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Beyond the veil 

Love and physics collide in the afterlife as a librarian fights for her soul.

by Michael Knight
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Macy Vance-Lowry ran her fingers along the spines in the Dickens section, a ritual that grounded her like nothing else. The Grandview Public Library's fiction stacks smelled of aged paper and lemon polish, the kind of scent that whispered home. She adjusted David Copperfield, nudging it a millimeter to the left. Perfect alignment. Her oversized sweater hung loose on her petite frame, curls escaping her ponytail as she hummed a tuneless melody.

Then the floor bucked. A low rumble built into a roar, books tumbling like dominoes. Macy grabbed the shelf for balance. "Not today," she muttered. Earthquakes in Grandview were rare, but she had a binder for them: duck and cover, check the exits.

The massive mahogany bookshelf groaned, wood splintering under the strain. It tipped forward in slow motion, a shadowed monolith blotting out the light. Macy's eyes widened. She tried to step aside, but her foot caught on a fallen volume. The shelf crashed down.

Pain exploded, sharp and total. Ribs cracked. Air whooshed from her lungs. A strange pop echoed in her skull, like a balloon bursting underwater. Then nothing.

She blinked. Stood a few feet away, knees oddly steady. Her body lay pinned beneath the shelf, limbs splayed at wrong angles, chestnut curls matted with dust. Blood pooled, dark and accusing. Paramedics shouted in the distance, sirens wailing closer.

"What the hell?" Macy whispered. No sound came out. Her voice hung silent in her throat. She staggered forward, heart hammering a rhythm she couldn't feel. Kneeling—no, hovering—she reached for her own arm. Her fingers passed through skin and sweater like cold mist curling off a pond.

The library shifted. Gray fog shrouded the stacks, muting colors to sepia tones. Lamplight flickered through haze, casting long shadows that clung like cobwebs. Macy's hazel eyes darted, tortoiseshell glasses still perched on her nose, though they felt lighter now, insubstantial.

Footsteps pounded. Sarah burst through the door, ponytail swinging, cardigan half-buttoned. "Macy! Oh God, Macy!" Her voice cracked. She dropped to her knees beside the body, hands hovering, afraid to touch. Tears carved tracks down her freckled cheeks.

Macy lunged. "Sarah! I'm here. Look at me!" She grabbed her friend's shoulder. Her hand sank through fabric and flesh, emerging on the other side with a shiver. Nausea hit like a freight train. The world spun, colors bleeding into static. Static-Lag, a voice in her head supplied, unbidden. She doubled over, retching nothing, dizziness pinning her against a shelf she barely registered. The wood offered no purchase; her palm buzzed with electric pins.

Sarah shivered violently, rubbing her arms. "It's freezing in here." She glanced around, eyes skimming the edges of vision, but Macy blurred in direct sight. Paramedics arrived, efficient and grim. They lifted the shelf with hydraulic jacks, eased the body onto a gurney. Macy followed, pleading silently.

"No, wait! That's me! Don't take me!" She trailed them through the stacks, fog thickening. At the library doors, an invisible wall stopped her cold. She bounced back, chest aching with phantom breath. The gurney rolled on, Sarah sobbing behind. Doors swung shut. Macy pounded air, fists dissolving into vapor.

She's gone. Her body was gone. But she remained, trapped in fog-choked stacks. Grief crashed in, raw and crushing. Life flashed: her cat Whiskers waiting at home, oblivious; the mortgage statement on her kitchen table; holds on that new mystery series, due Tuesday. All unfinished. A meticulous life, cut short by faulty shelving.

Tears welled, hot at first, then cooling to ice in her veins. The air plummeted, frost riming nearby books. Sarah, back inside, pulled her cardigan tighter. "Weird draft. Macy would've hated this mess." She straightened a fallen Dickens, mimicking Macy's precision. Her hands shook.

Macy sank to the floor—or tried to. She hovered, legs dangling through carpet. I'm dead. The word echoed in her skull, heavier than the shelf. Panic clawed, grief twisting into something sharper: denial, then rage. She swiped at a book. Her hand passed through, sparking more Static-Lag. Dizziness swirled, forcing her to clutch her knees.

Hours blurred. Staff milled, whispering condolences. Sarah organized cleanup, her hum fractured. Macy tried comforting her—brushing hair, squeezing shoulders—but each touch brought nausea, fog deepening. Emotions warped the air: cold spots bloomed where despair peaked, drawing shivers from the living.

Night fell. Lights dimmed to security glow. Sarah lingered last, placing a single rose on the reference desk. "I know you loved this place more than anyone. I'll fight for it, Mace. Promise." She blew a kiss to empty air, ponytail bobbing as she left. Lock clicked.

Darkness swallowed the library. Macy huddled near the reference desk, fog pressing close. No cat to feed. No coffee tomorrow. Just endless stacks, her prison. Tethered here, where stories ended but hers looped eternal.

She curled inward, grief a lead weight. Temperature plunged again; frost etched the windows. Alone in the gloom, she traced patterns in the fog on a nearby table, fingers tingling. Rules governed this—Static-Lag proved it. But what rules? How to scream, to touch, to escape?

A sob escaped silently. The fog stirred, almost responding. She was a ghost, real as the shelves she'd straightened a lifetime ago. Horror mingled with wonder: no mortgage, no aches, but no life either. Just this half-existence, bound to wood and whispers.

Sarah's cardigan lay forgotten on a chair. Macy reached for it, intent fierce. Her fingers brushed cloth—solid for a heartbeat—before passing through. More Lag hit, but weaker. Learning curve, maybe. Hope flickered, dim as the exit sign.

She watched dust motes dance in moonlight, cold seeping deeper. Trapped, grieving, but not gone. Not yet. The library held her, for better or worse. And in the quiet, grief softened to resolve. She'd master this. Somehow.

The fog thickened as exhaustion tugged, though ghosts didn't tire. Still, she dimmed, edges blurring. Alone, but watching. Waiting. The Dickens section stood crooked now, a monument to her last act. She smiled faintly. First fix tomorrow.

Sarah's rose wilted slightly in the chill. Macy blew on it—no effect, but the petals shivered. A sign. Her sign. Grief welled anew, bittersweet. Life's end, afterlife's start. Tethered forever? No. She'd find the key. Libraries held answers. Even this one.
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Macy huddled near the reference desk, knees drawn up to her chest in a pose that felt more habit than necessity. The library's night hush pressed in, broken only by the distant tick of a clock that no longer mattered to her. Sarah's wilted rose sat nearby, its petals edged with frost from Macy's earlier tears. She traced a finger through the chill fog on the desk's surface, watching it swirl like smoke from a snuffed candle.

Her hands still flickered at the edges, translucent against the mahogany grain. The grief sat heavy, a stone in a stomach that didn't digest. Whiskers would be hungry by now, curling on the windowsill at home. The mortgage payment was due. And here she was, a librarian without a library card to her name.

"Pull it together, Vance-Lowry," she whispered to herself. No sound emerged, but the words helped anyway. "There are rules to this. Books have indexes. Afterlives must too."

A shadow detached from the stacks, unfolding into shape like ink blooming in water. He leaned against a row of encyclopedias, arms crossed over a pinstriped vest that screamed another era. The newsboy cap perched at a rakish tilt, and his slate-gray eyes fixed on her with lazy amusement.

Macy scrambled back, or tried to. Her heels sank into the carpet fibers, that syrupy drag again. "Who are you?"

He pushed off the shelves and glided closer, boots hovering a whisper above the floor. No footfalls, just a faint hum like static on an old radio. "Julian Vane-Sterling, at your service. Resident troublemaker since the basement piano got its last tune-up in 1924. And you, doll, are making more racket than a speakeasy raid."

"I'm not a doll. And this isn't a dream." Macy yanked her legs free, standing with a wobble. His presence felt solid somehow, less blurry than her own reflection in the desk's polish.

Julian chuckled, the sound rolling low and warm, stirring the air between them. "Dreams don't leave you with pins and needles from passing through walls. That's the Density Rule kicking in. You're all ecto-static energy now, Bright Eyes. Solid when you mean it, fog when you don't."

"Ecto-what?" Macy blinked, her mind latching onto the term like a Dewey decimal.

"Energy. The stuff that keeps us from blinking out. Watch." He scanned the desk, zeroing in on a lone paperclip glinting under the security light. His brow furrowed, eyes narrowing to slits. Macy felt the air thicken, a low buzz building like summer heat before a storm.

Julian extended a hand, palm down. His fingers didn't touch; they hovered. The paperclip trembled, then lifted an inch, scraping across the wood with a tiny screech. It spun once, lazy like a compass needle, before dropping back with a ping.

"Intent," he said, flexing his fingers as if shaking off pins. "Tie it to a memory. Feel of the thing in life. Coffee mug? Weight in your palm on a Monday grind. This clip? Pinning love letters from a dame who ran off with the milkman."

Macy stared at the paperclip, then him. "You just... moved it. Like it weighed nothing."

"Takes focus. Try it." He nodded at the rose. "Go on. Petal for your friend."

She hesitated, then fixed on the bloom. Sarah's face flashed: ponytail swinging, pins glinting on her cardigan. The soft weight of the rose when Sarah had placed it there. Macy reached out, willing solidity. Her fingertip brushed velvet softness. It held. The petal didn't wilt further; it stayed, cool under her touch.

"I did it." Her voice trembled, wonder edging out terror.

"First one's always a thrill." Julian's smirk softened. "But don't get cocky. You're anchored here, same as me. Library's your tether. Step ten miles out, and you start to thin. Flicker-Out's no party."

Macy's glow dimmed at that. "Anchored. Like a boat to a dock. I watched them wheel me out, but I couldn't follow. Bounced right back."

"The Tether Rule. Keeps us from wandering into traffic or worse." He glanced toward the lobby doors, then back. "Living folk? They catch us in the corner of the eye. Peripheral Sight. Stare straight, we blur to wallpaper. Handiest hack for eavesdropping."

She followed his gaze. Sarah's cardigan still draped the chair, coffee stains faint on the cuff. Hunger gnawed, phantom but sharp. "Can we... eat? Smell anything?"

Julian's eyes lit with mischief. "Ghost Hack number one: hitch the living. Stand close, breathe their air. Sarah's brewing tomorrow's mud. You'll taste it black and bitter, just like she takes it."

Macy laughed, a silent huff that eased the knot in her chest. "You're serious. A century of this, and coffee's your big win?"

"Beats starving forever." He offered a hand, humming energy again. "Come on. Basement's got my anchor. Time for lesson two."

She took it. His grip buzzed warm, steadying her flicker. They descended the stairs, not walking but sinking through steps like heavy fog. Static-Lag tugged, but his hold kept her from spinning out.

The basement smelled of damp stone and mold, even to ghosts. Shadows pooled thick, broken only by slivers from high windows. In the corner hulked a grand piano, ebony wood warped and splintered. Keys yellowed, strings rusted silent.

"That's her," Julian said, voice dropping. He released Macy's hand, drifting closer. His form sharpened here, edges crisp. "Saved her in the flood of '24. Water rose fast, experiments sparking. Grabbed the bench, then nothing. Woke tethered to the keys."

Macy hovered beside him, peering at the decay. Rot ate at the legs; dust choked the hammers. "She's falling apart."

"Aren't we all." He touched a key, intent focused. It depressed with a faint, ghostly plink. "Ecto-static ties us to what we loved most. Lose the anchor, energy scatters. Flicker-Out. Gone like a bad signal."

She wrapped arms around herself, the basement chill seeping deeper than temperature. "My anchor's the whole building. Shelves, desk, that crooked Dickens row. If it goes..."

"Poof." Julian turned, gray eyes steady. "But it won't. Not on my watch. You've got spunk, Bright Eyes. Messy arrival, but potential."

Macy met his gaze, terror mingling with something warmer. His casual shrug at eternity unnerved her, yet pulled too. A century alone down here, jazz hands reduced to paperclips. "How do you stand it? The forever without... anything."

"Had gigs in the echoes once. Phantom crowds swaying to replays. Now? Watching dames like Sarah hum through the stacks. Small rebellions." He tipped his cap, grin flashing. "And now you. First fresh face in decades. Makes the static bearable."

Her flicker steadied, aura brushing his in the dim. Not merging, but close. Warmth hummed, chasing grief's edge. "Teach me more. All the rules. Hacks. I want to smell that coffee."

"Atta girl." He glided toward the stairs, pausing to let her lead. "Tomorrow, we glitch a patron's phone. Autocorrect poetry. But first, try the hack. Sarah's due back soon."

Upstairs, dawn crept through windows, gilding the reference desk. Macy positioned behind the chair as Sarah's key rattled the lock. The librarian entered, ponytail neat, humming off-key. Coffee steamed in her mug, rich and dark.

Macy leaned in, close as peripheral allowed. The aroma hit: bitter grounds, hint of cream swiped from the break room. She inhaled deep, phantom taste flooding her senses. Bliss.

Sarah shivered, glancing sideways. "Macy? That you making it cold again?" She smiled faint, sipping. "Miss your nitpicking already."

Julian watched from the stacks, arms crossed. "See? Living's got perks."

Macy grinned, solid for the moment. The library loomed, anchor and prison. Survival hinged on beams and books she'd once cursed. But with Julian's wit cutting the dark, forever felt less empty.

Grief lingered, sharp for her cat, her lists. Yet wonder bloomed too. Ecto-static rules bent to intent. She touched the rose again, petal firm. First step mastered.

Julian drifted near. "Ready for more, librarian?"

"Index me," she said. His laugh vibrated the air, promising hacks untold.
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Macy floated near the reference desk, still buzzing from the phantom coffee and Julian's laugh. Dawn light filtered through the high windows, painting the stacks in soft gold. Sarah had left for the day, her cardigan folded neatly over the chair. Macy practiced her intent on a stray pencil, willing it to roll an inch across the blotter. It obeyed, halting just short of the edge.

"Getting the hang of it, Bright Eyes?" Julian glided up beside her, his vest crisp as if pressed that morning. He smelled faintly of ozone, like a storm trapped in old paper.

"It's like shelving by memory," Macy said. Her voice carried now, a whisper that hummed the air. "But what if I want to push a whole cart?"

Julian's smirk widened. "Patience. Baby steps keep you from Flicker-Out." He nodded toward the main entrance. "Heads up. Company's coming. Not the book club kind."

Macy followed his gaze. Through the glass doors, a white van pulled up, emblazoned with "Halloway Spectral Research." Technicians spilled out, lugging cases of gear that hummed with blue lights. At the center strode Dr. Aris Halloway, tall and thin, salt-and-pepper hair sharp under the morning sun. They adjusted silver-rimmed glasses, tablet in hand, scanning the facade like a doctor eyeing a patient.

"Who are they?" Macy drifted closer to the lobby, staying in the Peripheral. Her form blurred against the coat rack.

"Trouble," Julian murmured, positioning himself behind a potted fern. "Scientist type. Been sniffing around libraries for years. Thinks we're batteries waiting to be plugged in."

The doors swung open. Halloway entered first, followed by three techs in lab coats. Sensors whirred to life, screens flickering with data. Sarah met them in the lobby, arms crossed over her cardigan, ponytail swinging.

"This is a public library, not a lab," Sarah said, voice firm but breathless. "What's all this about?"

Halloway didn't look up from the tablet. "Atmospheric anomaly survey, Ms. Miller. Standard procedure for buildings of historical variance. We'll be noninvasive."

In the corner, a slick-suited man leaned against the circulation desk. The developer, Macy guessed, from the way his eyes flicked to blueprints poking from his briefcase. "Ignore them, Sarah. We're here to discuss progress on the condos."

"Progress?" Sarah spun toward him. "You mean demolition? Over my dead body. This place is a landmark."

Macy's edges flickered. Dead body. The words stung like Static-Lag. She pressed closer to Julian, who steadied her with a light touch. His energy hummed reassuring.

Halloway moved into the stacks, techs trailing. They unpacked silver-backed lenses, devices that looked like telescopes crossed with iPads. One tech aimed a sensor at the mahogany shelves. It beeped, screen glowing green.

"Baseline Ecto-Static nominal," Halloway noted, monotone. "Initiate density scan."

Macy watched from the shadows, heart pounding in a chest that didn't beat. "They're measuring us. Like humidity."

"Worse," Julian said. "That silver backing? It's real. Traps our frequency. Stay Peripheral."

But curiosity pulled her forward. She hovered near the Dickens section, her favorite crooked shelf. Halloway lifted the lens, sweeping it slowly across the rows. The device whirred louder, light pulsing blue.

For a split second, it locked on her. Macy's form sharpened in the beam, translucent sweater vivid. A sharp, electric sting lanced through her—like pins but vicious, burning her Ecto-Static core. She gasped, knees buckling into the floor.

Pain. Real pain, the first since the earthquake. Her vision spun, Static-Lag roaring in her ears.

Julian surged forward, slamming into her space. Not through, but merging auras just enough to yank her sideways. The beam missed, sweeping empty air. Macy tumbled free, collapsing against a cart of returns. The sting faded to prickles.

"Close one," Julian panted, his form flickering too. He tipped his cap back, eyes sharp. "Silver interacts. Pulls your energy like a vacuum. Focus on your anchor, shake it off."

Macy nodded, drawing strength from the shelves. The wood's grain felt familiar under her palm, solidifying her. "It hurt. Ghosts can hurt."

"Only from their toys. Living hands? Harmless. But those lenses? Avoid."

In the lobby, voices rose. Sarah jabbed a finger at the developer. "Luxury condos? This building's stood a hundred years. It's got history, souls in the walls."

The developer chuckled. "Souls don't pay taxes, Sarah. Council's approved the demo next month. Unless you find a miracle."

Demo. Demolition. Macy's glow dimmed. The library gone meant her anchor shattered. Julian's piano dust. Flicker-Out for both. No mortgage, no cat, no eternity. Nothing.

"They're tearing it down," she whispered. Rage bubbled, hot in her core. Protective, fierce. The air thickened around her, molecules slowing. A cold spot bloomed in the stacks.

Halloway paused, lens swinging back. "Anomaly spike. Localized density increase."

Sarah shivered in the lobby, breath fogging. Lights overhead flickered, bulbs dimming to a moody glow. The developer's tie fluttered in a sudden chill draft.

"What the hell?" he muttered, glancing up.

"Ghost activity," Sarah breathed, eyes wide. She scanned the Peripheral, ponytail still. "Macy?"

Macy's hands clenched. The rage surged denser, her form sharpening to crystal clarity. Books rattled on shelves, a low hum building. She felt powerful, Ecto-Static thick like honey.

Julian gripped her arm. "Easy, Bright Eyes. Rage amps density, but it paints a target. Reel it in."

Halloway advanced, lens raised. "Subject manifesting. High yield potential. Isolate."

Macy pulled back, fury ebbing to fear. The lights steadied, cold spot dissipating. Halloway's beam swept fruitlessly, catching only shadows.

"False positive," they declared, lowering the device. "Calibrate for interference. Resume baseline."

Sarah turned to the developer, chin up. "See that? The building's alive. You touch it, you deal with more than paperwork."

He scoffed, but his eyes darted. "Superstition. Crew starts marking next week."

As the team packed gear, Macy sank beside Julian behind the reference desk. Her flicker returned, weaker now. "Two threats. Halloway harvests us. Demo erases us."

Julian nodded, expression grim under the smirk. "Double bind. But you've got juice, that rage. Felt it merge with mine back there."

Macy met his gaze. His eyes held centuries of watches, now focused on her. Warmth stirred, chasing the sting. "What do we do?"

"Hack smarter. Watch closer. Your friend's fighting the demo; we fight the scanners." He offered his hand again, buzzing steady. "And we stick together. Anchors aren't just wood and keys."

She took it. The library hummed around them, alive with peril. Outside, Halloway's van pulled away, but Macy knew they'd return. Rage lingered, a tool now, dense and ready. For the first time since dying, she felt anchored not just to shelves, but to fight.

Sarah lingered in the lobby, tracing frost on the glass door. "Hang on, Macy," she murmured. "I'm not letting them win."

Macy watched, heart swelling. The veil thinned, worlds brushing. Lights flickered once more, a promise.

Julian squeezed her hand. "Lesson three: anger's your ally. Use it wise."

She nodded, solidifying. The stacks waited, secrets in every shadow. Threats loomed, but so did they.
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Macy hovered in the shadowed corner of the lobby, her form still prickling from the earlier rage. Halloway's team had packed up their gear, the white van rumbling away down the street. But the air felt charged, like the library itself held its breath. Sarah argued one last time with the developer, her voice echoing off the high ceilings, before he stormed out with a slam of the glass doors.

Julian stayed close, his presence a steady hum against her flickering edges. "That was too close, Bright Eyes. Your little light show? Bold move, but it lit you up like a marquee."

"I couldn't help it," Macy whispered. Her gaze drifted to the loading dock doors at the back, where a fresh bouquet of lilies waited in a delivery crate. Gary's truck idled there now, the engine's low growl vibrating through the floor she half-occupied. Mourners trickled in for the informal memorial, their chatter a dull roar that pressed against her senses. Faces she knew from book club, story hour, the seniors' chess league. All come to say goodbye to a version of her that still filed returns and brewed community coffee.

The crowd's energy buzzed like static on an old radio, making her translucent hands tremble. She edged toward the dock, drawn by the flowers' cloying scent wafting through the cracked door. Petals in white and pale yellow, tied with a ribbon that read "In loving memory."

"Stay put," Julian called softly, gliding after her. "Crowds thin you out. Too many auras overlapping."

But she couldn't. Not with Sarah directing the setup, humming a shaky tune under her breath as she arranged the display. Macy needed to see it up close, to touch the card from her cat-sitter even if her fingers sank through the paper.

Gary hopped out of the truck then, lanky frame unfolding like he'd slept in the seat. Crooked cap shadowed his tired eyes, faded company tee clinging to his shoulders. He hefted the crate with a grunt, balancing it on one knee while fishing for a signature clipboard.

Macy drifted nearer, the crowd's murmur fading behind her. Gary stepped past, his aura flaring bright—a warm, unwitting beacon in the gray of her world. She reached out on instinct, meaning only to steady herself against the dock railing that kept dissolving under her grip.

Her hand brushed his shoulder. Not through, but against. A jolt like low-voltage wire snapped through her core. His aura latched on, pulling her forward in a rush of color and heat. The world tilted, library stacks whipping by in a blur. She tumbled into the van's cab as Gary slammed the door and slid behind the wheel.

"What the—?" Macy gasped, her form snapping into place beside him. No, not beside. Inside, somehow, her energy tangled with the vinyl seat and the dash's faint glow. The engine roared to life, and the library shrank in the side mirror.

Gary rubbed his shoulder, frowning at the rearview. "Weird static. Like I brushed a wool blanket." He punched the gas, van lurching into traffic. Outside, the city unfolded—Grandview's familiar streets stretching into unfamiliar sprawl.

Macy's panic spiked. "Stop! I need to go back!" But her voice bounced silent off the windshield. She was ten miles out already, her anchor's pull a distant tug. This was Hitchhiking, Julian's old stories made real. Tethered to the living, she could ride beyond her limits. But Gary wasn't asking for passengers.

His phone buzzed on the dash, propped in a cracked holder. Gary glanced at it, muttering as the screen glitched. Texts autocorrected into nonsense: "Library flowers delivered. Heard a ghost scream? No, goat scream. Dumb phone."

Macy froze. "Gary? Can you hear me?" She pushed harder, willing her thoughts into the digital stream.

The phone screen flickered, GPS app jumping. Directions warped: "Turn left on Elm. Avoid Static-Lag ahead. Let me out!"

Gary snatched the phone, squinting. "Dude, what? Autocorrect's gone rogue. 'Static-Lag'? Never mind." He swiped it off, but Macy kept trying, her energy buzzing through the circuits.

"This is Gary. Whoever's hacking my GPS, knock it off. I got deliveries, man. Pizza run next."

"It's me! Macy! The librarian! I didn't mean to—" Her frantic push lit the screen again: "Macy here. Accidental hitch. Library ghost. Please turn around."

Gary slammed the brakes at a light, staring at the phone. His face paled, but not in fear—more like a guy realizing his coffee was decaf. "No way. You're that lady from the memorial flowers? The one who... y'know."

He was a Natural Sensitive. Julian had mentioned them once—living folks tuned to the Peripheral, catching glimpses without trying. Gary rubbed his eyes, breath fogging the dash in an unnatural chill.

"Look, ghost-lady, this is freaky, but I ain't scared. Seen smudges my whole life. But messing with my GPS? That's low. Next stop's Gino's Pizza. You wanna tag along, fine. Just stop the glitches."

Macy reeled. The city rushed past now, vivid through his senses. Street vendors hawked tacos, cumin and lime hitting her like a wave. Horns blared, brakes squealed, pedestrians laughed on sidewalks bathed in noon sun. Colors popped—neon signs, graffiti murals, the green flash of a park she hadn't visited in years.

It was exhilarating. Her death had muted the world to sepia tones and library dust. Now, warmth seeped into her core, Gary's heartbeat echoing in her borrowed space. She smelled engine oil and his half-eaten burger wrapper, felt the van's sway over potholes.

"This is incredible," she thought, pushing gently. The phone obliged: "Incredible. First time seeing city since... everything. Thank you."

Gary snorted, merging onto a busier avenue. "Yeah, well, don't thank me yet. You feel like a cold front in here. Hands are freezing." He flexed pale fingers on the wheel, skin taking on a bluish tint. Sweat beaded his forehead despite the open window.

Macy noticed it then—the drain. His aura dimmed where hers overlapped, energy siphoning like a leaky faucet. Guilt twisted in her gut. "I'm hurting you. I can feel it."

Phone glitched: "Sorry. Draining you. How do I let go?"

"Focus on your anchor, I guess? Like shaking off a bad dream." Gary turned into Gino's lot, killing the engine. He leaned back, eyes distant as he caught her blur in the corner of his vision. "You're flickering like a bad signal. Kinda cute, in a haunted way."

Cute? Macy flushed, her form pulsing brighter. No one had called her that since high school. Through his senses, the pizza joint buzzed—dough rising, cheese melting, laughter from the counter. She wanted to stay, to chase this borrowed life a little longer.

But Gary coughed, rubbing his chest. His reflection in the side mirror looked gaunt, shadows under his eyes deepening. "Whoa, dizzy. You gotta bail, Macy. My aura's thinning. Feels like running a marathon in flip-flops."

She nodded, though he couldn't see. Pulling free meant severing the tether, snapping back to her ten-mile radius. The strain built as she willed separation, her energy coiling tight.

The van was moving again, Gary gunning it back toward the library district. Deliveries blurred by—flowers here, packages there. Macy savored the last glimpses: kids chasing a ball in the park, a street musician's saxophone wail cutting the air. Freedom, even borrowed, tasted like possibility.

"You're alright, ghost-lady," Gary said, voice rough. "Weird as hell, but alright. Phone's back to normal. Hit me up if you need a ride. Autocorrect style."

Macy pushed one last message: "Will do. Take care of yourself. And thanks for the world tour."

They neared the library's edge, her anchor's pull strengthening. Gary pulled into a gas station lot, tires crunching gravel. "This is your stop. Feel that snap?"

She did. With a deep, internal shove, Macy unraveled the tether. The world spun, colors leaching to gray. She plummeted back, Static-Lag crashing over her like a wave. Dizziness roared, vision blurring to sparks. She landed hard in the library stacks, knees sinking through the carpet.

The memorial display swam into view, lilies wilting slightly under fluorescent lights. Sarah hummed nearby, adjusting a photo of Macy in her favorite sweater. Julian waited in the shadows, arms crossed, smirk hiding worry.

"Rough ride, Bright Eyes?" He extended a hand, pulling her upright. His touch grounded her, chasing the lag.

Macy leaned into him, form solidifying. "Gary... he's like us, but alive. Saw everything. Felt everything."

Julian's eyes sharpened. "Natural Sensitive. Rare ride. But exhausting, yeah? Living auras take a toll."

She nodded, grief mingling with the thrill. The city lived on without her, vibrant and cruel. But Gary had bridged the gap, if only for an afternoon. And Halloway's sensors? She'd dodged them clean, tucked in his cab.

Sarah paused, breath fogging the air near the stacks. "Cold again. Macy? That you, girl?"

Macy smiled, unseen. The library hummed, threats circling, but a new ally rolled in the distance. Static-Lag faded, leaving her hungry for more.
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The Silver Trap
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Macy drifted through the stacks, her form still humming from the Static-Lag of the hitchhike. The library felt heavier now, shadows pooling in the corners like spilled ink. Sarah had locked up for the night, her footsteps fading down the hall with a final sigh. Julian hovered nearby, his newsboy cap tilted just so, but even his easy grin couldn't chase the chill settling in Macy's core.

"You need to rest that energy of yours, Bright Eyes," he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated the air between them. "Gary gave you a taste of the living world, but chasing it too hard will burn you out."

She nodded absently, her gaze snagging on a stack of boxes near the Rare Books Room door. Movers had left them that afternoon, labeled "DISCARD: Duplicate & Damaged." Her stomach twisted—or would have, if she still had one. Protruding from the top box was the worn spine of her Unfinished Business binder, the one she'd kept tucked in her desk drawer. Tabs for mortgage payments, cat care instructions, even a list of patrons who'd need nudge reminders on their holds.

"That's mine," Macy whispered, surging forward. Her hands passed through the first box, sending a ripple of fog through the cardboard. "They can't just toss it. It's... it's all I have left of who I was."

Julian glided after her. "Easy now. Those binders aren't going anywhere tonight. Movers come back tomorrow."

But she couldn't wait. The thought of her careful plans crumbling into the trash heap clawed at her. She pushed deeper, willing her density to hold, fingers brushing the binder's edge with a faint electric tingle. It wobbled, then lifted an inch—enough. She tugged it free, clutching it to her chest like a shield. The weight of intent anchored her, memories flooding in: the scratch of her pen, the satisfaction of checked boxes.

Triumph sparked through her, warm and fleeting. She turned toward the Rare Books Room, the one place in the library untouched by the chaos of demolition talks. "Just need to hide it here. Safe."

The door creaked open under her focus, hinges groaning as if protesting her intrusion. Inside, the air hung thick with the scent of aged leather and forgotten ink. Floor-to-ceiling shelves groaned under first editions, their spines gilded in the moonlight slanting through high windows. But something felt off. The room pulsed with a low hum, like a distant generator.

Macy stepped in, binder secure. That's when she saw them: mirrors. Not the cheap modern kind, but antique silver-backed beauties, propped against every wall in a precise array. Oval frames with ornate scrollwork, glass gleaming unnaturally bright. They formed a circle in the center of the room, empty space humming at their core.

"Julian?" she called, voice pitching high. No answer. He must have hung back in the stacks.

Curiosity pulled her closer. The mirrors caught the edges of her form, reflecting not a blur, but her fully—chestnut curls flickering, hazel eyes wide behind translucent glasses. One mirror fed into the next, her image bouncing infinitely, amplifying the glow of her aura. A feedback loop. Her skin prickled, Ecto-Static energy ramping up like a radio dial cranked too high.

"What is this?" She reached out, but her hand froze mid-air. The silver held her gaze, her reflection sharpening to painful clarity. Intent to move faltered; her feet sank into the Persian rug, rooting her in place. Panic bloomed. She couldn't lift them. The mirrors caged her, silver edges humming with captured frequency.

From the shadows beyond the door, Julian's voice cut through. "Macy! Get out—it's a Static Trap!"

Too late. The door swung shut with a click, and the hum intensified. Her binder slipped from numb fingers, thudding to the floor. She was pinned, body rigid in the circle's center, energy surging against invisible bars.

Footsteps echoed from the hall—precise, measured. Dr. Aris Halloway stepped into the room, tall frame silhouetted against the dim light. They wore a lab coat over tactical gear, wires snaking to a belt of sensors. Goggles perched on their nose, lenses glowing faintly green. No surprise in their owl-like eyes, just clinical satisfaction.

"Subject 402," Halloway said, voice flat as a scalpel. They adjusted the goggles, scanning her form. "High-Density Anomaly confirmed. Ecto-Static output at 87% capacity. Optimal harvest."

Macy's throat tightened, words scraping out. "I'm not an anomaly. I'm Macy Vance-Lowry. Please, you have to listen—"

Halloway ignored her, circling the mirrors with a tablet in
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