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-Chapter One-

The Invitation
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The kitchen was cold. Not just the chill of the unheated house, but a deep, bone-aching cold that seemed to emanate from the silence itself. Rain tracked thin silver veins down the windowpane, each drop distorting the amber light of the streetlamp outside into a sickly, pulsing distortion. Claire Hensley didn't just watch; she felt a morbid connection to each droplet as it slid, merged, and disappeared into the sill—small, doomed things swallowed by something bigger, colder, inevitable. The ceramic mug in her hands had long been cold enough to numb her fingers, but she barely registered it.

She was waiting for the clock to confirm what her heart already knew. It had been one year to the day since the police had given up the search.

One year since the empty blue plastic dinghy had been found drifting near the opposite shore. One year since the world stopped making sense, shattered not with a bang, but with the hollow, endless ache of a small, beloved absence.

The house was far too quiet now. Not the comfortable quiet of an early morning, but a silence that throbbed, heavy and thick, saturated with everything that was missing. Every corner was a shrine of guilt and memory. The faint, sweet scent of grape bubblegum clung to the clean towels, a stubborn, cruel joke that refused to fade no matter how many times she put them through a wash cycle. The scuff on the skirting board where he’d rammed a toy truck became a landmark she could not pass without a tremor. The dented cereal tin with its brightly smiling cartoon eyes sat on the shelf, an aggressive reminder of mornings past.

Her husband, Mark, filled his silence with work. He'd returned to meetings and motorway commutes months ago, a ritualistic avoidance. The firm gave him space, she knew, not out of kindness, but out of professional awkwardness. They weren't sure how to look a grieving father in the eye. Mark came home late, smelling only of rain and petrol, and wordless.

Their marriage had become a careful choreography of avoidance. They ate dinner in silence, staring at the television. They slept pressed against opposite edges of the king-sized bed, separated by a chasm of unspoken grief. Occasionally, one of them would wake in the middle of the night to find the other sitting bolt upright, weeping soundlessly. Neither offered comfort. They moved around the house like strangers, ghosts pretending to be human: polite, cautious, hollow. Claire knew they were both drowning, just in separate rooms. The only common ground they had left was the shared inability to say the child's name aloud.

She turned back to her laptop, resting her chin on the heel of her hand. She was attempting to read a vapid online article about “grief processing,” but the words were a meaningless blur. Her therapist had called this state 'liminality'—the space between one room and the next. Claire called it hell. She knew she should get dressed, maybe walk to the shop, but the idea of facing a world that still moved, still functioned, was exhausting.

The sharp ping of a new message cut through the stillness.

Subject: Therapeutic Opportunity: The Reflection Project

No sender address. No company logo. Just stark, black text.

Her first thought was that it was a disgusting spam email, a scam preying on loss, but something about the formality, that almost tender phrasing, held her cursor mid-delete. She felt a flicker of cynical amusement. Even spam was interested in her misery now. She clicked it open.


Mrs. Hensley,

We understand you are still seeking closure.

We can offer you a chance to speak to what remains.

You have been selected for a private session.

There is no cost. Only truth.

Click below to confirm.

— Dr. Merrin, The Reflection Room


A sudden, burning constriction tightened her throat. “Still seeking closure.” The exact, clinical phrase her therapist had used in their final session—the one Claire had abruptly walked out of when the woman suggested that “acceptance might bring peace.” Peace was cowardice. Claire wanted her child back. She had never gone back to the therapist.

She hovered the cursor over the hyperlink, arguing with the desperate part of her mind. Delete it. It’s a trick. It’s sick. It’s exactly what the therapist warned you about: a flight from reality. But the logical voice was thin and weak. Curiosity—that stubborn, self-destructive ember that grief never fully snuffs out—flickered to life. What if, just for a moment, it wasn't a lie? What if it was something that could rupture this silence?

She didn't click on an outside website. The link opened a single grey window on her screen, blank but for a few stark words:

Do you consent to mirror interface exposure? [Yes] [No]

A chill prickled her arms, raising gooseflesh. “What on earth...” she murmured, half uneasy, half mocking the sheer melodrama of the prompt. It read like the opening agreement to a terrible, private contract.

She clicked Yes.

The laptop’s webcam, a tiny, insistent green eye, blinked on.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the screen flickered, and her own image stared back: pale, drawn, with the heavy, dark rings of sleeplessness beneath her eyes. But the longer she looked, the less familiar the image felt. The kitchen light behind her seemed dimmer in the glass, the shadows thicker and slower to move, like congealed ink settling at the edges.

Then, something shifted in the reflection. A blur of movement just behind her shoulder—a subtle suggestion of shape, like a dark coat or a hunched figure standing too close.

A sudden, primal fear made her chair scrape on the tile as she spun around.

The kitchen was empty: rain against glass, the rhythmic clock ticking above the sink, the broken hum of the refrigerator. Nothing but the static quiet.

When she turned back, the image on the screen had changed again.

Her reflection leaned closer, though Claire hadn't moved an inch from the keyboard. Its eyes were fixed on her with a disturbing, hungry intensity that wasn't hers. It looked like an echo of her worst fear.

A faint hiss filled the speakers, static at first, then through the crackle, a sound she hadn't heard in a year. A small, breathy voice, distorted and far away, like a child calling from the bottom of an empty well.

“Mum?”

The mug slipped from her numb fingers. It hit the tiles and shattered, the cold coffee blooming across the floor like a spreading, ugly bruise.

The laptop screen went utterly black.

For a long time she sat motionless, the only sound her own uneven, ragged breathing. Then, in the darkened glass of the blank screen, she saw herself—or rather, her reflection—still there.

Smiling.
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-Chapter Two-

The First Session
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Claire didn’t sleep that night. The coffee had worn off, leaving behind a jittery, hollow anxiety. Rain tapped steadily against the windowpanes, a quiet, insistent rhythm that was agonizingly familiar, matching the frantic, uneven pounding in her temples. She sat rigidly by the laptop for hours, wrapped in a blanket, staring at the black screen. Every ounce of her desperate will focused on the machine, wishing for the faint, breathy voice to return, or even for a simple, mocking flicker of movement. But the machine remained silent, cold, and utterly unyielding. It was only a laptop again.

By dawn, the chaos of her mind had coalesced into a single, dangerous certainty. She dismissed the voices of reason—Mark’s pragmatic disbelief, her therapist’s pleas for boundaries. If this was a malicious, cruel trick, she would expose it and burn the perpetrator. If it was genuine—if there was even the remotest, supernatural possibility that her son's echo existed—it was a chance she could not, and would not, refuse. Logic was dead; desperation was her new religion.

The Reflection Room was tucked away on a narrow, cobbled street in Bath, a city of historical elegance that felt entirely too calm for the turmoil she carried. The Georgian façade of the building was commanding and elegant despite the wear of centuries, its honey-colored stone glistening wetly under the lifting clouds. The tall sash windows stared down like watchful, indifferent eyes. The street was hushed, save for the soft patter of water from the gutters and the distant, mournful chime of a church bell marking the hour.

Claire paused on the slick steps, catching her reflection in the wet cobblestones, half-expecting the distorted, dark image to detach itself and wave back. She smoothed her damp coat, took one final, steeling breath, and pushed open the heavy oak door.

Inside, the silence was immediate and profound, insulating the building from the street noise. The small reception area was minimalist, featuring only a simple antique desk and a Persian rug that muted every footstep. She was met by the man who had signed the email: Dr. Merrin.

He was tall and spare, almost gaunt, with pale skin that caught the soft, internal light in an unsettling way. His smile was polite, measured, a professional gesture that didn’t reach his eyes. Those eyes were sharp, alert, and unsettlingly piercing, like instruments of diagnosis. Claire instinctively tightened her grip on her handbag, as if the air itself had contracted around him.

“Mrs. Hensley,” he said, his voice calm and precise, “thank you for trusting the process. You understand this is purely experimental. The procedure is not a substitute for clinical therapy, and positive outcomes cannot be guaranteed. We are dealing with psychic residue, not conventional data.”

Claire managed a tight nod, her chest constricting as her heart hammered against her ribs. She noted his phrase: psychic residue. It sounded both ridiculous and chillingly professional.

“Follow me, please.”

He led her through a narrow, dim corridor lined with mirrors of every shape and size—convex, concave, antique mercury glass, and sleek modern panels. Each surface captured her image with subtle, unnerving distortions: sometimes elongated and weeping, sometimes crouched and secretive, always watching. Claire felt as though she were navigating a hall of funhouse mirrors designed for her own guilt. The air carried the faint, sterile scent of disinfectant mixed with something subtly metallic, like ozone or old blood.

At the end of the corridor, a single, unmarked door opened onto the ‘Reflection Room.’ It was small, painted a uniform, muted grey. The dominant feature was the enormous mirror on the far wall, larger than any she had ever seen, framed by a continuous, soft halo of light that seemed almost alive, buzzing faintly. The room was noticeably warmer than the corridor, and Claire felt a bead of nervous sweat prick her brow.

“Please, take a seat,” Dr. Merrin instructed, gesturing to a simple chair positioned precisely three feet from the mirror’s surface. “You will wear this headset. It is designed to interface with the projection hardware. Essentially, the mirror responds to your dominant cognitive signals: your thoughts, memories, and heightened emotions.”

Claire gripped the armrests until her knuckles were white. “Memories?” she asked, her voice thin and small.

“The device amplifies cognitive signals, yes,” he explained, moving with unnerving quietness. “Your mind supplies the primary images and soundscapes. The mirror simply... mirrors them back. You may see what you wish. You may see what you fear. You will certainly see what you have repressed.”

Claire swallowed hard. She had believed grief was the heaviest thing she could carry, but standing here, confronted by the clinical certainty of this man and this room, she felt the oppressive weight of something new, something indefinable and potentially catastrophic.

Dr. Merrin placed the lightweight headset over her eyes, adjusting the straps with an almost surgical tenderness. The room, the light, the unsettling reality of Dr. Merrin, all fell away. Darkness, thick and complete, swallowed her. For a moment she was terrified she wouldn't be able to breathe.

Then shapes began to form. Colors, initially hazy like watercolor washed with milk, sharpened slowly. A scene materialized before her: the familiar, sun-drenched bank of the lake. A small figure appeared, indistinct at first, but unmistakable in its posture and size. He was running along the long grass, his hair wet from a splash, wearing his favorite red t-shirt.

“Hello, Mum,” the voice whispered, impossibly close and piercing through the headphones.

Claire’s breath caught—a physical, ragged sound. Tears sprang to her eyes, blurring the edges of the perfect memory. She reached out, hands trembling, the way she had reached for the laptop screen last night, but the figure froze just beyond her grasp. The grass rippled gently under his feet, sunlight flickered across the surface of the water, and for a transcendent, devastating moment, he was real.

Then, the illusion shattered.

The figure’s eyes darkened. Not the warm, playful brown she remembered, but something harder, older, too knowing. The bright, innocent smile twisted slowly, wrong in ways that made her stomach lurch and her entire body reject the image.

“You should have saved me,” it said, the whispered voice no longer loving, but brittle and accusatory.

Claire gasped, the sound a sharp, broken shout. She yanked the headset off her eyes. The muted grey room snapped back into blinding focus. Her chest heaved, adrenaline surging.

Dr. Merrin stood beside her, his expression utterly neutral, his calm voice cutting through her panic like a scalpel.

“You are safe, Mrs. Hensley. It is only a projection. Your mind is supplying the image, your guilt is supplying the narrative. The apparatus simply reflected your internalized conflict. Breathe. The first session is often overwhelming. We will continue tomorrow. Take your time.”

Her hands shook violently as she pushed herself out of the chair and stumbled from the room. Outside, the rain had ceased entirely. The cobbled streets of Bath glimmered under the soft morning light, cleansed and ordinary. The city seemed familiar, yet horribly alien, as if the rules of reality had subtly been rewritten. Shadows flickered at the edges of her vision, and every narrow alley whispered possibilities she did not want to know.

She walked quickly, needing the roar of traffic, the press of people. But in the silent, ruined landscape of her mind, a faint, distant voice echoed, neither memory nor dream, chilling her to the marrow:

“You belong here, Mum. You always did.”
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-Chapter Three-

Static Whispers
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The next morning, Claire woke to a dull ache behind her eyes, the lingering residue of fear and adrenaline. A heavy, grey drizzle draped itself over Bath. The streets outside her flat glimmered with wet stone, and the distant toll of a church bell reminded her that the world carried on, entirely indifferent to her profound and singular grief. She dressed quickly, pulling on clothes that felt like borrowed armour. She was operating on pure, desperate compulsion now, fueled by the terrifying promise of the previous day.

Every step along the cobbled streets felt heavier than the last, as if the ancient city itself pressed against her chest, warning her to turn back. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, avoiding the shop windows and polished brass plaques where her reflection might lurk. She was hyper-aware of every sound—the gurgle of a drainpipe, the squeak of a bicycle, the sudden, wet flap of a pigeon’s wings—all potential cover for that other voice.

She arrived at the townhouse, not by choice, but by obedience. The heavy oak door was ajar, exactly as it had been yesterday, as if the building itself were an organism waiting to ingest her. Dr. Merrin greeted her in the silent reception area. He wore the same charcoal suit, his expression as carefully neutral as a blank canvas, yet his movements seemed marginally quicker, the silence around him more brittle.

He led her through the mirrored corridor. Today, the glass was more aggressive. She
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