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Chapter 1

The hallway smells like bleach and blood. Not smoke. Not fire. Just bleach trying to fight what it can’t beat. My cheek sticks to the tile like tape pulled wrong. My hands slide; when I brace to push up, red clings in the lines of my skin.

A sneaker lies on its side, its laces spread like a mouth forgetting how to close. A pencil points down the hall at a streak of paint that isn’t paint. Lockers, where handprints slid, not pressed—five red lines where fingers tried to hold on.

I stay low. Standing makes you visible. Down here I can almost be part of the floor—tile, grout, dirt, gum flattened under a locker. The broken trophy case throws my face back: a boy you could walk past and never name. I want that—to be a boy no one names.

But the reflection glitches. For a blink, a second mouth rides mine, teeth not mine, opening for air not mine. Then it’s only my face again, and the lights hum like nothing is wrong.

I crawl. My sleeve drags through a smear and darkens. My elbow bumps something soft that shouldn’t be on a school floor, and I don’t look because I already know.

I look anyway.

He sits crooked against the lockers like his strings were cut. Jeans dark at the thighs. One arm bent wrong under him. His eyes stay open and look at nothing. His chest does not rise. I wait for it to rise. It doesn’t. The word lands heavy in my head: dead.

Farther down, by the stairwell door, another body half-hides in the corner. Shirt soaked to the waist. Mouth open. No breath fogs the air. No twitch. No sound. Dead.

I press my lips together until they go numb. The tile is cold through my knees, except where it’s warm.

A phone keeps singing two doors down. The chorus loops wrong, jumping back to the start like a scratched disc. Bright voices trapped in a dead place. Every time it restarts, the skin on my arms lifts like it’s trying to leave.

The posters grin anyway: GET YOUR YEARBOOK; COLLEGE FAIR THURSDAY; VOTE FOR JESS. A smiling kid in a sweater holds a stack of books. Someone’s blood has arced across his cheek and dried there in a neat red smile he didn’t ask for. It’s not supposed to be funny, but a laugh claws up my throat.

It isn’t my laugh. I swallow until it goes quiet.

“Hello?” The word falls out of my mouth before I can stop it. It lands and just hangs there, stupid. I bite my tongue. No more words.

The stairwell door hangs open. Its metal is dented where the bar should be. On the landing a backpack lies on its side, binder cracked, math notes spilled like a deck of cards. Angles and proofs stay clean and certain while the hall around them is not.

I listen.

Behind the silence is pressure. Not footsteps. Not breathing. Pressure. It finds the hinge at the base of my skull and presses like a thumb on a latch. Tiny muscles jump in my jaw. Shadows in the corners lean too far, reaching like they know my name and want to use it.

***
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The hallway is wrong in amounts. Too much blood. Too much heat that should have stayed inside bodies now cooling against lockers and tile. Their heat leaks into the air until each breath tastes metallic, like sucking on the edge of a cut. The flavor of blood clings in my mouth, iron-sharp.

I picture my mother’s fridge. The magnet with its verse, ‘Keep your tongue from evil.’ Another verse flickers, torn in half, ‘Those who walk in the light will not stumble...’ But I see myself stumbling now, in a hallway without light, past eyes that don’t blink. A prayer I learned wrong.

The thought sticks like syrup boiled, bitter and thick.

I push myself up to my elbows and slide forward. Fingers slip. The tile gives back a wet squeak that sounds like someone kissing their teeth. A wad of gum at the base of locker 214 is pressed into a coin with a single black hair trapped in it like a fossil. I want to grind it out with my heel. I don’t. I don’t stand up.

A gouge runs claw-deep down a locker door, metal lips turned out like something hit it to make it remember. Beside it the floor seam bulges, as if weight slammed there and left a thought of itself behind.

“Not smoke,” I whisper, because my head wants to make rules. “Not fire.” I sniff again even though I already know. Bleach. Blood. That’s it.

***
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The side exit waits at the end. Wire diamonds crisscross the glass. Through them the baseball field lies flat and green under the wrong light. Outside, red and blue wash across brick in slow arguments. Shapes move: a figure in a dark coat with a flashlight; another with a medical bag; a third pulling tape from a spool that shines like wet straw.

I shove the crash bar. It shrieks. My palm slides—red, tacky—and leaves a dark print on steel. The door holds like it was told to hold. I push again, shoulders shaking. It doesn’t move.

The strobes catch me in the glass. For a heartbeat my reflection blurs: a mouth pulled too wide, teeth bared, eyes lit from inside like someone switched them on. Not a fire glow. The wrong glow. Not mine. Then the lights flick, and it’s only my face again, pale and streaked.

I sag against the door. The wire diamonds pattern my cheek. The weight at the latch of my skull presses harder, and the laugh that isn’t my laugh scratches behind my teeth, asking to come out.

Through the glass, the figure in the dark coat turns toward me. The flashlight beam skitters over the tile and slick and lands on my face like a hand that knows where the bones are.

The door jolts against me from the other side. Not a hit—an insistence. The seal pops. A thin slice of night slides in along my jaw: cold, clean, not bleach.

The door opens the width of a breath.

Not the Monster.

A man stands in the gap, shoulder against the frame, free hand open to keep the uniforms from pouring through. Badge catches red, then blue. Gun sits low, not pointed at me, then vanishes back to a holster without me seeing the moment he decides. Detective Martine. My mind gives him the name like it’s labeling a box.

His mouth moves. The words don’t make it through the glass and the noise and the distance between the world outside and this one. What comes through is the shape of intention. He knows me. The knowing hangs between us like something heavy choosing a shelf.

The laugh inside me goes still, wary. Even it knows he is here now.

He studies my hands. For a second his face doesn’t change at all, and the stillness is worse than anger. A paramedic tries to duck under his arm with a penlight; he shifts just enough to block the glare from my eyes without taking his eyes off me. Behind him a roll of tape whispers as someone strings it across the threshold.

The radio on his shoulder chatters. He lets it. Outside, boots thud, boxes clatter, voices call triage and codes. He doesn’t raise his voice. He leans his shoulder a fraction more and makes a small weather between us where his breath ghosts in and mine ghosts out and the fog writes nothing anyone else can read.

“Come,” I think he says. Or maybe “stay.” Maybe my name. None of the words arrive; only the way his hand isn’t reaching like rescue or like arrest. Just recognition, held steady.

I try to move. My legs shift wrong, as if they forgot how to be legs when the floor turned into a memory. The door that wouldn’t open a minute ago doesn’t push or pull now. It waits the way a person waits when they know they can’t do it for you.

Behind him, lights keep arguing with the brick. Blue. Red. Blue. Red. They wash across the wire diamonds and paint my skin in stripes that don’t belong to me.

The pressure at the latch of my skull leans hard, and a laugh that isn’t a laugh creeps up my throat again, testing the hinge. I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth and try the magnet verse like it’s an answer key.

Keep your tongue from evil.

The words come back tangled, barbed. Keep your... keep... Those who walk... those who—

My jaw tightens. The laugh subsides and sulks. The Monster curls back behind my teeth, listening.

Martine doesn’t rush me. He doesn’t look away, either. He looks like someone holding a door in a storm, choosing to be a hinge until the wind stops.

Noise swells: a stretcher legs locking with a metal cough, someone calling for more gauze, the slap of boots turning fast. Two uniforms try to slide past; Martine’s open hand tilts a centimeter, and they sheer off like water around a rock.

His eyes flick from my face to the bodies behind me and back. He knows. He doesn’t know. Both are true on his face in the same second.

I glance sideways despite myself. I am by the lockers and still haven't moved. The shape by the stairwell is still a shape that used to be a person. The handprints on the metal are already dulling at the edges, the way blood does when air starts to win.

I close my eyes. Nothing changes. The smell is still bleach swollen with copper. Not smoke. Not fire. Death lives here. It doesn’t need help naming itself.

“Please,” my mouth tries, though I don’t know what I’m asking for. The sound scrapes. It sounds like someone else said it and left me to carry it.

Martine’s face shifts by a degree I can’t measure—a muscle at the jaw, a breath that decides not to leave yet. His hand lifts half an inch, palm open the way people show you they’re not holding anything. The radio mutters his name. He doesn’t answer.

Between us, the cold air traces my cheek where the wire diamond pressed it. The pattern tingles, a net I can feel even when I’m not touching it. The pressure at the back of my head eases, a thumb lifting off a latch.

I breathe in through my nose because my mouth doesn’t trust itself. The breath tastes like outside—damp, leaf, night—and behind that, always, iron.

The laugh inside me goes quiet, listening with me, waiting to see what I do.

I slide forward on my shoulder an inch. My knee finds a dry patch and holds. I slide again. The door gives way for me. It wasn’t stuck. It was me keeping it shut.

He doesn’t move to help. He makes room.

Outside is closer than it has any right to be. The cold touches the heat in the hallway and makes a brief fog where they meet, a ghost of a line that disappears as soon as it’s drawn. The tape whispers. The lights keep arguing. Somewhere a siren cuts itself off like it remembered to be respectful.

For a second—less than that—everything lines up: wire diamonds, the rhythm of lights, Martine’s face held very still as if the world asked it to for a photograph, my chest lifting.

Then the picture lets go.

The uniforms surge. He shifts again, a hinge staying a hinge, and their movement becomes noise instead of force. A penlight skates the floor instead of my eyes. Someone says, “Careful, careful,” and I can’t tell if they mean me or the wet or the line between the two worlds the door makes.

The Monster behind my teeth smiles without showing itself. Because it isn’t being watched the same way anymore. It hates being watched.

I keep my eyes on Martine’s, because it helps.

He says something I still can’t hear, but the shape of it is simple. It feels like the smallest possible ask.

I nod once, and it feels like a decision that uses my whole body.

Noise folds and unfolds around us. The dead do not move. The living make space. Bleach and blood and night fight it out in the air, and none of them wins. Not yet.

I edge forward, and the door stops being a line and becomes a threshold, and the cold climbs my face like a hand washing without touching, and the laugh behind my teeth goes small and sulks like a thing that doesn’t get to come out and knows it.
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Chapter 2

The bus wheezed at the stop and folded its doors. George climbed, one hand on the rail, backpack tight to his side. He wasn’t heavy, but high school kept score on anything soft. He kept his shoulders up anyway.

“Careful, folks,” he said to the aisle. “VIP boarding. Photos cost extra. Tips accepted in snacks.” A couple of heads turned and went back to their screens. He pointed at his sneakers like they were custom. No response. He laughed once and moved on.

Julien sat halfway back, cheek against the window. George paused, then dropped into the seat beside him. “Free,” he said. “Good price. I’m George.” He put a hand out, held it there, pulled it back before it could hang. “Handshake optional.”

Julien gave a small nod. “Okay.”

“Okay works,” George said. “Okay is practically a speech on a bus.”

They rode a block with only the bus doing the talking. George tapped a quiet rhythm on the seat back. “You new?”

“Yeah.”

“Same, kind of. Freshman new.” He tipped his chin toward the ceiling. “Feels like they should hand out helmets.”

Julien’s mouth twitched and went still.

“I heard seniors throw pennies,” George said. “Illegal, but I accept donations.”

Julien stayed with the window, shoulders easing a notch.

“What do you do?” George asked. “Sports, games, secret talent?”

“Video games.”

“Not Candy Crush?”

“Shooters.”

George grinned. “Strong, silent type carries the team while I mash buttons.”

“Somebody has to carry you,” Julien said, almost not loud enough to catch.

“Oh, he jokes,” George said. “Bodyguard status confirmed. Payment is cafeteria cookies.”

The next quiet sat easier.

“Where from?” George asked.

Julien’s fingers tapped the window ledge, even, one after another. “Another state.”

“Big move,” George said. “New start.”

“It’s fine.”

“Sure. New start.” He glanced at Julien. “Maybe tell them I’m a retired child prodigy. You back me up.”

“Maybe,” Julien said, looking over for the first time.

“Great. You’re my witness,” George said. “Einstein with better hair.”

The bus rattled toward school. Julien stopped counting stops.

At the curb the doors split. George swung his bag and bowed to no one. “My public awaits,” he said, and kept his grin on. Julien fell in step beside him. The air smelled like exhaust and wet grass.

And there it is, Brookside High in all of its chaotic glory. Teenagers rushing everywhere. Noise. Lots of noise. Backpacks. Sodas. Play fights between friends. Some trying to be noticed. Others trying to be invisible.

“Do you know your way around yet?” George asked.

“No.”

“Didn’t you go to Freshman Orientation?”

“No.”

“Ok. Pro tip,” George said as they joined the flow. “If you’re lost, find the trophy case that looks like it wants to crush a kid. Science wing. Wolves mural? Social studies. And there’s a haunted vending machine that gives Funyuns if you argue with it. Stick with me. I’ll show you the ropes. I know this place inside and out. Like it was my destiny to rule this untamed kingdom.”

Julien let out a small laugh and adjusted his strap.

It turned out George and Julian shared several classes including homeroom. Julien took the window. George sat beside him like he belonged there. Mrs. Garreth wrote her name on the board, upright posture, steady voice.

“Rumor says she spots typos from orbit,” George whispered. “She’s decent.”

When roll came, George answered too bright; Julien said “Here” and kept his eyes down. Mrs. Garreth’s glance landed and moved on. Announcements covered a pep rally, sign-ups, tater tots. George murmured, “All hail our potato overlords.”

Julien pressed two fingers to his brow and let his hand fall. Mrs. Garreth noticed and wrote something small on a sticky note before tucking it under her gradebook.

First period ended with a  surge. Lockers banged. Gum smell and floor wax sat in the air. Near the art wing the light cooled. Color dropped under door frames.

Zoe turned the corner with a jacket open and a stripe of violet in her hair. She didn’t work for attention; the hall gave it anyway. Her eyes found Julien’s without a search. No smile, no frown. A direct look, then past. A mark of paint on her knuckle. Boot tread on wax.

George let out a breath he’d been holding. “Art wing is lava,” he said, steering. “Step where the floor looks less shiny. Also, if you start writing poetry, I’ll pretend I don’t know you.”

Julien nodded.

They passed by a trophy case that could crush a sophomore. George knocked the glass once and winced when it hummed back. “Science wing,” he said. “Proof by dangerous display.”

Julien checked the reflection. For a beat the pane showed his mouth out of place. He looked away too fast.

“Come on,” George said. “If we’re late on day one, they make us run laps.”

They reached algebra at the bell. Mr. Harlan wrote numbers like fence lines. George filled a page with neat notes he wouldn’t use and didn’t bother Julien. He stuck to pen taps and a quick look to see if he was following.

Julien followed and watched the clock.

The bell strangled itself again. In the hall, George shouldered the stream. “Right at the dogs-that-want-to-be-wolves poster,” he said. “Past the bandroom—don’t look or they’ll recruit you. Then—” He cut himself off. Ahead, a knot of bodies pressed close and voices went sharp. He touched Julien’s sleeve and curved them wide.

“Shortcut,” he said.

Julien didn’t ask.

At the vending machines, George slid in a dollar. “Haunted snack box,” he said. “Stare at B4 and it gives Funyuns no matter what you choose.” He pressed C2. The machine thunked and a bag of Funyuns jammed in the coil.

“I didn’t think that would actually happen,” he said.

“Kick it?” Julien asked.

A custodian looked up. George lowered his foot. “Or we apply science.” He fed another dollar and chose Sour Cream and Onion. It dropped, nudged the Funyuns free. Both hit the bay.

“Justice,” George said, handing the Funyuns to Julien. “Retainer.”

“Thanks,” Julien said.

“Never admit I almost kicked it,” George said.

By third period they had a rhythm. George kept the commentary low. Julien answered in short pieces that still counted. In biology, George whispered, “It’s always frogs or flowers.” In history, he drew a helmet and wrote FRESHMAN on it.

Between bells they hit another tight patch of hallway air. George set a wider line again without pointing at it. He let jokes fade there and didn’t chase them.

Near the art room, Zoe came out with a sketchbook. Ink trailed her hand. The hall moved aside. Julien’s head turned a fraction. George noted it and nothing else.

“Map holds,” he said when she was gone. “This corridor is lava.”

Julien’s mouth started toward a smile and stopped.

The cafeteria roared—trays clattering, voices bouncing off cinderblock. George led the way. “Okay, here’s the spread: Pizza, rubber edition. Apple, shiny but shady. Chocolate milk, the hill I’ll die on.”

The Boy tapped his water bottle. “Grease makes me sick.”

“Fair. Nobody ever died of water. Probably.”

George kept a running commentary on portions like a sportscaster who’d trained for this moment. “Behold the pizza triangle—geometry’s greatest enemy. Observe the apple, waxed like a car show. And here we have chocolate milk, which will save your soul if you believe hard enough.” He picked up a fork and announced, “Steel implement of despair,” then set it down to make room for his hands while he talked.

The Boy’s eyes drifted and found the far wall.

Zoe leaned there, one boot braced on brick, jacket draped loose, hair streaked violet and uneven. Not glossy-pretty. Sharp-pretty. Beautiful like she didn’t need permission.

The Boy stared.

George followed his gaze. “Ah. Zoe. She’s... different. Not cool-different. Scary-different. Rumor mill says she sleeps in cemeteries. Or killed someone. Or both. Either way—steer clear.”

But the Boy couldn’t. Zoe’s eyes lifted, swept the room, caught his for a fraction before moving on. Enough.

George groaned. “Yup. Doomed. You’ve got the tragic crush face. Careful—next thing you’ll be writing poetry about cigarette smoke. Me, I once liked a girl who owned four ferrets. Had a whole zoo in her bedroom. Didn’t work out.”

He wasn’t done. “Also, advice: if you ever write a note—like, a real paper note?—don’t fold it like a football and flick it. It will land in a milk puddle. Ask me how I know. And if you ever try to sit at the cool table—don’t. They’re doing a religion there and the first rule is you’re not invited.”

The Boy said nothing. George filled the space, as always.

“School’s a river,” he said. “We keep out of snags.”

“Snags?” Julien asked.

“Corners,” George said, snapping a fry. “Don’t want those.”

Julien nodded. Not agreement with the idea. Agreement with the rule.

“If people crowd you,” George said, leaning in just enough, “take the long way. No one owns your route.”

Julien folded the seam again. “Okay.”

English lived under flicker lights. Mrs. Garreth asked for one true line without apology. George wrote, I talk too much when I’m scared, then drew one line through it and left the words visible. Julien wrote slow and kept his hand low. George didn’t look.

Two students read, and Mrs. Garreth nodded like they’d done solid work. When the bell rang she said, “If any of you need a quiet space sometimes, my door is a door.” It was to the room.

George didn’t say anything about it in the hall. He filed it under routes.

The last period led like a promise of daylight. George used his shoulder like a wedge without making it obvious and kept Julien on his left where he could signal small turns with his right hand.

At the glass doors daylight pressed in. The pane mirrored them for a second. George saw himself and not-him, Julien and not-Julien—the mouth a fraction off. He didn’t joke.

“Straight line,” he said. “Flagpole and cut right.”

Julien’s breath hitched and settled. “Okay.”

Outside smelled like wet dirt. The lawn showed mower lines. Students crossed at practiced angles.

“You bus or walk?” George asked.

“Bus.”

“Same. Fence line is faster,” he said, pointing. “Don’t lean; it eats sleeves.”

“Noted,” Julien said.

At the corner a small crowd formed where paths crossed wrong. George didn’t like the read on it. He didn’t explain. He drifted them out farther until voices were voices again.

A bus snorted at the curb. The driver stared past everything. George slowed their steps to miss any rush at the stairs.

“Rule of travel,” he said. “We don’t let the crowd pick the story.”

Julien looked at him. “What story then?”

“Straight lines,” George said. “No corners.”

He hadn’t meant it like a promise. It sounded like one anyway.

Julien held his eyes a beat. “No corners.”

They boarded like it was already a habit.

On the ride home George let quiet be quiet. Seats breathed old vinyl and soap. He watched trees pass and didn’t narrate them. When he looked at Julien, he did it straight on.

“Tomorrow,” he said halfway. “South hall, vending machines, guidance detour, then out. If it fails, we change it.”

“Okay,” Julien said, eyes on the aisle.

“I’ll text a meet spot,” George said. “North doors bench is a stage. We’ll pick something else.”

“Okay.”

The bus sighed at the next stop. George stood and set his hand on the seatback. “Same,” he said. “Always.”

Julien’s mouth moved and the change reached his eyes. He didn’t answer out loud.

The driver rode the brake. Windows rattled change. George leaned back and hummed a nothing tune. He slipped small jokes under his breath, then let the space return.

Julien sat toward the aisle. The Funyuns rode his backpack, folded precise. He pressed the seam down flat.

At one stop, kids poured off with cheers. George stayed. “Tomorrow we test the detour again,” he said. “Maybe the machine likes us.”

Julien watched the floor, then the glass. For a second his reflection lagged, mouth open when his wasn’t. He blinked and the pane matched.

George didn’t react. “Or we change routes,” he said. “South hall has fewer corners.”

“Okay,” Julien said.

Near the end of the line the bus sounded done. George stood. “Want me to come over? Game? I can make sandwiches.”

“NO.” It came too fast and too loud. Heads turned.

George froze.

“Not today,” Julien said. “My mom needs help. Homework. Headaches. Stomach sometimes.” He swallowed. “Dad said I’d toughen up.”

They weren’t excuses. George almost asked. He didn’t. He swung his bag higher and made it easy. “Tomorrow then.”

He whistled off-key. Noise beat silence.

Julien held the aisle and pressed the word down where no one could see it.

Outside, the street ran downhill past matched houses and low fences. Shadows stretched longer than they should for that hour. George backed a few steps, waving. “See you. Same seat or new seat. Your call.” He turned before Julien had to answer.

Julien’s hand lifted a fraction and fell. He walked like he was checking each step.

His house sat down the block, lights off, blinds down. Inside would be questions or none. He wasn’t sure which was worse.

George kicked a stone into the gutter and replayed the no. It belonged to something bigger. He told himself to wait. Day one wasn’t for digging. He pulled his phone, stared at an empty contact, and put it away. Tomorrow he’d ask for the number. Not as a rescue. As a route.

Julien reached his porch. Paint peeled at the edges. He set his hand on the knob and counted to three. Inside was only house noise—air and wood and quiet.

He closed the door and set his forehead against it. He heard his own no again and pressed his tongue to the roof of his mouth until it hurt. The sound didn’t get out.

George lay on his bed in his shoes. A crack in the ceiling split like a fork. He sketched a helmet and wrote FRESHMAN SURVIVAL GEAR, then drew a second figure beside it, taller and quiet. He shut the notebook fast.

Julien sat in his room with the blinds closed. His bag was open. The Funyuns were folded flat in the pocket. He touched the seam with one finger. He thought of the vending machine, the straight-line plan, the bench that wasn’t a stage. He almost smiled and didn’t.

The no filled his mouth again. He lay back without changing clothes and crossed his arms to hold still. The ceiling was blank. Corners waited there anyway.
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Chapter 3

The lockers lean like teeth waiting to bite. The hall swells with noise, surf pounding against the inside of my skull.

Turner finds me first. He always does. His voice cuts across the tide. “Shark bait,” he says. His grin shows water between his teeth.

Colt shadows him, broad, carrying the smell of soda gone flat. The crowd makes room for them the way blood makes room for teeth.

My hand tightens on the strap of my bag. I keep walking. The hall narrows anyway.

Turner bumps my shoulder, hard enough that the bag slides down my arm. “Oops,” he says, not oops at all.

Colt laughs like it belongs to him.

I bend, catch the strap before it falls. When I straighten, the glass of a trophy case flashes back. My reflection waits there. Its mouth doesn’t close when mine does.

Open it, the Monster whispers. Give me teeth.

The crowd smells of gum and sweat. I taste copper on my tongue though there is no blood yet.

Turner leans in. “What’s in the bag, freak? Bricks? Porn? Dead rats?” His hand twitches toward the zipper.

I step back. “Don’t.”

The word comes out small, and the hall eats it.

Louder, the Monster says. They only hear when it cuts.

Colt’s hand slaps my bag. The zipper jerks halfway down. Books tilt like loose teeth.

The Monster presses closer. I will hold them still. You only need to open the door.

Heat climbs my throat. The noise around us drops, thick and waiting.

Then—

Mrs. Garreth’s voice. Sharp. “Enough.”

The air snaps.

She stands at the end of the hall, posture set like iron. The crowd folds back. Turner’s hand hangs frozen. Colt’s grin stutters.

My books sag in the open bag. My reflection’s second mouth disappears when I look again.

Mrs. Garreth doesn’t raise her voice. She doesn’t need to. “To class. Now.”

The crowd flows again, a reluctant current. Turner mutters, “Whatever,” too soft for her, not soft for me. Colt shoves my bag one last time and peels away.

The zipper is still open. I fumble it shut.

Mrs. Garreth’s eyes pass over me. She doesn’t ask. She doesn’t press. But she sees.

She turns and walks, her heels marking the floor with a rhythm steadier than my pulse.

The Monster pulls back, thin as breath. You should have let me answer.

I don’t answer. My tongue feels nailed down.

The hall swallows me whole.

***
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I sit in class, the desk too small, air humming like a wire. Turner two rows behind, tapping his pencil like a shark fin slicing water.

They will circle again, the Monster says. Hunger always circles back.

I stare at the board. The numbers blur. Each equals sign opens like a jaw.

The teacher drones. My pencil scratches nothing.

In the window glass beside the board, my reflection’s mouth twitches. Half a grin where mine is flat.

Feed me, the Monster says. I will end the circling.

I drop my eyes to the desk until the wood grain feels like waves.

The bell frees us. Turner’s pencil stops, but the echo doesn’t.

The hall after math class feels narrower, the crowd louder, every sound aimed at me.

Turner waits by the water fountain. Colt blocks the lane beside him. Their shadows overlap like a net.

“Round two,” Turner says. His knuckles pop.

Colt adds, “Shark bait.”

My chest knots. My bag strap burns my shoulder.

Do not run.

The Monster’s whisper coils low. Running is feeding. Teeth chase what flees.

I try to step around. Turner slides with me. His sneakers squeak. The sound is louder than it should be.

He grins. “What’s wrong? You deaf?”

Give me your mouth, the Monster urges. I will make it wide enough to swallow them.

My tongue won’t lift.

Turner shoves me. Not hard, but hard enough. The bag jolts. The zipper rattles.

Colt barks a laugh.

The crowd senses it, the way sharks sense blood. They slow, they turn, they circle.

Now, the Monster presses. Open. Let me out.

I don’t.

Turner’s hand lands flat on my chest. He pushes. The lockers behind me ring.

One more, the Monster promises. One more touch and I will answer.

The air thickens. Noise dims like someone cupped the hall in their palms.

Turner leans close. “Say something.”

My reflection in the metal locker door grins when I don’t. Its teeth gleam too sharp.

The Monster hisses: Say it for me.

Heat climbs the back of my neck. My fists close.

And then—

Mrs. Garreth again. Her voice slices the silence. “That’s enough.”

The spell fractures.

Students blink like waking. Turner’s hand lingers, then drops. Colt looks away, muttering.

Mrs. Garreth’s eyes burn straight through them. “Class. Now.”

They scatter, pretending it was nothing.

My pulse still hammers. My reflection’s grin lingers a second too long, then vanishes.

The Monster recedes with a promise that chills more than the shove did. Next time, you won’t stop me.
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Lunch is worse.

Tables spread like islands, but the water between is teeth. I carry my tray past them, every glance another fin slicing close.

George waves me over. His grin is too wide, too loud. “Yo! Safe harbor, table for two!”

I sit. My food congeals before I touch it.

George talks enough for both of us. About algebra, about cafeteria tragedy, about how ketchup counts as a vegetable.

I hear half. The other half is the Monster whispering.

He can’t save you. He talks to fill the water. Sharks feed in those waters.

George nudges my tray. “You gonna eat?”

I shake my head.

Feed me instead, the Monster says. One word is all I need.

George keeps talking, trying too hard. I keep nodding, pretending.

In the glass of the vending machine behind him, my reflection waits. Its mouth twitches when mine is still.

I look down before it opens.
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The final bell is worse than all the others. The crowd pushes for daylight. Shoulders slam. Backpacks scrape.

Turner and Colt wait near the exit. I feel it before I see it.

Do not feed them, the Monster whispers. Feed me.

Turner calls out. “Hey freak!”

Colt smirks, eyes glinting with something hungrier than the cafeteria light.

My hand clenches the strap again.

The hall squeezes. Breath shortens.

The Monster presses close enough I feel its grin under my skin. Just once. Open the door. I will finish this.

I don’t know if I can hold it.

Turner’s hand lifts like he’s going to shove again.

The air folds in on itself.

Noise drains. Color bleeds to gray. Every movement slows until the crowd is statues mid-breath.

Turner’s hand hangs above me, frozen. Colt’s mouth opens on a laugh that doesn’t land.

Only I keep moving.

The Monster stretches inside my skin. This is mine. I hold the world still for you.

My chest heaves. The hall groans like a throat about to close.

The lockers tilt. Reflections slip. My second mouth grins wider, teeth too many, too sharp.

Say the word, the Monster whispers. Let me unmake them.

I almost do. My tongue rises. My fist tightens.

A verse sparks against my teeth instead. ‘Keep your tongue from evil.’

The words come from nowhere. From the kitchen magnet at home. From a prayer my mother mutters with her glass.

The Monster snarls. Scripture will not save you.

But the world shudders. Color leaks back. Sound trickles in.

Mrs. Garreth’s voice for the third time today. “Enough.”

Time restarts.

Turner jerks, surprised. Colt stumbles a half-step. The crowd stirs, murmurs, pretends they weren’t watching.

My hands unclench. My mouth stays shut.

The Monster retreats, a hiss in my ear. Coward. You’ll starve me. But I am patient.

Mrs. Garreth’s eyes catch mine as she passes. She doesn’t speak to me, only to the hall. “Move along.”

They do.

Turner mutters under his breath but doesn’t touch me again. Colt smirks without teeth.

The bell rings them out the door.

I follow last, every step heavy as if the floor has teeth too.
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The bus ride home rattles like it’s trying to shake me loose. George drops into the seat beside me, grinning too loud. “We survived. Sharks fed somewhere else today. See? Easy.”

I nod.

He keeps talking, his words skipping stones over the silence.

I keep my face to the glass. My reflection waits there, its grin faint, just enough to remind me.

Next time, the Monster whispers. Doors don’t stay shut forever.

I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth until it aches.

Outside, the houses roll past in rows. Each one has corners that could cut.

I count them. I don’t stop.

The bus sighs at my street.

Home waits, door closed, light off.

The Monster hums low, patient.

I keep walking.
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​The Mother
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Chapter 4

Maggie set a glass on the counter and the bottle beside it. She poured with a steady hand, careful not to spill.

She sat at the table with the glass in front of her and the Bible beside it. She crossed herself, lips moving. The words came low, nearly soundless.

Her finger traced the rim of the glass before she lifted it. One swallow. She set it down and bowed her head again.

Rachel came in without looking up from her phone. The glow lit her face. She opened the refrigerator, pulled out a soda, and shut the door with more force than needed.

“You’re praying again,” Rachel said.

Maggie kept her eyes on the table. “It helps.”

“With what?” Rachel cracked the can. “Nothing changes.”

“Watch your tone.”

Rachel rolled her eyes and walked out with the can.

Maggie pressed her palms together harder. The glass waited beside the Bible. She looked at one, then the other, and drank again.
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Her eyes fell on a passage in the Bible, “Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth... I would love to see him without a few of his pretty teeth.”

“Mom?”

She looked up. Standing in the doorway was Julien. Frail. Pale. And a little confused.

“I’m sorry baby. I was just reading some scripture out loud.” She downed the rest of her wine glass and set it aside. “How was school?”

Julien hesitated for a moment. Then he slipped off his backpack before carefully sliding into a seat at the table. “Fine.”

“That’s good. I bet you’re making all kinds of friends. You’re just such a sweet person. People are probably lining up to be your friend.”

Julien just stared at the table. Not sad. Not happy. Just nothing.

She reached across and brushed her fingers against his wrist. “You’re too quiet. People don’t see how good you are if you don’t say anything.” Her voice wobbled. “Say something to me, baby.”

“Well what about that George boy? Did you see him again today?”

A pause. “Yeah.”

“He seems like such a nice young man. A bit chatty, but that’s all right.” Maggie kept looking into her son’s eyes waiting for some sort of response. He was always a little tough to crack. No wonder, with the way that his father treated him. “You’re not having any trouble at school are you?”

“He almost got leveled by a couple of assholes.” Rachel strode into the room and went straight for the fridge.

“Language Rachel!” Maggie ran a respectable house. She was sure she did. Pretty sure.

“Whatever mom.” Rachel grabbed a bottle of water before leaning back on the fridge. “The little dead weight got himself caught up with two of the toughest idiots in school.”

“You take that back right now young lady! Your brother is not ‘dead weight’!”

Her voice cracked on the last word, louder than she meant. Julien flinched, shoulders drawing in. Maggie gasped, realizing how sharp she’d sounded, and rushed to cover it with her arms around him. “I didn’t mean that to you. I would never say that about you. Forgive me.” She pressed him too tightly until he stiffened, then pulled back in shame.

“Sure mom. Just keep babying him. That’ll make everything better.” Rachel rolled her eyes and strolled out of the room.

“I am not done with you yet!” Maggie called out to the back of Rachel’s head as she disappeared into the house.

Silence followed. The fridge clicked on, humming louder, and the magnet with its verse gleamed dull: Keep your tongue from evil. Maggie glared at it like it was mocking her.

She looked back at Julien. Her eyes were wide. She tried to reach out her hands to his arms, but he pulled away like a reflex. “Honey, I am so sorry. Why didn’t you say something?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It doesn’t sound like nothing.” She staggered to her feet and pulled out her phone. “I’m calling the school right now! I will not stand for this sort of behavior!”

“Mom! It’s fine. Nothing happened.” Julien looked up at his mother for the first time since sitting at the table. “They were just all talk. And besides, Mrs. Garreth stepped in and set ‘em straight. I’m fine. Really.”

Maggie stood there with the phone in her hand. Frozen in thought. The glass on the counter still held her thumbprint smudged along the stem. “Did you take your medicine today?”

“Mom!” The Boy started to get up from the table.

“I just worry about you Baby Boy. I know with your condition and what your father put you through, you need someone to look out for you. That’s all I’m trying to do.”

“Can I go to my room now?” The Boy resigned.

“Yes Baby,” Maggie slipped the phone into her pocket and reached for the bottle of wine on the counter. “Dinner will be at seven.”

“Ok.” With that he turned and shuffled out of the room.
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Rachel’s music played through the wall upstairs. Maggie listened, then turned back to her Bible. The words blurred. She closed it and rested her hand on the cover.

The house was quiet except for the music and the hum of the refrigerator.

She whispered another prayer with her hand on the book.

Her thumb brushed the faint scar at her hairline. Julien’s father, Gavin, had left it the night she stepped between him and Rachel. Gavin had been shouting about grades, calling Rachel lazy, stupid, worthless. His hand swung wide, catching Maggie before Rachel could move. She had kept the mark hidden under her hair since.

It hadn’t been the only time. Once he shoved her against the stove so hard the burner knob cracked. Another night he closed his hand around her wrist until she dropped the plate she was holding. She still felt the ache when she folded laundry.

Other nights had been worse. Julien would sit silent while his father told him to toughen up, to stop acting weak. Rachel would shout back until the shouting turned into something heavier. Maggie had told herself she could take it, but the kids shouldn’t have had to. She packed them into the car one night after he passed out, no plan except to get away.

That had been months ago now. Gavin never came looking. And, somehow, Maggie wasn’t the least bit surprised.
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Dinner was meatloaf pulled from the oven too late, edges crisped black and the middle still pale. The smell of ketchup glaze couldn’t hide the sour bite of wine already on Maggie’s breath. She set the plates down with a clatter too hard, too final.

Rachel slid into her chair with a smirk. “Guess we’re pairing tonight’s meal with vintage Mom Special. Goes great with denial.”

Maggie froze, fork in her hand. “What did you say?”

“You heard me.” Rachel stabbed at her potatoes. “You’re drunk half the time, Mom. Everyone sees it. He sees it.” She jerked her chin at Julien, who stared at his plate.

“That’s not true.” Maggie’s voice sharpened, rising fast. “I am a good mother. I keep this house running. I keep food on this table. Don’t you dare talk to me like that!”

Rachel laughed without humor. “Food and wine. Bible and booze. Guess you pick whichever keeps you standing that night.”

“Enough!” Maggie’s hand slammed against the table. The plates jumped, silverware rattled. Julien’s fork clattered to the floor, and he flinched like the sound was a strike.

The room went still. Maggie’s breath came quick and ragged. She saw their faces—Rachel defiant, Julien shrinking into himself—and all at once the fury drained.

Her hands trembled as she reached for the cross around her neck, clutching it like a lifeline. “Lord, forgive me,” she whispered, but the whisper broke. She dropped into her chair, tears hot against her cheeks. “I don’t mean it. I never mean it. You have to believe me.”

Rachel thrust back her chair. “Believe what? That tomorrow you’ll scream and cry again, then pray it away? We deserve better.”

She stormed from the table.

Julien sat frozen, shoulders tight. Maggie reached for him, but he edged back, eyes lowered.

“Please,” she pleaded. “I love you. I just... I don’t know what to do all the time...” Her voice cracked, collapsing into silence.

The fridge hummed louder, the magnet gleaming: Keep your tongue from evil.

Maggie lifted her glass, drained it, and bowed her head over her half finished plate. “Keep the darkness away,” she whispered again. “From him. From me. From this house.”

Upstairs, the Boy lingered at the landing, listening, the word darkness pressing in colder than before.
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The bathroom mirror showed lines she hadn’t noticed last year. She touched her cheek, then let her hand drop. She rinsed her face, dried it with a towel, and looked again.

The lines stayed.

She thought of nights she wore sunglasses to the store, excuses ready in case anyone asked. Once it was the side of her mouth split open. Once a bruise stretched across her jaw. She told the kids she’d slipped in the yard, though none of them believed it.

She went back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. The bottle waited where she had left it. She poured a half glass, set the bottle down, and carried the drink to the table.

She sat. She didn’t drink yet. She put her elbows on the table, pressed her fingers to her temples, and stayed that way.

After a long minute, she lifted the glass and finished it in one swallow.
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Julien’s door cracked open when she passed his room. He sat on the bed with his shoes still on, backpack leaning against the wall.

“You didn’t eat,” she said.

“I told you. I’m fine.”

“Fine isn’t good enough.”

He kept his eyes on the floor. He didn’t answer.

Maggie sighed and pulled the door closed without saying more. She remembered his father at the dinner table, pointing a fork at Julien. Speak up. Stop mumbling. Don’t act like a girl. The boy had sat stiff, staring at the mashed potatoes. When he didn’t answer fast enough, the fork clattered against the plate beside him. Julien had gone quiet after that. Quieter every year.

She returned to the kitchen again. She didn’t remember pouring another drink. She sat with her hand clasped around it and her Bible in front of her.

Her lips moved, prayer almost soundless. The phone sat face down on the table. She slid it closer anyway.

The kitchen was quiet. The hum of the refrigerator filled the space.

Maggie bowed her head lower. She stayed at the table until the clock on the stove read past ten. The Bible was closed in front of her. She hadn’t opened it again.

She stood, carried her glass to the sink, and washed it. She dried it with a towel and set it upside down on the rack.

She checked the back door. Deadbolt, chain, knob. She checked the window over the sink and pushed the latch with her thumb until it clicked. She did the front door last, pressing the edge with her palm to feel the seal. In the old house he had liked to snap locks open and shut just to prove he could. Here, the locks stayed shut.

Upstairs, Julien’s light was still on under the door. She hesitated, then knocked once.

No answer.

She knocked again. “It’s late. Turn the light off soon.”

A quiet “okay” came from inside.

She stood there a moment longer, then went back to her room.
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Maggie sat on the edge of her bed. She set the Bible on the nightstand and crossed herself again.

She whispered the same prayer she had said earlier, the words steady but faint. Her hands stayed folded.

On the nightstand, the glass of water she had placed there hours ago still waited, untouched.

She lay back without changing her clothes. She pulled the blanket over herself and closed her eyes.

The house was quiet.

She waited for sleep and thought of the night they left. Gavin had passed out in his chair, bottle at his feet, television dragging light across the living room. Maggie told the kids to pack fast. No garbage bags—they made too much sound. Pillowcases. One for each.

Rachel moved quick, whispering under her breath and yanking drawers in short pulls so they wouldn’t slam. Julien stood at the top of the stairs like he’d forgotten how they worked. She took his elbow and started him down, one step at a time.

She turned the living room lamp off and counted to five to be sure the dark would hold. Gavin snored once and then went quiet again. Rachel carried shoes in her hand to keep them from thumping. Julien kept looking at the chair. Maggie kept her eyes on the door.

They made three trips to the car. The second time, the front door squeaked and Rachel flinched so hard she almost dropped her pillowcase. Gavin didn’t move. Maggie breathed out and told them to keep going.

Outside, the porch light didn’t work. The steps felt soft at the edges where the wood had gone. She put the pillowcases in the trunk and shut it with both hands pressed to the lid to catch the latch before it banged.

When everything was in, she had the kids sit in the car and close the doors soft, soft, soft. She went back once more for the papers she had hidden in the cookie tin—birth certificates, insurance cards, one photo of the two of them from before, which she almost left and then didn’t.

She locked the door from the outside and set the key under the mat without thinking why. In the car she turned the key and let the engine idle before shifting. The headlights stayed off until the last second at the stop sign.

Rachel watched the house through the rear window until the street turned. Julien looked straight ahead.

Maggie kept her hands tight on the wheel and drove the speed limit. When they reached the highway, she checked the mirror three times and then stopped checking.
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Sleep didn’t come.

"Let's see if Pastor Jerry is on yet."

She got out of bed, poured another glass from another bottle of wine, and made her way to her couch. She flipped through a few channels on her TV that was several decades too old. But it worked. Barely. A few ads for body wash, vacations, cars, pictures of perfect families. Maggie snorted. Just more lies.

"I need some truth." She said to no one in particular. Finally she landed on Pastor Jerry. He taught at some mega church out in the Bible Belt. Texas, was it? Arkansas? It didn't matter. Maggie loved listening to him. He spoke with such passion. The kind of preacher that made you want to jump out of your chair and shout "Amen!" Even when you had no clue what he just said. That's what she needed right then.

She nestled herself deeper into the couch cushion and took a nice long sip of her wine. This was it. This would make things a little better for tonight.

Pastor Jerry’s smile stretched wide across the screen, teeth flashing white beneath the hot lights of his stage. Behind him, a choir swayed, murmuring a tune just soft enough to make the words slide in easier. “Friend, let me tell you something tonight,” he said, his voice booming with practiced warmth. “The devil wants you to feel small. He wants you to feel powerless. But the good Lord didn’t make you weak—He made you victorious! Somebody shout amen!”

"Amen!" Maggie managed to fumble out with more intention than delivery.

The crowd roared, and Jerry laughed like he was in on the joke of their suffering. “You don’t have to live under the thumb of anyone. You don’t have to be tied down to sorrow, to guilt, to those people who would tear you down. When the world tells














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SeELEN'CE HAS TEETHN:

MONSTFRS
TH; DE\/OUKW

t \'.‘:1 = N
AR
LT \“-, 'wunm\
b / DON'T SAY \
: BECOMES

L\ WHAT DEVOURS »
/)

E=—N\__Y0U. /
\
\\,,//

5, = -

STEPHEN JOHN PAUL






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





