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​About the Author  

SankulaHub writes emotionally sincere, clean, and character-driven stories that center tenderness, quiet tension, and memorable relationship arcs. Each book is created with a strong focus on originality, warmth, and immersive storytelling, offering readers romance that feels heartfelt, youthful, and deeply human.
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For the ones who kept every note, every ticket, every folded scrap of paper, and every almost-confession they were never brave enough to send.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Willa Grant is seventeen, careful, dependable, and known for making every school event run on time. She looks steady from the outside, but inside she is tired of always being the one who fixes everything before anyone notices it broke.

Rhys Calder is seventeen, sharp-eyed, quietly funny, and hard to read unless he wants to be. He notices details other people miss, keeps most of himself guarded, and has a way of making silence feel like part of the conversation.

Lena Ortiz is Willa’s closest friend, the kind of person who can turn panic into perspective with one look and one honest sentence. She loves a good theory and trusts her instincts faster than Willa trusts her own heart.

Gabe Holloway is student council president, polished in public and permanently running three tasks ahead in his head. He counts on Willa more than he admits and hates surprises unless they end well.

Maren Bell is the lead designer for the school centennial display and treats every hallway board, banner, and memory wall like it matters. She believes school traditions survive only if somebody cares enough to keep them alive.

Ms. Park teaches history and guards the archive room like it holds state secrets. She sees more than students think she does and has a quiet weakness for any tradition tied to the school’s past.
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​Introduction
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By eight-ten on Monday morning, the final clue was gone.

Willa knew that before she even stepped fully into the student council room. The glass display box on the center table had been left unlocked, its tiny brass latch hanging open like a mouth that had started to say something and stopped. Inside, where the sealed ivory envelope should have been resting on the velvet square she had ironed flat herself on Friday afternoon, there was only a folded note.

For one long second, she did not move.

The room around her looked exactly the way she had left it. Stacks of centennial flyers sat sorted by color. A roll of gold ribbon leaned against the supply cabinet. The poster board for Friday’s Founders Night leaned drying near the sink with its hand-painted letters still gleaming. The old wall clock clicked once, then again.

Willa crossed the room and lifted the note with both hands, careful by instinct even though her pulse had already jumped into a hard, uneven rhythm.

The paper was plain white from the copier tray, folded twice.

Inside, written in neat black ink, were eleven words.

If you want the last clue back, start where you go quiet.

Her throat went tight.

That was not random. It was not a prank somebody had thrown together before the first bell because they were bored and wanted to watch her panic. Whoever had written it knew two things that mattered. First, they knew exactly what had been stolen. Second, they knew there was one place in the school she disappeared to when everything inside her got too loud.

She looked back at the empty display box as if the envelope might somehow return while she was not watching.

It did not.

A chair scraped in the hallway outside. Locker doors banged. Somewhere downstairs, the intercom crackled awake and then cut off again in a burst of static. Normal school-morning sounds. Ordinary. Annoyingly ordinary.

Nothing about this morning was ordinary.

The final clue was the whole point.

Every year before the centennial committee took over and turned every tradition into a polished brochure sentence, Hartwell High had ended Founders Night with a student-run clue trail. Not a giant carnival thing. Not something loud. Just a schoolwide search built from old campus details and secret corners and tiny bits of local history, ending in one last sealed envelope that sent everyone to the final spot. For two years it had been paused while the east wing was repaired and the archive room was moved. This year was the return.

This year Willa had promised it would feel like Hartwell again.

She had rebuilt the whole thing from boxes, yearbooks, half-legible maps, and three handwritten notebooks that smelled faintly like dust and glue. She had argued for it in planning meetings, stayed late painting signs, and personally sealed the final envelope on Friday while Gabe checked the room list and Maren tested the display lights. At noon today she was supposed to walk that envelope to the principal’s office so it could be logged, locked, and reopened Friday night in front of half the school and several very nostalgic alumni.

Now it is gone.

If the final clue was missing, the whole trail came apart. Not because students could not still run around campus looking for hints, but because the ending mattered. It was the part people remembered. The part that made the whole thing feel finished.

And if it fell apart, there would be exactly one person everyone looked at first.

Willa let out a careful breath and folded the note back along its crease.

She should tell Gabe.

She should text Lena.

She should go straight to the office and report it before somebody else walks in and sees the empty box.

Instead, she slid the note into the pocket of her cardigan and turned toward the door.

Because if she told someone now, before she knew what this was, the morning would blow open in ten directions. Gabe would panic. Lena would ask six smart questions Willa did not yet want to answer. The office would pull in security footage if they even still had cameras working near the back stairwell. Someone would say prank. Someone else would say cancel it. By lunch the story would belong to everybody.

And the note had said start where you go quietly.

Only one person in school knew that place, and he had not spoken to her for longer than three sentences at a time in almost five months.

The thought landed before she could stop it.

Rhys.

She shut the council room door behind her and headed for the old library stairs.

Hallways at eight-fifteen had their own kind of weather. Freshly waxed floors. Loud sneaker squeaks. The smell of dry-erase marker and cafeteria cinnamon rolls drifting too far from where it belonged. Students swerved around one another in practiced patterns, everybody carrying too much and pretending they were not late. Willa moved through them on instinct, one hand tight around the strap of her bag.

She passed the trophy case outside the gym, then the mural wall the art club had repainted for the centennial. At the turn near the history wing, she nearly ran into Maren, who had both arms wrapped around a stack of foam board letters.

“Please tell me you’re early because you missed me and not because you found another problem with the display lights,” Maren said.

“Neither,” Willa answered too quickly.

Maren shifted the letters against her hip and narrowed her eyes. “That sounded like a lie with good posture.”

“I just need to check something before homeroom.”

“Should I be worried?”

“No.”

Another lie. Softer this time.

Maren studied her for half a beat, then let it go. “If Gabe asks, I never saw you.”

“Thank you.”

“That depends on whether this becomes my problem later.”

Willa managed something close to a smile and kept moving.

The old library stairs had survived two renovations mostly because nobody important seemed to remember they existed. They rose in a narrow bend between the history classrooms and the sealed doors to the former media center. When Willa pushed through the half-lit landing door, the noise of the hallway dropped at once, as if someone had closed a lid over it.

Cool air met her face.

The mezzanine above had once held reference shelves no one touched. Now it held stacked chairs, rolled maps, and three cracked display boards waiting for some future committee to pretend they were useful. Sunlight came through the tall side windows in pale bands, dust drifting in them like shaken glitter.

This had become her place by accident in sophomore year after a bad group presentation and stayed hers because it asked nothing of her. Up here, nobody wanted a sign-off or a spreadsheet or an extra set of hands.

She climbed the stairs two at a time, turned onto the mezzanine, and stopped.

Someone was already there.

Rhys stood near the far window with a camera strap looped around one wrist and a folded paper in his hand. His blazer was unbuttoned, tie loose in the way teachers pretended to dislike and secretly no longer bothered to correct by second semester. Morning light caught on the edge of his dark hair and cut a line across one cheekbone. He looked up at the same moment she saw him, and something unreadable moved across his face before it settled.

For one impossible second, Willa forgot about the missing envelope.

Then she noticed the paper.

“What is that?” she asked.

Rhys glanced at the note in his hand. “Good morning to you too.”

“What is that?”

He held it up between two fingers. “The reason I’m apparently spending the first period in a room full of broken chairs.”

Willa stepped closer. “Who gave it to you?”

“It was in my camera bag.”

Her stomach dropped. “When?”

“This morning.”

He took in her expression properly then, his own sharpening at once. “What happened?”

She reached into her cardigan pocket and pulled out her note. When she handed it over, his gaze moved quickly across the line. He looked from her note to his, then back at her.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “That’s not great.”

“What do you say?”

He unfolded it and handed it over.

Look up before you look back.

Willa frowned. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

She read it again, then lifted her eyes to the ceiling beams above them. Old hooks. Water stain near the center. Nothing else. She turned slowly toward the wall behind him.

Above a leaning stack of unused corkboards hung the oldest surviving campus map, framed badly and tilted half an inch to the left. Willa had noticed it maybe a hundred times and never really looked at it. Now a small square of ivory paper sat tucked into the lower right corner of the frame.

She stared.

Rhys followed her line of sight and let out a quiet breath through his nose. “Well. That feels pointed.”

“How did I not see that?”

“You were busy being alarmed.”

“I am still alarmed.”

“Fair.”

He stepped back to let her reach the frame. Her fingers brushed the edge of the paper and slid it free. This one was different from the others. Thicker stock. The kind she had chosen for Founders Night because it looked a little old-fashioned without trying too hard.

The sight of it made her chest tighten. This had come from the event materials. Which meant the person running this had not just found the final clue. They had access.

She unfolded the card.

Two lines this time.

The ending was borrowed.
Find what was left unfinished.
Rhys leaned in just enough for his shoulder to almost touch hers, then stopped. “That’s cheerful.”

Willa barely heard him. Her mind had already started moving.

Borrowed.

Unfinished.

Something from the event had been reused. Something left incomplete.

Her grip tightened on the card. Friday afternoon. She and Gabe in the council room. Maren bringing paint pens. Rhys stopped by to drop off the old campus photos the history department wanted scanned for the memory wall.

She looked up sharply. “You were in the room.”

He blinked once. “A lot of people were in the room.”

“You were there.”

“Yes. To drop off photos. Which I did. Then I left.”

“I’m not accusing you.”

“You kind of sound like you’re rehearsing for it.”

Color climbed into her face, quick and hot. “I’m trying to figure out who had access.”

His expression did not harden exactly. It just quieted in a way that made her wish she had phrased it differently.

“Then start with people who actually touched the event materials,” he said.

“I know who touched the event materials.”

“Do you?”

The question held more than it should have. Too much history in too few words.

Willa looked down at the card again before whatever sat between them turned into something obvious. “Unfinished,” she repeated. “What was left unfinished?”

Rhys shifted, gaze moving past her toward the stacked chairs, the dusty rails, the frame she had just opened. “Could mean a room that never got renovated. A display that never got set. A sentence somebody quit halfway through. With this, it could be anything.”

“With this?”

He nodded toward the card. “The person doing this likes dramatic phrasing.”

Despite everything, a tiny laugh almost escaped her. “That sounds like a complaint.”

“It is a complaint.”

“It also sounds like you know who writes like that.”

His eyes met hers then. Steady. “I know who used to.”

Used to.

The word slid between them and stayed there.

Willa looked away first.

Last fall the history club had asked students to submit short memories for the centennial time wall. Anonymous if they wanted. A few lines about first days, favorite teachers, odd campus superstitions, places that mattered. Willa had read most of them while sorting layout drafts with Maren. One stood out because it was the only one that sounded less like a memory and more like a secret trying not to call itself one.

Some people leave school in pieces before they ever graduate. Some leave a whole version of themselves hidden in one room and never come back for it.

She had known the handwriting even without the name missing.

Rhys had denied it when Lena guessed aloud over lunch. Not seriously. Just with that almost-smile of his that meant keep going if you want, I won’t help you.

Willa turned the new card over. On the back, faintly impressed into the paper as if someone had written on top of it before, was a shallow line she could barely make out.

Rhys saw her angle it toward the light. “What?”

“There’s something pressed into it.”

He stepped closer, then closer still, until they were both holding the card between them at the window. His sleeve brushed her wrist. Such a small thing. It should not have felt like anything. It felt like every careful thought she had arranged since September got nudged an inch out of place.

The indent sharpened under the sunlight.

A room number.

B-14.

Willa exhaled. “The old darkroom.”

Rhys’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s still there?”

“Barely. Ms. Park uses it for archive overflow because no one else wants to deal with the smell.”

“Then that sounds promising.”

He said it lightly, but he had not stepped away.

Willa became suddenly aware of how quiet the mezzanine was. Of the distant hum of the building around them. Of the fact that if she tilted her head even a little, she could see the flecks of gold-brown in his eyes. She had spent an embarrassing amount of time pretending not to notice last spring while he was helping the yearbook team rehang photo strings in the commons.

She took a small step back.

“We’re not doing this together,” she said.

Rhys’s expression changed almost imperceptibly. “Interesting use of us for something we’re apparently not doing.”

“This is the school council. I can handle it.”

“Then why are you here?”

The answer was obvious and impossible all at once.

Because the note writer knew about this place.

Because he was already standing in it.

Because the missing envelope mattered, and because some reckless part of her had known before she climbed the stairs that if anyone else was tied to this, it would be him.

Willa tucked the card into her notebook. “I came to check something.”

“And now you checked it.”

“Yes.”

He gave a short nod, the kind that was not agreement so much as surrender to somebody else’s bad decision. “Fine.”

He moved to pass her.

Then he stopped, reached into the inside pocket of his blazer, and held out something folded small and worn at the edges.

It was a square of blue paper.

Willa stared at it. “Where did you get that?”

“It was clipped to the strap on my camera bag. I thought it was trash until I saw your note.”

She took it carefully and opened it.

Inside, in the same neat black handwriting, was one sentence.

She can keep pretending she does not need you, but the next clue disagrees.

For a second neither of them spoke.

Then Rhys let out one soft, disbelieving laugh. “Well. That feels rude.”

Willa read the line again. Heat climbed into her face so fast she was grateful the light in the mezzanine was uneven.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” she said.

“Sure.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Willa.”

The way he said her name made it worse. Not teasing. Not smug. Just calm enough to sound like he was seeing exactly how rattled she was.

She folded the note too quickly, nearly creasing it wrong. “Whoever this is thinks they’re funny.”

“Maybe they are.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

The first bell rang then, sharp enough to cut through the quiet. Footsteps echoed faintly below on the landing, then faded again.

Willa looked at the stairs, then at the notes in her hand, then back at Rhys.

B-14 was in the basement under the old arts corridor. Locked half the time. Forgotten almost always. Too far to reach and get back before attendance unless they ran, and even then it would be close.

She should have hated that she was considering it.

Instead, something bright and unsteady had begun moving under her ribs, too tangled up with nerves to call excitement and too alive to call dread.

She slipped both notes into her notebook and lifted her chin. “Basement. Ten minutes.”

Rhys studied her for half a beat, then nodded once. “I’ll meet you by the south stairwell.”

“You’re assuming I said yes.”

“You did.”

He was halfway to the stairs before she found an answer.

At the top step, he paused and glanced back. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t take your envelope.”

“I know.”

The words came out before she had time to measure them.

Something softened in his face. Not enough to name. Enough to feel.

Then he disappeared down the stairs.

Willa stood alone on the mezzanine with the bell still echoing through the building and the morning no longer resembling the one she had started.

She looked down at the blue paper in her hand one last time before folding it away.

She can keep pretending she does not need you, but the next clue disagrees.

On the back, in smaller writing she had not noticed before, one more line curved beneath the fold.

Do not arrive alone.
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​Chapter 1: The South Stairwell
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By the time Willa reached the south stairwell, the second bell was already edging into the hallways, turning every slow step into a decision.

The landing sat between the science wing and the back exit no one used unless the gym lobby was blocked for an event. The windows on the door were cloudy with old scratches, and the metal push bar was cold when she leaned against it to steady her breathing. She had walked here fast enough to make her lungs burn under her ribs, but the rush in her chest had less to do with running than with the fact that she had actually come.

Rhys was there already.

He stood with one shoulder against the cinderblock wall, blazer open, his bag dropped at his feet. He was not looking at his phone. He was watching the empty corridor as if he had been listening to her steps for longer than he wanted to admit. When his gaze lifted to her, something in her stomach gave a small, helpless turn.

“You’re late,” he said.

“You’re impossible.”

A corner of his mouth moved, not quite a smile. “That too.”

Willa glanced back toward the hall. The building sounded different from here. More muffled. The distant rise and fall of teachers calling students inside. Locker doors closing in clusters. A laugh somewhere too far away to make out. Ordinary school noise, but thinner now, as if the morning had moved on without them.

Her phone vibrated in her cardigan pocket. She pulled it out and saw Lena’s name.

Are you missing on purpose, or did the school finally eat you?

For one second Willa almost told her everything. Not all of it. Just enough to feel less alone in what had already become a terrible idea. Instead she typed that she was handling a Founders Night problem and would explain later, then shoved the phone away before Lena could answer.

Rhys watched her thumb the screen dark. “Cover story?”

“It’s not a story if it’s true.”

“So there is a problem.”

“There was an empty display box and two notes that somehow found the exact two people they were meant for. You tell me.”

He let his head fall lightly against the wall behind him. “When you say it like that, it sounds bad.”

“It is bad.”

“It also sounds personal.”

That word landed harder than she liked. Willa looked at the stairwell door instead of at him. The glass pane reflected a faint, pale version of both of them, side by side and not looking at each other.

“I don’t know what it is yet,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I mean it.”

“I heard you.”

His voice was even, but she could still feel the edge of the earlier moment up on the mezzanine, the one she had made worse by letting suspicion get ahead of sense. She wanted to smooth it over and did not know how without sounding twelve. So she bent instead, adjusted the strap of her bag, and said, “Is the basement door alarmed?”

“Not if you open it from inside the building.”

“How do you know that?”

He pushed away from the wall and picked up his bag. “You’re asking that like you want an answer that makes me seem less suspicious.”

Willa exhaled through her nose. “This is not helping.”

“No,” he said, stepping toward the door. “But it is honest.”

The stairwell door gave a soft groan. Cool air breathed up from below, carrying the smell of old stone, floor cleaner, and cardboard that had been left too long in damp rooms. The south stairs were narrower than the front ones, their painted rail chipped smooth by years of hands and backpacks. Rhys went first, and Willa followed, each step making a hollow sound that echoed down into the dimness.

On the first landing, he slowed and glanced back. “You know you can still walk away.”

“You say that like you want me to.”

“I say that like if we get caught in a locked basement during the first period, I’d like it on record that this was not my plan alone.”

She looked at him over the rail. “I was there when your note said not to arrive alone.”

That drew a fuller smile from him, quick and gone almost at once. It did something unhelpful to the inside of her chest.

At the bottom of the stairs, the hallway opened in two directions. To the left sat the old arts storage rooms and a retired kiln space nobody had used since before Willa started at Hartwell. To the right was the maintenance corridor, lined with metal doors the same dull beige as the walls. Overhead lights hummed with that tired fluorescent buzz that made every shadow feel grayer.

B-14 sat at the far end.

The number plate on the door hung slightly crooked, and a strip of dark paper still covered the narrow window from the years when the room had actually been used as a darkroom. Willa stopped in front of it, listening.

Nothing.

Rhys reached for the knob. It did not turn.

“Locked,” Willa whispered.

“Helpful,” he murmured.

She stepped closer. “Maybe that’s the point. Maybe someone wanted us to come all the way down here and find nothing.”

Rhys crouched, studied the latch, then straightened and dug through the side pocket of his bag. “Or maybe maintenance still uses the same lazy lock they’ve been using since forever.”

“What does that mean?”

He held up a thin strip of plastic that looked suspiciously like part of an old student ID sleeve.

Willa stared. “Why do you have that?”

“For camera cases,” he said. “And because Hartwell has doors with feelings instead of actual security.”

“You are so weirdly prepared for this.”

“I contain layers.”

He slid the strip between the frame and the latch. For a second nothing happened. Then the metal clicked.

Willa blinked. “That should not have worked.”

“I agree. But I’m not in charge of school funding.”

He pushed the door open just enough to let them slip inside.

The smell hit first.

Dust, stale paper, old chemical traces buried so deeply in the room that time had not fully carried them off. The air felt cooler than the hallway, the kind of basement cool that settled at the back of the neck. Rhys reached beside the door until his hand found a switch. One bank of lights flickered twice and came on dimly, leaving the corners in soft shadow.

The room was smaller than Willa remembered. Or maybe it had only felt bigger the one time she had come down here sophomore year during a history club cleanout and everyone had talked too loudly for the space to keep up. Metal shelves lined one wall, stacked with archive boxes, broken mat frames, and cartons of old display stands. On the opposite side sat the remains of the darkroom setup: an enlarger with a cover over it, three trays nested dry inside one another, a sink stained at the edges, and a sagging corkboard pinned with nothing but bent tacks.

Everything looked undisturbed.

Willa stepped in slowly. “This is ridiculous.”

“Because?”

“Because whoever did this either knows the school better than anyone should, or they’re making things up as they go.”

Rhys closed the door behind them with more care than necessary. “Those two options feel very Hartwell.”

She moved to the shelves and scanned the handwritten labels on the boxes. Old Yearbooks. Window Paint Supplies. Centennial Archive Overflow. A white banker’s box sat lower than the others with its lid shifted askew. Willa bent, pulled it out, and found programs from old theater productions, rolled maps, and a stack of sign-in sheets clipped together with rusting metal.

Across the room, Rhys had gone to the sink. He lifted the corner of the dark cloth covering the enlarger and let it fall again.

“Have you ever used one of these?” Willa asked.

“My granddad had one in his garage for years.” He brushed dust from his fingers. “He said digital made people impatient.”

“That sounds like something you’d agree with.”

“I don’t agree with him on everything.”

The quiet that followed held a shape she recognized before she wanted to. It was the kind that used to settle easily between them last spring while they hung photo strings in the commons or sorted yearbook candids in the library workroom, each of them doing separate things without the silence feeling empty. Back then she had liked that he never filled every second just because it was there. He let moments stay themselves.

Now the same quiet felt more fragile, as if one wrong sentence could split it down the middle.

Willa set aside the sign-in sheets and opened a second box. Inside lay a stack of rejected display boards wrapped in butcher paper. Beneath them sat a shallow gray file tray. When she lifted it out, something slid against cardboard with a faint, dry whisper.

“Wait.”

Rhys was beside her almost immediately. He crouched as she set the tray on the floor between them and pulled away the paper on top.

A photograph lay underneath.

Not a printed yearbook page. Not a class portrait. A real photograph on thick matte paper, eight by ten and slightly curled at the corners. The second Willa saw it, the room went strangely still.

It was her.

Not posed. Not smiling at a camera because someone had told her to. She was standing in the east courtyard under the climbing ivy, sleeves pushed to her elbows, laughing at something outside the frame with her head turned just enough that the light caught one side of her face. In her hands she held a string of paper lanterns for last spring’s arts night. One of them had come loose and was nearly brushing the ground.

She remembered the moment with a jolt that felt almost physical. The lantern string had snapped because Gabe had bought the cheap hooks. She had been trying to fix it before rehearsal. Lena had been teasing her for caring more about paper lights than about the actual dance performances they were supposed to be there to watch.

But Lena had not taken this picture.

Rhys had.

Willa looked up at him.

He had already gone still in that careful way he had when a feeling crossed his face and he refused to let it stay long enough to be read.

“You kept this,” she said.

He glanced down at the photograph rather than at her. “Apparently someone else found it first.”

Willa turned the photo over.

On the back, in black ink, were six words.

You missed what was never displayed.

Below the line, smaller, had been written: Drawer three.

Willa stared at the words, then at the photograph again. “This was supposed to go in the centennial display?”

“No.” Rhys’s answer came too fast.

She lifted her eyes. “Then why does it say never displayed?”

He said nothing.

The truth moved through her in pieces before it formed whole. Last spring. The centennial call for submissions. The week Rhys had spent in and out of the council room with scanned campus photos and restoration prints. The afternoon he had asked whether she could stay after school for ten minutes because he wanted her opinion on one image before he turned in the final selections. She had said yes. Then a supplier had sent the wrong lighting stands for the showcase, Gabe had panicked, the gym had flooded near the back entrance, and Willa had spent three straight hours fixing things until the building emptied and the sun was down and whatever Rhys had wanted had slipped entirely out of her hands.

The next Monday he had been polite.

The Monday after that, less so.

Within two weeks they were speaking only when a room required it.

A hard, quiet feeling took hold under her ribs. “Was it this?”

Rhys leaned back against the shelves, folding his arms loosely over his chest. “It doesn’t matter now.”

“It mattered then.”

He gave a short laugh without amusement. “That would have been useful to know.”

Willa looked down at the photograph again. In it she looked unguarded in a way that made her throat ache. Not pretty exactly, though she hated herself a little for thinking about that at all. Just open. Present in her own life instead of organizing it from two feet away.

“You wanted my opinion on this,” she said.

“I wanted to know if I should submit it.”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

His gaze moved to her face at last, steady and impossible to ignore. “Because it wasn’t for the display.”

The room seemed to shrink a little around them.

Willa’s fingers tightened at the edges of the photograph. “Then why ask me?”

He let his head tip back against the shelf behind him, eyes going briefly to the stained ceiling as if the answer was written there and he did not trust himself to say it while looking at her. “Because if I submitted it, it would just be another school picture. If I didn’t, it stayed mine. I thought maybe you should know which one I wanted.”

Heat rose up Willa’s neck so quickly she felt it in her ears. “Rhys.”

“What?”

“You can’t just say things like that in a room no one ever comes into.”

His mouth curved again, but this time there was something more tired than amused in it. “Pretty sure the room is not the problem.”

Before she could answer, footsteps sounded in the hallway outside.

Both of them froze.

The steps were slow, rubber-soled, accompanied by the faint clink of keys. Not students. Too steady. Too deliberate.

Rhys moved first. He crossed the room in two silent strides, caught Willa lightly by the wrist, and drew her with him behind the shelving unit nearest the door just as a shadow darkened the narrow gap beneath it. Her heart slammed once, hard enough to hurt.

The doorknob rattled.

Willa forgot to breathe.

The latch gave a soft scrape, then stopped. Locked from the outside now. Or maybe only checked and left alone. The keys jingled again. Whoever was out there paused for one long moment that made the entire room seem to listen with them.

Then the footsteps moved on.

Willa stayed still.

Rhys’s hand had slipped from her wrist to the inside of her forearm when they stopped behind the shelf, not gripping now, only there because there was no space to move without touching. The back of her shoulder was pressed lightly against the wall. His blazer sleeve brushed her cardigan. She could smell laundry soap and the cold metal note of the stair rail still clinging faintly to him.

Neither of them spoke until the sounds in the corridor faded completely.

When they did, Rhys loosened his hand at once and stepped back a careful inch. “You okay?”

No. Yes. Not even close.

Willa nodded anyway.

He studied her face, and whatever he saw there made something in his expression soften. “You’re pale.”

“You say that like I enjoy almost being caught in school storage rooms before first period.”

“I don’t think you enjoy anything that doesn’t come with a checklist.”

Under any other circumstance she would have argued. Now the words fell somewhere deeper.

“That’s not fair,” she said quietly.

His face changed. Only a little, but enough. “I know.”

The apology in it was unfinished and real.

Willa looked down at the photograph still in her hand. “I didn’t mean to miss it.”

Rhys was silent for a beat. “I know that too.”

“Then why did you act like I did?”

“Because you never asked.”

The simplicity of it hit harder than anger would have. Willa turned the picture over again to avoid looking at him while the answer formed inside her. Because she had known, at least a little. Not the whole shape of what he meant, maybe not even the name of it yet, but enough to understand that if she asked, something would become real that could not be put neatly back where it started. And Willa, who could handle gym floods and broken displays and teachers with impossible deadlines, had apparently not been brave about one boy and one photograph.

“Drawer three,” Rhys said after a moment, voice gentler now.

Willa swallowed and set the photograph carefully on top of the file tray. Along the far wall beneath the corkboard stood a dented metal cabinet with four shallow drawers. She crossed to it, grateful for the excuse to move, and pulled the first drawer open.

Empty photo paper boxes.

The second held old logbooks and a cracked ruler.

The third stuck halfway. She pulled harder, and it opened with a metallic groan that seemed much too loud in the room. Inside sat a nest of yellowing negatives in paper sleeves, a dried glue stick, two rolls of masking tape, and an ivory envelope tucked beneath a ledger book.

Willa went completely still.

Not the missing final envelope. This one was smaller and older, its corners worn, the paper softened with age. Across the front, in looping blue ink faded at the edges, someone had written: For the pair that notices.

Rhys came up beside her. “That feels annoyingly theatrical.”

Willa lifted the envelope. It was sealed only with its own flap, no tape, no wax, nothing dramatic. She opened it and slid out a folded card.

On the front was a black-and-white print no bigger than her palm.

It showed the old greenhouse behind the science annex, photographed through rain-specked glass. The frame was slightly blurred at the edges, but the center was sharp enough to catch the bench inside and the hanging fern baskets above it. Willa had not been there in months. The gardening club used it after school some weeks, but at lunch it usually sat quiet and warm, all damp soil and bright leaves.

She turned the card over.

Some things grow only when no one is watching.
Lunch. Come before the others do.
Below that, written in even smaller letters that nearly escaped her at first glance, was one final line.

Bring the photograph he never showed you.

Willa stared until the words blurred.

Beside her, Rhys let out a breath that sounded more unsettled than amused this time. “That,” he said, “is getting very specific.”

She looked at the card, then at the eight-by-ten print lying on the tray, then back at him. “Who knew about this?”

“No one.”

“Rhys.”

“No one,” he repeated, more firmly. “I took it. I kept it. I asked you to stay after school. That was it.”

Willa searched his face for the edge of a joke or a deflection and found neither. Only the same uneasy certainty begins to build in her own chest.

Someone had taken the final clue.

Someone had known where Willa went quiet.

Someone had slipped notes into Rhys’s camera bag.

And now someone knew about a photograph that had never been displayed, never submitted, and never explained.

Her phone buzzed again, sharp in the hush of the room.

This time it was Gabe, asking where she was and whether she had moved the final envelope yet because the principal’s office wanted confirmation before lunch.

Willa locked the screen without answering.

When she looked up, Rhys was watching her, not the phone. The basement lights hummed above them, thin and tired. Somewhere in the walls, pipes gave a low knocking sound that might have been heat or old water or the building simply remembering itself.

“We should go,” he said.

“Yes.”

Neither of them moved.

The photograph lay between them on the tray, and the greenhouse waited several floors above with its damp glass and its lunch-period quiet and whatever answer was hiding there. Willa knew they had maybe two minutes left before this crossed from risky into stupid. She knew Gabe would keep calling. She knew Lena would stop accepting vague excuses after exactly one more message.

But all of that sat a little farther away than the fact that Rhys had once chosen a picture of her and did not know whether to keep it or give it up.

She picked it up carefully and slid it into the folder with the new card.

“I’m keeping this,” she said.

Something unreadable flickered in his face. “I guessed.”

Willa tucked the folder into her bag and reached for the door. Her fingers closed around the handle.

Then she turned back.

“When you asked me to stay last spring,” she said, voice barely above the room’s electric hum, “I was coming.”

Rhys looked at her as if he had not expected anything in the world less.

“The gym flooded,” she went on. “Gabe was short two people, the lighting company dropped the wrong stands, and by the time I got free, the building was almost empty. I told myself I’d explain the next day. Then the next day got weird, and then you got quiet, and after that it felt like I’d waited too long.”

His gaze did not leave hers. “You should’ve told me.”

“I know.”

The space between them held for one breath, then another.

Outside, a locker banged somewhere at the end of the corridor, distant but real enough to break whatever had almost opened in the room.

Rhys bent, picked up his bag, and slung it over one shoulder. “Lunch,” he said.

Willa nodded.

He moved to the door beside her, hand brushing past hers to test the handle. This close, his voice dropped without trying to. “If whoever’s doing this thinks they get to decide where this goes, I’m already annoyed.”

Despite the pressure in her chest, despite the basement, despite the missing envelope and the hour steadily getting worse above them, Willa felt a small, unwilling smile pull at her mouth.

“You’re annoyed?”

“I was dragged into a mystery before nine in the morning,” he said. “Obviously.”

He opened the door. The corridor beyond was empty.

Willa stepped out first, but before she could turn toward the stairs, his voice stopped her.

“For what it’s worth,” he said, and when she looked back he was not smiling now, “I kept the photo anyway.”

Something in her gave way then, not dramatically, not enough to show on her face, but enough that the walk back upstairs felt different under her feet.

She climbed the south stairwell with the folder tucked against her side and the shape of his words still warm in the air between them.

Upon landing on the first floor, her phone buzzed again.

This time it was Lena, and the message was short enough to read from the lock screen.

If you’re not in trouble, why did the history teacher just ask whether anyone has seen Rhys near the archive rooms.

Willa stopped midway up the stairs.

For one suspended second she heard everything at once: the rush of students changing classes, the slam of a distant door, Rhys coming up two steps below her, the thin hum of fluorescent lights overhead.

Then she looked down at the folder in her hands.

Inside it lay the photograph he never showed her.

And somewhere in the building, someone had started asking about him first.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Greenhouse at Lunch
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Willa stopped on the stair between the first floor and the landing above and read Lena’s message again, as if the words might settle into something less sharp the second time.

If you’re not in trouble, why did the history teacher just ask whether anyone has seen Rhys near the archive rooms.

Behind her, Rhys climbed the last two steps and paused when he saw she had gone still.

“What happened?”

Willa turned the phone so he could read it.

His expression changed in the smallest way, but she felt it all the same. The lightness that had been hanging around him in the basement after his last words disappeared, leaving something flatter and more guarded behind. He looked back up at her, not startled, not even angry. Just unsurprised in a way that made her chest ache.

“Well,” he said quietly, “that’s encouraging.”

“It doesn’t mean anything yet.”

He gave a short nod, though it did not look like agreement. “It means she’s asking about me first.”

Willa hated that he was right.

Students were beginning to stream into the corridor at the top of the stairs, backpacks bumping, voices rising and crossing in a dozen directions. The day had fully caught up with them now. It would not hold still for whatever they were trying to figure out down in the basement. It would keep moving, dragging attendance sheets and announcements and lunch bells behind it, and if they did not step back into it fast enough, someone would notice.

Rhys glanced toward the hall. “We should split up.”

Willa closed her phone around Lena’s message and slipped it into her pocket. “Lunch. Greenhouse.”

He looked at her for one second longer than necessary, as if deciding whether he believed she would actually show up again.

Then he said, “Lunch.”

They turned in opposite directions at the end of the corridor.

The separation should not have felt strange. They had spent months moving around one another at school without sharing more than a glance and a clipped sentence when group work forced it. But now, after the basement and the photograph and the way his hand had closed around her wrist in the dark without either of them pretending it meant nothing, putting distance between them felt too deliberate to be ordinary.

Willa forced herself toward the homeroom.

By the time she reached the student council room, Gabe was standing outside it with a clipboard in one hand and a look on his face that could have stripped paint from a wall. His hair was still damp from a too-fast shower, and his tie sat crooked under the collar of his school shirt, which meant he had either overslept or already had three problems before first period.

“There you are,” he said. “I’ve called you twice.”

“I know.”

“Did you move the final envelope?”

The question hit so directly that for half a second Willa could not answer. She saw the empty display box again, the paper note in its place, the open latch hanging wrong.

Gabe’s eyes narrowed. “Willa.”

“Not yet,” she said. “I wanted to double-check the sequence cards first.”

He stared at her. “You wanted to do what?”

“The sequence cards. For Founders Night. I had a feeling one of the middle clues might have been filed in the wrong order.”

That part, at least, had the advantage of being plausible. Willa had corrected other people’s filing mistakes so often that nobody at Hartwell would question it as a personality trait.

Gabe exhaled hard through his nose. “Please tell me you are not rechecking the clue trail three school days before the event.”

“I’m making sure it works.”

“It already worked on Friday.”

“It almost worked on Friday,” she said, quieter now because two students had slowed nearby to look at the banner mockups leaning against the wall. “I just want until lunch.”

Gabe ran a hand over his jaw. Willa knew that look. He was trying to decide whether trusting her was the same as letting go of control, and those were two different things to him even when he liked to act as though they were not.

“The principal’s office wants the final envelope logged before fourth period,” he said.

“I know.”

“So whatever invisible fire you are putting out needs to be put out fast.”

Willa nodded. “It will be.”

His attention stayed on her a second longer. “You look weird.”
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