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    For my brother Freddy
You drive me crazy more than anyone else I know.But you also make me laugh harder than anyone else.You've got your BB guns, your RC cars, and your own way of seeing things.And no matter what, I'll always be here for you. 
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Chapter 1: The Moment
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The truck was already too close.

One second the street was empty.

The next, it wasn’t.

Someone shouted.

Tires screamed.

Derek moved.

His body snapped sideways before his head caught up.

He grabbed the kid nearest him by the jacket and yanked hard.

They both hit the ground.

The truck blew past.

Close enough to feel the wind.

Hot and loud and gone too fast.

Someone swore.

A scream cut through it.

He pushed himself up on one knee.

His palms burned where they’d scraped the pavement.

The pain came late.

The kid stared at him, wide-eyed.

“What the hell?”

He didn’t answer.

He was looking back at the street.

The truck was gone.

People started talking all at once.

Someone grabbed his arm.

Then let go.

He felt it.

Someone was watching him. 

“You okay?”

“Jesus Christ.”

“That was close.”

He nodded once.

He checked the kid he’d pulled down.

No blood.

“You good,” he said.

The kid nodded too fast.

A teacher came running from the corner.

Breathless.

Red-faced.

She started asking questions, he didn’t answer.

Because his head still felt a half-step behind everything else.

He looked down at his hands.

They should’ve been bleeding more than they were.

The scrape on his palm was closing.

Not healed.

Not gone.

Just lighter than it should have been.

He flexed his fingers.

It didn’t hurt the way it should have.

He dropped his hands to his sides.

Kept his mouth shut.

The teacher herded them toward the sidewalk.

Another voice kept repeating how close it had been.

He stood there and waited for the shaking to start.

It didn’t.

His heart slowed.

His breathing evened out.

The noise around him faded into the background.

Leaned against the chain-link fence.

Cold metal pressed into his shoulder blades.

He stayed there until the teacher stopped looking at him like he might bolt.

When it was finally over, he walked the rest of the way to school alone.

He didn’t take his usual route.

He just turned down a different street.

Kept going.

He stopped at the corner.

Checked the street both ways.

Nothing moved.

He crossed anyway.

At school, people stared.

Not openly.

Just enough.

Someone slapped him on the back.

Said something about reflexes.

Another kid laughed too loud.

Shrugged.

Kept walking.

He didn’t tell anyone how fast it had happened.

How his body had moved before he even knew where he was going.

He didn’t tell anyone his hands didn’t hurt like they should.

By the time the first bell rang, he had convinced himself it was just adrenaline.

Adrenaline.

He went to class.

Sat in his seat.

Waited for the rest of it to catch up with him.

It didn’t.
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Chapter 2: The Office

[image: ]


They pulled him out of class before lunch.

The hall monitor didn’t say why.

Just tapped the doorframe.

Nodded once like he was supposed to know.

He followed.

He didn’t bother asking questions.

The secretary looked up when he walked in.

Then looked back down at her screen.

“Sit,” she said.

He sat.

The chair wobbled.

He hooked one foot around the leg.

And waited.

The principal came out a minute later.

Maybe two.

He had a clipboard.

And a face that said he’d already decided.

“Derek,” he said.

Not angry.

Not friendly.

Just careful.

They went into the office.

The door shut.

“You want to tell me what happened this morning?” the principal asked.

He shrugged.

“A truck ran the stop sign.”

“And you pulled another student out of the way.”

“Yes.”

The principal watched him.

“Why?”

He blinked.

“Because he was going to get hit.”

The principal nodded slowly.

“You moved very fast.”

He didn’t answer.

“Witnesses say you reacted before anyone else did.”

He stared at a crack in the desk.

“Do you play sports?” the principal asked.

“No.”

“Training of any kind?”

“No.”

Another pause.

“You understand why that concerns me.”

He looked up.

“Not really.”

“People get hurt when kids try to be heroes.”

He clenched his jaw.

Didn’t say anything.

The principal leaned back in his chair.

“You’re not in trouble,” he said.

“But we’re going to need to call your guardian.”

His stomach tightened.

“Frank,” the principal added.

They sent him back to class.

No escort.

No lecture.

Just a look.

He sat through the rest of the day.

Watching the clock.

It didn’t.

When the final bell rang, he left fast.

Mark was waiting by the bike racks.

Leaning against his bike.

Watching the school doors.

He slowed.

“You stalking me now?”

Mark smirked.

“You’re not that interesting.”

“Then why are you here?”

Mark tilted his head toward the building.

“Principal wanted to talk to you.”

He stopped.

“You talked to him?”

“Something like that.” 

“Why would you do that?”

Mark shrugged.

“Someone had to.”

He didn’t push it.

They rode side by side for a block.

“What did he say?”

Mark kept his eyes on the road.

“That you moved fast.”

He snorted.

“Everyone keeps saying that.”

“Because it’s true.”

He tightened his grip on the handlebars.

“I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know.”

He looked over.

Mark met his eyes for half a second.

Then looked away again.

“I told him you got lucky.”

He frowned.

“That’s not what happened.”

“No,” Mark said.

“But it’s what he needed to hear.”

They rode in silence after that.

At the corner, Mark slowed.

“You hurt?”

He shook his head.

“No.”

Mark glanced at his hands.

“You sure?”

He flexed his fingers.

They didn’t sting.

They didn’t throb.

“No,” he said again.

Mark didn’t argue.

He just nodded.

They stopped near his street.

“You did the right thing,” Mark said.

He scoffed.

“Feels like I’m getting punished for it.”

Mark leaned on his bike.

“That’s how it usually goes.”

He looked at the road home.

“Frank’s going to be pissed.”

“Probably.”

“Why’d you get involved?”

Mark watched him carefully.

“Because someone has to keep people from asking the wrong questions.”

He swallowed.

“Why?”

Mark smiled.

“Because you don’t know how to lie yet.”

He huffed a short laugh.

“Yeah.”

They stood there a second.

Then Mark pushed off.

“Don’t do anything stupid.”

He watched him go.

Then turned toward home.

The scrape on his palm was gone.

He looked at it again.
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Chapter 3: After Dark
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Sleep didn’t come that night.

He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling.

The house settled around him.

Pipes clicked.

Something scraped in the walls.

The refrigerator hummed.

Stopped.

Hummed again.

He waited for his body to do what it usually did after a long day.

It didn’t.

His hands didn’t ache.

His shoulder didn’t complain where he’d hit the ground that morning.

His palms felt tight.

Like the skin had pulled itself together too fast.

He rubbed at them anyway.

Nothing.

He rolled onto his side and closed his eyes.

Counted breaths.

Tried not to think about the truck.

The sound it made when it passed too close.

Sleep didn’t come.

After a while, he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

The floor was cold.

He stood there.

Waiting for the rush of dizziness that usually hit when he got up too fast.

It didn’t.

He went to the bathroom and flicked the light on.

The mirror showed the same face it always did.

Same dark circles.

Same scar on his chin from when he was eight.

He turned his hands over and pressed his thumb into the skin of his palm.

It should have hurt.

It didn’t.

“Okay,” he muttered.

He shut the light off and went back to his room.

The window was cracked open an inch.

Cold air slid in and hit his face.

He hadn’t opened it.

He
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