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INTRODUCTION
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In our modern world, we like to believe we understand the rules. Cause and effect. Action and consequence. The comforting illusion that reality operates according to rational principles we can comprehend and predict.

But what happens when those rules change? When something impossible intrudes into ordinary life and demands that you make a choice no human being should have to make?

This is a story about impossible choices. About people who received lists under their doors, in their cars, on their desks - lists with five names, the fifth being their own. Lists that came with a simple rule: choose someone to die in the next 48 hours, or die yourself.

It's a story about what happens when supernatural horror collides with moral philosophy. When the trolley problem isn't a thought experiment but a countdown ticking in your mind. When refusing to play means death, but playing means the destruction of everything that makes you human.

But most importantly, it's a story about resistance. About the people who looked into the abyss and chose integrity over survival. Who proved that human beings are capable of more than base self-preservation when everything is on the line.

The Smiling Man believed humanity would always choose to survive. That moral principles would crumble when faced with absolute consequences. That the game was unbeatable because human nature itself guaranteed certain outcomes.

He was wrong.

This novel follows Diana Kess, a school counselor who received a list and spent seven days navigating an impossible horror. Who watched friends die and transform. Who confronted an entity that shouldn't exist and forced it to face the truth about human capacity for moral courage.

What you're about to read happened. Not literally - I'm not asking you to believe in supernatural entities or magical lists. But it happened in the way all meaningful fiction happens: as a reflection of real human experience, real moral dilemmas, real choices about who we want to be when everything is taken away except our principles.

Some readers will interpret this as pure horror fiction. Others will recognize patterns from their own experiences with impossible choices. Both interpretations are valid.

What matters is the central truth: refusal is possible.

When reality - supernatural or otherwise - offers you a choice that violates your core principles, you always have the option to refuse. The consequences might be severe. The cost might be everything. But the choice exists.

Diana Kess chose to refuse. And in doing so, she broke a game that had been unbeaten for millennia.

This is her story. This is their story. This is a story for anyone who has ever faced an impossible choice and wondered if there was another way.

There is always another way.

You just have to be brave enough to choose it.

-  Samuel Graves
2025
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CHAPTER 1  -  The List Arrives
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The hallway smelled like old carpet and someone else's dinner - something with onions, maybe garlic. Diana Kess shifted the canvas grocery bag higher on her hip as she fumbled with her keys, the metal jingling in the fluorescent-lit silence. Third floor, apartment 3C, same building for six years. She knew every creak in the floorboards, every water stain on the ceiling tiles, every burnt-out bulb the superintendent never seemed to replace.

Tuesday evening. Seven forty-three. She knew because she'd checked her phone twice on the walk from the parking garage, a habit born from years of scheduled sessions and parent-teacher conferences. Structure kept the world manageable. Predictability kept the darkness at bay.

The key slid into the lock, and Diana paused.

Something white jutted from beneath her door.

Not a flyer. Too thick. Not a note from building management - they used the community board downstairs or sent passive-aggressive emails about recycling protocols. This was folded paper, crisp and deliberate, pushed far enough under the gap that only a corner showed.

Diana unlocked the door and nudged it open with her foot. The paper scraped against the hardwood as the door swept it inward. She set the grocery bag on the entry table - eggs, bread, a bottle of red wine she'd probably nurse over three nights - and crouched to pick up the paper.

Heavyweight stock. Cream-colored, expensive. The kind of stationery her mother used to use for thank-you notes, back when people sent those. It was folded twice, neat hospital corners that suggested precision, maybe even care.

No name on the outside. No apartment number.

Diana straightened, closing the door behind her with her heel. The deadbolt clicked. She turned the paper over in her hands. Clean. Unmarked. Anonymous.

She should have thrown it away.

Instead, she unfolded it.

Five names, written in elegant black ink. The handwriting was old-fashioned, almost calligraphic - each letter formed with deliberate strokes, the kind of penmanship that belonged to another era. No printed labels. No computer font. Someone had written this by hand.

**Marcus Holt**
**Jennifer Briggs**
**Thomas Kess**
**Victor Mallin**
**Diana Kess**
Her name sat at the bottom, perfectly centered. Uncircled. Unadorned.

Diana's throat tightened.

Thomas Kess. Her brother. She hadn't spoken to him in - what, eight months? Not since their mother's birthday dinner, when he'd made another scene about the inheritance, about how Diana always got to play the responsible one while he got stuck with the blame. Classic Thomas.

But the others? Marcus Holt. Jennifer Briggs. Victor Mallin. She didn't recognize any of them.

Diana walked into her small kitchen and set the paper on the counter, smoothing it flat under the pendant light. The ink didn't smudge. It looked dry, set, permanent. She pulled out her phone and typed "Marcus Holt" into the search bar.

Hundreds of results. A dentist in Ohio. A high school football coach in Vermont. A LinkedIn profile for someone in pharmaceutical sales. None of them meant anything to her.

Jennifer Briggs. Same problem. Too common. Too many faces.

Victor Mallin. She scrolled through images - a fitness instructor, a real estate agent, a man posing with a giant fish. Strangers, all of them.

And then her own name, staring up at her from the bottom of the list.

Diana folded the paper and slid it into the kitchen junk drawer, beneath the takeout menus and expired coupons. Out of sight. Stupid. Probably a prank. Maybe something viral, some alternate reality game that people with too much time on their hands played. She'd read about those - puzzles that spilled into real life, envelopes and clues left in public places.

Except this wasn't a public place. This was her door. Her apartment.

She poured herself a glass of wine and carried it to the couch. The TV remote sat on the coffee table where she'd left it that morning, next to a dog-eared copy of *The Body Keeps the Score*, a book she kept meaning to finish. Diana picked up the remote and turned on the television, flipping through channels until she found a rerun of some cooking competition. Familiar voices. Predictable drama. The host asked a contestant about their signature dish, and the contestant teared up talking about their grandmother.

Diana sipped her wine. The paper nagged at her from the kitchen drawer.

She should call Thomas. Ask if he'd gotten something similar. But that would mean talking to Thomas, and she'd worked hard to build the boundary between them. He'd want something - money, probably, or validation for whatever his latest scheme was. Last time it had been a food truck idea. Before that, some cryptocurrency thing he'd wanted her to invest in.

The cooking show ended. A commercial for car insurance played. Diana muted it and sat in the silence, the apartment's ambient sounds filling the void - the hum of the refrigerator, the distant thrum of traffic on the street below, the rhythmic drip from the bathroom faucet she kept forgetting to fix.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Lydia Chen, a fellow counselor at McKinley High.

**Still on for coffee tomorrow? Need to vent about the Peterson kid.**

Diana typed back: **Absolutely. 10am?**

**Perfect. You're a lifesaver.**

She set the phone down and unmuted the TV. A news anchor appeared, somber-faced and professional. Diana started to flip the channel, then stopped.

" - tragic accident earlier today in the downtown financial district. Marcus Holt, 34, was killed when an elevator malfunctioned at the Riverside Tower, plummeting twelve floors. Investigators are looking into possible mechanical failure. Holt was pronounced dead at the scene. He is survived by - "

The wine glass slipped from Diana's hand.

It hit the coffee table edge and shattered, red liquid spreading across the wood grain like a wound. Diana didn't move. She stared at the television, at the photo of Marcus Holt they'd pulled from somewhere - LinkedIn, probably, or Facebook. Professional headshot. Neat tie. Confident smile.

The first name on the list.

Her pulse hammered in her ears. The news anchor moved on to a story about city council budget debates. Diana stood, legs shaky, and walked back to the kitchen. She yanked open the junk drawer so hard that it rattled, spilling pens and rubber bands onto the floor.

The paper sat there, exactly as she'd left it.

Except.

The first name - Marcus Holt - had a thin black line through it. A single horizontal stroke, precise and deliberate, the same elegant handwriting as the names themselves.

Diana's hands trembled as she lifted the paper.

She hadn't done this. She'd folded the list and put it in the drawer. No marks. No lines. Just five names.

Now four.

Her breath came too fast. The kitchen tilted. She gripped the counter edge, forcing herself to breathe slowly, the way she taught her students. Four counts in. Hold. Four counts out. Panic attack. Just a panic attack. Manageable. Rational.

But the line was there.

Marcus Holt was dead.

And his name was crossed off.

Diana grabbed her phone and searched for the news story, needing confirmation, needing something to anchor reality. The headline popped up immediately: **Man Dies in Elevator Accident at Riverside Tower**. Posted forty-seven minutes ago. The article gave sparse details - mechanical failure, ongoing investigation, no foul play suspected.

She read it three times, each pass making her chest tighter.

Coincidence. Had to be. Marcus Holt wasn't an uncommon name. Different person. Same name. The universe playing a sick joke.

Except the handwriting matched. The crossed-off line was in the same ink, the same style.

Diana's apartment felt smaller. The walls pressed in. She walked to her front door and checked the deadbolt - locked. Then the chain - secure. She moved to the window and looked down at the street. Cars passed. A couple walked their dog. Normal. Everything normal.

She pulled the curtains closed.

The paper sat on the kitchen counter, accusatory. Diana picked it up again, studying it in the light. No watermarks. No identifying features. Just names.

Jennifer Briggs.
Thomas Kess.
Victor Mallin.
Diana Kess.
And Marcus Holt, struck through.

Her phone buzzed again. Another text from Lydia: **You ok? You usually respond faster.**

Diana stared at the message. What was she supposed to say? *Found a weird list with my name on it and one of the other names just died in a freak accident?* Lydia would suggest therapy. Or sleep. Or both.

**Just dropped a glass. Cleaning up. See you tomorrow.**

She sent it before she could second-guess.

The apartment's silence grew teeth. Every small sound amplified - the building's pipes groaning, footsteps from the unit above, the whisper of wind against the window. Diana walked through her space, turning on every light. The living room. The bedroom. The bathroom. She even opened the closet and flipped that switch, flooding the cramped space with yellow light.

It didn't help.

She returned to the kitchen and picked up the list again. Thomas Kess. Her brother. If this was real - and it wasn't, it couldn't be - but if it was, did that mean Thomas was in danger? Should she call him? Warn him?

*Warn him about what? A piece of paper?*

Diana pulled up his contact. Her thumb hovered over the call button. They hadn't ended their last conversation well. He'd accused her of being controlling, of always needing to be right, of treating him like one of her "broken students." She'd told him to grow up. He'd told her to go to hell.

Eight months of silence.

She put the phone down.

The list went back in the drawer. Diana cleaned up the broken wine glass, soaking up the red stain with paper towels. The coffee table had a small gouge where the glass had struck. She'd need to polish that out. Later. Tomorrow. When things made sense again.

She poured another glass of wine - smaller this time - and sat back on the couch. The TV still played, but she wasn't watching. Her mind ran circles, trying to logic her way through the impossible.

Option one: coincidence. Someone randomly wrote a list of names, one happened to be a man who died today, and this was all meaningless chaos.

Option two: prank. Someone knew about Marcus Holt's death and created the list as a sick joke. But how would they know? The news had only broken an hour ago.

Option three: she was losing her mind. Stress. Burnout. Years of absorbing other people's trauma finally catching up. The list wasn't real. The crossed-off name wasn't real. She was hallucinating.

Option four - 

No. She wasn't going there.

Diana drained the wine and went to bed early, leaving all the lights on. She lay under the covers, staring at the ceiling, listening to the building settle around her. Sleep felt impossible, but exhaustion was a heavy blanket, and eventually, it pulled her under.

She dreamed of elevators falling.

Morning light filtered through the curtains, gray and weak. Diana woke with a headache, mouth dry, the sour taste of too much wine coating her tongue. For a moment, she lay still, orienting herself. Wednesday. Work day. Coffee with Lydia at ten.

The list.

She sat up too fast, head swimming. Had it been real? The memory felt distant, dreamlike. Maybe she'd imagined it. Stress hallucination. She'd Google the symptoms later.

Diana shuffled to the kitchen and made coffee, strong and black. The junk drawer sat closed. She stared at it while the coffee maker gurgled and hissed.

Just look. Confirm it's not there. Laugh at herself. Move on.

She pulled the drawer open.

The list lay on top of the takeout menus, folded neatly.

Diana's hands shook as she unfolded it.

Marcus Holt's name still had a line through it. The ink looked darker in the morning light, almost wet, though when she touched it, her finger came away clean.

Real. The list was real.

She needed to think. She needed to - what? Call the police? Say what, exactly? *Officer, I found a list with names on it and one of the people died?* They'd file a report and forget about it. Or worse, they'd start asking questions she couldn't answer.

Diana folded the list and shoved it in her purse. She got dressed on autopilot - gray slacks, white blouse, cardigan. Professional. Armor. She drank her coffee standing at the counter, mind racing.

Jennifer Briggs. Thomas Kess. Victor Mallin.

Three names left.

Plus hers.

The drive to McKinley High took twenty minutes. Diana knew the route so well she could do it half-asleep, which was good, because her brain refused to focus. She parked in her usual spot and walked across the lot, the October air sharp and clean.

Inside, the school had that particular morning energy - lockers slamming, voices echoing off tile, the smell of industrial cleaner and teenage cologne. Diana's office sat in the counseling wing, a small space she'd personalized with plants and a bulletin board covered in positive affirmations. *You are enough. Progress, not perfection. It's okay to ask for help.*

The words felt hollow today.

She sat at her desk and pulled the list from her purse, spreading it flat next to her keyboard. The crossed-off name seemed to pulse.

A knock at the door made her jump.

"Diana?" Lydia poked her head in, dark hair pulled into a messy bun. "Ready for coffee? I need to complain about bureaucracy and teenagers, in that order."

Diana glanced at the clock. Nine fifty-eight. She'd lost an hour staring at the list.

"Yeah," she said, shoving the paper back in her purse. "Let's go."

They walked to the staff lounge, where the coffee was terrible but free. Lydia launched into a story about a student who'd plagiarized an entire essay from Wikipedia, apparently thinking no one would notice. Diana nodded at the right moments, made sympathetic noises, but her thoughts kept drifting to the names.

"You seem distracted," Lydia said, stirring creamer into her mug. "Everything okay?"

"Just tired," Diana lied. "Didn't sleep well."

"Wine hangover?"

"Something like that."

Lydia laughed. "I feel that. Hey, did you hear about that guy who died in the elevator yesterday? Downtown? So scary. Imagine just going to work and - " She made a crashing gesture.

Diana's coffee turned to acid in her stomach. "Yeah. I saw that on the news."

"Makes you think, right? Like, how many elevators do we trust every day without even considering - "

"I should get back," Diana said abruptly, setting down her mug. "Student appointment."

"Oh. Sure." Lydia looked confused but didn't press. "Rain check?"

"Absolutely."

Diana returned to her office and closed the door. She pulled out the list again, hands steadier now, anger replacing fear. Someone was doing this. Someone was playing a game, and she needed to figure out who.

She opened her laptop and searched for the other names more thoroughly.

Jennifer Briggs. This time she added "city" and the state. A Facebook profile appeared - woman in her fifties, worked as a teller at First National Bank. Public profile. Photos of grandkids and garden vegetables.

Victor Mallin. Harder to find. No social media presence. But a news article from three years ago: **Former Officer Victor Mallin Terminated Following Internal Investigation**. She skimmed it. Excessive force. Suspension. Eventual termination. No charges filed.

Thomas Kess. Her brother. She didn't need to search for him.

Diana sat back. What connected these people? Her, a school counselor. Jennifer, a bank teller. Victor, a disgraced cop. Thomas, a perpetual screwup with a history of failed ventures. Marcus Holt had been - she checked the news article again - an accountant.

Random. Completely random.

Unless.

Her phone rang. Unknown number. Diana almost didn't answer, then thought better of it.

"Hello?"

Breathing on the other end. Not heavy, not threatening. Just someone there, listening.

"Hello?" she repeated.

Click.

The line went dead.

Diana set the phone down carefully. Her office suddenly felt too small, too exposed. The window behind her looked out on the parking lot, but she couldn't shake the feeling that someone was watching.

She stood and closed the blinds.

The list sat on her desk, those four remaining names stark against the cream paper.

Outside her office, students laughed and shouted. Lockers slammed. Life continued, normal and bright and utterly indifferent to the impossible thing happening in her world.

Diana picked up the list and read the names again, her own name at the bottom, and for the first time since she'd found it, she let herself ask the question she'd been avoiding:

*What happens next?*
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CHAPTER 2  -  Connections
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Diana spent the rest of the morning pretending to work. She had three scheduled sessions with students - a sophomore with test anxiety, a junior worried about college applications, a senior dealing with a breakup. She went through the motions, asked the right questions, made appropriate eye contact, scribbled notes that probably didn't make sense. Her mind kept circling back to the list, to the names, to Marcus Holt's professional headshot on the evening news.

By noon, she'd made a decision.

She needed to find Jennifer Briggs.

Diana pulled up the Facebook profile again, studying the details. Jennifer Briggs, 51, worked at First National Bank downtown. The main branch, according to her listed employer. Photos showed a pleasant-faced woman with graying hair and laugh lines, posing with people who were probably her children and grandchildren. Her latest post was from two days ago - a picture of tomatoes from her garden with the caption "Best harvest yet!"

Normal. Utterly, devastatingly normal.

Diana checked the time. Twelve-fifteen. She had a forty-five minute lunch break. The bank was a ten-minute drive.

She grabbed her purse and headed for the parking lot.

The October sun felt too bright, the sky too blue. Everything looked aggressively ordinary - students eating lunch on the lawn, teachers heading to their cars, the American flag snapping in the breeze. Diana's Honda sat where she'd left it, covered in a fine layer of pollen. She unlocked it and slid behind the wheel, hands gripping too tight.

*What are you going to say to her?*

She didn't know. Didn't have a plan. Just needed to see Jennifer Briggs with her own eyes, confirm she was real, alive, unaware of the invisible threat hovering around her name.

The drive downtown took twelve minutes. Diana found parking in a garage two blocks from the bank and walked the rest of the way, her heels clicking against concrete. The financial district hummed with lunch-hour energy - people in business casual streaming out of office buildings, food trucks parked along the curbs, the smell of frying onions and exhaust.

First National Bank occupied the ground floor of a sleek glass building. Diana pushed through the revolving door into air-conditioned quiet. The lobby was modern and sterile - marble floors, potted plants that probably weren't real, a row of teller windows along the back wall.

Three tellers were working. Diana scanned their faces.

The woman at the far right window matched the Facebook photos. Jennifer Briggs, helping an elderly man with a deposit slip, her expression patient and kind.

Diana's pulse kicked up. She got in line behind two other people, keeping her head down, pretending to check her phone. What was the plan here? Walk up to the window and say what? *Hi, I found a weird list with your name on it and I think you might be in danger?*

She'd sound insane.

The line moved forward. The elderly man finished his transaction and shuffled away. A woman in a pantsuit stepped up to Jennifer's window. Diana watched them interact - Jennifer smiling, typing something into her computer, sliding papers across the counter for a signature.

Normal.

The woman in the pantsuit left. Diana was next.

She stepped forward, her mouth dry.

"Hi there," Jennifer said, that same patient smile. "How can I help you today?"

Up close, she looked older than her photos. Tired. Faint circles under her eyes. But her voice was warm, her hands steady as they rested on the counter.

"I - " Diana's voice caught. "I need to make a deposit."

*Coward.*

"Of course." Jennifer pulled out a deposit slip. "Do you have your account number?"

"Actually," Diana said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them, "I need to ask you something. This is going to sound strange, but - do you know Marcus Holt?"

Jennifer's smile faltered. "I'm sorry?"

"Marcus Holt. The man who died yesterday. In the elevator."

Something shifted in Jennifer's expression. Not recognition. Fear. Her eyes darted past Diana's shoulder, scanning the lobby, then back. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Please," Diana lowered her voice. "I just need to know if you've - if anything strange has happened to you. A note, or a list, or - "

"I think you should leave." Jennifer's voice had gone flat.

"I'm trying to help - "

"Ma'am, if you're not here to conduct banking business, I'm going to have to ask you to step aside."

A security guard had materialized near the entrance, a heavyset man with a bored expression. Jennifer's gaze flicked toward him, then back to Diana.

"Please," Diana whispered. "Just tell me - have you gotten a list?"

Jennifer's face went white.

For a heartbeat, they stared at each other across the counter. Then Jennifer reached under her station and pressed something - a button, probably, a silent alarm.

The security guard started walking toward them.

"You need to leave," Jennifer hissed. "Don't come back here. Don't contact me again."

Diana backed away, hands raised. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry, I just - "

The guard reached her. "Ma'am, I'm going to have to ask you to leave the premises."

"I'm going." Diana turned and walked quickly toward the exit, aware of eyes following her. The security guard stayed close but didn't touch her. She pushed through the revolving door and onto the street, her face burning.

That went well.

She walked back to the parking garage, her thoughts racing. Jennifer's reaction had confirmed it - she knew about the list. She'd seen it. And she was terrified.

Diana sat in her car, engine off, staring at the steering wheel. Her phone showed twelve forty-one. She had four minutes to get back to school for her one o'clock appointment.

She didn't move.

Instead, she pulled out the list and smoothed it on her lap. Four names, one crossed off. Jennifer Briggs was second. Then Thomas. Then Victor Mallin. Then her.

An order. Was it significant? Did it mean something?

Her phone rang. School number. Diana let it go to voicemail.

She needed more information. Needed to understand what she was dealing with. If Jennifer had a list too - and her reaction suggested she did - then maybe others did as well. Maybe Victor Mallin. Maybe Thomas.

The thought of calling her brother made her stomach clench. But if he was in danger - 

Her phone rang again. Different number. Unknown.

Diana answered. "Hello?"

"Diana Kess?" A man's voice, rough and unfamiliar.

"Who is this?"

"We need to talk. About the list."

Her breath stopped. "How did you - "

"Parking garage on Fifth and Brennan. Level three. Ten minutes. Come alone."

"Wait - "

The line went dead.

Diana stared at the phone. Fifth and Brennan. Three blocks away.

Every instinct screamed trap. This was how people got killed in bad horror movies - following mysterious instructions to isolated locations.

But he knew about the list.

She started the car.

The parking garage was older than the one she'd parked in - concrete stained with decades of oil and exhaust, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, the air thick and stale. Diana drove up the ramp to level three, her headlights cutting through the gloom.

Only a handful of cars were parked here, scattered across the vast space. She pulled into a spot near the stairwell - giving herself an escape route - and killed the engine.

Silence settled. Diana watched the rearview mirror. Shadows and pillars. No movement.

Her phone read twelve fifty-three. She was early.

Two minutes passed. Three. Diana's hand hovered near the door lock. This was stupid. She should leave. Call the police. Call someone.

A figure emerged from behind a concrete pillar, forty feet away.

Tall. Male. Walking toward her with purpose.

Diana's fingers found the lock button. The man raised both hands, palms out. A gesture of peace. He stopped about twenty feet from her car.

She could see him better now. Mid-forties, maybe. Rumpled clothes, graying stubble, the weathered face of someone who'd seen too much. He looked exhausted.

Diana rolled down her window an inch. "Victor Mallin?"

His jaw tightened. "You got one too."

Not a question. A statement.

"The list," Diana said.

"When?"

"Tuesday night. You?"

"Tuesday. Four PM." Victor took a step closer. Diana's hand stayed on the lock. He noticed and stopped again. "I'm not going to hurt you. I just need to know what you know."

"How did you find me?"

"Same way I found Jennifer Briggs. Your name was on my list. I Googled you. School counselor at McKinley High. Not hard to track down." He rubbed his face with both hands. "I've been watching you since this morning. Saw you go to the bank. Saw you talk to Jennifer."

"You've been following me?"

"I've been trying to figure out what the hell is going on." Victor's voice cracked slightly. "Marcus Holt is dead. You know that, right? First name on my list. Dead the same day I got the list."

"I know."

"And Jennifer
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