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For my son.

No matter how much the world changes around you, never let fear convince you to stop becoming who you are.
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By the time Dylan Mercer realized he forgot the cymbal bag again, the band room at Gatesville High was already filling with people.

Metal chairs scraped across the floor beneath the noise of half-finished conversations while students dragged instrument cases through the double doors like exhausted soldiers returning from battle. Somebody in the trumpet section kept playing the same three notes near the back wall. A snare drum rattled somewhere behind the percussion shelves while the low hum of warming instruments blended into the usual morning chaos. The room smelled faintly like brass polish, sweat, old carpet, and burnt coffee drifting from the teacher’s lounge next door.

Normal Tuesday morning.

Which meant chaos.

Dylan stopped in the doorway with one backpack strap hanging halfway off his shoulder while he tried to remember whether he actually brought the cymbal bag inside the house the night before or only thought about bringing it inside before immediately getting distracted by his Xbox.

Honestly, either option felt possible.

“You look lost already,” somebody said nearby.

Dylan glanced over and saw Mr. Hobbs standing near the podium with a clipboard tucked beneath one arm. The band director carried the permanent exhausted expression of a man who had spent twenty years trying to stop teenagers from damaging expensive instruments in increasingly creative ways.

“Yes sir,” Dylan answered automatically.

Mr. Hobbs blinked once. “That wasn’t a question.”

“Yes sir.”

Now the teacher just looked confused.

Dylan nodded politely anyway and moved farther into the room. At six foot two, he navigated crowded spaces with the awkward uncertainty of somebody who never fully understood where his elbows were at any given moment. Halfway to the percussion section, his backpack clipped a music stand. He caught it before it crashed into the floor, then accidentally bumped another one while fixing the first.

A freshman flute player stared at him.

“My bad,” Dylan said.

“You didn’t even touch that one.”

Dylan looked at the second music stand. It was wobbling slightly anyway.

“That feels unrelated.”

Behind the percussion racks, Marcus Hernandez started laughing hard enough he nearly dropped a pair of drumsticks.

“Bro ain’t even awake yet.”

“I am awake,” Dylan argued while dropping his backpack beside the equipment shelves. “I just don’t like mornings.”

“You say that every morning.”

“Because mornings keep happening.”

Marcus shook his head slowly. “You ever think before talking?”

“No sir.”

“That’s not how conversations work.”

Dylan pointed toward him with complete seriousness. “See, now that sounds like judgment.”

Mr. Hobbs looked up from attendance. “Mercer.”

“Yes sir?”

“Where are your suspended cymbals?”

The question hit him half a second too late.

Dylan turned slowly toward the empty space beside the percussion cabinet where the cymbal bag absolutely should have been sitting.

“Oh.”

Several people nearby groaned immediately because they already understood what that meant.

Mr. Hobbs closed his eyes briefly like a man preparing himself for spiritual warfare. “You forgot them again.”

“Yes sir.”

“That’s the third time this month.”

“In my defense—”

“There is never a defense.”

Dylan considered that carefully. “That feels legally aggressive.”

Marcus nearly folded in half laughing.

Mr. Hobbs pointed toward the hallway. “Call your dad.”

Dylan immediately looked offended. “Sir, I’m seventeen.”

“And somehow still less prepared than the middle school band.”

“That’s fair.”

“Call him.”

Dylan sighed dramatically before pulling his phone from his pocket and stepping into the hallway outside the band room while students continued warming up behind him.

The moment the door closed, the noise softened into muffled echoes through the wall. He leaned against a row of lockers and called home.

Three rings.

Then:

“You alive?” his dad answered.

Dylan frowned immediately. “Why do you answer the phone like that?”

“Because you only call during school if something went wrong.”

“That feels profiling-adjacent.”

“What did you forget?”

Dylan stared down the hallway. “How’d you know I forgot something?”

“Dylan.”

“...the cymbals.”

Silence.

Then a long, tired breath through the phone.

“You left them in the garage.”

“I knew they existed somewhere.”

“You walked past them this morning.”

“Yes sir.”

“You looked directly at them.”

“That sounds accusatory without evidence.”

His dad laughed quietly under his breath.

That made Dylan smile despite himself.

“You gaming all night again?” his dad asked.

“No sir.”

A pause.

“...till like one maybe.”

“Dylan.”

“I was winning.”

“You say that every time.”

“Because losing feels negative.”

Another sigh, softer this time.

“I’ll bring the bag during lunch.”

“You’re the best.”

“I know.” A brief pause followed. “And stop calling every adult sir like you’re already in the military. Your brother ruined you.”

Dylan grinned faintly at that.

Rylie definitely helped with the sir thing before leaving for the Navy last year. Half their conversations now sounded like accidental recruitment commercials.

“Yes sir,” Dylan answered automatically.

His dad groaned through the phone. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”

Dylan laughed quietly.

For a few seconds the hallway felt normal again. Just the muffled noise of band practice behind the doors, students moving between classes farther down the hall, and dark rain clouds gathering faintly beyond the front entrance windows near the office.

Then Dylan noticed something strange.

At the far end of the hallway near the library intersection, somebody stood completely still watching him.

Not a teacher.

Not a student either.

An older man wearing a dark jacket with something tucked beneath one arm.

The figure didn’t move. He simply stood there staring directly at Dylan from the opposite end of the hallway while students passed through nearby without acknowledging him.

A cold pressure tightened slowly through Dylan’s stomach.

“Dad?”

“You still there?”

“Yes sir.”

“You sound weird.”

Dylan kept his eyes fixed down the hallway.

The man still hadn’t moved.

“What’s wrong?”

“I think somebody’s watching me.”

Silence answered him briefly.

Then:

“You at school or in a horror movie?”

“That’s not helpful.”

His dad chuckled softly again. “Probably somebody waiting near the office.”

“Maybe.”

But the answer didn’t feel right.

The man’s eyes never left him.

Then, slowly, he adjusted the object beneath his arm just enough for Dylan to finally see it clearly.

A book.

Old.

Black.

Even from the opposite end of the hallway, something about it made Dylan’s chest tighten instinctively, like his body recognized something his mind hadn’t caught up to yet.

The bell for first period rang.

Students flooded into the hallway immediately, voices and movement swallowing the silence.

And when Dylan looked back toward the library intersection, the man was gone.
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By fourth period, Dylan had almost convinced himself the man in the hallway never existed.

Almost.

That was the problem.

The memory kept replaying wrong in his head. Not blurry wrong. Clear wrong.

Most random moments at school disappeared pretty quickly once classes started blending together. Teachers talked. Bells rang. Somebody got yelled at for being late. Life moved forward whether anyone paid attention or not. But the man near the library stayed lodged in Dylan’s brain with uncomfortable precision all morning long.

The dark jacket.

The stare.

The black book tucked beneath his arm.

And the strange feeling that hit Dylan the second he saw it.

Not fear exactly.

Recognition.

That part bothered him most.

“You’re staring at the pencil sharpener again,” Marcus whispered.

Dylan blinked and looked away from the corner of the classroom where he had apparently been zoning out for several minutes while Mrs. Watkins discussed symbolism in a novel nobody actually read unless grades were involved.

“No I’m not.”

“You absolutely are.”

“I was thinking.”

Marcus stared at him across the shared desk table. “That might be more concerning honestly.”

Dylan ignored him and leaned back slightly in his chair.

Rain tapped softly against the classroom windows while gray clouds continued darkening the parking lot outside Gatesville High. Most students already looked half asleep. Somebody near the back of the room snored loud enough that even Mrs. Watkins finally stopped pretending not to notice.

Normal school day.

Normal hallway.

Normal weird old man probably waiting near the office earlier.

That should have settled it.

Instead Dylan kept thinking about the book.

Not because he saw much of it. From a distance it only looked old. Black cover. Worn edges maybe. Nothing dramatic enough to stay buried in somebody’s head for hours afterward.

Still, something about it felt wrong.

Like spotting a spider in your room for half a second before losing sight of it.

Your brain never fully relaxed afterward.

Mrs. Watkins turned suddenly from the whiteboard. “Mr. Mercer.”

Dylan straightened immediately. “Yes ma’am?”

“What literary device is being used in the passage we just read?”

Silence.

Marcus quietly slid the textbook closer toward Dylan with one finger covering a random paragraph.

Dylan glanced down.

“...depression?”

The class burst into laughter.

Mrs. Watkins pinched the bridge of her nose. “That is not a literary device.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“What passage are we even discussing?”

Dylan looked back at the page.

“...I don’t know ma’am.”

Marcus folded forward laughing against the desk.

Mrs. Watkins released the exhausted sigh of somebody actively reconsidering her career choices in real time. “You need sleep.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“You also need an attention span.”

“That one feels genetic.”

More laughter spread through the room.

Even Mrs. Watkins almost smiled before pointing back toward the textbook. “Read the chapter.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Dylan actually tried after that.

For maybe six minutes.

Then the classroom lights flickered.

Everyone looked up automatically.

The lights steadied again almost immediately.

A few students groaned.

“Storm’s probably messing with the power,” somebody muttered.

Mrs. Watkins continued teaching.

But Dylan frowned slightly.

Because when the lights flickered, he could have sworn he heard pages turning.

Not inside the classroom.

From the hallway outside.

Slow.

Heavy.

Like somebody flipping through an enormous book one page at a time.

He looked instinctively toward the classroom door.

Nothing stood there.

Still, his stomach tightened anyway.

Marcus noticed immediately. “You good?”

“Yes sir.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Dylan stayed quiet because honestly he wasn’t completely sure anymore.

The rest of class crawled by after that. Rain strengthened outside while distant thunder rolled somewhere beyond town. The lights flickered twice more before the final bell finally released everyone into the usual hallway chaos between periods.

Students flooded through the corridors while lockers slammed open and shut in rapid waves around Dylan and Marcus as they headed toward the cafeteria side of the building.

“You coming to practice after school?” Marcus asked.

“If my cymbals survive parental disappointment.”

“They survived last time.”

“Barely.”

Marcus laughed.

Then Dylan stopped walking.

Halfway down the hallway near the trophy cases, the old man stood there again.

Same dark jacket.

Same perfectly still posture.

This time he held the black book against his chest instead of beneath his arm.

Nobody else seemed to notice him.

Students moved around him constantly without looking twice. Some walked directly in front of him while talking and laughing like he wasn’t standing there at all.

Dylan’s pulse climbed instantly.

“There,” he whispered.

Marcus frowned. “What?”

“The guy.”

“What guy?”

“The old dude by the trophies.”

Marcus looked directly toward the man.

Then back toward Dylan.

“There’s nobody there.”

A cold pressure spread slowly through Dylan’s chest.

Because the man was definitely there.

And now he was smiling.

Not friendly.

Not threatening either.

Just tired.

Like somebody who already knew something bad before everyone else did.

The hallway noise suddenly felt farther away.

The man lifted the black book slightly.

Then mouthed four silent words toward Dylan across the crowded corridor.

It already started.

Dylan physically stepped backward.

A locker slammed nearby hard enough to make him jump.

When he looked back toward the trophy cases, the man was gone again.

Marcus stared at him carefully now. “Okay nah, what’s happening?”

Dylan looked around the hallway, breathing harder than he wanted to. “I think I’m losing my mind.”

Marcus nodded immediately. “Honestly? That’s been on the table awhile.”
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Lunch smelled like wet asphalt and cafeteria pizza.

Rain hammered the roof above Gatesville High hard enough now that conversations occasionally disappeared beneath the noise whenever thunder rolled across town. Students crowded through the cafeteria carrying trays and backpacks while water dripped from hoodies and jackets near the entrances. The whole room carried that overheated storm-day feeling where everybody seemed louder, more restless, and slightly irritated for no reason they could fully explain.

Dylan sat across from Marcus stabbing suspiciously at fries that somehow tasted both overcooked and cold at the same time.

“That should be physically impossible,” he muttered.

Marcus looked up from his phone. “What?”

“These fries.” Dylan held one up carefully. “They taste tired.”

“You say weird stuff constantly.”

“I observe things creatively.”

“You scare me creatively.”

Dylan shrugged and looked back toward the cafeteria windows facing the parking lot outside.

Rain blurred everything beyond the glass now. Cars. The football field. The flagpole bending slightly beneath the wind. The entire school looked washed gray beneath the storm.

Still, part of him kept expecting to see the old man again.

“You gonna explain what happened earlier?” Marcus asked.

Dylan stayed quiet for a moment before answering.

“You ever see somebody and just know something’s wrong?”

Marcus nodded immediately. “Yeah. Usually assistant principals.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

Dylan sighed and pushed another fry around his tray. “The guy near the trophy cases. He was there.”

Marcus lowered his phone slightly. “You really saw somebody?”

“Yes sir.”

“Quit calling me sir.”

“Yes sir.”

Marcus threw a fry at him.

Dylan caught it automatically and ate it.

“That’s disgusting.”

“Waste not.”

Marcus shook his head slowly before leaning forward across the table. “So what was weird about him?”

Dylan frowned slightly while trying to explain something he barely understood himself.

“He looked...” He paused. “Not fake. Just wrong.”

“That clears everything up.”

“No, like...” Dylan searched for the words. “You know when everybody else is moving naturally and one person stands too still?”

Marcus still looked unconvinced. “That sounds like every substitute teacher ever.”

Dylan ignored him.

“And he had this old book with him.”

Marcus groaned immediately. “Oh my God, this is about a creepy book now.”

“I’m serious.”

“You watched horror movies till one in the morning again, didn’t you?”

“That’s unrelated.”

“It feels extremely related.”

Before Dylan could argue, his phone buzzed across the cafeteria table.

Dad.

He answered immediately. “Yes sir?”

“You get the cymbals?”

Dylan froze.

“...No sir.”

Silence.

Then:

“Dylan.”

“I forgot.”

“You forgot the thing you forgot already?”

“In fairness, I forgot multiple things today.”

“That does not help your case.”

Marcus was already laughing hard enough to choke beside him.

“I’m bringing them to the front office right now,” his dad continued. “You better actually come get them this time.”

“Yes sir.”

“And quit sounding nervous every time I call. Makes me think you joined a gang.”

Dylan glanced around the cafeteria. “With my schedule?”

“That’s fair.”

The call ended.

Marcus wiped tears from his eyes. “Bro, your dad sounds exhausted.”

“He’s had years of experience.”

“That man deserves compensation.”

Dylan leaned back slightly in his chair and looked toward the cafeteria entrance. “I gotta go to the office after lunch.”

Marcus nodded. “Need me to walk you in case the ghost librarian attacks?”

Dylan frowned. “It wasn’t a librarian.”

“You literally described a guy carrying old books around school staring at teenagers.”

Dylan hesitated.

“...that does sound librarian-ish.”

Marcus pointed triumphantly. “Exactly.”

Thunder rattled the cafeteria windows.

The lights flickered immediately afterward.

This time several students noticed. A few groans spread through the room while cafeteria workers glanced nervously toward the ceiling lights.

Then Dylan heard it again.

Pages turning.

Slow.

Heavy.

Somewhere nearby.

He looked around immediately.

Nobody else reacted.

The sound came again.

SHHHHHT.

Like thick paper dragging across paper.

Closer this time.

Marcus noticed Dylan tense almost immediately. “Oh no.”

“You hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Dylan stood slowly from the table.

The sound came from somewhere near the cafeteria entrance.

Another page turned.

SHHHHHT.

A cold pressure tightened through his stomach.

Because underneath the sound, he could hear whispering now.

Not clear words exactly. Just voices low enough that his brain couldn’t separate them completely.

Marcus grabbed lightly at the sleeve of his hoodie. “Dylan.”

But Dylan was already moving.

The cafeteria noise dulled strangely around him while he walked between crowded lunch tables toward the entrance hallway. Students passed carrying trays, laughing, shoving each other, completely unaware of the pressure building slowly near the doors.

Another page turned.

Then another.

The whispers sharpened slightly.

“...already happened...”

“...too late...”

“...he found it...”

Dylan stopped near the hallway intersection outside the cafeteria.

Nobody stood there.

No old man.

No black jacket.

Only a small object resting alone on the floor beside the vending machines.

Black.

Rectangular.

His pulse jumped immediately.

Marcus caught up beside him breathing harder now. “What are we doing?”

Dylan pointed slowly downward.

Marcus looked.

“...okay that’s weird.”

The object was definitely a book.

Old black leather cover. No title. No visible writing. Just dark worn material resting against the tile floor like somebody accidentally dropped it and never came back for it.

But nobody nearby seemed to notice it.

Students walked within feet of the thing without even glancing down.

Marcus frowned. “Whose is that?”

Dylan already knew the answer before he even bent toward it.

The moment his fingers touched the cover, the whispers stopped.

Instantly.

Silence crashed into his ears hard enough that he almost pulled his hand away.

The book felt warm.

Not room-temperature warm.

Held-by-someone warm.

Marcus immediately took a step backward. “Nah.”

Dylan looked up. “What?”

“That thing feels haunted.”

“You can feel that from there?”

“I can feel bad decisions from anywhere.”

Dylan looked back down at the book carefully.

Up close, the leather looked even older. Cracked edges. Strange symbols pressed faintly into the corners deep enough that years of moisture and skin oil had darkened the grooves.

Then the cover twitched.

Dylan jerked slightly.

The book opened itself.

Just enough for several pages to shift slowly beneath the cafeteria lights.

Marcus made a sound somewhere between panic and laughter. “Oh absolutely not.”

Dylan stared downward.

Words covered the pages.

Handwritten.

Dark ink.

Uneven lines packed tightly together like journal entries written in a hurry.

And near the top of the open page, Dylan saw today’s date.
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Dylan stared at the open page while cafeteria noise moved around him in muffled waves.

Today’s date sat near the top in dark uneven handwriting.

Underneath it:

Friday, 12:42 PM

Gatesville High Cafeteria

The lights go out first.

A cold pressure tightened slowly through his chest.

Marcus leaned closer beside him. “What does it say?”

Dylan didn’t answer immediately.

More lines filled the page beneath the first sentence.

Students scream near the west entrance when the glass breaks.

One boy slips near the vending machines during the panic.

Nobody notices the blood until afterward.

Dylan’s stomach tightened hard.

“What the hell...”

Marcus grabbed lightly at the edge of the book and frowned. “Okay nah, this isn’t funny anymore.”

Dylan flipped the page instinctively.

More writing.

More dates.

More places.

Some entries looked old. Others newer. Entire pages packed with handwritten descriptions of events recorded like memories written down before they happened.

Car wrecks.

Storms.

Missing pets.

Arguments.

Broken bones.

A teacher collapsing during class.

Every entry written in the same dark uneven handwriting.

Then Dylan noticed another line near the bottom of the current page.

12:47 PM

He finally notices the man watching through the cafeteria window.

Dylan’s head snapped upward toward the glass wall overlooking the parking lot.

Rain hammered the windows. Students crossed between cars outside beneath hoodies and umbrellas while water rushed along the curbs near the football field.

And standing beyond the flooded parking lot near the fence surrounding the field, the old man watched him.

Still.

Motionless beneath the storm.

The black jacket looked darker now beneath the rain while water streamed steadily from the hood shadowing most of his face. Even from that distance, Dylan could still feel the stare fixed directly on him.

Marcus followed his gaze and immediately stiffened.

“...okay hold on.”

Dylan looked toward him sharply. “You see him?”

“Yeah.” Marcus swallowed. “Why’s he just standing there?”

Relief and fear hit Dylan at the same time.

Because finally somebody else saw him.

Then the cafeteria lights went out.

The room dropped instantly into darkness.

Students screamed immediately. Not full panic yet. Mostly surprise. Loud reactions exploded through the cafeteria while trays slammed against tables and somebody shouted near the drink machines.

Thunder cracked overhead.

The emergency lights failed to come on.

The darkness stayed.

Marcus grabbed the sleeve of Dylan’s hoodie instinctively. “Yo.”

Then glass shattered.

Exactly like the book said.

A massive crack exploded near the west entrance windows while students yelled louder across the cafeteria. Dylan heard chairs overturn somewhere nearby as people stumbled backward away from the sound.

Lightning flashed outside hard enough to illuminate the room for half a second.

And during that flash, Dylan saw the old man standing inside the cafeteria now.

Near the vending machines.

Watching him.

The lights came back immediately afterward.

The old man was gone.

Panic rolled unevenly through the cafeteria while teachers shouted for everyone to stay calm. Rain blew through the shattered west windows across the tile floor while students crowded away from the broken glass near the entrance.

Marcus stared at Dylan breathing harder now. “The book knew.”

Dylan looked back down toward the open pages.

A new line slowly appeared near the bottom.

Not glowing.

Not dramatic.

Ink simply spread across the paper by itself like invisible handwriting pressing upward from somewhere beneath the page.

12:49 PM

Now they both know it tells the truth.

Marcus physically stepped backward. “Nope.”

Dylan shut the book immediately.

His pulse hammered hard enough now that he could hear it in his ears.

Around them, cafeteria workers and teachers guided students away from the broken windows while rainwater spread steadily across the floor near the west entrance.

Then somebody shouted from across the room.

“Kid’s hurt!”

Dylan froze.

The vending machines.

The book said somebody would slip.

He looked instinctively toward the far side of the cafeteria.

A sophomore boy sat on the floor clutching his arm while blood ran from a cut near his forehead. Broken glass glittered across the wet tile around him where he must have fallen during the blackout confusion.

Exactly where the book predicted.

Marcus looked like he might actually throw up. “Dylan...”

“I know.”

“No, I mean seriously, what is that thing?”

Dylan looked down at the closed black cover in his hands.

Warm again.

Like it was alive.

A teacher suddenly pointed toward them from across the cafeteria. “You two stay away from the glass!”

“Yes ma’am,” Dylan answered automatically.

Marcus stared at him. “Why are you still polite during satanic events?”

“That feels disrespectful to teachers otherwise.”

“That’s insane behavior.”

Dylan barely heard him.

Because something inside the cafeteria had changed now.

People were staring.

Not everybody.

Just a few students nearby.

Watching the black book in Dylan’s hands with strange expressions he couldn’t fully understand.

Not curiosity.

Recognition.

Like they knew exactly what it was.

Then a girl standing near the cafeteria wall whispered quietly:

“He found it.”

Dylan looked toward her immediately.

But she turned and disappeared into the crowd before he could reach her.

Thunder shook the building again.

And somewhere inside the closed book, a page turned by itself.
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The principal blamed the shattered cafeteria windows on storm pressure.

By the end of seventh period, half the school repeated the explanation like it made perfect sense despite the fact nobody could explain why only one section of glass exploded inward while every other window in the building stayed intact.
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