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    For those who fight in the silence,who dare to face the shadows within,and for the friends who stand by you,even when the world feels like it's falling apart. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some stories are written in ink,but it's the silence between the lines that holds the truth."— Unknown 
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Chapter One – The First Letter
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Elmridge had three things going for it: a seasonal pumpkin festival, a thrift store that still sold VHS tapes, and a population small enough to fit inside a high school gym. That last part was both a blessing and a curse—depending on whether you had something to hide.

Mara Ellis wasn’t sure which side she was on anymore.

It was Tuesday morning, and the town was already awake with noise—the kind of brittle, suspicious noise that sounded like gossip made louder by fear. Someone had posted in the neighborhood Facebook group, and the effect was immediate. Front doors opened, blinds twitched, and coffee mugs paused halfway to mouths.

By the time Mara stepped outside to catch the bus, two patrol cars were parked outside Mrs. Kellan’s white brick house across the street.

Mrs. Kellan was crying. Not the dignified kind of crying you do at funerals, but the messy, open-mouth, red-faced sobbing that made you look unhinged. Her husband hovered near her like he wanted to help but was afraid she might shatter into dust if he touched her.

Mara paused at the edge of her porch. Wind stirred the hem of her flannel shirt. She tucked her hair behind one ear and tried not to stare.

“You okay, Mara?” came a voice behind her.

Her mom, still in scrubs from her night shift, leaned in the doorway with two mugs in hand—one for her, one for Mara, who was always too anxious to eat in the mornings.

Mara nodded slowly, eyes still on the scene across the street. “What happened?”

Her mom followed her gaze. “No idea. Mrs. Kellan’s been out there for almost an hour. I heard something about a letter.”

Mara frowned. “A letter?”

“Some kind of... note, maybe. Must’ve upset her pretty badly.”

The bus came rumbling around the corner then, coughing diesel smoke into the misty air. Mara hesitated a second longer before taking the mug and jogging down the steps.

“Hey,” her mom called. “Try to stay out of the drama today, okay?”

Mara gave her a look. “When have I ever not stayed out of the drama?”

Her mom raised her brows, then smirked. “Fair.”



At school, the letter had already become legend.

Leila, Mara’s best friend and part-time chaos engine, dropped into her seat in homeroom like she’d run the whole way from her house.

“Okay,” she hissed, loud enough for everyone to hear, “someone is out here ruining lives.”

Mara gave her a sideways glance. “You’re being subtle again.”

Leila ignored the sarcasm. “The letter. To Mrs. Kellan. It was typed—or printed maybe—but she says it told her everything. About the affair.”

Mara blinked. “What affair?”

“Exactly. Nobody knew. Not even her husband. It happened thirty years ago, and the other guy’s dead now. But the letter got it right. Dates, hotel names, everything. Even a line he used to say to her.”

Mara felt something cold flicker at the back of her neck.

“Who sent it?”

“That’s the thing,” Leila said, lowering her voice now. “It wasn’t signed. No return address. Just... dropped in her mailbox sometime last night.”

“Could’ve been a prank.”

Leila shook her head. “This town is too boring for that kind of imagination.”

“Then maybe someone she told years ago. Someone with a grudge.”

“Still... weird, right?” Leila tilted her head. “I mean, what kind of person writes a letter like that? Like they’re trying to detonate someone’s life from a distance?”

Mara didn’t answer. Her fingers were suddenly cold around the handle of her mug, and her heartbeat had gone a little off-rhythm.

She didn’t know why. It wasn’t her secret.



That afternoon, Mara took a different route home.

Instead of the main road past the library and bakery, she cut through the old park trail. It was overgrown this time of year—roots like veins across the path, the last of the leaves skittering around her boots—but it was quiet.

She liked quiet. It helped her think.

She wasn’t sure why the letter had stuck with her. Maybe it was how specific it had been. Not just a vague accusation, but detailed memories—like the person who wrote it had been there. Or worse... had been inside Mrs. Kellan’s head.

She didn’t know what that meant. She just knew it made her uneasy.

When she got home, her mom was asleep—lights off, TV on mute, the house dim and still. Mara tiptoed into the kitchen, dropped her bag, and reached for the mail that had been left on the counter.

Electric bill. Grocery coupon flyer. Local paper. And—

A loose envelope. Plain. No stamp.

Her name was written across it in neat cursive.

She froze.

The handwriting was... familiar. Instinctively, she reached for her journal from her backpack, flipped it open to the last page she’d written.

The match was exact.

Same loop on the “M.” Same narrow lowercase “a.” Same way the “r” leaned slightly to the right.

Her own handwriting.

Hands trembling slightly, Mara opened the envelope.

But it was empty.

No paper. No message. Just a blank inside, as if the letter had already been read. Or never written at all.



That night, Mara couldn’t sleep.

She stared at the ceiling for hours, counting shadows on the walls, trying not to imagine someone slipping letters into her mailbox while the whole world was asleep. When she did finally drift off, her dreams were jagged and incomplete. Bits of handwriting swirled around her head. Letters fell like rain.

She woke up sweating.

The envelope sat on her nightstand. Still blank. Still hers.

She stared at it in the dark, and for the first time in a long time, Mara was afraid of herself.
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Chapter Two – Copy of a Copy
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The envelope was still there when Mara woke up.

She didn’t remember falling asleep. She barely remembered waking up. The whole night had blurred together into one long breathless hour, the kind that left you feeling like you’d been running without moving. But the envelope? It was exactly where she left it—on the nightstand, under the corner of her lamp, its flap still open.

Still empty.

Still written in her handwriting.

She stared at it for a long time before finally pulling herself out of bed. Her reflection in the bathroom mirror looked wrong somehow—like a slightly misaligned version of herself. Pale. Hollow-eyed. Quiet.

At school, everything felt louder than usual.

People weren’t whispering anymore. They were talking openly, voices rising like the tide. Someone had gotten another letter. This time, it was a student.

Mara knew before anyone even said it that it wouldn’t be the last.



Leila found her at her locker before first period. Her usual chaotic energy was gone, replaced with something tight and frantic beneath the surface.

“It’s Max,” she said without preamble. “He got one too.”

Mara blinked. “Max Berman?”

“Yup.”

Mara glanced down the hall toward the cluster of students by the office. Max stood there, red-faced, flanked by two teachers and the principal. He looked like he was trying not to cry, or hit someone. Or both.

“What did it say?” Mara asked, already knowing she probably didn’t want to.

“That he cheated on the midterm. Had someone’s login. Knew the questions in advance.” Leila leaned in. “The creepy part? The letter listed the exact time and date he accessed the school server. Like, down to the minute.”

“How would anyone even know that?”

“No clue. The school’s freaking out. They’re checking system logs, talking about bringing in IT from the district office.”

“Maybe it’s true,” Mara said quietly.

Leila blinked at her. “You think so?”

Mara shrugged, but something about the shrug felt false. “It’s a small town. Secrets don’t stay buried forever.”

“That’s the thing, though,” Leila said. “This secret wasn’t buried. It was hidden. Like, deeply. Like someone would’ve had to go digging through files or... I don’t know, read minds or something.”

Mara didn’t answer.

Because for a moment, she was thinking about the envelope again. About how the handwriting had matched hers exactly. And how that blank page still felt heavy, like it had weight it shouldn’t have.



She spent most of the day in a fog, slipping through classes, barely hearing the lectures. Every so often, she’d catch a flash of whispering, see a pair of eyes dart toward her and away again.

Word was spreading.

Not just about Max. About the letters. About a pattern.

No stamps. No fingerprints. No cameras catching anything. They simply appeared.

By seventh period, someone had already made a list. Three letters, three people. Mrs. Kellan. Max Berman. And—this one, Mara hadn’t heard until now—Coach Arlo, the gym teacher.

His letter had come that morning. Mara saw him in the hallway on her way to the nurse's office. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. People said his letter was about something from back when he taught at another school—something involving a student, maybe even a lawsuit that disappeared quietly.

Mara sat in the nurse’s office for half an hour, pretending she had a migraine. In truth, she just needed to breathe. Her head was buzzing again. The kind of buzz that came with an edge, like the sound an old TV made just before it shorted out.

She opened her notebook. Flipped to the last page. Stared at the handwriting again.

And then she turned to a blank page. Slowly, like her hands belonged to someone else, she picked up a pen.

Without thinking, she began to write.

The pen moved smoothly, the ink flowing like water. She didn’t choose the words. They seemed to choose themselves.

"She knew what she did. She never confessed. She never asked forgiveness. So someone else had to speak."

Mara stared at the words.

She didn’t remember deciding to write them.

She hadn’t even been thinking them.

She tore out the page and crumpled it fast, shoved it deep into her backpack.

Her palms were sweating. Her heart was a small, frantic creature in her chest.

What was happening to her?



That night, she dreamed again.

Not of places she knew, but of feelings. The throb of betrayal. The ache of being forgotten. She couldn’t see her own face in the dream, but she was writing—feverishly, obsessively. In notebooks, on mirrors, on her own arms. Words poured from her as if she were trying to empty something terrible from her soul.

When she woke up, her sheets were damp with sweat.

And there was another envelope on her windowsill.

Not on the floor. Not in the mailbox. The windowsill—inside her room, tucked neatly beside a stack of books.

She approached it slowly. Her heart was in her throat.

Her name again. Same handwriting. Still hers.

But this time, the envelope wasn’t empty.

Inside was a single sentence, written in her own scrawl:

"You remember more than you think."
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Chapter Three – Echoes in Ink



[image: ]


The second letter sat on her desk all day.

Mara didn’t go to school. She told her mom she had a stomach ache, and that was all it took. Her mom didn’t ask questions—never did, really. Working double shifts at the clinic meant she was usually too tired to dig deep, and Mara knew exactly how to keep her lies soft and believable.

But it wasn’t a stomach ache. It was dread.

The letter from her windowsill was tucked inside her notebook now, but she kept pulling it out, reading the sentence again:

“You remember more than you think.”

She didn’t. She was sure of it. Her memory was... normal. Boring. There were no blank spots. No trauma holes or lost years or repressed moments lurking beneath the surface. She’d read about that stuff in books, seen it in movies. That wasn’t her.

Except—now she wasn’t sure.

Because who else would write to her in her own handwriting?

Who else knew where she kept her journal?

Who else could have slipped into her room while she was sleeping?



She pulled out her journal around noon. Not the one she used for school notes or casual thoughts. The other one—the one with the fraying red cover, the one she’d been writing in since middle school. It was the closest thing she had to a brain backup.

She flipped through pages, scanning old entries. The early ones were full of childish loops and crushes and bad poetry. But then, somewhere around two years ago, things changed.

The handwriting changed.

Not all at once, but gradually—more angular, more precise. Less emotional. Almost... practiced. Some entries weren’t even entries. Just strange lists. Names. Phrases. Times.

And then she found a page near the middle where the writing stopped mid-sentence.

She stared.

It read:

“She said the door was locked. But I remember it being—”

And then nothing.

No punctuation. No next page. The entry just... ended.

Mara ran her fingers over the ink. It felt dry. Old. Like it had been written and abandoned months ago.

But she didn’t remember writing that sentence. Not at all.

She flipped ahead.

More blank pages.

Then, scattered entries—erratic ones. Written late at night, based on the timestamps. Each signed with only one word:

“Witness.”

That wasn’t how she ever signed her journal.

Her throat felt dry.



By three o’clock, Mara couldn’t sit still anymore. She needed answers. Not just about the letters—but about herself.

So she did something she hadn’t done in over a year.

She went into her mom’s bedroom.

It was small, tidy, almost sterile. Her mom didn’t keep much—no real décor, no photos, just practical things: old paperbacks, laundry, and a few dusty candles that probably hadn’t been lit since Christmas.

Mara went straight to the top drawer of the dresser.

Inside: old receipts, a half-empty prescription bottle, a keychain from some medical conference.

She moved to the closet. Her mom’s purse was there, tucked inside a fabric bin. Mara pulled it out, unzipped the main pocket.

Wallet. Lip balm. Tissues. An envelope.

Her pulse spiked.

It wasn’t one of the letters—not the same paper, not the same ink. But it was addressed to her mom. Inside was a typed sheet.

Mara read it once. Then twice. Her stomach sank.

It was from a psychiatrist.

A discharge summary. For Mara.

It was dated nearly a year ago.

"Patient exhibits signs of disassociation, fugue-like episodes, and involuntary writing behaviors. Journal therapy is recommended. Patient shows fragmented recall and gaps in memory, particularly around emotionally charged events."

Her name was printed at the top. Mara Ellis. Her age. Her date of birth.

It was her.

She dropped the letter.



Later that night, she sat in her room with the red journal open on her lap and the second envelope beside her.

The sentence echoed in her mind:

“You remember more than you think.”

What if it was right?

What if something inside her—some hidden part—did remember?

And what if that part was trying to come back?

She opened a fresh page. Held the pen.

“I’m here,” she whispered, barely louder than a breath. “Who are you?”

For a while, nothing happened.

Then her hand twitched.

Not violently. Just once.

And then, slowly, without her meaning to, her fingers began to move.

The pen scratched across the paper.

“You asked. So I’ll show you.”

Her hand didn’t stop writing.

Not for a long time.
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Chapter Four – Confessions Unwritten
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The next morning, Mara didn’t wake up in her bed.

She was still in her desk chair, one leg folded beneath her, the other asleep, her pen clutched in her fingers like she’d died mid-sentence. Her head ached—dull and deep—and her throat was dry. The red journal was still open in front of her.

She looked down.

Ten pages.

Ten full pages of writing. Small, neat lines. All hers.

Except she didn’t remember writing a single word.



She read the first page slowly.

"Her name was Lila K. She was my first test. I didn’t mean to hurt her. I just wanted her to feel it. The guilt. The weight. She floated above everything like it didn’t matter. But it did. It still does."

Mara’s breath caught.
Lila. That was Mrs. Kellan’s maiden name. She remembered seeing it in an old wedding announcement once in the paper archives for a school project.
She flipped to the next page. And the next. Her fingers trembled as she turned each one.

The pages weren’t just confessions.

They were files.

Each one focused on a person in Elmridge. Details only someone close—or obsessed—would know. Max Berman’s cheating. Coach Arlo’s career-ending mistake. There was even a page started about someone named "G.D." that ended abruptly with two words underlined:

“Not yet.”

Mara closed the journal. Her hands were shaking.

How many of these letters had already gone out?
How many more were waiting?
And the worst question of all: Was she the one sending them?



That afternoon, Mara sat at the back of the bus, staring out the window as the town passed by in slow, predictable chunks: the corner store, the post office, the church with its ever-changing sign out front.

She didn’t notice the girl sitting next to her at first.

“Hey,” the voice said, gentle. “You okay?”

Mara blinked and turned.

Emily Taves.

Smart, quiet. Ran the debate team. Never caused trouble. They’d had classes together for years but barely ever talked.

“You looked kind of... zoned out,” Emily said with a small smile.

“I guess I was,” Mara replied.

There was a long pause. Then:

“My mom got a letter,” Emily said suddenly, voice tight.

Mara’s stomach dropped. “When?”

“This morning. It was in our mailbox. No stamp.”

Mara didn’t answer. She could barely breathe.

Emily glanced out the window, then leaned in, voice even lower.

“It said she’s not my real mom.”

Mara stared at her.

“What?”

“She told me this afternoon. Said she was going to tell me eventually. That they adopted me from some extended family situation after the accident. That I was only four and I wouldn’t have remembered.”

Emily was pale. Her hands were curled into fists in her lap.

“I’m not mad at her. I’m mad at whoever sent it. Like—what kind of person digs that up just to hurt
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