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The clock at the front of Room 2-C read 7:28 when William Renner shoved the door open harder than it needed, letting it bang against the frame the way it always did, and announced himself to the room the way he always did.

"Good morning, fellow inmates of this sacred institution called school!" He spread his arms like a man accepting an award. "New material today. Prepare your stomachs for early retirement."

A few kids groaned the laugh out of themselves before they'd even decided to, the way people do after three years of William being William. Even Mr. Hardiman, who patrolled the halls with the general cheer of a man auditing a crime scene, shook his head over his attendance clipboard and let the corner of his mouth do something it wasn't supposed to.

William tossed his bag onto his desk and that was when he noticed it: the empty seat in the second row by the window wasn't empty anymore. A girl sat there with her spine so straight she could have been used to check a wall for level, black hair cut clean at the shoulder without a single strand out of place, and a face that was,

Flat. Genuinely flat. Like a canvas nobody had gotten around to painting yet.

"New girl?" William elbowed Dion, who sat beside him, close enough that the question came out more breath than sound.

"Freya," Dion said, dropping his voice like they were trading state secrets. "She's been like that since yesterday. Doesn't talk, doesn't smile, doesn't do anything. Like a statue."

William raised an eyebrow. In his personal dictionary, statue wasn't a warning. It was a dare.

"A statue, huh." He let a small grin build. "Haven't found my match yet."

First period ran its usual course, dull, with Ms. Ratna working through integrals in a monotone that could put a cactus to sleep. William let his eyes drift toward Freya every few minutes. She took notes in handwriting so even it looked printed, pen moving without a single pause, eyes locked on the board like it owed her money.

Interesting, he thought, tapping his pen against the desk. Normal people yawned at least twice by this point in the period.

The bell rang for break. Chairs scraped, voices flooded the room, and William stood, stretched, and then, pulled by something he couldn't name and didn't examine too closely, drifted toward Freya's desk.

"Hey." He leaned against the edge of it, easy, casual. "Freya, right? I'm William. Welcome to the most entertaining class in Wrenfield Academy."

Freya looked up. Her eyes were dark gray, the color the sky gets right before it decides to rain, and she held William's gaze for exactly two seconds that felt considerably longer than two seconds. Then she looked back down and kept reading the book that had been open on her desk this whole time.

"Okay," William said, not taking the hint. "I know it's a new class. Gotta be awkward. So, listen to this." He cleared his throat and struck a pose like he was about to deliver a state address. "Why don't ghosts ever lie?"

Silence.

"Because you can see right through them."

William waited. He knew the usual sequence by heart: someone laughed despite themselves, someone clicked their tongue while fighting a smile, someone pretended to be annoyed while the corner of their mouth gave them away. It was a cheap joke, sure, but there was always something.

Freya turned a page. No reaction. None at all.

For the first time in longer than he could remember, William felt something unfamiliar crawl up his chest, not embarrassment, more like an itch he couldn't quite reach. Like picking at a wound that hadn't healed yet.

"Okay, that one was kind of bad," he admitted, trying again. "How about this. Why is the math textbook always sad?"

Nothing.

"Because it's got too many problems."

Freya closed her book, slow, a motion that somehow landed harder than if she'd slammed it. She looked at William, longer this time.

"Are you done?" Her voice was low, even, like a lake with no wind on it.

William blinked. "Uh, sorry?"

"I asked if you're done." She stood, smoothing her skirt with a precision that looked almost military. "Because I want to go to the library, and you're in the way."

She walked off without looking back, leaving William standing stiff beside the empty desk, mouth slightly open like a fish that had forgotten how breathing worked.

Dion, who'd been watching the whole thing from a few desks over while chewing on a piece of bread, burst out laughing. "Oh man. King of Comedy, shut down cold!"

"Shut up," William muttered, ears going red. He rubbed the back of his neck, staring at the door Freya had vanished through. Somewhere underneath the sting, something else was murmuring, not humiliation, but a kind of curiosity that went deeper than anything he usually felt about anyone.

Why didn't she laugh at all? Not even out of politeness.

By lunch he was still turning it over. He sat across from Dion and Selly, his two closest friends since middle school, stirring iced tea that had mostly turned to water.

"What's with you?" Selly poked his arm with a chopstick. "You've been spacing out. Normally you'd have gotten three people to laugh by now."

"I'm fine," William said, too fast, fast enough that Dion gave him a look.

"This is about the new girl, isn't it," Dion said, grinning around a mouthful of fried corn fritter. "Told you, she's weird. Word is she sits by herself at every break. Doesn't talk to anyone."

"Weird how?" William lifted his head, eyebrows drawing together.

"I don't know. Just... weird."

"That's not an answer."

Dion shrugged, unbothered. "Ask her yourself, if you're that curious. Oh wait, you did. And she told you to get out of her way." He grinned wider at his own joke, clearly pleased with himself.

"She did not, okay, technically, yes, she did." William slumped forward onto the table, chin on his folded arms. "It's not even that she rejected the joke. People reject my jokes all the time. It's that she didn't react. At all. Like I wasn't even worth being annoyed at."

Selly and Dion traded a look over his head, the kind of look best friends develop after years of watching someone perform confidence as a full-time job.

"Careful," Selly said, not unkindly, stealing a piece of William's rice. "That sounds like a challenge accepted."

"It's not a challenge," William said, sitting back up. "It's a, mystery. There's a difference."

"Sure there is," Dion said, in the tone of someone who did not believe that for one second.

William didn't argue further. He glanced across the cafeteria toward the corner table where Freya sat alone, book open, tray of food mostly untouched, utterly unbothered by the noise around her, a small, still island in the middle of a room that never stopped moving. She didn't look up once.

He told himself he was just curious about her the way you're curious about a locked door. Nothing more than that.

He almost believed it.

The walk home took him past the corner store where his father sometimes stopped for cigarettes on the rare evenings he was actually home before dark. William didn't stop there today. He let himself in through the side door instead, the one that stuck a little in humid weather, and toed off his shoes in a hallway that held the particular kind of quiet a house gets when it's used to being empty.

His mother had left a note on the kitchen counter, dinner in fridge, heat 2 min, love you, in handwriting he could read from across the room, the same handwriting that had been leaving him the same kind of note three or four nights a week for longer than he wanted to count. He didn't mind it, not exactly. He'd built a whole routine around not minding it: dinner in front of the TV, homework with music on, jokes rehearsed for people who weren't there yet, the sound of his own voice filling rooms that would otherwise stay silent until someone else came home to fill them a different way.

His father's study light was off when William passed it on the way to his room. It was usually off these days. William didn't examine that either, the same way he didn't examine the itch Freya had left under his ribs. Some things were easier to leave as background noise, a hum he'd learned to work around instead of a question he had to answer.

He ate dinner standing at the counter, phone propped against the fruit bowl, replaying, for no reason he could have explained to anyone, the two seconds Freya had looked at him before deciding he wasn't worth a reaction.

Are you done?

It shouldn't have stuck with him. People said sharper things to him constantly, mostly as a compliment to how well he could take it. But there had been nothing sharp in the way she'd said it. No irritation, no performance, nothing aimed at him at all. Just a flat, complete indifference, like he was weather she'd decided not to dress for.

William had spent three years being the loudest person in every room he walked into, and it had never once occurred to him that someone might simply decline to notice.

He set his phone down on the desk, stared up at the ceiling of his room for a while, and finally muttered to himself, half joking, half not, the way he said most things that actually meant something to him.

"Freya Solveig. You are going to be a problem."

Outside, the evening settled into the kind of stillness that gave no hint of what it was about to become, that the meeting that morning hadn't been an accident of seating charts, but the first thread of something that would, before long, unravel everything he thought he knew about the version of himself he'd built to be liked.
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Three days into Operation Make Freya Solveig React, William had established a few things.

She did not want to borrow his eraser. She had her own, and it was, in her words, "fine." She had already finished the homework he pretended not to have done, and finished it, based on the look she gave his half-blank worksheet, considerably better than he had. She tolerated him sitting one desk over during morning break the way a cat tolerates weather, without acknowledgment, without complaint, and without any sign that she'd noticed he was there at all.

None of it discouraged him. If anything, each failure sharpened something in him he hadn't known was dull.

"Why do you keep doing this," Dion had asked yesterday, watching William rehearse a knock-knock joke under his breath like a man cramming for an exam he'd already failed twice.

"Doing what."

"Losing. Repeatedly. In public."

"It's not losing," William said. "It's data collection."

Dion hadn't dignified that with a response, which was, William privately felt, the correct response.

The rain started before sunrise and hadn't let up by the time William left the house, meaning he arrived at Wrenfield with his hair plastered flat, one shoe soaked through where a puddle had ambushed him at the gate, and no umbrella, because the umbrella lived in the front closet at home, where it would go on living, undisturbed, for the rest of the school year. He took the shortcut through the east corridor at something close to a jog, sneakers shrieking against wet tile with every stride, already composing the joke he'd open with, something about swimming lessons, something about Wrenfield Academy's excellent new indoor pool, when he rounded the corner toward 2-C and stopped so abruptly his shoes kept going without him.

Freya stood at the end of the corridor.

She wasn't walking. She wasn't reading. She was facing the long window that looked out over the school garden, a rain-blurred stretch of hedges and benches nobody sat on, and she was so still that for a second William's brain filed her under painting before it caught up to the fact that paintings didn't breathe like that, fast, shallow, controlled the way you control something that wants to be louder than you're letting it.

Her hand was flat against the window frame. Not resting there. Gripping it, knuckles gone the pale, bloodless white of someone holding on to a ledge.

Her face had come apart from its usual arrangement, the flat, unreadable calm she wore like a school uniform, replaced by something drawn tight at the brows, a muscle working in her jaw. She was looking at one specific patch of empty garden the way you'd look at a stranger who'd just said your name in a crowd.

There was nothing there. William followed her sightline twice to make sure. Wet hedges. An empty bench. Rain coming down in the kind of straight, heavy lines that made everything else in the world look like it was standing still by comparison.

"Freya?"

He hadn't meant it to come out quiet. It came out quiet anyway.

She flinched, not a small flinch, a full-body one, like she'd been pulled out of deep water by the back of her collar. When she turned, there was something in her face that lasted less than a second before she smoothed it away, but William caught it anyway: not surprise. Something closer to being caught. The specific look of someone who has just realized a door they thought was locked was, in fact, wide open, and someone had been standing in the hallway the whole time.

"Don't do that." Her voice came out a half-step higher than usual, and she seemed to hear it too, because she pressed her mouth into a line like she could physically hold the next sentence at the correct pitch. "Don't sneak up on people like that."

"I wasn't sneaking, I was jogging very loudly. You're the one who looked like she saw a ghost." He tried a grin, felt it land somewhere short of its target. "Seriously. What were you looking at?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing doesn't usually get people's knuckles that white."

Something flickered across her face, not quite alarm, more like a recalculation, as if she hadn't realized he'd been close enough to see her hand. She peeled it off the window frame, smoothed her skirt in that same precise, unhurried motion she'd used to end their conversation three days ago, and turned to go.

William caught her wrist before he'd decided to.

It wasn't a hard grip. It barely qualified as a grip at all. But Freya went rigid the instant his fingers closed around her sleeve, and the look she gave his hand, not his face, his hand, like it was a separate problem that needed solving, had him letting go so fast he might as well have touched a stove.

"Sorry." He raised both palms, backing up half a step. "Sorry, I just, you looked scared. Really scared. Not embarrassed-scared. Actually scared."

Freya didn't leave.

That, more than anything she'd said, was the surprise. She stood there in the wet, gray light of the corridor with rain drumming against the window behind her, and for the first time since William had met her, something crossed her face that looked less like a wall and more like a door someone was leaning on, undecided.

"You wouldn't believe me," she said finally.

"Try me." He kept his voice light, though something in his chest had gone very still, waiting. "I'm surprisingly open-minded about weird stuff. Ask anyone. Well, ask Dion. Selly thinks I'm gullible, which is a rude way of saying open-minded."

Freya looked at him for a long moment, the kind of look that weighs something heavier than whether a classmate is trustworthy enough for a secret. Then she said the sentence that would end up marking, in William's head, the exact place where the rest of his life split off from the one he'd been living.

"I can see monsters."

He blinked. For half a second he almost laughed, she's finally doing the joke thing, he thought, three days late and via the worst possible delivery, but her face wasn't doing what a joke's face did. Her eyes were dead serious, almost desperate, like a sentence she'd been carrying so long that saying it out loud was less a choice than a structural failure.

"Monsters," he repeated, carefully, the word feeling stupid in his mouth. "Like, actual monsters?"

"Not the kind in movies." Her voice steadied as she spoke, the tremor smoothing into something more practiced, like a nurse's hands once the needle's already in. "Monsters born from human emotion. If someone holds a feeling for too long, anger, grief, hatred, fear, without meaning to, it can start to take shape. I call them Affectum."

William stared at her. A hundred questions crowded up behind his teeth, and what came out was the smallest one. "And you can just, see that?"

"Since I was little." She nodded, once. "I have something called Mata Umbrae. Most people only feel Affectum, a mood that shifts for no reason, a bad feeling in a room, being uneasy without knowing why. I see the shape of it."

"Just now." He nodded toward the garden, still half-convinced the whole thing was some elaborate, patient revenge for the ghost joke. "You saw one out there?"

"Yes." She glanced back at the window, eyes sharpening again, hunting for something already gone. "Small. Shapeless, more like fog than a body. Probably some kid down the hall having a bad morning. Small ones like that usually aren't dangerous."

"Usually?"

Something shifted behind her eyes when he said it back to her, not for herself, he realized. For someone else. Or something else.

"Not all Affectum stay small," she said, quieter now. "Some grow. Get dangerous. And," She stopped, visibly deciding whether to finish the sentence.

"And what?" William pressed, without meaning to close the distance between them, and finding that he had anyway.

Freya breathed in slowly, the way you gather something that's been scattered a long time.

"And you're carrying one of the worst I've ever seen."

For a second the corridor went strange, the rain on the glass too loud, the fluorescent light overhead too flat, his own pulse suddenly audible in his ears. William stood there with his mouth slightly open, the way he had three days ago, except this time nothing about it was funny.

"Me?" His voice came out smaller than he wanted. "You mean, I have, a monster?"

She nodded, slow, her eyes fixed on his face like she was cataloguing every flicker that crossed it.

"Since the first day I walked into this class." Her gaze didn't waver. "It's attached to your back. A shape, thick, black, like smoke that's forgotten how to move. And it has," she hesitated again, ",a face. Smiling. It doesn't stop smiling. Even when you're not."

Something cold walked down the back of William's neck. He wanted to laugh, badly wanted to, the way he wanted to laugh at anything that got too close, that was the whole design of the thing, but no part of him actually believed, not for one second, that Freya was joking.

"Why," His throat caught, and he had to start over. "Why would it be on me?"

"Affectum comes from feelings that get buried." Freya's voice had gone careful now, deliberate, someone walking across a surface she wasn't sure would hold. "Not something you feel for a moment. Something you hide, over and over, behind a mask you keep wearing until you forget it's a mask at all."

William didn't say anything. Her words had found something in him he'd spent years learning to step around without looking at directly, something folded up small and kept quiet behind every joke, every grin, every laugh he pulled out of a room on command.

"You joke about everyone," Freya went on, and her eyes had a way of not just looking at him but taking him apart, piece by piece, methodical. "Every single day, without stopping. But I've never once seen you actually laugh. Not for yourself."

It landed like something physical, not a slap, nothing so clean. More like a hand closing slowly around something in his chest he hadn't known was exposed. His mouth opened on reflex, already reaching for the joke that would deflect it, the old, worn groove his voice always fell into when a room got too quiet. Nothing came out.

"You don't," He had to try twice to get the sentence moving. "You don't know me. It's been three days. You don't get to just, guess how I feel."

"I'm not guessing." Freya's voice stayed level, but not unkind. "I'm watching it. Every time you make a joke, it grows a little. Every time someone laughs because of you, the smile gets a little wider. But when it's quiet," she nodded slightly at his face, at whatever had happened to it in the last thirty seconds, ",like right now, you look like someone who's forgotten how to breathe without a joke to do it for you."

His chest felt tight, too small for what was in it. He wanted to be angry, some part of him was reaching for angry, hand-over-hand, the way you reach for a rope, but underneath it was a colder, harder thing: the suspicion that she wasn't wrong. How many times had he cracked a joke at the exact moment his own mood turned? How many rooms had he filled with noise just so nobody would think to ask how he actually was?

"So what," he said, and his voice came out rougher than he meant, some ragged mix of defensive and lost. "Even if this is real, even if I've got some, some monster, what am I supposed to do? Stop joking? Stop making people laugh?"

"That's not what I mean." Freya answered fast, almost apologetic. "Your Affectum isn't like the ones I usually see. Those grow out of one feeling, rage, hatred, fear, something with a name. Yours," she paused, choosing the next words with visible care, ",yours is growing out of something buried under a different feeling. A mask on top of a mask. That's what makes it dangerous. You might not even know, yourself, what you're actually feeling underneath it."

William looked at her without speaking, his breath coming faster than it should have for a boy standing still in a school hallway. He felt stripped, like someone had been peeling layers off him without permission, and the worst part, the part he didn't say out loud, was that he had no idea what was under the last layer either.

"This is insane." He stepped back, dragging a hand through his wet hair, mussing it further. "This is actually insane. You're talking like I'm a, a bomb, or something."

"Not a bomb." Her voice softened, though her eyes kept their careful watch. "But if it keeps growing, unnoticed, it could get dangerous. Not just for you. For the people around you too."

"So what am I supposed to do?" His voice cracked toward something close to desperate, all the easy performance drained out of it. "I don't know how to 'control a monster.' I found out this was a real sentence five minutes ago."

Freya studied him for a long moment. Something in her expression shifted, the careful watchfulness easing into something gentler, an empathy she didn't often let show.

"I know it's a lot." Her voice had gone quiet. "But I can help. I've dealt with Affectum for a long time. I know how to read them. How to keep them from getting out of hand."

"Why?" The question came out sharper than he meant, edged with something like panic. "Why would you even want to help me? We've known each other three days, and the whole time I've done nothing but make you uncomfortable with bad jokes."

For a moment Freya went quiet, her gaze drifting past him to the rain still hammering the garden outside. Something crossed her face, not open grief, nothing that plain, but the shadow of an old wound kept carefully out of sight beneath her usual stillness.

"Because I know what it's like," she said at last, barely above a whisper, "to be left to face something alone that you don't even fully understand yourself."

The sentence hung there, heavier than its length should have allowed. William wanted to push further, wanted to know what was folded up behind it, but something in him, instinct, or the beginning of a respect he hadn't earned yet, held him back from asking.

The bell rang, sharp and sudden, breaking the stillness that had settled between them. Down the hall, students spilled out of homeroom in loud, laughing knots, utterly unaware of the conversation that had just taken the floor out from under one of them.

"We should get to class." Freya's voice slid back into its usual flatness, the wall sliding shut as neatly as it had, for one strange minute, come open. But William caught the difference anyway, her eyes no longer quite meeting his, like she'd only just realized how much she'd let through.

"Freya, wait." He reached for her arm again, gentler this time, careful. "I believe you. About all of it."

She turned, genuinely startled. "You believe me? Just like that?"

"Not just like that." He allowed himself a small smile, different from his usual grin, something plainer, a little unsteady at the edges. "But what you said. About me making everyone else laugh and never actually laughing myself. That, I don't know why, but that hit close."

Freya looked at him for a long moment, as if searching for the lie underneath it. What she found instead was only honesty, plain and a little raw, the kind she didn't often come across in people.

"Then," she said slowly, "you're going to want to hear what I'm about to say next. And this time, don't say no before you've even heard it."

The empty classroom next door to 2-C smelled like chalk dust and the particular staleness of a room nobody had opened a window in for a week. Ms. Aldani, whoever she was, had left her desk in a state of paused mid-lesson, a half-erased equation on the board, a coffee mug with a ring dried into the rim, and the two of them sat in the front row like students waiting for a teacher who was never coming back.

Rain kept working at the window glass, softer now than it had been in the corridor, more patient. William sat with his hands braced on the edge of the desk like he needed something to hold onto that wasn't a joke.

"Your Affectum," Freya said, spine straight, hands folded on the desk in front of her the way they'd probably looked in every classroom she'd ever sat in, "I call it Class-Zero. The rarest kind. And the hardest to deal with."

"Why rare?"

She didn't answer right away. She stood, crossed to the board, and picked up the eraser someone had left balanced on the chalk tray, turning it over once in her hand without using it, something to hold, William realized, the same way he held onto jokes.

"Because most Affectum come from one clear feeling." She said it facing the half-erased equation, not him. "Anger becomes something that burns. Grief becomes something like cold fog." She set the eraser back down. "But yours,"

She stopped there.

William waited. Down the hall a door slammed, footsteps, then nothing.

"Yours grew out of something hidden underneath another feeling," she said finally, turning back around. "A mask over a mask. That's what makes it dangerous."

"So you're saying I'm, what, pretending to be happy to cover something else up?"

"I can't say for sure." She came back but didn't sit, just rested a hand on the back of the chair. "Only you know what you're actually hiding. But Affectum doesn't lie. It's born from a truth you've refused to face."

The sentence landed harder than he expected. He looked down at his own hands, turned them over like he was checking for something written there. Something surfaced that he'd spent a long time keeping submerged, his father's study, dark more nights than not; a departure he'd never once talked about with anyone; the specific quiet of a house he filled with noise so he wouldn't have to notice it was quiet.

He didn't say any of that out loud. He wasn't sure he had the words for it yet.

"I don't know where I'd even start," he admitted instead, and his voice came out thinner than the joke he'd meant to make. "I don't even know what I'm supposedly hiding."

Freya finally sat, lowering herself into the chair beside him rather than back across the aisle, a small shift he only registered after it had already happened. Something in her face had changed too. Not the practiced sympathy of someone reciting a comfort. The real thing, worn and specific, like she recognized the shape of what he was describing from the inside.

"That's why," she said, quieter, "we find out together."

William lifted his head. "We?"

"I'm not going to leave you to deal with this alone." A flicker of something warmer moved through her voice, still wrapped in that same careful calm
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