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Chapter 1: The Art Room




Morgan Hayes sat in the back corner of the art room where the afternoon light didn't quite reach. She preferred it that way. Shadows made it easier to watch without being watched, and right now she couldn't stop watching Leah. 

Her best friend sat three tables up, hunched over a canvas that used to show promise. Used to. Now Leah's brushstrokes came out jerky and wrong, like her hand didn't remember how to hold the brush. The canvas was a mess of muddy browns where there should've been color. Of course there used to be color, back before Derek Malloy decided Leah belonged to him.

Morgan's charcoal pencil snapped between her fingers. She did it unconsciously the way someone who is feeling tremendous anger and empathy does things without thinking. 

She stared down at the broken pieces in her palm, at the black smudges already staining her skin. The wood had splintered clean through. She hadn't even realized she was gripping it that hard. Yes, without thinking, she had destroyed this pencil. 

"You okay back there, Morgan?"

Mrs. Patterson looked up from where she was helping another student stretch a canvas. The art teacher had paint under her fingernails and keen eyes that saw too much. Morgan forced her fingers to unclench. Now it was a conscious effort. 

"Fine. Just broke my pencil."

"There's more in the supply cabinet." The instructor understood and didn't make anything of the broken pencil. 

Morgan nodded and stood, her chair scraping against the linoleum floor. The art room smelled like turpentine, paint additives, and old paper, scents that usually calmed her. Not today. Today everything felt tight and wrong, like wearing clothes that didn't fit anymore. 

She walked past Leah's table on her way to the supply cabinet. Her friend didn't look up. Didn't even seem to notice Morgan was there. Leah's shoulders curved forward, making her look smaller than she was. Her blonde hair hung in front of her face like a curtain. Like she was trying to hide, the way a hunted animal might try to make itself look smaller or hidden somewhere.

Morgan's jaw ached from clenching her teeth. She couldn't help herself. 

The supply cabinet stood in the corner near the windows, an ancient metal castoff that creaked when you opened it. Morgan pulled the flimsy door and reached for the box of charcoal pencils, but her hand froze halfway there. Through the window, she could see the student parking lot. Third row from the left. That's where Derek's truck sat, black and hulking, taking up space it didn't need.

He was out there. Waiting. Morgan knew what was going on and she knew something had to be done about it. 

She grabbed three pencils instead of one and shoved the cabinet door closed. The metal bang echoed through the quiet room. A couple of students looked up. Leah flinched. It was obvious that she was under a great deal of stress. No one jumps up like that unless there's something going on, Morgan thought. 

"Sorry," Morgan muttered, but nobody was listening anymore.

She made it back to her table and landed in her seat hard. The pencils rolled across the scarred wood surface. One fell to the floor. She didn't bother picking it up. Her mind was on something else now. 

This wasn't new. Derek had been waiting in that parking lot for three weeks now, ever since Leah tried to break up with him. Ever since she made the mistake of thinking she had a choice in the matter. He showed up after every class. Sat in that truck with his music playing loud enough that everyone knew he was there. Walked Leah to her car with his hand on the small of her back, fingers probably digging in just enough to leave marks nobody else would see. This wasn't showing caring and love. This was something different.

Morgan had told her to go to the police. Leah had looked at her with hollow eyes and said, "He hasn't done anything illegal." Both of them knew that without any chargeable actions, the police were helpless. She had nothing to base a claim on.

Not yet, anyway.

The bell rang. Morgan's stomach sank.

Students started packing up their supplies, the usual end-of-class chaos of paintbrushes clattering into jars and backpacks zipping shut. Leah moved slowly, carefully, like sudden movements might shatter something. She wiped her brush on a rag that was already so paint-stained it barely absorbed anything. Her hands shook.

Morgan shoved her sketchpad into her bag and crossed the room in four strides.

"Walk you out?"

Leah's eyes flicked to the window. To that truck. Back to Morgan. She shook her head, and it was the smallest movement, barely there at all.

"He doesn't like it when you come with me."

"I don't care what he likes." Friends, after all, had to care for friends, especially in times like this.

"I do." Leah's voice cracked on the second word. "Please, Morgan. It's easier if I just—if I go alone."

Easier. Like there was anything easy about this. Like easier meant safe.

Morgan wanted to grab Leah's shoulders and shake her. Wanted to drag her out the back entrance and keep walking until Derek Hoffman was nothing but a bad memory in a town they'd never see again. But Leah's eyes were already filling with tears, and making a scene would only make things worse. Derek would find out. He always found out.

"Okay," Morgan said, even though nothing about this was okay. "But text me when you get home." Right now it was the best she could do.

"I will."

Leah hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder and headed for the door. She walked like someone going to their own execution. Slow. Resigned. Morgan watched through the window as Leah crossed the parking lot. Derek got out of his truck. He was a big guy, thick through the shoulders and neck, the kind of size that looked impressive until you realized he used it to intimidate. To control.

He smiled when he saw Leah coming. Put his arm around her. From this distance, it probably looked sweet. Protective, even.

Morgan's hands curled into fists again.

"She's going to get hurt."

Mrs. Patterson had come up beside her without Morgan noticing. The instructor stood there with her paint-stained fingers wrapped around a coffee mug, staring out at the parking lot with the same helpless expression Morgan felt twisting up her own face.

"I know," Morgan said.

"I talked to the counselor. They called her parents. But she's eighteen, and he hasn't…"

"He hasn't done anything illegal," Morgan finished. "Yeah. I've heard."

They stood there watching Derek's truck pull out of the parking lot with Leah in the passenger seat. She sat so still. So small.

Mrs. Patterson sighed, the sound of someone who'd seen this before and knew how it ended.

"I wish there was something we could do."

"Me too," Morgan said.

But wishing didn't change anything. Wishing didn't keep Leah safe. And every day Morgan watched her best friend disappear a little more, watched her shrink and fade like she was erasing herself to make room for Derek's anger, his control, his need to own her.

Something had to give. Someone had to do something.

Morgan grabbed her bag and headed out. Not through the front doors where Derek might still be visible. Through the side entrance that led to the faculty parking lot. She walked fast, anger propelling her forward, and she didn't slow down until she was three blocks from school.

Her home was another ten minutes on foot. She was still living at home with her parents, who had also made a room available for a friend of hers who worked part-time at a nearby bakery.

The house was quiet. Too quiet. Her friend Jenna worked  part-time evening shift, wouldn't be home for hours. Morgan stood in the middle of the living room and didn't know what to do with the rage burning through her chest.

She walked to the bathroom. Flipped on the light. Stared at her own reflection in the mirror above the sink.

Dark hair. Dark eyes. Pale skin that never tanned right. She looked tired. Furious. Helpless.

"There has to be something," she whispered to her reflection.

The mirror didn't answer. Mirrors never did. They just showed you what was already there, truth and all, whether you wanted to see it or not.

Morgan pressed her palm against the glass. It was cold under her skin, smooth and hard and completely ordinary. Just a mirror. Just glass.

Nothing special at all.








