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SHADOWS OF THE ORDINARY

Gray light bled through the cracked edge of the window, pooling over the rough grain of the floorboards like a river of quiet. I lay still beneath the thin sheet, the air cool against my skin, and let the soft pressure of that light press against my eyelids, aching to pull me fully awake. Outside, the city murmured in a language of distant engines and dripping gutters—a careful chorus under low, swollen clouds that hadn't yet surrendered their rain. I stretched my fingers, numb and reluctant, till they brushed against the smooth curve of the pendant resting cold against my chest.

The crimson stone was a weight and an anchor, something real amid everything unspoken in the heavy silence filling the room. Its chill seeped deep beneath my ribs, steadying the tremble in my hands as a wave of memories threatened to unspool, fragile threads slipping free. I didn’t look away from the wristwatch on the nightstand, though. The thing sat there—broken, useless, a tiny monument time had forgotten. The glass was cracked, spiderwebbing across the face like a fractured mirror, and the hands were frozen stubbornly at 11:59.

Eleven-fifty-nine.

The exact minute everything vanished.

I traced one jagged line with a fingertip, slow and cautious, as if I could map out the passage they took from my world. The roughness caught under my skin, reminding me how many times I’d tried. How many times I had waited for the cracks themselves to whisper secrets if only I cupped them close enough to hear.

The room’s stillness pressed hard against my ears, a suffocating quiet that folded around me like a shroud. I swallowed unevenly, the catch in my throat a stone sliding down in slow, despised certainty. The images bubbled up without invitation—whispers tangled in shadows, hurried footsteps muffled against cold tiles, and then the shattering hollow when the warmth of them was gone. The ache was a weight I’d carried too long, ruthless in its persistence, but beneath it — beneath that old, gnawing ache — a fragile sort of hope flickered stubbornly, constellations mapped in the redness of the pendant against my skin.

This was all I had left.

All I was still willing to hold.

The world outside shifted gently, gutters dripped, and somewhere far off a siren sighed low, but here in the room, absence crowded the spaces between the breath in my lungs. I could taste it—like old wood soaked through with years of rain, lingering beneath the faint sharpness of forgotten voices that echoed thin and ghostly against rickety walls. I pulled the sheet tighter, pressing the cold stone closer, until the faint pulse beneath the pendant felt like the fragile heartbeat of a promise not yet broken.

I pushed myself up slowly, the floorboards groaning beneath my weight as though warning me to stay quiet. The air clung damp and dense around the windowframe where the cracked glass rattled softly against the wind. The city began its slow stir beyond the glass, streetlights flickering off one by one like stars overwhelmed by dawn. Somewhere below, the smell of rain-dark earth rose, thick and alive.

I caught the sound then—the faintest movement in the hall—and my breath caught in my throat, the pendant’s edge pressing sharp against my palm like something urgent. My eyes darted to the doorway, muscles tight, searching the dim outline where shadows pooled heavy.

Nothing.

But the ember inside me, that quiet flame, flared a little brighter. Refusing to die.

I took a step forward, the weight in my chest easing just enough to let the silence shift beneath my fingers.

One moment more, I told myself.

One moment closer.

Because somewhere beyond the gray, past the broken watches and shattered light, were the answers I needed.

The tide of bodies surged past us, voices overlapping and colliding like restless waves. Each face blurred into the next, indistinct and fleeting—no one noticing, no one caring. My fingers curled beneath the hem of my jacket, clutching fabric like a lifeline. The hum of conversation rose and fell around me, a distant sea I was tethered to but never quite part of.

Finn’s stride matched mine, effortless and steady. His breath came easy, humor laced with a faint edge that always made me wonder how much he really saw beneath my carefully arranged distance. “You know, a little less cloak, a little more skin, and maybe you’d find the currents aren’t so rough,” he teased, nudging me with an elbow that felt more like a lifeline than a jab.

I stole a glance sideways—his grin was the kind that leaned on familiarity but didn’t quite cross into comfort. My lips twitched but I swallowed the reply. The truth was, I wasn’t sure I was ready for less cloak. Not here, not now.

As we turned the corner, the corridor seemed narrower, less forgiving. The lockers cast long, uneven shadows as the afternoon sun pitched itself against the windows, light peeling back like a curtain. That flicker—the movement just beyond the edge of vision—pulled my breath tight. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the slight shift: a figure, or maybe two, blending seamlessly into the shade but standing apart from the usual chaos.

Too still. Too deliberate. A sharpness beneath the surface.

Finn’s voice wove through the noise again, quieter this time, almost conspiratorial. “You seeing ghosts, or just stories that stick too well?” His eyes flicked to where I was looking, curious but steady, grounding.

I shook my head slowly, afraid if I looked more closely I’d show the tremor beneath my calm. “Just the light,” I said, but the words felt thin, like a thread stretched over too wide a gap.

The laughter and shouts swirled, but somewhere beneath, a knot tightened—a warning I couldn’t ignore. The school was more than murmured rumors and hallway gossip. Those shadows pressed in, a pulse beneath the walls, waiting.

Finn’s grin softened, the teasing fading into something quieter, unspoken. “Maybe the haunted aren’t always the ones you expect,” he said, voice low enough that no one else in the rush could hear.

I met his eyes then, a sparrow caught between fear and something else—hope, maybe. And for a moment, the cloak felt a shade lighter, the pulse beneath the floor a little less alone.

We walked on, feet tracing the unyielding rhythm of the school, but the unease lingered like a ghost—unseen, yet undeniably there.

The cafeteria noise seemed to swell and shrink like a tide, never quite reaching me where I sat pressed against the window. My fingers circled the crimson pendant slowly, the metal cool and smooth, grounding in a way my thoughts refused to be. Around me, forks scraped plates, laughter bubbled up then faltered, conversations collided in overlapping bursts. But it felt distant, as if I were separated by some pane thicker than glass—something heavier, more isolating.

The pendant’s edge caught the light—deep red, like a persistent ember glimmering in the dark spaces of memory. I let my thumb brush along its rim again, letting the motion steady my breathing. The wound inside me wasn’t new, but today it felt rawer — an ache pulsing just beneath the surface that no distraction could dull.

And then the voice.

Soft.

Almost swallowed whole by the rush of sound, like a faint draft stirring a forgotten corner.

“They’re not gone; you just have to find the cracks in your world.”

My breath caught mid-thought. Heart hammering like a wild thing against my ribs, raw and urgent. I lifted my eyes to the window beside me, where thin fractures spiderwebbed outward—delicate, jagged, impossibly fragile. The glass was broken, but still held together, shards clinging where they might have shattered fully.

The reflection of those cracks settled deep inside me—the mirror of what I always tried to hide. The ragged splits beneath my skin, weaving through the parts of me I thought were whole, safe.

I stayed still, waiting for the sound to return, or the words to be spoken again, but the noise of the cafeteria reinforced its presence with exaggerated normalcy. Plates clattered, voices rose, oblivious. Maybe I was the only one who heard it.

Or maybe I just wanted to.

A quick flicker of doubt curled in my mind—could it be the ache of grief twisting my senses, shaping hope out of the shards of despair? The crushing loneliness that grips tight after loss can make shadows shift and dance, fooling you into seeing things that aren’t there. But the voice carried something else, too—a fragile certainty threading through the haze.

I clenched the pendant tighter, feeling the subtle hum beneath my skin, like it held a heartbeat of its own. A pulse I hadn’t noticed before, but now it seemed to beat in accord with the whisper—the call to look deeper, to stop running from the fractures I’d always tried to ignore.

The crowd swirled in my peripheral, friends chatting at nearby tables, strangers laughing without a care. I watched them from behind a curtain of silence. I envied their ease. The capacity to be whole without the constant weight of absence pulling at them.

"Maybe the cracks... are where the light gets in," I whispered, voice barely audible even to myself. The words tasted both bitter and hopeful. Because cracks weren’t just brokenness—they could be openings. Spaces where something lost might seep back through, if I had the courage to lean in.

The pendant’s chill spread warmth across my palm. The weight in my hand was familiar, a tether to a past I couldn't quite let go of. But maybe it wasn’t just a link to what was gone. Maybe it was a key.

I turned my gaze back to the window, tracing the lop-sided fractures with a renewed focus. Finding cracks had felt like failure before, a sign of vulnerability best hidden away. But now, for the first time since everything fell apart, I felt something swallow the fear—a tentative spark of possibility.

The cafeteria became a slow blur again, noise muffled beneath the shifting rhythm of my own heartbeat. A quiet resolve settled in my chest, fragile but stubborn.

I stood, sensing something unspoken pressing just beneath the surface, an invisible fissure waiting to be explored.

Outside, the wind whispered through the ruined glass, no longer just a sound but a promise.

It was time to find the cracks—and maybe, just maybe, follow where they led.

Sleep, when it finally found me, was reluctant—a shallow, fumbling surrender to the pull of something darker than mere exhaustion. I drifted first, barely conscious, pulled under by restless currents twisting beneath the surface of my mind. I could feel them there, those shadows shifting just beyond sight, like smoke curling around the edges of a flame. Shapes without form, whispers without sound, hovering in that liminal space where nothing is quite real—only threatening to become so.

In that space, their faces appeared. My parents, or at least the fragments of them that my memory clung to. They flickered, ghostlike, dissolving into drifting mist. Their lips moved, barely, like petals trembling in a wind I couldn’t hear. I wanted to understand, to catch their words, but the silence pressed in, thick and relentless. I woke desperate for a grip on whatever they were trying to tell me, a message slipping through fingers like water.

Then, the dark swallowed the rest, until I was suddenly pulled back, ripping through the fog in my mind. I jolted upright, breath caught somewhere between a gasp and a choke. The room waited silently, but it didn’t feel empty. The darkness clung heavy, denser than usual—as if it had mass, as if it wanted to fill every inch of space.

The moon had shifted in the sky, golden light replaced by a cold, silver glow spilling in shards through the cracked blinds. It fractured across the floorboards in sharp slivers, painting jagged lines I couldn’t cross. Moonlight, so familiar, felt strange tonight—an alien presence bleeding into the room with all its quiet weight.

My hand moved before I even realized, sinking beneath my shirt to where the pendant hung close to my heart. Fingers curled tight around the cool metal, the familiar weight a small, stubborn anchor. It was a tether. A beacon. My only real certainty amidst the disorienting chaos invading this fragile boundary between sleep and waking.

I focused on the pendant—the cold, etched surface reassuring against the roughness of my skin. My heart hammered in my chest, slow and ragged, like the uneven tick of a clock in a silent room. I wanted to steady my breath, but it felt like the air itself was thickened, as if pressed down under the weight of something unseen. A presence. Something waiting just out of reach, shrouded in the thin veil that now seemed to pulse between worlds.

I wanted to tell myself it was just a nightmare. That my mind was playing cruel tricks. But the unease nestled deep in my bones, burrowing in like a frost that lingered long after dawn. This wasn’t just the residue of a bad dream. Whatever I was beginning to unravel had already started to bleed from sleep into life.

The sensation stretched taut between every shadow and patch of light in the room. I could almost hear it: the barely-there brush of fabric on floorboards, the soft scrape of the pendant’s chain as it swayed gently against my skin. Or maybe that was just my imagination, desperate to find signs and signals where none existed.

I rose from the bed, limbs slow and unsteady, barefoot tracing the cold wood floor. The silence clung to me, wrapping tight as I moved toward the window. Outside, the world felt paused—breath held in delicate suspension beneath a sky mottled with fast-scudding clouds. The silver light painted everything with a pale, otherworldly hue that felt more like a warning than comfort.

I pressed my forehead against the cool glass. My reflection blinked back at me, ghostly and unfamiliar. Behind the glass, the night held its secrets close. I could almost feel a pressure there, on the other side—invisible, persistent. The kind that brushed at the edges of thoughts and refused to leave.

I didn’t reach out. Didn’t want to break the fragile thread tethering me to this moment, this reality. Instead, I wrapped my arms tight around myself, and let the quiet swell around me like a tide I couldn’t fight. The heaviness was unbearable, yet somehow familiar—the weight of things unspoken, stories buried beneath skin and bones.

Beneath the quiet, the pendant pulsed against my chest, an unrelenting rhythm that anchored me to a possibility I wasn’t ready to name. The boundary between nightmare and waking had thinned, yes. But the question that gripped my throat was how long it would hold—and what would slip through when it finally broke.

I closed my eyes, waiting for the dawn that would come too soon—or maybe, never.

The morning seeped into the city with a chill that clung to the bones, gray skies pressing low over rooftops like a lead lid. I tugged my coat tighter, the fabric rough and familiar against my skin, but it barely warded off the shiver that wasn’t just from the cold. The streets hummed around me, the usual scrape of shoes on cracked pavement, the distant clatter of carts, voices muffled beneath the weight of a restless dawn. Yet something inside me pressed deeper, a quiet tension threading through the air I breathed.

Finn was already there, leaning—too casually, as if this weren’t exactly the time or place to be relaxed—against the brick wall by the gates. His grin was that crooked thing he wore like armor, daring anyone to look away. But when his eyes caught mine, the sharp glint there wasn’t lost. It held something more, something unspoken.

“Hey,” he said, voice low enough to fold around me like a secret. “You running from ghosts in daylight now? Thought they only came out at night.”

The corners of my mouth twitched—just enough for a smile that felt like a hollow island. It was the kind of gesture you make when you want the world to think you’re steady, when inside you’re unraveling at the seams. “Maybe they’re braver than I expected,” I said, the words barely a whisper, but thick with the irony I didn’t dare unpack yet.

Finn’s eyes didn’t flicker away. He seemed to understand the weight behind the joke without needing me to explain it. Our banter was an uneasy truce, a fragile thread strung between two people who knew more about darkness than morning light. It was the briefest refuge, a way to stave off the lingering dread clawing at my throat.

Something moved on the edge of my vision then—a figure slipping just beyond the crowd’s reach. For a breath, the world narrowed to that shadow, still and poised like it belonged to the gray mist itself, watching. My heart stumbled, a silent alarm screaming beneath my ribs. When the figure melted away, vanishing like smoke into the restless city, the cold inside me deepened.

I swallowed hard, my tongue heavy and dry. Finn shifted beside me; the steady press of his shoulder a reminder that I wasn’t alone, even if all it did was sharpen the ache of uncertainty gnawing at my edges. The weight of that quiet presence made the suspicion heavier—the feeling that this unease wasn’t something I’d invented, but a tether pulling tight from the abyss beyond the gates.

“They’re here,” I said finally, voice raw and threaded with something like fear. “Not just the ghosts I’m running from.”

Finn’s smile faltered, the amusement draining from his eyes like twilight folding into shadow. He pushed off the wall, stepping closer, and the shift in his stance gave away that he believed me—believed the silent threat weaving through the morning mist.

“Then we’ll need to be braver,” he murmured, and the words were a promise and a challenge, dangerous and necessary all at once.

The crowd surged around us, oblivious to the invisible currents pulling tight beneath the city’s skin. But in that cold, gray dawn, with Finn’s steady presence grounding me, I knew the quiet waiting in the shadow wasn’t just about me anymore. It was an inheritance—an unchosen legacy I was only beginning to understand—and the first step into whatever waited in the dark would have to be taken now, before the light fled completely.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter 2

[image: image]


[image: image]

MIDNIGHT AWAKENING

The thin line of moonlight traced the smooth curve of my wrist, chilling it beneath the threadbare sleeve. I let my fingers splay, still gripping the blanket’s fraying edge, and tried to steady the quick, uneven pulse beneath my skin. But the echo of the dream—the fractured voices, the weight of desperate gasps—refused to loosen its grip. It felt less like a memory and more like an ignition, lighting some part of me I had long tried to smother.

The room was too quiet, the silence pressing down like a heavy velvet curtain, hummed only by the faint creaks of the old apartment settling. I could hear my own breathing now—too loud in the stillness—shallow pulls that betrayed the calm I had tried to summon. Everything inside me screamed to move, to stand, to break free from this suffocating moment, but my body stayed rooted, anchored by an invisible tether to all the things I didn’t understand.

I swallowed hard. The soft rustle of sheets startled me—I wasn’t alone. A subtle warmth radiated from the bed beside me. Cassie’s steady breathing, a rhythm I had learned to trust, even in the thickest shadows of my mind. But tonight there was distance between us, a cold space that the moonlight couldn’t fill.

I turned my head slowly, carefully, to catch her profile pressed against the pillow, her dark hair spilling like ink over cream sheets. The soft rise and fall of her chest felt like a tether I could hold on to—fragile, yes, but real. The thought prickled a familiar ache: she didn’t know, couldn’t understand what was bubbling beneath the surface of this nightmare. The hidden part of me that, in the dark, screamed questions without answers.

My throat tightened when I tried to speak, words caught like shards of glass. Instead, I let out a breath that felt too loud in the quiet. The clock ticked on—each second a slow drip of time, drawing me further into the doubt.

“Did you see it?” I whispered, barely audible, as if saying it louder would shatter the room. The words tasted foreign, strange, but they slipped from my lips like a confession.

Cassie shifted, eyes blinking open, slower than I expected—groggy, soft in the low light. She searched my face briefly, the concern twitching around the edges of her gaze. “See what?” she murmured, voice rough from sleep.

I hesitated, afraid that speaking of the dream would reshape it, make it more frightening than it already was. But keeping it in felt like swallowing knives. “The shadows,” I said, voice small. “The ones I keep seeing... They’re not just in my head.”

Her brow furrowed, that familiar crease she gets when her mind is spinning a dozen directions at once. “Maybe it’s just stress,” she said after a moment, cautious, almost protective—as if I were breaking fragile glass with my words. “Everyone’s been on edge lately.”

She was right, on the surface. The city was restless, the news full of whispers about strange disappearances, odd flickers of power no one could explain. But this? This felt more personal, more raw, as if those shadows weren’t some distant headline but something clawing through the walls of my own history.

I swallowed again, the bitter taste of uncertainty rising. “It’s about them,” I confessed, voice trembling. “My parents.”

Cassie blinked, eyes widening, an unspoken question lingering there—or maybe accusation? I could never tell with her. She wanted the truth, but sometimes it frightened her more than anything. “You mean the people who disappeared? The ones you said were ‘gone’... Last year?”

I nodded, biting my lip until the taste of blood was strong and sharp. “Not gone. Not really. I saw them tonight. Or someone who looked like them. Caught in something dark. Fighting.” The words spilled out—half prayer, half warning—like I was whispering a secret that could tear the silence apart.

She didn’t speak for a long moment. I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes, weighing what I’d just told her against everything she thought she knew. Slowly, careful not to break the fragile thread between us, she reached out, her fingers brushing over mine like a question without words.

“It’s not just a dream, is it?” Her voice was fragile, like glass teetering on the edge of shattering.

“No.” The word was flat and heavy in the still air. “It isn’t.”

We sat together in the darkness, two bodies tangled in tangled thoughts, the night pressing its weight against the thin curtain. Outside, the city’s pulse throbbed faintly—a distant hum of life too busy to notice the unraveling secrets in a small, dimly lit room.

I closed my eyes again, trying to anchor myself to the now—Cassie’s warmth, the softness of the sheets, the steadiness of breath beside me. But beneath it all, that gnawing truth still writhed in the shadows. They were out there, caught in the silent battle that stalked the edges of reality—and I had no idea how to reach them.

The midnight hour stretched on, endless and unmoving, like a held breath waiting for the storm to break.

The edges of the room blurred as that unsteady hum swelled from deep within me, a soundless frequency thrumming along my nerves, vibrating beneath my skin like a storm just beyond hearing. My fingers twitched, trembling as if caught between wanting to clutch something solid and the unsettling urge to fling themselves into the unseen air. The lamp on the bedside table—one I should have switched off hours ago—flickered erratically, casting jittery shadows that skittered across the ceiling. For a moment, the darkness seemed to breathe with me, pulsing alongside the unsteady beat in my chest.

Then the bookcase shivered.

A subtle rattle, barely audible, but enough. Enough to wrench my gaze toward it, seize my attention like a hand around my throat.

The curtains drew inward, pulling eagerly toward some whispered current I couldn’t feel; the fabric rustled as if kissed by a wraith. I swallowed hard, my heartbeat drumming like a frantic drumline against my ribs. The air thickened, pressed in tight around me. I scrambled back, back until the rough, peeling wall scraped against my spine, and my fingers dug in against the faded floral wallpaper as if sheer will could ground me against the rising tide inside.

Why now? Why me?

The question clawed at me with ragged nails. I wanted to scream—wanted to tear through the suffocating tension with a raw, desperate cry—but the sound never left my throat. The pulse only grew louder in its silent roar; a subterranean call that rattled every fiber of my being. It surged and swelled, a long-dormant power clawing its way to the surface, raw and urgent.

I pressed my palms flat against the cool wall, breath hitching in quick, shallow gasps that barely filled my lungs. The room seemed to tilt, the edges of vision swimming, but the tremor rode not just through the air—it pulsed like electricity radiating from a heart I hadn’t known was beating. The same ancient inheritance everyone whispered about—the midnight legacy—woke inside me now, a restless, jealous force. It wasn’t silent anymore. It screamed in the spaces between each breath, a raw echo of the names I’d carried in whispered stories, shadowed warnings murmur through family lore.

If I couldn’t command it, it would consume me just as it had swallowed them—all those before me—erased them like the flickering light in the small lamplight slowly dying in its socket.

A cold terror burrowed deep, a claw of dread sinking in next to my ribs, tightening with every pulse. That voice from my dreams—the one I tried not to listen to—came creeping back. Sharp and accusing like brittle glass grinding softly against my ear.

You do not own this power. It owns you. You will drown, like them.

My eyes snapped shut. I squeezed them as tightly as I could, willing that trembling to ease, that wild current to fade back into silence. The tremor shaking my hands was no longer just nervousness or fear—it was something vast and unyielding, testing the fragile walls of control I’d held so tightly. But control was slipping like sand through fingers I hadn’t realized were open.

A slow, creeping warmth spread through my skin, prickling beneath the surface as if the legacy itself was awakening with a hunger, a need that didn’t understand restraint.

I wanted to wrestle it down, to cage it, but the power pulsed in my veins like wildfire beneath brittle bark. It refused to be tamed. Not yet.

My breath shuddered out, a ragged exhale that stung my throat, and when I opened my eyes, the room no longer felt like my refuge. It was waiting. Watching. Alive.

The lamplight flickered one last time before steadying, the shadows settling into restless shapes that seemed to twitch just beyond the edges of sight. The curtains hung still, the pull of the invisible breath withdrawn.

I stood frozen, hands trembling but still pressed against the wall, grounded by the too-raw sensation that I was no longer alone—not really.

The power was rising. Inside me. In the room.

And somewhere, deep in the hollow quiet beneath my ribs, a silent promise echoed—

It was waiting to consume me whole.

My breath came uneven, a thin thread unraveling too quickly inside the quiet room. The trembling hands that pressed against my eyes were slick with cold sweat—as though trying to hold back not just these visions, but the relentless tide of everything they carried. Behind my lids, the flickering images refused to soften. My mother’s hands. Not gentle like I’d always remembered, but urgent, desperate, clutching the crimson pendant as if it was the last thing tethering her to this world. The pendant, smooth and glassy, pulsing faintly in the darkness like a tiny heart beating beyond time.

Then the shadows came—sliding over her like smoke spilled across the surface of everything I thought I knew. Faces blurred, but their fear was unmistakable. Not surprise or anger, but a fierce, locking tension, like they were bracing for a storm to rip through. I could sense it more than see it: the Umbral Veil. The blackness I’d only known from whispered stories, told in hushed tones around dying fires. But this wasn’t a myth anymore; it wasn’t some distant legend I could dismiss. This was breathing. Living. Expanding—pulling light like a vacuum, swallowing bits of memory, hope, existence itself one breath at a time.

My knees hit the floor without warning, the cold wood pressing into my skin and pulling me back from the edge of those visions. I pressed my palms harder to my eyes, as if sheer force could shove them back into the dark corners where they belonged. But they clawed at me still—scraps of light, shadow, love, and terror tangled so tightly it felt like my chest might split open beneath the weight. I couldn’t tell if I was fighting something outside myself or the fracture growing deeper within.

For a moment, I wanted to believe it was all—just—mind. A skewed assembledge of stress and memories twisting in the night. The way things always morph when you’re too tired to hold steady, when exhaustion blends with grief and fear until it’s impossible to separate one from the other. Maybe the pendant was just a pretty trinket, and my mother’s flight was just a story told too often in half-truths. Maybe the dreadful blackness was nothing more than a shadow I cast long after dark.

But the ache in my chest throbbed, rising like a tide beneath my ribs, and the disconnection pulsed through me like a second heartbeat, unsteady, alien. The floor creaked beneath my knees; the wood’s familiar groan somehow felt foreign, like it had shrunk away, leaving me suspended in a void. I whispered. Not quite expecting an answer but needing to break the silence that stretched so tight it could snap.

“Stay here. Please,” I said, voice cracked and low, tasting raw in the stillness. My fingers twitched, gripping the edges of the worn rug beneath me—something solid I could hold onto, something that belonged to the world I was losing hold of. The room around me faded, softened, edges blurring as the visions taunted from the corners of my mind. Something cold brushed my skin—goosebumps rising against the heavy, stale air.

I wanted to scream, to call out for someone who could explain this impossible weight pressing down around me. But the words tangled in my throat and caught there, rough and brittle. I was alone with these ghosts, these pieces of a nightmare I never wanted to wake up from.

“Why?” The question slipped out, a breath that felt small in a room filled with memories. Why had it all broken? Why was I the one left clutching this inherited darkness?

Slowly, I let my hands fall away from my face, blinking against the dim light until the room came back into focus—not sharp, not clear, just enough for the edges to settle. The pendant sat on the nightstand, a quiet reminder of the past I couldn’t escape. It caught the fragile glow of a streetlamp outside, a single drop of red fire in the greying dark.

I reached out, tracing its cool curves with trembling fingers. The touch sent a ripple through me—a connection, fragile but undeniable. My mother’s love, her fear, her defiance—all wound tight inside that tiny scarlet heart. The same terrible truth I’d glimpsed in the shadows.

A sound from the doorway pulled my attention. Quiet. Hesitant.

“I thought I heard something,” a voice murmured—soft, steady. Familiar, but tentative, like someone stepping carefully into a house that might collapse beneath their feet. I swallowed the urge to pull back, turning slowly to meet the face I didn’t realize I needed.

Eyes searching mine, full of questions they didn’t want to ask yet too brave to hide. The silence stretched between us, heavy with unspoken things.

For a heartbeat, we just existed there—two fragments caught on opposite sides of something vast and terrifying.

And beneath it all, that dark pulse—waiting, watching, calling us forward into whatever came next.

The fluorescent buzz of the hallway lights felt wrong against the slanting sunbeam that cut sharp angles through the dusty windows. It wasn’t the kind of light that settled warmly on skin; it scraped at me, like sandpaper dragging over raw nerves. I kept my head down, shoulders hunched, trying to shrink beneath the tide of students flowing past. But beneath the noise, a sudden quiet snapped me upright—Finn’s eyes locking onto mine from across the stretch of lockers.

His grin softened, losing its usual sardonic edge, replaced by a crease of something cautious. Concern, maybe. Or something sharper, like he’d caught a glimpse of the part of me I tried to bury deeper than I could reach. His steps weren’t loud, but they filled the space between us with a deliberate ease, as if he had no choice but to close that gap.

“We need to talk,” he said, voice low and just off from casual—toned to scuttle under eavesdropping ears but too firm to shrug off.

I blinked, swallowing the anxious twist in my gut. His gaze was pulling at me, tracing the brittle edges I tried so hard to disguise. You’re unraveling, his eyes said without words, and I was caught like a moth struggling against glass. I reached for a shield, throwing out a jumble of sarcasm with the shakiest edge, “Always with the detective routine, huh? What’s next, a magnifying glass and trench coat?”

Finn’s eyes didn’t flicker with amusement. They stayed locked, steady and unrelenting. “Lena,” he said, the word barely above a whisper but heavy, “stop pretending. You’ve been off—distant, like you’re somewhere else entirely.”

There it was, the truth I never wanted him—or anyone—to touch. The fight in me drained slowly, leaving behind a fragile pulse of something raw. I could feel the fractures beneath my ribs, brittle and unsteady, as if holding myself upright was an act of paper-thin resolve. The idea of unraveling felt like both a terror and a relief, like opening a door into a room of shadows only I could name.

I bit the inside of my cheek, tasting the coppery sting, and when words came, they were thinner than I wanted. “It’s nothing. Just tired.”

Too tired to explain the restless nights, the dreams that shredded into silence, the weight of a past that sat heavy on my chest. Too tired to let him in where the chaos lived. Maybe even a quiet hope flickered beneath that refusal—that maybe he would push further, catch the tremble in my voice before I shut the door again.

The air between us tensed, stretched long and brittle like a wire about to snap, before something in Finn shifted. He gave a slow nod, the hardness in his eyes softening into something unreadable, like a promise stretched thin. “Okay. But not for long. You need to face this, Lena. With someone.”

The words settled over me with a strange warmth, threading through the cold coil in my chest. Not alone. The thought both frightened and comforted me—a rough, uneasy tether to hold onto.

I swallowed again, the knot in my throat twisting. For the first time since everything had started falling apart, I felt the faintest trace of hope flicker beneath the exhaustion—a fragile ember amid the dark. Maybe this time, I wouldn’t have to hide the cracks. Maybe, just maybe, letting him see would be the first step toward something real.

Silence stretched between the walls, thick as smoke, pressing close to my skin. I lay on the bed, the sheets tangled around my legs like reluctant anchors, but my fingers never left the pendant. The red stone nestled against my sternum, cool and heavy, a heart beating quietly beneath my palm. My thumb circled its edges, tracing the familiar contours until they blurred, melding with the shadows that pooled in the corners of the room.

Outside, a lone streetlamp flickered, its pale glow seeping through the window, casting faint bars of light that slipped like tendrils across the floor. The night had this way of folding inward, wrapping itself around me like the last breath of a dream I hadn’t yet dared to forget. It was a breath held, waiting to be released.

Mother’s voice echoed faintly—soft, almost hesitant. A lullaby cracked with the brittle weight of secrets. I swallowed hard, the ache tightening in my throat, and squeezed the pendant as if it could silence the questions clawing inside me.

What was I supposed to do with this legacy? With the flicker of power stirring beneath my ribs, cold and fierce? The bloodline humming in my veins, a pulse I’d never fully understood until now. It felt like a thread pulling me deeper into a tapestry I was never meant to see, yet here I was, tangled in its weave.

The room smelled of old paper and dust, the faint trace of lavender from the sachet she used to keep in the drawer. I reached over to a worn notebook lying on the bedside table—the one I’d been reluctant to open all day. Its pages whispered stories I wasn’t sure I was prepared to hear. But tonight, the silence dared me to break the seal.

My fingers trembled as they brushed over the leather-bound notebook, hesitating at the crease, then flipping open. The cursive was familiar, looping and deliberate, each word born from her hand. I traced the sentences with my gaze, the ink smudged where tears had fallen, the lines jagged with the urgency she’d tried to bury beneath the words.

A name. A warning. The first inkling of a darkness I’d only glimpsed in nightmares. I closed the book quickly, heart hammering against the cage of my ribs. Why had she left this for me? Was it protection? A guide? Or a trap laid bare?

The pendant pulsed against my skin, warmth radiating from its core. Not just a stone, it was the weight of years, of lives intertwined and broken. A promise that I was not alone, though the path ahead was cloaked in shadows I couldn’t yet name.

I pressed it harder
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