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This book is dedicated to my three kids—Annie, Emily, and Riley.

You are my greatest inspiration in life.
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The Sound
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Eli Carter hated staying late at school.

The building changed after the final bell.

During the day, Black Hollow Middle School was loud in the usual ways—lockers banging shut, sneakers squeaking across the tile, teachers calling after kids who were already halfway down the hall. Even the air felt different when people filled the building. Warm. Busy. Ordinary.

But after school, the place always seemed to empty out too fast, as if the school had been waiting all day for everyone to leave.

That afternoon, Eli was one of the last students still inside.

He sat alone in the science lab, hunched over a half-finished project on plant growth and artificial light. The poster board beside him looked awful. One corner had bent inward, and the label he’d tried to glue across the top had dried crooked. Beside it, three small cups of soil sat under a lamp, each one marked with black marker: SUNLIGHT, LAMPLIGHT, DARKNESS.

His teacher, Mr. Vale, had called it “a strong start,” which was teacher language for this needs a lot more work.

Eli checked the clock over the classroom door.

4:47 p.m.

Too late.

He sighed, rubbed the bridge of his nose, and reached for his ruler. He still needed to trim the edge of one chart and tape down the final paragraph explaining how the plants under artificial light had grown taller but weaker than the others.

Outside the classroom windows, the sky had gone dull and colorless. The last of the afternoon light stretched thin across the parking lot, leaving the corners of the room in a gray haze. Somewhere in the building, a door shut with a hollow boom.

Eli glanced up.

Then he went back to work.

He told himself he wasn’t nervous.

It was just school.

Just an empty building.

Just silence.

Still, when the overhead lights flickered once, quickly, he stopped cutting and looked up again.

The fluorescent bulbs buzzed softly.

Then steadied.

“Great,” Eli muttered.

He leaned back in his chair and listened.

Nothing.

No voices in the hallway.

No carts rattling past.

No announcements over the speaker.

Only the hum of the lights and the faint ticking of the classroom clock.

Mr. Vale had left ten minutes earlier to make copies in the front office and told Eli to lock the lab door behind him when he finished. The janitor was probably somewhere on the first floor. Maybe one or two teachers were still in their rooms packing up. But from where Eli sat, the whole school felt abandoned.

He taped down the final paragraph, capped his glue stick, and stood.

“That’s good enough,” he said to the empty room.

His voice sounded strange in the silence, too loud and too flat.

He slipped his notebook into his backpack, stacked the poster board carefully under one arm, and made sure the lamp over the soil cups was unplugged. Then he turned off the classroom lights and stepped into the hallway.

The corridor outside was washed in dim evening light and the cold glare of fluorescents. Long rows of blue lockers stretched away in both directions, interrupted by bulletin boards filled with curled flyers and faded construction paper. A banner hanging near the ceiling read WELCOME BACK, BLACK HOLLOW MIDDLE! even though the school year had started over a month ago.

Eli pulled the classroom door shut behind him. The click of the latch echoed down the hall.

Too loud.

He shifted the poster board under his arm and started toward the main entrance.

His footsteps tapped softly against the tile.

For a while, that was all he heard.

Then, halfway down the hallway, he stopped.

He wasn’t sure why at first.

Something had changed.

Not in front of him.

Not behind him.

In the air.

He listened.

At first there was only the low electric hum of the lights overhead.

Then, faintly, from farther down the hall—

Inhale.

Eli frowned.

He stayed perfectly still.

The sound came again.

Exhale.

He looked over both shoulders.

The hallway was empty.

He stared toward the turn at the far end where the seventh-grade lockers curved left toward the old music wing.

Nothing moved.

He waited.

Silence.

Then—

Inhale.

Long. Slow. Deep.

Exhale.

Eli lowered the poster board.

“Hello?”

No answer.

He stood there listening, feeling suddenly foolish.

Maybe it was the ventilation system.

Except the air vents usually rattled or whined. This was different. This sound had rhythm. Weight. It rose and fell the way lungs did.

He told himself that was ridiculous.

Schools didn’t breathe.

He adjusted the strap of his backpack and took a few careful steps forward.

The sound didn’t come again right away, and for a moment he considered turning around and going back to the science lab to wait for Mr. Vale.

Then—

Inhale.

Closer now.

Exhale.

Eli stopped again.

The skin along his arms prickled.

He had the strange feeling that the sound was not just in the hallway but aware of him in it. Like it had paused because he had paused. Like it had waited for him to move before moving too.

He swallowed.

“Probably the pipes,” he whispered, though saying it out loud didn’t help.

He moved toward the sound again, slower this time.

The overhead lights flickered once.

Then twice.

The hallway dimmed, brightened, dimmed again.

Eli looked up sharply.

One of the bulbs above him buzzed louder than the others, then went still.

The building seemed to be listening with him.

He passed Locker 7.

Locker 8.

Locker 9.

A strip of paper taped crookedly to one locker read GO TIGERS in orange marker. Another had a faded scratch near the handle that looked oddly like three claw marks.

Eli kept walking.

The breathing grew clearer with every step.

Inhale.

Exhale.

It was definitely coming from the lockers now.

Not the vents.

Not the walls.

The lockers.

He stopped beside Locker 11 and held his breath.

Silence.

He stepped to Locker 12.

Nothing.

Then he moved one step farther and found himself standing in front of Locker 13.

The breathing returned immediately.

Inhale.

His chest tightened.

Exhale.

The sound came from directly in front of him.

He stared at the locker door.

It looked just like the others—blue paint scuffed at the corners, silver vent slits near the top, a narrow built-in lock with the number sticker peeling slightly at one edge.

Eli waited.

The locker trembled.

So slightly he almost thought he imagined it.

Just a soft shiver through the metal.

He stepped back at once.

The poster board nearly slipped from under his arm.

“Nope,” he murmured. “Absolutely not.”

He should leave.

That was the normal thing to do. Walk away, go home, tell himself it was some weird pressure thing inside the locker, and never think about it again.

Instead, he stayed.

Because fear wasn’t the only thing twisting in his stomach.

There was curiosity too.

And curiosity had always been the part of Eli that got him into trouble.

He shifted the project board to the floor, leaning it carefully against the wall. Then he crouched slightly and listened.

At first he heard only the faint hum of the lights.

Then—

A slow, wet scrape sounded from inside the locker.

Eli jerked upright.

The noise had not sounded mechanical.

It had sounded like something moving.

Something adjusting itself in the dark.

The locker breathed again.

Inhale.

The vent slits near the top seemed to darken, as if shadow moved behind them.

Exhale.

Eli licked suddenly dry lips.

“Okay,” he whispered, “that’s not funny.”

He looked around, half expecting some eighth-grader to jump out with a phone camera and start laughing.

No one.

The hall remained empty.

The only movement came from the weak, irregular flutter of the fluorescent lights.

Eli leaned closer before he could stop himself.

The metal door was scratched near the handle. Not old scratches either—fresh ones, thin and bright where the paint had chipped away. Four narrow marks, close together.

He frowned.

Another soft scrape sounded inside.

This time it came from higher up, near the top of the locker.

Then a faint tap.

Then silence.

He looked through the vent slits, but the inside was too dark to make out anything.

His pulse thudded in his ears.

He told himself to back away.

He didn’t.

Instead, slowly, carefully, he lifted one hand and placed it flat against the locker door.

He expected cool metal.

He expected the dead, ordinary chill of steel.

Instead the surface felt warm.

Not just warmer than the hallway.

Warm like skin under a blanket.

Warm like something living had been pressed against it for a long time.

Eli snatched his hand back so fast his knuckles scraped the vent.

A sharp pain flashed across his fingers.

He stared at the locker.

The breathing stopped.

Every sound in the hallway dropped away at once.

No hum from the lights.

No distant creak of the building.

No whisper of
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