware that the stories are largely the same. I did do some revision, fixing some language, cutting some things that bothered me, and tightening the narrative at least a bit. But the story is largely the same. 

If you haven’t read the series, I hope you find it at least somewhat entertaining. 

All the stories,

Ariele
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The monotony was unrelenting. A slight fog, napping street lamps, and the occasional person shrouded in a long coat and gloves were all that punctuated the utter dullness which began the day. The odds of anything changing were actually quite high, however, because the moment you appreciate tedium is the moment it disappears.

The wooden sign over the small shop creaked.

Then the bell rang. 

This particular bell rang so infrequently that the young and rather uncouth William Oliphant, XXXIV, esquire, looked up, utterly surprised. The bell which hung on the door to his little book shop never rang. In fact, he had so few customers that one afternoon he thought he was being robbed and nearly called the police—until the gentleman set his stack of purchases on the counter and offered to pay.

A vaguely familiar face looked over the counter at him.

“Hello,” said the young man. “I'm here to start my internship.”

“What?” Oliphant swung his feet off the counter and dragged himself out of the low, comfortably stuffed chair which he kept behind the counter. “I don't... I didn't... what internship?”

“It's me, Uncle Will,” he insisted. He pushed back a lock of blond hair that seemed to fall over his eyes purely out of spite. “Auvek. You agreed to give me an internship when we were at the family reunion.”

Oliphant blinked for a moment. The family reunion, if he could remember correctly, had been large and awful. He had been forced to talk to hundreds of relatives whom he had never met or heard of. Half of them wanted to take over his shop, and the other half wanted his secret stash of ancient wine. Luckily, he had been drunk for the large majority of the event, and didn’t remember much more than that. 

Auvek, on the other hand, remembered the family reunion as delightful fun—unmet cousins, opportunities for employment, and lots of games. The Memphis Oliphants (anthropologists) had even brought a giant, green, juicy fruit from Earth—the inside was red! And it was absolutely delicious.

Oliphant sighed. “You’re the one, with the... the blond... with the mam with the flower—”

“She had flowers on her dress,” Auvek offered. “And she asked if I could intern here, and you said yes.”

“Okay, okay. I remember. You can start now. But there won’t be any lazing about. It’s all about hard work here!” Oliphant hit the counter with his fist. “Come learn how to use the cash register.”

“I already know how to use a cash register,” his nephew said eagerly.

“Good. Then come sit behind the desk while I go... do work at the house.” Oliphant strode toward the door.

“Where should I put my things?” Auvek gestured to his suitcases, which he had placed on the floor by his feet.

“Um, just throw them behind the desk for now, until I find a place for you to sleep. I'll be back later. Oh, and what's your name again?”

“Auvek,” the boy stated. “Auvek the thirty-seventh.”

“You guys are already up to thirty-seven? I'm only the thirty-fourth,” Oliphant grumbled. He slapped Auvek on the shoulder with one hand and pushed open the door with the other. “Guess no one wants their kids to sell books,” he muttered as the door swung shut behind him.

Auvek hadn’t even had a moment to look around when the bell rang again. “I’m back.” Oliphant stated. He stalked up to Auvek and stared him straight in the eyes. “Do. Not. Steal. Anything.” He tapped his finger against Auvek’s chest. “If I catch you stealing or looking or thinking about stealing, I will tear you to shreds and blacken your name and the name of every single Oliphant accountant! So don’t even think about it.”

“I won’t!” Auvek put his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “I would never! I couldn’t, I don’t think, without you noticing. This is your shop, after all.”

Oliphant nodded brusquely. “Excellent. I will be watching you, little nephew-cousin-relative-person.” He turned and sauntered back through the door.

Auvek surveyed the shop. Shelves stretched out in all directions, overflowing with books of every shape, size, and color. Against the wall behind the desk, stacks rose precariously from floor to ceiling, full to bursting. 

He strode slowly through the aisles. The thick layer of fine dust that covered the flat surfaces severely diminished the dark elegance of the red dokomaya wood from which the bookcases were built. Upon closer inspection, it appeared that a small tornado had glided through the front door, carefully picked up each bookcase, and upended it onto the floor, whereupon a legion of mice had come and placed each book back at very least on the shelf, but not in any order. Some books lay on their side; others stood; still more lay diagonally, upside down, and in all manner of towers and sculptures. 

They were not organized alphabetically, by color, or even by genre, as far as he could tell.

As he moved deeper into the forest of dusty shelves and recalcitrant literature, the aisles narrowed slowly and columns of books began to appear on the floor, stacked perilously and occasionally resting against the bookcases. Here and there they lay open, their pages naked to the world; a few ripped sheets lay quietly on the floor, shoved awkwardly into books, or kicked back into corners.

A tall door hid in the darkness where the lamps had died. One light bzzzt on and off. Auvek reached forward and pulled on the handle. He heard a crash as a heap of books came flowing from the room. It was both a gold mine and a landfill: the overflowing coffers of a tyrannical and intellectual overlord. 

Auvek jumped back from the avalanche and shook his head. A hoarder overlord, maybe. This place could definitely use some work.

Making his way back to the front desk, Auvek reached out to straighten a book here and a book there, and began to plot the mess's demise. He began by sitting cautiously in the overly comfortable chair behind the desk and digging through the shop's comprehensive computer system, which detailed every book which had ever been purchased or sold, though it didn’t appear to have been updated in years.

Three hours later, Oliphant wandered back into the shop.

“What did you do?” he demanded. His eyes narrowed as he caught sight of the heap of books in the back of the shop. “Did you open the door? How many times have I told you not to open the door?”

Auvek looked up, nonplussed. “Never.”

“Well, you should've known!” Oliphant replied sullenly as he surveyed the mess behind the bookcases. “It would be a lot cleaner if you had just not opened the door.”

“I'll clean it up,” Auvek said.

“You had better.” Oliphant sauntered toward a different door, which Auvek had not opened. “At least stay out of this one. You haven't been back there, have you?”

“No,” Auvek replied, typing rapidly as he spoke. “I'm just closing out the last two years.”

“Closing out?” Oliphant scowled. “What's that?”

Auvek stopped typing and looked up. “It means calculating how much money has been lost or earned in the last two years. And you're supposed to do it every day.”

“Ah.” Oliphant replied. “Well, have fun with that, math nerd. I'm going out for dinner. Don't leave until you've finished cleaning up that mess you made in the back. Bye.”

The little bell dinged, and Oliphant was gone.

Thirty seconds later, the bell rang again.

“I caught you!” Oliphant exclaimed.

Auvek hadn't moved from his seat. “Caught me what?” he asked.

“Going into...” Oliphant scowled, glaring at Auvek sitting casually in the chair behind the counter, “the room. Well, don't go in it.”

Once again, the bell announced the closing of the door, and Oliphant was gone.

Auvek stood and stretched. His uncle was... not a very pleasant man, he decided. He glanced around the dim shop and began to work. Step one: open the door. Step two: open the windows, if possible.

Clouds of dust exploded from the shades. A stream of sunlight bounced off the swirls of dirt that fluttered erratically through the air. The bell dinged.

He spun around. A woman wearing a loose tank top and jeans stood at the entrance, looking around. She was slightly shorter than he was and had tanned skin. “This place is dirty,” she said, wrinkling her nose. She held her shoes in her hand. “I've never been in here before, but I've walked by a thousand times.”

“A thousand is a lot,” Auvek replied awkwardly.

“Look at this mess.” She stepped forward, carefully following one of the walkways. “It looks like an avalanche back there. Or maybe we had an earthquake, and I didn't feel it.”

“We're sort of in a transitory bit.” Auvek let his eyes run along the messy shelves. This was going to be a lot of work to clean up, if Oliphant even let him.

“Meaning you don't know where anything is.” She laughed, a gentle, breathy patter of sound.

“Can I help you find something?” Auvek asked.

“I'm looking for legends about the clock that kept time for ten thousand years.”

“How about I spend a few days searching and give you a call?” he asked, partially joking, but mostly serious. “I haven’t worked her long, so...”

She laughed lightly. “I'll help you look, at least for a little while. What's your name?”

“Auvek.”

“I'm Bronwyn. Nice to meet you. How long is ‘not long’?”

“About three hours.” Auvek strode over to the heap of books flowing from the back room and sighed. “How do you clean up a mess when you have nowhere to put the mess while you're cleaning it?”

“Have a sale?” Bronwyn suggested.

His head spun to look at her. “You're a genius.” He hopped over a stack of books and peered at the bookcase closest to the front of the store. “Fifty percent off this shelf. Well, in a minute, after I've removed anything of actual value.” His eyes skimmed the titles.

“Monsieur Lebouef,” he heard Bronwyn say. “Worth a hundred, easily.”

“Lebouef is hiding in this pile of rubbish?” Auvek exclaimed. He reached out and removed the book from the shelf. “And here is Standoffish!”

“We should make a pile of really valuable books and you should lock them up. Or sell them.”

Twenty minutes later, Bronwyn stood behind the desk next to a pile of books, peering over Auvek's shoulder at the computer. A list of authors stretched down the screen, as they researched the various books they’d found hidden in the mess.

“Look at that price!” Bronwyn exclaimed, pointing at one name. “If you sold these books to collectors, you could make a mint!”

“It’s practically easy money!” Auvek grinned up at his new friend.

“What is going on in here?” The bell dinged as Oliphant burst through the door. He had been gone for over three hours and the shadows outside were lengthening. “A woman in the shop?”

“Just doing some cleaning,” Auvek replied, barely looking up from the screen. “This is Bronwyn.”

“Hi.” Bronwyn waved and flashed the man a smile before turning back to the computer.

“I’d like to have a sale—” Auvek tried to say, but Oliphant cut him off.

“Looks worse than when I left. It had better be clean in the morning. Don’t sell anything too cheap. I'm going to Uncle Joe’s. Don't wait up.” Oliphant spun on his heel and left the shop. 

Auvek shook his head and murmured, “Was that permission?” 

The bell dinged again as Oliphant stuck his head back through the door. “Remember, I'm watching you, little relative.” Then he was gone.

“Who was that?” Bronwyn asked.

“Uncle William Oliphant the thirty-fourth. My mom calls him an idiot of massive proportions.”

“Isn’t Uncle Joe’s the tavern on Fifth Street? As in Joseph Oliphant’s tavern? In the middle of the afternoon?”

“Yes.” Auvek nodded, his lips pursed. 

“I see.” Bronwyn nodded slowly. “And you have to clean this up, by yourself, by tomorrow?”

“That sounds about right.” Auvek sighed and looked around the shop.

Bronwyn looked around and then glanced at her watch. “Well, I'll help!”

“I can't pay you.”

“You can give me a book or two that I want.”

“Deal.” Auvek stood up abruptly. “We'll start the sale in the morning. I’m going to assume that offhand comment was permission to do so. Let’s include anything cheap, like paperbacks, children's books—nothing collectible—and anything that looks like an over-produced piece of unpopular fiction can go on the front shelf. We'll make some boxes, too, that we can put on the sidewalk, of books that we want to get stolen.”

Bronwyn's laugh followed Auvek into the piles of literature.
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Quin watched the world fly by as the train sped through the countryside. Tall trees rose from embankments, tickled by the glow of the rising sun. The death of Administrative Chair Aderick had sent the Globe into a flurry of activity, preparing their paperwork and policies for the new Chair, a process which subsequently required his trip back to the city from his post on the Outer Rim. Quin sighed as the train slowed again, stopping before reaching the town. The rioting in each of the cities along the Salt River had added hours of waiting to his trip. In each town, protesting organizations either violently destroyed parts of the track or staged lie-downs, in which they laid down on the tracks to halt the train.

His comm buzzed and he answered. “Quin.” 

“Where are you? You’re late! You were supposed to be here three hours ago!” Mr. Drake’s furious voice boomed through the earpiece.

“Rioting is making my train late.”

“I don’t care. Get here or you’re fired!” Mr. Drake hung up.

Scowling, Quin leaned back in his seat. Mr. Drake would have to wait.

Three hours later, he strode into the Globe with an irritated expression on his face. He nodded stiffly to the cordial front-desk secretary, who had a dozen earrings in each ear and chipped black paint decorating his fingernails.

“Weather upstairs?” Quin asked.

“A massive tempest,” the secretary replied, scratching his ear. “Mr. Drake is in quite a rage.”

“Thanks.”

The lift rose to the 30th floor. The door slowly slid open and Quin stepped out, straight into the middle of an argument.

“No!” John exclaimed. “They're students. They have to sleep! I will not make them work a third overnight shift! This crisis isn't so great that we should sacrifice our minions! My minions are important to me! I love them!”

“John!” Mr. Drake boomed. “You are treading awfully close to insubordination. If I give you an order, you obey!”

“Incorrect. If you give me an order regarding a project, I obey. This is not a project!” John stamped his foot.

“If you are unwilling to be an active part of this organization, then you can pack your desk and leave!” Mr. Drake turned his back on John and stomped down the hall.

“You stamped your foot,” Quin commented.

“Yeah,” John shrugged and grinned. “It was for emphasis. EM-PHA-SIS.”

“I guess you're fired, then.” Quin raised an eyebrow at his friend, knowing fully well John was nothing of the sort.

“Drake couldn't fire me if he had to eat his own propaganda.” John chuckled. “It took you long enough to get here.”

“The train passes every Salt River town that rioted.”

“Ah.”

Quin and John walked down the hall, which was decorated with brightly colored fish painted first abstractly, then neatly, then realistically, then digitally, slowly becoming more and more realistic until the wall turned into a floor-to-ceiling fish tank, where the brightly colored live fish swam happily in circles, blowing bubbles and eating each other. Someone had taped a sign on the glass which read, “The real world is like this: eat or be eaten!” A drawing of a stick figure chasing another stick figure with a baseball bat was scribbled underneath.

“Quin, I'm glad you're here!” Tom rounded the corner in front of them and immediately changed direction to walk with them down the hall. He was Drake’s equal in the organization, and welcome counter balance to Drake’s rather intense management style.

“Chair Rizinski has ordered an immediate audit of all government organizations and projects, with us as their number one priority. Mr. Drake is having conniptions, and John, here, isn't helping.”

“I just got fired,” John said.

“Well, consider yourself unfired and go tell your graduate students to go get some sleep. Quin, I need you to erase all records of any outside contacts or information contractors you may have that are not, well... let’s just say—they have no paper trail. We don't have any financial records of those relations, correct?”

“No, sir,” Quin replied.

“Good. Our accounting department is pretty good, so we shouldn't have any issues. Melissa might strangle someone, but I think we'll be fine.”

They turned into the main offices where the graduate students, temporary employees, and other random related individuals worked. A couple of students lay face down on their desks, sound asleep; one snored softly. The others turned pages slowly, scribbled with their pencils, and downed copious amounts of coffee. They all looked like they were moving in slow motion.

“Go home!” John yelled, rapping a sleeping youth on the head with his knuckles. “Sleep! Eat! Come back tomorrow, sometime, whenever you want, as long as it's before midnight.”

A wave swept over the room as the sleepers woke and the workers stood, and backpacks filled with the rustle of papers. Coats and scarves vanished from the backs of chairs, and in a moment, the room lay empty, devoid of the zombie-like students.

“There's something you two should know,” Tom said, closing the door after the last student had stumbled through. “There is an investigation being conducted into the death of Chair Aderick. It's completely secret—well, except for a few of us. Mr. Drake doesn't know—he would probably have a heart attack. We don't think Chair Rizinski is responsible, but his absence has left some inexplicable holes, and Rathead and his Woerta Clan gang members are on the move again.”

“Er, I thought Aderick died from a heart attack. Didn't he have heart surgery a few years ago?” John asked.

“Well, yes, but you know there are certain drugs that can induce a heart attack. In fact, there are many things that can induce a heart attack.” Tom crossed his arms. “I need your help. I want you to talk to your non-existent shady friends to dig up some information regarding this issue. I don't need evidence. Nothing needs to be proved in court. We just need to know so we can figure out where we stand and what steps should be taken. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Quin nodded.

“Of course,” John said, grinning. “Sounds like fun.”

“Not too fun, I hope,” Tom replied.

A crash and a dribbling thump resounded through the quiet room, marking his statement emphatically; it was the sound of dozens of books falling into a heap. Quin darted toward the sound. A slew of books littered the floor, and amid the wreckage sat a dazed and blinking graduate student. She rubbed her head.

“Misty!” John exclaimed, running past Quin and kneeling next to her. “Are you okay? What happened?”

“My mistake,” she murmured. “Did anything break? Am I awake?”

John chuckled. “You’re awake and seem fine. Don’t worry about the bookcase. You should go home, though.”

“First things first,” Tom interjected, holding up a hand. “Did you hear our conversation? It was supposed to be private, you know.”

“So sorry! My adamant apology!” she wailed, scrambling to pick up some books. “My associate apprentices were gone when I woke, and then I stumbled into the bookcase, which broke.” She sank to her knees and shook her head dramatically.

“How much did you hear?” Tom asked. 

Misty covered her face with her hands. “Everything. But I will not sing!”

“Background check.” Quin stated.

“Clean.” John turned to look at the other two men. “Leans toward the more conservative Matrite Party. Volunteers at the animal shelter. Her work is focused on trees.”

“Trees?” Quin asked.

“Yes, her thesis is quite interesting. She's looking at a sampling of planets from each sector of the known universe to find a common factor between varieties of trees. Her only problem is that it requires a travel permit and sampling privileges.”

“Interesting.” Quin said, nodding. “Religion?”

“Undecided.”

“Well, Misty the graduate student,” Quin crossed his arms and turned all of his massive attention toward her, “I have a new job for you. It's highly confidential. If you spill the beans, you will lose everything you've ever worked for. If you are actually useful, you will be awarded your travel permit and, well, I can't promise you the sampling privileges, but I can get you the travel permit.”

Misty looked up at him with wide eyes and nodded rapidly. “Anything you say, sir! Anything you say, I know I deserve. I am pleased to work and pleased to serve. What will I be doing? What objective needs pursuing?”

Quin pursed his lips. “Go nap in the couch room. I'll come find you later to give you your assignment. And don't say a word to anyone about this, understand?”

“Yessir. Yessir.” Misty nodded vigorously and scrambled up from the floor with books tumbling in all directions. She scurried out the door and down the hall.

“Can you check her locations for the last month?” Quin asked John.

“Why can't you do it?” John replied.

“Restricted access to the graduate student archive.”

“Oh, right. Sure. Excuses.”

“Okay,” Tom interrupted. “Now that you've got that detail taken care of, I expect a report sometime tomorrow. Excellent.” He turned to leave.

“Where did everyone go?” Mr. Drake boomed from the doorway. “We have mountains of work to do and all I see is the two of you—” he pointed an angry finger toward John and Quin— “gabbing about god knows what, and no graduate students! Didn't I fire you?” He glared at John.

“He's not fired,” Tom said soothingly, reaching out to place a calming hand on Drake’s shoulder. “The students are gone with my permission. Why don't we go chat in my office?”

Mr. Drake turned his dreadfully angry face toward Tom. “You... you... always... always think...” he sputtered as Tom pushed him gently out the door.

“Does she always talk like that?” Quin added a moment later.

“What?”

“Misty. Rhyming.”

John laughed. “Why yes, yes she does.”

THE POMEGRANATE CITY STAR

CHAIR ADERICK DEAD BY HEART ATTACK; RIZINSKI NEW ADMINISTRATIVE CHAIR

By Sauvignon Pincer, journalist

Last night, Administrative Chair Maverick Aderick dropped dead suddenly from unknown causes. It would appear upon initial analysis that he died of a heart attack, but until the autopsy is complete, no official announcement will be made. Chair Aderick had a rare heart disease which was carefully monitored by official doctors and presumed to pose no threat to his general well-being.

Administrative Chair for forty-seven years, Aderick established initiatives such as School for the Homeless, Tax on Seventeen, and A Plate A Day. He ran his administration with kindness and hope. Memorial Services will be held in five days.

Next in line for the Chair, Jameson Musk, declined the position, stating only that he was getting too old and would retire in a few years, anyway. Elon Canderick, second in line, also declined, announcing officially that he was retiring due to health concerns. The third in line, Ellis Rizinski, will take the oath for the position of Administrative Chair this evening at 7 PM.

Gifts for the Aderick family may be donated through the City Council Clerk. Monetary donations will be reallocated to the fund for homeless veterans, and flowers will be sent to various orphanages and safe houses. We all grieve for the loss of Chair Aderick and send our condolences to his wife and children.
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The next morning, the sun peered through the window and draped itself casually over two sleeping figures using books as pillows. Bronwyn woke up with a start when the sun hit her eyes. She glanced at the clock: seven-thirty. She stretched and then reached over and smacked Auvek on the head.

“Wake up! Sale day!”

Auvek groaned and pulled his hood over his eyes. “You put up the signs. I'm going back to sleep.”

“We put up the signs last night,” Bronwyn replied. “Look outside. There's already a line.”

Outside the shop, a cluster of people waited, chatting excitedly and pointing through the windows. A few faces pressed their noses to the glass, peering in at the two tired young adults. Auvek sat up rapidly.

“Leaping blennies!” he exclaimed when he saw the number of people waiting. “Let's put out some boxes for them to dig through while we get ready to open.”

He stood, walked over to the door, and opened it a crack.

“I'm so glad you're re-opening, young man!” an elderly gentleman with wire-rimmed glasses exclaimed. “Our book club has been missing this place for many years!” He leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “We’ve been boycotting because didn’t like the other Oliphant fellow very much.”

“It's my pleasure, sir.” Auvek raised his voice. “If you all don't mind, could you step back for a moment? We are bringing out some boxes. Feel free to browse while you wait.”

A murmur rushed through the crowd.

“Opening before opening! Good heavens!”

“Anything good?”

“Hasn't been a sale since Oliphant the thirty-first!”

“Inside will be better.”

“Always put the worthless junk outside.”

“Twenty-seven used to tell us to steal it!”

“Old rascal!”

Auvek set the boxes down on the sidewalk well out of the way of the door, slipped back inside, and took a deep breath. Turning to Bronwyn, he said, “Let's roll. Boot up both registers. No need to assist anyone, we'll let them free-for-all.”

“You're the boss.” The counter was still covered with books, so Bronwyn cleaned it off. “We've got ten minutes until actual open. Anything else to do?”

“I guess not. I thought no one would show up, but word must spread fast around here.”

“Probably a book club phone tree,” said Bronwyn, giving a small chuckle.

At eight o’clock sharp, Auvek opened the door. A flood of people rushed into the shop, talking animatedly and immediately gravitating toward the discount shelves.

“Never since I've been alive has an Oliphant opened the shop on time!” an elderly woman announced loudly.

“Upon my word,” another old woman added, “I've never seen such a young Oliphant doing so well!”

“In all my years,” a silver-haired man interjected, “I've never seen such low prices. Oliphant was a stickler for keeping his money! A tight-wad, that old geezer!”

“Which old geezer are you talking about?” someone shouted. “They're all old geezers!”

A chorus of laughter filled the shop.

“Young man, are you an Oliphant?” An elderly man in a suit and wearing a monocle hobbled up to the desk. He leaned heavily on an ornately carved cane with a gold handle.

“Yessir. Auvek Oliphant the thirty-seventh.”

A hush fell over the shop.

“Auvek? An accountant?” the man asked.

“Yessir. I'm doing an internship with my Uncle William.”

“Ah.” The noise level in the shop resumed to normal. The man scratched his nose. “Well, where is the young fellow? Left you to do all his dirty work, I see!”

The bell dinged. In stumbled Oliphant, shirtless and with a plastic cup over his fist. “People in my shop. Whoa. Who are you?” He stared at Auvek, moving his face closer and closer, leaning precariously over the counter. His breath reeked of alcohol.

“Auvek. Your intern.”

“Oliphant, Oliphant, funny, funny Oliphant,” Oliphant sang.

“You're drunk. Go to bed,” Auvek ordered him.

“Nephey-poo telling me what to do,” he continued singing. “Me do what I want to doooo!” He ended with a flourish, waving his arm through the air and then slapping the counter clumsily. Then he giggled and lay down in the middle of the floor. In seconds, he was fast asleep.

Auvek sighed. He’d known his uncle was a bit of a lush, but he certainly hadn’t expected this. “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen, while we take care of this minor problem. Feel free to keep browsing.”

“We could put him in there,” Bronwyn suggested, pointing at the door Oliphant had forbidden him to open.

“He told me not to open that door. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea...”

“Well, what else are we supposed to do with him?” Bronwyn put her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrows. “It would take hours to drag him outside and to his house, assuming he has one around here somewhere. And we have customers waiting! Unless there’s somewhere else we can stash him?” 

“His house is right out back, but you’re right—the customers come first. I’m sure my uncle would agree, were he sober. I don’t know of any other rooms, so let's make sure there's no avalanche behind this door first,” Auvek replied. He strode over and opened the door a crack. To his surprise, the room behind it was clean. It only contained a large table and a few chairs; dusty curtains hung over the windows.

“Works for me.” Auvek leaned down and grabbed Oliphant by the armpits and pulled, grunting. “Too heavy.”

Bronwyn bent down to help. Each grabbed an arm and dragged him across the wooden floorboards and into the back room. They left him lying in a heap in a corner with a book as a pillow.

“It's good to know that this man is supposed to be my role model,” Auvek muttered as he closed the door behind him.

“I wonder what's so special about that room.” Bronwyn moved back behind the counter. “Nothing in it.”

“Probably some William Oliphant family secret,” Auvek suggested. “May I help you, sir?”

A youngish customer, probably in his mid-300s, sidled up to the counter, glancing shiftily over his shoulder as he slid his card across the desk. The card read “Sauvignon Pincer, journalist,” and the letters of his name seemed to extend from the branches of a beautifully illustrated tree. The paper was dark and stiff—almost as thick as cardboard. “Mind if I ask you a few questions? I'm a reporter for the Pomegranate City Star.”

Auvek glanced at Bronwyn. She shrugged, and suggested, “Free publicity?”

“Sure,” Auvek answered. “But can you ask me the questions while I check out customers?”

“Of course, of course. And you can call me Salve for short.”

“What can I do for you?” Auvek asked Salve. He made eye contact with the customer standing right behind Salve and then gestured for the reporter to move aside. “Good morning, ma'am. Will this be all?”

The customer handed him four books, all fifty percent off. Her fingers were drowning in rings.

“There are some rumors concerning William Oliphant the thirty-third. Was he, in fact, arrested by state officials several months ago?” the reporter asked.

“I believe it was several years ago,” Auvek corrected, trying to remember the reports. It had been the talk of Pomegranate City, and his own family had gossiped endlessly about the event. “Oliphant the thirty-fourth has been here for two years.”

“And the inheritor of the estate is, in fact, the drunken gentlemen sleeping in the next room?”

“I don't know who owns what, only that he lives here and runs the bookstore.” He pushed the books across the counter to the woman with a dozen rings. “Have a good day, ma'am.”

“Well, you know,” she said, glancing at Salve, “when they came to arrest the thirty-third, it wasn't state officials. No, it was the interplanetary police. That's what my niece said—she was right outside when it happened. Said he was crying and begging them not to take his store, that it wasn't his fault.” The old woman nodded. “We pay attention to these things, you know. Arrests aren't good for the community.”
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