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​Chapter 1: The New Armor
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Day 112

The photo was losing him.

Jason held it at arm's length, tilting it toward the window where the late afternoon light cut through the blinds in pale, surgical lines. Steven Jones, age thirty-something, straddling a Harley-Davidson Sportster with the kind of grin that told the whole world to go to hell. The colors had bled over the years. The black of the leather jacket had faded to the grey of old pavement. The chrome of the bike had turned milky, like a cataract. But the grin was still there. Still sharp. Still the only honest thing Jason had ever seen on a human face.

He ran his thumb across the surface, and the image blurred further under the oil of his skin. He should stop touching it. He knew that. Every time he pulled it from the drawer of his nightstand, the photo died a little more, the emulsion cracking under the pressure of a boy who couldn't stop pressing his fingers into a ghost. But he couldn't help it. The photo was the only proof that Stevie Jones had been real, and not just some fever dream Jason had cooked up to survive the antiseptic boredom of the Stockman house.

He slid it back into the drawer, face down, and closed it.

The room was a monument to someone else's idea of a childhood. A queen-sized bed with a charcoal duvet that matched the accent wall. A desk made of reclaimed barn wood, because Keith had read somewhere that "rustic touches" made a teenager's room feel "authentic." Bookshelves lined with titles Jason had never opened, spines uncracked, standing at attention like soldiers waiting for an inspection that would never come. A window seat with a cushion Margarette had reupholstered twice because she couldn't decide between slate blue and navy. She'd gone with navy. Jason hadn't been consulted.

The room smelled like the rest of the house: clean linen and the faint chemical sweetness of whatever Keith sprayed on the hardwood floors every Sunday morning. It was the smell of money spent on making sure nothing ever smelled like anything real. No oil. No smoke. No rust. No life.

Jason heard it before he saw it. The low diesel grumble of the F-150 turning into the driveway, the tires making that particular hiss against the sealed concrete that Keith had poured himself last summer. The truck was white, because of course it was. Clean, because Keith washed it every Saturday like a man performing a sacrament. It was the kind of vehicle that announced its owner before he ever stepped out: capable, maintained, and fundamentally opposed to anything that couldn't be scheduled on a calendar.

The engine cut. A door opened and closed with the precise click of German engineering. Footsteps on the walkway. The front door. The alarm panel chirping its little digital greeting. Then the stairs.

Keith's footsteps were not like other sounds in the house. They didn't creak or stumble. They came in even intervals, each one the same weight, the same duration, like a metronome set to the tempo of responsible fatherhood. Jason counted them. Twelve steps to the landing. Four more to the hallway. A pause at the door that lasted exactly long enough to feel like a decision instead of a hesitation.

The knock came. Three knocks. Even. Patient.

Jason hated the knock. He hated it more than the lectures, more than the "family dinners," more than the framed motivational quotes Margarette hung in the downstairs bathroom. The knock was a performance. It said: I respect your space. It said: I'm not barging in. It said: I'm the kind of man who knocks. But what it really said, what it screamed in the silent language of a house that was too clean and too quiet and too controlled, was: This is my door, in my house, on my land, and I am letting you pretend it's yours.

A polite siege.

"Jase? You in there?"

Jason didn't answer immediately. He let two seconds pass. Three. Long enough to establish that he was doing something more important than acknowledging the man at his door, but not so long that Keith would "worry" and use the worry as an excuse to come in anyway.

"Yeah."

The door opened. Keith Stockman filled the frame the way he filled every frame he entered: completely, but without seeming to try. He was six-one, broad in the shoulders but not thick, with the kind of lean, worked muscle that came from decades of actual labor rather than a gym membership. His hair was the color of wet sand, cut short but not military short, and his jaw had the clean angles of a man who'd never had a reason to let himself go. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, the fabric soft and broken in, the kind of shirt that cost eighty dollars because it was designed to look like it cost twelve.

He didn't sit on the bed. He never sat on the bed. Jason had noticed this early and filed it under "Calculated Distance." Keith would lean against the doorframe, or stand near the desk, or squat down to look at something on the floor, but he never sat on the bed. It was the one piece of furniture in the room that felt like it belonged to Jason, and Keith's refusal to touch it was supposed to communicate something. Your space is sacred. But to Jason, it was just another move in the chess game. The man who won't sit on your bed is the man who wants you to notice he won't sit on your bed.

Keith was holding something. A box. Black, with a matte finish and a small logo Jason didn't recognize but immediately categorized as expensive.

"Got something for you."

Keith held it out. Not pushy. Not theatrical. Just an offering, the way a man might hold out a cup of coffee to a coworker.

Jason took it because not taking it would have been a scene, and scenes were energy he couldn't afford to waste. He opened the box. Inside, nested in molded foam like a piece of military equipment, was a helmet. Mountain biking. Carbon fiber shell, MIPS liner, adjustable visor. The kind of thing that showed up in magazines Jason had never read, worn by men with calves like bridge cables riding down mountains that didn't exist in this state.

It was the color of gunmetal. It weighed almost nothing.

"For the new trail," Keith said. "They just opened up a section in the state forest. Single track. Intermediate to advanced. I thought we could hit it Saturday."

Jason turned the helmet in his hands. The interior padding was antimicrobial. The ventilation system had twelve ports. The chin strap had a magnetic buckle that clicked together with the precision of a vault lock. It was, by any objective measure, a beautiful piece of engineering.

It was too safe.

"I noticed you've been watching some of those trail videos on your phone," Keith said. He wasn't bragging about the observation. He wasn't performing it. He was stating it the way he stated everything: as a fact he'd processed and acted on, because that was what Keith Stockman did. He processed. He acted. He provided. "Figured it was time to get you geared up."

Jason looked at the helmet. He looked at Keith. He could feel the weight of the thing in his hands, the gravity of it, the pull of a world where fathers bought their sons carbon-fiber helmets and said things like "geared up" as if the two of them were on the same team, headed into the same wilderness, sharing the same idea of what it meant to be free on a trail.

Keith's eyes moved to the nightstand. Just for a moment. A flicker that might have been involuntary, or might have been the most controlled thing he'd done since walking into the room. The drawer was closed, but Keith had seen the photo before. He knew it was there. He'd never mentioned it, never asked Jason to put it away, never suggested that maybe a fading Polaroid of a man on a motorcycle wasn't the healthiest thing for a thirteen-year-old to keep in his bedroom like a holy relic.

He nodded at the drawer. A small nod. An acknowledgment that managed to contain neither mockery nor pity, which Jason found more offensive than either would have been.

"I was thinking you could lead the way," Keith said. "Pick the line. Set the pace. I'll just follow."

The words landed like they always landed: softly, precisely, and in the exact spot where they would do the most damage. Because Keith didn't just offer things. He offered things in a way that made refusing them feel like cruelty. You could lead the way. As if Jason was the one with the power. As if the man who owned the truck and the house and the trail bikes and the carbon-fiber helmet was somehow the follower in this equation.

Jason set the helmet on the desk. It looked like a piece of another boy's life.

"I'll think about it."

"That's all I'm asking." Keith smiled. Not a big smile. Not a salesman's smile. The kind of small, patient smile that sat on the face of a man who had decided, years ago, that love was a long game and he was willing to play every single point. "Let me know, Jase."

He left. The door closed with a soft click. No slam. No lingering. Just the clean exit of a man who knew that the space he left behind was more valuable than the space he filled.

Jason stared at the helmet.

The bribe sat on his desk like a severed head on a pike.

...

The garage smelled like heaven used to.

Jason was six, and the world was made of oil and noise and his father's hands. The Harley stood in the center of the concrete floor like an altar to something the rest of the neighborhood didn't understand. It was black and chrome and scarred in places where the road had bitten it, and it sat in a pool of sunlight that poured through a window with a crack running across it like a river on a map to nowhere.

Steven Jones was working. That was what he called it when he knelt beside the bike with a wrench in one hand and a cigarette in the other, squinting at something in the engine the way a surgeon might squint at a heart. He was shirtless, because he was always shirtless in the garage, and his back was a canvas of tattoos that Jason couldn't read yet but knew were important. The eagle. The skull. The words in letters that curled like smoke: No Masters.

"Come here, Jase."

Jason came. He always came. He would have walked across burning concrete to reach that voice, that rough, laughing, sandpaper voice that sounded like the engine itself had learned to talk.

Steven lifted him. One arm, the muscles in it cording and flexing, and suddenly Jason was on the seat. The leather was warm from the sun. It was cracked in places, and the cracks pinched the backs of his thighs, but he didn't care because he was sitting on the Harley and the world was made of gasoline and his father's grin.

"Hold on."

Steven reached down and turned the key. The engine coughed. Then it caught. Then it roared.

The vibration entered Jason through the seat and traveled up his spine and filled his skull with a sound that was bigger than anything he'd ever heard. It was not like the sound of a car or a lawnmower or the washing machine that shook the kitchen floor when it hit the spin cycle. It was alive. It had teeth. It had a heartbeat. It was the sound of something that didn't belong in a neighborhood with trimmed lawns and mailboxes shaped like little houses, and that was what made it perfect.

Steven revved it. The garage shook. A can of WD-40 walked itself off the workbench and clattered to the floor.

"Hear that?" Steven said. He was leaning close, and his breath was warm and sharp with something Jason didn't have a name for yet. "That's the only voice you ever listen to, Jase. The road doesn't have rules. It doesn't have people like your mom telling you 'no.' You and me and this bike? We're the only real thing in this whole fake world."

Jason gripped the handlebars. They were too wide for his hands. His fingers couldn't reach the grips. But he held on, and the engine sang, and his father stood behind him like a god made of leather and smoke, and for that one moment, he was the luckiest boy who had ever lived.

...

The sun wasn't real.

Jason knew that now, in the way you know something you've always known but couldn't admit. The "sunlight" in the memory was a bare bulb hanging from a wire, sixty watts of yellow nothing swinging in the draft from the cracked window. The crack wasn't picturesque. It was where Steven had thrown a beer bottle at a wasp three weeks earlier and missed both the wasp and the point.

The garage was not warm. The gas had been shut off in October, and it was November, and Jason's breath was visible in little clouds that he pretended were smoke because his father's cigarettes made clouds too. The concrete floor was cold enough to burn through his thin socks, and he'd stopped mentioning it because the last time he said his feet were cold, Steven had told him that "real men don't whine about the weather."

The "working" was Steven fumbling with a wrench he was holding backwards. He'd been at it for two hours and hadn't tightened a single bolt. The cigarette in his mouth had an ash column an inch long that he kept squinting past, and his eyes had the glassy, half-focused look that Jason would later learn to call "three beers past functional." The bike hadn't run in months. It probably never would again.

When Steven lifted him onto the seat, Jason's left leg swung close enough to the exhaust pipe that the heat from the last time the engine had actually started licked at his shin through his jeans. He flinched. Steven didn't notice. Steven was laughing at something Jason hadn't said, his head thrown back, the sound of it bouncing off the garage walls like a ball thrown too hard in a small room. The wrench slipped from his hand and hit the concrete with a clang that made Jason jump, and Steven laughed harder.

"Hold on, Jase. Hold on to that beast."

Jason held on. Not because the bike was moving. Not because the engine was a wild animal that needed taming. He held on because the seat was cold and the garage was cold and his father was laughing at nothing and somewhere in the house behind them, his mother was sitting at a kitchen table with no food on it, doing math on the back of an envelope, trying to figure out how to keep the lights on for one more week.

He held on because holding on was all he knew how to do.

...

The house was quiet. Thoroughly, professionally, and without apology quiet. Jason could hear the distant murmur of Margarette's voice calling from the kitchen, something about dinner being in twenty minutes, the words floating up the stairs with the resigned sweetness of a woman who had learned that calling a teenage boy to dinner was less a summons than a negotiation. The smell followed the voice: garlic bread. Something with rosemary. The kind of meal that took two hours to prepare and five minutes to ignore.

Jason looked at the helmet on his desk. He looked at the drawer of his nightstand. Two objects. Two worlds. One was carbon fiber and German engineering and the steady, suffocating love of a man who would not stop trying. The other was a dying photograph of a man on a motorcycle, fading a little more every time Jason touched it, which was all the time, which was the problem.

He picked up the helmet and walked it to the closet. He set it on the top shelf, behind a box of clothes he'd outgrown but refused to let Margarette donate because donating them would mean admitting he'd grown in this house, in this life, under this roof. The new armor sat in the dark, unworn.

He closed the closet door.

His phone buzzed. Not the phone Keith paid for, the one with the parental controls and the screen-time limits and the GPS tracker that Keith called a "safety feature" and Jason called a leash. The other phone. The one he'd bought with cash from a kid at school who sold refurbished burners out of his locker like a suburban arms dealer. The one Jason kept in a hollowed-out copy of To Kill a Mockingbird that Margarette had put on his shelf because she thought it was "important" and would never notice it didn't open right.

The screen lit up with a message from a contact saved as "Anonymous."

112 days, Jase. Is the Warden still trying to buy you? I'm coming. Stay sharp.

Jason read it twice. Three times. The words settled into his chest like a coal that had been waiting for air. He could feel the heat of it spreading through his ribs, climbing up his throat, pressing against the backs of his eyes until the room blurred and the charcoal duvet and the reclaimed barn-wood desk and the navy window-seat cushion all dissolved into the warm, oil-scented haze of a garage where a man in a leather jacket had once told him that the road didn't have rules.

One hundred and twelve days.

He could survive anything for one hundred and twelve days.

He typed back: Still here. Still sharp. Waiting for the thunder.

He put the phone back in the book. He put the book back on the shelf. He stared at the closet door, behind which the carbon-fiber helmet sat in the dark like a piece of armor made for a war he had no intention of fighting.

Margarette called again. Dinner.

Jason went downstairs. He sat at the table. He ate the rosemary chicken and the garlic bread and the roasted vegetables that Keith had picked up from the farmer's market that morning because Keith was the kind of man who went to farmer's markets on Saturday mornings and came home with heirloom tomatoes and a sense of accomplishment. He answered Keith's questions with the minimum number of syllables required to avoid a "conversation about communication." He looked at his mother and saw a woman in a costume, playing a role in a show that had been running too long.

He went back to his room. He closed the door.

One hundred and twelve days.

The countdown had begun.
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​Chapter 2: The Daily Grind
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Day 105

The alarm didn't ring. It chimed.

Three ascending tones, calibrated to pull a person from sleep the way a butler might pull a curtain: gently, efficiently, and with the implicit understanding that the day had been prepared in advance and was waiting for you to step into it. Keith had picked the sound himself. He'd played six different options from his phone one evening at dinner, holding the speaker toward Margarette and Jason like a sommelier presenting a wine list, and asked which one they preferred. Margarette had chosen the one that sounded like a wind chime. Jason hadn't answered. Keith had gone with the wind chime.

Jason opened his eyes to the ceiling. White. Smooth. Not a single crack, not a single water stain, not a single imperfection to suggest that the house had ever been touched by weather or time or neglect. He'd been staring at this ceiling for two years, and it had never once given him anything interesting to look at.

The smell reached him before he was fully awake. Coffee, the expensive kind Keith ordered from a roaster in Portland. Not the kind that came in a can with a plastic lid, but the kind that arrived in a matte black bag with a handwritten label and a story about the elevation of the farm where the beans were grown. It smelled like ambition. Like a man who had decided that even his morning caffeine would be curated.

Beneath the coffee: bacon. Not the thin, curling strips that spat grease across a dirty stove. Keith's bacon was thick-cut, applewood-smoked, laid out on a wire rack inside a sheet pan and baked at exactly 400 degrees for exactly eighteen minutes. Jason had watched him do it. Keith baked his bacon like he built his houses: with precision, with patience, and with the absolute certainty that his way was the only way worth doing.

Jason sat up. He put his feet on the floor. The hardwood was warm. Radiant heating. Keith had installed it himself during the renovation, running the tubing beneath every square foot of the first and second floors so that no one in his house would ever have to feel cold wood under bare feet in the morning. It was the kind of detail that cost thousands of dollars and existed solely to eliminate a discomfort so minor that most people never thought about it. That was Keith's superpower. He eliminated discomforts you didn't know you had, and then you were supposed to be grateful for the absence of a problem you'd never noticed.

Jason put on yesterday's jeans and a t-shirt that Margarette had folded and placed in his drawer with the seams aligned. He went downstairs.

...

The kitchen was a stage.

Margarette stood at the island in a floral apron, the kind with a ruffle along the edge that she'd bought at a craft market because she thought it was "darling." She was arranging fruit in a bowl. Not just placing it. Arranging. The strawberries were nested between the blueberries. The banana was curved along the rim like a garnish. She was costumed and positioned, a woman playing the role of a mother in a commercial for something no one needed but everyone was supposed to want.

Keith was at the table. A tablet propped against a glass of orange juice, the screen showing a news site he scrolled through with his index finger while his other hand held a coffee mug that read "World's Okayest Golfer," a gift from Big Dan at the shop. He was wearing a pressed polo shirt and khakis, because even Keith's casual mornings looked like a catalog shoot. His hair was combed. His jaw was shaved. He smelled like sandalwood and certainty.

They were a tableau. The Stockman Morning. A diorama behind glass.

"Morning, Jase." Keith looked up from the tablet. "Sleep okay?"

"Yeah."

"Good. Good." Keith took a sip of coffee. "Hey, how'd that math test go? The one you had Thursday?"

Jason pulled a chair out and sat down. Margarette set a plate in front of him. The bacon was perfect. The eggs were scrambled soft, not runny, because Keith had once explained that scrambled eggs should be "custard-like" and since then Margarette had adjusted her technique to match his specification. The toast was golden brown on both sides, cut diagonally, because diagonal cuts were "more elegant." Jason had heard Keith say this. He had heard it and wanted to put his fist through the toaster.

"It was fine."

"Just fine?" Keith set the tablet down. Not pushed aside, not tossed. Set. "I was thinking, if you want, I could look at the problems with you. Sometimes it helps to work through the ones you got wrong so they stick."

Jason chewed. The bacon was, objectively, excellent. He hated that it was excellent. He hated that the eggs were the right temperature and the toast was the right color and the juice was freshly squeezed, because Margarette had a juicer that Keith had bought her for Christmas, a three-hundred-dollar German appliance that turned oranges into liquid with the efficiency of an industrial press. Everything in this house worked. Everything performed. Everything was maintained and calibrated and optimized until the act of eating breakfast felt less like a meal and more like a submission to a system.

"I don't need a tutor."

"Not a tutor. Just a second set of eyes." Keith smiled. Reasonable. Warm. The smile of a man who had never in his life been told he was wrong and believed it. "I was pretty good at math back in the day. Might be able to help."

Jason imagined Stevie's kitchen. Not the real one. The one he'd built in his head from fragments and wishes: a table covered in old mail, a counter with rings from coffee cups that nobody wiped, a fridge with magnets from gas stations and bars and places that had nothing to do with farmer's markets or craft fairs. The floor would be sticky. The air would smell like real life, like grease and cigarettes and the sharp, electric tang of a house where nobody cared about the mess because they were too busy living.

Not this. Not this lemon-scented penitentiary where every surface gleamed and every conversation was a gentle, inescapable interrogation.

"I'm good, Keith."

He said the name like it was a rank. Not "Dad." Never "Dad." Keith had never asked him to say it. That was part of the strategy. By not asking, Keith made the absence of the word a gift he was perpetually giving. I'm not pressuring you. I'm not replacing anyone. I'll wait. The patience of it was monstrous.

Jason looked at the front window. Through the glass, past the porch with its painted railing and its hanging ferns, the Stockman name was visible on the mailbox. A clean, serif font on a brass plate. It was small enough to be tasteful and permanent enough to be a brand. Jason felt it on his skin sometimes, like a mark pressed into the back of his neck. Stockman. Not Jones. Not the name that meant motorcycles and midnight and the smell of a leather jacket thrown over the back of a kitchen chair. Stockman. The name of a man who baked his bacon.

...

He was five, and the kitchen was a disaster, and it was perfect.

Sunday morning. The old house. Steven was at the stove in just a pair of jeans, barefoot on the cracked linoleum, a box of pancake mix open on the counter next to a bowl with batter dripping down its sides. The radio was on. Something loud and old that made his dad nod his head and tap his foot against the floor in a rhythm that had nothing to do with the song.

"Watch this, Jase."

Steven poured batter into a pan that was too hot, and the edges sizzled and spat, and before the bubbles had even formed on the surface he jammed a spatula under the pancake and flipped it. It went up. It went way up. It hit the ceiling with a soft, wet slap and stuck there for a full second before peeling off and falling back into the pan in a shape that looked more like a map of a country that didn't exist than a circle.

"Boom!" Steven threw his arms up. "Did you see that? Ceiling pancake, baby!"

Jason was laughing so hard he couldn't breathe. His dad grabbed the pan and slid the misshapen pancake onto a paper plate, and they ate it with their hands, tearing off pieces and dunking them in a puddle of syrup they'd poured directly onto the table because who needed a plate when you had a whole table.

"Life's too short to worry about the mess, Jase," Steven said, his mouth full, syrup on his chin. "Only boring people care about the ceiling."

There were no rules in that kitchen. No diagonal toast. No applewood-smoked anything. Just a man and his son and a batter-stained ceiling and the wild, electric joy of a morning where nothing was controlled and everything was possible.

...

The fridge had been empty.

Jason knew that now, though he hadn't known it then. The pancake mix was the only food in the house. Not the only breakfast food. The only food. A half-empty box of Bisquick and a bottle of syrup with a sticky cap and a jug of water because the milk had gone sour three days ago and nobody had bought more. The "Sunday Pancakes" weren't a celebration. They were the last option.

The stain on the ceiling wasn't from the flip. There were two marks up there. The fresh one, yes, the wet round kiss of batter that Steven had launched with showmanship and a grin. But the other one was older. Darker. The dried brown ghost of a plate that had hit the ceiling at a different angle, at a different hour, thrown not in play but in fury. The night before, Steven had come home late and loud, and the shouting had been the kind that went on so long it stopped sounding like words and started sounding like weather. Jason had covered his ears with his pillow. In the morning, his mother was in the corner of the kitchen, on her knees, sweeping up pieces of a broken plate with a dustpan while Steven ignored her entirely, humming along to the radio, playing "cool dad" for the boy who had come downstairs in his pajamas hoping the screaming was over.

Margarette's eyes were red. Her hands were shaking. She didn't eat any pancakes.

Steven didn't notice. Or he noticed and didn't care. He was too busy being the man who didn't worry about the mess, which was easy when someone else was always the one cleaning it up.

...

Keith wiped a crumb off the table.

One crumb. A single fleck of toast that had landed on the polished surface, barely visible, significant to no one. He picked up a cloth, the same cloth he kept folded by the sink for exactly this purpose, and swept it across the spot where the crumb had been. The motion took less than a second. It was automatic. Unconscious. The gesture of a man who could not tolerate imperfection on any surface he was responsible for.

Jason watched the cloth move across the table, and something inside him clenched so hard he thought his ribs would crack. It was such a small thing. Such a tiny, meaningless, perfectly Keith thing. But it was the smallness of it that made it unbearable. Because the crumb didn't matter. The crumb would never matter. And yet Keith wiped it away with the same steady hand he used to hang a level door and sign a check and put his arm around Margarette's shoulders, and the message was always the same: I handle things. I clean things. I make things right. I am the man who does not leave crumbs.

Jason pushed his chair back. The legs scraped against the heated hardwood floor.

"I'm going to school."

"Want a ride?" Keith reached for his keys. "It's on my way to the site."

"I'll walk."

He didn't say goodbye. He grabbed his backpack from the hook by the door, the hook Keith had installed at exactly the right height for Jason's shoulder, and walked out into the morning. The air was cool and smelled like cut grass and the neighbor's honeysuckle, and the Stockman mailbox gleamed in the early light, and the F-150 sat in the driveway like a monument to the kind of man who would never leave a crumb on the table or a stain on the ceiling or a son wondering where his next meal would come from.

Jason walked faster.

Behind him, the house held its shape. Clean. Quiet. The daily grind of a life so well-managed that the boy inside it couldn't breathe.
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​Chapter 3: The Catalyst
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Day 98

Shop class smelled like sawdust and institutional soap and the particular kind of boredom that only a fluorescent-lit room full of band saws could produce. Mr. Renner was at the front, drawing a diagram of a dovetail joint on the whiteboard with the enthusiasm of a man who had been explaining dovetail joints for twenty-three years and would explain them for twenty-three more, regardless of whether anyone in the room cared about the structural integrity of a wooden box.

Jason was at his bench in the back row, watching the clock. Not because the class was almost over. Because every clock in this building was a countdown he had repurposed. The fat black hands on the institutional face ticked off minutes that were also days, and the days were also distance, and the distance was shrinking. Ninety-eight. The number lived behind his eyes like a pilot light.

Sam was at the bench next to him, carefully sanding the edge of a cutting board he was making for his mom. Sam did things like that. He made cutting boards for his mom. He used the fine-grit sandpaper without being told. He blew the dust off his work surface and swept it into the bin, and when Mr. Renner came around, Sam showed him the edge and asked if it was "smooth enough." Sam was the kind of kid who worried about smooth enough, which was the kind of kid that Jason loved and also pitied in a way he couldn't explain.

The bell rang. Not the end-of-class bell. The switch-period bell that meant five minutes of hallway traffic before the next holding cell opened its doors.

They spilled into the hallway with the rest of the herd. The corridor was a river of backpacks and sneakers and the dull roar of two hundred teenagers who had been sitting still for forty-five minutes and were now expending the stored energy in the only ways available to them: shouting, shoving, and moving in packs toward destinations that mattered to no one but themselves. The walls were cinderblock, painted a grey-green that someone in an office somewhere had decided was "calming." The floor was waxed linoleum that squeaked under every shoe and reflected the fluorescent tubes overhead in long, warped bands of light that made the hallway look like the inside of an aquarium, if the aquarium had been designed by a committee that hated fish.

Jason walked beside Sam. They didn't talk. They didn't need to. They'd been friends long enough that silence between them was a shared language, a comfortable frequency that required no transmission to maintain. Sam was thinking about his cutting board. Jason was thinking about ninety-eight days.

They were at the lockers when Tyler appeared.

Tyler Briggs was built like a problem that wouldn't go away. Thick in the shoulders, short in the neck, with the kind of jaw that looked like it had been designed for the sole purpose of saying things that made other people's jaws clench. He played football, or he had played football before he got kicked off for fighting, or he was going to play football again once the suspension was over. The details didn't matter. What mattered was that Tyler moved through the hallway the way weather moved through a valley: inevitably, destructively, and without any interest in what was in his path.

He stopped at Sam's locker. Sam didn't see him at first. He was putting his binder away, arranging it on the shelf next to his other binders, all of them labeled and color-coded because Sam was the kind of kid who color-coded his binders and didn't understand why that made him a target.

"Hey, Sammy." Tyler leaned against the adjacent locker with his forearm. "How's the new daddy? Rick still taking you to soccer practice in his little Subaru? Does he pack your lunch with a note in it?"

Sam's shoulders went tight. He didn't turn around.

"I heard Rick's not even your real dad. He's just some guy your mom is dating. You call him 'Dad' though, right? That's cute. You call some random dude 'Dad' because your real one didn't want you."

Jason was three lockers away. He was putting in his combination. He was not involved. This was not about him. Tyler was doing what Tyler did, which was find the softest part of someone and press on it until the bone showed, and Sam was doing what Sam did, which was stand there and take
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