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For every reader who carried this story in their hands

and let its shadows and its light live beside them for a while.

Thank you for trusting these pages,

for staying close to Margaret and Alice,

and for believing that even in the darkest rooms

there is always a way back to each other.

This ending is yours as much as mine.
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CHAPTER 1 — THE VANISHING HOUR
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Margaret Thompson wakes the way a person wakes when something has already happened—no dream, no sound, just a sudden, sharp awareness that the air in the room has changed, as if a door somewhere has opened without permission. Her eyes snap open to darkness. Her breath is shallow. Her pulse is already climbing, a quiet metronome of dread.

3:08 a.m.

The numbers glow faintly on the bedside clock, a sterile affidavit of time she does not remember passing through. She lies still for a moment, listening. The house is silent. Not peaceful—silent. The kind of silence that feels like a held breath.

She sits up slowly.

The hardwood floor is cold under her feet, colder than it should be in early spring, colder than it was when she went to bed. She stands, steadying herself with a hand on the dresser, and moves toward the hallway.

The nightlight casts a thin amber glow along the wall. The air smells faintly of lavender and dust. Everything looks normal. Everything feels wrong.

She walks to Alice’s door.

Closed.

Always closed. Alice hates open doors at night. Open doors mean shadows. Shadows mean shapes. Shapes mean panic. Margaret has learned to respect the architecture of her daughter’s fears.

She touches the doorknob.

Cold.

She turns it slowly, the latch clicking like a tiny bone snapping.

The room is dark. Still. The curtains hang motionless. The weighted blanket lies folded at the foot of the bed, its familiar lavender scent drifting faintly through the air.

But the bed—

Empty.

Margaret freezes.

Her mind rejects the sight before it can fully register. She steps closer, heart pounding, breath thinning. The blanket is folded back neatly, as if Alice simply rose and walked away. But Alice does not rise and walk away. Alice does not leave rooms without Margaret. Alice does not leave beds without prompting, coaxing, ritual.

“Alice?” Margaret whispers.

No answer.

She checks the closet. The bathroom. The corner behind the dresser where Alice sometimes curls up during storms. She checks under the bed, though Alice hasn’t fit under there in years.

Nothing.

Her throat tightens.

She flicks on the lamp.

The room looks staged. Too orderly. Too deliberate. The stuffed rabbit sits upright on the pillow, ears symmetrical. The nightlight glows its soft amber circle. The curtains hang straight.

But the window latch—

Unlocked.

Margaret stares at it, unable to move. She knows she locked it. She always locks it. She checks it twice every night, a ritual as automatic as brushing her teeth. She steps closer, pressing her fingers to the latch.

Cold metal. Slightly damp.

She looks down.

A smear of dust on the sill. A faint impression. Not a footprint. A handprint. Too large to be Alice’s.

Her stomach drops.

She kneels, scanning the floor. That’s when she sees it—something half-tucked under the bed. A corner of paper. A drawing.

She reaches for it with a hand that trembles despite her effort to steady it.

It’s a crude sketch, pencil lines pressed hard enough to dent the page. A woman. No face. Just a blank oval where features should be. But the body is unmistakably adult. And around the woman’s neck—

Margaret’s necklace.

The silver one. The one she hasn’t taken off in ten years.

Her breath stutters.

She flips the page over. Nothing. No signature. No date. Just the drawing, heavy and wrong.

She stands, gripping the paper so tightly it bends.

“Alice?” she calls again, louder this time.

Still nothing.

She moves through the house quickly now, checking every room, every closet, every corner. She checks the front door – locked. The back door – locked. The basement – locked. She checks the alarm panel. Armed. No breaches.

Her mind races through possibilities, each one worse than the last. Did Alice wander? No. Did someone take her? Impossible. The house is alarmed. The windows are locked. The doors are deadbolted. The neighborhood is quiet. Safe. Predictable.

But the window latch was open.

And the drawing—

She looks at it again, at the faceless woman wearing her necklace, and something cold slides down her spine.

A memory flickers. A lullaby. Soft. Off-key. A voice that might be hers. Might not.

She shakes it off.

She grabs her phone and dials 911. Her voice is steady, too steady, the way a voice gets when the mind is already fracturing into compartments—logic, panic, denial.

“My daughter is missing,” she says. “Her name is Alice Thompson. She’s ten. She’s autistic. She doesn’t wander. She doesn’t leave the house. Please—please send someone.”

The dispatcher asks questions. Margaret answers automatically. Address. Description. Last known time. Medical notes. Behavioral notes. She recites them like a deposition.

When she hangs up, she stands in the center of the room, the drawing in her hand, the window open to the night.

A breeze moves the curtains.

She steps closer.

Outside, the yard is still. The grass glistens with dew. No footprints. No broken branches. No sign of movement.

But the air feels watched.

She closes the window and locks it. Hard.

Then she turns back to the bed.

Something catches her eye.

The stuffed rabbit. Its head is tilted now. Slightly. As if someone touched it. As if someone moved it after she left the room.

Her stomach drops.

She backs away slowly, pulse hammering, breath shallow.

The house creaks.

A floorboard. Down the hall.

Margaret spins toward the sound.

“Hello?” Her voice is barely audible.

Another creak.

She steps into the hallway, heart slamming, the drawing trembling in her hand.

The hallway is empty.

But the air feels wrong again—charged, electric, like the moment before a verdict is read.

She forces herself to breathe.

The police will come. They will search. They will find something she missed. They will tell her she’s overreacting. They will tell her Alice wandered. They will tell her everything is fine.

But Margaret knows better.

She returns to the bedroom one last time, scanning every detail, every shadow.

Her eyes land on the drawing again.

The faceless woman.

The necklace.

The blank oval where a face should be.

And suddenly she realizes something she didn’t see before.

The woman’s hand—

—resting on a child’s shoulder.

A small hand. A familiar hand.

Alice’s hand.

Margaret’s breath stops.

Her phone buzzes in her pocket.

A text.

Unknown number.

One word.

Mom.

She stares at it, frozen.

Then the second message arrives.

Look behind you.
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CHAPTER 2 — THE SEARCH BEGINS
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The phone slips from Margaret’s hand and hits the hardwood with a dull, final sound, the kind of sound that makes the body understand something before the mind can catch up. She doesn’t turn around. Not yet. Not while her pulse is hammering so loudly, she can hear it in her teeth.

The hallway behind her is dark.

Still.

Waiting.

She forces herself to breathe—slow, controlled, the way she learned in therapy after Alice’s diagnosis, when panic was a daily visitor and sleep was a stranger. She bends, picks up the phone, and stares at the message again.

Look behind you.

Her thumb hovers over the screen. She wants to call 911 back. She wants to scream. She wants to run. But she does none of those things. Instead, she turns.

The hallway is empty.

No figure. No shadow. No movement. Just the faint hum of the refrigerator downstairs and the soft amber glow of the nightlight.

But the air feels disturbed, as if someone has just stepped out of sight.

She swallows hard.

“Alice?” she whispers, though she knows the voice that sent the message wasn’t her daughter’s. Alice doesn’t text. Alice doesn’t use phones. Alice doesn’t even like holding them.

She steps into the hallway, each footfall careful, deliberate. The house feels different now—tilted, as if the walls have shifted by a fraction of an inch. She moves toward the stairs, gripping the railing, listening for anything that might
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