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​Chapter One - Everyone Looked Away At Once
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Monday began with weather that made people act more prepared than they actually were.

The sky over Mercer Ridge High had that pale, unfinished color that appeared after rain but before heat. Students crossed the parking lot carrying projects that flexed in the wind and coffees they were pretending not to have. Someone had written GOOD LUCK ON CHEM across the front steps in blue chalk despite there not being a chemistry exam this week. Nobody had corrected it. Enough people had accepted it that the message had become true in spirit.

Eli noticed things like that.

Not because he thought details mattered more than people, but because details arrived first. Emotions tended to catch up later.

He stood near the entrance with one sleeve pulled halfway over his hand and worked a knot out of his headphone cable. Music off. Headphones on. He liked options more than he liked sound.

His phone buzzed.

NOAH: forgot lunch

Three dots.

NOAH: correction. remembered lunch. forgot to bring lunch

Eli smiled before typing.

ELI: impressive distinction

NOAH: statistically different failures

Another message appeared immediately.

NOAH: wait no thats rowan

NOAH: ignore previous statement

Eli locked his phone and slipped it into his pocket. Noah always texted like he had accidentally walked into the middle of his own thought.

Inside, the building carried the ordinary noise of people occupying space together. Locker doors. Shoes against tile. Someone laughing too loudly from farther away than made sense. The layered sound of a place that assumed tomorrow existed.

Eli liked school more than he admitted.

Not classes. Not assignments.

He liked routines.

The fact that lunch happened at lunch. That teachers asked for things nobody would remember in a year. That entire days could disappear into logistics.

For a long time, ordinary had felt conditional. Temporary. Something he would get access to after enough forms, enough explanations, enough milestones.

Eventually he realized nobody handed it to you.

You built it.

And once he had one, he got possessive.

He adjusted course around a cluster of students near the trophy case.

"You're walking like you're late."

Mina appeared beside him carrying two notebooks and a container of cut fruit.

He shrugged.

"I'm practicing."

"For what?"

"Adulthood."

She considered him.

"Bad plan."

They kept walking.

Mina opened the fruit container.

"Question."

Eli sighed.

Her expression brightened.

"You know it's going to be good."

"It has literally never been good."

She pointed her fork at him.

"If school burned down today, what assignment would upset you most?"

He thought.

"English."

Her eyebrows rose.

"You are deeply suspicious."

"I already outlined the essay."

Mina nodded slowly.

"Okay. That's not normal."

He accepted this as fair.

Homeroom looked exactly like every homeroom looked.

Somebody asleep before first period.

Somebody applying eyeliner using a Chromebook reflection.

A teacher laughing at something nobody else had heard.

Eli sat.

Mina dropped into the desk beside his.

Morning announcements clicked on overhead.

The principal's voice arrived with its usual mixture of optimism and microphone damage.

"Good morning, Mercer Ridge."

Nobody acknowledged him.

Eli uncapped a pen and started drawing boxes in the corner of his notes while the announcements drifted past.

Club registration.

Sports.

Fundraiser.

Weather.

His attention loosened.

Someone behind him dropped a pencil.

A chair shifted.

The principal said something about robotics.

And then everyone stopped.

Not dramatically.

Nothing theatrical happened.

No one froze in place.

It was smaller than that.

The student turning a page stopped halfway through the motion.

The teacher near the board paused between steps.

A pencil hovered.

The principal's voice clipped into silence.

For half a second the room seemed to hold itself exactly where it was.

Then everything continued.

The page turned.

The chair scraped.

The sentence resumed.

Nobody reacted.

Eli blinked.

Looked around.

Mina was eating grapes.

The teacher kept walking.

Someone laughed.

No confusion.

No shared glance.

No tiny human signal that everyone had just experienced something impossible.

He stared at Mina.

She noticed.

"What?"

He hesitated.

"You didn't see that?"

She frowned.

"See what?"

His mouth opened.

Closed.

People missed things.

Brains stitched over interruptions all the time.

Maybe.

He turned his pen once in his fingers and let it go.

Mostly.

By lunch the feeling had flattened into something harder to describe. Not concern. More like discovering one stair in your house had changed height overnight.

He found Noah behind the gym near the maintenance fence where students technically were not allowed to sit and nobody enforced it.

Noah had a portable radio open across his lap.

Small screws arranged by size.

Back panel off.

He looked up.

"You brought food."

"You forgot food."

Noah accepted the sandwich.

"I knew one of us would solve the problem."

Eli sat beside him.

Immediately Noah handed him a loose screw.

He did this constantly. Distributed objects during conversation as if nobody should speak empty-handed.

Noah adjusted something inside the radio.

Eli rolled the screw between his fingers.

The fence was warm from sunlight.

Nearby someone dropped metal and swore.

Normal.

Noah looked sideways.

"You okay?"

"Yeah."

Noah returned to the radio.

Pause.

"You did the voice."

Eli looked at him.

"What voice?"

"The customer support one."

Eli laughed.

"What does that mean?"

"You answer questions like you're avoiding refunds."

Eli shook his head.

Noah tightened something.

Silence sat comfortably between them.

Then Eli said, casually enough that it almost sounded like he did not care:

"Did you ever notice people doing something at exactly the same time?"

Noah looked up.

"Like synchronized?"

"Not intentionally."

He thought for a second.

"No."

Eli watched someone cross the field.

"This morning everybody stopped moving."

Noah's attention sharpened.

"For how long?"

"Less than a second."

Noah nodded once.

"You sleep?"

"Yes."

"Water?"

"Probably."

"Head injury?"

"Not recently."

Noah looked back at the radio.

"Mass attention does weird stuff."

Not dismissive.

Just practical.

That was Noah's version of kindness. He never rejected impossible things immediately.

He only asked whether there was a smaller explanation first.

Eli let it rest.

Mostly.

Fifth period.

History.

Notes he would forget by Thursday.

He was copying dates when he noticed the numbers.

They appeared without announcement.

No headache.

No flash.

No shift in focus.

Just suddenly existing.

Small white digits in the upper right corner of his vision.

03:14:22

He looked away.

They remained.

Covered one eye.

Still there.

Covered the other.

Still there.

He looked at the classroom clock.

2:45 PM.

Unrelated.

The numbers changed.

03:14:21

His stomach dropped with embarrassing immediacy.

Not fear.

Not yet.

More like reaching for a familiar step and finding air.

He wrote them down in the margin.

Looked again.

03:13:46

Counting.

His teacher asked if he had a question.

"No."

His voice sounded normal.

He spent the rest of class pretending his body belonged to somebody who was not currently developing interface elements.

Walking home felt wrong for reasons he couldn't justify.

Cars moved.

People talked.

Someone argued about parking.

Nothing acknowledged the fact that reality had apparently become interactive.

At home his mother stood in the kitchen measuring rice.

She looked over.

"Shoes off. Backpack upstairs. Tell me if we're out of detergent."

Questions disguised as instructions.

Love disguised as logistics.

He followed all of them.

His room felt smaller than usual.

He sat at his desk.

Opened a blank document.

Typed:

MONDAY

everyone stopped during announcements

nobody reacted

white countdown upper right vision

current time: 02:08:13

He stared.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

His phone came out.

ELI: hypothetical

ELI: if someone developed numbers in their vision what would your first assumption be

Noah replied immediately.

NOAH: hardware

Pause.

NOAH: eye hardware or brain hardware

Another message.

NOAH: why

Eli stared at the screen.

Typed.

Deleted.

Typed again.

ELI: and if they also heard something weird

The reply took longer.

NOAH: define weird

Eli froze.

Because he had not meant to write that.

He looked up.

The house sounded ordinary.

Pipes.

Dishes.

Television downstairs.

Then beneath it.

Very low.

So low he almost missed it.

A tone.

Not ringing.

Not electrical.

Static stretched so thin it became almost musical.

Continuous.

Steady.

Impossible to place.

He swallowed.

ELI: like static

Three dots.

Gone.

Returned.

NOAH: okay

Pause.

NOAH: thats slightly less hardware

Another pause.

NOAH: come over tomorrow

NOAH: if we're doing local apocalypse i want data first

Eli looked up.

01:59:04

The countdown continued.

The sound remained underneath everything.

Downstairs his mother called him for dinner.

He stayed seated for another few seconds.

Tomorrow, he decided.

Tomorrow he would prove this had an explanation.

Tomorrow would still be ordinary.

The numbers kept counting.
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​Chapter Two - The Number Never Explains Itself
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Eli woke before his alarm because the numbers were already there.

08:02:11

They occupied the upper right corner of his vision with the confidence of something that had never not existed. During the first few seconds after waking, his brain tried to categorize them into familiar things. Notification. Dream residue. Reflection. He even turned his head toward the window expecting to find some digital clock projecting onto the glass.

The numbers stayed.

08:02:04

He lay still and listened.

Birds.

Water moving through pipes.

Someone mowing a lawn too early.

Underneath it:

the tone.

Not louder than yesterday.

Not closer.

Just present.

It had the unsettling quality of being easy to ignore and impossible to stop noticing. Like breathing in a room with an old refrigerator.

His phone said 6:14.

The countdown did not match anything.

He sat up.

Still there.

He walked to the bathroom.

Still there.

He brushed his teeth while periodically glancing upward at nothing.

Still there.

Downstairs, Celia was making coffee and reading something on her phone with the expression of a person politely disappointed by reality.

She looked up.

"You're early."

Eli sat.

"Couldn't sleep."

She slid a mug toward him without asking if he wanted one.

He took it.

She studied him for exactly half a second.

Not intrusive.

Inventory.

"You sick?"

"No."

"Headache?"

"No."

She nodded.

"Eat anyway."

He looked at her for a moment.

She looked normal.

Not pretending to be normal.

Normal.

He almost asked.

Do you see numbers?

Instead he asked:

"Do you ever get random visual stuff?"

She frowned.

"Like floaters?"

"I don't know."

She considered.

"Drink water before diagnosing yourself."

Then she returned to reading.

Conversation closed.

Questions disguised as instructions.

Advice disguised as permission.

Eli looked down at his cereal.

08:00:31

He decided not to say anything yet.

At school, he realized immediately that something had changed.

Not dramatically.

No alarms.

No announcements.

Just the subtle social pressure of people looking at each other slightly more than usual.

Students stood in clusters holding phones.

Teachers were having conversations in hallways.

People looked distracted in the specific way people looked when something impossible had become public.

By second period he heard it.

Not whispered.

Not hidden.

Openly.

"You have one too?"

Eli looked up.

A girl in the row ahead was pointing at the air.

Her friend nodded.

"What does yours say?"

"No idea."

Someone behind them laughed.

"Mine says nine hours. My brother's says eleven."

No panic.

No urgency.

People compared times with the same energy people compared weather apps.

Eli turned around.

"What?"

Three people looked at him.

One shrugged.

"The countdown?"

His stomach tightened.

He tried to sound normal.

"You can see it?"

The guy blinked.

Then laughed.

"Dude."

Another student raised a hand and pointed upward.

"Yeah?"

Eli stared.

Nobody looked afraid.

Some looked annoyed.

One person said:

"I bet it's marketing."

A girl said:

"That would be expensive."

Teacher walked in.

Class started.

Nobody mentioned it again.

Halfway through attendance, their teacher put down the roster.

"Oh, before I forget."

She smiled.

"Apparently there are visual anomalies happening around town."

The room looked up.

She continued.

"If you're experiencing one, avoid driving until it resolves."

Someone raised a hand.

"What if it doesn't?"

She thought.

Then shrugged.

"Then I suppose we'll adapt."

People laughed.

Attendance continued.

Eli stared at her.

That answer should have felt wrong.

Instead the room absorbed it instantly.

Like she had announced rain.

At lunch he found Noah in their usual spot behind the gym.

This time the radio was assembled.

Three other devices had replaced it.

Portable recorder.

Signal meter.

Notebook.

Noah looked up.

"Okay."

No greeting.

"Tell me everything."

Eli sat and did.

The pause.

The countdown.

The sound.

Noah listened without interrupting, writing occasionally. He had terrible handwriting when concentrating.

When Eli finished, Noah looked thoughtful instead of concerned.

That should not have been reassuring.

But it was.

Noah tapped his pen against the notebook.

"Everybody has numbers now."

Eli looked at him.

"You too?"

Noah nodded.

"Thirteen hours."

He pointed upward.

"I checked. Doesn't move with eye position."

Eli stared.

Noah continued.

"No headache. No dizziness. Internet noticed around six this morning."

Eli blinked.

"You checked already?"

Noah looked offended.

"Eli."

Fair.

Noah opened his phone.

Search results.

Videos.

Forums.

Posts.

He opened one.

Blank page.

Another.

Removed.

Another.

Error.

He frowned.

Opened a different app.

Same thing.

People talking.

Refresh.

Gone.

Videos loading.

Unavailable.

Posts with thousands of comments.

Empty.

Eli watched.

Noah refreshed again.

Gone.

He frowned harder.

"Okay."

He refreshed again.

No change.

That expression appeared on Noah's face. The one that meant reality had stopped behaving mechanically.

He set the phone down.

"Interesting."

That was his version of alarm.

Eli looked at him.

"Interesting?"

Noah shrugged.

"If people were faking this, discussion wouldn't disappear."

Eli looked across the field.

Students eating lunch.

Talking.

Normal.

Someone throwing chips.

Someone studying.

No urgency.

He lowered his voice.

"Why is nobody freaking out?"

Noah looked too.

Long pause.

Then:

"Maybe nobody thinks they need to."

That sat strangely.

Noah opened his notebook.

Wrote:

COUNTDOWN

VISIBLE TO ALL

ONLINE RETENTION FAILURE?

Then looked at Eli.

"You said yours started before everyone else's?"

Eli nodded.

Noah tapped the pen.

"Okay."

He said it the way mechanics said okay after opening something expensive.

Not certainty.

Process.

"We collect data."

"That's it?"

He looked up.

"What else would we do?"

Eli wanted to say:

be scared.

Instead he said:

"What kind?"

Noah turned the notebook.

Columns.

Time.

Changes.

Environmental conditions.

Symptoms.

"Record everything."

Eli looked at him.

Noah looked away immediately.

Then added:

"And if your static thing changes, tell me."

Eli nodded.

Noah started organizing cables.

That meant overwhelmed.

Eli recognized it.

After a minute he asked:

"Are you worried?"

Noah kept working.

"No."

Pause.

Then:

"I'm interested."

Another pause.

"Which is usually worse."

That got a laugh out of Eli.

After school he started documenting.

Document title:

COUNTDOWN LOG

Entries.

Time.

Duration.

Tone intensity.

Environmental notes.

No conclusions.

Only observations.

By evening the countdown read:

00:41:18

The static remained hidden beneath ordinary sound.

Downstairs, the television played local news.

A reporter stood downtown.

Smiling.

Behind her people walked normally.

She said:

"Residents across Mercer County continue reporting temporary visual countdown displays. Officials currently describe the phenomenon as non-dangerous."

Someone off camera laughed.

The reporter smiled too.

Eli stared.

No questions.

No concern.

No urgency.

His mother folded laundry.

"Strange day."

He looked at her.

That was all?

She continued folding.

"Maybe it'll clear up tomorrow."

He wanted to ask why that felt sufficient.

Instead he looked back at the screen.

The reporter kept smiling.

The numbers continued.

00:39:52

His phone buzzed.

NOAH: bought blank tapes

NOAH: feels like documentation situation

Eli smiled despite himself.

ELI: you own blank tapes already

Three dots.

NOAH: bought more

Eli looked once more at the countdown.

Then opened a new document.

Not because he thought writing things down would solve anything.

Only because suddenly it felt important to leave evidence that things had happened in the first place.

At the top he typed:

The number never explains itself.
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​Chapter Three - Nothing Is Emergency Enough
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By Wednesday morning, the countdown had become a school policy.

Not an emergency policy. Not a closure policy. Not even a particularly organized policy, which somehow made it worse. There was a printed notice taped to the front doors when Eli arrived, already curling at the corners from the damp morning air, advising students to report severe headaches, visual impairment, dizziness, or emotional distress to the nurse. Underneath that, in smaller font, someone had added that classes would proceed as scheduled unless otherwise announced.

The final sentence had been highlighted in yellow.

Eli stood on the steps long enough for two freshmen to read around him.

"My mom said it's probably military," one said.

"My dad said it's viral," the other answered.

"Can viruses do numbers?"

"I don't know. He watches documentaries."

They went inside laughing.

Eli followed more slowly, one hand in his pocket, fingers closed around the pen cap he had been carrying since breakfast. His countdown read 05:26:18. The numbers were clean and white and indifferent, sitting at the edge of his vision as if they had learned manners but not compassion.

The static was quieter today.

Or he was getting used to it.

He disliked that possibility more than he disliked the sound itself.

Inside, Mercer Ridge High had entered a new stage of abnormality: procedural acceptance. Someone had made a leaderboard on the whiteboard near the cafeteria entrance labeled LOWEST COUNTDOWN WINS, which at least three teachers had walked past without erasing. A senior named Andre claimed his had hit zero at 3:12 in the morning and nothing had happened except his cat threw up, which had started an argument about whether that counted as causation. Two girls near the vending machines were recording a video, pointing dramatically at empty air and saying, "This is literally dystopian," with the practiced flatness of people who expected the clip to be funny before it was true.

Nobody was running. Nobody was crying. Nobody was being sent home.

The world had introduced a new organ into everyone’s perception, and by second period people were joking about whether it would affect the curve.

Eli found Mina at his locker, already waiting for him with her arms folded and a granola bar between her teeth.

"I have decided," she said around it, "that if the numbers kill us, I’m haunting the guidance office."

"Specific."

She pulled the wrapper down. "They made me take that career survey three times. I’m owed."

Eli opened his locker. The inside looked exactly as it had yesterday: books leaning wrong, old receipt stuck under a magnet, spare hoodie shoved into the top shelf. He found himself staring at it with disproportionate gratitude. Nothing in the locker knew anything was happening.

Mina watched him for a beat. She was good at that, watching without making the act feel clinical. "You okay?"

"Maybe."

"That’s an Eli no."

"It’s an Eli maybe. Those are legally distinct."

She did not laugh as much as he expected. Her gaze moved over his face, quick and careful, then to the hallway where students were comparing countdowns like test scores.

"Mine restarted," she said.

Eli went still.

She lifted one shoulder, trying to make it smaller than it was. "It hit zero last night. I was brushing my teeth, which was rude timing, and then it just went back to eleven hours and something. No thunder. No ominous voice. No moral lesson."

"Did anything happen?"

"My electric toothbrush stopped for maybe two seconds. But it does that anyway because it’s cheap." She looked at him again, and this time the humor thinned enough for him to see worry underneath it. "Did yours reset?"

"No."

"What happens when it reaches zero?"

He closed his locker. "The number never explains itself."

Mina studied him for another second, then nodded like she was filing the sentence somewhere she would need later. "Okay. Weird, but poetic. Hate that for us."

The bell rang, and everyone moved.

That was what unsettled Eli most: the obedience of it. The bell rang, and bodies turned toward classrooms. Doors opened. Teachers stood at thresholds with travel mugs and attendance sheets. The same system that should have fractured around an impossible event absorbed it instead, processed it, called it a disruption, and asked everyone to keep moving.

In English, Ms. Alvarez assigned a close reading response due Friday.

A student near the window raised his hand.

"Are we still doing homework?"

The class laughed because the question had exactly the right shape of a joke.

Ms. Alvarez smiled, though not cruelly. "Until the district tells me the laws of literacy have been suspended, yes."

More laughter.

Eli wrote the due date in his planner. He hated that he did. He hated more that the act comforted him.

The lesson was on metaphor. Of course it was. The poem on the screen compared a house to a mouth, rooms to teeth, memory to something stored behind walls. Eli tried to pay attention, partly because he liked the poem and partly because refusing schoolwork would make the countdown more real than he was willing to permit. But every few minutes someone checked their numbers, and the motion kept moving through the room in waves: eyes tipping upward, mouths tightening, shoulders relaxing when nothing happened.

At 10:17, the classroom clock stopped.

No one noticed at first.

Eli noticed because his notebook had 10:17 written at the top of the page, and because Ms. Alvarez had just said, "Let’s take three minutes," and because three minutes passed, then four, then five, and the second hand remained fixed between marks.

The countdown continued.

02:51:09

02:51:08

02:51:07

The clock on the wall did not move.

His phone did.

The laptop did.

The tiny timer in the corner of the projector did.

Only the analog clock stayed caught, its red second hand trembling slightly as if resisting an instruction it could not complete.

Then Ms. Alvarez clapped once. "All right, bring it back."

The second hand jumped.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

A boy in the back whispered, "Clock glitched."

Another whispered, "Everything glitched, genius."

Then they returned to metaphor.

Eli wrote in the margin: analog freeze, class did not respond.

Beneath that: why only some things?

At lunch, Noah had taken over one end of a cafeteria table as if running a very underfunded field station. His backpack sat open beside him, wires coiled inside with the tense neatness of something that had been organized by a person trying not to feel. A small digital recorder rested near his tray. He had bought lunch and had not eaten it, which meant he had either forgotten it existed or was using it as camouflage.

Eli sat across from him.

Noah looked up immediately. "Your clock?"

"Two hours and forty-three minutes."

"Mine reset at zero."

Eli absorbed that.

Noah slid a notebook toward him. The page was divided into columns, already half full with names, reset times, reported effects, environmental notes. Eli recognized several students, two teachers, Noah’s guardian Tamsin, and the guy from the hardware store who always overexplained batteries.

"You interviewed people?"

"Asked casually."

"This is not casual."

Noah glanced at the page. "It was casual by tone."

Eli almost smiled.

Noah’s eyes flicked toward the recorder, then away. "Most people reset. Nothing dramatic. Small device failures, dropped calls, lights flickering, one microwave turning on by itself. Could be correlation."

"You don’t think it is."

"I don’t think anything yet."

That was not true. Noah had a specific stillness when his mind had already built three theories and disliked all of them. He picked up his carton of milk, turned it once, and put it down unopened.

"Online?" Eli asked.

Noah’s mouth flattened.

He unlocked his phone and showed Eli a note titled LINKS THAT WERE REAL. Under it, dozens of URLs had been copied with timestamps. Every link Noah opened failed in a different way. One returned a generic error. One displayed a cooking blog. One loaded a blank page with the title Untitled Document. One opened normally for half a second, long enough for Eli to see a headline about mass visual disturbances, before the page refreshed into an article about bridge repairs from 2018.

"Search results still show fragments," Noah said quietly. "Cached text disappears when opened. Screenshots corrupt. Screen recordings skip over it."

"Skip over what?"

Noah played a video. In it, his phone camera faced his laptop screen. He typed countdown Mercer County into the search bar. The video showed his hands, the keyboard, the search results loading. Then the recording jumped. The browser displayed a weather page.

"That didn’t happen?" Eli asked.

"It happened. The video decided it didn’t."

The cafeteria noise pressed around them, huge and indifferent. Someone at the next table was arguing about whether the countdown made school attendance legally unenforceable. A teacher told them to clean up their chips. Trays scraped. Chairs dragged. The world continued producing evidence of itself.

Eli lowered his voice. "Can you record the static?"

Noah’s attention sharpened. "I tried to record ambient audio last night after you described it. Nothing unusual. But I wasn’t with you."

"I still hear it."

"Now?"

Eli listened, though listening made it worse. The cafeteria was a chaos of ordinary sound, but underneath the voices and utensils and vending machine hum, the tone remained: fine, low, continuous. Not louder. Not softer. Its steadiness made the rest of the world seem temporary.

"Yes," he said.

Noah looked at the recorder again, then across the table at Eli. For a moment his expression changed, not into fear exactly, but into the private grief of someone recognizing the beginning of a loss too early for anyone else to name.

Then he looked away and started organizing sugar packets by color.

"Okay," he said. "After school. My place. We test proximity, equipment, frequency bands, whatever we can."

"You said you couldn’t record it."

"I said I couldn’t record it without you."

Eli sat with that.

Noah did not reach for him. He rarely did in public unless Eli made the first move, not because he was ashamed, but because he treated Eli’s body like a door he would never open without hearing it unlock from the other side. Eli loved him for that in ways he found hard to say without ruining the usefulness of the feeling.

So Eli nudged Noah’s shoe under the table.

Noah’s hand stilled on the sugar packets.

He nudged back.

The rest of lunch happened around them.

Afterward, in the hallway outside the library, the first real argument Eli had seen all day broke out between Rowan Pike and a substitute teacher over whether the countdown constituted a biological event, a technological event, or a perceptual event.

"Statistically," Rowan said, standing too straight and holding a binder against their chest like evidence, "mass hallucination is a useless term here unless you can demonstrate shared neurological cause. We need categories before we need reassurance."

The substitute looked exhausted. "I am not authorized to categorize anything."

"That seems like part of the problem."

"The problem," the substitute said, "is that you are blocking the doorway."

Students laughed. Rowan flushed but did not move immediately. Eli watched the exchange with uncomfortable recognition. There was a specific anger that came from wanting the world to admit it had rules. Rowan had it. Eli understood it. He also knew that rules, once named, could become cages if the wrong people got attached to enforcing them.

He slipped past before Rowan could recruit him into being reasonable.

Sixth period was health, which felt like an insult.

Their actual teacher had been replaced by a video module on stress management. The class watched a woman with bright eyes explain breathing techniques while half the students compared reset symptoms in a shared document they had titled Death Clock Megathread. By minute twenty, someone had added categories: visual, auditory, electrical, emotional, parental weirdness, miscellaneous.

Under parental weirdness, twelve people had written variations of: acting too calm.

Eli stared at that column longer than the others.

At the end of the period, the counselor came in and reminded everyone that uncertainty could produce anxiety, irritability, sleep disruption, appetite changes, and difficulty concentrating. She said this while standing under a poster that read YOUR FUTURE STARTS WITH ATTENDANCE.

A student asked whether school would close tomorrow.

The counselor smiled with practiced warmth. "At this time, we’re trying to preserve stability."

Preserve.

Eli wrote the word down before he knew he was doing it.

The final bell released them into a hallway that seemed louder than usual, not because anyone was panicking but because everyone had been given permission not to. The noise had a brittle cheerfulness to it. Students called countdown times across lockers. Someone shouted, "Mine resets during dinner, so if I die, delete my search history," and three people laughed too hard.

Eli was putting his notebook away when an older woman’s voice said, "Has anyone noticed conversations getting shorter?"

The hallway did not fall silent.

That would have been too dramatic.

But the space near the library thinned, attention turning by small degrees toward Mara Vey.

Eli knew her by sight. Most people did. She volunteered in the reading support room twice a week and had the kind of presence that made students lower their voices without being asked. Seventy-something, silver hair pinned at the back of her head, narrow green coat, cane held more like punctuation than support. She had worked as a speech therapist before retiring, according to Mina, who knew facts about everyone and pretended this was accidental.

Mara Vey stood beside the library doors watching the hallway as if listening to a language she almost recognized.

A junior near the lockers said, "What?"

Mara turned to him slowly.

"Your conversations," she said. "All morning. They begin normally. Then they shorten. You reach for the next word and choose a smaller one. Not because you want to. Because it arrives first."

The junior smiled uncertainly. "I don’t think that’s a countdown thing. I think that’s just school."

A few people laughed.

Mara did not smile.

She looked past him, and for one strange second Eli felt that her gaze had found the exact place where the static lived inside the day.

"Words disappear before people do," she said.

The laughter faded unevenly.

Then the hallway resumed.

Not fully.

Not immediately.

But enough.

Someone asked where the bus was. Someone dropped a water bottle. The junior made a face at his friend as if he had won something, though he looked less certain now.

Eli remained still.

Mara Vey’s eyes shifted to him.

She did not look startled. She did not look knowing, exactly. What she looked was careful, as if Eli were a fragile sentence someone else might interrupt.

"You hear it," she said.

Eli’s hand tightened around his notebook.

Mina, who had appeared beside him without him noticing, went very quiet.

"Hear what?" Eli asked.

Mara’s expression softened in a way that made the question feel answered before she spoke.

"The space between things," she said.

Then a teacher called her name from the library, and Mara turned away, her cane tapping once against the floor before she disappeared through the doors.

Eli stood in the hallway with the countdown still running at the edge of his vision.

00:17:33

Mina exhaled beside him.

"Okay," she said, too lightly. "Weird question, but what the hell was that?"

Eli wanted to answer properly. He wanted a complete thought, a practical question, a category narrow enough to hold the moment without spilling.

Instead all he heard was the static.

After school, Noah was waiting at the edge of the parking lot with his backpack over one shoulder and his headphones around his neck. When he saw Eli’s face, his expression changed before Eli said anything. That was Noah’s worst habit, or best one: he noticed too quickly.

"What happened?"

Eli looked back at the school. Through the front windows, students were still moving in the halls. Teachers were still standing in doorways. The printed notice still clung to the glass, yellow highlight bright and absurd beneath the gray sky.

"Mara Vey knows something," Eli said.

Noah’s eyes narrowed slightly. "The speech therapist?"

"She asked if conversations were getting shorter."

Noah was quiet long enough for the answer to matter.

Then he said, "Are they?"

Eli thought about the day: the jokes that ended too quickly, the teachers who simplified questions before anyone failed to answer, the way people said weird instead of impossible, fine instead of afraid, adapt instead of help.

His countdown reached ten minutes.

The number did not explain itself.

The static continued underneath the sound of cars starting, buses sighing, students laughing as they left school like school was still a place anyone understood.

"Maybe," Eli said.

Noah took that in.

Then he nodded once.

"My place," he said. "We record everything."

Eli followed him across the parking lot, and behind them Mercer Ridge High kept emptying itself into the afternoon, orderly and loud and absolutely committed to pretending that nothing had become emergency enough.
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​Chapter Four - Bone Static
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By Thursday, people had started decorating the countdowns.

Not literally.

Nobody could touch them.

But the language around them had shifted with unsettling speed. Students gave them names. Teachers made jokes before class started. Someone created a spreadsheet ranking whose reset intervals were most inconvenient. Local businesses put handwritten signs in their windows:

COUNTDOWN DISCOUNTS TODAY ONLY

SHOW US YOUR HOURS LEFT

Mercer Ridge had accepted the impossible with the energy of a town receiving a temporary road closure.

Eli hated that.

Not loudly.

Not in a dramatic, principled way.

He hated it quietly, the way people hate finding mold in a wall. Because once you noticed it, you started wondering what else had already been there.

His countdown had reset overnight.

06:11:44

Nothing happened at zero.

No lights.

No blackout.

No collapse.

At 11:52 PM, the numbers reached the end.

00:00:00

They stayed there for one breath.

Then became:

12:00:00

And continued.

His room had looked exactly the same afterward.

That bothered him more than if something had exploded.

The static remained.

That bothered him most.

It had become easier to hear.

Not louder.

His awareness of it had improved.

Which felt worse.

At school, conversations had become efficient.

Not shorter yet.

Just compressed.

People arrived at conclusions faster.

Questions lost unnecessary words.

Teachers explained assignments in fewer examples.

Nobody mentioned this.

Nobody seemed to notice.

But once Eli started listening for it, he couldn't stop.

Mina appeared beside him at his locker.

"Okay, weird question."

He looked over.

She continued:

"Do you feel like everybody already knows what you're saying before you finish saying it?"

Eli looked at her.

She blinked.

Then frowned.

"That sounded stranger out loud."

He closed his locker.

"No."

Pause.

Then:

"Maybe."

She nodded.

"Cool."

She paused.

Then added quietly:

"I keep stopping halfway through stories."

Eli waited.

She looked uncomfortable.

"Not forgetting them."

She searched.

"Just... deciding the middle isn't necessary."

That stayed with him.

English passed.

Math passed.

People checked countdowns and moved on.

Nobody asked what they meant anymore.

At lunch Noah texted:

COME OVER AFTER SCHOOL

BRING STATIC

Eli smiled.

ELI: unfortunately attached

NOAH: inconvenient design choice

Noah's house sat fifteen minutes from school and always felt more assembled than lived in. Not cleaner. Just intentional.

Shelves of repaired radios.

Labeled drawers.

Tools arranged in quiet rows.

Evidence that someone in this house believed broken things deserved method before replacement.

Tamsin opened the door.

She looked between them.

"You're doing apocalypse science?"

Noah answered:

"Testing."

Tamsin nodded.

"Good. Dinner at six. If reality ends, tell me by five-thirty."

Then she left.

Noah looked at Eli.

"See? Supportive."

They went upstairs.

Noah's room looked like a small electronics store had lost custody of inventory.

A cassette recorder sat on the desk.

Portable radio.

Laptop.

Signal scanner.

Headphones.

Three notebooks.

One notebook labeled:

THINGS THAT SHOULD NOT EXIST

Eli pointed.

Noah followed his gaze.

"It was empty before this week."

They started simple.

Noah recorded room tone.

No signal.

Moved radios through frequencies.

Nothing.

Checked local emergency channels.

Nothing unusual.

Noah documented everything.

Time.

Conditions.

Result.

His handwriting became less readable as he concentrated.

Eli sat on the floor watching him work.

The static stayed underneath everything.

Constant.

Eventually Noah looked up.

"Describe it."

Eli frowned.

"Static."

Noah waited.

Eli thought.

"Not electronic."

Noah nodded.

Eli continued.

"More like..."

He stopped.

Noah looked at him.

Eli tried again.

"When you're in a crowded room and somebody starts talking far away and your brain decides there might be words in the noise."

Noah wrote that down.

Eli watched.

Noah noticed.

"What?"

Eli looked away.

"Nothing."

Noah capped the pen.

"No."

Eli hesitated.

Then:

"You always write things down."

Noah looked at the notebook.

"Oh."

He shrugged.

"I forget stuff."

Eli stared at him.

Noah noticed the look.

"Not you."

Immediate.

Like correction arrived before interpretation.

Eli smiled slightly.

Noah looked away.

Then reached for headphones.

"Okay."

He handed one side to Eli.

"Listen."

They sat shoulder to shoulder.

Radio noise.

Soft hiss.

Room tone.

No voices.

No pattern.

No static.

Noah adjusted something.

Waited.

Adjusted again.

Nothing.

Minutes passed.

Eli shifted.

His shoulder brushed Noah's.

Noah froze.

Not emotionally.

Mechanically.

His hand stopped moving.

Eli noticed immediately.

"What?"

Noah didn't answer.

His eyes narrowed.

Slowly, he removed one side of the headphones.

Then put it back on.

His expression changed.

Not fear.

Recognition.

He looked at Eli.

"Wait."

Eli went still.

Noah leaned closer.

Turned the dial.

The headphones crackled.

And underneath it:

very low.

Very thin.

Static.

Continuous.

Noah's face emptied.

Not because there was no emotion.

Because too many arrived at once.

He pulled the headphones off.

Silence.

Put them back on.

Static.

He moved backward.

Gone.

Forward again.

Static.

His eyes lifted.

Met Eli's.

Neither spoke.

Noah swallowed.

Moved closer.

Static.

Moved away.

Nothing.

Again.

Static.

Again.

Nothing.

Again.

Static.

Noah removed the headphones slowly.

Set them down.

Looked at Eli for a long time.

Then asked:

"How long?"

Eli stared.

"What?"

"How long have you been hearing it?"

The room felt smaller.

Eli looked at the recorder.

No visible change.

No captured waveform.

No evidence.

Only Noah.

He looked down.

"Since Monday."

Noah absorbed that.

Then:

"And nobody else?"

Eli shook his head.

Noah looked away.

Touched objects.

Recorder.

Pen.

Cable.

Organizing.

Overwhelmed.

Finally he said:

"Okay."

Quiet.

Too quiet.

Eli hated it instantly.

"Noah."

Noah looked over.

His expression softened immediately.

Wrong target.

Not anger.

Thinking.

He leaned back against the desk.

"Okay."

More solid this time.

"We know something."

Eli waited.

Noah looked at him.

Then said carefully:

"It isn't everywhere."

Pause.

His eyes flicked upward.

"It follows you."

The static continued.

Not in the room.

Not in the radio.

Not in the walls.

Just underneath everything.

Like it had always been there.

Waiting for somebody else to stand close enough.

Noah reached over and opened the notebook.

On a fresh page he wrote:

STATIC

ONLY PRESENT WITH ELI

Then stopped.

Crossed out PRESENT.

Rewrote:

ONLY AUDIBLE NEAR ELI

He stared at the sentence.

Closed the notebook.

Dinner was quiet.

Tamsin asked if they solved reality.

Noah said:

"Partial results."

She nodded.

"Good. Don't stay up fixing existence."

Nobody explained.

On the walk home, Eli listened.

Traffic.

Leaves.

Dogs.

Static.

He stopped halfway down the block.

Looked back.

Noah stood in the doorway.

Watching.

Eli raised a hand.

Noah raised one back.

Then called:

"Tomorrow."

Eli nodded.

His countdown continued.

11:17:03

For the first time all week, the numbers felt less frightening than the sound.

Because the numbers happened to everybody.

The static had chosen.
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​Chapter Five - Three Days Left
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Friday morning arrived with the strange, practiced brightness of a town determined to continue being itself.

Mercer Ridge had always looked harmless after rain. The streets shone softly, lawns steamed in the early sun, and the downtown storefronts reflected a sky too clean to trust. Buses hissed at corners. Parents rolled through drop-off lines with coffee cups balanced against steering wheels. Someone from the bakery set a sandwich board outside advertising cinnamon rolls and, beneath that, in smaller chalk letters: COUNTDOWN SPECIAL, THREE FOR THE PRICE OF TWO.

Eli saw the sign from the bus window and felt something inside him go still.

Not fear, exactly. Fear had edges. Fear pointed toward something. This was heavier and less useful, a pressure under the ribs that made ordinary things feel staged. The bakery. The crossing guard. The sophomore in the front seat filming himself pretending to argue with his countdown. The town had learned a new impossible fact about itself and converted it into sales, jokes, procedures, and attendance expectations within four days.

His own countdown read 04:22:09.

It had reset three times since Monday. Each zero had come and gone without visible consequence. Nothing exploded, no one vanished, the clocks did not melt, and the sky did not open. At zero, the numbers paused for a breath, then returned with a new interval. Six hours. Twelve hours. Four hours and change. Apparently the universe believed in snooze alarms.

The static remained.

That was the part no one else could normalize because no one else had to. Not Mina. Not Celia. Not Rowan, who had started carrying a binder labeled ANOMALOUS EVENT RESPONSE and looked angrier every time an adult failed to appreciate its importance. Not the teachers smiling tightly through modified lesson plans.

Only Eli.

And Noah, if he stood close enough.

The thought should have comforted him. It did, in one sense. Noah hearing it meant Eli was not inventing the sound, not translating stress into noise, not becoming a medical mystery in the privacy of his own skull. But it also meant the static had a boundary, and Eli was inside it.

The bus turned toward the school.

Around him, students checked their numbers as casually as phones. A girl two rows ahead complained hers would reset during math. Someone else said his father had stopped checking altogether because, quote, "nothing happens, man." Laughter followed. Ordinary laughter. Real laughter. Eli listened to it through the thin, continuous undercurrent of static and wondered how many days a world could be ending before people accepted ending as routine.

At school, the notice on the front doors had been replaced by a cleaner version with the district logo at the top.

VISUAL COUNTDOWN ADVISORY

Classes will proceed as scheduled.

Report severe symptoms to staff.

Avoid spreading misinformation.

Maintain routine where possible.

Mina stood beside the doors reading it with her arms folded.

"Maintain routine," she said when Eli stopped next to her. "That’s how adults say please don’t make us decide anything."

"Maybe routine helps."

She looked at him.

He looked back.

"Okay," he said. "I hated saying that."

"Good. I was worried."

They went inside together, moving with the current of students toward lockers and classrooms. Mina talked because Mina talked when silence would have made a thing too large. She told him her countdown had reset during dinner, and her mother had made everyone hold hands for exactly forty seconds before deciding they should finish eating while the food was still warm. She said her little brother had started calling the numbers sky math, which was wrong in several directions but somehow better than anything the district had provided.

Eli listened, grateful for the shape of her voice. Mina had a way of making fear sit at the table without letting it take the best chair.

At his locker, he found Noah waiting.

Noah had not bothered pretending he was there by accident. His backpack hung from one shoulder, heavy with equipment. Dark circles softened the skin beneath his eyes, and his hair was flattened unevenly from headphones. He held a paper cup of coffee he had clearly forgotten to drink.

"You look terrible," Mina said.

"Thank you."

"That wasn’t concern. That was a report."

Noah nodded once. "Accurate."

Eli opened his locker. "Did you sleep?"

"Some."

Mina narrowed her eyes. "Define some."

"No."

"That’s what I thought."

Noah ignored her, which meant he accepted the criticism. He turned slightly toward Eli, lowering his voice despite the hallway noise. "I tested distance again this morning. Static cuts out at roughly two meters. Maybe less depending on walls. I couldn’t isolate a carrier frequency. Recordings still come back clean."

Mina’s expression shifted. "Wait. You can hear it now?"

"Near him," Noah said.

The words landed between them.

Students flowed around their small triangle of stillness. Locker doors slammed. A teacher laughed from across the hall. Someone shouted for a calculator. The world continued supplying cover for things no one wanted overheard.

Mina looked at Eli first, not Noah. That mattered.

"Since when?"

"Yesterday," Eli said.

She absorbed this with the visible effort of someone deciding not to make her hurt useful. Then she nodded.

"Okay. Weird question, but are we telling adults?"

Noah answered too quickly. "No."

Mina stared at him.

Eli closed his locker. "We don’t know what we’re telling them."

"We’d be telling them Eli has a personal soundtrack from hell and Noah can hear it if they stand close enough."

"That sounds bad," Eli admitted.

"It is bad. That’s why I phrased it accurately."

Noah looked past them toward the main office, where the assistant principal was calmly directing a student to remove a hat. "If we tell the wrong adult, they turn Eli into a case."

The sentence was quiet, but not soft.

Eli felt it strike somewhere older than the week.

Mina heard it too. Her expression changed, losing its sharpness. "Okay," she said. "Not yet. But not never."

Noah did not argue.

The first bell rang.

Everyone moved.

Classes proceeded with the stubbornness of machinery. In biology, Mr. Harren lectured on cell signaling while half the room watched their countdowns approach zero. In math, Rowan interrupted a lesson on rational functions to ask whether anyone had measured whether resets correlated with heart rate, location, or proximity to municipal infrastructure. The teacher said that was an interesting question and asked them to stay on topic. Rowan looked as if staying on topic had become morally indefensible.

Eli’s countdown reached zero during third period.

He had expected nothing. Or he told himself he had.

The numbers counted down through the last minute while Ms. Patel explained derivatives to people who had largely chosen not to understand them. Eli kept his eyes on his paper, his pen moving without writing anything meaningful.

00:00:10

The static thinned.

00:00:09

Not quieter.

Thinner.

00:00:08

Like something being pulled taut.

00:00:07

The classroom lights hummed.

00:00:06

His skin prickled along both arms.

00:00:05

No one looked up.

00:00:04

00:00:03

00:00:02

00:00:01

00:00:00

The room held.

Eli held with it.

For one second, the static vanished.

The absence was so complete it felt like being dropped.

Then the numbers changed.

72:00:00

Eli stopped breathing.

Around him, every student in the room reacted at once.

Not to him.

To themselves.

A chair scraped. Someone swore. Three people reached for their phones. A girl near the front said, "Mine changed," and another answered, "Mine too." Ms. Patel stopped mid-sentence with the marker still against the board.

For the first time all week, the room did not know how to continue.

Eli looked across the classroom.

Every face had tilted slightly upward.

Every countdown, he understood before anyone said it, had become the same.

72:00:00

Then:

71:59:59

Someone laughed once, badly.

Ms. Patel lowered the marker.

"All right," she said, but the words had no authority behind them.

A phone buzzed. Then another. Then nearly all of them. Alerts bloomed through the room in overlapping tones, the district, local news, parents, group chats, emergency notifications all trying to become the first official voice of an event that had outrun them.

Eli’s phone vibrated against his thigh.

NOAH: where are you

Before Eli could answer, another message appeared.

NOAH: mine synced

Then:

NOAH: everyone

The static returned.

Louder.

Not in volume.

In meaning.

It came back under the room, under the alerts, under Ms. Patel trying to ask everyone to remain calm while visibly failing to decide what calm required. Eli pressed his palm against the edge of his desk until the laminate bit into his skin.

The intercom crackled.

A pause.

Then the principal’s voice arrived, flatter than usual.

"Teachers, please continue holding students in classrooms until further notice. We are confirming information with district officials. Again, please remain in classrooms."

No one believed him.

That was new.

The room erupted into movement without technically disobeying. Students stood beside their desks, calling across aisles, comparing numbers already identical. Someone was crying quietly near the window. Rowan, two rows over, had gone very still, staring at their own countdown with an expression not of fear but betrayal.

Eli texted Noah.

ELI: math

NOAH: coming

ELI: they said stay in class

NOAH: i did not ask them

Despite everything, Eli almost smiled.

Ms. Patel moved to block the door, then appeared to realize she did not know what level of force counted as appropriate against students trying to respond to a shared hallucination countdown synchronized to exactly three days. Her hand hovered near the handle. Outside, the hallway noise swelled.

The door opened anyway.

Noah stood there.

He looked as if he had crossed the building by refusing to accept walls as a serious concept. His hair was worse than before, his backpack half unzipped, one headphone cable trailing from a pocket. He found Eli immediately.

Ms. Patel said, "Noah, you need to return to class."

Noah did not look away from Eli. "No."

The simplicity of it stunned everyone for half a second.

Then the hallway surged behind him, and Ms. Patel had to turn toward three other students trying to ask questions at once.

Eli stood.

He expected someone to stop him. Nobody did.

He crossed the room and stepped into the hallway beside Noah.

The moment they were within arm’s reach, Noah flinched.

Eli saw it.

"You hear it."

Noah’s jaw tightened. "Yeah."

"Worse?"

"Different."

The hallway had become a place pretending not to be a panic. Teachers stood with doors open, calling names, issuing instructions that collapsed before reaching anyone. Students moved in clots, some laughing too loudly, some filming, some trying to call parents through overloaded cell service. The emergency lights were not flashing. No alarms sounded. The absence of those things made the disorder feel unofficial, which somehow made it more frightening.

Mina pushed through the crowd toward them.

"There you are." Her voice was bright in a way that meant it had cost something. "Mine says seventy-two. Everyone’s says seventy-two. My mother texted me the word home six times and then just sent a period."

"Where’s Rowan?" Eli asked.

Mina glanced back. "Arguing with a teacher about whether shelter-in-place applies to metaphysical threats. So, fine."

Noah shifted closer to Eli.

The static sharpened.

He heard it too. Eli could tell by the way his eyes lost focus for half a second, by the slight turn of his head as if trying to place a sound that had no location.

"Noah," Eli said.

Noah looked at him.

For all his deadpan, for all his careful maintenance of everything breakable, Noah could not hide from Eli in moments like this. His fear was quiet but unmistakable. Not the fear of dying. Not exactly.

The fear of being the first to understand what losing someone might look like.

Eli hated that he knew how to read it.

A voice rose above the hallway.

"Students, please proceed to advisory classrooms. Advisory classrooms only."

Nobody did.

At the far end of the hall, near the library, Mara Vey stood outside the open doors with one hand resting on her cane. She was not trying to move through the crowd. She was listening. When her eyes found Eli, her expression tightened with something like confirmation.

Then she looked up.

Not at her countdown.

Past it.

As if something above the numbers had spoken.

Eli’s skin went cold.

He started toward her, but the crowd shifted between them. A teacher stepped in front of him. Someone dropped a backpack. A phone skidded across the floor. By the time he found a clear line of sight again, Mara had turned into the library.

Noah caught his sleeve gently.

Not holding him back.

Asking.

Eli looked at him.

The countdown continued.

71:57:42

Three days.

Not intervals anymore.

Not glitches.

Not personal timers restarting in private bedrooms and classrooms.

One number.

For everyone.

The school around them kept trying to remember how to be a school and failing in small, bureaucratic ways. The speakers crackled. Teachers repeated instructions. Students called parents who did not answer, or answered too calmly, or told them to stay where they were because the district would know what to do. The district, judging by the intercom, knew nothing except how to request stillness from children while the universe counted down.

Noah looked at the hallway, then at Eli.

His expression changed.

Something in him closed around a decision.

He stopped organizing. Stopped calculating visibly. Stopped pretending the next step would arrive from evidence alone.

"Okay," he said.

Eli knew before he finished.

Noah’s voice was low enough that only Eli and Mina heard it, but it cut through the static more cleanly than anything else had all week.

"Okay. We stop pretending."

Mina exhaled.

Eli looked at the numbers.

71:56:58

The static ran beneath his bones like a second nervous system.

For once, Eli did not say maybe.

He nodded.

Then the three of them turned away from the classrooms, away from the loudspeakers, away from the adults asking everyone to remain where they were, and moved toward the library where Mara Vey had disappeared.
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​Chapter Six - The Places We Forgot To Close
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The library smelled like carpet cleaner, old paper, and the particular dust that gathered in places adults believed were still useful because nobody had decided otherwise.

Eli had always liked it for that. The Mercer Ridge High library was not beautiful in the way photographs wanted libraries to be beautiful. Its shelves were too low, its windows faced the staff parking lot, and the reading chairs had all collapsed into shapes that suggested previous students had been stored in them for too long. But it was quiet by design rather than accident, and after the hallway, quiet felt less like calm than a room holding its breath.

Mara Vey was not at the front desk.

She was not by the computers, either, or in the small reading support room where volunteers usually helped freshmen pretend they had done assigned chapters. The three of them stood just inside the doors while the school continued unraveling behind them in administrative language. The intercom asked students to report to advisory. A teacher asked someone to stop recording. Someone laughed in a way that sounded like it might become crying if handled incorrectly.

Noah shut the library doors.

The click was small, but it changed the room.

Mina looked toward the circulation desk. "Is this the part where we get detention during the apocalypse?"

"Probably," Noah said.

"Good. I want consistency."

Eli moved deeper into the library, scanning between shelves. His countdown read 71:49:12, identical now to everyone else’s. That sameness should have been reassuring. Shared problem, shared evidence. Instead it made the number feel less like a symptom and more like an instruction.

The static was present, as always, a fine line of sound beneath the building’s fluorescent hum. Noah stayed close enough that Eli could tell when he heard it too. His face tightened in small increments, not with pain, but with concentration, as if he were trying to repair something using only the sound it made while breaking.

"Mrs. Vey?" Mina called, then winced at the volume of her own voice. "Mara?"

No answer.

They found her cane first.

It leaned against a table near the local history section, where yearbooks and town directories sat in a locked glass case no one had opened since Eli was a sophomore and Mina had decided she needed proof that their math teacher once had bangs. The cane rested neatly, not dropped, not forgotten in a panic. Next to it lay a square of yellow paper torn from a legal pad.

Noah reached it first but did not touch it. He looked at Eli.

Eli picked it up.

The handwriting was careful, each letter shaped with the deliberate patience of someone who had spent a lifetime believing language deserved precision.

THE PLACES WE FORGOT TO CLOSE

Below that:

west pump station
old service tunnel
reservoir access road
Mina leaned over his shoulder. "That is either a clue or the start of an extremely depressing scavenger hunt."

Noah’s eyes moved across the list. "West pump station hasn’t been used in years."

"You know that because you’re normal?" Mina asked.

"Because emergency radio repeaters used to piggyback near utility sites, and because your definition of normal is lazy."

"Emotionally suspicious," she muttered.

Eli read the words again. The places we forgot to close. Not abandoned. Not unused. Forgot. There was a difference. Abandoned meant left behind on purpose, acknowledged as over. Forgotten meant something remained open because no one remembered the moment it should have been shut.

A sharp, impossible irritation passed through him. Even the town had unfinished business.

"She knew we’d follow this," he said.

Noah glanced toward the doors. "Or she knew someone would."

"Should we tell somebody?" Mina asked.

Noah looked at her.

She held up both hands. "I know. I know. Wrong adult, Eli becomes a case. But a seventy-four-year-old woman just vanished from a library and left us infrastructure poetry. That feels reportable."

Eli looked toward the circulation desk, where a plastic sign reminded students to return borrowed materials on time. Through the narrow window in the library doors, he could see a teacher guiding students down the hall with both palms raised, as if calming animals. He imagined walking to the office, explaining Mara’s note, explaining the static, explaining that Noah could hear it only near him, explaining that something about Eli had become evidence. He felt the old reflex start in his chest: the urge to turn himself into a neat account before someone else did it badly.

He folded the note once.

"Not yet."

Mina studied him, then nodded. "Okay. Not yet. But I’m officially registering discomfort."

"Registered," Noah said.

She pointed at him. "Do not make that a column in your notebook."

Noah did not answer quickly enough.

The first problem was leaving school.

Mercer Ridge High had not locked down so much as tangled itself. Teachers wanted students in classrooms, students wanted parents, parents wanted instructions, and the district, judging by the latest message on everyone’s phones, wanted to assure the community that officials were monitoring the situation. Monitoring had become the adult word of the day. It meant no one had answers, but several people had clipboards.

They did not run. Running would have made them visible. Instead they moved with purpose through a side corridor past the art rooms, where students had taped unfinished projects against the wall and one paper-mache planet had lost a ring. Eli kept expecting someone to stop them, but the building was too busy enforcing the appearance of order to notice three students quietly opting out of it.

Outside, the afternoon air felt too clean.

Mina inhaled once as they crossed the teacher parking lot. "I cannot believe truancy is the most reasonable option."

"It usually is," Noah said.

"That feels like a Tamsin problem."

"She would agree with you."

"That makes it worse."

Noah led them toward the narrow road behind the athletic field, where the school property sloped down toward older parts of town. Eli had walked this way before but never with attention. It had always been background terrain: drainage ditch, chain-link fence, brittle weeds, a row of utility poles marching away from the gym. Now every piece of it seemed suddenly deliberate, as if the town had been annotated overnight.

The west pump station sat beyond the last baseball field, half-hidden behind a stand of sycamores and a fence with a sign that read MUNICIPAL WATER AUTHORITY, AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. The sign had faded to the color of old teeth. Vines had climbed through the chain links, and the gate hung shut by a rusted padlock that looked symbolic more than functional.

Mina stopped in front of it. "So. Crime."

Noah was already crouching by the lock.

"No," he said. "Infrastructure neglect."

"That is crime with municipal branding."

Eli watched Noah work. His long hands were steady. He used a small tool from his bag, not with the slick confidence of someone who picked locks for fun, but with the annoyed practicality of someone who believed locks should not outlive the systems they guarded. After less than a minute, the shackle clicked open.

Mina stared. "I’m learning worrying things about both of you this week."

"I’m not involved," Eli said.

"You are standing lookout with the face of someone who has done this before."

"That’s just my face."

Noah pushed the gate open carefully, wincing at the groan of metal. "Both of you focus."

Beyond the fence, the pump station was a squat concrete building with narrow windows and a metal door scarred by years of weather. Someone had spray-painted a sun with too many rays across one side, and below it, in older paint, a phrase had been half-scrubbed away until only a few letters remained.

Mina tilted her head. "What does that say?"

Eli stepped closer.

The remaining letters looked like:

MOR...GL...

Then flaking paint.

Noah saw it too.

His expression did not change, but his hand moved automatically toward his notebook.

"Later," Eli said.

Noah stopped. Then nodded.

Inside, the air was cold and damp. Not basement cold. Working-machine cold, though nothing appeared to be running. Pipes ran along the walls in thick, painted lines, disappearing into the floor and ceiling. Old control panels occupied one side of the room, their labels yellowed but legible: PRESSURE, INTAKE, AUXILIARY FLOW, RESERVOIR LINE. Dust lay over everything except the floor near the back wall, where a faint path had been cleared by recent footsteps.

Mina noticed at the same time Eli did.

"Please let those be Mara’s," she said.

Noah crouched to inspect them. "One set. Small. Recent."

"You say things like that and expect me not to call you suspicious."

He looked up. "I do not expect that."

The static changed near the back wall.

Eli felt it before he understood it. Not louder, exactly. More textured. A grain inside the tone, like a second layer rubbing against the first. His skin tightened along his arms.

Noah looked at him instantly.

"You hear that?" Eli asked.

Noah moved closer.

His jaw flexed.

"Yeah."

Mina looked between them, arms wrapping around herself. "Still nothing for me. For the record. Hate that also."

There was a door behind the control panels, nearly hidden by a leaning sheet of plywood. Eli and Noah moved it aside together. The door was metal, narrower than a normal doorway, with no handle on the outside. Only a circular latch recessed into the surface.

Noah tried it.

It opened.

Not easily.

But it opened.

A dark stairwell descended beyond it.

The air coming up smelled like rust, mineral water, and something electrical that had been waiting too long.

Mina stepped back. "Nope."

Noah reached into his bag for a flashlight.

"Noah," Mina said.

He looked at her.

She pointed down. "That is underground. Underground is where people in horror movies learn they were never the main characters."

"We don’t have to go far," he said.

"That is exactly what people say before going far."

Eli stared into the stairwell. The static seemed to rise from it in threads, not sound but suggestion. Beneath that, impossible and faint, he thought he heard something almost like speech, or the memory of speech after meaning had been removed.

His countdown read 70:58:03.

Three days, less one hour.

Mara had left them a list.

The school was still telling everyone to remain calm.

The town was still selling pastries.

He turned on his phone flashlight.

Mina made a sound of betrayal. "Eli."

"Just to see."

"That is the first sentence carved on the tombstone of every curious person."

But she followed.

The stairs were slick, and the railing left rust on Eli’s palm. They descended slowly, Noah in front, Eli behind him, Mina close enough that her shoulder brushed Eli’s backpack every few steps. The concrete walls narrowed sound until their breathing seemed too personal. Above them, daylight thinned to a gray rectangle, then a smaller one, then disappeared around the turn.

At the bottom, the tunnel ran east and west.

Old service lights lined the ceiling, most dead, a few flickering weakly in amber pulses. Water dripped somewhere out of sight. Thick cables had been bolted along one wall and labeled with tags so old the ink had bled into unreadable shadows.

Noah lifted his flashlight.

"This shouldn’t still have power."

"Add it to the list," Mina said, voice quieter now.

Eli moved to the wall.

The cables were not like the ones in Noah’s room. Not modern. Not exactly obsolete either. They had the clumsy thickness of something installed in an earlier idea of the future. Alongside them ran a thinner line of glassy tubing, dark until the flashlight crossed it. Then something within it caught the light and answered faintly blue.

Mina whispered, "Tell me wires can do that."

Noah did not answer.

That was answer enough.

They followed the cleared path west. After twenty meters, the tunnel opened into a junction room where three passages met. A municipal map had been mounted to one wall behind cracked plexiglass. Most of it showed water lines, access routes, maintenance shafts. But someone had drawn over the official map in black marker, adding routes that were not labeled, chambers that did not match the printed grid, and one word in the lower corner:

RESERVOIR

An arrow pointed north.

Eli felt the static move through him.

For a second, it was not under the world.

It was inside his teeth.

He grabbed the edge of the map frame.

Noah turned. "Eli?"

The room stretched.

Not visually.

The walls remained where they were.

But distance changed its mind. Noah was suddenly too far away, then close, then layered over himself in three slight positions as if the world had considered multiple arrangements and failed to choose.

Mina’s voice came from behind him. "Eli?"

He blinked.

The junction snapped back.

Noah stood directly in front of him, one hand lifted but not touching.

"What happened?" Noah asked.

Eli breathed carefully.

"I don’t know."

Noah waited.

Eli hated the words before he said them.

"It felt like the room forgot where you were."

Mina went very still.

Noah looked at the map.

Then at Eli.

"We leave," he said.

Mina exhaled. "Thank you. Wonderful. Growth."

Noah took photos of the map first.

"Noah," she said.

"Documentation."

"I hate both of you equally right now."

They retraced their
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