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SankulaHub writes emotionally grounded fiction centered on quiet tension, memorable settings, and relationships that grow through honesty, courage, and human connection. Each story is created to feel immersive, heartfelt, and original, with clean romantic arcs and strong emotional payoff.
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​Dedication
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For everyone who ever stood in a school hallway feeling like something important was about to begin.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Celia is seventeen, careful, bright, and known for never missing a deadline. She keeps her life orderly because order feels safer than guesswork, especially in a school where rumors travel faster than truth. She trusts facts, neat handwriting, and locked doors. She does not trust surprises.

Darian is seventeen, observant, quiet, and much harder to read than people think. He notices the small things others step past, remembers details nobody else keeps, and has spent the last year refusing to explain himself to anyone. Distance has become his habit. So has silence.

Yara is Celia’s closest friend, fast-talking, loyal, and impossible to fool for long. She has a gift for seeing emotional trouble before Celia admits it exists.

Nico drifts easily between friend groups and always seems to know what the school is whispering about by lunchtime. He treats gossip like weather, but sometimes he catches the one detail that matters.

Somi works on the yearbook and has a memory for faces, dates, and half-forgotten school stories. She rarely interrupts, which is why people underestimate how much she hears.
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​Introduction
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By three-fifteen, the east hallway had mostly emptied out, leaving behind the after-school sounds Celia liked best and feared a little too. Locker doors no longer slammed every few seconds. Shoes no longer beat in clusters across the tile. What remained was the hum of old lights, the scrape of a rolling ladder somewhere near the trophy cases, and rain tapping lightly against the narrow windows above the lockers.

She shifted the strap of her bag higher on her shoulder and checked the folded paper in her hand again, even though she already knew what it said.

	Before they drill it open.


No name. No explanation. Just those five words in dark blue ink, slipped into the front pocket of her algebra binder sometime between second period and lunch.

Celia had spent the entire rest of the day trying not to think about it.

That had gone badly.

She stopped beside locker 168 and looked farther down the row. The east hallway was older than the rest of Halden High, with dented olive-green locker doors and chipped number plates that never quite lined up straight. Most students barely used this side anymore. Renovation notices had been taped to the walls for weeks. By Monday, the whole corridor would be closed, the lockers removed, the tile replaced, and the old bulletin boards taken down.

If someone wanted something from locker 173, today was the last easy chance.

Her mouth went dry as she walked the final few steps.

173 sat between 172 and 174 like any other locker in the building, except it didn’t. The paint around its handle was more scratched than the others. A strip of old masking tape clung to the corner, yellowed with age. The metal number plate had been replaced at some point, and slightly crooked, the way hurried fixes always were.

She stared at it long enough to feel ridiculous.

Then she heard a voice behind her.

“If you turn that dial without checking the latch, it sticks.”

Celia spun around so fast the paper nearly slipped from her hand.

Darian stood a few feet away with rain on the shoulders of his dark jacket and a backpack hanging from one hand. He looked like he had come in from outside rather than from class, his hair slightly damp, expression unreadable in the washed-out hallway light. He glanced once at the folded paper in her hand, then at the locker.

A strange, cold little feeling moved through her.

“You know this locker?” she asked.

His gaze came back to her face. “I know that one doesn’t open like the others.”

That was not an answer. Celia tightened her grip on the note.

Most people at school knew Darian the way they knew the far end of the bleachers or the back staircase near the art rooms. He was part of the place, visible enough, but not somewhere they lingered. He wasn’t rude. He just seemed to exist at a small, careful distance from everybody.

Celia had spoken to him exactly twice before this, both times because a teacher put them in the same group. He had done his share of the work, said very little, and left before anyone could turn class time into conversation.

Now he was looking at locker 173 as if he had expected to find someone there.

“Were you coming here?” she asked.

A pause.

“Yes.”

The answer landed between them with more weight than it should have.

Celia folded the paper once, sharply. “Why?”

Instead of replying, he reached into his jacket pocket and took out something small and white. A square of paper, creased at the corners. He held it between two fingers, not giving it to her, just letting her see the writing.

Go to 173 after the final bell.

Same blue ink. Same neat slant.

For one second the whole hallway seemed to go still.

“You got one too,” she said.

He nodded.

“Today?”

“During lunch.”

A laugh almost escaped her, but there was no humor anywhere in her chest. “That’s not funny.”

“I know.”

The rain at the windows thickened, a soft hiss against the glass. Somewhere at the far end of the corridor, a cart wheel squeaked and stopped. Celia suddenly became aware of how alone this part of the building was. Her pulse tapped hard at the base of her throat.

“Do you know who sent it?”

“No.”

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“I’m surprised you came.”

She stared at him. “Why wouldn’t I?”

This time he looked directly at her, and something shifted in his face. Not warmth. Not exactly caution either. Recognition, maybe. As if her question had told him something and he did not know whether he liked the answer.

“Because most people would hand it to the office and let somebody else deal with it,” he said.

Celia glanced at the locker again. “Most people wouldn’t get sent to a random locker right before a renovation.”

“It isn’t random.”

The words came quietly. Too quietly.

Her attention snapped back to him. “What does that mean?”

Darian exhaled once through his nose, like he had already decided he was saying too much. “It means if somebody picked this number, they picked it for a reason.”

“Then say the reason.”

“I don’t know the whole reason.”

That was somehow worse.

She looked at the lock. The dial was old, the numbers almost rubbed smooth. “Have you opened it before?”

“No.”

“But you knew the latch sticks.”

“I tried once.”

“Why?”

His jaw tightened, just enough for her to notice. “Because a year ago, my sister told me if I ever heard anyone mention 173, I should pay attention.”

The sentence hit her so strangely she forgot to breathe for a second.

Celia had never met Darian’s sister, but she had heard the name. Not recently. Last year, maybe the year before, was attached to half-finished stories and the kind of lowered voices that made every version sound worse than the last. Then the name vanished from the halls the way some names did after graduation or transfer or one bad rumor too many.

“What does your sister have to do with this?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Yet?”

He slipped his note back into his pocket. “Why do you think your note came to you?”

“I don’t know.”

But even as she said it, that wasn’t fully true.

At lunch she had found the paper tucked inside her binder beside the application checklist for the Hale Archive Scholarship, the one she had been filling out for weeks. The scholarship came with a summer position organizing school records, old yearbooks, student publications, and photographs that nobody else cared enough to touch. Celia had cared the second she learned it existed. She liked old things that stayed where they belonged. She liked systems. Labels. Meaning. The way a box of scattered papers could become a story once someone arranged it properly.

Her gaze lifted to the old masking tape on locker 173.

The thought arrived before she wanted it.

Archive.

She hated that Darian could apparently see it happen.

“That look means something just occurred to you,” he said.

“You don’t know what my face means.”

He almost smiled, which somehow unsettled her more than if he had actually done it. “Then tell me I’m wrong.”

The hallway lights flickered once and settled.

Celia stepped toward the locker. “If somebody wanted both of us here, standing around guessing isn’t helping.”

Darian moved beside her without argument. Close enough that she could feel the cold rain still clinging to his sleeve when he reached past her to touch the metal near the latch.

“Don’t yank after the last turn,” he said. “Push in first. Then pull.”

“How do you know that if you never opened it?”

“I never said I didn’t learn anything.”

She should have been irritated. Instead she noticed his hands. Not because there was anything dramatic about them. Just because they were steady. Because the hallway suddenly felt narrower than it had a minute ago. Because standing shoulder to shoulder with somebody you barely knew should not have felt this charged.

He stepped back half a pace, giving her room.

The lock was cold under her fingers.

She turned the dial left once, then right, listening to the soft clicks inside the metal. Her heart beat harder with every number. It was absurd. It was only a locker. An old school locker in a hallway scheduled for demolition.

Still, when she reached the final turn, her breath caught.

She pushed the latch inward.

Something shifted.

The door opened half an inch on its own.

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Celia pulled the door wider.

Inside, the locker was almost empty.

No pile of books. No abandoned sweatshirt. No hidden stash of old exam papers. Just a single large envelope resting on the bare metal shelf, cream-colored and sealed, with handwriting on the front so familiar in shape that she felt the shock of it all the way to her fingertips.

Not because she knew the writer.

Because the writer knew them.

Across the front, in dark blue ink, were two names.

For Celia and Darian.

She heard him stop breathing beside her.

Rain pressed at the windows. Somewhere far off, a door shut. The whole building seemed to tilt gently into silence.

Celia looked at him. He was staring at the envelope with the same startled disbelief she felt rising through her own chest.

“You said you didn’t know why me,” he said, voice lower now.

“I didn’t.”

The paper of the envelope looked thick and old, the kind used for formal letters or stored documents. Her own name sat there beside his as if they had always belonged on the same line. It made no sense. It should have made no sense.

Yet nothing about the afternoon had felt accidental since she stepped into this hallway.

“Open it,” Darian said.

Celia shook her head before she even knew she was doing it. “What if this is some kind of joke?”

His eyes finally lifted from the envelope to her face. “Then somebody went to a lot of trouble.”

That was true. Too true.

She reached in carefully and took the envelope from the shelf. It was lighter than she expected. Something thin moved inside, maybe a folded page, maybe more. Her thumb found the edge of the seal.

There was one more line written smaller beneath their names, so faint she had not noticed it at first.

Open together. Before the first bell.

Her pulse stumbled.

Tomorrow.

Whatever this was, it had already decided they were not done.

Celia looked back at locker 173, then at Darian, then down again at the envelope in her hand, and for the first time since lunch, the shape of her quiet, organized week broke cleanly apart.
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​Chapter 1: Before First Bell

[image: ]


Celia slept badly enough that by morning her room felt like a place she had only borrowed for the night.

Rain had gone from steady to thin and needling sometime before dawn. It traced the window in faint silver lines while the sky outside stayed the color of wet paper. She had set the envelope on her desk before bed, meaning to leave it there and prove to herself that she could ignore it until morning. Instead she had watched it from across the room while she changed, while she brushed her teeth, while she pretended to read three pages of history and took in none of them.

Twice she had crossed to the desk and touched the edge of the seal.

Twice she had pulled her hand back.

Open together. Before the first bell.

It was ridiculous how much power one sentence could have when it was written at the right moment.

By six-thirty she gave up on trying to feel rested. She dressed in her uniform sweater, braided her hair with more force than necessary, and slipped the envelope into the inside pocket of her bag. In the kitchen, she poured cereal into a bowl, stared at it until the milk softened everything to the same pale gray, then left half of it untouched.

Her phone lit on the counter while she was tying her shoes. A message from Yara asked why she had vanished so quickly after last period and whether she was alive or had simply married her scholarship application and moved away.

Celia almost smiled.

She typed that she was alive, that she had gone home early, that she would explain later. Then she stared at the last part and erased it. She did not want to explain later. She did not want to explain now. She did not want to put any of yesterday into words at all, because once she did, it would start sounding like either a prank or the beginning of a rumor, and she had no patience for either.

In the end she sent only that she was alive and tired.

Yara responded almost immediately, accusing her of being suspiciously brief for a person who normally added three follow-up thoughts without being asked.

Celia put the phone facedown on the counter and left before she could be pulled into anything normal.

The walk to school felt shorter in the rain. By the time Halden High came into view through the mist, the front steps were still mostly empty, and the buses had not yet begun their usual coughing procession along the curb. The building looked older at that hour, its brick darkened by the weather, the windows holding only a few scattered lights.

She slowed under the awning outside the side entrance near the library.

Darian was already there.

He stood with one shoulder against the wall, hands tucked into the pockets of a dark jacket that was still damp at the sleeves. A paper cup rested on the ledge beside him, steam curling faintly upward. He was not pacing. He was not checking his phone. He looked as though he had been standing there quietly for a while, letting the morning gather around him.

Celia did not know why that unsettled her more than if he had appeared breathless and late.

“You’re early,” she said.

His gaze lifted from the wet pavement to her face. “So are you.”

The answer should have been obvious, but somehow it landed differently coming from him. There was no edge in it. No attempt to win something small. Just the fact itself.

Celia adjusted the strap on her bag. “I didn’t want to do this with half the school watching.”

“Neither did I.”

The rain tapped against the metal edge of the awning above them. Somewhere deeper inside the building, a door shut and echoed.

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Darian pushed away from the wall, picked up the paper cup, and held the side door open for her without a word.

The hallway beyond smelled like wet coats and floor cleaner. Morning lights glowed in narrow stretches overhead, leaving the farther end in a bluish dimness. Their footsteps sounded too loud on the tile as they crossed toward the library corridor.

Celia could feel the envelope in her bag as if it had weight far beyond paper.

“Did you sleep?” she asked finally.

“Not much.”

“Good. Then this is equally terrible for both of us.”

He glanced at her, and this time the almost-smile did arrive, brief and surprising enough to make something shift low and strange in her chest. “That seems fair.”

She looked away before he could possibly notice.

They stopped in the alcove beside the library office where a tall bulletin board blocked them from most of the corridor. It was not private, exactly, but it was private enough. The library doors were still locked. The display case beside them held last year’s academic medals and a faded poster about literacy week that had begun peeling at one corner.

Celia set her bag on the narrow ledge and took out the envelope.

Even in the weak morning light it looked older than anything that should have been sitting in a school locker. Cream paper. Sharp fold. Dark blue ink that had dried slightly deeper around the letters. Her own name and Darian’s still sat there together in a way that felt wrong and deliberate at once.

Darian rested his paper cup on the floor beside the wall. “Do you want to do it?”

“No.”

“Same.”

That might have been the first honest thing either of them had said since yesterday.

Celia turned the envelope over. The seal had been pressed flat with care. She slid one finger beneath the edge and looked at him once, just once, to make sure he was actually there.

He nodded.

She broke the seal.

The sound was quiet, but it seemed to lift every fine hair at the back of her neck.

Inside were three things.

The first was a folded sheet of heavy paper.

The second was a brass tag the size of a thumb joint, dulled with age, stamped simply with the number 7.

The third was a narrow strip torn from lined paper.

Celia handed the brass tag to Darian and unfolded the note first.

The handwriting matched the note from yesterday so closely that for a moment the whole thing blurred in her hand.

The printed page lies. Find the proof in drawer 7 before they clear the room.

No signature.

No date.

No explanation of which page, or what room, or why the person writing seemed to believe they could send them into school archives before first bell as if that were a normal favor.

“The room,” Celia said softly.

Darian looked up from the brass tag. “You know which room?”

She unfolded the larger sheet. It was a photocopy of a yearbook page, grainy and slightly slanted, with a handwritten 173 penciled in at the top corner. A photograph took up most of the page: the east hallway years ago, brighter then, before the paint dulled and the renovation notices went up. Students crowded the corridor in winter clothes and club buttons, all of them frozen mid-laugh or mid-step. Near the center, just beside locker 173, two figures had been circled in blue ink.

The caption box beneath the photo was blank.

Not empty the way a caption had been forgotten. Blank the way something had been removed.

Celia felt a small rush of cold run through her.

“The archive room,” she said. “In the back of the library work area. They keep old proof sheets and club files in flat drawers.”

“You’ve been in there?”

“Once. I helped sort debate photos for service credit last fall.”

Darian took the copied page from her hand carefully, as if he did not fully trust his own grip. His eyes moved over the circled figures in the photo. One of them was turned half away. The other stood closer to the locker, head tipped down, hair falling forward.

“Can you tell who it is?” Celia asked.

He did not answer immediately.

Then, very quietly, “One of them is Leonie.”

The name settled between them like something long closed being opened an inch at a time.

Celia looked back at the copied page. In the blur of the image, the girl by the locker became more real once he said it. Not because Celia knew Leonie’s face, but because the certainty in Darian’s voice made the shape of her matter.

“How can you tell?”

“She used to tuck one side of her hair behind her ear when she was concentrating.” He pointed to the figure nearest the locker. “Like that.”

Celia stared at the tiny motion caught in the photograph, struck by how intimate the answer felt. Not romantic. Not soft. Something older than that. The kind of noticing that only came from years of living beside somebody.

She lowered her voice without meaning to. “You really think this is about her.”

“I think somebody wants me to know it is.”

The corridor beyond the alcove remained empty. The school had that fragile early-morning quiet that never lasted, when every sound seemed to travel farther than it should. Celia could hear a cart rolling somewhere on the first floor, then a murmur of voices near the main office, still distant.

“If the library workroom is unlocked, we can check,” she said.

“If it’s locked?”

“Then we look normal and walk away.”

“Can you look normal right now?”

She gave him a flat look. “Can you?”

That brief, surprised almost-smile returned. There and gone.

It did not make him look different, exactly. It made him look younger. Less like somebody who had already decided not to trust the morning.

“Come on,” she said, before she could think too hard about that.

They moved through the side hall past the darkened language rooms and the closed library doors. The workroom entrance sat farther back, tucked near the textbook closet and mostly hidden by a rolling shelf of outdated atlases. Celia had remembered it being harder to notice. That reassured her somehow. Secret places were easier to believe in when they did not announce themselves.

She tried the handle.

Unlocked.

She looked at Darian.

He looked at the door, then at her. “That seems bad.”

“Very.”

She slipped inside first.

The room smelled like paper, cardboard, and the sweet dry dust that settled only where things had been kept too long. Metal cabinets lined one wall. A long table held stacks of labeled folders, rubber bands, old newsletters, and three cracked binders with faded stickers on the spine. Above the cabinets, narrow windows let in a gray wash of rain light that made everything look slightly underwater.

Darian closed the door softly behind them.

Celia stood still for a second, listening. No footsteps. No voices outside. Just the low electrical hum from somewhere overhead and the sound of water ticking at the windows.

She exhaled and faced the drawers.

“There.”

Cabinet labels, written in neat black marker, ran from 1 through 12.

Drawer 7 sat at waist height.

Darian held out the brass tag. It had a tiny hole punched through one end, as though it once hung from a key that had long since been lost. Celia tried the drawer anyway. It slid open without resistance.

She looked back at him over her shoulder. “That seems even worse.”

Inside lay a stack of large cream folders, each marked with yearbook years and page ranges. Celia lifted the top few until she found one labeled with a year from six years earlier and the penciled range 170–176.

“Help me,” she murmured.

He stepped beside her.

The drawer was not wide enough for comfort with both of them leaning over it. Their sleeves brushed once, then again. Each touch was small enough to ignore and impossible not to register. Celia hated that she registered them at all. Her thoughts were already crowded enough without adding the exact awareness of where his shoulder was or how quiet he went when he concentrated.

She pulled the folder free and set it on the table.

Inside were proof sheets larger than the copied page, each one marked with editing notes in colored pencil and circles around photographs. Page 171. Page 172. Then page 173.

Celia laid it flat.

The photograph from the copy sharpened into focus.

The east hallway looked almost cheerful in the old print. Posters hung across the lockers. A strip of winter lights had been draped badly over the bulletin board. Students in scarves and uniforms crowded the frame with open faces, unaware of how fixed and unreachable they would look years later.

At the center, beside locker 173, stood Leonie.

Even without knowing her, Celia could see what Darian had recognized. The tilt of the head. The hand halfway up, tucking hair behind one ear. Beside her stood another girl holding a notebook against her chest, both of them turned toward the locker as if somebody had called their names just before the picture was taken.

Below the image, the printed caption had not been blank at all.

A pale rectangular patch showed where the line had been covered before copying for print.

But on the proof page, in the narrow margin below, someone had written in blue pencil:

Do not cut this again.

Celia’s pulse picked up.

“There was a caption,” she whispered.

Darian had gone very still.

At the far bottom of the page, beneath a strip of cropping marks, a second handwritten line tilted upward as though added in haste.

If this page disappears, check behind the wall map.

He touched the edge of the table but not the page itself. “That’s her writing.”

Celia looked up. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

There was no hesitation this time. No uncertainty at all.

She watched him take in the proof page, the blue writing, the place where a caption had once been. His face changed so little outwardly that someone who did not know to look might have missed it. But the set of his mouth tightened. Something in his eyes pulled inward. Whatever ordinary distance he kept between himself and other people did not disappear. It thinned, and through it she caught a glimpse of how much effort the distance usually cost.

“What happened to her?” Celia asked before she could stop herself.

He let out a breath that sounded like it had been held for a long time. “People said she made things up when she got upset. That she wanted attention. That she blamed other people whenever something went wrong.”

Celia waited.

“She worked on a yearbook for a semester,” he said. “Then she quit. A month later she left school.”

The room seemed to grow quieter around those words.

“Why?”

Darian looked at the proof page instead of her. “Nobody ever told me the full version. She said something had been removed and nobody would admit it. She kept saying the book in the office wasn’t the real one anymore. My mother thought she was making herself sick over something small. Leonie stopped arguing after a while.”

Celia glanced down at the pale patch where the caption had been covered.

“That doesn’t look small.”

“No.”

The single word carried more than agreement. It carried years of not being able to prove what he had believed all along.

Something softened in her before she had time to decide whether it was wise.

“I believe you,” she said.

His head turned.

She almost wished she had not said it out loud, not because it was untrue, but because the way he looked at her afterward made the cramped archive room feel suddenly too narrow for both of them and far too honest for a Wednesday morning before classes.

“I haven’t even told you enough for that,” he said.

“You don’t have to.” Celia kept her voice quieter than usual. “Somebody brought us here on purpose. And your sister wrote on this page. That part is real.”

For a moment he said nothing.

Then he lowered his eyes again, and when he spoke next, his voice had lost some of its guarded edge. “You notice a lot.”

“I like evidence.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Celia opened her mouth to disagree and then stopped, because the truth of it landed before the argument did.

The silence between them changed shape.

Not comfortable, exactly. But no longer sharp.

She looked back into the folder and lifted the proof page carefully. Beneath it lay two thinner sheets, then an old mailing envelope folded flat, and under that, tucked against the bottom of the folder as if meant to stay hidden, something smaller.

Celia slid it free.

Two envelopes.

One with Darian’s name written across the front.

One with hers.

For one second she thought she had imagined it, that the sleeplessness had finally bent the room sideways. But no. The handwriting was there. The same blue ink. The same careful slant. Her own name on one envelope. Hi on the other hand. Waiting in a drawer no one should have known to open unless they had first gone to locker 173.

Darian stared at them as if the air had changed temperature.

Celia could hear her own heartbeat, steady and hard.

“This isn’t old,” she said.

He took a step closer to the table. “No.”

The envelopes looked newer than the proof page and older than yesterday’s note, as though they had been written recently but handled enough to soften the paper at the corners. Her fingers hovered over the one with her name and stopped.

Outside, somewhere beyond the closed door, the first warning bell rang through the building.

It was not loud in the archive room. It did not need to be.

The sound moved through Celia like a decision.
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​Chapter 2: The Two Envelopes
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The first warning bell rang again in Celia’s bones even after the sound had already faded from the archive room.

For one second she could only stare at the two envelopes resting on the table. Her name on one. Darian’s on the other. The proof page still lay open beside them with its pale block where the caption had been covered, the blue-pencil note in the margin, and Leonie’s presence caught in a photograph that should not have mattered this much to somebody Celia had never met.

But it mattered to Darian.

That had changed the room.

“We should go,” she whispered, though her hand had already moved toward the envelope with her name.

Darian glanced at the closed door, then back at the table. “Take them.”

“What if somebody checks the folder?”

“They already hid them in it.”

He was right. That made everything worse.

Celia slid both envelopes off the paper and held one out to him. Their fingers brushed as he took his, and the contact was so brief it should have vanished immediately. Instead it stayed with her like the afterimage of a bright light. Not because it was dramatic. Because it happened while both of them were trying very hard to think about something else.

She tucked her envelope into the inside pocket of her sweater vest. Darian slipped his into his jacket.

The proof page still lay there accusingly.

“We can’t leave it open,” Celia said.

He nodded once. “Do whatever you need to remember it.”

Celia pulled out her phone, angled it low to avoid any glare from the windows, and took two quick photos of the proof page, one of the full sheet and one close on the blue-pencil note beneath the image. Then she slid the page back into the folder with hands that felt more careful than steady. The folder went into drawer 7. The drawer shut with an ordinary metal sound that did not match the way her pulse was moving.

Before leaving, she looked once toward the far wall where old pull-down maps leaned between a cabinet and the corner shelf. Behind the wall map, the note had said.

Not now.

She knew that with the sick certainty of somebody who understood bells, hall monitors, and the way schools noticed the wrong thing at exactly the wrong time.

Darian opened the door a fraction and listened. His posture changed when he did it. He became still in a way that reminded her of animals in nature videos, listening before they stepped out into open ground. The thought almost made her laugh at herself. Instead she tightened the strap on her bag.

“No one’s there,” he said.

They slipped into the corridor and pulled the door shut behind them.

The hallway had changed while they were inside. It no longer belonged to the hour before school. Students were beginning to appear in uneven little clusters, voices echoing up from the main stairwell, wet umbrellas dripping by the entrance mats, shoes squeaking across the tile. A boy from the basketball team jogged past with one backpack strap hanging loose. Two ninth-grade girls hurried by holding the same half-finished poster board between them. The ordinary morning had returned so completely that Celia almost doubted the last fifteen minutes.

Until she glanced at Darian and saw that he looked no more ordinary than she felt.

They walked toward the main corridor without speaking.

Celia had first period English on the second floor. Darian stopped at the foot of the stairs. For a second they stood in the moving current of students as if they were both trying to remember how people normally ended strange mornings.

“When?” he asked quietly.

She understood immediately. “Lunch.”

“What if we don’t get the chance?”

“We make one.”

He studied her face as if deciding whether she meant that as firmly as it sounded.

Apparently he decided she did.

“The back stairwell near the old art rooms,” he said. “Few people use it.”

Celia nodded. “Lunch.”

Then she went up the stairs before she could think too hard about the fact that they had just made a plan together as if this had already become a shared thing, something with its own shape and rules.

By the time she reached English, her damp sleeves had chilled against her skin and the envelope in her sweater felt like a second heartbeat.

Yara was already in her seat by the window, one leg tucked under her, pencil balanced behind one ear. The second she saw Celia, her eyes narrowed with immediate interest.

“There you are,” she said as Celia slid into the desk beside hers. “You look like you fought with sleep and lost.”

“That’s rude.”

“It’s observant.” Yara leaned closer. “Also, you left me to read emotionally, which is worse.”

Celia took out her notebook, avoiding the other girl’s face. “I answered you.”

“With five words. People say more at the dentist.”

That almost earned a real smile. Almost.

Their teacher called for notebooks, and the room settled into the restless quiet of the first period. Rain ticked softly at the windows. Pages turned. Someone in the back dropped a pen and muttered an apology when it rolled too far under another desk.

Celia tried to focus on the lesson. She even wrote down the title on the board, underlined it, and dated the page like someone who intended to be fully present.

It lasted maybe forty seconds.

After that, every sentence from the front of the room dissolved before it reached her. Her attention kept splitting in two directions. Part of her was still in the archive room, seeing the pale patch where the caption had been covered. The other part kept circling back to the envelope tucked beneath her sweater, waiting.

She could feel Yara looking at her every now and then.

During a quiet reading stretch, Yara nudged a folded scrap of paper toward her. Celia stared at it, then at her friend.

Yara mouthed, Are you ill?

Celia wrote back that she was fine.

Yara read the answer, snorted silently, and wrote, You are absolutely not fine.

Celia folded the paper small and slid it into her pocket without responding.

The rest of the class passed in a blur of paper, voices, and the steady ache of distraction. When the bell finally rang, she stood too quickly, bumping her chair hard enough that it scraped across the floor. A few heads turned. Heat rushed into her face.

Yara caught her arm before she could dart away. “You are explaining this at lunch.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

Celia pulled her bag higher on her shoulder. “Both.”

Yara’s expression shifted. The teasing stayed, but something more careful appeared under it. “Is this bad?”

Celia hesitated. The truthful answer was she had no idea.

“I don’t know,” she said.

That, at least, made Yara loosen her grip.

Between classes the school swelled into full weekday motion. Hallways filled. Locker doors clanged. Voices rose and crossed in a hundred directions at once. Celia usually liked this part of the day more than most people did. There was comfort in how predictable it was, how clearly everyone belonged to the same schedule.

Today the noise felt like a cover for something she could not quite see.

She spotted Darian only once that morning, on the far side of the science corridor between second and third period. He was standing near the drinking fountain with his backpack slung over one shoulder, talking to no one, waiting for the room to clear. He looked up, found her in the stream of people, and held her gaze for one second too long to be accidental.

Then he tapped two fingers lightly against his jacket pocket.

The envelope.

Celia gave the smallest nod she could manage and kept walking.

The rest of the morning dragged on.

In history, a classmate behind her whispered so much during note-taking that the teacher had to stop twice and wait them out. In math, her pencil lead snapped three times. During the third period, the morning announcements crackled through the speakers with the usual reminders about club dues, rain delays, and the spring fundraiser. Then the vice principal’s voice came on, warm and overly cheerful, announcing that due to the renovation schedule, the east hallway and attached storage spaces would be fully cleared by the end of the day and should not be accessed after dismissal without staff permission.

Celia’s hand tightened around her pen.

Attached storage spaces.

The archive workroom sat off the library wing, not the east hall. But close enough. Close enough that if anyone decided to relabel, lock up, or clear old materials, drawer 7 and the wall maps might not stay untouched for another day.

She wrote nothing for the next five minutes.

By lunch her nerves felt thin enough to hear through.

The back stairwell near the old art rooms smelled faintly of dust, damp concrete, and the sweet stale trace of old paint. It was one of those parts of school that existed more as a shortcut than a destination. The walls were painted a tired cream. A narrow window on the landing showed a slice of rain-heavy sky and the roofline of the gym. Far away, muffled through the cinder block, came the softened roar of the cafeteria.

Darian was already on the middle landing when Celia pushed through the metal door.

He was standing by the window, hands in his pockets, looking out at the rain. The light from the gray sky flattened the color from everything except his face, which looked more tired than it had that morning.

“You made it,” he said.

“That was the plan.”

He glanced toward the stairwell door behind her. “Did anyone follow you?”

“Not unless Yara has learned to hover invisibly.”

At that, his mouth shifted in what might have been the beginning of a smile. “That sounds specific.”

“She notices too much.”

“Maybe she notices what you let other people see.”

Celia stopped halfway down the landing. “That sounds like something you’ve been saving for an unfair moment.”

“I wasn’t trying to be unfair.”

“No?”

“No.” He leaned one shoulder against the wall. “Just accurate.”

She should have had a sharper answer. Instead, for one annoying second, she could only think about how his voice changed when he spoke quietly. Less closed. Less distant. Not open exactly, but closer to it.

She reached into her sweater pocket and took out the envelope.

Darian did the same.

They stood facing each other with their names in their hands.

“Do you think we open them here?” Celia asked.

He looked toward the narrow window, then down the stairwell, listening to the muted footsteps below. “Unless you want to wait until the renovation crew clears the room and somebody else gets there first.”

That decided it.

Celia slid a finger under the edge of the flap.

The paper was easier than the first envelope. Inside was a folded note, nothing else. She opened it and felt at once that the handwriting was the same as the note from yesterday and not the same at all. The same slant. The same blue ink. But these words had been written faster, with more pressure, as if the writer had not had time to second-guess anything.

If you found drawer 7, you are already farther than most people ever got.

You were brought in because records matter to you, and someone is counting on you to notice what has been changed. Page 173 is only one piece. The file was altered twice. Look where the room keeps what cannot be shelved.

Do not let anyone tell you this was a misunderstanding. Some things vanish because people choose comfort over truth.

He needs the part no one kept for him.

Read his letter too.

Celia read it twice before lifting her eyes.
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