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PROLOGUE - CRACKS
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I used to think my mother worked herself to the bone for me working two jobs, long sleepless nights, tired eyes. I used to think she was the kind of woman who sacrificed everything for her child. But looking back, the cracks were always there. I just didn’t know how to see them.

The first crack was small.

It was the night I heard her whispering in the kitchen long after she should’ve been asleep. I padded down the hallway for water, half-dreaming, until her voice stopped me cold.

“...no, she won’t be a problem. She’s just a child.”

Her words were soft, careful - nothing like the sharp, exhausted tone she used on me. I stepped closer, just enough to see her silhouette in the glow of the stove light. She stood perfectly still, one hand braced against the counter, the other gripping the phone like it might slip away. When the floorboard creaked under my foot, she spun around so fast the phone nearly flew from her hand.

“Mom?” I whispered.

She forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Couldn’t sleep,” she said, voice trembling. “Go on back to bed, Mary.”

I did. But I didn’t sleep. That was the first crack.

The second came three days later, when I found her emergency coffee tin - the one she kept hidden behind the flour - completely empty. Not a dollar. Not a coin. Just a hollow metal rattle when I shook it.

“Mom... where’s the money?” I asked.

She slammed the cabinet shut so hard the plates rattled. “Stop snooping in my things!”

Her eyes were wide, almost frightened. But there was something else there too - something sharp, something selfish. Something I didn’t have a name for yet. That night, I heard her pacing the hallway, muttering to herself in a voice too low to understand.

The third crack was the makeup.

My mother never wore makeup to work. She barely wore it to church. But two days before everything changed, she walked into the kitchen with curled hair, painted lips, and perfume that smelled expensive - too expensive.

“Why are you dressed up?” I asked.

“A woman deserves to feel beautiful,” she said, but she wouldn’t look at me. And when she left for work, she didn’t take her uniform.

I didn’t understand it then, but my mother had always been chasing something - money, attention, admiration. She didn’t want a daughter. She wanted a life she thought she deserved.

But the biggest crack - the one I should’ve paid attention to - happened a week before all of this. She disappeared. Not forever. Not dramatically. Just... gone for seven days. She said she had to go “out of town for business,” something about a training seminar for the law firm. It didn’t make sense - she wasn’t high-ranking, she wasn’t salaried, and she’d never traveled for work in her life.

But I was fourteen. I didn’t question it. Kathy’s mom let me stay with them, and I figured adults did strange adult things sometimes. When she came back, she looked different. Rested. Glowing. Almost... younger. And she hugged me too tightly, like she was trying to hide something in the space between us. And everything that happened afterward - every lie, every bruise, every nightmare - began with those cracks.
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​CHAPTER 1 IMAGINATION
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We’ve all heard the same tired lines since we were kids: 'It’s just your imagination,' or 'Don't worry, it’s not real.' We treat horror like a movie we can just turn off, or some fake story people tell around a fire to get a cheap thrill. It’s a safety net. It’s the lie we tell ourselves so we can actually sleep at night. But what happens when that net snaps? What do you do when the things you’re supposed to be 'imagining' start crawling into light? There’s this specific kind of panic-a cold, heavy weight that drops into your chest-the exact moment you realize you’re not just overthinking anymore. You start watching your own distort into a horror movie, and the worst part is, you can’t tell if you’re actually losing your mind or if the world around you is just breaking.

I used to think I had a vivid imagination. I used to think I was in control of the monsters in my head. But they didn't just 'come to life'-they broke out. They stopped being thoughts and started being reality. I am about to tell you exactly how my imagination became reality. And once I am done you may be the one wondering if your imagination is running wild with you or if it's as dark and real as mine was.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 2 ELGIN
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Elgin wasn’t the kind of town you found on a map; it was the kind of town you ended up in when you took a wrong turn off the interstate and kept driving until the radio only played static and country hymns. For fourteen years, it was a place defined by a slower pace and “country slang,” where the only hub of activity was D’s Corner Market. My world was small. Since my grandfather had passed away, it was just my mother and me.

My parents’ divorce had severed our family tree when I was just two, leaving me with a father, Larry Hamilton, who was nothing more than a name and a single, faded photograph.

I often looked at that photo, searching for my own features in his - wondering if my sun- kissed skin or my stubborn jawline came from a man I didn’t remember. In Elgin, I was just a typical fourteen-year-old in worn-out jeans and flip-flops, my hair usually windblown from riding the bike my grandfather gave me. I was a girl of the woods and the dirt. I was never the elegant type, nor did I want to be, although my mother yearned to be in a polished world.

The heart of my world was the small farmhouse that sat at the very end of a dead-end road. My grandfather, James Chambers, had built it from the ground up, hammering his love and strength into every floorboard and beam. He was the architect of my reality. He didn’t just build the farmhouse we lived in; he built the foundations of who I was.

The porch was our kingdom. We spent countless afternoons there-talking, laughing, and playing-under the watchful eye of the man who was my father figure, best friend, and mentor. When I was ten, the diagnosis of lung cancer stole the breath from our home. My grandfather refused treatment, choosing instead to lean into his faith. “Things that come to you in life happen for a reason, Mary Ann,” he would always say. He was the one who taught me the rhythms of life - how to tie my shoes, ride a bike, and swim. When he passed, the silence at the end of our dead-end road felt permanent.

Our only neighbors were the Stanfords. They lived in a massive, three-story brick house that practically loomed over our tiny farm like a giant guarding a secret. With its deep red bricks and perfectly painted white shutters, their place looked like something out of a magazine. Every time I looked across the property line, our house felt just a little bit smaller. I never understood why such small families needed enormous houses.

The face of that house, at least for me, was their daughter, Kathy. She was so thin and quiet she almost seemed like she could disappear if the wind blew too hard. She was only a year older than me, but she was wise beyond her years. While other girls in Elgin were obsessed with Friday night lights, putting on tons of makeup, or crushing on boys at the corner market, Kathy always had her nose buried in a thick textbook. With her long chestnut hair and glasses that were constantly sliding down her nose, she was a “bookworm” in the truest sense.

Kathy was smart - scary smart. She didn’t care about being popular. She had this one rule she lived by: “Friends come and go, Mary, but your future is what matters.” To her, life was just a big math problem to solve, and the answer was always “get a scholarship and get out.”

Her mom, Kim, was great - super kind and headed somewhere fancy. But her dad, David, was a total ghost. Kathy told me he had a high-paying job in another town, which explained the nice things they owned, but it didn’t explain why there were zero pictures of him on the mantel. There weren’t even any work boots by the door or a coffee mug in the sink. Most people would have their own imaginations, but Kathy and Kim always talked real highly of him. I thought about asking Kathy why there wasn’t at least one family photo; however, I figured that if she wanted me to know, she would have told me.

My mother insisted I spend most of my afternoons at their house. For some reason, she didn’t think that fourteen was old enough to be alone all the time. Staying there was nice and less lonely, but there was always this weird, lingering feeling I couldn’t shake - like the Stanfords were hiding something behind those heavy front doors that I wasn’t supposed to see. Not yet, anyway.

Oh, if I had known that life as I knew it was about to change, I would have soaked in a little more of my small town, my farmhouse, and even the sound of Kathy reading her educational books. I looked out the window and saw a car kicking up a cloud of red dust as it sped down the dead-end road. The dust was so thick I couldn’t even tell that it was my mother.
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​CHAPTER 3 SHIFT
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"Jane just pulled up in the driveway," Kim called out from the kitchen, her voice sounding a little surprised. My mom was usually at work for another three hours.

"Mary! Your mom’s here to get you!" Kathy yelled from the hallway, not even looking up from her history book.

I grabbed my backpack and ran out to the driveway. My mom was sitting behind the wheel of our beat-up car, but she didn’t look tired like she usually did after a day of work. Her eyes were bright - almost too bright - and she had a strange, jittery energy, like she’d just drunk a case of energy drinks.

"Come on, Mary. Get in," she said, waving me over with a wide, sketchy smile. "I’m taking you shopping."

I froze for a second, my hand on the door handle. "Shopping? Like, for groceries?"

"No," she laughed, and it was a sound I hadn't heard in a long time. "Real shopping. New clothes, new shoes, the works."

I hopped into the front seat, my mind spinning. We lived on a strict budget where every penny was counted twice. How did we suddenly have “new shoes” money? My mother always wanted money. She wanted to live that high life, but no matter how many jobs she worked or how many hours she covered, it just wasn’t enough.

My mother didn’t just want money; she craved it like a person lost in a desert craves water. For
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