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For the Librarians 



Published on the 25th anniversary of Jorge Luis Borges’ death and 70 years after the publication of his story, The Library of Babel, in his collection El Jardín de senderos que se bifurcan.

 



... because I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley, it does not follow that there is any mountain or valley in existence, but simply that the mountain or valley, whether they do or do not exist, are inseparable from each other.


René Descartes, Meditations (5th Meditation)
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The Infinite Library


(Book I of III)

 



Kane X. Faucher




In the beginning there was the Word. The Word first drifted emptily, an itinerant thing before it became imbued with energy to form a relationship to become Data. This data was expressed in matter by way of a book, and the Word made its impact there. The Word was full, and from it all other words would derive from it. In one explosive moment too small for any instruments to measure, the Word spread and filled the Library, these words nested within more books than can be counted. Every possible variation of the Word makes up the entire holdings of the Library, but one thing was lacking to make the Word resonate with meaning and sense: the Librarian. And so, from the Word also came the Librarian who was made distinct by being split in two. The first Librarian had access to the entire catalogue, and knew the tasks, while the other did not have either of these traits. 



 The word, attired as data, is compressed into a code or a cipher. And everything that is meant to appear throughout the story must all appear now, in condensed form, a coalescing of all possible colours into one band of white.


 The expression of the Word cannot be condensed in any single volume, let alone three, but the expression of the Word does involve three narrative phases: information, energy, and matter. 






BOOK I: CODEX INFINITUM 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



1


The Invisible Book 


 



“Let your vast Library be justified!” the unnamed Librarian in Borges' “Library of Babel” declaimed in desperation. In the face of an infinite library, it is the most thoughtful demand to make. But if the Library cannot be justified, which is to say that if the purpose of existence cannot be traced to a purpose or design as to its beginning or end, then at least it should be organized. Information is what organizes matter and energy into some stable form of random coherence. That's the best I can make of it. Any mathematician would be exasperated by my juvenile understanding of infinity and information, and any philosopher would dismiss my musings as irrelevant or in want of reason. But I am not a mathematician or a philosopher. I believe that there is one station higher than these two, and it is the librarian, the art and grace by which he or she can organize our most seemingly miscellaneous information to facilitate its storage, retrieval, and methods for improved accessibility. I am far from being a religious man, but if there was a god, he or she or it would be a librarian – thus is the primacy of information over energy and matter. 


 



Anchoring points of time and place: Vatican City, 2007, on a fruitless research junket, given permission to forage through the Vatican holdings courtesy of fancy letterhead, two institutions. My name is Alberto Gimaldi. His name was Castellemare, a self-proclaimed librarian. His physique was narrow and bony, composed entirely of haphazard piping and knotted joints in some kind of Soviet industrial parody on human anatomy, angular bones floating in aspic features and an odd affectation of uncertain origin. He always wore the most conspiratorial grin upon that Jack O’ Lantern of a face, I bet even in his most private moments. He said he was of mixed parentage without ever qualifying any further, and if I may say so without sounding ridiculous, he was the only person I have met that lacked the residual trauma we all bear in having once been born. Perhaps it was not that he was born, but printed, the origin of body and book being one. His specialty was, indeed, books, but books of a different type. 



 Of myself, there is not much to say that would bear interested hearing, nothing plangent or remarkable about the scholastic years of empty service, the dull rustle or scribble here and there to mark time. But I have to fill the time and say something, generate sympathy with whoever hears my tale, and this through being so painfully average or mediocre in as many ways that my eccentricities are absorbed and subsequently negated. 



 I am a largely forgettable mind desultorily hitched to a frumpy body. There are two concerns in my daily affairs, both united by bibliophilia: either I am trafficking in enigmatic texts or I am cracking the codes and ciphers of the most mysteriously penned codices. The one habit supplies the other since I make a modest enough income to fuel my travels to various manuscript libraries in Europe to continue my assiduous research, research that is largely uninteresting except to the most niche specialists. I have published a few articles on untranslatable incunabula without bothering to offer any solutions, a few reviews of what is current in glyptology, cryptology, and cryptanalysis. In such instances, I parrot what has already been said by merely grafting the seminal references in a different order, my work drawing to its end as inconclusive, petering off as a littoral of quotations and a bland toss-off summary of all the nothing that was said. Sometimes I give myself the task of debunking hasty theorists who employ the most absurd of methodologies in cracking what is a mere “Greeking” of text, or refuting those who claim that certain texts are just hoaxes by demonstrating how the code actually works. It is largely shadowboxing, but it takes on an especial importance among those of us who share a concern that is centuries dated. I have cracked a few codices in my time, most notably two: De heteromachina rerum (author unknown) and the luridly extraterrestrial Serafini’s Codex Seraphinianus. Actually, I failed to crack the latter, but I let the rumour persist without worrying about anyone checking to see if there is any support for a claim I can disown if pressed. Although such preoccupation sounds to the outsider as thrilling, glamourous, fraught with penetrating the shibboleths of conspirators resulting in peril, it is nothing of the sort. It is dry and tedious work, not the sort of Da Vinci Code hijinx that seeks to uncover the one secret conspiracy that motors history. No such things exist, or at least not in the register one would mundanely imagine.


 Codes and ciphers are enormously important to me. I think the Library knew that, why I must have been selected, never mind the means it did so, the agents it sent. There are keys in a code to unlock it, and keys in the frets of ornamental friezes, and everything is in hand... con clave. But given a handful of keys and being tossed in a world of locks does not demystify anything.


 I have never met a book I could not decipher with but a few maddening exceptions (all exceptions in this field are the source of madness and infuriation, a dirty secret kept under the floorboards of one’s reputation and profession). But it is time-consuming work to an extreme, and I am rarely rewarded for efforts by either monetary compensation or a bump in scholarly reputation; the members of this global fraternity who occupy their time obsessively devoted to deciphering could not even fill a room at a party, and I do not mean the legion of amateurs and closet hobbyists. Besides, a party of our kind should be strictly avoided. The “community” is small, vicious, insular, zealous, and populated by professional cutthroats, inimitable egos, and belligerent windbags. We keep mostly to ourselves and share nothing until we are absolutely certain that no further work need be done. That is, none of us publish a “lead” in the cracking of the code without having deciphered it entirely unless we have to, for this community is also covetous over others’ work. The numbers have dwindled over the last twenty years for two reasons; at first the best cryptologists were seduced by stable incomes provided by governmental secret agencies and private sector think tanks with large budgets, and now computers have outmoded our antique methods, being able to cycle through a decade’s worth of permutations performed by hand in a matter of minutes. Others in our trade lament that we are an endangered breed, whereas I am more the realist by knowing that we are in fact extinct and in absolute denial of this grimly real circumstance. Why forestall the inevitable when it is already here, when it has already been here for so long? But I take comfort in the fact that there are codes written in hand that only another hand, not a computer, can decode. I like to think of this as coding with the right and decoding with the left, the symmetry of all mystery.


 I once held an adjunct position at a university, lecturing on old manuscripts… But this I abandoned when it seemed that my students, and even my colleagues, ceased to share any enthusiasm when in the presence of an extremely rare manuscript. Their indifference was symptomatic of my trade’s decline; the people are no longer interested in books or book-related mysteries, and so it stands to reason that the unity of the two would cease to hold anyone’s interest for more than a fleeting moment before running toward the certainty of science or formulaic television programming. However, I do not wish to malinger here with my heavy baggage of complaint when I have in fact accepted the fate of my trade, and have supplemented my own joy by peddling texts to keep solvent. I can do nothing to change the tide of indifference, and I am too arrogant a creature to believe that I am responsible in making the attempt. And so, I made my way teaching on occasion, on a part time basis, gypsying about from one institution to another. Same old yawn.


 Enough about that.

 



Of all places the narrative would choose for me to meet the librarian, it was just outside Vatican City, that little religious satrapy of itself. Swiss guards in their ridiculous blue suits trafficked by history’s own haberdasher rotated in their appointed guard patterns. Faith met finance in the swatches of coffee and ice-cream shops that plucked the tourist-faithful into its overpriced maw. The day began with oppressive heat that later reconciled itself with a drop in humidity. Cool winds arced into the piazzas and stirred up dust into faint rosette patterns matching souvenir Romanesque reproductions frozen in keychains. The sun was partially occulted by menacing cloud that clotted the sky with the threat or promise of melodramatic biblical weather to follow. The Vatican Library was an occasional haunt of mine, and I was but another face plucked from the indistinct sea of greying scholarly types all eager to plunder some obscure text to resolve some meaningless little conspiratorial riddle, to worship at the spine’s edge of the Codex Vaticanus Graecus. I had just finished my research stint in one of the stuffy manuscript rooms, and was satisfied with my findings the way one must justify to oneself that the research in such an illustrious place was fruitful… even if it was a dismal failure. To be honest, I had wandered through the catalogue of the Vatican holdings on so many occasions that it seemed to me what a city’s public library is to its populace: just another nexus of books sheltered from the elements, a collection point like a heavily populated car on a commuter train. By my many frequent visitations, I perhaps knew the Vatican holdings catalogue and Holy Index better than I knew the details of my own childhood. Not that I enjoyed the tedious arguments of theologically involved scholastics, but some of these books were the basis upon which codes were written, and they were beautifully bound - the finest crafted materials for the dullest possible content.


 There had been a rush to acquire photocopies for study given that the announcement gave urgency to any researcher’s aims: that the Library would be closing for three years. I finished up, went to my rental car, and trundled myself off to a nearby small town.


 I do not fancy myself a grand gourmand, but I could usually determine good cuisine from what was merely slapped together for the indiscriminate tongues of tourists. I knew the best local food was always in a small and narrow street, in an establishment with a modest lit sign that read VINO. I stepped in just as the wind went into crescendo and the sky’s bloated bladder emptied its contents upon the city with its hissing relief. I was determined to get a hot meal, return to my hotel, and then depart the next morning for Barcelona, then make my connector flight back to Toronto where the only living thing affected by my absence would be a pathetic and neglected house plant in one of those made in China dollar store pots that are far more florid than whatever can grow inside them. 



 Be it the meal or my sense of liberality with my wallet (since I had just been paid a handsome sum for a rare text that netted me a fair profit), I seduced myself into ordering a liter of expensive wine to attend my meal. The patrons seemed slightly rough without being ignorant and abrasive; working people, bakers and butchers and other such trades that still have a sense of familial honour. The place was small, a bit dingy, but very homelike. There were decorative votive candles with opulent depictions of the Virgin and child, seemingly painted in an effusive hybrid Medieval iconic and Renaissance style, softened by mass production, a holdover from that Cult of Mary now 800 years stale-dated. The tablecloths were damask. Tucked away in one corner, seated by himself over a heaping feast of pasta, soup, buns, salad, and wine, was a very odd looking fellow, as out of place as I was. I contrived to draw some attention to myself without being obtuse. The fellow ate his food greedily, but his eyes seemed fixed, perhaps mulling over an amusing anecdote. He wore the slightly apprehensive grin of someone who was unsure when it was his cue to laugh. His long, knotted fingers were ridiculously ringed like a wizard’s, and the hands were a gangly roadmap of one of those ancient, overcrowded cities where one was unsure if something was being renovated or demolished. I observed his hands for quite some time without staring too obviously - for his hands were the real scene of action. He was both ravenous and mechanical. Even his operation of the spoon betrayed his famished aspect. There were dark orange smudges on his right index and middle fingers, undeniable truth that he was a heavy smoker; in fact, there were three packages of cigarettes by his knobby elbow, and there was a cigarette on the go in the overflowing ashtray just astern his soup bowl as he absentmindedly lit another. He managed his fare and cigarette in such a precise choreography that I could look away and predict what his hands would be busying themselves with in accordance to the rhythm: fork dipping into pasta, twirl, puff, slurp soup, tear piece of bun, chew, chew, slurp wine, puff, more wine, soup, puff. It was only with the salad that he was dainty, his fingers lightly pinching the salad fork between thumb and middle finger while the other fingers splayed out like dainty antennae, an out of place affectation, hovering over the salad like one trying to sneak up on a fly, dabbing at it gingerly but with purpose for a particular green. Only later would I realize just how adept those hands actually were; he once made a signal to me with them, later on during our strange acquaintance, forming a kind of narrow edge, declaring that, “one must know where to make the division between books in order to pluck the one that is not apparently there.” He called it, ineloquently enough, a knife in the ribs.


 He must have noticed that I noticed him, for he spoke to me without raising his head from the meal: “care to join me, traveler?” His accent was a mix of sultry French washing over the harsh rocks of a Slavic tongue, but even this was amorphous. There was no consistent accent; I was guessing and not half as worldly as I would liked to have been. 



 I felt a bit flush and embarrassed, but curious all the same. His choreography ceased, and he merely raised an eye and eyebrow hung in the complete stillness of his body to see if my reply would be to take him up on his offer. I motioned to the server that I would be changing seats, and the server grunted assent. Upon closer inspection, the man seemed and sounded like a baroque dandy - or at least some bastard derivation thereof made possible by an appetite for anachronism. He was most likely a crazy person, and yet I was choosing to sit with him for no defensible reason other than laggard, desultory curiousity.


 The man gestured with an inviting sweep to the empty chair across from him, now resuming his brusque and voracious attention to his meal. I can only paraphrase a conversation that was far more awkward and filled with the gaps and lapses of my slow thought-to-speech ratio.


 “Thank you,” I said. 



 Without any small talk preamble, he went right for it: “Yes, and so you are here to do research at the library, I take it?”


 “Which?”


 “There is only one library, extended in its parts, but all part of a whole. But I really mean the Pope’s not-so-secret textual booty. You have to wonder just how many of those books were acquired a poignard. Inquisitions always seem to increase knowledge for some. Oh, well. Book acquisition doubled after the Lateran Council in 1215… The invention of penance made it so. Full of guilt? Murderer? Rapist? Forgiveness conditional on serving in his Holiness’ Crusade. Endless bulls, diplomas, indulgences for labour traded, remissions of penance during Lent, and so forth. Dreary stuff, so blandly historical! And without an inch of humour or an inkling of character and style. The Church was one of the first bodies to effectively practice information control.”


 “How did you know that I was at the library?”


 “Nothing happens in Vatican City without my knowing it, it seems. As well, you are festooned with books and notes, and your eyes seem bleary with text. I know your type well, and one does not need some sort of special radar to pick you out of the crowd. Come now… no one who lives here actually reads! Unless one is a member of the College of Cardinals, what point is there? Life is simple. Texts only increase upon the burdens, giving us new puzzles to occupy our time.”


 “I don’t know if I would agree with you.”


 He sat back, corking me with a mischievous grin, dabbing now at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. It seemed like he was all bones, wrapped tautly with skin, perhaps too tight, which made his eyes seem to bulge slightly which made him seem as comical as it also made him appear like a regulation nightmare nemesis. He lit another cigarette and was about to, if his gestures could be read, launch into a schoolmaster's lecture.


 “Listen,” he said, “I am not an enemy of books and their retinue of paramours; quite the contrary. But it will always astound me that so many of you wander into deserts in search of trees when the forest is all around you.”


 “What do you mean? Are you saying the Vatican’s holdings are sub par? That would be a controversial statement. A bit glib, maybe arrogant. I’m sorry, but I’m not following what you’re driving at.”


 “You’re right. I should remember well to qualify my statements. Cigarette?”


 He pointed the open pack at me; I politely and mutely declined with a low wave of my hand. I was currently on one of my short-lived jags of quitting that would invariably fail soon. 



 “Anyway,” he continued, “what is a library?”


 “Are you asking me to provide you with a definition? Of what kind?”


 “Oh, any definition will do,” he said as if it didn't matter.


 “I presume that this is your Socratic way of demonstrating to me that I have no conception of what a library is?”


 “If you prefer… You may be sharp, but a bit defensive. It seems that one follows the other. How refreshing it would be to hear someone who has been in libraries all his life to declare that he had no real idea what a library actually was! Oh, I would relish that day! But men are arrogant and full of words, and they think that by making noises with their mouths and so much pen scratching they will somehow stumble upon the truth.”


 “And you are not among men?”


 “I am one among them, yes, but I know the limitations of words in whatever shape they contrive to take. We are both lovers of books, and so it should come as no surprise to either of us that we have made a lot of noise in history. We collect the noises that are in our heads and mouths into these bound objects meant to carry a species’ legacy, all the nominal fluctuations of thinking. To explain, to refute, to prove, to describe, to express, to indicate, to lament, to polemicize, to editorialize, etcetera. We collect these things into libraries and conflate having with knowing.”


 “What do you mean?”


 “How easily our vanity deceives us! Go to a library and note that it purports to be the record of all our knowledge, gained from so many millennia of strife and discovery. Now, we may have this record, but consider the individual who wanders into the library - does he know it all?”


 “If he did, then this would make libraries redundant and useless. We can only potentially know all that is recorded, but it is highly implausible that we'd have the time to do so.”


 “Don’t be so daft,” he scoffed. “Not all the libraries in this world can approximate the smallest slice of all our knowledge. It is all vanity and imposture! And what of this ‘potential knowledge’? That is as valuable as an empty plate when one is hungry. Say, do you read either Plotinus or Leibniz?”


 “I have occasioned their works in the past, back in my undergraduate days. Nothing more than a passing familiarity.”


 “Well, your sense of hope still seems intact. Either you show great fortitude or your reading was loose and frivolous.”


 “I cannot say that I delved that deeply into either philosopher.”


 “Pity. You know, I reject Leibniz. In my line of work--”


 “Which is?”


 “Oh, I am a librarian. We will get to that later. Anyhow, Leibniz holds to the view that all matter is composed of itty-bitty things called monads, and each monad is distinct. There are no windows through which one monad can affect another. All monads proceed by their own nature, and it just so happens that everything works out because of that copout Leibniz inserts something called the pre-established harmony. The raillery of that court buffoon and his contested calculus! There is a central monad that governs all the others - it commands while lesser monads obey. I like to think of Leibniz’s theory of monadology as an analogy of the perfect library where all the books are distinct, and the harmony is the cataloguing system that allows each book to stand in its own nature, never affecting its neighbouring books. The central monad of the library is not the librarian, but the ordering system - the librarian is just a higher monad in the library, subject to the command of the harmony set down by the highest monad. This is the way in which libraries are generally conceived - and it is all bosh. It is the one version of Leibniz I despise the most, and I am sad that this one existed, for if this is the best of all possible worlds as he asserts, then this is proof that this notion is corrupt. I have read much more intriguing Leibnizes in my time, much more compelling than this court dandy! This was not the best of all possible texts by Leibniz.” 



 “You speak of Leibniz in the plural. Was there more than one philosopher by that name?”


 “Plenty. There are as many of them as there are monads, both potential and actual.”


 “A multiple worlds view?”


 “Somewhat, but that sounds quite crude. Perhaps I should tell you about the Plotinian effect which constitutes libraries, that all Libraries are derived from the one Library.”


 “And so you have had access to reading a different Leibnizian text than the rest of us? Or is this just a figure of speech, a different interpretive perspective on the same text?”


 He just smiled at me, a broader grin than before. 



 “My name’s Gimaldi,” I said, a late introduction for what it was worth.


 “Castellemare - pleasure,” he returned, wiping his hand briskly on his pants and jutting out his hand.


 “Apart from research and deciphering code, I also specialize in the buying and selling of antiquarian editions,” I said, making an embarrassing plug.


 “Fabulous! So you are both the lover and the whore of books. Books as mental and actual capital…I’ll never understand the fixation some have in bandying books around like a mercenary stock market exercise, but I suppose they’re as much a commodity as anything else – a dying one given the internetizing of everything…”


 “One has to make a living.”


 “Oh, of course. This may be impudent of me, but have you considered a career change?”


 “Many times, but I find that careers involving books is the only thing that holds my interest; hence, my research and my business.”


 “Maybe there is money in becoming a Publish-On-Demand publishing house. Seems as though everyone is writing and no one is reading! It would be far more profitable to get play on people's vanity. Simple economics... There is no demand, only supply, and the industry may as well call itself 'publish-for-supply'! What a failure to produce an infinite library, one stuffed with the works of intolerable amateurs and their narcissistic diarizing!”


 “I can't say that I have much care or knowledge about any book after 1800.”


 “Have you ever considered becoming a librarian?”


 “Yes, once or twice. I romanticized this position in my youth, thinking of how the Argentine writer, Jorge Luis Borges, spent his days in the service of the national library, reading so voluminously.”


 “And then he went blind! Ha! Where is the Greek chorus when you need it? Well, do go on.”


 “Yes, I had considered becoming a librarian, but I love books too much to merely be a functionary who must fight a losing battle of maintaining order in a collection that constantly expands, and the gruff disrespect of the patrons who would wrongly re-shelf at will.”


 “Oh, brilliant contradiction! You love books so much that you sell them off! O ho ho! What a card you are! I love it! Well… let me be frank for a moment. I am looking for someone to play my Faust for a while, and you intrigue me. If I may ask, are you faring well financially?”


 “I make do.”


 “Are you familiar with library sciences?”


 “I know the basics.”


 “Hm. Well, I can retrain you, removing all that hooey you may have already been infested with in terms of how one should work in a library. I am willing to pay a handsome wage if you are interested in working in my library.”


 “This is an enticing offer, I’m sure, but I would need to consider it and have all the conditions of my potential employment revealed before making any serious commitment.”


 “But of course,” he beamed almost as though he already knew that I would take him up on his offer. “Neither of us should make a rash decision. Ask away.”


 “Where is this library located?”


 “Everywhere and nowhere, but to satisfy the naggingly boring demands for places and spaces, I have holdings in various locations around the globe… and some in-between.”


 “What would my duties be?”


 “That is negotiable. For the now, I can take you under my wing and school you in the way in which this library is to be tended. Later on, once your skills have significantly improved, you will assist me in acquiring very rare and obscure texts that your current sleuthing ability would never locate, all to the purpose of restoring the girth of my collection. Of course, I have the biggest collection in the world, as you shall soon see. I will not ask you to put the entirety of my vast library in order, for it is its own order, in and from time. This all sounds very vague to you, I can tell, but should you opt for this, soon you will glean exactly what I mean.”


 “Wage?”


 “Ah! The real question! Money! I am a modestly wealthy man, and I can afford to pay you as an assistant, but it would most likely be a limited contract basis. Usually ranging in the thousands of euros to about a hundred thousand per assignment, pending complexity and difficulty in acquisition.”


 I nearly choked on my wine. I never grossed that sum in five years’ worth of hard book-selling labour or luck.


 “And,” he continued, “you may continue to do your research on the side, for I think you will find more than enough material to furnish your endeavours by indirect pursuit. Perhaps I may be so kind to allow you a little peek at a few of my own books... Well, at least under my supervision and with extremely limited access, of course. Some books are not to be opened for any reason. Do you have any other questions?”


 “Why me? I mean, I haven’t give you a CV and I may not have the qualifications you are looking for. You’ll have to forgive me but this all feels rather sudden and unnatural. I am not accustomed to being approached by strangers with job offers.”


 “I see good things in you, and so I follow my intuition. You seem the sort to take the mission of the Library seriously. I do not need to sift through self-serving entries on a CV to confirm a choice I have already made. Besides, this is no ordinary job and so why should the recruitment be ordinary?”


 “When do I start?” I asked, incredulous at my own credulity. This was likely the deranged fantasy of a lunatic, and I would be right.


 “You already have. Your first lesson begins now. Between two books is what?”


 “Space?”


 Castellemare emitted a sharp and tinny laugh. “You do have much to learn! Listen, between any two books is... a book.”


 “An invisible book?”


 “Infinitesimal calculus and Zeno both bear this out, my new assistant to the Craft. As does Leibniz in his own way, and Plotinus. Between two books is always another book - the trick is to know how to remove it from the continuum… for all libraries issue from the same source, the One Library, and all books on those shelves are in an infinite continuum. I am simply using these terms in a way that can be expressed in imprecise, conventional language. Most people have an infantile understanding of the infinite, and have no clear idea what a continuum is.” 



 A clatter erupted from the kitchen with a cook’s fiery expletives in pursuit of the event.


 “Anyway,” Castellemare resumed, “what you see in a conventional humdrum library is merely what is on the surface of perceptibility. But what of all those minute and infinitely imperceptible books? You must train your eyes as one should train the ears to hear both the whole of the tide and each of its droplets. First, let me give you something to read - two things in fact.”


 My initial enthusiasm had crested and was now beginning to wane. His affectations and seemingly mystical statements were causing me to doubt if his offer was genuine or just a product of the delusions of mental illness. As if to dispel any doubt as to his credibility, Castellemare slipped a hand into his black coat draped on his chair and fetched two volumes that he placed by my elbow. I replaced my fork on the table and scanned their titles.


 “Since,” he continued, “you mentioned Borges, perhaps you will fancy this work. It is the entirety of his story, ‘The Library of Babel’, but written as one extended novel; this is volume number 8,230 of you-don’t-want-to-know-how-many, and the other is volume 45,781.”


 “But, he never wrote a novel by this name. Where did you find this? Is it really his? This must be fan fiction, or a bad emulation passing itself as being written by Borges. He only wrote short fiction and essays, as is my understanding,” I said, not concealing my instinctual, hardened doubt.


 “Precisely: as is your understanding.”


 The book felt like a precious object, and I could not help thinking two things: that the text was a forgery by someone inspired by and purporting to be Borges, and that if it were genuine it would fetch an obscenely high price among Borges scholars. The problem was, apart from this text not existing in any known catalogue or bibliography of works Borges bequeathed to history, the binding, paper, and type dated the book to be printed in the 1780s. The second volume was more perplexing. It smelled old. The binding was leather with ribbed spine, placing its publication most likely in the 17th century, which further embroidered on the implausibility since Borges was a 20th century author. The spine was blank. I opened it delicately and there was no title and no author. I turned another page and the text immediately began: it was nothing more than MCV repeated for 410 pages. I knew exactly what this book was, for it was mentioned in Borges’ short story, of which I was now in possession of the entire novel thereof. I recall Borges’ line: “All this, I repeat, is true, but four hundred and ten pages of inalterable MCV’s cannot correspond to any language, no matter how dialectal or rudimentary it may be.”


 “How?”


 Castellemare just gave me a wink. But the enigma was staggering: my reason tried to pave over the contradictions with justifications. How could a text, described by Borges, antedate his invention of it some three hundred years? Unless Borges actually discovered this text and incorporated it into his fiction… but it seemed absurd that anyone would have sank money into the publishing of a text of this nature that has no author, title, or intelligible sense. Was it anecdotal? No, it was indeed published…A splendid Elzevir edition, or an impeccable copy of their trademark style. I knew it not to be a code, and so was amazed that such an old text would actually sport this glyptolalia. It all seemed too fantastical to me. I thought to myself that some enterprising individual had been able – at considerable cost – to acquire the skills of a very good book binder with all the genuinely dated materials to perpetrate a very convincing hoax. I had read about this in the popular book by Perez-Reverte, The Dumas Club. The one good wrinkle of realism to the tale was the explanation of how difficult it is to counterfeit books.


 Castellemare leaned over and whispered, “I have the entire contents of Borges’ library of Babel, and much more. Take these with you tonight, and I will expect you soon. Here is my calling card. Do not lose these books.”


 He gave me an elegant maroon card with his name in gold leaf: 


 



Tho. VON Castellemare, Esq.


Chief Bibliomarch of the Library of Enigmae


Consultant of the Obscure


2-9065-3966


190 Rue Velasquez

 



He departed, tossing a heap of bills in his place. I merely sat there, dumbfounded and in dire need to regain my bearings after such a bizarre chance meeting. I resolved to call him the next day, but to first consider if this was just an elaborate hoax by a master charlatan. Once I returned to my hotel, I asked the concierge to send up the necessary connections for my laptop so that I could do an exhaustive search on Castellemare and any mention of these two impossible editions he saddled me with.


 The results of my careful examination of the two texts Castellemare had entrusted me with did indeed verify the age of the material, the ink, and the like. I have made it habit when mulling over the purchase of a rare antiquarian text to bring with me a very portable lab composed of a few select chemicals to determine the authenticity of a text in question. The results were positive, but I could not rule out that these two books were not somehow expertly created, and if so it would have cost a fortune to do so convincingly enough to fool an expert in my field. However, given the examples of financial largesse Castellemare demonstrated by promise and deed, I could not rule out that these books were forgeries commissioned by him for the purposes of some joke. Unlike others in my field, I pay divided attention to both the use of paper and of ink. I believe that these should be studied separately, and to resist conflating the two into a single flattened product, or privileging one at the risk of dismissing the other. 



 The insoluble riddle in the existence of these two books taunted me, almost as much as Castellemare had. Why did he choose me? Why was I even considering so favourably to take up his offer?



 


 


 


 


 



2


Magic as Realism 


 



My most general project has been in the quiet murmurs and inconsequential findings I have fed into a variety of extremely niche journals. It is rather clear that my meagre scholarly reputation has lived off these few occasional scraps of effort, and that I financially rely on using my skills as a book sleuth to supplement my income. Mercenary in a book speculation enterprise, more like. I had never anticipated, prior to meeting Castellemare, that mystery could take such an uncanny path, something that would adumbrate my sense of what was real. Perhaps more crucially, and although I had long lived it without realizing it, was the fact that mystery and tragedy always appear entwined in a narrative braid. For so long I had conformed to a set series of rules and expectations, never submitting myself to that graven predilection of more poetic minds to evaluate existence by other, less staid means. I knew that, in Shakespearean terms, tragedies began in a lighthearted way and ended in heavy complication (and casualties). The opposite was true for comedies. My meeting with Castellemare seemed to have elements of both.


 Rescheduling my flight, I made telephone contact with Castellemare who agreed to meet me the following week at his flat above the Bidaccio Building near Genoa, and I came armed with an arsenal of questions and the two editions he lent me. He was on the second floor of a very cramped room. It was crammed with antiques and curiousities. To the right of an old oak desk, within reach of the one who would sit there, was a sagging bookcase built into the wall, lined with old volumes. The carpet was faded, but seemingly of fine quality. There was a print framed at the top left of the room depicting a disembodied translucent eye looking into a sphere. There were Flemish decorative touches to the room which half made me expect to see a mappa mundi ominously occupying an aristocratic room with a parqueted floor. When I arrived, I noticed that someone else was already with him, a gruff man in a comically oversized greatcoat bearing sergeant stripes that were curling off the upper sleeve. The man appeared somewhat scurrilous and rat-like, and his character - as I would later realize - seem to be a perfect fit for his appearance. Some people were as they appeared, fingers in a perfect glove. 



 “This is Angelo,” Castellemare introduced us. “Angelo, this is Gimaldi. The two of you will be working together.”


 “How many assistants do you have under your employ?” I asked. I tried not to acknowledge Angelo, as if I could talk over him. But some people cannot be ignored, like a hideous lamp in the midst of a cultured décor. 



 “Just the two of you. Angelo has been with me for a few years now, haven’t you?”--Angelo nodded, bearing small rat’s teeth to confirm my mental description. “Angelo has a good nose for books, and he is my public front, in a way, and also an agent I deploy. He has a remarkable memory and an incredible instinct when it comes to books. He can walk into any old, dusty crèche stuffed with books, and walk out being able to tell you the entire contents. He has a synaesthetic memory. He is my best employee, entirely indispensable. Why, if he were to be pushed to his death by some ridiculous idiot, I'd be incensed beyond all calculation!”


 I nodded, pretending that I was impressed. Surely, such ability is impressive, but there was something I did not like about Angelo, a kind of distrustful aura that only emanates among those who make their living acquiring rare books at any cost, a bit too much like myself. There were the unmistakable marks of ambition and treachery in his features. He sat by Castellemare like a smug witch’s familiar.


 “I truly mean it,” he said, as if the point required further emphasis. “I would be in such a rage that woe be the man who would dare kill my Angelo, and I wouldn't care where it was written that it would be done, that it would be necessary that it would be done.”


 “Yes,” I agreed, not sure why Castellemare was going on about this. “So, what is it that you do for Castellemare?” I asked, trying to be inclusively polite. There was an air of conspiratorial camaraderie that I did not want to dispel. Small talk would do.


 Angelo shifted in his seat and gave me a spiking smirk, his face twisted like a growly drunk: “I catch slips.”


 Castellemare explained: “You see, Gimaldi, some of my books slip from my library and end up in other libraries. This is potentially very dangerous and, as you cannot imagine, horribly embarrassing. Angelo here retrieves them for me and places them where they belong. This will constitute the majority of your services for me.”


 “You must have a sizable library to lose track of books in the hands of others. Could you not just ask for them back after you lend them?”


 “Oh, I don’t lend them. As you will soon learn, books travel. Remember that I told you that there is only one library, and the divisions you see between them is as illusory as the differences between books themselves. Other peoples’ libraries are just modifications of the One Library. It is Spinozism: Librara librarata - libraries library themselves… But all the same, there are certain texts that must not appear in any other modified library but the One. They must remain in the virtual lest untold confusion occurs. You see, there are rifts in every library that led directly to the One Library; sometimes books slip out…”


 “Oh, yeah,” Angelo suddenly remembered, “I located the Voynich; that joker left it at a bus stop… after all that trouble you went to in letting him have it.”


 “Excellent. I will replace it in the library later on. Gimaldi, you are familiar with the Voynich?”


 “Vaguely,” I lied; in fact, I had spent the better part of a decade trying to decode it as a side project. It has been one of many continuing failures, buoyed only by the dim hope that I could one day crack it. The facsimiles I had ordered from the Yale Beinecke Rare Book Library were now buried under a multitude of more achievable projects. I had had enough of twisting myself over 13th century mysteries.


 “Well, then, you might not have heard the whole story. As you may not know, the Voynich manuscript has changed hands many times, as many times as a well-worn coin. I allowed a particularly gifted and intriguing individual to have it, even though he believes that it was by his agency that he acquired it. He had a master forger produce a counterfeit and switched the original with the copy at Yale. He then traveled with it, failing to crack its code. He had problems with various secretive groups, and now it seems that he has decided to part ways with it - even after I offered him my most generous blessings that he be its custodian until I found a more suitable party. The Voynich is yet to be translated, and is reputed to be written by the clever medieval mathematician, Roger Bacon. What no one seems to realize is that Bacon was one of the few to know about the existence of the One Library, and so he exploited what powers he had to write a text that would straddle both the virtual and actual milieus of the world. What I mean to say is this: Bacon had access to the One Library, and he drew his resources from it. He wrote a manuscript where only the surface text shows, but one has to conceive of it in three dimensions…The orthographical mark one sees is an entire sentence seen on its side, like looking at the pages from their edges. Attempts to translate it will always fail on the grounds that one would have to be able to dip into the One Library and read it from its non-oblique side.”


 I was sideswiped by the possibility. If what he said was true, all my efforts were to no avail - as they certainly already were. 



 “I don't entirely understand. You say you let this person have the Voynich, but it was already in the Yale Library? Are you the librarian at Yale?”


 At this both Castellemare and Angelo guffawed. 



 “The librarian at Yale? The Librarian at Yale? 'Swounds, Gimaldi, you are a riot!” Castellemare said, still laughing. “No, it wasn't that way. You see, my copy of the Voynich happened to emerge at Yale, right beside theirs! Imagine the odds... I saw to it that the fellow would pluck my Library's copy, that he would have it forged, and then I would arrange for Angelo to replace the forgery with the original, destroying the counterfeit. It is in every way the same as the original but with one slight difference I need not trouble you about. The Library was adamant that this fellow have its copy of the Voynich, and I was hardly in any position to deny the order of the Library.”


 “You have a copy of the Voynich Manuscript? Were there two?”


 “No, you silly boy! You miss the point entirely! There is not one Voynich – there are infinite Voynich manuscripts.”


 I let the response and its implications drop for the moment. I happened to let my eyes wander to the bookshelves over his shoulder, stuffed with thick, ancient volumes like dark, intimidating leather-bound pillars of the unknown. He caught me gazing in wonder.


 “Ah, so you have noticed one of my many manifestations of the One Library. I keep a few volumes here as a portal, you understand, and so these books here are both a representative and non-representative of my collection.”


 “May I see your entire collection?”


 “That is both possible and impossible. This modest collection is as good as a million collections under one roof. As a portal, I can access any book. If there is at least one book on a shelf, I can access any book. You name it, I will produce it.


 I was game: “Okay, let me see your copy of the first tome of C. A. Lobeck’s Aglaophamus. And perhaps, as well, the text on palingenesis, Villoison, De Triplici Theologia Mysterlisque Commentatis - the Paris 1784 edition.”


 I could tell that Angelo was visibly impressed with the titles I selected - just obscure enough to challenge any specialist rare book collector. Castellemare turned his back, stuck in a hand to ruffle the volumes a bit, and then produced two books for my inspection. Alarmingly, they were exactly what I specified.


 “I was going to ask if you wanted this edition of the Aglaophamus rather than the reprint with the missing inscribed flyleaf, but I suppose any copy will do,” Castellemare stated, not missing a beat with that permanent grin.


 “This is incredible! Who would have known that you would have these exact texts here? I mean, coincidence alone -”


 “Gimaldi, in the library there are no coincidences; there is only order, and one has only to learn how it works to find what one is looking for.”


 “Well,” I reasoned aloud, hoping for confirmation. “If you have such a vast collection where editions seem to frequently 'slip' as you say, perhaps you need the services of an archivist to catalogue the entire collection.”


 “There is a catalogue, of sorts, but it is only accessible in truncated versions, and only when the Library deems it fit to have it in my possession.”


 “You are the librarian and you don't have unlimited access to the full catalogue?”


 “That's right. The fact that I have any access at all does grant me considerable privilege.”


 “Then how are you able to pluck books from that... portal... without having to search a catalogue?”


 “So many questions in your quiver of curiousity... I have only to will which book I want, and the Library will provide. Of course, it may restrict borrowing privileges for some texts for reasons known only to it. As for returning the books to their right places, you will find the Library quite accommodating to the task... but we are moving far ahead of ourselves.”


 “Do the trick,” Angelo prompted Castellemare like an eager child.


 “Well, it might be a bit early, but so be it. Gimaldi, demand of me any book, but I urge you to be as ridiculous as possible. That is, I want you to make up fictional author names and their works. You will see that I have anything you could possible contrive, any book that could ever possibly exist.”


 I replaced the two books on the desk and thought for a few moments before issuing a number of fictitious names: “Padre Pistolas’ Caligula’s Computers, Esther Loyola’s Why I hate Céline, Emmanuel Goldstein’s Orgasthmatics and Excommunicon…”


 “Excellent choices!” beamed Castellemare who quite adeptly pulled those exact volumes from the shelves for my inspection. It was unbelievable. Any lingering doubt I had about this fantastical library was only maintained by the thought that I may have been the victim of a hallucination.


 “How about some books written by you?” he asked. “How does a four volume collected works sound? Or, let’s make it eight. With the letters in the title gold-stamped, with a dedication page to Genghis Khan and his writings on aeronautics and polite dinner discourse at 30, 000 feet as the chief source of your inspiration? Name it, and it shall be. How about books written about your conquest of the Andes? Or perhaps on your grandson who became the King of Botswana? How about your epistolary confessions on being a Saxon transsexual or a Renaissance communist? Or perhaps a treatise you wrote on the merits of being a nautiloid? Or perhaps your deep-sea adventures with Napoleonic online banking? Or maybe a copy of Measure for Measure written by you in the year 1291? Or your signing of the Magna Charta whilst riding an elephant to the castle of Hitler, emperor of Atlantis?”


 Anything I could possibly conceive of, no matter how ridiculous, he was able to furnish. His small library was an aleph of pure possibility. This was but one small manifestation and modification of an infinite substance, a One-All library he had hired me to work in. Noting the infinite possibilities of this library, I would have worked for free.


 If the metaphysics of this held, then the library was proof that we were living in a world of textual idealism governed by a transcendent order of a different kind. No doubt, the Library had a book precisely on this, and a million proofs alongside their refutations. I would also learn that the Library had several books on the theory of the Library itself, and books on those books, books on those books on those books, and so on. It was maddening, for if the truth that supported the existence of this Library were in the constituent books along with proof against it, how could it be proven either way? How could a truth of a unity be dependent upon its parts, those parts granted truth by its unity? It was paradoxical, an Uroburos. 



 I was going to ask if there were any books about him in the Library before realizing that this would have been a ridiculous question; of course there were… potentially an infinite number of them, just as there were an infinite number of books about, or written by, us all. 



 “So, you see, Gimaldi, it is of the utmost importance that the ingress and egress of pure possibility remain… controlled. One cannot shut the door to pure possibility without stopping the flow of time and becoming. Nothing would change if there were not small portholes into the sublime, you see. The delicate balance always entails controlling the access points, to only let a certain amount flow into the mundane to make it marginally more interesting. The rates and flow of this are in constant flux, depending on the needs of the world - or the Library - are at any given time - whatever time is,” he finished with an impish grin.


 “There must be no time and all time in this library, distinctions of past and future being meaningless,” I said, musing aloud. “Does this make you… God?”


 Castellemare almost fell over in laughter. Angelo followed suit by aping him. 



 “Oh, Gimaldi, you will make my ribs crack with the strain of your hilarious inquiries! I never suspected that you were a comedian! In answer to your question, supposing that you want a serious reply, I can always provide you with a book saying that I am God, and another saying that I am not! Ah, humanity... so quick to assign some mystical supremity to what it cannot explain or understand. Imagine me: some kind of manifestation of the divine!”


 This was followed by another round of sharp laughter. The short of it was this: any possible truth could be maintained or contradicted, but only in reference to the Library whose truths were infinite, and could infinitely exhaust any potential subject infinitely. Making any inquiries into the Library would prove effectively useless, and render all questioning impossible. It would be enough to drive more sensitive philosophers to despair and suicide. I was beginning to understand why Castellemare always seemed to speak ambiguously about almost everything.


 “Oh, you mandarin of joy!” Castellemare applauded. “I could keep you around for the mirth alone… But I suppose that wouldn’t make you necessary either, for I could just read all your jokes as they are written down in a book somewhere… haha! But then again, you could be a necessary being… If you would like to wait here, I can get you a book that proves just that, that Gimaldi is a necessary being in all possible worlds! And then you can read the subsequent and prior volumes that say you are not! O ho ho! This reminds me of a book I once read about the effect knowledge of the library has on those who hitherto had no knowledge of it! Ha! In fact, I think this exact scene is transcribed there, right down to the dialogue… But if you ask me, the Proust version is laborious, while the Bukowski edition is very pithy while also being fairly descriptive. The Proust version on cocaine is a gas to read, but the Proust version where he is doing heroin is a tedious bore! Chaucer’s recounting of our meeting is filled with amusing trilinguistic puns, and so I would highly recommend it, him being so much a writer of the European world as opposed to that myopic Shakespeare – save the Shakespeare that actually did the grand tour. Anyhow, you get the general gist.”


 “Yes, that our lives are determined insofar as everything is in a book somewhere in this infinite Library.”


 “Not determined, just that all possibility is contained therein, which is why the Library is potentially infinite.”


 “Potentially? Don’t you know?”


 “I have books that argue both sides, and others that offer alternate theories. The truth of the Library is in the books, and the truth of the books is in the Library. Hence, we cannot make any absolute declarations without making utter asses of ourselves.”


 “But we know that the Library exists,” I protested.


 “Do we?”


 I felt a migraine clawing at me, creeping up my neck and lodging at the base of my skull, slowly wrapping its tendrils around my temples. I asked to be excused, that I had some affairs to attend to in the city, and that I would be in contact soon.


 As a parting note, Castellemare said, “hopefully your Internet searches of me bore something fruitful… Oh, don’t be alarmed that I know. I assure you that I have no need to spy on anyone. It was just that this one book sort of popped into my hands, opening to a page where it was written that you were in your hotel room and curious about who I was, if I was some kind of charlatan or madman. What you will find on the web are my actions in this actual time, but nothing there will state what I do in my virtual time. In one version of time, I killed you, and in another, you killed me. In another version, we never met, and in another you were me and I was you. Farewell, and until next we chance upon each other. Oh, and before you leave, do you have those two texts I lent you?”


 I nodded.


 “Yes, regrettably, I need them back. You may have occasion to look at them again if you are not distracted by some other equally fascinating text in my Library... That is, if the Library will permit it.”


 I replaced the books on his desk, bid polite adieu to Angelo, and took my leave. The sky was dead. 


 



Yes, I did research Castellemare while I was in my hotel room. Perhaps I should have denied that I was snooping on him, but I was caught off guard and could only reply with the honest stutter of the guilty. But was it a bluff? Was it written down in that impressive Library, or was I being watched? I apologize: I am such a poor hand at describing events that my tale must seem like a shabby ventriloquism, a dry and ostentatious rendering of real events. However, I do hope to convey that my thoughts and impressions of Castellemare was that he was borderline insane. His manner of speech was all wrong, confused, lapsing into idioms from different ages. His laugh had that exaggerated animation and expressive trilling of someone in the midst of a very bad schizophrenic episode.


 As well, I am not at all comfortable with speaking too much about myself – at least not in the novelist's way of creating a profound and emotionally turbulent character. You who read my tale will come away with a feeling of indifference to me, an ambivalence; neither loving nor hating me, you may not even be able to summon up a faint like or dislike. I am a rather plain man in his early forties with habits and interests that stop short of interesting, and merely appear ever so slightly odd or tedious. I imagine myself and all those I have amassed in my tale to be in a narrative world of treachery and heroism with no clearly defined villains or heroes. Would that life be so convenient that it could provide us with such clear distinctions.


 The only other precedent I could find for this infinite library was indeed Jorge Luis Borges’ story, “The Library of Babel.” But that Library was not infinite - only so vast as to be practically infinite. I had the statistics in a file, culled from a research article on the subject. It was finite (and was it not a philosopher who said that we could reproduce the Library of Babel on a single piece of paper with two sides, the one with a dot, the other a dash, and that the infinite permutations of this Morse Code would reproduce all possibilities?). 



 Did Borges fail to produce an actual infinite library by endowing it with calculable numbers that could be crunched and produce a result? The math of it: Hexagonal galleries (six-sided, four of these clad with books). Twenty shelves per gallery, 35 books per shelf, 700 books total per gallery. Each book was composed of 410 pages, or 16,400 lines, or 1,312,000 characters (25 in total using the 22-letter Latin alphabet, the space, period, and comma). From there, with all these numbers plain to see (it is doubtful Borges’ keen variety of thought would have troubled itself with the lowly literal state of such a library, and instead focus on the broader implications of the concept itself which is half dipped in allegory and seductively analogical) it is tamed by a permutation calculation. And there it is in full: the number of books in the supposedly infinite Library of Babel was 8.9 x 10 followed by 152 zeroes. I read in some article, lodged deep in a footnote: “if each book were a hydrogen atom, the entire collection would have a mass of 57 metric tons.” If the number of books could be calculated, then it presumably meant that the actual size of the space in which they were housed could also be calculated. 



 I once asked Castellemare if the Library was infinite, and he replied in the affirmative. I asked him why he thought Borges chose not to make the Library of Babel actually infinite. His response:


 “The story would have failed since it would not give the reader hope. An infinite library has no meaning other than itself, has no reference frame by which it can be measured. In that way, it evades meaning and becomes a tautology: the Library is its own definition, its own reason. There is no preceding explanation, and thus no principle of sufficient reason will suffice! Leibniz would be aggravated by this Library.”


 So, the implications of this library were clear: there is no hope - to find meaning or ever to create anything new.
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The Broken Colophon

 



Tho.V. Castellmare, G.L.O.T.U.

 



I
spent only a few more days in Vatican City before departing. Truth be told, I was too shaken by my meeting with Castellemare to get any significant research done; and, if the theory of his library held true, then indeed all my research was at bottom insignificant. My travels were sorely uneventful after that, yet I resisted the urge to break the spell of the mundane in calling upon Castellemare. It would only be a matter of time before he contacted me with a list of chores anyhow.


 I was back in Toronto, cutting my journeys short. I had acquired some exquisite texts at an estate auction in Barcelona, but my heart wasn’t into it. The potential buyers must have noticed my preoccupied and nebulous malaise, for they employed their instinct in haggling down my list price, effectively narrowing my profit margin to a pittance. Fortunately, I did not own a store, but kept all my connections and catalogue online. Many of the books I had in virtual stock were ones that were not yet in my possession, or otherwise kept in a climate-controlled storage locker in my home town of Woodstock. Part of my business was to act as a sales conduit between owner and collector, taking my modest commission. I mostly operated out of my small, bachelor apartment near York University, an apartment modestly and tactfully furnished with various pieces of imitation Empire furniture I had picked up on the cheap. My walls were sparsely peppered with miniature reproductions of medieval manuscripts - mostly blown up details of woodcuts from various astrological incunabula and the like, including one reproduction of Hildegaard von Bingen’s portrait where she is being infused with the word of God while her ecclesiastical assistant looks on in shock and awe upon a madness von Bingen is taking as a pure ecstasy transporting her out of space and time. I usually worked late, scouring the online auction sites for texts the sellers were listing at ridiculously low prices, obviously ignorant beasts who had no inclination of their own collection’s value. I, of course, had the entire Lincolnshire Librorum in my Rolodex memory, and could spot a good deal from an attempted gouge. It was about two in the morning when I received an email alert from a ritornello_cellophant@wz.com. In my line of work, my customers were global and had all sorts of bizarre email addresses, so I dismissed very little as being merely spam. The subject line read: “Texted!”

 



Gimaldi--


 




It is I, the bibliophage and thaumaturge, Castellemare de groot! I see that you are online and bidding on a few items of piddling interest. Pity, and for shame! I must confess: I am adding some spice to your bidfest, which is why you did not get that copy of the Heteronomalicon--ha! I am outbidding you for fun, for the real purpose of an auction is to be sporting among gentlemen, and I am indeed sporting AND a gentleman! I do not mean to thwart your attempts to pocket a few coppers, you see, but I do so enjoy the pizzazz of the whole affair! Bidding through a machine… who could have predicted that? I could have! In fact, according to a book in the Library, I did! 




 Anyhow, my fine sir and high-minded aesthete of the book trade, I need your services to track down a particular book that - O my! - has slipped yet again from my holdings. I just can’t locate that little bugger anywhere, and if it falls into the wrong hands (i.e., any hands but these here two tappity-tapping ones!) I fear that the holder will invite all sorts of problems, lunacy, and perhaps undue commitment in one of those fine institutions where one is spoon-fed slurry and mixed medicines! The text’s name is simply Dionysus, which comprises book four of Herr Nietzsche’s later opus…You might recall that he planned on writing it, but lost his wits along with everything else so prematurely. Poor boy of Röcken! But if it comes to light, then the entire world of Nietzsche scholarship will be set on its ear – not that 99% of the world would take notice or care. However... Let’s avoid that, shall we? It is much better that this world only accesses posthumous fragments. The contents are highly sensitive, and I would urge you NOT to read them, but to remand custody of said text to my possession for reshelving. I must really be more careful with my things! 




 The details follow:



 Title: Dionysus: Philosophy of Eternal Recurrence.



 Author: Friedrich Nietzsche



 Trans. By Joachim Spencer



 Publication Date: 1924



 Publisher: Charles Scribner’s Sons 




 Specs: 6.02in x 8.45in, hardcover, 150lb stock paper, 180pp. Clothbound edition.



 Location: University of Toronto-St. Michael’s College. 113 St. Joseph Street, Toronto ON M5S 1J4


 




You sure are lucky! It’s right nearby! Unfortunately, the next task will be much more geographically inconvenient. The details also follow below. If you wish to take this job, you will be paid quite handsomely for your time and effort, much more than your object of cheating pimply-faced brats selling dead grandpa’s rare book collection on the web for enough dosh to have a beery weekend! Thus:



Title: Les Temps Mauvaise



 Author: Josephine Bonaparte



 Publication Date: 1808



 Publisher: Lyceum (def.) 




 Specs: folio, leather over stitched boards, textured folio paper, 365pp. Missing colophon.



Location: Universität-Gesamthochschule-Essen, Universitätsbibliothek,



Bibliothekszentrale, Universitätsstr 9, 45141 Essen; 45117 Essen.


 




Brass tacks! : Dionysus = 7500 euros; Les Temps Mauvaise = 13 500 euros.



Don’t email back; we’ll be in touch once you’ve finished. I advise that you book your ticket for the flying contraption tonight since we are bordering on the Christmas rush of clogged airways, und so weiter. Watch out for easily annoyed librarians!


 




Ciao!



Castellemare


 




“O Geoffrey, what have I done? I’ve conquered the moon, yet there is nothing left to do!” - Dominic Perstia, The Purloined Galaxy.



------



Have an account with WebZeitgeist? Sign up here!


 



 And so there it was: my first day on the job. Although all the metrics were provided, the question remained as to how I would remove these books without incident. When I was in college, I used to steal books from the library by removing the magnetic strip inserted in the spine - easier to do with some books than others; the books rebound by the library were too hard to remove unless one was so intent on the book as to slit the entire spine in search of this little strip. But how much had changed in library security since I was a student? How could I remove these books without getting caught? Just then, as if he was adjacent to my thoughts, a follow-up email:

 



Gimaldi--


 




Don’t be a brute about this; you are being paid a fair sum, and so PLEASE just go through the regular procedures and get an account with these libraries to borrow these books legitimately if need be. You can cover the “lost book” fine. I don’t fancy criminals under my charge unless circumstances so warrant. By the by, the book at the Toronto library surfaced in their “to be catalogued” pile, so it is already in their database - you better act fast before some undergraduate, professor (or, worse, a REAL scholar!) locates it. As for the Bonaparte text, it merely emerged within their collection without being tagged and catalogued, so you should be able to just walk out with it. It is somewhere in their dusty folio section of obscure historical atlases where hardly anyone goes, so it should be easy… but it will take you a good afternoon of searching; sorry I don’t have a more precise set of coordinates… Alas, all libraries are powered by their paralogisms…Bon chance, Dr Faust!


 




Ciao



Castellemare


 




“O Geoffrey, what have I done? I’ve conquered the moon, yet there is nothing left to do!” - Dominic Perstia, The Purloined Galaxy.



------
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…


I set myself to task right away, checking the library catalogue online for the holdings of St. Michael’s College. Indeed, there it was, listed in its scant metric order, yet gleaming as a dangerous potential gaffe by the drunk at dinner. It looked as though Castellemare's information was a bit stale since the book had now been officially entered into the catalogue. I wondered how the librarians decided to include it in the collection; if what Castellemare said was true, it just magically appeared, and was not a text the Acquisitions Officer would have purchased. Perhaps they thought it was some sort of oversight and decided to shelve it rather than inquire further. The library would not be open for another six or seven hours yet. I decided to forego sleep and move forward with the plan. I booked a ticket to Essen at a usurious price. 



 Hunting down books has always given my life a sense of purpose. The quarry may not appear elusive, and it has no legs upon which to scurry away, but the hunt can prove difficult nonetheless. Books have a pernicious habit of blending in and effectively disappearing altogether in their surroundings. Their means of camouflage is to nuzzle in, cover to cover, with others of their kind, and only time, luck, and a keen eye can jiggle them loose… like some obstinate, hard-to-reach tooth under the labour of an ill-equipped dentist. Although books are my life, I never have more than a hundred or two in my personal collection. Books are the means, the resources by and through which I facilitate sales and research. I love books, but not enough to keep them. As one learns from those engaged in the sale of illicit substances, it is never a good idea to cut profit by using what one sells. I try not to let my love of books get the better of me, even though I am the sort predisposed to collection fetishism. And so my tendency is to create an impassable, indifferent gulf between myself and the books I am hunting, to not become too attached. Perhaps I justify this to myself with some twisted secret belief that I will one day be reunited with every book that has ever come into my possession… perhaps the only way I could make my mercenary trade in books bearable. 



 I know that books carry innate mysteries and histories. Who owned them is as important as their contents, origin of publication, materials utilized to fabricate them, and edition; otherwise, books are little more than blocks of cut paper stuffed with the words of someone as fallible as any other. Without their histories, books have no content in being articles of conversational intrigue. One could indicate the exceptions in every case such as this, perhaps pointing to some vintage text that purports - or has purported on its behalf - to hold some secret, a code, a key, a portal to personal enlightenment, a means to achieve mystical intuition. Certainly, I do not deny this. However, the personal embroidery we cannot see appended to the book’s journey is, for me, a sense of its reality, its narrative vitalism in this world as a participant object. Books are a form of cultural currency in so many ways. This is why I spend so many hours studying various high end catalogues of rare books - the pedigree of prior ownership is as valuable to the book merchant in locating its true origins and in adding to its value as a soil index layer on an archaeological dig is for dating relics. There is a particular cachet among those of us who trade in books, for there are some names among the book collections that carry an indisputable weight of respect and validity. For instance, Hon. Johann V. Sturges who lived in Fairfield from 1734 to 1791 had an enviable collection of texts, each one he meticulously sought out and authenticated… Now, if I come across his name in a list of previous owners, I presumably know the text to be genuine and in good condition. Sturges was a borderline maniac when it came to the care of the book, and his methods of care and restoration antedate many of our more technical means today - and are arguably still more effective. I look around at the books produced today by the large print mills, a cheap mass production line of indifference and widespread market deluge of disposable bilge… These books of today are not built to last. Their paper will crumble and the glue that binds them will disintegrate in less than two centuries, and that is with proper care. But when editions and print runs exceed the millions, and just about anyone publishes nowadays instead of only the moneyed nobility of classical learning, the value of the book, per unit, has plummeted. All attempts to manufacture scarcity to drive value only succeeds in contrivance, and eventually the publisher relents once the sales marker is so high by pushing the pedal on production once more. 



 Today’s books are produced inelegantly. I compare a folio edition from the 1700s to a mass trade paperback - the new and embarrassing invention of the mid-19th century with the noble intention of democratizing objects for the demands of a growing literate population - and note the stark juxtaposition of quality. Quantity wins the day. Who was it that demonstrated to me the durability of books? Perhaps it was in college, where I obtained my first real taste for the sublime beauty of rare texts. Professor Zenas Payne, a scruffy and bulbous-nosed man with a stout physique and a crumbling, scratchy voice… He came to class on the first day, without introducing himself, holding two books. The one was a luridly mass produced Clive Cussler, and the other was a book of significantly older appearance although I could not discern then what book it was. All I knew then was that this second book was extremely old, like I had seen in period films about the Renaissance. In fact, it was incunabula… a 1416 treatise of some kind on princely affairs and the writing of laws for feudal governance - a kind of motley town charter. Professor Payne took one look at us with the glazed glance of a man fresh from a gin bender, and violently winged the Cussler across the lecture hall with enough precision to land on the table beside the lectern. The Cussler burst apart, its many tongue-pages loosing themselves from the cheap Perfect Bind. He then looked at us to note the effect. I had the impression that this had been rehearsed many times, that this was the way he had always introduced this course in his twenty plus years of teaching it. He found his sensationalist opening the determination of a rhythm. He then pitched the incunabula with the same force (which would inspire a sense of horror in any bibliophile) where the Cussler now sat in its own exploded paper entrails. The manuscript held together just fine. Not a page was disturbed from its hardy binding. “See?” he said. “At one point, books were made to last.”


 It was from him that I learned that, not only do older books age well, but books always age much better than us as though we occupy a different temporal velocity - more intense and less calm than that of our cherished incunables. As well they should. Great families and their legacies may come and go, but the patient accumulatory documentation of our language, history, and culture needs to contained in far more durable and resilient stuff than that of which human organisms are composed. And, perhaps, I also learned the cheap thrill of hurling pulpy books to watch them explode.


 Despite my eagerness to start on my task, and in staying up, I propped myself up in bed scanning a catalogue and dozed off…

 



My mornings generally start the same, a routine one may as well predict as coming from a book somewhere. I tend to roll over and let my hand blindly fumble about for my eyeglasses first, and then a cigarette (now that I had quit quitting once again), a lighter, and bring them all into an all-too-often rehearsed ritual. On this morning, there was a difference, but I could not say a welcome one. Just as I was about to light my cigarette, and as my eyes were adjusting from the non-focus of sleep and dreams to that of harsh daylight slashing through the crack in the velvet drapes that were too obstinate to stay absolutely drawn, I was given a scare. Mornings were not built for fright, and it is only the sign of the cruelest god that does not grant its subjects the mercy of easing into the day like a warm bath. As I had the cigarette in my lips, a sudden flick followed by a flame appeared. I recoiled and a voice followed.


 “You ought to pick up around here. I nearly twisted my neck, and everybody knows mornings aren't a good time to kick it.”


 My eyes adjusted automatically out of shock. I saw a man with thinning black hair smoothed back with gel and a goatee. He was in an English rain slicker looking more like a rat than a man. It was Angelo, carrying some kind of shoulder bag, the shoulder strap of which he had let hang loose on my bed. He was sitting on the edge with a kind of vacant grin on his face, as if even he didn’t know why he was there or what to expect next.


 “What the hell?” I croaked in these first words of waking.


 “I thought you and I would get an early start on the day, maybe I’d show you the ropes…You know, trainee stuff.”


 Angelo stood up and walked around, surveying the contents of the home he had just unlawfully entered, perhaps it not having occurred to him that there were alternate ways of calling on someone. I seriously suspected that, in his trade, it would have seemed unnecessary. He picked half-interestedly at my shelf of books, a meagre collection. He then peeked in the direction of the kitchen, asking me if we could rustle up some coffee and eggs.


 “What… What gives you the right to just… enter and - “


 “Hey, whoa, mister master of his domain… I’m just doing my job, and if you want to earn your pay with the boss, you better ease up a little on your bourgeois sense of propriety. We’re partners, you and I, and maybe it would suit you better to act accordingly. What kind of host are you, anyway? And would it kill you to pick up around here so I don’t twist my neck?”


 Going on about his neck yet again. Would this be his stock phrase? Audaciously, he yanked the drapes open with such force that I thought he would rip them from their bar. “Gotta let some light in here, start the day. Rise and shine, and all that.”


 “I… do not work well… under these rude conditions!” I said, gaining vocal momentum to roar, but only sounding whiny, grizzling ineffectually. “Castellemare told me nothing about having or needing a partner. I did not elect for this.”


 I was standing now, shaking both with mounting anger and with the residual shock of rude awakening. The credibility of my anger and intimidation was being thwarted by my painful realization that I was in nothing else than my boxers with a cutesy balloon pattern. It was a bad day to let my laundry lapse.


 “There’s a lot Castellemare did not tell you, but it isn’t his fault: he’s a busy man, you understand, and he can’t be bothered micromanaging his crew by going over all the small details. Hell, you should - and probably will - meet Setzer one day. Hope not. Forget I mentioned it. Nice shorts – where's your teddy bear?”


 “So, this is just a little detail? Maybe he thought it unimportant to make this omission, but when I awake to a stranger sitting on the edge of my bed, I have a right to be jumpy and believe that this was a detail he ought to have communicated to me!”


 Angelo had seemed to give up hinting at coffee, and was now motioning to go and make it himself.


 “Suit yourself, grumpy, but you’d be hard pressed to have such a swank job with such sweet pay. Say, where do you keep the sugar in this joint? And, by the by, I am no stranger, bub. If anyone is the stranger in this operation, it’s you. I am not one to question my boss’ judge of character, but I have my reservations about you. You professorial types are all alike. Who said this?: 'crotchety stinkers to the very last, ornery natures unduly imbued with an unsubstantiated sense of entitlement and superiority.' Mornings don’t suit you very well, it seems. I'll make a note of that and try to remember to ring your butler a week in advance.”


 “You have reservations about me?” I asked incredulously.


 “Yeah, of course. I don’t trust you, and you have a massive pickle up your ass. Now get it in gear because these books aren’t just going to pop into your post. And, for godsakes, get some trousers on – I feel as though I've just barged into Bobby the Child Adventurer's bedroom.”


 I was livid. He had left his shoulder bag on the bed. It felt greasy, just how I pictured everything Angelo owned to be - his objects a perfect match for his wretched character. I slapped the bag against his chest and stretched out a finger, expecting him to follow the direction it was pointing at: out. 



 He smirked and said, “You’re making a big mistake, mate. I’m not trying to be cute with you, and I can assure you that despite my gruff appearance and manner that I am no ignoramus as you may have assumed. I act only out of necessity. You may think you have it all figured out, that you don’t need my assistance… and so be it. But I can tell you that arrogance will only bring you so far, and after that, well, you may need your wits about you. What I mean to say, my good Gimaldi, is that you know squat about what you are getting into, and if it were up to me I would have chosen a much better equipped candidate. As it stands, you will make enemies fast, and I can assure you that you will either become a liability or a corpse.”


 Angelo seemed to step out of what could now be called a comedic façade, and was standing before me with a sudden surge of personal gravity. 



 “What are you saying, Angelo?”


 “In our occupation, we need to craft and cultivate a series of masks to suit all occasions, a face for all seasons. Our art is that of subtlety, stealth, and anonymity. If you come flaunting your self-important intellect in all its silly ego rigidity, you are asking to be noticed. Note well the success of the ninja: they were silent workers, and could blend seamlessly into any situation, among any kind of people, speaking any kind of dialect. Take me, for instance. I know eleven languages. I can speak ‘street’ with as much ease as any native-born speaker of the dialect, just as I can perfectly mimic the dialect of an Oxfordian economics professor or a Grecian dockworker. This is the first lesson that one must learn: talk may be cheap, but it gets you into and out of everything. You want unlimited access? You want minimal detection? You need to relearn the art of speaking. I can guarantee you that if you and I wanted to get a limited access manuscript at the Bibliotheque Verillons, I would succeed and you would fail because I would know how to chat up the lowly clerk or the highbrow librarian officer. You, on the other hand, would protest in the only way you know how, completely disregarding the sensitivity of the situation by stamping your foot in petulant outrage with demands, thinking yourself entitled as if your academic affiliation was some kind of noble birthright. You see, rhetoric is part of our trade, and so greases the wheels of acquisition. I could already tell the first moment you set foot in Castellemare’s flat, casting your eyes on me, that you assumed I was some ignorant flunky footman who procured his position by mere luck alone - or that I was the gruff hired help, some kind of leg-breaker or scheming weasel. Of course, if Castellemare asked me to break your legs, I'd be fully capable of doing so. Cast any aspersions you like, but you are always being tested. You are proof that I can fool all the people all of the time. It is not only the library that is infinite potentiality. I suppose now that I am speaking in the phrasings of a more refined individual you feel that you can warm up to me… that we share some kind of common set of values and interests. Be wary of this, too, for you will only be enamoured with a mere affectation, a facet of my person, and ultimately your own narcissism. If you wish to extend your friendliness to me, you must accept that I am always much more than I seem in any given moment. Don't get any silly ideas that we're going to be pals palavering over Plato, mind you. I see right through your type... So full of himself, but at bottom just another pretentious sot who thinks the world owes him a living. So, how about that coffee?”


 “The coffee maker is broken,” I said, ashamed and defeated, yet not really knowing why. I felt scolded.


 “No matter, then; I saw a café on the way here. Let’s catch that quick guzzle of joe before heading for St. Mike’s college. I ought to tell you the sordid tale of Mike, the saintly Mikhail…”


 And so he did. I had to admit that the thoroughness of his explanation, filled as it was with intriguing anecdotes and lateral associations to other meaningful historical events, perhaps even outshone my own knowledge. His words had an eclipsing effect, and when he decided to speak in this way, I was pulled in by my own desire to hear more. 



 Before leaving, he arranged for my “disguise”… He had me wear my old suede sport jacket with the leather patches, tussled my hair, and produced a pair of awkward-looking and very thick spectacles. He mildly complained that my nose was not aquiline enough to balance the effect of the spectacles, but that it would have to do. I trusted his judgement, for what other choice did I have? He had demonstrably proven that he was much more skilled at a task I was yet to even do once. We left my apartment and situated ourselves in the pastiche bustle of the early morning café crowd, each resignedly dreading the rest of their day of employment spent in waste and little benefit. It was there that Angelo schooled me on the particular “ruse” we needed to utilize in order to procure text number one. We were a comical pair: me in this stereotypical harried professorial Harvard get-up and him steeped in a kind of maccassar hoodlum leather gear making him less suitable for a library than a patron at a dingy late afternoon pub. 



 “You,” he began, “are a visiting scholar from - let me see now…” - He rifled through his shoulder bag for a particular envelope, plucked it, and opened its contents - “Ah, here we are! State University of New York.”


 The letter bore the unmistakable SUNY letterhead.


 “I am to use this?” I asked.


 “Yep. It’s pretty standard. I drew it up last night. It says, in the proper froufrou style that you have been given express permission by the Department of Philosophy to remove this text from the library for the duration of your stay. The letter states that permission was granted by the Chair of the Department. I also have permission letters by the SUNY department, and a backup letter from the library head in case they don’t buy it. Just let me double-check to see if all the names are correct.”


 Angelo removed a small PDA from his shoulder bag and called up his list. A little USB key was inserted into its side, functioning as an archive. 



 “Okay,” he said, once satisfied. “All the names are current and kosher. You’re good to go on this pass.”


 “What do you have there?”


 “Oh, you mean my database? You might call it a combination address book and who’s who archive, updated daily - or when I can secure the net connections. I have the names of virtually every departmental head in every university in the world, as well as the addresses, names of head librarians, and so forth of every library in the land. It always comes in useful.”


 “And the letterhead?”


 “That’s my sneaky trick. It took me a long while to procure the letterhead for every university and their respective departments. The way was this: I falsely applied as a candidate to each of their programs and received a mass of rejections all on their letterhead. I scanned each and now keep them in a separate database. When an acting Chair quits the position, I find out who has taken the place, and alter the file. The trickier letterheads are the embossed kind, but I have connections with those who have the right tools in their workshops to make counterfeits. I then order a block of a hundred blanks, which usually covers my needs. Signatures are too easy to forge, so I don’t sweat on that score either. There’s an art to using these blanks. Sometimes it is simple, like a subway ticket, pitched into the trash once the use has been exhausted, and sometimes it gets tricky when they keep it on file. If the book the ‘visiting scholar’ wants to borrow goes missing, phone calls and emails are made to the people named in the letter. You can imagine what happens after that: ‘I never authorized someone by the name of so-and-so to remove the text in question’, to which the librarian replies that a signed letter is present stating just that fact, etc. A scandal ensues, a minor one, and so the department head marches down to the library to salvage reputation, sees the letter, declares it a forgery, and you know what happens next?”


 “No.”


 “Well, piece it together… It comes to light that forged letters purporting to be on the authority of the Chair of the Department are circulating, which means some industrious individual has access to the official letterhead. To avoid further complications and miscommunications, the letterhead is changed and a closer guard is kept on it, since they are more willing to suspect internal individuals who have access to it than someone on the outside. That means my letterhead becomes useless. Sometimes I only get to use the blank once before I have to find another strategy if I want to remove another text from the same library. It can be potentially embarrassing if I don’t get word of the change and I try to use the same old letterhead. That’s where talk comes in handy, to - as I said earlier - get out of sticky situations. If a mass email goes out to all the librarians to be on the lookout for forged official letters, then one can be sunk. What I don’t want you to think is that this is the only means available for plucking books - it is one strategy among thousands. Today I am employing this one. It isn't always necessary since one can pinch books in regular circulation quite easily; it's the stuff behind the counter that requires special permissions and the right documentation, or stuff in rare manuscript libraries that need the forms.”


 “Have you ever used the letterhead of this institution before?”


 “Yes, which makes this potentially risky. I’ve actually used it before since this library is one of those where the boss’ books seem to pop up most frequently. A weird kind of rift thing he would be better disposed to explaining. So the general rule is supreme caution, no matter what. I’m the backup in this. That is, ask to see the book first before showing the letters. Have it in your hands, and then top up the performance with the official business. Introduce yourself as a visiting scholar right from the start, ask to see the book, and then provide the evidence of your claim to it. This works five times out of ten, depending on the librarian, and the other times you have to have the letter first for their inspection. Should there be any problem, I am dressed appropriately to function as plan C. If I suspect that things are going to make a turn for the worse, then I will cause a spectacle, maybe some public drunkenness, a violent tipping over of shelves, something startling… at which point you can fade away into the crowd or bolt - it’s your choice. Either way, we will have to dodge security. I only hope that I don’t have to resort to this unpalatable option.”


 “So what is plan B, since you have C covered.”


 “Ah! This is where you can start practising the gift of gab. What would you do if the librarian knows the letterhead to be stale, and therefore a forgery?”


 “I, um… hm. I guess I would stall.”


 “Your hesitation, even now, speaks volumes on your immediate guilt, gives away the game before it even starts. Here’s what you do: you have to act, perform, and believe yourself to be the genuine article and not some rogue goliard. Your first reaction must be shock, then consternation, and then confusion – the best one-two-three psycho-punch. This is convincing because it makes you appear as though you are as much a victim of fraud as the librarian and everyone else involved. You’re just some innocent and meek scholar who had applied to get this permission, but only through distance correspondence. You assumed everything was copasetic. You never once imagined that someone would sink so low as to implicate you in some twisted joke, making you an unwitting accessory to attempted theft. Yes, this must be some kind of cruel joke played on you by some nasty colleague who is trying to jeopardize your bid for tenure. Start speaking more to yourself at this point, puzzling out who could have done this to you. Apologize profusely, but meanwhile maintaining that your apology is on behalf of some cretin who is trying to sabotage your illustrious and impeccable reputation. Express your disbelief that someone would resort to such infantile tactics – this is key since it casts the whole framework of the suspicion and accusation as patently absurd, thereby softening up the librarian to the idea of predictable reason. Ask the librarian for contact information since you are now explicitly committed to getting to the bottom of this, of locating the culprit and putting an end to this sorry act of fraud. Don’t ham it up too much, make it believable, which is to say truly believe that you have been unduly placed in the wrong by cruel and vindictive forces. Get it? This old trick is the ultimate suspicion buster, the old shared victimization gag. Sure, I’m actually on your side. Ha!”


 “Doubtless, I have plenty of questions before I start--”


 “I’ll field one now. Shoot,” he said, winking and making an obnoxious cliché gun with his thumb and index finger.


 “Why not just find a sneaky way of bypassing the security system? Most books have that little magnetic strip inserted in the spine. With a small blade, and a delicate incision, it can be removed. After that, repairing it would be easy if one isn’t sloppy in mangling the text.”


 “Hey, Gimaldi… That’s pretty shrewd of you,” he eagerly applauded, followed by his deflating evaluation, “but not foolproof.”


 “When I was younger and foolish, I used to steal books from my public library.”


 “Well, looks like you’re at the foot of the circle. However, listen, we’re not lifting Nancy Drew or your run-of-the-mill academic slop freely available on the shelves for any grubby undergrad to rifle through to make a term paper… The books we are trying to retrieve are behind the desk. In some cases, and at some libraries, you need special letters of permission to even see them. But, you knew that already… Weren’t you at the Vatican Library? They don’t just open it up for any schmuck… You need authorization and a personal invite.”


 “Yes, of course. How foolish of me to make the parallel - “


 “Well, hold on a second, Gimaldi… Don’t be too down on yourself. The boss’ books can occur anywhere: under librarian lock and key, in someone’s personal collection, on the shelves at the public library, in one of those big mega-chain bookstore-slash-kitschy coffee shops…anywhere books are. Some jobs will be easier to pull off than others.”


 “Have you ever failed to retrieve a book, even with all your planning?”


 “Once,” he said, his face suddenly darkening with clouds of memory. “The poor guy who had it in his possession went mad. I really blew it, but the circumstances... I suspect something was working to counter my efforts, some kind of nudge or attempt to plant the text, well... I... never mind… I’d rather not get into that morose tale, especially when we ought to be keeping sharp and the morale high. No sense swapping stories on past failures when we need to go about the business of successful reacquisition.”


 And I left it at that, for now. Angelo would tell me one day…The story of Leo and the Red Lion book. He gave me a conspiratorial wink before gently tugging me in the direction of the library.



 


 


 


 


 


 



4


The Hidden Smirk

 



As it turned out, the Dionysus book was the easier of the two books put in my charge to procure, and I was beginning to warm to my apprenticeship to Angelo… despite my earlier sewn-up judgements of his person. He was indeed a wealth of tricks, tips, and resources - a kind of veteran pirate or a shadowy prelate. Our next stop was Essen, Germany. Once my first procurement was confirmed via Angelo, Castellemare wired me the agreed-upon funds to finance my trip. Meanwhile, Angelo was already comparing return flight details and hotel prices. 



 “Angelo,” I asked as he was thumbing his PDA, “why did I have to posture as a scholar from SUNY when the text was on a ‘to be shelved’ pile?”


 “A precaution and a practice. You can’t take too many chances - circumstance already plays fast and loose with life as it is. Besides, this is part of your tutelage. You’re in a probationary period. Reacquisition is a high stakes game, and failure is never an option.”


 I would not be the only one to find the cliché unbearable, or the association between books and Hollywood high-action drama amusing.


 Just then, Castellemare had sent an email to Angelo.


 “Huh. Looks like the boss has a side job for us. Some banking magnate’s house. A Hemingway novel dated 2018. Luckily, it’s only an hour’s drive away, but I suggest we do this right now.”


 “But it’s daylight! Someone will certainly see us.”


 “Oh, would you prefer to dress up as burglars and take bullets from the veck’s antique Luger as he protects himself from a perceived home invasion in his bedroom slippers and nightcap? We’ll go over in broad daylight as electricians – that way I can carry the necessary lock picking tools in an inconspicuous toolbox of electrician’s gear.”


 “But where will we procure any of these things on such short notice?”


 Angelo merely shot me an amused grin and indicated his PDA, his communication key to anything.


 In less than an hour, we had our uniforms and the right tools. We arrived at the house, a Patrician style home of wealthy proportions. There were scattered bookshelves on all floors.


 “In many ways,” Angelo mused aloud, “This is like a game of Whack-a-Mole: the books pop up, and we have to hammer them back in before unauthorized eyes see them. Anyhow, we’re going to have to work really fast; the house is probably rigged with a silent alarm. Why can’t these damn books appear more often in slums where the only thing on their shelves is Reader’s Digest and Auto Racer magazines? So I am going to count on your ability to scan spines fast, and I mean with maximum celerity and an eagle’s eye for details. All those years of scouring used bookstores for underpriced gems is really going to pay off here. You work downstairs, and I’ll check the upstairs. We split the house evenly so that we aren’t doubling and overlapping our labour.”


 Angelo was much faster than I was, and the honour of finding the AWOL text went to him. The job was fairly easy and went off with no incident. The book was in Angelo’s search domain, and he plucked it within fifteen minutes of poring over about 2500 books. It was nested between two bloated books of German history in gothic script, sandwiched there like a svelte whisper between two baritone blasts. We had made good time on the side job and hastened to complete our real reason for being here. Within six hours, we would be on a plane back. Again, the honours of doing all the legwork and reacquiring went to Angelo. I felt somewhat pedestrian.

 



Angelo continued to regard me with mistrust, and I could tell by the patient and penetrating way he would look at me, as if at any moment I was about to spring a deceit and betray him. Although we had eased into an amicable working partnership, there was a lingering hostility or begrudging attitude manifest in Angelo that was noticeable from time to time, especially when I peppered him with questions. I had attributed this to my being a novice at this job, and his need to train me was slowing him down. Or perhaps my employment under Castellemare was taking away funds from Angelo’s own feedbag. 



 “Have you worked with a partner before?” I asked him, breaking the silence on our way to the airport.


 “Yes. We won’t always be paired up. Some jobs require two reacquisitionists, while others are manageable for just one. But for now, while you learn the ropes, you aren’t ready yet for solo ops.”


 His action flick dialogue was getting the better of my credulity.


 “Is your other partner still working for Castellemare?”


 “No. He was canned. He was a good one, too, knew the job perfectly. An intuition and predisposition for it, as if he were born to work in this trade. That was Setzer. He was perhaps too good, and the fatal flaw was that he knew it, he knew he was indispensable – or at least thought he was until he took one too many liberties. You might say that he was to me what I am to you. I apprenticed under him for a time until I gained my second degree.”


 “What did he do?”


 “There are rules to this gig that you should know and follow. We have ironclad protocol for a reason since detection or greed-based betrayal of any kind is unacceptable. I should apprise you of these rules so that you will never pull a Lucifer on Castellemare. You see, Setzer got greedy and began bending the rules – of course, the rules were implied back then, much to the boss’ later chagrin. On account of that incident, everything had to be written down as law. Setzer nailed every job thrown his way, which made the boss immensely happy. Setzer was a pro, and he did it with an efficiency and ease that is still remarkable. He was even better than I am now, which is saying a hell of a lot. So, like any pro who gets bored with no increase in challenges, he started upping his price to the boss, and the boss – drunk with the delight of Setzer’s fine work – assented. But even that wasn’t enough. Setzer started making unreasonable demands to keep some of the books he reacquired on the boss’ behalf. He wanted to have his own library of Babel, and he began challenging the boss, even outright lying to him. The clincher was when, on a routine reacquisition, he effectively held the book for ransom and demanded in exchange not only an obscene amount of cash, but a list of books from the boss’ Library. That was a flagrant abuse of power and trust, so Castellemare cut him loose.”


 “So what happened to the book Setzer kept?”


 “The thing you have to understand about this business, Gimaldi, is that if you can reacquire a book, someone else can reacquire it from you. That’s where I came in. It was the toughest assignment I ever had because he had been expecting this very thing to happen. I had to wait for months and months until he let his guard down for a moment, and it was a very small window of opportunity. Setzer was not a reacquisitionist like us, but a deep-down thief. It was really tough for me since my loyalties were put to the test, divided like that. I had spent a long time with Setzer, you have to understand, and he was my teacher. The nature of the business is that you see more of your partner than you do your boss, but I had my scruples about me; I knew what was at stake, so I chose to be on the side of angels, really.”


 “So, I take it that one of the rules in this job is to not follow Setzer’s bad example.”


 “Yes, that is one of the rules. The other is to work diligently and never arouse suspicion, never give up any information no matter what. If you get caught, you say that you were working alone. Never implicate the others, and least of all the boss. But the most important rule of all is never violate the boss' trust. Always obey, give back the books you reacquire, and never think yourself clever enough to run off with them, or try to sneak in a bit of naughty reading. Big no-no.”


 “So if I follow these rules, I should expect continued guaranteed employment?”


 “Yes, and one more thing. There is also another way of getting fired, and it is this: if you fail even once to reacquire a book, then you are sent packing. Every mission is vital. Any loss is unacceptable.”


 “But didn’t you tell me that you once failed?”


 “I didn’t fail to reacquire the book, but my method turned into a catastrophe. The mark had looked into the book before I was able to snatch it back. There are some books in the library that are exceptionally dangerous, and this one in particular has a tendency of popping back into the open often and at the most inopportune times in the most treacherous hands. It is our most cursed book, and any of us who have been placed in charge to reacquire it has had all manner of tragic luck associated with its reacquisition.”


 Angelo fell into a silent, brooding reverie as he wheeled the Audi into the banker’s driveway. I attempted to pull him out of his funk with more bothersome questions.


 “You said earlier about acquiring your second degree -”


 “Gimaldi, this is a very sacred fraternity, and there are levels in what is called the Craft.”


 “Like freemasonry.”


 “No, you dunce! Not like freemasonry... We aren't a bunch of stinky old codgers trying to impose some rigid universal morality upon the world by meeting once a month and drinking beer in funny bathrobes. You have to reach back farther... to the same source the freemasons borrow from even though they got it all piss-backward. To the guilds themselves.”


 “Have I been... inducted? Initiated, or whatever your Order calls it?”


 “You're an employee. Proxy labour. We're not a religion, Gimaldi, and membership isn't given just by proximity. You have to choose it. We don't choose you. Christians do that sort of nonsense.”


 Our tasks were, in Angelo's estimation, a real light load without too much strain. Angelo informed me that such jobs without hitches or unforeseen events to negotiate were particularly rare, and seemed somewhat disappointed that my first real run with him was not more indicative of challenge.


 “I don’t want you to think any of this is a cakewalk. Be on all your cat-like points at all times. What may seem like a routine reacquisition can turn ugly and complicated in a flash.”


 “I wouldn’t make the mistake of considering this series of jobs the standard measure,” I said while flagging the air steward down for a glass of wine.


 “What’s next?” I asked.


 “Nothing on the docket for you at the moment. Lay low. The boss has a solo job for me in Chicago, but we’ll be in touch.”


 We spent the rest of the flight in silence, and we parted at the customs gate with a rather perfunctory handshake.

 



I returned to my apartment in just the way I had left it, as if my departure was as noteworthy as my arrival in the stony indifference of the space. I went about the business of showering and settling in front of my computer with a stiff scotch. An email popped up:

 



Gimalding,


 




Angelo tells me things went smoothly. How ideal! You will learn much from him in the coming while, so keep your ears long and wax-free. 




 You will note that the money for your services has now been wired to your account. I am mildly pleased with your performance, but every employer knows that he cannot judge his employees fairly until they engage more difficult tasks as they enter into their sophomore season. That is when the desire to please wanes, and performance generally wavers. I hope I am not describing you. 




 The nature of contract work means that there will be prosperous times and lean times; I would suggest that you carry on with your other means of employment until I have something for you. Never fear: something uncanny always pops up, and it usually does so in a bookshelf very far away. 




 I am sure that Angelo’s rather brash way about him may have briefly unsettled you. I am partial to him for his dedication and resourcefulness, as I am sure you have since discovered for yourself – between two covers lies an infinite expanse. I do hope he has given you the talk on our rules and regulations. You might say that I am like Lenin and my decrees are divine commands. Anyhoo, good work and all that. Don’t spend all your time with your beak in the books!


 




Ciao



Castellemare


 




“O Geoffrey, what have I done? I’ve conquered the moon, yet there is nothing left to do!” - Dominic Perstia, The Purloined Galaxy.



------



Have an account with WebZeitgeist? Sign up here!


 




I wrote back:


 




Castellemare,


 




Angelo did apprise me of the rules, and I do not intend to break them. Much was said, and I have to inquire about Setzer since I am curious.


 




Best,



G


 




With startling speed, Castellemare responded:

 




“G”,


 




There are some topics we don’t bring up at table, and Setzer is one of them. Do not suffer yourself to inquire further. A good employee does not ask greedy questions, but merely takes what is offered. It is best not to question when Lady Fortune smirks.



-C


 




“O Geoffrey, what have I done? I’ve conquered the moon, yet there is nothing left to do!” - Dominic Perstia, The Purloined Galaxy.



------



Have an account with WebZeitgeist? Sign up here!


 





 


 


 


 


 



5


The Book of Chimerae

 



Compared to ducking around on mysterious reacquisition assignments to pluck books of intrigue from unlikely places, my lecturing duties failed to keep anything but the slightest interest. A terrible feeling of monotony took residence within me, as unshakeable as a pernicious flu. The dullness of my everyday operations left me gazing blankly at my office walls or losing interest in the middle of a lecture where I was at least to show some feigned good faith in being interested. My boredom finally reached the level of my students. I fell into moments of distracted dithering and rambling in my lectures, which was fine since half of my class had their faces fixed on their laptops while their fingers worked overtime to engage in online chats of no scholastic, but vitally social, consequence.


 Perhaps more defeating was the ennui of knowing that to write anything, to research anything, was a pointless endeavour. If what Castellemare said was true, then all was already written, every possibility sewn up and expounded upon, exegeses of these that would run on infinitely. So, thinking of my own ambitions in research felt small and paltry since all the work had already been done by every possible me writing on every possible subject in every possible voice. I would have to content myself with producing the most infinitesimal sliver of relevance that would only be a repetition of what already existed in potentia in that infinite library. Perhaps there would reside the end product of my labours, identical in one edition, or written much better in another. The determinate fatalism of such a library emptied me of any resolve, and instead left me feeling deflated and listless. What, in fact, was the point of writing anything at all? The inexhaustible possibilities of my work already existed beyond that rift between the real and the infinite. 



 I batted back and forth the possibility of quitting my university lecture post, and it was only the guilt of all the time I had spent to acquire it through a seemingly endless trial of papers, exams, and defenses to possess the requisite degrees that stayed myself from making any rash decisions. When faced with the existence of infinite possibility actualized, it is difficult to summon the meaning of this rather slim reflection of it. 



 There also resided a troubling philosophical problem: if the books were infinite in their variation, this suggested that there were infinite worlds where in each resided another me. Perhaps not in all, but in enough of them to be infinite in number. I dimly hoped that there was a possible world with a possible me that was far more handsome, determined, successful, and less of a bland sot. The library would be a crossroads between all these infinite possible worlds, the repository of its infinite works. And if the library was already complete and determined, then all those worlds were just playing out their possibilities like a simulation… to what purpose? For whose amusement? Was Castellemare, the self-professed librarian, able to travel between worlds? Was he a necessary being that resided outside of all of these, only to dip into them to assign an infinite number of employees to reacquire lost texts? And what of this flaw of the library to have its books slip from its holdings? An imperfect multiverse? All of this sounded hokey and sci-fi fantasy to me, and I certainly was no reliable hand in speculative physics to summon up any feasible explanation.


 It was hard to pursue this line of reasoning at the moment when I considered that these thoughts were already prefigured in some tract I may have written in another possible world, sitting on a shelf mocking me…or perhaps a series of millions of these where I disputed in favour or against various hypotheses. It would mean, at bottom, that any one book in the library was not itself in possession of the truth, but that the library as a whole was the total truth…And if that were the case, truth would be impossible to know. I corrected myself again: perhaps there was one book in the library that stated this proposition, and so therefore was the truth. But then again, would that not just be a truth relative to a possible world and not to all of them? I was finding myself lost in the desert of the infinite. 



 I made the weak and reliable retreat to Aristotle and his famous four causes for all things that exist. It didn't demonstrate any grand gift of thinking. The material cause of the Library: what is it made of? The efficient cause of the Library: how was it made? The formal cause of the Library: what is the essence of it? The final cause of the Library: what is its purpose? Well, I could fairly enough speculate that the Library was composed of books and shelves, perhaps a container to keep it enclosed (but if it were infinite, the container would be moot). It was made of books written by everyone in every possible world. The essence of the Library was Libraryness itself, a place that archives all written material. The purpose of it? That was where I was stuck, and without answering the final cause of the Library, my musings were empty and meaningless. There would be no way of saying if it were deficient, in error, or simply conceptual and therefore unreal. The Library was, in my tepid final answer, the sum total of all possible books. 



 I hated possible books for one reason: I had known enough people in my life who jumped into the glare of my attention to announce that they were writing a book, or would one day write one. Never making good on their promise or threat for reasons of time, a slackening of inclination, inability, or just forgetfulness, they could repose in the knowledge that their glowing idea to write a book was a fait accompli. This, I mused sourly, would also mean that the Library – just like the Internet if not worse – was also filled with a lot of garbage. A depressing thought, but one that had to be gobbled along with the thrilling mystery of the Library itself.


 Castellemare, for his own reasons undisclosed to me, was not predisposed to resolve my difficulties with this problem. I knew better than to ask him for his manner was to speak in cryptic riddles or upbraid me for concerning myself with that which was not to be my concern. In the weeks-long silence, it seemed as though Castellemare had forgotten me, and I wondered if I was still employed. I was warned that the jobs were feast or famine, but I was getting a bit edgy, not least of all because of the insoluble riddle the Library's existence itself had lodged in my thinking, a tormenting sore. I made contact with Castellemare with the weak pretense of just catching up, checking to see if there were any other rogue books, and then to pose a few light-handed questions about the Library. His response was terse: I am well. Nothing has turned up yet. The Library is its own order and reason, so don't twist yourself up over it. So, on every count, my questions were frustrated and I felt put off, not least of which because the tone of his response made me feel guilty as though I were pestering him.


 Another two week silence. I decided to sleuth out the answers from the only other person I knew could possibly grant them. I felt in my rights to know since to seek knowledge and propitiate curiousity is not in itself a betrayal. I began searching for any information I could about Setzer.


 My research was not too long drawn or dramatic. I was able to locate Setzer with but a few carefully worded internet searches. It seemed that Setzer was neither too public nor too private, and there was probably nothing safer in this world than to have a website bobbing about in a sea of anonymity. Setzer ran what looked to be an on-the-side rare book collection business very modestly attired with some slightly flashy editions, but nothing that would call too much attention from a serious collector. There was even a contact link, and I followed it. It took me much longer to deliberate on what I was to say to him as the email field remained blank for nearly an hour before I took the decisive plunge. Even then I didn’t click on the ‘send’ button, but instead saved the email as a draft to further consider if this was the right tack to take. 



 Anton Setzer ran a four-storey bookstore in Detroit, mostly common and cheap used books bought and sold by dizzy undergraduates taking introductory literature or philosophy courses. I decided it would be better to pay the store a visit and hope to encounter Setzer in person. I packed a travel bag and boarded a bus. I didn’t know what to expect, and my questions were still premature and poorly formed, but I felt the urgency to follow through.

 



Outside the bus terminal, the Detroit sky was a glaring white-grey. The bookstore was only a block off from the terminal, all of it bracketed in a kind of nothingness in skewed view of the city core, the casino, and a government building guarded by a fleet of parked security vehicles in a closed-off street. I approached the boxy building that served as the bookstore, an edifice that failed to completely mask its prior function as a modestly sized factory. The unmistakable smell of used books and dust met me as I embarked the stairs to the first floor and front desk. Boxes of old magazines of no interest sat filed on the landings. Notices for readings and art events were pinned to the vestibule corkboards that flanked the entrance, some of these notices hopelessly out of date. Everything here seemed too typically like a middling used bookstore and bore none of the marks of intrigue and mystery I came to expect.


 A middle-aged man with long grey, wavy hair and an aquiline nose was fiddling with an old ledger and a stack of unspectacular books by his right hand, a box filled with more of the same on the floor. Old Penguins and Everyman editions with their acid-burnt dun edges having been thumbed, their spines ridged with hairline fractures. He had antique spectacles on the middle of his bridge, and seemed more resignedly bored than engrossed with his labour. He heard me enter, looked up, and asked me if I needed any help.


 “I…I’m just browsing,” I stammered, unsure and feeling a bit too foolish to ask outright if I may see a man named Setzer. “Where do you keep your philosophy books?”


 He answered in a pleasant, yet dry and lazy way, “They are somewhat scattered around, but you’ll find a concentration of them at the very far end of the fourth floor, and some around the middle toward the north end of the second. Are you looking for Eastern or Western philosophy?”


 “Oh, just Western.”


 “Fourth floor. You may also have some luck along the south end wall of the second floor where we keep the paperback overflow. Our cataloguing system is rather eclectic.”


 With that he gave a small shopkeeper's grin and went back to his ledger, totting up sums. He was right: the cataloguing system was indeed eclectic, but thoroughly detailed. I wandered for about an hour among shelves marked “speculative zoology”, “ornithological studies and dictionaries”, “Mid-East Mysteries”, “Early Michigan history and atlases”, and “Post Civil War congressional minutes”. I decided to return to the front desk after feebly summoning up some attention and interest to select something.


 “Would you happen to know where I may find a Mr Anton Setzer?”


 He took off his spectacles and levelled his eyes at me, but not with any meanness or suspicion. “Present. What can I do for you?”


 I was taken aback. Was this harmless looking fellow who looked as though he were some aged poet wandering out of the romanticist period, huddled over a banal ledger the infamous traitor?


 “I am sorry to disturb you, but I have come some way to ask a few questions if you would be kind enough to oblige.”


 “Certainly. I trust that you work for Castellemare, a new recruit?”


 He said this with none of the conspiratorial tone I would have expected. He said it so matter-of-factly that I may have instead asked him where he kept his French literature.


 “Yes, I am new. How... How did you guess that -”


 “You work for Castellemare? Oh, no one meets Castellemare and remains unchanged. Besides, you asked for me by name – how many booksellers get cornered by people who do that? You don't look like you have any books to sell or trade me, unless you have a few boxes out in the car. What can I do for you?”


 “I am troubled.”


 “Hm,” he said with an understanding yet none too interested nod. “I suppose the Library does present some difficulties. What’s your tally now?”


 “Pardon?”


 “The number of books you have reacquired for your employer.”


 “Well, with the aid of my tutor, four so far.”


 “You are new,” he said, barely concealing a grin. “My tally topped 1,250, a lot of them through unspeakable peril. Those days are far behind me now, thank goodness. I rather like the calm life, running the store, that sort of thing. Working for your current employer was very…complicated.”


 “Pardon me for saying, but I was told that you betrayed him which is why you were dismissed from further duties.”


 “Betrayal is such a heavy word, but I don’t doubt your employer’s love for the dramatic. Or was it Angelo who told you this?”


 “Castellemare alluded to it, but, yes, it was Angelo who told me.”


 “Ah, Angelo. Despite what happened, I still like him even if I was not altogether fond of his methods. He won’t steer you wrong. You are lucky to have such a good tutor – the job is not an easy one. You’d do well to heed his advice carefully. He was, after all, my protege.”


 “Should we be speaking so openly like this? I mean...”


 “It's a bookstore,” he said as if the location were soundproofed to eavesdropping. “I see maybe five or six customers a day. Be at liberty.”


 “Okay, but is it true that you betrayed Castellemare?”


 “People shift career trajectories for all sorts of reasons. And there are many versions of the same story. An employer will say that he fired an employee, and that employee will claim that he quit. In the end it means the same thing: the working relationship is dissolved. These things get shelved as just another uninteresting history. If you have come seeking advice, I am afraid I have nothing to spare since you should have all you need with your tutor and your employer to be successful at your new job. I presume you know what is at stake and you know the risks. The rest is unnecessary to know. You learn the ropes, you take care not to imperil the task to be completed, and you get paid. It’s really rather simple.”


 “Yes, I gathered that, but I am having some philosophical difficulties with the very existence of this library and its books.”


 “I am afraid I cannot help you there, friend. I am no philosopher. I just run this store, buying, selling, and cataloguing books. Questioning the Library will only amount to frustration and will impede your ability to perform your tasks.”


 I waited there as though he had more to say, but he only continued with: “Will there be anything else?”


 “Do you have any access to the Library anymore, or have you created one of your own?” I asked, unsure of why I had for some reason assumed he might have made a library of his own.


 “How odd that you would ask that particular question. Well... Those days are far behind me. The only library I have created is all around you, nothing mysterious. All of these books were written and published in this world, and those are the only books I have in stock. When I parted ways with your current employer, I also took leave of that fantastic and improbable Library. I’m so sorry to disappoint you, but I sincerely wish you all the best at your job and finding the answers you crave.”

 



Setzer was mild, soft-spoken and affable enough, but I suspected that it was a clever ruse to throw me off. I decided to check into a hotel and investigate further. Perhaps it was my desire to uncover a mystery where one did not exist that prompted me, but there was something that was not adding up in Setzer’s demeanour, and I felt that he was hiding something from me. There was something far too convenient about Setzer’s newly chosen life. I waited until he closed the store and followed him from a safe distance. 



 I found myself outside a rather nondescript studio apartment complex. I found Setzer’s name on the buzzer board. I buzzed another tenant and said I was a pizza delivery person. I was let in and followed the stairs up to Setzer’s studio. When I got there I was shocked to find him standing in the doorway expecting me.


 “I figured you would be more persistent and not so easily deterred. I suppose I should reward your efforts. Please, do come in.”


 Along the lintel read, “Lux Ephemeris – Ars Reminiscendi” ironically under the seemingly permanent tenebrous fish-lens canopy of a dimly lit hallway. He led me into the studio proper and asked if I would like to share some of the wine he had just opened to allow breathe before dinner.


 With rented glass in hand, I wandered from canvas to canvas that hung on his high walls while he excused himself for a few moments. There were no impressively monolithic shelves of books here as I would have expected. He returned with a bowl of fresh dates. He motioned me to the divan and he sat adjacent me on a scuffed and comfortably broken in wingback chair despite its size seemed dwarfed in the mostly empty space.


 “So, you have a name, mysterious traveller, guest, and inquirer?”


 “Gimaldi,” I stated, offering my hand and he politely declining to shake it as if it were an unnecessary formality.


 “Gimaldi… Gimaldi,” he repeated, rolling it around in his mouth and looking up in some kind of reflection as if searching for where he might have heard that name before. He snapped back to meet my gaze. “Well… Gimaldi… welcome. You’re part of a very curious brotherhood of the book. Those without courage don’t last very long in that line of work. Funny, that… a touch ironic… That vision of the weak-bodied and meek scholar poring over his books being in possession of a higher courage than that of air force paratroopers. Hm. So courageously guided by our curiousity that we will uproot at just the scantest mention of a rare book on the other side of the world, or dissolve our sleeping hours in insomniac research rages with more tireless effort than your average bricklayer. We are precious in our way.”


 “Mr. Setzer—”


 “Call me Anton. My home is too small for formalities.”


 “Anton, I have to admit to feeling foolish harassing you in this way. I am not predisposed by nature to stalking people to their front door.”


 “Think nothing of it. I trust you are not… dangerous. I can tell curiousity from psychosis rather easily, although in our line of work that can sometimes be a very fine line.”


 “I have come seeking answers. You see, I am vastly troubled by this Library…”


 “And so you have come here. Let me guess: your mysterious employer will not yield straightforward answers, you think to go to his rival to attain satisfaction. I wish I could tell you that the matter you are inquiring about is not very difficult to translate into simpler, more direct terms. It demands the impossible upon the minds of men; namely, to conceive of the infinite. Anyone who contemplates the eternal and the infinite flirts with a very special kind of madness. Some, like our dear historical precedents among touched monks in the throes of medieval lore, have attained to the heights of ecstasy. Are you familiar with the state of ekstasis?”


 “Vaguely. It is a transportation up toward the divine.”


 “Something like that, but there is much more to it. Sometimes called the fourth, and highest, level of reading beyond the literal, metaphorical, and allegorical, it actually lifts the being out of time for a brief period. There is, in the ecstatic man, no sense of past or future, for it is all nested within the present… an infinite present where all things that have been or will be are happening simultaneously. It is not that ecstasy stops the clock, but that it is the clock with its hands pointing to every point along its diameter. A solid and complete temporality. Time as total. We who are cursed to drag the past across that thin splinter moment of the present with our eyes focused on the future are not capable of seeing time as a whole except the rare few of us, and even then just for a short time.”


 “If this state of ecstasy is achievable, then would not time be progressing in that exact same way?”


 “I don't quire follow.”


 “For the person who is in ecstasy, outside of time. I mean, would there not be a sense in oneself of a past and future as distinct from that present moment of ecstasy one experiences? For, if I were in that state of ecstasy, I'd be able to detect the forward motion of time in that total time space.”


 “Your conception of time is so commonly spatial. I'm sorry: that was rude of me. What I mean to say is that time is continuum and flow as much as it is already given as happened. The clocks on the wall, the calendar in the office, the day planner in your briefcase, the watch on your wrist, and the special events that mark the passing of otherwise arbitrary moments in time, are all just means of cutting time into understandable units for measurement and planning. Just so many ways that we try to carve the sea, and not what time really is.”


 “I don’t mean to sound impatient, but could you make the relation clear for me, what bearing this has on the Library?”


 “You will be impatient. It is the nature of hunger. You are famished for an answer, and so will want to eat the food before it is cooked. Very well. My point is that space and time are not so distinct or even similar as we would think they are. We ritually spatialize time or temporalize space… The angular degree on my clock suggests that it is nine hours after midday. It takes me five minutes to walk to the store and purchase fresh oranges. Einstein says that if we travel at the speed of light, time stops for us relative to everything that is moving slower in space. All of this is wrong. These are convenient ways to rationalize what cannot be apprehended by minds that are subject to the laws of space and time. The philosopher Kant was the closest in this regard before botching it all up when he said that space and time are the transcendental lenses with which we see the world. In a way, he was right. We are condemned by our weak rational faculties to see the world in this kludge of space and time. Space, like time, is infinite. The atomists knew this, and Nietzsche would later repeat that if time was infinite, and the purpose of the universe is to attain perfection, then it would have already happened ipso facto.”


 “So, if I understand rightly, the Library is an infinite place residing in infinite time which is whole because it is not past or future, but the total present. Is this right?”


 “You are getting warmer. But I must here toss in the real brain-twister: what of two spaces that are infinite?”


 “Well, if space is full and total in encompassing everything, and if it is infinite, how could there be a second space? That would suggest a second container, and something would have to contain them both. Would that be time?”


 “You are grasping. First you put forth the Aristotelian objection to infinite space, and then you mess it all up by adding another element you don’t understand to explain the first term you failed to comprehend. It is too often the case that the philosopher will attribute what cannot be understood to some convenient term that cannot be explained – like God, world, time, infinity – and declare his work done, at the terminus of explanation. This is a problem with the currency of philosophy: it doesn't exchange well even between two philosophers. All their words carry the affliction of ordinary language, which is highly particular and ambiguous.” 



 I hardly wanted to get into a discussion of linguistic relativism. “But what of this idea of two infinite spaces?”


 “Well, there is a simple way of explaining that. If you believe a line is a space, for example, and you have two parallel lines extending infinitely, there you have two infinite spaces. But, I suppose you want something a little bit more relevant to the topic, more concrete as it pertains to the Library. It goes something like this: Castellemare does not hold a monopoly on the infinite. The infinite can be produced, even if it is allegedly prefigured in his vast Library. Come this way and I will show you.”


 Setzer led me down a dimly lit hallway and opened a large door to an impossibility. 



 “Are you familiar with the term, ‘tesseract’?” he asked me.


 “No.”


 “In physics, it is an impossible space, a speculative thing. In essence, a tesseract is a space that is bigger than its container. I have been fortunate to create such a space. Follow me.” 



 There was something “workshoppish” about the space. Old books lay upon modified sawhorses and benches in various states of binding repair... or so I assumed; either books were being mended or broken apart. It was an inconspicuous front for what would follow. He led me to a large alcove wherein were three recessed doors--one with a carved ‘A’ in bold Roman type, and the others ‘B’ and ‘C’.


 “What’s in here?” I asked.


 “Which?… Ah! These doors! Well, let me preface by saying that an infinite library must be in constant formation, infinite at both ends, infinite in its making and unmaking. Books are made here in room A,” he explained with animated hand gestures, in the whimsical mode of a lecturer enamoured with his own subject of discussion. He looked the part of a marionette of a mad god.


 “What kind of books?”


 “We have a veritable arsenal of machines - very sophisticated, you understand, and I wouldn’t want to bore you with details even I do not fully grasp since I leave that to my team of technicians. Anyhow, this room, which is quite vast, has the sole purpose of completing novels.”


 “So, it is a writing machine?”


 “Of sorts. You see, it finishes all the novels every author who has ever lived has ever abandoned due to indolence, neglect, or premature death. The machines are endowed with a kind of language parser that keeps the entire author’s corpus in its memory, and continues the literary thread. Every author has a kind of fingerprint which identifies him or her. Every author has a limitation on their vocabulary, will stylistically employ certain words in relation, and reiterate the same themes. Every author has but one megatext, and multiple works are just slices of it. So, here are the machines that finish every author's megatext. Spinning away! More tales!”


 “But if Castellemare’s Library is infinite, would it not already house those works in its infinite possibility?”


 “For sure, yes, of course! But… there is a different reason for this… Never mind! Did you know it also finishes books by authors who never lived? Okay, well, moving right along… room B… Beyond this door is an incalculably vast warehouse wherein are housed every novel that remained unfinished by readers. You never know what gem lies in those many novels you began, but never finished! I am not particularly fond of this room, however, since it says something awful about you people. So, finally, room C is my absolute favourite: it houses the most stupendous invention of all time… The Anonymizer!”


 “The name seems to announce its function.”


 “Doesn’t it?” he said with a face beaming with sallow, perspiring lunacy. There was now no trace of the mild and dusty man I had met only hours ago. Instead, he was being overtaken by rapid animation. “It’s a swell room! A conveyor belt feeds into this room from the library and into the Anonymizer to… make all the works anonymous.”


 “What purpose does that serve?”


 “I’m a bit hurt and perplexed by this seemingly dismissive and irreverent question. What library can call itself complete without anonymous works?”


 I was beginning to think better of questioning for what passed for Setzer’s logic. I could not grasp any real, single purpose to this entire enterprise. The more information I received about this brand of infinite library, the more the questions multiplied. He must have suffered a setback after being fired.


 As if reading my thoughts, “the bifurcation of the question is one of the most precious blooms of an infinite library. For what is knowledge - and non-knowledge, outright falsehoods, myths and facts - but that feeling of realizing more of what one does not know?”


 “But this place is not so much infinite as an attempt to construct the infinite through machinic artifice.”


 “Gimaldi, I would tell you my so-called master plan, but that would be to ask you to be disloyal to your employer. One cannot work for two masters. It simply is not done. I’ve already compromised myself considerably in showing you this much.”


 “I appreciate that. But now I must admit a ferocious curiousity for what you call your master plan.”


 “Ah, I am so weak to requests since I am accommodating by nature, to a fault. I suppose it would make no difference if Castellemare knew. He probably already does and sees it as no real threat. Simply put, I am in the process of overproduction. I know for every book produced here, it repeats in the infinite Library. I have a formula that proves these books do not already reside in his holdings. I have discovered the secret of creating the new. I know how to produce those things that exist outside totality. His Library will absorb these, and this will cause a violent displacement effect. Simply, it means that by bucking the logical apparatus of his Library, I push more of the books through that rift and into the real where people like you need to reacquire them. I’m overstuffing the machine beyond its capacity. I'm also ensuring that you'll always have work,” he added with a wink. “Besides, what is this talk of artifice? Against what? The natural? Be a bit more baroque and play with the border between the two a bit more.”


 “So you are trying to make things more difficult for Castellemare? Why?”


 “Because, my friend, it amuses me. Whereas I could have stayed mired in these terribly maddening questions of the infinite like yourself and feel that there is no point to production of any text, I have learned the hardest lesson: the need and importance of play. What can one do in the face of such an impossible infinity but laugh and find ways to tweak it, to have some degree of mastery? I restore control over the endless flux by following a deviant logic. To the domain of order I introduce the clinamen of chaos. Oh, it isn’t enough to collapse order, but I put it through its paces. Of what interest is a logic and a reality that goes untested? Yes, I am playing with Castellemare.”


 “Do you think he knows?”


 “He must. He can barely keep up with the number of texts that have been displaced. I am sure it gives him a headache. He is desperate for more reliable employees. That desperation makes him seek far and wide and lower the criteria. No offence, but you aren’t his ideal candidate.”


 “None taken. I have no basis for comparison beyond Angelo. But don’t you worry that this will increase the chances that one of those dangerous texts may be discovered by those not familiar with the Library? Would that not cause untold chaos?”


 “A storm in a teacup. You scholars amuse me, amplifying the importance of your station and that of knowledge. The world will not be thrown on its ear if something is discovered. It may just be perceived as a fraud anyway, or relegated to the pile of so many other unsolved puzzles for the academic to dicker with. Do you really stand by the arrogant assumption that bizarre knowledge and contradiction actually means anything to the world? When two-thirds of the world does not have clean running water, I really don’t think a newly discovered version of Revelations is going to have any impact. At best, it will have people scratching their heads for a little while, and only a small percentage of them at that. The wars, famine, television shows, and the mass production of novelty key chains will continue unaffected. Keep all of this in its proper perspective. Reading is the domain of the shrinking few. You could tell a crowded bus station of people that Hitler died in 1965 in Stockholm after losing the Crimean War and you will barely find a small pocket of people who would disagree. Do you really think a book that would substantiate that view would make much of an impression on those that simply do not know history? And if it were written by some breast-enhanced celebrity, then it would be taken in without question.”


 “That’s a pretty cynical view.”


 “A dog’s bark is not as real as its bite. I like to think that this is the real view.”


 “Then I don’t really understand Castellemare’s desperation.”


 “He overworks himself. He makes the fallacious error of illicit importance. He is afflicted with the mania that comes with the position of Librarian. Books have a curious effect on those with certain predispositions to fall into obsession. I know what his affliction truly belies: the absolute meaninglessness of his entire Library. To have everything is to know nothing. Too much information is no information at all. Endless disputes, contradictions, and the like is a kind of truth, but never a solid and singular Truth. For all his infinite books, and mine, there may as well just be one: it is all chimera. The Truth is unattainable. It is constructed.”


 “Isn’t that a rather nihilistic viewpoint to hold?”


 “Submit to the view that truth is attainable and you suffer the worst kind of nihilism. When it comes to light that your found truth is so paltry, arbitrary, an infinitesimal piece of a puzzle of so many truths, and then you realize that your efforts were for naught. Embrace the reality that truth cannot be acquired by one or many hands, and you begin to feel… free, no longer chained to the ballast of a lone ship tossing restlessly upon a sea that knows or cares not for your version of truth. Even a sailor knows that the sea speaks the truth where the ship is but a small and inconsequential interloper enfolded within the force of waves and currents. I should stop speaking in nautical metaphors. Anyway, what is the value of all that 'information' in the Library?”


 I tried to crunch up a response, but he beat me to it: “Information that is immortal, eternal, is always present has no value whatsoever. The sum total of knowledge, especially if it is eternal, is zip. Remember that there is no past or future in ecstatic time: only all of time in the present. This means everything that is knowable exists in that state, and its value is nil. What would give information value? That is the next project! Information decay. But how is that possible if there is no past or future? Ah, but I lied! There is: the irreversible arrow of time! Anyway... I must allow you to make your departure; it is late for me and I feel fatigued. Thank you for stopping by. Hopefully I was able to shed some light on some of your nagging problems. If not, well,” and he shrugged.


 Setzer escorted me from the workshop and to the front entrance. It seemed somewhat an abrupt ending for his giving forth on the topic of infinity and truth.


 “Remember, Gimaldi,” he said in parting. “All the books may as well be just one. All of it, chimera. Wisps of smoke. Fabulations and mirages. Safe journey. We may meet again, but I doubt it, and hopefully not too soon. Everything is a portent, a prognostic sign!”


 With that he closed his door and I was left numbly in the hallway pacing slowly away, processing all that I had heard and seen. But if what he said held true, and he was dedicated to displacing more books out of the Library, why was I not being tapped for more work? There was something unsettling about Setzer's answers to me. It seemed as though, in some way, he found the idea of an infinite Library a grotesque misunderstanding. In fact, there were shades of W.O. Quine in what he said, although Quine was far more coherent. In Quine's assessment of Borges' Library of Babel, he reasoned that the library was finite and could be reproduced in a matter of seconds by simply writing a dot on one page and a dash on the other, reproducing the entire contents by Morse code. But then couldn't the same be said of writing out the alphabet and simply saying that the rearrangement of the letters would produce every possible variation?


 The visit with Setzer was perplexing, and I had no reliable way of testing whether or not he was mad.
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Shelving Duties

 



Castellemare had sent me a plane ticket in my brief absence with a letter attached:

 



Gimaldi,


 




I promised long ago that you would also be serving in the Library, and I have been remiss to make good on my promise. I require you to meet me in Paris - that lovely city of intrigue and luxuriant living of the wondrous otium and rebellious streak - to assist me in the reshelving of books. It is a tiresome labour, I am afraid, and not as thrilling as going on the wild goose chase for slipped books, but I am sure you will find the task suitable to your taste. I will, of course, have to train you in the particulars of how the books are catalogued according to a rather strict and inflexible order. You may as well be apprised of the full range of your duties, and this is one of them.


 




Until anon, ta ta!


 



I was Paris-bound. Castellemare had sent a driver to pick me up at Charles de Gaulle airport and I was whisked to a small but presumably expensive apartment in the shadow of a cathedral. It was dusk, and the lights had just turned on, blotting out much of the Paris scenery with a wash of sodium light. I was brought up two flights of stairs to the temporary abode of my employer who was attired in a rather ridiculous looking petticoat and surrounded by a clashing mass of antiques and furniture. It was much in the same style of tasteless opulence I had seen at his Bidaccio location.


 He flashed that broad grin at me, “Ah, Gimaldi! Welcome to the City of Love! Thank you, Alain, your services are no longer required for the now.”


 With that, my driver – who had remained silent throughout the trip and seemed quite frowsy – left us alone.


 “So, down to brass tacks, eh, Gimaldi? If I recall correctly, and I generally do, you don’t smoke. That is good because smoking is not permitted in the library. Absolutely prohibited. Fire hazard and all. Also, no eating, so I suggest we nip out and get something to eat before we start. No sense gumming up the books with our dirty hands, eh? I have also taken the liberty of getting you some gloves for the handling of the books. They are silken, and just right for the job. We can look like mimes – won't that be a scream, putting on the dog and all that? Of course, someone like yourself knows all too well how to handle rare and valuable books, and each one of them is priceless and unique. Call me finicky, but I will still ask you to sterilize your hands in the wash basin prior to even donning the gloves. Precautions are important. We are all impure.”


 “I am unbearably eager to see this library,” I said, not bothering to correct his assumption that I was indeed a smoker of the worst kind: the sort whose attempts to quit designate an endless Sisyphean struggle.


 “Silly boy! You’ve already seen it in a way… Are not all libraries and even the most modest collections not extensions of the One Library?”


 I was overcome by a strange sense of guilt, and was working hard not to betray the fact that I had secretly consulted with Setzer. Castellemare had the features of one who always knew more than he told, as if he could read my every thought. I pocketed my feeling, justifying it by believing that I had every right as a curious individual to follow the trajectory of my inquisitiveness. Being under employ did not mean being under ownership, and I was certainly free to roam the field to procure answers for my own satisfaction. My feelings of guilt were temporarily suppressed, my conscience appeased. 



 While I applied the alcohol sanitizer as directed by my employer, I asked, “if the Library is infinite, how will I travel to remote locations to reshelve books?”


 “We do not move; the Library does. It orients itself in the proper position relative to our coordinates. You won’t feel it. Blink, and you are looking upon an entirely new and different shelf. This is essential since I have about 200 pallets of books to replace in their proper locations.”


 “How many books does each pallet hold?”


 “Roughly a thousand or so.”


 I was shocked. “That will take an unbelievably long time.”


 “That is why I require your assistance. We’ll do the first pallet together until you get the hang of it, and then we’ll work on our own pallets.”


 “Another question: if you are able to pull any book from the library you ask for just by dipping your hand into any shelf, why can they not be replaced in the same way?”


 “It just doesn’t work that way, Gimaldi. Oh, it would be ideal if it did, but there are mysteries to the Library that even I cannot fathom. The universe is rarely convenient, and when it is, it is by happy accident rather than design.”


 “Okay, I'll grant you that, but why did I have to come to Paris if I could have just entered the Library from any book collection, such as my own?”


 “Because, Gimaldi,” he stressed, “I like Paris.”


 I was still eager to continue pressing Castellemare further, since for every answer he gave, three more question marks emerged. 



 “Castellemare, what causes these rifts, these compromising situations where books go missing?”


 “Ah, my dear Gimaldi… accidents in physics – no matter how fabulous and absurd those physical laws may be – happen. Of course, there are times when the hand of physics can be nudged at the elbow by saboteurs, jesters, fools, and villains. So many more books have gone missing as of late that I may have to hire a larger team of reacquisitionists… Sigh, and that means training and having to contend with occasional flubs. Poor Angelo…”


 “So, what you are saying is that someone else’s efforts may be making your job a bit more harrowing?” - I felt flushed; I was giving myself away so stupidly and openly.


 Castellemare pulled me in closer, and with a kind of unreadable grin said, “Gimaldi, you know very well who is causing problems; you visited him not too long ago.”


 I was stunned. “How did you know?”


 “He telephoned me,” he said, beaming.


 “I don’t understand…”


 “That is more than evident. We are in a competitive gambit, but it doesn’t mean that we don’t have the occasional bout of civil discourse. Besides, he expressed some concern about you, and so do I.”


 “But he betrayed you. You’ll have to pardon my confusion and disbelief. This is not typical behaviour.”


 “We are atypical men, locked in a struggle that concerns peculiar types. One day you will come to understand that the roles and positions we occupy in this world are but the masks that wear the actors, and that ego is a different thing entirely. The ego is just fed into a type, a type that precedes ego. We don’t hate each other as people, but our roles are in diametric opposition. I am order, and on the antipodes, he is chaos. But, ugh, how awful these overly simplistic reductions to binary arrangements – it has the awful ring of tepid metaphysics for mass consumption. Besides, I've always admired Setzer's taste in wines, and he plays a mean game of piquet.”


 The thought of the two of them sipping wine and playing medieval card games was almost too comical an image for me to hold on to for very long.


 “If it means anything, I was seeking answers that you were not providing, not committing a betrayal of my own,” I defended, stepping cautiously so that I wouldn't be fired on the spot and lose money I was beginning to depend on.


 “No, it means little to nothing. You don’t need to defend your motives to me, but you will have to make a choice. You can’t serve us both – it is unthinkable.” 



 “I haven't sought him for employment.”


 “There's more than one way to serve,” he tossed off, busying himself with the gloves. Let's leave all this nasty talk of gossiping and betrayals to the melodramas, and get ourselves square to deal with the Library duties. It is my hope that by bringing you into the Library today that you may see what is at stake in a concrete sense. For every book Setzer displaces is another book that needs to be reshelved. He’s a bit of a heavy-handed and selfish boor that way, not thinking that it is harder to restore order than to cause a ruckus.”


 “It almost seems to me that you are punishing me as a lesson, putting me to task in a way, rubbing my nose in the mess that Setzer makes.”


 “You catch on almost as quickly as I would like you to! Yes and no. Don’t consider this as punishment, but as a necessary task. It’s like supporting an oil company and then being forced to clean ducks by the shore when a tanker spills. You may as well see both sides of the game. Come.”


 “Should we eat first?”


 “I'm not particularly peckish at the moment. You may be, but let yourself earn a healthy appetite through honest labour.”


 I can barely describe how it happened. I was invited to come behind a shelf, and suddenly I was walking out into an unspeakably large library, shelves stretched out toward a theoretical vanishing point. To my left was a mountainous collection of pallets, each stacked high with books, and to my right was Castellemare, waving his palm over the whole expanse as if he were the caretaker of a thriving plantation. 



 “This is incredible,” I said, unable to locate the words to express my awe. It was indeed beyond incredible – an ineffable glimpse of the infinite.


 “Yes, I suppose it is. Now let’s not dawdle. Our job will take twice as long if you satisfy the urge to scan the shelves and, heaven forbid, read anything here. It can absorb you for countless lifetimes. You must cultivate a kind of detached indifference to the books here, no matter how compelling the titles on their spines. You are a functionary: just shelve. Let me show you how it is done.”


 Castellemare lifted a book from the nearest pallet, read the spine, and suddenly I felt a kind of vertiginous feeling. The Library seemed to blur before me for a few moments before settling in another spot that seemed indistinguishable from where we left. 



 “You see, given the vast number of books, we can’t use something so limited like the Dewey Decimal System. We require an infinite number set with a more sensible array for variations. The usual code system actually becomes the Library’s coordinate system, but that coordinate system is always different in relation to where you start, the book that was shelved previously, etc.”


 “Then how can you assure that the book is properly shelved? If I started with a different book, and based my coordinates on the second or third one down instead, then wouldn’t the book be improperly shelved?”


 “The Library works it out somehow, according to its logic of the infinite.”


 “Then how can Setzer present such a threat? His means operate by a logic of the finite, and it would appear that the finite cannot affect the infinite.”


 “What silly thinking! Yes, it can indeed have an effect, but it is a contained or framed effect upon an expanse that has no framed limitations. You show your patent Christian thinking by conceiving finite and infinite as metaphysical polarities. It reeks of Plato and Hegel, too. The finite and infinite as some kind of wager to be brokered as a zero-sum game! Well, no, it doesn’t work this way – that is the work of Christian mythology, and has its source in the fiction of Christ. How? Well, consider that Adam, a finite creature, committed an infinite sin against the infinite that was the creator… How does the debt of sin become repaid on the balance sheet? God renders himself finite in the body of a man to pay off an infinite sinful debt that Man could never hope to pay. In a sense, according to that logic, the infinite pays itself off at the level of the finite by becoming temporarily finite. If only your bank could show such kindness and mercy!”


 Admittedly, I didn’t entirely follow his reasoning, although the Christ reference gave me pause for consideration. 



 “Where are the... um... decimals so I know where to shelve it?” I asked, turning a book over in my hands in pointless search.


 “The organization of the Library is exceedingly complex. Just hold the book in your hand and the Library will orient itself toward it like some form of magnet. You will feel a tingling sensation, and you will just know where to put it. Usually there's a space on the shelf, and the tingling stops once the book is replaced in its proper location.”


 He was about to begin the task when another thought occurred to him: “There is something to be said about the information architecture of this place, how the books are organized. You see, the need to organize our knowledge has taken many forms. The librarian at Alexandria, Callimachus, was one of the first to conceive of the idea of ordering the books according to subject. By the 1700s, alphabetization was in vogue, which irked many in the way encyclopedias were arranged. Besides, once the letters A to M have been bound in a book, whither new entries? It wasn't until the 20th century that propedias arranged by subject were briefly popularized, all of it now moot with the internet and the way it can shuffle information in an infinite number of ways according to a virtually infinite number of search criteria. But let's not jump too far ahead! In the late 19th century, Dewey – or 'Dui,' as he briefly styled himself – came up with a master plan for libraries – his decimal system. But even that plan was flawed since it assumed the higher priority of some subjects over others as eternal. Under religion, there are eight or so designated entries, while Islam has only one which is shared with Babaism. Buddhism has no solid designation in the Dewey system, and is considered a subset of Indo-origin religions. But the core of his idea was a good one for the average library: instead of organizing books according to their precise location in space on a shelf, rooting them there, he made the books relative to one another, thereby giving the organization the right flexibility to admit of new volumes.”


 “Is this a similar organization here, then?”


 “Oh, definitely not! Average libraries are terminally and irremediably incomplete – there are always new books being written that will have to be shelved according to pre-defined categories. The Library of Congress hires over 300 people to perform that task to handle the 7,000 books it gets every day. Such libraries are geared toward user access, but this Library is not. It is simply a repository of books that choose the reader, not the other way around. The Library is complete in having all possibilities, and so can afford to fix their place on shelves eternally. No new books are possible.” 



 Castellemare bid me to pick up a book from one of the palettes, which I did. I heeded his advice not to get tempted by the title to begin exploring the book. I could already feel the Library shifting around me until I was in the right section. I found the right shelf with little difficulty, and placed the book between two others. Castellemare was right: there was that feeling of proper placement, just as one experiences when two puzzle pieces fit together unqestionably perfectly. 



 Abruptly, Castellemare turned to me and said, “Gimaldi, you bear the aspect of a man who fancies himself one day becoming like one of those seriously pious scholars of the Talmud, poring over interpretations, linking together disparate threads of a historical fabric that twines with eternity… but you are no such creature. We are all the sons of our respective eras, and it is sad to state, but this era still has the claw marks of positivism. It makes your understanding perhaps too linear, a logical pointillist. You want to see proof of how the effect comes to be through a witch hunt for the cause – and, if you cannot locate it, you will consider it a problem of method or that the cause is obscured in its possible multiplicity. But multiplicities scare the modern scholar – gone are the days where dazzling and daring faith in revelations reigned, that unerring mark of the will to know. Instead, today’s scholars are bunged up with the duties of the accountant which they mistake for brilliance and clear reasoning. They can call it all sorts of things, but what such scholars call ‘responsibility’ seems to barely mask an implicit moralism…And morality is in itself antithetical to the positivist ideal.”


 “Do you really consider me in this light?” I had to ask, slightly offended but amused all the same. “This seems out of thin air.”


 “I think you clamber for that long lost image of the mystic, bearded and alone in his cloister, performing Pythagorean tricks as if this will solve the enigma of the universe. Maybe a mountain-dweller like Zarathustra. I find it mildly refreshing, if not a bit cliché, but it is still just an image, and it is an image fostered by an era that carves its own version of opposites. Have you read – please pardon the wretched Latin syntax – Corpus Vacuum? Or perhaps you have heard the whispers of a one Finis Logos? I don’t presume you have.”


 “No, I can’t say that I have… but I have skirmished with Theatrum Chemicum –”


 “I heave a heavy sigh at this. Who hasn’t? If I had that proverbial nickel for every self-styled dabbler and quack that has raided that text for a draught of mysteries… my… Well, it is of no matter. Let’s leave my previous references aside so that I can speak of the catalogue of all catalogues. A book like a nested doll that contains within it a vastly expansive, comprehensive list of all the catalogues that in turn list the entire contents of the Library.”


 “But how is that possible? If the Library is infinite, then –”


 “Then such a book is impossible, right? As impossible as this Library, and yet here we are, shelving books within it. You are here, you see it, and so it is undeniably existent. Your incredulity is only surpassed by your dimness on this score. Don’t you understand? The Great Catalogue is, unlike any other book, a living book. It continues to expand and contract, preserving in itself the very relevance of the Library’s temporal order. Of course, the infinite number of total books never changes, just what it may deem relevant for each user. Every user would be fitted with a different catalogue with its many omissions. The Great Catalogue varies from visitor to visitor, on the basis of specific need.”


 “Could I conjecture that the Library exists, like an anagogical or ecstasy experience, outside of space and time?”


 “You could conjecture it, it would be correct, but of course there would be nearly an infinite number of books to dispute as well as support that claim. But this is my understanding, which is not limited by positivism. You're repeating lines Setzer fed you, I see.”


 “But it may be limited by something else, your ‘era’, I would suppose.”


 “Who said I exist in any time?” Castellemare said with a broad, playful grin.


 “Well, I guess right now I don’t technically exist in any time if I am in this place, this Library, outside of space and time. But yet I have memory, and I can recall moments in my life outside the Library.” – I thought I had him cornered.


 “What is your memory, Gimaldi? Could you say that your memory is more real than this Library? How could you possibly believe that when anything you have created or could create with your mind already exists here? Would not the Library be more real than what your piddling memory thinks is real?”


 “Reality is not quantitative. I don’t believe that some things are ‘more real’ than others.”


 “Then I suppose you will repose on that sophomoric choice between a real that is total Absolute and absolute relativism. Really, Gimaldi, you’re just being lazy today! We really must get back to work; we can't sit here and have silly philosophical discussions.”


 Perhaps he was right. If the Library contained within it the very totality of all my possible thoughts and inventions, why would it not be more real than me…Or at least more necessary? It was like a niggling memory of some now long-distant philosophy class on possible worlds: if I exist in every possible world, then I am a necessary Being. This was prima facie true in the logical sense, since a possible world with the same Being recurring – l’idee recue – would be unthinkable and so therefore impossible without that Being. Of course, this would attribute to existence a precondition of something being thought, the old rationalist grab-bag of tricks. But there I was, in a Library that promised, as far as anyone could tell, the immeasurable absolute. The Library was but the compendium and outer casing for all possible worlds, in text. 



 With that in mind, I buttonholed Castellemare again: “Is it possible for us to slip into the worlds that some of these texts reference?”


 In cryptic flourish, Castellemare replied, “I know that to lose oneself in a book is a portal to the interior of its narrative, a whole other world. Physical translocation is superfluous.”


 “Another question,” I said.


 “Yes?” he replied, the tone sharp and mildly exasperated.


 “Why all this concern about me, what I think? It isn't necessary for my job, is it?”


 “No, it isn't. I take interest in you because you are a fine dope. You are one of those adorable little anachronisms who puzzles over trifles. Your scholarly approach to life is just another walled garden. I find it hilarious. Okay, enough – let's have on with it, shall we?”

 



In this great casino of textual chance, there were no clocks. They would be entirely out of place in a “space” such as this one. The immensity and awe of it unsettled me, as was only natural when confronted with something truly infinite and outside of conceptual understanding. But before we left that Library, I did the truly unthinkable, allowing my curiousity get the better of my judgement: I stealthily pocketed two books that were of interest to me. They were two books that were to be spaced apart by one of the books I was to shelve, and it was as though, on some level, the Library wanted me to see these books… wanted me to pluck them for my very own, like they had some kind of attracting glow. How long would it be until Castellemare was warned by the Library that these books had gone missing, and how much longer did I have after that until he realized where they were, in my possession? I could hardly think that he would show mercy to an employee given such exclusively privileged access committing an act of heinous theft and endangering this world with contraband realities. Would he send Angelo after me like a mercenary? Would I be cast out like Setzer before me, forever nagged by the prospect of never setting foot in the Library ever again? Perhaps, like Setzer, to indulge in a mad fascination of fabricating my own version of the Library, to recreate it via exhaustive permutations of letters. Making gibberish machines that produce gibberish books, in the hopes that by happy accident some form of sense or reason emerges from that largely impotent labour. Was this some sort of test? A way of sizing up my capacity for overriding my own narcissistic curiousity in favour of being employee of the month? Was this temptation placed there deliberately by the Library to determine my loyalty? Two books: both referenced me in the subtitle: The Backstory of Gimaldi’s Finis Logos, and 7th Meditation: Mountains without Valleys – Gimaldi’s Secret Overture. They were pocket-sized and attractive in their daunting minimalism, a cover done up in that aesthetic for books we know better not to touch, but will anyhow. Did Castellemare already know that I would commit this breach of regulations? And what could I say in my defense when the rather menacing Angelo came for me on some dark night? That I was overcome by my own vanity, that insatiable curiousity to know ever more about my own possibilities? Perhaps it was defensible in the light of entitlement: if these possibilities were indeed properly my own, then they should be in my possession. But such thinking was myopic. If the Library has taught me anything, it is that we don’t own all our possibilities – we have access to a few fragments, the rest belonging to that infinite number of substances that belong to Spinoza’s god. 



 I reasoned that Castellemare would indeed discover that the books had gone missing, and the name these books referenced would leave no doubt as to whom took unlawful possession of them. But I also reasoned that Castellemare would not act immediately, but would rather take delight in the torment I would feel at the very uncertainty of being discovered. Everything I was enduring was some kind of object lesson. Or, perhaps, he would be amused at the vertiginous madness that would result when I consumed these books, a kind of moral lesson in never again dabbling in things I could never possibly understand. 



 As it stood, I could never really know if Castellemare trusted me. In bringing me into the Library itself, that may have suggested trust, but it could also have been for other reasons; his motivations always went masked. If this was part of some very elaborate plan on his part, it remained to be discovered, for the mystery had only just begun to deepen its frescoed hue and complicate its intricate arabesque pattern when I regretfully elected to read those two books. I suppose this is where my story’s engine is kickstarted, and the plan laid out for me begins in this one act I foolishly thought was sovereign.
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Excerpt 1 from Backstory of Gimaldi's Finis Logos

 



I
was immediately struck by the first line: Our friend, Gimaldi, who enjoyed declaring himself an apoplectic in times of great boredom, had written a daring counter-book. What made it daring was that he postdated the publication date to the year 2099, and there was no book in existence that he was refuting against. It stood, in all atemporal majesty, a magnum opus without a causal beginning… arguments that were reductio ad absurdum about the tactile metaphysics of hydrochloric acid found in the depths of undisturbed tidal pools. I knew that, in Castellemare's infinite Library that books which mentioned me by name were possible, but I had to contend with how the Library offered it up to me, almost as though daring me to give into the temptation to pluck it, rifle through its pages, and highlight every mention of my name with an incurable narcissism as my headlight. According to the first few pages of the book, which mostly centered on an unnamed narrator, the featured Gimaldi had written a counter-book, countering something that had not yet been written. This sounded ridiculous, but I was willing to momentarily consider that the book being refuted did exist, but only in that ethereal and untouched realm of the Library. Another glaring problem was that I was being positioned as someone who had any credible ability to wax on metaphysics – I only knew what I dimly read and remembered during my undergraduate years. I read on:

 



According to the wild stories Gimaldi told us in confidence, he had visited an uncharted island that had been effectively cut off from mixing with other species. Allospeciation of sorts. He claimed to have found archaean stromatolites, ancestral jellyfish, and hooked belemnites. We had thought that he had gotten into the Lovecraft again, for the story was as clumsy and paradoxical as it was implausible. But the counter-book was sheer genius, and it just went to show that stories without a beginning could be just as impossible to translate as any cryptographic work. It wasn't like Serafini's Codex Seraphineanus with all its detailed descriptions of another world written in an indecipherable script. Gimaldi had created a puzzle within a known language. Perhaps by 2099, Gimaldi would be renowned as The Philosopher, much in the way Aristotle had been in the Thirteenth Century, misquoted and misunderstood by many. 



 




Embroidering further upon the absurd conditions of this book I was purported to have written, there stood mocking me reference to another book that had dogged me: the fateful Codex, one of several books my clumsy hands could not fully unlock. Was this an innocuous reference, or meant to highlight my failure?

 



A copy of John Dee's Monas Hieroglyphica was by my right hand, where it belonged. I tapped my index finger upon it. There was a plan involving this book – of that, I was certain.


 




But this chrome world had only antipathy towards the beauty of tragedy and all its discursive, perspectival force. The strength of tragedy was in chains, made mute and muzzled under the heavy layers of optimist excrement. But a tragedy of the Cyclops was definitely in order to quell the awful despair of the chrome world. And I took the Cyclops to be science, the confused love child of theology and philosophy – superstition and aimless daydream unduly complicated by a weighty lexical apparatus. What was that other kind of science, the unspoken kind which detailed some lubricious sort of horror? I knew that, in some dark lab, tended by a more tenebrous mind still, laboured someone with the precedent of history as his justification, someone who knew tragedy was necessary... and perhaps knew that the Age of Atrocity would begin soon. A science so wicked and morally despicable that it may have had some manifest effect on Dr. Albrecht – we would do very well to remember that name. Remember, remember, the art-science of Dr. Edward Albrecht. 





Gimaldi, as a scholarly professional, felt himself far removed from us - as he truly was. The battle for an audience was over for him, his prattling now seen as revered and indissoluble to us with less noble concerns. Sigurd (my brother-in-arms) and I never pursued the academic road to its end, feeling that it only entailed useless sword rattling and shows of hollow force. Perhaps Gimaldi, in the way he dropped these obscure hints to incite us to take up arms in research, was doing some sword rattling of his own, some vicarious puppetry, to involve the degenerates, the clowns, in this black comedy. In Gimaldi, there was little by way of redeeming characteristics – he was as fossilized and ossified as the subjects of his achingly lumbering ponderousness and meticulous study. He had nothing of the vibrant in him, no spark like I would discover in the likes of Castellemare. Gimaldi was hardly the type to be the proper progenitor of a dynasty, a kind of meta-narrative avatar, but he was. Castellemare as well, for different reasons.


 



The narrator then digressed to speak of his predilection for stealing books from the university library, but mentioned more as a resigned fact than to showcase some kind of cleverness or some misguided classist victory of the have-nots over the haves. Was this another knock against me and my act of theft? The frequent and careless mention of Castellemare and some kind of dynasty unnerved me. I did not recognize myself in these descriptions, but according to the text, Castellemare and I were somehow responsible for some pivotal event.

 



In one of my bouts of absence, I was met with a most nagging absurdity, inflamed by an impromptu visitation by Gimaldi in the market square. He approached me like a gun-toting poet, with a smug look upon his smarmy and stubbled face that was boiling with some urgent mischief - that unshorn mien painted in Seurat dreams, or made into a menacing Da Vinci study of the grotesque. He was an ugly man, made more so by the way he twisted across space rather than walked. And though Gimaldi, a man who proclaimed to have been born too early, predisposed to speak in the cryptic prose of the fortune cookie, spoke with a liar's tongue, this didn't mean that what he said wasn't true.



 “Why have so many dynasties gone by without avatars?” he asked me directly without the usual introduction and useless otiose need for small talk, as if a brace or cushion for the impact of what desire in communication really strove for.




It was like the whole world was waiting for me to respond. Eyes stared at me from all angles - the boozehounds, the passersby, the street musicians, the produce-handlers, men in suits, fashion-obsessed youths in all manner of restrained barbarity. I had hesitated too long. A loud crescendo of polka music blasted forth from the musicians, drowning out any chance for my reply. Gimaldi shrugged his knobby shoulders and walked away, entering the mural of passing bodies from whence he came, vanishing by way of some illusionist trick. 





Avatars and the lack thereof. The answer would become clear once I located the writings of Obsalte: avatars never begin a dynasty; rather, avatars end them. This answer could be seen written upon the faces of so many people, so many candidates passed over by a finicky Vishnu. Then who began dynasties? Perhaps the avatar was like a gardener, and the dynastic epoch a growing weed that had grown too big for itself, choking the life out of the crop. Perhaps dynasties were aberrations to be cut down, to be pared into simplicity again.Perhaps none of these sloppy metaphors would serve the understanding, but instead impede it. I knew someone - or a consortium of a kind - had to be responsible in being the architects of the avatar.


 




It was clear to me that the narrator would allow himself the luxury to maunder and munch away in speculation, regarding well the pleasure of his writing and paying no care to the pleasure of the reader. The picture painted of me kept returning to portraying me as some decrepit, grotesque, nearly pederastic old scholar. In this world and life, I was merely dull, not wizened and cryptic. The multiple worlds theory now seemed ever to be afflicted with lapses in judgement over its central casting division. I was a shambling young fart, and hadn't the social skills to beard young people and pose questions impregnable to sense. Well, I had very little redeeming social skills at all, but I made the occasional effort.
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Scarabesques


 



Of the many literary texts that I have encountered, none have been more satisfying to my tastes as those that concern texts themselves – libraries and books more particularly,” said Leopold, a neighbouring tenant in my apartment bloc. “I can rattle them off easy: Perez-Reverte's The Dumas Club springs readily to mind... A lot of stuff by Jorge Luis Borges, too – you've got to read his 'The Library of Babel'... wild, uncanny shit! But not only book-mysteries, but book-related mysteries... or bookish mysteries like Czuchlewski's The Muse Asylum, the only damn good thing to come out of Penguin in years, if you ask me.”


 “I've read Borges and some of the others you mention, not all.”


 Leopold made puckering faces as he talked; he was hard to look at. I continued: “It can be a dangerous thing to become entranced by the mysteries of books,” I said, holding the door to my apartment open and letting the warm light of my lamps soften the harsh edges of the poorly chosen hallway carpet as it frayed pointlessly over the unvarnished truth of the hardwood flooring's neglect.


 “Like being lost in the tracing of an arabesque. Libraries themselves are deserts. Have you ever been lost in the desert and then find yourself dancing in it, going nomad?”


 “I don't suppose many have, and, no, I can't say that I can count myself among such people. Sounds a little like going mad, never mind nomad,” I returned at some dismal attempt to make humour with my mouth, but the tortured pun was dismissed.


 “There are only two types of people that prosper in the desert,” he went on to tell me. “Warriors and scholars. The desert is the scene of the highest courage and wisdom, cruelty and outward reflection. Real math comes from the desert. Real ideas and the heritage of knowledge come from the desert.”


 “As do the big three world religions.”


 “Yes... see? The desert promotes big thinking!”


 “And oppression, at times. And a lot of dry, airy speculation. And venomous creatures. And stubborn sand in all your belongings.”


 “An error in translation, I assure you. Listen, when they say 'what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,' it is the same with desert knowledge. The concept zero, the monotheistic god, all of that got corrupted when it went from the arid expanse of the infinite desert and took root in rich soil. Had it stayed in the desert, it would have remained pure and meaningful.”


 I doubted my neighbour's loose roundup and said so, diplomatically by way of a question: “What use is a knowledge that can't stand up to being shipped elsewhere? Bad currency exchange. It sounds a lot like madness. It is only when madness can cross that barrier back into Reason that we can call and evaluate it as genius.”


 Leopold was not willing to give an inch: “Whether there be trees and flowers, the desert is all around us, beneath us, lacing itself across the world. In the beginning when there was land, all was desert, and to the desert all will return. I am not distracted by trees and flowers.”


 “You are a devout nomad,” I said smilingly. Granted, I was smiling because the situation demanded it: how many could honestly report that they were capable of having some kind of interesting conversation in their own apartment complex with a neighbour? It was interesting, but also absurd; Leopold cleaved to some mystical idea about deserts and their profound effects, and I didn't doubt his journeys into surreal realms was not above using the occasional substance to assist his passage.


 “I travel the desert in every conceivable way,” he declared with a slightly unnerving glazed look in his eye. For a moment, I thought he was going to have some sort of transcendence episode, leaving me to explain to the police why there was a man yodeling on top of our apartment bloc with no shoes. 



 But Leopold, apart from his eccentricities, was not a problematic neighbour. He was one among the many self-proclaimed starving artists, comfortably shrouded in the cliché, and had a genuinely enthusiastic attitude toward many things that populated the diffracted canon of what he deemed of worthy attention. It was better a neighbour like him who was more prone to waking me up in the middle of the night while charging and shrieking with creative fervour at a canvas than jacking my television to supply a meth addiction. In the inner city, all was possible, and most of those possibilities very much sucked. I could, of course, do even better if he wouldn't choose the wee hours to get creative and enjoin his vocal apparatus in the process. 



 I was not as yet rattled by my inaccurate mention in the books I had secretly plucked from the infinite library. Although I was technically an academic of sorts, I was not the type who had to contend with dead grandmother excuses from students or the usual administrative nothingness of bureaucracy... And I was hardly the scholastic type professing grand theories and other metanarratives. I did, however, shudder at the brief mention of the central and unnamed narrator stealing books. He or she, along with this ridiculously named Sigurd, were most likely grad students overheated by their lexicons that took precedence over depth in scholarship – an all too common scenario. The reportage itself was amateurish and narcissistic, which made for a dull read. The narrator feigned at profundity in his or her conceptual topics, but seemed more intent on delighting in the sound of his or her own voice: another grad student giveaway. Editorializing the literary quality or the characters of the narrative was not something I should have concerned myself with. I needed to dig deeper into this report to find those cues and clues about myself. And, inasmuch as I could accuse the narrator for narcissism, was I not engaging in a reading practice that suffered the same accusation?


 Leopold and I detached from our esoteric conversation, and I returned inside to pore over this text once more in search of some clue:

 


 



Backstory Excerpt 2


 




Books should not have happy or unhappy endings; they should just end, free of any purposes and hopes we insist upon. You know: a bit of word play, some clever quips by the characters, the big tying together of a few loose ends in the plot, and time to shut the story down with tidy and total resolution of the old story arc. Nothing new - the world was always going back to the mirror and touching up what it has touched up before.




There I was, traveling past the outdoor patios with the smell of lilacs and lattes and peppermint wafting in the air, this one obscure snapshot moment of my life. I could see the sun setting, its orange fury casting a mellow patina upon the short and cozy buildings. I could see the sun between the trees by an intersection, and with lively steps, I walked across the royal carpet of its light. During any sunset, when one is walking down where the buildings couch the street, there are two types of light I admire: the fiery glint of flickering sunshine insinuating itself between a jumble of leaves, and the surreal, yet warm blue of solid shadow in the quiet damp of evening. Between the buildings, it was all blue shadow, and I felt as if the entire world was only two blocks long and everyone was my friend. What harm was there in finding somewhere to nest, to have a chat with strangers, to have a beer while I waited for the azure sky to change by gradations to ultramarine blue, to violet, to black? Spring was the time to build nostalgia. I tucked myself into the very shadows from which other things tend to emerge, or perhaps they bleed this kind of hazy purple-blue.




A woman with slender wrists caught my eye, and I just started ruminating out loud about things that idly passed my consciousness: “spring is the canvas, my mind is the brush, and my comportment towards the world at any given moment is testimony to the broad strokes I effect in erecting nostalgia.” The woman arched an eyebrow, regarding me queerly. I was talking aloud again. But no matter how hard I tried to revel in the glorious majesty of the season, my thoughts still circulated round the need for exile, the desire to extricate myself from all worldly affairs. I just couldn't wait any longer for a plot to start brewing. But, Lo! Sigurd and his pomp train of loud drunkards had plans for me. I swear, he was insanity with the face of a choirboy.



 “You've got to meet this girl,” he said, the sky now black and my thoughts cascading into nocturnal smoke. “She's sublime and deadly; just the type for you.”



 “Where?”



 “At the pub down the way. Come along and I'll buy us a round.”




So off we went to the pub. We would situate ourselves under the skylight with its wood trim and greasy panes of streaked glass. We sat at an oak table, the varnish worn off by three decades of elbows. As luck would have it, the girl was waiting for us, with a whiskey held in her hand, a hat sitting reluctantly on her head. She held the amber concoction by the bowl instead of the stem, and she appeared to us like some bizarre potted plant that grew from the seat. She tapped out the song that was playing on the speakers with her long fingers, keeping time both mechanically and correctively. By most people's standards, she was a catch. But to me, she wasn't all that spectacular. Her words were saccharin, and though she tried in earnest to get my attention, I just couldn't be bothered. At least she had the presence of mind to stop when I didn't take the bait with all her overarching and obvious in-crowd cues of naming names or waxing provocatively on auteurs of cinema. She may have been a professional hypnotist, a florist, an eternal grad student. I never did get her name (Alexa Richter). She saw some of her friends at another table, and fearing the rabid genius of Sigurd who was speaking in overanimated tones about hermeneutics in film, she took the opportunity to bow out.



 “I've got a great idea,” Sigurd slavered.



 “Yeah?”



 “But we might have to live the part for awhile to gain a discursive understanding. It's going to be about two guys who masquerade as geneticists in the American Bible Belt. In actuality, one guy is a poet, and the other guy works in an abattoir.”



 “Blood and poetry. I like it already.”



 “Here's the rub: they team up and bottle pig's blood, and sell it to Christian fundamentalists as the genetically reproduced blood of Christ. That way, the churches could go beyond the metaphor during Communion, and the two guys make a fortune. It would be the feel-good entrepreneur film of the decade - and a vicious polemic against religion and science, a reprise of the old role of the relic trade.”



 “So you're suggesting that we live the roles, perhaps to furnish the film with some aspect of realism?”



 “Fuck realism! We turn the scheme into a film and make a mint both ways.”




And so another distraction from the terrible malaise of our lives. But owing to Sigurd's nature, this would be one of the many ideas that would fail to materialize, his life an infinite collection of unfinished projects and stillborn ideas. And, to be honest, his idea was rather dumb, stale even before it finished developing in his head.


 



I had just finished this terribly written and meandering excerpt when the telephone rang. It was Angelo.


 “Ciao, mate!” he said over a commotion behind him. His voice leered and slushed drunk, and the sounds emanating behind him were most likely pub-related. The connection was poor, which may have suggested that he was calling from very far away.


 “Hello?”


 “Gimaldi, Gimaldi, it's me, Angelo. How're tricks? Not disturbing you, am I?” - Again, Angelo in the linguistic ethnic confusion of smuggling bad turns of phrase from England.


 “Oh, no, not really... “


 “Friday night and you're indoors. Quel surprise! Are you sure I'm not disturbing you? Perhaps taking you away from some very gripping, corking good reading?”


 I froze momentarily but regained my composure. “Ah, not really, you know, puttering... “


 “Well, reading is a fine and generally – and I stress this 'generally' – inexpensive activity, something that doesn't require anything but oneself, eyesight, a brain, and someplace cozy to do it in. Sometimes we discover all sorts of things about ourselves that we may not otherwise learn going out to get righteously pissed. Although, if I could be solicited for advice, getting pissed rather than getting poky with the books would have been much better for you.”


 “Um... Angelo, is there a reason why you're calling, or are you merely wanting to wax on about the respective virtues of reading and drinking?”


 “Ah, no, no reason what-so-ev-er, mate! Just calling a chum! Seeing how you're doing an' all that, no harm! Just seeing how the other half live, y'know? Blood and poetry an' all that! I'll let you get back to it and we'll catch you on the flip-side!”



Click.



Angelo's tone was jovial enough, but crouching behind it was that hint of knowing malice that caused me to freeze up. What was I doing? I had performed an act of betrayal in visiting Setzer, and followed that up with theft from my employer. I felt as though I had committed these acts with passive ease rather than deliberately malicious design. The consummate danger of having any of these texts from the library out in the open like this was perhaps now manifesting itself. It would be my own peril, the parlous effects of what having these books in my possession may induce. I was not meant to read these texts I had in my possession for they could somehow endanger the delicate veils that separated one existential possibility from another, rendering them somewhat porous. 



 Like the river Lethe. Like the desert. I dug back into the Backstory, dickering with it, and had yet to summon up the courage to open the 7th Meditation. Having already committed two fatal acts of bad faith against my employer, I let the guilt of my actions prohibit me from reading these two pilfered texts out of sequence.



Blood and poetry. That was what Angelo said. It had been written in the Backstory. Was I being shadowed? I no longer felt safe. Blood and poetry – the phrase outside of its context was virtually meaningless, but it had taken on a curious significance, something about the merger of art, science and atrocity. The thought fled me almost as quickly as it had come on. Another of many loose ends in the rattling metal back stairs of consciousness.


 The Backstory was very hard going, I could admit, for beyond the awkward and amateurish attempts at cleverness threaded through the needles of pretentious philosophical references, there were beginning to emerge disturbing undercurrents to the report. The text was very self-referential, only occasionally invoking my name amid descriptions that did not fit me whatsoever, placed there like melodramatic props that belonged to an entirely different actor who just happened to have my name. The narrator did not even bother to conceal his – deciding that the narrator was male - inspiration for the manner in which he unfurls his tale, and even names it: Umberto Eco's Foucault's Pendulum. The second invocation of Obsalte was thrown in and left there to rot. I spent the remainder of the evening – despite the scare Angelo had given me – with my fugitive reading. And this is what I read:

 



Backstory Excerpt 3


 




Plotinus was taught by Ammonius Saccas whose principal aim was to launch Plotinus for the purposes of making Plato intelligible to the intransigent Pagans, or so our research paper for Gimaldi attempted to prove. 



 



Apparently, a plot hole or some detail I missed. The narrator and Sigurd have suddenly been entrusted to do research for the story’s Gimaldi. Knowing what I have read so far about these two, I wouldn’t entrust any tasks to these self-important dilettantes. 


 




In fact, little investigation (or materials for profitable research) was done on Saccas beyond third-hand anecdotal commentary meant as a straw man to denounce Neo-Platonism, so Sigurd and I had to resort to airy conjecture. Plotinus' notion of the Good and the One was not just an inference made by reflecting on Plato's Forms and making modifications, but had within it some other mechanisms that we imputed to Saccas. Sigurd suggested that Saccas, perhaps fluent in the arcane arts of Egyptian lore, was preoccupied with animal economy--how the conduct and construction of animal natures interpolated with the elements and the spirits. This began a mode of thought in the Plotinian system, so highly revered by the Paganists (in various analogues like totemism and animism), that we found the marked presence of a complete deviation (or a distortion, as some argue) of Platonism. This system was laid to rest courtesy of Augustine, who decided to forego the distinction of the Good and the One in order to bolster Christianity as the dominant truth, thereby distinguishing the concepts of the Good and the One as qualities univocally spoken of God. I wasn't so attached to or fond of the conclusions this collaboration was producing, but I wanted to spare Sigurd's feelings. 





I bring up the subject of the Plotinus paper because there was one person who read it: Gimaldi, who was the intended audience. Not only did he read it, but it drove him to hand over a very potent clue: Obsalte. But my life was full enough with mysteries, enigmas, and fruitless research pursuits.




While in this mood, I wrote a name on a paper and underlined it twice.



 “Obsalte?” Sigurd questioned.



 “Yes. Obsalte. Gimaldi wouldn't just plunk this down in our laps without some probable cause,” I explained.



 “Be that cause noble or one that incites madness,” he replied with the contrariety rolling from him in quicksilver motion.



 “We never got too far with Plotinus, did we?”



 “I don't know about that. I think we opened a window and let in the cool breeze.”



 “Okay, I'll fess up,” he said. “I wanted to surprise you. I did find an Obsalte reference on the web. An obscure, out of the way site, really, but marginally helpful nonetheless. Obsalte, according to the site, had in his possession at one point or another--or had the chance to look at--the papyri codex of A.S.”



 “A.S.?”



 “Clue in, my friend. I'll set up the equation for you: the year is 230, Alexandria, and he is a teacher.”



 “Ammonius Saccas?”



 “Give this man thirty silver dollars.”


 




This was too much. I’d half expect such coincidence and smooth motion from one clue to the next to be part of a made-for-TV low-budget mystery potboiler. These references to Plotinus lacked any pivot with the rest of the story, although it was another conspicuous reference for my benefit.

 




Gimaldi was an aging academic with the empty hands of a crying martyr. Sad, diseased, and despairing, Gimaldi carried his bulky misery everywhere like a heavy cross, always asking himself the “why” of his life, but suddenly encountered with the dishonesty of his internally directed inquiries. I knew this because I felt that way, too. What was I to say to people who knew and saw me in the street in those moments? I was trapped in my own life, relegated to having to repeat my doggerel time and again, being both awkward and terse, taciturn and pretentious.




I once let it slip to Gimaldi that I found his counter-book good, but that it paid no consideration to the reader. He recoiled in disgust and told me that readers never considered him. “To read me isn't the same as to respect me,” he said, “so I feel no compulsion to be considerate to such a faceless sea of eyes that stand like a god and decidedly misinterpret every thought I kindly articulate to them. Unqualified judges all.” And that was when he smiled like a leopard, eyes flashing cobalt blue, lowering his saturnine face level to my own. 




 “You decide on the truth before you read the book,” he said, pausing to look for that one word he could use to articulate the entire spirit of his counter-book. “With reverence of the flaws in this age, as any, the book stands as a violent reaction to the truths we've all collectively decided upon. I authored the synthesis found in the pages preceding this volume.”



 What synthesis?




 But the book was, at times, maddening, and sometimes I just wanted to slash at it with the thick, red tip of a marker because for every passage I found logically incorrect, three others were infuriatingly right - and thus offensive. The conclusion of all his belting and batting away at a complex metaphysics of seemingly no import or application? The Library, he said. 




 What Library? 




 The One Library, he would respond and then peel off some of the more fanciful dictums to reveal himself as just another species of Neo-Platonist; instead of all coming from that source of One that was God, it was the Library, and its expression was “information”, like the expression of genes poured into the world and decaying, becoming less perfect. He was on side with the cybernetics movement of Norbert Wiener, agreeing that physics is actually a triad, and reality is composed of not only matter and energy, but information as well – information not in the abstract, but manifest in the concrete.




Gimaldi was always pointing... pointing at doubt with accusation and longing. “Certain men make clocks,” he told me. “Doubtful men contain their indiscretions and doubts in a clockwork universe.” Hence, his metaphysics, I suppose. The parable of those tidal pools was just too enticing to overlook, to not actively engage the metaphor as a working hypothesis. But I just couldn't really understand it... It was too abstract, and I had to be in that special state of mind mostly known to philosophers. I was not, by any stretch, a philosopher. The tidal pools, for Gimaldi, represented a closer link to that One, that Library, a purer effluent of information that had not yet succumbed to the many permutations and distortions of generation.




Dinosaurs like Gimaldi had a way of creating atmosphere by carrying it around with them like an odour of gin and cigarettes and tragedies and intrigues, as if defeat and failure were still fashionably heroic pursuits. Despite myself, he brought out the desire to pledge belief and faith. It was like his tour de force could crush everything in its path should he twist himself up in that Leninist mode where negotiations were shorthand for docctrinal lecture, purely dogmatic commands. He had all of modernity under his fat thumb with that damn counter-book, that lifeless paperweight absurdly pinioning the flailing arms of this made-in-a-lab monster of the real. When reality asked for definition and feasible explanation, Gimaldi, like a stone-faced Bishop, would trap it under glass and look at it with the fascination a child has with a captured bug. In that one act of keeping a critter under the glass, containing it in the artificial universe whose walls were transparent, this spoke of Gimaldi's ability to arbitrarily decide upon a new Reason he had devised.




Why was I here in this place, under the strict, unspoken, and vindictive tutelage of Gimaldi? Prometheus gave Gimaldi the forbidden torch. And Prometheus was the first martyr... a martyr of a good, yet precipitous cause. But even martyrs deserted their loves, their followers, abandoning the temples to ruin or under the care of a neophyte. The martyr says, “here is my temple. I remand all my loves for you to hold.” And in this way, the martyr makes his great escape. It is the poor martyrs who stick around for the gory spectacle – Christ on the cross, writhing for our sins; and Lucifer cast down for our freedom. Gimaldi had let fly with some cryptic comment that was spoken like a portent of things to come... Frequent mention was made of a master named Albrecht and his disciple, and how that disciple betrayed him. But the disciple did not have that vigour and vision the master had, and so himself fell from grace with startling celerity. It was something my friend Sigurd would have secretly loved to put into film – as he was a film major – but something he would denounce as cliché if someone else did it instead of him.


 



At a certain point as the moon crested somewhere behind the jagged teeth of buildings, I had let the book fall from my bed, and was soon lost in sleep. The makings of this pseudo-Franciscan mystery were beginning to weary me. 



 The mention of the Library felt tacked on, perhaps to goad me. I was beginning to wonder if this book was not from the pen of Castellemare himself, written in such a poor fashion as to punish me for my act of theft.
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The Waking and Boarding Call (A Small Exodus)

 



Beset by a shadow carousel of terrible and interminable nightmares. Castellemare and Angelo had accosted me in some vast and empty concert hall of sorts. Castellemare with his trademark grin said to me, “It is a sad thing indeed when someone is so incapable of reading two books at once. Focus is a sin.” The dream broke and dispersed as the sound of Leopold Castor's heavy boots clomped down the bowed wooden steps, followed by the crash and click of the apartment bloc's front door. I had barely a few moments' peace as my telephone rang. I waited it out for three rings, and retreated into the bathroom, trying to suggest to whoever was calling that I was not available.


 The phone rang again, and it seemed as though its ring was more insistent, its cachinnating trill sending up ever more sharp slivers of noise. I sat this ringing onslaught out as well until it charged up yet again. Whoever it may have been, they were not going to take my silence for an answer.


 “Hello?”


 “Hullo. Busy?”


 The voice was not entirely recognizable to me. There was a silent gap I hastened to close. I could hear breathing, and could also picture the face of the unseen caller, perched there with a serious intent, face cast in chiaroscuro, holding the receiver with a determined patience. Perhaps as it is seen in the movies: a close-up of just a mouth moving, the rest matted in shadow to conceal the identity in a darkness the audience would have to fill in piece by piece.


 “I'm sorry,” I stammered. “I had just stepped out of the shower.”


 “Read anything interesting lately?” The voice was flatly interrogative, suggesting that the caller knew much more than was letting on.


 “Who is this?”


 “A caller. Read anything interesting lately?”


 “I'm sorry. You must have the wrong number.”


 “Gimaldi, have you been reading anything interesting lately?”


 “How do you know my name?”


 “I know your name. I've read your name. Have you?”


 “I-I must confess that I'm getting a bit nervous about having this conversation,” I said, quavering. Not exactly a take control statement or in any way eloquent.


 The caller repeated his request with what sounded as though spoken through clenched teeth: “Have you... read anything... interesting... lately?”


 Just then, a shadow swept beneath the crack of my apartment door, a few motes of dust disturbed by motion.


 “I have to go,” I said, distracted and trying to sound unafraid. I hung up the phone and I padded quietly to the coat rack beside the door and cupped my ear to pick up any sound. A sharp thump was delivered on the other side of the door, just where my ear was directed. 



 The phone rang again, obliterating any chance for me to hear who or what was outside my door. I had managed to hear a bit of shuffling. Fear was beginning to well up in me, but I decided to quash it with irritation. I leapt to the phone and, without waiting for a voice, said, “What!?”


 “Someone is at the door. Have you read anything interesting lately?”


 I hung up immediately. It would have been considered rather comedic had I not been so shaken, but I fished through the kitchen drawer for a knife. I approached the door quietly and then with a sharp jerk I opened it, knife trembling in my hand with the handle close to my body. 



 Nothing. The phone rang again. I closed the door and unplugged the phone. There was a very slow and determined knock on the door followed by footsteps that were walking downstairs to the front entrance. Despite my fear, I went in pursuit, flying down the steps and out the front door. I looked the fool in my pajamas, and a bit maniacal since I had forgotten that the kitchen knife was still in my hands. I quickly tried to conceal it as I scanned up and down the street from the front entrance. Nobody. I had also forgotten my keys, but was fortunate when a neighbour from downstairs was coming out. Seeing my knife and my attire, I quickly explained that I had been preparing some vegetables for a stew and, and... the explanation trailed off alongside my neighbour's interest or concern that I was mad.


 I went back up to my apartment and saw that I had left the door open. The two books were now sitting on the bed where I distinctly did not place them. Fear took me, and I searched every room and closet with the knife clutched in hand. I then hastened to close and lock the door, checked under the bed, and drew the curtains closed. As if on cue, my computer fired up into life, breaking the sleep spell of the screensaver to notify me of an awaiting email. In bold was an unread message by someone I did not recognize: Edward Albrecht. The message was titled “a few things you should know about finis logos”. 



 The message was not to me, but rather... from me, forwarded to the attention of Edward Albrecht, cc'd to a few other names I could not recognize because they were masked by obscenely long and confusing email addresses. The email said something about a “chiffre”, some confusing and seemingly hallucinogenic descriptions of a seven-way synthesis, and mentioned some obscure texts that were most likely in that impossible catalogue of the infinite Library. I flagged the message and closed the window. 



 I had to regain the normal bearings of the day over and against the panicked mystery it began with. I had to sink myself into regular things, routine activities, or otherwise populate my day with events that would restore a sense of order. With unhurried but mechanical pace, I showered, dressed, and decided to take a stroll down “antique alley” and hunt for rare book gems deposited there by dealers who had no idea of the value of the texts they purchased in estate sales. Despite myself and my need for normalcy after having been so terribly ruffled by the morning's events, I did carry along with me the Backstory and the 7th Meditation in my shoulder bag – perhaps subconsciously fearing that an attempt would be made by persons unknown to steal them from my apartment. So, out I went into the safe warmth of the late morning, feeling the need to be quiet and anonymous. I would take to the day with a sombre and reflective attitude, letting my fingers run over the spines of books in antique stores and waiting to have my attention captured by something surprising. 



 There was a safe and contained excitement in hunting for books, just as a game of chess is far more relaxing than waging real war. I was expert at being able to scan a long row of books on a shelf and separate within moments the good from the piffle. Some people have this gift in other ways – like the way a referee can spot a rule infraction in the seething chaos of quick-moving bodies, or a soldier can pick out friend from foe in a heavy firefight. My gift was much more modest and hardly applicable to other aspects of existence, but it gave me a sense or comfort and order to cast my gaze upon a finite number of objects and let that limited dimension determine the rules of engagement. Libraries and book collections are finite in this world, and eventually one comes to the end of a series. Perhaps 250 books on a shelf, and that number will be the absolute measure for that collection. Within those 250 books may or may not be what one is looking for. But each library and each collection cannot be divorced by their context: I had always known better than to expect great works of literature in a large book franchise store, or to set my hope too high when scanning a table of paperbacks at a garage sale. One had to adjust expectations to the milieu in which the collection was situated. 



 After a few hours, I had exhausted the antique stores, finding little of interest. I had already visited the used book stores recently and knew that their stock would not have changed significantly since last I visited. Now that the morning had been spent, and my need for caffeine had spiked, I decided on a small bistro. Feeling the safety of normalcy, I tucked myself into a corner of the bistro, removed the Backstory from its place in my shoulder bag, and consumed – or rather choked down - another chapter. It felt much more imperative now, more urgent that I throw a bold shoulder into reading in search of information that others evidently did not want me to have for reasons I could not glean. I dug back into it:

 



Excerpt 4 and 5 from Backstory



I spied Gimaldi from my modest flat's window on a Wednesday. He was curiously inspecting a sidewalk display of inexpensive handicrafts. After some careful deliberation, and some indecisive hesitation, he chose to purchase a miniature of a red clay lion. The grey day became dark after that. There would be nothing left but to lie back on my bed, read a chapter or two of some dry book, get listless and pace on the faded green carpet. While I became incumbently bored, Gimaldi was still lurking outside, now sitting on a wire-wrought bench next to dead geraniums wilting in a wooden box. Why didn't he go away? His very presence made me feel anxious, like I expected him to expect me to do something useful with my time. 





 The dry book in question was entitled Codex Infinitum. From what I could gather so far, the story centered around another character whose name was also Gimaldi, but a younger and different model of the man I knew. Some kind of chintzy book collector who bought and sold rare editions for small commissions, and came under the employ of a bizarre librarian named Castellemare. Gimaldi's narrative was dry and plodding. The idea of the infinite library where all possible books were housed was buried under too much of Gimaldi's weak philosophical reflections. I put down the book shortly after he stole two books from this library that would reference himself. I wasn't going to bother picking the book back up anytime soon.




 Obsalte – I was still turning back to this name. Research required the skillful hand of someone who could release the precious clues from the pulpy prison of a book. I was never adept at the practice; I only pretended to be. My mode of research was haphazard, disorganized, and lazy. It was never about finding the answer to the question, but creating a rhetorical masterpiece with a hypnotic effect. That was one of the many reasons I did not survive and prosper in academia. My research techniques wouldn't be faithful in deciphering the enigma of Obsalte, even if I was driven by his connection with Saccas. Less faithful would be Sigurd, who would take any piecemeal information he found and bring it into the realms of his fictive fantasies. Like me, his mind operated too fast for the plodding task of research, and preferred the flights of error and fiction.


 




She had French hands, like a violinist's. Gimaldi's wife was something of an enigma, not unlike the man himself. She had a way of turning away from a conversation when it settled into an agreement of the topic. Agreement bored her.



 “Would you like to drink any more of my wine?” Gimaldi asked sharply, as if I was being greedy. Dinner had consisted of a roast, dumplings, crackers and spread, epistemological breaks, and furtive glances. Gimaldi and his wife tended to stare at me expectantly, as if I was to explain myself. An outsider might have thought them rude - they did invite me to dinner - but this was the natural way Gimaldi and his wife comported themselves with company – or at least with me.



 “I've been researching Obsalte,” I said.



 “You are a liar and a thief,” Gimaldi replied dismissively.



 “I have,” I protested, but to no avail.



 “If you had, then you wouldn't be in my house right now. No, you only think you've done research. A man who seeks is a man consumed. I see no hunger in your eyes; only pale curiousity.”




Just then, Gimaldi's wife broke out in tears.



 “What?” Gimaldi asked aggressively. 




 “What?” she replied, the crying jag finished as quickly as it had come on.



 “What?” Gimaldi snapped at me.



 “What?” I questioned back.



 “What, indeed,” Gimaldi said tiredly. The chorus of the evening had been established. I felt terribly awkward, but was resolute on bringing the conversation back to focus, that focus being my own hunger for information.



 “At least throw me a bone. I don't even know where to begin looking,” I said.



 “All books lead back to that which you seek,” was his cryptic response. “The very fact that you are asking me for guidance on where to begin means that you haven't started at all. Have you just been diddling with the names, maybe leaving them on the night table? If you're not going to be serious, get out of my house.”



 “I'm not your research whore,” I said, after which I left my seat, paused, turned the doorknob, and made my exit.


 


 



By the time I had stumbled through the narrator's cheap stunts of forcibly implanting mystery mixed with inaccessible references, I had guzzled two espressos and was feeling jittery, listless, and anxious. I did take note of the two colour-references underlined in the text (red clay lion and grey day). I had been distracted by one of those neighbouring conversations where it was not loud, but the timbre of the voices had a way of ensnaring one's attention despite oneself. My reading broke off just before I would have encountered something rather spectacular. No, it was not the narrator's jumbled prose that was suddenly going to right itself under the banner of modesty and good story-telling, but an invocation of sorts. The book was dangerous, but perhaps it would prepare me for the next in the series, that seventh meditation. I struggled to free myself from the din around me, the flow of strangers' conversations that were far too easy to sink one's ears into. I pondered the meaning of the title, and the more I thought about it, the more feverish my lateral thinking had become until my memory surprised me. 



 The people adjacent to my table had triggered a memory, a gift of the accidental and unexpected. I had just needed one name: Descartes. A general introductory course in philosophy I had taken long ago. Descartes' Meditations. Were there not six in number? Why only six? Cabalistic significance? Ran out of steam? Argument and proof established? Mathematical significance? Demand for succinctness? Pure accident? 



 The idea of the infinite Library began its vicious orbit around my dim yet gradually recovering memories of Descartes. But why? Would the infinite Library, as an idea, be rejected as an impossibility by Descartes? Certainly. What would be this seventh meditation, this completion of the possible and real by the impossible? What is impossible to think according to Descartes, and yet others may disagree?


 I owned a copy of the Meditations. It was a venerably old volume in “bon etat” and would have fetched a few hundred dollars, but I had not yet secured a buyer willing to pay list price. I resolved to return home and reread the Cartesian argument, skipping the palaver on evil geniuses and the reality or non-reality of wax as he went about sniffing, prodding and nibbling it. I was looking for something in particular, something my memory was hiding from me, a seemingly innocuous phrase that although it had been recorded in my mind, had little value at the time. But now it was essential, a vitally wounded figure at the end of the long hallway of memory. 



 I suppose shock and horror made their felicitous arrangements when I returned home. There was no sign of forced entry, but someone had indeed been in my apartment. There were books strewn everywhere, and all my drawers had been turned out unto the floor. It was obvious that someone was not performing a random act of vandalism, but was actively searching for something quite desperately... Perhaps systematically at first until frustration mounted and time was running short. Or else, this was just another act of terror, and the intruder wanted me to know that he had been there. Alarmed and violated as I felt, I do not know why I did not think to notify the police. I wasn't in the mood to pick up the place just as yet since I had returned for a single purpose. I hunted around for my copy of Descartes, but to no avail. Had I been thwarted yet again? But then I did find it in an unlikely location. There my rather dearly priced copy of the Meditations sat – or, rather, semi-floated – in my kitchen sink in a pool of inky black-grey water. I removed it carefully so as not to tear the soggy pages. I would try to dry it, but I quickly came to realize that it would be pointless: the home invader took no chances, and had spent some considerable time in blacking out much of the text with a thick permanent marker, some kind of pointless act of extreme redaction. To my mind, it was most likely a symbolic gesture, a warning, for it would not prove difficult for me to acquire another copy of a text reprinted countless times. I was only smarting from the inconvenience and the loss of a few hundred dollars. My invader was trying to send me some kind of message, but I did not know which one it was: that I was to desist my search into Descartes to confirm a nascent suspicion about the book I had, or if it was to convey that they knew I had a book unlawfully in my possession and this was to signal that they knew which one it was. And then again, it may have been an act with a deeper significance... and that perhaps I was missing the symbolism of water, black ink, Descartes, and dishevelment. 



 I was gaining in courage and irritation; I would not be deterred from these acts designed to frighten me away from my search. I resurrected my computer from its mechanical nap and searched via the internet. Having found a full copy of the Meditations online, I read and read until I hit upon exactly what I was looking for in the fifth meditation: “... because I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley, it does not follow that there is any mountain or valley in existence, but simply that the mountain or valley, whether they do or do not exist, are inseparable from each other.” I immediately and in great haste scrawled down an analog to this argument:

 



What I know:


Libraries are finite (in this world).


I cannot conceive of an infinite library.


Libraries and finitude are inseparable. 



It is the relation of one to another that is essential to both. 


 



The flaw in this reasoning was that I was making a proper subject (library) and an attribute (finitude) equivalent. In Descartes' formulation, there are two proper subjects: mountains and valleys. These two subjects had to be codependent in some way, where they imply one another. It is called a biconditional. Expressed in logical form: (If x then y) + (if y then x). At least this is what my shabby recollection of my intro to logic course during my undergraduate furnished me. 



 Mountain and valley. Man and his shadow. Matter and vacuum. Each of these concepts seemed inseparable, and perhaps this very idea of a mountain without a corresponding valley was one of those fortune cookie thought-provokers or the starting line of a Buddhist meditation. One hand clapping. Trees falling in the woods with no listeners. I had to perhaps reason that either there was a serious Eastern bent to the formulation of mountains sans valleys, or that it was just a fanciful and cutesy jape. 



 I gave it a bit more thought. How would Descartes go about proving the existence of the Library, if given that task? I thought back to all the dilute Neo-Platonism I had been reading in the Backstory – it became clear to me, doubtful it would be to others. Descartes has set himself up with the task of hyperbolic doubt: he will place in suspension the existence of everything. He comes to the quick and circumspect proof that he must exist because he thinks, the old cogito. That isn't enough, he says... what if there is an evil demon deluding me? Well, says Descartes, if there was an evil demon doing that, then that is more proof of the existence of the self since the demon has to be deceiving someone. So what of the external world? How do we know it exists and we're not brains in vats? Descartes uses plenty of proofs from ironclad math. There are perfect ideas in the world, and perfection can only belong to the Good, and demons are not good, and so therefore it must be furnished by some entity – God – and that error is just our senses deceiving us and the cursed gift God gave humans in having free will. 



 Replacing God with Library, I retraced the argument. The Library, like God, is the guarantor of all Order, itself being ordered, perfect, and complete (possessing all possibilities). Readers cannot read everything, so the free will of the reader may lead to the reading of misleading texts, or the fabrication of erroneous interpretations. My reasoning was hollow, but it was compelling to me. 



 Another email:

 



Gimaldoon -


 




'Tis I, your Employer writing in, seeing how you fare. How are the kids, the wife, the speculative investments on the shipping lanes? 



 




Any-hoo, enough feigning politeness. I have another job for you. Two books have gone poof, but fortunately nothing disappears from the Library without giving us a clue. I should very quickly add that you will be performing this task gratuit. Why? Well, I think you can gather why once you give these titles their scan. I need not give you the specs since you already have them on hand:


 




First: Backstory of Gimaldi's Finis Logos



Second: 7th Meditation: Mountains without Valleys.


 




You won't have to travel very far to re-acquire these (unless you have done something extremely stupid ON TOP of doing something unlawful and deceptive). I expect their prompt return by... hm... shall we say TOMORROW? Is that good for you? Would it be okay to pencil that into the agenda, ol' chap? Of course it would! Angelo will be by to pick them up. You know, good help is so hard to find. First the whole visiting Setzer (”how did he know?!” you were asking yourself. You cheeky goose! - I felt sorry for you and just had to reveal that I knew you did the deed), and then this flagrant act of theft. Sigh. Gimaldi, Gimaldi... I am sure you have not come to any revelatory conclusions in having those pilfered volumes in your filthy possession, but rather multiplied them a thousandfold. See what vanity and curiousity mixed produces? A toxic cocktail, for sure! Well, let's just settle accounts and all that: this is your last service you shall perform for me; you're fired. Oh, that sounds awful! What is the euphemism of the day? “Declared Redundant”, “Downsized”... Well, boots to you, Gimaldi. We can't all evolve from the lowly state of being born as oafs.


 




Oh, and be sure to be at home when Angelo arrives (should I add: “with the books”?). As you fairly know already, Angelo is a very determined employee. 




Ciao!



-C


 



Who were the mysterious figures who called on the telephone, hammered upon the door, and raided my apartment? I could only guess that Angelo had already been dispatched, but if that were the case, he would have already re-acquired the books I stole. Or perhaps there was principle attached to this – that Castellemare ordered Angelo not to pluck the books back as if they should be given back willingly. And, perhaps as well, to humiliate me as the books changed hands, being caught in flagrante delicto with the stolen goods. The problem was that I had no real sense of what they considered appropriate justice. The paranoia in me stated that it would not just be a simple matter of transferring the books and goodbye. What if Castellemare wanted his pound of flesh? It was not like he would give me adequate warning if he meant to acquire it. 



 The thought of escape seemed ridiculous, yet necessary. I had my suspicions that Angelo was already in the city, and was most likely staking me out. A sudden act of fleeing may have made matters worse. It was not yet the fateful “tomorrow” Castellemare underscored. There were a few dribbling hours left until midnight, perhaps enough time to hatch a plan. Definitely, I was spooked, and I knew someone as dubious in character and dubious in changing roles instantly like Angelo would stop at nothing to achieve his task... To fail meant to be fired. However, what was I spooked about? Certainly, Angelo could physically overpower me, and even if I gained a lucky hand, his cunning would defeat me. This I assumed, but knew with some fair degree of probability that his job occasionally entailed a bit of fisticuffs. 



 I tried to put myself in the mind of Castellemare – a vibrantly chaotic abyss, no doubt, swarming with enigmas. What did he think I might do if I refused to return the books? What if I decided to keep possession of them and flee? And what if I were successful? Where would I go? If there was one thing I was sure truly bored Castellemare, it was most likely the predictability of human beings. He would most likely deduce that I would go to his enemy, Setzer. And, in all honesty, I had been quite seriously considering it. But Setzer was a certifiable madman: in being denied access to the infinite library, he tried to compensate for the loss by constructing one of his own, a workshop entirely geared toward sabotaging the original. To flee from one madman to another didn't seem to me to be a feasible plan, especially since I was now craving a return to that banal normalcy I had so long ago rejected. 



 Although I had to hash a quick plan, I could not resist pondering over another problem. What was the true nature of the relationship between Castellemare and Setzer? Was their animosity faked, perhaps as a means of testing the loyalty of employees? Had Castellemare never trusted me in the first place and so assigned Angelo to tail me? All possible, but none of these possibilities really added up. Besides, why would I assign trust to Setzer when he and Castellemare were, despite antithetical roles, chummy enough to sip wine and play piquet together?


 To be on the lam for stealing books that did not technically exist in this world. It was too absurd. But perhaps I had discovered too much in picking these exact texts... Or perhaps Castellemare assumed that I had discovered something too much that endangered a plan of his... a plan involving me. Or perhaps a plan I would have the power to prevent. I simply did not know the answer, but I certainly did not want to meet with Angelo. For all I knew, Castellemare wanted me to flee so as to better realize whatever plan he had in mind. I was becoming dizzy with speculation and had to focus on the concrete: what was I going to do? More agonizing was my firm understanding that, all things considered, I was thoroughly unimportant, and so undeserving of being thrust into this warped mystery. But, again, thrust by circumstance into this arcane arrangement, I had to figure out what I could do.


 Option one: stick around and take my chances with Angelo. Decision: give back the books. Possible outcome one: to be done with the whole thing. Possible outcome two: violence and even death from revenge. Option two: flee. Possible outcome one: be tracked by Angelo, incurring perhaps worse. Possible outcome two: successful escape. If I chose the second option, where would I go? Possibility one: Setzer, but he could be in cahoots with Castellemare, or Castellemare would track me there. Possibility two: random location, go incognito for a while. Possible outcome three: could be tracked regardless, but offers potential hope of not being found. 



 It seemed to me then that the best option was to attempt an escape, for both could have possibly resulted in violence or death at the hands of Angelo, but there seemed to be more of a chance if I fled. And that is what I did, or attempted to do.


 As I was consolidating my possessions into the category of the purely necessary and transportable, I thought of places to nest myself for a while. There was enough money in my account to skip the country, to take a flight anywhere. I called for a cab to pick me up at the front and made haste to leave just a few minutes after midnight. As I opened the door, I came face to face with Angelo, who was picking his teeth.


 “Going on a merry little jaunt, guv'nor? Had a feeling you'd try to take a powder.”


 Frozen in place, and stammering to respond, he draped a leather-jacketed arm over my shoulders and led me back into my apartment, taking care to close and lock the door behind us. He deposited me upon my reading chair and paced toward my window, breathing heavily as if measuring precisely what he was going to say. I felt as I did as a child when my father was so livid yet tried to keep his rage in check just long enough so that the seething within him could build up enough momentum for a full onslaught. It was that sort of tension in knowing that father would let fly, and the anticipation of violence was perhaps worse than the act itself.


 “We have a very serious problem,” Angelo finally announced, still looking out the window. “A very serious problem.”


 “I suppose it wasn't wise for me to make a run for it,” I offered as if to break the logjam of his doubtless prepared and long rehearsed spiel.


 “Not wise? It was beyond stupid. You perhaps have no idea what deep, dark shit you're in. Very deep. very dark. You know,” he began, changing tack. “I never did like you. Right from the start you looked to me the pretentious poof. Stuck up like you're nobility.”


 “I think you stated that I had a pickle up my ass, but I may be paraphrasing.”


 “You're taking this quite calmly for someone in your perilous position! If I were you, I'd shut the fuck up.”


 “Are you delving into this narrative of how you never liked me in order to steel yourself to do me in? Looking to rationalize your way to courage?”


 “You're unbelievable. Where was I before you so rudely interrupted me? Ah, yes, how I never liked or trusted you. I know what you think of me, but like a fool you judge entirely by appearances. It makes you the biggest rube. I don't look the fancy-pants scholar you affect – and it is merely affectation, I might add. Do you want to compare accreditation, kiddo? I have two doctorates from more credible institutions than you, for one, but I don't need to use my intellect to browbeat others in order to feel better about myself. Your insecurity issues are fucking common. I have no interest in transitioning you to become a real human being or resolve the issue of your mummy not loving you enough. Now... This is a serious situation. We are not talking about an overdue public library book fine here, and the consequences are not going to be taking away your fucking library card. You contravened a very serious law here, man. You didn't just rob my employer through something trivial like pocketing his snuff box – you violated the very idea of the Library. You freely pissed all over the security we perform in protecting the contents of the Library from being passed around and read by you jelly-fingered idiots. You never did get it, did you? - And quit looking at me like I'm some ridiculous Kelly, you git. You endangered much more than you know. You fucked with things in a serious way. Who gave you the license and the entitlement to not only snatch those books, but to feast your greedy eyes on 'em? You fancy yourself above the law? You think curiousity alone is enough to pardon your actions? There isn't any amnesty for fucking curiousity, and you're not even a smidgen as bright as you think you are.”


 “You've come for the books. You can quit the lecture.”


 Angelo's eyes widened with angry incredulity, which was followed by his sudden kicking over of my work desk. I steadied myself the best I could.


 “I can what now?”


 “And I'm not giving the books back. I've decided to keep them,” I said, testing against better judgement what would come next. Silence. 



 “You know what? You're the type of worm who would have xeroxed them anyway. You lack any shred of respect. You're an audacious sot, aren'tcha?”


 “I pass on the lecture, and I'm not keen on the personal attacks,” I said, surprised by my own steely calmness.


 “Oh, really?”


 “And your theatricals don't amuse me either. Nor your dialect that tries to pass itself off as Brit slang. Let me set things straight for you. I refuse to live in mystery and fear like you and Castellemare would have me do. I will not be intimidated in any way. Personally, I think you play your 'edgy smart and tough guy' role too heavily that it comes off unconvincing and false. You don't scare or impress me. You may know a little more than me about the Library, but not that much more, and only as much as Castellemare tells you. In all honesty, you're just a hired goon who is having a hard time reconciling his low-born task with his pretensions to intelligence. That's your big chip on the shoulder. I am not indentured to you or Castellemare in any way. I have my options.”


 “Run to Setzer, you mean?”


 “That's for me to know. Right now, I am going to ask you politely, but firmly, to leave my apartment and never bother me again. You will not get the books. You can tell your employer that you failed to re-acquire them because the current owner refuses to relinquish them. Perhaps I will return them once I am done reading them. I care not about any of the peril you speak of.”


 “That the way it's going to have to be?”


 “I'm afraid so. And if you get any fool notions about attacking me, I will kill you,” I said evenly, surprised at the way it just leapt out.


 “Kill me? You? Undernourished geek?”


 “This is the final stand I make. I am going away for a while and I'm not going to say where. I am going on vacation. I will not be followed. Get out.”


 Angelo let a smirk twist upon his face but did not leave. 



 “You think you can just lay down your law and all will abide?”


 “The moon is not in your favour, Angelo. It is in mine. I am no longer spooked by shadows of men.”


 “You know not what you have wrought. So be it -”


 “I'm sorry to cut this short, but I have a cab waiting outside and must go. Let me show you out.”


 I brazenly placed my hand on his shoulder to lead him out, but he violently recoiled, giving me a shove. 



 “You little fucker!” he stormed. “You don't just walk away.”


 “I do, and I am. I am leaving,” I responded with an equally stern rise in my voice.


 He pulled out a switchblade. It was almost comical. I immediately opened my shoulder bag with the books in it, pulled out one of the volumes and held it like a shield between us.


 “Let me ask you,” I asked, barely able to mask the quavering in my voice. “I understand that the existence of these books here in this world presents an inconceivable danger. But... what would be the cost of destroying them, so irreplaceable in the Library?”


 I began backing away into the kitchen, and with one hand behind me and the other still shielding against the slowly advancing Angelo, I turned on the gas stove. Blue flames licked the air. 



 “Books for ransom?” he said.


 “Put away the knife and leave.”


 “You're just playing for time.”


 “I said for you to put the knife away and leave, now.”


 I steadied the book close to the flame, seriously intent on an act of biblioclasm. I waited to see if he would take my bluff.


 “Your time will come,” he said, followed by the click of the blade nesting itself back into the handle. Angelo backed out of the kitchen and left the apartment. I turned off the stove and hastened to meet the cab already waiting outside for some time. We sped away toward the airport just as the rain was starting to slash across the slick streets, and the moon had been entirely occulted by a sickly yellowish nighttime tinge. Once I arrived at the airport, I was able to book a last minute ticket to Madrid, boarding time in an hour. I spent the hiatus reading this next chapter of the Backstory:

 



Excerpt 6 of the Backstory


 





And just when the conversations became interesting, my eyes would throw a whimsical look to the sky as I walked away into the cerise glow of sunset.




My efforts to find Sigurd came to naught. Perhaps in my absence, which he might have taken as abandonment, he left to pursue other ghosts. 





Gimaldi's counter-book was a dangerous fabrication that predicted the worst and most ominous events for the future, a thing of prognostic weight. But it wasn't just the counter-book that would prove the most profoundly disturbing, but the enigmatic origin of the man who wrote it. In the preface, there was a nagging peculiarity, a sentence that might have gone unnoticed as an impertinent dedicatory note rather than a mysterious and coded insinuation: “This I write in response to my pupil, Plotinus; and my friend, Leibniz, who had not the courage to come forth with his brilliant masterpiece now left unseen by the eyes of the scholarly community.” What was he suggesting? Was Gimaldi more than how he seemed, a contemporary of the fore-fathers of philosophic thought? I chalked this up to madness and little more, that yearning some scholars possess in wishing they were contemporary with the dead thinkers they hold concourse with.


 




“Final boarding call for Flight 173 to Madrid,” crackled a mechanical feminine voice muffled by the reverberations of echo in the spacious tiled desert. I jammed the book back into my carry-on and hustled to the gate to wait. Once I was admitted and found my seat, I kept the book in the bag until we taxied and the stomach wobbling lift of the aircraft pointed us all at a 45 degree angle. I waited until the plane leveled back to horizontal, the seat belt sign blinkered off, and returned to the book, which was about to give forth on the narrator's first meeting of the named Gimaldi.


 





Strange thoughts came tumbling through my mind. With Gimaldi, there was a new intrigue. My memories flashed back to when Sigurd and I met the legendary, elegiac man, who was sitting by himself with a cognac and wearing a shriveled expression of distaste for what he was reading. The strange man's apparent character was compelling to us, and there was a hint of wild mystery in his disposition. Sigurd and I raised the volume of our conversation, broadcasting our supposed genius in an effort to gain his attention. He was a sly man, and he knew our game, so he pretended not to take notice. But in the progression of the conversation, the strangest topic touched a nerve that compelled him to speak.



 “My rationalists class is a dry bore,” I had said.




Pivoting on his seat, yet only offering us a sidelong glance, so distant, as if lost in some untold reverie, he said, “rationalism is intended to be dry. That is why a student of good fortune should learn about Descartes in autumn when the world is drained and becoming tinder. Call it an interesting juxtaposition: the violent colour of the season, the death of nature, conjoined with the large, grey monolith of Cartesian Reason and the advent of the Machinic, the industrial. Machines do not function ideally in damp conditions.” And then he fell back into silence, a Cartesian silence.




Later on, he'd tell us that there were no languages, but only recurrent symbols: “language is a lie we tell small children and those whose minds are very dim.” There was no logical sequence to his topics of conversation, but we came to understand that he had no obligation to maintain any sequential order. No, he talked for only two reasons: to unsettle others, and to make the air vibrate with the sound of his thoughts given voice.


 




“What's that you're reading?” the passenger beside me – a portly man whose breath was foul and his suit slack as his flesh – interrupted, poking his face to glance at my page. “Oh, a novel, huh?”



“Yes,” I said without commitment in the hopes that he would mind himself again.



“Say, have you read...” at which point he mentioned a few titles I did not know, but sounded pulpy. 




“No, sorry. Probably not my fare,” I said, instantly regretting it since it not only signaled me out as a snob, but could very easily be construed as an invitation to continue into the dull world of conversation.



“Well, strictly and confidentially speakin', entre nous, there is one sure fire bow-nee-fied way of tellin' a literary poser from the gen'win article.”



“Not to be rude, but I'm somewhat really involved with this book right now, and...” I trailed off, not thinking the sentence required completion to get its message across.



The passenger grimaced, not out of pain or derision – it was a bizarre mix of being amused and revulsed and being assailed by a facial cramp. 




“Think ya better open your ears to this one, fella. Not trying to cut into yer reading time or none, but I reckon you should give what I have to say on this subject a fair hearin'. S'not like you have some place else to be.”



“Can we keep it short?”



“Sure thing, fella. I'm not whatjoo call an educated man, but I have my notions and opinions. Right entitled to them, and if they bust in with a little fresh air once and while to clear up the dust among them smart folks who talk in circles, well, everyone benefits.”



I nodded in an effort for him to cut his preamble.



“Anyway, I figger this piece of ad-vice would come in handy for a readin' fellow like yerself. I call it the three-timer question. Y'see, most folk who fancy themselves smart come armed with their thinkin' and readin' and all that, but when you press 'em – I mean, really press 'em – they go all to pieces like. Not, mindjoo, I think smart folk are all phony, but they ain't as smart as they think. Permit me an example. Lemme ask you what that book there is all about, and give it in a line or two, real just cut and dry and to the point.”



I thought there to be no harm in giving him a synopsis for him to just get on with his point – I doubt he would understand it anyway: “An unnamed narrator and his friend have been asked to write a book that an old scholar has already written the refutation for. So, you see, these two characters will have to read the book and build their argument in reverse and opposite. It involves a lot of research. That is what I know so far.”



“Okay, so we have a little meat there. Two fellas on a quest which I bet has more to do with figgerin' out the real mystery, which is to understand what this old smart coot is all about. What's some of their fool research concerned about?”



“There are some allusions to Descartes and Neo-Platonism.”



“Ya don't say?” he grinned and slapped his knee. “Day-cart and neo-playtonizm, you say? I used to room back in college with a philosophy student who really liked to go on and on about that French long-haired fella. I remember those days pretty well. Okay, fella, try me: throw some day-cart my way.”



I was determined to put him off by being as complicated as possible: “Descartes says we cannot envision a mountain without its corresponding valley, which is to say that there are certain thoughts that are not conceivable even as abstractions, and so must mutually appear in co-dependent context and -”



“Hold on, there, fella. Slow this right down so's I can get a good grip. Time for the three-timer. So, do you believe this argument?”



“It does stand to reason that we cannot abstract certain ideas without their context also in mind, yes.”



“And what about that little demon?”



“What demon?”



“Y'know, the one that screws up everything, the one day-cart says may be responsible for him fallin' into error?”



“He rules that out because evil is incapable of imperfection, and there are perfect, irrefutable ideas in the world such as that triangles always have three sides.”



“And this, fella, is where you show yerself to be stupidest of all – you got snagged on day-cart's writin' off of that devil. A cheap logic, if ya ask me. But, see? Three questions, and just three steps to show you don't know whatchyer talkin' about.”



“That's false!” I erupted in defense. “I didn't claim that I bought Descartes' argument on that basis.”



“Yeah? Okay, then, what place does the demon feller have in the final analysis?”



“He was just a prop.”



“Not so smart: one step. That's gotta be a record!”



“Drive to the point, will you?”



“Holdjer horses, I'm getting' to it. Y'see, biblically speakin', we all know the ol' story of how Eve got tempted by the snake and the whole arrangement went to pieces like. Yer not connectin' the bits and pieces together here... It's an old story told over and over again. The pieces are like this: demon, impossibility, book, library, hybrid critters day-cart yaps on about being in the mind an' all. Put it together!”



“What library?” I asked, almost terrified.



“The one and only. The problem as I sees it bein' that, first of all, you ain't botherin' to put the puzzle pieces in their proper arrangement like. And, second of all, yer not makin' the proper co-neck-shun with that there book you be readin'. All of that proves you not so smart.”



Was this a setup? One of Castellemare's tails? 




“Who are you?”



“Now, now, fella, don't take no offense. I can detect it in yer tone. I'm just sayin' yer not readin' deeply 'nuff.”



“Who are you?”



“Don't matter who or what I am, fella, but I can sure tell that you are something agitated. Let's just drop all this and be neighbourly like... You go on an' read yer book there, and I'll mind myself.”



And that was all I would get out of him. 



 




If Gimaldi was unsettling then, he was much more now. According to his preface, he was Ammonius Saccas, teacher of Plotinus, friend of Leibniz, claiming an absurd immortality.



 What I was reading had nothing to do with ancient stromatolites or any tidal pool hogwash whatsoever, and the book he was refuting was clearly the one we were currently dramatizing through acts of life. The book was a gigantic leap forward in the plot, a complete skip of volumes. I would ask him to close this gap and speak of some of the items he referenced: the synthesis, the Library, the atrocity that came, the Cataclysm, the emergence of the Grey. What did these mean?




It was a warm night. The pale orange sun was casting a sheen of last light upon the unusually placid face of Gimaldi. He was in good, affable spirits that night, seemingly giving me permission to pose my questions without fear that he would snarl me off or speak in mystic mashups. 





How was I to approach the issue? Would I be forthright and ask him with a dual tone of innocence and humility? Perhaps he had been waiting for someone to pose these questions for some time, the desperately quiet and contained author hoping someone would take a deeper interest in the layers he had arranged. I was being dared to ask these questions, the largest of them all being what book, precisely, is this counter-book refuting? It was a stupid question because it had been assumed all along that the book was refuting another. No, Gimaldi’s book was no counter-book at all: it was a dare, and a response to something that ought to be dared.



 “You look pensive,” he said. “How many times did you read my book?”



 “Twice,” I lied. I had read it five times, each time sinking further into the enigmas of the text.



 “What is so puzzling?”



 “The whole thing is written in nesting metaphors. It has nothing to do with ancient creatures bracketed away from the rest of nature, nor am I to read the convoluted metaphysics based on this scenario as anything more than a kind of distraction.”




 “Is this what you think?” said Gimaldi sniffily. “Well, since you seem to feel you have a good handle on the text, what is it about, then?”



 “About? There is something ‘old’ and bracketed away that is coming back, integrating with the real world. The first is the atrocity built from... you call it a synthesis. Then there is the fall of the world or the Library or something big and heavy. Your book is really nothing more than a post-apocalyptic fantasy, part of that tired genre indexed on some trumped up idea of survival.” 



 “Your reading has no soul in it. You’ve completely ignored the deep mystical character of my writings.”



 “You bill yourself as a man of reason, and yet you take refuge in mysticism. I don’t get it.”



 “Mystic writing is generally a barrier to keep out the profane, the uninvited. It is the same with codes and ciphers,” Gimaldi wagged an instructive finger. “I know reason’s opposite, and in whom it has been made flesh.” 





Just then, as twilight ribboned around us, what I presumed to be a friend of Gimaldi's came with a wicked smile, suggesting that he wanted to be invited to sit with us. He was quite tall and emaciated. His smile was a long, thin, crooked slash, a Jack O’Lantern carved by someone with a nerve disorder.




 “Perhaps you should go,” Gimaldi said to me abruptly.




 “No, he can stay,” the man said. “What do you have left to hide - especially since you have revealed all in that little metaphysical joke book of yours.”




 “This is Castellemare,” Gimaldi introduced. “He isn’t what you would call tactful.”



 For some reason, I liked him immediately.



 “Pish-tosh, old boy!” Castellemare affected. “Keep up your end of the scathing attacks we are so renowned for, Gimaldi! Let’s put on a little show for the boy.” 





 Castellemare... The name was strikingly familiar, as if I had read it somewhere recently. Access to my memory on the matter was blocked by fog.




 “What is it this time?” Gimaldi asked curtly.




 “No need to be so standoffish, old friend. I just came to delight in your erudite presence,” he said. Then to me: “Is he this suspicious and unaccommodating with you as well?”



 “He has his moments,” was my good-natured reply, as if I had somehow located an ally in this stranger.



 “He’s such a card, isn’t he?” Castellemare said under Gimaldi’s burning glare. “People like him thrive on crisis and, worse, writing about it! Such habits are ridiculous since they always try to create a histrionics of the present by a silly historiography of the past and future. You’re not another crisis-writer, are you?”



 I shook my head.



 “Oh, good,” he said relieved. “Last thing we need is another little Gimaldi running around trying to put his little clues together to prevent a synthesis that is not as bad as he thinks it is.”



 “Enough,” Gimaldi said with a moue.



 It was a night of surprise visits, for who would come slinking around the corner, but Sigurd. He sat with us and conversed with the fluidity of a dilettante theorist. What Sigurd didn't count on was that Castellemare could see through his discursive deceptions, the way Sigurd relied on his scattered genius to confound others into believing that he was wise. The subject was, disagreeably, Montaigne... and this drifted into rhetoric, then Rabelais, switching back to Erasmus, Holbein, yadda and yadda.




This conversation had gone on for some time, and Sigurd's insecurity with his own knowledge began to show, compelling him to confuse his opponent: “but the entire substratum of Being is entirely expressed in the Cartesian Meditations where Spinozistic maxims cannot contain the very discursive modality of the predominant episteme!”




Whenever Sigurd's reason was exposed for the falsehood it was, he resorted to the piecemeal phrases he encountered in the haphazard reading of books, and took to the task of connecting them in a wild fashion with no regard to true meaning. I had come to tolerate this - even enjoy it - but in the company of others more schooled, he was an aberration against knowledge and clarity.



 “You are making no sense,” Castellemare said, annoyed.



 “I am making perfect sense,” Sigurd protested. “It's just that you don't have the necessary understanding of the finer acoustics in my discursive manner because you are locked in a Cartesian bubble of entrenched indifference! You lack the textual understanding of the very substrate of my anarcho-dialectical Being, and so you criticize me from the privileged perspective of an intellectual microcosm which cannot tolerate opening itself up to a larger, hermeneutical understanding.”



 “The longer the words you speak, the less you say,” Castellemare pointed out harshly, now ready to dismiss the entire contents of the argument.



 “Perhaps you just fear the true meaning in my discourse,” Sigurd countered.



 “You are a clever boy,” said Castellemare with sarcasm. “You should write books – like Gimaldi here. Big, fat, dreadfully unreadable books stuffed with ego.”




Gimaldi and I had quickly become spectators. Gimaldi appeared amused with the spectacle, for humility was the most appealing element of tragedy. It also meant that he was temporarily not the target of Castellemare’s barbs. Sigurd, now defeated, took on the appearance of having been pistol whipped.



 “How do you know Gimaldi?” I asked Castellemare, attempting to rescue my friend from reproach.



 “We are old enemies, he and I. Different Orders. Nothing to concern yourself with.”



 “You’ve already given most of the game away as it is,” chided Gimaldi. “Why not finish up and reveal all!”



 “And why would I do something so pointless as that?” Castellemare asked. “I’ve spared all the real horrors for the end. Besides, Gimaldi, I hardly think these two young chaps are keen on hearing the dreadfully dull story about your life, how you like codes and ciphers, your cutesy little trips to the Vatican Library, how you ... FUCKING STEAL BOOKS FROM THE LIBRARY AND BETRAY YOUR EMPLOYER YOU STUPID GIT AND YET YOU CONTINUE READING YOU NARCISSISTIC SHITHEEL STOP READING STOP READING STOP READING STOP STOP STOP STOP STO-


 




With the shock of a gun’s report right by my ear, I immediately slapped the book shut, dropped it and recoiled. I had had enough for a while.



 


 


 


 


 


 



10


Typesetter

 



I
was able to spend an entire month unmolested by shadowy librarians and their retinue of goons. I populated most of my days searching out of the way antiquarian book dealers and trying to pluck a few deals to sell on line for a premium. I had become comfortable in my rented flat, enjoying the warmth and the fare on offer. My vacation was only interrupted by contact from Setzer:

 



Mr. Gimaldi,



Please pardon this message out of the blue. Word has traveled that you gloriously betrayed your employer and have in your possession some volumes of particular importance. You seemed so mild-mannered, but I suppose that was an effective operative front. However, I ought to warn you that Castellemare is hardly one to be trifled with, and I'd suggest that you be on your guard. Word (which travels so fast and far these days) has it that he is absolutely livid and worried. He is a resourceful creature, and I don't doubt that he can charm some lower-echelon type to bring you to nocturnal justice. I am not so interested in this book called the Backstory of something-or-other, but I am vividly intrigued by the now missing 7th Meditation... I believe in it is Castellemare's plan, a plan he recently recovered and that you took from him. You see, Castellemare is no innocent librarian – he uses the library for his own gain, and if there is in this library something possible for him to enact that would bring him this gain, well... 




 I make a clean breast of things, Mr. Gimaldi. I'm not the type of person to string you along some interminable mystery like your former employer. I have access to the catalogue of the Library, but not the contents themselves. When these text went missing, I consulted the catalogue abstract and found your name prominently in both these texts. When word came to me that you had went rogue, so to speak, I made the assumptive connection. Hence, my contacting you now. 




 From my understanding, it will be necessary that ALL that occurs in the 7th Meditation come to pass. I have this on faith from a few more elder and reliable sources. I beg your pardon not to reveal their identities, however, since it serves none to reveal such information. In fact, your possession of this text will come to pass regardless, I consider it a kind of manual for precognition. The Backstory text will give you some insights into what the meditation will bring to the fore. 





My role
in all this? The perpetual Shakespearean jester. I continue to occupy the position of Castellemare's blind spots. I would not, of course, advise you to come and seek me out since I am sure our “dear friend” would find you that way. However, if you so please, I would like out of curiousity to receive a scanned version of the meditation text. I leave it to you to decide, but I am always willing to trade in kind... And, I know you will be very famished for some information very soon.



All the best,



Anton Setzer.


 



Despite the open-handed gesture, I felt as though it were pulling me back into the labyrinth once again. I had finally discovered reference to Castellemare in the last chapter I had read, but I had put both books away for perhaps sanity's sake. I needed to pull away from the dangerous mystique. Sinking myself into “booking” it up for a while was at least stable, predictable, and ordered. I did not deal well with loose ends and perpetual enigmas. Setzer's email disturbed the brief yet welcome peace I had acquired. 



 As if to forcibly return to a state of the secure and safe, I ignored Setzer's request and went about my own business. The shadows were lessening in their effect to frighten me, and the world seemed to have lightened a bit. I had become comfortable enough to justify letting my guard down. I walked cobbled streets with impunity and delighted in my dealings with generous and knowledgeable booksellers. I was making just enough to eke by, but I also had my savings to draw from. But it was at this point that my story weaved with that of the backstory, Best Before 2099. 



 “We are old enemies,” Castellemare had said, or at least his character in the book. Referring here, of course, to himself and me. Was it so? Was the fiction a fair representation of fact? Certainly, I never had the sense that he was much of a friend, but I could not countenance the severity of enemy. Was I secretly beginning to hate Castellemare as much as he perhaps already hated me? I had already begun hating some time ago all his reticence and attempts to be thrust me into a series of insoluble mysteries, his cryptic words, his rhetorically timed silences, his very manner which was irritating in knowing so much and sharing nothing. And, perhaps, he hated me for not playing his game the way he wanted me to, in a fashion that would have amused him much more. 


 



Setzer set upon me once more, this time with another email that simply had a document attached meant for me to read, perhaps even to vindicate his efforts in creating text:

 



Attachment: The_Orthographers.rtf

 



The story I must relate is an unbelievable one, and despite our age's wearying of fabulists and weavers of impossible fictions, I can assure my hearers that I share their exasperation. To that end, I beg pardon and patience for the unlikely and vertiginous events that befell me but are as true as my memory, and the setting of my now evacuated youth, will allow.


 My story begins at age 26, a significant age for its numerical value, but yet still an age where men are hardly fully formed. Now that I'm 52, an equally numerically significant age, I can say that I'm formed, but not well, like a negligent and hastily produced attempt at pottery.


 How I came to discover the “orthographers” is something that, with the unhurried pace that comes with age, I will reveal gradually. It is not that I fancy myself in any way or manner a prose artist, or wish to multiply the consternation of my hearers with overwrought descriptions suffused with pretty language, but that I am subject to the demands of factual and sequential narrative telling.


 My name was then Jason Johns, as it still is today, although names remain inalterable even in the face of the greatest changes, calamities and triumphs. My name then and my name now only appear identical when, in fact, events change its character. What I do know now, and what I did not know then, is the significance and weight of every letter in my name – bland as it appears – as well as the equal importance of every name. Not, of course, like some crude Cabalist confusing deduction with convenient numerical imposition, for such inane mystic balderdash chooses to see a self-generated pattern as the divine Order of all existence.


 At the age of 26, where my tale begins, like most men in my time, I was a listless and nomadic youth, spirited away easily by unfocused eagerness and the secret cloying need for some definitive purpose – any purpose – to better manifest what youth feels is their lot in glorious destiny. I was a good traveller by nature, taking whatever opportunity a small finance would provide to brown my flesh on exotic shores rimed with proud palms or feel the exhilarating chill of hiking through dense and dark northern boreal forests. There was no area so forbidden I would not take to explore, no matter how distant or unseemly. Guided by whim and lack of purpose, I pressed a pioneering foot on many a soil. There were no anchors to my spirit, so I went where I wished, the more remote the better.


 One such jaunt, the one that I cannot seem to efface from a memory so over-full and now a fading and aged tapestry, took me to a place that exists on no maps, if it really exists at all. Deserts had, from childhood, always captivated me as it did T.E. Lawrence. My intended journey would be to go up through Saudi Arabia and deep into the furrowed tracks once left by the mighty Persian Empire. My guide, Ibn al-Hamadi, had a preternatural skill for navigating his way through a sandy biome without much in the way of geographical markers. I thought it impolite to inquire after his one missing hand, but it was the result of justice served for a crime he would come to commit once more upon this unsuspecting and starry-eyed tourist. Far be it from me to judge him harshly, even now, for what sort of honest employment is there for someone already mutilated and marked, condemned to repeat his offence? Of course, my knowledge of their laws was then as absent as Ibn al-Hamadi's right hand. I will say that, for his part, he was a reliable guide regardless of how, one night while I assumed we were both asleep, he made off with both our camels and all my money. But, as many young men do, I treated the event as just another circumstantial detail, fancying it just another chapter in the ongoing novel of my life. Panic does not touch those who feel, justly or not, blessed, guided by the unjustified belief that no lasting harm can ever befall the protagonist.


 We had travelled too far for me to consider backtracking on foot, so I placed faith in my youthful fortitude to push on towards my next goal. With no water, and that merciless sun overhead battering me, I trod on. That sun was both tormentor and saviour, depleting me of strength yet acting as my bright compass through that infinite desert landscape with no identifiable markers. The sandstorms that would whip up from time to time were severely harsh, and each step brought me closer into that terrain of trance one experiences under conditions of extreme heat and lack of food and water. One must remember that back then I wasn't the hardened man with such unbearably strict thinking, and so perhaps I secretly enjoyed this test of my will.


 I cannot say exactly how long I travelled across that unforgiving terrain before consciousness fled me, nor how long I lay in what was to be my open sandy tomb. Fated to be spared, I was prodded awake by a man holding a stick. The sandstorm had vanished and it was midday – the cruelest time to be lost in the middle of the desert. The figure who had prodded me, perhaps poking to see if I were already dead, was far more appropriately attired for desert travel, in light layers of silk. His mouth, behind a wiry beard, was defiant, and his eyes burned. Wordlessly, almost reluctantly, he bade me to follow.


 The desert upon which I had found myself was like no desert I had ever seen. The sand was a powdered obsidian black, and the heat it collected and returned made walking even in boots as though upon lighted coals. My rescuer's skin was smudged with this black sand, the look of a miner well inured to his stifling surroundings. He frugally shared a goatskin bladder of water as we made our way, and we briefly camped in the evening when he shared some ghastly fare only extreme hunger allowed me to partake in.


 We moved steadily across that black blanket, him of surer foot than I. Neither of us essayed a word to one another, and I had assumed it would have been pointless to strike up conversation seeing as he probably only spoke his tribal tongue. However, by nightfall, he surprised me with a clearly spoken English:


 “We are not in the habit of admitting trespassers.”


 “I-I had no intention. I was robbed and abandoned by my guide, left to wander without provisions. If you had not come along, I would have surely died.”


 “This is true, but we do not believe in accidents – you are still trespassing.”


 I could tell that my woeful predicament did not faze him, for he brushed it aside with a gruff lack of sympathy. After another prolonged silence, I asked, “Where am I that I am trespassing?”


 “You are in the domain of the desert engineers. We are nearing the boundary where our workshops are stationed.”


 “Do you all speak English so well?”


 “We less speak than manufacture this language called English,” was his cryptic reply.


 “Are you all under the employ of a British or American company? This seems a desolate and remote area to conduct work.”


 “No. I will answer no more questions. The only reason I am taking you with me is because it is a shameful thing for someone so young to die. You will be brought before our Guildmaster, lodged for one night, outfitted with provisions, and one of our own will guide you on your way.”


 I had not thought to ask him his name, and I was sure given his rather taciturn manner and determined gaze trained on impossible distances that it was of no importance to him. It seemed to me that, for a man of his comportment, names were beneath him, or perhaps so sacred that they could not be uttered so carelessly and irreverently. The only other precedent I have since found on the sacredness of names has been among some gypsy cultures where a mother assigns a secret name to her child that only they know, for to reveal it to anyone else is to risk the devil stealing the child's soul. My own name, in a land so vast and mysterious, soaked with the blood of endless feuding, the birthplace of the concept of zero, seemed a ridiculous thing to me, so paltry and meaningless. My namesake obtained the fleece through less than heroic means in a celebrated tale that would have barely been a minor footnote in the narrative legacy of these people. Even in my misguided romanticizing, I suspected that desert people would always outpace us in their profundity, leaving even the best of us passive and confused ethnographers desperately grasping for understanding.


 My new guide led me to a fortification. I could see enormous piles of the powdery black sand being poured from the ramparts. As I would learn, this lost tribe did not follow Allah, but the Aleph, but this element of my story is premature.


 Despite the misfortune of my circumstances, I had already been judged a trespasser, and was treated thusly. Gruff faces with grisly beards spied me with unconcealed mistrust and contempt as we approached the main gates. My guide explained to the guards that I had been orphaned, a foundling of the unforgiving desert, and that my passage away would be speedily arranged. He also did not bother to make any excuses on my behalf, dubbing me harshly with that title of trespasser.


 “It is written that none but our tribe see the Work,” one guard admonished, reciting as if from some invisible scripture.


 “His eyes shall remain hooded from the Work. Praise be Aleph,” replied my guide.


 “Praise be Aleph,” the two guards answered simultaneously, opening the two heavy stone doors by means of a crank mechanism.


 I did not chance to glimpse at what lay behind those gates, for a guard tied a blindfold around my eyes. I was led by the hand through what my artificial blindness would have assumed were winding corridors. When next sight was restored to me, I was face to face with a stern old man with a long grey beard and a beige ceremonial robe. He had the look of a frightening biblical patriarch, and a scowl etched his face.


 “Announce yourself before me and this council, trespasser,” he boomed.


 “My name is Jason Johns, an American. I lost my way when my guide deceived me and abandoned me to certain death until one of your people encountered me unconscious in the desert.”


 “What is your guild, Jason Johns American?”


 “Guild? I have no guild. I am just a traveller.”


 “Trespasser,” I was corrected.


 “He is b'rethtu,” said what I assumed was the patriarch's vizier.


 “B'rethtu?” I echoed.


 “He means 'nomad', a man with no guild, no place, and no purpose,” explained the patriarch.


 I was on the verge of protesting, that I had a place, an apartment in Seattle, a family, and so forth, but immediately redressed myself. Was I not a nomad? Without purpose or direction, a long series of temporary jobs and aimless globetrotting in some half-hearted attempt to discover myself. The pronouncement of nomad was perhaps exceptionally apt.


 “He cannot remain here,” said the vizier.


 “That is written,” said the patriarch.


 Amid a plethora of inconsequential protests I made, insisting on accidental circumstances to efface this nomination of being a trespasser, they would hear no more. Nothing further would be revealed that night, and I was led away to be bedded down in an antechamber with a floor fashioned of rough jute.


 I could flatter myself to believe these mysterious people were impressed by my precociousness, but it was more likely their boredom and isolation that allowed me to tarry longer in their domain as they had made no motions to do as my guide had announced in speeding me off. I was slowly introduced to the mysteries they so carefully guarded. Perhaps by the curious twist of their metaphysical outlook and its complete exclusion of any possibility of, or place for, accidents, my simply being there was an act of a higher will, linked perhaps to predestination or fate. In time, they relaxed the derogatory predicate of trespasser from my name and began treating me – not with excessive hospitality – with a measured laconic tolerance. Seeing that I was harmless and more or less grateful to having been saved from the harsh desert, there was less reason for them to be secretive. As a nomad, I could present them with little to no jeopardy.


 In time, I would learn their names, although names served a different function, closely reminiscent of medieval naming where a surname like Cook, Butler, Smith, would announce one's profession. Each member of the Guild was assigned a letter at birth they would be accountable for. The man who had rescued me was named – and responsible for – the letter P. Each of the 26 members were given to profound reflections on their respective letters, experimenting with phonic variations, drawing elaborate tables of connections where the letter was prominently in use, the geometric permutations of the letter, and so on – a whole of one's life devoted to one assigned letter each. They were also, I learned, each responsible for the manufacturing of their assigned letter using a large typesetting apparatus (I would later discover that the black sands that dominated this stretch of desert were actually a mix of stone dust and black ink from these machines). By contrast, my name, composed as it was of ten letters, must have seemed to them a jumbled incoherence.


 Each letter had a guardian and an elder advisory council. The guardian would be entrusted to train the novice at thirteen years of age when the child was taken from the parental home. At the age of 26, if the novice passed the educational requirements in the study of the letter, he would take the position of the new guardian while the old guardian would be given a seat on the advisory council. The training was of a demanding rigour not found even in some of our most renowned schools. Concurrently with the training specific to the letter, the novice was expected to read the Book of Aleph (Liber Alephi) so as to lend the requisite spiritual gravity and instruction as to why guardianship of the letter was necessary. I was given no indication if their studies included mathematics, geography, history, or the natural sciences, but their knowledge seemed to embrace all fields of study as it pertained to the study of the letter.


 Despite the rigour of instruction, their studies were pragmatic and the subjects gracefully economical. A history of American presidents, for example, would most likely be considered highly peripheral except where letters were somehow involved – the repetition of W in the initials of Woodrow Wilson would have some relevance to one studying the letter W. Neither was their education so exclusively specific as to disregard the importance of other letters in the alphabet. I've already mentioned their quasi-theological text, Liber Alephi, but every six months they were expected to pass a test on a letter outside their guardianship. This survey knowledge of other letters gave the student insight on how letters connect as a whole. By the time they reached the age of 26, on top of mastering their own letter, they would have gained approximate knowledge on the remaining 25. This was consistent practice in their pedagogical view of gradual development and the cohering of orthography.


 For obvious reasons of guild privacy, I was not permitted to read the Liber Alephi, but the guardian of Q was kind enough to tell me select notions from their devotional text, doubtless taking care to omit a great deal so as not to subject the book to the eyes of the profane.


 The Guildmaster's suspicion of me as a foreigner was waning, almost as though I had ceased to be of any alarming significance. His nonchalance trickled down to the remainder of the tribe who took very little interest in me, my travels, or the land from whence I came. In fact, they seemed to lack that bone of curiousity most others are born with, and so my incessant questions must have seemed odd, if not mildly offensive and exasperating. I more than made up for their signal lack of any astonishment while they regarded me like one would the presence of a chirping migratory bird.


 I cannot reliably say just how many weeks I spent pacing those winding stone corridors and black sands, alighting in one workshop or another (they were all of homogenous size and contents save for the difference in letter). To say that I was permitted to observe their work is too formal an acknowledgement when, in fact, they took increasingly less interest in my presence. In each of the 26 workshops, all hewn in stone, there was a monumental letter (also of stone) in the centre announcing the workshop's charge. By the evidence of small stone chips strewn around these sculptures, the letter was always being refined and reshaped. A baffling array of instruments and measurement tables bespoke of perpetual modification and analysis. To say these people took letters seriously would be a crude understatement: for them, the letter was a religion, a way of life, and the reason for existence for which no higher purpose could exist. The fact that I had no trade in the letter placed me in the maligned position of being inferior. 



 What also astounded me was the staggering volume of archives each letter had associated with it. For example, in workshop F, a copy of Anatole France's The Garden of Epicurus had every F in the text reverentially circled in ink with a single bold underline. The guardian of F could tell me from memory how many times the letter F appeared in the book which he said was factored into his ongoing statistical analysis. I learned from him that F appeared on average 97 times out of 1000 characters in the period preceding World War II, but appeared 106 times subsequently. When I inquired after the discrepancy, the guardian made motion with his hands suggesting there are some mysteries about a letter only the guardian of that letter is entitled to know. 


 The guardian of Y was much more forthcoming, almost friendly, when I visited him. He even elected to show me a book that pleased him containing Jacques Derrida's Ulysses Gramophone.


 “Not here how the philosopher counted the number of instances of Y-E-S in Joyce's Ulysses,” he said. “When it comes to the inscription of letters, there are no accidents.”


 “Do you believe that authors intentionally add a set number of particular letters in their works?” I asked.


 “Yes and no. Rules govern language and predict what can come next in the construction of a word. There are no words in any language where an X is followed by a K, but Y follows L frequently. Sound and structure determine orthographic interconnectivity. Each letter has a limited range of options for what they can connect to, and this is determined by the small range of sounds it can fit with unless modified by another letter.”


 “Like how G can be hard or soft, 'grab' or 'lodge', right?”


 “Yes. Determined by rules of convention, mutations in language, borrow terms, and the like.”


 “Can you explain why my being here is not considered an accident?”


 “There are rules some cannot see, but still follow without knowing it. Certain connections in the universe follow broad patterns that may extend as far back as time's beginning. Every choice made in life, as in letters for the formation of a word, is an exclusive one that annihilates all other possible choices. Granted, there are some choices that are more highly probably than others. Y follows L commonly even though K following X is theoretically possible but not probable. In your case, you came to the desert. You knew it was a possibility that you would be cheated, become lost, all the risky and perilous misadventures that eventually brought you here. Some choices are more likely than others. You could have come here and strangled me or talk to me – the latter choice was more likely. If someone greets you, it is more likely that you return the greeting with something in kind, and highly unlikely that you take that occasion to slit your own throat or recite a passage from an encyclopedia or peel a grapefruit.”


 “I couldn't have known in advance that I would find myself here since I did not know 'here' existed.”


 “As I said, choices are made according to rules, but not everyone is aware of the rules. Choices are sequential, and most people make them in specific circumstances without realizing that these choices are formed by all previous experience.”


 I would not be granted much more insight into this strange tribe of orthographers, for the Guildmaster summoned me to say that he had arranged for my departure. It was time for me to make new choices. But, at the heart of my attempts to understand these people, I continuously came up against the wall of their true purpose. To what end this guardianship of letters? The answer would be given me by way of a riddle.


 “Words are clean, and names are clumsy,” the Guildmaster said. “Some must dedicate their lives to the protection and regulation of the word's smallest and most fragile units so that words may continue to thrive. The things we name – feelings, objects, ideas – cannot survive without the concurrence of letters that guarantee the sense and sound. We fashion, we study, we develop so that others may be free. It does not trouble us that so many take these tiny units for granted, or do not understand the vital significance of single letters, but neither do many who eat think of the harvester, those who use tools think of the toolmaker, those who blindly obey the laws of the land think of the one who wrote them into existence. Go forth, Jason Johns American. The letter is yours to wield, and ours to comprehend.”


 And so it was done. A member of the guild escorted me for several miles, that tribal fortification swallowed by distance and the stirring of another storm. My guide left me at the nearest small town, gifting unto me only one statement: “It is written. The infinite Aleph knows, and men believe they are free. It is the way of the Aleph and the way of men, their differences united by the pattern of the letter.” That was the last I ever heard or saw of the orthographers.


 Since then, I endeavoured to locate where they might have been situated, poring over maps and researching any mention of them. However, I turned up nothing, and resolved to think the whole affair a hallucination brought on by desert exposure. The idea still torments me from time to time, that there is a group of chosen people given the duty to uphold the building blocks of language. Who appointed them? I can no longer jot down even the most frivolous thought or compile a simple list without feeling the tug of what I so carelessly employ. 



 Who indeed is the typesetter, die Setzer?
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“Dear Colleague” 


 



Operating as I did with books on the two levers of academia and connoisseurship, I could expect a double volume of emails attempting to enjoin me to submit an abstract at some cryptography conference or entice me to purchase a particular volume. These varied by grades of relevance and intended target, the magnitude of which describing if the email was meant for me personally or just a list of people who just happened to be clustered by the same general interest. I received my steady share of “dear colleague” or “dear sir” emails that were either spam or near-spam: blanket calls to support this or that editorial endeavour or share the news about some conference that had only a few keywords connecting it to my specific research interests. These emails I would scan, the click of my delete button faster than getting past the first line or two. But this email was different, despite its drab subject line.


 A scholar I had never heard of teaching out of a pocket-sized university in an afterhtought of a town. His name was unfamiliarly, but with the usual bunting of a scholar, Dr. Gregory D. Pickman, and he started off with the usual formalities of praising some obscure article I had published in an equally obscure journal some many years ago. With empty flatteries out of the way, he asked if I would not consider discussing what I know about librarianship on a more esoteric level, thinking my cryptographic work may be of some benefit to a little research obsession of his. It was a polite “feeler” email, so I felt inclined to respond with measured appreciation and light inquiry:

 



Dear Dr G. D. Pickman,



Thank you for your kind words in regards my article, “An Examination of Ligatures as a Key to Decoding the 'Pseudo' Liber Maleficorum.” It has been a while since I had been reminded of that particular work, and it has brought back good memories of my research time devoted to it. 



 




You mentioned in your message a request for assistance regarding the matter of librarianship and decoding some peculiar messages you have found in your own research. Although I find myself with very little time these days, I suppose it would depend on the length of involvement this would entail, and more importantly if my skills may prove of any use at all. Without knowing much more about your project, I am not in a position to say either way if I could commit to it. If you could elaborate further, this would help orient us towards answering these questions.



Regards,



A. Gimaldi


 



Pickman took a day to respond:

 



Dear Dr. Gimaldi,



I have no doubt that someone with your impressive record of decoding and deciphering would be of vital assistance or input. I do fall considerably short on the decoding side of things, but it may be necessary for me to move forward. As I stated in an earlier email, my primary research interest is library phenomena, especially histories. I have been met with the full force of a beguiling mystery in the last while that is prompting me to develop a branch of library studies entitled Paralibrary Sciences. I have a draft here for your consideration. It perhaps does not necessitate saying this, but this is an unpublished piece and I will count on your professional discretion in not sharing this with anyone else for now. Your input from the perspective of your expertise, or any other stylistic matter including questions of clarification, are fully welcome. I do hope you will have the time to assist me, and I would be very much indebted to you for any input you can provide.



All the best,



G.D.P.


 



His email was burdened with an attachment I downloaded and read off my screen. It batted itself out between being pedantic and conversant:


 



Paralibrary


(A document describing three paralibrary experiences that I have witnessed)

 



If Paralibrary Sciences is not already an academic subject ensconced in some institution, then it would have to be invented. Paralibrary phenomena is far from common, perhaps even less so than the occurrence of self-alleged psychics, and I would conjecture that less than one percent of the population has ever encountered it. The problem is that, unlike other paranormal phenomena and its study, there is no standard for measuring paralibrary phenomena, no version of Zener cards to test the claims and evaluate the evidence, no eminent C. D. Broad style thinker conducting intensive research on the subject. 



 I have scoured the very location of these phenomena for any mention of these events occurring, but have only turned up the usual monotony of foul murders perpetrated between the book stacks and the like. No research, to the best of my abilities in searching, speaks of the things I have borne witness to, nor attest to the events I will herein describe. 



 The events I will describe took place in three separate university libraries, and I have taken the small liberty to name each case. I refrain from naming the location of the libraries themselves to prevent tampering by those who would deem fit to stage hoaxes and upset the objectivity of the research. By “paralibrary phenomena”, I do not mean ghosts or supernatural occurrences; the term covers behaviours and actions that make use of the structure and content of libraries outside their normal intention. For this proposed study, I exclude those actions by the merely disrespectful or adolescent. So, I do not concern myself with the plethora of campus myths of undergraduate students having sex with one another in the dark stacks in the upper floors as well as those who would choose the library as a proxy milieu to get drunk. General hooliganism and non-library related gaming is also excluded from my study.

 


 


 



A. Library of Congress Control Number Postal System

 



Allegedly there is a group whose name I have not yet been privy to. They are a quiet and serious group from what I can gather, and their members scattered throughout the country, but their chief means of correspondence occurs solely (as far as I can gather) in this particular university library.


 This was my entry into paralibrary research. I first occasioned upon their correspondence as anyone might - by sheer accident alone. While pursuing one of a few of my academic interests, I drew a book from the stack, a text evaluating the critical reception of J. K. Huysman's Marthe. By the third chapter, I encountered a folded piece of paper. I would have thought nothing of it, thinking it to be a bookmark or some other clutter previous borrowers abandon between the pages of a book. The folded paper had an inscription penned in a very delicate and refined calligraphic hand. It read: C.V.I- Your Attention. Once I unfolded this small square of paper, I read the following:

 



From D.D.R. to C.V.I 



The meeting will not be taking place as announced, but will occur at our alternate, 5-7e-89l-r at Charon's Hour. I suspect PW.xxx of countervailing the proposed amendment to the Charter, in violation of the Charges. Can the twelve depend on your support? Meet one week prior at the second alternate. In the light of fraternity, D.D.R.

 



I do confess that the chances of encountering another such note in a library whose holdings neared two million volumes was astronomical at best, but chance did throw another book in my path with another similar letter tucked inside its pages. The next letter was more explicit, even citing the call number of the text where the intended recipient was to address a matter of particular importance. From what I could gather, an election of sorts was in the making, and so there was a great deal more correspondent chatter via letters in books. Eventually, following one led to the next, I had catalogued 22 books where correspondence was frequently taking place. 



 The general theory was that each member of this group was assigned a book as their effective post box. The meetings so often cited in the run-up to the mysterious election only took place in a mutually agreed upon location, but this location was a book and I eventually was able to recognize it by the decimal coordinates. “Alternates” were also commonly mentioned, and this referred to an alternate book-location for meetings to be “held” and votes to be “cast”. I would presume that alternates were important in the event that the primary book was checked out or the notes accidentally discovered. The notes themselves were cryptic and virtually impenetrable, but I was able to suss out clues by sleuthing ever further - and this is something the general populace would most likely not do. 



 It stood to reason that if the group had an alternate “meeting place” to reduce the chances that their flow of correspondence would be stymied by accidental borrowing of the book, then each member must have had an alternate book that functioned as their post box.


 Through some deduction, I was able to discover the location of the “vote”. The notes inside were small scraps of paper held inside a small envelope, each of them signed by the respective voter - not by name or acronym, but by book call number:

 



Knight of E. Archive


F.R.W (I) G.L.M (II)


PW1009.Z356 1962 - II


VerWord: Embedded (89)

 



And so on for each slip of paper. Each of the ballots had already been typed on one of those antique typewriters, and the voter had only to fill out their choice between I and II as well as a “VerWord” which I gather to mean a verification word to identify the voter to prevent other members from impersonation. I tracked down one of the voters' location-book and checked what I assumed was the page number upon which the verification word appeared. Surely enough, on page 89 of the book, the word “embedded” had been lightly underlined, initialed, and dated. I did not inspect every slip of paper, and I was certain that there was more than one “polling station”. 



 I am sorry to report that I never did discover the hierarchical structure of this group, nor precisely what it was they stood for, did, and so forth. I also have no information about just how many members this group had, or if they had affiliate groups in other libraries. A very personal matter caused me to uproot from the city in which the library was situated, causing me to abandon any further researches...Not that they would have borne much fruit after a particular incident.


 The incident attests to my regrettable sloppiness in regard managing this research with utmost discretion. How the group discovered that they had been discovered, and an outsider was actively following their activities is uncertain to me. Perhaps the method they employed in depositing correspondence in each other's post box books involved placement at a certain orientation or page number, and I do confess that I was not all too careful in replacing the letters in the precise manner in which I had found them. Or perhaps a member had spied me on more than one occasion moving in a very suspicious pattern to precisely the books that were assigned to them. How I knew was discovered was the result of the very method of sleuthing I relied upon. When returning to a particular member-assigned book, I found a letter warning of “an impertinent snoop” alighting upon a list of texts listed by their call numbers. I had inspected this book but a few days earlier, so I knew the correspondence was fresh. How I knew they were on to me was that the letter also included my investigative pattern which I never deviated from. Every second day I would return to the library and go through my list of known books, and this sequence was recorded in the correspondence. By the second book I investigated that day, there was no doubt that I had been identified and my research unwelcome, for the letter was addressed to me, “the snoop”:

 



Snoop,


Cease and desist all further inquiries. The matter is now at an end for you. Meddle no further, and respect the privacy of the senders and recipients or face disciplinary action.

 



The letter was not signed, but the threatening tone was not lost on me. Having been uncovered, I am quite sure that the group reassigned new books and operated under stricter codes of secrecy since. Had I been more cautious, I may have penetrated deeper into their mysteries, and so it is my hope that by my documenting this that some enterprising researcher in the future may extend our knowledge beyond where my attempt was so prematurely ended.

 



B. Serial Clue-Planting

 



This next event is a slight variation on the first, and was also discovered chiefly by the governance of chance. I am unsure if this was being perpetrated by a group or by someone acting individually, for all the fragments I had collected were typewritten, and the tone consistent in its inconsistency. 



 While I was thumbing through a book on the cosmogonies of Francis Ponge, a folded page jutted out from the section devoted to Ponge's “hymn to electricity”. This would prove the start of a long and inconclusive research that took no less than two years of collection and frustration.


 The note I found there, and every other like it, sported a stylized watermark identifying that it was part of the same series. Try as I have to discern any meaning or purpose to these fragments, I am simply not up to the task of deciphering what is written in them, nor if they are parts of a larger work that - had I the patience to find them all - would reveal their meaning by appeal to their totality.

 



The regression precipitates the beginning of how the circle is closed, not the reverse. 



DR7009.C349 1996

 



Mulling the possible meanings, I came only to conjecture. The call number at the bottom of the note urged me on to locate it and find therein another note, as equally cryptic as the last. There seemed to be a sequentiality to the fragments, and each of them furnished the call number of the book where I would find another one. I followed this call number trail for about 184 books, thereby collecting 184 fragments that I still could not understand. The question of where the fragmented text began, in which book, haunted me as well.


 There were plenty of frustrations along the way. At least eight times the book I needed to acquire next in the fragment series had been checked out and, presumably, the fragment would have been discovered by the borrower and most likely tossed away. On other occasions, the call number cited would lead me to a book with no fragment at all. Fortunately, when I came to an impasse, I discovered that there was a pattern to these fragment deposits roughly corresponding to a mathematical sequence involving the call numbers. So, for example, I could expect that the next fragment would appear 1001 books later in the call number sequence, but this was not always the case. If there was a mathematical pattern, it was far beyond my ken to pinpoint, but I knew there to be one since it would lead me to the approximate location where I could be seen investigating an entire shelf of books and coming away with the next missing fragment. 



 The fragments themselves I would provide in an appendix if I still possessed them. Only one of the fragments exist since I had taken to writing it in one of my notebooks, and that fragment (which was the first I found and is by far the one that haunts me most, is written above). In retrospect, I should have copied each of them instead of merely collecting them in a file folder that has been misplaced under mysterious circumstances. The fragments themselves, I can say, have a strong metaphysical bent to them and seem to concern the nature of the library as its operative metaphor. 



 The thrill of the chase is what marks the excitement of this particular phenomena. The serialized aspect of these fragments seems to promise some stable meaning to emerge if one is persistent enough to locate them all, appealing to a collection fetishism. I freely admit that I was immediately hooked by this mystery, but try as I did, I had as much luck as the previous research bout with the secretive group's method of correspondence. The method of dissemination is slightly novel in its aspect, and one could wager that it involves considerable risk given that any of the volumes in which the fragments are inserted could be borrowed and the fragment merely tossed away. As authors generally aim to be understood, I would speculate that the meaning would remain intact even if fragments were lost or destroyed, thereby suggesting that one should not build too much into the interpretation of any individual fragment.


 However, I can quite easily contradict this claim if I suppose that the author's intention is not to be understood, and is merely “having us on.” There may be an authorial intention to obscure, planting vague and esoteric fragments to offer us who discover them the illusion of a larger meaning. I do not like to dwell on this possibility given how much time I had already invested in my investigation, but it is a possibility I cannot dismiss out of hand. I've read about those who construct elaborate, serpentine ciphers and codes that are false, a method of “Greeking” that is mischievously concocted to trick scholars into wasting their time trying to crack it, trying to find some kind of meaning when there never was one to begin with. 


 



C. Posterity Management

 



This is simply where the author inserts unpublished manuscript pages at random throughout the library. I hazard to include this in a roundup of paralibrary activities, but it does definitionally find itself within its domain. The author's name (if it is in fact real and not a pseudonym) is Jonkil Calembour, and I have only by chance uncovered five examples of his writing scattered throughout the library. Save for the inconceivably time consuming task of going through the university library's entire holdings, I dare say that the collection of all these intentionally orphaned leaves of his “great unpublished” will never see reunion. I did do considerable research on the author, and from a comparison I made between the unpublished texts purporting to be under the authorship of Calembour and his published works, there seems to be a consistency of style and theme. I am not particularly interested in the content of his ravings, to be frank, but it would be of some utility to Calembour scholars should the text be authenticated. However, I cannot rule out that it may have been an emulator trying to make mischief. 



 Something of note, however, came to me via a Calembour scholar I had contacted. He told me that there is indeed mention in one of Calembour's books about his desire to cause some mischief for his biographers. Calembour spent considerable time considering and openly remarking upon his posthumous reception, and so stated his goal of inserting unnumbered pages of his writings throughout various books that he had read, each of the pages in the books themselves underlined and with notes to provide a “clue” to the inserted page. Of course, given the maverick and harlequin playfulness of Calembour, one could fully expect that some of these would be “dummy connections” that would exasperate scholars for long hours trying to suss out a relevance that was never there in the first place. 



 I also came across a book entitled, The Authorship of Jonkil Calembour that muddied rather than clarified the issue of who was the author or authors responsible for the over 100 volumes in the Calembour canon. Although he was prolific to the point of graphomania, it is difficult to explain how he was able to complete such a body of work in his lifetime. A further problem emerges when we learn that there were a few other authors who claimed to be writing under his name, and that Calembour himself constantly alludes to various collaborators and saboteurs that were working to enlarge his corpus for laudatory or defamatory purposes. As well, Calembour himself had also written under the name of his own collaborators such as Dr Fuse Less et al. In the end, I decided to abandon any pursuit that was properly the domain of Calembour scholarship and stuck to the task of studying this particular paralibrary phenomenon. 



 The orphaned leaves themselves were not difficult to acquire given that my research into Calembour had supplied me with a suitable source of his own research interests, thereby guiding me to the books he would have most likely consulted and subsequently dumped within them his unpublished pages (Note: I leave aside the authorship debate and will refer to Calembour as the originating author for brevity's sake). Even his vast, polymathic interests were not unlimited, and so a careful cull of his bibliographical entries was enough to populate a list of possible leads of about 2,000 books. About 500 of these contained an inserted page. Although I cannot lay claim to the manuscript being complete, it is a sizable enough collection to be of interest to Calembour scholarship, and I have since provided the Tarakotta Academy of Letters what I have collected. Since my goal was primarily to reunite the pages and muse on the event as a suitable entry to paralibrary sciences, I left off any attempt to put the pages in their proper sequence - a task better delegated to those more familiar with Calembour's work and with the patience required to order unnumbered pages. Moreover, the content I had read did not furnish me with any clues as to where I would find more of their kind, this already supplied by the bibliographical entries. 



 While on vacation down south, I ran into an old school chum of mine and we began talking about our current research. At some point, I had mentioned this phenomenon and he told me of something similar where an author whose fortunes in becoming recognized were rather bleak had undertaken to do his own version of posterity management. The author, inferred my friend, might have been inspired by reading Will Self's The Book of Dave, for the unpublished manuscripts were copied several times, wrapped in plastic, and buried deep in the ground where they would presumably be found perhaps years, decades, or even centuries later. This time capsule technique may have afforded posthumous recognition of the author that had been missing in life. Perhaps the found texts would become interpreted as some sort of gospel for a new world unrecognizable by us.

 



Conclusion

 



As stated supra, if paralibrary sciences did not already exist as a viable academic sub-discipline or exercise, it would by necessity have to be invented. I have herein described three of what I would presume to be several possible events and uses a library can be put to that go beyond its intended scope. Whether it was a jape, an accident, or a fully intended delivery, I received an anonymous package while still writing this casual article. The book I received by this anonymous donor was entitled Codex Infinitum and its premise was in developing Jorge Luis Borges' infinite library of Babel to such an extreme whilst considering its philosophical implications. In it is a wealth of paralibrary phenomena I found somewhat entertaining, but sadly it is just fiction. I believe that a book of this sort may generate a sudden surge in interest in paralibrary sciences, but it may attract the wrong sort of researchers who will suspect every event to be connected to the monotonous genre of secret societies and vast enigmatic conspiracies. And, like all thing popular, it will have its day and then peter out, perhaps taking my proposed sub-discipline's viability with it. Or, I can dare to venture that this popularity will urge universities to take this study seriously enough to add it to the existing curriculum of library sciences and then go about its vigorous promotion for more seasoned and serious scholars interested in documenting the phenomena in ways much better skilled than I have briefly and unsatisfactorily done here. Since this sub-discipline is in its infancy, I can only hope that these reflections of mine will function as the opening of a dialogue that will gain in methodological rigour as more interested researchers add their own skills to the task.

 



Pickman's conjectures were spotted with some hasty thinking, and I failed to see what use my own work in cryptographic research would be to his enterprise. It was obvious by his report that whoever was planting these clues had already come to know that there was an “eavesdropper” in this elaborate correspondence. Some of what puzzled him about the nature of these books would have taken on new colour had he known about the Library, but my eyes burned on the mention of the Codex Infinitum. It gave me pause to consider that Pickman might have been another of Castellemare's agents who contrived this excuse to frustrate me further with mystery and coincidence. It was paranoid reasoning, and I had to consider the possibility that Pickman was in earnest and not of Castellemare's dummies.


 I wrote to Pickman:

 



Dear Dr Pickman,



I have read your interesting preliminary work on Paralibrary Phenomena. As you know, my skills are centered in decoding, deciphering, and in being able to assess the value of rare books (a hobby of mine). That being said, I am unsure of how my involvement would be of any benefit to your research. 



 



To which he replied, an hour later:

 



Dear Dr Gimaldi,



I should perhaps be more up front, but perhaps assumed you already were aware, but I was given your name by a one Heinrich Hermann – an elderly and scholarly friend of my family – who was approached about a similar issue by a bookseller named Anton Setzer. Mr. Hermann learned of your recent interest in library mysteries by this Mr. Setzer, so Mr. Hermann thought nothing of giving me your name after I had discussed a few of the issues I have been pursuing. If your name and current interest in library mysteries was given in error, I do sincerely apologize.



Best,



G.D.P.


 



Setzer was throwing my name around for some reason. Before deciding whether I was going to respond to Pickman, I sent a blast to Setzer:

 



Anton,



First you claim to make a “clean breast” of things, send me a cryptic fiction where you are named, and then I get word that you have been speaking of me to others (who is Heinrich Hermann?). I've now been contacted by a library studies scholar interested in sharing his work with me. I fail to understand the motives. If you are still in the candid mood, please do “enlighten” and “apprise” me of why you feel at such liberty to throw my name around as casual dinner conversation.



G


 



And then, his response:

 



Gimaldi,



It isn't good for one's critical mindset to be so arrant in your suspicions of everything and everyone. I have no evil designs. You approached me – nay, stalked me! - to put your questions of the Library to me. Would I be wrong to assume that the Library still holds interest for you? You very well know that I cannot give you all the answers, but when Heinrich told me of a younger scholarly friend's current fascination with a library-related mystery, and I heard some of the details, well, I thought this would aid you in the answers you seek. I may have been wrong, and you may have left the agonizing mystery of the Library well behind you now, which is not so foolish a decision to make. My mentioning your name was little more than a professional courtesy, and I genuinely hoped that this would be of interest to you. As for Heinrich, he is not one of Castellemare's allies; he is an astonishing individual, really, and perhaps one day you may come to hear his story about a different way of reading, one that nearly claimed his sanity. 



 




I will not take offense at your tone, but try to be a bit more charitable before you start barking.



With best of intentions,



Anton


 



I wrote back to Pickman and said that I would be interested in meeting with him if he could see his way up to Toronto some time in the next while. He responded in the way a child would in being told he could stay up past his bedtime. He urged for a sooner rather than later meeting, and was – as he said – free for the next month until classes resumed again. He would make the trip. Like most scholars who concerned themselves with issues so few cared about, he would cleave to anyone who would even wink in his direction. I knew that feeling, once, when I still cared, when I still considered my interests in a disproportionately amplified importance. Once upon time, I cared to make my name in my field, and that somehow this would radiate beyond the small cadre of researchers, eliciting a widespread interest on the subject in the popular mind. It just needed the right idea, the right researcher, the right promoter. I had once thought I could throw that bridge from the island obscure of academic concern to the continent of the public. But it turned out that the magnitude of distance was too large.


 Four days later, I met Pickman at the airport. Neither of us being gifted in the practical, we had not arranged to identify ourselves to one another, did not say “I'll be the one with the red hat” or some other way of distinguishing us from the others. But there was no mistaking that the mussed up man in the baggy suit and the thick lenses, the beginnings of a neck wattle, and a look of confusion only lifelong dedicated academics could cultivate, was Pickman.


 “Dr Pickman,” I said, having intercepted him before he might have wandered into the luggage carousel and never be seen again. “Alberto Gimaldi.”


 His features locked into place, confusion switching into the recognition that he was not orphaned at the airport. “Ah, hello, hello, Dr Gimaldi!”


 After asking after the pleasure of his flight, the details of his hotel, and other sundry small-talk affairs, it was soon time to discuss libraries. We decided we could do that over dinner, but we were already into it on the cab ride to his hotel, and on the way to a restaurant. 



 “The strangest things have been occurring since I sent you that draft,” his weak voice, high and nasal, scrambled out of his mouth. 



 “Oh?”


 “I had thought that once it was known I was on the trail of whoever these people are who leave those messages that they would change methods, or go silent. But, no, instead, there has been much more chatter. It is almost as though they either do not care if I see it, think I will not have the context to figure out what they say, or that they want me to see it. Their correspondence is very animated, like something very important is happening.”


 “Of what nature?”


 “Oh, they speak in an infuriating way, mostly acronyms and the occasional glyph. I have some photocopies with me back at the hotel if you would like to take a look. Perhaps you can make sense of them since I cannot.”


 “How do you know that the messages are urgent?”


 “The words between acronyms seem to imply it. In addition, there have been many more of them. It is a congress of them, I think, and they are deliberating on something important.”


 “You said you received a book from an anonymous donor. Codex Infinitum. Do you have it with you?”


 “Not presently, but I cannot make it out. It may be unrelated, or some joke being played on me by some colleague who may have come to learn of my new little obsession. I'm not in the best of departments.”


 I had to keep the focus on the conversation since I could tell that Pickman was about to give forth in self-pity about his woes in academia from petty colleagues to chronic underfunding. “Have you read it, then?”


 “The book? Some of it. It is a novel of some kind about libraries, or a library. A piece of homage to Borges, and somewhat sloppily written, a bit cliché, but I am no judge of literature. Not my domain.”


 “Am I mentioned?” I asked. The question seemed to perplex him.


 “No... Why would you be named? Is it about you?”


 “I keep encountering references to it in my own... pursuit,” I said, navigating with caution so as not to give up too much, too soon. “I'm really sorry that you didn't think to bring it.”


 “Well, I didn't see it as relevant. I may have overstated the importance of it by mentioning it in that article at all... But, you have to understand, there seemed to be a lot of mysterious events happening all at once, and I may have taken some liberties in assuming that everything that was happening to me was connected.”


 Our drinks arrived: him a dry white wine and me a scotch.


 “You mentioned a pursuit,” he continued, picking up our thread. “Would it be nosy of me to ask what about?”


 “Some very strange texts have been coming my way lately, and this after I took up a small employment with a librarian.” - at this, Pickman perked up. 



 “Really? What sort of employment?”


 “You wouldn't believe me if I told you. I... Perhaps it is best to focus on what you sent me and what I can do.”


 “Please, Dr Gimaldi, the way things have been lately I doubt anything you could say would be a strain on my credulity.”


 I decided to feel him out, to test him slowly: “Okay, are you familiar with the name 'Castellemare'?”


 “Is that a region?”


 He obviously didn't know. “Never mind. I'm actually interested in what you read in the Codex. I think it might be much more important than you might have realized. It might even be the key to what we're both puzzling about.”


 “Well, you already know about my puzzle, but you've been so vague about yours. You know you can trust me with anything confidential. I mean, it is only fair given that you have done the same for me.”


 “I know for a fact that the Library mentioned in that book is real. I've seen it. I've worked in it. I have borrowed books from it.”


 Pickman's face was unreadable. I had no idea if he thought I was a lunatic or if what I said was plausible. Our dinner was placed in front of us: for him a pan-fried halibut, and for me a steak I would just pick at for show. I wasn't hungry.


 “Well, if the Library is real, perhaps that would indeed explain what puzzles me, if not also deepening the mystery. You say you've... been in it? An infinite library? This runs completely against anything scientific. Are you sure?”


 “I cannot be entirely sure, but if it isn't, then there are some very curious people that are doing all they can to prevent others from finding out more except by the dribble of the occasional clues. Perhaps designed to be a game, to lead some of us on.”


 “I am lumbering toward the conclusion that this Calembour I mention in my draft may be at the heart of our mystery. I have many reasons to believe that if we can locate him, we can at least determine the reason and nature of the correspondence I have witnessed in the library.”


 “I doubt it. It's just another false lead,” I said, having the effect of dampening Pickman.


 “I still don't think we should dismiss this Calembour out of hand. How do you know that your Castellman -”


 “Castellemare.”


 “Yes, pardon me, Castellemare... how do you know he isn't the false lead.”


 “Because I have met him. He was my employer.”


 “And no more? Still, that is no invincible proof. He could be Calembour himself and just taking on a different name. In my research, I found that he did take on alter egos. I mean, I wouldn't have the ability to confirm or deny that this man was Calembour even if I met this Castellemare. I haven't ever seen either of them, if they are one or two people.”


 “Your description of Calembour and his antics does not match that of Castellemare.”


 “Who is he?”


 “The Librarian. A very unhelpful one. I had been hired to reacquire books that slipped from his Library until I got ballsy and took a few of them without asking. I am not a thief by nature, you have to understand, but I was driven by the pursuit of knowledge. Castellemare was not answering my questions. I took initiative.”


 “Do you suppose that these messages I intercept are written by him or his agents?”


 “They could be slips.”


 “From the Library?”


 “Or perhaps a means for his agents to communicate with one another in this world. There are too many question marks. Right now, I am reading one of those stolen books. It mentions me in an alternate world, as well as a few others. My next task will be to see if the other main characters are in this world, too. The book is frustrating because it is so poorly written and only multiplies questions and riddles. But maybe if I contact the people it names, I might gain access to more context.”


 I was about to detail more about the book itself when our voices were overpowered by singing waiters at our table, already launching into song. The birthday song. Pickman was as confused as I was. Surely this was a mistake. 



 “...Haaaappy biiiiirthdaaaaay, deeeear Gi-maaaaaal-deeeee, haaaaappy biiiiirthdaaaaay toooo youuuuuuuuuuuuu!!!”


 There was applause while amused patrons turned around in their chairs to see who was being feted in song by the entire staff of the restaurant. An enormous, hideous cake was placed in front of me, and the manager implored me with his face that I should blow out the candles. What could I do? Instead of protest, I blew out the candles. My birthday was not for another month.


 “I had no idea!” beamed Pickman. 



 And neither did I. 



 “It isn't my birthday,” I told Pickman as the staff dribbled back into their duties. 



 “It isn't?”


 “Who picked the restaurant? You did. So unless you arranged this...”


 “How could I have known if it was your birthday or not? We haven't been out of sight of one another since I arrived. I certainly didn't tip anyone off, nor did I see you do it. Unless you did?”


 I shook my head. “As far as I know, nobody knows I am here in this restaurant with you unless I am being tailed, and this is some kind of joke.”


 “Well,” Pickman shrugged. “Maybe. But, you now have cake, so it was a sweet joke, it seems.”


 I was meant to laugh. My failure to do so conveyed to Pickman that I found this very disturbing, not harmless and risible. My head whipped around in search of I know not what. Just as I was meaning to ask my waiter who arranged this, he came to the table.


 “This came for you, sir,” he said, handing me one of those awful drugstore birthday cards with a cartoon sturgeon in a Sherlock Holmes' hat, bubble letters reading SOMETHING FISHY ABOUT THIS, BIRTHDAY BOY! LET'S GET TO THE BOTTOM OF IT AND SEA!


 With the card loosely in hand, I snagged the waiter before he vanished with, “who arranged this... birthday business?”


 “I am sorry, sir, but I do not know. I will go ask my manager.”


 I opened the card, and just as Pickman was about to offer something, I waved him silent. Inside was a handwritten inscription: “well, felications on this grand occasion of your b-day, old chum! Don't get too wild – de punch is spiked!”


 The words took a few moments to settle until I looked at my three-quarters consumed scotch. And then I knew.


 There was no time to explain to Pickman let alone swear; I stumbled from the table in a hobbling dash to the bathroom where I was sick everywhere. And it wouldn't stop. Between harsh retching, I could see the restaurant staff moving around, hear voices, and I was eventually wheeled into an ambulance.


 And then black.

 



The clock in the hallway from my bed said 4:35. The window in the beds bay showed that it was still dark. Four in the morning. No sign of Pickman. A nurse doing her rounds came twelve minutes later and told me that I was violently ill. I was also told that my friend had saved me some of the cake which the hospital staff thought it wiser to throw out. The nurse thought me odd to ask for a description of my friend, but she asked the charge nurse who was on duty when I arrived. The news came back and it sounded like Pickman.


 “The doctor says you suffered a serious allergic reaction, most likely to something you ate. Do you have any known food allergies, Mr Gimaldi?”


 “Just to seafood, but I usually break out in a rash.”


 “Good thing it wasn't anaphylactic shock,” she said. “The doctor will be back in a few hours. Try to get some rest.”


 And then she was gone. By eight that morning, the doctor – a bald, smiling bubble with a goatee – swished his way in to see me.


 “Aaaah, Mr Gimaldi, are we feeling any better?”


 “Throat's a bit raw and my guts are a bit uneven, but better than I was at the restaurant.”


 “Completely natural,” he beamed, saying 'natural' with emollience. “The nurse tells me that you have a food allergy.”


 “Yes, but I didn't eat seafood.”


 “We-e-ell, when we have allergies and know about them, we rarely go out of our way to put them in our mouth. Ha. Ha. The most common reason is accidental, such as food coming in contact with another food that can induce allergic reaction. When you were brought in, you were half conscious, and most likely didn't realize you had broken out in a rash. True sign of allergic reaction. Are you sure you aren't allergic to anything else, Mr Gimaldi?”


 “Positive.”


 “We-e-ell, you seem to be out of the danger zone, so I think you'll be able to go home.”


 Once discharged, I had to locate Pickman and make my apologies – but, more importantly, continue the conversation we were having before I was poisoned. There was no doubt that I was. Whoever sent that cake and card, and had my drink spiked with what was probably a squirt of clam juice, knew my weakness. I had never told anyone about my allergy, simply making a berth of any seafood that ever sat fish-eyed, lobster-clawed, or clam-shelled on any buffet spread. “Something fishy” indeed. A very poor taste of joke, and quite possibly an attempt on my life. But why the birthday nonsense?


 The hotel clerk rang for Pickman who came down a look of concern I wanted to scrape off his face. I knew what would follow.


 “Are you all right, Dr Gimaldi? That was quite the scare. At first you seemed fine, and suddenly you are rushing for the bathroom, and not long after the ambulance arrives. Was it food poisoning?”


 “In a manner of speaking, yes.”


 “No worries about the bill – I paid it,” he smiled. I wasn't worried in the first place.


 “Should I reimburse you?”


 “Oh, no, not at all. It was my design to pay for our meal, and as luck would have it, we didn't have to fight over the privilege of doing so!” Conscious of his poor choice of words, he quickly added, “Well, not that I would call what you suffered luck.”


 “No worries. Should we continue our discussion?”


 “Oh, yes, most definitely! You were coming to a rather fascinating part of your story, but it seems that I've been called away. I was just on my way out, actually, when the front desk told me you were here. Funniest thing happened last night... Well, not funny as such, but when I was back here at the hotel, I decided to check my email on one of those convenient guest terminals, and someone contacted me out of the blazing blue and asked me if I would like to examine some of his rare Calembour editions with – get this – some very curious notes inside. Well, this fellow just happens to be about an hour's drive from here, so you can imagine my good luck!”


 “How do strangers know of your interest in Calembour?”


 At this, Pickman spoke as if he had committed a sin. “I know I held you to strict confidence over the text I sent you, but I just could not contain my enthusiasm, least of all wait the long while to develop it, send it, and finally see it published in a journal two years from now. So, I figured what was the harm of putting it up on my personal blog?”


 “Why would you do that?” I asked as if he were the stupidest man alive. “I mean, you are trying to sleuth these people out, and then you go broadcast it on the bloody internet, thereby ruining any chance of discovering who they are.”


 “The real mysterious portions of my research in this matter have remained unpublished, and even unseen by you,” he sniffed. “I had planned on divulging these details in our conversation.”


 “And who was it that asked you out of the 'blazing blue' to come and see his rare Calembour books?”


 “He said his name was Thomas, and he alluded to having some pertinent information on what I'm looking for, some answers to this riddle. So, you can well understand that I cannot pass that up.”


 “Fine, you go and see what this Thomas is all about and solve your riddles. I just think that last night's uncanny episode should perhaps make you wonder.”


 “About? About what? You had some form of food poisoning, I imagine. I hardly think that is anything sinister. It happens sometimes, and it just coincidentally occurred last night.”


 “Someone is playing a joke on me, Dr Pickman. Why else would there be a birthday fiasco plus card? The card even said that I was being poisoned! Someone is making an attempt on me and driving really hard to keep us apart. Now, with you being seduced away by some stranger who alleges to have something interesting for you, you're taking off.”


 “I'll be back later this evening,” he protested.


 “More likely that you will be detained by some contrivance or another. Either your contact will load you with books he will not lend you, committing you to stay until you have to go back home, or some other development.”


 “If anything of the sort happens, Dr Gimaldi, and barring any circumstances like our untimely deaths, I am quite sure we will be able to pick up where we left off.”


 “Looked like someone tried to settle my hash last night.”


 “Well, I think you are overreacting. But if I am wrong, then I think it may be the safest thing for us to do right now to stay apart, especially if someone is determined to keep us separate and willing to resort to poisoning to bring that about.”


 There was nothing more to be done about it. We made our polite farewells and I went back to my apartment with my heavy suspicion cloud in tow. 



 Who was this Thomas Dr Pickman was off to see? Did I know any Thomases? My first search through my memory came up with nothing – only when I let it sit and boil there for a while did a faint memory coincide with my question and come up with the most likely answer. There was very little doubt that this “Thomas” was responsible for my being poisoned the night before, the birthday card and all. His was an absurd humour so characteristically his, and it was the only person I tended to suspect the most for frustrating my efforts. There, tucking out from the clutter on my desk amidst boarding passes and unpaid bills was that business card: Tho. VON Castellemare.


 I would not hear from Pickman again. There was no doubt that Castellemare could snatch up any infinite number of Calembour books from the Library to keep Pickman busy, filled with ever more details of possible mystery. Castellemare would succeed to poison Pickman from conversing with me, and none of my emails went answered.
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Excerpts 7-10 of the Backstory, and: A Problem

 



Gimaldi's intention was to show that these undisturbed tidal pools, if introduced back into the stream of evolution of the world proper, would be destroyed, as would all that resided outside them. According to him, it would be a mutual annihilation. I felt this to be harsh, if not excessively cynical. This presupposed the mixture to be toxic. I knew better than to trust his text at its literal word, and so had to discover what the pools and their contents represented.

 



[I was disturbed by a loud crash outside. Finding it to be just another minor collision near the intersection followed by some angry voices, I returned to my reading, but it seemed that I could not find my place. My recent experience with seafood made the mention of creatures in a tidal pool unsettle my stomach with reminiscence]

 



Gimaldi's intention was to prove that the emanation of the One Library occurred through a process of transmission, stitching his view to a poor plagiarism of Alfred N. Whitehead. I felt this to be in bad taste, but his talk of murder, although spoken in abstract terms, seemed to take ever more precedence than his compelling me to write the initial text to be countered.

 



[I sought for the previous mention of the undisturbed tidal pools, yet found none; instead, emantionism took its place. The text is revising itself every time I close it or return to it.]

 



I wanted to go beyond the values of good and evil, to declare that the mixture would only cause change. For some ill-fated reason, I decided to write on his work, but it couldn't decide whether to be a book review, an exegesis, or a critique. But why “Best Before 2099”? Knowing Gimaldi, this represented more than a clever gimmick on his part. It didn't help that Gimaldi remained tight-lipped when asked about the counter-book, and this was what prompted me to write. I had to know, and I needed to understand. First of all, I had yet to glean any idea as to what book his counter-book was countering. And then I had to make every effort to destroy it.

 



[This passage was heavily underlined twice: as a single, bold stroke, and a second wavy line. It had been done with a pen, but not by me. This had appeared on the same page I was reading before I was distracted, and I knew this would have drawn my attention earlier had it been there. I placed my bookmark on the page, closed it, and opened it again. The underlining was gone. So, too, was what I had just read. Something else was in its place. On the bottom edge: “shockwave and steel, melancholy and the burning of all the books.”]

 



To continue my conjectural fancies, I tried to connect Gimaldi's life with his work, for is not one a manifestation or reflection of the other, work and life but mirrors? (mirrors. mirrors. mirrors)


 I had reconciled myself to deliver my awkward critique. Gimaldi's house was espaliered with ivy, the stonework lugubriously set as if to rival the greyness of days like these. The garden was a scrabble patch, neither Gimaldi nor his wife having any care to maintain it. A weathered sign was taped to the leaded glass above the mailbox, in drab white letters that read: NO SOLICITORS. In fact, there was nothing remarkable about this house save for its antiquity. (Gimaldi’s wife’s maiden name was Work).


 I knocked on the door and waited. When no one answered, I slipped my critique in the mailbox. As I was walking away, and as if they had been waiting for me to leave, I heard the door open. But when I turned around, all I saw was the retreating hand of Gimaldi's wife as she quickly grabbed the contents of the mailbox and let the lid fall down with a dull clang. 



 I stopped into a coffee shop on the way to nowhere, sat at a table near the window, and then decided to sift through the thoughts I had accumulated since meeting Gimaldi, and how this coincided with my social withdrawal. Instead, my thoughts ran up to the point of departure and fell away. With no purpose and no more money, I went home, clouded by my go-nowhere thoughts.


 The voice of war interrupted my thoughts, and in marched Sigurd.


 “Man, you have to see the film I made,” he said, barging into my home and forgetting to close the door behind him.


 “Yeah?” I replied, lacking in energy to endure his hyperactive presence at that moment.


 “It's brilliant!”


 Everything he made was brilliant, according to him. And for the most part, it was, but there was something about his self-congratulatory manner that violated the claim. (It’s a film, Gimaldi, made by Leo and the Red Lion, the clay red lion red clay, lion clay red redddd). CLAY CLAY CLAY


 “I took your ideas on the pop culture idol and mixed them with Heideggerian poetics and Godardian cinematics,” he continued as if genius was in the mixing, a pretentious theory cocktail.


 It wasn't like I cared if he borrowed or stole my ideas, for ideas were cheap things anyway, originating from an infinite source. What bothered me was that he acted as an energy leech, stealing all my attention, focus, resolve, and would top it all off by sucking all the ideas from my head before they were fully formed. (EMET/MET: GOLEM EMET GOLEM GOLEMBI GIMOLEM GIMALEM GIMALDOM GIMALD - clayclayclayclayclayclay...)


 I put up my hands and said, “Stop it. Just stop it. I don't have the energy today.”


 “What are you talking about?” he asked with simian puzzlement.


 Finally, I yelled. I don't recall what it was that I said, but I was sure it was devastating, cathartic – more so for such a childlike and fragile ego such as his. (I could yell that way at any Angelo I want).


 And just like that, the world went still. Sigurd stared at me with a mixture of perplexity and anger until he rose and said, “Fine.” That was when he left.


 Everyone had a personal library in the mind where knowledge was kept with great care and pride. For Sigurd, he was not familiar with his own. His mind was a hostile and forbidden territory of minefields and chasms. He proved more a devotee of Castellemare's than he realized, at least in practice. 
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Gimaldi had mailed me a reply to my critique, which went on for over a thirty pages. But a few passages really reached me, but which I cannot in good faith reproduce here. It was a heartfelt, and occasionally angry retort. Not a word on my reflections on the title. He insisted on this word “interpolation” at least as many times as there were pages in his response. But there were more curious passages where he let loose, lost in some kind of fog where he was flailing at phantom enemies. Were these passages that did not make it into his counter-book? It was almost as though he had written all this before since it barely touched any of the points I had made in my critique. The tone of the last few pages had succumbed to extreme agitation, a belligerent delivery to no one at all. Also a matter of curiousity was his occasional and, I believe, accidental mentions of the Order, “Les Devorants”, and “The Grand Artificer.” He had written his response in incredibly feverish haste, and perhaps he did not realize that he had used the blank side of a page that held something he had written on the other side, presumably not for my eyes, but which I must relate:

 



It behooves us to take immediate action to prevent this synthesis from occurring. I have contacted the Master of the Document, but he says there is much discord over the induction of L. I still say that he is better contained within our Order than to be put into play by Tho. v. C. in producing that unholiest of unholiness. But how do we prevent a rival Order that has all our possible strategies already for its perusal? Without L. contained, should we broker a peace with the Ludic Order? Setzer is not a hard man to find these days, but I shudder to think what would come of such a tricky alliance. Not to mention that -


 



The rest was unintelligible before running off the page to its continuation upon a page I did not have in my possession. I jotted down the mysterious references as a list of clues: Master of the Document, L., Order, Tho.V.C., Ludic Order, Setzer. This letter draft contained some very obscure references, and although it might not have had any bearing on the current mystery I was following, it may have served to colour in some of the gaps in my understanding of Gimaldi.

 



[For fuck’s sakes. It’s a grocery list of clues. Someone is mocking me].

 



 I returned to reading the remainder of his meandering rebuttal and then decided to reread the small passage detailing something about a synthesis, but it was gone. No, not gone, but changed: it was not what I just read:

 



I can only hope that if there is another Gimaldi, he may be better disposed than I am to the prevention of what is to come. He should take L. in hand and sabotage the plan. He must come to understand that he can never take his eyes of The Book, for it never remains as it was; every return presents something different. The infinitely malleable, changeable thing. “For fucks’s sakes... Someone is mocking me.” - this is what he would like to think, if it gives him comfort to be at the centre and not just on the periphery looking in. Passive, so passive.
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I had been incommunicado in the following months, gypsying about and doing odd jobs related to books. A friend of mine had me work with him in a rare bookstore, organizing antiquarian texts and minding the menial task of cataloguing. But it was a good, laid back kind of job, and there were many slow and languid days when I could sit down and read whatever peculiar text caught my eye. Also, being a bit weary from the strange and severe company I kept with the likes of Gimaldi, I spent my weekends with children in a literacy workshop at the public library, reading them stories. There was a secret joy in being around children, for I could feel the warm exuberance they had as they explored a world as yet unknown to them. How I pined to be like the child, to encounter the wonder of the world anew without the concerns of adulthood and all the complications that it came with. It was on a Sunday at the library that Gimaldi made a surprise visit, shattering the contrived normalcy I had erected around my life.


 Horribly out of place among the children and the stomach-high shelves, he crept towards me like a spider, dressed in a black casual suit, followed by the wary glances of the children. I would like to talk about his suit - Gimaldi’s suit - in detail, down to the weave, the pockets, what was in those pockets, the hem, the wrinkle, the taut line puffed with fat, the jagged and sloppy machine-made seam, and more about that suit, that suit... that funereal suit. Gimaldi’s suit, Gimaldi’s suit - not the book, the suit, the suit, the card without pips, that Gimaldi that -

 



[The above paragraph was not there when I last looked. I had just put the book down to pour myself some coffee and returned to this. Someone is trying to force a clue on me. How is it that a book can transform every time I come back to it?]

 



 “First exile, now this. Aren't you taking this too far?” he said with his usual flippant disregard. 



 “What is it, Gimaldi?”


 “Oh, nothing. I just came to see what the fuss was about, what with you taking refuge in the company of children.”


 “I need this sort of thing right now. I'm not like the rest of you: I get tired.”


 “Sure you do. I treasure illusion as much as truth. Enjoy the illusion of these children's innocence for awhile, and then you'll bore of it. Can we go outside? To me, libraries are not to be so colourful and pristine, filled with stuffed toys and cutesy inducements to read. One should feel dwarfed and intimidated by the books, not the other way around. A library is a place where you should feel like you're imposing, that the Library itself is unapproachable, and thusly shall ye be best humbled.” - the way he said “library” felt as though it were capitalized. “This Lego Land version of a library with its plastic rainbow colours is making me ill.”


 And so we went outside. He lit up a smoke and cast his gaze on the slush tracks riving freshly fallen snow. For some reason the thought came to me, unsolicited, someone should send a floral arrangement to the home of the widow. Why this thought? 



 “What is it this time?” I asked after one of those pregnant silences where gestation is a horizon.


 “Oh, right. Are things okay with you and Sigurd?”


 “Why do you ask?”


 “No reason other than I am always concerned about you two. Especially about Sigurd.”


 “We had a parting of ways.”


 “Heated words, hm? The difference between the both of you got too great, eh? Sometimes that is the case, and sometimes it happens because one or both friends outgrows the other. This is usually the case among those whose friendship is based solely on the intellect. I can probably fathom why the rupture occurred between you and Sigurd. I suspect, owing to your nature, you are the one who walked away. In fact, isn't walking away your life motif? I know more than I tell. A failed fight leads to resignation. I know that you were once a hot-tempered young man with his angry idealism threatening to cut down the enemy - most likely, as is wont for the young these days, the enemy was something large, bloated, and abstract. But now, like so many revolutionaries, you've ended up growing older and silent in the city you tried to rally and change.”


 He kicked at the snow gently with the toe of his shoe. 



 “Is this going somewhere?” I asked impatiently.


 “Yes. Where was I? Oh, yes... Sigurd. You're more... grounded, we'll say, than him. You could no longer endure his relentless barking and arm-waving, so you extricated yourself... You walked away. I know the feeling well, for I've seen so many barkers come and go, all suffering the same indignant fate. However, men like him always seem to inspire such glorifying epitaphs - why is that? Men like us slip back into the shadows, abandoning the woes of the world, the empty conquests, and the like.”


 He never made eye contact with me, but with a loaded phrase where he likened himself to me, I could see why. One does not like staring into the eyes of a mirror. But there was something else – his speech felt contrived for my benefit, a bit too rehearsed to elicit a certain effect. Was I Gimaldi? This was not the lightest of questions.


 He went on: “I would like to tell you about the past, but I'm afraid that my testimony contradicts what is written in history books. Books lie, my friend, but I rather enjoy the lies. They amuse me. I especially like the seductive lies that drag me into their fabric, forcing me to believe despite everything. Perhaps this is why the notion of miracle has not left us yet: science has worked so diligently to rid us of any trace of miracles, yet we still secretly hold the hope of them in our hearts.


 “I could tell you true stories about the Histriones, of Croce, about the Templars, but it would only serve to confuse you. No, you have been brought up with the lies that books have told you, and granted they are far more comforting and aesthetically pleasing than the truth. I will not rip the illusion from you. Keep it, hold it, love it, let it give you solace on dark days. Let the truth die a noble death, with no marker, no troubadours singing its songs, no glorious parades or the trotting out of its many lustrous icons on saint days. Let the truth die with the man who holds it. If there was anything I learned while teaching, it is that truth is overrated. The lies are just as, if not more, beautiful and poetic. And after centuries, if the lies have survived, they become the truth, as such.”


 “Why are you telling me this?”


 “Your critique... It reached me,” he said, and it sounded as if he were trying to stifle sarcasm.


 He began humming as the sun peeked out from behind a clogged canvas of clouds, and those clouds were heavy with impending snowfall, and the wind would be a cold, cruel whip where each lash was another of the unanswerable questions.


 “Why do you not go by Ammonius anymore?” I asked, more of a mocking taunt. His eyes finally met mine, with bafflement.


 “You assume too much from what you read. You make faulty connections, throwing bridges hastily over rough and complicated waters. My name is Gimaldi, not Ammonius. 


 But why did he so fervently insist that I research Obsalte? Was there a link to Ammonius? If so, was it his intent to have someone expose him, know him? But, in the end, he was probably right: he was simply Gimaldi and little more, having written a fiction I took to be true. Did I assume it to be a pen name of his, one that he ought to have assumed?


 After a time, he began again: “Everyone has their story. This is a story I once heard or read about a monk: 'The year was 1410, and I could hear the murmur of a stream near the vineyard. Little did those theologians know, those beaked men who had taken me on to translate a translation, an exegetical work... I was not who I claimed to be. In fact, I was called upon to translate the works of a man who had translated me, but no one knew--or would believe--the original text was my own. It had felt like centuries since I had last seen these youthful words of mine, and here I was in full anonymity about to be commissioned to eat my own words at the foot of a very large, wobbly, ridiculous circle. Had I actually thought these things? For sure, the translations had been barbaric, importing the simple dialect, compromising the style and meaning I had so artfully put in them, but now its beauty and truth shredded by rough and frequent translation. And what a slow, exegetical process it must have been: from Greek to Arabic, to Latin. What was lost in this translation? 1,410 pages...”


 He brought his recital to a close, looking expectantly at me as though I were to connect the elements of his fumbling allegory to derive the proper conclusion. The man was an index of coded language, ready for that one moment where he could pull the veil from history and say “voila!” Or, perhaps, like the nefariously secretive creature he could be at times, he was planning to pull the carpet out from under history's feet. Either way, the man was a master illusionist. And why not accept the lie? A magician's life is a constant lie, a continual presentation of illusions, each one more clever and astounding than the last. 



 “My life,” he continued, “Is an open work, meaning that it only engages those particular people willing to receive very specific information. In choosing my friends, I am very careful; this act is synonymous with choosing an audience. In choosing books, or rather that books choose me, the act of discrimination is much sterner a matter.”


 I did not know how flattered a friend would be to be likened to an audience member, but this was Gimaldi's way. His talk became more elliptical and scant in detail. It was like he was trying to drive home a point he had misplaced along the way, and so I had to bear with him as he searched aloud in his mind for what precious, emphatic idea he was seeking to posit.


 “I don't want to be your protege,” I said.


 “You're missing the point. I'm not asking you to do that. If I may be so bold in suggesting this, in asking you plainly, I want you to write the book that will precede my counter-book.”


 “You want me to do what?” I said, already suspecting that he would ask this; it seemed an imminent conclusion. Was I to look surprised?


 “Come, now. A man keen and driven enough to write a critique must be predisposed to write a foundation. You'd do well to keep firmly in mind the importance of primitives, to build the refined from the rudimentary.”


 He lit another cigarette, stroked his beard, and I watched as he retreated back into the recesses of what could be called his reminiscence. I knew I couldn't do what he asked, but it seemed like I was his last hope. I had the sense that the man desperately wanted to have his work given a predecessor, an anterior credibility upon which his own work would flourish. We remained in silence for awhile, for to have spoken further would have caused us to drawl interminably about nothing.


 “Why did you say earlier that you were especially concerned with Sigurd?” I asked.


 The directness of the question seemed to be a glancing blow that almost toppled him into the snow. I should have pushed him hard. I just wanted to. I wanted to see him fall hard on his ass into the freezing snow.


 “My concern for your friend has everything to do with the fact that he is sick and essential. Before you ask for clarification, I mean that he is sick for reasons we already know. He is essential because he is going to be drawn toward a tattoo and a father. That’s all I care to say or know about your friend.” 


 Where my rapport with Gimaldi became discontinuous from time to time, I would find Castellemare more accommodating. Castellemare was more alive than Gimaldi, less inclined towards the sadly melodramatic. But perhaps I was initially wrong about this, or there was something more to Castellemare that hid behind the mask of enigma... How I was able to locate him is another story entirely... 


 



[at the end of this unlikely chapter was an inserted plug of a reference to read two short texts entitled “Ghostwriter” and “The Biblioclasts” which, so the plug stated, would lead off from Gimaldi's somewhat orphaned story about the translated monk and the fate of his work. I had had enough of reading about these ponderous duo and went in search of the only other named character I had not yet met: Sigurd]



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



13


Frontmatter

 



“How quickly can you scan spines?” I asked.


 “Really, I can go on with all the door-crashing and beard-kicking, thoroughly unabated in my zeal to champion just causes, so I think I can manage a little spine-reading. It'll be like divination, biblomancy, a metaphorical transport from reading the body, as reading bodies – you know, like the whole discourse on corporeality and the marginalization of the body as empirically filthy, messy, to be subjugated, bio-politics. So, yeah,” he said, thankfully running out of steam. That “he” was Sigurd, and he was as ridiculous in real life as he was portrayed in the book.


 You see, I had been thrust by necessity back into that inky realm of mystery. The more of the Backstory I was able to consume, now that Setzer's message to me had brought me back to it (against my better judgement), a sort of tangled and knotted arabesque had formed between myself and the text which referred to me. I was beginning to become swayed by the lulling notion that there was a conspiracy afoot, and that I had only a small window of opportunity to make a choice. Whatever was transpiring I had no real clue as of yet, and so my decision to either prevent, promote, or alter what was written had not yet been made. Whichever way it would have turned out, I needed to get more firmly in touch with some of the actors that appeared in these texts – and, hence, I became acquainted with the rather pretentious and prolix Sigurd. A self-styled academic revolutionary, he was easy to bring on board with flattery alone – and not even much since even a little bit was akin to throwing a drowning man a floatation device. Sigurd was trapped like some kind of panicked moth between two registers, two modes of existence that clashed violently. On one side he came from a rather all-too-obvious moneyed family with their expectations worn baldly upon his sleeve. On the other, he was attempting to reject and outpace this origin story by vigourously embracing the revolutionary facade like his contemporaries. Sadly, it was a bit too much, and if he fell on hard times it was no secret to any observer that he would default to the trust fund way of life. At a distance, it was comedic in its way, but to spend any length of time with him was exhausting. He just never stopped making endless references, like some kind of exploded encyclopedia of philosophy and literature and cinema and pop culture, stringing them together all pell-mell. Doubtless, for Sigurd, it was most likely a schizophrenic exercise, a way of dampening the clamour in his head. How would he take it, I wondered, if someone actually challenged but one of his references for substance? He had all the vices of the failed academic: inability to focus, to be patient, to sustain a single golden thread of reasoning. Doubtless again, if challenged, he would reply in the only way he knew how: with another tirade with an even longer chain of references devoid of substance. Or, perhaps, his emotional volatility would result in a drunken violent episode, the kind that would see a great deal of destruction, wailing, overindulgence, and eventual hospitalization. In sum, he was a child in many ways, and so I thought it best not to displease him.


 It should also be said that “Sigurd” was his “street name”. His real full name was Jakob Sigurdsson. At the time that I had met him, he was a young and confused man who dabbled a bit too often with a wide variety of drugs and writing bad poetry. Any attempt to locate the narrator of the Backstory came to naught if only because the narrator went resolutely unnamed throughout the text; despite all the theatrical self-referentiality, never was his name mentioned. 



 Finding Jakob Sigurdsson was not very difficult, and was the product of a very short internet search. He lived in the city and had pretensions to being a poet. I was somewhat surprised with the lack of congruity, however, between the book's representation and the real item: Jakob was not the son of an oil tycoon, and in no way an aspiring filmmaker. Certainly, the ostentation of his character was roughly similar to the way it was conveyed in the book. He was, instead, much different in several ways. Whereas I was presented as a paradoxically long-lived Jew that survived the extermination camps, it was Jakob who was the Jew, but of a Jewishness that goes guiltily concealed beneath a compensatory desire to be the opposite; in Jakob's case, it was the desperate embrace of the Teutonic myth, his love of Wagner, his misreading of Nietzsche, his corrupted attempts at inserting Germanic phrases in place of where English would better suffice. His overwhelming hubris and self-appraisal gave everything he said the weight of absurd, false genius. He was the sort who felt an unjustified kinship to great geniuses past, that he somehow inherited their legacy. These foolish, romantic-idealist notions only further aggrandized his ego.


 I was throwing a proverbial monkey wrench into the narrative by taking Jakob on as a research assistant. Not that I felt he had much qualifications for the task, but it was a safe way to keep an eye on him and gain his confidence. But did not the Gimaldi of the Backstory also solicit the help of Jakob? 



 “So, what will be my task exactly?” he asked, showing unnatural eagerness.


 “I am going to give you a list of names, and I want you to get me as much information as possible on them, and by any means. This means scouring libraries, the internet, everything. I will be doing something similar, but more hands make light work... and I need answers quickly.”


 “When do I start?” he asked, no doubt happy with the generous advance I had given him.


 “Immediately.”


 I gave Jakob a list of names as they appeared in the Backstory, as well as the names of those in the real, a collection of search terms that would keep him busy for a while:

 



Primary Search Terms: Ammonius Saccas, Obsalte, Anton Setzer, Castellemare, “Finis Logos”, “Best Before 2099”, “The Red Lion Sketchbook”, Ludic Order.

 



Associated Background Terms: secret societies involving books and libraries, “Master of the Document”, undisturbed tidal pools, the seventh meditation (and all things pertaining to the number seven in mythology, Cabala, etc.), Edward Albrecht. 


 



I left Jakob to his research while I tended my own. Since we were both researching the same items, I factored for some overlap and redundancy in the findings, but I was hoping that he would uncover information that I could not. We agreed to meet in two weeks' time when he would give me a detailed report. For my part, I began with “Obsalte”.


 In none of the historical annals did this name ever emerge. The undeniable frustration about any references I was researching would be the possibility that they were complete fictions that resided solely in Castellemare's Library, but I had to take a chance. It was not until, one late night out of frustration, that I copied out the name a few times that it came to me: it probably was not the name of a person at all. In breaking the word in two, I came up with Obs.Alte. The “obs.” was short-form for “obsolete” and “alte” was German for “old.” In a more logically rigorous state of mind I may have questioned my leap, but I was hardly dealing with rational subject matter. In fact, much of the codes that were likely associated with my mysterious ex-employer were cheeky jokes. The “obsolete-old” was not beyond the pale for someone like Castellemare. I filed this potential answer away and proceeded to the next raft of research terms; I chose Castellemare as my next likely subject, and I knew exactly who I would tap for information not found in books.

 



It would be my second journey to Detroit in search of the grey-haired artificer, Anton Setzer. I discovered that I had yet again embraced the absurd somewhat unwittingly. How long had I been smoking? I stared at the glowing end and its curling smoke as if it were a complete mystery. I stubbed it and hailed a cab from the bus station.


 “Where to?”

 



I arrived at Setzer's home, and he greeted me with that magnanimous way some people affect in order to make the other person's anger seem ridiculously inappropriate.


 “Gimaldi,” he said, but I just shot a fierce glance and pushed right by him.


 “You're going to provide me with answers, now, and I don't care if you and Castellemare are in cahoots.”


 “Gimaldi,” he repeated in a placatory tone. “Please, this is not the way we ought to begin. I warned you about hostility and suspicion, didn't I? Sit, please, and let's have a drink. There.” 



 He pointed to the divan in that enormous space he called a living room with its monstrously oversized paintings. There was a Dürer, I noted, and a Bacon - or, rather, emulations thereof, amplified. I recognized the Dürer as Melancolia. 



 I waved away his offer of a drink and got right down to it: “what is this about a synthesis, and why is my role necessary in it? You tell me that it has to come to pass, and then you send me some silly allegorical fiction about orthography.”


 Setzer heaved a theatrical sigh as if the matter was too heavy and complicated to bother explaining to one such as myself. “You... you aren't that important. Well, you do play a supporting role in all this, I do admit, a bit more than a lot of us, but you aren't the star attraction. You see, you are an invaluable facilitator, invaluable insofar as you have no knowledge that you are facilitating this synthesis... Until now, of course. You've gleaned much, but it was planned. As for the story, I am sad to hear you did not enjoy it, or even failed to see its relevance in what you are doing at the moment. I thought a little magic realism would lighten your heavy spirits.”


 “I don't want to talk about the story you sent. Let's get back to the synthesis business. I fail to understand. Angelo told me, or at least alluded to something called the Red Lion sketchbook as the 'one that got away'. I am thinking that Leo is the key, him and his Red Lion sketchbook. My neighbour. I made this connection somewhat independently, although Angelo does like to be loose with his lips when he drinks.”


 And this was fairly accurate. Of all the things Angelo and I discussed, especially on the long flight back to Toronto after the job in Germany, he was a bit liberal with both his cups and his tale of regret. It was also the case that I had seen my neighbour, Leo, carrying around with him that faithful artist's companion of a book with a red lion insignia upon it. 



 “Angelo knows only as much as his character's role in all this can speak. You did well to listen to him, though, since he played the part of the rootless jester quite well.”


 Setzer was smiling indulgently. I felt overheated, and my myriad questions were developing blisters.


 “So where does all this begin?” I asked with strained calm.


 He folded his long fingers, at first appearing pleased with either my keen question or my calm, and then fell into the storyteller's repose. “Our story must be traced backward. The Finis Logos is but a new incarnation, and a poor imitation, of another text the hapless narrator chanced upon. The original text was entitled, well, I can't tell you that. Sorry.”


 “I do know this book, as it has only very rarely shown up in historical catalogues, but the details are conspicuously sparse. Does it exist outside the Library?”


 “Only by design. It was placed deliberately. Its origin has a much more braided history between this world and that of the Library. It is one of those books that pops in and out of existence, changes hands, gets bought and sold, is sequestered and forgotten only to be rediscovered. Its story is much like the story of so many other books. Tell me what you think you know of it, book-trader.”


 There was a hint of sarcasm and disdain in the way he named my profession, out of place given that he was the same, even if it was just a front. I decided to ignore it and tell him what I knew: “If it is the text Castellemare mentioned, he only gave me a call number. The text itself has no cover, no title, and no known author. It
is currently not for sale; it sits at the Yale Beinicke Rare Book Library, is listed in the Official Register of Incunabula, and once fetched a price of 1,410 dollars on the auction block back in 1927. What is odd is that there is usually an incipit listed when there is no title.”


 “Indeed, and incidentally, the dollar price matches the number of days Caligula ruled.”


 “Why is that of any significance? I'm not persuaded by numerology.”


 “So be it, and generally neither am I. Oddly enough, 1410 recurs in some interesting places. The vicious antipope John XXIII was elected - the same antipope during the Western Schism responsible for acts only Caligula could condone. Also, in taking the Julian calendar as our guide, both the years 1410 and 2099 begin on a Wednesday. By now, the significance of the 'best before 2099' business becomes more apparent? I trust you've already come to this reference in those books you have.”


 I fiddled with a loose thread on my trousers, effecting a look of being unconvinced.


 “Listen, Gimaldi, you hungrily inquire about the Library, you rack your brains about the meaning of the Finis Logos, you mix and match the pieces of the character puzzle with combinatoric patience, you ferret out what you can about me with frenzied persistence, and yet one conspicuous absence remains.”


 “What's that?” I perked, meaning to sound serious, yet my voice betraying me to sounding timid and childlike.


 “You've not once inquired about the Librarian himself in any meaningful way.”


 “I've done some background research, and I am here right now inquiring after him.”


 “Internet search engines are a blight, so bereft of much information. There are many histories associated with the man.”


 “He isn't exactly forthcoming with his past when questioned. In fact, he's hardly forthright about anything at all,” I opined. “If there is something you know, I would suggest that you bring me up to speed.”


 “I can't really lay claim to knowing his history - or histories - with any measure of definitive certitude. However, there are some golden threads in this labyrinth. I can name them off: a one 'Draco de Barbe, or Barber Drac, who was a mercenary-for-hire in 1516. He earned his fortune through some shady dealings and even earned the title of Comte – although this hasn't been officially verified. He was shot in the throat in 1565 in a tavern dispute gone south. Another is Castel le Mare, a Librarian of the Andernach. Another is a book trader from the east named Azrael Amar. Another is Constantine 'Costas' Ammonius. And yet another is a reference to a small sea-side town near Palermo called Castellemare del Golfo. But all of these references that link to the man are but momentary flashes of resemblance, coincidence, and leave us with dead ends and dissatisfaction. Perhaps you would have a more steadier and more studious hand in this.”


 “How can I learn more, barring asking the man himself; he is rather cryptic and doesn't leave much of a trail.”


 “Ah, yes,” he agreed, now taking on a tone of expository patience. “He most definitely barricades us from his past, letting fly with the occasional personal anecdotes that never seem to add up. Treat him like you would a rare and mysterious book, I would advise.”


 He could tell in my eyes that I had a partial understanding of what he meant, but I desired confirmation of the method so that we were not merely talking in empty metaphors.


 “Books do not speak,” he said. “They do not respond to our usual methods of inquiry or interrogation, but there are ways in making a book offer up its most intimate details as it lays naked before us if we have the eyes to read that history. When confronted with, say, an incunable of unknown authorship or geographical origin, we try to match some of the scant clues to catalogues, purchase history lists, estate holdings, anywhere the book has been... for the history of any book is not dissociable from its many owners, each one adding to its narrative in some way. Why, for instance, was some particular book purchased by so-and-so? Of course, we can look inside the book, too... We can examine its colophon, the imprimatur, its typography, the paper, the binding style. Sometimes we can examine the library stamps.”


 “There are not many library stamps on the man,” I said.


 “You're not looking hard enough. Perhaps he has always been enchained to that one Library, and the stamps upon his person are solely those, metaphorically making the man nothing more than just stamps, but I have a much more interesting theory. I think that this sacred Library incarnates itself differently over the ages.”


 “Then I should somehow trace the history of the Library.”


 “Such a research project is too vast: it will yield up everything and nothing.”


 “I will take this cue to research the man in the hopes of understanding the Library, then.”


 As another surprise, parachuted into this esoteric tale, Setzer announced, “Castellemare and I have decided to merge our collections... An interpolation and intercalation of our holdings, so to speak.”


 Just like that: dropped like a rude stone upon a pond just beginning to become placid and clear. I refused to show surprise since I had quickly come of the belief that they thrived on my helplessness and confusion.


 “Interpolate. Interesting choice of words,” I said.


 “Rightly so. Quite apt. We are merging the pages just as much as the books themselves. My infinite Library of artifice with his of authenticity. It is like the synthesis you will be reading about: the merging of six distinct histories into one to produce the impossible seventh.”


 “The seventh meditation,” I added. “The impossible thought.”


 “What you have to understand,” Setzer stated with imploring gestures for clemency over my quick assumptions, “Is that writers do this all the time.”


 “Merge libraries?”


 “No. Interpolate. Cut and paste. Easier to do now with current technology, and quite useful when one's pen has run dry and there are publishing contracts to honour. Some abandoned piece of the writer's juvenilia still intact with fresh and youthful insights and a few good tossed phrases, albeit clumsily scripted. Such things are recycled, reworked, rewritten, and inserted within a work in progress. Do you know how many successful authors do this very thing? Many. Several. How many will admit to it? Probably few to none. And do you know what makes a good interpolated book versus a crude and obviously disjointed paste-job? Integration, proper and seamless.”


 “So you and Castellemare aim to manage a seamless integration of your libraries.”


 “Yes, well... of course he and I will come to different conclusions even if the arrangements are identical. You see, we are very old enemies in our way, and we have come to that point in life where we actually take comfort in our antagonism, cherishing it, working in an alliance to maintain the energetic tension of our antagonism. So, anyway, enough about that... You have read about Leo's Red Lion sketchbook, yes?”


 “Not yet. Is it mentioned in any of the books I have in my possession?”


 “Yes, in the 7th Meditation. You would probably have every moral reason to prevent the synthesis from occurring, but despite the fact that it will produce someone or something absolutely cruel, it is also absolutely necessary. I don't expect you to understand. But I will ask you where Leo's sketchbook is now.”


 I didn't know, and the sphere of what I didn't know was quickly multiplying in scale.


 “Judging by your silence, I can assume you have no clue where Leo or his sketchbook currently preside.”


 “He is my neighbour. But what is this about a synthesis? You speak of six distinct histories and the cruel necessity of this synthesis. What goes into it? What comes out of it? Does it involve the Library? What is Leo's role in this? And, more importantly, what is my role?”


 “Oh. I assumed you read much faster than I thought. If there is one thing I deplore in anyone, including myself, is spoiling the ending of a book. Read on, Gimaldi. Besides, I only know it in sketch, and the story keeps changing even though it is written. Hence why I asked for any information you would be able to share with me on this book.”


 Since I had come a fair distance anticipating answers, I pressed further, rattling off the list of research items until I saw a smirk alight upon Setzer's face at the mention of the Ludic Order.


 “Something sound familiar to you, Anton?”


 “You are much closer to discovering all you need to know than I had thought. A hearty kudos to you for being so sharp and persistent. I suppose there is no harm in filling in a few of the details.”


 “About the Order, I presume?”


 “Yes. There are three Orders, of which you were admitted into one of them on a probationary basis while another wished to claim you among their cabal. It was purely political, I'm afraid, an old politics. You see, there was no coincidence in your meeting Castellemare since I am certain that he was tailing you. Where did you two meet?”


 “Outside Vatican City.”


 “Ah, yes. He had never told me how he came upon you – not that he would have. For him it was enough that he had acquired you first. Of course, I had no interest in acquiring you, really, but the third Order did. I was not as thrilled with you, but your role in the synthesis was known to Castellemare before it came to be known to me.”


 “You are being vague.”


 “Am I? My apologies. You want hard and fast facts. Gimaldi, there are three Orders. Castellemare heads one of them, myself another. The third Order is a bastard one, a derivative. Perhaps so is my Order, but I like to think mine is much more ennobled. You were unwittingly admitted to some of the mysteries of the Craft under Castellemare, but your acquisition of those two books by fraudulent means went against the reglements, marking the necessary expulsion from the Craft.”


 “If I was so vital, vital enough to be acquired, then why would Castellemare turn me loose?”


 “You were skipping rungs, my friend. And the Order... well... rules are rules. Angelo was your rouleur whose duties was to be the bridge between you and Castellemare, act as your tutor, and so forth.”


 “But if you were under Castellemare's employ, then you must have been a member of his Order.”


 “Yes,” he smiled tiredly. “I wasn't as much expelled from the Order as discharged from further duties. I was the Lucifer to his God, and so perhaps a bit too... powerful to efface. When I parted from the Order, this was the start of the Great Schism of the craft – an event that will most likely not find any report in history books in this world. I founded a new Order based on my own principles, since it was on the order of principles that Castellemare and I disagreed. I was denounced as an upstart, an artificer that lacked the credible weight of antiquity to give my newfound Order any shred of legitimacy. But, as we know, long legacies must begin somewhere, and at some point in history, an Order has a beginning point from which it must work its way toward that coveted title of Tradition.”


 “What is the structure of these Orders? What are they?”


 “Castellemare's Order is concerned primarily with the preservation of the Library and its contents. Occasionally, like any organization, there will be other concerns and aims. Each Order has its own synergistic set of goals, and sometimes these conflict. My Order, for instance, the Ludic Order, is not concerned with preservation, but creation. The third Order is concerned with transmission and consumption – mostly of knowledge. That Order is called Les Devorants – and, as their name suggests, they 'devour' knowledge. There is a sloppy pun here with devoir which means 'charge' or 'duty'. And so, the Devorants see it as their duty to consume knowledge. They view Castellemare as someone who would secret knowledge away, whereas they see my Order as a means of multiplying false knowledge.”


 “And the structure of these Orders?”


 “I see no risk in telling you about my own. I hold the highest office: Master Craftsman. Below me are various levels of Artificers, Ovates, a Warden of Boustrophedion, a Provost, and plenty of Typesetters – which is what we call our initiate level. Castellemare holds the highest office in his Order: Grand Librarian, G.L.O.T.U. Below him is an Officer of Holdings, Bibliographers, a Defender of the Record, and a few Knights of Acquisitions and Management. Before my dismissal, I had risen to the second-highest rank; namely, Officer of Holdings. This is why I have access to the catalogue of the Library, even today, since as soon as one has the custodial key, it cannot be taken away unless the Library – not the Order – wills it. It really burns Castellemare!”


 “And the Devorants? How do they figure in this?”


 “I cannot lay claim to knowing as much about their Order if only because I was never directly part of it. I do know they have plenty of titles such as Master Archivist, Keeper of the Book, Master of the Document, Schoolman, Page, Grand Redactor, Comparatist, and some others. But I will have you know that they had their eyes on you to join. I'm sure it struck them as a major blow when Castellemare nabbed you first.”


 “Why me?”


 Setzer shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea. Their reasons are their own. If I was to risk speculation, I would say it had to do with preventing Castellemare from aiding the synthesis. They seem to be all twisted up over it... again, for reasons that are entirely their own and shielded from my view.”


 “And how long have these Orders been in operation?”


 “Ah, the origin question. To be honest, I do not know the full pedigree of Castellemare's Order, and all I know is that it is inconceivably old. I would place it somewhere during the time of the Library of Alexandria if not earlier. However, I could see how the burning of that famous Library may have prompted the banding together of a few irate and crestfallen librarians to henceforth protect knowledge from barbaric destruction. Perhaps it is the motto of that Order, that the books must be protected against anything that would result in their loss. As for my Order, it is very young – much younger than you. The Devorants are perhaps a splinter group of the Illuminati, or some such product of the Enlightenment.”


 “And what of the link to Leo and his sketchbook?”


 “I can only conjecture on that point. What I do know is that it is absolutely essential, the key to the synthesis – at least according to the Devorants. One rumour has it that the sketchbook ought to be the property of the Devorants, to protect it against Castellemare's plans.”


 “So the Devorants believe the sketchbook is the key.”


 “That notion enjoyed some brief celebrity, if only because it provided some of the adherents of the Devorants a rather wide latitude for interpretation – far too wide, in my opinion. There was a clandestine move on the part of the Devorants to contain Leo, urging to enjoin him through flattery, patronage of his art, but really it was more of a safeguard move against Castellemare's plan. They had to admit him without his knowing what he was being admitted to – real silly games of deception. There was nothing useful or redeeming about Leo as a person that would have justified his admission to the Order. He lacked all the scholastic qualifications. And, I am also quite sure that there were heated quarrels and vociferous protests from the more conservative voices in the Order about the whole affair. To include Leo in the ranks, regardless how low, would violate the very fabric and tenacity of the tradition itself – or so said the conservative side. Such opportunism hell-bent on merely preventing Castellemare from achieving his goal was like outbidding a rival at auction out of spite. Not only that, but it placed the Devorants in an awkward position: being forced to induct a member that didn't measure up to their standards... a purely defensive posture to stop Castellemare, and a mockery of what the Order stood for. However, it seemed prudent to contain Leo's energies in a wholly different sphere than the one he was already in.”


 “How did you come about this information?” I asked, surprised at just how much insider gossip he possessed.


 “I have my sources. But, of course, none of this has been strictly verified. I am only reporting what other little birds report to me, and such sources are only worth so much. But if you are going to ask me why the Devorants were interested in you, I am sorry, but I do not know. All I really know about you is that Castellemare snatched you up under his employ with some dimly perceivable plan to induct you into the mysteries of the Craft.”


 “Given your former high post in his Order, could you tell me what those mysteries are?”


 At this Setzer gave me a you-should-know-better look. “Gimaldi, I may not be part of that Order any longer, but I do understand the need for discretion. Trade secrets I cannot give. I gave an oath, and that oath is bond even when my connection has been dissolved. Besides, I fail to see how it will really help you. What are you trying to do with all this research anyway? Aimless curiousity is not a beneficial way to tie up one's time. You really gain nothing by it. You've been running around asking questions when you can just as easily toss away those nasty two books and get back to selling rare books and doing the occasional lecture stint on cryptography. I think it is your obsession with mysteries and codes that compels you to keep at this. Why not just give up?”


 “I have to learn more about this synthesis.”


 “Learn all you like, but you may as well give up regardless since the synthesis will be going forward no matter what you learn or do. I suppose now it is my turn to ask questions. Since I indulged yours, please indulge mine. Why would it be of any importance to you to find out anything about this?”


 “Because somehow it involves me, and I want to know to what extent.”


 “Oh, Gimaldi, your ego shines forth radiantly, blindingly. Your name in a few books and you take on the whole mystery upon your shoulders? It sounds more to me like you are trying to exert control over your life, flout fate, take the reins of your own destiny. It may, in the end, not concern you at all... And all this sleuthing – to what end? A potential waste of time.”


 “There is a reason why Castellemare wants these books back, and why he sent Angelo to retrieve them. I think there is something in them he doesn't want me to know.”


 “Or maybe they're stolen property, and like most people, he wants them returned. Have you considered that? And, perhaps, there is knowledge in these books not meant for your – or anyone else's – eyes and has nothing to do with you beyond the faintest coincidence that you are named in the book. And, perhaps again, the reason you still have the books is because he wants you to read them, and so is only putting up the appearance that he is desperately trying to retrieve them. Think about this seriously, Gimaldi... Do you think a man who is surprising in his resourcefulness has been duped by you? You've had these books in your possession for a great deal of time, and I hardly think he wouldn't have reacquired them by now if he wanted to.”


 “To what end? Why the ruse, if what you say is true?”


 “Perhaps,” and Setzer paused for dramatic effect as he leaned in closer, “He wants to torment you. He wants you to think there is a big mystery afoot, and that you are the victim of it. Perhaps this is the way he gets his kicks.”


 I was beginning to tire of his several 'perhaps'es. 



 “Anton, you asked for a scanned copy of the 7th Meditation. May I ask why?”


 “Have you done so?”


 “Not yet. I wanted to speak with you first.”


 “Curiousity, really. I know I allude to Castellemare's plans, but I do not know what it is precisely yet... if the plan is nefarious is uncertain as the shadow has not lifted from it. There is much that Castellemare does not know about my operations, and vice versa. And, besides, it is more for reasons of professional rivalry that I would love to have a copy of the text. It is an idle curiousity, really.”


 “Just to get under his skin?”


 He smiled with mischievous assent before continuing: “Gimaldi, I don't expect you to understand the games played between two old adversaries.”


 “Am I in any danger? I must know.”


 “Danger? I don't know. Maybe not. Although I would wager that Castellemare does not want those books falling into the wrong hands. If you are or aren't in danger, the best thing for you is to remain on guard.”


 “I still need more information.”


 Setzer regarded me with a sudden flash of annoyance. “What do you think this is? I have been giving you information hand over fist! You're being awfully greedy, Gimaldi. I'm not a book you can plunder and leave on your bedside table when you have acquired all you needed from it. I'm not some kind of knowledge dispenser for your benefit. I am beginning to take ill of you.”


 “I apologize. I do realize that you have furnished me with a great deal of information this evening, and that my persistence is based on fear, given my current predicament.”


 “Then let me give you this last bit of advice,” he said, his tone conveying that he had not recovered from his annoyance. “Seek ye the man named Leo, your neighbour. If you hunger this much, then you best make your inquiries there. I have given you all that I can without compromising myself. Just beware of Castellemare.”


 And with that we called it a night. I took the bus back to Toronto, a five-hour haul that ended in the wee hours. What else could I do but delve back into the Backstory?... and to continue being wary about the figure named Castellemare, his shadow looming over this entire mystery? I could have thought of several other books I would have rather read, but I simply had to know.
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Excerpts 10-12 of the Backstory

 



Gimaldi had given me vague warnings about going to Castellemare, telling me that there were dark truths no man should have to endure. He asked me again to write the book, and again I denied him... and again. “Go to him, and be prepared to stare into the heart of where the occult meets history,” Gimaldi said, daring me, playing the self-pitying martyr, the petulant. He also said that curiosity was another element of tragic undoing. And he knew that I was curious. But the more warnings I received about Castellemare, the more I was drawn to him. The warnings seemed designed to drive me to the one I was being warned against.


 Where would I find him? When I asked Gimaldi where Castellemare lived, he flashed a defeated grin and said, “Nowhere, but... in time itself.” So no help there – only nonsense. What I didn't count on was for Castellemare to find me, as if I had conjured him. 



 I was at a pub, watching the inside of my own gaze. My mind lost in a fog. Blankness. That was when Castellemare, dressed in black came by, sweeping that blackness over blankness.


 Castellemare sat across from me with hands folded in front of him. He was wearing a smirk that suggested there was something enormously funny at the end of his gaze, perhaps me. After a few minutes of his smirking and staring, he began wiggling his thin eyebrows repeatedly.


 “Why are you staring at me?” I asked.


 He widened his eyes and exaggerated his impish smirk.


 “What's going on?” I insisted, but he only continued his mime antics.


 I turned away to escape his disquieting stare. He got up and sat at a table in my field of vision. He then slowly turned his head toward me and continued his strange smirking. What he did next was even more curious. He lit a cigarette and let it burn away in the ashtray, not smoking it. I watched as the cigarette burned to the filter, discharged itself from the ashtray, and rolled to the ground. He then scouted the passing people, waved his hand twice, and a stranger walked towards me with a glazed look in his eyes. The man opened his mouth to speak: “Ammonius Saccas was a porter in Alexandria. He and Plotinus first met in a mirror. All of Greece, Rome, and Egypt had begun to worship the god, Serapis, drawn from the insistence and influence of Apuleius, Plutarch, and Lucian. Ammonius said that skepticism was death.”


 The man snapped out of whatever trance he was in and resumed walking.


 An eerie hum followed. Castellemare produced another cigarette. No one seemed to notice that smoking was banned from indoor spaces years ago. No one seemed to notice the incongruous placement of an ashtray. 



 “What do you know about Obsalte?” Castellemare finally spoke.


 “Little to nothing.”


 “Good. Keep it that way. It has been my experience not to be tempted by Gimaldi's busywork. What you just heard about Ammonius is all you really need to know.”


 “I want to know more,” I said, almost in defiance. “What I just heard was a bunch of mystic gibberish. I could ask any old Sigurd to go out and find me that bullshit conspiratorial mumbo jumbo.”


 “If you insist. Barbaric warriors, if allowed to live long enough, usually turn to religion. Did you know that? It's a kind of sickness when the glory of combat is over, and the desire for deification or piety takes over. But it takes a catastrophe, a great crisis, for them to make this leap from the sword to the cross.”


 “I don't follow.”


 “I didn't suppose you did. You seem to be a dim boy.”


 “Gimaldi warned me off of you.”


 “I trust that you've read his counter-book?” he asked probingly.


 “I did,” I replied. “A bit sketchy in places, though.”


 “Ha! Gimaldi as a man is sketchy in places! Take it from someone who has read him before: he likes the textual leaps. It's his way, a throwback to his origins. He's afraid to produce worthy works. A textual leap is his way of veiling an omission. Him, a researcher? Pfah! A detective? Oh, laughs! I told you last time we all met: it is just a metaphysical joke book, nothing more. Come with me: I have some things to show you.”


 I followed him out of the pub and into a taxi. What had I to lose? I was being pulled in the direction of yet another mystery, and my ability to resist was absent. When we arrived, we were in one of those quietly set upscale parts of town where old houses crumble behind large trees. Castellemare's house was an enormous and old testament of what wonders could be produced with stone. We entered, went up a winding flight of stairs and reached an oak paneled door. As he opened it, I could see a marvelous yet disturbing thing. The room was all mirrors, stacked reflections emanating from the walls, ceiling, and floor.


 “This is what I believe to be called a Tain, a large array of scrying glass, or what have you,” he explained. “Want to know more about yourself?”


 “Myself?”


 “Certainly. Most people do. Some people will go as far as to STEAL BOOKS AND LOOK FOR ANY TRACES OF THEIR OWN NAME. SUCH PEOPLE ARE INCURABLE NARCISSISTS WITH AN EXAGGERATED SENSE OF PERSONAL ENTITLEMENT. Anyway, just gaze into one of these looking glasses and let the mind go its own way.”

 



[The obvious insertion and capitalization of the phrasing was making it seem rather clear to me that this book was meant to be read by me. Why would someone go to the trouble of upbraiding me in print?]

 



 Hesitatingly, I positioned myself in front of a mirror, my reflection cast in all directions at once, stretching outward on all sides towards infinity. I began to muse over the form I saw so ubiquitously present: myself - and this was not a pleasant image or feeling. But this vain introspection soon gave way to a kind of aleph-effect... I was able to stretch my thought to the outside, bring all those seemingly disparate and brief experiences into view. I could not only see Gimaldi's house in my mind, but I could sense it, and the road construction nearby... a cement pipe... stenciled letters... An inspiration enough to title a book... Stenciled letters not intended for that inspiration, an expiry date, a cement pipe consciously or unconsciously engaging an old man's attempt to write a book... Finally, the sense impressions must have overwhelmed him... This world, so intriguing, yet so false... The man named his book after the most absurd presence: a cement pipe's stenciled letters that read “Best Before 2099”. It announced a subtitle: De Imitatio Calembouri. The book said it was volume three. The book was about what happened after the synthesis, the atrocity, and the cataclysm. Did I know what any of these things meant? I saw an inscription within the infinitely mirrored space that may have been the full inversion of mind: as fish grow in proportion to the size of their container, knowledge too grows in a like fashion. What of knowledge in an infinite space, in an infinite library?


 A hand touched my shoulder, coaxing me away from the reflections; it was Castellemare sporting another smirk. He led me down to his den. His decor was partially Baroque, but mostly eclectic, the ooze and overflow of an antique dealer's warehouse. A painting hung on the wall that bore his likeness. I asked about it. It read, Aetatis Suae 33.


 “Oh, that? A portrait and nothing more. You wouldn't know the painter. He never came to be recognized - just faded away, died. Artists are rarely important until the second act. Say, that Tain was a hoot, wasn't it? There was a fine story about such a room, one that inspired me to install it in the first place. It was about a prisoner who wakes up in a room very much like that one, but the space of his confinement keeps expanding every day although the appearance is exactly the same. I believe that story can be found and read in a very particular labyrinth. It is of no matter – just one of my little interests. That, and the Library, of course.”


 “Library?”


 “A very special one, young man. Gimaldi did not tell you of this? Tsk-tsk. I thought he would have had the decency to give you a reason to avoid the likes of me.”


 “Where is this library?”


 “Anywhere. To speak of space is so dull. Remember that short story I was telling you about, the one with the mirrored room? Well, in my Library, I have plenty of copies of it.”


 “You're quite the collector,” I said, veering on sarcasm but stopping short since I was in a home I could easily be ejected from.


 “No, I never collect things. I despise the fetishism of sets. I prefer organizing what is collected. I am the Librarian, and the copies of this story I have possess different authors, different endings, written in different styles. I am sure there is one in there written by you, one by Gimaldi, and one by me. But that is not why you are here. You are here because you are on a quest for knowledge, knowledge on Obsalte.”


 Without giving more than a cursory glance at one of his shelves, he pulled out a leather-bound text with ribbing on the spine. I was actually not looking for information on Obsalte; I had forgotten that quest and was now more consumed with finding more about Gimaldi and Castellemare.


 “This is what you may need. In there,” he said, “You will not find answers, but more questions. It isn't about Obsalte directly, but more about us – Castellemare and Gimaldi. Consider this a temporary loan; I will require this book soon, perhaps on short notice. You may wish to start reading it tonight.”


 The book was entitled Codex Infinitum. I had read a few chapters from it before, a book I had chanced upon at a used bookstore that had attracted me with its heavy Latinate title, the gravity of some secret trusted only to me. The book itself was a desperate disappointment, and I had cast it aside despite mention of Gimaldi and Castellemare. Why did I toss it away so quickly? 



 “I have this book already,” I said, handing it back.


 “Oh, really? Look again.”


 “No, I'm serious. I have it already. I bought it a few months ago at a used bookstore. From what I read, it's about an infinite library tended by someone with your name, and an employee named Gimaldi. I think one of you rushed out and self-published it... maybe as some twisted combat of who can libel whom the best.”


 “You must have the rough draft, then.”


 “No, I don't think so,” I countered. “My copy is dated 1977, a paperback – but I have a feeling it was published a few years ago. This book is... “ I looked in the front matter before declaring, “Published in 1889. That would make my edition more recent.”


 “Sigh. Your sense of temporal succession is so... linear,” he said as if the word were distasteful. “I don't expect you to understand, but this book that you have in your hands is the edited and complete draft, whereas what you have at home is a very early, and very bad copy. Besides, better books were published in 1977... An impressive scholarly text on a book I leant someone, actually. No matter.”


 “No, I don't understand. Did the publisher of my edition decide to print the earlier draft?”


 “No, the publisher of your edition published what was available. This book you have – the revised edition – was never released... at least not in this world. This book has several histories, but let us stick to the one that is most common among them all. There were two early drafts of the Codex Infinitum. In the first, it was incomplete, and only two or three chapters had been written before the author abandoned it to focus on other projects. These chapters were published in some literary periodicals, but the rest of the story remained blank. In the second draft, the author attempted to bulk up his page count and alleviate the guilt of not being productive, and so sloppily attempted to intercalate two earlier unpublished novels into the text: one entitled Best Before 2099 and the other 7th Meditation: Mountains Without Valleys. These two very early works were part of the author's juvenilia, and it showed: bloated and pretentious writing, wooden dialogue, hasty attempts to create atmosphere, frequent invocations of medieval thinkers, unbelievable events. The problem with the awful second draft was that there was no seamless integration of the texts, and obviously no attempt to commit a serious rewrite of them. The stylistic differences were plain to see, and the author's laziness let that stand for a time. Thankfully, upon the advice of a close personal reader, he undertook that wretched and exasperating task of rewriting those texts. It proved difficult because he was forced to confront his horrible writing, and to delete entire swathes of text where there were salvageable ideas and phrases. As a historical text, it is a complete hash! Of course, the Library isn't fussy about possible and speculative histories sitting on its shelves.”


 “So I have the second draft?”


 “We can look that up in the catalogue, but you evidently do not have the final revised edition – until now. What is curious is that in the revised edition, Gimaldi is reading Gimaldi. In fact, he is reading our story right now, trying as you are to develop his disparate set of clues to come to a conclusion to the mystery. 


 



[This added contrivance to the tale was making me feel ill. I was beginning to think that Castellemare had written this himself, knowing I would take this book, and seeming to find great amusement in tormenting me.]

 



 “I don't get it. Gimaldi is reading us right now? This is happening in this book?”


 “Right down to the very dialogue,” Castellemare smiled. “Awful as it is – I can almost hear Gimaldi groaning. We are not very convincing or interesting for Gimaldi’s tastes, I’m afraid.”


 “How can that be? This is happening in real time.”


 “Is it? Also, don't confuse one Gimaldi with another. The Gimaldi you know here is not the same Gimaldi of the main story of Codex Infinitum. There are very significant differences. Don't be fooled by facile similarities just because the names are identical.”


 “There are two Gimaldis?”


 “Yes, yes,” he said, losing his patience. “Two of them, if not more. There are, at last count in this book, three of me. There is only one of you, although you are referenced insofar as the other Gimaldi is reading about you trying to wrap your mind around the fact that there are two Gimaldis! And, in at least one implied mention, you are actually Gimaldi, which is another hilarious little hoot!”


 This gave him some bizarre pleasure.


 “And,” he continued. “Gimaldi – the other one, the one you don't know except through this book I am lending you – is as equally confused as you are. He will likely not take this seriously.”


 “Why?”


 “I'd suggest you – and the Gimaldi reading this – keep a pen handy and underline the names and dates in this book to refer to later... it may get a bit confusing. Anyway, Gimaldi believes that I am a trickster deceiving him with books designed to drive him mad. Of course, he stole the book in which he is reading us now. However, his trust and understanding of the Library is very small, and part of him doubtless either believes I have written this to fool him and let the book fall into his possession when he thinks he stole it, or that the world itself is founded on irrationality.”


 “This is making me a bit dizzy. I'll ask anyway: what is real, then? If we are merely characters in a book, and yet I can read the other Gimaldi as a character in a book where he is reading me, which narrative is real?”


 “They both are; they all are. There is even another book based on these two entitled The Infinite Library which is simply another version of this story. All are equally real.”


 “But this is circuitous! I am reading him, he is reading me reading him, and I am reading him reading me reading him... It is infinite!”


 “Yes! An ouroubouros, the snake that eats its own tail, eh? I do get my jollies with paradoxes.”


 “But there has to be a starting point; there has to be a true narrative that started all the others.”


 “Your tenacity to the artifice known as Reason is adorable. Again, you insist on being so damn linear. If you don't like questions, don't bother asking them. Seek all you want for answers, but the universe pays out in the coin you give it, so for every question, get one in return, quid pro quo. Now, if you'll excuse me... I trust that you can show yourself out,” he said, now departing into the enormous labyrinth of his home. I was left with an alleged revised copy of a book I had jilted, bafflingly published before my own copy.

 



[This endless recursion could be said to have an end. If Castellemare wrote this, it could all be bogus. Just another attempt to trick me. The scene itself was contrived, the whole purpose for what? Invite someone to see your mirror, lend him a book, start chattering about paradoxes, and then abruptly ask him to leave. No, this was not believable – it was written for my benefit.]
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Editor's Note: This section of the manuscript was withdrawn very late in the press process at the insistence of the author. The author requested that this notice be put in place of the chapter, and that it once possessed a long discourse on avatars and their relationship to the endings of eras. The author wrestled with keeping such turns of phrase as “drooping crepuscular light” and various connections made between Plotinus and theurgy, and an even looser connection between Plotinus being induced by Ammonius Saccas to become an avatar. In the end, it was the author's request to excise this chapter to avoid any narrative confusion or burthen his story with the complicity of too much assumed knowledge in the history of philosophy. If Gimaldi had written it, as he would write the [title redacted], he would no doubt tart it up as he fancies to tart himself up with bloated language and pretentious references to philosophers he has not the mind to understand properly and patiently. Pity, that.
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“Now you know,” Gimaldi said with tender resignation. “Blood has been spilt, and so we must take time and reflect on our given positions in this matter. Castellemare plays this game like a chess master, and he thinks like one, too.”


 “I don't fully understand the danger in this situation,” I said, no longer disturbed by his usual melodrama. We were at his house.


 “He brought you to see his mirrors, didn't he? That scoundrel of sensibilia! I should have cut him down a long time ago.”


 “That doesn't seem so generous of you. I've always had this picture of you as being a man of patient reserve and cryptic wordplay rather than swordplay.”


 “As you might have noticed, I do not live in generous or enlightened times,” he said, leaving me with his wife in the parlour while he fetched another drink.


 Some time had passed and I felt the awkward ambiguity of either leaving or staying. A house like this, with its eclectic decor of antiques and old conte prints of lithe nude women, had with it a strange gravity that rooted me where I stood. With all the clutter in that humid parlour, the walls seemed to close and expand, like a moist lung. Gimaldi's wife was smoking from a hookah with her feet dangling like heavy fruit, legs hung over the arms of the cushioned armchair. She would not pass a word to me for some time, absorbed in her little act of exoticism. 



 “Don't mind,” she said, issuing a dragon's breath of billowing shisha smoke from her thin lips. “He gets over-emotional about Castellemare. He is upset with having this reminder of the man who defied him, who keeps turning up at the most inopportune times. It is like a teacher who carries an eternal fault for not having corrected an unruly student who keeps haunting him. That's what Castellemare does.”


 “Castellemare haunts him?” I asked, absorbed by a stark, high-contrast charcoal drawing of a tall, nude woman with what seemed to be a swastika tattooed on her breast.


 “Oh, incessantly. It's all part of their meta-fiction, and a fabulation at that. Gimaldi is happiest when surrounded by the past. You know the elation one feels when rediscovering a childhood teddy-bear? Multiply that tenfold when my husband encounters books and prints from times gone past. Now reverse this elation, and then you'll understand how he feels about Castellemare. Castellemare is the one that kills any hope for history.”


 The east wall was made up of one enormous shelf of books. I pointed to it and asked, “May I?” She nodded.


 I will not list the texts Gimaldi had in his possession. I had been delving into my borrowed copy of Codex Infinitum, and the other Gimaldi (in that other world) only kept as many volumes as would not sell. By contrast, this Gimaldi that I knew hoarded his books, and perhaps the very thought of selling even one of them would have been agony. The Gimaldi of the book I was reading seemed younger in many ways, but with some of the same closeted habits. I began to wonder what the other Gimaldi would have thought of this one, or me for that matter... But the answer that would dispel my wonder was tucked somewhere within the book I had in my possession. Were we doing the same thing, I wonder? Was that other Gimaldi reading my story just as much as I was reading him in order to discover the answer? In my reading, I had just finished the chapter where Gimaldi met Setzer and was introduced to Setzer's own version of the Library. 


 



[If this was my invitation to editorialize what I thought of the narrator or this depiction of myself, it would not be kind.]

 



 Gimaldi returned, and I spared no time in haranguing him with questions.


 “Castellemare gave me a book to read and -”


 “I don't want to hear it,” Gimaldi said, waving his hands as if frantically trying to erase my utterance from the air. “Next thing you'll say is that it is about me. His entire collection of books is filled with maddening lies, fabrications, things that should and cannot possibly exist. He makes a mockery of Reason, and you would do well to refuse his so-called gifts. You will only end up like many of the others he has enticed into his labyrinth of error. He is trying to turn you against me. He is trying to win you over as his disciple, but do not be fooled: he is not doing this because he desires disciples or thinks you of any merit; he is doing this only to ensure that I have no one on my side. That I remain alone!”


 It was a pathetic outburst despite the dramatic intention.


 “Did you write the Codex Infinitum?” I asked.


 “Did I... did I – what, now?”


 “As a means of libeling Castellemare. Or did he write it. The edition I bought gives a publication date of 1977, but there are some pretty sure signs that it was a self-published job, maybe a few years ago.”


 “I have no idea what you are blithering about. You see?! This is the sort of mad nonsense Castellemare puts in your head. I told you to avoid him. And now he has your head twisted!”


 Gimaldi feigned exhaustion in order to cut my visit short. I took the cue to leave, feeling that I had somehow hurt the man. If I were Gimaldi, I would have felt that there was no way to compete against a Sphinx full of fascinating new surprises.

 



I phoned Sigurd and we made our apologies. We agreed to meet, and I desperately wanted a reprieve from this braided mystery of two enigmatic men who spoke only in tormenting riddles. Gimaldi wanted my trust, my belief, my efforts to write him into the world with one hand, and to erase him with the other; I was scared. For all I knew, Castellemare wanted my bones. This was why I called Sigurd. I needed a break from being batted around between two old lunatics. It was never clear to me what my motive ought to have been in continuing associating with them at all. Is it clear to you? Who am I anyway?


 It was a time to be firm, for I did not want Gimaldi's wheedling me to write that book. No, I would refuse to write the book. There was nothing special about me. I was not the ideal candidate to do as Gimaldi required unless, in his view, the only criteria was that someone was indulgent enough to listen. Selected by someone else's desperation.


 I spilled into the day, darkness tumbling awkwardly out of a tomb. My knees ached with each hurried step I took, but my purpose was clear. By a tree overladen with icicles, a tree seemingly driven as an afterthought in the middle of the public park, I waited. Sigurd's goofily gaunt form came shambling down the path, his shadows a vacillating braid across the blue-tinted snow. I had the Codex Infinitum in my hand, the pages held under such pressure that I thought they would stick together. I had brought it as both a prop to tell a story of what had been happening lately as well as a peace offering. It would make Sigurd feel special, which was his only need in friendship, the appeasement of his narcissistic pathology.


 Truth was, he was perhaps the only one I could trust. I would launch immediately into the problem – or the host of problems that whirled madly about in a halo of biting flies. The colophon to the Codex Infinitum sported some unusual phrases to end a rather long-winded and sentimentalist few pages on the wonder and mystery of libraries. These phrases I showed to Sigurd, and they worried him as much as me.


 The colophon spoke of the book having two printers working collaboratively: a German and a Venetian. I thought it a bit antiquated to have a last page colophon, and perhaps just a bit too pretentious. The rhyming colophon read as follows:

 



By the fruits of the invention does A. Setzer punch the words of the author


and under his charge, his talented protege, C. Anderson.


In copies numbering hundreds two, first edition's bother,


and in copies numbering hundreds three, by that famed printer's son


Runneth to a second edition courtesy of Jakob Sigurdsson.

 



What comes first, the doctor or his education?


A synthesis imminent, but causing much consternation!

 



The colophon's ending verse was rather bad and jingling, but the curious resemblance of the second printer's name to Sigurd's was far too glaring to ignore.


 “What do you think it means?” he asked me.


 “It could just be a coincidence, really, but this book has quickly become a bit troubling.”


 “What's it about?” 




At this bald question I could only fall mute. That this was the completed work published well before the incomplete one was difficult enough to understand, but its contents concerning Gimaldi and Castellemare was too hard for me to explain by way of summary. I had not heeded Castellemare's advice to underline important dates, names, places, and so I was lost. As well, the name of A. Setzer was repeated; in the story, Gimaldi visits the mad artificer for answers, and yet here is this same Setzer attributed with having printed the first edition of the book. Was this some elaborate fictional hoax perpetrated by Castellemare, or – and I had not ruled it out yet – Gimaldi? I had to know. Sigurd could tell that I was at a loss to explain what the book was 'about.'


 “Where did you get this book?” he asked.


 “Guess.”


 “Castellemare?”


 “Yes.” 


 “Let's find Castellemare,” he said plainly. “Maybe if we both press, he'll give us some answers.”

 



He wouldn't prove that difficult to find; in fact, he found us. We went to the nearby cafe to figure out how to find him, and there he was, decorated in his usual smirking fashion, a sartorial court jester. 



 “Gentlemen! What a surprise,” he said, his affectation slightly foppish.


 “We were just about to launch an expedition to find you,” I said.


 “Well, you can call it off; here I am. What can I do for you?”


 “We want you to pony up some answers on this book you lent,” Sigurd said.


 “You again? Get back into your cups and stay there until your own confounded thoughts untwine you.”


 “Leave him be,” I warned.


 “I see you have come together in force. Hoping that a little intimidation, some tag-team coercion might loosen my tongue? You have the book – why not try reading it before you start pestering me with the ultimate meaning of its plot? And don't tell me you have read it, for I know you haven't, and what you read was not all that careful now, was it?”


 “There's something spooky in this book, frequently mentioned,” I began.


 “And you hate suspense? Are you coming to me to lodge a complaint? Did I choose unsuitable reading material for your delicate sensibilities?”


 “Why don't you just tell us what the real deal is about this damn book?” Sigurd charged.


 “Why don't you ponder the relevance of your appearance in this scene. You haven't even read the book, so why are you making belligerent demands at all?”


 I knew Sigurd; being outed for not reading something soiled his desired image that he be perceived that he had read everything.


 “Let's not get testy, boys. Come back to my house for a light chat,” Castellemare offered to me alone.


 “Only if Sigurd can come along.”


 “For comedic relief? For insurance? Do you think you'll come to harm on account of these bird-like bones of mine? Fine. If you insist, you can bring your buffoon along. My friend, you read bad books and keep bad company, and that is just an observation – take it or leave it. I still can't believe you read Gimaldi's awful little opus.”


 “Hey, lay off Gimaldi's book,” Sigurd said.


 “That self-indulgent, overwrought, frivolous bilge? It is nothing but his attempt to cash in on the meteoric rise of marginalia that is so in vogue these days, a little haughty and high-handed mystic slush,” Castellemare readily dismissed. “I fail to understand your loyalty to the man, but I suppose it takes all kinds. Gimaldi cannot even emulate the trashiest and pulpiest of what is written these days.”


 And so we were led back to Castellemare's home, that palatial villa that had awed me before, this time with someone whom could act as second witness to the strange wonder that was Castellemare's mysterious abode. I could tell that the magnificence of the home was not lost on Sigurd. The entrance was like a small cathedral, with stone banisters topped with immaculate spheres, opening outward to the walkway like a goliath's inviting hand. The doorway was both broad and tall. The doors were of thick and solid oak, rounded at the top to conform to the archway, and sporting a pair of unpolished brass rings as thick as a man's wrist. We could have spent an inconceivable amount of time wandering the immense edifice, losing ourselves in obscure paintings and seemingly unending adjacent rooms - always a room adjacent to another, each with a specific purpose, a nuance of utility just slightly different from the last. But it was not here that we'd marvel, but in the room I had visited before. I found it odd that I did not register all of this when I had been invited before.


 A running carpet of red plush and gold trim tracing an interlocking fretwork of red lions weaved its way up a flight of stairs, centered perfectly down the middle of the hallways, all the way to the room in question. Once again I was staring at that oak door, still in the initial wonder of what was beyond it. And then the door was opened, and the eery magnificence of this mirrored room had remained as captivating as it had been before. It looked as though the room had no bottom or top, or any limit to its dimension. And when the three of us stood inside, our reflections went off in all directions at once, down to an infinite abyss and up to an infinite summit. Each reflection became smaller, and one could not help but to perceive a great distance that was only an illusion. But it was the same for Castellemare and Gimaldi: two men whose perilous learning, profound mystery, and alleged mutual antipathy was much like this room: an illusion of depths and distances, a mere compounding of reflections ad infinitum. 



 Castellemare was the first to speak: “a room like this is perceived differently by many people. For some, it is the joy of humility that comes through the immensity of reflections that reduce the voyeur to the infinitesimal. For others, this same perception brings fright to the insecure. And still, for others, there is a childish simplicity to the great wonder of possibilities stretching out into eternity for them. If you want the representative metaphor of history, it is here. If I needed a crude analogy for the Library, this would be it, along with winding stairwells.”


 Castellemare didn't need to explain, for I understood, albeit in a differently way than he intended. I looked up and saw infinite causes. Looking down, I could see infinite effects. I was just an intermediate and accidental link in the causal chain, a static point in history. And no matter where one was in the chain, the view would remain the same because the causal chain extended into past and future endlessly. On the horizontal axis of reflections was the many variables, possibilities each affected by another series of causal events. 



 Castellemare requested that we sit in one of his many parlours.


 “Let us sit in the Champagne Room and talk,” he said.


 “Where's that?” Sigurd asked, still dumbfounded by the effect of the Tain.


 “Adjacent to the Bourbon Room, of course. Everybody knows that.”


 We followed him and his laughter.


 “Do you have a room in this place for every type of drink? Bring on the Tequila Room!” Sigurd said with inappropriate cheer.


 “We needn't be silly,” Castellemare slightly admonished. “They are simply theme rooms containing the artifacts of certain geographic areas I had frequented, or representative of the flavour of a particular historical epoch.”


 And so we sat, in plush chairs, around that enigma of a man, but the awe, immensity, and eerie quality of our surroundings seemed to compel us to keep quiet.


 “Gimaldi's counter-book is... a naive epistle written in the spirit of one enfeebled by dogmatic mysticism,” Castellemare began with no preamble. “He comes from an ever-weakening tradition that believes that metaphysics is possible. Gimaldi will give up the ghost before any rise in the general sentiment could give way to the acceptance of his clumsy philosophic views. Recurrence entails time - time for the unfolding of transitions,” Castellemare said.


 “You seem pretty sure that Gimaldi will give up,” I remarked.


 “Yes, I do. I draw this conclusion from experience with people, and with the likes of Gimaldi. I have also read it somewhere.”


 “This may seem silly, but I get the distinct impression that you and Gimaldi are struggling to see which one of you will win me,” I said.


 “You make it sound like a courtship. I do not want your allegiance. I have no real need of such a thing. “ Castellemare was quick to dismiss, “just your patience.”


 “Patience for what?” Sigurd asked.


 “Patience to let the plot develop and maybe even enjoy it,” Castellemare replied with a smile.

 



[The remainder of this dialogue was missing. In its place, as if stitched there as an afterthought or a moral lesson was a brief and puzzling excursus that seemed to be a partial digression].


---


In this Order, our sacred symbols: the book, the mirror, the deciphering wheel... 



The book.


The mirror [John Lerida]


Phantom relation:


 a) Elemental conjuration (the sacred orthographers)


 b) Destruction as preservation (the sacred biblioclasts)


One single columnar spine that keeps these two covers together, but itself hollow – a winding staircase. In one version, it is literal: a traveler's descent. In another, an opposition: the “sanscript” of reading what cannot be seen, what is between what is written.

 



The book as mirror, a phantom relation between two “things” not here now, but deferred, sliding off the infinitesimal moment of the now, of the present—yet ever-present even if it is just connected by phantom cables. I hold a crayon in my hand and transcribe myself—a virtual compendium—across the surface of the mirror, a mirror that I will fold up into a book once it has come to pass and I no longer create the reflection. I let the reflection cast itself, like a net, over me. And others come to this mirror-book, too, and see for themselves different things, varying reflections that I have no access to. 



 The others come to this book and remark it, bring their own transcription implements to its surface. Their faces are chalk white, like mine, but the reflections indicate different gods than what I am. They are other. But I am also other—to myself, fully and refreshingly self-alienated…and yet self-revealed in that moment of the mirror where I speak words to it and all it can do is mime the movement of my mouth. 



 I am a compendium, a bestiary, an encyclopedia, and it matters not if all the bundled data is correct, True, Good, Pure, even indigent of another time… it does not matter if the compilation of entries do not follow some recognizable alphabetical order, or a numerical order; I know the logic of my own book intimately, even if it is reams of iniquity, of self-deceit, playful illusion, a ghastly mirage, a complete laceration of self into splinters. All of this will be reflected in my mirror book, as I am sure it will yours. You will always find yourself - not anyone else - in the book. You are alone and the book only reflects your own image back at you. Never think you sought anything in a book other than yourself; that would be folly, delusion.


 And the mirror book will be a surface of reflections, and these reflections will have no material volume—which is to say that they will have the absolute volume across an infinite(simal) space. These reflections will bring the gift of my compendium back to me in a split moment, conveyed in its own furrowed brow, its own haggard eyes, its own strained lines of a weary face, its own minuscule text from left to right. And I cannot close this book, even though I suspect it has covers and a spine. I would like to address all these anatomical features, to trace their contours and know them in a tactile sense as I close my eyes. Yet I do not wish to eroticize these features, as if learning her body in the night under the consistent laying on of hands. You may come to this book and a passage I find innocuous, superfluous, of mere verbiage and filler, might arrest you, seize upon you like a marauder…or captivate your eye with a secret desire to break the serpent gaze, to look away. The book not only receives, but freely gives, but it is itself a translation into another language, a kind of transcendental image, a carnival of minds.


 The spine, the covers, the numbers, the corners, the margins, the flaps, the fold down the middle that suggests both closure and opening. This is a book. This is the book in its barest, coldest, anatomical reality. If it does not actualize (or conceal, dissimulate, reveal, fulgurate) in any other manner than this empty ontological proposition wherein we enumerate its constituent properties, then the book may not be essentially differentiated from the chair, the caboose, the walls of a house, the hinges on a door. A book—as mirror—must both say and play; or rather that you say, it plays. You play, it plays more. It will always exceed your capacity for play by its nature of excess. Deceptive, it is always more than the sum of its parts. It is even more than its constituent whole, more than anything. It is still bifurcating, being transcribed upon, giving off another surface. Always another angle. The spine or its covers—that thick hide, that skin that encloses textual innards—does not inhibit its growth like it would a body. The pages, like Borges’ book of sand, are always multiplying, in a kind of cell division. This being the definition of the infinite book nested within the infinite library.

 



[At this point, the manuscript breaks off once more and attempts to satisfy explanation for the first reference, the leitmotif of the mirror (”The mirror [John Lerida]”). Again, I am named, a story within a story, and the mirror splits or twins here given that the mirror I was being prompted to see was initially between “myself” and Castellemare. This may pass as sophomoric pop-psych thesis of saying Castellemare and me are one and the same. The style shift here with the John of Lerida story is, again, very abrupt.] 


 



John of Lerida and the Mirror of Fire

 



But of sublimer powers is that device by which rays of light are led into any place that we wish and are brought together by refractions and reflections in such fashion that anything is burned which is placed there.


-Roger Bacon, Epistola fratris Rogerii Baconis de secretis operibus artis et naturae et de nullitate magicae (1252)

 



While entertaining a friend and colleague one evening from the University of Reggio Calabra, I was treated to a copy of his article that was currently in press on Peter of Maricourt, a 13th century French scholar who worked diligently on magnetism, including a text entitled Epistola de Magnete (1269). As I came to understand from my learned friend, Peter of Maricourt's interests extended beyond magnetism and he was attributed to having fashioned a mirror that produced combustion at a distance. Given my fascination with mirrors, this anecdotal point intrigued me, and that was when my friend dropped the name of John of Lerida. Of course, the specialist nature of my friend's research made study of this figure outside the scope of his pursuit, but I was currently aimless in my hungry desire to grant myself some kind of intriguing glass bead game to occupy my time. This story is more a capsule summary of my findings, a rather unskilled attempt at providing my readers with a few clues to disperse the mists that surround the name of this obscure thinker. As is the case with most of my researches, I seem to multiply rather than resolve mystery, but this is what I have learned:

 



John of Lerida's birthdate is not precisely known, but it is assume that he died in 1456, and was born on or around the leap year of 1404, when Pope Innocent VII came to papal reign. From the scant historical offerings, John of Lerida created a doctrine that was reprobated by the Church and eventually silenced altogether. He belonged to the Franciscan Order. The source of this doctrine has been lost to time, but some rumoured accounts as to its contents remain.


 In the year 1444, the anti-Pope Felix V and his notorious desire for potable gold came to learn of John of Lerida, and asked him to write a text on how to transmute base metals into gold, expressed in Aristotelian terms. From a source of dubious authority, John of Lerida is said to have assented to this request. However, according to this same account, John of Lerida had a secret enemy in the Franciscan ranks, a bishop named only Xinevius (I have not found, in any of my research, any further mention as to validate this person's actual existence). John of Lerida spent two years compiling the text which he entrusted to his servant for delivery to Felix V. En route, the servant was detained and the text confiscated for review. Xinevius' agents had intercepted the servant and, on his order, hired a few copyists to alter the original document by the insertion of various heretical statements. The document was then rerouted to the current Pope, Nicholas V (a Dominican) who issued the order of reprobation. Given that the anti-Pope in Avignon did not receive the document he had requested of John of Lerida, the latter fell from favour. The text itself, originally entitled Secretum de auro potabili was changed to the more forceful Testamentum, filled with heretical invective not of John of Lerida's authorship. However, it is not as though John of Lerida had not already been suspect in his true opinions and writings, and so it was not so farfetched that he would be held in contempt. 



 John of Lerida cleaved to the unorthodox - if not heretical - view that God was composed of four substances, each corresponding to the four winds. This view he deduced from an obscure commentary (author unknown) of Al-Ghazali and a creative interpretation of the Almagest (the latter having already been listed in the Index for its profane novelties). His view of a four-winds deity had its oriental inflection, but this view was very meticulously couched with fidelity to the current doctrinal acceptance of Aristotle. 



 Due to a metaphysical storm that arose among the clergy at the time that John of Lerida distanced himself from, his being suspected heresy was seemingly forgotten until after his death when the case of John of Lerida was reopened by a zealous Cardinal who had the Pope's ear.


 Like Amaury of Bena two centuries prior, he was disinterred from his consecrated resting place, and his followers sentenced to the stake, thus bringing an end to the Leridans.


 Of the fifty or so Leridan followers (accounts vary), most were brought to ecclesiastical justice, and if any survived, history has been silent. The Leridan sect did not enjoy the obsessive historical attention the Cathars, Albigensians, or other heretical sects have since been subject to. Even a corresponding connection to a follower of Raimundi Lulli is based on conjecture unsupported by any reliable documentation. However, legend (which has the ability to flourish without the fetters of textual proof) has it that John of Lerida had been inspired by Lulli's idea for devising the cipher wheel, and that the two men shared a close intellectual bond that went willingly unrecorded for reasons of secrecy and protection. 



 Like Peter of Maricourt, John of Lerida is attributed with having perfected upon the former's work for a mirror capable of creating fire. The value of such a potential weapon in the late medieval world is beyond dispute. The alchemical method required to bring this fantastic mirror to term would have made obfuscation from Church concern challenging.


 If the Lerdians, or what remained of them, had survived the purge and took with them the works of their Master, it is most likely they remained in hiding and delved deeper into the secrets of the Mirror of Fire. If this is the case, it is yet again an instance of operation in the blind spot of recorded history.


 There have been a few loose mentions in the modern day, although these may be a jape or a product of hasty and nostalgic connection. A self-proclaimed “Leridan” was declined a position at Lockheed Martin for a proposal involving a space-based mirror that could amplify the sun's rays and be directed at any target on earth via computer - effectively functioning as an enormous and devastating magnifying lens.


 However, these airy speculations and scant clues cannot be adequately corroborated by any authoritative source, so we must well leave them for more patient hands. It is best to return to the inventor himself, and the mysterious properties of his mirror.


 It is said that he applied a tain of his own alloy on the back of a mirror, a recipe he refused to divulge. Some say it was of specific parts mercury and obsidian, while others go as far as to say that John of Lerida discovered the substance that unites the terrestrial and celestial realms, harmonizing matter and form in ways far more conclusive and concrete than any of Aristotle's abstract syllogistic proofs. Others have declared (without due authority) that he was a student of optics, and this his use of light and reflection was a matter of clever trickery. However, none of these reports record ever having witnessed the product of John of Lerida's feverish pursuit, and there has been no physical evidence of any such mirror bequeathed to the ages. 



 In actual fact, John of Lerida was not in any serious danger of being placed under the Church's severe scrutiny given its preoccupation with more pressing political matters, and so it is unlikely that he would have felt any need to destroy a mirror of this nature in order to spare himself or his secrets. It is probably speculation (confessedly my own) that the mirror never advanced beyond the design phase, and so its manufacture would have been entrusted to his followers.


 We come now to the dubious and contradictory information concerning his followers – the only trace clue that may bring us back to the man himself. One account lists them to be as many as fifty in all, whereas other accounts differ by a more modest twelve to thirty-six. Church records are equally as inconsistent since in two separate documents of relatively high authority, the number of Leridans burnt in 1459 were seventeen and thirty-six in the two respective records. A difference of nineteen followers is a considerable gap, especially given the refined and meticulous nature of Church record.


 It would be tempting to believe that John of Lerida had at least one secretly sympathetic figure of high authority willing to sign off on a death order for thirty-six Leridans on paper while giving nineteen pardons in secret. The authority charged with executing the sentence would not have known the initial number, and would have recorded only those who appeared at the stake on the appointed day. It is tempting to believe this because I want to believe it; otherwise, I would have to admit that time has removed any trace of the Leridans and any hope of retrieving the truth.


 Unlike other purges, the immolation of the Leridans was not made a matter of public record. The burnings were executed privately, and inquiries were silenced or lost in a maze of bureaucratic shuffling. Future popes had no knowledge of the Leridans – since the matter was of no memorable account – and so it is as though the history of the Leridans was written in invisible ink.


 Of John of Lerida, there is scantly more information, but there is no explicit mention of magical mirrors or the sect he authored (if he in fact did so, and it was not created posthumously). The record merely itemizes unrevealing information: his ordainment, degree in the Franciscan Order, a few attributed works, suspected for novelty, and death. The four substantial scriptural commentaries he penned are listed, but are curiously absent from the Vatican's library holdings. In terms of his dealings with the anti-Pope Felix V, anti-Pope historians have found no mention of John of Lerida in any of Felix V's correspondence or personal notes. The same holds for Xinevius, which is odd given that a fierce opponent would have written something about and against John of Lerida. This is where the more solid connections of the history end, and a temporal gap emerges until the heyday of the Jesuit Order.


 A one Xavier of Lerida took some interest in the history of his region and came across mention of John of Lerida. In 1571, Xavier of Lerida appointed the task to a group of mendicants to locate John of Lerida's written works. Lacking critical apparatus, a group of careless copyists (that pledged faith to the master in name more than deed) forged a hopeless confusion. Corrections were attempted by more schooled and conscientious minds, but this only made matters worse, compounding error with more error. Interpolations, elliptical phrasing, glaring lacunae, overwrought guesswork, and wild speculation transformed the Leridan doctrine (as it began to be called) from an elegant treatise to a veritable dog's breakfast.


 Another aspect occulted in the deliberation of the Leridan Mirror was the tendency of overeager thinkers beguiled by optical sciences to insert their own findings in place of the Master's. Perhaps feeling well-intentioned to clarify any metaphysical or alchemical muddiness they erroneously perceived, they took gross liberties in editing our every nuance of the Master's preparatory design for the Mirror by merely imputing to him their own scientific prejudice and optical treatments. Namely, the simplicity of natural science in stating that mirrors in a particular configuration can cause rays of light to converge on a single point did ill-service to John of Lerida's rarefied exposition. If we were to take the Jesuit copyists' view as being a faithful reiteration, then John of Lerida's work would not have been suspected of any heretical danger. The problem with this selective rereading of the Leridan Mirror is the risk of leading subsequent scholarship to reduce John of Lerida as being merely another amateur observer of optical phenomena. If said interpretation held, John of Lerida and his invention would be of only minor and inconsequential anecdotal significance. 



 Despite the botched and brief-lived John of Lerida revival inaugurated by the Jesuits, which only seemed to bring the matter to a premature and uninteresting conclusion, I cannot in fairness dismiss the Leridan Mirror as settled or anything less than an enigma. To assume that he was some amateur observer or a trickster does not accord with much of the intrigue surrounding his name, nor several of the dangling ends of this mystery. Since I had come to an impasse, I approached my friend – the Peter of Maricourt scholar – with my findings to see if he could be of any assistance in directing my inquiry. This is the letter he sent me:

 



Dearest Friend Gimaldi -


I'm glad to hear that you are keeping mentally active with these research aerobics. I've always considered you a serious mind since I first met you, and serious minds in an age of academic celebrity are a sad rarity. I am afraid that you have made an appeal to one of my intellectual blind spots since I doubt that I can provide you with any other information than you have already quite astonishingly uncovered. Peter of Maricourt is a much more accessible topic, but you prove yourself the high pedigree of scholar that takes the hardest road in choosing a topic where nearly all the leads have gone cold. Although I most likely lack the finesse of mind you possess or the sources you have acquired your information from, could I be so bold as to make a speculative gesture by declaring that John of Lerida's Mirror is not actually so crudely an object as it is a metaphor for a more sophisticated metaphysical view? It was not uncommon for the time that learned men with dangerous ideas would conceal their ideas metaphorically, or in code, or by other means. This, of course, is just my humble suggestion, most likely incorrect, and something you have already considered (and since dismissed). I will make my inquiries here. For the time being, bon chance! 


 



Although my colleague could not furnish me with any useful links, his suggestion that John of Lerida's Mirror was purely symbolic had considerable merit. I devoted my research time toward metaphorical uses of the mirror in matters of philosophy and theology. It was then that I came across a small work simply entitled Speculum Mundi by Theodotian of Patmos, 1493. In it, he claims that God is the culmination of all converging light. Against the view of a round earth that faces outward, he states that the sky is a pure illusion, and that we are all residing on the inside of a sphere. The sun (or God) is at the centre of this sphere and casts the light of creation upon the world. The world, in turn, reflects this light back unto God. A diagrammed model appears in this text where light emerging from a central source inside a sphere is reflected back toward the centre. Theodotian makes frequent mention of Heraclitus who said all was created by fire and would return to it. The strong Pagan and anti-Church doctrine nature of this text was obviously heretical. God becomes the fire-source of all created matters, and all created matters reflect themselves unto him, perpetuating God as a fiery entity. This co-dependence between God and matter reduced God's divinity as partially reliant on the empirical world. Theodotian cites Aristotle as his authority in only one instance, making a hasty deduction: Aristotle states that when we think of the past, we look down; when we think of the future, we look up. What would otherwise be an innocuous anthropological observation becomes something other in Theodotian when he makes the connection here that God's fiery creation has already happened (past) and our future in returning to God-as-fire is yet to be (future). Humans, according to him, have an innate understanding of this temporal relationship, the kind that plants also possess in growing toward the sun. Furthermore, Theodotian states, it would be possible to make “smaller gods” by somehow suspending a source of light inside a perfect sphere that had a mirrored interior. The danger, he warns, of making either the mirror or the light source imperfect would be a disastrous conflagration.


 Circumstances began drawing me away from my initial eagerness in recovering the truth behind John of Lerida. As a way of putting the matter to bed just as the Jesuits had done, I wrote an article that was subsequently published with my musings intact. The loose threads that suggested that the Leridans were possibly still active after all these centuries, using the Mirror of Fire as some representation of the true divine essence, factored a bit too strongly in my article. I say this because someone may have taken issue with my conclusions which may have brought to light something that wanted to stay hidden. The event took place three months ago at home. My curtains were open and it was a very sunny day. I was sitting beside the window and reading what would be my last book to be read in the usual manner. I saw two men in their 40s across the street. One made a bizarre gesture I have yet to recognize, while the other held some kind of oval object delicately curved on its edges, no bigger than a wallet. This object was turned just so and aimed directly at my eyes. The doctors did not believe me that this was the cause of my blindness, but rather I must have burned them by being too close to a flame. Suffice it so say, my condition was inoperable.


 To be blinded by a mirror – any mirror, and not just the sort that is forged in the secrets of alchemy – is said to happen to many. We rarely see ourselves objectively and most often blinded by what it is that we see. In this case, I was blinded by my own folly, staring into a mirror and having reflected back at me a truth that was too much to bear – or was not mine to know. That I desired to reflect back at the world knowledge I had gathered on John of Lerida and his sect was a mistake, for some images are not meant to be reflected back into the world, but absorbed into that hidden, secret darkness.

 



[This section ended with what I would consider almost a direct taunt: Gimaldi, you little weaver of tales and fables, as blind as Milton and Borges with half of a half of their power! - This could have easily been written by Castellemare given the tone. Symbols for my benefit, perhaps, were heaping up, and the mirror only doubled them. The mirror divided the Library infinitely].
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Cui Prodest?

 



Perhaps little more than the mere recollection of my face, as memory had presented it to me. The mirror was dirty, streaked, unclear, but my face was clearly unshaven. I gazed intently at the seemingly infinite eruptions of stubble that peppered my face, stubble that had taken on a new life as wiry spots on the pocked landscape. I steadied a slightly over-caffeinated hand gripping its implement to shear the sward of my neglect. Yet, I paused as if about to take stock in what I was, to repeat a mantra that was still fresh to me but felt prematurely stale: “My name is Gimaldi. I am 45 years old. I live in Toronto, Canada. My temples are grey. The bags under my eyes have developed their own baggage. I do not know if I am at the centre of a vast and incomprehensible mystery. I own no pets. I have no current love interests. I make my living with books. I am addicted to cigarettes, and perhaps addicted to my failure to quit them more so. I fancy myself as being of the rationalist mindset in making fair and meticulous deductions. I do not look good in the colour red or in profile.”


 The mirror held every blast of projected image without itself being affected – a repository of endless recollections. And those fostered and provided by memory had their way of occulting the naked view. Perhaps I would see in the mirror a man twenty years his junior or senior, wasting my thoughts on what I would look like in the future or what I could have looked like had I adopted a healthier lifestyle. These thoughts would droop as the stems that were to transfer to them some kind of nutritive relevance were far too weak. Instead, I took to the repetitive act of scraping steel upon skin, leaving fallen black snow in the basin of the sink.


 I stood and laboured – or, rather, fussed needlessly – with myself. I was a shut-in, feeling and being cosmopolitan but not actually being cosmopolitan except by the geography of the self upon which the distance between idea and its action is connected only by one road under heavy construction. I read books, or sold them, and was as leeched of life as they were. Just the idea of life, how it might look or feel or taste. I made pointless mental calculations I never broadcast to others... warming over swathes of memory alloyed with inherited social myths... what one ought to be or do by ages 30, 40, 50... I added to and subtracted from my own age comparing how many years past or until the next expected benchmark or age-ascribed standard. “Married by...” “Career by...” - just blanks and unsigned cheques. Physically older, no further, but too depressing to vocalize, a luxury of self-absorbed pity that timeless swaddling of the middle-aged man that summons as much feeble strength to combat it. Paralyzed by these self-directed sermons, rendered useless by a self-targeting grudge: I was at war with myself, against myself, through very slow and exacting punishment for I know not what. For being born? For crumpling rather than charging at opportunity? 



 Finding myself ambushed by my own self-created wringing, overwrought riddles within riddles, I pounced and gabbled at them, believing my squawks and barks of excuse or false courage would be flared and blared. But, bulldozed flat by mean, hard, little concerns... I could clutch at the very essence of myself, withdraw my hand with the root of it, and find it so small, so shrunken. And then I just let that part of me rest. My contribution to the story, overdue, underwhelming, but I was entitled to just a little self-reflection when I had been busy getting tangled in multiple mysteries.


 The two weeks had past and I was expecting a research report from Jakob Sigurdsson sometime in the late afternoon. I had my doubts that he uncovered much, mostly believing that he most likely did not put as much effort into the task as he would let on. For me, the mystery was not deepening, but rather widening, increasing its dimensions topographically. Cynical as I could be, I had long since abandoned any hope in resolving it... and yet I held to the same fool practices of collecting the detritus of clues, recording all the tracks in shifting sand, trying to catch the scent of the answer as it reticently kept its distance like the horizon. That, and the reckless and coquettish tossing in my direction the handkerchiefs by figures like Castellemare who did so just to ensure that I would follow. 



 So far, no mention of the synthesis in what I had read. If this part of the plot was so integral, then it had to be introduced soon as the pages were beginning to run out. What was my purpose in reading the Backstory beyond mention of a few existing persons? The synthesis had not only failed to materialize as a plot item, but there was hardly enough space left in the book for it to be properly finessed. The Backstory had no plot motor, no engine: only an ugly chassis skinned with cheap material.


 A knock at the door broke me from being entirely consumed with the problem. My continued wariness at receiving callers was still firmly with me. I looked through the peephole I convinced my rather miserly landlord to install and saw a familiar although unwelcome face.


 “What?” I asked through the door.


 “Let me in. No funny stuff. Just want to talk,” Angelo said in an exchange that could have equally found its context in being spoken between two lovers in a spat.


 “I'm through with it, Angelo. Leave me alone.”


 “I haven't come for the books. I just want to talk.”


 I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was not here to exact vengeance. He sounded more conciliatory than usual, and his generally brusque manner seemed to have receded deep within his leather jacket. I relented and opened the door, but barricaded him from entering by making of my body an obstruction. I had not given it any thought that Castellemare’s threat of sending Angelo to retrieve the books did not come to pass - until now. Why was I not visited earlier, and why were those two books still in my possession?


 “May I come in?” he asked without a hint of truculence in his voice or composure. It was an endearing request, almost childlike.


 I retreated back into my apartment without turning my back on him, sat on my office chair, letting my gaze trail him to a reading chair a good many safe yards away. I made the calculation of how quickly I could acquire the knife in the drawer if need be. 



 After an awkward silence, I asked him, “So, what is it?”


 “Anton Setzer is dead.”


 “Dead?” I echoed with incredulity.


 “Very.”


 “Since when?”


 “Since yesterday. At his bookstore, that shallow front of his,” Angelo said with some disdain, but immediately made a gesture of apology with his hands.


 “Who did it?”


 “That I don't know, but don't start making wild accusatory leaps here. My employer had nothing to do with it,” he petitioned, and I was inclined to believe him. For what little I knew about Castellemare, murder didn't seem to be in his character despite having all the motivations against Setzer to do so.


 “Was it the Devorants, then?”


 “The who?” Angelo said baffled as if struck with a foreign utterance. It was quite likely that Angelo was not high enough in the Order to have been told about the Devorants. I shook off the reference as he continued, “Anyway, there might be cause to believe that you had a hand in this.”


 “Me? How so?”


 “I know it would sound preposterous given how mild-mannered you are, but isn't it always the person you least suspect?”


 “You read too many potboilers, Angelo.”


 “Funny. He was found dead in the mystery section of the store.”


 “Do you presume it may be the murderer's signature? Perhaps the person or persons involved are trying to send a message. And to this nonsense of me being somehow involved, get that thought out of your mind right now. Besides, if you truly thought I had a hand in it, why would you come here and bring me news of his murder? You seem a bit shaken, and, honestly, I don't think there was much love lost between the two of you.”


 “He was a colleague, and a fellow of the book. Those are reasons enough to mourn the fallen.”


 “How touching,” I said a bit too caustically. I redressed my tone. “It all sounds so unbelievable. How was he killed?”


 “Force-fed. He choked to death on having pages of novels crammed into his mouth.”


 “It sounds ghastly. There must have been more than one person involved to make that happen,” I added impotently. Truth was, I was already puzzling in different directions as to who the culprit was. From my final conversation with Setzer, I had reason to believe that the Devorants were involved.


 “That hardly matters at this point. You're dead right: someone is trying to convey a serious message. My advice is if you are still poking your nose where it doesn't belong, you better quit it now. That means all your sleuthing and asking after things that are none of your business has to stop. I can spare you the trouble by telling you that there is no conspiracy to uncover, no secret or hidden knowledge to gain.”


 “Setzer's murder, and the way it was done, suggests quite strongly to me that there is indeed a conspiracy of a kind. Booksellers are not traditional targets of assassins.”


 Angelo was becoming agitated. “If this is a message, then you best heed it. Trifling with things you don't understand is a perilous offense.”


 “Angelo, are you ever off the clock from this perpetual 'dark-robed ones' facade? Really, it's a bit much. And let me ask you this: why are you not here for the books? 'Perilous offense'... really, Angelo... According to what court? I'm expected to obey the savage rulings of a court I do not know, cannot see?”


 Angelo stretched out one leg and rubbed it gingerly, turned his head and scratched his nose. “The boss has called it off.”


 “What?”


 “Keep 'em. The books. Fuck it.”


 “Just like that?” I said, floored and suspecting some kind of trick.


 “Listen, Gimaldi, this isn't personal. I do what the boss says, and if he says the whole thing's called off, it's called off, period. Don't ask me why because he has his reasons, and I don't ask why, either; I just do as he says.”


 “If Setzer was done in this way, you may be in danger, too,” I offered with a slight dash of sympathy. If anything, despite how I was not fond of the man, he could prove a useful ally – or at least not an enemy. I had in my trust and so felt no reason to carry the standard of wariness around him. I related to him what Setzer had told me. I could tell that this was the first time Angelo had heard this news, for his eyes bulged in flashes of disbelief- or he was a good actor.


 “Orders, merged libraries, syntheses, a real fine fucking mess all that,” he said, finally.


 “You already know about the Orders,” I reminded him. “Should I refer to you by your proper title? Knight of Acquisitions?”


 “I know only of the Order I belong to, none other. I knew Setzer had branched off to form some renegade order, but I couldn't have imagined it having all the refinement and traditional structure of what I belong to.”


 “We have to piece this together, Angelo,” I offered again. For the first time, it seemed as though I was in possession of more information than he was, turning the positions around. “If this was not just some random murder, then it was a calculated hit. A big one at that since, given my understanding, Setzer was the patriarch of his Order, its founder. Someone had reason to kill him, and kill him the way that they did.”


 “Stating the obvious. Who are these Devorants?”


 “You may have to ask your employer,” I said flatly. “I've told you all I know.”


 “The boss doesn't give any info for cheap. It would be against my station to make inquiries. It's part of the code.”


 “Of the Order?”


 “Rules, Gimaldi. We all have our rules, our duties, our obligations to the Craft.”


 “Something has been bothering me, and I was hoping perhaps you could shed some light on it. We can both fairly agree that the 'boss' is a very savvy and calculating man with incredible foresight. There is no possible way that he would have simply let me have those books unless it was part of his plan, and neither would they still be in my possession if he truly wanted them back. The fact that you were told to drop the issue is also very telling. He intends for me to keep these books, despite the law of the Library.”


 “I told you already, Gimaldi: his reasons are his alone. I take no part in the decision process, but merely do as I'm told.”


 “Which brings me to why you have come here today. To merely relate news of Setzer's murder?”


 “That had nothing to do with the boss' instructions. I just thought you might like to know, a small professional courtesy. The boss merely instructed me to tell you that the hunt was called off and that you can stop living in fear of him. That's all.”


 Angelo appeared deflated. Everything I had reported to him was taking its toll, weighing him down. After a time, I asked him, “Have you ever read these books?”


 “The ones you stole? No. I am not permitted to read anything from the Library unless my boss wills it.” And, after a time: “I should go. There has been a curiously sudden surge of slipped books, some of them appearing in strange places.”


 “Such as where?” I couldn't resist from asking.


 “Public places: subway terminals, park benches, another in a framing shop. There was even one duct-taped to Setzer's hand; that was how I found him.”


 I decided not to press Angelo any further. I could see by the haggard look in his eyes and the slumped register of his voice that things had suddenly become quite complicated and confused for him. 



 “Angelo,” I said by way of parting, “Let's keep in touch from here on in. I think if something is afoot we'd do much better to keep each other apprised of what's going on, share some information from time to time.”


 He was about to launch a retort, but thought better of it, nodding resignedly instead before leaving my apartment. I was left to ponder why so many books were beginning to slip, and in the places they ended up doing so. But this, like so many books, had to be shelved for a while since I needed to meet with my research assistant.

 



By the time I arrived at the pub – a location of his insistence – he was already there and was two pints in the lead, attempting to look mysterious but ending up looking more ridiculous than anything else.


 “Hello,” I said tiredly, ignoring his affectation. I could tell he was trying to seem dramatic, and he kept tapping on a thin folder covered in silly arcane symbols – no doubt his flourishes. Someone of his stripe would be the last candidate any secret society would ever consider. He would thrust his ego forward with any such membership to a private fraternity, and would most likely give away all the secrets if it meant people would take notice of his importance. I was sure that he used his temporary role as my research assistant to pick up young girls with embarrassing teasers of “I'm doing research on dark secrets, but I've said too much already... “ - He just seemed the type.


 “I have completed the first round of my appointed task,” he said with unnecessary gravity, bowing his head forward to meet me with a gaze that was supposed to convey same. “It is here.” With that, he slid the thin folder, with its clumsy insignias of recognizable secret societies and Egyptian symbols, toward me. 



 “Great. I'll just skim this now and take it with me,” I said.


 “I went to considerable trouble in the process of my findings... some dangerous moments, as well... “


 I sincerely doubted anything of the sort had happened, and so resolved to ignore his desperate clambering for my attention, so I scotched it with terseness. “Trouble and danger are pretty common. Thank you.”


 Jakob seemed disappointed, and so with some petting I changed my tone to reflect that I was pleased with his diligence, and then parted company with him.


 Upon skimming what he had, it was unsurprisingly subpar: mostly a series of jot-notes any high schooler could have obtained from an encyclopedia. Worse still were the personal speculations of Jakob Sigurdsson on the meaning of the information, unsusbtantiated links to Freemasonry, Egyptian rite, and whatever other tepidly overrated conspiratorial group he wanted to name. Mixed in with this were Jakob's theories about the pyramids and their link to godlike extraterrestrials and quotes from Aleister Crowley he tried to pass off as his own. It was a triteness heavily underscored with cliches, occultish bromides, and sloppy references to staid mysticism. However, Jakob's mediocre research did unintentionally put me back in touch with some of the basic information I needed in order to see how these references fit into this maddening puzzle.


 I returned to my apartment and scanned what Jakob had given me. Skipping his macabre speculations, I focused on the verifiable details. Ammonius Saccas was indeed the founder of the Neoplatonic idea, Plotinus being the primogeniture of the movement as it has been bequeathed to history. In fine, Ammonius Saccas is generally associated with a plethora of Pagan mysteries of which I was not at all concerned since I believed that there was something of more merit in a less obvious place. Saccas had maintained a tripartite organization of the supreme essence, the emanation of that essence, and the divine soul of man to tame Nature. More interestingly, he had quite seriously advised against placing a too strict definitional division between Christians and Pagans, suggesting, it would seem, that such a line was a blurry one. Or, perhaps, that they were mirror surfaces of one another, inverted or distorted like the image in a carnival mirror. Brave words before punishment for heresy became such an institution where one could not deviate an eyelash from sciptural detail without the implications leading to all sorts of dread theological consequences.


 I underlined mention of “emanation”, as it is a critical part of Neoplatonic cosmogony. That which flows from the original and supreme essence. Read in light of the Library, it was indeed the Library that held the position of the supreme essence that, like the Neoplatonic god, was unknowable and unreachable. The books were the emanations from this One-All essence of the Library, and Castellemare was the incarnation of the divine soul that used reason, order, and categorization as the necessary means of taming the wilds of Nature, or chaos. Granted, this was a series of thoughts going on ad libitum, but they were attractive.


 Just as I had anticipated, Jakob turned up nothing on “Obsalte”, which, given a preternatural fear of a vacuum in his report, he subsequently filled with his conspiratorial drivel. My own research on this term was equally thin, coming up only with the sketchy proposition of Obs(olete) + old (German: alte). 



 “Anton Setzer” only turned up an entry on a Swedish mathematical logician of high renown, and Jakob had taken the confounded liberty of hastily connecting the logician to some half-baked conspiracy involving mathematics, the Templars, and Descartes. Given the ease by which I was able to locate Anton Setzer the book-seller via the internet spoke volumes about Jakob's incapacity for depth of research. The more I read the report, the more agonizing it became, the research task having been co-opted by Jakob's desperate need to transform it into a creative writing assignment. If that were not bad enough, he also elected to underline and highlight certain words and phrases with such daunting emphasis – words and phrases that truly required no such emphasis given their irrelevance to anyone but him and his feverish imagination.


 The entry on Castellemare was inexplicably blank; perhaps Jakob had failed to find anything of any value, or could not bring himself to sustain his dark musings. His other entries were equally scant, or bloated with his gibberish, including a long polemic on ludic spaces in semiotics (incorrectly defining 'ludic' and not understanding one bit about semiotics). He had completely neglected any of the associated terms I had entrusted him to research. 



 Idly, I checked my email and found one by Castellemare. It took me a few solid minutes before I had the nerve to open it.

 



Gimaldi:



I am not the arch-villain your selective reading of history paints me to be. I see you, Gimaldi, walking along the vast, blank, white landscape of a single untouched page. There is no text in view, and the longer you search, the more you succumb to the blindness of white. So, you want your own library, do you? So be it, so be it. You will have all the library you can handle, all the blank pages to paper yourself. Not a clue here, not a clue there, just one long expanse of nothingness... I will drown you in text-text-text, every page blankity-blank-blank. “Non placet” will be the pronouncement in the ever-after-all. All that research... for whom is it good for? Cui Prodest? Cui Bono? You nosy little tart.


 



Upon reading this email, which I decided not to respond to, I had the unnerving image of Castellemare having composed it without his usual perma-grin. The meaning of his message – that my endless research would be in vain, that I would be blinded by the lack of clues – was also reinforced by something crudely literal in nature. 



 It began the very next day. Packages full of books and magazines I had not subscribed to started arriving in large quantities. Castellemare had the monetary means to do this, to inundate me with a barrage of unwanted books – most of them pure tripe, magazines for sport fishermen, catalogues for agricultural products, and so forth. More disturbing was one large box of books, 100 in number. A simple black cover on each of them, and half of them numbered from 1 to 50, the other half as well. The first 50 books simply had my name on the cover and nothing more, and the other half, Castellemare's. The books themselves were entirely blank inside. Perhaps this was his cheeky way of inviting, “if you think you will soon come to understand who I am, who you are, then go ahead and write our history.”
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Excerpt 13-17 of the Backstory

 



“You've been listening to his corrupt teachings, haven't you?” accused Gimaldi with an unbecoming soreness.


 “He had taught me things, yes, I guess, but I wouldn't say that he is 'teaching' me as you say.”


 “I have no trustworthy friends in this world,” he moaned. “They have all left me for circus performers and illusionists. Alas, the liars have won.”


 “I have not left you.”


 “So you will write my book?” he asked me with a sudden surge of insistence and hope.


 “No.”


 “Then you have left me... far behind, to wither into dust, to be upstaged by heretics, liars, cheats, and robbers. If this is what you want, so be it. I feel a great loss in my heart, for I had such high hopes of you.”


 “You don't understand,” I protested, ignoring the clumsy melodrama of his words. “I don't want to write the book because it isn't my place to do so.”


 “Your place? Then, whose place is it? That alcoholic, Sigurd? His work is reminiscent of awful wailings in the night! Bedlam! With each sentence he writes, he destroys, confounds, distorts, fabricates, and befouls! That boy has erected a solid and impregnable fortress of imbecility, so my request could never be granted by a man whose mind is a workshop in Hell. He is a walking tomb of useless information. I chose you because you are clear, and because my work touched you.”


 “It touched Sigurd, too.”


 “But it touched you with sincerity. Sigurd can only be touched by his own fictions, and the pride that results from them.”


 The tragedy of Gimaldi was beginning to disclose itself to me in his desperation, the way he pleaded with me, yet resignedly knew that all was lost.


 He had asked me to his office at the university. His office was unusually scant of books for someone with such an impressive collection at his home. The office was almost a closet, furnished with a cheap plywood desk, a dying fern in a garish pot sporting some naïve faux-indigenous frieze, a squeaky chair, a badly painted bookshelf with Shakespeare titles and a set of “Proceedings of the Modern Language Society” dated 1972-1979. Why such a dynamic and mysterious man hid in such understated conditions could only be answered by the fact that he was a man who did not want to be found.


 “The fact remains that I cannot write the book,” I said.


 “Then let despair rule this day. This denial is little more than a repetition. I cannot teach today,” he said as he gathered a few items and began to depart in haste.


 I tried to detain him, to explain why I felt unequal to the task. Besides, I didn't see the matter as one that was so urgent or significant. Why couldn't he have written his own book, and if modesty or mystery demanded, write it under a pseudonym?


 “Why is it that you want me to write it? Touched or not, it's far too much pressure. I am just not capable of doing it. However, you know your own work best and what would be required to write a suitable prequel... So why not you?”


 “Because I never wrote it,” Gimaldi confessed.


 I was astonished. 



 “Who did?”


 “Another Gimaldi. I only have this book because I took it from the Library. It is written by a Gimaldi far more superior than this shallow pitiable excuse of a scholar. I have claimed to have written it, but the truth is that it far exceeds anything I could compose by refined thought or eloquent prose.”


 “This is quite the disclosure... I don't fully understand, but why is it so vital for me to write its prequel?”


 “Because the book is an allegory. It is an allegory of what will come to pass. If you read carefully and apply some of its lessons to current events circulating around us, you will come to realize that you must stop Sigurd, and you must certainly stop Castellemare. You must write it so that the other Gimaldi is not forcibly attributed as the author of that atrocity.”


 “I'm confused more now. What does Sigurd have to do with this? He's harmless, and he's my friend. And what is so dangerous about Castellemare? He just seems to be eccentric, a bit touched in the head. He also seems to be pretty well-off... Have you seen his house?”


 “It is not that Sigurd is bad, don't get me wrong. It is what he will be compelled to do that should concern us. We must keep Sigurd away from Castellemare. And, for that matter, you should stay away from Castellemare as well. He is the facilitator of what will happen.”


 “What's going to happen?”


 “The horror of history.”
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I didn’t get it. At all. Gimaldi claimed to have written a book that he actually didn’t, and he was asking me to write its prequel to prevent an alternate Gimaldi from being forced to be named the author of the very book I was being asked to author. There was something about a synthesis that was to take place as the setting for the prequel I was to write. I had to write something safe, Gimaldi said, that would function as a block to the real destiny of the synthesis taking place since it depended on the writing - and thus materialization - of the plot to occur. I still didn’t understand; I tried again. A book was going to be written and attributed to someone else, and in this book would be the fruit of a nefarious synthesis. I was being asked by this Gimaldi to write it before anyone else could, and thus prevent the outcome of the synthesis. 


 



[An attempt at a synopsis of key facts. I could have saved myself a lot of time if I could have been directed to this one paragraph. But, owing to the absurd nature of this book, I am sure it could only have appeared at the appointed time.]

 



Gimaldi was unhappy with the state of Reason and Order in the universe and wanted to revise it, correct it, make it better. According to his book, it was not procedurally rigourous enough – it lacked precision and operational definitions. His book detailed the errors of Reason through a post-apocalyptic parable, referencing a new scholasticism or feudalism (the details are, indeed, fuzzy). Conversely, Castellemare was urging us to abandon the tenets of traditional Reason and embrace his vertiginous paradox philosophy of unreason. I could remember what Gimaldi said of doubting men, that they contained doubts in a clockwork universe that they hoped would preserve them if all mechanical Reason turned out to be wrong – a way of hedging one's bets if the gears chewed themselves to bit.


 Castellemare stood as an angry smear on the face of an unavoidable future. Castellemare's views were too chaotic, and asked of any who subscribed to them to dissolve in that preternatural chaos. No, I would endorse Gimaldi on the grounds that his theories were life-affirming and hopeful of human achievement - not because these theories might loosely be based on truth, which they probably were not. Gimaldi's humanism was all-pervading in his character, and it was hard not to feel a touch sentimental about an enterprise that was most likely failed and idealistic. I tended to root for the underdog and cleave to lost causes.


 I had a hunch that Castellemare was trying to hatch a chaotic plan to sabotage the linearity of existence. I know that sounds absolutely absurd and even melodramatic and stupid. But whatever this synthesis was that Gimaldi wanted to prevent, it was something perhaps worth stopping. Castellemare was just too much the villain in this case. I had to side with Gimaldi: he was the only one honestly pathetic enough to be the hero. Only heroes are pathetic until they win, whereas the villains are only pathetic in defeat.


 Perhaps I had plunged myself into this with little regard to outside concerns. Sigurd's drinking habits were getting worse as he drifted from self-control entirely, and I had been too preoccupied to notice his rapid decline into dissipation. A bottle of bourbon a day became two, then three, and before long there was never a sober moment, no pause between his life floundering in cups. He had an instance of terrible violence, and the police, an event too sad for me to dramatize. I had been present when it all happened, and had I not been there to direct the arm of the law with some shred of sane context, things may have turned out much differently for my helpless friend. The event landed him in the confines of a hospital psych ward for observation. 



 Now it would be his emaciated body ambling down those sterile hallways, the meal time routines as the semblance of clockwork order, freely mixing with horrible hallucinations and violent bouts of withdrawal. But that place, oddly enough, was home for him. Among the other patients, he could thrive in an institutional version of Castellemare's Tain. I visited him. He complained about the nicotine patch they gave him in lieu of cigarettes, he plotted to steal some syringes and turn the medicinal tables on the orderlies, mumbled incoherent elegies to phantom people wandering in his hallucinatory fog, and was quick to accuse everyone of everything. The threats he issued had no singular target as he aired his vitriolic grievances at the blank, null-stub generality of the world. He insisted that the ward was an impediment to what he, with no mean sense of ego, dubbed his “research.” What this research was about was as focused and real as the intended target of his complaints. Despite the fact that I visited him regularly while he was undergoing observation and treatment, he took the opportunity to make me the target of his berating – but I had to keep in mind that his attacks were for everyone and no one, an attack for the sake of attack. 



 “You know, with one call, I could make sure we trade places... You think it's fun here? Can't even get a damn cigarette. And no books, either. Only bad condensed volumes of Reader's Digest bullshit. How am I going to do my vital research in this wretched place, this misbegotten son of a whore?... Yeah, they gave me a nice patch, those fucking draconian overlords of my sanity, ragabash poltroons... Slow down, you're getting loopy... Take the other half... Yeah, the blue one... Take the fucking valium! Christ, calm down.” He was performing both sides of the conversation while all I could do was watch and wait awkardly to take my leave.


 He harangued the orderlies who were inured enough in this environment to take little notice or not take what patients said as personal. They didn't cajole him, but stayed the course of routine. That was their perfect defense: the passive resistance of maintaining order until the patient yielded to the regime of precision routine in the dull grey matte of the everyday. Sigurd's petulant attacks were patently ignored, and his angry questions and complaints were met by their dispassionate rote replies from hospital procedural rules. Every time I visited him, he conspiratorially confided in me that the hospital was in the pay of some nefarious figures who had every reason to see Sigurd stowed away. He claimed that the ward's single intent was to chemically lobotomize him. The charge nurse had informed me not to agitate him, and that he was on suicide watch. The nurse also alluded to some of his more violent antics against the orderlies and other patients. Fortunately for the staff, Sigurd was far too frail to pose much of a challenge. 



 This turn of events could not be appropriately be called saddening. No, it was an unnameable feeling. I sought the company and counsel of wiser heads.

 



Gimaldi sat with searching eyes, imploring me to forget the current plight of Sigurd as if matters of broader consequence should have been at the forefront of my attention. The snowfall was heavy and unrelenting, and he didn't want to go home. The bar was mostly silent and smoky, three elderly patrons drinking while huddled in packed silence at the bar, and us, at a badly scratched table with rickety chairs.


 “No doubt you are taken with Castellemare's Tain. I, on the other hand, have no great spectacles to offer. And I will not debase myself in doing so, for a great thinker always regards fantastic and sensationalist things with suspicion, always wondering what the splendour is hiding,” Gimaldi lectured like a kind of drunk Socrates. “Your friend Sigurd's state of mind is a symbol of the result of Castellemare's flawed reasoning. His real reasons I can only offer a slight gesture, but let me tell[... “]

 



[One leaf apparently torn out as the numbering of the pages indicates that two pages are missing. Text resumes on following recto page.]

 



 “I hope you will adopt the title I have chosen for it,” he said. “I am quite fond of Finis Logos as an appropriate title for the book you will hopefully write.”


 “The End of the Word?”


 “Precisely. Not world but word. And my counter-book will be the scene of a glorious rebirth. Yours will be closure, finality, what your generation so pines after, the apocalyptic; and mine will be the new beginning, the regenerative history, what someone of my historical proclivities desires most. And how could I begin something when the preceding has yet to end?”

 



[Another obvious removal from the text that would perhaps give all the information on the contents of the Finis Logos as tantalizingly referenced. The shift here from naming it De Imitatio Calembouri to this also follows a shift to the book being about a rebirth rather than a post-apocalyptic closure. It is probably another red herring. The remainder of this page is blacked out with permanent marker, and the last leaf to end the chapter has been torn out as evidenced by both the gap in page numbering and a scrap of the original page clinging to the binding. I had my doubts that the contents of this book had any relevance to me. It sounded as though this version of me was eager for someone to call the hand of language so that this Gimaldi could be known for its renaissance. It was a trite piece of theatre. At best, the configuration of this Gimaldi and Castellemare was cribbed from G.K. Chesterton's The Man Who Was Thursday, in the polarity of that champion of order (Detective Symes) and the champion of disorder (the anarchist Gregory, aka “Thursday”)].

 



[Addendum note: Chapter 15 is also missing. I am beginning to realize that either a) Castellemare had planned for me to steal this book but wanted to remove most of the key passages that would allow me progress, or b) The pages were intact when I first took possession of the book and some unknown person has since removed them. According to where the pagination resumes, 16pp are missing. Text resumes at opening of 16th chapter.]
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I had learned later that Sigurd and Castellemare had been in frequent contact with one another. This served to unsettle me slightly, if not because it was done so discreetly, but it was the way men like Castellemare could attract the incoherent and misunderstood with the seductive philosophy of abandoning Reason for the bacchant revel of chaos. This was evidence of some level of collusion between the two. I felt it the sign of a terrible predator for someone to lure others in a state of weakness. Sigurd had recently been released from care and was now said to be visiting that posh home of Castellemare without inviting me.


 Here is where events travelled into a strange province of circularity, of [Text missing. The text was missing here as well, blacked out to the end of the printed page with the remainder physically torn out. None of these removals look like an accident born of neglectful handling, but a deliberate action. I resolve not to take the bait of yet another bobbing mystery and read on. The book is coming to its natural, if not awkwardly set up, conclusion, but I am now missing a vital piece of the narrative if only because there would be no explanation as to why Gimaldi and the narrator decided to go see Castellemare, and their willingness to enter into some variety of labyrinth. There is no bridging material to explain these loose ends. It may not be important. The arc of the story had very little lift to begin with, and the clues of importance to me were sparse and scattered. At this point of the story, I gathered that they were going to be trapped in Castellemare's labyrinth, and the narrator would relent to write the book after all].
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Even Gimaldi couldn't see any other option but to take up on Castellemare's challenge.


 “We may never get out,” Gimaldi said. “That is always the risk, but hopefully our convictions are in league with the truth.”


 “If we get out, then I will finally understand,” I said. “Then I can write the Finis Logos.”


 We went to Castellemare's villa, and he greeted us with an excessive cordiality that merely masked his smugness. He led us to an unmarked door and said, “I guarantee that there is an exit, but you must first weave your way through the labyrinth. The entrance will be barred, so don't think of backtracking.”


 A guarantee of an exit. If only the mystery would also have one, or perhaps the exit of the labyrinth and the resolution of the mystery would be one and the same. It seemed suspiciously orderly for someone like Castellemare – self-professed anarchic figure – to have a labyrinth as well as an exit. His may not have been chaos after all, but that troubling thought that gets us to question the guarantee of a clockwork universe: who fabricates and winds it?


 And so we entered, and felt terribly anxious. It would probably be Castellemare's plan to let us die there if an exit was not found. Perhaps he was counting on us becoming desperate, making hasty decisions and causing us to further lose ourselves in this maze. This would vindicate his philosophy of chaos and non-resolvability, of paradox and defeat.


 Gimaldi and I travelled down a corridor that led to a triangular room with two doors. The carpet patterns remained the same: red with gold trim, tracing that same interlocking pattern of red lions. One door was inscribed with the word love and the other with hate. We went through the south door (”love”) and came across another corridor leading to a quadrangular room and another triangular room, each with a variety of doors.


 “We must mark our trail so that we don't repeat the same path,” Gimaldi said. “But I have no such marker.”


 “Neither do I,” I said. “Each room has the same items: a four by four plexiglass cube encasing some rare tome. Perhaps we could turn off the lights when exiting a room.”


 “I do not see any light switches.”


 Which was true. Pot lights kept the rooms illuminated.


 “Then perhaps we should record the names of the books we come across. But I have no writing instrument, so we'll have to rely on our memories.”


 The quadrangular room's book was the Liber Artemidorus, and the triangular room's book was the De Specificae Animaculum. We went through the right door of the quadrangular room and proceeded down the corridor before it turned sharply to the left and into a wall.


 “Dead end,” I said. “Let's go back.”


 One corridor led to a room and nothing more. To complicate matters, we encountered staircases, ladders leading both up and down, and the floor was sometimes recessed gradually - all this would cause us never to know with certainty what floor we were on. Some doors were locked on one side, and so we could only go through them by taking a roundabout route, only to return to rooms we had already traveled through.


 Some doors only led to empty closets, yet all the doors looked the same. After two hours of trial and error, and encountering room after room (perhaps some we had already been to, but we couldn't know for sure), we came across a circular room with doors that branched from it - some on one side, and some on the other.


 “Let this be our point of return,” Gimaldi said. “An anchor in this space to orient ourselves by. As long as there is no other circular room in this labyrinth.”


 We entered another triangular room where there was another book, the Summa Necroticatis, and ended up in another corridor, but this one slightly different. It had a suspended corridor and three staircases above. We could not get to the corridor from there. So we returned to the circular room.


 One of the doors from there led to a smaller circular room, with more doors. Once again, Castellemare's villa's architectural cunning exposed itself. While proceeding down one corridor, it appeared to fork, and at the fork, proceeding beyond the dimensions of the smaller circular corridor we had entered from. Upon closer inspection, we discovered a mirror.


 “An illusion of space,” Gimaldi muttered, now becoming quite irritated.


 When we returned to the larger circular room after another hour of searching, something peculiar had happened: the doors were in a different alignment since we had last been there. I heard a faint humming, and so my frightening hypothesis was confirmed: the room was revolving very slowly on an axis, like we were on the face of a large clock. Now it stood that nothing was stable. I reasoned that if this was the case, then we should proceed downwards to the source of the revolutions, to locate the pivot itself. After winding our way through rooms and taking any available ladder or staircase down, we finally located the bottom. Regrettably, it was a small circular room with only one door. When I opened it, there was a staircase that brought us up a few flights and into another room.


 “Let us take stock of our progress so far,” Gimaldi said. “Where did the left door of the Liber Glamis lead us?”


 “Back to the Summa Necroticatis room.”


 “I see. And the right?”


 “Mirrored corridor - dead end.”


 “Then the path is clear. We head left to the Aegyptiae Anotatio room, up the ladder, go right through the Sed Contra Areopagitica room, down the left corridor, and out the Renuncio quo est room.”


 But though we did this, we only encountered more of the same. I was feeling hungry and tired, but we could not risk sleep for fear that we would not recall the names of the rooms we had passed through.


 Castellemare was more devilish than I had thought. The plexiglass cubes were bolted to the floor, the carpet was too tough to rip out, and so we had no way of marking our progress.


 “Can we kick any walls in?” Gimaldi asked in exasperation, his reason petering out as tiredness came on. I tried to kick the walls, but to no avail. “How about the doors?” Solid oak, invincible hinges.


 We thought of every possible solution. There were no debris, either, for the labyrinth was immaculately clean. There were more rooms than the ripping of our clothing into strips would make useful.

 



We spent two whole days there, now parched and weary. The hallucinations brought on by sleeplessness were also troublesome. But it was in this surreal state that I came up with the solution: to use Castellemare's philosophical object against him.


 “I can't believe we missed it all this time,” I said with wild disbelief, half reproaching myself for not thinking of it earlier. “Come with me.”


 And so we found one of the many corridors with a mirror. With two kicks, the mirror shattered. I gave a shard to Gimaldi and kept one for myself.


 “What are we to do with these?” Gimaldi asked. “Slit our wrists?”


 “No, we will mark our trail,” I said. That was when I placed the shard firmly against the wall and began walking, making a long scratch on the wall. When we got to the circular corridor, I explained the plan: “we mark all the doors, on both sides, with a large circle. Doors that we have tried that lead nowhere, we will scratch with an 'X' in the circle. Easy enough?


 This had brought us to greater and greater degrees of success, but the most perilous was yet to come - especially owing to our tired state of mind and the effects of being so confined in a repetition of confusion. We finally came across the door that led us out of the labyrinth... into the Tain. To spend so long in a place where the walls were the same, defining the borders of one's visual perception, could have a serious effect - especially when one leaves such a place into its contradiction: infinite space without walls. When we entered, we both let out unearthly wails, and almost retreated back into the labyrinth. The sight of infinite space, though an illusion, was enough to destabilize even the most secured mind after any length of time in such maddening confinement. Gimaldi had evidently never been inside the Tain before, only heard of it.


 Though Castellemare would not admit it, his labyrinth had been constructed from Reason, albeit a very complicated form of Reason. And Reason had led us out. Just as we made our way through the Tain, cries of joy and terror leaping from us, like the utterances of wild animals, our reflection was... replaced... with that of Castellemare's. He had entered the room to greet us.


 “There can be a place for Reason,” I gasped in triumph.


 “And another age ends, my little avatars,” Castellemare said. I did not understand what he meant until we left the villa...
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A Horrifying Miracle

 



I
had resisted the urge to toss the book across the room, having only a few more chapters to upset my digestion. No, to throw the book across the room on account of its sloppy writing and ridiculous plot would be to ennoble it somehow. I had to patiently remind myself that I was after clues, couched in no matter how awful the writing was. And, still, no clearer mention of the synthesis. I could not bring myself to skip to the next book just as yet for fear of missing out on some kind of clue, something that would provide the proper context for consuming the next text in the series. Although I had yet to speak further with my neighbour, Leo, as another potential lead, I decided to do that when I was ready; namely, when I got into the next book.


 There was a knock on my door. In my now usual fashion, I spied through the peephole. It was Angelo again, second time in as many weeks.


 “Come in,” I said, holding the door and waving him inside. It was getting hard to walk around, what with so many new boxes of books that were still quite steadily being mailed to my place. 



 “You really are trying to break my neck, aren't you?” he said in a joking manner. “Did we go a little nuts with the credit card on TextOnline?”


 “I'm being lavished with gifts from your employer.”


 “Heh. Maybe he thinks you need to read more,” he said off-handedly. Something else was on his mind. “I could really use a hand. There are far too many books slipping off, and some of them are proving impossible to retrieve. Not to mention that the boss has been acting very strangely lately.”


 “He is strange to begin with, so I would be the last to tell the difference. Any news on Setzer's murder?”


 He ignored my comment and question and launched right into what he wanted: “I need your help, Gimaldi. I cannot do this alone. There are too many books, and they're popping up all over.”


 He was sweating and his eyes, ringed with sleeplessness, were bulging and darting. He was in a bad, nervous way.


 “I am no longer under his employ, Angelo. I cannot be of any service.”


 “The boss has withdrawn – most likely somewhere inside the Library. None have seen him or heard from him in the last day.”


 “So he took a holiday. He wrote me an email recently, and has been trying to bury me under books since.”


 “There is something not right. I know it,” he kept repeating, the small crack in his usual brusque demeanor now a large fissure out of which was pouring worry. “You must help me reacquire the books. There are far too many of them. No one is tending the Library and things are falling into disorder. And I'm being followed.”


 “Angelo, you are agitated. You need bed rest.”


 “I see them, Gimaldi! They are tailing me, watching me. They sometimes get on location before I do and replace the book I am to reacquire with a dummy copy.”


 “Who?”


 “Nearest I can figure, those Devorants you told me about. I think what they did to Setzer they mean to do to Castellemare... and me. It makes sense that the boss has hidden himself away like that.”


 I braved a friendly arm around his shoulder and led him to the reading chair, meekly offering to make him some tea. He declined this and asked for something stiffer; I poured two tall whiskeys. The phone rang, causing Angelo to jump.


 “Don't answer it!” he blurted. My hand was paused over the phone and I retracted. He took a long gulp of his whiskey and helped himself to more from the bottle between us. 



 In an effort to unwind him slightly, I tried to interest him in some book or other on some vaguely humourous topic. However, as I pulled the book from the shelf, two came tumbling after. 



 “What's that?” said Angelo in the beginnings of a panic.


 “Nothing, just a few books fell off the shelf. It's a bit cluttered,” I said, but when I looked down at the fallen books, I did not recognize them as part of my collection. Angelo must have read my consternation as a sign of trouble.


 “What?” he said, and repeated again as I was frozen on the spot. I tried stammering that all was ok, but could not help myself from dipping my hand into the shelf again, pulling out another book... followed by another, and... another?


 “Oh, god, god, shit, man... What the hell?” he said, wild-eyed and standing.


 I maintained a kind of curious calm, quizzically pulling book after book from a never-ending shelf like the way magicians pull rabbits out of hats. None of them were part of my collection. It was the scene of a horrifying miracle as I kept pulling ever more volumes from the shelf, robotically. Angelo just looked on in turgid fear, unmoving with a mask of panic upon his generally imperturbable sneer of a face.


 “I... don't know what this means, Angelo,” I said slowly, rapt with what was happening before me. 



 “It's happening all over – I know it,” Angelo replied, his tone a vicious mix of fear and surrender.


 Was I determined to do this interminably, like those who have the compulsion to pull at a loose thread on knitted garment until it was just a loose pile without form? I stepped away from my shelf, the floor in front of it littered with alien books. The phone rang again. I did not make a move to answer it, nor did I allow myself to be baited by the notification sound on my email. And nor did either of us move when we heard a loud and insistent banging on the door. None of this was making sense, and I cursed myself for not abandoning my apartment forever and staying on the continent, far removed from this terrible, murderous enigmas. I could also hear Angelo's PDA sounding off, but he made no motion to investigate. People were desperately trying to communicate with us.


 I whispered to Angelo, “I think we're trapped. We may have to face whoever this is.”


 Angelo was rooted to the spot, staring fixedly at the miraculous bookshelf. For him, it meant the end of order, the effacement of all his knightly duties. I wondered to myself if it were not Castellemare himself who was now pushing books out of the Library and into the world. Or, perhaps, according to the laws of the Library I could not understand, the Library was now experiencing textual stigmata, profuse bleeding from the wound of the now-dead artificer Anton Setzer. Was not Setzer's whole task to multiply books ad absurdum? Did the Library prefigure his necessity, and was now off-balance because of his death?


 “We need safe passage to Detroit,” I said to Angelo, but he was deaf from fear.


 The knocking, ringing, and every other kind of noise linked to a communication device, continued. My shelf was now actually bleeding books without me having to pull them out, a gushing forth of volumes spilling upon my already book-choked floor. 



 Save our souls. It was a bizarre thought to have at that exact moment. We were going to drown under all these books, but there was no safe way out. The knocking was still insistent, but had fallen into a rhythm as if to underscore our sense of panic, to provide a kind of drumbeat that would drive us mad. If I could not save our souls, I could at least save the two books. These I deftly stuffed into my shoulder bag, beckoning Angelo to assist me in storming our way out. 



 “The door swings in,” I said, trying to put a face of calm into our plan of escape. “You are the stronger of the two of us, so I'm going to open the door, and you're going to charge out in the lead with me right behind you.”


 I could see in his eyes that the plan was not appetizing to him, but there would be no choice – the apartment was too high up to make a daring jump to ground level. We steadied ourselves in our respective positions: I quietly clutched the doorknob while he leaned forward in a linebacker's stance. On the count of three... 



 One... The wall beside the door was being scratched with something, or it may have been the rattle of a spray paint can.


 Two... Murmuring voices, some macabre laughter in the hall.


 Three... I flung the door open and Angelo darted on cue, barreling into a blurry collection of strangers taken by surprise. I swung myself around the now open door and shouldered my way through, not pausing to record the faces or manner of dress of those performing the siege. We took the stairs down three and four at a time, careening into walls and madly scrambling our way out. I could hear footfalls not far behind. The front entrance seemed like the longest mile away, but we did make it. I felt the brushing of a hand that failed to gain grasping purchase upon my clothes, and we wriggled out into the street, breaking into a full sprint.


 By the time we felt that we had put a safe distance between us and our pursuers, it must have been twelve blocks into the downtown area. We ducked nervously into an all-night cafe and nested ourselves in the back, keeping a clear view of the service exit in case we would need to bolt again. By this time, I knew it was appropriate to reveal my plan... or at least have the time to properly develop it. It was hard to recall, given that it had been formed momentarily under duress, and it seemed that my reasoning for going to Detroit have all but evacuated. 



 I stumbled over my words between catching my breath, my chest stabbing and hammering. “It's a vague idea, but it's all I have right now. I say we go to where Setzer was murdered and -” I stopped when Angelo shot me a wide-eyed glare that suggested that I was insane for even considering it. “Listen, I know this seems crazy, but we need to get to the source of the problem. I think that Setzer's predilection for manufacturing a profusion of texts may explain what we saw back at my apartment.”


 “It was a fucking miracle we got out of there,” Angelo protested. “We could have suffered as Setzer did. And now you mean to tell me that our next plan of action is to go to the scene of the crime?”


 “It would be the last place in the world they would look for us, whoever 'they' are.”


 “What do you base that on?”


 “Nothing deductive – purely intuition. We need to get the reins on all this mystery.”


 “No, you mean you have to solve the mystery. It was your damn curiousity that caused all of this, I'm sure of it! Everything went tits up in our lives the moment you got involved.”


 “I'm sure it's just a coincidence,” I defended.


 “You were getting too close to somebody's secrets, poking your beak in places it didn't belong. This is the shit that happens when dippy academics try to play Sherlock Holmes.”


 “Angelo, it's not going to serve us to point fingers at this point. It's too late for that, and this is the hand we've been dealt. I think it's a smart idea for us to work together. You have your own mystery to solve: the apparent sickness of the Library, the sudden surge of slipped books. We have to check the bus schedule and leave tonight.”


 Just as I said that, I could see Angelo's hands frantically searching himself. “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck!”


 “What?” I asked, partially exhausted by the endless parade of panic.


 “My PDA! I left it at your place! Fuck! You have no idea what I have on that thing... and all my USB keys, too! Shit... Just great! They're probably going through it right now, have all my info, contacts, the works. I'm absolutely fucked.”


 “Are you sure? And is it that vital, given our current situation?”


 “Yes, I'm fucking sure,” he snapped in irritation. “And, yes, it's fucking vital. I could be expelled from the Order for this, for being so goddamn careless! All that sensitive information in the hands of those not in the Order-”


 “Given the way the Library has been behaving as of late, there might not be an Order if we don't take action. Your standing with the Order isn't really my concern, and I know so little about the Library that I don't know if I should be assisting in any way. What I do know is that we are on the run, and obviously we are both targets.”


 I was trying to calm Angelo down since the rather animated conversation risked drawing further attention to us. Angelo was obviously still lamenting over his forgotten PDA, and he most likely felt emasculated without it. For my part, as fortune would have it, I did well to plan ahead by taking the two books with me. We eventually made our way to the bus station and, since we had fallen out of a talking mood, I was able to soothe my nerves by dipping further into the awfully written tale.

 




 


 


 


 


 



18


Excerpts 18-22 from the Backstory

 



The sky was black, macabre. A cruel wind blew on my face, and everything had changed. Gimaldi and I feared the worst without really knowing why. Castellemare joined us with a mocking grin on his face.


 “I'm sorry, but you lose,” he said.


 “What do you mean?” I asked. “We conquered your labyrinth. What further tests must you subject us to?”


 “Where are we?” Gimaldi asked sternly.


 “Why, here, my good friend,” Castellemare said as if the question were facile. “Does it matter?”


 “Castellemare, I am through with your antics,” charged Gimaldi. “You've pranced about like some smug villain, playing your little paradoxical games. The boy is not yours to mould. He will not be one of your devotees. He is a creature of Reason, not your charlatanism.”


 “Then by all means, weave your wild and illusory metaphysics if their intricate arabesques give you pleasure,” Castellemare said with a laugh. “Besides, this is a rather silly discussion.


 “Then why have you dragged us into it, and into this labyrinth of yours? What are you trying to prove?” I challenged him.


 “Nothing at all,” he said, a bit confused by my question. “Really, I do things for amusement.”


 I must here confess that I did read Codex Infinitum to its conclusion. However, knowing that he – the other Gimaldi – was reading this, I could not in good conscience, and for what I now know, report anything further that would aid him. I do not do this to be cruel, but actually out of mercy for a man I would never come to know beyond the confines of text. What I report now will be of little value to that other Gimaldi, but it is my hope that the scant clues I offer will better guide him... hopefully away from these beguiling mysteries and atrocious consequences.
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An end to theological mischief. Just one more trial for Gimaldi. Press the all-one cipher of the immanent and infinite Library into a man and that man will become the Librarian. 



 “Am I to believe that all of what I have endured, and the labyrinths I have traveled, was nothing more than a training exercise for a job I had not applied for?” asked Gimaldi.


 “Gimaldi, your weakness is in not recognizing what is metaphorical and what is literal. You will no doubt take the pressing of the one-all cipher as metaphorical, and the imminent synthesis as literal. You know nothing about information.”
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Beware:


 “Exactly,” he smiled. “The impossibility of existence is marked by the absence of all formalities. It is simply enough to be a sufficient being in order to be all beings. Is not infinity simply a matter of sufficient reason, hm?”


 21

 



(What you have to understand is that which will come to pass can only do so if you read it)... As for Castellemare, he would disappear without a trace, along with his villa. Leave it all alone, Gimaldi. Stop reading. Run.


FIN
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Setzer's Labyrinth

 



Ts'ui Pen must have said once: I am withdrawing to write a book. And another time: I am withdrawing to construct a labyrinth. Every one imagined two works; to none did it occur that the book and the maze were one and the same thing.


-Jorge Luis Borges, “The Garden of the Forking Paths”

 



There would be no time for rest, for we had no idea if we were still being tailed. Nor did we know for certain who was tailing us. Although I had fairly reasoned that it probably was the Devorants – the same Order I had assumed murdered Setzer – I could not know for certain. I was also not entirely certain I could trust Angelo, for although he seemed to be as genuinely frightened and confused as I was, it could have been yet another of his elaborate acts, the kind he is more than capable of putting on to re-acquire books and make his social way seamlessly throughout the world at every one of its levels. Now was not the time for severe doubt to cripple me, but rather a time to take action and inch that much closer to the resolution of this mystery. To that end, I led Angelo to Setzer's apartment.


 “Maybe this isn't such a hot idea,” complained Angelo. “The man has been murdered, and I would think there would be some kind of ongoing investigation. That means cops, and that also means they'd probably be digging for some clues at his home.”


 But, as it turned out, there was no police presence. More surprising, his front door was unlocked, so I let myself in. The interior was steeped in gloom, and nothing seemed disturbed outside of normal everyday use. Some unfinished dates were wrinkling at the bottom of a glass bowl, a third of a bottle of wine was left but conscientiously re-corked, and everything looked as it should. However, it was not my intention to play the curator of Setzer's knack for tastefully moneyed minimalist décor. I prompted Angelo to follow me a bit further, down that corridor I had walked down just the once, on that first meeting with Setzer, to the rooms marked A, B, and C. In the shoddy workshop-esque central room that connected all three other rooms, there was a small pile of messy notes that I examined.


 “This is glamourous,” said Angelo. “I'd have expected a tidier space for the head of a so-called Order.”


 I hushed him and added, “This is hardly the time to get in your professional digs. The man is dead, and I aim to find out why so that we can find out who is after us.”


 Angelo grunted and I began reading the pile of notes I could only assume were written in Setzer's hand:

 



Joel Barlow, The Vision of Columbus

 



That Hartford swine with his gaudy paean, that wretched little token-piece and parlour-antic philosophical pretension he called his book. Oh, widely read, hailed as a high act of literature... .But then he had the nerve to extend it to a full epic, the failed Columbiad. This, of course, furnished from the Library as a possible book. But not all books in the Library have merit. 


 



“One centered system, one all-ruling soul,


Live thro' the parts, and regulate the whole.”

 



Such maundering claptrap! Nine books of it!

 



(what is behind the boards?)

 



Pollard(?) An Essay on Colophons, The Gentleman's Book of Polite Literature (1788), Maghur Empire (15??), Check Sothebys auction catalogue, A manual on physiognomy and the five divisions of countenance, A History of the Martyrs, Senecae Tragoedie (1679?)

 



-Some minor damage on the headband, a few wormholes and foxing. 8vo. Obv. early rebound, attempt to remove ex-libris stamp. Fair to poor condition. 



-Retrieved from estate sale F.R.N, 27 vo.s, Only 4 of moderate value.

 



And so on. Setzer seemed to be making notes on recent acquisitions, but nothing particularly occult. These were just the rather disappointing notes of a book collector and little more. His criticism of the Barlow text was also none too shocking either – in fact, I agreed with his opinion. His interest for what was behind the boards of the cover is little more than a book-collector's trick where we uncover the error pages stuffed by publishers in the hopes that one of the leaves will prove to be of more value than the book itself. 



 “Gimaldi, come take a look at this,” Angelo beckoned from another bench. I replaced the notes and went to him. I could tell by the tone of his voice that he had encountered something awry. “Here,” he said, giving me a loose sheaf of handwritten pages, directing me to the last page.

 



-Castellemare goes into hiding. 



-Once the murder takes place, Gimaldi and Angelo preyed upon by mysterious visitors. They'll come to the apartment and enter the labyrinth. At that point -

 



And that was where it tantalizingly left off, just like that, plopped into an eerie present time. I gave a cursory glance at the preceding pages, and written upon them were all the events that had taken place since I met Castellemare. More off-putting still were some of the descriptions of my private actions when I was certain I was alone, including a list of my thoughts and feelings at the time, phrased a bit more eloquently than I was capable.


 “What does this mean?” I asked, but somehow knew that Angelo had as much of an idea as I did - which is to say, none.


 “The whole fucking thing, written down, like a goddamn stage play! Where are the other pages? If I'm being strung along some kind of chintzy drama, I want to know what happens next,” he said, now turning his attention to searching everywhere in that sparse space.


 I thought on this for a time before stating, “Setzer was an artificer. I am beginning to think that he scripted everything, but I have a hard time understanding how he got this much detail, and why everything proceeded so seamlessly according to script. And why we would he write in his own murder without trying to prevent it?”


 Angelo had given up when he turned up nothing. I turned the last page and read something very faintly written on the bottom margin: and then they came and took the rest of the pages. Angelo kicks over bench in anger.



Just then, Angelo did just that. The pine bench clattered on the floor and was split in one of its distressed cross-slats. 



 “Angelo, calm down. Look at this,” I said, and I pointed to the writing. He immediately went pale. I took the pages with me and had an inkling to check the now upended bench. As fortune would have it, there were a few more pages stapled to its inner planks. Just like in the movies, it was some sort of code.


 “What's that?”


 “I think it's a code,” I replied. Angelo gruffly snatched it from my hands but did not fare any better than I could in decoding it. “I'm not sure what it means,” I offered.


 Heaving an exasperated sigh, Angelo said, “Then I suppose we aren't left with much choice: Gimaldi and Angelo enter the labyrinth.” He pointed to the doors.


 “Are you sure you didn't have anything to do with this?” I said, indicating the pages of our script. “You could just be acting it out according to the director's plans – whoever that director is.”


 “Gimaldi suggests to Angelo that they go to Detroit,” Angelo read off mockingly.


 It seemed as though both of us would have equal reason not to trust the other. A hundred silver tongues of warning and foreboding were wagging in concert, beseeching me not to go beyond any of those doors. What lay behind them I had only seen in sketch, that one time, and it was most likely they had changed. Did not Setzer inform me that he and Castellemare were merging libraries? Was that not the revealing colophon that would explain Setzer's murder, this eerie deterministic script that detailed every one of my movements since I first clapped eyes on Castellemare? Was Setzer even dead? I had not bothered to inquire of myself if I believed Angelo's words to be true, but accepted them wholesale. It would have been callous of me to demand to see the body in order to confirm Angelo's pronouncement, and perhaps he knew that, lending him the temporary bond of safety to commit this ruse. It would have been a lie to say that I wasn't still sowing seeds of doubt about my ex-colleague – or, rather, there was too much in what he said and did that didn't add up, compounding doubt. Was this an elaborate setup, Angelo paid handsomely on the sly to play a role, lie about a murder, only for him to commit one here in this labyrinth? It was too late now: we were here and had to press on, not leaving me any opportunity to corroborate the details of Setzer's alleged murder. Why hadn't I investigated this, checked the local newspaper or searched online for news of a murder in Detroit? I would have made a lousy detective.


 The memory of what I had read previously on the bus was beginning to superimpose its pattern on the present. But instead of the teacher-Gimaldi and student-narrator taking up the challenge of a more wooden Castellemare, it was me and a potentially treacherous man under the employ of a Castellemare who had gone mysteriously missing – and, yet, setting the challenge in absentia, in his own indirect and far-removed way. I could not be certain of this, but it did fit the pattern.


 These thoughts were now barreling through my mind, now that panic had urged me to consider them at the precipice of what could have been my end. The gravity of what was before me had broken the idle logjam in my reasoning. I came to realize that it was merely circumstance as to why I seemed to so frequently place blind trust in Angelo, in Castellemare, in Setzer, perhaps even Leo if he was somehow involved in all of this. I could not say it was paranoia, but rather a desperation and hunger to know who was the puppet master in this cryptic menagerie. Who were the players, the played, and who the playwrights?


 I thought back to that labyrinth I had read about, how the story's Gimaldi and the narrator ambled for days within it, encountering books I recognized as fictitious or even common in a way unintended by the narrator who desired, and failed, to inject mystery through the tack-on heaviness of Latinate titles, shallowly presented histories. Perhaps more unsettling was the memory of a Borges story I had read long ago, “The Garden of the Forking Paths”: in one version, I kill you. In another, you kill me. Perhaps here, in this labyrinth, only one of us would emerge. Perhaps I was destined to kill Angelo – a thought so preposterous given that I was hardly the murdering type. But, then again, my entire life from Vatican City up to this point has been a series of impossible moments and inconceivable events. I went from lapsed lecturer and entrepreneurial rare book hawker to being a hired thief for a library outside of reality and a fugitive from the deceits and possible vengeance of secret orders I knew nearly nothing about. Had I been seeking a bit of extra thrill value in my life, this was clearly not what I would have chosen. I was more surprised with myself that I had become so deeply drawn into this mystery rather than choosing to walk away – which I probably could have at any point. Of course, it was vanity that most likely drew me in, but for all I knew my name appearing in forbidden books foretelling my role in some upcoming 'grand synthesis' could have been forged post facto by Castellemare and company to ensure that I stuck around. For what reason, I was still unsure.


 Angelo was becoming unnerved by my silence and reflection. “Are we going in, or are we going to sit here and figure out pi?” 



 “I'm sorry. I was lost in thought. We really ought to get a move on.”


 “Which door?”


 “The one with the mystery prize, I suppose. Setzer was an artificer, and so I think it would be a good idea to go through the archives of the fictional volumes.”


 “Do you know which door leads where?”


 “Yes. One is the room of unfinished novels, another the room of books that were left unfinished by readers, and the last a room for anonymizing books by effacing authorship.”


 Angelo sniffed at all this. “So, which door?”


 “The door marked with the 'A' – not because it would be the convenient place to start, but because it is the one closest to Setzer's function as an artificer.”


 The door was very well hand-crafted, politely recessed with an elaborate, almost Carolingian 'A' in gold leaf on brass, bolted into the wood upon a placard of dull metal. It differed from when I saw it before. There was a circuitous relief in wood depicting the usual elements of French restrained Baroque ornamentation: vine leaves and winged cherubs playing harps and blowing horns – the whole of it symmetrical, an ordered mimicry of nature. I consulted the code papers having forgotten them. There was only one legible line before the writing fell into pure code:

 



The crime of Gutenberg is not righted by a return of singular inscriptions.

 



 “What do you suppose that means?” asked Angelo, peering over my shoulder.


 “To be honest, it sounds like a Luddite's lament, really: a sentimental longing for a time now gone when books were written by hand instead of reproduced through mechanical means.”


 With some force, I was able to push open the door and enter that most arcane of spaces, that which lay beyond Door A. We were immediately confronted with the strange geometry of the room, which was pie shaped. On the left and right were two doors, and lodged in the thinnest wedge of the room were four circular shelves, each about two feet high. The bottom one was moving at a considerable click, while the one above it was slower. The one above that was even slower, and the top one seemed almost stationary. There were six equal sized books on each shelf.


 “A revolving display,” mused Angelo.


 “Yes, but I am sure there is a reason as to why these four shelves are moving at different speeds. Let's tarry here for a while – we cannot risk missing out on any clues.”


 I looked at the books on the shelves. On their spines were not titles or authors, but a series of 6 letters and numbers with no intelligible order. I tried to pull one out, but they seemed wedged in too tightly, perhape glued together. I consulted the code papers and looked for anything to suggest anything remotely four in number.

 




Chiffre 1: 3(2)6, 6(3)18, 18(4)72, 72(5)360

 



The number 360 resonated with me for obvious reasons; this was a circular shelf rotating on a central axis, performing its revolution of 360 degrees. The pattern to the numbers would have been rather easily solved by a child writing their elevenses. The relationship between the numbers was particularly evident: 3 x 2 = 6, 6 x 3 = 18, 18 x 4 = 72, and so forth. The sum of each multiplication would then be multiplied by a number ascending by one to eventually result in 360. The relationship of the simple equation was no problem to deduce, but what did it have to do with these rotating shelves? It then dawned on me.


 “Angelo, do you have a watch?”


 “Yeah.”


 “On my signal, count me off one full minute.”


 Angelo did as I asked, and I kept my focus on one book on the top shelf. Angelo announced the end of the minute, which corresponded precisely to the book I had been keeping track of disappearing into the left hand side of the wall, revolving away from view. I repeated the experiment with the second shelf from the top and discovered that three books rotated from view. The shelf below that tucked away 12 books, while the fast-moving bottom shelf caused books to disappear at one a second.


 “I have it,” I declared. “Each of these shelves has 360 books, or 1440 books total. The fast-moving shelf at the bottom rotates them in and out of view every second. The sums on this code sheet are all divisible by 6 in order to determine the number of seconds.”


 “I don't entirely follow you.”


 “Let's call the top shelf 'A' and the bottom shelf 'D'. A's sum makes a book appear to view every minute. Shelf B gives us 3 books in that minute, or one every 20 seconds. Shelf C gives us 12 books a minute, or one every 5 seconds. While the rather rapid shelf D displays them at a rate of one per second.”


 “Then how do you know there are 360 books per shelf?”


 “Simple deduction and observation. In just a few minutes, the first book I saw on shelf D will be returning.”


 We waited out the minutes, and my reasoning proved correct. 



 “Okay,” Angelo figured. “We are always presented with 6 books per shelf for a total of 24 at any given moment, leaving 1416 we cannot see until the shelves rotate them into our view. Heh, 24 visible books corresponding to the hours in the day: how numerologically predictable. But what is the purpose?”


 “That, I am unsure of.”


 I took out a pencil and wrote on the blank side of the code papers. 


 



6 books / shelf, 4 shelves = 24 visible books at time T


Each book has 6 characters on its spine (A-Z and 0-9). Total visible characters = 144.


1440 books total, characters total = 8640


1+4+4+0 = 9, 8+6+4+0 = 18 -> 1+8 = 9


Chiffre 1's sums all equal 9, except for the first sum that equals 6: 18, 72, 360 (all add up in numerology to 9).



I referred to the next page of the code and discovered a small table circled in red with a hard to decipher note: tablature, 9 sigs.
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 “Does this mean anything to you?” I asked Angelo, showing him the table.


 He took it from my hand for closer inspection, looking for some kind of intelligible pattern. I couldn't see one. He laughed as if the discovery was too obvious.


 “Gimaldi, do you not see the pattern? Start with A and run down diagonally. B, C, D, E, F... And then it starts again at the top with G down to K, with L having no place but at the beginning of the bottom row. All of them are here, A to Z, 0 to 9. If you wanted to predict a seventh row at the bottom, you would just have to subtract 5 steps... L would be G and so on. If you wanted to predict a seventh column on the right, just add 6 steps so that four would become A, and so on. It's a code for a combination lock. So,” Angelo took the pencil from my hand and drew:

 


	

 


	

 


	

 


	

 


	

 


	

 




 



 


 




“Think of that tumbler lock. They are circular – much like our mysterious shelves here. How many letters and numbers will there be per box?”


 “36?”


 “Yes, but why? Look carefully again at the table. If I subtract five steps on each row, look how I can continue the table beginning from the first position:

 




AGMSY4 


5BHNTZ


06CIOU


V17DJP


QW28EK


LRX39F

 



GMSY4A


BHNTZ5


6CIOU0


17DJPV


W28EKQ


RX39FL

 



MSY4AG


HNTZ5B


CIOU06


7DJPV1


28EKQW


X39FLR

 



SY4AGM


NTZ5BH


IOU06C


DJPV17


8EKQW2


39FLRX

 



Y4AGMS


TZ5BHN


OU06CI


JPV17D


EKQW28


9FLRX3

 



4AGMSY


Z5BHNT


U06CIO


PV17DJ


KQW28E


FLRX39

 



“So, there you have it. The table shows us 36 characters in the combination of a total of 216. When I turn a combination lock and display A, all the rest are also in position, but hidden. If you like your number nine hypothesis, 216 in numerology comes up to that as well.”


 “Yes, but that doesn't explain why there are only four revolving shelves. There ought to be six,” I countered. “If this is the tumbler lock, these shelves, then how are we able to control the orientation, or... Oh, I don't know.”


 Angelo tapped his head and shook the code pages knowingly. “It's a good thing I wrote out what the entire combination would be. It's going to help us immensely. This table has already given us 6 codes for free. We've been able to, through simple arithmetic, get the remaining 30.”


 Angelo walked to the shelves, comparing his notes to the books that were rotating into view. He pounced on one that came out easily and tossed it to me. I read the spine: LRX39F. That was the sequence of letters and numbers in the sixth row of the code table.


 “This may take a while,” said Angelo. “Especially with the slower-moving shelves. But I'm going to assign you 18 books to keep an eye out for, while I scope out the remaining 17.”


 And that is what we did, a task that was far from simple since the sequence of numbers and letters were not easily memorable. After a few hours, mostly due to our missing books that rotated too quickly on the bottom shelf, we had 36 books.


 “Now what?” I asked. “I don't think we can give ourselves the luxury of time to read them all.”


 “We might not have to,” Angelo said, not revealing what he had in mind. He opened the first book on top of his pile and we saw that the number of pages was 216. The same went for all the volumes, each uniform in their number of pages. However, we were stuck yet again when considering the content, which was written in the same unintelligible code, seemingly a random scattering of numbers and letters.


 We had come so far, but frustration was getting the better of us. Angelo's earlier flash of insight had not recurred in aiding us. Whereas he had cracked the previous code with incredible celerity, this new and longer code baffled us both. I decided to return to our guide, the code papers, retracing our steps in case we may have overlooked some vital key.


 “Angelo, what do you suppose this means?” I asked, pointing to the note on the combination table.


 “Tablature, 9 sigs,” he recited, as if this would bring about an answer. For him, it did produce another sudden insight. “Aha! Any bookbinder would know what this means. Sigs is just short for signatures. As you know, when a book is bound, one large leaf is printed on both sides, and then folded, making four pages, recto verso. Nine signatures would yield 36 pages – there's our friend number 36 again. Each of the tables I drew up from the original have nine signatures each, or 36 pages. Six books, one for each table. Do you not see? The mysterious seventh book will be the product of six prior ones, put in their proper arrangement.”


 I was admittedly quite impressed with the deftness of his thought, but we were still stuck. “Angelo, we have 36 books here, each with 216 pages. That's nearly 8000 pages from which we are to – do what? - cherry pick 216 pages?”


 “There's only the equivalent of one correct book, but it is scattered over 36 volumes. Our task will be to find the right six pages out of each of them. Look at the table again and break it down into bookbinding sheets, and start folding them:
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“And then, fold once more, left on right:
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“This leaves us with nine signatures. What remains here is for us to follow the code. The signatures in these cells are actually textual coordinates.”


 “I don't follow.”


 “I know. We have to repeat this same process for all six tables, the ones I deduced from the original.”


 We did as he suggested, constructing the remaining five. The coordinate system led us to pinpoint the right pages according to book and section, and, as it turned out, Angelo's system worked since every book yielded up exactly six pages. Despite my reluctance to damage books, we tore these pages from their binding and collected them together. Another curious similarity emerged: on the overleaf of each page was the same acronym: o.p., n.d., n.p, n.a.


 “What do you think this signifies? Are these the initials of the authors?” Angelo asked.


 I thought on it a while before offering up my speculation, which seemed spot on at the time. “These are the bibliographic details of each page. It says its state, time, and place.”


 “Come again?”


 “O.p. means 'out of print.' N.d. means 'no date'. N.p. means 'no place', and n.a. means 'no author'. We are dealing here with a book that has no printed origin and no known authorship.”


 “Judging by what seems to be a random collection of orthographic marks, perhaps it was produced by a machine. You did tell me that Setzer had a variety of machines for that very purpose.”


 “That I did. But the fact that each of these pages has this series of acronyms on the bottom of their verso side suggests quite strongly that your decoding system was correct. But now that we have this book, what do we do with it?”


 “I say this room has been exhausted of any further clues,” Angelo said. “It may be time to mosey on. The sticky question is in choosing the way. We have a door to our right and another on the left.”


 “I don't want to abandon the significance of the numbers 9, 36, and 216. As much as I loath numerology, it seems to be the key to Setzer's domain. There is a riddle in these three numbers. Not to mention, of course, the coincidence of six books forming a seventh and this notion of a synthesis formed of six parts.”


 “We'll need to consider this in more detail, but only when we can assess from a larger collection of clues. What remains is what door we are to enter. But, since both seem equally feasible, perhaps the labyrinth is determined to split us up.”


 Perhaps in more ways than Angelo had let on. Perhaps the labyrinth would indeed separate us in both space and partnership, our cooperation dissolving into a heated and mistrustful enmity where only one would emerge alive. The type was set, and this may be what Setzer had in mind – a man whose very name was derived from the Yiddish “Zetser”, meaning “typesetter.” A somewhat apropos name, the kind where what is assigned at birth becomes a destiny. The two doors leading out of the room were identical save for a faint inscription on each: timor and amor. 



 “A Machiavellian touch,” smirked Angelo. “To prefer to be feared rather than loved, the true political expedient.”


 “I propose that we cover more ground by parting, although we do risk losing each other.”


 “That was done a long time ago, if ever there was communion,” Angelo said rather cryptically. “Your idea is sound enough. Keep in mind, though, that these are one-way doors: they lock behind us, forcing us deeper into this maze with no chance of retracing our steps. I will enter timor and you should choose the other.”


 Angelo was intent on his idea, and despite my recurring doubts about his allegiances, he had thus far been on the mark about the code. I saw him open the door and enter just as I was doing the same at the opposite end of the room. He allowed me to be the carrier of the book we had collated.



Amor. What is it to be loved too much? For Angelo, he would have to consider the tragic outcome of what it was to be feared too much. These were my speculations, in a particular frame of mind that was being set by a man now murdered and the labyrinth he had woven perhaps for us. The first room was, in my interpretation, a testament to self-love: a monstrous speculum, mirrors on every surface. Greeted with an infinity of my own reflections, I knew there to be little love lost for myself. There was most likely a deeper meaning to this room, one that was already announced in the Backstory, jumbled and superficial as the narrative was. All thought, all reflections, were in vain, for every thought that attempted to triumph over a question to obtain an answer would only produce more thoughts, more questions, more doubt. Every thought would only bring us back to ourselves, our projections upon a world without actually seeing it, only seeing ourselves. I saw no other possible interpretation at that given moment. I wagered that Angelo's first room would be identical to this one, an enormous speculum where the fear of oneself and the infinite multiplication of thoughts without answer or cease produce a kind of terror, the dissolution of one's reason in this infinity of reflections. Etched into glass, upon the lintel of a door leading away from this vertiginous room, read an inscription: a door, a mirror, a book, a tunnel, a staircase... 




What this meant I could only guess. The cover of a book was its door, its pages a collection of mirrors, and the attainment of knowledge was the staircase leading up or down. This was what I idly conjectured. I pushed on beyond this door in search of more answers. In a corner, where the mirrored edges of floor, walls, and ceiling met, was a small folded broadside, upon it was printed Tain. It was placed there for perhaps no other reason but for the benefit of my reading. There was no mention of the author, and it ran only a few pages:

 



Tain


 




I have been incarcerated here for about a month now, and this I know only by memory of counted wakings since there are no clocks or calendars in this space. My prison has no bars, and its apparent dimensions stretch out interminably, but this is the specular nature of this particular prison facility. I dare not travel too far lest I become lost and starved.



 I see myself reproduced infinitely. This is the curse of Narcissus, and perhaps it is a fitting punishment for my crime, a crime I will relate later. First, let me tell you about my cell. When I first awoke here subsequent to my sentencing, I was in a room measuring about 12 feet in height, length and width, or roughly 1688 cubic feet. On one wall was a small slot where food is pushed through on a tray once a day. There are small lights posted at each of the eight corners. But what makes this perfectly square room so much a torment is that the walls, floor, and ceiling are mirrored. I see the cast of my reflection running off into infinity, and it grants the impression of the infinite in a finite space. On my first day, I paced the length of my cell, touched the cool mirrored wall, and was assured despite appearance the dimensions of my confinement. However, this would not remain as I would discover the next day.



 You see, every night I become drowsy against my will, and I suspect a soporific gas wafts into the cell from some hidden vent that causes me to fall into the deepest slumber. When I woke up the next day and performed the usual function of boredom of tracing the length of my cell, I had found that the space had increased; my captors artfully removed the four walls to increase its size by an exponent. If this cell was set in a grid, it is as though there were eight more copies of this cell that this cell was nested in. Perhaps more if I consider the height.



 I have a worn Chinese coin in my pocket. It is something I was mysteriously gifted with unawares, and I meditate upon its significance. My knowledge of Mandarin is sparse, but I do know the coin’s obverse is from the reign of Kao Tsung of the Q’ing Dynasty, circa 1736-1795. The reverse has a stylized dragon languidly rolling around the square hole. I have tossed this coin in the air to determine the new height of my cell and found that it had tripled. It would have been rather jarring to remove a floor from beneath my sleeping form, so I presume that my captors have compensated by removing two levels from the ceiling so as not to disturb my gas-induced sleep or cause me any injury. I still cannot fathom what it is I am to learn from this coin, and I wonder if there is a lesson I am to discern or if it is my captors’ idea of maddening me with a hoax mystery.



 A space like this means everything and nothing. It is the reflection of itself unto itself in perpetuity. As such, the cell looks identical to itself no matter how many walls and ceilings are removed. You will have to picture living in a cube where all the surrounding cells of that cube are removed to increase the size of the central cell. By my mental calculations, the cell now measures 373 248 000 cubic feet. I do not know how big the outer container of this facility is, but I dare not travel too far lest I cannot get back to that one anchoring, singular slot where my food is served every day. It is my stomach that roots me to this one spot despite the fact that the space of my prison continues expanding outward from this central point. It is a multidirectional panopticon. The outer reaches of my cell seem as near as they do far, as they did on the first day. The only difference I can truly discern is aural: the fact that my echo carries that much further with each passing day.



 At times, the atrium quality of resonance in this place surprises me with strange noises, the sound of machinery in the distance, or voices that do not belong to the throats of men. Since I am in solitary isolation, I cannot but figure that these noises are occurring outside this wretched mirrored box. I also do not know if they perhaps may issue from my own mind, indicative of a madness that the circumstances have tipped me into. There is also this unbearable vertiginous feeling of being suspended as the central source of reflection, as it looks as though I am floating in the infinite. Sometimes I feel as though I am just another reflection of the real me that is suspended at some distant point. 




 I keep pondering about this coin in my pocket. It is my only talisman, my anchor to reason. Is it the key or just another element of my captors’ trickery? I have only this coin as my Other, since the only alternative is to reflect upon my eternal reflections. 




 The length of my sentence has been ruled indefinite. Due to my overweening sense of ego in that now distant place of the real, I have been condemned to reflecting on myself forever. And with myself replicated interminably, I have long since lost any sense of what or who I am other than a prisoner inside myself, in this burgeoning, boxed rhizome. And it is here that I must remain, as meaningful and meaningless as the reflections that stretch outward to the six infinite horizons. 



 



If there was a lesson to the story, and one relevant to this room, it was a bit too abstract for me to consider (vanity? Self-love in mirrors? Was that the motif of the Amor door, or was the mirror more suggestive of the Library’s confining yet infinite expression through reflection?). I hadn't the time, and since my way forward was not barricaded by another code to be figured out, I simply collected the text with the others – the code papers and the torn leaves from the previous room; perhaps, I thought, it might have come in handy.


 The second room was a vast theatre of some kind as it sloped toward a centre stage. In place of seating was only the ribbing of steps. Again, I was struck with the physical impossibility of the space, this tesseract where the interior was greater than the container. In the middle of this theatre was an enormous and complicated machine composed of antique parts: gears, wheels, belts, all welded and bolted together in a fashion that did not announce its function. Upon closer inspection, I saw a feeder at the top and a rolling belt at its bottom side. Paper was fed into the top, and out the side was conveyed completed book blocs. The machine, in Latin, bore a placard that read: “for the love of the machine”, or something to that effect. Was this monstrously sized apparatus the same one Setzer used to produce the artificial books? The machine was suffering its rhythmic labours, unassisted by any human intervention. I followed the conveyor belt to a smaller porthole on the right side of the room. Beside it was another door. I decided to follow the path of these books to see where they would end up.


 Through that door and into a black space. There was a single walkway with guard rails suspended over what looked to be an abyss. The conveyor belt split in two thanks to a collating wedge; the one branch of the belt continued rolling across the chasm into the opposite wall, while the other came to its end as roughly half the produced books would be consigned into that abyss. A sacrifice of some kind? Paying tribute to nothingness? I looked up and did not see a ceiling – only a dark emptiness that seemed to extend infinitely both up and down. I followed the narrow walkway to the other side where I was greeted by yet another door. 



 I took stock of my possessions. In my shoulder bag, among the usual quotidian accoutrements, were a few books: the Backstory, 7th Meditation, the excerpted derivative of those 36 books in the anteroom, code papers, and Tain. These texts would prove useless, as nothing could have prepared me for what I found on the other side of this door, any more than I could at the turn of the first page of the second book.
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation

 



7th Meditation: Mountains Without Valleys


This Being the Complete Account of Ensopht in Partial Fulfillment of His Duties to Facilitate the Necessity of the Synthesis, and that Sundry Members Concerned With This Enterprise May Be Put At Ease By Means of Full Narrative Exposition of the Events Destined to Occur

 



Printed By Permission of Tho. V. C, G.L.O.T.U.


Anno Zenodotus 2285

 



 I:Convergence


 Ad Lectorem:


I resolve now to mediate on myself as a thinking creature (albeit in that questionable sense where perception is a flawed and variable thing, and doubt provides more assurance of one's existence than does the mere act of thinking), and to explore how the hazy fugue of the extended world and my supposedly unshakeable “I” are instances of poor assemblages, of multiple speciation. I have also resolved to remove any doubt that my senses and my ideas are to be held up in the same light of truth, and that at times the kaleidoscope of my sensations are more real than the mind that perceives them. It is not enough to regard the Cartesian wax and confer the understanding upon it that it changes states; we are the wax and we are its perceivers and judges and accusers. Preserve me from both censure and praise that I may impart this tale free of any Judgement. 


 



I hereby also make full disclosure of the events that led up to the satisfaction of all requirements necessary to bring the Synthesis to absolute Realization. As far as my modest skills and talents obtain, I have not falsified this Testament or allowed any pollution of its contents, making selective omissions in the foregoing for the sake of relevance. My reportage keeps to the objectives as stipulated, where my actions as reported are performed according to the directives of my service to the Order. I betray no confidences herein, nor disclose any of our sacred tenets herein, keeping to the Letter of the Law. Should I frequently utilize the devices of prose writers to convey my material, I do beg pardon from those in our Order who find such things base and distracting. 


 



[My Margin Note: The date of publication is indexed on naming the first Librarian of the Alexandria Library (circa 280 BCE). The heavy and tedious prolix used by the author is deserving of some examination. Note to self: investigate references to “Ensopht”.


Margin Note in text (authorship unknown). Opening section that follows seems too reminiscent of a movie by Lars von Trier]. 


 



 1: Allegoresis


The opening scene always holds the seed of the play's greatest darkness... although the first glint of the blade must appear by the third act or else Justice goes unslaked, the blade left dangling.


 The sibyls foretold his arrival; it could be seen in their wan and resigned faces, faces perturbed by the medley of events that they are powerless to prevent, but are obligated by necessity to report. He came with a machine, a kind of attendant ape. From where did he come, this mixture of terrestrial and celestial who might have had his visage preconceived in some sombre portrait slashed into elvascite, perhaps by some lunatic creature hunched over himself in a monitored room while psychoanalysts went about tying and untying the knots of his neurosis?


 The scene opened up on a tunnel garlanded with cobwebs and rust and filth, a clamourous belching from rattling pipes. The ceiling was jammed with fixtures, exhaust tubes, pipes of peculiar origin, torn insulation shafts, a metallic fresco extending to the horizon line. A filmmaker would have to sit on a rolling trolley, holding the camera, turning it slowly on a clockwise pivot, while someone else pushed to give the effect that we were corkscrewing through a winding grey artery. The scene would fade to white, and then fade into another scene, a Ted Goodwin tartan print about ten feet square, and out from that would step the foretold man. Perhaps following him, the afterbirth of the arrival, would be the machine of the most deliciously arcane construction. The hybrid machine would be composed of confusing hydraulics, devices for appendages inspired by the medieval mind, a few errant keyboards and circuit boards, a harp for a head, a loom for a torso, wrapped in copper wires coated in fraying plastic – the whole thing a composite hash with no clear purpose in its design. The machine was nothing less than the foretold man's masterpiece. He would wield it and claim that now was the time for creation, for something old and borrowed to return to the light after a seemingly interminable slumber. And, yea, this machine's name was nightmare, and this machine's order was that of horror bright and coppery, sharp and necessary.


 He stepped outside, after reaching the tunnel's end. Grey walls gave way to the sore brilliance of a polychromic sky. With a wave of his thin, finely etched hands, lines of erasure would leech the landscape of all colour. These transient colours, those precious hues of emotion and hope, would pool at his feet, the very canvas of a man, before he sucked them through his skin, up through the poles of his limbs, the flag of hard face waving atop it all.


 Much ado on colour, for the colour of the foretold man was grey as it was black, black as it was red. A world that had passively surrendered the vibrancy of its own colour for cheap and tacky dreams had fallen under the maudlin spell of washed-out hues, pale derivations of what was once a variegated brilliance. Black, red, white, grey: the most psychologically effective colour scheme for its starkness, as evidenced in the regimes of history. It deserved a replay. A keener and more crisp adaptation.


 What cruel coldness there was in the air, and the foretold man brought the machine under his hands, gently caressing the cool metal chassis with the pulsating colour of his body in a discordant concert of sensation. He came to realize his necessity in a world that called upon him in its collective dreams, a world that committed vicious acts against itself without so much purpose beyond a bit of greed here and a touch of misdirected anger there. How the world of fragile reasonable order thrummed like a weak heart with its own fear of its obsolescence.


 The faint sound of a train hung in the air. He began to walk. Endless rows of houses stood shoulder to shoulder like stout soldiers with blunt chimneys in a whirling ballet of smoke that dissipated into a pure and empty sky now bereft of colour. Off in the distance, office towers speaking coolly with reflective sans-feature faces, their rectilinear bodies filled with smaller and equally hollow bodies, circuit lines, corpuscular cuts and flows vibrating from floor to floor, and run-on carpets like the tedious sentences of a despairing and drunken poet failing to grasp the emotional impact of a love long gone. Bodies of tall glass, reflective colossi, crested above it all in full plume, their heads kneeling beneath the smog ceiling of sky. The trees were the detached arms of titans, root fingers firmly gripping the earth, a geyser of billowing leaves waving hither and thither from a wound that refused to heal. Some kind of Order had been woven here. The foretold man detected the acrid stench of an era deceitful mostly to itself. This has happened before.


 Foretold by whom? Whither the sibyls?

 



Escher landscapes, reflections of half moons in rounded glass, embossed machines raised on the tinder landscape, the staggering debt peopled owed the machines of their own making. Leather stretched on metal meat, kept in place by steel studs. Smooth flowing glass, or else crenellated and frosted. A pair of eyes opened and closed every few seconds, long enough to absorb the immediate sense of a visual moment, a texture, an object. The foretold man kept walking, cataloguing only that which he saw in those periodic moments of the opened eye, and reflecting in those serial episodic moments when the eyes fell shuttered. All he allowed himself to hear was the beating of his heart. Fish scale silver flashes washed momentarily across the faces of passersby, illuminating in a controlled instant the perpetual risus sardonicus hidden beneath the skin. The foretold man realized that the world was very sick, culture-sick, and that the tightened ball or mass of its neurosis would serve his plans well.


 The sibyls, their faces engraved with sorrow, forecasted the man's arrival in tones that did not betray this sorrow. His name was Ensopht. He would pick one place of crisis at the exclusion of all others as the catalyst for the events he had been entrusted to bring to fruition. There, he would place the abstract machine, and a radiating circle of reformation would pulse from its nest, causing the entire world to shimmer in its and uncalculated desire – a desire and hunger for cruelty it hid from itself. The fatigued denouement of peace and politeness was quickly giving way to more craven, more barbarous urges, and nations – as well as their contents – were once again thinking the unthinkable. He would name this abstract machine “Albrecht, or: The Will.” Although it had to go unnamed now, it would need a name in the future once all of its pieces had been collected, all the gears and fly-wheels of the correct concatenation of personae were fused. It would require the complex calculation of something like planetary dynamics.


 Ensopht's eyes were two hanging pendulums of corundum dabbed with two small daubs of obsidian. His face was a burnished taupe, and his forehead appeared slightly crested as if the bone refused to yield from making itself prominent in the overall concert of the skull's form. His lips were thin and pursed and his nose was slightly hooked as if dowsing. With his hands lightly folded into delicate fists resting upon his waist, his eyes peering at the mottled flecks of grey dotting the horizon blotted by buildings, it was nigh time for him – the harbinger and facilitator – to prepare all that was necessary to bring the players unto the stage.

 



Leopold Castor was busy tracing wobbly circles in the air with a numb finger. In his current state he found it hard to trace even such a simple shape. Yet he tried again and again until the fatigue of failure set in as it always did, incapable of overcoming the erratic trembling of his hands. A light piano could be heard emanating from the CD player's speakers, encrusted though they were with stickers from old and now defunct flash-in-the-pan bands that once captured Leopold's interest but fell into the rubbish bin where the odds and ends of disconnected memories go. He was unable to marshal his suffering and narcissistic self-destruction into motion, to convert the general character of his common malaise into work. There would be no further development, but rather a deeper entrenchment of his mood, sublimating his frame of mind to anything but an artistic work. The blank canvas was testament to his impotence and neglect. It stared menacingly at him, imploring and goading him to do his worst; for it was only the worst that he could possibly achieve. He was one man and that was one canvas, and though reciprocity demanded his active relationship with it he could not afford to purchase another. “If I had an infinite supply of canvas,” he said hoarsely, “I could summon the courage to experiment freely. A man and his canvas necessitates that there be more of the latter than the former. But financially confined. Infinite canvas: if I fuck up, take it down and replace with a fresh one, forever if necessary... or at least the masterpiece is created and then I can die.”


 Of course, he could have painted over all his errata, but there was something in the purity of the untouched canvas that he sacralized, something that – when once effaced – could never be reproduced. The novelty of the virgin face, once touched, banished for all time. And as much as he fantasized that death would take him at the pinnacle of his finest and most triumphant achievement, both ego and curiousity would doubtless bade him to hang on, to see how the next chapter of the tale will unfold. But, since he had not achieved anything remotely masterful in quite some time, and not to his impossible and idealized vision of what that would be, the fantasy's fulfillment or dismissal was rather moot. His was the perpetual argument ad pabulum. 



 His over-anxious desire to found and ground a new “ism” in art, to become emblematic of a new era, to be its representative icon - all of this was not only presumptuous and egotistical, but a rank impossibility in an age that tired of the hasty series of people declaring “new” anything, the chasing after phantoms, the making of supply with no corresponding demand. Much that was mere cultural and historical recycling bore these bloated titles of largesse, of being new and novel, but hardly deserving of it. Would it be any doubt that even if Leopold had succeeded in making something truly new that it would be held under suspicion or dismissed by disinterested silence? Stagnation supreme, and he was as victim to it as anyone else. The more he thought of art's purpose, art as a whole, art's future, the further he distanced himself from creating – a self-fulfilling emasculation. The market had peaked without warning, and all that seemed left were old fragments that would be stitched together in different ways. He had no artistic prowess for repetition. The call had gone out: art is dead, so long live art. But even this was the repetition of resurrection, and what art needed was a touchstone with the real, and the real was a vicious place. What art needed was a a salient her to rally around, or maybe a charismatic villain. 



 Stumbling to his feet on unsteady legs, he resolved to make another attempt at something potentially meaningful. Squeezing the tube of chrome blue on his chipped and crusted palette, he bolstered himself before the canvas with the false sense of courage that he could overcome its mocking blankness and not merely slink away. As soon as he brought that tired and frayed brush to the canvas' face, he would soon regret it.


 After this regret, what was left to him but that nocturnal bosom that freely accepts all failures without prejudice? Leopold made his way, as usual, to the pub.

 



Ensopht penetrated the inner city and its coagulated antisocial bubbles, pedestrian traffic whorls and hubs of panicked commerce... A dazzling array of dizzy scenesters and endless chatterers dotting the grey. Sitting quietly in a pub booth near a table surrounded by young men who fancied themselves rebellious, he cocked his ear to hear how people spoke these days, their lilting gerunds and burred muzzle-dialects that would froth and boil to no avail before submerging into the flatulent murmur of phonetic depths in the vernacular asshole. So many layers of sound: a slight wheezing strung along with a booming voice from a noble carriage, a shallow mumble here, a piercing inflection there, all voices in different tempos, in a predictable staccato stumbling toward the ideal legato of the fully-fleshed style of oratory. 



 Some posters of events on the walls. A gaming convention poster sported a virtual woman with enormous digitized breasts. This was not a minimalist era; more meant more. The scramble for some special and sacred identity in a hyperbolic yet homogeneous culture conveyed a different species of alienation – an alienation which had its yet to be developed yearning for some kind of extreme solution. To stab and thrust desperately beyond the thick and sturdy plastic of it all... Ensopht knew what desire lurked in every heart of hearts, what it secretly pined for even if it lacked a name. The people, as a whole, wanted the return of the hero, the tyrant, the cruel, the arcane, the treacherous, the brave. The people, at bottom, craved blood. They craved it to be shed, they craved it to be in an agitated pulsation to reanimate their lives, lives surrendered to a kind of paradoxical mobile inertia. And no non-stop war footage or slasher films were satisfying this need, a desire that demanded the visceral, not more screens.


 Ensopht cast his curious peephole gaze at the full environment, this diorama of the failed repeated in so many places. A conspicuously overdressed man wandered drunkenly from table to table, telling any with ears that he was the man who lived with the ghosts of poets. An artist at a far table, agitated with manic activity, was frantically scrawling page upon page of human mutilation in his sketchbook - a sketchbook born from fever. People collected here, collected there, a fractured hall of mirrors where each participant may disperse infinitely in distorted self-reflection.


 And then there was silence; all eyes turned to the artist at the far table, his eyes wide with the rising arc of frenzy brought upon by whatever delusions beguiled him, the substances he no doubt took to bolster his sudden stuttering resolve. His sweaty finger was on the trigger, the gun's nozzle was pressed against his head. The circuit of will, weapon, and execution of act were being brought into their balanced alignment. Suddenly, that alignment was punctuated by a shot and the arrangement fell apart as quickly as it come together. Everyone except Ensopht was caught in the freeze frame of horror, paralyzed. In their minds was the same looping image of those few instants before the silence had broken. Calmly, Ensopht was the first to move, walking purposefully to the table where the artist's body was slumped to one side, exposing the gruesome gaping poppy he now had in place of his head. Ensopht primly removed the lifeless hands from the vacated sketchbook and, with an approving grin, placed it under his arm, making a quiet and uneventful exit.


 Once he had made a fair enough distance from the scene, he perched himself upon a park bench and straightened himself before the sketchbook as if about to delve into a rare and sacred text. The sketchbook issued a creaking, leather complaint when it was opened, and it was full save for three blank pages at the end. The header page read, in bold, red italicized letters more hacked by a thick-felt tip than written: “THERE IS NOTHING WORSE THAN BEING!” These six words, in their peculiar conjunction, teased a hint of reminiscence upon Ensopht's face. The drawings were all done in shades of red, purple, gashes of blue and black, deeply set and smudged with mad thumbs. These were juxtaposed by the sharp and thin lines of a man who was quite evidently, as modern clinical parlance would have it, “troubled.” The drawings centered on the rather distasteful subject of genital mutilation, mixed with various scrawled portraits of subjects with no trace of emotion or expression upon their faces. At the bottom of each page there was a running footnote. Upon reading through it, two texts were alluded to: Ars atrocitatis, and Ex jure solaris. Ensopht was compelled unto curiousity to explore the reference with more scrutiny, for he found it odd that the first book would be so carelessly mentioned. The second book was of illicit significance, a hopeless mystical hash contrived by a writer beyond any healthy measure of obsession with Cranach, Durer, and Dante. The Ex jure solaris was also extensively quoted in the sketchbook, this particular example of note:

 



When we die, it seems to be universally assented to by theologians that we either go to Heaven or Hell, pending our obedience to the Lord. The location of Hell is usually depicted as being situated below the earth's crust, underground in some demonic workshop of fire, the satanic “fornax.” It is said that sinners are lumped together and licked by flames that give off no light. I, on the other hand, disagree with this narrow representation. Hell's domain is situated on the surface of the sun. Owing to its massive size, it can more than accommodate the entire population of the earth if they so warrant such a sentence. And if by some abnormally large influx of sinners the sun becomes overcrowded (an unlikely situation), there are other stars in the universe, some much larger than our own. We blessed should take a healthy delight that we may bathe in the warming rays of the sun which is entirely comprised of the bright torment of those whom have denied our Lord.



 As for the erroneous claim that the flames must be dark, I can only partially assent. In essence, they are very bright, and we must shield our eyes from the luminous body of the sun. But to the interred, the flames are so blinding and do singe the eyes so, that the sufferers can see nothing. And this is the true and retributive horror of the sinner: to not see what tortures him.


 



The reason why this passage seemed to have been of interest to the artist was unclear to Ensopht, although it perhaps fit in quite nicely with the overall theme of the sketchbook itself – it being a kind of catalogue of tormenting items. Ensopht had the acute premonition that one of his players would be making his way into the night, and Ensopht was determined to coincide with him.

 



Leopold cast his tired yet lascivious eyes at two young girls dressed in tight pink and blue shirts and flared pants before they were abducted by some flashy distraction inside a college bar. Nothing but their most cursory glance washed over his unkempt and paint-spattered person. He had not shaved in days, and his fingers were covered in specks of paint. He had, without being given notice, surpassed youth and the attentions thereof, an unemployed 33 year old artist in age limbo.


 He ducked into a known and well-worn alley and went into a building through an unmarked door. The filth did not end in the alley, but had been tracked into the building, a place that was lazily outside the radar of public attention, a drinking refuge without a liquor license, frequented by those who had been willfully forgotten. The regulars were mostly lonely old men who had already been kicked out of every other legitimate bar in town, but still in need of somewhere out of doors to nurse themselves. These were the unlovable, those that sank from circumstance or their own doing to wallow in the shadows of their own memories. Leopold knew a handful of them, but only because they had all been thrust together by the accident of drinking together. The one they called Wally for lack of anything else to call him was among the downtrodden, and he was allegedly a professor at the university. Patrons here had called Wally a “Juice-Junky” due to his claim of attaining quasi-religious euphoria by draining conventional dry cell batteries with his tongue. He was positively ecstatic when rechargeable batteries were commercialized. Wally had engaged this habit for twenty years, the results of long-term use showing in the twitch of his nerves. Of course, for Wally, his habit did not stop at batteries, and it was said that he could endure inhuman voltages, with claims of his tolerance for electric fences and the like. His threshold for electricity, a tolerance built up by experience, was nothing short of phenomenal. In his view, Heaven was an enormous electronic dynamo. He was convinced that the people all around the world were increasing what he called “the global voltage”, teasing out maximum yields of electricity, to delight in the electric wonderland. “Electricity is the drug of tomorrow!” he said. “As we speak, corporate men in big towers are juicing themselves to states of ecstasy. If electricity had been used by the Greeks, I am sure that Aristotle would have taught about that instead.” Leopold didn't mind Wally, just another surreal character in the otherwise empty landscape of his social engagements.


 Leopold took his place at the bar and ordered a drink. The owner usually found it difficult to keep a well stocked bar which meant that selection was limited. Usually, all there was available was the owner's home-brewed beer. It was a tepid, flat, and somewhat gritty brew with an aftertaste reminiscent of cheap men's cologne. No one questioned the owner's brewing techniques, and no one complained, for they all knew it was “drink what I got or go chug mouthwash at the metro.” And it was half the price of an actual beer.


 Ensopht had, by the strangeness of his character and by a general feeling, found this place. When he entered, the patrons immediately fell silent, regarding the stranger with extreme suspicion, or what would look like suspicion struggling to unscrew itself out of drunk, wavering gazes. Noticing the silence, Leopold turned around on his tattered stool to see what was the cause for what could stay those opining tongues. And there was the cause, standing tall in sartorial splendour, with the look of noble expectation cursively written across his face. Having found who he was looking for, Ensopht took a seat beside Leopold.


 “A besotted environment, so rife with despair,” Ensopht said, “where a man's idleness collaborates with his misery.”


 “Pardon?” Leopold turned.


 “I was remarking casually on misery. Surely, this mustn't be alien to any who would come here for a few refreshments?”


 The owner, who shared the other patrons' suspicion, frowned and abruptly asked Ensopht what he wanted to drink.


 “Only your finest,” Ensopht replied cordially, perhaps not knowing that today's finest also happened to be the worst, and what everyone else was drinking: the home brew.


 “This isn't a swanky joint, fella. Ya might wanna try up th'rood,” the owner said, jutting a thick and ugly hairy thumb in the vague direction of downtown's more legal establishments.


 “This will do fine,” Ensopht said, regarding the drink in its filthy glass with a sense of amusement. “So,” he began again, “we were talking about misery.”


 “No, you were talking about misery,” murmured Leopold who was in no mood to talk to a weird looking man that others might associate with him. If anything, he enjoyed this place for its brute honesty, but mostly for his ability to remain completely anonymous. It gave him comfort to witness that others around him were hopeless and far more worse off than he was. Who but a freak, a serial killer, or a desperate scam-salesman would have the audacity to dress in expensive clothes and strike up a so-called meaningful conversation with a stranger? Leopold half expected the man to continue, and he would have to sit through it until the freak exhausted himself and moved on. The trick was not to argue, not to ask for clarification points, and the freak would eventually go away.


 “So what is it that makes you so miserable?”


 “Taxes, the crown, drowning puppies, the hard to reach places in the peanut butter jar,” he answered glibly.


 “Quite an anthology of lament. Please do not be flip with me; I'm only asking a simple question.”


 “I don't like simple questions.”


 “Some questions hide their depth and complexity when they go robed in simple attire,” Ensopht said, looking right at Leopold and catching his eyes.


 “Ok, then. Sit tight, brace yourself, 'cos I have a whole epic of misery I can dish up right here. I am miserable because I am a failure as an innovator, a joke of an artist, I indulge in a few too many recreational drugs, I never finish what I start, I have terrible nightmares, I hate my mother and father, I don't have a good enough job to support myself, I feel like I'm twisting about in a straitjacket, I have no one who loves me, my ideas are stupid and facile, everyone I went to school with now has six-figure salaries and nice houses, I dropped out of college, I can't seem to shake this fog and lack of inspiration, I regret having been born, and my only pleasure in life these days is booze and masturbation. Fucking satisfied?”


 “Now that was a beautiful reply, sculpted from the very depths of a very human condition!” Ensopht applauded. “You, I presume, live in isolation, a very grey kind of isolation... You are sick and without purpose, listless, wholly dissatisfied yet desire to have the means to change your situation. You are alone, but do not want company, catching you in this kind of ambivalence. You wish you could strike out, but are frightened by consequences. You reject the silly responsibility a world has foisted upon you. What do you suppose is the root of this error?”


 “I dunno... the mind, the world?”


 “It usually is, but that is such a vague and dissatisfying answer. Surely, there must be some more specific cause of misery.”


 “Didn't I just catalogue a bunch of examples?” Leopold stated.


 “You gave me a list of anecdotal items. You fail to ask the question in its more abstract sense. How easily the things we attribute as causes for our misery only veil a deeper source.”


 “Shit, dude, you ought to get a job writing fortune cookies. Everything you say sounds like a fucking proverb. Don't waste your precious talents on me, ok?”


 “I apologize. It was not my intention to detain your attention against your will. It is just, well, you seem to bear the mark of someone struggling to understand.”


 “Listen, joker, I make it my job to understand. That's why I'm an artist. I try to understand shit: my own, everybody else's. I really don't need some dressed up fop coming in here and telling me that I am struggling to understand, got it? With that, I think we ought to part ways,” Leopold ended with a mock proper English accent.


 “An artist?” Ensopht perked up. “Well then, you do know of what you speak... my reverence for the artist is unparalleled. Draw me something.”


 “Just like that? I find it hard to draw on command, and without my materials... Fuck, man, I'm not yours or anybody's goddamn monkey. I don't 'do' art to be some amusing, late-night, sideshow spectacle.”


 “Bah! Your excuses are pale. An artist is always in a habit of obeying: his impulses, the strange inspirations that take him aloft without his prior consent, the overwhelming surge of his kaleidoscopic emotions - and especially the orders of his patrons. As for materials, only a poor artist cannot create with but the sparsest materials available. To you I say, 'here is a napkin and a pen: now draw!'”


 Leopold felt both flush and strangely invigorated. Who was this strange fellow who goaded him on? He was resolved not to take the bait, however. The situation felt too improbable.


 “Listen, man, I don't need to justify anything to you. If you walk away thinking to yourself that I'm no artist, that I'm just pulling your leg, I could care less.”


 “I am asking you in deference and respect towards your station. You would be hard pressed to encounter any others who would actually be interested in you as an artist.” 


 Leopold drew a quick sketch and pushed it forward for Ensopht's appraisal.


 “Hm. Good understanding of the human form. I find the mouth in the place of the genitalia quite peculiar yet potentially provocative. However, it is still quite jejune. As an artist, you're not very good.”


 Leopold was shocked. Of all the likely responses, this uncompromising rejection was not one of them. He more expected, at the very least, some polite acknowledgement of his sketch, or some false praise. Ensopht got out of his seat and left. Leopold went after him.


 “What do you mean I'm not good?” Leopold called after him, demanding an explanation for such an abrupt rejection.


 “You are simply not that good. That is my opinion.”


 “And who makes you qualified to judge art, huh?”


 “It is just an opinion. I could explain my opinion in more detail, tell you what formed it, but I hardly think that will be of much help to you. Consider my appraisal just a matter of taste, nothing more.”


 “Well, you're judging me on one fucking two minute sketch in a dive. How is that hardly fair? You haven't seen my real work.”


 “Real work? Oh? I guess I haven't, and I suppose you can be satisfied in the knowledge that my opinion only concerns that which you produced for my observation, leaving your 'real work' immune from my judgement. My opinion should mean even less given that your 'real work' remains intactly unseen. I suppose you are in the habit, when others request to see an example of your work, to falsely represent yourself with work that is not your real work. You have nothing to gain by proving your artistry to me. I believe you are an artist; I just don't think – given what you showed me – a good one. I can tell that we both abhor the conventional, and what you showed me was not too conventional. But there is something missing... I think it is... courage and a clear idea. Goodbye. Perhaps I will encounter your 'real work' in the future, nestled within some chic gallery where visitors may fawn over it with endless comparisons to other artists in place of genuine flattery.”


 With that, Ensopht left Leopold who was smarting and seething. Ensopht knew exactly what Leopold lacked, what he needed... and what he needed had just recently come into Ensopht's possession. Leopold was a keystone in what would need to transpire, but there was no need for him to know this just as yet. This had been a simple reconnaissance mission.

 



Speaking only in short of breath decrees, Leopold was attempting to sample that other life, the detached life behind the veil of abandon, the immanent life as revealed by machines stacked on top of machines at the throbbing dance club. This was the land of the jubilant sadist and the subversive satyr, the fertile ground of corruption... of joyous surrender... all earmarked and decked out in the shifty and unreliable colours of false promises and the glitter of fairy money. A place of youthful exuberance without substance, while Leopold was now too short on youth, and so his lack of substance would be evident if others could peer over themselves. This environment was an affirmation of quiet vengeance, of angry dancers with Bacchanalian smiles on their faces and bodies aloft that always collapsed into silly imitation despair, into shattered narcotic fits and starts and sputtering as if to produce an abomination of meaning while they cleaved desperately to all the old meanings (the youth: simply Aristotelians with a less developed vocabulary). This was yet just another place of the deferred orgasm, of fashion bigotry, and the desperate illusion that loneliness and unhappiness had been vanquished by modern medicine and aggressive retail therapies. Leopold knew this to be yet another vortex of the inane, of plastic repetition, of hapless tarts on display. Why was he here? To test himself? To place his own disgust with such commercial disasters in higher relief, as if he were somehow too clever to be drawn in by its silly blandishments? To be here was already to signal that one had surrendered, despite one's seemingly noble intentions. It would have been disingenuous to describe his distaste for what this club represented, for he was, by his very presence, complicit with it. He was here to draw inspiration from a social tub of lukewarm shit.


 It wasn't that Leopold felt alive at the club, for that wasn't the club's deeper purpose in its inveigling nightmare. The club acted as the buffer between long bouts of waiting, a reprieve from responsibility. And this reprieve was granted by the condensation of fast-paced events into one packaged and unbreakable succession of highs, a chain of quasi-orgasmic moments of excitements that grew like bubbles and quickly aborted themselves. The bodies, the music, the fluidity of movement and sound - these were the unparalleled successes of a commercial milieu that never ceased screaming its ecstasy as if in defiance against respectability. If this place could speak of any metaphysical truth, it could only speak it in the present tense, a kind of cosmically ordained episode of vomiting, taking place in a postcard art-deco Hades.


 Leopold bent his elbow against the stranger's nagging words that seemed to grow with an amplified echo, battering against the bruised vessel of his fragile ego. Deluged by the manifold sensation of his selected environment. He attempted to cloak himself with the concerns of this place, but found it ill-fitting.


 A woman with a closely shaved head and pierced lip seemingly burst out in animal tracks Leopold was determined to follow, to follow despite his lack of nerve. The circus in which he had chosen to make his temporary home had made its demands of him. In a moment of great intoxication he had to seek out the flesh to enact some sort of space age romance that would burn bright and fleetingly like a coil of lit magnesium. His vision broke her down into her component parts: the tapered face, the tense artery in her elongated neck, the indented temples, her crescent moon breasts suspended in a two sizes too small t-shirt, her platform boots, her spiraling motions as she swung herself in rhythmic servitude to the machinic beat, the dagger eyebrows. In that moment, he could have fetishized these components in a way that he wished he could with but a brushstroke caress, in purest admiration for form in conjunction with a devastating lust. The way the light played on her body, wild and opalescent patches of varying hues, it seemed as though her very pulse mimicked the lightening and darkening of the light, the bellows of colour and the lungs of tint. 



 The tight cosm Leopold find himself in was still busying itself hooting and tugging at itself as if in the throes of an incoherent nightmare. To scream was to dramatize, and the debit cards of the patrons performed endless coitus with the club to produce intoxicants by the glass, the pitcher, the shot glass. The effects of their indulgence completed their perforation from their diurnal selves which now seemed so far away, a phantasm of morning. Equilibrium in pandemonium, lights blurred and softened before arching up and casting sharp and crisp signatures upon this cavalcade of flesh. Flesh, thought Leopold, everywhere flesh. Just flesh. Flesh in clothing, flesh drooping over the bar, flesh on sale, flesh on parade but spoken for, flesh paying its dues to this clubhouse in any way that it could. Still, just flesh... flesh suffocated by the vapid chants crackling over the speakers, mashed together by effusive flashes of magenta and black and sodium light, rising up in a swelling tide as if this would provide the salvaging lift for those gathered in their vacant community. At this point, Leopold would have envisioned the perfect end to this cataclysmic scene where all would fade to white. But, no, the club was a hostage machine. Soon enough, beyond last call, the club would release the hostages, excrete and eject them into a waiting series of taxis, or else unleash them to scarf down fat at chip wagons waiting for their drunken prey. This, thought Leopold, was joie de vivre, shrink-wrapped, available from any machine that would dispense it, like an automat. 



 Leopold would attempt to dissolve himself within the sartorial matrix, but would find himself unceremoniously and silently ejected once the lights came back on, and the patrons divided themselves equally among the many streets radiating outward into the night. Nothing further for Leopold to do but to return home, home to sleep, perchance to dream.


 And so it was that Leopold, shortly after nudging the front door of his third-floor apartment, casting his keys and wallet beside his futon, would become cloaked by slumber, perchance indeed to dream – a dream that was not his own, but shared... 


 



[If this Leopold was meant to be identical to my neighbour, this text was telling me what he did with his time, and why he came back so late and made such a racket.There is a reference to a sketchbook once again. I will make a note of it].

 



... A white room with white tables and blue chairs. Six men were seated, three per side, facing one another. Three on one side, engaging in a rambling discourse; three on the other side in a passive and awkwardly expectant silence. The fluorescent lights made their skin seem sallow, sickly. Ensopht, a man in a lab coat, and a rather forgettable man, were on one side. Wally, a man who looked like a university professor, and Leopold, were on the other. Wally quietly ran the positive end of a dry cell battery across his scaly tongue. Ensopht leaned back in his chair with hands folded in front of him, at times leaning forward as if to shade himself from the awful exposure of the overhead lighting. But the lights were inescapable, pan-luminous, oppressive... a room without even one small streak of shadow.


 “So, Ex Jure Solaris,” Ensopht said. “Welcome to one shining face of Hell.”


 Before Ensopht, the blackest object in the room, was the deceased artist's sketchbook, gingerly divided with small neon tabs.


 “Let us talk now of what will come to pass,” Ensopht continued, leaning over his folded hands. “This is very important, and so I would please ask you to pay especial attention while I apprise you of the proper sequence of events, including your part in this whole drama.”


 The first man fidgeted in his seat. He was dressed according to professorial type with well-groomed beard and a slash of white hair interspersed with dull brown. He would be the first to reply.


 “What will come to pass? Drama? I'm already disappointed with this dream,” he said.


 “And who are you?” Ensopht asked.


 “I am the philosopher.”


 “I am the scientist,” the second man broke in.


 “And what are you?” Ensopht asked the quiet third man who was smiling wryly to himself.


 “Me? Oh, I'm merely the Third Man. I'm kind of like that guy you don't know where to put, where to seat, that sort of thing.”


 “And I'm Wally!” announced a scruffy figure with childlike exuberance.


 “Splendid,” said Ensopht. “And so our cohort is complete. We have the philosopher, the scientist, the artist, the Third Man, the madman, and the prophet.”


 “And you, I suppose, fancy yourself a prophet rather than a madman?” Leopold interrupted. He was still quite bitter about Ensopht's negative appraisal of his work.


 “Why of course, just as you fancy yourself an artist. I will suspend my disbelief is you suspend yours.” After a time: “Each of us has his counterpart, each acting as the shadow of the other. The philosopher and the scientist, the prophet and the madman, the artist and the Third Man. Before I conduct what the prophecy has foretold, it would do us well to discuss the shape and design of what will follow from it.”


 “Prophecy? I have serious reservations about this... It sounds hokey,” said the philosopher. “Besides, prophecy assumes determinism, predestination, and the logical problems that follow from that position are legion. I mean, even allowing for but a small shred of it is to deny free will.”


 “I prefer to sidestep the determinism and free will argument entirely,” said the scientist. “Events occur according to laws and probabilities, and these can be empirically verified. All else is mysticism. There are predicative events, and these only happen within local contexts according to scientific rules.”


 “This dream bites,” said Leopold. “Why couldn't I be dreaming about sex rather than being stuck around a table with a bunch of old farts who want to talk philosophy?”


 “I am not a philosopher,” corrected the scientist.


 “I take umbrage at your statement,” said the philosopher, puffing himself up. “Did it happen to occur to you that I am the one dreaming you? What am I doing? Why am I bothering to argue with fictions of my own dream imagination? It is so utterly pointless. I am going to try to redirect as best I can this dream.”


 “Please, do stay with us,” cajoled Ensopht. “I assure you that our little roundtable chat will prove very interesting. Let us commence with introductions. Leopold, would you start us off?”


 “Uh, ok, I guess,” he said doubtfully and feeling very bored. “Name's Leopold. I make art. My dreams are generally a bit more interesting and less like an AA meeting.”


 “My name is Russell, and I have dedicated my life to the noble pursuit of truth. I am, by trade, a philosopher. My research interests mostly concern a delving into Aristotle's metaphysics and epistemology and how they may practically apply to the better direction of the mind.”


 Leopold feigned a yawn.


 “Hello!” said Wally. “Truth is so vital, I can't agree more. The truth is the juice, that Holy Electric panacea, Pangaea of current upon current that flows like satin ribbon into our souls! A dark world without the buzzing of hydroelectric God is a dead world! But, I guess, and I suppose, this isn't a discussion about truth. Or Aristotle. Or AA meetings. Let's keep this electric current flowing. Zap!”


 “I will introduce myself last,” said Ensopht. “Why don't you go ahead?”


 “Hello, my name is Dr Aymer. I'm a genetic researcher. I supervise a laboratory with ten graduate students as my research assistants. My ongoing research has been published in Cell and other such periodicals. As opposed to our philosopher, I believe matters of truth depend on being proven by means of experimentation and evidence.”


 “Can we relax making indirect attacks on professions?” cautioned Ensopht. “Let us continue with the next in our dramatis personae.”


 “My turn? Nothing much to say... I'm just some guy, that guy you might meet at a party and forget who it was the next morning. I'm that anonymous guy in the group photograph, the blank and numberless face in the crowd, really. Not much to me, I'm afraid. I'm just an average fellow.”


 “Surely you must have some sort of profession or interest, or... “ protested the philosopher.


 “Don't press him,” Ensopht politely warned. “Our nameless friend here has every reason to remain sparing and vague about his details. Let his mediocrity stand and press no further. In any event, my name is Ensopht and I am the facilitator of the prophecy. You've each been carefully selected to participate in its fulfillment as was preordained. Each of you have a quality that is requisite for the completion of a very vital task. We will have plenty of opportunity to get more intimately acquainted, but for now it is crucial that we discuss what the prophecy entails. Some very odd and disturbing events will be visited upon your waking lives -”


 “Are you saying that we six here are all real, and are dreaming this in unison?” asked the philosopher.


 “Yes, indeed,” Ensopht said with a smile. “Please, do not expect me to go into some long and complicated explanation on how this is even possible, for it is a trivial matter compared to the real reason why you have all been gathered here. The prophecy concerns the synthesizing of each one of us here – or at least our core fundamental attributes – into one person, a kind of avatar, if you will. Each of you has been paired up with an opposite, sitting directly ahead of you. This dualism is very important so that the synthesis may occur, making these attributes enter into relation and salvaging the most essential ones into the synthesized product. Do not worry: this will not be in any way painful, nor will it spell the end of your lives. Once these features are synthesized, you will go about your normal lives. This is more of a metaphorical synthesis, and each of you will have your say on what elements we should keep, and what we should discard. In this way, our cohort here is more of an advisory committee to ensure quality in the final product.”


 “I have a question,” interrupted the scientist. “Under what authority is this being conducted? And, of course, despite your claim that we were preordained, may we opt out?”


 “I act under the authority of the prophecy. The name of the one who holds the script is unimportant, but he is among the chief architects of the prophecy and a great Librarian. As for an opt-out clause, I'm afraid I'm to compel you to remain with us.”


 “What is this product you keep going on about?” asked the philosopher. “This sounds like some sort of focus group for a time-share.”


 “The product is the synthesis of we six.”


 “A merger of our personalities?” questioned the scientist.


 “Not quite,” Ensopht answered. “More like a merger of our types, what we each represent. I won't bore you with the details, but there is a standing theory of typology where these types wear us like masks and not the other way around. The person who would be artist is 'inhabited' or 'haunted' by the artist type, for example.”


 “It sounds very much like we are forming a sort of superconductor,” said Wally. “Or some sort of great type-collider.”


 “Something to that effect. At any rate, you've each been selected for reasons only the prophecy and the Librarian know. Gentlemen, we are on the verge of doing something of incredible historical significance. Our merger dares to bring to light all that is best of these types, held within one man who will be the Avatar. In broaching the impossible, embrace that most impossible thought: a mountain without its corresponding valley.”


 “This sounds ridiculous,” moaned the philosopher. “Really, what is this? Is this some kind of gimmicky focus group? Is this some cheap marketing ploy for some new brand of soda pop? Count me out.”


 Just as the philosopher was pushing his chair out in preparation to leave, Ensopht boomed, “Sit down, Russell. I am far from finished. I am not asking for your participation, I am telling you to participate. You really have no choice.”


 “What benefit do we see out of this?” Leopold asked.


 “Benefit? That you have been instrumental in the shaping of the future.”


 “In other words, we don't get paid. Count me out, too. I don't do volunteer work, and I couldn't give a toss about the future. Fuck history and fuck the future, that's what I say.”


 “Your narcissistic nihilism is all too obvious, Leopold. It comes off as petulant and self-serving. I would have thought you, as an artist, would have been enthusiastic about gaining a renown you could not possibly achieve on your own. This is a collaborative creative effort. Consider this your last chance at any measure of success, for it is written that otherwise, in less than a year's time, you will fail in attempting suicide, and spend the rest of your days in abject poverty. You shall never taste the delights of artistic recognition, Leopold. And, I suspect, you know this to be true if you honestly inspect yourself.”


 “Written where?” Leopold challenged. “Ooh, you really shake my core and make me tremble with your mighty pronouncements! Give me a break. You're just some fruitcake. I'm going to change the channel on this stupid dream.”


 “You go right ahead, Leopold. You will find there is no way out, and this meeting you find so unpleasant will be over much faster if you just play along. Indulge us. The type that you inhabit is the typeface of the script that must be followed.”


 “What kind of art do you do?” asked Wally. “I like art!”


 “Please, gentlemen, let us bring this back to order. All your questions will soon be answered, but I must petition for your patience and attention. You see, I have access to a very special library, an infinite library that has in its stores every possible work by every possible being at every possible moment. This is how I know what it is that I know. I have read your histories, and I have read your possible histories. I have read your futures, and many of your possible futures.”


 “How can such a library exist?” Leopold inquired. He was genuinely interested since it reminded him of Borges, and by lateral association tugged on his interest in the infinite, in deserts, and so forth.


 “Well,” Ensopht continued, “let us consider one man. Let us suppose he wrote in every moment of his life, never slept or ate or took time out to do anything else, and compiled a massive collection of volumes. Now picture this same man in different social circumstances like having been born in Russia, or having been born two centuries ago, of having only one leg, of being rich, poor, married or unmarried, as a woman, with diabetes, as a banker or soldier, and so on. Now picture this man being visited by every possible person in every possible place in every possible time, speaking every possible language.”


 “That set of volumes would be monstrously large,” said the philosopher. “It would fail to be of any significance for truth, which only orients itself toward possibility from the firm ground of established facts.”


 “Yes, it would be vast. Yet we are only considering one man. Picture every being doing the same thing. Include every possible being - those who were aborted or died prematurely by illness or war or murder, the possibility of twins or triplets - being granted an infinite life from the beginning point of time itself. Even then we have not fully grasped the immensity of this library. Each being is in contact with other beings, so what if everyone was in contact with everyone else? What of those stories? The ruling principle of the infinite library is possibility and contingency ad infinitum. What of the possibility of other intelligent species in the universe? Surely this would massively increase the library's contents. Again, a multiplied, exponential possibility would present itself if these species intermingled. What of every combination of phrases, words, or even letters? When the million monkeys rewrite a Shakespearean text with but one spelling mistake, it is still a different text, another text to be catalogued as distinct from the Shakespearean work. What about a book about this library, or a book about that book? Or a book about a man who wrote a book on a book about a story that makes reference to a particular book? It is in the library as well.”


 “That sounds wonderful! I'd love to have a card for that library!” beamed Wally. “Give me an example of one of these impossible books.”


 “As you wish, Wally. The story goes like this: Alberto Gimaldi wrote a biography of on the alchemist Zeander Mathius who lived in 1602. Zeander's main occupation in his later years was to create a collection of translated codices of the arcane poems of Guarni, who lived in 1477. Zeander was very intrigued with one of Guarni's references to an Arab mathematician of the late 12th Century named Al-Hamadi, who was attempting to prove a geometrical formulation as part of a new metaphysical hypothesis. Zeander devoted an entire codex to Al-Hamadi. Alberto, in the interests of making the biography accurate, located this codex and studied it. He discovered a very disturbing reference, and so contacted an Arab literary historian to verify said reference and to lend him more of Al-Hamadi's writings. Upon receiving the completed works of Al-Hamadi, there was a postscript that spoke of a particular man named Alberto who was writing the life story about a little-known alchemist named Zeander. Upon discovering himself, literally, in the story, it proved too much for him. He abandoned his research and was never heard from again.”


 “Another! Another!” Wally said exuberantly, clapping his hands and bouncing in his seat.


 “Not right now, Wally. But, still, think of it: have you ever wondered what Shakespeare had written on Hegel or the Nazis or Kafka? It is in the library. Another good book is Christ's emendation to Einstein's treatise on the many virtues of porous plastic, and Julius Caesar's Policies for reducing congestion in airports. And perhaps you would like to read the dialogues between Freud and Plato or Robert Graves' translation of the Mars Republic's political convocations of 2133, or Yeats' poems for the internet, or Napoleon's conquest of Canada. What of Hitler's treatise on the arquebus, or the history of King Geoffrey Chaucer of Spain, or Heraclitus' Protestant reforms of New Guinea?”

 



[This same sensationalist list-making was how Castellemare snared me in the first place, and it was employed again in the Backstory and now here. Even the wording is similar, as if it were just the items in the list that changed, the structure of the seduction remaining. And yet here as well was another cheap attempt to name me - this time as some researcher living in the 1600s].

 



 “But history would be one big, anachronistic jumble of displaced causes and effects,” said the scientist. “You talk of these other realities as if they existed as truly as our own - a coexistence of multiple worlds. It is all very fanciful and may make for science fiction, but not science.”


 “Not to mention,” added the philosopher who was far from convinced of Ensopht's rendering, “that these speculative fancies are simply absurd and ridiculous. It would be the work of an overactive imagination or a madman. What use would this library serve? Nothing could be known since all is possible. There is no room for truth in a library like you describe. It simply cannot exist. If this library is the only connection to all these possible worlds – a theory I find repugnant – then this would make this library a necessary being. Metaphysically speaking, the library would be god.”


 “In deference to the empirical method, I cannot say that this library you speak of is impossible, but highly improbable,” said the scientist.


 “Maybe I'm not educated enough to grapple with this or make the right connections here,” said Leopold, “but what does a trippy library have to do with this synthesis?”


 “The Library is total. The Library has already foretold what must happen, and it shall happen. I was asked under what authority I am acting, and this is my answer. This synthesis is destined to occur because it was written, and it was written long ago. As for your participation – each of you – you do not have any choice in the matter. This is going forward whether you choose it or not. You can cooperate or be coerced. Consider this our first meeting. I will say no more, but rest assured we will all be meeting again fairly soon. Wake up.”


 And with that, the white room dissipated from view, and each of the participants returned to their respective wakefulness. It was not yet dawn when Leopold bolted upright on his futon, finding himself in a sweat. He fished around in the dark for a cigarette and replayed the dream to himself before tiredness recaptured him, and he fell back asleep to be treated with more conventional dreams in a fugitive slumber, all focus redirected to its blurry kingdom of morphing shapes and colours resolving only temporarily into recognizable things.

 




 


 


 


 


 



21


Demolitions (De Moliri)

 



If I hadn't been so focused on the man standing in front of me with the Jack O' Lantern grin jaggedly sliced across his bony face, I may have paid more attention to the sound of paper being torn or the tickle of smoke in my nostrils. The room was narrow, but extremely long, more of a corridor. Along the one side where I had entered the conveyor belt continued, but stationed every few feet were hooded figures busily and silently going about their task: removing books from the belt and destroying them. Their obscene hoods, billowing like hammers' heads, reminded me of the image in Serafini's Codex Seraphineanus of undertakers unrolling the skin off the dead in some alien rite. Facing me with that mocking grin was that interminable enigma of a man, Castellemare.


 “Gimaldi! I would say this is a surprise, but all is written... at least somewhere.”


 “What's going on here?” I asked, indicating the row of hooded people, their faces entirely obscured save for eye slits.


 “A little friendly terrorism according to one man, and an act of preservation to another. We're performing a necessary purge.”


 “What for?”


 “These fabulous books are corrupt. They simply must go. I really wish you hadn't closed that door behind you since my people could surely have been spared this infinite labour if only we could get to that blasted machine. Setzer left nothing to chance, and these heavy, locked doors are a real corking difficulty. It was only by dint of some bizarre fortune that we were able to penetrate this far into the territory. Alas, my plans dashed! If only I had known your progress in this maze, I would have posted someone to catch the door as you entered. But, as you can see, there is far too much work to be done.”


 “Why are you intent on destroying Setzer's books? He had told me that you two were merging library contents.”


 “Is that what the fool – may he rest in peace – told you? Do you actually think I would have seriously consented to such a preposterous idea? It would contradict the very idea of the Library. No, it must be preserved from the likes of such saboteurs. Your dearest and most departed friend, Anton Setzer, trebled his nefarious production, causing all sorts of havoc... books from the Library being pushed out so grievously into the open. But this is of no concern to you at the moment. For now, let me say that I am impressed with your progress in this labyrinth. Setzer had a habit of making intricate locks, and not all locks as you have discovered are on doors, and not all doors are literal.”


 I was piecing this together. “You feigned cooperation with Setzer as a means to contrive the destruction of his text-producing machine.”


 “Your powers of deduction are gaining in keenness.”


 “Did you have Setzer murdered, too?”


 “On that, I must plead innocence. Not that the vile act didn't serve a coincidental benefit for me, of course. I wouldn't have gone about things in such a crude way. Rather, it is the work of the crudest variety of codgers that harp on purity like the most obstinate of clergymen. Not that I disagree in principle with their efforts – at least not entirely.”


 “The Devorants,” I added.


 “Yes. They had as much reason to despise Setzer's actions as I did, but for different reasons, of course. I am entrusted in maintaining the integrity of the Library while they are fortifying against impurities in knowledge. They see the Library with envy since they would love to access it, but their public front is to declare it – and me – an aberration of the laws. They have the arrogance to believe that knowledge is the birthright of humans, but I think differently on the matter. Scholars are testy about their access to knowledge, but they are powerless in the face of aggression by those who care not about books. The Library of Alexandria was burnt to the ground in 48 BC, living on only in legend or restored to a pale shade of its once illustrious renown. Shortly after the Great Fire that annihilated from the historical record so much knowledge now lost to us forever, a league formed with the purpose of preserving knowledge and books against unfortunate accident. It was decided that the only safe way to protect books from harm was to deny any and all access to them, regardless how well-intentioned the scholarly seeker may be. Hence, my role, for although the scholar may well regard the books, when one person comes, there may come others with less favourable intentions. Don't think this textual protectionism is designed to punish humankind through some greedy hoarding... 



 “But this is just one tracing on the map of my purpose. Do not ask me how it happened, but there appeared a rift where those entrusted with safekeeping the books came upon the infinite nature of the Library. All possibilities began multiplying the number of books in the collection, all possible worlds. It is as though every possible world contrived to perform the same function in preserving the books; so, the collections were merged. In each possible world, there was some catastrophic event that destroyed a great hub filled with books, and each possible world there emerged the necessity to protect them. I am the Head Librarian, the one chosen to protect the books.”


 “Why did you decide that I could keep the books I had taken from the Library?”


 “Library recalls are such an inconvenience,” he said with a toothy grin. “Besides, there are reasons why certain books must fall into certain hands at certain times. There is some degree of determinism in the universe, but it is always revising itself in the face of changing circumstances and free will. I know my manner may seem odd to you, but what you have to realize, dear Gimaldi, that I preside in so many possible worlds, each with their differences. You're not the only Gimaldi I speak with, for instance, for in another possible world, there is a Gimaldi much like the one you have doubtless read about in those books. As the Librarian of all possible worlds, I am extremely busy. But, yes, reasons, reasons... Some books are predestined to come into one's life at certain times. We all know that feeling if we are sensitive to it. Have you never by chance picked up a book in a store or in your own personal library and discovered that it was exactly the book you needed to read right then?”


 “Yes, it does happen on occasion, sometimes with mysterious frequency.”


 “Books and life are imbricated, a great braid of destinies, an intertwining of purpose. Do the books live for us, or do we live for the books? I would not demote books as merely being useful for us... No, I think the purpose of human life is to produce and advance the lives of books. We are but the agents and servants of books.”


 “If what you say is true, then books are alive, and we are little more than the means of their survival.”


 “Just like many of us consider animals: merely as a means for sustenance. We may depend on animals, could not live without them, yet we subjugate them to our needs. Books treat us no differently.”


 “What is the purpose of the Backstory?”


 “That? You would know better, I'm sure. Far be it from me to lay down some singular and absolute interpretation. Take from it what you will. Absit omen – may it not be a predestination. Of course, it could be, or something similar in a figurative register. There are big things happening, Gimaldi, very big things, but very big things are always happening. It only seems so vitally important to you since nothing very big has happened in your relatively short life. The meta-narrative is much older than us all, and will outlive us. All I can say is that things will be unpleasant for a while, but moments of unpleasantness are nothing new in history.”


 “How long will this go on?” I asked, indicating the row of tireless workers.


 “Forever if need be, or until we can get to that infernal machine. It is hard to find good employees, as you can well imagine, so this will just be another concern I must add to so many others. As Setzer's machine produces, my people will destroy – an endless and epic cycle worthy of myth. I must ask: where is my faithful Angelo?”


 “We parted when the labyrinth forked. He is through a door marked timor.”





“What was written on your path?”


 “Amor.”


 “Ha! For the love of production, for the love of destruction! More fitting than Setzer could have realized. How we all play our parts in a narrative whose ultimate meaning we only gain small snatches of. Excellent. You have no idea how this tickles me.”


 I was certain that tucked behind his smirk was much more than he was willing to give. He retreated further behind a pall of cigarette smoke. Whatever he had to tell me – my dollop of the script – had come to an end, and once more he would go silent like some daunting monolith carved by a civilization long gone. Despite this, his eyes were searching me, reticently observing if I would give some information in kind. I met his gaze steadily with what I hoped was a look of obstinateness rather than confused petulance.


 “Will that be all?” I asked, fishing out a cigarette of my own.


 “No, that's never all. You are holding out on me, Gimaldi. Give me something to chew on. I've been so gracious that I would expect such a gesture in return. I find no joy in engaging in the lecture mode as I have done here, strictly for your benefit. We are not enemies, whatever you may think. I have no enemies – only amusements.”


 “Everything seems to amuse you, especially the most serious matters. The rest of us do not have the secret knowledge or the luxury to laugh as you do.”


 “You'd do well to embrace life's innate humour, Gimaldi, instead of twisting into silly knots. You'll give yourself an ulcer, old boy. You've seen fit to consider me a kind of tyrant, which is almost hurtfully untrue... I am no tyrant of the Library– I only simplify its regulation. So, what's it going to be?”


 “I'm going to push past and get to the end of this labyrinth. I have questions you cannot or are not willing to answer, and so I must take matters strictly in hand.”


 “Ah, self-reliance! How relieving, actually. I hate to spoon-feed. Independence... I'm so happy to see you take such bold initiative,” he said with a wink. “Although, I sincerely doubt you will relish what lies beyond that door.”


 “I'll take my chances.”


 “As you were, soldier.”


 Castellemare didn't budge from where he stood, obstructing me. 



 “Let me pass,” I said.


 He blew smoke in my face and laughed. “Let you pass, let you fail. We have just one little nasty bit of business to clear up, dearest Gimaldi. According to my accounts, you still owe me something.”


 “What can I possibly owe you? You've given me only mysteries on top of mysteries, crypticisms over direct answers, peril instead of safety. Is that what you wish me to repay you for?”


 Castellemare's face clouded over in a sudden anger. “Ungrateful little whelp! I've given you far more than you deserve. Give me my due, and give it immediately.”


 “I am not in the habit of taking orders from those who are not my employers. Get out of my way,” I said, nudging past him. He collared me just as I passed, getting hold of my jacket. I struggled free, but he was quick and so nabbed me once more, this time with surprising strength knocking me off balance.


 He stood over me, leering, that devilish grin creeping back. “This is no way to repay a debt, Gimaldi.”


 “What could I possibly owe you? You told Angelo that I could keep the books!”


 “I've changed my mind.”


 I attempted to scramble back onto my feet, but Castellemare pushed me down gruffly with his shoe. I found it strange that none of his workers were taking notice of any of this. I knew if it came to blows, I'd be outnumbered. Perhaps they knew that their boss could manage fairly well without assistance; despite his scrawny appearance, he was indeed quite strong. I feigned that peace was my desire with two raised palms. He backed away slightly to allow me to stand. He thought that I was going to give him as he demanded, but was shocked to receive a hard cuff to the mouth, right in the centre of his ridiculous grin. I watched him stumble back a few steps, waving off any offer of assistance from the workers that were certainly not paying any mind to anything outside their task anyway. His eyes widened as a toothy and bloody grin spread across his face. I was certain that this insubordinate act amused him as well. A lazy trickle of blood pooled around his bottom lip, beading there. He looked at me as if I had become incongruous, a surprise falling out of my own character.


 “For you, death by back catalogue, and your fortunes falling stillborn from the press,” he hissed, but I was through with being strung along, with being obstructed at every turn, with being bullied by the designer mysteries of others. Sick of it all. “Go on, then,” he called after me as I was about to open the next door. “Meet the prototypes! Greet the future! This won't be the first drawing of blood!”


 His demonic laughter followed after me as I hurried into the next room. I was greeted by a gravelly 'hello' from someone whose face was partially under shadow.


 “What is your name?” asked the voice with no hint of malice or even an abundance of curiousity. 



 “Are you one of Castellemare's agents?” I replied.


 “I don't know this name. I am of my own agency.”


 “A tall, thin man passed through here. He is on the other side of that door. You must have seen him.”


 “So many men pass. I know only myself.”


 “How did you come to be in Setzer's labyrinth?”


 “I don't know this name either. You speak of passing men I do not know. But then, my time is not just as yet... Soon, however. I am only waiting for my host.”


 “Who are you?”


 “I am Dr Edward Albrecht, or I will be. I am waiting for my host. Will I come to know you, or of you, when my time of occupancy is come?”


 Another exasperating riddle. From what I could see of the man's occulted face, there was a self-satisfied smile. He spoke as if half in a dream, and his presence in that darkened room was unsettling. There was something potent and foreboding about him, but it was an intuition most likely brought about by all my previous experiences in this maze. Castellemare said something about prototypes, whatever this meant. I only knew that I didn't want to know this man whatsoever. 



 “By atrocity some come to reign,” he said aloud, although it didn't seem to be directed to me. “Out there... I long to touch out there. I hope to be developed in full, in full colour... Tell me, man who passes, what is the appetite of men out there? What do they hide? What names do they give their shadows these days? So many questions, so much anticipation, so much to do. I will have a body... soon... I am told.”


 Flashes of thought assailed me: books are alive... the seventh book will emerge from the synthesis of a prior six... he would be born from a book, a book made flesh... 




“I cannot understand what you are referring to, but I have to go,” I said.


 He merely nodded absently, seemingly consumed by his own thoughts. As I was about to depart, the light struck just so to reveal upon a wall the word “amor” written several times, each holograph under vicious cancellation by red 'X', crudely slashed. The man who called himself Dr Edward Albrecht muttered to himself what sounded like “atrocitatis” - atrocity. I let myself out into yet another room.


 A professor once told me that the world is German, but the land is Greek. This was my first impression upon entering this spacious and opulent room with its white marble flooring and a few accent fountains tinkling water from the pails held by carved cherubs unhitched from the skirts of marbled Augustus. The only languid characteristic of the rather chiseled and statuesque woman was the way she reposed upon the divan, an affectation of femme fatale about her. One look at her long, slender limbs told one she was quite tall, and her sharp Germanic features made her appear both demure and dangerous. She was loosely attired, and I could see by her diving neckline what looked to be the top part of a swastika tattoo that would cover her left breast. Her hair was blonde and short-cropped, accentuating a long neck. She cast me a glance and then turned her gaze to another person I had not noticed in the expanse of the room, a person I did recognize: Jakob Sigurdsson. I had the sense that he was in service to this woman.


 “More ghosts in my house?” she spoke into the open air.


 “Yes, madame,” replied a strangely suppliant Jakob. I moved to him as one would move to something relatively known when everything else was shrouded in uncertainty.


 “Jakob, what are you doing here?” I asked him. His eyes were blank.


 “I serve the mistress.”


 “How did you get in here? I saw you just a while ago. There's no way you could have beat me here, unless... “


 Jakob merely looked up at me with no expression upon his face before reiterating, “I serve the mistress.”


 There was something awry in this arrangement, characteristically more so than anything I had hitherto encountered in this place, but I could see by Jakob's comportment that I would not get any answers to my questions. He seemed drugged. I decided to focus my inquiries to the hard-eyed matron.


 “Who are you?”


 “I am not quite myself yet, but he is even less so – if he'll ever be,” she replied with the aspect of someone very bored.


 “Who is the man in the other room?”


 “He is also not quite himself yet. His name is Edward Albrecht.”


 “This I already know, but why is he here, in this labyrinth?”


 “I see no labyrinth. We are in a room. We are waiting.”


 “For what?” I asked impatiently. I could tell she was becoming tired of my questions.


 “To be.”


 “And so who are you? What is your name?”


 “I am Alexa Richter. Over there is Jakob Sigurdsson. Our time is not yet. This is not our narrative, but it will be.”


 “Whose narrative is it, then?”


 She shrugged almost as if to say, “maybe yours?”


 “Cigarette,” she called out icily, to which Jakob came and provided her with a very long one, lighting it. She held it between very long, tapering fingers in a lazy fashion. First this Albrecht, and now these two: all of them waiting. I felt as though I had arrived backstage before the play was about to begin. I knew better than to ask either of them about Castellemare or Setzer's labyrinth since it was becoming apparent that they knew as much about this place as the furniture. 



 Jakob was quite elegantly attired, if not ridiculously anachronistic, in baroque fashion. Alexa looked more the part of a Grecian deity, complete with high-corked sandalia – not that her impressive stature required heightening. It was obvious that he was in servitude to this woman, but I could not glean why. Theirs was a narrative that they would not grant me access to. I wondered then how Angelo was faring in his own wending, if he was encountering the same ciphers. 



 “Will that be all?” she asked somewhat hostilely. 



 I did not respond, but rather took this as my cue to continue my journey through yet another door. I would learn nothing from these walls masquerading as people. 



 As if to torment me through “death by reading”, there was another text of the same size and length as “Tain” doubtless planted there to underscore Castellemare's current act of performing biblioclasm. It was one of those academic conversant pieces on an obscure sect devoted to the destruction of books as a means of preserving them. I was being asked to make the link. As was now becoming a common feature in this labyrinth, the author and narrator are both unnamed.

 



The Biblioclasts


 




This fragment appeared in the account of renowned archivist and middling poet, Everard Glamis. I would have liked to take a certain compliment that my coming across it was by no mean feat of research, but in actual fact it was an act of random bibliomancy. It fell open upon the floor as I was trying to remove a few tightly packed books adjacent to this volume. The word “hun” is what caught my attention, and it was this passage in total that shifted my interest. I am no apologist, nor am I complicit with the acts I have read, but rather I have tried to remain as objective as possible in my account. The passage follows:


 




They ranged like frenzied huns, arriving at the gates of the library spurred by a merciless hatred of all printed matter. They would lay torch to it all, the charring centre a tangled mess of curling embers and so many words freed from their ink and paper chains. Freedom by fire and the merciless annihilation of blasphemies in dangerous print. Would these ravenous biblioclasts heed what Joachim Becher said, that enemies shall be choked by the smoke that wafts from his words set to flame?


 




The Biblioclasts were not always what they were in name and function. In their earliest incarnation, as a more or less loosely banded cadre of like-minded book enthusiasts (all of the founders, save for two members – a mysterious and dark tale all on its own – have maintained their nominal role, even as the name and function of the group developed itself in the way that it appears now). The closest description that fits the pre-Biblioclasts would be literary snobbery. This snobbery did not exclude their own efforts: every new issue they produced of their pretentious Nova Literarium was followed by a vicious refutation and denouncement in the subsequent issue. Their excessive braggadocio was so legendary that others, in the spirit of disdain and maliciously spiteful sarcasm, used to remark, “Each member already believes they have transmuted themselves into bronze statues, their names engraved, only to turn back and trash their honours to prepare for something much more monumentalist.” Although it would not prove such an outlandish exaggeration given the stiff and elitist airs they put on. 





 When they fell to ceaseless bickering over some minor point – to choose opt or apt in an unleavened sentence – such disputes gained to such amplified rancor that an observer might expect knives to have been drawn and interlocutors cut down as a natural conclusion to the raging argument. Despite these fractious polemics, these circuitous and heated jeremiads lobbed like incendiary devices, the bond of the group never broke under their repeated – and wholly ridiculous – conflicts. 




 It would be difficult to resist the thoughtful and most reasonable explanation that the vitriolic discord among the group is what functioned as the crucible of the Biblioclastic genesis – but this would be incorrect. I have consulted numerous sources – albeit with some incredible difficulty – and nowhere have I found a truly reliable account not already plagued with ambiguity, hopelessly overwrought contradiction, or obviously flagrant prejudice. Of the latter type, there are reams of fiery moralizing that denounces the Biblioclasts as barbaric. No doubt, these were written by passionate bibliophiles who weigh the death of a cherished relative on balance with the pointless annihilation of a book.



 But it is there that such prejudices emerge, horribly unqualified, for there is a degenerate fixity on the part of these anti-Biblioclasts to diminish the raison d'être of the Biblioclasts as pointless when, in fact, their reasoning is quite solid, well-formed, and metaphysically grounded. Plenty are the great historical movements where barbaric methods are necessary to advance a just cause: the spread of Christianity by the sword, the growing pains of establishing democracy in the New World, and so forth. We may dispute the ethical quality of the method, but perhaps we may all agree on the outcome.




 What I was able to cobble together behind the windscreen of polemic, between the unavailing descriptions, misting atop the dry bouts of reportage, was that the pre-Biblioclast group underwent a fantastic turn – from atrocious vanity to feverish zealotry. Turning their focus to the destruction rather than endless multiplication of books, they embraced dark superstitions, conducted infernal mystical rites, and fabricated unspeakable aims. The turn was a stark and surprising one, especially given their former overindulgent reverence for the printed word, but it was on account of said reverence that biblioclasm became necessary. 




 I would not here hazard that necessity always ennobles a deed any more than one can trust a crooked servant's fleering smile. Necessity can be as equally cruel as it can seem to repair to aims more appealing. The Biblioclasts assigned themselves the moral jurisdiction to perform their necessary function, even if destroying the printed word in order to save it seems much like cutting off the nose to spite the face.



 The very stubborn and singularly focused esprit of the Biblioclasts and their pedagogically based self righteousness makes even their most vicious and long-toothed detractors seem almost timid. The monomaniacal piety of their deeds renders them fervently ravenous in the pursuit of books – a holdover from their previous days when the character of their love was different and, in their estimation, confused and erroneous. Now they would say their love of text is full, an insurmountable passion that has finally succeeded to understand what true love entails.




 What rounds out their apparent fanaticism are a few noble principles – noble insofar as they betoken a deep love of books most cannot comprehend, less embrace. First, no man is worthy of the product of his pen. Second, no man is worthy of the product of other men's pens. Books, to the Biblioclasts, are sacred and ineffable (metaphysically). The Biblioclasts subscribe almost literally to an idea of a progressive perfection. Man is degenerate, for he is the predecessor of the work whereas the work contains within it a higher degree of perfection – this follows from the two principles I have paraphrased supra. It should be said that the Biblioclastic view is consistent insofar as they spurn respect for parents as much as they reject belief in an authorial God. To them, God is not some mere representation, but is a literally existing entity: the books themselves. The summation of all Books, or God, is the distillation of all Man's greatest virtues without the filthy fetters of animalistic corporeality and ephemerality, and so men – the filthy and imperfect progenitors of God – are not worthy of enjoying the result of their creation. It is this set of principles that call out bibliophiles of not truly understanding or having a deep sense of love for books.



 Wittgenstein had said something very similar, an echo we encounter in Ruskin: the ladder we use to climb toward our goal ought to be thrown away when it is no longer required. The motto of the Biblioclasts, which I translate here from Latin, reads: 



 




Man is the scaffold, Books are the complete Building;



Subtract and remove the impure Cause from the virtuous Effect.


 




 Despite the raft of philosophical objections that may arise in their understanding of linear succession and how their idea of causation can produce purity from impurity, their guide is science; namely, chemistry. In some reactions where a catalyst is involved, there is no trace of the catalyst in the final solution. Hence, to ensure the purity of the books, there should be no trace of Man, except by references in the books thereto.



 The question remains as to why the Biblioclasts have opted for such an extreme measure to permanently divide cause and effect, Man and Book. What kind of theology actively destroys its God, and does so under the banner of love? I believe, ideally, the Biblioclasts would prefer to steal the books and seal them away forever from the hands and eyes of Man. However, upon deeper reflection (a reflection already antedated by their own philosophical finessing) it would be impossible. To merely hide the books keeps open the possibility that they may one day be found – even guarding them makes it possible that said guards could be overtaken by a stronger force of men. Also, to be consistent with their principles, the Biblioclasts cannot take ownership of the books for fear of violating the books' purity (not to mention that the temptation for any member to commune with a piece of their God would always present a danger). The only certain way to preserve the purity of their God is through deicide, and this through fire. So, it is safer and best to rid the world of books to rescue them from possible impurity.



 Although bibliophiles would revile the acts perpetrated by the Biblioclasts and think their doctrine despicable anti-intellectualist savagery, the Biblioclasts themselves must endure a more horrifying comprehension. For them, God multiplies everywhere, for men will continue to contrive books. The possibility for the sullying of their God is eternal.




In their previous incarnation as an elite literary ensemble, they espoused all the vices of scholarly egotism they now revile: thinking themselves the most adept and worthy readers, hoarding books, keeping knowledge a strictly exclusive affair, taking selfish pride in the books they owned or claimed to understand...but these are our crimes, too. The Biblioclasts began by forsaking this egotism, setting aside the vanity of academics and librarians who covet books as subordinate objects of status. The Biblioclasts are perhaps the true bibliophiles; how else to explain this sacrificial love that prevents them from enjoying any access to books for the very sake of books themselves? For them, books are God, and God must remain pure, and so their function of biblioclasm can be explained by a supreme love of that which they have no choice but to destroy.


 




A postscript appeared at the end of this text that was addressed to me specifically:

 



Gimaldi:



In the book that names us both, we are both named exactly 416 times each (or, if you prefer, sixteen times the number of letters in the alphabet).
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation


 


 



 Where the artist and the scientist meet in the actual

 



 For in truth, painters, even when they use the greatest ingenuity in attempting to portray sirens and satyrs in bizarre and extraordinary ways, nevertheless cannot give them wholly new shapes and natures, but only invent some particular mixture composed of parts and various animals.


 -René Descartes, Med. 1 


 


 



Leopold regarded his canvas carefully, observing how tightly its composite parts, its interwoven and interlaced stitches formed the unitary screen of white. But it was, upon closer inspection, marked with very tiny peaks and valleys which were designed to capture and snag paint from a moving brush. Leopold rolled the once finely tipped brush in his hand, its hairs a bit frazzled and hard on the edges from an infinity of washings and dryings. His eyes followed up the hairs to where the aluminum pinched the wand and beyond to where the pointed tip of the wand lodged into his teeth. Beside him, on a roughshod table, was a book by Leibniz that he found by chance in a recycle box, a collection of metaphysical writings some student got fed up with. One could tell that Leopold had been reading it, for he had a section bookmarked on one idea in particular: that of each singular substance expressing every possible event that could ever be visited upon it. Yes, Leopold would paint today with the concept of infinity as his inspirational source, even if he hadn't the cognitive apparatus to comprehend this concept, how it differed in mathematics to philosophy. Enamoured already as he was by deserts and uncountable nouns, such concepts found likely fundament in him. There was a sense of brazenness and urgency to his creative fervour on this day, and he felt feverishly animated for the first time in a while. Whether this was to be attributed to his strange dream, he could not say, nor was he going to risk offending what was sparking his sudden output with any ungrateful questioning. He was determined to ride out what short burst of creativity had been mysteriously gifted unto him.


 Backward-playing voices in his mind went into a growling crescendo as he worked, a garbled harmony of terrifying alien throat-songs. Thinking this to be a strange but pardonable part of the creative surge he was experiencing, he thrust it brutally upon the canvas. He felt as though what he was creating was enough to snag the eye of any onlooker, capture the gaze and rub it raw against the infernal texture brought about in the marriage between canvas and brush. What he desired, fully, was that the work upon completion would cause a viewer to convulse spasmodically like an electrocuted pig. The more excited he became, the faster his brush made its transit between canvas and palette – all until it all suddenly died out: the surge, the voices, the manic spark that so brazenly prompted him to slash with conviction upon the once blank space. He threw the impotent brush across the room, resulting in an unsatisfying click against the wall, the sound of small and hollow wood against the solid impenetrability of the wall. Leopold put his hands against the floor and could now hear the return of more internally derived voices; this time, he felt them as they seemed to course up through his bent arms, his sunken chest, his bleary head. And he knew: it would take much more to bring his creation to term, perhaps even an unthinkable sacrifice. He began to pound against the floor, laughing in erratic fits. Falling silent again, he left his apartment in its pitiful state, tubes of half spent oils curling with the appearance of grubs gone dry in the sun and turning metallic. The door was left carelessly open as he passed to the outside. The streets seemed to quietly hum his name. He needed no canvas, for his art was twofold: the best paintings were hung in the gallery of his mind, and his body was the greatest exhibit on earth. This feeling of personal largesse was all that stood between him and the acceptance of the fact that he had given up, that the inspiration that had possessed him had, in its fickle way, abandoned him once again.

 



Meanwhile, Dr Aymer was back in his laboratory, overseeing a demonstration on dysgenesis by one of his graduate students. They were both tackling a most strange anomaly: the progeny of the fruit flies, Drosophila melanogaster, were born without wings. The experiment, kept under the most strict of controls, was not supposed to produce such bizarre genetic results. But this was not the first instance of such anomalous events in the labs on campus. Dr Aymer suspected that someone was tampering with either the equipment. However, since the last instance and other such strange occurrences that went on throughout that week, the Faculty of Science had been prompted by no mean number of complaints to take action. Soon, the entire floor was under video surveillance. Those charged with the task of reviewing the tapes found no evidence of tampering or sabotage of any kind.


 Dr Aymer felt a strange guilt concerning these anomalous events. Dr Aymer would assume the source of the anomaly could have been due to a wide variety of possible factors: improper procedures, fudged results, inaccurate measurement readings, faulty electronic apparatus, unsterilized equipment, tampering, a mistake in calculation, or an observational error. Of the million and one things that could go wrong in an experiment, Dr Aymer knew that anomalies were simply errors, and one had only to investigate all possible sources of error in procedural or equipment aspects of the experiment - even if it meant that Dr Aymer himself would have to delegate an outside research group to repeat the experiment. Unlike the unscientific hypothesis that anomalies represented supernatural intervention, Dr Aymer knew there to be scientific reasons for all unexplained phenomena lodged beneath any mystery. Dr Aymer, not out of an implicit distrust of his students' honesty or ability, personally conducted the repetition of the experiment that yielded the wingless flies. He, however, needed to locate the rational solution, for there were many who were seduced by some tendency to declare the event miraculous. Dr Aymer had no patience for miracles, and believed that an economy of thought would eventually lead to a safe and rational explanation.


 Dr Aymer placed two wild types of Drosophila in a tube, about twelve flies in total, and kept them in a separate storage unit with a padlock only he could unlock. By the next evening, seeing as Drosophila attain sexual maturity within twenty-four hours, the flies would have mated. Surely enough, Dr Aymer removed the tube from the unity and came across the same anomaly. He carefully analyzed the DNA of both parent and offspring, and found no reason why the latter would have exhibited this genetic flaw. The flies merely wriggled pointlessly before him, almost taunting him with their impossibility. Dr Aymer replaced the tube in the unit to give the wingless flies a chance to mate. What he found two days later was even more troubling. There was a hundred percent rate of newborn flies that lacked pigment in their eyes. Usually, the wild types had brownish-red eyes, yet the progeny had white eyes. He left the flies to mate again, and puzzled over the results and rechecked the results for two more days. By week's end, the next generation was not only wingless and white-eyed, but had no legs. He could not rationally explain why this had happened, and he watched as the flies without wings or legs writhed impotently at the bottom of the small tube, now incapable without assistance to mate let alone feed themselves. He reasoned that there was a problem with this batch, and so he ordered more flies from the same supplier. The results remained as anomalous as before, so he then ordered from another supplier, yet there again was no change. Meanwhile, other students who were working on similar projects complained of the anomaly. But Dr Aymer was determined to solve the puzzle - to which he reasoned that perhaps the laboratory environment itself was tainted, perhaps irradiated - and so set about to breed the flies naturally, i.e., leaving a banana peel to rot in the open air of his home as to invite the domestic and local variety of Drosophila. Again, the results were the same.


 As quickly as these flies could breed, these results were spreading quickly across the world in isolated labs. A friend and colleague of Dr Aymer's in Stockholm had complained of the same problem. Genetics periodicals became swamped with articles on this finding from all over, and it soon became the most talked about issue in genetic science. No one could adequately explain the phenomena, but everyone had their theories, and not all of them relied on core scientific principles. Some alarmists eager to turn the event into a crisis for which they could be named heralds postulated that the fundamental principles of genetics were, in light of these findings, in need of a serious reassessment. Others stated that there was a hidden evolutionary force that was somehow causing Drosophila melanogaster to suicide itself, some hidden mechanism of epigenetics that was causing a process of mass extinction. Of these theories, the most far-fetched claimed that this phenomena could be a new explanation for the dinosaur extinction, UFO interference, and a variety of other crackpot speculations. It seemed as if, with the lack of concrete evidence, the anomaly was dragging in scientists from diverse disciplines to dredge up strange theories to cover this heterogeneous situation. They all banded together in marshaling whatever hasty theory they could to their aid, for there was a lot to lose in the failure to explain. The person who could explain it best, regardless if it was true, would win.


 Dr Aymer was just one among a very large chorus of scientists very concerned with the new data pouring in from flabbergasted labs all over the world. In his process journal, he wrote:

 



Nov. 11 - 




 I am very disturbed with these new genetic phenomena, which not only suggest that we may be wrong about some core assumptions in genetics, but this may have some further implications on the development of other species – including our own.



 We have long since completely mapped the DNA of Drosophila melanogaster, and are quite confident that we can predict any immediate outcome of any brood in a variety of circumstances. And owing to the overwhelming amount of literature on d. melanogaster experiments alone, one might say that this fly is common currency among us geneticists. It is no wonder that we are all so concerned with this new development.



 But despite all this, and despite the threat this poses to our previous assumptions, I am still a capable scientist, and I will get to the root of the problem. Solution is at hand, but a steady and controlled course is necessary.


 



Dr Aymer received a call from his friend, Cindy, and she persuaded him to come out from his investigative creche for an evening of cocktails and dinner, despite the magnitude of the genetic situation that was consuming his every attention. It would be then that he would meet a man he had met before, but in a different place... perhaps in dream.

 



Leopold was manic at his canvas by the time a deep purple eased into evening sky, bleeding with the first seeping plumes of the night. An inspiration out of nowhere, a concept that had been mysteriously consuming him, Leopold painted one after another in a series of red lions without any rational explanation - not that he questioned the motives of his muse, a muse that seldom paid such sustained visits. Red lion on textured grey, red lion in Warhol multiples, red lion with an aureole of fruit flies, red lion frolicking in library stacks. Once this spurt of creativity was spent, he went out to a quiet, cheap restaurant, never going beyond the last few seats near the door, as if ready to pounce on any opportunity to escape back home, just in case the urge to create would visit him again. The tables were square, their tops stable upon steel stems. Around him was a modest array of patrons, most of them chatting in intimate pairs. 




 He could hear the voices again, and despite the fact that no recognizable words were being formed, the tone was as though jeering him. He did his best to ignore the cacophony in his head and tried to fix upon something else, eavesdropping on conversations for distraction. It was then that he heard a distinct voice two tables away.


 “Oh, c'mon!” a woman playfully insisted. “It isn't that bad. They fry up a good halibut here. Think of it as slumming.”


 “The tabelclothes are stained,” a male voice returned. “This will have to do. Anyway, as I was saying -”


 “Can't you just leave your troubles at the lab and just enjoy yourself?” the woman pleaded with a slight chirrup of friendly irritation.


 “But it's just so perplexing,” Dr Aymer defended. “This anomaly is consuming me, but I just know that there has to be a solution, a simple one, one without any hocus pocus. Why, just yesterday I read an article by Thomas Peel – you know Peel, right? He's the most imperturbable, staunchly skeptical researcher in the field. If he had been around centuries ago and told the earth was round, he would demand more empirical research be done to confirm it. Anyway, he is not given to wild-eyed speculations, but...”


 It was then that Leopold and Dr Aymer locked eyes; however, the latter seemed too absorbed in thought to focus on what his eyes were seeing. The voices that had encroached upon Leopold had died clean away as he tried to remember where he had seen this man before. He hit upon it quickly: the scientist in his dream. What was his name? Kramer? Daimler? Perhaps it had all been a dream, for the events in the white room progressed in such a fashion, in the typical dream speed of stutters and unconnected moments. 



 Leopold was interrupted by a young woman with several facial piercings, dressed in plaid tights and an oversized leather jacket with punk band patches: “sorry to disturb you, but I recognize you from somewhere. The 'Re-envisioning Chiaroscuro Exhibit,' Kludge Gallery, right? You had a few works for sale.”


 She appeared nervous, not in the mood to talk about art, and this contrived introduction hid something more pressing.


 “Yeah.”


 “Well, um...” she stammered in an obvious attempt to keep solid composure against emotion, “this is probably pretty stupid, but did you know an Ian Plenkowitz?”


 “No, should I? Does he hang around the gallery? If he does, then I wouldn't know. I don't know anybody here.”


 “Oh,” she said, deflated. “Well, maybe you knew him by his artist name. He called himself Abraxis sometimes, his signature on some of his work. He had some works at the same exhibit.”


 “Nope. Can't say that I know him,” Leopold said, now more impatient that the woman should leave so that he could retrace the steps of his dream where he had met the scientist, try to make the right connections in his mind. “Besides, that was months ago. June or July, maybe. I'm not what you'd call a people person; I'm not into the art hobnobbing scene.” 


 “Well, he shot himself at a bar a while ago... “ 



 When she said these words, she broke down. This made Leopold feel very uncomfortable, as he always felt in the presence of genuine human emotion – especially issuing from a stranger. He felt callous since his first thought was to reply with, “Why should I care? I'm not a subscriber to local art news.”


 “Oh, I'm... sorry?” was his awkward reply instead.


 “No, no, it's ok,” she said, regaining herself and mopping her eyes with her sleeve. “Not many people knew him. He was a bit of a loner. He and I were a thing, y'know, and I had no idea... but... I'm really out of people to ask. I ask around a lot, and nobody knew him. I just try to track down faces... We had broken up not too long ago... and, I dunno. Shit...”


 “Well, sorry, I didn't know the guy. Did people owe him money or something, because I can be sure I didn't borrow anything from him – didn't even know him, whoever he was.”


 “It isn't like that,” she defended, mopping her tears and snot with a damp, floppy sleeve. “He was my man, and I haven't got squat to remember him by. His fucking parents took all his stuff, probably threw it all away. They never understood him, never loved him like I did. They were fucking bourgeois pigs. Pillerstines.”


 The word she was really looking for was “philistines.”


 “Well, anyway,” she continued, still standing, “there was one thing I really wanted to remember him by, and I knew it was the most precious thing in the world to him. I was just wondering if it fell into someone else's hands somehow, for safekeeping or something.” 


 “What kind of thing?” he asked, somewhat regretting that he was prolonging this more than regretting that he really didn't give a damn.


 “A sketchbook. If he was going to do himself in like that, he would have had it on him. He was never without it. It was his constant companion... He even slept with it in the bed.”


 “Maybe he lost it, or if he was going to kill himself, he might have burnt it, thrown it in the river, gave it to some bum, buried it in the sand... I don't know what to tell you,” Leopold said flatly, immediately embarrassed with his tactless tone.


 “No, people saw him that day carrying it around like he always does... Did... I'm sorry to have bothered you. I have to go. But if you see it, could you please let me know? It's all I really want of him. Here's my number.”


 She scrawled down her number on the table napkin with black lipstick. Class.


 “What does it look like?” he asked, this time with more concern.


 “It's black with an etching of a red lion on the cover.”


 After Leopold had made his promise to notify her immediately if he came across it, she left, and he was left to ponder over the strange coincidence of the red lion. Perhaps just a coincidence, but still... What possessed him to be so uncontrollably inspired and fixated by this image, to paint an entire series of them? “Maybe some sort of spirit transfusion or something,” he jingled in his mind before dropping it.


 Dr Aymer had finally noticed Leopold, and was making quizzical facial gestures to establish a sense of mutual recognition through meaningful staring. Thinking it merely a figment of his overly taxed mind, he let the thoughts slide.


 It just so happened that both Leopold and Dr Aymer were leaving the establishment at the same time. Cindy had been called away in mid-meal by some small crisis Dr Aymer did not register. Leopold and Dr Aymer were coming to the front door at the same time, but neither summoned the courage to speak to the other until some time elapsed. They were both heading in the same direction, Leopold a few yards behind, and Dr Aymer turned to face Leopold with the intention of speaking.


 “Don't I know you?” Leopold was the first to ask.


 “I was about to ask the same thing. But where?”


 “My memory of our meeting is a bit hazy, but so are a lot of things in my life.”


 “Hm,” Dr Aymer grunted. “Yes, I do believe we have met. I remember a white room with blue chairs and a large white table. There was nothing remarkable about the room, but the picture on a book was of a red lion, and that sticks with me.”


 Suddenly, Leopold could place the image in his image, why it had been consuming him as of late.


 “Does this mean anything to you?” Dr Aymer asked, noticing the look of recognition in Leopold's eyes.


 “Yes, it does, but I can't make any sense of it.”


 “Very peculiar.”


 “Then it wasn't a dream.”


 “I do believe it was a dream, but a dream we both had. I cannot understand how it is possible, but allowing for coincidence, perhaps? This is now my second puzzle.”


 “Not that I'm the chummy type, but what is the first?”


 “It appears that all fruit flies are quickly becoming extinct due to some genetic freak mutation, perhaps a micro-virus, or perhaps something that we haven't been able to put our finger on. It is rather perplexing.”


 “Maybe nature is reacting to all this genetic modification; y'know, growing hard skin over itself to protect from scientists who tinker too much with making super-fruit and cloned sheep.”


 “Genetics does not work that way,” explained Dr Aymer, baffled that still so many members of the general public held these naïve science fiction beliefs about genetics. 



 “Oh, well, sorry. With all the mucking about genetics can do, just out of curiousity, what do you suppose the genetic recipe for a red lion would be?”


 If then struck Dr Aymer that perhaps this red lion motif could have something to do with this anomaly. He was very tired, and this was very unscientific thinking. Perhaps it would be a desperate grasping at straws, but Dr Aymer would see if he could draw up a speculative genetic table of characteristics a red lion would possess. Of course, the changing of pigment in any organism, especially one as complex as a lion, would take a great deal of time and much sequencing. However, Dr Aymer was without any further leads to resolve the current problem with the fruit fly extinction, and thought that maybe he could combine one anomalous situation with another. Perhaps the dream and the flies had some connection. It wasn't much to go on, but it was all he had. Perhaps the genetic structure of Drosophila melanogaster was trying to pattern itself to that of a red lion, and in the process of failing to achieve the impossible was succumbing to a genetic dissolution. It wasn't plausibly scientific at all.


 “You have given me an idea,” said Dr Aymer. 



 “Great. I charge by the hour.”


 “We must explore this shared dream of ours, get to the bottom of it. I suggest that we work together on this.”


 “Um, ok, it was really just a bizarre dream.”


 “Perhaps, but I have an intuition that the dream and the flies are somehow related. Don't ask me to explain because I could not conjure how. You are the artist, I remember.”


 “Leopold.”


 “Yes, Leopold... My name is Dr Aymer.”


 “The gene guy.”


 “Er, yes.”


 “You remember that philosophy guy? Whazzisname? Rumpel? What a bag of wind.”


 Dr Aymer laughed. “Yes, he certainly was a character. Say, Leopold, I don't want to abandon a fresh clue, no matter how farfetched it might be. I think it might be in our mutual interest to stay in touch. Would you be amenable to this?”


 “I guess so. Do you want my number?”


 “That'd be helpful. Here is my card. Do pay my lab a visit sometime soon.”


 The two men exchanged details and parted ways.

 



Leopold returned to his apartment building. Going up the stairs, he thought of knocking on Gimaldi's door but heard a rather heated conversation coming from within, and so decided not to disturb him – which was a pity, since an intellectual like Gimaldi would certainly get a small kick out of Leopold's adventures as of late. Instead, Leopold settled upon his futon and had a very strange dream which involved an infinite staircase going down, down, and further down.
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Minotaura 


 



Would that this labyrinth ever end. I had not noticed that the conveyor belt with its payload of machine-produced books was not present, but had been likely demolished by Castellemare's workers. But now there were no more doors; instead, I was confronted with an interminably long, descending stairway of roughly hewn stone. Although there was enough light to make out the giant steps to aid my descent, it was insufficient to see what was marked there on the stone walls. From what I could feel and see in the dim light was that the stairway was set in a circular tower, the middle section an empty, dark pit. More disturbing still was that music from a place unseen was being piped in, casting an eerie echoing effect. The music had a distinctly Russian character about it, the traditional kind they would play in village dances. 



 I cannot say how long I descended that stairway, deeper into its black chasm, the light growing dimmer, but the music still at the same volume, repetitive, providing a beat that corresponded to my downward progress. I was very tired and had lost track of the hours, but perhaps I had been struggling my way through this labyrinth for over a day. I was hungry, thirsty, and sore. If there was no way out, then I would surely be dead in a few more days. The thought of being forever confined to this place hastened my steps, but carefully enough that I would not plummet and be dashed on these stone steps. After what felt like many hours, the need for sleep overtook me and I laid myself out on one of the broad steps, slipping into dream, but it was not my dream I was dreaming, but another's:

 



I awoke on a landing at the very top of a long, stone-carved stairway that wound down along the inner wall of what appeared to be the inside of a colossal cylindrical shaft. Behind me was a sealed black stone door that I could not budge despite all efforts, and judging by my attempt to rap upon it, it was solid and so gave off no report of an echo. The stairway itself jutted from the stone wall as though a natural continuation of the very wall from which it was attached. Attending this endless stairway was an iron rail, positioned on the outer part of the steps, a little less than hip height. Seeing as there was no way to budge the monolithic door, I decided to make the perilous descent down these mysterious steps.



 I should say that it has been over a year since I embarked upon this treacherous descent. The shaft itself does not narrow or billow, but is a chasm about a concert hall from one end to the other. Neither have I encountered any others here, or sounds of any kind (save, perhaps, for what sometimes sounds to my overwrought ears to be a kind of distant phantom moaning). However, it is during those fleeting hours of sleep that the enigma of this stairwell reveals itself to me in taunting and staccato fragments…a cavalcade of symbols and images, accompanied on occasion by horrific music whose scale I cannot yet identify (it has some elements of an Indian use of rounded 5ths, but with some distinct Persian accents).



 The steps themselves are about as wide as a man lying prone, but are very short (about six inches out and down per step). This makes descent a tricky affair as, one may reason, one misstep from haste or fatigue would inevitably mean a fatal and uncontrolled plummet since there are no effective handholds save the railing which would be difficult to grasp while tumbling ever downward. I immediately realized the challenge this posed and both cursed and admired whatever cruel engineer designed such a place. When the demands of sleep overtook my body, I transformed my tunic into a harness that I attached to the iron rail. The first few weeks of having to accustom myself to sleeping in this wretchedly suspended and confining manner were unbearable, but I adapted in time. 




 Along the walls is a cryptic yet garishly ornate frieze, very much in a style that fuses Aztec relief with Persian miniaturism. There is an ominous quality to this epic frieze which wraps around like a stone ribbon all the way down. A rolling inscription follows the very endless descending lengths of this infernal stairway, and the images themselves—nightmarish hybrid creatures of monsters and men—stare menacingly from this visual allegory. I could not place the creatures depicted, nor what sort of god or gods would let spawn such aberrations and abominations of flesh. One recurring image was that of a conch shell decorated to appear like a human skull, and it was this ghastly contrivance that I was certain held an arcane and perhaps ultimate significance in relation to this entire construct. I somehow began to reason that this motif was the very key to this carved, architectural narrative. This conch-skull was a regular, unwelcome visitor in my episodes of dreaming. What it signified was being revealed to me slowly, a surfacing of meaning as if being pulled from a deep lake of ichor. 




 At first I did not understand the strange curling glyphs that rimed the horrific carved images, but after much time, I was able to decipher the script. Whether some force entered my dreams and whispered its lessons to me, I cannot be sure. But dreams, they speak in images and never in words. I began to possess the sense that there was a pedagogical linearity to the images and glyphs, as though a hapless traveler such as myself was meant to learn it by steady exposure, only able to understand the upper parable in retrospect by what came after. Whoever carved this epic into the walls had surely meant to educate the traveler slowly and steadily like a Platonic series or the classic German Bildung. 




 I have not encountered another living soul since I mysteriously awoke here a year ago, and I have only the rambling wall-epic with its startlingly menacing faces to keep me company. I was becoming adept at deciphering the looping glyphic script, a script with some Albigensian nuance intercalated by a kind of Arabic orthographical similarities. From my modest yet growing aptitude for this uncanny writing, I read something about this colossal shaft allowing only one person to enter per solar annum. If this is the case, then there is right now another victim such as myself just beginning his hopeless downward trek, just as there is probably someone very far below at a year’s pace ahead of me who has more of the mystery resolved. He would be to me what I am to the newcomer, and the distance being so vast, there is no way to communicate our findings to one another, for the advanced individual to relay all that he has learned to spare the agonizingly slow discovery of this shaft’s meaning. And, perhaps, as a speculation, there is someone who has reached the bottom—if such a thing exists—who is in possession of the ultimate secret of this baffling shaft as to its purpose, origin, and why we have been chosen to descend through it. If only the distance was not so vast, we could construct an upward chain of demystification. Each of us are like epochs in a long and scattered history, discontinuous steps of knowledge along time’s way, disconnected moments of development toward understanding. So, here I am, envious of the one below—and further along—and having pity for the one above me. Perhaps the one further down has the same pity for me and wishes that he could spare me the arduous task of deciphering ever further, or perhaps he has come to understand the wisdom that it is better that we earn rather than be given knowledge. 




 Added to my speculations—perhaps already thought by the one more advanced in his descent—is that I must trust the agility and care of the newcomer so far above me, beyond the reach of my voice (for the chasm absorbs rather than transmits noise, another crafty structural design by the one or many that were the architects of this place). He is one year behind me in all respects, but should he fall and tumble, at some point his battered corpse would emerge behind me without my ability to effectively dodge it, and so another corpse would be added. But then, given that the distance is so great, perhaps by the time the tumbling body reached me, it would have already been pulped beyond danger, or perhaps would, by a swerve, drop off into the abyss at the centre of this endless shaft.



 I am troubled by such thoughts as to the justification for this shaft. Is it endless? Does it have a bottom? Will I live out the remainder of my days and expire while trying to accede to the end of this winding hell? If I, in a fit of despair, hurled myself over this railing only to be freed from the fetters of surface, would I plummet forever? What is the purpose of this place, and why were we chosen? Is this place a consigned allegory for us, the scholars engaged in an endless enterprise of expanding our knowledge for naught? 




 I am both desperate and resigned. I continue to learn more, but one mystery compounds upon the former, embroidering further still the enigma of this place and its makers. The questions multiply, the dreams increase in complexity and intensity, but every one of our questions remain tantalizingly and torturously unanswered. Rather, I feel as though with every step down I take, I am moving ever further away from the Truth and toward that realm of complicated uncertainty. We move ever downward toward the ultimate illusion, ultimate anti-meaning, compelled by a foolish belief that we are moving towards its opposite. Perhaps only death can save us now from our misguided, idle descent into that which displaces us from all stable ground. What nature is the minotaur at the end of this long, wending labyrinth? I shudder to think that I know what nature of beast it be, and what it will mean when I encounter it... 



 



I awoke with a start. This dream had been so foreign and elaborate that I knew it not to be of my own subconscious design. Many of the elements of my current predicament and that of the dream were similar, but also very different. There was no observable frieze upon the walls, and no iron railing. The dream and its hopelessness was inducing me to take a fatal plunge. By whose design this dream? I knew I had to persevere and not be lulled by the prospect that my travel would be in vain. I longed for the normalcy of the outside world. It took me some time to realize that the music had stopped sometime during my sleep. The walls still felt rough and jagged under my probing hands that I used to guide my steps. I longed for more light that I may sit and delve into the texts I had upon my person in search of clues. 



 Another solid day of descent. I was becoming dizzy with hunger, parched with thirst. Would I suffer the same fate as the narrator in my dream, I wondered? I began hearing voices that I was unsure were real or brought about from a hallucinatory state. I fought hard against the onset of madness, remaining as vigilant as my faculties would allow to maintain a sense of rationality. I plumbed the details of my exotic dream, the only thing I could appeal to. After a time, I encountered another person.


 “You suffered from an overabundance of love, methinks,” said a voice that seemed to belong to Angelo, but it was peculiar. It had startled me and almost caused me to trip.


 “Angelo, is that you?”


 “Fortune smiles on those who choose to be feared rather than loved.”


 “Angelo, how did you get here? I've been stuck in this shaft for over a day. Is there a way out?”


 “But you have lost even your most distant friends. Setzer the traitor your only link, now rendered eternally silent. You've not a friend in the world, Gimaldi.”


 I could tell right away that Angelo meant me harm. I had no idea what happened in his own travels, or if he had planned this all along, but his voice suggested that he was prepared for a showdown. Did he discover that I had taken a poke at his boss? I stalled for time since I was far too weak to engage in anything physical.


 “I have encountered some interesting clues in my travels, and perhaps we should compare notes.”


 “I have all I need, and you have nothing,” he said, followed by the unmistakeable sound of his switchblade snapping open. I felt him darting quickly toward me, making a blind slash in the dim light. His knife sliced the strap of my shoulder bag which loosed itself, contents and all, down that dark pit. I tried to ready myself, but he was far quicker than I was, and I felt the sharp bite followed by the numb cold of the blade across my forearm as I attempted to deflect his strike. Too weak to run in retreat up the large steps, I parried the best I could, warding off his attack with a feeble kick that resulted in another slash across my shin. It had been foretold that only one of us would emerge alive from this labyrinth, and it very much looked to be in Angelo's favour, myself cut down in stairway without end. He advanced upon me as I backed myself into the wall of the stone shaft. Losing my footing, I fell on my tailbone, a sharp wave of pain resolving itself into nausea. Out of survival reflex, I delivered a kick that must have surprised Angelo, him not seeing that I had fallen. It happened just as he was slashing in the air where he thought I still was standing, his blade striking the stone wall causing him to drop it. My kick succeeded in repelling him, knocking him over the edge of the unguarded stairway, down into the chasm. Angelo's scream sounded for some time until it suddenly stopped instead of fading away. This told me that there was a bottom to this stairway. Hobbling painfully and with some haste, I followed the path down, holding my forearm firmly to staunch the bleeding. Luckily, the wound was not so deep as it was painful. My shin did not prevent me from my descent. Eventually, I hit bottom after about ten minutes.


 The stairs ended abruptly at the bottom of the shaft. There on the ground was a shattered Angelo and my shoulder bag with its exploded contents. I hesitated a moment before collecting my things and thinking to check Angelo's broken person for any objects or clues that would be of some use to me. This is what I found:

 



-thirty silver shillings from the reign of Henry IV (15th century?), facsimiles.


-Photocopied and folded copy of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, 1623 folio edition with heavy underlining of key passages.


-Wallet (contents: considerable amount of money in various currencies, Castellemare's calling card, one Chicago public transit pay-as-you-go card, variety of phone cards, ABM receipts, illegible list, wrinkled picture of a young woman).


-One half pack and one unopened pack of Marlboros. 



-One Zippo with kitschy Egyptian motif.


-One folded page (photocopy of the title page of Swedenborg's “Summario Expositio Doctrinae Novae Ecclesiae” with handwritten notes on verso: “Colombia U: Butler Library, 6th Fl. East – Contact Elsa. Re-acquire 7th Med, biblioclasm).

 



The last entry spoke volumes – literally, I'm afraid to say - about Angelo's real intentions; namely, to perform a “biblioclasm” of one of the books I had in my possession. I found it interesting that he would revert to type since a biblioclasm is what the Church called the ceremony for the burning of heretical books, and I had just read much ado about the practice in the text on the Biblioclasts – another staged clue? The thirty shillings were most likely a symbolic gesture, to be given to the one he was going to betray, much in the way Judas had done to Christ. I could not discern the meaning of a few of the other items, but perhaps the Shakespeare text was his script all along. I gave him one last search, safe in the knowledge that he was dead. What I discovered, hidden among his effects, surprised me, a handwritten letter written in Italian with some Latin. The letter bore an official letterhead I did not recognize, and I did the best I could with my translation in the dim light. What it provided me with was the full name of the man I knew as Angelo:

 



Caro Angelo de Loisa, Off. Inquisitor Generalis.

 



The letter went on about his duties. I would learn that Angelo was a double agent, working for the office of the Grand Inquisitor, assigned by the Church to perform some duty in concerns Castellemare. Was there still an office of the Grand Inquisitor? It smelled fictitous to me. However, in fact, it came to pass that Angelo was readying to betray Castellemare by plucking a few texts from the Library that the Church very much wanted. As it turned out, the Devorants were either a branch of the Church, or were colluding for this special purpose of storming the Library. Whichever it was, Angelo was playing his part rather well, and perhaps explained his exaggerated zeal when he gave me his stern lecture about “protecting the Library's contents”. He was, of course, trying to look the part of employee of the month for the benefit of myself and Castellemare. Who would suspect the zealot worker, the one who kept touting the importance of the Library? I should have suspected as much, that it was all show, and his act was good enough to fool me. I collected all of his items including my own, but I had noticed a conspicuous absence: in the time it took me to get to the bottom of this shaft, someone had quietly stolen off with my copy of the Backstory. Since I had finished the wretched thing, it was no big loss, but I was unnerved that someone had been here before I was. I let it go. Before me was a large door, plain and without decoration save for one word in Carolingian script: Bibliotheca. The Library. I had come to the end of the labyrinth, and beyond that door was a minotaur of immense size.
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An Inserted Letter in the Alphabet

 



The Infinite Library – Annals (1)


By Jorge Luis Borges (?)

 



I
have, for lack of any other to perform such a task, deputized myself a reformer of the Library and have undertaken a task that is infinite, my efforts infinitesimal: I will organize the contents of the Library. There are enemies in this place who will seek to frustrate my efforts, or perhaps they do so without knowledge that they work against me. It is difficult to gauge this because this place is so vast, our numbers so few. I have been told - perhaps by a man or another book - that there is a place far more corporeal than my own, yet invested in a world contrary to that. It is there (and I cannot imagine an “outside” of this place, for it seems to me a pointless speculation of philosophers to say that one can thrust a hand outside eternity, outside an infinite space) that the organization of information is done ad hoc, perpetually renewable. The books in that space so virtual can be commanded by a single interface, reorganized simply by the will of the one who accesses it. And so, applied to this Library, it would mean that one could say, “provide me with all book entries that contain the phrase jjjjyreoop,” and suddenly a tablet would return these results of where each one is located in our vast Library. But this system would be folly here. There are an infinite number of books, I am told, and so there would technically be an infinite number of books containing this exact phrase. But I am told that the catalogue can be organized in an infinite number of ways, that one may search by author, or title, or year, or phrase, and so forth. This, too, is folly in a place such as this for no book carries a title other than its incipit, years are meaningless temporal units in a place such as this, and authors in an infinite library are irrelevant. 



 I am told, at least in a few books that have been located and traded between our kind that there is, in fact, a finite number of books. In this perhaps heretical work, each book is said to be 410 pages in length, composed of so many lines per page, characters per line. This does not accord with my experience, which - in an infinite place - is both total truth and total falsity. In this book it is said that our numbers are dwindling, and that some even do not know how to read. I am also told - again, perhaps by a man or a book, a distinction of no consequence - that there is a proper role of librarian in that other place beyond the infinite, beyond the Library. It is said that a librarian's task is to organize, catalogue and grant access to books for readers. But we are the readers, and it seems senseless to organize what is its own order and total organization. But that is the task I have given myself for lack of any other task to occupy my time.


 In an infinite space, time has no meaning. The light never dims or brightens, and I do not trouble myself to keep some measurement of time according to when I wake and when I sleep. Everything in this Library is hic et nunc. I do not encounter others of my kind often, and when I do there is very little to discuss - or at least very little motive to discuss anything, for we all see the same thing, know the same thing with but slight variations (these variations already recorded in these books which are also themselves just variations of one another). The Library is useless, for it is its own use. I question what our role in it actually is. That I have elected to take on an impossible task may suggest that I am mad. Do I hope that others of my kind will continue a legacy of organizational diligence? Is it not logically impossible to catalogue an infinite space? And what of the method of organization? There is more than one way to go about this, and I doubt there is one way that is absolutely correct. There is only my way, and another way, and another way after that, until we find that every organizational option is as infinite as the books contained in the Library itself. 



 My energy - what I naively call my life substance - is encased in a sign, and that sign is a body that differs from the encased signs upon the shelves. I feel, perhaps, a marginal connection to these books as though my fate is tied to them, but theirs not tied to mine. It is for this reason that I weep disconsolately when I hear that another mob of zealous censors perform biblioclasm. They claim it is for the love of books, the love of knowledge, that they keep the books from the impurities that come of reading. According to the views of at least one faction of biblioclasts, we are dirty and imperfect things, which is why we are not infinite and the number of books is. Further they claim that our punishment is in not being able to understand what is around us, to resolve the mystery of what is held inside the covers of any book. But there may be one perfect Librarian, but this - so some philosophers argue - would mean this one being would know the sum total of all knowledge contained in all the books, which I find repugnant to my reasoning.


 There are only two options that I can conjure: either I devote myself to organize or to understand the Library, but I cannot do both. Yet, the first task must be the precondition of the second, for all we will have at the ready are endless speculations and drifting hypotheses. But if the meaning of these books is prismatic, then even the possibility of organizing the Library may prove worthless. I have since found this list of rules:

 



Ranganathan's Rules


1. Books are to be used.


2. To each reader her books.


3. To each book its readers.


4. Minimize on the time and labour of both staff and readers.


5. The library is organic - not fixed, but fluid.

 



This was followed by a commentary: “Oh, Gimaldi, it simply isn't bravado when you quote library scientists from the 1930s. Pluck a new chord, silly man, for you have merely set up the case for exacerbating the world's inability to catalogue its miscellanea. I can fairly agree with point three, if only because the Library is what accesses the user through its indirect agents. The other points seem flat to me with the exception of the last one which is not only false, but approaches blasphemy. Perhaps shades of the Library, the distorted reflections of it in the corporeal world happen to follow the same path as the biological specimens who build and maintain such places, but, really, Gimaldi. If the fifth point is not the belief of Setzer, then it is what he sets out to accomplish. What a structural conceit to make the sloppy analogy to biology! It only serves to justify in the silly minds of others that a library ought to be metastatic, that it should be like some growing, cancerous tumour of knowledge. People like Setzer are library carcinogenic engineers - they will not rest until they have made everything malignant. Thus spake me, the Great Castellemare!”

 



Miscellanea is the true enemy of the Library. The Library is pure miscellanea, yet pure order - it is both chance and necessity, dynamic and thermodynamic, harmony and noise. I have found only one other mention of the three figures referenced in the commentary, and I have seen their names aped in three factions rumoured to be operative somewhere in the Library, calling themselves Gimaldists, Setzerists, and Castellemarists. I have gleaned from one of these books yet another correspondence, that they conform to some kind of iron triad of information, organization, and control. Or instead: id, ego, superego or father, son, spirit, or yet again as information, energy, matter. I do not know what to make of these trichotomies - if they are indeed trichotomies and not registers of a harmony of some kind that no ear is capable of hearing.


 But to this table I once again must reposition my thought, as all thoughts are sucked into the interminable shafts of this place. To each reader a book is designated, and to each book a reader is designated. These are rules two and three. No, “to each reader her books”... This is in the plural (is this intentional? An error? One could doubtless encounter different variations). A number of books to each individual, but if the books are infinite then every individual must have an infinite number of books designated for their reading. If only one book per reader, then what of the infinite number of unread, undesignated books? Or are there infinite readers, too? It is possible, although this is beyond my experience - as so much must be. 



 But let me amuse you with a story about a different species of orthographer. It is the least I can do for interrupting your reading at such critical juncture.

 


 


 


 



Alphabetopia

 



I must have been 5 years old. The letter C was the first I could cursive write, back when cursive writing still mattered (and, as so many grade one teachers in my time were seemingly the cruelest one could imagine, I was frequently accused of trying to beat the clock with my sloppy hand printing, and thus I was threatened that I would never have a job – this is at least well over a decade before the first popular wave of computing killed stenography and elegant letter-writing). I had learned the cursive form of the letter C purely by seeing it, and then copying it. At five, I didn't understand the concept of cursive writing. But as I formed that delicious curve, I was filled with the pride and amazement that threatens to send a child into that critical state of elation where the pride of making takes precedence over the pleasure of one's toys.


 I remember this because of what I became: an architect of the letter. I resided as a consultant on the executive planning committee for a brave new project commissioned by a wealthy eccentric (that felicitous merger of peculiar obsession made manifest by the opportunities of a deep pocket). It is known as Alphabetopia, but I will return to that later.


 Prior to becoming an architect proper, I had attended a prestigious art and design college, and so I felt myself to have fostered both the aesthetic and practical dimensions of my skills. My first big project involved letters, and I had lobbied hard and perhaps dishonestly to get it over the other applicants. It took place in Arizona, and I was to erect all 26 letters of the Latin alphabet in stone, each of them a uniform 26 feet high. It was decided that we would use the capitals since the miniscules have too many awkward descenders and both the i and the j would prove impossible without joining the dot to the main body by means of supports. The specific instructions stipulated that the letters had to be free-standing, which meant that it was not permitted to simply erect rectangular blocks with the letters inset as if we were littering the desert with enormous movable type monuments. Although there was an able team of stone carvers (I would not call them sculptors as such), I elected to undertake some of the tasks myself so that I could get a feel for each letter, each of their harsh edges or slicing curves, their geometric perfection and precise angles. 



 The letter A was by far one of the easiest, most secure of the letters. Its triangular shape ensured it would stand stable without any assistance. B, on the other hand, proved an enormous difficulty (as did for the same reason D, G, J, O, S, and U). The issue being that the rounded bottoms of these letters would not make them free-standing, and so would require either a deeper foundation (impossible: we were already going over budget), or the use of wedged stoppers to keep them from rolling. P was a very difficult problem given how top heavy it is. F And V were equally engineering nightmares, and I spent a disproportionate amount of time figuring out how to solve the issue, easily more than the 1/26th of the time so uniformly allotted to each letter. The man who wanted this project done, and done under budget and under time, was not what you would call very understanding of problems arising from the real world of physics and engineering. When I once suggested that we could circumvent the problems by changing the font, he nearly threw me off the project. Due to budget overrun, and the initial specs for each letter demanding more thickness that simply could not be afforded, I had to employ some quiet shortcuts, such as gradual thinning toward the top to retain some semblance of balance. Letters like L seem to be ideal to most folk who think simply because the letter has a nice, long, broad base, it will stand fine. But regular folk know little to nothing about proper weight distribution, balance, and structural integrity; the letter L could effectively topple despite its base because nearly all the weight is a bolt directed down the left side, thus putting weight on the ground that would eventually lead to a depression, throwing it off balance one day. The letter E was a similar problem, but with another added: the upper arms of the letter were a bit long and heavy to be sustained, and one has to imagine if you used a piece of wood and nailed three beams across it: eventually the arms start to dip. The project was rushed, and I doubt that these letters are all still standing despite my efforts. But the alphabet, vertically without a support base or other assisting devices, is impossible.


 I am a font geek by design. This is a tag line I feel is about as clever as I can get in describing my intertwining of my interest and occupation. Most of my lovers had found it an odd quirk, and all eventually found it an irritant – and even then for Christmases or birthdays they might buy me a book on pre-Gutenberg scribal fonts or some other book filled with endless lurid plates of various font styles with the same A to Z, 0 to 9, plus special and common characters. I'm a Bembo and Cardo man myself, and I suppose it is these styles that influence my other hobby, which is font design. So serious am I about the importance of fonts that I've turned down purchasing a book everyone tells me is a gripping read simply on what I deem a poor choice of fonts. I simply cannot read a book set with an inferior font any more than I can eat dinner in a restaurant with smokers – it just ruins it for me. Worse, it causes me something near to pain. Alphabets and their component parts, from their history, formation, and aesthetic variations, are my life. As an architect, some people dream of being the next Frank Lloyd Wright in designing some eco-ergonomic-whatzit piece of building art, or to be like the Bauhausians or Le Corbusier in building houses like machines for living in. My drafting table and so many AutoCAD files are simply the meticulous reworking of the alphabet.


 With the Arizona project tucked in my CV, I felt confident when the millionaire Egon Denoel had put out a call for someone to act as a consultant on his newest and purposeless scheme of designing a new suburban tract, a subdivision where the roads would resemble a tightly packed alphabet from an aerial perspective. To me, this would be an easier project to plan since the letters would be horizontally hugging the earth in the natural way that letters generally lie flat on a page. Denoel seemed the indifferent and preoccupied person so many wealthy eccentrics are who get bored easily and can't seem to spend their cash fast enough. Sounds a bit like some sort of dare against fate to me. He was the Howard Hughes type, and a bit of a wandering polymath who did all sorts of things with both time and money. His indifference to me dissipated when he learned I shared one of his thousand obsessions: the alphabet. In fact, I had not put together the coincidence of his name: this was the same Denoel of the Denoel font family, the one he designed in his spare time between one prodigious act and another, perhaps between revolutionizing a new dance in New Guinea and inventing a new dish in Mongolian cuisine. I, of course, appreciated the daring of his font, but did find it a bit dated (not to mention his Q and W were a misfit with the overall aesthetic in my opinion). When I asked him what font we'd be using for the subdivision, I was disappointed when he said boring old Times New Roman. 



 He had purchased 26 miles of land at a width of two miles. It was a considerable chunk, but one he acquired at a discount from the city which thought allowing this to go forward would redeem their pitiful image as a backward, anti-cultural, uninspired box store splotch on the highway. The land was to be parcelled at exactly one by two miles, every section to be the site for a letter done as the road. The project took a year to add the piping and drainage, and the roads. We worked systematically letter by letter, and by the time we had hit Z, all the pre-fab housing had been completed up to N. In lieu of full payment for my services, I was given a house at any point in this subdivision, so I chose the exact middle of the alphabet: at the dipped centre of M (technically, I am listed as living in section M, number 1 M3 avenue – there are four streets in M). 



 Alphabetopia, as it was at first jokingly called and later officially named, was a gated subdivision. There were only two access points: at the bottom portion of A and the bottom portion of Z. I see now why we could have used a ring road, and why I lived in the worst possible section. There was no shopping or employment in Alphabetopia, which means we all had to commute out of it to do anything. This produced a significant problem when there were only two access points that serviced the area, and during rush hour, it was quite common to see traffic backed up as deep as G and U. The ideal locations to live would be, of course, A and Z, but there are also differences of convenience between the letters worthy of remark. Where I live, most traffic going from M to A or L to Z had to pass by my house, making it a very busy and noisy street. During the winter, snow removal services were not keen on the upper arm of F which was a dead end (yet one could see the top arc of G from the end of the street, and residents had asked for a connecting road to be built – something that Denoel rejected since that would have ruined the perfection of his Alphabetopia). The close connection between E and F, however, lent it a kind of grid look, and they were the only ones with a continuous road through the middle; going from the crossbar of H into G was pointless because the middle of G was a dead end). Anyone living right of M would tend to use the Z exit, but V and W could not be bypassed with a simple straightaway, but required driving in a long zigzag. Worse still was when one came to Z because one had to drive a full mile to the edge of its top where one could see the outside of the subdivision, double back in a diagonal that is about a mile and a half, and then another mile to the exit. All told, the distance of Z was 3.5 miles, or 2.5 miles more than a straight cut through it would take. To drive from point A to Z, although a distance of only 26 miles if measured end to end, was actually over 55 miles. 



 S is for scenic, and anyone driving through S would have to travel the entire distance of it to get to T (driving in the opposite direction to R was much shorter). Apart from V and W that must be driven in their entirety, my neighbouring section L also required this, but it seemed a much simpler path since it only required taking one right or one left at a straight angle, pending direction. 



 The division runs west to east through the alphabet, which means each letter is bisected into north and south. The twinned letter sections were B, D, C, E, H, I, O, and X (some people counted S, but that required a double flip: once vertical and once horizontal). Although income disparity was very slight at that time, the northern sections were just a hair more affluent than the south, and this showed by the quality of the lawn ornaments. I do not include those letter section where the mirroring occurs solely on a vertical axis since I have not seen much difference between east and west.


 X was the only section with a four way stop, and thus also had the highest rate of traffic accidents. For this reason, and because of the longer drive through V, W, and Z, my commute direction was (and still is) A, and the only time I touched the north was in L, K, and J. And, for reasons I cannot understand or it being merely statistical coincidence, section J had the highest amount of crime (at 2 thefts in the first year, and one spousal abuse incident – court case pending).


 Alphabetopia did attract the occasional tourist who made it his goal to drive through each letter, or otherwise snap a picture of himself in each section that spells his name. A brief-lived community action group in A tried to incite alarm by claiming that “alphabetourism” will increase traffic and crime. However, the number of tourists our little urban planning oddity receives every year is barely above double digits. Another failed bid by those living in H was to make Alphabetopia the Scrabble capital of the world. And, still others tried a variety of alphabet-based schemes to draw attention, make money, or both.

 



It has been seven years and our Alphabetopia bears only slight resemblance to its initial plan. Agitating voices lobbying city hall, mixed with declining real estate values as the area saw an increasing exodus, prompted the building of a two-lane road cutting right across the middle of each section. It passes by my house. Another road linking the beginning of Z cutting in a south-eastern direction has mangled the Z to make it appear like a triangular hourglass. Commercial zoning was permitted in a few areas, especially where roads intersect with maximum access such as at E, the middle of W, and X. There are plans to extend the bottom of F to make it a second E which will be the site of a new series of affordable high-rise apartment blocs. This may necessitate the laying down of another road that will run along the bottom from F to A. As well, many of the homes in O were bought out and demolished to accommodate a new garbage dump. This will mean N and P will soon become vacant, and people already speak derisively of those living “east of M.” The second generation of Alphabetopia transplants are urging the city to adopt a Hippodamian plan that would grid the plumping population and make the subdivision more traffic accessible. If this goes through – and I have no reason to suspect it would not – then I would find myself living in a gradually disappearing alphabet. Soon, there will be no alphabet in Alphabetopia, and in 20 years hardly anyone will know why this suburb was called this any more than one might question why a particular street is named Woodlawn or, another, Clarke.


 Urban planning and art have been harmonious in the past, but art seems to be outpaced by need. At that point, urban planning and art have nothing in common but conflict, and the utility side of urban planning always wins. I end here with another memory, the one I hope to lay down on this page as I once helped lay down on an urban scale, this dream of Denoel of a place that was Alphabetopia in both name and meaning:

 



ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ
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Bibliotheca Prohibitorum

 



I
was entering that most sacred of places once again, this time without the supervision of the mad Librarian. Every answer and every question was housed right here, in this infinite space. I had found the portal between Setzer's realm and Castellemare's, aided only with my own methods. The death toll was now two: Setzer and the double-agent Angelo. Would there have to be three deaths so that three may live? I thought of the waiting people in the rooms far above... if I could say what was up or down in this space. But that was the real trick of the labyrinth: it was not a measure of space, but of timing, and those rooms I had wandered through were not adjacent to the Library, but before, subsequent to, prior in succession. Here I was, in a timeless space with no boundaries.


 The door could only be opened using a console with a keypad lock. The strange console read Input 216, which I now knew to have something to do with the book I compiled in the first room of the labyrinth. I went about inputting the first letter from every page of the book. Once the last letter was inputted, the sound of a heavy latch mechanism signaled the door was now open.


 What I saw were endless shelves of books stretching off into forever. From what I knew of this vast and interminable Library was that it would provide me with what I wanted so long as I thought of it. It would have proven so easy to spend the rest of my days in this Library, discovering all I ever wanted to know and more. I didn't know how someone like Castellemare managed it, how he could tear himself away from a place where one would never need the outside world anymore. It was all in here, a totality. 



 Castellemare had insinuated something awry about the Library, and Angelo had been more forceful in his opinion that the Library was in peril. It was hard to think of it in those terms when the whole area as peaceful, tomblike, constant. It seemed as though nothing could imperil this Library, tucked away from reality as it was. 



 “May I help you?” a kindly voice with an accent said, startling me.


 I turned to see an old man with his grey hair combed back, his eyes stunned with blindness. He was attired in a frumpy suit, but his face spoke generousity, imperturbably patient wisdom, and honesty. 



 “I am... looking for answers,” was my reply.


 “The questions are far more interesting, I find,” he said with a smile, eyes untrained. “Paradoxes, enigmas, labyrinths of thought... these are sustaining.”


 “I had not thought anyone worked here save for Castellemare.”


 “My title is one thing, but I am more a caretaker. This is the true task of the Librarian.”


 “Are you the Librarian?”


 “As I said, it is just a title, and little stock do I place by it. I am a humble caretaker of the books.”


 “Castellemare says he is the Librarian. I do not understand.”


 He smiled indulgently. “There are as many self-appointed librarians as there are books in this vast expanse of a library. He may choose to believe anything he wishes – it does not concern me. Only the books concern me, not so many wizards behind curtains.”


 His face was starkly familiar, as if I had met him before. He continued: “It's a lovely library, isn't it. One can very easily find oneself lost within it, and joyously so.”


 “I don't mean to be impolite, but does not your affliction compromise your duties as a librarian?”


 “My affliction for thinking? Oh, you must mean my blindness. Gone are all the colours, even the most faithful ones – but I do think back on them with fondness. But in a place of total knowledge, what need I of eyes? It is everywhere. One learns, in time, how to read without reliance on such things as eyes. A colossal memory, perhaps, taken in through the skin, through the spirit. I am happy. Sometimes it occurs to me that my eyesight was the source of much more blindness than what I experience now.”


 “Librarian, do you have a name?”


 “I do, but what matter names? I am multiple. There is a version of me who writes me, another that unwrites me, one that collects accolades, and another who is my Judas. It is the same with every one of us. You as well. We cannot so fixedly insist on names.”


 “How did you come to be the Librarian?”


 “I am not so comfortable with the title, despite the honour you give me by uttering it. As I say, I'm merely the caretaker, the conduit through which books pass. As we all are. It is folly to think that by reading books we come to own them. They pass, like water, and the structure that is identity is ephemeral. We arrest knowledge for but a moment, and then it passes again to someone other, and the process repeats. This place is the place of dreams, and dreams possess us.”


 “I must admit that you seem to be the kindliest person I have met in my journey.”


 “Fraught with peril is the quest for knowledge. But so beautiful, too. In the end, the riddles are what matter, guaranteeing the permanence of the endless journey. I have written on libraries in my time, and even occupied the role of librarian. And here I am now, gifted by forces unknown to continue occupying the role I so cherished in life, out there, in that place of the warm and the quick.”


 “In my world?”


 “All worlds are one, in their way, a collection of possibilities, an aleph. This was my flash of intuition then, and it proved correct.”


 It dawned on me who my conversant was. “Argentina?”


 He flashed another kindly smile. “Yes, in one incarnation. But in this incarnation, I am entrusted to be the guardian of the books, although I find 'caretaker' more appropriate. You've guessed the name of one of my identities, and even that one identity is multiple.”


 “Jorge Luis Borges.”


 “At the service of the Library,” he said, his blind eyes tracking nothing in particular. 



 It had occurred to me that I had not encountered Setzer's library in my travels in the labyrinth. “What do you know of Anton Setzer?”


 “If I wave my hand over these books, that would be a fair answer. I am sure you would find all you wanted to know and more by performing a search. Shall I be of assistance?”


 “I was actually hoping that you might have some information on Anton Setzer's library. Castellemare denies that the merger went through.”


 “A merger? Oh... that, yes. The library of Anton Setzer is safely housed in this Library. I had the pleasure of cataloguing and shelving the books myself. They are intercalated in the collection. Some very interesting titles, I might add, titles for which it is not necessary to have eyes with which to scan them.”


 “Why would Castellemare deny the merger went through? When last I saw him, he and his agents were busying themselves destroying what Setzer's machine was producing.”


 “Was he? Well, that is an act of bad faith. I have never been fond of those who destroy books. It is a vain act on his part since he fails to understand the real nature of the Library: all of Setzer's productions already exist, after a fashion, here. I personally delight in what Setzer does, for his is the true spirit of the fabulist, the novelist, the creator of impossible worlds, the fictionalist. The line between what we consider reality and fiction is a blurry one. I have always thought so.”


 “Setzer was murdered.”


 “Oh, was he?” he said, as if I had told him it was raining outside. “Well, that's unfortunate, but he lives on – as we all do – in the books.”


 “What is the history of the Library?” I chanced to ask, to which his face visibly lit up.


 “That is one my primary concerns... Or, rather, it is one of the perks of my tenure here. You see, there are as many histories of the Library as there are sand grains along a beach, each one a gleaming and sparkling one. I cannot say that I have read them all, for such a task would require countless lifetimes. In one version, the Library's contents were deposited by ancient and knowledgeable gods. In another, the books spontaneously created themselves. In another, the books are tied to the dreams of men in a co-creative transference.”


 “Castellemare claims that it is the central hub of all possible worlds following the destruction of the Library of Alexandria.”


 “Such a vile destruction makes me wince, I apologize. Yes, that is one of many theories, one of many histories. It is not that Castellemare is wrong, but that it is just one view, one facet of an infinitely faceted crystal. I admit that at one point, long ago, I sought for some way for a Library as this one to be justified until I came to the realization that it requires no such justification – it is its own justification.”


 “You also seem untroubled by the fact that I am here, in forbidden territory. I am not an initiate of the Order to which Castellemare – and perhaps you – belong.”


 “No, I am not troubled in the least. I can tell you have a deep and solemn respect for books. The rules for patronizing the Library are rather commonsense: don't be disruptive, keep the books in order, no smoking or eating, and no defacement. As for an Order, I know of only one order, and it is the order of the books in the Library. I belong to nothing other than this Library, and perhaps to myself, multiple though I may be. This is not a bibliotheca prohibitorum... All are welcome here, and perchance we visit this place in dreams, pull from the stories in these books when sleep has us in its embrace. The books belong to everyone and no one. We have so few visitors of the conscious variety, but dreamers we have plenty. Great and undiscovered artists and inventors make up the majority of visitors, for what you call inspiration has its source right here. In my life, out there, I had a glimmering of a notion that such a place as this existed, and that my stories were not entirely my own... We all borrow our stories from some place, and then we make it our own. But, in truth, this is a place of infinite possibility, and every possible story, every possible invention, every insight and notion, resides here quietly between the covers of some book. All ideas are, in some ways, ex libris.”


 “I am very sorry to ask this since I do not want to leave, but I have been traveling for a long while now and feel very weak and hungry. I need to find my way out. I must say that you have been the most gracious and kind person I've met so far in concerns this Library.”


 “Oh, must you leave so soon? No matter: I am sure you will grace us with a visit again soon. The Library is eternal and so will always be here waiting for your return.”


 The Librarian walked slowly from behind his desk and, with a gentle hand, herded me towards an exit I had not seen. 



 “Was this here when I came in?” I asked.


 He turned to me and said with that warm smile, “There are many exits and entrances to the Library, friendly traveler. One has only to think of it.”


 I bade him farewell and stepped through the door, only to find that I was back in my apartment, the door to the Library closing gently behind me and fading away. I felt somewhat emboldened by the idea that the Library was not exactly as Castellemare had said it was. The Library did not restrict access to the few, and if it did, it was not done according to belonging to mystical Orders. The Library was not a place of vicious intrigue and peril, but benevolently neutral. 


 Upon my return, I noticed a few alarming changes. My shelf, which had been dispensing endless books, was now entirely bereft of books. My computer was also gone, as were all my papers with notes upon them. The work of the Devorants, I assumed. The only book I had left in my apartment was the thoroughly damaged copy of Descartes' Meditations. I was too weak to summon up consternation at this act of theft, and so made myself something to eat. Shortly after, I lay down in my bed and slept for a long time, restfully.
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation

 


 



 where the philosopher and the madman intersect

 



It was an intractable place, a place where theories always appeared flitting without unity, theories that derived more complex creations and resisted resolution; a place where theories were merely stapled together in haste, in paper assignments, or bound together in books and dissertations, chronically unread, underdeveloped, incomplete glaciers in textual eternity.


 The university buildings appeared warm to the touch despite the sharp cold in the air. A man in disheveled clothing was mumbling to himself while groups of students almost instinctively made a wide berth of him. He was jabbering with loose horse lips about energy and electricity, his eyes wild in contemplative stupor. His fingers uncurled and his hands gestured like pinwheels. One student, who travelled across the commotion of the others that moved in shoals to or from classes, came to a halt in front of the shambling man. The young student was robust in stature, yet his shoulders drooped as though the gravity of his academic involvement was playing a cruel trick on his body. At the sight of the student, the disheveled man stopped silent and glanced at him furtively over his bifocals, and perhaps with the look of investigative patience that seemed to pool in the eyes of one accustomed to making visual contact with text. In his life, the disheveled man had perhaps saw more of books than people; the young student had just begun on this path. The disheveled man looked first to his own gnarled hands, looking like fossilized worm trails in Cambrian limestone, and then at the smoothness and warm quickness of the student's hands. The first to show age were the face and hands, he thought, incidentally the primary two surfaces to ever come in contact with books. Perhaps it is our repeated contact with books that make us age so, he thought, a passing thought of illicit significance. The student, upon realizing that his hands were being visually examined, and that he had not said anything to the disheveled man, stiffened and spoke: “Professor Wyman, I had a few questions from class.” And Wally Wyman would only be so happy to answer them, albeit with more questions in the eternal bloodless sport of academic nature.


 At the same time, another man was crossing. This man wore a tweed jacket, spectacles that couldn't decide whether to be at his eyes or on the end of his nose, and he carried a leather satchel—a perforated and torn stereotype image of the professorial. He did not like the disheveled man, his goblin walk, his muttering, his undignified composure, the way he wore those cheap winter boots year round. He did not like the way the man's loose slacks seemed to be rolled up over the boot on one leg and bunched on the other. No, he found these things repulsive. To this proper man, professional scholarly appearance was of vital importance, perhaps too important (”Truth, Beauty, and Justice are jealous sisters; deny one, and the other two set to squabbling... “). His steps were sure and arrogant, but with a slightly unsteady shyness that lurched alongside in an awkward gait, usually attendant in mid-stride. The sound of his shoes seemed to beat out a weak rhythm that punctuated his lie, mocking what he truly was behind this sartorial facade. He feared that one misstep, one inconsistency in the rhythm of his steps or a slip in speech would expose him for what he truly was. The desperation of his ego demanded that others see him for this image of the philosopher when, in fact, his true occupation was that of a dishwasher. So pronounced was his desire that it had began to worm its way inward, creating a delusion that he came to believe, causing him to stack lie upon lie about credentials he did not have, and the titles of books he never wrote. Blurring the line between fantasy and reality, he would spend his time off lurking in campus pubs and trying to look meaningful and meaningfully at books in the library. At times, he would attend public lectures and make an utter fool of himself during the question period. Of course, he never thought himself the fool, but rather that he was somehow superior in his intellect, wildly creative and daring. With his meagre finances, he swooped up any and all philosophy books he could find in used bookstores, and he would carry them about his person like ornaments, being sure that all around him could see that he was a serious intellectual. When he did bother to read these dense tomes, he feigned understanding, weaving ever more into his lie, impatiently speeding through these books as if he had read it before. If pressed with the truth, he would declare that fate had been unkind in granting someone like the disheveled man the honour of position that he himself felt was rightfully his. 



 He observed the impromptu professor-student consultation from a distance he was gradually closing. With a stiffly false confidence, he brazenly interrupted the conversation. He recognized the disheveled man from a dream, a dream where his false credentials were not questioned.


 “Greetings,” he said with no mean pomp, interrupting the student in mid-sentence. “I think it vitally urgent that we convene a discussion on a few matters of extreme importance.”


 “Certainly, and especially if the energies I see burning brightly in you are in accord with my temperament at the moment,” the professor said, a disagreeable collection of spittle collected in the corners of his mouth. “Flows and circuits, a whole landscape of electric intersubjectivity!”


 The student concealed his insult, thinking the interlocutor was a colleague, and so immediately forgiven.


 “I should be getting to class. Can I visit you during your office hours, Professor Wyman?”


 “Yes, yes, of course!” The professor said jovially.


 The two men – the professor and his shadow – wandered in the direction of the professor's office. 



 “Your name is Wally, am I correct?” asked the faux philosopher.


 “Why, yes, it is. Wally Wyman. And you are?”


 “Russell. I had a dream where you were present.”


 “So did I! In fact, I had a dream where not only I was present, but you were, too. A philosopher, by my recollection. Oh, how I adore philosophers!”


 Russell felt fluffed by the acknowledgement.


 “The winter's setting in early,” the professor said, a random jetty of small talk.


 “Yes it is.”


 “The ducks are still here,” the professor indicated with a stained finger at the now more languidly flowing river.


 “They never leave,” Russell corrected.


 “Is that so? How splendid!”


 When they both reached the professor's office, the office in more disarray than the man's appearance, Russell blurted out random philosophical fragments as if to captivate the professor with his diverse knowledge, to convince the professor of his trapped genius. The professor merely nodded as if his mind was on other things, which it was. He suddenly said, “I wonder what an orange laugh would sound like.”


 The proper man was deflated; he was obviously talking to a tenured crackpot. “I wouldn't know,” Russell replied disappointedly.


 “Or what hard smoke tastes like, or how to sleep lividly, or how one would mend saltiness... “


 “We should return to the matter of the dream and its philosophical significance. Even allowing for coincidence, the state of affairs that would allow both of us to have the same dream is untenable according to any theory of consciousness. It would imply that consciousnesses can operate in a shared capacity.”


 “You know, that's right,” said Professor Wyman. “It is a distinct impossibility, and yet we both experienced it. I suppose we would have to revise our assumptions and assign possibility to that kind of dreaming. You know, ever since that dream, I haven't been able to shake this one image, that of the red lion that was emblazoned upon that book the prophet showed us.”


 “Red lion?” asked Russell, who had obviously not paid attention to that detail in the dream. “And, I hardly doubt that uppity dandy should be called a prophet.”


 “Yes, a red lion. Very ornamental, almost Chinese. I noticed that every time the prophet spoke, he would caress it, like it was a touchstone of some sort.”


 “I believe this detail to be a side issue to our more chief concern on this aspect of shared consciousness.”


 “Maybe... maybe... but I just can't seem to shake it. I'm sorry to cut this short mister... ?”


 “Russell.”


 “Yes, Russell. I am due to lecture about five minutes ago, you see, so I'm awfully late. Like the rabbit what's-his-name. Perhaps you could come back during my office hours and we can talk strange dreams and red lions again. I would like that.”


 Russell agreed, but was disappointed nonetheless. Wally turned out to be a burnout, and Russell still every inch a fraud.

 



 3


 where the prophet presents a gift to the artist

 



Ensopht knew that the book he carried was a dangerous one, but one that had been foretold in the Library. He had seen the book only once before in another incarnation, as a luridly opulent folio edition that Castellemare had chanced to show him. “This,” he remembered Castellemare instructing, “is what you must find... out there. This, I must impress upon you, is the engine of what must come to pass. You will facilitate the transaction, changing its carrier. Let none other than the appointed artist take possession of that book, and I will manage the who will assume authorship of the main script. You will recognize it by its cover, a red lion.” With those instructions firmly pressed upon Ensopht, his work as Castellemare's agent would have direct purpose. He now had the book, and now it was time for it to possess its new owner.

 



After another failed bout with the canvas, Leopold decided to make his way to the bar. With his creative zeal having abandoned him yet again, he reasoned that perhaps much drink would resurrect it. This tactic, of course, never succeeded. While en route, he was buttonholed by his frankest critic.


 “Hello, Leopold,” Ensopht greeted.


 “Um, hi.”


 “Off to the bar, I presume?”


 “Yeah.”


 “Creative dysfunction?”


 “I suppose so,” Leopold said indifferently.


 In actual fact, Leopold was deeply suspicious of Ensopht. There was something not quite right about him, and it had nothing to do with Ensopht's negative appraisal of his pretension toward art. No, there was something almost palpably sinister about the man with the opalescent eyes, his eerie manner of dress, the comportment of someone who was highly unusual and unsettling. Leopold was more comfortable with conventional oddities: those who try to look weird.


 “There is a cure for your ills; you need to become someone else,” said Ensopht.


 “What? I don't quite follow you.”


 “How we cleave so desperately to our sinking selves when it would be much easier to scrap it all and start fresh. All one needs is the right motivation.”


 “Are you suggesting I become someone else?”


 “Yes, it may be time to abandon the smoking wreck of the old Leopold. Listen to me carefully: an artist had recently terminated his lease on life, and his artistic territory has been left vacant in obscurity. He was never formally recognized and his work awaits an occupant. All that remains is for someone, the right someone, to take his place.”


 “So you want me to 'move in' and claim the work as my own? That's someone else's labour, their blood and effort. I can't just take it over and claim it as my own. It's theft. It's morally wrong. It says that I can't create my own work. I won't do it.”


 “Your unconvincing morality is being propped up as a blind. Your view of artists and their work is also rather facile. There is nothing original left in the world, and nothing left but plagiarism. Don’t be ridiculous: when there is an infinite library, we are all but plagiarists. I am offering you creative salvation. The work is what matters, not the artist. It doesn't matter who signs the masterpiece, but that the masterpiece is brought to the public. There is no original work – everything is derivative of everything else. Perhaps, under the right conditions and circumstances, you would have made these works.”


 “Why me? Why have you selected me to be the plagiarist? What you are asking me is simply insulting to me as an artist.”


 “Seems like you care more about yourself than about art. This gift I have for you is necessary. I am giving you the one-time opportunity to act as its author.”


 Ensopht handed the sketchbook to Leopold who immediately recognized the red lion on the black cover from the dream. Leopold held it with delicate care.


 “You say this comes from a dead guy?” asked Leopold.


 “Very dead.”


 “What does this mean?” Leopold pointed at the red lion.


 “It means many things, Leo,” Ensopht said with a wry smile.


 “The artist's girlfriend had asked me if I had seen this,” Leopold said. “She asked me to tell her if I came across it.”


 “If I were you, I wouldn't dare parting with it under any circumstances. The previous owner did not dare to, and nor should you. You and this sketchbook were meant for each other. Was it by coincidence the artist killed himself, or that I was present to remove the artifact and hand it off to whom I consider its current rightful owner? Remember that all of this is foretold, but not forever. Eventually this sketchbook will become the property of someone else. Make use of it now and it will be retrieved and given to someone else when the time is right.”


 That would be Ensopht's final word before departing. Leopold was left in the street, burdened with a dead man's sketchbook, caught between home and the bar. 
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 where the philosopher is given a stern warning from the Third Man

 



It was a savage cruelty that the owner in his bristly moustache and grease-stained apron barked his orders to the faux philosopher - nowhere near recognizing the academic fantasy of his employee - an order half in Greek by this owner who was less than half a cook. No translation was necessary: the dishes were piling up insensibly with chaotic vengeance. Russell was attempting to phase out the harsh reality of his predicament by focusing on whatever dim philosophical reflections had earlier been beguiling him. His boss' snarling orders performed were quick to jolt Russell back into the moment, to the automatic task of hosing congealed egg yolk that clung stubbornly to over-washed plates. The breakfast rush was the cruelest shift of them all. His own wash apron was slicked in filth and soap, soiling his now damp pants underneath. The smell of his job clung to him despite repeated washings, and the heat of the dishwashing machine and the plates that needed to be removed from it immediately to make up the short stack had all but removed his fingerprints.


 In another half hour the breakfast rush would be over, but the dishes would keep trickling in and the massive strata of ceramic and metal would not be under control for an hour yet.


 “Russell!” the owner-cook barked again. “You get no break now. Finish clean first and cut potatoes, make fries.” This time with more friendliness, the peculiar pendulum between despot and kindly father: “you good boy, get done fast, and we see you get grill-cheese, heh?” Not that such slight reward would make up for the misery Russell suffered.


 With glazed eyes, he nodded. He knew the break would never come, and that he'd remain hungry one way or another.


 Russell's shift was finally over. He decided to go home, change into academic costume, and haunt the campus pub. Cleaned and changed, he left his home and boarded the subway where he was on the same car as another man he recognized from the dream, but a man who went nameless. Despite how absurd it felt for Russell to strike up conversation with more people that happened to be in his dream, at least he could take some solace in the fact that Wally Wyman had it as well. He overcame his reservations and stood in front of the nameless man.


 “We have met before,” was Russell's opener.


 “Yes, I remember you,” the man replied flatly as if it were no consequence. 



 “Then I can fairly reason that the dream was real.”


 “The dream was a dream.”


 “What do you think it meant?”


 “The prophet told us what it meant. We would all meet again, out here. And so, now we are.”


 “Yes, but to what purpose? This synthesis this so-called prophet was going on about – it seems ridiculous and farfetched.”


 “Maybe to you, but I know it to be true.”


 “How?”


 The man was obviously becoming irritable and exasperated with Russell as if the issue was impossibly plain. “Because it is written.”


 “Yes, but this courts the notion of determinism.”


 “Ok, cool the philosopher bit. Putting a big, fat 'ism' on the end of your words doesn't impress me. What is it that you want?”


 “Who are you? I am unclear about your role.”


 “It is written that my role is supposed to be unclear. I'm the unknown element.”


 “How nice. And what is that supposed to mean, really? You may not be impressed by my philosophical parlance, but I am not impressed by mystery.”


 The subway car was by this time nearly empty.


 “This is how it is going to go,” said the nameless man. “You are going to play your part, and you're going to play it well. I am going to do the same.”


 “And what is your function in all of this, this synthesis.”


 “You might say I'm the most important ingredient. I'm horror,” he said, getting up to exit.


 The way the man said it unnerved Russell. He felt a chill in the way the man uttered the word 'horror', and was inclined against his better judgement to believe it. No, the man did not appear horrifying in any way – rather innocuous, really. But the flash of red, maybe blood, upon this man came to Russell's mind. Perhaps true horror does not go so literally garbed, but rather disguised in the appearance of the achingly normal.


 Russell was not in the mood to let this be. He put his hand on the Third Man's shoulder to prevent him from departing. The Third Man jerked away.


 “This is my stop,” he said icily.


 “I don't for one minute buy any of this claptrap,” said Russell.


 “I'm going to tell you this one time and one time only,” he replied as the subway was rolling to its stop. “You're going to cooperate, willingly or not. You'd do best to work with us, and with me, than against us... or me. Touch me again and I'll sew all your orifices shut.”


 There was no doubt in the Third Man's cool delivery that he meant it.
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 the scientist, the prophet, and an opera

 



They will come no more, the old men with beautiful manners.


 -Ezra Pound, I Vecchii

 



Dr Aymer, out of respect for one of his colleagues who moonlighted as a cellist for the symphony orchestra, went to the theatre for their rendition of Mahler's Kindertotenlieder. The program notes gave shape to this particular Mahler piece, based on the death of children. The piece itself bled with this terrible sentiment, and according to the program, Mahler's younger brother, Ernst, had died of congenital heart failure in his arms. Uplifting stuff. 



 Ensopht had come to this symphony as well, more for the reason that he found the theme of the death of children to be strangely indicative of how he perceived the human condition. If pressed, he would have told you that the dead children were a metaphor for something well beyond what anyone would consider germane.


 Mahler's pain was expressed in the heavy meal of Wagnerian influence, violin bows that jerked skyward in unison, falling back. Those who were emergent wealth and wanted to mitigate their absurd guilt for neglecting culture, postured hard and fought against the embarrassing social ruin of falling asleep. Dr Aymer himself felt drowsy, and even the rich otherworldliness, the overarching sonority, and grieving strings did not reach him as it did others. An old man turned around abruptly and snarled at Dr Aymer not to kick the seat. The seats were small, and more so to Dr Aymer who was taller than most. Suddenly, words that were not his own - but had appeared in the red lion sketchbook - this without Dr Aymer's knowledge - popped into his head. He knew better than to utter them aloud, but they ran in a taunting refrain: I'm sorry, are my legs kicking your seat, disrupting your enjoyment of Bruckner's 7th? It is the length of my legs, I'm afraid, legs that would have better suited someone with a corresponding torso. Luckily for all of us concerned, my growth plates have long since closed. Let us rejoice that my legs do not protrude from my forehead, for I am quite sure that you would rather contend with this small discomfort than to have me accidentally kick you in the head. Never you fear, for you are old and will die soon. By then, a lifetime's worth of having your seat kicked will be at an end. Oh, does my manner offend your sensibilities? Does my garb clash with your bourgeois pomp and money-pimping ardour, your highly refined sense of Epicure? Perhaps next time I will follow your example and dress like the dearly departed.


 It was a strange and unlikely polemic to randomly erupt in Dr Aymer's mind, himself being of a docile and agreeable disposition. Stranger still that the mental episode made reference to Bruckner and not Mahler. Would not the mind make a proper adjustment to the present events, or was this thought caused by some external agent? Perhaps his mind associated Bruckner with Mahler: similar type of music, similar epochs. Yes, that had to be it, unless... There had been a flashing image in his mind as the polemic ran its course, an image of a younger man dressed in punkish clothing, an earring, offensive t-shirt, was in his own place, uttering these phrases. It then occurred to Dr Aymer that this event may have mirrored another event in the past, but to whom did it belong to? Who was that scruffy young man? He then had recourse to memories that were not his own, surfacing in a spontaneous genesis. Random memories beyond those of the young man began mysteriously surfacing, entirely occulting his consciousness: “I am Major Morell. It is March 26th, 1834. Bells that I cannot see or adequately locate have been ringing since February 2nd in my Suffolk home. I find myself at my escritoire, tracing a mutilated face on a page without knowing why”... “I am a Silurist poet, and I cannot paint in words what manner of beastly sight coming out of the fen”... “I am a Fourteenth Century friar. We must build walls of brass to defend ourselves against impious invaders that cannot be seen with the eyes, but that the Lord has imparted to me by the Grace of his vision and that have illustrated in secret”... “My name is Frederick Lerida. I first started seeing gruesome phantasms on the 24th of February, 1791 that I have dutifully reproduced on this page by way of a sketch... My name is Jason Johns and I have lost my way in the desert only to be rescued by a member of a strange tribe of glyph-makers... My name is Ian Plenkowitz, an artist. The codgers are giving me grief for trying to enjoy Bruckner's 7th just cuz I don't need to dress like a posed man in an open casket to think the music beautiful.”


 As this tumult of confused memories not his own viciously circulated through his mind, he didn't realize until quite later that he had been whining in pain and foaming at the mouth while his face was in rictus. Ensopht's eyes followed the whining distraction twelve aisles away and recognized the geneticist. Without hesitation, Ensopht left his seat and ushered Dr Aymer outside. By this time, the confusing memories collapsed in on themselves, and Dr Aymer could be heard to mutter as if in a trance, “The basalius is the carbuncle's house.” His body then swooned from exhaustion.


 “Mahler not to your taste, I presume?” asked Ensopht wryly. “Quite the accompanying tone poem you were issuing in there – or was that an interpretive critique?”


 “What? I... Do I? No. You?” Dr Aymer said with stuttering confusion.


 “Yes, you know me, my speech-stilted friend. Let's go somewhere warm and talk - if you promise not to break out in any more tone poems, that is.”


 Ensopht eased the overwrought Dr Aymer toward the vibrating core of the city, a frozen shower of stillborn sparks trapped in the office tower sheer glass faces. They entered a pub that Ensopht had visited once before.


 “Do you like it?” Ensopht asked with the same wry smile. “This pub had been closed for a few weeks due to a somewhat fortuitously unpleasant incident.


 “What happened to me out there? I mean, what came over me? I was enjoying the symphony and suddenly I was assailed by a montage of maddening thoughts. Did I fall asleep and have a nightmare? I must be overworked, that must be the explanation. Perhaps a vacation is due. Did I cause much fuss? Thank you for assisting me. Do I know you from somewhere? Your face seems familiar.”


 “You vaguely recall my face. Remember... “


 “That dream... You know, I met the artist, Leopold. Such unexplainable events have been occurring since then, you have no idea. And now, this, this unfortunate lapse of mine.”


 The server came around and asked for the two men's order.


 “None for me, thank you,” said Dr Aymer.


 “He'll have a whiskey,” smiled Ensopht. “I will as well.”


 “No, really,” Dr Aymer protested. “I really can't. I'm on this stomach medication and -”


 “And you will enjoy it. Humour me.” And then to the server: “Make those doubles, no ice.”


 The server disappeared, leaving the two men in their booth.


 “Have you given any thought to the synthesis, doctor?”


 “No, I'm sorry... I have been very busy lately, and I cannot say that I truly understand it, to be honest. I had dismissed the dream as just that: a dream, albeit a very strange one. I really have nothing much to go on other than your saying that it involved the six of us. Beyond that, you were not forthcoming about the details.”


 “It is moving forward, and we've been able to roll out the next phase. Your little attack tonight attests to the fact that it is all underway, that all is happening according to plan.”


 “I cannot say I like the sound of this. It feels as though I am some kind of puppet.”


 “Embrace that which is out of your control,” said Ensopht.


 “What is this synthesis? I would feel a bit better about this strange phenomenon if you would apprise me of its purpose.”


 “We are making a new man. He will have parts of all of us.”


 “What sort of man?”


 “The sort of man you are becoming, doctor. These thoughts you've been having, these shadowy intuitions, these troubling episodes... These are the things of which the new man is made.”


 “To what end? Assuming, of course, any of this is even remotely possible.”


 “An avatar of a brand new age. The end of forestalling the inevitable. We must embrace something horrible so that the world can release its energy.”


 “This sounds a bit new-agey to me.”


 “I am going to illustrate by way of an example... If you'll allow me. Do you see that woman over there - yes, the semi-pretty one with the low-cut blouse and tight pants - what automatically springs to mind? Give me your first, uncensored impressions.”


 “Um, I don't know what you're getting at or what kind of game this is. Let's see... human, female, presumably between the age of 19 and 25, five feet and six or eight inches tall, about 120 pounds, caucasian... Listen, I really don't know what you're asking me. I can offer up some obvious details, but you're obviously looking for me to say something more.”


 “You are right. I do not want a bland observation. What I ask for is much more on the basis of opinion and free-association of thought. Don't fight it.”


 Dr Aymer screwed his eyes tighter. He was unsure of what the strange man was asking for. Was he looking for something poetic? Dr Aymer knew enough about himself to know that he was no poet. He tried anyways. Quieting his mind, he let loose with the ambling thoughts that passed there, but thought them instead of voicing them. He evaluated the young woman, moving from the slight prognathism of her face, the slender suppleness of her form, the presumable soft texture of her young skin. His thoughts lost their reins and suddenly very disturbing thoughts entered – thoughts of performing experimental surgery, to apply a scalpel here, append there, something vaguely biomechanical, artistic. The woman was now filled with new possibility. 



 “Is there something the matter, Doctor?” asked Ensopht, still in rictus.


 “I am having terrible thoughts. In some of them, I see a man that is not me, but is partially me... He is using women for art, using his scientific skills to make grotesques. If this is the result of a synthesis, I want no part of it. It is sick and depraved. I just want these thoughts to go away.”


 “Why don't you talk to the young lady?” taunted Ensopht. “Enact what needs to be enacted. Follow the crescendo of an entirely new will.”


 It is not recorded by this author what the doctor actually did – whether he took up on the provocation or not. What we may say is that the doctor was indelibly changed. What mattered was that the will of art and the will of science conjoined that night, under the light of exquisite atrocity.

 



Whatever had happened that night with Dr Aymer and the lady had visited Leopold by way of thought. Instead of Dr Aymer, Leopold was in his place. Leopold was smitten with the moment and absolutely rapt with his further delving into the sketchbook. That toxic book, crammed with lubricious images of horror, manipulation, orphaned fragments, and other unsettling matter had a bewitching effect. None of the fragments made sense in their arrangement, along with the sketches, but each was like an incantation or an invitation to draw closer into it, to become the book itself or surrender to it.


Red lion sketchbook fragment:


 On Piotr.


 The gun is located
in the top drawer just beneath the typewriter. The typewriter was next to the drained bottle of scotch and the stuffed ashtray. The gun was loaded, and had been for twenty years. It had been loaded and ready ever since Piotr had arranged the pact with himself: “at the exact moment I write the perfect novel, I will put the nozzle in my mouth.” And one day, on a gloomy March afternoon, he did. Piotr was pleased with himself. A shot rang out and quickly receded back into the angry hum of the world... 



 But then Leopold was thrust into a dream, and the dream went like this:


I awoke on a landing at the very top of a long, stone-carved stairway that wound down along the inner wall of what appeared to be the inside of a colossal cylindrical shaft. Behind me was a sealed black stone door that I could not budge despite all efforts, and judging by my attempt to rap upon it, it was solid and so gave off no report of an echo. The stairway itself jutted from the stone wall as though a natural continuation of the very wall from which it was attached. Attending this endless stairway was an iron rail, positioned on the outer part of the steps, a little less than hip height. Seeing as there was no way to budge the monolithic door, I decided to make the perilous descent down these mysterious steps.
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 where a sixth meditation produces the monster of the extended substance, the body.

 



Chanted by all six, in dream or vocalized, wherever they happened to be at that particular moment: “There are children with mirrors everywhere, and they do not know why they are holding them. There is a long gallery of masks that are picked up and replaced at irregular intervals. There is the screaming streak of colour across my eye, and something eerie felt through the press of my fingertips. There is a sound like bells that is incessant, but the chiming seems mechanical. Everything is both an irritation and an ecstasy. And there is me and there is you, but that doesn't seem to mean much anymore, the divisions like shutters dropped down randomly between my-thought and your-thought, my-body and your-body. Something outside of the relation of my thought to itself guarantees what it is I sense, grants me substance, but it is no sort of god. And so, suddenly, the carnival of the senses entered into harmony. And everywhere the chorus is sung:

 



The normalcy I craved was slowly returning to me.”

 


 


 


 


 


 



27


The Day After

 



The normalcy I craved was slowly returning to me. Although I no longer had a supply of books to sell, I still had money in my account to sleuth for deals on the internet in order to rebuild my catalogue. I took an early lunch in the downtown core, and visited all my favourite bookshops. I was seeing books in an entirely different way, and although the idea of the infinite Library once frightened and defeated me, I realized that it was nothing more than the fragility of the ego that made me feel this way. It did not matter that everything that could have been written by my hand already existed, for the books were more important than the authors, and the purpose of writing is communicative, instructional, and a means to provide pleasure. And it also didn't matter that one did not have every single book ever produced, for the attempt to collect an entire set of anything was merely a cheap way of trying to recollect oneself. I was at peace with the idea of the Library, perhaps even quietly happy.


 I still had in my possession the 7th Meditation as well as the collated book from Setzer's labyrinth that I decided, with some irreverent cheek, to dub Finis Logos. The Backstory was still missing, but I couldn't exactly say that it was a terrible loss. 



 Such normalcy would, of course, be short-lived. Doubtless, word of what I did to Angelo would reach the ears of Castellemare, and it was him I spotted at a bookstore, pretending to be absorbed with a paltry collection of dramatic works.


 “Gimaldi, what a fine day,” he greeted. I could see the mark of a split lip I had given him. “Oh, I just love drama, don't you?” he squealed.


 “I bet you do,” I said icily.


 “Tragedies and comedies, epic lineages cut short, treachery and betrayal, unrequited love and heroic triumphs. Ah, would life follow such excitements. Alas, life is mostly dull. But not for us drama buffs, eh? Speaking of treachery, Gimaldi, have you seen my dutiful assistant?”


 “Your henchman? Yes. Like Humpty Dumpty, he took a nasty fall.”


 “Whose hand was responsible for that?” he asked, probingly, yet still keeping his focus on the books.


 “Mine, but you should be thanking me, not that I did it for you. He was a double agent under the employ of a different office,” I stated and then left the bookshop. I could see that my news had surprised him – his expression was as though he were just slapped. He followed me outside. For once, I knew much more than he did. With such a reversal, I wanted to savour it.


 “Say, Gimaldi, pardon and all that, but what do you mean?”


 I kept walking. I reached a set of traffic lights and waited for my turn to cross.


 “I don't mean to insist,” he said, catching up with me. “What do you mean when you say 'double agent'? I am so very curious.”


 “Why not consult your Library; perhaps you'll find the answers you seek there,” I said and could not help but to smile.


 “Gi-mal-di, please. I beseech you to explain. I'd rather get all my information firsthand if possible.”


 “It's as you say: good employees are so hard to find,” I said, and crossed the street.


 He followed closely behind. “Gimaldi, wait. Let's be gentlemanly about all this. Make a clean breast of everything.”


 “Perhaps we can make a deal, but it will cost you. I want to know everything about this proposed synthesis and my role in it.”


 “Point blank. You have everything you need to know from that book which, if I may remind you, you stole. If anything, you are in my debt,” he said testily. “I have given you far more information than was necessary, and what reward did I get but a poke in the jaw!”


 “You gave information willingly. I didn't solicit everything you told me, but like some penny dreadful villain, you felt the compulsion to unveil your master plan to satisfy your enormous ego. The vital questions I did pose, you coquettishly kept mum about. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to go on alone.”


 “Of all the nerve,” I heard him say to himself. “Gimaldi! Stand and face me!”


 I turned on my heel and he was so close our noses were almost touching.


 He spoke in harsh undertones: “I won't stand for this. I demand to know what you discovered about Angelo, and I must know now.”


 “I'm not your personnel snoop. You should keep better track of your employees. I will not respond to your demands.”


 “Gimaldi, let's not bicker like old lovers here. I will pay handsomely for your time and information. This is what you're after, am I right? You are a mercenary at heart, and every man has his price. Name it, and I'll be sure to make the proper arrangements to honour your request. I am quite serious.”


 “I also met the Librarian. You had lied to me. You are not the Librarian.”


 At this, Castellemare let out a raucous laugh. “Ah, so you met the caretaker!”


 “He has a differing view than yours.”


 “That he does, that he does. But think about it, Gimaldi: a Library of that size would require more than one Librarian. Doubt the credibility of my title all you like, but I perform all the requisite duties of my station.”


 “According to the rules of the Order, not the Library. And the merger went through, regardless of your treachery.”


 “There was a war in Heaven,” he said, as if quoting. “The new vanguard challenged the assumptions and rules of the ancien regime in an act of rebellion.”


 “So you're the upstart. Figures.”


 “There is much you do not understand, Gimaldi. Don't be so self-satisfied that you have all the answers. Granted, you have much more than most, but the picture is still so grievously incomplete.”


 “I like the picture I have and am satisfied with it.”


 “We are veering too far off topic. What is information on the deceased worth to you?”


 “Not much, but I'd charge someone like you dearly for it.”


 “Name your price.”


 “I have already: knowledge for knowledge. Everything you know about the synthesis and my role in it.”


 “I meant money, Gimaldi.”


 “I have enough money to sustain myself, thank you. I don't feel comfortable taking money from you – servants take money. You know what I think? I think you know squat about this synthesis and are just prancing around as if you do.”


 “Oh, very nice, Gimaldi... Trying to goad me to prove you wrong. The price you name is completely off-balance; the information I have is worth a fortune compared to the paltry news you may have. The only reason I need to know so badly is because I hate that feeling of being cheated.”


 “So do I.”


 “Gimaldi, are you implying that I had in some way cheated you? Did I not pay you promptly for your services? If you're going to say that I cheated you out of information about the Library and other like matters, well, that was not yours to have in the first place. You simply aren't entitled to that.”


 “I've named my price, and if you reject my final offer, I'll be on my way.”


 “Fine, Gimaldi. You drive a hard bargain. Listen to me, there are just some things you are better off not knowing. You will regret learning of the synthesis. There is nothing you can do to stop it.”


 “That will be my choice and responsibility to bear.”


 “Yes, we are all responsible for what we know, even if it brings sorrow. Come with me; we will sit ourselves down somewhere more comfortable and swap stories like good gentleman.”


 Castellemare chose a quiet licensed bistro up the street and ordered an elaborate coffee. As if expecting to bear the brunt of terrible news, I ordered a scotch.


 “Fairness and honesty,” he said. “For the purpose of expediency, I would recommend that you give me what I want to know first since it will be most likely a shorter tale, and then I will commence with my own. I promise on my word to honour this trade.”


 “That's fine by me,” I said. “It won't involve much talking. Here.”


 I fished the letter to Angelo from my pocket and handed it to Castellemare who, with the very first few words he scanned, was turning red. Defusing his mounting anger, he let out a laugh.


 “Fabulous work, Gimaldi. A pious snake in the grass! You certainly weren't lying.”


 “Your side of the bargain, now.”


 “Ah, yes, the synthesis. Well, as the story goes, it follows what you have in your possession. Consider it a somewhat allegorical fable of the things to come. Of the six archetypes that will form one man, Leo – the artist – will be the crown. There is a prophetic character by the name of Ensopht who, I must remind you, is not entirely real. He is the facilitator of this synthesis. There is a scientist who will occupy the second tier of importance alongside the madman, for the synthesized man will have his origins in science – psychology, to be precise, despite the scientist in the story being a geneticist. The other members are like nuances of the man's character: the philosopher, the 'third man', and the madman. Each play their roles, six in all. They will all form to make a single person.”


 “But if these figures are not people, and only aspects of a personality, then what is Leo?”


 “This is where it gets a bit blurry and complicated. Leo represents the artist in the synthesized man, but it is the work that Leo does that truly operates in the synthesis. Suffice it to say, the synthesized man will prove to be like an avatar of a new age, one modeled after the distillation of all human history's atrocities. He will be an atrocity artist. He will augment bodies, he will commit unspeakable acts, and he will have the charisma and power to attract a multitude of devout followers. Picture, if you will, a mixture of Francis Bacon, Adolf Hitler, Charles Manson, Josef Stalin, and any other dark figures in history with great power matching an even greater madness.”


 “This sounds horrifying. Why would I stand idle as such a thing takes place?”


 “I feel safe in telling you the man's name if only because it is too late for you to do anything about it. There are certain moments in history that are necessary, regardless how tragic they may be or what lives are lost. The synthesized man will tap into a collective subconscious desire for cruelty. This is supported by an uneasy global peace, increased religious intolerance, widespread economic disaster, diminishing resources, environmental degradation, stagnation in the domain of creativity and fashion, all of which are not only supports for, but also representative of, a deep yearning for bloodshed. He is the chosen figure to bring this to term. We cannot forestall the narrative of history no matter how ugly events might turn out. When we take a longer view, we realize that certain dark episodes are required to push on further. The Second World War is a fine example of how it made history progress: the formation of a more viable global body like the UN, the progress in genetic sciences, development of atomic power, the meteoric rise of Communism, the creation of the US as a superpower... Yes, I know, these things don't sound very tasty, I admit, but even these are necessary steps to what comes after. You see, war is simply not enough to make history blow its load.”


 “What is this man’s name?”


 “Can’t tell you.”


 “So what is my role in all of this?”


 “Ah, the ego question. Much of what we do happens for a reason, a reason dictated by texts written and unseen. Your role could have been as small as choosing a particular coffee shop on a particular morning which may have caused a chain of events, or it could be as nobly important as writing the next part of the tragedy. Now that you've read the Backstory, you have a better narrative comprehension as to where we stand in relation to each other.”


 “As diametrically opposed enemies.”


 “Not enemies, Gimaldi. Opposed forces. Forces inhabit bodies, and we are merely the actors being worn by the masks. The fact that you also no longer possess that book has also been ordained, perhaps in the knowledge that you may have altered the course of events by referring back to it, rereading some vital passage.”


 “Did you take it back?”


 “No, I can honestly say that I have no idea where it is, nor did I arrange for someone to take it from you... Well, I did, once, but I called it off as you'll remember.”


 “Why did you do that?”


 “Sudden change of heart? In actual fact, it proved important to the synthesis that you kept and read it. I couldn't have known this previously, and you must not be under any illusion that I'm not also playing things as they land. I may get more information quicker than you, but I'm as equally distanced from the greater narrative controlling this state of affairs.”


 “Why are we opposites?”


 “Did you not read the Backstory? I thought it was plainly obvious – so plain as to spoon-feed the reader with the meaning. You are the force of the rational, of order... I am your shadow, the principle of chaos, entropy, play... You can consider me the court jester, if you like. The fool. And the fool always knows more than he tells, and tells with an impunity because, well, no one suspects the fool of being anything more than foolish.”


 “How do the Devorants factor into this equation?”


 “Again, I don't have all the details; that may be an auxiliary matter. Perhaps little more than a loose thread in the plot, a red herring to keep your attentions occupied and your fingers out of the pudding.”


 “You continue referring to real events like they were a novel... Narrative, plot, characters... “


 “As Billy Shakespeare said, 'all the world's a stage', my friend. The Library is what determines. The narrative is the glue that keeps our memories together, what makes history possible.”


 “You have been vague about my role in this synthesis.”


 “I have. I wanted you to have the proper context. We will preside over it, each in our own way. It was essential that you sought Jakob out, for one.”


 “But that was only because he was mentioned in connection with me in the book. That was purely accidental.”


 “Gimaldi, there are no accidents save the ones we fashion. You taking those two books was the Library's plan all along. There was something in your character which predicted your likely behaviour. The Library knew you could not resist taking those books, and in so doing, you moved the narrative of the synthesis progressively forward. The Library has its ways. This is the way it all began:


 “Angelo, as well as my other employees at the time, were already occupied with a sudden surge of missing books they had to reacquire. The Library pushed out a very dangerous book in Vatican City, and it was geographically inconvenient to assign the task of reacquisition to anyone. The Library must have known you would be there doing research. I was forced to take the task on myself, but before I left, the Library gifted unto me a book describing our first encounter and that it was necessary. The Library has a keen knack for placing certain texts in our hands at the right moments, which I recall telling you in the labyrinth. It was ordained that we would meet and I followed the book's recommendation to take you under my wing. It also ordained that you would betray me, seek out Setzer, commit theft of books that the Library gifted unto you, and so forth. Books choose us, my friend, and that is my point. A few other volumes came to my attention about the synthesis. A long, and occasionally fatal, chain of events were prompted by merely the select releasing of books at their proper times in the right hands. All that I have done, Gimaldi, has been dictated by a narrative I do not control, nor can predict. Just when you think you have control, the Library proves ten steps ahead.”


 “The world and all that is in it... Nothing more than characters and events in one of many books in a library,” I paraphrased.


 “You get the picture. Even the events that led us to this conversation, if not this conversation itself, already written down in a book tucked deep in that Library. I am not a villain any more than you are a hero, unless the narrative of the Library determines it... And even then our roles may be variable and temporary: I am a hero in one act, and a villain in the next. I'm sorry I can't be more precise about your role, but I honestly know nothing more. We will play our parts. It is cold consolation, but hopefully you will note that my information on this matter has proven invaluable, despite my not having a precise idea of what your role actually is in the synthesis.”


 “So much for free will,” I said.


 Castellemare smiled. “Perhaps better to be ruled by a Library's narrative than an old man in a flowing white beard who condemns those who would rather sleep in on Sundays.”


 “But there are a few more inconsistencies with what you say here that I would like to clear up.”


 “I'm sure there are contradictions a-plenty, but our time is up. I grow tired and there is much to do. I hope we both come away satisfied with our little chat. As for the Angelo incident, I can't say that I am upset with you in light of this new knowledge you've furnished me with. As for you, perhaps the Devorants are still on your trail, still desperately trying to sabotage the synthesis. The Library's reasons are its own, and if it decides to give the Devorants a temporary feeling of victory in your death and the theft of that book, the synthesis may in fact be made the better for it. We know not how long we have in the narrative. But, I must fly! Ciao, Gimaldi.”


 And then he left, without paying. 


 



Without fail, the Library provided. I was convinced there must have been a sick genius operating it, wanting to torment me with a predictable narrative event. A group of old and stern faces were waiting for me outside my apartment, and I had already turned the corner on the stairs so that they saw me, making an escape seem too obvious. 



 “Can I help you?” I asked the closest one since it was hard to say given their sameness who was the leader of the group.


 “We've come for the book. You will give it to us,” was the sanctimonious reply meant to be intimidating.


 “Have you checked inside my apartment for it again? I lost it. Funny story, actually. You see, there was this guy who worked for the office of the Grand Inquisitor – a double agent – who also worked for a crazy librarian retrieving books. Well, anyway, he tried to murder me near the bottom of what seemed to be an endless stairway. So, anyway, there's this struggle and -”


 They were not pleased, but I was not exactly trying to be accommodating. 



 “The book, now,” snarled another in the group. 



 “Give me back the rest of my books you stole. Now. And my computer as well.”


 They weren't expecting such cheek, but I was more in the mood to give rather than receive orders. They furtively glanced at one another, searching for what to do next. Certainly, this was not the narrative they had anticipated, perhaps banking on their air of mystery, their affectations of being secretive and dangerous. I followed through with another taunt: “Clear off. Secret society or band of goofs, the cops will haul you in regardless. You can have all the knowledge you want, but unless any of you have close relatives at the police station... “


 “You needn't be so difficult,” one of them in the group said, almost hurt. “Maybe we can have a conversation, let you know our point of view. Our work is very important to us, and we apologize for the inconvenience we have caused you. We aren't exactly adept at breaking and entering, or harassing people for that matter. Our domain proper is study.”


 “You belong to the Devorants Order?”


 “Yes,” said one with stiff pride before deflating.


 “May I have my possessions back?”


 “Oh, of course,” the hurt one deprecated. “We have all of it in the back of our station wagon. It's parked just outside.”


 A secret society that motors about in a station wagon?


 “Did you feed the meter?” another asked.


 “I didn't think we'd be here all that long,” the first one protested.


 “I'll go do that, but I'm a bit short. Does anyone have a few extra quarters?”


 They all fished through their pants under their black robes. 



 “You'd do much better in not calling attention to yourselves if you didn't deck yourselves out as if you were en route to a satanic mass,” I offered.


 “We thought it might intimidate you,” one of them said.


 “You look as intimidating as a gang of old graduates.”


 “We were just at meeting,” one of them defended.


 “Well, you bunch ought to come inside – that is if you promise not to steal anything or sacrifice me upon a dark altar.”


 A few of them wrinkled their noses as though the very thought was distasteful. There were six of them in all, and it was a challenge to seat them in my rather small apartment; two of them had to sit on the floor. I offered to rustle up some drinks as if I were playing host. Most of them declined, but a few were thirsty for some water. A very wild bunch.


 “Oh, Henry, could you start fetching this fellow's things from the car?” one of them said to another seated on the floor. The respondent looked miffed.


 “Don't use my Christian name! Rank and Order-given name only when we are in our vestments!” he rebuffed.


 “Don't worry,” I said. “Let's not be sticklers for formality. I think I know what you are after, and I would like to know why.”


 “Well,” said one of them, putting on leadership airs, “You have in your possession a... rather delicate book. We agree that it would be best if we held on to it, just for a while.”


 “To prevent the synthesis from occurring,” I added.


 “Well, that as well... You are a very fortunate man in having been able to visit the Library. None of our Order have been able to do that. It is like that Castillon wants to play keep-away with us.” He must have meant Castellemare.


 “It makes no difference now. The Library has dictated that the synthesis will happen, and that it is too late to do anything about it,” I answered.


 “By whose authority did you gain this information?”


 “From the one you call Castillon, but it comes from much higher.”


 “Are you still under his employ, still have access to the Library? Perhaps you would like to work for us, maybe even join our Order. You have some well-received journal articles... “


 These were hardly the type of people who would have murdered Setzer; they were too meek and campy, just an old boys club of obsessive academics who got their jollies dressing up and being mysterious and self-important. I was beginning to think more and more that it was Angelo, operating under his other capacity. Was it not Angelo who had reported seeing the body first? But what reason would he have? I was not long in going over these thoughts as two of the Devorants picked up and started the process of returning my things. While the door was left ajar, who should come by but Castellemare, attended by Jakob.


 “Look what I found wandering around with no tag,” announced Castellemare. “I was just in the neighbourhood, really, and it turns out that one of my appointments was postponed. What is this, Gimaldi? Are you moving out? And are you going with the 'old judges moving company,' too?”


 The Devorants darted him a hostile and suspicious look. Castellemare grinned as broadly as usual, and Jakob was trying to look important.


 “Quite the party,” remarked Castellemare.


 “Who is this person?” asked one of the Devorants, taking another box of my things into the living room.


 “Castillon,” I answered wryly before turning to Castellemare. “May I introduce you to the Devorants, mystical Order of the Station Wagon.”


 “It's my aunt's!” one of them piped up in embarrassed protest. “And I'll have you know it is very economical.”


 “Well, we'll just squeeze on in,” said Castellemare, leading Jakob gingerly. “The gang is all here, it seems. Let's party, gentlemen!”


 “Y-you are Castillon?” asked one of the Devorants, Henry by name.


 “Castellemare,” Castellemare corrected, “Although I'm sure a lot is lost in translation. Oh, Gimaldi: do you have anything for myself and my guest to drink? I would prefer something strong with a lime slice – if you can possibly summon up a piece of citrus in this place.”


 “We have so much to ask you,” said the apparent leader. 



 “And I have so much not to tell you,” beamed Castellemare. “Rest easy, men of the cloth. Let's drop our banners and have ourselves a little shindig.”


 I could tell that the Devorants could not conceal their awe, while Castellemare was very much enjoying himself with the comical social arrangement.


 “Gimaldi,” Castellemare called out. “Jakob here is a bit loose-lipped and says he's been your research associate. Don't be angry with him.”


 “I didn't mean -” began Jakob.


 “Oh, shut it, you silly turd,” Castellemare upbraided mockingly.


 “That's research assistant,” I corrected. 



 “Jakob here has been telling me all this very interesting information. His tireless research findings are spot on!” Castellemare said facetiously. “I had no idea that this nefarious, shadowy plot involved such notables as Marduk, the Earl of Sandwich, the Annunaki, and Aleister Crowley, no less!”


 “No, it's the Earl of Brunswick,” Jakob said, proving himself the fool.


 “So what are the cloaked ones doing with all this heavy lifting? That certainly can't be good for their arthritis,” asked Castellemare.


 “Returning a few of my things.”


 “I never would have figured them for thieves.”


 “The best way to jack a house is -” began Jakob, showcasing knowledge he did not have, before being cut off.


 “I really wish we could retire this 'thief' label,” Henry protested.


 “To be honest,” said another of the Devorants to me, my computer in his hands. “We didn't get to pry all that much. We couldn't get into your computer.”


 “It's password protected,” I said. “Every time it goes into screensaver mode.”


 “Ah, yes. We aren't much for code-breaking. We're none too shabby when it comes to the written code, but computers are a little beyond our ken. Say, I think I will have something to drink.”


 Perhaps he would have liked to see the wine list. 



 “Mr. Castill – Castellemare, level with us on this synthesis business. What is the meaning of it? I dare say that if it brings about atrocious consequences -”


 “Hush, silly goat,” said Castellemare. “I can't just give away the whole program so early even before the first act has been completed.”


 “My Christian name is Paul,” another member of the Devorants said, offering me his limp hand.


 “That it is, very Christian,” guffawed Castellemare. The one named Paul pursed his lips disapprovingly.


 “Ok, gang,” I raised my voice above the commotion. “Why don't you robed ones start from the beginning: why you raided my apartment, what you think you know about the synthesis, and all the rest so that we can feel good about each other.”


 Henry was the first to step forward. “Mr. Gimaldi, again, on behalf of our esteemed Order, I would like to apologize for our actions, for although sometimes the ends seem to justify the means, we are still aggrieved to cause you any trouble.”


 Castellemare was attempting to conceal his laughter, and not doing a very good job of it. The stiff comportment of the Devorants and the apparent non-threat they posed, was quite risible to the mad Librarian. I suppose it was jarring and a bit humourous to me as well, especially given that I had assumed all this time that the Devorants was a dangerous cabal. In actual fact, they were no more harmless or in the know about dark secrets than a group of Shriners. 



 As it turned out, the Devorants were not responsible for the spooky phone calls and knocking at the door – their only acts had been to keep tabs on me given some insider knowledge that I was now employed in connection with the Library, and in making themselves at home with my belongings. Beyond that, the source of my being terrorized remained a mystery. Their knowledge of the synthesis could be summarized as it being something bad, and little more. I was convinced that these could not be the real Devorants, but some hackneyed nostalgic throwback to Adam Weishaupt's Illuminati. I was able to deduce that their Order was established in 1949, and that their entire set of traditions from costumes to rituals had been borrowed from eager and obsessive research into secret societies. They were, in a pinch, the dog's breakfast of secret societies. All of this greatly amused Castellemare who was visibly trembling trying to stifle his laughter. Despite my relief, I was admittedly disappointed. It was quite a letdown that the Devorants were merely an exclusive bunch of book snobs.


 “About that drink, Gimaldi,” Castellemare asked.


 “I would favour one as well,” added Jakob. I merely shot him an annoyed glance.


 “Fresh out,” I said. 



 “All these books, and not one on good hosting. Tsk tsk,” joked Castellemare.


 “Henry,” I began. “There is nothing more that can be said. I accept your apology, but let's not have a repeat of this. I think it will be best if you and your colleagues take your leave. I don't think you fellows will be able to throw any light on my current list of questions.”


 Henry cleared his throat and, not without some rushed embarrassment, said, “Mr. Gimaldi, I would like to take this opportunity to ask if you would consider a sponsored invitation to join our Order. In our estimation, you have many of the characteristic hallmarks of a fine member.”


 At that point, Paul proffered me the Devorants brochure, done up on a dot matrix printer. I took it out of politeness and lied that I would seriously consider the generous offer for membership. Disappointed that I would not give them a peek of the book, and realizing that Castellemare was resolute in telling them nothing to satisfy all their eager curiousity about him, they were soon to file out, leaving me alone with Castellemare and Jakob.


 “What a fun bunch!” beamed Castellemare. “So, are you gonna do it?”


 “What?” I asked.


 “Join them! Become a full fledged member of their sacred fraternity and be initiated into their most treasured secrets! Honour, title, respectability... Perhaps even a nice black robe if you pledge to their monthly dry-cleaning pool. Membership in such an illustrious group certainly has its privileges.”


 “Can it, Castellemare. Yes, they were ridiculous, but now I'm coming up empty as to who is giving me a hard time.”


 “Perhaps Jakob here knows.”


 “I've been treated to enough of his theories,” I said. Jakob's expression became petulant.


 “So, let me anticipate your question, Gimaldi. You want to know why I've paid you a visit, and why I brought the imbecile with me.”


 “I'm sure you'll tell me,” I said resignedly.


 “Well, I had been pressed for time and so could not enlighten you to all the details about the synthesis, and since there are so many it is hard to keep straight. You see, this idiot by my right hand will be reformed.”


 The news was as mysterious to Jakob as it was to me.


 “Reformed?” I asked, and Jakob also asked with a look.


 “Yes, reformed. He is the perfect material for an anti-hero tragedy... A detestable character, pretentious, but so ridiculous that one could not see him as evil. Albrecht is evil, but evil needs intelligence. This boy here is but an egotistical brute, a wannabe, a man-child desperately looking for a father. He will gain in intelligence, but along the way he will commit acts of questionable morality that will more be on account of his blunders than any true conviction. Don't you see how the narrative will unfold? Stupid purity and impure genius. Jakob here will emulate and then fail, but he will remain pure. Albrecht will always be the evil genius and the absent father. Classic narrative.”


 “Prosaic and mundane, if you ask me,” I said. Jakob also seemed to agree. I did not inquire after the name of Albrecht.


 “Oh, Gimaldi, all stories are prosaic and mundane when you break them down to their basest elements. Look at our story: bookworm pulled along some bookish mystery filled with mysterious enticements, puzzles, terror, and an ambiguous villain figure who speaks in riddles. Betrayal, fights and flights, morose introspection, a bit of action, a murder, an accidental death due to struggle, a little bit of breaking the law here and there... Bo-ring! The motifs repeat: you failed to crack codes in your previous attempts with books, and redeem yourself in a labyrinth – of all places! All that is missing is a love interest, but that may unduly complicate the narrative and compromise your character as being somewhat asexual.”


 “Asexual?”


 “Oh, give it up, Gimaldi. The only proof of penis you can ever have in our little epic is if you take a piss. Aside from running into Alexa, this entire story has been a sausage factory! Feminists would be in an outrage with the implicit misogyny of our story since it seems to suggest that only men concern themselves with books, and books are symbolic representations of knowledge. We deal with secret fraternities, my employees you have met are all male. It's a classical narrative. If women were to suddenly delight our tale, would they not be just instrumental props? A conspicuous absence of women, yes, but at least we couldn't be accused of objectification.”


 “What's the point, Castellemare? I'm getting tired of going around and around.”


 “The point is that the outcome of the synthesis involves a woman, the very keystone of that arching epic of atrocity. Jakob here plays his part, and Albrecht's more cruelly refined misogyny places the feminine in its purely ineffaceable grandeur, but without being silly in the romanticist fashion. Of course, I don't want to give the whole thing away right here, now, do I?”


 “Jakob, do you recall when I met you in the labyrinth?”


 He merely looked at me, baffled. 



 “The labyrinth, Jakob,” I repeated. “You were with a rather tall and Germanic looking woman, very strong and lean. Short blonde hair, tattoo on her breast. You were lighting her cigarettes.”


 Again, no flicker of recognition.


 “Gimaldi, don't press the boy. What you saw were phantom images, symbols in flesh. Nothing in Setzer's labyrinth except for me could be considered anything more than illusions and artifice. You saw a cinematic taster of what is to come, and Jakob here was featured.”


 “Now that you mention it,” Jakob was struggling to piece something together. “I did have this dream -”


 “Bah!” Castellemare cut him off. “Dreams are all Freudian fluff pish-tosh! Spare us the recounting of your banal dreamscapes where you ride warring unicorns to bed the buxom princess tart!”


 “No, let him continue. Jakob, what was your dream?” I asked in earnest.


 “I... I remember something, but it must have been a week ago, and the memory is faded. But when you mentioned some woman with a tattoo, it started coming back to me a little. There was a fountain... “


 “Yes,” I exclaimed. “There was a fountain! Go on.”


 “Oh, really, Gimaldi... A fountain? Mere coincidence. I half expect that you two will agree upon having seen leaping satyrs as well. And then come to an agreement that he has maternal issues as a direct result of his being tapped on the head with a wooden spoon. Let's abandon this dead end chain of reasoning. Let's get back to why I am here.”


 “Castellemare, the only reason you pop into my life is to drop another load of mysteries and riddles on my lap. You wish to torment me – that much I know.”


 “You flatter yourself greatly,” he replied. “I come here presenting you with another little tidbit on the synthesis, and now you want to talk to the imbecile about his dreams. You'd make the world's worst detective. Moriarty would have given up on the likes of you. The time to come is a serious matter, Gimaldi, so don't waste your efforts on trifles. I have another reason for being here – it has come to my attention that I must vanish.”


 “Vanish?”


 “Yes, Gimaldi, our time is truly up. I wanted to take this opportunity to wish you well, say my goodbyes, pay my respects, and acknowledge you as a good foil. I am retreating into the Library for a long time and will not be making any further public appearances. My duties bid me there, and I cannot disobey the will of the Library. The boy here will also be making his way. It is for the best that he doesn't understand what will transpire so that the narrative will be pure and authentic. I can give you this information by way of parting that your neighbour, Leo, will at some point in the future commit suicide. Of course, it is all written, and you still have that book in your possession. Keep that, too, as a symbol of our friendship. May I offer you a shred of advice?”


 I nodded, letting the 'friendship' reference go.


 “Gimaldi, get a girlfriend. Really. You're strung so tautly, chasing after things you can barely understand... and if you're going to do that, you may as well chase the skirts since the mystery and anxiety that comes with the pursuit of women is far nobler, deeper, and rewarding.”


 “Are you seriously leaving?”


 “In a sense, yes. I am taking on one of my other monikers for a while to aid in the synthesis. That much I can tell you. You were a good employee, despite the theft business, especially in apprising me of the ulterior motives of my now deceased employee. For my part in being reticent and mysterious, I am sorry, but that is my nature. So long, Gimaldi... A long and prosperous trek through the narrative landscape. Come, Jakob, there are a few things you must know before I take my leave.”


 Within minutes, Castellemare and Jakob were gone, leaving me in an empty apartment. All my leads were dried up save for that one book. 
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The First Synthesis: The Sabbatical Artist Breaks the Equatorial Line

 



The sky seemed to let go, disgorging itself of its heavy burden. All the shades of blue, all the tones of grey, every burr and edge, every billow and streak came slashing down as though from an overturned paint can. The wind had brought the snow, and with it the white pall of colourlessness. The snow fell rapidly upon leaves shredded into paste by rain and shoes. 



 Leopold felt like a stranger today, a kind of lurching hostility pirouetting in his brain that made his eyes appear hard and hateful to those who passed him. Even the music in his earphones went its own course, alienating him, despite his occasional attempts to arrest it with his careful attention. As vain as he could be, he would mentally place himself in a scenario where he was the one singing, the one who belted out the lyrics or the guitarist whose fingers glided like the sound of rain on a shingled roof or in the seat of the pianist whose skills did not surpass the occasional trill. He had felt this way as the incipient self always in a deferral, always waylaying the onset of a truly cohesive and unified self. The cruelty of the more robust boys and the pride that was hung between their legs like the butcher's best cut of meat in the window... It was they who caused Leopold to recede and shrink into his shell like a scared tortoise. It was they who had had a hand in making him a stranger - even to himself. On days like this, he spoke so little that he could hardly summon his voice to request a pack of cigarettes from the shopkeeper without it coming out in a strained squeak or rattle.


 Other memories assaulted him, for today was a day marked with reminiscence. He thought of his older sister and the peeler girl who looked like her, the fatal Alexa Richter. 


 



[First encountered textual reference in this book to Alexa Richter, the daunting woman Jakob was devoted to in Setzer's labyrinth. A possible lead? Perhaps I should query my neighbour about this woman, what her connection really is to all this – if any at all].

 



He didn't know which of the two, as memories, caused more pain, a kind of dual source pain that collided into one bruise on the memory. 



 On this day, when his voice failed from lack of use, it seemed like every object in his field of vision would trigger a small emotional episode. He began to analogize his emotions, transient though they were, in this way. He asked himself what colour he would paint today, what the essential character of his emotions were as if to derive a bottom line statement, some normative claim. On this day, he felt them all, and the combination of all the colours was in itself not a colour at all; the blank white of the canvas. All his thoughts had pushed to the fore, but none would come out... a kind of constipated crowd of thoughts stillborn in the threshold. And though the canvas mocked and dared him to express even one thought, he could not: he was not a colour, yet every thought individually inside him shone with a threatening vibrancy, an untouchable sense of the sublime. This thought mutated into something related, to a similar memory from childhood. In primary school, he had experienced a moment of innovative bravado. What would happen if I were to take every colour in the crayon box and mix them up? he asked himself. Would I discover a new colour? And he had set to work on it like a scientist while the teacher merely glanced over at his project with an uncaring, glazed, disinterested smile. Leopold had set out all the colours. First came the green, thatched in blocky wax across the page, and then the red overlaying it. The young Leopold was so excited about the prospect of discovering something new and receiving the praise of an intimidating adult world that impatience set in. He could not colour fast enough, though he had to be precise lest the adults not take his results seriously. But the idea was faster than his ability to execute it. Then came canary yellow, then deep blue, purple, sarasota orange, and then every minor and arbitrary shade in between. Once he had spent the last possibility, the disappointment set in: the product was a chaotic mess that appeared to have no colour at all, but rather this same crayon vomit colour of brownish-purple green all child predecessors had attempted before. He had inherited much of the same failures Jakob Sigurdsson would also inherit.


 This was about the time that he had first been plunged into a classic paradox, the constant attempt to become who he was but always lagging at some distance. Tried as he did to traverse this distance, he was eternally halfway there... and another half, another half, always splitting the distance but never making contact. But Leopold knew that he would most likely die instead of ever eliminating that distance before what he was and what he could become. Applying this paradox to painting, he could not envisage how his paintbrush could ever touch the canvas in any meaningful way as that canvas blinked hard at him like an unsatisfied lover whose patience has run out. Would all this change with the possession of that inspired sketchbook? 



 Every painter learns that colours betray, and Leopold was quickly learning that the lulling charms of inspiration by way of theft was the scene of his betrayal of a now dead artist. Leopold rationalized to himself that this was no plagiarism, and that plagiarism itself was impossible when everything already existed and only needed to be mixed and mashed up into a new arrangement. Leopold leafed through the sketchbook once more before discharging the last vestiges of his underdeveloped moral decency. He had overtaken the identity of the former artist who had owned the book, somehow stepped into this artist's life as the perfect double rather than a rank emulator. Leopold would, upon the urging of Ensopht, write his own name over the former artist's, making the sketchbook his own creation. In doing so, he had doubled his life, incorporating the entire essence and artistic corpus of another into his own. In a particular section - “The Gallery of Femmes” - he came across a quote by the photographer, Peter Basch: “the bosom should be round, high, and firm, requiring no special posing to achieve this appearance.” This was how the section began, immediately preceding the table of contents and methodological statement. Leopold would read more about this new methodology as applied to the aesthetic. He would learn the fascination of art and its place as a form of orgiastic catastrophe. He would peruse the typology of women as set down in the book, and train his eyes to see the world on these terms.


 The first sketch was of a woman with mechanical arms in a short party dress. Her head was tossed to one side, interpolated by a leopard-print shadow from multiple light sources. It was entitled “Femme Machina”. Running down the side of the page was some explanatory text, a kind of recurring legend for his types: Machine girl: I love you. There is an age for togetherness, for the pure connection technology has failed to provide in its calculated platform of promises. You are the pinnacle of fashion. Do you fuck with the lights off or do you rush for the strobe to render your contrived moments of hedonistic delight a stuttering of still images? The needle holes last forever: craters of pseudo-sex ecstasy meteors pockmarking fine flesh. O this lusty elegance, this torturous enmity ephemera of the fast-fuck-bang. O that you live in that kingdom of the moment, and are but a bond slave in only being able to retreat to those moments after the fact. I saw you kissing the magazine cover, your face, regarding every twist, whorl and fibre of that digitized flesh in print, those patterns on the night phallus. Cast another shadow of sexy blue-grey smoke love. Count those cigarettes like you count stimuli buttons pressed desperately in an effort to efface the inevitable tomorrow. How many adornments, pieces of designer wireless ware upon your person connecting your vacuum to all other vacuums?


 Another image, this time a woman with short feathered hair in a vainglorious pose in a rainbow cotton tube top. The shadows obscured her eye in profile, a shadow in the roughly hewn shape of a bird's wing. This was the story of “Femme Narco”: Immortal you: glory, glory self-bomb destruction, that darkened spiral twist corkscrewing to the loud end. Every moment, another representation so plastic and non-biodegradable. A divine majesty that takes hold as hard, fast, and short as cocaine. Worry not about ephemera's touch, for I promise you a dynasty of a thousand years - a plastic castle.


 “Femme Electronika” was drawn in a bas-relief style with a featureless, blank face with an enormous ringed piercing protruding from the middle where the nose would have been: She pierced her energy siphuncle and claimed divine pleasure from the transience of a phantom kingdom. Though she could transform into various avatars and fuse her body with the astral surfaces of sound, she couldn't break from the omnipresent kick-drum beat that kept her gyrating, rhythmically immobile. All out of flesh estate, every inch of skin surface conquered by tattoos and steel rings, she had to open up space on the inside. An alien on fire, a blue polyurethane pill-popping fanatic making the planet ill with her constant bristling.


 And others... “Femme Fascist”: A genesis of anti-culture that preserves the old ruins of a collapsed Reichstag... A post-mortem pastiche of media bonhomie... “Femme Nihilo”: A Byronesque debonair ad nauseam worthy of the mausoleum or an ornate kind of suicide between the teeth of a Cheshire Cat's grin... She is a pious depiction of her abuses... The phallic rise pf neo-substantiality, the urban 'urbine' turbine engine of ideology. “Femme Chemi-Pious”: She's a well-worn insignia, a drug-poking priestess pointing the way to nihilist salvation, a chemical juggernaut... She's the junky pharaoh with the ankh syringe, or perhaps much later with the rood syringe of a Heroin-Christ... The icon slowly grows iconoclast of itself. And “Femme Fatale”, “Femme Urbanus”, “Femme Pharaoh”, “Femme Peni$ Envy”, “Femme Nova”, and “Femme Ephemera”. And where are you in the club mosaic? was written across the top of the page with bright blue and desperate strokes, pleading with the panoply of women in this age to fit themselves neatly into these new categories, these types. “I must have written all of this so many times before,” Leopold thought to himself, deluded. “I must become this man, setting myself at the dawn of the possibilities he provokes.”


 Alone in his unkempt apartment, Leopold gave voice to an inner tangent that was burbling in that kind of way that felt as if despite him, the airs of a broken shaman:


 “A dream of dogs without flesh... Nothing in the world is proscribed except morally. Deviance is the moralist's magical fish - their word, not mine, a word they use to pinion me, to coerce me into the arena of guilt. They react, and I act... creatively, with affirmation, by being different. They and their cheap, empty words like 'deviance' tries to limit what I can do... But , I will make myself worthy of what happens to me. To be an artist, one must not have patience for dogmatism and the stagnant complaints of whining moralists. In art, all is permissible, there are no taboos. No act should be valued in the narrow binary opposition of right and wrong, for those terms have lost their currency. If I choose to murder a man, remove his entrails, and arrange them in the name of art, no state authority should prohibit or punish me - No! I should be praised as a genius, loved like a physician. Wherever my creativity brings me, no boundaries should impede me. Let my art song, my invincible creative spirit, shatter all the stones of the law... those petty and inert laws... The might of the artist is the only true divinity... “


 The words, although he took ownership of them, were not entirely his – emerging from the reservoir of the other five figures of the synthesis.


 Leopold approached the canvas by way of an intoxicated siege, a kind of infernal bloodlust to apply the mixed principles of the sketchbook as it felt to thrum through his hands. He felt as though a glory of inspirational arcs were animating his limbs, the hesitance in his brush was gone, the weakness consumed by the fiery passion of pure will divested of weakness. Suddenly, he was deluged by an endless succession of creative possibilities. One after another, he slapped paint on the canvases in an inexhaustible fury, but he paused on the completion of one painting he was particularly pleased with. There were two figures, a man and a woman, emaciated and naked. Their hands held crosses with puppet strings. These strings - more like fishing wire - were attached by way of piercings that were in turn connected to erogenous zones and the miscellany of the body. Their faces twisted in agony and pleasure. “I will attach three to the penis, two to the testes, one for each nipple, four to each ear, and three to the lips. This will be the man, the one name Adam whom I created from the mere clay and shaped with my spirit of creation! I will attach two to the the clitoris, three to the labia, one for each nipple, three to each ear, three to the lips, five to the glans... And this will be woman, Eve, as born from the rib of pleasure. I will then draw in secondary wires that will directly connect the erogenous zones of the man and woman. There, yes... they are interconnected, attached in the intricate relation... The immanent plane of morbid sexuality par excellence!”


 Although it could not fairly be said that Leopold had achieved anything as outre as it was orthodox in the domain of contemporary art, and although his application of the sketchbook's principles was juvenile and amateurish at best, it had broken the long and sleepy spell of his inability to commit himself to this fiery act of making.


 His next cavalier act of inspirational fury involved a projector and a canvas scrawled with the caricatures of every member of the alleged synthesis, harsh-angled and severe. The only missing member in this diorama was himself. From stock footage he had of red paint falling in long streaks down a white backdrop, this was projected unto the scene while a camera filmed him standing in front of the projection with arms out as if in crucifixion. The projection gave the appearance that it was his blood flowing over the faces of the to-be-synthesized. Leopold was in a state of ecstatic trance.


 There is an ancient practice among seafaring folk, now defunct, known as the “Baptism of the Line”. It was usually an initiation rite played on a fellow sailor who was crossing the equator for the first time. An elaborate and mischievous ritual, five participants would dress up as a cask, a courier, the Devil, a hairdresser, and a miller, respectively. These masqueraders would then proceed to hassle the uninitiated (whom was called the Virgin). The origin of this practice is enigmatic, patchy, and for the most part unknown, as are the reasons why these specific parts are played. Their significance has been lost to us. That Leopold had passed into the equatorial region of his creativity was most likely prompted by external forces, and these forces all have their faces. A line was indeed being crossed, and the synthesis was the baptism of an age, an avatar.
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Where the Scientist Succumbs to a Metanarrative Moment

 



A motley of musical transgressions besieged his mind, and the sea gull squawk of a saxophone finally gave way to the flatulence of passing trucks. In the corner of his eye, he saw small hallucinatory images, tumbling cylinders that changed colours and flared their ends before retracting into the tight, collapsed yellow cornea ring it began with. The mirror's frozen face was full of the greasy prints of careless fingers, this mirror stuffed full enough of the faces that had been poured ritually into it. He saw himself in it, old, worn, a leathery vessel of fatigue. It would be fair to say that he was, indeed, losing it. It? Himself, perhaps, dissolving into that pool of the others, melting and fusing into that one being the alleged Prophet spoke of. Entirely absent from his thoughts were the concerns of the laboratory, the fruit flies multiplying winglessly, eyelessly. He tugged at his sagging cheek and was assailed by images unsavoury, a vast grey realm of cubicles, ergonomic chairs and gel padded wrist rests and paper nameplates and random pictures of their putrid children and forsaken lunch fruit and paperclips and coffee spotted mugs and awful personalized coffee cups and insincere birthday cards given by pseudo well-meaning coworkers – and, suddenly, that vast arcade of computerized and cubiclized hot flashes was sucked into itself, forming a dense and swirling dot like a neutron mass. From the center of this emerged a bloody hand grasping at the air. Glass shards showered down, obscuring what was left of the low-pile hypno-patterned office carpet. A series of manuals and textbooks formed a treacherous orbit around the now enormous hand that was beginning to look gnarled, misshapen, like that of a beast. The hand formed a fist and a geyser of blood sprouted from between the clenched fingers, refusing to adhere to the glossy surface of dry-erase boards frescoed with primary colour equations and PLO messages in hasty block capitals. The carpet edges were beginning to blacken as if burning from an invisible fire. The shards of glass were now seemingly suspended for a moment, electrified and entering into the orbit of office debris around the large fist. He saw someone who looked like him loping from desk to desk wearing nothing but his underwear, clawing at the air, his face, leaping on the furniture like an enraged ape. That vision of himself was unplugging wires from computers and trying to attach them to his body. His inner eyelid finally slammed shut on this scene and he was back in the bathroom, breathless at the mirror.


 I'm sick, he thought. “Cetera Desunt” had been psychographically written with the smudge of his fingertip on the glass. The tousled hair and gaunt face of Leopold, the artist, eddied its way for dominant mental attention. The inner Leopold wanted stroking, pets of affection to make him or it purr. Dr Aymer saw Leopold in the mirror approaching. Was it him? 



 “I had some hell of a fucking time getting here,” Leopold said, shutting the front door behind him with a nudge of his dirty designer sneaker. “Cabbie lost his way four times – four fucking times! Can you believe it? He was lucky I paid him anything at all.”


 It was Leopold, but Dr Aymer could not recall inviting him. Leopold was carrying a great deal of equipment and a canvas partially wrapped in brown paper. 



 Noting the confusion on Dr Aymer's face, Leopold said, “What? You commissioned this, didn't you? D'you have a place I can set it up? It beats the piss even out of what Jubal Brown does.”


 He didn't know who that was. He didn't remember commissioning anything. Why was Leopold in his home? Who was Jubal Brown? He merely gestured impotently to the living room, and Leopold took this as his cue to set up the projector there. 



 “The others'll won't be too far behind, I bet,” called Leopold from the living room amidst a few frustrated expletives and the sound of setting up equipment. “Shit, how many crusty old textbooks on fruit flies does a man need? You need a maid.”



Then came the sound of a video from the speakers, Leopold's recorded voice: “The rapturous day will come when the dogs of every Hell, clothed in solid blood and the flesh of souls, will devour the sun and moon and stars. The sound of a great bull with four thousand eyes and four thousand mouths will rupture the skin of the world. And from this fissures will flow the most odious of bile and puss and excrement. And when the seed of the Returned King
Satyr is planted in the whore, the cry of the infant hybrid will resound with a great keening that will dislodge the carbuncle of the heavens which will descend upon the world with the heat and intensity of a thousand million flames.”



“Could use an edit, I know,” Leopold called out in apology. “I was just letting the narrative flow, know what I mean? Let it roll fresh and uninhibited, whatever was in my head at the time. I doubt Ensopht will call it jejune, but I think the whole piece together is polychrome thinking, if you catch me.”


 Knock-knock. Knock-knock.


 “Gonna answer that, doc?”


 Dr Aymer floated as if in a daze to the door. He wasn't even properly dressed. He opened the door, and there he saw Wally Wyman with the Philosopher and Ensopht. It was Ensopht who took charge.


 “We're here for the opening, Dr Aymer. I brought along a few guests. Hope you don't mind.”


 He let them in and turned to Leopold and said without concealing his confusion, “Did I... invite you over here? I don't remember.”


 “You don't remember? Shit, doc, whatever you're taking, gimme some! We talked for like over an hour on the phone. Must've been an hour and a half ago. Say, you got any hooch? - This thing is better with the mind just right and tight.”


 Wally, the Philosopher, and Ensopht were already making themselves at home, sitting on the leather couch and continuing their discussions from outside.


 “Is this your piece de resistance, Leopold?” Ensopht asked.


 “Well, we'll see. It was a bit of a chop job, but hopefully you'll get the general idea of what I'm trying to do.”


 “All good art is raw,” Ensopht rejoined. “I'm sure it has legs.”


 Wally, as disheveled as usual, was already licking the end of a 'D' dry cell. 



 “Come and watch with us, Dr Aymer,” Ensopht appealed. “Leopold's work no doubt promises to showcase the symbolic fruit of our union.”


 With that, Dr Aymer sat with the others, watching as the vivid red streaked across the screen of the canvas with Leopold standing before it, his face twisted in rapturous, leonine bliss.
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Good Fences Make Good Neighbours

 



Leopold. His name, in machine-made calligraphic font upon the front lobby buzzer. Apartment 333. Just another “troubled” artist, one that was fascinated by deserts. Seeing as I was a night owl, prowling book auctions online, I was not disturbed by the sound of his late night commotions, the occasional howl or the unmistakeable smashing of a bottle on the wall. I had never set foot in his apartment, nor did he ever invite me to do so. We had one of those neighbourly relationships where it was unnecessary to visit each other's intimate spaces, and yet we were on good speaking terms, a casual relationship with low maintenance. On occasion, we would speak of some intellectual or artistic matter, and it was perhaps just enough to know that there was someone of similar mind in this building that we didn't need to pester one another. Most people have neighbours similar to these: the ones that can engage in light chit chat and go no further, feeling socially fulfilled by these events without obligation, privately acknowledging it was chance that made people neighbours and nothing more. Other neighbours feel that pressing and urgent obligation to turn chance into necessity, to develop a close bond despite the fundamentally arbitrary placement of bodies in congested habitats. 



 However, without any leads, I was forced to consider breaching that invisible social membrane in getting to know Leo a bit better. He kept strange hours, as did I, but he was rarely home which meant it would be a hit-or-miss scenario of building a deeper bond with the man. I did not want to get drawn into his artistic torments or play his ego masseuse when he felt like a failure, and so my probing into him had to be delicate and somewhat distant enough to avoid becoming too enmeshed. It was to be a mission of reconnoitering, to look and see what information I could plunder in regards the imminent synthesis. Our first conversation happened a few days after Castellemare bid his farewell to me. It was, like most of our conversations, accidental; I had just returned from doing a light grocery run.


 “Hey, I didn't know if you were moving out,” he said as he came outside his door and I was struggling with both my parcels and the key. I put them down.


 “No, some people were returning a few books of mine,” I said affably in the hopes that the conversation would not stop dead on facticity.


 “Boxes of 'em! Didn't figure you for a lending library. If that be the case, maybe I should borrow a few off ya.”


 “You are always welcome to do so. Once I read books, they mostly become dead weight on my shelves unless I have to return to some passage or another for an article or a lecture.”


 “Oh, yeah, that's right... you teach at the uni, right?”


 “Not this year. I was limited duties, part-time, but not here. Farmed off to Italy for a semester. Taught some manusciptology. I mostly make my coin buying and selling old books.”


 “Heh. Maybe I'm sitting on a fortune and don't know it. I should let you look at what I have.”


 “Maybe,” I laughed. “A lot of people don't know what they have. You have a sizable collection?”


 “Naw, not much. Whatever I pick up on my travels or what ex-lovers may have left at my pad. I doubt I have anything valuable, but I do have some art books that cost me a pretty penny.”


 “Yeah,” I said, struggling to find something to say to keep the conversation from drowning. My attention was distracted by the thought of the ice cream I had in one of the bags, and not wanting it to melt.


 “You into art?”


 “Well, I can't consider myself a specialist or a connoisseur, but I guess I like what I like.”


 “Ugh, not a matter of taste guy, are you? Taste is so subjective... doesn't cultivate a critical appreciation for work.”


 “I fully agree with you, but I acknowledge my limitations. I'm simply not qualified to judge art.”


 “Y'see, that's one of those misconceptions about art: that we somehow feel entitled to act as its judge. Art is not like that.”


 “I defer to your viewpoint. I just know that my knowledge on art is lacking. I wouldn't know a Matisse from a Renoir. But, ask me if a book is an authentic Elzevir printing, I'm your man.”


 “To each their own, for sure.”


 “Say, Leo, I was just going in to put away some groceries. I have some beer if you'd like to enlighten me on art,” I said. It was forced, and I feared that he would have seen this as contrived. However, the word 'beer' seemed to be the only thing that caught his attention.


 “Sure! I don't know about enlightenment, but we can tie a few on. I haven't got anywhere to be today, so come on over and bring the brew; I'll put on some tunes and we'll chill.”


 I took this cue to enter my apartment, place my groceries in their proper place, and take the 12 of beer I had recently purchased in hand and knock on Leo's door.


 “A-ha! I see my favourite guest brought along my neighbour! C'mon in.”


 To say that his apartment was sparsely furnished is to say that Bauhausian architecture is slightly averse to opulence. His walls were covered in what I could not decide were works in progress or completed, alternating with violent gauges in the wall, slashes of paint, thumb-tacked rave flyers and random sheets of gloss, and some mysterious stains I knew better than to inquire the history of. He took the beer from my hands to place in the fridge (which I could faithfully assume was empty save for some decaying condiments) and waved me over at a bean bag chair thrown in a corner. Despite the Spartan furnishings and the general feel of being in a decrepit flophouse, his stereo system was state of the art. It was busy gyrating to itself with some kind of electronica concoction. Leo reappeared with two beers in hand, one of which he offered to me. The place was unkempt and grimy, but it seemed to suit the occupant who was apparently besieged by creativity and couldn't bother with housekeeping. In a stack of milk crates was his “library”, which were mostly oversized art books. I spied a well-worn and presumably used copy of Dante's Divine Comedy in its common Penguin black spine edition. There were a few books by Sartre, one by Camus in French (La Peste), and some other title I would later be told was written by an ex-lover and published by a now defunct small press. Of course, as was my nature, my focus would be directed at the host's book collection, but I was far from being judgmental. In fact, that kind of elitism in judging someone by the books they owned belonged to a bygone era, and I was merely looking at the books in terms of their salability – which, in this case, was nil. These were the sorts of books sold by lot at an auction or estate sale to ersatz used bookstores just looking to fluff up the inventory. A tired sunset was blaring through the curtain-less double window, the ledge choked with fly carcasses and dust turning to mold and grime. It was a bachelor apartment, so his tattered futon (there was no frame) was on the floor with its twisted bundle of sheets, and that was where he comfortably sat himself. Beside the futon was an unvarnished night table that had seen better days, wearily upholding a notebook and a nicotine-blemished alarm clock that was once white but was now that cream colour most white appliances take on in the presence of a heavy smoker. Apart from the stereo and some art, I had walked into a Salvation Army thrift store. Given our seating arrangements, the general disarray of the apartment, and the fact that we were swigging from bottles instead of glasses, he surprised me with a request if I minded if he smoked. I pulled out a pack to indicate that I was a high ranking officer of the addiction, and he set a cracked dinner plate stuffed with jammed cigarette butts between us.


 “So, you teach at the university, eh? Prestigious,” he began.


 “Part-time,” I corrected. “The closer I got to the alleged top of the academic food chain, the less I took it seriously.”


 “Oh, yeah, that's right: you're a hawker of books.”


 “Yes, but not just any books. I scope for deals and make money off the difference.”


 “Is there good money in that?”


 “It's feast or famine. If I can't make at least a hundred dollar profit after shipping costs, I don't bother. The trick is to have a roster of salable books on the go. Some of them sit on my shelves for a long time, while others have a quick turnaround. Even the antique book market has its trends and fads. When my instincts fail, those failures sit on my shelves.”


 “A lot of failures?”


 “My book collection is modest and small,” I grinned. “Either I have shrewd instinct or have been lucky. It's pretty standard in my trade to advertise books not in my collection yet. A lot of my stock is online, belonging to someone else. Other times I act as the liaison between buyer and seller, taking my middleman’s skim. When business is slow, I charge a modest fee to appraise other people's books, assigning a value based on condition and determining if it is authentic. What about you, Leo? You're an artist. What's your medium?”


 He took a long and seemingly dramatic swig of beer, perhaps readying himself to open up a long saga of his history as an artist. “Ah, I dabble. I've had a few shows, but nothing anyone's ever heard of. I'm in a creative period at the moment, not a marketing one, so when I come out of it, I'll start looking around for places. I am not constrained by any particular medium: I take on whatever I need to get the job done.”


 As the course of the conversation continued, he gradually ventured into personal historical topics, including his mother – whom he hadn't spoken to for a few years on account of her failure to support his chosen lifestyle with reprimanding questions of when he was going to get a real job. I asked if he had forayed into the online market as a means of disseminating his work and name, but he held an indifferent and slightly wary view on online marketing for art. 



 What I was really on the lookout for was what had been mentioned in the 7th Meditation: the Red Lion sketchbook. I knew better than to pry him for any information on any of the characters I had encountered in the text for fear that he might become unduly alarmed. He did go on at length about a kind of “personal renaissance” he was currently experiencing, and how busy this was keeping him. I would have assigned to this the usual bravado of artists trying to prove their worth, but I knew this to be the truth given what I was reading. There was a black book tucked almost out of sight beneath his futon mattress, and I saw it when he moved his foot in and nudged the mattress itself.


 “You have a book under there,” I said.


 Leo was caught off guard.


 “A book? Oh... yeah... the place is littered with them. I'm not much of a housekeeper. It's just some really bad sketches I did a long time ago, not worth seeing. Really juvenile stuff. A bit too sentimental to throw it away, though.”


 I decided to leave it at that. His explanation seemed to have been given in a kind of grasping panic, and so I had a good suspicion that this was the famed Red Lion sketchbook.


 “Have you any shows planned in the near future?” I asked.


 “Oh, certainly! I got this really sweet gig at the Parson Gallery in six months, and word has it that some art critic heavy is going to write a catalogue essay on it.”


 “The Parson Gallery, if I'm not mistaken, is rather upscale. Congratulations.”


 “Yeah, it sure is. It all seems like a dream to me, like I cannot believe this is happening. I've arrived. I'm just embarking on something huge, the great creative turn of my life. It's hard to explain... but there's this one moment in every famous artist's life when they just know that what they are doing is instant classic.”


 I let Leo boast freely, although I knew the real source of his inspiration had everything to do with a sketchbook once belonging to someone else. He was cashing in on that person's work, and I was sure that deep down he felt every bit the fraud.


 I decided to test the waters a little, string him along with a fib to see if he would disclose more than he had: “I've had this recurring dream as of late, and if it would not be too boring or presumptuous, I'd like to get your opinion of it as an artist.”


 “A dream? Sure, shoot.”


 “Well, you see, the dream is set in this large, white room. I am like a fly on the wall, really, so I don't have any part to play in it. However, there are these six men sitting on blue chairs, and one of them has a black book with a red lion image on its cover. The one with the book is trying to convince the other five that they will merge somehow to form some kind of composite being.”


 “Really?” Leo said suspiciously; I could tell that he was extremely unnerved. “Go on.”


 “Well, I know this sounds silly, but I distinctly recall you being in this dream.”


 “Izzat so? How odd. I find it more odd that someone who makes his living hawking old books would be fucking spying on his neighbours. Maybe he hasn't anything better to do than to follow people around and eavesdrop on their conversations.”


 The conversation had turned hostile, and I could see that he was very paranoid. I had made a very bad move.


 “Okay,” I said, trying to defuse matters. “All kidding aside -”


 “Who is fucking kidding whom around here, eh?” Leo said, now standing with the beer bottle held like a weapon in his hand.


 “Let me level with you, please. There are things you have to know -”


 “Yeah, like how to keep creeps like you from following me around! I'm a fucking magnet for you people? You best get the fuck out, 'neighbour', before I call the cops.”


 “Leo,” I said, surprised that I was raising my voice, mostly to compete with his mounting anger. “I'm not following you! If you would just -”


 And that was when Leo winged the half-full bottle at my head. Fortunately, for me, he missed despite how close I was. I took that as my rather obvious clue to leave. I made for the door and quickly ducked inside my apartment before Leo could give chase. Things around here were going to be rather awkward from now on.


 I rechecked what I had read in the book and found no concrete evidence for Leo's paranoid streak. He was losing his mind – of that I was semi-sure, if the book was to be believed as an accurate depiction of what was going on in the real world. But, as I would doubtless learn, not every detail of every event had been inscribed in the book, and the omissions were most likely going to result in my peril. Had I been able to read faster, I would have been able to possibly avoid this confrontation. But if Setzer's claims were true, all was already written, and most likely in a book inaccessible to me. Well, that being the case, at least I wouldn't have to fake surprise.
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation

 




9



The madman and the artist share a moment

 



After his disturbing visit from his neighbour - a socially clumsy antiquarian bookseller named Gimaldi who came with more than just some beer and light chat - Leopold took another beer from the case and smouldered. What kind of neighbour would pry so indelicately into his affairs? All Gimaldi's talk about the dream was far too accurate, and the only reasonable explanation Leopold could come up with was that Gimaldi was tailing him... but why? The answer to this question would be given double: once by Ensopht, but firstly by the red lion sketchbook that Leopold had not yet finished examining.


 It was true that the sketchbook was, in Leopold's view, a work of astounding and inspiring genius. It far exceeded anything Leopold himself could have ever come up with independently. It held within its daunting black covers all that Leopold had wanted to say, but that he had lacked the expressive ability to. However, nesting within its covers, was a warning that, had he read this prior to his neighbour's visit, he would have properly heeded:

 



Beware a saboteur by the name of Gimaldi. That wretched fool is in cahoots with that which would separate me from my inspiration. I've never met a man named Gimaldi, but I had a terrible nightmare about a man named Gimaldi, and he was trying to kill the creative in me. He was hellbent on stopping something that he said I was unwittingly a part of. A freak. I'll never mix business with any man named Gimaldi. I cannot convey how horrible this nightmare was.


 



The passage was followed by a rough sketch of a man looking like Gimaldi, but with long teeth and books for eyes. The image was menacing enough in a cartoonish way, and strengthened Leopold's desire not to speak to Gimaldi ever again. Perhaps, thought Leopold, Gimaldi was trying to steal the former artist's sketchbook for his own gain, and was now being chummy in order to obtain it from the new owner.


 After their last soiree where Leopold was able to showcase his newest creation at the scientist's house, Ensopht had been pleasantly surprised with the product, lauding it as a fabulous first step that catapulted the synthesis into becoming actuality.


 Other strange fascinations took hold of Leopold and his creative urges. Perhaps feeling closer to the interests of Dr Aymer, Leopold incorporated more images from genetics into his art. Rather than let the sketchbook itself dictate his creative enterprise, Leopold brazenly began filling its back blank pages (which had multiplied from three to thirty by a process known only to the magic of the sketchbook itself) with his own derivations and sketch experiments. The book never left him, and he took it with him to the most uncanny of places – under bridges, in abandoned industrial parks, besotted alleys, unkempt fields, and wherever might strike his esoteric fancy as zones of dilapidation and neglect. This, he thought, was necessary, for he began thinking in revolutionary colours: the synthesis and its outcome had to emerge from the forgotten spaces and the longest shadows. Of course, Leopold had been spared the true character and purpose of the synthesis, and so his interpretation was crudely literal and a tad bit shallow. Indeed, the synthesis was to emerge from forgotten spaces and long shadows, but these spaces and shadows were the zoned places of a collective unconscious, the insatiable drives clamouring to be set free. This was known to but the few, and Leopold was merely an unwitting instrument toward the satisfaction of what would come.


 Ensopht had to ensure that Leopold would not attempt to make his work too public. Any dizzy kind of publicity would have sequestered Leopold in the art world's fad-formation and would endanger the providence of the synthesis. It was for this reason that, not trusting anything to chance, Ensopht secretly persuaded the Parson Gallery to cancel Leopold's show.

 



Meanwhile, the madman, Dr Wally Wyman, had finally completed his anticipated book on the philosophy of immanent energy. The work itself was radically more composed than its writer, as it is so often the case that the writer and his text are two distinct entities that only meet in passing. The metaphysics book was already on its way out, soon to be in the proofing stages when strangers are introduced between author and text by an editor outside this cozy twain. Despite the soon-to-be departure of the text into the plethora of a violent academic market of the grievously unread, Wally decided to celebrate with a package of nickel-cadmium batteries.


 The last third of his book was padded with more poetic description than he was usually known for. Something creative was welling up within him, and he attributed this to a long absence from his electricity habit. “When the body loses its electric vivacity, the mind compensates by adopting the electric character of the poet.” It was shabby reasoning, but Wally did not think it warranted anything more than that.


 In this mood, he decided to write a small story. It began this way: “Two men are charged with writing my story, each blind to the other's intentions... “

 



A moment of epiphany compelled Leopold to scramble about for paper and a pen; he felt the strange compunction to scrawl the notes toward what would perhaps become a kind of short story. He could envision the entire plot, up to a certain point where it fell apart and became hazy. His determination would bring him to this hazy point in order to transcend it, to bring the plot into perfect, spherical shape. It began: “Two men are charged with writing my story, each blind to the other's intentions... “ He could not stop himself; a writing without choice, as if dictated to his mind from a currently unfolding event.

 



Wally rested his pen, exhausted and unsatisfied. The story he had began had not been properly wrought the way his initial enthusiasm had thought it would be. He resumed, just as halfway across the city Leopold also resumed: “In that amoebic mass of bodies turning themselves over and over, we six were each in a kind of curious transformation. In a crash mode, in a fusion, in the reformation of a genre composed of six once distinct bodies goaded toward completion by a sphinx-principle of sorts. And this sphinx, a varied composite of mixed matters, of disparate parts forced into union, was much bigger than us all. In unison, we were more than the sum of our parts. Our parts, taken individually, leave only the riddle unsolved, but together in their context forge by way of the synthesis what the actuality of the merger must betoken.

 



 10


 The Prophet and the Third Man Discuss the Mechanics of the Synthesis

 



 The rain was still slashing the streets, the sewers gurgled, and the wind whittled the rain drops into knife points. Ensopht and the Third Man had an unavoidable meeting in the warmly lit enclosure of a coffee shop, couched behind specialty beverages, the internal ambience standing sentinel against the inclement elements on the exterior of its arbitrary shell.


 “They are writing one another now,” Ensopht said.


 “Really? I guess that was to be expected. I hope to be the result of their composition, that I may have all my details filled in, that I may accede beyond being this... this... fetus of a being.”


 “The time draws near. Your part in all of this is steadily becoming secured.”


 “My part? Must I play just a part?”


 “Why, yes, who has ever heard of a mirror without its corresponding reflection? You are aware of the plan, aren't you?”


 “Yes, It tickles me. But must I be so repressed in this new entity?”


 “Take heart, good fellow. You will have prominence; the reflection will be freed from the mirror, and you will stand without bounds. The scientist has already given in to his darker impulses, the artist has realized his newfound lineage, the philosopher has clued in and welcomed the synthesis... So, as you can see, everything is proceeding according to script. I truly wish someone of your... stature and puissance... could be made to play an even stronger role, but we need our checks and balances. We all make our compromises in this act of fusion. Do be at ease that you will be appropriately represented.”


 “Do they show concern at how nebulous I seem?”


 “Yes, but that is your nature, necessarily so. For them to know exactly who you are – or, rather, what you represent – would upset them. Are you not the incarnation of cruelty, what the foolish psychoanalysts call the Id? I think you've done well to keep quiet and unprepossessing.”


 “Cruelty must survive harsh winters, avoiding detection. What use is horror that never abates, never relents to allow its opposite? Horror needs stark relief in order to be effective. I go about my business quietly.”


 “The synthesis will resolve all the contradictions, forming mountains without valleys.”


 “And I shall sit here, counting down the seconds,” the Third Man said flatly, using his spoon to carve an ellipse into the already battered wooden table. “Would I become as much like them as they would become more like me?”


 “No one will be divisible or distinguishable in the final product. All parts will be harmoniously blended. It is the creation of the consistent and seamless character. There is both design and madness in it. We who have thrown our shoulders into this task, dipped our shovels into the virgin ground, know what is at stake: the politics of a people to come. Our part is necessary.”


 “I look out on all of this and feel the swelling desire for great change. I see it in the murderous flash in a young man's eyes, I feel their need to hate like the buzzing of radio waves. Equality, tolerance, democracy, all these polite prescriptions upon them... that they begrudgingly obey for lack of any other viable alternative. The people secretly await the despot, the great era of the tyrant who will give them the permission and encouragement to exercise what they truly wish to express. Peace has been bad for all of us, a stale-making thing. It has been too long in this bloodless state, and I feel the painful yearning of the people to return to an age of atrocities to redefine the good and the evil. Enough of the aborted apocalyptic visions that failed to materialize, and enough of the diplomatic souls that would smooth over every tension by forestalling the inevitable angry violence of the people. The people want the cruel tyrant to tell them what to do, to tell them what they feel is okay.”


 “And so the synthesis will unleash that very thing, freeing them through tyranny.”


 “How much longer? I am becoming anxious to get to work.”


 “Not much longer now. Patience. You have waited this long and you will be rewarded.”


 “What remains to be done?”


 “The bookish man must fumble through a few more of his convoluted codes, sleuth after those things he cannot yet understand. The Librarian has seen to it that the bookish man will be kept occupied for a little while until he can finalize the synthesis.”


 Somewhere, in the distance, a spectral machine was purring. Over the skyline was slung a dark necklace of heavy and hideous clouds that seemed to frame the cyclopean and unblinking eye of a watchful moon. 


 




 


 


 


 


 


 



31


Cipher

 



Again, I would be the victim of enigma. A postal deliverer came to my door and had me sign for a package. When I opened the manila envelope, and the bubble wrap, there was a smaller entirely black envelope inside with chalk-white letters that read: “To: Gimaldi. From: Mr. Clysm.” No return address either on the black or outer envelope. By the heft and size of it, I could tell the contents contained a book. What I didn't know was the entry of this book would soon consume roughly 20 straight hours of wakefulness. 



 It was irregular but not unheard of for some prospective sellers who trusted my name to send me a sample of their wares, but these were usually sent to me with far more protective packaging.


 Written in an elegant cursive script was a note to me:

 



Dear Mr. Gimaldi -

 



A dear colleague and friend of mine has recently been the victim of treachery resulting in his untimely death. I am rather certain who was responsible, and I also have knowledge that you have been the victim of a rather unpleasant set of mysterious circumstances. I am entrusting this manuscript to your care much in the way Marci gifted unto Athanasius Kircher the mysterious Voynich manuscript in 1666. I do know it holds the key to what you are looking for; namely, the name of the book that records the outcome of the nefarious synthesis. It is beyond my abilities to crack the code, but I was told that you are a bit of an enthusiast in this regard. Please accept this gift along with my luck. The cost of this book is immaterial to me, so do not feel in any way obliged to offer any remuneration. In closing, please, find out the name of this book, locate it, stop this synthesis from taking place, and maybe there will be some justice for my dear friend A. Setzer.

 



-Clysm.

 



Another book, and another mystery. The envelope contained a quarto manuscript in parchment, measuring 5” by 9”. I set to work discovering all I could about the manuscript before concerning myself with the wending mystery of the contents. I took out my notebook and recorded the size, and other details. There was no author and no date. There would be no clue as to who financed it since there was no colophon, and parchment does not have watermarks. Dating the manuscript proved difficult, but not impossible. Texts written on parchment existed up until the invention of the printing press when rag-linen paper replaced production, even for the most sumptuous editions. So, this meant the text was presumably incunabula: written, by hand, before the printing press. There were only sixteen pages in the manuscript. Without any further clues, I examined the paleography, looking for stylistic script and common abbreviations that may have narrowed when it was written. Despite what “Clysm” wrote, the text was not, upon deeper inspection, written in code, but rather cipher, as was common for the period (which I narrowed to 1350-1450). Only one word was intelligible on the first page: “Pergamena”, which only means “made in Pergamum”, a stylized way of saying the text was written on parchment. On the second page was a Latin inscription that stated that there were two keys to this text. The first key was to be “lowered in its tree by one,” which I knew to be to take the letter and go down one step in a cipher column. Those medievals occasionally used silly methods for concealing their words and meaning (which wasn't always too necessary given the fashion of the times for being abstruse)


 The text itself came with this cipher:

 



.O H..W.E.H.. U..W K.D.K.J.K.O, U.R.R.O


WC.J.D H.. .G.K.K, .O E.D. WC..S.O;


.O H..D WC..M.K.O, E.D. .G.K.K

 



Otherwise, cipher or pure gibberish. Due to some of the conspicuous repetitions, I reasoned that it was unlikely there would be a grille involved. Grilles being, of course, only useful if both parties had the same card with the right chits punched out to be overlayed upon the text. From what I knew about ciphers, I applied the most common:
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The result, by lowering each ciphertext by one letter in the column was this:

 



.T Q..C.N.Q.. H..C R.S.R.V.R.T, H.B.B.T


CL.V.M Q.. .P.R.R, .T N.M. CL..D.T;


.T Q..M CL..S.R.T, N.M. .P.R.R

 



Although this seemed to read to be as gibberish as the first ciphertext, after staring at it confusedly for half an hour I suddenly suspected that the periods were actually standing in for vowels. Given my understanding of Latin, the most reasonable vowel that would appear in the formulation “.T” would be an “E” to spell “Et” (most often represented as “&” in medieval texts). It took another few hours of trial and error to come up with the right vowel substitutions. As if the word “key” was the key, I located the Latin word for it (”clavem”). After much frustration, I finally came to a rational phrase, one that seemed very familiar:

 



ET QUICUNQUE HAEC RESERAVERIT HABEBIT


CLAVEM QUI APERIR, ET NEMO CLAUDIT; 



ET QUUM CLAUSERIT, NEMO APERIR

 



From here, it was an easy matter to translate, and a trip to the search engine revealed these to be the last lines of Roger Bacon's Epistola fratris Rogerii Baconis de secretis operibus artis et naturae et de nullitate magicae (1252). The letter was written by Roger Bacon to a colleague in enigma since it contained his recipe for making black powder. The letter begins with a long exposition on art and nature, and is filled with Bacon's predictions for horseless carriages, flying machines, the telescope, underwater equipment, suspension bridges, and elevators. However, the last line of the epistle was inserted with a highly significant purpose, and this was where the second key would prove important. The Bacon line itself can be translated as his rather dramatic finale to what black powder presents humanity; namely, that it is like a door that, when opened, no man can shut; and if shut, no man can open. 



 Exhausting a few other possibilities, I decided to follow the numerological line, thus rendering the now deciphered text thus:

 



56 889385 8153 25452115296, 8125296 331154 889 175292, 56 5546 3318496; 56 8884 331845296, 5546 175292

 



A hopeless kludge of numbers. On instinct, I reduced the numbers further so that “56” would be 5+6 = 11, and 1+1=2. The result was a more manageable, but possibly erroneous 2586687822721528. But this would prove the right way of going about it since, on the following page was a devotional text of four lines copied from some passage in the Bible. This was prefaced by a text written backward that the key was “in four fours”. I counted off the sixteen numbers I had in my collection and applied the numbers to pick out the letters so that the first letter was two letters in, the next five letters after that, and so on, so it would look like this:

 



x2xxxx5xxxxxxx8xxxxx6


xxxxx6xxxxxxx8xxxxxx7xxxxxxx8... &c.

 



The letters I was able to fish out were these:

 



DEAR


SATR


OCIT


ATIS

 



For a moment, I was frustrated, since it looked to me like another round of cipher, but when I put them all together in a string, DEARSATROCITATIS, it was just a matter of inserting two spaces to separate the words so that it spelled (de) Ars atrocitatis. The art of atrocity. The prefatory “de” was not correct Latin, but there was probably no way that the cipher-maker could have made the Bacon quote work out perfectly. From there, it was just a matter of trying to locate the book. Lo and behold, the Internet killed the mystery immediately, preventing too much undue sleuthing. There was a book listing on an academic site.

 



Title: Secret Atrocity: Prophecies of Anonymous Medieval Authors Attributed with the Composition of the Ars atrocitatis.


Author: William R. A. Warburg, The University of Chicago.


Publisher: Lexburg Institute for Medieval Studies, 1977.


Synopsis: The Ars atrocitatis antedates Codex Infinitum (author unknown) by thirty-three years, although the reported events are chronologically reversed. Ars atrocitatis was originally written in 1315, corresponding with the death of Raymund Lull. The sensational text speaks of a mysterious synthesis of typological elements that have occurred, written in the past tense as if to lend the writer a prophetic affectation in having witnessed or experienced the events themselves. This study follows the many texts that reference or falsely attribute the Ars atrocitatis to a wide variety of credible names in the medieval period.

 



The book was, unsurprisingly, out of print, and there were no used copies in the offing. I decided to locate the author himself, but there was no listing for a Dr. William R. A. Warburg at the University of Chicago. I sent an email for some assistance and it was a solid two days until I received a reply that stated Dr. Warburg had left the Philosophy Department a decade ago and was now teaching as professor emeritus at the University of Toronto. Rather than just show up unannounced and be risked being perceived as a lunatic, I found his email and contacted him. His reply was disappointing: 


 



Dear Mr. Gimaldi,


 




I am pleased and flattered with your interest in my book, although it is a bit dated now. I am saddened to hear that it is not available, but I do believe it is in the University of Chicago holdings, and that you may only have to arrange for an interlibrary loan through your host institution. 




All the best,



W.R.A.Warburg.


 



To say that I was peeved would be an understatement; here was a stranger showing interest in a work on such a highly marginal topic, and he couldn't be of any further assistance beyond telling me that I could track it down myself. In my pique and insomnia, I decided to contact him directly in person. I found out when and where he was teaching and waited for him after class. I was determined to satisfy my curiousity about this text, and to discover where I could get a hold of this Ars atrocitatis since it was reported as “missing”, and had never been reproduced for archive and research purposes. I was certain that the book Castellemare referred to me only by call number was this text, and the Yale Beinecke Rare Book Library reported not having it in its holdings.


 Upon further research, I would discover that there were not just one Ars atrocitatis, but several variants. One of them had been in the possession of history's most adept and unscrupulous master forgers of ancient texts, Constantine Simonides (I would later learn something a bit unsettling about this link). Another had been stolen from the Library of Paris by the most highly reputed book thief, Libri. Another had been reputed to have been in the holdings of the Cottonian Library, but succumbed to the great fire of 1731. I had no choice but to pay a surprise visit to Dr Warburg.


 He was giving a class that I decided to sit in on, at the back of a lecture theatre with the slight smell of naphthalene. He was a portly, sagging hulk of an old man in a rumpled suit that was presumably purchased an era ago.


 “So, we come now to the pernicious issue of attributions and the tangled web of genealogical errors in the history of codexes. This grail of truth and authenticity in regards the text, especially ones that are faithfully and unfaithfully reproduced, is at times pure folly. For the sake of argument, let us assume that there is some archetype text, a root book from which is copied several others. Can anyone here tell me what can go wrong in the transit from the root text to the copies?”


 An awkward silence before a student raised his hand and said, “Well, the copyist could make an omission.”


 “Yes, but there is more than one type of omission. One can be by mistake, such as in copying a line that begins with the same word, but having accidentally skipped the first one. For example.”


 He wrote on the board two lines:



The man was at the gates.


 The man was a Moor.


 “Note,” he continued, “that the lines would be longer, but a copyist in haste might accidentally skip the second line, thinking to proceed to the next without redundancy.


 “The other change would be more intentional, but not bad-natured, such as in not being able to decipher a word or letter due to bad calligraphy, damage, an ink blot, and so on. Any other possible errors? Yes, you.”


 Another student: “I suppose they could just make a misprint, like mixing up two letters in a word, like a spelling mistake.”


 “Yes, and that happened on occasion despite due diligence. Another error can result of substituting or inserting a word by assumption, especially in badly damaged or hard to read texts. Another error which deserves some attention is the tendency for the copyist to act as an editor... By this, I mean those of good intention who wish to simplify an awkward passage for clarification purposes, which may also involve modernizing archaic or abstruse language or obscure references. In such cases, the preservation of the authentic text is secondary to the preservation of its message so that present and future readers may better benefit from it. Any other errors?”


 “Translation error?” a student ventured.


 “Yes, certainly that was a common problem, especially if the book was not being merely copied, but translated from Greek or an Arabic language. Errors in translation are quite common, and especially more so among those not so skilled in the root language. Let me add another error of a more psychological variety: the error that occurs in the interval between seeing the original text and actually copying it. So much can occur... An interruption or an assumption or a lapse of memory. Any other possible errors?”


 I put up my hand, and he pointed a chubby, mechanical finger at me as if I were just another of his students. 



 “The picture can become more complicated if we braid the genealogical succession of the text,” I said. I could see that he was intrigued and implored me with a gaze and nod to continue. “Say, for example, we have an archetype book written in one hand and continued in another by a different author. Or, perhaps, if the original is lost, and two or three other copies had been made and are mistaken as the archetype, placed in different monasteries. Of course, these monasteries would each claim their copy as the original. Or, again, if the transcription incorporated the marginalia and glosses into the main text.”


 “Yes, yes, this would make the matter more complicated,” he said with a meaningful and serious acknowledgement before turning back to the rest of the student body. “And so I don't want any of us to think that the matter is merely a succession of errors emerging from one original since there may not be just one original. It isn't always so linear, leading from from one sacred original to multiple copy errors. All right, then, I believe our time is up for this week,” he said, now raising his voice to the automatic reflex of students gathering up their items and ready to take flight. “Remember, for next class, to read chapter six on bibliothecarial considerations, and we will take up the curious and unfortunate story of Thomas Chatterton.”


 A few students tarried on, asking mundane questions about their assignments. I remained as well, just in the aisle as if I were some looming interceptor. The students that had posed their questions dribbled away, and Dr. Warburg was collecting his notes and books into his cracked leather shoulder bag. 



 “Yes?” he asked me since I was rooted in his path.


 “Dr. Warburg, I was hoping that this would be a good time to discuss an important matter about a manuscript you are fairly knowledgeable about.”


 “Hoo, I may not be able to oblige... I have a few administrative matters to attend to and some work to do. Perhaps you could arrange to meet me during my office hours.”


 “It concerns the Ars atrocitatis, and I do not think that I can be so easily put off given that I may have some new information on the text to share.”


 “Oh, you must be the gentleman who contacted me on email about the monograph I wrote on the subject. I am very sorry that I couldn't be of any more assistance, but academic interests are fickle, and eventually we wander off to other things.”


 “Recently, someone gave me a text in cipher that, when deciphered through a double-series of keys, supplied the title of Ars atrocitatis. Here,” I said, proffering the text. 



 He took it and did not conceal his puzzlement.


 “I do not wish to question your deciphering abilities, so I will take what you say as true. Have you any idea why the atrocitatis is mentioned specifically? This is a rather ancient text you have, and you say it came into your possession recently? Hmm... Have you any idea which library it was once housed in?”


 “Not a clue.”


 “Ah, well, you see, that is truly unfortunate. The information as to where the book has been is sometimes more invaluable than having the book itself, just as archaeologists value the strata of where a piece of pottery is found more than the object itself.”


 “Dr. Warburg, I am not ignorant of such things. I am a scholar in this field.”


 “Oh? I didn't mean to sound patronizing, I am sorry. Your name again... Garibaldi?”


 “Gimaldi,” I corrected.


 “The name is familiar. What have you published recently?”


 “Admittedly, not much. I tried my hand at cracking the Codex Seraphinianus.”


 “Ah, yes. That. No offense intended, but that book is not one I consider very seriously since it was made in the 1970s... I believe the author is still alive, no? A graphic designer or some such thing. I do recall that someone took issue with your decipherment.”


 “Newbold syndrome,” I said. “He was right.”


 William Newbold was a very brilliant and distinguished scholar who had prematurely declared cracking the cipher of the Voynich Manuscript in the 1920s, only for subsequent scholars to demonstrate that he took too many liberties with his assumptions and imposed what he wanted to see in the text. It is something most of us who deal in code and cipher try to guard against, though the temptation when frustration runs high or coincidences abound is seductive. And, in some cases, it is the pressure to publish.


 “I'm sorry to hear that. Perhaps your decipherment, even if it was more fanciful wish than truth, will be validated when the thing gets deciphered.”


 “Dr. Warburg, I know you are busy, and I do not want to spend our brief time here talking about my failures. I have a very focused concern at hand concerning this book you wrote about. Have you ever come into contact with it, or did you focus solely on referential attributions to it?”


 “We all have our failures, Gimaldi, and this one can be considered mine. So you may find me as lacking in eagerness as you to revisit failures. Yes, the monograph deals solely with attributions. Between you and me, and not caught in the black and white prison of published text, yes, I have had the occasion to be in the presence of the Ars atroctitatis. It nearly drove me out of my mind.”


 “Could you tell me more?”


 “Let's go to my office,” he said quietly, obviously disturbed as if I had disinterred something Warburg would have rather left buried.

 



“There are a few associated books,” Dr. Warburg began.


 We were sitting like old conspirators around his clogged desk, piles of papers and books like hopelessly disheveled towers of Babel after the obliteration. 



 “These form a nucleus of writings,” he continued. “Instead of that nucleus of writings that emerge from a single work, these work in tandem. There are several misleading and impossible references in the glosses of the book... I have composed a glossary in the short time that I had with it.”


 He fished through his desk and produced a manila envelope that had been pressed flat and unopened for decades under the papery archaeology of his career.


 “This,” he said, pushing it toward me, “Has never been published, and neither do I ever want to see it published.”


 “Where does the story begin? There must be a story attached to this, how you came to research this subject.”


 “It begins with an unholy librarian, or should we say a custodian of sorts... But a custodian of horrors is what he wants to see brought into this world. His name is unimporta -”


 “Castellemare?” I leapt in. It was as sudden as a surprise slap in the face.


 “Y-yes. It was through him that I discovered the Ars atrocitatis.”


 “How long ago was that?”


 “It must have been... 1975. I became obsessed. Fortunately, now, I am too old and the many ghosts are much swifter than I am to catch them... more so than even back then when I was perhaps the age you are now. Mysteries are the sport of much younger men. You know this Castellemare? He must be quite aged by now.”


 I let this drop. There was no sense in me telling this venerable scholar that Castellemare most likely didn't age a day since he encountered him over thirty years ago. Instead, I took a different tack.


 “Would you happen to know of an Anton Setzer?”


 “Not particularly, but I did once encounter a bastardization of the name of Ptolemy Soter written as Setzer.”


 “The founder of the Alexandria Library?”


 “Yes, very good. And Zenodotus of Ephesus was their first librarian, 280 years before Christ.”


 “In what manner did Castellemare introduce you to the book?”


 “He approached me, in my office. I was teaching at the University of Chicago at the time, dangerously close to my tenure review, and needed to publish something. I was simply out of ideas, and this librarian appeared as if from nowhere and inspired my research direction.”



“You mentioned associate texts... “


 “Yes, such as Codex Infinitum and Codex Machina. There was another one, I believe, called Spiritus Designata, but I cannot be sure. I found mention once, if memory serves, in a book entitled Codex Obscura, based on the real life of a one Jonkil Calembour, but when this came to light, I had long since abandoned my interest in the Ars atroctitatis. The version Castellemare had sported a metal plate, suggesting that it had once been chained to the shelf of a library.”


 “You mentioned Thomas Chatterton, a forger,” I pressed, ignoring mention of Calembour for now – but this flagged item for further questions would be forgotten.


 “Ah, yes, poor Thomas. Good mind, young and taken with his exposure to what he had found in St. Mary's... Took his own life at the age of eighteen. Quite a precocious boy, studied and emulated the style of old English texts and wrote under the name of Rowley. Received indignant reaction from Horace Walpole. He produced his first rather convincing forgery or fabulation at the age of twelve, and took his life in 1770. The world lost a good mind that had just run astray because of how enamoured he was with the old style.”


 “The reason why I bring this up because I did locate mention that another forger, of highest renown by the name of Constantine Simonides had his own copy of the atrocitatis.”


 “He did, but the thing about Simonides is that he wasn't actually a forger,” he said, and seemingly quickly regretted saying it. I knew why.


 “Dr. Warburg, I am familiar with Castellemare and the Library.”


 “Then I suppose it would not be such a stretch – between us – to make the claim that Simonides, despite his skills, did not forge all the manuscripts he was purported to. Yes, he faked a bundle of them, but not all of them. However, regular scholarship would not be convinced by this claim unless they could also be convinced of the Library.”


 “So it is your assertion that some of Simonides' allegedly forged texts were actually originals from the Library.”


 “Yes, and those he did forge were inspired by the books he saw there. There is a letter between Simonides and someone with a name very close to Castellemare's where the latter heatedly demands of the former to return a few books.”


 I couldn't help but to input the respective roles of Castellemare and Setzer, where Setzer as the artificer would most obviously be the representative stand-in for Simonides, a repeating drama between those who would preserve authenticity and those who would seek to multiply texts as sabotage. I could also picture, with some amused satisfaction, Castellemare throwing his trademark fits over people who refused to give back books.


 “Simonides trafficked in icons and impostures, but he was masterful at it. From Odessa to Athos, St Petersburg to London, he duped even the shrewdest minds with his clever forgeries. But it was not just his skill that helped him along, but the books he stole from the Library. Half of what is attributed – falsely – as forgery are actually books that emerged from the Library.”


 “One wonders why they have not been recollected back into the Library,” I said carelessly.


 “It was too late – they became part of public record, the damage was done, may as well leave them be. They became part of this world's history, and so to pluck them would be superfluous. Besides, Simonides took a risk in what he did and he lost: he was denounced as a forger so the books remain safe.”


 “Have you encountered anyone beside Castellemare who may have had contact with the Ars text?”


 “Indeed I have, but their credibility is a matter of dispute... We are speaking mostly of those melodramatic medievalists, or hobby medievalists with a good chunk of money and no scholastic merit, who torture the air with their talk of conspiracies and mysteries. But one such gentleman, while I was researching in Prague, had told me that Raymond Lull himself had referenced the book twice in his works.”


 “Was this corroborated?”


 “Not at all!” Dr Warburg sniffed. “The first reference was to a manuscript written by Pseudo-Lull, a reference to be found on page 216. There was no page 216 since the manuscript only had 215 pages.”


 “Perhaps it was on the flyleaf or the colophon?”


 “I checked, even with UV light – nothing.”


 “And the second book?”


 “Either it was never catalogued, lost, or simply never existed at all. I did, however, have some luck from an unexpected place. I was studying a work reputed to be in the hand of John Dee, circa 1586, and followed a ciphertext section that, with some rearrangement, could have led to another key.”


 “Oh?”


 “Dee was an admirer of Trithemius' cryptography, and would on occasion try his hand at double enciphering – that is, to conceal a text in cipher, and conceal a deeper meaning beyond the surface cipher.”


 “Were you able to crack it?”


 “With ease; Dee's ciphering abilities may have been superior for his time, but history and patient scholarship eventually reveals all the magician's tricks. He does, in fact, reference an Edw. - i.e., 'Edward' in relation to the Ars atrocitatis.”


 “Edward Kelley, Dee's assistant?”


 “That was what I assumed, as a reflex, but it didn't seem to accord with what Dee was trying to achieve with this particular double-cipher. There would have been no reason to bury Kelley's name, stitched to the Ars, since Kelley had no connection to the purported contents.”


 “Which are?” I asked, not concealing my own mounting excitement.


 “This is where the matter gets muddy, I'm afraid. I've heard some go as ridiculously far as to say it is the end of days. Such religious zeal among millenarians is tiresome, and each of their predictions has turned out wrong and is once again deferred to some future date. Another report says it is the result of some variety of synthesis between seven magi, and another stating it is the synthesis of the most representative of the seven lands. The synthesis connection is by far the most prevalent, but as to what or who enters into synthesis, and what the outcome of it is remains shrouded between the covers of a book we have no access to.”


 “But Castellemare presented you with a copy.”


 “On loan, and not for very long. The copy I was lent was quite battered and missing several leaves, some of them seemingly torn out in haste. I was lucky to squeeze out two intelligible lines at a time, the rest of it quite faded, or soiled, missing, or blacked out. It also didn't help that the printers used a very thin ink.”


 “Do you have a copy of what you saw? A transcription?”


 “I used to, but as soon as I gave back the copy to Castellemare, my transcription went missing. I assume given Castellemare's secrecy that he had plucked them, leaving me only with the notes which I used to write my study and signal attention to this peculiar manuscript.”


 “Would you happen to have a few of your notes that I could glance at?” I asked hopefully. 



 “Somewhere, but I'll need some time to retrieve them,” he said, waving his hand over the hopeless avalanche of notes and papers. “You have to understand that it has been a very long time since I reopened that case after it went so tragically cold.”


 “I understand. Could you give me any physical details of the edition Castellemare leant you? It might be of some service to me if I can, upon a wing and a prayer, locate a copy of my own.”


 “You would be in luck. I just happen to have a card file – I know, anachronistic of me, but old library-style habits die hard. Let me check.”


 Dr Warburg shifted his bulk to a the old file card catalogue, flipped the yellowed cards until he found what he was looking for, and then he closed the drawer.


 “Found it,” he said, handing it to me for inspection.

 



Ars Atrocitatis – Anonymous


In English, on paper; publication date: 1315; 6 1/4' x 4 ½', vi+ 185 leaves, no illuminations or capitals. Severely damaged, obv. attempt at rebinding. See notes.

1. Some leaves missing near beginning and end.



2. (fol 173r) unintelligible notes in margin.



3. (fol 360v) colophon with previous owner strikethrough.



4. Printed date inaccurate. Typography mimics early 14th century, but obviously typeset for majority of document save for leaves 12, 33, 72, 78, 112, 131, and 182 (hand-lettered and possibly re-stitched / inserted from original 1315 ed'n).




 



 “So if the edition is not from 1315, although it might have some of the original leaves rebound into it, what year do you place it?” I asked.


 “That's a mighty difficulty, I'm afraid. Upon examination of the typography, I could date it to around the late 1500s, although the method of printing was archaic. The colophon boasts that it was done by chalcography – brass punches. Such a Venetian method was mildly popular in the late 1400s but long since discontinued. As well, even if there are original 1315 leaves in the book, they are written in English. All texts of that time were written in Latin. If that were not enough to drive a researcher mad, the title page was also written in English, but not according to older spelling. Look at the back of the card.”

 



Curious title page: Ars atrocitatis, This being the 7th and Final Volume of the Dies Irae Cycle, Full and Unexpurgated From Its Original Printing. Including a Preface by Fr. Ioannes Obercit. Published in London. Anno MCCCXV.

 



 “The 'Dies Irae Cycle'?”


 “Day of Wrath, judgement. None of it adds up.”


 “What is this about a preface?”


 “There was a preface, but it was not in the hand of this Fr. Ioannes Obercit. Obercit was a 17th century friar obsessed with clocks, and no previous reference is extant. The preface in the copy I had was written by that same agonizing 'Edw.'”


 “But we know it was published in London.”


 “Actually, the colophon states that it was printed in Ambianis – i.e., Amiens.”


 “Given all these inconsistencies, it seems to me that the book that was leant you was a very sloppy forgery.”


 “You perhaps know as well as I do that in his Library, there are no forgeries. And it is proper parlance in our trade, when the authenticity of a book cannot be confirmed, to give it the probationary description of being a copy. In addition, I do recall the final page of the text, a rather ominous finale. Not much of the actual book was readable given its poor condition, but these phrases were: 'cave ab homine unius libri' and 'cetera desunt'.” 



 “Beware those with only one book.”


 “And 'the rest is missing'. Perhaps this was meant to deepen and broaden the mystery, or perhaps to throw non-initiates off the scent of the secret.”


 “Do you suspect that it was written by and for some kind of secret order?”


 “There were not enough references to any collective in what I was able to read, no mystic symbols, or any of the other glyphs so cherished by a secret society. I do think it was meant to be consumed by the few, but not necessarily those who were part of the same fraternal order. The title page is written as if the book were meant for public sale, and makes no mention of whom the book is meant for. There were no astrological diagrams, no recognizable enigmatic phrases in currency among alchemists, and certainly no discussion of the ways to conduct sacred rites. I would like to think this book was for some order, and that it was some devotional arcana of secrets, but the evidence did not bear that out. Of course, much of it was in such poor condition that I could not read it, and so I cannot say any of this with any certainty.”


 “The title page mentions that it is the seventh and final in the series. Have you any idea what the other six are?”


 “I mentioned already, and this is a dim guess, Codex Infinitum, Codex Machina, and Spiritus Designata, but I would hazard to guess that there were several associate texts that acted as apocryphal spinoffs. I would postulate the existence of nine or more other books that make up the cycle, but it would be hard to determine without the original which were genuinely part of it.”


 “I have encountered mention of this Codex Infinitum,” I ventured.


 “As have I. At last tally, there were fourteen variations.”


 “Fourteen? Have you encountered one of them?”


 “No, this is by mention in other manuscripts dating between 1355 and 1662. Most of them reference it with a helpful annotation, but all of them are widely different in what this book contains. Sadly, the references are scant, even in their synopsis, so I could not tell you what the book – or books – is about. It may have turned out that the title, Codex Infinitum, was a popular one used to name many different books.”


 “I would like to obtain a copy of your study on the Ars. I know you directed me to the library holdings, but I was hoping to obtain a copy direct from you.”


 At this, Dr Warburg seemed to go grey. It was a perturbing request.


 “I like to think of myself as very accommodating to the needs of research, but generally only where the research will result in a fruitful end. If there is any caution I can give, and one that enthusiasm has a tendency to deafen, it is this: you ought to concentrate your efforts elsewhere. If I learned anything in my feverish obsession with that book, it was that it is akin to struggling in quicksand.”


 “Let me assume the burden of responsibility for what I choose to research. I have a personal investment in this project, and I am asking you for assistance.”


 “Really, it is a work of juvenilia, filled with hasty speculations and roughshod analysis. You really shouldn't trouble yourself with it.”


 “Dr Warburg, I am not interested in your intellectual modesty. I am asking you, as one touched by the mystery of Castellemare's Library to another, to lend me a copy of your study on the Ars atrocitatis. It would be of immense help in my own work as I have a few other pieces of the puzzle that were perhaps not in your possession when you committed your study.”


 “All right, then. Come back in two days and I will have found my copy of it, a copy you need not return. But, if I may ask, I cannot suffer to allow myself in being dragged into that awful pit. So, to that end, whatever you uncover, I do not wish to be a party to it. As far as I am concerned, the matter is at an end.”


 I was more than satisfied with that arrangement. I was certain that I had tapped all that was valuable in his memory in dealing with the text, and although I wanted to discover more about his dealings with Castellemare, it would only serve as distracting anecdotal information. I thanked him warmly for his time and arranged to meet him again to retrieve his book.
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Excerpt from 7th Meditation

 




The Last Differentiation of Artist and Scientist

 



Not even the glowing crescendo of coming day could drive away the menace of two very disturbed men wrapped in the distorting shroud of narcotic excesses. Leopold and Dr Aymer were taking an impromptu stroll in the park in the bitter cold. Dr Aymer had been sleepless for so long, beguiled by unspeakable images, his face a terrain of beard scrabble. He was certain that he was losing his mind, but he was more alarmed that it didn't concern him as much as it ought to have - “I am completely out of character, and I am complicit with this.” He did not question why he had decided to take up on Leopold's late night invitation to “go out on the town”, and his work was suffering the ravages of neglect. Leopold, his own sleep-deprived eyes darting in every direction and motored by a hallucinogenic frenzy, was speaking utter gibberish, desperately trying to light his cigarette with a spent lighter.


 “That's what I'm saying. It cudda been like that. A Pavlovian treatment kazoo, a regular Yankee Doodle Dandy, an Abrayam linkin... Fuck! What's wrong with this lighter? Always when you need the smoke the most. Didja ever see such a thing? Goddamn East St. Louis carnival monkeys and smokestacks making for the highs none of us can sustain... Anyway, yeah, the Chicago experimental free jazz scene... Cudda been like that here, but no: logic prisms where nothing beautiful can bloom, and dead soil turned with backhoes of naturalistic fallacies... no substantive principle patches or crops. Keeps spitting up like slush on moving tires. Splep-splep-splep: like that, all dirty and gross. Chicago. Jazz. Stars and Stripes. Those fifty Freudian stars, fifty American anuses shining bright, and for each a jazz musician can sax his way out through the pseudo-eroticism... that must be it, hot damnity-damn.”


 The cigarette was never lit, it just hung like a damp rope from Leopold's lips. Dr Aymer was far too sleep-deprived and stupefied to engage Leopold's nonsensical rant. Perhaps there was something profound in the random whine and roar of Leopold's extempore versification, but Dr Aymer only felt a lingering feeling of general illness.


 “I... do not feel very well,” said Dr Aymer, unsure if he should place his hands upon his belly or head.


 The brief respite from a phalanx of angry images had once again come to an end, dispelling the welcome torpor and silence of Dr Aymer's unsolicited thoughts. As much as he attempted to resist this cavalcade of horrific flashes, his weakness only plunged him further into them, his enervating sanity flailing wildly in a toxic soup. His mind was drowning in images of torture and unmentionable atrocities, and there was no way he could distance them. What Dr Aymer did not know was the origin of these unwanted thoughts, emerging as they did by that crucible of the synthesis, the Red Lion sketchbook – a product of a very unstable mind. Leopold was the example of what sustained engagement with the book promised, and given the fluttering cacophony of Leopold's utterances reflecting what must have been an internal carnival of confused and grotesque ideas, Dr Aymer did not have much time left before he, too, succumbed to this devouring circulation.


 Dr Aymer tried to anchor his thoughts to his immediate surroundings: Those salt-streaked streets, those wind-whipped overbites of snow, those brittle and ice-caked branches, those wisps of grey debris. Leopold sat with his hands digging in his coat pockets, grasping for some cached warmth. Perhaps he had left it in his other coat, Leopold thought. Meanwhile, the carefully erected latticework of Dr Aymer's reason was beginning to splinter. He could barely summon the strength to fight off this onslaught of thoughts that overwhelmed him. The hard-felt effects of the synthesis were already in motion, and his thoughts were coalescing with that of the lunatic artist that kept goading him on to accept the inevitability of their fusion. Leopold was making deadly overtures, trying to lure and seduce Dr Aymer into a domain where none of the six men were divisible anymore. It would be an act of surrender in the face of a force that had consumed the power of each of them, resetting them on a merged path towards what was still largely unknown.


 Dr Aymer knew that there was a predictive quality to genetic mergers, but that there was always the haunting possibility of chance in any concatenation of codes. It was the accident of this merger that horrified him, the uncertainty of what would be produced in the end. And why did he act so passively, surrendering what made him an individual to the whims of a confusing and hasty explanation on the necessity of a synthesis? On whose authority? A bizarre and ambiguous sort of man who seemed to have taken the reins on behalf of all involved. Why did Dr Aymer not protest? Why did he give up so easily? Why did the others merely assent to this merger without question?


 It was these thoughts that added further torment to the man who was once a notable geneticist. Although, at the same time, he could not divorce this mounting feeling of magnetizing to the other five figures, almost relishing on some level that he would become not less, but more as a result of this fusion of parts. What had been added to his personality had been all the stronger aspects of the others: the freedom in madness, the ponderousness of the philosophical, the mysticism of the prophet, the creative fervour of the artist, and... and? Something else, something dark and malicious clawing its way toward the light, something with an unspeakable vindictive gravity, its breath hot and sour with the desire for revenge against everything. Who was that “Third Man”, and what role did he play? This had never been revealed, and all queries to that effect had gone unanswered or were buried in ambiguously vague responses. He was sure now that whatever was tormenting him, taking control of his thoughts, was the influence of that Third Man. 



 Leopold was quite certainly mad, and no less buffoonish for it. He was the artist, but the artist unchecked by any rational focus – wild and metastatic creation without intent or purpose. The synthesis would most likely benefit by furnishing that pure creativity with determination, just as the dry and analytical thinking of the philosopher or the scientist would be broadened by the infusion of creativity. Dr Aymer thought to himself that this synthesis was, in some ways, attempting to engineer the perfect and most well-rounded being. Dr Aymer was daunted by the scope of this project, and yet it appealed to that deep and secret longing lodged in the darkness of thoughts he would have rather left unexposed: the desire to create the perfect genetic specimen, as if the very theories of Darwin himself had thrown down the gauntlet, a contest to produce the ideal organism. Who, thought Dr Aymer to himself, had any right to interfere in such a lofty move toward perfection, even if it meant sacrificing what one knew as life.


 Dr Aymer could no longer keep the listing barge of himself in any degree of control. He began to cry, softly at first, and then heaving sobs overtook him. Leopold, captured within his own madness, merely looked on with the gaze of someone enjoying a plot twist in a film.

 



He was making small slits in his arms, entry points for the wires that were hooked up to the generator. An extension of the vein is an extension of life, the madman thought. His eyes scanned the pompous titles of every article his mind had ever conspired to write, every trace of the paper-scholar trail that littered his professional past, every pound of text on his collapsing shelves, and he was sickened. But there was one freeing thought, one method of purest release: the great electrocution. What would stay his hand now, now that there was only loss to look forward to? The madman, despite initial enthusiasm, was now overcome with regret at the thought of the inevitable synthesis that would forever efface his own individual self. His fear had got the better of him, and he realized that his secret dream of being a part of a great electric circuit belonging to something far more meaningful had ceased to entice him since he now knew what it entailed. However, despite his sudden timidity in the face of his goal, he could not go through with his plan to remove himself irrevocably from the synthesis by way of this electric suicide. But what stayed his hand – fear, inevitability or necessity – he could not say. 


 



Russell the would-be philosopher sat in his overly white kitchen; its stainless steel appliances set in minimalist array, the flood of the grey light of morning tucking itself in the far too clean crevasses of the kitchen. The coffee had scalded his lips, and he was crying. He could not bear to witness the reflection in the steel, or in the spoon, or on the glass of the cupboards. Russell did not know to whom the reflection belonged anymore. All he knew was that whatever he fancied himself to be was merely the pilot of a vessel that desperately clambered for identity. Russell only wanted to be someone – anyone - while he could, before the chance would be snatched away by that which promised a premature end to his search for an identity he could live with.


 Russell was losing his bearings. He felt himself split in two, the mitosis of a cell with no nucleus. No, not a cell... a kind of lateral evolution, a swapping of traits among the already born, a slime mold. The madness that had visited the others had now visited over him as well. His double – or what his mind perceived to be his double – was nothing more than a voice coming from another room.


 “Will you go to war against me, little magus?” asked the voice of his double.


 “I don't understand,” was Russell's reply.


 “I wasn't talking to you. Keep quiet. Stay indiscernible.”


 Russell wanted to amplify himself in protest, but his thoughts were being mulched, broken down into a pasty solution and becoming absorbed into the nullity of he knew not what. It was as though he were being hollowed out, violently forced to disgorge the paltriness of his contents to face what he really was: an impostor, a filmy residue and little more.


 Something else imminent was brewing. Peels of mocking laughter erupted from the other room, his double obviously amused by Russell's free-falling dissolution. Russell tried to appeal to his hasty readings of the great philosophers as a guide to defending himself against the paradox of the synthesis, but only their faces stood in static silence, mutely dismissing his internal appeals. Their places in the arcanum of his mind was quickly being filled with monsters. He held his head and weakly cried for help against the menacing visions pushing up from the soil of his subconscious, a disarray of fragments. 



 This scherzo was claiming each and every one of them, a vicious maelstrom that caused them all to recoil in their respective places, the shuddering waves of synthesis rippling outward in a a rapidly expanding arabesque.

 



[If my proceeding through the text was matching the pace of actually occurring events, then it was too late for me to do anything. I wonder if I stopped reading, events would be frozen, halting the narrative in the book as well as its correspondence in this world. Wishful thinking, Gimaldi].

 



 12



The Third Man Issues a Taste

 



See here. Touch but a shade of what roils within: rats, sodomites, underbelly people and overbelly people, winos, dispossessed pharaohs, painters of mechanical unicorns, trampled Magyars, Laertians, slovenly street children straight from Dickens, maniacs, schizos, map-worshipers, plotters, crowded piles of medieval sex manuals written by anonymous monks, furious Tatars, broken hookahs, pinned up centerfolds from the 1950s, empty liquor bottles, gas-sniffers, cardboard tents, tattered blankets, street pirates, pinchers, oenolots, oafs, beggars, mouldy bread, occasional gobs of blood, schizophrenic graffiti, tag-artists, runaways, coffee zealots, and urban washouts, there was one implacable and constant hum. It was a twitching drone coming from within the low hanging pipes, barging in on stupors and bringing some moments to a feverish pitch of epileptic delirium. Wires that cut into the skin, deranged gazes, the rarest types of people in eccentric orbits around their quarry, horror dressed in new flesh, a shower of glass shards, the recasting of dice against shadow... In sum: heralding glimpses into the new era, that of the dark side of collective desire, collective will. Breathe into our clay and grant us life, bookish one. We are your clay bird. Your golem. Your reddest lion. Beware those with only one book, but make that book live.
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To the Reader (Ad Lectorem)

 



“Let me assume the burden of responsibility for what I choose to research. I have a personal investment in this project, and I am asking you for assistance,” said a familiar voice on the telephone. 



 I had just arrived home from Dr Warburg's office, fresh from reading a section of the 7th Meditation. The voice left me frozen.


 The voice continued: “Gimaldi had just returned from Dr Warburg's office and was alarmed by the voice he was hearing on the telephone. The copy of the 7th Meditation dangled from Gimaldi's benumbed hand.”


 And then we said simultaneously, “You were killed... Is this another trick?”


 Anton Setzer. 



 “Hello, Gimaldi. The prodigal returns it seems, yes? I don't mean to slight you and your knack for fact-finding, but you made a crucially wrong assumption. No, I wasn't killed, nothing of the sort. No mystical order had settled my hash as Angelo had reported to you. But you never saw the corpse, and took Angelo's word on faith. I'm certain that your caution will not allow you to take me at my word, but for what it is worth, I can explain.”


 “Were you tailing me? Is that how you knew I was with Dr Warburg?”


 “What do you take me for, Gimaldi? A skip tracer? Before you get all knotted up, let me read you this passage from a book I am reading: 'Gimaldi, reeling in confusion elbowing for dominance with a rising anger, demanded to know from the presumably dead Anton Setzer if the latter was tailing him. Gimaldi had sat himself down on the edge of the bed, a cold sweat beading upon his flushed brow. Setzer's voice, irritatingly calm, interrupted Gimaldi's raft of questions by reading to him from an interesting book. What made the book interesting was not so much the writing or the plot, but that determinism was not such the vain and ridiculous idea Gimaldi had previously dismissed as bosh,' Anyhow, just thought you would be interested. How are you?”


 Rage was swelling up within me, but I choked it back, stuttering into the receiver: “I was led to believe you were murdered, you read me a creepy passage from some book that most likely details my every past, present, and immediate future motions, and you ask me how I'm doing? You want to make small talk?”


 “I'm terribly sorry, Gimaldi. I had thought by this time you were well inured against being confronted with these impossible moments.”


 “At least I know Angelo is dead.”


 “That he is, Gimaldi. You don't seem so broken up about it. He did well, actually, and every man has his price.”


 “What did -”


 “I pay him for? Sorry – I just had to turn the page. You discovered that Angelo was a double-agent. Well, in exchange for information about Castellemare, he was willing to concoct that fiction of my having been murdered which you believed much more readily than I could have hoped for. But, I guess it's all written.”


 “You traded information about Castellemare so that Angelo would convince me that you were murdered? For what purpose?”


 “Hold on, Gimaldi, let's not jump too far ahead of the plot. Certain necessary events had to take place, one of them being Angelo's death. Also, I wanted you to make your way through my labyrinth. I'm really only trying to help you.”


 “Then why this fiction? Why didn't you just personally invite me to take a stroll through your fucking maze?”


 “It would have compromised the outcome. You see, the lie Angelo told was not just delivered to you, but to Castellemare as well. I needed Castellemare to think I was dead. He directed Angelo to tag along with you knowing that you would most likely take refuge in my labyrinth, trying to dig deeper into the mystery for more clues. Angelo told me of Castellemare's orders and I told Angelo to follow them. Had you not offered to go to my labyrinth, Angelo would have suggested it. I needed Angelo dead because, in time, he was going to kill you. The plot could not stand for the protagonist to snuff it. Not that you're entirely up to the mark of protagonist, but that is another issue, and one that risks editorializing a plot I did not design. But, in one version of the story, Angelo did kill you. You really ought to read Borges' Garden of the Forking Paths. I digress.
You see, when Castellemare thought I had been murdered, as reported to him by Angelo, he thought this would be the perfect opportunity to get three tasks completed. The first was to retrieve one of the books you stole. The second was to exploit your abilities to gain access to my labyrinth so that Castellemare could. The third was to have you killed.”


 “But he was already working his way through,” I protested.


 “Yes, but by a laborious back end. You recall that my doors lock from one side. He was trying to get at my machine, but not for the reasons he probably told you. Plus, he entered the door marked timor and we all know book production is one of love.
Anyway, Castellemare's duties as a Librarian also include binding books. He knew you were getting a bit too close to understanding more about the synthesis and Ars atrocitatis. Now that you know about it, there is no reason for me to conceal the title from you. The plot now permits it. Anyhow, he wanted to gain access to my machine to produce multiple false copies of the book, to throw you into a hopeless conundrum. And, before you ask, he could not just produce copies without my machine. You might say my machine has certain intriguing qualities that can produce authentic books from any period. You might also say it is the machine that someone like Constantine Simonides would have killed to possess. You know all about him now, according to what I read here about your meeting with Dr Warburg. And, again, before you ask since I know it is on your mind, I am not Simonides.”


 I was becoming frustrated with his way of talking about real world events like they were episodes in a novel.


 “What do I do now?” I asked, hoping his reading could help. “Where is Castellemare? What happened to this idea of interpolating your respective collections?”


 “Gimaldi, each of your questions truly deserve fleshed out responses. I, sadly, can only provide a few short answers at the moment. You can do whatever you wish. I do not know the whereabouts of our treacherous Librarian. And, finally, I suspected Castellemare's real motivations early on and played the fool. He is not to be trusted... But, then, I suppose I haven't given you much reason to trust me either. However, you have to admit that I've been far more accommodating and helpful than any of the others you have had to squeeze information from. Let me give you a piece of advice: You missed your calling as a detective; your shrewd instincts and persistence are highly admirable, but you have a tendency to be sloppy on those very rare occasions when those skills matter most. I know that you would not have any chance to prevent the synthesis since it has already happened – that is just a matter of irrefutable fact. However, you can come to understand what it means. That, you should know, is of vital importance.”


 “May I see the book you are reading?”


 “I'm sorry, Gimaldi. I am prohibited from doing so. Don't ask who is doing the prohibiting.”


 “Tell me this, then: who is Clysm?”


 “Oh, my, yes. Sorry about that. I was merely trying to conceal myself, and perhaps poorly at that.”


 “I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that you were the one to send that text. Who else but you? Is this a genuine text, or one fabricated using your forgery machine?”


 “A bit catty, Gimaldi. Yes, it is a genuine text, and had you done your research, you may have found it listed in some tucked away library's holdings. There is a facsimile of this text, although incomplete, near you at the Fisher Rare Book Library on the University of Toronto campus.”


 “It was written in cipher, and one that I have since deciphered with relative ease.”


 “I would stand up to cheer and clap, but you did forget a few crucial details. You assumed a double cipher – which is correct – but you didn't push it far enough. There was another cipher still. In fact, many traditional forms of ciphering were used, one of which harks back to Julius Caesar's rather simplistic transposition in his military dispatches... You know, writing D for A, E for B, that sort of thing, just moving up the letters by four spaces. Part of the text also makes use of a few of Aeneas Tacitus' secret kinds of writing as reported by Polybius, some other simple conventions employed by Charlemagne, Pharamond, Walchius, Bibliander, Cardanus, and of course Trithemius. Be happy I sent a manuscript instead of a waxed wooden tablet a la Demaratus, or a message shaved upon the scalp of a slave. For that I should be commended,” Setzer said with a laugh amused by his own obscure references.


 “Why not tell me directly instead rather than wasting my time in me having to decipher?”


 “Gimaldi, I respect your intellectual proclivities and the application of your talents. It would be as crude of me to tell you what the deciphered messages are as it would be to play the pedagogue by some long explanation of what symbolic importance a movie has. Yours is a noble and dying art, now dominated by those computer-using cryptanalysts working in top secret government organizations trying to decode the chatter of radical Islamic terrorists. Such application is not only a technological ugliness, but the knowledge to be obtained has no mysterious and scholarly gravity; these code-breakers can only yield up what will be bombed next. Codes and ciphers these days lack any real sport, and the knowledge is so drably practical. However, I was somewhat pleased that you kept in mind Trithemius' use of misdirected energy.”


 “Meaning?”


 “Meaning that you were not satisfied with ending your deciphering at just one level, being content with your findings no matter how banal. That was the Abbot of Spanheim's trick: to make the message so benign as to avoid detection.”


 “What is left to decipher?”


 “I would apply a few more famous keys. The text was not meant to be so impossible to crack that one gifted with the knowledge of the history and methods of cryptology and cryptanalysis couldn't engage it. This clue I will yield up: the name of the final outcome of the synthesis – and I do mean name, in the proper Christian sense.”


 “I have stumbled across a few references.”


 “I know you have, Gimaldi, but now is the time for you to confirm the scant evidence you have at hand. You may also be delighted or horrified to discover that the entire cast of characters in this bête noir drama can be distilled from this one text.”


 “And what of the Ars atrocitatis?”


 “Ah, I knew you would ask me about that, even without reading our dialogue right in front of me. Castellemare has been a very busy bee, I'm afraid, and I do believe he is concealing these people away from the rest of us. The book itself is of no real matter since the events are already unfolding, and will continue to do so with no hope of anyone being able to prevent the sequence of events.”


 We parted on uncertain terms. Upon replacing the receiver upon its cradle, I went back to the manuscript, partially reinvigorated by Setzer's clues. I had already tried a range of common deciphering techniques, but avoided the too-obvious ones. That was one of the cardinal rules of cryptanalysis: try the easiest and obvious solutions first. However, this was the rule I decidedly flouted until now. As well, I did not consistently apply the wide range of deciphering methods at every deciphered level. The results were beginning to emerge.


 I could have inputted the text, like some of my more tech savvy contemporaries, as values in a computer. There was something intransigently antique about the way I preferred to decode and decipher, as if I secretly believed that codes and ciphers written in hand ought to be solved in the same manner. I knew never to share my practices with those dwindling few in my field for fear that I would have been perceived as someone who was willingly wasting time doing by hand what a computer could perform – with perhaps less frequency of error – in a matter of instants. I did not dismiss the astonishing results the advent of computing has had on my profession, and results came pouring in at a more liquid pace as the devices improved. But I knew that in the crafting of codes and ciphers, the human mind was incapable of producing perpetual nonsense without it returning to some semblance of order, and that we abhorred incomprehensible redundancies such that we could not fashion a cipher that read “DDDDD” - computers, on the other hand, do not have this faculty of discrimination and will compute all variables and permutations regardless of how absurd it would be to us to consider them. 



 I had tossed aside Setzer's uncanny ability to know exactly what I was doing, saying, and what I would do or say. His reference to a book that seemed to confirm that life was a determined thing written down in advance was something for the philosopher or the theologian to consider. The staggering paradox of such a book would have disquieted me a great deal had I not already taken the Library – itself a paradox – as established fact. Having been immersed in this mystery for so long, I had finally come to the point where my belief in more generic forms of rationality and order had been suspended. Certainly, suspense of disbelief makes one accept that Superman can fly for the sake of the story line. I had done something similar with all that was transpiring for the sake of the mystery I was occupying a central role within. Perhaps, at some warped and submerged level, I was actually beginning to enjoy it.


 Castellemare had been right in his implications that my life had no real direct purpose until the mystery presented me with one. Without a puzzle to concern myself, all seemed listless, and when that puzzle stood there daring me to solve it, it consumed my entire focus, succeeding to becoming my entire perception and worldview. Nothing existed outside whatever puzzle I gave myself or was thrown my way, my sense of the real a myopia. Castellemare probably sensed that aspect of me which made me the ideal candidate for his plans. He knew I would not become distracted with the banal real world things, but would commit myself wholly to the singular task of solving a mystery. Of course, if it was all written that I would participate... But, then again, there were books in that maddening Library that conveyed this mystery without my participation. 



 These downward spiraling reflections had exposed to me that my life was not even the simplest of ciphers. Without a mystery, without some code or puzzle to occupy my time, I had nothing much else to live for. The solution to this mystery was upon a horizon I was rapidly approaching, and I was admittedly frightened of its resolution if only because it meant that I would sink back into a lack of purpose. And so, I thought, perhaps I had subconsciously erected my own blind spots to delay my progress; perhaps I could have come to solution much earlier in spite of myself. I could blame those like Setzer and Castellemare for playing keep-away, but I played a part as well in keeping the solution at bay for fear that my life would return to its default emptiness. 



 Why did I not cultivate real friendships or even follow the conventional romantic line? I certainly had appetites like most people, and although I could never have declared myself a highly social being, even those who live monkish lives obsessed with books attended the occasional gathering, got married, and lived relatively normal lives. To satisfy the social need, academics had conferences, but even those did not interest me. It was not that I sought out of some insecurity to be bold by publishing the occasional article that I did not physically have to deliver, but that I felt no desire to socially participate with others without textual mediation. However, it was not as though I was socially inept and awkward, but rather conspicuously disinterested. In my personal hierarchy of values, books were primary and people were a distant second. Neither was I hiding from anything in particular; rather, I could speculate that an age that fostered disconnection and contented alienation had forged my behavioural tendencies. 



 After two hours of deciphering work, I had decided to sample the social realm out of curiousity and experiment rather than any longing or desperation. I had dimly thought of calling on Leo, but my relationship with him was the sort that would never develop into anything meaningful, and that to push beyond some intellectual common interest would result in awkward silences. It was bordering on 9 PM on an inconsequential Wednesday night in Toronto. I did not want clamour, but I didn't want tomblike silence either. All that stood between myself and making a selection as to what I would do this night would be my eternal ambivalence. I would convince myself that, despite the bottleneck of counter-arguments and a well-ingrained detest for what passed for common sense, doing something social would present a healthy benefit, a diversion, something to restore sanity in the face of my current preoccupations. These flimsy and thin arguments could hardly function as resolved justification, for I did not feel in any fundamental sense “insane” or “unhealthy” - labels so hastily affixed, but that merely float above one's head like a ring of vacuous signifiers stitched to make an aureole of condensed identity. Not that, of course, the insane or unhealthy always recognize they are insane or unhealthy. I did find it odd and slightly perturbing that my own emotional range tended toward a flat line, never spiking to those grand extremes of euphoria or melancholy. I was in a state of being that those afflicted by conditions of emotional volatility needed prescriptions to achieve. 



 The tendency of a sedentary lifestyle is to remain sedentary, and so I weakly and unconvincingly resolved to take a walk for the benefit of my health, and if I so happened to chance upon a place of interest, would linger there. I floated like a ghost on Bloor Street West, beside the off-kilter postmodern facade of the Royal Ontario Museum, the motley coloured blur of corner stores, print shops, commercial sweet-nothings, churches, and then headed south toward the beacon of boredom, the tower. Down along Spadina Avenue, a few used bookstores I glanced at but never patronized, around the circle, and into Chinatown with its ideographic signage blending one into another as people still mobbed the outdoor produce stands. I drifted beside furrier shops, the endless profusion of fast food eateries, all the way to Queen Street West with its glass and steel goliaths, precisely hewn icebergs of corporate splendour. Anchoring myself at the intersection, my ambulation swung me toward the east, eventually reaching Yonge Street like a sudden surge of unwelcome light and noise. As if in retreat, I headed back up north until I hit upon College Street, and then, as if trying to delay my surrender, traveled west until I came across one of the many faux-Irish pubs that shamelessly decorate themselves with iconic posters of Guinness. Whether it was due to boredom, irony, or an unnamed fleeting sensation, I decided upon this location as my point of interest. It would be as good place as any to reconcile myself with why it was that I rarely wandered through the streets of Toronto, and why whenever I did it was a signal disappointment.


 The self-styled Irish pub was already in what could be called full swing for a weekday night. Knowing that I would be otherwise bored or annoyed, I took along my notebook and ordered a pint from a server showing too much cleavage. Despite how listless I could be without a directed task, my life was not for want of obligations. I still needed to honour a rather neglected request from a distant colleague to whom I had promised that I would check his modernized font reproduction of Aegidius Romanus' Quaestiones Metaphysicales (Venedig, 1501) against the facsimile of the original. It was, in a pinch, painstaking yet monotonous work not involving much brain power as much as a keen eye for mistakes. The text was spattered in abbreviations I had long since memorized from my school days. However, the facsimile copy, as good as one could produce from an original, still had some smudginess that made some words with their suffix abbreviations difficult to understand. I had made note of those in my notebook and was looking them over. Meanwhile, another colleague had pressed me to give a look at some ciphered text that reminded him of Tyronian marks, and was filled with letter-nulles or “dummies” to make deciphering a more aggravating affair. However, no matter how hard I tried to rally my attention to these real-world affairs, I would eventually succumb to revolving around that pivot of a mystery concerning the Ars atrocitatis which was, to my understanding, the kind of narrative that extended the human catalogue of cruelties. 



 I was not at home with my small collection of assumptions, and perhaps Setzer was right that at times I made a craft of my own carelessness. I could not seem to pull my focus in tight enough, or marshal my more keen thoughts to figure the whole mess out – and it surely was a disastrous mess. Not only did I have to contend with the mystery of the synthesis, Castellemare, and the whole nut, but the Ars text was the sort of book that, over time and over many glosses and revisions, was itself succumbing to a continuous and gradual contamination. There was no source text, thereby completing my confusion. And, perhaps, this is what Castellemare wanted, a maddening text so agreeable to his ghoulish and manipulative nature.


 Only after ten or so minutes did I realize that I had been scanning a page in my notebook without reading it, wholly consumed by my thoughts slipping off elsewhere. I half expected to see Leopold as he was given over to enjoying the night life, and perhaps I wished he would have come and distracted me and that we would be able to set aside the unpleasantness of our last conversation. The flash of Leo in my mind perhaps signified some variety of tinkering in my hind brain, a nascent echo of a connection with the Ars atrocitatis in some way. What was his role? From what I had read so far from the 7th Meditation, he was instrumental to the synthesis, but how far could I trust this book, especially since it had been effectively placed in my hands by Castellemare himself who had every reason to see the fulfillment of the synthesis and not have me running around mucking it up? In fact, what books could I trust? I could not place my trust in books anymore than I could in those who made their business of them, including Setzer. 
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation

 


 




Intersections Vivified

 



All that is to be written comes fully dressed.

 



“What, pray tell, is your agenda?” asked the voice with curious insistence, just over the sound and force of drums.


 The Librarian neatly folded the script and placed it in his petticoat pocket. He knew that history would be written by the felon. “Why, the blooming of the narrative, nothing more.”


 “I could have fabricated it instead of you going to all this trouble.”


 “No, no,” the Librarian downplayed. “All of it has already been plotted and my duty is rather clear.”


 “Will the writer comply?”


 “He doesn't know yet. Let him fumble along a bit longer. That, too, has been plotted in advance.”


 “What am I to do?”


 “Stand down. Everything is proceeding according to the Library's plans.”

 



 14



Leopold Chronicles the Last Movement

 



“Notes from my travels, a chatterbox litany. The city streets were captured in the heart of a raga moving from aarohan to avarohan. An old woman with palsy held a steel bed frame with one steady hand while the other rattles in the diatonic of movement and rest as buildings are making their slow cascade to the kidney-shaped bowl of a valley of downtown, all at the speed of continental drift; monsters without names leap from behind the curtain of ubiquitous advertising; the city continues its chromatic madhya drut. I can feel the finale sluicing in my bones. 



 “Men in stetsons and blazers carpet the streets with their strange apocalyptic eyes – I see them and so take no rest. One liquid chrome moment drips into the next, a saline bag, a needle, another filthy rain or snowfall on the heads of those who surrendered their umbrellas to despots – this I know because it was read to me by the sky itself. The face of the city has lost its elasticity, it now begins to tighten, recede into itself, features ossifying in a kind of ice-flow toward an increasingly dense center. And in the center I can see it. See it with me: a vortex buttressed by our six hymns. It is glorious what will push out from within it, how we will dissolve and be remade. I hear far-off drumming. It adheres to me.


 “My memory of the others barely anything more now than a few looping topics, hanging questions, misplaced quotation marks, shifty copulas, blended all together into a kind of sound collage where I cannot discern which of us is saying what. Slogans of the evening become cryptic trapdoors in our six-way talks, and the suspense of what will come electrifies me, coming up behind me on its quiet, split-toed feet. Everything about me feels slashed, and I am blissfully confused. There is no canvas upon which I can suitably express what is rending me to bits. 



 “This prosody, this hexameter coming to its conclusion. I hope very soon. We are all so collapsible, I never realized. I never knew how tenuous I had always been, just how weak my venom against the normal world was when it was uncoupled with the others. Together we are stronger. I can feel myself being cannibalized, slowly at first, and being drawn away from the viscera around me, puffing up and out in belches of smoke. 



 “Why have I treated myself so dearly, preciously, taken on prim airs all this time when what I tirelessly defended – this corrupt and incomplete me – was not worth the effort? My ego announced itself in piccolo tones, but it was little more than a pointless carnival game, no? As a self-professed master over myself, I reigned over such small and paltry things that I am grateful to be taken up in the storm of something so much bigger than this ink blot I safeguarded all these wasted years. I do not require the kind of distinction only my little name can earn me. It is not enough – the prophet was right.


 I know I am mad because I have voluntarily abandoned who or what I was, diving into this assimilation with not even a single shred of regret. What was I before all of this? A piss-pot. A fraudulent emulator. A stalled engine. A transient blur. A staining discharge upon a sheet. Deliver me now.” 


 



The actual synthesis took but mere moments. Each of them dissipated and became whole. A single man strode confidently from the spent husks of six fractured identities. The synthesized man did not look back at his ripped caul: it was done.
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Hiatus

 



The digital alarm clock beside my bed was reminding me in its red-on-black monotony that my time had run out – it was done. There was no doubt that I had played my part in all of this magnificently, even if I never had any intention to be their scripted actor. All whom I had met were doubtless pleased the way I followed every one of their clues. The compound and derivative man that was to emerge from this sinister synthesis would be realized, and all my bungling toward knowledge was instrumental in bringing this to fruition. 



 Today was my birthday, and so I was able to quietly tick off the 46th swing around the sun. I had ceased believing in birthdays in both theory and practice when I had no one meaningful left in my life to observe them with, which was at the age of 34. I was far too cynical to become dogged by the usual psychological clutter of panic associated with the natural course of aging, the things the bravado of youth had planned yet circumstantial reality had revised downward, or the fact that I was such-and-such an age and unmarried, sans children, or even in the plateau of some gainful career. No, these things were little more to me than externally imposed anxieties that never truly rang sense with me. The arbitrariness of numbers, the faded grey of once-urgent reasons to reach certain unqualified benchmarks, all of it more mud than life policy. 



 Little attention is paid to the history of how books and coins circulate. Coins are minted, go from hands rich and poor, are used for countless purposes, and one day they return only to be melted down and perhaps struck once more as a new coin. Books, as well, since they change owners who may or may not read them, may have differing interpretations of them, and may in the end return to be pulped and become a new book. The cycle of books comes with an unwritten history except for those books fortunate enough to be of some value where one can trace their travels from one catalogue to another. The history of the owners cannot compare, for the owner's connection to a book is mostly singular whereas the book may have connected to so many owners. The owners' lives are so fleeting compared to the lives of books, a life that can endure for centuries and remain silently on a shelf as empires rise and fall, wars rattle the world or peace subdues it, new discoveries are made and tragic epidemics wipe out populations. I suppose the life of books rather than their owners was more of interest to me especially given this uneventful event of my birthday.


 I was due to pick up Dr Warburg's study of the Ars atrocitatis, but I would discover too late that I had mistook his office hours and had come too late. The events of the 7th Meditation were beginning to heat up and moved diligently forward to the imminent synthesis. The events were, admittedly, too fantastical in parts to be wholly believed, and so I decided to draw the conclusion that the author was writing in allegory with various literal episodes to confuse those who were not meant to read it. On the whole it was less a sumptuous narrative cycle and more a farrago of obvious portents and esoteric flourishes set in a series of mediocre stylistic curlicues, stilted and unconvincing dialogue, and deliberate attempts at deus ex machina. Perhaps, but I was a poor judge of all things prose, more keen on the technical apparatus in which prose was held: the book-objects themselves. 



 If what I was reading had either occurred earlier, or was contemporary to what was happening, then I was already too late. I reasoned, not without some folly, that perhaps my reading of the text was what propelled it into reality. Or, perhaps this was all just a jape perpetrated by Castellemare or someone with his warped sense of humour. Be the text a joke or reality, it did little to ameliorate my sense of being dicked around. I desperately needed a break, a crucial repose from these intercalating texts and their motley coincidences. Besides, I thought to myself, I ought to at least go through the motions of pretending to reward myself for making another trip around the sun, as if it were something I earned rather than have foisted upon me by the lurching forward of time.

 



I resignedly cast a disappointed gaze at the end of my cigarette, shifting the blame to the object rather than to myself. For no real reason, the world felt somewhat changed. There was nothing tangible I could identify that could rationally prove my feeling, and I speculated that it was merely the echoing effects of the synthesis having occurred in the book. And as much as I wanted to discard the book, I could not help myself from returning to it in an effort to learn more that would be of some use to me. Since it was my birthday, I could not resist the inveterate temptation to reflect on the past, much of it orbiting all that had been caustic, embarrassing, disappointing, or even traumatic. If this were a novel, and me the protagonist, it would be far too late to establish the precedent of my character through an appeal to anecdotes in the past that would somehow give my bony person more flesh, and even less convincing cause for redemption or to win a reader's sympathy.


 On this day I decided to avoid all bookstores, which was harder than one could imagine given the narrowness of how I perceived my surroundings: seeing a city only in terms of an internal map of bookstores, libraries, and the like. I had to shake the effects of what I had read which was disturbing in its own way. I found myself at the liquor store and thought to replenish my scotch supply – if anything, I could signal my anniversary by drinking enough so as not to feel or remember it. However, I knew what would actually happen: I would return home and sink into drunkenness only to launch back into my sleuthing with more determined zeal. I was hardly the type who, as they drank, fell into that idle and lazy state of repose, but rather was a “working drunk.” Perhaps it was only work that made me happy, and the bite of the scotch would not be deep enough to persuade me otherwise.


 And so that was what I did, bundle of thrilling excitement that I am. Although as much as I urged my own personal library to open up as it had in the past to allow me entry to that vast and infinite space, it remained mute and closed off to me. On occasion I would pull a few books from the shelf to see if more would emerge in their place, but to no avail. The scotch was keeping me alert, and I drained more than half the bottle and an entire pack of cigarettes as I vainly oscillated between my books and the internet for any clues I could possibly salvage. There were no mysterious emails or eerie phone calls as the sun nested itself behind the skyline and eventually made way for a curtain of mauve-black. The last rays of day had struck impotently through the only crack I could allow of sunlight to enter my apartment, fearful as I was of my books becoming bleached by light and affecting their resale value. Feeling restless and unsatisfied by my failed research outing, I redid my inventory sheets and reviewed for the seventh time the descriptions of the books I had for sale to ensure that I was not missing any pertinent details. Despite the tedium of the task, I could not allow myself to return to that book. I had to steel myself from going back and reading further, if for but one day of sanity. This I achieved and eventually fell asleep shortly after midnight, partially relieved that nothing mysterious and off-putting had occurred, but also disappointed.


 This disappointment would not endure, and the toccata performed by mad figures unseen would exhaust my patience and whatever shadow limit I could draw from. The torment was setting a steady pace, counting down the hours and days to what I did not know. It all began with a very bad morning complemented by a severe and sudden pain in my head.


 Something, I was sure, had happened in the night... something that had rent the fabric of the world with a cruel violence. A sudden throbbing in my head upon waking became a full-blown stabbing force, causing me to see double. At that moment, something was scratching at the door. Stumbling about in pain and confused sight, I hastened to pull on pants and make my way toward the door. When I yanked it open, there was nobody there, another attempt to drive me mad. By this time the pain in my head was causing me to buckle. I could vaguely make out a figure now appearing at the doorway wearing a mask, a mask that looked like Castellemare. The figure stooped low since I had now fallen on my knees in agony. He pressed a pen on me, one of those thick and expensive fountain pens. I was powerless due to pain to resist whatever the figure was doing, and he thrust beneath my hand a small sheaf of papers, thumbing their onion skins to the final page and guiding my hand to sign it. 



 A whisper followed: “You've been served and delivered.”


 “Wh-what... is this?” I asked in a weak strain.


 “Contract,” the whisper responded, now pulling the pages away without any hope of me having read what I just signed.


 I grasped at the pant leg of the unsolicited visitor, but I was too weak to keep hold. He kicked free and followed this up with a sharp cuff of my head, causing me to yowl. I groped around for some kind of object. Finding a phone book, I hurled it in the general direction of the figure. I heard it slap impotently against the wall, but then forced myself into a lurch, tackling the figure on his way out. I could hear the click of the mask on the hallway floor. The person's hands were rough and cold as he clawed himself free.


 “Get back here! Who are you!?” I hollered. My hope was that one of my neighbours would be alerted and would intervene – to no avail.


 Another strike to the head. I had had enough and redoubled my efforts to collar the figure before he fled, leaving me in that terrible uncertainty of what it was that I signed. I was able to get hold of more clothing and dragged him down on top of me. I furiously scrambled out from beneath and was able to pin him down. My head, although still clouding my vision with pain, was able to fix on the face of my visitor whose mask was now half off, exposing a horrific twisting mouth that was snarling. I managed to snatch the papers from his claw-like hands, tearing them in the process of prying them loose. I steadied my foot on his neck as I attempted to stand, piecing the ripped pages together. What I read was equally bizarre: it was a publishing contract. For what, I had no idea, but from what I could glean from the minute and 18th century script was that I agreed to my authorship of a text. The title was not given. 



 “What is the meaning of this?”


 “Contract,” he croaked, attempting to remove my foot from his neck.


 Applying more pressure with my weight, I asked, “A contract for what book?”


 “Contract,” he repeated.


 Scanning the pages again, there was no hope. It merely lumbered from one incomprehensible clause to another, indemnifying the publisher from this and that, assigning authorial rights for “the book”, granting reproduction rights unto perpetuity. 



 “You are mistaken. This is invalid,” I said. “I haven't written any book. What publishing house do you work for?”


 But I would not get my answer, for there was a sudden peel of madcap laughter issuing from inside my apartment, startling me just enough so that my visitor could take advantage of my distraction to scramble free. He fled down the stairs quicker than I could nab him. The laughter was continuing. I reentered my apartment and called out for the laugher to reveal himself, but I located the source of it behind my shelf. As I frantically pulled books out, the laughter got louder, but there was nothing there but the backing of the shelf. I heaved the whole shelf down amidst another crescendo of pain in my head, and the laughter just increased in volume – but with no one there. 



 The laughter suddenly ceased, but picked up again – this time issuing from near my computer. The mix of pain and mounting madness was causing me to lash out blindly, throwing my books around my apartment in a fit. I threw my bed over, hurled a bottle at the wall, wrecked my kitchen, and kicked over anything that was within my reach. I clutched at my head and the laughter only swelled. 



 A voice without a body, perhaps in my overheated head, said, “No sense turning back around. You'll write it.”


 The laughter died and I was left with my entire apartment in shambles. 
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A Circulating Cosmology

 



The Infinite Library - Annals (2)


By Jorge Luis Borges (?)

 



John Milton's cosmology hitches the small bauble of earth by a golden chain attached to the immensity of heaven, and heaven's shadow – equally immense – is the domain of hell. Between hell and earth is a place called chaos through which Satan must pass to reach the earth. But in our cosmology, the earth dangles as a bauble as well, and is surrounded by the expanse known as the Library, which assumes a variety of forms. They are infinite spaces that gird the terrestrial world, but they are not composed of matter or antimatter, but an in-between substance unknown to science and crudely called the spiritual or divine by the religious. But there is no god in these infinite spaces even though there are residents in the domains.


 One of the domains is a traditional library that has no boundaries; composed entirely of tall shelves, these contain all the books that are possible (and perhaps many that are not). Hooded, silent figures called the Devorants are resident there, compiling their sources and committed to a research project that has gone on for several generations and would continue perhaps countless generations more. There is a Librarian whose task it is to catalogue the books, shelve whatever has been borrowed or misplaced, or upgrade the cataloguing system. The Librarian is blind, but finds that sight of a different kind is what is necessary to understand the Library. It offers him no impediment. 



 Another of the domains is of a finite variety, a meeting room carved out of the first domain to serve as a quiet study room. There are perhaps an infinite number of these smaller spaces, each being enough to seat twelve members around a large table comfortably, and everything in the room being of a most brilliant and clean white. These white rooms must be booked by the Librarian, for there are no doors to gain entry either in or out beyond specified times when a door will appear.


 One of the domains is a tesseract upon the earth itself and is only accessible at a very specific angle of approach at a very specific time of day, for otherwise it cannot be seen or entered. This domain is in the midst of a yawning desert, and very few people have ever successfully located it. Those that have reached the tribal ground were always brought there unconscious, as though the key to the lock of this domain's door is to become lost in, and succumb to, the heat of the desert. The tribe, calling themselves Orthographers, are each a guardian of the letter and have dedicated their lives to their specialized task of study, research, formation, and appearance of their appointed letter. Behind their workshops is a gated region that none dare enter, for it is a kind of labyrinth left there – according to their lore – before time itself. Some have suggested that the tribe is that of the mystical Tlön, while others claim they are holdovers from the sunken region of the fertile crescent, home to the first peoples that made the migration from Africa into the Middle East circa 100,000 years ago, and its disappearance ensconced in several deluge narratives in several devotional texts.


 The last domain of which it is safe to speak would be the Babelian Library, also infinite. The details of this library – composed of hexagonal galleries stretching out infinitely – is already described in a short story by Jorge Luis Borges entitled “The Library of Babel,” which faithfully gives an accurate account of this domain. 



 Understanding the purpose of the Library in its entirety, it is essential to point out that the value of its contents as a repository of all possible knowledge (as well as mis- and disinformation) is only expressible when that information is in motion, actively circulating. When it ceases to circulate, either temporarily or permanently, it is stored in the Library. To illustrate the importance of circulation without delving into the dry particulars of information theory, we turn now to a small story plucked from the Library that illustrates this point by means of an analogy. A coin or a book are the same insofar as they are composed of signs and begin with passive materials upon which is impressed an inscription. So, to this we must turn:

 



I dream of a coin that remains in circulation eternally.

 



At first, the coin was struck by a careless hand that, in following its proper and repetitive duty, fixed the dye by hand (since when this was done, all striking was performed manually rather than by the precision of a machine). The uneventful sound of metal striking metal, the former shaping the latter, rang out, and the newly minted coin was deposited in a basket with the other rough facsimiles. Form impressed upon a copy that was granted value if only because the crown so had it, and the exchange of it for the agreed upon product or service. The Romanic profile of the monarch was garlanded with truncated Latin phrases that lent each coin its monetary legitimacy, as if each coin was a fragment or portion of the wealth and value of the monarch, or the gold he possessed.


 Midway through his shift, the same careless hand hoisted the now full basket containing the coin we have already mentioned. The basket was carried to an adjoining room, and another pair of hands took over, weighing each coin and inscribing a small mark in a book when a certain number of coins had been weighed. The coins were then passed along to another set of hands that dumped the baskets into caskets which were then taken to a waiting carriage and eventually making their way to the Treasury. There the coin sat until it was required, and soon the day came when a transaction gave this coin the excuse to be taken from the Treasury and passed along with many of their kind to another pair of hands. This pair of hands was raising an army in service to the King, and these glittering coins would be pledged to the service of hiring able men, purchasing arms from weapon smiths, food items, and other necessary purchases for the financing of a war. 



 It should be noted that the manufacture of this coin occurred prior to the standard practice of milling, which was a means of producing a raised edge on coins to prevent the illegal act of clipping (shaving a small sliver of metal off several coins and then producing counterfeits with the melted shavings – a process that created slower inflation than the King's occasional act of recalling all the coinage so that they could be debased with cheaper metals and thus expand the treasury in times of financial need to fund a war).


 The coin made its way into the hand of an appointed halberdier who was moderately gifted in the ways of combat, having offered his hands to battle before. Before the regiment was to depart in another adventure, the coin was given over to the hand of the halberdier's wife who was instructed to make the most of it for necessities.


 The Hands of the halberdier's wife unconsciously fondled the small treasure bequeathed to her from her husband. She travelled to the marketplace and, at the point of sale, the coin changed hands in exchange for a loaf of black bread. The filthy hand of the baker did not hold the coin long before it was dropped into a metal box and eventually given to a landlord. The landlord's hands were very soft. By this time, the coin had lost some of its initial mint lustre, changing from gleaming copper to a darker brownish hue, ridged in places by fingerprints. The portrait of the King had seemed to become cloudy, and the heraldic shield of the nation as well.


 So there the coin sat, inconspicuously in a small tower with others of its denomination. Sometimes the hands of the landlord would caress them briefly while counting and recounting them. The coin above it had been minted four years prior and was a very dull grey-brown. The coin below was minted in the same year but had not travelled as much and had not changed as many hands.


 A decade passed and a new hand was now bringing the coin back into active service. The landlord's son was quite busy selling off his father's assets to finance a high risk sea merchant scheme. The coin, among many of its ilk, changed hands to a group of brigands hired according to the shadier and more corrupt whims of the landlord's son. The coin was passed from one dirty hand to another until it came into the possession of a failed counterfeiter who engaged in the act of clipping. And, hence the coin's edges were lightly clipped, damaging some of the dentition. 



 The coin's history is buried for a few decades after that, but it traveled from one end of the empire to the other, and then, with the change in political climate, from one end of the republic to the other. The monarch emblazoned upon its obverse had long since been deposed, but another of his line would grace the obverse of a whole new minting run, thereby rendering this coin obsolete. 



 The hand of a grandfather carefully placed the coin in the careless and ahistorical hand of a young grandson who irreverently tossed it in a cigar box of inane treasures only children could find delight in. The coin was becoming severely worn, the monarch appearing upon it as if in a distant fog or the way a world appears to one whose eyesight was steadily deteriorating. The date upon it was still clearly visible, but one of the numerals was melting and fusing into the heraldic shield. The shield itself had lost much of its definition, blurring into a kind of blurred arabesque of indistinguishable and blended loops. In a time of financial strife, the grandson - now a young and hungry man - thought to sell it to a collector who rapaciously cheated him on the value of it. It stayed in the shop for ten years until a woman purchased it for her husband who had a mild interest in antiques and numismatics. The husband's hand clutched for this lucky coin when he was called off to war where he was grievously killed by a German rifle. The coin lay in the field among the dead, oxidizing and gaining a deep green patina that further obscured its features. 



 A young girl's hand came upon it and delicately caressed this foreign curiousity. An attempt was made to clean it to better identify its place of mintage. Harsh abrasives etched its now well-worn face, its features little more than hazy and eye-less blobs, the Latin inscription a congealed and hidden litany of bygone monarchic power. After another lonely thirty years, the coin was rediscovered among the abandoned effects of the young girl who had found it on the killing fields, in a jar of inconsequential notes and bobby pins in the heating duct of a house that had now changed hands twice. The coin was raised to the light once more by a hand that did not have any estimation or care of its history, its value, or its long travels. This coin, ferried from hand to hand, perhaps being caressed or pinched by more than a thousand different hands: rough and working hands, soft and manicured hands, scaly hands, arthritic hands, hands marked with pox, hands gnarled with age, hands pillowy with fat, hands that committed atrocities in war, hands that once held new-born babes, hands that formed fists in pointless tavern brawls, hands that held signs in marches for change, hands that fidgeted during overly long sermons on Sunday mornings, hands that broke bread or went without - all of these hands this coin had touched in times of plenty and times of strife. This one coin had buried within itself the contact point of so many histories. 



 The last hand to touch it was the one that would end its long currency. After the coin was given to the bank, it was sent to the mint. There, the coin once again felt the heat of the forge, the return to its point of genesis. Among other coins that had served more or less long terms in this world, each having been handled by so many, it was melted down, only to be resurrected with mixed parts as a gleaming new coin that would be circulated once more.

 



Stories and coins are identical.
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation

 



 II: Synthesis
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Synthesis

 



There was nothing evidently protean about the combined gentleman that couldn't be settled with a series of strokes and dashes; who smoked, smiled, made wry and playful gestures with the ballet of his hands and eyes. His presence had the peculiar effect in others for them to turn away, to hold dark thoughts at arm's length in the daylight, to be troubled by enigmatic nightmares as vivid as those experienced only in the vividness of childhood, to bear the unmistakable taint of seeing oneself reflected too honestly in another. But the world would give sway to the man, for there was a charisma about him, a terrible charm. In every life, there are those we meet whom we just know carry in them a destiny; it is in their bearing – what more mystically minded people may call an aura. People of this stripe are unsettling at the best of times, and so magnetic. There is that tacit understanding that it is they who will one day come to rule, pressing their dark and deep tracks in history. Such people had free passage, for there was no obstacle as they relentlessly pursued their vision.


 And what perhaps irked others about the man, the man who had celestial music playing in his head, was his chosen way of viewing the world. It was his process of abstracting from the most complex to the smaller and more simple, a movement from an outer enclosure of generality to the particular, and then striking back out again to the contours of the concept. The man did not have the need or capacity to love in any petty sense, for love to him was merely an analyzable structure, at times biologically and socially determined by preconditions continuously reinforced by the glut of compounded experience. The love he respected was the blind and transcendental adoration he would inspire in others, a love no less itself a kind of fear. He knew that amor and timor were one and the same thing, a parallel act of cognition. The man found the subconscious most fascinating, the dark and hidden twin of mind. Most people only occasionally heard its whispers. The artist had the courage to turn and face it, to engage it. The zeal to repress it was incongruous with the mounting hunger to release it. Instead, far too many people floundered in a world now designed for the tepid, the weak, the untroubled, the mediocre – all of these damp newsprint wrapped around that which would not be mummified. Beneath the surface surged a rhapsody blindly seeking a leader, someone to give the amoebic drives a purpose and direction. Until now, the desire to emancipate the atrocity in each being had merely been seething to no effect. It needed to be teased out, trained, put to a definitive end under one who would act as its conductor.


 The newly made man knew what his appointed role was meant to fulfill. He would cure the people of their sickness, heal them from being at odds with themselves, unleashing that primitive force that would violently consume the constraints of their enfeebled lives, bringing to the fore a blinding luminescence that could make a new history.


 In his right hand was the Red Lion sketchbook, revised and severely edited to become the tablature of his proposed new moral laws. Perhaps many before him had tried and failed, but their failure was in allowing their will to flag, or else making crucial mistakes in their methodology. The people were all of a single web, and he had the skill and insight to know how to pluck at their connective threads to make them resonate in a pitch and harmony of his own making. His predecessors had quit their stations too soon, and so the new man felt it was up to him to be the enjambment of their enterprises, bringing to fruition all that they had started but failed to sustain.


 To say that he was extraordinary almost to the point of being impossible would be to neglect the fact that he was necessary, that the cruelty of people had summoned a person of his type. For most, destiny is a light that catches someone in its fleeting freeze-frame before letting go and drifting away to someone else – the synthesized man had a kind of preternatural knack for arresting that light. Perhaps prior to this, he had but the seeds of greatness that were not properly nourished or were too untimely. All that had changed, the right concatenation of events had conspired to make his passage into the now a necessary act, a fait accompli. Manipulating the masses could only occur with any success if all the particular conditions were satisfied, and he knew that this had finally happened. He had in his hand the answer to that largest of questions, “What do the people want?”
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Law

 



One will, one voice, one outcome. This was the law of the synthesized man. He was already in a good position to merge his practice with a renewed sense of patrimony, appealing to the craven hunger of the Volkgeist. Indeed, his was the mastery and skill of manipulating and directing the spirit of the people.
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Setzer Relocates

 



It was too late. The synthesis had already occurred. Whatever nefarious and fiendish plan (desired and designed by whom, it is not certain) was now achieved. There would be little else to do but to watch and wait.


 If things could not be any more bizarre in their hidden cluster of coincidences, Anton Setzer sent me an invitation in the mail – an advertisement for his new base of operations, a used book store in Toronto boasting an introductory 40 percent off selected titles in a grand opening customer pull. The ad detailed the five-story building it now occupied, the transport of its entire stock from its former Detroit location, and the fact that it had “books for all types and tastes, popular or obscure.” Without being able to help myself, drawn by both the prospect of a new bookstore and the connection to this ongoing mystery, I paid Setzer a visit.


 The storefront sign read: COLOPHON BOOKS: NEW, USED, RARE & COLLECTIBLE – A. Setzer, Licensed Antiquarian Dealer. His facade was back in full force, and so I wasn't all that surprised when I pushed the door open and heard the tell-tale sound of little bells and the smell of old books all used bookstores seem to have. Behind a suspended desk, surrounded by piles of books, Setzer was pricing them with his antique bifocals dangling comically from the end of his aquiline nose. He looked up and smiled.


 “Gimaldi! What brings you here? Do you like the new digs? Did you read about my grand opening sale? I can outfit you with anything you like.”


 “I hardly think your bookstore has the books I am looking for, or the ones I have become accustomed to reading.”


 “Yes, you're probably right... Although, you look like a bird man. You should most definitely peruse the ornithology in history section – some very exciting acquisitions. Picked them up on the cheap from an estate sale.”


 He was adamant to shoot the shit with me as if all were normal.


 “Anton, I don't think I'll be perusing your ornithology collection today.”


 “No? Pity. That's all right, though. I'm sure I'll have something that would pique your interest. I am pretty sure you like libraries, and I have just created a whole new section devoted to the history of the greatest European libraries in the section 'books about books'. Some rather fine facsimiles, too, I might add. They do wonders in those German institutes with faithful reproduction of Boehme's works especially.”


 Ignoring his ridiculous sales pitch, I launched right into him: “Is your labyrinth tucked away in here somewhere, or did you relocate that to your new apartment?”


 “Labyrinth? Oh, that. Walked away from it, really. Abandoned it, the machines, the works. Not much call for it anymore.”


 “So you're just giving up your long war with Castellemare? Seems a bit odd... “


 “Gimaldi, could you come with me a moment?” he asked.


 Setzer was no longer operating solo, and asked a new employee – an obvious college stereotype of a bibliophile destined to work in bookstores forever – to mind the front while he “dealt with a client.”


 Setzer led me to a back office which was more cluttered than the front desk. He hastily moved a few piles of books from off the chairs and bade me to sit.


 “Gimaldi,” he began seriously. “There have been some very big changes, and there are certain branches of my operation that I have had to let go of. The artifice plan was just one of the many things I had to set aside. You might say that, in terms of magical libraries and plans of sabotage, I'm out of business. I'm what you would call retired. As for our dear mutual friend, I am sure he would be very pleased to hear that his former employee and thorn in his side has bowed out – not that I am in any way involving myself in anything remotely connected to his operations or the Library.”


 “I don't understand, not to mention that I don't believe you.”


 “It isn't that you don't believe, but that you don't want to believe. Gimaldi, I think you are getting addicted to this mystery. You will not be able to let it go. You need your phantoms to chase, but I'm afraid I'm out. Out, out.”


 “Just like that?”


 “Gimaldi, I don't have any obligation in explaining anything to you. My reasons are my own, but I will say that at a certain point a man gets tired. I, like all mortal men, have lost my energy and patience for endless pursuits. I love books. I love to give them new owners and see the joy and satisfaction in their purchase. I am amazed at the Library, too, but it isn't my concern anymore.”


 “I think you've fed me lines before, Anton, when I first visited you.”


 “This time what I am saying is legitimate. Gimaldi, I like you a little – not enough that we'll be having summer barbecues together or any such thing. I more than welcome you to be a patron of my store, and I'd be inclined to be of extra help and give you much more of a discount than I would regular patrons if only because I respect your tastes and reverence for books. But, I have to insist that you revise your tendency to connect me to the Library or any of its associated events. If you can agree to this, I know we can continue developing a good and prosperous merchant-customer relationship – which is where I want the boundary to be.”


 “Pardon me, but this feels like another carrot was dangled in front of my nose and yanked away. Recently, you phoned me and were reciting from a book that was an eerie document on all that I had done and will do... And now you just want me to forget about all that? When you have the clues, you decide to pull out and repose in this farce of being some kindly old book hawker?”


 “That's exactly what I'm asking. I've severed my ties to all that intrigue. My only desire is to connect people to books, and books to people.”


 “Then connect me to the book you were reciting to me over the phone. Can you do that?”


 “You know I can't, Gimaldi,” Setzer said. “That book is gone. I gave it back to the Library. I couldn't tell you where it is shelved, or even if you would have the permission to access it. But, really, why the hell would you want to have such a damning book in your possession in the first place? It would be so defeatist. Life ought to at least appear entirely unscripted because otherwise it is so hard to look surprised. Please, Gimaldi, I know I have been terribly unfair to you... I did indeed drop heavy clues in your path, led you along a little, and am partially responsible for your current obsession. I apologize for that, but I see no better way of apologizing than by breaking my connections with that way of life. I'm out.”


 “Could you at least give me a parting gift of some kind, something I can work with?”


 “I cannot, and please don't ask me to. This is my clean break. I am free. What you ask of me would only fuel your obsession, and I simply cannot have that on my conscience.”


 “It does seem rather abrupt.”


 “I know. I know it does, but I was faced with rather abrupt circumstances.”


 “Such as?”


 “You won't be mollified, will you? Let us just say my rather abrupt circumstance concerns the fact that I am, in fact, a mortal man. Terminally so.”


 Setzer leveled his eyes with mine in a way that conveyed unmistakeable and genuine sincerity. I felt suddenly very foolish pestering him.


 “I'm very sorry,” I said sheepishly.


 “Don't be. The advances in medicine are a marvel these days, and I still have a good deal of time left. It is events like these – real ones here in the now, and not in mystical libraries – that force us to reassess our priorities and what legacy we choose to leave behind. By comparison, these games we have played are so pale, so frivolous. I suppose on some level I deserved this illness for lying about being dead in the first place, and so now the lie will become self-fulfilling prophecy.”


 “I am still very sorry.”


 “How quickly others rally themselves around pity and pessimism. I understand, by the way, that you are still in hot pursuit of what you believe will be truth in the end. Pursue it no more – that is my advice, for what it may be worth.”


 “It seems to be rather common and frequent advice.”


 “Well, it should be heeded,” he said roundly. “Really, this goose chase of yours will mostly likely result in you falling into his hands.”


 “His hands? Whose?”


 “The bulb over your head appears to be dimming. The doctor's, of course.”


 “The synthesized man?”


 “Yes, yes,” he said with emphatic impatience. “The doctor.”


 “What manner of doctor?”


 “Psychoanalyst, of the worst sort. The kind that uses the tricks and techniques of the trade to impose a narrative for the ease of manipulation. The synthesis is taking light in him now, if it hasn't already. You will end up in his cruel care before long. Oh, drat... I promised myself that I'd stay out of this, and look at what you managed to do! I have to go back and mind the store. If you are not here to browse or buy, then I'm afraid you should go.”


 We left the office, me in the lead, and him closing the little door on the papered chaos within. He took a different tone with me all of a sudden.


 “Gimaldi, I would like your opinion about a few books I saw listed for auction. Would it be possible for me to call or email you the titles so you could give a rough appraisal of their value so I am not taken for a ride? - And, no, Gimaldi, there is nothing mysterious about these books, so don't get your hopes up. I just know that you have quite the head for the value of things.”


 “Yes, of course, any time. It will depend on their condition.”


 “The list says they are in very good condition.”


 “Sale Lists have a funny way of taking liberties with fact.”


 “That they do. I've had my eyes on these for a while. One in particular: a reproduction of Hervaeus Natalis' De secundis intentionibus.”


 “On second intentions? Are all your choices somewhat comically coincidental to current states of affairs?”


 “It is purely of interest to me. Don't be such a dot-connector, Gimaldi. It is a sickness to think that everything in this world conforms to some single pattern.”


 “The Library -”


 “That is quite enough. I am getting tired. Let us keep this to business. I can pay you a modest amount for your time and expertise. If you could also put me in touch with a reputable restorer, there are some rather battered editions I would like to see rebound.”


 I agreed to act as a consultant for this one potential sale and to cease pestering him. Of course, I was now left with another irritant: a psychoanalyst? Was I supposed to believe the most evil human being to make his presence felt in this world was someone who read Freud and told people at a hundred dollars an hour that they wanted to sleep with their parents?


 Anton Setzer never made good to tap me for my services, perhaps finding that he did not require them or that my obsession was too burdensome for a man undergoing difficult medical treatments. The sad end would come about a year later. When all of this had long come to an end, I had learned that Setzer had died. The bookstore still kept his name, but was now under the ownership of his employee, Peter Ibsen. There was a tasteful memorial in the shop window – a black and white photograph of a pensive Setzer, beneath which were a few of his most favourite and recommended titles. If the news were not sad, perhaps there would have been some comedic value in the fact that Setzer was a fond and closet admirer of the works of Arthur Conan Doyle.


 The one text he did bequeath to me was posted shortly before his death: another short fiction which was as much a warning lesson as it was an explanation. He sent it in an envelope with a brief note:

 



Gimaldi: Some while back, I dropped your name to Heinrich Hermann, and old friend, which then resulted in Greg Pickman contacting you about library phenomenon. Hermann passed away last year, but I think you might find this tale as touching as I did. Be well. -AS

 



Sanscript

 



The terrible elegance of the guttering fire has now captured my attention since I had attempted to sample my bed for but a fleeting hour or two. It was that fire, riveting orange spumes curling into themselves, that kept me rapt – perhaps my only anchor to that ramshackle port of sanity.


 It is an undeniable truism that any number divided against itself will always result in that single digit unity, just as any number subtracted from itself will result in the authority of null. It is into this binary silence I have read, and have since regretted it; and to this style of seeing and reading I have had to forcibly turn from. A one and a zero, a white space and a black one: this is the Manicheanism of reading, but of a hidden variety that was revealed to me at too unripe an age, in Lisbon.


 To say that shadows are a thing of fright for me now is to only journey halfway toward the full truth which is equally shadowy. That I have by dint of chance performed some prodigy is something I would have gladly done better without. For now it is only the flame, my fixed and unbroken gaze with it, that spares me from seeing everything in its motley of shadows.


 I can safely say that there exists in all texts a tenebrous and invisible world most of us are thankfully spared from ever glimpsing, a terribly secret realm that is entirely visible, but only for the eyes trained to see it.


 I feign at being a man of letters with the convenient and implacable mask of scholarship. This, of course, means my work is overburdened with a cleverness it does not attempt to tastefully conceal. It could be worse, and it has been in previous bouts of my pen: I could perform my own exegesis, lauding my work with long-winded explanations on the stylistics and mechanics, the forcibly imported metaphors, the elitist pomp of making classical allusions...But that is the way some people tend to tell jokes, committing the faux pas of laughing at their own wit before it is judged by the laughter of others, and then trying to relive the punchline with boorish explanation and reiteration. But this is not a story about my errors as a failed writer, nor about the allegiances I maintained so that I could gladhand my way toward receiving literary prizes I certainly did not deserve.


 At the time, I had been living in Lisbon. I was born into both a German family and that heavy burden known as the German language, and my family decided to relocate to Portugal for rather uninteresting reasons. I had distant relatives in my family tree who had some equally distant connections to Germany's historical shame, but not significant enough to leave any lasting stain on an otherwise mundane family name.


 Having left my literary peer group in Munich, I was to be adopted by another in Lisbon, which was quite vibrant at the time. Fortunately, on the strength of an introductory letter written by a man of international well-renown (I will not bring him any shame or embarrassment by revealing his identity here), my passage into the upper echelons of Lisbon's literary elite was secured. It did not matter if what I wrote possessed any merit, but that sort of thing doesn't all that much matter in such circles - just so long as one gains admittance and has some relative degree of shared literary history. We had our meetings in a place called the Chamber.


 The Chamber was slightly Bauhausian, the ruthlessly elegant and modernist minimalism that conceals behind its cold facade the fact it had been produced by complicated machinery. Clear glass alternated with frosted glass, silver and black stood at alienated distances. Our salon's decor was proof of what happens when the triumph of aesthetic austerity is mistaken for tastefulness, where opulence is condemned to mere tackiness. This was in contradistinction with the rest of Lisbon's proud architectural pomp - anachronistic holdovers to a bygone Baroque era.


 The Lisbon society of letters was very much like societies of their stripe anywhere, filled with amplified and inconsequential intrigues, given over to passionate prejudices of the moment, and concerning itself with myopic discussions on contemporary poetics. The unwritten rules were generally similar as well: new members targeted their flatteries judiciously without seeming like obsequious dandies. Some would undertake to write high-born prose in reviewing the established members that, objectively, would be regarded by history as fatuous puff pieces engineered to curry favour and gain advantage. But there was another new member in the Lisbon clique besides myself, and not once did I ever see him ingratiate himself in any way. Perhaps his aloof comportment, finely threaded by an innate mysteriousness, frozen upon that half smirk permanently etched upon his Mediterranean face was enough to carry him beyond the necessity for baser methods for forging alliances. He was certainly charismatic, affable, and eloquent enough to be quickly held in some measure of esteem. His oratory was tinged with that smooth touch of the exotic, an accent that put me in mind of some Comte de Monte Cristo descending upon us. And, he was certainly a well-bred thinker with a quick-witted creativity. His name was Tariq, and this Lisbon group to which we both belonged was, I would later learn, of middling importance to him compared to the fraternity he pledged most of his loyalty to.


 Tariq was a handsome man, with a dark complexion and an ageless face that one felt one could trust - although it was what it visibly seemed to conceal that conveyed he knew much more than he would tell. He participated meaningfully and respectfully to our discussions, in a way that was never too much or too little, contributing just enough to have presence but never fully committing himself to any side in a dispute. He had an objective, clarifying effect when our disputes raged, adding a cool and fresh breeze to any argument. However, to me, it always seemed as though he was just playing, a bit distant and unserious. 



 It must have been a few months before Tariq took me into his confidence. He was wearing a handsome cut of suit and gingerly sipping a cafe au lait on balmy evening. When I buttonholed him, out of my own curiousity to dispel mystery, he yielded jovially.


 “I have tried thousands of times to unwrite my own life,” he began without losing that perma-smirk. “Usually by writing over it, rewriting the past as if the act of writing could abolish the truth of what was, but that is only to multiply and embellish, compounding a lie with an actual event. When this proved to be an artificial act, I sought ways where writing could efface my past without creating a new one in its place. It is a difficult thing to write with the singularly focused aim of removing all traces of oneself. At bottom, it is paradoxical...an enterprise fraught with failure. I could complicate my history, but every word served only to reaffirm its existence. It had to be an act more lasting than a series of scratching strikethroughs...or the denouncement of public record. I began with my family and tried to unwrite them. This proved somewhat easiest, for I could write that I had no relatives - a sure way to remove my lineage, but any persistent researcher could sniff out my lie.”


 “This seems counterintuitive to the act of writing,” I said. “Do we not write, in part, for recognition, to leave our fingerprints upon history?”


 “I have my reasons, and they are not what you would expect. I do desire recognition, but my effacement will actually achieve this. There was once a story I wrote - one that I have attempted in vain to unwrite - that received praise for the one fantastic element I reported as having occurred at such-and-such street. The street and house I described do exist, but I was asked if that I introduced was also true. I drew from life the house and street, but added that small touch of fabulist fancy that makes for a good tale, to blur that boundary between life and fiction. It concerned a medieval android, a tale peeled from the rumoured accounts of Albertus Magnus. I said it was not true, the android portion, although I had written it so convincingly that it seemed to suggest that it was. My questioner said with a disappointed and derogatory tone, 'Ah, so it's just an invention.' Inventions, it is assumed, have less value than natural and real things. But I would argue that inventions of the mind are as real as the blossoms on the trees of this boulevard. Do not inventions change our way of engaging reality, if not the entirety of reality itself? Not all inventions must be readily and universally useful either; I accord as much value to the inventions of Shelley and H.G. Wells as I do those of Edison or Marconi. But it is this stubborn belief that inventions - especially literary ones - are poor, deficient, and useless that has urged my sad resolve to unwrite myself, as if in protest. I, too, am merely an invention.”


 “Or a fantasist. I do not mean this in a pejorative way. There can be much beauty and erudition found in such a genre.”


 “I do not take it as pejorative, but I am no longer even this. To unwrite the whole world would be violently arrogant, and I am no Platonist who spurns the terrestrial realm and awaits reunion with the celestial sphere of the Forms. I take responsibility only for myself, and it is myself that I must unwrite, to efface this fiction, this invention. All my memories are merely the ones I choose to keep, or have no choice but to keep. I do not remember every breakfast I've eaten since childhood, every caress every lover has ever given me, or every object I have seen on every street I have traveled. Yes, to remember everything would be madness, and so we abstract from the world and keep the kernel of meaning. Is this not also a form of invention, of fictionalizing? Selection and omission. All my perceptions are merely forged by larger cultural and historical prejudices and my own experience (which is flawed). I inherit a world that is already a historical fiction, and I continue along to make ever more fictions that future generations will also inherit. Nothing I think, remember, or see is entirely real or free from my tainting them with that natural function common to all people - to fictionalize. Even this language we speak, this linguistic inheritance, is an arbitrary way of designating the world and communicating with one another.”


 “Would not those who devalue invention also suffer using inventions themselves?”


 “Yes. They invent their own system of values that devalues inventions. But so do those who highly value inventions hold an invented opinion.”


 “Then there is no right or wrong. All is illusion,” I attempted to clarify.


 “To say ' all is invention' is itself an invention. To say that inventions are good or bad, useful or useless, is again just an invention. But I wish to push toward the conclusion of my efforts, how my own invention was embroidered by a special knowledge that perhaps, if you are willing, I can share with you. Because it pleases me, and because you are not so rigid in your way of thinking yet since you are still young and malleable of mind, perhaps this would benefit you - or it may be the source of much hardship.”


 I listened intently, not breaking the spell with any premature utterance.


 “There is more than one way of reading, yes?”


 “This I freely grant,” I said. “Interpretation is variable. There are many levels of reading.”


 “But all of them play on one side of the black and white.”


 “I do not understand.”


 “Do you believe in unconscious writing? I do not mean this so heavily on the side of psychoanalysis.”


 “Stream of consciousness writing, you mean?”


 “No, a truly unconscious style of writing, the kind that unwrites all that we write by adding a layer that we are not aware of. All who write, write double. We inscribe a different writing in the white shadow.”


 “White shadow?”


 “Look at any text. Black on white. We form each letter, but at the same time, we are carving out the negative space of an entirely other alphabet. I have learned how to read the spaces between letters as being an alphabet of its own, rendering what we actually write the space between the letters that are actually printed, albeit in negative.”


 “What you say puts me in mind of steganography,” I said. “Porta had published a book on the subject in 1606, but the practice is much older... Demaratus used to inscribe important dispatches on wooden tablets and cover them with wax so that the receiver need only remove the waxy layer to obtain the message. Porta himself recommended various methods such as using gum-arabic on glass, and of course those methods of invisible ink that only come into view with the aid of fluid or fire.”


 “You might say this is somewhat similar, but it is still misdirected. I speak of the unconscious writing that appears between what we consciously inscribe. Once one comes to realize what the unconscious writes, one can take the reins upon it, one may even read the great canonical works fresh since the act of writing is always effectively double. There are always two books to every book, and what we see are but the shades of what is written...The letters we come to visibly recognize our but the cast shadow of a truer writing.”


 “A truly remarkable idea, to read between the lines, or, rather, between the letters themselves. How did you become acquainted with this fashion of reading?”


 “That in itself is a long story, a story I know to have its own double should it be written in the conventional manner. I belong to a cadre of those who have mastered this art of reading and writing space, and it is by means of the spaces I leave between my written words that I will choose to be remembered. That is the only method to efface myself and, in turn, glorify myself by the only writing that matters.”


 “How does one train to read in this way, especially given that we are so accustomed to shape of letters and the way they interconnect?”


 “One must learn to understand an entirely different alphabet. Of course, everyone already knows it for it is the alphabet of the unconscious. So, one must learn how to tap into one's own unconscious, for it is always at work, always writing in its own hand as our conscious writes with the other. It is similar to those visual puzzles where we may focus on a picture of a vase in black or see its invert, two facial profiles in white.”


 “And what of this cadre of readers you mention?”


 “Our principles are partially derived from the learned Galen in that we spurn the accidents of fortune and pay no heed to noble birth, for both are not earned by merit.”

 



Tariq and I would continue along in this way, me with my curiousity and he with his philosophical generalities. We traded pleasantries often, not merely keeping to the topic of an invisible writing. We grew close in the way two men who frequent the same cafe under a pendulous sun can become. That spring we spent much of our spare and idle hours talking until the evening instead of writing, and by summer he had invited me to stay with him for a month at his summer home in Spain. Again, pleasantries and occasionally deep conversations on poetics and philosophy dominated the humid hours, and it would not be until that following autumn that Tariq would take me into a more personal circle of confidence.


 In retrospect, I ought to have been more alert to the way our conversations were designed to prepare me for initiation into that reading rite. I had merely taken our exchanges as something of an innocuous series of novelties, merely being happy as a youth to engage a limber and seasoned mind on topics most others tired of easily. By autumn, however, I would soon regret being taken into Tariq's confidence.


 By this time, my family had fallen on hard times after father had made some very rash and poor speculations. It was decided that I would stay on in Lisbon while my parents, younger brother and older sister would return to Munich. I was able to eke by on a small salary acting as a secretarial member of the Lisbon society of letters, much to my shame and humiliation. Most often, my duties would prevent me from attending the soirees in the Chamber, and when the season drew to a close I found myself out of work. Tariq and I continued to spend time when we could at the local cafe, but my once ebullient talk had been occulted by the dark grey of my financial predicament. Sensing my distress, Tariq inquired on my affairs, and I was only too willing to unfurl my flag of difficulties. It was in late October that Tariq offered to take me to see the head of that other group he belonged to. In no mean terms, he assured me that my financial predicament would find its proper resolution. So would begin my tutelage among the group named, with some cheek, Sanscript.


 Tariq took the proper pains in priming me for my initial meeting. I was to be dressed in sombre attire and stay silent unless spoken to. He also gave me his facsimile copy of Emanuelle Swedenborg's Summaria Expositio Doctrinae Novae Ecclesiae, the same copy – he said – that he had been initiated with. He would act as my sponsor.


 I cannot remember the exact location of their meeting house, but I knew it was tucked deeply in some poor urban pocket amidst buildings with no names and of uniform appearance. It was night when we arrived, and I had my borrowed copy of Swedenborg held nervously in my right hand. We left the cab we had hired and we would enter through a white door set inside a drab tenement. Tariq issued a complicated rhythmic knock, and the door opened a crack so that the inhabitant could safely confirm identity. Once the door was opened, I was met by dimness and an overwhelming scent of burning incense. There were a few candles at the front of a large room, and chairs lined up against the walls. Tariq instructed me wordlessly to take a seat next to him. 



 “Why,” I whispered, “would a reading club conduct its affairs in such poor light?”


 The whites of Tariq's eyes, made more animalistic by the candlelight, nearly bade me to swallow my question, but he said, “It is easier to see the hidden alphabet under these conditions. For now, stay quiet, and all will be revealed.”


 The members were already beginning to file in and take their seats on either side of the room, on the same folding chairs lined up against the walls. The centre was covered with an elaborate carpet, but the lighting was too dim to make out the precise pattern. The front of the room had a raised and ornate lectern, and behind were a few guttering candles. The room was deathly quiet, and I had not noticed the head of the group until I heard him shuffling dry sheets at the lectern.


 “Lux e tenebris,” the shadowed speaker uttered, followed a chorus of echoing mutters. 



 “That is our hierophant,” Tariq whispered in explanation.


 “I will read from our book of the spaces,” the hierophant announced. “I will read from the first chapter so that we may never forget our chief purpose. 'The eye cannot see until the heart understands. He who sees only in black reads with Ahriman, while those whose hearts the eye gifts unto shall read with Yazdan. We who read in the light know the rites of the consecrated fire. We who read in the light do not share the emblem of ignorance given solely to the blind, those who read with Ahriman. All who now read the in the light with Yazdan have followed the Rite of the Fifty Days, as was instructed by Yazdan for all aspirants. Thereafter, each member enters into apprenticeship to the Sanscriptorium for a period of three lunar months by three lunar months by three lunar months. After the apprentice has mastered the light of the demotic, and then the light of the hieratic, and finally the light of the hieroglyphic, may he come to be fully embraced as a member. Afterward, he is accorded with the esteem and privilege of his brothers.' Let us now stand and recite the pledge.”


 All the members stood. Tariq gently urged me to stand as well. I heard the strangest kind of glottal burbling issuing in unison from the throats of all in attendance, a language sounding more guttural than mystical. I could not, of course, take part. I would come to realize that this pledge was spoken in their language, the language of the visible yet hidden alphabet. The seemingly Masonic overtones of the meeting were not to my taste, but I would learn that there had been no real converse between this order and that of the Freemasons despite the appearance of some shared phrases.


 After a half hour or so of further recitals and spoken hymns, the meeting disbanded from its formality and the members were then allowed to mingle freely. However, each of them spoke that bizarre guttural dialect, so I could not ascertain what was being said. Tariq, in making his proper social rounds, led me to the hierophant and, presumably (they were speaking in that language), my case was discussed.


 Tariq turned to me and asked, “Would you consider joining our order? You need not answer immediately, for this is a serious commitment. 



 “I'm sorry, Tariq, but I do not know enough about this order to commit myself to joining.”


 “What I have told you is all that any of us who elect to join know before being admitted to the Mysteries.”


 “The eye cannot see until the heart understands,” said the hierophant. “And the heart can only understand if it is open and free. You are under no compulsion to join. Brother Tariq has told me about you, and it is my belief that you would make a good aspirant, that you are ready.”


 What I was, was broke. What I was, was young and listless. 



 “Tariq, I am genuinely intrigued by all of this, really, but I feel that I must pledge my time to finding gainful employment,” I said.


 “Your plight is known to me,” the hierophant spoke. “You are young, and the young can be feverish, and worry about matters that should not be of such concern. All aspirants are well tended, and afterward have the knowledge to fear no more. This heart of yours trembles, and is enchained by fear, and so is not yet open.”


 “He will be open and ready,” Tariq defended. 



 It seemed as though I were being rejected even before I made a decision either way. 



 “Look,” said Tariq. “As an aspirant, you will have fifty money-free days. You will be properly boarded. Do you not wish to read what the many cannot read? See here this Swedenborg...We all begin with this text, yet I do not know why...Every chapter has its preferred initiation text.”


 “What will my initiation entail?” I asked the hierophant.


 “The initiation will teach you how to truly see. As you are now, you cannot see. You are among the blind.”


 After a few more unrevealing and somewhat cryptic allusions, I was beginning to consider the possibility...although I did not know then what I was getting myself into. I felt dizzy and flush with the dimness of that place and that incense which was now beginning to make me feel nauseous. I felt drugged, but not in any elated. I consented to join.


 With my consent, I was led by the hierophant up a flight of stairs in darkness. Tariq issued his parting words that I would not see him for fifty days. I had no idea then what this meant. The hierophant opened a large door and led me into a cell that seemed even darker than the stairwell. 



 “Here,” he said, “will be your home for fifty days. Each of us has spent his time here. You must be plunged in complete darkness so that you may see the light.”


 I was about to protest, change my mind, but it was too late: the hierophant had already closed the cell door and had left, leaving me in complete darkness. 



 By the first morning, I heard the cell door. It was a slot just big enough for a tray with what smelled like food. By touch and smell, I could tell that the fare was modest, but hearty: stew, bread, and fruit. The slot opened three times a day, but never did light come in with the food, everything being conducted in the dark. By the third meal, a voice spoke to me from beyond the cell door.


 “You will find your garments at the far end of the wall, furthest from this door. You will also find that we have equipped you with a stall for showering, which you may do at your leisure. Please place your soiled garments on the dinner tray once you are finished eating, and they will be laundered. You have been allowed to keep the book by Swedenborg, and are allowed to read it.”


 I had known about the stall, but did not dare risk using it in the dark. I had already paced the dimensions of my cell which was not too small nor too large. I wanted to voice my protest, to be let out, but some inexplicable urge within me bade me to stay. I found it laughable that I was permitted to read given that there was absolutely no light in my cell. 



 By about the 14th day, boredom had overtaken me. I had given up cursing Tariq for ever bringing me here, and stopped accusing myself of so weakly consenting to this cultish imprisonment. Instead, I became resigned to my predicament. On a lark, I decided to try – and presumably fail – reading. Whether my eyes had grown accustomed to the dark, or some other change was taking place within me, I was able to discern letters, but they were not the letters of the alphabet I could recognize. However, certain flashes of recognition were beginning to stitch patterns of meaning in what I saw. The more often I attempted reading in this impenetrable shadow, the more I came to understand what I was reading. It was not the Swedenborg I had ever read before, but I knew it was him, a different him, a him writing something from a source unseen despite his knowledge. In my reading, from what I was able to glean since it was rather patchy, he was far more prophetic in his work than what he had written on the page. There was a daring kind of theorizing in those pages, and I would come to understand that subconsciously he was aware of certain histories that do not go recorded, but that influence our lives regardless.


 It was the 33rd day that I was finally able to read the text through without interruption by my intransigent eyes trying to read the black text rather than the spaces between them. All of my senses became keen and sharp in that darkness having inhabited that space for so long. I had become so accustomed to my way of life that, by day fifty, I was more than reluctant to leave the safe confines of my silent and solitary education. Upon my release after those long fifty days in isolation, I was able to see differently.


 I will not record all that transpired afterward beyond a few gestural sketches. I was made an apprentice and continued learning how to read in the fashion of the Sanscript. I was admitted to them officially and as well into their inner mysteries that my oath prevents me from relating. I was not well-to-do, but I was not wanting either, having taken up a service in the order. These details mean very little to me, for all this education and this new-found ability to read what others could not merely multiplied my horror. I was incapable of reading any text without seeing the hidden text so visibly apparent before me, and all reading became a double reading. I discovered secrets and ideas unfit for consumption, the shrieks and torment of the buried madness of authors and thinkers. I became privy to a history entirely shadowed by that protective layer those who are not among the Sanscript will ever witness. I bear the burden of my reading, but cannot relate it to anyone without betraying the oath and confidence of my confreres. Tariq had all but disappeared shortly after my admission to the order, and when I did chance upon him, he greeted me with the formal cordiality he extended to the other brothers; gone was the warmth of our conversations. It became obvious to me that Tariq had engaged in a long courtship with my intellect, waiting for that fateful time when I would be in need, and then predating upon me to convert. Of our order, there are some who bear the burden of our way of reading with resignation, and others – like Tariq – whose hearts are malicious and would spread the misery they feel to the innocent. I, for one, could never subject anyone to it...I wish that I never had learned to read this way, to see this way, to know what I know. I am what can be called 'damaged goods', and the brunt I have borne from my reading has made me reclusive as I do all I can to stave off the madness that comes of this particular kind of sight. I hereby renounce my obligations.

 



Impossibilium nulla obligatio est,


Heinrich Hermann



 


 


 


 


 



39


Twilight of the Devorants

 



Not everything is as it appears, as it is written, how it is expounded and propagated across a passive-receptive landscape that will not check the logic of your assertions. I know this only because I had accepted far too much on the faith of what I was told or what I had read. I had been perhaps far too complicit, willingly duped if only to carry on with this now greying mystery that ran simultaneously toward two unreachable horizons of the beginning and the end. I was no longer certain if Castellemare would be the one to write the colophon on this series of enigmatic narrative trains, or if what was being written would never come to a halt.


 I had taken as well on too much faith that those laughable bibliophiles were the real Devorants. I was to be disabused of this assumption that did not augur well with the mechanics of this overdrawn drama. With Setzer effectively retired, Castellemare vanished, Angelo dead, Dr Warburg little more than an inconsequential squeak in the sinecure station of his crepuscular academic career, Leopold now turned hostile against what he may have perceived were my bad intentions, and my being barred from that infinite Library, there was little left of the former footholds and clues to keep me going on. The stage upon which I had been thrust was now mostly barren save for the confused fool expected by a grim and harsh audience to deliver an eloquent monologue but having forgotten his lines.


 In order to overcome this feeling of terrible inertia, that all my pursuits had become fruitless and idling, I decided to investigate the one element in this mystery that I had so carelessly cast aside as insignificant. It is usually the case in mystery, as the formula goes, that what one considers a red herring, a mere segue, will provide the key to solution. So, I tapped what sources I could to learn more of that group, the Devorants.


 Search engine results are not to be trusted if one desires to locate secrets. Secrets do not parade themselves in public for easy acquisition unless if in doing so they can be assured anonymity. The Devorants that I had met were listed there, a cheap looking website saturated in pretentious dogma and a few unflattering pictures of old men in ridiculous regalia attempting to look indispensably imperious. I recognized a few of them as the hapless thieves who made away with my books. There was no image of their noble carriage, their station wagon. Apart from this folly of a group, there was little more than the whisper of ghosts of what I presumed would be the real Devorants. 



 I suddenly heard a rustling sound coming from my bookshelf. A single leaf was wagging on its own between two other books, as if someone were on the other side waving it for my attention. I crept toward the shelf and snatched the leaf. The typesetting and ligatures suggested that it was from a book dated between 1700 and 1800. Upon it was a single inscription:

 



Finis. Habes, lector candidissime, sex opuscula, &c. Reliquum est igitur vt iis qui hec pepereren grati animi significationem feceritas.


 



In other words:

 



Conclusion. Here you have, honest reader, six works etcetera. It therefore remains for you to make grateful acknowledgement to those who have produced them.


 



Oddly enough, or perhaps far too apt as to be an embarrassment, the page number on this leaf corresponded to what would have been the final page in the 7th Meditation. This, however, did not correspond to the type of paper or typeset used in the book, but from what I knew about the Library, it perhaps held various reprints and incarnations of the same book repeated throughout history and perhaps into the future. It did seem to square with the notion of the “six works” that made up – or set up for – the seventh meditation which would be the synthesis itself. 



 And, again, more noise from the shelf, this time a hoarse whispering. A gloved hand displaced a few books and beckoned me. In fright, I fled. 



 Things did not return to normal although I took refuge in a used bookstore – which was perhaps a mistake. As I was trying to steady my nerves scanning the spines of what passed for the store's “classics of literature”, one by one the books were being replaced by books written by another me. I resisted any and all urge to pick one up, and instead made haste to the store's physical sciences section and, yet again, more books written by me. It was a clear sign that the Library, or someone within it, wanted my full attention. Again, the whispering came from the shelves, this time more audible that I could make out what was being said. “Around the corner.”


 Feeling the numbing effects of fear, I complied, walking around the shelf to what was usually a cul-de-sac of shelves housing the store's “occult” section. Instead of a dead end, the shelf seemed to go on for quite a distance. The Library had once more opened itself up to me, but there was a problem with the lighting – it was too faint to make out the books let alone read them. A figure silhouetted against this dusk light was at the end of my journey.


 “Come,” the figure said with no mean severity.


 I was led through that dark corridor, the menacingly unreadable books rising high on either side of me, their spines bristling with the mystery of what contents they promised. I could hear the sound of dry pages being turned perhaps by dryer fingers as we neared a vast table where sat a collection of figures whose eyes were hooded, their countenances severe and serious. As if anticipating that I would break this suffocating silence, one of the figures turned to me and raised a single bony finger to his lips indicating that I should remain silent. 



 My guide ushered me to an empty seat before a pile of opulent quarto volumes and a few pulpit editions. With the ghost of a touch, he pressed me into my seat and subsequently made his way to one of his own. In that dimness I tried in vain to make out the features of these cloaked figures, their paucity of sound rendering them spectral. None would look at me, but were each absorbed in their meticulous act of reading, poring over text in patient search for I know not what. I was perhaps expected to do the same.


 If this were the infinite Library, it was a section I was not familiar with, decorated as it was by a bay of large tables squatting conspicuously in open areas near monolithic shelves. In this readerly crypt, there was hardly enough light by which to read, but my eyes slowly adjusted to these crepuscular conditions. The hefty volume before me was in French, a general history of the “Compagnnonage”. My more pecuniary instincts when it came to antiquarian texts could not be repressed as I habitually examined the spine, the gilt edges, the type, the woodcut engravings of asphodels on the prefatory pages, running my fingers over the inside cover and imagining what sort of off-cuts may be pressed within. Although the affair was a quiet one, by comparison to my other reading companions, I was making enough of a commotion that some of them retrained their focus on me with chillingly unchanging expressions that said for me to desist. Cowed, I returned to the book, this time carefully examining what was written there. I quietly peered at the spines of the other books in my pile and could make out that each of them were on the same or similar subject: a history of the Compagnonnage.


 In the top margin of the first page was a note written in Old French that I had difficulty translating, but the gist of it was this:

 



We continue looking for our origins. To be checked against the History. -Tutanus XXII.


 



From what I could understand – albeit hard going since my French was not up to snuff – would be fascinating to a select few, a niche of people who made 17th century French companion groups their obsession; it certainly wasn't mine. 



 There was much dry discussion on the ambiguous origins of the Devorants – who were only named explicitly fourteen pages in. This was followed by a detailed account of the proper ceremonial procedure involved in the taking of the oaths, what the oaths contained, and what they meant. I was partially distracted by the motives of these figures, if they were trying to teach me a lesson of some kind or revealing some pertinent information. The long section on oaths outlasted my interest by about thirty or so pages, and I was starting to read hastily, taking a pause between pages lest my reading rhythm and page-turning distracted these daunting readers who seemed to read at a regulated synchronized pace. Most of all, I did not want to be insulting or appear rudely uninterested in their task. The tension of the circumstances made this the most difficult of reading experiences. 



 The section on mysteries seemed to promise much more in the title than it delivered, and so was far less interesting than I had hoped. Much of it made esoteric references that were entirely lost on me. The dry and abstruse nature of the discussion, coupled with my trials in translation, was beginning to frustrate me. I must have made it to page 235 when the silence came to an end with a series of startling reports made by the closing of large books, made all the more so obstreperous by the tomblike quietude.


 As quietly as I had been seated, I was gently herded from my seat and wordlessly summoned to accompany the group of twelve. We came to a small and ornate wooden door which the member in the lead opened and held open for all of us to enter. The fishbowl effect of the cramped and musty chamber, redolent with the smell of so many volumes standing as sentinels in square-shouldered formation – all of it made the already packed room feel that much smaller. Why these texts had been cached here from the regular Library circulation would eventually be revealed to me. In fact, the Library was filled with such cache rooms, alcoves, locked chambers, and small adjoining galleries accessible only by those who had the right keys.


 “Do not be alarmed,” my guide finally spoke, a hoarse rasping emanating from barely moving lips. “We are the Devorants, companions of the book and itinerant researchers in the Library. As we spend all our time reading, there is little to no discussion. Among us, I am one of the few who still has the ability to speak. Many of us have not spoken in several years, and sparingly if we must.”


 “Why have you led me here?” I asked. “Does this have anything to do with my possession of certain texts?”


 “We are not interested in your books. We are interested in you.”


 “Why is that?”


 “Lineage. We subscribe to the belief of heredity, the traits of the father handed down to the son, his son, and so on. Our history records have frequently come up with your name. A traveler from Parma journeyed and met a member of our Order in Nantes. This Gimaldi, which we believe to be an ancestor of yours, spoke of secret plans and a secret passage, as well as a vast and unseen Library in Tuscany. In this Library, your ancestor said, was a sum of the Devorants' history far greater than what we knew or could possibly fashion. He told us that the Devorants were greater in number via the Library than the whole population of this world. This same Gimaldi invited a few of our elect to this Library, but he was killed en route in a skirmish before he could tell us in which section the books vital to our project were stored.”


 “Have you found them?”


 “Yes and no. Without Gimaldi's help, our Order has spent generations accumulating histories in an attempt to construct the best one from the nearly infnite variations. We have, in the course of so many years, met other members of our Order from different histories.”


 “Your task seems pointless, in a way. The Library is infinite, and as such, the printed histories of your Order will equally be so.”


 There was some grimacing among the group. The claim that I was making was contentious and unsatisfactory to them. One of the silent members felt compelled to reply, his faculty of speech difficult and hoarse from years of not being used.


 “No... the Library is not... infinite. It is... like all things... bounded. Look, here, this shelf ends... And this one. How... can something infinite be composed... of finite parts?”


 “He is right and this is our view,” my guide took over. “Men confuse multitude with infinity. That is lazy thinking. Even grains of sand have a finite number no matter how large that number is. There are perhaps as many histories and books in this Library as there are grains of sand on a beach, but it is still finite. Once we have all the histories, we will merge them into one universal history of the Devorants, selecting the best, most logical, and substantial parts of each, canceling out all inconsistencies. You have spent too much time listening to Castellemare's wrong-headed Order. If the Library were infinite, it would have infinite parts, and every book would be infinite unto itself.”


 I couldn't help myself from replying, “Well, in one way a book is infinite: there can be infinite interpretations.”


 “Sophistry,” he replied. 



 “Or postmodernism,” I said. The word seemed to resound with them as much as would an explanation from contemporary physics, which is to say nil. After a few moments, I resumed, “So why did you bring me here and have me read that book?”


 “Reading is purity,” the hoarse one croaked.


 “You are a Gimaldi. It is hoped that you will direct our research, honouring the oath taken by your ancestor.”


 “I am not bound by any oath made by my predecessors,” I said, which was followed by a low grumbling chorus of dissent. “Furthermore, I cannot say that I have much interest in your Order, for I have my own concerns at the moment, my own mysteries to resolve. From what you have had me read, and what you have told me, I can see that the Devorants offer nothing to the mystery I am bound up with.”


 “This is where you are wrong, Gimaldi. These chambers are where we sleep and where we safeguard precious texts in the Library from those whose eyes are too dim and unworthy to comprehend, too barbaric or filled with solecisms to appreciate. Help us to define our history and it will invariably define your own.”


 “You would recruit me in this task of which I have no interest, and then promise me something in return that I have no desire to learn.”


 “Do you not care about the histoyr of your lineage?”


 “Not really. I am not narcissistic enough to delve into my own genealogy. From what I read, heredity and heraldry are sacred and eternal items in your world view, but it is not something I share.”


 “The history of a book reveals the history of the people who held it, and vice versa. Histories are intertwined and interdependent.”


 “Are you alluding to the Ars atrocitatis?”


 “Books of many names. Perhaps what we know of its authorship and those who possessed it would be of valuable interest to you.”


 “At what price?”


 “Quid pro quo. Help us locate what we seek.”


 “That could take an eternity in this vast place. No.”


 “So be it, Gimaldi. You've a special talent for making powerful enemies fast. We have heard in the rustling of pages talk of Castellemare wishing to severely redress certain perceived injustices. And, then, there are Angelo's employers who were told of your involvement in his death. Castellemare informed them, of course. And given your blind persistence in acquiring forbidden knowledge to which you are not entitled, despite so many warnings that have come in a variety of ways, you've made enemies of darker forces still whom you have never encountered. We are, perhaps, one of the last who have no stake in your demise. Your position is precarious, and you would be safe with us for none dare disturb us or molest any of our charges.”


 I was reeling from the very idea that Castellemare would be so fervent in his malice and revenge to turn his own enemies against me. However, I was wary of what may have been a ploy, a pressure tactic by these hooded Devorants. They were offering me safe refuge and access to the books they concealed from the regular circulation, but in exchange for a very monastic service.


 “What guarantees my safety, especially if my enemies are so treacherous?”


 “This place and its immutable laws. All must observe the Law of Quiet Study or else the Library has one ejected. This is a place of study, reading, research, and contemplation. Violators are banished forever, a high price to pay for transgression. Your enemies can only harm you outside where the law does not extend.”


 “I'll just have to take my chances, then. This place is far too vast that I would fear going mad to stay here for too long. I already have difficulty conceiving of this place as I can't square my logic with its reality.”


 “Have you such an important life that you would risk its inevitable and premature end? If infinity is what you fear, let us put you at ease with our proofs. Our cartographers have been plotting the dimensions of the Library for much longer than you have been alive. They say that the Library, at certain points, ends. Any idea of a beyond is mere fancy and illusion, the chaos of mere repetitions, echoes, reflections. ..Mirrors that grant this illusion of infinite space. One of our explorers who traveled along the same shelf row for sixteen years came across the very same books that began his journey. This suggests that the Library itself is one enormous circle, bending in an imperceptible circumference. It may actually be a contained sphere.”


 I let him continue: “Those like Castellemare are still trapped in scholastic thinking, blended with mystical hash. Yes, mystics with their infinites, pedants chained to their dogmatism. We, on the other hand, are humanists who believe in empirical investigation. Do not be fooled by their seductive mysteries, for these are merely vain novelties of speculation taken as truth. Castellemare's Order is peopled with failed and irrational metaphysicians who impose their hasty explanations upon the Library in lieu of testing for accuracy. All books end, and it is no different with the dimensions of the Library. If the Library were infinite, then our orders would not trouble with power struggles all these centuries. There are twelve orders who have been vying for total guardianship of the Library ever since the library of Alexandria was consumed. What you see around you is the Alexandrian library, but its collection has expanded, acting as the repository for all books that are destroyed.”


 “What of the multiple worlds theory that the Library seems to exemplify?”


 “We have every reason to believe, given our research, that even these worlds are not infinite, but like all things in the universe... regulated by numbers. The numerical law, bequeathed to us in the secret codes of Pythagorus, states that there are twelve times twelve times twelve worlds in total.”



“1,728 worlds in all,” I said. “And so, 1,728 libraries of Alexandria.”


 “Yes, numerologically expressed as the magical number nine.”


 “I have my doubts about the validity of numerology.”


 “In numerology, validity is contingent upon where one puts the significance.”


 As opposed to the other Order that called themselves Devorants, these members were hardly quaint or pretentious. The determined severity etched on their stone-like visages, and the serious devotion to a task they felt obliged to perform at the expense of any else, bespoke of fanatical zealotry. Still, their offer of protection appeared loaded to me, and it seemed as though all these competing orders had made me a battleground, some kind of prize of conquest, vying for influence and my loyalty. I was caught in a manipulative courtship, but was there anything beyond the symbolic significance to be gained or was my capitulation merely the prize of winning a sick game? This line of reasoning made Castellemare's reactions seem more plausible, as he was acting like the jilted lover. How many of these Orders' representatives had been trying to curry myfavour, lure me over to their side, using sometimes cruel and brusque tactics, or other times feigning to take me into their most intimate confidence? Those like Castellemare and Setzer had done so by pretending to be aloof and indifferent to winning my loyalty, in some cases pushing me away, declaring me unwanted or dispensable, more of a nuisance than a high value commodity. That was indeed the trick: give meagre offerings so that I may desire their attention that much more, a passive-aggressive method of winning a game whose rules were still a mystery to me.


 The Devorants were endlessly searching among the competing narratives, conflicting origin stories, the farrago of testimonies for a viable and unified history they could call their own. There was something sad and futile about their tragic attempt to reclaim something that was either lost forever, buried in plural confusion, or that did not exist at all. The Devorants had taken the insularity and monomaniacal obsessive tendencies of scholarship to an absurd extreme.


 My resolve in declining their offers, contingent upon devoting my life to their pointless and inconsequential sleuthing, was firm. They knew I was resistant to their machinations, their persuasion, and that the threat of future harm by groups unseen was not enough in itself to convince me. This sombre, staid affair in the chamber was coming to an end. Their understanding of the Library only extended as far as its specific utility in furnishing them with the myopic research goal of their origins.


 My guide led me out of the chamber in disappointed silence. Would the Devorants, upon my rejecting their overtures, deliver me into the hands of those they claimed had malicious designs upon me? Were these cloaked searchers above acts of spite, or were they as treacherous as Castellemare? Their courtship of me failed and I was being shown the way out. Doubt was cast upon the reality of this meeting when I blacked out and came to, roused by the clammy hands of the bookstore owner and gawked by a few sets of concerned eyes. The smell of dust was what linked the store to that stifling chamber.


 Making my unnecessary apologies and weak excuses, declining the semi-sincere and obligatory offers to be brought to hospital, I left the store and tracked my way back in the direction of home. I was once again waylaid by fatigue and so sat on a cafe patio, urging myself away from another fainting spell with the aid of a much-needed cigarette. A young and eager university student two tables away was fully absorbed in what I recognized to be the authoritative book on that most perplexing of manuscripts, the Voynich. A middle-aged and overweight woman taking a break from shopping was generously inhabiting her own seat, slowly thumbing one of those cheap paperback bilges where the author's embossed name grossly and monumentally overshadowed the title. The patron who had occupied my seat prior had abandoned today's newspaper on the wrought-iron table, its thin leaves licking the wind. Half expecting another impossible coincidence and half merely biding my time, I perused the newspaper. No such hints or placement of dangerous clues were present in the paper, its normalcy of the usual inconsequential political contests and ongoing wars taking place in far too distant places to stoke genuine concern was both dull and reassuring. The book review section lacked substance, reviews more enamoured with their maneuvering of flattering or clever adjectives. I idled past these and scanned the classifieds for estate sales, taking semi-professional note of those that listed book collections – which were few and unpalatable in their descriptions.


 The large woman, surrounded by her retinue of boutique bags, farted and tried to cover this up with a forced cough. The university student was seemingly experiencing a flagging of interest or ability to maintain attention to what he was reading. All eyes fixed upon my direction when a sudden surge of wind took my newspaper up in a clamour of angry freedom. I dutifully chased down the printed tumbleweed mess, hastily folded it in a poor approximation of its original shape, and tucked it under the ashtray.


 A poster on a nearby light pole redirected my thoughts, an advertisement for a local community theatre's adaptation of Don Quixote. I felt the sickening, terrible shuddering effect of a neglected moral lesson, lodged in place and impossible to avert. Specifically, the sad end of Don Quixote, how he repented of his madness on his deathbed, that rather well-stocked library of his composed of chivalry books. Those books collected and read with obsessive zeal was what bewitched him, spurring him to embark on an absurd journey of illusions. Were we not the same as the poor Don Quixote who had spent countless sleepless nights and long days steeping himself in that fantastic world of books only to lose his wits entirely? Was I so different, or the university student who sat nearby pouring indiscriminate amounts of high scholarship into a febrile mind, or the woman who devoured pulp romances that only set in starker relief the lovelessness of the world? Filled with ever more fantasies of origin, obsessively seeking unified history through books, the Devorants were indeed afflicted... severely touched in their heads, but their extreme and obvious example could not efface the fact that each of us was also afflicted in our own way, in our own degree. To each their fanaticism, all courtesy of books themselves. And, perhaps, praise ought be given not to what one reads, but what one refrains from reading. 
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Excerpts from 7th Meditation

 



17

 



Knives for the nocturne. Tyranny is the knowledge that love and fear are one, indivisible, two sides of the same coin. As he himself was a unity of parts, the most pronounced aspects of various types selected by the Library itself, he knew syntheses tended toward their higher reasoning and more perfected product. 



 He himself had existed prior to the synthetic act. He had been a practicing psychoanalyst for several years before the proper elements were rendered unto him. That turpitude had always lodged within him was not enough, but that it needed to emerge full-grown, all of a sudden, in this incarnation of horror. 



 He gazed upon himself gazing back from the mirror, pleased with himself, readying himself for what needed to be done. Not many have such spirited vision, so full and complete, he thought to himself. For some, like him, such vision came late but was the result of a long maturation. His life began on this day, at the age of 46. He ran his fingers through the sparse and black-dyed hair, slicking it back to reveal the stark widow's peak he had always found one of his more winsome of features. He knew his voice had both the stentorian force and the priestly quality to arrest an audience or have them confess despite themselves. Some were doled out a robust measure of charisma, and he knew that he had frittered much of it away on paltry affairs.


 His methods were highly unorthodox, and his views much more so. There was always friction with the psychoanalytical establishment over his writings, his methods, launched at him from what he considered their envy and lack of intellectual courage. His membership to the association was most likely going to be revoked after a pro forma and largely token review of his record, but contrary to the expected, he would take this as proof of his brilliance. To him, it was an emancipation from tepid thinking and tired ideas that achieved little but create a klatch of self-righteous, indignant, and unworthy practitioners. Today would be his first day of true freedom, and no professional association would act as a tether upon his will. This did not fail to provoke a satisfied grin upon his face. 



 Kneading an obstinate wrinkle in his suit and gingerly taking his briefcase in hand, he made his way into the world – to change it for good.


 On this day, the daring and experimentally unchained psychoanalyst, Dr Edward Albrecht, resolved to become a master.
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The Malin Genie

 



An “a-ha!” moment. I now had the name of the synthesized man for certain, and he turned out to be rather easy to locate. I knew him to be a masterpiece of the Library's narrative, the distillation of every evil that history had the temerity to record, a culmination not only of this world's recorded evils, but those of each world that the Library's collection extended to. This was the Library's most elaborate creation, forced out of it. And, if what I read in those books, and what others like Setzer and Castellemare alluded to, and all the other clues reticent in detail – in short texts, brief meetings, omens ignored – were all brought together, then this creation had been tried many times before. But someone or something learned from all those botched efforts, the careless errors, and Dr Albrecht was the new and improved version. But why would the Library allow for this? No, the Library – I was convinced – was neutral, impassive. It just was. It was figures like Castellemare that bent the Library to his will. Dr Albrecht was most likely Castellemare's life's work, and with access to the infinite Library, he had all the history, lore, and methods he required. What would possess Castellemare to engineer such a thing? But this was a question I needed to return to later – I had to see the creation for myself.


 This one Dr Edward Albrecht was a practicing psychoanalyst who had authored no mean number of dangerous articles as well as spearheading a variety of male-bonding groups mostly patterned on strengthening the masculinity of the ego in the face of its mass social enervation. In fact, a frustrated and hopeless member of the male gender would find in Dr Albrecht a new reason to rejoice and a reclamation of the male self in the face of a wide-spread push for complete gender equity. Dr Albrecht had written voluminously on the subject of the need for a renaissance of maleness, and he alleged to have the antidote to the crippling forces that sought to annihilate what made men intrinsically and meaningfully different. In some very vitriolic musings, he called “over-feminization” a form of “gender pogrom as well as a socially polite means of reprogramming the male ego according to the image of the politically correct contingent that is reactively over-sensitive and compliant with the demands of extreme feminism.” In his view, extreme feminism had succeeded in playing upon mass subconscious guilt in order to get its way, not to mention pushed for its reforms with “utter irresponsibility, never concerned with the psychological health of all involved. Are we – the mental health professionals - to pick up the pieces?” His assessments of social psychology were not as shocking as the fact that his movement was gaining in considerable momentum and influence, accruing to its cause a vast number of followers. He heaped vitriol on what he perceived a flagrant disregard for the preservation of innate and healthy gender differences.


 Perhaps of more importance was Dr Albrecht's barely concealed hatred of women. He gave this hatred the veneer of academic discourse which better insulated him from being accused of being merely another misogynist zealot. As I read more of his available works, the more certain themes gained in intensity and recurrence as time went on. Male violence and cruelty were, for him, something not only to be preserved as natural aspects of the male psyche, but to be encouraged. It was during this reading that I encountered an article of his that was far more disturbing. It was the makings of an austere sociopolitical program:

 



It will be the work of a Great Master to give license to that long repressed desire in each of us for atrocity. Only one who can bring together the elements of political action, artistic expression, and psychological engineering will prosper in emancipating the masses from so many decades of enforced repression. This need for violence on a large scale, for committing cruelties, is an innate feature of humanity, and this energy is bottled up, under high pressure, forced into the dark spaces of the subconscious where it festers. What is required is a release, a free squandering of that energy. It will not be enough to contrive pathetic spectacles of popular sports to satisfy this need, nor is it enough for people to go on retreats where they can engage their violent desires on inanimate objects. These hardly go far enough in giving expression to our need to become atrocious in every way. What is needed is an atrocity on the order of the Grand Project, a Grand Politics, such as was in vogue during every historical episode of genocide. 




 And what of psychoanalysis now? Our domain has been devalued as a feasible practical method for therapeutically assisting the populace because we have not gone far enough. In a way, I agree. The discipline is at fault for showing no innovation or courage, and so it deserves the lower esteem in which it is now perceived. We have feared for too long the possible outcomes of unleashing the subconscious desire for destruction. Surrealism came close, but it still held itself in check by keeping to picture-making and abortive revolutions. Wilhelm Reich also came close with his liberation of sexual drives, but this is still not enough. It is as if we have all internalized Freud's fear, believing that humans must be protected from themselves. How regressive! The human populace is so much easier to control if you direct these destructive drives and guide them under a single will that will satisfy their violent appetites. There is no point in forestalling what will inevitably come to pass, and so the time is nigh for one man with a Grand Politics to emerge, someone to whom the many may rally under. The world needs a man of Will and Vision.


 



Thus spake the mad psychoanalyst. Granted, despite my disgust, the man sounded intimidating to me. Against all better judgement, I contacted him under the auspices of seeking to be analyzed, although my real reason was to see what this synthesized man was like in the flesh. Dr Albrecht informed me that he was quite heavily booked, but he agreed to contact me in the event of a cancellation – which he did. 



 When I arrived at his office – a rather Spartan waiting room juxtaposed by an opulent and neoclassical interior with bold lines and strongly evocative colour scheme – I passed one of his patients who happened to be a woman. Her face was unreadable as she went by. The receptionist told me to go into the doctor's office.


 “Hello, Dr Albrecht. I'm your three o'clock: Gimaldi.”


 He turned to face me and it was admittedly a bit chilling. His hair was dyed black and swept back with gel, his pale face etched with a permanent and imposing scowl. But it was his eyes: sunken with dark rings and a snake's penetrating and non-breaking gaze that was as malicious as it conveyed a sense of power, majesty, and knowing. Those eyes would not let me loose for even a moment and I felt entirely unmasked. His was the kind of frightening aura that reeks of depravity and an unbendable will.


 “Gimaldi,” he said, almost savouring the syllables of my name. “Do, please, sit down.”


 “You treat women as well?”


 “Why, of course,” he said as if the question were a bit ridiculous. “Even women seek to explore their masculinity. As you know, although the masculine psyche is my specialty, most of my patients are women.”


 “I apologize if I seem a little unnerved; this is my first analysis.”


 “Ah, a virgin. Splendid. Well, let us dispense with the cliché stereotypes of how psychoanalysis is performed, for I do not employ conventional methods.”


 I decided to use this time to mask my queries about him behind a contrived difficulty of my own. His fingers formed a steeple and he leaned forward with those unsettling, hungry eyes. There was no way that I could sustain the ruse under that searching gaze that disrobed me for all my intentions to be laid bare.


 “Admittedly, Dr Albrecht, I am interested in your practice. I have read a selection of your works and was curious as to your methods and future intentions.”


 “Character study. I have been warned before that this would happen. You see,” he said, now lifting himself up and pacing the room. “I received a letter in the post a few days ago that I didn't understand until now. In it, your name was mentioned, and that I should expect you to come sniffing around for answers.”


 I froze in my seat.


 He continued: “The person or persons who sent the letter left it unsigned, but told me to be at ease that you were not a member of the press hired to write a libel piece. You see, Mr Gimaldi, having new ideas and the conviction to carry them forward is considered dangerous, and no inventor is without a phalanx of enemies ready to cut him down. So, you must also understand that I am generally very cautious and wary when people come to pry my points of view since they will invariably distort them for their own miscreant purposes. It is not that I fear being upbraided in the press, for I stand by my views, but I cannot bear being vilely misrepresented. I have been given assurances from this letter that you are not the sort who would do such a thing, and that you can be trusted.”


 “Who would send a letter in advance of me?”


 “You would probably know better than I would. Perhaps it was your publisher.”


 “My publisher?”


 “Are you not writing a book on me? Is this not why you are here, to study my bearing, my manner, the things I say, querying me on my past and plans for the future?”


 There was little I could do. I was beginning to see the bigger picture, that I had been led along this far to perform exactly what Dr Albrecht expected: a character study. Was that what the publishing contract was for, the one I was forced to sign in my pained weakness? 



 I performed my “character study” with surprising thoroughness and duty. Those findings I cannot relate here, for this would be to tell my story out of turn. No, it is more vital that I complete my own story before I reveal what comes next, and the purpose of it all. There are no accidents, all is scripted, and every event – big or small, seemingly crucial or a mere segue – had been arranged so that I would play my part convincingly, honestly.
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Sanscript II

 



“The eternal hourglass of existence is turned upside down again and again, and you with it, speck of dust!”




- Friedrich Nietzsche

 



Somewhere over the Rainbow...

 



If only human beings understood the rather base and unremarkable origins of what they call the universe, perhaps they might revise their own sense of wonder. If you cast a single beam of light at a pool of sludge or some such material in a mixed solid-liquid state, you might find that it is possible to have this light refracted at large number of angles, thus producing a diffuse prismatic effect.


 All that can be sensed has its origins with a task myself and many others do. We tend the slush. We stir it and light catches the individual crystals of it at varying angles and throws off the hues of reality as can be sensed or known.


 The current era of humanity, and therefore what I see projected as the after-effect of my stirring of the cosmic slush and the pure, harsh beam that is filtered through that crudités, has succeeded in coming close to the underlying motif of this place: the pollution of distance.


 My sense of play is malicious, negligent to what consequences they may bring to those who know only the projection of the rainbow. I stir the slush and create new variations that humans will so brazenly take authorship of as “discovery” and thus place it in their ballooning archives of their previous knowledge. Little do they know that they hoard images from a kind of eternal kaleidoscope, snapshots of accidental colour thrown up by the passing of a light beam and my action of stirring this slush. And even among those rare few who may glean that these collected images are akin to collecting every chicken and treating them as uniquely separate objects, folly has no better representative than those who assume that behind these colourful projections there is some purposeful, base pattern. They suspect that this pattern is based on math, or physics, or the musical scale, or numerology, or gods. All of these are wrong, for where would the pattern be? It is not in projection, not in the slush, and not in the beams of light that enter at random angles to strike at slush I simply swish about. Light splits and converges, and although light follows laws, it is foolish to believe that a rule is a pattern.


 There is an obvious question one might pose to me: why do I tend the slush and not do something else if the action is idle, serves little purpose, or does not grant one satisfaction and contentment. What this inquirer would have to understand is that there is simply nothing else to do: either one stirs the slush to amuse oneself, or one sits and does nothing in the slush. 



 But I cannot count how many of those stamped with folly who try to approach this realm behind the projections. They are armoured with their weapons of reason, their assumptions of order and purpose, and they continue trying - and failing - to find the patterns they so desire to exist. They try to gain access to this realm through an observation of the stars with special machines that interpret wavelengths or perhaps cloister themselves to give patient study to a single book written in some impossible cipher. 



 Distance between this realm and the projection has been polluted before, but now with ever more sophisticated instruments and the collapse of the - still inconsequential - distance between individuals in a digital space, I fear a repeat of what I had to endure before. I have heard of one who was able to penetrate to this realm, and another I personally met. I do detest their blind zealousness, their assumption that there must be some common denominator that explains their universe as if there can be no justification for existence without it. 



 The first was an Alexandrian who tended a library, no longer standing. Taking advantage of some freak slip, perhaps, he pushed through the luminescent membrane and found himself here. A believer in harmonies and order, his discovery of this place was devastating. Upon his return, he continued to carry out his duties of ordering the contents of the library with the same apparent zeal, but perhaps only in a kind of private jest or even the foolish hope that to found an order in one place would spread virally until the entire universe and what was behind it would succumb, seduced by that dominating thing called order.


 The second was a man named Tariq. I know this not because I had any interest in soliciting this information, but because he was prone to that pointless habit of announcing his presence as if the very mention of his name should be accompanied by an awed hush. Yes, he was a disagreeable sort, and had found his way here by a special method of reading coupled with some meditative exercise that he believed was the key that unlocked our realm (in actual fact, such things are always accidents - there are no keys and no locks in this place). When I explained to this insistent crusader of reason that there was no substrate of order, but that everything was simply a trick of the light, he responded with a rebuke. Let me retell what was said:

 



“No, that is absolutely impossible. This must simply be the wedge of plasma that connects the world and its true metaphysical motor. And you, you are most likely a kind of demon placed here to deter any further ingress to the mysteries. Yes, you are one of the guardians of the truth who uses lies to prevent access to truth.”


 “Think what you will,” I said, stirring more slush and sending up another of a trillion new projections. “But I know myself to possess no reason to deceive you.”


 “I have trespassed where humans are forbidden. You have every reason to try and deceive me,” Tariq responded sharply.


 “No one is forbidden from this place, for that would presuppose a purpose to this place. There are only natural barriers. If there was something to be guarded, then this place would have a purpose. But we are not guards. We have no assigned function. We can stir the slush or we can do nothing. Most of us find it more amusing to choose action over inaction if only to quiet our boredom.”


 “There is a realm beyond this one that is the source of all order. If you are not deceiving me, then you yourself are deceived or ignorant.”


 “I am not impeding you. You are at liberty to search all you like,” I told him, going back to my stirring wand. Irritation is a poor cure for tedium.


 And so this Tariq started digging into the slush, pulling up handfuls of it. 



 “This slush burns my hands with its coldness,” he said in complaint.


 “I cannot warm it for you. I do not touch the slush with my hands, but I do not feel the cold. Perhaps this is a lesson for you to stop digging through it.”


 “Oh-ho!” he exclaimed hotly. “So this is the ruse. You will not physically prevent me from my quest, but will politely suggest that I stop if I find it uncomfortable! No, I will continue to dig despite any pain it may cause me!”


 And so he did. Perhaps for hours. It was a comedic scene, for his agitation increased the longer he set himself to his futile scooping. Without realizing it, Tariq’s fervent scramble in the slush was sending up several interesting projections. Perhaps on the receiving end, some astronomer was being presented with a thrilling and mysterious spectacle of magnetic shift in a galactic cluster, compiling data on a hitherto unobserved phenomenon. 



 Tariq, his face red and his hands bitten redder by the cold of the slush, panted in exhaustion. The slush he disturbed had already resolved back into its initial position as if it had not been disturbed at all.


 “What is the meaning of all this?” he moaned, more to himself.


 “I have told you before. It is just slush and all that we see is but a trick of the light as we move the slush around, splitting the light into its many overlapping hues.”


 “What is the composition of this substance?”


 I get irritated easily by his kind of person, the sort that attempt to find meaning behind the wind or truth in a shadow, but I have to admit that it was a fair question, and one that warranted some exploration.


 “I cannot say for sure. I know it only as slush. It receives light and has the quality of variegating it from its many minute crystals.”


 “It has the quality of slushy ice but seems to behave differently,” he mused. “How large is this space?”


 “I have not seen an end to it. I would think the expanse is infinite.”


 “Covered in this slush and tended by your kind?”


 “From what I know.”


 “Why do we not sink?”


 “That I do not know. The slush at a certain depth under my feet feels firm enough.”


 “Has anyone attempted to excavate deep into it?”


 “Perhaps out of boredom, someone must have. I cannot see that they would have got any further than you have. As you saw, dig it one handful and the rest of the slush rushes to fill the pocket left behind.”


 “And the rainbows that stream from it, these are the projections we see?”


 “Yes, I suppose they are.”


 “And these rainbows form our perception of matter?”


 “And perhaps the forces that govern it as well, I would suppose.”


 “And you have no idea who or what placed this slush here?”


 “None at all. I cannot recall anything before me: out of nothing I must have come, and I came unchanged as you see me now, standing in this slush with this wand. I was given no instructions.”


 “Interesting,” Tariq said, pulling at his well groomed goatee. “To come fully formed with no outside directive... I assume you all came into this realm in the same way?”


 “From what I know in speaking with them. None of us are, of course, all that concerned with the deeper meanings you are searching for, so it does not occur to us to pose questions that cannot be answered. We are in a place absolutely devoid of anyone that we know of who knows more than any of us already know, which is that there is this slush, and that we have the choice to stir it or simply do nothing with it.”


 “Perhaps whoever or whatever conceived of this place had created your kind and felt it would compromise your essential task by giving you any access to knowledge that there is an outside to this place. I can imagine that it is preferable to have automatons going about their business entirely ignorant of anything else.”


 “If you say so, but you continue to hold to this idea that there is some entity or outside that is responsible for this place, completely disregarding the possibility that this is the very base of the universe itself, that there is no deeper floor or foundation, that beneath all of this slush is nothing more... than just slush.”


 “I know this not to be true because you have not considered the light. There is an origin to this light.”


 “Is there an origin to a circle? Is there a foot upon which we can say a circle begins? Perhaps all has emerged as is, and the light that concentrates into this slush originates from the place from which it has been variegated. It is possible for light to converge and diverge many times, to break into separate hues, or by the concentrated angles meeting at a point to reproduce a solid white beam.”


 “Then what you are saying is that there is no original source to this projection, that it is a cyclical motion of light to and from the projected zone. And so it might be just as true to say that this place is simply a projection of the projected universe.”


 “An interesting thought experiment, I suppose. Yes, it is possible that we are the projected and not the projectors. But, perhaps there is a third possibility. Perhaps both the projector and the projected are the same thing and that it is only a matter of taking turns so that we produce the light that makes the world, and the world produces the light that makes us.”


 “I find this paradox offensive,” Tariq argued. “Even in circular processes there must be, according to the rules of time, a beginning. That beginning can only occur in one place, thus meaning either my world or this realm is the zone of an originating projection.”


 “I am not one to dispute finer philosophical points, but you neglect the possibility that if time fixes an event in a particular place that this event is exclusive and not repeated elsewhere. It is possible that the original projection - if there is such a thing - could have simultaneously occurred in both your world and this realm. So, the same event beginning at two opposite points of a circle.”


 Tariq hesitated from discounting my conjecture as illogical. But I could tell by that dumb hunger in his eyes that he could not admit of that possibility without assuming that there was some original, singular event that caused two points in a cycle to begin. The authorship of one entity or event that bifurcated to create the possible cause I put forward. And so, I knew his type: perpetually condemned to assume that there must be another layer concealing the true, single cause of everything. I was tiring of Tariq’s presence and felt no obligation to pay him any further mind. Yet, he would continue to pose questions.


 “You have seen that there is nothing left to uncover. There are no doors or windows to other places. You know all that I know, which is very little or nothing. I think it best if you quit this place.”


 “Yes, you are partially correct,” he said haughtily. “I have exhausted your knowledge very quickly given how little of it you possess. So, I am revising my initial assumption that you are simply deceiving me for that would take a level of intellect you lack.”


 Tariq’s pointed jibe did not find a target in me, for I have not the ego required for such negative appraisals to take root and have value. He was, after all, just a minor irritant, an interruption in the slush.


 “But,” he continued, “I will evaluate for myself if I should linger in this place or continue pressing deeper into a beyond I am certain exists, leaving your sorry kind behind me to wallow in this meaningless slush.”


 Tariq stood in the slush for quite some time, his face hard with concentration. I went about my usual affairs: either stirring the slush or leaning upon the wand and looking up at the projections.


 “You know,” he began abruptly from his pensive reverie, “I was taught a very special way of reading.”


 “You may have mentioned that to me,” I said, really not wishing to spark further conversation.


 “Yes, it is a form of sanscript reading, or what can be known as reading between the letters, reading what isn’t there.”


 I smiled despite myself. How could I help it when he was taking pride in a skill that was the source of his obstinacy? Perhaps next he would try to read patterns in the slush, claim to see the face of god, a delicate and eternal order to the universe, anything that he could read that simply was not there except in the eye of the mystic reader. 



 “Do you know how to return from this realm?” I asked him.


 “Of course I do!” he responded testily as though the question was beneath him, and yet I saw a flash of worry upon his face.


 Tariq would eventually find his way back out, no doubt frustrated by his encounter here and willing to discount it as a true or meaningful experience. I could see that he was let out in one of the analogues of this place: a desert. I do not know what else came of him.


 Others of my kind have told me (and none of us say more than a few words to one another per human year, and most likely over a lifetime not more than a few paragraphs total) that they have had the occasion of these encounters every once in a while. Or else it is recorded by inherited oral lore, such as the Englishman who was writing a poem and found his way here, and called it chaos, that maddening expanse between earth and hell. I have heard he had gone blind. Another who went blind later in life had based his short story on a small speck of infinite possibility, an aleph, after his visit here and being amazed by the multi-faceted granular crystals of the slush (this particular visitor was not overbearing in some pointless search; he was said to be a very endearing, kindly curious, accommodating sort of man). I do not know what link there may be to the visiting of this rainbow-making realm of slush and light and the occasion of blindness. Someone like Tariq, in a way, had come and gone in the same blindness.


 As I stir the slush, interminably, causing a new constellation to appear in someone’s sky, and then perhaps something else. A trick of the light, yes, and a glorious web of unique rainbows.
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Overdue Fines

 



I
had enough of it all. I had enough of reading impossible books with their impossible scenarios. I had more than enough of reading my impossible adventures within them. The Library and all its contents were a menace if only because it was a beguiling paradox and because minds with fiendish designs exploited it. What I knew would not help or hinder me, nor would it function to save others. I could watch numbly while the same featureless people piled in and filed out of the library, each untouchably ignorant to the spectral mysteries that lay behind each shelf, or tucked in code within every book. It was doubtful that any patrons of any library on earth, save for but the select few, had any knowledge of a vast and potentially infinite library that replicated itself behind every stack, or from which would accidentally emerge a book so toxically dangerous that it would upset only those who chanced upon it or had the specialized knowledge to know that the book was not of this known world. 



Placed in its proper context, given the reality of diminishing returns that was the general public's literacy and historical intelligence in an age of apathy and vigorously promoted ignorance, those like Castellemare operated under the fundamental illusory assumption that the slippage of books from the Library posed serious and irreparable harm. This, of course, was not the case. There was no real and present danger, and as much as those like Castellemare and his archaic way of thinking believed the populace would take note of an odd book, the situation was largely harmless. The urgency to retrieve these slipped books, and the penalties exacted for failing to do so, was disproportionate to the actual conditions. Much ado about nothing, storm in a tea cup, and so forth: the exaggerated sense of importance assigned a task that was consequently quite meaningless. Since books were slipping from the Library, this could have meant two things: one, the Library in its structure or organization was flawed; or, two, the Library intended for these texts to be released into this known world at particular times for particular people. If the second premise was true, then what Castellemare and other self-important guardians of the Library's contents were doing was actually working to the disservice of the Library itself. 


The synthesis meant this one thing: the rifts that occurred between the Library and this world was successfully utilized to bring about a man instead of a book. An impossible man, and a man I know myself powerless to stop. The synthesis was not just the merger and summation of the six “types” as I had read, but was the distillation of all the most exemplary persons of cruelty and atrocity contained within one man and his despicably potent will. The fool named Jakob Sigurdsson would be malleable to this man's will, and would seek in the synthesized man a new father. The infernal might and crooked ideas would supersede that of his historical forebears - murderers, sadists, torturers, genocidists all.


I found it odd, and perhaps disappointing, that this was where my story ended. I no longer served any purpose, that purpose already having been served. And what of the many remaining loose ends, the false clues, the cul-de-sacs that caused me to digress from my determined role? Mere details and padding. The forbidden books I read, the ciphers deciphered, the convergence of various terrifying events, the feast or famine of leads... All of it merely those like Castellemare blowing proverbial smoke up my ass. Busywork. A twisted man's idea of something funny. And now what? The synthesized man walks the real world, and I am here left unenlightened, unfulfilled, as if I had been dragged along for so long just to waste my time and enhance my worries. The events from my first meeting of Castellemare near Vatican City up to the fulfillment of the synthesis had succeeded in doing perhaps just a few things: further developing my sense of insularity, distrust, and desire for solitude. I did not prosper from my learning of the Library; quite the opposite. I was handed a knot the size of the world. 



Leopold had left. The apartment beside mine was rented to someone who worked in an insurance broker's office. I kept walking leerily around my copy of the 7th Meditation, not sure what I should do with it. It was a pointless book now, a mere record of what happened. The book only had value when there was hope to prevent it from coming true. Now, it was little more than a moot historical document. It would have been too dramatic for me to burn it, but too sentimental of me to keep it. I was the one left holding the book while the characters were free to live their lives. As usual, I was the passive reader.


For the longest time I felt that the backstory which alluded to Best Before 2099 was mostly a red herring. It gave scant references to Castellemare, prompted me to seek out this “Sigurd”, and gave me the cheap narcissistic thrill of reading about an alternate me. All this time I had completely neglected the lesson it was trying to teach me; namely, that my protest was against things and people that did not really exist. The Gimaldi in the backstory begged his protege to write the book his own was countering, to give his protest a relevant point of origin. In like fashion, my own attempt to protest against the synthesis would only hold if the synthesis itself was publicly accepted as having happened. Instead, my grievance would be considered the hallucinogenic thoughts of a madman. 



Names. A list of names now blank leads that never led to a solution since the mystery was more simply solved – or, rather, the plot was furthered by my unwitting and ridiculous need to solve the mystery. I never learned the identity of the unnamed narrator of the Backstory. I did not seek out the one named Alexa, thinking it pointless now. References to mirrors, libraries, stairwells, and the burning of books just sat in a useless clump – me sifting through the red lion's kill. I felt defeated.


A possible act of revenge, or perhaps what was planned for me all along: I have toyed with the idea of declaring myself the author of a particular book that has gone for some time without one. Ars atrocitatis cannot be found anywhere, and no one could truly prevent me from writing it, in producing the modernized chronicle of what happened after the synthesis. I could couch it in fiction, I thought, although I had no skill in prose. Somehow I felt it was my responsibility, although it was far too late to warn anyone, at least the future could have access to the rise and terror of a one Dr Edward Albrecht. And so, perhaps, if this incarnation of atrocity turned out to be another misstep in history, another error, someone in the future could be warned when the narrative of the Library was pregnant with another such figure. An act of benevolence from the defeated. Or, perhaps, it would be a book given to torment another person just like me, strung along a similar mystery to become an essential catalyst to the launching of the next atrocity.


A strange vacillating hum was emanating from my bookshelf. I approached it cautiously to investigate, and suddenly my eyes started to blur. The sensation was akin to being in a long, narrow tunnel. The spines of two contiguous books parted and warped to my peripheral vision, and just as suddenly I was standing in this tunnel bordered on either side by books – a faint glimmering light in the distance. I began to walk toward this light. Fluttering in the tunnel were orphaned leaves, unstitched from their binding. They were moving about too quickly for me to catch and read them. I finally reached the end of the tunnel where the light was emanating from and found myself in a familiar place accompanied by a familiar voice.


“Welcome back,” said the voice. It was the Librarian. “Please shut the door behind you; there is an awful draft. Must be something quite horrible out there.”


I complied with the request, pushing the heavy oak door closed.


“I have the book you requested,” the blind Librarian said with a serene smile.


“Which book is that?”


He continued as if not registering my confusion. “It took me some time to find it. Someone had carelessly shelved it in the wrong place. The Library is generally very good when we are looking for something, but sometimes it cannot contend with the errors of others.”


“Castellemare,” I said.


“Oh, do you think it was him? I would not like to think so. He is usually so very careful in putting the books back in their proper places. The Library is one immense order, and it would be unfortunate if some custodian tried to hide books from the Library itself.”


“Which book did I request? I don't recall making a request.”


“Oh, no? I don't wish to dispute you, but I'm rather sure that you did make this request... Unless someone else made it on your behalf, but I would know if that were the case. I had a hold put on it. So, here is the book you requested.”


And so there it was, the Ars atrocitatis, author: Gimaldi. 



“I will take this one from you and replace it on the shelf,” he said, pointing to my copy of the 7th Meditation which I did not recall having with me when I entered the tunnel. Numbly, I placed it on the desk. He felt for it with his hands and paused a moment.


“Oh, I'm sorry, but this book is late.”


“Pardon?”


“Overdue. You will have to pay a small fine. I'm very sorry. It was due some time ago, I'm afraid.”


Given the incredible immensity of the Library, the many mysteries it contained, its very existence as being of the highest and most inconceivable paradox, I could not believe that it would present me with something so common and mundane as an overdue library fine.


“Um... Okay... How much do I owe?”


“Let's see... forty-three cents.”


I fished through my pockets and found no money. However, for some reason, the thirty facsimile shillings that I had taken from Angelo's body were there.


“I'm sorry, but I don't have any money on me. I could go back and get my wallet if you like.”


“Oh, please, don't bother,” he said kindly. “Whatever you have will be good enough, and we'll call it even.”


I hesitatingly placed the thirty shillings in his patiently waiting hand. The Librarian smiled pleasantly.


“Yes, this will do. I know that life can get very busy, and we forget what we have borrowed, but do try to return your books on time so as to be fair to others who may want to borrow them,” he politely reprimanded. After a time: “Will there be anything else I can help you with today?”


“I have a few questions.”


The Librarian did his best to direct his lazy, blind eyes in my direction. “You have my attention and I am at your service.”


“There was another book I... borrowed... some time ago, and it has gone missing.”


“I am aware of the book of which you speak. A good samaritan found it and returned it on your behalf.”


“Who was that?”


“The good samaritan? I don't actually remember. An honest man, I would think, and good-natured to return a book rather than keep it at your expense.”


“And where is Castellemare?”


“That I do not know either. We custodians do not run into each other so often given the vastness of the Library. It can sometimes be years without seeing another living soul.”


“But you are not technically alive... “


“I am as alive as the Library. The definition of life need not be narrowed to those that have tissue. Anything else?”


“Is there anything you could possibly tell me about Setzer, or maybe even the synthesis?”


“Setzer... Setzer... I cannot say I recollect that name, but I could conduct a search in the Library.”


“He was a living being, the kind out there,” I said, thumbing in the direction of the door before remembering that he was blind. “Out in the world.”


“All that is out there is in here, and all that is in here may not be out there. You, of course, already know that.”


“And the synthesis, my role in it, the -”


The Librarian cut me off: “I am very sorry, but you are asking me questions better put to the books than to this forgetful old man. I do not know of this synthesis, and I certainly have no knowledge of any role you may have played in it. If anything knows the answer to your question, it is the Library.”


Again, he smiled. Nothing could perturb him as if he were beyond any concern that did not deal specifically with the Library.


“May I conduct a small search now?”


“Oh, my, I must be quite a disappointment for you today. The Library is closing for a small while. We are catching up on inventory of our holdings. Many books have transferred in and out of the Library this past while, and we have a great deal of work to do. So, no, I'm afraid we are closing fairly soon.”


“When will you be open again?”


“That I cannot say for certain. This work will take some time, but do check back with us at your leisure.”


“When is this book due back?” I asked, indicating the Ars.


“Given your patronage, you are free to keep it for as long as you like on what we call a perpetual renewal basis. The Library has given me the instructions to allow you to take your time with it. Do keep it safe.”


“So, I can keep this book forever?”


“No, that is impossible. We only rent and borrow our books. We never own them. The Library owns them all. But we, we die, and the books change hands, and when there are no more hands, they return here. But I must regretfully ask you to leave as we are now officially closed.”


And so out I went, back through the tunnel and mysteriously re-emerging in my apartment, Ars in hand. There was a handwritten note placed conspicuously on my bathroom mirror:

 



Betrayed twice by the same coin. May you suffer my eternal returns.

 



I reasoned that the author of the note was none other than Castellemare. I also came to the conclusion – albeit without solid evidence – that if all events were predetermined, that there were two scripts. The script Castellemare had me follow, and a higher one that he did not have access to: the meta-script of the Library. My obtaining of the Ars may have not been in Castellemare's script. The cryptic threat at the end of the note gave me worrisome pause. Did Castellemare mean to do me harm, or was this merely a petulant swipe, an empty threat designed to induce anxiety? Or, was this just another twist in the plot and him playing a role that would lead me where the narrative was to lead me? Given that Castellemare was out of my communicative reach, there was no hope of me rubbing it in to satisfy my need for revenge in having been strung along. I could take some solace in the fact that my goings-on were somehow communicated to him. However, the need to get some measure of revenge was still burning within me. There was no need to involve any of these enigmatic persons any further, for it would serve no real purpose. In fact, I would have most likely given them the reason and means to sabotage me.


There would probably be no real harm in me possessing the Ars atrocitatis given that the events written therein were a foregone conclusion. As the Library has shown me, there is really no such thing as plagiarism, for every work written has been written by every possible hand. In the last two years, I have witnessed – or at least read, amounting to very much the same in the Library's view – books changing authors, so that something like the Red Lion had a roving authorship. What harm in me making claim that this book was mine, that I authored it? That I was the author of this book was an odd touch, perhaps suggesting that the Library had an ironic sense of humour. But, in the end, and given my involvement, I felt entitled to being the author, for had I not authored these events in my own way, bringing about the synthesis? I could have spent the last two years living or writing this mystery, and I found that there really was no difference. How very much the recycling of modernist aesthetics. I end with one more story, the continuation and conclusion of a dream of a stairwell many of us descend:

 



The Stairwell of Mequitzli II

 



The severity and frequency of the dreams have since subsided. In their place are hallucinations of mirrored prisons, the travels of a coin, the paradoxes of grammar, and all manner of things that seem arcane, unsolicited by even my own imagination. 



 I am still upon this endless downward descent, but its purpose - nested in its very nebulous purposelessness - gives me strange comfort. I hear murmurs emanating from these stone walls with their crude bas reliefs, a singing report of what happens outside in a place I have long ago since been barred rejoining. To believe these melodies, I am told that the outside has less and less need of books. I am told that the people participate in a kind of illusory cloud, connected to everyone and to no one. I can feel a waft of lonely cold whenever I touch the wall, and I now know that it is this enclosure, this infinite stairwell, which protects me. 


 



This is not a prison after all. The walls that encircle me actually should be understood in their inversion; the walls encircle the world, and I am walking in the only free space left. 


 



The walls continue to morph and tell me stories of the outside, filtered and translated into a lasting mythology. True, the symbols and icons have become cruder, but they are a direct reflection of what occurs in the prisonhouse of the world outside, which is actually an inside, a tragic shell. These symbols, roughly hewn, their sneers twisting, the agony and lament of a world that can no longer express its feelings because it has lost all intimate contact with a language it once knew. And me? I am disconnected from this lost tribe as well, and can hardly remember a time when I participated falsely among them. Since I started this descent, it did not take me long to realize that I'd wind on down further - forever, perhaps. Another tribe will rise from that world with its principles fresh, its language an exploratory limb curiously encountering what is around it. New words and symbols will form. The same problems that have afflicted the tribes of before will come to afflict them, too, in time...And, in time, they will realize the boundaries of their space and not be able to escape them. By then, the symbols will become cruder once more, the opulence and daring innovation of their myth-making will atrophy until their entire history becomes a flattened mush of uncertainty and despair. They will have created new gods that will eventually leave them, or will become ghostly and mute. Wars will mark one part of their decline; hostility toward creation and difference will finalize their denouement. I will be a witness from outside, this outside that appears like an inside, a winding core that has no other name but time itself.


 There is a solemn kind of joy that marks a journey of this kind. I am consigned to this state of reading the history and myths of a people through the impressions upon the walls that emerge and stretch their shapes. It is the impression of their phenomena that I scan in this perpetual twilight descent. Will the imprisoned tribe ever learn something? I cannot say. Their cruelties will continue to amass, and eventually go unrecorded. I cannot bear the responsibility of being the universal memory of so many tribes coming and going, of times, of grand epochs and declining eras of madness and violence. So, I refuse to remember beyond what I choose to. I continue to scan these walls as if they, and not me, were moving before my eyes. 



 I gaze deep into that pit, that chasm, and yet feel no fear. It is all that is unknown and free. Yet I do not elect to toss myself into it. There is something holding me to my slow descent upon these stone stairs. I cannot let go of the desire to know and to see and to understand whatever will come next, even if what comes next is just a variation of what happened long before. Perhaps this is my hope - that something new, truly new, will come to pass. I may be disappointed, but both hope and future are inexhaustible. 



 If the architecture of this mysterious place is an indication, then the future may not be as inexhaustible as I had imagined. I do not know if it is my imagination from far too long traveling in this place, but it seems that the stairs are narrowing. This is the only pattern I know, so I cannot say with certainty if it will continue. But perhaps one day the stairs will be so narrow, the walls so close, that I will have no choice but to make that misstep that sends me hurtling down into that abyss. Perhaps, again, the pattern will change and the steps will widen once more. Peering over the edge does not furnish me with an answer since the steps may have been narrowing gradually for so long and far, and one can only see so far in this place. 



 Time here seems to be measured by space. Distance is what records time, but not indelibly. I begin to wonder if when I pause to rest, or in those long stretches of dreamless sleep, if time stops. If this were the case, I also wonder if time is contingent upon my progressive descent, and what would happen if I chose to turn around and ascend - would time inside that vast prison go in reverse? Although I toy with these thoughts, I will not put them into action since I understand so little that I would not impose my arrogant experiment upon something that is perhaps its own perfect design. I must view the steps I have passed to be no longer existent. 



 I have yet to encounter any other travelers upon these stairs. Either they are immortal - as I may be - and so would not expire for me to find their bodies, or I am alone. Or, perhaps, I have yet to cross the distance required to encounter their corpses. If someone has passed before me, was that person the author of these carvings that have become cruder with each passing step, or am I right in my speculation that these carvings are the symbolic impression of the immense prison on the other side? I have become weary of my own company, the torment of circuitous thinking that companions my endless descent. However, I have become accustomed and resigned to my own company for so long that I cannot imagine what horror another being would be. 



 I have come to the following conclusions:

 




If there is a meaning to the carvings upon the wall, they cannot be known simply by examining them 



 The context of these carvings is forever denied me.


 The meaning of the wall carvings is precisely its own.


 The carvings are endless, even if their variations are finite.


 The author of these carvings must either be plural, generational, or otherwise by an immortal hand.

 



None of these conclusions satisfies the philosophical mind, but these are the only conclusions I can conjure. An endless narrative with no meaning or purpose any can divine, rumbling downwards for an inestimable distance, expressions that are both alien and familiar simultaneously or otherwise gain in meaning only by the imposition of the viewer. To contemplate something infinite, with its finite variations, usually results in the weak habit of assuming some kind of order to make sense of utter meaninglessness (beyond it being simply an expression). Every carving contributes to the endless whole, but no individual artisan has any knowledge of this. It is a synergy of an infinite metanarrative, and all play their parts in it unwittingly.


 Is it god? I think not. I now dismiss the very idea that this is perfection, perfection being an attribute assigned by the limited minds of humans. This simply is, free of any discernible purpose or right and wrong. The stairwell, the chasm, the carvings upon the walls - all of it merely”substances” itself. Without will or agency, it merely functions, a Spinozistic kind of deity that is in and of everything. I have attempted every form of analysis gifted unto me by human knowledge, and yet I have not come up with anything more definitive by way of adequate explanation. I have sampled the mystic state, trying to comprehend this temporal non-space, throwing myself into hallucinatory trances that only seem to reflect back to me the variegations of myself. The carvings haunt my dreams, and I have attempted to perform an analysis on them, partitioning what I think to be dominant themes and motifs that may yield some sort of clue - all for naught. 



 My memories continue to flee from me, being replaced only with my time here. I can dimly remember what it was like before I embarked on this descent, a place that I now know with more visible assurance was in actuality a prison. I can faintly recall the long hours spent in argument and dialogue with contemporaries on abstract matters of the universe we had no hope of solving, and my conclusions to them would inspire them to declare me a nihilist. But it is not that I do not believe that there is no meaning, but that it is unknowable, and no method will decipher the metanarrative be it through logic, historical documentation, art, or mysticism. Something unknowable does not mean that it does not exist, but that our capacities are limited. 



 I am beginning to lose my language. It becomes harder to think in words. The new language that has rooted itself in my thought, supplanting the very human tongue I once knew intimately, is made up almost entirely of images - the carvings on the wall that are so many voices of a kind, their petroglyphs occupying a roughly similar orbit in my mind as it does the winding descent of this eternal shaft. I am occasionally paralyzed by a sudden internal luminary flash, a grand cataract of white light that hobbles me and threatens to send me over into the chasm if I am not quick and careful enough to plant myself upon the steps. Also, there are moments of quite uncomfortable chill, a draft issuing from the wall that numbs me. 


 



Postface: 



With one last gesture before abandoning all the rudiments of spoken or written language, before a complete consummation by thinking in pure symbols, it should be said that the petroglyphs' meaning has finally disclosed itself fully. Whether my sanity has been confiscated in my immeasurable duration here, I cannot say and leave it to those inside the walls to discern. I see in cycles three, a “memnoir” of sorts. I see an infinite library from which is plucked a singular narrative bolt that cuts across the day leading into the crepuscular end. I see what is born of paper and ink, the black and white genesis of a world that disperses its contents freely and vastly without bounds into the vacuum. From this unthinkable library comes unnatural books, books that only the Library destines to be in the hands of some at particular times, despite the caretaker librarian's efforts to suppress the will of the Library itself. From paper and ink comes the synthesis of a man who will stand as the full incarnation of atrocity, horror, and liberation. 



 The second act is composed of fire and voice, painted in red and gold. The foretold man, the product of a very meticulous synthesis of an artist, a scientist, a madman, a prophet, a figure of pure anonymity, and a philosopher comes to ruthlessly dominate desire by its unfettered emancipation. 



 The last act, where the knife of history herself glints with its one steel finger, is smoke and ash. The grey and silver of this act brings the narrative to its circular closure, and I see the reprise of a new feudalism take root after a cataclysm not easy to put into description. A new series of gods supplant the old in that cyclical fashion where things always repeat, but repeat differently. I grant as many clues as what will come to pass, as it must and so will it be, as a language of symbols permits. Gimaldi and Castellemare, Albrecht and Sigurdsson, Calembour and Schulmann. These names do not register any alarm for those who come across them as of yet, and perhaps never. But those who encounter these names in whispers without mouths ought to take note of them. 



 To say that any of this has come to a conclusive end is folly. The acts I have spoken of signal the beginning, and even if this appears at the end of some tome, it is but the first signatory of a dramatic pact between fiction and its opposite where their differences are harmonized to the point of abolishing their distinction. 



 And so ends the report of my quest, but the beginning of an impossible thought, a seventh meditation. I tarry no further but to delve into that impossible thought as the stairwell narrows to such a point that it becomes infinitesimal in ratio to the wall, and all becomes an absorbent chasm where not even light escapes its totality and inconceivable mass. I trouble myself with a meditation that will chart different course for you and me. It is a meditation bequeathed to both of us, on a stairwell or in an illusory prison. Ponder still this one thought, this one maddening meditation that will incite such a chorus of perplexity and perhaps extreme vexation: libraries infinite, stairwells without end, and mountains without their valleys.

 



How can we even think of Gimaldi without his Castellemare? I cannot read the signs well, but maybe you can.
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Epilogue 

 



Gimaldi, you have been primed for this, with due preparation with this book that you have read. Take what you have learned and disseminate to all those who would listen.

 



From the Dedication Page of the Ars atrocitatis (1st edition) by Alberto Gimaldi

 



I
am making an unconventional dedication by way of an open letter to a figure I may never encounter again. The Library is a vast thing, and I have no assurance that he will ever come across these words. But, I feel the only way that he has any possibility of hearing me is if I put these words down in a book.

 



Dear Castellemare,

 



Now that you have decidedly vanished, taking your powder at the most inopportune time as if to continue along with the torments of unresolved mysteries you have seeded within me, I know that the only hope I have in reaching you is by the commerce of what we both highly regard: books. And I also know that it is in that marketplace where such commerce happens, the vast and paradoxical Library itself, where my writing will hopefully find its way to you. To write a book may be, in the end, the only way to contact a librarian who has absented himself.


 I now regard the path you led me along with all its dead-ends, forks, frustrating enigmas, and drying up leads to have been absolutely essential to the narrative you helped co-develop. In fact, I know that the narrative set aside for you and me was coeval with the Library itself, and I have learned that mysteries are not merely fossilized in the dense sediment of books, but rather that books are their own genesis of mystery. You have also taught me, in the rather circumspect and devious ways in which you operate, the vital lesson of the Backstory: namely, that it was up to me to write the narrative you and the Library wanted to see actualized. I had been a puppet manipulated by a series of events and episodes to be compelled to write the book the Library desperately needed to have in its collection. I still do not fully understand the connection between the Library and the world's fluctuating and variable narratives, but there are fully determined factors that are put into motion to keep history moving.


 The other element I came to learn was the lesson of the synthesis. It was not Ensopht who was the true facilitator of it, but rather he was just another static object among the six. What was missing was the author, that external relation which brings the six toward unity, threaded together by the narrative I was obligated to construct. I now know that a great evil has been unleashed, and it was unleashed partially by accident. The greatest evils humanity has ever known always come about this way, by a banal concatenation of otherwise innocuous circumstances and events, and it was essential that I - the unwitting author - would not know how it would all turn out lest I impose a different narrative to sabotage what would come to pass. Authors are never the masters of their own work, but rather are handmaidens or conduits through which the narrative must pass. The author merely breathes expressive life into a lump of clay that has already been formed in advance. That section of the 7th Meditation was not lost on me where I am directly implored by the Third Man to breathe life into the golem, into the clay bird.


 My guilt, my evil, far surpasses the product, for I have been its circumstantial progenitor. I will not commit the atrocities of Dr Edward Albrecht, but my part in this tragedy is in being his author. There is no special place of forgiveness, no salvation reserved for those who would repose upon the false innocence of merely reporting what will come. Prophets and writers alike will be culpable for their utterances, and no excuse of merely chronicling a series of events will redeem them. It does not matter that I had been, without knowing it, secretly penning the Ars atrocitatis all this time for history will always weight our actions more on the side of consequences rather than intentions. 



 At times, I doubt that any of you - Setzer, Angelo, Leopold, Jakob, the Devorants - were real and not just products of my pen. The Library teaches us that the division between imagination and reality is a false one, and that certain characters live as if real, and certain living beings live as if fictions. Truth is a tenuous and multiple thing, arrayed with perspectives that are so numerous as to render the entire project of locating the one truth that defines existence as possible and meaningful as counting grains of sand on a beach. It is this terrible cliche that springs to mind for I do not have any other way of expressing the magnitude of this confused and hydra-headed truth. I imagine to myself - for that is all that I can really do - that each of you were episodic elements in my narrative conscious. The Cartesians like to insist that a real world exists outside of us, guaranteed by certain laws we cannot self generate which is proof that we are not all merely bobbing along in some demon's dream. However, I believe that the undisputed laws of mathematics and physics are red herrings designed to cajole us into a kind of lie, to suspend our disbelief in the real world. I do not subscribe to the false alternative that Descartes puts forward, that there is an evil genius running the show; no, there is no mind that governs and dispenses existence, but rather a collective concert of minds, events, and things that construct these patterns of the real we take for truth.


 I am not much for the bloodless sport of philosophy, I'm afraid. I will freely commit open-handed fallacies if only because narrative seems to me the higher law. The world is diegesis: it is the tumbling and pouring out of constant contents from the multiple sources of narrative structure. These things that pour out of the clocks, the books, the walls, the libraries inundate and overwhelm us. It is folly to think that any person or secret order can staunch or control this existential wound, redirect its flows, or trace them back to a single truth. 



 I am not particularly gifted in writing, but my task does not require any measure of poetic eloquence, the ornamentation and embroidery others need to weave their tales with. No, my inspiration and style is solely that thing called the prose of the world, and so requires nothing fanciful, rhetorical, or any of the devices so relied upon by those with more desire to write than substance upon which to draw. 



 Castellemare, I do not despise you for all that you have done, nor am I still irritated by the cryptic affectations you put on. I do not pity you, and I do not admire you. There is no envy or malice when I think about you. I know that you were, like me, following that prose of the world that forces us to play at some roles, or be guided by the demands of character. To blame you would make as much sense and result in the same effect as to blame the narrative for what it is. 



 It will seem a bit strange to some that I dedicate this book to you. It is a book that the events of my life transcribed upon paper and not the conventional method writers employ. The book was made a gift to me from the Library itself, and it has my name as its author. This I cannot dispute, for upon reading it I come to realize that it is written exactly the way I would have done, in my idiolect, my style, even the particular way I see the world or the expressions I would use to describe it. I did not physically write it, this is true, as it was foisted upon me already written by the Library. It does not matter since my life wrote it, and it is how I would have written it, and so despite the mundane person's clinging to the uninteresting world of logical facts, I may as well have authored it - and, in the Library's view, under the right possible conditions, I did. 



 This writing to you here and now did not appear in the original and it is entirely the invention of the Gimaldi that lives in this particular world. But, I suppose, even that is hard to distinguish since it feels as though all the Gimaldis I have encountered in the Library's books have fused together into one rather than me having to debate which one has more reality than the other. Each Gimaldi was an aspect, a perspective, of an infinite series of Gimaldis stretched out in a long blur across multiple possibilities - very much like an image inside the room of mirrors your villa is said to possess in the Backstory. 


 



What is it to be empty, delicate? To either be flooded with light or hollowed out by darkness, a curious yet resigned shell or but a loose fragment tossed upon a dirty pile of things to do, things that will never get done, things the world would rather bury under layers of other spoiled intentions. To be as a city under cancellation, an exurb, a great stretch of strip malls like mausoleums and boarded over homes as paper once crumpled in paroxysm by the approach and retreat of a flame... Or perhaps to keep oneself in a rattling kind of emptiness, as I now sit, keeping sustained and linear gaze upon the narrowest slivers of spines on shelves upon my now majestic—and, consequently, very dead—library. Perhaps the painter of this scene would show a touch of his patron’s cliché preferences by adding a few more brushstrokes, a touch of brown for a mantel festooned with faux-safari elephant gun ammo, a box of dusty cigars, wooden photo-portraits of grey relatives in lightly gilded frames... and perhaps a flickering fire on the verge of slipping into the absence between trenches of ash... and a large armchair facing this fire, in the evening, the walls humming with a melancholy dirge, the last tridents of flame adding that dark orange and maroon hue to the now foreboding books that seem to enclose the space as though the great walls of night have failed against its insistent siege. Upon this chair should be none other than myself, eyes blank in reverie, but a reverie that loops with the quilt of a paradox resolutely fixed without resolution... a reverie unbroken, yet unfocused, looping, while I sit resignedly and passively, watching the inner experiential lens blur. The man on the chair is thousands of miles away from me, and his stare seems to pick a coincidental spot above the fire. By his side, by my side, an extinguished pipe, perhaps... a few loosely strewn and half-pecked books of some considerable antiquarian value... carelessly beside a dainty crystal sherry glass, still cold despite its appearance of having absorbed all heat in the room within its finely wrought facets. Should the painter add a light’s sparkle to even this glass, I would protest. A dismal murk ought to be ground into the canvas, an atmosphere of Poe or Baudelaire, but nothing so grand. It should be a scene... unremarkable. The unremarkable man, a man who had made too many remarks without the puissant fire of conviction, should have the skin tone of a mannequin or of flaked plaster... a reverse fresco where the colours hemorrhage their vivacity and vividness in a wounded way. I have known people whose lives were so full, whose persons were so vivacious, that they appeared bruised... A bruised life and being, a dark purple-brown mottling that bears its blood-welled tinge with a sort of erotic pride—an erotic impulse of life. However, I ought to be depicted in the opposite, as a kind of aged Rococo doll, wig askew, an arm slumped ungracefully on one side of the chair as if in half slumber or the throes of life’s fatigue. Please, paint me in the accurate stages of torpor. Above all, do not paint me with the strewn litter of my memorabilia, any objects that may above all tell what I was since it is my principal desire to be nothing... 



 Empty. Delicate. A dying doll before a waning fire. And then, maybe... 



 I have never attempted to lengthen the evening or the lifespan of the fire with so much talk, with a tale, but perhaps I will indulge this small one. I do not seek to make apologies or extend regrets for deeds done and not done. I do not seek understanding except as a pretense. A tale it is, then. Sadly, it has already been written, verbatim, in a book, but I should not be forlorn about this... there is no tale ad libitum, since they are all captured in text, every possible variation, but it took the nefarious librarian, Castellemare, to prove this point. I hazard to call him a librarian when more bilious terms spring to mind, that diabolist of books! How can any such pardon befall him? But he slipped away, you see, and he slips to and fro at will like some fugitive reflection in the mirror with its mocking age that you deny could possibly be you.

 



Librarians have always appeared strange to me, but rarely interesting. Had I been born with the gift of laughter, rather than to have learned a kind of cynical mirth through the regular trials of experience, I might have erupted in a kind of joyous incandescence whenever a librarian came into view. Their habits can be aptly described as “bookish”, in accordance with their occupational subject matter, with the screwed-in bulbous eyes of the meticulous cataloguer, that inveterate ability to shelve texts with startling alacrity. I always found the process of organizing texts by their synoptic contents - reduced to a string of incomprehensible numbers and letters - to be on point with the obscene. To seize a stack of books with their diverse contents, channel them through the Dewey decimal system or Library of Congress Control Number, apportioning them to particular prefab shelves according to their details - floor, shelf, row, etc. - is akin to constructing divisions in a forest…That is, to impose a taxonomy on a continuum for a silent majority of rectilinear specimens that can only resist by crumbling over the moving wedge of time. Their tolerance for constructing order is admirable. But, then, librarians are also gifted in all manner of textual surgery, to mend a few loose pages, to rip off a spine and rebind the book with one of their hard stock monochrome covers with the white letters denoting author, title, and call number. Reshelve, and forget about it. Librarians are the torturers of books, their real keepers, for all books return to the master after the borrowing limit is at an end (presumably) lest fines be charged for extended services rendered. Librarians are cruel in the way that they keep the books caged in this false categorical unity, in the way that the books are never allowed to die but must submit to age-preserving modifications. But I am being sentimental over inanimate things, and I do believe order is useful even if it is absolute fiction. Although all order is fiction, not all fiction is ordered - a cover that embraces the content of the pen’s production is no surer sign of unity and order than to throw a blanket over the sea and call it a bed.


 My feelings about librarians in general have not changed, but there come notable exceptions in each field, even the most mundane--especially within the sheaf of the mundane. One can tell a gardener by the flora he chooses to tease from the soil, by his selective method of cultivation. It is no different with librarians who are more often than not demanded to tend the entirety of a library’s diverse and hodge-podge contents without specialty, rescinding any claim to specialization. The librarian I want to speak of was not
such a vessel of ambiguous textual landlordism, but a true specialist. My travels with him have left their indelible mark, one of suspicion and foreboding. I can no longer stroll through the libraries as I once did as a student or a curious traveler in search of an intrigue, for there are far too many intrigues in the library that even the librarians have no knowledge of. What happens in the library always occurs between the books, just as a meaningful silence emphasizes the notes we hear in a concerto. But these negative spaces, these silences, are as real and positive--nay, more so--than the crude spine faces we peer over. This is one of the lasting lessons a particularly enigmatic librarian imparted to me – you, my dear Castellemare. Yours has been the lasting opaline glimmer of paradox ever incarnated in man. I wonder if you find it amusing or a matter of the most unpardonable betrayal that I have become, in so many ways, your author, superseding your importance and position at the Library we have both willingly let ourselves become beguiled by? 



 I will not seek your pardon, Castellemare, for I have been empty and delicate for far too long. Forgiveness is something so easily sought, so rarely given, and so perhaps you may find your solace and justice in this narrative that I have been given to pilot. Is there more to tell you? Yes, but I couldn't in good conscience ruin your surprise. You are, after all, at the other end of the pen now – my pen. That work to which I am entrusted having already been authored by a phantom force of a collective superego, moral conscience now expires and can say no more. In marches the id to take its position and thus dominate the ego until, maybe, the ego will wrest itself from the rapacity of the id, rising in false triumph for it will be empty and without meaning. By the end, the question of what it means to be empty and delicate will be answered by an ego that no longer has its two steersmen of passionate drives or dictatorial moral reason. 


 



Cetera desunt,


Alberto Gimaldi


(to be continued... )

 



This appeared in the second edition of Ars atrocitatis, an accusation of plagiarism against Gimaldi – author unknown:

 



It being a kind of armed interpretation, or worse, the telltale dyed hands of one who writes as some interloper, crying for the shadow to peel so that his true identity could be revealed…

 



These are the words I have couched and hidden in the mouth of a character. This character is nested x pages into a wending tale that will doubtless receive much literary attention, accolades, prizes. But my pride is buried, secret, for the name to which it shall redound positively upon will not be mine – and never was.


 Alberto Gimaldi professed only to me his woe of having no talent at the written word, but having a deep yearning to be recognized as an eloquent author. His ruse, as I later discovered, was also my own, but let us begin this in proper sequence.


 You see, I was first tapped by Gimaldi for a very generous fee to write his novels and poems. He may have heard me recite a few lines at the tavern, and, immediately smitten with my talent at being a wordsmith, invited me to sit with him to discuss what he called a “prosperous piece of business, a fair transaction between two men in need.” In sum, he wished to purchase my talents to be in his service, to be his personal ghostwriter. The deal was very lucrative, and he drew up a contract stipulating I would continue churning out pages and be paid to do so, but only on two conditions: 1. that he would claim full authorship, and; 2. that I would never make my own work public for fear that it would either call his authorship into question or outpace his own work. I consented to his proposal, for I was a man in dire financial need. And, to me, the life of the writer did not possess the glamour he seemed to think it did. 



 The work of a ghostwriter is only reward at a distance. My work was highly acclaimed, yes, but under another man’s name. The only reward due me was of the monetary kind, and that in secret. I could take a measured delight in the praise of my work, a praise directed at him. I don’t bemoan not being able to lay claim to my own productions, for I am not so vain in my desires.


 At a certain point, after his fourth book, he requested of me ever more material, much more than I thought myself possible to produce in such a short time. Perhaps under the pressure of a publisher’s contract, he required a more steady supply of manuscripts. I worked feverishly in that shadow while he attended galas and prize ceremonies, invited to interviews and having his works spoken of at length in glossy magazines. I grew weary with my task, and despite negotiating an increase in my pay, I could not keep up. But I grew to rely on this source of income, and I could tell that he was starting to become exasperated with my failure to produce at the volume he required. 



 Acknowledging my own limitations, I sought outside help. I essentially subcontracted to another figure like myself, another ghostwriter I found through silent channels. It was not long until I was sending several fresh manuscripts to Gimaldi, for which he was pleased. I had no moral qualms about my actions since I was already an active participant in this industry of forged names. His name was Henry Weissman, a semi-accomplished author in his own right that was not above dipping his hand into the ghostwriting trade to supplement his own finances.


 I began to notice after a year that only about a quarter of the manuscripts that I had sent to Gimaldi were being considered for publication. I queried Gimaldi about the whereabouts of the other manuscripts, to which Gimaldi replied with some hostility that it was not my business, that he had paid me to do a job and never mind the fate of a product already in the hands of its purchaser. I learned, from a few trusted sources, that his sales were beginning to slump, and that he needed more money to pay for my services. It was then that I found out that he was ghostwriting for another person. But for whom, I could not yet be certain. There was something a bit estranged about the whole operation, for it was now a process of ghostwriting for a ghostwriter, my works appearing at yet another remove from my name. It meant that I was effectively ghostwriting for two authors, only one of which knew that I was the original author. But even that was problematic since some of the manuscripts I was ferrying along were written by Henry’s pen. I was trafficking in text both my own and someone else’s. 



 I would soon solve the mystery of this chain of phantom pens, but not before I saw in print one of the manuscripts initially sold to me by Henry, in his own name. I immediately was outraged by this breach of private contract. When I confronted him, he seemed curiously amused. It was then that he showed me a manuscript currently being considered for publication the following year, one that I had written with my own pen for Gimaldi. It took me a few moments to realize what was happening. In purchasing work from Henry and selling it to Gimaldi, Gimaldi was in turn selling it to Henry – his secret contact – who would now sell some of them back to me. I also learned that by some dint of a miracle Gimaldi had actually developed his own talent at writing, and that some of his manuscripts were making the rounds of this bizarre commercial triangle. Henry suggested that I start publishing in my own name, albeit from some of the manuscripts I bought from him.


 I was dumbfounded. I did as he suggested, of course, out of curiousity. My first novel saw print, although I could not determine if the original author was Gimaldi or Henry. This is a trade that has discretion as its fundamental law, so I did not press either of them. And so this chain continued, and all three of us were now accomplished authors, although none of us truly wrote in our own names. It seemed absurd that we three, talented in our own right, would continue to sign our names to the productions of the other. In particular, Ars atrocitatis is a work whose author cannot be so easily attributed (is it the product of my pen? Henry’s? Gimaldi’s? All three, as if all were concurrent editions?).


 It has now become confusing. None of us know who the originating author of any of our works is anymore. My own work may have passed through two sets of hands before being purchased by me to publish in my own name. It may have been that, but there is no way anymore of telling for sure. Our fame is borrowed, or, rather, purchased, from the other. Our authorship has blended into one. It is a voice owned collectively. I am and am not the author of my own works. 


 


 


 



Next:


The Infinite Atrocity


(Ars atrocitatis)
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Metapharm

 



For / After Will Self

 



The fact that your head is throbbing is no surprise, and most likely deserved after last night's extended tipple at the gallery opening. You do recall splicing fair and encouraging adjectives about the artist's work in order to seem engaging even if you found the work to be a touch too self-involved and derivative. At seven dollars a glass, the wine was horribly overpriced for its vintage - a case of red on the cheap, made with Australian grapes but grown elsewhere. It was on this night that, in its seismic drunken blur, a complete stranger (weren't they all after the eighth glass?) pushed on you some brochure which you had absently stuffed into your jacket pocket, barely registering the gift before resuming the stride of your staccato subject of conversation. It would only be the day after, the sharp bolts of hangover urging you on to break its spell by lethargically taking stock of the night before and restoring the order to your things. It was then that you plucked the six by nine cotton-fibre envelope from your jacket and decided to open it.


 There was nothing immediately gripping about it. It seemed to be just another promotional brochure that pharmaceutical agencies inflict upon the world with promises of instant miracle cures allegedly backed by hard research, studded with all the feel-good terms of bliss by the pill and authoritative scientific terms to impart some degree of credibility for the potential consumer. You were far too inured to the persuasive whim-whams and the cheap psychological tricks of advertising, so you remained cynically unconvinced. You would have just tossed it away along with the rest of the papery detritus of your pockets - cashpoint receipts and business cards you were handed that you would never act on - if it were not for a few words that caught your attention. 



 The company's name was Metapharm (TM), and there was little to differentiate its sales pitch from other pharmaceutical companies with its slick, glossy mix of text and stock photos of smiling, attractive people reposing happily in euphoric flowery fields. However, the suite of drugs they had on offer compelled you to investigate the document further...

 



Metapharm (TM)

 



Problems finding that perfect word for that special occasion? Persistent writer's block? Metaphors stale and overused? We have the prescription remedy for you!


 Our new line of trusted medications are laboratory engineered and rigorously tested to ensure a thrilling and highly satisfactory turnaround in your expressive powers. Our dedicated team of in-house linguists, chemical engineers, and neuroscientists continue to develop ever new ways of stimulating your creative prowess and linguistic capabilities.


 In a harmonious merger of computer generation, nanotechnology, and laboratory ingenuity, our line of medications target the linguistic centre of your brain for maximum narrative delivery. You'll rejoice at our freshly-fattened metaphors, infused with just the right blend of preservatives to ensure a longer shelf-life for your metaphoric constructions. Our trial-tested adjectives will strengthen and enrich your word power, with results drastically noticeable after a two-week regimen.

 



Following the description was a list of the medications on offer.

 



Lexium (TM): Trouble with limited vocabulary? These slow-release capsules are imbued with the latest in infra-cerebral nanobots that will gradually encode your brain with hundreds of thousands of new words while reinforcing the neural pathways to facilitate retention and recall. Now available in French.

 



Grammax (TM): Our newly patented formula makes grammatical errors a thing of the past. This medication is designed to reinforce proper grammatical rules while inducing slight discomfort at the sight of poor grammar to alert you to the need to rectify mistakes. This medication is ideal for writers and journalists, as well as university students and academics.

 



Adjectiva (TM): Coming up with the right description for an object, event, or person can be a struggle, and so we've developed a solution. Using only the most sophisticated computer generated programs and adjectival engineering in our laboratories, fresh adjectives and neologisms will empower your descriptions with ease and innovation.

 



Metaphorix (TM): Struggling to form the right metaphor or simile? We at Metapharm believe in creating lasting metaphors that stand the test of time. This exciting and new addition to our medication family will be a confidence boost in the building, construction, and maintenance of metaphors and similes with a special focus on their longevity. Farmed from our metaphor incubators, delight to over 6 billion metaphoric combinations each quality-tested for maximum performative effect and durability.

 



The very thought of augmenting or supplementing one's expressive abilities with the aid of medications seemed distasteful to you, although this was offset by your realization that many writers you knew relied on substances to create - albeit of the self-medicating kind. How was this any different? Perhaps it was the level of intrusiveness that bothered you, this use of engineered properties and nanobots, incubators and computer programs that dehumanized the process of creation. You spied further to the final page of the brochure and saw a list of possible side effects for the drugs, a legal liability toss-away tucked at the very end where it could not interfere with the utopian promises of this saccharin shill.

 



If the following side effects occur, discontinue use and please consult your semantic physician:


-Persistent and chronic pronoun confusion


-Slight narrative imbalances or style cramping


-Logorrhea


-Incorrect phrase parsing


-Inflammation of semicolon usage


-Distended dialogue


-Non-revisable sentence fragments


-Painful and irritable rash of modifiers


-Adverbial fluctuations


-Metaphor arrest


-Diegetical arrhythmia 



-Pernicious redundancies


-Swelling of the noun phrase


-Verb failure

 



You should not use Lexium, Grammax, Adjectiva, or Metaphorix if you are:


-Pregnant or breastfeeding


-Taking any SSRIs


-Have a history of excessive pleonasm


-If you are currently taking Parallaxium (TM) or any of its derivatives

 



You were about to toss the brochure away with the recycling, thinking it was a joke in bad taste, until you caught sight of something else in the folder. This document, which was crudely photocopied and held together by a paperclip, was perhaps not meant to be included in the promotional materials. Contained in this document was a report written by one of the doctors in charge of the testing trials for the entire range of Metapharm's products. You began reading with interest, relishing the guilty pleasure of being able to pry into proprietary matters anonymously.

 



Report to the Drug Trials Committee


May 18, 2010


Dr. T. Ferguson

 



Committee Members -

 



I have begun trials on our four selected subjects at our testing facility. At the recommended dose (as per the Controls section) of twice daily, I have administered each of the new drugs to the subjects. I have been monitoring their progress and keeping note of any physiological changes they may experience as documented in their daily questionnaire. A weekly blood test is also administered to measure levels in the blood and to monitor organ function. Also per instructions, I will be collecting written samples from each of the subjects by the conclusion of the first week of dosage. 



 On a personal note, I find my lodgings in the testing facility satisfactory, and I will abide by the isolation procedure for both myself and the subjects to avoid any outside interference. I have read, understood, and will comply with the non-disclosure agreement.


 A note on the subjects: if the Committee will refer to the Testing Guidelines, the four chosen subjects conform to our testing controls. The two writers in the control group include a literary fiction author and a freelance writer who occasionally writes children's books. If we are to gain a better understanding of how these drugs affect writers, I would recommend in future trials that both dosage regimens be tried on writers of various genres.


 In order to ensure more objective results, the following measures were taken according to the Controls section stipulations:


-subjects are completely segregated from any outside influences including any media, reading material, or contact with any person outside the testing facility.


-Ethics guidelines on disclosing the nature of the drugs has been communicated to the subjects without excessive clinical detail which may alter or distort the responses of the subjects.


-Each subject was informed of their obligations to the trials and that any deviations would invalidate their results and their further participation in the study. These obligations include the completion of the daily questionnaire and the weekly writing sample (beginning at the end of Week 2).


 I have also had each of the subjects sign the Liability Waiver with the non-indemnity clause clearly communicated to said subjects. 



 I have taken the liberty to identify the subjects according to the drug they are being administered. In all future correspondence, please refer to this as a guide:


subject G (on Grammax, 60 mg per/d)


subject L (on Lexium, 40 mg per/d)


subject A (on Adjectiva 40 mg per/d)


subject M (on Metaphorix, 50 mg per/d)

 



Please note, according to the testing guidelines, I will be doubling these dosages after the first four weeks of trials.

 



May 26, 2010

 



Committee Members -

 



The first week of administered dosage is now complete and I have collected the written samples from the subjects. Of the four subjects, and after a survey of the questionnaires (see Appendix), I found no appreciable differences in their physiology. None but two subjects on the experienced any discomfort. The two that did reported slight insomnia, with one specific instance of bowel irritation which can most likely be attributed to an adjustment to the standard meals provided here that are rich in fibre. All subjects reported a feeling of mental energy and slight elation, limberness of thought, and a desire for expressive creation. I am quite surprised with these findings given that the drugs were reported to operate by gradual accumulation in the system. It is on these grounds that it would be likely to attribute all changes to an overall change in environment and dietary regimen.


 I append here the written samples for this week's trial, sectioned according to dosage regimen. For the reading convenience of the Committee, I have selected the more pertinent examples of the writings in terms of desired and non-desired effects of the drug intake. subjects L and M are part of the non-writers control group.

 



Selected examples of subject writing samples:

 



subject G: The Silk Road has many mountains. I have thusly witnessed the jeremiads and endless partisan blather of those who wish to pay the pontage only after the bridge has been immolated. It is the common welter that speaks only of pneumatics and cobweb sciences, taking allegedly sagacious quips as par examples of profound apercus. [subject G is the literary fiction writer - my note].

 



subject L: I feel the tension in my jawline for what must be the first time in a few weeks. I wonder what these drugs are supposed to do. I know Dr Fergusson [sic] told us it would make our word power stronger, but he keeps mum about everything else. A word came into my head the other day, but I am unsure if it is a real word. The word was "etiolation". There are no books here, no dictionaries. I asked the doctor what the word meant, and he said he wasn't allowed to tell me. There is nothing to read here and I'm incredibly bored.

 



subject A: The (ex)hortatory leftovers, or whatever the old basshound left on the rug before it crawled under the stairs and died. Johnny knew that the good people were dull and forgettable. But Johnny was on a quest to find Bernard Mandeville, even if he couldn't find his lucky loafers. It was her admiration of bilge that polarized them. [subject A is the children's literature writer - my note].

 



subject M: Dear diary...Today I am feeling a little sunken and pale. It is as if the road to getting good language winds like a snake, snaking its way, slithering, slithering...

 


 


 



June 2, 2010

 



Committee Members -


I have now concluded the second week of the drug trials with some mixed results. subject M refused to provide a writing sample until compelled; afterward he fell into despondency. subject A was exceedingly prolific, submitting 56 pages of lurid and surreal narrative (although I lack the specific training in literature to evaluate the content in terms of its merit). 



 All subjects have reported minor insomniac effects which are somewhat normal. The subjects have demonstrated some visible effects of agitation, listlessness, and hand tremors. None of the subjects have reported these symptoms on their daily questionnaires. I have reminded them to record any perceptible changes in body as well as mind. I include here select examples of the writing samples.


 At this point in the trials, I will be giving comment on the writing samples as it pertains to the desired effects of the drugs. Although the effects should not be noticeable until the four week threshold has been reached, I justify performing this textual analysis on the basis of a) to have a basis of comparison between the initial stages of the trial and as it proceeds, and b) to detect if the drug effects are taking hold earlier than anticipated. Please find my comments in the square brackets following the samples. 


 



subject G: Why is it that our language will not permit the invention of a fully loaded Instructionary? An instruction for the use and abuse of language, equally given. There the rubescent fixtures make for blood a-roil, and then-some the poet goes with infernal vision printed upon the inside of his eyelids...[subject G's curious increase in vocabulary is somewhat suspicious given that Grammax is not designed to increase lexical performance. What I suspect to be occurring is either an error in the administration of the appropriate drug to the designated subject, or that the subjects have traded drugs. In the event of the latter, I reminded each of the subjects to only take what was administered to them individually. I also casually reminded them of the importance of these trials and the remuneration for cooperation]. 


 



subject L: Infolection (g)nows neverstanding swillage! Gratuition payability unto/ward hidalgone, mannervous dysjunctivitis. [The level of neologistic invention is very intriguing. Lexium is designed to improve lexical learning and retention only, and so word invention may be a side effect I will have to monitor as the trials move forward. Word breaks and portmanteaus also feature in the subject's sample, demonstrating a willingness and confidence in wordplay].

 



subject A: And all the children gathered in the graveyard, each of them racked by the same vision of horses eating one another. The elf scraped his sharp bone posterior forward upon the headstone, first reversing his entire body to become that of an oaf, and then sucking into himself until he was but a mote of dust whisked off by a chill zephyr. [subject A reported a mild hypomanic state of mind, and was visibly withdrawn at times. This may explain the somewhat "darker" turn his writing has taken. I will have to monitor this with some diligence so that it does not result in a full blown depression].

 



subject M: Dear diary, diary as rudimentary hill as is to the sweeping scythe as is to the undulations of sound as is to the cosmic jetty of material from a stretched nebula as is to this very diary itself...Circular as it is to the world as it is in placement in the solar system as it is like an electron filling the shell to yield the perfect molecule in complete, harmonious, and circuitous perfection. [subject M appears to be experimenting with metaphor. However, despite the drug's intended effect to compel the creation of new metaphors, the subject cannot seem to "close the circle" on a single metaphor, nor do they possess any discernible sense].

 



...


June 9, 2010

 



Committee Members -


I am noting an overall groundswell of experimental rigour and innovation among the subjects. I am beginning to suspect, however, that the mixture of these medications are presenting contraindicative effects as I have spotted various grammatical and spelling errors in the written samples, as well as confusing or botched metaphoricity. subject L has shown, by far, the most zeal in the construction of neologisms well beyond the clinical expectations of Lexium. These neologisms may be outpacing rational sense. As well, the volume of written samples has increased dramatically over the past many weeks as my inserted table illustrates. All of the subjects have taken to prolific writing, spending a majority of their waking hours at the task.

 


 




	
Subject




	
Week 1 (word count)



	
Week 2 (word count)



	
Week 3 (word count)


	

G


	

1,145


	

3,122


	

1,209



	

L


	

712


	

1,090


	

3,499



	

A


	

591


	

1,987


	

11,377



	

M


	

344


	

856


	

19,310



 


 



Interpretation of quantitative data: Overall, there has been a steady increase in the volume of written samples in the three-week period. The one exception would be subject G whose output has fallen off from its peak in W2. subject L's output has increased by roughly 5 times, subject A by roughly 19 times, and subject M at an impressive 60 times. I would caution that these increases may be partially due to the drugs, and also due to an increased comfort level and stability, not to mention boredom.

 



Writing samples


subject G: The man was incorrect to say that he dished it out. The other man was incorrect to use impact as a verb. We are bound by duty never to end the sentence with a preposition on pain of internal punishment. The adverb modifies the verb with the -ly ending. Irregular words should be terminated from the language. We are condemned to sentence fragments. [The subject has been exhibiting some very peculiar behaviour. His writing, once somewhat fanciful and literary, has become stiff and schoolmarmish. There was also an incident of note: subject G caught a grammatical error in the Liability Waiver Update Form I distributed this week. He first responded with sudden onset acute abdominal cramping followed by vomiting. In a related event, the subject found another grammatical error in a piece of writing I had mislaid in the common area. He reacted violently by tearing my notes, tossing a chair, and nearly attacking me in a rage. This rather hostile reaction to an innocent grammatical error is a troublesome side effect at the higher level of dosage].

 



subject L: Trebisconded Yttriatic-convivialiquescene Hispandiculatingly Ad paretum non plustfully generatrix Umbraggadocio Umberyl Bittersnipe Excoriandrictaculata-cacomorphicon...[The effects of the Lexium appear to be inducing an aphasic reaction in the subject. In my attempts to communicate with him in person, he resorts solely to a fantastical lexicon composed of mashed up words. When I pressed him to define these inventions of his, the reply was as equally cryptic and impenetrable as the word he endeavoured to define].

 



subject A: The minute cachinnating, polyphonic, resonant yet irreverent counterpoint undulating and sussurating the tremulous vocal dissonance in the syllable she uttered with the slight vibration of the uvula as fine moisture pregnant with the ferrying of sound emerged with ruddy insouciance: “u”, which was then followed by the lilting yet rubicund notation of a syllable perfused with the softening and colourful scent of spring dandelion with its vividly diffuse yellow resolving to its very tips with the sound of “m”...[subject A's output has increased considerably mostly due to hyper-description, extreme vividness, and an almost obsessive compulsive attention to the minutest detail of the brief twitch of a fly's wing in another of his samples. In wending my way through his work (and I ought to say that the increase in textual production is making it more difficult for me to catch up on a weekly basis), I am detecting some crossmodal confusion reminiscent of synaesthesia in his writings. The subject is freely mixing descriptions of colour with sound, scent with taste, and so forth. This particular description from which this sample has been truncated ran no less than 71 pages and was still incomplete when the writing sample came due (much to the protest and disappointment of the subject). When I interviewed the subject the next day during our weekly "rereading session", he rejected the work as not being focused and detailed enough].

 



subject M: Glittering as the rock undertakes to stand as the sun rests on the cloudbed as the sackcloth slung as upon the hard shoulder of time insinuating itself by confiscating its own remainders as the auditor passes the dossier around that is thick-necked as Being metamorphosing into the blank lack-sparks generating the generations of generation... [Nesting metaphors within metaphors at several degrees. subject M cannot refrain from speaking entirely in indecipherable abstractions. He is visibly frustrated that I cannot understand his meaning or the excessively complex level of metaphor he employs].


...


June 16, 2010

 



Committee Members,

 



There is no doubt that the drugs have demonstrated strong indications of effect upon the subjects. What troubles me is that it took considerable efforts to stave off a potential mutiny of sorts. 



 An incident of note: Subject M experienced extreme panic and agitation when, in the midst of writing, his pen ran out of ink and I could not acquire another one from the supply cabinet. I lent him my own, but this event underscores the necessity for the supply cabinet at this testing facility to be fully stocked with writing implements at all times. As it stands, the four subjects have used up all six boxes of pens initially supplied. If the Controls Guide did not insist on handwritten samples for handwriting analysis purposes, it would be of some utility to allow the subjects to write via computer. 



 This brings me to the handwriting analysis. As the trials have progressed, I've noted drastic changes in the penmanship of each of the subjects. Whether this is fueled by decreased fine motor coordination due to the drugs' side effects, or if it is the overwhelming urgency and haste that causes them not to be able to get the words down fast enough, remains to be determined. 



 I am particularly distressed over the extended effects these drugs are having on the subjects. The Committee has denied my request from a medical and safety standpoint to reduce the dosages, but I will reiterate my request in writing here, especially on the basis of the increasing incidences of negative consequences. For example:


subject G had to be physically restrained after a hallucination where he reported rampant improper semicolon usage in his own writing. He began flailing uncontrollably and was presenting a potential danger to himself, myself and the other subjects. After some struggle, I was able to subdue him and place him in a restraining jacket. I was of the professional opinion to administer an anti-anxiety medication owing to the severity of the subject's reactions. Upon inspection, I did not find any improper semicolon usage as attested by the subject, strengthening my belief that the subject had a hallucinatory attack. This is a rather troubling potential side effect of prolonged use of Grammax, and so further trials will need to be conducted to discern if this is common. The level of psychosis found in the subject's reactions are worrisome, and I consider segregating the subject from the rest of the group.



Subject L has suffered a complete vocabulary collapse or paralysis due to Lexium overdose. Despite strict protocols for the secure containment of the trial drugs, we are short-staffed and our subjects both determined and resourceful. I would like to suggest here that further trials be conducted to determine conclusively if Lexium has an addictive component.



Subject A can no longer recognize nouns in a sentence, and instead conflates the use of verbs in the place of nouns. For example: "The going wearing tears forging opens resurrect trying pull." This grammatical confusion and complete absence of adjectives as a side effect of Adjectiva requires much more investigation.



Subject M's condition of hyper-metaphoricization has ceased. His writing is clear and lucid if not as well militant. He has taken to writing a kind of manifesto for future language use, and is perhaps the only semi-lucid respondent in the writing samples. I have noted that he has treated me with a higher degree of animosity and suspicion, perhaps suggesting that the Metaphorix intake has the potential side effects of paranoia, heightened irritation, flight of ideas, social withdrawal, and belligerence. I include his writing sample here, culled from his manifesto's aims:


 



Subject M: We no longer desire to follow current literary fashion, nor do we feel particularly beholden by implicit oath to the staid rules of linguistics. The limitations of grammar and lexical choice are easily overcome if we subsume a program of an extreme morphological nature. I am communicating this to announce my full intention to wage war against language itself - your language and its limitations - to overturn far too many centuries of indolent and complicit rule-binds that have fostered anything but true innovation. Please see my attached appendix for drastic alterations on the existing alphabet to be implemented immediately, especially by way of elementary school curricula. Failure to appreciate and abide by this and future modifications on language will result in a declaration of a total war which promises to be gruesome, cruel, and of an atrocity hitherto unseen in our civilized history. [The militant and uncompromising tone is followed through with a ruthless yet well-conceived analysis of linguistic conventions and his proposed modifications. Further textual analysis reveals a level of perceived persecution and defensiveness. This corresponds with the subject's argumentative tone he has taken with me and others].

 



June 23, 2010

 



Committee Members,

 



Despite my efforts of insisting on regimental discipline and providing a stable environment for these trials, the situation has become more chaotic. Regularly imposed schedules for eating, sleeping, and writing have been ritually flouted by the subjects, some of whom I fear are entering into a state of incomprehensibility, disorientation, and catatonia. Subject L barely seems capable of basic social interaction, and does not seem to register the passage of days. The writing samples they are obligated to provide have not been submitted, yet many of the subjects do nothing else but write. There seems to be an atmosphere of secrecy at the facility, and the subjects are becoming increasingly covetous and secretive over their own productions. What I was able to see in passing being written by subject A has been nothing but glyptolalia. During a rare observance of the regularly scheduled meal times, subject M attempted to spark a dispute with me on linguistic matters I find myself wholly ignorant. And, although I have not seen subject L recover from his vocabulary collapse, he seems to desire to express himself as evidenced by this same mealtime when with a childlike interest began doodling upon my arm with a felt tip pen. Subject L has regressed to a point of having no recognizable language whatsoever, and is seemingly developing a rudimentary sign system to express his thoughts and feelings. Subject G has pushed his own linguistic purification schema to such an extreme that he refuses to speak or write (that I am aware of). I have on many occasions had to intervene to prevent subject M's provocations of subject G on the subject of grammar and its “superfluous archaicism, and structural irrelevance to human expression.” This interventions have been met by hostility, and I nearly avoided subject M's attempt to stab me with a pen. 



 One of our staff who is responsible for administering the daily dosages has threatened to quit unless conditions improve and more security is available to protect the staff from potential harm. I would strongly urge the Committee to consider the needs of this facility more keenly and give our requests their due diligence.

 


 



June 30, 2010

 



Committee Members,

 



We must abort these trials immediately. I cannot, in good conscience, allow these tests to continue without violating the principles of medical ethics and basic human decency. I have attempted to discontinue treatment as per Emergency Protocols, but this has resulted in a violent reaction. The drugs' effects are completely out of control, and I fear for the mental and physical well-being of the subjects – not to mention the safety and security of myself and the staff of this facility. My repeated requests have been either denied or ignored, and the controls have been so frequently abused that the empirical data has very little consistent reliability to make any substantial conclusions. The experiment itself is in as much jeopardy as the well-being of all involved.

 



July 7, 2010

 



Committee Members,

 



Subject M's conclusions are by far the most interesting this week. It would seem that he has knowledge of the intended effects of the drugs that far exceed expectation. I would like to state for the record that none of the subjects were told which drug they were taking, their effects, and no revealing material has been left unattended to prying eyes. At this facility, I am the only person who has any knowledge of the drugs names and intended effects. I would like to remind the Committee that even the staff only recognize the drugs by their single letter names so that subject G receives pills marked with a “G” and so forth. I have not been remiss in divulging anything. 



 I paraphrase here what subject M told me:


 Too much grammar leads to a zealous pursuit of purity that can only result in silence.


 Too much vocabulary eventually becomes its opposite and all language collapses.


 Too many descriptive words lead to forgetting the object to be described, lost in bewildering gibberish.


 Too much metaphor leads inevitably to violence. This is proven in the history of nations.

 



How could subject M, barring keen or precocious thought, have identified not only the drugs' intended effects but mapped them so seamlessly to the current conditions of each of the research subjects? I cannot suspect that he was the recipient of any sensitive information for all my notes are kept under the strictest security, and I am the only person who has access. 


 



July 14, 2010

 



Committee Members,

 



We are in the business of making language monsters. This is the invention of a catastrophic poetry that should never have been invented by our feeble minds. I abjure the whole experiment. I abjure all our creations.

 



July 21, 2010

 



[this section blacked or scratched out; unreadable]

 



August 15, 2010

 



Com/mitSein membrassieres-s-s-s!

 



Me've been/tropic-ome, over thereof! Me-been-over-come by[e]+s THE patientropitropithecus! Clust'r'd 'ronde moi-me soi-se(?) they'verily forcibilized all medicategoricalities down(ershipyard) into THE well of mine-thine gullette! Dose over! ROGER & that! Ten-four flour power trepidemic! Over & Dose! How many incarnations of novelizations must I endure before myfuckingheadofalltotalitiesnevereverbeforeseenandbeenblowoutmycosmicblowassholeofmybleedingeyeorbs??? Mithradates spiked my punch and judy and and the and the(e!). Tricked, fooled, rubed, bagged, rag & tag! Spellendour dour is myne spellending! Spy-psyched my victualry of viktor-ee, foodrink! Lexiadjectimetamax - all of it! Totality dans ma boche bouche! RUn for the halls! - no, no/t hills! Not N.E.More (eutopia is the topic like soup dieu jour+nal narwhals! with whorns on their nipplease! Gahd, I ne'er be'ore fellt-phelt the WORD so meganiloquently! 


 


 



This last report was followed by an inter-committee memorandum recommending that this report and any files that remain of the trials be shredded, and that the facility be closed and destroyed.

 


 



Committee Members -

 



With the unfortunate incident involving Dr Ferguson, future trials will be conducted at smaller dosages with more stringent security in a new trial facility to prevent the staff from potential hazards. In the case of Dr Ferguson, the subjects responded negatively to intervention and used force to overpower him and administer high risk dosages of the trial drugs. At this point, it is the recommendation of this Committee that the tests be aborted and a period of disengagement commence for no less than two (2) financial quarters. We have contained the situation adequately. The research subjects were given added remuneration for their participation as well as a month of detoxification from the trial drug regimen, as well as a debriefing by means of our “Arm's Reach” facility, not directly affiliated with our company. Dr Ferguson was placed in immediate psychiatric care and will be given a one time package in excess of stipulated amounts for conducting research. The confidentiality clause has been extended to cover all events that occurred at the facility, and all research has been suppressed. As well, we are moving ahead with an immediate demolition of the facility.


 It is on the recommendation of our clinical trials consultant, Dr Fuse Less, that other standards of quantitative evaluation be implemented to assess risk factors according to an Incidence Grid. He has suggested a list of names for the position left vacant by Dr Ferguson. Dr Less has been a reliable consultant in previous drug trials, and has shown the highest regard to discretion. It should be known that Dr Less communicated with me personally with his own investigative field report following Dr Ferguson's final report to this committee. To paraphrase Dr Less, he discovered that the facility was in an abominable state, thoroughly unkempt, with writing on every surface, and the research subjects in a state of extreme distress, shock, and in some cases catatonic. 



 Despite this minor setback, I am quite confident that our next test group will show the results we desire and that we will be able to put this suite of language drugs on the public market by the end of next year. Our campaign marketing team is very enthusiastic to implement phase one of the promotional materials, and our lobbyist reports that it will be a “clean sweep” with the state regulating office to have the suite of drugs approved pro forma if we can deliver the right test results in a timely fashion. Respectfully submitted, A.G.

 



You found a few other memos, one detailing a pilot project to have paper treated by the drugs in question, activated in a manner similar to LSD, through skin contact and a moisture delivery system. The promotional brochure was recent, but the testing dates and reports were about two years old. Perhaps the extension of the program was most likely abandoned from lack of feasibility.


 You did not fancy yourself the type of person who gives any attention to the endless popular stream of new pharmaceuticals advertised on the market since they all essentially make the same utopian promises they can never deliver. The dearth of further information on the pilot paper-treating project was a bit unnerving given that you were such a voluminous consumer of books and other printed materials. Ghastly was the word that came to mind. As did horripilating. 



 And then you suddenly remembered the night before, just how adept you were at spooling out adjectives in a clever fashion, but eventually falling into a state where you were scrambling for words. There was a slight pain, you recall, which you attributed to the cumulative effects of wine intake. Determined to put this out of your mind for now, glutted as you were with proprietary knowledge not meant for your consumption, you decided to wait this hangover out by declaring the rest of the day a write-off and reading a new book you purchased this week by an author you went to school with.


 So there you were on a Sunday afternoon, a great cataract of sunlight exposing all those flying motes of dust, and propped in your chair with a new novel. Not ready to thrust yourself immediately into it, you sipped some coffee and scanned the usually uneventful yet reassuring publishing and editorial front-matter. And there it was, just as you had moistened your index finger to turn the page, in small print below the copyright notice, publisher details, and cataloguing information was the confirmation of that ghastly thought you recently had: Printed on Metapharm(TM) Treated Paper with corresponding ink.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Paperception & Ink

 



For Douglas, there was no doubt that a truly comprehensive attention to the constitution of paper in bibliographical scholarship was conspicuously lacking. Much attention in academic journals had considered methods of printing, labourious studies on cancels and chainlines, the sussing out of forgeries by means of scrutinizing watermarks, and the like, but very little said about paper itself.


 What Douglas did frequently encounter were sloppy attempts at description by these scholars who far too obviously displayed their own knowledge limitation. To say that the paper was folded so many times to make an octavo edition, or that it had cloth fibre content, or that it was weaved into a texture simply made an end to any further discussion about the ingredients of different types of paper. Speaking about the grade of paper or its stock weight did not entertain the more perhaps mysterious processes of its production.


 Now, Douglas could be called something of an expert on the manufacture of paper. Although he held no academic title or a position at a paper mill, one could call him a hobbyist. Despite a lack of credentials or relevant job experience in the field, Douglas had the gift of being able to pick up any book, dive his dowsing nose into it, and give you a rather accurate list of the paper's ingredients. Ink did not interest him, nor what was printed on the page; for him, paper itself was his focus. If compelled to go beyond his naturally introverted shyness, Douglas could populate the duration of an entire evening on long monological discourses on Pergamum, pulping, the relative merits and drawbacks of using recycled contents, paper restoration, pH content, the ten degrees of brittleness measurement, innovative alternatives to gloss that achieve similar textural effects, thatch embossing, and all the complicated chemistry that goes into making paper of different types.


 Douglas was also a hobby engineer when it came to paper. His first attempts with limited tools produce a few aberrations and failures he would not make privy to others. He employed talc to brighten the paper, and later applied alum to make it more resistant to water. His modest house had an attached work shed where he conducted all manner of experiments, the products of which were tacked up on a clothesline to dry. All manner of chemicals could be found in Douglas' shed with corresponding appliances for baking, tincturing, flattening, stretching and the like. Many of the appliances he used were considerably modified from their intended purposes, not having access or finances to acquire the more appropriate devices required to nature paper production. Some of the methods he employed were drawn from practices abandoned centuries ago, and so the machinery required to replicate the process had to be fashioned by as close an approximation using contemporary devices as possible. 


 



Conversely, for Nathan, the sole interest of his endeavours concerned that of ink. He had no knowledge of Douglas, not that Douglas made his own obsession known to anyone. But it would be fair to state that both Douglas and Nathan would be brought under a similar relation with a particular corporation - this to be disclosed as our narrative progresses. Nathan's interest in ink made him a connoisseur of its history, chemical variations, and physical application. Again, like Douglas, he was not concerned with the content of books and what people chose to use the materials for, but unlike Douglas, Nathan was not an amateur enthusiast. Nathan held a distinctive post at the university and had made his metier the study of inks in both incunabula and texts produced by the early printing press. Many of his articles on inks had been seminal and oft-cited studies, earning him a good reputation and a reliable resource whenever the dating of an undated text or a particular composition of ink presented an irregularity in determining the authenticity of a text. Nathan had appeared at hundreds of conferences and had lent his expertise to non-academic organizations as wide-ranging as museums and government intelligence services given his credibility in a field one could say he fairly inaugurated.


 If one were to scan the contents of Nathan's personal research library, one would encounter a series of rather imposing volumes he had helped organize and put into print documenting in catalogue style the chemical constituents of inks used in the last 750 years. An appendix volume on various enigmas concerning the inconsistent variety of inks used by rubricators quietly promised a full fledged study in its own right, and these baffling enigmas buoyed by the staggering differences in inking methods were of extreme interest to an admittedly niche crowd of academics and independent researchers. Nathan had received a robust grant to conduct his eleven volume ink catalogue, a certain share of that money spent on hiring graduate researchers to assist in the collection of data, the operation of the laboratories, and the clerical tedium of arranging the data in a systematic sequence. The volumes, prefaced by a standardly brilliant and meticulous essay by Nathan himself on the subject of inks, elaborates on the historical shifts in ink use, as well as local variations according to geographical regions that would opt for different chemical properties due to available access or innovative improvements. Nathan's further contribution to the subject was in the manner by which he chose to catalogue the data; rather than arrange and organize the data chronologically, he arranged it by chemical constituency. Nathan also had a plethora of companion volumes, he either co-wrote or was sole author, filled with dizzying graphs and charts concerning chemical properties expressed in studies that are so specific and jargon-heavy they defy easy comprehension even among those who are involved in the study of inks. Nathan was at home in discussing ink from any standpoint: from an academic or industrial perspective, from a literature to history, his was a wizardry that merged technical attention with theoretical scholarship.


 Like Douglas, Nathan was engaged in the manufacture of that which was his interest. Of course, Nathan's methods were far more methodical and were based on one of his own published articles on what is now called the standard in ink production named after him. The criteria listed in those articles form the basis of his attempts to manufacture the perfect ink. Some of these criteria are fairly standard and commonsensical such as ease of application, proper viscosity, drying time, saturation levels according to different types of paper, durability, and longevity. Other criteria that would not come readily to mind unless one was a specialist in inks would include such items as resistance to solar blanching, anti-coagulating agents, bleed-through, relieving, and the ideal pressures associated with ink-transference implements to create just the right indent impression to function as an ink furrow. With each slight variation in chemical constituents, Nathan subjected the newly made ink to a barrage of tests, scrutinizing its ability to meet the set criteria. Sadly, however, Nathan's efforts were frequently frustrated as none of his modifications to the ink's ingredients was good enough. To the lay eye, it would have been perfect, but Nathan's standards were perhaps well beyond the regular demands of qualitative excellence. 


 



Both men would have happily spent the remainder of their days perfecting their craft, zealously pursuing the ideal of their respective preoccupations had it not been for the unexpected influence of a particular corporation that would work with them collaboratively. We turn now to how this third entity created an orbital relation of all involved. First, to Douglas' involvement.

 



Douglas was visibly dissatisfied with the craft store's selection of paper. His idea was to use a particular grade of allegedly high-quality paper as a base upon which he would apply his modifications. First, he would pulp it and then mix in the additives he had developed in his last experiment session. While debating over two types of paper that barely met his desired specifications, a strange man stood beside him examining the paper for a time before breaking silence:


 "It is possible to construct a potentially infinite book from one sheet of paper. If our technological capabilities were thusly refined to accommodate this process, and if machining could be done at such a minuscule level as to be even smaller than a molecular magnitude, I could reprint every single book. It amazes me that so few comprehend this. This paper I am holding could contain the entirety of our knowledge and then some."


 "How so?" Douglas could not resist in asking.


 "By means of folding. A folio is one sheet folded once, resulting in two faces per folded side. A quarto performs another fold, totaling four pages, an octavo eight pages, and so on. If we keep folding, the number of faces continue to double. If a folio has four printable pages, and we fold again and again, the increase in pages in exponential. At ten more folds, we get 4, 096 pages."


 "Surely that many foldings will make for a strange looking book, not to mention most likely unreadable."


 "Unreadable? Perhaps it can if it is read under microscope. The geometry of the book changes with each folding, decreasing the size of its rectangularity until it becomes - to our eyes - little more than a line, a needle. If we extend the process of folding toward infinity, theoretically the book would be a long chain of single atoms. Beyond that, the book would cease to have any dimensions whatsoever save for one."


 Douglas found the man's preposterous speculation simply that: a preposterous speculation. He could not help but to summon up all the flaws in this ridiculous theory, but these he kept to himself, not being altogether comfortable in social situations with strangers in craft stores. But these objections came readily, for although theoretically what the man was saying was a mathematical possibility, it was not a real one. Firstly, it would be beyond human ability to fold a paper to the atomic level. Secondly, even if this were possible, what held the paper together - namely the molecular bonds - would come undone, the paper could not be called paper anymore, and the string would merely dissipate as a broken series of now disconnected atoms. Thirdly, folding beyond the atomic level would be to enter into a sub-atomic level where no folding was possible since one cannot fold the most base unit of matter. 



 Meditating on what it means to fold a paper over just once was enough to cause him to wince. The strain alone along the fold creates ruptures at a microscopic level that would one day result in a complete tear along the sheet. Moreover, a fold places strain along the unfolded portion of the paper since the fold is never absolutely precise. Under microscope, a fold is never clean: it is frayed in places where the paper has splintered in being stressed beyond its happy consistency in flatness. The molecules do not simply organize themselves neatly along a fold. Douglas left the craft store horrified by the thought of infinite folding.


 Once he got home, he saw that a much anticipated package had arrived for him from Eldrich Chemical Supply. It should be said that Douglas resorted to sometimes less than licit methods for acquiring his materials for experimentation, justified in himself that it was in the service of creating the perfect paper. He had postured with some very convincing documentation that his home was a laboratory, and that he was an identified researcher in a chemistry department. As luck or error would have it, Eldrich had sent him a catalogue of their items, priced by units, and Douglas made the most of what he purchased from them. What Douglas did not know was that Eldrich was a subsidiary of Metapharm, a new and profitable pharmaceutical company that specialized in designer linguistic drugs. It was not as if Douglas had truly pulled the wool over the eyes of Eldrich through his impersonation as he had thought, but that an order was put down through the corporate hierarchy to allow Douglas to continue purchasing whatever chemicals he required. The reasoning behind this willful blindness initially came about in a timely way, in a report from the Customer Billing Department that alerted the higher-ups at Eldrich that someone was trying to obtain chemicals unlawfully. The higher-up who received the report was a close friend of the Head of Clinical Testing at Metapharm. The filed report was appended with Douglas' claim to be a chemist with a research project involving paper. The chemicals Douglas ordered mostly checked out in terms of the reported purpose - yes, the chemicals Douglas was buying from Eldrich were the kind legitimately required by those in the paper industry.


 At the time the alert surfaced, Metapharm was rolling out its proposed extension to its new suite of drugs involving saturation via printed materials. The pilot project was designed to make print materials delivery systems for the whole line of Metapharm drugs such as Grammax, Lexium, Adjectiva, and Metaphorix. The Eldrich employee had asked the billing department to hold off on freezing Douglas' account until he had the weekend to peruse the report and Douglas' stipulated research affiliation further. As chance would have it, this same Eldrich employee was due to have a dinner at the house of Metapharm's Clinical Testing head where both men eventually came to the point in their casual conversation to speak of various highlights and oddities of their respective work week. At the mention of Douglas' attempt at impersonation and stated research aims, the Metapharm employee's attention was snagged on the mention of paper. The Eldrich employee stated that, yes, everything checked out in terms of the required chemicals purchased that their purpose was limited to the paper industry. The Metapharm employee politely requested to see the report and anything else pertaining to Douglas, and made a mental note of the name and billing address. From there, a private company loyal to Metapharm was commissioned to gather information on Douglas and his research. Seeing an opportunity for advancement, the Head of Clinical Testing coveted the information and spoke confidentially to the Vice-President of Research. Douglas was indeed working tirelessly at developing a new kind of paper, and it would be of some benefit to approach him with an offer to assist in the development of the drug-delivery system via printed materials. If anyone knew the ins and outs of paper, and was actively conducting innovative research on developing better paper, it would be Douglas. The Vice-President approved the headhunt operation and personally signed the remuneration and rights package to be offered.


 It had been one week since Douglas had gone to the craft store. He was in the middle of an experiment in his work shed when he heard the doorbell ring. Suspecting it was a canvasser soliciting money or offering an alternative home-heating service, Douglas went reluctantly to the front door where he was met with a well-attired representative of Metapharm. Although, it should be said that the man did not represent himself as such right away as a matter of safe protocol. 



 "I understand that you are currently developing improvements to paper production, and we would like to help," said the man.


 "How do you know that?" was Douglas' wary reply, thereby hopelessly giving himself away.


 "Is this your signature?" the man asked, producing the order form for Eldrich Chemical Supply.


 "No...No, I have no idea what you are talking about. You must have the wrong house, I'm sorry."


 Douglas was about to close the door when the man astutely pointed to the empty parcel from Eldrich Douglas had carelessly left in plain view of the foyer. "So your name is not Douglas and yet you have a package from Eldrich Chemicals with Douglas' name on it. Misrepresentation is unlawful, but I'm not here to blow the whistle. I'm here on behalf of a corporation that wants to help with your research. This is hardly the place to do serious research. No offense, but it's unsuitable. May I come in? We have an offer that might be of interest to us both."


 Douglas felt flush and dizzy. He let the man in. They both sat in the living room, the man trying not to occupy too much space on his chair lest the squalor of the home dirty his well groomed and evidently expensive right-off-the-mannequin suit.


 "We can talk about the specifics of your research in lurid detail later. What I want to offer you right now on behalf of my corporation is a chance to further develop your research in a more suitable environment... We are talking being housed in a fully-equipped research laboratory with a high ceiling for expenses. Great research these days is done by teamwork, and with a good finance supply. The days of Edison and Marconi are gone, times have changed, and real research with substantial results needs firm support and good reach in order to get off the ground."


 "What corporation do you work for?"


 "You may have heard of it: Metapharm."


 Douglas hadn't. 



 "How did you discover my research interest?"


 At this point, the Metapharm representative waved the Eldrich order form with a cocking of his eyebrows. "The only people who order these specific products are those involved in the making of paper."


 "Why me?"


 "You have potential, and - correct me if my information is incorrect - you're on to something groundbreaking that will revolutionize the face of paper manufacturing. We at Metapharm want to act as your support, your patron in a way."


 "I think I can manage fairly well on my own."


 At this, the Metapharm representative knew he had to change tack. "Listen, Douglas - may I call you that? - the only reason Eldrich has been looking the other way - and let me tell you that they've known all along about your misrepresentation - is that they don't want to kneecap your obvious research potential. It's a kind of scientific etiquette, but they are under no obligation whatsoever to continue supplying you with what you - and your research - need. If Metapharm hadn't stepped in and taken an interest, Eldrich would have pulled the plug. Sure, sure, you could try the same dog and pony trick with some other supplier, but word gets out...These suppliers may be fierce competitors, but they do talk, they share information, they send each other regular alerts about clients that may in fact be terrorists. People are clamping down these days, and you know it. It's not so easy to get some materials, especially if they can be remotely construed as bomb-making materials. The whole operation of chemical supply has responded with an enormous ramping up of security."


 "What is your offer?"


 Douglas' seemingly quick yielding resurrected the slick ad-man smile upon the representative's face. "Well, what I just said: a suitable environment to conduct your research. The only catch - and it is a pretty small one compared to what we'll be giving you - is that we need a small favour."


 "Here we go."


 "Hey, hey, now, Douglas...We believe in innovation as much if not more than anybody else, but we're not a charity. We're not an academic granting body that funds pure research for its own merit. We're a corporation with a very clearly laid out agenda. Remember that this is an opportunity with a rapidly approaching closing date, and that we could just as easily make this same offer to someone who is legitimately in the paper industry. What we need here is your expertise to treat paper. It'll be a snap for someone with your talents. We need a new kind of paper where a certain chemical is part of the weave of the paper. But here's the hitch our lab has struggled with: we haven't been able to make the chemical and the paper compatible without compromising the quality of the paper itself. We need someone with the expert skill to make a superior quality paper that has been treated with our chemical."


 "What kind of chemical is it?"


 "A longevity agent, nothing more," the representative lied. "We need a paper that will hold together for our newly designed ink that will increase the longevity of all printed material."


 "I've never heard of Metapharm. What does your corporation sell?"


 "We're idea-people, Douglas. We prefer not to limit ourselves to something so basic as products themselves. We specialize in so many things and we're branching out beyond pharmaceuticals. You might say that our boss is a really eclectic kinda guy," he said with a calculated chuckle. "He's really interested in a lot of things, and the durability of books just happens to fall within his interest end zone."


 Douglas was put off by the sports analogy.


 "Here," the representative said, offering Douglas an envelope embossed with the Metapharm logo. "What you'll find inside is what we're willing to offer you plus what we're asking of you. Don't worry too much about the contract - it's just the same formal mumbo-jumbo our legal department likes to use."


 Douglas opened the envelope and scanned the cover letter with its glittering generalities and vague claims of how friendly, progressive, and future-oriented Metapharm was.


 "Let me guide you through this real quick. What it boils down to is that you get your own lab space with all the state of the art gizmos and gewgaws you need. Anything we don't have, we can requisition. You'll have a team of six really sharp lab techs under your supervision to do all the boring data-crunching and stuff. Your expense limit you'll find rather generous."


 Which Douglas did. A six figure expense budget.


 "You'll also be paid a stipend plus a modest annuity upon completion of your research for us. The annuity kicks in once we've ramrodded your invention through the patent office. Of course, there's just a little red tape here and there. You'll note our insistence on the non-disclosure clause of the contract which I've taken the liberty of highlighting on page eight. There are a lot of nasty people in this game, and they're the type of fierce cutthroat competitors who are really gunning to sink Metapharm, and would stoop as low as to steal our ideas to turn a profit of their own. We don't want any of that, so we have to keep hush-hush about all our research in progress. No double agents in our outfit, so when you sign, you are signing loyalty to us alone."


 "It says here that I'll be assigning intellectual copyright to Metapharm."


 "More legal mumbo-jumbo...Really what that means is that you are assigning to Metapharm the rights to protect your idea. Look at it this way: if a rival competitor got hold of your idea, do you think an individual is going to have a snowball's chance in hell of having the cash and resources to hire a crack team of lawyers to go to bat for you? Leave all that to Metapharm: we have a veritable army of lawyers on retainer ready to protect your ideas. We're not claiming ideas that aren't our own - we're safeguarding them. Think of us as your big brother, protecting you from the bullies of the industry."


 Perhaps against his better judgement, Douglas consented to the offer. Dizzy with the money promised, disoriented by specious corporate jargon of "innovation uplift" and "proxy talent-sourcing", Douglas' suspicions were overwhelmed by a machinery so complex and organized that he began to believe that it had to be a legitimate enterprise.

 



Nathan was inducted through different, although no less devious, means. The talent research arm of Metapharm was given the task of populating a call list of potential experts on ink, and Nathan's name occurred with such frequency in their talent search that he was placed at the very top of the list. At this time, Nathan was putting the final touches on a primer for studying the ink used in rubrication spanning the years of 1200 to 1400. Making the most of his third sabbatical, he had already toured throughout Europe attending conferences where he was feted to the point of unsurprising regularity. It just so happened, however, that Nathan found himself a little cash-strapped after making an unadvised property purchase. Not that he was in any financial danger, but the need to recoup a few losses was an occasional distraction from his research.


 Meanwhile, the list of possible candidates to perfect a chemically-treated ink was submitted to the Chair of the Division for Special Projects Committee. Nathan's name was qualified with the endorsement of being of highest recommendation. The Chair, occupied by Dr Fuse Less as the Acting Chair during the absence of the regular Chair, had a habit of stroking a small cyst tucked behind his ear whenever he came across something particularly good. 



 "Members of the Committee, I think we have our pigeon. However, this is a well decorated pigeon, and so I would advise that we pursue this from an academic angle. The term 'private sector' is sometimes enough to scare off those with several accolades and staid credentials."


 "What's his metier?" asked a committee member who had obviously not bothered to read the circulated list of candidates prior to the meeting.


 "An internationally renowned expert on ink in every respect: historical, technical, cultural..."


 "Shouldn't we go with someone in the actual industry rather than court academics?"


 "This fellow is an exception," Dr Less replied. "He could teach the industry a thing or two."


 "Is he snatch-able?"


 "Given the right incentives, every man has his price. I can bet that if he'll come quietly, he won't come cheaply. He's on sabbatical right now for the next seven months, so we'll have to move quickly. We only need him for five or six months anyhow, and then he can return to his duties a bit richer in pocket."


 "Method of approach?"


 "Flattery, but not something that rings insincere and overly obsequious. Go for the academic acknowledgement, but don't make it read like his biography. Insist on the the importance of the research project without giving too many details - just an aperitif to soothe him - and yet let's not sound desperate: say that he would be a vital component, but in no way make or break for our research."


 "When we draft this, how soon should we show our hand?"


 "Our financial offer? Not too soon. Waving money under his nose right away will be seen as crass and will look suspicious. Add it on near the end so as to make it appear that the money is really a formality, a secondary matter. That should appease him in believing that our intentions are scholastically noble. When we cook it all up, be sly and insert a few paraphrases from his publications... mask them just right so it isn't plagiarism, but compelling enough to drag him by the academic ego. If we make our research project appear to him like a logical continuation of his own research, he'll be more inclined to comply. At the same time, make it look open-ended, but not too broad as to make our project look unfocused. Corporate feel-good terms should be scrapped in favour of academic ones. Speak his language back at him."


 Upon his return, Nathan plucked a crisp envelope from his stack of unread mail. Unhurriedly, he placed it at his kitchen table and made some tea before taking to opening it. Probably another invitation to submit an article, attend a conference, or act as a thesis defense committee member, he thought. The return address read Metapharm Inc., and so he briefly entertained the notion that it was junk mail. Upon opening it, he came to realize that none of his assumptions were true. The letter of invitation, written in a register of high academic prose, was requesting his expertise to supervise and conduct a research experiment with a new kind of ink. The right sequence of trigger words and references to his own work were patiently and appropriately paced throughout. Nathan mulled the offer and then went to his computer to do a search for Metapharm.


 Metapharm's website came to life with its multimedia-intensive moving graphics. Peppered throughout were the carefully designed slogans any good theorist of propaganda could pick out as being planted for rhetorical persuasive effect, including the deliberate use of fonts and colours. Nathan was not attuned to the analysis of persuasive techniques, and was finding himself compelled at some deep and hard to access level of his consciousness. His more academic evaluation and skepticism snapped back into place with questions such as what is Metapharm and what is their agenda? It was not entirely clear what the corporation did, and it took some patience to locate some of its products beyond the palaver of building a better future and other ennobling generalities that swarmed every page. From what Nathan could gather, the corporation specialized in pharmaceuticals tailored to the improvement of linguistic abilities. Nathan found this aim to be a touch more valuable than the motley of other companies hawking pills for sustained erections or anaesthetizing the natural emotive after-effects of bereavement. 



 Nathan knew that the corporation was expecting a prompt response given the slightly urgent tone of the letter, and the statements pertaining to how the research was well underway. The invitation letter promised Nathan a tidy sum for his appointment as a "consultant" as well as a fully stocked laboratory, attendant technicians, and other perks including lavish daily lunches and the use of the company chauffeur should Nathan need to be ferried anywhere. As a visiting researcher with a vital task, he was being given several executive privileges for his time and effort. Nathan replied with a provisional acceptance, followed by a series of feeble clarification questions to ease his conscience that he had just been bought.

 



Now both men were in the folds of Metapharm's plan. After the fatuous preliminaries where the two researchers were treated to welcoming speeches at board meetings and a small yet expensive bow tie soiree, and after the initial period of getting accustomed to the new and highly modern facilities, it was time for the two men to get on with the work. The generous expense budget and the ease of making requisitions that were filled promptly made experimentation easy at first. However, in time, even unlimited expense could not expedite the slow crawling pace of research nor overcome the persistent problems the hired researchers encountered. There seemed no plausible way of making the chemical additives Metapharm wanted to infuse in paper and ink compatible with a finished product that met all the benchmarks of quality sought. 



 By the end of the first month, Nathan and Douglas reported to the Head of Clinical Testing who made sympathetic noises in response to their difficulties. These same noises lost their sympathy in the second month when inconclusive results were again offered. And these noises resolved themselves into words almost impatiently threatening and reprimanding by the end of the third straight month of no tangible results. Contract was mentioned, as was expectation and diligence. Timely and conclusive were other words in the Head's repertoire that were gradually replaced by accusations of "dragging your heels" and "dithering with superfluous details." When Nathan suggested that perhaps the chemical additives be reworked to facilitate a more feasible transfer to the ink, this was met with anger: "we paid you to make these chemicals fit! We will not budge one iota from the formula. Your job is to make the ink fit the additive, not the other way around!" Something very similar was said a week later when Douglas happened to recommend an alteration to the chemicals. 



 Once the contracted period was near its end, Douglas had the makings of a breakthrough. Of course, more tests were needed to determine if the results were indeed satisfactory, but Douglas would not find himself under the protection of Metapharm for much longer; others would be paid to fine tune the results of Douglas' hard work. Douglas would quickly find out about Metapharm's treachery and coldness when, on the final day of his service, they officiously reminded him of the contract's stipulation that the result of his work was now Metapharm's sole property, that he was not allowed to keep any of his research notes, and was then speedily escorted off the grounds by a burly pair of security guards named Trevor and Robert.


 Nathan, on the other hand, did not come as far as Douglas in his own research. Nathan's meticulously plodding approach and his characteristic attention to detail failed to produce anything near Metapharm's expectations. He denounced Metapharm a bit too openly by stating they expected miracle results at the expense of taking the time to do good research. Metapharm's response was simple: refuse to pay out the remainder of the contract including the severance bonus. When Nathan threatened legal action, he was surprisingly encouraged to go ahead and do just that, and that they would be counter-suing for breach of contract with the aid of their entire legal department. Nathan, unsurprisingly, backed down. 



 The happy twist for Metapharm at the end of the six months of research was a breakthrough in the ink-additive compatibility perfected by one of the lab technicians who extended Nathan's research to something more workable. Now they had both the proper paper and ink necessary to begin the process of persuading publishers and printers to use their products. An attractive drop in price, a few well-decked info-display booths at industry shows, an aggressive target marketing campaign, and the usual magic of buzz was enough to justify the first major production run of the newly Metapharm-infused paper and ink. Not many cared to investigate or venture a guess as to why the pharmaceutical giant was getting into the paper and ink business, and printers especially could care less since the product was superior at a fair price. Beyond a small mention deep into the editorial and publication front matter of a book, or tucked away in the dead zone of the colophon, it raised no suspicions whatsoever. 



 Coincidentally, the sales of books spiked for a period of time. There were, however, reports of a steady increase in a loss of linguistic skills as well as a surge in some very bizarre books written by authors who seemed to have a habit of going mad, committing suicide, and the usual curiousities that populate the literary news world that barely makes even the smallest impress upon us. 



 Nathan went back to his usual duties of teaching and writing immense tomes that few read - those few quite enthusiastic - determined to forget that little private sector dalliance. He died of coronary failure seven years later.


 Douglas was harder hit by his involvement with Metapharm. After a very heavy depression that went undiagnosed and untreated, he took his own life nine months later, failing to produce the perfect paper.
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