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Dedication
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To the teachers who show up. 

To the counselors who listen, the janitors who protect, the secretaries who notice, and the cafeteria workers who feed more than just bellies. 

To the staff who stretch budgets, bend rules, and break their backs trying to make school feel safe, sacred, and sometimes even fun. 

You fight battles no one sees. You plant seeds in rocky ground. And still, you teach.


This story is for you.



––––––––
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For the lost souls...




The ones who disappeared between the bells,

who were silenced behind locked doors,

and who wandered the halls waiting to be seen.

You were never forgotten.

We carry your names in the chalk dust.

We carry your truth in the blood.



DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, places, schools, organizations, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, real institutions, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The themes addressed in this book, including corruption, abuse of power, and institutional failure, are intended to provoke thought and inspire change, not to reflect any specific real-world events or entities.

Reader discretion is advised.







Content Warning 

Trigger Warning: This book may contain themes of trafficking, domestic violence, emotional and psychological abuse, drug addiction, and survival in an abusive relationship. While the story does not include gratuitous descriptions of violence, it does explore the mental, emotional, and physical toll of long-term abuse in a realistic and sensitive manner.

If you are sensitive to these topics, please read with caution. If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, resources are available to help.
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Chapter 1
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The building clears out by 4:15 on Thursdays. I should’ve left with everyone else.

Instead, I stayed behind in Room 214, hunched over a desk trying to finish grading the papers so I could have a night to myself. I was attempting to make sense of a stack of sophomore essays that read like caffeine-fueled text messages from the apocalypse. The windows were closed, the air stale with a mix of teenage colognes, dry-erase marker fumes, and that faint industrial lemon smell that always drifts in from the halls after the janitor’s made his first round.

I wasn’t trying to win Teacher of the Year. Honestly, I was just too damn tired to pack up and leave. Besides, if I didn’t grade them now, I’d end up eating junk food and watching something stupid on TV while I finished them at home. Half the kids had written about historical rebellions without including a single fact, and one quoted TikTok as a source. My head throbbed from behind my left eye, but I kept reading.

The hallway outside was quiet. The kind that sounds almost peaceful after a day filled with chatter and questions. I had left my classroom door cracked open to let air circulate, and the fact that it always stuck if I shut it all the way. This was an old school stuck between the right side of town and the side that people talked about.

I took a sip of cold coffee, forgotten and bitter, grimaced, then set it on the edge of the desk with a sigh. That’s when I heard a single shoe squeaking on the tile. There was no echo or thump to give me any indication that someone was there. Then I heard a second sound, a thump, a little slower and heavier. More than one person was out there.

I looked up from my papers. The hallway just outside my door was empty. I told myself it was Hank, the night janitor, or one of the coaches. Maybe someone from the drama club finishing set breakdown. I told myself all of those things, but none of them felt true.

I went back to grading, flipping the page that was shaking in my hands. Out in the hall, the lights flickered. Something shifted in the air just enough to raise the hair on the back of my neck. It was the kind of shift you feel when a storm’s coming or someone’s staring at you from across a crowded room.

I didn’t hear anything right away, but my skin sent a prickle up both arms, setting off goosebumps like a warning bell. My breath caught before I could stop it, shallow and halted. I sat still for a second, pen hovering just above a half-scribbled “C+.” The essay in front of me blurred.

Then, from the hallway came another squeak slower and much heavier, like a wet shoe twisting on polished tile. A rubber sole fighting friction.

I froze, pen still in midair. Squeak... pause... thud.

Goosebumps tightened across my shoulders. I looked toward the cracked door, suddenly aware of how narrow the opening was and wow dark the hallway had become now that the sun had started its dip below the windows. The overhead lights inside buzzed faintly, but the corridor was darker than it should’ve been. The lights had been cut off.

I stood up without thinking, brushing my fingers across the desk looking for something I could use to protect myself. A red pen. Yep, I was in trouble if that was trouble waiting outside my door.

“Hello?” My voice barely cleared the edge of my throat, cracked and quiet.

No answer. Just one more single step, the squeak, then nothing. Silence pooled in the hallway, waiting. I gripped the edge of my desk, knuckles pale and forced myself to take a step forward. The door’s edge cut a thin line of yellow light across the hallway floor, beyond it, only shadow. Every instinct screamed to grab my phone and dial 911, but instead I decided to wait it out. Curiosity pulled me closer to the door.

My shoes barely whispered across the linoleum as I edged closer. I pressed my palm to the door, feeling the hum of the building through the wood, and nudged it wider. The hinges gave a low groan. I peered into the dimness. It wasn’t going to cooperate and let me slam it shut.

A shape caught the corner of my eye, a blur that might have been nothing, or maybe everything. The air still felt charged, as though the hallway itself was holding its breath. I leaned out, squinting, but the only thing that answered me was the muffled buzz of the lights in my classroom and the echo of my own heart pounding in my ears.

Then, suddenly, there it was again, Squeak, thud, this time, closer.

I stood there, heart hammering behind my ribs, listening for another sound. Silence filled the space instead, pressing against me from every angle. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to shut that door and lock it tight, but I couldn’t move.

“Ms. Walker?”

My breath stopped completely and I had a moment of relief. Glad it was one of my students probably needing help.

Taylor’s voice was calm, soothing, and sounded almost friendly, but cold. He stepped forward, easing the door open wider. Blond hair perfectly combed, expensive shirt neatly pressed. Nothing out of place, as if he’d just strolled from a yearbook photo shoot instead of the dim hallway outside my classroom. But his eyes held no warmth and no smile was touching them.

“Sorry if I startled you,” he said, stepping inside slowly, casually, like he was coming in for class. “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

My gaze darted behind him, and I realized he wasn’t alone. Bryce leaned against the lockers just outside, face shadowed, eyes barely visible. Logan stood beside him, chewing gum, mouth stretched into an unsettling smirk. Jaxon was silent and solid like a brick wall, blocking half the hallway, and Dante hovered further back, looking anywhere but at me.

Taylor kept his eyes locked onto mine. He moved gently, confidently, like we were friends, like this was just another after-school chat about grades or college applications.

“What are you boys still doing here?” I forced out, trying to sound authoritative while using teacher voice, firm and steady. It came out breathy and tight, betraying every ounce of fear I wanted to hide.

“Oh, you know,” Taylor replied, shrugging easily. He glanced back at the others, grinning in a way that sent a chill down my spine. “We were just talking about you, actually.”

My pulse pounded in my throat. “Then let’s talk tomorrow. I was just leaving.”

He took another slow step toward me. The door swung gently closed behind him with a soft click.

“Nah,” Taylor said softly, calmly. “I think we’ll talk now.”

I swallowed hard, backing instinctively until the chalk tray pressed cold against my hip. Taylor’s gaze never wavered.

“That little scene in the hall this morning,” he said, voice still silky, almost amused. “You remember, don’t you?”

Of course I remembered. The sting of my own words lingered even now, echoing between the lockers and the stunned faces of his friends. I’d called him out for skipping detention and undermining my authority, right where everyone could hear. He’d stood there, jaw set, cheeks flushed beneath all that composure, with Bryce and Logan flanking him like loyal shadows.

“You embarrassed me in front of everyone,” Taylor went on, tone light but his knuckles whitening on the edge of a desk. “Did you think I’d just forget about that?”

“I was doing my job,” I replied, forcing my voice to steady. “You know the rules, Taylor. I expect everyone...”

He cut me off with a quiet, mirthless laugh. “Yeah, you made that pretty clear. Real impressive, putting me in my place like that.”

A tense silence stretched between us. Outside, I could hear Logan’s gum snap and Bryce’s low chuckle, the memory of the morning’s confrontation settling over us and that neither of us could ignore.

I took another small step backward, my hip bumping against the desk behind me. My throat tightened so hard I could barely swallow. The fluorescent lights buzzed louder now, harsh, dizzying, making the scene in my room seem surreal.

“You don’t wanna do this, Taylor,” I said quietly. My voice shook, but it came out clearer than I expected.

His mouth twisted slowly. “I don’t?”

He took another step forward, and the others filed quietly into the room behind him. Bryce clicked the door shut, locking it without breaking eye contact. The sound snapped through me like a bone breaking.

Taylor moved close enough that I could smell mint gum on his breath. My stomach twisted with nausea.

“It’s nothing personal,” he said, leaning casually against my desk, his voice cold and detached. “You just need to learn your place.”

I glanced desperately at Dante. His eyes flickered away immediately, jaw tight. “Dante,” I pleaded, hoping he’d meet my gaze again. “You don’t have to...”

A swift, sudden shove sent me sprawling backward. My hip cracked painfully against the desk’s sharp edge, essays scattering across the floor like dry leaves.

“Don’t talk to him,” Taylor snapped, eyes narrowed to slits, his voice sharp and threatening. “He can’t help you.”

Jaxon’s big hand grabbed my arm, squeezing so hard my bones ached. “Hold still,” he muttered, his voice disturbingly low.

“Please...” My voice broke, a whisper I hated myself for. My pulse roared in my ears, drowning out the boy’s muffled laughter. Hands grabbed my wrists, twisted, pushed me roughly against the desk. Someone, Logan, maybe, snickered softly as he pinned my shoulders down.

The taste of panic filled my mouth. My cheek pressed flat against the cold, hard wood of the desk, eyes filling with tears of frustration and fury.

“Keep quiet,” Taylor warned softly, “or it’ll get worse.”

I struggled anyway, kicking wildly, papers crumpling beneath me, desperate to break loose. They were too strong. Someone’s hand pressed tight against my mouth, and I bit down until I tasted a coppery warmth flooding my tongue. A pained grunt, a curse spat into my ear, then the sudden crack of my head hitting the desk, colors exploding behind my eyes.

Laughter echoed, sounding distant as my world blurred. My ears filled with cotton, everything muffled and slow, fading fast. I heard, “Let’s do her!”

The last thing I saw before darkness swept over me was my coffee cup tumbling from the edge of the desk, shattering on the tile below, a dark stain spreading like blood, then, mercifully, nothing.
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Chapter 2
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My first thought when I woke up was that someone needed to fix those damned lights.

The fluorescents hummed overhead, too bright and artificial for any real comfort. They buzzed and popped softly, pulling me back toward consciousness. I remembered an ache that had slowly wrapped itself around my body, twisting through every bone, muscle, and nerve, and screaming. Then nothing until this very moment.

I blinked slowly, wincing at how dry and gritty my eyes felt. The room sharpened gradually, first just edges of white ceiling tiles, then a thin line of metal railing, cold sheets, and the sterile smell of antiseptic heavy in the air. My heart stumbled, suddenly hammering hard enough to hurt. This wasn’t Room 214. It wasn’t even the school. I didn’t know where I was.

“Easy there.” A gentle voice floated from my left side, female and calming.

I turned my head slowly. Everything felt sluggish, kind of like a slow motion movie scene. A woman in pale blue scrubs smiled gently at me from beside the bed. Dark curls framed her face, pulled back loosely, exhaustion evident in her eyes. A nurse, probably. I opened my mouth to speak, but no sound came out.

“Take your time,” she said softly. “Your throat’s gonna hurt a bit. There was a tube we just took out. But you need to rest your voice.”

I swallowed hard. My throat felt raw, like I'd swallowed glass. I managed a hoarse whisper. “Where...?”

“You’re in the hospital. Atlanta Memorial.” Her voice remained soothing, practiced. “Do you remember anything?”

The question settled heavily between us. Do I remember?

I had a flash. The sound of sneakers squeaking. Gum smacking, harsh laughter, coffee splattering onto cold tile, and...

I squeezed my eyes shut, breath catching as panic surged.

“Easy, easy,” she repeated, hand gently squeezing mine. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

I opened my eyes again, breathing too fast. She said safe, but I didn’t feel it. The memory clung to me fleeting yet inescapable.

The nurse gave my hand another reassuring squeeze. “Someone’s been waiting a long time to talk to you. But only when you're ready.”

“Who?” I croaked, heart racing again. Fear rose like bile, sour in my throat.

“Detective Willis,” she answered gently. “But he can wait. He’s been waiting three months, another day won’t matter.”

Three months?

I stared blankly at her, the words bouncing meaninglessly around my head. My throat tightened, and tears blurred my vision, hot and sudden. I tried to wipe them away, but my arm barely moved. Three months gone. Vanished. Stolen.

I lay back slowly, eyes locked onto those flickering, damned lights again, and wondered numbly if I’d ever really wake up because this had to be a dream.

The next morning dripped in through the blinds, pale and metallic, the kind of light that made everything look a little unreal. The nurse was a different one this time, brisk and perfumed, and she helped prop me up with pillows, fussed with wires and cups of water, then vanished with a hush. I was left in the soft hum of machines and the distant chorus of a hospital cart wheel’s rumbling down one of the halls.

A faint tap came from door. Two figures stepped in, shoes silent on clean floor. One was tall with sharp shoulders and tired eyes, his hair flecked with gray at the temples. The other, his partner, I guessed, was smaller, face unreadable, notebook in hand. They paused, giving me space to breathe and realize they were friend, not foe.

“Good morning.” The taller one spoke first, voice low and steady, as if he’d practiced sounding gentle. “I’m Detective Willis. This is Detective Sung.” He let their names settle in the air, waiting for my signal it was okay to come closer.

I nodded or tried to. My head felt sludgy and slow. “Hi.” My voice was raw, threadbare.

Sung offered a small, encouraging smile. “We just want to talk a bit, if that’s alright. We won’t push.”

I stared at the blanket twisted in my lap, then at the detective’s badges catching the sunlight. Three months, the nurse had said. Three months, and these two were still here, still watching, still asking. What had I left behind in that darkness?

Willis sat gently at the bedside, folding his hands. “We’re here to help. We know there’s a lot you don’t remember or maybe don’t want to, but anything you can tell us...” He trailed off, not finishing the thought. His partner scribbled something in the notebook.

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry. “I... I don’t remember much,” I rasped.

“That’s okay,” Sung said, voice soft but insistent. “Start wherever you can.”

I closed my eyes, searching the static in my mind for something whole, something safe to give them. All I found were fragments, shouting, a blinding hallway, something sharp and cold knifing through the night... and a sound... a squeak.

I opened my eyes and met Detective Willis’s gaze. There was patience in his face, and a deep, quiet sadness, as if he’d carried too many stories like mine.

I felt I could trust him with the edges of mine, so I began, halting and afraid, “There was... the sound. Sneakers. Gum popping. That’s all I can think of right now.”

Willis nodded. He didn’t appear disappointed or impatient. “That’s more than enough. We’ll take it slow. You’ve been out for a while and the state you came in was beneficial for talking, so just relax and take your time.”

Sung’s pen scratched quietly. For the first time since waking, the panic in my chest loosened just a little. I thought if I kept talking, I could find my way out of the fog.

They moved me from ICU to a private room three days later. The fluorescents were softer here, more forgiving, though still relentless enough to remind me this wasn’t home. Every hour felt painfully long, filled mostly with silence, broken only by nurses checking in with forced cheerfulness or machines beeping quietly beside me.

Then, late one afternoon, someone new appeared at the door. She stepped in softly, quietly enough that I barely noticed her until she spoke.

“Hi, Sheryl,” she said gently, offering a calm smile as if we were already familiar. Her voice carried that easy-going confidence you couldn’t fake. “I’m Janine Taylor.”

I studied her carefully, wary. She wasn’t hospital staff as she wasn’t wearing scrubs or white coat, just comfortable-looking clothes with a tablet and notebook tucked under one arm. Dark brown curls framed her face, loosely bouncing with each small movement, and her expression was warm without trying too hard. But what struck me most was her eyes. They were kind, yes, but also sharp. Like she could read a story written behind your eyelids if you let your guard down for even a second.

I swallowed painfully. “Are you a detective too?”

Janine’s smile widened slightly, softening her face. “Not exactly,” she said, stepping forward slowly, carefully, like approaching a wounded animal. “I’m a therapist. I specialize in trauma counseling.”

My stomach tightened. Trauma. That word held too much power. It felt overwhelming and oddly personal coming from someone I’d just met. “Did somebody send you?”

“No,” Janine answered, sitting lightly in the chair beside the bed, leaving plenty of space between us. She knew exactly how much room to give. “Nobody sent me. I read about what happened and I’ve been following your case. I wanted to see if you needed someone to talk to who wasn’t carrying a badge or medical chart.”

Something about the quiet sincerity of her voice chipped away at the guarded numbness inside me. But I hesitated. Talking meant remembering. Remembering meant pain, confusion, and fear.

“I don’t know if I want to talk,” I finally said. My voice sounded small, distant, and weak. “I don’t remember much.”

“That's fair,” she agreed softly, resting her tablet and notebook in her lap, hands folded gently. “You don’t have to say anything until you're ready. I’m here whenever you are. I hold no expectations.”

I studied her again, searching her face for a reason not to trust her. I found none. She met my gaze evenly, patiently, letting me control the moment. “What if I never want to talk?”

“Then we’ll sit together quietly,” she replied simply, without missing a beat. “Sometimes silence speaks louder than words anyway.”

My breath shuddered out slowly, tension leaking from my shoulders. Tears stung behind my eyes again, but I fought them back this time.

“Okay,” I whispered, nodding gently. “Maybe just sit awhile.”

Janine smiled softly, settling back into the chair, relaxed and patient. “As long as you need.”

She tapped on her tablet but didn’t click through anything, just swiped every now and for the first time since waking, I felt just a little less alone. The silence settled between us, companionable at first, but soon my curiosity prickled through the quiet. I glanced at the pale blue folder resting on the table with her notebook.

“Do you... know what happened to me?” I asked at last, voice barely more than a thread. “Anything, even just what’s in the file?”

Janine’s face softened with a kind of practiced care. “Some,” she replied, hesitant. She reached for the folder and eased it open, skimming through pages. “From what I can see, the notes say it was an accident. That’s what’s recorded here, at least initially.” Her brow furrowed as she flipped a few pages, reading deeper, past the summaries and doctor jargon.

Her finger paused mid-page. She was silent for a long moment, lips parted but unmoving, the color draining just slightly from her cheeks as her eyes scanned a notation. The room seemed to grow smaller with the weight of her pause.

“What?” My breath came out sharper than I meant.

Janine drew a slow breath, as if steadying herself, then read quietly, “There’s a note from when you were first brought in. It mentions severe bruising... on your inner thighs.” She swallowed, the next words catching. “And, um, three different types of DNA were collected.” She looked up at me, her voice trembling. “Sheryl, I... I’m so sorry.”

I stared at Janine in shock. My hand went to my thigh involuntarily.  I stared at the blanket bunched at my waist, mind spinning, the sterile air suddenly thick and suffocating. My heart hammered in my chest.

“Oh, my God,” I whispered, the words barely reaching my own ears. The silence that fell now was no longer gentle, it was raw and jagged, filled with things neither of us could say. Whatever had happened, I had been raped.

Janine didn’t move, her hands folded protectively over the folder, as if to shield me from the rest of the story. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, a cold and distant song. I wanted to ask questions, how, who, when, but the words tangled in my throat. Instead, I found myself fixating on the muted pattern of the blanket, counting its blue and gray checks as though they might offer answers.

A tremor ran through me, subtle but unmistakable. Janine reached out, her gesture slow and deliberate, pausing just short of my hand so I could choose. The kindness in that hesitation undid me. My voice, when I found it, was brittle. “Is there anything else? Anything that might help me remember?”

She nodded, almost imperceptibly. “There will be some gaps in your memory, and that’s normal,” she said, voice gentler now, each syllable an anchor in the storm. “You’re safe here, Sheryl. We’ll go at your pace. If you want to know more, or if you want to stop, it’s your choice.”

The enormity of choice felt both a burden and a gift. For a long moment, I just breathed, letting the reality of her words settle in. Though the ache in my chest was heavy, a sliver of resolve cut through it, threadbare, but real. I didn’t know if I was ready for answers, but I knew I needed them.

Two days after meeting Janine, Principal Linda Malcom showed up, looking perfectly put-together, like she’d stepped straight off the pages of a modeling magazine. Her heels clicked sharply against the linoleum floor, each step precise. The expensive floral perfume she always wore filled the room, overpowering the antiseptic and everything else.

I tensed, something deep inside me coiling tight at the sight of her.

“Sheryl, my goodness,” Linda breathed, stepping toward me, smile plastered wide enough to look painful. “You look so much better than the first time I came in months ago.”

“Thank you,” I answered stiffly, forcing the politeness. My hands tightened involuntarily around the bedsheet.

Linda sat on the chair near the bed, smoothing her skirt carefully over crossed knees. Her manicured fingers glittered with polished rings and neatly trimmed nails. She leaned forward slightly, dropping her voice like we were sharing secrets. “We were all so terribly worried.”

“I appreciate that,” I replied cautiously. “Really.”

She glanced toward the door briefly, lowering her voice further. “It’s just awful what happened. Just terrible. But don’t you worry, we handled it with discretion.”

My chest tightened sharply. “Discretion?”

Linda’s eyes flicked back to me, her smile hardening at the edges. “We informed everyone that it was an unfortunate accident. A slip in the hallway after hours, resulting in your injuries. It’s better this way, Sheryl. Less gossip. Less... confusion.”

An accident? My heart stuttered painfully. The room suddenly felt colder, the air harder to breathe. “Linda, I was...”

She raised a hand delicately, cutting me off. “I know, dear. You think you were attacked. You’re still confused. Traumatic experiences often distort memories. But just know that we have your best interests at heart.”

My pulse thumped angrily in my ears, heat rising behind my eyes. “I know exactly what happened. It was no accident.”

A sudden flicker behind my eyes, too swift to completely grasp, startled me. Flashes. Fingers snatching at my arm, laughter spiraling through my classroom, echoing, tilting toward cruelty. I blinked hard, the images fragmenting and slipping away, but the sensation remained, cold skin against mine, the sting of a grip too tight, a burst of giggling that rang out sharp and bright. For a split second, I was back there, surrounded by shadows and voices I could almost name. The truth burned beneath my ribs, wild and urgent, demanding air.

Linda’s lips pressed tightly for a split second, the practiced smile faltering before snapping back into place. “It’s understandable you feel that way right now, Sheryl. But it’s crucial for the school, and for you, to maintain a unified story. We don’t want to cause unnecessary distress for students, families, or the community.”

The words sounded smooth, rehearsed, and worse, hollow.

“You mean for the donors?” I asked quietly, my voice harder than I expected. Linda’s eyes widened slightly at my bluntness, then narrowed.

“You’re emotional,” she replied coolly, rising slowly from my bed. Her heels clicked again, louder, more purposeful as she adjusted her sleeves. “Let’s not say things we might regret. Take your time, rest, heal. When you’re ready, we’ll have your classroom waiting should you choose to return.”

She turned toward the door, pausing to glance back once more, her expression softer, carefully controlled. “I’m glad you’re recovering so well, Sheryl. We all are.”

The moment she left, I sucked in a shaky breath, fists clenched, nails digging sharply into my palms. The door clicked shut with a finality that felt disturbingly permanent.

I stared at the ceiling, vision blurring as rage mixed with helplessness. Discretion. Accident. Unified story. Lies. All of it lies.

The silence that followed seemed to fill the room, making me feel as if I was suffocating. I pressed my palms against my eyes, willing myself not to cry, not to give in to the tremble that wanted to overtake my body. Instead, I forced myself to breathe, steady and slow. I counted the lines in the ceiling tiles, listened to the swish of the air from the vent, heard the distant shuffle of footsteps in the corridor beyond my door.

What was I supposed to do with this gnawing certainty that the real story was being buried under layers of careful concern and institutional platitudes? My chest ached with the effort of holding it all in, the questions, the anger, the need for someone to believe me. Not the sanitized version of what happened or the version that kept everyone comfortable, but the jagged, ugly truth of what had happened.

From somewhere deep inside, a stubborn spark flared. I would not allow it to be erased and I would not be molded into another cautionary tale that ended in polite silence. The memory fragments would come back, I would make sure of it. And when they did, I would be ready, no matter who tried to convince me otherwise.

Sleep didn’t come easy after Linda left. I drifted in and out, mind racing, body aching from inactivity. Every time I shut my eyes, I saw her face, the tight smile, the practiced pity. I heard her voice echoing that word... accident.

At some point, exhaustion won. But peace never came with it, instead, I slipped sideways into the dark. The hallway was back, longer now, distorted. Lockers stretched like shadows, warped and endless. My footsteps echoed loudly.

Squeak. That sound again. Close, then moving closer.

I turned, heart pounding, and saw five silhouettes at the far end, blocking the exit. I couldn’t move. My feet stuck to the tile like they were buried in wet cement.

Smack. Smack. The sound of gum snapping. Slow, deliberate. Logan was the only student I knew that snapped his gum. I remembered that sound now and I hated that I did.

Taylor’s voice floated toward me, soft and amused: “You flinch easy.”

My skin turned to ice.

A sudden rush, a blur of motion, and I was thrown backward. My head slammed into something hard. My cheek hit the desk. I tasted chalk dust mixed with the coppery tang of blood.

Hands grabbed my arms. Someone laughed, high and sharp and threatening.

I screamed, but nothing came out.

“Hold still.” A voice I didn’t recognize easily, but it sounded like Jaxon.

The pressure was everywhere, my chest, my legs, my mouth, then...

CRACK.

Pain exploded across my face, white-hot and blinding. Then everything snapped. The hallway shattered like glass around me, light piercing through the cracks.

I bolted upright in the hospital bed, gasping like I’d been drowning. My chest heaved. Sweat clung to every inch of me. My throat burned like it had been scraped raw.

A nurse rushed in, eyes wide. “Ms. Walker! You’re okay. You’re okay.”

I wasn’t even close. I pulled my knees to my chest, arms wrapped tight around myself, rocking slightly, trying to breathe past the shaking.

She touched my arm gently. “Do you need me to call someone?”

I opened my mouth, nodding, “Janine,” I whispered. “Please hurry.”

Janine arrived so quickly it felt unreal, her arms wrapping around me before I even saw her face. She smelled faintly of mint soap and spring wind. It calmed me.

“Sheryl, I’m here,” she whispered, voice steady. “It’s all right. Tell me what happened.”

I tried to answer, but the words stuck for a moment, caught in the ache at the back of my throat. Finally, my voice emerged, trembling. “It was different this time. I saw them. The shadows, they weren’t just in my head. I know who they are now.”

Janine leaned closer, her hand never leaving mine. “Who, Sheryl?”

I closed my eyes, images flickering behind my lids, Linda’s sharp voice, her warning, the stories she’d told in quiet corners. “Linda warned me something might happen. After I saw the boys, I think, being rough with a young girl. She said people were watching, waiting to see if I said anything. She said there were things that didn’t need to be reveal. I thought she was just being paranoid, you know? But she was scared. I... I should have listened.”

Janine’s grip tightened, but she didn’t interrupt.

“They were there in the hallway. Not just one, five of them. Faces I almost recognized. They’re my students at the school, I know it. They were setting me up, watching. Waiting for someone to push against them.” My breath hitched. “The things Linda said about silence being crucial for the school, and for us, to maintain a unified story. I can feel the pressure.”

Janine’s brow furrowed, her concern deepening. “You’re due back next week. Do you think you can...?”

I shook my head, the words tumbling out before she could finish. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to go back, Janine. How am I supposed to stand in front of my class, act like everything’s normal, when I know... when I start remembering?”

The hospital walls felt like they were closing in, the light too harsh, the memory of pain still shivering under my skin. I pressed my forehead to my knees, voice muffled. “What if they’re still there? What if I’m not safe? What if others aren’t safe?”

Janine’s hand was warm against my back. “You’re not alone. We’ll figure this out together. Whatever those shadows are, whatever they want, they don’t get to have you. You hear me?”

For a long moment, I just breathed, rocking gently, the weight of what I was remembering causing my head to hurt, but Janine’s words were a fragile anchor in the storm. I had a week to gather myself. A week to decide what to do with what I could remember A week before I had to face the shadows again.
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Chapter 3
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A week later, I walked back into the school that was trying to bury me. They had decided that the attack was an accident and I needed to accept that it was. 

I walked the halls on legs that shook as I passed students, with shoulders that carried memories of bruises under fabric and down to the bone. The hospital cleared me, Janine didn’t, but I came back anyway.

They told me the district wanted a “gentle return.” No teaching yet, just my presence. Smile, look strong, be a symbol of recovery. An inspiration to those who had had accidents and didn’t feel safe returning. Hell of a title for someone still waking up with her jaw clenched and her fists balled.

The front office door clicked open for me like it always had, same buzzing and clicking noise, same receptionist with the fake-pleasant tone. “Ms. Walker! Oh my gosh, it’s so good to see you on your feet!”

She said it like I’d come back from a vacation. Yeah, right. As if I hadn’t spent the last three months catatonic and the last three weeks of that time relearning how to stand without shaking.

“Thanks,” I said, voice quiet. “I’m just letting you all know that I will be teaching. I’m not going to be the poster girl for,” and I used air quotes, “damaged teachers.”

The main hallway stretched out before me, long, polished, familiar. Lockers gleamed, the floors were waxed unusually shiny. It seemed like they were trying to scrub the ugliness away. I caught a faint trace of lemon cleaner under the stronger scent of something chemical, bleach, maybe. 

Linda Malcom appeared from the east wing like she’d been waiting for a spotlight.

“There she is!” Her voice lifted into a lilting stage tone, arms outstretched like she wanted a hug. “Back where you belong.”

I stopped short. If she got one step closer, I was going to have to be nice, or punch her in the nose, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of either.

“Thanks for holding down the fort,” I said instead, keeping my voice tight. I became professional, controlling the scene. “I’m ready to resume my post.”
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