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​The Locked Box

The air smelled of old paper and lavender as Isla Morgan entered her grandfather's study for the first time since the funeral. Through the lace curtains, a golden mist hung over the mismatched bookshelves and slanted paintings, while dust motes danced in the afternoon light. The room felt as if it was still holding its breath, waiting for Malcolm Morgan's return, albeit silently.

Her mother avoided the study entirely. "Take what you want," she waved wearily. "Burn the rest."

But Isla couldn't treat it as junk. She'd spent long hours curled up at her grandfather's feet, listening to tales of hidden kingdoms and talking trees, and there was so much history hidden between these walls. She'd thought they were bedtime stories. She wasn't so sure anymore. She ran her fingers along the edge of an old chessboard, the pieces still frozen mid-game. There was only one elephant. Curious, she lifted the remaining box and felt something move inside. She turned the top, frowning. With a light click, the wooden base opened to reveal a small brass key.

She looked around, her heart pounding, until she saw the old chest at the foot of the bed. She had never seen it open before. As if protecting a secret, Malcolm had always kept the chest locked and covered with a tartan cover. The key fits perfectly.

With a groan, the lid creaked open. The book was bound in leather, with a heart-shaped clasp in the center, and was covered with faded linen and sprigs of dried heather. His initials, M.M., were engraved in gold.

She opened it with a swift movement. The handwriting was jagged and intricate, as if scribbled in haste. Some of the dates were decades old, while others were written during the last weeks of her grandfather's life. The margins were filled with drawings of purple skies, floating islands, and strange creatures with winged wings and transparent bodies. But the words she'd heard over and over caught her breath: Orinda. Orinda is alive, not just real. She's listening. She's keeping records. Plus, she's gaining ground. Isla blinked. Her pulse quickened.

She turned forward, erasing the lines.

The world responds to what she feels. Joy rises. Sadness fades. Anger can start wildfires. It's more than a dream or madness—it's emotion incarnate.

And he recognizes her name. Her fingers press against the page.

The last line is underlined three times.

The key is Isla. She shivered and closed the book. Outside the study, the wind howled through the swamp, rattling the windows. A gust of wind blew, and the curtain opened. Light fell on the journal, and for a moment—just a moment—its pages glittered, as if made of liquid glass.

She touched the cover again.

The room fell silent. But in her stillness, she swore she heard a voice—faint and distant—calling her name.

"Isla..."

When she turned around, she found no one.

​Unfettered Passions

THAT NIGHT, MY DREAMS shattered. The journal clung to Isla's chest as she tossed it under her blanket, as if freeing it would erase what she'd read. But even as she closed her eyes, she felt its weight—not just the book, but the world it described. A world that recognized her name. At 3:07 a.m., she finally fell asleep.

Then the dream began. She stood at the edge of a meadow pulsing with life. Her breath turned the golden grass crimson. Stars moved like fish beneath a liquid surface, and the sky above was a shade of lavender and teal. She reached out to touch a floating petal and watched it fade into light.

"This isn't real," she whispered.

But it felt so real. The scent of jasmine. The soft pressure of the earth against her bare feet. The coolness of a breeze with the scent of thunder. Then, a voice. "You made it."

She turned.

A small boy stood beneath a silver tree, his arms folded. He looked no older than her, with copper hair and melted amber eyes. His expression vacillated between wariness and familiarity, as if he were trying to decide whether to smile or run.

"You're Kyle," she said before composing herself. The name wasn't one she'd imagined, and yet... it felt real.

He nodded slowly, surprised. "You remember."

"No," she said. "Not quite."

"That's acceptable. Orinda remembers you."

He walked toward her, and as he did, the sky around him shimmered, deepening with every step. When he stopped in front of her, a flock of translucent birds flew from the grass into the sky, leaving stardust on their wings. "This place," Isla said, her voice trembling. "It responds to emotions. My grandfather wrote about it." "Malcolm," Kyle said quietly. "He helped keep the rift closed... for a time." But it's weakening."

"The rift?"

Kyle pointed toward the horizon, where the air seemed to move like water over fire. "The border between Orinda and your world. You can cross it when your feelings are honest and strong enough. That's where you are now. Fear brought you. But wonder grounds you."

Isla blinked. Her chest was heaving. "I don't understand. Why me?"

Kyle leaned closer. "Because you're a conduit. This world around you changes as you feel more. That's a blessing, but also a danger.

"Why?"

"Because Orinda is creeping into your world. The gap widens as your feelings grow stronger. And someone... something... is trying to exploit that."

The meadow darkened. The silver tree behind him turned delicately, its leaves brittle, as if recoiling at the words.

"Is this my fault?" "No," he said gently. "But the choice is yours now. To get better. To observe. Or to ignore him and let the border crumble."

A gust of wind tore through the grass. Thunder echoed in the distance as the sky began to crack like shattered glass. Isla felt her fear rising again, and with it, the world began to change: shadows stretched, the air grew thicker, and her breath caught. Kyle reached out to touch hers. "Focus. Feel, but don't lose control."

She didn't open her eyes. She thought of her grandfather's smile. The weight of his stories. The pain of missing him. She thought of how this place felt—vast, strange, and alive. The storm subsided when she opened her eyes, too. The distant crack remained. But the world, for now, was quiet.

"I want to know more," she said.

"You will," Kyle replied. "But not here. No, not yet." And the dream crumbled. Isla woke with tears on her cheeks, the diary still in her heart. "Orinda," she whispered, looking out the window, frost settling on the glass despite the spring breeze.

The name hung in the silence.

Now I know. This is just the beginning.

​Whispers from Behind the Curtain

ISLA COULDN'T CONCENTRATE. The next morning at school, the words on the blackboard were jumbled. Her friend Juno whispered to her during chemistry class, "Are you okay? You look like you've seen a ghost—or like you're about to become one."

Isla smiled, but her mind was still stuck on Orinda. The colors. The sky. Kyle's words. They felt real, not a dream. Truer than anything else in the world. When the lunch bell rang, she left early and headed to the library—her only sanctuary. She slipped behind the history shelves, where almost no one went, and opened her journal again.

Now, the ink glowed faintly. Pages visible only in direct light, which she hadn't noticed before, were beginning to appear. To pass peacefully, the heart must be still but honest. The veil can only be broken by true feelings. You'll crumble if you pretend. Force yourself, and you'll be caught in the jaws of a pair of pliers. Isla swallowed.

She pulled from her backpack the delicate crystal ring on a leather lanyard her grandfather had once given her. A soft, warm pulse pulsed against her palm.

Her mind wandered back to Malcolm's funeral, to the pain she'd buried, to the stillness the world had felt since his passing. She didn't try to control her grief this time and let it grow. And suddenly, the world flashed by.

The shelves rippled. The air trembled. Her ears began to fill with a faint buzz. She didn't open her eyes. And she opened them... somewhere else.

She was standing in a forest of purple trees, their trunks wide and smooth as stone, their branches covered in lantern-like fruit that glowed with an inner light. Mist spun among the roots like breath. A sky she couldn't describe wrapped itself gently above her. Footsteps drew near. This time, it wasn't Kyle.

Out of the mist emerged a tall woman wearing rust-colored robes embroidered with the patterns of fallen leaves. Her eyes were a knowing silver, and her skin shone faintly, as if layered over something deeper.

"You shouldn't have been here yet," the woman said, her voice quiet but firm.

"I... I had to come. I had to understand." The woman studied her. Few cross the Veil twice in a day. Even fewer survive. Isla emerged. Who are you? "My name is Mairiad. I am the Keeper of the Threads, the Guardian of the Intertwining Worlds. Do you know my grandfather?" He paused. Then he nodded.

He sought to find out. Help mend what others had broken. "And now it's tearing apart again," Isla said. "Kyle said the boundaries are closing." Mairiad's face grew more serious. "Yes. But it's not just emotion. There's a worse alternative. A power beyond the cracks. Feeding on them. On you."

"Me?"

“You are born of a mirror,” Mairead declared. “A child born of the echo of this world, forged in another. You represent balance or collapse. A pulse of cold runs through Isla’s veins.”

“Then what do I do?”

Maread raised her hand, and the mist around them parted to reveal the shimmering outline of Isla’s school, faint streaks of light flickering, bleeding through the cracks in its walls. Orinda was bleeding through the real world. Now she could see it. “You feel too deeply, too powerfully,” Mairead said. “And that makes you both a bridging and a penetrating force. You must learn to control—or all things will crumble.”

The image faded. The trees around her began to shake, their lights dimming. Isla felt herself slipping.

“Wait, how do I find you again?”

Meread said only one thing as Isla fell back to wake up:

“Follow the wind when it whispers your name.” -

She woke up on the library floor.

Juno shook



​The Cracked Sky





























​The Hidden Space Between Them










































​Corroding Bonds


















​Echoes in the Glass























​The Hollow's Awakening
































​Shattered Worlds





























​United Horizons















​The Mirror's Guardian
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