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    Dedication

To the seekers of truth in the dark corners,the ones who listen when the shadows whisper—this story is for you.

And to my readers stepping into Shadow Ridge for the first time:thank you for trusting a new voiceto guide you through the supernatural and the sinister.

L. David Perry
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Chapter 1: The Fog-Shrouded Secret
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The fog in Shadow Ridge arrived each morning with a punctuality Azra Sayeed both loathed and admired. By six, a heavy pall pressed against the kitchen window, distorting the blue light and suffocating the brittle edges of reality. The Sayeed kitchen existed as a stubborn pocket of warmth in the encroaching chill—a thin, yellow halogen glow staving off an ocean of white.

Azra moved through this space on whispering feet, every motion calculated to avoid the creaks she’d mapped out over the years. She unwrapped a loaf of rye, its crust blackened and sharp as memory, and laid out three slices with military symmetry. Her hands trembled at the knuckles, a familial inheritance that skipped generations but never vanished. She stilled them against the granite countertop, focused on the gentle rasp of the bread knife through crust, the muffled tick of the stove’s pilot light. She willed her breathing to be even.

A muffled exchange floated in from the parlor—a man’s voice, rapid, fraying at the edge, and a woman’s reply, all velvet and containment. 

Azra let the sound wash over her, not so much listening as surrendering to the predictable choreography. There was safety in the cadence: Dr. Sayeed’s volley, Amira Sayeed’s parry. The old arguments rerun with slight variations, like fever dreams. Azra licked dry lips and kept her eyes on the knife.

“...if we let it slip again—” Her father’s voice, the words clipped and surgical.

“There’s nothing to let slip, Sayeed. We are diligent. She is careful,” her mother’s answer, so measured it almost disappeared.

Azra pinched the bridge of her nose, pressed thumb and forefinger into the ache that lived behind her eyes. She forced herself not to lean toward the door, not to want more. The bread had bled poppy seeds over the cutting board, small black constellations, and Azra brushed them into a tidy heap.

She reached for the kettle, set it atop the stove, and turned the dial until blue fire sang. Steam rose almost immediately; water boiled faster in Shadow Ridge, or so it seemed. Her hands hovered above the warmth, absorbing it into the bones.

The voices sharpened in the next room.

“I don’t like this. We’re tempting—” Dr. Sayeed again, his accent more pronounced in agitation, vowels stretched to near breaking.

“Please, Sayeed. Not now. Not with her—” Her mother’s voice dropped, a velvet blade.

Azra stiffened as if struck, the electric dread racing up her spine. She stared into the humming kettle and saw nothing but pale fog and her haunted reflection. Her heart tap-tapped at her ribs.

She tried to pretend she hadn’t heard, but the old word had hung there: curse.

She moved to the fridge, yanked out a jar of quince jam and a triangle of white cheese. The cold seeped into her fingers, already numb from adrenaline. She fumbled the jam lid, cursed under her breath, and heard the thump as it struck the linoleum. The conversation in the parlor was cut off mid-syllable.

She froze—breath caught in her throat, a small animal awaiting the pounce.

There was a silence so thick that it altered the molecular structure of the room. Then, deliberately, the parlor door clicked open. Footsteps—two pairs—approached in tandem. Azra forced herself to rearrange her features, smoothing out the tension, painting on a mask of bored teenage nonchalance.

Her father entered first, medical bag already in hand. His white coat was immaculate, as always, but his eyes had gone bloodshot and wet, as if he hadn’t slept. He offered a smile, but it frayed at the edges.

“Good morning, habibti.” His voice was the soft one, reserved for patients and daughters. “You’re up early. Trouble sleeping?”

Azra shrugged, eyes fixed on the countertop. “Just hungry.” She slid the slices into the toaster, knuckles white.

Her mother entered behind, hair perfectly twisted into a black rope, face serene as a moonless night. “I told you she’s responsible,” Amira said, gaze lingering on Azra for a breath too long before drifting to the kettle. She moved to the stove, pouring boiling water into three small glass cups already lined with mint leaves.

Azra focused on the spread—bread, cheese, jam, the too-bright shimmer of steel cutlery—until the toaster erupted with its mechanical clack and launched two slices into the air. The third hung limply, caught in the heating coil. She fished it out with a fork, burning her thumb, and sucked on the angry red mark. No one commented.

Her father set his bag down at the table, extracted a phone, and scrolled through messages with surgical detachment. The skin at his jaw twitched as he read; his thumb hovered before each swipe. Azra smeared jam over the toast, the knife juddering against the ridges. She tried to focus on the mundane mechanics, but the earlier words replayed in a silent, looping crawl.

Curse. Keep it contained. With her—

They sat at the table, three fixed points in a geometry of avoidance. Her mother spooned cheese onto her plate and offered the dish to Azra, who nodded but did not speak. Her father sipped his tea, the mint aroma doing little to mask the clinical undertones of antiseptic and exhaustion that clung to him.

“Anything interesting happening at school today?” her father asked, voice light as if reading from a script.

“Lab practical in bio,” Azra said. “Dissecting a pig heart.”

“Make sure you double-glove.” The line was automatic. He swallowed the rest of his tea in two gulps, eyes darting between the other two at the table.

Her mother cut in. “I’ve signed you up for the museum’s cultural liaison event next week. I need you to help set up the refreshments table after school.” She said it softly, but the edge was unmistakable.

“Okay,” Azra replied, too quickly. Her thumb throbbed. She pressed it against the jam jar, welcomed the sticky sting.

A silence grew, vined out from the corners, and took root in the center of the table. No one looked up. Her mother smoothed the napkin across her lap with unnecessary force.

Azra’s mind spun out behind her mask of compliance. She wanted to ask about the curse—wanted to say the word aloud, give it shape and weight—but it stuck to the roof of her mouth like old, unswallowed medicine. Instead, she said, “You working late again?” to her father.

He glanced at his phone, then at the window. “Likely. There’s a case.”

Her mother made a small sound, maybe a laugh or a cough, impossible to decode. “There is always a case.”

Dr. Sayeed pushed back from the table, the chair’s feet shrieking against the tile. He straightened his coat, reached for his bag, and with a practiced gesture, pressed his hand to Azra’s shoulder. The contact was featherlight, but electric. “Stay warm today. Fog’s thick. Don’t let yourself get turned around on the walk.”

She nodded, feeling a child again, the weight of invisible expectations settling over her like a blanket that smothered more than it warmed. Her father’s footsteps receded. The door opened and closed with a finality that echoed through the house’s old bones.

Her mother remained seated, staring into her tea as if it held the answer to every unspeakable question. Azra risked a glance up, searching for some sign, a twitch, a warning—but found only her reflection warped in the curve of the spoon.

“Be careful, Azra,” her mother said at last, voice thin and stretched. “Today feels...” She trailed off, lips pressing together.

“Weird,” Azra supplied. The word felt insufficient but true.

“Yes.” Her mother’s gaze slid past her to the window, where the fog pressed against the glass, more insistent now. “Weird is a good word.”

They finished the meal in silence. Azra washed her plate, hands scrubbing until they were pink and raw. She wiped down the countertop twice, the second time for no reason at all. Her mother had already retreated upstairs, the echo of her heels fading to nothing.

Azra lingered in the kitchen, not ready to let the ritual dissolve, not ready to face the outside. She placed her palm on the windowpane, watching the condensation bloom beneath her skin.

Outside, the world was erasing itself.

She stood there until the cold numbed her hand, then turned away, feeling the word—curse—pulse at the back of her throat. She would not say it. Not yet.

Outside, the fog was a solid thing—flesh, not vapor. Azra walked into it and felt the wetness latch onto her skin, not gentle like dew but predatory, determined to seep. She zipped her coat higher, pressed the collar to her jaw, and stepped off the porch into a world that no longer belonged to her family or anyone else.

The sidewalk was invisible except in fragments: a section here, a curve there, each revealed by the faint orange breath of malfunctioning streetlamps. She paced herself by memory, counting her steps, marking the houses by their scents—cigarette smoke, boiled cabbage, the dry rot of old siding. Each footfall landed with a certainty she did not possess.

Shadows moved in the fog, always peripheral, always retreating when confronted directly. Azra kept her eyes forward, but her awareness spun like a radar, mapping the negative space. She heard the squeal of bicycle brakes behind her and jumped aside, heart thundering, only to see nothing pass but a ripple in the mist and a faint whiff of rubber.

The taste of metal lived at the back of her throat, more vivid than toast and cheese. She swallowed, again and again, but it grew. The chill was less a temperature than a symptom, a warning. She jammed her hands in her pockets and found the old silver pendant—its surface worn smooth by years of anxious fidgeting. She clung to it, an anchor to something.

The town shifted in the fog. Street corners bent at sharper angles, houses stood too close or too far, and alleys appeared where there had been none before. Azra caught herself peering into everyone, searching for a silhouette or a glimmer of movement.

A window on the second floor of the Hildebrand place flickered with blue TV light, then abruptly blinked out. 

She did not like the way that darkness gathered after.

There was the clock tower, rising in silhouette above the low roofs. Its face had stopped at 6:37 two years ago, a casualty of budget cuts and apathy. On days like this, the hands looked more like scars than numerals. 

Azra quickened her pace, eyes flicking to the tower’s blind face, half-expecting it to tick forward of its own accord.

A siren wailed somewhere distant, stretched thin by the fog. It could have been blocks away or next door. Azra stopped, shivered, and waited for the sound to resolve. Instead, she heard footsteps—soft, careful, echoing her own. She whipped around, but there was only a curtain of fog, thick enough to choke. She sucked in a lungful of air and held it, waiting for the echo to subside.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. The screen, when she pulled it free, was a blank rectangle—no bars, no notifications, just the faint reflection of her pinched face. She jammed it back, cursed the dead zones that wandered through town like hungry ghosts.

The ground shifted under her. Not an earthquake—Shadow Ridge did not believe in theatrics—but a subtle, nauseous flex. For a split second, she was certain the pavement had buckled, like a great breath had passed beneath her feet. She staggered, caught herself, and felt the pulse echo in her ankles up her legs. She nearly retched. For a moment, the air seemed thicker, harder to draw in.

She pressed forward, hugging her coat tighter, and glanced up at the Victorian facades lining Main. Their windows were opaque with condensation, but here and there was a pale hand or a pair of eyes pressed up against the glass, watching. Azra tried to convince herself it was just her reflection, multiplied and warped by the fog, but she couldn’t quite believe it.

She approached the crosswalk at Sycamore and waited for a car that never came, the traffic signal flashing orange to nothing. Across the street, the bakery’s neon sign flickered in and out: PAIN AU LEVAIN // PAIN AU LEVAIN // PAIN AU. Azra snorted, the word choice almost funny, and let herself laugh, brittle and quick, at the idea of pain for breakfast.

She passed the granite memorial at the town square, its letters so worn they might as well have been hieroglyphs. Sometimes she wondered if the names there even belonged to real people, or if they were just the town’s idea of memory, made up to fill the emptiness. She tried to read the first name, but the fog condensed on her lashes, blinding her. She blinked it away, shivering.

The school appeared before her—an institutional block of brick and steel, the windows yellow with fluorescent sickness. A few students clustered under the awning, their outlines blobby and indistinct. She recognized none of them; maybe they were upperclassmen, maybe they were strangers. The fog had a talent for erasing context.

She hesitated at the edge of the crowd, watching their movements, their loud laughter, and the animal in the muffled air. She knew, intellectually, that this was normal, that fog made everyone act feral and loud to break the tension, but it grated. Every sound seemed both amplified and hollow.

Azra stepped forward, her feet finding the shallow groove in the sidewalk that she used as a marker. She exhaled, tried to shake off the dread, but it clung to her, a vestigial second skin. The doors to the school loomed open, the interior warmth promising nothing but fluorescent exposure.

She paused on the threshold and let the fog wash over her one last time, then plunged into the light.

Shadow Ridge High School was a box of fluorescent horrors, and today the light hit her like a chemical burn.

Azra moved through the entryway and felt the collective heat of bodies instantly, a blast of old sweat and drying winter coats, everything about it sticky and wrong. Her glasses fogged at once; she wiped them with her sleeve, which did nothing but smudge the world further.

The main hall pulsed with the sullen energy of too many teenagers forced into proximity. Noise washed over her: lockers slamming, laughter with sharp, predatory edges, a wordless scream from somewhere in the stairwell. But it was the fog that unsettled her most—it had seeped in through propped windows and ill-sealed doors, now pooling in the troughs of the hallway, curling around the feet of the oblivious.

Azra slouched to her locker, spine braced for impact. The sensation from outside—the pulse, the tremor—had not left her. If anything, it had grown, organizing itself into a pressure behind her eyes, a thumping at her pulse points. Her left hand trembled as she spun the lock, the tumblers clicking too loud in her ears.

Her locker smelled of pencil shavings, dead banana, and a whisper of her mother’s perfume—somehow it had permeated her textbooks, even after all these years. She tried to focus on the rhythm of school: binder, notebook, scan the hall, breathe, repeat. But the air felt thinner here, the distance between her and the other kids vaster than the length of a corridor.

It was always worse on mornings like this. The fog made everything shift, making everyone else a moving target. She scanned for a familiar face, but found only partials—half-remembered names from science and gym, their features all melted by the humidity. She wondered, briefly, if anyone else felt it. If they did, they hid it well.

She bent over her backpack, double-checking the contents. Fingers stiff, she worked the zipper with a brutal patience. Her vision blurred, then sharpened: from the periphery, a shape detached from the fog drew closer, solidified.

Rowan.

He always moved like he was running late, even when he wasn’t. His hair was damp from the weather, already curling at the edges. He wore the same worn sweater as yesterday, sleeves pushed up, veins standing out blue and neat beneath the skin. He stopped beside her locker, leaned in conspiratorially.

“Earth to Azra.” He snapped his fingers. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

She jerked her head up, startled. “Just tired.”

He arched a brow, his expression halfway to a grin. “Right. Because you’re never tired.” He flicked her hood, then withdrew his hand as if scorched. “You, okay?”

Azra shut her locker with more force than necessary. “Fine. Just—” She couldn’t finish. Rowan’s eyes were too green, too attentive. He always noticed when she lied.

Rowan’s gaze flicked to her hands. “You’re doing the fidget thing,” he said, voice lower now. “I thought you stopped.”

Azra balled her fists and forced a laugh. “Only for dramatic effect.” She started down the hall, Rowan falling into step beside her. He kept a careful inch between them, a habit born of years in which even casual contact seemed dangerous.

The fog was denser here, pooling at ankle height, so that the linoleum floor seemed to dissolve into milk. 

Other students passed in and out of sight, voices blurring to static, faces coming into focus only at the last second. A group of freshmen loitered near the vending machines, but their laughter sounded far away, recorded.

Azra watched the fog gather near the ceiling, where it curled in snail trails above the lockers, swallowing the lights. “Is it just me, or is it worse than usual?”

Rowan shrugged. “I dunno. Feels like Shadow Ridge Classic to me.” He smirked, but the expression didn’t hold. “You sure you’re all, right?”

She wanted to say yes. She wanted to believe it. But the pressure in her head pulsed, and there was a shimmer in the fog at the end of the hall, something moving with the liquid grace of an eel.

She shook her head, tried to will it away. “Did you do the reading for hist?”

Rowan made a face. “I tried. Fell asleep at the part where Polk invades Mexico.”

“I think I had a nightmare about that,” Azra said. “Only instead of soldiers it was, like, worms.”

Rowan snorted. “Worms invading Mexico. Could be worse.”

“Could be,” Azra echoed.

They rounded the corner toward homeroom. The shadows pooled more deeply here, each fluorescent bulb surrounded by its dark halo. Azra’s skin prickled, and she felt the old fight-or-flight urge spark in her chest.

She stopped walking suddenly, as if it was a fracture. Rowan halted beside her, concern plain now. “You wanna talk about it?”

She hesitated. She had known Rowan since seventh grade, had confessed things to him she’d never told anyone, but some words had a weight that didn’t belong in the daylight. “It’s just... today’s weird. Feels like something’s off.”

He nodded, slow and careful. “Weird how? Like... migraine weird, or curse weird?”

Azra flinched at the word. Rowan saw, of course, he did.

“Sorry,” he said. “Bad joke.”

“It’s fine. I just...” The pressure behind her eyes sharpened, then receded. She caught a glimpse, in the convex mirror at the end of the hall: pale, hollow, stranger than self.

The bell rang, a shriek that reverberated through her skull. For a moment, everyone in the hallway froze, as if called to order by something unseen. Then the crowd dissolved, bodies moving to class, voices vanishing as quickly as they’d come.

Rowan offered his arm. Azra took it, her hand trembling only a little.

“You wanna skip?” he whispered. “We could hide in the library. They never check the stacks.”

She considered it, pictured the dust motes and the hush, and Ms. Graves with her impossible eyes. It was tempting. But the old rule held that avoidance only made it worse.

She shook her head. “Let’s just go. If it gets worse, you can carry me to the nurse.”

Rowan snorted. “You weigh, like, ninety pounds soaking wet.”

“Then it should be easy.”

He grinned for real this time, all warmth and crooked teeth.

Together, they drifted down the hall. The fog parted around them, then closed again behind, as if the building itself wanted to swallow the secret they carried.

They went to class. Azra didn’t look back, but the feeling of being watched trailed her to her seat.
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Chapter 2: Death in the Hallways
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For the first hour, the day proceeds with the dull, anesthetic hum of school: announcements piped through crackling speakers, the sting of alcohol wipes in biology lab, the drone of equations and ancient wars. Azra floats through it all, consciousness snagged on the invisible threads that knot her gut, that hum behind her eyes. She does not hear half of what is said. Her hand fills pages with notes in a fevered, illegible script that is less for study and more a ward against the fog that seeps through the mortar of Shadow Ridge High.

Passing period after second block, she shoulders into the main hallway, a human tributary swelling with noise and elbows and the battered exhaust of last period’s Axe. Rowan peels away, muttering something about calculus, and is subsumed by the crowd. Azra feels the air shift—students behind her slowing, their animal senses catching something wrong ahead. She tries to angle herself into the current, but a bottleneck has already formed near the double doors by the gymnasium.

At first, it is only a knot of kids gawping, as they do for every nosebleed and hallway fight. But then the shouting starts, brittle and off-key, and the crowd folds in on itself, bodies recoiling as one. 

Through the gaps, Azra glimpses two teachers in blue polyester, faces gone sheet-white, arms extended like traffic cops at an accident scene.

She is about to retreat—to let herself be swept along to third period with the rest of the herd—when a pressure seizes her at the base of the skull. The familiar cold bloom, the arterial surge of something not her own. It is not a voice, but it says: forward. And she obeys.

She slips sideways, close to the lockers, moving against the tide. A teacher sees her and barks, “Back up, please!” but Azra keeps her head down and edges past, feet slick on the linoleum, tunnel vision narrowing to the bright, artificial rectangle beyond the cordon.

She expects blood. There is blood, but not enough.

A boy’s body is splayed in the center of the tile, limbs bent at angles that are neither accidental nor possible in life. His hands are palm-up, fingers spread in a geometric fan, and his mouth is a perfect O, as if still screaming. The eyes—Azra looks away from the eyes.

It is the pose that arrests her, the deliberate artistry. Around the body, someone has chalked a circle. No, not chalk. She smells the harsh bite of bleach and sees that the line is painted, thick and clean. Inside the circle, between his outstretched limbs, symbols: angular, intersecting, nothing she recognizes, but so precisely drawn it makes her stomach turn. At each point where blood seeps from a wound—throat, wrist, temple—it pools and then stops, as if repelled by the markings. The stains do not run. They collect in careful hemispheres, the color too vivid for real blood.

The world's telescopes. The din of the hallway recedes, replaced by a high, electric whine. Azra’s mouth is packed with cotton. Her hands tremble so violently she knots them into fists, nails biting half-moons into her palms. She forces herself to focus, to breathe, to see.

The symbols are alive. Not literally—the lines do not move—but the arrangement vibrates with significance, with memory she cannot access. Her eyes jump from point to point, tracing the connections, the impossibility. The cold at her nape spreads, worming through her sinuses and settling behind her eyes, where it blooms into sharp, metallic clarity.

She steps forward, not realizing until her shoes are kissing the painted edge. Someone shouts at her again. She does not care.

The dead boy is a junior. She has seen him in the cafeteria, always alone, his back to the room. He wears a shirt with a punk band logo and torn jeans. His throat is raw and torn at the side, but the blood is almost decorative, barely staining the collar. The arms are twisted, but the hands are peaceful. The juxtaposition is obscene.

Azra’s vision warps, the symbols rising in relief, burning white against the red. She is aware, suddenly, of the shape of her skeleton, the way her wrists connect to the radius and ulna, the way the bones want to break, to mimic the pose on the floor. She is not afraid. The opposite kinship, a shared conspiracy with the void.

A deeper thrum—old, planetary—presses from the circle, and Azra feels something inside her stir in answer. The force is not hostile. It is... curious. She can almost see herself from outside, a figure at the rim of a chalk circle, the only one in the crowd not recoiling.

Behind her, phones appear. The clicking of camera shutters is rapid and mechanical. The teachers try to form a barrier, but it is hopeless.

Azra cannot take her eyes from the body, from the art of its undoing. There is a rightness to it, a pattern emerging beneath the horror. She wants, suddenly, to touch the symbols. To lay her palm to the painted line and feel what happens next.

She is moving before she can stop herself. A hand closes around her arm and yanks her back—a woman’s voice, furious and scared, “What do you think you’re doing?!”—but Azra does not answer. The cold force clings to her skin, a residue of something ancient and calculating.

They frog-march her away, back to the safer end of the hall, and Azra goes limp, letting her legs work on autopilot. Students part for her, their faces a blur of disgust and morbid delight. She registers none of it. The world has shrunk to the circle, the body, the arrangement of impossible lines.

Even as the teachers push her through a classroom door and order her to sit, she feels the pattern burning at the back of her mind. The force that moved her does not leave. It waits, quiet, a loaded chamber behind her sternum.

Azra sits, hands in her lap, cold sweat icing her temples. She realizes, with a calm almost outside herself, that she will dream of the symbols tonight. That some part of her already knows what they mean.

She waits for the trembling in her hands to subside. It does not.

She waits for the sound of her heartbeat to drown out the whine. It never does.

Officer Helena Ortiz arrives like a controlled detonation—boots slamming on tile, breath misting out in steely ribbons, one palm raised in a “stop right there” even before she speaks. The students nearest the scene scatter, some out of respect, most out of fear.

Her badge is visible, shiny against navy blue, and her utility belt gleams with the promise of escalation.

Azra catches sight of Ortiz from her exiled classroom. The teacher is frantically counting heads, keeping the students well away from the windows, but Azra slinks to the door, drawn as if by a magnet. She cracks it just wide enough to see.

Ortiz’s voice carries: “Nobody crosses the tape. Not for any reason. If you think you’re missing a friend, wait by the admin office. We will inform the next of kin, not you.”

The last teachers in the hallway cower as Ortiz pushes through, her entire body taut with the exhaustion of someone who has seen this too many times and never enough. She snaps her gloves on with a practiced flick, then stands over the painted circle as if daring it to blink. She does not kneel or touch the body, but scans, top to bottom, then side to side, every detail filed away.

Azra’s tongue feels sandpapered. She needs to speak, to make someone understand what she’s seen. She steps out, ignoring the teacher’s hissed warning, and approaches the perimeter.

Ortiz notices her before anyone else. “You—back behind the line.”

But Azra’s momentum is irresistible, even to herself. 

“Officer Ortiz, please—it’s not just a murder.”

Ortiz sighs, annoyed, but does not turn away. “What do you mean, ‘not just a murder’?”

Azra feels her heart judder. “The symbols—the way he’s posed. It’s ritualistic. It’s... deliberate.” The words are a spill, not a speech. 

She gropes for sense, for the right angle to make herself heard.

Ortiz shakes her head, face already calcifying into the look adults reserve for conspiracy theorists and the very sick. “This is an active investigation. We don’t need schoolyard ghost stories right now.”

“It’s not a story,” Azra blurts. “There’s a pattern. You have to see—”

Ortiz holds up a finger. “Enough. Go back to class. This is a police matter. You don’t help by spreading panic.”

Azra shivers in place. The symbols pulse behind her eyes, a migraine with teeth.

She tries one last time. “The energy in the room—it’s off. You felt it when you walked in, didn’t you?”

Something flickers in Ortiz’s expression, too fast for comfort. But she snaps, “I said enough. Next time I'll call your parents.” Her jaw grinds as if she’s chewing on a stone.

Azra hesitates, then backs up, hands raised in defeat. Ortiz watches her retreat, eyes narrowing to slits.

As Azra slinks away, she scans the perimeter of onlookers. Most students have lost interest, the novelty soured by real consequences. But one figure remains: a boy, taller than most, hair so black it seems to drink the fluorescent light. He stands alone, not filming or gawping, but simply observing, arms folded, gaze pinned to Azra like a cold tack.

Cassian Blackwell. The new kid, the mystery. His eyes meet hers—blue, impossibly blue, unblinking. He does not move, but the intent is clear. He saw everything.

Azra feels the air lock between them, heavy with implication. Cassian tilts his head once, a gesture both question and answer. Then, with a flick of his coat, he vanishes down the nearest side hall, silent as a rumor.

Azra stares after him, pulse thrumming. Her teacher tugs at her elbow, and she allows herself to be led back to the classroom, back into the enclosure of ordinary disaster.

But the moment is indelible, inked on the inside of her eyelids. The ritual, the resistance, the silent witnesses to secrets best left unsaid.

She wonders, for the first time, if she is not alone in this at all.

Lunch in the cafeteria is a low-grade trauma. The room buzzes with the post-mortem rehash, rumor composting rumor until the air is a slurry of outrage, titillation, and canned laughter. Trays clatter, shoes squeak on linoleum, and someone has started a pool on how many days until the next lockdown.

Azra scans for Rowan and finds him exactly where he always sits, back against the radiator, hands folded around a sandwich he is not eating. She slips into the chair across from him, careful to keep her elbows off the sticky surface. 

Rowan’s smile flickers when he sees her. It doesn’t reach his eyes.

“Did you hear what happened?” she asks, though she already knows.

“Hard not to.” He glances down at his lunch, peels the crust from the bread, and lines it up in a neat row. “Everyone’s talking about it.”

Azra leans in, lowering her voice. “I saw the scene. The body. It wasn’t just—” She stops, searching for the word that is not insane. “It was arranged.”

Rowan’s fork freezes halfway to his mouth. “Arranged how?”

“Like a ritual. There were symbols.” She draws a circle with her finger, then hesitates, not sure how much to say. “It felt intentional. Not just... violence.”

Rowan’s eyes darken. “People do weird stuff when they’re desperate for attention. It could’ve been a dare. Or someone wanting to freak everyone out.”

Azra studies him. His hands tremble, just enough for her to see. She remembers the pressure behind her own eyes, the way her skeleton wanted to break into the pose of the body. She wants to ask Rowan if he felt anything, if the symbols meant something to him, but she senses the question would snap him in half.

Instead, she asks, “Have you ever seen anything like those symbols before?”

Rowan hesitates, then shakes his head, too quickly. “No. Never.”

“I can’t stop thinking about them,” Azra says. “It’s like they’re burned into my eyelids. You sure you haven’t—?”

Rowan interrupts, voice sharp. “I said no. Can we just... drop it?” He shoves the sandwich away and rubs his forehead, as if massaging out a headache.

Azra is silent, watching him for the micro expressions that never lie. 

She sees the moment his gaze slides to the side, seeking escape. 

She sees the brief, haunted flicker in his eyes.

Rowan’s phone vibrates on the table, and he seizes the opportunity. “Sorry, it’s my grandma. Gotta help her with something.” He’s already standing before Azra can reply.

She reaches for his arm, desperate, but he flinches from the touch. “Don’t get involved, Azra. Let the cops handle it.”

And then he’s gone, weaving through the throng of gawking, oblivious students.

Azra sits back, fingers curling around the chalk nub she stole from the math classroom. It’s warm from her pocket, slick with sweat, as if the symbols have leached their way into her skin. 

The echo of the force from this morning is louder now, a steady drumbeat in her bones.

She closes her eyes and lets the sound fill her. She will not let this be erased or explained away. She is done pretending not to see.

The next time the darkness calls her name, she will answer.
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Chapter 3: Whispers in the Library
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The library at Shadow Ridge High is less a room than an oubliette—carved from an era when learning meant freezing in one’s seat, illuminated by light that never quite reached the back corners. Azra steps through the glass doors, her footfalls ricocheting off marble tile and swallowing carpet. The hush is thick, electric, saturated with the memory of a thousand silenced coughs. No one looks up from their screens or books. No one ever does.

Her head is still rattling with the echoes from lunch, the symbols at the scene, the way her bones hummed when she stood over the painted circle. She moves forward, drawn by a vector she can’t name, passing the bank of computers where a sophomore is asleep face down on the keyboard, mouth pressed to the spacebar.

The stacks rise on either side: ancient encyclopedias spined in cracked leather, the yellowed mass of yearbooks, children’s books segregated in their glassed-off exile. The light from outside is filtered through strips of matte security film, so that it falls in funeral bands on the desks and magnifies the dust. Azra breathes it in, the motes riding the air in spirals, making her nostrils itch.

At the end of the aisle stands the reference desk—solid oak, polished to a blind shine—and behind it, nothing.

Azra feels a chill even before she sees Ms. Graves.

She appears without warning, not so much emerging from the stacks as condensing out of the gloom. 

She stands perfectly still for a moment, backlit by the watery sun and crowned by the spectral light. Her braid hangs heavy over one shoulder, and the long sleeves of her blouse almost cover her hands. The dark-metal pendant absorbs the gleam, the shape uncertain but distinctly not ornamental.

Azra clears her throat. “Excuse me?”

Ms. Graves’s eyes are somewhere between gray and violet, impossible to pin down, and they land on Azra with such precision that she nearly stumbles. She steps forward, motion slow and deliberate, and tucks her hands into the folds of her skirt.

“Azra Sayeed,” Ms. Graves says, not a question but an invocation. “You’re early today.”

Azra hesitates. “I—there was a... situation.”

“Every day is a situation in Shadow Ridge.” Ms. Graves smiles, thin as the cutting edge of a ruler. “I assume you’re not here for the new manga shipment?”

Azra manages a laugh. “Not exactly.”

She wishes her hands were not trembling. She tightens her grip on her backpack strap, as if it might tether her to the living. “I need... information.”

Ms. Graves’s gaze sharpens. “On what subject?”

Azra shivers. She wants to say murder, or ritual, or why does the air in this town taste like rust? She settles for “Local history.”

“Ah,” Ms. Graves says, and something in her face flickers, as though this is both the most obvious and the most dangerous answer. “What period?”

Azra shrugs, fighting to keep her voice steady. “Anything about... unusual occurrences. Old crimes. Maybe patterns repeating themselves.”

Ms. Graves cocks her head, considering. “Patterns. That is a very specific request for such a vague word.” Her hand floats over the desk and comes to rest on a ledger bound in blackened calfskin, the pages swollen and buckled with annotations.

Azra can’t help herself. “Why do you keep records in longhand? Don’t you have a database?”

Ms. Graves’s smile grows teeth. “Some knowledge isn’t cataloged where everyone can find it.” Her index finger taps the ledger’s cover once, the sound barely audible. “It survives best in the margins.”

The world contracts: just the two of them, and the velvet shadow behind. Azra realizes her fists are knotted around her notebook so tight her knuckles are colorless. She loosens them, and the notebook slaps against her thigh with a soft, desperate sound.

Ms. Graves regards her for a moment longer, then glances past Azra’s shoulder to the empty stacks behind.

“Follow me.”

She doesn’t wait for confirmation. Her skirt brushes the carpet as she moves, and Azra follows, slower, each step costlier than the last. They wind through the geography of the stacks: reference, microfilm, town planning, the section with books too battered to circulate but not unloved enough to discard. It smells of ancient glue and resignation.

They reach a corner of the library Azra has never entered—sequestered, walled off by a free-standing shelf loaded with tomes so large and joyless they look like props from a play. Ms. Graves stops before a shelf marked SPECIAL COLLECTIONS—ARCHIVE and gestures to a squat, glass-fronted cabinet. The lock on the cabinet is brass, ornately worked, and very old.

Ms. Graves kneels, the motion fluid and unselfconscious, and produces a key from around her neck. The chain emerges from beneath her collar, and for a moment, Azra sees the silver flash against her skin. She slides the key home but does not turn it.
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