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THE AFTERNOON SUN FILTERED through Rita's bedroom window as she stared at the tall, mysterious box sitting on her bed. Her name was written in her grandmother's familiar handwriting across the brown paper wrapping, and she could feel her heart racing with anticipation. At sixteen, she rarely received packages, especially ones that seemed to carry such weight and importance.

"Rita, honey, I brought you a box cutter," her mother called from the doorway, stepping into the room with the tool extended. "It looks like Grandma sent you something special for your birthday."

Rita accepted the box cutter with trembling fingers, her curiosity overwhelming her as she carefully sliced through the tape. The box opened with a soft whoosh, revealing layers of tissue paper that seemed to whisper secrets as she pushed them aside. What she found beneath made her breath catch in her throat.

The doll was unlike anything she had ever seen before. Standing nearly twelve inches tall, it possessed an otherworldly beauty that was both captivating and unsettling. Its brown yarn hair fell in perfect waves around a porcelain face that seemed almost too real, too expressive for an inanimate object. The doll's eyes were the deepest black Rita had ever seen, like looking into midnight itself, and they seemed to follow her movements with an intelligence that made her skin prickle.

A small piece of aged paper fluttered to the floor as Rita lifted the doll from its nest of tissue. She picked it up with one hand while cradling the doll with the other, unfolding the note to reveal her grandmother's careful script: "Happy sixteenth birthday, Rita. This is an old doll from my own collection. I hope you take care of it, like it has taken care of me. Her name is Reiny, and she has been in our family for generations. Trust her, my dear one. She knows things. - Love always, Grandma."

Rita read the note twice, her brow furrowing as she tried to understand what her grandmother meant. How could a doll take care of anyone? The very idea seemed absurd, yet something in her grandmother's tone suggested there was more to this gift than met the eye. She looked down at the doll's face again, noting the serious expression that seemed permanently etched into its features, the way its lips were pressed into neither a smile nor a frown but something in between.

"What did Grandma say?" her mother asked, moving closer to examine the doll over Rita's shoulder.

"She said the doll has been in our family for generations," Rita replied, still studying Reiny's face. "And that it... took care of her."

Her mother's expression shifted almost imperceptibly, a shadow crossing her features before she forced a smile. "Well, your grandmother has always been... creative with her stories. It's a beautiful doll, though. Very antique-looking."

Rita held Reiny at arm's length, taking in the intricate details of her clothing. The doll wore a Victorian-style dress made of deep burgundy velvet with tiny pearl buttons running down the front. The fabric looked authentic, as if it had been crafted in another era entirely. Delicate lace trim adorned the collar and cuffs, and the dress was complemented by miniature black leather shoes that looked as though they had been worn by countless generations of children.

"I don't know, Mom," Rita said, still examining the doll. "There's something about her that feels... different. Almost like she's watching me."

Her mother laughed, but it sounded forced. "All dolls look like they're watching, honey. It's just the way their eyes are painted. Why don't you put her somewhere safe while I finish making your birthday dinner? Are you sure you don't want to invite any friends over?"

Rita shook her head, still transfixed by the doll. "No, I think I just want to spend time getting to know Reiny." The name felt strange on her tongue, foreign yet familiar, as if she had spoken it before in dreams she couldn't quite remember.

"Alright then. I'll call you when dinner's ready." Her mother paused at the doorway, glancing back at the doll with an expression Rita couldn't quite read. "Maybe you should put it in the closet for now. Just to keep it safe."

Rita nodded absently, moving toward the closet with the doll still cradled in her arms. But as she reached for the closet door, she found herself hesitating. Something about the idea of shutting Reiny away in darkness felt wrong, almost cruel. Instead, she found herself walking to her desk and gently placing the doll in her chair, positioning it so that it faced the room.

"There," she whispered to herself, stepping back to observe her handiwork. "You can watch over things from here."

The moment the words left her lips, Rita felt a chill run down her spine. Why had she said that? Watch over what? She shook her head, attributing the strange feeling to birthday excitement and the unusual nature of the gift.

During dinner, Rita found it difficult to concentrate on her parents' conversation about her upcoming driving test and plans for the weekend. Her thoughts kept drifting back to Reiny, sitting alone in her room, and she found herself wondering about the doll's history. How many hands had held her? How many bedrooms had she watched over? What stories could she tell if she could speak?

"Rita, are you listening?" her father's voice cut through her reverie.

"Sorry, Dad. Just thinking about Grandma's gift."

Her parents exchanged a look across the table, one of those silent communications that married couples perfect over years of partnership.

"Your mother told me about the doll," her father said carefully. "It sounds very... unique."

"That's one way to put it," Rita replied, pushing her mashed potatoes around on her plate. "Grandma's note said some strange things about it taking care of her. Do you think she meant emotionally? Like, comfort?"

Another look passed between her parents before her mother spoke. "Your grandmother has always been very... spiritual. She believes in things that most people would consider unusual. It's probably best to take her words with a grain of salt."

But even as her mother said this, Rita could see the uncertainty in her eyes, the way she kept glancing toward the hallway that led to Rita's room as if she expected something to emerge from the shadows.

After dinner, Rita excused herself and returned to her bedroom, eager to examine Reiny more closely. She flicked on her desk lamp and was surprised to find that the doll was no longer in the chair where she had left it. Instead, Reiny was sitting on her bed, propped against the pillows as if she belonged there.

Rita's heart began to race. She was certain she had left the doll in the desk chair. Absolutely certain. Yet here was Reiny, looking perfectly at home among Rita's stuffed animals and throw pillows, her dark eyes seeming to reflect the lamplight with an inner glow.

"Mom!" Rita called, her voice slightly shaky. "Dad!"

Her father appeared in the doorway first, followed closely by her mother. "What's wrong, sweetheart?"

"Did one of you move Reiny?" Rita asked, pointing at the doll. "I left her in the chair, but now she's on my bed."

Her parents looked at each other again, and Rita was becoming increasingly frustrated with these silent exchanges.

"I didn't touch it," her father said simply. "Your mother?"

"No, I haven't been in your room since dinner," her mother replied, but her voice sounded strained. "You probably just forgot where you put it. It's been an exciting day."

Rita wanted to argue, to insist that she remembered exactly where she had placed the doll, but the rational part of her mind suggested that perhaps she was mistaken. Memory could be tricky, especially when emotions were running high. Still, as she looked at Reiny's serene face, she could have sworn she saw the faintest hint of a smile playing at the corners of the doll's mouth.

"I guess you're right," she said finally, though doubt lingered in her voice. "It has been a long day."

Her parents said their goodnights and retreated to their own room, leaving Rita alone with Reiny. She changed into her pajamas and brushed her teeth, all the while aware of the doll's presence in her peripheral vision. Every time she glanced over, Reiny seemed to be watching her with those impossibly dark eyes, and Rita found herself moving more carefully, more consciously, as if she were performing for an audience.

As she prepared for bed, Rita decided to move the doll to her bookshelf, thinking it would be safer there and less likely to... relocate itself during the night. She lifted Reiny gently, surprised by how warm the porcelain felt against her palms, as if it had been sitting in sunlight rather than in the cool evening air of her bedroom.

"Goodnight, Reiny," she whispered, placing the doll on the second shelf where it could look out over the entire room. "Sweet dreams."

Again, the words felt strange coming from her lips, as if she were following some ancient ritual rather than simply talking to a toy. But as she settled into bed and turned off the lights, Rita felt an unexpected sense of comfort wash over her. For reasons she couldn't explain, she felt safer with Reiny watching over her, protected in a way she had never experienced before.

The storm began sometime after midnight. Rita had always been a light sleeper, and the first rumbles of thunder pulled her from dreams filled with old houses and whispering voices. She lay in bed listening to the rain against her windows, the steady rhythm almost hypnotic in the darkness. But gradually, she became aware of other sounds mixing with the storm – sounds that didn't belong to wind and rain.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The noise was coming from the back door, she realized, a slow, deliberate knocking that seemed to follow its own rhythm rather than the chaotic patterns of the storm. Rita's heart began to pound as she listened more intently, trying to convince herself that it was just a loose shutter or a branch blown against the house by the wind.

But the tapping continued, steady and purposeful, and Rita found herself growing increasingly uneasy. She thought about waking her parents, but what would she tell them? That she was afraid of storm noises? At sixteen, she was too old to be running to her parents' room every time the weather turned bad.

A flash of lightning illuminated her room, and in that brief moment of brightness, Rita saw that Reiny was no longer on the bookshelf. Her blood turned to ice as she scanned the room, searching for the doll in the dancing shadows cast by the storm. Another flash of lightning, and she spotted Reiny near the bedroom door, standing upright as if she had walked there on her own.

Rita's rational mind screamed that this was impossible, that she must be dreaming or hallucinating from fear. But her eyes told a different story. The doll was definitely not where she had left it, and something about its posture suggested alertness, as if it were listening to the same sounds that had awakened Rita.

The tapping at the back door stopped abruptly, replaced by a different sound – the soft creak of footsteps on the back porch. Rita's breath caught in her throat as she realized that someone was outside her house, moving stealthily in the darkness of the storm. Her parents' room was on the opposite end of the house; they would never hear the intruder over the thunder and rain.

Paralyzed by fear, Rita watched as Reiny seemed to tilt her head slightly, as if tracking the movement outside. The doll's pose was no longer passive but seemed charged with purpose, and Rita found herself holding her breath as she waited to see what would happen next.

The footsteps
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