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The Endless Wake

About the Author

Austin jolted awake to the blare of his alarm. The siren tore through the house. His family hated it, but it was the only thing that got him up. He fumbled for his phone, silenced it, and rubbed grit from his eyes with a groan.

He kicked off the covers and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Head down, hands clamped on the frame, he waited for the usual morning collision: kids yelling, dogs barking, the street coughing up traffic.

Nothing.

A slow breath slid in through the open window. The air had weight, like it was holding itself still.

“Weird.”

Sunlight slanted across the walls. Outside, the sky sat clean and blue. Austin listened again. Waiting for it.

Still nothing.

The street was never quiet. That was the trade-off for the cheap rent, for the house wedged where it was. There should’ve been someone revving, someone honking, someone arguing on a porch. Instead it was uninterrupted silence. 

“Another day,” he muttered, as if saying it would make it true. “Alright, Austin. Let’s get to it.”

He crossed to the cabinet and yanked the doors open. Shorts. Socks. A clean T-shirt. The dirty one on his desk lay in a wrinkled heap; he tossed it into the hamper and pulled the fresh shirt on. It smelled faintly of detergent. He hated it. But it was soft. Normal.

“Just. Keep. Moving,” he whispered, each word a step.

In the bathroom, the light snapped on. He stared at his reflection and rolled his eyes at the mess of sleep on his face. Cold water slapped his cheeks and jaw. He brushed his teeth, the scrape and rinse and spit steadying him in small, mindless beats.

“One foot in front of the other,” he mumbled.

He shut off the light, stepped back into his room, grabbed his skateboard, and headed downstairs.

In the kitchen, his board went up against the wall. He walked in, and stopped.

His family was already at the table. It was like watching one of those mushy family movies his sister loved. His brain almost short circuited. 

Austin’s eyes flicked over them: his siblings bent over plates, his dad with coffee, his mom halfway turned as she spoke, and then he saw it.

Behind his mother, something stood.

Not a person. Not a shadow. A shape without edges, hovering in the space where nothing should be. Watching.

For a fraction of a second it held there, formless and patient.

Then it was gone.

Like it was never there.

Austin blinked hard. Once. Twice. He let out a laugh that didn’t sound like his. A leftover from a dream. A trick of waking. He’d had those before. Echoes is what he called them. Images of nightmares imprinted in his vision. Cold fingers on the back of his neck. A voice that filled his skull like an empty room.

“Morning,” he said.

No one looked up. His siblings shoveled food like they were in a race. He flipped them off with a grin anyway. His mom caught it and rolled her eyes.

“Good morning, honey,” she said. “How’d you sleep?”

“Fine,” Austin said, still staring at the spot behind her. “You?”

“I slept great,” she said, then fake-coughed into her fist and shot a look at his dad. “It could’ve been better if someone wore their CPAP like the doctor told them to. I don’t need to sleep next to a herd of cattle, Christian.”

His dad didn’t even argue. He pulled out his phone, tapped his recorder app, and hit play.

His mom’s snoring filled the kitchen. Loud. Rattling. Unmistakable.

They all cracked up.

“Well, Annabelle,” his dad said, smirking into his coffee, “the doctor said we both need them. I wore mine. So you were the herd of cattle.”

He pointed at Austin with his mug. “Remember this moment. Rare sight... your mother being wrong and knows it.” His eyes slid back to his wife. “Uh-oh. I think she’s mad.”

His mom narrowed her eyes. He grinned wider.

“And you still good to help in the woodshop later?” his dad asked.

“Yeah,” Austin said. “I’m gonna hit the skate park first. Meet Lily and Caleb. I’ll head out after breakfast. That cool?”

“Absolutely,” his dad said. “Go enjoy yourself. Tell them we said hello. But sit down first. Eat.”

Austin looked at the spread like he’d walked into a restaurant buffet: eggs in different shapes, pancakes, fruit, French toast, bagels, Greek yogurt, mashed bananas for his baby brother, too.

“Since when do we do this?” he said, eyebrows up. “What’s the occasion? Oh, did Bella pass an exam?”

“Hey!” Isabella snapped, glaring over her fork. “Not funny. I try my best. College exams are harder. Make fun now, next year you’ll get it.”

“Try your best at what?” Austin said. “Studying, or partying?” He tilted his head. “I know your friends, Bella. I’ve seen the videos. All of them. Dad and I are proud, but your choices are... generous. Real generous. You’re basically begging for my commentary.”

Isabella slapped a hand over her mouth in exaggerated horror. The boys howled.

“Austin,” their mother said, sharp enough to cut. “Stop.”

“Yes, Mom,” he said, but the grin stayed.

He reached for a plate, then paused. “Seriously, though. Why are we all eating together?”

His mom’s smile slipped into heavy concern.

“Are you feeling okay?” she asked.

Austin blinked. “Yeah. Why?”

“We’ve done this every Friday for two years,” she said.

His stomach tightened. He forced a laugh and scratched the back of his head. “Guess I’m still half-asleep.” He glanced toward the window like it might explain itself. “Thanks for breakfast, Mom. Second surprise today. First was how quiet it is out there. No honking. No yelling. Weird... but nice.”

His dad’s amusement drained away too. He looked past the coffee, straight at Austin.

“It’s always quiet here,” he said. “That’s why we picked this neighborhood.” He nodded toward Isabella. “What do you call it, Bella? The quietest town on earth.”

Isabella shrugged, watching Austin now. “Yeah, it’s boring. All my friends are from outta town.”

His dad leaned forward a little. “You sure you’re okay, Austin?”

“I’m fine.” The words came out too fast.

Confusion rose like bile, but Austin swallowed it down, and crouched beside the high chair. Nine-month-old Chucky squealed and reached both hands for his face.

“Hey,” Austin said, softer. “How’s my favorite sibling?”

Chucky giggled, his spoon clattering on the tray as he grabbed Austin’s nose.

“I knew it,” Austin said, grinning. He pointed at the baby. “Favorite.”

Ben groaned from across the table. “I’m right here. Seriously? I never made you change my diaper.”

“He’s cuter,” Austin said. “Looks like me. And he doesn’t talk.”

Ben threw a grape at him. Austin caught it in his mouth.

“Nice throw,” Austin said, leaning over to fist-bump him. “Maybe you’re not completely useless.”

Ben laughed. “Only when you’re not annoying the hell out of me.”

“Austin,” his mother warned.

He lifted both hands. “Okay. Okay.”

She slid an empty plate toward him. “Eat.”

Austin’s fingers closed around the edge of it, and something moved outside the window.

A shape. A presence. Watching him from the glass like it had been there the whole time.

It vanished before his brain could name it.

Austin froze, plate suspended. Then he set it down carefully, like it might shatter. “I’m not hungry.”

He grabbed his skateboard and walked out without another word.

On his way to the park, the neighborhood felt wrong again.

Austin rolled past driveways and trimmed hedges and silent porches, no parents calling after kids, no dogs losing their minds at squirrels. No old guy watering a lawn like it was his job. Or screaming at him for being a scoundrel riding a skateboard. The wheels beneath him made the only sound.

Ahead, Lily crossed the street with her skateboard tucked under her arm.

Austin pushed harder, cut across, and slid to a stop right in front of her, blocking her path with a grin.

“Hello, Ms. Collins,” he said, pitching his voice into the same fake-teacher tone they’d been mocking since middle school.

Lily didn’t miss a beat. “Hello, Mr. Xavier.”

“My family says hi.”

“I’m sure they do.” She hooked a finger under the black choker at her throat and tugged it once. “Your parents love me... except this.”

Austin frowned at it. “I still don’t get why you wear that.”

“Because I like it.”

“It makes you look like you’re about to haunt somebody in a gothic novel.”

Lily’s mouth twitched. “And?”

“And it looks uncomfortable.”

She lifted her board like she was weighing it. “You ride wood and metal between your ankles for fun. But my neck
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