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  Prologue

  
  







Eons before the Earth became lush and green—before the rise of forests, oceans, and the dominion of man—the world was a scorched and barren wasteland, ruled by creatures of terrifying legend. In that primordial time, fourteen realms divided the known universe, each governed by deities and demonic entities bound by the ancient laws of balance.




A great and terrible war erupted between the Twelve Houses of Light and the Twelve Infernal Thrones of Hell. The battle between celestial order and infernal chaos raged across galaxies and millennia, scarring creation itself. One by one, the Houses of Light fell, their angels slaughtered, and their stars extinguished—until only a single bastion remained.




From this last citadel, the Supreme Deity launched a final, desperate crusade. Led by the archangels Michael and Gabriel and armed with divine weapons of unimaginable power, the legions of Heaven descended upon the blighted worlds. The onslaught shattered the unity of Hell, forcing the demonic warlords into chaotic retreat.




Michael and Gabriel hunted them without mercy, wielding spears of light and swords forged in the crucible of divine wrath. Most demons perished under their blades, but then came the Elementals.




These were no ordinary demons. Born of earth, air, fire, and water, the Elementals were ancient forces given sentience—primordial and nearly indestructible. The archangels’ blades could not cut them. Their fire could not burn. Their essence defied Heaven’s order.




To contain these beings, sacred relics were forged—seals etched with celestial script, cast into brass and gold, and blessed by the Almighty himself. These became known as the Seals of Solomon, later entrusted to King David and hidden throughout the world in great temple tombs above ground.




The Elementals were trapped, bound into these idols, their wrath sealed within for millennia. Buried beneath mountains, swallowed by volcanoes, or lost in the abyssal depths of the oceans, their prisons lay dormant as the Earth healed.




Time passed. Dinosaurs came and went. Humanity rose, prospered, and forgot.




But the Earth remembers.




Near the coastal town of Crescent Cove, one such tomb has lain undisturbed beneath a coral reef for centuries—its idol shaped like a grotesque, aquatic demon. Earthquakes have awakened ancient gas pockets beneath the reef, raising sandstone fragments and lost relics toward the surface.




One of those relics—crusted with barnacles, tarnished by time—is a bronze idol. And inside it, a demon waits.




It remembers the war.




It remembers Heaven.




And it is hungry.








  
  1

  
  
  Crescent Cove

  
  




Crescent Cove is a sleepy beachside town with a population of just over a thousand. The kind of place where everyone knows everyone, and where gossip travels faster than the Millennium Falcon. If someone sneezes on one end of town, they’ll be offered tissues by the other end before they can grab their own.

Tourists pass through now and then, drawn by the crescent-shaped shoreline that gives the town its name. It curves like a quarter moon, hugging clear turquoise waters and a vibrant coral reef. Over the years, Crescent Cove has become a haven for those chasing a slower life—people burnt out from city chaos seeking peace, a sea change, or just a place where time moves a little slower.

Life here is easy. Simple. Predictable. The kind of place where the highlight of the year is the senior formal—a twelve-hour bash thrown for graduating high schoolers, complete with music, dancing, and a sense that nothing could ever go wrong. Our biggest complaint? The mobile reception’s crap, but the council keeps promising they’ll fix it. One day.

The Marinos family owns the town’s biggest business, a successful fishing company with trawling rights across the region. Practically everyone else runs a small shop, café, or local service. Crescent Cove may be small, but it’s self-sustaining, proud, and tight-knit.

Most days are quiet. Too quiet, maybe. The kind of quiet that makes you feel like something’s always about to happen—but never does. The only regular excitement comes courtesy of Martin St. James, who has a habit of staggering out of the bar every Saturday night and relieving himself in the town fountain. Public drunkenness and indecent exposure—every weekend like clockwork. I’ve arrested him more times than I can count. At this point, we practically have a standing appointment.

Yeah. Life in Crescent Cove is boring.

But boring is better than dead.

At least, it used to be.

If you stand on the headland at dawn, the whole place lays itself out like a postcard some tourist forgot to send. On the northern rim is The Jetty—one long finger of weathered timber where kids dare each other to jump from the bollards and old men in battered hats teach grandkids the difference between fishing and just feeding fish. The sea rescue shed sits behind it, doors open most mornings, orange vests draped like shed skins. They test the siren on Wednesdays at eleven; the rest of the week, the only wail is a blender at Sal’s Smoothies chewing up frozen mango.

Follow the curve and you hit the surf club—white render, blue letters, awards in frames that haven’t been dusted since the Summer of ’09 when a kid from here made State. Next door is the community hall, which is exactly the same building no matter what banner you hang out front: SCHOOL FETE, BLOOD DRIVE, RATEPAYERS MEETING, or SENIOR FORMAL TONIGHT—STRICTLY NO ALCOHOL (which is cute). The dance floor is scuffed from forty years of weddings and wake after-parties. The stage curtain smells like dust and lemon polish and secrets.

Main Street runs one block back from the sand, a polite row of weatherboard facades and hand-painted signs: Patel’s Bakery (best meat pies this side of the Bruce, argue with me and I’ll arrest you for bad taste), the Driftwood (a pub that looks like it’s held together by spilled beer and stubbornness), Dunn’s Bait & Tackle (where the fridge hums, the mullet stinks, and the advice is free if you can tolerate the sermon), and Bright Tide Café, which does smashed avo that would make a city hipster cry and charges ten bucks less for it. There’s a pharmacy that doubles as a confessional if you catch Mrs. Vella on her second coffee, a hardware store that will sell you three screws individually because why would you need a whole box, and a post office that still stocks novelty pens shaped like dolphins.

The school sits inland a little, on a flat piece of ground that turns to soup after rain. Footy posts at one end, a tattered cricket net at the other, and a gym that’s really just a big shed with ‘GYM’ spray-painted on it. The kids complain because that’s their job, but come Friday night in winter, the whole town ends up on those splintered bleachers yelling themselves hoarse at whoever’s wearing our colors. There’s a comfort in that—shared noise, shared pride. Shared silence when the final whistle goes the wrong way.

About those phones. Reception’s either five bars or fuck-all, nothing in between. The council has a plan. The council always has a plan. If you want your message heard, you’re better off pinning it to the noticeboard outside the IGA. Lost dogs, babysitting services, band practice, garage sales—our town runs on pieces of paper with tear-off numbers. If you want it really heard, you tell Rita, who runs a sewing shop out of a terrace no wider than her pinned lips. By sunset it’ll be in everyone’s ears, tidied up and sharpened.

The Marinos fleet is the heartbeat you don’t see. Five trawlers with names that all start with “Saint” because Nonna Marinos said so—Saint Lucia, Saint Irene, Saint Maria, Saint George, Saint Spiridon—rolling out before first light, rolling back in when the horizon does that pink-and-gold theatre trick. Their sheds out by the slipway smell like diesel, brine, and coin. People grumble about quotas and bycatch like they grumble about weather and taxes; they still line up for fresh prawns at Christmas like the end of the world’s coming and only shellfish will save them.

Police station? Two rooms, one holding cell, one coffee machine with a grudge. A corkboard with maps, missing bikes, and a yearly roster for who has to wear the Santa suit at Carols by Candlelight. I’ve walked those halls too many nights to count, boots clicking, fingertips skimming paint I helped slap on during a budget shortfall. These days I come by less. Not because the job doesn’t need doing. Because jobs change. People do too, whether they want to or not.

We don’t have gangs. We have groups. The board riders who think the point belongs to them, the retirees who walk laps at dawn like metronomes, the mums who run the op shop with absolute power, the teenagers coiled around whatever burns hottest that week—love, booze, a prank that tips too far. They orbit the same streets and storefronts until orbit turns to escape velocity or collapse. Either way, everyone knows the trajectory.

Nights are small here. Streetlights throw little islands onto bitumen. A possum works the powerline like a tightrope walker with nothing left to prove. Somewhere on the wind you can always hear a radio—somebody’s kitchen, some truck on the highway—tinny laughter and ads promising miracles for $19.95 plus postage. If a siren tears through after dark, people come to their verandas and watch it thread the town, counting how many blocks it passes before the sound falls away. Not morbid. Not exactly. Just measuring distance the way country people do.

Every town has its dickheads. Ours are mostly harmless, the kind that blow their big chances on Friday and start again on Monday. Martin St. James is the undisputed king. He’ll drink himself brave at the Driftwood, declare the fountain “a symbol of oppression,” and christen it in front of the war memorial like he’s pissing for democracy. I’ve cuffed him more times than I’ve changed the oil in my ute. He calls me “Your Majesty” and insists the cuffs are “chafey.” I tell him to save it for the magistrate. He never does. And we do it all again next week like a ritual that keeps the worse things at bay.

Crescent Cove keeps its own calendar. Easter markets on the foreshore with fairy floss and a jumping castle that squeals like it’s haunted; Anzac Day dawn service that makes even the teenagers stand quiet; the winter whale run, first spout off the headland posted to the town Facebook group within thirty seconds and argued about for three days; then spring footy finals, and finally summer when the sand burns your feet and the esky is never big enough. Threaded through all that: the senior formal, our yearly rite of passage dressed up in cheap tuxedos and glitter. The hall is strung with fairy lights, the DJ thinks volume equals taste, and for twelve hours the kids believe in a future so bright it hurts to look at. Parents cry in cars. Teachers pretend not to.

It’s not paradise. The reef cops it some summers, greenish water and fish floating belly-up until the tide rolls them under the pier. The storms come sideways in July, and every few years the point eats a tourist who didn’t read the sign about rogue waves. We patch what we can and light candles for what we can’t. That’s a town.

If there’s a tension here, it’s the ordinary kind—money, love, old grudges, new ones. People cheat at trivia at the pub. They steal each other’s parking spots outside the IGA and then pretend they didn’t see. Kids spray dumb tags on the back of the bus stop because dumb tags are a language you try on when you’re fifteen and furious at nothing in particular. The worst of it, most years, is a busted nose on a Saturday and a restraining order served on Monday with a hangover.

And yet. There’s a way the air feels just before sunrise when the gulls all lift at once, like someone gave a silent order. There’s a way the sea holds its breath some afternoons that makes the hair on your arms stand up for no reason you could ever explain without sounding superstitious. There’s a way the town falls quiet at midnight that isn’t sleep so much as… listening. You can laugh that off if you want. I often do.

Because boring is better than dead.

At least, it used to be.
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On weekends, the local beach hut called The Crescent is busy as hell. It’s the only decent place in town to get a beer, a half-decent meal, and a view that makes the world seem a little less cruel. But today isn’t a weekend. It’s a weekday. Lunchtime, to be exact. And yet, here I am.

A drunken middle-aged man is hunched over the bar, pouring himself a glass of Jack Daniels from a half-empty bottle. Two more empties lean against it like casualties from a losing war. He lights a cigarette, his hands trembling slightly, and stares into the void between each slow drag — wishing he were dead, wishing his wife were still alive, wishing life wasn’t so fucking goddamn hard.

That man is me.

My name’s Gabe Mitchell. I’m a law enforcement officer in this sleepy little town — town detective, to be precise. Which sounds a lot more glamorous than it is. The truth? I’ve got more trouble with my son than with anything else. And on days like today, I could drink to the world and say, “Get fucked.”

I’ve asked myself a million times: what drives a man to drink?

Is it:

A. The love of the beer.

B. A shitty job repeating itself like a tormenting nightmare — day after day, the same bullshit, until it finally breaks you.

C. A bitchy wife or girlfriend who won’t stop whining all fucking night long — the kind that makes you want to lock them in a cupboard and lose the key.

D. The shit in general. The kind of relentless, soul-sucking crap that fucks you up from the inside out.

Or my personal favourite…

E. Just because I fucking want to.

I’d love to say yes to all of the above, but I won’t.

Nick was born. Joanne died. And life never really recovered after that.

Joanne was my partner in crime — in marriage and in everything else. They say life’s a bitch, but that’s not the half of it. Imagine finding something so pure, so goddamn perfect, and then — WHAM! — it’s ripped away from you without warning. That’s not life being a bitch. That’s life being a sick, twisted bastard. I miss her so much it physically hurts. I even tried seeing a shrink once.

Big mistake. Those arseholes had more issues than I did. And they had the nerve to ask me why I was upset. Why? They fucking know why. My wife died. My world ended. And they’re sitting there with their clipboards, asking me about my feelings. One told me to “take up a hobby.”

So I did. I drink.

That’s why I come here to The Crescent. It’s my church. My salvation. The only place I can sit and not feel the weight of everyone else’s bullshit pressing down on me.

I knock over my glass — Johnny Walker this time — and watch the amber spread across the counter like a slow-motion accident. Wilma, the bar’s owner, looks over with that half-motherly, half-fed-up expression she’s perfected just for me.

“Gabe,” she sighs, “you should take better care of yourself. Living inside a bottle’s a job for a genie, not a man.”

I grunt something non-committal and push myself off the stool, swaying a little as I stagger toward the bathroom. The music from the speakers follows me — too loud, too cheerful.

“Don’t worry, be happy.”

Perfect. Of all the fucking songs to play today — Nick’s birthday, Joanne’s death anniversary — they pick that one. I unzip and let go into the trough, swaying slightly on my feet, the alcohol swirling my balance into something soft and unpredictable. I stare at the tiles. They blur and sharpen, blur and sharpen. My whole life’s been like that lately.

When I’m done, I wash my hands and leave. The Crescent’s dark, cool interior gives way to a blinding wall of sunlight. The midday glare stabs into my bloodshot eyes like needles. It’s a hot, stinking bastard of a day — the kind of day that punishes hangovers just for existing.

The air smells like salt and diesel and overcooked hot chips. My stomach lurches. I bend over and heave onto the gutter, emptying the contents of my guts — mostly Jack Daniels and regret — onto the sun-baked pavement.

Across the street, Jim Nichols is reading his paper through the window of his convenience store. Jim’s in his fifties, bald with a snow-white horseshoe of hair around the sides, and the patience of a saint. He glances up and sighs when he sees me.

“Daisy,” he calls to his wife, who’s sitting in front of their tiny black-and-white TV doing needlepoint and watching Days of Our Lives reruns. “Gabe’s drunk in the street again. Keep an eye on the shop for me, hun.”

She peeks over her glasses, clucks her tongue, and mutters, “You’re too good to him.”

Jim crosses the street and finds me hunched over the curb, praying to the porcelain gods — only there’s no porcelain, just concrete and the sour stink of whiskey bile. He waits until the dry heaves pass before speaking.

“Gabe,” he says gently, “you know it’s lunchtime, right? You shouldn’t be drinking your life away at this hour.”

I spit onto the curb, wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, and glare up at him through bloodshot eyes. “What’s the problem, Jim?”

“Problem is, I’ve seen you like this too many times,” he says, offering a hand. I take it, hauling myself upright. My legs feel like someone else’s — heavy, stubborn, unwilling. “Come on. Let’s go sit down.”

We walk slowly to the park bench a few metres away. I drop onto it like a sack of bricks. Jim sits beside me, folding his paper neatly into his lap.

“Every day I see you stumble out of that bar,” he says. “And every day I hope it’s the last time. But it never is.”

I stare straight ahead, focusing on nothing. The ocean breeze rolls in from the cove, cool and sharp, cutting through the stench of vomit and stale whiskey.

“You know,” Jim continues, “when Joanne died, I saw you and Nick die too. Maybe not all at once, but piece by piece. I’m just asking you — for God’s sake — stop killing yourself.”

I turn and look at him, really look at him. For a moment, the sun flares just right and there’s a faint glow around his head. Maybe it’s an angelic halo. Maybe it’s just the salt air distorting the light. Either way, I can’t hold his gaze for long.

“Jim,” I mutter, voice raw, “you’ve been a good friend since school. And yeah… maybe I have lost the plot.”

“Losing the plot isn’t the problem, Gabe,” he says quietly. “Staying lost is.”

I swallow, the words sticking in my throat. The breeze shifts. The gulls cry overhead. Somewhere in the distance, a bell buoys against the tide.

“You’ve got a second chance,” Jim says. “I suggest you take it before life takes you.”

And just like that, something changes — subtle but undeniable. Maybe it’s the wind. Maybe it’s Jim’s words finally breaking through the walls I’ve built. Or maybe it’s the simple, terrifying realisation that he’s right.

Because the truth is, I have been killing myself. One drink at a time. One wasted day after another. And maybe — just maybe — it’s time to stop.

I lean back on the bench and stare out at the horizon, where the waves break gently against the shore.

And I remember. I remember what happened a month ago.
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One Month Earlier — Period 4: Psych Talk




The classroom was a sauna with posters. Sun hammered the windows; the box fan in the corner coughed warm air and a bit of dust onto a row of Year 11s already half-feral from the heat. At the front, John Knotts—navy suit, shiny shoes, thick glasses, every inch the outsider—stood beside Principal Lucas Jones, who hovered like a silent warning label.

Knotts tapped chalk on the board, then underlined the two words he’d just written:

STRESS

CONFRONTATION

“Right then,” he said, voice clipped but trying for friendly. “You’ve kindly demonstrated both.” He angled a look at Travis, who smirked and slouched deeper. “Let’s turn that into something useful.”

He drew a quick stick figure, exaggerated shoulders up around its ears. “Stress shows up in the body before the brain catches up. Shoulders hike. Breath shortens. Jaw clenches. Hands fidget—” His eyes twitched, amused, to where Nick’s fingers had been rolling his pen end-over-end. “—and eyes dart.”

A few kids smirked. Nick set the pen down on purpose. Rachel caught his eye and didn’t look away. She never did.

“Confrontation,” Knotts went on, “is a dance. There’s a lead and a follow. If you change the rhythm, you change the result.”

“Unless someone throws a punch,” Travis muttered.

“Especially then,” Knotts said, not missing a beat. “Stand up a moment, Travis.”

Travis blinked. “What for?”

“Demonstration.”

Groans. A few “oohs.” Lucas folded his arms, ready to step in. Travis rose anyway, swagger an inch too big for the room.

Knotts set a chair between them. “Here’s the trick to de-escalation: posture and distance. Stand like you stood just now when you were about to lunge.”

Travis squared up, chin out, fists bunched. Knotts took half a step to the side, opened his hands at waist height and angled his body so his shoulder, not his sternum, faced Travis. Immediately the threat in the room kinked and drooped.

“Side-on,” Knotts said. “Hands visible. Voice low. Space between. You’re not a wall; you’re a door that’s slightly ajar. Try getting angry at a door.”

Someone snorted. Even Travis looked momentarily confused by how ridiculous he suddenly felt.

“Now,” Knotts said, “let’s give the door a voice. Nick? A sentence you might use to slow this down—not a threat, not a surrender, just a wedge to stop the wheel.”

Nick stood, aware of thirty pairs of eyes and one pair—the only pair that mattered—watching him like a light through glass. He kept his tone level.

“Mate, I’m not here to embarrass you. Sit down and I’ll do the same.”

Knotts snapped his fingers. “Good. Names and choices. Offer a path to dignity.” He glanced at Rachel. “What would you add?”

Rachel tucked hair behind her ear, cool and unhurried. “A reason. ‘We both look like idiots if this turns into a fight.’ Then a way out. ‘I’ll shut up, you take the win.’”

The room murmured. Travis wavered, somewhere between impressed and pissed off.

Knotts nodded. “Excellent. See? You’re already doing psychology. You just call it something else when you’re not in uniforms.” He gestured, and both boys sat. “Let’s push farther.”

He paced, coat dark against the whiteboard glare. “Body language isn’t mind reading. It’s probability. Heavier breath? Likely stress. Folded arms? Maybe defensive, maybe cold. You don’t assume; you calibrate.”

“Like… adjust?” Con asked, genuinely curious now.

“Exactly, Con.” Knotts smiled as if he always knew their names. “You take in a baseline—how someone is when they’re calm—and watch for departures. We’ll try an exercise.”

There were groans, but he was already moving. “Pairs,” he said. “Face each other. One person tells the truth about something simple—what they had for breakfast. Then lie about something equally simple. The other watches and guesses which was which.”

Chairs screeched; desks shuffled. Nick swung his around to face Rachel. Travis paired with Con; Jess Chin begrudgingly matched with Mel. The fan clicked like a metronome with a broken tooth.

“Ready?” Knotts called. “Truth first.”

Nick held Rachel’s gaze. “Toast with peanut butter. Mum would’ve banned it for the crumbs.”

Rachel’s mouth curved. “You’re projecting. But I’ll allow it.” She breathed in, then: “I… skipped breakfast.”

“Lie,” Nick said immediately.

“How?”

“You’re too good at school to risk fainting before lunch.”

She rolled her eyes. “Flattery as deductive reasoning. Dangerous combination.”

“Your turn.”

Rachel squinted, thinking. “I’m an only child.”

“Lie,” Nick said again, softer. “You always steal the last word with your brother on group chat.”

She blinked. “You watch me that closely?”

“Yeah.” He didn’t dress it up. “I do.”

Color rose high on her cheeks. Under the table, her foot bumped his. Not an accident.

Across the room, Travis—bored of being seen—tilted his chair back on two legs and made a show of yawning. “I had steak and eggs and a threesome.”

“Lie,” Con said, deadpan. “You had Weet-Bix and your own hand.”

The room cracked up. Even Lucas’s mouth betrayed a twitch.

Knotts clapped once. “Alright, savants of subtlety, settle. Notice what you watched—eyes, hands, voice. Keep those three and you’ll read a room faster than any textbook.”

He pivoted back to the board and circled STRESS. “When stress spikes, a brain’s options shrink: fight, flight, freeze, fawn. You can bring someone back by widening their choices. Ask a simple question they can answer. Offer water. Change the angle of your body. The trick is—not control, but permission.”

A hand went up at the back—Shy Tess, surprising herself. “What if… what if the person wants the fight?”

Knotts didn’t sugarcoat it. “Then you prioritize safety. Yours. Others’. You call for help. You disengage. You don’t win arguments with adrenaline. You wait it out or you step away.” His eyes slid briefly to Lucas, a nod of mutual understanding.

The bell went—two short barks that made everyone flinch. The room exhaled.

“Homework,” Knotts said over the scrape of chairs. “Watch three people you know—parents, siblings, the bloke at the servo—and write me five lines on their baseline. Not judgments. Observations.”

Groans again. Backpacks zipped. Someone launched a paper pellet that thwacked harmlessly into the whiteboard beside CONFRONTATION.

“Nick,” Lucas said, as the tide of bodies funneled to the door. “Hang back a sec.”

Rachel paused in the doorway. Nick tipped his chin—go on. She went, reluctantly, mouthing text me as she disappeared into the corridor noise.

Lucas shut the door, and the room’s temperature seemed to drop five degrees.

“Nothing’s wrong,” he said quickly, palms open. “I just wanted to ask—how’s your dad?”

Nick stiffened reflexively, then let his shoulders drop. “Same as always.”

Lucas nodded, not buying it but not pushing either. “Tell him I’d like a word, if he’s got one to spare. And… if you need any extra time on assignments this week, talk to Ms. Haines first. No heroics.”

“I’m fine.”

“I know you’re capable, Nicholas. That’s not the same thing.” Lucas’s mouth softened. “You handled yourself well in there.”

Nick shrugged, uncomfortable with praise. “Wasn’t hard.”

“It’s harder than you think,” Lucas said. “Off you go.”

In the corridor, heat and chatter slammed back in. Rachel materialized from the eddy by the lockers. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” Nick started walking. She matched pace. Behind them, Travis shoulder-checked a smaller Year 10 kid into the lockers, then laughed when the kid’s books exploded onto the linoleum.

“Dickhead,” Rachel muttered.

Nick stopped, turned. “Pick them up,” he said to Travis, voice even.

“Oh, the detective’s spawn gives orders,” Travis sneered, but he bent anyway, tossing the books back with more care than his mouth suggested. He glared at Nick as if the compliance had cost him blood. “See you tonight, lover boy.”

Nick frowned. “Tonight?”

“Carly’s. Post-practice. Tower if we get bored.” Travis’s grin went sly. “Don’t be late.”

He slouched off with Con, already dissecting the Knotts session in the kind of mockery that hides attention. The hallway swallowed them.

Rachel looked at Nick. “You don’t have to go.”

He looked back at her. “If they’re there, I’m there.”

She squeezed his hand, quick and secret, then let go before anyone could turn it into gossip. “Text me when you get home.”

They split at the stairwell. Nick’s phone buzzed.

Group—‘Formal Fit Check 💃🕺’

Carly: party at mine after training — snacks if u dog shep for me 🐶

Jess: if someone plays Ed Sheeran I’m leaving

Con: Travis is bringing ‘special’ drinks lol

Travis: tower later. do not be lame

Rachel (DM): be careful. pls.

Nick’s thumb hovered over the keyboard. His reflection in the phone glass looked older than it had this morning.

Nick: always.

He slid the phone into his pocket and headed for the oval. Out on the breeze, a distant buoy rang its hollow bell. In the classroom he’d just left, the words stayed on the board, chalk-white and blunt:

STRESS.

CONFRONTATION.

He didn’t know it yet, but he’d be hearing those words in his sleep soon enough.
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