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The sun was bright over Coney Island. Waves rolled in rhythmically against the shore, the salty breeze curling through the city like a whisper of summer.

Miles Thatcher didn’t notice any of it.

His heart was thudding louder than the ocean as he stepped through the gates of Edison Inter College — a brick high school tucked between apartment blocks and the A train tracks. Tenth grade was supposed to be about tests and textbooks, but today, he was thinking about Lucy.

He climbed the stairway to the fourth floor, sneakers squeaking slightly with each step. And then he saw her.

Lucy stood at the far end of the hallway balcony, gazing out over the schoolyard. The wind played with strands of her hair. She looked unreachable. Golden.

Miles didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the wooden boomerang from his backpack — his weird little party trick, one he thought might make her laugh — and ran toward her.

As he flung it into the open space behind her, he pulled her into a sudden hug.

But instead of laughing, Lucy screamed.

“Don’t touch me!!” she yelled, jerking away from him.

Confused, Miles released her instantly. “Lucy, what happened?”

Before he could understand her reaction, he caught movement in the corner of his eye.

“Lucy!! Move!”

She stepped aside just in time — and the returning boomerang slammed directly into Miles’s face.

Darkness.

After 10 mins, Miles woke up with a pounding headache, surrounded by a semicircle of students. Their faces blurred in and out of focus. Across the hallway, Lucy was in tears, speaking to the principal, who scribbled something urgently onto a notepad.

Miles blinked rapidly, trying to sit up. His stomach churned. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

That afternoon, Miles sat stiffly in the principal’s office beside his father. Everything felt sterile and tense — the humming air conditioner, the ticking clock, the quiet fury in his dad’s eyes.

The principal leaned forward across her desk, her voice sharp.

“Harassment, Mr. Thatcher? At your age?”

Miles’s eyes widened. “Ma’am, no! It’s not like that! We’re in love!”

His father turned to him with disbelief written all over his face. The principal arched an eyebrow and glanced at Lucy, who sat across from them with her hands in her lap.

Lucy’s voice was trembling but firm.

“He’s lying. He’s not even my friend.”

The words shattered something inside him.

“What are you saying, Lucy?” Miles whispered.

“Sit down,” his father hissed beside him, trying to hold in his anger.

The principal sighed. “We’ll speak to other students from your class and get the truth. In the meantime...”

“No one knows about our relationship,” Miles cut in desperately. “We kept it secret, ma’am...”

“He’s making it up,” Lucy said, her voice cold now, almost unfamiliar.

The room went quiet for Miles.

The reprimand. The slip of paper being handed to his father. The humiliation. It all blurred into a distant fog.

He kept staring at Lucy, trying to make sense of it all — how a girl who once smiled at him could now pretend he meant nothing.
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The living room felt colder than usual, though sunlight streamed through the windows. Miles stood rigid, a schoolbag still slung over his shoulder, while his father paced the floor like a storm held barely at bay.

“You think I’m stupid, Miles?” his father barked, eyes blazing. “Is this how I raised you? Getting dragged into the principal’s office over some harassment nonsense?”

Miles flinched. “It’s not what they think, Dad. I swear. Me and Lucy... we’re—”

“You’re what?!” his father snapped. “Don’t say friends. Don’t even think of saying love.”

“We are close!” Miles said, his voice cracking. “We’re in love... or—very close at least. It’s not what you’re imagining.”

His father stopped pacing. He turned slowly to look at his son, the disappointment on his face sharper than any slap. “You know what? Fine. Prove it.”

Miles blinked. “What?”

“Bring someone. One person—just one—who’ll say that what you’re saying is true. That you and Lucy were close. Do that, and I won’t send you back to your mother in New Jersey.”

That threat landed like a punch. Miles’s heart dropped.

“No, Dad... please. Don’t send me to her. Not New Jersey. Not to—”

“I should’ve sent you there last summer,” his father muttered. “She would've straightened you out. No room for drama with your mother.”

“I’ll get someone!” Miles said quickly. “A friend. They’ll tell you—”

His father’s voice dropped into a warning growl. “If you walk out of here and bring one of your idiot friends with some cooked-up story—God help you, Miles—I’ll punish you like never before. You understand?”

Miles took a breath.

“I’m not bringing a friend,” he said softly.

His father narrowed his eyes.

“I’m bringing Lucy’s dad.”

The room went still.

His father's expression faltered, the anger briefly giving way to stunned disbelief.

“Lucy’s... what?”

“He wasn’t in town today. That’s why he didn’t come to school. But if anyone knows how close we are, it’s him. I’ll ask him. He’ll tell you the truth.”

His father's mouth opened and shut again. For the first time, he had no words.

Miles turned and walked toward the door—heart pounding, hands cold—but more certain of himself than he had been all day.

Miles stood frozen outside Lucy’s house, staring at the quiet brownstone like it was the gate to a battlefield. His feet felt glued to the pavement. He hesitated, clenched his jaw, and finally climbed the steps, his heart pounding.

Just ask him to tell the truth. That’s all. He’s a reasonable man. Maybe he knows. Maybe...

He raised his hand to knock—but the door burst open before he could touch it.

“Miles!” Lucy’s father shouted, his eyes blazing. “How dare you come here after what you did?!”

Miles flinched.

“Sir, I just want to—”

But Lucy’s father was already storming forward.

“You’ve got some nerve showing your face here!”

Miles didn’t wait to hear another word. He turned and ran. Fast.

“Don’t you dare run from me!” the man roared, barreling after him down the street.

Miles bolted around a corner, heart racing. Behind him, Lucy’s father kept shouting threats and insults as the chase twisted through sidewalks and alleys.

Past a corner deli. Over a low fence. Through a narrow alley lined with garbage bins. His lungs burned.

Finally, he dove behind a rusty dumpster behind an abandoned laundromat, crouching low.

The heavy footsteps faded.

Silence.

Miles waited, barely breathing, until he was sure the coast was clear. Then, slowly, he exhaled and leaned back against the wall.

“That... went well,” he muttered sarcastically, wiping the sweat from his forehead.
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Miles burst into the house, panting and flustered. His father's gaze cut through him like a knife—stern, silent, and burning with disappointment. Without exchanging a word, Miles headed straight for his room.

His hands trembled as he opened the closet and yanked his duffel bag free. He didn’t pack carefully. He didn’t even think. T-shirts, notebooks, a toothbrush—anything he could grab landed in the bag. The zipper groaned as he forced it shut.

Downstairs, the house was quiet. Too quiet. His father didn’t follow. Didn’t stop him. Maybe that hurt more than yelling would have.

Penn Station buzzed with movement, but Miles felt like a ghost among the crowd. When the train to New Jersey pulled in with a metallic groan, he stepped on board, dragging his life behind him in a black canvas bag.

Inside the train, he took a window seat. Streetlights flickered by in gold streaks, warping his reflection in the glass. His face looked older. Tired.

Why did she lie?
Did she panic? Or was I just another story she wanted to end?
What happened to Lucy?

His heart didn’t have the answers. Only questions. Questions, the rhythm of the moving train couldn’t quiet.

He pressed his forehead to the cool glass and closed his eyes.

Elsewhere in the city, Lucy sat cross-legged on her bed, bathed in the amber glow of a desk lamp. Her room was calm. Still. The storm was elsewhere—at school, in her father's anger, in the boy now speeding out of New York.

But not here.

Not tonight.

She opened a fresh notebook. The first page was blank, full of possibility. She clicked her pen and paused, then wrote slowly across the top:

Lucy Pearl

She stared at the name for a moment—softly, like it had a heartbeat.

Then she smiled.

Not a smile of relief. Not mischief. Just peace. The quiet joy of a girl who had chosen who she wanted to be, and written it down.
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​Chapter 2
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A montage of moments, stitched together by silence and suspicion, followed Miles like a shadow as the years went by.

The train to New Jersey didn’t just take him to another city—it transported him into another version of himself. The kind that looked twice before trusting, that rewound conversations in his head for hidden meanings, that stopped believing in things left unsaid.

In classrooms, he'd raise his hand not to answer questions—but to ask better ones. “Why did that happen?” “What’s missing?” “Who gains from this?” His teachers called it curiosity. His therapists called it trauma. He simply called it truth-seeking.

Trust, once something he offered freely, became a tightly guarded vault. Friendships flickered but never burned long. He liked people, he just didn’t believe them.

Somewhere between late-night Google searches and ink-stained fingers from student newspapers, a fire sparked. The kind that demanded answers. The kind that knew there was always more beneath the surface. By the time he turned twenty-two, Miles Thatcher wasn’t just a survivor of heartbreak—he was a journalist.

He had learned to ask questions the world didn’t want to answer. And he wouldn’t stop until he found out why.
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The press room inside the senator’s estate buzzed with restless anticipation. A cluster of reporters clutched their notepads and microphones, all waiting for the much-hyped press conference.

A door creaked open. The senator’s secretary stepped in, his expression already spelling bad news.

“The press meet is canceled,” he announced curtly.

A few groans followed.

“Why?” one journalist called out.

“Sir’s not feeling well.”

The group began to shuffle out, disappointment in their steps. Except one.

Miles sat still, drumming his fingers against his thigh, eyes narrowed. Something didn’t feel right.

A quick flash in his memory—the senator, moments before the announcement, casually whistling to himself.

Another flash—workers rushing into the backyard with piles of marigold garlands and boxes of ceremonial items.

Miles stopped drumming.

He followed instinct. Hopping onto his motorbike, he tailed the senator’s convoy at a careful distance. His eyes locked onto the lead vehicle as it snaked through the streets, eventually halting at a gated property on the city’s edge.

From a nearby rooftop, he watched. The senator stepped out, flanked by men in crisp uniforms and others in unsettling maroon robes, their faces partially covered. A strange energy hung in the air—ominous, ceremonial.

At the far end of the clearing, a girl was tied up, thrashing weakly, her cries muffled.

Miles launched his drone.

It zipped through the sky, recording everything from above. The senator lit a lamp. Incense swirled into the air. The cult formed a tight circle. It was a ritual—but not one meant for public eyes.

A sharp squeak broke through the chanting.

Everyone turned.

Eyes darted upward. The drone hovered above them.

“Get it!” the senator barked.

Chaos erupted. Stones were thrown, curses hurled. Miles tried to retreat the drone, but not before capturing the image of the girl... and something else he couldn’t quite understand.

The drone got stuck in a tree.

One of the senator’s goons climbed up to retrieve it. Just as he reached for it, the drone sprang to life and shot toward his face. He screamed and fell through the branches.

Miles was already on the move.

His bike weaved through narrow alleys, goons hot on his trail. But he was prepared—his drone zipped back toward the senator, now recording every frantic movement from above.

A few blocks later, he skidded to a stop, eyes glued to the screen. What he saw made his blood run cold.

The cult... they had turned.

In the footage, the girl was being released. But then—without warning—they attacked the senator. A blade flashed. His body crumpled.

Behind him, footsteps. Guns cocking.

The goons surrounded him.

One of them sneered, “We were supposed to offer that girl as the sacrifice. But maybe we’ll give them you instead.”

Miles looked up slowly, no fear in his eyes.

“You’ve got it all wrong,” he said, showing them the screen. “The senator wasn’t giving a sacrifice. He was the sacrifice.”

They froze.

Silence.

Then, panic.

The men bolted, racing back toward the clearing, desperate to save a man already lost.

Miles stood alone in the alley, his bike silent beneath him, his thoughts louder than ever. He looked back at the drone footage, at
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