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Chapter 1: Operation High School Entry
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The manual window crank on the driver’s door didn't want to turn past nine o’clock. Jacob gave it a sharp, frustrated palm-strike, forcing the glass down another inch until cold September gravel-dust blew into his collar.

"Bands," he said, turning his head toward the back seat. "Let me see them."

Junior didn't look up from his lap. He was thirteen, with knees that poked like tent poles through the worn denim of his jeans, and he was currently wrestling with a half-chewed fingernail.

"Mine's on, Dad," Junior muttered. He extended a scrawny, pale forearm. Around his wrist, wrapped in dirty beige medical tape, was an old copper braid soldered to a watch battery. A single green diode flickered when his tendon flexed. "It tickles. Like when you press a nine-volt against your tongue."

"It shouldn't tickle," Jacob said. He leaned his shoulder over the torn vinyl split of the front bench seat, squinting through the reading glasses he kept sliding down his nose. "Did you scrape the terminal on the concrete again? I told you, if the wire oxidizes, the baseline impedance jumps."

"I didn't scrape it," Junior said, sinking an inch lower into the upholstery until his chin vanished into his oversized gray sweatshirt. "I dropped it in the oatmeal this morning. Grandma wiped it off on her apron."

Beside him, Dorothy let out a dry, theatrical sigh that fogged three inches of the rear side window. At fifteen, she had her father’s broad shoulders and a stubborn, square jaw that made her track windbreaker pull tight across the chest. She had a thick biology textbook wedged under her thigh and her sneakers braced against the transmission hump.

"Dada," Dorothy said, her voice flat. "You're parked on Mrs. Gable’s lawn edging. Her green plastic scalloping is completely flat under your right front tire."

Jacob blinked, his hands tightening on the worn rubber of the steering wheel. He looked through the bug-spattered windshield. "I am establishing a secure standoff position. The curb eighty yards back gives a clean view of the main foyer."

"It’s Mrs. Gable’s grass," Nancy said without glancing up from the passenger seat. She was wearing a thick cable-knit sweater the color of unbleached oats, calmly paring a red apple with a small bone-handled knife. A thin ribbon of peel curled onto a sheet of wax paper on her knee. "And she’s standing by her bird feeder in her bathrobe, Jacob. She has a broom in her hand."

"She’s an unvetted variable," Jacob muttered, his jaw setting hard. "The school board rearranged the bus arrival schedule by four minutes. That means all three feeder routes converge on the concrete walk at the same time. One hundred and twenty students entering through a single double-door creates an immediate crowd-surge risk."

"It creates a line, Jacob," Nancy said, offering him a translucent wedge of apple on the flat of the knife blade. "Because children walk slowly when they don't want to take an algebra quiz. Eat the fruit. Your breath smells like engine degreaser."

Jacob took the apple wedge with two thick, scarred fingers, chewed it twice without tasting it, and swallowed. He looked back at Dorothy in the rearview mirror. His eyes weren't those of a squad leader scanning an ambush zone; they were the tired, guarded eyes of a man who had spent three years holding a collapsing roof over his family's head and couldn't quite believe the sky wasn't falling anymore.

"Dorothy," he said, his voice dropping its clipped, barking rhythm, sounding rough and dry around the edges. "Your shoe. The right lace is dragging in the dirt."

"I'll tie it before homeroom," she said.

"Tie it now," Jacob said, his tone softening into that irritating, persistent dad-cadence that made teenagers want to scream. "You step on that loop on the concrete steps, you take out your front teeth. A mouth injury requires oral surgery, and the local dentist has shaky hands. I watched him try to parallel-park his Buick last Tuesday. He hit the curb twice."

Dorothy rolled her eyes, but she bent over her boot, yanking the dirty white lace into a tight double-knot. While she was down, she reached into her jacket pocket, her thumb grazing the familiar, worn rim of the silver coin she’d carried since she was a little girl. The metal was cool against her skin, quiet and steady.

"Junior," Jacob continued, pointing a blunt finger over the seat. "Your calculator. Keep it in the bag. Don't go pulling the battery casing off during fifth-period study hall. If you blow the fuse in the media lab again, they’re going to call the house."

"I didn't blow the fuse," Junior protested, sitting up. "The outlet in the media lab was already buzzing. It sounded like an old refrigerator. When I plugged my charger in, it just... it made the lights turn pink for a second."

Nancy paused her knife, her dark eyes shifting to her son's face. The domestic calm of the car dipped for half a heartbeat. "Pink, Junior? Or bruised violet?"

"Pink," Junior said, looking down at his sneakers. "Just pale pink. Like cherry soda."

"The old school wiring," Jacob said, clearing his throat loudly as if trying to scrape the tension out of the air. "Forty-year-old copper. The district needs a bond measure. All right. Ingress window is open. Move out."

Dorothy shoved her rear door open. The rusted lower hinge gave a shrill, metallic groan that made a passing freshman flinch and hurry toward the sidewalk. Junior scrambled out behind her, his canvas bag clattering with loose rulers and spare screws.

Jacob watched them in the side mirror as they merged into the messy, stumbling herd of teenagers. He didn't shift the transmission into gear. His hands stayed clamped to the wheel, his knuckles pale against the dark vinyl.

"They're big enough, Jacob," Nancy murmured softly, laying her warm palm over his calloused knuckles.

"They're fifteen and thirteen," Jacob muttered, his throat clicking as he swallowed. "They're still kids who forget to put their milk back in the fridge. How are they supposed to know when the floor under their feet isn't solid?"

"Because you taught them how to fall," Nancy said, nudging his wrist toward the gearshift. "Now put it in drive before Mrs. Gable uses that broom on our windshield."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Locker Room Protocol
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The third-floor locker bay had a radiator in the corner that didn't know how to shut off. It knocked like an angry knuckle inside an iron pipe—clang... clang... clang—baking the hallway in dry, dusty heat that smelled of scorched floor wax and sour gym laundry.

Dorothy stopped at locker 314. The green paint was chipped near the combination dial, revealing patches of dark, oxidized primer where decades of students had kicked the latch free with their heels.

Two lockers down, a boy with greasy blond hair and shoulders that seemed too wide for his blue school hoodie was leaning against the vents. His left sneaker was planted hard against the bottom edge of locker 312, keeping the door wedged shut.

Inside the two-inch gap between the door and the frame, a small, pale hand with ink-stained knuckles was tugging uselessly on the metal handle.

"Come on, Miller," Trent drawled. He had that grating, half-bored voice of a kid who had grown four inches over the summer and decided the extra height gave him salvage rights to everyone else’s space. "I just want the diagrams. You do them in blue pen, right? Henderson can't read pencil on the third page."

"I haven't checked the margins yet," a thin voice came from behind the steel slats. "Mr. Henderson takes points off if the lines aren't ruled with a straightedge."

"Miller," Trent said, shifting his heel just enough to make the thin metal boom like a bass drum: CLANG. "Nobody cares about the margins. Just push the yellow folder through the top louver."

Dorothy didn't drop her backpack. She let the strap slide down her forearm until the bag hung heavy against her thigh, forty pounds of textbooks acting like a dead-weight anchor. She stepped into the narrow space between Trent and the row of lockers, her shoulder clipping his upper arm as she passed.

It wasn't a shove. It was the heavy, stubborn bump of someone walking a plow line through a patch of dry clay.

Trent stumbled sideways, his sneaker sliding off the locker hinge with a squeak. "Hey! Watch it—"

"Locker three-fourteen," Dorothy said. Her voice had no inflection at all—just flat, dry timber. She pulled an old brass key from her watch pocket, ignoring the sticky combination dial, and jammed it into the maintenance slot beneath the handle. "You're leaning on my hinges."

Trent straightened up, his face reddening. He was bigger than her by three inches, but there was a strange, unhurried density to the way she stood—feet planted wide, hips centered, weight forward on the balls of her boots.

"This is between me and the nerd, Park," Trent sneered, reaching out his right hand to slam Miller’s door shut again. "Mind your own business."

Dorothy didn't use an incantation. She didn't call on Nancy’s fire. She took a single, efficient step forward, pivoted her hips two inches, and caught Trent’s reaching wrist between her thumb and first two fingers.

She found the tender spot right below the base of his palm—the radial nerve cluster Jacob had spent hours drilling into her memory on the blue gym mats in their basement.

She didn't squeeze to break anything. She just drove the blunt bone of her thumb into the nerve with steady, unforgiving pressure.

Trent’s breath hitched. A sharp, ugly jolt of pain shot up his forearm, turning his fingers completely numb. His hand sprang open like a broken spring, dropping a crumpled sheet of lined paper into the dust between their boots.

"Don't reach across my locker," Dorothy said. She didn't glare. She looked right at the cheap plastic zipper on his hoodie, her posture relaxed, her left hand hanging loose by her seam. "Hallways get crowded. People get their fingers caught."

Trent snatched his arm back, rubbing his wrist against his ribs with a furious, wet wince. His eyes were watering from the nerve shock. "You're crazy. You know that? Your whole family came out of the woods backward."

"Locker three-fourteen," Dorothy repeated, pointing her chin at the floor. "Move the foot."

Trent glanced down the corridor. Mr. Henderson, the physics teacher, was shuffling out of the faculty lounge carrying a stained ceramic mug and a stack of blue quizzes. Trent spat a dry breath, kicked Miller's locker door once with his heel, and stalked away toward the stairwell, his shoulders hitched up to his ears.

The narrow locker door swung open.

Miller stepped out into the light, clutching a battered yellow folder against his chest like an iron breastplate. His plastic glasses were crooked, sliding down a nose that was shiny with nervous grease.

"He's going to get me in third-period gym," Miller whispered, his collar soaked around the edges. "He takes people's combination locks and throws them into the deep end of the pool."

"The pool's closed on Tuesdays for chlorine shock," Dorothy said, swinging her locker open with a rusty screeech. The dark interior smelled of old cedar shavings and dry paper. "And Junior has third-period gym."

Miller’s brow furrowed behind his thick lenses. "The little kid? The one who looks like an owl?"

"He doesn't look like an owl," Dorothy said, shoving her track bag into the cubby. "He just doesn't blink much when he’s thinking. Sit on the bench by the ice machine. Don't go near the shower stalls."

Down the hall, near the fire doors, something went tunk.

It wasn't a locker door closing. It was a hollow, three-beat vibration running through the structural beam above their heads: tunk... tunk... tunk.

Dorothy froze, her fingers resting on the cold steel edge of her open door.

Four lockers down, number 320—padlocked shut with a heavy county maintenance chain—rippled. For a single heartbeat, the green paint didn't look like paint; it looked like stagnant pond ice, cloudy and wet. The air in the corridor dropped five degrees, carrying a sudden, bitter draft that smelled of wet dirt, burnt copper wire, and old
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