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For those who walked past broken glass and saw no reflection, yet carried on into the dark.








  
  In glass we are remembered,
 in mirrors we are named.
 But take the face,
 and what remains
 a hollow mask of flame.








  
  Chapter 1 — The Disturbance


The air in Glass Harbor tasted like ozone and brine, the tang of rusted docks bleeding into the city’s veins. Aya pulled the collar of her trench coat higher, the red thread at the seam a dull pulse under the sodium glow. Yellow tape flapped uselessly against the slick pavement, its warning meaningless in a city that had long since stopped listening. 
“Hell of glyphs,” she muttered, ducking under the barrier.
The alley was narrow, suffocated between a noodle bar radiating stale broth and a synth-leather outlet that reeked of chemical polish. Steam hissed from a vent, rising like a restless spirit, while neon buzzed and flickered overhead. The cops milled in uneasy circles, their boots squeaking against the wet pavement, careful not to step into the spreading pool. The smell of damp stone mixed with iron and something sweeter, almost cloying. Aya ignored them, her gaze fixed on the figure at the center.
A woman lay crumpled against the concrete, limbs splayed at unnatural angles. But it was the face—or rather, the absence of one—that stopped Aya cold. It wasn’t bloody, wasn’t mangled. It was smooth, a pale expanse of flesh like porcelain still warm from the kiln. No eyes, no mouth, no nose. Just skin stretched blank where memory said features should be.
“Victim’s alive,” a uniform said tightly, his voice breaking.
Aya knelt, the dampness seeping through her trousers, ignoring the way the puddles clung like ink stains. The woman’s chest rose and fell in shallow gasps. Her eyes—somehow still present—stared blindly from the faceless plane, wide and wet with confusion. They darted, not with recognition or fear, but with a raw, animal bewilderment, as if the brain behind them couldn’t understand its own erasure.
“Faceless Jane Doe,” Aya murmured, sliding gloves from her pocket. The latex snapped against her skin like a quiet gunshot.
“What the hell could do this?” the officer whispered, his hand trembling near his holster, as if a bullet could stop something that erased faces.
Aya didn’t answer. She reached out, her fingers hovering a hair’s breadth from the blank canvas of skin. The air prickled with static, and her fingertips buzzed, as though the flesh gave off its own electrical charge. Patterns didn’t lie. People did. And this—this was a pattern she hadn’t seen before.
The detectives kept their distance, their faces pale in the flickering light. One bent over a dumpster and retched, the sound echoing off the narrow walls. Another crossed himself quickly when he thought no one was watching. Aya tuned them out, her attention narrowing like a camera lens.
She scanned the perimeter, her instincts searching for the signature out of place, the residue of meaning that lingered when something wrong had settled in. That was when she saw it: a sliver of black, half-buried near the wall. She leaned closer. A shard of a mask—obsidian smooth, yet etched with intricate lines that twisted and re-formed when she wasn’t quite looking directly at them.
Aya pocketed the fragment, a chill crawling up her spine like a hand dragging nails. Someone—or something—had crafted this. She needed to get it analyzed. Veyra Hollow at the university’s occult studies wing would know how to peel the language off it, maybe trace the origin. If anyone could.
Rain pattered harder, slicking the alleyway into mirrors of neon pink and electric blue. Aya straightened, her boots splashing through shallow puddles. She turned to leave, but her gaze snagged on one of those puddles at her feet.
A distorted reflection stared back.
Her breath hitched.
For a heartbeat, her face wasn’t there. The features blurred, hollowed out, as if an invisible hand was tugging them away. A void where her eyes should be. A ghastly parody stared back with a blank stare.
Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the illusion vanished. Her familiar, scarred face shimmered back into place, rippling like a film reel skipping frames. Only the afterimage remained, sliding deeper into the water, as though something beneath the surface had been watching her.
Aya staggered back, her pulse hammering, nausea rising in her throat. It was a trick of the light; she told herself. Exhaustion. The stink of broth and bleach played tricks on her mind. But her hand had already gone cold.
“You alright, Inspector?” the detective asked, approaching cautiously. His voice was tight, the kind people use when they hope for a lie.
Aya swallowed, forced herself to meet his gaze. She couldn’t let them see her shaken. Couldn’t let them see the fear clawing at her throat.
“Fine,” she said, her voice clipped, tighter than usual. “Just… a headache.”
Patterns don’t lie. People do.
But what did it mean when the pattern was etched onto her own skin?
“Witnesses,” another detective said, stepping forward, his voice strained. “They’re saying her reflection vanished hours before it happened. She tried to take a selfie, and the phone screen just showed the wall behind her. Like she’d been peeled right out of reality.”
Aya’s gaze flickered toward the neon-drenched puddles. Distorted, broken, but still present. For now. A knot formed low in her gut. This wasn’t random. This was precise. Surgical.
“Check the dumpsters,” she ordered, her voice sharp. “Anything that doesn’t belong. Anything… fragmented.”
Her boots splashed as she moved deeper into the alley. The stench of rot pressed heavier here, a sour undercurrent beneath the rain. Her eyes scanned the ground, cataloging: discarded wrappers, broken glass, a single, sodden glove. Every detail filed itself into her mind’s endless archive.
Then she saw it.
Tucked beneath a leaking pipe, almost invisible in the shadows, lay another shard. Aya crouched, careful not to disturb the scene. It was larger than the first fragment, a curved piece of mask, edges sharp as razors. Obsidian black, impossibly smooth. The symbols etched into its surface pulsed faintly, a silent language written for no human tongue.
Her breath fogged the surface, and the lines shifted, forming shapes that looked unnervingly like her own eyes. She jerked her head back.
“What do you got, Inspector?” one detective called out, his voice too loud in the close space.
Aya held the fragment up, turning it in the neon glow. The glyphs writhed, their curves crawling like veins.
“Pieces,” she said, her voice low, almost reverent. “Pieces of something… else.”
The rain hissed harder; the alley swallowed the words. Aya closed her hand around the shard, and for a moment, it pulsed warm against her palm, like a heartbeat that wasn’t hers.






  
  Chapter 2 — The Pattern


The first report came in that night. A man in the Financial District, leaning against the glass facade of a skyscraper, stared into its hundred-meter-high mirror of steel and saw nothing staring back. He swore he felt a tug, an icy whisper against his skin, before his reflection simply… dissolved. 
Then another, and another. A woman applying lipstick in a department store mirror screamed when the lipstick floated midair, her lips invisible. A child laughed at his own gap-toothed smile in a toyshop window, only to blink and find the glass staring back empty. Each story carried the same undertone: a sudden vanishing, a coldness, and the creeping dread that followed.
Aya worked through the night, fueled by black coffee and a simmering fear she refused to name. The fragments she’d recovered went straight to Veyra Hollow, her contact at Meridian University’s Department of Semiotic Anthropology — which was an academic way of saying the only person she trusted with glyphs that seemed alive. Veyra’s voice over the comm had trembled, her excitement at the find bleeding into unease. “These aren’t just symbols, Aya. They’re living inscriptions. They shift like veins. Send me more.”
The faceless woman from Glass Harbor remained alive, if “alive” could be the word. Still breathing, eyes wide and wet, but vacant, her body cradled in the limbo between human and artifact. Aya checked the hospital feed every hour. Nothing changed.
By dawn, the trickle of reports had swollen into a flood. The Corporate Sector’s towers, the tourist boardwalk, the grime of Old Harbor — reflections were vanishing everywhere. Entire neighborhoods whispered about avoiding mirrors, smashing windows, covering puddles. Fear ate at Meridian like acid.
And then the next stage began.
A downtown witness described it in a voice that quavered like paper. A man, his features pale and indistinct stumbled through the morning crowd. His edges blurred, as though the world itself refused to hold him. Then, mid-step, he collapsed. His flesh smoothed like wet clay, his features erased until nothing remained but a blank expanse. Paramedics wheeled him away, but Aya knew what they were carrying wasn’t a man anymore.
Others followed. A woman outside City Hall. A teenager collapsed on a park bench. Each one the same: empty faces, vacant eyes, and then nothing. The city drowned in paranoia. Curtains drew across windows. Mirrors vanished from shops. Even billboards went dark, their glossy surfaces stripped with matte paint.
Aya stared at the reports piling up on her desk, the glyphs on the mask fragments pulsing in memory. A language older than Meridian, hungrier too. She rubbed her temples, exhaustion grinding her skull. Patterns didn’t lie. And this one was accelerating.
Her phone buzzed, its display blank: a restricted number. She almost ignored it — until a prickle of unease along her spine forced her to answer.
“Lin,” she said, flatly.
“Aya?” Her cousin’s voice cracked through, thin and brittle. “It’s… it’s Mei.”
Aya sat up straighter, the world narrowing to the sound of that voice.
“Something’s happening. I don’t—” Mei’s breath stuttered. “I don’t know what to do.”
“What is it, Mei?” Aya’s hand whitened on the phone.
“The mirror,” Mei whispered. “My reflection… it’s fading. Like looking at a ghost.”
Aya’s chest went hollow.
“When?” she demanded.
“This morning. Just a little at first. I thought I was imagining it, but it’s worse now. Aya, I’m scared.”
The room swam. This wasn’t an abstract pattern anymore, not data on her desk. This was family.
“Where are you?” Aya forced her voice sharp, controlled.
“At the studio. I couldn’t stay home alone.”
“Stay there. Don’t look in any mirrors. Don’t go near reflective surfaces. Understand?”
“Yes. Yes, I understand.”
“I’m coming now.” Aya cut the call, her blood like ice.
She grabbed her coat, the red-thread seam a burning brand against the gray fabric. As she stepped out, her eyes slid to the mirror nailed to her office wall. Her reflection stared back steady, scarred, unwavering. For now.
“I’ll fix this, Mei,” Aya whispered. “I swear.”
Mei’s studio was a converted warehouse near the Old Harbor, a district where salt air clung like rot and gulls screamed over dead tides. Aya pushed through the heavy door and found her cousin huddled by the wall, arms wrapped tight around her knees. Relief cracked across Mei’s face when she saw
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