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Philippe rifled through his backpack for the third time. "Harris, I can't find my copy of Dragons Don't Do Decimals. It was due yesterday!"

"Oh, that book?" Harris looked up from where he was alphabetizing Philippe's sock drawer by literary genre. "I definitely returned it next week. Or was it last tomorrow? Time gets fuzzy around overdue books — they're very sensitive about punctuality."

"What does that even mean?" Philippe asked, but the air was already changing, taking on the musty-sweet smell of old books and adventure. "Oh no. We're already—"

"Welcome to the Overdue Observatory!" Harris announced, now wearing a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches and a bow tie made of library cards. "Where all late books go to plot their eventual return!"

They stood in what looked like a massive library, but all the shelves were floating, and the books were flying between them like paper airplanes having a traffic jam. Some books were wearing tiny parachutes, while others had formed reading groups in mid-air.

"Your book should be here somewhere," Harris mused, ducking as a copy of War and Peace engaged in aerial combat with The Art of War. "Though we might need to check with the management."



A tremendous roar shook the shelves. Around the corner came a massive lion wearing librarian glasses and carrying a date stamp like a scepter.

"QUIET IN THE LIBRARY!" he roared, somehow in a whisper.

"Lawrence!" Harris greeted cheerfully. "How's the fortress of forbidden folios coming along?"

"Behind schedule," Lawrence grumbled, checking a pocket watch that ran on overdue fees. "Do you know how hard it is to build a fortress out of overdue books when they keep trying to return themselves? It's like herding plots!"

Just then, a sleepy koala appeared, simultaneously napping in three different reading nooks while somehow also checking the card catalog.

"Kevin the Quantum Koala!" Harris exclaimed. "Taking a break from your usual dimension?"

"I'm actually on my lunch break in 1987," Kevin yawned, existing in multiple states of consciousness. "But I saw you need help finding a book, so I'm also here. And there. And last Thursday."

"Dragons Don't Do Decimals," Philippe explained. "It's three days overdue."

"Four days if you count tomorrow," Lawrence corrected. "Which we do, because time is more of a suggested reading list here."

Kevin lazily pointed in three directions at once. "It's over there, building a support group for other mathematical fantasy novels. They're dealing with some serious genre identity issues."



They found Philippe's book leading a therapy session for confused titles: Fractions Are Your Friends (Really!), The Princess and the Polynomial, Harry Potter and the Order of Operations, and The Lion, the Witch, and the Word Problem.

"Come on," Philippe called to his book. "We need to return you!"

"But I'm helping!" the book protested. "Besides, Lawrence promised we could all be part of his fortress of knowledge!"

"Ah yes, about that," Harris interjected, now wearing a hard hat made of bookmarks. "Perhaps we could reach a compromise? Lawrence, what if instead of a fortress, you considered a more community-oriented position?"

Lawrence adjusted his glasses. "I'm listening. But make it quick — I have a late fee to compound."

"What if," Harris suggested, punctuating his point with a thunder-fart that made all the books do a synchronized swimming routine, "you became the library's new security guard? You could protect books while helping them find their way home!"

"Guard the books instead of hoarding them?" Lawrence pondered. "Could I still roar the due dates?"

"Even better," Harris assured him. "You could roar them in different languages. Very educational!"

While they negotiated, Kevin had fallen asleep in five different centuries simultaneously, creating a comfortable reading nook that transcended time and space. Several books had nestled into his quantum fur, including Philippe's wayward math book.

"Fine," Lawrence finally agreed. "But I have conditions: all reading groups must have proper snack protocols, no dog-earing pages — he glared specifically toward a nearby copy of Clifford the Big Red Dog — and book returns can be made in any century, but please fill out the proper temporal paperwork."



With the deal struck, they prepared to leave. But first, Harris pulled something from his tweed jacket: a special library card that sparkled with temporal energy.

"This will help you manage the chronologically challenged returns," he told Lawrence. "Just don't let it touch any time travel novels — they get ideas."

Back at Philippe's regular library, they returned Dragons Don't Do Decimals to a very confused librarian who couldn't understand why the book kept roaring multiplication tables in Latin.

"Don't worry about the late fee," Harris whispered to Philippe. "I paid it next month. Or possibly during the Renaissance. The exchange rate for florins is excellent right now."

Lawrence became the library's most successful security guard, though some patrons were startled when he roared reading recommendations in iambic pentameter. Kevin still naps in multiple sections simultaneously, creating peaceful reading spots where time moves at the perfect story-reading pace.

And if you listen carefully in the library, you might hear the books having their weekly support group — "Hi, I'm The Great Gatsby, and sometimes I feel like I should have more car chase scenes..." "You're perfect just the way you are, old sport." — meeting every other Tuesday, or possibly last Wednesday. Time is more flexible when you're discussing decimal points with dragons.
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