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\\Iith evcr,v erhalation, a little more blood soaks into the chair.

The murdcrer tilts theil head, and steps outside the crimsori lilg
norv seeping over the floorboards. 'fhe owner clutches his side and
hisses, but it's zr feeble motion. His grip is slackening, the pain trar-el-

ling to a distant place in his mind.
'Holv?' he sat.s again, and this time it's a sigh.
'I-ady Fate alr,vavs {i.nds out in the end.'

The murderer'"r,aits until the owner's breaths still, belbre tucking
the knife ar,r,al,. Fbr a murder, there is little fhnfar:e; the r,vork is done,

thev think.
Dorvn in the bookshop, there is a whisper.
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HEN CASS.L\

seller told her

Lady Fate.

plucking strings acros: r:..-

make or break 1'orrr [o:' .'
path )ou had so derent,:
outstretched hands. Ladr I

The bookseller kneh c. ',

and said, 'Lady F'ate u iI .'-
It was several rear. : .

luck you over just ?: e;t..-

Take nor,r'', fbr instancr

She's standing in fr.l
ovcr Ihe Thames. \\'o]re , :'
mous mistake. Canarr' \\':
above are dark and opar: ..
filled rvith desiq'ner rirr :: .

to inhabit it. People tc,r

have alreadv climbed r .

looking for a differenr l-r-
Her phone rings.

'Roth,' she says.

'Come on up, Cass.' H ,

tennis courts and lonq ,:'.
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Definitely a mistake. But it's too late to back out nor,v.

\\'ell, no she could still turn around and leave. But her rerrt is

clverdue, lor one. And she's just coming to appraise a felr. stolen

books: an easl uncomplicated job. N,Ioreover, Roth pays rvell; she

can tolerate a ferv hours of him fbr that.
'Ihe lbt,er is hauntinsly dark, but in the eleam of the day's last

Iight, she catches the opulent decor. \'eined marble floorinu, glossv

chrome fittines, and the e\rer-present security car-neras to make sure

the riff:raffsta\,'out. Her boots leave traces of mud across the other-

r'vise spotless floor as she lvalks past the emptr-l'eception.

Joke's on them, she thinks. this rillraffhas an invite.
'I'he eler..ator takes her up to the penthouse,'uvhere a rrlan lounges

in the dooru,a)' She recognises Roth instantly: well built. rvith floppy
blonde hair and a tan to match the r'vatch on his r,vrist. A Iess discern-
ing admirer might call him a golden retriever of a man, but Cassandra

knorvs a shark lvhen she sees one.

'It's been too 1one, darling,' he says.

'You could hire me more often,' she reminds him. as he takes hcr coat.

And vou'd like that. hm?'

Roth's gaze lingers on her chest before he drags his focus back to
her. She Ibrces herseif to smile, to appear not stupid but harmless.

Possessable. An1.,"r''av, she knorvs Roth isn't really interested in her
as long as she remains in reach.

Just a couple of books,' she warns. 'I'm on a tight schedule.'

She's not, but let Roth think that she's deigning to grace him with
her presence.

'That's all I ask,' he savs.

And I r'vant the cash up {ront,' she adds.

He finally mo\res aside to let her into his flat, but not so far that she

doesn't have to brush past him. His hand touches the small of her
back and lingers.

'\{hat do you think of the ner,v place?' he says, his breath against

her ear. 'Tempted?'

Cassandra tilts her head just enough for him to see her smile. 'Oh,
vou knor,r,l Seen one, seen them ail, realll:'

,+"

THE

His hand falls from hert
'Books are in the libran

And you'll be paid when r
Rent, she reminds hersel

the slap he so badly desen-

'Is that a problem?'he a

Tes. Bfi she shrugs.'\\h.
The theoretical problem

at all. Most certainly she shc

taken by Roth, or by anotl
underpaid museurn curator
who cares? much less sell

But it only stops being theon

brokering is a safer game thi
What a fuck-up thnthad
As Roth leads her thro

gorgeous space. Hideouslr-
living room feels more lilie
tures on gold-trimmed pe

perfection, all dominated b
the view is spectacular: ar

Thames shearing through
Roth recovers some of

set of glass doors. 'This. dz

Roth's library. Last timt
than a construction site. thr

now she understands rr-hv

had his pick of apartrnents

bookshelves, each one pac
Most, if not all, wiII be ram
tors alike, although some

Roth's name stamped on tt
from other aficionados rtitl
herself calculating the rzlt
her throat.
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If she didn't knor.v Roth better. she u,'ould conciude that this is the

r,r,ork of hired expertise. An interior designer r.vith a careiul eve, or a
particularly salr,y assistant. But Roth is a collector through and
through; no book lrould have passed throueh here rvithout his

expiicit, personal hand in the acquisition.
She wonders how many of them came frorn Chiron's bookshop.
'Nice collection,' she sa,vs because she knor,l.s he's waiting lbr a

compliment.
'It's nothing special.' he says, with blatantl,v false modesty. 'I keep

the real rarities in a climate-controlled library else'uvhere.' As though
reading her mind, he adds, 'Seen the old man lately?'

If she didn't know Roth as well as she does, or if it had been some-

one else asking, she might have chalked up the quesrion as passing

curiositv: But she's seen that gleam in his eyes belbre.
She shrugs. 'Have vou?'
'Oh, I've seen him, sure.' Roth waves his hand in the air vaguel1..

Arourrd.'
Cassandra can imasine. At exclusive dinners, secretive confer-

ences rneant fbr booksellers and collectors only, undersround
auctions, where no one looks too hard at a book's origins. At the bars

afterwards, when the real deals happen. and the allelways after that,
rthere debts are collected and lavours squeezed. What's a little drink
between old friends, alter all?

What's a little blood?

'He isir't taking appointments anvmore,' Roth says pointedl,v, as

though this is her fault. And there's a book I'm sirnplv dying to get

my hands on.'
\'\iell, Chiron had nerrcr much liked customers in the first place. Or

people, Ibr that matter. Once, Cassandra had considered herself the
exception, along with a hand{ul of' booksellers lr.ho'd wor}iecl along-

side him in his shop, each possessing decades' rvorth of experience.
Last she'd heard, he'd all but shut the shop, the booksellers Iong eone.

'\\'eren't vou his apprentice.' Prot6g6?' Roth prompts.
Like hc doesn't knor,r, eractll, rvho Cassandr-a is. Or who she used

to be. She pretends to focus on a particularly elitz-v set of rebound

$r
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classics displayed in a glass

people, who's managed to
decade hiding.

'Fairfax is a lovely last ni
change it to Holt.'

She keeps her eyes trainec
you from finding me, she thi

He sidles over to her. 'Da
'I told you, I don't knor,r'u

with him?' she asks, as lightl

Just satisfying my curiosir

chair and gestures invitingt):
Cassandra settles hersell

against her neck.

'The books?' she says.

'Packed away. Let me ger

\fhile she waits, her thour

been years since she's rt-alk,

windows, wondering rvhat C
might walk its empty corrid
sound like in a room with n
teeth, no hands to pluck the
it would feel like to har,'e the
rustle of paper and gloss_r- r

fingers and in her mind. an
she recites Once upon a thu-

No, she doesn't think of ir
Idly, she splays her hands

Although it looks clean. a

Grimacing, she makes to rri
Cautiously, she rubs the resi
then sniffs it.

Ink...andblood.
Every nerve sparks ablaze
'Cassandra Fairfax.'
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She looks up - and locks e,ves rvith Roth. Even though his gaze is

steadli his eyes possess a glassy, othent.orldl), sheen. One that she

knor,vs all too r,r,ell. A densc ripple of rvords slithers up his fbrearm,
disappcaring into his shirt. Ink magrc.

She should ner.er have come here tonight.
'Cassandra,' he says again, and his \ioice reeks lvith the tang of ink

and por,l'er. 'Tell me )

She vaults off the chair in an erplosion ol energr,: Roth lunges

after her. The ink r,vrithes on his skin. lending him strength. Strength

that a reader has bestor,ved on him, judging from the wa1, l. mo\res)

all leonine ferocity and unnatural speed.

'Cassandra Fairfax, stop,' hc commands.
The sound pierces her through the sternum, aeainst the door

she'd been so close to fleeing through. Her body feels like lead, grar-
ity exertins its terrible Ibrce, as the compulsion locks her feet to the
floor.

Roth's hands cup her face, cool against her flushed skin. She re ally
should have slapped him r,r.hen she had the chance.

'You've got your loyalties, I get that. I really do,' he says, ail genu-

ine earnestness. 'The old man r'r,ould be proud. But you've already

proven that. So help me out, and I'll helploz, Cass. Talk to me.'
It's just enough of a reprieve to allorv her mouth to work around

the compulsion. 'Oh, fuck you, Roth.'
His eyes narro\,v. "fell me r.vhere Chiron's bookshop is.'

A lr.,ave of compulsion r,vashes or.er het seizing her limbs in a

painful r,,ice. \Vords bubble up her throat, drag her tongue over her
teeth in the pre-ecl-ro of an answer. But reading rarely lvorks so rvell

on another reader.

Even and perhaps especiallv - her.

'Who read for you?' she demands.

Not that Cassandra would know'who it was. Someone stupid or
greedl. enough to r,r'ork for Roth. Someone like her. But not, appar-
ently, that skilled. Alread,v, the script along Roth's forearms is

losing coherence, the bottom lines dissolving to gather in ink drops
on his fingertips.

THE I

'Cassandra,' he says, then

you shouldn't-'
She laughs, her lips blor

words spilling out. '\Atro do
going to be eagt'

Out of the corner of her
and beyond that, all thov
Pins and needles shoot up h
starts to slough offher. Comr

'Why not ask Chiron rou
'You haven't even fuard al
'I told you, I don't run

care.)

'Well, if you don't gire a
mouth twitches smugh: 'Bur

losing, anyway.'

She smiles at Roth and k
ink splatters on his glossr'flo

'Think it'lI stain?' she sar:

The second he looks dorr

library to the bleeding glo,

underneathher re[rnants
to keep herself upright. Rod

face. Even without his exrn

those summers playing tenn
She lets him get close enr

the back of her collar. Then:
and smashes it over him. G
pain or anger, she can't tell-

It's just enough time for
door. She casts one look at tt
his face through blood-stair
ink spattered across a crea
through her and she shud&
Ink slick on her teeth,

o()
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