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"Deep enough," Hazell finally said, his voice heavy with finality, sending a chill through my chest. The shovel sank into the earth with a muffled crunch, each scoop landing with a dull thud in the otherwise still night. Together, we lifted the body, its weight heavy and resistant, as though it were aware of the fate it was about to meet. As we placed it in the hole, a fleeting apology formed on my lips, but I held it back—no one would hear me, and maybe no one should. Not Peterson James. Not after all that had happened.

We stood in the clearing, the moon casting an eerie silver glow across the scene, making the shadows from the trees seem even more sinister. The leaves littered the forest floor, glowing faintly in the moonlight, while Hazell and I stood drenched in dark, sticky blood—a grotesque reflection of the pale light above. The beams of our flashlights sliced through the darkness, but the ground beneath us was soft, giving with each step we took.

The air was heavy, the forest alive with the quiet sounds of night. Beneath our feet, the earth crackled with the shifting of leaves and pine needles. The moon hung high above, a lazy crescent barely moving through the treetops. Hazell cleared his throat, breaking the silence.

"This is fun," he said with a strange, almost gleeful edge to his voice.

I tightened my grip on the shovel, feeling the tension in my muscles, my body aching as I looked around, swallowing my rising dread. "Fun? We're burying a body." My words felt absurd even as they left my mouth, like a bitter joke I couldn't take back.

Hazell's smile spread wide, unbothered. "Remember our Boy Scout days, Ezra? Besides, who's gonna find us out here in the middle of nowhere?" His shovel dug deeper into the dirt, concealing our crime a little more with each motion, like the world was erasing the truth for us.

"Wanna rent a movie?" He asked. 

I looked up at him, disbelief thick in my voice. "A movie? Right now? How exactly are we supposed to do that? We're in the middle of nowhere."

A mischievous glint sparked in Hazell's eyes as he continued his work, seemingly unperturbed by the gravity of the moment. "Funny," he muttered with a grin, the corners of his mouth pulling into something darker, more twisted.

I gritted my teeth, shaking my head as I shoveled more dirt into the hole. "First the grave, Hazell. Then maybe we can talk about movies—if we're not caught by then."

Hazell let out a low chuckle, shaking his head. "Caught? Out here? You're worried about that?" His grin widened, almost predatory, as he shoved the shovel into the earth with enthusiasm. The way he was acting... it was like he was enjoying every second of this, the whole thing like a game to him, like life didn't mean a thing.

The soil piled higher, and the pit grew deeper, burying our secret and Peterson's final moments beneath layers of dirt and shadows.

∆∆∆ 

In the hallway, Liza stood, and my heart quickened at the sight of her. Her brown hair flowed like liquid gold over her ivory shoulders. Her wide, doe-like eyes held a mixture of fear and melancholy. A shy smile revealed her soft pink lips and pearly teeth. I fought the urge to touch her face, wary of overstepping the bounds of our friendship.

Clearing my throat, I addressed her, "Hey, Liza. You heard about Peterson James?"

Liza regarded me cautiously before responding, "Yeah, I heard his remains were found in the woods this morning."

A faint memory flashed my mind, but it was enough to send chills down my spine. Peterson was restrained on a stool. Hazell held a hammer poised to strike. It was over in two swift blows, and Peterson crumpled to the ground with a heavy thud.

"Peterson..." My voice caught as shock rippled through me. Gazing into his lifeless eyes, a wave of fear and horror washed over me, replaying the gruesome images of his final moments. The once vibrant tan of his skin now lay pale and blood-streaked, the sound of metal against bone reverberating like a solemn gong through the eerily quiet kitchen. Crimson seeped from his head, pooling beneath him on the cracked tiles. His expressionless face contrasted starkly with the warmth of his memory.

My gaze shifted back to Liza in the school hallway, a childhood friend who looked at me with sorrow etched on her features. "It has to be him. Three days have passed, and still no sign of Peterson," she murmured. Hazell feigned empathy, though his smirk betrayed his genuine emotions. Despite my reluctance, I knew he was right - Peterson must endure unimaginable agony. I tore my eyes from Peterson's lifeless form, turning to Liza, whispering, "Let's hope it's not him."

Thomas Chang, an Asian jock with a muscular build and short, slicked-back black hair, donned a brown leather jacket and ripped jeans. Dark circles underscored his eyes, casting an air of weariness over his appearance.

Reality seemed to blur and waver around Thomas as if he were gazing through a desert mirage. Then came Verma Ramirez. 

Her hair was gathered in twin buns held by rubber bands. Thick glasses masked her eyes, and a mint green top sported a pink bow at her neck. Though troubled, her dark gaze held less weariness than usual. I was glad to see her, yet anxiety fluttered in my chest.

"Hey, Verma," I greeted her. "What's going on?" Verma shifted slightly, an air of unease around her, though she appeared more at ease with me than with most.

My thoughts spun with disbelief as Sebastian spoke. News of Peterson's disappearance had reached my ears, yet hearing it from a classmate lent it a stark reality.

Suppressing panic, I struggled to control my guilt, the weight of it suffocating. The gaze of my classmates bore into me, the world a swirling blur of faces and voices. Sweat trickled down my brow, the room closing around me.

Amidst the tumult, Liza's voice broke through. "Are you okay, Ezra?" She asked, concerned. I wanted to confide in her, yet I managed only a weak smile and a slow nod.

"It's a tragic thought, isn't it?" I responded, my voice constricting. "The idea of being slaughtered to death."

A disbelieving snort escaped me, drawing a reproachful glance from Thomas.

Verma drew closer, and her touch sent a tremor through me. Her warmth was reassuring, though it flushed my cheeks. "Chill, Ezra," she whispered soothingly.

Thomas chuckled softly, continuing his words. But I could only focus on the unsettling glint in Hazell's eyes, sending shivers down my spine.

"Someone has to do something about this? I mean, sorry to say, Ezra, but your dad has about a dozen cold cases lined up on his desk, and zero leads. I think we should go after the killer, if you ask me." Sebastian's proposal to catch the killer turned my blood to ice. Before I could react, Hazell's fist collided with a locker, and his challenging words reverberated through the room. 

"Why not?!" He said, tapping my shoulder. "It would be cool!" 

We walked off down the hallway to class, walking in together. With Mr. Pepperman's words echoing, Hazell and I slunk to our seats at the front, the weight of guilt coursing through me. Fear clung to the air, thick as fog, refusing to lift.

∆∆∆ 

Mr. Pepperman pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and cleared his throat. The hum of the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. "I want you all to know that Peterson's body was found in the woods this morning. It's serious, and... well, it's hard to process."

He glanced around the room. No one moved or spoke. A heavy silence settled like a thick fog.

"But," he said quietly, "this is not something to be whispered about in the hallways or spread around town. The principal will be holding an assembly later today to talk about it properly."

Hazell raised his hand, fingers slightly trembling. "Do we know who did it?"

Mr. Pepperman shook his head, the weight of the news pressing down on him. "The sheriff's department is still investigating. Right now, it's best to let them do their work."

Mr. Woods, standing near the back, nodded solemnly. "If anyone feels overwhelmed or just needs to talk, Ms. Hale will be available after school in the counseling office."

The class remained frozen, the ticking of the clock suddenly the loudest sound in the room.

∆∆∆

The bell tolled, releasing a flood of students eager to escape. Even Hazell darted away before returning with a look of worry. We hurried down the hallway, though my senses focused solely on my racing heart: thump-thump.

Ms. Hale's gaze, her red hair tied up, bore into me from her desk. My breaths followed the rhythm of 1,2,3 in and 1,2,3 out, desperate to steady myself. "Did he suffer?" I stammered, my voice shaky.

Adjusting her glasses, Ms. Hale's voice enveloped me. "I can't be certain, Mr. Klein. But perhaps he's found peace now." Her eyes lingered on mine, and her next question pierced through: "Do you believe in a higher power, Ezra?"

Dread seized me, Peterson's shattered skull looming large. His violent end flashed before me, paralyzing my body. "I don't... I don't know," I finally managed, confusion clouding my thoughts. "Why?"

Ms. Hale's gaze remained steady as she answered, "Many find solace in the belief that, despite tragedy or hardship, something better awaits..." She paused, her words sinking in. "Do you ever empathize with those who suffer?"

My breaths grew shallow as I whispered, "Yeah... I often feel it's my fault, that somehow I could have prevented it."

Her gaze held mine, a searching intensity in her eyes. "You need to let go of this guilt, Ezra." She shifted her gaze as she took a sip from her mug, then set it down. I was parched, my hands moist. The news of Peterson's death still weighed heavily, and I hoped that speaking with Ms. Hale would offer some comfort.

Her voice, soft yet authoritative, enveloped me. She offered to excuse my brother and me from class. I declined. I had to remain strong, even if it felt like a struggle for survival.

"Thank you for understanding," I croaked out, the words challenging to form.

She acknowledged me with a nod. She led me away from the oppressive atmosphere of despair and anguish that had settled in the room. My gaze lingered on Alice Sebold's "The Lovely Bones," abandoned on the floor—a tale of tragic violence that now felt painfully real.

One last look at Ms. Hale before I reluctantly turned away. Her lips, a deep red, seemed to beckon me, yet I resisted. With a curt nod, I stepped into the hallway.
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I cautiously scanned the room. My father was seated at the head of the table, his unkempt blonde hair cascading down over his broad forehead and small eyes. He looked like a bear that had just woken up from hibernation in winter. As I gazed at him, he raised an eyebrow and squinted as if trying to figure out why I was there.

The fire crackled in the fireplace, competing with the news anchor from the TV and my mother's twitching nose as if she had smelled something burning. Silverware clattered against ceramic plates, and wine glasses clinked merrily together as everyone sat around the long dining room table. 

The walls were covered with paintings of my father's ancestors, all of whom glared down menacingly at me. The chandelier's reflection sent shadows dancing across the tablecloth while My father seemed pleased with himself, his mouth curling into a satisfied smile and his eyes closed.

I sat in between my parents, feeling the warmth of their presence and love. My mom's light fingers ran through my hair, a familiar gesture of affection I always enjoyed.

The room was filled with pleasant sounds - the crackling fire, the news anchor coming from the TV, Mom's nose twitching as if smelling something burning, the clatter of forks and spoons against our plates, the clinking glasses raising a toast to life. The shadows cast by the chandelier moved like dancing ghosts on the white floral patterned tablecloth.

Mr. Klein cleared his throat before speaking. "The station was mostly quiet today," he said between sips of water. "Karen was... well, Karen, but other than that, it wasn't too bad." He gave a faint smile, but something about the expression seemed off. 

"They found a body in the woods today," Hazell boasted. Dad cleared his throat, almost choking on spaghetti. Then he sipped his wine again.

"Who told you that?" Dad asked. I groaned in the background, still playing with my food. "Students wouldn't stop talking about it. Were you on the case?" Hazell asked. My dad hesitated momentarily, gulping down the rest of his wine.

"Hell, yeah. I was working on that case," Dad grinned, looking at me for a second. I scraped my fork against the glass plate, distracting myself from Hazell's obnoxious and creepy Cheshire grin.

"Ezra! Don't do that. It's like nails on a chalkboard." Dad roared.

"I'm sorry, Dad," I replied, shifting my eyes away from the table. I couldn't believe it. My mom and dad didn't know we murdered a guy this weekend in the basement while they were gone—no fucking idea. Hazell grinned, looking at me for a second, taking a bite of spaghetti and meatballs.

"Yeah, and it'll become another cold case. Just one more unsolved murder on your—" I stopped, watching my mother clear her throat.

"Ezra!" she shouted, scolding me.

"What? He's not wrong. Four student murders and still nothing." Hazell spoke up. My father slurped his spaghetti. 

Dad asked, "Where'd you hear that, bud?"

"You. You told us while you were drunk the other day. You went on and on about finding no fingerprints, leading you closer to solving the cases. Am I wrong?" Hazell said. My father wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin.

"No, you're right. We're just trying to keep the case private." My father ran his hands through his thinning hair before sighing heavily. "It's like we're an old water pipe with so many leaks," he muttered. Hazell sat beside him, wide-eyed and innocent; her face lit up when Father told us he'd taken on the case of Peterson's body.

Hazell turned to me and, in between mouthfuls of spaghetti and meatballs, asked if I thought the murderer was still out there. A mischievous smirk crept across my lips as I leaned forward in anticipation, eager to hear what else Father might say about this latest cold case.

My frustration was boiling over. I had been trying to help, yet no matter what I said, my dad dismissed it with a wave. And then here he was, gossiping about his drunken ramblings over a dinner table like nothing was wrong. I had heard him when he had said it that night, but that doesn't mean we should discuss it now.

I couldn't hold it anymore, slamming my chair back and abruptly pushing away from the table. My feet carried me into the kitchen without thinking, and I threw my plate in the sink before quickly retreating to my room. I felt my mother's gaze follow me as I left, her voice piercing the tense silence that filled the room, asking my dad to show some restraint for drinking. She had never done it before—but maybe things were changing now.

My eyes fixated on the door, the reflection my entry had taken of me. It was a foreign being to me. My eyes narrowed as I peered at the door—one of the few places where my reflection existed. The door had a mysterious air; it acted as an ethereal boundary between my room and the outside world. It was average in every physical sense—a wooden slab with a polished oak veneer, a scuffed doorknob of brass finish, and a sharp, antiseptic smell that suffocated the space.

I stepped into the room of memories, illuminated by morning sunlight that dispelled the darkness from yesterday. My gaze fell upon the bed; grief engulfed me like an ocean wave. Nothing had been the same since then.

The thick silence in the room pressed upon my chest like a weight. How could Hazell be so flippant when faced with the consequences of his actions? Dad told me what Principal Gaye had said, and I knew we were both doomed if anyone found out.

∆∆∆

Hazell reclined on his bed, a smug smirk sending an icy chill down my spine. Without emotion, he uttered the truth of what he had done — something so irreversible, yet it meant almost nothing to him. I jumped up from my mattress and grabbed a comic book, doing anything to keep myself from exploding with anger. I returned to my spot and glared at my brother, trying to understand how someone who shared my blood, my body, could be so unfeeling.

"Yes, Hazell," I spat. "What will happen when Dad or the rest of the school finds out about that or our secrets? You ended a life... Do you even feel anything?"

My blood ran cold as the lifeless words came from Hazell's mouth. Instantly, my anger boiled over, and he spat at me, "No. Am I supposed to feel something?" Desperately needing some escape from the confrontation, I flung myself back on my bed and lifted the comic page before me for protection. "Relax," Hazell suddenly spoke in his usual calm tone, though his eyes were full of a menacing fervor. "We have to reunite with the guys in a little while... We have a murder-catching adventure, remember?" I trembled at the thought that this may be our last night together but still gave a slight nod of agreement.

"You're breaking," I said. My voice wasn't loud, but it cut through the quiet like a knife. "You're not okay."

He shifted, jaw tight. "Yeah. Sick." His voice was low, flat. "Sick and twisted."

I wanted to look away, but I couldn't. "Sick, yeah. But why?"

His eyes locked onto mine—no fake bravado, no mask. Just this raw, tired emptiness. "I don't know how to stop. I don't know how to fix whatever this is making me list over this—" 

Something in my chest twisted. "Why not say something? You don't have to carry it alone."

He let out a humorless laugh, like a broken thing. "Because no one would get it. No one wants to see that in me. Dad wouldn't. You wouldn't. It's easier to act like I'm fine."

"Acting like it's fine isn't living." I kept my voice steady. "You're not a monster—"

He cut me off, voice cold. "Maybe I am."

The air between us got heavier. His face went hard, the tiredness replaced by something darker. "I don't want help. Not really. I don't want anyone poking at this thing inside me."

I swallowed, not sure if I was more afraid or furious. "Then what? Let it eat you alive?"

Hazell stepped fully into the room, the shadows swallowing his frame. "It already is."

I stayed silent, watching the brother I thought I knew fade into someone I couldn't reach—not without risking getting hurt too.
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The moonlight shone through the trees, casting an eerie light on the forest floor. My friends and I had been walking for what felt like hours, our flashlights flickering between boughs of darkness. We trudged along quietly, each of us lost in our thoughts. 

"Great, Sebastian. We're lost. Thanks a bunch," her voice was heavy with sarcasm as she swung her flashlight back and forth.

Suddenly, I heard a noise coming from the bushes. Instinctively, I grabbed my brother's arm to stop him in his tracks. We all stood still, the hairs on our necks standing up as we peered into the shadows. Thomas shouted without warning, pointing off randomly towards the left side of the woods and disrupting the silence with his voice, "I say we go that way." 

Sebastian scoffed quickly at his suggestion, but before further argument could ensue, something rustled in the bushes nearby again, causing all of us to freeze. "Fuck you, Thomas. There isn't anything here except more woods. Maybe we should follow a river. It might lead us somewhere, such as a highway."

Thomas shouted without a beat, "It was your piece-of-shit idea in the first place!" But before any further argument could ensue, something rustled in the bushes nearby, causing us to freeze again.

"What the fuck was that?" they asked simultaneously. A chuckle escaped Sebastian's mouth, and he replied jokingly, "Probably a coyote, a wolf, or a serial killer." Verma cut his laughter short when she shoved him hard for his inappropriate joke.

"You know what they say: 'The killer always returns to the crime scene.' By the way, where's Liza?" A soft crunching of leaves sounded near the distance, sending shivers down my spine. Sebastian's shoulders slumped when he answered truthfully, "We lost her a few miles back. I'm sure she'll catch up."

In an instant, Thomas had turned with the flashlight in my direction. Its almost blinding light pierced through the darkness. If you thought I was scared before, now I was petrified! I was surrounded by three of my closest friends, yet alone in this vast wilderness.

The soft rays of sunlight shone through the crevices in the cave entrance, casting a golden hue within the darkness. A faint twinkle glinted off the stars, though it was almost invisible to Ezra's eyes. He glanced down, seeing his hand shovel in disbelief. "What were you going to do with that?" Sebastian chuckled from behind him, retrieving his pocket knife and father's pistol from his coat.

A gentle warmth spread over my back as a beam of highlight pierced the foliage above me. All my nighttime worries evaporated with the morning sun. The trees here were sparse, and the ground was scattered with twigs and rocks, making it easy to sprint through them.

Thomas's voice interrupted my thoughts. "The entire school was affected by Peterson's death," he said softly, placing his hand on my shoulder. "It was the worst and best thing that ever happened to us." His eyes widened suddenly as he glanced toward the bushes behind us. A figure illuminated by a flashlight emerged from the shadows, and Thomas smiled. "Happy early Halloween, man. Enjoy it while you can."

My heart leaped into my throat as Thomas exclaimed, "Liza!" I anxiously glanced at Hazell, who seemed to be in on some joke. Liza groaned out of exasperation, her eyes casting a knowing glare. 

Suddenly, all eyes were on me: Thomas asking if I had any clues about Liza's shovel, and the others silently waiting for an answer. I stammered something about not finding anything.

The trio began walking along the river, the icy moonlight gleaming off the water. We continued along until the street lamp flickered and buzzed in the night. The moon shone brightly from the Milky Way, reflecting off the still river like a shimmering mirror. The bushes rustled as a cat meowed from somewhere nearby, seeking attention. I felt my chest tighten with apprehension.

The moon cast silvery light on the night sky, painting everything in a soothing blue hue. I meandered through the suburban neighborhood, trying to stay hidden in the shadows. My black clothing blended perfectly with my dark hair that jutted in spikes from my head. Despite feeling courageous with my friends by my side, something felt off about tonight as we all ventured into unknown, treacherous territory. 

My friends seemed tense and nervous as we trekked on, myself included. I glanced at Hazell, who seemed unbothered by the prospect of a serial killer lurking in the darkness. He shrugged nonchalantly, much to Liza's annoyance.

Verma was admittedly more scared than she'd like to let on, her flashlight quivering slightly as she spoke hesitantly while gazing around. "What if the killer is still here watching us?" 

"You can't do shit!" Sebastian grew enraged, his voice booming with challenge, and yelled throughout the trees. "YOU HEAR THAT YOU SELFISH ASSHOLE!" His words echoed mockingly in response. 

"Yeah, like that'll help," Hazell remarked skeptically.

Sebastian turned to Hazell, confusion etching his face. "What do you mean?"

Hazell leaned in a serious expression on his face. "You're challenging the killer. Not smart, Sebastian."

Sebastian's eyes widened, and he retorted, "Shut up, Hazell. I'm not challenging shit!"

My heart raced, threatening to escape my chest as I desperately tried to hold on to the last threads of my suggestion before it disappeared. I finally choked out, fighting the emotion radiating, "I suggest we watch that movie before my father has a case on our hands."

Verma nodded in agreement, and Liza and Thomas were off, their laughter dissipating into the night. My gaze met Hazell's, and I could feel the heaviness amidst us. The winter chill seemed harsher as we both exhaled clouds of frosty air. Suddenly, Liza broke the silence with a mischievous smirk that glowed in the moonlight. 

"With that decided... I'll race you all to the van!" she screamed, then sprinted off, leaving only her distant cackles behind.

Without hesitation, Thomas, torn between concern and excitement, chased after her. Thomas called out to Liza, his voice tinged with worry. "Liza, you dumbass! It's not safe for you to run off like that."

Seconds turned into minutes before half an hour went by. The van loomed ahead, a faint blue truck covered in bumper sticker portraits of George Bush and Dick Cheney. Its door creaked open invitingly as a dim light shone. I took one deep breath before following Hazell inside, readying myself for whatever new adventure lay ahead.

I crept into the van and nestled into my seat. Sebastian put the engine on, his fingers tightening around the wheel with an iron grip. The only sound I could make out was the purring of the machine as we drove off to catch a movie. 

My gaze drifted to Sebastian's rough hands gripping the wheel. They seemed so experienced but kind at the same time. A flurry of snow and ice flew in from outside, and all that illuminated our path was the dim glimmer of the headlights. We had to trust Sebastian to get us safely to our destination.

"Horror movie? It's Halloween, after all," Thomas suggested, and I shuddered at the thought. Verma, Hazell, and Liza followed my lead, not wanting any more oddities that night. 

Sebastian shrugged, "Suit yourselves. We can always go for an action flick."

"You chicken shit, Seba," Thomas sneered as the two girls giggled, and I watched the woods grow smaller in the distance. 

∆∆∆
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