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    To every person who has ever looked at themselves and only seen brokenness.
To the quiet souls carrying invisible scars, hidden shame, and the painful belief that they were never enough.
This book is for those learning that healing does not erase the cracks—it teaches us to see strength, survival, and beauty within them.
May you remember that even the most shattered reflection cannot destroy the worth of the person standing behind it.
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Chapter 1: The Reflection He Hated
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The town of Blackridge always looked half-asleep.

Gray clouds hung low above the rooftops nearly every day, pressing against the sky like heavy stones. The streets were quiet except for the occasional bark of a dog or the distant groan of passing trucks on the highway. Even in the mornings, the sunlight felt weak and tired, barely slipping through the endless rows of narrow houses and dead winter trees.

Elias Carter hated mornings most of all.

Not because of school.

Not because of the cold.

But because mornings always began with mirrors.

He stood inside the tiny upstairs bathroom, gripping the edge of the sink while pale yellow light buzzed overhead. The mirror in front of him reflected a thin fifteen-year-old boy with dark messy hair, tired eyes, and shoulders permanently hunched as if apologizing for existing.

He avoided looking directly at himself.

His gaze stayed low, fixed somewhere around his own chin.

If he looked too long, the thoughts would start again.

Pathetic.

Ugly.

Weak.

Forgettable.

His chest tightened.

Elias quickly grabbed his toothbrush and kept his eyes down while brushing his teeth. He had learned how to navigate mirrors without really seeing them. Quick glances. Blurred shapes. Never enough time to study his reflection.

Never enough time to hate himself more than he already did.

Footsteps creaked down the hallway outside.

“Hurry up,” his father called. “You’re going to miss the bus again.”

Elias spit toothpaste into the sink.

“I’m coming.”

His voice sounded small even to himself.

He splashed water on his face and reached blindly for the towel hanging beside the mirror. For one terrible second, his eyes accidentally met his reflection directly.

The impact felt physical.

Something twisted painfully inside his stomach.

He saw every flaw instantly.

His uneven skin.

The dark circles beneath his eyes.

The nervous weakness in his expression.

He looked away so fast it almost hurt.

By the time he stepped into the kitchen, his father was already drinking coffee at the table while scrolling through his phone. The television in the corner played the morning news softly, filling the silence with meaningless noise.

“Finally,” his father muttered without looking up.

Elias grabbed a piece of toast.

His father sighed.

“That’s what you’re wearing?”

Elias looked down at his gray hoodie.

“I guess.”

“You guess?” His father shook his head. “You always look like you rolled out of a garbage bin.”

Elias stayed quiet.

He had learned years ago that defending himself only made things worse.

His father rubbed his forehead impatiently.

“You’re fifteen now, Elias. Start acting like a normal person. Sit up straight. Look at people when they talk to you. Maybe then other kids would actually respect you.”

The words slid into Elias like tiny blades.

Not because they were new.

Because they weren’t.

His father spoke to him this way almost every day. Sometimes angry. Sometimes disappointed. Sometimes casually, as though criticism were normal conversation.

Maybe for him it was.

Elias stared at the floor.

“I’ll try.”

His father snorted quietly.

“That’s the problem. You’re always trying and never doing.”

Silence swallowed the room again.

A familiar heaviness settled over Elias’s chest. It felt like carrying invisible bricks everywhere he went.

He grabbed his backpack.

“I’m leaving.”

His father barely nodded.

Outside, freezing wind swept through the neighborhood streets. Elias shoved his hands into his hoodie pockets and walked quickly toward the bus stop.

The world felt colorless.

Bare trees stretched over cracked sidewalks like skeletal hands. Cars rolled through wet streets beneath pale skies. Everything around him looked cold, exhausted, and lifeless.

Like him.

A few students already stood at the bus stop when he arrived.

Elias immediately positioned himself at the far end of the bench, away from everyone else.

Invisible.

That was safest.

Two boys from school glanced at him briefly before whispering something to each other.

Then they laughed.

Elias pretended not to notice.

His stomach tightened anyway.

By the time the bus arrived, anxiety had already started crawling through his body like electricity beneath his skin.

He climbed aboard quietly and slipped into an empty seat near the back.

Head down.

Hood up.

Don’t attract attention.

That rule had become survival.

The ride to Blackridge High lasted twenty minutes, though it always felt longer. Students filled the aisles with loud conversations and laughter while Elias sat frozen against the window.

Every laugh sounded dangerous.

Every whisper felt aimed at him.

Halfway through the ride, someone threw a crumpled paper ball that bounced off his shoulder.

“Nice hoodie, Carter,” a voice mocked from behind him.

Snickering erupted nearby.

Elias didn’t turn around.

His ears burned hot with humiliation.

He focused on the passing streets outside instead.

People always said bullying made you stronger.

Elias knew that was a lie.

Bullying didn’t make him stronger.

It made him quieter.

Smaller.

More afraid.

At school, the hallways exploded with noise the second he stepped inside. Lockers slammed open and shut while students crowded together in loud groups.

Elias moved through them like a ghost.

Nobody greeted him.

Nobody waited for him.

Nobody noticed him unless they wanted someone easy to target.

His first class was English.

As he slipped into his seat near the back corner, a girl sitting nearby wrinkled her nose dramatically.

“Why does it always smell depressing when he walks in?”

Her friend laughed.

Elias stared at his desk.

Pretend you didn’t hear it.

Pretend it doesn’t hurt.

Pretend you’re somewhere else.

That had become another survival rule.

Mr. Nolan began teaching, but Elias barely listened. His thoughts drifted endlessly through the same dark maze they always did.

What’s wrong with me?

Why does everyone hate me?

Why can’t I just be normal?

He watched other students laughing together and felt like he was observing another species entirely.

Confidence seemed natural for them.

Easy.

Meanwhile, every movement Elias made felt painfully wrong. Even existing felt embarrassing.

When class ended, he waited until nearly everyone left before gathering his books.

Fewer people meant fewer eyes watching him.

The hallway outside roared with noise again.

Elias kept walking.

Head down.

Always down.

Then someone slammed into his shoulder hard enough to nearly knock him over.

“Watch it,” a taller boy snapped.

“S-sorry.”

The boy rolled his eyes.

“God, you’re pathetic.”

His friends laughed as they walked away.

Elias stood frozen for a second.

Pathetic.

The word echoed inside his skull long after they disappeared.

By lunchtime, exhaustion already dragged at him emotionally.

He carried his tray toward the cafeteria corner where he always sat alone.

Near the vending machines.

Half hidden.

Safe.

Around him, students crowded tables in noisy groups while laughter bounced off the walls.

Elias picked at his food silently.

A group of boys nearby began talking loudly about a party happening that weekend.

Everyone seemed invited except him.

Not that he would have gone.

Still, the exclusion hurt.

It always hurt.

One of the boys glanced toward Elias and smirked.

“Imagine being so weird nobody even notices if you’re alive.”

Another laughed.

“That’s Carter.”

Heat flooded Elias’s face instantly.

He stood up quickly, abandoning most of his lunch.

His appetite vanished.

As he hurried from the cafeteria, shame wrapped around him so tightly he could barely breathe.

Sometimes he wondered if everyone else could somehow see the brokenness inside him.

Like cracks beneath glass.

Like something ugly leaking through his skin.

The rest of the school day blurred together painfully.

Math.

Science.

History.

Voices.

Laughter.

Whispers.

Isolation.

By the final bell, Elias felt emotionally hollow.

He walked home instead of taking the bus.

The cold air stung his face as gray afternoon shadows stretched across Blackridge.

He preferred walking alone.

No conversations.

No staring.

No humiliation.

Just silence.

His house stood at the end of a quiet street beside a row of dying pine trees. The old two-story home had belonged to his grandfather once, before he passed away three years earlier.

Since then, the house had felt emptier.

Colder.

His mother used to make it feel warmer somehow, but she worked late shifts constantly at the hospital now. Most days Elias barely saw her before bedtime.

He stepped inside quietly.

No voices.

Good.

He climbed the stairs toward his bedroom but paused halfway.

The attic door sat slightly open at the end of the hallway.

That was strange.

Nobody ever went into the attic anymore.

Dusty memories lived up there.

Old furniture.

Boxes.

Forgotten things.

His grandfather’s things.

Elias stared at the cracked wooden door for a long moment.

Then slowly, almost without thinking, he walked toward it.

The attic smelled like dust and old paper.

Weak evening light filtered through a tiny circular window, casting long shadows across stacks of boxes covered in sheets.

Everything felt frozen in time.

Elias stepped carefully through the clutter.

His grandfather used to bring him here when he was
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