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CHAPTER ONE



THERE WERE A lot of things Chloe had never thought would happen to her. One was ending up back in her hometown of Wellbridge, after years of living in the city. The other thing that she hadn’t expected was to find herself marching alone down a wet cobblestone street on a dark and rainy autumn evening, frustrated, thirty quid down and soaked to the bone.


‘Leave your umbrella at home, they said. It won’t rain, they said,’ she grumbled to herself, her heels clacking on the uneven street, threatening a twisted ankle. No one had actually said that, of course. It had been her own naïve assumption. Her wet hair stuck to her scalp, and it was another mile before she’d reach her house. Even in the rain, there were no taxis around.


Besides, she didn’t want to go home right now. The thought of stepping into a cold, empty house was depressing. But that was the problem with small, quaint towns like these. Even at nine o’clock on a Friday evening, barely anything was open. Except pubs. Pubs were always open.


She slowed as she reached the Pride & Pint, glancing through the window. Raucous laughter came from inside along with the clinking of glasses, shouts and cheers at what was probably a football match. It looked warm, but she didn’t much fancy stepping inside by herself, looking like a drowned rat.


Instead, Chloe walked up the hill towards her neighbourhood. She didn’t want to climb the hill in these ridiculous heels. She hesitated, then turned left instead, grimacing as more icy rain fell on her head and tightly crossed arms. Her teeth chattered. This wasn’t her idea of a fun night.


She could think of only one thing that comforted her at times like these. Books. There was one place of refuge for her troubled mind. The Wellbridge Library, which happened to be Chloe’s new workplace.


She had the keys in her bag because the library manager, Mrs Cook, had asked her to open the library in the morning. Though she wasn’t entirely sure she was allowed to use said keys outside the library opening times, Chloe didn’t much care at the moment. She wanted to escape the rain and find somewhere warm, to seek solace in a quiet, calm space among books and paper. Somewhere that wasn’t going to give her frostbite.


The streetlamps glowed yellow through the haze of the falling rain as Chloe strode across the empty car park, shivering now. After rummaging in her bag with icy hands for the keys, she finally pushed open the heavy doors of the Wellbridge Library.


She stepped into the dark silence and closed the door with a dull thud behind her, muffling the steady patter of rain. The lights were all off, the dim grey of the October night sky visible through the arched gothic windows. When Chloe had stepped into the grand library four weeks ago for her job interview, the rows and rows of shelves, the medieval windows, the enormous, stitched rug in front of the reception desk, and the wooden balconies that promised secrets had stolen her breath away. They had done a marvellous job of maintaining the old, sentimental charm of the place. It felt like stepping into Hogwarts library or the one in the castle in Beauty and the Beast. She’d never say it aloud, but there was something . . . otherworldly about this place. Like it was too good to belong here.


She didn’t know how long she stood there, the dripping rain from her dress and hair likely making a puddle on the floor, when a soft meow startled her. It was only Clementine, the library cat. He was fluffy and orange, the little bell on his collar jangling as he stalked along the lobby desk, regarding her with a curious, haughty look. Feeling a little silly, Chloe flicked on the lights. She petted the library cat as the reception area flooded with comforting light. Clementine’s amber eyes looked up at her, his tail swishing. The first time she had tried to pet him, he had scurried away and disappeared between the book cases. He must be in a good mood tonight.


The library’s lights were electric, but they were designed to look like lanterns, bright enough to light the way, but dim and comforting, a soft glow rather than the stark, artificial white of most public spaces. Chloe loved the scent of this place: paper, ink, and mahogany. It made her think of hidden knowledge, of limitless imagination. She shrugged off her jacket, then changed her mind with a shiver and kept it on.


She shouldn’t have been in the library so late, but ending such a terrible date by going back to her empty house to sit and ponder everything that had gone wrong was the last thing she wanted to do. Chloe kicked off her heels and strode through the reception area, the muffled sound of her feet on the carpeted floor familiar and comforting. She wished she could peel off her sodden tights, too. Maybe she shouldn’t be doing any of this at all, but it wasn’t like anybody was around. The only thing the library needed to make this moment even better was some fresh towels. Maybe a hairdryer.


According to Mrs Cook, this library had been here for over two hundred years; after going through various purposes – a courthouse, a hospital – it was finally made into a library in the fifties. The west wing was home to the non-fiction and the children’s books, but this . . . this was Chloe’s favourite section. Beyond the oak doors of the east wing were the archives, a large room on two levels separated by a spiral staircase of polished wood. Shelves stood on either side, the ground floor hosting educational texts, while the upper floor housed fiction books organised by genre and author name.


Simply being here made her feel better – who didn’t enjoy being in the presence of books? But Chloe still burned with humiliation at the thought of her date earlier tonight. Dean had seemed pleasant enough when they had chatted on the app. Their messages hadn’t made her heart skip a beat, exactly, but the red-headed, freckled mechanic from the next town over had seemed nice. And maybe that was enough for now. Chloe hadn’t had more than two consecutive dates with anyone in over a year, not since she had broken up with her boyfriend in Sheffield, and she thought a meal with someone who might be interested in her would be a good way to spend her free time.


The date, however, had not been nice.


Dean, who looked at least a decade older than his Bumble photo, had arrived twenty minutes late without so much as an apology. He had looked her up and down, shoved his way into the pub first, then when it was time to pay for their food, he had conveniently ‘forgotten’ his wallet. Who casually mentions this without even saying sorry? Who brought up their ex-girlfriend twice during their conversation? And who rang their mum in the middle of the date to boast that he was out with a ‘fit bird’?


Who the hell even does that?


Chloe stomped up the spiral staircase a little harder than necessary, the thumps echoing off the high-ceilinged room. Clementine followed her, his long tail brushing her calf before he scurried ahead, the little bell Mrs Cook had attached to his collar jangling as he went. He disappeared behind a bookshelf, maybe to find somewhere comfortable to snooze.


Up here, Chloe breathed in the scent of paper. This was what she craved. Shelves and shelves of various fiction genres. Contemporary romance, fantasy, science-fiction, historical, thrillers, literary, classics. Even just being in the books’ presence made her calmer. She rubbed her hands together, blowing into her freezing fingers. She would have to talk to Mrs Cook about investing in some blankets to match the armchairs that sat below each window. She loved those. Cosy little reading nooks. Why was she mad again?


Oh yeah. Dean. She scowled, thinking of all the witty comebacks she should have come up with instead of awkwardly sipping her gin and tonic, desperately trying to find a reason to escape.


She’d finally paid the tab and muttered some weak excuse about needing to get home before leaving him alone in the street. She hadn’t even wanted to share a taxi with Dean. She’d blocked him as soon as he was out of sight. Maybe that was mean, but she didn’t think she’d be able to face an awkward post-date exchange.


Cold rain ran down the window in rivulets, the outside world bleak and grey. It was a terrible evening to be wandering around and a perfect evening to be inside with books. It beat sitting at home and worrying about being single for ever, anyway.


Wandering about the library at night was a welcome distraction, and not only from worrying about her current lack of boyfriend. Chloe was going to sink onto one of the armchairs, then decided against it; she was still drenched. Instead, she leaned against the banister overlooking the lower floor, relishing the silence and at the same time hating the thoughts that crept into her mind when there wasn’t anything to distract her.


It had been just over a year since Mum and Dad had died in the car accident. Chloe had spent the one-year anniversary a few weeks ago getting drunk, watching her favourite comfort films, the box of tissues beside her, gradually emptying a bottle of wine. She had been too upset to even read, and had instead fallen asleep to Titanic, waking up to a disintegrated tissue clenched in her palm. Chloe’s younger sister, Gwen, had been on holiday that day, according to posts on her social media, which Chloe was definitely not stalking under a fake name. Gwen had been somewhere in the Caribbean, sunglasses on her face and looking stunning in a white bikini.


Chloe supposed people dealt with grief differently. Gwen hadn’t even come to their parents’ funeral. She had been in Fiji.


The hurt was still there, and she doubted it would ever fade. A year had brought her out of her cloud of grief where all she wanted to do was sleep, but it hadn’t been easy to come back to Wellbridge, to move into what used to be her parents’ home, and to try and piece her life back together. Already, she was regretting coming here.


She had decided, upon moving in and dealing with the legality of things, that this would only be temporary. She would save up some money and then move back to the city. Maybe back to her flat in Sheffield, where she had worked until recently. Back to chaos and strangers and bright lights and unfamiliar settings, where it was wonderfully loud and busy. It distracted from thoughts that got too deep or depressing.


It was almost a relief to fret over her non-existent love life instead. It was a much smaller problem, one she could focus on without wanting to cry until she threw up. Chloe had had a boyfriend or two in her time, though never anything serious. Not for a long time. She was twenty-six now, and it was hardly too late, but her failures at finding love had led her down a slippery slope of believing all the good ones were already taken. Or worse, that she was the problem.


She closed her eyes and let loose a slow, steady breath. No, Dean had definitely been the problem tonight.


‘Clementine, what even are men?’ she asked. A low meow answered her.


She wandered along a shelf of classics. There was nothing like strolling among shelves of books to calm the mind. Her love for literature wasn’t shared by her sister, who had declared, rather too proudly for Chloe’s taste, that she hadn’t read a book since her English Literature GCSE. It wasn’t only in their love for books, or lack of, where they differed. Gwen never struggled to find a date. As far as Chloe could tell from her social media, Gwen had been flitting from rich boyfriend to rich boyfriend since she’d moved out at eighteen, travelling to various sunny countries and going on spending sprees at their expense.


Good for her, Chloe supposed. But she didn’t want to think about her sister now. She caught up to the library cat, who looked up at her with his big, amber eyes. With the rain still drumming outside, it somehow felt like there was nobody left in the world except herself and this cute little feline before her.


‘Do you think I’ll ever find a boyfriend, Clem?’


He made a soft purring noise that sounded suspiciously like a ‘no’. Chloe couldn’t help laughing.


She wanted to grab a book, perhaps several, and find an armchair where she could bury her nose in a good story and forget her problems for a while, if only her dress would dry off first. Her house was within walking distance, but the drum of rain on the windows made her want to stay here a bit longer. And why not? Her shift didn’t start until ten o’clock the next morning, and nobody knew she was here. Mrs Cook hadn’t explicitly said she couldn’t come here outside her work hours. Chloe would leave everything as she had found it and switch off all the lights before leaving. No one would know, except Clementine.


It was peaceful here, alone with the books and the cat, and Chloe found herself wide awake. The rest of this boring town was asleep or holed up in their pubs. Chloe couldn’t wait to leave Wellbridge. She preferred cities. The noise, the distractions, the new faces every day. Here there wasn’t enough to do, and whenever she wasn’t in another world, either a new place or a new story, her thoughts liked to wander.


As she browsed the shelves of classics, Chloe’s heart ached. These mahogany shelves were home to some of the world’s greatest literary treasures, donated or sold over the decades and generations, all to find a place in this library. Chloe ran a finger along the spines, some bound in leather, others with gold embossing. A few were old and peeling, showing the many hands that had loved and thumbed through them. Dickens, Fitzgerald, Hardy, even a collection of Shakespeare’s plays, thick as a Bible, graced the shelf of classics. Chloe wandered the shelves, scanning the alphabetised authors until her eyes found her favourites: some of J. R. R. Tolkien, Terry Pratchett, collections of C. S. Lewis and a healthy number of Enid Blyton’s old adventure stories. Nostalgia and joy washed through Chloe. So many characters, adventures and lessons were hidden between the pages at her fingertips. How could anyone not love books? She felt sorry for people who couldn’t live through fictional characters, joining them in their adventures, their heartaches and triumphs. There was so much to learn and love, even from the simplest of stories.


She stopped at one shelf. Was it her imagination, or was there a faint glow around one of the books? Perhaps the gold lettering caught the light overhead, although it didn’t seem that way.


Curious, she slowly slid it out.


A noise at the end of the shelves made her jump like a child caught with their hand in the biscuit tin. But it was only Clementine, slinking around with his tail in the air. She was so jumpy tonight.


Chloe opened the book, pinching the corner of the page with her fingertips as though afraid rougher handling might damage it. Dad had given her a copy of this classic romance as a congratulatory present before she went to university. She flicked through the pages, lost in reminiscence. She had read it all in her first semester and eagerly discussed the novel with her parents as they’d carved the Christmas turkey. Gwen, who had actually shown up for Christmas that year, had rolled her eyes and loudly declared the classics were boring, much to Chloe’s chagrin. When Chloe had pointed out that she couldn’t know they were boring if she had never read them, Gwen had just gone back to filing her nails.


Chloe swallowed at the memory. That had been an awkward Christmas. Gwen had left first thing on Boxing Day morning, declaring she had ‘better stuff to do’. Gwen hadn’t come back the year after that. Or the next.


Stop thinking about her, Chloe silently chastised herself. In this edition of the book, the edges were sprayed gold. What an excellent find. Mrs Cook’s diligent cleaning showed here; there wasn’t a speck of dust on the shelves, and this tome was almost like new. Chloe wondered how many people had read this story, had gotten lost in the pages of this charming tale that had kept her enraptured through the toughest of times. She leaned against the opposite shelf, turning to the final page. A happy ending. Enemies to lovers was one of Chloe’s favourite tropes in literature. Funny to think it existed even in the nineteenth century.


‘I bet it was easier to date back then,’ she said to Clementine, who was licking his paws. ‘I should’ve been born in that era, with flowing dresses and gentlemen and horse-drawn carriages.’ She grinned at her own musings. Were men easier to bag back then, or would she still have been hopelessly single even in a dress and corset? She supposed people were married off two hundred years ago, but it was still fun to imagine being swept away by a handsome nobleman.


She read out some of her favourite lines to Clementine, comforted by the words that filled the space around them. To his credit, the cat stuck around, cocking his head as Chloe’s voice echoed around the upper archives.


A shuffle in the next aisle made her head jerk up. Was Mrs Cook here, working late? Had she forgotten something and come to retrieve it? It would be mortifying to be caught like this late at night, her wet hair still clinging to her neck, reading out loud to a cat. Chloe didn’t want to have to explain to her new boss that her first date in ages had been so terrible she had found solace by breaking into her new workplace.


She slowly slid the book back onto its shelf, ignoring the way she thought it glowed. Maybe she could sneak out of here before she was caught. Chloe made her way towards the spiral staircase.


And crashed straight into someone.










CHAPTER TWO



‘SORRY!’ SHE GASPED as she stepped away from the person she had just collided with. He was a young man wearing a regency tailcoat of deep blue, his white collar high and ruffled. Her gaze travelled up to a curious look on the clean-shaven face of a man who held a look haughty enough to rival Clementine’s. She blinked in shock. She could have sworn she was alone up here. She hadn’t heard him climb the stairs.


The newcomer gave a stiff bow. ‘Good evening, madam.’ He did not smile as he stared up and down her sodden clothes, giving Chloe the urge to cover herself.


She took in his polished shoes, his curly dark hair, the slightly arrogant look he gave her as he stood among the library shelves. He looked like he had just stepped out of the nineteenth century.


‘Madam,’ he said, sounding affronted. ‘What are you wearing? And what are you doing in my library?’


Chloe was lost for words, her mind struggling to grasp why he was here. Halloween was in a couple of weeks. Was he wearing a costume, perhaps? If it was, a costume that is, she had to admit he seemed really committed to the part. He had even grown out some sideburns. But what was he doing so late in the library when it was clearly closed? Had she forgotten to lock the front door? She couldn’t remember.


‘Erm,’ was all she could say. ‘Are you all right? Can I help you with something?’ Then his words caught up to her. ‘Wait. What’s wrong with my dress? And what do you mean, your library?’


‘Perhaps I have had too much to drink. Forgive me. I’m afraid I am rather lost. I am not sure how I got here.’ The man held a certain sadness in his eyes, and for a moment, it was like Chloe could see her grief reflected in them. She quickly shook away the strange thought.


‘Lost?’ she repeated. How lost could you get in a library in the middle of the night?


‘Yes, although, it is refreshingly quiet in here.’ He glanced at her, taking her presence in as much as she had his, his eyes roaming over her damp chestnut hair to her black dress and stockinged feet. ‘I am wondering how to get back. I was at a party, you see. Frightful things, with far too many people I’m forced to entertain. I’m told I have the charm of a shoe.’


Chloe’s senses were catching up with her. She was alone with a stranger in the middle of the night. She took a step back, swallowing, unsure whether to try to point him towards the exit. Clementine saved her from the awkward silence by appearing behind her with a soft purr. The man started slightly, then favoured the feline with a small smile.


‘What a charming creature. Though I really must be getting back. This doesn’t look like my library, after all.’ He didn’t meet Chloe’s gaze, but glanced somewhere over her shoulder, as though someone from his party would be hiding in a shadowy corner. He gave a soft sigh. ‘Though as I was just so vehemently rejected, there doesn’t seem to be much point.’


Was he playing a character? If he had come from outside, how was he not wet from the rain? Perhaps he had brought an umbrella with him.


‘You must help me,’ said the stranger.


Chloe didn’t think she must do anything, but she didn’t want someone making a complaint about her when she hadn’t even been working here a week. She didn’t think the man was here to steal anything. A tailcoat wasn’t the typical outfit for a break-in. He didn’t look particularly surprised to see Chloe; it seemed like he had simply wandered inside by accident.


‘Neither of us should be in here,’ Chloe pointed out as she headed for the spiral staircase. ‘We need to leave. Where is this party of yours?’


Maybe they were celebrating Halloween early and he’d somehow accidentally wandered into the library, seeing the light on upstairs.


‘At my estate, of course,’ said the man, sounding surprised. ‘I had thought at first that this was my library, but that seems to be a mistake.’


How drunk was he?


The man was becoming stranger by the second. The best thing would be to get them both out of here, and hopefully this guy wouldn’t think to come back tomorrow and mention she was here.


‘I’m sure you’ll find your way back to your party in no time,’ she called behind her.


The man had stopped at the top of the spiral staircase that would lead them to the lower floor. ‘Where are you going?’


‘To the exit.’ She pointed towards the door that led to the reception area.


‘No, I am quite sure it’s this way.’ He turned on his heel and headed back in the direction from which they’d come, his shoes clopping on the floorboards. ‘That is how I got here.’


Irritated now, Chloe scooped up Clementine to avoid him getting trampled. The cat stayed quiet in her arms, then looked up at her. It may have been her imagination, but he held the same annoyed look as she felt.


‘Sir?’ She followed the man back to the shelves, wondering what on earth was happening. He half-trotted ahead of her, the ends of his tailcoat disappearing around the corner of an enormous shelf of Young Adult fiction.


‘I need to get back.’ He sounded upset now, moving aside books on shelves as though hoping to somehow find a door among the tomes. He straightened near a light, his height casting a shadow on Chloe. He was a marvellous actor, she thought. If she was being pranked, he was doing a decent job of convincing her he was really worried.


The man swallowed. He pulled on his ruffled collar as if he were trying to get more air. ‘Madam.’


‘Chloe.’ She patted her chest with her free hand.


The man shifted for a moment as though trying to find the right words. ‘Do you think first impressions are important?’


The question took her aback. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘First impressions, Miss Chloe.’ He took a step towards her. ‘Me, I am frightfully unskilled at socialising. I recently met a marvellous woman, and did I behave like a gentleman? I did not!’ He threw an arm into the air. ‘I was rude, uncouth, arrogant. She hated me for a long time. Perhaps she still does.’ The corners of his mouth turned down like he was fighting to swallow his emotions. ‘She has to know how I feel!’


Chloe couldn’t imagine this strange man would get to confessing his feelings anytime soon, not when he was still standing around talking to her. Then something occurred to her. The glowing book she had picked from the shelf just a moment ago . . .


‘Is it salvageable, Miss Chloe?’ said the man again. His hand was frozen on a bookshelf now, almost as if his next action depended on her answer. ‘Do you think she can forgive me? See past the terrible first impression?’


Chloe thought back to her disastrous dates, her seemingly eternal status of singledom, her failure to find anyone she could truly connect with. Even the guy she had been seeing in Sheffield hadn’t felt like a true connection. ‘Well, I just had a terrible date myself. That was a bad first impression, and I don’t think he’ll be getting a second chance. Online dating is a minefield.’ She forced a chuckle. ‘But you could say sorry and make it up to this girl. First impressions aren’t everything, especially if you try harder next time.’


‘Hmm.’ The man rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t know this line date you speak of, but it can’t be worse than the pomp and ceremony of a party. Not to mention the expense.’ He gave another dramatic sigh.


‘Right,’ said Chloe quickly. Her experience with parties hadn’t included much ‘pomp.’ Mainly beer pong and tequila shots. ‘Well, when it comes to love, I’m not sure I’m the right person to ask.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I suppose not. At any rate, it’s time for me to be getting back to my estate. I think I understand this well enough. You appear to have brought me here somehow, so send me back. Now, if you please. There’s lots to do.’


Chloe stared at him. Clementine wriggled from her arms and landed softly on the floor. He shot them both a disapproving look before slinking into the shadows.


‘How do you propose I send you back?’ Chloe asked, resisting the urge to fold her arms.


‘The same way you brought me here,’ he affirmed as though it were obvious. ‘Come now, there must have been something you did to get me here in the first place. I need to—’


‘Get back to your party, yeah.’


The glowing book.


Throwing the man a glance, Chloe sidled back to the shelf where she had seen the classics. There was the book she’d flicked through earlier, and the faint glow she thought she’d seen before was more conspicuous now. A burnt-orangey hue emanated from its pages, as if a faint light were beckoning her closer.


She pulled out the book, letting out a small breath. This couldn’t be real. Maybe Mrs Cook was playing some elaborate prank on her. Any moment now, the older lady would appear among the shelves, giggling at Chloe’s expense. But when she glanced up, the stranger was watching her, worry and expectation on his face.


She opened the book anyway. She would humour them both, give this guy in costume and Mrs Cook a true laugh.


She thought it felt warmer in her hands than it should. She held it and looked at the cover, unsure what to do. The rain drummed on the roof above her head, lighter now, and Clementine appeared once again at her feet. He looked expectantly up at her as he sat, his tail curling around him as he watched. The light of the fake lanterns made his orange fur burn gold.


Go on, he seemed to say.


Chloe flicked through the pages, once again remembering reading this in her first year living away from home. She scanned the familiar lines, taking in the ink on paper, seeing a grand mansion and manicured lawns, gossiping girls in frilly dresses and well-dressed noblemen watching them from afar.


She continued reading from where she had left off. Nothing happened. The man waited.


‘Try the back,’ he suggested.


She flicked to the end, to the ending she loved so much. She could remember closing the book in her university dorm, giggling with pleasure as she hugged the book to her chest. She found the character’s line and read it aloud, feeling a bit foolish.


She felt something this time: an ineffable energy washing over her, gentler than a breeze. Then silence.


‘Sir?’ She looked up, but the man was gone. Maybe he was in the next aisle. ‘Did it work?’


Nothing answered her except the rain and her own breath.


‘Hello?’ She peered round the next shelf, expecting to see the man waiting there, perhaps brushing away imaginary dust from his jacket. But nothing greeted her save the bookcases, as quiet as when she’d found them.


Agitated, Chloe checked aisle after aisle, calling out for the mysterious man who now appeared eerily similar to the main love interest in the book she was holding. If she didn’t know any better, she would say that was him.


The glow around the book had now disappeared.


Chloe put the book back where it belonged, thoroughly freaked out. She glanced around her again, then at the book, which definitely wasn’t glowing any more. Had she just imagined that burnt-orange hue around it?


Her mind raced with explanations, each less plausible than the last. Then she allowed herself a small laugh, shaking her head. ‘Nah.’


It was a trick or a coincidence. People liked to dress in all kinds of ways these days. Maybe he had seen her reading the book and decided to tease her a bit. He could easily have slipped off while she was reading.


Still, the way the man had looked so worried when talking about getting back, and how he’d suddenly disappeared . . . and what were the odds of him wandering the library, looking like he had just stepped out of the exact book she’d decided to pick up? The spiral staircase, which led to one of the library’s two exits, was within Chloe’s sight. If he had descended to the archives, she wouldn’t have missed him. His shoes would have echoed on the wooden staircase at least.


‘He’s really not here?’ she said to Clementine when the cat reappeared around a corner, watching her with interest. She checked the rest of the shelves, half expecting to see the man hiding in a dark corner. But she was alone up here. She could feel it.


‘Hmm.’ She picked up the book one more time. She took a breath and read a random page, focusing on the scene. An image of the man she had just spoken to materialised in her mind.


She waited. She didn’t feel a presence, that strange breeze-like sensation. She didn’t hear a footstep or a cough or a breath. There was no one here except her and the cat.


Chloe grabbed another book at random and read out a passage. Nothing. She tried another, and still nothing happened. She slid a heavy collection of short stories back into its place, feeling silly.


The logical explanation held no logic at all.


Her phone told her it was already past ten o’clock. She had to be here in twelve hours to start her shift. Chloe quickly made sure she had left the library as she’d found it and did a final sweep of the upper floor. The man was nowhere to be seen, not hiding in a dark corner or sitting on one of the armchairs placed beside the rain-strewn gothic windows. She was alone up here, except for Clementine, who was now having a case of the zoomies, sprinting up and down the spiral staircases, the gentle jingle of his bell following him. The sound was comforting.


‘See you tomorrow, Clemmy,’ she said, catching him long enough to stroke his orange fur. She gave him a cat biscuit, then gave him one final pat before sliding on her heels and braving the cold drizzle outside.


I was tipsy, she firmly told herself as she wrapped her jacket tighter around her body, squinting through the rain as it fell on her head. I imagined the whole thing. As frightening as that thought was, that she had invented a whole scenario about a fictional book boyfriend to cope with the misery of her life, it was the only plausible explanation she could come up with.


That’s what she told herself as she entered her house in the Moorhall neighbourhood, wet and shivering. At least this event had helped her almost forget the terrible date, but now, standing in her dark hallway, it all came roaring back, and she let out an embarrassed groan. At least it could be an amusing story sometime in the future if she ever had the guts to tell it.


After a long, hot shower and bed, Chloe could almost believe she had made up the encounter in the library. It made more sense than the alternative. Before she dozed off, she recalled what she had told the man about first impressions and second chances, and wondered if she believed it herself.


Clementine watched the new human leave through the heavy double doors, and the familiar sound of the door locking clicked through the lobby. Chloe, her name was. Well, it seemed she had a lot to learn about working in this library.


He finished his biscuit and lapped up some water from his bowl, listening to the rain, then curled up on his favourite cushion in the non-fiction section. The sound of the drumming rain comforted him and slowly lulled him to sleep.










CHAPTER THREE



‘GOOD MORNING, MR Richardson.’ Chloe waved to her elderly neighbour the next day. His house was opposite hers, and he had lived there for as long as Chloe could remember. When she and Gwen were children, he and his wife had sometimes looked after them and always gave them biscuits. Mrs Richardson had died when Chloe was a teenager, but she was glad the old man still seemed well.


She always waved to him whenever they crossed paths, but so far Chloe had been in too much of a hurry to stop and chat. This morning, however, she decided to say hello to him properly.


‘Chloe, I keep telling you. You’re not a little kid any more, so please call me Joe.’ He shuffled over, using his cane. She couldn’t help grinning back at him as he regarded her with a cheerful smile from beneath his flat cap. ‘How are you?’ The sympathy in his words let her know he meant about her parents.


‘Oh, you know.’ She gave a half-shrug, not wanting to talk about Mum and Dad right before work. ‘Thank you for coming to the funeral. It meant a lot. How’s the gardening?’


She couldn’t see the back garden from the street, but she recalled Mr Richardson loved looking after plants and flowers. He had even grown some of his own vegetables the last time Chloe was in town.


‘I’ve got a little greenhouse now. You should come along and have a look sometime. The leeks are coming on fantastic.’ He looked pleased. Chloe happily let him chatter about his chrysanthemums until he added, ‘I suppose I’m keeping you from going to work?’ He gave an understanding nod. ‘If you ever need anything.’ He tapped his nose with a wink, then shuffled off. Chloe watched him, feeling fond of the old man and hoping he wasn’t too lonely in his house by himself. They were both on their own, now.


She made her way into town. Autumn was Chloe’s favourite time of year. The scent of coffee and baking floated on the wind as she walked down towards the library, making her think of cosy romances as she put her hands into her fur-lined pockets. She had found the coat at a charity shop a few months ago, almost like new, and it would probably get her through the cold winter. At least today it wasn’t raining, and she had swapped her impractical heels for a comfortable pair of loafers.


Chloe shrugged off her coat at five to ten. With the lights on and daylight streaming through the windows, it was almost laughable that she had been here late last night, lamenting a bad date and talking to phantoms. Even so, she couldn’t help glancing in the direction of the upper floors that held the fiction books. It was through another set of doors, separate from the reception area in which they now stood.


The librarian arrived at half past ten. ‘Good morning, Mrs Cook,’ Chloe greeted her. ‘I’ve already given Clementine his breakfast.’


‘Hello, love.’ Mrs Cook was small and old, a delightful stereotype of a kindly librarian, from her gold-rimmed glasses to the way she always spoke softly, as though talking any louder would scare away the books. ‘When you’ve got a minute, there’s a new box of books that came in last week and I haven’t gotten around to sorting them out. They’re all in a jumble, so could you organise them and put them on the shelves for me?’


‘Sure.’ Chloe secretly loved tasks like these. The pleasing rush of dopamine she got from organising and tidying was partly what had prompted her to apply for a job at the library in the first place. Not to mention the perk of working with books all day long.


She found the cardboard box Mrs Cook was talking about behind the reception counter. It was indeed a jumble, a donation of random novels. At least they were in good condition and would find many new readers.


Chloe hoped the day ahead would prove to be busy. She had to finish organising some paperwork, refill the cat’s automatic feeder in the afternoon, and firmly resist the temptation to keep an eye out for books that might sport an orange hue.


She had told herself it was a hallucination, her drink at the pub being perhaps stronger than she’d thought. But it had been so vivid, and Chloe wasn’t the type to dream up scenarios so intense and detailed. She still remembered the worry in the stranger’s soft brown eyes, the slight floral scent of his tailcoat. Chloe had a good imagination, but surely not that good. And Clementine had responded to the stranger’s presence as strongly as she had.


She rubbed the bridge of her nose, wondering if she had been pranked after all. At least Mrs Cook didn’t seem to be in on it, and she simply smiled at her when their gazes met.


‘I’ll sort these out now.’ Chloe headed upstairs to the thriller section with the donated books heavy in her arms. Whoever had owned them before had been a huge fan of Dean Koontz and James Patterson, and she wondered why they had donated them. She couldn’t resist glancing at the shelf of classics on her way, but they were all normal. No faint glow to be seen.


She took her time, finding a new home for each donated novel, organising each volume by the author’s surname. She glanced out of the window. There were patches of clouds today, and the streets were still damp from the night’s rain. Was the man from last night out there somewhere, maybe nursing a hangover, his costume draped over a chair? Had he told the girl he was talking about, the one from his party, that he was sorry about his poor social skills? Had she forgiven him?


Or was he really back at his estate, safely in the pages of his book?


‘Chloe?’ called Mrs Cook from downstairs. For a soft-spoken woman, her voice carried well.


‘Yes?’


‘Have you nearly finished putting away the donations? We’ve got a young man here looking for a book.’


Chloe half ran down the spiral staircase, flushed with embarrassment at sitting around daydreaming when she was at work. Mrs Cook was waiting for her at the doorway of the lower floor archives, her facial expression serene. Chloe hoped she wasn’t annoyed. However, the older woman’s eyes glinted with amusement. ‘Did you find something interesting up there?’


‘What? No. I mean, I’ve finished putting away the books. Sorry, I’ll get to the visitor now,’ she babbled.


An alarming thought came to her. Could this ‘young man’ be the guy from last night? She wondered what Mrs Cook would make of the man’s outfit, from his polished pumps to his sideburns. She hoped he wouldn’t mention meeting her here in the middle of the night. Her palms sweated as she followed the librarian to reception.


But the man waiting in the lobby wasn’t the dark-haired noble. Even though his back was to her, she could tell by his broad shoulders and fair hair it was someone else. He appeared to be admiring the architecture of the library, and although Chloe hadn’t been here long, she felt a surge of pride in its beauty.


‘Good morning,’ she said.


The man turned to face her. He looked to be in his thirties, with a strong, square jaw and a chin dimple. Definitely not the same man who had spoken of pompous parties at his estate on the upper floor last night. This man, when he saw her, didn’t smile, but acknowledged her with a small nod.


‘What was it you were looking for, again?’ Mrs Cook asked the man. She added to Chloe, ‘You’ll have to help me use the computer, love.’


The reception PC, the only one in the library, was an archaic thing that still used Windows XP. Chloe fumbled through the search function, half her mind still upstairs with the mysterious stranger. She had to push the thought away for now and shelve it in her mind with all the other inexplicable clutter.


‘I’m looking for a book.’ The man’s voice was deep and rich, with a Geordie accent.


Both women stared at him. Was he being pedantic? This was a library, of course he was looking for a book. ‘What kind of book? We have lots,’ said Chloe pleasantly.


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Fantasy. Swords and heroes. Things like that.’


Mrs Cook clicked her tongue as the PC refused to load. The man turned from them, examining the beams and the gothic windows. Chloe wondered if Clementine was around, maybe watching from a beam. Mrs Cook abandoned the PC and instead grabbed a file from the back shelf. She started rifling through it while Chloe watched on in dismay. The file was as thick as her forearm. It would take ages to find what they wanted.


‘There’s a fantasy section on the upper floor,’ she suggested after the silence stretched between them.


‘Would you take him there?’ asked the librarian.


Chloe guided the man through the archives, half nervous she’d meet the stranger from the night before, that he would have somehow snuck back inside to torment her. But the library was still empty. Even Clementine wasn’t slinking around.


Chloe let the man go first. He climbed the spiral staircase with a confident stride, like he had been here before. Halfway up the stairs, Chloe thought she felt something. A flutter of . . . eagerness. Not from herself, though. It was like the room’s mood had shifted. It felt like anticipation, like lying in wait at a surprise party.


Then it was gone.


She stopped halfway up the stairs, feeling strange.


‘You coming?’ asked the man, having reached the top. He glanced back at her.


‘Yes. The fantasy section’s just up here,’ she said, shaking off the odd feeling. She sprinted up the last few steps and turned to the rows of bookcases. Up here, the sunlight from outside shone through the gothic windows, casting golden beams on the shelves.


‘Here it is. There’s a decent collection here,’ said Chloe, showing the newcomer a few titles. Their collection of fantasy took up two bookcases, organised in Young Adult and Adult fiction.


‘I’ve read that one.’ He pointed at one she had pulled out. ‘The writing style’s too juvenile for me.’


Chloe was indignant; he’d just insulted one of her favourites. ‘I see.’ She slid the book back, hiding what she was sure was an annoyed look on her face. ‘How about the Wheel of Time series? We have a couple of copies of the first one here . . . Yes, here it is.’


The man took the book in his hands and opened it, cracking the spine. The awful sound was a physical pain to Chloe, and she couldn’t conceal her wince.


‘What?’ he asked, seeing her flinch.


‘That’s a first edition.’


He huffed. ‘I didn’t realise we weren’t allowed to open them.’


Chloe felt herself puffing up like an angry bird, but she swallowed her anger. This man was a visitor to the library. Where she worked. She rearranged books on a nearby shelf, hoping he would go away soon.


When she glanced up, the man’s eyes were roaming the first page again. Then he closed the book and said, ‘Yeah, this’ll do,’ without smiling or looking at her.


‘There’s some Terry Pratchett too,’ she said. ‘You might—’


‘No, this one’s fine.’ He turned and stomped off. His heavy steps descended the spiral staircase.


What a bum. Chloe was aware that working with the public meant the occasional rude interaction, but she had hoped people who visited libraries would be nicer. The more the minutes ticked by, the more annoyed she became. It was like being in the shower days after an argument and coming up with the perfect response.


‘Yeah, you’re welcome!’ she called over the banister, even though the impolite stranger had long since left.


‘What’s that, love?’ Mrs Cook’s voice rang from downstairs.


‘Nothing.’ Her face on fire, Chloe hurried to her next task.


Clementine was alone up here now, and that was just the way he liked it.


He trotted along the tops of the bookshelves among the comforting scent of the books, his paws not making a sound on the wood, though his bell rang if he moved too quickly. He roamed each aisle, acknowledging the space as his own. Humans came here sometimes, yes, but how many of them could say they had climbed the beams and walked across them all, watching the others move around below? How many of them had explored every inch of the library garden? Slept here at night, listening to the building creak?


Clementine reached a section close to the spiral staircase and stopped.


He had spotted something. A cardboard box, sitting between the shelves. Oh, it was beautiful. Clementine meowed his approval, slinking his way around the box, taking in each exquisite detail: the scratches, the marks and imperfections only added to its appeal. The lid was open, tape still stuck to one part, and when he glanced inside, he was delighted to see it was empty.


The humans had done well, leaving this offering here for him.


Clementine hopped into the box, comforted by the four walls around him. He turned around and settled there, relaxed in this tiny space. What a great find. He would be safe and happy here.


He rolled over, playing inside the box. Then he rolled again.


The box rolled, too.


Clementine gave an annoyed yelp as the box fell onto its side, pinning him against the bookshelf. He meowed ruefully, stuck in the dark. What a silly, silly box. Why would the humans do this to him?


‘Clem! Oh, poor baby.’ With a rustling noise, the box was turned over. Light flooded onto Clementine. He lay on his back, his paws up, highly embarrassed. He quickly rose and leaped out of the nasty box, sitting down to lick his paw with dignity.


‘Are you all right?’ Chloe picked him up, her hands gentle. Her cardigan held a soft, floral scent.


He meowed to her, telling her of his horrible adventure with the box trapping him. She made a sympathetic noise and scratched him between his ears, exactly where he liked it. He couldn’t help purring.


He decided he rather liked Chloe.
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