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  Chapter One

  
  




The bell over the front door jingled softly as Noah Mercer stepped into the Maple Falls Historical Society.

The building always smelled the same.

Old paper.

Furniture polish.

Dust.

It was the kind of smell that belonged to forgotten attics and family photo albums. Noah had grown so used to it that walking inside felt almost like coming home.

Sunlight poured through the tall front windows, turning thousands of floating dust particles into tiny specks of gold. Rows of shelves stretched toward the back of the building, packed with carefully labeled boxes, faded books, and photographs that had been collecting stories long before Noah had been born.

He adjusted the backpack hanging from one shoulder.

“Morning, Mrs. Ellison.”

Without looking up from the newspaper she was restoring beneath a large magnifying lamp, the elderly woman smiled.

“You’re six minutes late.”

Noah sighed.

“I stopped to help Mr. Alvarez pick up oranges.”

“You stopped because his oranges rolled into the street.”

“…That’s helping.”

Mrs. Ellison chuckled.

“I suppose it is.”

She was probably eighty years old, though nobody seemed to know for certain. Her silver hair was tied into the same neat bun every single day, and she wore white cotton gloves whenever she handled old documents.

If someone wanted to know who had owned a house in 1948…

Who won the county pie contest in 1972…

Or whether Maple Falls once had a train station…

Mrs. Ellison knew the answer.

If she didn’t know it, she knew exactly where to find it.

That was why Noah volunteered every Tuesday afternoon after school.

Most kids thought the Historical Society was boring.

Noah thought it was full of mysteries.

Real mysteries.

The kind hiding in dusty boxes instead of haunted mansions.

“So,” Mrs. Ellison said, carefully smoothing a newspaper with a tiny brush. “Your assignment.”

Noah groaned dramatically.

“I was hoping you’d forgotten.”

“I’ve reached an age where forgetting is expected.”

She looked over the top of her glasses.

“This is not one of those moments.”

Noah laughed.

“Fine.”

His history teacher had assigned every student to research an important event in Maple Falls’ past. While everyone else chose famous fires, old floods, or the town founder, Noah wanted something no one had written about before.

Which was why he was here.

Again.

He wandered toward the reference room.

The walls were covered with framed photographs dating back more than a century.

Horse-drawn wagons lined the dirt roads.

Children posed in front of a one-room schoolhouse.

There were black-and-white football teams, Fourth of July parades, and ribbon-cutting ceremonies for buildings that no longer existed.

Noah loved looking at people’s faces.

Some smiled.

Some looked terrified of the camera.

Some stared so seriously they almost looked angry.

He often wondered whether any of them had imagined that, one hundred years later, a kid they’d never meet would stop and wonder what kind of lives they had lived.

He turned into the archive room.

That’s when he noticed the calendar.

It hung slightly crooked beside a filing cabinet.

Probably from the 1980s.

The picture showed a painting of Maple Falls in autumn, complete with bright orange trees and the old courthouse before it had burned down.

Noah almost walked past it.

Almost.

Something tugged at the corner of his mind.

He stopped.

Looked again.

January.

February.

March.

April.

May.

July.

August.

September.

October.

November.

December.

His eyebrows pulled together.

He stepped closer.

“No way.”

He counted again.

Slowly.

His finger traced each month.

January.

February.

March.

April.

May…

July.

There wasn’t even a tear where June should have been.

No missing page.

No rip.

It had been printed that way.

His first thought was that someone had made a ridiculous printing mistake.

His second thought was that nobody could possibly miss something that obvious.

He looked toward the front desk.

“Mrs. Ellison?”

“Yes?”

“Did someone print a defective calendar?”

“What calendar?”

“This one.”

She removed her glasses and walked over.

Noah pointed directly between May and July.

“It skips June.”

Mrs. Ellison leaned closer.

“Hm.”

She adjusted her glasses.

Another long pause.

Finally she nodded once.

“I suppose it does.”

“You suppose?”

“Interesting.”

She turned around.

Then calmly walked back to her desk.

Noah blinked.

“…That’s it?”

“What?”

“Doesn’t that seem strange?”

Mrs. Ellison shrugged.

“I imagine whoever designed it made a mistake.”

“But you’ve worked here forever.”

“I have.”

“And you’ve never noticed?”

“I can’t say that I have.”

Noah stared at her.

Something about the exchange bothered him far more than the calendar itself.

Mrs. Ellison noticed everything.

She once spotted a mislabeled photograph from across the room.

She corrected dates from memory.

She even remembered birthdays of people who had moved away twenty years ago.

Yet somehow…

She had never noticed an entire month was missing.

Noah glanced back toward the calendar.

A tiny chill crept across his shoulders.

It shouldn’t bother him this much.

It was only a calendar.

Right?

He forced himself to laugh.

“Guess someone really hated June.”

Mrs. Ellison smiled faintly.

“Perhaps.”

But she sounded distracted.

As though she’d already forgotten the conversation.

Noah couldn’t explain why, but that bothered him even more.

He looked once more at the empty space between May and July.

For just a second…

He had the strange feeling the calendar wasn’t missing a month.

It was hiding one.

He shook his head.

“You’re spending too much time around old mysteries,” he muttered to himself.

Then he walked deeper into the archives, unaware that before the afternoon was over, he would discover something far stranger than a missing month.

He would discover that an entire year had disappeared.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Noah told himself not to think about the calendar.

It was just a mistake.

A printing error.

Someone at a publishing company had probably been distracted and accidentally left out June. It wasn’t impossible.

Still…

As he walked deeper into the archive room, he found himself glancing back through the doorway.

The calendar hung exactly where it had been, perfectly still.

It somehow looked wrong now, like a smile missing a tooth.

He turned away.

The archive room was quiet except for the slow ticking of an old grandfather clock in the corner. Shelves stretched from floor to ceiling, each packed with gray archival boxes. Every box had a neat white label written in Mrs. Ellison’s careful handwriting.

Town Council

Property Records

Founder’s Festival

Maple Falls Gazette

Noah headed straight for the newspaper collection.

“If there’s one thing this place has,” he whispered, “it’s newspapers.”

Every week. Every month. Every year.

Mrs. Ellison claimed there wasn’t a single edition missing since 1894.

He smiled.

“Let’s see if you’re right.”

The shelves were arranged by year.

His hand moved to the next shelf.

He blinked.

Then looked again.

His smile disappeared.

“No…”

He stepped back.

Maybe they were out of order.

He checked the shelf above.

Nothing.

Below.

Nothing.

He crouched to inspect the bottom shelf.

Still nothing.

There wasn’t a box marked 2022 anywhere in the room.

He laughed nervously.

“Very funny.”

Someone had to be using it.

Maybe Mrs. Ellison had taken it into the restoration room.

He hurried back to the front desk.

“Mrs. Ellison?”

She looked up from a stack of photographs.

“Find what you needed?”

“Where are the 2022 newspapers?”

She frowned politely.

“The what?”

“The newspapers from 2022.”

She stared at him for a few seconds.

Then said, “There aren’t any.”

“What do you mean there aren’t any?”

“I mean exactly that.”

“But there had to be.”

“Why?”

“Because…” Noah stopped.

Because every year has newspapers.

Because things happen every year.

Because that’s how years work.

Instead he asked, “Didn’t anything happen?”

Mrs. Ellison thought for a moment.

“I suppose not.”

“For an entire year?”

“I don’t remember there being one.”

Noah laughed again, though this time it sounded forced.

“There wasn’t… a year?”

She tilted her head.

“What an odd question.”

“It isn’t odd.”

“It rather is.”

“No, I mean…” Noah rubbed his forehead. “Didn’t we have a year called twenty-twenty-two?”

Mrs. Ellison’s expression became strangely blank.

“Twenty… twenty-two…”

She repeated the number slowly, as though tasting unfamiliar words.

“It sounds familiar.”

She smiled.

“I’m sure you’re mixing something up.”

Noah felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck.

Mrs. Ellison didn’t mix things up.

Ever.

She remembered the names of people buried in the oldest cemetery.

She remembered every mayor Maple Falls had ever elected.

She remembered what kind of cookies Noah liked.

But she couldn’t remember a year?

“I’m going to check something,” Noah said.

“If you like.”

She had already returned to her photographs.

As if the conversation had ended before it had really begun.




The public library sat directly across the street.

Mrs. Garcia looked up from the circulation desk as Noah burst through the front doors.

“Homework emergency?” she asked with a grin.

“You could say that.”

“History project?”

“Kind of.”

He hurried toward the computers.

The library’s catalog listed every newspaper the town had ever archived.

He typed:

MAPLE FALLS GAZETTE 2022

No results.

He frowned.

Maybe the search was broken.

He typed:

2021

Hundreds of entries.

2023

Hundreds more.

Back to 2022.

Nothing.

Not even an error message.

It was as if the number itself meant nothing.

His stomach tightened.

He opened the digital town timeline.

It listed important events.

2018…

2019…

2020…

2021…

2023…

His heart skipped.

The timeline simply jumped over 2022.

No blank space.

No missing file.

No note explaining why.

It had been edited as though that year had never existed.

“No…”

He whispered it so quietly that even he barely heard himself.

Mrs. Garcia walked over.

“Everything okay?”

Noah pointed at the screen.

“Where’s 2022?”

She adjusted her glasses.

“What about it?”

“It isn’t here.”

She looked puzzled.

“I don’t think it’s supposed to be.”

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged.

“It goes from twenty-one to twenty-three.”

“Doesn’t that seem impossible?”

Mrs. Garcia smiled kindly.

“I think you’ve been doing too much history.”

“No, seriously.”

She looked at the screen again.

For just a moment…

Her smile faded.

A wrinkle appeared between her eyebrows.

Almost as if some tiny part of her mind was trying to remember something.

Then, just as quickly, it disappeared.

“I’m sure it’s fine.”

She walked away.

Noah stared after her.

That was twice.

Twice someone had almost remembered.

Almost.

He pulled out his phone.

There had to be something.

A photo.

A text.

A calendar reminder.

Anything.

He opened the gallery.

Pictures from Christmas.

New Year’s.

His birthday.

Summer vacation.

But the dates leaped from December 2021…

…to January 2023.

Nothing in between.

No missing-photo icon.

No deleted folder.

Just…

Nothing.

He swallowed hard.

His phone buzzed.

A text from his best friend, Emma.

Where are you? Science project meeting starts in ten minutes.

Noah looked down at the glowing screen.

His thumbs hovered over the keyboard.

Finally he typed four words.

Do you remember 2022?

Three dots appeared immediately.

Then vanished.

Three dots again.

At last her reply arrived.

What’s 2022?

Noah stared at the message.

For the first time all afternoon, he stopped trying to explain what was happening.

Because there was only one explanation left.

Something wasn’t missing from the archives.

Or the library.

Or his phone.

Something was missing…

…from the world.
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Noah barely noticed the walk to school.

His phone stayed clutched in his hand as he replayed Emma’s text over and over.

What’s 2022?

It wasn’t a joke.

Emma wasn’t the kind of person to joke about something so strange. If she thought he was asking a weird question, she’d usually answer with a sarcastic comment or an eye-roll emoji.

Not this time.

She had sounded genuinely confused.

The afternoon sun warmed the sidewalks, and kids laughed as they headed toward the middle school. Lockers slammed. A soccer ball bounced across the parking lot. Everything looked exactly the way it always had.

Except Noah couldn’t stop looking at people and wondering.

Do they all know something I don’t?

Or do they all not know something?

“Hey!”

Noah looked up.

Emma jogged over, her curly brown hair bouncing behind her. She carried a blue folder under one arm and looked slightly out of breath.

“You disappeared,” she said. “Mrs. Donnelly thought you’d gone home.”

“I was at the library.”

“You’ve been there a lot lately.”

“I had to check something.”

Emma raised an eyebrow.

“About… whatever that text was?”

Noah nodded.

“Can I ask you something?”

“You already did.”

“I mean another question.”

She shrugged.

“Shoot.”

“What year came before 2023?”

Emma answered without hesitation.

“2021.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“There had to be another one.”

She laughed.

“Another what?”

“Year.”

Emma frowned.

“What are you talking about?”

“Between 2021 and 2023.”

“There isn’t one.”

“Emma, count.”

“Okay.” She held up a finger. “2020. Then 2021. Then 2023.”

“You skipped one.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You did!”

A few students walking by turned to look.

Emma lowered her voice.

“Noah… are you feeling okay?”

“I don’t know.”

He rubbed his temples.

“Just… humor me. Doesn’t it feel strange that the numbers jump?”

She looked down at the sidewalk.

For a brief moment, she was completely silent.

“I…”

She hesitated.

Something flickered across her face.

Confusion.

Almost recognition.

Then it vanished.

“I guess it is a little weird,” she admitted. “But that’s just how it is.”

“Has it always been that way?”

“I think so.”

“You think?”

Emma sighed.

“Can we please go inside before we’re late?”

Noah nodded, though he wasn’t listening anymore.

If even Emma couldn’t remember, maybe no one could.

Maybe he really was the only one.

The first bell rang.

Students streamed through the front doors of Maple Falls Middle School.

Inside, the halls buzzed with the usual chaos. Lockers slammed, teachers reminded students about homework, and someone down the hallway accidentally dropped an entire stack of textbooks.

It should have felt normal.

Instead, Noah noticed something he had never paid attention to before.

The school’s display case.

Every year, the student council created a scrapbook filled with photographs from the previous school year.

The books lined the shelves in perfect order.

His heart skipped.

He hurried over.

The space where 2022 should have been wasn’t empty.

There wasn’t even room for another book.

The shelf had been built as though 2022 had never existed.

“No way…”

“What are you looking at?”

Noah spun around.

It was Mr. Daniels, the history teacher.

“The yearbooks,” Noah said.

Mr. Daniels smiled proudly.

“Aren’t they great? Some of these go back over fifty years.”

“No, I mean…”

Noah pointed at the shelf.

“Where’s the 2022 book?”

Mr. Daniels looked exactly where Noah was pointing.

“I don’t follow.”

“It goes from 2021 to 2023.”

“Yes.”

“So where’s 2022?”

Mr. Daniels chuckled.

“I think history class has you overthinking things.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

The teacher studied Noah for a moment.

“Did you hit your head recently?”

“No.”

“Then don’t worry so much.”

He patted Noah gently on the shoulder and continued down the hallway.

Noah watched him disappear around the corner.

Every adult gave the same answer.

Not because they were hiding something.

Because they truly believed nothing was wrong.

A cold knot formed in Noah’s stomach.

If everyone remembered the world this way…

Then why didn’t he?

The warning bell echoed through the building.

Students hurried toward their classrooms.

Noah reached into his backpack for his science notebook.

Instead, his fingers touched something else.

A folded piece of yellow paper.

He frowned.

He had never seen it before.

Slowly, he unfolded it.

Only four words were written across the page in shaky black ink.

Stop asking about 2022.

No name.

No explanation.

Just the message.

Noah looked up sharply.

Hundreds




















