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Chapter 1 — The Crow in the Dream
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Danny’s little world didn’t end in fire or blood.

It went white.

Not the soft white of clouds. Not the clean white of paper. This was the kind of white you saw when a welding arc flared too close and you forgot to look away—bright enough to scrape the back of your eyes, bright enough to make you feel like you’d been caught doing something you weren’t supposed to.

Danny tried to blink in the dream, but his eyelids didn’t matter. The white stayed put. It pressed on him from every side, hot and patient, like the air had turned into a hand and was easing his head into a white-hot furnace.

He could smell it too, which didn’t make sense. Dreams had smells sometimes—candy, dirt, old carpet—but this was different. It smelled like overheated metal. Like the inside of a cheap space heater when it kicked on for the first time in winter.

He stood in grass that looked real enough to fool his bare feet. Somewhere, a lawn sprinkler clicked, paused, clicked again. A far-off dog barked as if it were working a shift and being paid per bark.

Danny wondered if dogs' throats ever get sore from barking.

Then the sunlight cut.

A shadow slid across the yard like somebody pulled a tarp over the sky. The white backed off just enough for the rest of the dream to show itself—fence, cracked concrete, a hackberry tree leaning like it had been tired for years.

A black bird sat on the fence rail.

It was too big for a grackle. Its feathers had a dull shine like oily water. One eye was bright and mean. The other was cloudy, dead-looking, as if the bird had been half-blind a long time and had learned to make do.

Danny knew it wasn’t a normal bird the same way he knew the white wasn’t normal light.

The bird watched him without moving.

Danny swallowed. His throat felt dry, even in the dream.

“You’re not real,” Danny said, keeping his voice steady.

The bird clicked its beak once, like a man flicking a Zippo open and shut.

“Boy,” it said, and the voice came out wrong and right at the same time—rough as gravel, warm as worn leather. “I’m as real as the nail you step on when you don’t watch where you’re goin’.”

Danny stared. He didn’t step back. If he stepped back, the dream might change. If it changed, he might not find the fence again. He didn’t know how he knew that. He just did.

“What kind of bird are you?” Danny asked, his hands hanging at his sides fists clinched.

The bird shifted its claws on the wood. The rail creaked under the weight.

Without moving it’s beak, Danny heard, “A crow. I mean not seen my-sef is some time, but I’m a guess’n I’m still a crow.”

Danny’s eyes widened. “Can’t be a crow. You're too big. Crows don’t get big like you.”

“Well, let me ask ya this boy, ever heard a bird talk to ya?”

“No.”

“Then I guess a crow that talks can pretty much be my size o any size I reckon.”

“What’s your name then,” Danny asked, unclenching his fists.

“Name’s what folks hang their hat on,” the bird said, cocking its head. “So we best get that straight before we do much else.”

“I didn’t ask your name,” Danny said, and then felt stupid as soon as the words left his mouth. “I mean... I did. I just—I know your name but don’t know it.”

The bird’s bright eye narrowed like it was smiling.

“You know it, boy,” it said. “I just need you to speak it out. Say it.”

Danny’s tongue stuck for a second. The white at the edge of the yard shimmered like heat off asphalt. The shimmer spoke a soft word that cooled Danny’s head.

He took a breath. “Hal.”

The bird didn’t react right away. It held still, the way a person holds still when they hear something they’ve been waiting to hear.

Then it gave a slow, satisfied nod.

“Hal,” the bird repeated, like he was tasting it. “Mm-hmm. I knew that word would come to ya, jus as I am here right now.”

“How do you know me?” Danny asked, his voice smaller than he meant it to be.

Hal’s blind eye rolled toward him, useless but still seeing in its own way.

“You ain’t the first Danny,” Hal said. “You won’t be the last. But you’re the one standin’ here right now, so let’s not waste it.”

Danny’s stomach tightened. “Why are you here?”

Hal leaned forward on the fence, claws biting into the wood like hooks.

“’Cause you’re in a house with good bones and bad habits,” Hal said. “’Cause you can hear things most folks can’t. ’Cause you got questions and you don’t like sleepin’ with answers scratchin’ at the inside of your skull.”

Danny’s breath caught.

The white brightened behind Hal, pushing closer, like it wanted to climb the fence and come into the yard.

Danny didn’t look away from the bird. “The house—”

“It’s hummin’,” Hal said, cutting him off. “Yeah. I know. That ain’t the AC. That’s underneath.”

Danny felt a cold prick at the back of his neck, like a draft sneaking in through a window that wouldn’t latch.

“How do I stop it?” Danny asked.

Hal’s beak opened just enough to show the sharp edge of it. “You don’t stop it. Not tonight.”

Danny balled his hands into fists without meaning to. “Then what do I do?”

Hal hopped down from the fence. The grass bowed under him like the bird weighed more than it should.

He came closer, slow and steady, as if he didn’t want to spook Danny. His feathers rustled like a jacket.

“You learn what’s a hinge and what’s a hole,” Hal said. “You learn what’s a threshold and what’s a trick. You learn what you are.”

Danny stared. “I’m me.”

Hal snorted a sound that wasn’t quite a caw, more like an old man laughing through his nose. “That’s what you think, boy.”

Danny felt the white move again. It was right there at the edge of the yard now, bright enough to make his eyes water.

“Who’s coming?” Danny asked.

Hal’s bright eye flicked toward the house. Toward the porch. Toward the front steps that weren’t in the dream until that second—until Danny thought about them.

“They,” Hal said simply.

Danny’s skin crawled. “They who?”

Hal’s voice dropped. It got quieter, but it hit harder, the way a whispered threat can sound louder than a shout.

“People who think you’re a tool,” Hal said. “People who don’t mind pickin’ the lock if you don’t hand ’em the key.”

Danny swallowed again. His fists loosened.

Hal moved close enough that Danny could smell him—dust, rain, old wood, something burnt.

“You got a choice,” Hal said. “Not the kind folks like to talk about. Real choice. One you make with your whole chest.”

“What choice?” Danny asked, and his voice shook despite his best effort.

Hal tapped his beak against his own chest, right over where a heart would beat.

“You pick where you stand,” Hal said. “You pick what you let in. And you pick it before somebody else does it for you.”

The white surged.

Heat rolled across the yard like an oven door opening. Danny’s teeth ached the way they ached when the dentist hit a nerve.

Hal didn’t flinch. He stared into the oncoming brightness.

“You feel that?” Hal asked.

Danny nodded once.

“Good,” Hal said. “That means you’re listenin’.”

Danny’s throat tightened. “What happens if I pick wrong?”

Hal’s feathers lifted, then settled again.

“Then you spend the rest of your days chasin’ what slipped through,” Hal said. “And you’ll be tired. Tired in the way a man gets tired when he’s been workin’ too long and nobody’s payin’ him for it.”

Danny looked toward the porch again. He didn’t want to, but his eyes went anyway.

The front door in the dream was closed.

A thin line of white showed at the seam.

Danny reached for it without thinking.

Hal snapped his beak shut, sharp as a mousetrap. The sound cracked through the yard.

Danny froze.

“Don’t,” Hal said, and there was no softness in it now. “Not yet.”

Danny pulled his hand back to his side like he’d burned himself.

The white pulsed.

Hal lifted his head and spoke like he was laying down the law.

“You wake up,” Hal said. “You keep your mouth shut about me. You watch. You listen. You don’t invite trouble in just so you can see what it looks like.”

Danny’s heartbeat slammed against his ribs.

Then the white crashed over him.

Danny woke with his heart running like it had somewhere to be.

He didn’t scream. The house didn’t feel like a screaming house. It felt like a house that waited.

His room was half-dark, early morning light leaking through blinds that didn’t sit straight. The air smelled like cardboard and dust and that old-house smell—paint, wood, something damp under it.

He lay still and listened.

The place had sounds, the way every place had sounds. A refrigerator cycling. The soft rattle of a vent. A pipe ticking as it cooled.

Underneath those, there it was.

A low hum.

Not loud. Not obvious. More like a pressure in your ears when you went too far down in a pool.

Danny swallowed and counted his breaths like he was counting nails into a bucket.

One.

Two.

Three.

By twenty, he could move again.

“Mom?” he called, keeping his voice low.

“In here, bud,” Nora called back. Her voice carried down the hall like coffee—strong enough to wake you up even if you didn’t want it. “You want eggs or cereal? You get one. Don’t try to hustle me into both.”

Danny sat up and swung his feet down. The floor was cold and a little gritty, like the mop water hadn’t gotten everything. Boxes sat stacked against one wall, taped shut with cheap brown tape that didn’t stick right unless you pressed it hard.

He stood and stretched, his T-shirt riding up over his stomach.

He glanced at the window.

Outside, the hackberry tree was there for real, branches thin and crooked. Beyond it, the fence line cut across the yard like a rule.

No bird.

No Hal.

Danny dressed quick—shorts, a faded school fair T-shirt that still smelled faintly like storage. He brushed his fingers against the wall as he passed, the way you did when you walked through a dark hallway and didn’t trust your own balance.

The hum stayed.

It felt like the house was breathing slow and big, like a sleeping animal you didn’t know well yet.

Danny walked to the kitchen.

Nora Woods was at the stove, barefoot, hair twisted up in a messy knot. She wore an oversized T-shirt with paint smudges on the hem and a pair of sweatpants that had seen better days. Her hands moved like she was used to doing things fast—crack, whisk, pour—like a woman who’d cooked breakfast before work more times than she could count.

Her face was tired in a way Danny recognized. Not sleepy-tired. Life-tired. The kind that sat in your eyes and didn’t leave just because you got eight hours.

“Pick your poison, boss,” Nora said, flipping a tortilla in a cast iron pan. She glanced at him over her shoulder, and the corners of her mouth pulled up. “I got eggs if you got patience, cereal if you don’t.”

“Eggs,” Danny said, sliding into a chair. He kept his voice even, but his fingers tapped the table once, twice.

“Atta boy,” Nora said, dropping eggs into the pan with the confidence of a woman who’d had to make dinner stretch on payday weeks. “How you sleep?”

“Regular,” Danny said.

Nora turned then. Really turned. She studied him like she was checking for bruises he didn’t know he had.

“You look pale,” she said, lowering her voice. “Nightmare?”

Danny shrugged, but it didn’t feel like a shrug. It felt like his shoulders wanted to climb up around his ears.

“It was just a dream,” he said.

Nora nodded, like she’d accept that answer for now. Her eyes stayed on him a second longer than normal.

“This place still feel okay?” she asked, scraping eggs in the pan. “Still got good bones? Or did we buy a lemon and we’re gonna spend ten years learning how to squeeze it?”

Danny ran his thumb along a ring mark in the table’s corner. A coffee cup had sat there long enough to leave proof. Somebody had lived here before them. Somebody had made mornings here.

“It breathes,” Danny said before he could stop himself.

Nora paused mid-scrape, then kept moving like she hadn’t heard him right.

“That a yes or a no, Professor Woods?” she asked, but her joke landed light, like she didn’t want to put too much weight on it.

Danny looked at her hands. The small scars. The way the veins stood out when she tightened her grip on the spatula.

“Yes,” he said, then added, “And a little no.”

Nora’s mouth moved into a smile without her eyes joining it.

“Story of the American house,” she said. “Talk to me, bud.”

Danny searched for the right words. He hated when grown-ups asked that. He didn’t have right words. He had feelings and pictures and sounds. He had a bird with one blind eye standing on a fence rail in a dream.

“It hums,” he said.

Nora snorted and tilted her head toward the ceiling. “That AC? That thing’s older than some of the streets around here. Guy at the hardware store said it’ll run forever if you feed it Freon and prayers. We’ll save up. We’ll replace it before summer hits full force.”

“Not just the AC,” Danny said, pressing his fingertips to the table. “Underneath.”

Nora’s eyes flicked to the hallway, like the underneath might be listening from the dark.

She set the spatula down and leaned her hip against the counter. “What do you mean?”

Danny hesitated. He didn’t want to make it a thing. If you made something a thing, it got bigger.

“It feels like... like something’s moving,” he said, choosing each word carefully. “Slow.”

Nora’s jaw worked once. She reached for a glass and filled it with water from the sink, the faucet rattling like it might come loose.

“You feel that in your room?” she asked, sliding the glass toward him.

Danny nodded.

Nora picked up the spatula again. The eggs hissed when she stirred them.

“Some houses settle,” she said, like she was trying the idea on for size. “Pipes. Vents. Old wood.”

Danny drank water. The cold helped.

“It’s like a big animal,” he said.

Nora didn’t laugh. That’s what scared Danny more than anything.

“You’re safe here,” she said, and she said it like she was pounding a nail into a board. “You hear me? This is our place. Ain’t nobody coming in unless we say so.”

Danny thought about Hal. About locks. About hands on keys.

He nodded anyway.

“Where’s Mark?” Danny asked, even though he already knew.

Nora’s shoulders tightened. “Stop calling him by his first name, Danny. Call him Dad. It’s weird when you call your dad, Mark.”

“He’s still in San Francisco,” she said, setting the plate down in front of Danny with a soft clink.

Danny kept his eyes on the eggs. “I know.”

“He says he’ll come in a week or two,” Nora said, wiping her hands on a dish towel that had a bleach stain on one corner. She spoke like she was reading weather that might change any minute.

Danny swallowed. “I know.”

Nora sat across from him with her own plate. She took a bite that she barely chewed, like food was another task on her list.

“He’ll be proud of you,” she said, and her voice tried to sound sure. “For how you’re handling this.”

Danny didn’t answer.

He could feel something in the kitchen besides the hum. Something tighter. Like a cord being pulled.

He heard it, too—not with his ears. Not exactly.

A thought brushed his mind like a sleeve grazing your arm in a crowded hallway.

If he comes.

Danny’s stomach turned.

Nora stared at her plate, then lifted her eyes to him, like she’d realized she’d said something out loud without meaning to.

“You don’t gotta worry about grown-up stuff,” she said, and she reached across the table and touched his hand. Her fingers were warm. A little rough. Real. “Your job is school. Breakfast. Being a kid.”

Danny looked at her hand on his. He wanted to believe her.

He wanted to believe the front door was just a door.
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Chapter 2 - Ellen
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Nora and Danny spent the day fighting the house in small ways.

Boxes got unpacked. Tape got pulled off. The kind that ripped wrong and left sticky stripes on your fingers.

Nora worked like she was trying to outrun her own thoughts. She hung curtains that didn’t quite fit. She wiped counters that were already clean. She stacked plates in cabinets like she was building a wall.

Danny carried lighter boxes, the ones with towels and books. He stayed out of her way when she got that look—eyes narrowed, lips pressed thin—like she was holding herself together with stubbornness and duct tape.

Around noon, their neighbor came over.

She was a woman with a sunhat and a friendly wave, holding a paper plate covered in plastic wrap like she was bringing peace offerings.

“Hi there!” the neighbor called from the walkway. Her voice was bright and practiced. “Welcome again. I’m Ellen.”

Nora stepped onto the porch with a smile that looked like she’d put it on for work.

“Thanks,” Nora said, wiping her hands on her pants. “I’m Nora. This is Danny.”

Danny lifted his hand in a small wave, staying half behind his mom’s leg.

“Hi, Danny,” Ellen said, leaning forward a little. Her eyes were kind, but curious. “If you need anything, you just holler. I’m right next door. Also—” She dug in her pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper. “Here’s my brother’s number. He does odd jobs. Honest work. He’ll tell you if you don’t need the work.”

“Odd and honest is my type,” Nora said, taking the paper. She repeated the number back once, then again, like she was setting it in her brain. “Thank you.”

Ellen nodded toward the street. “You all moving in for good?”

Nora’s smile stayed in place, but her eyes slid away, just for a second.

“For now,” Nora said. “Fresh start.”

Ellen made a sympathetic sound. “Well, you picked a decent street. Just watch the boys across the way. They’re nice enough, but you may wake up one morning and find that one of their giant trucks scratched the side of your car. They’ll leave a note alright. But that doesn’t take care of the scratch”

“I’ll definitely keep that in mind,” Nora said.

Ellen waved again and left.

Danny watched her go, then watched the street.

A dark sedan sat down the block, parked half under a tree. It could’ve been anybody’s. It could’ve been nothing.

Still, Danny couldn’t stop looking at it.

Nora followed his gaze.

“What?” she asked, and her voice went sharp on the edges.

“Nothing,” Danny said, forcing himself to look away.

Nora stared at the sedan for a beat, then went back inside without another word.

That night, Nora made dinner out of grocery store chicken and a bagged salad that tasted like plastic and ranch.

They ate in front of a TV that wasn’t set up right, the picture leaning sideways. Nora laughed once at something that wasn’t funny, then got quiet again.

Danny took a shower. He brushed his teeth. He climbed into bed and stared at the ceiling.

The hum was still there.

He tried to match his breathing to it, the way you match your steps to a person walking beside you so you don’t trip over each other.

Slow in.

Slow out.

The house didn’t speed up. It didn’t slow down. It kept its own rhythm, like it didn’t care who was living inside it.

Danny stared at the window until his eyes burned, then rolled onto his side.

He didn’t dream right away.

He lay in that half-sleep place where you can hear the house and you can hear your own heartbeat and the space between those two feels too thin.

A floorboard creaked down the hall.

Nora’s door opened.

He heard her soft steps. He heard her pause at the living room window. He heard the faint click as she slid the blinds aside, just enough to look.

Then he heard her whisper, not to him, not to anyone.

“Please,” she said, and it sounded like a prayer she didn’t like saying.

Danny held his breath.

He didn’t hear anything else.

He didn’t hear a car door. He didn’t hear footsteps on gravel.

Still, his skin stayed tight.

Morning came thin and cold, the kind of winter morning in Texas that made you think the weather had a mean streak.

Danny was half awake when the knock hit.

Not a friendly knock. Not a neighbor knock.

A measured knock, like someone had practiced it.

Nora was already up. Danny heard her feet hit the floor in her room, quick and heavy.

He sat up, heart hammering.

The knock came again.

Nora moved to the front door. Danny could picture her there—hand on the chain, shoulders squared, face set.

“Can I help you?” Nora asked through the closed door, her voice polite in the way a customer service voice is polite when you don’t trust the person on the other side of the counter.

A woman answered, and her voice came smooth as butter with something sharp underneath, like a knife hidden in a napkin.

“Good morning,” the woman said. “My name is Archer. We’re with the Gifted and Exceptional Youth Program. We’re doing routine screenings in the area. Nothing formal. Just a quick look. Can I leave a flyer?”

Danny’s throat went dry. He felt the voice on the other side of the door, like you feel your eyes when they're tired. Not painful – annoyed.

Nora didn’t answer right away. Then she felt an internal push she couldn’t explain.

“You can slide it under,” Nora said at last, and her words came out clipped. “We’re new here and I don’t open for strangers.”

A pause.

Paper whispered against the porch boards.

Something slid under the door—slow, deliberate—as if whoever pushed it wanted Nora to know they could.

“Thank you,” Archer said, still friendly. Still smooth. “We’re all about opportunities. Tell Danny we said hi.”

Danny’s stomach dropped. He felt Acher’s words hit him in the stomach.

Nora’s breath caught hard enough that Danny heard it from down the hall.

The porch boards creaked once, then again—footsteps retreating.

Nora didn’t move right away. Danny could feel her in the hallway, frozen in place with her hand on the latch. She heard the sound of a car being shifted into gear and driving off.

Danny heard the chain rattle as she double-checked it, even though it was already set.

Danny slid out of bed and padded to his doorway, staying hidden behind the wall.

Nora crouched and picked up the flyer with two fingers like it might bite. She quickly snatched and shut and locked the door.

She stared at it.

Danny watched her face tighten.

“How do they know my name?” Danny asked, and the words came out before he could stop them.

Nora flinched and turned toward his voice, momentarily silent.

“Go back to your room,” she said, trying to sound normal and failing. She stood and folded the flyer without looking at it again, like she wanted it smaller. “Right now.”

Danny didn’t move. His mouth tasted like pennies.

“Mom,” he said, and his voice shook. “How do they know my name?”

Nora’s eyes were wet, but she didn’t let tears fall. She wiped her thumb under one eye like she was clearing grease.

“I don’t know,” she said, and the lie didn’t even try to stand up straight.

She looked down the hallway toward Danny’s room.

“Go to your room, mister. I’m not gonna tell you again.”

As Danny, shoulders rolled forward, padded off to his room, her hand closed around the flyer until the paper creased.

Outside, something landed on the fence with a soft, solid thump.

Danny looked through the window.

A black shape sat there, still as a bolt.

One bright eye watched the house.

A voice that wasn’t a voice slid through the glass, through the hum, through the slow breathing of the place.

Pick it now, Hal said, quiet as a secret. Hold it later.

Danny stood in the hallway with cold feet and a racing heart, and for the first time since they’d moved into the house, he understood something clear:

Whatever was coming wasn’t starting tomorrow.

It had already found them.
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Chapter 3 — Paper Cuts
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Nora didn’t throw the flyer away right after the woman left.

That was the first thing that told Danny this wasn’t just some weird “new neighborhood” thing, like when a church dropped off a welcome basket with a hand-written note or the HOA sent a letter about trash cans.

Nora Woods did not keep junk mail. It wasn’t in her character and she hated clutter.

She was the kind of person who could look at a sentence the way other people looked at a crooked picture frame—see the wrongness in it, fix it, move on. She moved through life like that: quick, clean, no wasted motion. Years of tennis had carved her body lean and strong—long legs, solid shoulders, arms that looked like they knew how to swing through something and follow through. At five-eleven, she made most doorways feel shorter than they were. Her hair was cut short and blond, the shade of wheat in winter light, and it stuck up a little in the back no matter how many times she tried to smooth it down.

This morning, standing in the hallway with that flyer in her fist, she looked like somebody had taken her off the court and dropped her into a fight she didn’t choose.

The house felt cold, even with the heater trying. The kind of cold that didn’t sit on your skin; it sat behind your eyes. The air smelled like old insulation and the lemon cleaner Nora had used on the counters the day before—sharp, bright, a lie that only covered so much.

Danny stood barefoot on the hard floor, toes curling against the grit, staring at his mom’s hand.

Nora stared at the flyer like it had teeth.

Danny didn’t want to use his powers. He didn’t. He hated the way it felt. Not because it was scary—though it could be—but because it was heavy and often painful. Like picking up a heavy wet blanket full of shards of glass and jumping. Each time you land glass rips and tears into the skin.

But the flyer was a trap sitting in their house, and Nora was holding it like it might burn her.

So, Danny listened anyway.

Not with his ears.

With that part of him that heard the world inside people.

Nora’s thoughts weren’t ,. They came like flashes. A memory of a courtroom: wooden benches, stale air, a judge’s face like stone. The sound of her own heels on tile. A hand pressing a file shut. A rule. A line.

Then a cold, sharp thing: They said Danny.

Danny’s stomach tightened. His throat felt tight too, like he’d swallowed a knot.

“Go back to your room,” Nora said, her voice still trying to be normal. She was failing.

Danny didn’t move. He looked at her face and saw the tiny tremor near her left eye. He’d seen that tremor before—once, when a drunk driver had run a stop sign and almost hit them. Once, when the landlord, whom Danny’s dad referred to as the greedy bastard, in their old place had tried to jack the rent up overnight. Nora went still, her expression fell, and words became terrifying on the phone. Danny had seen this side of his mom when she tried cases back in San Francisco. He hated it.

“What is it?” Danny asked, and his voice came out smaller than he liked.

Nora exhaled, slow. She was working the way she worked in arguments—control the breath, control the tone, control the room.

“It’s nothing,” she said, and the word sounded like a paper-thin covering stretched over something sharp.

Danny shifted his weight. The floor was cold enough to make his ankles ache.

“They knew my name,” he said.

Nora’s jaw flexed. “Yeah.”

“How?”

Nora’s eyes flicked to the window, then to the front door. Like she expected the wood to talk back.

“Danny,” she said, and now her voice had that warning edge, the one that meant I’m trying not to scare you and also I’m scared as hell. “I need you to do something for me.”

Danny swallowed. “Okay.”

“I need you to go sit at the table,” Nora said, moving. “And I need you to eat something. Toast. Cereal. I don’t care. And I need you to keep your eyes on your breakfast, not the windows.”

“Why?” Danny asked.

Nora didn’t answer right away. She walked to the kitchen with the flyer still clenched in her fist. The paper made a dry cracking sound when she tightened her grip, like it was complaining.

Danny followed anyway, quieter than a cat. He sat at the table and folded his arms, elbows on the table, chin on his wrist. The chair was cold through his shorts. The table still had those old ring marks, like the previous owners had lived on coffee and stress.

Nora set the flyer flat on the counter. She turned her wedding ring so that the diamond was in her palm. She made a fist and began tapping the back of the ring on the counter. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Danny had seen her do this before and knew it meant she was more mad than scared.

She grabbed her phone.

The screen light lit her face from below, turning her cheekbones sharp. She ran her thumb along the edge of the phone case, once, twice—a habit she had when she was thinking hard.

“Mom,” Danny said again, softer. “How did they know?”

Nora looked at him, and her eyes were steady now, but there was something behind them—something that didn’t belong in a kitchen on a winter morning.

“You remember what I do for work,” she said.

“You’re a lawyer,” Danny said.

Nora nodded. “Well, yes. Trial attorney. It’s a lawyer who loves to fight.”

Danny had looked that up once. He’d heard her say it on the phone in their apartment back in California, and he’d heard the way other adults reacted to it—like it meant she was a different kind of dangerous than they were. He’d typed it into the dictionary app on his old tablet and read the definition twice. A lawyer who represents clients in court. That part was easy.

The hard part was the feeling that came with it: other people’s fear, their anger, the way some folks respected it and some folks resented it like a rich person’s car.

Nora took a breath. “I’ve spent my life dealing with people who ask questions they don’t have a right to ask. People who use polite words to hide bad intentions.”

Danny stared at her hands. The tennis calluses at the base of her fingers. The pale scar on her knuckle from when she’d slammed a drawer too hard once. She was real. She was here. Most of all, she was focused.

“And?” Danny said.

“And sometimes,” Nora said, choosing each word, “people like that find out things. They pull records. They make calls. They dig.”

Danny felt his skin prickle. “Did you tell someone?”

Nora’s head snapped up. “No,” she said, too fast. Then she softened it. “No, honey. I did not.”

Danny listened again, and this time her thoughts came with a wave of guilt that wasn’t hers. Like she was carrying somebody else’s mess.

Mark.

Danny didn’t say the name. He didn’t want to. The name was a loose board in the floor; step on it wrong and it would squeal.

Nora tapped her phone screen, then stopped. Her thumb hovered like she couldn’t decide which number to press.

“What are you doing?” Danny asked.

Nora glanced at him. “Calling someone I trust.”

Danny waited.

Nora didn’t call right away. She turned the flyer over with two fingers, like it was contaminated. The paper was thick, too thick for a cheap flyer. It had a soft coating, matte but expensive, like the menus Mark used to bring home from the restaurant—fancy paper, clean design, a quiet way of saying we have money.

At the top it said: Gifted & Exceptional Youth Program.

Under that: smiling kids, bright classrooms, the kind of stock photo grin that never quite reached the eyes.

At the bottom was a phone number and a website.

Nora stared at the website like it had insulted her.

Danny leaned forward without realizing. “What does it say?”

Nora didn’t answer. Her eyes were moving fast, scanning like she did when she read contracts. Danny could almost see her brain building a case file.

Then Nora did something Danny hadn’t seen her do in a long time.

She looked... unsure.

Not weak. Not helpless. Just... a half-step off balance.

She turned the flyer toward him.

Danny read it.

The words were simple on the surface—opportunity, evaluation, enrichment, resources. But there were phrases that felt wrong. Routine screening. Community partnership. No cost to families. That last one always made Danny suspicious. Nothing was free. Mark had taught him that in a way only a chef could—time is money, food is money, your hands are money.

Danny’s eyes caught on a sentence in the middle:
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We specialize in unique learners with heightened sensitivity.
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Danny’s stomach rolled.

He didn’t mean to listen again, but the moment he saw those words, his mind snapped outward like a rubber band.

For a second he caught something that wasn’t Nora.

Not a full thought. Just a brush of feeling through the air—cool confidence, mild impatience. Like someone sitting in a warm car with the engine running, waiting.

Danny jerked back in his chair, heart thudding.

Nora’s eyes sharpened. “What?”

Danny swallowed hard. “Nothing.”

Nora stared at him like she didn’t believe him, but she didn’t push. She took the flyer back and folded it once, then again, creasing it sharp.

“Okay,” Nora said, and now her voice had that courtroom tone—calm, controlled, like she was about to ask a witness questions they didn’t want to answer. “Here’s what we’re gonna do.”

Danny blinked. “We?”

Nora nodded. “We.”

She picked up the phone again and hit a contact.

The phone rang.

Danny could hear it loud in the kitchen, every ring like a hammer tap.

On the third ring, someone answered.

“Yeah,” a man’s voice said, low and rough with sleep. “Hello?”

Nora held the phone tighter. “Roger, put Tess on, please. It’s Nora.”

Danny didn’t know Tess well, but he knew her voice. She was one of Nora’s friends from Texas—someone she’d talked to while planning the move, someone who had helped find the rental and then this house. Tess had a laugh like windchimes and a habit of cussing when she got excited.

On the other end, Tess woke up fast. “Nora? Girl, it’s barely—” she stopped, hearing Nora’s tone. “What’s wrong?”

Nora’s eyes flicked to Danny. “I got a visitor,” she said. “This morning. Program rep. Knew Danny’s name.”

There was a pause. A real pause. The kind that told Danny Tess was suddenly wide awake.

“What program?” Tess asked.

Nora looked down at the flyer. “This is the strange part. The flyer says ‘Gifted and Exceptional Youth Program’. No name. No stupid name trying to be cute like, Little Geniuses or Einstein’s Learning Center”

Tess didn’t answer right away. Danny could hear her breathing. “That don’t sound like anything official,” Tess said finally. “You sure it ain’t the school?”

Nora’s mouth tightened. “She said routine screenings. She slid a flyer under the door and left. But she used Danny’s name.”

Tess let out a low whistle. “Okay. That’s... that’s not normal.”

“No,” Nora said.

Tess got firmer. “You call the school district yet? Make sure nobody’s been runnin’ their mouth?”

Nora stared at the phone, then at Danny, like she didn’t want to say certain things in front of him.

Danny listened anyway. Nora’s thoughts were sharp as broken glass: I shouldn’t have come back. I shouldn’t have—

Danny felt it like a bruise.

“I’m calling the school next,” Nora said. “I need a local contact. Somebody in law enforcement who isn’t... friendly.”

Tess snorted. “You moved to Texas, honey. Friendly is how us folks hide our guns.”

Nora’s mouth twitched, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“Hold on,” Tess said. Danny heard movement, like Tess was sitting up, sheets rustling. “I got a cousin who works with Denton County. Not a deputy, but admin. She’ll know which detective is on the take and which will work part-time gigs for the right price. I’ll text you a number.”

“Thank you,” Nora said, and Danny could hear something in her voice then—relief, small but real.

Tess lowered her voice. “Nora,” she said. “Is Danny... is he doing okay?”

Danny looked at his hands. He didn’t want to be a topic.

Nora’s gaze softened a fraction. “He’s here beside me,” she said. “He’s listening. Most likely in more ways than one.” She nudged the side of his head with her elbow and smiled at him

Tess exhaled. “Okay. Listen. You keep the doors locked, you hear me? You don’t open for nobody. Not school, not CPS, not Jesus. You call me if it gets weird. You know I’ll fuck weird up for you and that boy.”

“It’s already weird,” Nora said.

Tess gave a humorless laugh. “Well, let’s see how weird likes a size seven high heel up its ass. I’ll get you that number.”

Nora ended the call and set the phone down gently, like the kitchen counter might crack if she dropped it too hard.

Danny stared at the folded flyer.

The hum under the house felt louder.

Nora walked to the window and lifted the blinds a hair.

Danny didn’t want to look, but he did.

The dark sedan was still down the block.

It didn’t move. It didn’t have to. It just sat there like a patient dog.

Nora let the blind fall shut.

Then she turned and looked at Danny the way she looked at a jury—direct and unblinking.

“Danny,” she said, “I need you to tell me something, and I need you to tell me the truth.”

Danny’s throat tightened. “Okay.”

Nora’s voice dropped. “Did you do anything?”

Danny frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Anything,” Nora repeated, her eyes searching his face. “At the old school. At the apartment. Anywhere. Anything weird happen? Any teacher say something? Any tests? Any meetings?”

Danny’s mind flashed back to California: the classroom with the fish tank. The teacher who always wore strong perfume that made his nose itch. The day Danny had accidentally moved a pencil without touching it because a kid next to him had been crying silently and Danny had felt it like a weight in his chest.

Danny remembered the pencil sliding.

He remembered the kid stopping and staring.

He remembered his own panic. His stomach dropping. His head buzzing.

He hadn’t told Nora nor ever planned to.

When Danny used his powers, he felt it in his body. He felt people’s emotions like they were his own. If he pushed too hard, it made him sick. If he listened too long, he got headaches. And if he moved something—if he made the laws of nature obey him—it felt like stealing from God. 

This terrified him.

He looked at Nora. He saw her worry. He saw her jaw set, trying to hold control with her teeth.

Danny chose his words carefully. “I don’t use it,” he said. “Not on purpose.”

Nora’s face didn’t change much, but something in her eyes did—like she’d been waiting for that answer for years and hated herself for it.

“Danny,” she said, and her voice softened. “Baby... I know you’re different. I know you’re smart. Smarter than most adults, sometimes.”

Danny flinched. He didn’t like being called smart like it was a thing other people owned.

Nora continued. “I’m not mad. I’m not scared of you. I’m scared of people who would want to use you.”

Danny stared at the folded flyer and felt a sick little wave in his stomach. His mouth began to water and he tasted the rancid, acidic saliva. His forehead began to sweat. Just as his throat began to open, Danny clenched it shut and swallowed hard.

He didn’t mean to, but he listened again—just a touch—and caught Nora’s thought like a nail snagging fabric:

Like Mark did.

Danny’s eyes lifted.

Nora saw it. Whatever flickered across his face, she saw it, and she looked away fast.

“We’re gonna register you for school today,” she said, voice brisk, like she was changing subjects on purpose. “You’re gonna keep your head down. You’re gonna be polite. You’re gonna say nothing about—” her eyes slid toward the flyer, “—that.”

Danny nodded.

“Okay,” Nora said. She moved around the kitchen, opening cabinets, pulling out bread, slapping two slices into the toaster like she was angry at it.

The toaster clicked.

The smell of warming bread filled the air, comforting and ordinary.

Danny wanted to hold onto ordinary.

He sat very still and tried not to feel the hum under the house. He tried not to feel the sedan down the street. He tried not to hear thoughts in the air like radio stations you couldn’t turn off.

Danny’s eyes shot to Nora’s phone. Then it buzzed the screen lighting up.

She grabbed it.

A text from Tess.

Nora read it, then typed back fast.

Danny caught a glimpse of the message before she turned the screen away.
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“Detective Raul Medina. Denton County. Straight shooter. Call him.”
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Nora exhaled through her nose like she’d been holding her breath too long.

“Eat,” she told Danny, shoving toast onto a plate. “We got work.”

The school office smelled like old carpet, disinfectant, and cheap coffee that had been burnt hours ago and just kept getting reheated.

A bulletin board by the door had construction paper hearts still pinned up from a holiday that was over. Someone had drawn a smiling cartoon eagle with a speech bubble that said SOAR! Danny stared at it too long and felt tired.

Nora stood at the counter with a folder of paperwork in her hand. She looked out of place and perfectly in place at the same time. Tall and straight-backed, blond hair neat, tennis-strong shoulders under a fitted jacket she’d thrown on like armor. Her face was calm in a way that made people around her move a little more carefully.

The receptionist—an older woman with glasses on a chain—looked up and smiled, then saw Nora’s expression and made the smile smaller.

“Morning,” the receptionist said.

“Morning,” Nora answered, resting the folder on the counter with careful control. “I’m here to enroll my son. Danny Woods.”

The woman’s eyes flicked to Danny. Danny stood beside Nora, hands in his hoodie pocket, trying to look like a normal eight-year-old kid and not like a kid who could hear the receptionist thinking new folks already?

The receptionist pulled out a clipboard. “We just need some basics,” she said. “Birth certificate, immunization record, proof of address—”

Nora slid papers across smoothly, one after the other, like she’d practiced.

Danny watched the receptionist’s eyes widen a hair when she saw the neat stack.

Most people came in with crumpled papers and panic. Nora came in like she could sue the building.

The receptionist tried to keep her voice casual. “Y’all just moved here from... California?”

“Yes,” Nora said.

The receptionist made a sympathetic sound. “Well. Welcome to Texas.”

Nora nodded once. “Thank you.”

While the receptionist typed, Danny’s eyes wandered. The office was warm—too warm—radiators pumping heat that made the air thick. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, and that buzz hooked into the hum Danny already felt in his skull, making it worse.

He pressed his fingertips to his jeans and breathed through it.

A man stepped out from a back office, coffee mug in hand.

He wore khakis and a button-down shirt, sleeves rolled, hair combed neat. He had the kind of smile that looked friendly until you stared too long.

“Ms. Woods?” he asked, voice smooth.

Nora turned. “Yes.”

The man extended a hand. “I’m Mr. Hargrove,” he said, shaking. “Assistant principal.”

Nora shook his hand, firm and quick. “Nora Woods.”

“And this must be Danny,” Hargrove said, looking down at Danny.

Danny looked up and forced his face into neutral.

“Hi,” Danny said.

Hargrove smiled wider. “Hi there, buddy.”

Danny didn’t want to listen.

He did anyway.

Hargrove’s thoughts weren’t messy like most people’s. They were organized. Neat. Like a desk drawer with labels.

Woods. That name again. Okay. Just be normal.

Danny’s stomach dropped.

Nora’s gaze sharpened a fraction. “Again?” she said, and her voice was polite but edged.

Hargrove blinked. “I’m sorry?”

Nora smiled with her mouth, not her eyes. “You said ‘that name again.’”

The receptionist froze.

Danny’s heart kicked hard.

Hargrove’s smile faltered, then snapped back into place. “Ma’am,” he said, laughter in his tone that didn’t reach his eyes, “I didn’t say anything like that.”

Nora tilted her head. “No?”

Hargrove held her gaze. “No. I said, ‘Woods. Great. Okay.’” He chuckled. “We get lots of new kids this time of year.”

Nora didn’t blink. She held the silence just long enough to make the receptionist’s typing stop.

Then Nora nodded. “Must’ve misheard,” she said, voice flat.

Danny stared at the floor and wished he could pull his own mind shut like a door.

Hargrove leaned on the counter, making himself part of the moment. “We’re happy to have you,” he said. “And we’ve got good resources here.”

Nora’s fingers tightened on her folder. “What resources?”

Hargrove’s smile stayed. “Tutoring. Counseling. Enrichment programs.”

Danny felt a cold thread run down his spine.

Nora’s voice stayed calm. “We’re not interested in programs.”

Hargrove lifted his hands slightly, like he was backing off. “Of course. Of course. Just letting you know what’s available.”

Danny heard it before he realized he was listening: a thin, satisfied thought behind Hargrove’s smile.

She’s gonna fight.

Danny swallowed.

The receptionist cleared her throat and slid a packet toward Nora. “Okay, Ms. Woods. We’ll need you to fill these out. Emergency contacts, medical info, that kind of thing.”

Nora took the packet. “Fine.”

Hargrove’s gaze moved to Danny, and his voice softened. “Danny, you like reading?”

Danny hesitated. “Yes,” he said.

“What do you like to read?” Hargrove asked, voice friendly.

Danny thought of the dictionary app. Thought of looking up words he heard inside people—words like sabbatical and jurisdiction and mitigate. He thought of how the definitions never captured the feelings attached.

“Science books,” Danny said. “And... maps.”

Hargrove laughed lightly. “Maps, huh? That’s a good one.”

Danny heard Hargrove’s mind tick: Smart. That tracks.

Nora’s eyes flashed, quick as a match strike.

“We’re done here,” Nora said, scooping the packet. “We’ll fill it out at home.”

Hargrove nodded, still smiling. “Sure thing. We’ll see you Monday.”

Nora turned to leave. Danny followed, legs stiff.

As they walked out, Danny caught a whisper of a thought—not Hargrove’s, not Nora’s. A passing teacher in the hallway, carrying a stack of worksheets, thinking fast and bright:

They said the program lady already stopped by the new kid’s house.

Danny’s stomach flipped.

He stumbled, just a little.

Nora’s hand shot out and steadied him on the shoulder, strong and warm through his hoodie. “You okay?” she asked, voice low.

Danny nodded too fast. “Yeah.”

Nora’s eyes searched his face. She didn’t ask again. She just guided him forward, out into the cold air like she was steering them out of a burning building.

Outside, the wind cut across the parking lot, sharp and dry. It smelled like dust and exhaust and cold pavement.

Nora stopped by the car and leaned down so her face was level with Danny’s.

“Look at me,” she said.

Danny looked.

Her eyes were steady, but her cheeks had a faint flush from anger or fear—Danny couldn’t tell which.

“Did you hear something?” Nora asked.

Danny hesitated.

He didn’t want to put that weight on her.

But he couldn’t hold it alone.

“They talked about her,” Danny said quietly. “The program lady. They already know.”

Nora’s face went still. “Who knows?”

Danny swallowed. “The school.”

Nora closed her eyes for a second, like she was counting to ten inside her head.

When she opened them again, her voice was calm—too calm. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. That’s fine.”

Danny blinked. “It’s fine?”

Nora’s mouth tightened. “No,” she said. “It’s not fine. But it’s information. And information is leverage.”

That sounded like something Nora had said to Mark once, in a fight Danny had overheard without meaning to.

Nora stood up, opened the car door, and ushered Danny in.

The car smelled like old fries from a drive-thru, Nora’s citrus perfume, and the cardboard boxes still in the back seat. Normal smells. Comforting.

Nora started the engine. The heater kicked on with a wheeze.

She pulled out of the parking lot and didn’t speak until they were halfway home.

Then she said, “We’re calling your father.”

Danny’s chest tightened.

He didn’t hate his dad.

He didn’t.

But the thought of Mark brought a storm of feelings Danny didn’t want: pride, hurt, confusion, love, anger—all tangled like earbuds in a pocket.

“Okay,” Danny whispered.

Mark answered on the second ring, and the sound behind his voice told Danny exactly where he was.

Kitchen.

Stainless steel and heat. The faint clang of pans. The sizzle of something hitting a hot surface. A voice calling “Behind!” and another snapping “Yes, Chef!”

Mark’s voice came low and tight, controlled the way it got when he was working. “Nora?”

Nora held the phone on speaker while she drove. The road hummed under the tires.

“It’s me,” Nora said, eyes on the street. “And Danny’s here.”

There was a pause. A quieter space behind Mark’s voice, like he’d stepped away from the noise.

“Hey, buddy,” Mark said, and the warmth in it hit Danny like a hand to the chest.

Danny pictured him without trying: six-two, broad shoulders under a chef coat that never stayed clean for long, shaved head that always shone a little under kitchen lights, beard tight and trimmed with those gray threads at the edges that had shown up after the Michelin star and never left. Mark stayed strong—weight lifting before dawn, protein shakes, thick forearms that had burn marks from ovens and scars from knives. He did it to survive the long hours and the pressure.

He did it because in his world, weakness got eaten alive.

“Hi, Dad,” Danny said.

Mark exhaled. “How’s Texas?”

Danny didn’t know how to answer.

Cold wind, dusty streets, a house that hummed, a woman at the door who knew his name.

“It’s... different,” Danny said.

Mark gave a short laugh. “Yeah. Texas’ll do that.”

Nora cut in, voice clipped. “We got a visit this morning.”

Mark went quiet. The kitchen sounds were farther away now. He was listening.

“What kind of visit?” Mark asked.

Nora’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “A woman. Said she was from a ‘Gifted and Exceptional Youth Program.’ She knew Danny’s name.”

Danny watched Nora’s knuckles go pale on the wheel.

Mark’s voice changed. The warmth drained out, replaced by something careful.

“How the hell would—” Mark stopped. Danny heard Mark swallow. “Did she say anything else?”

“She said routine screening,” Nora replied. “She slid a flyer under the door and left. And now the school’s already talking about her.”

Mark didn’t answer right away.

Danny hated that silence. Silence was where thoughts grew.

So Danny listened, just a little.

Mark’s mind was a heavy thing. Heat and pressure and guilt packed tight. A flash of a suited man in a hallway. A phone call. Mark saying, No. Absolutely not. Then Mark’s own fear creeping in like smoke.

I didn’t tell her address. I didn’t. I didn’t.

Danny’s stomach twisted.

Nora’s voice went colder. “Mark,” she said. “Did you tell anyone about Danny?”

Mark’s breath hitched. “No,” he said quickly. Too quickly. Then he tried again. “Nora, I haven’t— I’m not—”

“Mark,” Nora repeated, and her voice had that trial tone again. “Did you talk to anyone. At work. At the restaurant. At any—” she tightened her jaw, “—agency.”

Mark went quiet long enough that Danny felt his own hands start to sweat.

“Nora,” Mark said finally, low. “I had a conversation months ago. About... resources. It was supposed to be about scholarships and testing and—”

Nora’s laugh was sharp, humorless. “Testing.”

Mark’s voice rose just a fraction. “I was trying to help.”

Danny flinched. The air in the car felt tighter.

Nora’s eyes stayed forward, but her shoulders were locked. “Help who?” she asked softly. “Danny or you?”

Mark’s breath came out harsh. “That’s not fair.”

Nora didn’t yell. That was worse. “You promised me,” she said. “You promised me you wouldn’t treat him like a project.”

Mark’s voice dropped. “I was scared.”

Danny’s chest hurt.

He didn’t mean to, but he felt Mark’s fear now—real fear, deep fear, the kind that lived under everything else. Fear that Danny would get hurt. Fear that Danny would be taken. Fear that Mark had already opened a door he couldn’t close.

Danny squeezed his eyes shut and tried to push it away.

Nora’s voice softened, just a hair. “Mark,” she said, and Danny heard the hurt under it. “Who did you talk to?”

Mark exhaled. “Some woman,” he admitted. She comes through the restaurant sometimes. Big spender. Always in a suit. Said she had connections. Said she’d seen kids like Danny before.”

Nora’s fingers tightened again. “Name.”

Mark hesitated.

Danny’s stomach sank.

“Mark,” Nora said, and now there was steel in it.

“I don’t know her real name,” Mark said, and shame colored the words. “She went by... Archer. Like a last name. I don’t—”

Nora’s face went hard. “That’s her.”

Danny’s heart slammed.

On the phone, Mark swore under his breath. It sounded like a word he didn’t want Danny to hear, but he didn’t have time to filter it.

“I didn’t give her your address,” Mark said fast. “I didn’t. I swear to God, Nora. I didn’t.”

Nora’s voice was ice. “You gave her enough.”

Danny stared out the window. The road blurred past. The sky was pale and empty.

He felt sick, not because he was mad at his dad, but because he could feel his dad’s guilt like it was in his own stomach.

Danny didn’t like using his powers.

He liked it even less when it hurt.

Nora took a breath. When she spoke again, her tone changed—less emotional, more strategic.

“Mark,” she said, “listen to me. I need every detail you can remember. Where you met her. What she looked like. Who she was with. What she said.”

Mark’s voice steadied. “Okay. Okay.”

Nora nodded to herself as she drove. “And you’re going to call your lawyer,” she said. “Not your friend. Not some guy. Your lawyer. You’re going to tell him you may have exposed information about your child to a third party. You’re going to document it.”

Mark swallowed hard. “Nora—”

“Do it,” Nora said.

Mark’s voice went quiet. “Okay.”

Danny finally spoke, voice thin. “Dad?”

Mark’s tone softened instantly. “Yeah, buddy?”

Danny swallowed. “Are we in trouble?”

There was a pause.

Danny could hear the kitchen again in the background, the world moving while this phone call tried to hold itself together.

Mark answered carefully. “We’re... we’re gonna handle it,” he said. “You hear me? Nobody’s gonna take you. Nobody.”

Danny wanted to believe him.

But he could feel Mark’s fear under the promise, like a crack under paint.

Nora spoke again, voice low. “Mark. I’m calling a detective today.”

Mark exhaled. “Good,” he said. Then quieter: “I’m sorry.”

Nora didn’t respond to the apology. Not because she didn’t hear it. Because she didn’t have room for it yet.

She ended the call a minute later with clipped directions and a promise to update him.

When the phone went dark, the car was filled with silence and heater air.

Danny stared at his lap.

Nora drove with both hands on the wheel, eyes on the road like it was the only thing keeping her from falling apart.

After a long stretch, Nora said, “Danny.”

Danny looked up.

Nora’s voice softened, but it didn’t lose its edge. “You were right to tell me,” she said. “About the school. About what you hear.”

Danny’s throat tightened. “I didn’t mean to listen.”

Nora glanced at him, and for the first time that day, her expression cracked just enough to show the hurt underneath. “I know,” she said. “And I’m sorry you have to carry all that.”

Danny swallowed. “It’s like... when somebody cries and you feel it,” he said quietly. “Even if you don’t want to.”

Nora nodded once, like she understood in a way he couldn’t explain.

“Okay,” Nora said, voice firm again. “Here’s the plan.”

Danny listened.

“We lock down our life,” Nora said. “No social media. No school ‘programs.’ No answering unknown calls. We document everything. Dates. Times. Names. If
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