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    Dedication 
For the ones who were told they were too sensitive,too strange, too much—You weren't.You were listening.This is for you.
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Prologue

The Sound Under the Door
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Before my sister died, we had a language no one else understood.

It wasn’t spoken out loud, not really. It was half-lip, half-thought. A kind of quiet between words, a breath before something was about to hurt. We could look at each other and know what the other was hiding. When we were kids, we used to call it “shadow talk.” It started as a game. Then it became something else. I was eight when I first heard her whisper to the dark. We were lying on the floor of our childhood bedroom, the lights off, the rain tapping like shy knuckles against the windowpane. She turned her face to the corner, that place where the wall peeled and the ceiling bowed down like it wanted to confess something. “They’re talking again,” she said. I asked her who. She only nodded at the corner. “It’s the ones who know what we’re not saying.”

I laughed. I thought she meant ghosts, or imaginary friends. But her face didn’t laugh back. Over the years, the voices got louder—for her, not for me. They started following her into the daytime. At school. In church. She’d cover her ears during communion like the bread was screaming. My parents didn’t believe her. The pastor called it a spiritual test. The counselor at school called it auditory hallucinations. I called it: my sister breaking into pieces.

When she was sixteen, she stopped talking about them altogether. When she was twenty-three, she disappeared for two days. And when she came back, she wasn’t whole anymore. She wore long sleeves in July. She looked over her shoulder even when no one was following. She stopped telling me when the voices came. She took her life one month after her twenty-fifth birthday.
No note. No recording. Just silence.
But three days after the funeral, I returned to the house we grew up in. And that night, standing outside the door of our old bedroom — I heard her voice again. Faint, low, and singing. Not from a phone. Not from a recording. From the other side of the door. The one that hadn’t been opened in years. The next morning, I found the first letter on my pillow. It was written in her handwriting, in blue pen, with the same looped S’s and lowercase G’s. There was no signature. No address. Just four words: “You’re not crazy. Listen.” That’s when the shadows started speaking again. Only this time, they wanted me to answer.
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Chapter 1: The Night Her Shadow Spoke
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The driveway looked smaller than I remembered, like the years had sunken it under the weight of too many unsaid things. Cracks split the concrete like veins beneath skin, and weeds I couldn’t name had rooted in the spaces between them. It was quiet. Not peaceful quiet—watching quiet, the kind that settled too still, like something was waiting to exhale.

I didn’t bring much. One suitcase. One coat. One folder filled with the documents no one wants to keep—death certificate, mental health evaluations, the coroner’s note. I had told myself I was coming to sell the house. That I needed closure. That this was how healing begins: you return to the scene, breathe it in, and leave lighter. But even as I reached for the rusting key beneath the stone frog on the porch, I knew I was lying to myself.

I wasn’t here to sell anything. I was here because the shadows had started whispering again.

The key turned stiff in the lock. The door groaned, slow and reluctant, and the air that spilled out was the kind that hadn’t been breathed in years—stale, slightly damp, and haunted by the scent of lilacs and dust. The wallpaper in the front hall curled like the edges of burnt paper. Our mother had picked it decades ago, lilac patterns repeating like some ghostly memory of spring.

I didn’t call out her name. I wasn’t ready to hear silence respond.

Instead, I stepped inside and shut the door gently behind me.

The house didn’t smell like death, exactly. Just like time had settled in and refused to leave. I paused in the foyer, letting my eyes adjust to the dimness. Light leaked in through the half-drawn curtains like weak tea. I could still hear it—beneath the hum of my own breath, beneath the creak of floorboards beneath my boots.

That low hum. That almost-voice.

It wasn’t words. Not yet. Just the kind of vibration you feel more than hear, a murmur behind the bones of the house. I knew it well. It was the sound that used to pull my sister from her sleep, that made her press her face into my shoulder at night, whispering, “They’re trying to get through again.”

She used to say they lived in the walls. That they listened through the cracks and came out only when the house was empty enough of noise. When grief had made room for them.

I moved down the hallway slowly. The family photos were still hanging where we’d left them—one of us on Easter Sunday in pastel dresses, our father holding both our shoulders too tightly, our mother’s smile already distant. Another of us at the lake, barefoot and laughing, before the voices had taken root in her mind. I kept walking.

When I reached the base of the stairs, I looked up, expecting something. A figure. A sound. A warning. But there was only the distant tick of the hallway clock, and the quiet hush that always lived upstairs, even when we were children.

I placed my suitcase at the bottom step and climbed without touching the railing. Something about it felt too familiar. Like it might pull me back into the version of myself I came here to bury.

The door to our childhood bedroom was closed. Of course it was. It always was, at the end. In her final year, she kept it sealed like a tomb. I didn’t have the key anymore, but I knew the trick—press the base, lift the latch sideways. She taught me that when we were twelve, giggling about secrets and blood-oaths and ghost-hunting.

I placed my palm against the wood. It was cold.

And then I heard it.

Not a murmur. Not a memory. A voice. Soft. Familiar.

“You finally came back.”

I froze. My hand jerked away like the wood had stung me. No one else was in the house. I had checked every lock. I had told no one I was coming.

But that voice wasn’t a dream.

It wasn’t imagined.

It was hers.

I didn’t open the door right away.

I just stood there, fingers trembling slightly, palm hovering like a question. My brain scrambled to rationalize it: maybe it was the wind, a creak in the pipes, a trick of old wood expanding in the heat. But no excuse could scrub the fact that the voice had shape—it had warmth. And it used the exact cadence my sister always used when she was pretending not to cry.

You finally came back.
Not accusatory. Not desperate. Just... certain. Like she knew I would, and she’d been waiting all this time.
I pressed my ear to the door.

Nothing.

Then, just when I was about to pull away, I heard it again—softer this time. A kind of whisper-singing. A lullaby. Not in English. Not quite human either. Like a song pulled from water, blurred and submerged.

A cold spike of memory pierced me.

That song.

She used to hum it when she couldn’t sleep. A nonsense melody with no lyrics. She said she didn’t make it up—that it came to her. That it was part of the shadow language the two of us shared when we were children. Back then, I thought it was a game. A way to cope with our parents’ slow disintegration. Her way of explaining the silences in our family.

But now...

Now, I wasn’t so sure.

I slid the latch. The door didn’t creak this time. It opened like it had been waiting.

The room was dim, the curtains pulled nearly shut. The wallpaper—once a bright sky blue—had faded into something between fog and sadness. The twin beds still faced one another from opposite walls. Mine was neatly made, the sheets stiff with time. Hers, though... hers had an imprint. A small curve in the pillow. A depression in the center of the mattress.

Like someone had just been lying there.

I stepped inside, my feet barely making a sound on the old wooden floor. Every object whispered her name. The cracked record player on the desk. The stack of half-filled journals. The velvet ribbon still tied around the lamp switch. Her books lined the shelf—dog-eared, underlined, her looping handwriting scrawled in the margins. I trailed my fingers along the spines.

There, in the middle of her bed, sat a folded piece of paper. Cream-colored. Not yellowed with time. New.

I picked it up slowly.

It was a letter. Just like the first one that had appeared on my pillow after the funeral. Same handwriting. Same ink. No envelope.

Three lines.

“You heard it, didn’t you?
The song is how they speak.
Don’t be afraid of the shadow—be afraid of the silence.”
No signature.

My knees nearly gave out, and I sat down on her bed without thinking. My pulse throbbed in my ears.

The shadow. The silence. The song.

It wasn’t metaphorical anymore.

I looked toward the closet.

When we were young, she used to insist that the closet door be left ajar exactly three inches when we slept. Not closed. Not open. Just enough to “let the watchers see we’re not hiding anything.” I always thought she meant monsters, the kind you outgrow. But now, staring at the sealed door, I realized I’d never asked what she really meant by watchers.

I stood. Crossed the room. My hand hovered near the knob.

And then came the knock.

Not from inside the closet.

From beneath the bed.

Just one. Then another. Like a soft knock from knuckle to wood. Then silence.

My breath caught. My thoughts scattered. There was no time to question, no room to rationalize. My body moved on its own, slow and shaking. I lowered myself to my knees and pulled the bedskirt aside.

Darkness.

But not empty.

There was something under there.

Something not quite body, not quite shape. A silhouette in motion—sliding back, just beyond where light could touch.

My mouth went dry.

“Hello?” I whispered.

A pause. Then—her voice again. Soft. Close.

“Don’t try to see. Just listen.”

The air changed. Denser. Fuller. I felt it pressing against my eardrums like a storm coming through the walls. And then the room fell away. Not literally. But in that way time bends when memory and presence overlap. I wasn’t just here—I was back.

Back in the middle of one of our late-night talks. Back when she still trusted me with the things she couldn’t explain.

“You said they were voices,” I whispered. “You said they came through the cracks.”

She didn’t respond.

Instead, I heard a hum. The same lullaby. Stronger now. Closer.

And something strange happened.

My chest loosened. Not with relief, but recognition. Like hearing a forgotten song your grandmother used to sing. Like remembering a story you never knew you’d forgotten.

I began to hum with it.

I don’t know how I knew the melody. But I did.

It was in me. Deep in the marrow.

And when I did, something beneath the bed shifted closer. No longer hiding. No longer afraid. The shadow drew near, not as a monster, not as a hallucination, but as a mirror.

It hummed with me.

And then, just as suddenly as it began, the humming stopped.

Gone.

The air cleared.

The bedskirt fluttered as if brushed by a breeze. I leaned back, heart thudding, palms sweaty.

Silence returned.

But it wasn’t empty anymore.

It was pregnant with presence.

I stood, legs unsteady, and looked around the room. The light from the window had changed. It had grown dimmer, or the day was fading. Either way, it no longer felt like I was alone.

And for the first time in months, the tears came.

Not because I was afraid.

But because I finally believed her.

The shadows were real.

And they were trying to tell me something.

I sat on the edge of her bed for a long time, letting the stillness wrap around me like an old coat—one I’d forgotten how to wear. My hands trembled slightly in my lap, the letter still unfolded beside me. Those three lines haunted the silence like smoke that wouldn’t lift.

“You heard it, didn’t you?
The song is how they speak.
Don’t be afraid of the shadow—be afraid of the silence.”
I had always thought silence was what kept me sane. In the months after her death, I clung to quiet like it was the only thing that wouldn’t fall apart. I stopped answering calls. Moved to a city where no one knew my name. Worked nights. Slept during the day. Silence was safe.

But now... now it felt like silence was the very thing that had been lying to me.

I looked at the floor. The imprint was still in the pillow behind me, as if her head had rested there moments before. I reached out to touch it. The indentation wasn’t warm, but it held a kind of weight that felt recent. I blinked hard.

She’s not here, I told myself.
She’s dead. You buried her.
But something inside me refused to agree.

Not logic. Not memory. Something older.

A pulse beneath thought. A sense that grief, real grief, was never about letting go of the dead—but learning how to listen when they changed the way they spoke.

I stood and crossed the room to her bookshelf.

She had always been the one who underlined. Made notes in the margins. Drew stars beside the passages that “glowed.” I used to make fun of her for it, but now those messy scribbles were all I had left. Her handwriting, still alive in ink. Her thoughts, paused mid-sentence, frozen in the softness of blue ballpoint.

One book stood out immediately.

The Anatomy of Shadows.

A slim, black-covered journal. Not a published one—hand-bound, with uneven stitching down the spine. I hadn’t seen it before. When I reached for it, I saw that the bottom edge was singed, blackened like it had been held too close to flame. The last fifty or so pages were fused together, unreadable.

My hands tingled when I touched it.

Inside the front cover was a single phrase, written in her handwriting:

“Only those who speak with silence will understand.”

The first few pages were fragmented—some sentences scratched out, others written sideways in the margins.

“The shadows aren’t hallucinations. They’re a language.”

“When we were kids, I thought they were ghosts. But they’re not dead people. They’re... something else. Memory with a mouth. Grief with eyes.”

“They come when you’re hollow. When there’s just enough space between your thoughts.”

“I think Mom heard them too.”

“She just called them her ‘angels.’”

I swallowed hard.

Our mother had never spoken of angels—not to me. But then again, she hadn’t spoken much of anything in the years before she died. She wandered through the house like someone looking for a word she’d forgotten how to say.

She used to sit at the river’s edge in the dead of night, whispering to it like it whispered back.

I’d always thought she was mourning my father.

But what if she was listening?

I turned the next page and froze.

There, drawn in shaky pen, was a floorplan of the house. Our house. But not the current layout. It was older. The living room extended further. A staircase existed that no longer did—spiraling downward beneath where the kitchen now stood.

Beneath it, she had written:

“There’s a room the blueprints erased.”
“Dad said it flooded. But I heard the voices from there when I was little. That’s where they live.”
A chill swept down my spine.

There’s a room that no longer exists.

I closed the book gently, like it might shatter. My eyes swept the bedroom again, searching for something—anything—to tell me this wasn’t madness. That I wasn’t cracking along the same lines she had.

And then I heard it again.

Knocking.

But this time, not from under the bed.

From downstairs.

Three slow knocks.

Measured. Even.

Not at the front door. Inside the house.

I turned toward the hallway, heart thudding. The light had shifted again. Dusk was creeping in through the hallway window, making the shadows stretch longer than they should.

I stepped into the corridor.

Nothing.

The air felt heavier. Like it had been exhaled by something larger than breath.

I moved down the stairs carefully, each one groaning like a warning. The knocks hadn’t repeated. But the silence left behind felt intentional, as if it were waiting for me to make the next move.

At the bottom of the stairs, I froze.

There—on the wall just beside the kitchen entryway—was another letter.

Pinned with a thumbtack, as if it had been waiting.

I pulled it down, hands shaking. Opened it.

This one was shorter.

“They know you opened the book.
They’ve been waiting for that.
Ask the house what it remembers.”
I stared at the words.

Ask the house?

I looked around. The kitchen. The living room. The faded wallpaper. The cracks in the baseboards.

I whispered aloud.

“...What do you remember?”

Nothing happened.

But then I saw it.

Near the pantry door—half-obscured by an old hanging calendar—was a faint seam in the wall. A vertical line. Subtle. Barely visible. Not part of the paneling.

A door.

Not one I’d ever seen before.

I stared at the seam in the wall as if it had eyes. For a long moment, I didn’t move. My body had gone still in that peculiar way it does when it recognizes something before the mind can name it—a knowing that lives beneath language.

The calendar hung there like a disguise. A lie nailed to the truth. Faded flowers. Some quote about gratitude. Months frozen from a year long past.

I reached out slowly and peeled it back.

There it was. Clearer now.

A narrow outline of a door, perfectly rectangular, framed flush with the wallpaper. No handle. No knob. Just a groove, like it had been cut and sealed. Like someone tried to erase it—but only partly succeeded.

And now it was showing itself again.

My fingers found the edge. The wall was dry, dust collecting in the crease. I pressed against it.

Nothing.

Then I pressed again—lower, near the base. Something clicked. A small puff of stale air hissed from the seam, warm and damp, like breath exhaled from a place that hadn't breathed in years.

And then it opened.

Just a sliver. But enough.

I pulled the door toward me, and it gave way with a shuddering creak. Not dramatic—apologetic, almost. Like it hadn’t meant to be found.

Beyond it: darkness.

Not the kind you find in a room with the lights off. This was thicker. Deeper. The kind of dark that didn’t just hide things, but held them.

I should’ve gone back. Should’ve waited. Called someone.
But who do you call when your dead sister leaves letters, and shadows start singing in your old bedroom?
I stepped inside.

The smell hit me first. Damp stone. Old wood. Something metallic, like rust and riverwater. My foot hit the first step and I nearly slipped—it was stone, carved but uneven. Spiral. Winding downward in a slow, tight coil. I touched the wall for balance. Cold. Rough. Wet in places.

The door closed behind me.

Not with a slam. Just a soft click. And suddenly, I couldn’t hear the house anymore.

Only my breath.

Only the soft hush of the walls.

Step by step, I descended.

And then I saw it—a flicker. Faint and golden. Like candlelight catching a corner far below.

I followed.

The stairs ended at a narrow hallway, half-carved into rock. At the end of it was a small room, low-ceilinged and circular, carved with delicate shapes I didn’t recognize. They looked like constellations—but wrong, as if they mapped a sky that had never existed.

And in the center of the room: a chair.

A wooden one. Familiar.

It took me a second to realize why.

It was our old piano chair.

The one from the music room upstairs. The one she used to sit in while she practiced her songs—head tilted, feet barely touching the pedals, eyes closed like she was listening to something the keys couldn’t say.

I walked toward it slowly, heart pounding.

There, on the seat, was another letter.

Same paper. Same handwriting.

But this one was different.

It was longer.

Shaking, I picked it up. Opened it. The ink was fresh.

**“If you’re reading this, you followed the song.
You heard them like I did.
I know it doesn’t make sense yet. I know part of you still thinks this is madness.

But listen—you’re not crazy. You were never crazy. The shadow-talk wasn’t a game. It was never a delusion. It was a doorway.

You stopped listening when we were thirteen. You forgot the rules. That’s not your fault. The world trained you to stop hearing. To replace silence with noise, with explanations, with names like hallucination and depression and chemical imbalance.

But there’s a truth below that noise.

A truth made of song, not sentence. And it’s trying to come through you.

Remember when I used to say they were voices under the skin of the world?

They still are.

They remember things the world refuses to keep. The bruises, the secrets, the way our family turned away when they should’ve looked closer. The room you’re standing in? It was never a flood that buried it. It was shame.

Ask yourself what was drowned. What we weren’t supposed to find again.

The truth is waiting beneath the river.

But first—you have to let the shadow speak through you.

Don’t be afraid. You were born for this.”**

I let the letter fall gently into my lap. My whole body was humming. A soft vibration beneath my ribs, like a string had been plucked deep inside my bones.

And then I heard it again.

The humming.

The same melody.

But this time, it wasn’t behind me.

It was in me.

Rising.

Growing.

As if a song was trying to climb its way out of my chest. Not something I remembered—something I had carried.

I placed a hand to my heart.

The shadows weren’t something outside of me.

They had always been waiting inside.

And now they were ready to speak.

The melody wasn’t loud. It wasn’t even music in the way most people understand it—no instruments, no rhythm, no lyrics. It felt more like a memory humming at the back of my teeth. A vibration threaded into the pulse of my blood. Like something ancient had started breathing again, and my bones were the first to notice.

I stood there, one hand still resting on the letter, the other on the back of the piano chair. The carved constellations in the stone walls flickered with the candlelight, and I realized they were not static—they shimmered faintly, as if light moved behind the stone. Not a reflection. A presence. A watching.

I whispered, not knowing why:
“Are you listening?”
And then I heard the answer—not in words, but in warmth.

The air shifted. The candle flames bowed low, not extinguished but pulled by a breathless current. The hairs on my arms lifted. My throat tightened.

Then...a whisper, so soft I could barely tell if it was outside or inside me:

“You remembered the name.”

My head jerked slightly. “What name?”

No reply.

Just silence, wide and aching.

I looked again at the piano chair. It sat too perfectly in the center of the room, as if waiting for me. Not dusty. Not old. Placed. Prepared.

I walked in a slow circle around it, glancing at the carvings again. The more I looked, the more they reminded me not of stars, but of eyes. Half-lidded, curved, echoing the shape of sound waves. I traced one with my finger. Warm.

And when I sat down on the chair, the hum in my chest grew louder.

I closed my eyes.

Immediately, the dark behind my eyelids deepened.

Images came—not memories exactly, but flashes. A river at night. My sister’s face half-submerged in water, singing something without words. Our mother holding a mirror wrapped in cloth. A man standing at the edge of a forest with no eyes, only a mouth. And then—a door made of light, pulsing like a heartbeat, floating in the middle of a void.

And behind it, something calling my name.

Not the one on my birth certificate.

The one only my sister used to whisper when we were scared.
The name that was more feeling than sound.
And then—the room was gone.

I wasn’t dreaming. I wasn’t asleep. I had fallen through the memory into something else.

I stood on the banks of the river again.

Night hung over it like a velvet curtain, but the water glowed, soft and silver, as if lit from within. My sister was standing at the edge. Barefoot. Wearing the long white nightgown she used to sleep in when we were children. It clung to her like fog.

I called to her, but no sound came from my mouth.

She didn’t turn. She just said, without moving her lips:

“This is where I disappeared.”

She looked over her shoulder. Eyes too bright. Face too still.

“I didn’t drown in the water. I drowned in the silence.”

I stepped forward.

“Why are you showing me this?”

She turned fully now, and for a second, she looked like herself—before the cutting, before the disappearances, before the long pauses in conversations when she would drift somewhere I couldn’t follow.

“Because the house didn’t forget.
Because the river didn’t forget.
But you did.”
My mouth opened to speak, but suddenly, her body began to fade—not dissolve, not vanish—fade, like fog thinning at sunrise. Only her voice remained, and it pressed into me with a weight that brought tears:

“You’re not here to haunt me.
You’re here to remember me.
And that means remembering what I carried.”
Then she was gone.

And I was back in the underground room.

I gasped, breath hitching hard, clutching the sides of the chair like I’d just surfaced from drowning. The candlelight around the room had dimmed. The shadows had grown—longer now, deeper. Moving just slightly, as if stretching in place.

I didn’t need her to explain what came next.

The house hadn’t finished speaking.

I stood slowly and faced the wall opposite the entrance.

There was another seam—this one vertical, narrow, barely the width of a crawlspace.

I touched it.

The wall opened.

This time, it was colder. A tunnel, low-ceilinged, carved into the earth. No stairs. Just packed soil beneath my feet and stone curving overhead. I stepped in without thinking.

I wasn’t afraid now.

Something else had taken the fear’s place.

A sense of returning.

As if this wasn't the first time I had walked here.

As if part of me had never left.

And ahead—another light. Not golden. This one flickered blue.

The tunnel narrowed as I walked, the ceiling just high enough to keep me from stooping. My breath echoed around me, slower now, steadier—like it was matching the rhythm of the earth beneath my feet. The walls were colder than before. The soil under my shoes gave a little, not muddy, but soft, like it had been turned recently. As if someone—or something—had passed through not long ago.

The blue light grew brighter.

Not electric. Not fire.

Bioluminescent. Living.

It spilled from the cracks ahead like a heartbeat turned inside out. I reached a bend and turned, expecting to find another chamber—maybe another letter, another memory disguised as vision.

But what I found was a room that didn’t make sense.

It wasn’t stone.

It wasn’t wood.

It was roots.

A vast chamber, round and alive, its walls woven entirely from tangled tree roots—thick, pale, sinewed like muscle beneath skin. They pulsed faintly with the same blue light I’d seen. Not constant. Not steady. They pulsed like breath. Like a womb.

In the center of the root-chamber stood an altar.

A simple one. Rough-hewn. Covered in moss.

And on it—a box.

Small. Wooden. Blackened from age or fire or both. No lock, no hinge, just sealed tight with a red cord wrapped around it several times.

Next to it sat a final letter.

I walked forward slowly. No voice came this time. No song. Just the weight of knowing. The strange comfort that settles when you realize the terrifying thing ahead is also the only way through.

I picked up the letter.

My hands didn’t shake now.

**You’ve found the root.

The part that didn’t rot.

The part our family tried to bury before it could speak.

Open the box.
But know this—once you do, you cannot unknow what’s inside.
It’s not a memory.
It’s not a dream.
It’s the first truth. The one I carried in my skin like a splinter I couldn’t pull.
It’s not mine alone anymore.

It’s yours now.

Let the shadow speak.

Don’t run.
Let it speak.
Let it say everything we weren’t allowed to.
This is how we begin again.**

I looked down at the box.

It felt wrong to open it.

It felt worse not to.

I slipped the red cord free, wound it around my fingers like a memory. The lid came off easily.

Inside was a single object:

A music box key.

Small, brass, and tarnished. Like the ones you insert into the backs of old wind-up pianos. It was engraved with something, but the metal was too weathered to read.

I turned it over in my palm.

That’s when I heard the music.

Soft.

Uneven.

Coming from somewhere deeper than the room. Not through my ears—through my body.

Like my blood had become a song.

And then—

A voice.

But not hers this time.

Mine.

You remember, don’t you?

The voice was me, but younger. Rawer.

You remember what they made you forget.

My knees buckled. I fell against the altar.

Images poured in, unbidden and sharp:

My mother, burning pages in the backyard at midnight.

My sister, screaming behind a closed door while someone prayed too loudly downstairs.

A family meeting. My father’s voice like gravel. My sister with her hands over her ears. Me, silent in the corner, pretending not to exist.

And the worst image:

A door.

One I watched them close.

One I watched them lock.

A scream muffled behind it.

And the voice that tried to say my name through it.

I had forgotten.

Not because I wanted to. But because forgetting was safer.

I opened my mouth.

And finally, I let the sound out.

It wasn’t a scream.

It wasn’t a sob.

It was a song.

Wordless. Wild. The kind of sound you make when there’s no one left to tell you it’s too much. The kind of sound that shatters lies just by existing.

The roots around me shuddered.

The room trembled.

And above me, from somewhere in the earth—a crack.

The box slid from the altar and hit the floor.

From its underside, a folded scrap of paper fell free.

I picked it up with shaking hands.

This time, the ink was red.

Only one line:

The river remembers what the body tries to forget.

By the time I climbed back out of the tunnel, the sky had begun to bleed. Not sunrise. Not yet. But that strange hour where everything softens—when the dark isn’t gone, just waiting behind the blue. The kind of hour that feels like it belongs to ghosts.

I emerged from beneath the house like someone being reborn.

Not clean. Not healed.

But split open, and still breathing.

The house didn’t groan this time. It didn’t creak. It held me. A kind of silent agreement passed between us—like it knew I’d found something it had waited years to deliver.

The letter with red ink burned in my coat pocket. The key stayed clutched in my fist the whole time, though I didn’t remember deciding to hold it.

I walked up the stairs barefoot, feeling each board under my heel, each nail’s echo. I didn’t go back to my childhood room. I didn’t go to sleep.

I went to the window.

The river behind the house glimmered with that same faint blue I had seen in the underground root chamber—like memory had stained the water. Or maybe, the water had always held it.

My breath fogged the glass as I leaned in.

That’s when I saw her again.

My sister.

Standing in the shallows.

Not a hallucination. Not a trick of light. Her.

She wore the nightgown again, wet at the hem, clinging to her legs like a second skin. Her hair was slick to her skull. Her face was pale and solemn, but not mournful.

She looked calm. Certain. Waiting.

I ran.

Down the stairs. Through the back door that hadn’t been unlocked in years. Across the brittle grass of the yard. My feet were bare, slicing through thorns and frost. I didn’t stop.

The river called louder with every step.

By the time I reached the bank, she was already stepping backward—deeper.

Not sinking. Not swimming.

Leading.

She turned once, looked over her shoulder, and for the first time, smiled.

Follow.

I didn’t hesitate.

The cold of the water hit like memory—immediate, shocking, familiar in its pain.

I stepped in, waist-deep before I noticed how unnatural it was.

No current.

No sound of rushing.

Just... stillness.

Stillness and light, rising from below.

The deeper I walked, the more the light intensified—not white, but bluish-silver, like moonlight filtered through tears.

Then she vanished beneath the surface.

And I did the only thing I could.

I followed.

I didn’t drown.

I descended.

Not like falling. Like sinking into a memory the body had buried to keep me safe.

Below the water, there was no pressure in my lungs, no urgency to breathe. The world stilled completely. My limbs moved without resistance. I reached my hands forward, and the river opened around me.

Then—

A floor.

Solid. Stone. Etched with symbols I didn’t recognize but felt were true.

I stood, barefoot in water that no longer touched me.

The air shimmered with memory.

I was no longer in the river.

I was in the past.

My sister and I stood in a hallway of our childhood home, maybe eight and ten years old. I watched the scene from outside myself, detached yet intimate.

She was crying. I was holding her hand.

A door was closed down the hall—the bedroom that had been locked for years.

Behind it, muffled voices. Arguing. My mother’s voice. My father’s growl. A sound like something breaking. And then a sob that didn’t belong to either of them.

We were told never to open that door.

But in this memory, my sister let go of my hand.

She walked to the door and pressed her ear against it.

“I can hear them,” she whispered.

“Who?” I asked, child-me watching her.

“The shadows. They’re trying to tell us what happened here.”

Then she turned, eyes too bright for her small face, and said the words I would forget for twenty years:

“They buried the truth in the river.”

I stepped closer, into my child self, and the two of us became one.

I remembered it all.

The stories we weren’t supposed to hear.

The woman who used to live in this house before it was ours.

The child who vanished.

The locked door that stayed locked because behind it, a truth had festered.

And the river—where the town let go of its secrets.

Not just ours.

Everyone’s.

The vision faded.

I surfaced, gasping, soaked and trembling.

I knelt on the riverbank, coughing water, mud on my palms.

But something was in my hands.

Another letter.

Soaked, but legible.

Written not in her handwriting this time—but mine.

I read it aloud, though my voice shook:

“You remembered.
Now speak it out loud.
Speak what they buried.
This is how we break the curse.”
I looked up toward the house.

Its windows flickered.

Not with light.

With shadows.

Waiting.

I stood dripping on the threshold of the house, water trailing behind me like a ghost that hadn’t quite let go. My clothes clung to my skin, heavy with river truth. The letter—my letter—was still in my hand. The ink hadn’t bled, even though the page was soaked. It stayed sharp. Defiant. Like it wanted to be seen.

Inside, the house felt warmer than it should have. Not cozy. Confrontational. Like it had decided to stop keeping secrets too.

Every floorboard I stepped on creaked, but not from age—from intention. From memory.

The shadows were thicker now.

They didn’t move like tricks of the light anymore.

They listened.

I walked to the center of the living room and read the letter again in silence.

"You remembered.
Now speak it out loud.
Speak what they buried.
This is how we break the curse."
It felt like a curse, didn’t it? This silence that passed through generations like a sickness with no fever. The way everyone in this town had learned how to whisper around grief but never inside it. How we learned to call madness anything we didn’t understand. How we labeled ghosts as symptoms and truth as delusion.

I looked toward the fireplace. The hearth where my mother used to sit on stormy nights. Where she’d stare too long into the flames, not blinking, as if something inside them was telling her what to forget.

That’s where I began.

“My name is Mara,” I said. My voice cracked on the edges, but I didn’t let it falter.

“My sister, Eliah, died by suicide.”

The house didn’t groan, didn’t shift.

But the light dimmed.

“I came back to find a way to grieve her. But I found something else. I found a truth that wasn’t hers alone.”

I walked to the hallway.

The locked door at the end waited. Still closed. Still sealed with silence and time.

“She heard voices. We called them hallucinations. We told ourselves it was illness. But she wasn’t crazy.”

The shadows moved now. Slight flickers, as if they were listening, yes—but also nodding.

“She remembered what I forgot. What we all forgot. That this house—this town—hid something.”

I reached the door.

The lock was rusted, but the knob turned without resistance.

On the other side was a room I hadn’t seen in twenty years.

It was empty.

Dust on every surface. A single bed, stripped of sheets. Wallpaper peeling like old skin. A cracked mirror on the floor, facedown.

And a name etched into the wall.

Not mine.

Not Eliah’s.

Annalie.

The girl who lived here before us.

I stepped in.

And it hit me—not just memory. Not just grief.

Voices.

Not screaming. Not haunting.

Testifying.

They rose from the walls like steam after a storm.

“She saw it happen.”
“They made her forget.”
“They said she made it up.”
“They buried her voice before they buried her name.”
Each voice was a fragment, a memory dislodged from silence. They wove around me like a chorus of all the girls who were told to stay quiet. All the truths that were called “delusion” because they didn’t make polite sense.

I turned the mirror over.

And for a moment, I didn’t see my reflection.

I saw hers.

A girl with dark hair, lips pressed tight like a secret kept too long. Her eyes—Eliah’s eyes.

No. My eyes.

Ours.

I touched the glass.

The mirror cracked.

A perfect spiderweb right across the center.

But I didn’t look away.

I spoke again.

“She wasn’t lying.”

The words hit the room like thunder.

“She remembered what we were too afraid to say.”

The shadow behind me didn’t lunge.

It didn’t scream.

It stepped beside me. Tall. Human-shaped. Familiar.

My sister’s shape.

She didn’t speak out loud.

But I heard her clearly.

“Now they know.”

I stayed in the room for hours.

I lit a single candle from a drawer in the kitchen and sat cross-legged on the bare floor.

As dawn broke outside, the air began to shift. The shadows stilled. The voices quieted—not silenced, just soothed. Like they had been waiting for someone to believe them.

And now they could rest.

When I finally stood to leave, the light pouring through the window was gold.

Not blue.

Not haunted.

Alive.

I walked back to my childhood room and found a final message on the bed. Not a letter. Just four words scrawled across the pillowcase in fading ink:

"You spoke for us."

By the time I stepped outside, the town was waking up.
Slow, half-hearted, as if uncertain what it was waking into.
The morning fog hovered low over the road like it, too, was unsure it had permission to leave. I stood on the porch, my hair still damp from the river, my skin coated in that faint shiver that comes not from cold—but from contact with something ancient.

From inside me, silence had broken.

And that silence was louder than any scream.

I thought the house might shift again, might sigh its final relief after so long holding the weight of our secrets. But instead, it was still.
A peace I didn’t trust yet—but one that felt earned.
Then I heard it. Faint at first. Like a ripple through the thick air.

A wind chime.

There hadn’t been a wind chime in our neighborhood for years. Not since Mrs. Halvorsen’s boy died and she took it down. Not since my sister stopped laughing and the trees began to sound like warnings instead of music.

But now it rang.

A single note, delicate. Then another.
Like something long forbidden was trying to remember how to speak.
I followed the sound.

Down the road, past the park with the rusted swing set, past the Baptist church with its tilted cross. Past houses with windows that always stayed shut even in spring.

The town felt different. Softer. Or maybe I was just finally hearing what had always been beneath the hush.

At the edge of the woods, I saw her.

The woman from the river.

Not Eliah. Older. Her eyes heavy with knowing.

She stood beside a red ribbon tied around a tree trunk.

When I reached her, she didn’t speak.

She handed me a small paper slip.

On it: a name.

Annalie Grace Morrow.

Buried 1993.
Unmarked.
Outside consecrated ground.
I looked up sharply, but she was already walking into the trees. And when I tried to follow, she was gone.

Back home, I went straight for the attic.
It had been sealed since we were children.
We weren’t allowed up there—not because of danger, but because, as my mother put it, “Some things are better left in the dark.”
I broke the seal.

Inside: dust, moths, boxes full of forgotten birthdays, moldy Christmas wreaths.

And a filing box.

Inside that: a newspaper clipping from thirty years ago. Folded eight times and yellowing at the edges.

Young Girl Missing – Town Rallies for Search
Annalie Grace Morrow, age 9, was last seen outside the Lark Hollow General Store on Friday afternoon. Local authorities believe she may have wandered off, but search efforts have turned up no evidence. “We believe she may have imagined something that frightened her,” said Reverend Keller. “She was always a sensitive child.”
No follow-up article.
No memorial.
No gravestone.
Just that: a disappearance. Folded and forgotten.

I sat on the attic floor, the clipping shaking in my hands.

This is what they do. I thought.
Not just here. Everywhere.
To the ones who see too much.
To the ones who remember.
They call it imagination.
They call it illness.
And then they bury it.
In rivers. In silence. In girls.
But something had changed now.

Because I remembered.
Because Eliah had remembered.
Because the shadow had spoken.
And I had answered.

That evening, I stood at the edge of the cemetery. The real one. The one with the white stones and iron gates and flowers placed dutifully by people who’d never had to guess where their loved one rested.

I didn’t go in.

I turned.

Walked past it. Into the woods behind. Where the ground grew uneven and the trees whispered again.

There, under a crooked pine, was a circle of stones.
Old. Jagged. Unmarked.
But I knew.
I knew.
I knelt, placed the paper slip with her name gently in the center.

And for the first time in three decades, I said it out loud.

“Annalie Grace Morrow.
We see you now.”
The wind rushed through the trees like a chorus relieved.

The shadows moved—not to frighten.

To bow.

And for the first time in a long, long time...

The town exhaled.

The sun was going down when I returned home. That kind of golden hour that makes everything look softer than it really is. The light filtered through the blinds like it was reluctant to say goodbye, casting the walls in hues of honey and rose. But beneath the beauty, there was that same quiet hum—the low, constant presence I’d begun to recognize not as madness, not as fear, but invitation.

The house no longer groaned when I stepped inside. It had already said what it needed to say.

It was me who hadn’t.

Not yet.

I went back into the room with the cracked mirror. The shadow no longer lingered in the corners. It had followed me as far as it needed to.

I sat on the bare mattress, closed my eyes, and tried to remember everything.

The way Eliah used to hum when she was nervous.

The way her hand trembled when she stopped taking her medication and started painting instead—painting the black shapes with mouths where their eyes should’ve been.

The way our mother pretended she didn’t notice.

The way I helped her hide it.

The way I let her carry that burden alone.

I had told myself she was fragile.

I hadn’t told myself she was right.

I opened my eyes.

The last letter was on the floor.

I didn’t hear it fall.

I picked it up, and this one was different.

It wasn’t handwritten.

It wasn’t from her voice.

It was mine.

The handwriting was mine—older, steadier—but it spoke in a tone I hadn’t heard from myself in years.

It said:

**You came back.
You heard her.
You remembered me, too.
I’m not what broke you.
I’m the part you buried so you could survive.
You don’t have to be silent for me anymore.

I’ve waited for this voice.
Yours.
Whole.
Speak it now.

And don’t stop.**

I pressed the page to my chest.

I wept without shame this time.

I wasn’t weeping for her.
I was weeping for all of us.
The sisters. The silenced. The children who heard too much too early and were taught to call it a lie.
Later that night, I took the cracked mirror down from the wall and laid it flat on the ground.

I lit a single candle beside it.

Then I said all the names I could remember.
Annalie.
Eliah.
My own.
And I waited.

The shadows gathered—not dark this time, not frightening.

They took the shape of hands, of eyes, of listening.

And then I told the truth.

Out loud.

Not just the facts of her death.

The truth of what lived before it.

How we were taught silence as salvation.

How we weren’t broken—we were sensitive. We were listening.
To the hurt.
To the buried.
To the parts of the world that still speak in symbols.
When I finished, the candle did not go out.

But the mirror reflected something I hadn’t seen in years.

Me.

Just me.

Not haunted. Not fractured.

Seen.

In the morning, I packed a bag. Not to run. To return.

Not to the city.

But to myself.

I would write it down. The whole story.
I would speak in public what we had only ever whispered in locked bedrooms and after midnight.
Because what they call madness is often just a truth no one else has had the courage to claim.

Because what they call delusion is often just a wound with a voice.

Because my sister didn’t die so I could live in fear of the dark.

She died so I could remember the way back to the light.

And now I knew:

The shadows don’t lie.

They only wait.

For someone brave enough to listen.

And someone brave enough to answer.
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Chapter 2: A Voice From Under the Bed
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The sound comes again the night after she decides to stay.

It is not loud, not jarring. More like a hush that moves with intent, like something adjusting its weight in the dark, careful not to startle. A subtle shift in the fabric of the room. She lies in her childhood bed, sheets too thin against the memory of cold, and she knows it isn’t the house groaning. It isn’t wind. It’s that breath again—the one that carries shape.

It comes from under the bed.

She doesn't move at first. Doesn't even blink. There's something sacred in the stillness, something that tells her the moment she acknowledges it, she will have to remember more than she’s ready to. So she stays in the liminal state—eyes half-open, breath shallow, heart not racing but listening.

She remembers this moment. Or one like it. From when she was ten and Eliah was seven, when the night wrapped too tightly around their window and the shadows beneath the bed stretched longer than they should’ve. That night, Eliah had crawled into her bed and whispered, “They’re whispering again. They’re saying they see us even when we close our eyes.” And she had rolled over, grumbling about nightmares and too much candy, and pulled the blanket over both their heads. And Eliah had believed her. For a while.

But now, in this return, there is no sister to crawl beside her. There is only the voice beneath the bed, quiet as a grief that’s grown used to being ignored.

It speaks again.

Just her name this time.

Not Eliah’s.

Not anyone else’s.

Just—“Nora.”

It’s not frightening. It’s not even particularly strange, not in the context of the last few days. It feels more like a call being answered, like something that had been waiting in silence for her to remember her part.

She leans up slowly, brushing hair from her face, and looks down toward the floor. The space beneath the bed is dark, not unnaturally so, just thick with shadow and the dust of years untouched. And yet, it pulses. Not visibly. Internally. Like the heart of the room has decided to beat again.

She speaks for the first time since returning to the room. A whisper, dry and cracked: “I hear you.”

There is no sudden cold rush. No flicker of light. No cinematic response. Only a silence that changes color—something has registered her voice.

It begins to hum. A small sound, melodic, almost childlike. A note that repeats and folds in on itself like a forgotten lullaby. She recognizes it—not from memory exactly, but from feeling. From those nights when she and Eliah used to lie awake, staring at the ceiling, making stories out of the cracks in the paint. Eliah had hummed it once when their parents were fighting downstairs. Nora hadn’t asked what it was then. She just held her sister’s hand tighter.

And now it’s humming again. The same note. Under the bed.

She doesn’t know what moves her—curiosity, grief, that unshakable ache in her chest—but she slides slowly from the mattress, the floorboards cool beneath her bare feet, and lowers herself to the ground.

She lies flat.

Presses her cheek to the floor.

And looks beneath.

There is nothing there.

Nothing visible, at least.

But the space has changed. It feels bigger than it should. Not like it leads into the crawlspace or the foundation, but like it opens into something else entirely. A deeper layer. A memory not yet fully dreamed.

She stares into the dark, and the hum continues. It becomes words. Not in language exactly. In meaning.

You left. But the story didn’t.

It wasn’t angry. Just matter-of-fact.

She swallows. “I didn’t know how to stay.”

The breath beneath the bed stirs slightly, as though sighing against old dust and regret.

We waited.

Nora closes her eyes, lets her forehead press against the floor. She is not a child anymore, but something in her still is. Something still remembers the feeling of wanting to disappear into a place no one else could reach.

“I’m here now,” she says, her voice barely above the hum. “Tell me what I missed.”

There is no answer. Not right away.

Instead, the dust beneath the bed begins to move.

It doesn’t swirl or lift into some supernatural display. It simply parts, revealing a tiny shape—folded, stained with time, and tucked against the baseboard.

A paper crane.

Nora reaches for it, hesitant, reverent.

She pulls it gently into the light, unfolding the wings with care. Inside, in her sister’s handwriting, small and slightly tilted, are the words:

If you find this, you remembered.
If you remembered, then you’re ready.
There’s a story beneath the bed.
You just have to let it tell itself.
Nora lets the crane rest in her open palm. Her chest aches. Not in a panicked way, but in the way grief does when it finally feels recognized.

She sits back on her knees, the silence around her heavy but no longer hollow. She knows now that the room is not just a room. That this bed is not just a place of sleep. That this house is not just a structure full of ghosts—it is a container for a story that was never allowed to finish.

She stands slowly, returns the crane to the nightstand, and turns to the window.

The moon has risen. It casts its light like a stage spotlight on the trees outside.

The air smells different.

Like memory.
Like unfinished lullabies.
Like the moment before a secret finally stops being one.
She does not try to sleep.

Instead, she opens the closet door—the one they used to lock with a belt looped through the handle.

And she whispers:

“I’m listening now.”

The closet smells like old rain.

Not mold exactly, but damp paper and dust softened by years of silence. Nora stands in the doorway, arms at her sides, pulse steady but low like the house is breathing through her again. The moonlight barely touches the inside, just a sliver of pale on the floorboards, enough to show the back wall — faintly stained, clawed by hangers, as if the wood remembers every time someone tried to hide inside.

Eliah used to call it “the dark ship.” Said if you sat still enough, the shadows would take you somewhere else. Somewhere quieter. Somewhere no one asked questions like What’s wrong with you? or Why don’t you talk like other girls? Eliah would crawl in there for hours after school, sometimes whispering, sometimes humming that single-note lullaby with no name. Nora never asked where the ship went. She only stood guard outside the door, keeping out their parents, the housekeeper, the world.

And now she steps inside alone, no longer a sentry, but a passenger.

The door creaks as it closes behind her. She doesn’t force it shut; it simply rests on its own, like the house agrees — it’s time.

Inside, her breath condenses slightly in the air, though it’s not cold. Just still. As if the closet exists in a separate atmosphere.

There are still clothes hanging — a few old jackets, coats they outgrew before high school, and one long navy sweater she remembers her sister wearing the day their grandfather died. Nora reaches out, touches the sleeve. It’s softer than expected, like it’s been worn recently, like Eliah’s warmth never fully left it.

Something crinkles beneath her foot.

She looks down.

The floor is scattered with folded slips of paper. Some are torn from notebooks, others from church bulletins, one that might’ve been the back of an old Polaroid. She crouches, the wood pressing against her knees, and begins picking them up one by one.

The first says: Sometimes I dream I’m a river and people walk across me without knowing I feel it.

She exhales slowly. Not tears yet. Just the ache behind them.

The second: If I tell them the shadows talk, they lock the door. But if I smile, they open it.

She sifts through more, her hands trembling.

I tried to forget it the way they taught me. But it still hums when I’m quiet enough.

There is a voice under the bed. But it only tells the truth.

I’m not broken. I’m tuned to a different frequency.

One note is folded twice, then again, as if even Eliah wasn’t sure she wanted it found.

Nora hesitates.

Then unfolds it.

This one’s longer. The handwriting shakier.

*If you’re reading this, then the house let you back in.
Then maybe the story didn’t end with me. Maybe it just paused.
There’s something here, Nora. Something bigger than both of us.

I couldn’t carry it anymore. But maybe you can — not alone, but out loud.

Don’t let them name it madness. Don’t let them bury what we heard.

The voices weren’t hallucinations. They were memories. Ours. The ones they didn’t want us to remember.

Go to the tree.
The one near the river.
Where we buried the box.*
Nora reads the final line again.

Where we buried the box.

She had forgotten that.

Or maybe she had made herself forget.

There had been a summer, right after Eliah first started seeing the shadows outside of dreams. Their parents were fighting again. The days were too hot, and the river was low enough to wade through. That’s when they built it — a time capsule, Eliah had called it. Nora had just thought it was something to do with her hands. They filled the box with drawings, candy, a cassette tape Eliah said had “a message for later,” and Nora’s favorite seashell. Then they buried it beneath the tree with the bent trunk, just beyond the river bend.

She hadn’t thought about it in fifteen years.

Now the memory floods back all at once — Eliah’s face covered in dirt, laughing, saying, “One day, when you forget who you are, you’ll dig this up and remember.”

Nora presses her hand to her mouth. The tears come now. Soft and slow. Not collapsing her, just releasing.

She takes one last look around the closet. The walls hum gently, like a low echo
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