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For my mother—

	

	Thank you for the magic you placed in my hands long before I knew what storytelling was.

	

	You were the one who picked up Star Fox for the SNES after my dramatic little tirade, and before that TMNT: Turtles in Time. Those weren’t just games—they were sparks. Worlds. Portals. And you bought them anyway, even when they were $70 then (the equivalent of $120 today), because you saw how much they meant to me.

	

	Thank you for feeding the hobby that became a passion, and the passion that led me here—to writing stories inspired by all the adventures you helped put in my life.

	

	This book exists because you believed in me long before I knew how to believe in myself.

	

	Thanks, Mom.
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 Chapter 1: False Alarms and Evil Eyes


	The siren didn’t just blare—it drilled. Red strobes carved the basement into stop-motion frames as kids flooded the stairs in a stampede of sneakers, shouted names, and clattering controller cords. A beanbag clung to someone’s back like a giant blue barnacle. Another kid sprinted two steps hugging a CRT, reconsidered, set it down like a sleeping dog, and bolted.

	“Left—left—go left!” Sabrina yelled, goggles bouncing at her collarbone as she caught William’s sleeve and Yeldarb’s wrist.

	“I am protecting the rear!” Yeldarb boomed, which in practice meant his shoulders became a human snowplow for panicked seventh-graders. “Single file! Two singles!”

	They spilled into the main hall. The alarm ricocheted hard enough to turn the air grainy. It made William’s ribs buzz. Under the mechanical scream, another sound threaded through: a thin, tuneful whistle, calm as a metronome.

	Snakes.

	He stood where the corridor bent, mop drifting lazy figure eights, a lighthouse in a storm. His eyes lifted, found William through the chaos. For a breath the whole building thinned—sirens, red light, running feet—and William saw only lips shape: There is no fire.

	His feet wanted to stop. Sabrina tugged. “Come on!”

	He gave Snakes one small nod—question/answer/pact—and let the tide pull him on.

	They stuck tight by instinct. Around them the Home did a passable impression of a sinking ship—doors slamming, staff voices echoing from far off, kids bleating questions as if answers could smother noise. They reached the corner where a glass-covered alarm box gaped open, its lever yanked down like an insult.

	“There,” Sabrina said, already angling in. “Epicenter.”

	“Do not touch!” Yeldarb warned—and reached anyway.

	Sabrina caught his wrist an inch short. “Wait. Look.”

	Under the strobe, the plastic gleamed wrong.

	Not just shine—sheen.

	

	William leaned close, and the siren receded half a step to make room for his focus. A slick, pearly film caught the light and threw it back in tiny, oily rainbows.

	“That’s… soap?” he said.

	Sabrina didn’t answer right away. She dipped a fingertip near the edge—careful not to touch it—then leaned in and gave a sharp, testing sniff.

	“…Not soap,” she said finally, brow tightening. “It’s one of those marker gels.”

	Yeldarb scowled at the lever like it personally offended him. “Who does this?”

	“People who want someone to blame for fines,” Sabrina muttered. She angled her head, watching the residue shift under the strobe. “It leaves a trace you can’t see unless you hit it with the right light.”

	William blinked. “How do you know all that?”

	Sabrina shrugged one shoulder, cheeks tinting with a mix of pride and guilt.

	“I… read about it in a security compliance manual I wasn’t supposed to have. Long story.”

	She gestured at the lever.

	“There. That’s definitely it.”

	

	A faint smear glittered on the cinderblock. Another a few feet along.
A breadcrumb trail for clever kids instead of hungry birds.

	Sabrina followed it without waiting, palm hovering near the wall to catch each little glint. William and Yeldarb fell in behind her—the siren sawing their spines while their world narrowed to tiny clues and smaller breaths.

	They reached the junction and Sabrina pivoted, eyes scanning. The trail didn’t end—it slipped around a corner into the darker maintenance wing. The red strobe barely reached back there; every pulse made the shadows breathe.

	Sabrina angled her head toward a half-open door at the end of the service hall.

	“Bathroom,” she whispered.

	Not the main one—this was the old single-stall, the one kids used when they didn’t want to be seen. A sliver of movement flicked behind the door. Not enough for a face—just enough for suspicion.

	Sabrina moved first. Slow. Quiet.
William followed, and Yeldarb’s bulk shadowed both of them.

	The closer they got, the clearer the sounds became:

	Wet paper towels tearing.
Breaths coming fast.
A whispered “Come off—come off—”

	Sabrina braced a hand on the frame and nudged the door wider.

	Inside, under the weak emergency light, four shapes crowded the cramped room—pressed shoulder-to-shoulder in the ugly intimacy of shared blame.

	Bobby. Tommy. Danny.
And Warren—hands outstretched over the tiny sink—scrubbing his palms with a wad of soaked paper towels like he could erase skin if he wanted it enough.

	“Off—off—just—come off—” Warren hissed, scrubbing until the paper pilled. He turned his hands, scrubbed harder, turned them again.

	Tommy snorted. “Keep going, Royal Flush. Maybe if you rub hard enough, a genie grants you basic competence.”

	Danny didn’t talk. He kept his back to the door, eyes trained on the hall like a guard dog who’d already picked the throat he’d tear out first.

	Bobby leaned on the wall, grin all teeth. “Relax, man. You panicked and pulled out your hand too late. Happens to geniuses.”

	Warren shot him a look that would have burned with a little more oxygen. “You said—” The rest strangled itself, swallowed by the paper towel.

	Sabrina inhaled sharply through her teeth. Yeldarb took a step—a sincere battering ram gearing up.

	Sabrina’s arm barred his chest without looking. “No.”

	“We cannot let them slander truth!” Yeldarb whispered hotly. “They cause chaos—our home pays—”

	“And if we go in there,” Sabrina murmured, eyes fixed on the quartet, “what happens?”

	“Justice,” he said, like naming a star.

	“What happens next,” she pressed. “After shouting? When staff find four idiots in a bathroom with glitter glue on a lever—and three of us not supposed to be here?”

	Yeldarb stalled, jaw tightening like a stubborn hinge.

	William didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until it left him. The alarm kept sawing the air. The trail gleamed behind him like a road they shouldn’t have taken. Warren rubbed his hands raw. Tommy’s mean laugh chewed at the walls. Bobby patted Warren’s cheek like property.

	A quiet settled inside William that didn’t match the hallway or the siren. The roar of the tournament, the purple flare, the clean hit of belonging—the alarm had ripped all of it away. Watching this, something new clicked in:
how easily the wrong people turned fear into a tool,
and how fast a place like Harrison bled for other people’s games.

	“Play it cool,” Sabrina said. “We didn’t see them. We didn’t see anything.”

	“Guts do not hide,” Yeldarb muttered.

	“Guts don’t get blamed for fines either,” she said, softer. “Trust me.”

	William looked one last time—from Warren’s red hands, to Bobby’s lazy lean, to Danny’s stillness.

	Once, pity would have won.
Then Tommy gag-laughed again, and Bobby tapped Warren’s cheek like he owned him.
Pity snuffed itself out.

	“Cool,” William said. “It is.”

	They turned together and slipped back into the hallway, letting the alarm shove them toward the noise of the crowd. Paper towels squeaked behind them. Someone muttered “be careful next time,” as if that were a plan and not a confession.

	They didn’t look back.
They had a trail, a truth, and—for now—a better use for both than a public fight.

	The sirens finally strangled themselves, leaving a long, dying beep hanging in the air like aftertaste. Emergency lights still pulsed, painting everyone in red fatigue. Kids milled in clusters, half in pajamas, half in victory sweat, whispering who-did-it and will-we-be-expelled-for-smelling-like-smoke.

	Spencer arrived at the far end, red-faced and disheveled, wearing what had once hoped to be heroic: an ill-fitting firefighter pajamas—cartoon flames licking the calves and a sequined badge that read Hot Stuff. He stomped forward, clipboard brandished like a shield.

	“Everyone accounted for?!” he shouted, voice cracking on “everyone.” The kids tried not to laugh and failed. Wolf-whistles trailed him.

	“Every crisis deserves a clown,” Sabrina murmured.

	Yeldarb saluted as if greeting a general. “All safe! We evacuated with courage and minimal tripping!”

	“Good. Excellent. Courage is… noted,” Spencer said, tugging at his too-tight collar. “What happened?”

	“Someone pulled the alarm,” Sabrina said evenly. “Lever near the basement entrance. Looked like a panic pull from the stuff that spit outta it.”

	“Figures,” Spencer sighed. “Every time things get quiet…” He rubbed his temple. “All right, no one near the basement until maintenance checks the circuits. Last thing we need—”

	“—is fines,” said a voice like ice sliding into a glass.

	Ellis Dee appeared the way Ellis always did—no footstep, no warning, simply there. Sweater vest immaculate, clipboard tucked against his ribs like something surgical. The emergency lights gave his glasses a faint red sheen, turning his eyes into two polite voids.

	“Curious thing,” Ellis said softly, as if speaking to the air itself, “how a fire alarm can sound without a fire.”

	His gaze slid over the hallway—slow, patient, cataloging.
No anger.
Something worse: interest.

	William felt his throat tighten.
Sabrina didn’t flinch, but a small muscle jumped along her jaw.
Yeldarb tried to stand taller.

	Ellis continued, voice mild enough to make the words sting.

	“False alarms,” he said, “carry consequences. They pull staff from their duties… disrupt schedules… create unnecessary confusion.”

	His eyes settled briefly—too briefly—on William, as if testing the temperature of a stove without committing to the touch.

	“In moments like these,” Ellis went on, “we learn who is… attentive. Who follows procedure. Who does not.”

	The hallway seemed to shrink around them.

	Yeldarb inhaled, building toward a speech with all the subtlety of a marching band.
Sabrina pinched his sleeve—light, surgical—and the speech died stillborn.

	She lifted her chin and smiled the thinnest smile.
“We’d tell you if we knew, Mr. Dee. We were busy evacuating like model citizens.”

	Ellis’s expression didn’t shift so much as settle into place.

	“Of course,” he said.
A pleasant note.
A quiet verdict.

	“Of course you were.”

	He nodded toward the box. “The ‘stuff’ is you found is called residue—clever compound. Invisible under normal light.” He produced a slim blacklight pen like a magician palming a coin and flicked it on. The lever pulsed faint blue. He turned the light on the trio. “Hands.”

	William hesitated a fraction too long. Satisfaction clicked behind Ellis’s eyes like a tumbler catching.

	They held their hands out. The purple beam washed across knuckles and lifelines. Nothing but nerves and sweat.

	“You’re clear,” Ellis said—cool, disappointed. “I saw the lever on my way to Spencer. Thought I’d make myself useful.”

	“Thank you,” Spencer said, already sagging. “Helpful.”

	“Always.” Ellis stepped back, folding his arms, patient as a spider.

	Spencer rallied. “All right, everybody—back to rooms. I’ll file the report.” He tried for a grin. “And great job evacuating! Really nailed the running part.”

	Laughter rippled. Tension bled.

	They’d just turned away when Ellis’s voice carried, measured and surgical: “Spencer—we should still look into any reports of unauthorized electronics use at night. We don’t need fines because of a few bad eggs.”

	The words hung. Spencer nodded vaguely, already drowning in logistics, but William felt the heat between his shoulder blades. When he glanced back, Ellis wasn’t smiling. He was studying—as if William were a stain that would show if you picked the right light.

	They kept walking until Xenia’s office hummed ahead, its fluorescent buzz more accusation than illumination.

	“He knows,” Sabrina said.

	“He guesses,” Yeldarb corrected. “Without proof, there is no guilt.”

	“Tell that to Ellis,” she muttered. “He collects theories like stamps.”

	William barely heard them. The way Ellis spoke—no anger, only curiosity—stuck like burrs. Anger flares and burns out. Curiosity waits.

	They were about to pass the open office when Xenia’s voice cracked out. “—five thousand dollars? Are you kidding me?”

	They froze. Sabrina pressed a finger to her lips and edged nearer.

	Inside, Xenia stood with one hand to her forehead, phone pinned to her shoulder. “I understand, but this is the third false alarm this year,” she said, voice frayed. “We don’t have that kind of money. I can talk to the board—yes. Yes, I’ll call our benefactor.” A pause. “Just… don’t file it yet. Give me until Friday.”

	She hung up and stared at the phone like it should apologize. Then she sat hard. The chair’s creak was louder than a siren.

	“Five thousand,” Sabrina whispered. “That’s months of food and electric.”

	“Our home will suffer for a prank,” Yeldarb said, fists flexing. “This cannot stand.”

	“And Ellis thinks it was us,” William said.

	Guilt snapped hot across his skin. The tournament had drawn power; the alarm wasn’t theirs. It was Warren’s fear, Bobby’s pressure—cruelty flicked like a match and left to run. But the tangle was real: Ellis’s suspicion, Xenia’s panic, their secret.

	He swallowed the impulse to tell. He’d grown up under systems that stamped INVALID over people like his mom, and every snitch made the stamp darker. He wasn’t joining that choir.

	They slid away on quieter feet. Each step thudded like guilt had mass.

	“You three look like you just missed a Steam sale.”

	Autumn leaned against the wall ahead, arms crossed, expression half amusement, half concern. Harsh light softened for her; she always seemed to bring weather that could be trusted.

	Sabrina managed a thin smile. “You could say that.”

	“Fire drill drama?” Autumn guessed.

	“False alarm, real fine, and an inspector who suspects everything,” Yeldarb sighed.

	“Ellis,” she said knowingly. “Dee’s nuts—thinks everything’s a conspiracy until it proves otherwise.”

	“You sure Spencer can smooth this?” Sabrina asked, chin tilting toward Xenia’s office.

	“Xenia breaks down; Xenia builds back up,” Autumn said, matter-of-fact. “Place survives because she refuses not to.”

	The knot in William’s chest loosened a notch.

	“As for Ellis,” she added, “keep your hands clean and your heads down. He needs proof to pounce. Don’t give him any.”

	Yeldarb nodded solemnly. “Understood.”

	“Good. And try to sleep,” she said, pushing off the wall. “You all look like haunted toasters.”

	William laughed—small, startled. Sabrina smiled despite herself. Even Yeldarb’s mouth twitched.

	They moved on, the red glow conceding back to ordinary white.

	For now, the fire was out. The heat lingered.

	The halls settled to squeaks of sneakers and tired fluorescent hum. The stain of tension remained, like something scrubbed but not gone.

	“If Bobby and his meat puppets get away with this,” Sabrina muttered, toeing a scuff mark, “I’m inventing a drone to egg them in gym. Raw. From altitude.”

	“No,” Yeldarb declared. “Eggs are too merciful. We challenge them—no consoles, bare hands, fair fight! Guts versus—how you say—lack of guts!”

	“Right,” Sabrina said. “Because nothing says ‘heroic justice’ like three weeks’ detention.”

	“Then we hide our victory,” he said proudly. “Anonymous honor!”

	“Or,” William said, “we tell someone. Ellis. Xenia. Spencer. Let adults handle it.”

	Three looks hit him at once—Autumn’s had joined them like a shadow; hers was the steady one.

	“No,” she said, gentle iron. “Don’t get your noses dirty. Keep out of it.”

	“But—”

	“Trust me,” she said, not unkindly. “Some messes are for people who know where the mop bucket is.”

	Her eyes flicked to him, a promise, not a threat.

	They walked. Yeldarb hummed off-key victory music. Sabrina groaned and smiled anyway.

	“So,” she said, bumping William’s arm, “about that Evil Sakura thing. Where did that even come from?”

	He froze mid-step. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean I’ve played every Alpha 2 ever made—even TJX!’s dumpster bootlegs. None of them do… that. You turned the game inside out.”

	Autumn stopped. “Evil Sakura?” she said, interest sharpening. “There’s no ‘Evil’ in that build.”

	Air stilled. William’s stomach flipped.

	He rubbed his neck. “I was mashing. Glitch or something.”

	Autumn studied him. Not judgment—assessment. Puzzle piece in hand, picture changing. A small smile. “A glitch,” she echoed. “That happens to look like a fully animated character with custom moves and effects?”

	“Lucky mash?” he offered weakly.

	“There’s more to you than meets the eye, William Wright,” she said, warmth behind the knowing edge.

	“Great,” Sabrina groaned. “Now she’s quoting Saturday morning cartoons.”

	“I’m quoting observation,” Autumn said. “Which is more dangerous.”

	They reached William’s door. Paint flaked near the handle; a tiny smiley face carved years ago had been worn down by time.

	Sabrina stretched. “We didn’t burn down, no one got arrested, and TJX! didn’t flood the basement with ravioli. I’m calling it a win.”

	“Small win,” Yeldarb corrected. “Tomorrow, revenge.”

	“Tonight, sleep,” Sabrina yawned. “Then revenge.”

	They grinned at William. For a second, it felt almost normal.

	“Night, Will,” Sabrina said. “And don’t spiral about Ellis. He’s a conspiracy nut—annoying, harmless if you don’t run a secret society.”

	“I’ll try,” he said.

	They peeled off, leaving him with Autumn in the dim.

	“You handled yourself,” she said, tone shifting grounded. “Most kids talk when Ellis breathes down their necks.”

	“I’ve had practice keeping secrets,” he said.

	“Want to trade one?” she asked.

	He hesitated, then nodded. “My mom used to say everyone carries a spark,” he said, voice gone quiet. “Some people just hide theirs better. She… gave everything to protect mine.”

	Autumn didn’t interrupt. She listened the way a wall holds a house up.

	“She said sparks can change the world,” he finished. “But only if they survive long enough to be seen.”

	“Sounds like she’s a good mom,” Autumn said.

	“She was...,” he said, the past tense catching. “...is Somewhere.”

	“You’ll see her again,” she said, like weather.

	He almost believed her.

	She tipped her chin toward the small black phone in his hand. “That the relic you risked a tournament for?”

	“Yeah,” he said. “My dad’s old phone. Hoping it has… something. Photos. Messages.”

	“May I?” she asked.

	He passed it carefully. She turned it over, curious. “No model I’ve seen,” she said. “And I’ve seen weird. USB-C, though.” She handed it back. “I’ve got a spare cable and a brick. I’ll bring them to breakfast.”

	He blinked. “Seriously?”

	“I keep spares,” she said simply. “And you look like you could use a win.”

	Warmth rose under his ribs—the good kind. “Thank you.”

	“Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “Wait till it charges.”

	They stood a beat in quiet understanding. Then she pushed off the wall. “Get some rest, Will. Big day. Ellis will be sniffing.”

	“Goodnight, Autumn.”

	“Goodnight, Glitch Boy.”

	The door closed on a kind silence. Night air slipped through the cracked window, cool and clean. Moonlight pooled in silver patches like pieces of calm.

	He sat on the bed with the phone in his hands. The day replayed—alarm and Ellis’s scalpel voice; Xenia’s fear; Autumn’s steadiness; Sabrina’s laugh; Yeldarb’s ridiculous oaths. Friends. The word didn’t feel borrowed anymore.

	He looked at the blank screen. Lifeless, not hopeless. Tomorrow, with a charger, he could wake it. Find whatever his father had left. A picture. A message. A map.

	“Tomorrow,” he whispered.

	The word felt like a promise.

	He slid the phone under his pillow, lay back, and let his eyes close. The Home creaked, a soft, tired sound. Somewhere distant, someone laughed in their sleep. And for the first time since waking in this strange, fractured past, William drifted off not with fear, but with a fragile, honest hope—his spark quiet, not gone, beginning to hum again where it mattered most.

	


Chapter 2 – Two Wrights Can’t Fix a Wrong

	The cafeteria smelled like toast, powdered eggs, and the faint metallic tang of overworked wiring. Morning sun striped the room in gold and shadow. William sat between Yeldarb and Sabrina, stirring oatmeal that tasted like wet cardboard with aspirations.

	“I still hear the siren in my dreams,” Yeldarb announced. “I wake ready for battle.”

	Sabrina smirked. “You’d sleep through an earthquake unless it insulted your mother personally.”

	“My mother’s honor,” he said, hand to heart, “is earthquake-proof.”

	William smiled, but the sound around him felt padded—like the room had been wrapped in insulation. Ellis’s cool eyes still hovered in the periphery of his thoughts.

	“Good news for anyone who likes progress and breakfast at the same time,” Autumn said, sliding to their table with a coffee in one hand and a small charger brick with a coiled USB-C cable in the other. The smile she wore looked tired but earned. “As promised.”

	Sabrina’s eyes widened. “You actually found one?”

	“Spencer loses them the second they’re not in his hand,” Autumn said. “I collect them before they become budget line items. Figure this one belongs to—” she tapped the cable against William’s tray “—Glitch boy.”

	Before he could thank her, Rohan dropped into the opposite seat like a glitch in human form. “What’s this—ooh, relic resuscitation. Dibs if it summons a vintage ghost.”

	“It will not,” Yeldarb said, solemn. “But if it does, we will fight with honor.”

	Elaine Brook padded up, cereal bowl listing in one hand, milk down her sleeve. She peered at the black phone peeking from William’s pocket. “Does it talk?”

	“Not yet,” Sabrina said. “If it does, I’m getting a clipboard.”

	From the next table, Orin Thorne glanced over his sketchbook. “That phone has… vibes. Like it’s more than it looks.”

	Everyone stared.

	He shrugged. “Just saying.”

	William exhaled, shaky and hopeful at once. “Let’s go see what we can unlock.”

	

	Back in his room, blinds drawn, lamp warm and amber, the group leaned over the desk like conspirators. Autumn plugged in the brick with a clean click, seated the cable in the phone’s port, and stepped back like she’d placed a fuse.

	The screen stirred—no logo, just a tide of color rolling from blue to gold to white, then a soft chime. Minimal icons slid into place: Archive. Media Vault. Games (Local).

	Sabrina inched close. “Not Android. Not iOS.” She flicked to a system panel, eyes widening. “Custom Linux kernel. And—holy storage—thirty-two terabytes? Who needs that much?”

	“Does it have Tetris?” Yeldarb asked faithfully.

	“It has everything.” She scrolled—emulators spanning decades, libraries dense with music and video, toolkits that didn’t belong in a phone. Her voice turned breathless. “MvC3, Street Fighter 6, Tekken 8—if this runs, it runs anything.”

	William’s chest tightened. Awe edged into intrusion. It was his father’s phone—his family’s legacy wrapped in glass and silicon—and watching hands skim its surface felt like strangers opening drawers.

	“Hey,” he said, softer than he meant to. “Slow down.”

	Sabrina froze mid-swipe. “Right. Sorry.” She powered the screen off and offered it back with both hands, like an apology. “It’s just… a lot.”

	He took it. The little hum from the wall—steady, patient—sounded like a promise.

	“Quick peek,” Rohan said, unable to stop himself. “If that miracle brick’s packing arcade gold, the basement could use an infusion.”

