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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  




Heat radiated off the concrete quad, creating shimmer lines that distorted the faces of the student body. Emma Dylan skirted the edge of the grass, her sneakers slapping against the pavement. She hugged her camera bag to her hip like a riot shield.

The grass belonged to the lions. And the lions were hungry.

In the center of the green, a phalanx of letterman jackets formed a tight circle. Laughter, sharp and jagged, erupted from the middle of the huddle.

Emma uncapped her lens. She spun the focus ring. The blur sharpened into a scene of carnage.

Steve Newton, the varsity quarterback and reigning king of the hallway food chain, held court. He towered over a shorter boy dressed in a khaki uniform and a blue trucker cap.

Bob. The Scout.

Steve flicked the yellow fabric around Bob’s neck.

“Nice bib, Knob. Mommy pack you a lobster dinner to go with it?”

Bob slapped Steve’s hand away. The sound cracked like a whip across the courtyard.

“It’s a neckerchief, you neanderthal.” Bob straightened the slide on the scarf. “And it represents honor. Something you wouldn’t understand unless they started handing out merit badges for steroids.”

The circle of jocks tightened. A collective ooh rippled through the onlookers.

Emma zoomed in. She caught the sweat beading on Bob’s upper lip. He shook, just a little, vibrating like a plucked guitar string. But his chin stayed up.

Steve leaned down, invading Bob’s personal space. He grinned, a predator bearing teeth.

“Honor,” Steve mused. He grabbed the bill of Bob’s cap and yanked it down over the boy’s eyes. “I think it represents a target.”

One of the lacrosse players, a guy with a neck thicker than his head, shoved Bob from behind. Bob stumbled, flailing arms pinwheeling to keep his balance. He tripped over a backpack strap and hit the grass hard.

Laughter roared over the quad.

Emma didn’t think. She just moved. She marched across the forbidden grass, camera raised.

Click.

The mechanical shutter sound cut through the jeers.

Steve’s head snapped up. He spotted her instantly. The grin didn’t fade; it just shifted targets.

“Paparazzi,” Steve announced, spreading his arms wide. “Make sure you get the good side, Dylan. I know you have a shrine in your locker.”

Emma lowered the camera but kept it ready. She stepped into the circle, placing herself between the fallen Scout and the wall of varsity leather.

“I’m documenting a crime scene, Newton.” She kept her voice steady, though her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs. “Assault. Harassment. Public stupidity.”

“It’s just a physics demonstration,” Steve said. He winked. “Gravity always wins.”

Bob scrambled to his feet. He dusted grass clippings off his knees and adjusted his cap. His face burned a bright, furious red.

“Screw you, asswipe,” Bob snapped.

Steve took a step forward. The air in the circle grew heavy, electric.

“Watch your mouth, Knob. Or I’ll wash it out with dirt.”

“Try it,” Bob challenged, his voice cracking on the upbeat. “I have a whittling knife. I know how to use it.”

“Oh, I’m terrified,” Steve scoffed. He looked at his crew. “He’s gonna whittle me to death, boys. Death by splinter.”

The goons chuckled.

Emma raised the camera again. She shoved the lens right into Steve’s face, forcing him to cross his eyes to focus on the glass.

“Back off, Steve.”

Steve looked past the camera, locking eyes with her. His gaze dropped to her lips, then back up. He smirked, stealing the oxygen right out of her lungs.

“You’re cute when you play hero, Dylan. Feisty.” He leaned in, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I saw you on the sidelines Friday. That zoom lens wasn’t pointing at the scoreboard.”

Heat flared in Emma’s cheeks. She refused to blink.

“I was photographing the game. You just happened to be in the way.”

“I’m always in the way.” Steve reached out and tapped the end of her lens with a finger. “Maybe I like the attention.”

“Buttcheese!” Bob screamed.

He shoved Steve. Hard.

Steve rocked back on his heels, surprised by the sudden kinetic force of the nerd.

Bob didn’t wait for retaliation. He snatched his backpack from the ground and sprinted. He broke through the line of jocks, a blur of khaki and panic, his oversized backpack bouncing against his spine.

“Run, Forrest, run!” the thick-necked lacrosse player shouted.

Steve watched him go, then turned back to Emma. He ran a hand through his hair, perfect despite the humidity.

“Your boyfriend has a colorful vocabulary.”

“He’s right though,” Emma said. She capped her lens with a decisive click. “You act like spoiled dairy.”

Steve laughed. A genuine, annoying, charming sound.

“I’ll see you in English, Dylan. Save me a seat.” He winked again. A weaponized wink.

The bell rang, a shrill scream that shattered the standoff.

The herd mentality took over instantly. The circle broke. The jocks high-fived and drifted toward the building, absorbing Steve back into their mass. He glanced back once, flashing that smirk, before vanishing into the flow of bodies.

Emma let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Her hands trembled. She gripped the camera strap tighter, grounding herself in the rough texture of the fabric.

She hated that he bullied Bob. She hated that he ruled the school like a feudal lord.

And she hated, most of all, that her heart did a traitorous little flip when he looked at her.

“Buttcheese,” she whispered to the empty grass.

She turned and marched toward the building, letting the current of students swallow her whole.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  




The cursor blinked. A rhythmic, mocking pulse against the white digital page. Emma stared at the screen, her eyes burning with the specific kind of fatigue that only hit after staring at a monitor for three hours straight. The layout for the Delano High Gazette looked less like a newspaper and more like a ransom note made of pixels.

She rubbed her temples. The fan in the computer tower whirred, a white noise companion that effectively drowned out the silence of the empty school.

“Just move the picture,” she muttered to herself. She clicked the mouse, dragging the image of the football team—and Steve Newton’s winning grin—to the center of the page. “There. Now you’re the star. Happy?”

She reached for her soda.

Snap.

The sound cracked through the room like a gunshot.

The monitor died. The whir of the fan cut out. The overhead fluorescents, which had been buzzing with a low-level hum, vanished.

Black. Absolute, heavy, suffocating black.

Emma froze, her hand hovering inches from the aluminum can. The darkness pressed against her eyes, thick and physical.

“No,” she said. Her voice sounded small, swallowed by the sudden void. “No. Save. Did you save? You stupid machine.”

She slammed her palm against the desk. The plastic keyboard clattered.

“Damn it.”

She waited for the backup generator. Most schools had them. Delano High had a budget for a new football stadium scoreboard, surely they had a generator that worked.

A low buzz started in the corners of the room. A second later, the emergency lights kicked on. They didn’t illuminate the room so much as stain it. Sickly yellow cones of light washed down the walls, casting long, distorted shadows that stretched across the linoleum like grasping fingers.

The red EXIT sign over the door glowed with demonic intensity.

“Okay,” Emma said. She stood up, her chair scraping loud and harsh against the floor. “Okay. Power outage. No big deal. Just… total darkness and lost homework. Great.”

She grabbed her backpack. She shoved her notebook inside, jamming it past her history textbook. The zipper snagged. She yanked it. It stuck.

“Perfect,” she hissed. “This is going great.”

She abandoned the zipper and slung the bag over one shoulder.

“Mr. Matthews?” she called out.

The journalism teacher had been in the lounge down the hall. Grading papers. Eating the vending machine donuts he tried to hide from the students.

Silence answered her. Not the comfortable silence of a library, but a heavy, waiting silence. The kind that held its breath.

Emma walked to the door of the editing room. She peered into the hallway.

The emergency lights spaced out every twenty feet created pools of jaundice yellow on the floor, separated by abysses of shadow. The lockers lining the walls looked different in this light. In the day, they were gray metal boxes. Now, they stood like sentinels, tall and rigid.

“Mr. Matthews!”

Her shout echoed, bouncing off the metal and tile. Matthews… Matthews… thews…

She stepped into the hall. Her sneakers squeaked. The sound was obscenely loud.

She walked fast. Head down, eyes tracking the alternating patches of light and dark on the floor.

Squeak. Step. Squeak. Step.

She passed the trophy case. The glass reflected the red exit light, turning the gold cups and bronze statues into blood-soaked relics. Steve Newton’s MVP trophy from last year gleamed in the dark, a silent idol in a dead temple.

“Mr. Matthews, if you’re pulling a prank, I’m quitting the paper,” she announced to the empty air. “I’ll join the yearbook. I’ll take pictures of the chess club.”

She reached the teacher’s lounge. The door stood open a crack.

Emma nudged it with her foot.

“Hello?”

The room lay empty. A half-eaten donut sat on the table, the glaze sweating in the stagnant air. A cup of coffee, still steaming slightly, rested next to a red grading pen.

He had been here. Recently.

A cold prickle started at the base of her neck and spiderwebbed down her spine. The hair on her arms stood up.

“Okay,” she breathed. “Okay. Bathroom. He went to the bathroom. Or outside. Smokers go outside.”

She backed out of the lounge.

The school felt wrong. It wasn’t just the lack of light. It was the air. It felt thin. Static. Like the atmosphere before a tornado touches down, when the pressure drops and your ears pop.

She turned toward the main exit at the far end of the hall. The double doors were glass, portals to the outside world.

She walked faster. The squeak of her shoes turned into a scuff-scuff-scuff rhythm.

She passed the janitor’s closet. The door rattled.

Emma jumped, spinning around, her bag swinging like a club.

“Who’s there?”

The door sat still. Just the air conditioning vents settling? No, the AC was off.

“Rats,” she decided. “Big, nasty school rats.”

She turned back to the exit and broke into a jog.

She hit the push bar on the door with both hands. It crashed open.

The humidity of the night slammed into her, heavy and wet. But the darkness outside rivaled the darkness inside.

The streetlights were out. The parking lot lamps were dead. The entire world had dipped itself in ink.

“Power grid failure,” she diagnosed. “Whole town.”

She scanned the parking lot. Her Honda sat alone in the student section, a small silver island in a sea of asphalt.

“Mr. Matthews?”

She tried one last time. She didn’t really want an answer anymore. She just wanted to be in her car, with the doors locked and the radio blasting.

She stepped off the curb.

Her foot landed on something soft.

Emma yelped and jumped back.

A shape lay huddled against the brick wall of the gym, right next to the door. A pile of dark fabric. A jacket? A bag of equipment?

She squinted. The emergency light from inside the school filtered through the glass door, casting a dim, red-tinted square onto the concrete.

It was a person.

“Mr. Matthews?” Emma stepped closer, her heart thudding against her ribs like a trapped bird.

The figure lay face down. A man. Wearing a blazer with elbow patches.

“Mr. Matthews, are you okay?”

She reached out. Her fingers trembled. She touched the shoulder of the tweed jacket.

It was wet. sticky.

“Sir?”

She pulled her hand back. In the red light, her fingertips looked black.

She rubbed them together. Slick. Metallic smell. Copper.

Blood.

The figure twitched.

Emma gasped and scrambled backward, her heels scraping on the concrete.

“Mr. Matthews! I’m calling 911!”

The figure didn’t groan. It didn’t ask for help. It made a sound like wet gravel grinding together. A clicking, gurgling noise deep in the throat.

The man pushed himself up. His movements were jerky, wrong. Like a marionette with tangled strings.

He turned his head.

Emma slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream.

One side of Mr. Matthews’ face was gone. Just… gone. A ragged tear from temple to jaw exposed teeth and bone. His eyes, usually kind and crinkled with laughter lines, were white. Milky. Vacant.

He looked at her. Or through her.

“Mr… Matthews?”

He snarled. A feral, animal sound that had no business coming from a human throat.

He lunged.

Emma didn’t think. The lizard brain, the part of her DNA written by ancestors who ran from saber-toothed tigers, took the wheel.

She spun and bolted.

“Keys,” she shrieked at herself. “Keys, keys, keys!”

She clawed at her backpack. She ripped the side pocket open while running. Her fingers brushed the cool metal of her keyring. She snatched them out, gripping them so hard the teeth bit into her palm.

Behind her, the scuffling sound of dragging footsteps accelerated.

Scrape. Thud. Scrape. Thud.

She reached her car. She jammed the key into the lock. Her hands shook violently. Metal scratched paint.

“Come on!”

The key slid in. She twisted. The lock popped.

She threw the door open and dove into the driver’s seat. She slammed the door shut and hit the lock button with her elbow before she was even fully upright.

Thump.

Something slammed into the door.

Emma screamed.

Mr. Matthews pressed his face against the window. He smeared blood and gray matter across the glass. His mouth opened and closed, snapping teeth clicking against the barrier.

He scratched at the glass. Not knocking. Clawing. Like a dog trying to dig through a fence.

Emma shoved the key into the ignition. She twisted it.

The engine roared to life. The headlights cut twin beams through the darkness.

Mr. Matthews flinched back from the light, his milky eyes narrowing.

Emma threw the gearshift into reverse. She stomped on the gas.

The tires squealed. The car shot backward.

The side mirror clipped Mr. Matthews, spinning him away. He didn’t yell. He didn’t fall. He just stumbled, regained his balance, and turned back
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