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​​CHAPTER 1: THE WEIGHT OF GLASS
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The boxes were an accusation. Not because of their weight, but because of the silence they held—a dense, packed silence that echoed the life I’d jettisoned. As I dragged the first one over the threshold of Hawthorne Apartments, the worn cardboard groaned, whispering the question that had chased me across the city: What are you running from?

The lobby was a tomb for afternoon light. What little sun penetrated the grimy, leaded-glass windows seemed to die on impact, swallowed by the dark wood paneling and the tarnished brass of the defunct elevator cage. Dust motes hung in the still air, perfect, suspended particles of the past. The silence here wasn’t empty; it was a presence, a physical pressure against my eardrums. I’d photographed crime scenes that felt more welcoming.

My phone was already in my hand, my thumb finding the camera app with a muscle memory forged in chaos. Document everything. It was the first rule of journalism, the only creed that had survived the wreckage of the Herald, the only thing keeping me tethered to a reality I no longer trusted. The flash was a sterile shock, slicing through the gloom. It illuminated a floor of black and white marble tiles, their checkerboard pattern laid just off-kilter enough to induce a subtle vertigo. Above, a crystal chandelier hung like the skeletal remains of some prehistoric beast, its glass teardrops dark and lightless.

I needed this place. The anonymity was a balm, the isolation a shield. I needed the distance from the smoking ruins of my career, from Detective Harris’s probing, patient questions about that night. About Davies. About the gaping holes in my memory where the truth was supposed to be.

The elevator shuddered to life, its groan echoing upward as it ascended. Fourth floor. The hallway stretched before me, narrow and oppressive, its wallpaper a faded pattern of what might have once been lilies, now decayed into the ghostly outlines of funeral shrouds. The air was stale, thick with a metallic tang—like old pennies, or dried blood.

Apartment 4A. Home sweet asylum.

The key slid into the lock and turned with a surprising, oiled smoothness, as if it had been waiting. The door swung inward, and I stepped across the threshold into my new life.

And froze.

Mirrors. Everywhere.
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​​CHAPTER 2: ECHO CHAMBER
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They weren’t decorative; they were strategic. A massive, ornate mirror with a tarnished gilt frame dominated the living room wall, capturing the grey, indifferent sky and reflecting the room’s emptiness into a sterile infinity. Another hung in the entryway at an impossible, unsettling angle, catching distorted, funhouse slices of the hallway behind me. Even the closet doors were mirrored, creating an endless, repeating corridor of absolute nothing. I’d requested minimal furnishings. What I got was a stage set for madness.

My boxes crashed to the floor. Unpacking could wait. I needed to understand this space before it decided to understand me. My camera began to click, a steady, rhythmic sound that was crisp, real—the only honest thing in this hall of distorted glass. I documented each room, each angle, each disquieting reflection.

In the kitchen, I found the first anomaly. A built-in bookshelf flanking the cold, bricked-over fireplace wasn’t flush with the wall. A shadow, thin as a razor cut, ran down its left side—too straight to be accidental, too deliberate to be a mistake. My journalistic instincts, dulled by trauma but not yet dead, began to stir.

I pushed against the shelf. It resisted, then gave way with a low groan that seemed to emanate from the very bones of the building. Behind it, darkness. An air vent, its metal grate corroded green with age.

The grate came away with unnerving ease, exhaling a draft of cold, stagnant air. My phone’s flashlight cut through the black. My fingers, probing the space, brushed against something that wasn’t supposed to be there. Not a journal. Something else. Medical. Archaic. A hinged steel instrument, like a speculum, but larger, heavier—designed to hold something, or someone, open. The metal was ice-cold and seemed to hum with the ghost of old pain.

I dropped it. The clang echoed with obscene loudness in the quiet apartment. This wasn’t just an old building. This was a place with teeth.

I set up my camera on its tripod, aiming it directly at the living room mirror. If I was going to lose my mind in this place, I wanted evidence. The viewfinder showed my reflection—pale, hollowed, but recognizably me. The woman who’d walked away from Davies’s balcony. The woman who couldn’t remember what happened after the screaming started.

I turned away to unpack dishes, the familiar clinking of plates and rattling of silverware a small prayer against the suffocating silence. When I glanced back, my reflection was still there.

Except for a moment—a single, skipped heartbeat—it felt like it was looking back. Not with my tired eyes or worried frown, but with something colder. More calculating. As if whatever lived behind the glass was studying me with the same dispassionate intensity I’d once brought to stories that mattered.

I blinked, and it was just me again. Paranoid, I told myself. Exhausted. Hallucinating from stress and too little sleep.

Probably.

But as I stood in the deepening gloom of Apartment 4A, surrounded by reflections of a woman I barely recognized, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I wasn’t alone.

And that whatever was watching me from the mirrors was very, very patient.
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​​CHAPTER 3: LOOKING GLASS LOGIC
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Morning light, thin and grey as dishwater, did nothing to lift the apartment’s gloom. I hadn’t slept. I’d spent the night perched in the single blue armchair, eyes locked on the living room mirror. My camera’s tiny display was my only witness. After what felt like days, I pressed its power button and scrolled through hours of grainy, black-and-white footage. There I was, a pale ghost in the chair. Shadows crept across the ornate glass. Nothing moved except me. No flicker. No smirk. Just my own hollow reflection staring back.

Relief battered me like a wave. It had been a hallucination—stress-induced, exhaustion-made. The thought that some intelligence lived in that glass, an intelligence that could evade a lens, was unthinkable. I told myself it was nothing.

Until the doorbell rang. Loud as gunfire.

I dropped the camera, every nerve screaming. Lisa arrived like an armed thunderhead, her bright yellow scarf an affront to the muted shadows. She swept in, a denim jacket slung over one shoulder, her Chanel No. 5 in immediate, sharp conflict with the apartment’s metallic tang.

“Em! You look... rough.” No gentle lead-in, no soft footfall—just that scalpel voice.

I managed a weak smile. “Thanks. Feeling just peachy.”

She didn’t buy it. Her reporter’s gaze swept from my bruised eyes to my trembling hands. “Still living out of cardboard? It’s been a week, Em. You look like you haven’t slept since...” She left the ending hanging in the air between us: since Davies, since the Herald, since everything unravelled.

I needed a cover. I guided her toward the coffee table where I’d theatrically spread out blueprints I’d scavenged from the city archives. “Remember those conspiracy theories we used to chase? About Hawthorne being built on an old asylum?”

Her forced smile vanished. “Asylum? Like padded cells and lobotomies?” A shadow crossed her face, something more personal than professional curiosity. “My dad used to chase stories like this. Never ended well.”

“Hawthorne Sanatorium,” I whispered, tapping the schematic, ignoring her comment for now. “A private refuge for inconvenient heirs. But look closer.” I pointed to a slim corridor hidden behind the main hallway. “These aren’t servant passages. They’re observation tunnels—two-way mirrors built into the walls.”

Lisa leaned in, her eyes glinting again with a reporter’s focus, the personal shadow pushed aside. “So this place was designed for watching people? A lab-rat maze?”

“Something like that,” I confessed, my voice dropping. “A building turned incubator. Mirrors as instruments.”

As she absorbed the blueprints, the flicker of personal recognition returned. She didn’t discuss it. Instead, she rose, her face flooded with concern. She pulled me into a fierce hug. “Get help, Em—please,” she whispered, then vanished down the hallway, leaving the apartment to its oppressive silence.

When the echo of her footsteps died, a chill draft crawled under the front door. I bent down and saw it: a crisp, white envelope. My heart hammered. This wasn’t old-house dread. This was modern. Menacing.

I unfolded the paper. No greeting. No signature. Just one typed line:

We both know what really happened that night, Emily.

The words slashed through me like a blade. That night. The argument on the balcony. The roar of wind, the scream, the impossible lurch. I staggered back, my lungs burning, my brain scrambling to bury the memory once more beneath denial.

A knock—not a buzz—struck the door: firm, authoritative. Detective Harris filled the frame, grey-faced and grave. “Ms. Carter,” he said, his voice all edge. “Got a minute?”

My breath caught. “Detective.”

He surveyed the room: the boxes, the blueprints, the tripod aimed at the mirror. His eyes settled on me. “We’re reopening the Davies case. Some inconsistencies have come up.”

“Inconsistencies?” I echoed, my voice thinner than I’d intended.

“Yes.” He stepped closer. “Your statement describes a professional spat... but the overturned chair, the smashed champagne flute, the trajectory of the body—none of it lines up with an accident.”

My chest tightened. Another fragment of memory—cold anger, veins pulsing in Davies’s neck, my hand clamping on the glass stem. I stammered, “It was trauma, Detective. I can’t—”

“Trauma,” he repeated coldly. “Or opportunity—to control the narrative.”

His words sank into me. Someone was feeding the truth through paper slipped under my door. Someone knew what I’d buried.

I forced steadiness into my voice. “I’m happy to
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