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They came the day the library burned down.

Nobody saw the fire start.

The sky that morning was the colour of porcelain—bright and cloudless, washed clean by a storm that had never arrived. It was the kind of day that made you squint even in the shade. Bees hummed around the dogwoods, kids played half-heartedly in cracked driveways, and the old men who leaned on their porch rails with coffee mugs and quiet judgment had nothing to say about the weather, because there was nothing to complain about.

And then the smoke came. Not a curl. Not a tendril. A cough—sudden and deep—as if the earth had inhaled something foul and was finally letting it out.

People didn’t notice at first. Not really. They smelled something strange. Sweet, almost. Like hot sugar left too long on the stove. And then someone said: “Is that paper?”

By the time anyone looked up, the fire was already eating the library alive.

It didn’t roar. It didn’t scream. It crackled. Soft. Almost polite. Like it was savouring the destruction, not rushing it. The flames weren’t orange—not at first. They burned pale at the centre, the colour of old parchment, with flickers of ink black along the edges.

The library was old. Over a hundred years. Brick bones and wooden lungs. The oldest building in town aside from the chapel, and nobody trusted the chapel anymore. The library had been solid. Safe. Familiar. Its stained-glass windows had filtered sunlight onto quiet tables for generations. Its smell—dust, ink, a faint undercurrent of mildew and polish—was a kind of comfort no air freshener could replicate.

Now, the windows burst one by one, not with the violence of pressure but with something stranger, something wrong. They seemed to sigh before they shattered, glass raining out like falling stars. Inside, the shelves—tall, wooden, ancient things—twisted and bent, charred into curling hands that reached for nothing.

Books warped and curled in the heat. They didn’t explode. They wilted, like dry flowers in flame. Their pages didn’t burn immediately. They rippled, browned, shivered like something alive. Some peeled away, lifted by the updraft of the fire, and escaped.

And the screaming started.

Not human screams. No one was inside. Not anymore.

The sounds came from the walls. From the ceilings. From within the fire itself. A rustling chorus of agony, dry and papery and furious. People on the street stopped walking. Turned slowly. Every dog within two blocks went rigid and silent.

Then the roof collapsed with a long, low groan.

When the fire trucks arrived, it was already over. All they could do was watch steam hiss into the sky. Spray the embers. Pretend they could help. The fire hadn’t spread. Hadn’t touched a single tree or car nearby. It was contained—surgical, precise.

But when the smoke lifted, the damage wasn’t over.

Because then the pages came.

They drifted out of the wreckage like ash but didn’t burn. Didn’t disintegrate. They caught the light as they moved, turning lazy spirals in the air, landing soft as feathers on streets and sidewalks, rooftops and clotheslines. At first it was beautiful. A snowfall of stories.

Then people began to pick them up.

Some were blank. Completely white, as if they'd never been printed. But they felt used, somehow. Touched. Their edges were soft, their corners curled like they’d spent years in someone’s hands. Some pages were smudged with fingerprints that weren’t ink or ash—just dirt. Damp, reddish. Like dried blood.

Others were written in alphabets no one recognized. Symbols that slithered across the page when you stared too long. One boy swore the letters rearranged themselves the moment he blinked.

A teenage girl found one that looked like a diary entry. It described her bedroom in perfect detail, including the item she’d hidden beneath her mattress the night before.

An elderly man found a page folded perfectly into the breast pocket of his coat. He hadn’t worn that coat in twenty years. The paper was brittle. Brown. On it, in careful handwriting, was a list of names. The third name down was his wife’s.

She’d been dead for five years.

But it was the next few names that froze his blood.

Because they were names of people still alive.

People he knew.

People who, by the end of the week, would not be.

Not all the pages were warnings.

Some were instructions.

"Turn off the lights at exactly 2:34 a.m."
"Dig beneath the oak with the twisted limb."
"Burn this page before reading."
Most people didn’t follow them. Some laughed. Called it a stunt, a coincidence, a prank.

But the ones who did?

They either disappeared.

Or changed.

By the next morning, there were thousands of pages scattered across town. They lined the gutters, plastered the sides of buildings, slipped under doors, got caught in the grilles of parked cars. No one knew where they’d all come from. There hadn’t been that many books.

And still more came, caught on the wind. Fluttering down like dead leaves in a town that hadn’t seen autumn in months.

They came the day the library burned down.

And nothing’s been quiet since.
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Annie Bell was fourteen, too clever for her own good, and full of the kinds of secrets that only grow in the cracks of quiet homes—where parents fight softly and children learn to keep things to themselves. She had a sharp mind, a sharper tongue, and a fascination with stories that scared her just enough to keep reading.

The page was waiting for her when she got home from school.

She didn’t see it at first. Her bedroom was dim, the blinds half-closed, casting slats of grey across the floor. The air smelled stale, like old pencils and forgotten laundry. Her bag hit the floor with its usual thump, and she collapsed onto her bed with the exaggerated groan of someone who believed, deeply, that life was unfair.

That’s when she saw it.

The paper was laid out neat as a letter, centred on her pillow like a gift. It looked old—yellowed around the edges, but not brittle. The handwriting was tight, slanted, written in a dark ink that shimmered strangely when the light caught it. Like oil. Like beetle shells. Like something that didn’t want to be looked at.

There were only five words.

Do not speak his name aloud.

That was it.

No heading. No signature. No context.

Annie frowned. Picked it up. Turned it over. Blank on the back. She scoffed. “Ooh, spooky,” she said to no one, in that sarcastic tone only a teenager could perfect. She crumpled the page into



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A R HURST





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





