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This story contains themes and imagery that may be distressing to some readers, including:

	Psychological distress and mental unraveling

	Hallucinations and paranoia

	Body horror (including skin peeling, dismemberment, and transformation)

	Loss of identity/self

	Depictions of human-like dolls and puppetry

	Death and post-mortem imagery

	Brief strong language

	Surreal horror elements and existential dread

	No chapters 


Reader discretion is advised.

The Doll-Maker:

Tavish’s hands were shaking uncontrollably. He tried to steady them by clenching them into fists and pressing them firmly against his thighs as he sat on the curb outside the hospital.  The tremors were mild at the moment, but he knew they would intensify soon, as they always did when he was stressed.  

He hadn’t slept in two days, ever since the surgery spiraled into chaos. The incision had been botched, too deep that must have nicked an artery. Although the attending physician had stepped in to prevent further complications, the damage was already felt. Tavish could vividly recall the scalpel slipping too easily and the unsettling warmth of blood covering his gloves.  

He closed his eyes tightly, hoping to banish the memory, but it stuck with him. The hospital lights were overwhelming, and the patient’s lifeless body was unsettling. The silence in the operating room was the most difficult to bear—no words were spoken, yet he could sense their gaze upon him.  

A failure.  

A sharp pain pierced his temple, and he let out a groan, pressing his palm against his forehead. The migraine had been bothering him all day, a dull and relentless ache that blurred the edges of his vision. He desperately needed something—anything—to ease the discomfort.  


That’s when he noticed it.  


He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss. He had strolled down this street countless times, yet today, he noticed a peculiar storefront nestled between a boarded-up laundromat and a crumbling pawn shop. The door was slightly open, creaking gently in the breeze, and the sign above it was so faded that it was almost a struggle to read.  

As Tavish went down the alley, the dim, flickering glow of ancient fluorescent bulbs cast unsettling shadows around him. He hesitated. His rational side whispered to him, urging him to turn back and leave.  

Then, a sharp, searing pain shot through the back of his eyes, demanding his attention.  

The air smelled stale, thick with dust and something chemical. The shelves were lined with old medicine bottles, their labels yellowed and curling. Glass jars held things he couldn’t quite identify—dried roots, murky liquids, small, curled things that looked like desiccated fingers.  

Behind the counter, an elderly woman sat on a stool, observing him with a gentle curiosity. Her skin, delicate and translucent, her milky eyes softened as they met his. She remained calm, neither smiling nor speaking, just patiently waiting. Tavish felt a pang of nervousness. “I—uh. I need something for pain.”  

The woman tilted her head slightly, her movements thoughtful and unhurried. Then, without a word, she reached beneath the counter and placed a small, dark bottle in front of him.  It was unlabeled. “This will help,” she said, her voice as gentle as a whisper.  


Tavish paused, considering her words. “...What is it?” 



“A remedy for those who need to see clearly.” The phrase was confusing, but the throbbing pain in his head intensified, and suddenly, he was too tired to care. He reached into his wallet. “How much does it cost?”  


The woman’s lips formed a subtle, enigmatic smile. “It’s free.”  

Tavish was taken aback. “Really?”  

“First dose is on the house.” She gestured the bottle towards him.  


Before he could stop himself, his fingers wrapped around the bottle, the glass unexpectedly warm against his touch.  

The woman’s eyes sparkled with a knowing glint. “Truth is a fragile thing. Like porcelain, it shatters when handled too roughly,” she said, her voice carrying a hint of mystery.  

Tavish hesitated for a moment, then turned and walk out before he could change his mind.  

As soon as Tavish reached his apartment, the migraine hit him with full force. The world around him seemed to pulse in sync with his heartbeat, each throb intensifying the pain. His vision blurred, transforming the walls of his studio into a swirling, surreal landscape. A wave of nausea washed over him, and he stumbled to his couch, clutching the bottle from the alleyway pharmacy tightly in his shaking hands.  


He unscrewed the cap and swallowed the pills without water.  


The effect was instantaneous. A cold, soothing numbness crept through his skull, reaching into his bones, muscles, and even his skin. His heartbeat slowed, and his breathing became steady. The pain vanished, as if it had never existed.  


Tavish exhaled deeply, letting his eyes close as he embraced the sensation.  When he opened them back up, everything felt off.  


The room’s light had changed, becoming oddly greasy, as if it were passing through an invisible, heavy barrier. The air felt off too—uncomfortably thick, pressing against his skin and causing a wave of nausea.  


He rose to his feet cautiously.  

Something was stirring outside his window.  

Wait—no, not outside.  

It was reflected in the glass.  


Tavish glanced at the mirror near his door. The man staring back at him wasn’t the same. 

Tavish stared at his reflection, feeling a strange unease. His face was recognizable, but his skin seemed unnaturally perfect—too smooth, too tight. His lips were slightly open, yet they lacked the moisture and subtle creases that usually accompanied a relaxed expression. His eyes appeared glossy, almost like they had been painted.  

Startled, Tavish quickly moved back, almost losing his balance on the couch. The reflection trailed him, but it wasn’t quite in sync. There was a brief pause, a split-second hesitation before it mirrored his actions.  

His heart pounded loudly in his ears, and he instinctively squeezed his arms, pressing his fingers into his skin, hoping to feel the familiar warmth and resistance that reassured him of his humanity.  

His skin felt unnatural, too rigid, almost like porcelain. His breath caught in his throat.  This had to be the drug’s doing—a hallucination or some kind of side effect. He pushed himself to his feet, unsteadily making his way to the bathroom. He desperately needed water, to splash his face, and to try to clear his mind.  

As soon as he entered, he truly saw it. His reflection wasn’t by itself. Just over his shoulder, something else was there. It was tall and felt off. A figure made of stitched-together flesh, its face a bizarre mix of different people’s skin, and its mouth sewn shut with rough, black thread.  

Tavish spun around so quickly that he almost lost his footing. His heart skipped a beat.  The bathroom was deserted. Yet, his reflection was off. It stood there, frozen, its eyes fixed on his, its glassy pupils wide and empty. Behind it, where there should have been only the pale green wall, the stitched-together figure stood.  

It loomed just over his shoulder, taller than him by at least a foot, its flesh a grotesque patchwork of colors and textures. Some parts were pale and smooth, others rough and pockmarked, stitched together with thick, crude thread that dug into the seams of its stolen skin. 

Its head was wrong—too oval, too elongated, like something unfinished, something assembled by a careless hand. Its lips were sewn shut, the black stitches writhing, almost alive, as if they were straining to break apart.  

The most terrifying aspect were its hands. They were thin and spindly, with fingers far too long for its hands, hanging limply at its sides. The fingers twitched, flexed, and reached out.  Tavish jumped forward, crashing into the sink with such force that the mirror rattled. His breath came in quick, ragged gasps, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Then, the creature’s head tilted. Not in a natural, smooth way. It jerked, becoming less natural. It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real. He gripped the cold porcelain of the sink, forcing himself to look away from the mirror and glance behind him.  

The bathroom was quiet. Tavish’s chest heaved with rapid, anxious breaths. He glanced back at the mirror, his heart skipping a beat. The figure was still there, now uncomfortably close, just behind him. Its stitched mouth moved unsettlingly, and a strange, muffled sound emerged from the black thread. 

Without a second thought, Tavish reached for the light switch, casting the room into darkness. He stood frozen, clutching the sink, his heart pounding so hard he feared it might explode. He held his breath, waiting for the unnerving silence to break.  


Suddenly—  

Click.  

A gentle sound. Barely noticeable.  

The light flickered back on.  

The figure had vanished.  

But his reflection—  

His reflection was grinning.  

Not a usual grin. Not his grin.  


Its lips were pulled too far apart, curling at the edges as if they had been sewn into place.  


And most frightening of all—  

There were strings above him now.  


Thin, almost invisible threads, stretching from his shoulders, his wrists, his knees, vanishing into the ceiling.  
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