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​About The Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally rich young adult romance stories shaped around hope, trust, friendship, and the quiet courage it takes to tell the truth. Each story is designed to be wholesome, teen-appropriate, and uplifting, with characters who face real emotional pressure without losing their kindness.

Through school settings, soft mystery threads, and heartfelt romance arcs, SankulaHub creates stories where young love grows through respect, honesty, patience, and meaningful choices. The focus is always on clean connection, emotional growth, and the kind of ending that leaves the heart lighter than it was at the beginning.
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​Dedication

[image: ]


For every quiet heart that has ever hidden a feeling behind a joke, a notebook, a locker door, or a careful smile.

And for anyone who needed time to believe that being understood could feel safe.
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​Master Cast Card
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Daphne Bell is seventeen, a junior at Silvergate High School, and the careful, sharp-eyed student behind many of the school broadcast’s fact-checking segments. She notices patterns before other people notice problems, but she hides her own feelings because a freshman-year crush note once became public and left her terrified of being laughed at again.

Calder Pierce is seventeen, a junior, and a quiet visual-design student who helps with projection mapping, stage screens, and coded graphics for school events. He is thoughtful, observant, and more tender than he lets people see, but a painful moment from the past taught him to keep his care hidden until silence becomes its own kind of problem.

Hazel Ives is seventeen, Daphne’s loyal best friend, a theater tech volunteer, and the kind of person who can make any crisis sound survivable. She is funny, protective, and emotionally direct, often saying the brave thing Daphne avoids.

Anton Vale is sixteen, Calder’s close friend and a sound-booth helper with a talent for noticing awkward tension. He brings warmth and humor without turning the mystery into a joke, and he quietly understands more than he says.

Sorrel King is seventeen, the Spring Kindness Week student coordinator who wants every school event to look perfect. She is organized and polished, but her need to manage appearances sometimes makes her seem more suspicious than she really is.

Blaine Mercer is eighteen, a senior on the yearbook committee who knows where old photos, old captions, and old mistakes are stored. He is not cruel, but he enjoys knowing things first, which makes Daphne uneasy.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Daphne Bell is the girl who can decode almost anything except the safest way to admit what she feels. At Silvergate High, she is known for her sharp eye, steady voice, and habit of keeping her own heart out of public view.

Calder Pierce is the boy behind the clean graphics, hidden stage lights, and quiet visual details most students never notice. He seems distant at first, but there is a softness beneath his silence that Daphne cannot ignore once the clues begin pointing toward him.

Hazel Ives is Daphne’s best friend and the first person who notices when Daphne is pretending not to care. She brings humor, courage, and fierce loyalty into every hallway crisis.

Anton Vale is Calder’s closest friend and the sound-booth helper who reads awkward silence like background music. He has a gentle way of making tense moments feel less impossible.

Sorrel King runs Spring Kindness Week with polished confidence and a color-coded binder. She wants the school’s Glass Wall to become something beautiful, even if the coded messages threaten to turn it into something complicated.

Blaine Mercer knows the yearbook archive better than anyone else at Silvergate. He is charming when he wants to be, inconveniently observant when Daphne wishes he were not, and connected to more old school memories than she expects.

Lyra is a quiet digital submissions volunteer at Silvergate who helps with Kindness Week forms, archive uploads, and event-board graphics. She appears gentle and careful, but her connection to the old sky-show files makes Daphne question whether Lyra is trying to expose the past, repair it, or protect someone in her own hidden way. 

Alden is a former Silvergate student from Daphne’s freshman year, remembered for a few quiet acts of kindness that once made Daphne write an unsent note. He is no longer an active student at Silvergate, but his name becomes part of the emotional mystery connected to the old sky-show incident. 

Selah is a former Silvergate broadcast-team student whose polished public image and control over old media files become central to the mystery behind Daphne’s freshman-year note. Though she has already graduated, her past choices still affect the present-day truth Daphne is trying to uncover. 

Celine is a senior stage and lighting volunteer at Silvergate who finds Lyra’s early clues and wrongly believes forcing the truth into public view will help Daphne. Her actions reveal the difference between real protection and attention disguised as justice. 
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The first coded card appeared inside Daphne’s locker on a Monday morning, folded into a small white square and balanced against her history textbook as if it had been waiting there all weekend.

For three seconds, she only stared at it.

The hallway around her kept moving in its usual Silvergate rhythm. Sneakers squeaked across polished floor tiles. Someone laughed near the trophy case. A locker slammed two rows down with the metallic force of a bad mood. The first warning bell had not rung yet, so everyone still had the loose, noisy confidence of people who believed the day had not officially started.

Daphne did not touch the card.

She knew the difference between ordinary paper and trouble. Ordinary paper was homework, permission slips, club notices, spring showcase reminders, and the little pastel compliment cards everyone had been dropping into collection boxes for Kindness Week. Trouble was a note with no name, no explanation, and no reason to be inside her locked locker.

She glanced once over her shoulder.

No one seemed to be watching her. Hazel was not there yet. The hallway was crowded enough to hide anyone and casual enough to make every glance look innocent. Across the corridor, two sophomores were trying to tape a crooked poster back to the wall. Near the drinking fountain, Sorrel stood with her binder tucked to her chest, giving instructions to a student volunteer carrying a stack of blank cards. Farther down, the glass doors to the media atrium reflected a bright stripe of morning sun.

Daphne looked back at the folded square.

It was not pastel. That was the first strange thing. Every official Kindness Week card had been printed in soft colors, with tiny silver lines around the edges and the words “Say Something Good” across the top. This paper was plain white, folded with careful precision. No sticker. No stamp. No school logo.

Her pulse wanted to turn the moment into an emergency, but she refused to let it.

She slipped one finger beneath the fold and opened it.

At first, all she saw were numbers.

Four rows. Six numbers in each row. Neatly written in blue ink.

Then, underneath the numbers, a sentence waited like a whisper that had learned how to hold still.

The crush you never posted is still safe.

Daphne’s fingers tightened on the paper so hard the fold bent wrong.

The hallway noise thinned. Not disappeared. Just thinned, as if every sound had moved behind glass. She read the sentence again, slower this time, hoping it would become something else. A joke. A mistake. A weird coincidence meant for another Daphne in another hallway with another locker and another past.

But there was no other Daphne Bell at Silvergate High.

And there was only one crush note she had never posted.

Freshman year had been supposed to be forgettable. That was what everyone said about freshman year, as if embarrassment came with the schedule and disappeared by sophomore fall. Daphne had believed that until the day a note she had written and never meant to send was photographed, shared, joked about, and turned into something bigger than the feeling itself. No one had meant to ruin her life. That was the worst part. The whole thing had been treated like a harmless laugh, the kind students forgot by next week.

Daphne had not forgotten.

She had learned.

She had learned not to write feelings down. She had learned that a crush was safest when it looked like indifference. She had learned that if someone asked too many questions, the best answer was a shrug, a joke, or a change of subject. She had learned to fact-check school announcements, edit broadcast scripts, and correct other people’s spelling because facts were cleaner than feelings. Facts did not blush. Facts did not get screenshotted. Facts did not become hallway entertainment before lunch.

The card in her hand knew too much.

She folded it quickly and slid it between the pages of her history textbook just as Hazel appeared beside her, breathless, carrying a half-zipped backpack and a cinnamon roll wrapped in a napkin.

“You look like you just opened your locker and found a raccoon,” Hazel said.

Daphne shut the locker door too fast.

Hazel paused with the cinnamon roll halfway to her mouth. Her expression shifted from joking to alert in less than a second. That was one of the dangerous things about having a best friend who loved you properly. Hazel could tell when a normal silence had turned into a hiding place.

“What happened?” Hazel asked.

“Nothing.”

“That was a very loud nothing.”

Daphne adjusted the strap of her backpack and tried to make her face become ordinary. “I forgot we have a history quiz.”

“We do not have a history quiz.”

“Then I remembered that we do not have a history quiz.”

Hazel narrowed her eyes.

The warning bell rang before she could say anything else. Students began moving faster, drawn into the current of the first period. Sorrel lifted her voice near the atrium doors, reminding everyone that compliment cards for the Glass Wall had to be submitted by lunch if they wanted them displayed before rehearsal. Someone groaned. Someone cheered. Someone asked whether anonymous compliments could be about someone’s shoes.

Daphne used the movement as cover.

“I have to get it to broadcast,” she said.

“You have English first.”

“I mean after English.”

“That is not how going places works.”

Daphne almost smiled, but the card in her textbook seemed to press against her ribs from inside her backpack.

Hazel stepped closer. “Daph.”

There it was. Not Daphne. Daph. The softer version. The one Hazel only used when jokes had reached their limit.

Daphne looked toward the atrium again, mostly to avoid her friend’s eyes.

That was when she saw Calder.

He stood just inside the glass doors, one shoulder angled toward the morning light, adjusting the strap of a black equipment case. He was not looking at her. At least, not when she noticed him. His head was bent, dark hair falling slightly forward as he studied something in his hand. A silver key hung from the zipper pull of his backpack, catching the sun each time he moved.

Daphne would not have noticed the key on any other day.

Except the coded card had numbers on it, and the first number in the first row was seven.

Calder’s locker was number seven in the east hall.

That did not mean anything. It could not mean anything. A number was not proof. The key was not a confession. A boy standing in the atrium with an equipment case was not automatically connected to a folded card in her locker.

Still, as if he felt her looking, Calder lifted his head.

Their eyes met through the moving hallway.

For a moment, neither of them looked away.

Daphne knew Calder in the way students knew other students without really knowing them. He was in her grade. He helped with stage screens, event slides, and the polished visuals behind school assemblies. He spoke rarely in class unless called on, and when he did, people listened because he never wasted words. He had once corrected a teacher’s projector setup without making it look like a correction. He had designed the animated backdrop for last winter’s choir night. He had a way of standing slightly outside groups without seeming lonely.

He also had a reason to know codes.

Last semester, the media club had used one of his cipher graphics during Spirit Week. Daphne remembered because she had fact-checked the morning announcement that explained it. Calder had made a puzzle out of initials, colors, and hallway locations. Half the school had spent three days trying to solve it. Everyone had called it clever.

Now a coded card was in her locker.

Now Calder was looking at her.

Then Anton appeared beside him, said something Daphne could not hear, and Calder turned away.

Hazel followed Daphne’s gaze. “Oh.”

Daphne snapped her attention back. “What?”

“That was an interesting look.”

“It was not a look.”

“It had eye contact and silence. That qualifies.”

“It was hallway traffic.”

“Hallway traffic does not usually stare back.”

Daphne began walking before Hazel could read more into it. Hazel fell into step beside her, still holding the cinnamon roll and still watching Daphne with that unbearable best-friend patience.

The folded card stayed hidden inside the textbook, but the sentence had already lodged itself under Daphne’s skin.

The crush you never posted is still safe.

Not “was.” Is.

As if the feeling still existed.

As if someone believed Daphne had carried it all this time.

As if someone had decided the safest place for her secret was not inside her anymore.

By the time Daphne reached English, she had told herself twelve different versions of the same lie. It was a prank. It was a mistake. It was meant for someone else. It was an old freshman-year reference dug up by a bored senior. It had nothing to do with Calder. It had everything to do with Kindness Week. It would stop if she ignored it.

But ignoring things had never made them disappear. It only made them harder to decode later.

She slid into her seat and opened her history textbook under the desk, careful to keep her movements small. The card waited between two pages about early trade routes, looking too bright against the printed columns. She unfolded it again.

The numbers did not rearrange themselves. The sentence did not vanish.

Daphne looked past the rows of desks, through the classroom window, and across the courtyard to the media atrium. The Glass Wall stood there, waiting for hundreds of harmless compliments to be taped under the spring light.

Harmless compliments did not know about freshman year.

Harmless compliments did not use private phrases.

Harmless compliments did not make Calder Pierce look away like he had already read the ending.

Daphne picked up her pen and copied the first row of numbers into the corner of her notebook.

Then she wrote one word beneath them.

Decode.
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​Chapter 1: The Card In The Wrong Locker
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Daphne spent the first half of English pretending the word decode had not become the loudest thing in the room.

Her teacher was talking about symbolism, which felt unfair. On any other morning, Daphne would have liked the neatness of it, the idea that one visible thing could carry another meaning underneath. She liked when people admitted that words had layers, that what seemed simple at first glance could turn complicated if someone cared enough to look closely. But today every mention of hidden meaning made the folded card feel warmer beneath her notebook, as if the paper had a temperature of its own.

She kept her hand flat over the page where she had copied the numbers. Four rows. Six numbers each. The first row had bothered her the most because it felt too clean, too intentional. Seven, twelve, one, nineteen, nineteen, fifteen. She had copied them without knowing why, then stared until the numbers stopped looking like numbers and started looking like accusations.

At the front of the room, someone answered a question about a poem. A few students turned pages. A pencil rolled off a desk and hit the floor. Normal things kept happening with insulting confidence.

Daphne lowered her eyes again.

Seven. Twelve. One. Nineteen. Nineteen. Fifteen.

If the numbers matched letters, seven would be G. Twelve would be L. One would be A. Nineteen would be S. Another nineteen. Fifteen. Glass.

Glass.

The word seemed to open inside her before she could stop it.

She wrote it down so small it almost disappeared beneath her hand. Glass. The second row became harder because her fingers were not as steady. Twenty-three. One. Twelve. Twelve.

Wall.

Glass Wall.

Her gaze lifted toward the windows without permission. Across the courtyard, the media atrium flashed with late-morning brightness. The Glass Wall waited inside it, a tall freestanding panel where Kindness Week cards would be arranged by lunch. It was supposed to be cheerful. Pretty. Safe. A place where students could say nice things without turning the whole school into a stage.

Daphne’s card had not been placed there.

It had been placed inside her locker.

That difference mattered.

She tried the third row. Three. Fifteen. Twelve. Fifteen. Eighteen.

Color.

The fourth row. Blue.

Glass Wall Color Blue.

The coded instruction sat beneath the sentence about her old crush like a second pulse.

The crush you never posted is still safe.

Glass Wall Color Blue.

Daphne did not realize she had stopped breathing properly until her teacher called her name.

She looked up too quickly. “Sorry?”

A few heads turned. Not many. Just enough.

Her teacher’s expression softened, maybe because Daphne was not the kind of student who needed to be pulled back into the room. “I asked what you think the repeated image suggests.”

Daphne’s notebook was still half-covered by her palm. The word glass seemed to glow through her skin.

She cleared her throat. “That something can look transparent and still hide what matters.”

The room went quiet in the brief way classrooms did when an answer landed more honestly than expected. Her teacher smiled, pleased. Daphne wished she could take the words back and put them somewhere no one could hear them.

“That’s a thoughtful reading,” her teacher said.

Daphne nodded once, lowered her eyes, and spent the rest of the period not looking toward Calder’s empty seat three rows back.

He was not in her English class. He had never been in her English class. Still, the space felt accused by his absence.

When the bell rang, Hazel caught up with her before she had made it three steps into the hallway.

“You have that face again,” Hazel said.

“I have one face.”

“No, you have your normal face, your broadcast face, your I’m pretending I don’t care face, and your someone put emotional evidence in my locker face.”

Daphne tightened her grip around her notebook. “That last one sounds extremely specific.”

“It has been developing since the first bell.”

Students pressed around them, moving toward second period, lockers, bathrooms, and the kind of gossip that traveled faster than announcements. Daphne turned toward the stairwell instead of the main hall, hoping motion would make Hazel less observant. It did not.

Hazel matched her pace. “You know I’m not going to force it out of you in the hallway.”

“Good.”

“I’m going to wait until we reach a less crowded place and then force it out of you there.”

Despite everything, Daphne almost laughed. It came out too small to be real.

Hazel noticed that too.

They reached the landing between floors, where the window overlooked the courtyard. The media atrium sat below them, bright and open, its glass doors propped wide for Kindness Week volunteers. Students moved around the display panel with pastel cards, tape rolls, ribbons, and blue paper stars meant to decorate the border. Sorrel stood in the center of the activity, pointing at the arrangement with calm authority.

Blue.

Daphne stopped so suddenly Hazel bumped her shoulder.

“Daph.”

Daphne pulled the folded card from her notebook and handed it over before courage could leave.

Hazel took it with careful fingers. At first, her expression was curious. Then the sentence at the bottom reached her. Daphne watched the change happen in painful detail: the narrowing eyes, the little inhale, the anger that tried to arrive before worry but could not quite win.

“Who gave you this?” Hazel asked.

“I found it in my locker.”

“When?”

“This morning.”

“Why did you not tell me this morning?”

“Because I enjoyed the peaceful experience of not saying it out loud.”

Hazel looked back at the note. “This is not funny.”

“I know.”

“No, I mean whoever did this thinks they’re being clever, but this is not clever. This is personal.”

The word personal pressed harder than Daphne wanted it to. She looked down through the window again. A blue paper star slipped from the Glass Wall border and floated to the floor. Calder stepped into view just as Sorrel bent to pick it up.

He was carrying a narrow plastic case under one arm. Anton walked beside him, swinging a loop of cable like he had forgotten it was in his hand. Calder said something to Sorrel. She answered with a nod and pointed toward the top corner of the display, where the blue border had begun to sag. Calder reached up to adjust it. Morning light slid over his hand, over the silver key on his backpack, over the edge of his dark sleeve.

Hazel followed Daphne’s gaze again.

“Oh,” she said, but this time there was no teasing in it.

Daphne took the card back. “The code says Glass Wall Color Blue.”

Hazel’s brows lifted. “You solved it?”

“Part of it.”

“Of course you did. You’re terrified, so naturally you did homework about it.”

“It’s not homework.”

“It has numbers, an answer, and emotional consequences. That counts.”

Daphne folded the card and tucked it back inside her notebook. “I need to check the blue section.”

“No, we need to take this to someone.”

“Who? Sorrel? She’ll turn it into a committee concern with a sign-up sheet. A teacher? Then I have to explain freshman year again. The office? They’ll ask if it’s threatening, and it isn’t.”

Hazel’s jaw tightened. “It can hurt you without threatening you.”

Daphne looked at her then. Really looked. Hazel’s face had lost its usual spark, and underneath it was the memory they both shared from freshman year, though only one of them had been laughed at in the hallway. Hazel had been the one who found Daphne in the girls’ bathroom afterward, sitting on the closed lid of a stall with her knees pulled up, refusing to cry loudly because someone might hear.

Daphne softened, but only a little. If she softened too much, she would break the day open.

“I just want to understand it before everyone else decides what it means,” she said.

Hazel was quiet for a moment. Down below, Calder stepped back from the Glass Wall, studying the blue border as if the straightness of paper mattered. His expression was hard to read from above. It always was. He seemed built out of pauses, careful ones, the kind that made people fill the silence with guesses.

“Fine,” Hazel said at last. “But I’m coming with you.”

“You have chemistry.”

“I also have loyalty.”

“You have a lab partner.”

“My lab partner believes goggles are optional. He’ll survive one period without me and maybe learn fear.”

Daphne shook her head, but relief moved through her anyway, small and private.

They waited until the hallway thinned, then went downstairs toward the atrium. With each step, Daphne felt the card inside her notebook like something alive. She told herself again that no one could know about the old note unless they had been there, unless someone had saved a screenshot, unless some little piece of freshman year still existed in a folder, a thread, a yearbook archive, a memory sharper than kindness.

That was the cruelty of public embarrassment. Even when everyone else moved on, you never knew where the echo had gone.

The atrium smelled faintly of tape, marker ink, and the lemon cleaner the custodians used on the glass doors. Sunlight fell across the floor in long pale rectangles. Students had started arranging compliment cards by color: pink near the top, yellow in the middle, green along one side, blue around the border like a frame.

Sorrel saw them approach and smiled with the distracted brightness of someone managing seven things at once.

“If you’re here to submit cards, the box is by the library doors,” she said. “If you’re here to help tape, please tell me you have steady hands.”

Hazel smiled back, too sweetly. “Daphne has steady hands. I have opinions.”

Sorrel gave a small laugh. “Then Daphne can tape and you can stand three feet away from me.”

Daphne looked at the blue border. Up close, the paper stars were slightly different shades. Some were pale sky blue. Some were deeper, almost ink-colored. A few had tiny silver dots drawn along one side. She moved slowly along the edge of the display, pretending to inspect the arrangement while scanning for anything that did not belong.

There were harmless compliments everywhere.

Your laugh makes the gym less terrible.

You always say hi when nobody else does.

Thanks for lending me your charger in math.

You made the group project less awful.

Most of the messages were simple. Some were clumsy. A few were so sweet Daphne felt guilty for suspecting them of hiding anything. The Glass Wall was doing exactly what it had promised: collecting small goodness in one public place.

Then she saw it.

A blue card near the lower right corner was not shaped like the others. It was the same color but folded differently, with one edge tucked under a silver star. If someone glanced quickly, they would miss it. If someone had been told to look for blue, they might not.

Daphne reached for it.

Another hand arrived at the same time.

Her fingers brushed Calder’s.

Both of them pulled back.

The contact lasted less than a second, barely enough to mean anything, but Daphne felt it with humiliating clarity. Not because it was romantic. Not exactly. Because it startled her. Because his hand was warm. Because he looked as surprised as she felt, and for one strange moment his usual quietness slipped, leaving something unguarded in his eyes.

“Sorry,” he said.

Daphne should have said it was fine. She should have moved aside, smiled politely, pretended this was normal.

Instead she asked, “Were you looking for that?”

Calder looked at the blue card, then back at her. “Were you?”

Hazel made a tiny sound behind Daphne, the kind that meant she was storing every word for later.

Daphne drew her hand back but did not step away. “I asked first.”

Calder’s mouth almost shifted. Not a smile. Something smaller and sadder, as if he knew a joke was available but could not afford to use it. “Sorrel asked me to fix the loose border. That card is under the tape.”

“Convenient.”

His eyes sharpened, but his voice stayed low. “For who?”

The question should have annoyed her. It did annoy her. But it also made something inside her pause, because he did not sound defensive in the way guilty people sounded in Daphne’s imagination. He sounded tired of being placed in the center of things he had not chosen.

Sorrel appeared beside them with a tape dispenser in hand. “Please don’t remove anything from the wall yet. We’re still arranging.”

Daphne looked at the tucked blue card. “That one is folded.”

“It came in the blue batch,” Sorrel said. “I haven’t opened all of them. Some people folded theirs into tiny shapes because apparently kindness now requires origami.”

“Can I see it?” Daphne asked.

Sorrel hesitated. “If it’s a submitted compliment, it’s anonymous.”

“It might be mine,” Daphne said, then hated how strange that sounded.

Calder looked at her quickly.

Sorrel blinked. “You submitted a folded blue card?”

“No. I mean I think someone left something for me.”

The brightness left Sorrel’s face. “On the Glass Wall?”

Daphne regretted speaking before she had made a better plan. Hazel stepped closer, shoulder nearly touching hers.

“Just let her check it,” Hazel said. “If it’s a normal compliment, she’ll put it back.”

Sorrel looked between them, then at Calder, as if expecting him to offer some useful event-crew rule. Calder did not. He kept his eyes on the blue card.

At last, Sorrel lifted the edge of the tape. “Careful.”

Daphne took the folded card.

It was thicker than the first one, cut from the official Kindness Week paper but folded until the printed top line disappeared inside. She opened it slowly, aware of Calder standing close enough to read it if he leaned forward. He did not lean forward.

There were no numbers this time.

Only six words.

Ask the boy with the key.

Daphne’s throat went dry.

Hazel read it over her shoulder and went very still.

Sorrel whispered, “What boy?”

Daphne did not answer.

She did not need to.

Calder’s silver key caught the light between them.

For a second, no one spoke. The atrium kept shining. Students kept laughing near the library doors. A junior Daphne barely knew taped a yellow compliment card crookedly and stepped back to admire it. Life did not understand when to stop and give a person room to feel cornered.

Calder looked down at the key hanging from his backpack, then back at the card.

“That’s not mine,” he said.

Daphne wanted to believe the sentence because he said it quietly, without performance. She also wanted not to believe it because believing people was how private things became public. Her heart kept choosing both directions at once.

“You have a key,” Hazel said.

“A lot of people have keys.”

“Not hanging in plain view while a clue says to ask the boy with the key.”

Calder’s jaw tightened, but he did not snap back. His restraint made the moment worse. If he had laughed or acted offended, Daphne could have filed him somewhere simple.

Instead he looked at Daphne, not Hazel, not Sorrel. “Where did the first card come from?”

Daphne’s fingers closed around the blue paper. “How do you know there was a first card?”

His face changed.

It was slight, but she saw it. A flicker of realization, then frustration with himself, then something like worry.

“Because this one says ask,” he said. “That usually means something came before it.”

It was a reasonable answer. Daphne hated that.

Sorrel’s gaze darted toward the students near the wall. “I don’t like this. If someone is using Kindness Week for weird personal messages, I need to know.”

“It’s not your fault,” Calder said.

Sorrel gave him a look. “I did not say it was.”

“No, but you looked like you were about to take responsibility for the entire emotional behavior of Silvergate.”

Hazel’s eyebrows rose. Daphne nearly stared at Calder. That was the most words she had ever heard him say outside a classroom.

Sorrel exhaled through her nose, annoyed because he was partly right. “Fine. But if this turns into a hallway spectacle, I am shutting down anonymous submissions.”

“No,” Daphne said too quickly.

They all looked at her.

She tried again. “Don’t punish everyone because of one card.”

Hazel’s expression softened, but Sorrel’s narrowed with concern.

Calder watched Daphne as if that answer told him more than she had intended to give away. Maybe it did. Daphne knew what it was like for one private thing to make adults and students close every door around everyone else. She did not want the Glass Wall ruined. She wanted the card gone, the code solved, and the old fear put back where she had buried it.

Sorrel lowered her voice. “Then what do you want to do?”

Daphne folded the blue card carefully, matching edge to edge because if her hands had something precise to do, they were less likely to shake.

“I want to ask the boy with the key,” she said.

Calder’s eyes held hers.

Hazel muttered, “That sounds like a terrible idea said with excellent posture.”

Daphne ignored her. “Do you know why someone would point me to you?”

Calder looked toward the courtyard, then back at the Glass Wall. He seemed to be measuring the safest answer, which made Daphne immediately distrust whatever came next.

“I know codes,” he said.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

Hazel crossed her arms. “Convenient again.”

Calder glanced at her, then at Daphne. “I didn’t put anything in your locker.”

Daphne had not told him about the locker.

The sentence landed between them with a clean, terrible sound, though no one else heard it.

Sorrel looked confused. Hazel’s eyes widened. Calder went completely still.

Daphne felt her face change before she could stop it. Whatever hope she had been holding, whatever careful maybe he did not know, cracked straight through the middle.

“I didn’t say locker,” she said.

Calder closed his eyes briefly.

Not long enough to be dramatic. Just long enough to tell her he knew how bad it sounded.

When he opened them, his voice was lower. “Anton said you looked upset by your locker this morning.”

Daphne turned.

Anton stood several yards away by the sound cart, holding a coil of cable with both hands and looking as if he had arrived at the wrong moment and knew it. His gaze moved from Calder to Daphne to Hazel to the folded card. His face lost its usual easy humor.

“I only said she looked like something happened,” Anton said. “I didn’t know there was a card.”

“You were watching me?” Daphne asked.

Anton looked genuinely uncomfortable. “No. I mean, the east hall was crowded. Calder was by the atrium doors. You shut your locker really fast. Hazel said something. It was noticeable.”

Daphne wished she could vanish into the sunlit floor.

Noticeable.

That was the word she had spent years trying not to be.

Calder took one step forward, then stopped as if he did not trust the movement. “I should have said that first.”

“Yes,” Daphne said.

“I know.”

His honesty came too quickly to fight. That annoyed her even more.

Sorrel looked from one face to another. “I have no idea what is happening, but all of you are making this feel larger than one folded card.”

“It is larger,” Hazel said.

Daphne wanted to tell her to stop. She also wanted someone else to say it for her because her own voice felt trapped behind the old sentence.

The crush you never posted is still safe.

Calder looked at the blue card in Daphne’s hand. “Can I see it?”

“No.”

He accepted the answer with a nod, which somehow made him harder to dislike.

Daphne expected him to step back. Instead he unhooked the silver key from his zipper pull and held it out on his palm.

Up close, it was not a house key. It was smaller, flatter, with a round head and a tiny engraved star near the top.

“It opens the projection cabinet in the planetarium corner,” he said. “Not lockers. Not offices. Not anything useful for sneaking around.”

Daphne stared at the key.

The planetarium corner was not a real planetarium, not exactly. It was a curved alcove off the science wing where the astronomy club kept an old star projector, black-out curtains, foam planets, and a half-broken dome screen donated years ago by a local museum. Most students ignored it unless a science teacher booked it for a lesson or a club used it during showcase season. Daphne had been there twice. Once for extra credit. Once to help film a segment about the eclipse viewing party.

A star.

A key.

A boy who knew codes.

A card hidden in blue.

The pieces did not form a picture yet, but they had begun facing the same direction.

“Why do you carry it?” Daphne asked.

“Because if I leave it with the stage equipment, people borrow things and don’t return them.”

“People?”

“Mostly Anton.”

Anton lifted both hands. “I returned the laser pointer.”

“Three weeks later.”

“It had a journey.”

Hazel looked unimpressed. “Very charming. Still suspicious.”

Calder slipped the key back onto his bag, but his attention stayed on Daphne. “If someone pointed you to me, then they either want you to think I did it or they want me involved.”

“Why would anyone want you involved?”

The question came out sharper than Daphne intended.

For the first time, Calder looked hurt.

It was small and quick, gone almost as soon as it appeared, but Daphne saw it. The sight unsettled her. She did not owe him gentleness, she reminded herself. Not yet. Not when he had known about her locker and failed to say so. Not when his key matched the clue. Not when every new answer seemed to grow another question.

Still, she heard herself add, “I mean, specifically.”

Calder looked down at the floor, then toward the Glass Wall. “Because I made last semester’s cipher display. Because I run projections for the showcase. Because I know the planetarium cabinet. Because people think quiet means secretive.”

There was something in the last sentence that did not belong only to today.

Daphne felt it, and feeling it made her look away first.

Sorrel checked the time on her watch and swore under her breath softly enough to remain school-appropriate. “I have to get these cards up before the lunch preview. Please do not investigate dramatically in front of the display.”

“We’re not dramatic,” Hazel said.

Sorrel looked at the folded card in Daphne’s hand, the key on Calder’s bag, Anton’s alarmed expression, and Hazel’s crossed arms.

Hazel sighed. “Fine. We are currently a little dramatic.”

Sorrel lowered the tape back over the empty spot where the blue card had been. “If another strange card appears on my wall, I’m telling a teacher.” 

Daphne nodded, though her stomach tightened at the thought of an adult entering the circle. The adults were not bad. They were simply efficient in ways that made private things public by accident. A concerned email could become a meeting. A meeting could become a rumor. A rumor could become the thing everyone claimed they only heard because someone else told them.

Not again.

She turned to Calder. “The planetarium corner. After lunch.”

Hazel made a sound of immediate protest. “Daph.”

“I’m not going alone,” Daphne said.

Calder’s eyes moved briefly to Hazel, then back. “I have a design lab after lunch.”

“Then before the last period.”

“Broadcast prep.”

“I’m in broadcast prep.”

“I know.”

The words came softly.

Too softly.

Daphne’s suspicion shifted shape. “Why do you know?”

Calder seemed to regret every answer before he gave it. “Because you correct the announcement scripts in the shared folder. Your comments are always in green.”

Hazel slowly turned her head toward Daphne with an expression that said she would be discussing this later in unbearable detail.

Daphne ignored the heat rising in her face. “That’s because green is easy to find.”

“I know,” Calder said again.

This time, the words did not sound like evidence. They sounded like attention.

Daphne disliked how much that difference mattered.

A teacher called Sorrel’s name from near the library doors, and Sorrel hurried away with the tape dispenser. Anton retreated toward the sound cart, though not far enough to stop listening. Hazel stayed planted beside Daphne like a warning sign with good hair.

Calder adjusted the strap of his equipment case. “If we go to the planetarium corner, it should be after school. Fewer people.”

“That sounds exactly like something a person with a suspicious key would suggest.”

His mouth twitched. “It also sounds like something a person who dislikes being watched would suggest.”

Daphne had no answer because she disliked how well he had guessed.

Hazel stepped between them just slightly. “After school, I’m coming.”

“Good,” Calder said.

Hazel blinked. She had been prepared to argue, and his agreement left her briefly without a weapon.

Daphne looked down at the blue card again. Six words. Ask the boy with the key. The letters were written in the same blue ink as the first note, the same careful pressure, the same neat slant. Whoever had written both had steady hands. Patient hands. Someone who wanted her to move slowly from one clue to the next.

Someone who knew she would.

The second bell rang, startling everyone in the atrium into motion. Daphne was now officially late for the second period. So were Hazel, Calder, and probably Anton, though Anton seemed like the kind of person teachers forgave because he looked apologetic before he even spoke.

Daphne folded the card and slid it inside her notebook beside the first one.

Calder watched the movement. “You’re keeping it?”

“Yes.”

“What if whoever wrote it expects that?”

“What if they expect me to put it back?”

He nodded once, accepting the point.

That was another irritating thing about him. He did not argue just to win. He listened, and Daphne had not prepared herself for that.

Hazel tugged lightly at Daphne’s sleeve. “We need to go.”

Daphne began walking backward, unable to stop herself from looking at Calder one more time. “After school. Planetarium corner.”

“I’ll be there,” he said.

The promise should not have sounded personal. It was only logistics. A place, a time, a clue. But his voice settled around the words with a seriousness that followed Daphne out of the atrium and into the hall.

Hazel waited until they turned the corner before grabbing Daphne’s arm.

“Absolutely not,” Hazel whispered.

“We already agreed.”

“You agreed. I witnessed it. There is a difference.”

“You said you were coming.”

“I am coming because apparently your survival instinct left during English.”

“It’s not dangerous.”

“It is emotionally dangerous, which is your least favorite kind.”

Daphne looked down at the notebook pressed to her chest. Behind its cover, two cards waited. One had reached into her past. One had pointed directly at Calder. Together, they had done something Daphne hated more than being frightened.

They had made her curious.

By lunch, the entire school would see the Glass Wall. By afternoon, the blue border would look harmless again. By after school, the planetarium corner would either give her an answer or another reason not to trust the boy with the silver key.

Daphne reached her classroom door just as the late bell finished ringing.

Before she stepped inside, her phone buzzed once in her skirt pocket.

She froze.

Hazel noticed immediately. “What?”

Daphne pulled out her phone and glanced at the screen. The message had come from an unknown number. It contained no greeting, no name, and no explanation.

Only one sentence.

Only one sentence appeared on the screen, telling her that if he said he did not remember, she should ask him what happened under the fake stars. 

Daphne’s hand went cold around the phone.

Hazel leaned close enough to read it.

Neither of them spoke.

Across the hallway, through the narrow strip of glass in the stairwell door, Daphne could still see a sliver of the atrium. Calder stood near the Glass Wall with his head turned slightly, as if he had felt the moment change from a distance.

For once, he was looking directly at her.

And for once, he looked afraid.
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​Chapter 2: The Boy With The Silver Key
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Daphne did not step into the second period right away.

She stood outside the classroom door with her phone cold in her hand and the unknown message glowing up at her as if the screen had become another folded card. The hallway had nearly emptied. A late student hurried past with a binder hugged to her chest. Somewhere behind a classroom wall, a teacher’s voice rose into the familiar rhythm of attendance. Life kept moving around Daphne, but she felt caught in the narrow space between one breath and the next.

Hazel was reading over her shoulder, silent for once.

If he says he does not remember, ask him what happened under the fake stars.

Daphne read it again, though she had already memorized every word. The sentence felt different from the cards. The handwriting on paper had been careful, almost gentle. This message felt closer. Faster. Like the person behind it had been watching the atrium, watching Calder, watching the exact second suspicion crossed Daphne’s face.

She turned toward the stairwell window.

Calder was still visible through the strip of glass, standing near the Glass Wall. He had not moved. The sunlight washed the atrium floor pale around him, and the silver key on his backpack caught one bright spark before he looked away.

Hazel touched Daphne’s wrist. “We are not going in there pretending nothing happened.”

Daphne locked her phone and slipped it into her pocket. “We’re already late.”

“That is the weakest sentence you have ever used to avoid panic.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“You are gripping your notebook like it owes you money.”

Daphne loosened her fingers. The notebook did not spring free. Her hand had stiffened around it without her noticing.

The classroom door opened before Hazel could say more. Their teacher looked out, eyebrows lifting at the sight of both of them standing in the hallway like they had been assigned there as decoration.

“Everything okay?”

Daphne’s mouth answered before her mind could choose something better. “Locker problem.”

It was not a complete lie. The problem had started in her locker, and now it had followed her through the morning like a shadow with neat handwriting.

The teacher glanced between them, then at the empty hallway. “Take your seats.”

Hazel murmured something polite and went in first. Daphne followed, feeling the message inside her pocket with each step. She slid into her desk, opened her notebook, and stared at a blank page while the class worked through a worksheet she could not read. Words blurred. Lines shifted. Every time someone’s phone buzzed somewhere in the room, her muscles tightened.

Under the fake stars.

There were only a few places at Silvergate where that phrase could make sense. The spring dance decorations from last year had used silver paper stars, but those had been in the gym, not fake in the way the message meant. The theater had star-shaped stage lights, but no one called them stars. The planetarium
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