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The forest was cloaked in darkness as the rain poured from the sky in relentless sheets. The usual sounds of life, birds, insects, the rustling of unseen creatures, had vanished, swallowed by the thick mist curling between the trees. Not even the wind stirred. It was as if the storm had consumed the world, leaving only silence and shadow in its wake.

Oliver trudged through the mud, shielding his eyes with one hand while the other clutched a small flashlight. The beam cut weakly through the rain, trembling, barely enough to guide him forward. “Next time, don’t wander off during a storm,” he muttered. “It’ll be fun, they said. You’ll enjoy it. And like an idiot, I listened because I didn’t want to be the only one who stayed behind. I hate camping.”

He hadn’t even wanted to come. Not after last time. But Josephine had begged him: “Just this once, Ollie. We’re all going. Even Theo’s coming.” And when she smiled at him like that, how could he say no?

His footsteps squelched in the mud. Water seeped through his clothes, icy against his skin. The trees blurred together, looming in the storm, stretching endlessly in every direction. Still, he pressed on, driven by her voice.

Don’t get lost, city boy.

She’d said it with a smirk, nudging him by the fire. He’d laughed then. Now, the memory stung.

Rain hammered against his hood as his thoughts drifted back to the campsite. Theo probably thought he’d wandered off to sulk again. Maybe he had. Oliver never quite fit in, unlike Josephine. She belonged everywhere with anyone. He was... trying. 

Still, part of him hoped she’d notice he was gone. That she’d come looking. Maybe alone. That she’d find him, even if it meant nothing to her.

Distracted, he didn’t see the tree root until it caught his foot, sending him sprawling into the mud. The landing itself was painless, but the sharp twist in his ankle sent a white-hot jolt of agony up his leg. Oliver gritted his teeth as he tested it. He pressed down gently, and another pulse of pain shot through him. He inhaled sharply and forced himself to hobble forward.

He couldn’t just lie there. Not if there was a chance they’d come looking. If Josephine found him like this, soaked, useless, face-down in the mud, he didn’t want that to be her last image of him.

The rain soaked him to the bone as he pushed through the downpour. Each step sent fresh pain through his ankle, but stopping wasn’t an option. He had to keep going.

Then, through the swirling mist, he saw it: a dim light flickering in the distance.

Oliver squinted as he hobbled toward it, and slowly, a cabin emerged from the darkness. It stood alone, its outline barely visible through the rain, its windows glowing with the soft, wavering light of fire. Relief washed through him, though it did little to quell the unease curling in his gut. Who lived out here, in the middle of nowhere? Would they help him?

His heart pounded as he approached the door, the pain in his ankle screaming with every step. He hesitated, his fingers hovering over the wood. Then, gathering what little strength he had left, he knocked.

There was only silence. Then the door creaked open.

Oliver’s breath caught. No one stood on the other side. The cabin was empty.

Inside, a fire crackled in the stone fireplace, throwing flickering shadows across the walls. A single rocking chair swayed gently back and forth, as if someone had just been sitting there.

A shiver ran up Oliver’s spine. He scanned the room, pulse thundering in his ears. 

“Hello?” he called, his voice unsteady.

No answer. Only the steady crackling of flames. The rhythmic creak of the chair. The distant whisper of the rain.

He swallowed hard as fear prickled down the back of his neck. The rational part of his brain screamed at him to leave. It begged him to leave. But the warmth of the fire, the promise of shelter from the storm and the darkness, was too tempting. His body ached, his clothes clung to him, and he had nowhere else to go.

With a deep breath, Oliver stepped inside.

The warmth hit him instantly, sinking into his frozen limbs. He stumbled toward the fire, pausing only once to glance back at the open door. It felt wrong to be here, like he was intruding, like he was being watched. But Oliver pushed the thought aside. He eased himself into the rocking chair, wincing as his ankle throbbed. The gentle sway calmed him, just a little. He let himself breathe and relax, if only for a moment.

Then the floor shifted beneath him. Dizziness gripped his skull.

Oliver’s head spun as the room tilted. His limbs felt sluggish and disconnected. Before he could make sense of it, the door slammed shut behind him.

Oliver jerked in his seat, his breath hitching. His eyes darted across the dim room. “Is... anyone there?”

Only the fire flickered, casting long, writhing shadows that stretched and curled along the cabin walls.

“Joesphine was right.” Oliver leaned back, laughing. “I’m way too jumpy.”

A creak echoed beneath him.

A thin, fractured voice seeped from the walls. 

“Forever bonded. Forever stuck.”

“Shit!”

Oliver darted out of the rocking chair and lunged for the front door. The storm still battered the cabin, but he barely heard it now. His fingers closed around the handle. He twisted hard.

It wouldn’t move.

“What the—”

Panic shot through him. He yanked again, harder this time, but the door stayed shut. He was trapped.

Oliver pounded against the wooden frame, ignoring the pain in his injured ankle. 

“Hey!” he shouted hoarsely. “Is someone out there?!” The wind howled in response, swallowing his words, but then he heard something else outside. 

Voices. 

His friends.

A choked breath of relief escaped him as he rushed to the window and slammed his palms against the glass. 

“I’m in here!”

His eyes darted over the drenched figures moving through the storm. They were so close. He could almost hear her laugh. Feel the warmth of her smile. Even Theo’s terrible jokes. 

But they weren’t seeing the cabin. They weren’t seeing him. 

“Guys! Please!”

His fists pounded against the glass, but they didn’t flinch. 

Didn’t react. 

Their faces were turned toward his direction, yet their eyes were blank and vacant. They seemed to stare through him as if he weren’t there. 

“No,” his voice broke. “No.”

Oliver’s chest constricted as his breath came in rapid bursts. He waved his arms frantically, his voice cracking as he shouted her name. “Josephine!”

Nothing.

Not even she turned. Not even she heard him.

“I’ll even take Theo. Theo, please!”

He watched helplessly as they turned back, walking away from the cabin.

Oliver sank to the floor.

Why couldn’t they see him? He’d felt apart from them before, always a step behind, never quite in sync. But this... this felt different.

A hollow horror opened inside him as he watched them vanish into the storm. He searched for one last glimpse of her, but Josephine was gone too.

He was alone. Again.

Left to whatever was in here with him.

Behind Oliver, a low growl rumbled through the cabin.

The hair on his neck stood on end.  He  didn’t want to, but his body glanced backward. The fire had dimmed to embers, barely casting enough light to reach the far side of the room. But something was there. Something in the shadows. 

A shape.

It stood at the edge of the darkness, its form wavering at the edge of sight. Its eyes burned with the same low glow as the fire.

“Hello?”

Oliver’s breath caught as it moved.

It took a single step forward, and the darkness seemed to pull around it. A low, guttural growl rolled through the room, deep enough for Oliver to feel it in his chest. His mind screamed at him to run, but his legs refused to move.

It came closer, and all he could do was stare. Panic broke through him at last. He scrambled backward, desperate to get away, but he couldn’t tear his gaze from the figure towering over him.

He squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for it.

Lightning split the sky.

When Oliver looked again, the figure was gone.

His chest heaved as he stared into the empty room. Only the whispers in the walls and the chill in his fingertips remained.

Outside, the storm battered the cabin. Oliver stood frozen, praying for daylight.

He stumbled backward, legs nearly giving out, and jammed a hand into his pocket just to steady himself. His fingers caught on the crinkled edge of a photograph. He pulled it free with shaking hands.

Oliver never would have admitted how much this photo meant to him.

Just the two of them, him and Josephine, arms slung around each other, both laughing. Her hand was blurred mid-gesture, like she’d been teasing him when the picture was taken.

She was.

He stared at her smile a second too long before flipping it over.

On the back, her handwriting curled in faded ink: Try smiling for once, city boy.

His throat tightened. She’d never known. Maybe she never would have. Still, for one stupid second, holding that picture, it almost felt like she was there.

Then the room went cold.

Oliver looked up.

An old woman stood in the corner, barely distinguishable from the surrounding darkness. Her skin was sickly pale, her lips thin and still. Her gaze held him in place.

Oliver gripped the photo tighter. “I’m sorry. I just wanted out of the storm. I can leave—”

She spoke in a ghoulish whisper. “Forever bonded. Forever stuck.”

The words slid through the air and lodged in his head.

Oliver’s heartbeat pounded in time with the rain as he pushed himself upright. The old woman didn’t move. Her gaze stayed fixed on him, unblinking, as if she were carved from the dark itself.

He took one step forward, then another, and forced the words through his dry throat.

“You’re... stuck here too, aren’t you?”

The woman didn’t reply. She did not blink. Did not move. But the corner of her mouth twitched.

Oliver heard the whisper looping in his ears. 

Forever bonded. Forever stuck. 

It scared him, but Josephine hated cowards.

His hand trembled. “Can you help me get out of here?”

The woman smiled.

For a fleeting moment, her gaze softened. A child’s innocence flickered in her eyes.

But before Oliver could make sense of it, the darkness swallowed her again. A manic grin twisted her face as she lunged, gliding through the air.

Her skeletal fingers clamped around his throat.

Oliver gasped as cold sank into his skin. Up close, he saw the tattered scouts uniform hanging from her frame, the fabric stained and frayed with age. Forty patches lined her sash, each one meticulously sewn. Just above her heart, the year 1950 was stitched in faded thread.

“Forever bonded! Forever stuck!” she shrieked.

Lightning ripped across the sky, and then, like the shadowy figure before, she was gone.

Oliver collapsed against the door, clutching his throat as ragged coughs tore out of him.

The cabin groaned around him. Unseen whispers pressed in from every side, repeating the same phrase.

Forever bonded. Forever stuck.

The fire sputtered, its last embers struggling before finally giving out.

Tears blurred Oliver’s vision. He was alone. Trapped.

“I’m sorry, Josephine.” Oliver wiped his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

A bolt of lightning split the sky, and a blinding white swallowed the world whole.

For an instant, there was nothing.

When Oliver blinked the brightness away, he was no longer by the door. He stood at the back of the cabin, swallowed in shadow.

His pulse stammered as he swayed on unsteady legs, disoriented and cold. Had something moved him? His breath clouded in the air.

Outside the window, the forest was gone. In its place stretched an endless expanse of untouched snow, glistening beneath a full moon. Not a tree. Not a footprint. Nothing but a white void.

The air inside the cabin laughed at him.

Before he could react, the door swung open. A blast of icy wind tore through the room. Oliver stumbled forward as instinct screamed at him to run, but he couldn’t.

Something held him back.

He fought it at once, straining against the invisible force until his muscles shook. Nothing gave. His limbs refused to move. His body stood frozen, bound. Dread crawled up his spine as his head jerked against his will toward a wall he had never noticed before.

A mirror.

A warped, dust-covered reflection stared back at him.

His skin had gone pale, his cheeks sunken, his hair streaked with gray. His eyes were hollow with age. He looked as though he had lived an entire lifetime inside the cabin.

The shadows swirled around him as their whispers rose and their laughter echoed.

Forever bonded. Forever stuck.

Oliver tore his gaze back to the doorway, desperation clawing at his chest.

A small child stood in the entrance.

Bundled in a thick parka, his tiny frame shivered from the cold. Snow clung to his boots as he hesitated on the threshold, wide eyes fixed on the warmth of the freshly rekindled fire.

No.

The word screamed through Oliver, but never reached his mouth.

His throat burned as he tried to force out a warning, any warning at all. Run. Get out. Don’t come in. But no sound came. His voice was gone.

The boy took a cautious step inside.

Oliver threw everything he had against whatever held him there. His muscles strained. Pain shot through his limbs. But all he could do was watch.

The child edged closer to the fire, holding his hands out toward the heat, oblivious to the horror waiting in the walls.

Something inside Oliver gave way.

He felt it leave him in pieces. The panic. The resistance. His name. All of it thinning, slipping, until there was nothing left but the cabin.

As the child knelt by the fire, Oliver spoke the only words left to him.

“Forever bonded. Forever stuck.”
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“Where is it!” Ozzy screamed so loud it rattled the windows. “Damn it!”

He ripped open his sock drawer and hurled socks across the room like cheap little ninja stars. Not there.

“I swear to God, if he didn’t return it—”

Drawer after drawer flew open. Under the bed. Behind the desk. Even the floor vent. He tore through his room like it owed him money.

“Where are my gaming headphones?!”

He yanked his phone from the charger and called Adam.

Adam answered before the first ring finished. “What’s up, Ozzy?”

“Do you still have my headset?”

The sound of shuffling on a desk came through. Adam grunted. “Nah, I gave it back. Your brother said he’d bring it to you.”

Ozzy froze.

“...Ozzy? You there?”

Click.

“SILAS!”

He stormed into the hallway, kicked open the next door, and barreled into his brother’s room.

Silas barely turned, gave a lazy upward nod, and kept gaming. The screen flashed with gunfire and screaming enemies.

“Do you mind?” Silas said, fingers still moving. “What part of ‘Don’t Come In’ made you think you should do exactly that?”

“Turn around,” Ozzy snapped.

“Stop being Oz-noxious.” Silas smirked. “You know I have to win this match to qualify for finals.”

“I don’t care. I already qualified.”

“Well, I didn’t. So leave.”

Ozzy didn’t. He stormed forward, ripped the headset straight off Silas’s head, smacking his brother’s face in the process, and sent the game spiraling. Onscreen, Silas’s character plummeted off a platform, and the word DEAD lit up in flashing red.

Silas slammed his controller down and turned from his chair, towering over him. “What the fuck, Ozzy?!”

“You stole my headset!”

“I did not steal your headset. This is mine. A friend gave it to me.”

“You mean Adam, my friend, who gave you my headset to give back to me?”

“No idea what you’re talking about, Shorty.”

Ozzy flipped the headset over and jabbed a finger at the underside. “It literally has my name on it. In white marker. It could not be more obvious.”

Silas groaned. “Steal is such a harsh word. I borrowed it, Ozzy. Chill. I told you I needed it. You didn’t want to give it to me, so I texted Adam and said I’d grab it for you.”

Ozzy palmed his face. “I stopped letting you borrow stuff because everything you ‘borrow’ magically disappears and reappears with your name on it.”

“I adopted them.”

“I’m going to kill you.”

Silas scoffed. “You’d have to jump to hit my face. You’re not even on my level. You don’t unlock the growth serum until level 17.” He yanked the headset back, gave a smug little grin, and plopped into his chair. “I’ve got one life left, and I don’t plan to lose. Leave.”

“Don’t make me invoke her name.”

Silas froze. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would. Give. Them. Back.”

“Give what back?”

Ozzy’s fists clenched. His voice rose. “MOM!”

Silas launched out of his chair, remote flying, and bolted after him. “Squealer!”

“MOM!”

They tore down the hallway, skidding down the stairs and into the living room. Silas tackled him over the couch, and they crashed to the carpet like brawling raccoons. Arms flailed. Punches landed. Grunts and half-laughed curses filled the air.

“BOYS. ENOUGH!” Their mom’s voice cracked through the room like thunder.

Silence.

“What are you doing?” their mom snapped.

Ozzy froze, fist mid-air, ready to punch Silas again. “Uh... play fighting?” He winced. Mom’s arms were crossed. Not a great sign.

“Osmond, get off your brother. Now!” She crossed her arms. “I thought this would stop when you got to high school.”

She shook her head. “And yet... here we are.”

Silas stood once Ozzy shifted off him, brushing himself off and stepping calmly to her side like he hadn’t just been rolling around like a rabid squirrel.

“Come on, Ozzy,” he said, with infuriating calm. “You’re better than this. Be mature.”

Ozzy clenched his fist, ready to punch the smug of his brother’s saint act. “You bi—”

“Osmond!” their mom barked.

“But—”

“But nothing.”

Silas, behind her, smirked. He shot Ozzy the finger, then casually tucked it away before she turned back around.

“I’m sorry,” he said, all false remorse. “I let things escalate. I should’ve calmed him down.”

“No.” Their mom pointed a sharp finger into his chest.

Silas blinked. “No... what?”

“You’re seventeen, Silas. Not seven. You’re in the middle of college interviews, for God’s sake. You shouldn’t be doing this.”

Silas threw up his arms. “I didn’t do anything!”

She turned to Ozzy. “So what did he take?”

Silas groaned. “Why do you just assume I took something?”

“Because,” she said, already turning back to Ozzy, “you always take something. What was it?”

“My headset,” Ozzy muttered, sticking his tongue out at Silas. 

Their mom pinched the bridge of her nose like she was holding in a scream. “Seriously, Silas? His headset? We’ve had this discussion. If you want things, you earn them. And since you don’t want to get a job after school or on weekends, you don’t get them.”

“I have basketball practice,” Silas protested. “I’m trying to earn a scholarship. I don’t have time for a job.”

“Well, I don’t have time for this,” she snapped. “Your father and I are about to finalize the work deal and take a video call with the Berettas to do a final look at the new house. This bullshit between the two of you? Not part of my schedule.”

Footsteps thudded down the stairs. Their dad jingled the car keys as he reached for the front door and paused when he caught sight of the standoff.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Your sons,” she replied coldly, “are being ignorant and inconsiderate.” 

She stormed toward the door.

“That doesn’t sound anything like them,” their dad said with a small grin.

She glared. “Now is not the time for jokes.”

“Right,” he nodded. “Sorry.” He turned to the boys. “So. Who started this?”

Silas and Ozzy both pointed at the other without hesitation.

Their dad sighed, eyes flicking to his wife.

“Silas stole again,” she said flatly.

“Borrowed,” Silas snapped.

Their dad opened the door, then paused, turning back with that coach grin that usually preceded something neither of them wanted to hear.

“I have an idea,” he said. “Silas, you know the rules. If you want something, you earn it. We need to clear out the attic before the move, so that’s your job.” He opened the door, then glanced back. “Finish it, and you’ll get the headset.”

Silas’s face dropped. “I hate the attic.”

“I don’t care,” Dad called. “It wasn’t a request.”

Ozzy cackled. “Oh my god.”

Silas didn’t miss a beat. “Can Ozzy help?”

The betrayal was instant. Ozzy’s soul physically left his body. “What? No! You are not roping me into this!”

Their mom turned mid-step. He should’ve known. The second she turned, he was screwed.

“Actually... that’s a great idea. A good bonding experience.”

“Bonding,” Silas said smugly.

Ozzy punched him in the arm.

Silas punched back.

Ozzy threw his hands up. “Come on, this is so unfair! Why do I have to help?” Ozzy said, voice climbing. “He’s the one who stole it!”

Mom turned with a stare that could turn a man to stone. “Osmond. You will help Silas.”

Ozzy stared at her. Then at Silas. Then back again. 

“Fiiine,” he growled.

“Good.” Their mother grabbed her purse. “Now stay out of trouble. Both of you.”

She shut the door behind her, locking it with a click.

“You’re such a baby,” Ozzy said. “My gargantuan brother. Too scared to go into the attic alone.”

Silas shot him a look. “Wow. Didn’t know we invited one of the Seven Dwarfs to live in this house.”

Ozzy grumbled. “Damn it. That one was actually funny.”

They fist-bumped in unison.

Ozzy shrugged. “I’ll grab my speaker. We can blast music while we do it. It’s gonna suck either way, might as well give it a soundtrack.”

Before Silas could reply, his phone buzzed. He checked the screen and smiled.

Ozzy narrowed his eyes. “What.”

“Nothing.”

“Silas.”

Silas hesitated. “Fine. Casey’s back from the debate tournament. Which she won, by the way.”

“Cool.”

“Yep. And even cooler, she sent me... a photo. Her parents aren’t home. She wants me to come over.” He paused, grin turning sly. “You’re my favorite brother, right?”

“Nope,” Ozzy said flatly. “You are not ditching me. You put us in this mess, you’re helping me clean the goddamn attic.”

“Or what, Short Stack?”

“You play basketball. I do wrestling and track. Try me.”

Before Silas could sass back, Ozzy lunged, ripped the phone from his hands, and darted up the stairs.

“HEY!”

Ozzy yanked the attic cord. The wooden ladder thumped down. Without missing a beat, he tossed Silas’s phone into the attic and grinned.

“You’re such a child,” Silas growled.

“I learned it from you, Slender Man.”

“...Okay, that was a good one. Point to you. But seriously, don’t take my phone again.” Silas shrugged. “Sorry about the headphones.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know you’re a klepto.” Ozzy smirked. “I already bought a new pair anyway. I was gonna give those to you.”

“Seriously? So you had a cow over something I was already gonna get?”

“You did it without permission.”

Silas palmed his face. “You know what? I concede.” He held out a hand. 

Ozzy took it, their usual silent truce.

Silas bumped his fist again. “After we finish the attic, if Mom and Dad ask where I am...”

Ozzy grinned. “I’ll cover for you. Just like always. Practice at the park with Ralph and Darius.”

“Perfect.” 

Silas clicked his way up the ladder while Ozzy turned back to his room, grabbed the speaker off his shelf, and bolted back out.

“What playlist should we listen to?” he yelled.

No answer.

“...Silas?”

Still nothing.

“Oh, he better not have ditched me—”

Ozzy climbed the ladder fast, speaker under his arm, but when he got up there was no Silas.

The attic was quiet. Dusty rays of sunlight spilled through the side window, cutting through the gloom. Old mirrors leaned against the walls. Boxes were stacked three high. Toys from when they were kids. His dad’s ancient vinyl collection. The stash of porno mags Dad thought no one knew about. A half-scattered chess set.

But no Silas.

Ozzy frowned. “Real mature. Stay quiet if I’m better than you.”

Nothing.

He shifted the speaker under his arm. “If I’m the better gamer.”

Still nothing.

Ozzy’s smile faded. “If cinnamon is better than chocolate.”

Silence.

His grip tightened around the speaker. Silas would’ve answered that one. He always did.

Ozzy pulled out his phone and called.

The line disconnected immediately.

“...What do you mean disconnected?”

He tried again. Same thing. 

He growled, tossed the phone onto a pillow by the wall, and rubbed his face. That’s when he spotted it. Silas’s phone. Still lying near the attic entrance where he threw it.

“He never would’ve left without it...”

Ozzy grabbed it. Full signal. Wi-Fi. Data. Everything was fine. No reason for the calls not to go through. He knew the passcode. Casey’s birthday. The phone unlocked. He called himself. That worked.

He tried calling Silas again. Nothing.

“What the hell is happening?”

A loud crash came from downstairs.

Ozzy jolted, grabbing his phone, slipping Silas’s into his pocket. 

“SILAS! I swear to God, I’m going to kill you!”

He darted down the attic steps, raced through the hall and skidded to a stop at the base of the stairs.

A vase was shattered on the floor. Flowers strewn in a wet mess across the tile. But the weirdest part? The door was still locked. And they didn’t even own any flowers.

“Seriously?” Ozzy muttered. “Hydrangeas? Mom hates hydrangeas.”

He pulled out his phone and called Casey.

She picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Wizard Of. What’s up?”

“Is Silas coming over?”

“Uh... no? He didn’t even respond to my message. Why?” She paused. “Everything okay over there?”

Ozzy rubbed his forehead. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.” He hung up. “So. No one’s here. Door’s locked. He’s not with Casey. Of course he’s pranking me.”

A bang echoed.

Ozzy flinched.

The sound came again. A loud, rhythmic thudding from the basement door.

“Seriously, Silas?” Ozzy shouted. “You locked yourself in the basement? Really? This is why Mom and Dad told you to fix the fucking latch! But nooo, you had ‘basketball practice’ at the park!”

The banging got louder.

Ozzy walked into the hallway, stopped a few feet from the door, and folded his arms. “About time I let you squirm, Brother Giraffe. Gimme this.”

Silence.

He smirked. “Thank you. Now, if you want me to let you out: sing my praises.”

No answer.

“Silas,” Ozzy repeated, leaning against the door. “Sing my pra—”

The door blasted outward. The impact sent Ozzy flying backward, He slammed into the wall and dropped. A crash came from the living room.

He scrambled to his feet, heart pounding, and rushed back in.

The flowers were gone. So was the broken vase.

Ozzy gripped his hair. “What the actual—”

He chucked the speaker into the couch. It bounced off a cushion and landed sideways.

He fumbled for his phone. “Fuck this! I’m calling Mom.”

No signal.

“...No. No. No.”

He tried again. His dad. Casey. Nothing. The same phone that had worked seconds ago now may as well have been a brick. He tossed it onto the couch and backed away.

“This is just a prank,” he said aloud. To the air. The universe. No one. “Some dumb prank. Maybe I got dosed. Silas has done that before. He has done it before, mushrooms in the muffins, I swear to God—”

Then he heard it. Silas’s scream. Agonizing. Raw.

“Silas!” Ozzy took off. He sprinted down the hallway, yanked at the basement handle, finally fixing it, and threw the door open.

He bolted down the basement stairs, and somehow ended up tumbling down the attic ladder instead. “What the hell?!”

The scream came again. From downstairs.

Ozzy stumbled to his feet and raced back down. Each step heavier than the last as he charged into the living room. Only to find Silas’s scream echoing from the speaker. The one he’d thrown. The one that was off.

“Silas,” he muttered, backing away. “Don’t tell me this is another birthday prank—”

The scream grew louder. Then a heavy thud echoed upstairs.

Ozzy bolted for the stairs and took them two at a time. He reached for the attic ladder, but there was nothing there.

No ladder. No cord. Just a smooth green.

Ozzy stared at the ceiling. Willed it. Begged it to stop lying.

Downstairs, a heavy floorboard creaked.

He ignored it this time. Instead, he pushed to his feet and stepped toward Silas’s bedroom door. His hand gripped the knob and turned. It didn’t budge. Like something massive was braced against it from the other side.

Ozzy backed up, squared his shoulders, and charged. There was a loud thud as his body slammed into the door and bounced off. The impact sent him stumbling back into the hallway wall.

Then he heard it.

“Stay out of my room, Short Stack!”

Ozzy’s eyes widened. “...Silas?” He stepped forward again. “Open the fucking door!”

“Stay out of my room, Short Stack!”

Same exact tone. Same exact rhythm. Like a recording.

“I knew it,” Ozzy growled. “I knew it was a prank.”

He backed up again, drove his shoulder into the door, and this time it gave way, splintering open under the force of the hit.

But when he looked inside, the room was empty.

Not just of Silas. The bed was gone. The desk. The shelves. The clutter. Every drawer and piece of clothing and leftover soda can. The entire room was bare, stripped down to blank walls and dusty carpet.

Ozzy blinked and he was back in the hallway. Like nothing had happened.

“...Alright,” he muttered. “I’m definitely tripping out.”

A toilet flushed nearby. Then the faucet clicked on.

Ozzy turned slowly.

Silas walked out of the bathroom, drying his hands on a towel like this was just Tuesday.

He clapped his hands together and raised a brow. “C’mon, Lord Farquaad. I thought you were getting your speaker.”

Ozzy stared at him. “My speaker? What the—where were you?”

Silas jabbed a thumb behind him. “Taking a dump. Mexican food came pouring out of me. You don’t smell that?”

“...But—you were just— Where the hell did you go?”

Silas blinked. “Did you overheat your brain jerking off or something?” He pointed toward the ceiling. 

The attic ladder was hanging in place. Right where it had always been. Still open. Still solid.

“I’m ditching my girl for this,” Silas said. “You better not back out. Grab the music or I’m choosing the playlist.”

Ozzy nearly screamed. “Me. Back out? This whole thing is your fault! I can’t believe you! I can’t wait until you’re at college and I don’t have to deal with your bullshit anymore!”

Silas rubbed his chin. “I didn’t know the Lollipop Guild was accepting bitter applicants.”

“Silas!”

Silas rolled his eyes, then laughed and climbed up the ladder toward the attic.

From above, his voice called down: “You waiting on an invitation? Speaker. You. Here.”

Ozzy rubbed his eyes with both palms, then dragged his hands down his face. “No,” he whispered. “No way.”

Then louder: “Did you dose me again?!”

“No idea what you’re talking about, Strawberry Shortcake.”

Ozzy muttered under his breath. “He dosed me. Fuck.”

He stormed into his room, and just like that, he was sitting on the living room floor.

No transition. No warning. He was just... there.

His breath came fast. Shallow. His chest rose and fell like it couldn’t decide if it wanted air or not. His throat was dry. His palms were slick. He pressed a hand to his forehead, his skin was cold and wet.

“Okay,” he muttered. “Okay. You’re fine. You’re not dead. You’re fine.”

He pulled in a shaky breath and stood.

As he rose, his eyes landed on the couch. His speaker and phone were sitting right there. Exactly where he’d left them earlier. Not in his room. Not in the attic. Just sitting on the couch.

“...Silas?”

No answer.

Ozzy called louder. “Silas?!”

Still nothing.

He ran up the stairs, took them two at a time.

But when he reached the top and looked up, no attic.

No ladder. No cord. Just a smooth green ceiling.

He backed up, breathing hard. “What the hell is happening?”

The front door opened behind him.

“We’re back!” his mom called.

Ozzy spun and bolted down the stairs. His shirt stuck to his back with sweat.

His dad stepped in first, keys still in hand. He gave Ozzy a look. “You okay, buddy? You look like you ran a mile.”

Ozzy just blinked.

“So...” his dad grinned. “Did you finish the basement?”

“...The basement?” Ozzy asked. “What are you talking about? You told me to clean the attic.”

His mom stepped in behind them, pausing when she saw his face. “Ozzy, you feeling okay?” she asked, brow furrowing.

“I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?” she said gently. “Because... we never told you to clean the attic.” She glanced at his dad, then back to him. “Ozzy... we don’t have an attic.”

“What?”

She pointed up. “Three floors, Oz. Basement. Main floor. Upstairs. No attic.”

“No, we do—” he stepped back. “Seriously, you left like ten minutes ago—”

She laughed. “I think you lost track of time. Happens when you’re alone. You and your little hobbies.”

“I wasn’t alone,” Ozzy said, voice tightening. “I was with Silas.”

His mom’s expression changed. Slowly. Eyes flicking to his father again, but not playfully this time. 

“...What?” Ozzy said. “Why are you looking at each other like that?”

“Sweetheart,” she said carefully, “Silas is right there. Sleeping.”

She pointed toward the living room.

On a round dog bed, curled up peacefully, was a golden retriever. Tail twitching in a dream.

A name tag gleamed on his collar:

Silas.

Ozzy stared. “No.”

The dog lifted its head.

“Nope.” He stepped back. “That’s not my brother.”

“Ozzy?” his mom said.

“Stop.” His




















































































[image: ]










































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
YOU WERE NEVER
MEANT 10 LEAVE

An Anthology






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





