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​Chapter 1: Little Dolph
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The bell for the last school lesson rang for Dolph not as a liberation, but as a sentence. A sharp, piercing sound shattered the fragile glass of relative calm, releasing into the corridors a seething, uncontrollable stream where its own, cruel laws reigned. For the quiet wolf cub sitting at the back desk in the very corner of the classroom, this bell was an alarm signal. His small figure seemed to strive to dissolve into the shadow of the massive cabinet with visual aids, to become an invisible, intangible part of the scenery. He neatly closed the textbook, put the pencil case into a worn backpack. Every movement was practiced, quiet, like that of a small animal who knows that a predator may come after any sound.

"Well, Dolph, running off?" came the even voice of the teacher, Megi, a slender doe. She was collecting her journals, and her glance slid over him — quickly, without interest. She saw just a negligent, withdrawn student, always daydreaming. He flinched as if caught stealing.

"Yes, Mrs. Megi," he whispered, staring at the chipped floor under the desk.

"Go on, go on. Don't linger. And you need to improve your math, you're not shining on the independent work again," she threw after him, already thinking about something else.

He only nodded, feeling the familiar heat of shame spreading from his ears to the tips of his paws. "Not shining." These words pursued him everywhere. He didn't shine in math, with its cold, soulless logic. He didn't shine in PE, where his puny little body always came last, to the restrained snickers of his classmates. He didn't shine in the ability to speak loudly and confidently, to defend his opinion. His element was silence, but in this world, silence was always torn to pieces by those who considered themselves entitled to do so.

Wolf cub Dolph stepped into the corridor, pressing his satchel to his chest like a shield. He became an edge, a shadow, moving along the wall. His plan was simple and honed by weeks of practice: get to the cloakroom, get his old jacket with a frayed hood, and disappear into the stream of other students, dissolve, before he was noticed.

"Watch it, ant!" someone shoved his shoulder while passing by, without even looking. Dolph barely kept his balance, pressing himself against the wall. It wasn't
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out of malice. It was worse — with complete, absolute indifference. For most, he was just an obstacle, a gray spot in their peripheral vision.

He had almost reached the saving door of the cloakroom, already smelled the scent of old hangers and wet rubber, when right above his ear sounded that which made his blood run cold and his stomach clench into a cold lump.

"Dolph! Where are you off to, little ant?"

The wolf cub froze. Time slowed down. He slowly, with effort, as if turning his head in thick resin, looked back. Before him, blocking the dim light from a dirty window opening, stood the wild dog Dingo. Tall, red-haired, with fur the color of a steppe fire and a muzzle dotted with black dots, like traces of dirty fingers. He seemed to Dolph not a classmate, but a natural phenomenon, an elemental force, a giant from scary bedtime stories told so you wouldn't leave the house. Behind his broad back, as always, loomed his two shadows — the jackal Kombi, silent and dense as a sack of sand, with a dull, expressionless gaze, and Flox, a not tall, wiry fox with sharp features and eyes that constantly darted about, searching for weaknesses and reasons for malice.

"I... home," Dolph forced out. His voice sounded hoarse and so quiet it was almost indistinguishable against the general din.

"Don't rush," Dingo stretched his lips into a wide, unnatural smile. His eyes, cold and light yellow, remained motionless, studying. "We were thinking, you need more... um... social practice. You're like an owl, always alone. Not good. We worry about you, you know."

He stepped forward with a sweeping, false friendliness and put his paw around Dolph's shoulders. His paw lay as a heavy, inevitable weight. The grip was iron, "friendly" in form, but full of hidden threat in essence. From that touch, goosebumps ran down the wolf cub's back, and a lump rose in his throat.

"Don't resist, come on, we'll show you something interesting," whispered Dingo right into his ear, and his breath, smelling of school bun and some sourness, washed over Dolph with a wave of nausea.

He was dragged, barely touching the floor with his feet, to a large, dirty window at the end of the corridor, overlooking the now deserted schoolyard. Dolph didn't resist. Lesson number one, learned by him three months ago behind the garages, when Kombi held him and Dingo methodically hit him in the ribs, stated: resistance is useless. It only fuels excitement and makes it hurt more. You have to endure. You have to wait it out. You have to do what they want, and then, maybe, they'll let go. 

"Look," Dingo poked a dirty finger at the glass, leaving a greasy fingerprint. "See, by the flowerbed? White doe Gazelle, from 7 'B'. The 'panel' class. A white crow, in the literal sense."

Dolph looked. On a bench, leaning her back against a not-yet-bare maple, sat a doe. She was completely white, as if from the pages of a winter fairy tale, and this sharply contrasted with the dirty-yellow autumn grass. She was reading something, and her long eyelashes were lowered. She was swinging one leg, completely immersed in her own world. She seemed incredibly peaceful and defenseless to him, just as alien in this crude reality as he was. This similarity for some reason made what was coming even more terrible, even dirtier.

"Pretty, huh?" continued Dingo, his voice became sweet, pretend-heartfelt. "Lonely. Like you. We, as your best friend, thought of a task for you. A test of courage. Go up to her from behind, quiet-quiet, and... bite her on the butt. Lightly. Just so she squeals."

The air in the corridor, already stale, froze completely. The words hung in space, absurd, disgusting, impossible. Dolph couldn't believe his ears. He tore his gaze from the window and stared at Dingo, searching in his yellow eyes for at least a spark of a joke, a hint that this was just a sick, but joke. But he saw only a cold, testing interest, like a scientist observing a test subject's reaction. Behind his back, Flox had already started chuckling quietly, rubbing his paws.

"Why?" was the only sound Dolph could squeeze out of himself. A childish, naive, absolutely useless question that immediately displayed his weakness for all to see.

Dingo's muzzle changed instantly. The smile disappeared as if blown away by an icy wind. His eyes narrowed to dangerous slits.

"Or you'll get it yourself now. Quickly!" his voice dropped to a hissing, snake-like whisper that made him feel cold inside. "Or do you think we're wasting our time with you for nothing? Show that you're not some gray mouse, not a rag. Prove you're one of us. Otherwise..." He didn't finish, just meaningfully cracked his knuckles. Kombi at this took a half-step forward, his dull mass becoming even more imposing.

Dolph's heart began to pound with such furious force that he thought it would rip through his chest. His ears rang. He looked again at the doe Gazelle. She turned a page, and a slight smile touched her muzzle, caused by something in the book. He looked at Dingo. He had already taken out his phone from his pocket, turned on the camera, and aimed the lens out the window, at the upcoming "show." Flox, giggling, also aimed his. Kombi just waited, looking at Dolph with the indifference of a butcher.

The scales in his head, weighed down by fear, tipped. Humiliate an innocent doe, become a laughingstock, commit something truly vile and mean... Or get hurt. Not abstract, but very specific. To feel again the dull heaviness of blows to the stomach, to choke again from a neck hold, to lie in the mud again, listening to their laughter. The second was more real, more acute, more frightening here and now. His legs, betraying reason and conscience, carried him towards the exit on their own. He walked like an automaton, feeling the intent, greedy gazes on his back. It seemed to him that the entire corridor, the entire school knew where and why he was going. His footsteps echoed in his temples like dull blows.

Approaching the doe Gazelle from behind, so close that he could see every wavy white hair on her neck, he froze. Inside, everything screamed, protested, wanted to burst out. He couldn't, he didn't want to. But the memory of the body was stronger. Dolph made a sharp, awkward lunge forward, not touching her. His lips only came within a centimeter of her snow-white fur, and his teeth snapped shut in the emptiness with a loud, fake click. It was a parody of a bite, a pathetic, disgusting pantomime of a coward trying both to please his tormentors and not commit a crime. But for the observers from the window, for the aimed cameras, it was enough.

"Ah-ah!" squealed the doe Gazelle, feeling the movement and click behind her. She turned around sharply and jumped back as if scalded, her book falling into the mud with a dull thud. She saw the distorted face of the not-so-tall wolf cub, twisted with horror and unshed tears, who had already jumped away from her as if from fire.

"What are you doing, psycho!? Idiot!" she shouted, her voice trembling with fright and indignation.

But Dolph didn't hear anymore. From the direction of the school, from that very window, came a deafening, triumphant, animal-like roar. It was Dingo laughing. He was joined by Flox's shrill cackle. It was the sound of his complete defeat, a sound forever etched in his memory. He started running, not looking at the road, squeezing the straps of his backpack so hard his claws dug into his palms. He ran from her frightened cry, from that laughter, from his own shame, which burned him from the inside like a red-hot needle. An deafening noise filled his ears, in which only one thought pulsed, simple as instinct: "Run! Run faster! Hide!"

He ran to a blind corner behind the old gym, where rusty dumbbells lay and it smelled of mold, and, leaning against the rough, cold brick wall, breathed like a fish thrown ashore. Tears finally gushed out — hot, bitter, powerless. He let them flow because here, in this corner forgotten by everyone, it was possible to be weak. His body shook with sobs he stifled in his palms. He hated himself. Hated himself for weakness, for cowardice, for obeying. He sniffled and wiped his muzzle with his sleeve, leaving dirty smears. He couldn't cry for long. Tears were a luxury he couldn't afford for long. The weak get beaten. This was the first and main law of his universe. A law written for him by Dingo and his ilk.

His heart gradually calmed, his breathing evened out, leaving behind an icy, dreary emptiness filled only with shame. He looked at his sweaty, trembling paws.

'Why did I do that? I didn't want to scare her. I didn't want to... But he forced me. Dingo said. Otherwise it would have hurt. Again. Like then, behind the garages. Then it hurt to breathe for two weeks. Then I swore to myself... I swore I would do anything they said. Any, the nastiest of their wishes. I have to guess their thoughts. I have to be faster, more obliging. I have to become their shadow, their echo. Then, maybe, they'll leave me alone. Maybe they'll even... stop noticing? No, they won't stop. But laughter is not pain. Being a laughingstock doesn't mean walking around with bruises. So, today I chose correctly. I chose the lesser of two evils. That's how it should be. That's how the world works. The law of the strong and the weak. I am weak. So, I must serve. So, this is my fate.'

He was about to crawl out of his hiding place and trudge home, hunched under the weight of this new "knowledge," when he heard light, cautious footsteps. From around the corner appeared her — the doe Gazelle. Her white fur seemed ghostly in the gathering twilight. In her paws, she carried her soiled book. Seeing him, she stopped. Dolph shriveled up inside, expecting a new shout, an insult, perhaps even a blow.

"You..." she began quietly. "You're that..."

"I didn't mean to!" he blurted out, not looking at her, pressing himself into the wall. "They forced me! Dingo... he said if I didn't... They would have beaten me up!" The words poured out on their own, desperate, justifying.

The white doe Gazelle silently looked at him. Her large dark eyes studied him not with anger, but with curiosity and... understanding?

"Dingo? The red dog?" she asked simply.

Dolph only nodded, staring at the ground.

"But why?" her question sounded not like an accusation, but like sincere bewilderment.

"Because... I exist," whispered Dolph. "I'm not like everyone else. I'm quiet. I'm weak. I'm an ant. That's what they say."

There was a pause. The doe Gazelle sighed and unexpectedly squatted down not far away, not coming closer, but not leaving either.

"You know," she said, looking off to the side, "they tease me too. 'Ghost,' 'chalk stick,' 'white crow.' They say I'm strange. That I read all the time. That I'm boring."

Dolph risked looking up at her. She wasn't looking down on him.

"But... they don't hit you," he muttered.

"No. But sometimes words hurt no less," she hugged her knees. "And loneliness... it also wounds. When everyone around is in a pack, and you're alone. As if you live behind glass."

He nodded. He knew that feeling better than anyone. That feeling of being transparent until you're needed as a target for entertainment.

"Why did you... come over then?" he asked.

"I don't know. Saw how you ran away. Not like someone who did something nasty and is glad, but like... like hunted. Then heard them laughing at the window. Understood," she shrugged. "And thought that you probably feel even worse than I do. I was just frightened. But you..."

She didn't finish, but he understood. "But you betrayed yourself." He lowered his head again. "I'm sorry. Really. I would never... I'm not like that." "I believe you," said the doe Gazelle simply. And there wasn't a hint of mockery or falseness in her 
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voice. It was so unexpected that something inside him quivered, some icy shell cracked. No one had ever said "I believe you" to him. No one. 

They sat in silence for a few more minutes. The silence between them was no longer hostile, but rather tired, shared.

"My name is Gazelle."

"I know... I'm Dolph."

"You probably don't have... a pack either?" she asked cautiously.

He shook his head. "Pack" was Dingo, Kombi, Flox, and their like. He was an outcast. A lone wolf cub, which in itself was absurd and a sentence.

"Me neither," she said. Then she stood up, brushed herself off. "I have to go. And you... try not to catch their eye."

She took a few steps, then turned around.

"Dolph?"

"Yes?"

"Books... they're better than a pack. They don't betray. If you want... I have many."

And she left, dissolving into the gray twilight. Dolph watched her go for a long time. Inside, next to the familiar fear and shame, something new stirred, warm and fragile. He didn't yet know the name for this feeling. But her words "they don't betray" echoed in him with a dull, painful echo. Because he had just betrayed himself. And this knowledge burned stronger than any fear of Dingo.

He came out of his hiding place and trudged home, having learned two of the hardest lessons in one day. The first: to survive among the strong, you need to forget your own will and become convenient, pliable, obedient. The second, just received, was scarier and more complex: even in the darkest corner, there might be someone who sees in you not an ant, not a rag, but just... Dolph. And this meeting, this spark of understanding, made everything else — fear, humiliation, shame — a hundred times more unbearable. Because now he knew it could be otherwise. And this knowledge didn't allow him to hide behind a mask of indifference completely. It made him feel. And feeling was painful.

He walked, and his shadow, long and skinny, stretched along the road, merging with the approaching night. Ahead awaited a cold, empty house. And tomorrow — school again. Dingo again. The choice between two evils again. But now in his memory, next to the triumphant laughter, lived a quiet voice: "Books... they don't betray." And for some reason, it was this thought that made him, for the first time in a long while, not lower his head, but clench his fists in the dark.
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​Chapter 2: The Law of Survival.
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Wolf cub Dolph walked home, and each of his steps echoed in his temples with a dull thud: "Shame. Shame. Shame." He wasn't running anymore — there was no strength, only a thick, sticky fatigue, similar to what comes after a long and painful illness. In his head, like a scratched record, the same scene played on a loop: the snow-white fur of the doe Gazelle, her flinching shoulder, the deafening, triumphant roar from the window, and the heavy, like shackles, paw of Dingo on his shoulder. But now a new shot was added to this — her quiet voice in the twilight: "Books... they don't betray." These words burned from the inside because they were proof of his betrayal of himself. They made his "Law #1" — "The strong are always right" — shaky and unstable. And in his newly built system of coordinates, any uncertainty was akin to death.

He turned into his courtyard — five identical panel nine-story buildings, gray and faceless, like hives glued together from concrete. The swings swayed under gusts of the sharp October wind, creaking a lonely, plaintive creak. This sound was the soundtrack of his life. He entered the stairwell, smelling of mustiness, boiled cabbage, and someone else's life, and trudged up the stairs, stepping on each step with the feeling he was ascending a scaffold. Fourth floor. A door with peeling paint. The key turned with a quiet click, as if letting him into a cell.

Silence reigned at home. Mom, as always, was working until evening. Usually, this loneliness was salvation for Dolph, a chance to catch his breath. Today, the empty apartment pressed on him with its walls, and the silence rang in his ears with accusations. He threw his backpack into the corner of his room, and it flopped onto the floor with a hopeless sound. Falling face into the pillow, he waited for a wave to wash over him, to burst into tears, and to feel better. But there were no tears. Inside was only a scorched, cold desert where only shame raged.

Suddenly, in the tomb-like silence, the home phone rang sharply. Dolph flinched as if from a shot, and his heart, already calmed, began to beat again in a panicked rhythm. He looked at the black plastic box as if hypnotized. The ringing was insistent, demanding, angry. He knew who it was. This was their way of extending tentacles even here, into his only fortress, reminding him that shelters didn't exist. Slowly, as if against his own will, he walked over and picked up the receiver.

"Hello?" his voice sounded hoarse and strange.

"Well, ant, made it to your hole?" came the familiar, sneering voice of Dingo from the receiver. In the background — a restrained giggling background from Flox.

"Made it," Dolph answered monotonously, squeezing the receiver so hard his fingers turned white.

"Good job. Today it worked out okay. Just next time, bite for real, otherwise it's not convincing. Understood?"

"Understood."

"Alright, rest up. Tomorrow there'll be a new task. Be ready."

A click in the receiver. Short, sharp, like a sentence. Dolph slowly hung up. His hand was shaking. But in his chest, in its very depths, a warm, treacherous worm stirred. They said "good job." Even if it was mockery, even if it was ridicule, his soul, starved for any sign of attention, latched onto that word. He felt nauseatingly ashamed of that moment of weakness, but the fact remained: followed the order — received "praise." Not pain. So, the strategy was working. The law was being confirmed.

He walked over to the mirror in the hallway. In the dim light of the bulb, he looked at his reflection: too large, frightened eyes, whitened fur on his muzzle, puny shoulders. He hated the one looking at him from the glass.

"Coward," he whispered to his reflection. "Nonentity. Clown."

He imagined how he turns sharply and hits Dingo in the bridge of the nose with his paw, how he falls, choking on blood and surprise. How Flox and Kombi freeze in stupor. How he, Dolph, walks away without looking back, under the admiring gaze of the doe Gazelle. But it was just a fantasy, sweet and poisonous, as distant as a flight to another planet. Reality was different. Reality dictated its own rules, and he had to memorize them.
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