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Movie night—the only time me and Mom had to spend together. It didn’t bother me, though. Not like it used to. Being a single parent seemed quite difficult, leaving Mom with two jobs just to give us the average house we lived in. And no matter how many times I offered to help—meaning getting a job—she would tell me she’d rather I finish college.

So that was the deal: I go to college, and she works. Monday would be the first semester I attended. Mom wouldn’t stop telling me how proud she was of me, even buying me my first car last week. It was used, something she bought from a friend who worked at a junkyard.

Tonight’s movie was Stardust, a space movie about aliens attacking men on the moon—a movie she had been hyped about renting all week.

Sitting on the other end of the couch with my own blanket, I asked Mom the usual as the movie credits rolled.

“So, Mom, how was work today?”

Opening her bag of heated popcorn, she answered, “Not too bad. Dell didn’t come in, so I earned a little extra for covering his shift. That’s how I almost missed movie night with you.”

“Oh,” I replied, having nothing else to say as the movie started.

Movie night was my favorite night of the week. No matter how cheesy or lame the movie was, I could never tell Mom that—and believe me, this one was cheesy. But it wasn’t about the movie. It was the only time she had for me.

On Saturdays, her first shift didn’t start until the afternoon, so she could sleep in instead of leaving the house at six in the morning. I didn’t wake up for school until seven, so I could never catch her to tell her to have a good day. So I started writing her notes, leaving them on the kitchen table the night before.

All we had... was each other.

Halfway through the movie, my mother drank two sodas. As usual, she paused the movie and called a five-minute intermission.

“Bathroom break,” she announced, getting up from the sofa.

Heading down the hall, she went to the bathroom. Checking my cellphone, I saw it was now eleven at night. In another hour, my mom would be heading to bed. On weekdays, she would’ve been in bed an hour ago. The extra two hours mattered that much to us.

Breaking my train of thought, I heard glass shatter. Then—a chilling scream.

It was my mother’s scream.

The sound came from the bathroom.

I jumped off the couch and sprinted down the hall. I grabbed the doorknob and wiggled it, but it wouldn’t budge. The door was locked.

My forehead began to sweat as the screams continued, making my nerves worse as I slammed my shoulder against the door.

“I’m coming, Mom!!” I yelled as I kept hitting it.

Then I froze.

I heard a growl.

Not a dog’s growl—but something monstrous. A sound I had never heard before. A growl that didn’t belong to anything human.

My mind raced, trying to imagine what was on the other side of the door—when I suddenly realized... my mother was no longer screaming.

With one final, desperate hit, the door burst open.

The sight in front of me was horrific.

Glass from the bathroom window was shattered everywhere. Blood smeared across the floor and walls, leading to the open window.

But there was no sign of my mother.

She was gone.

One of her polka-dotted socks—and some kind of dagger—was left behind. The dagger was stained with blood.

It all happened so fast.

We... we were just watching a movie together.

The last movie night we would ever have.
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Three months had passed, and no one had any trace of where my mother was. No footprints... no hounds could pick up a trail... nothing. It didn’t make any sense. How could someone carry another person away without leaving a trace in the snow? The police were as helpless as ever. What the hell was going on?

I wanted to be done with school. I wanted to be done with life—to end it with the knife I found in the bathroom.

The amount of pain I carried followed me everywhere I went. I had no safe place to escape it. Even on nights when I couldn’t bring myself to sleep at home and stayed outside in the backyard shed, I couldn’t numb the pain. Not even the harsh weather could do that for me.

It was spring now. The rain didn’t fall often enough to wash the hurt off me—to wash away the visions of blood that filled my mind every time I closed my eyes. Some days, I didn’t sleep at all, and the images of blood on my hands haunted me. Reality began to slip away.

The state paid for me to see a therapist. As expected, he was useless. I eventually stopped going. However, he did send me a letter in the mail, giving me an address to visit. In the letter, he claimed this place would be able to help me further. He even said they could assist me better than the police with my mother’s disappearance.

Curiosity took hold of me, bringing me to the entrance of a school academy.

Standing at the locked gate, I waited for someone to let me in. After using the buzzer mounted on the wall, a man had told me someone would be coming shortly.

The scenery was unsettling. The school was cut off from society, hidden deep within the woods. The letter gave me specific directions to follow—otherwise, I would’ve been lost for who knows how long before ever finding this place.

Hearing a twig snap, I quickly turned around, prepared for anything that might’ve been sneaking up on me.

Gripping the dagger strapped to my side, I came face to face with a woman—a familiar face. If I wasn’t mistaken, approaching me was—

“Dawn?” she spoke before I could.

Throwing her arms around me in a warm hug confirmed it. It was none other than my childhood friend, Luna—a girl who used to live next door when we were twelve, back when my parents were still together. She was my best friend.

She wasn’t much taller than she had been back then, her long black hair still the same. I’d never forget the day I was forced to move away from her—the day my mother left my father for good.

Luna and I sat on her porch steps like we always did. But unlike her, I wasn’t in a talkative mood. I couldn’t hide my strange behavior for long before she finally asked,

“Is there something wrong?”

Using every ounce of strength in my small body, I held back the tears that threatened to fall. I paused, staring up at the midday sky—anything to avoid looking her in the eyes.

“We’re leaving.”

“What do you mean?”

“My mom... she’s leaving my dad. I have to go with her.”

“So... you’re moving away?”

“Yeah. Today, actually. I guess this is the last time we’ll get to hang out.”

What had been a lonely hand resting between us was suddenly covered with warmth as Luna placed her hand over mine, drawing my attention back to her face. I could see she was holding back tears too.

“I thought I heard your parents arguing last night,” she said, forcing a small smile.

“Sorry about that,” I replied, attempting one of my own.

“Don’t worry about it. At least you were still here. At least we could still hang out.”

Her cheeks flushed slightly as her smile slowly faded.

Breaking the silence that followed, I heard my mom call my name. It was time to go.

“I have to leave now,” I said.

Turning away, I slipped my hand from beneath hers—but before I could take another step, I felt warmth against my cheek.

It was her lips.

A goodbye kiss.

Then she ran back into the house.

That was seven years ago.

Looking at her now, as we pulled away from our hug, she hadn’t changed much. Just like that day, I put on a front, avoiding telling her that my mother was missing—possibly dead by now.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I go to school here,” she said with a smile. “What are you doing here?”

“I was sent here by someone,” I replied simply.

A guy around our age approached the gate—a young man with slicked-back hair and glasses. He pressed a button on his side, and the gate opened.

As Luna walked through, she glanced back at me.

“It was nice seeing you.”

“Same here.”
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