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Chapter One
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Summer Noise
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Summer hit the town like a drunk relative nobody invited but everyone felt obligated to tolerate. It wasn’t the heat that did it. I can handle heat. Heat is honest. It presses down, makes you sweat, makes you irritable, and then it leaves when the sun does. What changes people is the noise.

Doors slammed hard enough to rattle window glass. Bike tires scraped over cracked pavement in uneven rhythms. Kids yelled just to hear their own voices bounce back at them, as if volume alone could prove they existed. The sound didn’t echo so much as accumulate, stacking layer by layer until even the quiet places felt crowded. Even my cabin, tucked just far enough from town to pretend I valued solitude over bitterness, couldn’t escape it.

School was out, which meant boredom was contagious and I was suddenly interesting again.

I noticed the shift the first morning I woke to three sharp knocks on my door—too deliberate to be an accident, too quick to be polite. By the time I reached it barefoot and half-awake, the porch was empty. No footprints in the dust. No retreating laughter. Just a deer near the tree line staring at me like I was the anomaly.

“Cute,” I muttered, shutting the door.

By noon, I had revised that opinion.

Firecrackers detonated inside a trash can just beyond the edge of my property. The blast rattled the windows hard enough to make a point. I didn’t jump. That part mattered. Fear becomes currency in small towns, and I don’t pay in installments. Instead, I stepped onto the porch, crossed my arms, and waited.

The laughter didn’t last long. It never does when you refuse to perform.

By day three, the pattern had settled in. Knock-and-run. Sudden noise. Whispered dares passed like currency between children who needed something to fill the long hours between sunrise and trouble. Someone—probably older, definitely meaner—had decided I was the summer game.

Get her to do magic.

I could feel the expectation humming in the air every time I stepped outside. Kids clustered on bikes pretending not to look. Adults pretending not to notice the kids pretending not to look. Everyone waiting for me to lose my temper or ignite something or prove the rumors right. They wanted spectacle. They wanted confirmation that I was exactly what they whispered about behind closed doors.

I didn’t give it to them.

That was the real problem.

People don’t resent you for being dangerous. They resent you for being useful and refusing to cooperate.

By the end of the week, the town had decided I was being difficult on purpose.

At the market, conversations paused when I reached the produce aisle. A man I’d known since I was seventeen muttered “waste” under his breath near the bread display. A woman I had helped once—once—tightened her mouth like she’d bitten into something sour and decided I was to blame for the taste.

I wanted to tell them all the same thing.

Magic isn’t a fucking public utility.

But I kept my mouth shut and paid for my groceries.

By the time I hit Main Street later that afternoon, my patience was stretched thin enough to snap. The coffee shop was packed—tourists with expensive sunglasses, locals pretending they weren’t irritated by the tourists, kids with sticky hands and too much freedom. Summer made people sloppy. Loud. Careless.

I ordered black coffee and took a seat near the window with my back to the wall. Old habit. Once you’ve learned to monitor exits without appearing paranoid, it becomes muscle memory.

I had just lifted the cup when the chair beside me scraped hard enough to make my teeth hurt.

“HEY!”

The shout sliced through the noise. Someone slammed into my table, coffee sloshing dangerously close to the rim. I caught the cup without looking and stood in the same motion.

That’s when I saw the knife.

It wasn’t large. That mattered. Big knives are theatrical. This one was short and practical, the kind someone keeps because it works. The man holding it was shaking just enough to make everything worse.


“Open it,” he snapped at the barista, voice fraying at the edges.   “Open the register. Now.”



The room reacted the way rooms always do. Half the crowd surged backward. The other half froze. A few people lifted their phones because apparently documenting your own trauma is a hobby now.

And beneath the noise, I felt it.

That quiet tug under my ribs. The hum. The invitation.

Magic would have ended it instantly. A tightening of space, a careful compression of intent, and he’d be asleep on the tile before anyone realized what happened. Clean. Efficient. No blood. No police paperwork.

I didn’t take it.

Instead, I moved.

I stepped sideways and “accidentally” knocked into a pastry display. Trays rattled loudly enough to fracture his focus. A woman yelped. His head snapped toward me, knife swinging in my direction.

“Don’t,” he warned, eyes wide and feral. “Don’t be a hero.”

I lifted my hands slowly, projecting calm because panic spreads faster than fire and I refuse to accelerate it. 

“You don’t want this,” I said evenly.

He barked a laugh that cracked in the middle. “You don’t know what I want.”

“I know you’re panicking,” I replied, taking one measured step closer. “And panicking makes people stupid.”

Someone gasped. Someone else whispered my name.

The man’s grip tightened. Sweat slicked his hairline. He glanced past me—to the door, the register, the crowd. Every exit except the one inside his own head.

That was when a kid—fourteen, maybe—did something brave and catastrophically dumb.

He lunged from behind a table, shouting something I didn’t catch.

The knife came around on instinct.

I didn’t think. I moved.

I caught the man’s wrist and twisted hard enough to break his balance, driving my shoulder into his chest. We went down in a graceless tangle of limbs and spilled coffee. The knife skidded across the tile with a sharp metallic scrape. I took an elbow to the ribs and swore loudly enough to earn a scandalized inhale from someone’s grandmother, but I kept my grip until the fight drained out of him and the room remembered how to breathe.

When the police arrived, the barista was crying, the kid was shaking, and half the café was staring at me like I had pulled something supernatural out of thin air anyway.

I hated that look.

Outside, the noise didn’t stop. Sirens layered over summer laughter. Whispers followed me down the sidewalk when I left without finishing my coffee.

“Did you see her?”

“She didn’t even hesitate.”

“I thought she—”

Yeah. I know what you thought.

Halfway home, the weight settled in.

Not fear. Not exactly.

Pressure.

It felt like the air had leaned closer. Like something behind the day’s chaos had noticed me noticing it. I slowed just enough to feel it deepen, then glanced back.

Across the street, a cluster of kids stood watching me. No laughter this time. No dares.

One of them raised a hand—not waving, not threatening. Just acknowledging.

The gesture was deliberate.

I turned away, jaw tight.

Summer noise, I told myself.

But I knew better.

Noise is chaotic. Noise is careless. Noise doesn’t coordinate.

This felt measured.

And somewhere behind it, something was listening.
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Chapter Two
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Forced Visibility
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If there’s one thing I’ve learned about towns, it’s that nothing stays quiet for long.

Silence here is never peace. It’s just the pause people take before deciding what they’re allowed to say out loud.

By the next morning, everyone knew about the coffee shop.

They knew I’d been there. They knew I’d stepped in. They knew I hadn’t used magic—and they were very fucking sure I could have.

I didn’t bother checking my phone. I didn’t need to. The town carried its gossip in posture, in the way people leaned instead of waved, in the way conversations slowed when I passed but didn’t quite stop. It crawled through the streets like ants through sugar—slow, persistent, impossible to fully stamp out once it started.

Every look lingered a second too long. Every smile felt rehearsed, like it had been practiced in a mirror and adjusted for plausibility.

The kids didn’t prank me that day.

That should’ve been comforting.

It wasn’t.

They watched instead.

That was worse.

I noticed them on my walk into town—too still, too attentive. Bikes leaned against fences without anyone riding them. A pair of girls sat on a curb pretending to braid each other’s hair while tracking my movement with their eyes, fingers working automatically while their attention stayed locked on me. A boy I didn’t recognize slowed his skateboard just enough to stare straight at me, unblinking, like he was waiting for instructions.

Like someone had told him to.

I flipped him off without breaking stride.

Petty? Sure. Mature? No. Effective? Mildly.

He startled, nearly lost his balance, then laughed like I’d just confirmed something for him. I didn’t like that laugh. It clung to me longer than it should have.

I needed supplies. Nails. Wire. A replacement hinge. Normal shit. Boring shit. The kind of errands that justified my presence in town without giving anyone an excuse to corner me and ask favors wrapped in polite smiles.

The hardware store sat at the far end of Main Street, past the coffee shop, past the places where people lingered when they wanted to be seen seeing things. I kept my head down and my pace steady, counting steps like that might keep the world predictable.

I made it halfway before coincidence decided to show its teeth.
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