The Rel uctant Book
a short story by Paul D Filippo

There fol |l owed hard upon the death of Master Biobiblioplexist Vincent

Hol br ook the pressing question of how best to di spose of his extensive

library. None of the unsentinmental heirs to the nol dering Hol brook
estate

cared to assune the daily demands of such a large collection of books.
The

not |l ey assortnent of assignees--anongst them various second cousins,

gr eat - nephews, and assorted ex-brothers-in-law |left over fromthe
mul tiple

marri ages of Hol brook's two serially proni scuous sisters, Marlys and

Taffy--were all a decidedly illiterate Iot. No one was inclined to
assune

responsibility for even a linmted nunber of the approximately five
hundr ed

volumes left forlorn at librarian Hol brook's passing, for the selfish

heirs sinply had no use for such arcane objects. (Conplicating matters,

the Catal ogue had gone m ssing upon Hol brook's demi se, so that an exact

tally of the library's contents was | acking.)

A |l anky, happily seedy and reclusive fellow well into his second
century

(al though fated by a lurking cerebral aneurysm undi agnosed by his
glitchy

donesti c homeobox never to enbark upon a third), given to dressing in

fusty non-regenerative clothing prone to showcasi ng every gravy stain

and
every dribble of the pungent sengchaw constantly |unped into his cheek
Hol br ook had been devoted to his library, sparing no expense on housing
and maintaining his collection. Hs own living conditions at the
cavernous, crunbling mansi on naned Rueul roal d betrayed comensurate
econom es. But Hol brook's bookbarn was assuredly first class, the envy
of

many of his fell ow MBs.
Qccasional sotto voce grunmbles fromhis uncaring heirs during his
lifetine
about how the old man was wasting his noney--actually, for al
practi cal
pur poses, their noney--on such a self-indul gent hobby failed to disturb
the equanimity or enthusiasm of the doddering bibliophile. He nanaged

to
i gnore even the ravings of one particularly vindictive niece who, in an
act of psychic displacenent transparent to everyone but herself,
specul ated | oudly that Hol brook actually derived pleasure fromthe
frustration of his nearest and dearest. Wy el se woul d he wantonly
continue to pour their dwi ndling inheritance into the acquisition of
new

vol umes and the multiplication of his existing ones?
The why was sinple, had anyone cared to inquire: Hol brook fancied
hi nmsel f
a schol ar, and boasted a scholar's unswerving dedication to the pursuit
of
know edge above all else. And in truth, out of his well-stocked,
heavi l y
permut ed, and continually refreshed library had fl owed some ori gi na
contributions in a nunber of fields: stellar intelligence;
gravi tokarmc
mechani cs; intractability parsing; asteroidal archaeol ogy; quantum
erotogeni cs; string collecting; creative teratogenesis; and even those



negl ected twi n domai ns, once upon a time so creatively mned, fiction
and

poetry. Hol brook had seen a number of successes, receiving invitations

fromvarious ahuman judging intelligences to port his findings out of
hi s

books and into the rel evant cybernetic audi ovi sual datawebs that fornmed

the real repositories of useful information in Hol brook's era.

But deriving all these entertaining and educational results fromhis
books

was an arduous and demandi ng task, admitting of little nonbookish

rel axation or convivial pursuits even with fell ow MBs. H s hobby was

conduci ve even to nonomani a, perhaps, and Hol brook had paid the
ultimate

price for his interests.

And soon now, so woul d his books.

MB Kratchko Stall kanp resenbled a constitutionally ill-tenpered, mangy
crane recently denied its dinner. Stalky |egs encased in yell ow
pi pestem
pant al oons; a roundi sh torso fluffed out with a weskin of synthetic
quills

fashi onabl e over fifty years ago; hunched w ngli ke shoul ders and
perpetual |y scrunched-down head resulting in ears nearly on a | evel
with
his Order of the Bookbi nders epaul ets; and a beaky nose and hard eyes
intent on the main chance of spearing sonething. The wi spy hair
partially
conceal i ng his scabby scal p anonal ously evoked the downy plumage of a
chick. As if his avian senbl ance were not offputting enough, antique
eyegl asses retrofitted with intelligent actilenses lent Stall kanp the
i mpossible air of a goggling tinme-traveler fromthe Reductioni st
M1 enni a.
Ushered fromthe wintry coll onaded front porch into the cold corridors
of
Rueul roald by a ginpy Turing-five factotum (one of the few functioning
servants left on the estate, an anti que whom Hol br ook had chosen
perversely to address as "The Venerabl e Bede"), Stallkanp clutched to
hi s
quill ed chest, as if suspicious of imrnent theft, a battered |eather
case
whose handl e had | ong gone m ssing.
"Al'low ne to conduct you to the nmysteries,"” said The Venerabl e Bede.
Stal | kanp barked, "Wat! What's that? I'Il have no truck with mysteries
of
any stripel™
The Venerabl e Bede opened a panel under its left arnpit and reset a
switch. "Excuse me, | nmeant the m stresses.”
"Very well then. Lead on."
Lane | eg evoking a regul ar plastic knocking, the factotum conducted the
human visitor through many a drafty, dusty hall hung with ani mated
tapestries whose ancient routines ran only spastically now, and through
many a pol ycar bon- cobwebbed chanmber where only the gl owing LED eyes of
artifical spiders illumnated their way. In one vast high-ceilinged
bal | room sentry bats squeaked fromon high, alert for intrusions by
any
of the nyriad types of rogue col oni zi ng i nsects--escapees from hobbyi st
wor kbenches- -t hat popul ated the dense forests around the nmanse, those
groves thensel ves engi neered so | ong ago that the nanes of their
desi gners
no | onger erupted in spontaneous stipples frombark or |eaf.
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Finally the pair reached the center of the house, a warm well-1ighted
ki tchen. The heady fragrance of brewing Estruvial Spice tea filled the
roomw th a synthetic allure. In one corner of the kitchen a cot with
runpl ed covers indicated as plainly as speech that here had Hol br ook
slept, as well as taken his rudinmentary neals, ceding the rest of the
house to noth and decay.

"The nysteries,"” announced The Venerabl e Bede, then departed.

Seated at a big wooden table with a warped and scarred top were Marlys

Taffy Hol brook. The sisters both exhibited the high-gloss perfections

the extensively reconfigured elite, although each possessed her own

i ndi vidual style. Marlys had had her scalp hair elininated and facial
features mnimzed: eyes, nose, nostrils, ears and nouth reduced to the
barest pinpoint functionality across a head bare as an egg. The result
sketched the nearly enpty china face of a doll whose maker had run out

materials or ingenuity or both. Taffy boasted a | eoni ne head of tawny

fram ng a bestial living mask. The end of her |eathery snout gl eaned
wetly, her whiskers vibrating with each breath. Marlys wore a pinafore

flouncy skirt, Taffy an elastic suit striped fromits scooped neck to
ankl es.

"MB Stall kanmp," purred Taffy. "Please, take a seat."

Marlys's high voice energed as if from a paper-bell ows-and- banboo-reed
mechani sm of no large size. "Yes. Join us in sone tea."

Stal | kanp waved away both offers brusquely. "No tine for socializing.

only interested in the books."
The | adi es sought to preserve their dignity and decorum "O course,"”
Taffy said. "W recogni ze your devotion to learning, and we're so

gr at ef ul

fine

t he

al |

as
si zabl
get.

out

that you wish to purchase the library as a whole. It surely would have
pl eased our dear Vincent to know his collection would end up in such

hands. "

"That's why we favored your tender over all the others," piped Marlys.
Stal | kanp denied the tactics of the sisters. "Don't pretend. | know
through ny contacts that you have had no other propositions, save from

knackers of fering you pennies on the dollar. None of ny peers wanted a
library without a Catal ogue, a record of all the permutations and stud
lines. Too much work by half getting the whole affair sorted. You can't
rely on the books thenselves for the information, of course. Except in
text node, they're stubborn prevaricators, every one of them"

"Ch, true."”

"So true. Nasty things, books."

"But I'mdifferent. Once | get themhonme, | intend to overwite them

anyway, and to hell with their current contents. Your foolish brother's
hol di ngs never supplenented mne in any case. He wasted his tinme on al
sorts of nonsense. Gravitokarm c nechanics, indeed! No, |'m paying you

if the books were all blank, straight fromthe publishers--with a
e
di scount for heavy usage, of course--and that's the best deal you'l

There's no point in jollying me up to try to extort a few nore dollars



one

of me. So you might as well conduct ne to the library right now "
The sisters stood up resignedly. Taffy pointed to a | arge door set in

wal | beside the |large stasis cube that served as icebox for

conesti bl es.

want ed

t wo

even
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"The bookbarn is right through there, MB Stall kanp. Vincent never

to be nore than a few steps fromhis precious books. Do you need us to
acconmpany you?"
"Not at all. The books will be jittery enough w thout the presence of

non-librarians. Let me just check ny equi pnent one last tine, though.”
Stal | kanp deposited his flat case on the tabletop and cracked it open
Racked i nside were several perfusion hypos--prefilled with varicol ored
semotic liquids in their graduated cartridges--and a w cked-I| ooki ng
pronged device like a tuning fork fused to a pistol grip.

Marlys pointed to the weaponish thing. "What is that? | don't believe
Vi ncent ever had one."

"It's alibrarian's fine-assessor." Stall kanp took up the bifurcate gun
and cl osed his case. "The bookbarn door is |ocked, | assune."

Taffy renoved a key from her décolletage. "Here's all you need."

Stall kanp strode inpatiently to the door, but was brought up short by a
shrill invocation of his name from Marlys. He turned around. "Yes?"
"There's a way you could gain Vincent's library w thout expendi ng any
nmoney, sir. Each of us in the market for a new husband. Surely one or

both of us might appeal to a | earned gentl eman such as yoursel f."
From bet ween hi s overarchi ng shoul der bl ades, Stall kanp favored each of
the wonen with a I ong piercing | ook before saying, "Sorry, but no. You

are of an exquisitely high-toned breed inconpatible with nmy hunbl e
station."”
Inserting the still-warmkey into the | ock of the bookbarn door

Stal | kanmp

Bei ng

associ

creati

quickly let hinmself in, |eaving the Hol brook sisters sinpering fromthe
flattery whose irony had escaped them

Canto had not asked to be born a book, any nore than he had chosen the
rati os of his m xed genotype and his consequent notley appearance. But
havi ng recei ved such an assignnment fromfate (in the case of the
subservient Canto and his fell ow books, of course, fate wore an

al I -too-human gui se), he generally tried to make the best of things.

a book--at least in this collection--did not hold the terrors

at ed

with many other chinerical employnents: toxin tester, vacuum worker,
seabed miner. Boredom |ack of freedom the rigors of new textua

on

and m xi ng--these were the worst things a book generally faced.

Sone days were easier than others, naturally--days when the majority of
books were | eft uncall ed-upon and coul d conduct their own well -ordered
social life. But since the death of their beloved librarian, M

Hol br ook,

and

felt

these good days had been few and far between. True, not a single

requi sition had obtruded on their private time, but this accidental
vacation was not without attendant drawbacks. First had cone the

di m ni shed heat and light in the bookbarn, |eaving the books to shiver

huddl e i n the unchanged hay of their darkened carrels. Next they had



the sting of hunger, as their neals began to arrive fromthe autonated
synt hesi zers with increasing infrequency and di m ni shed quality. (The
books were not privy to the many argunents anong Hol brook's heirs about
how best to mininize estate expenditures during the breakup of the
property, nor were their votes solicited.) Finally, the books suffered
fromthe black, bleak uncertainty concerning their future.
The bookbarn bul ked four stories high, with over a hundred carrels per
floor. Central to each level was a reading room forbidden to the books
save when called there by the librarian. Serving as their social focus
i nstead was the unallocated fl oorspace around the neal synthesizers,
and
to a lesser extent, the toilets. Often, the ol der books, |eaders of the
conmunity, would call neetings in front of the food dispensers. Wth
some
squeezi ng--not at all disagreeable to the small, hairy books,
especial ly
given the chilly conditions obtaining lately in the barn--all the books
coul d acconpdate thensel ves in the open space.
On this day just such a nmeeting had been called--by old Incunabul a,
| eader
of the first-floor.
Eager to see his bel oved Vellum once nore, Canto was among the first to
arrive.
CGenerally, aside fromeating and toilet errands, the books were
supposed
to remain permanently in their carrels until called by the librarian

and
that routine still held to a |large degree. But in any library of
| ongst andi ng aggl oneration, the books invariably becane famliar with
t he
usage patterns of their owner, and felt safe in circunspectly venturing
out among thensel ves, especially when the librarian was asl eep. Under
t he

current circunstances, of course, with their owner dead, no one was
likely
to call for any volume whatsoever, and the books felt safe in
assenbl i ng
during the day. Perhaps too they were lulled by the fact that M
Hol br ook
had never assessed any penalties for going nisshel ved.
Beneath the louring dusty rafters of the first-floor ceiling and in
front
of the food chutes now assenbl ed scores of books, pouring in fromthe
various convergent corridors. Soon Canto was surrounded by his fellow
vol umes, and he had to strain onto tiptoe in search of Vellum
Al roughly three feet tall, the books evidenced their heterogenous
genetic conposition in every line of their furry bodies. Part squirrel
part babboon, part hare, part whistlepig, with a certain adni xture of
human qualities, the books sat upright on big hindquarters and
| agonor phi ¢
clawed feet, carrying their upper linbs close to their chests. Their
di sproportionately | arge heads seened set alnmost directly onto their
shoul ders. Wde hazel eyes glimered, ears tw tched, and blunt chise
teeth flashed as the books greeted each other. They spoke, of course,

t he pure human tongue.

Canto spotted Vellum s attractive dappl ed pelt across the convocation
and

hustl ed t hrough the nusky crowd to join her

"Hello, Vellum Have you m ssed ne?"



Vel lumsmled prettily. "OF course | have, Canto. | won't ask you the

same, because | can see right away that you have."

Canto sighed. That was romantic Vellumall over, perceptive and
sensitive

to a fault. A surge of nelancholy passed through Canto as he w shed for

the hundredth tine that he and Vel l um enbodi ed the sanme type of text.

But
they didn't, and wi thout that prerequisite, chances were they would
never
be allowed to mate.
The books had no diurnal I|ibidos. Chemically suppressed, their sexua
instincts were allowed to conme afire only when the librarians wished to
mate two books and produce a new text. And the chances that books from
different fields would be brought together were minimal. Wat, after
all,

woul d be the point of breeding a work on neutrino construction with a

vol ume of chaoticist poetry? Chances were that the offspring would be

usel ess--al t hough sonetines such wild hybrids did give rise to
conpletely

new areas of fruitful study--and in that case, the book-knackers woul d

be

sumoned to di spose of the usel ess whel p.

Cant o shuddered at that thought. Better never to know the bliss of

conjugal union with Vellumthan to bring such a hapless creature into
t he

wor | d.

Just as Canto was about to exchange nore pleasantries with Vellum the

herd of books began to fall silent, focusing their attention toward the

food dispensers. Canto took Vellum s paw and they both directed their
gaze

forward.

Onto a tabletop clanmbered with some hesitancy a grizzled, plunpish
book:

| ncunabul a. Able now to command t he whol e herd, supported by two

assistants, Triviumand Quadrivium |ncunabul a began to speak

"Ahem ny fell ow books. Thank you all for |eaving your carrels to
attend

to ny hunble speech. | shan't keep you long. | only wish to say that |

fully realize that since the untinely nortal passage of our dear

librarian, all of us have been anxi ous about what the future m ght hold

for us. Sonme of us m ght even have thought of follow ng the Catal ogue

into
the outer world, where only dangers and hardshi ps await--bibliovores
such
as the gnoles and gnurrs and zipper-nut squirrels. | caution anyone
entertaining such a desperate schene to be patient. Surely we shall al
find a new home very soon. After all, our utility and value are

unquestionable. Are not we books the fount of all new conjectures and
theorens? Unlike the static databases, the ever-shifting texts we
enbody,
cleverly mani pul ated by our librarians, are the prime source of new
concepts and fresh perspectives. Even in a culture such as the current
human one, which prizes stability and feels that many limts of
know edge
have al ready been reached, new thoughts are still wel comed by nany
schol ars and--"
"What's going on herel™
The shouted query fromthe rear of the herd caused every book to squeak
loudly and nearly bolt for their carrels. The herd swayed, but held.
Sunmoni ng all his courage, clutching Vellum s paw tighter than ever,



Cant o
turned around to | ook for the source of the angry shout.
A human stood on the fringes of the herd, and he held an object Canto
had
never actually seen before, but only heard horror stories about.
Alibrarian's fine-assessor

MB Stall kanp's library back home at his manse Brundi sium consisted of a
nmere ninety books, housed in a smallish barn recently much extended in
preparation for his anticipated acquisition. He consulted his tones by
ones and twos--perhaps by threes, at nost. Dealt with in such small
nunbers, the books had al ways struck him as feeble and inpotent
creat ures,
susceptible to easy command and prone to cower under his astringent
t one.
Now, faced with scores of self-notivated books, Stallkanmp was forced to
revise his long-held estimte of the books' tractability. This
unexpect ed
show of initiative went counter to his expectations. H's gut rebelled
agai nst the massed snell of the volumes, and their ranked stares
unner ved
him But realizing that he should not let any of his fear or
uncertainty
show, | est he |ose any trace of the upper hand, he followed his first
instinctive question with a bell owed demand, directed at the one book

who

stood out fromthe herd.

"You on the table! Wat's your UDC?"

Only anong thensel ves did the books indul ge in proper names, nanes
whi ch

were meaningless to their librarians. To those masters, they were known
by

their Universal Decimal dassification, as displayed above their
carrels.

The portly book stuttered out its code. "Theta gamma dot zero nine
seven

two slash five blue one--nmaster.”

Nerving hinself up to a desperate pitch, Stallkanp crane-strutted his

way

through the books as they fell desperately away from him squeaking,
their

hairy flanks brushing his calves. Coming within firing range of the
book

upon the table, Stallkanp halted.

"You | ook to be the [ eader of this rabble, and as such will have to be

fined."

Rai sing his assessor and pointing it at the book, Stallkanp squeezed
t he

trigger. The assessor emtted no visible ray or projectile.
Nonet hel ess,

the book grunted as if struck, short arms scrabbling at its chest, then

col l apsed. The two assistants junped back in fright.

St al | kanp approached the fallen book, hefting one linp |inb. Dead. He
nmust

have had the assessor set too high, or perhaps this book suffered from

some organi ¢ defect which the assessor had magnified. Whatever the
answer ,

the deed was done. Now to nmake it serve.

"Back to your carrels," shouted Stall kanp, "or you'll all get the sane!"

The herd di spersed in seconds, all save the slower of the two aides,



whom
Stal | kanp had grabbed by the | oose skin at the back of its head.
"You're to cone with ne to the reading room"
Draggi ng the book by its scruff, Stallkanp attained the readi ng room

he found the | ectern--a book-proportioned couch with sturdy straps--a
chair for the librarian, and various oddnments of the biobiblioplexist's
trade: blank paper, syringes, a small semotic distillery and the |ike.
Stal | kanp notioned the book onto the I ectern and secured it in place.
Then
he uttered two readout commands: "Open your covers. Title and table of
contents."
A 1 ook of disassociative withdrawal slid over the book's countenance as
the conmands triggered automatic retrieval and verbal output. "Advanced
Princi pl es of Planckian Geonetry. Chapter one, nethods of charting.
Chapter two--"
"Stop." Stall kanp opened his handl el ess case and renoved a perfusive
hypo.
He applied its snout to the neck of the book and shot the device's
neasur e
of sophisticated erasure nolecules into its veins.
Stal | kanp sat down and consulted his watch. On the couch, the face of
t he
book twitched in small spillover reactions incidental to the ongoing
erasure, as dendritic delinkers did their brutal work. After
appr oxi mat el y
ten mnutes, Stall kanp addressed the book again.
"Title and table of contents."”
The book opened its nouth, but seenmed unable to offer anything.
Stal | kanmp
radi ated pl easure. These hundreds of bl ank books--further nodified
according to his special scheme--would certainly go all the way toward
bringing his pet project to its |ong-sought conclusion. Then woul dn't
t he
smugly ridicul ous MB Sauvage get a nasty shock
Stall kanp I eft behind his visions of triunmph, and took the book
of fli ne.
"C ose your covers."
The command brought the book back to sel f-awareness and nervous
apprehension of its surroundings. Stallkanp released it fromthe
restraints, and ordered it back to its carrel. The book departed,
sonewhat
shakily. Likew se, Stallkanmp swiftly made his way through the deserted
corridors of the bookbarn and back into the kitchen of Rueulroald.

There
he found the Hol brook sisters awaiting him
"WAs everything satisfactory?" inquired Marlys eagerly.
"Absolutely. | perfornmed a random w pe wi thout a hitch. The books wil |
serve ny purposes well. I'll have the trundels cone round in the
nor ni ng.
Factota will stasis-box the library and take the whole collection away.
Upon receipt, 1'Il deliver your paynment. Oh yes, there'll be a snall

deduction though."

Taffy asked, "What for?"

"The library has just been dimnished by a single book. It seens one of
the vol unes becane foxed beyond repair when | handled it."

A compl acent satisfaction and di scurious inertia reigned over Earth.
Manki nd had, for the nobst part, sinply lost the desire or perhaps even
t he



capability for ol d-fashioned creative ventures. MIllennia of scientific
and esthetic discoveries--held safely in instant-access databases and

i nexhaustibly conpiled and cross-referenced by cybernetic
intelligences--answered all comon questions and practical inquiries,
served the majority of entertainment requests, and insured that the

wei ght

of know edge woul d generally crush all initiative. Yet a few eccentric

scholars still sought to explore those tattered pockets of art and
sci ence

that mght yet bear a few linty grains of undi scovered know edge in
their

seans.

The living books were their instruments for searching, engines of

know edge creation

Into the capaci ous neurons of a blank book could be | oaded an entire
t ext,

many, many units of semiotic inport. But sinple holding of a text meant
not hi ng, was a task better left to other, nore stable nmedia. The innate
talent of the books lay in the ingenious ways their unpredictable,
paral | el - processing wetware could pernute the initial semiotic units.
Under the influence of various ol d-fashioned agents (chem cal s,
enyzmnes,
her bs, hornones, proteins, nutrients and drugs, adm nistered by the
librarians through a conbination of reci pe and guesswork), as well as
through the instrument of dendritic relinkers (inmpossibly tiny units
operating in the bl oodstream accordi ng to onboard al gorithns), the
br ai ns
of the books woul d shuffle and nutuate sel ected portions of their
contents
inawld mnner no artificial intelligence could duplicate. Qutputting
the new semiotic units resulted, nine-hundred and ninety-nine tines out

of
a thousand, in sheer gibberish. But the al eatory point-one percent of
wort hwhil e new i nformati on | ed down strange and curious paths.
A final procedure, undertaken when the librarian desired to rely on the
evol utionary wi sdom of sexual reconbination, consisted of breeding two
books. Neural changes were reverse-transcribed into the spermor egg
cells

of a book, and the brain of the offspring consequently encoded the
random

reshuffling between parents, offering a new |l aunching point into
uncharted

i nf ormati on-space. (Al though juvenile books took about two years to
cone

fully online neurally.)

The books had no conscious access to the texts they held. No corpus

cal l osum connected their isolated twi n hem spheres. Their individual

private nental life took place all on one conpetent side of their
severed

brains (protected fromthe various text-nodifying reagents by arterial

filters), while the textual work went on unnonitored in the other half.
A

small inviolate interpretive nucleus in the textual half (severa
hundr ed

t housand neurons) hooked into the book's hearing and speech circuits,

responding to verbal librarian commands and handl i ng basic operating

systenms functions.

But having no direct access to the contents of one half of their skulls

did not mean that the books could not sense in a sublimnnal manner
whet her



things were going well or not in the hidden arena. After all, the

t extua
side of their brains lived off the shared booki sh nmetabolismas nuch as
did the conscious hal f, and various feedback | oops such as the enteric
system renai ned as grounds where the two hal ves coul d exchange wordl ess
dat a.
Bei ng wi ped |l eft a book devast at ed.
Canto had not felt this way since |leaving his publisher. In fact, he

had

never really felt this way at all. In his faraway youth, sone five
years

ago, textual blankness had been the only state he had ever known, an

accepted enptiness, half his mind a wet clay tablet awaiting stylus.
But

after all these productive, albeit unexciting years under MB Hol brook's

perusal and overwiting, Canto had beconme accustomed to feeling full of

know edge. He had felt useful, even proud of his unique, inaccessible

contents. And now t hey had been stolen fromhim w ped clean in the
space

of a few m nutes.

Canto was now a pal i npsest, helplessly awaiting new input on the
snudged

surface of his mnd.

As were all his peers.

The trundl es from Brundi sium had arrived and di sgorged their efficient

factota (so harshly unlike the kindly Venerabl e Bede, who had often

provi ded the books in Hol brook's library with filched snacks). The
factota

had floated into Rueulroald pallets bearing conpressed stasis boxes,

unf ol ded them and boxed up the library. Suspended insensibly in the

smal | est possible cubic area, five hundred books were trundled off to

Br undi si um

There they were unpacked one at a tine, shot with delinkers, and
hust | ed

off to their new carrels al nost before they were capabl e of staggering

away. MB Stall kanmp had not splurged on the annex to his bookbarn
I nst ead

of individual stalls, tokens of respect affording some confort and

privacy, the books were dormitoried fifty to a tight room Their hard
beds

| acked even any conforting UDC nunbers, since the books were now

uncl assifiably blank. In the eyes of their naster, they were
generically

i denti cal

For the first few days after their acquisition, when not eating or

elimnating, the books nerely stayed abed, nursing their violated
neur a

interiors with occasional groans, fearful of doing anything that could

earn thema touch of the fine-assessor. The death of Incunabula had
proven

a sharp lesson in the rigors of their new exi stence. Wi spered

conversations in the depth of night had been their nost seditious
actions.

But one norning Canto could not stand the inactivity any nore. He was

worri ed about Vellum How was she dealing with the new conditions?
Cant o

| onged to hold her paw and exchange reassuring words with her. So,
wi t hout

announcing his intentions to any of his fellows, he slipped to the edge
of



his fifth-1evel bunk, clinbed cautiously down the | adder (his big feet
nearly becomi ng entangled in the rungs), and surveyed his fell ow

chanber

whom

t he

to

still

t he

as

room

sense

sudden

didn't

mast er

do.

texts

you

you

hi s

nat es.
Canto's eye fell on Papyrus and Parchnment, Breviary, Octavo, and Foli o,
Wat ermar k and Sept augi nt, M crofiche and At henaeum anong many ot hers

he had less famliarity with, since they had once resided on floors in

Hol brook library where Canto had not often ventured. He saw no ori gi na
books from Master Stall kanmp's library. Those hol di ngs seened rel egat ed

ot her stacks. But nobst inportantly, his chanber contained no Vel lum
Cautiously, Canto poked his head out into the newWy constructed yet

somehow dankly dismal, sweat-walled corridor of the bookbarn. He knew

| ocation of the adjacent dormitory fromtrips to the food chutes. His
heart pounding violently (a wise librarian kept his books cosseted and

serene as possible, hoping to limt the anpbunt of endocrinal enotiona
flux on the bl ood-washed text), Canto hopped next door

The books in the second dormitory stirred with uneasy and ti norous
curiosity when Canto crept in. As soon as he got nose-deep into the

he snmelled Vellum Wthin a second or two, he was by her side where she
lay in a |lowlevel niche.

"Ch, Vell, are you all right?"

Vel | um opened her linmpid eyes and essayed a brave smle. "Nothing to
conpl ain about that we aren't all sharing, dear. Just this knackered

of usel essness.”
Canto started. It wasn't like Vellumto swear. Her cursing revealed to
Canto how deeply she had been affected by their common tragedy. A

geyser of anger and rage fountained up in Canto's furry bosom
"Let's escape, Vell. We'll run away, just the two of us."
Vel | um squeezed Canto's paw with both of hers. "Being boxed up, we

get to see anything of our new surroundings, but |'m sure our new
lives soneplace as renpte as Master Hol brook did. Al the librarians

Qutside is probably mles and mles of forest just teeming with
bi bl i ovores. W wouldn't last a mnute out there. No, we'd better just
resign ourselves to serving out our lives here. Once we get sone new

inus, I"'msure we'll all feel better. Life will go on, Canto. Perhaps
and I will even share a partial UDC. Then naybe we can breed. Wuldn't

| i ke that?"
Canto tried to envision this tolerable future Vel l um sketched, but the
vi sion wavered and refused to cohere. Nonetheless, he tried to nmatch

| evel of resignation and optimsmto hers.

"OfF course |I'd like such a wonderful thing to happen. But | just don't
see--"

Vellumlaid a clawed finger across his lips. "Shush, Canto. Have faith.
Now, go back to your carrel so you don't get either of us in trouble."



Canto and Vel |l um rubbed wet noses, and then Canto snuck off.

He had one foot across the lintel of his own dormitory when, l|ike the
j aws

of an antique steam shovel descending on a clod of soil, a roving
security

factotum gri pped his shoulder with a steely pinch.

In his lugubrious lucubratory, MB Kratchko Stall kanp sat gloating in
hi s

bi g acti soothe chair behind his inpressive desk, |looking like a ratty

ki ngfi sher plucked fromits |akeside perch and unexpectedly pl onked
down

atop a throne. Stall kanp savored now a pi quant contradiction. Acquiring

Hol brook's library, cheap though the purchase had been, had drained his

liquid assets, insuring future material pain and roadbl ocks in the
snoot h

mai nt enance of Brundisium But the sacrifice would be worth it, since
now

i mm nent success in his chosen field was practically guaranteed.

Stall kanp was no dilettante |ike Hol brook, wasting his energi es across
a

dozen trivial fields. He specialized in a single discipline.
Remar kabl vy,
this crabbed, self-centered fell ow whose horizon seenmed to extend no
further than the end of his nose regularly contenplated vistas of
CGodl i ke
proportions, for Stall kanp was an haruspi c cosnochartist. Like sone
extinct astrologer, he read the stars in order to prophesize. But
Stall kanp and his ilk proceeded on a nore scientific basis.
The uni verse had structure: so nuch was undeni abl e. Aggl onerations of
stars forned gal axi es. Nei ghboring galaxies in turn forned clusters.
Clusters of gal axies arranged thensel ves into superclusters. And so on
upward al ong several additional |evels of scale, a self-sustaining node

of
organi zation that rendered the three-di nensional cosnps into sonething
resenbling a highly reconplicated sponge or a bl ock of Swi ss cheese
tunnel ed by an infinite nunmber of drunken mice. Haruspic cosnochartists
sought to unravel the plenum s patterning, its filaments and traceries.
Wth this know edge, they hoped to prove certain weighty tenets of
post - Ti pl eri an eschat ol ogy.
For several decades Stall kanp had been charting a region around the
North
Ecliptic Pole Supercluster, 1.3 billion lightyears from Earth. Mbdeling
pointillistic data froma variety of exotic Qort-C oud-based sensors
(aged
and frequently failing, but who nowadays had the initiative to replace
then?) directly onto the pattern-sensitive brains of his books, he had
made sl ow but steady progress, tweaking and boosting mllions and
mllions
of dendritic weightings. Always in front of himwas the goal of having
hi s

results officially accepted by the cybernetic intelligences that
gover ned
the integrity of humanity's databases. Wuld they accept his proposed
nane
for the shaped darkness: the "Stall kanp Void"? He could see imortality
beckoni ng al luringly.
Then, a few nonths ago, Stallkanp had learned of a rival. MB Humility
Sauvage was working in the sane field, attenpting to chart the
i denti cal



a

region of the cosnos! It was |like finding a stranger in Brundisiuns
gardens pissing vigorously onto his prize shatterpetal rose! Thus began

deadly race--a race Stall kanp now was sure to win, thanks to an

adm ttedly

chancey strategy.
Unable to restrain his gleeful sense of superiority any | onger,

Stal | kanmp

airy

a

wel |
you

Voi d

t hat

books.

hone.

i nt end

you're

hi nsel

ri ght

| eaned forward and intellitickled the sensitive screen of his hell obox.
Wthin seconds appeared the repul sive face of MB Sauvage, home in her

manse called Larkrise. Stall kamp |ikened her aged visage in his nmind to

dust nop- shrouded punpkin inexpertly carved.
Wt hout preanble, Stallkanp |aunched a direct strike. "You m ght as

give up your pitiful efforts, Sauvage. In a month or so, |ong before
coul d possibly squeeze out any mingy results, |I'Il have the Stall kanp

conpl etely mapped. "

Undaunt ed, Sauvage sneered. "I know all about your outrageous
purchase--practically a theft!--of poor Vincent's books. But bl uffing
won't work. You still own only some six hundred books. | own nearly

many nyself, and | know that it would take the synergy of at |least a
thousand to achi eve what we're after at one swoop, instead of

i ncrenental ly."

"I beg to correct you, MB Sauvage. | now own al nost twelve hundred

"How so?" Sauvage bl anched, as the meani ng of the new nunber struck

"Surely you don't nean--"
"Yes, | do nmean precisely that which you are afraid to declaim |

to relink the neurons in the personal hem spheres of all ny books, thus
effectively doubling ny library's processing capacity."

"But the books were designed with autonomy and character for a specific
purpose. As thinking individuals, they maintain thenselves in a stable
fashion, freeing the librarian from expensive honeostatic hookups. Plus
their sentience adds unqualifiable virtues to their results. What

proposi ng woul d be worse than ripping the tool ed | eather covers off
antique books just to boil up nore pul p!"

St al | kanp waved aside these quibbles. "I have plenty of factota to

m nister to the mni mum bodily needs of ny books once they go mindl ess.
And |'ve never subscribed to your 'ghost in the machine' theories. Al
want is the raw neurons, not some inmaginary "spirit'!"

"But you'll shorten their lives to practically nothing!"

"What does that matter, as long as | get results? Mrre trade for the
knackers! And afterwards, 1'll start fresh with new books. |I'msure
could find a patron who'd appreciate a supercluster named after

f,

once |'ve proved | can do it."

Reduced to neani ngl ess threats, Sauvage said, "You'll be reviled by al
your fellow librarians, Stallkanp!"

MB Kratchko Stall kanp | aughed. "Then I'Il certainly know | did the

thing!™ Wth a sharp stroke of his thunbnail, he severed the connection



The gripless satchel lay on the desk before him Fromw thin, the

librarian took a specially marked hypo containi ng the omi pot ent
del i nkers

that woul d bypass the publisher's filters and reach the vul nerabl e

personal half of a book's brain. Then, yellow | egs scissoring,
Stal | kanmp

left his study. Still in the battered case, the fine-assessor sat
i gnor ed,

i nconsequential to the glory-bathed sight of its owner.

The small dry but dirty cell into which the factotum deposited the

m serabl e Canto boasted a woe-faced, scraggly occupant already. Once
Cant o

regai ned his breath and cal med hinsel f, introductions were exchanged

bet ween the two books.

"Canto. | don't have a UDC nunber anynore.”

"I ndex Medicus. Me neither. Not that it nuch mattered, as all of us in

this library used to share practically the same string before. But now

don't even have that. The nmaster downl oaded all of our texts into

tenmporary storage, then gave us wi pes. Qur elder, Dar al-Kutub
suspects

that the one huge text we were redacting has been broken up into
smal | er

bits, so that you new vol unes can help work on it."

"That makes sense, | suppose.”

"I't would, except for one thing. Dar heard the master ordering a
fact ot um

to | oad the new hypos in sequence."

"So?"

I ndex Medi cus began nervously to groomthe greasy patch behind one ear

"He arranged for twi ce as many shots as there should have been."

"More books are com ng?"

"I don't think so. Every carrel is already occupied."

Canto becane inpatient. "So what are you sayi ng?"

| ndex Medi cus stopped swiping at his fur and stared intently at his

cel lmate. "Everything points toward it. We're going to be doubl e-wi ped.

Al'l of us. The master needs the half of our brains we call our own."

The concept was so grotesquely repugnant to Canto that he had a hard

tine
wrapping his mnd around it. Not so much for hinmself did he balk at the
harsh reality of human treachery, the overturning of all biblioplectic
tradition, as for the sakes of his friends, and one in particular. The
sweet essence of Vellumblotted out of existence, as if she had never
been? Such an atrocity beggared description
"I was caught trying to escape,” |Index Medicus said resignedly. "
t hi nk
the master intends to double-wipe ne first as a final test.”
Canto said nothing, but merely sat back on his haunches.
Event| ess hours dragged by, the books nearly junping out of their hides
at
every clink and rattle frombeyond their door, until at |ast a solenoid
clicked in the wi ndow ess prison door
The master filled the portal, blocking any escape. Then he was inside
with

the books and the door was shut again, |ock engaging with a nean snick
"Two of you! The factota have been diligent but uncomruni cative. Well
unfortunately | brought only the single shot of this marvel ous,
utilitarian oblivion. Wiwo'll go first? W wants the honor of being the
| eader into the future of ny exaltation? Don't clanmor now What, no



eager

then. "

spun

takers? Well, precedence goes to the volune |I've owned the | ongest

The master grabbed I ndex Medicus by his scruff and raised the hypo. The
pitiful book let out a single squeal and went 1inp.

Canto's powerful legs propelled himfully atop the master's shoul ders.
Unbal anced, the human tottered forward, ramng his head into the stony
wal | of the cell. The hypo dropped, but was cushi oned from breakage by
| ndex Medi cus's supine body. The librarian jerked Canto off his back

hal f around, then slunped to a sitting position on the floor |like a man
sinking wearily into a bath.

By the time the nmaster had focused his attention enough to rub his sore
skull, Canto gripped the hypo. The master's eyes w dened, and his voice
cracked.

"G ve that over, you damabl e pul pbrain!"

Canto hung his head contritely, and extended the hypo on his palm The
master smled cruelly and grew easy.

Once as close as possible, Canto |unged forward and jabbed the master

the neck with the hypo's snout.
The librarian instantly stiffened as billions of tiny nonomani aca
machi nes fl ooded his cortex. As the delinkers swiftly unwove the

engr ans

books

of

live,

of alifetime, the master's body went through an al arm ng and unseemly
di spl ay of spasticity. Retreating to one corner of the cell, the tw

huddl ed together until the violent exhibition of m sapplied technol ogy
reached a quiet term nus. The dose had al ways been intended to | eave
intact the | ower brainstemcapabilities of the books--autonomc contro

respiration and heartbeat and so forth--so the master continued to

but only as a mindless, bruised doll.
| ndex Medicus regarded Canto with a blend of awe and fear. "Wat

happens

2000.

now? Are we trapped in here? WIl we starve? WII| sonme other librarian
cone to save us?"

"l don't know," answered Canto.

"But |'m scared!"

"Be brave," Canto counseled. "After all, a book nust showits spine."
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