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[image: ]




IF YOU’RE READING THIS because you think you might be special—stop.

Close the book. Go outside. Touch grass. Hug your dog. Do literally anything else.

Because if the words ever start moving for you, it means your life is about to get a lot worse, and no disclaimer in the world is going to help.

Trust me. I’m Aren Kai Mercer. I learned the hard way.

It started on a Tuesday, which already felt unfair. Tuesdays are the kind of day where nothing explodes, but everything quietly goes wrong. Like when you forget your homework, stub your toe, and realize the cafeteria pizza smells like regret.

I was sitting in the back row of English class, trying to look invisible. This was my main survival skill. Head down. Hood up. Pretend the desk was fascinating. Pretend the words in my book weren’t swimming like they’d just been shoved into a blender.

They were. Swimming, twisting, flipping places.

Focus, I told myself. Just get through forty-five minutes.

I’d already been labeled. “Bright, but unfocused.” “Not applying himself.” “Needs to try harder.” Teachers love saying that, like effort magically reorders your brain. Like my letters just needed a pep talk.

I was halfway through pretending to read when I felt it.

That prickle at the base of my neck. The one you get when someone’s staring at you.

I looked up.

Mr. Harlan—thick glasses, thinning hair, eternal disappointment—was smiling. Which is never good.

“Aren,” he said, tapping the attendance sheet. “Why don’t you read the next paragraph for us?”

The room went quiet.

You know that feeling when your stomach drops but your soul follows it? That.

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Tried again.

“I—I’d rather not.”

A few kids snickered. Cassian Rook, sitting three rows ahead like he owned the place, didn’t laugh. He just glanced back at me, cool and sharp, like he was already filing this moment away.

Mr. Harlan sighed. “We’ve talked about this. You need to participate.”

I wanted to tell him that participating felt like being shoved onto a stage naked under a spotlight while everyone waited for you to mess up. I wanted to tell him the letters didn’t stay still.

Instead, I nodded.

The book felt heavier when I lifted it. Like it didn’t want to be read.

I found the paragraph. Or at least, I found where the paragraph used to be. The letters jittered, sliding sideways, tangling into each other. Words stretched. Shrunk. Some looked... wrong. Bent.

My heart started pounding.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Mr. Harlan said.

I took a breath.

“The—”

The word slipped away.

I blinked. Tried again.

“The... the charac—”

The letters twisted.

Not metaphorically. Not like “oh, dyslexia is acting up.” They physically shifted on the page, rearranging into symbols I had never learned but somehow understood were not supposed to be there.

Gasps rippled through the class.

I wasn’t imagining this. I knew that the same way you know when fire is hot. The page felt warm under my fingers. Almost... alive.

“Aren?” Mr. Harlan snapped. “Read.”

“I—I can’t.”

The symbols pulsed.

Something inside my chest tightened, like a string pulled too far. Pressure built behind my eyes. The air hummed, low and electric, like the moment before a storm cracks open the sky.

Then the classroom window shattered.

Not inward. Outward.

Glass exploded across the courtyard in a spray of light and sound. Desks rattled. Someone screamed. The fire alarm started shrieking like it had been waiting for an excuse.

I dropped the book.

The symbols vanished.

Silence hit hard, broken only by alarms and breathing and my own heartbeat trying to escape my ribs.

Every eye in the room was on me.

I stood there, frozen, hands shaking, surrounded by floating dust and drifting shards of what used to be a perfectly normal window. My reflection stared back at me from a jagged edge of glass still clinging to the frame.

I looked scared.

I looked powerful.

I looked guilty.

“What did you do?” someone whispered.

“I didn’t—” My voice cracked. “I didn’t touch anything.”

Mr. Harlan stared at me like I’d just pulled a weapon. “Out. Now.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to explain about the letters, the symbols, the way the book had looked back at me.

But I already knew how this would go.

So I grabbed my bag and walked out while everyone watched, the fire alarm wailing overhead like a warning siren.

In the hallway, the world felt wrong. Too quiet. Too sharp. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

I leaned against the lockers and slid down until I was sitting on the floor, breathing hard.

You’re broken, a familiar voice whispered in my head.

You always ruin things.

I pressed my palms to my eyes.

I didn’t know yet that this was the moment everything changed. That magic had just noticed me. That the Order had probably felt it ripple through the city like a fault line cracking open.

All I knew was this:

For the first time in my life, the words hadn’t failed me.

They’d reacted.

And that scared me more than anything.

Because deep down—beneath the fear, the shame, the urge to disappear—I felt something else.

Something electric.

Something that whispered back:

You’re not broken.

And whether I liked it or not, my story had already started.
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The Day the Page Looked Back
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I WISH I COULD SAY the rest of the day went quietly. That I got sent home, played video games, and convinced myself the exploding window was some freak accident involving stress, bad architecture, and my general talent for humiliation.

That would’ve been nice.

Instead, the universe doubled down.

They stuck me in the counselor’s office first. Beige walls. Fake plants. One of those posters that says YOU MATTER in a font that feels like a threat. Mrs. Calder kept asking if I’d felt angry before the incident, like rage had crawled out of my backpack and punched the glass.

I told her the truth.

“I was reading.”

She wrote something down and frowned.

After that came the vice principal, then a phone call to my mom, then a lot of adults whispering like I was contagious. Nobody asked about the book. Nobody asked what I’d seen on the page.

By the time the final bell rang, I felt hollowed out. Like something had burned through me and left smoke behind.

I walked out of school alone.

The sky had that late-afternoon look—orange and bruised purple, clouds stacked like unfinished thoughts. Cars passed. People laughed. Life kept going, which felt rude considering my brain was still replaying the sound of shattering glass on loop.

I shoved my hands in my hoodie pockets and headed home.

That’s when the signs started humming.

At first, I thought it was my imagination. A low vibration under the noise of the city. Like standing too close to a power line. I slowed, then stopped, heart ticking faster.

The street sign on the corner—MAPLE AVE—flickered.

Not the light. The letters.

They rippled, the metal surface briefly warping as if something underneath was trying to push through. For half a second, the English letters overlapped with something else—curves and slashes and marks that made my head ache just looking at them.

Then it snapped back to normal.

I staggered backward.

“Nope,” I muttered. “Not doing this.”

I turned and walked faster.

The hum followed.

Everywhere I looked, the city felt... layered. Like there was a second version of it pressed right up against the first. Graffiti twitched when I passed. Brick walls pulsed faintly, veins of light running through the mortar. A bus advertisement shimmered, its smiling model briefly replaced by a symbol that made my chest tighten.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

When I opened them, it was still there.

My heart hammered. This wasn’t stress. This wasn’t adrenaline. This was something new, something that had switched on and refused to turn off.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Okay. Breathe. You’re just tired.”

The words didn’t believe me.

I cut through the alley behind the grocery store, hoping to shave time off the walk. The air was cooler there, shadows stretching long between dumpsters and brick walls.

The humming grew louder.

I stopped.

The alley was empty—until the wall at the far end shifted.

The bricks rearranged themselves with a sound like scraping stone. Symbols bled through the surface, glowing faintly blue, then white, then a color I didn’t have a name for. They crawled over one another like living things, forming lines, breaking apart, rewriting themselves.

My breath caught.

The pressure returned—tight behind my eyes, heavy in my chest. The same feeling as the classroom, but stronger. Hungrier.

“Whatever you are,” I said, my voice shaking, “I didn’t sign up for this.”

The symbols paused.

Then they lunged.

The wall peeled open, not breaking but unfolding, and a script—no, a thing made of script—poured out. Lines of glowing symbols twisted together into a shape that almost resembled a body. Almost.

It didn’t have a face. Just a mass of shifting letters that hurt to look at, rearranging themselves faster the closer it got.

Every instinct in my body screamed run.

So I did.

I bolted down the alley, shoes slapping concrete, lungs burning. Behind me, the thing moved with a sound like paper tearing underwater.

I didn’t know where to go. I just ran.

The alley spat me out onto the street. People walked past, completely oblivious. A couple argued about dinner plans. Someone scrolled on their phone.

None of them saw the thing chasing me.

I swerved between pedestrians, heart pounding. The script-thing surged after me, symbols flaring brighter, angry now. I could feel it—feel the way it wanted to latch onto me, rewrite me, fix whatever it thought was wrong.

“No,” I gasped. “No, no, no—”

I tripped.

Pain exploded through my knees as I hit the pavement. My bag skidded away. The thing loomed over me, letters spiraling, the air vibrating with power.

I threw my hands up instinctively.

“STOP!”

The word didn’t come out alone.

Something followed it. A surge, raw and unfiltered. I didn’t shape it. I didn’t think it. I felt it, deep in my bones, like moving to catch your balance before you fall.

The symbols froze.

Then they unraveled.

The script screamed—not with sound, but with sensation. The lines tore apart, scattering into the air like burning embers before dissolving into nothing.

The humming vanished.

Silence crashed down.

I sat there, shaking, palms pressed to the ground, staring at the empty space where the thing had been.

People stared at me now.

“You okay?” someone asked.

I nodded too fast. “Yeah. Slipped.”

They accepted that. Because of course they did. Because the world has rules, and one of them is that impossible things don’t happen in public.

I grabbed my bag and limped away, not stopping until I reached my apartment building.

Inside, I locked the door, leaned against it, and slid down to the floor.

My hands were glowing.

Faintly. Like the afterimage of light burned into your vision. Symbols flickered just beneath my skin, moving the same way the letters in the book had.

I pressed my fists together.

The glow dimmed, then vanished.

I laughed once, sharp and breathless. “I am officially losing it.”

But even as I said it, I knew the truth.

The page hadn’t just looked back at me.

It had recognized me.

And whatever I was now—whatever had woken up inside me—it wasn’t going to let me go back to pretending the world was simple.

Somewhere, far beyond my apartment walls, something shifted. Something old and watchful turned its attention toward me.

I didn’t know it yet, but the Order had felt the breach.

And they were already coming
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Everyone Is Watching
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IF THERE’S ONE THING you should know about me by now, it’s this: I’m great at denial.

World almost breaks? Denial.

Reality sprouts glowing murder-letters? Denial with a side of panic.

Hands glow like I’ve joined a low-budget superhero franchise? Deep, aggressive denial.

So that night, I did what any reasonable person would do.

I went to sleep.

I told myself the alley thing was adrenaline. A hallucination. A stress dream I’d accidentally lived through while awake. My brain was weird; it always had been. Maybe it had finally snapped.

The glow was gone. The apartment was normal. My mom hadn’t noticed anything except that I was unusually quiet, which she chalked up to the school incident. She hugged me longer than usual. I didn’t tell her about the symbols.

I couldn’t.

Because once you say something out loud, it becomes real.

Sleep didn’t come easy. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw letters writhing in the dark. I heard that humming, low and patient, like it was waiting for me to notice it again.

Eventually, exhaustion won.

I dreamed of pages turning themselves.

The next morning, I woke up to my phone buzzing like it was possessed.

Missed calls. Messages. Group chats I barely remembered being part of. Someone had filmed the window explosion. Of course they had. There were angles. Slow motion. Captions.

BRO DID YOU SEE THIS

THAT KID LOST IT

WINDOW JUST EXPLODED 💀

My stomach dropped.

I rolled onto my side and buried my face in the pillow.

So much for denial.

Mom knocked a few minutes later. “Aren? You’re going to be late.”

“I’m sick,” I croaked, which wasn’t a lie. Something in me felt very, very wrong.
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