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  Chapter One

And She Was
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The first sound of the morning wasn't the alarm clock.

It was Prince.

A deep synth chord swelled through the house, rolling like fog, followed by a snare sharp enough to snap her awake. Zeph knew it instantly.

When Doves Cry.

She blinked into the warm gray light filtering through her curtains, a smile tugging at her lips. Of course, her mother picked this song. The first day of senior year demanded ceremony, and ceremony demanded a soundtrack.

If it wasn't Hans Zimmer's Inception score shaking the walls, it was the '80s blasting like the original MTV VJs were spinning her morning. Her friends never got the references; half the source material had vanished from their playlists decades ago. But that was fine; Zeph wore being the outlier like a badge, and she loved it.

But there was Dee; her anchor, her chaos, her partner-in-sarcasm. The one person who could cut through her quirks and still keep pace, who mirrored her in ways no one else could. 

Thinking of her steadied Zeph for a moment, until the nerves of the first day crept back in, tugging her mind away from the comfort. She realized she was replaying these thoughts only because she was nervous, grasping for steadiness when everything ahead felt uncertain.

Senior year.

Zeph burrowed into her blanket for one last beat of stillness before the drop hit. 

Then it did.

Loud. Sharp. Inevitable. 

She sprang out of bed, bare feet smacking the hardwood, blue-highlighted hair already rebelling against the summer humidity.

Her room smelled vaguely of vanilla lip balm and the synthetic sugar of old Lisa Frank stickers. One wall was plastered with vintage '80s and '90s pop-culture posters: Bowie in labyrinthine eyeliner, Sarah Michelle Gellar mid-kick as Buffy, and more than one glossy promo from the original Star Wars trilogy.

She had an entire shelf dedicated to VHS tapes and DVDs she'd never watch, and action figures still in their packaging, arranged like tiny soldiers of nostalgia.

Above her desk, a neon pink sign buzzed: Choose Your Reality. A cracked Game Boy sat next to her notebook, and her cork board was layered in postcards, concert stubs, and handwritten quotes. 

It was less of a bedroom and more of a personal museum—her own stitched-together universe of things she refused to let go of.

This morning, though, it all felt a little heavier; a bit softer around the edges. 

She lingered at the side of her bed, eyes sweeping across her room like she hadn't in a long time. The New Kids on the Block poster above her desk had curled at the corners, its colors fading but still holding on. She could never bring herself to take it down.

Between her desk and the shelf of movies, a row of brightly colored cereal boxes stood like relics—Count Chocula, Lucky Charms, Galactic Crunch—their cheerful mascots frozen mid‑smile. She hadn't eaten from them in years, of course, but looking at them tugged her back to mornings when life meant cartoons and sugar highs instead of expectations of an unforgiving life. 

They radiated a warmth she couldn't quite pin down. Just cereal. Just cardboard. But somehow they still held her history, a reminder of when everything felt simple, and safe.

Her old Carmen Sandiego rug—faded, frayed, and rolled into a tired scroll—was crammed in the corner of her closet, half‑buried under Lady Gaga heels that pinched too much and a denim jacket retired since middle school. 

The entire room felt like a freeze‑frame, every object a caption from some forgotten era. And today, all of it seemed to whisper with meaning, like the past was leaning in to remind her it still mattered.

She walked slowly to her desk, fingertips brushing the edge of the surface like she was afraid it might disappear if she moved too fast. There, beside the sealed Sega Game Gear and her stack of CGC graded Garbage Pail Kids trading cards, was one of her favorite objects in the entire room: a replica NES cartridge her dad had given her when she was four years old. It was matte black, with a custom label that read Zeph.EXE in pixelated red.

He'd modified it with a small mechanism he called his 'signature gizmo.' She had to blow into it just like an old Nintendo game, and only then would the latch click open to reveal a secret compartment. 

It didn't hold anything important, just a few folded notes, a tiny Polaroid of them from at MegaCon years ago, and an old memory card to some camera Zeph didn't even have anymore. 

But the act of opening it always made her feel like she was unlocking a save point in her own story. She hadn't touched it in months. Maybe years.

Today felt different. Senior year was starting, and with it came a sharper edge to the ache of missing her dad; more insistent, more present than it had been in years. 

Most days she buried the ache under anger, despising him for vanishing the way he had, but this morning it pushed closer, raw enough to notice. 

She shook off the thought while turning towards her closet, stretched her arms overhead in one long arc, and let out a breath that felt like it had been bottled up all summer.

"Ugh, morning breath. Straight out of the Death Star trash compactor," she muttered, wrinkling her nose as she padded across the floor.

The closet doors creaked as she opened them fully, revealing the overstuffed reality inside. Clothes were crammed along the hanging rod in chaotic color order, bookended by hoodies and jackets from long-forgotten phases of her life.

Her closet was a time capsule of everything she had ever been and maybe still wanted to be. A red leather jacket hung beside a faded Wayne's World tee she'd worn to a Halloween party in ninth grade; a choice nobody her age understood, which only made her love it more. 

Below it, her old Daria-inspired plaid skirt was folded neatly beside a denim vest peppered with enamel pins; Jem and the Holograms, Mulder and Scully, even a faded MTV logo barely clinging to its backing. 

Near the back, a vintage Pretty in Pink sweatshirt that still carried the faint attic musk from when her mom pulled it down years ago. 

She didn't wear most of these anymore, but glimpsing them now felt like thumbing through the pages of a diary she'd forgotten she'd written.

On the floor rested a shoebox stuffed with relics: an unopened sheet of Rainbow Brite temporary tattoos, a cracked mirror compact, and a bent tiara from a childhood birthday when she'd insisted she was Wonder Woman. 

She spoke to herself aloud, as she often did when no one was around. "Okay, Zeph. First day vibes. Don't overthink it."

She flipped through shirts, jackets, and dresses with a slow, casual rhythm. "I wonder what Dee's gonna wear?" she murmured, the words slipping out without thought.

Probably something from her so‑called 'Mean Girls' phase, that thrift‑store blazer she wore like it was Chanel. Dee had this way of spinning pop culture armor into art.

Zeph smirked. Only Dee could pull that off, looking like the cold‑open of Easy A while still sending you late‑night memes on Instagram when you were falling apart.

She paused as she caught her own reflection in the long mirror screwed into the back of her closet door. Her hair was dark, thick, and unruly this morning, but the blue streaks caught her eye, a small little rebellion still holding on.

"Still here," she whispered, brushing one streak into place. It caught the light with a shimmer, like a secret she wasn't ready to surrender.

She stepped back from her reflection further, taking herself in with a sharper eye. Five‑foot‑two, slender frame, a posture that slouched when she forgot but snapped straight the second no one was looking. Her deep brown eyes stared back, pupils swallowed in shadow, eclipses mid‑phase, always too much, maybe too intense. 

And yet they were hers.

She tilted her head. Not pretty, not plain. 

Just Zeph. 

She'd been called gorgeous, she'd been called a nerd, sometimes both in the same hour. Someone once said she looked like a prom queen who got lost on her way to Comic Con. 

Maybe they were all right. Maybe none of them were. She didn't really know what she was beyond her own name. 

And today, that felt like enough.

She turned back to the closet and tugged free a few hangers, laying out options across her bed: her favorite black mini skirt with pleats sharp enough to slice air, a vintage off-the-shoulder tee with a bold, shimmering Z across the front, a slouchy cropped sweater in muted purple, and a pair of thick-soled combat boots she hadn't worn in a while but still loved like an old iPod playlist. 

She stood over them like she was reading tea leaves, considering not just what to wear, but who to be.

"I need my second opinion," she muttered.

She crossed the room and sat gently on the edge of her bed, where a faded brown teddy bear waited in his usual spot. 

Patch.

He'd lived at the foot of her bed for as long as she could remember, a permanent fixture, never shifted, never forgotten.

He was missing his left button eye, and the threads around his neck had unraveled just enough to make him look perpetually slouched. 

One arm had a tiny stitched heart her dad had sewn in when she was young, and his fur had long since gone from plush to threadbare, especially around the ears where she'd rubbed him while contemplating the universe.

Her father had given Patch to her when she was three, after a late-night trip to the emergency room; a fever, a scare, and then the bear, wrapped in a ribbon, waiting for her on the kitchen counter the next morning.

She remembered what her dad had said the morning he gave Patch to her. She'd been so young, but those words had stayed tucked in her chest ever since:

He'll watch over you, Zephy. No matter how scary things feel. No matter how hard it gets. Patch will always be there for you.

She picked him up gently now and held him in her lap, her fingers tracing the edges of the heart.

"Well?" she asked her partner in crime. "The pleated skirt and the tee, right? You've always liked that combo."

There was no answer, of course. But she could feel it. That quiet nod he'd always given, stitched into years of comfort and childhood echoes.



[image: ]



The kitchen smelled like cinnamon-dusted French toast and expensive hair mousse. Her mother had always had a thing for big hair, even now in her early forties. 

Today, her curls were piled high with absolute confidence, held in place by invisible scaffolding and probably a little magic.

She looked like a mix between Holly McClane from Die Hard and a backup dancer from a Paula Abdul music video: sharp, radiant, unapologetically herself.

"You're playing '80s music before 7 a.m. again," Zeph said as she walked into the room.

She said it like a complaint, but there was no real weight behind it. Truthfully, she loved it. She'd grown up on a steady rotation of synth-pop, glam rock, and hair band ballads, all curated with fierce devotion by her mother and the all-knowing SiriusXM '80s channel. 

Most mornings it was Mark Goodman spinning deep cuts between stories about backstage antics and who wore what to which award show. He'd practically become a family voice by now.

Zeph would joke about the music, roll her eyes when her mom shouted out, "It's a Richard Marx morning!" or danced around to Belinda Carlisle. 

But secretly? She knew all the lyrics. She knew which tracks were B sides. And when no one was home, she played the old tapes herself. 

It was their shared language. Her mother's legacy of rhythm and reverb woven into the walls of her childhood.

Zeph smirked, gesturing toward the Sonos speaker with her fork as she slid into her chair to indulge in her favorite breakfast. "You realize most people don't start their mornings with Mark Goodman giving a dramatic monologue on Billy Idol, right?"

Her mother raised an eyebrow without turning from the toaster. "And most people don't sleep under an Inception-themed comforter and keep a shrine to VHS tapes and cereal boxes like it's sacred history. We're not most people."

Zeph rolled her eyes, but the corners of her mouth tugged upward. "Hashtag, TRUTH."

"That music raised me," her mother continued. "Every heartbreak, every best friend breakup, every first kiss I didn't tell your grandmother about… Mr. Mister was there. Madonna. Whitney. They didn't just sing to me, Zephy. They sang with me. We all had our share of Broken Wings."

Zeph nodded, chewing her toast intently, letting the flavor linger as she considered it. She understood it; the way she clung to her posters, her comics, or those George Lopez reruns she could quote line for line. That was the same thing as her mom's music. Same kind of religion, just a different soundtrack.

Pop culture was how Zeph filtered the world. Every emotion, every shift in the air had a scene, a reference, a line from something she'd already seen played out. It wasn't only escapism. 

It was a toolkit.

Veronica Mars had taught her resilience. The X-Files taught her curiosity. Scrubs had taught her humility. 

Saturday morning cartoons reminded her that even in chaos, there could be structure, there could be hope. She didn't always know how to explain what she was feeling, but she could point to a moment in a TV show or movie, or a lyric in a song and say:

This. This is what it feels like.

Zeph looked at her mother, quiet for a moment. Her eyes then drifted toward the hallway, landing on the photo of her and her father that hung beside the doorframe. She was six years old in it, arms crossed in defiance, wearing a too-big pink t-shirt with that glittery Z across the front. 

He was crouched behind her, arms wrapped around her in full dad-pride mode, grinning like someone who had just won a lifetime achievement award. She, in contrast, looked annoyed by the entire ordeal.

"He'd be proud of me, wouldn't he? Even if the skirt's a little short?" Zeph said, her gaze never leaving the photo. She remembered the day it was taken, the way he had laughed as she pouted, the way his arms had felt like the safest place on Earth. 

That moment was frozen there forever, his joy radiating like a sunbeam, her anger barely contained behind furrowed brows and crossed arms of a tantrum. 

It had become more than a photo over the years; it was a bookmark in her life, one she returned to often in quiet moments like this.

Her mother gave her a loving smile. "Your father would be proud of everything you are. Skirt and all. He always said you were going to change things, even when you were little. He saw it in your eyes." 

She let out a soft laugh, eyes flicking toward the hallway like she could see the photo from here. "What was that thing he used to say all the time? The West Wind this… the West Wind that…"

Her laugh came again, a little shakier now. "He said it like it was a prophecy. Like he believed it." 

Her voice caught slightly, but she didn't look away. Zeph could see the tears threatening, even beneath the smile.

She nodded again, this time more slowly, and bit into the toast like it was the only thing grounding her in the moment.

He had said The West Wind will save us all, more times than she could count. She never knew where he got it from or why he clung to it so fiercely, but she used to whisper it under her breath in hard moments, like a secret password to something better. Something bigger than herself. Maybe, in a way, it still was a bridge to comfort.

Zeph stayed quiet, enjoying breakfast, her gaze now fixed on the ever-present refrigerator. The music played softly behind them, some synth-heavy ballad her mom knew every word to. 

She didn't speak, not because there was nothing to say, but because this moment felt like a scene already written. Like her dad was in the next room, humming along, pretending not to be emotional about the first day of the last year of high school.

She swallowed. The toast. The ache.

All of it.

She thought again how pop culture had always helped her feel. Some movies wrapped around her heart so tightly, they became part of her emotional DNA—scenes she would remember forever because they made her feel seen, understood, held.

But life didn't work like that most of the time. Real moments didn't come with musical scores or perfect lighting. 

They came quietly, unannounced.

But this? This felt like one of those rare scenes; the kind she'd carry with her, tucked deep inside. Raw and quiet. A memory forming in real time, and somehow, she knew it would stay.

She looked back at her mom, still standing there with one hand resting on the edge of the counter, eyes wet but proud.

Zeph gave the faintest nod. "Well," she whispered. "Let's make this day count. The beginning of the end."

She didn't know what made her say it like that. Maybe it was the way the light hit the countertop, or the way her mom had looked at her. 

But in that moment, it felt like a line from a movie she hadn't seen yet, a quiet beat in a story she was still stepping into. 

The kind of line that would echo back to her someday, years later, out of nowhere.

"Wait," her mom said, suddenly reaching for the drawer near the fridge. "Don't move yet. I want a picture."

Zeph blinked. "Mom, seriously?"

"Yes, seriously. First day of senior year? Of course!"

Her mom fished out a small, beat-up point-and-shoot camera—the kind that still used film. Not even the disposable kind, but one with a winding dial and the little flash that took three full seconds to charge. The kind her mom insisted on using 'because digital doesn't feel the same.'

Zeph rolled her eyes affectionately. "You know we live in the future, right?"

"Don't sass me. This is for the Memories Box," her mom replied with a wink.

Zeph sighed but smiled, adjusting slightly so the kitchen light would catch her blue highlights.

As her mom framed the shot, Zeph's eyes wandered past her, landing on the pinboard attached to the wall behind her. Nestled between school reminders hung the old postcard her mother kept of the '80s era Malibu Pier.

She was oddly proud of it, though Zeph never knew where it had come from. A crease ran down its center, perfectly straight, as if someone had folded it with care years ago. Her mother treasured it like a secret keepsake.

The shutter finally clicked.

"Got it," her mom said quietly, lowering the camera with a nod and that same tight smile she always wore when nostalgia tried to get the better of her.

Zeph grabbed her backpack and slid the strap over her shoulder. The weight of it was more cumbersome than usual.

"Alright," she said, flipping her hair, "time to go become a legend. Or at least survive homeroom."

Her mom chuckled lightly, wiping her hands on a dish towel as Zeph reached the door.

"Hey, one more thing," she said, voice light but laced with something more, "Did you tell Patch bye?"

Zeph paused, her hand resting on the doorknob. Her mom's words were partly an excuse to keep her there another heartbeat, but they also carried truth; she understood how much Patch still meant to Zeph, especially now, when the thought of leaving felt more emotional than usual.

She turned just slightly, her smile soft but sure. "Always."

Zeph didn't look back after that. She opened the door and stepped out into a morning that felt too quiet, too golden. Like the house had exhaled behind her, and had said its own goodbye.

She had no idea it was the last time it would ever feel like that.

The last time the walls would hold still. 

The last time the light would land just so.

Before everything shifted.

Quietly.

Suddenly.

Completely.










  
  Chapter Two 

Don't You Forget About Me
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The stairs leading up to Chandler High looked the same as ever. Wide and uneven, their edges worn smooth by decades of sneakers and gum, and the echoes of too many half-forgotten conversations. 

A gust carried the faint tang of cut grass and car exhaust. The scents mixed with the warm aroma of asphalt baking under the California sun.

Zeph climbed slowly, every step pressing the weight of her backpack deeper into her shoulders, the too-bright morning flashing off polished windows until it felt like the building was squinting at her. 

She let it surround her, grounding her in the moment, as if the universe wanted her to know she existed here.

She was only halfway up the front stairs when a voice cut through the simmering drone of the morning air.

"Damn, Zeph. Looking good as always."

Another chimed in, leaning into the performance. "Senior year glow-up is real, huh? What, you go and get famous over the summer?"

Zeph kept moving, refusing to give them the glance they wanted. Her blue highlights caught the sun as she passed, a streak of defiance in an otherwise ordinary school morning.

She knew those voices. Boys who lived in the gray zone between harmless and irritating, depending on her mood.

Not bullies. Not friends.

Just fixtures. Background noise.

Too much swagger, not enough substance.

She rolled her eyes behind her sunglasses, letting their comments drift past like static on a channel she'd never bother tuning in.

To her, they were late‑night infomercials: cheap, predictable, always selling junk no one sane would buy.

And creepy, of course. That kind of attention always was. 

Still, a tiny part of her filed it away. Not because she wanted it, but because in a Breakfast Club‑meets‑She‑Ra kind of way, it was proof she could pull a look. That her mash‑up of edge, vintage, and cartoon chaos didn't just disappear into the void.

Even if the only ones noticing were boys who probably thought Padmé was just Leia with a new hairdo.

She pushed through the double doors and was instantly wrapped in the all-too-familiar cocktail of over-waxed tile, the metallic sting of overzealous AC, and the electric undercurrent of morning gossip rattling through the walls.

Chandler High. 

Home of the Cougars, questionable cafeteria nachos, and at least three vending machines that hadn't worked since sophomore year.

Voices echoed, lockers slammed, laughter ricocheted through the gymnasium. It was the same chaos she'd walked into for years, but today it carried something new:

The first day of the last year.

"Zeph?" a voice called above the noise.

She spotted Mrs. Palmero at the main office counter, clutching a clipboard and wearing her trademark look of caffeinated survival.

"Yep," Zeph replied, weaving past half-hug reunions and a painfully loud TikTok reenactment being staged against the lockers.

Mrs. Palmero handed her a printed sheet. "Locker assignment, schedule, and a coupon for one free breakfast burrito if you make it to the cafeteria before 9:05."

Zeph took it with a polite nod. "Bribing us with carbs? Bold move, Mrs. P. This place feels like a crossover episode of Degrassi and Saved by the Bell."

The woman snorted, shaking her head. "Oh Ms. Nova, we're going to miss you around here. Welcome to senior year." 

Her tone was light, but there was real fondness tucked inside the words as she passed papers off the clipboard to the next student.

Zeph found her locker in the far east hall, three doors down from the janitor's closet, where a ceiling light flickered like it was mocking her.

"Why is it always me?" she muttered, half-annoyed, half-amused, as if the building had been teasing her with jittering lights since freshman year.

She drew her focus back to the metal cabinet, pushing aside the flickering of the lights that always seemed to follow her like an inside joke she wasn't actually in on. 

She spun the dial, gave it a practiced hip‑check, and the door popped open on the first try—nothing short of a miracle in Chandler High's weary creakiness.

She lingered there, fingers resting on the coolness of the metal, letting the steady thrum of the building seep in. 

The place smelled of nervousness and pencil shavings, the same aroma she'd known for years.

Yet something about it felt off, like a rerun she couldn't quite place but still knew all the lines to; a mix of comfort and dissonance that pushed deeply into her mind.

"Zepherous Nova, tell me you didn't actually wear the skirt," a voice drawled from her left.

Zeph turned, her grin already tugging at the corner of her mouth.

Delilah Connors leaned against the lockers in her usual curated chaos—red lipstick bold enough to be a battle cry of Taylor Swift, layered necklaces that jingled with every move, a bomber jacket scribbled with hand-drawn patches, and pants that looked like they'd been lifted straight from a Matrix reboot costume rack.

"Hey," Zeph shot back, rolling her eyes. "We talked about using my full name in public. That's not cool, it's practically emotional warfare."

Dee smirked, undeterred. "Oh, come on. Zepherous Nova? That name belongs on a movie poster, or a perfume bottle, or a limited-edition t-shirt. You sound like a girl who saves galaxies between math classes."

"I sound like a rejected Star Wars character who couldn't even land a cantina cameo in a Filoni directed streamer," Zeph shot back, though the sarcasm was softened with a smile.

Dee barked a laugh. "Exactly. Misunderstood, edgy, and secretly the fan favorite in every forum thread. That's you. Own it."

They lingered at the lockers as the tide of voices and footsteps ebbed around them. Dee leaned with casual confidence against the metal doors, scanning the crowd like she had front-row tickets to everyone else's drama.

"So," she said, blowing her blonde bangs out of her eyes, "ready for this mess of a year? Senior season, girl. We're literally becoming historical artifacts."

"Fossils," Zeph nodded. "The kind buried in a dented Care Bears lunchbox."

Dee snorted. "Please. I am vintage collectible. You? Limited‑run DVD with the original cover art."

Zeph smirked. "Okay, I'll admit it… that actually sounds kinda fire."

"Exactly. And how's your mom? Still out there trying to convert the neighborhood with her gospel of '80s hits?"

"Still absolutely convinced SiriusXM is the modern Bible," Zeph said with a smile. "She did make me french toast this morning while Mark Goodman was on. So honestly… it was kinda perfect."

Dee's smirk softened into something warmer. "She's the best. I mean, if anyone's going to start a cult, at least it'd come with a killer soundtrack."

Zeph smiled but didn't say anything right away. She looked at Dee for a moment.

Really looked. 

Her best friend had always had this kind of chaotic beauty, like she belonged on a poster in a dorm room you weren't chill enough to walk into.

Lately, she'd grown into it more. Sharper jawline, stronger sense of her own style. She moved through the world like she knew people were staring and made sure they knew they couldn't have her.

They'd been besties since daycare—two stubborn little girls who refused to let some boy swap their Batman action figures for a Barbie.

He'd tried it with a grin, like he was doing them a favor. Zeph could still picture Dee's face that day, blazing with defiance as she snatched the figure back and informed him exactly where he could stick those glitter shoes his Barbie was wearing.

From then on, they were inseparable. Zeph trusted her with the kinds of things she couldn't tell anyone else. And Dee—sharp edges, theatrical style and all—always made space for Zeph in the gentle places she didn't show to the world.

Now, slipping back beside each other, they found that rhythm again. Easy and familiar. The kind of catch‑up that didn't need effort. Just them being them.

They traded summer movie takes, quickly tumbling into a Marvel rant that had clearly been waiting for release.

"They've diluted the whole Universe," Dee said, crossing her arms. "Too many shows. Too many side characters no one asked for. It's like watching a bloated timeline eat itself."

"Yeah, bet," Zeph agreed, "but some of the side characters are the only reason I kept watching. And don't act like you didn't rewatch the WandaVision finale twice."

Dee groaned. "Once ironically, once emotionally. There's a difference."

Zeph laughed. "Sure, sure. You keep telling yourself that."

"I just want a return to form. Give me a clean trilogy and a villain with actual motives. Not trauma-harvesting."

"Okay, that's fair. But really, you just want the X-Men to show up and fix everything."

"Don't tease me with hope. But Feige if you are listening, make it happen!" she said dramatically, raising her hands like he could actually hear that wish.

They moved on to midnight video game marathons and the weird TikTok trend Dee swore she almost got famous from before deleting it out of secondhand embarrassment.

But, Zeph's attention kept sliding away from the conversation, no matter how much she tried to stay locked in.

Dee was still mid-rant about streaming services when Zeph's eyes lifted again to the ceiling. 

The light above her locker wasn't just flickering. It droned with a strange, stuttering rhythm, blinking once, pausing, then pulsing again. The uneven beat crawled into her chest like it was syncing with her pulse.

It didn't hurt. It was something stranger, an echo that felt like recognition, as if some unseen puzzle piece had just clicked into place.

It was a sensation she couldn't name, dreamlike and intrusive, half-familiar in a way that made her stomach knot. 

Wrong, but inevitable.

She blinked hard, trying to focus back on Dee, nodding along even though she hadn't caught a single word.

Her gaze betrayed her anyway as it drifted back up.

The light. The hum. It wasn't just background noise anymore. It felt like fingers tugging on a thread she didn't know she carried, pulling at something buried too deep to name.

"You okay, Z?" Dee asked, sharp enough to cut through.

Zeph forced a nod, her voice slow. "Yeah. Just… that light. It's obnoxious. Like déjà vu I didn't signed up for."

Dee tilted her head. "Well, don't stare into the glitch, girly. That's how they get you. First it's a black cat crossing twice, then boom… Agent in a suit rewriting your reality."

Zeph let out a small laugh, but it snagged in her throat. Her eyes stayed on the light a heartbeat too long, caught between curiosity and dread.
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By the time lunch rolled around, the whole building had settled into that hazy mid‑day trance. It felt like half-exhaustion and half-sugar rush from vending machine cans that tasted like liquid neon and regret. The school was heavy with chatter, sneakers squeaking across tile, metal doors slamming in uneven rhythm.

Outside, the courtyard baked under the August sun, cicadas droning like an endless soundtrack. Zeph and Dee claimed their usual tree tucked in the far corner; a crooked oak that leaned just enough to throw good shade and was ignored enough that no one else bothered with it.

To everyone else it was a dead spot. To them, it was sanctuary. A quiet pocket carved out from the noise of the crowd, their own little universe set a few steps away from everything else.

Dee was halfway through plucking the tomatoes out of her salad when she glanced up, fork poised like a question mark. "So, have you thought about what comes after all this? After this place finally collapses into the void of yearbooks and forgotten mascots?"

Zeph smirked. "You mean after we're shot out of the senior-year cannon into adulthood and instant irrelevance? Not really."

Dee chuckled, but her expression didn't change. "You ever think about leaving here? Really leaving?"

Zeph hesitated, nudging a pebble with the toe of her sandal, buying time.

She actually had thought about all of it plenty of times. Lying awake at night when the world felt too big and too silent, she'd pictured train stations with departure boards clattering, city skylines she'd only seen in movies, campuses bustling with unfamiliar faces. 

The promise of something else. Something more. 

But the picture never stayed clear for long, like it was a film she could never quite bring into focus.

"Sometimes," she admitted. "But it's hard to imagine without her. My mom I mean. She's… she's kind of my everything."

She stared at the crust of her sandwich until it blurred, appetite gone.

"I mean, I think about my dad, too. A lot." The words surprised even Zeph. Saying it out loud still felt sharp around the edges. Not like a cut, more like a bruise she didn't realize was still there. 

Her father had gone to work one morning when she was nine and never came back. No calls. No car. No clues. Just a vanishing act.

The authorities did their best, or at least that's what everyone said, but nothing ever emerged.

No answers.

Just her mother's steady hands and a silence that never stopped being so loud beneath the surface of existence.

"My mom always holds it all together," Zeph said quietly. "Even when I'm falling apart, she's the one thing that keeps the seams from splitting. I can't picture a world where she isn't just… there."

But it was more than that. Her mom wasn't just present; she was the constant, the anchor, the map and the compass all at once. 

Without her, existence felt like it could drift into pieces, scattered across the endless, indifferent universe.

Dee nodded slowly, the sarcasm drained from her voice for once.

"I don't say this enough," she admitted, her tone unsteady, "but you've held me together more times than I'll ever admit out loud. You and that whole weird pop‑culture‑encyclopedia brain. Your little collectible shrines. You've been there through it all. When my parents split—when I didn't know how to be angry and heartbroken at the same time without breaking apart. Me trying to figure out which one I liked better— or believed."

She started to play with a blade of grass that was tickling her leg. "When the whole Derrick thing imploded, and I spent three weeks crying into freezer waffles. You sat there anyway, even when I was a mess. That breakup destroyed me in ways I didn't think possible."

She paused, her eyes glancing down for a beat, the hurt still there under the words. "First loves, right? They burn strange. Like fire that leaves shadows instead of scars."

It was a rare moment of vulnerability that Dee hardly ever showed, even to Zeph.

She continued, her sarcastic armor clicking back into place. "If the world really does go full apocalyptic-mode, I hope I'm with you when it cracks. Not because I want front‑row seats to the collapse, but because you'd still be tossing out one‑liners while the sky was falling. And if I'm going down, I'd rather it be next to the person who knows every pop‑culture reference known to man, and somehow keeps a straight face while dropping them." 

She chuckled, "You'd probably be muttering lines from Scrubs while the world burned around us."

Zeph smiled, her throat tight. "Obviously, girl. Somebody's gotta crack jokes while the sky turns red. Picture me quoting Doctor Cox while the Hellmouth opens. Emotional multitasking is kind of my own personal Instagram brand."

For a while, they didn't say anything. The light between the tree branches shifted overhead, casting patterns on their feet. It was the kind of moment they'd probably forget someday.

Or maybe it would be like certain songs or photographs or dreams you remembered years later, but couldn't explain why.

It felt small. But it mattered.

And Zeph knew that.

The wind curled around them, soft and lazy, full of that late-summer warmth that made everything feel a little more possible than it probably was. 

Zeph closed her eyes for a second, just to hold the quiet in place.

For all the uncertainty that hovered beyond senior year; the applications, the leaving, the maybe never coming back, this moment felt still. 

It felt right.

She didn't know what the future held from here. But for once, that didn't terrify her.

Of course, she had no way of knowing that everything was already shifting around her.

Just slightly.

Just enough.
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By the final bell, the school had begun to empty, voices drifting off like the tail end of movie credits.

The air carried a different weight now, less charged, more drained, like even the building was tired. Zeph moved down the east wing with slower steps, the emotional fuss of the morning long gone, buried under a dozen conversations and twice as many unanswered questions.

And of course, Don't You Forget About Me had been looping in her head for the last half hour. Not because it was playing anywhere, though she wouldn't have put it past her mom to blast it from the car on pickup, but because the whole day had carried that strange, cinematic vibe, like she was starring in the opening reel of an '80s teen movie reboot she never auditioned for.

She kept replaying the day: the stares, the random over-the-top school nominations, the flood of compliments, the sudden attention. Flattering, sure, but mostly surreal.

Like somebody had grabbed the remote, flipped the channel of her life, and left her stranded mid-scene.

By second period, she'd already been asked out four times—a new record.

Twice at her locker. Once in AP Lit. And once, bizarrely enough, via a note taped to her lunch tray, complete with a phone number and a winking emoji.

And on top of that, she'd somehow been nominated for prom and homecoming queen, student council president, and head of the yearbook team. All in one single, never‑ending school day that didn't feel like hers at all.

The attention didn't feel earned. It felt curated, like someone had plucked her out of her quiet, comic-book-shelved corner of the world and put her under the spotlight of popularity.

She wasn't sure if she liked it. But she also wasn't sure she didn't.

She exhaled slowly as she reached her locker, the corridor around her nearly empty, just the squeak of a janitor's cart and the distant echo of a door slamming two halls away.

Her fingers spun the dial lazily, muscle memory carrying the combination, but her eyes drifted upward.

The light above her locker had gone still. No stutter, no flicker. Just a blank, unwavering glow.

She caught herself staring, almost startled by the silence of it. "Guess they do fix things around here," she muttered.

But something about it felt wrong. 

Not fixed, just... paused. Like the stutter had been caught mid-frame, held in place by something unseen. The whir of it still buzzed softly, but it was different now. 

Off-pitch. A beat out of sync with everything else.

As her attention drifted back down to her locker, she popped the latch and the door swung open with a faint metallic groan, and she immediately froze.

Her breath caught, sharp and shallow, the kind of involuntary gasp that belonged more to wonder than to panic. The air seemed colder, like the rows of metal bins around her had exhaled at once with cold resolve.

She blinked, having expected the mundane first-day emptiness, but on the top shelf sat a small box, silver‑sheened, its surface reflecting the fluorescents in warped streaks like liquid mercury. 

Nothing ornate, no brand embellishment. Just plain and unsettling in its neatness.

Across the lid, three black letters:


TED



A note was taped to it, the paper crisp against the gleam. The handwriting was tight, careful, and disturbingly familiar:


Z—you'll know what to do



Zeph blinked, then read it again, pulse hammering at her temples. The ink seemed to vibrate on the page.

The hallway shifted. Not with sight or sound, but with sensation. A pressure clamped the air, squeezing until her ears rang. Time didn't feel like it was moving forward so much as folding in on itself, pressing down in overlapping layers.

And beneath it came a low, subtle electric hum, waking just behind the fabric of the world.

The metal edge was cool as she brushed it, but it radiated a weight that felt disproportionate to its size. 

It wasn't just a mystery sitting on the shelf; it was a decision point, bursting with the kind of importance that made reality feel charged. 

Opening it felt like it would tilt the world in a direction that couldn't be undone.

The light above her whirred, its steady glow making the shadows stretch longer than they should have. She glanced up and down the hall, the shiny floor gleaming under her sandals, the air tinged with the faint bite of cleaning supplies. 

Every sound seemed sharper, closer, but yet, further away at the same time.

Her gaze darted to the corners, the gaps between lockers, any spot Dee might be crouched with a phone ready to film. "Okay, Dee," she called, trying to lace her voice with confidence. "Very elaborate. You can come out now." 

Her words echoed back too loudly, bouncing off tile and metal that didn't sound like tile and metal.

But even before the last syllable died, her chest tightened. 

She already knew this wasn't a prank.

The handwriting wasn't Dee's. The energy wasn't playful; it was watchful, alive, and far too heavy to be a joke.

This box wasn't some casual surprise.

It was a threshold, a page turning, a doorway cracked open.

And Zeph, for all her quips, her references, her carefully‑built armor of sarcasm, suddenly found herself empty. 

No comeback. No quote. No scene in her endless mental archive that could script what to do when the world bent like this.

Only a sensation of déjà vu draped in clothes that weren't hers.

Her pulse raced, but her mind stalled. She didn't know what to do. 

Not yet.

But every atom in her body whispered the same thing: she was standing on the lip of something vast, and the next breath would tip her over.

Her fingers lingered on the box's edge. The silence thickened, heavy with expectation, every tick of the buzzing lights stretching it thinner. 

Finally she lifted the lid just a fraction and light bled out. A thin blue glow spilled like water through a crevice, as if it had been waiting to breathe.

It wasn't just light. It carried a pulse, thrumming in the air, rolling across her skin like static after a lightning strike.

"Earth to Zeph!"

The voice broke through the haze, sharp enough to snap the thread of whatever she'd just slipped into. 

Zeph jolted, heart thundering, and slammed the lid shut with a quick, desperate click.

Dee was suddenly there, one brow arched, her tone caught between concern and irritation. Backpack slung over one shoulder, arm mid-wave like she'd been standing there longer than Zeph could account for.

Reality suddenly swelled back to life around them. The fluorescent hum returned to its normal sound: ordinary and thin.

People were everywhere: talking, laughing, shuffling toward the exits. The afternoon sun beamed in through the windows.

Everything looked normal. The hall busy, sunlight, lockers slamming shut, but none of it felt normal. The air still carried that charged aftertaste, like fire waiting for another spark.

What just happened?

Zeph blinked hard, as if she could clear the glitch from her vision. The box sat there neatly, like it hadn't just bent the edges of her world sideways.

"You good?" Dee asked, tilting her head, suspicion tugging at her expression. "Because you looked like someone dropped the Tesseract in your locker and your brain was trying to process it on dial‑up."

Zeph tried to twist her mouth into a smile. "Yeah… I'm… fine. Just zoned out, I guess."

Dee didn't buy it. She folded her arms. "Z, you were frozen. Disney Princess frozen. No blinking. No breathing. You looked like you were buffering."

Zeph forced out a laugh, thin and shaky. "Maybe I was. It's been… a long day."

Dee squinted at her for another beat, then shrugged. "Okay, Glitch Girl. Let's bail before you end up nominated for Valedictorian, Mascot of the Vending Machines, or whatever other random titles this place dreams up. Pretty sure your popularity arc peaked for the day."

That earned a more genuine laugh from Zeph, though the sound still felt half a beat off. She bent to gather her things, slower than usual, each motion like her brain was lagging a step behind her body, still caught on the echo of that box and the weird feeling it left in her bones.

She paused, thoughts snagging. Her eyes locked on it again, that silver edge catching the light like it was daring her to leave it behind.

Without letting herself overthink, she reached for it, carefully sliding it between her folders and books as if it might crumble, or detonate, under the fumble of a wrongly placed touch.

She shut the locker door with a low metallic thud that echoed too long, ringing in her ears like a closing verdict.

As they walked away, Zeph couldn't shake the weight in her bag or the sense that she was still drifting, somehow caught between worlds, her feet moving but her mind convinced she hadn't really left that locker at all.

"One day down, bestie," Dee said, looping her arm through Zeph's the way she always did. "So… feel any different?"

Zeph hesitated, just long enough for the silence to stretch.

She felt… off.

Familiar but skewed, like she'd stepped onto the apartment set of Will & Grace, but someone had nudged every chair and lamp a few inches and swapped the warm bulbs for harsh daylight white.

The chatter around her echoed with the wrong timing. Even the light pouring through the windows seemed out of season, like reality was rehearsing lines it had memorized from an outdated script.

Her gaze lingered on Dee before she forced it forward, refusing to let the unease pin her in place.

"More than you know," she murmured, the words slipping out sharper than she intended.

Dee raised an eyebrow at Zeph's obvious, seemingly random discomfort, but she decided not to pry further.

Together, they stepped forward into whatever came next.

And neither of them looked back as they left the building.

But as their steps carried them into the bright afternoon, the light above Zeph's locker flickered once again.












  
  Chapter Three

What Have I Done To Deserve This?
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The silver box lay untouched in her backpack, wedged carefully between her biology and calculus binders, as though jostling it might detonate reality itself.
Zeph hadn't dared open it.
She told herself she wasn't afraid of what it held inside, but of what might begin the moment its secret wasn't hidden anymore.
To her, it was Pandora's Box reimagined. Not the mythic jar of plagues and chaos, but more like God of War's cursed chest, the one Kratos rips open thinking he's seizing power, only to unleash the doom he was bound to carry.
That kind of box. A trap dressed up as destiny.
Some part of her believed that lifting the lid wouldn't just change her, it would prove something she had always suspected in the corners of her life. 
Like peeling back wallpaper and finding the wall was paper-thin, hiding nothing solid behind it. 
It didn't feel like the right time; more like the box was waiting for the world to catch up. Even the air seemed suspended, shifting subtly, holding its breath beyond perception.
So instead, she sat at the kitchen table, legs tucked under her, absently twirling a fork through a bowl of salad while her mom moved between the counter and the fridge. 
There was something different about her tonight, subtle but unmistakable. A quietness that edged toward contemplative, a heaviness that hadn't been there the night before.
Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was the conversation about her dad that morning. Or maybe it was just one of those evenings when the past drifts closer than usual, filling the room with a weight no one names.
She just looked… tired. Not the usual end‑of‑day fatigue, but bone‑deep exhaustion, as if she carried everything and nothing all at once.
On the TV in the corner, the familiar glow of an old sitcom flickered against the golden hour glare spilling through the blinds.
Tonight it was Frasier, the crossover where Woody from Cheers shows up in Seattle unexpectedly.
Her mom chuckled as Frasier tried to avoid his old friend from Boston at every turn. "This one's a classic," she said warmly. "The last line, when Frasier and Woody…"
"Say 'cheers' at the end," Zeph cut in with a grin. "Yes, Mother, I know. I've seen it a billion and a half times."
Her mom rolled her eyes but laughed anyway. "Well, excuse me for trying to pass on brilliance to the next generation."
Zeph grinned, nudging at her salad. "Pretty sure that scene's carved into my DNA by now."
"And worth every second," her mom replied, still smiling.
Zeph smirked. "You've said that about, like, ninety‑seven sitcoms. I'm convinced you could write a dissertation on every pilot episode from 1981 to 1999."
"That's because every decade was the golden age, depending on who's watching." She paused, then added with a knowing smile, "But don't get me wrong, there were some gems in the 2000s too. That 70's Show and Big Bang Theory, anyone?"
The scent of olive oil and garlic hung in the air from her mom's homemade salad dressing. It was the kind of smell that made even silence feel full.
Her mom walked over with a bowl and sat across from Zeph, settling in with that same ease she always had, like the chair knew her weight. Like the room bent just slightly in her direction to take in her warmth and love.
Zeph watched her for a beat longer than she intended.
Fine lines bracketed her mother's eyes, the kind that only showed in certain lighting, etched from carrying too much for too long. Her skin seemed paler tonight, the weight of years pressing more heavily on her frame than Zeph remembered.
And thinner too. Not sickly, but enough to jolt her, like looking at an old photo and realizing something had changed when you weren't paying attention.
Even compared to that morning, something felt… different.
A fierce, protective gratitude welled up inside her; love Zeph rarely admitted, the kind born from knowing someone had been your shield even while they were hurting themselves.
"I'm glad we're doing this," her mom said after a moment. "Just us. Dinner and reruns."
"Me too." Zeph speared a cherry tomato but didn't eat it. Her mind was still circling the locker, the box, the hum that wouldn't leave her bones. She wasn't even sure what had happened… what she'd seen, or thought she'd seen.
Everything still felt blurred at the edges, like her memory had been rewritten mid‑sentence.
The world hadn't felt right since. Not completely. And neither had she. Something lived under her skin now, a static vague enough to ignore, but too strange to forget. 
She felt altered, though she couldn't explain how. Like something had shifted on a cellular level, as if she was a version of herself that hadn't existed that morning.
And the worst part? She had no idea why.
"Good first day?" her mom asked, nudging her bowl forward. "You didn't bring home any fan club applications this year, did you?"
Zeph blinked back into the room. "Weirdest first day I've ever had."
Her mom raised an eyebrow. "Weird how?"
Zeph hesitated, then shrugged. "Just… weird. Like overnight everyone decided I was the lead in a movie I didn't audition for. I was nominated for everything except ruler of the Phantom Zone, and asked out more times than I could count. It was like everyone suddenly knew me."
Her mom's face lit up with amusement and something resembling admiration. "Well, it's about time. Honestly, Zephy, you have no idea how beautiful you are. Those deep eyes? That dark hair with those blue highlights? You're unforgettable. Even if you don't see it yet."
Zeph opened her mouth, paused, then shut it again. The box claimed most thoughts in her mind. The hallway, the flickering light, that impossible silence, all of it leaving her with a chill she couldn't shake.
She almost told her mom, almost let it spill right there between salad bowls and sitcom nostalgia. The words pressed against her teeth, heavy and urgent.
But she swallowed them back. She couldn't tell her. Not like this.
Not yet. Not until she understood what was really happening.
For a few minutes they sat in silence, the laugh track filling the space while Frasier and Niles rambled about Puccini. 
Zeph toyed with her fork, then decided to keep it casual. "So, Mom... do you ever feel like… like a day just... glitches? Like everything looks normal, but somehow it feels off?"
The second the words left her lips, her mother's hand jerked. The glass of water she'd been lifting slipped free, smacking the edge of the table before exploding across the floor. Liquid spread fast across the wood. The sharp crack of it made Zeph jump to her feet, her pulse spiking.
"Whoa—Mom! Are you okay?"
Her mom didn't answer at first. She stared down at the broken glass glittering across the floor, her hands trembling, eyes unfocused, haunted.
There was something in her expression Zeph had never seen. Not fear exactly.
Something deeper. 
Recognition. 
Dread.
Zeph grabbed a towel from the counter and started blotting at the spill. "What happened? You alright?"
The air between them shifted, suddenly sharp and charged.
Her mother remained still for another moment, her gaze fixed on some point far beyond the shattered glass. When she finally spoke, her voice was soft, thinner than Zeph had ever heard it.
"Your father used to ask me that."
Zeph tilted her head. "Ask you what?"
Her mom blinked, like she was shaking herself awake. Her words came slowly, heavy with something unfinished. "That question. About a… glitch. About the world feeling wrong. Like time itself had slipped. He asked me that constantly… especially in the months before…"
She let the silence hang too long.
Zeph's voice dropped. "Before he disappeared."
Her mother gave the smallest nod, brushing glass aside with careful, shaking fingers.
"I haven't thought about that in years," she whispered.
She went quiet, her gaze drifting to the corner of the room before she spoke again. Her voice had the weight of someone dredging up words buried long ago. 
"In those last days, it was all he could talk about. The glitches. The timelines. He swore existence was fractured somehow. That something wasn't just wrong, it was broken. He said he had to fix it. That it was his job."
Her hands rose, pressing gently into her temples, as though massaging loose a memory she'd fought too long to keep hidden.
"The last time I saw him was right here, at this table. He sat across from me, eyes hollow, and admitted he'd been wrong. That whatever this was, it couldn't be repaired. At least, not by him. He said the storms weren't just coming anymore. They had already taken over."
Zeph held her breath, watching her mother's voice fray on the edges.
"He told me that one day, you'd ask about the glitch too. That when you did, it meant it had begun. Whatever 'it' is. And when that day came, I had to tell you one thing."
Her mother shoved back suddenly, the chair toppling with an empty thud. She didn't seem to notice. She walked to the sink, hands braced hard against the counter, staring out the window into the dark as if searching for something that wasn't there. Her shoulders stiffened, her silence louder than any words.
And she gave nothing more.
Zeph sat still, surrounded by broken glass, salad bowls, sitcom laughter, and a dread blooming in her chest that felt less like fear and more like a clock starting.
Like that quiet pause in The Sixth Sense, when the pieces click into place and you realize what you missed has been staring at you the whole time. A song in the wrong key. A shadow where there shouldn't be one.
That eerie, cinematic silence that screams everything just shifted, and you can't go back.
Zeph drew in a long breath just as the next episode of Frasier eased into its opening credits. The familiar theme floated through the room, but it felt strange, like it belonged to someone else's house on some other night entirely.
Her throat tightened. She stared at her mother's back, the question boring down on her like the weight of a thousand lifetimes.
Finally she spoke, her voice low but steady.
"Mom... I don't want to pry, but… what was the one thing?"
Her mother turned slowly, the motion deliberate. The look on her face froze Zeph in place.
A sharpness lit her eyes. Fierce and final, like a door slammed too hard. But beneath it pooled grief and resignation, the kind of sadness you keep buried because saying it aloud makes it too real.
She drew a breath, held it too long, then let it slip away. The steel in her gaze softened, draining into weariness as she stepped toward the table. Her hands hung loose at her sides, her movements careful, as if her body carried a memory her mind was only just catching.
When she spoke, her voice was low and strange, almost like a line rehearsed for years, waiting for its cue. Each word carried weight, thickening the air around them, a message preserved in amber.
Her eyes never left Zeph's. They locked not with panic but with grim certainty, as if this was a truth she had always feared would surface. The silence that followed pressed hard, humming beneath the TV's static, as if time had pressed the pause button on reality's remote control.
Her mother's face looked bloodless, unreadable, like someone passing along a curse, as if she were holding a piece of forbidden treasure too dangerous to name.
Her mother turned her head slightly, as though listening to something distant before she spoke.
She breathed in slowly and finally said:
"Listen to the West Wind. It holds the only answer."
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The West Wind.
The words clung to her long after the dishes were rinsed and the Frasier marathon had faded for the night. Her mom had moved like someone wading through deep water, each gesture slower, heavier, as if she were carrying more than her body could hold.
They spoke very little. Her mom whispered goodnight and started towards her bedroom.
At the doorway she paused, turned back with a softness in her eyes that felt too much like a farewell, walked back to kiss Zeph's forehead—gentle, lingering, like she was pressing the memory into place.
She then vanished down the hall as if the house had swallowed her being.
Zeph remained in the kitchen, rooted to the spot, staring at the shards of glass, the drying stains, the shadows stretching long across the wood. It felt unreal, dreamlike—one of those fragments you wake from and carry all day, even when you'd rather forget.
She cleaned in silence, each motion slowing until it felt like she was dragging time forward with her dish rag. 
When there was finally nothing left to tidy, nothing left to cling to, she switched off the kitchen light and stepped into the waiting quiet.
Hours seemed to blur after that. 
Zeph sat at her desk with her math book open, pretending to study, though she'd read the same formula five times and none of it stuck. The soft ambience of her MacBook cast long shadows across the pages, but her pen lay idle. Her fingers hovered above the paper like she was waiting for orders that never came.
Outside, the wind brushed against her window; slow, deliberate, almost purposeful. The blinds shivered, letting thin silver bars of moonlight stripe her desk, the floor, her folded legs. 
It reminded her, in a strange way, that the world beyond these walls kept turning, steady and indifferent.
Somewhere, a car door slammed, distant, grounding the world she was no longer sure she even belonged to.
She and the world were still alive, even after everything.
Even after whatever this strange day had shifted inside her. She couldn't quite name it. 
But she could feel it.
Something had already tilted, and she knew life wasn't going back to level.
The West Wind.
She remembered the phrase. Not just from this morning or tonight, but from somewhere deeper. Her father had tossed it out playfully whenever young Zeph stomped and declared how much she hated her name.
Over the years it had crept into her dreams, floating through foggy half‑sleep like static-filled voices on an old radio. Now it returned heavier, sharper, echoing like a line from a movie that never existed, one she had memorized without meaning to.
It reminded her of the episode of Fringe where time splinters quietly, reality breaking long before anyone realizes they're living in the aftermath.
A warning disguised as a whisper in the wind. A premonition she was never meant to notice. Something ancient. Something stirring. 
But also something wholly new.
And completely unwanted.
Her calculus book lay open but forgotten, its problems and numbers fading like a language she no longer spoke. 
All she could see was the box. All she could feel was the shift. The thrum in her chest that had started in the hallway of Chandler High and never quite left. Like a second heartbeat, out of sync with her own.
She felt like Bill Paxton in Twister, staring at a sky shifting color, heart hammering as Dorothy's sensors refused to launch. That breathless beat before the storm hits, when you hope it's only your imagination.
But somewhere deep down, you already know it isn't.
She eased the zipper open on her backpack, breath catching as her hand slipped inside. Her fingers brushed the smooth metal edges: cool, unyielding, alien. As if it had no business belonging to this world at all.
It was still cold, still far heavier than it looked. Heavy not just with weight, but with something else she couldn't name, as if it carried the pull of an entire storm inside its frame.
She placed it carefully on her desk.
The silver caught the shine of her lamp and scattered it strangely, more like ripples across deep water than reflections on metal. It shimmered, then shifted again, like it couldn't decide what it wanted to be.
"Alright, Silver Surfer," Zeph muttered under her breath, voice trembling. "What in the world are you?"
Zeph studied it more, her pulse steady but thunderous in her ears, even after trying to defuse the tension with a pop‑culture quip. The box seemed to hum with its own possibility, vibrating beneath reality's noise. A sharp, suspended beat before the protagonist makes the one choice they can't take back.
It reminded her of Neo standing frozen outside the Oracle's door, hand hovering just shy of the knob, knowing that crossing it meant no return.
That same crushing weight sat against her being now.
She didn't know what opening it would mean. But the not knowing pressed on her harder than the box itself.
Her hand shook as she reached out and lifted the lid, inch by inch. The hinges answered with a soft mechanical click.
Clean. Deliberate.
Like the box had been waiting for this moment a lot longer than she had.
The instant the lid cracked open, a hush swept the room. It swallowed everything. The whir of her laptop, the rustle of the blinds, even her own breath. 
As if the world was holding back, waiting to see what came next.
Then the smell drifted out. Not chemical, not sharp.
Old.
Dust baked in sunlight.
The faint musk of an attic sealed too long, clinging to memories no one had touched in years. It was warm, almost nostalgic, and yet completely wrong, like finding comfort in a place that should have been abandoned.
The blue light came next. It didn't flash or burst.
It unfurled.
It bloomed gently, spilling from the box in a slow, graceful wave, like water seeping beneath a closed door. It wasn't blinding, but it reached everywhere, draping over her walls, brushing her shelves, sliding cool across her skin.
The glow made the air taste metallic, like the seconds after lightning strikes, sharp at the back of her throat.
It shimmered across every surface, as if her room had been mapped long ago and the beam was only retracing familiar paths. For an instant, it felt like it was returning to a place it already knew.
And in the center of it all, resting inside the box as though it had been waiting for centuries, was something that looked like… a watch.
At least, that was her first instinct. The shape fit: round face, sleek band, but something about it refused to settle neatly into definition. A soft blue pulse radiated from under the glass like a heartbeat.
The light wasn't simply reflecting; it was emanating. Breathing. And the longer she stared, the less it resembled a watch at all.
It looked ancient. Yet impossibly new.
A teller of time. Yet somehow standing against time.
Born of the past. Yet humming with a future that hadn't arrived.
Like a relic stolen from a tomorrow of a yesterday that wasn't hers.
It seemed simple. Minimal, elegant, nothing extravagant. But the longer she studied it, the more it betrayed itself. The numbers weren't quite numbers at all; they curved wrong at the edges, like translations from a forgotten language. The glass shimmered with unnatural depth, as though it contained sky instead of circuitry.
And beneath that surface, something stirred.
Not ticked.
Moved.
Slow, fluid. Alive.
Aware.
In the center beneath the face, a shard pulsed, glowing blue. It wasn't just light. It had shape, form, presence.
Crystal, maybe. Mineral, maybe.
She set it back on the desk, staring like it might whisper its own lines if she waited long enough. She didn't know what it was. Not really.
It looked like a watch, yes, but it felt more like a plot device ripped from Deep Space Nine, muttering a with mystery and intention but offering no manual.
The handwritten note had promised she'd just know.
She didn't. Not even close.
"Well, Patch," she whispered, glancing at the bear perched on the bed like he'd been watching, "I have no idea what we've stumbled into. But I think it's time we press play and see what happens."
She inhaled, bracing, then slowly reached into the box. Both hands lifted the watch as though it might bite. 
Or speak.
Her fingers trembled as she brought it to her wrist.
The moment it touched her skin, the band snapped tight, wrapping around her arm with a cold, mechanical finality. The metal bit into her pulse, locking against her bone with precision too deliberate to be accidental.
Zeph gasped, stumbling backward into her chair, sending it screeching across the floor before it toppled. She lost her balance and slammed hard against the edge of her bed.
Her heart wasn't just racing. It was hammering, a frantic drum line that belonged to someone else. Still not pain exactly, but something invasive.
Stranger.
She felt a vibration crawling up her arm, not sharp like electricity, but steady, a rhythm pulsing through her veins. Each throb pushed deeper until it felt like the band was rewriting her being, syncing the watch to her as if claiming ownership.
Then the glow came fiercer, blue fire blooming under her skin, spilling a blaze through her pores until it leaked between her fingers. It was brighter than before, a searing radiance that painted the walls in trembling shadows.
And then the sound. Low at first, humming, but layered, vibrating through the air like a broken chord plucked from a warped piano string.
It wasn't just noise; it pressed into her chest, rattled her teeth, buzzing along her bones until she could taste metal on her tongue.
She blinked hard, forcing back the sting as tears welled hot at the corners of her eyes.
The edges of her room wavered, bending inward like warped glass, folding as if the walls themselves were tired of holding shape. Posters smeared into streaks of color. Shelves of her collectibles jittered in and out of view. It felt like the past was being unraveled, one artifact at a time.
And Zeph? She stood frozen, breath seized, afraid even the smallest movement might collapse what little reality remained.
But the room wouldn't stay still.
She tried to speak. Her mouth opened, but nothing emerged. Not even breath. Her chest tightened, her lungs refusing to obey.
She forced a scream for her mom, but it came out wrong. No voice, no sound, just a hollow surge swallowed by the thinning air.
What answered instead was a low, swelling silence, like every familiar noise had been fed through a broken amplifier and spit back mangled.
The eerie, buzzing chord climbed higher and higher, vibrating her teeth, her ribs, her very bones, until it felt like her whole being was quaking with it.
Her bedroom folded in on itself, twisting and collapsing like a corrupted 8-bit video game glitching into chaos. Furniture sagged and ran like wax, shelves blinked in and out of existence, and every childhood memory stored there seemed to dissolve, pixel by pixel, as though someone was deleting her life in real time.
She didn't know what was happening, only that terror clamped her chest so tightly she could barely stay conscious.
The world outside her window kept stuttering. Day flared bright, then snapped into night. A storm roared, then vanished into blinding sunlight.
Shapes and skies she didn't recognize at all appeared and disappeared before the scene rewound back into night, as if reality couldn't decide which version to keep.
She felt like Lana trapped in that truck as the tornado closed in with deathly precision. But this time, there was no Clark Kent swooping in.
Just Zeph, small and shaking, with the storm bearing down.
Her vision blurred, the room bending as
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