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    To everyone who carries a weight they cannot name.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Memories warm you up from the inside. But they also tear you apart."— Haruki Murakami

      

    

The drawings were only the beginning.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The drawing sat in the center of the low wooden table. It was simple, rendered in a waxy, aggressive red crayon.

Sarah leaned forward, her chair creaking in the quiet office. She was used to the drawings of children. Usually, they were houses with suns in the corner, or stick-figure families holding hands. Sometimes they were monsters—scribbled chaotic shapes that represented a divorce or a schoolyard bully.

This was different.

“Tell me about her, Toby,” Sarah said. She kept her voice soft, level.

Toby was seven. He sat with his hands tucked under his thighs, rocking slightly. He didn't look at Sarah. He looked at the window, where the gray afternoon light filtered through the blinds.

“She’s the lady,” Toby whispered.

“Does she have a name?”

Toby shook his head. “She doesn't need one. She knows mine.”

Sarah picked up the paper. The drawing showed a woman with incredibly long, thin arms. She wore a high-collared dress that looked Victorian, or perhaps just old-fashioned. Her hair was a dark mass of vertical lines. But it was the face that made Sarah’s skin cold. There were no eyes. There was no nose. There was only a wide, flat mouth, curved upward in a smile that didn't feel like a smile. It felt like a scar.

“Where did you see her?” Sarah asked.

“In the hallway,” Toby said. “When the big light was off.”

“Is she scary?”

Toby finally looked at her. His eyes were wide, the pupils dilated. “She’s just waiting. She says we’re almost ready.”

Sarah made a note in her leather-bound journal. Visual hallucinations? Shared cultural archetype?

She had seen this exact woman three times this week.

The first was a girl named Chloe, five years old, who had drawn the woman standing over her bed. The second was a boy named Leo, who had drawn her standing in a park. And now, Toby.

Sarah looked back at the drawing. It was the dress that bothered her most. The high collar. The way the red crayon had been pressed so hard into the paper that the wax had built up in ridges.

“Ready for what, Toby?”

Toby didn't answer. He started humming a low, tuneless vibration.

The session ended ten minutes later. Toby’s mother, a tired woman named Martha, came in to collect him. She looked at the drawing on the table and sighed.

“Another one?” Martha asked, her voice tight with exhaustion.

Sarah looked up. “He’s drawn her before?”

“It’s all he does now. At school, at home. I found six of them under his mattress yesterday. I thought it was just a phase. Some character from a cartoon?”

“I haven’t seen her in any shows,” Sarah said. “Is he talking to other children about this?”

“He doesn’t talk much at all lately,” Martha said. She took Toby’s hand. The boy followed her out like a sleepwalker.

Sarah stayed in her office for a long time. She felt a strange pressure in her chest. She opened her laptop and went to a private forum for child psychologists. It was a global network, a place to discuss difficult cases and emerging trends.

She typed: Has anyone else seen a surge in repetitive imagery? Specifically, a woman in a high-collared dress, no eyes, long arms?

She hit enter.

She expected to wait hours for a reply.

The first notification popped up in three seconds.

Vancouver, Canada: Yes. I have four kids drawing her. They call her 'The Guest'.

Another popped up.

Berlin, Germany: My clinic is full of these. We thought it was an internet creepypasta, but the younger ones don't have internet access.

Another.

Tokyo, Japan: Six cases this month. Exactly as you described. The long arms. The smile.

Sarah felt the air in the room grow thin. She stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the street was busy with people going home from work. Cars honked. A man sold roasted nuts on the corner. It was a normal, loud, living city.

Then she saw it.

Across the street, on a brick wall usually reserved for movie posters, someone had spray-painted a mural.

It wasn't a professional piece of art. It was crude, large, and black. It was a woman with long arms and a high collar. She had no eyes. Her mouth was a wide, flat line that curved upward.

A group of teenagers walked past the mural. One of them stopped, looked at it, and then hurried away, pulling his jacket tighter.

Sarah’s phone buzzed on her desk. It was a text from her sister, Claire. Claire lived three hundred miles away.

Hey, is Nina okay? She woke up screaming. She won’t stop drawing this weird lady on the wallpaper. Sarah, it’s creeping me out. She says the lady is in the kitchen.

Sarah looked back at the mural across the street.

A woman was standing in front of it.

She wasn't a drawing. She was real. She wore a dark, high-collared coat. Her back was to Sarah. She was tall—unnaturally tall. Her arms hung low at her sides, her hands reaching nearly to her knees.

The woman didn't move. She was looking at the office building.

Sarah gripped the edge of the windowsill. Her breath hitched. The woman turned her head slowly. It was a mechanical, stiff movement.

Sarah stepped back, tripping over her own chair. She scrambled to her feet and looked out the window again.

The sidewalk was empty. The teenagers were gone. The man selling nuts was still there, but the tall woman in the dark coat had vanished.

Only the mural remained, staring back with empty eyes.

Sarah’s hands were shaking. She reached for her journal to write down what she had seen, but her fingers felt numb. She looked at the drawing Toby had left behind.

In the corner of the paper, Toby had added a detail she hadn't noticed before.

Behind the woman, in tiny, faint pencil marks, he had drawn a row of smaller figures. They were children. They were all holding hands, and they were all walking toward the woman’s open, empty arms.

Sarah’s phone buzzed again. A new comment on the forum.

Update from London: It’s not just the children anymore. My receptionist just saw her in the breakroom. She said the woman didn't have a face. Just a smile.

Sarah grabbed her coat. She didn't want to be in the office anymore. She didn't want to be alone.

As she walked toward the door, she glanced at the mirror in the hallway.

For a split second, she didn't see her own reflection.

She saw a high, dark collar.

She blinked, and it was gone. But the silence in the building felt different now. It didn't feel like the absence of sound. It felt like something was holding its breath, waiting for her to notice it was there.

She hurried to the elevator. The doors slid open.

Inside the elevator, scratched into the metal wall with what looked like a key, was the same face. The wide smile. The empty eyes.

Sarah stepped inside, her heart hammering against her ribs. As the doors closed, she realized the scratching was fresh. The metal shavings were still sitting on the floor.

She was alone in the elevator, but she felt a cold draft against the back of her neck.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

The elevator groaned as it descended. No one answered. But as the floor numbers ticked down, Sarah heard a faint sound coming from the speaker in the ceiling.

It wasn't music.

It was the sound of a child humming a low, tuneless vibration.
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The walk to the train station felt like moving through a dream that was slowly turning into a nightmare.

Sarah kept her head down, but she couldn't stop her eyes from searching. Now that she had seen the image, she saw it everywhere. It was on a discarded flyer tumbling down the sidewalk. It was etched into the grime of a bus stop window. Even the way a tree’s shadows fell across the pavement seemed to mimic those unnaturally long, thin arms.

The city felt different. The air was heavy, damp with a coming rain that never seemed to fall. People moved with a strange urgency, their collars turned up, their eyes fixed on the ground.

She reached her apartment building, a brick pre-war structure that usually felt like a sanctuary. Tonight, the lobby looked dim. The light over the mailboxes flickered with a rhythmic click-buzz, click-buzz.

Sarah fumbled with her keys. Her hands were still cold.

Inside her apartment, she didn't turn on the lights immediately. She stood in the entryway, listening. The hum of her refrigerator. The distant siren of an ambulance. The muffled sound of a neighbor’s television. Everything sounded normal, yet everything felt brittle.

She flipped the switch. The living room bathed in a warm, yellow glow.

She went straight to her laptop. She needed to know if she was losing her mind. She opened the forum again. The thread she had started was now three pages long.

A doctor from Mexico City had
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