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      Her life is overdue, and tonight she has to pay.

      Rachel Dankworth finds her name on a library due date card. The fine? Her entire existence.

      “You shouldn’t be alive,” the card whispers at midnight. “You stole someone else’s story.”

      Nineteen years ago, Rachel survived falling through ice when she should have died. Now the Emberwick Library has come to collect—with interest. Text crawls beneath her skin like living tattoos. Her body flickers transparent at the edges. She’s being erased, word by word, paragraph by paragraph.

      “You’re nineteen years overdue,” warns Dexter, a library assistant who moonlights as a necromancer. “That’s a debt you can only repay with your life—and even that won’t cover the interest.”

      With a relentless enemy determined to reclaim her story and transfer it to someone else, Rachel faces a terrifying truth: her memories, her dreams, her very identity—it’s all just a clerical error the library intends to correct.

      And the collection department has sharp teeth.
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      Rachel Dankworth had always found comfort in libraries—until tonight.

      The ancient heating system of Emberwick Public Library groaned like a dying animal as she shelved the last book from her cart. Shadows stretched across the marble floor, distorting the mundane into the monstrous. At 11:47 PM, thirteen minutes before closing, Rachel stood alone in the reference section, listening to the building settle around her.

      “Almost done, then I can go home and binge-watch murder documentaries like a normal person.” She pushed her thick-framed glasses up the bridge of her nose.

      At twenty-seven, with two master’s degrees and a mountain of student debt, Rachel hadn’t expected to be working the night shift at a public library in a town most GPS systems couldn’t locate. But after her spectacular flameout at the prestigious Boston Athenaeum—which involved an accidental coffee spill on a first edition Thoreau and the subsequent nervous breakdown of her supervisor—she’d learned to appreciate employment wherever she could find it.

      A soft thump echoed from the far corner of the stacks.

      “Hello?” Rachel called, her voice bouncing back at her from the vaulted ceilings. “Library’s closing in ten minutes.”

      No response.

      “Fantastic,” she sighed, navigating between the towering shelves. “Probably just another sophomore passed out on Kafka. Or a raccoon. Please be a raccoon.”

      The reference section of Emberwick Public Library occupied the entire third floor. It was a maze of dark wood and leather-bound volumes that hadn’t been digitized because the town council couldn’t agree on what “the cloud” actually was. The floor plan made no logical sense—alcoves appeared where they shouldn’t, reading nooks seemed to shift locations between visits, and there was at least one corner where cell phones inexplicably started playing 1940s big band music.

      As Rachel rounded the mythology section, a cold draft kissed the back of her neck. Goosebumps erupted across her skin despite the cardigan that was as threadbare as her bank account. The temperature had dropped at least ten degrees in the last few steps.

      “If the HVAC is broken again, I swear to⁠—”

      She stopped. There, hunched over a massive tome at one of the antique reading tables, sat a figure so still it might have been carved from stone. An elderly man, his spine curved like a question mark, leaned so close to the pages that his nose nearly touched them. He wore a tweed suit that had gone out of fashion when libraries still exclusively used card catalogs, and his wispy white hair formed a halo around his bald spot.

      “Excuse me, sir.” Rachel cleared her throat, approaching the table. “I didn’t see you earlier. We’re closing in a few minutes.”

      The man didn’t respond, didn’t even seem to breathe.

      “Sir?”

      When he finally looked up, Rachel’s stomach dropped to somewhere around her ankles. His eyes weren’t eyes at all, but empty sockets filled with what looked like miniature library date stamps, clicking and turning like the inner workings of a bizarre clock.

      “I’m afraid this volume is significantly overdue,” he said, his voice like pages turning in an empty room.

      Rachel blinked, and the man was normal again—rheumy blue eyes peering at her from behind gold-rimmed spectacles.

      “Sorry, what?” she managed, wondering if she should cut back on the triple espressos.

      “This book,” he repeated, tapping a gnarled finger on the leather cover. “It’s overdue. Checked out in 1987 by a Mr. Howard Phillips. Never returned.” He shook his head sadly. “There must be consequences.”

      Rachel glanced at the book. Liber Ex Bibliotheca: The Book of the Library. She’d never seen it in the catalog, and she’d spent her first three months digitizing the entire collection while listening to true crime podcasts.

      “I don’t think that belongs to our library, sir.” Her professional smile was firmly in place despite the alarm bells ringing in her head. “There’s no call number or barcode.”

      The old man smiled, revealing teeth that appeared to be tiny, yellowed index cards.

      “Every book belongs to a library, Miss Dankworth. The question is: which one?”

      Rachel hadn’t told him her name. The staff nametag on her cardigan read simply “Librarian.”

      He stood with surprising agility, tucking the book under his arm. “The Emberwick collection is rather special, you know. Books have power. Stories want to be read. And some”—he leaned forward conspiratorially—“don’t appreciate being forgotten.”

      “The library is now closed,” came the automated announcement over the ancient PA system, the voice distorted by decades of use. “Please bring all materials to the circulation desk.”

      Rachel jumped at the sound. When she looked back, the old man was gone, along with the strange book. All that remained was a small, rectangular piece of paper on the table—an old-fashioned due date card with a single name scrawled in faded ink: Rachel Dankworth.

      The due date was tomorrow.

      “Nope.” Rachel backed away from the table. “Nope, nope, nope.”

      She bumped into her book cart, sending several volumes tumbling to the floor with loud crashes that echoed through the empty library. Cursing under her breath, she crouched to pick them up.

      The Definitive History of Emberwick County lay open to a page she’d never seen before, though she’d shelved the book dozens of times. A black-and-white photograph showed the library’s grand opening in 1899. Standing on the steps among the dignitaries was the old man, looking exactly the same as he had moments ago, holding a book to his chest.

      Below the photograph, a caption: Head Librarian Edmund Tregonwell (center) with the library’s most prized possession, the Liber Ex Bibliotheca, rumored to contain the names of every patron who would ever borrow from the collection—and their fates should they fail to return what they’ve taken.

      Rachel slammed the book shut, her hands trembling.

      That’s when she noticed the silence. The perpetual hum of the heating system had stopped. The ticking of the ancient grandfather clock by the elevator had ceased. Even the usual creaking of the building had gone quiet, as if the library itself was holding its breath.

      From somewhere deep in the stacks came the unmistakable sound of a book being opened.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Until the whisper of turning pages surrounded her like a gathering storm.

      “This isn’t happening,” Rachel told herself, grabbing her phone to call… someone. Anyone. The screen showed no service, just the time: 12:00 AM.

      The library was officially closed. And Rachel Dankworth was not alone in it.

      A soft scraping sound made her look down. The due date card on the table was moving on its own, sliding across the polished wood. It came to rest at her feet, now bearing an additional message beneath her name:

      The overdue collection has begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Overdue Notices

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel’s first instinct was to run. Her second instinct, which arrived approximately half a second later, was to question why her first instinct was so unoriginal.

      “Really, Rachel? The creepy due date card moves by itself and your big plan is to bolt like a teenager in a slasher film?” She clutched her phone, still displaying that ominous 12:00 AM timestamp, as if it might somehow transform into something useful. Like pepper spray. Or a flamethrower.

      The hushed symphony of turning pages grew louder, a papery whisper that skittered across her skin like cockroach feet. Books shifted on their shelves, spines creaking as they rotated to face outward, watching her with embossed titles that suddenly seemed more like eyes than words.

      “If this is some elaborate prank for the new night librarian, it’s both impressively theatrical and grounds for a hostile workplace lawsuit.” Her voice sounded smaller than she intended.

      The elevator doors at the far end of the reference section dinged cheerfully, the sound so ordinary it felt obscene. Rachel flinched as they slid open to reveal… nothing. Just an empty car with flickering fluorescent lights.

      No, not empty.

      A puddle of something dark and wet spread across the elevator floor, seeping out toward the marble in thin rivulets. Rachel squinted. Not blood—too dark, too viscous. The liquid moved against gravity, flowing upward along the wall of the elevator in impossible patterns that slowly, horrifyingly, formed letters:

      RETURN WHAT YOU BORROWED

      “I haven’t borrowed anything!” Rachel protested to the empty air. “I’m the librarian, for god’s sake. I’m the one who collects overdue books.”

      The ink-like substance bubbled, as if laughing, then reshaped itself:

      YOU BORROWED A LIFE

      The elevator doors began to close. Without thinking, Rachel lunged forward, jamming her sensible loafer between them. They bounced open again obediently, revealing an elevator that was now completely ordinary—not even an inkstain. Just scuffed linoleum and the lingering smell of someone’s tuna sandwich.

      “Okay,” Rachel exhaled shakily. “Sleep deprivation. That’s all this is. I’ve been pulling too many double shifts, surviving on vending machine coffee, and now my brain is serving up horror movie hallucinations as punishment.”

      She stepped into the elevator, pressing the button for the ground floor. The doors closed with another cheerful ding that now sounded like the preamble to a death sentence.

      Nothing happened.

      Rachel jabbed the button again, harder this time, as if aggression might convince the ancient machinery to cooperate. The panel lights flickered, and instead of descending, the elevator lurched upward with a groan of metal that sounded suspiciously like pain.

      “No, no, no!” Rachel pounded on the control panel. “There is no fourth floor, you decrepit deathtrap.”

      The display above the door disagreed, its digital readout blinking from “3” to a symbol Rachel had never seen before—something between an ampersand and a scream. The elevator shuddered to a stop, doors sliding open to reveal…

      A library. But not her library.
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