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​PROLOGUE: The Monster Who Loved Her
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No one ever suspects the boy who holds your hand in the hallway.

The one who tucks your hair behind your ear.

The one who walks you home when it gets dark.

The one who knows your favorite song, your biggest fears, the way you cry when you think no one can hear you.

They never look twice at the boy who smiles softly and keeps his hands warm in his hoodie sleeves.

Because monsters are supposed to look like monsters.

They’re supposed to hide in alleys.

In basements.

In nightmares.

Not in classrooms.

Not in friend groups.

Not in love.

Isla believed Ash was her safe place.

She believed his arms were where the world couldn’t touch her.

She believed that whatever darkness lived inside him was only pain, not something dangerous.

She believed she could save him.

But monsters don’t always want to be saved.

And some of them don’t lurk in the shadows.

Some of them sleep beside you.
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​Chapter 1: Six of us
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The bell rang, and the hallway exploded into noise.

Lockers slammed. Laughter echoed. Shoes squeaked across tile floors. Someone down the hall yelled about a missing math book, and somewhere near the stairwell, a group of freshmen were already arguing about homecoming.

To everyone else, it was just another normal day at Blackwood High.

To Isla, it felt like the beginning of something she couldn’t yet see.

She stood at her locker, tugging her hoodie sleeves down over her hands while Mae leaned against the locker beside her, scrolling through her phone.

“I swear,” Mae muttered, “if my mom grounds me one more time for literally breathing wrong, I’m running away.”

Isla smiled faintly. “You’d make it like... two blocks.”

Mae snorted. “True. But it’d be a dramatic two blocks.”

Theo appeared behind them, slinging his backpack over one shoulder. “Jace is already late,” he announced. “Again.”

Zara followed, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “He texted me that he ‘tripped over life.’ Whatever that means.”

Isla laughed softly — the sound light, almost fragile — and for a moment everything felt normal.

Six friends.

Six familiar faces.

Six pieces of the same safe little world.

And then Ash stepped into the hallway.

He didn’t say anything at first. He just walked up behind Isla and gently rested his chin on her shoulder, his arms sliding loosely around her waist.

“Hey,” he murmured near her ear.

Her heart instantly softened.

“There you are,” she said quietly, leaning back into him. “I was wondering where you went.”

“Bathroom,” he replied. “You know how I hate crowds.”

She nodded, understanding. Ash had always been like that — distant from noise, distant from people, distant from chaos. He liked quiet. He liked shadows. He liked her.

Mae shot Isla a playful look. “We’re going to lunch later, right? All of us?”

“Yeah,” Isla said. “Same table.”

“Always,” Theo added.

Ash didn’t say anything. His grip tightened just slightly — not enough to hurt, just enough to remind Isla he was there.

She didn’t notice.

She never noticed the way his eyes drifted past them — down the hallway, toward the exit doors, toward places no one else was watching.

She never noticed the tension in his jaw.

She never noticed the way his fingers curled a little too tightly when someone brushed too close.

And she definitely didn’t notice the boy standing across the hall — pale, shaking, staring straight at Ash like he’d just seen a ghost.

Because at that moment, Isla was smiling.

And monsters are always quietest before they’re seen.
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​Chapter 2: The first name to disappear 
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No one noticed at first.

That was the scariest part.

Monday came and went. So did Tuesday. And by Wednesday morning, the empty seat in third-period English still hadn’t been filled.

“Maybe he switched classes,” Zara whispered, glancing at the vacant desk beside her.

Isla followed her gaze. The chair was pushed in neatly, untouched. No books. No bag. No scribbled notes left behind.

“Evan wouldn’t do that without telling someone,” Theo said quietly. “He hated schedule changes.”

Mae shrugged. “Maybe he’s sick.”

But Isla felt something tighten in her chest.

Evan had been loud. Too loud. The kind of boy who laughed before anyone else could finish their joke. The kind who made fun of the teachers and talked too much during group work. The kind you noticed when they weren’t there.

And now he wasn’t.

By Friday, people were whispering.

“Did you hear about Evan?”

“His mom hasn’t been able to reach him.”

“They said his phone went straight to voicemail.”

“He didn’t show up at home Wednesday night.”

Isla sat at lunch staring at her tray, appetite gone.

“That’s not normal,” she murmured.

Mae picked at her fries. “It’s probably nothing. People disappear for a few days sometimes.”

“No, they don’t,” Zara replied. “Not like this.”

Theo leaned forward. “My cousin said there were cops at Evan’s house last night.”

Silence fell over the table.

Jace finally arrived, dropping into his seat. “What’d I miss?”

“Evan’s missing,” Mae said.

Jace blinked. “Like... missing, missing?”

Isla’s stomach twisted.

“Yeah,” Theo said. “Missing missing.”

Ash sat beside Isla, quiet as always. His hand rested lightly on her knee under the table.

“He was weird anyway,” Ash said calmly. “Always in people’s business.”

Isla frowned slightly. “That doesn’t mean—”

“He stared at us,” Ash interrupted. His tone was still soft, but something underneath it was sharp. “Especially you.”

Her heart skipped. “What?”

“He used to watch you,” Ash continued, eyes focused on his drink. “I didn’t like it.”

Mae glanced between them, confused. “Evan stared at everyone.”

Ash didn’t respond.

That night, Isla lay awake in bed scrolling through social media. Evan’s profile was still there. His last post was from four days ago — a blurry picture of the sky with the caption:

Feels like someone’s watching me.

A chill slid down her spine.

She clicked on the comments.

bro what

lol paranoid much

Are you good?

who would be watching you

Isla locked her phone and pulled the covers closer around her shoulders.

Across town, Ash sat on the edge of his bed, staring at his own phone.

He opened a text thread labeled simply:

Evan.

The last message was still there.

Why do you keep staring at me like that? You’re freaking me out, man.

Ash typed slowly.

You shouldn’t have watched her.

He hit send.

The message was delivered.

But no one would ever read it.
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​Chapter 3: where is Evan? 
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The next day at lunch the cafeteria smelled like fries and over-sugared soda.

The kind of smell that meant nothing important was supposed to be happening.

Isla slid into her usual seat, dropping her backpack under the table. Mae was already there, twirling a fry between her fingers, and Zara was scrolling on her phone with a slight frown on her face.

“Where’s Evan?” Zara asked casually.

Theo sat down beside her. “No idea. He wasn’t in math either.”

Isla paused. “He wasn’t in English.”

Mae frowned. “That’s weird. He never skips English. He loves arguing with Ms. Carter.”

Jace finally arrived, breathless, dropping his tray down. “Okay, don’t yell at me, but I think Evan might be missing.”

Everyone froze.

Mae blinked. “Missing like... what?”

“Like not answering his phone. Like his locker is still full. Like his sister asked if anyone had seen him.”

A quiet, uncomfortable silence settled over the table.

“That’s probably nothing,” Isla said, but her voice was softer than she meant it to be.

Theo rubbed the back of his neck. “He didn’t show up at practice either.”

Zara finally looked up from her phone. “He texted me two nights ago.”

She turned her screen toward them.

Evan: Do you guys feel like someone’s watching you lately?

Mae frowned. “He was probably just being dramatic.”

“Yeah,” Isla said. “That sounds like Evan.”

They all laughed weakly — the kind of laugh people use when something feels off but they don’t want to say it.

Ash slid into the seat beside Isla, resting his elbow on the table. “What’d I miss?”

“Evan might be skipping school,” Isla said. “Again.”

Ash shrugged. “He’ll turn up.”

Something about the way he said it — calm, confident — made Isla relax a little.

“He always does,” Mae agreed.

Still... Isla found herself glancing at Evan’s empty seat in English later that day.

It felt strange.

Not scary.

Just... unfinished.

And sometimes, unfinished things are the ones that stay with you the longest.
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​Chapter 4: Rumors don't mean anything 
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By Friday, Evan had officially become a rumor.

Not a person.

Not a friend.

A rumor.

“Did you hear he ran away?”

“My cousin said he got arrested.”

“No, his mom pulled him out of school.”

“They said he moved out of state.”

Isla heard it all while walking through the hallway, her books hugged tightly to her chest. Everyone had a theory, and none of them matched.

At lunch, Mae slammed her tray down. “Okay, this is getting annoying.”

Zara nodded. “People are making up stories now.”

Theo leaned back in his chair. “The coach asked if anyone had heard from him.”

Jace frowned. “So... that’s bad, right?”

“It’s weird,” Isla said quietly. “He would’ve told us something.”

Ash squeezed her hand. “Maybe he just needed space.”

She smiled at him — grateful for how calm he always was.

Later that day, Isla passed Evan’s locker.

It was still closed.

Still covered in the same faded stickers. Still untouched.

She hesitated.

Then gently tugged it open.

Inside were his books. His jacket. A crumpled snack wrapper.

Everything he’d left behind.

Everything he didn’t take.

Her chest tightened.

That night, Mae FaceTimed the group.

“His sister messaged me,” she said. “She asked if he’d said anything weird lately.”

“Weird how?” Zara asked.

Mae swallowed. “Like if he was scared.”

The call went quiet.

Isla stared at her phone long after the call ended.

Because now it wasn’t just a rumor.

Now it was worry.

And worry had a way of turning into fear.
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​Chapter 5: When adults start asking questions 
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The first police car showed up on a Monday morning.

It didn’t have flashing lights.

It didn’t block the entrance.

It didn’t cause a scene.

It just... parked.

Right outside the front office.

If you weren’t paying attention, you would’ve missed it completely.

But Isla noticed.

She was halfway up the front steps when she saw the dark blue car sitting there, the sun reflecting off its windshield. A uniformed officer stood near the doors, speaking quietly to the school secretary.

Her chest tightened for no reason she could explain.

She slowed her steps.

Mae bumped into her from behind. “Why’d you stop?”

Isla nodded toward the entrance. “Do you see that?”

Mae followed her gaze. “Oh. That’s... new.”

Theo and Zara caught up, and Jace trailed behind them, earbuds hanging loose around his neck.

“Is that a cop?” Jace asked.

“Yeah,” Theo said. “Why would a cop be here?”

Ash appeared beside Isla, slipping his hand into hers like he always did. His touch was warm and familiar, grounding.

“Probably just some paperwork thing,” he said calmly. “Schools have cops come in all the time.”

His voice was steady enough that Isla almost believed him.

Almost.

The officer looked up as they passed — just briefly — but his eyes lingered a second too long on their faces, as if he were trying to memorize something about them.

Isla swallowed and kept walking.

By second period, the whispers had changed.

They weren’t about rumors anymore.

They were about questions.

“Did you hear they’re asking students stuff?”

“My friend got pulled out of class.”

“They’re asking about Evan.”

Isla’s pencil froze mid-sentence during her history notes.

Mae leaned over. “They called Zara to the office.”

Isla’s heart dropped. “What? When?”

“Just now.”

The rest of the class felt like it dragged on forever. Isla kept glancing at the door, half-expecting someone to come for her next.

When the bell finally rang, Zara was waiting in the hallway.

She looked pale.

“What did they ask you?” Theo said immediately.

Zara hesitated. “Just... basic stuff. When was the last time I saw him? If he said anything weird. If he’d been upset.”

Mae frowned. “And?”

“And I told them the truth,” Zara said. “He seemed normal. Loud. Annoying. Evan.”

Isla hugged her books closer. “Did they say where he is?”

Zara shook her head. “They said they’re ‘working on it.’”

The phrase sat heavy in Isla’s stomach.

Working on it meant something was wrong.

At lunch, the group sat closer together than usual.

The table felt smaller.

No one joked as loudly. No one laughed as easily.

“It feels weird,” Jace muttered. “Like... when a teacher walks in and everyone suddenly behaves.”

Mae nodded. “Like we’re being watched.”

Isla didn’t say anything, but her eyes drifted to the cafeteria doors — half-expecting to see uniforms standing there too.

Ash squeezed her hand under the table. “You’re okay,” he murmured.

She smiled weakly. “I know.”

But her heart was still racing.

The second police visit happened two days later.

This time, they spoke to Theo.

And Mae.

And Jace.

They didn’t talk to Isla.

Which somehow made it worse.

Mae called Isla that night, her voice low.

“They asked me if Evan had any problems. Like if he was scared of anyone.”

“Were you?” Isla asked.

Mae hesitated. “I told them he was paranoid sometimes. You know how he was.”

Isla lay on her bed staring at the ceiling long after the call ended.

Evan had always been loud.

But he had also been nervous lately.

She remembered him glancing over his shoulder.

Lowering his voice.

That weird text to Zara.

Do you guys feel like someone’s watching you lately?

Her stomach twisted.

Friday afternoon, Isla walked past the front office again.

The police car was there.

So was Evan’s mom.

Isla recognized her from football games — always smiling, always loud, always cheering too hard.

Now she looked smaller.

Her shoulders were slumped. Her eyes were red.

Isla slowed, heart pounding.

Evan’s mom was crying.

The secretary handed her tissues while a uniformed officer spoke quietly to her, his head bent low.

Isla didn’t hear what he said.

She didn’t need to.

Whatever it was... it wasn’t good.

That night, the group gathered at Mae’s house.

No movies. No music. No loud snacks.

They sat in a loose circle on the floor, the glow of Mae’s fairy lights casting soft shadows on the walls.

“Something’s wrong,” Zara whispered.

Theo nodded. “They don’t bring cops in for nothing.”

Jace swallowed. “What if he’s... like... really gone?”

No one answered.

Isla hugged her knees to her chest.

Ash sat beside her, one arm draped loosely around her shoulders.

“He’ll turn up,” Ash said quietly. “People disappear and come back all the time.”

His calmness felt strange in a room full of fear.

But it also felt comforting.

Isla leaned into him, breathing in the familiar scent of his hoodie.

She wanted to believe him.

She needed to.

Later that night, Isla lay in bed scrolling through old group photos.

Evan’s crooked grin stared back at her from her screen.

She whispered softly into the dark, “Where are you?”

Across town, Ash lay awake too.

His phone buzzed.

Unknown number: Have you heard anything about Evan?

Ash stared at the screen for a long moment.

Then calmly typed:

No.

He turned his phone face down and closed his eyes.

And for the first time since Evan vanished, the town felt like it was finally starting to wake up.
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