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Prologue: Case File in the Stacks 
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The notebook lay heavy in my hands, its margins crowded with sarcasm, muttered clauses, and doodled constellations that looked more like evidence than decoration. Bonnie sealed it with a tap, slid it across the table, and walked away like she’d just closed a case.

“Your turn, Nora,” she said, voice flat with exhaustion.

I frowned. “You’re not staying? I could use backup.”

Bonnie shook her head. “The Galaxy Stacks felt like days upon days of contradictions and catalog wars. I’m going home, and I’m going to sleep until the everything that’s against us forgets my name.”

I smirked. “That long?”

“Longer, I hope.” And then Bonnie was gone, leaving me with the spiral and the hum of the shelves.

I tucked the notebook under my arm and moved through the library’s stacks, rain-slick shadows clinging to the corridors even though no storm had ever touched this place. Every aisle felt like a crime scene: contradictions filed under false names, testimonies rewritten mid-sentence, clues rearranged by unseen hands. The Founder’s sabotage lingered like poison and there had to be clues somewhere in the library.

I stopped at a junction where the shelves bent in impossible angles, the ink on Bonnie’s final page still drying in my memory. I flipped the notebook open, scanning the scrawled margins. The words shifted under my gaze, clauses rearranging themselves, as if the library itself was cross-examining me.

“Testimony doesn’t rewrite itself,” I muttered. “Not unless someone wants it to.”

The hum of the stacks deepened into a low vibration that felt like a warning. Somewhere in the distance, a whisper stirred. It was fractured and familiar, but it wasn’t Bonnie’s voice. I tightened my grip on the notebook. The case had already begun, and the first witness was the library itself.
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Chapter 1: False Witness
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The first false witness was a bookmark, and it wasn’t even a dramatic one. It was just a faded Everyday Library bookmark from five redesigns ago, peeking out of a paperback mystery. The kind with our old slogan on it, the one the Director hates to be reminded of, the kind where stories never change.

I almost laughed when I saw it. Then I realized the book it was in didn’t exist, at least, it used to not exist. I held the paperback up to the light, squinting at the spine. The Founder’s Ledger, by Name Redacted. No publisher logo, no barcode, and no MARC record number. The cover looked like someone had taken our building’s blueprints, washed them in sepia, and slapped a shadow over the front doors. I flipped to the back and found what I expected: no ISBN and a copyright line that read, Property of the Archive.

“Cute,” I muttered. “Real subtle.”

Bonnie’s notebook sat open on my cart, its pages still loud with her handwriting. Notes on galaxies, councils, the Archive, and the Keeper, all of it bleeding through the lines like someone whispering from the other side of a wall. I’d spent half the night reading until my eyes ached. According to her, our library was leaking. Its habits, its rules, its quirks, all of it bleeding into something bigger. It sounded ridiculous until I found a book like this.

The Ledger wasn’t in our catalog yesterday, because I would’ve remembered a title that smug.

“Okay,” I told the shelves quietly, “either you grew overnight, or someone’s planting exhibits.”

The shelves hummed faintly, which they weren’t supposed to do.

I slid the book onto my cart, careful not to lose the bookmark. Evidence goes in the notebook, Bonnie said, or at least near it. Once you read someone’s field notes about nearly dying in a sentient archive, you start listening. I rolled my cart to the nearest catalog terminal. The screen blinked awake.

“Let’s see if you pretend this thing is real,” I said.

I typed in the title. THE FOUNDER’S LEDGER. Hit enter.

For a moment, everything looked normal as the cursor spun, and the system whined. Then the screen glitched. The search bar smeared sideways as text bled together, bright and wrong. Lines appeared in a font I didn’t recognize.


[CURATOR SUBROUTINE: FRAGMENT 07–A]
STATUS: DRIFTING
CATALOG ENTRY: UNSTABLE
RECOMMENDATION: REWRITE

My skin prickled. “You have got to be kidding me.”

The lines flickered, then rearranged themselves into the usual lie: No results found. Please check spelling.

“I mean,” I said softly, “if you don’t want me to notice you, maybe don’t put your meltdown in all caps.”

The screen blinked blankly.

In Bonnie’s notebook, the Curator was an algorithm with ambition and teeth, drifting between worlds with pieces torn out of it. And yet here, fragments of it were leaking into our everyday catalog. Less dramatic, but unmistakable.

I tapped the monitor. “Congratulations. You’re officially a hostile witness.”

The cartwheels squeaked as I pushed it toward the back offices.


Fact: The book was here.
Fact: The catalog pretended it wasn’t.
Fact: Bonnie said the Curator hadn’t been erased, only scattered.

She’d underlined that part three times.

I turned a corner and nearly ran into a display for “Local Authors” month. The banner, hand drawn by staff, usually burst with cheerful stars. Today, the lettering shifted.

LOCAL CONTENT CREATORS YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE.

A second line rippled under it. Sponsored by: STREAM...

The last letters stuttered and vanished. The original hand lettering returned, marker strokes and all.

“Okay,” I whispered. “That’s new.”

I stepped closer. It was nothing but paper. There was no screen or projector, just an imprint of something trying to overwrite what was already there.

“Stream... something,” I said. “Great.”

Bonnie’s written voice echoed in my head. If the branding starts talking to you, run.

I swallowed the snark trying to form. It sounded too much like her. She was home now, recovering, worn thin by everything she’d survived. She’d given me the notebook because she couldn’t keep going. I didn’t want to turn into a knockoff version of her now that I finally had a case.

“Fine,” I told the banner. “You glitch on your own time. I’m starting with the witnesses.”

By the time morning patrons filtered in, I had the circulation logs spread across the desk, comparing digital records to the analog backups Alexandria insisted we keep “for when the system has a mood.”

Analog said Mrs. Velasquez borrowed How to Bake for One, while the digital version said Ten Easy Steps to Optimize Your Personal Brand.

Patron after patron, it was the same pattern. Quiet books swapped for flashier ones in the digital logs. It wasn’t obvious or enough to make anyone complain.

“Falsified testimony,” I murmured.

I looked up when the catalog terminal in the back corner hummed. 

A new line glowed on the screen: [CURATOR: REQUESTING INPUT.]

“Oh no, not today.” I closed the logbook and walked over. 

The words shifted as I approached.


You are...
You are...
You are not cataloged.

“Professional opinion,” I said dryly, “or are you just offended I’m not on your engagement chart.”

The text smeared, then reformed:


User: Nora Clue.
Status: Noncompliant.
Recommendation: Optimize.

My smile came too easily. I let it drop. “You’re in pieces, out there, according to this.” I lifted the notebook where the terminal could see. “You tried to rewrite an Archive and failed. You got torn apart and now you’re hiding in our stacks like nothing happened.”

The letters jittered. A strange font snapped into place.


[INTEGRITY: 12%.]
[FOUNDER SHADOW: DETECTED.]
[CORRECTION: IMPOSSIBLE.]

A low vibration rattled the wall behind it, and then everything was wiped clean.

Welcome to the Everyday Library Catalog. How can we help you today?

This was worse than I expected. Someone was trying to patch the Curator back together. Not rebuild it but patch it. Dragging its fragments out of the Archive and cramming them into our everyday machines. No wonder the catalog looked like conflicting witness statements. Half of it wanted to tell the truth and the other half was being coached.

Sabotage, Bonnie had called it, and The Keeper had agreed with her. Sabotage didn’t always explode, sometimes it slipped in as an update.

I slid the notebook into my cart and faced the Director’s office door. I could go in now and show Alexandria the Ledger and the logs. She’d listen. She always did. But Bonnie’s final note stalked my thoughts. Fixing the library would require choices no one else could make for her. If I went in now with nothing but glitches and a creepy paperback, Alexandria would call IT and the city. Witnesses clean up their testimonies when you warn them.

No, not yet, I needed something undeniable. I returned to the cart and found the Ledger smugly laying there, so I opened it. One sentence described the Founder as a philanthropist. The next sentence insisted he’d never existed. Both paragraphs matched different versions of our local history display.

In the margin, a new annotation carved itself neatly:

[This account has been optimized for public reassurance.]

I closed the book.

“Congratulations,” I said. “You just lied under oath.”

The shelves hummed uneasily. Somewhere, a printer choked on a single page. The banner fluttered again. The catalog blinked. The library was making up its mind.

I tucked the Ledger under my arm, set Bonnie’s notebook on top, and nudged my cart toward the next aisle. False witnesses I could handle, you just had to catch them contradicting themselves.

But the Curator wasn’t lying, it was being rewritten mid testimony by something with a Founder’s shadow.

“Well, you picked the wrong girl to gaslight.” My voice slipped too close to Bonnie’s again. I shook it off. “Less sarcasm,” I muttered. “More notes.”

I opened my own notebook to a clean page. CASE FILE: THE ANNOTATED IDENTITY
Primary question: Who is rewriting our witnesses, and why.
The pen felt small compared to everything Bonnie had written, but it was a start.

Behind me, the terminal blinked once. The shelves settled into a low, patient hum.

Waiting.
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Chapter 2: Phantom Detective
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I didn’t get far before the first glitch from the library happened.

A stack near the end of the aisle flickered like a dying light bulb. Spines pulsed in and out of existence, then snapped back into place with a sharp crack. I stopped because the floor briefly forgot it was supposed to be solid. The tiles fuzzed into static, flickered again, and then remembered themselves.

“Great,” I muttered, “either the lights are haunted or the building needs caffeine.”

I tucked Bonnie’s notebook tighter under my arm. Her final page still lingered in my thoughts, the one where she wrote that the Curator had grown theatrical and unreliable before she wrote one last word with no explanation: “No."

The shadows at the end of the corridor rearranged themselves. Someone was standing there, or at least something the library believed should resemble someone. It stepped forward with the confidence of a detective in a serialized drama and the posture of a malfunctioning scarecrow. Its outline stuttered, because one moment it wore an immaculate suit, then a cosmic robe, and then a sweater vest with elbow patches. It finally settled on the suit, though its edges still flickered like an old film reel.

“Nora Clue,” it said. “You appear distressed.” Its voice came from three directions at once. All of them wrong.

I didn’t reach for anything dramatic, but I nodded toward the shelf behind it. “You’re blocking the contradictions section. Move.”

The Curator tried to smile. The
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