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Dedication 
For the ones who grieve quietly.For the ones who carry stories no one else can see.For the ones who still look for light—even when everything feels buried.
This book is for you.You are not alone in the silence.And your light is never truly lost.
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The rain had been falling since morning, steady as breath, soft as the hush of old prayers. It wasn’t the kind of rain that felt like a punishment. It was gentler than that, as if the sky itself were grieving, too.

Seventeen-year-old Nora Bell stood motionless beneath a gray umbrella, her boots sinking slightly into the soaked grass. Around her, rows of stones stretched in silent lines like forgotten punctuation marks. Names, dates, worn-out epitaphs. Everyone here had a story that ended in silence. Everyone here had once been someone's everything.

Today, it was her mother they buried.

The cemetery was small, perched on the hill above Bell Hollow—the kind of town where nothing changed except who disappeared. A town of closed curtains and polite distance, where grief was something you dressed for but never really talked about. Nora’s fingers tightened on the umbrella’s handle. The wind snuck past her collar, cold and damp and full of secrets. Her cheeks were raw from crying, though she hadn’t shed a single tear since the funeral began.

She couldn’t. Not yet.

Her father stood a few steps away, his face unreadable beneath the brim of his wet hat. He hadn’t said much since the accident, just moved through the motions like a ghost with a to-do list. He had planned the service with clinical precision. Ordered the flowers. Chosen the headstone. Written a eulogy that sounded more like a résumé. But he hadn’t asked Nora what she remembered. He hadn’t asked if she saw it.

Because she had seen something.

In the instant before her mother’s car slid off the road, before the sirens and flashing lights and the slow-motion collapse of the world, Nora had felt something shatter in her chest—like a string snapping inside a violin. It wasn’t pain, exactly. It was a sound. A silence. A goodbye with no words.

And ever since, the world hadn’t looked the same.

The priest finished his final prayer, words lost to the rain. One by one, the mourners drifted away, holding coats tight, whispering soft things like “so sorry” and “so young” and “she was a light.” Nora barely heard them. Her mind was a fog of unfinished thoughts.

She waited until the last footsteps disappeared down the path before she stepped forward. She didn’t look at the coffin. She looked at the wet soil that would soon cover it. Her mother had loved lilies, so she knelt and set a single white one on the fresh earth. Her fingers trembled as she touched the petals.

“I wasn’t done,” she whispered, not to anyone in particular. “You weren’t supposed to leave yet.”

Lightning flickered in the distance. Thunder rolled across the sky like a slow drumbeat.

And then... the air shifted.

Something like static tugged at her skin, the way it did before a storm broke loose. The hairs on her arms stood up. The scent of lilies vanished, replaced by something warmer—something familiar. Like the smell of her mother’s baking. Cinnamon. Vanilla. Sunday afternoons.

She turned sharply.

And saw her.

There, standing just past the nearest tree—half-shadow, half-light—was her mother.

Alive.

Her dark hair was down, curls falling like they always did when she was tired. She wore the same green cardigan she’d worn on Christmas morning, the one with the little coffee stain on the cuff. Her face wasn’t radiant. It wasn’t glowing. It wasn’t anything dramatic.

She just was.

And she was smiling.

Nora’s breath caught in her throat. She dropped the umbrella. Rain ran down her face, mixing with the tears that finally broke free.

“Mom?” Her voice came out as a breath.

Her mother didn’t speak with her lips. But something deeper moved between them—like memory, like music without sound. Her mother lifted a hand, fingers fluttering in the air like a page about to turn.

And then, her lips did move. One sentence. Whispered as if from across the years.

“Find the light we buried.”

Nora blinked, rain blurring her vision.

And her mother was gone.

No flash. No fade. Just absence. Just silence, where something sacred had just been.

She knelt, soaked to the bone, hands clutching mud and flower stems. Her whole body buzzed with the echo of what she’d seen.

Had she imagined it?

No. This wasn’t grief playing cruel tricks. She knew the difference between memory and miracle.

That had been real.

A moment passed before she noticed something else—pressed into the wet grass beside her. A small glint. A charm. It was her mother’s locket, the one that had been missing since the accident. Nora reached for it with trembling fingers. Inside, the tiny photo of her as a baby. And behind it, etched into the back of the metal, a word she had never noticed before.

Clara.

Who was Clara?

Nora clutched the locket to her chest.

She didn’t have the answers yet. But she had something better: a question worth following.

She rose to her feet, rain soaking her hair, her dress, her skin. But inside, something else had awakened. Something not quite alive, but not entirely dead either.

A thread had been pulled.

And it would unravel everything.

Nora Bell turned one last time toward the empty space where her mother had stood. Not to say goodbye.

But to promise.

“I’ll find it,” she whispered. “Whatever you meant. I’ll find the light we buried.”

Thunder answered like an oath. The sky split above her.

And the story began.
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Chapter 1 – The Day the Sky Fell 
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The Quiet Between Bells

The first thing Nora Bell noticed when she stepped back into school wasn’t the looks—they came later, soft and sideways like feathers brushing the skin. It wasn’t the silence, either, though it stretched through the hallways like cold breath on glass. No, the first thing she noticed was how time had kept going without her.

The posters on the walls were new. The air smelled different—like cinnamon gum and forgotten lunches. And the bell, that shrill, familiar shriek that once signaled everything from freedom to dread, rang just as it always had, indifferent to her absence.

Three weeks had passed since her mother died. Seventeen days, if you counted from the morning the trooper knocked on their door, rain dripping from the brim of his hat like the sky had decided to mourn with them. Nora had stopped counting somewhere around day nine, when numbers started feeling like weights instead of answers.

Now she walked through the crowded halls of Bell Hollow High like a ghost trying to remember how to be alive.

Her backpack felt heavier than she remembered. Maybe it was the books. Or maybe it was the locket tucked inside the small inner pocket—the one with the photo of her mother smiling, forever mid-laugh, and the name “Clara” scratched faintly into the back like a secret someone meant to forget.

She hadn’t taken the locket off since the funeral.

Not that anyone noticed. People looked at her differently now. Not cruelly, just... carefully. Like she might break if they said the wrong thing. Or if they said anything at all.

She hated it.

The worst were the teachers. They tried, in that overly gentle way that made you feel smaller instead of seen. Mr. Finch, her history teacher, gave her a smile that lingered too long. “Take your time catching up, Nora. You’ve been through a lot.”

She nodded, grateful and aching at the same time. It wasn’t his fault. None of it was. But something inside her recoiled from the kindness. It made the edges of her grief glow too bright.

Nora slid into her seat at the back of the classroom, same as always. She used to love this spot, tucked against the window. It gave her an escape hatch, a view of the trees lining the soccer field, the ever-changing sky. Her mother used to call her a cloud-watcher. Said she saw things most people missed.

Now, she saw too much.

It started two nights after the funeral. The first time, she thought it was a dream. She’d been standing in front of the bathroom mirror, brushing her teeth, when something shifted in the reflection. Just for a second. A flicker. A whisper of her mother’s silhouette behind her, one hand raised in that soft, habitual wave.

She spun around.

Nothing.

The mirror held only herself—hair messy, eyes red, toothbrush frozen mid-motion. But something inside her knew. That hadn’t been memory. It hadn’t been grief’s cruel joke.

It had been her.

Since then, it had happened again. In the back window of the school bus. In the chrome of a toaster. In the glass door at the library. Always faint. Always fading.

Always her mother.

Nora didn’t tell anyone.

Not her dad, who had folded himself into silence so tightly he might disappear. Not her best friend Chloe, who didn’t know how to sit in silence without trying to fill it. Not even the grief counselor, a kind-eyed woman with floral blouses and a voice like chamomile tea, who had gently suggested Nora start writing letters to her mother in a journal.

Nora had nodded. Then gone home and thrown the journal under her bed.

Because this wasn’t just about missing her mom. This was something else.

She stared out the window as Mr. Finch droned on about ancient empires, the rise and fall of civilizations, how history kept repeating itself. Nora’s eyes drifted to the clouds. Thick. Gray. Heavy. The kind that felt like they were holding something in.

That’s when she saw it.

In the glass of the window—just for a breath—her mother’s face. Not a full figure. Not even a reflection that obeyed the angle of light. Just the face. Still. Watching. Sad.

And then it was gone.

Nora sucked in a breath so sharply it made her chest ache. Her hand clutched the edge of her desk.

She could feel it again—that electric hum under the skin. Like the air before a thunderstorm. Or the moment before a secret is told.

She wasn’t imagining things.

The visions weren’t hallucinations. They weren’t dreams.

They were messages.

And if she could just hold onto them long enough...

She might finally understand what her mother was trying to say.

The bell rang again—its shriek cutting through Nora’s thoughts—and suddenly the classroom shifted. Books zipped into backpacks, chairs scraped against linoleum, someone made a joke too loud just to prove the world hadn’t changed. But it had. Nora stood slowly, watching everyone else move like actors in a play that no longer had a part for her. She wasn’t sure if they were avoiding her, or if she had turned invisible since her mother died. Both felt equally true.

She stepped out into the hallway, hugging her books against her chest, trying not to drown in the wave of motion all around her. Conversations bubbled up around lockers, laughter bounced down the corridor, and locker doors slammed with a rhythm that sounded almost cruel today. All she could think was how her mother used to ask every morning, “Do you have your homework? Your lunch? Your smile?”

She had none of the three now.

“Nora,” a voice called—hesitant, like it was testing the weight of her name.

She turned to see Chloe standing by the drinking fountain, her long braids tied back with purple ribbon like always, her eyebrows raised in tentative hope. Nora hadn’t texted her back in four days. Not because she didn’t care—because she didn’t know how to explain what was happening to her without sounding broken beyond repair.

“Hey,” Chloe said, stepping closer. “I was gonna come over this weekend. You okay?”

Nora nodded, but the motion felt like lying.

Chloe chewed her lip, glancing around like she was looking for the right thing to say and couldn’t find it on the shelves of the moment. “I saved you a seat at lunch.”

“Thanks,” Nora said, the word catching somewhere between her throat and her heart.

They stood in the awkward space that grief makes, where friendships get rearranged by what’s been lost. Chloe shifted her weight, then reached out and gently touched Nora’s wrist.

“You don’t have to say anything,” she murmured. “Just... come sit with us. You don’t have to be okay to show up.”

That almost broke her.

She nodded again, this time more honestly. Chloe gave her a small, understanding smile and walked away before the silence could swallow them both.

Nora made it to her locker and opened it mechanically. The scent of old notebooks and peppermint gum floated out, same as always, but something felt off. She paused. Nestled between her science textbook and a wrinkled permission slip was a folded piece of paper that hadn’t been there that morning.

She frowned and pulled it free.

No name. Just five words in blocky, uneven handwriting:

“Have you seen her too?”

Her heart thudded.

She looked around, but no one seemed to be paying attention to her. No eyes met hers. Just more motion, more voices, more normal that didn’t feel normal anymore.

Nora folded the note again with fingers that suddenly felt cold.

Had someone else seen her mother?

Or were they talking about someone else entirely?

She didn’t know what terrified her more—the idea that someone else believed her... or the idea that someone else knew.

She tucked the note into her pocket just as the next bell rang.

English class passed in a blur of metaphors and Shakespeare. Nora used to love this class—the way words carried emotion like vessels, the way stories made sense of things that real life never could. But now her brain felt like a static-filled radio station, unable to lock onto the signal.

Everywhere she looked, she caught flickers of motion in glass—reflections that didn’t quite match what was real. She told herself to focus. To breathe. To be normal. But her heart beat too fast, and she kept staring at the door like someone was about to walk through it who didn’t belong in the world anymore.

The final bell brought relief and exhaustion.

She walked home instead of taking the bus. The air was heavy with the smell of damp leaves and the promise of more rain. Bell Hollow was the kind of town where time seemed to move slower, like the clocks were all just a few seconds behind the rest of the world. She passed the bakery, where the owner still placed fresh bread in the window at exactly four o’clock. She passed the church, its bell tower casting long shadows across the cracked sidewalk.

Everything looked the same.

And that was what made it worse.

How could the world keep spinning when hers had fallen apart?

She turned onto her street, gravel crunching beneath her shoes. The house came into view—white paint peeling at the corners, porch swing swaying slightly even though there was no wind. The mailbox still read BELL in faded letters. Her mother used to joke that the name was too on-the-nose for a town with the same name. “Like we’re the town mascots,” she’d say, laughing as she brushed crumbs off her apron.

Now the house looked like a shell.

Her dad’s car was in the driveway. He never used to be home this early. She hesitated on the porch, key in hand, before pushing the door open.

The quiet inside was deeper than the quiet outside.

“Dad?” she called.

No answer.

She dropped her backpack and walked toward the kitchen. He was there, seated at the table, staring at an untouched cup of coffee. He looked like he hadn’t slept. His eyes were red-rimmed, his shirt half-tucked, and a newspaper lay folded beside him like he’d tried to read it and given up.

“Hi,” Nora said softly.

He blinked and looked up. “Hey, kiddo.”

That used to sound warm. Today it sounded automatic.

“You okay?” she asked.

He gave a vague shrug, then gestured to the counter. “There’s leftover pasta.”

She nodded. “Thanks.”

They stood in the same room but didn’t meet each other there.

As she turned to go upstairs, he cleared his throat.

“I keep thinking I hear her,” he said suddenly. “Your mother. In the hallway. Sometimes I think she’s just in the next room, about to come around the corner.”

Nora froze. Her hand tightened on the banister.

“She always walked like she had something important to do,” he added, his voice cracking. “Even when she didn’t.”

Nora swallowed hard.

“Me too,” she whispered.

She didn’t say anything else.

Because how could she tell him that she actually had seen her? That the woman they buried was still whispering through mirrors, still watching through reflections?

That maybe death wasn’t as final as the world insisted it should be?

Instead, she climbed the stairs with a note in her pocket and a vision in her bones.

The light was trying to find her again.

The Stillness Upstairs

Her room hadn’t changed since before the funeral. It still smelled faintly of lavender spray and the pine-scented candle she only lit when she was writing. The walls, once so full of life—photos, sketches, scraps of paper with half-written poems—now felt like a museum of someone she wasn’t anymore.

Nora sat on the edge of her bed, the springs groaning beneath her, and took the folded note out of her jacket pocket.

“Have you seen her too?”

The words pulsed on the page. No signature. No clue where it came from. Just the terrible, beautiful possibility that someone else had seen what she had. That she wasn’t losing her mind. That maybe the grief hadn’t cracked her in half, only opened her to something deeper.

She read it again. Then again.

Outside, the sky began to darken, the last pink sliver of sunset bleeding into clouds. She hadn’t even realized how late it had gotten. The house creaked around her. Her father hadn’t said goodnight. Maybe he was already asleep. Or maybe he’d just vanished into the silent cocoon he’d been building ever since the accident, layering it day by day with unread bills, cold dinners, and the ache of not knowing what to say to his own daughter anymore.

Nora stood and crossed to her mirror, one she’d avoided since her mother died. It hung on the back of her closet door, rimmed in silver with tiny vines etched into the frame—a gift from her mom on her sixteenth birthday.

For a while after the funeral, Nora had stopped looking into it altogether. Afraid not of what she’d see—but of who.

Now she faced it directly.

Her reflection blinked back at her. Same tired eyes. Same brown hair that needed brushing. Same girl with too many questions trapped behind her ribs.

But nothing else. Just her.

Still, she waited.

Sometimes it happened like that—when she stood still long enough. The vision wouldn’t always show up immediately. It came in flickers, like a candle caught in the wind.

She leaned closer.

“I saw you,” she whispered to the glass, voice so soft it almost vanished. “At the cemetery. I know it was you. I’m not crazy.”

The silence didn’t reply, but the air in the room felt suddenly... dense. Like the moment before a thunderclap.

“I want to understand,” she added, fingertips brushing the mirror’s cold surface. “Why are you still here?”

The mirror stayed quiet. But her pulse quickened. That old, humming-beneath-the-skin feeling returned—like she was standing on the edge of something sacred, about to fall in.

Then, movement.

Not in the mirror—but outside the window behind her.

She turned so fast she nearly lost her balance.

In the street below, a figure was standing beneath the flickering streetlight. A boy, maybe her age, maybe older. His face was shadowed by a hood. But he wasn’t walking. Wasn’t moving. Just... staring up at her window.

A chill ran down her spine.

She stepped back, heart pounding.

And then, as if he could sense her fear, the figure turned and walked away, disappearing into the trees at the edge of the neighborhood.

She didn’t realize she was holding her breath until her chest ached.

Who was he?

Had he left the note?

Her phone buzzed.

She grabbed it, hands still shaking.

Unknown number: “Meet me at the library. Tomorrow. After school.”

Her blood turned to ice.

It had to be him.

It had to be about her mother.

There was no name, no explanation. Just the command, like something out of a book she would’ve read before her life broke in half.

Nora stared at the message until her phone went dark in her hand.

Everything about this should have terrified her. But instead, deep in her gut, a small flame stirred—a strange hope. Like the moment when you finally admit the thing you’ve always been afraid to believe: that something else is out there, watching, waiting, whispering through the cracks of reality.

She slept restlessly that night.

Dreams came in fragments. Rain on glass. Her mother’s voice echoing in an empty hallway. A single word repeated again and again: “Remember.”

But remember what?

When she woke, it was still dark.

For a moment, she lay there, staring at the ceiling, unsure of where she was. The dream clung to her skin like fog. She reached for the locket at her throat—the one she now wore even to sleep—and held it tight.

She had questions no one else wanted to hear. Grief had changed her, but not in the way they all assumed. It hadn’t made her smaller or quieter. It had made her aware. Like she’d been asleep her whole life and only now had begun to stir.

At school the next day, everything felt sharper. The fluorescent lights buzzed too loudly. The laughter in the hallways was too bright. Time moved strangely, as if her body were walking forward but her mind was lagging behind.

When lunch came, she sat with Chloe and the others. Tried to smile. Tried to answer questions about homework. But her eyes kept flicking to the clock, ticking toward the final bell like it was the starting gun for something much larger than a regular Tuesday afternoon.

And when that bell did ring, she slipped out before Chloe could stop her.

She didn’t want to lie.

Didn’t want to explain.

She just wanted to know.

The walk to the town library took twelve minutes if she didn’t stop.

Bell Hollow’s library sat near the center of town, tucked behind a row of old brick buildings with names like “Peterson’s Market” and “Harold’s Hardware.” It had ivy climbing one side and a blue wooden door that stuck in the winter. Nora pushed it open with both hands, breath held, half-expecting something to leap out at her.

But inside, it was just books and dust and the warm hum of old radiators.

She stepped inside slowly, letting the scent of paper and time wrap around her.

And there, seated at the far table beneath the stained-glass skylight, was the boy.

The one from the streetlight.

He looked up.

Nora froze.

He didn’t wave. Didn’t smile.

Just said: “I’ve seen her too.”

And that was the moment she knew.

This was no coincidence.

The Boy Who Saw Too Much

The table between them was scratched and old, the kind of wood that had absorbed decades of whispered secrets and late-night study sessions. Dust danced lazily through the light from the stained-glass skylight above, casting fractured colors across the table like a spilled rainbow.

Nora sat down slowly, her heartbeat loud in her ears. The boy didn’t look dangerous. He didn’t look much of anything, really—just tired, like someone who hadn’t slept in a long time and had stopped pretending to care. His hair was dark and messy, his hoodie a little too big, sleeves pushed up just enough to show ink marks on his wrist—smudged pen, maybe, or something older.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” he said.

Nora kept her hands in her lap. “Who are you?”

He shrugged. “Name’s Elias. I’m... I guess you could say I’m like you.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“You will.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “You’ve been seeing her, haven’t you? In reflections. In glass. That feeling in your chest, like the air’s too full. Like something’s about to break open.”

Nora flinched.

He noticed. “Yeah. That.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I see them too.”

She blinked. “Them?”

“Not just your mom. Others. People who’ve passed. People still trying to say something.” He paused, eyes flicking to the hallway behind her. “You’re not crazy, Nora.”

She hadn’t told him her name. The realization prickled her skin.

He caught her glance. “You dropped your ID on the sidewalk yesterday. I didn’t look at it long. Just enough.”

She wasn’t sure she believed him. But she also wasn’t sure she didn’t want to.

Elias leaned back in his chair, hands folded over his chest like he was bracing for something. “I started seeing things after my sister died. Three years ago. Car accident. Just like your mom.”

The words hit hard.

“I thought it was just grief,” he said. “Everyone did. But it kept happening. Flashes. Echoes. Sometimes whole moments that didn’t feel like they belonged to me. It took me a long time to understand it wasn’t a curse.”

Nora stared down at her hands. “It doesn’t feel like a gift either.”

“No,” he said quietly. “Not at first.”

They sat in silence. Books whispered around them, old bindings shifting on the shelves. The library was mostly empty. Just an elderly man asleep in the history section and the librarian humming gently to herself behind the front desk.

Nora’s voice cracked the quiet. “Why me?”

“I don’t know yet. But I think... I think some people are more open. Grief does that to us. Breaks something loose inside. Makes space for things other people can’t see.”

She looked up at him, eyes narrowing. “You sound like you’ve practiced that line.”

Elias gave a soft, lopsided smile. “Maybe I have.”

He reached into his backpack and pulled out a small leather-bound notebook. It looked older than both of them. Faded edges. A single ribbon marking a place halfway through. He slid it across the table.

“Here.”

“What is it?”

“A list,” he said. “Of people I’ve seen. People I’ve tried to help.”

Nora opened the cover slowly. Names. Dates. Notes scribbled in the margins. Phrases like found at the lake, humming the same tune, or the boy with the red bike—said goodbye on the last day of school. Page after page, like a secret archive of final moments.

“You’ve been keeping track.”

Elias nodded. “Not all of them. Just the ones that felt like they wanted something. Some of them... they just show up and go. Like they’re passing through. But others leave something behind. A message. A warning. Sometimes even a choice.”

Nora flipped to a blank page near the end. Her hand brushed the paper like it might vanish.

“My mom said something to me,” she said. “At the graveyard. Not out loud. Not like a memory. It was real. She said, ‘Find the light we buried.’”

Elias stilled. “She said that?”

Nora looked up. “You know what it means?”

“No,” he said slowly. “But I’ve heard something like it before.”

“From who?”

He hesitated. “Someone you should probably meet. Not yet. But soon.”

Nora didn’t press. There was something in his tone—fragile and careful—that warned her not to push too hard.

Instead, she whispered, “Do the visions stop?”

Elias leaned back, his smile fading. “Not really. You learn to live with them. To listen. But they never really stop.”

Her shoulders slumped.

He noticed. “But they can become... clearer. If you want them to. If you let them.”

Nora swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t know if I want them to. I just want her back.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”

Another silence stretched between them, but it felt different now. Not empty—just wide. A space where something might grow.

Elias tapped the notebook. “Take it.”

“I can’t.”

“It’s not mine, technically. It belonged to someone else first. I’ve just been... adding to it. Maybe it’s yours now.”

She stared at it. The weight of it. The gravity.

Then, slowly, she slid it into her bag.

Elias stood. “I should go.”

“Wait,” Nora said, standing too. “Why me? Why now?”

He looked at her, and for a moment, he didn’t look tired. He looked like someone carrying a truth too big for one heart.

“Because you’re the only one I’ve ever met who saw them without searching for it. You didn’t go looking, Nora. The light found you.”

He turned and walked out of the library, hoodie pulled tight against the wind.

Nora sat back down at the table, the stained-glass light now casting purples and blues over her hands.

She opened the notebook again.

And began to read.

The walk home from the library was different than the walk there. The air had shifted—colder, maybe, or just more awake. Nora’s footsteps felt heavier, like the notebook in her bag had rearranged the gravity around her. She kept a hand on the strap of her backpack the whole way, as if she were guarding something sacred.

Every sound seemed louder. The creak of porch swings. The rustle of dying leaves skipping along the sidewalk. Even her own breath sounded unfamiliar, like she was borrowing it from someone else.

When she finally stepped inside the house, the first thing she noticed was the silence. Not the kind that’s peaceful. The kind that feels like it’s listening.

“Dad?” she called.

No answer.

The kitchen light was on, but he wasn’t there. A coffee mug sat in the sink, half-full. Her dad had always hated wasting coffee. He used to call it “liquid hope.” But lately, he made it and forgot to drink it. Or maybe he drank it and forgot he had.

Nora climbed the stairs quietly, not wanting to disturb whatever space he’d vanished into.

Her room was exactly how she left it—soft light from the desk lamp, a few clothes on the chair, a water glass half-drunk on the nightstand. She tossed her backpack onto the bed and carefully pulled out the notebook. The leather cover felt warm now, like it had absorbed her heartbeat. She ran her fingers over the spine, then sat cross-legged and opened to the first page.

No introduction. No title. Just a name.

Avery Langston – 14 – train station – looked right at me.

Nora stared at it. The handwriting was small and slanted, like someone trying to take up as little space as possible. There was no date. No context. Just those few words.

She flipped to the next entry.

Milo Wren – 9 – humming ‘Twinkle Twinkle’ by the water tower – disappeared before I could ask anything.

And the next:

June Haskins – 82 – said, ‘Tell Henry I forgive him’ before fading out.

Each entry was a fragment. A shard. A moment caught like a snowflake on the edge of a window before it melted away. Some had more detail—colors, emotions, flashes of memory. Others were barely more than whispers.

One page was completely blank except for a single line:

Some of them don’t want to be seen.

That line made her shiver.

She turned a few more pages and paused at an entry near the middle.

Nora Bell – 17 – cemetery – 'Find the light we buried.'

Her heart stopped.

It was in Elias’s handwriting. Clearly written after their meeting—but the fact that he’d already added her to the book felt like something ceremonial. Like being named. Like crossing over.

She sat back, the notebook open in her lap, and let the weight of it settle into her bones.

She didn’t know what to do with any of it yet. The names. The messages. The visions. Her mother. But for the first time in weeks, she didn’t feel completely alone.

And that was something.

The next morning, Nora woke to the sound of rain tapping against her window. Gray light filtered into the room like fog with nowhere else to go. She lay still under the covers, one hand resting on the closed notebook beside her pillow.

She hadn’t dreamed of her mother last night.

But she had felt something.

A pulse in the air. A warmth at her back. Like someone had sat beside her in the dark and simply... stayed.

She got dressed slowly, choosing a thick sweater that still smelled faintly like her mom’s detergent. She hadn’t washed it in weeks, afraid the scent might vanish forever. She tucked the notebook into her bag again. Something told her it should stay with her now.

At school, the halls felt just as loud. Just as fast. But she was different. She could feel it in the way her feet touched the ground, firmer somehow. Like she was no longer drifting.

She saw Elias once, at the edge of the library entrance, just before first period. He didn’t wave. Didn’t speak. Just nodded.

She nodded back.

It was enough.

At lunch, Chloe sat beside her with a thermos of soup and a kind of worried brightness Nora had grown used to.

“I’m making you dinner,” Chloe said between bites. “Tomorrow night. I don’t care if you have plans. You need real food. Something not wrapped in plastic.”

Nora smiled, the smallest curve of her lips. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“That’s all you get,” she said, taking a spoonful of soup. “Don’t push it.”

Chloe grinned, satisfied, and let it go.

After school, Nora walked to the cemetery.

She didn’t tell anyone. Just followed the road past the church, through the wrought iron gates, to the familiar row of graves. The clouds had thickened, and the wind had teeth. But she didn’t care. She pulled her scarf tighter and stepped into the wet grass.

Her mother’s grave looked the same.

The flowers had wilted. A few leaves clung to the headstone like quiet apologies. Nora knelt, brushing them away with one careful hand.

“I met someone,” she said softly. “He sees them too. Like I do. I’m not losing it.”

The wind picked up, rustling through the trees like a hush.

“I still don’t know what you meant. About the light we buried. But I’m trying. I’m really trying.”

She paused, then added, “And I miss you. Every second. Every breath.”

Something shifted behind her.

She turned.

For a moment—less than a blink—she thought she saw a figure at the far edge of the cemetery. A woman. Pale coat. Dark hair. Stillness.

But when she blinked again, the space was empty.

Still, the warmth remained. Just enough to make her believe she hadn’t imagined it.

Nora stood slowly.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small shell—the kind her mother used to collect on their beach trips. She placed it gently on the headstone.

“I’ll find the light,” she whispered.

And this time, she believed it.

The Sound of Something Coming

Nora hadn’t planned to stop at the old bookstore after visiting the cemetery. It was one of those decisions her feet made before her brain caught up. She passed the church steps, crossed Main Street, and ducked into the familiar storefront with the squeaky door and hand-lettered “OPEN” sign hanging slightly crooked.

Bell Hollow Books was more memory than business. The owner, Mr. Halpern, was a retired literature teacher with kind eyes and a spine curved from decades of reading. The store smelled like cedar and ink, with sunlight pooling in quiet corners like sleepy cats.

She used to come here with her mother on rainy Saturdays. They’d get tea from the café down the block, browse old mysteries and used poetry collections, and sit on the threadbare armchairs in the back, whispering about which books might be haunted.

Today, she didn’t want a book. She just wanted the space.

Mr. Halpern looked up from behind the counter, glasses halfway down his nose.

“Well, if it isn’t Nora Bell,” he said gently. “You’ve been missed.”

She offered a small smile, unsure what to say.

“You here for comfort or distraction?” he asked, already turning toward the shelves behind him.

“Maybe both,” she said honestly.

He nodded like he understood too well. “You still like the kind with secrets and shadows?”

Nora smiled, just slightly. “Always.”

He handed her a thin paperback wrapped in a brown paper cover—his way of recommending without expectation. “Take your time.”

She wandered past the shelves, dragging her fingers across the spines like she was trying to read them by touch. Something about the quiet here felt safer than the quiet in her room. Less sharp. More alive.

She reached the back of the store and curled into the same chair she used to sit in as a child, tucking her knees beneath her and opening the book.

The story didn’t matter—not really. She wasn’t reading for plot. She was reading for permission. To feel. To fall apart in a world that wasn’t her own.

But her focus didn’t hold.

The notebook in her bag seemed to hum against her hip, like a second heartbeat. And her mind kept looping back to the cemetery. That flicker of movement near the trees. The way the air had shifted—like a breath had passed through her, not from her.

Was it always going to be like this now?

Was her life permanently divided into “before the visions” and “after”?

She closed the book and leaned her head back, letting her eyes wander to the ceiling fan that turned slowly above her like the hand of an old clock.

“I don’t want to be crazy,” she whispered to no one.

“You’re not.”

The voice startled her.

She turned, and there was Elias—leaning against the shelf nearest the chair, hands stuffed in his hoodie pockets. She hadn’t heard him come in.

“Do you always appear out of nowhere?” she asked, recovering from the jump in her chest.

He shrugged. “You’re not that hard to find in a town this small.”

She narrowed her eyes, unsure whether to be annoyed or... strangely comforted.

He stepped forward, quieter now. “I went back to the cemetery after you left.”

Her breath caught.

“I wanted to see if I could feel her. Your mom. Sometimes, the ones with strong last thoughts... they linger.”

“And?” she asked.

“She’s still close,” Elias said carefully. “Not trapped. Not angry. Just... watching.”

Nora didn’t realize her hands had clenched around the book until she forced them to relax.

“She doesn’t feel done,” she said quietly.

Elias nodded. “She’s not.”

Nora looked up at him. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“When you see them... the ones who’ve passed... does it ever scare you? Really scare you?”

He sat in the chair across from her, folding his hands between his knees.

“It used to,” he admitted. “Especially the first year. There’s a moment before they appear—a pressure in the air. Like the whole world inhales and doesn’t know how to let go.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s what it feels like.”

“But it gets easier,” he said. “Not lighter. Just... clearer.”

A silence settled between them—not heavy, but full.

Nora hesitated, then pulled the notebook out of her bag and opened to the middle.

“There’s a name here I keep going back to,” she said, showing him the page. “Darla Quinn. No age. No note. Just the name.”

Elias leaned forward, squinting at the entry.

“That one wasn’t mine,” he said. “It was already in there when I found the book. I’ve never seen her. I’ve looked, though.”

“Do you think she was like us?”

“Maybe. Or maybe she’s still waiting for someone to finish her story.”

Nora ran her finger beneath the name like tracing a thread.

“She could still be alive.”

“Some are,” Elias said. “Not everyone we see is gone. Some are on the edge.”

She looked up. “What does that mean?”

“It means the line between life and death isn’t always a wall. Sometimes it’s a door. And sometimes, people get stuck in the frame.”

A shiver slid down her spine.

She closed the notebook gently, almost reverently, and tucked it away.

“I keep thinking about what she said to me,” she murmured. “‘Find the light we buried.’ It feels like a key. Or a map.”

“It is,” Elias said. “You just haven’t found the lock yet.”

A bell jingled near the front—someone entering the store. Elias stood, backing away like he knew his time had run out.

“Read the book I gave you,” he said, nodding toward the one still in her lap. “And when you’re ready... there’s someone else you need to meet.”

“Who?”

“Someone who knew your mom. Before you were born. Someone who’s been waiting for you longer than you’ve been waiting for answers.”

He didn’t give her a name.

Just a look that said soon.

Then he was gone, the door squeaking shut behind him.

Nora sat there for a while longer, the book in her hands forgotten, the world turning slowly around her.

The line had shifted again.

Something was coming.

And this time, she was ready to follow.

What Mirrors Refuse to Say

That night, Nora dreamed of mirrors.

Not the ones in her room, or in the hallways at school, but strange, floating fragments of silver glass, turning slowly in the dark like leaves caught in windless air. Each one showed something different. A door opening to a room she didn’t recognize. A small child with sunflowers in her hands. Her mother’s face, backlit by the setting sun, mouthing something over and over.

But in the dream, Nora couldn’t hear her. She pressed her palms against the glass, screaming, but no sound broke through. Only silence. Only the ache of almost understanding.

She woke gasping.

The clock said 3:07 a.m. The moon poured through the half-open curtain like someone had cracked heaven open and forgot to shut it.

Nora sat up slowly, her heart thudding like footsteps behind her ribs. Her room was still. Familiar. Real. And yet... not.

She turned toward the mirror on the closet door, the one she usually avoided at night. But this time, she looked—really looked. The glass stared back, pale and empty. But something inside her stirred, like the residue of the dream was still clinging to her skin.

“Say it again,” she whispered into the darkness.

The mirror didn’t move. No flicker. No shadow. No breath of wind.

And yet, she felt her mother’s presence the way you feel a song just before it begins. Not loud. Not clear. But close.

“Please,” she said softly, curling her fingers around the edge of her blanket. “I need to know what you meant.”

Outside, a tree branch tapped lightly against her windowpane. Tap. Tap. Tap. Like a code she couldn’t translate.

She didn’t sleep again that night.

At school the next morning, everything felt louder than usual. Every locker slam, every teacher’s voice, every scrape of a chair—like the volume on the world had been turned up just slightly too high. She kept her headphones in even when no music was playing, just to create a layer of quiet between her and the day.

At lunch, she sat with Chloe again.

“How was the bookstore?” Chloe asked, stirring her yogurt like it was an excuse not to look directly at Nora.

“Peaceful,” Nora said, offering a tired half-smile. “I got a book.”

Chloe brightened a little. “You reading again?”

“Trying to.”

“You know... I’m glad you’re here,” Chloe added, more gently. “I know it’s still hard. But I missed you.”

Nora swallowed hard. “I missed you too.”

There was a pause. A small island of silence between them.

“I had a weird dream,” Nora said, not knowing why she was saying it out loud now. Maybe because she needed to tell someone. Maybe because Elias was starting to feel more like a shadow than a friend.

Chloe tilted her head. “About your mom?”

“Sort of.” Nora hesitated. “There were mirrors. And she was in them. But she kept trying to say something. I couldn’t hear.”

Chloe nodded slowly. “Sometimes... people think dreams are just memories scrambled. But I read this article once—it said grief makes your subconscious reach further. Like it’s looking for missing pieces.”

Nora considered that. “Maybe.”

“Maybe she’s trying to tell you something important,” Chloe said, then looked sheepish. “Sorry. That probably sounds woo-woo.”

“No,” Nora said. “It doesn’t.”

They didn’t talk about it again that day.

After school, Nora went home instead of wandering. Her dad was still at work. The house was quiet again, but this time she didn’t go to her room. She went to the attic.

She hadn’t been up there in months.

The attic door was stiff, the pull-down ladder creaking like it remembered her weight. She climbed slowly, carefully, the air growing colder with each step.

The attic was filled with old boxes—Christmas decorations, childhood art projects, dusty photo albums her mother had meant to sort through but never did. The light bulb overhead buzzed faintly, casting yellow halos across the room.

Nora walked slowly between stacks of memories.

Then she saw it.

A mirror.

Not a big one. Just a small rectangular piece, propped against a trunk in the far corner. The edges were chipped. The frame warped with age. But it called to her.

She knelt in front of it.

This mirror didn’t reflect her fully—just her face, surrounded by shadows. She stared into it, breathing slowly. Listening.

Nothing moved.

But then—

A flicker.

Not behind her. Not beside her.

Within.

Her mother’s face appeared—not sharply, but like the afterimage of someone you’ve stared at too long. Blurred but unmistakable. She was younger than Nora remembered. Maybe thirty. Maybe less. Her eyes were wet with something unsaid. Her lips moved silently.

Nora leaned closer, barely breathing.

“Find the light...” her mother mouthed.

Then something new:

“She
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