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I wasn’t prepared for the impact. No one ever is. All it took was a matter of seconds, but to me, those seconds stretched into tiny lifetimes, each one unfolding at a different pace, like stacked panes of glass shattering in succession. Time dilated, warped, refused to move forward as it should. The first sign was the squeal of the air brakes, that shrill metallic shriek that cut through every other sound. Heads jerked up. Conversations broke mid-sentence. Someone behind me muttered, “What the hell—?” Then came the lurch.

The bus skidded sideways on black ice, twelve tires sliding without purchase, the whole machine becoming weightless in a way it was never designed to be. My stomach flipped, not with the shallow thrill of a roller coaster but with the sickening dread of knowing gravity had chosen its victim, and it was us. I pressed my palm hard against the seat in front of me, but it did nothing. I could feel helplessness spreading through every passenger like static, crackling in the air. The driver’s shout carried no authority, only fear, a man begging the machine to obey.

The sound that followed was worse: the low, tortured whine of a steel girder bending under impossible strain. It was like the groan of a wounded animal, metallic and ancient, the voice of something too big to save. And then—snap. The sound of it breaking. The front of the bus tipped, and suddenly the view out the window wasn’t the glittering snowfields anymore. It was down. Just down.

Gravity pulled everything with it: my body, my breath, the luggage packed beneath our seats. The storage doors rattled, burst open, and the suitcases became battering rams, sliding, colliding, crashing forward, each one adding weight to the nose, each one accelerating our fall. “Hold on!” someone screamed. There was nothing to hold.

Slow motion doesn’t even begin to describe it. It wasn’t cinematic. It was cruel. Every detail was magnified: the way a woman’s scarf lifted in the air like a banner before it tangled around her neck; the way a man’s glasses slipped from his face and hovered for an instant before smashing into the aisle; the way my own seatbelt bit into my chest like a hand trying to restrain me, yet still failed to stop the forward momentum. The soundscape was unbearable—metal shrieking, glass exploding, human voices splintering into animal howls.

Then—impact.

The windshield kissed the bottom of the ravine with a crack that wasn’t glass at all, but something far worse. The bus folded like an accordion, the metal shrieking as it bent at an impossible angle. Screams blurred together into a single raw note. Something heavy slammed against my shoulder, another weight drove into my side, and for an instant, I didn’t know if my bones had snapped or if the sound came from somewhere else.

And then there was silence.

Not true silence—there was still the hiss of coolant spraying, the groan of twisted steel settling into place—but the kind of silence that follows when all the voices run out of air at the same time. I opened my eyes and couldn’t understand what I was looking at. The world was sideways. Glass glittered across the floor like frost. A seat had come loose and was lodged diagonally in the aisle. The smell hit next: burned rubber, hot oil, coppery blood, all of it layered over the sharp, raw scent of snow blowing in from the shattered windows.

I was in the wreckage. Somehow, against every law of physics, I was still in one piece. Arms twisted but not broken. Legs sprawled, but when I flexed them, they answered. My chest ached like it had been caved in, but no knives of bone pierced through. I was alive. But where was she?

The thought carved through the fog instantly. Where is she?

I tried to call her name—did I speak it aloud? I couldn’t tell. My throat was raw, my voice buried under the ringing in my ears. It felt like screaming without sound, like my whole skull vibrated, but nothing carried beyond it. My head spun. My breath snagged in my lungs like it couldn’t find a way out. Panic clawed at me. If I didn’t move, I’d drown in it.

I pushed myself upright, or at least what I thought was upright, though the bus no longer had an up. The world tilted crazily, every surface broken, sharp, treacherous. My fingers brushed across shattered glass, cold air, and a fabric sleeve that wasn’t mine. I jerked back, afraid of what I might find attached. Her face. I needed to see her face.

I reached again, slower this time, trying to lift debris, trying to ignore the sticky warmth that clung to my hand. Someone groaned nearby, a deep, guttural sound of pain, but it wasn’t her. I tried again to stand, legs buckling beneath me. The motion made the darkness crowd in fast, as though the world was narrowing to a pinpoint. My hands slipped on the glass, my vision blurred with gray at the edges. She has to be here. If I could just see her. If I could just—

The world folded in on itself—the noise, the wreckage, the smell of burning, the cold air rushing in. Everything funneled into a single black tunnel. And then there was nothing.
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The wheels of my Jeep hug the curves of the winding road, rubber whispering over damp pavement slick from the night drizzle. Not a house in sight on this stretch of asphalt—just trees, endless trees. On the left, skeletal birches and oaks claw at the sky with bony fingers; on the right, a dense wall of pine stands sentry, thick enough to block the moon. The woods are too quiet to feel natural, their silence amplifying every small sound: my own breath, the hum of the engine, the faint rattle of beer bottles clinking in the back seat. It’s the kind of stillness that swallows you whole.

No one will ever find my sorry ass out here. That’s the point. The canyon ahead swallows people whole. No return trips. No one’s going to come looking for me anyway. I may as well not exist. And soon, if I have any guts left, I won’t.

Why suicide, you ask? I don’t need a reason for death. I need a reason not to be.

Guilt’s a parasite—worse than any disease. It’s a virus that wraps itself around your throat and squeezes until breathing turns into a chore. I choke on the taste of it, stinking bile rising whenever that voice scratches inside my skull. You’re all alone. You let your sister die. The words hit like bricks hurled through stained glass. I grip the wheel tighter, knuckles straining bone-white. I can’t remember the last time I slept more than an hour without dreams shredding me awake. Days blur into months, months into years, all colliding in a sick riptide that drags me under and refuses to spit me back out. Maybe in death, finally, I’ll find peace.

It’s not your fault.

Her voice again. Light as wind through trees. Sometimes I hear it so clearly it’s like she’s in the seat beside me. Sometimes I even answer, like some lunatic carrying on conversations with ghosts. I know it isn’t real. She isn’t real. Eva’s gone, and all I’ve got left is the echo of her kindness, taunting me.

I blink hard, vision blurring. A smear of tears, or maybe just exhaustion. I drag a sleeve across my face and squint through the mist lifting from the canyon up ahead. Hell’s Canyon. A fitting name for my goal tonight. The locals whisper about people losing themselves here—accidents, suicides, bad luck. All I see is a convenient place to disappear.

Through the trunks, mottled in headlights, something flickers. At first, I tell myself it’s nothing. For miles, the only glow I’ve seen has been the tip of my cigarette and the twin orbs of my headlamps cutting through fog. Maybe it’s the gasoline cocktail—Jim, Jack, and Johnny all sloshing in my gut—messing with my vision. Hallucinations aren’t new to me.

But when the road twists sharply to the left, the flicker returns. My gut tightens. I jerk the wheel, tires squealing in protest as dirt spits from under them. The Jeep fishtails, then steadies, aimed toward the bridge. And that’s when I see it.

Her.

A shape materializes in the beams of my headlights, trembling at the edge of the bridge like some phantom called up from the black water below. My heart slams against my ribs, a surge so violent it rattles my teeth. Small. Skinny. A wild tangle of curls frames a gaunt face. She moves like smoke, flickering through the mist, a ghost pulled straight from the abyss.

“The fuck?” I whisper, my voice scraping raw.

She’s no hallucination. The dress clinging to her is drenched, plastered against a frail body. Droplets glisten on her bare arms, trickling from curls that look like they’ve soaked up half the river. For a second, I think her hands are bound, but no—just knotted together, twisted so tightly they look like they’re strangling each other.

I slam the shifter into park, shove the door open, and climb out. Cold night air slaps me in the face, sharp with the tang of wet pine. My boots crunch gravel as I edge toward her, cautious, like I’d approach a spooked animal. The last thing I want is for her to bolt—into the woods, or worse, into the canyon.

“You all right?”

Her head jerks up. Wide eyes, bright even in the haze, snap to mine. She doesn’t answer. Just stares, chest heaving, lips trembling like a deer cornered in headlights.

I take another step, slow, measured. “Hey. It’s okay. You want me to call someone for you?”

A whimper escapes her throat, barely audible. Her breath makes a little cloud in the November chill. She looks so cold, I can feel it radiating from her skin, even from here.

I fumble with the buttons of my flannel, shrug it off, and hold it out. The alcohol in my blood gives me that false blanket of warmth, but she’s trembling like a leaf in a storm. She hesitates, then unlocks her knotted hands to reach for it. That’s when I see it—the crimson bloom staining her torso.

My stomach twists. “Jesus Christ. You hurt? You need a hospital?”

Her eyes brim with tears. She doesn’t answer. Instead, she flinches back a step, ready to run. Instinct kicks before thought—I lunge forward, catching her bicep.

“Wait!”

The second my skin touches hers, a jolt rockets up my arm, electric, like I grabbed a live wire. She gasps. Her eyes roll back. And then—she collapses, boneless, right into me.

For a heartbeat, I just stand there, stunned, staring down at the girl gone limp in my arms. Up close, she looks unreal, porcelain-pale from crown to toes, her skin unmarked except for that smear of red. Her lips—faint pink, almost doll-like—are parted just enough to let out shallow breaths.

I glance around, scanning the shadows for headlights, houses, anything that might explain her. But there’s nothing. Just black woods stretching in every direction, the wind cutting sharply through branches, the river below groaning like some ancient beast.

There’s no one else out here. Just me, my Jeep, and this girl who dropped out of the dark like a specter. Slipping one arm under her knees, the other beneath her back, I lift her. She’s light—lighter than she should be, like she’s been hollowed out. Carrying her feels like carrying something fragile, breakable, something the night itself might snatch away if I let go.

I haul her toward the Jeep, boots crunching gravel, headlights casting long, skewed shadows around us. My breath comes hard, mixing with hers, two lonely storms colliding in the cold. I ease her into the passenger seat, buckle her in as carefully as I can with shaking hands. The stain on her dress glistens wet in the light, but she doesn’t stir, doesn’t protest.

I pause, one hand still on the seatbelt buckle, staring at her face. She looks otherworldly. A stranger conjured from fog and moonlight. A minute ago, death was my only destination. I had no plan beyond ending it all. But now—now she’s here.

And just like that, all thoughts of driving off the bridge vanish. Replaced by something I can’t name. Maybe obligation. Maybe instinct. Maybe just the raw human need not to let another soul vanish into the night the way Eva did. Whatever it is, it’s enough.

I slam the driver’s side door shut and grip the wheel, eyes locked on the road ahead. My decision is made. She’s coming with me.
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Warmth spreads across my face, sunlight sneaking through my closed lids. Thin beams slice red against the inside of my lashes, coaxing me awake. I groan and roll my head deeper into the pillow, willing myself to stay under. For a second, I let myself believe I’m still dreaming—that I’m onstage again, drenched in sweat and music. Fingers blistering across guitar strings, Eva’s voice soaring beside me, my band mates thundering behind us. A wall of sound, a high better than any drug.

But, like always, the dream rots mid-note. The crowd dissolves. Lights die. In their place—blood, broken glass, tires screaming. The nightmare I can’t ever shake.

My eyes snap open.

The bedroom spins in muted gray. Morning drizzle streaks the glass walls, painting fractured lines of light across the comforter tangled around me. My mom should’ve known better than to buy a house made of windows. It’s murder on mornings like this—head pounding, stomach rotting, the light carving me open when all I want is dark. I squint at the clock. Past noon. Figures. Most mornings, I wake up cursing daylight, bargaining with death to just hurry the hell up and take me already. Today’s no different.

Dragging myself upright, I catch my reflection in the closet mirror. Black hair flashes against the washed-out room. Used to be a joke—Eva dared me to dye a streak one night after too many shots. I kept it. Became my thing. But now, staring at it, I just see a ghost staring back. My eyes are green, bloodshot, and rimmed with fatigue. My jaw is shadowed with stubble, my skin sallow. Twenty-six going on sixty. My body’s a wreck, my hands tremble even at rest.

I shuffle to the bathroom, splash cold water on my face, and let it drip down the front of my torn Ozzy shirt. I’m still gripping the sink when a sound slices the air. A scream.

High, raw, tearing through the walls from the guest room down the hall.

I freeze. Then I bolt. Feet pounding, I skid to her door, heart battering my ribs. “Hello?” My knuckles hover to knock, but drop to the handle instead. I ease it open.

She’s there. Backlit by the pale wash of sunlight, the small body curled in my flannel from last night. Wild red curls spill across her shoulders. Her eyes snap to mine, terrified, and she yanks the blanket up to her chin.

“Don’t be afraid.” My voice comes out softer than I expect. Too soft for me.

Who the fuck knows what she sees when she looks at me? Tattoos crawling up my arms. Metal glinting from my lip and brow. The hollowed-out shell of a has-been rocker. Not exactly the face of comfort.

By the sober light of day, I realize what a colossal mistake I made. Drunk, I thought bringing her here was a good idea. Better than leaving her on that bridge. But I didn’t check her injuries. Didn’t take her to a hospital. Just dumped her in my guest room and passed out. Now she’s looking at me like I’m the monster under her bed.

“You in some kind of trouble?”

She shakes her head. Lips trembling. A curtain of red curls hides most of her face.

“Someone waiting for you?”

Her voice is so faint I almost miss it. “I don’t have anyone.”

The words knife me. Four tiny words, but they hit like a goddamn freight train. I shouldn’t care. I don’t care about strangers. Haven’t since— No. Not going there.

I push off the doorframe, arms crossed tight, trying to look anywhere but at her. “Got a name, at least?”

Her gaze drops to the blanket pooled at her knees. “Lea.”

Something stirs in my chest at the sound of it. I almost choke on my reply. My real name sits on my tongue, bitter as ash. Nobody calls me Trevor anymore. Everyone uses the moniker my mother forced on me—Blak, the brand she thought sounded hard enough for fame. The only one who ever called me by my name was Eva. But Lea’s eyes lift, expectant. I force it out. “I’m Trevor.”

She studies me, lashes low, as if my name alone is a puzzle to solve. The silence stretches until I blurt, “You hungry? I’ll make you something.”

She shrugs, tiny, hesitant.

“Here’s the deal,” I add, stepping back. “You come downstairs, and I’ll get you whatever you want. Fair?”

Her stomach growls loud enough to answer for her. It almost makes me smile. I hold out my hand. She doesn’t take it, but she follows.

The blanket slips from her shoulders, flannel swallowing her frame as she pads barefoot into the hall. She looks so small, a bunny caught in the wrong world.

“Careful,” I murmur as we reach the stairs. The foyer below glows with midday light, panes of glass catching the drizzle. She descends like she’s approaching a stage, one cautious foot after another.

“It’s okay,” I say. “No one else here. Just me and you.”

She hesitates at the bottom, eyes tracing the shafts of light streaking across the marble tiles. Slowly, she extends her hand, catching the glow. She waits, trembling, then steps into it. And smiles.

A giggle bursts from her lips—soft, musical. She spins in the sunlight, arms lifted above her head. For a moment, she looks transformed. Tears shimmer on her cheeks, but her grin splits wide, radiant.

I can’t look away. Beautiful. Not in any conventional sense. Fragile, pale, with eyes too bright and lips too soft. A porcelain doll left out in the rain. But there’s something about her that hits me square in the chest.

I clear my throat, head ducking. “C’mon. Let’s get you fed.”

“Trevor, wait.”

I stop. She crosses the foyer in a few quick steps and throws her arms around my waist.

“Thank you.” Her voice is muffled against my shirt.

I stand frozen. No one’s hugged me in… Christ, I don’t even know how long. My arms hover, useless, until instinct lowers them around her. She’s warm, soft, alive. And for a split second, it feels like home.

But I shove it down. I can’t. I won’t. Untangling her arms, I guide her toward the kitchen. “I don’t have much. Bread. Cheese. Maybe some cereal.” My voice sounds too loud in the cavernous room, echoing against the glass.

She drifts in, eyes wide. Panoramic windows stretch wall to wall, rain blurring the forest beyond. Colorful tiles ripple underfoot. She whispers, “Your floor looks like a rainbow.”

“My mom liked color,” I mutter, ripping open a loaf of bread. The ache in my chest flares. Alicia Black. Her name still tastes like fire. Rock legend. Dead at forty-two. The headline burned itself into my memory. I wanted to torch this house after, but Eva begged me to stay. Said it was the only place that felt safe. Now they’re both gone. Mom. Eva. Everyone.

“You’re so sad,” Lea says suddenly.

I flinch, side-eyeing her. “Why do you say that?”

She steps closer, feather light, and lifts her hands to my face. Her eyes lock on mine, blue and bottomless. “I can feel it. This house… your shrine to the dead.” She presses her palm to her chest, breath hitching. “It hurts.”

A chill cuts through me. “How are you doing this?”

“I don’t know.”

I want to tell her to leave. I should. But the words stick. Instead, I turn back to the counter, slapping together a sandwich with trembling hands. “You remember what happened last night?”

She chews slowly, eyes faraway. “Darkness. Copper and pine. Water. Fear.”

“Fear of me?”

Her gaze snaps to mine. “It wasn’t my fear. It was yours.”

The room tilts. I can’t breathe. I yank open the freezer, grab the bottle of Jose hidden behind frost-burnt ice cream. I pour a glass, down half in a swallow. She shouldn’t be here. She’s a mistake, a stranger. Yet the idea of sending her away feels worse than the thought of keeping her.

“You can stay,” I say finally, voice rough. “Guest room’s yours. But no questions. Don’t get in my way and stay out of my head.”

Her lips curve into the faintest smile, like she’s already broken every rule I just set.
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