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Foreword
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There are no ghosts in this book.

There are, instead, the kinds of machines we walk past every day without listening: a dumbwaiter that hums in the middle band, an elevator whose counterweight answers in a lower register, compact shelves that move only when a hand allows them, a freezer that should never sweat in a warm room, a suppression cabinet with a red ABORT mushroom that means what it says. If “haunting” happens here, it’s the way noise can be arranged to hide intent, the way routine can be trained to lie, the way a public building—with all its good policies and better people—can be made to perform a stranger’s will for two minutes at 2:13 A.M.

Phantom Load grew from a practical question: how would you steal cultural memory from a library that takes its stewardship seriously—and how would you get away with it long enough for it to matter? The answer, as it turned out, wasn’t gothic at all. It was mechanical, administrative, and painfully human. You’ll find no incantations here; only logs, schedules, key custody, adhesives, the geometry of shelving, and the moral drift that starts with a euphemism like optics and ends where it always ends.

This is a fair-play mystery and a workplace horror at once. By “fair-play,” I mean the clues you need are on the page when the characters have them: the third row of folios that shouldn’t be three deep, the bright bite marks of a tri-wing driver on a faceplate screw, the wrong physics of condensation in the wrong room, a call-number fragment that looks like noise until you read it twice. By “workplace horror,” I mean the fear is not supernatural; it’s procedural. It’s the realization that systems designed to keep people and collections safe can be bent by debt, haste, and plausible deniability—and then must be unbent by people willing to be boring and correct under pressure.

The story’s shape is simple on purpose. We begin after hours, with a building slipping into night mode and a small anomaly that won’t stay small. We move through verification rather than vibes: time stamps, weights, panels, seals, and the quiet heroism of doing the next legal thing. We escalate into contact with the literal machinery—beams that hum, rails that close, ladders that don’t care if your hands tremble—and then, when the trap finally springs, we let policy and training be the difference between spectacle and survival. The final movements are not about cleverness so much as courage and accountability: putting names to acts, counting what was taken, relabeling what remains, and allowing the building to go on being a library in the morning.

A word about respect. I am, like many readers, a beneficiary of public institutions and the people who keep them working. The procedures you’ll see—lockout/tagout, evidence handling, interlocks, inert-gas pre-discharge warnings—are depicted with care, but they are fiction. Any errors are mine, and the competence belongs to real facilities crews, conservators, and public-service staff everywhere. If the book persuades you of anything beyond its plot, I hope it’s that order is not a nuisance; it is the spine that lets memory stand up.

You’ll meet a small cast: a reference librarian who chooses the rules even when adrenaline votes otherwise, a colleague who listens as well as she looks, a detective who prefers procedure to performance, and a handful of people who mistake secrecy for stewardship. You will not meet a perfect villain. You will meet compromises that grew teeth. You will also meet, in brief, the ways a building pushes back on the stories people try to make it tell. Doors re-latch. Interlocks refuse. Alarms insist on their own grammar. In this sense the library is not a haunted house; it’s a character with boundaries and a long memory.

If you are a reader who likes to solve ahead, I invite you to keep an ear out for frequencies and an eye out for the little hypocrisies of convenience. Ask what a “phantom load” might be masking. Ask why a log line might suddenly fall silent. Ask what a counterweight needs in order to do work, and what else that same moment could be hiding. And then, when the book is done, ask what it means to restore order without pretending that the hum of the building has changed. Sometimes the best we can do is name a sound correctly and refuse to let it frighten us into forgetting.

When Noise Hides a Body is a subtitle, yes, but it’s also a promise of method. This is a novel about how harm travels under cover of normal, and how attention—dull, disciplined attention—is the antidote. If you’ve ever loved a stack label, a call number, a clean audit trail, or a well-placed doorstop, I wrote this one for you.

— Nolan Pierce
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Chapter 1 — After Hours
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The storm arrived on the minute Facilities promised the power test would start—as if the weather had checked the calendar before rolling over the river and the old brick façade. Rain smacked the reading-room windows in loosening volleys. Every time lightning stitched the sky, the chandeliers paused a beat, dimmed to a hush, then steadied. Fiona Hale watched the lights more than the clock. Libraries had their own heartbeat, and this one—the Carnegie-era Main—preferred regular rhythms: open, shelve, repair, close. Tonight, the rhythm was off.

“Ten minutes,” Rob from Facilities had said as he wheeled a bright-orange case across the lobby. “We’ll switch to generator, run diagnostics, return to mains. You’ll hear a few relays. Don’t be jumpy.”

The idea that he thought she would be jumpy made her smile—then the smile didn’t quite land. She’d volunteered to stay late only because Anton Vale had texted, Got last-minute returns. I can cover check-in if you cover the lockup? He was new, quick, the rare page who asked why things were done a certain way instead of shrugging and doing them until they made no sense. He had opinions about gutters and call numbers like a person who wanted to be here for longer than the semester. He hadn’t showed.

At 8:55, the front doors drew themselves closed with an obedient sigh. The vault-like bolts that no one saw in the daylight thudded into their housings. Preparatory announcements had been made, the last patrons ushered out beneath umbrellas. Fiona slid the brass “Closed” placard into its stand, then keyed the entry pad to set the building to night mode. The system responded with a satisfied two-tone chirp. Somewhere behind the stacks a blower fan coughed and changed its tone. The library exhaled.

She did the walk-through. Reference: clean. Periodicals: tidy. Children’s: the felt board back in the storage bin, tiny planets where they belonged. As she turned toward staff circulation, thunder cracked in a way that made the glass imagine itself as water. The returns bin was waiting—a wide-mouthed steel mouth with a slot for book spines. Tonight it had been fed beyond appetite: a wedge of gray, archival slipcases jammed sideways, like someone had tried to push furniture through a mail slot. They were not the branch’s usual shade, not the right linen surface; they were nearly right. Her fingers pressed one corner and felt the difference—slipperier boards, a faint tacky drag.

Fiona rolled the bin forward and set her hip against the hump. Inside, the slipcases had no labels. No call numbers. Each was a meticulous blank.

“Anton?” she called, almost out of habit. The echo that came back wasn’t the long ping of a reading room; it was the close reply of corridors and offices and stairwells. “You leave me a project?”

No answer. In the staff hall, lockers lined the wall under framed photos of the old circulation desk with its stern oak panels. Anton’s locker was yawning open, a paper receipt taped to the inside of the door. His phone lay on the bench—inert, no buzz, no charging cable. Fiona tapped the screen. Dead.

She checked the time: 9:02. If he had run a quick errand to the loading dock for a courier drop, he would have been back by now. She turned the corner into the workroom and woke her terminal.

The integrated library system blinked awake reluctantly under generator power. The screen’s boot chime warbled off-key. She looked up the day’s returns queue: a block of items flagged “ILL/Transit Complete.” Interlibrary loans were routine; this number was not. Dozens. Most showed destination branches across town; none had been scanned by a driver. The system assigned them a phantom status that meant “in motion but not moving” and had left them there for days.

She ran a quick report—time stamps, source, destination. The pattern was wrong. The “from branch” was always Main, Special Collections, but Special Collections hadn’t requested an ILL in weeks; they were a net receiver, not a sender. And yet, here they were, “sending” to three small branches that rarely handled folios.

A chill threaded under her collarbone and went to ground between her shoulder blades. She rubbed it away and stood. Night mode often exposed nonsense—oddities you couldn’t feel in daylight. She made a list in her head: 1) write to ILL in the morning; 2) ask Hollis about the report; 3) ask Anton—when he turns up—why the slipcases were blank. If he wandered in with a pizza slice and an apology, she’d make a joke of it and pretend she hadn’t felt that thread settle.

Lightning flashed again. The mezzanine stacks threw cords of shadow across the floor like rigging. She crossed the back hall to the compact shelving control panel and checked the readout. All lanes were set to PARK. After-hours policy mandated that: shelves spread apart so no one could be trapped if they drifted. The keys for manual override hung from hooks inside a locked plexiglass cover. Her key had the little blue ribbon Maya had tied to it because Fiona kept misplacing hers in the early months.

The generator hum deepened—then smoothed. The boards in the returns bin whispered against each other, as if something within them shifted in the dark. She told herself it was nothing. The storm made rooms talk. It made even stones imagine voices.

She pulled one slipcase free from the jam. The case slid out with the compliant weight of a well-dried board. It had the right sheen to pass at a glance—the linen weave impressed into paper, the false fleck of aging where no oily finger had ever actually touched it. The inside, however, was raw board with a faint scent of animal glue and wheat paste. A real Special Collections case would smell like the acid-free tan of a clean archive; this one
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