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​About The Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, wholesome romance with warm emotional stakes, hopeful endings, and characters who grow through kindness, courage, and everyday choices that matter. Each story is crafted to feel human, grounded, and uplifting, with teen-appropriate themes and an authentic sense of place.
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​Dedication
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For every student who thought senior year had to be perfect to be meaningful, and for every quiet act of kindness that turned an ordinary day into something worth remembering.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Skylar Reed is seventeen, a focused senior who keeps her planner color-coded and her smile steady, because her future feels like it depends on staying in control, staying liked, and never being the reason things fall apart.

Dylan Mercer is eighteen, a senior who moves through school like he’s trying not to take up space, balancing classes with responsibilities outside campus, and carrying a calm that looks like indifference until you realize it’s discipline.

Emery Blake is Skylar’s best friend, a theater kid with quick wit and a softer heart than she admits, who believes people can change even when the school has already decided who they are.

Jace Holloway is the student council president, charismatic and careful with his image, the kind of senior who knows how to speak in slogans, and who doesn’t always notice the pressure he puts on others.

Naomi Park is the editor of the school news site, curious and principled, always following the thread of a story, and always noticing the smallest detail that other people miss.

Principal Hart is the steady adult presence in the building, protective of the seniors’ future, but unwilling to let one bad moment define the school’s last year.

Marigold Ridge High is a place of loud hallways, last-period fatigue, club posters taped at crooked angles, and that particular senior-year electricity where everything feels like a closing chapter and a beginning at the same time.
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​Introduction Scene
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The last bell was three minutes away, and the hallway already felt like it was holding its breath.

Skylar kept her pace even, like she wasn’t counting seconds in her head, like she wasn’t listening for the faint click of classroom doors opening, the scrape of chairs, the restless shuffle that always hit right before dismissal. Her binder was tucked tight against her ribs, her laptop sleeve pressed flat under her arm, and her smile was doing its usual job, the one it had learned to do this year.

Look calm. Look capable. Look like you belong at the front of the line.

She passed the trophy case, where the glass reflected her back at her in quick flashes, and she didn’t let herself stop. Stopping was how you started thinking. Thinking was how you started remembering.

She turned the corner toward the main office and almost collided with a wave of juniors bursting out of the science wing, laughing too loud, already free in the way seniors were supposed to be by now. Someone bumped her shoulder, muttered a quick sorry, and kept going.

Skylar adjusted her grip and kept walking.

A crackle came over the intercom. The sound made every conversation dip, just slightly, like the building itself was bracing.

“Good afternoon, Marigold Ridge,” Principal Hart said, and the tone was calm in the way adults used when they were trying not to sound angry. “Before we dismiss, I have an update for the senior class.”

Skylar’s stomach tightened, not from fear exactly, but from recognition. Updates for seniors have been a parade of deadlines lately. Cap and gown orders. Scholarship forms. The schedule for senior finals. The list of names for graduation roles that everyone pretended they didn’t care about.

But this didn’t sound like paperwork.

“Last Friday,” Principal Hart continued, “we had an incident that put senior privileges at risk. I’m not interested in turning this into a rumor festival. I am interested in what happens next.”

Skylar’s feet slowed, just for a second. She forced them forward again.

Around her, locker doors clicked shut. A few heads turned. Someone whispered, “Is this about the cafeteria thing?” and someone else shushed them fast.

Principal Hart went on. “As of today, senior privileges will remain intact on one condition. The senior class will partner with staff to launch a schoolwide initiative that restores trust and sets the tone for the end of this year.”

Skylar reached the office hallway. The air was cooler here, quieter, like the building’s pulse dropped near the adults.

“I’m calling it Final Bell Miracles,” Principal Hart said. “Small acts of kindness, done daily, especially after the last bell. Not for praise. Not for points. Not for social media.”

A couple of students near the office door exchanged glances, half skeptical, half intrigued.

Skylar’s mind raced ahead anyway, as it always did. Initiative meant student leadership. Leadership meant responsibilities. Responsibilities meant visibility. Visibility meant risk.

And risk was something she could not afford.

“Participation is not optional for seniors with leadership roles,” Principal Hart added, and Skylar felt the words hit like a tap on her shoulder. “Student council, team captains, club presidents, editors, committee heads. You will receive assignments by the end of day.”

Skylar kept walking, but the hallway felt longer now, like it had stretched.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she didn’t need to look to know it was Emery. Emery had been texting her since lunch with a steady stream of panic disguised as jokes.

Skylar finally reached the office doors, pulled them open, and stepped into the hush.

The receptionist looked up with a tired smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Skylar, honey. Principal Hart asked if you could wait just a moment.”

Skylar nodded. Her voice did not come out shaky. “Of course.”

She moved to the row of chairs along the wall and sat with her knees together, posture straight, like she was already being evaluated.

Across from her, the trophy shelf held plaques and framed photos that made the school look like a place that always did the right thing. Skylar stared at them and tried to breathe normally.

Final Bell Miracles.

It sounded like something you could put on a banner. It sounded harmless. It sounded, honestly, like a distraction. A way to make everyone stop talking about what happened last Friday.

She could almost hear the whispers anyway. They weren’t about “the incident,” not really. They were about blame.

And blame always found a person to stick to.

The door to the side hallway opened, and Dylan walked out.

Skylar’s spine became rigid before she could stop it.

He didn’t look up right away. He had a scuffed backpack slung over one shoulder and a plain gray hoodie that made him blend into the walls. His hair was slightly damp, like he’d washed his face in a hurry, and there was a faint mark of printer ink on one of his fingers, a smudge that looked like it had survived a scrub.

He was holding a shoebox with the lid half-on, the kind of box you’d find in a closet, the kind of box people used to hide things they didn’t want anyone else touching.

Dylan paused, just inside the office. His eyes flicked up, met Skylar’s for half a beat, then slid away like contact was an accident.

Skylar’s chest tightened for a different reason now, sharper and more specific.

Last Friday. The cafeteria. The overturned donation jar. The ruined posters. The senior prank that had crossed a line, even if nobody wanted to admit it had.

Skylar had been there. She had been the one holding the microphone for announcements when the shouting started.

She had seen Dylan in the crowd.

She had also seen him slip out of the cafeteria when everyone else surged forward.

Her brain had filed it away, not because she wanted to suspect him, but because she couldn’t explain it.

Now he was here, carrying a box like it mattered.

Dylan took two steps toward the receptionist’s desk, and the lid shifted. A corner of paper peeked out, pale yellow, folded neatly.

Skylar’s eyes caught on it and wouldn’t let go.

The paper had writing on it. Thick black marker, careful letters.

A name.

Skylar.

Her mouth went dry.

Dylan seemed to realize, at the exact same moment, that she could see it. His hand tightened around the box, and he adjusted the lid so fast it was almost defensive.

Skylar stood up before she meant to. The chair legs scraped the floor, loud in the quiet.

The receptionist glanced up, eyebrows lifting in mild surprise, like Skylar had broken an invisible rule by making noise.

Skylar took a step forward. Her voice came out low, controlled. “What is that?”

Dylan’s shoulders tensed. He kept his gaze on the desk, like the wood grain was fascinating. “It’s not—”

“Is that my name?” Skylar asked, and she hated how the question sounded, like she was accusing him of something without even knowing what.

Dylan finally looked at her then. His eyes were dark, steady, and completely unreadable, which was somehow worse than guilt.

“It’s not what you think,” he said.

Skylar let out a short laugh that didn’t feel like laughter. “You don’t know what I think.”

Dylan’s jaw tightened. “Exactly.”

Skylar stared at him, heat rising behind her eyes, not from anger alone but from the humiliating fact that she was suddenly not in control of this moment.

She lowered her voice further. “Why do you have something with my name on it?”

Dylan glanced at the receptionist, at the other students in chairs, at the office door like he was calculating escape routes.

Then he did something that made Skylar’s heart jolt.

He slid the box a fraction closer to his body, as if protecting it, and said, “Because it’s not yours.”

Skylar blinked. “What?”

Dylan swallowed, and for the first time his calm cracked just enough to show something underneath. Not fear. Not guilt. Something like tired determination.

“It’s not for you,” he said, and his voice went even quieter. “It’s about you.”

Skylar’s hands curled into fists at her sides. “That doesn’t make it better.”

The receptionist cleared her throat gently, a reminder that the office had ears.

Dylan looked down. “I didn’t choose the name.”

Skylar’s stomach twisted. “Then who did?”

Dylan’s gaze flicked to the side hallway door, the one that led deeper into the office, the one Principal Hart had gone through.

Before he could answer, the intercom crackled again, the sound making Skylar flinch.

“Skylar Reed?” Principal Hart’s voice came through, but this time it wasn’t over the whole school. It was the office speaker, smaller, closer. “Could you come back, please?”

Skylar stared at Dylan like the floor had tilted under her. The timing was too neat. Too suspicious.

Dylan didn’t look surprised. That, somehow, was the worst part.

Skylar took a slow breath. “Is this about Final Bell Miracles?”

Dylan’s mouth tightened. “Yes.”

Skylar’s voice came out sharp. “Then why is my name on—”

The side hallway door opened, and Principal Hart stepped out, holding a folder and a pen like she was about to conduct a meeting.

Her eyes swept the room, landed on Skylar, then Dylan, then the box.

For a moment, something like understanding crossed her face. Not a shock. Not disappointment. More like, There it is.

“Skylar,” Principal Hart said, “thank you for waiting.”

Skylar forced herself not to look guilty, even though guilt was a reflex now. “Yes, Principal Hart.”

Principal Hart turned her attention to Dylan. “And you as well, Dylan.”

Dylan nodded once. “Yes, ma’am.”

Skylar felt the word ma’am land with a strange weight. It sounded respectful. It sounded careful. It made him seem like someone who was used to adults making decisions about his life.

Principal Hart gestured toward her office. “Both of you, inside.”

Skylar’s pulse thudded once, hard. “Both of us?”

Principal Hart’s expression didn’t soften. “Both.”

Skylar’s mind leapt ahead again, fast and ruthless. Scholarship committee letters. Recommendations. The senior awards assembly next month. The graduation program with her name printed under “Senior Class Vice President.”

One mistake could erase everything.

She stepped forward, and Dylan moved at the same time, like they were being pulled by the same invisible string.

As they passed the receptionist’s desk, Dylan’s box lid shifted again, just slightly, and Skylar saw the corner of that paper one more time. She caught a few words before he covered it.

Not her name this time.

Just a line written in the same careful marker.

“Miracle One: Return What Was Taken.”

Skylar’s breath caught.

Taken.

Last Friday flashed in her mind like a sudden glare. The donation jar. The missing cash. The angry emails from parents. The rumor that someone had stolen from the senior fund.

Skylar had spent the weekend drafting statements with Jace, rehearsing calm explanations for the school board meeting, pretending she didn’t care what people were saying about the student council behind their backs.

Return what was taken.

Skylar stepped into Principal Hart’s office with Dylan at her side, and the door clicked shut behind them with a finality that made her skin prickle.

Principal Hart didn’t sit right away. She set the folder on her desk and looked at them both, one after the other, as if measuring something.

“I’m going to be direct,” she said. “Senior year is a pressure cooker. That doesn’t excuse last Friday, but it does explain why we’re at a turning point.”

Skylar’s throat tightened. Turning point sounded like a grown-up language for consequences.

Principal Hart continued. “Final Bell Miracles starts today. Not next week. Not after people forget. Today.”

Skylar tried to keep her voice steady. “Principal Hart, I’m happy to help. I just don’t understand why—”

“Because you are both connected to the problem,” Principal Hart said calmly, cutting through Skylar’s words like a blade through ribbon. “And you are both capable of being part of the solution.”

Skylar’s face went hot. “Connected how?”

Principal Hart opened the folder and slid out two sheets of paper, setting one in front of Skylar and one in front of Dylan.

Skylar’s page had her name printed at the top. Under it was a list of dates and tasks.

Co-Lead: Final Bell Miracles.

Skylar stared at it like it might be a prank. “Co-lead?”

Principal Hart looked at her. “You will be the senior representative for this initiative.”

Skylar’s voice felt thin. “With—”

“With Dylan,” Principal Hart said, and glanced at him. “Dylan will be the operations lead. He has access to spaces students don’t. He knows the building. He knows the routines. And he has already begun coordinating the miracle drop system.”

Skylar snapped her gaze to Dylan. “You started it?”

Dylan’s eyes flicked away. “Not alone.”

Principal Hart’s tone stayed even. “You will not ask me for names. We are not making a list of saints and sinners. We are changing the culture.”

Skylar’s head swam. “But why me?”

Principal Hart’s expression softened just slightly. “Because you are responsible. Because you care what happens to this school. And because right now, the senior class needs leadership that isn’t about image. It needs leadership that is about repair.”

Skylar’s fingers tightened on the paper. Repair. That word again, as if the school itself was something cracked.

Principal Hart’s gaze sharpened. “Skylar, I know how much is riding on this year for you. Scholarships, recommendations, graduation roles. I also know that when pressure rises, people make choices they wouldn’t normally make.”

Skylar’s heart thudded. “Are you saying I—”

“I am saying,” Principal Hart interrupted gently, “that rumors are swirling, and they will not stop swirling until something real changes.”

Skylar’s mouth went dry. “And if I don’t do this?”

Principal Hart looked her in the eye. “Then I cannot, in good conscience, write the recommendation letter you requested for the Marigold Civic Promise Scholarship.”

The air seemed to vanish from the room.

Skylar’s vision tunneled for a second, just the desk, the paper, Principal Hart’s calm face, Dylan standing beside her like a shadow she hadn’t asked for.

Principal Hart turned to Dylan. “And Dylan, if you refuse, you will lose the service credit you need for graduation participation. You can still graduate, but you will not walk.”

Dylan’s jaw tightened. His fingers flexed once at his side, like he was gripping something invisible.

Skylar looked at him then, really looked, and saw something she hadn’t seen before.

He wasn’t here because he wanted drama. He was here because he had no room to say no.

Skylar’s voice came out quieter. “So we’re... assigned.”

Principal Hart nodded. “You are partnered.”

Skylar stared at the paper again. Co-lead. The word felt like a weight.

Her gaze slid toward the edge of Dylan’s box, still tucked under his arm like a guarded secret.

“Return what was taken,” Skylar whispered before she could stop herself.

Dylan’s eyes lifted, and for the first time there was something in them she could name.

Not guilt.

Resolve.

He said, very quietly, “It’s going to happen.”

Skylar’s pulse tripped. “How do you know?”

Dylan held her gaze, and the steadiness of it unsettled her more than any anger would have.

“Because,” he said, “I’m the one making sure it does.”

Principal Hart watched them both, and Skylar had the sudden, sharp feeling that this wasn’t just an initiative.

It was a test.

And somehow, the person standing next to her, the one she didn’t trust, had just become the only person who might know the truth about what really happened last Friday.

Skylar swallowed hard. “When do we start?”

Principal Hart didn’t hesitate. “After the final bell.”

Outside the office, the building’s noise swelled, the end-of-day tide rising.

Skylar looked at Dylan, at the box, at the hint of folded paper inside.

Final Bell Miracles.

Small acts of kindness.

And one note with her name on it that she still hadn’t been allowed to see.

The bell rang.

And Skylar realized, with a cold clarity, that whatever was about to happen next wasn’t going to be something she could plan her way out of.
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​Chapter 1: After The Bell
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Skylar walked out of the office like the air had changed density, like the school had quietly rearranged itself while she’d been sitting in that chair trying to look composed. The corridor outside was louder now, the bell’s echo already dissolving into the usual end-of-day chaos. Lockers slammed, laughter bounced off the tiles, and the scent of someone’s fries followed a cluster of freshmen the way a perfume cloud followed adults.

Everything looked normal.

That was the part that made her feel slightly unreal. The building kept functioning as if her future hadn’t just been placed on a table and slid across it with a pen.

Dylan came out beside her, the shoebox tucked under his arm like he’d been born carrying secrets. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t look at anyone. He moved with that same controlled steadiness, as if he’d decided a long time ago that noticing too much was a liability.

Skylar’s fingers tightened around the paper the Principal had given her. The word co-lead seemed to glare back at her, bold in her mind even though it wasn’t printed that way. Co meant together. Co meant you didn’t get to choose who stood next to you when everything went wrong.

She forced her steps to match the pace of the hallway rather than the sprint her nervous system wanted. She could feel eyes on her, or maybe she only thought she could because she always felt watched lately. Senior year did that. It turned the school into a stage where everyone was pretending they didn’t care what anyone thought, while caring too much.

A voice cut through the noise behind her. “Skylar.”

Emery appeared like she’d been summoned by stress itself, hair tied up in a messy knot, backpack slipping off one shoulder, eyes wide with that specific expression that meant she’d read the mood before anyone explained it. She stopped short when she saw Dylan.

“Oh,” Emery said, the word landing with a delicate edge. “Okay. That’s new.”

Skylar tried to swallow the panic rising in her throat and convert it into something manageable. “I got assigned.”

Emery’s eyebrows lifted. “Assigned to what?”

Dylan didn’t slow down. He angled toward the front doors like he had a schedule taped inside his skull. Skylar followed, because she had no choice but to follow, because the alternative was standing still and letting the day pile on top of her.

“Final Bell Miracles,” Skylar said, and she hated how the words sounded out loud. Like a poster slogan. Like something that belonged in the announcements instead of her life.

Emery’s face did that quick flicker between skepticism and curiosity. “Wait. Is that real? People were already joking about it. Like, ‘Congrats seniors, now you have to be nice on purpose.’”

Skylar let out a sharp exhale. “It’s real.”

Emery’s gaze darted to Dylan’s shoebox. “Is that... supplies?”

Dylan’s grip tightened. “Something like that.”

His voice was calm, but his shoulders had gone rigid in a way Skylar couldn’t ignore. He was listening too, even if he acted like he wasn’t. He just listened like someone who didn’t want to be caught caring.

Emery’s eyes moved back to Skylar. “Are you okay?”

Skylar almost laughed. The question was so gentle it felt like it belonged in a different universe than the one she was currently living in. “I’m fine,” she said automatically, then corrected herself because lying to Emery never worked. “I’m not fine. But I’m functioning.”

Emery’s mouth pressed into a sympathetic line. “What happened there?”

Skylar hesitated, because saying it out loud would make it real in a way her brain was still trying to delay. “The principal said my scholarship recommendation depends on this going well.”

Emery went still. “That is... not a small thing.”

“No,” Skylar said. “It’s not.”

They reached the front doors. Outside, buses idled with their usual impatient rumble, and the spring air carried the smell of grass that hadn’t decided if it wanted to be warm yet. Students spilled into the parking lot in waves, a whole school exhaling at once.

Dylan stepped down the front steps and paused, finally, like the next part required a decision. He glanced toward the bus loop, then toward the side path that led around the gym.

Skylar watched him too closely, because her brain had decided that understanding him was now a survival skill.

“We start,” Dylan said, and the words weren’t a suggestion. They were an instruction to himself. “After the bell. So... now.”

Emery blinked. “Start what? Like... you’re doing a kind thing today?”

Dylan nodded once. “We have a first drop.”

Skylar’s chest tightened. “A first drop?”

He looked at her for half a second, and in that quick glance she felt something unsettling. Not attraction. Not warmth. Something more like being measured and found wanting, then being given a chance anyway.

“It’s already set up,” Dylan said, and his gaze slid away again. “We just have to run it.”

Skylar lifted the paper in her hand. “Nobody told me anything about a plan.”

“That’s because you’re new,” Dylan said.

The way he said it wasn’t rude. It was just... factual. Like the world had rules and she was catching up. It irritated her anyway.

Emery’s eyes narrowed. “Okay, wow. Starting strong.”

Skylar kept her voice level. “Where is it?”

Dylan shifted the shoebox slightly. “The library side door.”

Skylar stared at him. “The library is closed after school.”

“It isn’t today,” Dylan said. “I talked to the librarian. She’s staying for a club meeting. The side door will be open.”

Skylar’s mind snagged on talking to the librarian. She couldn’t picture Dylan talking to any adult like that. She couldn’t picture him walking into the library office and explaining a program with confidence.

And yet, he had.

Emery leaned in toward Skylar, dropping her voice. “Since when does Dylan talk to anyone?”

Skylar didn’t answer because she didn’t know. She didn’t know anything. That was the terrifying part.

Dylan started walking toward the side path without waiting for them. Skylar followed, and Emery followed because Emery never let Skylar walk into a situation alone if she could help it.

The path along the gym was quieter, shaded by a line of trees and the building’s brick wall. The farther they got from the buses and the crowd, the more Skylar could hear smaller sounds: the crunch of gravel, the squeak of someone’s sneakers behind the gym doors, the distant whistle of a coach calling out.

Skylar’s phone buzzed again in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw a new message in the senior council group chat.

Jace: Principal wants the co-leads to meet in the library at ten. We need a plan before people start making jokes.

Skylar’s stomach flipped. Of course Jace was already shaping the narrative. Of course he was trying to manage the optics before anyone managed the actual problem.

Emery saw the message over Skylar’s shoulder and scoffed softly. “Jace would schedule a crisis.”

Skylar typed back with fingers that felt too stiff.

Skylar: On my way.

She hesitated, then added:

Skylar: Dylan is with me.

She didn’t know why she included it. Maybe because she wanted the group to know she wasn’t choosing this. Maybe because she wanted Jace to feel just a hint of surprise, the way she had.

Dylan didn’t check his phone. Or if he did, he didn’t let it show.

They rounded the corner of the library building. The side entrance was tucked beneath an overhang, half-hidden by a bulletin board that still had fall flyers pinned to it. The door was propped open with a wedge. Inside the dimmer hallway, the air smelled like paper and carpet cleaner.

Skylar hesitated at the threshold.

This was her school, but the library always felt like its own world, quiet rules and soft lighting, a place where drama didn’t echo as loudly. Coming here now, with a shoebox of mysteries and a deadline hanging over her, felt like stepping into a room where she had to lower her voice even when she wanted to scream.

Dylan pushed the door wider with his shoulder. “This way.”

He led them down the narrow hall toward the back study area. The main library space was mostly empty except for a few students at tables, whispering and tapping pens. The librarian sat at her desk near the front, glancing up as they passed.

“Hi,” Skylar said automatically, polite, composed.

The librarian’s eyes lingered on Dylan. “You’re early.”

Dylan nodded. “I know.”

He didn’t explain. He didn’t smile. But there was something about the exchange that made Skylar pause. The librarian didn’t look at Dylan like he was invisible. She looked at him like he was... reliable. Like he’d shown up before.

Skylar’s chest tightened again, a different kind of tension. The kind that came from realizing she’d built a version of someone in her head and it might not match the real person.

They reached a small back room that the library used for clubs. A folding table had been set up. On it sat a stack of sticky notes, a few markers, and a clear plastic box with a slit cut in the top. A handmade sign leaned against it, letters neat and careful.

Final Bell Miracles.

Drop a note. Take a note.

Skylar stared at it, caught between disbelief and dread. “This is... already a thing.”

Dylan set the shoebox down beside the table, gently, as if it held something fragile. “It’s a start.”

Emery walked around the table, reading the sign like it might bite. “This is either going to be adorable or a total disaster.”

Skylar forced herself to step closer. The sign was handwritten, not printed. Someone had taken time. Someone had cared enough to make it look like it belonged, not like it was an assignment.

Skylar looked at Dylan. “Did you make this?”

Dylan’s shoulders lifted in the smallest shrug. “No.”

“Then who—”

“Does it matter?” Dylan interrupted, and his voice wasn’t sharp, but it had an edge of warning. “Not right now.”

Skylar’s jaw tightened. She hated not knowing. She hated being told to stop asking questions when questions were how she kept her life upright.

Emery opened her mouth, ready to defend Skylar, but the sound of footsteps in the hallway cut through the room.

Jace appeared in the doorway like he belonged there, like every room was a stage and he had perfect timing. Naomi was behind him, phone already in her hand, eyes sharp and curious. Two more seniors followed, whispering to each other with that excited energy that came when something new was about to be gossip-worthy.

Jace’s gaze landed on Skylar first, then slid to Dylan, then paused at the box on the floor. His smile flickered.

“So it’s true,” Jace said lightly. “The principal actually partnered you two.”

Skylar kept her voice even. “It’s not a partnership. It’s an assignment.”

Naomi’s eyes moved between Skylar and Dylan like she was watching a tennis match. “Assignments make the best stories,” she said, a little too cheerfully.

Skylar’s stomach dropped. “Naomi.”

Naomi lifted her free hand in a mock-innocent gesture. “Relax. I’m not posting anything. Yet. I’m just trying to understand what this initiative actually is, because people are already calling it ‘forced niceness.’”

Dylan didn’t react. He didn’t even look annoyed. He just stepped behind the table and opened the shoebox lid.

Skylar leaned forward before she could stop herself.

Inside were stacks of folded paper, each one labeled with a number. There were also a few small items: a fresh pack of gum, a pair of new shoelaces, a tiny travel deodorant, and a sealed granola bar. The kind of things people needed when life was messy and nobody wanted to ask for help.

Skylar’s throat tightened again, unexpectedly.

Dylan lifted one of the numbered stacks and set it beside the drop box. “These are the first notes. People can take one if they need it.”

Jace’s smile shifted into something more cautious. “Where did those come from?”

Dylan looked at him. “People.”

“That’s not an answer,” Naomi said.

Dylan’s gaze was steady. “It is.”

Skylar watched Naomi’s eyebrows lift, like she wasn’t used to being stonewalled by someone who wasn’t intimidated by her curiosity. Skylar almost felt a flicker of satisfaction. Almost.

Jace stepped closer, reading the sign. “Okay. So students drop kindness notes, take kindness notes. Cute. But what about the senior incident?”

The room went slightly quieter. Even the whispering seniors behind Naomi stopped for a beat, like the words incident had pulled a curtain back on the reason they were all here.

Skylar felt her face heat. She glanced at Emery, who looked like she wanted to throw a marker at Jace.

Dylan’s hand paused over the shoebox. “The first miracle,” he said, and his voice dropped a fraction, “is returning what was taken.”

Jace’s eyes narrowed. “You keep saying that like it’s a slogan.”

“It’s not,” Dylan said. “It’s a directive.”

Skylar swallowed. “What does that mean in practice?”

Dylan finally looked at her fully, and something in his gaze made her pulse trip. He didn’t look like he was enjoying this. He looked like he was carrying something heavy and trying not to drop it.

“It means,” Dylan said, “we don’t do notes first. We will repair first.”

Naomi stepped closer, lowering her voice. “So the money. The donation jar.”

Skylar’s jaw tightened. Hearing it out loud in this room, in this calm library air, made it feel even worse. Like the school’s disappointment had a shape.

Jace’s voice sharpened. “Do you know who did it?”

Dylan’s shoulders became rigid again. “No.”

Skylar watched him closely, searching for a crack. A flinch. Anything.

He didn’t give one.

Naomi’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know where it is?”

Dylan’s silence lasted half a second too long.

Skylar’s heartbeat thudded. “Dylan.”

Dylan exhaled slowly. “I know enough.”

Jace’s posture straightened like he’d just found leverage. “Enough to fix it?”

Dylan’s jaw clenched. “Enough to try.”

Skylar’s chest tightened with a confusing mix of hope and anger. “Why didn’t you tell the principal?”

Dylan’s gaze flicked to her, and in his eyes she saw something that looked like frustration, not at her, but at the situation. “Because telling the principal isn’t the same as returning it.”

Skylar’s voice came out sharper than she intended. “Returning it is not the same as admitting it.”

Naomi’s eyes widened slightly, like she could smell a headline.

Dylan’s gaze held Skylar’s. “You want the truth,” he said quietly. “So do I.”

Skylar’s throat went dry. “Then tell me.”

Dylan looked away first. He reached into the box and pulled out a folded paper labeled with one.

He didn’t open it.

He set it down in front of Skylar.

Skylar stared at it as if it might explode. The paper wasn’t thick. It wasn’t dramatic. It was just a note. But she felt the room’s attention shift toward it, the way everyone leaned toward a secret.

Emery stepped closer to Skylar’s shoulder, her presence a steadying weight.

Skylar touched the note with her fingertips and felt a shiver run through her arm. She unfolded it slowly.

The handwriting was neat. The words were simple.

Meet me at the trophy case after the last bell. Bring what you took.

Skylar’s breath caught.

Naomi’s voice came out in a whisper. “That’s... not a kindness note.”

Dylan’s voice was low. “No.”

Skylar looked up at him, heart pounding. “Who wrote this?”

Dylan’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes looked darker. “That’s the problem.”

Skylar felt suddenly cold. “What do you mean?”

Dylan’s gaze stayed on her, steady and intense. “It’s not signed.”

Skylar’s hands trembled slightly as she looked back at the paper. It wasn’t signed. There was no name, no clue, just that direct instruction.

Meet me.

Bring what you took.

Her stomach twisted. “So someone set a trap.”

Jace stepped forward, voice tight. “Or someone tried to fix it quietly.”

Emery’s eyes narrowed at Jace. “Fix it quietly for who?”

Jace opened his mouth, then stopped. His jaw worked like he was swallowing words he didn’t want to say in front of people.

Skylar’s head spun. “Wait. This was in the trophy case?”

Dylan nodded.

Skylar’s throat tightened. She remembered the trophy case. She remembered standing near it last Friday after lunch, trying to calm people down, trying to keep seniors from shouting at each other. She remembered a blur of faces, a surge, someone yelling about the jar, someone else yelling back.

She remembered seeing Dylan slip out.

She remembered thinking it was strange.

Now she wondered if it wasn’t strange at all.

Naomi’s voice was careful, softer than usual. “Did someone meet them?”

Dylan’s mouth tightened. “Not the way they expected.”

Skylar stared at him. “Dylan.”

Dylan’s fingers curled around the edge of the shoebox lid. “I was there.”

The room seemed to tilt.

Emery’s hand gripped Skylar’s arm. “What?”

Jace’s eyes sharpened. “You were in the trophy case?”

Dylan didn’t flinch under the attention. “Yes.”

Skylar’s voice came out thin. “Did you see who came?”

Dylan’s gaze flicked to the doorway, like he was checking who could overhear in the hallway. Then back to Skylar.

“I saw someone,” he said. “But not enough.”

Skylar’s pulse hammered. “Not enough to identify them?”

Dylan’s jaw tightened. “Not enough to accuse anyone.”

Emery leaned closer, voice low. “Do you think it was a senior?”

Dylan hesitated, and that hesitation was an answer all on its own. “I think it was someone who knew seniors would be blamed.”

Skylar’s throat went dry.

Someone who knew seniors would be blamed.

Someone who wanted the blame to land where it was convenient.

Naomi’s phone lowered slightly, forgotten in her hand. “So the missing money is still missing.”

Dylan nodded.

Jace exhaled hard. “This is going to destroy us.”

Skylar looked at Jace sharply. “It’s already doing that.”

Jace’s gaze snapped to her. “I’m trying to keep senior year from turning into a disaster.”

Skylar’s voice cracked with the pressure she’d been holding in her chest for days. “It already is a disaster. People think we’re thieves.”

The word thieves landed with a sickening weight.

Emery’s grip tightened on Skylar’s arm. “Okay,” Emery said quietly, like she was trying to steady the room. “So what do we do now?”

Dylan reached into the box again and pulled out a second folded paper labeled with a two. He didn’t hand it to Skylar. He set it on the table and looked at everyone.

“We run the first drop,” he said. “We do it right. We make it real. And we use it to draw out whoever has the jar money.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed. “How does a kindness box draw out a thief?”

Dylan’s voice stayed calm, but there was steel underneath it. “Because people who took something don’t like being reminded of what they took.”

Skylar felt a chill. The logic was unsettling. Not because it was cruel, but because it was smart. It wasn’t a dramatic plan. It was psychological. It was... human.

Jace’s gaze flicked to the notes. “So we put this in the box?”

Dylan nodded. “Not that one. Not the trap note. The miracle notes.”

Skylar stared at the small items in the shoebox again. Gum. shoelaces. deodorant. granola bar. Her throat tightened in a different way.

“These are for people,” she said, softer.

Dylan glanced at her, and for the first time his expression shifted slightly, not into a smile, but into something less guarded. “Yes.”

Skylar felt her irritation waver, replaced by a cautious confusion. “Where did you get them?”

Dylan’s gaze slid away. “It doesn’t matter.”

It mattered to her. It mattered because it implied effort. It implied care. It implied he’d been thinking about this longer than she had, and that made her feel both grateful and angry.

Emery stepped toward the table, picked up a sticky note, and looked at Skylar. “Okay. Tell me what we want people to feel.”

Skylar blinked. “What?”

Emery’s eyes were bright, serious. “If the school thinks this is forced, it’ll flop. If it feels real, it’ll catch. So what do we want people to feel when they take a note?”

Skylar’s chest tightened. She hadn’t been thinking about feelings. She’d been thinking about survival. Scholarships. Recommendations. Graduation.

But Emery was right. If this turned into a joke, Skylar would lose everything anyway.

Skylar looked at the sign again.

Drop a note. Take a note.

It could be silly. Or it could be a lifeline.

Skylar swallowed. “Safe,” she said, surprising herself. “I want people to feel safe. Like... like it’s okay to have a bad day. Like somebody sees them.”

Naomi’s gaze softened just a fraction.

Dylan’s eyes met Skylar’s briefly, and that steady intensity returned, but now it felt different. Less like a threat. More like recognition.

Emery nodded. “Great. Then write that.”

Skylar took a sticky note with fingers that still felt shaky and stared at the blank square. For a moment, she couldn’t move. Writing kindness felt like painting a smile on a cracked wall. It felt too small.

Then she remembered the Principal's words. Repair. Culture. Turning point.

She wrote slowly, choosing words that didn’t sound like a counselor’s poster.

If today feels heavy, you don’t have to carry it alone. Take one small step. That counts.

She folded it once and slipped it into the drop box.

Emery wrote her own note, something warmer, slightly funny, the kind of line that could make someone exhale in the middle of a panic spiral.

Jace hesitated, then wrote too. Naomi wrote with a seriousness that made Skylar realize Naomi cared more than her reputation suggested.

One by one, the seniors in the room added notes. The box began to fill.

Skylar watched Dylan. He didn’t write at first. He stood there, arms crossed, eyes scanning the room like he was tracking exits and possibilities. Then he reached into the shoebox and pulled out one of the small items, the granola bar, and set it beside the drop box with a note already taped to it.

For whoever skipped lunch to get through the day.

Skylar’s throat tightened again.

Emery leaned in toward Skylar and whispered, “Okay. That’s actually... sweet.”

Skylar didn’t respond, because her chest felt too full of conflicting things. Suspicion. Gratitude. Fear. A faint, unwanted curiosity about what Dylan’s life looked like when he left this building.

The room’s mood shifted. Not into happiness, exactly, but into something steadier. Like everyone had stopped performing for a moment and started doing something real.

Skylar took a breath. “We need to announce where this is,” she said, slipping back into leadership because leadership was what she knew how to do. “Not publicly. Just... word of mouth. People trust people, not announcements.”

Jace nodded, already adjusting the plan into something brand-friendly. “I can get the club presidents to share it.”

Naomi’s gaze sharpened. “And I can keep it off the school news site if you want it low-key.”

Skylar looked at Naomi. “Thank you.”

Naomi shrugged, but her eyes stayed kind. “Don’t make me regret it.”

Dylan shifted, glance flicking to the clock on the wall. “We have ten minutes before the librarian locks up this room.”

Skylar turned to him. “So what happens after? We just leave it here?”

Dylan shook his head. “No. We move it.”

Skylar blinked. “Move it where?”

Dylan’s voice lowered. “After the final bell, the hallways are different. That’s the point. We place it where people actually are. Bus loop. Gym lobby. The art hallway. Wherever the pressure is.”

Skylar stared at him. “You’ve thought about this.”

Dylan didn’t deny it. “Yes.”

Emery lifted a brow. “Okay, mystery boy with a mission. Where first?”

Dylan picked up the drop box carefully. “Trophy case.”

Skylar’s blood went cold.

Jace’s face tightened. “Are you kidding?”

Dylan’s gaze was steady. “That’s where the note was left.”

Skylar’s throat tightened. “So you think they’ll come back.”

Dylan’s voice was quiet. “I think they can’t help themselves.”

Skylar hated how much sense it made. She hated that her stomach now felt like it was full of bees.

They carried the drop box out of the library room and into the hallway, moving like a little parade no one had planned. The main halls were emptier now, but not empty enough. There were still clusters of students waiting for rides, lingering near lockers, dragging out the day like they weren’t ready to go home.

As Skylar walked, she felt the school watching. She felt the murmurs starting. She felt her name being pulled into conversations.

Final Bell Miracles.

Skylar forced herself to keep her chin up.

At the trophy case, the hallway felt slightly colder, the fluorescent lighting harsher. The glass reflected their small group, the drop box, the sign, their faces too serious for a Tuesday afternoon.

Dylan set the box down on the ledge beneath the trophies and adjusted the sign so it faced the hallway. His hands moved with that careful steadiness again, like he was placing something meaningful, not just a plastic container.

Skylar’s heart pounded.

Emery stood close to her, shoulder brushing hers like a quiet anchor.

Jace hovered a step behind, already scanning for who was watching.

Naomi leaned back against a locker, arms crossed, eyes sharp, pretending not to care.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then a freshman girl walked past, slowed, looked at the sign, and stopped. She hesitated like she thought she’d get in trouble for touching it.

Skylar wanted to tell her it was okay, but she didn’t. She held still, letting the moment be hers.

The girl reached in, pulled out a note, read it, and her shoulders dropped slightly, like she’d been carrying something heavy and someone had finally set a hand under it.

She tucked the note into her pocket and walked away.

Skylar’s throat tightened so suddenly she almost looked away to hide it.

Emery leaned closer, whispering, “That’s a miracle.”

Skylar let out a small breath. “It’s a note.”

“It’s a note that changed her face,” Emery said. “That’s not nothing.”

Skylar swallowed hard, because Emery was right, and Skylar wasn’t ready to admit that something this simple could make her feel this much.

Then Dylan’s phone buzzed.

He checked it quickly, and something in his expression shifted. Not panic. Not surprise. Something like... urgency.

Skylar noticed anyway. “What?”

Dylan slid the phone back into his pocket. “Nothing.”

Skylar’s voice sharpened. “That’s not—”

Dylan cut her off quietly. “Skylar, not here.”

Her name in his voice made her pulse trip again, and she hated that too. She hated how easily her attention snapped to him when he said it like that, like he was trying to protect her from being overheard.

She lowered her voice. “Tell me.”

Dylan’s eyes met hers. For a second, the hallway noise dulled around them, like the world had narrowed to this glass case and the space between them.

“I got a message,” Dylan said softly. “From a number I haven't saved.”

Skylar’s stomach clenched. “What did it
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