
Graphite Stars 

The bunker ceiling pressed low, rough against the boy’s fingertips. He balanced on 
his toes, tracing smudged graphite into another subtle star—five jagged points, 
trembling, uneven, and faintly shiny. Not the sky he remembered; instead, a fragile, 
hand-made sky emerging from smudged graphite, each star a careful act of 
defiance. 

“Hold still,” he whispered to the girl huddled beside him. Five. Maybe six. Her 
eyes were dry and wide, like the sun-baked earth. 

“What’s this one?” 

He pressed his palm to the ice cold concrete concealing porous ridges. “The one 
my mama called the Lantern.” He didn’t explain that it guided her home. The ruins 
of his home stretched beyond memory—splintered beams, shattered windows, and 
walls scarred by fire and debris, the dusted air heavy with echoes of lost laughter. 

Children slept in tight clusters, their bodies curling like crumpled sheets. The 
bunker smelled of iron, dirt, and the faint tang of sweat. Dust drifted down from 
the ceiling each time the world above trembled. 

He moved to the next star, hand slow, deliberate. “This one’s for babies,” he said 
softly. “Keeps monsters away.” 

“Does it work?” 

He hesitated, hovering. Then lowered his hand. “It’s supposed to.” 

Above, boots struck the floor, sending tiny shards of dust into the air; each step 
thudded and rattled the walls - a relentless percussion through the bunker. 

The soldier stepped in with a rifle held tight and dust clinging to his lashes. His 
boots crunched on the broken stone, sending clustered  echoes that bounced off the 
cracked walls. His unit had swept every ruin, leaving no place untouched. 

One boot nudged a dented tin box aside. And then—he saw it: the ceiling alive 
with graphite. 

Stars. 

Hundreds. Some were jagged, some trembled, some had arcs faint and irregular. 



The bunker was silent with no screams or cries but only eyes carrying years too 
heavy for their small faces. 

He tilted his head. His heart tightened, with his lungs catching the dust-choked air. 

At the ceiling's center, seven stars wavered. A crooked one leaned slightly, 
stubbornly longer than the others, like a enduring memory. 

Every night, in crayon. On a kitchen wall he had never repainted. Drawn by his 
daughter’s impatient little fist—the same crooked star. The same uneven arc. 

“Who drew these?” 

A haggard boy stepped forward with dust streaking across his cheeks. His bare toes 
curled against the cold floor. Seven, maybe eight. 

“I did. So we don’t forget the sky.” 

Recognition tightened the soldier’s chest. The crooked star. The truth of it. “Do 
you know what this is?” 

The boy shook his head. “It’s just… the one that feels true.” 

“My daughter draws the same one,” he whispered. “She thinks it watches over 
her.” 

The boy’s shoulders rose briefly, and fell. “I hope it watches us too,” he whispered 
subtly. 

A radio crackled: “Sector C. Confirmed location. Wipe it.” 

The soldier’s trembling fingers drifted toward the jagged star. Behind him, the 
children pressed close together, their knees shivering and breaths catching at every 
sound of the bunker. 

He closed his eyes and remembered his daughter’s old bedroom: her small fingers 
gently pressing into paper stars taped crookedly to the wall, her soft whisper 
echoing in his mind, “Daddy, don’t erase them. They keep you safe.” 

When he opened his eyelids, he dragged his thumb across the crooked star. 
Graphite smeared, and a gray wound.  

The boy flinched. “Why?” he asked. 



“Because that star… marks the next place we strike.” 

He stared at the smudged mark. “Not this one.” He turned off his comm. Silence 
rolled in, heavy and complete. 

He looked at the boy and into the fragile and quivering space where fear and hope 
collided. 

“Hide the children,” he whispered. “Go. Now.” 

The boy nodded with sharp certainty. 

The soldier ascended, boots echoing, carrying only the faint memory of seven 
uneven stars, and the aching weight of a life almost erased. 

In the bunker, the boy’s pencil shook. He left the erased space empty. 

A hole in the sky. 

A place someone, somewhere, had chosen not to strike. 

And for the first time in years, the ceiling stretched impossibly high. Stars soared 
beyond reach, carrying hope, quiet rebellion, and the faint promise that someone, 
someday, might look up and see. 

Graphite shimmered faintly, catching what little light remained, a constellation of 
courage, waiting for eyes brave enough to notice. 

 

 


