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  Chapter one
Unsent, Unspoken, Unraveled


He waits until the house has been dead for an hour before he lets himself start. The ritual is the same as always—desk lamp angled low, phone flipped face-down, Bruno snoring a gentle death-rattle by the radiator. The only change is the edge: every click of the pen, every shiver of the window glass, is loaded. Alex sits on the old wooden chair, knees up, hunched like a question mark. His left elbow is already raw from friction. 
The page fights him. He’s been through three drafts, each torn out and wadded into the basket, each a bigger failure than the last. This time he writes straight onto the good paper, the expensive kind from the back-to-school sale that still smells faintly of bleach. He writes:
Dad,
Then nothing, for thirty seconds. The word hangs like a threat.
He tries again.
Dad,
I know you told us not to contact you. I know that’s the rule. But the rules are different now, and if you’re reading this, I want you to know it’s not because I’m weak or because I miss you. It’s because I need to know why. What made you leave? Why you never called? Why couldn’t you just tell us the truth about what happened at Willow High, instead of letting us be the punchline to someone else’s joke?


He stares at the words. They’re childish, but they’re true.
He looks at Bruno, whose paws twitch in some ancient dog dream. He almost envies the animal: nothing to remember, nothing to explain.
He keeps writing, slowly at first, then with a surge:
You always said the world was a machine, and that you were just a cog, but cogs don’t get to leave. I wish you’d told me the truth. I wish you’d told Mom. You left us with nothing but rumors and a handful of debt. You left Ricky with a target on his back and me with a head full of questions. I’m not mad at you. Not exactly. I just want to know what made you quit.


He stops. The air feels heavy, pressing him into the plywood. The heater kicks on, the cheap thermostat ticking like a bomb. He stares at the ceiling. He can see the shadow of the vent, the spiderweb cracks from the time Ricky threw the lacrosse ball in the house and blamed it on an earthquake.
He crosses out the last two lines, rewrites them:
I’m not mad. I just need you to answer me. If you know anything about the notes, about the break-in, about the lockdown, you have to say it now. I’m not a kid anymore. I’ll find out either way.
He signs it:, A


Picking apart the grammar, logic, and lack of dignity, he reads it twice. He knows it’s pointless,no address, no way to actually get this to his father, but he needs it out. He folds the letter, smooths it once with the heel of his hand, then sets it in the center of the desk.
He tells himself to leave it. Walk away.
Instead, he does a lap of the room, checking the window (locked), the closet (clothes, a box of dog biscuits, nothing else), the gap under the door (no envelopes, no footprints). He peeks at Bruno, who’s now completely limp, tongue poking out like a flag. For a second, Alex lets himself think he’s safe.
He checks his phone. Three notifications: one from Vanessa (u up? I cant sleep), one from an unknown number (STOP NOW), and one calendar alert he doesn’t remember setting (“3AM, Check locks”). He ignores all three, then flips the phone face down again.
He sits back down. He wants to read the letter one more time, but it feels embarrassing, like digging through his own trash.
He clicks the lamp off. Lets the dark settle in.
In the next instant, something is wrong.
The desk is empty. The letter, gone.
He blinks, thinking maybe the paper slipped behind the keyboard. He runs his hands across the surface, then under, then around the legs. Nothing. He tears open the drawers: old receipts, binder clips, a desiccated pack of gum. No letter.
He sweeps the floor, the basket, even the crack between the wall and the desk. He checks Bruno, thinking for a wild second that maybe the dog is a literary thief, but Bruno only snuffles, then resumes his slow rhythmic snore.
Alex stands, back to the door, pulse a high whine in his ears. He runs a hand through his hair, feels the sweat bead up. He grabs the lamp and turns it, flooding the entire room in sick yellow. Alex sees nothing out of place, no window open, no door ajar, but the letter is simply gone, as if it was never written.
He checks the hallway. The house is silent. He tiptoes past Vanessa’s room, where the blue light leaks under the door, and creeps down to the front entry. The lock is set, the security bar still wedged in place. He checks the mailbox on reflex, thinking maybe, just maybe, someone decided to preempt his own courage.
The mailbox is jammed. He yanks, and a thin white envelope drops into his hand. The address is his father’s, in his own handwriting, but below it is a line he never wrote:
NEVER SEND WHAT YOU CAN’T TAKE BACK
Inside is his own letter, stamped and ready, the ink barely dry.
Alex stares at it, the reality shifting under his feet.
“Jesus Christ,” he whispers, too quiet for the night to hear.
He looks up and down the street, empty except for the sodium light reflecting off the neighbor’s garbage bins. He closes the mailbox, wipes his hands on his jeans, then stands there, heart pounding, letter in one hand, proof in the other.
He thinks: They were in the room. While I was there.
He thinks: I’m not safe. I was never safe.
He tucks the letter back in the mailbox, as if that act can somehow erase the violation.
He goes inside, closes the door softly, and slides the security chain with shaking hands.
Bruno has shifted to the entry rug, watching him with wide, wet eyes.
Alex kneels, buries his face in the dog’s fur, and lets himself breathe, just for a second.
The next morning, the letter is gone from the mailbox. He never saw it again.
But sometimes, late at night, he thinks he can hear paper tearing, and the faintest scratch of a pen that isn’t his own.

      ***
The bus stop is so far out nobody bothers to tag it anymore. The plexiglass is sandblasted opaque, the bench slick with frost, the old route sign half-masked by the shadow of the one streetlight in a quarter-mile radius. Ricky sits on the back edge of the bench, right leg stutter-bouncing, his ass cold even through two layers of sweatpants. He checks his phone, then the darkness behind the shelter, then the phone again. Nothing but the time,2:08, and the battery draining like a stuck pig.
He lights a cigarette, cupping the flame with his hand like it’s precious. He doesn’t even like the taste, but the smell helps him think. Or, at the very least, keeps him from grinding his teeth down to nubs.
At 2:11, the contact shows. No code name, no drama; just a guy in a faded letterman, hood up, hands in the pocket of a backpack that looks like it’s seen two tours of duty. He sits on the other end of the bench, doesn’t look at Ricky, doesn’t speak for a solid thirty seconds.
Then: “You brought the cash?”
Ricky slides a folded bill between the slats. “No markup. You said That was the deal.”
The contact scoffs. “Yeah, well, I didn’t say there wouldn’t be delivery fees.” But he takes it, tucks it away without counting.
They sit, both of them watching the moths do kamikaze runs at the yellow bulb. It’s a weird comfort, knowing the bugs never learn. Ricky waits, letting the silence build. He’s good at that, holding off just long enough to make the other guy twitch.
The contact caves first. “You know it’s not safe to be out here.”
Ricky grins, baring a chipped tooth. “You think I’m scared of ghosts?”
“Not ghosts,” the contact says, finally making eye contact. “They’re still around. You don’t get it, do you?”
Ricky shrugs. “I get that you have something for me, and I want it.”
The contact checks the shadows again. Then, with a move smoother than you’d expect from a guy in a battered hoodie, he pulls a sheet of paper from his backpack. He passes it underhand, like he’s sliding a gun.
Ricky takes it, flicks it open one-handed. It’s a photocopy. The face is blurred; the rest blacked out, but the outline,the shape of the hoodie, the angle of the jaw, lines up with what Ricky’s seen a thousand times in the rumors and the half-baked memes. There’s a timestamp, and a note in blue pen: “Last seen near rec center. Still watching.”
Ricky stares at the paper. His heart hammers. “This is the guy?”
The contact nods. “Word is, he’s not just a patsy. He’s connected. Maybe to your old man, maybe to something bigger. Nobody will say his name, but they all say the same thing: he doesn’t miss a thing.”
Ricky’s leg stops bouncing. He looks up, voice softer than he means. “Is he coming after my family?”
The contact leans back, exhaling through his nose. “He already is. You wouldn’t be sitting here if he wasn’t.”
Ricky’s hands go tight on the paper. “Why the sudden drop? Why not just leak this online, like last time?”
The contact’s mouth twitches, like he’s trying to spit out a taste. “Last time, someone got burned. You know Kyle? He’s not coming back. Ever.”
Ricky doesn’t flinch, but it feels like something cold has slipped inside his shirt. “So what am I supposed to do?”
The contact shrugs, then stands, stretching like he’s shaking off the entire conversation. “Up to you, man. You can run, or you can fight. But if you stay, you better make damn sure you’re not the next one to disappear.”
He glances at the end of the street. Headlights round the corner, slicing through the night like knives. The contact is already moving, melting into the shadows without a backward glance.
Ricky tucks the paper into his jacket, then zips it up to the chin. The headlights slow, then stop, two blocks down. He ducks behind the shelter, waits, breath held. When the car doesn’t move, he sprints across the empty lot, boots silent on the salt-crusted concrete.
He doesn’t stop until he’s a quarter-mile out, lungs on fire. He doubles over, hands on knees, and lets the cigarette taste come back up and scorch his tongue.
He thinks about the paper, about the name he doesn’t know but already hates.
He thinks about his mom, about Vanessa, about Alex, all of them lined up in someone else’s crosshairs.
He thinks: I can’t run.
He straightens, shakes out his hands, and starts walking the long way home. The paper burns against his chest, a cold little brand.
He wonders if he’ll make it home before the sun comes up.
He wonders if he wants to.
Her room is a museum of failed projects and perfect distractions: old math binders with every other page repurposed as doodle space, cups filled with sharpened pencils and the graveyard of their wood shavings, the turtle tank gurgling at bedside like an aquarium for lost time. Vanessa perches cross-legged in the crater of her comforter, a sheet of sketch paper balanced on the hardcover of last year’s geometry book. Every muscle in her back is tight, but the lines coming off her hand are steady, surgical.
She works from memory, but memory here is a living organism, always molting, never still. She starts with the shape,shoulders hunched, not like they’re hiding, but like they’re used to bearing weight. The hoodie isn’t just a disguise; it’s a uniform, the kind worn by someone who wants to fade but can’t help standing out. She shades the folds, the places where fabric eats up the light, leaving only suggestion.
She sketches the hands next, gloved in shadow, one clutching the strap of a backpack, the other dangling loose, like a trap waiting to snap. The face is a negative space, not a face at all, but a black hole with just a flicker of nose and jaw. She keeps it soft, no hard lines.
She slows down for the details nobody else saw: the weird way the left shoe pointed in, the threadbare patch on the elbow, the tiny half-moon of a watch band poking from the cuff, its face smudged but familiar. She draws it with a blue pencil, then goes over it again with black, as if the act of darkening it will push it further from the truth.
She doesn’t know why she’s doing this. It's possible she is unable to talk about it. Maybe because she knows, on some level, that neither of her brothers is ever going to see the world the way she does. Maybe because if she puts it on paper, she controls it, even if just for a second.
She hears footsteps in the hall, and her hand jumps. She flips the sketch under the textbook, grabs a worksheet from her bag, and pretends to be lost in quadratic equations.
The door cracks. Martha peers in, one eyebrow up, the nurse's voice already loaded for launch. “Still up?” she says.
Vanessa shrugs, forces a yawn. “Homework. Ms. Conway says if we want to pass the practice test, we have to suffer first.”
Martha’s smile is weak, but it’s there. “You’re a good liar,” she says, not unkindly.
Vanessa shrugs again, tries to play it off. “Somebody has to be.”
Martha steps in, soft-soled, and sits at the edge of the bed. The mattress dips. “You need anything? Tea? PB&J? A night off?”
Vanessa smiles, but she’s already thinking three moves ahead. “I’m okay. Thanks.”
Martha nods, tucks a strand of hair behind Vanessa’s ear, then stands. Her gaze falls on the stack of books, then lingers on the turtle tank. “You know he misses you, right?” she says.
Vanessa knows which “he” she means. But she only nods, not trusting her voice.
Martha closes the door on the way out. Vanessa waits until the footsteps are gone, then breathes again. She checks the hall, then retrieves the sketch, flattening the corner where it’s creased. She looks at it for a long time, letting the details sink in.
She picks up the pencil, goes back to the wrist, and draws in one last thing, a thin, pale scar running up from the base of the thumb, crossing the line where the watch sits. She shades it, light enough that you’d miss it unless you knew what to look for.
She wonders if she should show Alex, wonders if she should tell Ricky.
She thinks about what would happen if she did. The fights, the accusations, the endless whirlpool of “Are you sure?” and “It’s not that simple.” She thinks about the way her brothers turn every secret into a contest, every piece of evidence into an additional reason to mistrust the world.
She folds the paper in half, then in half again, and slides it under the lining of her backpack, where nobody but her will ever find it.
She stares at her hands, the graphite dust ghosting her skin.
She tells herself she’ll decide tomorrow.
But she already knows.
She turns off the light, but leaves the turtle lamp on, the room just bright enough that nothing can sneak up on her.
She pulls the covers tight and closes her eyes, seeing the hoodie figure stitched into the black behind her eyelids, the scar as bright as a neon warning.
She sleeps, but her grip never loosens on the truth.
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