No matter how brilliant the book, it never judges the reader. It never withdraws from the heat of an earnest hand and it never pulls away from the lonely heart. That was why I preferred their companionship over that of my eccentric roommate and his strangely more conventional friends on a Saturday morning and why I often went to them when I found myself in need of inspiration.
My fingertips danced along the spines of my treasured books, as if in the midst of some sort of slow sweet waltz across piano keys. A smile curled the corners of my lips and I drew out the thickest volume with a tentative hand. Though it was certainly the newest book (in terms of relative age) in my collection, it was far from the least loved. The bonded leather cover felt smooth under my fingertips, the raised ridges on the spine were reminiscent of other books much richer in age, the silvery gilt-edged pages sparkled in the lamp light, and its weight felt solid in my hands, in much the same fashion as the hand of an old friend resting in mine. Opening the volume, I allowed my hand to caress the endpaper illustrations, entranced by the intricate detail of the images for a moment before moving on to the table of contents.
I didn’t find my quarry until the second page, but I surely grinned upon its discovery. “The Music of Erich Zann” spoke to the darker part of my soul that craved the eerie, inexplicably captivating storytelling only delivered by the likes of H.P. Lovecraft, but the volume which contained it spoke to the warm heart of me that loved all things printed and bound.
In an era of electronics and devises, I was an isle technology passed over. Oh, I had a computer and I knew how to use it well, but I rarely read a single thing that truly mattered from that screen. My first love –my only love, according to most of my past lovers– had always been the books that were lined up as neatly as toy soldiers upon my shelves. I knew not where the love had sprouted from, only that it could not be satisfied by e-books or reading devices or audio books. I craved the written word, whether it be printed by hand, scripted by a calligrapher, or printed on a press. Something inside of me needed the caress of silken cool pages, the scent of ink wafting into the air, and the companionship of people and characters that I had never met.
Books were my one true solace. No one seemed to understand that. When I had been but a child, my books had been my only friends, my only companions. Never had I actually fit in, not that it bothered me much so long as my hands could reach the only things that had never abandoned me. In truth, I had no human friends until I was a graceless spindly high school kid known throughout the school as the Brain. Even then, people had wished only to use me to their own benefits, but I found myself unable to resent such things. At least that I had been able to understand. They may not have actually understood me or truly accepted me, but at least they had no sort of wish to change me.
That was more than I could say for anyone else in my life.

Oh, people would tell me that they never wanted me to change, but ultimately, that was what they all wanted: all of the foster parents, all of the group homes, all of the teachers, all of the friends who supposedly had my “best interests at heart”. Nothing is more selfish than the desire to change another person and humans are fundamentally selfish creatures, after all.

I had no wish to change, nor any desire to bend to the will of people who would eventually abandon me, anyway. So I saw no need to improve my social skills or change my ways: people could take me as I was to leave me be. Actually, it was my preference that they leave me be. Socially inept as I was, the books kept me safe and loved in their own way –much better than anyone else I’d allowed myself to rely on in the past. How could I not cherish them in return?
The phone’s shrill cry ripped me from my introspective musings, as it usually did. As I reached for the portable, I tried to remember why I had not muted the ringer earlier today. Glancing at the caller ID, I recalled it all too clearly: Carson had threatened to cut off my fingers if I failed to answer the phone because I did not hear it again. Grimacing, I endeavored to ignore it, anyway. I loved my roommate in my own way, but Carson worried about my lack of friends, my lack of companionship, and the amount of time I spend alone inside our shared apartment.
After a few more piercing cries, it rang through to our answering machine. Carson’s voice called out our greeting. “Hey! You’re reached the home of Carson Foster and Reid Daniels. We’re either out or ignoring the phone right now, but feel free to leave us a message and we’ll do our best to get back to you!”
A long beep followed, then his voice sounded again –only this time, much more exasperated and sadly not prerecorded. “Reid, I know you’re still home. Pick up the stupid phone!” He sighed heavily. “Look, you need to get out more. Go shopping or eat out or get coffee –just get out of the apartment today!”

Feeling the need to sigh myself, I picked up the call mid-message. “Carson, I’ve got a deadline hanging over my head.”
“So? Take your laptop and write in a café or something. Isn’t that what writers are supposed to do these days, anyway? Seriously, you haven’t left home in two weeks. Ian was wondering if you’d died at your computer or something,” he added with a chuckle.”

“Tell Ian if he’s that concerned about me, I’ll jump him for the exercise.” I quipped back.

That didn’t mean that Carson didn’t have a point. It had actually been longer since I’d seen outside and a change of scenery might shake loose an idea or two.

I could hear the indistinct sounds that had to be him relaying my message to his best friend. “Ian says, not right now; he’s tired,” he laughed back, before going serious once more. “Seriously, kiddo. Why not check out that bookstore you mentioned, the Bookshelf or whatever…”
“Bookends,” I corrected absently, mulling over his notion. The little shop had seemed quite inviting the few times I’d passed it, but I’d been much too busy to stop in. “Fine,” I concluded with a sigh. “I’ll leave the apartment if you’ll stop worrying about it, Car.”

The sigh he released sounded incredibly put-upon. “I will try. See ya later?”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “I’ll see you.”

After ending the call and returning the phone to its cradle, I grabbed a notebook and jotted down the paragraph the call had seemingly freed up. Tossing the pad on my desk seemed to lead to a sigh as I realized how much I had to do before I could leave.

Since Cason insisted I leave home today, I supposed I needed to look presentable, anyway.
~
When my alarm went off at 9:00 and I opened my eyes to darkness, I reached up to shove the cat off my face. My black-and-white tabby Zack had developed a habit of curling up on the pillow above me to sleep. However, when his smaller blonde mate decided to join him, Zack would slip off the pillow and over my eyes. Frankly, it was rather amazing I didn’t cough up hair balls every morning.
Grumpy and groggy, I emerged from my twisted cocoon of blankets and stumbled toward the bathroom for the shower that would make me a little more human. The shop wouldn’t open itself and shop owners do not get paid to snap at their customers. Also, my part-timer got snippy with me right back at me, so it usually wasn’t even worth the trouble.
Ten minutes under the hottest water I could stand left me feeling a lot more human. Exiting the bathroom was punctuated by a truly impressive cloud of steam –and the sting of pain when Cloud bit my big toe. Staggering and swearing under my breath, I picked up the playful blonde cat. He looked up at me with big blue eyes, as if to ask ‘Did I do something wrong?’ Shaking my head, I scratched the cat behind the ears and placed him on the edge of my bed. Damn cat was too adorable for my good, anyway, I decided as he curled up beside Zack. Since it was best not to leave my toes bare in case Cloud decided he wanted another nibble, I dressed as quickly as I could manage.
Grabbing some toast and a large cup of coffee on my way out the door, I ran for my car in the hopes of managing to get to my store half an hour before I was supposed to open. Some merchandise had arrived incredibly close to closing time yesterday, and I needed to enter all the books into the computer and get them all shelved before 10 o’clock, when the doors needed to be unlocked and customers would begin trickling in. Saturdays in Ashton weren’t always busy, but I did get a few out-of-towners and some regular locals each week. There were few things I found more relaxing than sitting in my shop with the scent of ink and pages and the sound of laughter, so I always figured it was worth opening on Saturdays.
The speed limit in town was low, but I still got there in good time. Several cases of books sat on the counter, so I shrugged off my leather jacket and slid behind the counter. The computer took a few minutes to boot up properly and even longer to load the inventory program, so I carefully unpacked the new books and set them out on the counter in stacks organized first by genre and then by author. It was also how the shelves were organized, so entering them in that order would help me save a little time or so I hoped. 
Slowly, I peeled off old stickers and placed new barcodes on each book. I scanned them one at a time, pausing to enter information into the system. Each day, I checked the inventory after I closed the store so that I would know just how many of each book needed ordered for my next delivery. The additional information I entered into the software made it easier to note purchasing trends so I could stock up on a series of novels or additional works by an author or works by like authors. A little more work here on the computer made my life so much easier later.
Sighing, I rested my hand on the heaviest and largest of the stacks, all of which were written by the same author: Bradley Thompson. The man seemed quite prolific, but more than that, he seemed to be an incredible author if the way my customers devoured his novels was any sort of hint. Gypsy, who was not ordinarily fond of young adult novels, would spend part of her pay right here in my store to buy one of his novels. She was also inordinately fond of phony scolding when older patrons bought his books, but she would smile broadly and say, “I don’t blame you: I devour his books myself.”

Flipping open one of the novels, I glanced at the reverse side of the title page, only to find out that the book was copyrighted to one R.A. Daniels. The pages fluttered as I found a page to skim and read. The third paragraph on page 70 caught my attention well enough.

“…He moved silently through the moonless night, the shifting shadows hiding his approach and his careful footsteps lost in the restless breeze. He wasn’t quite sure why he bothered –he was expected, after all, and if he didn’t show up, he was certain there would be hell to pay tomorrow. Still, he’d found it paid to error on the side of caution in these things. It was the scream that drove all such thoughts from his head. Hastening his pace, he hurried toward the source of the sound…”

His prose seemed strong, but it was his perspective that sucked me in until I felt I had to read this book. “Tears on the Moon” was an okay title for a great book, and I set it aside to put away the rest of my inventory. After all, most of these novels were still in stock –particularly Bradley Thompson’s, because I always ordered more of them than I required.

As I wandered about the shelves and carefully placed the new inventory in their places, I head the clock chime and turned to glance at it. It seemed I’d barely had enough time to stock those books –the twenty novels that awaited my care would have to wait until there was a lull in the morning rush or until Sunday morning, when I normally did my inventory checks. Perhaps I could con Gypsy into doing the rest of it this morning. That thought alone made me smile as I unlocked the door and prepared for the trickling of customers.

~
Half an hour and a quick shower later, I triple-checked my pockets for all the things I needed. There had simply been too many times I’d found myself without my phone or my keys or my iPod or my wallet to not check for them several times. I supposed it might seem paranoid of me, but I hated to find myself without things I needed. As forgetful as I was, paranoia often quite became me. With fresh certainty, I slipped into my jacket and grabbed my messenger bag before slipping out the door and locking it behind me. I thought about driving for a moment, but when I felt the autumn breeze, I decided to walk. The bookstore wasn’t far, after all, and walking allowed me some time to think. Besides, the endorphins might just kick up an idea or two.
I enjoyed Ashton’s small-town atmosphere, especially after growing up in a larger city. People here knew your face and your name and they were down-right friendly –even to a transplant like me. It wasn’t uncommon for someone to stop me on the sidewalk to ask how I was or how my work was going. The friendliness and the openness were more than charming to me, having grown up as a number that few people ever cared to know any better.
My brothers still had trouble understanding why I made my home in this sleepy town, but then, they were more than happy in their faster-paced city lives. They had carved out little spaces just for them, and that was fine. But I was happy here, in this small community where everyone knew everyone else’s business, and that was fine, too. I enjoyed the slower pace, a life where I had time to sit down and watch other people live their lives. It had always been my prerogative to observe rather than participate and the people here could accept that. So I waved to the neighbors’ sons as they rough-housed on the lawn and they waved back as I continued on my way.
It wasn’t much further before I turned onto main street. The library nearly sat on the corner on the block, save a house or two and a narrow gravel alleyway. The dark brown brick structure frequently reminded me of a face and I liked to think the library smiled at me as I passed. I  smiled, too, thinking about how many of Carson’s students were likely inside to check out books for the research paper he’d just assigned. I waved when I saw the Madisons, who owned the small grocery, as they passed in front of the apartment complex on their way to the bank. Ernie and Mara smiled, used to encountering me on their way to drop off the day’s till, and paused to speak with me.
“How’s that book coming?” Mara asked, genuinely interested.

“Ah, I’m nearing the end,” I returned, smiling at the slender blond woman, “but I’m not sure how to close it out.”
“Well, how about an open ending? You know, leave room for a sequel!”

I laughed. “I would, but this is supposed to end the series!”

She shrugged. “Well, letting the guy get the girl is always a good thing, but leave a surprise twist. That way the reader gets a bit of a shock. You let me know when you finish: I can’t wait to read it!”

“But I write for kids!” I exclaimed.

“I bet I’ll still love whatever you write. I’m sure you are quite talented.”

Ernie nudged his wife gently. “You’re embarrassing him, Mara.”

Blushing and laughing, I had to smile. “I’ll let you know, then. You two best get to the bank before it closes, though.”

We said our goodbyes and they went on their way. I had to shake my head: Mara was my biggest fan in some respects, though she didn’t know I used a penname. Eventually, I wanted to write something under my own name just for her, but I didn’t see that happening until I finished my Merdia series, as well. The contract unfortunately came first, since it kept the bills paid.
Continuing on my way, I crossed the street at the grocery store corner. The bookstore wasn’t much further, but I stopped dead when I saw the window display at the Second Chances thrift shop. Lina Paulman, the owner, had strung close to a hundred origami cranes from the ceiling tiles down in a brightly colored curtain. The sign that accompanied it bid passerby’s to have a “whimsical autumn”.

The sight stirred my memories. Aika, my brother Christopher’s wife, had taught their son Akira and daughter Hikari to fold them when they were only six or seven. What I recalled the strongest was the sheer quantity the family had folded when Aika became ill. After all, a thousand paper cranes were supposed to grant a wish and we had all wanted Aika well again. When she had passed, my godchildren had insisted that Chris drape their mother’s casket in the more than 3,000 cranes they had folded. Needless to say, there had not been a single dry eye at her funeral.
Afterward, Chris had mentioned moving to Ashton himself, to see if a change in scenery would help the children cope. I wondered suddenly is he had thought more about it, especially since I rarely got to see the twins. They were growing up so fast and I had missed so much of their lives. It seemed only yesterday that I had watched the two chubby five-year-olds play as they babbled in their own language somewhere between English and Japanese. A heavy lump in my throat, I resolved to see them after I got this book finished. I didn’t want to miss more of their lives than I already had. The sadness still lingered as I walked past the display to the bookstore.
“Bookends,” the sign declared in bright, bold lettering. “Where All the Good Books End Up.”

My spirits still heavy, I reached for the door. It opened easily under my hand, a chime ringing out through the shop. Normally, I found such noises grating and annoying, but as the scent of old ink and brittle paper wafted to me, my mood lifted suddenly under the sheer delight the scent brought me.
“Welcome to Bookends,” a bright voice greeted from behind me.

Startled, I whirled about seeking the source of the voice. It took all I had in me not to stare at the man: he was beautiful, with chestnut hair curling about his face and startling brown eyes with a hint of forest green to them. The sleeves of his black and gray flannel shirt where tightly cuffed to his elbows, revealing a myriad of colorful tattoos.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you,” he apologized, his tone earnest and kind. He extended his right hand. “I’m Saxon James, the owner.”
I accepted his hand tentatively and tried to smile, knowing full well that social interaction was not exactly my forte. “I’m Reid Daniels. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Finding that I had trouble meeting his eyes, I allowed mine to drop to his strong arms. The first thing to catch my eye was the words circling his wrist. ‘Not all who wander are lost.’ “I love that quote!” I couldn’t stop myself from exclaiming as I rubbed my thumb against the inked skin. It was a moment before I even recognized the intimacy of such a gesture and withdrew as graciously as I knew how.
His laughter, however, was warm and deep and rich. As it faded into the room, I wished that I could spend centuries basking in its luxury. “So do I,” he returned with a fond smile.

Since I had discovered something so interesting and wonderful under a light perusal, my mind all but demanded a more lengthy perusal of the tattoos that intricately twined across his skin. Either that, or it was the hints of muscle I’d glimpsed in his forearms that made my libido demand a more lengthy perusal. Still, it didn’t really matter, since I chose to listen to the urging, no matter the source. It wasn’t much further up that strong forearm that I discovered what could only be the rune for ‘fearless’ accompanied by the words ‘It was the books that made me feel that perhaps I wasn’t completely alone.’
“That quote… it is from ‘Clockwork Prince,’ is it not?” I inquired, pointed at the rune, musing to myself that it reminded me a bit of the Eye of Horus, with a few additional lines that crossed below it. “Cassandra Clare, via William Herondale. ‘They could be honest with me and I, with them,’ ” I added, finished the quote.

That got me a raised brow. “I have to say: if someone recognizes the Tolkien quote, they don’t often know the other as well.”

I offered him a weak smile. “It is one of my favorite quotes.”
~

Gods, but he was cute! A little on the short end and just this side of painfully shy, but very, very cute with those frost-green eyes and black wire-rimmed glasses. He looked a bit like a college student, but his manner belied the comparison. Such a formal way of speaking from someone who looked so young!
His voice was very quiet –the sort you strained to hear because you knew every word was important. “I must admit, I have walked by this shop many times, but I am glad I stopped today.” Color faintly crested his cheekbones and I decided he was adorable all over again.

I smiled back, certain I was grinning like some sort of fool. “So am I. Are you looking for something in particular, Mister Daniels?”

He shook his head. “Ah, please call me Reid. I am simply seeking a book with age and character. I shall know it when I see it, I’m sure.” A sweet, shy smile crossed his lips and I was struck by just how lovely he was all over again.
Silent as the stacks themselves, he slipped back to browse the book shelves. With a spry enthusiasm, he quickly skimmed back through the mysteries and eased toward the fantasies.

My mind conjured up as sudden fantasy of him against my desk in the back office, a deeper flush staining his cheeks as he panted for me. I shook it off quickly, chastising myself for such thought about a man I barely knew –a man I’d met five minutes ago!
The door opened and the chime filled the space again as my shop assistant rushed in, slipping behind the counter.

“I am so sorry, Saxon!” Gypsy exclaimed, stretching upward to press a kiss to my cheek. “Abel was being ridiculous. He refused to let me go until I told him where I was going –then he absolutely refused to believe anything I said!”
I laughed. Ah, to be young and eager and in love! It made me suddenly quite glad that I would never be seventeen again. “How is your dear lover boy?” I inquired, handing her the uniform shirt I’d helped her screen-print in the backroom.

She blushed and tried to hide behind her ink-dark hair. “Abel is my best friend, Saxon. Nothing more. Besides, he’s gay and I am lacking in the gender-he’s-into department.” She slipped the shirt on over her black tank top and pulled the hem down her hips.

“That just means he’s seven kinds of fool, Gyps, for caring more about the outside than the inside,” I told her, tapping my forefinger against her dainty nose. “Now, why don’t you go on and finish the inventory for me? I’ve got it covered out here for now.”
“Yes, sir, boss, sir!” she exclaimed, giving me a snappy salute before sauntering off toward the backroom to do as I requested. She paused briefly in the science fiction and smiled at someone –it had to be my shy patron, since no one else was in the store –before speaking to him softly.

Before moving on, she turned toward me and mouthed, “He’s adorable, Saxon! You should keep him!” before resuming her assigned course and slipping into the backroom. The sound of the heavy door sliding shut behind her nearly punctuated her observations.
And much as I tried to convince myself that it was the way a love-sick seventeen-year old thought, that it was just Gypsy trying to get my goat and that it didn’t mean anything, I had to recognize that there were depths to which my denial did not extend. The truth of the matter was that I really did want to see a lot more of the adorable little bookworm.
I just didn’t know quite how to make such a thing happen.

Hell, I didn’t know a damn thing about him!
Finding that I didn’t like that very much, I grabbed the book one of my customers had decided against earlier this morning and slid across the counter to put it back on the shelf. It was merely a coincidence that it happened to belong in the same section he was currently perusing, the young adult literature.
I approached slowly, careful to make enough noise that I wouldn’t scare the man. As I slid up beside him, he looked up from the shelf he had been perusing and gave me a cursory once-over that I felt all the way to my toes.
“Am I in your way? My apologies.”
Oh, this man couldn’t be in my way if he tried! “You’re not in the way,” I intoned smoothly, carefully easing the book into its place on the shelf beside the one he was browsing.

He sucked in a quick breath and shifted away.

“I’m sorry, Reid: it wasn’t my intention to startle you.”

He smiled at that. “It’s alright, Mr. James.”

“Saxon,” I corrected gently. “Just ‘Saxon’.”

As I watched, he swallowed hard, his adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “Saxon, then. The truth is, I suppose I’m simply not used to having someone so close to me.

Ingesting that, I decided to change the subject. “What is it that you do for a living?” I inquired, barely noticing that my words had taken on his much more formal structure.

“Ah, I… I am a novelist,” he confessed, shifting uncomfortably, his attention focused on my question but his eyes focused on the shelf.

“What sort of novels do you write, then?” I asked softly, his shyness drawing me even as I pondered the mystery he seemed to be.

He seemed to curl into himself. “Young adult,” he admitted, looking as though it were some sort of sin.

I nodded slowly, wondering why he seemed so tense whilst giving such a simple answer. It wasn’t as though he had admitted to composing prolific quantities of erotica that he illustrated as well! Surely, writing fiction for teenagers wasn’t that shameful!

“That  does seem like a solitary profession,” I commented lightly. “I can see how you might get used to being alone.”

That smile that crossed his lips made me feel like some sort of hero. “I like being alone, but Carson –my roommate… well, he worries about me.”

Something clicked in my brain, like puzzle pieces that finally seemed to fit in the grand scheme of things. Carson Foster, the English teacher in the local middle school, had a roommate who was known about town as ‘the Novelist’. It seemed that quite by chance, I had made his acquaintance today.

“Mister Foster is a bit of a social butterfly. To him, I imagine ‘alone’ is synonymous with ‘lonely’. I find that solitude can be… restful, at times.”

He inclined his head in agreement, showing no surprise that I knew who his roommate was. After all, Ashton was a small town. “Carson fears loneliness more than anything, I think.” A perplexed look crossed his features briefly, as though the words that had slipped through him had not been given their leave.

“In my experience, loneliness is a harsh burden to those unused to it. I don’t find such a fear to be shameful at all; rather, I think, it is quite human.”

A surprised smile started across those elegant lips. “I believe you are right, Saxon. That may be the best assessment of it that I have heard.”

I all but preened under his unexpected praise. His statement told me that I would stick in his mind, right beside those words. If he would remember me, he would come back, and I would get another chance to get to know this enigma of a man.

That was all I had really wanted all along.

~

It was probably rude of me to even think it, but I had been surprised by Saxon’s depth and understanding. Normally, when I encountered an attractive man, it all turned out to be the window-dressing. Their minds tended to be as vapid and blank as an empty note page. A man like Saxon was attractive on multiple levels: not only was he so very lovely to behold, he was bright and intuitive.
A man like that tempted me far more than a pretty face, but such temptation was dangerous to yield to.

Behind Saxon’s confident proprietor façade, there lay a vast and incredible wealth of human analysis, understanding, and wit. That he was enjoyable company was certainly nice. But that his conversation sparked connections and ideas was simply incredible to me!

He was easy to be around in a manner that I’d rarely encountered before. Of course, he turned my knees into gelatin, but I could talk to him. In fact, I felt comfortable saying things to him that might expose the parts of me that I liked to keep hidden.

It had to come down to the level of calm, accepting understanding that he projected so effortlessly. Having just made his acquaintance, I was already almost certain that he would never judge me –only try to understand me. And for me, as someone who had spent most of their lifetime being judged, it was so refreshing and comforting and freeing that I could hardly put it into words.
It was funny how I waited for him –or at least it made Gypsy laugh. Honestly, I really didn’t even realize that I was waiting for him until the following Wednesday, when I looked up at the bell to see him slipping into the quiet store. The heavy volume I had been entering into the inventory log slipped out of my hands and fell on my foot. Swearing heatedly and feeling like a fool, I bent over and retrieved the book before I did more damage to my merchandise or myself.
“Welcome to Book—oh, hello, Mister Daniels!” Gypsy greeted with a cheeky grin, almost gloating at my reaction. “What brings you by today?”

“My roommate’s best friend is over and they’re plotting something.” He grimaced. “From their tones and hints, it is likely to be about me. So I decided to give them space –after all, I respect a good plot,” he added, shooting a wink at Gypsy. Both Gypsy and myself choked on a laugh. His sense of humor in light of such a thing was surprising and welcome. 

“Anyway,” he said with a sigh. “I brought my laptop so I could get some work done. Do you mind if I borrow one of the tables?” The latter was directed at me with a shy smile.
That sweet smile of his should come with a warning or something: I just about melted right there. Still, I managed to nod. “No problem. Hope you don’t mind if we get a little loud: we need to restock.”

“And that usually means we have a shouting match across the store,” Gypsy added wryly.

“I don’t mind at all!” he replied quickly, blinking up at me as if he couldn’t believe we were concerned about that. “Just go on about whatever needs doing: I can write anywhere.”

Somehow, I didn’t doubt that. Still, I was concerned about interrupting his work. Writing fiction was creating art and I really had no wish to disrupt his creativity. “Are you sure?” I inquired.

He looked at me, as if reading my intention from my face. “Being outside of the apartment helps me write, and I can tune out most anything,” he assured me softly. “Really, don’t worry about it.”

Saxon’s almost constant warmth surprised me. I supposed I was simply used to people freezing me out when they realized I relished most of the things that made me different and I had no intention of changing. Even Gypsy, his only employee, exuded the same sort of warmth.

Bookends might be the only place outside of my home that I truly felt comfortable. Bookstores were frequently almost a second home to me, but if I were truly honest, Bookends endowed me with a level of comfort I wasn’t sure I’d ever found at home.

Truly, I did love Carson like a brother but I also tried to protect him from my past. It even went so far that he knew nothing about my childhood and had never met my brothers. Still, my past lingered in our home like a dark shadow and kept me from doing the ‘normal’ things Carson did or expected of me.

Yet with Saxon and Gypsy, I felt like the past didn’t even matter for once in my life. Saxon wasn’t worried about why I was how I was: he simply understood that it was ingrained in my nature. And sweet Gypsy was simply loving enough to not even be bothered by it.

Carson worried too much about me. I was perfectly happy alone. Even thought I was alone, I was seldom lonely. I had all of these characters in my head that sometimes it felt crowded –but never, ever lonely. It was never quiet enough in my head for me to feel lonely. Still, I couldn’t say it was Carson’s fault he didn’t understand –I didn’t open up enough for him to understand.
Our awkward intimacy eased into a surprisingly comfortably rhythm and ritual. I would greet him when he came in and he would give me a smile as he replied. He would over-step a social norm and blush before backpedaling and withdrawing into himself, but I would do my very best to make him smile again before he eased back to browse the shelves.

He always bought books –five to six at a time, but usually more– and he always apologized for his awkwardness. “I spend most of my time with books,” he’d told me, “and sometimes I forget myself.”

I would wave it all off, telling him that it hadn’t bothered me at all, but it so clearly bothered him to think he might be overstepping things in such a fragile, developing relationship.

He was surprisingly captivated by my tattoos. It was surprising to me, I suppose, mostly because he had such a quiet, introverted personality. He’d actually shocked me the day he rolled up his own sleeves to reveal two Chinese characters tattooed on his pale forearms.

In much the same manner he had on the day we met, I traced the ink in his skin with tender fingertips. “What do they mean?” I inquired when I finally found my voice.

He laughed. “I found them in an edition of ‘Tao Te Ching’ with accompanying calligraphy and I fell in love with them.” He gestured to the character on his right forearm. “This is tung, which is ‘motion’. The other is wei, which means ‘do’.”
Clearly, there was a deep attachment to these two characters, but he wasn’t going to tell me unless I asked. “Why these two in particular?”

“These Chinese character doesn’t have a clear-cut meaning. Tung can also mean ‘to take action’. And the claw radical of wei seems to suggest that there is nothing worth accomplishing or doing that can be done without grasping.” He looked to his feet. “They’re reminders to me –that these hands are meant to take action, to change the things that I can change, and that I will have to grasp and claw and work for what I want in life.”

How could anyone look at those lips and not want to taste them? The subconscious flick of his tongue as it darted out to dampen them only served to entice me all the more. If there was one thing I could blame it on, I supposed, it would be that.
Months of carefully nurturing friendship between us, of making him comfortable in my presence and with my presence, and I ruined it all in a single instant. I had been almost famous for my sheer will and control but it all seemed so sheer and effervescent when I needed it most. Instead, I leaned in and captured those lips.

His gasp of surprise was expected. What astonished me was the way he softened into me, like a sigh of decadent surrender. One of his hands slid up to clasp in my hair while the other slid down my spine with tantalizing slowness.
Sweet Shiva, I couldn’t think straight with his taste on my tongue, his body shifting into mine in unconscious invitation, his soft mewls and sounds! Then again, it wasn’t as thought I had any interest in anything but more of him –deeper, closer, nearer! I didn’t recall wrapping him in my arms but I did remember closing the distance between us as much as I could, drawing him so close I could feel the tremor of his knees.

Then it was just… over. He pulled back, flushed, breathing hard, eyes wide. And then he fled.

Now you’ve gone and done it, Saxon, I chastised myself. Spooking a timid thing like Reid Daniels meant I’d probably never see him again. And that was a damn shame.
Oh Gaia. Oh Shiva!

He… he kissed me!

It had been smooth and sweet and perfect and then I’d clutched him to me and kissed him back, trembling like an autumn leaf in his arms. It was really no fault of his that the single cognizant thought that had been processed by my mine was, Oh, Shiva, I like him too much to get involved with him!

To say I didn’t have the best track record with relationships would be a gross understatement. My nature and my work and my preference for solitude quickly became bones of contention and then, soon enough, the very reasons to call it quits.

But I genuinely liked Saxon. I could have intelligent conversations about books and things and spend time with him. He made me feel welcome in his shop and in his life. As his friend. And since the number of true friends I had could be counted up without using both hands, I wanted to remain as his friend. Few of my relationships ever ended in any sort of state anyone might call amicable, and I was not enough of a fool to believe that we could remain friends after it ended.

I couldn’t believe it when he came to the shop the next morning. In all honesty, I had figured I wouldn’t see him again for at least a week after what had happened the night before. It was a bit early –I didn’t open for another hour and a half– but he knocked gently on the glass door, disheveled and adorable. It never even crossed my mind for a moment that perhaps I shouldn’t let him in.
“Good morning,” I greeted, smiling at him as I ushered him through the door and locked it behind him. 
He was silent for a few moments, easing past me and making sure he didn’t touch me at all. “You just got stock in last night, didn’t you? I can help shelf it and enter it into your system.”

Judging by the way he avoided making eye contact, he probably wanted to have one of those ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ conversations. Yet he also seemed to be putting off the discussion, or perhaps simply screwing up the courage to start it.

Gods, I knew I’d screwed it all up last night!

Yet when I opened my mouth, all I could say was, “Sure, I could use the help –and the company.”
That summoned a smile to his face. “Great!”

We’d work our way through five boxes of books before he sat down on the edge of the counter and looked at me. “I like you,” he admitted softly, like it was some sort of secret or sin. “But I like you way too much to become involved with you in that sort of way, Saxon.”
I stared at him for a few moments, confused. I was about to ask him to clarify that for me, but he continued, as though this truth was some sort of demon he needed to purge before it ate through him.
“I don’t do well in relationships. In fact, I really, really suck at them. And I am not still foolish enough to believe that we could ‘stay friends’,” he added, his air quote nearly audible, “if the relationship didn’t work out.” A ragged noise escaped him and he rammed his hand through his thick hair.
“You are much too important to me, Saxon. I don’t want to lose you.” His final sentiments were barely loud enough to be heard in the silent shop.

The wave of emotion that washed over me was overwhelming. I had thought I might have misread him or rushed him or that he might not want that sort of relationship with me at all… but this… this was something else entirely.
How did I say what I needed to say to him? I… I liked him a great deal, and I wanted to have a chance with him. I wanted him to give us a chance. But if I didn’t choose my words carefully, I would offend him and shove him away and we would never have a chance.
“Maybe… maybe you went into the relationships with the wrong intention. Well, maybe the wrong mindset,” I back tracked, trying to convey myself without hurting him. As far as I could tell, he’d had enough pain in his life and I had no intention to add to it. “I never enter a relationship without the intention of sharing my life with someone. If I can’t talk to them or enjoy a cup of coffee with them, forever isn’t something we’ll have. A lot of people consider relationships something that come and go, but I don’t –I want my relationships to last longer than a few months.”

Swallowing hard, I reached out for his hand and he allowed me to take it. “You… I’m afraid of losing you, too. And I’m a little frightened by how much I feel for you already, Reid. You have become so very important to me, and I have no intention of losing you. Last night… last night, I was so afraid I had destroyed a beautiful thing I’d never gotten a chance to have. But here you are, Reid: in my shop, in my life.” Lifting his hand to my mouth, I kissed it gently and watched his face color.
I touched the character that seemed quite at home over his heart. The ink had faded and the edges weren’t as sharp, but it was very stark against his pale coloring. “What does this one mean?” I inquired softly, tracing the edges with my fingertips.
“Hsü –emptiness.” He shrugged, like it wasn’t of much consequence.

My heart clenched tightly in my chest. What a life he had led, that it led him to believe that his heart would be forever void and empty!

He laughed suddenly.

“What is it, Reid?” I asked, turning over to look at my lover.

His hand settled over the tattoo on his chest. “When I chose this character, I really didn’t think much about the passage of the Tao it was associated with, but the Taoist remarked that things that were empty were often useful in their emptiness –even filled.”
