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  Content Warning



Origin of Scars contains depictions of severe childhood trauma and may be distressing for some readers.




This novella includes:





	Child abuse (physical and emotional)

	Child neglect and starvation

	Parental substance abuse and addiction

	Domestic violence

	Psychological trauma and fear-based environments

	Unsafe living conditions and extreme poverty

	Dehumanization and emotional harm toward a child










These elements are portrayed through the perspective of a young child and are intentionally immersive and intense.




While this story is rooted in darkness, it is not without purpose. At its core, this is a story of survival.




Please read with care.







  Author’s Note



If you’ve already read The Haunting Between Us, then you know Aries as the hilarious, ghosting hunting shadow at Easton’s side.




This novella is his story.




Origin of Scars takes you back to where Aries began. Before the confidence.




Before the man he becomes. This is the story of the boy who survived something he should not have survived… and the person who reached into the dark and refused to let him disappear.




While this novella can be read on its own, it is best experienced after The Haunting Between Us. There are emotional threads, character dynamics, and moments that will carry deeper meaning if you’ve already walked through that story first.




This is not a light read.




It is raw. It is painful. It is about trauma, survival, and the slow, fragile process of learning what it means to be safe.




But more than anything—




This is a story about being chosen.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




The idea of talking to a therapist ranks somewhere between “voluntarily getting stabbed” and “stubbing my toe.” So obviously, I’m here. Because Easton won’t let it go. His university apparently has psychology majors who need “real clients” for credit.

Lucky me. I’m someone’s extra credit.

So here I sit, sinking into a squeaky leather chair that sounds like it’s narrating my discomfort out loud, staring at a woman named Katerina. She’s got this neat brown braid draped over her shoulder and my entire life story sitting in her hands like it’s just… paperwork. Like it didn’t almost kill me.

“Okay, Aries,” she says gently, flipping a page like she’s not about to open a cursed file. “I’ve gone over everything you filled out. I’d like you to start from the beginning and tell me, in your own words, what happened.”

I let out a short, dry laugh.

“Wow. Jump straight to the traumatic origin story, huh? No icebreakers? No ‘what’s your favorite color’? Bold.”

She doesn’t laugh. Of course she doesn’t. That would be too human.

She just watches me. Like I’m not sitting here actively trying not to crawl out of my own skin.

I rub a hand over my face, dragging it down slow, buying time I don’t have.

“Jesus,” I mutter. “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this. I don’t even talk about it to myself. I’ve spent years professionally not thinking about it. I should get a trophy for that.”

Nothing. Just those soft, steady eyes.

Yeah. Great. Love that for me.

I exhale hard through my nose and lean back, the chair protesting under me like it also thinks this is a bad idea.

“Fine,” I grumble. “Let’s rewind the horror movie.”

I close my eyes.

“And just so we’re clear,” I add, already bracing for impact, “if I start spiraling, I’m blaming Easton. This is entirely his fault.”

Silence.

“Alright,” I say quieter, the humor thinning whether I like it or not. “I was five…”




———


The house sounds different at night. It always does. During the day, the house is just a place. A box that holds the screaming, the crashing, the loud heavy thuds that make the dust fall from the ceiling. But at night, when the sun goes away and the cold creeps up through the floorboards, the house stops being a box.

It becomes something else. Something alive.

Everything is louder in the dark, even when it’s perfectly quiet. The walls creak, a long, slow groaning sound, like they’re pulling in a deep breath and holding it. Deep down in the basement, the pipes knock.

Clang. Clang. 

It sounds like something is trapped down there in the black water and the dirt, hitting the walls, trying to climb its way up to me. The floor shifts under its own weight. It settles in the dark, moving slow and uneven, like a giant stomach digesting whatever it ate that day. It feels like the house is alive, and I am trapped inside the belly of it.

I don’t sleep.

I don’t think I ever really sleep. I just lie there on the mattress. There are no sheets. Just a thin, scratchy blanket that smells like old milk and wet rust. I pull it up to my chin and I listen. I have to listen.

Because if I fall asleep, the house will eat me. If I fall asleep, I won’t hear them coming.

And if I don’t hear them coming, I won’t know when I need to hide. I won’t know when it’s safe to breathe.

My stomach hurts.

It’s not the normal kind of hurt. It’s not like when you scrape your knee or when a door pinches your fingers. This hurt is an animal. It lives right behind my belly button. It twists and pulls, tight and sharp, clawing at the inside of my skin like it’s trying to dig a hole and escape. It feels like my insides are folding in on themselves, crushing together because there is nothing else in there to hold them apart. I press both of my small hands against my stomach, pushing down as hard as I can. I press until my ribs ache, hoping I can squish the animal, hoping I can make it stop biting me. I try to tell it to be quiet. I whisper to it in my head.

Please. Shh. They’ll hear you.

It doesn’t listen.

The animal never listens. It just bites harder.

I roll onto my side and look at the door.

There’s light coming from underneath it. Just a little. A thin, sharp strip of dirty yellow light cutting across the dark wood of my bedroom floor. The light looks like a knife. I stare at it. I stare at the tiny specks of dust floating in the yellow beam, swirling around like tiny gray bugs. I watch them for a long, long time, and I start counting in my head.

Counting is the only thing that belongs to me. It gives my brain something to hold onto so it doesn’t float away into the scary parts of the dark.

One. Two. Three. Four.

If I can count to a hundred, and the yellow light doesn’t break, maybe the night will be okay. Maybe the angry sounds won’t start.

Five. Six. Seven.

I don’t know what number I’m on anymore. I usually lose track when the animal in my stomach bites too hard. But I just keep going, making up numbers if I have to. Seventy-ten. Eighty-twenty.

I listen past the counting.

No yelling.

No glass breaking.

No heavy, stomping footsteps that make the walls shake.

That’s good. That means the adults are either asleep, or they’re gone. Sometimes they leave. The front door slams, the car engine screams outside, and they don’t come back for a whole day. Those are the good days. But tonight, the car didn’t leave. They are still here.

I wait longer anyway.

Because sometimes the quiet is a trick. The house likes to play tricks. Sometimes it gets quiet right before the loudest, scariest thing in the world happens. Sometimes the quiet is just the monster taking a really deep breath before it roars.

The animal in my stomach twists again. I have to feed it. If I don’t feed it, it will eat me.

I slide out of bed.

I peel the scratchy blanket off my body slowly so the fabric doesn’t rustle. My bare toes reach down and touch the freezing wood of the floor. As soon as my skin touches the wood, I freeze. Every muscle in my arms and legs locks tight. I go completely still, like a statue. I make myself smaller. I try to make myself invisible, hoping the house won’t notice I’m awake. Hoping it won’t tell on me.

I don’t breathe. My lungs burn, but I keep my mouth shut tight.

I wait.

I listen.

Nothing happens. The house just keeps breathing its slow, dusty breaths.

I take a step.

Then another.

I am only five, but I already know exactly where to put my feet. I have a map of this room inside my head. I know the flat board by the closet is safe. I know the dark stain near the toy box is safe. I know the long, curved board right in front of the door is a trap. If you step on it, it screams. A high, sharp creeeeak that cuts through the house. I know all the traps. I’ve learned them the same way I’ve learned everything else in this world.

By messing up exactly once.

And surviving the punishment. I never step on the screaming board anymore.

I reach the door and slip my hand around the brass knob. It’s sticky. It smells like pennies. I turn it so slowly that my wrist starts to shake from the effort. It takes a long time, but the metal clicks open without a sound. I pull the door back just enough to slide my skinny body through the crack.

The hallway isn’t bright.

The light gets swallowed up by the dirty walls, eaten by the shadows hiding in the corners. The hallway feels like a long throat, waiting for me to walk down it so it can swallow me whole.

I keep my right hand pressed flat against the wall as I move. The paint is peeling. It flakes off under my fingers. The plaster underneath is rough and chalky. But keeping my hand on the wall tells me I am real. It keeps me from feeling like I’m going to float away and disappear into the dark.

The air out here smells bad.

It always smells bad, but at night it’s worse. It smells old and sour. Like stale cigarette smoke, spilled beer that has dried sticky on the carpet, and a sharp, chemical smell that burns the inside of my nose. It smells like things that should have been thrown in the garbage a long time ago. It smells like the sickness the adults have.

I don’t think about the smell. I don’t think about anything except the map.

I just keep going. Floating like a ghost. Ghosts don’t make noise. Ghosts don’t get hit.

The kitchen is at the very end of the hall, past the living room. I don’t need any light to find it. I know this house better than I know my own face in the mirror. I know where to step. I know where the carpet is worn down to the hard string underneath. I know which sounds mean nothing and which sounds mean I need to fold myself into the nearest closet and cover my head.

I stop at the edge of the living room doorway.

I hold my breath again. I listen.

There is breathing.

It’s coming from the living room couch. It’s a loud and wet wheeze. I press my cheek against the wall and lean forward, just a tiny bit. Just enough so my left eye can see into the room.

The TV is on. It’s muted, but the screen is flashing bright, crazy colors into the dark. It throws shivering, twitchy blue light across the walls and over the person on the couch.

My mom is lying there.

She’s sprawled on her back, her mouth hanging wide open. One of her arms is dangling off the side of the cushions, the back of her hand resting flat on the dirty rug. Her fingers look pale and dead in the TV light. They don’t look like they belong to her anymore. They look like they were chopped off and just left there. Her chest moves up and down, but it’s slow. Like her lungs have to fight to push the air back out.

She’s not asleep.

I am five, but I know the difference. Normal sleep is soft. Normal sleep looks peaceful. This is the sick-sleep. The heavy, chemical sleep that comes after the screaming and the crying and the little plastic bags. The sick-sleep means her brain is gone, but her body is still working. If I make a noise, the sick-sleep might break. And when she wakes up from the sick-sleep, she doesn’t know who I am. She just sees a noise. She just sees something to be angry at.

I turn away from her.

My bare feet glide over the linoleum of the kitchen floor. It’s sticky under my toes.

The kitchen cabinets are too high.

They are always too high. The world was not built for me. It was built for giants. I look around in the blue flickering light from the other room.

The wooden dining chair is sitting in the corner. It’s heavy.

I walk over to it. I grab the wooden rungs with both hands. I don’t lift it. I’m not strong enough to lift it. Instead, I drag it. I pull it a little bit at a time.

Scrrrff.

I freeze. I look at the living room doorway. I listen to the wet breathing.

It doesn’t change.

I pull it again.

Scrrrff.

I stop. I wait. My heart is beating so hard in my chest I’m afraid she can hear the thumping. Every time the chair makes a soft scraping sound on the linoleum, my throat tightens up like I’m choking. It feels like the air is turning solid. It feels like I did something terribly wrong just by trying to feed myself. Just by trying to stay alive.

Nothing happens. I finally get the chair pushed up against the counter below the tall cabinet.

I climb.

My fingers reach up and grip the sharp edge of the cold counter. I pull my body weight up. My knees scrape against the rough wood of the bottom cabinet doors, peeling off a tiny layer of skin, but I don’t make a sound. I don’t rush. Rushing is messy. Rushing is how things fall.

Rushing gets you caught.

I balance on the edge of the counter, standing up slowly. I reach for the brass handle of the high cabinet. I pull it open.

Click.

The sound is tiny, but in the quiet kitchen, it sounds like a bomb.

I freeze again. My eyes wide, staring into the dark hollow space of the cabinet.

Nothing. No movement from the living room.

I look inside the cabinet.

There’s not much. I already knew there wouldn’t be. There is never much in this house except empty bottles and trash.

But sitting all the way in the back, in the shadows, is a yellow cardboard box. Crackers.

I reach my trembling hand in and grab it.

As soon as my fingers close around the cardboard, my heart drops into my shoes. It feels too light. It feels hollow.

Please.

The animal in my stomach bites me hard, twisting my insides. Please, please let there be something. Just one.

I pull the flaps open. I tilt the box toward the faint blue light from the TV room.

I look inside.

Crumbs.

Just dust and a few tiny, broken orange pieces trapped in the corners of the waxy paper bag inside.

I just stare at them for a second. A heavy, dark sadness washes over me, making my arms feel like they are filled with sand. I want to cry, but crying is loud. Crying gets you hit.

I tip the box completely upside down into my dirty palm. I shake it gently.

Tap, tap. 

I shake it until every single speck of cracker dust, every tiny grain of salt, falls out onto my skin. Every last microscopic piece.

I bring my hand to my mouth and lick it clean.

I eat the dust. I let the salt dissolve on my tongue. I chew the three tiny, broken pieces of cracker until they are mush. I swallow.

It’s not enough.

It will never be enough to put the animal in my stomach to sleep.

But it’s something. It’s a taste. It’s a reminder that food exists somewhere in the world, even if it’s not here.

Suddenly, a floorboard creaks in the hallway.

A heavy, shifting weight.

I stop.

The whole world stops spinning.

The cracker dust sticks in the back of my dry throat. I don’t swallow. I don’t blink. I don’t let a single bit of air out of my lungs.

The house feels instantly different. The air pressure drops. The shadows stretch out like long black fingers. The house is awake now. And it’s watching me.

“Boy?”

The voice is thick. Scratchy with sleep and anger.

My heart stutters.

“You in here?”

It’s the Man. He’s awake.

I don’t answer.

I never, ever answer. Answering is a target. Answering tells the monster exactly where you are.

The silence in the kitchen stretches out. It pulls tighter and tighter, like a rubber band right next to my ear. It’s long. It’s thin. It’s sharp. If I move, the silence will snap and cut my head off.

Then I hear more movement.

The heavy shift of weight. A hand dragging against a wall.

Footsteps. Shuffling, heavy, angry footsteps. Coming toward the kitchen.

I have to move.

Not fast. Never fast. Fast is loud. Fast is how you get caught.

I slide backward off the counter. I don’t use the chair. I just drop. My bare feet hit the linoleum perfectly flat, absorbing the shock into my knees without making a single slap or squeak. The second my feet touch down, I am already turning. My body already knows exactly the path it needs to take to get back to the dark.

“Boy?” The voice is closer now. At the edge of the hallway.

I don’t run.

I don’t let the panic take over my brain. I turn into a ghost.

I slip out the other side of the kitchen, through the dining room threshold. The hallway takes me back. The deep, heavy dark of the house wraps around my small shoulders like it always does. It hides me. It swallows me back up, keeping me small, keeping me invisible.

I glide over the safe floorboards. The flat one. The stained one. Avoiding the screamer by the door.

I slip into my bedroom. I pull the door shut with both hands on the knob, turning the metal tightly so the latch slides into place with only a soft click.

I scramble silently across the wood and climb back onto the bare mattress.

I pull the scratchy, sour-smelling blanket over my head.

I squeeze my eyes shut so tight I see exploding white stars.

Heavy, dragging footsteps pass right outside my door.

Thud. Thud. Thud. 

They stop right outside.

I don’t breathe. I don’t think my heart is even beating anymore. I just pray to the dark to keep me hidden.

The shadow stands there for ten seconds.

Then, the heavy footsteps start again. They move past my door. They shuffle down the hall, toward the bathroom. A door slams.

The house slowly settles again. The walls let out a long breath.

Like nothing happened.

Like the terrifying thing didn’t almost catch me. Just like it never does, until the day it finally will.

I slowly open my eyes under the blanket.

It’s completely black.

The animal in my stomach still hurts. It’s biting harder now, angry about the tiny bit of dust I gave it.

I curl into a ball beneath the blanket and press both hands against my belly.

“Sorry,” I whisper.

I don’t know if I’m talking to my stomach or myself.
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Daytime doesn’t mean it’s safe. Daytime just means you can see the things that are going to hurt you.

The sun comes through the broken plastic blinds in my room. It doesn’t look warm. It looks sharp, cutting across the floor in bright, dusty stripes. I stay on the mattress. I don’t move. I wait for the house to tell me what kind of day it’s going to be.

Usually, the mornings are heavy and slow. The adults sleep until the sun is high, sleeping off the sick-sleep, the air thick with sour breath and silence.

But not today.

Today, the quiet breaks like a dropped plate.

CRASH.

I flinch, my knees pulling up to my chest. It comes from the living room. Wood splintering. Glass shattering against the wall.

“I said get out! Get your shit and get out!”

It’s my mom. Her voice doesn’t sound like a person’s voice. It sounds like a dog caught in a fence. High, panicked, and tearing its own throat apart.

“Crazy bitch, I’m looking for my shoes—” The Man’s voice is deep, slurred, and heavy. The voice from the hallway last night.

“I don’t care about your shoes! Leave them!” My mom is screaming so loud her voice cracks into a wet cough. I can hear her feet slapping fast against the linoleum.

Slap-slap-slap. 

“He’s getting out today! Do you hear me? Today!”

The animal in my stomach, the one that was biting me for food, suddenly stops. It freezes. It turns into a cold, heavy stone that drops straight down into my guts.

He’s getting out.

I know who He is.

I don’t call him Dad. Dad is a word from the TV. Dad is a man who smiles and carries kids on his shoulders. He is the heavy boots. He is the voice that makes the walls shake. He is the reason the bedroom door has a hole punched right through the middle of the wood.

He has been in a place called Jail. I don’t know where Jail is, but I know it’s where they put the monsters.

And today, Jail is letting my monster out.

“If he walks through that door and sees you here, he’ll kill us both!” My mom is throwing things. I can hear clothes hitting the wall, the heavy thud of a boot being kicked across the floor. “Get out! Get out!”

“Alright, alright, stop screaming, I’m going—” The Man sounds mad, but he also sounds fast. The heavy footsteps move toward the front door.

I scramble off the mattress.

My heart is beating so fast it makes my vision shake. The stone in my stomach is turning into ice. When the Man was here, it was bad. The sick-sleep, the empty cabinets, the hiding in the dark.

But when He is here… it’s worse.

The air gets so thin you can’t breathe. You aren’t allowed to make a sound. You aren’t allowed to exist. The last time he was here, I had a purple ring around my arm for two weeks just because I dropped a plastic cup.

The front door slams shut. The walls vibrate.

“Oh god. Oh god.” My mom is pacing. Her bare feet slap the floor, back and forth, back and forth, like an animal pacing in a cage.

I need to hide.

Not under the bed. The bed is the first place they look. They just grab your ankle and pull.

I run to the closet.

I pull the folding door open and slide inside, pulling it shut behind me until it clicks. The closet is my space. It smells like old sneakers, dust, and damp drywall. There are thick winter coats hanging above me that nobody has worn in a long time. They hang down like heavy, headless ghosts.

I crawl all the way to the very back, pushing myself into the deepest, darkest corner. If I am small enough, maybe he won’t see me. If I am small enough, maybe I can just disappear into the wall.

My chest hurts.

My lungs are pushing up into my throat. The air in the closet is hot and dusty, but I am shivering. My teeth clatter together, a tiny clicking sound that seems as loud as thunder in my own head.

The tears start.

They don’t come with sobs. Sobs are loud. Sobs are how you get dragged out of the closet by your hair. I have taught myself how to cry the safe way. I clamp my own dirty hand over my lips, pressing so hard my fingers dig into my cheeks. The tears are hot and fast. They burn my eyes, spilling over my eyelashes and running down my face, soaking into the dirt on my skin. My chest heaves. Up and down, up and down, jerking with silent hiccups that I swallow before they can make a noise.

It hurts to cry like this. It feels like I’m drowning on dry land.

I squeeze my eyes shut. Don’t come back, I pray to the coats. Please don’t let him come back. Leave him in Jail. Outside the closet, the pacing stops.

The slapping footsteps change direction. They are coming down the hall.

Coming fast.

Slap-slap-slap-slap.

They stop right outside my bedroom door.

I stop breathing entirely. I press my back so hard against the drywall I can feel the wooden studs through the plaster. I become a ghost. I become nothing.

The bedroom door bangs open.

“Aries!”

Her voice is ragged and wild. It’s not the voice of a mother looking for her child. It’s the voice of someone who is drowning and looking for something to pull down with them.

I don’t answer. I bite down on the side of my hand to keep the whimper inside my mouth.

Footsteps stomp across my floor.

The closet door rips open.

The harsh, sharp sunlight floods in, stabbing me right in the eyes. I flinch, curling tighter into a ball, raising my arms over my head to protect my face.

“There you are!”

She reaches in. Her hands are rough and shaking violently. Her fingers dig into my shoulder like claws. She doesn’t pull me gently. She yanks me out of the closet so hard my feet scrape against the door track.

I stumble, falling onto the wood floor.

I look up at her.

She looks terrifying. Her hair is matted to one side of her head. Her eyes are wide, the pupils tiny little pinpricks, the white parts completely red. She is sweating, and her face is pale and gray. She looks at me, but I don’t think she really sees a five-year-old boy. She just sees a panic button.

“Stop crying! Stop it right now!” she hisses, pointing a shaking, bitten fingernail at my face.

I instantly suck the air back into my lungs. I freeze my face. I wipe the hot tears away with the back of my arm, smearing the dirt across my cheeks.

“He’s coming,” she says, her chest heaving. She looks around the trashed bedroom, at the bare mattress, the pile of dirty laundry, the dust. Then she looks back at me. Her eyes are completely wild. “If he sees this house like this… if he sees you looking like this… he’s going to lose his mind.”

She grabs my arm again, hauling me to my feet. My shoulder pops, a sharp ache shooting down to my elbow, but I don’t make a sound.

“Get up. You have to help me.” She gives me a hard shake. “Pick up the trash! Wipe the counters! Go in the living room and pick up the bottles! Move!”

She lets go of me and spins around, already frantic, already tearing the sheets off her own bed across the hall.

I stand there in the harsh sunlight. My arm aches. My stomach is a block of ice.

I look at the house. The spilled beer. The broken glass. The piles of garbage.

I am five years old. My hands are too small to carry the heavy black trash bags. I can’t reach the sink to wash the dishes. I can’t fix the broken things.

But the monster is coming home. And if the house isn’t perfect, the monster is going to tear us apart.

I swallow the rest of my tears. I wipe my hands on my dirty shorts.

I walk out into the hallway, toward the broken glass.

I start to clean.
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The house smells like bleach. My hands hurt. My knees are scraped raw from crawling on the rough linoleum, scrubbing at sticky spots that wouldn’t come up. My fingers sting where a tiny piece of broken glass bit into my thumb. I didn’t cry when it happened. I just sucked the blood off my skin and kept wiping the floor.

The house is clean now. At least, it looks clean.

But it’s a lie. The bleach is just a mask covering up the sour, rotten smell underneath. The garbage bags are hidden behind the shed out back. The empty bottles are shoved deep into the bottom of the outside trash can. The living room rug is pulled over the dark, wet stain by the couch.

My mom is sitting at the kitchen table. She is perfectly still. Her hair is brushed flat, her hands are folded in her lap, and her eyes are glued to the window. She looks like a plastic doll. A doll that knows it’s about to be thrown against a wall.

I slip into my room and get on the bare mattress. I pull the scratchy blanket all the way up, covering my head, my shoulders, my whole body.

I am waiting for the monster to come home.

Under the blanket, it’s hot. The air is stale, tasting like dust and my own panicked breath. I keep my eyes wide open in the dark, staring at the woven threads of the fabric just an inch from my nose. I am completely flat. I have pushed my stomach down, tucked my arms tight against my sides, and locked my ankles together. I am trying to sink into the foam of the mattress until I don’t exist anymore.

The waiting is the worst part.

The waiting is a heavy, physical thing that sits right on my chest, making it impossible to pull enough air into my lungs. Every time a car drives by out on the street, my heart stops. The engine hums, gets louder, louder, louder, and then fades away.

Not him. I breathe out. A shaky, tiny breath.

Then, five minutes later, another car. A heavy, rumbling engine.

It doesn’t fade away.

It slows down.

Tires crunch on the gravel driveway.

Crunch. Crack. Pop. 

The sound is so loud it feels like the tires are rolling right over my head. The heavy vibration rumbles through the foundation of the house, traveling up the walls, into the floorboards, and straight into my bones.

The engine cuts off.

The house instantly goes dead silent. Even the walls stop breathing. Even the pipes in the basement freeze. Everything in the world knows he is here.

A heavy car door slams shut.

WHAM.

Metal rattling against metal.

My stomach completely disappears. The animal that lives in my belly, the one that is always hungry and biting me, vanishes. It has been replaced by pure, freezing ice. My throat tightens so hard I can’t swallow.

Footsteps stomp on the gravel. They don’t drag or shuffle like the other men who come here. These footsteps are heavy boots that own the ground they walk on.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. 

They step onto the wooden porch.

Thud. Thud. 

The wood groans under his weight. It sounds like the house is crying out in pain before he even touches the door.

Keys jingle. Metal scrapes against the lock. The deadbolt clicks back with a sharp, heavy snap that sounds like a bone breaking in half.

The front door swings open.

The air pressure in the house changes instantly. It drops. The oxygen gets sucked right out from under my bedroom door, leaving me gasping in the dark under my blanket.

“Hey, baby!”

It’s my mom. Her voice is too high. It’s squeaky, shaking, and desperate. It sounds completely fake. It’s the voice she uses when she’s terrified but trying to pretend she isn’t.

“You’re home! I… I cleaned the place up for you. It’s so good to see you.”

Silence.

He doesn’t say hello. He doesn’t say he missed her.

He just walks.

The heavy boots cross the living room floor. The floorboards scream under his weight. I can picture him in my head. He is huge. He blots out the sun. His shadow swallows the whole hallway.

The boots walk past the living room and into the kitchen.

The heavy squeak of the refrigerator door opening.

I close my eyes under the blanket. I squeeze them so tight the darkness fills with flashing red and purple sparks. Please, I think. Please don’t look. Please don’t be hungry. There is nothing in that fridge. I know there is nothing in there. There is half a jar of brown mustard, a plastic bottle of water, and nothing else.

The silence stretches out.

One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.

The silence is a lit fuse.

SLAM!

The refrigerator door is slammed shut so violently that a framed picture in the hallway falls off the wall and shatters against the floor.

I flinch, my entire body jerking under the blanket. I bite down on my bottom lip so hard I instantly taste hot blood.

“What is this?” His voice is low. It’s a deep, vibrating growl that starts in the floorboards and rattles my teeth. It doesn’t sound like a human man. It sounds like an earthquake.

“I… I’m sorry, I was going to go to the store, I just—” My mom is stuttering. She is backing up. I can hear her bare feet scrambling against the linoleum.

“I have been eating slop out of a metal tray for three months,” the voice rumbles, getting louder, filling up the house, suffocating the air. “I just walked through that door. I just got back to my own house. And there is not a single goddamn piece of food in here.”

“I didn’t have the money!” she cries out. It’s a mistake. You never argue back. I know that. I am five and I know that.

CRASH.

Something heavy and metal is thrown across the kitchen. It smashes into the wall and clatters loudly to the floor. My mom screams, a short, sharp shriek of terror.

I curl my knees up to my chin. I wrap my arms over my ears. I try to block it out, but his voice is too big. It pierces right through my hands.

“Don’t you lie to me!” he roars. The low growl is gone. Now it’s an explosion. “Don’t you dare lie to me! I know exactly where the money went! You look fucked out of your mind! You spent every dime I had hidden in this place, didn’t you?”

“No! No, I promise, I—”

“Shut up!”

A loud SMACK echoes down the hallway.

A heavy thud as she hits the floor. She starts crying. Loud, ugly, gasping sobs.

I press my face into the mattress. I’m shaking so hard the springs inside the bed are vibrating. I want to disappear. I want the mattress to open up and swallow me into the dark, safe place under the house where the pipes are.

“Look at this place,” he spits, his voice dripping with disgust. He is pacing now. The heavy boots stomp back and forth across the kitchen. “It smells like a hospital trying to cover up a dead rat. You think bleach hides the smell of you? You think I’m stupid?”

“Please,” she sobs from the floor. “Please, please.”

He stops pacing.

The house gets quiet again, but it’s a dangerous quiet.

When he speaks again, his voice is lower, and it makes the blood freeze solid inside my veins.

“Is the boy still alive?”

The question just hangs there in the air.

He doesn’t ask it nicely. He doesn’t ask it like a dad asking where his son is. He asks it like someone asking if a stray dog is still living under the porch.

My mom hiccups on a sob. “Yes! Yes, of course he is—”

“Because I didn’t hear him,” the monster interrupts. “And there isn’t a single crumb of food in this entire house. So I’m asking you, did you forget about him? Did you get so high you just locked him in a room and let him starve to death?”

“No! He’s fine, he’s in his room, I swear!”

“Because listen to me,” the heavy boots take a step forward. “Listen to me very carefully, you stupid bitch. I am not taking the hit for you.”

I don’t know what he means by taking the hit. I know what hitting is. I know that really well. But this sounds different.

I know he is talking about me like I am a piece of trash left in the yard that the police are going to find.

“I just got out,” he snarls, his voice rising in panic and pure, selfish rage. “I just got my freedom back. If there is a dead kid in that back bedroom because you starved him, I am walking out that front door right now.

“I’m not going back to prison because you couldn’t keep one fucking kid alive. He was your mistake too.”

He was your mistake too.

The words hit me like a physical punch.

I am… a mistake.

He doesn’t care if I’m hungry. He doesn’t care if my stomach hurts. He doesn’t care if I am dead. He only cares that if I’m dead, he will go back to the place called Jail. I am not a person to him.

“He’s alive!” my mom screams, crying so hard she is choking on her own spit. “He’s alive, I fed him, he’s fine! Go look! Go look at him!”

No!

No, no, no, no, no.

The panic explodes inside my chest. It’s so violent I almost throw up the cracker dust I ate last night.

Don’t look at me. Please don’t look at me. 

“I will,” the monster says.

The boots turn away from the kitchen.

They step onto the hallway floorboards.

THUD. He is coming.

THUD. He is coming to check if I’m breathing. He is coming to check if his mistake is going to send him back to a cage.

THUD. The boots stop right outside my closed bedroom door.

I squeeze my eyes shut. I clamp my hands over my mouth. I stop breathing. I stop moving. I try to stop my heart from beating.

The brass doorknob slowly begins to turn.

A sharp, metallic squeak echoes through the silent room.

The door pushes open, and the heavy boots step inside.

He is in my room. The monster is standing at the foot of my bed.

He doesn’t say a word.

He just stands there. Watching the lump under the blanket.

Waiting to see if it moves.








  
  4

  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Under the thin, scratchy blanket, I am dying. My lungs are burning so hot they feel like they are going to catch fire. I need to take a breath, but I know if my chest moves, he will see it.

Don’t move, I tell my arms. Don’t move, I tell my legs. Stop beating, I beg my heart.

The heavy boots shift on the floorboards.

Creak.

The sound is so loud it makes my teeth rattle in my skull. He is moving to the side of the bed. He is standing right over me. I can feel the heat radiating off his massive body.

Then, the world explodes.

WHOOSH.

It happens so fast my brain can’t even understand it. A massive, rough hand grabs a fistful of the blanket and rips it backward. The fabric tears out of my desperate grip.

The cold air hits my bare legs. The sharp, blinding light from the hallway stabs directly into my eyes.

I gasp. I can’t help it.

I throw my arms up over my face, curling my knees tight against my chest. I make myself into the smallest, hardest ball I can.

Please don’t hit me. Please don’t hit me. 

“Get up.” The voice isn’t loud. It doesn’t have to be. It vibrates right through the mattress springs and into my spine.

I try to uncurl, to push myself up, but my arms are shaking so badly they don’t work. My elbows buckle. I’m paralyzed. I’m a bug pinned to a piece of cardboard.

He doesn’t wait. He doesn’t have patience for bugs.

His hand clamps down on my left upper arm, digging deep into my muscle.

He yanks upward.

I am ripped off the mattress, my toes dangling uselessly in the air. He hoists me up until my face is level with his chest. My shoulder screams, pulling so tight I think the arm is going to tear completely off my body, but I bite my tongue until it bleeds to keep the scream trapped inside my mouth.

I am hanging there in the air, swinging slightly, like a dirty ragdoll.

I force my eyes to open. I am forced to look at him. He is terrifying. He’s a mountain made of sharp edges and violence. His face is covered in a thick, rough beard that hides his mouth. His skin is pale and gray, but his eyes are completely black. There is no light in them. They are flat, dead holes.

He looks at me. He doesn’t look at my face. He looks at my chest, watching it heave up and down. He looks at my dangling legs.

He is making sure the mistake didn’t die.

He lets out a long, disgusted breath through his nose.

“He’s breathing,” the monster mutters, mostly to himself. The panic that was in his voice in the kitchen is gone. Now, there is only cold, hard annoyance.

He gives me a little shake. My head snaps back and forth on my neck.

“Look at me, boy.”

I force my eyes up to meet his black ones.

“Has she been feeding you?”

The question hangs in the air between us. It’s heavy. It’s covered in poison.

The animal in my stomach, the one that is always starving, twists into a tight, hard knot of pure terror.

It’s a trap. I am five years old, but I know a trap when I see one.

If I say yes, I’m a liar. He knows I’m a liar. He looked in the empty refrigerator. He saw the dust in the cabinets. If I say yes, he will punish me for lying to him.

But if I say no…

If I say no, he will drop me and walk into the kitchen and he will kill my mother. And then, when he is done with her, he will come back for me, because I am the one who made him do it.

I open my mouth.

My lower jaw trembles so violently my teeth clatter together.

Click-click-click. 

My tongue is a dry, useless sponge. I try to push a sound out of my throat, but it’s completely closed off. The fear has turned to concrete inside my windpipe.

No words come out.

Not a whisper. Not a squeak. I just hang there from his massive fist, staring at him with wide, wet, terrified eyes, blinking rapidly as hot tears pool in the corners.

His thick eyebrows pull together in a hard V. The deep lines on his forehead fold over each other.

He pulls me an inch closer to his face.

His nose wrinkles in absolute disgust.

He doesn’t just see me now. He smells me.

He smells the stale sweat of a boy who hasn’t been put in a bathtub in weeks. He smells the sour urine from the nights I was too terrified of the hallway to walk to the toilet, forced to pee in a plastic cup in the corner of my room and hoping I didn’t spill it. He smells the dirt caked under my fingernails, the grease matted in my uncombed hair.

His upper lip curls back, showing square, yellow teeth.

“Jesus Christ,” he sneers. He says it like he just stepped in something dead on the road.

He opens his hand.

He just lets go.

I drop like a stone. I hit the hardwood floor with a heavy thud. My bare knee smashes against the wood, sending a sharp, electric shock of pain straight up my leg, but I instantly scramble backward, pulling my limbs in, trying to make myself as small as possible.

The monster doesn’t even look down at me. He has already forgotten I’m on the floor.

He spins around. His heavy boots pivot on the wood, turning his massive frame back toward the hallway.

“Are you out of your goddamn mind?!” he roars.

The sound is so loud it makes my ears ring.

My mom is standing in the hallway, pressing her back against the opposite wall. Her arms are wrapped tight around her own stomach. She is shaking violently, her eyes wide and bloodshot.

The monster stalks toward her.

“You told me he was fine!” he screams, pointing a massive finger back into my room, but never looking back at me. “You told me you were taking care of him!”

“I am! I am!” my mom sobs, her voice hysterical, breaking into a high, wheezing pitch. “I bathe him, I swear, he just got dirty playing—”

“He smells like a stray dog!” the monster interrupts, his voice booming over hers, crushing her excuses into dust. “He smells like an animal living in a dumpster! Look at him! He’s covered in his own filth! He’s skin and bones! I’ve seen corpses that look healthier than that kid!”

“I didn’t have any help!” she screams back. It’s a mistake. The biggest mistake. “You were locked up! You left me here with nothing! What was I supposed to do?!”

The monster lunges forward.

SLAM.

He hits the drywall right next to her head with an open palm. The entire house shudders.

“You stupid, fucking junkie!” he spits, his face inches from hers. “You spent every dollar on drugs! You let this place rot! You let him rot! If a social worker walked through that door right now, they’d lock us both up!”

The yelling turns into a chaotic, terrifying wall of noise.

My mom is shrieking, begging, crying. The monster is roaring, punching the walls, kicking the baseboards.

CRASH. THUD. SCREAM. 

I don’t stay to watch.

I know the rules of the house. When the giants fight, the bugs hide. If you stay in the open, you get stepped on.

I run.

The closet is too far. So I use the bad hiding place. Under the bed. They always look under the bed first. But right now, nobody is looking at me.

I reach the edge of the bare mattress.

The bed frame is metal, sitting just a few inches off the ground. The space underneath is black. It is full of thick, gray dust bunnies, lost socks, and old, dried-up spiders. It smells heavily of mold and forgotten things.

I slide my head underneath the metal bar. Then my shoulders. I pull my arms in tight, scraping my back against the metal springs of the mattress above me.

I crawl all the way to the very back corner, pressing my head against the cold baseboard where the wall meets the floor.

I pull my knees up to my chin. I wrap my arms around my legs, locking my fingers together.

Above me, the mattress shakes as something heavy hits the wall in the hallway.

“Get off me! Let go of me!” my mom screams.

SLAP.

I close my eyes. I bury my face into my own dirty knees. The dust covers my skin. It coats my eyelashes and gets into my nose, but I don’t sneeze. I don’t cough.

I let the dirt cover me. I want it to cover me. I want to become part of the floor. I want to blend in with the trash and the dust so perfectly that when the monster comes back looking for something to break, he won’t be able to find me.

I press my hands over my ears, pressing so hard it hurts, trying to block out the sounds of the screaming. But it doesn’t work. The house is alive, and it is screaming with them. The animal in my stomach shrinks down, turning into a tiny, frozen pebble.
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My voice is dead. It didn’t die slowly. It wasn’t a sickness that took it away a little bit at a time. It was murdered in a single second. It died the exact moment the heavy, suffocating blanket was ripped off my body, letting the blinding hallway light and the monster’s black eyes stab into my face.

When the monster hoisted me into the air by my arm, my voice box just snapped. The mechanism broke. And I have never tried to fix it.

I am six years old now. It has been a whole year of the sun coming through my broken blinds, and I have not made a single sound.

I don’t cry out loud. I don’t laugh. I don’t whisper. I don’t even cough if I can help it. If I feel a tickle in my throat, I swallow a mouthful of dirty tap water and hold my breath until my face turns purple, forcing the cough back down into my lungs.

Silence is my armor. It is a thick, heavy shield made out of absolutely nothing.

I learned the ultimate rule of the world: words are just strings that the giants use to pull you out of the dark. If you speak, they know where you are. If you answer them, you give them a target. But if you are silent, you become part of the background. You become a shadow. You become a piece of furniture that they just walk past.

The monster is gone again.

I don’t know why he left, and I don’t know where Jail is, but he is back inside the cage. I remember the night he went away. I was hiding deep inside my bedroom closet, buried under the heavy, headless winter coats. I didn’t see it happen, but I saw the lights.

Red. Blue. Red. Blue.

They flashed through the cracks in my window blinds, painting the walls of my bedroom in spinning colors. The house shook with the sound of heavy boots. Lots of them. Different boots. Voices that yelled, a loud struggle, glass breaking, and then the monster roaring like a wounded bear as they dragged him out the front door.

When the red and blue lights finally faded away down the street, the house let out a long, hollow breath. But the house didn’t get safer. It just got a different kind of sick.

With the monster gone, the fear of sudden, explosive violence vanished. But a new, slower creeping death moved in to take its place. The rot.

I stand in the doorway of the living room.

My bare feet are black with dirt. My shorts are stiff with old spills and grime. I’m staring at the ghost that lives on the couch.

My mom is messed up again.

She isn’t a person anymore. A person is someone who looks at you. A person is someone who speaks. The thing on the couch is just a hollow shell made of gray skin and sharp, poking bones.

She is lying on her side, half on the cushions, half sliding off toward the floor. Her mouth is hanging wide open, a thick line of drool connecting her pale lips to the dirty fabric of the couch. Her eyes are rolled back so far in her head that I can only see the yellowish-red whites, like two dead, hard-boiled eggs staring blindly at the ceiling.

Her breathing is a horrifying sound.

Rattle. Wheeze. Click. 

It sounds like there is a plastic bag trapped deep inside her throat, crinkling every time her lungs desperately suck in a tiny bit of air.

Around her, scattered on the floor like sick toys, are her tools.

There is a piece of aluminum foil covered in black, burnt streaks. There is a spoon with the handle bent backward. There are tiny, crumpled-up pieces of plastic baggies, torn open and licked clean. And there is a needle with an orange plastic cap lying next to her limp hand.

I know not to touch the tools. I know the tools are what take her brain out of her head and leave this empty, rattling ghost behind.

She hasn’t moved in two days. She hasn’t opened her eyes. The house smells like sweat, rotting garbage, and a sharp, sweet chemical odor that burns the inside of my nose and makes my eyes water.

I step over her outstretched leg.

My foot hovers in the air above her pale, bruised shin. I don’t make a sound. I am a phantom haunting my own life. I place my foot silently on the carpet on the other side. She doesn’t twitch. The rattle in her throat doesn’t change rhythm.

I walk into the kitchen.

The animal in my stomach is awake. It is a year older now, and its teeth are sharper. It doesn’t just bite my insides anymore; it gnaws on my bones. The hunger is a hollow, dizzying ache that makes the edges of my vision blur with static. My hands are shaking. A fine, uncontrollable tremor vibrates through my skinny arms.

I look at the counters. They are covered in a sticky, black film. There are plates stacked in the sink, growing fuzzy green and white mold.

I open the refrigerator.

A wave of hot, rotting air hits me in the face. The power got turned off three days ago. The milk inside the plastic jug has separated into a solid yellow block floating in clear, sour water. There is a package of meat that has turned completely gray, leaking dark blood onto the plastic shelves.

I shut the door. The animal in my stomach twists, sending a wave of nausea up my throat, but I swallow it down.

There is nothing inside the house. If I stay inside the house, the animal will eat me from the inside out until I look just like the ghost on the couch.

I walk to the back door.

It’s a heavy, solid wood door. The bottom edge is swollen from the rain leaking in, dragging hard against the ripped linoleum floor. I reach up with both hands and grab the dirty brass deadbolt. I twist it. It’s stiff, rusted in place. I have to put my entire body weight into it, biting my lip to keep from grunting.

Snap.

The lock turns.

I grab the doorknob, lean backward, and use my body to drag the heavy wood open. The door scrapes violently across the floor.

SKRRRRK.

I freeze. I look over my shoulder, back toward the living room. The ghost doesn’t move. The rattling breath continues.

I slip through the crack and step outside.

The heat hits me like a physical punch. It’s summer in Georgia. The air is so thick and wet it feels like trying to breathe underwater. The sun is a blinding, angry white hole in the sky, beating down on the back of my neck.

I am standing on a small, rotting wooden deck.

The backyard is not a yard. It is a forbidden, forgotten jungle.

The chain-link fence that surrounds the property is completely swallowed by thick, twisting green vines covered in sharp thorns. The grass hasn’t been cut in over a year. It is waist-high, a vast, pale green ocean of weeds, dandelions, and crabgrass that hides a graveyard of junk.

I can see the rusted white shell of a broken washing machine tilting sideways in the dirt. I see a stack of bald car tires filled with dark, stagnant water, hovering with a thick black cloud of hungry mosquitoes. There are broken bottles, shattered cinderblocks, and pieces of twisted metal hiding in the deep grass like landmines.

It is dangerous out here. There are snakes. There are spiders the size of my hand. There are sharp things that will slice my feet open and make me bleed.

But out here, there are no ceilings.

Out here, the air isn’t trapped in a box with the smell of chemicals and dying people. Out here, the sky goes up forever, and the sun doesn’t care if I am a mistake. The sun just shines.

I step off the edge of the rotting deck.

My bare feet hit the dirt. It’s hot and gritty. The tall, sharp blades of crabgrass instantly scratch at my shins, leaving tiny, stinging cuts on my skin.

I don’t care. I wade into the green ocean.

I push through the weeds, my hands out in front of me, sweeping the tall grass aside. Bugs explode out of the brush, grasshoppers snapping against my chest, gnats swarming around my sweat-slicked face. I don’t swat them away. They are just trying to survive the jungle, same as me.

I move toward the back corner of the yard, near where the wooden privacy fence of the neighbor’s yard is leaning over, casting a thin shadow over the dirt.

The grass is shorter here, choked out by the shade.

I drop down onto my hands and knees.

The dirt is warm. It smells deep and rich. It smells like worms, and wet roots, and life. I crawl forward, pressing my face close to the ground, scanning the chaotic tangle of low-lying leaves.

And then, I see it.

Hiding under a canopy of jagged green leaves, low against the soil, are tiny flashes of bright, impossible red.

Wild strawberries.

They are incredibly small. Some of them are no bigger than the fingernail on my pinky finger. They are deformed, lumpy, and covered in tiny, deep-set seeds. But they are red. They are vibrant. They are not rotting in a hot, dead refrigerator.

My heart stutters in my chest. A desperate, primal energy floods my veins, completely overriding the exhaustion.

I don’t pick them delicately. I don’t have the patience to pluck them one by one.

I plunge both of my dirty hands directly into the patch. My fingers dig into the dirt, grabbing fistfuls of leaves, stems, roots, and berries all at once. I rip a huge handful of the plants straight out of the earth.

I shove the entire fistful into my mouth.

I don’t chew right away. I just crush the pile against the roof of my mouth with my tongue.

The taste is an explosion.

It is incredibly sour, making the hinges of my jaw violently cramp. But underneath the sour is a tiny, microscopic thread of pure sugar. Sweetness. Real, living sweetness.

I chew frantically. My jaws work up and down like a machine.

I am chewing the green leaves, grinding up the tough, stringy stems. I am eating the dirt that was clinging to the roots. The grit of the soil grinds against my teeth, a terrible chalky texture, but I swallow it all. I swallow the dirt. I swallow the leaves. I swallow the bugs that were hiding in the brush.

I reach down and rip another handful out of the ground.

I shove it in. I can’t stop. The red juice bursts from the tiny berries, flooding my dry mouth. It runs down my chin, mixing with the sweat on my neck. It coats my lips.

I look down at my hands.

My palms and fingers are stained red. The juice has soaked into the dirt under my fingernails and coated my knuckles.

In the bright sunlight, it looks exactly like blood.

My breath hitches. My brain instantly flashes back to the monster. To the thick, dark red liquid that dripped from my mother’s nose onto the linoleum the night he found out she spent his money. The blood that meant screaming. The blood that meant pain.

A spike of pure terror shoots through my chest. My throat locks up.

But then, the animal inside my stomach lets out a long, satisfied ache. The hollow space is filling up. The dizzy static at the edges of my vision is starting to clear.

It’s not blood. It’s life.

I look back at the patch. I have eaten all the red ones. There are only small, hard, white and green berries left.

I grab them anyway.

I pull the hard, bitter white berries off the stems and pop them into my mouth. They taste like sour wood. They make my stomach cramp, turning over in heavy, painful waves. But they are solid. They take up space. They trick the animal into thinking it has been fed a real meal.

I sit back on my heels.

My knees are black with mud. My shorts are ruined. My hands and face are smeared with red juice and brown dirt. My stomach is bloated, a hard, painful knot of berries, leaves, and soil, but the gnawing, dizzying hunger is gone.

I look up at the blinding white sun.

I am six years old.

I do not have a voice. I do not have a father. I do not have a mother, only a rattling ghost that lives on a couch.

But out here, in the broken glass and the tall weeds, I found something. I ate. I fed myself from the dirt like a wild animal.

I pull my knees to my chest, wrap my red-stained hands around my legs, and sit silently in the overgrown jungle.
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The ghost wakes up. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it is terrifying. The hollow, rattling shell on the couch suddenly jerks to life. The dead eyes snap open, the heavy limbs start moving fast, and the house fills with a manic, desperate energy that makes the air crackle like electricity.

She isn’t a mom when she wakes up like this. She is a panicked animal trying to build a disguise before the hunters come.

“Get up! Get in the bathroom! Now!” Her voice is scratchy and thin, but it is loud. She grabs my arm, her bony fingers digging into the thin muscle, and drags me off the mattress.

She throws me into the bathtub. The porcelain is freezing cold and covered in a layer of gray grit. She turns the knob, and the water blasts out. It’s ice cold. The gas bill hasn’t been paid since before the monster went back to Jail.

I gasp as the freezing spray hits my bare chest, my whole body instantly seizing into hard, violent shivers. But I don’t make a sound. I bite the inside of my cheek and stare blankly at the rusted drain.

She scrubs me. She doesn’t use a washcloth; she uses a rough, green kitchen sponge and a bar of bright pink soap that smells heavily of fake roses and chemicals. She scrubs my knees until the skin is bright red and burning. She scrubs the dirt from under my fingernails so hard they bleed into the suds. She pours a cup of freezing water over my head, blinding me, drowning out the world while she rakes a broken plastic comb through the greasy knots in my hair.

“You have to look normal,” she mutters under her breath. She isn’t talking to me. She is talking to the air. “You have to look like a normal kid. If they know, they’ll take you. They’ll take you and put you in a home and I won’t get the government checks anymore. You have to look normal.”

When I’m raw, shivering, and stripped of my protective layer of dirt, she pulls me out and throws a pile of clothes onto the closed toilet lid.

They aren’t my clothes. I don’t really have clothes.

She got these from the big, white metal box behind the church down the street. The box where people throw away the things they don’t want anymore.

I put them on with shaking hands.

The fabric is thick and scratchy. The shirt is a faded, pale yellow polo. The collar is frayed, and there is a faint, brown ghost of a stain right in the middle of the chest that the pink soap couldn’t wash out. It smells like mothballs, dust, and old people’s houses. It is two sizes too big. The shoulder seams hang down to my biceps, making me look like I am shrinking inside it.

The pants are stiff blue jeans. They are too long. She rolls the cuffs up three times so I don’t trip on them, exposing my pale, knobby ankles.

I look down at myself. I am a scarecrow wearing the skin of a dead child.

She turns to the mirror.

I watch her build her mask. She takes a tube of thick, beige paste and smears it furiously under her eyes, hiding the deep, bruised purple hollows. She paints her lips bright red. she brushes her matted hair until it lies flat, pulling it back into a tight rubber band. She sprays something sweet and choking into the air and walks through it.

When she turns back to me, the ghost is gone. In its place is a terrifying, smiling mannequin.

“Let’s go,” the mannequin says.

We walk.

The sun is bright and sharp. We walk for a long time, down streets I have never seen, past houses with green lawns and sprinklers, past driveways with clean, shiny cars. I stay behind her. I keep my eyes on the pavement, watching the cracks in the cement, counting them in my head. One. Two. Three.

Counting keeps the panic from crushing my lungs. Because I know where we are going. I heard her muttering about it.

School.

The building is a giant, sprawling brick monster sitting behind a chain-link fence. It is the biggest box I have ever seen.

And it is loud.

As we walk through the heavy glass double doors, a physical wall of noise slams into my face. It is a deafening, chaotic roar. Hundreds of shoes squeaking on polished floors. Doors slamming. Voices. So many voices. High, shrieking laughter, yelling, crying. It is a tidal wave of sound that makes my brain shut down.

I want to put my hands over my ears. I want to curl into a ball on the shiny floor and disappear. But I freeze. I turn to stone.

My mom drags me by the collar of my yellow shirt toward a desk behind a glass window.

“Hi there!” she says. Her voice is incredibly high. It is a sickeningly sweet, fake chirp. “I’m here to register my son, Aries Vecelli. We just moved into the district! It’s his first day.”

The lady behind the glass smiles back. They exchange papers. They talk in their high, fake voices.

They exchange the papers my mom spent all morning digging out of drawers and stuffing into a wrinkled envelope.

I stand perfectly still. I look at the fluorescent lights on the ceiling. They buzz. A low, angry, electric hum that I can feel in my teeth.

“Alright, sweetie, you have a great day!” my mom says suddenly.

She looks down at me. The mannequin smile is still plastered on her face, but her eyes are completely dead. Her eyes are screaming at me: Don’t ruin this. Don’t make a sound. Be a ghost.

She turns around and walks out the glass doors. She doesn’t hug me. She doesn’t look back. She just leaves me in the bright, screaming box.

A tall woman with a clipboard walks up to me. She smells like peppermint and coffee.

“Aries? I’m Mrs. Collins. I’m your teacher. Let’s get you to class, okay?”

She reaches her hand out for me to take.

I stare at her hand. It has rings on it. I don’t take it. I don’t touch giants. I put my hands deep into the pockets of the stiff jeans and stare at her shoes.

Mrs. Collins’s smile drops just a fraction of an inch. A tiny, microscopic crack in her mask. She sighs, a soft puff of air through her nose.

“Okay. Just follow me, then.”

The classroom is worse than the hallway.

It is an explosion of colors. Bright red apples on the walls, a giant yellow alphabet, blue and green rugs. It hurts my eyes.

There are twenty other children in the room. They are tiny, chaotic tornadoes. They are running, drawing, screaming, laughing. They are completely fearless. They don’t know about screaming floorboards. They don’t know about the dark.

“Everyone, settle down!” Mrs. Collins claps her hands loudly.

Smack. Smack. 

I flinch, my shoulders jumping to my ears, but the other kids just giggle and run to their small wooden desks.

“We have a new friend joining us today. This is Aries. Aries, can you say hello to the class?”

She looks down at me expectantly.

The twenty clean, well-fed faces turn to stare at me. So many eyes locking onto my oversized, stained shirt.

The silence in my throat is a solid block of cement. I couldn’t speak even if I wanted to. The mechanism is broken. The wire is cut. I stare at the blue carpet between my shoes. I don’t breathe. I don’t move. The silence stretches out. It becomes heavy. It becomes awkward. Some of the children start to whisper to each other.

Mrs. Collins’s smile completely vanishes. The tired, exhausted reality of a teacher with too many kids and not enough time washes over her face. She doesn’t have the energy to coax a terrified, dirty rock into speaking.

“Alright,” she says, her voice flat and completely dismissing me. “You can sit at the back, Aries. Next to the window.”

I’m an afterthought. I am a piece of broken furniture placed in the corner where it won’t trip anyone.

I walk to the back of the room and sit in the plastic chair. I pull my knees together. I fold my hands in my lap. I become the shadow I was trained to be.

Hours pass. It is a blur of bright lights, confusing worksheets with smiling cartoon frogs, and the deafening noise of normal childhood. The animal in my stomach wakes up around lunchtime, twisting and clawing at my ribs, but I don’t have a lunchbox. I watch the other kids open plastic containers filled with grapes, small sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and crinkly bags of chips. The smell of the food makes my mouth flood with spit. I swallow it down.

Then, the bell rings.

Recess.

The doors burst open, and the swarm of children floods out onto the massive, sun-baked playground. There are towering plastic slides, swings with heavy metal chains, and a giant sandbox.

I stand at the edge of the blacktop.

My heart beats a strange, fluttering rhythm in my chest.

I have never been around other kids. In the dark house, I am the only small thing. Here, the world is full of people my size.

I watch a group of three boys. They are pushing small, bright metal cars through the dirt near the edge of the sandbox. They are making engine noises with their mouths. They are smiling.

A tiny, desperate spark flickers to life inside my chest.

I want to play.

I don’t know how to play, but I want to. I want to sit in the dirt and push a shiny metal car. I want to feel what it is like to just be a boy, instead of a ghost trying to survive a monster.

I take my hands out of my pockets.

I walk slowly toward the sandbox. My oversized yellow polo shirt flaps in the warm breeze. I stop a few feet away from the boys.

I stand there, waiting to be invited. Waiting for the magic thing to happen where I suddenly become one of them.

One of the boys, a kid with neat blonde hair and a brand-new pair of glowing white sneakers, looks up at me.

He stops making the engine noise.

He squints his eyes. He looks at my yellow shirt. He looks at the brown stain right in the middle of my chest. He looks at my rolled-up, stiff jeans, and my scuffed, filthy shoes.

“What do you want?” he asks. His voice is loud.

I open my mouth. My jaw works up and down, but no sound comes out. I try to smile. I try to pull the corners of my lips up to show him I am friendly, but the muscle has never been used. It feels like a grimace. It feels broken.

The boy recoils. He physically leans away from me, pulling his metal car close to his chest like I am going to steal it.

“Why are your clothes so dirty?” he demands, his nose wrinkling in disgust.

The other two boys stop playing and look up.

“He doesn’t talk,” one of them says, pointing a finger directly at my face. “Mrs. Collins asked him his name and he just stood there like a dummy.”

“Are you a dummy?” the blonde boy asks. He isn’t trying to be cruel; he is just stating what he sees. He sees something broken. He sees dirt in his bright, clean world. “Why don’t you say something? Say something!”

The spark inside my chest snuffs out. It turns to cold, gray ash.

I don’t belong here.

These children are made of sunshine and sandwiches. I am made of cracked linoleum, screaming floorboards, and the dark under the bed. I’m a completely different animal. I’m a feral dog that somehow wandered into a house full of perfectly groomed pets.

“He’s a weirdo,” the third boy mutters, turning his back to me and pushing his car through the sand. “Just ignore him.”

Ignore him.

The words hit me harder than the monster’s heavy hand.

When the monster hits me, it means I exist. It means I am taking up space.

When these children ignore me, I become nothing.

I slowly take a step backward. Then another.

I turn around and walk away from the sandbox. I walk across the hot blacktop, past the laughing girls on the swings, past the boys throwing a red rubber ball against the brick wall. I am completely invisible to all of them. I am a ghost walking through a world of the living.

I reach the edge of the playground.

There is a tall, silver chain-link fence separating the school from the street.

I walk right up to it. I curl my fingers around the hot metal diamond links. I press my forehead against the steel wire.

I look through the fence at the empty sidewalk, the passing cars, the heat shimmering off the asphalt.

The fence in my backyard keeps the wild jungle contained. This fence keeps me trapped inside a bright, screaming box where everyone can see exactly how broken I am.

I stand there for the rest of recess. I don’t move. I don’t make a sound.

The animal in my stomach gnaws on my ribs, completely empty.

And for the first time in my life, I realize something far more terrifying than the dark.

Being a ghost in a house full of monsters is a way to survive.

But being a ghost in a room full of normal people… is the loneliest thing in the entire world.
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I am not a ghost anymore. Ghosts just disappear when you look at them. Ghosts float away. Ghosts let you walk right through them. I tried being a ghost for a few months, letting the normal children in the bright school ignore me, letting them push past me in the hallways, letting them call me the dummy in the stained shirt.

But I realized something about the playground. It isn’t that different from the dark house. It’s still a world run by giants. And if you are small, and you are quiet, and you let them step on you, they will eventually crush you to death. So, I stopped being a ghost. I became a weapon.

I don’t speak. My voice is still completely dead, buried somewhere deep down in the black water of my stomach. But I don’t need a voice to make them leave me alone. I just need my teeth. I just need my fists.

The kids don’t bully me anymore.

They are terrified of me.

It happened a few weeks ago, out by the swings. The blonde boy with the bright white sneakers, the one who asked if I was a dummy on my very first day, tried to push me out of line. He shoved both of his clean, soft hands into my chest. He expected me to fall down. He expected me to cry. He expected me to be the broken toy he could kick around.

But I didn’t fall. And I didn’t cry.

The moment his hands hit my chest, the monster woke up inside of me.

It wasn’t a choice. It was a reflex, fast and violent, like a mousetrap snapping shut. I didn’t punch him like normal kids punch, with closed eyes and swinging arms. I lunged at him like a starving dog. I tackled him to the hot blacktop. My knees pinned his arms down, scraping against the asphalt. I grabbed a fistful of his neat, blonde hair. Then, I bit him. I sank my teeth so hard into the meat of his shoulder that I tasted the hot, salty copper of his blood through his cotton shirt.

He screamed. It was a high, piercing, terrified shriek. I didn’t make a sound. I just breathed heavily through my nose, staring down at him with flat, empty eyes. Just like the monster in my bedroom.

The teachers had to physically pry me off him. They dragged me to the office. I sat in a hard plastic chair while the principal yelled, while the school nurse bandaged the sobbing blonde boy, while the phones rang.

But I didn’t care. I looked at the blood on my hands. I felt the stinging scrape on my own knee. I felt a dark, heavy power settling into my chest.

They don’t touch me anymore.

When I walk down the hallway, the other kids press themselves against the lockers. They look down at the floor. The whispers changed from “He’s a weirdo” to “He’s crazy.”

The bell rings, a loud, buzzing alarm that rattles the fluorescent lights on the ceiling.

School is over.

The classroom erupts into chaos. Chairs scrape against the linoleum. Kids shove their cartoon folders into bright, clean backpacks. They are laughing, yelling about cartoons and bicycles and snacks waiting for them in their warm kitchens.

I stand up slowly. I don’t have a backpack. I just have my hands, shoved deep into the pockets of a pair of gray sweatpants that are too big for me, safety-pinned at the waist so they don’t fall down.

I walk out the heavy glass doors and onto the front sidewalk. The Georgia sun beats down on the concrete. The yellow school buses are lined up, engines rumbling, coughing thick clouds of black exhaust into the thick humidity. Cars are lined up all the way down the street. Minivans and shiny sedans with mothers waiting inside, the air conditioning running, the radios playing.

I walk to the edge of the brick wall near the parking lot. I lean my back against the rough stone.

I wait.

I watch the other kids run to their cars. I watch the doors open. I watch the moms smile and ask how their day was. I watch the cars pull away, one by one, merging onto the road and disappearing into their safe, normal lives.

Ten minutes pass. Twenty.

The buses roar to life and pull out of the lot, a long yellow snake crawling away down the asphalt.

The parking lot slowly empties out.

Thirty minutes. Forty.

The teachers start walking out to their cars. They walk past me in groups of two or three, carrying canvas tote bags and thick thermoses.

They see me. I know they see me.

I am leaning against the wall, a dirty, silent kid standing completely alone. The school is empty. The cars are gone.

A teacher with short brown hair glances in my direction. She slows her step just a fraction. I can see the pity flash in her eyes. I can see the heavy, guilty hesitation pulling at her shoulders. She knows my mom isn’t coming. They all know.

It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone else’s secrets, even when they pretend they don’t. They know the monster is in Jail. They know the ghost lives on the couch. They see the yellow bruises on my arms that look like thumbprints. They notice the cigarette burns on my upper arms from all my mom’s boyfriends. They smell the stale smoke and unwashed clothes clinging to my skin.

But they don’t stop.

The teacher looks away. She turns her head back to her friend, says something quiet, and speeds up her walk to her car. She gets in, starts the engine, and drives away, keeping her eyes glued to the steering wheel as she passes me.

They never intervene.

Intervening means calling the police. It means filling out endless paperwork. It means getting involved with the violent, unpredictable adults who live in the rotting houses on the edge of the county line. It is easier to look away. It is easier to label me a “troubled child,” a “lost cause,” a feral dog that bites, rather than deal with the people who beat the humanity out of me.

I am completely alone. And the adults who are supposed to protect me have decided I’m not worth the paperwork.

After an hour, the sun begins to dip lower.

She isn’t coming.

She forgot again. The tools and the plastic baggies made her brain melt into the couch cushions, and she doesn’t even know what day it is, let alone what time school ends.

I push myself off the brick wall.

I start walking.

It’s a long way home. Three and a half miles, mostly along the shoulder of a two-lane highway where cars blow past at sixty miles an hour.

I step off the sidewalk and onto the gravel shoulder. The rocks crunch under the thin, worn-out soles of my hand-me-down sneakers. The heat radiating off the blacktop bakes my shins.

Every time a massive logging truck or an eighteen-wheeler blasts past me, the heavy wind hits me like a physical wall, throwing dust and grit directly into my eyes. The roar of the engines is deafening. But I don’t flinch. I keep my head down. I keep my hands in my pockets. I put one foot in front of the other.

The town slowly fades away, replaced by thick, overgrown pine trees, rusted barbed-wire fences, and deep ditches choked with kudzu. Cicadas scream in the trees, a high, vibrating mechanical whine that sounds exactly like the buzzing fluorescent lights in the classroom.

My mouth is incredibly dry. My tongue feels like a piece of sandpaper rubbing against the roof of my mouth. The animal in my stomach is awake, clawing at my ribs, angry that I didn’t eat the free lunch in the cafeteria today because I was serving detention in the office.

Sweat drips down the back of my neck, soaking into the collar of my shirt. A stray dog, ribcage pressing hard against its matted brown fur, steps out of the tall grass on the other side of the highway. It watches me walk. Its ears are pinned back. It knows better than to cross the road.

I look at the dog. The dog looks at me.

We are the exact same thing. We are just walking along the edge of the world, hoping a giant doesn’t swerve and run us over.

The sun is sinking behind the tops of the pine trees, casting long, purple shadows across the highway, when I finally turn down my street.

The cracked driveway. The rotting wooden porch. The overgrown jungle in the backyard.

I walk up the steps.

Creak. Creak.

The house sounds exactly the same in the daylight as it does in the dark. It sounds like a trap waiting to be sprung.

The heavy front door isn’t locked. It’s cracked open an inch, letting the humid air inside.

I push it open and step into the living room.

The air is stale. The smell of sour sweat, old beer, and burning chemicals hits the back of my throat, but it doesn’t make me gag anymore. It’s just the smell of air. It’s the smell of oxygen.

The television is on. The volume is turned all the way down, the screen throwing bright, silent flashes of a game show across the stained carpet.

The ghost is on the couch.

I stand in the doorway for a long time.

I look at her face. I look at the dark, bruised circles under her eyes. I look at the hollows of her cheeks.

When I was five, the sight of her like this terrified me. It made my chest heave. It made the hot, stinging tears spill out of my eyes. I would have desperately tried to wake her up, to pull on her arm, begging her to be a mom again.

Today, I feel absolutely nothing.

The well inside of me is completely dry.

I haven’t cried a single tear since my first day of school. Since the moment the blonde boy asked me if I was a dummy, and I realized how broken I truly was. That day, sitting by the chain-link fence, I cried until my throat felt raw. I cried until there was no water left in my body.

And then, the tear ducts just shut down. The emotional circuit broke, right alongside my voice.

If she stopped breathing right now, if the rattling wheeze just faded away into the silent house, I wouldn’t cry. I don’t think I would even know how.

I just stare at her. The silence in the room is heavy and thick, wrapping around us both like a burial shroud.

I don’t wake her up. I don’t touch her.

I turn my back to the couch and walk down the dark hallway.

I walk into my bedroom and close the door until it clicks.

The room is exactly how I left it. The bare mattress. The scratchy blanket.

I don’t turn on the light. I don’t want the light.

I sit down on the edge of the mattress. I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around my legs, locking my hands together.

My stomach aches. My shins hurt from the gravel road. My knuckles are still slightly swollen from hitting another kid three days ago.

I am a mistake.

And in the silent, suffocating darkness of my room, I close my dry, tearless eyes, and I wait for tomorrow.
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I am eight years old, and I am an island. My desk is in the very back corner of the classroom, shoved as far away from the whiteboard as the teacher could manage. There is a two-foot perimeter of empty space all the way around my chair. It is a dead zone. The other children treat it like an invisible electric fence. If they accidentally kick an eraser into my space, they don’t reach down to pick it up. They just leave it. They look at me with wide, nervous eyes, and they back away.

I am fine with this.

I prefer the electric fence. I am a feral dog, and the fence keeps the soft, clean pets from getting bitten. It keeps my fists unclenched. It keeps the monster inside my chest asleep.

The bell rings. Morning homeroom.

The classroom door opens, and the heavy, buzzing air of the hallway spills in. Mrs. Collins is my teacher again this year, and her tired eyes look even more exhausted when she looks at my desk. She claps her hands.

“Quiet down, everyone. We have a new student joining us today.”

I don’t look up. I am staring at the wood grain on my desk, tracing the deep, carved grooves left by a pencil years ago. I am counting the lines. One. Two. Three. Four. Counting keeps the panic down. Counting keeps the walls from breathing.

Footsteps walk to the front of the room. Soft footsteps. Not heavy boots. Not slapping, frantic bare feet. Just the soft squeak-squeak of new rubber soles on the linoleum.

“This is Easton Stark,” Mrs. Collins says.

I finally look up.

My eyes are trained to assess threats. I scan the new boy in a fraction of a second, measuring his weight, his height, his reach. He is exactly my size, maybe a little skinnier. He is wearing a blue t-shirt that isn’t stained, and jeans that actually fit his waist.

But it’s his colors that make my brain stutter.

He is golden. Like the sun. His hair is silky blonde, the color of dry straw in the sun. And his eyes… his eyes are hazel-green. They are the exact color of the wild moss that grows on the north side of the rotting fence in my backyard. The only living, growing thing in my world that I actually like.

He stands at the front of the room, looking out at the grid of desks. He doesn’t look terrified. He just looks curious.

“Let’s see,” Mrs. Collins sighs, scanning the room. The classroom is full. There is only one empty desk.

The one right next to my electric fence.

Mrs. Collins’s jaw tightens. She doesn’t want to put the new kid next to the feral dog. But she doesn’t have a choice. She points a finger toward the back corner.

“You can sit right there, Easton. Next to Aries.”

A ripple of nervous whispers instantly breaks out across the room. “Don’t sit there,” a girl in the front row hisses loudly. “He’s the crazy kid. He bites.” I freeze. My muscles instantly turn to steel. My hands, resting under the desk, curl into hard, tight fists. My fingernails bite into my own dirty palms. I prepare myself. I prepare for the new boy to look at me with disgust. I prepare for his nose to wrinkle at the smell of my stale, unwashed clothes. I prepare for him to refuse to sit down.

Easton walks down the aisle.

He stops at the desk next to mine.

I keep my eyes locked straight ahead, staring at the whiteboard. I am a statue. I do not breathe. If I don’t move, maybe he won’t see me.

He drops his backpack onto the floor. He sits down in the plastic chair. It screeches slightly against the floor.

He turns his head. He looks directly at me.

I slowly turn my face to meet his gaze, my eyes locking onto his hazel-green ones. The monster in my chest bares its teeth.

Go ahead, I think, my broken voice silent in my head. Call me a dummy. Call me a freak. Do it. I’ll break your nose.

But Easton doesn’t call me a freak. He doesn’t wrinkle his nose.

He smiles.

It hits me so hard I physically flinch, my shoulder jerking backward against my chair.

It isn’t a fake smile. I know fake smiles. My mother wears a fake smile like a plastic Halloween mask when the social worker comes to the door, pulling her lips back over her teeth to hide the rattling ghost underneath. The monster smiles before he hits you, a cruel, ugly twisting of his mouth.

Easton’s smile is entirely different. It reaches all the way up to his hazel eyes, making the corners crinkle. It is open. It is warm. It is a genuine, bright, effortless offering of peace.

It is the very first time in my entire eight years of life that another human being has looked at me and truly, honestly smiled.

My brain completely short-circuits. The weapon I have built myself into suddenly drops to the floor. I don’t know what to do with a smile. There is no map for this. There is no safe floorboard to step on.

I just stare at him, my eyes wide, my mouth clamped tightly shut.

Easton’s smile doesn’t fade. He just gives me a small nod, turns his head back to the front of the room, and opens his notebook.

For the next three hours, my heart beats a frantic, terrifying rhythm against my ribs.

When the bell rings for lunch, the class erupts. The kids scramble for the door, clutching their bright lunchboxes. Easton stands up and walks out into the hallway.

I don’t know why I do it. I don’t have a plan. The feral dog inside of me just takes over.

I follow him.

I stay behind him, blending into his shadow. We walk down the loud, echoing hallway toward the cafeteria. The smell of pizza and bleached mops fills the air.

Easton stops at the water fountain. He leans down to take a drink.

I stop, standing perfectly still, my hands deep in the pockets of my oversized, safety-pinned jeans.

He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, turns around, and sees me standing there.

He smiles again. That same, world-breaking, warm crinkle of his hazel eyes.

“Hi,” he says. His voice is totally normal. It isn’t loud. It isn’t scared. “I’m Easton. Do you want to eat lunch together?”

The block of cement in my throat hardens. I look at him. I look at his soft, clean face. A desperate, agonizing pressure builds up inside my chest. For the first time in three long, silent years, I want to speak. I want to open my mouth, push air over my vocal cords, and say yes. I want to tell him my name. I want to tell him about the wild strawberries in the backyard.

I open my mouth. My lips part.

My jaw trembles.

Click-click-click. 

My teeth chatter together.

But the wire is cut. The voice box is dead. Nothing comes out. Not even a squeak. I just stand there, looking broken.

A heavy wave of shame washes over me, so hot it burns my cheeks. I snap my mouth shut. I look down at my filthy, scuffed shoes.

Suddenly, a body pushes roughly past me, bumping my shoulder hard enough to make me stumble.

It’s a kid from our class. A boy with a buzzcut and a loud, cruel voice.

“Why are you talking to him?” the boy sneers, stopping next to Easton and pointing a finger directly at my face. The monster in my chest instantly wakes up, all teeth and claws. The shame vaporizes, replaced by a cold, familiar, violent rage. I pull my hands out of my pockets. I shift my weight onto my back foot. I prepare to launch myself.

“I was just asking him to eat lunch,” Easton says, his brow furrowing in confusion.

“He’s a freak,” the boy laughs, a harsh, ugly sound that echoes off the metal lockers. “He can’t speak. He’s retarded or something. Don’t be friends with him. If you look at him wrong, he’ll try to bite you like he did to James.”

The words hit exactly where they are supposed to. They hit the darkest, deepest fear inside my head.

I am a mistake. I am broken. I wait for Easton to realize it. I wait for the hazel eyes to turn cold. I wait for the smile to vanish, replaced by the disgust I see in everyone else’s faces. I wait for him to turn his back on me and walk into the cafeteria with the normal kids, leaving me in the hallway where I belong.

I take a slow, heavy step backward, retreating into the shadow. My eyes are burning, but the tear ducts are still sealed shut.

Easton looks at the boy with the buzzcut. He looks at the pointing finger.

Then, he looks back at me.

He doesn’t look scared. He doesn’t look disgusted. He looks right past the dirt, right past the stained shirt, and right past the violent, feral armor I am wearing. He looks at me with a profound, quiet understanding that does not belong in the body of an eight-year-old boy.

He turns his head back to the bully.

“Leave him alone,” Easton says. His voice isn’t yelling, but it is as solid as a brick wall.

The bully blinks, surprised. He scoffs, rolls his eyes, and pushes his way through the cafeteria double doors, muttering the word “weirdos” under his breath.

Easton and I are left alone in the hallway.

The silence stretches out between us. It’s heavy, but for the very first time, it isn’t sharp. It isn’t a blade waiting to cut my head off.

Easton takes a step toward me.

I violently flinch. I pull my arms up across my chest, turning my shoulder inward.

Easton stops. He looks at my defensive posture.

“It’s okay,” he says. His voice is incredibly gentle, like he is talking to a cornered animal that he doesn’t want to spook. “You don’t have to speak. I can talk enough for both of us.”

And then, he does the most terrifying, impossible thing I have ever experienced.

He reaches his hand out.

He doesn’t ball it into a fist. He doesn’t curl his fingers into a claw to grab my hair or yank my arm. He just extends his open hand, palm facing up, right into the space between us.

I stare at it. I stare at the lines on his palm.

My breath is coming in short, panicked gasps. My brain is screaming at me to run, to bite, to hide under the nearest desk. It’s a trap, the dark voice in my head whispers. Touch always hurts. Touch is how they break you.

But the hand doesn’t move. It just waits.

Slowly, with a trembling arm that feels like it weighs a thousand pounds, I reach out.

My dirty, scraped, calloused fingers brush against his clean skin.

He doesn’t pull away.

I let my hand drop into his.

Easton’s fingers gently close around mine.

The shockwave that travels up my arm is indescribable. It’s not pain. It’s the exact opposite of pain. It is warm. It is solid. It doesn’t squeeze to crush my bones; it holds me, firmly but safely, anchoring me to the ground so I don’t float away into the dark.

I gasp, a loud, wet intake of air, staring at our joined hands like they are a magic trick.

I have never been held. I have only ever been grabbed.

The ice block that has lived in my chest for three years, the frozen, heavy stone of isolation and terror, suddenly cracks. Just a microscopic fracture, deep in the center, but it is enough. A single, invisible drop of water melts and falls into the hollow space of my stomach.

Easton smiles again.

“Come on,” he says gently.

He turns, keeping his hand wrapped safely around mine, and leads me toward the heavy cafeteria doors.

I don’t resist. I don’t pull back. I let the feral dog go to sleep.

For the first time in my life, I don’t have to watch where I put my feet. I don’t have to navigate the screaming floorboards alone. I just let him lead me forward, into the bright, loud room, holding the hand of the very first friend I have ever had.
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The playground is a warzone. It has always been a warzone. It is a massive, sprawling concrete and dirt arena where the loud kids establish their dominance, where the fast kids take the swings, and where the weak kids get pushed into the mulch. Recess meant finding the highest, thickest brick wall, pressing my spine against it, and waiting for an attack. It meant scanning the chaotic blur of running bodies for the bullies who wanted to test if the feral dog would still bite.

But today, the geometry of the playground has changed.

The warzone is still loud. The girls are still screaming on the monkey bars. The boys are still kicking rubber balls against the chain-link fence. But the noise doesn’t pierce my skull anymore. It feels distant. Muffled.

Because today, I am sitting under the giant, sprawling oak tree at the edge of the grass.

And I am not alone.

Easton is sitting right next to me.

We are not touching. There is space between his clean, bright blue sneakers and my scuffed, mud-caked shoes. But that bit of space feels like a forcefield. It’s an invisible, impenetrable dome of safety that Easton brought with him from wherever he came from. The other kids see him sitting with me, and they stay away. They don’t throw pinecones. They don’t point. Easton’s presence is a shield that the cruelties of the playground cannot penetrate.

I sit with my knees pulled up to my chest, my arms wrapped tightly around my legs. It’s my default shape. It’s the shape of a boy who takes up as little space as possible.

Easton doesn’t sit like that.

Easton sits with his legs crossed loosely, taking up space like he owns it. He is leaning forward, holding a broken twig in his pale hand, drawing aimless, looping circles in the dry dirt between us.

And he is talking.

He has been talking since we walked out of the cafeteria. He doesn’t ask me questions. He doesn’t pause and stare at me, waiting for the broken voice box in my throat to suddenly magically fix itself. He just fills the terrifying, empty silence with his own bright, steady voice.

It is the most beautiful sound I have ever heard.

Adult voices in my world are weapons. They are slurred, heavy, and wet with sickness. They are explosive, violent, and deafening. They are the sharp crack of thunder before the lightning burns the house down.

Easton’s voice is like a stream of clean water. It babbles. It flows. It bounces around with a light, effortless energy that makes the heavy, iron knot in my stomach start to slowly, impossibly loosen.

“—and so the red one, he’s the leader, right?” Easton is saying, using the twig to draw a clumsy star in the dust. “But he doesn’t even have the best powers. The green one can actually fly. Like, all the way to space if he wants to. But the red one is the leader because he makes the plans.”

I watch the twig drag through the dirt. I don’t know what he is talking about.

“Do you like superheroes?” Easton asks, glancing sideways at me.

He doesn’t wait for me to answer. He knows I can’t. He just keeps going, reading the tiny, microscopic shift in my eyes as a response.

“They come on channel four, right after the news goes off,” Easton continues, his hazel-green eyes bright with excitement. “Every Saturday morning. My mom makes pancakes, the kind with the little chocolate chips inside them, and I get to eat them right on the carpet in the living room if I put a towel down first so I don’t make a mess.”

My brain completely stalls.

I try to process the words he is saying, but they do not fit into the filing cabinets of my reality.

Pancakes. Chocolate chips. Mom. Living room. When Easton says the words living room, he is describing a place of warmth. A place with cartoons, and food, and soft carpets. A place where a mother cooks.

When my brain hears the words living room, it sees a tomb.

It sees the flickering, muted blue light of the television cutting across the stained, sticky carpet. It sees the crumpled pieces of burnt aluminum foil. It sees the orange plastic caps of the needles hiding under the sofa. It sees the rattling, gray ghost with her eyes rolled back into her skull, slipping further and further into the sick-sleep while the house rots around her.

The television in my house doesn’t play superheroes. The television in my house is just a glowing, electronic eye that watches my mother die a little bit more every single day.

I stare at the dirt. A cold, heavy wave of shame washes over me, prickling the back of my neck.

I’m an alien. I’m a monster. If Easton knew what my living room looked like, if he knew about the empty refrigerator and the screaming floorboards and the heavy boots, he would drop his twig and run away from me as fast as he could.

He would know that I am dirty. He would know that I am infected with the rot of my house.

“The green one is my favorite,” Easton says, dropping the twig and dusting the dry earth off his palms. “He shoots lasers out of his hands. Pew, pew.” He makes a gun with his fingers and shoots an imaginary laser at the trunk of the oak tree.

He drops his hands into his lap and turns his body fully toward me.

The babbling stream of his voice stops.

The sudden quiet makes my heart instantly stutter. I freeze, my muscles locking tight. Did I do something wrong? Did I breathe too loud? Did the feral dog peek out through my eyes?

I force myself to look at him. I pull my chin up, bracing for the disgust. Bracing for him to stand up and walk away.

But Easton isn’t disgusted. He is just looking at me thoughtfully.

“You know,” Easton says softly, the playground noise seeming to fade completely into the background until there is nothing in the world but the two of us under the tree.

The cicadas in the trees go completely silent.

The wind stops blowing.

“Do you… do you want to come over to my house sometime?” Easton asks. His voice is a little quieter now. A little nervous. Like he is actually afraid I might reject him. “We could watch the show. My mom always makes too many pancakes anyway.”

Come over. To my house.

The words hit my chest. Not a punch from a heavy fist, but a shockwave of pure, blinding light.

Nobody has ever invited me anywhere. Ever. I’m the thing that is hidden away. I’m the mistake that my mother tries to wash off in the freezing bathtub so the social workers won’t take me, and she can keep getting her checks. I am the feral, biting dog that the other children warn each other about.

Going to another child’s house is a myth. It is a fantasy that belongs to the clean kids.

Panic instantly flares hot in my veins.

I can’t go, my survival instincts scream.

I don’t know the map of his house.

I don’t know which floorboards scream.

I don’t know what makes his giants angry.

What if I drop a plate?

What if his father has heavy boots?

What if I smell like mothballs and sour milk and his mother kicks me out into the street?

My hands grip my shins so hard my knuckles turn completely white. I want to fold in on myself. I want to become a microscopic speck of dust and blow away in the wind. The terror of the unknown is paralyzing.

But then, I look at Easton.

I look at his blonde hair. I look at his hazel-green eyes. I look at the absolute, unconditional kindness radiating off his face.

He isn’t a giant. He isn’t a monster. He is just a boy. A boy who likes the green superhero. A boy who held out his hand in the hallway and led me out of the dark.

The feral dog inside of me whines, pacing back and forth in its cage, begging me to stay safe in the isolation.

But the eight-year-old boy inside of me—the starving, desperate, lonely little boy who has been buried under a mountain of fear for three years—wants the pancakes. He wants the cartoons. He wants to sit on a clean carpet and pretend, even just for one single morning, that he is a normal kid.

I have to answer him.

If I don’t answer him, he will think I don’t want to be his friend. The magic force field will vanish. He will walk away, and I will be left alone again, waiting for a car that is never going to come.

I open my mouth.

The broken voice box strains. The muscles in my throat violently spasm, clamping shut around the cement block of my silence. I push with all my mental strength. I try to force a tiny, microscopic “yes” out into the air.

Nothing. The air gets trapped behind my teeth.

Panic starts to choke me. I’m going to ruin it. I’m going to lose the only good thing that has ever happened to me because I am broken.

If you can’t speak, Easton will walk away, my brain whispers, a sudden, frantic spark of logic cutting through the terror.

I close my mouth. I swallow hard, my throat aching with the effort.

I look directly into Easton’s eyes.

Slowly, deliberately, fighting against the paralyzing stiffness in my spine, I lower my chin.

Down.

Then, up.

A nod.

It is a small, jerky, uncoordinated movement. It feels like moving a mountain. It feels like stepping off the edge of a cliff without knowing if there is water at the bottom. But I do it again.

Down. Up.

Yes. Yes, I want to come over. Yes, I want to be your friend.

Easton’s face changes instantly.

The slight, nervous tension around his mouth completely vanishes. His eyes light up, sparkling with a bright, undeniable joy.

He smiles.

It is that same, world-breaking, genuine smile from the classroom. The smile that reaches all the way to his eyes. A smile meant entirely, exclusively for me.

“Awesome,” Easton says, leaning back against the trunk of the oak tree, totally relaxed. “I’ll tell my mom today.”

I stare at his smile.

And suddenly, a very strange, terrifying sensation begins to happen behind my eyes.

It starts as a deep, radiating heat. It feels like someone has lit a match right behind my cheekbones. The heat travels upward, pushing into the corners of my eyes, a sharp, stinging pressure that I don’t understand.

My vision begins to blur. The edges of the oak tree, the bright blue of Easton’s sneakers, the dry dirt, everything warps and shimmers, like looking through a pane of glass covered in rain.

I blink.

Something wet and heavy drops onto my eyelashes.

Panic spikes. Am I bleeding? Did I strain my head too hard? I bring a shaking, dirty hand up to my face and press my knuckles against my cheek.

It is wet.

I pull my hand away and look at my knuckles. It isn’t red. It is clear.

The well inside of me, the well that ran completely dry on my very first day of school, the well that sealed itself shut with a heavy iron door so I would never have to feel the agony of rejection again… has cracked open.

But it doesn’t hurt.

When I cried in the closet, the tears burned my skin. They choked my throat. They were born from terror.

This water is different.

This water is warm. It is heavy. It feels like a massive, suffocating weight is physically leaking out of my brain and dripping down my face. 
It’s the overwhelming, system-shocking realization that maybe I’m not completely invisible. Maybe, to one person, I’m not a mistake. I’m a boy, sitting under a tree, and someone actually wants me to be there.

More water pools in my eyes, spilling over the lower lids and cutting clean, wet tracks down my dusty cheeks.

I don’t sob. I don’t make a sound. The silence is still my armor, but the tears are a surrender.

I quickly turn my head away, dropping my chin back to my knees, hiding my face in the dark space between my arms. I press my wet eyes against my dirty jeans, terrified that Easton will see. Terrified that if he sees me leaking water like a broken pipe, he will take the invitation back.

But Easton doesn’t say anything.

He doesn’t ask me what’s wrong. He doesn’t point at me. He doesn’t laugh.

He just shifts his weight in the dirt, reaches out, and gently bumps his shoulder against my arm.

He leaves it there. A solid, warm, grounding weight pressing against my side.

I sit perfectly still. The hot, silent tears continue to soak into the denim of my pants. My chest heaves with a quiet, invisible rhythm.

I am crying.

I am crying on the playground, surrounded by the screaming world, leaning against the shoulder of the boy with the hazel eyes.

And for the first time in my entire life, I’m not crying because I’m afraid. I am crying because the electric fence is finally coming down.








  
  10

  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




The map of my world has always been very small. It consisted of the rotting house, the overgrown jungle in the backyard, the dangerous, screaming shoulder of the highway, and the bright, loud box of the school. I knew every crack in the asphalt. I knew every dead weed. I knew exactly where the monsters lived and where the shadows were deepest.

I had never been to the other side of town.

It’s Saturday morning. The sun is already high and hot, baking the back of my neck as I walk. I’m wearing the green oversized polo shirt and rolled-up, stiff blue jeans. They smell sour.

I walk past the edge of my street, where the cracked pavement turns into smooth, black asphalt.

I am walking toward the “rich person road.”

That is what my mother calls it when she is awake enough to talk. It’s a neighborhood three streets over, hidden behind a row of tall, perfectly trimmed hedges.

As I cross the invisible boundary line into Easton’s neighborhood, the air literally changes.

The heavy, suffocating smell of garbage and exhaust fumes fades away. It is replaced by the sharp, clean scent of freshly cut grass. There are no rusted cars parked on the lawns here. There are no chain-link fences choked with thorny vines. The houses are massive. They are painted in bright, clean colors—pale yellows, soft blues, crisp whites.

Every yard has a sprinkler system. The water shoots out in perfect, rhythmic fans, catching the sunlight and turning into tiny, glittering rainbows. A fine mist blows across the sidewalk, settling on my dirty cheeks. It feels like stepping onto another planet.

My heart is hammering against my ribs.

The animal in my stomach is wide awake, twisting and clawing, begging me to turn around. You don’t belong here, it snarls. You are a feral dog walking into a house made of glass. They are going to see you. They are going to see the dirt. They are going to scream at you.

Every step I take toward the address Easton wrote on a torn piece of notebook paper feels like walking toward an execution.

I stop in front of the house.

It is two stories tall, painted a soft, muted gray with bright white trim around the windows. There is a wide front porch with a wooden swing hanging from thick, clean ropes. There are flower pots lining the steps, bursting with bright pink and purple petals.

There is no peeling paint. There are no broken beer bottles in the grass. There are no screaming voices echoing from the open windows.

It is terrifying.

I stand at the bottom of the concrete walkway for ten full minutes.

My hands are shoved deep into my pockets, my fingers curled into fists. I am paralyzed. If I walk up those steps, the giants who live inside will answer the door. They will look at my stained clothes. They will smell the rot of my house clinging to my skin. They will ask me where my mother is. They will ask me why I am so skinny. They will look at me with that same, crushing disgust I see in the eyes of the teachers, and they will tell Easton he cannot play with the trash from three roads over.

I slowly take a step backward. I’m going to run. The isolation of my dark bedroom is agonizing, but it is safe. Rejection from the boy with the hazel eyes will kill me.

Before my back foot can touch the pavement, the heavy, white front door swings open.

“Aries!”

Easton is standing in the doorway. He is wearing soft gray sweatpants and a clean white t-shirt. He is barefoot and smiling. That same, world-breaking, bright smile.

“I was watching from the window,” Easton says, stepping out onto the porch and waving his hand. “Come inside! The show is about to start!”

The escape route is gone. He saw me.

I swallow the massive, jagged lump of terror in my throat. I force my legs to move. They feel like they are made of lead. I walk up the concrete path. I walk up the three steps onto the porch. The wood doesn’t groan. It doesn’t scream or threaten to collapse. It’s just solid, quiet wood.

I stop at the threshold of the open door.

I look inside.

The living room is an ocean of soft, beige carpet. There are massive, plush couches covered in thick, woven blankets. The television is huge, mounted on the wall, completely silent but flashing bright cartoon colors. The air inside the house is cool, conditioned, and smells overwhelmingly of vanilla, melted butter, and warm sugar.

“Come on,” Easton says, grabbing my sleeve and pulling me gently over the threshold.

I step inside.

The second my scuffed shoes touch the clean tile of the entryway, my entire body locks into a state of hyper-vigilant panic. I instantly begin scanning the environment. I’m mapping the exits. I’m looking for the empty bottles. I’m listening for the wet, rattling breathing of a ghost, or the heavy, explosive stomp of a monster’s boots.

“Mom! He’s here!” Easton yells toward the back of the house.

I flinch, my shoulders snapping up to my ears. You do not yell in a house. Yelling wakes the monsters up. Yelling brings the heavy hands down in the dark. I brace myself for the crash. I brace myself for the angry, violent roar telling the kid to shut up.

But the roar doesn’t come.

Instead, a woman walks out of the kitchen.

She is wiping her hands on a white dish towel. She has Easton’s blonde hair, pulled back into a messy clip, and kind, soft blue eyes. She is wearing jeans and a loose sweater.

I freeze completely. I stop breathing. I press my arms flat against my sides, making myself as narrow as possible. I wait for her eyes to snap to the stains on my shirt. I wait for her nose to wrinkle at the smell of my unwashed hair. I wait for the sharp, interrogating questions that will expose exactly how broken I am.

She stops at the edge of the living room.

She looks at me.

I see the microscopic shift in her eyes. I am eight years old, and my survival depends on reading the micro-expressions of adults. I see her register the clothes that are two sizes too big. I see her register the dirt caked deep into my knuckles. I see her register the stark, feral terror vibrating in my locked jaw.

She knows.

In a fraction of a second, Easton’s mother sees exactly what I am. She sees the invisible bruises. She sees the starvation.

But her face doesn’t change. The mask of a normal, happy mother does not slip. She doesn’t gasp. She doesn’t put a hand over her mouth in pity. She doesn’t do any of the things that make the feral dog inside of me want to bite.

Instead, she offers me a soft, warm, entirely casual smile.

“Hi, Aries! My name is Deborah,” she says. Her voice is not high and fake like my mother’s when she talks to the teachers. It’s low, steady, and incredibly gentle. It’s the voice you use to speak to a bird that has landed on your windowsill, careful not to scare it away. “It is so nice to finally meet you. Easton hasn’t stopped talking about you all week.”

I stare at her. The voice box in my throat is completely sealed shut. I couldn’t speak even if I had the words. I just give her a tiny, stiff, jerky nod.

“We’re making pancakes,” she continues, smoothly ignoring my absolute silence, turning her body slightly back toward the kitchen to give me space. “Chocolate chip. Easton’s favorite. You are just in time.”

Suddenly, heavy footsteps sound on the wooden stairs to my right.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The oxygen vanishes from my lungs. The ice block in my chest shatters into sharp, jagged spikes of pure panic.

The man. The father. I instantly take two rapid steps backward, my spine hitting the front door. I pull my chin down to my chest, my eyes locked on the bottom of the staircase. I’m looking for the heavy boots. I am looking for the thick, scarred fists. I’m looking for the monster.

A man reaches the bottom of the stairs.

He is tall, but his shoulders are slouched and relaxed. He is not wearing heavy, steel-toed boots. He is wearing fuzzy, dark blue slippers. His hands are in the pockets of his sweatpants. His face is not covered in a thick, angry beard, and his eyes are not dead, black holes. He has Easton’s hazel-green eyes. And he is holding a coffee mug.

He looks at me pressed against the door.

Just like his wife, he sees it. He sees the feral, terrified animal preparing to bolt.

And just like his wife, he immediately de-escalates.

He doesn’t walk toward me. He stops at the bottom of the stairs, keeping a massive distance between us. He takes a sip of his coffee.

“Morning! You must be Aries. My name is Mark,” he says, his voice a deep, quiet rumble that doesn’t vibrate the floorboards. He looks at Easton, intentionally breaking eye contact with me so I don’t feel trapped. “You got the TV set up for the show?”

“Yeah, Dad, it’s about to start!” Easton says, completely oblivious to the silent, psychological triage his parents are performing on the broken boy in their hallway.

Mark smiles, a slow, easy grin. He finally glances back at me. “Nice to meet you, Aries. Make sure Easton actually shares the syrup, okay? He has a habit of hoarding it.”

He gives me a small wink, turns his back entirely, and walks into the kitchen to join his wife.

I’m left standing in the hallway, my chest heaving with silent, rapid breaths.

No one hit me. No one yelled at me. No one asked me why I am wearing safety pins in my jeans.

I survived the giants.

“Hey,” Easton says, tapping my arm lightly. I flinch, but less violently this time. “Come here.”

He leads me into the massive living room. The carpet is so thick it feels like walking on sponges.

Before we can sit down, Deborah walks out of the kitchen. She is holding a small stack of folded clothes.

My heart rate spikes again.

“Aries, sweetie,” Deborah says, her voice still maintaining that perfect, calm, non-threatening rhythm. She stops a few feet away from me. “It is freezing in this house. Mark always turns the air conditioning down way too high on the weekends. Easton is already in his sweatpants. I brought down an extra pair of his, and a long-sleeve shirt, if you want to change so you aren’t shivering while you watch the movie.”

I look at the clothes in her hands.

They are gray sweatpants and a dark blue cotton shirt. They look brand new.

I look back up at Deborah’s face.

I am eight years old, but I am not stupid. I know it is not freezing in the house. I know exactly what she is doing. She is smelling the stale, sour odor of my yellow shirt. She is seeing the dark, stubborn stains. She is seeing the stiff, unwashed denim of my jeans.

She wants me to take my dirty clothes off.

In my house, when an adult notices you are dirty, it means a screaming match. It means being dragged by the arm and thrown into a freezing bathtub. It means being scrubbed with a rough sponge until your skin bleeds.

But Deborah is not screaming. She is not grabbing me.

She is offering me a way out of the dirt, and she is giving me a lie to protect my pride. She is pretending it is about the air conditioning so I don’t have to feel the crushing, burning shame of being the filthy kid.

She holds the clothes out.

My hands tremble as I reach out and take the folded stack from her.

“The bathroom is right down that hall, first door on the left,” she says softly, pointing a finger. “Take your time.”

I turn and walk down the hallway.

I open the bathroom door and step inside. I lock the door behind me.

Click.

I stand in the center of the bathroom. It is blindingly clean. The floor is white tile. The towels are thick and fluffy. There’s a smell of lavender and clean soap in the air. There is no mold on the ceiling. There are no rusted razor blades on the edge of the sink.

I set the clean clothes on the counter.

Slowly, I peel off my oversized, stained polo. I unpin the stiff, dirty jeans and let them drop to the floor. I stand in my faded underwear, looking at myself in the massive mirror over the sink.

I look like a skeleton. My ribs push hard against the bruised skin of my chest. My collarbones look like they are going to slice right through my neck. I look like a ghost.

I pick up the dark blue long-sleeve shirt.

I pull it over my head.

The moment the fabric touches my skin, a profound, heavy shockwave ripples through my entire body.

It is soft. It’s so incredibly, impossibly soft. It has been washed in something that smells like a summer breeze and warm cotton. It doesn’t scratch. It doesn’t smell like mothballs. It fits perfectly around my narrow shoulders. I pull the gray sweatpants up, and the elastic waistband hugs my hips securely without needing safety pins.

I stand in the bathroom, fully dressed in Easton’s clean clothes.

I bring the collar of the blue shirt up to my nose, and I just breathe in. I breathe in the smell of a home that is taken care of. A home where clothes are washed and folded, not pulled out of a church donation box in the middle of the night.

A single, hot tear leaks out of my eye and soaks into the soft cotton of the collar.

I wipe my face, take a deep breath, and unlock the door.

I walk back out into the living room.

Easton is sitting cross-legged on fluffy towel on the floor, right in front of the television. The superhero show is playing, bright red and green flashes lighting up the room.

Deborah walks in from the kitchen carrying a massive white plate stacked high with thick, golden pancakes. Steam is rising off of them.

She sets the plate down on the coffee table. She sets down two forks, and a bottle of thick, dark syrup.

“Dig in, boys,” she says with a smile, before turning around and walking back to the kitchen, leaving us completely alone.

No hard questions. No interrogations about my mother. No prying into my silence.

I walk over to the carpet. I sit down next to Easton. He grabs the syrup bottle and pours a massive puddle over the top of the stack. He hands me a fork.

“They’re about to do the laser thing,” Easton whispers, pointing his fork at the screen.

I take the fork. I look at the television. I smell the warm vanilla and the chocolate. I feel the soft cotton of the clean shirt against my arms.

The feral dog inside of my chest circles twice, lets out a long, exhausted breath, and finally lies down to sleep.

The heavy, suffocating knot of terror that has lived behind my ribs every single second of my life begins to untie itself. It doesn’t vanish completely, the map of the dark house is still burned into my brain, but right now, sitting on this soft carpet, eating pancakes with the boy with the hazel eyes… I feel almost at ease.
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I am nine years old, and I am living two completely different lives. From Monday morning until the final bell rings at three o’clock, I am the feral dog. I am the silent, brooding weapon at the back of the fourth-grade classroom. I wear Easton’s hand-me-down clothes now, so I don’t smell like mothballs and sour rot anymore, but the other children still give me a wide berth. They see the dark, flat emptiness in my blue eyes. They know the dog is clean, but they know it still bites.

But at three-fifteen, the second the school doors open, the feral dog goes to sleep.

At three-fifteen, I walk to the rich person road. I walk into the house with the white trim and the thick beige carpets. I do my homework at a granite kitchen island while Deborah cooks dinner. I sleep on a soft mattress on the floor of Easton’s bedroom every single weekend. I am a fixture in their house. I’m a shadow that they have simply accepted as part of their family.

They don’t ask me about the ghost on the couch at my real house. They don’t ask why I flinch when Mark drops a heavy book on the coffee table.

Easton is my anchor.

He is the bright, clean string tying me to the human race. Without him, I’m terrified of what I might become. I’m terrified the rot would eventually swallow me whole. That one day, I’d look down and realize I was wearing the monster’s heavy boots.

Because of this, a new instinct has grown inside my chest over the last year. It is deeper than fear. It is heavier than starvation.

It is a violent, obsessive need to protect him.

Easton is soft. He does not know how to look for screaming floorboards. He does not know how to read the microscopic tightening of an adult’s jaw. He walks through the world completely exposed, assuming that nothing is ever going to hurt him.

It is a Saturday in late October. The air in Georgia has finally lost its suffocating humidity, turning crisp and sharp, smelling like dry leaves and woodsmoke.

We are in the woods behind Easton’s neighborhood.

This is my domain. The woods are just a bigger version of my overgrown backyard. I know how to navigate the slick, moss-covered rocks. I know which dead branches will snap under my weight and which ones will hold. I move through the trees completely silently, a ghost in gray sweatpants.

Easton does not move silently.

He is stomping through the dry brush, holding a long, thick stick like a sword, whacking at the trunks of the pine trees. He is talking about a video game he has been playing.

I stay behind him. I’m scanning the tree line. I’m watching the ground for snakes hidden in the dead leaves. I am his bodyguard. I’m the invisible shield standing between his soft, bright world and the things that live in the dark.

“We should cross the creek,” Easton announces, pointing his stick toward the bottom of a steep, rocky ravine.

At the bottom of the gorge, a stream of dark, fast-moving water cuts through the jagged slate. The banks are steep, slick with black mud and rotting wet leaves.

My chest tightens. The threat-assessment center in my brain lights up in bright red warning colors.

It’s too steep, my instincts scream. The rocks are wet. He is wearing smooth-bottomed sneakers. He is going to fall.

I step quickly in front of him, blocking his path. I shake my head, a sharp, hard motion.

No.

“Come on, Aries, it doesn’t look that deep!” Easton laughs, stepping around me. “I see a frog down there. I just want to look at it.”

He doesn’t understand the danger. He doesn’t know that gravity is a monster that pulls you down and breaks your bones. He thinks the world is a playground.

Before I can grab the back of his shirt, Easton takes a large, confident step onto the edge of the embankment.

He steps squarely onto a flat piece of gray slate hidden under a layer of wet, black pine needles.

The slate isn’t attached to the dirt.

Instantly, the rock slides out from under his foot like a trapdoor.

Time slows down. The world distorts into agonizing, frame-by-frame fragments.

I see Easton’s arms windmill wildly in the air, his stick flying out of his hand. I see his bright hazel-green eyes widen in sudden, absolute shock as gravity takes him.

He pitches forward, twisting awkwardly in the air, and plummets down the steep, jagged face of the ravine.

“Aries!” He screams.

He hits the ground hard. He tumbles, his body slamming against the sharp, exposed roots of an old oak tree, rolling over the jagged rocks until he finally crashes into the muddy bank right at the edge of the freezing water.

A sickening crack echoes through the woods. I can’t tell if it came from Easton or one of the branches beneath him.

Then, dead silence.

The air is instantly sucked out of my lungs. The blood in my veins turns to absolute ice.

I don’t think. I don’t calculate. I just react.

I throw myself down the embankment. I don’t use the path. I dig the heels of my shoes into the mud, sliding, grabbing at thorny vines with my bare hands to slow my descent, tearing the skin off my palms. I don’t feel the pain. I don’t feel anything except a blinding, white-hot panic.

I hit the bottom of the ravine.

Easton is curled into a tight fetal position in the black mud. He is clutching his right leg with both hands, pulling it tight against his chest.

He is completely silent for three agonizing seconds.

And then, he starts to cry.

It isn’t a normal cry. It isn’t the frustrated whine of a kid who scraped his knee. It is a high, piercing, breathless wail of agony.

The sound hits me like a physical punch to the stomach. I drop to my knees in the freezing mud right next to him.

“Easton,” I try to say, but no sound comes out.

I grab his wrists and try to pull his hands away from his leg so I can see the damage. He fights me, screaming louder, his face completely pale and streaked with dirt and tears. He is hyperventilating, taking in huge, gasping breaths that rattle in his throat.

Noise brings the monsters, my brain screams. You have to be quiet! You have to hide!

But we are alone. There are no giants here. There is only my anchor, and he is broken.

I force my hands between his fingers and pry his grip away from his calf.

The fabric of his jeans is torn open just below the knee, a jagged gash where a sharp piece of slate sliced through the denim and into his leg. The dark red liquid is running down his shin, soaking into his white sock, turning it a terrifying, heavy crimson. A violent shudder rips through my entire body.

Easton sees the blood for the first time. His hazel eyes roll back slightly. He lets out a terrifying, choked gasp, his chest heaving. He is spiraling into a full panic attack. His whole body is shaking so hard his teeth are clicking together.

I have to stop the bleeding.

I don’t hesitate.

I grab the bottom hem of my clean gray t-shirt. The shirt Deborah washed for me, the shirt that smells like vanilla. A thorn ripped the bottom seam of my shirt when I slid down the ravine. I jam my fingers into the little tear and wrench it wider.

The cotton is thick, but the feral adrenaline surging through my muscles gives me terrifying strength. The seam tears with a loud RIIIIP.

I tear a massive strip of fabric right off my own body.

I wad the fabric up into a tight, thick ball.

I press it directly against the wound on Easton’s leg.

Easton screams, a raw sound that tears through the quiet woods. He violently kicks out, trying to push me away.

I don’t let go. I throw my entire body weight over his leg, pinning it down into the mud. I press both of my hands over the makeshift bandage and I push down with everything I have.

“Aries, please! It hurts! Stop, stop, stop!” Easton sobs, his hands grabbing wildly at my arms, his fingernails digging into my skin.

He is thrashing. He is suffocating on his own panic.

I look at his face. He is losing his mind. He doesn’t know how to handle pain like this. He hasn’t been trained for it. To him, this pain is the end of the world.

I have to stop him from panicking. I have to make him breathe.

I need to tell him he is safe. I need to tell him the bleeding is stopping. I need to tell him that I am here, and I’m not going to let him die in the dirt.

But I don’t have a voice.

I have been silent for four years. Four long, suffocating years of locking every thought, every emotion, and every cry deep inside a titanium box in my chest. My vocal cords are rusted iron. The wires are cut.

But as I look at Easton—my only friend, the boy who smiled at me when I was covered in dirt, the boy who shares his pancakes and his safe, warm home—the titanium box shatters.

I cannot let him be terrified. I cannot let him feel the way I feel every single day.

I lock my blue eyes onto his wide, panicked hazel ones.

I open my mouth.

I push the air up from the very bottom of my lungs. I force it past the heavy, concrete block in my throat. I squeeze my eyes shut, bracing for the physical agony of using muscles that have been completely dead for a thousand days.

It physically hurts. It feels like swallowing a handful of broken glass. It feels like pulling rusted nails out of dry wood. My throat spasms, resisting the command.

Speak, I order my body. Speak for him.

I push harder. The pressure in my skull builds until I see white stars.

And then, the rust breaks.

A sound scrapes out of my throat.

It is a terrifying, unnatural sound. It does not sound like a nine-year-old boy. It sounds hollow, ragged, and raw. It sounds like two heavy stones grinding together at the bottom of a dry well.

“Eas…ton.”

It is a whisper. A raspy, broken, agonizing whisper.

Easton instantly freezes.

The thrashing stops. The frantic, gasping sobs cut off in his throat, leaving him suspended in a state of absolute shock.

He stares at me. His tear-streaked face is frozen. His eyes are massive, searching my face like he is looking at a ghost that just materialized in front of him.

He heard it.

I am completely exposed. The ultimate shield of my silence has been dropped. I feel naked. I feel completely vulnerable, stripped of the armor that has kept me alive in the dark house. My hands are still pressing hard against his bleeding leg, but the rest of my body begins to tremble. A hot, flushing wave of awkwardness and shame washes over me.

My voice sounded like a monster. It sounded broken.

I drop my chin. I look away from him, staring down at the bloody, muddy fabric under my hands. I brace myself for the weird look. I brace myself for him to ask me why I sound so strange. I brace myself for the judgment.

Suddenly, Easton moves.

His fingers hook desperately into the back of my ruined shirt, pulling me toward him.

I hesitate, then bend over him.

He wraps both arms around my neck and buries his wet face against my shoulder.

“You talked,” Easton sobs into my skin, his voice muffled and thick with tears, but no longer hysterical. The blind panic is gone, replaced by a profound, overwhelming relief. “You said my name.”

I freeze. My hands are still locked on his leg, pressing the bandage down, but my upper body goes completely rigid.

I’m not used to being hugged. Touch is still a foreign, dangerous language to my nervous system. But as Easton clings to me, shaking and crying into my shoulder, the electric fence inside my brain completely powers down.

He isn’t disgusted by the broken sound I made. He doesn’t care that my voice sounds like gravel. He just cares that I’m here. He just cares that I stepped out of the dark to comfort him.

Slowly I pull my right hand away from his leg. The bleeding has slowed down to a sluggish seep under the pressure. My free hand is completely covered in red blood and black mud.

I hover my dirty hand over his back for a second.

Then, I gently press my palm flat against his spine.

I wrap my arm around him. I pull him tighter against my chest, shielding him from the cold woods, shielding him from the fear.

We sit there in the mud at the bottom of the ravine. The feral dog and the boy with the hazel eyes, holding onto each other while the blood slowly dries on our hands.

My throat is burning. My vocal cords are screaming in pain.

But as I press my chin against the top of Easton’s messy blonde hair, I open my mouth, force the air past the rusted hinges, and whisper one more word.

“Safe.”
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My voice is no longer a rusted, grinding stone at the bottom of a dry well.

It took a long time to dig it out. For the first few months after the ravine, my words only came out in tiny, sharp fragments, whispered into the carpet of Easton’s bedroom when no adults were listening. It felt dangerous to speak. It felt like walking naked through a briar patch. But Easton never pushed. He just listened. He built a safe fence around my words until they grew stronger, louder, and finally, normal.

I am ten years old now. And I have discovered something impossible.

I am funny.

I don’t mean I tell normal jokes. I don’t know the punchlines to the riddles the other kids tell at recess. My humor is a strange, twisted byproduct of my survival. For my entire life, I had to keep a perfectly blank, deadpan face while the world exploded around me. Now, I use that exact same flat, emotionless stare to say the most ridiculous things I can think of.

We are sitting on the floor of Easton’s bedroom. The television is paused on a video game screen.

Easton is eating a handful of cheese crackers, completely relaxed, his back leaning against his bed frame.

I am sitting cross-legged next to him. I pick up a plastic action figure. It’s a villain with a massive, exaggerated jaw and a purple cape. I hold it up to my face. I do not smile. I keep my eyes completely dark and serious.

“I cannot pay the light bill, Easton,” I say, making my voice artificially deep and gravely. “I spent all the money on this purple cape. The electricity will be shut off at five. We must eat the drywall to survive.”

Easton stops chewing.

He stares at me for one second. Two seconds.

And then, he absolutely loses it.

He bursts into a loud, bright, unrestrained fit of giggles. He laughs so hard he chokes on a cracker crumb, coughing and wheezing, his face turning bright red. He falls over onto his side, clutching his stomach, tears of pure joy pricking the corners of his eyes.

“Stop!” Easton gasps, slapping the carpet with his hand. “Aries, stop, I’m gonna throw up the crackers!”

I don’t stop. I make the action figure slowly turn its plastic head toward him.

“Drywall is rich in calcium, Easton,” I deadpan.

He shrieks with laughter, kicking his legs against the bedframe.

I watch him laugh, and a warm, glowing heat spreads through my chest, melting away the cold, hard edges of the feral dog that still lives inside me.

Every time Easton giggles, it is a victory. It’s a physical, undeniable proof that I am not a monster. Monsters make people scream. Monsters make people bleed. I make Easton laugh. His laughter is the antidote to the dark house. It’s beautiful sound, and I’m addicted to causing it. It makes me feel completely safe.

But the safety of this house has also given my hyper-vigilance a new, exhausting job.

Because I am no longer just protecting myself. I am protecting them.

I walk out of the bedroom and down the carpeted hallway. As I reach the top of the stairs, I look down into the living room.

Deborah is standing by the couch.

She is heavily pregnant. Her belly is massive, round, and carrying a baby girl that they are going to name Lexi. She has dark circles under her kind blue eyes. She walks with a heavy, uncomfortable waddle. Right now, she has one hand pressed against the small of her back, wincing slightly as she tries to bend down to pick up Bowie’s dog toy from the carpet. He’s a fluffy Australian shepherd who loves to zoom around.

The threat-assessment center in my brain violently alarms.

Pain. Weakness. Danger.

I don’t even think. I throw myself down the stairs, my feet skipping every other step.

“Aries, whoa, slow down!” Deborah gasps as I practically materialize next to her.

I drop to my knees. I snatch the dog toy off the carpet before her fingers can even brush it. I stand back up instantly and hold it out to her.

“Thank you, sweetie,” she says, offering a tired smile. She takes the toy and lets out a long, heavy sigh, rubbing her lower back again. “Lexi is using my spine as a trampoline today. I think I need to start a load of laundry before I sit down.”

“I’ll do it,” I say instantly. The words fire out of my mouth like bullets.

“Oh, Aries, no, you don’t have to do that.”

“I can do it,” I insist. My voice is tight. The panic is bubbling just beneath the surface of my skin.

I don’t wait for her permission. I turn and walk rapidly into the laundry room. I grab the heavy, white plastic basket. I fill it with the towels piled on the floor. I lug it back out, my thin biceps straining under the weight, my knuckles turning white.

“Aries,” Deborah says softly.

She stops walking. She looks at me. She sees the frantic, feral tension in my jaw. She sees the way my eyes dart toward the front door, unconsciously checking to make sure a monster isn’t coming to punish her for being tired.

She knows exactly what I’m doing. She knows I’m trying to pay rent for my existence. She knows I am trying to keep the violence away from her.

She steps closer to me. She places a warm, soft hand on my shoulder.

“Aries, look at me.”

I look up at her kind, exhausted blue eyes.

“It’s okay,” she says, her voice slow and anchoring. “I am just pregnant. I am not broken. And Mark is not going to be angry that the towels aren’t washed. You don’t have to earn your spot here. You belong here just by being you.”

The words hit me. You don’t have to earn your spot here.

I swallow hard. The tight, panicked knot in my chest loosens just a fraction. I slowly lower the laundry basket to the floor.

“Can I… can I just carry it to the washing machine for you?” I ask quietly, my eyes dropping to her shoes. “It’s heavy.”

Deborah smiles. She reaches out and gently ruffles my messy, dark hair.

“If you really want to, my fierce little protector. I would appreciate the help.”

I nod sharply. I pick the basket back up and carry it into the laundry room, feeling a profound, quiet pride swelling in my chest. I cannot save my own mother. The ghost on the couch will never change. But I can help Deborah. I can make sure Lexi’s mother is safe.

Later that afternoon, the Georgia heat begins to break, leaving the backyard bathed in a soft, golden-hour light.

I am standing in the thick, perfectly cut green grass of the backyard.

Mark is standing fifteen feet away from me.

He is wearing a faded gray t-shirt and a baseball cap pulled low over his green eyes. He is holding a scuffed, white leather baseball.

I am holding an aluminum baseball bat.

It feels completely unnatural in my hands. To me, a baseball bat is not a piece of sports equipment. A baseball bat is the heavy thing the monster keeps behind the front door. A bat is a weapon. A bat is the thing that smashed a hole through the drywall in the hallway when I was six. Holding it makes my palms sweat. It makes the hair on the back of my arms stand up.

“Alright, Aries,” Mark calls out. His voice is deep, but it doesn’t rumble with danger. It is steady and encouraging. “Bring your elbows up just a little bit. Keep your eye on my hand.”

I raise my elbows. I grip the taped handle of the bat so hard my fingers ache.

Mark winds up. It is a gentle, underhand toss. The white ball arcs through the golden air.

I panic. I close my eyes, turn my head away, and swing the bat as hard as I possibly can, an uncoordinated slash that cuts through completely empty air.

Whoosh.

I spin entirely around from the force of my own swing, stumbling and dropping to one knee in the grass.

The ball lands with a soft thud in the dirt five feet behind me.

My breath hitches. I freeze.

The mistake has been made. I failed. I missed the ball.

In my dark house, failure is met with explosive, terrifying consequences. Spilling water gets you thrown across the kitchen. Dropping a plate gets you locked outside in the backyard. Missing a ball… missing a ball means you are stupid. It means you are a dummy.

I brace myself. I pull my shoulders up to my ears, keeping my head down, staring at the green grass. I wait for Mark to yell. I wait for the deep, angry roar telling me how useless I am. I wait for the heavy boots to stomp across the lawn.

I hear footsteps walking toward me.

Crunch. Crunch. 

They are slow. Deliberate.

The shadow falls over me.

I close my eyes tight, my jaw locking into a rigid, painful line.

“Hey,” Mark says softly.

He doesn’t yell.

I slowly open my eyes. Mark is kneeling in the grass right next to me. He is not looming over me. He has made himself small, bringing his eyes completely level with mine.

“That was a massive swing, buddy,” Mark says, a gentle, genuine smile on his face. He reaches out and picks up the dropped bat. “You’ve got a ton of power in those shoulders.”

I look at him, my chest heaving with silent, panicked breaths. “I missed it,” I whisper.

“Everyone misses it on the first try,” Mark says, handing the bat back to me. “Even the pros. You closed your eyes because you were scared of the ball hitting you, right?”

I stare at the taped handle. I nod slowly.

“That’s a totally normal instinct,” Mark says, his voice a calm, steady anchor pulling me out of the trauma response. He reaches out.

I see the hand coming. My body flinches, a reflex I cannot control. I lean away, pulling my chin down.

Mark stops his hand mid-air. He doesn’t look offended. He just waits. He waits until my breathing slows down, until I realize he is not forming a fist.

Slowly, he lowers his hand and gently rests his palm on my shoulder. It is a warm, solid, protective weight.

“I am never going to throw a ball at you to hurt you, Aries,” Mark says. He looks directly into my eyes, making sure I hear the absolute truth in his voice. “I’m throwing it so you can hit it. You are safe out here. Do you understand?”

I look at the man who does not wear heavy boots. The man who turns the air conditioning down so I have an excuse to wear clean clothes. The man who is kneeling in the dirt just to teach a broken kid how to play a game.

The tight, defensive coil inside my chest finally unravels.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Alright,” Mark says, giving my shoulder one last, reassuring squeeze before standing back up. “Let’s try it again. Keep your eyes open. Watch the seams on the ball.”

He walks back to his spot.

I stand up. I plant my feet in the grass. I raise the bat, bringing my elbows up.

I do not close my eyes. I do not look for the monsters. I just look at the man who is starting to be a father to a boy who doesn’t have one.

Mark tosses the ball.

It arcs through the air. I watch the red stitches spinning against the white leather. I watch it cross the invisible plate in front of me.

I swing.

CRACK!

The vibration shoots down the aluminum barrel, stinging my palms, but it is the greatest feeling in the entire world. The ball launches off the bat, flying high over Mark’s head and landing deep in the azalea bushes at the back of the yard.

“There it is!” Mark cheers, throwing his hands up in the air. “That’s what I’m talking about! You crushed it!”

Easton comes running out the back door, cheering and holding a plastic cup of lemonade.

I stand in the grass, holding the bat.

I am ten years old. I still have to go back to the rotting house tonight. I still have to sleep on the bare mattress. The monsters and the ghosts still exist.

But as I look at Mark laughing, and Easton running toward me, and Deborah waving from the kitchen window…

I realize that I am no longer just surviving.

For the very first time in my life, I know exactly what it feels like to be home.
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Clothes are armor. In the dark house at the end of the gravel road, you never take your armor off. You sleep in your jeans. You sleep with your shoes right next to the mattress, the laces already loosened so you can shove your feet inside and run out the back door in less than ten seconds. Taking your clothes off means you are soft. It means you are exposed. It means the monsters can see exactly where to hurt you.

I have spent the last two years staying over at Easton’s house every single weekend, and I have never once changed my shirt in front of him.

I always take the folded pile of soft, clean sleep clothes that Deborah leaves on the edge of the bed and I walk down the carpeted hallway to the bathroom. I lock the door. I hide the evidence of my reality, and then I walk back out looking like a normal ten-year-old boy.

But tonight, the feral dog is fast asleep.

My brain let its guard down. The hyper-vigilance finally blinked.

We are in Easton’s bedroom. The only light is the small, warm yellow glow of a lamp on his nightstand. Easton is sitting on his bed, digging through a drawer for a pair of socks.

I grab the hem of the dark blue t-shirt I’ve been wearing all day. I cross my arms, grab the cotton, and pull it up over my head in one smooth motion. I toss it onto my duffel bag.

The cool, air-conditioned air hits my bare chest.

I reach down to pick up the gray sleep shirt.

“Aries?”

The word stops me dead.

It isn’t a normal question. Easton’s voice isn’t bouncing or light. All the air has been completely sucked out of the room. His voice is a hollow, trembling whisper. It sounds like he just watched someone die.

My spine instantly turns to steel. The warm blanket of safety is ripped away, leaving me standing completely naked in the freezing wind.

I freeze. My hands hover over the gray shirt on the floor. I slowly turn my head.

Easton is sitting on the edge of his mattress. The socks are forgotten in his lap. He isn’t looking at my face. He is staring directly at my upper body.

His hazel-green eyes are massive. They are blown completely wide, locking onto my skin with a look of horror.

I look down at myself.

I don’t see horror. I just see a map.

My skin is a ledger of mistakes. Across my left shoulder and the upper part of my bicep, there is a constellation of small, perfectly circular scars. The skin is raised and shiny, burned a permanent, sickly white against my tan skin. There are seven of them.

Lower down, across the left side of my ribs, is a thick, jagged, silvery line. It starts just under my armpit and drags down towards my hip. It looks like a fault line waiting to split me in half. There is a smaller, matching silver slice on my right upper arm.

I don’t think about them. They don’t hurt anymore. The nerve endings died a long time ago. They are just facts.

Easton stands up.

He moves like he is in a trance. He walks across the carpet toward me.

Run, the feral dog inside me snaps awake, bearing its teeth. He sees the rot. He sees the monster in you. Hide.

But I don’t run. My feet are glued to the floor. This is Easton. I cannot run from my anchor.

Easton stops right in front of me.

He reaches his hand out. His fingers are trembling above the cluster of circular, white burns on my shoulder.

“Aries,” Easton breathes, his voice cracking straight down the middle. He finally drags his eyes up from my chest to look at my face. “What… what is this? What happened to you?”

I look at him. I look at the terror and confusion swimming in his eyes.

I don’t understand why he looks like that. To me, the scars are not a tragedy. They are just the rules of the house. I open my mouth. My voice is steady.

“Those are from the cigarettes,” I say. I point at the white circles on my arm.

Easton flinches, as if the words physically burned him. “What?”

“My mom’s boyfriends,” I explain, keeping my face blank. “The men who came over when my dad was in Jail. They didn’t like it when I made noise. If I walked down the hallway and the floorboards creaked, they got mad. They used my arm to put out their cigarettes to teach me a lesson.”

Easton’s hand tightens on my arm. He looks like all the blood has been drained from his body. He sways slightly on his feet.

He looks down at my ribs. He looks at the jagged, six-inch silver fault line cutting across my rib.

“And… and that?” Easton whispers, a single tear suddenly breaking loose and sliding down his pale cheek.

I look down at the silver line.

“That was my mom,” I say quietly.

A sharp, ragged gasp tears out of Easton’s throat.

“She didn’t mean to,” I add quickly, feeling a strange, twisted need to defend the rattling ghost on the couch. “She went crazy. The sickness makes her brain melt. She couldn’t find her baggies, and she thought I stole them. She had a steak knife from the kitchen. I didn’t get under the bed fast enough. She just slashed out. It bled a lot, but I put a towel on it and hid in the closet until she fell back asleep.”

I look back up at Easton.

I expect him to nod. I expect him to understand the logic. It is a simple equation of cause and effect.

Make noise = get burned.

Steal baggies = get cut.

But Easton doesn’t nod.

Easton breaks.

The sheltered, bright, beautiful world he has lived in completely shatters. For his entire life, adults have been the people who make chocolate chip pancakes, who buy video games, who teach you how to hit a baseball in the backyard. The concept of an adult intentionally taking a burning piece of tobacco and grinding it into the skin of a starving child is a level of evil his brain simply cannot process.

He covers his mouth with both of his hands. A loud, wet, agonizing sob rips its way out of his chest.

His knees buckle. He drops down onto the carpet, sitting on his heels, his head bowed. He is crying so hard his entire body is shaking. The tears are pouring down his face, soaking into his fingers.

I stand over him, completely frozen.

My brain short-circuits. I do not understand what is happening.

Why is he crying? The scars are completely healed. They don’t bleed anymore. The skin is closed. I am not in pain.

“Easton?” I whisper, my voice dropping back into that rusty, hesitant rasp.

I kneel down on the carpet next to him. I reach out and lightly touch his shoulder.

The second my fingers brush his shirt, Easton lunges forward.

He throws his arms around my bare torso. He buries his wet face into the hollow of my neck. He holds onto me with a desperate, crushing grip, pulling me so tightly against his chest that I can feel his heart hammering frantically against my ribs.

“I’m sorry,” Easton sobs, his voice muffled against my skin. He is gasping for air, choking on his own tears. “I’m so sorry, Aries. I’m so sorry.”

I am paralyzed. My arms hover awkwardly in the air behind his back.

I feel the hot, wet tears soaking into my collarbone. I feel the violent tremors wracking his spine. He is crying with the exact same feral, primal agony that I felt sitting by the chain-link fence at the primary school. He is crying like his heart has been ripped directly out of his chest.

“Easton,” I say again, my brow furrowing in deep, genuine confusion.

I slowly wrap my arms around his shaking back. I pat him, a stiff, unpracticed rhythm.

“Why are you sorry?” I ask.

Easton just shakes his head against my neck, weeping harder, his fingers digging into the muscles of my back.

“I don’t understand,” I say, my voice completely serious. My threat-assessment brain is trying to solve a puzzle that has no logical pieces. “Why are you crying? You didn’t do it. You weren’t holding the cigarettes. You didn’t have the knife. Why are you apologizing?”

Easton pulls his head back just an inch.

He looks at me. His eyes are bloodshot, swimming in a terrifying ocean of grief.

He looks at my face—the blank, deadpan expression of a boy who thinks being tortured is just a normal Tuesday. He sees the absolute, chilling disconnect in my brain. He realizes that I don’t even know I was a victim. I just thought I was a mistake.

“Because,” Easton chokes out, his voice cracking into pieces. “Because nobody was there to stop them.”

The words hang in the quiet bedroom.

I stare at him.

A strange, heavy pressure starts to build in the center of my chest. It isn’t panic. It feels like a massive, rusted vault door slowly creaking open.

For my entire life, I believed the pain was my fault. I believed I earned the burns because I stepped on a screaming floorboard. I believed I earned the knife because I couldn’t run fast enough. I thought the abuse was a transaction.

But looking at Easton. Watching my best friend, my anchor, weeping uncontrollably over the map of my scars. The logic begins to crumble.

If Easton is crying… it means the scars are bad.

If the scars are bad… it means the adults who made them were wrong.

And if the adults were wrong… it means I didn’t deserve it.

The realization is a catastrophic earthquake. The foundation of my entire reality cracks and falls into the dark water.

I look down at the silver line across my ribs. For the first time, I don’t see a rule. I see a crime.

A massive, suffocating wave of phantom pain suddenly washes over me. It is the pain of the five-year-old boy hiding under the bed, the six-year-old boy eating dirt in the backyard, the seven-year-old boy waiting for a mother who never came.

My breath hitches. The room starts to spin.

“Easton,” I gasp, a sharp, terrified sound.

Easton doesn’t say anything else. He just pulls me back into his chest. He wraps his arms around my back, pressing his warmth directly into the cold, dead places on my skin.

He holds me. He holds me while the vault door swings completely open.

I close my eyes. I press my face into the shoulder of his clean, white t-shirt.

And for the very first time in my life, I don’t hold the tears back.

I don’t cry silently. I don’t swallow the sobs.

I open my mouth, and I let out a long, loud, jagged wail of grief. I cry for the feral dog. I cry for the broken voice box. I cry for the little boy who had to eat wild strawberries from the dirt just to stay alive.

I shake violently, my fingernails digging into Easton.

But I don’t fall apart.

Because Easton refuses to let me go. He just tightens his grip, crying right alongside me, carrying the weight of my monsters so that I don’t have to carry them alone.
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Time was an enemy. Time was a ticking clock strapped to my chest. Every minute that ticked by in the safe, air-conditioned walls of Easton’s house was a minute closer to Sunday evening. Sunday evening meant the weekend was over. It meant packing my dark blue duffel bag. It meant walking to the edge of the rich person road, stepping off the smooth asphalt, and marching back into the rotting jungle. It meant returning to the ghost on the couch and the dark space under the metal bed frame.

I hated Sundays. Sundays were a weekly execution.

But then, the execution simply… stopped.

I don’t remember the exact date it happened. There was no massive, dramatic explosion. There was no police car with flashing red and blue lights pulling up to my old house. There was no judge banging a wooden gavel.

It happened on a rainy Sunday evening.

I was standing in the hallway by the front door, my jaw locked tight, my knuckles white as I gripped the handles of my duffel bag. The rain was lashing against the windows. The feral dog inside of me was whining, bracing for the cold walk back to hell.

But I put my duffel bag down and went and slept on the couch instead.

When Monday morning came, Deborah drove both Easton and me to school. When the final bell rang at three-fifteen, I didn’t walk toward the gravel road. Deborah picked me up with Easton.

Tuesday came. Wednesday. Another Sunday.

Weeks turned into months.

And they simply never asked me to leave.

I don’t sleep on the floor or couch anymore. Mark came home from work one Monday afternoon with the back of his truck loaded down with heavy cardboard boxes. Mark, Easton, and me spent three hours sweating and cursing as we bolted a massive wooden bunk bed together. Easton took the top bunk. I took the bottom.

Mark didn’t make a big speech about it. He just tossed a heavy, thick gray quilt onto the bottom mattress, slapped the wooden frame to make sure it was sturdy, and looked at me.

“Your drawers are the three on the left side of the dresser, Aries,” Mark had said, wiping sawdust off his jeans. “Keep your side of the room clean, or your mother will ground both of you. Understood?”

Your mother. 

He said it so casually. He slipped the word into the sentence like it was an absolute, undeniable law of physics. He didn’t say Deborah. He didn’t say Easton’s mom. He said your mother.

Nobody ever handed Mark and Deborah a piece of paper saying I belonged to them. Maybe there were forms eventually. Maybe adults had conversations behind closed doors that nobody thought I needed to hear. I don’t know.

But the teachers at the school know I live here now. The principal knows. The town knows the monster is still rotating in and out of Jail, and they know the ghost is still fading away on the couch.

I am standing in the kitchen.

It is a Saturday morning. My body has finally realized it doesn’t have to starve anymore.

The hollow, skeletal frailty of my childhood is completely gone. I have grown four inches in the last year. My shoulders have broadened, thick with new muscle built from thousands of baseball swings in the backyard and eating three massive meals a day. The silver scars on my ribs and the circular burns on my bicep stretched as my skin grew, fading into pale, quiet ghosts against my skin. I still wear clothes like armor, always a t-shirt, even in the dead of summer, but I no longer look like a broken toy. I look like a boy.

I am standing at the granite island, pouring a bowl of cereal, when a tiny, chaotic tornado blows into the kitchen.

“Awy! Awy! Awy!”

It’s Lexi.

She is a massive, uncontrollable explosion of blonde curls, chubby cheeks, and bright, mischievous blue eyes. She is wearing a pink pajama shirt covered in cartoon ducks, and she is sprinting across the slippery tile floor as fast as her thick little toddler legs can carry her.

The threat-assessment center in my brain, the hyper-vigilant radar that used to scan for screaming floorboards and heavy boots, has been entirely repurposed.

Now, it scans for sharp corners. It scans for hot stove burners. It scans for Lexi.

Before she can slip on the tile and crack her chin on the cabinet, I drop the cereal box. I take lightning-fast steps across the kitchen, scoop my arms under her armpits, and hoist her high into the air.

Lexi shrieks with absolute, unrestrained delight. The sound echoes off the kitchen walls.

It is a loud, piercing noise. The kind of noise that used to make the monster wake up and reach for his heavy leather belt. The kind of noise that used to make me fold myself into a tiny, terrified ball inside a dark closet.

But I don’t flinch. I don’t panic.

I look up at the laughing toddler dangling above my head, and a massive, helpless smile breaks across my face.

“You’re going to break your face on the floor, little duck,” I say, my voice steady, warm, and completely normal. The rusted gravel is gone. I speak now. I speak all the time.

“Fly! Awy, make Lexi fly!” she demands, kicking her legs happily in the air.

I swing her around in a slow circle, making airplane noises deep in my throat, letting her chubby hands grab onto my dark hair and pull. She doesn’t pull to hurt me. She pulls because she knows I am an immovable object. She knows I am safe.

She is the most beautiful, impossible thing I have ever seen.

Lexi is growing up in a world without monsters. She has never known what it feels like to be hungry. She has never had to hide from the dark. She screams when she is happy, she cries loudly when she is sad, and she demands to be picked up because she knows that giant hands are only meant for holding.

The feral dog inside my chest, the violent, biting animal that kept me alive, is entirely dedicated to her. I am her shadow. I am the guard dog. If anything in the world ever tried to hurt this little girl, I would burn the entire county to the ground without a second thought.

“Aries, don’t let her pull your hair out, she’s a menace,” a tired voice groans from the doorway.

I lower Lexi down, resting her on my hip, supporting her weight effortlessly with one arm.

Easton walks into the kitchen. He is twelve too, tall and lanky, his blonde hair sticking up in every direction. He is wearing a t-shirt inside out and rubbing the sleep out of his hazel-green eyes.

“She’s not a menace,” I deadpan, using my signature, completely flat expression to defend the toddler. “She is a criminal mastermind. She is currently planning a bank heist. I am her getaway driver.”

Easton snorts, walking over to the refrigerator and pulling out a gallon of orange juice. “Well, the getaway driver needs to take the trash out before Dad gets mad. It’s our week.”

For the first few months I lived here, Deborah and Mark treated me with a gentle, cautious grace. They tiptoed around me. They never raised their voices. They never asked me to do chores.

But as the months turned into a year, the eggshells broke. They realized that treating me like a traumatized victim only made me feel like an alien.

So, they started treating me exactly like Easton.

If Easton got yelled at for tracking mud onto the beige carpet, I got yelled at for tracking mud onto the beige carpet. If Easton had to spend Saturday morning pulling weeds out of the flowerbeds, Mark handed me a pair of gardening gloves and pointed me toward the rose bushes. If we fought—arguments over video games or television channels—Deborah didn’t panic. She just sent us both to our room until we figured it out.

It was the most profoundly healing thing they could have possibly done.

Giving me chores, giving me rules, and giving me normal, healthy discipline told my brain that I was not a guest. Guests don’t take out the garbage. Sons take out the garbage.

“I’ll take the bags, you drag the cans to the curb,” I tell Easton, setting Lexi down on the floor. She immediately waddles over to the cabinets and starts pulling out plastic Tupperware containers, throwing them onto the tile.

“Deal,” Easton yawns, drinking the juice directly out of the carton.

“Easton Alexander, use a glass!” Deborah’s voice rings out from the top of the stairs.

Easton violently jumps, almost dropping the plastic gallon. I let out a sharp, genuine laugh, shaking my head at him.

Later that evening, the house settles into its quiet, golden rhythm.

Dinner is over. The dishes are washed. Lexi is asleep in her crib down the hall.

I am sitting on the bottom bunk of the wooden bed in our room. I have a math textbook open on my lap, but I am not looking at the equations.

I am watching Easton.

He is sitting at the desk across the room, wearing his headphones, violently clicking his computer mouse as he plays a game with kids from school. He is laughing, totally oblivious to the world around him.

I lean my head back against the wooden frame of the bed.

I look around the room. I look at the posters taped to the walls. I look at the clean clothes folded neatly in my dresser drawers. I look at the dark blue duffel bag, shoved deep into the back corner of the closet. It hasn’t been opened in a year.

A quiet, heavy wave of emotion washes over my chest.

It isn’t the crushing, suffocating panic of my childhood. It isn’t the feral, desperate starvation.

It’s gratitude. It’s a deep, vibrating, overwhelming awe that I somehow managed to survive the dark water long enough to wash up on this specific shore.

The scars on my arm will never disappear. The silver line on my ribs will always be there to remind me of the ghost on the couch. The memories of the heavy boots and the screaming floorboards are carved into the very foundation of my brain. I will always be a boy who knows exactly what the dark looks like.

But as I sit in the warm light of the bedroom, listening to my brother laugh at his computer screen, I know that the monsters cannot reach me anymore.

I pull the heavy, gray quilt up over my chest. It smells like vanilla and clean cotton.

I close my eyes. I don’t leave my shoes by the bed. I don’t map out the exit routes. I don’t listen for the sound of shattering glass. I just listen to the quiet, steady breathing of the house.
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I am fourteen years old, and the universe has decided to play a very strange, deeply ironic joke on me.

I stand in front of the bathroom mirror. I rest my hands on the edges of the porcelain sink and I just stare at the reflection looking back at me.

I don’t recognize him.

The skeletal, hollow-eyed ghost of a boy who used to hide in the closet and under the bed is completely gone. Years of Deborah’s cooking and Mark’s backyard baseball drills have finally buried the skeletal evidence of my childhood.

I hit a massive, explosive growth spurt the summer I turned thirteen.

I am tall now. Taller than Mark. My shoulders have broadened out, thick and heavy with muscle. My jawline, which used to be sharp from starvation, is now just sharp. It cuts a hard, distinct angle beneath my cheekbones. My hair is pitch black, thick, and constantly falling into my eyes in a messy, untamed wave that I push back with a careless hand.

But it’s my eyes that do it.

The flat, dead, black-hole stare that I developed as a five-year-old to survive the monsters in my house never went away. It is permanently carved into my face. When I look at people, I don’t blink. I don’t nervously glance away. I look at them with the intense, calculating stillness of a predator assessing a threat.

When I was eight, that look made the other children back away, terrified of the feral dog that might bite them.

Now that I am fourteen, that exact same look has a completely different effect.

The girls call it smoldering.

They call me handsome. They whisper about me in the hallways. They pass folded pieces of notebook paper with phone numbers written in glittering gel pen, slipping them through the vents of my locker. They think the silence is mysterious. They think the dark, heavy energy I carry around with me is brooding and romantic.

I’m the school’s resident bad boy.

It’s absolutely hilarious to me.

If they knew the truth, they would run screaming in the opposite direction. If they knew that the reason I don’t talk much in class isn’t because I’m “too cool,” but because my vocal cords were locked in a vault of trauma for four years, the mystery would vanish. If they knew the “edgy” plain black t-shirts I wear every single day are deliberately chosen to hide a map of cigarette burns and scars, they wouldn’t swoon.

They are in love with a mask.

And I am more than happy to wear it.

Because the mask gives me power. It’s an armor made of charm and intimidation, and it is far more effective than the heavy, invisible shield of silence I used to carry.

Easton simply rolls his eyes whenever he catches me kissing girls in the hallway. I must admit, I relish the thrill of the chase. I make it my personal mission to pursue any girl who catches my attention. The reason behind my actions remains a mystery, and I suspect a psychologist could provide some insight into my behavior.

I grab my black backpack off the floor, sling it over one broad shoulder, and walk out of the bathroom.

“Hurry up, heartthrob, Dad’s waiting in the truck!” Easton yells from the bottom of the stairs.

I jog down the carpeted steps. Easton is standing by the front door, tossing a baseball up in the air and catching it. He is fourteen too, but he carries it completely differently. He is lean, athletic, and moves with the loose, easy grace of a boy who has never had a single reason to fear the ground he walks on. His blonde hair is perfectly styled. His hazel-green eyes are bright and completely open.

Easton is the golden boy. He is the captain of the JV baseball team.

I am the shadow that walks three steps behind him.

We walk out the front door, pile into Mark’s truck, and make the drive to the high school.

The moment I step out of the truck and walk through the heavy double doors of the main building, the atmosphere shifts.

The hallway is a chaotic, deafening sea of slamming metal lockers, screeching sneakers, and teenage hormones. It’s a warzone of a different kind.

As Easton and I walk down the main corridor, the sea physically parts.

The guys step out of the way, their eyes dropping to the floor or glaring resentfully at the back of my head. The girls stop talking. They lean against their lockers, twirling pieces of hair around their fingers, offering shy, lingering smiles.

“Dude, Sarah is totally staring at you again,” Easton mutters under his breath, nudging me with his elbow as we pass a group of cheerleaders in bright blue uniforms.

I don’t even break my stride. I turn my head slightly.

Sarah is standing by the water fountain. She is pretty, with long brown hair and lip gloss. She is watching me with wide, expectant eyes.

I let the corners of my mouth pull up into a slow, easy, calculated smirk. It’s a weaponized version of a smile. It doesn’t reach my eyes—nothing reaches my eyes unless I am looking at Easton, Deborah, Mark, or Lexi—but it is enough.

I hold her gaze for exactly three seconds.

“Morning, Sarah,” I say. My voice is deep. It still has that slight, gravelly rasp from years of disuse, a rough texture that only adds to the ridiculous mythology the school has built around me.

Sarah blushes furiously, her cheeks turning bright red. “Hi, Aries,” she breathes out.

I keep walking.

Behind me, I can hear a group of sophomore boys violently slam their lockers shut in pure, unadulterated frustration.

“I don’t get it,” one of the guys hisses loudly enough for me to hear. “He’s an arrogant prick. He literally looks like he wants to murder everyone in the room. Why do they act like that around him?”

I let out a quiet, genuine chuckle, shaking my head.

I flirt because it’s easy. It’s a game of chess, and I have been playing for my life since I was born. These kids are just playing for homecoming dates. It requires zero emotional investment from me. I know exactly what to say to disarm them. I know exactly how to tilt my head, how to drop my voice, how to make them feel like they are the only person in the loud, crowded hallway.

It keeps them distracted. It keeps them from asking real questions. If they are busy blushing, they aren’t looking at the shadows under my eyes.

“You’re terrible,” Easton laughs, stopping at his locker and spinning the combination dial. “You don’t even like her.”

“I don’t dislike her,” I reply smoothly, leaning my back against the metal lockers next to him, crossing my arms over my chest. I scan the hallway. My threat-assessment radar is still running, twenty-four hours a day. I am tracking the exits. I’m tracking the kids who look too angry. I’m tracking the heavy footsteps of the principal.

“You’re going to have to actually take one of them on a date eventually, you know,” Easton says, pulling his heavy biology textbook out of the locker. “You can’t just smirk at half the school and then go home to play video games with me every day.”

I look at him.

I look at the boy who held my hand when I thought I was broken. The boy who cried over scars that didn’t even belong to him.

“Watch me,” I deadpan.

Easton rolls his hazel-green eyes, slamming the locker shut. “Whatever, man. I’ll see you at lunch. Don’t break any hearts in third period.”

“No promises,” I say.

He turns and walks down the hallway toward the science wing, instantly swallowed up by a group of his baseball buddies who clap him on the shoulder and laugh loudly.

The second Easton is out of my sight, the smirk completely vanishes from my face.

The easy, charming, bad-boy mask drops, hitting the floor and shattering into a million pieces.

My spine straightens. My jaw locks. The cold, heavy, feral dog wakes up, its black eyes scanning the retreating backs of the students around him.

I don’t care about Sarah. I don’t care about the girls whispering by the water fountain. I don’t care about the angry, jealous glares from the boys in the letterman jackets. I don’t care about any of it.

My entire universe still consists of exactly four people.

The rest of the world is just background noise.

Hours later, the loud, buzzing bell rings for lunch.

The cafeteria is massive. I walk through the double doors, bypassing the long lunch line. I don’t eat cafeteria food. Deborah packs my lunch every single day in a brown paper bag, and it is the best food on the planet.

I walk toward our usual table in the back corner. Easton is already there, sitting with two other guys from the baseball team, Tyler and Mason.

I drop my bag onto the table and sit down directly across from Easton.

“—so the coach is completely losing his mind, right?” Tyler is saying, waving a French fry in the air.

Easton laughs, throwing his head back.

I open my paper bag. I pull out a massive turkey sandwich. I don’t participate in the baseball talk. I don’t play on the team. Mark tried to get me to join, but I can’t handle the crowds. I can’t handle the screaming parents in the bleachers. The noise is too close to the violence of my past. I prefer to sit in the quiet dugout, keeping the scorebook, watching Easton shine.

Suddenly, a heavy shadow falls over our table.

I stop chewing.

My eyes dart up.

A senior. A guy named Brody. He is built like a brick wall, wearing a tight football jersey, his face flushed red with an arrogant, aggressive kind of energy. He is carrying a lunch tray.

He stops right behind Easton’s chair.

“Hey, freshman,” Brody sneers.

Easton stops laughing. He turns around in his chair, looking up at the massive senior. He doesn’t look scared. He just looks confused. “Hey, Brody. What’s up?”

“You’re in my seat,” Brody says flatly.

Tyler and Mason instantly go dead silent, looking down at their food, completely terrified.

It’s a lie. The cafeteria doesn’t have assigned seats. Brody is just throwing his weight around. He is bored, and he wants to publicly humiliate the golden boy of the JV baseball team to make himself feel big. He wants to see Easton scramble.

“Oh,” Easton says, his brow furrowing. He is too nice, too soft. He is already starting to pull his backpack off the floor to move. “Sorry, man, I didn’t know—”

“He’s not moving.”

The words cut through the air like a heavy, rusted axe. Brody stops. Easton freezes, his hands halfway to his backpack.

They both look at me.

I haven’t moved a muscle. I’m still holding my turkey sandwich in one hand, sitting perfectly still, leaning back slightly. But my eyes are locked directly onto Brody’s face.

The dark, bad-boy persona is gone. The charming smirk is gone.

This is the feral dog.

I look at Brody, and I strip away the football jersey, the height, and the age difference. I look at him with the exact same dead, chilling emptiness I used to look at the monsters who lived in the dark house. It’s the look of a boy who has survived things this senior couldn’t even dream of in his worst nightmares.

I drop the sandwich onto the paper wrapper.

I lean forward, resting my forearms on the table.

“There are fifty empty chairs in this cafeteria, Brody,” I say. “Go find one of them.”

Brody’s face flushes a deeper, angrier shade of red. His pride has been challenged in front of the entire cafeteria. He puffs his chest out, trying to loom over the table, trying to use his physical size to intimidate me.

“Are you telling me what to do, freak?” Brody snaps, his hands gripping the edges of his plastic lunch tray so hard it creaks.

I don’t blink. I don’t raise my voice.

“I’m telling you that Easton isn’t moving,” I reply, my eyes boring a hole directly through his skull. “And I’m telling you that if you ask him to move again, you and I are going to have a very serious problem.”

The tension at the table is suffocating. Tyler looks like he might pass out.

Brody stares at me. He tries to hold the gaze. He tries to win the staredown.

But he can’t.

Because Brody is just a teenager playing a high school dominance game.

I am a survivor who knows exactly how to break a nose.

Brody sees the chilling promise of violence sitting right behind my blue eyes. He realizes, in a split second of primitive instinct, that if he pushes this, I am going to vault over the table and tear him apart.

Brody blinks first.

He scoffs, a loud, nervous sound. He shifts his weight backward, breaking the eye contact.

“Whatever, man. Table’s sticky anyway,” Brody mutters, turning around and walking quickly away toward the other side of the room.

The heavy, suffocating pressure vanishes from the air.

Tyler lets out a massive, gasping breath. “Holy shit, Aries. I thought he was going to kill us.”

I pick my turkey sandwich back up.

“He’s an idiot,” I say flatly.

I look across the table.

Easton is staring at me. He isn’t terrified. He isn’t intimidated by what just happened.

He just smiles.

“Thanks,” Easton says softly.

“Eat,” I tell him, the hard, sharp edges of my voice instantly softening into something warm and exasperated.

Easton laughs, picking up his chicken tender.

I sit in the loud, echoing cafeteria, watching my brother eat his lunch.

I know exactly who I am.

Let the girls swoon over the mystery. Let the boys seethe over the arrogance. Let the school think I am some untouchable, dark force walking through their bright, normal hallways.

They will never understand the truth.

I’m not a bad boy.

I’m a guard dog.

And as long as Easton is sitting across from me, I will never, ever let anyone close enough to bite him.
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A high school party is just a loud box with different rules. It is a minefield of erratic movements, sudden loud noises, and people making terrible decisions.

But I am fourteen, and I’m wearing a mask that requires me to be seen. The school’s resident dark, brooding bad boy cannot spend his Saturday night sitting on the beige carpet of a safe, quiet house playing video games. The mask demands an audience.

So, I dragged Easton to Sarah’s house.

We are standing in the middle of her massive, open-concept living room. Her parents are out of town for the weekend, and the house has been completely overtaken. The air is thick, smelling heavily of cheap aerosol deodorant, spilled beer, and the unmistakable, skunky odor of weed drifting in from the back patio. The bass from the stereo system is turned up so loud it vibrates the floorboards, a heavy, rhythmic thumping that feels like a monster’s heartbeat against the soles of my boots.

Easton is standing right next to me, and he is miserable.

He shifts his weight from his left foot to his right. He is holding a red plastic cup filled entirely with tap water, using it as a prop so people stop offering him terrible, warm beer.

“This is a terrible idea,” Easton mutters, leaning close so I can hear him over the deafening rap music. “Someone is going to call the cops. The neighbors are absolutely going to call the cops. If dad has to pick us up in the back of a squad car, we’re going to be grounded until we’re thirty.”

I look at him, letting a slow, easy smirk tilt the corner of my mouth.

“Relax, golden boy,” I say, my voice a low, steady rumble that cuts through the noise. “Nobody is getting arrested. We’ll stay for an hour, maybe kiss some girls, and then we’ll leave.”

Easton scowls, crossing his arms over his clean, white t-shirt. “Ugh. You’re the one that kisses the girls. No one is interested in me.”

“Easton, shut the fuck up. You’re the golden boy.” I laugh. “Just go and talk to a girl.”

Easton blushes and glances away.

I look across the kitchen island. Sarah is standing by the refrigerator with three of her friends. She is wearing a tight top, holding a drink, and she is staring directly at me. When our eyes meet, she bites her lower lip and smiles, waiting for me to walk over. Waiting for me to play the game.

But suddenly, I don’t want to play.

The feral dog inside my chest is restless. It’s pacing back and forth. The loud music, the flashing lights, the suffocating crowd, it is making my skin feel too tight. My threat-assessment radar is completely overwhelmed, and a strange, crawling itch is starting at the base of my neck.

“Come on,” I say abruptly, turning away from Sarah’s expectant gaze.

“Where are we going?” Easton asks, instantly falling into step right behind me as I push my way through the dense crowd. “Are we leaving?”

“No. Just moving.”

I carve a path through the teenagers. They step out of my way, parting like water around a heavy stone. I keep my chin down, my blue eyes flat and unreadable. We push through the kitchen, past the laundry room, and find a door left propped open by a heavy cinderblock.

It leads down into an unfinished basement.

The music is muffled down here. The air is cooler, smelling heavily of damp concrete and something sharp, chemical, and distinctly sterile.

There are only about ten people in the basement. They are mostly juniors and seniors, sitting on ratty, discarded couches, smoking cigarettes and passing around a glass bottle.

But it isn’t the smoke that catches my attention.

It is the sound.

Bzzzzzzzz.

It is a high-pitched, mechanical whine. Fast, aggressive, and constant.

I stop at the bottom of the wooden stairs. Easton bumps into my back, peering over my broad shoulder.

In the far corner of the basement, sitting on a folding metal chair under a harsh, bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, is a guy I vaguely recognize as a senior who dropped out last semester. He is leaning over the outstretched leg of a sophomore boy.

He is holding a tattoo machine.

It looks incredibly cheap, likely a basic starter kit ordered off the internet. There is a small bottle of black ink sitting on a paper towel, a plastic cup of water, and a bottle of green soap. He wipes a smear of black ink away from the sophomore’s calf, exposing a messy, wobbly outline of a skull, and presses the buzzing needle back into the skin.

The sophomore winces, his face pale, biting his lip to keep from complaining in front of the older kids.

I freeze.

My eyes lock onto the needle. I watch the sophomore endure the pain because he chose it. He paid twenty bucks to sit in a damp basement and let a needle tear his leg apart so he could look tough.

Unconsciously, I reach my right hand up.

I press my palm flat against my left shoulder.

Right over the sleeve of my black t-shirt. Right over the cluster of seven perfectly round, white scars.

The cigarette burns.

The map of my childhood. The permanent, physical ledger of my mother’s boyfriends, the men who used my body as an ashtray to punish me for making too much noise on the screaming floorboards.

For years, they have lived on my skin. But every single time I step out of the shower, every single time I change my shirt in the mirror, I have to look at them. They are a brand. They are the monster’s signature, carved into my flesh, reminding me that before I lived on the rich person road, I was nothing but trash.

They took my body from me. They marked it without my permission.

I stare at the buzzing tattoo machine.

I could take it back. The thought hits my brain like a bolt of lightning. It is so sudden, so violent, and so absolutely perfectly clear that it takes my breath away.

I drop my hand from my shoulder.

“I’m getting one,” I say.

Easton violently chokes on the air in his lungs.

“What?!” Easton hisses, grabbing the back of my t-shirt and yanking me backward. “Aries, are you completely insane? No, you are not.”

I turn to look at him. My heart is beating a frantic, deafening rhythm against my ribs.

“Yes, I am,” I say quietly. I take a step toward the folding chair.

Easton steps directly into my path, planting his feet, holding both of his hands up to block my chest. He is the only person in the entire high school who would ever dare to physically stand in my way.

“Aries, listen to me,” Easton pleads, his voice a rapid, frantic whisper. His hazel-green eyes are wide with absolute panic. “That guy is a dropout. You are going to get an infection. You are going to get Hepatitis or something. And what do you think our parents are going to say? What do you think dad is going to do when he finds out you got a basement tattoo at fourteen?”

His logic is flawless. It is the perfect, rational argument of a golden boy who has been raised in a safe, structured world.

But I am not operating on logic. I am operating on survival.

“I don’t care about dad being mad,” I say, my voice dropping an octave, losing the bad-boy charm and shifting into the raw, dark gravel of the feral dog.

“Aries, please,” Easton begs, his fingers grabbing my forearms. “You don’t need to do this. You’re just trying to show off. You don’t have anything to prove to these guys.”

He thinks this is part of the mask. He thinks I am trying to impress the seniors by acting like I don’t care about the rules.

I look at him. I look at the boy who saved my life. The boy who gave me half of his bedroom, his parents, and his entire world.

I strip the mask completely off.

I drop my shields. I let him see the desperate, suffocating agony that is constantly roaring beneath the surface of my skin.

“Easton,” I whisper. The single word is heavy, fractured, and loaded with the weight of a decade of terror.

He stops talking.

“I need this,” I say. The basement around us fades away. The loud music upstairs disappears.

Easton stares at me. His green eyes search my face, reading the microscopic tension in my jaw, looking at the way my chest is heaving. He looks down at my left shoulder.

He remembers.

He remembers the night when we were ten. He remembers the moment I took my shirt off, and he saw the burns for the very first time. He remembers collapsing onto the bedroom carpet, sobbing uncontrollably, realizing the absolute hell I had survived.

Easton looks back up at my eyes.

He realizes what I am asking for. I am not asking for a cool skull to show off to Sarah. I am asking for a weapon. I am asking for the right to finally, permanently erase the monsters from my skin.

I am asking to own my own body.

Easton’s jaw tightens. A war plays out across his face. The desperate desire to keep me safe from infections and angry parents, fighting against the fierce, unconditional loyalty he has for his broken brother.

The loyalty wins. It always wins.

Easton lets out a long, heavy, defeated huff of air. He drops his hands from my arms.

He gives me a single, sharp nod.

“Okay,” Easton says quietly, stepping out of my way. “But I’m picking the needle. If he doesn’t use a new one out of the plastic package, I’m dragging you out of here by your hair.”

A tiny, microscopic fraction of the crushing weight on my chest lifts. I nod back at him.

We walk across the basement floor.

The older dropout finishes wiping down the sophomore’s leg. The kid limps away, looking pale but proud. The artist looks up at me, raising an eyebrow at the fourteen-year-old bad boy standing in front of his chair.

“What’s up, man?” the guy asks, leaning back. “You want some ink?”

“Yeah,” I say. My voice is pure ice. “Left shoulder.”

“What do you want?”

“I don’t care what the design is,” I tell him, my eyes locking onto his. “Just make it dark. Heavy shading. I don’t want color. I want it completely black and gray. And I want it to cover what’s already there.”

The guy frowns, confused, but nods. Easton steps forward, pointing a firm finger at the metal tray. “Throw away everything. Wipe the table and chair down with bleach. Wash your hands. Open a new needle, in front of us.”

The guy rolls his eyes, muttering something under his breath about cocky freshmen, but he does everything Easton demanded, then rips open a sterilized pack and loads a fresh needle into the cleaned machine.

I reach down. I grab the hem of my black t-shirt and pull it over my head.

The basement instantly goes quiet.

The casual chatter from the couches dies completely. The seniors stop drinking. I can feel their eyes burning into my skin. They are looking at the scar cutting across my ribs. They are looking at the white circles on my shoulder.

They don’t know what caused them, but teenagers are feral enough to recognize violence when they see it. The terrifying mythology of Aries the bad boy suddenly transforms into something completely real, dark, and uncomfortable.

I don’t flinch. I don’t hide. I stare directly ahead, my face a perfect, unreadable mask of stone. Let them look.

I sit down hard on the folding metal chair.

I turn my arm toward the artist.

The guy looks at the burns. His hand hesitates for just a fraction of a second, his eyes flicking up to my face. I give him a look that tells him to shut his mouth and do it.

He swallows hard, nods, and pours fresh black ink into the tiny plastic thimble.

He presses the foot pedal.

Bzzzzzzzz.

Easton walks around the chair. He stands directly on my right side. He doesn’t look at the other kids in the basement. He ignores them entirely. He just stands right next to me, his hip pressing against my shoulder, a solid, immovable anchor in the dark room.

The artist rests his gloved hand against my skin.

He brings the vibrating needle down.

The cluster of metal pins breaks the surface of my shoulder, biting deep into the scar tissue and the healthy skin around it.

The pain is instant. It is a sharp, hot, dragging, scratching agony that feels like a cat slowly tearing its claws through my flesh. It burns. It stings. It makes the muscles in my back involuntarily twitch.

I don’t close my eyes. I don’t bite my lip. I don’t make a single sound.

I sit still, staring straight ahead at the cinderblock wall.

The pain is agonizing, but it is the most beautiful thing I have ever felt in my entire life.

Because this pain isn’t a punishment. This pain isn’t an adult grabbing me by the throat and pressing burning tobacco into my arm while I cry.

This pain is mine. I asked for it. I control it.

With every pass of the buzzing needle, the dark, heavy black and gray ink floods into the raised white circles, swallowing them whole. The artist drags the needle in sweeping, brutal arcs, creating a dark, chaotic storm of shadows and thick lines over the ruins of my childhood. The monster’s signature is being violently erased, buried forever beneath my own choices.

I feel a hand close around my other arm.

Easton’s grip is tight, his fingers pressing hard into my muscle. He isn’t holding me down. He’s just holding me.

I take a slow, deep breath, letting the smell of green soap and blood fill my lungs.

The bad boy mask is sitting on the floor with my t-shirt.

I just sit in the damp basement, listening to the mechanical hum of the needle, and I watch the dark ink buy my body back, one agonizing drop at a time.
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Control is a terrifying concept when you have spent your entire life without it. When I was small, gravity belonged to the giants. The adults controlled the volume of the house, the amount of food in the cabinets, the locks on the doors, and the physical space my body was allowed to occupy. I was a passenger in my own nightmare, dragged along by the collar of my shirt, entirely at the mercy of whatever monster happened to be awake that day.

I am fifteen years old now.

And Mark has just handed me the keys to a four-thousand-pound machine.

We are parked at the edge of a long, completely empty, red-dirt farm road on the outskirts of town. The Georgia summer is dying, bleeding into a crisp, dry autumn, and the late afternoon sun is casting long, golden shadows across the sprawling fields of dry cornstalks.

I am sitting in the driver’s seat of Mark’s truck. It’s a heavy, dark blue Ford pickup. It is Mark’s pride and joy. It smells like worn leather, motor oil, and the faint, permanent scent of the black coffee he drinks every single morning.

I stare down at the silver key resting in the palm of my hand. My thumb traces the jagged teeth of the metal.

“You’re staring at it like it’s a live grenade, man,” Easton laughs.

He is sitting in the backseat, leaning so far forward that his chin is practically resting on the center console. His hair is shoved back under a backwards baseball cap. He already has his learner’s permit. He took to driving the exact same way he takes to everything else in his life—with a loose, fearless, smiling ease. He thinks driving is just a game.

I do not think driving is a game.

I look at the heavy steering wheel. I look at the dashboard dials. A truck is a weapon. A truck is a massive, metal beast that can crush things, break things, and destroy lives if the person holding the leash isn’t paying attention.

If I don’t move the truck, I can’t crash the truck. If I don’t crash the truck, I don’t give Mark a reason to be angry.

“Ignore him,” Mark says.

Mark is sitting in the passenger seat. He’s leaning back, one arm resting casually on the open window frame, completely relaxed.

I look over at him. I am looking for the tension in his jaw. I am looking for the white-knuckle grip on the dashboard. I am looking for the microscopic signs of an adult who is annoyed, impatient, or preparing to strike.

There is nothing.

Mark looks at me with calm, steady eyes. The same eyes that Easton has. The eyes that have anchored me to the earth for the last seven years.

“This is a manual transmission, Aries,” Mark says, his voice a low, even rumble. He points down at the floorboard. “It’s not like the driver’s ed cars at school. You have three pedals. Gas on the right, brake in the middle, clutch on the left.”

I look down at my heavy, black boots resting on the rubber floor mats.

“I know what a clutch is,” I say, my voice holding that flat, dark, gravelly tone that makes the girls at school blush and the boys step out of my way. But I am not trying to intimidate Mark. I am just stating a fact. I have spent hours watching his feet move when he drives us to school.

“Knowing what it is and feeling the bite point are two different things,” Mark replies easily. He reaches over and taps the center console. “Put the key in the ignition. Press the clutch all the way to the floor. Do not let it up.”

I swallow hard. My throat feels incredibly dry.

I insert the silver key into the ignition slot. I press my left boot hard against the heavy spring of the clutch pedal, pushing it deep into the floorboard.

I turn the key.

The heavy V8 engine roars to life. The entire metal frame of the truck violently shudders, vibrating up through the leather seat and directly into my spine.

“Alright, tough guy, don’t kill the transmission,” Easton teases from the backseat, reaching over and poking me hard in the bicep. His finger taps directly against the edge of the dark, heavy black-and-gray tattoo that now permanently covers my entire left shoulder. Mark probably knows about it by now, but I still try and hide it.

“I’m going to kill you if you don’t sit back,” I deadpan, not looking away from the steering wheel.

Easton just laughs, kicking the back of my seat.

“Easton, give him some space,” Mark says mildly, though there is a trace of amusement in his voice. “Okay, Aries. The truck is in neutral. Right now, the engine is disconnected from the wheels because your foot is on the clutch. I want you to shift into first and slowly—very, very slowly—lift your left foot. Don’t touch the gas yet. Just feel for the friction zone. The truck will tell you when it wants to move.”

I nod once. A sharp, jerky motion.

My hands are gripping the leather steering wheel so tightly my knuckles are completely white. My forearms are corded with thick, tense muscle.

I slowly begin to lift my left boot.

A millimeter. Another millimeter.

The engine sound begins to change. The low idle drops, turning into a deeper, struggling growl. The truck begins to physically shake, a violent, metallic trembling.

“It wants to move,” Mark says quietly. “Give it just a tiny bit of gas with your right foot. Keep releasing the left.”

I panic.

The violent shaking of the truck feels like an earthquake. My brain misinterprets the vibration as an incoming threat. I try to balance my feet, but I am entirely too rigid. I am too locked into my own hyper-vigilance. My left boot slips off the clutch pedal too fast.

The truck violently bucks forward, and the heavy engine dies with a pathetic, metallic gasp.

Silence descends on the cab of the truck.

The only sound is the quiet ticking of the cooling engine block and the cicadas screaming in the dry cornfields outside the windows.

The air is instantly sucked completely out of my lungs.

The paralyzing terror of my childhood crashes over me.

I made a mistake. I failed.

In my dark house, dropping a plastic cup meant being thrown against a wall. It meant a bruised arm. It meant starvation. I just violently stalled a thirty-thousand-dollar truck.

I rip my hands off the steering wheel like it’s covered in boiling acid. I pull my shoulders all the way up to my ears, shrinking myself down. I press my back hard against the leather seat. I lock my eyes dead ahead, staring blindly through the windshield.

I stop breathing.

I wait for the explosion. I wait for the deep, thunderous roar of a furious adult. I wait for Mark to scream at me, to ask me if I am stupid, to tell me to get out of the truck and walk home because I’m a useless, feral stray that ruins everything I touch.

“Well,” Easton’s voice chirps from the backseat, completely shattering the silence. “That was a solid case of whiplash. My neck is broken. Call an ambulance.”

Mark doesn’t scream. Mark doesn’t hit the dashboard.

Mark laughs.

It’s a low, rich, entirely unbothered chuckle. It’s the sound of a father who expected this exact thing to happen and finds it genuinely endearing.

I slowly turn my head to look at the passenger seat.

Mark is smiling. He reaches over and claps his heavy, warm hand onto my rigid shoulder. He gives the thick muscle a firm, reassuring squeeze.

“You popped the clutch, buddy,” Mark says, his voice completely devoid of anger or disappointment. “It happens to literally every single person who learns how to drive a stick shift. You did fine.”

I stare at him.

My chest is heaving with short, shallow breaths.

“You aren’t mad?” I ask. The words slip out before I can stop them. My voice is quiet, stripped of the bad-boy armor, sounding exactly like the terrified eight-year-old boy who first walked into his house.

Mark’s smile softens. The amusement fades into a look of profound understanding. He knows exactly why I asked that question. He knows what house I grew up in.

“Aries,” Mark says, looking directly into my eyes. “You could strip every gear in this thing. You could accidentally put us straight into that ditch. I might be upset about the truck, but I would never be angry at you for learning. You’re more important than a piece of metal. Put the clutch back in. Turn the key. Try it again.”

The block of ice in my chest shatters. A wave of overwhelming relief floods my veins, so hot and sudden it makes my eyes sting.

I am not a mistake. I am just a teenager learning how to drive.

I let out a long, shaky exhale, blowing the remaining tension out of my lungs. The bad-boy mask doesn’t come back on. I don’t need it here. I never need it here.

“I’m going to get it this time,” I say, my voice steadying.

“I know you are,” Mark nods.

“Just pretend the gas pedal is the face of that dude in math class you hate,” Easton suggests helpfully from the back, resting his arms on the back of my seat.

I let out a genuine, quiet snort of laughter.

I press my boot back onto the clutch. I turn the key. The massive engine roars to life once again.

This time, my hands are loose. I drape my fingers over the leather steering wheel. I’m not bracing for an attack. I’m in control.

I slowly lift my left foot. I wait for the engine to growl. I feel the truck begin to vibrate.

I don’t panic. I press my right foot gently onto the gas pedal.

The transmission catches.

The heavy truck lurches forward. The tires crunch against the red dirt of the farm road.

“There it is!” Mark cheers.

“He’s doing it! The bad boy is mobile!” Easton yells, rolling down the back windows and sticking his hand out into the warm rushing wind.

I press the gas pedal a little harder.

The truck picks up speed. The red dust kicks up in a massive cloud behind the tailgate. The dry cornstalks blur past the windows. The warm, late-summer air whips through the cab of the truck, catching my dark, messy hair and blowing it back from my face.

“Clutch in. Second gear,” Mark says.

I ease off the gas, press the clutch, and pull the shifter into second. I let the clutch out more smoothly this time and feed the engine gas.

The truck surges forward.

I am doing it.

The feeling of power is intoxicating. But it isn’t the dark, survivalist power I used to feel when I realized the other kids were afraid of me. This is a bright, soaring, impossible freedom. It’s the freedom of movement. It’s the knowledge that I hold the keys, and I can drive myself anywhere I want to go. I can leave the dark house in the rearview mirror forever.

Mark reaches out and turns the radio dial. A classic rock song blasts through the speakers.

Easton is laughing in the backseat, shouting the lyrics out the open window into the empty Georgia fields. Mark is tapping his hand against the door frame, entirely at ease, trusting his life and his expensive truck to a boy who used to be completely feral.

I look at the empty dirt road stretching out ahead of me. A real, massive, ear-to-ear smile breaks across my face. The kind I don’t have to think about first. The kind that belongs to Easton, Lexi, Deborah, Mark, and nowhere else.

I’m fifteen years old. I have scars on my skin and a darkness in my head that will never fully disappear.

But as I drive down the dirt road, listening to my brother sing and my father laugh, I feel a profound, overwhelming truth settle deep into my bones.

I am safe. And I am loved.
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Birthdays were not a concept I understood for the first twelve years of my life.

In the dark house at the end of the gravel road, the passage of time was not something you celebrated. Time was just a slow, grinding wheel that crushed you a little bit more every single day. Nobody baked a cake. Nobody wrapped presents in brightly colored paper. Nobody sang. A birthday was just another day where the floorboards screamed, the refrigerator was empty, and the ghost on the couch rattled in her sick-sleep.

I didn’t even know exactly when my birthday was until I started elementary school and saw the date written on a terrifying yellow manila folder in the principal’s office.

But in the house on the rich person road, birthdays are treated like national holidays.

I am sixteen years old today.

I wake up on the bottom bunk of my bed. I lie there for a moment in the quiet, air-conditioned cool of the room, staring up at the wooden slats of Easton’s mattress above me.

Sixteen.

It feels impossible. When I was eating wild strawberries out of the dirt in the overgrown jungle of my backyard, I didn’t think I would live to see ten. Sixteen feels like I have successfully pulled off the greatest heist in human history. I stole my life back from the monsters, and I got away with it.

I push the heavy gray quilt off my chest and swing my long legs over the side of the mattress.

I am now six-foot-six. My shoulders are broad, my arms are thick with the dense muscle of a teenager who lifts weights in the garage every evening, and the dark, chaotic storm of black and gray ink on my left shoulder stretches tightly over my bicep. I pull a plain black t-shirt over my head, hiding the ink, hiding the scar on my ribs. I pull on a pair of dark jeans. The armor is on.

I walk out of the bedroom and head downstairs.

I step carefully over Bowie, who is currently snoring like a chainsaw in the middle of the hallway. The dog barely twitches, completely secure in its spot on the beige carpet, knowing no one in this house will ever kick it out of the way.

As I reach the bottom step, the smell of sizzling bacon, melting butter, and frying batter hits me like a physical wall.

I walk into the kitchen.

“Happy birfday, Awy!”

Lexi is sitting at the granite island, her blonde curls bouncing wildly as she slams her sticky hands against the countertop. She has a smear of maple syrup across her left cheek.

My heart instantly softens, the cold, calculating bad-boy mask completely vaporizing.

“Thank you, little duck,” I say, my voice dropping into that quiet, gravelly warmth reserved exclusively for her. I step up behind her chair and press a gentle kiss to the top of her messy blonde head.

“He lives!” Easton shouts, walking into the kitchen from the garage. He is wearing his baseball practice gear, spinning a set of keys around his index finger. He already has his driver’s license, and drives us to school every morning in his red Honda Civic Sport. “I was about to come up there and pour a glass of ice water on your head. You’re sixteen, man. You’re officially an old man.”

“I could still bench press you with one arm,” I deadpan, pulling out a stool next to Lexi and sitting down.

“True,” Easton chuckles, grabbing a piece of bacon off a massive serving plate in the center of the island.

Deborah turns away from the stove. She is wiping her hands on an apron, her kind blue eyes shining with a bright, suspicious level of excitement. She slides a towering stack of chocolate chip pancakes—the exact same meal she made for me the very first day I ever walked into her house—directly in front of me.

“Happy birthday, Aries,” Deborah says softly. She reaches out and cups my cheek.

I don’t flinch. I haven’t flinched at her touch in years. I lean into her palm just a fraction of an inch, letting the quiet, overwhelming gratitude settle in my chest.

Mark walks into the kitchen right behind Easton. He is holding a white envelope.

The energy in the room is suddenly different. It’s crackling. Easton is practically vibrating in his spot, aggressively chewing his bacon and looking back and forth between Mark and me. Deborah has both hands pressed over her mouth, hiding a massive smile.

The threat-assessment center in my brain wakes up. They are hiding something, my instincts whisper. They are planning something. Watch the exits. I push the feral dog back into its cage. They aren’t monsters. They are just excited.

Mark walks up to the island and slides the white envelope across the granite counter until it stops right next to my plate of pancakes.

“Open it,” Easton urges, leaning his elbows on the counter.

I pick up the envelope. I slide my finger under the paper flap and tear it open. I pull out a birthday card.

The front of the card features elegant, sharp, gothic lettering—like that Cinzel font I always see on the covers of the dark fantasy novels the girls in my English class read—spelling out Happy Birthday to our Son.

Our Son. 

The words always hit me like a physical blow to the sternum. No matter how many times I hear it, no matter how many years I live under their roof, the fact that Mark and Deborah chose me will never stop bringing me to my knees.

I open the card.

There is no long, handwritten letter inside. There is no cash folded into the crease.

There is just a single, metallic silver key.

It is taped to the center of the cardboard, sitting right above Mark’s messy handwriting that simply reads: Look in the driveway.

The oxygen is instantly sucked out of my lungs.

I stop breathing. I stare at the silver key. My brain completely stalls. The mechanism jams. The gears grind against each other, completely unable to process the data in front of me.

A key. A key to a vehicle. For me.

“Well?” Mark asks, his voice a low, rumbling laugh. “Are you going to sit there and stare at the cardboard all day, or are you going to go look at it?”

I look up. Easton is grinning so hard his face looks like it might split in half. Lexi is giggling, kicking her feet against her seat, feeding off the electric energy in the room.

I stand up. My legs feel like they are made of hollow glass.

I walk out of the kitchen. Mark, Deborah, and Easton follow right behind me.

I walk to the heavy front door, grab the brass handle, and pull it open.

The bright, morning Georgia sunlight floods into the hallway. I step out onto the front porch, the wooden boards solid and quiet beneath my dark boots.

I look at the driveway.

Parked right behind Mark’s heavy blue Ford pickup truck is a Jeep Wrangler. It is an older model, a few years used, but it has been meticulously, perfectly cared for. And it is entirely matte black.

It has thick, rugged off-road tires. The soft top is pulled back, exposing the dark, heavy roll bars. It looks tough. It looks completely unbreakable. It is exactly the kind of vehicle the school’s dark, brooding bad boy would drive. It is a guard dog made of steel and horsepower.

“I found it a few towns over,” Mark says, stepping up to stand right next to my shoulder on the porch. “The engine is solid. Easton and I have been working on the brakes and the suspension at my coworker, Adam Grant’s garage for the last three weeks. She runs like a dream.”

I do not move.

I stand perfectly still on the porch. I do not walk toward the Jeep.

Panic crashes over me, so violently that my vision actually begins to tunnel. The edges of the driveway blur into dark static.

No, the feral dog inside my chest snarls, backing into the darkest corner of its cage, terrified. No, no, no.

In the dark house at the end of the gravel road, nothing was ever free. Every single thing in the world was a transaction. If my mother managed to bring home a fast-food hamburger, it meant she expected me to stay locked in the closet for twelve hours without making a sound. If one of the monsters gave me a plastic toy, it meant I was not allowed to cry when he hit my mother later that night.

A gift is a debt. A gift is a heavy, rusted chain wrapped directly around your neck.

I look at the black Jeep.

It is a machine that costs thousands of dollars. It is an impossible, colossal amount of money.

What does this cost? my panicked brain screams, my chest heaving with short, shallow gasps. What do I owe them for this? How much blood? How much silence? What do they want from me?

I feel the violent urge to turn around and sprint back into the house. I want to grab my duffel bag from the closet. I want to run. If I take the keys, I am trapped. If I take the keys, they can punish me whenever they want.

My breathing turns ragged. I take a sharp, jerky step backward, my boot scraping loudly against the wooden porch.

The smile instantly vanishes from Easton’s face.

Mark freezes. He sees the terror radiating off my rigid shoulders. He sees the panicked emptiness in my eyes. He sees the survivor calculating his escape route.

Mark understands immediately.

He doesn’t step toward me. He doesn’t reach out to grab my arm. He knows that if he touches me right now, I will flinch and shatter the entire morning.

“Aries,” Mark says. His voice drops an entire octave. It loses all the bright, celebratory excitement. It becomes a heavy, grounded, immovable anchor. “Look at me.”

I force my eyes away from the Jeep in the driveway. I look at Mark. My chest is rising and falling in a frantic rhythm.

“There are no strings on this, son,” Mark says quietly, dismantling the trauma logic piece by piece.

“It’s too much,” I whisper, my voice cracking, the rusted gravel sound returning in my terror. “I didn’t earn it. I can’t pay for it.”

“You don’t buy a birthday present, Aries,” Deborah says softly from behind me, her voice thick with emotion. She doesn’t move forward either. She just lets her words wrap around me like a warm blanket. “It isn’t a paycheck. It’s a gift.”

“I don’t—” I choke on the words, shaking my head rapidly. “I don’t know what you want me to do for it.”

Mark lets out a slow, heavy breath. The heartbreak on his face is visible. The agonizing realization that even after years of safety, his son still expects to be charged a violent price for love.

Mark slowly crosses his arms over his chest. He leans back against the wooden railing of the porch, making himself as non-threatening as physically possible.

“Aries,” Mark says, his voice perfectly steady. “I want you to take the keys. I want you to change the oil every three thousand miles. And I want you to understand that we bought this for you because you are sixteen, and because we love you. There is no debt, son. You already gave us everything we wanted by standing on this porch and being part of this family.”

I stare at him.

I look at the man who taught me how to swing a baseball bat without closing my eyes. I look at the man who sat in the passenger seat and laughed when I stalled his truck. I look at the man who calls me his son in front of the entire town.

I look at Easton. He is giving me a small, encouraging nod, his eyes shiny with unshed tears, knowing exactly the psychological war I am fighting in my head.

The feral dog stops pacing. It looks at the giants. It realizes, for the millionth time since I was eight, that Mark and Deborah do not carry heavy boots or lit cigarettes. They only carry grace.

The chain around my neck snaps. The panic evaporates into the warm morning air.

I let out a long, shuddering breath, my shoulders finally dropping from my ears.

I look down at the birthday card I am still clutching in my right hand. I peel the silver key off the cardboard. The metal is cold against my calloused palm.

I step off the porch.

I walk down the concrete pathway. I walk up to the matte black Jeep. I run my hand along the heavy, dark metal of the hood. It is solid. It is real. It is mine.

“Shotgun!” Easton suddenly yells, breaking the heavy emotional tension in half. He completely bypasses me, sprinting across the driveway, and vaults directly over the closed passenger-side door, landing in the seat with a loud thud.

I shake my head, a quiet, genuine laugh escaping my throat.

I open the driver’s side door and climb up into the seat. It smells like clean leather and fresh rubber. I grip the heavy steering wheel. I look in the rearview mirror, watching Mark and Deborah standing arm-in-arm on the porch, smiling at me.

I look over at Easton.

“You going to start it, or are we just going to sit in the driveway looking tough?” Easton asks, leaning back and crossing his arms behind his head.

I let a real, genuine smile break across my face.

“Put your seatbelt on, golden boy,” I deadpan, sliding the silver key into the ignition. “I’m driving.”
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I’m seventeen years old, and even though I prefer to be kissing a girl in the back of my Jeep, I’m at a baseball game. I go to every baseball game.

Because Easton is on that field.

We are in the bottom of the seventh inning—the final inning of a tied, suffocatingly tense playoff game. Easton is the team captain, and the undisputed golden boy of the entire school.

I’m sitting on the very top row of the bleachers, leaning my broad back against the cold chain-link fence.

Mark and Deborah are several rows below me with Lexi, where normal parents sit instead of lurking against the fence like gargoyles.

But I’m not alone. I’m never alone at school events anymore.

My bad-boy mythology has completely crystallized over the last three years. The dark, untamed hair, the permanent, unreadable blue eyes, the heavy muscle of a teenager who spends his nights lifting weights in the garage to keep the demons quiet. It all acts like a magnet for a very specific kind of high school girl.

Right now, there are three of them practically sitting in my lap.

A girl named Kate is pressed directly against my left side. She is wearing shorts that are entirely too small, her heavily perfumed hair drifting across my collarbone. She is deliberately running her manicured fingernails lightly over the thick, chaotic black-and-gray tattoo that covers my left bicep. Another girl, Jessica, is leaning over my right knee, laughing far too loudly at a joke I didn’t even make. Brooke is sitting in front of me, but is leaning back against my leg on purpose.

“Aries,” Kate purrs, leaning her head against my shoulder and tracing a swirling line of ink on my arm. “Are you coming to the bonfire after this? It’s going to be huge. My brother bought three kegs.”

I don’t look at her. I keep my eyes locked dead ahead on the brightly lit dirt of the baseball diamond.

“Maybe,” I say. My voice is a low, gravelly rumble that vibrates in my chest.

Kate shivers slightly, entirely mistaking my absolute boredom for smoldering intensity. Jessica leans in closer, trying to reclaim my attention.

“You should totally drive us in your Jeep,” Jessica offers, batting her eyelashes. “It’s so much cooler than riding with the juniors.”

I let the corners of my mouth pull up into a slow, calculated smirk. The weaponized, closed-mouth smile that gives them exactly enough oxygen to keep playing the game, but keeps my teeth hidden.

But my brain isn’t processing a single word they are saying. Because Easton is walking up to the plate.

The stadium noise instantly fades into a dull, underwater hum. The girls hanging off my arms might as well be ghosts. I block them out entirely.

The bases are loaded. There are two outs. The score is tied.

Easton steps into the dirt. He digs his cleats in. He taps the home plate with the tip of his aluminum bat and pulls his helmet down low over his bright eyes. He doesn’t look nervous. He looks beautifully alive.

The opposing pitcher winds up.

Strike one. The crowd groans. I don’t move a muscle. I don’t blink. My jaw locks into a hard, rigid line. I can feel the phantom weight of a baseball bat in my own hands, my muscles twitching in sympathetic tension.

The pitcher winds up again. A curveball.

Easton doesn’t bite.

The tension in the stadium is pressing down on the bleachers. Kate is still talking to me, her hand resting on my chest, but I am completely deaf to her.

The pitcher checks the runners. He breathes out. He throws.

It’s a fastball. Right down the middle.

Easton steps into the pitch. His hips snap violently. His shoulders uncoil.

CRACK!

The sound of the aluminum barrel connecting with the leather baseball sounds like a gunshot echoing through the humid Georgia night.

The ball launches into the dark sky, a tiny white blur soaring higher and higher, sailing effortlessly over the frantic leap of the center fielder, and clearing the distant outfield fence by twenty feet.

A walk-off grand slam.

For a split second, there is absolute, stunned silence.

And then, the stadium explodes.

It’s a deafening, chaotic, earth-shattering roar. The metal bleachers shake as hundreds of teenagers leap to their feet, screaming, throwing half-empty cups of soda into the air.

At one time, all this noise would have triggered me, but it no longer does.

Easton drops his bat. He throws both of his hands directly into the sky, letting out a triumphant, echoing scream as he rounds first base.

The mask shatters.

The brooding, untouchable bad boy completely vaporizes into the night air.

“Oh my god, he did it!” Kate shrieks, grabbing my arm and trying to pull herself up against me. “Aries, your brother won the—”

I don’t let her finish the sentence.

I stand up so fast I physically knock Jessica backward onto the aluminum bench. I don’t look at them. I don’t excuse myself. I don’t give them a parting smirk. I strip away the girls, the game, and the entire high school hierarchy in a fraction of a second.

I push past them.

“Hey, watch it!” a boy yells as I shove my way down the crowded, frantic bleachers. I take the metal stairs three at a time, my heavy black boots hammering against the aluminum. I hit the ground running.

The chain-link fence separating the bleachers from the field is five feet tall.

I don’t look for the gate. I don’t slow down. I plant my hands flat on the top metal bar and vault my entire muscular frame over the fence, landing with a heavy, jarring thud in the red dirt of the warning track.

I sprint toward home plate.

The rest of Easton’s team has already poured out of the dugout. They are a chaotic, jumping mass of white and gray uniforms, waiting for him to cross the plate.

Easton rounds third. He stomps his cleat onto home plate, and the team completely swallows him, mobbing him, beating their hands against his helmet in a massive, ecstatic dogpile.

I don’t care about the team.

I hit the edge of the mob. I shove two junior outfielders completely out of my way, parting the sea of baseball uniforms with pure, feral force.

Easton breaks out of the center of the dogpile. His helmet is knocked sideways, his face is covered in dirt and sweat, and he is laughing so hard he can barely breathe.

He sees me coming.

He doesn’t reach for his teammates. He doesn’t look up at the cheering girls in the stands.

He runs directly at me.

We collide in the dirt.

I wrap my thick arms completely around his chest. I don’t give him a cool, casual high-school handshake. I don’t pat him on the back. I grab him, and I lift his entire body completely off the ground.

“You did it!” I roar.

It’s the loudest sound I have made in front of other people in my entire life. My voice tears through the cheering crowd, deep and raw.

“I hit it! Aries, I actually hit it!” Easton screams back, wrapping his arms around my neck, holding onto me exactly the way he held onto me in the muddy ravine when we were kids.

I spin him around in a circle in the dirt, completely uncaring of the fact that the entire stadium is watching. I don’t care that the girls who just spent an hour trying to flirt with the dark, mysterious bad boy are now watching him act like an overjoyed, fiercely protective overgrown puppy.

I set Easton back down on his feet.

He is panting, his eyes shining with absolute, pure joy. He grabs the front of my black t-shirt, shaking me back and forth.

“Did you see it?!” he demands.

“I saw it, golden boy,” I laugh. A real, genuine, massive laugh that exposes my teeth and makes the corners of my eyes crinkle. “You crushed it. You absolutely crushed it.”

The rest of the baseball team is staring at us. They are terrified of me in the hallways. They cross the street when they see me walking toward them. Watching me smile and laugh is like watching a shark suddenly turn into a golden retriever. They don’t know how to process it.

For one stupid moment my eyes drop to Easton’s mouth. I feel a flutter in my chest that I don’t understand. I quickly look away and up at the stands.

I see Kate and Jessica standing on the top row, staring down at the dirt. They look completely confused. The mystery is broken. The illusion is shattered. They realize, in a sudden moment of high school clarity, that they never actually had my attention at all.

My attention has always, and will always, belong entirely to the boy standing in front of me.

I throw my heavy arm around Easton’s shoulders, pulling him tight against my side, shielding him from the chaos of the celebrating team.

“Come on,” I tell him, turning him toward the parking lot where my matte black Jeep is waiting. “Let’s get out of here. Dad is going to buy us the biggest steaks in this entire town.”

Easton grins, leaning his weight against my side as we walk off the field together, leaving the screaming stadium and the shattered masks completely behind us in the dirt.
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A high school graduation is just a different kind of waiting room.

We are sitting on the freshly cut grass of the football field, baked beneath the suffocating, punishing heat of the late May sun in Georgia. There are three hundred identical folding chairs, lined up in perfectly straight, agonizingly rigid rows. We are all wearing the exact same cheap, dark blue polyester gowns. The fabric doesn’t breathe. It traps the heat against my skin, creating a heavy, suffocating weight. I hate uniforms. I hate being part of a crowd. It feels like a trap.

But I am sitting perfectly still in my folding chair. I do not pull at the tight collar of my dress shirt. I do not take the ridiculous, square cardboard cap off my head. I endure it.

I am eighteen years old. I survived.

To my left, a girl named Madison leans into my personal space. The air around her is thick with a sickeningly sweet, vanilla body spray that is aggressively fighting a losing battle against the humidity.

To my right is Kate. She has somehow managed to maneuver her folding chair three inches closer to mine than the geometry of the rows should allow.

Kate reaches out. She rests her hand directly on top of my thigh, right over the dark blue polyester of the gown.

“So,” Kate whispers, leaning her head so close to my ear that her hair brushes against the edge of my jaw. “Are you actually coming to Tyler’s party, or are you just going to ghost us again?”

Madison leans in from the other side, her eyes wide and expectant. “You have to come, Aries. It’s graduation. It’s the last real party before everyone leaves.”

I do not look at either of them.

My spine is pressed flat against the hard metal back of the folding chair. My eyes are locked dead ahead, staring with laser-focused intensity at the wooden podium sitting in the center of the wooden stage at the fifty-yard line.

I slowly drop my right hand down. I let my fingers rest over Kate’s hand on my thigh.

I don’t squeeze her hand. I don’t intertwine our fingers. I just absently, methodically trace the knuckles of her manicured hand with my thumb. It’s a completely empty, mechanical gesture. It’s a physical lie designed to keep her quiet.

“I’ll be there,” I say.

It is a lie, and I don’t care. I have no intention of going to Tyler’s party. I have no intention of holding a red plastic cup, pretending to care about the futures of teenagers who spent the last four years treating high school like it was the hardest thing they would ever have to survive.

I am tracing Kate’s knuckles, but I am not in my body.

My entire consciousness, my entire hyper-vigilant threat-assessment radar, is completely zeroed in on the boy standing off to the side of the wooden stage, waiting for his cue.

Easton.

The principal finishes his long, droning speech about community and the future. He steps back from the microphone.

“And now,” the principal’s voice echoes across the massive football stadium, bouncing off the metal bleachers packed with sweating parents. “I would like to introduce the Valedictorian of the graduating class. Easton Stark.”

The stadium erupts.

It isn’t polite, golf-clap applause. It is a massive, deafening roar. The entire baseball team stands up in their folding chairs, hooting and screaming. Easton is the golden boy. He is the captain. He is the kid with the perfect grades, the perfect hazel-green eyes, and the perfect, effortless smile.

I stop moving my thumb over Kate’s hand.

I sit up completely straight.

Easton walks up the wooden steps to the stage. He is wearing the same dark blue polyester gown, but on him, it doesn’t look like a cage. It looks like a cape. He steps up to the microphone, adjusting it down an inch. He looks out over the sea of three hundred identical blue caps.

He doesn’t look nervous. He looks exactly like he did when we were kids, standing in the woods with a stick, completely convinced that the world was a safe place to play in.

“Thank you,” Easton says, his voice ringing out clear and bright over the massive stadium speakers.

He waits for the cheering to die down.

“They told me I had five minutes to impart some kind of life-altering wisdom to you all,” Easton begins, leaning his forearms against the wooden podium. He flashes that easy, brilliant smile. “Which is a terrible idea, because last week I forgot to put my Honda in park and it rolled into my dad’s azalea bushes.”

The entire graduating class laughs. A wave of relieved, genuine amusement washes over the football field. In the bleachers, I can see Mark shake his head, laughing loudly, while Deborah playfully smacks his arm.

“But,” Easton continues, his smile softening, shifting into something deeper. The joking tone vanishes, replaced by a quiet, profound gravity that immediately commands the silence of the stadium. “If there is one thing I actually do know, it’s that the things we think are permanent, rarely are.”

My chest tightens. A sudden, heavy pressure builds behind my ribs.

“We spend a lot of time in high school trying to figure out who we are,” Easton says, looking out over the crowd. “We put ourselves in boxes. The athlete. The quiet kid. The kid who sits in the back row. We wear armor because we think the world is going to demand a piece of us that we aren’t ready to give.”

He pauses.

His hazel-green eyes scan the front rows. They scan the middle.

And then, his eyes lock directly onto mine.

Out of three hundred kids, out of two thousand parents in the stands, Easton finds me. The invisible, unbreakable tether that connects us pulls completely taut across the fifty yards of cut grass.

“But the truth is,” Easton says, speaking directly to me, ignoring the rest of the world entirely. “The armor doesn’t make you strong. The people standing next to you do. The people who reach into the dark and pull you out. The people who look at the absolute worst parts of the world, and decide to stand in front of you anyway.”

A phantom pain ghosts across my left shoulder, deep beneath the black and gray tattoo. I remember the freezing mud of the ravine. I remember his panicked, screaming sobs as I pressed my hands against his bleeding leg.

Safe.

“Family isn’t always the house you were born in,” Easton’s voice echoes, ringing with absolute, undeniable conviction. “Sometimes, family is the person who refuses to let you fight your monsters alone. Sometimes, family is a choice.”

He holds my gaze for one second longer. A silent, massive thank you passing between us.

Then, he looks back out at the crowd, the golden boy smile returning.

“So, as we leave here today,” Easton concludes, his voice rising triumphantly. “Don’t just look for success. Look for your people. And when you find them, never, ever let them go. Thank you.”

The stadium explodes again. It’s a deafening, standing ovation.

I do not stand up. I do not cheer.

I sit in my metal folding chair. I swallow hard against the massive, jagged lump that has suddenly formed in my throat. I’m a weapon forged in absolute darkness, and yet, the boy at the podium just dismantled my entire tough exterior with a single paragraph.

“Wow,” Madison whispers next to me, fanning her face with her graduation program. “That was actually kind of intense. Easton is so deep.”

I slowly pull my hand out from under Kate’s. I rest my arms on the arms of my folding chair, locking my jaw, refusing to let them see the emotional earthquake happening inside my chest.

“Yeah,” I murmur softly. “He is.”

The ceremony drags on. The speeches end, and the agonizingly slow process of calling three hundred names in alphabetical order begins.

The sun beats down. The air grows completely stagnant. Row by row, the students stand up, walk toward the stage, and receive the empty leather folders that symbolize the end of our childhoods.

I don’t care about the piece of paper. The diploma means absolutely nothing to me. The paper didn’t teach me how to survive an empty refrigerator. The paper didn’t teach me how to clean up the broken glass after the heavy boots stomped through the house.

I am only walking across this stage for Mark and Deborah.

Because for them, this piece of paper is a victory flag. It is proof that the starving, mute, filthy stray who wandered out of the jungle and onto their porch didn’t just survive. He lived. He graduated. He beat the statistics of the rotting house at the end of the gravel road.

“Row nineteen, please stand,” a teacher whispers, gesturing to us.

I stand up. My joints pop. I tower over the girls standing next to me. I fall into line, a dark, imposing shadow moving slowly toward the wooden steps of the stage.

We wait at the bottom of the ramp.

I listen to the names being called.

The principal steps up to the microphone. He looks down at his list.

“Aries Vecelli.”

I step onto the wooden stage.

The stadium is polite. There is a smattering of applause from the students who are terrified of me, and louder, enthusiastic cheers from the girls who are obsessed with the mask I wear.

I walk across the stage. I keep my back perfectly straight, my shoulders squared. I don’t slouch. I don’t look at my shoes. I look directly at the principal. I reach out my hand, and I take the leather folder.

I turn to face the massive, towering metal bleachers for the mandatory photograph.

Suddenly, a voice cuts through the polite applause.

It is not a polite sound. It is a high-pitched, ferocious, ear-splitting shriek that completely shatters the heavy, humid air of the football stadium.

“THAT’S MY AWY!”

It is Lexi.

I freeze. My head snaps up toward the middle section of the bleachers.

Mark is standing up, Lexi hoisted entirely onto his broad shoulders. She is wearing a bright yellow sundress. She is waving both of her arms frantically in the air, practically vibrating with excitement, entirely uncaring of the hundreds of people staring at her.

Right next to them, Deborah is standing with both hands pressed against her mouth. The tears are streaming freely down her face, ruining her makeup, her shoulders shaking as she looks at the boy who walked into her house at eight years old and never truly left.

I look at my father holding my little sister.

I look at my mother weeping for me.

I look at Lexi, screaming my name like I am a superhero.

I don’t smirk. I don’t give the crowd the dark, brooding look of the untouchable bad boy.

I let out a low, genuine chuckle. The sound rumbles deep in my chest.

I lift the leather diploma folder into the air, pointing it directly at the little girl in the yellow dress.

The photographer’s flash goes off, blinding me for a split second, capturing the massive, dark teenager in the blue gown offering a fiercely protective smile to the bleachers.

I walk down the opposite side of the stage.

I step off the wooden ramp and my heavy black boots hit the soft grass of the football field.

The girls, the parties, the dark house, the screaming floorboards. It all fades into the static of the past.

I walk back to my folding chair, holding the folder in my hand, knowing exactly who I am, and exactly where I am going. I am going to the parking lot. I am going to find the matte black Jeep. And I am going to drive my family home.
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The house sounds different when it’s being emptied. It doesn’t sound like the dark house at the end of the gravel road. It isn’t a monster breathing in the dark, settling its weight to trap me inside. But it is loud. Every step echoes just a little too sharply against the floors. Every drawer slides shut with a hollow, final thud that doesn’t belong here. The walls feel wider. The air feels thinner.

It feels like the house already knows we’re leaving, and it’s holding its breath, trying to make space for the absence.

I am standing in the doorway of the bedroom.

The heavy wooden bunk bed is gone.

For years, it has been the absolute center of this room. The anchor point. The exact geographic coordinate where my life finally started to feel normal. Now, there is just a square imprint in the beige carpet where the heavy wooden legs used to press into the floor. The outline of the carpet is darker there. Protected.

Untouched.

It looks like a ghost. But for the very first time in my life, I am looking at a ghost that I don’t want to run away from.

Easton walks past me in the hallway, carrying a heavy cardboard box filled with textbooks and tangled computer wires. He shifts his weight and bumps his shoulder hard against mine on purpose as he passes.

“Don’t get sentimental on me,” Easton mutters, adjusting his grip on the cardboard. “You’re literally moving into an apartment ten minutes away from my university dorm.”

I don’t move from the doorway. My dark eyes trace the outline in the carpet one last time.

“I know,” I say. My voice is quiet, a low rumble in my chest.

The matte black Jeep is already half-packed in the driveway. It is loaded with the absolute, structured normalcy of a kid moving out. Two dark duffel bags. A box of clothes. A small set of iron weights Mark insisted I take. Neatly stacked plastic bins labeled in Deborah’s careful, looping handwriting.

Kitchen. Bathroom. School.

Order. Structure. Safety.

Easton is leaving his car behind because Deborah’s sedan needs a new transmission, and since he’ll be living on campus, he decided he didn’t need it. We are riding together.

I turn away from the empty bedroom and walk downstairs.

Deborah is standing on the front porch. The heavy front door is propped wide open. She has a white dish towel in her hands, and she keeps folding and unfolding it, over and over again, her fingers moving frantically because she doesn’t know what else to do with them.

Lexi hasn’t stopped following me since the sun came up.

I stop at the bottom of the stairs and turn around. I crouch down, dropping my heavy frame so I am completely at eye level with her.

“Hey, little duck,” I say quietly.

Her bright blue eyes are already glossy, brimming with tears. Her bottom lip is trembling, her small teeth pressing into it like she’s trying to hold something massive back and completely failing.

“You’re leaving,” she whispers.

Out of everything that has happened today, those two words hit me harder than a physical punch to the ribs.

I nod once. A slow, serious motion.

“I’m not going too far,” I tell her, my voice softening into a gentle rasp. “I’m just getting my own place.”

She shakes her head violently, her blonde curls bouncing around her tear-streaked face. “No. You live here.”

For a second, the voice box in my throat completely fails. I don’t have a response.

Because she’s right.

I do live here. I always will. This is the house that built the man out of the feral dog.

I reach forward and pull her into my arms. I lift her easily, settling her small weight against my broad chest. She wraps her arms around my neck immediately, burying her face into my collarbone and holding on tight.

“I’m still yours,” I murmur directly into her hair, closing my eyes. “You don’t get rid of your guard dog that easily.”

She sniffles loudly against my shirt. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

She pulls back just enough to look at me. Her small, warm hand presses flat against my cheek.

“You come back?” she demands.

“Always,” I say. The word is an iron-clad vow.

She considers that very seriously, her blue eyes searching my black ones.

“…okay.”

I stand up, and walk out onto the porch. I set Lexi down gently on the wooden boards.

Deborah finally steps forward.

She doesn’t say anything at first. She just looks at me. She looks at my broad shoulders, the dark ink peeking out from under the sleeve of my t-shirt, the solid, unshakeable calm in my jaw. She looks at me like she’s memorizing a map she drew herself.

“You packed everything?” Deborah asks softly, her voice wavering.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She nods, a wet, emotional laugh slipping out of her throat. She reaches up and cups my face in both of her hands.

“You did so good,” she says, her voice breaking right down the middle, the tears finally spilling over her eyelashes. “You did so, so good, Aries.”

I don’t know what to do with that. The sheer, overwhelming weight of a mother’s pride is still something my brain struggles to compute.

So, I do the only thing I can. I lean my face into her hands. Just a little. Just enough to let her know she is holding me.

“Thank you,” I say quietly.

I step past her, walking down the concrete path toward the driveway.

Mark is standing by the tailgate of his blue truck.

He’s been quiet most of the morning. He isn’t distant. He isn’t closed off. He is the mountain watching the weather change, letting everything happen without trying to control it.

I walk over to him.

We stand there for a second. Just the two of us. The warm, humid Georgia air sitting heavy and silent between us.

“I’ll get a job,” I say.

The words fire out of my mouth before I can bite them back. The trauma response is a reflex, deeply ingrained in my muscle memory. I am leaving the house. I am taking resources. I feel the sudden, desperate need to balance the ledger.

Mark raises an eyebrow.

“I mean it,” I continue, my voice tightening slightly, my chest rising. “As soon as I find a job, I’ll start paying rent so you don’t have to cover the apartment. I’m not just going to—”

Mark cuts me off with a low, deep chuckle.

It isn’t dismissive. It isn’t mocking.

It’s just heartbreakingly familiar.

“Son,” Mark says, then he steps forward and pulls me into a hug.

It is the kind of hug that doesn’t ask for permission.

I freeze for half a second, the old instincts bracing for impact, and then I completely fold into it. My thick arms come up around his back, my hands gripping the fabric of his shirt with a crushing, desperate strength.

“I’m serious,” I mumble against his broad shoulder, my eyes burning.

“I know you are,” Mark replies easily.

He pulls back just enough to look at me, keeping one heavy, warm hand resting firmly on my shoulder.

“Whatever you want to do, son. You want a job, get a job. You want to help later, we’ll talk about it. But you don’t owe me for having somewhere to live,” Mark says, his eyes locking onto mine, entirely dismantling the feral fear of debt.

My throat tightens into a painful, jagged knot.

I nod. A single, sharp motion. Because if I try to open my mouth to say anything else, the voice box is going to shatter, and it won’t come out right.

“Alright, emotional support family,” Easton says. “We gotta go before Aries cries and ruins his terrifying reputation.”

“I don’t cry,” I mutter automatically, pulling my bad-boy mask half-on just for him.

Easton grins, a bright flash of teeth in the sun. “You cried that one time when Lexi called you her favorite.”

I shake my head, grabbing the last cardboard box from the driveway and tossing it effortlessly into the back of the Jeep.

Easton walks around the front of the hood and steps up beside me.

For a second, we just stand there.

No roaring crowds. No stadium noise. No high school hierarchies to navigate. No screaming floorboards or dark hallways.

Just us.

“You ready?” Easton asks.

I look at him.

The golden boy. The boy who looked at a broken, silent kid and simply decided he was worth keeping.

“Yeah,” I say.

I open the heavy driver’s door.

Then, I pause. I turn back.

Mark is standing on the lawn with his arm wrapped tightly around Deborah. Lexi is standing on the bottom step of the porch, waving both of her hands wildly above her head.

“Bye, Awy!” she shouts, her voice echoing down the rich person road. “Bye, East!”

I lift my hand.

I don’t offer a calculated smirk. I don’t wear a mask.

I just give them a real, quiet wave.

Mark nods once. Deborah smiles through her tears. Lexi keeps waving frantically, like I’m going to disappear into thin air if she stops moving her hands.

I get into the Jeep.

Easton slides into the passenger seat next to me.

I put the key in the ignition and turn it. The familiar, heavy rumble of the engine settles under my hands, steady and obedient.

I shift into gear and pull out of the driveway.

The house gets smaller in the rearview mirror.

The porch. The front door. The beige carpets. The exact place where I learned how to be human.

I don’t look away. Not until I turn the steering wheel, and the house disappears completely behind the tall, green oak trees at the edge of the neighborhood.

The road stretches out in front of the windshield.

Open. Endless. Mine.

Easton reaches over and turns the radio dial. Some loud, chaotic pop song fills the cab of the Jeep. He leans back against the headrest, kicking his clean sneakers up onto the dashboard like he owns the entire world.

“College,” Easton says, grinning at the windshield. “This is insane.”

“Yeah,” I reply.

I grip the leather steering wheel.

My knuckles aren’t white. I am not afraid. I am just steady.

I glance over at him. Then, back at the road.

“I’ve got you,” I say quietly over the music.

Easton doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t need to.

He just nods.

“I know,” Easton answers, a quiet, profound certainty in his voice. “You didn’t have to get an apartment near the university… but I’m glad you did.”

I let out a low, gravelly chuckle, the wind whipping through the open cab of the Jeep.

“You’re stuck with me forever, golden boy.”
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