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Chapter 1: Fractured Bonds
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Oakwood.

A name born from the old oak tree that stood in the center of town like a sentinel, its roots thick and ancient, weaving under the brick roads as if the whole place had been built atop its veins. The tree’s trunk was massive, wide enough that it would take five grown men hand-to-hand to circle it. The bark was scarred with decades of initials and messages carved by restless kids. The branches reached skyward with stubborn strength, spreading so wide they shaded nearly the entire square in summer, as though holding Oakwood together by sheer will.

People swore the tree was older than the town itself. Farmers muttered that it kept storms at bay. Grandparents told children it had soaked up every secret the town had ever tried to bury, its rings etched with laughter, grief, betrayals, and promises. When the wind rushed through its leaves, it sounded like voices whispering in a language no one could quite catch. Most dismissed it as folklore. But no one in Oakwood ignored the tree.

The square around it had been built with pride but little planning. Brick-paved streets bent around the tree’s base, forming a neat loop of civic buildings: town hall with its chipped stone steps, the post office with faded flags drooping in the coastal wind, and the library — grand in another age but now cracked and crumbling, its roof patched with tin. Along the edges stretched shops whose paint had begun to peel: a barbershop, a bakery that always smelled faintly of burnt sugar, and McCarthy’s Hardware where everyone bought nails, screws, and gossip.

Oakwood was too small for a movie theater but too proud to admit it was outdated. Teenagers drove twenty miles to the next town for dates and dances, but Oakwood still hosted parades around the oak, still posted announcements on the corkboard outside town hall, still acted like its boundaries held the whole world inside them.

It was the kind of place where everyone knew each other — too well. A broken porch light, a late-night argument, a child skipping school: nothing went unnoticed. Lately, though, that closeness had curdled into something else. A tension hung in the air like static before a storm. Conversations hushed when convoys of soldiers rumbled through on their way to the coast. Posters with slogans about “Service” and “Sacrifice” had appeared in windows. Families whispered about missing persons, about names not spoken too loudly. The oak tree seemed to rustle heavier on still nights, as if it too sensed the shift.

And in the middle of it all lived two boys whose lives were about to be torn wide open.

Max

Max Carter had moved to Oakwood when he was two, brought by parents who never quite fit the town but stayed anyway. By seventeen, just days from his eighteenth birthday, Max had grown impossible to ignore: six-foot-six, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that refused to stay tamed and piercing green eyes that made adults uneasy when he stared too long. He wasn’t just tall — he was built, muscles corded from years of lifting engines and brawling behind the school gym.

Machines bent for him. Rusty bolts snapped loose under his grip. Dead engines coughed back to life when he laid hands on them. Every junker he touched eventually rumbled down Oakwood’s streets again, gleaming under his stubborn care. His dream was simple: one day own his own garage, where grease and engines could drown out the rest of the world.

But Max had a flaw that everyone in town knew he couldn’t walk away from a fight. He hated bullies. Couldn’t stomach them. If he saw someone pushed down, Max was already moving before he thought. Fists, fury, broken noses — he never considered the cost until after it landed. Teachers scolded. His mother sighed. His father called him reckless. But the habit stuck, burning hotter lately, like something inside him had been wound too tight.

Alex

Alex Hale was Max’s opposite in nearly every way. Just shy of six feet, slim but wiry, with sharp blue eyes and short blond hair. Where Max fought, Alex thought. He could tear through a book in hours and recall every word. Teachers had once marveled at his recall until they stopped asking questions, unnerved by the precision. When he wasn’t reading, he was watching: people, patterns, the way conversations shifted. Alex absorbed the world and dissected it, sometimes before it even happened.

He had grown up in Oakwood, a townie through and through, son of a school secretary and a fisherman. Unlike Max, Alex belonged here. He knew every crack in the brick roads, every shortcut behind the shops, every family history twisted with grudges. But belonging didn’t mean he fit. Small for his age, quiet, too smart for his own good — Alex had been a target before he even knew what that word meant.

They met under the oak tree when Alex was six and Max seven, and it had set the tone for everything after.

The First Fight

That day, the square had been empty except for John Kelly, Oakwood’s favorite bully, already notorious at eleven. He was big for his age, shoulders wide, fists heavy, mouth mean. He had Alex cornered against the oak’s trunk, a thick book sprawled in the dirt between them.

“Stupid nerd,” John sneered, stomping on the book. Pages bent, spine cracked. “What’s the point of reading? You think anyone cares what you know?”

Alex’s voice shook, but he still bent to gather the pages. “Knowledge matters.”

“Not when you’re on the ground,” John said, shoving him so he stumbled hard into the bark.

That was when Max appeared. No hesitation. No thought. Just fists. He strode up and cracked John with a punch that echoed across the square, sending the bigger boy sprawling in the dirt.

Max held out his hand. “You okay?”

Alex blinked up, stunned. “You... you called me your friend.”

Max shrugged, lips tugging into a grin that looked far too at ease for a kid who had just started a fight. “Guess you are now.”

From that day forward, they were inseparable. Max taught Alex about engines, fighting, and how to stand taller. Alex taught Max patience, problem-solving, and how to see three moves ahead before swinging. They balanced each other. Brothers in everything but blood.

But now, as summer pressed heavy over Oakwood, even that bond had begun to strain.

The Weight of Summer

That evening, the air clung hot and damp. Cicadas whined in the trees until it felt like the whole town vibrated with their song. Somewhere a dog barked, shrill and insistent, answered by another farther away. The salt wind from the coast carried the smell of tar and brine, but it did nothing to cut through the stagnant heaviness.

Max was in the driveway, bent under the hood of his beloved ’57 Chevy Bel Air. The car was his sanctuary, the only place where things made sense. Steel and gears obeyed when fists and fury did not. But tonight, the machine fought him. Sweat slicked his brow, dripping into his eyes as he strained against a stubborn bolt.

“Come on, you bastard,” Max growled, wrench slipping.

CLANG. His knuckles slammed into the engine block.

Alex winced from the porch, the sharp sound carrying in the thick night air. He had a book balanced in his lap, though he hadn’t turned the page in minutes. Max’s hand split open, blood smearing across metal — but Max hardly reacted. He just shook it off, flicking crimson drops like they were nothing more than water.

Alex’s stomach turned. Max should have been howling, cursing, shaking out the pain. Instead, he just went back at it.

“Goddammit!” Max snarled, kicking the tire so hard the Chevy rocked. “Fucking piece of shit!”

Alex hesitated, caught between humor and worry. Normally he would’ve teased him, eased the moment. But tonight, Max’s fury felt different — sharp and volatile, like static before lightning.

“Careful,” Alex called lightly, though his tone betrayed caution. “Talk to it like that and it might leave you stranded.”

Usually, Max would’ve laughed. Tonight, his jaw clenched. His eyes flashed.

Alex closed his book, heart tightening. Something in the air was wrong. 

The wrench hit the driveway with a clatter. Max leaned against the Chevy’s fender, chest heaving, knuckles bleeding, but his eyes burned hotter than the summer air.

Alex set his book aside, rising from the porch. “Max,” he said carefully, “you alright?”

Max dragged a hand down his face, smearing sweat and grease. “No,” he said flatly. His voice carried a rough edge, like something was splintering inside. “You remember the other night? When I left your place late?”

Alex’s brows drew tight. “Yeah.”

“I got home and my parents were already up. Phone ringing. Since then... it’s like they’ve been hiding something. Whispering. Locking drawers.” Max’s hand clenched into a fist. “And I keep hearing a name. Ethan.”

The word landed heavy between them. Alex’s stomach dropped, a flicker of recognition like a half-remembered dream. He didn’t know why, but it left him cold.

Before he could answer, the screen door creaked. Max’s mom stepped onto the porch, drying her hands on a towel. Her hair was mussed, her face pale, eyes shadowed like she hadn’t slept in days.

“You boys want something to eat?” she asked, voice soft, almost pleading.

“No,” Max snapped without looking at her.

She lingered, towel twisting in her hands. “Max... are you alright? You’ve been out here for hours.”

Max turned, and for a moment Alex thought he saw a younger version of him — the boy who’d once smiled under the oak tree. But then Max’s jaw hardened.

“Maybe I’d be better if people around here stopped lying to me.”

His mother froze. “Max, that’s not fair—”

The door banged open again, hard enough to rattle the frame. Max’s father stepped out, broad and red-faced, shoulders stiff under a sweat-stained shirt. The porch light threw sharp angles across his scowl.

“What’s going on out here?”

Max squared his shoulders. “You tell me. You and Mom have been lying to me for weeks.”

His father’s voice cracked like a whip. “Watch your tone. You think you’re entitled to answers?”

“I’m your son!” Max shouted. His voice broke on the last word, raw with fury. “Not some damn recruit you can order around!”

His father’s eyes darkened, and the air seemed to thicken. “You’ve had this coming for a long time.”

And then he shoved Max. Hard.

Alex’s heart lurched as Max stumbled back into the Chevy’s fender. The car groaned under the weight but Max barely flinched. He caught himself, teeth bared.

“Don’t touch me!”

CRACK.

His father’s fist caught him across the cheekbone. The sound rang out across the yard, louder than it should have been. Max reeled, slammed against the hood. Blood streaked down from a gash over his eyebrow.

But he didn’t fold. He didn’t even stagger the way he should have. His chest heaved, his knuckles flexed, and his eyes burned with something unrecognizable.

“Max!” Alex shouted, rushing forward. His pulse thundered. That hit should’ve laid Max out. Instead he stood taller, like the pain hadn’t even registered.

Max roared, years of anger ripping loose. He tackled his father, driving him back against the porch steps. Fists rained down, one after another, fueled by something bigger than rage.

“WHO IS ETHAN?!” Max’s voice tore through the night.

His mother screamed, clutching at her husband’s arm. Alex grabbed Max’s shoulder, desperate to haul him back. “Max! Stop! You’re going to kill him!”

But Max barely heard him. Blood dripped from his brow into his eyes, but his body didn’t slow, didn’t shake, didn’t react like it should have. His vision blurred with red.

Alex dug his nails into Max’s arm, shouting his name again. And then—

A spark.

It shot through them like lightning, searing hot, racing from Alex’s grip into Max’s veins. Max felt it in his chest, a detonation of fire. Alex felt it in his skull, a blinding flash like every thought had ignited at once.

BOOM.

A shockwave ripped outward. Porch lights flickered, buzzing madly. The Chevy’s hood slammed shut with a metallic bang. Windows rattled up and down the street. Gravel scattered in a ring as both boys were flung backward, hitting the driveway hard enough to knock the breath from their lungs.

For a moment the world hummed, vibrating like a struck bell.

Alex blinked against the afterimage, lungs burning. “What the fuck...” His voice was thin, swallowed by ringing in his ears.

Max lay sprawled nearby, chest heaving. Blood streaked down his face — but the cut was already clotting, edges knitting faster than Alex could comprehend. He swore the skin was closing before his eyes.

His father slumped against the steps, unconscious. His mother sobbed, torn between running to her husband and staring at her son like she no longer recognized him.

The night held its breath. Then, from beyond Oakwood, a siren wailed. Faint at first, then closer.

Alex pushed up on shaky arms. His vision swam. He thought he heard something beneath the siren — a pure, high tone that didn’t belong to radios or ambulances. It cut straight through the noise, sharp as glass.

And in the distance, the oak tree shuddered. Leaves rustled in a wind no one else felt. Its trunk groaned softly, like something deep inside had been struck awake.

The world didn’t settle right away.

The air still hummed, as if the night itself were holding a note too high for human ears. Gravel crunched as Alex rolled onto his side, coughing hard enough to taste iron. His hands shook, the phantom burn of that spark crawling across his skin.

Max pushed himself upright beside the Chevy, one hand pressed to his brow. Blood slicked his palm, but even as he pulled it away Alex saw the cut shrinking, edges knitting in a way no wound ever should. Max blinked through the sting, chest heaving, his gaze darting like a cornered animal’s.

His father slumped against the steps, unconscious but breathing. His mother knelt beside him, hands fluttering helplessly, torn between trying to wake her husband and glancing back at Max like she didn’t recognize her own son.

“Max...” she whispered. The word cracked, halfway between plea and fear.

Max staggered to his feet, the driveway tilting under him. “I didn’t mean—” His voice broke. He looked at his hands as though they belonged to someone else. “I didn’t mean for it—”

Alex scrambled upright, grabbing his arm. “We need to go inside. Before—”

Headlights swept across the street. Tires screeched. The sharp whoop of a siren punched the air, echoing off Oakwood’s narrow houses. Blue and red lights washed across the driveway as a cruiser turned the corner.

“Shit,” Alex hissed.

The sound pulled neighbors from their porches. Doors cracked open, screen doors banged. Voices carried low across lawns. What happened? Who’s hurt? Was that an explosion? Eyes landed on the Carter house. On Max.

The cruiser skidded to a stop at the curb. Two officers spilled out, hands on holsters. Their flashlights cut through the dark, beams slicing across the Chevy, the blood, Max’s towering frame.

“Step back!” one officer barked, voice taut with command. “Everyone step back!”

Max froze, caught in the spotlight. The cut over his brow had nearly sealed already, leaving a smear of drying blood instead of an open wound. To anyone watching, it might have looked like it had never been there.

The other officer crouched by Max’s father, checking for a pulse. “He’s alive,” he called.

His mother’s sob of relief broke the night, though her eyes never left Max.

Alex stepped between his best friend and the officers, words tumbling out before his brain caught up. “It—it was an accident. He fell. Max tried to stop it. There was a—uh—a short or something, the car hood slammed down—”

His own voice sounded hollow in his ears. The words didn’t even make sense to him, but he kept talking, spinning a cover as quickly as his pulse raced.

The first officer’s beam stayed pinned on Max. “You. Hands where I can see them.”

Max’s fists clenched. He looked ready to bolt, ready to fight, muscles tight with restless energy. Alex caught his eye, begging without words. Don’t.

Slowly, Max raised his hands.

The tension stretched long and brittle. The cicadas seemed to hush. Even the oak tree at the town square loomed in Alex’s mind, groaning as if listening.

Then a radio squawked from the cruiser: a call about a wreck on the highway. Another unit needed backup. The officers exchanged a look.

“We’ll need statements,” the first said at last. His flashlight beam swept one more time across Max’s face, lingering on the already-healed cut. Confusion flickered across his features, but he didn’t comment. “Medical will check him out.”

They moved fast after that, calling in an ambulance, guiding Max’s father inside with his mother’s help. Neighbors lingered at the edges of their lawns, whispering. None came closer.

By the time the porch light was shut off and the cruiser rolled away, Oakwood had already absorbed the event into its bloodstream. Tomorrow, every shop, every church pew, every diner booth would hum with the story.

Alex sat on the Chevy’s hood, chest still tight. Max stood in the driveway, staring down at his hands, silent as stone.

Finally, Alex spoke. His voice was low, but steady. “That wasn’t just you.”

Max looked up, eyes burning. “What?”

“That spark. That blast.” Alex held up his hand, the one that had gripped Max’s arm. “I felt it too.”

Silence stretched. The cicadas started up again, louder than before, filling the night like static.

Max shook his head, whispering hoarse. “What the hell is happening to us?”

Alex didn’t answer. Couldn’t. He just stared past Max, toward the town square where the silhouette of the oak tree loomed against the night sky. Its leaves rustled without wind, a shiver that rippled through the branches like a warning.

And beneath that ancient bark, unseen by anyone, a hairline crack traced across the trunk, sap bleeding slow and dark as though the tree itself had been wounded.
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Chapter 2: Aftermath
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Max wasn’t sure how long he was out.

The world seeped back in fragments — sirens first, shrill and too close, vibrating through his skull. Then the burn of lights strobing red and blue across the night. Voices rose and fell in jagged bursts: shouts, clipped orders, the slap of boots across gravel. Somewhere, a woman sobbed, the sound broken into hiccups that cut through the chaos like glass.

The air itself felt wrong. Dust hung heavy in his throat. Something acrid and chemical stung his nose — gasoline from the Chevy, maybe, or burned wiring. Over it all, the copper tang of blood thickened the night.

He tried to move, but his head roared with pain. A fiery line seared above his eye. He lifted shaking fingers, touched skin, and felt the tacky slide of blood.

“Max!”

Alex’s voice sliced through the haze, sharp with panic. Then hands — steady, urgent — gripping his shoulders, shaking him.

“Max, wake up! Come on, man — wake up!”

Max groaned, forcing his eyes open. The world tilted sideways, swam, then steadied in jerky frames. He pushed up, gravel biting into his palms. The driveway spun around him — police cars, pulsing lights, shadows of neighbors clustered at the edge of their lawns.

“What... what the hell happened?” His voice rasped like rusted metal.

Alex crouched close, pale under the flash of lights. His chest rose and fell too fast, eyes wide, darting between Max and the chaos around them. “You—your dad hit you. You tackled him. And then...” He swallowed hard. “I grabbed you, and there was this... spark. A shockwave. It threw us both.”

Max’s gaze drifted past him. His father lay sprawled in the grass, paramedics kneeling over him, checking vitals, strapping oxygen to his face. His mother was on the porch steps, shoulders shaking as she cried into her hands.

The yard was unrecognizable. The Chevy’s hood was warped, metal bent like it had taken a blast head-on. Gravel had scattered in a perfect ring, as if some invisible force had punched outward from the driveway’s center. Porch lights up and down the street flickered faintly, buzzing like flies.

And everywhere — eyes.

Neighbors in pajamas clutched robes tighter around themselves, children peeking from behind parents’ legs. Curtains parted in second-story windows, faces pale and round in the glow. Whispers rose and fell, sharp and quick: What was that? Did you hear it? Is he hurt? Someone pointed toward Max. Another child cried and was shushed.

Heat crawled up Max’s neck. Rage, shame, confusion — all of it tangled in his chest, choking.

“I didn’t mean to...” He shook his head, dizzy. “I wasn’t going to—”

“I know,” Alex said quickly, gripping his shoulder. His palm was firm, grounding. “You weren’t yourself.”

Max pressed his hand to his brow, felt fresh blood seeping between stitches that had barely held. “What the fuck was that, Alex? What did we do?”

Alex shook his head, eyes darting. “I don’t know. But I felt it too. When I grabbed you — it wasn’t just you. It was both of us.”

Their gaze shifted together toward the Chevy. The warped hood gleamed faintly under police lights. Dust still hovered in the beam of flashlights, swirling like smoke.

Max staggered to his feet. His legs wobbled, and Alex caught him under the arm. The touch sent a prickle racing over Max’s skin, like the echo of that spark still lingered in his nerves. He shivered, teeth clenched.

“Carter!”

A man’s voice barked across the yard. One of the officers strode forward, broad-shouldered, uniform stiff as armor. His cap brim shadowed sharp eyes that scanned Max like a threat.

“Max Carter?”

Max swallowed, throat dry. “Yeah.”

The officer stopped a few feet away, weight balanced on the balls of his feet like he expected trouble. “We need a statement.”

“Now?” Alex blurted, incredulous. “He’s bleeding — he needs a doctor.”

The officer’s gaze flicked up to the gash over Max’s eye, narrowed slightly, then returned to his clipboard. “EMTs are already en route. But we need to know what happened here.”

Max’s mouth opened, closed. Words tangled in his chest. What could he say? That his father had hit him, sure. But how to explain the explosion, the warped metal, the spark that had thrown them like rag dolls?

Alex straightened, shoulders tight. “Sir, his dad hit him first. It was self-defense.”

The officer’s jaw flexed. He scribbled something without looking up.

Behind him, the younger cop — a rookie, face still soft under the brim of his cap — watched Max with wide eyes. His flashlight beam lingered too long on Max’s hands, his blood-smeared knuckles, then drifted upward to the already-clotting gash. His brow furrowed like he was trying to make sense of what he was seeing.

“Both of you will need to come down to the station tomorrow,” the older officer said finally. “For now, the medics will check you out.”

Max barely heard him. His eyes were locked on his mother. She sat hunched, arms wrapped around herself, rocking slightly. When Max’s gaze found her, she looked away, face hidden in her hands. She couldn’t — or wouldn’t — look at him.

The weight of it sank like a stone in his gut.

The EMTs arrived fast, swinging bags onto the gravel, voices brisk. They checked his father first, speaking low to Max’s mother, then turned to him.

“Sit,” one ordered, patting the bumper of the cruiser. Max obeyed, though the ground felt steadier than the seat.

The EMT pulled on gloves, snapped a penlight across Max’s eyes, muttering at his dilation. “Head wound. Brow split.” He pulled gauze from a kit, pressing against the cut. Blood seeped through quickly, but already slowed in a way that made him pause.

“You feeling this?” he asked, pressing harder.

Max winced at the pressure but shook his head. “Not really.”

The EMT frowned. He cleaned the wound briskly, thread and needle ready. “This’ll sting.”

It didn’t. Max felt the tug of thread through skin, the odd pull of flesh knitting — but no pain. He flinched once out of instinct, not sensation.

“You’re telling me you don’t feel this?” the EMT muttered, more to himself than to Max.

Max shrugged, voice flat. “I’ve had worse.”

The EMT shook his head, brow creasing. “Tough kid,” he said, though his eyes said something else — unsettled, like he’d just seen a magic trick he didn’t understand.

Alex hovered close, answering questions Max couldn’t. Yes, Max lost consciousness. Yes, his father had struck first. No, he didn’t know what caused the explosion. Alex’s voice was steady, but his hands fidgeted against his jeans. His eyes kept darting — to Max, to the warped Chevy, to the twitch of police radios.

And then he heard it again.

A burst of static from a patrolman’s radio, loud enough to draw every head for a moment. Beneath it — just for a second — a pure, high tone, sharp as a blade. It slid under Alex’s skin, raising goosebumps on his arms. And then it was gone, replaced by normal chatter.

No one else seemed to notice.

Alex swallowed hard, eyes narrowing.

By the time the EMT taped gauze over Max’s brow, the crowd had thinned. Neighbors slunk back inside, though porch lights still burned. A woman across the street whispered furiously to her husband, pointing at Max before yanking her son indoors. Curtains shifted. Oakwood was watching, even if it pretended not to.

Max slid off the cruiser bumper, unsteady but upright. His whole body felt strange — heavy, but buzzing. His cut throbbed faintly, but the ache was already fading, leaving him more unsettled than relieved.

Alex stepped in close, voice low. “They’ll want us at the station tomorrow.”

Max nodded absently, eyes still locked on the Chevy’s warped hood. He flexed his hands, knuckles stiff but not broken. He remembered every second of the fight — the fury, the shove, the spark. The way it had felt like something inside him had broken free.

And he remembered how Alex’s hand on his arm had made it worse.

The ambulance smelled like antiseptic and rubber gloves. Sterile, sharp, out of place in Oakwood’s salt-thick air.

Max sat on the edge of the cot, shoulders slumped, gauze taped above his eye. The paramedic threaded a fresh needle, his motions brisk, professional — but his muttering betrayed him.

“Kid your size should be writhing,” he said, tugging thread through skin with quick, efficient jabs. “And you’re just sitting there like I’m sewing a shirt. You telling me you don’t feel this?”

Max shrugged. “I feel... something. Just not pain.”

The paramedic paused, looked up. The fluorescent strip-light above flickered once, buzzing faintly. His expression hardened, like he’d decided not to ask follow-ups he didn’t want the answers to. “Tough kid,” he muttered, snipping the thread.

Alex stood nearby, arms folded, his back pressed against the ambulance wall. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Max since they’d been loaded in. Every time the paramedic prodded him, Alex flinched like he was the one being stitched.

When Max caught his stare, Alex spoke softly. “They’re not charging you. Calling it a ‘domestic disturbance.’ Your dad’s stable. He’ll be kept overnight at the hospital.”

Max didn’t answer right away. His mind replayed the fight on a loop — his father’s shove, the swing, his own roar. The way Alex’s hand on his arm had detonated something inside them both.

Finally, he rasped, “I almost killed him.”

Alex’s voice was low but steady. “No. You lost control. That’s not the same thing.”

Max barked a humorless laugh. “Feels the same.”

The paramedic finished the stitches, wiping away the last streak of blood. “Don’t pick at it. Should heal fine.”

Too fine, Max thought. Already, the skin around the wound looked less swollen than it should. He touched it lightly. The tenderness was there, but faint, fading by the minute.

The paramedic packed up his kit. “You’ll be sore. Rest, fluids. Keep pressure off the eye.” He glanced between the two boys, then back at Max. “Stay out of trouble.”

The door clanged open, spilling night air into the cramped box. The officer from earlier stood outside, expression still granite-hard. “You’re clear. Both of you head home. Report to the station tomorrow morning.”

Alex opened his mouth to argue — Max wasn’t in any state to walk home, not really — but Max swung off the cot first. His boots hit the pavement, his body aching like he’d gone ten rounds in a ring, but already the worst of it was dulled.

The street was quieter now, though not empty. Porch lights glowed like watchful eyes. Curtains twitched as they walked past, the faint shapes of neighbors hunched close to glass. Conversations hushed the moment Max’s shadow crossed the edge of a lawn.

Alex walked at his side, their steps in sync. He kept his voice low. “That spark — it wasn’t normal.”

Max snorted. “No shit.”

“No, I mean—” Alex shoved his hands in his jacket pockets, words tumbling fast. “I’ve read about adrenaline spikes, fight-or-flight responses, even weird cases of electrical discharges under stress. None of this matches. That... shockwave wasn’t just your anger. It was something else.”

Max rubbed at his temple, wincing as his stitches tugged. “Something inside me broke loose.”

Alex glanced at him. “And when I touched you, it amplified. Like it needed both of us.”

The words sank heavy. Neither boy spoke for a stretch, their footsteps crunching on the brick-paved street. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, then went silent.

Finally, Max muttered, “You’ve felt different too, haven’t you?”

Alex hesitated. “Yeah.”

Max turned his head, green eyes sharp. “You read faster than anyone I know. You pick up patterns nobody else sees. You knew where the explosion would hit before it happened tonight, didn’t you?”

Alex didn’t answer, but his silence was enough.

Max dragged a hand through his hair. “So it’s not just me.”

“No,” Alex said quietly. “It’s both of us.”

They walked on in silence.

Every block they passed, Oakwood seemed to lean in closer. The brick streets were slick with night moisture, reflecting pools of red-blue light that still bled faintly from the corner where the ambulance idled. The oak tree loomed at the end of Main, its silhouette black against the starless sky. Its leaves shifted though the air was dead still.

Alex’s stomach knotted. He couldn’t shake the sound he’d heard earlier — that pure, high tone buried in the radios. It hadn’t been static. It had been intentional. A signal. But when he glanced at Max, bloody and bruised, he swallowed the thought. Not yet.

By the time they reached Max’s house, the ambulance was gone. The driveway looked like a crime scene even without the lights: gouged gravel, the Chevy’s hood bent wrong, streaks of blood dark against the ground.

Max paused at the foot of the porch steps, shoulders squared. His mother’s absence pressed on him like weight. The house was dark, hollow, wrong.

Inside, silence swallowed them. The air smelled of coffee gone cold and something sour beneath it. The note on the fridge remained, a stark scrap of handwriting in the dark kitchen.

Neither spoke as they climbed the stairs.

Max’s room was cluttered — posters of old muscle cars peeling at the edges, engine parts stacked on the desk, grease-stained manuals shoved into the bookshelf. But tonight, the space felt foreign, like the walls themselves knew what had happened outside.

He sank onto the edge of the bed, staring at the floor. The lamp on his nightstand flickered once, casting his face in alternating bands of light and shadow.

Alex sat on the desk chair, knees pulled up, watching him. “That wasn’t just anger, Max. You know that, right?”

Max rubbed at his brow, fingers brushing stitches. “Felt like something else took over. Stronger. Meaner.”

“And when I touched you—” Alex leaned forward. “That’s when it triggered. The spark wasn’t you alone. It was both of us.”

Max lifted his head, eyes meeting his. Fear and fury burned together there. “Then we need answers.”

Alex nodded once. “We’ll find them.”The lamp flickered again, buzzing faintly. Neither boy moved.

Downstairs, the landline phone hissed — a faint static bleed, though it sat untouched on the wall. The noise cut out as quickly as it came. Neither boy noticed.

But the oak tree outside rustled in a still night, its shadow stretching long across Oakwood.

The lamp kept flickering. Not steady enough to ignore, not broken enough to fix. It buzzed, dimmed, flared again, throwing shadows that jerked across the walls like they had lives of their own.

Max sat on the bed, hunched forward, elbows on his knees. His fingers drummed against his thighs, restless, the way they always did when he was holding too much in. His knuckles were scabbed and raw, his stitches tugged each time he frowned.

Alex stayed in the desk chair, legs tucked up, arms wrapped around his shins. He watched Max the way he read a book — scanning, rereading, catching details others missed. The set of his jaw, the twitch in his temple, the way his shoulders hunched as if carrying more than his own weight.

The silence between them stretched, heavy but not empty. Both were replaying the night, but in different languages.

Max broke first. “You think people saw?”

Alex’s laugh was dry. “Max, the whole damn neighborhood saw. Half the county probably felt it.”

Max scrubbed a hand over his face. “Great.”

“They’ll come up with explanations,” Alex said. “They always do. Gas leak, electrical surge, fireworks gone wrong. People want simple answers. They’ll settle for anything that keeps the world ordinary.”

Max looked up sharply. “But we know better.”

Alex didn’t flinch. “Yeah. We do.”

The lamp buzzed again, dimming low enough that the posters on the wall blurred into shapes. The old muscle cars stared back in dull chrome, their edges warped by shadow.

Max stared at them for a long time. “I felt like... like I wasn’t even me. Like something inside was waiting for an excuse. And when Dad hit me—” His voice cracked, rough. “I wanted to tear him apart.”

“You didn’t,” Alex said firmly.

“I almost did.”

Alex leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Max. You stopped. That matters.”

Max shook his head, jaw tight. “Only because you grabbed me.”

They both went quiet at that. The truth of it sat between them. Alex’s hand on Max’s arm had unleashed the spark, the blast, whatever it was. If he hadn’t—if he’d let Max keep swinging—what would have happened?

Max’s voice was low, almost afraid. “What if I hurt you next time?”

Alex didn’t look away. “Then I’ll stop you again.”

Max barked out a bitter laugh. “You’re insane.”

“Maybe.” Alex’s lips twitched, but his eyes stayed serious. “But you’re stuck with me.”

For a moment, the old rhythm returned — that familiar banter under the oak tree, when they were just boys watching each other’s backs. It flickered like the lamp light, brief but real.

The night dragged on.

They didn’t sleep. Not really. Max stretched out on the bed eventually, staring at the ceiling, arms folded behind his head. Alex stayed in the chair, book open on his lap, though he hadn’t turned a page in an hour.

Outside, Oakwood was restless. Cars passed too slow, lingering at the Carter house before rolling on. Porch lights across the street stayed on long past midnight. The town’s silence wasn’t peace — it was pressure, waiting.

At one point, the landline phone downstairs crackled again. A burst of static, faint but sharp, followed by that same high, pure tone Alex had heard earlier on the radio. It slid under the door, into their bones. Alex’s head snapped up, eyes narrowing.

Max stirred. “What?”

“Nothing,” Alex said quickly, though the hairs on his arms hadn’t settled. “Thought I heard something.”

The sound cut off as suddenly as it started.

By two in the morning, the lamp finally steadied. The bulb glowed without flicker, casting a tired yellow haze across the room. Max’s breathing had slowed into something close to sleep, though his fists still clenched even at rest.

Alex leaned his head back against the chair, exhaustion dragging at his eyelids. But his mind wouldn’t stop. He catalogued details the way he always did. Max’s strength, his temper, his lack of pain. His own speed, his recall, the way patterns clicked into place too easily. Tonight’s explosion wasn’t the start. It was the crack in a wall that had been there all along.

He glanced toward the window. From here, he could see the faint outline of the oak tree down in the square, silhouetted against the dark. Its branches shifted once, though the night air was still.

Alex whispered, barely audible: “What the hell are we?”

The tree didn’t answer. But he could’ve sworn its shadow stretched longer than it had before.

By dawn, Oakwood would buzz with rumors. By noon, kids would dare each other to sneak by the Carter house. By nightfall, Max and Alex’s names would be on every tongue.

But for now, the town held its breath. The oak tree groaned in silence.

And two boys sat in a cluttered room, stitches and questions pulling them apart and binding them closer all at once.

Their lives were no longer ordinary.
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Chapter 3: The Call
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Three days had passed since the fight. Since the spark. Since the world had split open beneath their feet.

The Carter house was too quiet. Not the ordinary kind of quiet, but the kind that pressed down heavy, like a blanket smothering every sound.

Max drifted through it like a ghost. His father was still in the hospital, drifting in and out of consciousness. His mother had packed a bag that first night and left for her sister’s place, leaving only a note on the fridge: Don’t do anything stupid. The scrawl was quick, almost careless. She hadn’t even signed her name.

Now the house felt hollow. The sink stacked with dishes no one bothered to wash. His father’s boots still by the door, mud dried and cracked on the soles. A half-empty mug of coffee on the counter gone moldy, untouched. Every creak of the floorboards echoed too loud, reminding Max he was the only Carter left inside these walls.

He sat on the living room floor, back against the couch. A cold pack pressed to his brow where stitches still marked the cut. The doctor had said it would take weeks to heal. Yet in three days, the swelling was almost gone, the skin knitting faster than seemed possible. Max touched the edge of the wound, scowling. His body wasn’t following the rules anymore.

Across from him, Alex sat curled into the armchair. A battered notebook balanced on his knee, pages crowded with cramped handwriting, arrows, and sketches. He flipped through it slowly, pen tapping against his chin.

“You look like hell,” he said without glancing up.

Max snorted. “Feel like it too.” He pulled the ice pack away, flexing sore knuckles. Bruises still mottled his hands, but they were fading. “You see how fast this shit’s healing?”

Alex finally looked over, eyes sharp behind his glasses. “It’s not normal, Max. None of this is.”

Silence stretched between them. The TV sat dark. Dust floated in the afternoon light bleeding through bent blinds. The wall clock ticked like a hammer, each second louder than the last.

Max broke first. “I keep thinking about it. The spark. That shockwave. And how you felt it too.”

“I haven’t stopped thinking about it,” Alex admitted. His voice was low, deliberate. He set the notebook aside. “And about what you said before. The name. Ethan.”

Max’s jaw tightened. He leaned his head back against the couch, staring at the ceiling. “I asked my mom again before she left. She wouldn’t tell me shit. Just said, ‘Forget about it.’”

Before Alex could respond, the kitchen cut in.

The old answering machine clicked alive with a whirr of tape. A beep. Then a man’s voice—older, stern, sharpened by years of command—spilled into the room.

“John, it’s Commander Tate. We need to talk about the boy. About Ethan. They’re asking questions—it’s getting close. You know what has to be done.”

Click.

The tape spun silent.

Both boys froze.

Max’s breath caught in his throat, chest pounding. “What the fuck?” His voice was a whisper, but the words shook.

Alex was already on his feet. He moved toward the kitchen like the machine might vanish if he didn’t get closer. His hands were fists at his sides. “They know something,” he said. “Maybe everything. And if they think it’s ‘getting close’—”

Max surged up, pacing hard across the living room. “They’re coming. You heard him.” He raked both hands through his hair, stitches pulling against his temple. “Christ, what the hell do we do?”

“There’s one way forward.” Alex’s words came fast now, his mind burning hot. “We enlist.”

Max stopped dead. “What?”

“We get inside,” Alex pressed. “We get close to Tate, close to the system. They’ll slip. We’ll find records. We’ll find Ethan.”

Max barked a laugh, raw and bitter. “You think they’ll hand us answers? They’ll cut us open, lock us in some lab—”

“They already have,” Alex snapped, stepping toward him. His eyes burned. “Look at you. Look at us. We’re not normal anymore. And Tate knows it. If we sit here waiting, they’ll come and finish what they started.”

Max’s chest rose and fell, every breath sharper than the last. His father in the hospital. His mother gone. The spark that had nearly ripped the house apart.

And Ethan’s name, alive on the answering machine.

He wanted to say no. Wanted to grab Alex and run until Oakwood was nothing but dust behind them. But that message... You know what has to be done.

Max slammed his fist into the couch, the cushions jolting. “Fine.” His voice was ragged. “We enlist. But not because I trust them. Because I want Ethan.”

Alex didn’t flinch. He just gave one tight nod. “First thing tomorrow.”

The room fell silent. Dust motes drifted in the last of the afternoon light.

Max stood in the middle of it, breathing hard, the decision heavy in his chest. No turning back now.

Outside, the oak tree groaned in the wind, its branches clawing against a gray sky. Somewhere beyond Oakwood, the war was waiting.

And in its shadow, Ethan.
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Chapter 4: The Decision
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“Some truths lie buried for a reason. But once unearthed, they can never be hidden again.”

The bus rattled like it had already been through a war of its own. Bolts shook in the ceiling, the rubber floor hummed with every gear change, and a thin whistle came from a crack near the back window. Max sat mid-row with Alex beside him, their duffels jammed under their knees. Shoulder to shoulder, they barely spoke. Every mile pressed down on them heavier than their bags.

Oakwood streamed past in gray strips. Storefronts sagged behind boards and papered glass. The diner’s sign still swung, but the lights had been dead for months. A man swept dust from his stoop even though there’d be more by morning. Nobody waved at the bus. Nobody even looked up.

Max wiped a hand across the foggy window. The square opened for a moment, and there it was—the oak tree. Gnarled and skeletal against the pale sky, its bark pale where it had once been dark. For as long as he could remember, it had looked untouchable. Now it looked smaller. Shrunken. A monument left behind.

His throat tightened. Will we ever come back here?

Alex caught the shift in his face. “You okay?”

“No,” Max admitted.

Alex gave a humorless smile. “Same.”

Behind them, recruits filled the silence with nerves. Two boys from Larkspur cracked jokes too loud, their laughter breaking like brittle glass. Across the aisle, a farm kid with ears still red from a recent buzz cut clenched his jaw, knuckles white on his bag strap. A girl in the back hummed under her breath, a tune shaky but steady, maybe just to prove her lungs still worked.

The war wasn’t just across the sea anymore. It was swallowing towns whole, and Oakwood was already half-gone.

The bus rolled past the last grain silos and into flat country. For a while, the only sound was tires grinding on patched asphalt and the occasional cough someone tried to stifle.

An hour later, the enlistment center rose like a bunker out of nowhere—concrete walls, razor wire, a flag snapping sharp against a smoky sky. Rows of transports idled at the curb, engines thrumming like the heartbeat of something too big to stop.

The corporal up front barked, “Last stop! Bags in hand, eyes forward.”

The recruits filed out, boots thudding on cracked pavement. Max and Alex stepped onto the lot together, the cold air sharper here, humming with oil and exhaust.

Inside, the building swallowed them whole.

The Enlistment Center

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, painting everything the same dull color. The air reeked of bleach and old sweat. Lines wound between stanchions, shuffling forward in jerks.

Posters plastered the walls: SERVE TO PROTECT. HOLD THE LINE. In one, a young soldier pointed straight at the viewer, jaw square, eyes lit by something that looked more like desperation than pride.

“Next!”

Names checked against lists. Birthdates spoken like passwords. A camera flash that left spots in your vision. A tag clipped to a collar. Each step stripped something away.

At the medical table, a boy barely sixteen tried to bluff his age. The sergeant checking papers didn’t even blink. “Out. Try again in two years.” The kid’s protest died when a pair of MPs took his arm and steered him toward the door.

Max rolled up his sleeve when the medic called him. The cuff tugged against half-healed skin near his elbow, but the man tying the band didn’t notice. Needle in. Tube darkening with his blood. Max stared at the crimson flow and said nothing.

“Next.” The medic pressed a square of gauze to his arm and moved on.

Two tables over, another recruit fainted at the sight of the needle, collapsing like someone had cut his strings. Laughter rippled through the line—forced, uneasy. Alex only watched, taking everything in, cataloguing as always.

Thermometers. Retinal scans. Weight checks. All delivered in flat voices by men and women who had seen a thousand bodies before and would see a thousand more tomorrow. Nothing unusual was flagged. No red tabs. Just another pair of names in the system.

A nurse thrust a packet into Max’s hands, thin paper that smelled of toner. “Sign here, here, and here. Initial bottom corner. Don’t ask what you’re signing—you won’t like the answer.”

By the time they cleared the line, their belts and shoelaces were in bins, their personal items locked in gray lockers, and their duffels replaced by standard-issue canvas bags that reeked faintly of mildew and lemon polish.

Down a side corridor, a flickering TV looped training footage on mute: recruits sprinting, firing, crawling through mud. The captions shouted slogans. Nobody looked at the screen for long.

A private with a thin mustache handed Max a packet stamped with his name. “Welcome to the Army,” he muttered, already calling the next recruit.

By nightfall, Max and Alex were shepherded into barracks—forty cots lined with military precision, the air heavy with disinfectant and stale heat. The windows were wired mesh that made the outside look pixelated, unreal.

Max dropped his bag at the foot of his bunk. “This is it.”

Alex sat, unlacing his boots with deliberate care. “We’re in. Now we find out what they know.”

The barracks swallowed sound the way a church does—everything hushed but somehow echoing at the same time. Forty bunks, forty duffels, forty strangers forced into the same stale air.

The metal frames groaned under shifting weight. A boy on the far end tried to hide a photograph under his pillow, but the sergeant checking beds yanked it free, studied it, then slapped it back down without a word. Another recruit whispered a prayer, voice cracking on amen.

Max sat on the lower bunk, elbows on knees, staring at the floorboards. They were scuffed raw in lines where boots had shuffled for years. Alex lay flat above him, hands folded on his chest like he was memorizing the rhythm of the building—pipes groaning in the walls, the buzz of fluorescent lights settling after shutoff, the muffled hum of trucks outside.

Sleep came for some. Not for Max. He rolled onto his back and watched the underside of the bunk above, tracing the paint chips like constellations. Alex, awake as well, broke the silence only once:

“You feel it too, don’t you?”

Max turned his head. “Feel what?”

“That we’ve already been filed somewhere. Box checked. Decision made for us.”

Max exhaled hard through his nose. “Doesn’t matter. We made our own.”

Silence again. But heavier.

By dawn, the whistle blew like a blade drawn fast.

Fort Heron

Fort Heron didn’t care who they had been yesterday. It cared only about what was left when you stripped a body to exhaustion.

“On your feet! Move!” Sergeant Rowe’s voice hit them before they were even fully awake. He was a barrel-chested man with a jaw like stone and a gaze that cut right through you.

They ran before breakfast. Gravel scoured boot soles. Cold air burned lungs. Some recruits puked behind their hands. Nobody slowed.

Then came the obstacle course.

Mud pits wide as ponds. Wire strung so low you had to crawl on your belly, teeth clenched to keep grit out. Walls slick with old rain and sweat-polished boards. Rope climbs that set palms on fire.

Max threw himself into it with reckless
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