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Introduction

Have you ever truly been hungry? I don't mean for food, or for money, or even for love. I mean a deeper hunger. The kind that gnaws at you in the dead of night. The hunger for an answer, for a secret, for the kind of knowledge that promises to change everything... or destroy you completely.

You'll find that particular craving in the quietest places. In the hallowed halls of a university, for instance, where ambition curdles into desperation. Every student there is starving for something.

For Mara Chen, a graduate student drowning in academic failure, that hunger is all she has left. She's one late-night panic attack away from disappearing entirely. But her university has a secret, buried deep beneath the gothic spires and sleepy quads. It has a library that isn't on any map. A place they call the archive.



Down here, the books are not dead paper and ink. They are alive. They are hungry. And they have been waiting for someone just like her.


Tonight, Mara Chen is going to venture into the stacks after midnight, looking for a thrill, for a shortcut, for anything to save her life's work. She thinks she is the reader. She doesn't yet understand that in this library, reading is consumption... and she is the one about to be devoured.



Content Warnings


This book is a work of dark academia and erotic horror, and contains graphic and potentially distressing material. The author has included this page to allow readers to make an informed choice.

This story includes depictions of:


Explicit Sexual Content: The story contains multiple graphic and detailed scenes of a sexual nature, including encounters with non-human entities .


Graphic Body Horror: There are extensive descriptions of bodily transformation, consumption, and the merging of flesh with inanimate objects. This includes themes of parasitism, living ink infesting and becoming part of a character's body, and the physical dissolving of a character's form.

Gore and Blood: The story contains scenes involving blood, self-injury (such as biting and scratching skin to the point of bleeding), and descriptions of ink-like bodily fluids.


Psychological Horror: The narrative explores themes of obsession, loss of self, existential dread, and a descent into a reality defined by an external, controlling force. This includes auditory and visual hallucinations.


Claustrophobia: Several scenes take place in tight, enclosed, and shifting spaces designed to evoke a sense of being trapped.


Depictions of Severe Academic Stress: The protagonist's journey begins with intense anxiety, panic attacks, and burnout related to graduate school pressure.



Chapter 1

Every university has a haunted building, and every haunted building has its champion—though some, like me, don’t get to choose the role.

Tonight, my office smells like scorched printer paper and spilled instant ramen. There’s an open bag of Cool Ranch Doritos on the floor beside me, and it’s an even split whether I’ll finish it before my next panic attack or it will finish me. The cleaning staff left three hours ago, but I’m still in my cave—third floor, west wing, two doors past the professor with the collection of bobblehead Jesuses. I haven’t moved from this chair since I staggered in after seminar. Correction: I have moved. I’ve fidgeted, swiveled, and clawed at my scalp like a chimp with an itchy existential crisis. What I haven’t done is progress a single damn word on my thesis.

On the monitor, the Google Doc flickers with an anemic cursor at “chapter four.” I can see the entire screen reflected in my greasy glasses, can see the cursor pulsing like a distant lighthouse. Every time I try to type, the keys lock up under my fingers. There’s a throbbing under my thumbnail where I bit it too far down. My hands are trembling. I pull the sleeves over my wrists, but they slip, revealing the latest crop of ink stains. I must look feral.

“‘Extrapolations on Folkloric Resonance in Modern Urban Fantasias’,” I mutter. “‘A Field Survey.’ What a joke.” The echo of my own voice is worse than dead air. I’m not sure if it counts as “talking to yourself” when you’re actively arguing with a Word document.

I risk a look at my phone, immediately regret it, and flip it face-down. Four texts from my mother: Are you eating? Are you sleeping? Call me. Call me. One from the group chat: Mara, did you really call Ziegler’s lecture “paternalistic” to his face or is that a meme? I close my eyes and see the memory, clear as a mugshot: Professor Ziegler, mid-sentence, lips pursed in wounded patriarchal dismay as I torpedoed his “interpretation” of the Childe Ballads. His bearded face, ashen with rage. The stifled giggles from the back row. The tiny, cruel afterglow of knowing I’d finally said the thing everyone else wanted to, followed instantly by the leaden awareness I’d just exiled myself forever.

The taste of regret is sour and raw at the back of my throat. I fumble for the Doritos, crunch a triangle, and wipe the orange dust on my jeans. The lights in the hallway outside blink off, one by one. Maintenance is cycling the breakers. If I wait five more minutes, campus security will start their hourly patrol. I should leave, but inertia is a hell of a drug.

Instead, I stare out the window. The university library looms across the quad, a gothic red-brick fortress squatting at the heart of campus. Even at night it’s beautiful, lit by yellow orbs that cast pools on the steps and columns. I can see the faint silhouette of the rare books annex, tucked behind the main dome like a hunchbacked relative. For two years, I called that place home: cataloguing, shelving, sneaking snacks between the eighteenth-century folios. It was the only job I ever loved. Then came the night I tried to access the “restricted” section—just for a peek, just for a thrill—and Dr. Amina from reference threatened to have me permanently banned.

I tap my nails against the keys, syncing with the blink of the cursor. I don’t need to look at the spreadsheet to know: my draft is a mess, my citations are a war crime, and my scheduled committee review is in thirteen days, six hours, and—per my Apple Watch—fifty-one minutes. The time bomb ticks on.

Something hardens behind my breastbone. It’s not resolve; it’s a sort of cold, thrumming ache, the kind you get before doing something incredibly stupid. I turn back to the screen, type a single word (“fuck”), and then close the laptop with a sigh that sounds like a dying radiator. I zip the computer into my backpack, grab my battered Nalgene, and stand up so fast my vision goes white at the edges. Maybe I am hungry. Or maybe I’m just running on pure academic masochism at this point.

I sweep my books and notes into the bag, stuff the Doritos on top for later, and pull the hood of my sweatshirt low over my face. The corridor outside is pitch-dark, except for the blue glow of the emergency exit signs. I slip off my sneakers, carrying them in one hand to dampen the sound. Down the hall, past the grad lounge and the shelf of unclaimed dissertations. Every shadow looks like a lurking campus cop, every creak is the sound of tenure watching me through the walls.

At the end of the hallway, I pause. My reflection glares back at me from the glass: short hair in wild, uneven tufts; eyes red-rimmed and ringed with purple; lips twisted in a permanent sneer of disappointment. I snort and stick out my tongue. She’s not the kind of girl who gets invited to wine-and-cheese mixers or asked to co-author grant proposals. But she is, occasionally, the kind of girl who breaks into university buildings after midnight for the sake of science.

Outside, the air is damp and delicious. I pull my hood lower, skirting the edge of the quad. Lights are on in the faculty club, but the rest of campus is asleep—windows black, paths empty, not even a weed-smoker on the benches. I head east, toward the library, pacing my steps to the thud of my pulse. There’s a tightness in my chest, familiar but not unpleasant, like the pregame jitters before a big presentation.

My shoes make wet sounds on the grass as I cut behind the statue of our illustrious founder (Dean Wilbur C. Spade, forever holding his Latin treatise aloft like the head of John the Baptist). The library is even more impressive up close: buttresses climbing the sides, stained glass glinting with candlelight from the reading room. I circle to the back, where the old heating vent is set into the foundation, and crouch behind a hedge.

Last week, while cataloguing microfilm, I’d noticed one of the basement windows had a hairline crack. Just big enough, maybe, for a desperate, self-sabotaging grad student to wedge it open. I’d been thinking about it ever since.

My hands are shaking now, both from adrenaline and from the cold. I peel my fingers under the window frame, grit my teeth, and push. The glass creaks, resisting, but then gives a sudden lurch. I freeze, waiting for alarms or dogs or the wrath of Dr. Amina to descend, but the only sound is my own pulse in my ears.

I look left, right, then swing my bag over the sill and hoist myself after it. The fit is tighter than I imagined, and I can feel my hips scraping the frame. There’s a sharp twinge as I land, graceless, on the carpet below. For one dreadful second, I think I’m stuck—just another fossilized grad student in the bowels of the library—but then I wriggle free, breathing hard.

It’s pitch-black in the stacks. I fumble for my phone, flick on the flashlight, and sweep the beam around. It’s all perfectly normal—metal shelves, overhead pipes, smell of dust and mildew—but somehow the familiar looks stranger at night, as if the books themselves are watching, waiting for me to trip the next wire.

I pull my backpack closer to my chest, listen to the silence, and take a step forward. For the first time all day, the knot in my stomach loosens.

Time to see what secrets the library keeps after dark.

***

The library is a different animal at night, stripped of its daylight dignity and left with nothing but bones and darkness. I creep down the back corridors of the basement, past the ancient card catalog and into the territory of the disused stacks. Every time I swing my phone’s flashlight, the reflected glints of my own eyes in the glass doors make me jerk. The silence is absolute except for the soft wheeze of the building’s HVAC—a sound that, tonight, is less white noise and more like breathing.

The geography is muscle memory, but the atmosphere is not. The humidity is up; the old carpets have drawn moisture from the April air, and every step is muffled and treacherous. My light passes over the map of paperbacks and oversize reference folios, the biography alcove, the archive’s locked cage with its “Do Not Enter” sign. I know the archive well. This is where I’d spent my first real all-nighter in grad school, months before the caffeine shakes and the self-loathing became permanent fixtures. In daylight, it’s a second home; at midnight, it’s a crypt.

I zigzag through the labyrinth, trailing one hand along the spines, my sleeve trailing through spiderwebs. In the dark, the books are less like catalogued objects and more like organ pipes, ready to wheeze dust and secrets if handled the wrong way. The farther in I go, the more I feel it: a density to the air, a slow thickening, as if the library is packing me in wool.

Past the microfilm readers and the genealogy desk, there’s an auxiliary room that nobody uses. It’s just a dead end, a closet for old periodicals and spare chairs. Tonight, the door is ajar. The beam of my phone picks out the brass knob, smeared with fingerprints, and the words “ARCHIVE—OFFICIAL USE ONLY” scabbed in black marker. Someone’s been here recently.

I squeeze through, careful not to bang my pack on the frame. The room is small and packed with detritus—bundles of newspapers, looseleaf binders, a rat’s nest of extension cords. Against the far wall, almost hidden behind a toppled book cart, is a second door. No sign, no handle. Just a blank, painted surface with a faint rectangle of dust marking the outline.

I push. It opens with a pneumatic sigh. On the other side: darkness, a sudden drop in temperature, and the unmistakable scent of old stone and decaying paper. I hesitate. I can almost hear Dr. Amina’s voice, sing-songing, “Some doors stay closed for a reason, Miss Chen.” But that’s not how my night is going to end.

Inside is a stairwell—spiral, narrow, impossibly old, with steps of gray stone. The light from my phone skitters down, picking out flecks of something on the treads. At first I think it’s dust, but when I touch it with my toe, it leaves a black smear. Ink? The stairs curve out of sight. If I listen carefully, there’s a sound from below, rhythmic and slow, like someone turning pages.

I check my phone. Battery at nine percent. I tell myself I’ll just look. I’ll make it quick. I’ll prove to myself that there’s nothing in this weird sub-basement except more disappointment and maybe a feral possum. Then I’ll go back to my office, polish off the Doritos, and email my advisor an apology. Then I’ll sleep for a week.

The stone is cold under my soles. The air grows damper as I descend. After the third turn, I lose all sense of direction; it feels like the stairs are spiraling in three dimensions, not two. I keep my hand on the wall, fingers numb from the chill, and count the steps out loud. Forty-four, forty-five, forty-six—then my foot lands on something that gives, slightly, and a muffled splash echoes up the shaft.

I nearly lose my grip, clutch the phone tighter, and shine the light at my feet. The stair is wet with a viscous, dark liquid, pooling in a shallow depression. I swipe a finger through it. It’s not water. The smell is familiar: chemical, sharp, almost sweet. Ink, yes, but also something else. Something biological.

My phone buzzes a low-battery warning. I mutter a string of profanity and try to speed up. The passage is definitely not to code—walls bulging in places, the geometry lurching from circle to ellipse and back again. Every so often I glimpse words carved into the stone, in Latin, Greek, or something I can’t identify. They swim in and out of view, as if the wall itself is twisting to make them unreadable.

Down and down, until my legs burn and my head is light from lack of air. On the hundredth step, the stair opens into a larger chamber, round and lit by nothing but my dying phone.

The room is lined with shelves, but these are not your standard-issue library stacks. They’re made of some dark, oily wood, carved with runes and symbols that itch behind my eyeballs. The books themselves are wrong: some bound in soft, pliant leather, some with covers of blue-black velvet that ripple when I look away. None have titles. All are packed tight, and the air between them feels electrical, charged with the same energy as a thunderstorm’s eye.

A pulpit stands at the center of the chamber. It’s made of iron, pitted and rusted, but polished smooth at the top from years of use. A single volume rests there, closed, bound in what looks disturbingly like human skin. I suppress a gag.

My phone blinks to one percent. I scan the room for any sign of a person, a camera, a tripwire—anything. Nothing. I’m alone with the world’s worst rare books collection.

I circle the pulpit, feeling the hairs on my neck prickle. There’s a sensation of presence here, not exactly sentient, but as if the books themselves are breathing in unison, waiting. I get closer, peer at the volume on the stand.

The cover is blank, but the edges are stained deep blue, like old bruises. I reach out—just to touch it, just to prove it’s real—when my phone dies with a final, humiliating chime. I’m blind. The dark slams down like a lid.

For several seconds, I do nothing but stand there and inhale, heart hammering, every limb poised to bolt. The after-image of the room floats behind my eyes, hot and pink and useless.

Then, from somewhere deep in the chamber, a glow begins. It’s faint at first, a nimbus of blueish light leaking from the cracks between the shelves. The books pulse softly, the way embers do when you blow on them. The light grows, enough for me to see the outlines of the chamber, the shapes of the shelves and the pulpit, the shadow of myself cast on the opposite wall.

I should leave. I should turn around, feel my way up the stairs, and tell myself it was just stress-induced hallucination. Instead, I step forward, drawn by the blue glow and the scent of something ancient and strange. My hand hovers over the book on the stand.

It’s cold. Colder than the stone, colder than anything I’ve ever touched. The texture is slick, almost wet, and the moment I make contact, the blue light flares and something inside me goes utterly still. I freeze, breath caught, skin alive with the knowledge that this is not an object meant for hands like mine.

A whisper, soft and urgent, uncoils from the darkness: “Don’t.”

It’s not a human voice, exactly. Not a hallucination, either. The word vibrates in my bones, ancient and absolute. I yank my hand back and stumble, knocking my hip against the pulpit. The book stays shut, its blue glow fading, but now the presence in the room feels more focused, more awake.

I swallow, throat suddenly raw. “Who’s there?” My voice is papery, thin.

There’s no answer, but the word—don’t—echoes through my nerves, a warning and a challenge all at once. I can feel myself smile, just a little. The last time someone told me “don’t,” I ended up in grad school.

I take one step back, then another, not breaking eye contact with the book. The light from the shelves pulses, slower now, but no less hypnotic. I make my way to the base of the stairs, heart in my teeth, and look up.

The spiral above is pitch black, but the blue glow at my back is enough to navigate by. I take a breath, steady myself, and begin the ascent—one foot after another, counting out loud, refusing to look back.

The warning lingers behind me, echoing in every turn.

Don’t. Don’t. Don’t.

But I’m already halfway up before I realize I have no intention of listening.

***

No two libraries are the same after midnight. Down here, midnight is not a time, but an ambient pressure, a thickening of silence that shapes everything it touches.

The staircase ends abruptly, spitting me out into a hall that shouldn’t exist—a corridor whose brickwork shifts in the corner of my eye, arches that refuse to hold steady. There’s a welcome mat (ironically reading, “GO AWAY”), and beyond that, a chamber as large as a cathedral, lit by the cold gleam of phosphorescent fungus winding up every wall. The air is sour-sweet, full of the ghosts of old paper and something tangy, like vinegar left too long on the shelf.

I step inside. At once, the lights—if that’s what you can call them—pulse brighter. Candles set in sconces blink to life one by one, their flames blue at the tips and flickering even where there’s no draft. The room grows, like a lung inflating. Rows upon rows of bookcases, each six meters tall and crammed with tomes, stretch into infinity. The floor plan makes no sense; it’s a cross between a baroque church and an M.C. Escher fever dream. The shelves curve up and around, warping into stairways that loop back on themselves. There’s a pit in the center, and what looks like a spiral ramp winding down farther than sight.

I recognize some of the materials, at least. The nearest shelf holds “rare” books, but not the kind you find in any catalog. One is stitched from what I know, instantly and with certainty, to be human skin. Another glistens with a mucus-thick glaze, shedding droplets that hiss when they hit the tile. I can’t read the titles, because they crawl and reshape themselves whenever I look directly at them. My brain tries to process it as an art installation, but it feels more like an autopsy in progress.

A breeze skims the back of my neck. The blue light draws me toward the center, and the farther in I go, the heavier the sensation becomes—like walking underwater, or wading through layers of static. The books are alive, in their way, and I realize they’re reacting to me: tensing, bunching up on their shelves, as if bracing for my touch.

This should be terrifying. Instead, it’s exhilarating.

I make my way to the lowest tier, phone gripped uselessly in my hand. There’s a table—no, an altar—made from some petrified black wood, etched with looping glyphs that swim when I blink. Resting on the altar is the blue book from before, only now it’s open, its pages radiating a low, thrumming light.

The letters inside are like nothing I’ve ever seen. They move, not in a metaphorical sense, but literally: flowing across the page like cells dividing under a microscope. It’s beautiful and nauseating, and when I lean closer, the words seem to crawl under my skin. I want to touch them, press my palms flat against the spread and soak in whatever knowledge they’re offering.

My fingers are an inch away from the paper when a voice interrupts, crisp and steady:

“I wouldn’t touch that if I were you.”

The words hit me harder than a physical blow. I jolt back, nearly knocking over the altar. The echo in the chamber is instant, each word multiplying into a chorus.

A woman stands in the aisle between shelves, arms folded, head cocked in appraisal. She’s tall, maybe a little taller than me, but composed like someone who’s spent years watching from doorways, weighing her audience before choosing whether to speak. Her hair is silver—real silver, not the fake Instagram kind—and it falls nearly to her waist. She wears a blazer and slacks, both black, with a white blouse buttoned to the collar. Her skin has a paper-like translucence, veins mapped in blue, and on the left side of her neck, beneath the jaw, I glimpse something that looks like text imprinted beneath the skin.

Her eyes are the part that freeze me in place. They’re so dark they absorb the candlelight, and for a second I get the sensation of staring into a page that’s been inked over, layer upon layer, until it’s nothing but blackness.

I try to recover, mask the panic with what’s left of my grad student bravado. “Did I set off a motion sensor, or is this the part where you throw me into library jail?”

She steps forward, footsteps silent even on stone. “You’re not supposed to be here, Mara Chen. In fact, most people are never supposed to be here.”

I frown. “How do you know my name?”

The woman sighs, a sound of profound weariness. “It’s the nature of the archive. When you’re inside, you belong to it.” She gestures to the books, which shift slightly on their shelves, as if listening. “Names are currency down here. Best not to spend yours.”

I open my mouth to argue, but she closes the distance with a fluid, predatory grace. “I’m Evelyn Crowthorne,” she says. “You may call me the Librarian. Capital L.”

I snort, partly out of nerves. “Bit on the nose, don’t you think?”

She gives a small, humorless smile. “Nomenclature is more complicated than you realize.”

A ripple goes through the blue book. I glance down; the letters have rearranged themselves into a new configuration, spelling something like “veritatem per ignem.” My Latin is rusty, but I know “truth” and “fire” when I see them.

“Why can’t I touch it?” I ask, not really expecting an answer.

Evelyn folds her arms tighter, her fingers digging into her biceps, staining the fabric with fresh ink. “The volumes in this archive are not inert objects. Each is a living document, inscribed with the essence of those who wrote or read them. To open a book here is to invite its contents into yourself—and the consequences are not always predictable.”

I blink. “Are you saying the books are alive?”

“I’m saying they are hungry.” Evelyn’s voice is calm, but there’s a vibration beneath it, a buried edge. “They feed on attention. Memory. Sometimes, on the reader.”

I swallow, fighting the urge to look back at the blue tome. “Why let me in at all?”

She shrugs, but it’s less a gesture and more a tremor. “There are rules. One is that the archive must admit the truly desperate. You are desperate, aren’t you?”

I’m so tired of pretending otherwise. “I guess that’s the nice way to put it.”

She regards me for a long time, as if measuring out my weaknesses with a chemist’s scale. “Most leave after the first visit. Some come back, again and again, unable to resist. Fewer still try to take a book. None succeed.”

A book at the far end of the row lets out a sound, not quite a moan but not mechanical either—a page turning itself, or maybe something deeper. I flinch.

Evelyn seems pleased by my reaction. “You see? They know you now. The archive will never truly let you go.”

There’s a charge in the air, static electricity prickling my skin. I want to believe this is all some elaborate campus prank, or a nightmare, but I know better. Every sense tells me this is real, that the library’s underbelly is more alive than the campus above.

I try to match her formality, just to keep my footing. “If the books are so dangerous, why are you here? Who are you to warn me off?”

Evelyn’s gaze softens, and for a split second she looks… sad. “Once, I was like you. Hungry for knowledge. I found this place by accident, and in doing so, became bound to it. Now I serve as its guardian, though the cost is more than I ever imagined.” She flexes her hands, and I notice her fingernails are stained permanently black.

The blue book begins to hum. The pages flip of their own accord, stirring the dust into thin eddies. I feel an almost magnetic pull toward it—a need to read, to absorb, to become whatever it promises.

Evelyn catches my look. “That one is particularly insistent. It’s called The Resonance Lexicon. If you open it, you’ll never see the world the same way again.”

My mouth is dry. “Isn’t that what every grad student wants?”

She laughs—a brittle, glassy sound that echoes up to the cathedral ceiling and back. “Yes. But rarely do they survive the enlightenment.” She steps between me and the altar, blocking my view of the book. Her scent is old paper and some unplaceable sweetness. “This place is not a gift, Mara. It’s a grave.”

For a second, I believe her. The enormity of it presses on me: all these books, all these trapped minds, all these desperate seekers who came before. But the feeling passes, replaced by something hot and sharp. “I don’t care,” I say, and the words sound braver than I feel. “If there’s knowledge in there, I want it.”

Evelyn regards me with a mix of pity and approval. “If you truly wish to read, you must accept the consequences. The archive will mark you, and there is no going back.”

A pause stretches between us, charged and sticky. She lifts a hand, as if to reach for my face, but stops herself. “You have a choice. Leave now, while you still can, and forget this place. Or—” She nods to the blue tome, “—see what lies within.”

The book’s light pulses in time with my heartbeat. The hunger in me is so strong I feel almost weightless.

I reach out. Evelyn’s hand snaps out, gripping my wrist with surprising strength. Her touch is ice. “Don’t be so eager to lose yourself,” she warns. “There’s more in you worth saving than you know.”

I look into her eyes and see not just warning, but longing—a desire to be free of this place, or maybe to have someone who understands. For a heartbeat, I see the professor she used to be: brilliant, lonely, starved for meaning.

Then the moment breaks, and the books begin to whisper. It’s unmistakable now: a low susurrus, like wind through pages, but louder, more urgent. My name is in it, echoing from a thousand different throats.

Evelyn lets go of my wrist. Her gaze is dark and distant. “If you stay, the library will never let you go. If you go, it will never stop calling.”

The choice is unbearable, but I make it anyway.

“I’m not ready yet,” I say, voice shaking but clear.

Evelyn nods, as if she expected nothing else. “Then run.”

The last thing I see before bolting for the stairwell is her silhouette, framed by blue fire and shadow, mouth open as if to speak—but the only words I hear are the whispers of the books, layering themselves around my name.

I take the stairs two at a time, the blue glow at my back growing brighter, then dimming as I spiral up and away.

But I know I’ll be back.

***

I don’t remember deciding to run. One moment I’m in the heart of the archive, heat prickling under my skin, books humming like a nest of hornets. The next, I’m backing away, not trusting the sight of Evelyn’s face—so elegant and cold—nor the knowledge that every book in this cathedral of horror is following me, shelf by shelf.

I keep my eyes on Evelyn as I shuffle back. She stands unmoving, ink-dark eyes fixed on me, one hand hovering over the blue book like a benediction or a curse. The shelves crowd the aisle behind me, and I swear I see a ripple pass through the spines as if they’re shifting to close ranks, not books at all but the teeth of some prehistoric animal, closing in.

I pivot, catch my pack on a protruding shelf, and nearly sprawl. There’s a sound—a collective exhale, a ripple of pages flapping all at once, the whisper of a thousand books saying my name. My name, in a dozen dialects, in a hundred voices: Mara. Mara. MARA.

I sprint, arms windmilling, the blue-lit corridor strobing as the candles pop and gutter in my wake. I take the spiral stairs at a leap, skipping steps, vaulting the slick patches of ink that stain the treads. With every turn, I expect a hand—Evelyn’s, or something worse—to close around my ankle and drag me back down, but all I feel is the press of the archive’s presence, a gravity stronger than panic.

The stairs are longer now, the turns tighter. I lose count of the steps. The air is thicker with every spiral, and the darkness above me seems to recede as I climb. My lungs burn; my legs start to shake. Still I run, until my vision narrows to a tunnel and my heartbeat is the only thing louder than the chorus calling my name.

Mara. Mara. Mara.

I burst through the plain door at the top of the stairs, slam it shut, and brace my weight against it. I can hear the pulse of the archive behind the wood, but it doesn’t push. Not physically. Instead, I get a final, crisp warning from Evelyn, echoing through the gaps:

“Go. While you still can.”

I don’t need to be told twice.

I thread my way through the periodicals closet, upending a box of National Geographics as I go, and hurtle into the main stacks. The lights are still off; the only illumination is the thin line of moon through the basement windows. Everything is as it should be—no more creeping books, no impossible corridors, just the familiar, half-dead university library.

I move on instinct, retracing my steps to the cracked window, wedge my bag through, and wriggle after it. This time, the squeeze leaves me scraped raw along one hip, but I barely register it. I tumble onto the wet grass outside, then crouch behind the hedge, shaking.

I risk a look back through the glass. Nothing moves. The building is just bricks and books and night. But as my breath slows and the adrenaline ebbs, I notice something strange: a dark stain slowly spreading across the stone just inside the window. It’s ink—thick, black, viscous. It pools, then rolls across the sill, spelling out a single word:

MARA.

The letters drip, then are gone, as if licked up by an invisible tongue.

I shudder. The library has my name, now. It will never give it back.

I stay there for a long time, just watching the building, half-expecting Evelyn to materialize behind me. But the night is silent, campus empty.

Finally, I grab my bag and limp toward the dorms. There’s a pressure at the base of my skull, a faint, persistent thrum. Maybe I left something of myself in the archive. Maybe the archive left something in me.

But one thing is certain: I’m not done with the library.

And the library isn’t done with me.


Chapter 2

The whispers don’t leave. They ride the bus with me, linger in the taste of day-old coffee, curl in the pages of the course readers I try (and fail) to focus on. At first I blamed the lack of sleep—obvious, since I haven’t clocked more than three hours a night since my last trip to the forbidden stacks—but now I know better. It’s not insomnia. It’s infestation.

The first symptom is the sound. It starts at the nape of my neck, a soft syllabic patter, just below the range of normal hearing. I catch it mostly when I’m alone: bathroom mirrors, deserted stairwells, the dead hours between midnight and five. It’s a language I almost understand—maybe Latin, maybe something older, sentences breaking apart and recombining as they slither into my ear canal.

The second symptom is visual. My textbooks—each a thousand-page brick of academic shame—don’t play fair anymore. The print wriggles at the corners when I stare too long, and sometimes, when I blink, the block paragraphs have rearranged themselves. I’ll be reading a chapter on “Monstrous Mothers in European Folklore,” and the next line is a string of anagrams, or worse, a phrase from a book I’ve never read but know I’ve touched. Sometimes it’s my own name, smuggled in at random: Mara. Mara. mara.

Then there are the stains. They show up overnight, first as inky pinpricks, then smudges, spreading like fungus along the cuticles and knuckles. No matter how hard I scrub, the darkness returns, settling deeper into the skin. I take to wearing gloves—latex at first, then fingerless to preserve what’s left of my dignity—but the stains leak through. At one point I consider just inking the whole hand black, as if covering up a tattoo gone viral.

I try to ignore it. I really do. I double up on my antidepressants and tell myself I’m just stressed. I go to office hours, pretend to take notes, make jokes in the group chat about my “demon-haunted hands.” But the truth is, I’m losing ground. Every morning I wake up with a new word scratched behind my eyelids. Every night, the spiral stairs and their blue fire haunt my dreams.

On day six, something breaks. I’m standing in the bathroom stall on the second floor of the humanities building, clutching my Nalgene and staring at the inside of my palm, where the word “Adytum” has appeared in what looks like typewriter font. The letters pulse with their own heartbeat, and I realize I’ve been scratching at them so long my hand is bleeding. There’s a knock on the stall door—a soft, considerate tap—and I hear my advisor’s voice, muffled but unmistakable: “Mara? Are you all right?”

I can’t answer. The urge is too strong. I jam the bleeding hand into my pocket, squeeze past the waiting crowd, and book it across campus before anyone can stop me.

The library is closed. The lights are off, the doors chained with the heavy black padlock they use on holidays and bomb threats. But I know another way in. Of course I do.

This time, I don’t hesitate at the basement window. The glass is still loose from my last break-in, the crack like a vein running from corner to corner. I wedge my fingers under the frame, ignoring the bite of fresh blood on my palm, and wriggle through. The carpet inside is even damper, and I half-expect to see the black stain spelling my name still there, but it’s vanished, replaced by a faint residue of ash.

I move fast, hugging the walls, tracking the familiar route past the genealogy room and into the periodicals closet. The door to the dead-end alcove is ajar, and I don’t need a flashlight to see the outline of the hidden stair. The darkness is total, but my memory is better than a map.

I descend. The steps are slick with condensation, and my shoes squeal on the stone. After the first turn, the logic of the staircase crumples—it bends, narrows, widens again. The deeper I go, the less sure I am of gravity. The walls feel closer, the air colder, but the whispers grow warmer, more intimate. They say my name in a hundred variations, none of them wrong.

At the bottom of the spiral, the blue fire is waiting. Candles in wall sconces gutter to life as I pass, flaring with an almost accusatory brightness, illuminating the ancient brickwork and the rune-carved doors beyond. The pulse in my hand synchronizes with the flicker of the flames.

I’m not surprised to see Evelyn waiting for me. She’s seated on the edge of the black altar in the center of the chamber, her posture casual, but her eyes locked on the stairwell as if she’s been watching for weeks. Her hair is unbound tonight, spilling down her back like a river of quicksilver. The candlelight renders her skin even paler, almost translucent, and in the shadows beneath her jaw I see the faintest hint of moving text.

She doesn’t speak at first. She lets me stand there, dripping sweat and adrenaline, my hands balled into fists at my sides. Only when I step fully into the light does she tilt her head, a sad, predatory smile tugging at one corner of her mouth.

“I wondered how long it would take,” she says.

There’s nothing in her tone but resignation and a tiny, unreadable ache.

I want to be angry, to blame her for what’s happened to me, but the emotion comes out sideways. “Did you send the invites, or is the archive freelancing now?” I mean it as a joke, but my voice comes out cracked and flat.

Evelyn slides off the altar, landing with less sound than a falling feather. “It has always found its own. I merely tend the garden.” She gestures, and the candles flare higher, driving back the darkness to reveal shelves upon shelves of the strange, hunger-bloated books.

She looks at my hands, at the ink and the wounds. “You’re marked. It will not let go.”

I want to laugh, or maybe scream. “Do I get a membership card? Or just the existential dread?”

Evelyn’s lips twitch—genuine amusement, maybe, or a flash of sorrow. “Both, if you like.”

We stand in silence for a moment, the kind that soaks into your clothes and leaves you colder for hours. I can feel the blue book on the altar pulsing, calling, but I refuse to look at it.

Finally, Evelyn steps closer. Her movements are deliberate, as if she’s afraid of spooking me. “I cannot tell you it gets better,” she says softly, “but you will adapt. The mind is resilient. It learns to carry impossible things.”

I stare at her, at the words dancing under her skin. “What are you?” I whisper.

She looks away, then back, eyes shining with reflected flame. “A reader, like you. Only farther along.”

It’s not an answer, not really. But for now, it’s all I get.

I take a step toward the altar, drawn by the throb of the blue light. My hands tremble, but the urge is too strong to fight. “If I open it,” I say, “what happens?”

Evelyn’s voice is almost inaudible: “You know already. Otherwise, you would not have returned.”

My skin prickles. “I don’t want to die.”

She reaches out, brushes a lock of hair behind my ear with a hand that’s cold and dry as tissue paper. “You won’t die. Not in any way you’d recognize.”

I want to believe her. I really do.

But the book is waiting, alive and hungry.

And so am I.

***

The archive is colder than last time. Maybe it’s me, maybe it’s the blue fire, or maybe the books are just hungrier, but the chill seeps through the stone and straight into my bones. I try to stand tall, to match Evelyn’s composure, but I can feel my teeth wanting to chatter.

Evelyn doesn’t waste time on ceremony. She beckons me with a crook of her ink-dark finger, then turns down a side aisle between two slabs of shelves. The corridor is narrow—barely enough for two people to pass, especially since the spines of the books bulge and writhe with every flicker of light. I have to brush past them to keep up, and I swear the covers are warm, as if hiding tiny, beating hearts.

We reach a nook carved out of the stacks. There’s a small round table covered in faded green felt, two armchairs that look older than the university itself, and a tarnished silver tea set perched in the middle like an exhibit at a museum. The contrast to the cathedral-sized horror of the archive proper is jarring; it feels almost like a grandmother’s parlor, if your grandmother was a necromancer.

Evelyn sits first, folds herself into the chair with the comfort of long practice, and gestures for me to do the same. When I lower myself onto the cracked leather, the seat wheezes in protest, and for a split second I’m sure it’s going to devour me whole.

Evelyn fills the silence by pouring tea. She does it with the exact, unhurried motions of someone who’s made a ritual out of pretending to be human. Her hands tremble, very slightly, but she steadies the cup on its saucer before handing it to me. The tea is pale and milky, the surface broken by a single, lazy swirl of blue. It smells like jasmine and printer ink.

I grip the cup with both hands, desperate for warmth. My fingertips look even worse in the direct light—swaths of black, knuckles raw from chewing. I hide them behind the porcelain and try to focus on the etiquette of not spilling everywhere.

Evelyn watches me, eyes huge and dark and—God help me—almost maternal. “Sugar?” she asks, and the word sounds more like a threat than a courtesy.

I shake my head. “Just answers.”

She gives a soft, papery laugh. “There are never just answers.”

We sip in silence for a minute. The books on the shelves above the alcove hum and twitch, as if tuned to our conversation. I can almost hear the pages turning themselves, reviewing my file.

I go first, because waiting is torture. “What is this place, really?”

Evelyn considers. “The archive is a record of what can’t—or shouldn’t—be known. Every volume a compulsion, a wound, a memory so sharp it cuts the person who holds it. Some call it a repository. I call it a parasite.”

Her voice is matter-of-fact, but her hands are white-knuckled on the handle of her teacup.

“And the books?” I ask. “What do they want?”

“They want to be read. Or, more precisely, they want to be remembered. The archive is both prison and lifeline. The more you read, the deeper you are imprinted. The more you forget, the tighter they hold.”

I run my tongue over my cracked lips, the bitterness of the tea making my eyes water. “Is that why I—” I hold up my stained fingers, the blue-black etched under every nail.

Evelyn nods, a motion so gentle it barely qualifies as movement. “The ink is part of the initiation. It’s an osmotic process.”

I drum my nails against the cup. “Is there a way out?”

Evelyn tilts her head, as if trying to find an angle where the truth will hurt less. “Out of the library? Of course. Out of the contract? No.”

I want to throw the teacup across the room, just to see if it will shatter or bounce back and bite me. “You could have warned me.”

“I did.” Her smile is sad, a relic of an older sorrow. “But warnings are rarely effective for people like us. Knowledge is the hook, and we are all fish.”

She rolls up her left sleeve, exposing her forearm. The skin is as pale as bone china, but beneath it I see veins—not red, but black, writhing lines of script that shift and blur when I try to focus. The words move in slow, tidal waves, spelling out fragments of text in a dozen languages. Some are mathematical formulae. Some are poetry. Some are just my name, again and again.

I reach out, unable to help myself, and graze the surface. It’s warm and yielding, like touching the inside of a cheek.

“I was like you once,” Evelyn says. “Ambitious, desperate, ready to swallow anything the academy would feed me. I found this place by accident, but the accident was in the finding, not the wanting.”

I watch the letters crawl up her wrist and vanish beneath the cuff. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes. But less than it did.” She sips her tea, sets the cup down, and folds her hands on the table. “I asked you before if you were desperate. I should have asked if you were willing.”

“I don’t know.” My voice is barely there, the shame and the hunger vibrating in my throat. “I want to be done. But I want to know.”

“The library always finds those who hunger for what cannot be known.” Evelyn’s tone is almost affectionate. “The secret is not to resist. Resistance makes the archive grow teeth.”

We lapse into quiet again. I feel the gaze of a thousand books on my back, each one memorizing the angle of my head, the rhythm of my breathing. The longer I sit, the more the stains spread. A fresh line of script blooms along my index finger, spelling “adytum” in miniature Gothic script.

I drain my cup, ignoring the grit at the bottom, and look up at Evelyn. “If I read it—if I really open the book—what happens?”

She leans back, eyes closing for a moment, then opens them, the blackness deeper than ever. “You will know. That’s the gift. That’s the price.”

The air between us is thick with the perfume of tea and ink. I can’t think of a single reason to get up from this chair, or to ever stop asking questions. Evelyn’s hands hover over the pot as if she might pour again, but instead she lets them rest, the fingers gently tracing the rim of her saucer.

“Are you afraid?” I ask, and for the first time she looks surprised.

Evelyn considers the question, rolling it around in her mouth like a lozenge before answering. “No. Not anymore. There are worse things than knowing.”

She meets my eyes, and for a moment I see not just the librarian, but the woman she must have been—eager, lonely, desperate for connection. I think about the other version of myself, the one who stayed away, who never answered the archive’s call. I pity her, and envy her, all at once.

I reach for the teapot, fingers grazing Evelyn’s. Her skin is cold, but there’s a spark when we touch—static or electricity or just the friction of two obsessions meeting. I don’t pull away.

“I’m willing,” I say, and my voice is clear for the first time all night.

Evelyn nods, as if she’s been waiting for those words all along.

The next move is mine, and the next question is only a formality.

***

Evelyn stands first, moving with that careful, almost ritualistic grace, and returns to the altar in the center of the archive. The blue book is already waiting—no title, no author, just the same bruised leather and the raw, impossible gravity I remember from before. It hums, not in the way electronics hum, but the way a tuning fork sets the air around it to vibrating. The sound is in my teeth, my bones.

She gestures for me to join her, and I obey. My hands shake, but I don’t spill the tea this time. I set the empty cup on the edge of the altar, like a tiny offering.

Evelyn doesn’t touch the book herself. Instead, she stands beside it, arms at her sides, gaze fixed on me. “You know what this is,” she says, and her voice is both challenge and benediction.

“I think so,” I say, and it’s the truth. The resonance of the book has been in my dreams for days; I know the subject even before I touch it. It’s a monograph on folkloric resonance, written in a hand I should recognize but can’t. The cover is midnight blue, the corners battered soft by centuries of longing.

I reach out, fingertips grazing the surface. It’s warm—fever-warm, or maybe the heat is coming from my own palm. The leather is soft, yielding, like the skin of some animal caught between living and dead.

I hesitate, the memory of all Evelyn’s warnings crowding my mind. But then I think of the months spent chasing dead ends, the taste of failure in every conversation with my advisor, the humiliation of being seen as a cautionary tale. I think of the knowledge—the kind that burns itself into your bones, the kind that rewrites the way you see the world—and I know there’s no going back.

I press my palm flat against the cover. The blue fire flares up in the cracks between my fingers. For a second, the room goes silent—not absence-of-noise silent, but the silence of a sealed vault, a grave under six feet of earth.

Evelyn watches, her face unreadable. The words under her skin have migrated to her throat, pulsing in time with her pulse.

I open the book.

The first page is blank, except for a single, shuddering line of text in the center: “KNOWING IS CONSUMPTION.” As I read it, the letters rearrange themselves, folding and splitting and merging in a hundred new permutations: “TO KNOW IS TO BE KNOWN.” “ALL READING IS HUNGER.” “YOUR MOUTH IS THE FIRST PORTAL.”

The script isn’t static. It creeps down the page, unfurling into new sentences, sometimes doubling back on itself, sometimes looping into tight, obsessive coils. I try to read faster, to keep up, but the words slip away, doubling in speed every time I blink. The pressure in my skull ramps up until my vision narrows to a pinhole.

And then, with no warning, a tendril of ink rises from the page. It lifts, swaying, thick as a paintbrush and tipped with a bead of slick, black fluid. The end hovers in the air, right at the height of my mouth.

My first instinct is revulsion—I flinch, try to draw back, but Evelyn’s hand is suddenly on my shoulder, gentle but immovable. She doesn’t say a word, just nods once.

I lean forward, and the ink-tongue pulses, eager. I part my lips, and the moment I do, the tendril slides in. It tastes like burnt sugar and ozone and the inside of a copper pipe. It is, quite literally, a mouthful of words.

The contact triggers something feral and immediate in my nervous system. My whole body locks up, then shudders as the ink pours onto my tongue, slick and sweet and numbing. It slides down my throat, and with every swallow, a new burst of images detonates behind my eyes.

I see languages I’ve never studied—ancient Greek, Etruscan, Sumerian—each with its own grammar of longing. I see a thousand years of hands passing this same book, desperate to leave a mark. I see myself, years from now, my own fingers trembling as I press a new name onto the flyleaf.

The ink is everywhere now: in my mouth, my veins, my brain. It hurts and it’s wonderful, the pain so sharp it circles back into pleasure. I gasp, the sound involuntary, and the ink-tongue responds by writhing deeper.

I fall to my knees on the cold stone, the book still open before me, the script now spilling off the page and onto my skin. I can feel it on my neck, my chest, my belly—heat racing along every nerve. I should be screaming, but all that comes out is a low, keening moan.

It’s my first orgasm in months, and it’s not even close to sexual. It’s more like being consumed from the inside out, every cell of my body devoured by the knowledge I’d craved for so long. My back arches, my hands claw at the edges of the altar, and the tears running down my face taste like iron and ink.

When it’s over, I collapse sideways, cheek pressed to the cold stone. My vision swims with afterimages—flashes of blue, snatches of text, the ghost of Evelyn’s face looming above me.

She kneels beside me, her hands gentle as she lifts my head and smooths back my hair. “Breathe,” she whispers, and I do, though every inhale is laced with pain.

I look down at my hands. The stains have spread, racing up my arms in intricate, branching patterns. There are words on my wrists, my forearms, even my collarbones. Some of them are in languages I can’t read. Some are in my own handwriting.

I realize, with a jolt, that I can recall every word of the book I just absorbed. Not just the content, but the experience of reading it—the texture of the paper, the rhythm of the sentences, the echo of a hundred other readers who came before me. It’s not just in my head. It’s in my body.

Evelyn watches me, her eyes wet and bright. She says nothing for a long time, just sits there with her hands folded in her lap.

Finally, I manage to speak. “Is it always like that?”

“Not always,” she says, voice soft. “But the first time is… memorable.”

I struggle to sit up. My whole body is tingling, and I half expect to see sparks shooting from my fingertips. “What now?” I ask.

“Now, you read. You remember. You carry it as far as you can. And when it gets too heavy, you come back.”

I nod, because there’s nothing else to do. The hunger is still there, but it’s changed—less of an ache, more of a fullness, a pressure that wants to be released.

Evelyn stands, offers her hand, and pulls me to my feet. The altar is smeared with blue-black ink, the residue of my initiation. She takes a cloth from somewhere and wipes it away, her movements neat and efficient.

I look at her, really look, and see the exhaustion in her eyes. The sadness. But also a flicker of pride.

“You never stop wanting more,” she says, “but you do learn to live with it.”

I follow her back to the armchairs, legs shaky but functional. The tea is cold now, but I pour another cup anyway, just to feel the warmth in my hands.

The books on the shelves above us have gone quiet, at least for the moment. They wait, patient, confident I’ll be back.

Evelyn sits across from me, her hair still perfect, her hands perfectly still. “Welcome,” she says, and I think she means it.

The ink on my skin throbs in time with my pulse. I close my eyes, and for the first time in weeks, the whispers go silent.

But only for now.


Chapter 3

The morning after, I expect to wake in someone else’s body. Instead, I get my own, only slightly worse.

I surface to the sound of my radiator’s death rattle and a shaft of greasy sunlight painting the ceiling a shade of migraine yellow. My bed is as I left it: an unmade heap of thrifted blankets, a tide pool of half-read books and empty coffee mugs on every surface. The sheets cling with a static charge, and my skin is slick with old sweat and something more viscous, as if my nerves have started leaking.

I flex my hand. The black stains are still there—worse, actually. Overnight, the ink has spread beyond the cuticles, blossoming in glossy ridges across my knuckles, racing up the tendons and webbing out on the backs of both hands. In the light, it isn’t just black: there are threads of blue, red, and some other color that has no name. The texture is raised, almost lacquered, but when I run my thumb over it, the skin underneath burns with a low, feverish throb.

I stumble to the sink, slosh water onto my face, and immediately regret it—the cold turns the throb into an ache that tunnels up to my teeth. The mirror above the faucet is streaked with last week’s toothpaste and a constellation of fingerprints. I study my reflection. Same short, dark hair, same exhausted, hungry eyes, but the darkness under them has deepened from “overcaffeinated grad student” to “heroin ghost.” The stains on my hands have bled faintly into my wrists. There’s even a thin coil at my neck, like the bruise of a forgotten hickey. I drag the collar of my T-shirt higher, though there’s nobody here to see.

My phone is dead, probably a mercy. But my laptop—open and humming on my desk across the room—gives off a faint, seductive blue glow. I’m not sure what compels me, but I go to it, stepping over a tangle of dirty socks and a collapsed ramen cup.

The screen is still on the last document I worked before my crawl through the archive: “Chapter Four: Hermeneutic Fractures.” But the doc isn’t how I left it.

It’s finished.

Not just finished. The text is perfect. Every citation, every argument, every awkward transition I’d been wrestling with for weeks is now stitched together with a precision that would make my advisor weep with gratitude. My cursor hovers over the first paragraph, and I read it aloud, not recognizing my own voice:

“In the palimpsest of modern memory, the monstrous persists as both boundary and bridge: a simultaneous marker of transgression and longing. The monstrous mother, then, is not merely a specter to be exorcised, but a cipher through which the anxious archive writes and rewrites itself, feeding on each new iteration.”

It’s not my writing, but it’s also exactly my writing. Like something I’d dreamt, then forgotten, only for it to return, perfectly rendered, as if ghostwritten by the library itself.

I scroll. The next section, on epistemological recursion, is even better. The prose doesn’t just sing; it stings, every line sharp enough to draw blood. There are entire passages in languages I can’t read but somehow now understand—Latin, Greek, and a third tongue that shimmers at the edge of comprehension. Embedded throughout, as if by accident, are snippets of my own name: Mara, Mara, mara chen, folded into citations, encrypted in the footnotes.

My hands shake. I try to click away, but the trackpad is slick with sweat. My fingers twitch and cramp; I have to pry them off the keys. That’s when I notice the taste in my mouth—a metallic tang, equal parts blood and battery acid. I press my thumb to my lips and, before I know what I’m doing, I’m licking the black from my fingers.

It’s sweet at first, then bitter, then cold, like licking a coin in winter. But it’s also—God help me—delicious. Each taste floods my head with a spike of pleasure, followed by a tiny, burning ache in my chest. I try to stop, but my tongue is faster than my will, lapping at each digit until my lips are stained blue-black. It takes me a second to realize I’m moaning, low and breathless, as the aftertaste spreads through my veins.

I stagger back from the desk, crash into the dresser, and blink until the world stops swimming. The urge to retch passes, but the ink doesn’t fade. It has already settled in, a new organ under my skin.

I wander the apartment, unable to sit, unable to focus. At one point, I catch myself pawing through my bookshelves—looking for what, I can’t say. None of my old standbys help. Barthes, Kristeva, Sedgwick, even the annotated Grimms I’d hoarded since childhood: they read as if half-erased, paler, less true. Only when I dig out the stolen scrap from the archive—just a sliver of the forbidden blue paper, crumpled at the bottom of my backpack—do I feel even a little calm.

I go to the bathroom again. This time, I turn on the light. The bulb hums, harsh and sterile, and the mirror throws my face back at me with surgical clarity. The stains have deepened. Not just on my hands, but creeping up my forearms, pooling at my throat. I pull the shirt up, and there, just under my left breast, is a new, perfect bruise: the shape of an open mouth, lips lined in dark blue.

I laugh, or try to, but it comes out as a hiccup and a sob. I want to scrub myself raw, to dig the ink out with a knife. But all I do is stand there, watching my own reflection, licking the taste from my teeth.

Eventually, I dress: black jeans, blacker hoodie, sleeves pulled low over my wrists. I check my phone again—still dead—but it doesn’t matter. I can feel the pull now, the low, insistent hum from beneath the campus. The library is calling, not in words, but in a pressure at the base of my skull. Every cell in my body wants to answer.

I hesitate at the door, hand on the knob, sweat beading on my upper lip. For a second, I imagine just staying inside, barricading myself in the apartment, letting the ink harden until I fossilize in place. But the next breath is filled with the memory of blue fire and the echo of Evelyn’s voice: The library always finds those who hunger for what cannot be known.

I can’t stay away.

I grab my coat and keys, slide my hands into my pockets, and step out into the hall. My body moves on its own, carrying me down the stairs and into the morning light, the taste of ink still sweet on my tongue.

***

Night falls early in the stacks, even before the sun gets the memo.

The campus is on midterm lockdown: libraries close at six, buildings clamped shut with extra patrols. But I know all the back entrances now, and the last one I need is the window behind the classics annex, the one with the hairline fracture and a screen that’s never been replaced. Getting in is muscle memory—a lift, a twist, a wriggle through the gap. I don’t even scrape my hips this time.

Inside, it’s even darker than I remember. There’s no ambient light, no hum of fluorescent bulbs. The only sound is the slow, oceanic inhale and exhale of the HVAC, a rhythm so deep it’s almost subsonic. I move by feel, one palm brushing the cinderblock wall, the other curled in a fist against my chest. The pressure at the base of my skull grows with every step.

I slide down the familiar corridors, past the genealogy alcove, past the skeleton in the glass case (plastic, but no less unsettling), to the dead-end closet with its bland, bureaucratic sign: STORAGE. The door gives easily under my hand, and the breathless dark inside is welcoming, almost womb-like.

The spiral stair is waiting.

Tonight, it’s longer than before. Or maybe the geometry is just more hostile, the curve sharper, the descent steeper. My eyes adjust fast, picking out the silvery trail of my own fingerprints on the banister, a palimpsest of previous visits. But it’s not just my marks this time. There are other stains: splashes of blue and black, some still damp, others long since dried to a waxy finish.

The candles along the wall ignite as I pass, one by one, with a shivering, self-loathing pop. Their light is blue-white, colder than flame should be, and it throws my shadow huge and hungry on the brick. I can’t help but imagine what I must look like from above: a marionette in slow freefall, guided by a hand I’ll never see.

As I descend, the air thickens. It’s not just the mildew and rot of a normal basement—it’s the charged, mineral tang of old blood and something chemical, something that makes my scalp prickle. The words on my hands start to itch, a crawling sensation that races up my arms and pools in my throat.

At the bottom of the stairs, the archive opens before me. But it’s not the same. Last time, the space was vast and airy, a cathedral of forbidden books. Tonight, the shelves have moved. They crowd together, narrowing the aisles, stretching up so high that I can’t see the ceiling. The air is damp, electric, every breath an effort.

I step inside. The whispers are back, but they’ve changed key: lower, closer, as if the books have migrated from the shelves into the walls themselves. They know my name now, and they say it with an intimacy that curdles my stomach.

“Mara… Mara… mara chen…”

I walk, faster than I mean to, letting the voices guide me. The first corridor is tight, lined on both sides with volumes that twitch and flex when I brush past. The covers are warm, almost fleshy, and some pulse in time with my heartbeat. I try not to touch, but the shelves are so close it’s impossible not to. At every contact, a new word blooms on my skin, its meaning searing into my mind for a moment before fading to the usual background static.

The floor is wet, not with water but with a slick, oily residue that stains the soles of my sneakers. My breath comes out in fog. I wrap my arms around myself, sleeves yanked over my hands, but the cold bites through.

I round a corner, and the air shifts. The next aisle is wider, the shelves taller, but every available inch is packed with books—hundreds, maybe thousands, all unlabelled, all vibrating with pent-up hunger.

Halfway down the row, I see the first body.

It’s slumped against the stacks, knees drawn to chest, head lolling back in a posture of bone-deep exhaustion. The skin is the color of old ivory, stretched thin and shiny over muscle and bone. But that’s not the worst of it: the arms have fused with the books on either side, flesh dissolving seamlessly into leather and paper. One hand is splayed across a cover, fingers half-absorbed, nails now strips of vellum. The other arm vanishes into the shelf altogether, as if the body is being digested by the archive, page by page.

I freeze. My throat closes up, and I have to bite down on my own tongue to keep from screaming.

I take a slow, deliberate step forward. The body doesn’t move, but as I pass, I see the eyes are open. There’s no iris, no pupil—just a swirling disk of black, as if someone has spilled a bottle of ink into each socket. The mouth hangs slack, lips crusted with dried blue, and from the corner of it a single, perfect line of script unspools down the neck.

I keep going. I can’t not.

The next shelf is worse: two bodies, locked together in a lover’s embrace, or maybe a death grip. Their torsos are crushed between two thick volumes, ribs merging with spines, the curve of one’s skull perfectly fit to the arc of a book’s binding. Their fingers are ink-stained, lips pressed together, and their hair—once brown, now brittle and white—fans out across the shelves like a fossilized halo.

Their eyes are open, too. The left one watches me, a spark of animal panic flickering behind the black, and then the lips part. I hear, in a voice made of nothing but air and dust, the faintest syllable: “Read…”

I run.

The shelves close in, the candles snuffing themselves one by one as I pass. I duck into a side aisle, trip over a pile of what I hope is paper, and slam into a wall. The pain is sharp and grounding. I pant, pressing my forehead to the cool stone, and will myself to breathe.

But the wall isn’t stone. It’s a door.

It swings open under my touch, and I fall into a room that shouldn’t exist.

This space is small, maybe the size of a supply closet, but every surface is lined with books—floor, walls, even the ceiling. In the center is a desk, or the suggestion of one, buried under a mound of loose pages and scrawled notes. The air is thin and sour, and there’s a constant, mosquito-whine of voices, each one whispering in a different tongue.

I stagger to the desk. The surface is sticky with spilled ink and something else. My hands leave prints in the mess, and the urge to lick my fingers returns with a vengeance. I fight it, barely, and instead grab a handful of the loose pages. They’re covered in handwriting, every line different, but every single page is addressed to someone named Mara.

The first reads:

TO THE NEXT READER—

I BEG YOU, DO NOT TRUST HER. SHE DOES NOT KNOW WHAT SHE IS.

The next:

WHEN THE HUNGER STARTS, FEED IT. TO STARVE IS WORSE.

And then another:

THERE IS A WAY OUT, BUT YOU WILL NOT LIKE IT.

I drop the pages. My vision swims. In the periphery, the whispering voices double, then triple, until I’m surrounded by a chorus of half-heard confessions, all pleading, all desperate to be remembered.

My hands shake so badly I can’t pick up another page. The ink on my skin has started to crawl, winding up my arms in tight, suffocating bands. The taste in my mouth is sweeter now, cloying, and I realize with a jolt that I’m crying—real tears, hot and salty, streaking down my cheeks.

I turn to go, but the door won’t budge. The walls pulse, and the shelves inch closer, books flexing open and shut like gills. I press my back to the farthest corner, desperate for air, when I hear it—a whisper, softer than the rest, coming from just behind my ear:

“Mara. Join us.”

I whip around.

There, wedged into the wall at head height, is a face. Or what’s left of one. The features are almost human, but the skin is parchment-thin, the lips stitched shut with red thread. The eyes are bright and aware, and in them I see my own reflection—stained, haunted, hungry.

“Join us,” the face breathes, and the stitches break, one by one, in a slow, sickening unzipping.

I reel backward, colliding with the desk. Pages go flying, filling the air with confetti. The face in the wall laughs, a sound like a torn page, and then every book in the room opens at once, fluttering in a wind that shouldn’t exist.

I claw for the door, find it somehow, and wrench it open. I tumble into the corridor, knees skidding on the slick floor. The bodies are gone. The shelves are farther apart, the candles burning steady and silent. The archive has reset itself, as if nothing ever happened.

But the faces remain, watching from the corners, mouths open, waiting.

I push myself to my feet, hands braced on my knees, chest heaving. The ink on my skin has solidified into armor, hard and shining, an exoskeleton of language. I don’t know if it’s protection or a shroud.

I limp down the aisle, past the silent shelves, trying not to look at the spaces between the books. The voices are quieter now, but they still whisper, always whisper, always:

“Mara. Read. Remember. Become.”

I want to say no, I want to turn and run, but my feet keep moving, and the hunger gnaws with every step.

At the end of the hall, I catch my own reflection in the glass of a display case. The face is mine, but the eyes—black, bottomless—are not.

I blink. For a moment, the illusion shatters, and the old me stares back, small and scared and desperate for something real.

But when I look again, the eyes are empty, and behind me, a shadow waits, just out of reach.

I keep walking, because I don’t know how to stop.

***

The shadow behind me is not a thing, but a person.

Evelyn steps out from the stacks, candle in hand, her face a study in negative space: lips the color of nothing, hair liquid silver in the flicker of flame. Her suit is darker than midnight, but the cuffs are rolled up, exposing the pale length of her forearms. She holds the candle high, illuminating me with an intimacy that’s almost surgical.

“You came back,” she says. No surprise, no pleasure—just the slow, heavy certainty of someone who’s lost the same argument a thousand times.

I want to answer, but my tongue is thick with hunger, the taste of ink sweet and stifling. My throat moves, but all that comes out is a wet, animal sound. Evelyn’s eyes track the movement, and for a second, I see the faintest shimmer of amusement.

She gestures for me to sit, and my knees obey before my brain does. I lower myself onto the nearest bench, which creaks and sags under my weight. Evelyn glides over, perches on the edge of the table, and tips the candle to study my face.

“You’ve changed,” she says softly, as if reading the bruises under my skin.

“Is it that obvious?” My words are slow, clumsy, but they find the air.

She leans closer. In the candlelight, her skin is translucent—not just pale, but lit from within by thin rivers of script, black and red and cobalt blue. The words flicker and shift, crawling across her veins like eels. I stare, unable to help myself, and she notices.

With practiced grace, she rolls her left sleeve even higher, baring the forearm. The tattoos there are alive, a tangle of alphabets and punctuation that shift shape as I watch. Some of the letters are familiar—Greek, Latin, a hint of Coptic—but most are runes I can’t even guess at. She runs her index finger down the length of her arm, and the script shudders, rearranging itself in a line that glows with heat.

“We’re not so different now,” Evelyn says. “The library marks all who feed from it. The more you take, the more you become its phylactery.”

“Phylactery,” I echo, tasting the word. It fits, both beautiful and obscene.

She nods. “Every volume down here wants to persist. When a body reads, it becomes a vessel—a living document. The archive preserves itself through us, one page at a time.”

She reaches out, and I flinch, but she only traces the veins on my left hand, gently lifting my sleeve to expose the ink on my forearm. She studies the pattern, her touch cold but precise. “You’re adapting quickly,” she murmurs, and there’s something like pride in her voice.

I can’t help but compare our arms, hers and mine. Her script is denser, more intricate, years ahead of me in both depth and damage. But the same words echo across both skins, recurring like a refrain: know, hunger, Mara, echo, adytum.

I shudder. “What happens if I don’t stop?”

She shrugs, the gesture so small it barely ripples the fabric of her suit. “Some readers fuse with their books. Some become nothing but the words. Others—” Her eyes linger on mine, “—find a way to persist. Not a cure, but a balance.”

I think of the bodies pressed between the shelves, of their hunger and joy and utter surrender. “Will I end up like them?” I whisper.

Evelyn doesn’t answer right away. She takes the candle, sets it on the table between us, and looks at my hands, then back at my face. “Not if you’re careful. Not if you remember who you are. The library is greedy, but it respects the stubborn.”

Her hand rests on the table, fingers splayed. I want to reach for it, to test the solidity of her skin, to feel if the ink there is any warmer than my own. Instead, I just stare, the ache in my chest deepening with every second.

She sees the want in me, and something changes. The resignation in her posture softens, replaced by a tenderness so sudden it almost hurts.

“You should go,” she says, but doesn’t move.

I shake my head. “I can’t. Not yet.”

She breathes in, a long and deliberate act, then leans closer. Our faces are inches apart. The candle between us gutters, then flares, then goes out.

In the dark, Evelyn finds my lips with hers. The kiss is both clinical and desperate, a clash of two obsessions meeting in the middle. Her mouth tastes like honey and rust, a sweetness layered over old paper and fresh cut grass. I open to her, the way a book opens, and her tongue slides against mine, leaving the taste of ink and something else—a shimmer of language that fuses to the roof of my mouth.

Her hand cups the back of my neck, steadying me as she deepens the kiss. I moan, because I can’t not, and she swallows the sound, biting my lower lip just hard enough to leave a mark.

We break apart, breathless, and she rests her forehead against mine. The words on her skin pulse brighter, the heat between us rising.

“Careful,” she says, voice rough. “It’s addictive.”

“Too late,” I say, and press back into her, needing more.

She laughs, a low, bitter sound, but gives in. Her arms circle my shoulders, pulling me flush against her chest. My hands roam up her sides, finding the place where the words are thickest, where they’ve started to bulge and swirl in three-dimensional knots. I trace the letters, and she shivers, the sound slipping out of her like a sigh.

The books around us are not silent. They hum and rustle, the shelves creaking as if to draw closer. There is no judgment in the noise, only recognition.

We stand together, locked in the dark, two living palimpsests pressed tight as the library listens. I run my tongue along her jaw, tasting the ink, and she turns her head to catch my mouth again, hungry as before.

I lose track of time. The lines between us blur—her words, my words, the words of every lost reader. They wind up our bodies, over our faces, even in the spaces between our teeth. I am drunk on it, high on the fact of being read and reading in return.

When we finally stop, it’s because our bodies give out before our minds. I collapse onto the bench, she beside me, arms still tangled. My face is wet, and I can’t tell if it’s tears or sweat or just the residue of too much ink.

Evelyn wipes my cheek with her thumb. Her skin glows in the aftermath, radiant with language.

I lean my head on her shoulder. “Will it always hurt?” I ask, and this time I need the answer.

She considers, then brushes her lips against my temple. “Yes. But you’ll learn to love the pain.”

I close my eyes, and for the first time in my life, I believe it.

In the silence, the books sigh.

We are remembered.


Chapter 4

I don't even try to sleep. I tell myself it's a late-night research run, that I'm just double-checking a source or returning a book. But the truth is, I haven't slept in days. Not since that night in the archive—since the blue fire, the taste of ink, the mouth on my skin.

I kill the lights in my apartment, triple-check the lock, and ghost down the stairs in slippers and a threadbare hoodie. The city is loud with rain, but in here it’s silent as a crypt. My fingers twitch inside my pockets, the black stains now blooming past my wrists, branching in filigree patterns up each arm. I can feel the heat of the marks, as if the ink is a fever migrating slowly toward my heart.

Outside, the rain turns the campus into a graveyard of reflected neon. I slip between pools of light, avoiding the gaze of the security trucks and the occasional cluster of undergrads howling at the night. I don't need to check my route: my feet know where I'm going.

The classics annex sits in a black puddle, its windows blank with sleep. I take the side entrance, shoulder the heavy door, and am instantly wrapped in the rot-and-paper scent of the stacks. The only sound is the gurgle of old pipes and my own breathing, shallow and ragged. I stand in the entryway and lick the metallic taste from my fingertips.

The stains have spread. The cuticles are gone—lost in a tide of blue-black, with new veins of crimson and gold skittering underneath, like the growth rings of a tree. The first time I saw it, I panicked, tried to scrub it off with steel wool and bleach. Now I only stare, mesmerized, as the color seeps up my arm, swallowing the old self inch by inch.

The forbidden staircase is farther down the corridor than I remember, as if the building resents my trespass and shifts itself to make the path longer. My footsteps echo, the sound sticky and slow, absorbed by the heavy carpet and the endless walls of books. As I walk, the self-kindling candles ignite in sequence, each one bursting into blue flame just as I pass, then guttering down to a sullen glow. The shadows flicker and twist, trailing after me like half-formed regrets.

The door to the archive is unlocked tonight. Someone—Evelyn, maybe, or someone like her—has left it open just enough to invite a hand through. I don't hesitate. The moment I cross the threshold, the world narrows. The air is thick, heavier than last time, and the pressure at the base of my skull sharpens into a spike of pure hunger.

It's always colder down here. Tonight, the cold has a sweetness to it, a bite of ozone and copper. The spiral stair dips down, each stone step a little slicker than the last, coated in a translucent film that smells of old blood and new ink. I run a hand along the wall to steady myself. The ink leaves a black ghost on the stone, a signature for anyone who cares to look.

The descent is endless. The geometry slips—one moment I'm winding clockwise, the next I'm looping in the opposite direction. At every turn, the candles bloom into blue, casting enough light to see but not enough to feel safe. I count the steps, lose track, start over. By the time I reach the bottom, my head is throbbing and my palms are wet with sweat.

The archive welcomes me. I can feel it—an electric charge humming between the shelves, a vibration that runs up my legs and settles in my gut. The books are closer than before, the aisles tighter, the air so damp that my hoodie clings to my shoulders like a second, shittier skin. I want to stop, to turn around, but I can't. The pressure is too strong. Every cell in my body screams: go deeper.

The ink on my hands itches. I scratch at the marks until my nails bite flesh, but the only result is more black, more blue, more of whatever this is. The urge is too strong. I slip my right hand from my pocket, stare at the inky mess, and—God help me—I lick it. The taste is sharper tonight, not just metallic but sweet, like burnt sugar with an aftertaste of static and salt. My tongue tingles, my teeth ache. I can't stop. I lick again, the ink smearing across my lips and onto my chin.

The archive shifts as I move through it. The shelves close behind me, the passages narrowing until I have to shoulder my way forward. The books pulse in their bindings. Some of them throb, the covers moving with the slow rhythm of a heartbeat. My name drips from the spines—Mara, Mara, mara chen—written in fonts I've never seen, languages I can't read but know are mine.

I lose track of time. Hours might pass, or only seconds. At one point, I find myself in a rotunda lined with mirrors, each one reflecting a version of me that's a little more hollowed-out, a little more ink-stained than the last. I stare until the image blurs, then keep moving.

The hunger intensifies. Every step is a battle between panic and anticipation, but the further I go, the more the anticipation wins. I'm shaking now, not from cold but from the need to see what's waiting at the end.

A side corridor opens into a secluded alcove, the air inside a full ten degrees warmer. The shadows ripple across the stone like oil. In the center of the space, on a pedestal of black marble, is the book.

It’s huge—easily the size of a suitcase, bound in leather so red it’s almost black. The cover is slick and wet-looking, as if just tanned, and the spine bulges with pressure from within. The book breathes, a faint but unmistakable rise and fall that matches my own ragged inhale.

I reach for it, but hesitate. My hands hover over the surface, the heat radiating into my palms, goosefleshing the skin all the way up to my elbows. The urge to touch it is absolute, but something in me—what’s left of the coward, or the scientist—forces me to slow down, to study.

There’s no title, no markings, nothing to identify the tome except the way it vibrates, almost imperceptibly, under my gaze. I circle it once, twice, my footsteps making no sound on the smooth flagstone. The air is denser here, each breath a little harder than the last. I suck at the atmosphere, feel it coat my tongue and the inside of my lungs with the taste of metal and rot.

The compulsion wins. I lower both hands to the cover. It’s hot—hotter than anything in the archive, feverish, almost painful. The leather gives under my touch, not with the resistance of cured hide but with the spring of living flesh. I gasp, and the book shudders, as if it can sense my reaction.

“Oh fuck,” I whisper, because there’s nothing else to say. The sound bounces off the close stone walls and dies in the folds of the velvet-damp air.

I stroke the cover. It ripples, just beneath the surface. There’s something alive in there, or a memory of life, straining to get out. I run my thumb along the edge, and a bead of blue-black ink wells up, thick and viscous, trickling over the side to pool at the foot of the pedestal. I dip a finger in. The ink is warm, almost body temperature. I bring it to my lips. It’s the purest thing I’ve ever tasted, as sweet and sharp as new knowledge.

I want it. The wanting is so intense I say it out loud, a confession to the empty alcove.

“I want you,” I murmur, voice shaking with need. “God, I want you.”

The book answers. It flexes, the cover stretching and then snapping tight. I feel it through my hands, a pulse that resonates up my arms and into my chest, synchronizing with the frantic beat of my heart. I can feel the ink crawling up the inside of my veins, a chemical thrill that’s part terror, part bliss.

The candles in the alcove gutter out, then reignite with a roar of blue flame. For a second, the world is nothing but light and shadow, and then it settles into a calm so complete I have to check to see if I’m still breathing.

I am. I’m more alive than I’ve ever been.

I close my hands around the sides of the book, fingers digging into the spongy leather. It’s heavier than it looks, but I lift it with both arms, the muscles trembling with effort. I crouch, gently, and lower the tome to the floor. The surface pulses once, twice, then goes still, as if waiting.

My knees hit the stone. I’m not sure how I got there, but it feels right, natural. I rest my hands on the cover, pressing my palms flat, and lean in. The heat seeps through my whole body. The urge to taste, to lick, to bite is almost overwhelming. I resist, but only just.

The book calls to me, not in words but in the low, guttural hum of hunger. It wants to be read. It wants to be consumed.

And so do I.

I bow my head, lips brushing the edge of the crimson leather, and whisper: “Feed me.”

Then I open it.

***

The book opens with a crack and a sigh—soft, wet, almost a gasp. The spine arches under my palms, and the first pages peel apart with a slow, deliberate grace. They are thick, nearly flesh themselves, edged in crimson and leaking little beads of blue-black ink. The smell is overwhelming: not just paper and rot, but the hot animal tang of blood, sweat, and salt.

I’m kneeling now, the book open before me, and the heat from its pages is so intense that I feel the sweat bead under my shirt. The words swim on the surface, lines and diagrams and spirals I can almost decipher, but every time I blink, the text rearranges itself, just out of reach.

My body knows what to do, even if my brain is ten steps behind. I reach out, run the tip of one stained finger down the margin. The paper gives—soft as velvet, yielding like the skin at the inside of a thigh. My breath catches. I press harder, and the page splits open, not tearing but unfolding, a slit revealing a tongue of darker, glossier material. It quivers, tasting the air.

I freeze, but only for a second. The tongue extends, a half-inch, then an inch, slick with ink and heat. It’s alive. It wants me. The knowledge is terrifying and exhilarating, a shot of adrenaline that makes my ears ring.

“Is this what you want?” I whisper, not sure if I’m talking to myself or the book. My voice is so thin it’s almost invisible.

The tongue flicks toward my hand, traces the back of my knuckles, and then darts up to lick the open wound I’ve picked at so mercilessly. The sensation is—fuck, it’s good. Like a static shock that radiates up my arm and lights up every inch of skin the ink has already claimed.

My pulse hammers in my throat. I bring my other hand down, press both palms to the page. The tongue splits, then splits again, three, four, a dozen delicate tendrils reaching up, wrapping around my fingers, caressing my wrists. I should be horrified, but all I feel is the slow, irresistible slide of pleasure, a hunger that matches the book’s own.

I shift, reposition myself so I’m straddling the tome, knees wide, thighs pressed to the fevered leather binding. The motion brings the whole cover up against the heat of my body, and the tongue—no, the tongues—sense it. They lengthen, questing, brushing the inside of my knees, the soft flesh above my socks. The more skin I offer, the more the book gives.

I push my hips forward, grinding against the subtle swell of the cover, and the largest tongue curls up between my thighs. I let out a sound—half moan, half laugh, edged with disbelief. The appendage is cool at first, slick and smooth, but it warms instantly on contact. It tastes me through my clothes, finding the damp spot and pressing there, insistent, lapping through the fabric until I can feel the wet seep all the way to my skin.

The first touch is so gentle I almost miss it—a single, soft flick against the seam of my jeans. Then harder, more eager. The tongues work together, two holding my hips in place, another licking up the inside of my thigh, a fourth drawing lazy circles around my waistband. They’re not tentative, not anymore. The hunger in them is as strong as the one twisting in my gut.

I shudder, hands digging into the paper, nails scraping lines in the living, pulsing flesh of the open pages. The book responds, arching its spine, tongues burrowing under the waistband of my jeans and tracing the slick heat beneath. The ink on my skin burns now, a chemical rush that spreads from my fingertips to the base of my spine.

I can’t hold back. I grab the tongues, pull them harder against me, grind my body down until the entire book flexes and shudders under my weight. The sensation is a knife-edge—pleasure so sharp it almost tips into pain, then circles back into pleasure again. My head falls back, eyes rolling up to the ceiling, which has begun to pulse with blue light in rhythm with the movement between my legs.

One tongue finds its way under my shirt, leaves a streak of ink across my stomach and up to my chest. The sensation is cool, then hot, then impossible—every nerve ending in my torso lighting up at once. Another slides around the back of my neck, wraps tight, then releases, a choker of knowledge that bites and soothes in equal measure.

I gasp, the sound echoing off the stone. The pressure at my wrists grows—two tendrils wrapping tight, holding me down. At my ankles, more tongues anchor me to the floor, rooting me in place as if I’m being swallowed inch by inch. I should be panicking. I should be screaming. But all I feel is the relentless, consuming need for more.

The book is open wide now, the pages fluttering in a wind that doesn’t exist. Every word on the surface blazes with blue fire, burning itself into my retinas, then down into my memory. The more the tongues touch me, the more the words crowd my head—lines of poetry, mathematical equations, curses in dead languages, all braided together into a narrative that pulses in time with my heartbeat.

I can’t keep up. The pleasure builds and builds, until the entire world narrows to the single point where the largest tongue presses against me, then slides inside. It’s cold at first, then so hot it almost blisters, and I scream—really scream, the sound torn from somewhere deeper than my lungs.

The book drinks it in. The ink on my arms bubbles, crawling up toward my shoulders, down to my hips, over the curve of my ass and between my legs. I’m soaked, not just with sweat and spit but with the pure, undiluted sap of the archive itself.

Every stroke of the tongue brings a new wave of knowledge, a fresh burst of imagery and sensation. I see myself from above—an insect pinned to a page, a specimen dissected and catalogued, a story written in pain and hunger. I see every reader who came before me, their eyes wide with terror and joy, their bodies writhing in the grip of the archive’s lust. I see Evelyn, her silver hair a halo, her eyes wet with tears as she watches me become what she could never be.

The tongues move faster now, rhythm synchronized to the frantic thump of my heart. I grind down harder, riding the book like it’s the only thing holding me to the planet. My hands are useless, wrapped tight by the tendrils, but it doesn’t matter—my whole body is a single, trembling nerve ending, straining toward the inevitable.

I come hard, the orgasm hitting with the force of a car crash. My vision goes white, then black, then a riot of blue and red as every cell in my body detonates with pleasure. I scream again, the sound raw and wordless, and this time the archive answers—every book on every shelf flapping open, pages fluttering in a wind that finally exists.

The tongues keep going, milking the last shudder from me, then slowly, gently, retract. They leave me gasping, collapsed over the open tome, my arms and legs coated in ink and sweat. My throat is raw, but I can still taste the blue-black sweetness on my tongue.

When I look down, the words have migrated. They spiral up from the book, wrapping my torso, blooming across my chest and belly in delicate, precise script. I read them—some in Latin, some in Greek, a few in a language that makes my head ache just to parse.

In the center of my stomach, a single word glows brighter than the rest: “adytum.”

The book lies open, panting. I realize I am, too. I rest my forehead on the page, let the cool, slick surface ground me. For a long time, I just breathe, sucking the last trace of knowledge from the air, letting it settle inside me like a second soul.

The ink on my skin is permanent now. I can feel it—not just as a mark, but as a new organ, an interface between me and the library, a live wire humming just under the surface.

I close the book, gently, and the tongues withdraw, licking up the last beads of ink from my thighs and wrists before slipping back between the pages. The cover reseals itself, the heat fading to a dull, satisfied glow.

I sit back on my heels, sticky and shaking, and laugh. The sound is wild and a little mad, but it’s real. I’ve done it. I’ve taken the knowledge, the hunger, the pain, and I’ve made it mine.

There’s nothing left but to return to the world above, to see what I’ve become.

But for now, I kneel in the blue-lit dark, hands cradling the book, and wait for my heart to slow.

***

The aftershocks don’t stop. Every few seconds, a fresh pulse of heat rockets up from my thighs to my chest, then explodes behind my eyes in a wash of blue flame. I gasp, gulping at the thick, ink-scented air, trying to remember how to breathe.

The book beneath me is slick and hot. With every tremor, it contracts, squeezing a fresh line of black liquid up my legs and over my skin. The sensation is obscene—like being painted from the inside out, every stroke embedding a new line of text, a new secret, a new command. I look down and see the script, tiny and perfect, spiraling from my navel out across my stomach, up my ribcage, over my breasts, down my thighs.

It doesn’t stop there. The ink worms its way around my back, over my shoulders, up my neck. My hair is glued to my face in sweaty, tangled ropes, and when I touch it, my hands come away streaked with blue. My skin burns, but the pain is exquisite, almost tender. I want more. I want it to keep going forever.

The text moves. Even as I watch, the words crawl over each other, writhing like worms in fresh soil, weaving and unweaving themselves into new shapes. Sometimes they form images: a diagram of the human heart, an impossible map, a spiral galaxy. Sometimes it’s just lines, numbers, symbols. Sometimes it’s my name, written over and over in a thousand dialects.

The next wave of pleasure hits without warning. My spine arches, heels digging into the stone floor as the largest tongue burrows deeper, pressing against a place inside me that feels like it was designed for this exact moment. I scream, but the sound is muffled by the thick air, echoing off the close walls and coming back to me distorted, monstrous.

With each climax, the ink goes deeper. I can feel it in my mouth, behind my eyes, in the marrow of my bones. It carries the knowledge, the hunger, the entire archive, flooding every synapse with impossible stories. It’s too much, but it’s perfect. I ride the wave, body jerking, hips grinding the tome so hard that I worry, for a second, that I’ll split in two.

When it’s finally done, I collapse, twitching, head lolling to the side. The tongues retract, slow and deliberate, licking up the last trace of sweat and come from my skin before slipping back between the pages. The cover of the book closes with a gentle, affectionate snap. I flop onto my back, boneless, every cell humming with residual pleasure.

I’m ruined. That’s the only word for it. Every muscle is spent, every nerve flayed raw. But I’ve never felt more alive.

For a while, I lie there, watching the text creep and shift across my body. I run a finger along the lines, tracing the words that are now as much a part of me as my scars and my heartbeat. The knowledge is there, coiled and waiting, ready to unspool at a thought.

I try to speak, but all that comes out is a jumble of syllables—Latin, Greek, something older and darker. I laugh, the sound bubbling up from deep in my gut, sharp and a little bit mad. It’s funny. It’s perfect. The archive wanted a vessel, and it made me one.

The candles in the alcove burn low, the blue light flickering over the damp stone and the closed book. The silence is deep, but it’s not empty. I can feel the eyes of every book in the archive watching, appraising, maybe even approving.

The ink cools on my skin. The knowledge settles. My breathing slows.

That’s when I hear the footsteps.

I don’t move. I can’t. The best I can do is twist my head to one side, peering out from under the sweaty tangle of my hair. The air stirs, the blue shadows stretching as a figure steps into the alcove.

It’s Evelyn. Of course it’s Evelyn. Her silver hair catches the candlelight, shimmering like mercury. Her suit is as immaculate as ever, but tonight her posture is different—shoulders slightly slumped, hands folded at her waist. There’s a softness to her face that I haven’t seen before, a weariness that’s almost maternal.

She kneels beside me, careful not to touch the ink stains on the floor. Her eyes scan my body, lingering on the spiraling script, the bruised hollows of my knees, the sweat-slick mess of my hair. She doesn’t say anything at first. Just watches. I can see the war in her expression—sorrow and resignation, pride and envy, all tangled together.

When she finally speaks, her voice is so quiet I almost miss it.

“Oh, Mara,” she whispers, and the sound is a balm and a curse at once. “You let it in.”

She reaches out, fingers brushing the side of my face, tucking a clump of wet hair behind my ear. The touch is feather-light, but it burns. I shudder, my whole body shivering in the aftermath.

Evelyn’s fingers linger at my temple. I watch her hand, see the words move under her skin, a twin to my own. For a second, I wonder what would happen if she kissed me now, if our mouths met with both of us branded by the archive. Would the knowledge double, or cancel out? Would we annihilate each other, or become something new?

She doesn’t kiss me. She only looks, and I know she sees everything—the want, the shame, the hunger, the pride. She sees the vessel the archive has made.

“It has you now,” she says, louder this time. Not a warning. A statement of fact.

I try to reply, but my throat is full of ink. I cough, then choke out a word in a language neither of us knows. Evelyn smiles, thin and sad.

She stands, gliding back from the pedestal, and for a moment I think she’ll just walk away, leave me here to merge with the blue-lit shadows. But instead she circles the alcove, fingers tracing the edge of every book she passes, her touch as soft and loving as it was on my face.

I push myself upright, shaky but alive, and rest my hands on the closed book. The heat is gone, replaced by a steady, contented warmth—a cat after the kill, purring in its sleep.

Evelyn watches me. There’s something new in her eyes now—respect, maybe, or relief. A kinship. She knows what I’ve become, and she doesn’t hate me for it. Maybe she never did.

I glance down at my belly, at the fresh line of script curling above my hipbone. The letters shimmer in the candlelight, and I realize I can read them, clear as day:

“This is the way of hunger: to become what you eat, to be eaten in return.”

I laugh again, the sound bouncing off the stone and making Evelyn smile, despite herself.

We sit in silence for a while. I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and rest my chin on top. My skin tingles, every nerve still alive with the aftershocks. I look at Evelyn, and she looks at me, and for the first time we are equals.

When I finally speak, my voice is almost normal.

“Is this what you wanted for me?” I ask.

Evelyn considers, then shakes her head. “Not what I wanted,” she says. “But maybe what you needed.”

She sits beside me on the floor, legs stretched out, arms folded loosely. Her presence is a comfort, even now, even after everything.

The candles burn down. The ink dries. The script on our skins settles, making peace with the shapes of our bodies.

We don’t talk. We don’t need to. The hunger is quiet for now, sated by the night’s work. Tomorrow, it will wake up again, and so will I.

But tonight, I rest. The book is warm under my hands, the words on my skin a lullaby.

I close my eyes, and dream of nothing but blue fire.


Chapter 5

Next morning, I’m crammed into the middle row of the largest lecture hall on campus, and it might as well be a prison transport. There are two hundred students in the room, each hunched over their devices or slouching into their hoods, waiting for Professor Carson to begin. The air is hot, thick with the off-gassing of bulk-ordered notebooks and collective dread. Above, the fluorescent lights whine with such intensity that I have to resist the urge to tear off my own ears.

I grip the edges of my textbook. The cover is supposed to be matte, but the corners seep a wet gloss, and every time I look away I’m certain I see black fluid creeping from the spine. I snap the book closed and run my thumb along the side; sure enough, it comes away shiny and inked, like I’ve been marking trees in a forest of broken literature. The stains have advanced overnight—no longer just on my cuticles, but up past the wrists, branching in new, fractal patterns across the backs of my hands. My arms look like I fell into a bottle of cheap tattoo ink and rolled around for fun.

I can’t stop licking the residue from my thumb. It tastes like last night’s dream—ozone and cold metal, sharp with the tang of longing. I jam my hand under my thigh, but the leg starts bouncing, a tic so violent it jostles the kid in the next seat.

“Dude.” The kid glances sideways. He’s at least a decade younger than me, hair buzzed into submission, hoodie two sizes too big. “You okay?”

“Sorry.” My voice is three notes too high. “Haven’t slept.”

He shrugs, like he’s seen a thousand girls with worse problems, and turns back to his phone. The screen’s brightness leaves an afterimage on my retinas—a line of text that doesn’t fade, even when I blink.

Professor Carson takes the stage. He doesn’t so much walk as stalk, all hard lines and aggravated intent. His voice is a drone, perfectly engineered to flatten all enthusiasm. “Today we’re covering emergence and resonance in narrative systems. If you haven’t done the reading, I highly recommend you fake it.”

A spasm ripples through the room: notebooks open, laptops click, someone in the back coughs like they’ve got six months left. I reach for my own notebook and immediately drop it, black smudges staining the first ten pages as I try to pick it up without using my hands. The pen slips from my grip and clatters to the floor. By the time I retrieve it, Professor Carson’s already mid-rant, and the buzz in my skull is so loud I can’t catch the thread.

The ink on my hands glistens. I bite at the inside of my cheek, trying to will the panic down. Don’t lick. Don’t draw attention. Don’t let the archive see you bleed.

My neighbor leans in. She’s got an undercut and half her face is obscured by a mask with tiny bats on it. She whispers, “Do you ever get that thing where you can’t stop tasting metal?”

I freeze. “What?”

She shrugs, restless. “I keep dreaming about it. Like, drowning in black fluid. Last night I woke up biting my own tongue. I googled it, and it said it could be, like, a symptom? Or a metaphor? I dunno. You just looked—” She waves a hand, “—like you get it.”

I nod, too hard, and she seems satisfied, turning back to her own notes. On her right wrist, there’s a faded circle of black, like the residue from a cheap Halloween stamp. For a moment I want to ask her about it—see if she can feel the burn, too—but the urge is squashed by shame. I don’t want to know how far the infection’s spread.

I focus on the lined paper in front of me. The pen feels alien in my grip, the weight all wrong, the ink thick and tacky. When I try to write, my hand cramps, but the letters come anyway—looping and sharp, a language that’s almost, but not quite, my own. After a minute, I look down and see that I’ve filled a page without thinking:

returnreturnreturn

come back

adytum

The last word is underlined three times, the ink bleeding through to the next page. I flip the notebook, startled, and catch a glimpse of my own name in the corner—mara chen, lowercase, written in a childish scrawl. It crawls across the margin, the letters pulsing like they’re alive.

My chest tightens. I press my palm to the words, smearing them, but more appear as soon as I move my hand. For a second I swear I can hear the spiral stairs, the blue fire, the archive breathing through the pipes of the building, desperate for a fix.

I snap my eyes up to the front. Professor Carson is diagramming something on the projector, a mass of arrows and nested boxes. My vision tunnels, and the diagram morphs—the arrows turn into tongues, the boxes into teeth, the lines stretching into a mouth so wide it could swallow the room. I shiver and squeeze my eyes shut.

The taste in my mouth is back, sharper than before. Metallic and sweet, with a hint of rot. I risk a glance at my neighbor’s hand. The black circle seems darker now, like a bruise healing in reverse.

The rest of the lecture is a blur. At one point, Professor Carson asks a question and several students raise their hands, but when he calls on me—“Ms. Chen, do you care to elaborate?”—the only thing I can manage is a desperate, “Sorry, I’m not following.” He stares for a beat too long, then moves on, disappointment radiating from every pore.

When the hour ends, I pack up as quickly as I can. My hands shake so bad I can’t even zip my backpack. The ink stains the zipper and leaves ghost prints on the nylon.

In the corridor, the crush of bodies is worse than ever. The noise bounces from the lockers to the cinderblock walls, a chorus of shrill voices and nervous laughter. I catch snippets—“Did you see the blood in the bathroom?” “Main library was closed again, second time this week.” “They said the shelves moved. Like, actually moved.”

At the end of the hall, the undercut girl is talking to a friend, voice pitched low. “It’s not just me, though. I keep dreaming about the stacks. Like I’m inside, but I can’t get out, and there’s this woman—” She sees me, eyes wide, and falls silent. The friend glances over, then back at her. I duck my head and walk faster, but my ears burn.

The bathroom is empty, which is a mercy. I run cold water and scrub at my hands, but the stains don’t budge. I go harder, digging my nails into the flesh, using paper towel after paper towel, but the blue-black just seeps deeper, tracing the veins up to my elbows. The words are on my skin now, not just outside but inside, part of my pulse.

I stare into the mirror, searching for proof I’m still me. My hair is stuck to my forehead, the circles under my eyes so dark they could be socketed in. My lips are blue, and the teeth behind them look too sharp, like they’ve filed themselves overnight.

But it’s my neck that really scares me. Beneath the skin, I can see faint lines moving—script, maybe, or veins, but they squirm just enough to be visible in the harsh fluorescent glare.

I slap a handful of cold water onto my face. The shock steadies my breathing, a little.

It’s getting worse.

It’s not just me.

I walk out of the bathroom with my hands jammed in my pockets, fingers sticky, mouth filled with the taste of ink and regret. I try not to listen to the echo in my skull, the chorus chanting returnreturnreturn. I try not to remember the last thing Evelyn said to me before I left the archive, but it’s burned into my memory, as indelible as the ink on my skin.

You’ll learn to love the pain.

The worst part is, she might be right.

***

By midnight, the archive’s call is so strong it feels like a migraine behind my eyes—a steady pressure, low and constant, as if something is slowly winding my nerves around a winch. I pace my apartment, chew up an entire pack of gum, stare at the ceiling until the stain on the plaster starts to pulse in time with my heartbeat. I know what’s coming, and I know I can’t stop it.

By two a.m., the decision is made for me. I barely remember pulling on my clothes or grabbing my backpack, but I’m out the door and into the cold, wet dark, hood cinched low over my face. The sidewalks are empty, the windows of the dorms glowing like aquariums filled with slow-moving ghosts. The air is damp and the campus is silent, except for the click of my sneakers and the thrum in my skull.

The route is automatic by now: around the service entrance, through the gap in the landscaping hedge, down the side ramp to the library sub-basement. The last time, I’d been careful, looking over my shoulder and pausing at every noise. Tonight, I don’t hesitate, not even when the security light flickers and dies as I pass.

The window to the old archive is cracked, just like always. I wedge it open, climb through, and land with a soft thud on the moldy carpet. The familiar stink of mildew and paper hits me, but beneath it is something new: the heavy, ozone-rich air of a thunderstorm about to break.

The passage to the spiral stairs is black as pitch, but the memory of last time guides me. As soon as my foot hits the first stone, the blue fire wakes up, candles along the wall guttering to life in sequence. The steps are slick and the ink stains from before are still there, darker than ever. At the bottom, the archive waits, alive with a shuddering, needy pulse.

But something is wrong. The air is colder, the light more blue than white, and every shelf seems to be flexing, pulling inward as if the library is hunching over in pain. My footsteps echo. The black ink stains my soles and leaves sticky prints behind me, but I don’t care. I walk, deeper and deeper, letting the call pull me forward.

I round a corner and stop cold.

Evelyn is there, slumped against a low shelf. She looks worse than I remember: hair loose and tangled, blazer hanging open, blouse wrinkled and stained. Her hands—so steady last time—are shaking, the knuckles knotted and white. She’s coughing, and every time she does, a spray of black liquid spatters her palms and the spines of the books around her.

She doesn’t see me at first. I watch, transfixed, as she drags the back of her hand across her mouth and leaves a line of blue-black on her cheek. She takes a long, shallow breath, then hacks again, doubling over.

I step closer, but my voice is small, like I’m a kid again, sneaking into rooms I don’t belong in. “Evelyn?”

Her head jerks up. For a second, the look she gives me is pure animal terror, but it softens into something worse: recognition, and then shame.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” she says. Her voice is shredded, thin as onionskin. “Not tonight.”

I hover a few feet away, afraid to get closer but unable to leave. “What’s happening?”

She tries to stand, but her knees buckle and she sags against the shelf. The movement knocks a book loose; it lands on the floor with a wet, unpleasant slap. “It’s starving,” she says. “The archive. I haven’t been able to—” She trails off, lips twisting. “It’s hungrier than usual. More desperate.”

The shelves around us tremble, books rattling in their cases. Somewhere down the hall, a volume explodes, spraying a fan of pages that drift to the floor like snow. The blue flames of the candles flare brighter, then drop so low the whole corridor is bathed in ghost light.

I reach out, unsure what I mean to do, but Evelyn flinches back. Her hands go up, as if to ward me off, but they’re shaking too hard to hold steady.

“It doesn’t want me,” she says, words slurring together. “It wants you.”

My skin prickles. “Why?”

She doesn’t answer. Another coughing fit seizes her, and this time it’s worse: she doubles over, retching, and a gob of black fluid spatters the flagstone between us. When she straightens, there’s a streak of ink running from the corner of her mouth to her collarbone.

I can’t help it. I kneel, gingerly, and try to take her hand. It’s cold, papery, so fragile I’m scared I’ll break her bones just by holding it.

She looks at our joined hands, and her eyes go wide. “Don’t,” she whispers. “You’ll make it worse.”

I ignore her and help her up, steadying her as she sways on her feet. She’s lighter than I expect, like she’s been hollowed out from the inside.

The library reacts. The moment I touch her, a rumble moves through the shelves—every book shudders, some falling to the floor, others slamming shut with the force of a guillotine. The ink on the ground pulses and spreads, crawling up the walls and dripping from the ceiling in fat, slow beads.

We stumble forward, shoulder to shoulder. The corridor is slick with ink, our steps echoing in the sudden hush. The blue fire is everywhere now, flaring from the cracks in the walls and the gaps between books. It’s bright enough to hurt.

Evelyn wipes her mouth with the back of her wrist. The skin there is nearly translucent, the veins beneath alive with blue light. “It needs a reader,” she says, hoarse. “It needs to feed.”

I glance at the shelves. The books are breathing, spines expanding and contracting. “What happens if it doesn’t?”

She gives a thin, wet laugh. “It gets creative.”

We turn a corner, and the wall in front of us is pulsing—books swelling in and out, the mortar running with black. I watch as the shelf nearest us bows outward, the wood groaning, and then a passage opens, the books sliding aside to reveal a pitch-black hole where the wall used to be.

I stare, and the hunger in my belly answers.

Evelyn slumps against me, breath coming in ragged bursts. “It wants to show you something,” she says, her voice barely a thread. “The truth I’ve been hiding.”

The air is thick with the scent of ozone and copper, the ink dripping from above pooling around our feet. In the pitch of the new passage, I see the faintest flicker of blue light, spiraling deeper than the library should go.

I hesitate. I don’t want to know what comes next. But the ache in my chest—the archive’s ache, my own ache—won’t let me stop.

I help Evelyn steady herself. She’s so light it feels like holding a stack of old paper. Her eyes are clear, but the skin beneath is crawling with words, moving just under the surface.

“Are you ready?” she asks.

No. But I nod anyway.

She squeezes my hand, and together we step into the dark.

***

The new passage is narrow—tighter than any corridor should be, built for bodies smaller and thinner than mine. I squeeze in behind Evelyn, my chest pressed to her back, and the moment our shoulders brush, I feel a jolt of something electric. The walls are lined with rough, splintered wood, but the texture is wrong. When I run my fingers along the surface, I realize it’s not wood at all, but a composite—paper and resin and bone, layered and sanded smooth. The air is so thick it’s like wading through syrup. Every breath tastes of ink and salt and wet, rotting leather.

Evelyn moves ahead of me, but she’s slow, every step a struggle. The blue fire from the main corridor is gone; here, the only light is a dim, phosphorescent glow that leaks from the cracks in the shelves. It pulses faintly, in time with the pounding in my skull. I can see the stains on my own skin lighting up—veins turned to lines of script, arcing across my knuckles and snaking up my arms.

The passage twists and tightens. At times, I have to duck, shoulders scraping both walls at once, hands groping for the next foothold. Evelyn stumbles, almost collapses, but I catch her from behind. Her spine is shockingly fragile, every knob and vertebra sharp through the thin cotton of her shirt. She makes a sound—a whimper, maybe, or a gasp—and I steady her, terrified that even a gentle squeeze might snap her in half.

“Almost there,” she mutters, voice shredded. “It’s just ahead.”

We push through a final bottleneck, and then the corridor opens into a chamber unlike any part of the archive I’ve seen. The ceiling is low and domed, but the walls are lined with what look at first like shelves, packed so tightly that the books must have been hammered in. But as my eyes adjust, I see they’re not books at all, not exactly. They’re bodies—half-formed, half-absorbed, frozen mid-scream or mid-prayer, torsos fused into the spines, faces pressed into the woodgrain. Some are little more than busts, others almost whole. Arms and legs stick out at odd angles, some fleshy, some ossified, fingers locked in the act of clawing free.

There are dozens of them. Maybe hundreds. And almost all are women.

The skin of the nearest figure is yellowed, slick with something oily, but her eyes are open and glassy, fixed on nothing. Her lips are parted, teeth blue, and the tongue inside is dark as licorice. She reaches out—no, her arm is stuck that way, half-emerging from the shelf, the hand stopped just shy of my shoulder.

I recoil, but the room is so tight there’s nowhere to go.

A voice, dry as old paper, whispers from the cluster of faces to my left. “Run,” it says. “Run while you still can.”

The next voice is closer, a wet gurgle: “We were like you once.”

The words shudder through my bones. I turn, searching for Evelyn, but she’s only a pace ahead, braced against the wall, staring into the faces with a kind of reverence—or is it envy?

I look back at the woman’s outstretched hand. The fingers are half-wood, half-flesh, the nails grown into the surface of the shelf. She’s beautiful, in the ruined, ruined way of mummies or saints. I reach out, compelled, and brush my ink-stained fingertips against her palm.

The sensation is immediate and total: a jolt of knowledge that floods my brain and burns away everything else. I see flashes—centuries of readers, each one desperate, each one devoured, their thoughts and memories layered like sediment. I see the blue fire, the spiral stairs, the altar, and the endless, endless hunger that binds it all together. I see women sitting in this room, for hours or days, scratching words into the shelves, their own names the last thing they remember.

I pull my hand away, gasping. The air is thin and it hurts to breathe. My mouth is full of the taste of ink, and for a second I’m sure I’ll puke, but nothing comes up.

Behind me, Evelyn is watching.

“You knew,” I say, voice hoarse. “You knew what this was.”

She doesn’t flinch. “Of course I knew.”

I stumble, dizzy, and back away from the fused bodies. “All this time—you let me—”

Evelyn pushes off the wall, her legs trembling. “I let you? Mara, there was never any letting. The archive chose you.” She wipes her mouth, leaving a blue streak on her cheek. “It chooses all of us. But some of us last longer.”

She moves closer, and the light in the chamber catches her face—older than I remembered, the skin stretched thin, every wrinkle in high relief. Her arms are bare, and when she lifts her sleeve, I see it: her own flesh has gone papery, the script beneath visible, pulsing with every heartbeat. Where the veins should be, there are lines of text, moving and rewriting themselves in real time.

“I’m almost finished,” she says, soft and apologetic. “I needed someone to take my place before I dissolve completely.”

I want to scream at her, but the sound won’t come. The hunger is back, worse than ever, but now it’s braided with terror. I glance at the fused women in the shelves. I know, with a certainty that’s more chemical than logical, that if I stay in this room another minute, I’ll become one of them. My skin will yellow, my mouth will fill with ink, and my last thought will be a plea for someone to remember me.

I lurch for the exit, but Evelyn grabs my wrist. Her grip is light as a feather, but it burns. I look down, and our skins touch—her words, my words, mingling and pulsing, writing and rewriting each other in the open air.

“Don’t go,” she says. “You can still leave. But if you do, the hunger will never stop.”

“I can’t—” I try, but my voice is a mess. “I can’t be like this. I can’t—”

Evelyn looks at me, eyes hollow but not unkind. “I’m sorry. I am.”

A fresh cough wracks her body, and she doubles over. This time, when she wipes her mouth, a chunk of skin comes away, peeling like the edge of old wallpaper. She doesn’t seem to notice. Or maybe she does, and she just doesn’t care anymore.

I stagger back, shaking, and slam into the wall of bodies. They’re silent now, but I feel their eyes on me, their hunger and their need.

“You could have warned me,” I say.

Evelyn smiles, but it’s a sad, broken thing. “Would it have mattered?”

I look down at my hands—at the ink, the script, the words crawling just beneath the surface. They’re spreading faster now, up my arms, across my chest. The taste in my mouth is pure, distilled longing.

I think about running, about finding a doctor or a priest or anyone who might be able to fix what I’ve become. But the only thing I can imagine, the only thing I want, is to go back to the altar. To open a book. To read until there’s nothing left.

Evelyn lets go of my wrist. Her own hands are almost translucent now, the bones shining through. “You can go,” she says. “Or you can stay. The archive will be here, either way.”

I take a step toward the exit, but my feet won’t move. The hunger is so strong it’s like being flayed alive.

“I’ll go,” I say, but my voice is hollow.

Evelyn closes her eyes. “Goodbye, Mara.”

I walk to the corridor, the faces in the shelves watching me. One of them, a girl with hair still dark and skin only just beginning to yellow, mouths something as I pass.

“Remember me,” she whispers, voice lost in the ink-choked air.

I stumble back into the main archive, the blue fire flickering low. The taste of knowledge lingers, sweet and rotten. I want to run, to scream, to tear the words from my skin, but I know it’s useless.

I press my hands to my chest, feel the script spreading like wildfire.

There is no escape.

There never was.

I walk up the spiral stairs, one foot after the other, and the echo of Evelyn’s voice follows me all the way to the top.

It’s not a warning, or a threat.

It’s a welcome.


Chapter 6

I don’t remember climbing the stairs. I only remember the feeling: every step up, the ink in my veins burns hotter, a pressure swelling in my wrists and throat. The hunger hasn’t faded—it’s worse now, tempered with a raw edge of fear. By the time I reach the top, I’m shaking, my hands so slick with sweat and blood and blackness that I’m not sure what’s skin and what’s stain.

The heart chamber of the archive isn’t on any map. I’d always thought it was a myth—a grad student horror story passed down in whispers at office parties, somewhere between “this one time in the tunnels” and “don’t eat the burritos from the science quad.” But I recognize it instantly. It’s the center of the maze, the lowest point in the spiral, a room that shouldn’t fit inside the footprint of the building but is somehow vast, round, and echoing.

The ceiling is higher than a church, bricked in dark arches webbed with phosphorescent fungus. The walls are lined with shelves, each packed not just with books but with artifacts—bones, jars of cloudy fluid, what might be scraps of hair or teeth pressed between glass slides. In the middle stands the altar: a slab of black stone, thick as a tomb and veined with gold. Atop it, the Heart Grimoire waits.

I’m not the only one here. Evelyn is already in the chamber, half-collapsed against a bookshelf. She looks worse than before—skin translucent, veins visible as runes, lips and chin flecked with black. She coughs into her hand, and I see a thread of ink glisten and drip, then vanish as the skin reabsorbs it.

“Mara,” she says, the word shaped by pain and pride. “You made it.”

I don’t answer. I can’t. The sound of my name cracks the air like a threat. Instead, I approach the altar, the soft soles of my sneakers squeaking on the cold stone.

The Grimoire is even more monstrous up close. It’s the size of a car battery, bound in layers of stitched leather so thick they flex and contract with every pulse. The cover isn’t flat—ribs of white bone arch across it, meeting at a breastplate where a lock used to be. There’s no clasp now, just the impression of something ripped away by force, the scar tissue of centuries. The edges are bruised with blue and red, and when I listen, really listen, I can hear it beat: slow, arrhythmic, but alive.

My hands shake as I reach for it. The ink has crept all the way past my elbows, up to the bicep, feathers of black and blue fanning beneath the sleeves of my hoodie. I slide both palms onto the Grimoire, feel it shiver under my touch.

Evelyn straightens, fighting to stay upright. Her eyes are huge in the sickly light. “Don’t,” she pleads, the word as thin as tissue.

I squeeze the Grimoire harder. “I have to.”

The candles ring the chamber—self-kindling, blue and amber, their flames stretching and guttering in time with the Grimoire’s pulse. The fungus on the walls glows brighter, sending up a haze of spores that taste like rust and cinnamon. I force myself to breathe, the air so heavy with mold and ozone that every inhale hurts.

The Grimoire is warm now, almost fevered. Beneath my fingertips, I can feel the movement of the pages, the flexing of the spine. I sense the library’s attention: a sudden tightening, like every word in every book has swiveled to watch.

I’m not here for an audience. I’m here to make a deal.

I press my mouth to the edge of the bone, ignore the metallic taste, and speak directly to the heart of the archive:

“I offer myself,” I say, the words echoing, “but not alone. Not as you’ve always taken.”

The chamber responds instantly. The air vibrates, the shelves rumble, and every candle gutters to a stub. The books begin to shudder, their spines arching away from the walls as if in protest. The temperature drops ten degrees in a blink, breath frosting in the air. Evelyn chokes, doubling over as a fresh wave of black pours from her mouth. She clutches at the shelf, but her hands slip, smearing text across the polished wood.

The Grimoire’s pulse quickens. I press down harder, feeling the bone bend, the leather flex and tense. “Did you hear me?” I demand, voice hoarse. “I’m not your food. I’m your partner. If you want my body—my name—you have to take hers, too. We are the price.”

A crack runs down the altar, splitting the gold vein open. From it oozes a tar-thick fluid, pooling around my hands, coating my fingers in heat. The books on the shelves begin to slide out, one after another, crashing to the ground like dead birds. A handful burst open, pages fanning wide, then snapping shut with such violence that dust clouds bloom in the air. One, a little black volume, rockets across the chamber and smacks into the Grimoire, binding itself to the ribs like a barnacle.

Evelyn gasps behind me. “Mara, stop! It’s not listening—it never—”

But I can’t stop. I’m more alive than I’ve ever been. I drag the Grimoire closer, until the edge of the bone leaves a red stripe across my forearm. I feel the ink inside me swirl and boil, eager for the next step.

The room tilts. The shelves lurch, sending more books tumbling. The fungus dims, plunging the chamber into shadow. The only light comes from the candles, which now burn blue so bright it hurts to look at them. I glance down and see the ink on my hands is no longer liquid—it’s risen to the surface, forming a lacquered shell, a second skin. I flex my fingers, and the shell splits, revealing raw, fresh flesh underneath.

The Grimoire is ready.

I plant my hands flat on the cover and let the book have me.

A shock of energy drives up both arms, arching my back, splitting my skull. My vision whites out—no, blues out, everything glazed in the hue of open flame. The Grimoire opens beneath my palms, the pages fanning in a silent scream. Wind rushes up from the crack in the altar, so strong it nearly lifts me off my feet. I taste blood, taste ink, taste the memory of every reader who’s ever bled for the library.

The shelves begin to collapse. Books fly in all directions, some smashing into the brick, others splitting open midair. The ink that pooled on the floor reverses direction, rivers of black pouring up the walls, tracing veins along the mortar, spelling words that flicker and vanish before I can read them. The air thickens; every breath is a struggle, the oxygen sucked out by the hungry, living text.

The candles blow out in unison. The only light is the Grimoire itself, now glowing from within, pages etched in blue fire.

I shout over the roar: “You don’t get to erase us! If you want us—take us whole!”

The Grimoire answers.

It pulses, once, twice, then splits down the center. A tongue of black and blue ink lances up, slapping me across the mouth and cheek. The sensation is electric—pleasure and agony in the same instant. I stumble, catch myself on the altar, and the ink rushes in, filling my mouth, coating my teeth, spilling down my throat like cold syrup.

I see everything.

The history of the archive—every hand, every name, every desperate bargain—floods my mind. I see Evelyn as a child, pale and hungry, sneaking into the forbidden stacks. I see her first love, her first betrayal, her first moment of surrender to the knowledge. I see myself, over and over, always reaching for the next rung, always failing to stop before the pain. I see the women in the walls, the faces pressed into the shelves, the mouths open in mute chorus. They’re all here, all alive, all remembered.

The chamber shakes. The altar cracks again, splitting clean through. I ride it to the floor, the Grimoire pinned under my body, the ink erupting from every seam and pore. I taste salt, taste Evelyn’s blood, taste the secret history of the library itself.

I am the archive.

I am the vessel.

But I’m not alone.

Evelyn is beside me now, her hands on my back, her lips at my ear. I can’t hear her over the noise, but I feel the shape of her words, the old comfort in the way she forms my name. Her arms wrap around me, holding me in place as the ink pours from the Grimoire, flooding the chamber, soaking us both to the bone.

The shelves finally give way, collapsing in a storm of paper and bone. The blue fire licks at the air, igniting the fungus and sending sparks swirling. The wind dies as fast as it started, leaving only the sound of breathing: mine, Evelyn’s, and the long, slow exhale of the archive itself.

The Grimoire closes beneath me. The ink on my skin recedes, leaving behind only the words, the script etched into flesh: adytum, adytum, adytum. My heart beats with the rhythm of the archive, slow and patient.

Evelyn pulls me upright. Her hands are steady now, the tremor gone. We sit together on the shattered altar, surrounded by silence and the scent of burnt sugar and ozone.

I laugh, because it’s the only thing left to do.

“I did it,” I say, voice raw. “I made a deal.”

Evelyn smiles, the ink on her lips forming a perfect line. “You did,” she says. “God help you.”

We sit, shoulder to shoulder, as the library begins to rebuild itself. The shelves knit back together. The books, battered and bent, crawl to their places. The blue fire returns to the candles, soft and inviting.

I look down at my hands—at the words that now cover them, at the history written in my own blood and ink. I know I’ll never be free, but I also know I’ll never be forgotten.

Above us, the spiral stairs await. I wonder what I’ll look like in the mirror when I return to the world above. I wonder who will be the next to hunger, to kneel at the altar, to make a bargain with the archive.

I wonder if I’ll ever be able to stop.

But for now, I rest in the heart of the library, warm and remembered, the echo of Evelyn’s voice lingering in my ear.

Not a warning.

A welcome.

***

The ritual isn’t finished. I know it before the Grimoire’s pulse even steadies, before Evelyn’s breathing evens out to a shaky, rhythmless sigh. The library is waiting—hungry, greedy, holding its breath to see what I do next.

I lean into the book. My chest is flush to the bone-wrapped cover, arms splayed wide. I feel the library’s power, the knowledge shivering through me, the ache of a thousand dead scholars each leaving their fingerprint behind. But I won’t let it swallow me—not the old way, not the way it’s always done.

A fresh tongue of ink slithers up from the page, slow and predatory. It wraps my right wrist, cold at first, then burning hot. I let it, feeling the tightness, the sticky wet as it solidifies into a cuff. The Grimoire’s cover buckles and warps, ribs parting to reveal the dense, shuddering mass beneath. I hear the heartbeat—no, two heartbeats, mine and the book’s, out of phase but racing toward each other.

I press harder, my cheek against the bone, and the sensation is obscene. The leather gives beneath my skin, stretching to accept the shape of my face. I feel the pages inside begin to turn, one after the other, so fast that the breeze of it chills my entire body. The letters on the pages don’t just move; they pour off the vellum, crawling up my fingers, wriggling beneath my nails, stinging and sweet.

The pain is exquisite. It’s not like a cut or a burn—more like the ache of teeth shifting in your mouth, the pop of new bone. The ink spreads up my arms, follows the veins, splinters at the elbows and floods into my chest. I gasp, lips sticky with the taste of ozone and salt. The words dig into my tongue, tattooing themselves on the inside of my mouth.

From behind, Evelyn groans—a small, animal sound. I sense her more than see her, feel the warmth of her breath on my neck. Her hands, still trembling, settle on the altar next to mine, fingers flexed like a pianist about to play.

She leans in, her body a trembling scaffold. “Mara,” she whispers, “let go. It wants you both.”

“It can want,” I spit, voice ragged. “We set the terms. Not it.”

She laughs, or tries to. It comes out as a cough, thick with phlegm and ink. “That’s not how this works,” she says, but there’s respect in her tone, a grudging admiration. “It never bargains. It only takes.”

“Watch me,” I say, and dig my nails into the Grimoire.

It reacts—pages splitting open, a spray of blue-black ink splattering across my shirt, my face, my teeth. The taste is like nothing I’ve ever known: sweet as burnt sugar, sharp as a battery on the tongue, so rich it makes me dizzy. I swallow, and the words blossom inside my throat.

The ink tendril tightens around my wrist. Another rises, this one looping around my left ankle, dragging my leg flush to the altar. I feel the tongue of the book wriggle up between my thighs, warm and insistent, lapping at the skin just above the knee before winding up and around my hip. I shudder, part horror, part pleasure. The hunger in me is real, and the book knows it.

I grind down, pressing the Grimoire to my pelvis. The leather yields, soft as butter, letting me sink into it. Pages fan out beneath my belly, the words hot and alive. The sensation is a chemical fire, every nerve ending lighting up, my muscles locking and then liquefying in waves.

I don’t want to do this alone. I won’t. I turn my head and catch Evelyn’s eye. She looks haunted—her face streaked with runes, her mouth black at the corners—but she’s beautiful, too, in the way of a storm rolling in. I want to kiss her, to bite her, to leave my mark so she’ll never be free of me.

I open my mouth, let the words spill out:

“I won’t be consumed alone. You want guardians? Take two. Two vessels. A balance. That’s the deal.”

The ink responds. It splits, doubles, branches out in new directions. Tendrils rise from the Grimoire for Evelyn, caressing her wrists, her neck, her lips. She doesn’t fight. She bares her throat, lets the blue-black slide around her like a collar, and sighs in relief.

Together, we press down on the book. The altar cracks again, deeper this time, a sound like thunder in the stone. The shelves overhead begin to bend and twist, the wood creaking as if the entire library is about to collapse. From the walls, the faces of the fused women watch, eyes wide, mouths open, some smiling, some screaming.

I lean into the chaos. “Two guardians,” I shout, louder than I meant. “That’s the only way you get us.”

The room explodes with sound. Every book on every shelf opens at once, the pages flapping like a thousand pairs of wings. The air fills with the shriek of torn paper, the roar of knowledge desperate to be read. The ink on the floor rises in a fountain, splattering my legs and soaking Evelyn’s bare feet.

She grabs my hand, her fingers slick and cold. Our skin fuses at the point of contact, ink mingling, words crossing over from my flesh to hers. We hold on, even as the altar buckles and the Grimoire writhes between us.

The book is alive. It’s a mouth, a womb, a heart that beats with need.

I bend low, bring my lips to the open spine, and kiss it. The ink rises to meet me, flooding my mouth, my nose, my eyes. I choke on it, swallow, and am rewarded with a rush of knowledge so bright and sharp it nearly knocks me unconscious.

I see Evelyn as she was—young and reckless, stealing into the archive, breaking every rule, getting caught and punished and loved and left. I see her as she is, the pain and the need, the way she aches to be known. I see myself, mirrored a thousand times, each version a little more desperate, a little more lost.

I see the library’s true shape: a parasite, yes, but also a lover. A thing that craves to be held, to be remembered, to survive. I see the long line of guardians before us, each one seduced and devoured, each one choosing, in the end, to stay.

The ritual peaks. The ink surges, soaking us both, filling every pore, every hollow place. The Grimoire clamps down on my hips, the leather binding me tight, the bone ribs locking around my waist. I feel Evelyn press against my back, her arms snaking around my chest, her nails digging into my collarbone.

She bites my neck, not hard, but enough to leave a mark. The pain is exquisite, the pleasure deeper. The ink in our veins pulses in tandem, a harmony of hunger.

“We bind ourselves,” Evelyn whispers, breath hot and raw. “Together, we hold the heart.”

I scream, because it’s the only thing that fits. The ink erupts from my mouth, a ribbon of blue fire. It curls in the air, then burrows back down into my chest, burning me clean.

All around us, the archive goes wild. The shelves warp and snap, some falling in, others bursting open to reveal new rooms, new corridors, new secrets. The books scream, but it’s not pain—it’s delight, the way a body howls at orgasm.

I lose myself in the sensation. There’s no boundary between me and the library, between me and Evelyn, between thought and text. I’m not sure where my body ends and the archive begins. I am words. I am story. I am the hunger, and the satisfaction, and the memory.

When it finally breaks, the silence is total. The air is thick with ink and sweat and the perfume of burnt paper.

I collapse onto the altar, the Grimoire’s spine soft under my cheek. Evelyn is beside me, her hand still fused to mine, her breathing slow but sure.

We don’t speak. There’s no need. The deal is done.

The archive has its guardians, and for the first time in its history, it’s satisfied.

The blue fire of the candles reignites, soft and gentle, casting a halo around the two of us. The shelves knit back together, whole but changed. The faces on the walls smile, mouths closed, eyes content.

I close my eyes, let the ink settle.

I’m not alone.

I never was.

***

The aftermath is a slow return to gravity, the body’s stuttering protest after too much sensation. My ears ring. Every muscle in my back and thighs trembles with exhaustion, but the ink in my veins purrs, sated and alive.

I roll onto my side. The altar is sticky with sweat and ink and something that looks like melted candle wax. The Grimoire, still warm beneath me, flexes once and settles into a low, contented throb. Evelyn is sprawled beside me, one leg draped over mine, hair a snarl of silver and blue, eyes unfocused and wet. Her lips twitch, like she’s laughing at some private joke.

I try to speak, but my mouth is full of the taste of burnt sugar and blood. I lick the words from my teeth and start over. “Are you—?”

She answers before I finish. “Better than ever.” Her fingers brush my shoulder. The skin there glows faintly, script rippling beneath the surface. “You look good in ink.”

I look down, and she’s right. The script has crawled up my chest, over my sternum, between my breasts and down the soft slope of my stomach. It coils around my ribs, winding in and out of the old scars, turning each mark into an illuminated letter. There’s a pulse to it, like a heartbeat under the skin. I can’t decide if it’s beautiful or horrifying.

Probably both.

We sit up, backs against the fractured altar. The library is quiet now, the chaos of the ritual replaced by a hush so deep I can feel it in my teeth. The candles have relit themselves, the blue and amber flames dancing together in a pattern that’s almost cheerful. The books are back on their shelves, some battered, a few singed, but all of them exactly where they belong.

The faces in the walls are at peace. I see them now as they really are—part of the structure, not trapped, but fused in comfort, each one smiling or watching with a kind of distant, motherly pride.

I flex my hands. The ink on my knuckles catches the light, the words shifting with every movement. I try to read them, but the language changes from line to line. Sometimes it’s English. Sometimes Latin or Greek. Once, it’s a language I’m pretty sure I invented in a nightmare. Each word burns for a second and then slips away, replaced by something new.

Evelyn watches me, her expression soft. There’s a warmth between us now, an ease I never thought possible. She scoots closer, presses her thigh to mine, and lays her head on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she says, voice muffled against my shirt. “For not telling you everything. For letting you find out the hard way.”

I snort. “There’s no easy way, is there?”

She shrugs, a ripple of script rolling down her arm. “No. But it’s better, now. The archive—” She pauses, searching for the right word. “It’s more awake. More itself.”

“Because of us?”

She nods, and for once, she looks her age—not the ageless, tragic caretaker, but a woman who’s seen too much and finally gotten what she wanted.

I take her hand. Our fingers intertwine, ink merging in the cracks. For the first time since the hunger started, I feel full. Not sated, exactly, but at home in my own skin.

The Grimoire at our feet pulses, once, and I sense a ripple through the library. A tremor of excitement, or anticipation, like a crowd waiting for the next act. I smile, dizzy with it.

Above us, the spiral stairs wind up into shadow. Somewhere at the top, I hear a door creak, the faintest echo of footsteps.

Evelyn hears it, too. She grins, teeth blue in the candlelight. “Another one?”

“Probably,” I say. “They always come back.”

She kisses me, quick and sharp, like a blood oath. “Ready?”

I squeeze her hand. “Together,” I answer.

We stand, and the words on our skin shimmer in perfect harmony.

The library waits, patient and hungry.

But this time, it’s not the only one.
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