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  Chapter one
The Day After  




Alex sits cross-legged on his unmade bed, laptop balanced on knees, a plate of stale conchas crumbling at his elbow. The screen glare slicks his glasses; he pushes them up with a practiced knuckle every third sentence. It’s a compulsion: check the headline, wipe the smudge, reread.

WILLOW HIGH LOCKDOWN A “FALSE ALARM,” say officials.

He reads the quote again, fingers strumming the touchpad like a nervous metronome. “No credible threat was ever present,” insists the superintendent, his own head shot pasted beside the text. Beneath it, students in gym shorts sprint for the exits, a freeze-frame of chaos. Alex remembers the muffled, animal panic of the gym,hearing, not seeing, the lock click shut. The article claims: “The incident may have resulted from a student prank.” It doesn’t say prank call. It doesn’t specify students. And it definitely doesn’t mention the pounding on the supply closet door.

Alex opens a Notepad window. Types: “If it was a prank, why did we never see the police?” Alt-tabs back. CTRL+F for “police.” Three hits, none relevant.


A low, mechanical whine breaks the silence. Bruno, the puppy, is scratching at his door. The knob jostles once, twice. Bruno bursts in, brown blur and wet nose, claws skittering for purchase on the hardwood. Behind him, Martha’s face appears in the crack,dark circles under both eyes, scrubs stamped with cartoon bones, ID badge askew. Her hands are in latex gloves, one clutching a juice box.


Bruno launches onto the bed, and pins Alex at the waist, tongue slapping his jaw. It smells like yesterday’s hot dogs. Alex shoves him off with an elbow, but the puppy’s tail helicopters harder. Martha steps inside, surveying the battlefield of laundry, loose-leaf paper, and empty ramen wrappers.


“Boys’ room,” she sighs, but her voice is more relieved than scolding. She peels off the gloves and lets them drop to the floor.

“Are you even going to school today?” she asks.


“Not until third,” Alex says. He pushes Bruno aside and minimizes the Notepad window. “The gym is still a crime scene.”


Martha’s eyes flicker at the word crime. She sinks onto the desk chair, the vinyl seat farting under her weight. “The school says it was a drill gone wrong,” she says. “Why are you still reading about it?”


Alex glances at the juice box in her hand. “For Ricky,” he says. “He wants answers.”


Martha frowns. “Ricky just wants things to be normal.”


Bruno hops to the floor and noses at a sock. Silence. Alex types one-handed, keeping the laptop angled away from her. He’s halfway through a Reddit thread about lockdown drills when Ricky enters, heel-kicking the door with a bang that makes Martha flinch. His hoodie is half-zipped, hair in disarray.


“Is everyone obsessed with this now?” Ricky says, voice louder than the room needs. He drops his skateboard in the doorway and stands with his arms folded.


Alex doesn’t look up. “You said yourself it felt off.”


Ricky rolls his eyes. “Yeah, like everything here isn’t off. Maybe some dipshit wanted to skip a test.” He’s vibrating: foot taps, fingers flex.


Martha stands, the nurse in her now. “Ricky, you need to talk about what you saw. It’s not healthy to bottle it up.”


He grins, too wide, and flips Bruno a piece of concha. “Pretty sure Bruno’s the only one who saw anything. Except Alex, who saw conspiracies on Twitter.”


Alex closes the laptop with a snap. “They’re not conspiracies if the evidence is right there,” he says. “There were no cops. No news vans. The lockdown lasted forty-three minutes, but the fire alarm tripped only in the gym. Who does that?”


Ricky shrugs. “Who cares?” But his voice isn’t as sharp. He avoids Alex’s eyes.


“Principal said the police were sweeping,” Alex continues, relentless. “But the street outside was empty. You said so yourself.”


Ricky’s jaw tenses. “You think you’re so much smarter, don’t you?” He pushes past Bruno, who whines, and grabs a fistful of shirts from the floor. “You don’t have to solve everything, Alex.”


Alex wants to snap back, but the word solve sticks in his throat. He presses his glasses again.


“Boys,” Martha warns, “please. It’s already hard enough.”


A quiet footfall in the hall. Vanessa, at the threshold, chin ducked, hands balled in her sweater’s sleeves. She looks past Ricky, past Alex, at the wall.


“I heard someone,” she says. Voice so soft it barely stirs the air.


Bruno whimpers, head tilted.


Martha’s face softens. “Sweetie, it’s okay. It was just a.”


“No,” Vanessa says, firmer. “During the lockdown. There was a voice. Not the teacher. It sounded… desperate.”


The room holds its breath. Even Ricky is silent.


Alex opens the laptop again, types the word desperate into his notes, then looks up. “You sure?”


Vanessa nods. “It said ‘help.’ Or maybe ‘don’t go.’ I don’t remember.”


Ricky stands with his back to the room, facing the window. “I didn’t hear anything,” he says, but it sounds like a question.


Alex’s mind is already sprinting. If someone called for help, who? And why did the official statement gloss over it?


Bruno circles the bed and settles against Vanessa’s shin, nose pressed to her sock. She sits beside him, knees tucked to chest, eyes on the turtle tank in the corner. Honu glides under a rock, oblivious.


After a long silence, Martha stands and ruffles Ricky’s hair. “You two, get ready. I’ll drive.”


“Can I stay home?” Vanessa asks.


Martha hesitates, then shakes her head. “It’s good to be around friends. Talk it out.”


Vanessa doesn’t argue. She just hugs Bruno tighter.


*


At school, Alex’s steps are measured. He counts them: twenty-six from the front door to the main stairs, forty-nine from the stairs to his locker. He notices the fire alarm box: glass unbroken, tape residue around the edge. Somebody reset it. He files the observation away.


The hallways churn, but not like before; there’s an undercurrent, something colder than gossip. Alex slides to his locker and keys in the combo. As the door swings open, a folded paper flutters to the ground.


He stares at it. No name. The crease is surgical.


Alex bends, snatches it, and flips it open with a pencil eraser.


Inside, in block letters: “IT WASN’T A PRANK.”


No signature. No smudges.


His mind sparks in overdrive: who wrote it, who saw what, who wants him to know?


Alex tucks the note in his hoodie pocket. He looks up and scans the crowded hall. Every face is busy with its own drama, but he can’t shake the certainty,someone is watching him, waiting to see what he’ll do next.


His hand hovers at the glasses, but this time, he lets them slide down his nose.





Dusk stains the concrete orange at the city park, and Ricky is flying. For thirty seconds, he’s pure velocity,deck under his feet, wind in his shirt, everything else vapor. He pops a kickflip, nails the landing, rides the ripple of approval from the knot of kids draped over the benches. His sneakers slap down; the shock in his knees says he should quit while ahead. He doesn’t.


The ramps are painted over in fresh graffiti. MILK LIZARD. A blue dick. Someone’s crude drawing of the high school, windows X’d out in red. He pushes past it all, takes the long bowl at speed, grinds the edge,hits a rough patch and nearly biffs it, but recovers with a flourish.


Jake, best friend since fifth grade, waits at the top, hoodie hood up even in the heat. He nurses an energy drink, eyes flickering between Ricky and his own phone. There’s a rift between them, something new and unwelcome. Ricky tries to ignore it.


“Your brother still Sherlock-ing the lockdown?” Jake asks, tossing the can to the grass.


“He wishes,” says Ricky. “Mom told him to chill. So now he’s plotting in silence.”


Jake makes a face,either empathy or disgust. “My mom’s been on my ass, too. She thinks someone’s gonna shoot up the school.”


Ricky picks at the grip tape on his deck, digs a fingernail under the edge. “What if it wasn’t even real?”


Jake’s laugh is shallow. “Dude, everything at Willow is fake. Remember that time they canceled finals because of mold?”


He remembers. He remembers the weird, metallic taste in the air that day, too, and the way the teachers herded everyone out so fast you’d think the building was on fire. He remembers the same taste during the lockdown, or maybe that was just fear.


“I don’t know,” Ricky says, trying to sound bored. “Just seems like they’re hiding something.”


Jake shrugs and hops onto his board, rolling back and forth on the flat. “Who cares? You’re going to Maya’s party Saturday, right?”


“Yeah,” says Ricky. But the word hangs limp. He watches Jake do a lazy ollie, not even trying.


At the far side of the park, two girls from Willow huddle by the half-pipe, heads ducked together. He thinks he recognizes them,maybe from biology, or from the gym during the lockdown. They keep glancing his way. When he meets their eyes, they turn, pretending to laugh at something on their phone.



He drops in again, pushing harder. Pops a three-sixty, lands sloppy. His heel stings, and he can feel the sweat pooling at his spine. He chases the burn: up the incline, down, up again, until his thighs are jelly. Then he goes for the biggest quarter-pipe in the park. He wants to stick the landing so hard that Jake and everyone else will remember it.


He goes airborne, the moment suspended, pure silence and light. When he lands, his foot catches. The board skitters out, and he faceplants. Asphalt grinds his palms raw.


“Shit,” he mutters, sitting up. Blood wells from the heel of his left hand.


Jake jogs over, dropping beside him. “You okay?”


Ricky flexes his fingers. The scrape is worse than it looks. “Fine.”


But Jake is looking past him, at the cluster of kids by the half-pipe. “Ignore them,” Jake says, low. “They’re just talking shit.”


Ricky wants to believe him. But his ears are still ringing from the impact, so every word from the girls carries across the skatepark. He catches one: “Lila.” Another: “Since the lockdown.” Another: “She freaked out.”


He rubs his wrist, stares at the blood threading down his arm. “Did you hear about Lila Torres?” he asks, out of nowhere.


Jake gives him a wary look. “No. Should I have?”


Ricky shrugs. “Supposedly, she hasn’t talked to anyone since it happened. People are saying she saw something.”


Jake pulls his phone, scrolling, not meeting Ricky’s eyes. “People say a lot of shit, man.”


Ricky can see the reflection of the message app in Jake’s glasses. Blue bubbles, fast and frantic. “Who you texting?” Ricky asks.


Jake flushes. “Nobody.”


Ricky leans in, voice a whisper. “You don’t have to lie. I’m not going to narc.”


Jake stands, wipes his palms on his jeans. “Just Maya. She says the party’s still on. You want to pregame at my place?”


Ricky shakes his head. “Maybe.”


Jake’s already rolling away, up the sidewalk and out of the park, like the conversation never happened.


Alone on the ramp, Ricky takes a deep breath and lets it burn in his lungs. He presses the scrape on his palm until the pain sharpens, then dulls. The girls by the half-pipe are gone, replaced by a younger crew,middle schoolers, maybe.


He scans the horizon, but the sun is down and the streetlights are buzzing to life. The world is narrowing, everything closing in.


He sits on the cold concrete, skateboard at his side, thumb tracing the rough edge of the grip tape, mind looping the name: Lila. Lila. Lila. He wonders what she saw.





Vanessa sits cross-legged in her bedroom, knees hugged to her chest, mechanical pencil tight between her fingers. The turtle tank hums beside her, the pump gurgling in slow, aquatic rhythm. Honu, shell like a slick green coin, noses at a fake coral arch before settling into the gravel with an exhausted little plop.


The sketchbook in Vanessa’s lap is already three-quarters full, corners worn soft from use. She stares at the blank page for a second, then starts with the easiest line: the gym ceiling, all squares and grids, which she maps as a harsh X slashing the paper. Next, the emergency lights,her hand stutters, rough graphite halos blooming along the sketch ceiling. On the edge, she pencils in a pair of shoes, drawn from memory: bright red, flecked with something darker, maybe paint or maybe blood. Maybe just shadows.


Her room is a war between childish and grown-up. Bright string lights and manga posters on one side, makeup scattered like shrapnel on her desk. The bed is made, but the rest is chaos. Vanessa likes it that way. It’s hers.


As she shades the panic bars on the gym door, fragments of yesterday’s memory bloom under her scalp: the loudspeaker blaring, the scuff of sneakers, the low, hoarse “help” that echoed from the other side of the divider. She can’t make sense of the voice,genderless, cracked with static. She remembers the gym teacher yelling, “Everyone get down!” but the voice kept coming, like it was meant only for her.


Vanessa stares at the shoes on the page, uncertain whether she’s drawn them right. They seem to vibrate. She hates not knowing.


A tap at her door. Alex, not bothering to wait for an answer. He holds the mysterious note in one hand, the other thumb working his phone with surgical speed.


“V,” he says, “do you remember if anyone left the gym during the lockdown?”


She shakes her head. “They had us all lined up, remember? Even when people cried, the teacher wouldn’t let anyone leave.”


Alex grunts, annoyed. “Someone left. Has to be. The police didn’t find anything, but someone left.”


She waits for him to ask why she’s drawing the ceiling. He doesn’t.


Instead: “If you hear anything else, tell me first, okay? Not Ricky.” His eyes flick to the tank, then back to the note.


She nods, even though it’s a lie.


Alex backs out, already texting.


Vanessa flips the page, stares at the new blank. This time, she draws circles,big and shaky at first, then smaller and smaller, like a ripple collapsing inward.


She wants to talk to someone. Not her brothers. Not her mom, who comes home dead on her feet and pretends not to be scared. Maybe Lila Torres. Lila is weird, but in a way Vanessa respects. Rumor is, Lila didn’t scream or even flinch during the lockdown. Just sat there, arms folded, like she’d been waiting for it.

Vanessa tries to imagine being that calm. Her hands still tremble sometimes, especially when she remembers the voice.


She leaves her room, walks past Alex’s closed door, where the sound of rapid-fire typing and muffled YouTube commentary forms its own digital lockdown. Next, Ricky’s room. She hears him through the door,bass-heavy music, then a pause, then his voice, angry, on the phone.


“Dude, you saw what happened to her. Just let it go.”


Vanessa hesitates, then knocks.


No answer, but the music stops.


She pushes in. Ricky sprawls face-up on his bed, headphones askew. He gives her a sideways glance, says nothing.


Vanessa sits on the edge of his bed. “Are you okay?”


He shrugs. “Peachy.”


“Mom’s worried.”


“She’s always worried.” He rolls to his side, away from her.


Vanessa watches the back of his head, the way his hair sticks up from the pillow. “Do you think something bad happened?” she asks, voice low.


Ricky snorts. “Something always happens. People just pretend not to care.”


“Alex cares,” she says.


“Yeah, well, Alex wants everything to fit in a spreadsheet.” Ricky picks at a scab on his arm. “But the world’s messy.”


Vanessa studies the way his knuckles go white, the little tremors in his wrist.


She thinks about the sketch, the voice, the shoes.


“Did you see Lila Torres?” she asks.


Ricky props himself on an elbow, squints at her. “She was at the gym, I think.”


“Did she talk to anyone?”


Ricky frowns, thinking. “No. But she was staring at the divider. Even when they moved us to the hallway, she kept looking back.”


Vanessa files that away. She stands, pats Ricky’s shoulder, and leaves.


Back in her room, she flicks on the string lights. The turtle blinks, and she feeds him a sliver of lettuce. She runs her finger along Honu’s shell, gentle.

Then she opens her school notebook, turns to a clean sheet, and writes at the top in block letters: LILA TORRES.


Beneath it, she bullet-lists everything she knows:


 - Hardly ever talks.


 - Always sits near the exit.


 - Never eats lunch at school.


 - Reads during fire drills.


 - Parents work late.


She adds:


 - Watched the divider during the lockdown.


 - Never cried, not even once.


She stares at the list, then at her own shoes, pink with muddy toes.


Tomorrow, she’ll find Lila. She’ll ask her the questions no one else will. She’ll get the answer, or she’ll draw it until she does.


She pulls the string lights tighter around her headboard, turns off the overhead, and sits in the soft blue-pink glow, not scared anymore, just ready.


The voice in her head is still there. But now, it’s a little less lonely.







  
  Chapter two
Digging Deeper  




At 3:13 pm, the halls of Willow High stretch emptier than a Sunday,no announcements, no slam of lockers, just the tick-pop of fluorescent tubes and the squelch of janitorial sneakers mopping up the day’s debris. Alex walks with his left shoulder grazing the cinderblock, notebook open like a prayer book, gridlines already shingled with evidence. He catalogues the minor: which windows are still taped, which classroom doors bristle with the red "DO NOT ENTER" tags, who in the after-school diaspora lingers, who flees.


First target: Malik P., sophomore, hair like the inside of a kiwi and a voice already hoarse from JV practice. Alex corners him by the water fountains, flipping the notebook to a fresh page.


“You were in the east stairwell when it happened, right?”


Malik’s mouth works, chewing the edge of a paper cup. “I guess.”


“You guess or you know?” Alex doesn’t blink, pen poised. “It’s a short list.”


Malik laughs, but it’s all up in his nose. “I don’t know, man. Was running late to band. I heard the first alarm, then nothing until that security guard yelled at us to get in the gym. Felt like a drill.”


Alex jots: "east stairwell = heard alarm, no commotion; SG escorted." “Did you see any teachers in the hall?”


Malik frowns. “No. All the doors were shut, even the ones with lights on. Like, the rooms were full, but nobody wanted to come out.”


Alex leans in, lowers his voice. “Did you hear anything else? Yelling, footsteps, anything weird?”


A pause. Malik scans the corridor like someone’s recording them. “I heard someone running,” he admits, "right before the alarm." He hesitates. "Like, fast. Not a jog. Heavy, like they were getting chased. But when I looked, nothing.”


Alex nods, files it: "Running heard pre-alarm, heavy steps, no visual." He thanks Malik, pivots, and ignores the “weirdo” muttered into the fountain.


Two interviewees later, the pattern congeals: No one saw police; everyone heard conflicting noises, but only after the first alarm. A junior named Bree claims she glimpsed a figure “in a hoodie” near the admin office minutes before lockdown. Another insists it was just janitors with walkies. The more Alex presses, the more the details melt into each other,almost as if they were designed to.


He presses the bridge of his glasses, leaving a damp ghost of sweat, then wipes his hand down his shirt before copying the latest testimony. His penmanship deteriorates the longer he writes, until it’s a fever graph of cross-outs and exclamation marks.


The silence between interviewees is louder than the conversations. He stands in a dead-end corridor, alone except for the faded PA hiss and the low hum of server closets. Here, every footstep rebounds with double the force. He wonders if the walls themselves are meant to amplify paranoia.


At 3:48, Alex reaches the third floor, the forbidden zone: most doors are zip-tied, some double-taped. The only open one is room 314, the computer lab. But he’s not ready yet.


He finds two more students, both from the mathlete team, and cross-examines them about the fire alarm. The first, a senior with perfect hair and a jock’s contempt, swears the alarm stuttered. "Like, it started, stopped, then went again. Doesn’t that mean someone was messing with it?"


Alex’s heart stings with the rush. He writes it down: "Fire alarm stuttered. Possible manual override?"


The last, a sophomore who won’t look up from his phone, says he saw the security guard “in a panic,” which makes no sense, because the guards are ex-cops, all stone. Alex asks which guard, but the kid’s already down the stairs, gone.


He has almost everything he needs except the glue to hold it together. That’s when the shadow falls over his page.


Mr. Carver smells like chalk and bitterness, and his voice is quiet enough that Alex’s pen slows, almost of its own accord.


“Mr. Zarate,” Carver says, not a question.


Alex tenses, calculates how fast he can close the notebook.


“Why are you still in the building?” Carver doesn’t break eye contact, even as his shadow darkens the ruled paper. His hands are behind his back.


“Research,” Alex says. It’s not a lie, not entirely.


Carver bends, brings his face within twelve inches of Alex’s. “I hear you’ve been spreading rumors,” he says. “About what happened this week.”


Alex measures his words. “I’m not spreading anything. Just trying to make sense of it.”


Carver’s face twitches. “Sometimes, Mr. Zarate, the need to make sense of things leads to dangerous conclusions. You might not like where you end up.”


Alex’s tongue goes dry. “Isn’t it better to know?”


Carver straightens, slow. “Sometimes it’s safer to let the adults handle it.” He steps back, but doesn’t leave. “And sometimes, what you think you know is just another layer of misdirection.”


Alex sees the warning for what it is. “Is that what happened during the lockdown? Misdirection?”


Carver’s smile is thin, cold. “No comment.” He turns, and his footsteps are perfectly even, measured, as he walks away. Alex feels his heart start up again, arrhythmic and wet. He tries to steady his hand, but the pen still jitters.


He retreats into the computer lab, where the light is brighter, the world humming with the neutral anxiety of idle machines. Rows of monitors line the walls like a security grid; at this hour, only the front two are powered up. Alex checks the hall,empty,then drops into the swivel chair and tugs his hoodie low.


He keys in the generic student login, but it’s not enough. Admin access requires a bypass. He pulls the flash drive from his pocket, pops it in, and waits as the screen flickers through the familiar launch codes he wrote himself, back when he still wanted to build things instead of break them. The cursor blinks, hungry. He types: “override sysadmin / Willow1978 / -stealth -logsuppress”.


The system yields in under a minute. Security logs. Camera archives. Alarm triggers. The files open like Matryoshka dolls: the deeper he goes, the less they want to be found.


He searches “lockdown,” filters by date. The video archives are patchy,camera 3A (gym) is missing from 12:07 pm onward, replaced by a dead blue screen. He scrolls through the digital attendance: two teachers absent, no subs. The bell schedule shows an unscheduled "maintenance window" during the exact time the alarms blared. He keeps drilling.


At last, he finds it,a subdirectory, labeled with a date stamp and nothing else. Inside, a single log entry: “SYSTEM GLITCH DETECTED, ZONE 3B. MANUAL OVERRIDE INITIATED.” The time is 11:57 am, three minutes before the first alarm.


Three minutes. That’s not a glitch. That’s a setup.


He copies everything to his flash drive, glancing up after every file transfer like a soldier ducking shrapnel. There’s a queasy electricity in his bones, a feeling like he’s trespassing somewhere much deeper than school rules.


After logging out, he wipes fingerprints off the mouse. He checks the corridor: clean. He’s halfway to the stairs when he sees, through the narrow wire-glass slit, Carver’s silhouette at the far end of the hall. Watching? Or just passing?


Alex turns the other way, slips into a maintenance closet and waits out the footsteps.


When he finally emerges, the school is even quieter. For a second, he wonders if he’s the only person left in the building.


He steps into the parking lot and breathes in the chill, heart ticking fast but clean. The flash drive is hot in his hand. Tomorrow he’ll plug it in, analyze every line. He’ll find the person who triggered the override, the reason for the missing cameras. He’ll bring it to Ricky, to Vanessa, to whoever needs it.


He’s not scared. Not anymore.


He walks home with the notebook open, rewriting every fact until the story starts to make sense, even if it’s not the one Carver wants him to find.





Ricky’s heart pounds so loud he’s afraid someone will hear it through the metal of the door. He glances both ways,no headlights, no cop cars, just the scuffed backside of Willow High and a row of dumpsters. The side entrance, the one by the gym annex, is exactly as promised in the freshman hacking guide: never locked after 8 p.m. unless there’s an event. Tonight, nothing.


He tries the handle. It gives with a rubbery click.


Inside: blackness, then the shivering whine of battery-powered exit lights. The walls glow sickly green, lockers warped into giant’s teeth by the angle of the LEDs. Every step he takes echoes, the sound bouncing, multiplying. He wishes he could mute his own feet.


Ricky’s been in the building a hundred times after hours, but it’s never felt like this. Normally he’s with a team,basketball or robotics, at least a janitor somewhere clattering carts. Now it’s just him, and the air stinks of ammonia and institutional fear.


He dials brightness down on his phone and follows the route he mapped out: left past the gym, down the ramp, into the main hall. The plan is simple: AV room, copy the footage, leave before anyone notices. The only hard part is the lock, and he’s been picking those since last year. He slides a bent paperclip from his hoodie pocket and kneels by the door,standard cheapo barrel, no pins worth a damn. It takes twelve seconds to pop. He ducks inside and pulls the door shut behind him, then breathes for the first time in minutes.


The AV room smells like dust and hot plastic. Wall-to-wall racks: servers blinking, piles of tangled cords, a clamshell iMac nobody’s used since fifth grade. He finds the main terminal, wakes it up. The screen glows blue in the dark. He flexes his fingers, which are shaking, but he tells himself it’s just adrenaline.


He logs in using the password he found on a sticky note months ago: “WHSAVP4ssword.” Not even subtle. The desktop has cluttered folders, student projects, band concert edits, and a homecoming recap. He ignores them and goes straight for the system log. The mouse drags slowly, like the air is thicker here.


He pulls up the security archive. By default, it’s organized by date. He clicks on the day of the lockdown. At first, nothing looks off,clips labeled by hour, by camera, by location. Then he scrolls down and sees it: a gap between 11:59 and 12:13. No files. The gap starts exactly three minutes before the alarm.


He almost barks out a laugh. Alex was right.


He keeps looking, finds a “DELETED” folder. Inside, one file: “CAMSEC_3B_2023-04-18.mov”. Timestamped 12:00:02.


He clicks to preview, but the system locks him out. Admin-only; requires biometrics. He swears under his breath, digs through the drawers for a USB stick. Nothing. He’ll have to move it the old way.


He right-clicks the file, tries to “Restore.” No go. He tries “Copy”,system asks for credentials. He types in the generic admin: “admin1234.” It works.


The file is huge,almost 2GB for twenty minutes of video. He shoves his phone into the port, sets it to transfer, and stares at the progress bar. It crawls. He drums his fingers. He wishes he had a Red Bull.


Halfway through the transfer, he hears a noise. Floorboards creak, a thump-thump, then the rolling wheels of a mop bucket.


He kills the screen and slides under the desk. From the crack beneath the door, he sees janitor shoes: beat-up Sketchers, stained white socks. The wheels stop right outside. Ricky holds his breath. Sweat beads on his nose, tickles, but he doesn’t dare move. The bucket sloshes. The shoes stand unmoving.


Thirty seconds. Sixty. He’s counting like it’s a penalty shot.


At last, the bucket rolls on. The footsteps fade.


Ricky crawls out, checks the phone,seventy-four percent. He paces the room, checks the old iMac for fun, then sits and spins in the chair to burn off energy.


When it hits one hundred, he yanks the cord, shoves the phone in his pocket. He leaves the desktop unlocked,wants them to know someone was here.


He cracks the door, listens: nothing but the low growl of distant HVAC. He slips out, down the hall, and the stink of bleach is overpowering now.


He sprints the last stretch, burst out into the night, and doesn’t stop until he’s two blocks from the school.


He stands under a streetlight, chest heaving, and checks the file. It’s there. Two full gigs, timestamped and intact. He flips through the preview,just static, at first. He skips ahead. There’s a blur of motion, a flicker of someone moving fast past the camera. Then it freezes, skips ahead. The time jumps,twelve oh three, then twelve oh six, then blank. Someone had been in the system, cutting and stitching. He grins, almost proud.


He calls Alex before he changes his mind. “You up?”


Alex picks up on the first ring. “Did you get it?”


Ricky is about to brag, but the words stick. He’s still shaking. “Yeah,” he says. “But dude,someone’s watching those cameras.”


Alex is silent for a second. “Come home,” he says. “Bring the phone.”


Ricky starts walking, and with every step, his hands shake less. He wonders if he’ll sleep tonight, but knows he won’t.


When he’s halfway there, he replays the video. He zooms in on the freeze-frames, the ghostly blur on the camera. Hooded, running. Could be anyone. Could be him, for all he knows. But the time jumps don’t lie.


He pockets the phone and laughs, this time for real.


If it’s a game, he’s not losing.





Vanessa finds Lila Torres at the last table in the library, walled in by hardcovers and legal pads as if expecting a siege. Even her backpack is zipped, the straps crisscrossed tight. The only thing out of place: a coffee cup, untouched and bleeding cold through its cardboard sleeve.


Vanessa circles, quiet as the carpet will allow, and slides into the chair opposite. Lila doesn’t look up. Her pencil keeps moving,sketches, not notes, Vanessa can tell by the pressure and pause at each line. She recognizes the posture: alert, animal, but pretending not to be.


Vanessa’s own hands are steady, even when her wrist tinkles the Honu charm against the faux-wood tabletop. Lila’s gaze flickers once, just to the bracelet, then back to the page.


“Hey,” Vanessa says, soft. “I like your drawings.”

Lila hunches in further, as if bracing for a blow. “They’re nothing. Just doodles.”

“They’re good,” Vanessa says. She’s learned to let the silence eat up the awkwardness. It always does, eventually.

A beat. Two. Lila’s jaw works, maybe grinding a secret to dust.

Vanessa leans in, lowers her voice. “I wanted to ask about Tuesday.”

Lila’s hands stop. The pencil hovers. “I wasn’t there.”


Vanessa smiles, not buying it. “You were. I saw you, near the bleachers when they moved us to the gym.”


This time Lila’s eyes lift, dark and hard-edged. “You got a good memory.”


Vanessa shrugs. “You stood out. I was with my brothers. Everyone else was panicking. You weren’t.”


Lila’s mouth twists. “I just don’t like crowds.”


“Me neither,” Vanessa says. She glances around,two tables over, a pair of sophomores murmurs over a history packet, but nobody’s looking at them.


She tries again. “I’m not here to make you talk. I just… I heard things. During the lockdown. Stuff that didn’t make sense.”


Lila fiddles with the cup. “You and everyone else.”


Vanessa watches the edge of the legal pad. Lila’s been drawing the exit sign above the library doors, over and over, each one darker and more frantic than the last.


“Can I tell you a secret?” Vanessa whispers.


Lila blinks. “You can do what you want.”


Vanessa slides her hand across the table, palm down, not touching but near. “I heard a voice, right before they turned the alarms on. Someone was yelling, but not like a drill. More desperate.”


Lila’s breath fogs in the cold air above the coffee. “You sure you didn’t imagine it?”


Vanessa shakes her head. “No. I remember the words. They said, ‘Don’t go.’ Or ‘help.’”


Lila’s fingers tap the cup. The hollow sound is fast, anxious. “What does it matter now?” she mutters.


“I just want to know what really happened,” Vanessa says. “So it doesn’t happen again.”


Lila’s defenses start to sag. She glances over Vanessa’s shoulder at the library entrance, scanning for teachers, hall monitors, ghosts. Satisfied, she sits back. “You ever get the feeling something bad’s gonna happen, and everyone else is pretending it won’t?” Lila asks, her voice dry as static.

“Yeah,” Vanessa says. “I get that a lot.”


Lila grins, barely. “So do I.”


They sit. The library clock ticks so loud it sounds like a metronome. The sketchbook page warps under Lila’s thumb.


Vanessa waits, calm and patient, until Lila speaks again.


“I saw someone before the alarm,” Lila says. “Near the security panel, by the main office. Hoodie, face down. I thought it was just a janitor or a dumb senior trying to skip class. But then the alarms went off, and the halls were already empty.” She stops, lips pressed tight. “They were waiting for it.”


Vanessa tries to keep her breath slow, controlled. “Did you tell anyone?”


Lila laughs, sharp and small. “Who’d listen?”


“I’m listening now.”


Lila’s hands go still. “I didn’t just see them. I think they saw me.”


Vanessa’s blood goes cold. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, I was the only one in the hall, and when I turned, they were looking right at me. Like they knew I’d be there.”


Vanessa studies Lila’s face,no lie in it, just the old, familiar fear. “Do you recognize them?”


Lila shakes her head. “No. But they moved weirdly. Like they weren’t supposed to be there.”


“Did they follow you?”


“No.” Lila’s voice drops. “They let me go.”


Vanessa looks at her bracelet, the tiny turtle charm shining in the pale light. She wants to say it’s going to be okay, but that’s a lie too.


“Thank you,” Vanessa says. “For telling me.”


Lila nods, finally meeting her eyes. “You’ll keep it quiet?”


Vanessa nods. “Promise.”


But already, she’s thinking of what Alex and Ricky will say. She’s thinking of the voice on the other side of the wall, and of the person who saw Lila and let her walk away.


After a few more minutes, Lila packs up and leaves, coffee cup still full. Vanessa waits for the doors to shut, then opens her own notebook. She writes, in block letters:


SOMEONE IS WATCHING.


Then she draws a tiny turtle, armored and safe, in the margin. Just to remind herself what matters.








  
  Chapter three
Fractured Bonds  




The kitchen table is a crime scene. Alex lays out the evidence: printouts still warm from the library copier, three sets of highlighters, the infamous note from his locker centered like a corpse toe tag. He taps the surface with a mechanical pencil, drumming time. Ricky and Vanessa form a perimeter on the opposite side, hunched and wary.


Martha’s at the sink, elbows deep in suds, but her eyes keep darting back to the table’s chaos. She’s not fooling anyone. Bruno sits on his haunches beneath the bench, tail dusting up a storm, ready to bolt at the first sign of drama.


“Okay,” says Alex, sweeping the room with his best PowerPoint-voice. “Here’s what no one is saying.” He drags a printout into the sunbeam, the lines of code like static through the blinds. “There’s a system login, three minutes before the fire alarm. Admin password, but not from the main office. And look,”


He slides the sheet toward Ricky, who recoils like it’s an eviction notice. “It was probably just the IT dude fixing something,” Ricky says. “Or a scheduled update. You know how this stuff works.”


Alex’s glasses slip down his nose, catching the glare. “School IT does not work like this,” he says. “I checked the logs. There’s nothing scheduled for that day, and nobody’s supposed to have access except the principal, security, and,”

“,and maybe a janitor,” Ricky cuts in, voice sharp, but the look on his face is pure bluff. “Seriously, man. You’re obsessed.”


“Just listen,” Vanessa says. Her voice is smaller, but the tone is anchor-heavy. She leans in, hair falling over her face, scanning the printout for herself. “Can I see the other one?”


Alex passes it over. She reads fast, lips moving. He likes that about her,never needs to be told twice, never fakes a question. He feels the old surge, the one that tells him he’s on the right track, but Ricky is already shaking his head.


“Even if it’s weird,” says Ricky, “it’s not like we’re the only ones who noticed. There’s probably a boring reason. You just want it to be a conspiracy because it’s better than the truth.”


Alex doesn’t answer. Bruno senses the temperature drop and slinks under the table, pawing at Vanessa’s shin. She reaches down and rubs his ear without breaking eye contact with the page.


Martha slams the faucet closed. “Can you boys not argue for one meal?” she says. She gestures at the papers, suds dripping. “If someone finds out you’re poking around, you’ll get detention. Or worse.”


Alex pushes his glasses back up. “I’m not scared of detention,” he says.


“Maybe you should be.” Ricky’s voice cracks, just a sliver, and then he laughs it off. “Can we eat like humans for once, or are you going to hack the casserole too?”


Vanessa shoves the printout across the table. “You should look at this, Mom. Alex might actually be onto something.”


Martha dries her hands on her jeans and walks over. She picks up the page like it’s evidence in a court case. “Why are you printing these at home?” she asks.


“I’m not,” says Alex. “The library. Cheaper than home ink.”


Martha eyes him. “That’s not what I meant.” Her face is set, tired and dark around the eyes, but underneath is something softer,maybe fear.


Vanessa breaks the silence. “I talked to Lila Torres. She saw someone at the security panel before the lockdown. Hoodie, face down. They were waiting for the alarm.”


Alex feels a hit of adrenaline. “Exactly.”


Ricky throws his hands up. “What is wrong with you two? You’re acting like it’s a murder mystery. Nobody even got hurt. It was a drill. They told us,”


“They lied,” says Alex.


He says it quiet. But it lands hard. Ricky’s jaw locks up.


“Boys.” Martha is warning now, her voice the same one she uses on psych patients too wild for the ER. “This isn’t healthy. You need to let it go. You’re making your sister anxious.”


Vanessa says nothing, just twists the string on her hoodie until it knots. Bruno circles her feet, tail thumping a nervous tattoo on the vinyl floor.


Alex stands, papers shaking in his hand. “If nobody cares, fine. But I’m going to find out.”


Ricky’s chair screeches as he stands. “You know what, Alex? Get a life.” He throws the chair backward,it topples, clatters, Bruno bolts,then stalks down the hall, fists balled.


Martha winces. “Now look.”


Vanessa starts to follow, but Alex cuts her off with a glance. “I’ve got it,” he says.


He waits until the footsteps fade, then scoops the printouts together. He folds the locker note into a square and tucks it in his pocket. “Sorry, Mom,” he says. “I’ll clean up.”


Martha sighs. “Just be careful.”


Vanessa watches him, eyes wide but steady. “What are you going to do?”


Alex zips the folder into his backpack and shoulders it. “I need to see Carver’s office. Alone.”


Vanessa hesitates, but then nods. “I’ll cover.”


Alex is out the door before the conversation can turn into another lecture.


He steps into the bruise-purple evening, the air humming with the promise of storm. As he walks, he rehearses the script in his head: where to enter, which cameras to dodge, what to do if he’s caught. The printouts thump against his spine, more real than armor.


He presses the glasses up again and squares his shoulders.


If it’s a game, he will not lose.






Ricky cuts through the alleys behind Willow High, sneakers grinding up the last of the winter sand, each breath clouding in the blue haze of dusk. The maintenance lot is where secrets go to get beat up: strip of dirt, chain-link fence gapped from years of bent rule, concrete shed crusted with stickers and fresh tags. “MILK LIZARD” has mutated into “KILL LIZARD,” black marker bleeding over the paint. Every story the school tells about the place is true.


Tonight, Ricky’s got the shakes. Not from fear,he tells himself,but from anticipation, from the way the cold air bites at his jaw and ears. He slides through the gap in the fence, snags his hoodie on a twist of wire, and laughs at himself because why not. He’s in deep anyway.


Kyle is waiting, arms folded, back to the shed wall. His head is shaved cleaner than Ricky remembers, and his jawline has gone full villain since expulsion. Nobody in Ricky’s year called Kyle anything but Psycho. He earned it.


“Hey,” says Ricky. He keeps his voice up, a little too loud. “You get my message?”


Kyle doesn’t blink. “Yeah. You alone?”


“Duh. What do you think this is, a sting?”


Kyle’s eyes twitch toward the fence, then back. “You brought the money?”


Ricky snorts. “It’s not a buy, man. Just questions.”


Kyle’s face darkens. “I said a hundred if you want answers. Otherwise, beat it.”


Ricky steps closer, glass crunching underfoot. “I got sixty. Cash.” He fans the bills, but Kyle doesn’t move to take them.


Instead, he stares at the money, then at Ricky. “Nobody told you to ask about the lockdown.”


Ricky grins, hoping to provoke. “Since when do you care about school drama?”


Kyle’s knuckles go white. “Since it almost got me arrested. They tried to pin that shit on me.”


“Did you do it?” Ricky asks, holding the smile.


Kyle lunges, grabs Ricky by the collar, slams him against the wall. The impact stings, concrete grit cutting into his shoulder blades. Kyle’s breath is pure menthol and rot. “You wanna die, Zarate?”


Ricky says nothing, waiting out the threat.


Kyle shakes him once, then lets go. “Nobody was supposed to get hurt,” he says. “It was just a warning.”


“Then what went wrong?” Ricky asks, voice suddenly thin.


Kyle spits on the ground. “Someone else triggered the alarm. Not me. Not even the janitors. The system’s old, but nobody’s supposed to have those codes.”


Ricky’s fingers clench and unclench. “Then who?”


Kyle grins, but it’s all teeth. “Why do you care?”


Ricky shrugs. “I hate being lied to.”


Kyle laughs, bitter and harsh. “Get in line.” He turns his back, kicks at a crushed Red Bull can. “If you know what’s good for you, drop it. You’re not a cop. They’re not gonna believe you anyway.”


Ricky watches him stomp around, eyes tracing the raw violence in his stride. “You ever think about coming back?” he asks.


Kyle’s head snaps around. “Not a chance. I’m done with that shithole.” He glances at the school, barely visible beyond the lot, windows like dead eyes. “Let it burn.”


The silence blooms, raw and ugly.


Ricky wants to break it, but Kyle gets there first. “Look, I gotta go.” He shoulders his backpack, starts for the fence.


“Hey,” Ricky calls. “If you hear anything,about who’s really behind it,let me know.”


Kyle doesn’t stop walking. “Don’t count on it.”


The lot empties out, just Ricky and the stink of spray paint and piss.


He stands there until his fingers go numb, then bolts home, skipping every other step. By the time he slams his door, his heart has found a new rhythm, one that sounds like warning sirens.


*


He’s supposed to be grounded,no phone, no nothing. But Martha is passed out in the recliner, and Alex is off doing whatever future valedictorians do on a Thursday night. Ricky locks himself in the bathroom, brings up the WiFi on his old phone, and starts searching. Kyle’s digital fingerprints are all over the local message boards: threats, memes, chain posts about blowing up the school that everyone used to laugh at.


He digs deeper. Willow’s archives go back ten years. The old forum is still up, barely. He finds Kyle’s handle in the member list, and clicks through the posts. Most are garbage, but three months before the lockdown, Kyle started a thread: “SOME PEOPLE NEED TO FEEL WHAT WE FELT.” The first reply is his own, a manifesto about humiliation and revenge.


Ricky scrolls and scrolls, the text getting meaner, less funny. By the end, Kyle is naming names. Teachers. Security guards. Even Carver.


He takes screenshots, one after another, thumb working until it blisters. He can’t stop.


At the bottom of the thread is a single link: a YouTube video, long since deleted, but the cached title sticks in his brain: “MAKE THEM LISTEN.”


Ricky doesn’t sleep that night, but it’s not fear that keeps him up. It’s the sense that something’s about to snap, and that he’s standing too close when it does.


He sends the screenshots to his new email account, encrypts them with a password even Alex wouldn’t guess.


He wants to tell someone. He wants to warn the world.


But for now, he just sits in the blue glow and waits for the sun to rise, watching the cursor blink like a pulse.





The library after hours is a terrarium,glass walls, recycled air, everything humid with the breath of too many books and too little circulation. Vanessa claims her favorite alcove, a table tucked behind Atlases and Language Arts, and unzips her backpack so Honu can get a glimpse of the world beyond plastic tank. He peers out, blinking slow, face wedged against the mesh, a little Buddha in exile.


Lila arrives in silence. She’s shed her black hoodie but not the paranoia; her eyes flick from shelf to exit, shelf to window, as if expecting the Ghost of Gym Teachers Past to burst in at any second. She slides into the seat across from Vanessa, arms folded so tight the veins go blue.


“Nice turtle,” she says, but it comes out as static, not sarcasm.


“His name’s Honu,” Vanessa says, “which means turtle.” She offers a dumb smile. “In Hawaiian.”


Lila runs a finger along the table’s gouged surface. “Why do you bring him to school?”


“He hates being alone,” says Vanessa, and in that moment, she means herself as much as the turtle.


A minute passes, slow and raw. Vanessa can hear the custodial cart rattling through the front office, the distant laugh of kids outside, the wet smack of Honu suction-cupping to the lid.


Lila leans in. “You said you wanted to talk. So talk.”


Vanessa glances at the empty shelves. “You remember the lockdown.”


Lila’s mouth twitches. “Nobody doesn’t.”


“I heard you saw something,” Vanessa says. She keeps her voice low, tries for gentle. “In the hallway, by the admin wing.”


Lila’s fingers trace circles on the tabletop, faster now. “I saw someone, yeah. Hoodie, face covered. They were messing with the panel. But they were gone before the first alarm.” She shakes her head. “I thought maybe it was Kyle, or one of the dropout kids. They always talk big.”


Vanessa nods. “Why haven’t you told anyone?”


Lila’s stare goes sharp. “Because someone’s watching. I get these texts,blocked number. Or sometimes it’s just ‘?’ or ‘don’t.’” She pulls out her phone, scrolls, and turns it so Vanessa can see: a string of blank messages, one after another, like a drumbeat.


“Who do you think it is?” Vanessa asks.


Lila shrugs, but it’s all show. “Could be anyone. But the teachers, they act like nothing’s wrong. I tried to tell Carver and he just smiled.”


Vanessa’s hands shake, but she hides them under the table. “We believe you,” she says. “Me, and my brothers. We want to find out who did it.” She pauses. “Will you help?”


Lila hesitates, then nods. “I just don’t want to get disappeared.”


“You won’t,” says Vanessa. “Promise.”


Honu climbs halfway out, front claws gripping the fabric edge. Lila grins, real this time, but quick.


Vanessa feels the tension crack, just a little.


“Did you see their face at all?” she asks.


“No. Just eyes. Brown, maybe. And they walked like,” Lila’s hands do a loose, twitchy dance. “Like they knew every camera spot. Never looked up.”


Vanessa files it away. “Was anyone else with you?”


Lila glances at the door. “Maybe. I heard someone else running, but it was muffled. Could’ve been anyone.”


A squeak interrupts,the librarian’s cart, rubber wheels begging for WD-40, rounding the corner. Both girls snap straight, hearts in throats, but the librarian just hums and dumps a pile of returns at the next table.


“Sorry,” whispers Vanessa, and they both laugh, nerves burning off.


Lila covers her hand with Vanessa’s. “If you get close to the truth, let me know. I want to see them pay.”


Vanessa nods. “We will.”


She tucks Honu back into the pack, zips it up, and waits for Lila to leave first. She watches her thread the maze of stacks, small and quick and just a little less haunted than before.


When the library is empty, Vanessa sits in the blue hush, doodling turtles and brown-eyed ghosts on the margins of her math homework.


She’s never been more scared. Or more certain.








  
  Chapter four
The Cost of Truth  


The air in Willow High after hours is colder, less a temperature than an absence. At 9:07 p.m., the only lights in the whole east wing are red exit signs and the sickly green glow of emergency bulbs. The carpet, meant to deaden noise, eats even the sound of Alex’s footsteps. He’s dressed the way he read about in forum posts,dark jeans, layers, gloves, everything soft,except for the glasses, which reflect every sliver of light in the world.
He moves with the practiced carefulness of someone who expects, at every turn, to be caught.
Tonight, the custodial staff are all in the gym. Alex’s phone pings the local WiFi, counts the signals, finds the gap where Carver’s office sits,a dead zone, by design. He counts forty-three steps from the main stairwell, dodges the cleaning cart left abandoned mid-hall. The building smells of bleach and old ambition.
Carver’s door is old-school: heavy, with a brittle window the width of a candy bar, and a deadbolt that looks more serious than it is. Alex kneels, breathes through his nose, and pulls out the tension wrench and L pick. He’s practiced on his own front door, on the mailbox, on every lock he’s ever been able to justify as “family property.” Still, the first minute is all nerves, fingers numb. He pictures the tumblers as teeth. Counts to three.
On the third try, there’s a subtle click. The kind of click that in spy movies would be followed by a swarm of laser dots, but here, it’s just him, and the creak of hinges.
He slips inside.
Carver’s office is a cave. The only window faces the blank side of the building, closed by blinds. The air is warmer, with a faint ozone tang. The desk, massive and dark, sits at the far wall, perfectly neat except for a small stack of blue test booklets and a glass of something brown and mostly melted.
Alex moves fast. He closes the door behind him, checks the sightlines. No motion, no hint of alarm. The office computer is an ancient Dell with a sticky spacebar. He flicks on his phone flashlight for three seconds, enough to orient, then lets his eyes adjust. 
The walls are crowded with plaques,years of service, Teacher of the Year, something from the city council. The filing cabinets are labeled in perfect block letters: ATTENDANCE, PERSONNEL, DISCIPLINE, INCIDENTS. He itches to open them all, but time is not a friend tonight.
The computer is locked. Alex jabs at the keyboard; the login screen demands a password. He tries the two he guessed earlier (“CarverHistory” and “WHSRULES”), neither work. He tries “Carver1978.” The system hesitates, then grants him access.
He grins. Underestimation is his favorite advantage.
First, email. The inbox is mostly junk,meeting reminders, angry parent missives, district memos. He sorts by date, scans for subject lines with “lockdown,” “incident,” or “security.” There’s a cluster from two days after the event, all from the same address: “PRINCIPAL OFFICE - URGENT.”
He opens the first.
Carver,Please ensure all staff maintain the narrative that the alarm was a malfunction. If approached by media, refer to attached statement only. Do not discuss the contents of the faculty meeting under any circumstances. We have not confirmed a credible threat. The district is relying on your discretion.
The second:
You are required to provide access logs for all security panel entries during the event window. Do not retain local copies. IT will handle the deletion. Please respond by EOD.
The third:
There will be no further investigation unless ordered by the district. Thank you for your cooperation. Remember: reputation is everything.
Alex reads them twice. His hands tremble. He selects the thread, right-clicks “Print to PDF,” and saves it to the desktop. Then he finds the folder marked “Incidents”,inside are incident reports, security footage summaries, and a file titled “Student Statement Summaries.” He opens it. Names redacted, but the accounts are damning.
He clicks “Copy to USB.” His own drive is fingerprinted and painted black; he plugs it into the port, watches the file transfer bar crawl across the screen. Thirty percent. Fifty. Seventy.
That’s when he hears it. The faintest thud from the hallway.
Alex freezes, breath trapped in his chest. He kills the monitor, yanks the drive, pockets it. He slides behind the desk, crouches, ears roaring. The office door handle rattles, then the door swings open with a hydraulic hiss.
Carver’s silhouette is a blacker shadow in the darkness, but his voice is sharp and dry.
“You want to explain this?” 
Alex keeps perfectly still. Carver steps in, flicks on the desk lamp. The room is instantly exposed: papers, coffee, the slight glint from the USB drive still warming the port.
Carver’s eyes fall on it. “Who are you?” he demands. “Step out.”
Alex stands, blood thrumming in his head. “Just wanted answers,” he says, voice steady even as his legs jitter. “About the lockdown.”
Carver’s mouth forms a perfect line. “You’re Zarate, aren’t you?”
Alex says nothing.
Carver closes the door, leans back against it, arms folded. “You’re in a lot of trouble, Mr. Zarate. This is criminal trespass. The district will be notified. Your college applications,”
Alex interrupts. “You lied about the alarm. You erased the evidence. Why?”
Carver’s face goes still. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Alex steps back, but his spine is up now, jaw set. “I have the emails. The logs. All of it.”
Carver’s nostrils flare. He moves around the desk, slow and predatory, blocking the exit. “Give me the drive. Now.”
Alex’s mind runs wild,calculates outcomes, escape routes, possible leverage. “You’ll bury it, like you buried everything else.”
Carver’s hand slams the desk, rattling the glass. “You think you’re a hero? You have no idea what’s at stake. I protected this school.”
“From what?” Alex’s voice spikes, almost breaks. “From the truth?”
Carver’s lips curl, half a smile, half a snarl. “From people like you,who think one bad day means burning it all down.”
Alex takes his shot. He grabs the chair, angles it between them, and hurls it toward Carver’s knees. Not a weapon, just a distraction. It works: Carver staggers, curses, and in that beat, Alex darts for the gap.
He’s out the door before Carver regains balance. The hallway is longer than he remembers, and his lungs claw for air. Behind him, Carver’s voice: “You’ll regret this!” and then the sharp clack of dress shoes in pursuit.
Alex sprints, vision narrowing. He rounds the corner, almost slips, then regains and cuts into the science wing. He knows these halls better than anyone,every shortcut, every blind spot.
He can hear Carver gaining, the man’s breath a furnace of rage.
At the end of the hall, Alex spots the janitor’s closet. He dives inside, slams it shut, and kills his phone flashlight. He jams himself between the mop bucket and the wall, every muscle screaming.
Outside, Carver’s footfalls slow. They linger. For a moment, Alex thinks he’s caught.
But Carver moves on, cursing under his breath, shoes echoing off into the depths of the empty school.
Alex waits a count of sixty, every second a pulse in his ears. When he finally emerges, the world is hushed
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