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    To my grandma Lillian. Thanks for watching me in Heaven
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It Sometimes Sunny In Bremerton
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I woke up in my retrofitted van, my hands instantly colliding with the low wooden ceiling above my head. It was a tight squeeze, a layout I had designed myself but still hadn't quite adjusted to after many  years of living on the road. You'd think I'd stop forgetting every single day, but here we were. I sat up slowly, rubbing my bruised knuckles and muttering a quiet curse into the shadows. Then again I was five feet nothing, so you think it wouldn’t matter so much.

"Morning Helena," I whispered, patting the steering wheel as the air inside the van immediately began to feel lighter and more welcoming. I knew not everyone named their homes, especially the ones with four wheels, but Helena was more than just a vehicle to me.

She was my sanctuary.

I dug through a pile of clothes on the chair to my right. Pulling loose my Ramones T-shirt and a black pencil skirt. 

“Now we’re cooking” I muttered to myself changing clothes.

I topped off my look with a black cardigan with a cheetah print faux fur collar.  Definitely looking almost like a librarian, or a slutty grad student.

Checking my phone, the screen illuminated the dim interior with a harsh glow, informing me that I was already late by my own meticulous standards. I preferred arriving at the Bremerton Annex Library by half seven to enjoy the quiet hours, so I had to hurry. I quickly brushed out my pink and white hair, twisting it up into a tidy, sensible librarian bun that would keep the strands out of my face while handling old, delicate texts.

Before heading out, I reached into my small storage drawer and retrieved my favorite shielding necklace. It was a piece I had crafted myself out of twisted copper wire and a small, grounding stone, similar to the warding charms I regularly made for my Etsy shop customers. 

Fastening the clasp, I felt a familiar, comforting weight settle against my collarbone, and then I hopped down from the van.

The morning air in Bremerton was cool and heavy with the scent of damp earth and rosemary from my grandmother Bianca's nearby garden. I walked down the gravel driveway, leaving Helena parked safely in her usual spot. Although some days I preferred the convenience of driving directly to work, today I decided to take the bus. There was a quiet comfort in the public transit route, offering me a rare chance to sit back, watch the mist rise off the water, and engage in my favorite pastime of people watching before my busy shift began. 
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A Gap in the Archive
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The Bremerton Annex Library opened its doors to the public at nine, but I arrived at half seven because the quiet hours before the reading room filled with pensioners and postgraduate students were the only ones that belonged entirely to me. What can I say I loved reading.

I let myself in through the staff entrance on the east side, where the lock required a key and a four-digit code and a press of my thumb to a small glass plate that glowed amber for three seconds before releasing the bolt. The ritual of entry pleased me. Three barriers, each one satisfied in sequence, each one confirming that nothing had changed overnight.

I switched off the alarm and stood for a moment in the corridor, listening. The ventilation system hummed at its usual pitch. The strip lights flickered once, then settled, which they had done every morning since I started six months ago.

I made a mental note to mention it to maintenance again, though I suspected the note would join its predecessors in whatever administrative void swallowed such things.

The main reading room smelled of beeswax and old paper, with something sharper underneath that the public probably registered as atmosphere but that I recognised as the particular musk of books that had spent centuries absorbing other people's attention. 

I ran a finger along the return trolley as I passed. Three items from yesterday's late shift, all correctly logged. The overnight request box was empty, which meant no one had emailed at two in the morning demanding a seventeenth-century grimoire for their undergraduate dissertation. 

A good start.

My desk sat in an alcove behind the reference section, half hidden by a freestanding shelf of county histories. I dropped my bag, filled my travel mug from the staffroom kettle, and opened the daily checklist on my tablet. 

The list had forty-seven items, arranged in the order I had refined over months of trial and error. Item one was always the restricted archives security sweep, because if something was wrong in the stacks, I wanted to know before the building filled with civilians.

The restricted archives occupied the basement level, accessible through a single door behind the microfiche cabinets. The door was steel, painted the same institutional cream as the walls but considerably heavier. I pressed my thumb to the reader beside the frame. The lock disengaged with a clunk I felt through the soles of my boots. Inside, the lights came on automatically, row by row, illuminating the narrow corridor that led to the warded alcoves.

I had catalogued every item in this room myself.

Forty-three texts, each one classified under the Archive's own taxonomy, which was not quite Dewey and not quite the specialized system used by certain European collections I had trained in. To be honest: I applied as a joke that you see Miskatonic anywhere you immediately think it's from that guy who was afraid of math and people of other races. Maybe it was just me, but I got in and was really enjoying my time.

The classification mattered because the contents of these books were not merely rare or fragile. Some of them were dangerous in ways that required specific storage conditions: lead-lined shelves, salt circles renewed monthly, iron filings packed into the gaps between boards. 

The Bremerton Annex was one of only three libraries in the Pacific Northwest authorized  to hold restricted occult materials, and I was the person responsible for keeping them where they belonged.

I loved that they put it under the unassuming Olympic College. It was becoming quite an eclectic school. We had dorms. My original thought before working here was, why did a community college need dorms? Now, I at least partially understood.

I walked the corridor slowly, checking each alcove in order. The Lesser Key fragments sat behind their iron grille, the pages faintly luminous as always. The Wither’s Codex rested in its lead cradle, undisturbed. The Blackthorn folio had shed another flake of binding leather onto the shelf below, which I noted for conservation. I reached the end of the row and turned left into the small chamber where the highest classification items were stored, and that was when I stopped walking.

The alcove designated for the Codex Umbrae was empty.

I did not panic immediately, because panic was not a useful response to an anomaly. I assumed I had miscounted the alcoves, or turned into the wrong chamber, or that my eyes were still adjusting to the
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