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Delvina learned the sound of fear before she learned the word for it.

It came as a sharp crack in the night, the kind that split the air and left silence trembling behind it. At twelve years old, she woke to it with her heart already racing, as if some part of her had known long before her mind that something terrible was unfolding downstairs.

The house was dark, but not quiet. There were voices low, urgent, unfamiliar. Furniture scraped against the floor. Glass shattered. Delvina sat upright in bed, clutching the thin blanket to her chest, listening. Her parents had told her once that if anything ever felt wrong, she should stay where she was. Hide. Be still.

She stayed still.

Her bedroom door was cracked open just enough for a sliver of light to stretch across the hallway carpet. Shadows moved through it too fast, too jagged to belong to anyone she loved. Delvina’s breath came shallow, each inhale caught halfway, as though her lungs were afraid to go any further.

“Please,” her mother’s voice said. It was softer than Delvina had ever heard it. Not angry. Not firm. Just small.

Delvina pressed her hand over her mouth to keep herself from making a sound.

There was another voice, rough and impatient, followed by a sudden crash. Something heavy hit the floor. Her father shouted her name once, sharply and then the sound cut off, swallowed whole by the night.

Time fractured after that. It didn’t move forward so much as it shattered into pieces that never quite fit together again.

Delvina slid from her bed and padded silently to the door. Her legs felt like they belonged to someone else, weak and buzzing, barely obeying her thoughts. She told herself not to look. She told herself to go back. But something stronger than fear pulled her forward, a terrible need to see, to understand, to make it stop by witnessing it.

The stairs creaked beneath her weight. She froze halfway down, heart pounding so loudly she was sure it would give her away. But no one looked up. No one noticed her.

The living room was lit by a single overturned lamp. Its light flickered, unsteady, casting long shadows across the walls. The front door stood open, night air pouring in like a breath held too long.

Her father lay near the coffee table, his body twisted at an unnatural angle. Her mother was closer to the kitchen, one hand stretched out as if reaching for something she could no longer touch.

And the floor.

The floor was red.

Delvina had never seen that much blood before. It spread slowly, seeping into the rug, dark and sticky, pooling where her parents had fallen. Her mind refused to accept it as real. It looked staged, like something from a movie her parents would never let her watch.

She waited for one of them to move.

They didn’t.

A man stood near the doorway, stuffing something into his jacket. His face was half-hidden in shadow, but his eyes flicked toward her. For a moment just one Delvina thought he might come back, that he might finish whatever had started.

Instead, he ran.

The door slammed. Footsteps faded. The house exhaled, empty and broken.

Delvina descended the rest of the stairs slowly, each step heavier than the last. She knelt beside her mother first, touching her shoulder gently, as if she might wake her from a nap.

“Mom?” Her voice cracked. “Mom, please.”

Her mother’s skin was already cooling.

Delvina backed away, her knees giving out beneath her. She crawled toward her father, shaking him harder, desperate now, panic tearing through her chest.

“Dad,” she sobbed. “Please. Please.”

Nothing.

The room smelled wrong metallic and sharp and Delvina felt her stomach twist violently. She pressed her palms against the floor to steady herself, only then realizing what she was touching. She stared at her hands, now streaked red, and a sound tore out of her throat that she didn’t recognize as her own.

Sirens arrived later. How much later, she would never know. Time had collapsed into a single endless moment where nothing before or after existed, only the floor, the blood, and the unbearable stillness of her parents’ bodies.

Strangers filled the house. Voices overlapped. Someone wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, though she wasn’t cold. Another voice asked her questions she couldn’t answer. Her eyes remained fixed on the floor, on the place where her mother’s hand had been, as if looking away might make it all vanish.

When they finally led her outside, Delvina resisted. She wanted to stay. She wanted to sit there forever, as close as possible to the last place her family had been whole.

The night air felt cruel against her skin. Blue and red lights pulsed across the lawn, staining everything with colors that didn’t belong. Neighbors watched from their porches, faces pale and curious. Delvina wondered how they could look at her and not break apart the way she had.

At the hospital, a woman with tired eyes knelt in front of her and spoke gently. Her mouth moved. Words formed. Delvina heard them but didn’t understand them.

Your parents didn’t make it.

The sentence fell into her like a stone dropped into deep water, sinking without a ripple.

Later much later Delvina would remember small details with terrifying clarity. The hum of fluorescent lights. The scratchy fabric of the blanket. The way no one would meet her eyes for too long.

What she would remember most, though, was the silence.

In the days that followed, people cried around her. They hugged her. They told her she was strong, that she would be okay, that her parents loved her very much.

Delvina nodded when expected. She said thank you when required. Inside, something had gone quiet. Not peacefully empty.

At night, she dreamed of the floor. She dreamed of blood spreading endlessly, no matter how hard she tried to wipe it away. She dreamed of her parents calling her name, always just out of reach.

And every morning, she woke with the same thought pressing against her chest like a weight she would carry for the rest of her life:

If she had stayed asleep,

If she hadn’t come downstairs,

If she hadn’t seen it, maybe the image wouldn’t live inside her forever.

But it did.

And from that night on, Delvina learned a second language, the language of loss. She learned how quickly love could vanish. How safety could be stolen. How one moment could divide a life into before and after.

She learned that blood could dry, floors could be cleaned, houses could be sold.

But some stains never left.
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THE SIRENS DID NOT follow Delvina into the morning.

They stopped somewhere behind her, their wailing swallowed by distance, leaving a silence that felt louder than the noise had ever been. Dawn crept in without permission, pale and indifferent, lighting a world that had already decided to move on.

Delvina sat in the backseat of a car she did not recognize, hands folded tightly in her lap. Someone had cleaned her, changed her clothes, wiped the blood from her skin but she could still feel it there, phantom-warm on her palms. Every time she blinked, the living room returned to her in sharp, merciless detail. The red. The stillness. The way the floor had seemed to breathe as her parents stopped.

No one explained where they were going. Or maybe they did, and the words slid past her without landing. Adults spoke softly around her, as if lowering their voices could soften the truth. Delvina stared out the window, watching houses blur together, wondering how many of them still held families eating breakfast, arguing about nothing, planning futures that suddenly felt impossible.

The building they stopped at smelled like disinfectant and old paper. A woman with tired eyes and a practiced smile knelt in front of her.

“Delvina,” she said gently, as if testing the sound of her name. “I’m going to help you for a while, okay?”

Delvina nodded. Nodding was easy. Talking felt impossible.

They led her into a small office with beige walls and a ticking clock that seemed too loud for such a quiet room. The woman asked questions about school, relatives, allergies, and favorite foods. Each one felt unreal, disconnected from the truth Delvina was carrying inside her chest.

Do you have any family we can call?

Delvina thought of her parents’ hands on the floor, reaching for nothing. She shook her head.

They wrote things down. They exchanged looks. They spoke in careful tones that made her feel like glass fragile, something that could shatter if handled too roughly.

Hours passed, or minutes. Time had become unreliable.

Eventually, another woman arrived. Mrs. Carter. She wore sensible shoes and carried herself like someone who believed in order, in systems that worked if followed properly. She smiled at Delvina, not too widely, not too much.

“I’ll be taking care of you for now,” she said. “Just until we figure things out.”

Delvina followed her again, obedient, quiet. The car ride was shorter this time. Mrs. Carter’s house was neat and modest, with trimmed hedges and curtains drawn halfway shut. Inside, everything smelled like lemon cleaner. It didn’t smell like her parents. It didn’t smell like home.

Mrs. Carter showed her a room. It was small but tidy, the bed already made with a pale blue comforter. A stuffed bear sat at the pillow, its fur worn thin from years of love that hadn’t been hers.

“You can rest,” Mrs. Carter said. “You’ve been through a lot.”

Delvina sat on the edge of the bed, hands clenched in her sleeves. She waited for the door to close before allowing herself to lie down. The ceiling was unfamiliar, smooth and blank. It offered no answers.

That night, she did not sleep.

Every sound made her flinch the hum of the refrigerator, the settling of the house, footsteps passing her door. Each one carried the possibility of danger, of voices she didn’t recognize, of another night splitting her life in half.

When she did drift off, the dreams came immediately. Her parents were standing in the living room, whole and smiling, the floor clean beneath their feet. She tried to reach them, but the distance stretched endlessly. Blood seeped back into the rug, slow and patient, no matter how hard she scrubbed.

She woke up screaming.

Mrs. Carter came running, wrapping Delvina in a firm, careful embrace. “You’re safe,” she said over and over, her voice steady. “You’re safe now.”

Delvina wanted to believe her. She wanted safety to be a place she could step into and stay.

But safety felt temporary now. Conditional.

Days turned into weeks. Papers were signed. Meetings were held. Delvina learned new words caseworker, placement, temporary care. She learned to answer questions with short sentences, to keep her eyes down, to swallow her thoughts before they could turn into tears.

At school, teachers spoke to her gently, classmates avoided her, unsure of what to say to the girl whose parents were suddenly gone. She became “the orphan,” though no one used the word out loud. It hung around her anyway, invisible and heavy.

Mrs. Carter tried. She cooked meals, kept schedules, asked how Delvina was feeling in a way that suggested there might be a correct answer. Delvina learned to say, “I’m okay.”

It was easier than explaining that okay no longer meant anything.

At night, Delvina began to understand something about herself. She learned that if she didn’t think too hard, if she stayed busy, if she focused only on what was right in front of her, the pain dulled slightly. The past couldn’t reach her if she refused to look at it.

So she stopped looking.

She stopped asking questions about the investigation, about the man who had come into their house, about justice. Answers wouldn’t bring her parents back. Answers wouldn’t erase the floor.

Instead, she lived in fragments one day at a time, one task at a time. She learned how to disappear into moments, how to exist without planning for anything beyond the next hour.

Adults mistook her quiet for resilience. They praised her strength. They told Mrs. Carter she was adjusting well.

No one noticed the way Delvina flinched at raised voices. Or how she slept with the light on. Or how she pressed her feet flat against the floor every morning, grounding herself, making sure it was solid, clean, safe.

The foster system gave her structure, rules, a bed that was hers in name if not in feeling. What it could not give her was the one thing she needed most: a way to make sense of surviving when the people she loved had not.

Somewhere deep inside, a belief took root small at first, almost harmless.

If love could be taken so quickly, then it was dangerous.

If attachment ended in blood and silence, then distance was safer.

Delvina did not know it then, but that belief would follow her into adulthood. It would shape the way she loved, the way she helped, the way she learned to give pieces of herself away while keeping her own pain carefully hidden.

The sirens had stopped that
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