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For every curious kid who has ever wondered what secret worlds might be hiding in ordinary places.
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Chapter 1 — The Backpack That Hummed
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1.1 Static in the Hallway

On Monday mornings, our middle school hallway sounds like sneakers, lockers, and a hundred whispers about math quizzes. It does not usually sound like a refrigerator purring in secret. But that morning, as I—Maya Khan, seventh grader, pencil hoarder, future inventor probably—rounded the corner by the trophy case, my hair stood up like it was trying to high-five the ceiling.

“Whoa.” Leo Martinez skidded to a stop beside me, his skateboard tucked under his arm because Mrs. Fossey confiscates wheels if they even think about rolling indoors. “Maya, your hair is going full porcupine.”

“It’s static,” I said, which I knew was obvious, but I said it anyway because announcing observations makes me feel like a scientist on a nature show. “Something’s charged. Do you hear that?”

June Park closed her locker two doors down, the quiet, careful way she does everything, like the locker might have feelings. “Hear what?”

I tilted my head. There it was—soft, constant, like a cat humming from inside a metal tube. “That.”

Amir Williams, who could rebuild a remote-control car from leftovers, walked up munching a granola bar. He frowned as the tiny hairs on his forearm stood straight. “Static field. Big one.”

“See?” Leo grinned. “The science squad has spoken.”

The hum seemed to come from the row of lockers across from homeroom 7B. I took a step, and the air buzzed against my cheek. I stuck out my hand the way you do when you’re brave and pretending not to be. My palm tingled. When I got close to locker 314, the little metal number plate trembled like it had a cold.

“That’s not normal,” June said, which for June was like shouting SOMETHING WEIRD.

Something gray slumped on the floor by 314, half-hidden under a pile of flyers that said SCIENCE FAIR FRIDAY in neon marker. It was a backpack. At first glance, it looked like any other backpack —scuffed, gray, a stitched triangle on the front like a mountain, or maybe just a triangle because triangles are apparently cool now. But then it...hummed.

“Did that bag just purr?” Leo asked.

“It’s humming,” I corrected, though, honestly, it sounded a little like both. The sound wasn’t loud; you felt it more than heard it, like a bass note you can’t place.

June glanced up and down the hall. “Maybe we should take it to lost and found.”

“Maybe we should not touch the mysterious humming object,” Amir said. He nudged it with the rubber toe of his sneaker. The backpack vibrated. My bangs lifted.

I crouched. The zipper teeth were dark, like pencil graphite, and there was a strip of fabric along one seam that didn’t match—the kind of thing you only notice if you install zippers for fun

sometimes (me). The fabric felt warm. Not hot like a laptop. Warm like a hand you’ve been holding.

“Maya.” June’s voice had a warning in it. “You’re thinking of opening it, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said, because if a thing hums at you on a Monday, you can’t just not open it. I reached for the zipper, and a tiny blue spark snapped my fingertips. I yelped and jerked back.

“Okay,” Leo said, eyes wide. “This bag bites.”

“It’s a discharge,” Amir said, but he didn’t sound entirely sure. He pulled a metal ruler from his backpack like a knight drawing a sword. “If it’s holding a static charge, grounding it might—”

He touched the ruler to the zipper pull. The hum dropped to a whisper. A soft crackle shivered through the ruler, and the smell of rain-on-sidewalk fizzed into the air.

“Creepy,” Leo whispered, which for Leo meant awesome.

I tried the zipper again. No shock this time. The metal pulled smooth and satisfying—zzzzip—like opening a secret. The pocket gaped. Inside, a notebook glowed faintly. Or maybe it just looked that way because the lining was that reflective nylon that turns any light into shiny. The notebook was small, black, and the kind that makes you want to write important things because it looks like it expects you to.

“Lost and found,” June repeated, but her voice drifted a little, like the notebook was pulling at it.

“Let’s just check for an ID,” I said. “Name, class schedule, something. Then we can return it. Responsibly.”

I pinched the notebook’s corner and lifted. The hum deepened, like the bag cared about that notebook. My fingers tingled again, but not in a mean way. More like when your foot wakes up after falling asleep.

On the notebook’s first page, ink shimmered. I blinked. There wasn’t ink there a second ago.

“Did you see that?” I whispered.

“See what?” Amir asked, but he leaned in until his granola bar was almost taking notes.

Letters were blooming across the paper, slow as frost crawling up a window. They spelled four words, each one appearing like it had always been there and we were just now catching up.

DO NOT DROP IT.

Leo laughed once, sharp. “Okay, we’re done here. A haunted Trapper Keeper is where I draw the line.”

June swallowed. “Who wrote that?”

I looked up and down the hall again. Kids were still doing normal kid things—arguing about field hockey practice, trading stickers, the usual morning parade—but this little circle around the gray backpack felt like a bubble that the hallway couldn’t see.

I turned the page.

More letters teased the paper. They didn’t sink in like regular ink; they floated a hair above the lines, quivering, like the words were

notes on a music staff you could knock out of tune if you breathed too hard.

RULE ONE. DO NOT DROP IT.

“Rule one implies more rules,” Amir said softly, the way you’d say we are not alone.

I flipped the notebook closed. The backpack hummed a question into my hands.

“I think,” I said, and my voice came out steadier than my brain felt, “we should get this to 7B.”

“To homeroom?” June asked.

I nodded. “To Ms. Patel. She runs the science fair. If anyone knows what to do with a humming bag that writes bossy notes, it’s her.”

Leo glanced at the clock. “We’ve got five minutes. And I—uh—I kind of want to know what it does.”

Amir slid his ruler back into his backpack. “Careful. If we drop it and it explodes or opens a wormhole, my mom will be mad.”

“Your mom? The astrophysicist?” Leo said. “She’d probably throw us a party.”

“Trust me,” Amir said. “She’d make me write a five-page report before breakfast.”

I slid my arm through one strap and then the other. The backpack wasn’t heavy, exactly, but it had a presence, like it contained a tiny star that weighed nothing but thought a lot. The hum settled

between my shoulder blades. My hair lay down. The static faded to a whisper.

“Okay,” I said. “To 7B.”

We stepped into the river of kids. The hallway felt normal again, but I swear the backpack made the air around us a shade thinner, like walking through a room after someone laughs and you can still feel the smile.

As we reached the door, the triangle logo on the bag warmed against my back. I glanced down at the notebook in my hand, a black promise. I didn’t drop it.

I didn’t plan to.

Not yet.

1.2 A Note No One Wrote

Ms. Patel believes in eye contact, questions, and whiteboard markers that squeak. She also believes in “productive curiosity,” which is like regular curiosity except you’re allowed to touch things if you can explain exactly why you’re touching them. Her room smells like dry erase, citrus hand sanitizer, and a little bit like burnt toast because of the time Leo tried to build a microwave out of a shoebox for “research.”

We slid into 7B just as the late bell did its brrrrring. Ms. Patel was drawing a big circle on the board and writing ENERGY in the middle. When she saw the four of us, she smiled with her eyes even though her mouth was busy with the marker cap.

“Good morning, team,” she said once the cap clicked. “Today’s question: Where does energy go?”

Leo raised his hand automatically. “Into breakfast,” he said. “And then into me being awesome.”

“True in a limited system,” Ms. Patel said, amused. “But let’s think bigger.”

I didn’t sit. I hovered in the aisle between desks, heart doing a quiet jump rope routine. June nudged me, tiny emergency SOS Morse code. Tell. Her.

“Ms. Patel?” I said. “Can we...show you something?”

The class turned as one. Please understand: showing Ms. Patel something usually means an experiment that either works or catches on fire in a safe, educational way. So everyone perked up.

“What have you got, Maya?” Ms. Patel asked.

I set the gray backpack on the front table. The hum seemed to notice the room; it aligned itself with the clock tick, then slipped into the rhythm of the class like it belonged here all along. I opened the small front pocket and pulled out the black notebook. My hands trembled, just a little.

“This was in the hallway,” I said. “By locker three-fourteen.” I flipped open to the first page.

The paper was blank.

I blinked. Leo leaned over my shoulder. “You lost the haunted words.”

“They were there,” I said, trying not to sound like someone announcing a ghost. “We all saw them, right?”

June nodded. Amir nodded. Even Leo nodded, though he made the face he makes when he’s trying to keep a joke in his mouth like a marble.

Ms. Patel stepped closer. She didn’t touch the notebook yet, which I appreciated. “What did the notes say?”

“‘Do not drop it,’” June said.

“Rule one,” Amir added. “So presumably more rules.”

The backpack hummed the tiniest bit louder. Ms. Patel’s gaze flicked to it. “Does it hum?”

“Yes,” I said. “Also my hair tried to levitate near it.”

“Static,” Amir said.

Ms. Patel uncapped a purple marker. “Okay,” she said, drawing a small box on the whiteboard. “Let’s do what scientists do when a strange thing appears. We describe, we test, we repeat.” She wrote as she spoke. Object: gray backpack. Observed: hum, static, heat (warmth), words appearing in notebook. She underlined appearing twice. “Any patterns?”

“It went quieter when Amir grounded the zipper,” I said. “With a ruler.”

Ms. Patel nodded. “Any smells? Sounds besides hum? Colors? Changes with proximity?”

“Rain smell,” Leo said. “No, really. Like a storm.”

“Petrichor,” Ms. Patel said. “The smell of rain on dry earth. Can be associated with ionization. Interesting.”

I held the notebook. My thumbs rubbed the edge of the paper, and a whisper of warmth answered from the backpack, like it felt the notebook and liked that I was paying attention. I closed my eyes for half a second, trying to remember the exact letters. Sharp, dark, a little raised off the page, like puff paint.

“Maybe the ink is heat-sensitive,” June said. “Like those pens that show up under a hair dryer.”

“Thermochromic,” Ms. Patel agreed. “Could be. Or an electroreactive ink.”

“Or,” Leo said, “this is literally a magic notebook, in which case I call dibs on writing my math homework answers in it.”

Ms. Patel smiled. “We don’t say magic here, Leo. We say phenomenon we don’t understand yet. Amir, do you have your small multimeter?”

Amir blinked. “Yes?” He reached into his bag and produced a little device with a screen and two cords ending in red and black probes. Amir keeps a multimeter the way other kids keep gum.

Ms. Patel gestured to the backpack. “Let’s measure the potential difference between the zipper and, say, the table. Carefully. No big discharges. Maya, can I see the notebook?”

I handed it to her. As it left my fingers, the paper sighed. I know that sounds ridiculous. But it did, like it missed the tiny charge of my hands.

Amir touched the black probe to the metal leg of the table and hovered the red near the zipper pull. The multimeter beeped and flashed 0.41 V.

“Half a volt,” Ms. Patel said softly. “That’s...odd.”

“It hummed louder when Maya touched the notebook,” June observed. “Try that again.”

I took the notebook back. The humming deepened a fraction, like a cello tuning lower. The triangle patch on the bag warmed my palm through the fabric. I opened to the first page.

A letter rose. Just one—the vertical line of a D. It sat there, waiting, like the bag was watching me watch it.

“Okay,” Leo whispered, leaning so close his breath stirred the page. “That’s doing it again, right? I am not imagining ink appearing because it thinks we’re cute.”

Another stroke bloomed, curving into DO, and then the page faded blank.

“It’s like it needs a charge,” I said. “From me. From skin, maybe.”

“Electrostatic ink,” Ms. Patel said, writing it on the board with a question mark. “Or something stranger.”

“Try two fingers,” June suggested. “More area.”

I set two fingertips lightly on the paper. The hum synced with my pulse—and I swear I could sense it, like the backpack knew the rhythm of my heart—and then the words arrived all at once, crisp, as if pulled neatly from a printer that could write on the air.

DO NOT DROP IT.

A second line unfurled, smaller, neat.

IF YOU DROP IT, IT LEAVES.

“What does that mean?” Leo asked, equal parts thrilled and freaked.

June’s voice was small. “Leaves where?”

“Define it,” Amir said. “The bag? The notebook? The... humming?”

I looked at the bag. The triangle patch darkened slightly, like a storm cloud passing over a mountain. “Maybe it means the inside leaves.”

“The inside of—” Leo began, and then he stopped. Because at that second, the backpack’s main zipper—one I hadn’t touched —twitched.

Not a lot. Just enough to notice. Zippers don’t twitch on their own.

“Maya,” Ms. Patel said calmly, like we were defusing a toaster. “Carefully open the main compartment.”

“Carefully,” June echoed, which was her thing.

I slid the big zipper open. The teeth released one by one with a sound like insects fiddling, and cool air brushed my face. Not cold like a fridge. Cool like a basement where you keep secrets.

The inside was dark, then not. A soft light woke, not from a bulb but from the fabric itself, like bioluminescent moss. It was a silvery gray, with tiny threads that caught light and let it go, making a shimmer that felt like a whisper telling you to lean closer.

“Whoa,” Leo breathed. “It’s like my cousin’s glow-in-the-dark blanket























1.3 Pocket Universe 7B
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