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Introduction
Ruby Carter had once been the name you’d see in bylines that made the morning
news worth reading. Her fearless investigation of city corruption had almost earned
her a Pulitzer—almost. But the higher she climbed, the further she had to fall. One
ugly source betrayal, a vindictive editor, and a six-month suspension later, Ruby was
lucky to freelance the occasional blog post. Her phone barely buzzed anymore, except
with awkward texts from her mother or overdue notice reminders. 

Now, every midnight found Ruby in the places forgotten by daylight—the city’s
sidewalks slick with rain, the neon fizz of distant shops now closed, and, inevitably, the
grand old Carnegie Library nestled between darkened brownstones. She was drawn to
its battered lion statues and cavernous marble halls. Unlike the city outside, the library
kept its doors open late, and the staff barely noticed the solitary woman wandering
the echoing corridors, greeting the shadows as if they were old friends.

Ruby’s family believed her nightly pilgrimages were a symptom of her unraveling.
Maybe it was insomnia, maybe nostalgia, but Ruby insisted the library soothed
something in her that nothing else could. Her younger brother’s calls were always
tinged with concern, and her mother’s messages alternated between gentle prodding
and resigned silence. Ruby couldn’t bring herself to explain the strange sense of
belonging she felt in the Midnight Library, where each stack held secrets, and no one
asked where you’d been, or why.

Yet there was more to the library than late-night solace and unread classics. A whisper
of secrecy lingered in the air—the staff exchanged glances that suggested concealed
knowledge, and certain doors remained ever locked. Rumor had it the library sheltered
rare tomes whose existence was zealously denied. The marble halls were pockmarked
with age, but some of the scuffed tiles gave way to hollow echoes that made Ruby’s
reporter’s instincts itch. There were stories hidden among the stacks, she was
certain—stories no one was meant to find.

She didn’t set out to become a part of those secrets. On the contrary, she preferred to
watch from the sidelines, nursing old wounds and marinating in regret. But fate cares
little for self-imposed exile. When a single, accidental moment draws Ruby into the
middle of a high-tech break-in—flashing lights, muffled footsteps, the glint of a
shattered case—her world alters irrevocably. Not only is she a witness… she quickly
becomes one of the suspects.

It begins with a missing manuscript, but soon, Ruby finds herself tangled in a web
woven of ancient codes, silent alliances, and motives as clandestine as the library’s
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hidden chambers. To clear her name and uncover the truth, Ruby must plunge deeper
into the Midnight Library’s mysteries, risking both her fractured self and the lives of
those she comes to trust. The heist, as she quickly discovers, is only the beginning.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows among the Stacks
The old clock in the grand foyer chimed eleven, each resonant bong echoing through
the deserted marble halls of the Carnegie Library. Ruby shivered, not from cold, but
from the peculiar thrill that always accompanied the dying hours of the day here. She
preferred the library at night, when its imposing structure felt less like a public
institution and more like a vast, breathing entity, its secrets humming just beneath the
surface. Tonight, a restless energy seemed to permeate the silence, a low thrumming
that snagged at her reporter’s instincts.

She wasn’t looking for a story tonight, or so she told herself. Just a quiet corner, a
forgotten volume, and the sweet oblivion that came with being lost in someone else’s
words. Her usual perch was a worn leather armchair in the Classics section, nestled
between towering shelves of dusty Shakespeare and brittle Austen. But tonight, a
faint, almost imperceptible shimmer of light flickered from the usually dark Fine Arts
annex, drawing her like a moth to a flame.

The Fine Arts annex was an imposing wing, rarely frequented even during daylight
hours. Its tall, arched windows were permanently blacked out, and the air within it was
always cooler, as if guarding against the erosion of time. Ruby had often wondered
what treasures lay behind its imposing oak doors, always locked to the public. She
knew, from whispered rumors among the evening cleaning staff, that it housed some
of the library’s oldest and most valuable collections, kept under stringent
environmental controls.

Curiosity, a trait both her greatest asset and her most profound flaw, tugged at her.
She moved silently, her worn sneakers barely scuffing the polished floor. The faint
light pulsed again, a quick flash, almost like a camera shutter. She pressed herself
against a cool marble pillar, her breath catching in her throat. This wasn't the usual
muted glow of a night light or a security patrol. This was deliberate.

Through a narrow gap in the heavy velvet curtains that covered the annex’s main
entrance, Ruby peered inside. Her eyes widened. The room was not dark. It was
bathed in a soft, bluish glow, emanating from what looked like a series of high-tech
sensors arranged around a central display case. And standing amidst this unholy glow
were figures, cloaked in black, their faces obscured by hoods.

They weren't ordinary burglars. Their movements were too precise, too practiced. One
figure, taller than the others, moved with an almost surgical grace towards the display
case. It wasn't brute force; it was something far more sophisticated. A faint, almost
inaudible hum filled the air, like a distant swarm of bees. Ruby strained to see what
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was inside the case that warranted such an elaborate operation.

As she watched, mesmerized and terrified, the hum intensified, and a section of the
display case seemed to dematerialize, revealing a pristine, leather-bound book resting
on a velvet cushion. Its cover gleamed with what looked like intricate silver filigree.
This wasn’t just a valuable antique; it felt ancient, radiating an aura of profound
significance. Even from a distance, Ruby could sense its power.

One of the cloaked figures reached in, their gloved hand carefully lifting the book. At
that precise moment, a shard of glass, perhaps from a nearby discarded object,
shifted under Ruby’s foot. The tiny sound, amplified in the profound silence, echoed
like a gunshot. All movement in the annex ceased.

Ruby froze, her heart hammering against her ribs. The cloaked figures snapped their
heads towards the curtain. She saw, for a fleeting moment, the glint of something
metallic in the hand of the tallest figure – not a weapon, but a small, sleek device.
Before she could react, before she could even breathe, a piercing alarm shrieked
through the library, tearing through the quiet night like a banshee.

Panic seized her. The cloaked figures moved with astonishing speed, melting into the
shadows at the far end of the annex. Ruby, her body screaming at her to run, found
her feet rooted to the spot. The blare of the alarm was deafening, amplified by the
library’s high ceilings. She could hear distant shouts, the frantic scurry of security
guards.

And then, the doors of the annex burst open, not with the intruders, but with two burly
security guards, flashlights cutting through the gloom. Their beams swept across the
room, illuminating the shattered, futuristic display case and the empty space where
the ancient book had rested. And then, the beams settled on Ruby, standing frozen,
wide-eyed, and undeniably present, amidst the wreckage.

One guard, a stocky man with a severe expression she recognized from her nightly
visits, barked, "What in God's name are you doing here?" His voice was laced with
suspicion, his eyes narrowing as he took in the scene. The broken case, the missing
manuscript, and Ruby Carter, the solitary night-dweller, caught red-handed.

Ruby opened her mouth to protest, to explain, but no words came out. Her mind
raced, a jumble of flashing lights, cloaked figures, and the chilling realization that she
was the only one left, the obvious scapegoat. The alarm continued to wail, a relentless
accusation. Her journalistic instincts, long dormant, flared to life, screaming at her: 
This is a story. But you’re caught in it.

The other guard, younger and more agitated, stepped forward, his hand hovering over
the walkie-talkie clipped to his belt. "Sir, look at this. The primary display case for the
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Volkov Manuscript... it's been breached." He looked at Ruby with undisguised
accusation. "And she's right here."

The Volkov Manuscript. Ruby had heard whispers of it, a legendary text, supposedly
containing ancient knowledge, rumored to be so dangerous it had been sealed away
for centuries. Its existence was usually dismissed as a myth, a bedtime story for rare
book collectors. But now, it was gone, and she was standing over its empty tomb.

"Ma'am, you need to come with us," the first guard stated, his voice devoid of any
warmth. His flashlight beam pinned her, leaving no escape. Ruby swallowed hard, her
throat suddenly dry. The game had changed. She was no longer an observer. She was
a participant, and a highly unwelcome one at that. The Midnight Library had claimed
her as its own, pulling her into its deepest, most dangerous secret.
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