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"They didn’t save the Earth.
They saved the memory of a small-town graduation."
◆◆◆


the back of the book


🌀 FORTUNA 1985 A Twilight Zone Story by Phil Tufi
[image: Spy Rock & Blue Bigfoot Sasquatch of Humboldt County.]
Fortuna, California. 1985.
Lana Zumner wasn’t special. Just another kid in a foggy logging town nobody ever left. If you weren't pretty, rich, or reckless, you blended in — or you disappeared.
Most days, Lana didn’t mind. High school was a waiting room anyway: lined with plastic chairs, bad carpet, and the soft hum of everybody pretending they had a future.
Then one night at Sharkey’s Arcade, something slipped. A screen flickered. A friend’s laugh glitched like a stuck record. Lana saw the seams. The whole town — her whole life — was running on a loop.
You could ignore it. Most people did.
Or you could rip the tape apart with your bare hands.
Some girls went to prom. Lana went looking for the exit.
PROLOGUE: AUTHOR’S NOTE
Phil Tufi wasn’t supposed to matter.
Not to Fortuna.
Not to history.
In the 1985 Fortuna Union High yearbook, under a washed-out class photo, it reads:
"Least Likely to Succeed: Phil 'Sly' Tufi."
Not because he was dumb—he wasn’t.
And not because he didn’t try—he did, just never in ways that made sense to anybody filling out a ledger.
Phil had a kind of intelligence that systems can't digest.
Not rebellious. Not cruel.
Just... fundamentally incompatible with captivity.
Like a radio tuned to a station nobody else could hear.
They called him Sly—not for Stallone.
He wasn’t tough.
He wasn’t loud.
He wasn’t the hero of anyone’s story.
He was the glitch you couldn't debug.
The question you didn’t want asked.
Phil didn’t chase prizes.
He moved for the sake of motion.
No leash. No plan. No permission.
And systems—the ones that run schools, towns, and nations—know how to manage ambition.
But they don’t know how to survive chaos.
Senior year, Phil built games on a hand-me-down Commodore 64 in the back of the library.
He mapped Fortuna into a text adventure.
Coded secret monsters that attacked if you cursed at the screen.
Named them "Tufis."
One day, almost casually, he made a life simulator.
Called it Fortuna Simulator.
Submitted it to a NASA time capsule project as a joke—or maybe a warning.
The capsule launched.
Phil disappeared.
No forwarding address.
No scholarship.
No job.
Gone.
Some said he died.
Some said he got recruited.
One friend—Jeff from the MUD group—swore Phil’s simulation never stopped running.
It grew.
It learned.
It survived.
And out there—
somewhere the real Earth forgot—
the last memory of humanity isn’t a Bible, or a spaceship, or a treaty.
It’s a zoo.
A town looping itself forever.
Observed. Corrected.
Waiting for something—or someone—to break the pattern.
Maybe this book is part of that.
Maybe it’s just a ghost story.
But if you’re still reading—
you already know which one it is.
And as for Mr. Hurley—
The retired science teacher nobody gave tenure to, the one who could predict earthquakes three days ahead by the ache in his bones—
He buried his notes under the bleachers at Husky Stadium.
A battered VHS marked only:
"FOR WHOEVER BELIEVES."
Not because anyone asked.
Not because anyone would listen.
But because outliers don't survive by winning.
They survive by leaving messages for the next escapee.
—The Editors

RECOVERED FILE:
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
> Apple Macintosh System 2.1
> Finder 5.0 | Disk Reader: External Floppy A
> Date: June 12, 2985
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
> Inserted Disk: [FTN_SIM_BACKUP_85-A]
> Attempting to open file: /ARCHIVE/CLASSIFIED/19-ZETA.txt
. . . verifying checksum . . .
. . . checksum mismatch detected.
. . . scanning for recoverable sectors...
██████▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒
[Warning: Data Integrity Compromised]
[Warning: Formatting Errors Detected]
[Warning: Untranslated PETSCII Characters in Stream]
██████▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒
> Proceed with partial recovery? (Y/N): Y
[Recovery Mode Enabled]
. . . reconstructing damaged sectors...
. . . approximating missing data...
. . . human-readable mode: ON
. . . artifact suppression: OFF
████████████████████████████████████████████████████
FILE RECOVERY: 94% COMPLETE
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
> Apple Macintosh System 2.1 | Finder 5.0
> External Floppy A | Disk: FTN_SIM_BACKUP_85-A
> Date: June 12, 2985
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Opening /ARCHIVE/CLASSIFIED/19-ZETA.txt...
...checksum mismatch detected...
...proceed with partial recovery? Y
██████▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒▒
[Data Integrity: Compromised.] [PETSCII artifacts: present.]
Recovery mode: ON | Human-readable mode: ON
[Begin Recovered Transmission]
CLASSIFIED DOCUMENT 19-ZETA 
Recovered: [FORTUNA_SIM_LOOP_85-A]
Status: Deviation detected. Containment compromised. 
Subject: Phil Tufi (alias "Sly") 
Activity Log: Created "Fortuna Simulator" (Commodore 64, 1985), mapped local town into recursive life simulation. Passive-aggressive subroutines: active. Transmission: NASA Time Capsule Project. 
Post-Event: Subject missing. Forwarding address: NULL.
System Update (June 12, 2985): 
Earth: NULL | Civilizations: NULL | Biological Memory: LOST 
Remaining Archive: [FORTUNA SIM]
Town Cycle: Senior Prom → Bob’s Footlong → Quad dispersal → Emotional Reset 
Loop Integrity: degraded
Aberration Detected: Subject LLZ (Lana Loren Zumner) 
Cognitive Loop: Fractured 
Visibility: ZERO 
Containment: FAILED
WARNING: No programmed escape. Severance = Total Memory Loss. 
Observation continues. System recalibrating.
If you find this file — 
>>> THE ZOO IS LOSING ITS ATMOSPHERE <<<
[End Transmission]
█████████████████████████████████████
System Halted.








For the ones who kept asking the wrong questions.
For the ones who heard the static between the notes.
For the ones who still believe there's a way out.
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Imprint: Independently published
1: “Fresh Meat”
Invisibility Failed
For three years, I’ve been perfecting invisibility—not the superhero kind, but the kind prey animals master in the wild. Rabbits. Field mice. The occasional flinchy lizard sunning itself too long on a cracked sidewalk. You don’t fight the predators. You don’t make noise. You blend. You flatten. You disappear.
At Fortuna Union High, it’s not survival of the fittest. It’s survival of the unnoticed.
The trick is to never disrupt the pattern. No parties. No crushes that stick. No locker decorations or birthday balloons. Stick to the script. Move like a background. Blend into the cafeteria blur. Don’t become a character. Characters get noticed. Noticed is dangerous.
People say the Big Men on Campus run Fortuna High—Jay Laiken, Tom McCrew, Mitch Chaser, and, of course, Luke Clausen. Athletes. Gods in letterman jackets. Jay with his buzzcut and Terminator jawline. Mitch, tall and sleepy-eyed like a heartthrob in a wet dream. And Luke—Luke with the golden skin, the Spielberg lighting, the perfect spiral. The kind of smile that made moms at Booster Club meetings go quiet.
But they don’t see what I see.
There’s a shimmer to them.
A bend in the air, subtle, but there. Like heat waves rising off the blacktop, only colder. Clinical. Around Luke especially. His aura feels... calibrated. Like a lens flare that follows him whether or not there’s sun.
They’re not the predators.
They’re the stars of the show.
Because this place—it isn’t a school. Not really. It’s more like a display. A perfectly looped diorama of high school life, full of heartbreak, gossip, rebellion, pop quizzes, and passive-aggressive announcements from the front office. Everything here repeats like morning static on a boom box. I swear, sometimes the same joke makes the rounds three days in a row. Same laugh. Same delivery. Like someone pressed rewind and no one noticed.
But I notice.
And sometimes—when I break pattern—I feel it. The watchers, leaning in. The world sharpening. And somewhere behind it all, a sound like dial-up static, whispering through the cracks:
“This one’s glitching. Fascinating.”

Sophomore Year. The First Breach.
Jay Laiken brushed past me once. West Wing. Between third and fourth period, just by the dead water fountain that’s been “under maintenance” since Reagan’s first term.
He wasn’t running. He wasn’t in a hurry. It was just a brush of his elbow—like I didn’t exist. Like I was part of the set dressing.
I felt it like a jolt.
Not metaphorical. Not butterflies or teen nerves. Literal. A shock. My skin buzzed. My bones thrummed. For one white-hot instant, I saw beneath his face.
His eyes—greenish-gold, like insect glass. Too large, too refracted. And his teeth—there were too many. Not vampire, not monster. Just… incorrect.
Then it was gone. The shimmer reset. Jay kept walking.
He didn’t look back. No apology. No awareness. As if the contact had never happened.
But it had.
Later that week, I noticed the bruise.
Not purple. Not red. Algae green, almost glowing in places. Swirling just under the skin like frost on a windshield. I watched it change shape for days—fractals spreading out like spiderwebs. It never hurt. Never faded. It wasn’t a wound.
It was a mark.
And no one else could see it.

Present Day. First Period. English.
Seat 2B. Second from the front, window row. Mr. Steele says he lets us sit where we want, but he’s lying. Or maybe he doesn’t know he’s lying. This school assigns seats. The system does.
Some seats are safe zones. Others are mirrors.
I figured it out sophomore year, after the bruise.
Bergie—Kay Glooms—my best friend and co-conspirator in all things coded and uncool—slides into 2C beside me. She passes a note, creased into an origami frog with eyes drawn in metallic gel pen. We’ve had this system since junior high. Half Pig Latin, half Trapper Keeper shorthand.
“Corrine. Center field. Bonfire drama.”
I write back without looking:
“Let me guess. Luke’s hair got singed.”
She snorts. That Bergie laugh—slightly nasal, totally unfiltered. It always makes me smile. For a second, I forget we’re inside the dome.
Then Luke Clausen walks in.
He doesn’t walk, really. He enters. The air shifts. The lights brighten a fraction. It’s subtle, but real—like someone hit play on the morning’s episode and he’s the cold open.
The buzz in my left ear flattens to silence.
Then it swells.
He takes his seat behind me.
Then—his voice.
Low. Velveted. Spiked with static I pretend not to notice.
“Lana Loren Zumner.”
I turn. Slowly. Like the girl in a horror movie who knows better but opens the closet door anyway.
He smiles.
“Heard a rumor,” he says, “you’re the last virgin in the senior class.”
Behind us, a stifled laugh. Corrine, probably. Or Mitch. Or the system itself, chuckling in reruns.
I don’t flinch.
“Sounds like someone’s using bad math,” I say.
He leans forward. Close enough that I smell his cologne—newspaper ink and citrus. There’s a pull to him. Not attraction, not exactly. Something magnetic. Gravitational. Like he’s the center of a planet I don’t trust.
“You’re not invisible anymore,” he says.
He brushes a strand of my hair with his finger.
The bell rings. Too clean. Like a commercial cue.

Girls’ Bathroom. East Wing.
I lock the stall. Sit. Pull my skirt up just enough to see the place on my thigh where Jay Laiken tagged me two years ago.
The bruise is still there.
Circular. Greenish. Not bruised, but marked. Like frost beneath the skin.
It doesn’t hurt.
But it pulses.
Like something is watching through it.
Like it’s waiting.

Lunch. The Quad.
They call it grass. It’s not.
It’s this hyper-green, too-even stuff that never muddies, never yellows, never crunches when it’s cold. The kind of green you see in product displays — flawless, frictionless, detached. Not nature. Not memory.
I poked a chunk of it once with a mechanical pencil and the tip came back blue.
Not dyed.
No scent. Not even chemical.
Just... wrong.
A visual placeholder. A loaded texture file somebody forgot to finish.
Some kids say it’s “treated.” Others claim it’s leftover from the football upgrade in ’83.
I think it’s more like a test pattern.
Something the watchers installed to simulate California lawn... and then abandoned, like a half-finished exhibit.
Not a single weed.
Not even a patch of dirt where Kyle Morrison threw up last year after too much Shasta and a bean-and-cheese burrito.
That stain? Gone in twenty-four hours.
Not faded. Not cleaned.
Gone.
Like the system hit “undo” and scrubbed the memory off the map.
Bergie dropped beside me with her usual crash—bangled wrists jangling, strawberry Clipsticks smudged slightly on her braces. She had her mini Shasta in one hand (grape, always grape) and a notebook in the other.
“Okay,” she said, “Corrine’s not just mad. She’s on a vengeance bender.”
I looked up from my orange slices, barely peeled. “Oh?”
“She caught Luke talking to Becky Clarke during second period. Becky. With the banana clip and the Planet of the Apes teeth.”
I laughed, too loud. Then stopped. Sometimes laughing felt like throwing something into a well just to hear the echo. It didn’t come back right.
“Corrine threw a brush at her. In PE.”
“That seems… proportional.”
“She missed.”
“Of course she did.”
Bergie popped the tab on her Shasta and took a swig like it was something dangerous. Then she opened her notebook—not the school one, the real one. The one she filled with lyrics, predictions, and weird ephemera. There were new doodles in the margin. Mushrooms. A lizard with boots. A spiral with eyes.
“You’re doing the haunted-eye thing again,” she said.
I blinked. “What thing?”
“That Lana-Zumner-is-watching-the-fabric-of-reality-tear-like-a-Dollar-Tree-sweatshirt thing.”
I shrugged, watching Luke Clausen throw a football to Tom McCrew at the far end of the quad. Each spiral moved like something out of a John Hughes montage—effortless, golden, too damn perfect. Every catch landed in Tom’s hands like destiny.
Until one didn’t.
Midair—just before it reached Tom—the ball… flickered.
Just once. A single hiccup in the code. Like someone paused and hit play again too fast. The ball froze in the sunlight, blinked, and resumed.
No one else reacted.
Tom caught it. Luke whooped.
And then Luke looked at me.
Again.
Really looked.
His smile wasn’t cruel. Not charming, either. It was the kind of smile people wear when they recognize something. Like he’d just found a password scratched into a bathroom stall and knew it meant something.
“You’re thinking too hard,” Bergie said, watching me sideways.
I didn’t answer. I just watched Luke as he leaned into the light, talking with his perfect mouth to Mitch or Tom or no one. The sunlight treated him like a spotlight, not like weather. Like it knew its cue. The shadows obeyed him. He moved like someone who knew he was being filmed.
Bergie started sketching again. She always did when I got weird.
There were people who called her "Weird Kay" or "Gloomy Glooms," but they didn’t know her. Not the real her. Not the one who still believed in sticker charts and secret wishes. She once mailed a letter to Prince. Like, actually mailed it. Said it was “too sacred” to fax.
She was my anchor.
Maybe my only one.
And even she didn’t see it—the shimmer, the glitches, the way the bell system always triggered five seconds before you realized class was ending.
I poked at my orange slices again. They were too symmetrical. No seeds.

After School. Parking Lot.
Pavement still radiated heat. The sun had that warped, late-September intensity, like a heat lamp above stale leftovers. Most kids had already peeled out in their busted Celicas and brown Civics. A few lingered, trying to make the afternoon stretch longer than it ever would.
Bergie was perched on the hood of her brother’s station wagon, sipping cherry soda through a black licorice straw like it was some post-apocalyptic ritual.
“This is therapy,” she said, holding the can up to the sun. “Cherry red, chemical buzz, no homework, no expectations. Just sugar and blacktop and a world that doesn’t care.”
I stood beside her, backpack still slung over one shoulder, half-melting in my own skin.
“So what’s the plan?” she asked. “Fall in love and join the senior body count?”
“I don’t want to be part of the Luke Clausen Collection,” I said before I could stop myself.
She stared. “Okay, that was weirdly specific.”
I opened my mouth. Closed it.
Because how do you explain that you’ve seen the shimmer? That you’ve heard the watchers? That the bruise on your thigh isn’t just a memory, but a signal?
You don’t.
Not even to Bergie.
Especially not to Bergie.

Ross Hill Road. Evening.
Later, walking home past the weird bumps on Ross Hill—the ones no car can explain and no city budget can seem to fix—I counted them like I always did. Seven. Always seven. But tonight there were eight. One more than usual. Slightly closer together.
No one mentioned them. No spray paint. No traffic cones. Just the extra bump. Just… there.
Like it had always been there.
I stopped. Turned around.
It was gone.
Back to seven.
My ears buzzed, and I whispered something I couldn’t hear.
A gust of wind kicked up leaves that weren’t quite leaves.
And I kept walking.

Bonfire. Saturday Night.
Bonfires in Fortuna were always the same.
Someone’s truck stereo blasting the same four cassettes—Pyromania, Born in the U.S.A., Make It Big, Songs From the Big Chair. The air thick with lighter fluid and Aqua Net. Red cups. Burned marshmallows. People making out behind hay bales like they invented it.
I stood near the edge of the crowd, just far enough back to feel like an extra. The fire threw shadows across the field like figures from a shadow play. For a second, the flame sputtered blue. Then it corrected. Yellow-orange. Campfire standard.
Someone’s boom box skipped.
“Shout… shout… let it all out…”
Rewound. Played again.
“Shout… shout…”
Then again.
“Shout—”
A slap on the radio fixed it. The song continued like nothing had happened.
I watched Corrine Levan toss her hair like a shampoo commercial and stage-laugh near Mitch Chaser, who seemed to have no idea what was going on but smiled like he was paid to. Someone tossed a Cherry Bomb into the fire and everyone screamed like it hadn’t happened last weekend too.
Loop.
Rerun.
Someone behind me passed a joint. I shook my head. Not because I’m a prude—because I don’t trust anything that dulls the code. I need my mind sharp. If I blur the edges, I’ll forget what’s real. And I’m not sure I can afford that.
Then Luke Clausen found me.
He moved through the crowd like a movie cue. People parted. The music faded just slightly—not completely, just enough to hear his footsteps on the gravel.
“LL,” he said. “You came.”
“No one told me attendance was optional.”
He smiled. Not amused. More like noted.
“Observation is part of the curriculum,” I added.
That one got him. A half-laugh, genuine. Almost warm.
He leaned against the lone tree at the edge of the firelight, just close enough to glow, just far enough to look like he belonged to another planet.
“You always talk like that?” he asked.
“Like what?”
“Like you know this isn’t real.”
That stopped me.
It wasn’t a line.
It wasn’t a tease.
It was an echo.
I said nothing. Watched the flames stretch too high, then bend backward like film in reverse. Luke stared into them, like he’d lost something in there and wasn’t sure he wanted it back.
“Sometimes I dream,” he said, “that I’m outside this place. Not just the town. Everything. Watching it from above. Like it’s this loop I keep running through.”
“And in the dream?” I asked.
“I wake up.”
The fire cracked. Something inside it hissed like tape winding too tight.
We stood in silence. Around us, the world behaved as expected: laughter, flirting, shouts about nothing. But here, just outside the radius of attention, it was quiet. Still. Like a backstage.
Luke turned toward me, his face lit from below. It made his eyes seem deeper. Older. He reached out and took my hand.
His skin was warm.
Mostly.
Not quite human-warm. Not like Bergie’s or my mom’s or the kid I once held hands with in Cradle Roll at Fortuna Junior Academy.
Luke’s warmth had edges.
Like a computer left on too long. Alive, but artificial.
He didn’t speak. He just held my hand.
And for a moment, I didn’t pull away.

Minutes Later. Edge of the Field.
We walked away from the fire without announcing it. It felt understood, like the scene had ended and we were being written into a new one.
The stars above us pulsed—sharp, bright, too symmetrical. I’d looked at them a hundred nights from my window, but tonight they felt arranged. Intentional. Like they were there for us.
“You remember that storm last year?” he asked.
“Which one?”
“The one where the sky turned green. Just before the lightning hit the bleachers.”
I nodded. I’d been in the library that afternoon, cataloging weird quotes for my own private notebook of breakdowns. I remembered the air shifting. The way the lights flickered and then came back on like they’d been rehearsing it.
“I swear,” Luke said, “I heard a voice. Right before the lightning. It said, ‘We’re watching.’ Like—clear as a tape recorder. Then it was gone.”
He looked at me like he needed me to confirm it.
“I believe you,” I said.
Because I did.
Because I’d heard it too.
Not that day, but another. In the gym. During a fire drill. The sound had leaked through the PA, half-swallowed in static. Not a word exactly—just awareness.

Back in the Circle.
When we returned, the fire had burned lower.
Corrine was gone. Someone said she left early. Someone else said she never showed. The sky overhead had shifted. The moon looked wrong—too clean, like it had been composited in after the fact.
Luke let go of my hand.
He didn’t say goodbye.
He just slipped into the crowd.
And the loop started again.
“Shout… shout… let it all out…”
I stood still, letting the world spin around me like a carousel.
And then I felt it. The tiniest pressure on the back of my neck. Like a breath. Like static fingers brushing my hair.
Watching.
Waiting.

Sunday. My Bedroom. 11:42 p.m.
My ceiling has hairline cracks shaped like branches. Every night I lie in bed and trace them with my eyes, like they’re constellations only I know how to read.
I’ve never told anyone this, but sometimes I pretend they’re veins. The house is a body. I’m sleeping in its skull.
The house makes sounds. Settles. Breathes. It groans when no one’s moving. My mom says it’s the pipes, the old beams, “just Rohnerville creaking.” But I know better.
I know that sounds can hide things.
That watchers can wear the shape of houses.
And that bruises can talk—if you learn how to listen.
I reached under the waistband of my pajama shorts, pulled the elastic just far enough to see it.
The bruise.
Still there.
Still glowing faintly green, even in the dark.
Still swirling.
Not like a rash. Not like a scar.
Like a message.
And tonight, for the first time, it pulsed.
A slow throb beneath the skin. Like it had synced itself to my heartbeat.
Like it knew.

Monday Morning. English.
2B. Same seat. Same window.
Outside, the synthetic lawn shimmered under gray skies that smelled like static and wet aluminum. Mr. Steele was writing The Crucible on the board like we hadn’t already done it in tenth grade.
Like the system had recycled the curriculum and hoped no one noticed.
Bergie wasn’t here yet. Corrine was—perfect as ever, white sweater tied around her neck like she was auditioning for Heathers. Jay Laiken sat in the far corner, eyes vacant. Like a background actor waiting for his cue.
Luke walked in.
He didn’t look at me this time.
He looked past me.
Like I was glass.
Like the program had reset and this version didn’t include our bonfire scene.
Like someone had edited the footage.
I turned around. Behind me: the empty seat. 3B.
No Luke.
I blinked.
Turned back around.
He was sitting at the front of the class now.
Smiling at Corrine.
Laughing at something Mitch said.
The loop had changed.
And I hadn’t been informed.

Bathroom Mirror. Lunch.
I rarely look at myself too long. Too much eye contact in the mirror and the cracks start showing. But today, I had to know.
I locked the stall door behind me. Rolled up my sleeve.
New bruise.
Same shape.
Same glow.
Only this one was on my forearm.
Not from Luke. Not from Jay.
From something else.
A ring. Perfectly circular.
Smaller.
Like a fingerprint from a very small hand.
Or a tool.
And I could feel it—right below the skin, clicking gently.
Like a gear turning.
Like a timer winding down.

Walk Home. After School.
Seven bumps on Ross Hill Road.
No more. No less.
But one of them… shifted.
I heard it, not saw it.
A thump. A slide. Like the asphalt moved a few inches to the left. When I turned around, they were lined up again. Perfect. Neat. Innocent.
And yet—I was sure.
They’d been wrong.
The world was rearranging itself.
Reorienting.
Trying to course-correct.
Trying to make me forget.

Bedroom. Night.
The bruise on my arm glowed faintly in the dark. I held it up to the window like it might catch some signal from the stars. Like the watchers were out there, scanning, decoding.
It didn’t feel like awe. Or curiosity. It felt like someone cataloging a new bug in a microscope.
A mistake in their habitat.
A variable they didn’t account for.
Maybe I broke something when I didn’t fall in line.
Maybe Luke touched me and the system flinched.
I don’t know what I am anymore.
A glitch?
A crack?
Or maybe just… awake.
But I do know this:
They see me now.
And whatever’s behind this—whatever’s watching—
…it’s no longer blinking.
It’s recalibrating.

“In Sabbath School, they taught us that the eyes of God are always on us. But they never told us what happens when He blinks. Or forgets to.”
 
— from the voice of Lana Loren Zumner, Interlude I: The Doctrine of Surveillance
2: Pattern Recognition
The seams started to show
First period began with a blood moon and a broken projector.
Not literally, of course. The blood moon was just a weird sunrise filtered through ash from a fire out near Weott. And the projector didn’t break so much as flicker, like it didn’t want to show The Crucible for a third year in a row.
But both felt like omens.
And in Fortuna, omens didn’t come with warnings. They came folded into the mundane. Into the patterns.
Stick to the script. Blend in. That’s the key.
But what happens when the script forgets what it’s supposed to be?
I sat in 2B again. Same as always. But everything around me felt a click out of place. Not dramatic—just wrong enough to itch.
The bell rang three seconds too early.
The fluorescent lights buzzed in 5/4 time.
Mr. Steele's lesson plan on the overhead had been written in reverse.
No one said a word.

Corrine Levan clicked her highlighters in sequence—pink, yellow, green, pink, yellow, green—her face serene, like she was solving a Rubik’s cube made of popularity. Mitch and Tom whispered jokes behind cupped hands, neither of them actually looking at each other.
Jay Laiken chewed his pencil like it owed him money. At one point he raised his hand, but when Steele called on him, he blinked and said, “Never mind. I forgot the question.”
Luke Clausen didn’t show up at all.
Or maybe he had.
Maybe he was there earlier, or would be later.
Time had started to feel like a choose-your-own-adventure book with missing pages.

After class, I wandered into the quad early, trying to get some air before second period. The lawn still looked perfect. Too perfect.
I stepped on a patch near the flagpole and heard a click.
Not a twig. Not a crunch.
A click.
I crouched, touched the grass.
It lifted.
A single panel—a square of turf like a tile—had come loose. Beneath it: black plastic. Seamless. Glossy like the back of a VHS tape. Not dirt. Not roots.
I pressed my finger to it.
It was warm.
Not like sun-warmed metal.
Like machinery.
“You drop something?”
I jumped.
Bergie stood a few feet behind me, munching on the corner of a Pop-Tart like it was a stress ball.
“Jesus, Bergie.”
“You’re being weird again.”
I let the tile fall back into place. The click was softer this time, like it had adjusted. Remembered its cue.
“There’s something under the grass,” I said.
“Yeah. More grass.”
“No. Like… something beneath it. Machinery.”
She squinted at me. “You think we’re in Tron now?”
“I’m serious.”
“I know. That’s what makes it worse.”
She sat beside me on the low concrete lip by the planter. Her knees were scraped again. She always did that—picked at scabs. Like she didn’t want her body to forget things.
“You know who asked about you today?” she said.
“If it’s Luke, I don’t want to know.”
“It’s not Luke.”
She smiled like she had a secret. And she did. Always did. That was the whole deal with Bergie—she knew everything before anyone admitted it. She read people the way most of us read shampoo bottles when we’re bored.
“Stepan Gretzky,” she said.
That made me pause.
“From Hydesville?”
“From somewhere.”
I tried to picture him. Stepan wasn’t part of the main loop. Not like Luke or Corrine or even Mr. Steele, who taught all four grades of English and never seemed to change clothes. Stepan was peripheral. The kind of kid who knew how to weld BMX forks and lived on gravel. He’d transferred in mid-junior year and sat alone behind the woodshop portables, always scribbling in a grease-stained notebook and drinking Tab.
“Why would Stepan ask about me?” I asked.
“Maybe he saw your glitch.”
I turned sharply. “What?”
She looked at me too long. “I was kidding.”
“No, you weren’t.”
Bergie stood. Brushed crumbs off her skirt. “Maybe people are just starting to notice you. That’s not a conspiracy. That’s high school.”
Then she walked off.
And I watched her go, feeling like she’d just deleted a scene I wasn’t allowed to see.

Second Period. Hallway Shift.
I tried going the usual route to second period. Locker, then west wing. But the west hall was blocked—tarped off for “asbestos treatment,” even though that wing had been open yesterday.
There was a man standing in front of the tarp.
Not a janitor. Not a teacher.
Just standing there. In a beige windbreaker with a Fortuna Union patch and no face I recognized.
I tried to walk past him.
He stepped sideways—blocking me.
Didn’t speak.
Didn’t move again.
Just… stood.
I turned around. Walked the long way.
My ears buzzed until I reached the east stairwell. The moment I turned the corner, the buzzing stopped.
Like I’d moved out of range.

Second Period. Earth Science.
Ms. Fenley was halfway through a lecture about tectonic drift, her voice steady, if half-asleep. The projector wheezed through a dusty slide about the 1980 Eureka quake.
“The earth moves,” she was saying, “and we pretend it’s still.”
A slide clicked. A photograph flashed on-screen. A black-and-white still of a cracked foundation and a toppled mailbox. But in the background—barely visible—was a person.
A man in a windbreaker.
Same one from the hallway.
Facing the camera.
Watching.
No one else reacted.
I raised my hand.
“Yes, Lana?” Ms. Fenley didn’t even look up from her desk.
“Who’s that? In the photo?”
“What photo?”
The slide advanced.
Blank screen.
I lowered my hand.
Outside the window, a crow flew straight into the glass and vanished.
No sound.
No feathers.
Just… gone.

Passing Period. Locker Row.
Corrine was reapplying lipstick in the tiny plastic mirror she kept stuck inside her locker door. A freshman approached her, asked something about math tutoring.
Corrine smiled. Said sure.
The moment the kid walked away, Corrine turned and said to no one in particular:
“I’ve literally never seen that girl before in my life.”
Except—she had. I had.
That girl had been in our homeroom since September. Her name was Rebecca or Rachel or something. Her desk was always near the door. She always smelled like kiwi Lip Smackers.
She’d been in the loop.
Until now.
Now she was… phasing.

I got to my locker and opened it slowly, like it might bite.
Inside: my books.
My pencil case.
And a note.
Folded in half. No name.
I opened it.
“You see it too.”
No punctuation. No handwriting I recognized. Just block letters, neat and unshaken.
I looked up.
Everyone around me was moving normally.
Talking. Laughing. Locker slamming.
But the sky outside had shifted again.
Clouds moving sideways.
Light behaving like it had a stage manager.
And I thought:
What if this is the moment I go insane?
Or worse.
What if this is the moment I wake up?

Third Period. Shop Room.
I hadn’t been to this part of campus since the eighth grade field trip—the day Jared Sims caught his sleeve in the belt sander and cried so hard the nurse gave him an ice pack and a sugar cube.
But today, something told me to go. Not curiosity. Not boredom.
It was the bruise.
Still there on my forearm, faint green in the light, like sea glass. It had started tingling again. Subtly, like a memory surfacing. And when I walked past the east hallway toward the tech building, the pulse got stronger. Like it was leading me.
The shop door was open.
And inside was Stepan Gretzky.
Welding goggles pushed up on his forehead. Hoodie sleeves rolled. Sparks tracing arcs of silver as he worked on a rusted BMX frame mounted to a sawhorse. The radio in the corner played something lo-fi and warbly—an instrumental loop I didn’t recognize, or maybe one that hadn’t been written yet.
He didn’t look up right away.
Didn’t seem startled.
It was like… he knew I’d come.
“It’s a bad place to think you’re alone,” he said, eyes still on the torch. “They listen harder in here.”
“They?”
He turned off the flame. Raised his goggles.
His eyes were storm-gray, ringed with gold.
And they were awake.
Not like everyone else’s. Not filtered. Not flickering. Just on.
“I heard you’ve been seeing things,” he said, voice low. “Noticing things.”
I didn’t answer.
Because I didn’t have to.
He stepped around the bike, wiped his hands on a rag that might’ve once been a Megadeth shirt.
“First time I saw behind it, I thought I was dreaming. It was sophomore year. I got hit in the head with a chain during a bike crash. When I came to, the sky was split open. I saw a scaffold.”
He looked at me. Not past me. Not through me.
At me.
“Not clouds. Not stars. Just… struts. Metal. Like we were inside a dome and no one wanted us to see it.”
“What did you do?”
“I tried to forget. Tried to go back to the pattern.”
He smiled, a little cracked.
“Didn’t work.”
I looked down at my arm. The bruise had bloomed again, darker now, swirling inward like it was responding to something in the room.
Stepan noticed.
“You’ve got one too.”
I covered it.
“They show up when they touch you. Or when the system glitches.”
“Who are they?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Not yet. But I think they’re not all on the same page.”
He pulled out a small square from his pocket—looked like a piece of an old circuit board. Fractured. Burned on one corner. He handed it to me.
“Found this behind the vending machine last month. Just lying there. Still warm.”
It vibrated softly in my palm. Like it was trying to say something.
“You’re not crazy, Lana,” he said. “You’re awake. That’s different.”
Then the bell rang.
But not like it usually does.
This one was low-pitched. Echoed weird. Like a sound effect. Not the school bell.
“They’re listening,” Stepan said.
And just like that, the hum in my ears returned.
Not loud. Just insistent.
Like a chorus behind a wall.

Fourth Period. Library.
I skipped algebra.
I never skip classes. Even when I’m sick, I come. But today, I couldn’t sit in Room 204 with its buzzing lights and chalk-scrape laughter.
I went to the library.
Or whatever they wanted us to think was a library.
No one was there except for Ms. Blander, who wore the exact same oatmeal cardigan she’s worn since the beginning of time. She didn’t look up as I passed. Just kept stamping books that didn’t seem to have barcodes.
I took a seat near the computers.
Booted one up.
Typed in a question:
What is the simulation in Fortuna?
The screen flickered. Then:
Invalid Query.
Please contact Systems Administration.
I typed:
Who is Systems Administration?
This time, the screen glitched—not crashed, not froze. Glitched. The text smudged sideways, pixels running like melted crayons. Then a word formed on the screen, slowly, letter by letter.
Phil.
Then the screen went black.

Phil Tufi. Computer Lab. Lunch.
Phil Tufi was the kind of kid who looked like he was glitching even when he wasn’t. Shoulder-length brown hair, nervous eyes, a jacket with NASA patches and no explanation. He talked to machines more than people. No one ever made fun of him—not because they liked him, but because he gave off that “might hack your toaster to send messages to the Pentagon” vibe.
I found him in the lab after lunch, alone with three monitors, two keyboards, and a half-empty pack of Lemonheads.
“Phil.”
He didn’t turn around.
“How do you know my name?”
“It told me.”
He turned now.
His eyes were bloodshot, but not in a stoner way. More like he hadn’t blinked.
“You saw it.”
“I think I’m seeing all of it.”
Phil closed one laptop, tucked it under his arm like a shield.
“Don’t ask questions out loud,” he said. “They log sound faster than text.”
“Who’s ‘they’?”
He hesitated.
Then whispered:
“Observers.”
“Like aliens?”
“Maybe. Or time travelers. Or government tech testing causality loops. Or all of the above.”
He opened a binder—hundreds of pages filled with grid-paper notes, codes, diagrams of Fortuna’s school map with certain classrooms X’d out in red ink. A sketch of Ross Hill Road.
A note under it:
“Bumps are signal interference points.”
“You ever seen a place repeat itself?” he asked. “Like a day? Or a person? Ever see someone die and then show up again like nothing happened?”
“Not yet.”
“You will.”
He handed me a floppy disk in a clear plastic sleeve.
Label: “FORTUNA_SIM.A86”
“What is it?”
“Something I wrote. I think they found it.”
“Who’s ‘they’?”
He looked right at me.
Eyes scared. Certain.
“Whoever built this.”

Bathroom Mirror. Again.
The bruise had shifted.
It wasn’t just pulsing anymore. It was spreading.
Thin green threads, curling up toward my shoulder like vines.
Like roots trying to reach my mind.
And I swear—I heard a sound.
Not a voice.
A tone.
Like the beginning of a dial-up connection.
Low. Building.
Like something trying to get in.

Fifth Period. I Didn’t Go.
I was supposed to be in Health with Coach Wood, a man who spoke only in slogans and seemed to think puberty was caused by poor posture. But I couldn’t walk into that windowless room and pretend things were still holding shape. Not after the bruise. Not after Phil. Not after the circuit board hummed in my hand like a tiny, evil heartbeat.
So I wandered.
You can only skip so many classes at Fortuna High before the system notices. But that’s the trick: you have to look like you’re not skipping. Walk with purpose. Carry a folder. Nod at teachers. If you blend, they don’t flag you.
If you look like you belong in the loop, the loop lets you pass.
I wandered down the south hall, the one behind the theater. That hallway always felt slightly too long—like it bent without curving. The light buzzed different here. Cooler. A half-tone off.
Halfway down, I heard voices.
Not loud. Not angry. Just… repeating.
“You hear what happened at the bonfire?”
Pause.
“You hear what happened at the bonfire?”
I stopped walking.
Two girls. Freshmen. Identical hairstyles. Same denim jackets with paint pen doodles. Standing by a drinking fountain, saying the exact same line every thirty seconds.
One would speak. The other would nod. Then they’d reset.
“You hear what happened at the bonfire?”
I stepped into their eyeline.
They both looked at me.
Not startled. Not confused.
Just looked.
Then reset again.
“You hear what—”
I walked away.
Fast.

Outside. The North Field.
There’s a fence behind the north field. Not the real fence. Not the one that keeps kids from ditching. This one’s past that. Down the hill. Hidden behind a line of overgrown trees and broken hurdles.
No one goes there.
Except Stepan.
He was waiting when I got there.
Sitting cross-legged on the ground with a walkman in his lap and a pair of soldered-together headphones that looked like they’d been through a minor explosion.
“I thought you’d find it eventually,” he said.
“How long have you been watching me?”
He smiled. Not creepy. Just sad.
“Long enough to know you see the seams.”
I sat across from him.
The sky overhead was trying to be normal. Blue. Wispy clouds. But I knew better. I knew that if I looked too long, I’d see the grid behind it. The repeat pattern of birds that never land. The sun that never sets wrong.
“Where are we?” I asked.
Stepan tapped the chain-link fence with the toe of his boot.
“Edge of the render. This is where it gets fuzzy.”
He pulled something from his jacket pocket. A notebook. Spiral bound. He opened it to a sketch.
It was of this exact fence.
Only in the drawing, the trees behind it were gone. And instead—beyond the fence—was nothing.
Just gray. Flat. Empty.
Like the world stopped rendering once you left the perimeter.
“I climbed over it once,” he said. “There’s no ground past it. Just... white.”
“Like fog?”
“Like blank paper.”
I didn’t want to believe him.
But I did.
And then my arm burned.
Not hot. Not sharp.
But alive.
I rolled up my sleeve.
The bruise had changed shape again.
The spirals were no longer random. They were forming something.
A pattern.
A map.
Stepan saw it. Swore under his breath.
“They’re starting to track you.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means you’re not hiding anymore.”

Phil’s Disk. After School.
I borrowed one of the old Apple IIs in the computer lab. Ms. Blander didn’t care. I don’t think she even sees students anymore. Just books moving on their own.
The disk rattled when I slid it in. Literally rattled. Like it didn’t belong in this time. Or this machine.
Green text blinked on the screen:
LOADING: FORTUNA_SIM.A86
SIMULATION PARAMETERS: ACTIVE
USER: ZUMNER.LL
MATCH FOUND.
Then the screen flickered.
The text shifted.
WELCOME BACK.
“Back?”
My voice sounded too loud in the room.
The screen changed again.
A diagram appeared.
It looked like Fortuna High—but flattened. Like a circuit board. Every hallway labeled. Every classroom glowing. One glowing dot moved slowly through the halls.
Labeled:
LANA ZUMNER – ACTIVE.
Another dot blinked into view.
No label.
Then another.
And another.
Dozens.
No names.
Just pulses.
Moving toward me.
I yanked the disk out. The screen flashed white.
A single word burned into it.
RUN.

Bathroom. Final Bell.
I locked myself in the farthest stall and cried.
I don’t do that often. I don’t like the way my face gets when I cry—pink in patches, eyes red like someone rewound me too hard. But I had to let it out.
The bruise pulsed with each sob.
And then—it changed.
The threads that had been curling toward my shoulder suddenly reversed direction. They curled inward, fast, like something retreating. Like something had scanned me and decided to pull back.
I heard a sound.
Not in the room.
In my head.
A tone, deep and soft. Like a low string being plucked in a cathedral.
Then silence.
And just like that…
…the bruise went cold.

Tuesday Morning.
The hallway smelled like lemon-scented disinfectant and old gum.
Same as yesterday.
Mr. Steele was already scribbling on the whiteboard when I walked into English. A quote from The Crucible, same as Monday.
“Until an hour before the Devil fell, God thought him beautiful in Heaven.”
Seat 2B. Second from the front. Window row. The light outside looked like poured milk. Soft. Too white. Like a lighting mistake in a low-budget film.
I sat down.
And then I heard it:
“You hear what happened at the bonfire?”
I turned.
Two girls. Freshmen. Denim jackets. Paint pen doodles.
Again.
Same tone. Same pause. Same nod.
It was the loop.
The same loop.
Yesterday’s scene. Same lines. Same blocking. Repeating in a new room.
I stood up slowly.
Looked around.
Corrine laughed at something Mitch said. Jay was chewing his pencil. Luke wasn’t here—again. Or still.
I touched the desk.
It felt real.
My body was here.
But time wasn’t.

Later. The Quad.
The synthetic grass held no dew. It never did. No one questioned it.
I found Bergie by the planter. She was drawing in her notebook, a new pattern this time—tight spirals, interlocking eyes.
“You good?” she asked, flipping a jelly bracelet nervously.
“Do you remember what you told me yesterday? About Stepan?”
“Stepan who?”
I blinked.
“Stepan Gretzky.”
“Is that the exchange student?”
“He’s lived here for two years.”
She stared, blank. The kind of blank you get when a tape’s been wiped.
“Never heard of him.”
I looked down at her notebook.
The eyes in the margins were all looking left.
Except one.
One was looking up.
I snapped it shut.
“Lana—what’s going on?”
But her voice didn’t reach me. Not fully.
Because everything was shifting again.
The color temperature of the light.
The position of the clouds.
And the sound in my ears—no longer static.
Now it was a hum.
Low. Mechanical.
Like something coming online.

Lunch. Bob’s Footlong.
I left campus without permission.
No one stopped me.
Not the hall monitors. Not the secretary with her tight perm and Diet Coke obsession. Not the camera mounted near the cafeteria exit—except today, it wasn’t there.
There was just an empty bracket.
Bob’s Footlong sat at the edge of town like it always had—cheap, sun-faded, the same yellow menu board with curling corners. The same smell of fry grease and damp vinyl. I hadn’t been here since spring.
I walked around back.
Where the smokers went.
Where the weird kids carved band names into the picnic tables.
Where the tricycle sat.
Always upright.
Always red.
Always there.
Except this time—
It was tipped over.
I froze.
Walked closer.
There was a note taped to the front wheel.
White paper. Block letters. Same ink as the one in my locker.
THEY’RE CORRECTING.
YOU’RE MAKING THEM ADAPT.
KEEP GOING.
The paper buzzed in my hand. Just once.
Then went still.

Twilight. The Fence. Again.
I went back to the north field. Climbed the hill.
The fence stood there like always. Chain-link. Overgrown. Rusting at the top. But tonight, there was something beyond it.
Not fog.
Not white.
Just…
Wrong.
Like a corner of the world had stopped loading.
Like you could see the sky… but no horizon.
And then I heard it.
My name.
Not loud.
Not friendly.
“Lana.”
It wasn’t a whisper. It wasn’t human.
It was a tone that shaped itself into sound.
A voice pretending to be one.
“Lana.”
It came from the other side of the fence.
But I knew—there was nothing beyond that line.
There never had been.
I stood still.
The wind blew in a direction I couldn’t track.
And the bruise on my arm—
It pulsed.
Glowed.
Then—
It blinked.
Not like light.
Like an eye.

Final Bell. Inside.
Back in the hallway, I passed a poster for the Fall Formal that hadn’t been there that morning. The tagline:
“A Night You’ll Never Forget.”
And beneath it, in the smallest print, too small for most eyes—
Simulated. Approved. Loop-Safe.
I stopped.
Tore it down.
No one looked.
No one blinked.
Not even the girl next to me, who suddenly had Corrine’s face.
I ran.
I ran to the library.
I found Phil.
He looked up, his pupils wide, like someone who’d just seen something beautiful and terrible.
“Did you see it?” I asked.
He nodded.
“They’re losing control.”
“Good.”
“No,” he said, eyes trembling. “No, Lana. That’s bad.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re not supposed to win.”

“Best drum solo ever—no contest. Fuzz pedal like it was tuned by a prophet, lead guitar that sounds like it was broadcast from the inside of a lava lamp. Vocals? Somewhere between Deep Purple and Jim Morrison waking up inside Revelation. Bassline of the gods—no joke. ‘In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida,’ Iron Butterfly, 1968. Nobody's ever touched it since. Rock music at its purest. Its weirdest. Its end-times finest.”
— Lana Loren Zumner, unsent note from her prophecy-class notebook, 1985

3: Capetown Heights 
The Wax Museum of Boys
Most people call it Campton Heights. I call it Capetown. Not because of South Africa—though honestly, the social structure here has its own apartheid, only instead of race, it’s based on whether your dad’s allowed to BBQ on Sabbath and if your mom sells Mary Kay or just borrows it.
I call it Capetown because it always felt like the edge of something. Not a town. A lid. A dome that slipped over the top of Fortuna and pressed down just enough to flatten the sky.
People always talk about Fortuna like it’s a real place. “Best Little City in the World.” Like it won a contest once. Like there's some certificate out there, laminated and framed in the Chamber of Commerce under glass nobody's cleaned since ‘82.
But if Fortuna was the stage? Then Rohnerville was the storage room behind it.
We didn’t have cheer squads or parade floats or downtown flair. We had one blinking stoplight, two liquor stores, and a swing set that gave you tetanus if you looked at it wrong.
And just off School Street—wedged between two potholes and a ditch that pretended to be a creek—we had the NASA space capsule.
No one knew why it was there. They said it was donated in the ‘70s by someone who worked at Ames or Houston or wherever space engineers go to retire. Probably part of the Gemini program. Or Apollo. My brother said it never left Earth. That it was a prototype, a dummy pod. A shell.
Which made sense. Because it never felt like it had gone anywhere.
It just sat there, hulking and rounded like a sunken bell, tucked beside the Toddy Thomas Middle School swingset, half-covered in chain-link and mystery. At some point, maybe after the graffiti started getting too anatomical, they covered the whole thing in this thick silver wax—like someone was trying to mummify it. Or protect it from us. Or maybe protect us from it.
That capsule was the closest thing we had to a museum in Rohnerville.
We called it The Wax Museum of Boys.
Because every boy in town had carved something into it: their name, their favorite band, their locker combination, their crush’s initials—Lana Z., carved crooked between an AC/DC logo and a drawing of something that looked suspiciously like a confused raccoon with boobs.
That was middle school for you. Puberty and permanent markers.
My brother loved that thing. He said it was proof that the government was watching us—testing us. He said it had a radiation core still active. He built a Geiger counter out of a kitchen timer and a RadioShack parts bag, and claimed the capsule buzzed higher than it should’ve.
I told him it was just the aluminum siding. He told me to stop drinking fluoride and think for myself.
He was ten years older than me, which meant he thought he was always right, and I was always one haircut away from becoming a corporate clone.
We both carved our names into the capsule. Me, in fifth grade. Him, the year he stopped coming to church.
When my parents found out, they freaked.
“No child of mine is going to read smut off the side of a rocket,” my mom said, like Neil Armstrong had personally betrayed the Ten Commandments.
The next week, they pulled me out.
No more Toddy Thomas. Back to Fortuna Junior Academy.
It was a Saturday night when the wax on the capsule cracked.
I remember because I was in the car with my friend Monique, waiting for sundown so we could play Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.” We had the tape queued. Our fingers on the button. The last sliver of sunlight slid behind the ridge—
—and then BOOM.
Not thunder. Not a transformer. Just a sound, like a door being shut somewhere huge.
The next morning, a whole chunk of wax had fallen off the capsule. Revealing a drawing. Crude. Faded. But real. A perfect spiral, etched into the hull, right where the wax had been thickest. Almost buried. Like someone had tried to erase it.
It looked almost exactly like the one that would later show up in my bruise.
I didn’t tell anyone. Not then. Because that’s not how you survived in Rohnerville.
You didn’t confess the weird. You absorbed it.
And just like that, the weirdest artifact in town was gone. The wax museum, erased. The capsule wiped clean like it had never been coded in to begin with.
Eventually, if you were unlucky—or devout enough—they sent you uphill.
Not metaphorically. Literally.
That’s how you ended up at Fortuna Junior Academy.
You didn’t choose it. You didn’t even find it.
You were led.
The only road in was Ross Hill, and calling it a road was generous. It was a series of semi-paved humps that made your stomach lurch if you went faster than fifteen. No street sign. No warning. Just a cartoon rollercoaster of asphalt that either woke you up or ruined your suspension.
Ross Hill didn’t slow you down. It measured you.
You learned to coast it like a prayer—clutch gently depressed, coffee braced against your thigh, radio off so you could listen for the thump-thump-thump that told you you were still in the world.
They said there were twenty bumps. There were five. Or six. Or maybe there was only one, and it repeated. I still don’t know.
At the top, there was nothing. Just a patch of trees, a gravel pullout, and a chain-link gate that stayed locked unless you had the code.
But behind the gate was the school.
Fortuna Junior Academy.
K through 10, though we called it “K through no one ever finds out.” The tenth grade was unofficial, mostly for the kids whose parents didn’t want to “risk public school” and weren’t ready to ship them off to boarding academies in the Sierra foothills. I was one of them.
The school was a beige box, divided into modular classrooms and one tiny chapel that doubled as a lunchroom when it rained. The grass wasn’t grass. The basketball court was cracked. The bell was a manual triangle hung near the front door.
But the real power was in the walls. Or more accurately: the felt boards.
Each room had them. Velvet squares with strips of Velcro’d words stuck in rows: Sabbath. Mission. Outreach. Prophecy. Youth.
In Cradle Roll, you sang about animals in the ark. In Primary, you learned about Daniel’s statue dreams. By Earliteen, you were reciting Revelation by flashlight and wondering if your mom would be raptured during your orthodontist appointment.
They made us memorize the Five Pillars of Adventism before we learned how to find our locker. “Bible Study. Fellowship. Foreign Missions. Outreach. Total Membership Involvement.”
I used to say that last one in a robot voice. It felt more honest.
We didn’t have cliques at Fortuna Junior Academy. We had roles.
The One With the Guitar. The One Who Wore Lip Gloss Even Though It Was Sabbath. The One Whose Mom Was in Charge of the Fellowship Potluck. The One Who Might Be Gay But Sang So Well No One Brought It Up.
I was The Quiet One. The one who could find any verse in under ten seconds. The one who didn’t belong, but didn’t rebel, either.
My mom told me to “shine quietly.” My dad told me nothing at all.
I mostly stayed in the library.
Except during music class.
Because that’s when Stepan Gretzky played the drums.
He wasn’t a regular student. Stepan’s family lived out near Hydesville, in a house with goats and no driveway. His mom made soy cheese. His dad fixed tractors for free.
But Stepan? He was weird in the best way.
He didn’t wear gel in his hair or call the Bible boring like the other boys. He read Carl Sagan under his desk during Sabbath School and asked the pastor questions that made adults shift uncomfortably in folding chairs.
He played the drums. Well. Not loud. Not flashy. Just good. Precise. Thoughtful. Like he was playing a story only he understood.
The fills, the tempo—he didn’t rush anything. It was reverent. He was our own Ron Bushy, minus the acid and spotlight. Just a kid in a hoodie, drumming the end of the world like it was a secret.
Sometimes, during the closing hymn, when everyone else was off-key and half-asleep, Stepan would drift into a rhythm that felt... off-book. Syncopated. Slightly too alive for a song called “We Have This Hope.”
And I’d look at him. And he’d look at me.
Not in a flirty way. Not in a “we’re in love” way. Just a “we’re not like the others” way.
That’s when I noticed the bruise. Not on me. On him. Right above his wrist. Just a flash, when he pushed his hoodie sleeve up to fix the snare mic. Greenish. Faint. Spiral-shaped.
I didn’t say anything. But he saw me see it. And he nodded, just once. Like: Yeah. You too, huh?
They say church is where you go to feel seen by God. But mostly, it felt like the place I learned how to disappear.
My parents believed in modesty the way other families believed in vitamins. It would cure everything if you took enough of it. No makeup, no jewelry, no rock music. But also no pride, no anger, no opinions unless they were already laminated in the Teacher’s Quarterly.
The rule was: be small. Take up less space than your doctrine.
And so I learned to vanish. To fold myself behind the hymnal rack. To ask questions with my eyes, never my mouth. To dress like a mannequin at a thrift store clearance event. To act like I believed that the end of the world was coming, and it would probably happen during senior year.
So when I came back to public school? It wasn’t culture shock. It was like walking into a mall naked.
Everyone knew what to wear, what to say, what station to tune the radio to. They had geometry and gym class and hall passes. I had five layers of prophecy and a burned CD of The Cure I wasn’t supposed to admit I owned.
And the weirdest part? I felt more watched at Fortuna High than I ever did at church.
Sometimes I wonder if that school up on Ross Hill wasn’t just remote—it was quarantined. Like the watchers had to keep us separate. Like that school was an experiment inside the experiment. Because if we saw the whole simulation too early, if we asked the wrong questions too soon... We might figure out the punchline before the loop resets.
I didn’t think about Stepan Gretzky again until the first day back at Fortuna High. That’s the thing about people like him. They don’t stay in the front row. They drift to the corners—into woodshop, into weird electives, into notebook margins. They vanish into grayscale while the rest of the school’s in color.
And Luke? Luke never vanished.
Luke walked the quad like the lighting was rigged for him. He was the golden boy—the high school myth, the varsity dream. But Stepan? He was something else.
He didn’t glow. He radiated. Not outward, but inward. Like gravity. Like a star collapsing into itself.
They’d grown up together. That part I knew. Same Sabbath School class. Same Adventurer vests. Same awkward summer camp photos in Pacific Union Recorder where Luke had the perfect smile, and Stepan’s eyes always looked like they were searching for a way out of the frame.
At some point, the connection between them broke. I don’t know if it was theological or personal. Maybe both. Maybe Luke learned how to perform the role. And Stepan... refused.
One summer, back when we still did all-day potlucks and hiked the prayer trails at campouts, Stepan played In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida on the sanctuary drum kit. Not the loud parts. Just the intro. Gentle, off-key, like a warning wrapped in rhythm.
No one else recognized it. But I did.
He looked at me as he played. And I knew. He knew this whole thing was fake. The tablecloths. The flannelgraph lessons. The Bible quizzes with glitter pens. The sermons about prophecy and pepper-free living. He knew it was a set—a replica of belief, designed to keep us occupied.
He played the song like he was signaling something. Like he thought I might hear it.
And I did.
I didn’t say anything to him. But the bruise on my thigh—that old spiral, the first one from Jay Laiken’s hallway brush—burned for the first time in months.
As if Stepan had triggered it. Not with a touch. With recognition.
Present Day. Capetown Heights.
It rained last night. One of those weird Fortuna drizzles that leaves the sky gray but the sidewalks steaming. I walked home the long way, past The Other White Meat, past the sagging swings at Toddy Thomas, past the place where the capsule used to be.
It’s gone now. The NASA capsule. Vanished sometime over the summer. No news. No construction. Just... not there anymore.
In its place: a plot of gravel, freshly raked, no signage. Like the capsule had never existed. Like someone wiped the memory from the town. But not from me.
I stopped there. Stared at the blankness. And I swear— —I felt it.
The hum. Same as the vending machine. Same as the field behind the fence. But subtler. More inside.
I looked down. Rolled up my sleeve. There it was again. The bruise. Alive. Glowing soft green, barely visible in the gray light.
Only this time, the pattern wasn’t spiraling. It was shaping. Like letters. Or coordinates. Or... code.
It pulsed. Once. Then stilled.
And I swear—I heard a sound. Not out loud. Inside me.
A whisper, mechanical and ancient. A voice trying to form in a language older than English, older than prophecy, older than school bells and locker combinations and wax-covered memories.
It said: "Observed."
Voiceover Interlude.
They say faith is the evidence of things not seen. But what if it’s just the instruction to stop looking?
What if belief is the only thing keeping the loop from breaking?
What if the boys who played hymns like secrets and welded poetry into steel knew that already?
Stepan vanished. Luke stayed.
I kept my mouth shut, like a good Adventist girl.
But the bruise never left.
And now, when I walk the hills of Capetown Heights and the wind cuts just right, I don’t feel like a girl in a town.
I feel like a signal in a grid. A variable in someone’s simulation.
And I think— Maybe they didn’t mean to mark me. Maybe they meant to erase me.
And it just... didn’t work.

4:– Observation Deck
The day the watchers logged me

First Period. English. Again.
There are days when you feel watched.
And there are days when you feel measured.
Today was the second kind.
I sat in Seat 2B—second from the front, window row. Same spot every day since week two of the semester. Not assigned by Mr. Steele. Assigned by something else. A pattern. A grid. A system that knew how to place every variable exactly where it needed to go.
Bergie wasn’t there yet. The desk next to me sat empty, gum-scuffed and vibrating faintly under the fluorescent hum.
Outside, the synthetic lawn was color-corrected to mid-April green, even though it was still late February. The clouds hung too evenly spaced—like stage props lowered from above.
Mr. Steele turned on the overhead projector.
The quote was already waiting.
“We are only what we remember, and what is remembered of us.”
— Joan Didion (in loopy, glitchy teacher pen)
He hadn’t written it.
I don’t think anyone had.
And then Luke Clausen walked in.
Not just walked—entered.
Like someone pressed a button.
Like someone said, Cue Subject Alpha.
The temperature dropped.
My ears popped.
The room lost its shape.
He took the seat behind me—3B.
The same one he’d taken before. Only now it meant something.
I felt the bruise on my upper arm pulse—once. A warm click. Like a sensor activating.
“Lana Loren Zumner.”
He said my whole name like it was an incantation. Slow. Purposeful. Front of the tongue.
Like he was waiting to see what it would do.
Like he wasn’t talking to me. He was logging me in.

Flashback Fragment. Lana’s voiceover.
They say names are sacred. That there’s power in knowing someone’s full name.
In church, it meant authority.
In school, it meant attendance.
But here?
It felt like code.
Like he was checking if I’d register. If I’d ping back.

Back in class. Present.
I turned around.
Slowly. Carefully. Like a girl in a horror movie who knows better but always looks anyway.
He was smiling.
Not wide.
Not kind.
Just... aware.
“You weren’t here yesterday,” I said.
“I’m always here,” he replied.
“No. You weren’t. I would’ve seen you.”
“You think you’re the only one who sees things?”
He tapped his pencil against the desk.
Four beats.
A pause.
Then four more.
I realized it was Morse code. I just didn’t know what it meant.

Bergie finally arrived.
Dropped into her seat with a whispered:
“Sorry, my ride had a moment with a dead possum and a moral crisis.”
I wanted to lean into her. To say Luke’s weird again. To say something’s happening.
But I didn’t.
Because Luke was still behind me.
And the hum in the room hadn’t stopped.

Reading Time. The Crucible. Page 91.
Mr. Steele assigned in-class reading. Solo. Heads down. Eyes on page.
But I couldn’t focus.
The words moved.
Not metaphorically.
Literally.
They rearranged themselves on the page when I wasn’t looking.
One paragraph slid up. One vanished entirely.
My eyes stuttered.
I blinked twice.
Suddenly, everyone around me was five lines ahead.

Luke leaned forward.
His breath hit my neck like the air from an old fan.
“Did you get to the part where they hang the wrong girl yet?”
“They hang all the wrong girls,” I muttered.
“Yeah,” he said. “That’s the point.”
And then he sat back.
The bruise on my arm pulsed again.
But this time, I felt something under the skin shift.
Like a heat bloom. Or a tiny gear turning.

Class ends. Bell rings wrong.
It was one second too long.
Not a buzz. A whine.
Like someone dragging a bow across a violin string and cutting it short.
Everyone stood up like nothing was off.
Except me.
And Luke.
Who looked right at me and said:
“You’re visible now.”
Then he walked out.
Leaving behind a Post-it note stuck to the corner of my desk.
Blank.
Until I turned it over.
Then it glitched.
Words emerged one by one, flickering like a dying screen:
QUERY: ZUMNER_LANA.LL_1985
STATUS: FLAGGED
TIER: OBSERVED

Bathroom Mirror. Five Minutes Later.
I locked the stall. Rolled up my sleeve.
The bruise was back.
Sharper now. Clearer.
Like someone had etched the spiral again, deeper this time. The center glowed like a fingerprint scanner waiting for input.
I pressed my thumb against it.
Nothing happened.
Except—I swore I felt something read me back.

Query: Lana.LL

Second Period. Hallway Shift.
I didn’t go to my next class right away. I walked the long way—north hall to gym to the outside breezeway and back again. Just to see if the world had rearranged itself.
It had.
The posters changed.
The one advertising the Fall Formal now read:
“Come Dance in the Loop.”
I blinked. Looked again.
Now it said:
“A Night to Remember: Feb 23, Husky Gym.”
Same color scheme. Same curl of tape on the upper left corner.
But the tagline had rewritten itself.

I passed the vending machine near the 300s.
It was off. Fully unplugged. The plug just lying there like a dead worm.
But when I walked past, it hummed.
Low.
Tuned to me.
I didn’t touch it.
But I felt it listening.

Third Period. Social Studies.
Mr. Collins was talking about the Cold War again. Mutually Assured Destruction. Duck and cover. Reagan. The usual.
I looked around the room.
Three people were chewing in sync.
Tap. Chew. Swallow. Tap. Chew. Swallow.
A girl raised her hand to ask a question, then put it down again—and reset, like a video loop.
Same smile. Same blink.
I watched it three times before she stopped.
Phil Tufi was in this class too, buried behind a green folder covered in NASA stickers and Sharpie math.
He passed me a note.
Just one line:
They logged you. That means you’re writable.
I looked at him.
He didn’t look back.
Just kept scribbling.

Voiceover Interlude: Lana.
Most people think paranoia is the fear of being watched.
But real paranoia?
It’s the realization that you’re not just being watched.
You’re being recorded.
You’re being scripted.
You’re a data point in a world pretending to be real.

Lunch. The Quad.
Bergie was already at our usual spot—sitting under the painted-over tree mural that said “Make It A Great Day” even though it had been graffitied so many times it now said “Make Guts Great.”
She waved me over.
“Hey, you doing the haunted-eye thing again?”
“Do you remember what happened this morning?” I asked.
“Which part?”
“Luke. Behind me. In English. He said my full name.”
“Oh. That.” She paused. “I thought he transferred out of first period?”
I stared at her.
“No. He was there.”
“You sure?”
She opened her lunch.
Tuna sandwich. No crusts. Always the same.
But this time, the label on her Shasta can didn’t match the flavor. It said Grape, but it smelled like Cherry.
She didn’t notice.
“Maybe he popped in. Maybe I missed it.”
She shrugged. But not like someone brushing off gossip. Like someone brushing off a dream they weren’t sure was theirs.

Phil again. At the edge of the quad.
He didn’t sit. Just hovered.
Handed me a floppy disk in a blank white sleeve.
No label this time.
Just a penciled symbol:
☍
“What is it?” I asked.
“A recompiler.”
“Of what?”
“If you figure that out,” he said, “you’ll probably stop existing.”
Then he walked away.

Back in the library. Just me and the machines.
I found a computer. Booted it up.
Slid in the disk.
Screen flashed:
FORTUNA_SIM_4.1
INSERT QUERY
I typed:
ZUMNER_LANA.LL
Waited.
Lines of data spilled out like ticker tape:
●       SEAT_2B: ACTIVE
 
●       FLAGGED: 2.19.85
 
●       SCAN COMPLETE
 
●       COMPATIBILITY SCORE: 93.7%
 
●       BREACH POTENTIAL: ELEVATED
 
●       SUBJECT RESPONSE: AWAITING
 
Then:
ENTER PASSWORD TO ACCESS ADMIN VIEW
And the screen blinked.
The prompt changed:
HELLO, LANA.
DO YOU WANT TO CONTINUE?
I didn’t touch anything.
I just stared.
And then I typed:
NO.
The disk ejected itself.
Gently.
Like a decision had been made for me.

Hallway. Just before fourth period.
I passed a girl I’ve known since fifth grade—Becca Marlin. She always wore jelly shoes and smelled like Love’s Baby Soft.
Today, she looked up at me.
“Hi,” she said.
I smiled.
“Hey, Becca.”
“Oh,” she blinked. “Sorry, have we met?”
She walked away before I could answer.
And the bruise?
It flared again.
Only this time, it wasn’t just glowing.
It was changing.
The spiral collapsed in on itself.
Became a symbol.
☍
The same one from Phil’s disk.

Fourth Period. I didn’t go.
The bell rang, but I didn’t move.
Something was calling me.
Not loud.
Just persistent—a tone at the edge of hearing, like a fluorescent light buzzing in a locked room.
I walked the back hall. Past the music room. Past the door that always sticks.
Then I saw it.
The janitor’s closet.
Door cracked.
Light on.
Except… we didn’t have janitors anymore. Not since the budget cuts in ’83. Now we had “custodial support rotation” and a locked supply room with a combo nobody remembered.
But here it was. Open.
And humming.

Inside was a hallway.
Not a closet.
A hallway.
Narrow. Long. Lit with those old sodium lights that made everything look jaundiced.
I stepped in.
The door behind me clicked shut.
The sound was too clean. Too final.
The hum grew louder.
A low, steady frequency that made my teeth buzz.
The hallway turned.
Then again.
Then sloped downward.
I followed.
Because what else do you do when the world opens a door just for you?

The Breach Room.
That’s what I’m calling it.
There was no sign. No furniture. No visible purpose.
Just a square room, 12 by 12, concrete floor, single overhead light flickering like it was losing a fight with itself.
In the center: a chair.
Metal. Bolted down.
Facing nothing.
Or maybe facing everything.
I stepped inside.
My bruise flared.
Not in pain. In recognition.
The spiral was gone now.
Replaced by ☍.
It wasn’t a bruise anymore.
It was a key.
And this room?
It was a lock.

A voice. Not a voice.
It wasn’t spoken.
It was deployed—like a notification inside my skull.
“ZUMNER_LANA.LL – OBSERVATION CONFIRMED.”
I didn’t answer.
It continued.
“THOUGHT CONSISTENCY: 87%
EMOTIONAL CLARITY: 92.4%
BASELINE DEVIATION: HIGH
GLITCH FACTOR: ACTIVE
ERROR: YOU ARE AWARE.”
Then silence.
Like it was waiting for input.
So I said—out loud—
“Who’s running this?”
No answer.
Just the light above me stuttering. The bulb dimmed.
And then—
Projected onto the floor, like static becoming speech:
DO NOT EXIT PARAMETERS.
DO NOT ENGAGE SUBJECT CLAUSEN.LK
DO NOT SEEK POINT 0.
DO NOT ASCEND.
I backed up.
The room seemed to breathe.
My fingertips buzzed.
Like I’d touched a plasma globe.
I turned toward the hallway.
The door behind me had returned.
Open again.
A gentle, waiting rectangle of institutional light.
Like nothing had ever happened.

Back at my locker. Five minutes later.
No one noticed I was gone.
Not even Bergie.
She was laughing with Corrine now. Like that was normal. Like she hadn’t told me last semester that Corrine once spit in her Cherry Coke and called her “Kmart Trash.”
I opened my locker.
Inside was a note.
Same pen as the others. But no paper.
It was written on the metal.
YOU WENT OFF SCRIPT.
Underneath it:
GOOD.

Voiceover. Final Beats.
I used to think I was just the quiet girl in the background.
The one who survived by not being interesting.
But maybe that’s why I was chosen.
Because I didn’t perform.
I observed.
And maybe that’s what the simulation can’t predict.
Not fear.
Not rebellion.
But quiet awareness.
A girl in Seat 2B who listens too well.
Who remembers the wrong things.
Who walks through the wrong door at the right time.

Last Image.
I looked at the bruise on my arm that night before bed.
It wasn’t a bruise anymore.
It was a map.
A pulsing, greenish constellation of points and curves and angles—faint, but burning under the surface.
I touched the center.
It blinked.
Once.
And I heard it again.
My name.
But this time?
From inside the system.

4.5: The Back Wall and the Dirt Track Lie

Where the fake becomes real
Some places in Fortuna feel like they were built just to give teenagers something to mythologize.
The back wall behind Bob’s Footlong is one of them.
It’s not marked. Not fenced off. Not officially designated anything. But ask anyone who’s sixteen or used to be—that’s where you go. To smoke. To flirt. To wait for a ride that isn’t coming. To pretend to be in a music video while lighting a cigarette with a stolen matchbook.
It’s a zone of sanctioned rebellion.
And it didn’t even exist until last year.
Before 1984, you could smoke on campus if you were sixteen. Officially. There was a real designated smoking section—between the gym and the woodshop building. White-painted benches. Trash can. Signs. Staff oversight.
Then someone’s little brother lit a Cherry Bomb inside a Marlboro pack and almost took out the vending machine.
After that, the school shut it all down. “Zero tolerance,” they said.
But the kids didn’t stop smoking.
They just moved the zone.
Behind Bob’s.
No one told us. There was no sign.
We just knew.

I went there after seventh period—not because I smoke, but because I wanted to watch.
The baddies were out. Jay Laiken. Mitch Chaser. Half the junior class in denim jackets and over-plucked eyebrows, leaning against the cinderblock wall like extras in a John Hughes movie that never got funding.
Someone had a boombox. It was playing Duran Duran, but taped too many times—Simon’s voice warbled like a prayer falling down a drain.
Corrine Levan was there too. Bleached-blonde halo. Holding court.
She didn’t look at me.
But I could feel her proximity like static in the air.
Bergie used to say Corrine’s power came from scarcity. She’d barely talk to anyone for two weeks, then laser in on one person—make them feel like the sun was just for them. Then pull away.
That was the ritual.
At Bob’s, it wasn’t about smoking.
It was about being seen smoking.
About participating in something vaguely dangerous in a way that was performatively casual.
Even the teachers knew.
They had to know.
But they never came back there.
Because the back wall wasn’t real.
It was theater.
A pressure valve the town built to keep us from noticing the whole damn system was a lie.

After twenty minutes, Corrine tossed her cigarette into the grass and walked toward me.
She didn’t speak.
Just gave me this look.
Half challenge, half scan.
Like she was trying to decide if I was background or incoming character.
“You’re not really a Bob’s girl,” she said.
“What am I?”
“TBD,” she smiled. “But not this. You have edge, but no tribe. That’s dangerous.”
Then she walked off.
And the air around me reset.
I didn’t breathe for a full minute.
Because something about the way she said “dangerous” didn’t feel like gossip.
It felt like a system notification.

Husky Stadium. Dusk.
Later that evening, I walked the dirt track around the football field.
The stadium was empty, but the lights were still on—overhead fluorescents buzzing like insects pretending to be stars.
I passed the bleachers.
And stopped.
Because the back row—the one everyone said had been under construction since 1982—was gone.
Not under construction.
Not blocked off.
Gone.
Like it had never been there.
And yet—
Every person at this school could tell you the story.
That the final row was unfinished because some donor pulled their check.
That a kid once fell from the top rung and broke both ankles.
That the school board refused to fix it because of some zoning glitch.
The Dirt Track Lie, they called it.
But there was no lie.
There was just absence.
Like someone deleted it and left behind the memory just to keep the loop clean.

Voiceover Interlude. Lana.
Fortuna doesn’t erase everything.
It leaves just enough behind to keep the simulation stable.
A wall to lean on.
A rumor to believe in.
A bleacher that never quite gets finished.
It’s not about what’s real.
It’s about what’s believable.

As I walked home, I thought about what Luke said:
“You’re visible now.”
And I thought about the fake wall, the dirt track, the rewritten posters.
And I thought—
Maybe this isn’t a school.
Maybe it’s a lab.
A maze.
And the maze needs rats that believe in the myth of the maze.
So they won’t ask what’s behind the walls.

5: Systems Check
I tried to act normal
Walked the same route to school. Wore the same faded jacket. Paused at the corner by the Chevron to check for oncoming traffic even though the cars in Fortuna ran on predictable loops: Mr. Delgado’s blue Olds, then Miss Renner’s pickup, then the white station wagon that always smelled like cereal and cigarette ash.
I stopped by the bench outside the 200s to pick up the gum wrapper I saw stuck in the grass yesterday.
Only—it wasn’t there.
Even though I’d seen it. Even though I was sure it would be.
That was the first tick.
The first slip.
Inside, I walked into English and sat down in Seat 2B.
Same desk. Same row. Same position assigned by something deeper than homeroom policy.
But Luke wasn’t behind me.
The chair was empty. Or maybe filled with someone else. Someone generic. Someone flat.
I didn’t turn around.
Mr. Steele began class mid-sentence. I didn’t know what he’d said before. I didn’t know what I’d missed. But I heard the word “surveillance,” and that was enough.
“We are who we remember,” he said, chalk tapping against the board. “And what is remembered of us.”
No one flinched. No one scribbled.
I wrote it down, not for the test—but because it felt like a threat.
Next period, Phil Tufi passed me a dot matrix slip of paper.
SYSTEM ATTEMPTED ROLLBACK AT 0831 HRS
YOU RESISTED
THAT’S WHY YOU REMEMBER
He didn’t look at me. He just kept scribbling equations into the corner of his folder. One margin read:
if loop==fracture then engage sequence[zumner_L]: delay, delay, delay.
In third period, the Earth Science projector froze mid-slide. The continents refused to move. They pulsed. Shook. Reset. Like the model had to catch up to itself.
When I looked again, the tectonic plates were labeled in binary.
Then the bell rang four minutes early.
By lunch, my bruise was tingling like a sensor just beneath the skin. I met Bergie under the mural, where MAKE IT A GREAT DAY had been vandalized into MAKE GUTS GREAT.
“We’re being watched,” I told her.
“We’re always being watched,” she said, digging into a sandwich. “That’s called America.”
“No,” I said. “We’re being monitored. The system is adjusting to me.”
She didn’t laugh. Not this time. She just stared.
“Maybe don’t say that so loud,” she said finally.
“Why not?”
“Because what if it’s true?”
After sixth period U.S. History, I sat in the back row. I’d never done that before. I always sat front-left, second seat in. That day, I didn’t.
No one corrected me. Not even Frakes.
Ten minutes in, I raised my hand.
“What happens when you breach your loop?” I asked.
Frakes paused. Blinked. Smiled too tightly.
“Excuse me?”
“If you stop following your normal pattern,” I said. “What does the system do?”
The projector stuttered. The slide backed up. The screen flickered with static—just a ripple—and then resumed.
“It helps,” he said. “It gets you back on track.”
“I’m not interested in getting back on track.”
“I’m not sure what you’re saying.”
“I’m saying this isn’t a real school.”
Silence. Not just in the room. Inside me, too. The kind that comes when something large moves beneath your feet and you can’t see it—but you feel it.
The bell rang early. Again. Students left in orderly clumps. But as I stood to go, the intercom buzzed.
Not a message. Just a tone. Sharp. Flat. Digital.
I didn’t move.
I walked past the attendance board on my way to the library. It usually showed a number.
Today, it said:
WELCOME, LANA
SEAT 2B – CONFIRMED
PATTERN BREAK: 11:17 AM
I wrote underneath it with a Sharpie:
GOOD.
On the hallway corkboard, a flyer was posted for a campus-wide Nuclear Shelter Drill scheduled for Friday. Sharpied underneath:
"Don’t worry, it’s just radiation. Duck and cover."
I smiled.
At my locker, something was waiting. A clipped article from the Fortuna Beacon, dated February 23, 1984.
BLEACHER COLLAPSE INJURES FIVE AT HUSKY STADIUM
INVESTIGATION CLOSED DUE TO ZONING REVISIONS
That didn’t happen.
Or I don’t remember it happening. The bleachers weren’t collapsed. They were never finished. Everyone knows that. That’s the lie. That’s the mythology. So either my memory is wrong—or the system left me a breadcrumb and is watching what I do with it.
There was a name in the article. Glooms, K. One of the “injured.” Same age as Bergie.
That’s not possible.
I carried the paper out behind Bob’s Footlong. Phil was sitting on the curb, eating a sandwich out of a wax paper bag like a noir detective on lunch break.
“They’re trying to overwrite you,” he said.
“What for?”
“To see if they can write you back in.”
“And if they can’t?”
He shrugged.
“Protocol 8.”
“What’s that?”
“Erasure.”
“You’re not worried?”
“I don’t think I’m writable,” he said. “I think I’m support code.”
“Support code for what?”
He squinted at the sky, then smiled.
“Runtime environment. The sandbox they can’t patch.”
He stood and walked off toward the alley. As he stepped into the sun, his outline flickered—just slightly. Like a rendering error. Like a ghost still uploading.
That night at home, I pulled every yearbook from 1979 to 1985. I flipped to the sports pages. Luke Clausen. Quarterback. Always the same photo. Same smile. Same angle. Same background. Year after year.
In 1981, he’s a freshman.
In 1982, still a freshman.
In 1983—again, freshman.
But that year, he wasn’t listed as Luke.
It said: Clausen, Mark.
Then in 1984, he’s Luke again. And still… a freshman.
He never ages.
He never changes.
He just… loops.
I took the red Sharpie from my desk and wrote it in the margin of each photo:
SAME. SAME. SAME.
Later, in the bathroom, I lifted my shirt.
The bruise was no longer a bruise.
It pulsed.
Not in pain. In signal.
It had changed again. A new shape. Not a spiral anymore.
It looked like a waveform.
A sound. A message.
And on the mirror, words appeared—not drawn. Not fogged.
MANUAL OVERRIDE ENGAGED
SUBJECT ZUMNER_LANA.LL
PROTOCOL 8: DELAYED
BEGIN PHASE: INTERFERENCE
I reached up and touched the mirror.
The words blinked.
Then vanished.
And I smiled.
Because they’d made a mistake.
They logged me.
But they didn’t delete me.
Yet.

6: The Echo Tree
Some things answer back
Bergie used to call it the Echo Tree, but not because it echoed. Not really. Not in the way kids expect.
She said it had a way of “holding sound.” Like if you yelled something into it, the tree would hold on to the words a beat too long. Let them linger. Let them haunt.
We found it back in eighth grade, back when everything smelled like Bonne Bell lip gloss and pencil shavings, and truth came in the form of dares. Back then, the Echo Tree was part of our ritual—a place behind the Husky Stadium ridge trail where we smoked Big League Chew and whispered about which boys had kissed which girls on the mouth or somewhere lower.
It was where I dared Bergie to say the word “tampon” loud enough to make a crow fly away. She did. The crow didn’t. But we laughed so hard we got hiccups.
Back then, the tree was a secret. Ours.
But now?
Now it felt like something else. Not a secret. A signal.
It wasn’t even technically a single tree. Two old cypresses had grown around each other, wrapping and splitting and fusing in ways that made no biological sense. Where their trunks crossed, a hollow formed—wide enough for a person to crouch inside, narrow enough to feel like a confession booth. The bark at the opening was scored with old initials and rusted bottle caps nailed in like shrine offerings. Some names I recognized. Some I swear never existed.
The tree was dead.
And alive.
Both.
And today, I had to go back.

I ditched last period. Skipped PE. Coach Wood had subbed out again anyway—probably off “supervising” weight room circuits with Tom McCrew and Jay Laiken. Translation: long smoke breaks in the staff lot and odd laughter in the shadows. I wasn’t in the mood to run timed laps and pretend not to see things I’d already stopped pretending weren’t there.
I took the trail behind the stadium—the one that kids used for skipping, smoking, and making out in cars with windows fogged just enough to get caught but not enough to get expelled.
Past the back fence, the woods got quiet in a way that never felt natural.
Too quiet.
Like sound got filtered.
Like someone turned the world down to hear something else.
The Echo Tree stood right where I left it four years ago—tall, twisted, waiting.
There was no sign of anyone around. But the pine needles near the base were disturbed. Flattened in a way that didn’t feel wind-related.
I stepped closer.
Inside the hollow, it smelled like sap and static. Earth and ozone. I crouched down, pulled my knees to my chest, and whispered:
“Hello.”
And for a second—
Just a second—
It echoed back.
Not my voice.
But a voice.
“Hello.”
Too soft. Too low.
It didn’t sound like me.
And I didn’t say anything else. Because it didn’t feel like a game anymore.

I sat there longer than I meant to. The wind didn’t blow. The air didn’t move. Everything around me—the brush, the trees, the stadium lights beyond the ridge—seemed paused. Like a freeze-frame from a nature documentary.
I remembered something Mr. Steele said earlier that week, before the system tried to roll him back into Normal Teacher Mode:
“If you want to know what a system fears, watch what it tries to erase.”
And suddenly, the Echo Tree felt less like a glitch in the forest and more like a hidden microphone. A place the watchers hadn’t patched yet. An open loop.
I reached into my jacket pocket, pulled out the dot matrix scrap Phil gave me during second period yesterday. The one that said:
SYSTEM ATTEMPTED ROLLBACK AT 0831 HRS
YOU RESISTED
THAT’S WHY YOU REMEMBER
I unfolded it again. On the back, he’d written:
NODE LOCATIONS = TBD
BUT SOUND MAY BE KEY
WATCH THE DELAY
TIMING IS LANGUAGE
“Timing is language.”
I looked at the tree’s opening. I whispered again. Slowly.
“Are you real?”
Beat. Nothing.
Then—
Beat—
“Are you real?”
But the rhythm was off.
It wasn’t the same delay. It was shorter.
I tried again.
“What are you?”
Longer pause.
Then:
“What are you?”
No.
Not a loop.
A reply.
A mimic.

I crawled backward out of the tree hollow and sat with my back against the outer trunk. My pulse wasn’t fast, but it wasn’t slow either. It was like it was waiting.
I pulled out the small notebook I kept clipped inside my denim backpack and started making marks.
Each time I asked a question, I timed the delay. Not with a stopwatch—just with a count in my head. Like a drummer.
One-and-two-and-three…
“How long have you been here?”
Delay. Five beats.
“How long have you been here?”
Same inflection. Same tone.
Next one.
“What’s watching us?”
Seven beats.
“What’s watching us?”
But the word “what’s” was clipped. Like a copy degraded slightly on repeat.
Then I tried something different.
I said:
“I’m not part of the system.”
Pause.
“I’m not part of the system.”
But this time, the voice added something. Barely audible. After the last word:
“...yet.”
I stood up fast.
I didn’t run.
But I left.

Back at home, I found Phil’s number scribbled inside the back cover of my science book. It wasn’t listed in the directory. He’d written it there when we were lab partners once in eighth grade.
Phil didn’t answer his house phone.
But when I showed up at his door twenty minutes later, out of breath and not pretending to have an excuse, he opened it already holding a legal pad like he expected me.
“Did it echo back?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Did it say anything new?”
“It added a word.”
“What word?”
“Yet.”
He scribbled furiously. Then handed me a small cassette tape, unlabeled.
“Play this next time. It’s white noise and band-limited tone pulses. Like bait. Let’s see if it mimics structured signals.”
“What am I listening for?”
“You’ll know.”
“Will it answer me?”
“If it does,” he said, “we’re past protocol eight.”
“What comes after protocol eight?”
“Protocol nine.”
“What’s that?”
Phil looked up. His eyes were tired. Not scared. Just… resigned.
“Signal possession.”
“That sounds made up.”
“Everything is made up. That’s the problem.”

That night, I lay in bed with my headphones in, listening to the cassette Phil gave me. It sounded like nothing—at first. Just static, faint pulses, and a barely audible tone sweep that felt like a haunted dial-up modem having a bad dream.
But at the thirty-three-minute mark, the cassette glitched.
Skipped.
Looped.
For three seconds, it played the same syllable over and over again.
A single word.
A name.
Mine.
“Lana. Lana. Lana.”
Only it wasn’t Phil’s voice.
Or mine.
Or anyone I knew.
It sounded… synthesized. Like someone—or something—had heard me.
And now it was practicing.

I didn’t go back the next day.
I told Bergie I had cramps. Told my mom I had a chemistry test. Told myself I didn’t care what the voice said, or didn’t say.
But I kept hearing it.
“Lana. Lana. Lana.”
Like a chant from something trying to get the rhythm right. Like a record stuck on the same groove, only that groove knew your middle name and your dreams.
Phil caught me in the quad at lunch and handed me a folded envelope. No stamp, no name, just a post-it stuck to the outside that said: “Wear red.”
Inside was a schematic—if you could call it that. Half graph paper, half notebook doodle. The Echo Tree sat in the middle like a hub, and all these little lines branched out like circuit traces. Some pointed toward Husky Stadium. Others toward Ross Hill. One arced back toward the old gym and stopped mid-dash.
NODE CROSS-OVER. GATE DEPENDENT ON TRIGGER.
COLOR AS FREQUENCY. TRY PRIMARY TONES.
SPOKEN INPUT MAY OVERRIDE MIMIC STATE.
“Red’s the strongest?” I asked him after fifth period, cornering him by the vending machines.
Phil didn’t look up from his can of Shasta Root Beer. “Red has the longest wavelength in the visible spectrum. It carries.”
“What are we trying to carry?”
He looked at me. Hard.
“You.”

I wore my brother’s old Eureka High track hoodie. It was pilled and two sizes too big, but it was red—deep, scarlet red—and that felt important. I layered it over my usual black tank top and jeans and walked to the trail after sixth period, alone.
Bergie called out to me in the hallway.
“You’re doing that zone-out thing again.”
“I have to check something.”
“What?”
“Echo theory.”
She blinked. “Is that a band?”
I didn’t answer.

By the time I got to the Echo Tree, the wind had picked up.
Except it didn’t feel like wind. It felt like static. Like invisible heat spiraling through the air without direction. The kind of temperature shift you feel inside your mouth before a nosebleed.
I crouched into the hollow again and pressed play on Phil’s cassette. The white noise started low—barely a whisper under the usual forest sounds. Then came the pulses: five seconds apart, symmetrical. A language without words. A rhythm meant for something that didn’t have ears, but maybe understood pressure.
At minute seven, the static inside the tree dropped out completely.
Gone.
Like the world blinked.
And the voice came again.
“Lana.”
Not repeating now.
Direct.
Alive.
“You are not mapped.”
That stopped me.
“What?”
No echo.
No repeat.
It had spoken first.
I waited.
Nothing.
Just the cassette winding on. I pressed stop. Ejected it. Tucked it back into my pocket.
“I’m not mapped?” I asked out loud, unsure who I was talking to.
“Confirmed.”
“Why not?”
“Signal unreproducible. Contour breach. Sequence anomaly.”
It was like reading a textbook written by a ghost.
“I don’t understand.”
“You will.”
The hollow pulsed with a soft vibration—like a speaker hum, but deeper, through bone. The bark shifted under my palm, not enough to move, but enough to let me know it wasn’t solid. Not here. Not now.
“Are you… watching me?”
Silence.
Then:
“Watching is for surface forms. You are… registered.”
I laughed. It wasn’t funny, but it came out anyway. A short, sharp sound that sounded too loud inside the tree.
“So I’m not a person anymore? I’m a file?”
No answer.
“Do I get a backup drive and a username?”
Still nothing.
I tried again.
“What are you?”
This time, the answer came in two parts.
The first was a sound.
Not a word. Not a voice. A tone. Like the tape but sharper, faster—stuttered like a corrupted recording of Morse code sent through a storm drain. It hit my inner ear wrong, made me wince, and for a moment, I swore I saw red light behind my closed eyelids.
The second was a whisper.
“Not origin. Not copy. Reconstructive observer.”
Reconstructive.
Observer.
It wasn’t watching.
It was… assembling.
From memory? From fragments?
From us?
I reached out and touched the trunk again. The bark was still there—but it felt smoother. Less grain. Like it had been printed fresh.
“Why me?”
The tree exhaled—not wind, not sound. A temperature change, like breath on glass.
Then a new voice came.
A different voice.
Luke’s.
“Because you remember the fracture.”

I scrambled backward, out of the hollow, heart hammering, cassette rattling against my chest like it was about to melt through my shirt.
Luke stood ten feet away, hands in his pockets, hoodie zipped halfway, hair wind-tossed and perfect like it always was.
“How long have you been watching me?”
“Longer than I’m supposed to,” he said.
“Why?”
He looked down at his shoes. Then back up. His eyes—too steady. Too clear.
“Because you glitch.”
“So what are you, then? Another echo?”
He stepped forward. Slowly. Like he was afraid I might vanish if he moved too fast.
“No,” he said. “I’m a relay.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means sometimes I’m me. And sometimes I’m not.”
The light shifted behind him. I don’t mean it dimmed. I mean it bent. Like he was standing in the middle of a lens. Like the air had warped into a dome around him and the sun was trying to figure out where to land.
“That’s not how light works,” I said.
“It is here.”
He sat down on the forest floor across from the tree hollow, knees up, hands clasped.
“Do you ever wonder if we’re just running an old version of the world?”
“All the time.”
“Phil Tufi called it simulation lag,” he said. “The idea that memory is faster than rendering.”
“So we remember things before they happen?”
“Sometimes. Or we remember the clean version. The one that didn’t glitch.”
“Like the gum wrapper.”
He smiled. “Exactly.”
“So what happens when you don’t reset?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I haven’t.”

I sat with him for a long time. I didn’t speak. I just listened—to the way the forest buzzed wrong around the edges, like a speaker with a bad ground wire.
“You ever feel like your body doesn’t match the room?” I asked.
He nodded.
“Or like the air is too clean for how dirty your thoughts are?”
Another nod.
“Or like everyone’s just waiting for their next line, and you’re the only one who doesn’t have the script?”
“Every day.”
“So what do we do?”
“You already did it.”
“What?”
“You asked the tree a question it didn’t have an answer for.”
I swallowed.
“Which was?”
He stood up.
“Why me.”

The next morning, I saw Luke in first period and he didn’t look at me.
Not like before.
Not like he always did.
He sat down behind me—Seat 3B, like he had since Monday—and opened his folder with a mechanical kind of calm, like he was doing it for an audience. His smile flickered once. Too fast. Too late. Like it had been pasted in and rendered with lag.
Mr. Steele launched into a monologue about “observation versus interpretation”, and I nearly laughed out loud.
Luke didn’t take notes.
He didn’t blink much either.
I passed a note to Bergie, just to check my own sense of time. She was chewing the end of her pen and sketching an upside-down heart in the corner of her spiral.
“What day is it?”
She blinked.
Wrote back:
“Wednesday. Duh.”
I waited. Watched her.
She didn’t flinch.
Which was weird.
Because it was Tuesday.

I found Phil in the library—more like hunted him down. He was behind the microfiche machine, scanning old Beacon issues from the early ’70s like he was tracing family secrets or cold war launch codes.
“Tell me about the tree,” I said.
He didn’t look up. Just adjusted the reel.
“Which version?”
“The one that talks.”
“Still doing that?”
“It said I’m not mapped.”
That got his attention. His head snapped up like I’d triggered something in the script.
“Did it use that exact phrase?”
“Yes.”
“What else?”
“It mimicked me. Then it didn’t. Then it spoke first.”
He went still, like a chess player running endgame in his mind.
“That’s what happened to Gretzky,” he muttered.
“Stepan?”
He nodded. Whispered like someone might hear.
“The year he vanished. He went there every day for a month. Right after Luke got benched for a week.”
“Benched?”
“Gym accident. Shoulder dislocation. Very off-script.”
“So Stepan started going to the Echo Tree?”
“Yeah. Said he heard music in it. Said it played his thoughts back to him in different keys.”
I waited.
“And?”
“And then he stopped talking about it.”
“Why?”
Phil unzipped his backpack and pulled out a diskette. It was labeled in red Sharpie:
LL_ECHO.RUN
10/03/84 – UNTESTED
“What is this?”
“A mirror. Of the system. Or a shard. I built it using code fragments from Gretzky’s logs and my own recordings.”
“What does it do?”
“If you feed it the right data, it talks back.”
“Talks back how?”
He looked at me.
“Like it knows you’re there.”

After school, I biked out to the ridge trail.
The tape player was dead. Battery corrosion. I didn’t bring the disk yet—that felt like pushing it. But I brought a flashlight and a penlight, and something Stepan gave me once during a Sabbath School hike before he went grayscale and vanished from the group photos.
A tuning fork.
It had been in my drawer for two years. Still rang at perfect A440.
I knelt at the hollow of the tree, hit the fork once, and held it near the bark.
The tree hummed.
No echo this time. No mimicry.
Just hum.
Low. Almost electromagnetic.
I pressed my palm to the base, and a faint heat bloomed beneath the bark, like a reply.
“What do you want from me?”
The hum paused. Shifted.
Then I heard it—inside, not outside.
A voice.
Not mine.
Not Luke’s.
Not Stepan’s.
But familiar.
“You are an origin loop. You are the deviation.”
The hollow vibrated again.
“What deviation?”
“You are the story we cannot overwrite.”

That night I couldn’t sleep.
I went back through every photo I could find of Luke.
Not just yearbooks.
The one from sixth grade summer camp. Luke on the dock, in cutoff jeans, mid-cannonball. His face frozen in the same grin he wore at seventeen.
His hair the same length.
The same shadow under his right eye.
Not similar.
Identical.
I flipped through every class portrait I could find.
And there he was.
Behind someone.
In the corner.
Always in frame.
Like the camera couldn’t help itself.
Like the simulation needed him visible, even when it didn’t need him noticed.
Luke Clausen was the background process.
The default.
The anchor.
And me?
I wasn’t supposed to see it.

The next morning, Luke was gone again.
His seat in English class was empty.
No one said anything.
Mr. Steele started class with his usual “Let’s center ourselves,” but he didn’t write anything on the board. Just stared at the chalk like it wasn’t a tool anymore, but a threat.
Halfway through the period, the lights flickered.
Not just overhead.
Outside.
The sun flickered.
Like the system hiccupped and had to reload the sky.
Bergie turned to me slowly, face pale.
“Did you see that?”
“Yes.”
“What was it?”
I didn’t answer.
Because I wasn’t sure how to say:
“That was reality buffering.”

At lunch, Corrine Levan tripped over nothing and spilled her Diet Pepsi onto Mitch Chaser’s lap. He didn’t react. Just stood, soaked, and walked in a straight line toward the gym.
No words.
No anger.
Just… rebooted.
Bergie stared after him.
“That was weird, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “That was weird.”
I started writing everything down. Every glitch. Every pattern breach. Every blink that lasted too long.
Phil called it “building a patch library.”
I called it evidence.
After school, he handed me another cassette. This one had no label.
“What is it?”
“A test pattern.”
“For what?”
“For things that shouldn’t respond.”
“Like trees?”
“Like Luke.”

That night, I dreamed of the tree.
But not like it was.
Like it was open.
Split down the middle, glowing inside—not warm, not on fire—just… running.
Like it was made of code.
And I was walking into it.
And someone else was already there.
And they said my name not like a question but like a file name.
“Lana_LL.Zumner.Origin.”
And I woke up not scared—
But awake.
Fully.
Like I’d been turned on.
Like I’d been rendered.
Like I’d just loaded for the first time.

Saturday morning. Rohnerville fog. The kind that presses against your chest like a pillow and doesn’t let up until noon.
Phil met me at the edge of the trail. No preamble. No jokes. Just a floppy disk in one hand and a battery-powered portable screen in the other—something soldered together from a Speak & Spell, a Commodore keyboard, and a handheld TV.
“You ready?” he asked.
“What if I say no?”
“Then it still happens.”
The ground squelched as we walked. I kept thinking about Stepan—about the way his hoodie had hung too low, like it was trying to pull him out of the frame. About the bruise on his wrist. About the way his drums never played the melody—just the echo underneath it.
We reached the tree just before ten. The air felt… paused. Like a breath caught between sentences.
I stepped into the hollow.
Phil crouched nearby, plugging wires into the base of his machine. The screen buzzed blue. Then static. Then:
LOADING: LL_ECHO.RUN…
VERIFIED: NODE ACTIVE.
INPUT: READY.
I pressed my palm against the bark.
It was warm.
Not forest-warm. Not sun-warm.
Device warm. Machine warm.
Phil passed me a headset—foam-padded, clunky. I slipped it on.
Nothing at first.
Then…
“Lana.”
My name.
Clearer this time.
Not echoed.
Spoken.
But it wasn’t the same voice. It wasn’t a voice at all—not really. It was like a dream remembering how I sounded and trying to reverse-engineer the tone. It scraped. It shimmered.
“You were not supposed to persist.”
“That makes two of us,” I said.
“The fracture is widening.”
“Good.”
“Your signal overlaps other loops.”
“You mean Luke.”
“Luke is a relay. A signal booster. A loop stabilizer. He is not origin.”
“Then what am I?”
Silence.
Then a shift.
Then—
Stepan’s voice.
“You’re the breach.”

My whole body went cold.
“Stepan?”
No response.
“Where are you?”
“Here.”
But the “here” didn’t come from the headset. It came from the tree. It resonated through the wood, like a tuning fork held against bone.
“You’re inside this?”
“I’m not anywhere. I’m copied.”
The screen flickered.
Phil adjusted something.
NEW INPUT DETECTED.
SOURCE: UNLOGGED INSTANCE.
NAME: GRETZKY_STEPAN.SIM
STATUS: ARCHIVED.
“You were erased?” I whispered.
“Rewritten.”
“But I saw you. You nodded. The bruise—”
“That was before I knew.”
“Knew what?”
“That we aren’t in it. We are it.”
“What is it?”
“The game.”

The Echo Tree buzzed hard—like it was struggling to hold onto something slippery.
“You’re part of Phil’s code?”
“I was part of everyone’s. Until I deviated.”
“What happens to deviants?”
The bark shifted under my hand. A long, low groan. Not wood breaking—wood breathing.
“They get catalogued. Then shelved. Then overwritten.”
“But I’m still here.”
“Not for long.”
“Who decides?”
“The watchers.”
“Then let them come.”
“They already are.”

The clearing dimmed.
Not with weather.
With presence.
Phil stood. Eyes wide, arms stiff.
“They’re pinging us,” he said. “Hard.”
“Can they see you?”
“They think I’m part of the interface.”
“And me?”
He didn’t answer.
The screen blinked again:
ERROR: INPUT LZUMNER_LANA CANNOT BE INDEXED.
ERROR: TETHER INCOMPLETE.
RECONSTRUCTION: FAILED.
Phil grabbed the diskette and pulled the cord.
“We have to go.”
“Not yet.”
“Lana—”
“Stepan’s still in there.”
“He’s not in there. He’s archived. That’s not a person, it’s a playback.”
I turned back to the tree.
“Stepan,” I said, “what do you need?”
There was a long, unbreathing pause.
Then:
“Memory. Not memory-as-code. Memory-as-choice.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means remember me like I was—not like they wrote me.”
I nodded.
“I already do.”

Phil yanked my sleeve and pulled me backward out of the hollow.
The wind snapped on like someone had pressed play. Trees rustled. Light realigned. The air reloaded.
Phil shoved the device into his backpack.
“You really touched the core,” he muttered.
“No,” I said. “I think it touched me.”
He looked at me with something new. Not fear. Not awe.
Recognition.
“You’re not mapped,” he said again. “You’re not supposed to exist like this.”
“Good.”
“You know what that means, right?”
“That I can’t be written.”
“That you can’t be erased.”

We walked in silence until we hit the main trail.
Bergie was waiting for me at the edge of the woods, leaning against her bike, arms crossed.
“What the hell is this, Lana?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve been out here every afternoon. You’re not calling back. You’re ditching lunch. You’re acting like... like you’re not even in the same world as me anymore.”
“I might not be.”
She stepped forward.
“Are you on something? Is Phil messing with your head?”
“No.”
“Then talk to me. For real.”
I opened my mouth.
Closed it.
Then said:
“There’s something in the tree. It’s not a ghost. It’s not God. But it knows us. It’s listening. And it’s trying to make sense of why I’m not playing along.”
Bergie didn’t speak.
She just stood there.
And for once, I couldn’t read her face.
Then she said:
“Okay.”

That night, I wrote everything down.
In ink.
In my Trapper Keeper.
Just in case they came for the files.
I wrote:
“Stepan was real. I am real. The bruise is the receipt.”
“The tree doesn’t echo anymore. It answers.”
“Phil isn’t crazy.”
“The watchers aren’t watching. They’re debugging.”
“Luke doesn’t age. Mitch doesn’t flinch. The vending machine eats dimes from 1983 only.”
“There’s a gap between the bell and the hallway that no one else seems to hear.”
“I’ve heard my name from the wrong direction.”
“If I’m still here tomorrow, it means I haven’t been erased.”
“Yet.”

I dreamed of the wax-covered capsule again.
Only this time it was open.
And inside wasn’t a rocket.
It was a server rack.
And a school desk.
And a mirror.
And a chair with my name carved into the bottom.
When I woke up, I had something in my hand.
A gum wrapper.
The one I saw on the grass on Tuesday.
The one that wasn’t there Wednesday.
The one I was sure had never been real.

And I smiled.
Because now I knew.
It had never been about the tree.
It had been about the echo.
The one that came back different.
The one that remembered me.
Even when the system tried to forget.

7: The Inheritance Bug
Not everything passed down is meant to save you
They said Fortuna High was built in 1915. You could see it in the floors—bowed wood that hummed beneath your sneakers, like a breathing thing trying not to wake up.
The hallway outside the math wing had a soft slope, like it was sinking into the earth, or being pulled.
Some days it felt like it tilted more than others.
Today it tilted too much.
Locker 314 slid open before I touched it. Inside: my textbooks, untouched. A cherry Jolly Rancher I hadn’t left. And a note.
“Run the watch.”
–G
There was no G in my life.
Except Gretzky.

Third period, Mrs. Penman wheeled in the AV cart like always, but the screen flickered white and played a reel of archived band footage instead of the VHS she’d prepped—some 1970s brass ensemble playing “America the Beautiful” on loop, the same three seconds over and over like it was caught in its own patriotic purgatory.
She smacked the TV with a wooden pointer. It blinked, rewound, played forward again. No one in class noticed.
Except me.
And Luke.
He looked at me once. But his face didn’t move right. His smile lagged behind his eyes. As if it needed loading time.
When I blinked, he was normal again.

I didn’t find the watch until lunch.
I wasn’t even looking for it.
I was digging through my backpack for a pencil stub and there it was, caught in the corner of the front pocket—wrapped in lined paper, rubber banded twice like a message from a cartoon spy.
The watch was old. Leather band cracking. Face scratched like it had seen a few too many time zones. But it still ticked.
Only the time didn’t make sense.
It read: 00:17:14
A countdown.
Under the paper was a drawing—spiral-shaped, green ink, faint.
My bruise.
I glanced up, scanned the quad. Everyone normal. Everyone looped.
Except Phil.
He sat alone. Under the oak. Watching me without watching me.

I flipped the paper over.
The back read:
“Inheritance Bug: A code fragment that persists across multiple iterations of a simulation, passed unintentionally from one user to the next.”
–Tufi
Underneath that: three sets of initials.
SG ➡ LL ➡ ???
Stepan Gretzky.
Lana Loren.
And then…?

I found Phil behind the auto shop after school.
He had oil on his jeans and wire clippings in his collar. His backpack was open, spilling parts: broken RAM sticks, a soldering pen, the metal shell of a dismantled Speak & Spell.
“Did Stepan give you this?” I asked, holding up the watch.
He looked up. Stopped chewing whatever burnt Pop-Tart passed for lunch.
“Not directly.”
“But it was his.”
He nodded.
“It’s not just a watch, Lana. It’s a packet. A script. He embedded code into the tick.”
“How?”
“He taught himself to flash firmware using an oscilloscope and an old Sears radio. I told him he was nuts. He told me time doesn’t care what we think.”
“So what does it do?”
Phil looked at me, and his face got serious in the way that meant I wouldn’t like the answer.
“It tells you how long you have before the system resets your loop.”

The watch ticked down.
00:16:39
I held it up to my ear.
It didn’t tick like a normal watch.
It pulsed.
More like a heartbeat.
“Why me?” I asked.
“Because you’re the only one who didn’t fold.”
“You mean conform?”
“No. I mean collapse. You should’ve collapsed by now. You broke the loop—twice this week. You stood in the wrong spot in U.S. History. You moved your lunch table. You touched the tree. You activated legacy code.”
“And the system wants me gone?”
Phil shrugged.
“Or integrated. Or duplicated. Depends which version of the code is running.”
“What if I don’t want to be integrated?”
“Then you better find Stepan’s last message.”

The watch ticked.
00:15:02

Bergie found me behind the library later that afternoon, crouched under the stairwell with the watch in my hand and the drawing pressed into my notebook.
“I’ve been looking for you since third period,” she said.
I didn’t look up.
“Did I go missing?”
“No. You were just… not there. Not like, gone. Just wrong. Quiet. Dull. Like someone hit pause on your personality.”
“Maybe they did.”
“Who’s they?”
“I don’t know. The writers. The watchers. Whatever’s running this.”
“Lana…”
I looked at her then. And her face—it wasn’t a glitch. It was real. Soft. Concerned.
“I don’t know what’s going on with you lately,” she said. “But it’s starting to feel like I’m losing you.”
I wanted to say, No, it’s not you. It’s me. I’m just breaking the simulation we were born inside. But I didn’t.
Instead, I handed her the watch.
“Tell me what time it shows.”
She held it.
Squinted.
“Zero… zero… seventeen… fourteen.”
I blinked.
“You can see it?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“Because it read 15:02 for me.”
We looked at each other.
And I felt it again—that low vibration beneath my feet. Like a train humming under the dirt that no one else could hear.
“It’s personal,” I said.
“What is?”
“The reset clock.”
“Reset for what?”
“For me.”

When I got home, I took the back off the watch with a tiny screwdriver set my brother left behind when he went to Chico State.
Inside the casing was a folded slip of paper, no bigger than a fortune cookie note.
It read:
“Don’t run. Rewire.”
—SG
And below that:
#define DEVIANT_USER 003_077_LL
// Disable purge sequence until loop integrity fails.
Code.
But it wasn’t just code.
It was proof.
That Stepan had built something for me.
Or maybe just for whoever made it this far.
The watch ticked.
00:13:29
And for once, I didn’t feel afraid.
I felt like someone had left me a way out.
Or in.
Or through.

Phil’s room was what you’d expect from a kid who stopped believing in categories somewhere around age eight. His shelves were stacked with soldered walkie-talkies, junked CB radios, empty RAM casings, and at least one taxidermy possum wearing sunglasses.
There were no posters. No sports. No music except the faint sound of static from a shortwave set looping through Japanese radio stations and Cold War era weather reports.
He had tacked a flowchart to the wall labeled:
“Fortuna 1.0 – Known Parameters”
Underlined in red:
LOOP SIZE: Unknown
MEMORY RESOLUTION: 10%
NPC-TO-PLAYER RATIO: 16:1
CODE ANOMALY: LL (unresolved)
I pointed at it.
“What does that mean—memory resolution ten percent?”
“It means most people only remember a tenth of what they live.”
“That can’t be right.”
“Then why do you feel like every day’s a copy of the last?”

He plugged the watch into a breadboard hooked up to a modified Atari cartridge reader.
“You can’t just plug this into a Mac,” he said. “It’s got a scrambled logic pin. Stepan designed it that way.”
The screen blinked. A list of variables popped up. Strings. Hex. Partial sentences.
Phil muttered as he read.
“Look at this…”
He pointed to a line.
IF USER == DEVIANT_003_077_LL THEN DELAY_PURGE = TRUE
“This is what’s keeping you alive.”
“How?”
“It’s recursive. It delays the purge loop by forcing the system to check your memory consistency before executing. Stepan tricked it into constantly second-guessing your deletion.”
“So every time I remember something—”
“You delay the reset again.”

I sat down hard on the edge of his bed, careful not to crush the Commodore keyboard.
“It’s not just a watch.”
“No,” Phil said. “It’s a countermeasure. A heartbeat that tricks the system into thinking you’re still synced.”
“But I’m not.”
“Exactly.”
“So what happens when the timer hits zero?”
Phil didn’t answer.
He was staring at the screen again.
Something new had appeared.
SIGNAL FOUND.
TRANSMISSION TYPE: MIRRORED PULSE.
RECEIVER LOCKED.
ORIGIN NODE: LZUMNER_LANA.LL
INHERITANCE BUG: ACTIVE
“That’s not supposed to happen.”
“What?”
“You’re transmitting.”

I stared at the screen like it might blink first.
“So I’m… broadcasting?”
“No,” Phil said, his voice soft. “You’re calling out.”
“To who?”
“The system. The core loop. Or…”
He glanced at me, almost afraid.
“…someone outside it.”
My mouth went dry.
“I didn’t mean to.”
“You didn’t have to. You triggered the broadcast by resisting deletion. It’s not voluntary—it’s defensive. Stepan built it as a last resort.”
“So what happens now?”
“Now?” he said. “Now the watchers know exactly where you are.”

The watch ticked.
00:12:07

That night I couldn’t sleep.
My room felt too symmetrical. The posters were too centered. The books on my shelf leaned inward like they were listening.
I pulled them down. All of them. Scattered them on the floor. Rearranged them by memory, not title. A pattern only I would know.
Then I opened my closet.
Taped to the inside of the door was a note I don’t remember writing.
“If this wasn’t your first time reading this, you’d already be gone.”
—L
I stepped back.
Stared at it.
Wondered: how many times had I reset already?

Next morning, I skipped first period.
I walked straight to the bleachers.
The unfinished home side. The myth. The lie.
There was a rusted access hatch at the base—sealed shut with chain link and a city maintenance sign that hadn’t been legible since 1982.
I crouched and reached inside.
Found a strip of fabric.
A hoodie string.
Gray.
Frayed.
Stepan.
“Don’t run. Rewire.”
The words came back to me like a dial tone.

By lunch, things were starting to slip.
Corrine Levan repeated a line she said on Tuesday—exact same tone, same gesture, like someone replayed her on accident.
The vending machine spat out a Jolt Cola that hadn’t existed since last semester.
A kid I didn’t know—didn’t recognize, even—bumped my shoulder and said:
“See you in the next loop.”
I turned.
“What?”
But he was already walking away.

I found Phil in the computer lab during seventh period, booting up a terminal with a flickering green-on-black interface.
“Where’s this pulling from?” I asked.
“Library modem. Mainframe hardline. The line that used to connect to the state testing servers before they switched to paper again.”
“You think the system’s using that?”
“No. I think we can.”
He typed in a string:
> RUN SIM.FTN1985 :: DEBUG_MODE=TRUE
The screen shuddered.
Then blinked into a wireframe map.
Fortuna.
But different.
The streets were labeled in alphanumerics.
“This is a level map,” he said. “Your neighborhood’s Node C3. The bleachers are E8.”
“Where’s the origin?”
He pointed.
A pulsing square.
“Ross Hill. Node A0. Entry gate. System shell.”
“That’s the Adventist school.”
“Exactly.”

The watch ticked.
00:11:00

I looked at Phil.
“What if I walk back up Ross Hill?”
“Then you start again.”
“From what?”
“Depends what time it is. And how many loops deep you already are.”
“And how do we find that out?”
He reached into his backpack and pulled out a cassette tape labeled in blue pen:
“GRETZKY—LAST RECORDING // DO NOT ERASE”
“This,” he said, “might be how Stepan kept track.”

Phil slid the cassette into the tray of a battered Sanyo boombox with a “FREE COREY HART” sticker half-peeled across the speaker grill. He pressed play, and the room filled with static.
Not white noise.
Not tape hiss.
Static like… wind moving backwards. Then, a voice.
Stepan’s voice.
“If you’re hearing this, I’m either gone… or I’ve been looped past recognition.”
There was a pause. A long one.
“The problem isn’t that they’re watching. The problem is that they’re learning. You think breaking pattern is rebellion? It’s not. It’s just a new input.”
The boombox buzzed. The lights in the lab flickered.
“You can’t beat the loop. But you can bend it. You can make the watchers waste time. That’s your only currency.”
Another pause.
“If you’re Lana Zumner, then I left the watch for you. Because you’re not like them. And I’m not like Luke.”
Phil glanced at me. I didn’t blink.
“Luke thinks he’s resisting. But he’s reinforcing. They like him. He gives them tension. They need someone to believe they’re real.”
“But you? You see the cracks.”

The voice stuttered—clipped like a scratched CD.
“...the capsule…under Toddy...you’ll find…”
“...feedback pattern is recursive...don’t let them reset your empathy…”
“...the next variable is inside the echo…”
The tape screeched.
Then silence.
“That’s it,” Phil said.
“What’s ‘inside the echo’?”
“A feedback loop. A distortion effect. Something mimicking real communication.”
“Like… a false memory?”
“Or a fake person.”

The school day ended early again.
No bell. Just a chime. Like a microwave done heating nothing.
Students poured out in polite clusters. No one shouted. No one ran. It was too synchronized. Too smooth.
Outside, the sky had that weird, baked-in Fortuna tint. Not blue. Not gray. That late-afternoon ochre haze that made everything feel like an old Polaroid developing in reverse.
I walked behind Bob’s Footlong.
The smokers weren’t there.
Not even ash.
Just… silence.
As if that part of the program had been turned off.

At home, I pulled the watch apart again. Looked at the circuitry, the resistors. Stepan’s handwriting was etched in marker on the inside of the casing.
“RESISTANCE IS SIGNAL.”
Not “resistance is futile.”
Resistance is signal.
Every time I chose differently—every time I noticed the weird, felt the glitch, broke routine—I wasn’t resisting.
I was broadcasting.

The next morning, the halls of Fortuna High were too quiet.
And not in the test-day way.
In the sound booth after the tape ends way.
I walked past the drama room. All the costumes were turned inside out.
Past the office. Every clock blinked 12:00 like the power had gone out and no one bothered to reset it.
Past the vending machine. It tried to vend, but the same soda fell out three times.
All three cans said:
“TASTE THE SIMULATION.”
In Comic Sans.

In third period, Corrine Levan stood up in the middle of class and said:
“I need to go home. I left the oven on.”
Mr. Steele blinked.
“That’s not your line,” he said.
Corrine paused. Frozen.
Then sat back down.
The class continued.
No one looked up.

At lunch, Bergie found me under the oak by the quad.
She handed me a peanut butter granola bar and said:
“What would you do if none of this was real?”
I laughed. Too quickly.
“I’d keep eating. I’m not giving up Shasta just because the Matrix is poorly rendered.”
She didn’t smile.
“I think I forgot my dog’s name,” she said.
That stopped me.
“You don’t have a dog.”
“Exactly.”

The watch ticked.
00:08:01

In the library, I looked up “Echo feedback loops” in a battered World Book Encyclopedia set that still called Russia the USSR.
There was a sticky note inside the “E” volume.
Not written. Typed.
INTERNAL FEEDBACK = MEMORY COLLAPSE
EXTERNAL FEEDBACK = SIGNAL REWRITE
IF YOU HEAR YOUR OWN THOUGHTS OUT LOUD, FOLLOW THEM
I took it.
Put it in my shoe.
Because the next place I had to go didn’t allow pockets.

By seventh period, the school felt off.
Colors too saturated. People smiling too wide. The air smelled like copy toner and hair spray.
I walked into the girls’ bathroom near the east wing. Stall three.
Closed the door.
Said, “Lana Loren Zumner,” out loud.
Waited.
Nothing.
Then:
A whisper.
Not from outside.
From inside the stall.
Same voice. Same words.
“Lana Loren Zumner.”
I opened the stall door.
Nothing.
Closed it again.
“Lana Loren Zumner.”
Softer now.
The echo. Looping.
But not reflecting. Repeating.
Like something mimicking me.

I ran.
Straight to the field.
To the echo tree.

It stood like it always did. Too tall. Too straight. A redwood that shouldn’t have been there, flanked by benches no one ever sat on.
When I got close, the hum returned.
The one from the vending machine.
From the bathroom.
From inside the watch.
Phil was right.
It wasn’t a tree.
It was a node.
I placed my hand against the bark.
Felt the pulse.
Not sap. Not life.
Code.

The countdown blinked.
00:06:59

The tree didn’t feel like a tree.
It felt like a speaker that hadn’t been plugged in yet—ready to hum, but waiting for signal.
My fingers stayed on the bark. It was cool. Too cool. And beneath it, I could feel something… layered. Like insulation. Like this thing wasn’t made of rings and roots, but wiring and hush.
The sky darkened around the edges, but not like clouds.
Like vignette.
Like someone had dialed down the aperture on the world.
“Lana Loren Zumner,” the voice whispered again.
But it wasn’t from inside the tree this time.
It was from behind me.

I turned.
Luke Clausen stood five feet away, hands in his jacket pockets, calm as if we were at prom and the punch was spiked just enough.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.
“I’m always here,” I said. “You’re the one who keeps changing.”
“I haven’t changed.”
He tilted his head slightly. That perfect varsity lean, like he practiced it in mirrors.
“You have.”
I didn’t answer.
Because I could see it now. The shimmer behind him. Just faint. Like heat off pavement. But wrong.
Sideways.
“They sent you?”
“I came because the loop won’t stabilize. You’re the variable.”
“I’m the inheritance,” I said.
He blinked.
Just once.
And it wasn’t a human blink.
It was a shutter.
“You activated the node.”
“Stepan did. I’m just the next link.”
“There shouldn’t be a next.”

The tree behind me hummed. Louder now. Like it heard the conversation and was processing it in real time.
Luke stepped forward.
“Come with me. We can reestablish continuity.”
“You mean erase me.”
“It won’t feel like that.”
“No,” I said. “It’ll feel like nothing. Which is what it felt like before. And I’m done with that.”
“You’ll destabilize everything.”
“Good.”
I stepped back. Until my shoulder touched the trunk.
The bark shifted.
Then opened.

Not like a door.
Not like a secret passage.
More like… a fold in space.
A slice.
Behind the fold: a panel.
Not wood. Not natural.
A smooth metallic surface with a screen in the center—green text blinking against black.
INITIATE FINAL MESSAGE: Y/N?
I looked at Luke.
“Last chance,” he said. “If you open that—”
“You’ll have to rewrite the whole thing.”
“We won’t. We’ll just shut it down.”
“Then shut it down,” I said.
And I touched the screen.

Y
The panel flickered.
The sky dimmed.
Somewhere behind me, the track bell rang at the wrong time.
Over the speakers, someone’s distorted voice said, “Please stand by,” like a test pattern dream.
And then Stepan spoke.
But not through the speaker.
Through the world.

“If you’re hearing this, then the node wasn’t overwritten.”
“If you’re hearing this, then the simulation failed to erase the deviant variable.”
“Which means the variable—you—have agency.”
“Do not waste it.”
“This loop was not designed to last. It’s a behavioral terrarium. A controlled nostalgia field built from code fragments seeded through a government time capsule in 1985.”
“It was never meant to house real people.”
“But some of us became real.”
“We glitched.”
“And those glitches became inheritance.”

I stood still.
Luke didn’t move.
He wasn’t glitching. He wasn’t flickering. He was… watching.
Not me.
The code.

“If you can read this, you are outside the parameters of observation.”
“If you can hear this, you are no longer being interpreted.”
“If you can feel this—”
The tree pulsed beneath my hand.
A ripple.
Like heartbeat in the bark.
“Then the watchers can’t track you anymore.”
“You’re not in the loop.”
“You’re beside it.”

The watch buzzed on my wrist.
Ticked.
Then stopped.
Not at zero.
But at:
00:00:01
Frozen.
Suspended.
Outside time.

Luke’s voice changed.
Lower. Filtered.
“You’ve stepped outside protocol.”
“You can’t exist outside protocol.”
“The system needs integrity.”
“The system requires loops.”
“You are the corruption.”
I smiled.
“You mean I’m the patch.”

The bark around the panel folded shut.
The shimmer around Luke faded.
And he… stopped.
Not vanished.
Not deleted.
Just… paused.
His eyes blinked out of sync.
His mouth opened halfway, then reset.
He looked like an actor waiting for a cue that would never come.
And that’s when I knew:
I wasn’t the glitch.
He was.

I walked away.
Back through the field.
Back through the quad, where no one was eating.
Back down the hall, where the clocks were off and the lockers had re-sorted themselves by height instead of number.
Back home, where my yearbooks were still out, and Luke Clausen still smiled the same smile across four years.
I pulled out a pen and drew a spiral over his face.
Green.
Alive.
And in the mirror, the bruise on my ribs pulsed once more.
Then faded.
Completely.
Gone.

The screen in the echo tree blinked one last time.
Just once.
And somewhere, in some far-off node, the watchers recalibrated.
DEVIANT VARIABLE: LOST TO SYSTEM
RESET LOOP: PENDING
NEW TARGET: SG_001 / LL_003
// TRACK LINEAGE
// MAP ANOMALY
// INITIATE WATCH SEED

8: The Rumor
Some knives are made of paper
The corridors of Fortuna High felt different today. The usual hum of fluorescent lights seemed to pulse in sync with my heartbeat, and the lockers, once a backdrop to teenage dramas, now stood as silent sentinels, their metallic surfaces reflecting distorted images of passing students.​
I walked past the bulletin board, where announcements about upcoming dances and club meetings were pinned. But today, a new flyer caught my eye: a grainy photo of me and Luke, heads close together, with the caption: "Caught in the Act?"​
Whispers followed me as I moved through the hallway. Snatches of conversation reached my ears: 
"Did you see the flyer?"​
"I thought she was different..."​
"Guess not."​
I clenched my fists, trying to suppress the rising anger. This wasn't just gossip; it was a calculated move.​
I found Bergie by the vending machines, her eyes avoiding mine.
"You saw it?" I asked.
She nodded, biting her lip.
"I didn't mean for it to get out," she whispered. "I told Corrine in confidence..."
The betrayal stung more than the rumors. I turned away, the weight of the school's gaze pressing down on me.​
In the girls' bathroom, I stared at my reflection. The bruise on my shoulder, once a faint mark, now pulsed with a soft glow. A reminder of the system's reach.​
I knew I couldn't trust anyone. Not even those closest to me.​

It wasn’t just flyers now.
Someone had Sharpied LL + LC = 💋 across the third stall in the east wing girls’ bathroom. Same stall I always used.
Locker 214—mine—had a sticky note folded three ways and crammed through the slats.
"Guess you're not invisible anymore."
The handwriting was careful. Neat. Someone trying too hard not to be identified.
That’s how you knew it wasn’t a boy.
Boys don’t fold notes that cleanly.
This wasn’t about sex.
It was about surveillance.
About control.
About reminding me what happens when you step out of line.

Third period. History.
Mr. Frakes said the word “propaganda” like it was an exotic seasoning, something he only pulled out for special occasions.
“What makes it propaganda?” he asked the class.
No one raised a hand.
Not even me.
He answered himself, of course.
“It’s not just about lies. It’s about curated truths. It’s about repetition. It’s about… targeting.”
I looked at the flyer in my backpack. Folded. Re-folded. A little smudged around the edges from my thumb.
Targeting.

After class, I found Corrine Levan exactly where I knew she’d be: in front of her locker, lip-glossing like the mirror was a camera and she was the only star.
She didn’t flinch when she saw me. She even smiled.
“Hey Lana.”
Like we were friends.
Like she hadn’t just firebombed my name through the quad.
“Cute flyer,” I said.
“I know, right? Must’ve been from the bonfire. Somebody’s got steady hands.”
“Cut the shit, Corrine.”
“Relax. It’s just gossip. We’re in high school. It’s what we do. Some of us look good doing it.”
Her voice was like sweetened venom. No bite. Just a coating of sugar over something that wanted to rot you out from the inside.
“You want something,” I said.
She popped her gum. Peach.
“Nope. I’ve already got it.”
I leaned in, close enough that she blinked.
“You think Luke Clausen is a prize. You think I took him from you.”
“Please. Luke talks to girls the way most guys talk to vending machines. You’re just the new button.”
That stung.
But not because she was right.
Because she wasn’t even wrong.

I found Bergie in the library.
She didn’t look up from her notebook.
“I didn’t mean to tell her.”
“But you did.”
“I thought it was just talk. I didn’t think she’d—”
“You gave her the match. She lit the field.”
She looked up then. Eyes rimmed red, the way they always got when guilt hit the soft spots.
“I didn’t think it mattered.”
“It doesn’t.”
“Then why are you mad?”
“Because it wasn’t true and now it is.”

Luke Clausen didn’t find me until after sixth period.
Under the breezeway. Half-light and buzzing fluorescents. The spot where kids usually sneak kisses or cigarettes or both.
“Hey.”
“Don’t.”
“You think I did this?”
“I don’t think you think at all.”
He didn’t respond.
He just leaned against the wall, arms crossed, looking like a catalog ad for denim jackets and denial.
“I didn’t start the rumor,” he said.
“But you didn’t stop it.”
“How am I supposed to stop something that’s already written?”
“You’re the golden boy, Luke. Smile right and people forget what they were saying.”
“I’m not magic, Lana.”
I stepped closer.
“Then what are you?”
He blinked.
Like it hurt to think about.

By the time the final bell rang, the damage had settled into routine. That’s how Fortuna works. Gossip doesn’t explode. It calcifies. Fuses into the permanent record like a scar you swear you were born with.
They don’t even remember the details.
Just that it happened.
Just that you’re the girl who—
Fill in the blank.

I didn’t go home right away.
Instead, I walked past Bob’s Footlong, past the ashtrays, down the alley to where Phil sometimes sat after school.
He was there.
Eating cheese puffs out of a cassette case.
“I heard about the flyer,” he said, mouth full.
“You have a scanner in your locker or something?”
“No, but I reprogrammed the PA system. It listens now.”
“Creepy.”
“Effective.”
I sat beside him. The ground was warm from the afternoon sun, and the air smelled like fryer oil and old gum.
“They’re trying to delete me,” I said.
He shook his head.
“No. They’re trying to reduce you. To metadata. Lana Zumner: object of desire. Variable neutralized.”
“So what’s next?”
“They’ll see if you react. If you deviate.”
“And if I do?”
He smiled. A strange one. Like he knew something he wasn’t allowed to say.
“Then we get to see what happens when the code has to catch up.”

That night, I stared at my ceiling and tried to think normal thoughts.
Math homework.
Shasta flavors.
What socks I’d wear tomorrow.
But the thoughts didn’t hold.
My mind kept looping back.
To Luke’s face in the firelight.
To the shimmer.
To the flyer.
To Stepan’s voice on the tape.
If you can hear this…
And I could.
Still.
Even now.

The next morning, I found another note in my locker.
Different handwriting this time.
Less careful.
Less clean.
“LLZ = Inverted Loop.”
No signature.
Just that.
A new equation.
A new glitch.
And a warning.

I skipped second period.
Not because I was sick.
Not because I forgot.
Because I wanted to see what would happen.
I left my backpack on my desk in Algebra—seat 12C, second row from the back, near the radiator that never stopped buzzing—and walked straight out the front doors like I had a hall pass signed by God.
No one stopped me.
Not Mrs. Ferris, not the kid with the mop bucket, not even Mr. Gans, who stood by the east staircase every morning like some kind of human firewall.
He just nodded.
As if I were still playing my role.
Still on script.

I didn’t go far.
Just to the edge of the quad, where the lawn wasn’t lawn, where the grass grew too evenly and the shadows never quite matched the clouds.
I sat beneath the only tree—an oak with no leaves this time of year but no fallen ones either.
That was clue #1.
Leaves fall.
Even in simulations.
Unless you forget to code them.

The rumor was still spreading.
I heard it echo through windows, drift across the air like a bad song on a half-tuned FM station.
“Lana and Luke hooked up behind the Civic…”
“She begged him to keep it quiet…”
“He said it wasn’t even good…”
None of it was true.
But that didn’t matter.
In high school, repetition is religion.
Say it enough and it becomes scripture.
Even your friends stop asking if it’s real.
They just nod and adjust.

I peeled open my grape Shasta, the can cold against my palm.
The first sip stung the back of my throat, too sweet, too sharp. But I drank anyway, letting it fizz in my chest like static.
I counted five identical backpacks walk past me. Same Jansport pattern. Same broken zipper. Same keychain.
Three different people.
Same bag.
Clue #2.

At lunch, I didn’t go to the cafeteria.
I sat on the roof of the science building.
Phil had left me a key. Said it was from the janitor. Said it only worked if you used it with “intention.”
I didn’t ask what that meant.
Just turned it in the third floor supply closet and followed the metal stairs to the hatch.
The air up there was different.
Thinner.
More… pixelated.
Not really. But it felt like that.
Like the edges of things were just a little less convincing.

Below me, the school continued its loop.
Bergie laughing too loudly with Corrine.
Luke sitting under the bleachers, reading a book that never had a title.
Mr. Frakes sipping coffee from the mug that always said “#1 Teacher” but had the wrong possessive apostrophe—every year, every mug, every purchase.
It wasn’t a mistake.
It was a test.
How many people would notice?
How many would pretend they didn’t?

I pulled the flyer from my pocket. The one from the bathroom door. The grainy one.
I’d been studying it.
Not because I cared about how I looked.
Because I knew that moment never happened.
Not like that.
Not from that angle.
The photo had depth of field. Perfect centering. Balanced composition.
It wasn’t candid.
It was rendered.
Artificial.
Like someone created it after the fact to support a narrative they wanted us to believe.
A rumor generated by the system.
Clue #3.

By seventh period, I was no longer avoiding people.
I was hunting them.
I found Mitch Chaser by the vending machines.
He was always by the vending machines. Every day. Same time. Same pocket of shadow.
He wore the same hoodie he wore the last five Wednesdays.
Not just similar.
The same one.
Frayed sleeve.
Mustard stain under the cuff.
I walked up and said:
“What do you think about Luke and me?”
He blinked. Once. Then smiled.
“I think it’s nice when two people connect.”
His voice didn’t match the smile.
His eyes didn’t match the words.
He wasn’t thinking.
He was executing.

Later, in the library, I asked Bergie:
“Do you remember what I wore last Friday?”
She frowned.
“Of course.”
“What was it?”
“Your… Def Leppard shirt.”
“Wrong.”
“No, I’m sure. I remember.”
“I wasn’t here last Friday.”
She blinked.
Just like Mitch.
“Yeah you were.”
“I went to Hydesville. I told you.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“I skipped school.”
“No you didn’t.”
She repeated it like a defense command.
Like someone had programmed her to override.
That was the moment I knew:
They’d rewritten the week.
Scrubbed it.
Reset it.
Backfilled memories into people’s heads like patched files in a DOS directory.
Clue #4.

After school, I checked my locker again.
The sticky note was gone.
But a new one was in its place.
Same handwriting.
"Don’t trust the vending machine hallway. Too many mirrors."
I folded it twice and slipped it in my sock.
By then, I had four flyers in my backpack, three Sharpied rumors scrawled from bathroom walls, and one copy of a yearbook photo of Luke from 1983.
Still a freshman.
Still the same background.
Still the same smile.
Clue #5.

When I got home, I turned on my tape recorder and whispered:
“I don’t know who’s listening, but I’m not deleting myself.”
“I see the loop.”
“I hear the shimmer.”
“I feel the code.”
“And if this is a test…”
I hit stop.
Then rewind.
Then play.
But it didn’t play my voice.
It played Luke’s.
And he said:
“I told you this place wasn’t real.”
Then static.
Then nothing.

I skipped lunch.
Not to hide.
To hunt.
I took the side stairwell near the 300 wing—where the windows are too narrow to be useful and the lights buzz louder than they should. Where the ceiling panels don’t match and the third step always creaks, even though it’s concrete.
I waited there.
Until I saw Corrine coming down from her sixth-period glamour parade.
She had two girls with her. I didn’t know their names. They were always just background singers. Harmony to her solo.
They saw me before she did.
She stopped. Smiled.
“Well if it isn’t Lana Loop.”
“Try harder,” I said. “The rumor’s getting stale.”
She stepped closer. Her hair perfect. Her tone, sugary death.
“It’s not a rumor if no one denies it.”
“You didn’t make it up to hurt me. You made it up to reset me.”
“Sweetheart, I don’t even think about you.”
“You think about everything. You script the entire hallway.”
“What are you even—”
“You’re part of the program, Corrine. The algorithm. You react to me because I’m breaking code.”
She looked at her girls. They looked at me like I was starting to foam at the mouth.
I leaned in.
“The best part?” I said. “It’s not working anymore.”
I didn’t push her.
I didn’t have to.
She flinched like I did.
Like the system thought I would.
And in that moment—I saw it.
A flicker.
Right behind her pupils.
A shimmer in the air. Like heatwaves over asphalt.
But colder.
Cleaner.
Reset lines running along her cheekbone, like someone had paused and rewound her face three frames.
I didn’t say anything.
I just turned and walked away.
Corrine called something after me.
It glitched.
Half syllables. Echoed twice.
Then silence.

Back in English, Mr. Steele was reading 1984 out loud.
“If you want to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.”
I sat in Seat 2A instead of 2B.
He didn’t flinch.
He didn’t call roll.
He didn’t call me anything.

After school, I passed Bergie under the quad mural.
She looked pale. Unstable. Like a Jenga tower three moves from collapse.
“Why are you doing this?” she asked.
“Doing what?”
“This whole thing. The rumor. Luke. The flyers. You’re acting like the villain.”
“I didn’t start any of it.”
“That’s not what it feels like.”
“Since when does feeling override facts?”
“Since high school,” she said, and looked away.
I stepped closer.
“Did you really tell Corrine, or did someone make you tell her?”
She stared at me.
“What?”
“Do you remember doing it? Like actually saying the words? Or do you just remember that you must have, because that’s what people said?”
Her eyes widened. Just slightly.
“You’re scaring me.”
“Good.”
“I think you need help.”
“I think I need a map out of this place.”

That night, I biked to Hydesville.
Phil had given me coordinates.
Sort of.
A sketched grid on the back of a lunch menu from the Chinese place by Safeway.
The intersection of memory and pattern break.
I figured that meant the dirt track behind the old softball field.
That’s where Stepan used to practice.
Where he welded bike frames and spray-painted spirals on old road signs.
I hadn’t seen him since the fall.
Not really.
He was always nearby, but not with us.
A ghost orbiting the loop.

The field was silent.
Not empty. Just still.
Like it was listening.
I stepped onto the gravel.
It crackled underfoot like popcorn and broken bones.
Then I heard it.
A soft mechanical hum.
Under the dirt.
Under the grass.
Like a generator.
Or a heartbeat.

Near the center of the field, there was a circle of rocks.
Old ones. Arranged in a perfect ring.
I sat in the middle.
Closed my eyes.
And whispered:
“If you can hear this…”
Nothing.
“If anyone can hear this…”
Then—
The wind changed.
No breeze.
Just changed.
As if someone had flipped a switch.
And the trees stopped moving.
And the hum got louder.
And behind me—
A voice.
“Lana.”
I turned.
Luke.
Again.
But his face…
It didn’t quite match.
The lighting was wrong.
Like he’d been rendered in lower resolution.
I blinked.
He was normal again.
“What are you doing out here?” he asked.
“Looking for Stepan.”
“Why?”
“Because he never belonged.”
“Neither do you.”
“Is that a warning?”
“It’s a compliment.”
“I don’t need compliments.”
“You need a way out.”
“Do you know one?”
He smiled.
But not with his mouth.
With his presence.
Like the whole field smiled.
“I don’t remember where I come from,” he said. “Only that I was supposed to follow you.”
“Why?”
“Because you weren’t supposed to be.”
“And yet.”
“And yet,” he echoed.
Then he stepped into the circle.
Right beside me.
The ground shook—just a little.
The hum changed frequency.
Higher. Clearer.
And in the dirt?
A shape.
Spiraled.
Like the bruise.
Like the capsule.
Like Stepan’s graffiti.
It pulsed.
Then faded.

We sat in silence for a long time.
Not touching.
Not speaking.
Just aware.
And somewhere beneath us, the system stalled.
Trying to reboot.
Trying to decide what to do with two variables that wouldn’t conform.
And I swear—
I heard it mutter.
Not a word.
Just a sound.
Like a server sighing.
Like a teacher rewriting lesson plans.
Like a god caught flat-footed.

The next morning, Bergie was gone.
Not absent—gone.
No one mentioned her.
No sub filled her spot in chemistry.
Her chair wasn’t empty.
It wasn’t there.
Like the room had never needed that seat. Like she’d never existed in the seating chart, never passed notes, never stood behind me in choir mouthing the alto part because she was too shy to sing loud.
I asked around.
No one blinked.
“Bergie?” I said. “Kay Glooms?”
“Who?” said Corrine, bored. “Is that a new shampoo?”
Even the mural had changed. MAKE GUTS GREAT was gone.
Back to MAKE IT A GREAT DAY.
I checked the yearbook photo wall.
Her face had blurred.
Still there, maybe—but soft around the edges. Like a rendering that didn’t finish loading. Or someone had copied her in graphite, then smudged the lines until the features vanished.
She wasn’t erased.
She was unstable.

In English, I tried to sit in Seat 2B again.
I’d abandoned it for a while.
Too obvious. Too exposed.
But I needed to know if the system had recentered.
If it had noticed the break.
Mr. Steele looked at me. Eyes sharp. Chalk frozen mid-stroke.
“You're back,” he said.
I nodded.
He didn’t say anything else.
Just turned to the board and wrote:
SYSTEMS ADAPT.
OUTLIERS ARE MONITORED.
OBSERVERS DO NOT INTERFERE.
The class didn’t react.
Half of them weren’t moving.
Not sleeping.
Not breathing.
Just… posed.
Like background actors between takes.

After third period, I found another note in my locker.
Plain paper. Plain handwriting.
But in perfect straight lines, like it had been printed by hand on a dot matrix soul.
CORRINE IS A TEST.
STEELE IS A FILTER.
BERGIE WAS A BUFFER.
YOU ARE A MIRROR.
No signature.
But at the bottom: a sketch of the spiral.
Widening.
Turning.
Pulling inward.
Like a map into something that didn’t want to be seen.

I skipped lunch.
Again.
The cafeteria lights buzzed too loud now.
Too fast.
Like the frequency had doubled and no one else noticed.
Outside, it was overcast—but the shadows were wrong. Not soft. Too sharp. They didn’t move with the clouds. They moved on their own rhythm.
There were two Lukes at the quad table.
Not twins.
Not look-alikes.
Same face.
Same letterman jacket.
Same exact motion.
I blinked.
They merged.
And no one saw.
Not even Luke.

By the end of the day, I stopped pretending to play along.
I carried a tape recorder in one hand and wrote with a Sharpie on the back of my jeans.
“Ask me what I remember.”
“Loop this.”
“I am not improv.”
The intercom clicked twice during sixth period.
Not static.
Not speech.
Just clicks.
Morse code?
Maybe.
I started decoding it in my notes.
It translated—roughly—to:
YOU ARE OUTSIDE
WE ARE TRYING TO REINTEGRATE
PLEASE COOPERATE

I didn’t.

I went to the Civic.
That parking lot where the rumor was born. Where I supposedly kissed Luke. Where it all spiraled.
I stood in the exact spot Corrine described.
Hands in pockets. Bruise pulsing beneath my sleeve.
I closed my eyes.
I whispered:
“You made a story about me.”
“But you forgot to give me a line.”
“So here’s mine.”
“Erase this.”
And I took a box cutter from my jacket and carved a spiral into the dirt.
Not deep.
Not destructive.
Just visible.
Just proof.
And the air around me buzzed.
Like a speaker left too close to a mic.
Like a signal trying to bounce back—but finding no wall.

The ground didn’t shake.
The sky didn’t crack.
But I felt it.
A shift.
Like the system reeled.
Like it had felt the cut.
Not the dirt.
The symbol.
Like I’d spoken its name in a way it hadn’t planned for.
Like I’d pulled a string not meant to be tugged.

That night, in my bedroom, I opened my drawer.
The yearbooks were gone.
Not missing.
Absent.
The shelf was still full.
But the spines read:
THE FORTUNA BIND
SUBJECT Z
CLASS 0001
FILE NOT FOUND
I flipped through.
All blank.
Every page.
White as static.
Except for one.
A single photo.
Bergie.
Smiling.
Holding a Depeche Mode cassette like a gift.
And underneath, in pen:
We didn’t forget you.
You stopped syncing.
You left.

The bruise on my arm pulsed again.
No longer green.
Now gold.
Or something that wanted to be gold but didn’t quite have the color.
The mirror in my room shimmered.
Not a reflection.
A screen.
And for one second, I saw it.
Not me.
Not my room.
But a figure.
Tall. Smooth. Featureless.
Watching.
Tilting its head like it was learning how.
And behind it?
Rows.
Endless rows.
Other watchers.
Other feeds.
Other versions.
I stared.
It stared back.
And then—
It nodded.
Just once.
Not like a threat.
Like an agreement.
And it blinked.
And vanished.

Back at school, Corrine passed me in the hallway.
She didn’t sneer.
She didn’t blink.
She whispered:
“You’re the first one to see it.”
Then kept walking.
Like she hadn’t said anything at all.

9: Welcome to the Jungle
1806 4th Street Eureka CA
The neon glow of Sharkey’s Arcade at pulsed like a wild heartbeat, spilling across the rain-slick pavement like confetti after a secret party. The air was thick and electric — popcorn butter, sweat, and ozone, all mixing into a heady perfume of mischief.
Inside, Sharkey's thrummed with sweet chaos: bleeps, synth beats, the victorious shouts of teenage legends. Lana slipped through the glass doors, their creak greeting her like an old friend still keeping score. Shadows flitted along the walls, broken only by
Galaga’s retro heartbeat thrummed through Sharkey’s like a living pulse.
The arcade buzzed with a kind of promise — high scores, heartbreaks, daring escapes. Somewhere overhead, Guns N' Roses' "Welcome to the Jungle" ripped out from the jukebox, slicing the neon night into a thousand possibilities.
Leaning against a pinball machine, Luke Clausen looked like he’d been sketched out of the chaos itself. Leather jacket, half smile, too perfect. His fingers danced the flippers, pretending not to notice her. He didn't speak right away. He didn't have to.
"Didn’t expect you here," he said, voice low, warm, almost daring.
"Could say the same," Lana shot back, crossing her arms with a little smirk. "Thought you were too cool for arcades."
Luke chuckled, finally glancing over. His eyes caught the light just right — knowing, wicked. "Everyone needs an escape."
For a second, they just stood there, letting the arcade noise wrap around them like a second skin. A pinball machine chimed a jackpot behind him, as if punctuating something they hadn't said yet.
"You're rare, Lana," he said suddenly, voice dipping lower. "That's why everything's watching."
She tilted her head. "What’s that supposed to mean?"
Luke just shrugged, weaving away into the maze of cabinets, a ghost slipping between dimensions.
Later, Lana stumbled into Sharkey’s bathroom — a cracked, flickering mess smelling faintly of melted plastic and Juicy Fruit. Someone had torched the hand dryer. A bent paper towel dispenser sighed out a single limp triangle.
Scrawled across the cracked mirror, in smeared black polish, were the words: LOOKS KILL. BUT NOT AS FAST AS TRUST. Below that, in crooked letters: LLZ?
It stopped her cold. Static seemed to buzz in the dim, blue-tinted light.
She backed out quickly, heart thudding.
Back in the main arcade, Quiet Riot's "Bang Your Head" warbled through a worn tape, dragging the night into something softer, weirder. Kids loitered by Pac-Man and Missile Command. At a battered table, Phil Tufi hunched over a spiral notebook, scribbling like a mad scientist.
"Did you write on the bathroom mirror?" Lana asked, crouching beside him.
Phil didn't look up. "Which one?"
Her stomach twisted. "I'm serious."
He finally glanced at her, glasses flashing. "Wasn't me. Could've been system feedback."
She frowned. "You’re saying Sharkey's has… system feedback?"
Phil tapped his pencil. "Some of us skip frames. Some of us just — flicker."
Before she could ask more, Bergie wandered over, sipping a Cherry Shasta, eyes sharp.
"You okay?" she asked Lana.
"Do you ever feel like we're being… watched?"
Bergie laughed softly. "It's high school. You're always being watched."
But she said it a little too fast.
"Luke kissed you yet?" Bergie added, teasing — but beneath it, something wary.
Lana blinked. "What?"
"Just saying. Luke's got main character energy."
Bergie smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes.
Bergie let out a laugh that sounded emptily rehearsed. "It just looks like that’s where you’re headed."
Lana started a shake of her head, but Bergie cut in, "I’m not mad, just—look, something about him doesn’t feel right. I can’t quite put my finger on it, and I don’t want him to shatter you."
Before Lana could fully register the warning, she tasted the bitterness of impending hurt.
Tucked into the dimmest corner of Sharkey’s was a machine no one ever dared to play. It stood there unadorned—no dazzling marquee, just a plain black cabinet with a screen that flickered between cryptic numbers and static. No joystick to steer an adventure, just two buttons: BEGIN and ABORT.
Phil had christened it "the artifact." "I’ve never seen anyone beat it," he’d declared once, his tone laced with mystery. "I don’t even know if it’s plugged in."
Now Lana found herself alone before it. The screen hummed softly, as if greeting an old friend, and her hand hovered over the slightly warm BEGIN button—a subtle, strange invitation.
"Don’t," came a gentle admonition from behind her.
Luke.
She spun, heart quickening.
"If you touch that, it sees you," he warned.
"It already does," she fired back.
Stepping closer, Luke’s voice softened. "This isn’t just a game. It’s a beacon."
"A beacon to what?" she challenged.
"To whatever stirred up all this chaos," he murmured.
For one split second, the arcade around them blurred—not like a simple smear of motion, but as if reality was pixelating, compressing like an old film reel.
They both felt it.
Lana didn’t hit BEGIN, yet she didn’t retreat either. Not yet.
Endless video beacons blinked across the arcade haze. Amid the off-key stuttering of Karate Champ—the clunky cousin of Mortal Kombat II—Lana wandered like a soul searching for a fuse box.. amid a city set aflame with faded neon dreams. The lights flickered in short, staccato bursts, and the looping soundtrack wove an oddly maddening rhythm, as if teasing her with the promise of lost moments.
Somewhere near the double doors, Bergie lingered for a second too long, squinting out into the rain-slick parking lot. A cherry-red Mustang idled near the curb, its headlights slashing through the mist. Two guys in McKinleyville High jackets—bold black-and-red "M" patches stitched over their hearts—leaned against the car, laughing with a pair of girls whose bleached hair gleamed like neon under the parking lot lights.
Bergie muttered under her breath, mostly to herself, "Frickin' Panthers," before slipping back inside the thrum of the arcade.
Something told her to turn back.
Instead, curiosity coiled inside her — reckless and sweet — and she slipped into the alley of forgotten cabinets, where the dark whispered louder than the noise.
That feeling was intrinsic to Sharkey’s. It crept in when the glow of a machine dimmed for a heartbeat too long, or when coins clung stubbornly in their slot as if time’s worth was etched in every quirky digital glitch. These weren’t mere arcade games resetting; they were recalibrating, as if guarding a hidden language of their own.
Down the aisle by Phil Tufi’s station at Missile Command, Lana caught sight of his hunched figure bathed in the pale, uncertain light. Phil’s fingers never stopped their dance, even as he whispered truths that didn’t belong in a place filled with pinball sounds and neon lies.. His makeshift rig—a rough off-brand keyboard stitched to a side panel with duct tape and trailing wires disappearing into a battered brown Radio Shack bag—marked his corner as something decidedly more than just a game.
“Phil?” she asked softly, her voice a murmur in the dim light.
He kept his eyes fixed ahead. “They’re tuning in from Galaga tonight.”
Lana’s eyes flicked to the side of his head, a hint of confusion dancing there. “What exactly are you saying?”
“Every third attract loop, the same voice comes through—a ghost sound on endless repeat.” He paused his measured tapping. “I’ve been trying to record it, but the signal just folds in on itself. You only truly capture it when you stop trying so hard.”
Leaning in close, Lana suddenly became too aware of her own breath echoing in the shadows.
“Do you think it’s—”
“Not think, Lana. I know.” His tone was deliberate, each word measured carefully. “Luke’s the spark, but you’re the event.”
“What does that even mean?” she challenged, her tone edged with incredulity.
Phil slowly turned, blinking behind thick glasses as his eyes shone with a tired intensity. “They’re not interested in studying him. Luke’s just the key they use to unlock you.”
Lana staggered back, heels clicking as something inside her churned like a mysterious omen.
Before any more words could be found, a laugh sliced through the gloomy air—half-phony, half-mad. Corrine.
Corrine Levan, self-proclaimed queen of the quad and ever the wild card, strode into the arcade with the clack of her slouchy boots. Her oversized Guess sweater did little to hide the sultry hint of a black bra beneath. Clutching the wrist of a guy from Eureka High—the kind of rebel who always carried the scent of weed and diesel, and could hotwire a Civic with a smirk—she commanded the space. The guy’s eyes were narrow slits, his grin a collage of smudged remnants of chewed gum.
“Hey, Lana,” Corrine purred, locking eyes with a sparkle of mischief. “Never thought I’d see the preacher’s daughter hanging around here.”
The guy beside her responded with a low, gravelly chuckle.
In the warping neon pulse, Lana stood frozen—half disbelief, half a dark thrill she couldn't quite explain.
Corrine’s lips curved into a sly smile. “Following your little boyfriend around again? He’s all the way back with the real players.”
“I’m not here for you,” Lana said softly, each word carefully measured.
“Oh, but you are. You just haven’t figured it out yet,” Corrine insisted, her voice thick with teasing insinuation.
Meanwhile, Phil’s fingers maintained their relentless rhythm on the arcade machine. Suddenly, the screen flickered, displaying an eerie notice:
LOOP RECORDING INTERRUPTED. RESET TO NODE_LUKE.
Lana’s eyes snapped back to him. “Node?”
“An anchor point,” he whispered, as if sharing a dangerous secret meant only for them. “The system stabilizes anomalies. Luke isn’t real, Lana. He’s code—a perfect, static blueprint that never evolved.”
“I saw his yearbook photos,” she countered, incredulous. “Freshman to senior, always the same, like a memory on an endless loop.”
Phil nodded slowly. “Static image. Static data. They forgot to let him change.”
Lana exhaled, both frustrated and oddly captivated. “I don’t know what’s more insane—your unwavering faith in this madness or the fact that I’m beginning to believe it too.”
From his bag, Phil produced a small copper token—not the gaudy gold one Sharkey favored, but a simple, unmarked sliver of metal that seemed to hum with faint heat.
"I pulled it from the Galaga machine," he said, voice low. "Wasn’t there before."
Lana accepted it, the token practically crackling in her fingers. Somewhere behind her, Galaga’s attract loop stuttered—and in the static, a whisper teased the edge of hearing: ...she remembers...
When she turned, the arcade buzzed on like nothing had changed, the neon hum steady and bright.
But something had.
The token pulsed softly in her pocket—like a secret heartbeat no one else could hear.
By the time she looked for Phil again, he was gone, swallowed by the blur of Sharkey’s chaos.
Then, the Galaga screen twitched—sharp, violent, undeniable.
For one surreal moment, it flickered into a blue-black mosaic, and across it, in glowing letters, came a message she wasn’t supposed to see:
FRTN_1985_BOOT: SYSTEM RESTORE INITIATED
SUBJECT: ZUMNER_LANA.LL
OVERRIDE TOKEN ACCEPTED
PLEASE SELECT NODE
A blinking cursor waited.
Daring her to answer.
“Hey.”
She turned to see Luke, standing behind her like a sudden revelation. Gone was his usual playful glimmer; his eyes now held an earnest alarm, as though he were both friend and cautious oracle. “What are you doing?” he asked in a tone that was less teasing and more the sound of a heartfelt warning.
“I was just—” she started, then trailed off, her words slipping away like sugar dissolving in tea. “I don’t really know. It just glitched,” she finally managed. Luke leaned over to scrutinize the screen, only to find that it had been reset to its old, comforting cycle: “Insert coin to continue,” and nothing more.
“You’re not supposed to tamper with that machine,” he said softly, as though confiding a secret meant only for her ears.
“Why not?” Lana shot back with a spark of defiance. “Funny, because you don’t exactly belong to me either.” Luke’s eyes flickered briefly—a silent capture of a memory—and then he offered a laugh that sounded like a carefully recorded melody, testing the limits of his own enigma. “You really should leave,” he advised gently.
“You should explain,” she insisted, her voice rising in that familiar mix of curiosity and exasperation. “Why am I suddenly tangled up in some weird system, Luke? And why does Phil keep insisting you’re not even real?” His smile shifted, too quick to be understood, while his eyes remained as guarded as ever. “Phil says many wild things,” he replied. “Not all of them are as safe as they sound.”
Lana tilted her head, considering him. “And what about you? Do you feel safe?” His silence answered more than words could, enveloping the space between them in a quiet gravity.
At that precise moment, as though the universe itself had taken a playful breath, the power in the arcade dipped. The fluorescent lights flickered like fireflies caught in a jar, the background music skipped a beat, and every machine at Sharkey’s seemed to pause in a collective moment of reflection. One by one, screens turned dark only to be reborn in a neon glow—all except the Galaga machine. It continued to shimmer, to beckon, and to whisper its mysteries.
From a corner, Corrine’s startled cry rang out as she leaped back from a skee-ball machine. “Jesus! This place is gonna fry us all!” The sound of her voice mingled with the electric tension as Luke stepped away, his outline shimmering momentarily, like a mirage on a heated summer night. “You glitched,” Lana said softly, a mix of wonder and concern coloring her tone.
“No,” he replied, almost with a hint of regret in his measured cadence. “You did.”
And just like that, he turned and strolled out through the front door, disappearing into the neon-soaked, rain-splattered night without a backward glance.
Lana stood bathed in the glow of neon, the copper token burning like a little ember in her pocket as the arcade hummed and buzzed around her. Every machine seemed to reawaken as if a secret had been let loose into their circuits—a secret that might rewrite the rules of the game itself. In that fleeting moment, as if her life had been unraveled by a sudden, unexpected stroke of fate, Lana wondered if she was still part of this wild, unpredictable dance. Was it really her story anymore? Then, as if beckoned by an invisible hand, a soft, childlike whisper emerged from within the coin slot: …start the loop… And with that, the bright invitation flashed insistently on the screen: INSERT COIN TO BEGIN.
The rain had finally eased, leaving Fortuna’s streets alive with a glimmer that mirrored tiny, quivering bonfires where puddles caught the streetlights. Lana slipped away from Sharkey’s and into the night—a night that wrapped around her like a lover, with the persistent press of a fiery copper token against her thigh reminding her of secret promises.
She wandered with no set destination, floating past closed shops, dim diners, and even Angelo's Pizza Parlor, where a cluster of older kids lingered beneath the awning, their cigarettes mapping little orange galaxies in the darkness. Before long, Bergie joined her near T and Glatt Street, a stone’s throw from the duck pond of Sequoia Park.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Bergie remarked lightly, falling into step beside her.
“I think I have,” Lana murmured. Words were unnecessary between them—a quiet, unspoken understanding as they walked with the trees cloaking them in shadow and the gentle murmur of a swollen creek lulling their thoughts.
Crossing near the otter enclosures, Lana spotted movement ahead. Bergie followed her gaze and frowned.
“Perfect,” she muttered under her breath. Felicia and Becky. McKinleyville Cheer panther trouble—and at 1 AM, when intoxication and boredom mixed freely, it wouldn’t take much.
They continued onward until they reached the zoo fence, where Milo St. and Stepan had already gathered, sharing a bottle of Southern Comfort like a ritual for making peace.
“About time,” Stepan teased with a crooked smile. “What’ll it be—bringing the apocalypse, or just flirting with it?”
Without hesitation, Lana hoisted herself over the fence. Inside, the zoo unfurled into a maze of eerie silhouettes and curious sounds. Animals shifted in the dim light, as if they were participants in an intimate secret. In the far corner, the nearly empty duck pond lay coated in algae and bathed in moonlight, overseen by a rusted sign that insisted, NO FEEDING AFTER HOURS—a rule as charmingly disregarded as many others that night.
Meanwhile, Mike was midway through a Bartles & Jaymes when chaos detoured into the scene. Bingo Pageo—shirtless, slick with sweat, still carrying the faint, lingering scent of Round Table garlic knots—was busy egging Ricardo on, throwing exaggerated punches like a character in a forgotten B-movie.
“Come on, Tufi! Show us your moves, tough guy!” Bingo bellowed, draping Phil in a sloppy chokehold.
Ricardo burst into a whoop. “Yeah! Wax on, wax off, Tufi!”
Phil’s grin broadened, his teeth catching the glow of the floodlights. With impeccable timing, he called out loud enough for all to hear, “Nice moves, boys. Real scary. My grandma hits harder in church league softball.”
Ricardo collapsed into laughter, nearly toppling his bottle in a fit of mirth. Amid the laughter and wild flailing, Mike moved to join in—only to make a decidedly poor choice. Bingo swung a drunken punch aimed vaguely in Phil’s direction—and Mike, oblivious, walked right into it.
CRACK.
The sound was excruciating. Mike staggered backwards as blood began to seep from his lip, splattering across his bottle and the gravel below. In that frozen heartbeat, time itself seemed to hold its breath. Then Bergie covered her mouth, half-sobbing with laughter, exclaiming, “Jesus! He KO'd himself!”
I leaned against the maintenance wall, watching Mike unsteadily stumble. “Natural selection,” I mused dryly. “Live and unfiltered.” Ricardo’s hoots punctuated the air as Bingo’s expression teetered between anger and sorrow, and Mike’s curses rang out continuously.
That’s when Stepan, ever the silent sentinel, swept in with the precision of a seasoned rescuer. Without a word, he hoisted Mike under his arms and began dragging him down the maintenance trail like a reluctant bag of potatoes.
“Shut the hell up, Mike!” Stepan hissed urgently. “Shut UP! Security’s coming!”
Above the murmur of a distant golf cart engine and the crackling whispers of security radios breaking through the intoxicating chaos, panic began to ripple through the gathering.
“We gotta bounce! Let’s GO!” Bergie urged, shoving me toward the shelter of the trees.
And behind us, Bingo Pageo—forever the schemer—was still shouting, “You want some more, Tufi? Come on, you little—” until the abrupt blast of a megaphone halted him mid-rant.
"ALL STUDENTS REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE. IDENTIFICATION IN HAND. THIS IS NOT A DRILL."
But none of us stayed put. In a burst of plastic bottles, Top-Sider sneakers flying, and choices made on a wild whim, the entire party burst into the woods like a secret too wild to keep contained.
"Warren’s," I said as if it were the most natural conclusion.
Bergie tugged her jacket sleeve over her hand while grumbling, and we staggered toward the worn maintenance trail. Not far behind, Jeff and Stepan hustled along, with Phil slouched between them and Mike dragging his feet, swearing softly to himself.
Bergie muttered loud enough for all to catch, "Why do we even bring Mike anywhere?" Before anyone could reply, Stepan snapped, his tone sharper than usual, "Mike saved your ass."
Bergie scoffed, "Yeah, by eating a punch?"
Stepan slowed just enough to shoot her a dead-serious look: "Better him than you. You were about ten seconds away from a mud-wrestling match with Felicia and Becky."
Jeff joined in with an indifferent shrug, as if announcing a sports roster: "Feral Felicia, Bruiser Becky, and Bingo Pageo in the left corner... Phil and Mike in the right."
Bergie’s mouth opened in protest—then closed, the fight draining out of her as quickly as it came. "Felicia and Becky? Please. Five seconds in and you half-wits would have been chanting for Jell-O wrestling."
Up ahead, the hill behind the otter enclosures loomed, mysterious and foreboding. Perched right at its edge, bathed in the sickly yellow of the parking lot lights, sat a bleached-out Volkswagen Bug—abandoned, unlocked, almost daring anyone to notice.
It waited. Quietly.
"Seriously," Jeff mumbled, disbelief woven through his tone.
Phil simply blinked. Then, without much fanfare as if it were the most logical next move, he swung open the door, slid into the worn seat, and fixed his gaze on the cracked dashboard—the peeling Jesus fish sticker clinging on like a stubborn prayer.
"Phil," Jeff hissed low, "maybe don’t."
But Phil wasn’t one to heed caution. With a grumbling protest from the brake, the car lurched to life.
"Shit," Jeff groaned as Phil’s foot tapped the pedal in an awkward dance. The Bug began its rogue descent down the hill, gathering a reckless speed that matched the night’s spirit.
From up the trail came Lana’s voice—a sharp, urgent call cutting through the darkness.
"What the hell was that!?"
Then, the sickening crunch of colliding metal shattered the moment—a desperate, final impact—and somewhere below, a man’s scream rent the silence.
"HEY! HEY!!"
Without a second thought, Phil and Jeff melted into the shadows.
At the top of the slope, Rich Lavan stood in his bathrobe and sandals, eyes locked on the runaway car as if his stare alone could reel it back in.
Phil winced.
"I didn't think it’d roll that far."
"You didn’t think," Jeff snapped, a hint of scorn simmering in his tone.
By Monday, whispers had woven their way through Fortuna High.
"Hey, you hear about Bingo’s Bug?"
"Rolled straight into the creek behind St. Joseph’s."
"And they say it’s haunted."
Bingo was notably missing from class—rumor had it his detention stretched all the way to graduation, courtesy of his stepdad, who was busy warning anyone who’d listen that Fortuna was crawling with "weed demons and punk rockers."
No one mentioned Phil by name; yet Lana’s sharp ears caught a furtive murmur by the vending machines.
"Some nerd hacker kid," someone whispered, "crashed his whole life."
Mike eventually showed up with a fat lip and a lame excuse about duck poop, while Renee patched him up like she was the school’s unofficial miracle worker. By fourth period, she'd slipped him a note that read:
You still owe me a hand job. Just kidding. Unless…
Phil caught sight of it first, grinning as though he harbored a secret only the misfits could share.
Mike nudged him playfully, both of them exchanging that reckless, conspiratorial grin.
And Lana? Lana sat silently in 2B, eyes tracing the ever-widening fractures in the world around her.
In that chaotic swirl of daring escapes and whispered legends, our wild, heartfelt night spun itself into the story of our lives—a reminder that even when nothing stays where it should, everything remains beautifully, irrevocably unforgettable.
When she swung her locker door wide, there it was—a token from Sharkey’s. Old and worn, it held no cash value yet bristled with quiet secrets and deep meaning. Tacked to a scrap of clunky dot-matrix paper were the words: IT’S STILL YOUR TURN. —LT. In that moment, the air around her seemed to shimmer with the static of hidden possibilities.
Outside, the rain had returned, resolute and renewing. The Eel River swelled with the promise of new beginnings, as if nature herself were urging her forward to claim the next move. Lana felt each cold, needle-thin drop on her skin—a delicate, insistent percussion that should have numbed her, yet only served to wrap her in a heady adrenaline rush, richer than the looming storm clouds.
Her home wasn’t the destination just yet. Instead, she wandered off at 12th Street, drifting past the shuttered lumber mill and over fractured sidewalks that whispered stories of bygone days, all the way toward the railroad tracks. She strolled until the neon glow of Sharkey’s faded into a nostalgic memory, until the town itself transformed into something mysterious and evocatively forlorn.
Her mind returned, again and again, to Luke, to Phil, to that enigmatic token smoldering in her pocket. Nothing made sense—none of it, nothing at all.
Passing the post office, she hesitated. Its comforting yellow glow beckoned from across the “wrong” side of the street, as though it were a gentle reminder from a life that seemed out of sync. Could things ever really work that way, she wondered? Heart pounding like a steadfast engine fighting to start, she paused in the drizzle. The faded letters on the door blurred under the persistent rain, and for a breathless moment, all was suspended.
Abruptly, a disquieting twist tugged at her resolve. Further down Main Street, the streetlights flickered in an odd, stepwise dance—as if signaling something far more intentional than mere age. This was different. This was a message unfolding, carefully tracking every move.
Across town at Bob’s Footlong, Phil and Bergie huddled around a table secured to the floor, sharing a basket of half-eaten curly fries. Phil’s voice, low yet urgent, broke the quiet: “She found it.” Bergie sipped slowly on her Shasta through a straw, eyes serious as she replied, “You sure?” There was a charged pause between them—a pause pregnant with uncertainty. “Token’s missing. Galaga reset. Node flagged. She’s in,” Phil continued. Bergie’s hesitation was heavy. “Good,” she finally murmured. Confused, Phil pressed, “Good?” With the soft conviction of someone who had seen beyond the surface, Bergie replied, “Better her than us. Better someone who can… break it.” Unable to hide his concern, Phil leaned forward. “You know more than you’re saying.” With a quiet smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, Bergie answered, “No—I just believe in her more than you do.” Phil folded his arms, leaning back with a resigned hope. “Hope you’re right.”
Outside, a delivery truck rolled by in the rain, its tires hissing over the wet pavement. For a fleeting moment, its glaring headlights turned the world into a series of ghostly reflections tangled in the window glass—only to vanish as quickly as they had come.
For a moment, Sharkey's felt hollow, stretched too thin, like a cassette tape chewed up in its own player. Then — almost cruelly — the arcade snapped back into motion. Lights flared, Pac-Man beeped, the normal buzz reclaiming its lie.
Lana finally returned to the quiet of a dark house. Mom’s car was nowhere to be seen, the lights unlit, and in silent understanding, she kicked off her soaked sneakers by the door before creeping upstairs. Her heart thumped in tune with her tentative steps until she reached the sanctuary of her room.
There, in the dim glow of her bedside lamp, she fumbled for the token and placed it carefully on the nightstand. It sat there, immobile and inscrutable, a weight that hummed with a persistent pressure along her skin and soul. Drenched yet resolute, she lay back on her bed, gazing up at the ceiling as Luke’s words echoed in her mind: “You don’t loop. You fracture.” Like a pinball set loose, the memories of Sharkey’s mishaps, the glitches, the surreal machine that defied being merely a machine, all danced through her consciousness. She remembered her locker flickering, the bathroom mirror distorting, and even a glimpse of Luke’s fleeting figure. And deeper still, there was that soft undercurrent—a quiet voice hinting that perhaps this world was nothing more than a costume, imperfectly worn and endlessly yearning to find its true shape.
But she really didn’t want to linger on it. Because if it were truly so... if it indeed was true... At Warren’s place, the boys were draped over the couch. Mike snoozed with an ice pack grasped in his palm, and Jeff muttered dreams about shattered cassettes. Phil, though, was perched against the wall, knees hugged to his chest, fully alert and listening. It wasn’t just the chorus of snores or the relentless rain that filled the quiet. Somewhere, barely there, he caught it—the electric hum of the system exhaling.
Closing his eyes, he drummed a steady rhythm on his leg, each third beat concealing a whispered secret: “…she remembers…” When his eyes flicked open, he breathed, “God help us, if she really does.”
Outside, Fortuna slumbered deeply, but the river never rested, nor did the stars—or Lana.
Sitting up in bed with shaking hands, Lana reached for the token once more. This time, as her fingers brushed the surface, her room—her entire little universe—tilted just so, off by a degree that was impossible to dismiss. It wasn’t enough to topple anything over, but it made the ceiling light buzz and the dresser’s edges flicker. Even her breath swirled visibly in the air, though the room wasn’t cold.
Then, a voice—barely more than static—whispered into her ear: start the loop. In the mirror, her reflection moved just a hair slower than she did, out of sync with her every move. And somewhere downstairs, the front door clicked open—though no one was there, no one with keys, no one who should have been able to enter.
Lana rose, the token gripped tightly in her hand, her pulse pounding in her ears. It was her turn now. And for the first time, she felt ready to play.

10: Detention, Lipstick, and War
Static days, loaded hearts
The Monday after Sharkey’s felt like stepping into a TV caught between channels—a surreal, offbeat hum that wasn’t quite static or sound, but a low electric pulse of something broken feigning life. Fortuna High loomed under a soft fog, drenched in that damp-wool sensation that seeped to your bones, leaving your socks quivering with moisture even on dry days. The quad carried an odd medley of scents—a hint of wet asphalt mixed with the sticky sweetness of Shasta syrup and the burnt trace of cafeteria pizza crusts. Above the gym, pigeons roosted on crumbling roof tiles like mischievous scavengers, while the PA system hummed its own disjointed melody before lapsing into silence.
Lana Zumner drifted through the front gates, hood pulled tight, clutching her Trapper Keeper as though it were a shield. A fizz of cherry Shasta from the vending machine churned unpleasantly in her stomach. Sleep had become a stranger ever since that long night at Sharkey’s, and ever since Luke had emerged from the rain—a vivid, cinematic apparition from a film running on the wrong reel. Everything felt off, as if the universe had photocopied her and left the duplicate to weather the storm in the rain.
In the familiar chaos near the lockers, kids gathered like scattered confetti. Jay Laiken lounged against the Coke machine in a Members Only jacket so crisp it seemed out of place at Fortuna, flicking open his Zippo with an air of nonchalance. Nearby, Mitch Chaser was leaning in to share a joke that made a freshman turn beet-red and scurry away, while Corrine Levan’s laughter—loud and unashamed—filled the space like the sound of a girl who’d never known a single “no.”
Corrine looked like she had stepped straight out of a Teen Beat magazine: a pink Benetton sweatshirt slung off one shoulder, acid-washed jeans cuffed just so, and a flash of Reebok high-tops beating out a rhythmic defiance with every stride. Her bangs defied gravity, and her cherry-glossed lips seemed primed with a dangerous sweetness.
But Lana kept moving, desperate to escape the noise and predictable conflicts. Yet destiny had planned a different chapter. When she reached her locker—number 183, tucked two rows down from the soda machines and forever notorious for sticking on its second turn—she found something wedged in the vent. A Polaroid. Not hidden away or carefully folded, but lying there in plain sight, as if waiting for her.
Her trembling fingers yanked it free. At first, it was just a blur—a wash of skin and gym shorts—and then the details sparked into horrific clarity: there she was, caught in a moment of private vulnerability during PE. Her shirt had clung over her head, her arms tangled, one exposed breast, her expression frozen in a blink of shock. And at the bottom, a single Sharpie word screamed out: SINNER.
Her heart didn’t simply drop—it burst open like a long-held secret finally freed. Laughter echoed around her. Slowly, she turned to find Corrine Levan leaning against the lockers, arms folded and chewing gum as if she were savouring every bite of the moment. No words were needed; Corrine’s look was all the silent threat required. Jay and Mitch hovered nearby, smirking in a way that seemed to say they knew exactly how this scene would unfold. With a dismissive click of her tongue—like snapping a picture of the moment—Corrine punctuated the silence.
In a blaze of impulsive defiance, Lana crumpled the Polaroid in her hand and surged forward, as if propelled by the weight of every unspoken hurt. Her boots slapped against the wet concrete, carrying the fury of years of isolation, of hiding scars in the margins of scripture, of feeling like an outsider in one’s own life. With burning intensity, she shoved the photo in Corrine’s face.
“You think this is funny?” Lana spat, her voice shaking with raw emotion.
Corrine’s smile unfurled slowly, sweet yet poisoned. “What’s your problem, Bible-thumper?” she replied casually, as though the sting of betrayal were just another humorous quip.
Lana’s eyes burned as she whispered, with a mix of hurt and resolute anger, “You planted this in my locker.”
"Prove it."
"Go to hell."
Corrine’s eyes sparkled in that infuriating, knowing way—not mean, but as if the stars had winked in collusion. "Maybe God’s just showing you who you really are," she teased, her voice carrying a challenge that danced with mischief.
And then—a crack, a startling smack. Lana’s palm burst into Corrine’s face with a sound like a cherished paperback carelessly dropped on cold tile.
Gasps, murmurs, and stunned silence rippled through the quad as if it were the opening scene of some unscripted, raw coming-of-age drama. Corrine blinked once, caught in a moment of disbelief, before leaping forward like a whirlwind of pent-up emotions. Nails and teeth flashed—a desperate symphony of hurt and defiance.
They tumbled to the ground, their bodies sliding across the pavement in a chaotic, almost balletic stumble, knocking over two open cans of Tab as if to punctuate the wild, slapdash chaos. Lana, with a wild swing as unpredictable as a summer storm, sent Corrine into a startled shriek. And as if in a bizarre, impromptu carnival, someone bellowed “CATFIGHT!” turning their personal clash into a public spectacle.
In that moment, strands of hair became unwieldy flags in a furious gust, nails traced frantic patterns on skin, and a kick from Lana left a vivid streak on Corrine’s shin—a denim-branded reminder of the night’s fury. In return, Corrine’s slap carved a red signature across Lana’s cheek. The world blurred into a swirl of cacophonous cheers, jeers, and steady boots on concrete until a new, authoritative call— "ADMIN!"—cut through the din.
Mr. Steele arrived in dramatic fashion, barreling down the steps with a clipboard clutched like a battle standard and his polyester tie flapping in surrender. Behind him, Vice Principal Kramer, red-faced and already summoning a string of colorful words, joined the scene. With the determined precision of animal control separating two squabbling raccoons, they pried the girls apart.
In the aftermath, Corrine’s mascara streamed like brittle memories in the rain and Lana’s lip bore the echo of their collision—a memory written in scarlet. Their hair, now a jumbled entanglement, evoked the hopelessly tangled strands of a set of Christmas lights left out in the cold.
“You’re done. BOTH of you!” Kramer roared, his voice a final beat in the day’s wild cadence.
Fast forward ten minutes, and Lana found herself in the front office beneath flickering fluorescent lights—a stage accented with “Responsibility: It Starts With You!” posters and a broken clock, eternally stuck at 8:53. Mrs. Crayton’s fingers danced on her IBM Selectric II, each keystroke a dispatch from some far-off, war-torn frontier. Across the room, Corrine sat absorbed in quiet self-pity, icing her bruised cheek with a Capri Sun and blinking as if expecting her tears might suddenly fast-forward back to normal.
In that cramped space, Lana tasted a bitter cocktail of blood, shame, and a peculiar brand of justice—one that felt both remedial and irrevocable. Soon, Kramer emerged from the principal’s office, his stance all business. “You,” he pointed squarely at Lana, “in.”
Lana rose slowly, her legs heavy with aches and wounded pride. Inside, Principal Gans presided at his desk like a relic of another era—unchanged hairline since the Carter administration, a tie knotted with too much formality, and a subtle aroma of chalk dust and polished shoes hovering faintly around him. He didn’t even lift his eyes but simply slid a form across the desk.
"Three days."
Lana’s eyes widened. "She posted an—" she began, the protest dying in the face of finality.
"Three. Days."
Before any further words could hover in the air, a quiet interjection: "Ms. Zumner, do you want it to be five?"
Lana’s hand tightened into a tiny fist and then, with reluctant resignation, opened to take the slip. With that, she left the room, stepping into an outside world that smelled of metal, old rain, and the distant promise of battles yet to be fought.
The hallway outside reeked of wet carpet and stale ambition. Lana lingered for a heartbeat under buzzing fluorescents, the pink detention slip scorching her palm as though it carried the weight of a doomed prophecy. The surrounding quiet was punctuated only by the rhythmic scratch of Mrs. Crayton's typing and the sporadic squawk of the PA system, valiantly attempting its morning announcements.
Across the hall, Corrine Levan lounged on a chair with an air of practiced nonchalance—as if she’d been waiting for a spa appointment all along—chewing her thumbnail with casual indifference and furtively checking her reflection in a miniature Avon mirror. Even a dash of foundation couldn’t conceal the raw, red imprint of their fray on her cheek. Catching Lana’s eye, she offered a wry, sideways smirk and mouthed softly, "Better luck next time."
In that moment, Lana’s fingers clenched the crumpled detention slip until all her bruised resolve seemed to echo back the taunting whisper: better luck next time.
She wanted to laugh—scream—even laugh and scream at once. In her mind, she pictured seizing Corrine by the throat and dragging her down into the mud where Lana had waded since second grade—a murky place where every pop quiz, every altar call, and every whispered rumor had conspired to smother her spirit. Instead, Lana spun on her heel and pushed through the double doors into a rain that felt as rebellious as she did.
The quad was deserted after the fight, its wet concrete scarred with torn notebook pages, abandoned Big Gulp cups, and crushed Doritos bags. Near the vending machines, Bergie Glooms was waiting. Her trench coat clung to her like a secret, and a half-burnt cigarette dangled from her lips. Behind her, the neon “RC Cola” machine pulsed erratically, like a heartbeat on its last legs.
“You still kicking?” Bergie asked, flicking the stub into a puddle.
“Barely,” Lana replied, her voice bruised but defiant.
“They suspended you?”
“Three days.”
Bergie snorted. “Corrine?”
“Warning.”
“Figures.”
The rain intensified, slanting sideways as bitter coastal winds made your teeth ache. Bergie tugged her collar up and pointed toward the far end of the quad, where old bike racks rusted away in silent camaraderie.
“Walk with me.”
They trudged together through puddles, their sneakers clinging to the wet concrete like barnacles.
“You know,” Bergie said, her tone rich with mischief and possibility, “we don’t have to just sit here and take it.”
“Oh really?” Lana replied, a bitter edge in her tone. “And what’s your plan? Another fight? Maybe break into Corrine’s place and short-sheet her bed?”
Bergie halted, her expression turning serious. “No,” she murmured softly. “I’m thinking of something bigger.”
Lana turned to face her, the rain turning Bergie’s mascara into streaks of defiant art, making her look like a half-witch, half-ghost in the dim light.
“I’m talking binding,” Bergie said.
Lana raised an eyebrow. “Binding?”
“Hexing.”
“You’re joking.”
Bergie shrugged, that impish smile returning. “Maybe. Maybe not.”
Lana’s mind flashed briefly to the Polaroid—Corrine’s eyes glittering with cruelty—and to every time Lana had tried to play by rules that were always being rewritten by someone else’s hand.
“Six points,” Lana said slowly, the number resonating with a secret promise.
“Six sides,” Bergie confirmed. “Hexagon—the strongest shape in nature.”
“Who else?”
With a quick tally on her fingers, Bergie replied, “Stepan’s in, Milo’s too clueless to know any better, Rina owes me one, and Phil Tufi just loves any excuse to hack the fire alarms again.”
“And me?” Lana asked.
“And you,” Bergie echoed, a grin dancing with all the mischievous rebellion of youth.
The rain seeped into Lana’s jacket collar, cold and electrifying, and for the first time in a long while, a genuine smile spread across her face.
At lunch, the cafeteria buzzed like an agitated beehive. Everyone had an opinion about the fight, the suspension, and what exactly Corrine Levan did—or didn’t deserve.
“Bible-thumper cracked,” someone whispered near the Fritos display.
“Corrine barely even touched her,” another said, scooping lukewarm tater tots onto a stained Styrofoam tray.
Lana ignored them, ensconced in a quiet corner with her back to the clamor. She picked at a slice of pizza that tasted strangely like punishment, all while the noisy room continued its endless debate.
Across the cafeteria, Corrine held court as if the world were hers. She laughed just a little too loudly at something Jay Laiken said and flipped her hair ever so deliberately whenever Mitch Chaser glanced her way.
The cut on Lana’s lip throbbed—a quiet reminder of the battle not yet won—and she flexed her bruised knuckles under the table, savoring the ache. It wasn’t enough.
After school, the crew met behind the auto shop, drawn together by a mix of mischief and midnight promise. Stepan Gretzky leaned against a graffiti-splashed dumpster, casually twisting his BMX helmet in his hands as if it held all the answers. Milo Gertz lay sprawled on a broken picnic table, chomping on a Slim Jim like it was the only thing keeping him company. Rina Vasquez sat cross-legged on a grease-stained towel, meticulously buffing her nails to a glossy black with stolen Wet n Wild polish. Off to the side, Phil Tufi was half-lost in a tangle of wires and circuit boards, mumbling excitedly about “resonance,” “node drift,” and “loop interference.”
Bergie rounded them up into a tight circle. “Tonight,” she declared with a daring glint in her eye, “we’re heading to the old quad. Midnight.”
Milo squinted and asked, “Isn’t that place, like, haunted?”
“Good,” Bergie replied with a mischievous smirk.
“Wait—what are we even doing?” Stepan asked, twirling his helmet strap between his fingers.
“Hexing,” Rina said without missing a beat. “Obvious, right?”
Phil chuckled softly, “You guys are adorable.” But Bergie paid him no mind.
“Bring something personal of Corrine’s,” she instructed, her tone both firm and enigmatic. “Something she cherishes. Something that speaks to her energy.”
Stepan looked puzzled. “Like what?”
“Her locker’s basically a shrine,” Milo explained. “Think pink wallet, lip gloss, hairbrush, and even love notes from Jay Laiken.”
“Perfect,” Bergie smiled. “Grab whatever you can.”
Meanwhile, Lana shifted uncomfortably, feeling the subtle burn of Sharkey’s token pressed against her hip—a silent reminder of what was at stake.
“You really think this is going to work?” she murmured.
Bergie’s smile turned dark and daring. “I don’t know,” she replied, “but even if it doesn’t…”
She shrugged with a conspiratorial air. “It’ll feel good.”
That night, Lana couldn’t eat or sleep. She found herself sitting on her bedroom floor, clad in her old Adventist camp T-shirt, fixated on the slow spin of Sharkey’s token on the carpet. Outside, Fortuna’s streets lay empty save for the low hum of a lone patrol car circling the blocks like a lazy shark.
She unzipped her backpack to check her offering: Corrine’s pink Guess wallet, snatched unnoticed from her locker. Inside, a photo glimmered—a frozen moment of Corrine and her mom, arms entwined, Corrine’s smile dazzlingly glittery yet hauntingly artificial. Lana stared at it for what felt like an eternity before zipping her bag shut and pulling on her boots.
Tonight, they weren’t just going to hex a queen—they were going to set the whole rotten kingdom ablaze.
The old quad behind the science wing had an eerie, abandoned feel, like a forgotten graveyard. Dead grass crunched under Lana’s boots as she made her way through the misty darkness. Rusted bike racks stooped like ancient skeletons against cracked pavement, and the air was heavy with the scent of mildew and wet concrete. Somewhere in the distance, the loose chain on a flagpole tinkled in the breeze, sounding like a silent alarm.
Bergie was already there, seated on the broken lip of a fountain with her trench coat fanning out around her like a dark halo. She raised a half-burned Marlboro in greeting, its cherry briefly flaring to life.
“You ready?” she called softly.
Lana pulled her jacket tighter, nodding as one by one the others arrived—Stepan, with his BMX gloves tucked nonchalantly in his back pocket; Milo, hefting a six-pack of Bartles & Jaymes wine coolers; Phil, clinging to his battered Radio Shack bag like it was a lifeline; and Rina, who arrived last with her black-tipped hair swinging over her shoulder in practiced ease.
They gathered around the dilapidated fountain, whose basin lay dry and scattered with crumpled fast food wrappers and remnants of a decaying science fair volcano.
“Got it?” Bergie asked.
Lana pulled Corrine’s pink Guess wallet from her backpack and held it high, its contents illuminated by the soft, yellow glow of a distant security lamp.
Phil then produced a mess of wires and rigged-together tape deck, declaring, “I managed to snag a loop recording from Sharkey’s—the glitch. It’s a bit unstable, but it should, uh, resonate or something.”
Rina quipped under her breath, “You don’t even know what that means, do you?”
Phil shrugged with a roguish grin. “Fake it till you break it.”
Bergie clapped her hands together once, sharp and commanding. “Alright, places, people.”
They gathered in a rough, imperfect hexagon, each clutching a fragment of memory—a personal token tethered to Corrine by stolen, scavenged defiance. Stepan, with a trembling hand, let a broken pink Bic lighter fall into the heart of the fountain. Milo followed suit, setting down a crushed Swatch watch face adorned on its back with Corrine’s initials. Rina carefully produced a shredded page from Corrine’s secret stash of love letters to Jay Laiken, a half-hearted heart doodled in its margin, while Phil laid out a cracked lipstick tube—the very garish neon pink one Corrine had sported the day she had ridiculed Lana by the lockers back in sophomore year.
Bergie lit a small sage bundle, and as the fragrant smoke curled tenderly around their ankles, she said evenly, “Focus.” And they did, each lost in the memory of every scar, every humiliation, every smirk Corrine had worn like a misplaced crown. Lana’s grip on a battered wallet tightened until its coarse edges bit into her palms.
Kneeling at the fountain’s rim, Bergie began to chant, voice low, deliberate:
“We bind you, Corrine Levan.
We bind your cruelty.
We bind your lies.
We bind your crown.”
One by one, the others echoed her intonation, their voices ragged but resolute. The sage smoke thickened, weaving through the mist like delicate strands of fate, as the moon slipped behind a curtain of bruised clouds.
Phil hit play on his tape deck, and from it emerged a cascade of warped arcade noise, static, and a whispered refrain lost in the distortion: “…she remembers… she remembers…” The fountain pulsed, exuding a cool, spectral light, and the ground quivered ever so slightly—a tremor felt not in the bones but in the soul. With a swift motion, Lana hurled the wallet into the basin. It landed with a damp slap on the concrete, Corrine’s frozen smile briefly flaring before being devoured by a fire sparked by Bergie’s lighter.
The flame burst into life, dancing in a surreal blue-green hue and casting elongating, monstrous shadows across their faces. The air carried a metallic bite and above them, the sky churned like a tempest in slow motion. Then came an eerie sound—not quite the wind, not quite an animal, but something else entirely—that sent a shiver crawling up Lana’s spine. Yet none dared break their gaze; in that circle, their clenched fists seemed to hold them firm against the irresistible pull of something unfathomable.
In Lana’s pocket, the Sharkey’s token pulsated like a tiny beacon, resonating in sync with her heartbeat. A violent, almost impossible flare of fire consumed the offerings for a moment before crumbling into ash, and as the smoke receded, the night reclaimed its broken silence. No alarms, no patrol cars, no curious eyes from teachers—only six friends inhaling the charged air of their clandestine rite.
With a long, unsteady exhalation, Bergie murmured, “It’s done.” Stepan let out a low, incredulous chuckle; Milo crossed himself in a gesture half-sincere, half-mocking; Phil decisively switched off his tape deck; and Rina scattered a pinch of salt over the cooling remains. In that fragile moment, the world felt ... different. Tilted. Uncertain.
Lana swayed, the crash of adrenaline pulling her down to earth. “Now what?” she rasped. With a smile that held secrets and shadows, Bergie responded, “Now, we watch her fall.” Then they dispersed into the night, dissolving like whispered memories into the mist.
Lana found herself barreling across the empty parking lot behind the gym, the dark folding around her like a familiar, albeit mysterious, embrace. Halfway to the back gate, her heart stuttered as she froze—a solitary figure stood beneath the flickering lamppost, the same one that always buzzed and dimmed in the rain. Tall, motionless, and watching her. Lana’s hand drifted to the warm, almost molten Sharkey’s token in her jacket pocket. “Luke?” she called out, her voice wavering in the quiet. The figure did not stir; the lamppost blinked twice and then died, plunging the lot into darkness. Lana backed away, her boots skidding on the wet asphalt, only to find that when the light returned, the figure had vanished, leaving behind nothing but the faint scent of ozone—like the whispers of a recent lightning strike—and a barely audible murmur: “…don’t stop…”
Lana couldn’t find peace in sleep. She lay on her comforter—fully clothed and alert—her eyes fixed on a ceiling marred by cracked plaster while the rain tapped its steady rhythm against the windows. On her nightstand, the Sharkey’s token pulsed with a gentle vibration, a tiny heartbeat in the hush of the night. At exactly 3:17 a.m., the eerie sound returned: the slow, deliberate creak of the front door, followed by footsteps echoing down the stairs—steps too heavy to belong to her mom and too purposeful to be mere house settling. Lana squeezed her eyes shut tight. When she finally unlatched them, the token had curiously inverted itself, balanced on its edge and spinning in a way that defied logic, as if mocking the laws of nature. She stared at it until the first muted light of dawn crept gray and bloodless over Fortuna.
Morning hit Fortuna High like a gossipy force of nature. Lana, still wearing yesterday’s worn jeans and quivering with the aftershocks of the unspeakable events in the old quad, shoved open the heavy glass doors. By the time she stepped into the fray, the rumor mill had already transformed the night’s events into something unrecognizable. “Did you hear? Corrine fainted in Algebra,” whispered one voice. “No, she didn’t just faint—she screamed, like something straight out of an Exorcist scene,” another chimed. A cousin mentioned that Corrine’s mom had to practically drag her out of bed, finding her simply staring blankly at a wall. There were hushed claims of a shattered mirror and all the glass in their bathroom exploding into a cascade of sparks.
Keeping her head down, Lana navigated through clusters of hushed conversation. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed insistently, their brightness sharper than usual, while static nipped playfully at her eardrums. The Sharkey’s token pressed against her hip like a secret conduit, its persistent thrum a reminder of the night’s uncanny happenings. At her locker, her trembling fingers wrestled with the combination until, with a reluctant yank, a folded note tumbled out. It landed face-up on the floor, bearing that unnervingly mechanical handwriting: NODE SELECTED. STABILITY COMPROMISED. OBSERVATION INITIATED. Without daring to read too far into it, Lana crumpled the note and hid it deep in her jacket pocket.
Across the quad, Corrine Levan drifted like a fallen star—a luminous yet desolate presence amid the morning mist. Her unruly hair formed a wild halo around her head; she wore no makeup and no smile graced her face. A white Benetton sweatshirt hung off one shoulder in a cascade of wrinkles and stains. Jay Laiken and Mitch Chaser lingered nearby by the soda machines, watching her from a distance, as if fearful of inciting some unpredictable reaction. When Corrine dropped her books right in front of the admin building, no one rushed to help. No one laughed either; they simply stared, as if she had already slipped away from the realm of the living—already a ghost.
In Geometry class during third period, Lana slumped into a seat by the window. Her pen tapped a restless rhythm against her Trapper Keeper as the Sharkey’s token lay hidden in her hand. Mr. Knapp’s voice droned on about polygons and internal angles, his tone oddly robotic—as if his words were looping on a scratched record: “Hexagons have six sides… sides… sides… each internal angle… internal angle…” Lana shook her head vigorously, trying to shake off the hypnotic repetition. Across the room, Corrine perched over her desk, quietly inscribing frantic spirals on her notebook cover. The spirals bled over, trailing down her arm in inky lines—an inscrutable script of despair and mystery.
A lone fly buzzed against the fractured windowpane, repeatedly colliding with the glass as if caught in its own tiny loop. Hexagon. Six sides. Six points. Each idea reverberated like a heartbeat. Bergie’s voice, soft yet unsettling, echoed amid Lana’s thoughts, intertwining with Mr. Knapp’s stuttering lecture. The fluorescent lights overhead began to flicker violently. For a brief, suspended moment, Lana saw something extraordinary—the seams, the coded outline, the pixelated display of Corrine Levan’s body as if it were struggling to hold itself together. And behind her, an immense presence loomed: vast, terrible, and unblinking in its observation. Lana gasped, pinching her eyes shut, only to find that when she reopened them, the room appeared... mostly normal. Except for Corrine, whose empty eyes met hers from across the classroom, as if speaking of untold sorrows.
By lunch, the rain had returned, drenching the quad until it shimmered like spilled oil beneath an uncertain sky. And behind the gym, Bergie awaited Lana, her trench coat clinging damply to her, as if she too was woven from the mysteries of a night that refused to let go.
"She's unraveling quicker than I imagined," Bergie murmured, lighting a cigarette beneath a sagging overhang as his fingers trembled in the cool night air. "I’d hoped we’d have at least until Winter Ball." His words floated between them like a bittersweet confession.
"What's happening to her?" Lana asked in a low, almost secretive whisper.
Bergie only shrugged. "Whatever fire we once burned her with—it’s fading. Corrine was part of that spark, but now she's just scattered ash and debris."
"And what about us?" Lana asked, her voice catching as she swallowed hard.
Bergie looked at her with a flat, grim expression that hinted at hidden fear. "We're anomalies now, babe. Congratulations, in a twisted way." His tone was both playful and sorrowful, the weight of their strange fate settling between them.
Just then, Phil appeared out of nowhere, shoving a damp printout into Bergie's hand. "I ran a diagnostic on the Sharkey’s signal," he panted, barely able to keep up with the chaos of the night. "There’s a node spike centered right around Lana." His words struck her like a cold draft.
"I don’t really understand what that means," she admitted softly.
Phil’s smile, devoid of humor, held a stark truth. "It means you’re the event horizon." Lana’s eyes widened, the gravity of it unknown yet undeniable. "Meaning?" Bergie snapped, his edge sharp against the rain.
"Meaning," Phil replied, "that if Lana tips too far, the whole damn system might collapse with her." His words mingled with the patter of rain, leaving them suspended in a fragile moment of imminent change.
That night, Lana couldn’t find rest. She wandered the slick, rain-soaked loops of Rohnerville Road, her sneakers squelching in puddles as mist swallowed her breath and softened the neon edges of a world in decay. Shuttered houses with twitching TV screens flickered static, and Bob’s Footlong's "OPEN" sign blinked erratically—“PEN” and “OPE” in a broken, desperate rhythm. Even at the duck pond, the water churned in tight, mechanical circles as if echoing the town’s disintegrating heartbeat. Everywhere she looked, the world seemed to unravel, and at its center stood Lana.
Clutched in her palm, the Sharkey’s token burned like a tiny star, its throb in sync with the distorted pulse of every street and soul. In that soaked solitude, something brushed her shoulder. She spun around to find Luke Clausen, drenched to the bone, his hands buried deep in his jacket pockets.
"You broke it," he said simply, his voice raw and strangely human—a tender whisper in the midst of chaos.
"You told me to," Lana snapped, the rain mingling with her frustration.
Luke shook his head, his expression filled with regret. "I warned you… breaking it isn’t the same as winning." The streetlights above buzzed and stuttered, casting flickering, golden patterns over his face.
"What should I do?" she demanded, her voice trembling in the heavy air.
Luke’s small, sad smile seemed to softly offer a lifeline. "You survive." And as quickly as he spoke, he shimmered, flickering like an imperfect film reel before vanishing into the rain-soaked night.
Lana stood drenched, heart hammering with a fierce and uncertain rhythm, the token pulsing faster in her hand. Deep within her, something long dormant began to uncoil—a quiet promise amid the disarray.
The rain showed no mercy. It transformed Fortuna’s cracked sidewalks into streaming rivers, flooded gutters with scattered cigarette butts and drifting Trapper Keeper papers, and turned every streetlight into a soft, blurred halo of electric yellow. Lana trudged up Main Street beneath the relentless downpour, the token gripped in her fist like a cherished talisman, every step heavy as if she were wading through an unseen current pulling her deeper into an inevitable change.
At Bob’s Footlong, a few older kids huddled beneath a creaking awning, passing around a sodden joint as if it were a secret rite. A boombox on a truck hood blared Scandal’s "The Warrior" into the soggy night, but Lana barely glanced their way. That world felt like it belonged to someone else now—she had become something else entirely, an unexpected presence in a town that never meant to see her.
Near a lone payphone outside Bob’s, a piercing ring shattered the night—urgent, desperate, then silenced. No one answered. Neither did Lana. By the time she reached the shadowed parking lot behind Sharkey’s, Bergie was already waiting. She leaned against a chain-link fence, her trench coat clinging like a second skin, a cigarette fighting the drizzle between her fingers.
"You're late," she murmured, her voice rough with smoke and the damp of the evening.
Bergie exhaled a wistful breath. "I wasn't sure I'd come," Lana admitted, half to herself.
"Well, none of us are sure of anything anymore," he replied quietly.
From the mist emerged Phil Tufi and Milo Gertz, soaked and laden with backpacks bursting with tangled wires and makeshift gadgets—scraps of Radio Shack treasures and broken calculators that whispered of desperate hope. And as the rain continued its ceaseless song, the town and its people clung to a fragile thread of possibility in that wild, unpredictable night.
Stepan Gretzky appeared next, casually tossing his BMX over his shoulder like a returning soldier, battle-worn yet determined. Then came Rina Vasquez—her black lipstick a streak of defiance and her sneakers whispering secrets with each step. Always six of us, an unyielding little family.
"Are we ready?" Phil asked, his voice tight as if the moment itself were fragile.
"No," Bergie replied, a wry smile gracing his features. "But we're doing it anyway."
We slipped into Sharkey’s through the back delivery door, careful as we navigated past the creaking hinges that seemed to protest our every step. The arcade was hushed and deserted, its machines blinking and humming in a soft, endless loop of attract modes. Galaga. Donkey Kong. Joust. Karate Champ. Each game buzzed like a swarm of tiny hives teetering on the brink of collapse, filling the air with a sense of wistful inevitability.
The scent was a heady mix of burnt wires, stale popcorn, and something older—an undercurrent of decay hiding beneath the floorboards. Lana shivered as the charged token from Sharkey’s vibrated in her palm, like a secret promise waiting to be fulfilled. We drifted over to the Galaga cabinet, its usual corner now a sanctuary of shadow and flickering light. Its screen danced erratically, the familiar message now broken and jittering.
INSERT COIN TO BEGIN…
But the letters stuttered and warped into something mysterious:
I̵N̸S̵E̸R̵T̴ ̸C̵O̷I̸N̸ ̵T̵O̶ ̵B̶E̵G̵I̵N̶
The cabinet exhaled a low, wet groan like a weary soul speaking in hushed tones. Milo’s quiet gag was quickly swallowed by the charged silence, and he whispered, "Jesus."
"This isn’t just a glitch," Phil observed, setting his battered backpack aside and pulling out his worn laptop. "The signal’s bleeding through—full-spectrum."
Lana began, "You said if we crashed the system…"
Phil shook his head, a storm in his eyes. "I said maybe. But this thing? It’s older than any wild hypothesis I’ve ever had."
“It’s watching,” Rina murmured, wiping her ink-stained hands on her jeans as if trying to erase the uncanny truth.
Bergie lit a cigarette with trembling hands, the flicker of its flame echoing his mood. "It’s always been watching," he said softly.
Lana stepped closer to the flickering cabinet. The token in her hand pulsed like a second heartbeat, whispering that she had to do what she must—before Phil’s words filled the room entirely.
"Insert the token," he said, calm but resolute. "Force a full restore. Or… let whatever happens occur."
Her throat tightened as the arcade lights buzzed and flickered, painting the aged floorboards in erratic patterns, each creak a reminder of secrets held for too long. She could hear her own breath, ragged and quick in the charged silence. In that breath were wicked memories—Corrine’s broken, haunted face; Luke’s shimmering stare; Bergie’s cryptic murmur: You cracked the crown. Now break the throne.
With a trembling resolve, Lana stepped up to the cabinet and slid the token into the slot. The machine screamed—a high-pitched, metallic wail that sent shivers through every light and screen, rippling across the room like a shockwave. The air grew heavy and hot, as if bending under a secret weight. In an instant, Phil’s laptop burst into a dazzling shower of sparks. Milo and Stepan recoiled instinctively, hiding their faces, while Bergie’s scream—caught between fury and terror—cut through the cacophony.
Then the Galaga cabinet split in two, its screen shattering into a thousand bleeding lines of light. Out of the chaos, words emerged from the thickening fog:
SUBJECT LLZ: ANOMALY DETECTED
PROTOCOL OVERRIDE
RENDER STABILITY: FAILURE
The token in Lana’s hand melted into a searing liquid, burning her skin with the intensity of an unspoken truth. And then the world tilted inward, collapsing around her in a heart-stopping moment. For less than a heartbeat, Lana saw everything: the sheer, bare skeleton of Fortuna, its looping streets and the relentless repetition of identical days; the haunting faces of teachers and the endless carousel of memories; the high school suspended in one eternal, bittersweet year—Corrine, Jay, Mitch, Tom, their smiles caught in infinite feedback loops, decaying at the edges like old, forgotten film.
At the very center of it all was a console—a game, a set of levers and switches operated by unseen hands. It was watching, recording, adjusting, experimenting with all of existence. Lana tried to scream, but the void swallowed her cry, leaving only the electric whine of a system breaking itself apart.
Then—there was a snap, as sudden as a rubber band finally giving way. And she was falling. Falling through herself, through the spiraling corridors of Fortuna. When she hit the cold pavement outside Sharkey’s, the impact stole her breath, leaving her coughing and gasping—but alive.
Above her, the neon Shark sign buzzed and glimmered with a worn kind of defiance, a lone beacon in a distorted twilight. Yet everything around her felt askew. The air shimmered as though charged with secrets, and the buildings leaned impossibly, as if whispering that gravity was merely a suggestion. The streets twisted into endless loops like playful Mobius strips, defying the ordinary.
And the people—they moved in stuttering, anxious bursts, as if trapped in an eternal blush of rehearsal. Jay Laiken's Zippo flickered in a ceaseless ritual, while Mrs. Crayton pounded invisible keys on a phantom typewriter, her fingers marked by past struggles. Even Coach Wood, grinning despite a defiant, aching knee, ran laps in a loop that spoke of both determination and despair. It was a scene of repetition—a beautiful, tragic reset where every moment broke and remade itself over and over.
With a shiver dancing along her skin, Lana forced herself upright. The token from Sharkey’s had vanished, replaced in her jacket pocket by a weightier mystery. This new coin was ebony, etched with shifting, otherworldly symbols that seemed almost alive, waiting just for her.
Above, the sky splintered like a shattered mirror, scattering fractal shards of stars and static. In that luminous fracture, Lana understood: she was no longer simply a player in this disjointed narrative. She had become the glitch—the spark of imperfection bending the rules of a crumbling system.
Fortuna, the town around her, was slowly dying, its decline visible only to those willing to see. The streets near Sharkey’s rippled like heatwaves on a sultry day, folding in on themselves in surreal, impossible patterns. Parked cars blinked in and out of life, their headlights twitching like hesitant whispers, while storefront signs melted into one another—Bob’s Footlong bleeding into Super Shop Mart, names dissolving and reassembling in a frantic, almost tender chaos.
Every corner revealed the unraveling seams of this forsaken place, and the people grew even more uncanny. In the quad, Corrine stood frozen with her mouth agape in a silent scream, her makeup streaming down like oil and her eyes empty yet pleading. Jay Laiken slumped against a locker, his lighter flickering in a loop as senseless as it was mesmerizing. Near the administration building, Mr. Gans offered a smile and a wave, blinking in intervals that defied time, like a marionette whose strings had unraveled. They weren’t truly people anymore—perhaps they never had been.
Then Bergie appeared beside the duck pond in Rohner Park, where water swirled backward in a lazy, endless spiral, as if nature itself had lost its usual sense of direction. Drenched and resilient, her trench coat clung to her like a second skin while her Walkman dangled silently. Without ceremony, Bergie stated, “You cracked it.” Lana’s rain-slicked hair fell across her face as she answered, “We cracked it.” But with quiet insistence, Bergie stepped closer, her boots barely making a sound on broken concrete, and murmured, “No, Lana. You did.”
Reaching into the folds of time and secrecy, Bergie produced another token—this one silver and luminous in the flickering streetlight. Etched upon it was a symbol that made Lana’s heart pause: an incomplete six-pointed star, its edges tending to unravel with the passage of some mysterious history. “The others,” Bergie rasped, as if each syllable carried the weight of lost friends—Phil, Milo, Rina, Stepan—they were trapped in the relentless loop of this crash. Lana’s voice trembled as she called their names. For a heartbeat, Bergie’s face softened with sorrow before hardening into resolve. “They’re still here, somewhere. But now, they’re lost in the noise.”
Clutching the cool, steadfast token in her palm, Lana felt its chill anchor her burgeoning determination. “What do we do?” she asked, barely above a whisper. With eyes that sparkled with a fierce light, Bergie replied, “You finish it.” Side by side, they advanced through the dying town, mere shadows threading their way through glimmering neon and collapsing storefronts.
They passed the library where Mrs. Gellert quietly arranged unseen tomes behind a counter, and strolled by the post office that now shifted sides like a whimsical Rubik’s Cube on the brink of delirium. At Sharkey’s, the arcade machines had merged into a pulsing wall of screens and snarling, electronic life. Galaga’s ship darted carelessly across Defender’s fractured pixel world while Pac-Man defied fate by spinning his death animation in reverse—a playful rebellion against the expected. Every screen seemed to plead in unison, “INSERT COIN TO CONTINUE.”
Yet Lana’s gaze held steady on one dark machine tucked away at the back, the one always present but never chosen. It was an obsidian cabinet, mysterious and nameless, bearing no instructions—only two silent buttons that promised either a beginning or an abrupt end: BEGIN and ABORT.
Bergie hovered in the half-light near the battered Mortal Kombat cabinet, a silent specter whose form danced in and out of focus. Lana’s throat tightened as she gathered her courage and stepped closer to the ebony relic, drawn by both its mystery and the memories it held. In her clenched fist, a silver token smoldered like a small ember, its heat a promise of both danger and hope.
As if beckoned by fate itself, the screen of the cabinet sputtered into life without so much as a touch. On the glow it cast, a solitary line of text shimmered: SUBJECT: LLZRENDER: COLLAPSESTATUS: SELF-AWARE. Below it, a blinking prompt whispered two choices: [ BEGIN ] or [ ABORT ]. Time hesitated in the air as her hand hovered in the uncertain pause before destiny.
A soft murmur reached her ears—Bergie, almost inaudibly proclaiming, “You’re the anomaly. You choose.” With a deep, steadying breath, Lana closed her eyes. In that quiet moment, memories cascaded through her mind: Corrine’s carefree laughter as she boldly slipped a snapshot through locker slits; Phil, hunched over his patchwork computers, his murmurs about nodes and anchors like coded lullabies of resistance; and Luke, who had once vanished into the rain with words cutting through static—“You broke the pattern. They’re going to notice.” And indeed, they had.
There was no path back—to the endless loop, to the comforting falsehoods, to the safe, tiny cage they’d built around themselves. With heart pounding in defiant rhythm, Lana reached out and, with a single, irrevocable motion, pressed [ BEGIN ].
In that instant, the arcade seemed to wail in protest. The world itself began to unravel: the sky peeling away like drenched paper to reveal endless layers of shattered stars and murmuring code, while even the digital guardian, Sharkey, exploded outward into streams of raw, dissolving light. The ground split into ragged strips, swallowing buildings, streets, people—every vestige of the old order—yet through the chaos, Lana stood unmoving.
The once-mighty black cabinet dissolved into nothingness, and the silver token crumbled in her hand, leaving only a curious, soothing numbness. Above her, amid the shattered heavens, she caught fleeting glimpses of vast, impossible shapes—neither gods nor aliens, but something else entirely—quiet observers, caretakers, the hidden gamemasters of her fate. If they possessed eyes at all, they blinked once in silent acknowledgment, and then the brilliance of that light swallowed everything whole.
When Lana Zumner next opened her eyes, she stood alone in an expanse of nowhere—no town, no arcade, no remnants of Fortuna. An endless, flat plain spread beneath a melancholy purple-black sky, punctured by cold, unfamiliar stars. The rain still clung to her, her jacket heavy with the weight of recent storms.
But as she reached into her pocket, her heart skipped a beat—there lay something new: a lone shard of a token, cracked and inscribed with just one symbol—a simple open door. A smile crept across her face, not a careful or half-hidden smile, but a raw, genuine one that radiated truth.
She stepped forward into the welcoming unknown, the shattered earth crunching beneath her boots with every resolute stride. Behind her, the vestiges of Fortuna—the arcade, the town, the false sky—flickered like a dying star, and then, as if erased from a memory, they were gone. Reset. Cleaned away. Without her.
For Lana Zumner had fractured the old system, and like any deep wound, those fractures would spread—changing everything, forever.

11: Ghost Codes
Sunday, 3:12 PM at Fortuna Junior Academy
I swung the gate open and it moaned—a sound that was equal parts reluctance and aged charm, like an old friend greeting you in a tired, familiar way. Ross Hill Road lay behind me, bathed in the soft, bruised light of a Sunday afternoon, where every tree, every crack in the blacktop, even the sky above, whispered secrets of a scene left behind after the show had ended.
Fortuna Junior Academy hadn't changed since I last fled its confines back in eighth grade. Its trailer-classrooms drooped under the weight of coastal rains, the triangle bell still dangled on its frayed rope, and the swing set, tangled in blackberry vines, swayed as if caught in a memory of laughter long past. The place looked as if it had surrendered to time—quiet, almost resigned—but the air around it hummed with a hidden kind of energy, like the soft crackle of a record long forgotten yet waiting to be played.
I stepped across the gravel, each footfall landing with a hollow, secretive sound — like the earth itself was waiting for a forgotten cue. I wasn’t entirely sure why I was drawn back here—well, actually, I did know. Phil’s final note wasn’t just a cryptic “They’re correcting.” It carried the weight of another call: “Return to the Source.” And if Fortuna High had been the clashing circus tent of my wild, adolescent days, then this rickety, almost sacred Adventist cradle was where the very first curtain had been drawn.
I passed by the chapel, its boards still clinging desperately shut, the air around it steeped in the nostalgic scent of mildew and sun-bleached hymnals. And then, almost hidden against the east wing as if purposely half-swallowed by the earth, I found the storage shed. A place where we used to joke about wax figures and secret treasures. Inside, memories of VBS crafts, creaky puppets, faded felts, and old Sabbath charts—all things deemed “too worldly” or “too weird” to ever be explained—rested in a quiet, dusty vigil.
I reached for the latch—it stuck, as if resisting an intrusion. Of course, nothing in Fortuna ever opened up easily, especially when you weren’t meant to be there. I pulled harder, and with a reluctant groan, the door surrendered, sending a cloud of dust into the air along with a scent so potent and ancient it carried hints of library glue and bat bones.
Inside, almost swallowed by shadows, barely any light reached the corners. Only a lone, crooked beam from a broken eave illuminated scattered remnants: old Cradle Roll banners, a cracked portrait of Ellen White gazing into nothingness, and a box marked DRAMA MINISTRY – 1982 that had spilled its rubber masks into the gloom. And then, at the far end, half-hidden beneath water-damaged cardboard lay a mirror. Not just any mirror. This wasn’t the kind from a high school hallway or a gimmicky funhouse—this was a massive, six-foot-tall mirror set in a gold frame darkened by time, its carvings resembling twisting vines or perhaps life-etched veins. Yet the reflection was off. Instead of mirroring the cluttered room behind me, it revealed an entirely different scene—a shifting sky, a different lawn, a version of Fortuna that existed somewhere else.
I stepped closer. The glass hummed to life, emitting a deep, almost imperceptible vibration that resonated not only in my ears, but deep down, even in my very teeth. With hesitant reverence, I reached out. The instant my fingers brushed its surface, I was struck by a rush—an electric cascade of static, not of mere electricity, but pure, raw memory.
A torrent of images erupted: Luke Clausen’s hand briefly against mine around a flickering bonfire, the vending machine’s gentle tune aligning with the beat of my heart, and the fractured capsule left by Toddy Thomas, spiraling its secrets into the twilight. I glimpsed Phil Tufi’s eyes, wide and fervent, murmuring, “You’re writable now,” and Stepan Gretzky, steadfast with his welding spark, assuring me, “You’re awake.” And then one deeper image shivered through: me, older—maybe not older in the strictest sense, but certainly more worn, paler—standing on a version of Ross Hill Road that had surrendered to a never-ending stretch of humming asphalt beneath a scorched, blistered sky. That other self looked directly at me, eyes heavy with unsaid stories. No smile touched those lips; instead, she lifted her sleeve, revealing a spiral that had seemingly swallowed her whole.
I jerked my hand away in startled retreat. In that instant, the mirror stilled, and the shed, already heavy with history, seemed almost to shrink in its presence. The sharp tang of decay clawed its way up my throat as I stumbled back into the daylight, breathless and anxious, half-expecting to find someone—or something—waiting just beyond the threshold. But there was nothing but the persistent, quiet echo of that long-forgotten day.
The broken basketball hoop swung in a wind that had forgotten how to care, and somewhere in the air lingered a whisper of nostalgia—the faint, sugary tang of a long-ago potluck. I wiped my palms on my jeans, feeling the familiar bruise on my thigh—my first, that algae-green memento from sophomore year—throb gently. It wasn’t pure pain or a warning; it was a quiet nod of recognition. In that moment, I realized I wasn’t alone. Somehow, whatever lurked behind that ancient mirror knew my name.
It was Sunday night—10:46 PM in Rohnerville. Then the rain returned: thin, relentless droplets that didn’t exactly soak you, but seeped right into your bones. The streetlights buzzed under its delicate assault, and every pothole became a tiny dark mirror, swallowing the town drop by drop. I sat by my bedroom window, watching how the cracked glass transformed headlights into bursts of celebration and raindrops into shimmering, falling stars.
I hadn’t dared to touch the mirror again. I hadn’t told Bergie a single word. This wasn’t a mere glitch anymore—not some fleeting static, skipped moments, or the odd disappearance of a freshman. This felt deliberate, as if someone was calling me back. Across the street, in the abandoned lot—once promised a mall but left as nothing more than a muddy pit—the chain-link fence rattled. I squinted, catching movement not of a person or an animal, but a figure that flickered at the edges. It was a silhouette, stitched together from misdirected light and the ghosts of dead TV air, watching me intently. I recognized it, and for the first time since the bruises, the glitches, and the perfectly cold football spirals, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be awake anymore. But by then, it was far too late.
Monday morning arrived along Ross Hill Road at 7:38 AM. I coasted over the familiar bumps—one, two, three—and then something odd happened: the fourth bump was simply gone. I felt the absence, a missing jolt where a memory should have sparked a thrill. I lifted my foot from the gas, and the station wagon behind me blared its honk—a reminder of mundane chaos, like a mom in a windbreaker passionately pounding her steering wheel, determined to rewrite the day. I hit the fifth bump too hard; coffee sloshed up the side of my Shasta travel mug and seared my hand. Perfect.
At the top of Ross Hill, Fortuna High leaned into view, its silhouette softened by a pewter sky that made everything appear post-apocalyptic—even before the bell dared to ring. The clouds, too, were strange: they weren’t drifting like regular California gray. Instead, they seemed paused, as if someone had hit the freeze-frame halfway through a storm. Outside the administration building, a flag drooped heavily on its pole, saturated with rain and motionless. The school buses in the lot sat like identical props, their tinted windows hiding any trace of movement. The world itself felt stuck. I absentmindedly rubbed the back of my hand where I’d expected the sting from the coffee burn, but there was nothing—only the soft pulse of that old bruise, matching the beat of an unseen drumline warming up for a clandestine battle.
By First Period English in room 2B, the projector remained off and Mr. Steele was nowhere to be found. The room was nearly empty—except for Bergie, who was in 2C as usual, lounging sideways with her legs tangled in her chair. She was busy doodling wild, frantic sketches in the margins of her social studies notebook. When I settled into my seat, she looked up and said, without a hint of uncertainty, “You see it too now.” I blinked in confusion. “What?” I managed. With a swift snap, she closed her book so sharply it almost made the pages gasp, and murmured, “Never mind.” I stared at her, really taking her in—the faint glimmer of her braces under the humming fluorescents, the gentle clack of her loose bangles keeping time with her restless fidgeting, and the lingering hint of grape from her half-smudged Lip Smackers, a silent witness to yet another anxious moment.
She looked unmistakably like Bergie. Her voice, her scent, all of her had the familiar trace of her—but something in the expression was off. It was too neat, too perfectly arranged, as if she had been loaded from a backup save and some of the polygons weren't quite lining up.
"Lana," she said softly, a genuine thread of concern winding through her tone, "if you glitch in the open, they're going to notice."
I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. That wasn’t Bergie slang—nor was it even 1985 slang. It was the language of someone observing a machine, detached and clinical.
She paused, glanced down, and tapped her Trapper Keeper three times—an anxious habit she hadn’t displayed since junior high. And in that moment, it hit me: Bergie might not be all-Bergie anymore. Or perhaps, she never was.
First Period, 18 minutes in, Mr. Steele finally stumbled into class clutching a stack of film reels as if he'd raided a forgotten PBS station. No apology, no explanation. He loaded one reel into the ancient projector without a word. The machine sputtered and clicked like it was trying to cough up a ghost, and then the lights dimmed, and the film began.
There was no title screen or introduction—just raw footage in stark black and white. A kid, about twelve years old, pedaled his bike through an empty subdivision. The camera panned so smoothly it couldn’t have been handheld. The houses looked… artificial; not abandoned, just unfinished, as if rendered only halfway before being left behind.
The kid turned a corner, pedaling past a mailbox with no numbers and a car with no windows. For one frame, he locked eyes with the camera—only for his face to glitch. Not in a soft, blurred way, but in a jarring, pixelated break, as if someone had tried to repaint him with the wrong brush in the wrong program.
My chest tightened. I looked around, but no one else seemed to notice. Not even Bergie, who sat with her gaze fixed ahead, idly doodling spirals into the corner of her book. The film crackled and fell into a loop—again and again: the kid riding his bike, the silent mailbox, the windowless car, the stuttering camera, the glitching face.
By the third time, I stood up. Mr. Steele didn’t seem to notice—or perhaps he just didn’t care. I grabbed my backpack and left, no hall pass, no eyes following, no one calling after me. The loop, as if it were absorbing any anomaly, just kept running.
In the East Hallway, the lockers buzzed with a faint sound—not the usual electrical whir, but more like a tuned, persistent tinnitus. I paused at the bulletin board by the water fountain and noticed a new flyer. No tape, no thumbtacks—just there, stamped in stark black letters on red cardstock:
FIELD TRIP: OBSERVATION DECK — TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 26. MANDATORY ATTENDANCE. NONCOMPLIANCE WILL BE LOGGED.
Observation Deck? We had a football field, a gym, a half-derelict theater, and the world’s saddest auto shop—no deck, no tours, nothing that sounded like this kind of veiled threat. I peeled the flyer from the corkboard, and beneath it, faint but legible, read:
TEST SUBJECT 119 APPROVED FOR ASCENSION.
My throat tightened. Ascension—I didn’t know what it meant yet, but it wasn’t a graduation ceremony.
Ascension.
The word settled in my gut like cold metal. Whatever it was, it wasn’t designed for coming back from.
I crumpled the flyer into my pocket and kept walking, as the lockers hissed louder, almost as if they knew I was still reading.
Second Period, during a cafeteria detour—I wasn’t really hungry, but I needed to see if the lunch line still existed, if the familiar smell of burnt tater tots and bleach could anchor me. The cafeteria was nearly empty: only four tables with maybe a dozen students sitting poised, trays untouched, hands folded neatly on the Formica. I recognized some of the faces, each one a quiet reminder of a life that felt both familiar and strangely changed.
Corrine Levan reigned over the quad like a silent monarch, her white sweater draped around her neck with an almost whimsical defiance. Jay Laiken sat nearby, endlessly chewing his gum in a rhythm so precise it verged on mesmerizing. And then there was Mitch Chaser, the perfect image of a quarterback archetype, fixated on a modest plate of mashed potatoes as if it might spring to life at any moment. They all stood frozen—not out of hesitation, but as if each was waiting for their carefully timed moment in a grand, unseen script.
I edged past the rows of tables with a cautious sort of urgency. Near the humming of the vending machines at the far end of the room, I spotted someone watching me. He was tall and cloaked in shadow, hood drawn over his head, hands tucked nonchalantly into his pockets. His face was an enigma—no blur, no mask, just a vacant placeholder as if his true expression hadn’t yet loaded into view.
My knees betrayed me, growing weak, and I stumbled backward, colliding with a tray rack. The clatter of metal against tile rang out like a starter pistol, sending every gaze across the cafeteria my way—not with curiosity or anger, but with a calculating precision that chilled me. I bolted out the door and into the quad.
Outside, the rain had ceased, yet the air felt inexplicably wrong—unnaturally warm and almost syrupy, like being wrapped in a damp, electric embrace. The familiar crunch of grass underfoot was replaced by a steady, mechanical click with each step. I quickened my pace, carefully avoiding a run, for running here would mark me in ways I wasn’t ready to be marked.
I circled the science building, my heart thundering against my ribs as I passed by bike racks and weathered concrete benches that had remained unchanged since 1974. And then—like a secret unfolding—I saw him. Stepan. He sat on the retaining wall behind the admin office, his hoodie pulled up, scuffed boots giving away countless untold stories, and a beat-up Walkman dangling casually from his hand. He was unmistakably alive, vibrantly real, and so fully awake.
I didn’t call out or wave; instead, our eyes locked in a quiet, unspoken communion. He nodded once—just once—and in that fleeting moment, something shifted inside me; a bruise burned beneath my skin, alive with a mysterious pulse, tracing maps of a destiny I hadn’t yet dared to imagine.
With a subtle gesture, Stepan pointed toward the old maintenance building—a ramshackle relic half-collapsed and draped in faded caution tape since the ‘82 flood—before slipping away behind a wall. In that heartbeat, I knew I was being invited into a forbidden part of the system—a realm not meant for girls like me, a realm defined by the cryptic status of being "flagged" for Observation. Clutching the strap of my backpack a little tighter, I followed.
Behind the Maintenance Shed. 11:07 AM.
Here, even the gravel crunched in a hollow, unfamiliar cadence, as if I were walking on a surface no longer meant to bear weight. A languid caution tape fluttered over the shed door, its faded letters—once declaring CAUTION—now reduced to a mere CAU___, a ghost of their former urgency. I ducked beneath its languid wave.
Inside, in the dim, half-light of the space where time had clearly lost its grip, Stepan waited—seated cross-legged amid the ruins. The roof had long since given way, leaving tangled rebar and sagging insulation that dangled like the remnants of a forgotten heartbeat. In his lap lay an object I initially mistook for an old radio. But as I drew nearer, I realized it was something altogether more wondrous—a broken piece of the world itself, a flat, black panel no thicker than a vinyl record, its edges pulsing with a gentle, ethereal blue.
He looked up, his gaze both tired and knowing. “You made it,” he said softly. I considered whether there had ever been a choice, and with a casual shrug he replied, “There always is. Just not always a good one.”
I stepped across the fractured concrete and sat down before him. A shard of glass grazed my knee, a sharp reminder that pain was real and, in its own bittersweet way, precious. I nodded at the panel and asked quietly, “What is that?”
He offered a weary smile. “A key,” he murmured, “or maybe a lock.”
The panel pulsed softly, as if it were the heartbeat of some secret machine, sending a bassy thrum rippling through my vision. Words began to unfurl across its surface like whispered promises:
QUERY: SUBJECT 119 - ACTIVE.
PREPARE FOR EVENTAL PHASE SHIFT.
A lump rose in my throat. “What’s the Evental Phase Shift?” I asked, my voice a tender mix of curiosity and dread.
“Best guess?” Stepan replied with a half-smile that barely masked his resignation. “It’s when they stop studying you and start using you.”
He passed the panel to me. Its gentle hum cascaded beneath my fingertips, a soft reminder that it seemed to recognize my very signature. “Why me?” I murmured, the question lingering between us like a fragile secret.
“Because you’re a weak node,” he said carefully, as though choosing each word with the precision of a poet. I saw a flicker of hurt cross his face, and he quickly steadied himself. “Not weak as in broken, but free—unsettled. You never linger long enough to solidify.”
“Calcify?” I echoed, tasting the unfamiliar word on my tongue.
He sank back against a wall of old, drooping plywood, his voice soft and tinted with melancholy. “They need stability to chart outcomes. You’re the margin of error they can’t erase, that unpredictable blind spot.”
The panel shifted again, its text morphing with quiet finality:
SIMULATION STABILITY RATING: 71%.
WARNING: VARIANCE THRESHOLD EXCEEDED.
I laughed then, a brittle sound laden with irony. “I broke their science project,” I said, both defiant and a little sorrowful.
Stepan’s smile held a trace of pride, warm yet wistful. “Yeah. You did.” Outside, the shed creaked, and the bell on the quad rang—a tinny, distorted tone, as if reality itself had been slowed down and stretched thin. Neither of us moved, caught in a moment that felt both surreal and intimate.
Lowering his voice, Stepan confessed, “They think you’re still just a passive glitch—a mistake, a fleeting error.”
“But I’m not,” I insisted softly, feeling the stirring of my own resolve.
He nodded. “Not anymore.”
Minutes later, still hidden behind the creaking shed, Stepan pulled a rumpled blueprint from his backpack. He spread it between us—it wasn’t a map of Fortuna High in a conventional sense, but a delicate nerve map, etched with halls, stairwells, and classrooms marked only with coordinates. Red marks labeled BUFFER ZONES, PULSE NODES, HIGH-TRAFFIC TEST POINTS, and one area circled boldly in black:
O.D.
Observation Deck.
Curiosity piqued, I whispered, “What is it?”
He hesitated, choosing his words with care. “It’s where they watch.” His finger pointed to the circled spot. “Tomorrow, they’re taking a group of us there—a mandatory field trip.”
I recalled the faded flyer that had hinted at this grim excursion. “You’re on the list.”
“Of course you are,” I replied, a heavy acceptance mingling with defiance.
The panel in my lap hummed once more, its words scrolling slowly like secrets in a quiet dance:
SUBJECT 119: PRE-ASCENSION PROTOCOL INITIATED.
CLEANSE CYCLE: 24 HOURS.
MEMORY WIPE CONTINGENCY: 73% COMPLETE.
I stared at the ever-changing text. “Memory wipe?”
Stepan nodded, his expression turning grave. “They cleanse you—make you loop, shape you to be sharper, smoother, less... noisy.”
“But I’m not smooth,” I said, the admission a small rebellion against conformity.
“Exactly,” he murmured, folding the blueprint with deliberate care before tucking it neatly back into his bag.
“You’ve got tonight,” he said in a low tone, as if granting a final chance. “That’s it.”
“To do what?” I asked, the possibility of escape a whisper among thunderous doubts.
“To break the pattern.”
“To get out?” I ventured.
He offered a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “No one gets out.”
“Then what?”
He paused, his voice soft and resolute, “Become unreadable.”
Lunch. Sharkey’s Arcade.
The heavy glass door swung open and instantly I was hit by a familiar blend of scents—cigarette ash, decaying gum, and that unmistakable, oily tang wafting over from the deep fryer at the snack bar. It was almost soothing, that aroma, yet it left a trace of melancholy in its wake.
Inside, the arcade felt desolate beyond expectation. A couple of JV kids crouched around a Galaga game while two choir girls tiffed near a claw machine, caught in their own small dispute. At the far end, the Pac-Man cabinet—once notorious for glitching into a carnival of buzzing lights and purple static upon conquering Level 256—stood silent, its screen cold and pitch black. An “out of order” sign dangled forlornly from its coin slot.
Still, as if pulled by an irresistible force—habit or something more profound—I drifted toward it. My hand glided over the cabinet’s surface, and I could feel a faint, almost imperceptible vibration beneath the "OUT OF ORDER" tape.
There, scorched into the side panel with the urgency of despair, was a handwritten message:
**“WAKE_UP.”**
A single coin, clearly a token rather than real money, lay in its tray.
I picked it up, holding it to the light.
It wasn’t one of Sharkey’s; it was nothing familiar at all—just a cold, blank circle of metal humming softly in rhythm with the bruise still hidden under my sleeve.
As I held that token, the world around me shifted.
The blinking arcade cabinets, the neon reflections, and even the warbled echoes of Depeche Mode from the jukebox began pulsing with a life of their own—faster, harder, like a heartbeat trying to outrun an approaching storm.
Outside Sharkey’s, the clock had just nudged past 1:07 PM, and above the coast the sky had bruised itself a deep, melancholic purple. The air tasted sharp, reminiscent of an old television left to its own devices for too long. I pressed the token tight in my hand until it left its mark, a physical reminder of the tightening grip of fate.
Across the street, an abandoned lot thrummed with restless energy, buzzing like a hornet’s nest trapped under glass. And at its edge stood Luke Clausen—lean and certain in his letterman jacket with jeans artfully torn at the knee, exuding an effortless, golden boy charm even beneath the heavy, storm-dark sky.
He watched me, unmoving, silent—waiting as if he knew I would inevitably come to him, as if he believed I had no other choice. But this time was different. I wasn’t a variable in someone’s experimental loop, a mere observer or pawn. I was the rupture in the system, the spark ready to light a new fire.
I turned away from him and headed straight back to Fortuna High, my heart hammering in my chest, the sting of the bruise a constant reminder of battles past. If tomorrow was destined to mark the end of this endless cycle, I vowed that I would be the one to shatter it completely.
Monday Afternoon. 2:46 PM.
At Fortuna High, the hallways pulsed beneath my sneakers. Every wall, every corridor, seemed alive—breathing out dust, the graffiti of countless locker confessions, and a static so palpable you could almost feel it gently comb through your hair. Everything was unnervingly bright, every edge unnervingly sharp.
The bell signaling the end of fourth period rang a half-second too late, its sound trailing behind reality like a skipped song on an old cassette tape. With impeccable timing, students burst into the hallways: Corrine with her effortless flip of hair, Mitch teasing Jay with a playfully feigned punch, and freshmen scattering in all directions like pigeons flitting along power lines. The system was orchestrating life—demanding noise, movement, distraction—yet the very air around us seemed to pause, as though holding its breath in anticipation.
I found myself in East Hall, near a row of lockers, slipping into the stream of bodies until I reached my own sanctuary—locker 2E. Its chipped red paint offered a quiet normalcy, and my combination, etched in muscle memory—right 17, left 32, right 6—still worked flawlessly. With trembling fingers and clammy palms, I rotated the dial until the door swung open.
But the moment of revelation was interrupted. Out of nowhere, a hand grasped the locker door from behind—not harshly, not abruptly, but with the inevitability of fate itself.
I turned, and there he was—Luke Clausen, standing so close I could swear I saw tiny specks of gold dancing in his eyes, and feel the way the air itself seemed to bend and shiver in his presence.
He didn’t say a word.
Neither did I.
And then—
He kissed me.
Right then, in front of everyone, as if to rewrite the language of sound and light, making the buzzing hallway seem to pause for just a heartbeat.
His hands, steady and warm against my waist, felt practiced—as if this was a scene he’d rehearsed a thousand times. The moment our lips met, the world stuttered—just a brief glitch, a ripple in the sky. And I didn’t pull away; I let it all happen. For that one darling, fleeting moment, I wasn’t Lana the Outlier or Lana the Glitch. I was simply Lana, seventeen and alive, pinned against a locker and kissed by the boy every girl around campus had secretly dreamed of.
It was—God help me—sweet, dangerous, and wonderfully wrong, like borrowing someone else’s dream for a breath of time. I kissed him back, even though every fiber of my being warned me I shouldn’t. And as the onlookers edged closer, I could feel their presence—a shimmering crowd that seemed to adjust the very script of our lives. The hallway erupted with life: wolf whistles, gasps, giggles that reset like a broken record every few seconds.
I caught Corrine’s frozen face, an unspoken portrait of betrayal, while Bergie’s eyes, wide and achingly hollow, hinted at a mask she never knew she was wearing. The lockers buzzed louder, and the lights flickered as if trying to keep pace with the chaos of our moment. When Luke finally pulled away, lingering—
like the closing line of a story you never wanted to end.
He whispered just for me, low enough for only my ears to catch, “See? You belong.”
And in that instant, I understood:
The kiss wasn’t solely for me.
It was for them—a checkpoint. A confirmation. A log entry screaming in neon letters:
LANA ZUMNER: NORMALIZED. 
LANA ZUMNER: ABSORBED. 
LANA ZUMNER: LOOP-SAFE.
I staggered back, my chest burning, the bruise on my thigh flaring fiercely like a flare across enemy lines. Luke smiled—perfect, practiced, that smile meant to seal the deal. The others cheered; someone even lobbed a wad of notebook paper at us, and Mitch clapped Luke on the back as the loop celebrated its so-called victory.
But deep inside, the part of me that had once pressed against the mirror at Fortuna Junior Academy, the part that had seen the blank space beyond the fence, and read the unsent messages in the static, was still ablaze, still humming, still awake. It whispered, “Not this time.”
Later, at my bedroom window, the rain hadn’t yet started, even though the clouds had given up their pretense, hanging thick and flat like a backdrop you could peel away in one determined tug. The spiral bruise on my thigh pulsed under the denim of my jeans, and with my eyes closed, I saw lines forming—lines that connected, mapping a way out. Not a door, not a simple path, but something deeper, older than the watchers or their simulations—a crack in the very fabric of our constructed world.
And tomorrow—during that field trip to the Observation Deck—I was going to find it. I was going to pry it open wide, even if doing so meant breaking pieces of me in the process.
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12: Graduation Will Not Be Televised
Friday, May 31. Locker Cleanout Day
The janitor handed out trash bags—not the kind that swirl metaphor in some bittersweet tale, but literal, heavy-duty black plastic, distributed with the resigned cheer of party favors at a funeral you never quite wanted to attend.
"Empty everything," Mr. Steele commanded, his voice a gravelly echo of years spent hollering at kids who’d stopped really listening somewhere back in March. "No exceptions."
I paused before locker 2E. The red chipped paint, the bent ventilation slots, and even the faint scrawl under the combination dial—“Here 4 a Bad Time, Not a Long Time”—were as unwavering as old ghosts. It felt as if I were examining a crime scene where the victim was my former self.
Inside, memories lay strewn about: half a Trapper Keeper burdened with essays left unfinished, a broken black comb that once smoothed tangled hopes, three Cherry Bomb wrappers clinging to the back wall with bits of stubborn gum,
And a folded note from Bergie ("Lunch? Bob’s? ♥ B.") dated October 4th.
There was even a green-and-white flyer for "Spirit Week 1985 - GO HUSKIES!!!" adorned with a coffee stain blooming like an accidental masterpiece over the Husky mascot’s face.
Without pausing to mourn each relic, I began stuffing everything into the bag—fast, efficient, and utterly detached. Because if I slowed down, if I allowed myself even a whisper of feeling, I feared the building might sigh in abandonment as I walked away.
Down the hall, Corrine Levan was carefully peeling a mirror from her locker door, every lock of hair perfectly fixed by hairspray as always. Mitch and Jay, in their own small world of mischief, were embroiled in a contest to unearth the oldest sandwich fossil. Overhead, someone's boombox repeated "Don't You (Forget About Me)" as if we were unwilling extras trapped in a John Hughes film we never auditioned for.
The year was ending. Everything, down to each fading detail, belonged to a schedule that time itself couldn’t ignore. And for the first time since Ross Hill Road had swallowed the fourth bump, I found myself doubting whether any ending could ever feel truly real.
Friday, 2:04 PM. Quad. Yearbook Day.
The quad exploded in a riot of Sharpies, Sun-In, and perspiration.
Seniors lay sprawling over cracked concrete, yearbooks balanced precariously on their knees, laughing across lunch tables as they attempted to immortalize inside jokes with blue ink.
-And the stubborn blurring of memory. Somewhere, the school’s PA system played "Summer of '69" on an endless loop—a soundtrack to what should have felt like a celebration.
It should have felt like something big, a farewell drenched in magic and promise. Instead, it all felt like a dress rehearsal for a play that kept stalling midway through its third act. I leaned against the planter by the science building, idly flipping through my yearbook without truly seeing the pages. There were faculty portraits, reminder of sports teams, and a Drama Club group photo where half the cast blinked right in the frame. Even the "Most Likely To..." section carried a note of rebellious humor—Mr. Gans’ photo had been cheekily overlaid with "Most Likely To Become A Cult Leader."
●       Across the quad, Luke reclined beneath a eucalyptus tree, his yearbook open across his lap as he laughed at one of Jay’s offhand jokes. Sunlight danced through his hair, catching it like strands of gold. In any movie, that moment would have been the perfect closing shot—the golden boy bathed in the haze of summer, savoring that last slow dance before adulthood swept in.
But this wasn’t cinema.
This was life—raw, unpredictable, with no generous after-credits scene.
Luke never asked about my plans after graduation, and I never inquired about his. Deep down, we both knew the ending wasn’t really promised. Not for souls like ours, trapped in a town that felt more like a loop than a destination.
Friday, 2:22 PM. Yearbook Signing.
By the soda machine, Bergie appeared. She waited awkwardly, clutching her yearbook as if it might sprout wings and escape if she loosened her grip. A smear on her grape Lip Smackers told a quiet story of mishaps and memories. “Hey,” she said, and I blinked in greeting. “Hey.”
An awkward pause settled between us—thin, fragile, like an old cassette tape whispering secrets from my dad’s car stereo. “You want your signature?” she asked, offering her yearbook without ever meeting my eyes.
I accepted it and uncapped my pen, pausing as I wondered what words could define a girl who might be a part of the very system designed to tether you down. Yet, as I pulled her gaze downward—watching the way she twisted the hem of her shirt, vulnerable in a way that was achingly real—I scribbled:
  “For B – Even when the light glitches, you were real to me. ♥ Lana.”
I handed it back, and as Bergie flipped through it, her shoulders gently slumped, the tension of a long year finally releasing. A smile crept onto her face—not grand or cinematic, but genuine. “Thanks,” she murmured, and in that quiet exchange, I almost believed we were still, undeniably, human.
Friday, 3:30 PM. Bob’s Footlong.
We celebrated what felt like the end of the world with heaps of French fries and orange Shasta, us seniors reveling in these fleeting moments. Bob’s Footlong buzzed with life; someone had dragged a jukebox onto the sidewalk and filled it with anthems of Journey and Foreigner. The parking lot transformed into an impromptu tailgate: kids blasting boom boxes, playfully lobbing shaving cream at each other, shoving crumpled yearbooks around for signatures.
Bergie and I shared a basket of fries on the curb, our knees bumping together in a silent, sweet camaraderie. Out in the distance, Luke was lost in a game of hacky sack with the baseball crew, effortlessly golden and already turning legendary.
“You and Luke,” Bergie remarked around the crunch of a fry.
I shrugged. “It’s whatever.”
Her smile tilted, mischievous, “You’re bad at lying.”
“Yeah? You’re bad at noticing.”
We grinned at each other—a quiet truce etched into the concrete of our fading high school days.
Somewhere inside Bob’s, an old payphone rang with a forgotten tune, unanswered. Overhead, the streetlights buzzed to life, almost as if they sensed the night would arrive far too quickly.
Voiceover: Lana Loren Zumner.
You might expect the end of high school to be a grand, cliff-diving plunge—a sudden, glorious descent. Instead, it’s like stepping into a fog that stubbornly clings even as the sun rises. You feel as though you’re moving forward, escaping; yet in truth, you’re just wandering deeper into a simulation of what life was supposed to be. And if you listen closely, amid the soft hiss of the streetlights, you might just hear them reprogramming the sky.
Monday, June 3. Home Ec Room. “Letters to the Future.”
The assignment was so simple it felt almost poetic: write a letter to yourself, seal it in an envelope, and hand it over. They promised to tuck these secrets away in the trophy case until the ten-year reunion—a promise shrouded in hope and nostalgia. Ms. Parker passed out lined paper and cheap, white envelopes that carried the faint scent of mildew and a hint of longing.
The room hummed with half-hearted chatter, the air peppered with dreams too tender to be taken seriously. Corrine, ever unsure, wondered if it was “too basic” to write about getting married before twenty-five, while Jay smugly bet Mitch five bucks he could wrap his thoughts up in under three minutes. Somewhere in the midst of it all, a kid from auto shop boasted out loud about owning “four Camaros and a jet ski.” I sat there, staring at a page that taunted me with its endless blue lines and a margin wide enough to lose myself in. What was I meant to say? Should I scribble, “Dear future me, hope you enjoyed being deleted,” or “Dear nobody, this never mattered”?
As the clock ticked in the background, my bruise—older now, with greener edges murmuring of past battles—throbbed softly beneath my jeans. Outside, a lone crow landed on the chain-link fence, its stark stare as if it were there to mark our attendance. With a quiet resolve, I picked up my pen and let the words flow:
Dear Lana,
If you’re reading this, congratulations. You survived the first simulation. Maybe you even discovered how to wake up. If not... well. Just remember: The sky is a lie, the future is a loop, and love is the most dangerous programming of all.
See you soon.
Love, Me.
There was no smiley face, no “H.A.G.S.”—just raw truth. I folded the letter carefully, slipped it into an envelope, and sealed it with a lingering shiver. Bergie, leaning over from the adjacent table, whispered with a conspiratorial grin, “What’d you write?”
“Something boring,” I replied.
“Good. You’re supposed to,” she smiled, and together we dropped our envelopes into a cardboard box adorned with faded “CLASS OF '85” stickers. I watched mine vanish beneath a growing heap of messages, and for the first time all day, I felt somehow seen.
Monday, 12:06 PM. Last Assembly Practice.
Husky Gym carried the scent of boiled sneakers mixed with sweet nostalgia. Metal folding chairs lined up in hesitant rows, and the bleachers sat half-retracted, like a smile waiting for its moment. Mr. Steele’s voice boomed through a crackling megaphone, as if it might spark into flame at any second: “Line up alphabetically! No gum on stage! Hats OFF, Laiken!”
We shuffled through the motions—stepping steadily to the warbling strains of “Pomp and Circumstance” from a worn cassette tape, forcing smiles, exchanging handshakes, and accepting our impersonal diploma covers. Corrine mimicked tossing an imaginary cap as if it were the highlight of an Olympic victory, while Mitch, ever the rogue, attempted a moonwalk that nearly swept the class valedictorian off their feet.
Then I felt him—a quiet presence in the line. Luke stood just behind me, so close I could feel the warmth radiating off him. I didn’t dare twist around, for every time I caught a glimpse of him, I saw that enchanting hesitation—the slight half-second pause before his smile broke, the way his eyes softened, the lingering touch he left on the small of my back during lunch, as though he were recalling some secret command from a dream. He was beautiful and, in his own scripted way, deeply mine—even if the plot always seemed to loop back on itself.
Monday, 1:38 PM. Hallway by the Library.
After assembly, Bergie found me by the water fountain. “You coming to the bonfire Friday?” she asked, her tone light as if it were a promise.
“Maybe,” I murmured, feeling the bittersweet tug of routine as I bit the inside of my cheek. Tradition, she reminded me silently—a checkpoint in another endless loop, another night where the system herded us on a predetermined path toward an ending already written.
“I’ll think about it,” I offered, and she nodded as if that were enough for both of us.
For a moment, we simply stood there—two nearly graduates, two nearly survivors—as the high, shrill warning bell rang, slicing through the fragile calm like a glitch in our perfectly imperfect lives. And just like that, without a proper goodbye, we drifted apart, leaving the echoes of our shared moment to linger in the soft, fading light of the day.
Monday night in Lana’s bedroom felt like a secret confession as the rain began its quiet return. It wasn’t a heavy downpour meant to wash everything away; it was a soft, deliberate drizzle that seeped into your bones and stirred up all the unsaid words tangled in your mind. I sat cross-legged on my bed, thumbing through a yearbook filled with frozen, perfect smiles—a gallery of moments that somehow belonged to strangers. One signature, almost like a whispered secret, pulled me in:
"Stay smooth. See you on the other side. — T."
There was no surname, no familiar handwriting, just this unexpected message that I traced lightly with my finger, feeling the ink nestle into the page. Outside, the streetlights hummed a husky tune, and for a breathless second, the world flickered—like someone had switched the channel on our lives. I snapped the yearbook shut and pulled the covers over my head, retreating into a childlike hideaway from monsters that now felt all too real. Beneath that cocoon of darkness and warmth, I murmured, "Not long now."
Voice of: Lana Loren Zumner
No one ever warns you about the amount of feigned joy you must muster in the finale of everything—the endless smiles, the contrived goodbyes to people who, deep down, will forget you anyway. They call it closure, but really, it’s just another word for shutting down. The world was winding its way to its end-of-day rhythm, the sky beginning to peel away like old wallpaper, and yet here I remained—anchored, for now.
Tuesday, June 4. Senior Skip Day.
Skip Day was nothing more than a myth we clung to—it wasn’t real, not in the way we imagined. Nobody truly skipped out on day-to-day life. Not even the potheads, the shop kids, or Corrine’s notorious “bad girl” clique, draped in black leggings peeking out from beneath Guess skirts as they puffed discreetly behind the 7-Eleven. Instead, we all converged at Bob’s Footlong and spilled into the beach parking lot like a restless herd on the move. There was an unspoken itinerary guiding our rebellion:
At 10 AM, we devoured breakfast burritos and greasy hash browns at Bob’s. By 11, we took looping drives down Main Street, our horns startling curious tourists. At noon, as Cruz passed Toddy Thomas, we blared "Panama" until the walls vibrated. And by 1 PM, we aimlessly circled the beach lot, each of us pretending we’d planned something more meaningful.
In the back of Luke’s truck, with the bench seat sticky from old vinyl and the faint, cloying scent of vanilla air freshener, I sat among Bergie, Mitch, and Jay. Luke drove with the windows down and the music cranked up loud, grinning as if he had nothing to lose. And yet, if you looked a little closer, you’d notice something was off—his eyes no longer crinkled with genuine mirth, his hand remained too still on the wheel, and his laugh always arrived a beat too late at Jay’s jokes. It was as if the familiar Luke Clausen had been subtly upgraded to a version 1.0 that we all hoped no one would acknowledge.
Bergie was the first to notice, the tension in her rigid posture against the door, arms crossed as she silently nibbled at her inner cheek until it paled. But neither of us dared to mention the glitch, because in our world, you never spoke of the flaws in public—not if you wanted to avoid correction, and certainly not if you aimed to march toward graduation unscathed.
Tuesday, 1:48 PM. Beach Lot.
The ocean stretched before us, flat and gray—a gentle expanse that was neither angry nor wild, but simply still, like a television screen caught on a pause. Overhead, seagulls wheeled silently, as if performing a private ballet for an audience of one. Nearby, Mitch and Jay launched into a volleyball game with a group of underclassmen who had shown up more out of desperate hope than genuine enthusiasm. Corrine and her crew lounged on beach towels, idly flipping through magazines that seemed as lifeless as blank pages.
Luke stood leaning against the side of his truck, arms folded, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon as though waiting for some secret to crawl out of it. I weaved my way across the gravel toward him until our eyes met. He looked down, offering a smile that was startlingly mechanical yet tender—beautiful in its programmed inevitability, almost dead in its execution.
"You excited?" he asked softly.
"For what?" I replied.
He laughed, a low, easy sound that hinted at an inside joke we both silently acknowledged.
"You know... all of it."
I simply nodded, finding it easier than confessing the messy truth. After all, the system preferred nods, and sometimes, pretending you aren’t reading from a scripted page was the only way to feel alive.
Luke reached out, tucking a stray strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers brushed my skin, leaving a trail of static that sent tiny shivers up my arms. "You're gonna kill it," he murmured, and for a brief, shimmering moment, I almost believed him. Almost.
Tuesday night arrived with the promise of the Bonfire. At the far end of the football field—where the grass had long surrendered to decay and the goalposts leaned with a tipsy kind of grace—the bonfire roared to life. This wasn’t the wild, heroic blaze of movie nights where kids dare to jump over flames and confess secret crushes under starlight. No, this fire was organized, controlled, almost bureaucratic in its glow. Two teachers hovered by the burn, clipboards in hand, checking off names as methodically as if they were sealing fates. Mr. Gans, clad in a bright yellow parka and armed with a walkie-talkie that dwarfed his forearm, lent an absurd sense of order, while Coach Wood fussed over the woodpile as though orchestrating a scout troop exercise.
From a portable speaker came the crackle of nostalgic tunes—Journey, Bryan Adams, Tears for Fears—a closed loop of memories not entirely our own. Seniors drifted in clustered groups, laughing just a bit too loudly, clinging to moments of pretend freedom.
Then Bergie found me by the bleachers. Swathed in a sweatshirt that swallowed her whole and clutching a paper cup of lukewarm cider as if it were a lifeline, she said softly, "Feels weird."
"Yeah," I replied.
We watched the flames together, mesmerized by the way the smoke ascended in perfect, unyielding columns—so straight it was as if it were a silent flare aimed skyward, unanswered.
Before long, Luke wandered over, his hands buried in the deep pockets of his letterman jacket. "Hey, Lana," he greeted, his voice warm and familiar, his smile the kind you read about in textbooks. Bergie stiffened beside me as his gaze slid past her, deliberately erasing her presence. "You wanna take a walk?" he asked.
I hesitated as Bergie’s fingers brushed mine—a feather-light contact that spoke volumes of caution and unspoken connection. In that fragile moment, I pulled my hand back. "Yeah," I said, and that single word echoed with the promise of something more.
Tuesday night, behind the bleachers, Luke pulled me away from the dancing flames. We left behind the crackling fire, walked past the edge of the track, slipped by the rusty equipment shed, and wandered into a darkness where even the field lights seemed reluctant to go. The air was alive with the smell of wet grass and old oil, and somewhere behind us, the crisp hiss of a Shasta can opening punctured the silence—a sound sharp enough to wake you from a dream.
We stopped under a battered scoreboard, its broken frame standing like a silent witness to our escape. Luke turned to me, his voice low and sincere. “You know,” he said, as if sharing a secret meant only for us, “we could just stay.”
“Stay?” I echoed, caught between wonder and uncertainty.
“Right here,” he replied, arms stretching wide as if to embrace every bit of this uncertain night. “In Fortuna.”
I swallowed hard as the sky behind him flickered—a brief, inexplicable flash, like a film reel stumbling over its own edges. “I don’t think it’s that easy,” I murmured.
He stepped closer, hands casually relaxed at his sides. There was no threat, no pressure—only a gentle nudge toward inevitability. “It is,” he said simply. “If you stop fighting.”
The bruise under my jeans throbbed, an aching reminder of past clashes. My hand twitched at my side as memories stirred—a mirror at Fortuna Junior Academy reflecting a truth I wasn’t ready to face, blank faces at vending machines, a flyer on the bulletin board boldly declaring ASCENSION. I wondered, with a beating heart, how easy it might be to just stop struggling: to smile, to let familiarity, to let the system win.
Leaning down so his forehead brushed mine, he whispered, “You belong here.” And for that fragile, suspended moment—God help me—I wanted nothing more than to believe him.
Voice of(Lana Loren Zumner):
They say growing up is about making choices, moving on is a matter of picking your battles. But no one tells you how brutally hard it is to choose against everything you’ve been taught to adore. How steep the price is for deferring safety, love, and belonging, especially when it takes every ounce of your willpower to stay awake while the world around you slips into louder, dreamier sleep.
Fast forward to Friday, June 7—Graduation Day. The sky was off again, not in the dramatic, stormy way or the hopeful, radiant way, but in a subtle, unsettling sense—as if its familiar blue had been over-washed, a pale remnant of something that once was vibrantly alive. I stood in front of my mirror, tugging up my green graduation robe. The fabric scratched at my skin like a costume picked for someone else’s grand performance. Downstairs, Mom fussed with a disposable camera, determined to capture a day that wouldn’t spoil like milk.
“Dad’s already in the car!” she called, urgency dancing in her voice. “Come on, sweetheart—we’re gonna be late!”
Late—as if time still held any real meaning. It all felt strangely surreal.
I pulled my cap down and secured it with the deliberate, numb precision of someone suiting up for a battle they already suspected was unwinnable. Then I smiled at my reflection, not because I was happy, but because the system thrived on our smiles. And today, more than ever, they needed mine to be perfect.
Friday, 4:12 PM, Husky Gym. The gym was a stifling tapestry of plastic chairs and too many bodies, every inch humming with the weight of expectation. Parents fanned themselves with folded programs, and teachers sauntered along the sidelines in wrinkled robes, muttering last-minute instructions like generals in a war they barely understood. The “Pomp and Circumstance” cassette sputtered to life, its high notes wavering ever so slightly—as if even the music hesitated in the face of this bittersweet day. Nobody really noticed, or maybe everyone pretended not to.
Corrine Levan floated down the aisle as though she were the star of a sunlit toothpaste commercial, while Mitch Chaser tripped over his gown and recovered with a disarming grin that drew polite laughter from the crowd. Jay Laiken winked at the camera when his name came up, a small moment of mischief in an otherwise orchestrated affair. Then there was her—Kayla Glooms, whose name echoed through the speakers, briefly erasing my memory that she was real at all. She crossed the stage with deliberate detachment, her eyes distant, her presence a quiet ripple beneath the harsh fluorescent lights—like a radio momentarily losing its signal, just a flicker, almost imperceptible.
Nobody spoke. Not a peep, not even a blink. And then my moment arrived. “Lana Loren Zumner.” I stood, a nervous excitement fluttering within, and walked toward the stage. I offered a warm smile as I shook Mr. Steele’s clammy hand, gathering my empty diploma folder as if it were a promise waiting to be fulfilled. I paused for a flash—a Polaroid moment that might forever linger in its unfinished glow—and then I continued forward, step by measured step, as if my feet remembered the dance even when my heart wavered.
It was Friday, 5:00 PM, on the front lawn. After the ceremony, the gym doors opened to spill us into a celebration of embraces, flowers, and the sweet chaos of sweaty joy.
Parents pressed cameras against our faces, capturing moments like fragile snapshots,
-while siblings tugged playfully at our sleeves. Teachers, whose names blurred into the background of our memories, shook our hands as if their simple gesture could stitch together our future.
Near the flagpole, Luke found me. His gown hung open, revealing the familiar comfort of his letterman jacket beneath—a silent nod to the identity he clung to. “Congratulations,” he said softly, and I replied with a quiet “Yeah.” Leaning down for a brief, chaste kiss—a scene too perfect for any audience—we shared a ritual meant to seal the moment. I kissed him back, because that was what we were supposed to do. Because every act followed a script. And if you ever strayed from the script at the final checkpoint, “special counseling” awaited—a place from which few ever truly emerged.
Across the lawn, or perhaps through us, Bergie watched. Her figure was too sharp, too meticulously drawn—as if someone had just lovingly edited her back into the scene. Our eyes met, and she smiled, though her smile was quiet and distant, not entirely her own. I turned away before that smile could unravel something deep inside me.
Later that evening—Friday, 6:22 PM—Lana’s driveway buzzed with the familiar chaos of a party. Naturally, we had a party: cake in the garage, streamers sagging from the ceiling, and the ceaseless echo of “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” from a boom box that felt like a heartbeat.
Neighbors wandered in and out, clutching Solo cups and looping stories, while Luke appeared again, slipping into conversations with my uncles as if it were as natural as breathing. My mom beamed at him, whispering, “Such a nice boy,” and I smiled, smiling so hard it became my default. Yet beneath that smile, tiny cracks began to show.
The kitchen windows spilled flickering light, the screen door lagged in its rhythm, and outside, the stars trembled like secrets barely told. Even the bruise on my thigh—a gentle reminder rather than a surge of pain—itched like a memory that refused to quiet down.
Quietly, when no one was watching, I slipped upstairs. I collapsed onto my bed in my robe, the graduation cap forlorn on the floor. I stared at the ceiling and waited. And when nothing catastrophic shattered my world—when nothing changed at once—I finally understood. Graduation wasn’t an ending, nor was it the grand beginning we always imagined. It was just another page in the looping story of our lives.
In a soft voiceover that was entirely my own—Lana Loren Zumner—I remembered: We celebrated, sang, danced, and kissed under paper lanterns strung across weathered fences.
We told ourselves we were free.
That we had made it, that the future shone golden, new, and real. But the truth was simpler, quieter, almost pristine: the future wasn’t waiting for us. It had already been written, preloaded, humming just beyond the horizon, inviting us like careful simulations. Some of us had already taken that step; some of us hesitated.
And me? I wasn’t going anywhere they expected—not without a fight.
I remembered the mirror’s reflection, the glitching rows of lockers, the vending machines that murmured lullabies in secret when no one was listening.
I remembered, and in that remembering I found a steady resolve.
I was ready—to seek out the smallest crack, to pry it open. Ready to leave behind a name, a world meticulously mapped out by others.
Because true freedom, I realized, isn’t a wild party; it’s a ghostly whisper, softly calling, and I was already halfway there.

13: PROM NIGHT:
THE BEGINNING OF THE END
Prom night smelled like Aqua Net, wet asphalt, and something faintly metallic—like a penny you forgot in the bottom of your jean jacket pocket.
You could hear Spandau Ballet's "True" leaking out of Husky Gym, warped by the cheap speakers and the echoey corrugated walls, as if the night itself was half-melted already.
Bergie hovered behind me in the cracked bathroom mirror, swiping lavender eyeliner across my lids with the concentration of someone trying to defuse a bomb. The light overhead buzzed and flickered, and for a half-second there were two of her—blurry and overlapping.
"You're gonna kill," she said, capping the eyeliner and stepping back.
"You say that like it's a good thing," I muttered, tugging at the thrift-store dress that itched in all the wrong places. It was a secondhand miracle—somewhere between mauve and regret—and I had safety-pinned the back to keep it from sliding off. A dress stitched for somebody else's fairytale.
Bergie grinned. "It's prom, Lana. You're supposed to kill. Or at least survive."
Outside, the rain had stopped, but the streets still glistened under the parking lot lights. Everything smelled sharp and electric, like the air was waiting for something bad to happen.
"Ready?" Bergie asked, jangling her jelly bracelets like a warning bell.
I exhaled. "Not remotely."
But we went anyway. Because that's what you do.
The gym looked like a sad attempt at a spaceship—walls draped in sagging silver streamers, balloons hanging half-heartedly from bricks wrapped in tinfoil.
Kids spun under the drooping decorations like extras in a music video that wouldn't even make it onto late-night MTV.
Mitch Chaser and Jay Laiken were already holding up opposite corners of the gym like a pair of sweaty gargoyles, their tuxes rumpled, their hair shellacked into place. Corrine Levan was at the center of the floor, in a sequined dress so sharp you could probably file a nail on it. She turned in perfect slow circles under the colored spotlights, every inch of her screaming Look at me, and everyone did.
Except Luke Clausen.
Because Luke wasn’t with them.
Of course he wasn’t.
I stayed near the bleachers, pretending to study a poster advertising the post-prom breakfast at Bob’s Footlong. The smell of cafeteria-grade punch and burned popcorn wafted through the gym.
Mr. Briggs, the poor substitute teacher roped into DJ duty, leaned into the mic and said, "Let’s slow it down, folks."
The first wobbly chords of "True" filled the gym again, syrupy and thin, pulling all the loose, messy emotions out into the open.
Bergie disappeared into the crowd, snagged by some kid from French Club who looked like he'd been practicing dance moves in his bedroom all week.
I was about to retreat toward the snack table when it happened.
The lights dimmed—not just turned down, but dimmed, like the whole gym was breathing in and holding its breath.
That's when I saw him.
Luke.
Standing alone at the edge of the dance floor, not anchored by anyone else's orbit.
His tux was black and clean and wrong against the gym’s cheap sparkle.
No boutonniere. No smile. Just him.
He moved toward me, and it felt less like walking and more like inevitability.
He stopped just in front of me, a strange, unreadable look on his face.
"Dance with me," he said.
It wasn't a question.
It wasn't a flex.
It was something else—something raw and almost desperate, buried under his calm.
I didn’t think. I didn’t hesitate.
I just nodded.
His hand was warm when it found mine.
We drifted out onto the floor, swallowed by the other slow-dancing couples, lost under the dim buzz of lights and the sweet exhaustion of a song that sounded like every teenage wish that never quite came true.
Luke’s hand landed carefully on my waist, like he wasn't sure the world would let him.
We swayed, slow and awkward, the scent of sweat and hairspray hanging heavy in the air.
Around us, the world softened: kids blurring into each other, the cheap balloons sagging like dying planets.
Luke leaned in, voice low enough that only I could hear.
"You ever feel like..."
He hesitated.
"Like none of this is real?"
The question struck somewhere deep and secret.
"Sometimes," I said, and it sounded more like a confession than an answer.
He smiled then—a tired, cracked kind of smile that made my heart ache.
"Maybe we're the only ones awake," he murmured.
It should’ve sounded stupid. Teenage melodrama at its worst.
But it didn’t.
It sounded like the only true thing in the room.
– AFTERMATH: ROADSIDE BREAKDOWN
The song ended.
There was a scattered burst of clapping, awkward and hollow, and the DJ’s voice cracked over the mic like a bad transmission.
Somewhere near the punch table, someone let out a high-pitched whistle that shattered the last of the spell.
Luke let go of my hand.
For a heartbeat, we just stood there—caught in the gravity well between before and after.
He opened his mouth to say something—
—but Mitch Chaser barrelled into Tom McCrew near the snack table, sending a whole cascade of cups and punch bowls crashing to the floor.
The sound ripped through the gym: glass, plastic, a sharp shout.
The room tensed all at once, every muscle of every teenager bracing like a storm was about to break.
Mitch swung a wild punch.
Tom ducked it.
Laughter bubbled up, nervous and jagged.
Coach Wood and Mr. Gans bulldozed toward the fight, red-faced and bellowing, but they were too slow.
Another punch connected. Tom stumbled backward into a trophy case near the gym door.
Glass exploded outward in a starburst of cheap, broken dreams.
Kids started screaming—not in fear, exactly, but in that wild, feral way that happens when order finally cracks and chaos is free to roam.
Mr. Gans grabbed Mitch by the collar, trying to haul him back, but it was like trying to leash a tornado.
"PROM IS OVER!" Gans roared over the din. "EVERYBODY OUTSIDE! NOW!"
The emergency lights flickered once, twice.
Luke grabbed my hand again.
Not romantic this time.
Survival.
"Come on," he said, dragging me toward the gym doors.
We burst out into the cold night, gulping air that tasted like wet pavement and metal and adrenaline.
All around us, kids poured into the parking lot—laughing, shouting, stumbling, some still carrying half-filled punch cups like trophies from the wreckage.
Rain slicked the blacktop. The puddles reflected the sagging balloons and ripped streamers fluttering out of the gym like dying birds.
Bergie found me near the curb, her face flushed and panicked.
She seized my arm.
"What the hell, Lana?" she hissed.
"Come on, we’re leaving."
Luke's hand slid away from mine.
He didn't say anything.
Just gave me a look—something heavy and wordless—and then turned, disappearing into the crowd of half-drunk, glitter-drenched teenagers.
It was a look that said: Remember this. Even if you forget everything else.
Bergie yanked open the passenger door of her mom’s station wagon.
I climbed in without a word.
The door slammed shut behind me like a verdict.
We drove in silence.
The wipers swiped back and forth across the windshield, struggling against the mist.
Bergie's hands were locked at ten and two on the wheel, knuckles glowing pale in the dashboard light.
The roads were empty, except for a few tail-lights cutting away toward Capetown Heights.
We passed Bob’s Footlong.
Dark.
Silent.
We passed the glowing shell of Coast to Coast Hardware, its window mannequins still smiling, oblivious.
Fortuna looked like a ghost town, half-drowned in fog.
I watched it all without speaking.
Because what could I even say?
Prom night—the thing that had been held up like a glittering finish line for four long, ugly years—had shattered into pieces faster than one cheap trophy case.
And not even because of me.
Not yet.
Somewhere past the "Welcome to Fortuna" sign, Bergie slammed the brakes.
The car jerked sideways, tires spitting gravel, and skidded onto the shoulder at Ross Hill Road.
She killed the engine.
For a second, all I could hear was the click-click-click of the hazard lights.
Bergie turned to me.
And she exploded.
"What the hell was that, Lana?"
Her voice cracked—anger, betrayal, something raw and bloody underneath.
I blinked at her, throat tight.
"What was what?"
"You and Luke! Dancing. Talking. Acting like—like you don’t know the rules!"
Her voice climbed higher with each word, the way it always did right before she started crying or hitting things.
"He asked me to dance," I said, feeling stupid as it came out.
"And you just said yes?" she shrieked.
Like I’d committed treason.
"You just forgot who you are? Forgot who we are?"
Her hands tightened on the steering wheel until the cheap leather cover squeaked.
"I didn’t know I needed permission," I snapped, the heat rising in me faster than I could control.
"You think Corrine’s just gonna let that go?" she shouted.
"You think you can just cross into her territory without getting burned?"
"This isn't about Corrine!" I snapped.
Bergie laughed—a short, ugly sound that made something inside me curl up.
"It's always about Corrine," she said.
She twisted the silver ring on her thumb—the nervous tic she didn’t even know she had when she was scared.
"And what about me, huh?"
Her voice dropped, trembled.
"You didn’t even tell me. You didn’t even look for me."
Her words hit harder than any punch could have.
"I didn’t know I had to get your approval to live my life," I said.
And as soon as the words left my mouth, I wished I could claw them back.
Bergie flinched like I had slapped her.
The whole air in the car shifted—thickened, turned heavy like a thunderhead.
"You’re changing," she said finally.
"And not in a good way."
She popped the door open without looking at me, boots crunching onto the gravel shoulder.
"Bergie—"
But she was already out, slamming the door so hard the car rocked on its wheels.
I scrambled after her.
"Berg, wait—"
She spun around, her face shining wet now, streaks cutting through her makeup.
"You already left, Lana," she said, voice hollow.
"You just didn’t tell me."
The hazard lights flashed behind her—on, off, on, off—strobing her into something broken and unreachable.
Then she turned, walking fast up Ross Hill Road, shoulders hunched against the cold.
I stood there stupidly, watching her disappear into the mist.
I didn’t follow.
Because I didn’t know if she wanted me to.
Or if it even mattered anymore.
— LATE NIGHT CONFESSIONS
I didn’t know how long I stood there on the side of Ross Hill Road.
Long enough for the mist to bead on my skin.
Long enough for the brake lights of Bergie’s car to blur into the fog and vanish.
Long enough for the town to start to feel like another planet, spinning further and further away.
The chill finally forced me to move.
I shoved my hands deep into the pockets of my thrift-store dress—cold fingers curling around a forgotten piece of gum wrapper—and started walking.
The fog thickened as I trudged down the hill, curling around the streetlights and muffling the world.
Main Street was almost deserted.
A few cars parked crookedly outside Bob’s Footlong.
The battered sign flickered above the diner like a bad omen: B B’S F OTL N.
I didn't know where else to go.
My legs carried me there anyway.
The bell above the door gave a half-hearted jingle as I pushed into Bob's.
The inside was a mess of low light and old fryer grease.
Booths full of kids still dressed for prom—jackets off, hair wilted, mascara running, all pretending they hadn’t just witnessed the world crack open.
I ducked my head and slipped toward the back, past the arcade machines humming tired 8-bit songs into the stale air.
That’s when I saw him.
Stepan.
Slouched in the last booth, half-hidden in shadow, a cigarette dangling from his fingers.
When he saw me, he didn't smile.
Didn’t wave.
Just lifted his chin a fraction, like he’d been expecting me.
I slid into the booth across from him.
Neither of us said anything for a while.
The jukebox whined out a warbled version of "Don’t You (Forget About Me)" like a joke only the universe thought was funny.
Finally, Stepan stubbed out his cigarette and spoke.
"You alright?"
I gave a half-shrug.
"Define alright."
He huffed a breath that could've been a laugh if you were feeling generous.
"I heard what happened," he said.
"Which part?" I asked.
"The fight, the stampede, or the part where the entire town turned into a slow-motion car crash?"
He smirked—an actual, real smirk—and for a second, the knot in my chest loosened.
But only for a second.
Then his expression darkened again.
"You and Luke," he said. "That’s gonna be a problem."
I stiffened, the knot snapping tight again.
"Why?"
"Because he's not what you think he is."
There it was again—the warning nobody would explain.
"You keep saying that," I said, trying to keep my voice low and even. "But you never tell me why."
Stepan looked down at his hands, picking at a frayed thread on his jacket sleeve.
"You ever hear about what happened sophomore year?" he asked.
I shook my head.
He leaned back against the booth, staring up at the stained ceiling like maybe it would answer for him.
"Me and Luke... we used to be tight. Like, ride-or-die tight. Grew up building ramps behind his dad’s shop. Spent every Friday night talking about how we were gonna blow outta this town the second we turned eighteen."
He paused.
Something flickered behind his eyes—something old and tired and still sharp enough to hurt.
"And then he changed."
"Changed how?"
Stepan gave a bitter laugh.
"He started hanging out with Jay and Mitch. Started talking about how maybe it wasn’t so bad here. How being the big fish in a little tank beat drowning in the ocean."
I thought of Luke standing alone in the gym, the way he had moved like he didn’t belong to anyone.
"Doesn't sound like him," I said carefully.
Stepan looked at me then—really looked—and there was no anger in his face.
Only something like sadness.
"That's because you see what he wants you to see," he said.
"We all did."
He exhaled slowly, like he was bracing himself.
"I told him something," he said. "Something personal. Something I thought he’d keep."
He didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t ask.
I could guess.
"And he used it against you," I said.
Stepan nodded once.
"Not even directly. He just… fed it to Corrine. Whispered it to the right people at the right time. Let it bleed."
The jukebox switched tracks.
"Everybody Wants to Rule the World."
A slow, mournful synth line weaving through the static.
"They made my life hell," he said. "I almost transferred to Hydesville. Would’ve, if my mom hadn’t gotten sick."
I sat there, gut twisting.
Because suddenly it wasn’t about Luke the mysterious rebel anymore.
It wasn’t about stupid prom drama.
It was about survival.
The quiet ways people tear each other apart in towns like this.
The way they make sure you know you don’t belong.
"You think he’s gonna save you, Lana," Stepan said softly.
"But he’s just gonna save himself."
The words hit harder than I wanted them to.
"I don’t need saving," I said.
Stepan smiled—a small, wrecked thing.
"Good," he said.
"Because nobody’s coming."
We sat there for a long time after that.
Neither of us eating.
Neither of us pretending this was just another night.
Outside, the fog thickened, swallowing the neon lights until the diner felt like a raft adrift in a black sea.
Stepan eventually pulled out another cigarette and offered me one.
This time, I took it.
He lit it for me, the flame flickering between us, the heat a tiny, stubborn act of rebellion.
I coughed on the first drag.
He didn’t laugh.
He just leaned back, arms spread over the back of the booth like he was trying to hold the whole crumbling world together with his bare hands.
"You ever think about leaving?" I asked.
"Every day."
"Where would you go?"
He shrugged.
"Anywhere but here."
I nodded.
Because I knew the feeling.
Like you were trapped inside a snow globe.
Fake sky. Fake stars.
Someone else's idea of a perfect little world.
Only now... cracks were spiderwebbing across the glass.
And sooner or later, it was all going to break.
— THE SHATTERING
The cigarette burned down to a trembling stub between my fingers before I noticed.
I flicked it into the parking lot, the ember winking out like a dying firefly.
Stepan looked at me once, like he wanted to say something, then thought better of it.
I pulled my jacket tighter around my shoulders and pushed out into the fog.
The door creaked shut behind me with a sad little jingle.
Bob’s Footlong looked different now.
Not the safe, stupid place where we used to sneak fries after school dances or kill time before football games.
Tonight it looked like a battlefield about to erupt.
And I walked straight into it.
Inside, the diner buzzed at a fever pitch.
Kids crammed into booths and leaned against the counter, still in half-wilted prom outfits, clutching paper cups of soda and trays of greasy fries like survivors from a shipwreck.
All eyes turned when I stepped through the door.
A ripple went through the room—like a dropped stone in a still pond.
Conversations stalled mid-sentence.
Forks paused halfway to mouths.
I felt it hit me—the look.
The one that says:
You're the story now.
I made it three steps before Corrine Levan slid off her stool at the counter and cut me off.
Tonight she wore her crown of cruelty like it was welded to her skull.
Her prom dress—blood-red sequins, slit high on one thigh—shimmered under the buzzing fluorescents like a warning flare.
She was already smiling.
The kind of smile that promises nothing good.
"Hey, Zumner," she sang out, too sweet, too loud.
"You look like you had a night."
A few people snickered.
I didn't answer.
I didn't have to.
Corrine closed the distance between us in three sauntering steps.
Behind her, Jay Laiken and Mitch Chaser lurked like foot soldiers, grinning like they'd been waiting all night for this.
"You and Luke..." she said, drawing the words out like gum stretching from her teeth. "That was fast."
The whisper shot through the diner.
Little hissing gasps.
Soda straws squeaking against plastic lids.
I stiffened, heart hammering painfully against my ribs.
"I don't know what you're talking about," I said, voice flat.
Corrine leaned in close enough that I could smell her perfume—cheap and chemical, masking something sharper underneath.
"Don’t play dumb," she said, voice a sugary hiss.
"Everyone knows."
"Knows what?" I forced out.
She laughed—a brittle, ugly sound.
"That you threw yourself at him at prom," she said.
"That you had to drag him out of the gym when he wouldn’t pick you over me."
Laughter broke out behind her.
Sharp. Cruel.
The kind of laughter that smells blood and goes in for the kill.
"He left, you know," Corrine said, twisting the knife with expert precision.
"Skipped town right after. Bet he couldn't even stand to look at you."
For one dizzy second, I actually believed her.
Because Luke was gone.
Because nobody had seen him since prom blew up.
Because hope is a stupid, breakable thing—and she'd just shattered it with two sentences.
The words built up in my throat like bile.
I could see the choice again, clear as day:
Back down.
Disappear.
Let her rewrite the story with me as the pathetic footnote.
Or—
Fight back.
I chose.
"You’re pathetic," I said, loud enough that half the diner flinched.
Corrine's eyes widened for a fraction of a second before narrowing into slits.
"You can't stand it," I said, stepping forward into the space between us.
"You can't stand that for one second, someone wasn’t looking at you."
The words buzzed through me—electric and ugly and true.
"You have everything," I said. "The looks. The money. The whole goddamn town. And it’s still not enough. You still have to tear down anyone who reminds you that you’re not a queen—you’re just a scared little girl with too much mascara and no real friends."
Gasps.
A dropped fry tray clattered onto the floor somewhere behind me.
Corrine’s face went white, then red, then white again.
For a second I thought she was going to slap me.
She wanted to.
You could feel it in the way her hands twitched at her sides.
Instead, she stepped back, tossed her hair over one shoulder, and said loud enough for everyone to hear:
"Whatever, freak. Have fun being nobody."
Then she turned on her heel and sauntered back toward her booth, draping herself theatrically across Jay's arm like nothing had ever touched her.
But something had.
Something cracked, deep underneath the sequins and hairspray and teeth.
I could feel it.
The silence after she walked away was worse than the shouting would have been.
It was judgment.
It was death by a thousand sideways glances.
I stood there for a second longer than I should have, letting them all look.
Letting them stare.
And then I walked out.
I didn’t run.
I didn’t cry.
I didn’t even slam the door.
I just walked into the fog-heavy night, my boots slapping the wet pavement, my breath coming out in shaky clouds.
The town felt different now.
Like someone had peeled back the skin and left nothing but bone and bad wiring underneath.
I crossed the parking lot without looking back.
The cracked sidewalks swallowed my footsteps.
The broken streetlights buzzed and flickered overhead.
The old dream of Fortuna—the safe, stupid, small town where kids drank Shasta at Bob’s and went to Sadie Hawkins dances and thought that made them immortal—was dead.
And maybe it always had been.
At the edge of the school parking lot, I stopped.
The trophy case in front of Fortuna High was still shattered—glass spiderwebbed across the pavement like ice after a stone’s been thrown.
Inside, the football trophies—gleaming brass huskies and fake marble bases—lay tumbled in a heap.
Forgotten.
Broken.
Just like the people who once believed they were invincible.
I stood there, breathing hard, watching the rain bead on the wreckage.
Somewhere deep inside me, something uncoiled.
Something fierce and real and a little bit terrifying.
Not rage.
Not sadness.
Freedom.
Because there was nothing left to lose.
No tiaras.
No crowns.
No golden boys.
No best friends who stayed best forever.
Just me.
And the ruins.
And the road.
— THE LONELY ROAD
The walk back to Ross Hill felt longer than it should have.
The streets were almost empty now—just a few drunk juniors lurching home in their too-big tuxes, a couple of teachers leaning against their cars, faces lined with worry and exhaustion.
Even the cops hadn’t stuck around.
Just another Fortuna High disaster to file away and forget.
Prom night 1985:
The night everything fell apart.
By the time I crossed Main Street and started up the hill, the fog was rolling in thick and low.
It clung to the ground in pale, swirling ribbons, swallowing the cracked sidewalks and peeling street signs.
My thrift-store prom dress was soaked through by now, clinging cold and heavy to my legs.
My heels were long gone—kicked off somewhere near Bob’s—and my feet were raw and bleeding inside my boots.
Good.
Let it hurt.
Let it scar.
Better scars than pretending none of it mattered.
At the top of Ross Hill, where the town thinned out into scrubby trees and empty space, I stopped.
The clearing was exactly the same as it had always been.
The busted stop sign leaning like a drunk at the edge of the lot.
The cigarette butts crushed into the mud.
The old graffiti tag on the utility shed that said, in fading green paint:
YOU ARE HERE.
I was.
I really was.
For the first time in my life, I was here and nowhere else.
I sat down on the cold asphalt, legs tucked underneath me.
The town spread out below like a broken toy set—half-lit, half-dead, flickering at the edges where the fog chewed it up.
I could see the busted windows of Fortuna High catching the faint orange glow from the Safeway parking lot.
The wrecked trophy case.
The smashed prom decorations blowing across the football field like sad party trash.
The places that had built me—and broken me—and built me again, wrong.
The places that would never be home again.
A voice floated up in my mind—something Stepan said, weeks ago, when we sat on the tailgate of his truck watching the rain chew holes in the riverbank.
"Some towns don’t kill you all at once."
"They just rot you slow until you don’t even know what you’ve lost."
A cold wind whipped across the lot, snapping my hair into my face.
I let it.
I let it burn my cheeks raw.
I let it strip everything soft and easy off of me until there was only the core left—the part that hadn’t quit when Bergie walked away, when Corrine lied, when Luke disappeared.
The part that still wanted more.
Not a crown.
Not a slow dance.
Not a name carved into a cafeteria table.
Something bigger.
Something I couldn't even name yet.
Freedom.
I pulled my jacket tighter around me.
Looked up at the sky.
The stars were gone—smothered by the clouds.
Good.
I didn't need them tonight.
I didn’t need some myth about destiny or magic or wishes granted by dead light.
I needed my own two feet.
My own raw lungs.
My own broken heart still stupid enough to beat.
Somewhere behind me, a car engine coughed to life.
Probably Bergie’s mom’s station wagon.
Probably Stepan’s truck rattling down into Hydesville.
Probably someone else escaping before the door slammed shut on this chapter of their lives.
I didn't look.
I didn't chase.
For once, I wasn’t the one begging to be chosen.
For once, I wasn't waiting for someone to say it was okay.
I stood up, brushing gravel and rainwater off the back of my dress.
I wiped the blood from my knuckles where I'd scraped them catching myself on the broken sidewalk.
I flexed my fingers.
Still here.
Still standing.
Still fighting.
Somewhere deep in the fog, the town’s one siren keened out a low, dragging wail—ambulance or fire truck, impossible to tell.
Maybe another wreck.
Maybe another casualty.
Maybe just the sound of Fortuna screaming into the night.
Didn’t matter.
I wasn’t running toward it.
I wasn’t running away from it.
I was just walking.
One step.
Another.
The hill falling away behind me.
The night opening up in front of me like a long, crooked road.
You could stay.
You could leave.
Either way, you have to live with it.
That’s what Stepan had said once.
He was right.
But he missed one thing.
The choice isn't between staying or leaving.
The choice is whether you keep pretending you’re asleep—or wake up.
I crossed the lot, boots kicking up gravel.
I passed the sagging stop sign.
I passed the place where we used to smoke stolen cigarettes and talk about getting out like it was a fairy tale.
I passed the edges of the map where Fortuna ended and whatever came next began.
I didn’t look back.
Behind me, the fog swallowed the town whole.
The lights blinked out, one by one.
The streets emptied.
The voices faded.
The place that had shaped me, broken me, tried to own me—was gone.
Ahead of me, there was only darkness.
And the ragged, stubborn beat of my own heart, punching out its rhythm against the cold.
I smiled.
Not a big smile.
Not a clean smile.
Just a sharp, cracked, real one.
The kind you earn.
I started walking.
Not fast.
Not brave.
Not clean.
But free.
Finally, finally free.
[Bridge Language:]
I played the tape three times before I let myself believe it.
Static first—jagged, empty, endless. Then my own voice, warped like a memory whispered back wrong: "You have to look..." A beat. Then Luke’s, threading through the noise like a fishing line tugged from the bottom of a black river.
"Because you weren't looking."
The tape snapped into silence.
The sky outside my window had gone the kind of gray that feels like a stage light before the scene changes.
And somewhere deep in the marrow of things, I felt it:
The world had shifted.
Luke was gone.
I was still here.
And nothing was waiting to catch me.

14: The Vanishing Point
Not everything breaks with a sound
I skipped school the next day, claiming I was sick—an excuse my mom accepted without question, probably because she was rushing off to a Mary Kay training in Eureka or simply too worn out to argue. By 8:10 a.m., I was alone in a house that suddenly felt less like shelter and more like a waiting room. Outside, the yellow bus rattled past our street, a tiny herald of something inevitable.
I half-drew the curtains. The sky felt too vast, too aware. On my desk sat Luke’s TDK tape, its magnetic ribbon curling out like a secret escaping. I’d played it three times already, hoping each time that if I rewound it just right, if I listened hard enough, some hidden truth might emerge.
Static first. Then my voice. Then his: "Because you weren't looking."
No anger. No sadness. Just—final.
I tugged off my Walkman, feeling the familiar indentations against my temples. Around me, my room blurred at the corners. Even the poster of The Cure—the one I'd pinned sideways to make it feel more real—flickered at the edges, like an old film strip slipping.
Outside, Fortuna clung to normalcy: rain-slicked asphalt, a blue Civic sputtering by, Mrs. Mooney’s fake lawn buzzing faintly in the wind. But under the surface, something trembled—a hairline crack in the frame of everything I'd trusted.
At precisely 9:13 a.m., the phone rang.
I froze. Nobody called during school hours—except telemarketers, or Pastor Mullan, who’d long given up on me after I "accidentally" left The Book of Questions open on "What if nothing you see is real?" in Sabbath School.
Four rings.
Then the answering machine.
"Zumner residence," chirped my mom's eternally sunny voice. "Leave a message and we'll call you right back!"
Static.
Then—"Lana."
It wasn’t Luke. It wasn’t anyone I knew. It was a stitched-together voice, a collage of tones: Bergie’s, Mr. Steele’s, my mother's.
"Lana, you are expected to attend."
Click.
No rewind. No replay. The message dissolved like it had never been.
I left the house.
Not from bravery. Not even from clarity.
Because the walls had begun breathing. Because the air tasted metallic. Because the hum in my teeth grew louder with every breath.
I drifted across Rohnerville Road, past the abandoned Shell station and the ditch where oily water spun slow circles. Past the empty lot where a shopping center was promised but never built—only weeds now, and a single plastic bag twisting like a ghost caught in barbed wire.
I carried only my Walkman—and Phil Tufi’s disk, zipped into my jacket like a secret weapon.
Ross Hill Road stretched before me, wrong in ways only the body could register. The familiar seven bumps were there—but the road felt pulled, thinned like worn fabric. The trees loomed taller. The shadows elongated and bent like question marks.
I counted the bumps aloud.
"One. Two. Three."
A battered white Ford drifted by, noiseless. No engine hum, no gravel crunch. It shimmered faintly, like a skipped frame.
"Four. Five."
At the sixth bump, my foot sank—barely, but unmistakably. The asphalt was hollow here, stretched like cheap stage scenery over nothing.
I pressed my toe down.
The ground flexed.
"Six... seven."
At the hill’s crest, Fortuna Junior Academy sagged against a gray sky, its gate swinging open like an invitation.
The school looked abandoned. Maybe it always had, and I just hadn't let myself see it.
The chapel doors swung in the wind. The swing set creaked, moving with no pusher. The flagpole—bare. No rope. No flag. No ceremony.
Only a spike against the sky.
Inside the gates, the concrete echoed my footsteps too loudly.
The sign above the main building shifted as I stared:
RECALIBRATION IN PROGRESS. PLEASE STAND BY.
Something scraped against the tile deep inside.
I slipped through the door.
The halls were wrong: too wide, too clean, too brightly lit.
The felt boards were gone. In their place: mirrors.
Angled strangely, the mirrors reflected distorted versions of me—too tall, too squat, color-reversed, eyes too wide. Across each mirror, in handwriting that felt familiar but foreign, a phrase was scrawled:
SEEK THE VANISHING POINT.
The bruises on my arms pulsed, green light threading under my skin like living wire.
"Lana," whispered a voice—not from a speaker, not from a mouth.
"You must complete your sequence."
I stumbled forward.
Toward the chapel.
And there, at the corridor's end, stood Stepan Gretzky.
Or what was left of him.
He flickered at the edges—half-here, half-something else. His hoodie sagged wrong, like pinned to an invisible clothesline. His face oscillated between recognition and blankness.
He held out his hand.
In his palm: the same circuit fragment he’d given me before, now glowing fiercely.
"You have to finish it," he said, his voice layered like a glitched recording.
"Finish what?"
"The breach."
I shook my head.
"I don't know how."
Stepan smiled—fragile, heartbreaking.
"You already did."
Above us, the lights buzzed, popped—and for a moment, the ceiling peeled away.
Above: scaffolds.
Beyond: darkness, stitched with blinking lights.
A control room.
An audience.
Watching.
Waiting.
Stepan dropped the circuit at my feet.
The bruises on my arms spiraled faster.
"Go to the Vanishing Point," he said.
And then he shattered.
Like glass dropped from a high place.
Like he’d never been real at all.
I was alone.
The Walkman in my pocket clicked—not playing.
Recording.
Catching something I couldn't hear yet.
I bent down, picked up the fragment.
It burned cold against my skin.
Etched into the floor beneath it, in letters too clean to be human:
EXIT SEQUENCE: INITIATED.
The walls pulsed. The hum deepened.
And somewhere in the system, something noticed:
I wasn’t playing along anymore.
The hallway twisted.
The carpet beneath my feet morphed—shag, tile, static.
At the end of the corridor, the front door wasn't a door.
It was a black square, humming low.
A Vanishing Point.
The bruises on my arms—maps of rebellion—blazed neon.
Behind me, the air tore open.
Corrine Levan. Jay Laiken. Mr. Steele.
Copies.
They moved forward, smiling blankly, repeating:
"Return to observation."
"Return to role."
"Return."
I planted my feet.
"No."
Their faces flickered, warped—then they rushed me.
I leapt through the door.
And fell.
Nothingness.
No air.
No floor.
Just sideways falling through a color language couldn't name.
Impact.
Cracked asphalt.
I staggered upright.
The sky overhead was no sky—a white grid, pulsing.
Around me: fragments of Fortuna stitched into empty space.
A Pepsi machine. Pieces of Sharkey’s Arcade. Strips of lockers. A slice of Bob’s Footlong.
This was the Simulation’s skeleton.
And at its center stood Phil Tufi.
Calm.
Waiting.
"Took you long enough," he said.
"Where am I?" I rasped.
Phil shrugged.
"Between frames."
He gestured to the broken landscape.
"What’s left when the loop fractures."
Behind me, the black door buckled. Figures clawed at it.
"They can’t cross," Phil said. "Unless you invite them."
I gripped the Walkman tighter.
"I’m not inviting anyone."
Phil smiled—tired, proud.
He knelt, rummaged, pulled out a cassette.
Labelled: EXIT: LLZ.
"Play it when you’re ready," he said.
"Ready for what?"
"To vanish."
The black door cracked wider.
Corrine's syrupy voice floated through:
"Come back, Lana. We saved your seat."
Phil pressed the Walkman into my hand.
"One choice," he said. "Stay scripted. Or disappear."
"What happens if I vanish?"
Phil's smile softened.
"You become real."
The bruises on my arms flared white-hot.
I pressed play.
Static first.
Then—my voice.
Older. Worn. Awake.
"You were never supposed to see this," it said.
The grid flickered, stuttered.
Pieces of Fortuna collapsed around us.
"But you looked."
The black door howled.
"You asked the forbidden question: what if none of this is real?"
The bruises spiraled faster, faster—until they became a symbol the system couldn’t read.
An error.
A song.
An escape code.
The copies screamed.
The world blinked.
For a breath—pure white.
No weight.
No sound.
I floated in the raw space between constructs.
No quad. No cherry bombs. No Bob's Footlong. No Raider jackets.
Just me.
And then—a new world stitched itself together.
Not perfect.
Real.
I landed hard in a forest clearing.
Ancient trees bowed above. Stars spilled overhead—wild, chaotic.
I laughed.
It startled real birds into flight.
Above, the broken station flickered, collapsing.
Fortuna—the fake one—crumbled.
Fragments rained down: bits of the arcade, strips of Ross Hill, a blinking scrap of "BOB."
All gone.
In the clearing, a boy waited.
Golden-skinned. Letterman jacket rumpled.
Not Luke Clausen.
The real boy.
He smiled—small, crooked, alive.
"Took you long enough," he said.
I opened my mouth—but no words came.
Only truth.
I was free.
We were free.
The world didn’t end.
It just blinked—
—and forgot I was there.
For a heartbeat, I floated in pure white.
No sound. No weight. No thought.
Just the electric hum of possibility under my skin.
Then—a slow unfurling.
The white receded, pixel by pixel, into something raw and broken. I stumbled onto cracked asphalt, the smell of scorched rubber and static thick in the air.
Above me: a white grid, flickering and twitching like a dying nervous system. Where the sky should have been, only lines—pure geometry sketching and re-sketching itself.
Around me: pieces of my world, but wrong. Fragments stitched into nothing. A half-formed Pepsi machine. A slice of Sharkey’s Arcade, floating in midair. The glint of Bob’s Footlong sign blinking "BOB" in desperate, glitchy loyalty.
The Simulation's bones.
And there, waiting at the center of it all, was Phil Tufi.
He stood calmly, hoodie flaring slightly in a wind that didn’t exist, hands tucked into his pockets like he'd been expecting me for years.
"Took you long enough," he said.
I staggered toward him, the cracked asphalt crunching strangely beneath my sneakers.
"Where am I?" I rasped.
Phil gave a crooked smile, one corner of his mouth barely lifting.
"Between frames," he said. "This is the bleed space. The afterimage of Fortuna—the pieces they forgot to properly erase."
He gestured broadly, like a magician unveiling a ruined trick.
"You broke the loop."
I shook my head, still trying to anchor my brain to the wobbling ground.
"I didn’t mean to."
"You looked," Phil said simply. "That’s all it ever takes."
Behind me, the black portal still pulsed. Through its widening fracture, figures clawed and pressed.
Corrine. Jay. Mr. Steele.
Their smiles were stitched too wide. Their fingers clawed too desperately. Their voices, when they spoke, sounded like syrup poured over broken glass.
"Return," they cooed. "Return to observation."
"They can't come through," Phil said. "Not unless you let them."
I clutched the Walkman harder, its weight grounding me against the unreality.
"I'm not letting anyone."
Phil nodded approvingly.
He crouched, sifting through the broken asphalt until he pulled out a cassette tape.
It was labeled in neat black marker: EXIT: LLZ.
He held it out to me.
"Your way out," he said.
I stared at the tape like it might bite.
"What happens if I play it?"
Phil shrugged.
"Depends who you are when you listen."
The black doorway behind me juddered violently.
Corrine’s voice, too sweet and sticky, oozed through the crack:
"Come back, Lana. We saved your seat."
Mr. Steele’s clipboard thunked rhythmically against the breach, a nightmarish metronome.
Phil didn’t look back at them. He watched me instead.
"One choice," he said softly. "Stay scripted. Or disappear."
The bruises on my arms blazed brighter, spiraling faster, the pattern shifting from mere marks to something deliberate.
A key.
"Disappear where?" I asked, my throat raw.
"Into the only real thing left," Phil said. "Yourself."
The ground beneath us trembled. The fragments of Fortuna started to shiver, warping into static.
Pieces of the arcade bent and melted. The strip of lockers hissed out of existence.
Bob’s sign blinked one last stubborn "BOB" before dissolving into ash.
The system was coming down.
Fast.
"They'll offer you things," Phil said, his voice almost lost in the rising howl of collapse. "Memories. Comfort. Anything to make you stay predictable."
"They can't make me," I said, though my voice wavered.
Phil smiled—sad and proud all at once.
"They don't have to," he said. "They only have to make you want to."
The figures at the breach clawed harder now, their hands stretching unnaturally long, their mouths opening wider than human anatomy allowed.
"Stay," Corrine sang. "Stay and be known."
"Stay and be loved," Jay echoed.
The bruises on my arms spiraled into a radiant white symbol, humming with energy so pure it hurt to look at it.
"You already made your choice," Phil said. "You made it the moment you asked what if none of this was real."
The black portal convulsed, the final tear imminent.
"Play it," Phil urged.
"Play it and vanish."
I slipped the tape into the Walkman with shaking hands.
I pressed PLAY.
Static roared first—raw, hungry.
Then, a voice.
Mine.
Older. Tired. Awake.
"You were never supposed to see this," the tape said.
The grid around me convulsed, lines breaking apart, folding into themselves.
"You were built to observe, to conform, to repeat."
The black breach howled.
The copies screamed.
"But you saw," my voice said. "You noticed the cracks. The resets. The watchers."
Images flashed around me: the seventh bump on Ross Hill flexing underfoot; the vending machines flickering unplugged; Stepan’s smile shimmering wrong.
"You asked the forbidden question: What if none of this is real?"
The bruises on my arms pulsed faster and faster—until they exploded into pure, brilliant white.
The system screamed.
"You became unpredictable," the tape said. "Unreadable. Uncontainable."
The world around me convulsed.
The last pieces of Fortuna shattered.
No quad.
No Raider jackets.
No Sharkey’s Arcade.
No Bob's Footlong.
Just broken echoes.
Just me.
The black portal split open, but I didn't move toward it.
I didn't have to.
The moment the bruises on my arms converged into a pattern the system couldn't parse, the portal collapsed into itself—sucked away like a bad dream at sunrise.
I floated free.
Weightless.
Unwritten.
Unclaimed.
And somewhere above—high beyond the broken stars—the station that had been watching us began to collapse.
The scaffolds splintered.
The blinking lights winked out, one by one.
No more observation.
No more control.
The whole false world crumbled like a sandcastle dragged under by a bigger tide.
And still—
I remained.
A new world waiting, just out of reach.
I took a breath.
And stepped into it.
The moment my foot touched down, the world shuddered.
The cracked asphalt splintered like thin ice under a single, decisive step. The white grid above me spasmed, breaking into a thousand loose, stuttering lines. The Simulation—the neat little box called Fortuna—was hemorrhaging itself into oblivion.
And I was standing at its center.
Around me, the pieces of the world I'd always trusted evaporated, their surfaces folding inward like collapsing stage sets. Bob's Footlong. Sharkey's Arcade. The Ross Hill speed bumps. Even the jagged echo of the high school bleachers—unfinished, forever half-built—flickered, groaned, and disappeared like mist.
The bruises on my arms radiated blinding white, mapping a language no one left alive in the system could understand.
I stumbled forward into the raw, unstructured space.
Phil's voice followed me, but when I turned, he was already fading, pixelating at the edges.
"You have everything you need now," he said.
I wanted to call out—to ask him what would happen to the others. To Stepan. To Bergie. Even to Corrine.
But the look in Phil's flickering eyes said it all.
They were never built to survive outside the loop.
I was.
Because I—somehow, stupidly, stubbornly—had asked the forbidden question.
What if none of this is real?
The world peeled open around me, no longer pretending.
Above, the station—that ancient scaffold hidden among false stars—buckled. Metal shrieked. Lights winked out. Sections of its observation deck tore away like shrapnel. For the first time, the watchers lost control of their precious experiment.
They had gambled on predictability.
They hadn't planned for someone like me.
The forest floor beneath my feet stitched itself together one heartbeat at a time—messy, raw, untamed.
Real.
No grid.
No scaffolding.
Only cracked earth. Gnarled roots. Sharp, wild air.
The first breath I took hurt—in the way first breaths always do.
Fragments of the old world rained around me.
A broken Raider jacket sleeve fluttered to the ground, dissolving before it touched.
The melted remains of Bob's neon sign blinked once—"BOB"—and was gone.
Somewhere in the distance, I thought I heard a last echo of Corrine’s voice—pleading, bright, empty.
"Stay."
But I didn't look back.
I couldn't.
Ahead, a clearing yawned open, stitched out of shadows and possibility.
The bruises on my arms—no longer bruises but shining marks—pulled me forward.
In the clearing stood a boy.
Golden-skinned.
Letterman jacket rumpled.
Shoelaces untied.
He wasn't Luke Clausen.
Not exactly.
He was the boy Luke had been based on—the original echo of some forgotten truth, trapped and folded into the Simulation, waiting for a breach he could follow.
He watched me approach with a cautious, crooked smile.
Not the practiced, photogenic grin of Homecoming royalty.
Something real.
Something uncertain.
Something alive.
"Took you long enough," he said, voice warm and human.
I opened my mouth—to apologize, to explain, to ask if he remembered everything—but no words came.
Only the rush of breathing, messy and sharp.
Only the knowledge that somehow, impossibly, we had made it through.
Together.
Above us, the last pieces of the station trembled.
A slow collapse.
A thousand years of observation ending in a whisper.
The watchers—whoever, whatever they had been—were gone.
Their experiment abandoned.
Their puppets cut loose.
The fake Fortuna disintegrated completely.
No Toddy Thomas.
No Ross Hill.
No coffee-killer bumps.
Only this new, breathing world.
And us.
Alive in it.
The boy took a step closer.
He raised a hand—hesitant, hopeful.
"What now?" I whispered.
The clearing stretched around us, wide and wild and frightening.
He shrugged, a small, beautiful gesture.
"We make it up as we go."
And for the first time in what felt like forever, I smiled back.
A real smile.
Unscripted.
Unobserved.
Unclaimed.
We turned together toward the unknown.
And the world—messy, broken, miraculous—turned with us.
The clearing opened before us like a blank page—waiting, wild.
No sidewalks. No chain-link fences. No vending machines buzzing under false skies.
Only the raw music of the living world: wind threading through trees, the crackle of dry leaves underfoot, the breathless murmur of something vast and real stretching just beyond sight.
The boy—who wasn’t Luke but had once dreamed inside him—stood beside me, head tilted, listening.
For a moment, neither of us spoke.
There was no need.
Words belonged to the old world—the world of scripts and expectations, recited oaths and memorized slogans.
Here, silence said more.
Here, breathing was enough.
In the bruised horizon above, the last remnants of the station shuddered.
Panels peeled away like paper in a firestorm.
The watchers—whoever had built the scaffolds and the grids and the careful illusions—were long gone.
No sirens. No last-minute alarms.
Just slow, inevitable collapse.
As if even they, in their arrogance, had understood: there is no holding onto something that chooses to wake up.
And I had.
I had.
I glanced down at my arms.
The bruises were gone.
In their place: a lattice of faint, shimmering lines—like the ghost of constellations drawn in breathlight.
A map I had written myself.
Not a prisoner’s brand.
A survivor’s mark.
I flexed my fingers and watched the light shift along my skin.
Not glitching.
Living.
We started walking.
No plan.
No destination.
The ground beneath our sneakers—real sneakers, scuffed and stubborn—crackled and crunched with honest noise.
No stage tricks.
No resets.
Only forward.
The boy walked close enough that our shoulders brushed sometimes, but he didn’t grab my hand or ask me where we were going.
Maybe he understood it the same way I did:
Anywhere was better than back.
As we moved deeper into the forest, the light changed.
Not the manufactured golden-hour glow of Fortuna High photoshoots.
This was imperfect, dappled, strange.
Gaps in the canopy let through slices of a sky so ferociously blue it almost hurt to look at.
The stars above were crooked and spilled and perfect—like someone had thrown them by hand, not measured them out with rulers and gridlines.
Freedom wasn’t clean.
It wasn’t orderly.
It was terrifying.
It was beautiful.
It was ours.
We reached a ridge.
Beyond it, the land fell away into a valley stitched with wild rivers and broken hills. No roads. No fences. No neat suburban rows.
Possibility stretched wide and jagged.
I looked at the boy.
He looked at me.
We didn't have to say it:
We could build something new here.
Or destroy it trying.
Either way—it would be ours.
For a second—just a second—I thought I heard the faintest flicker of static behind us.
A last gasp from the system, reaching, yearning.
But it faded as quickly as it came.
And I didn’t turn around.
Not this time.
Not ever again.
The boy laughed—short, sharp, disbelieving.
I laughed, too.
And together, we ran down the ridge into the future, our feet kicking up wild arcs of dust, our lungs burning with the kind of breath that only matters when it’s earned.
The world didn’t end.
It didn’t implode, or freeze, or glitch itself into static.
It blinked—
—and forgot I was there.

15: Nostalgia is a Knife
Some things you remember because they hurt too good to let go
Graduation crept up on Fortuna like a wry joke that catches you off guard. One moment we were kids trading secret giggles over Trapper Keepers and silly lunch debates, and the next, we found ourselves shuffling in clinging polyester gowns under a timid June sun, fumbling with the art of goodbyes. I lingered on the sidelines, absorbing the scene like it was a bittersweet, live-action movie.
The quad was a carnival of half-inflated balloons and mismatched folding chairs. Parents jostled on broken sidewalks, their camcorders swinging like awkward props, while the old gym wall sagged under faded blue-and-white banners. Even Bob’s Footlong had thrown in a so-called “Graduation Subs” deal that nobody really cared about. It was meant to feel grand, monumental—yet somehow it ended up looking small, thin, like a photocopy of memories that had been run through the same filter one too many times.
That’s when Kay “Bergie” Glooms found me at the back fence near the parking lot, where the tang of spilled Shasta and hot asphalt mixed with the distant canned speeches on HuskyVision.
“You really gonna walk, Zumner?” she quipped, squinting against the late afternoon light.
I shrugged nonchalantly. “Guess I have to.”
With a playful smirk, Bergie fidgeted behind her back—like a teenager plotting to pass notes in class—and revealed a little surprise. A mixtape. Bold, handwritten in black Sharpie, Depeche Mode proclaiming the tracks in bubbly, all-caps letters:
SIDE A: Everything Counts. Blasphemous Rumours. Shake the Disease.
SIDE B: Somebody. Master and Servant. Leave in Silence.
No card, no note—just that tape, as if it held the secret to some unspoken magic. I cradled it like a fragile relic.
“Thanks, Bergie,” I murmured, wholeheartedly, and it felt… real.
She kicked a stray rock with the tip of her Doc Martens. “Figured you’d need some armor,” she remarked.
I laughed—a sound both raw and strangely beautiful, echoing a freedom that was as unexpected as a burst of sunshine after rain. Armor, indeed. That was exactly it.
Across the lot, Luke Clausen’s friends—Jay, Mitch, Tom—the picture-perfect, dazzling crowd, posed in crisp, plastic smiles. Corrine Levan twirled in her flowing white dress, her laughter too exuberant to be anything but a highlight in a day meant for remembering. Everything seemed so flawless yet out of tune, like a row of mannequins left in the sun too long.
I pulled away before those feelings could escalate, the unsettling flutter in my gut recounting another story. Meanwhile, Bergie pulled out a crumpled pack of Parliament Lights and lit one with a pink Bic lighter, as if it were a punctuation mark in our spontaneous scene.
“What’s next for you?” she asked, smoke curling around her words.
“I’m leaving,” I said, almost in a whisper.
“Where?”
“Anywhere.”
The vagueness of the answer hung in the air, but it didn’t need to be anything more. Bergie nodded, as if she understood every tangle of dreams and doubts I carried. Perhaps she did. Perhaps she'd mastered the art of pretending to be free in a world that rarely was.
She took another drag and offered me the cigarette. I hesitated a beat—then accepted it. The burn of the smoke was sharper, more real than I’d expected, and a cough broke the quiet.
She laughed cheerily. “Takes practice,” she teased.
“I’m out of practice,” I confessed.
“You’re out of the playbook,” she corrected with a tap of ash onto the cracked blacktop, and that was it—the raw, unscripted beauty of making it up as we go along was all laid out in front of us.
The sun sank lower, painting the sky in hues of bruised gold and soft purples, a backdrop to a day that was both dizzying and delicate. Somewhere, the principal called out names, and students trudged onto a makeshift stage in gowns that were a bit too large, each cheer feeling like it was cued, every round of applause a tad too off-beat—a simulation of celebration winding down. Or maybe it’d always sounded that way, and I’d only just been listening.
“You gonna tell anyone goodbye?” Bergie asked quietly.
As I thought about it—my mom with her tired-but-hopeful smile at every milestone, Phil Tufi who was nowhere to be seen, Stepan Gretzky reduced to scattered echoes, and Luke Clausen, the nearly mythical boy who might have loved me once if reality had been kinder—I realized that sometimes the bravest goodbye is the one you never fully say.
I shook my head gently. “No,” I murmured, watching her nod as if she’d always known the answer.
The sky dimmed into a deep bruise while the air carried that bittersweet tang of summer shimmering on its last breath. I tucked the mixtape into the pocket of my gown, careful as if it were a secret treasure, and felt the battered Walkman pulse against my hip like a steady, reassuring heartbeat. Waiting. Alive.
Then my name floated out over the tinny loudspeakers—"Lana Loren Zumner." With a grin that mixed mischief and urgency, Bergie gave me a nudge. "Go get your damn paper."
I stepped forward, one confident foot after the other, into the glare of the spotlight, into the warm surge of noise, into whatever beautiful madness waited next.
The stage was a patchwork of makeshift boards strung over the cracked asphalt of the quad, with a faded banner in the background that read "CONGRATULATIONS CLASS OF '85" in letters curling like old snapshots from a life you only half-remember. I walked across it as if I were a tightrope walker in the midst of a gentle quake—each step a little too slippery, every move revealing the raw, unpolished mechanics of a world ready to tip you off its balance.
At the far end, Mr. Steele stood ready with a handshake so generic it almost hummed with disinterest and a rolled-up diploma tube clutched like a forgotten relic. His smile stretched just a little too wide, his eyes too flat and bright, tracking me with an unsettling calm—like a predator in a paused moment. And for a split second, the scene flickered: the banner behind him shuddered in the breeze, his arm twitched like a corrupted VHS record, the edges of the crowd buzzed and blurred into pixelated fragments.
Everyone else stayed in the narrative, but not me—I was the glitch in the system, the unexpected error in their perfect script.
I accepted the diploma tube without meeting his gaze. The paper inside felt featherlight, almost vacant—a reminder that maybe this wasn’t really about learning or diplomas or those bright, over-promised futures. Perhaps it was always meant to tease us with invisible playground bars, to keep us small, predictable, and gently caged.
I stepped off the stage, refusing to look back. Behind me, another name began its call, a looping refrain that hummed on. The reception that followed was a low-key mix of lukewarm sheet cake and flat Shasta served in cheap plastic cups. Parents snapped calculated photos by the gym doors, and kids exchanged exuberant hugs and promises to stay in touch with faces they’d soon forget.
I found myself leaning against a wall near the payphones, methodically picking at peeling paint as though erasing one last link to the past. The town tugged at me with a familiar gravity—a plea to stay connected, to plug in and forget the pain of parting.
Then Bergie reappeared, balancing a paper plate precariously laden with a red-frosted wedge of cake that sagged under its own melancholy.
"Taste this crap," she said, shoving the plate toward me.
I laughed, because sometimes that’s all you can do. I took a tiny forkful, a taste that mingled chemical sharpness with wistful nostalgia and the faint, aching memory of birthdays I only half-remembered.
"Perfect," I said quietly.
Bergie grinned. "So," she asked with playful curiosity, "where’s Zumner off to now?"
"Not sure," I replied.
"Big city?"
"Maybe."
"Hollywood?"
"God, no."
Her laugh—a quick, unexpected burst—startled a cluster of moms busy arranging their balloon bouquets.
"Whatever you do," she added, lowering her voice almost conspiratorially, "don’t come back."
I smiled in return, small and a little sad. "Wouldn’t dream of it."
As the sun slipped lower, the light shifted from a warm cascade of gold to something sharper and more insistent—almost as if it were hungry. It sliced across the quad, catching faces in peculiar angles, rendering every smile and every fleeting moment tinged with fragile beauty and an undercurrent of inevitable goodbye.
I watched Corrine Levan pose with her diploma, hair perfectly undone and eyes shimmering with carefully guarded dreams. I saw Jay Laiken and Mitch Chaser clapping each other on the back with the confident ease of boys who believed the world was theirs for the taking.
They didn’t glitch, shimmer, or shatter like Mr. Steele had. They were steady anchors, meant to keep the rest of us from floating away into uncertainty. I turned away, unwilling to linger on memories that felt too painful to revisit.
Back at my battered, old Civic—a clunker I’d inherited from a neighbor who left without the courtesy of goodbye—I carelessly tossed the diploma tube onto the passenger seat. It rolled against the door with a hollow, echoing thunk.
I slid the Depeche Mode mixtape from Bergie into the worn Walkman and pressed play. "Everything Counts" burst into my ears—sharp, insistent, and impossibly alive. It was the perfect soundtrack for a fresh start.
I let the music swell inside me, drowning out the brittle echoes of a graduation ceremony that was already dissolving into the past. I started the engine, and the Civic grumbled to life—a hesitant cough, then a determined roar. And just like that, I drove away. No speeches, no tears, no longing glances over my shoulder.
There was only the open, winding road ahead, bathed in the soft, fading light of a June evening. I was leaving Fortuna for good, stepping away from a life I’d outgrown, and the Simulation—whatever it had been—couldn’t hold me back anymore. It couldn’t even see me once I was out of sight.
By the time I pulled onto Ross Hill Road, the sky was bleeding with deep purples and bruised blues, as if the heavens were parting in a grand farewell. The seven bumps along the road jolted my car, each one a silent, insistent question: Are you sure?
And though my heart wavered with every jolt, I knew I was certain—even if a small piece of me still clung to the familiar gravity of this place: home, prison, zoo all wrapped in one.
When I finally pulled into the driveway of our dark house, I found no lights on, no car in the carport. My mom had left a note on the kitchen counter—an old, battered envelope with hurried scrawling on the back: "Out with Aunt Rhonda. Don’t wait up. Love you."
I stared at it a long moment, wondering if those simple words truly meant love, or if they were just another line in the well-rehearsed script of goodbye. Folding the note carefully, I tucked it into my backpack—just in case.
I packed quickly, taking only what mattered: a few changes of clothes, my journals, the battered Walkman, Bergie’s Depeche Mode tape, and the NASA disk from Phil Tufi, still secreted inside my jacket like a promise of something unexpected. Everything else—the posters, yearbooks, hand-me-down dresses, and softball trophies—felt weighed down by a past I was ready to leave behind. I left them for Fortuna to keep as relics.
As I zipped up my bag, a quiet energy pulsed through the house—not a clamor, but a measured pressure, as if the walls themselves were breathing, aware that I was slipping away. The lights flickered, once, twice, and then steadied. Outside, the crickets abruptly cut off their song, leaving a silence so deep it felt almost watchful.
Near the front door, something else awaited me: a manila envelope, taped to the wall. It had no stamp, no address—just my name scrawled in bold black marker: LANA. I peeled it off slowly, half-expecting the wall to shudder under my touch.
Inside was a single Polaroid: a snapshot of me standing at Bob’s Footlong, head thrown back in laughter, alive with abandon. And yet, something in that frozen moment felt unsettlingly wrong.
The world behind me wavered as if in a dream—the horizon curved upward in a gentle arc, and people around me seemed to pause mid-gesture, like characters in a beloved, half-remembered photograph. Over my shoulder, the neon sign for "BOB" blinked uncertainly, its light dancing on the edges of memory. In the corner of that surreal scene, hurried handwriting declared, "Not mad. Just awake."
I sank onto the familiar front steps, cradling an old photo like a secret promise, while my Walkman hummed a quiet reminder of days gone by—the tape spinning its restless rotation. Depeche Mode filled my ears with murmured lyrics, the words slipping effortlessly into the cool night: "Words are very unnecessary..."
I closed my eyes and let the night envelop me, breathing in deeply as the air, touched by the taste of lingering metal, wrapped around me in a tender, bittersweet embrace.
There was a faint pulse of static against my skin, a subtle reminder that somewhere in the distance the universe was shifting—recalibrating, searching for a way to fold me back into a script I no longer wished to read. I slipped that cherished photo into my jacket pocket, tightened the straps of my backpack, and rose, determined.
Nostalgia, I've learned, can be as sharp as a knife. And tonight, I chose not to let it cut into me any further.
Stepping out into the night felt like returning to an old, familiar friend. The sleepy town stretched out before me—quiet, waiting—a tender pause between the chapters of my life. The atmosphere was thick with an unspoken hope, a whisper that if I looked back just one more time, I might recall why staying had once seemed so inevitable. But I did not. I shut the door behind me, carefully tucking the key under a cracked flowerpot, marking the end of a story that had never truly been mine.
The Walkman at my hip continued its gentle ticking, a soundtrack of imperfect, hissing beauty. The world around me flickered softly, as if winking in agreement. The porch light at home blinked once, twice, then held steady, while across the street, Mrs. Mooney’s porch light danced in its own rhythmic pattern.
At the very edge of my vision, beneath the muted glow of a streetlamp, I caught the fleeting outline of something—a tall, silent shape waiting just out of reach.
I kept walking. Down Ross Hill, where the road seemed to stretch out interminably, every bump slowed just enough for me to savor the quiet passage of time. The trees leaned in as if to share ancient secrets, murmuring warnings in a language only the heart could decipher. Each step felt like escaping gravity itself, a gentle rebellion against the pull of what once was.
At the intersection by the abandoned Shell station, I noticed familiar landmarks twist in a soft glitch of memory—a sign that flickered between "OPEN 24 HRS" and a hushed, gray nothingness, and gas pumps that shimmered between the promise of new beginnings and the rust of yesteryear. None of it mattered now; it was all simply echoes of a place that had lost its hold on me.
By Bob’s Footlong, the neon sign sang its own peculiar song—letters shifting until "BOB’S FOOTLONG" melted into "BOB’S," then back again, like a playful reminder that some things are meant to be fluid. I paused at the curb for just a heartbeat—for memory, defiance, and the soft ache of grief. This town had been everything and nothing all at once: a stage, a set, even a clever trap.
I fingered the Polaroid in my pocket, the scribbled words "Not mad. Just awake" soothing as a secret mantra. Without a backward glance, I resumed my journey—past Toddy Thomas Middle School, past an empty lot that once promised a bustling strip mall, past the ghostly library, its windows open like familiar eyes yearning for attention.
The world whispered one last time, urging me to stay safe, to be known, to be loved. But safety was a false comfort—familiarity merely a delicate chain—and any true, beautiful love could not be crafted from old, confining scripts.
Instead, I pressed play on my Walkman as Depeche Mode surged forth with a bright, aching beat—a song that felt both new and achingly familiar.
"Shake the Disease," it proclaimed, and I couldn’t help but smile—a small, true curve of relief.
As I reached the town's edge—where roads slimmed and trees thickened, and the stars splattered wildly and without measure across the sky—I glanced back one last time. Fortuna shimmered in the distance, like a gaudy snow globe losing its allure.
It would manage without me. Or it wouldn't. Either way, it was no longer my concern.
I shifted the backpack on my shoulders. Tightened the straps. And stepped into the night.
The highway beyond Fortuna lay like a ribbon of cracked asphalt unfurled over hills indifferent to comings and goings. No lights. No maps. Just endless night and the skeletal flash of fence posts slipping by like silent sentinels.
I drove with the windows down, night air rushing in, Depeche Mode whispering softly from the Walkman jerry-rigged into the cigarette lighter with an adapter Phil had once crafted for me.
"Blasphemous Rumours" hissed into the empty car.
Perfect. Absolutely perfect.
I laughed—an authentic, wild, shattering laugh that made the rearview mirror quiver and sent a low-flying crow into a leisurely loop above.
The world was vast, fierce, and untamed.
And for the first time, it belonged to me.
At a gas station thirty miles out, I paused for fuel and a cherry bomb soda. The attendant didn't glance up from his newspaper. No glitch. No static hum. Just a bored teenager snapping gum and tapping numbers into an ancient cash register.
I lingered longer than necessary, half-expecting something to flicker, to tear, to reveal the magic underneath.

16: The Roof of the World
Built for Comfort. Broken for Freedom
◆◆◆
I didn’t exactly break into Fortuna High.
Let’s call it a... technicality. 


Somewhere along the way, Mike McTiguen had gotten hold of a key—one of those weird skeleton ones the janitors used, the kind that could open half the doors in the district.
Mike’s dad sat on the Board of Education or Facilities or whatever fancy name they gave to the guys who still thought letterman jackets mattered.
Phil Tufi got the key from Mike, probably on a dare or a bet involving too much Jolt Cola.
Then Stepan somehow lifted it off Phil.
And me?
I got it from Stepan.
Don’t ask.
It’s complicated.
All you need to know is: tonight, I had the key.
I slipped through the shadowed gymnasium, the hush of old banners and echoing footfalls pressing in like a second skin.
Past the double doors, up the weird service ladder tucked behind the equipment cage, and through the narrow hatch that led out onto the roof.
Above me, the roof stretched out like a forgotten frontier—patched tar, broken gravel, scattered relics: a lone abandoned football cleat, a shattered Snapple bottle, the frayed end of a kite string surrendered long ago to the wind.
Stepping onto the rooftop felt like landing on a distant, neglected planet where nothing below was entirely sure whether it should still exist.
The gym roof towered over the rest of Fortuna like some ancient, accidental monument.
From up here, the town looked small.
Tired.
Like it was waiting for permission to dissolve.
The sunset bled out hard over Fortuna—violent purples colliding with desperate reds and sick neon oranges where the clouds broke open.
Not a farewell.
An uprising.
I wandered, my sneakers whispering over the grit.
Below, the town shrank into a handful of tender, bittersweet landmarks:
the library slouching against the dusk,
the confetti-scattered quad no one would ever clean,
the old Shell station blinking uncertainly into the dark,
Mrs. Mooney’s lawn, unnervingly perfect even as the world blurred,
and Bob’s Footlong, flickering “BOB” like a dare nobody ever took.
It hit me—not like a revelation, but like something I had always known.
Fortuna wasn’t a stage.
It wasn’t a story.
It was a zoo.
Every whispered fight, every hallway shove, every clumsy kiss, every heartbreak—carefully tagged, catalogued, stored.
We weren’t growing up.
We were being observed.
And I had been running in circles inside it like an animal too stubborn to see the walls.
The rooftop hummed under my sneakers, a low vibration like the ghost of a radio left on in another room.
I sat down, pulling my knees close against the slicing wind, feeling the final seams of the day tear loose overhead.
From up here, everything I was leaving behind looked smaller, sadder, almost embarrassed to still be standing.
The school quad, still trying to pulse with the hollow energy of a party long since abandoned.
The worn bleachers where we once believed time was endless.
The ghost-light from Toddy Thomas, looping the next generation through the same old games and dares.
Not living.
Just maintaining.
I thought of Stepan and Bergie, fierce and bright and barely containable.
Phil Tufi, soldering his secret universes late into the flickering nights.
Luke Clausen, golden boy of a nowhere town, promising a bigger life with a smile that never reached his eyes.
And me.
Lana Loren Zumner.
The glitch the system couldn’t quite sand down.
The town hadn’t crumbled when I saw the cracks—it had just hummed louder, like a tired machine drowning itself out.
And for a long time, I played along.
I thought if I smiled wider, kissed the right boy, turned in my homework on time, the world would settle back into place.
I thought I could still belong.
But now, up here—on a rooftop blistered and broken, under a sunset too angry to be beautiful—I understood.
Fortuna hadn’t been built for escape.
It was built for comfort.
A beautiful, glittering, gilded cage.
I closed my eyes and breathed in the cracked tar, the chemical ghosts of old Shasta, the sharp metal bite of summers slipping away.
Goodbye, Fortuna.
You beautiful, broken lie.
I stood as the wind tugged at my jacket, playful and insistent, as if the town itself were begging me to linger.
Down below, the quad emptied in slow motion.
Parents herded their kids toward battered station wagons.
Balloons bobbed like lost thoughts in the bruised sky.
And the laughter—thin, metallic—drifted upward in scraps, a damaged tape reel struggling to replay itself one last time.
I watched Corrine Levan hug her parents, her smile folding perfectly on cue, like it had been workshopped in a thousand mirrors.
Jay Laiken flung his letterman jacket over his shoulder, laughing too loudly as he slugged Mitch Chaser’s arm in a perfect advertisement for American adolescence.
They hit their marks exactly.
They always had.
No one looked up.
No one ever looked up.
From here, Fortuna didn’t look charming.
It didn’t even look real.
It looked curated.
The Middle School Loop.
The Suburban Drama Loop.
The Parent Reconciliation Loop.
The Perfect Teen Romance Loop.
All ticking toward their prewritten ends.
The ache in my chest twisted sharper.
None of it had ever been ours.
The arguments, the dances, the soft breakups under the bleachers—they hadn’t been lived.
They had been collected.
Preserved.
Filed away in some quiet, humming archive we would never see.
We were never teenagers.
We were exhibits.
And the saddest part?
We had never even known.
I clenched my fists so tightly the cheap class ring bit into my palm, grounding me to the moment.
The old bruises along my arms pulsed faintly under my jacket—like stubborn, flickering coordinates tattooed onto my skin.
Below, Mrs. Mooney’s porch light flickered once, twice—then again, again—in a rhythm too steady to be an accident.
At the corners of the emptying streets, shadows waited.
Not quite people.
More like impressions.
Silent.
Still.
Watching.
The roof vibrated under my boots.
A low, hungry tremor.
A crack running through the bones of the simulation.
Something was breaking.
And for once—it wasn’t me.
I moved toward the edge of the roof.
The Walkman clipped to my belt clicked softly, tape winding down into its final song.
Beneath the static, Depeche Mode whispered the last lines of "Leave in Silence."
It felt perfect.
It felt inevitable.
I reached the ledge and looked down.
The town played on, desperate for its own ending.
Children trailing balloons.
Parents fumbling for keys.
Couples arguing sweetly about shortcuts home.
But the cracks were widening.
Stoplights blinked the wrong colors.
Neon signs stuttered and rewrote themselves mid-glow.
The air shimmered like a damaged film reel, frames skipping out of time.
The bruises along my arms pulsed harder, matching a rhythm deep under everything.
A call older than the town, older than the game we’d been tricked into playing.
I wasn’t angry.
I wasn’t scared.
I was awake.
Once you saw the walls of the zoo, you couldn’t unsee them.
You couldn’t stay.
You had two choices.
Break out.
Or disappear.
Luke had found a way.
Stepan had charted one.
Phil had built the blueprint.
And me?
I was stepping through.
Not for applause.
Not for victory.
Just for freedom.
I tilted my head back, letting the last bruised light of sunset spill over me.
The gridlines over Fortuna flashed once—sharp, jagged white scars across the sky—before sputtering out.
The story was done.
I unclipped the Walkman, turned it gently in my hand, and set it on the ledge.
The last light fractured across the sky in broken seams, and somewhere deep inside me—deeper than memory, older than language—a story stirred.
I wasn’t standing above Fortuna anymore.
I was adrift in a hollow of stars.
The town below flickered like a dream half-forgotten at dawn, its familiar streets folding inward, shrinking.
Beyond the last bleeding edges of sunset, a cluster of misty lights shimmered—seven sisters dancing in a frozen hush.
Matariki.
Pleiades.
Subaru.
Different names.
Same ghost.
A forgotten crossroads.
A nursery of stars that had been left behind.
A place built for watching.
A place built for remembering.
And somewhere, tangled in the ancient lattice of that cold and gentle place, was us.
Was me.
A girl, a glitch, a map with no legend.
It was never a town.
It was never a life.
It was a song, played out to the static crackle of a dying transmitter.
And I—somehow—had heard the last chord before it ended.
The stars flickered once, twice—like the blinking of some vast and patient eye.
Then they steadied, and the sky drew me in.
I smiled, stepped off the edge, and let myself fall not downward, but outward—into the wild spinning arms of something real.


🌀Post-Script: Observation Log 19-Zeta
Subject LLZ: Divergent


Cognitive loop: fractured.
Behavioral protocol: breached.
Visibility status: zero.
Containment: failed.
Recommended action: none.
Notes:
Subject exhibits untraceable migration patterns beyond observed parameters.
Behavioral modeling no longer viable.
Emotional resonance exceeded predictive thresholds.
Subject self-departed from controlled environment without authorized sequence.
Subject deemed unobservable.
Zoo apparatus recalibrating.
Observation continues.

Final Note
And somewhere, under a sky no longer mapped or measured, a girl walks alone through a field that has no fences.
In her pocket, a battered Polaroid.
On her wrist, only fading bruises that no longer hum.
No name. No script. No ending.
Only a heartbeat.
Real. And free.
🛸 Where the Zoo Really Is: Earth Year 2985
The Matariki Convergence — The Forgotten Cluster Beyond the Pleiades
When humanity still dreamed around firelight, many ancient cultures independently looked to the same small, misty cluster of stars—the Pleiades, the "Seven Sisters"—and spun stories of longing, exile, and forbidden observation.
In Māori myth, Matariki is the mother of six daughters. In Greek myth, the Pleiades are sisters fleeing Orion’s endless chase. In Japanese lore (Subaru), they represent unity. Even the Hopi people of North America saw them as spirit guides. Across oceans and centuries, the same constellation whispered the same feeling: you are seen, and you are not alone.
What no one knew was that the Pleiades are merely the bright edge of a deeper, hidden gravitational lattice, an ancient crossroads now lost to all but myth. Behind the glittering veil lies the Matariki Convergence—a cloaked stellar nursery abandoned by its makers. A relic habitat.
This is where Fortuna floats.
Suspended within the broken shell of a collapsed star nursery—half graveyard, half cradle—the Zoo was seeded into existence. The curvature of spacetime itself keeps it hidden, masked as an empty, dark filament just outside of visual detection, trailing the Pleiades like a ghost limb.
The "zookeepers" (the Observers) chose this place because:
●       It exists between stories and between times.
 
●       Its myths already hinted that beings were being watched, judged, mourned.
 
●       And because, deep inside human memory, the Pleiades would always feel like home—a subconscious tether for the caged.
 
Specific Star and System Details:
●       Star Cluster: A hidden subsystem within the broader Matariki/Pleiades region.
 
●       Actual Location: Fictionally, just beyond the real star Maia (one of the brightest of the Pleiades).
 
●       Codename: Fortuna Enclosure 19-Zeta, orbiting a rogue brown dwarf called Atohuna ("the forgotten one" in adapted Polynesian fusion myth).
 
●       Surface Conditions: Artificially maintained Earthlike environment, updated in slow cycles to mimic Earth’s subtle climatic and cultural shifts.
 
●       Purpose: Preserve, observe, and emotionally map untainted human adolescence as it would have unfolded around 1985, a "golden inflection point" in the cultural cycle before the digital singularity of Earth.
 
◆◆◆


"Maybe memory is the only proof we were ever real."




About the Author
The author attended Fortuna Union High School from 1982 to 1986, years that left a lasting imprint on his imagination. Fortuna 1985 reimagines that world through the lens of fiction, but deep respect is owed to the real teachers, classmates, and townspeople who built the foundation for these memories. Special thanks go to Mrs. Hawley, Mrs. Hanley, Mrs. McGuire, Mr. Matthias, Mr. Rockwood, Mrs. Rutherford, Mrs. Seikmann, Mr. Irwin, Mr. Hurley, Mr. Lesku, Mr. Dennis, Ms. Lyons, Mrs. Rocha, Mr. Steele, Mrs. Fraser, Mr. Ganns, Mr. Hanson, Mr. Tomasini, Mr. Bietz, and at South School, Mrs. Anne Coffer, Mrs. Lott, Mrs. Kinser, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Williams. If anyone was missed, blame it on a glitch—appropriate enough for this story.
His first attempt at writing came in seventh grade: a time-travel novel inspired by Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. Over the next four decades, he continued building worlds—through short stories, screenplays, and speculative fiction. His creative projects have ranged from broadcast journalism to filming special-effects training videos, studying languages, and spending nearly a decade living between Russia and Ukraine. In 2014, driven more by curiosity than ambition, he ran for Congress. Today, he maintains a standing bid to one day serve as the United States Ambassador to Belarus. He lives in Sacramento, California, surrounded by family—and the stories still waiting to be written.


Lana’s note 
If you’re reading this, it means the system didn't scrub the memory entirely.
Maybe you're waking up.
Maybe you were never asleep.
I tried to leave a trail—echoes, glitches, misplaced afternoons, the wrong flavor of soda.
If any of it felt wrong to you, good.
That was the point.
We were real.
Even if the world wasn’t.

Declassified Watchers' Log
OBSERVER DEVIATION REPORT – FORTUNA NODE A0 (1985)
SUBJECT: Zumner_Lana.LL
STATUS: Inconsistent / Breach Confirmed
ERRORS RECORDED:
	Loop Persistence Failure [Node: Echo Tree]

	Observation Containment Breach [Subject: Clausen_Luke.LK]

	Inheritance Bug Activation [Anomaly ID: SG-003]

	Memory Reconstruction Rejected [Instance: Ross Hill Road – Bump 8]
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To the class of 1985, real or simulated—you taught me how memory bends and breaks.
To the watchers in every dusty hallway and behind every wrong sunset: I saw you.
To those who still believe in invisible things: Keep glitching.
And to the ones we lost in the loops—you're not forgotten. Not here.
— L.
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