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CHAPTER 1 — THE MISSING HOURS
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A HAIRLINE CRACK SPLITS the silence.

Sera notices it before she notices herself—the tiny fracture running through the edge of her bedroom mirror, catching the early morning light like a wound held open. A pale shimmer pulses along its length, as if something beneath the glass is breathing.

The room is still. Too still.

Her throat feels tight.

She doesn’t remember going to bed.

She doesn’t remember anything after... after...

Her mind blurs, the thought dissolving like wet ink.

Six hours missing.
A hollow in her memory that feels smooth, deliberate, carved.
She swallows, sits up slowly. The sheets are twisted around her legs. One of her pillows is on the floor. There’s a faint metallic smell in the air—like cold keys, or blood left too long on the skin.

She rubs her arms. They feel unfamiliar, as though someone rearranged her muscles while she slept.

Her phone buzzes on the nightstand.

She flinches. The sound is too loud.

A single notification: Missed call — Dahlia Rhee (2:17 AM).
Followed by: Voicemail received.
Sera’s stomach dips.

She doesn’t play it yet.

Instead, she looks at the mirror.

Her reflection stands where she expects it—but something is wrong. Not overtly. Not enough to name. Just... wrong. Like the posture is millimeters off, her left shoulder too relaxed, her mouth curved in a way that feels like a thought she didn’t think.

“Not again,” Sera whispers, barely audible.

Her reflection doesn’t move. Doesn’t echo the tremble in her voice.

Then—
A flicker.
A half-second darkening of the glass.
Her reflection’s eyes narrowing—
No, sharpening—
Her reflection leaning infinitesimally forward—
A cold rush spikes through her body.

She blinks.

The reflection returns to normal.

A thin, trembling breath leaves her chest. She forces herself to stand, feet cold against the wooden floor. The air tastes flat, like a room sealed too long.

Her phone buzzes again.

A call.

Dahlia calling.
Time stamp: 8:14 AM.
Sera hesitates before answering.

She always hesitates now.

“...Dahlia?” Her voice comes out small.

“Sera.” Dahlia’s breath is shaky. “Thank God. Are you—are you okay?”

A pause. Sera’s heart thumps.

“You sounded strange last night,” Dahlia continues. “I tried calling back. You didn’t pick up. I thought—”

“I don’t remember last night,” Sera blurts out.

Silence on the other end. A thick, telling silence.

Dahlia finally speaks, voice lowered.
“You texted me at one-thirty. You said we needed to talk. That something was wrong.”
Sera grips the phone tighter. “I... I didn’t text you.”

“You did,” Dahlia insists. “And when I called, you—” She breaks off, inhaling sharply. “Sera, you weren’t talking like yourself.”

A faint buzzing fills Sera’s ears. Static. Like the hum in the walls.

“Dahlia,” she whispers, “what did I say?”

“You asked if I ever wondered what it feels like,” Dahlia says slowly, “to watch yourself from the outside.”

A knot forms in Sera’s stomach.

“And then,” Dahlia adds, “you laughed.”

Sera presses her palm against the mirror without thinking—seeking something solid, something real—but the glass feels colder than it should, like touching ice through a thin barrier.

The reflection’s fingers do touch back, but the pressure feels lagged, delayed by half a heartbeat.

“Sera?” Dahlia’s voice cracks faintly. “Talk to me. Please.”

Sera pulls her hand away.
“I’m fine,” she lies.
“You don’t sound fine.”

“I’m just tired.”

“You always say that.”

A sting of guilt.
Sera closes her eyes.
Dahlia continues, softening. “Whatever’s going on—you don’t have to hide it from me.”

But she does.

She has to.

Because Dahlia would not understand the missing hours.
The flickers in the mirror.
The shifting sense of self like a coat slipping off her shoulders.
The presence—soft, dark, familiar—coiled just behind her thoughts.
“I’ll be okay,” Sera says again.

“You said that last week,” Dahlia murmurs. “And the week before.”

Sera’s breath hitches. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“I want you to tell me the truth.”

Sera’s eyes open slowly.
Her reflection is smiling.
Just slightly.
Barely.
A tight, confident curl of the lips that does not belong to her.
Her stomach flips.
She whispers before she can stop herself:
“...Mira?”

The reflection’s smile deepens—just for a second.
Just enough to confirm it wasn’t a trick of the light.
Sera’s hand shakes around the phone.

“Sera?” Dahlia says sharply. “What is it?”

“I...” Sera takes a step back from the mirror. “I have to get ready. Can I call you later?”

A pause.

“I’m worried about you,” Dahlia says quietly.

“I know.” Sera swallows hard. “I’ll call later. I promise.”

She hangs up before Dahlia can argue.

The silence drops heavy.

She faces the mirror again.

Her reflection stands perfectly still, but the wrongness lingers under the surface—like someone else is coiled inside her shape.

Sera lifts her hand.

So does the reflection.

But when she lowers her hand—

The reflection’s hand stays up for a beat too long.

Her throat constricts.

“Not today,” she whispers. “Please not today.”

The reflection’s eyes soften.
Compassion?
No—something sharper. Something like claiming.
A whisper brushes the back of her mind, too familiar, too close:

You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep, Sera.

Sera freezes.

Her breath stutters.

“No,” she whispers. “Not now.”

The whisper is velvet-smooth.
Almost affectionate.
Almost.
You left me alone for too long.

Sera’s nails dig into her palm.
“I didn’t leave you.”
Didn’t you?
A faint laugh.
Six hours, Sera. You think I stayed quiet that whole time?
Her pulse spikes.

She backs away from the mirror until her shoulders hit the wall.

The crack running through the glass catches a shard of morning light—splitting her face in half.

The crack in the mirror bisects Sera’s reflection like a fault line—one eye in light, the other caught in a dim gray shadow. It makes her look like two people trying to occupy the same face.

Her pulse thuds against the base of her throat.

The whisper lingers under her skin.

Six hours, Sera.
You think I slept?
You think you did?
“No,” she breathes. “Stop.”

Her voice shakes so much the word barely exists.

The whisper fades, not gone—just curling back into some unseen alcove in her mind. Watching. Waiting.

Sera drags her gaze away from the mirror. Every step feels unsteady, as though the floor is water pretending to be solid. She grabs her phone again, thumb hovering over the voicemail notification.

Dahlia’s missed call.
2:17 AM.
Her chest tightens.

She presses play.

A faint rustle.
A breath.
Then Dahlia’s voice, trembling:
“Sera? Are you there? I—
You don’t sound like yourself.
You keep—
I don’t know if this is a joke, but it’s not funny.”
Sera sinks onto the edge of her bed, knuckles whitening around the phone.

The voicemail continues, shakier now:

“I asked if you were okay and you said—
You said, ‘She’s sleeping. Let her rest.’
Sera, what does that mean?
Who were you talking about?”
Sera’s stomach drops.

The voice on the voicemail—her voice, but lower, steadier, wrong—cuts in for a brief, chilling second:

“She’ll wake when she’s ready.”

Sera’s lungs seize.

The voicemail ends in a soft gasp from Dahlia and the click of a call disconnecting.

Slow, cold paralysis creeps up Sera’s arms.

She whispers the words aloud without meaning to:
“She’s sleeping.”
A soft hum emanates from the mirror behind her. A vibration, gentle but insistent, like someone tapping the glass from the inside.

Her skin prickles.

She forces herself not to turn.

“Not real,” she mutters. “Not now. Not—”

Sera.
The whisper again, silk and knives.
You should listen when I speak for you. I only do it when you can’t.
She tightens her grip around the phone until pain shoots through her palm.

“What did you do last night?” she whispers.

A low chuckle.
Why ask a question you already fear the answer to?
“I need to know.”

Do you?
A pause.
Or do you just want to pretend nothing happened? You’re good at pretending.
Her breath hitches.

Another tap against the mirror—this one sharper.

She turns despite herself.

The reflection is smiling again.
Small. Controlled.
A smile Sera has worn only in nightmares she can’t fully remember.
A faint fog forms along the inner surface of the glass—as if someone inside the mirror exhaled.

Sera steps backward until her calves hit the bed. Her knees feel weak, unreliable.

“Stop,” she whispers.

The reflection’s smile grows a fraction—almost apologetic. Almost sweet.

Why do you always say that, Sera?
The voice threads through her like smoke.
You know I don’t listen.
Her throat constricts.
“Just tell me what you did.”
The reflection tilts its head.
A simple movement, but the angle is wrong—too fluid, too sure.
Nothing you should worry about, Mira whispers.

Sera shivers.

“Mira,” she says, barely audible, “please.”

If you’re going to beg, at least look at me when you do it.

The room blurs. A static hum fills her ears. The edges of everything—the doorframe, the dresser, the window—soften, as if the entire world is losing focus.

Sera squeezes her eyes shut.

When she opens them—

Her reflection is inches closer to the glass.

Sera’s heart slams against her ribs.

“Mira,” she breathes, “please—just—stop.”

The reflection softens.
Not a smile now. Something else.
Something like tenderness twisted into control.
I’m here to help you.
Another whisper, lower.
You can’t keep doing this alone.
Sera’s breath shakes. “Doing what?”

Living, the whisper says—but without words.
A sensation, an implication.
A truth she does not want named.

Her chest aches.

For a moment—just a moment—Sera lets herself imagine what it would feel like to stop fighting. To let the stronger presence take over. To let the weight slip off her shoulders and let someone else carry her thoughts, her tasks, her fears.

The idea terrifies her.

And it tempts her.

“No,” she whispers, steadier now. “I’m not giving you more space.”

Space? Mira laughs softly.
Sweetheart...
The glass darkens slightly, like a shadow passing behind it.
I already have space. You’re the one fading.
Sera steps backward so fast she nearly trips.

Her phone buzzes again.

A new message—
from an unknown number:
Did you enjoy your night?
— M
Her blood turns to ice.

“No,” Sera breathes. “No, no, no—”

Another buzz.

Second message:

Check the hallway.
Left side.
By the coat rack.
Sera’s throat closes.

“Mira,” she whispers to the mirror, “what did you put out there?”

The reflection says nothing.

But Mira’s whisper curls around her ear like a fingertip tracing skin:

Go look.
I want you to see what you left behind.
Sera backs away from the mirror, eyes locked on her reflection until the last possible second. She forces herself toward the door, hand trembling as she reaches for the knob.

When she steps into the hallway, the air feels colder.

Sharper.

She walks slowly, each footstep an echo.

Her gaze drifts left.

The coat rack stands in its usual place.

The floor beneath it does not.

A faint trail—something dark, thin, almost invisible unless the light strikes at the right angle—leads from the doorway toward the bottom of the coat stand.

Sera kneels.

Her heart hammers.

She reaches out with one shaking hand.

Her fingers touch the floor.

Wet.

She jerks back.

A metallic scent rises—subtle, unmistakable.

Not blood.

Ink.

Black ink smeared in a thin line.
As though someone dragged a pen—or a note—while dropping it.
Sera’s breath breaks.

There, tucked beneath the coat rack, half-hidden under the umbrella’s shadow:

A slip of torn paper.
Edges frayed.
Handwriting sharp.
She picks it up with unsteady fingers.

One sentence.

A tight, elegant script she has seen only once before—
in a dream,
in a mirror,
in a moment she refuses to remember.
Next time, don’t fight me.
— Mira
Sera’s pulse roars in her ears.

The hallway seems to tilt.

She staggers back into her room, note still clutched in her hand.

Her reflection is waiting.

Still smiling.

The crack through the mirror catches the morning sun like a blade.

Sera’s breath trembles as she stares at herself—
at the shadow behind the eyes,
at the faint, impossible fog still clinging to the inner glass.
“I’m awake,” she whispers to no one. Or to Mira.
“I’m awake now.”
The whisper curls warm against her spine.

Good.
I was getting lonely.
Sera’s hand falls open.
The note drops to the floor.
The crack in the mirror seems to spread—
a fraction of a millimeter,
almost nothing,
almost imagined.
Almost.

But it spreads.

Just enough to let the light bend.

Just enough for the reflection to shift.

Just enough for Mira to step a little closer.

Sera doesn’t breathe—not even when her reflection tilts its head and whispers through the glass with her own steady voice:

“We’re just getting started.”
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CHAPTER 2 — THE MAN WHO KNOWS TOO MUCH
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A FLUORESCENT LIGHT flickers above the break-room doorway—one harsh pulse, then another, like a heartbeat trying to remember its rhythm.

Sera stops under it.
The hum throbs against her skull.
She hasn’t spoken to anyone since leaving her apartment.
She managed the walk to the office without passing a single reflective surface.
She didn’t risk the bathroom mirror.
She didn’t even check her phone.
The note—Next time, don’t fight me. — Mira—still sits in the pocket of her coat, folded so tightly the edges have bitten crescents into the fabric.

She touches the pocket now.

Her fingers shake.

The fluorescent light buzzes louder, snapping her back.

She steps into the office.

The air is colder than usual. The computer screens cast pale light across the cubicles like a row of artificial moons.

Aiden is already at his desk.

He looks up the moment she appears.

His gaze catches on her as if he’s been waiting.

Which makes no sense.

Sera almost never talks to him.

She forces a breath and moves toward her workstation—quiet, unobtrusive, invisible, like she always tries to be.

But Aiden stands.

“Morning, Sera.”

His voice is softer than the buzzing light overhead. Careful. Curious.

She flinches.
It’s small, but he notices. Aiden notices everything.
“Hi,” she murmurs, keeping her tone steady, neutral.

He steps closer, leaving a careful amount of space between them.
The kind that could be read as respectful...
or cautious.
“You okay?” he asks.

Sera nods too quickly. “Yeah. Just tired.”

Aiden studies her face.

Not with the polite concern of a coworker — but with the sharp attentiveness of someone cataloguing details.

His eyes flick briefly to her coat pocket.
Then back to her face.
Sera’s pulse jumps.

Did he see something? Did Mira—did Mira talk to him?

He clears his throat, lowering his voice.

“You seemed...”
A pause. He chooses his next words meticulously.
“...different yesterday.”
Sera freezes.

A cold bloom spreads in her chest.

“I—” Her voice catches. “I wasn’t even here yesterday.”

Aiden blinks. Slowly.
“Yeah. You were.”
She shakes her head. “I took the day off.”

He tilts his head, expression unreadable. “No. You came in. We talked.”

Sera’s stomach drops.

A soft whisper, warm and close, brushes her inner ear:

I told you I didn’t stay quiet.

She inhales sharply.

“Sera?” Aiden asks, brow tensing. “You okay?”

She nods, even though her chest feels like it’s collapsing inward.

“What... what did I say?” she whispers.

Aiden’s gaze flicks around the room—a subtle check for eavesdroppers.

Then he leans slightly closer.

“You seemed more... confident.”
Another pause.
“And you called me by name.”
Sera stares.

She never calls him by name.
Barely speaks to him at all.
Aiden swallows, watching her reaction carefully.

“You don’t remember?”

His tone is too calm. Too measured.

Like he’s testing her.

Sera feels the edges of the room blur.
The fluorescent light flickers again.
Shadows twitch at the corners of her vision.
She grips the back of her chair to stay anchored.

“No,” she breathes. “I... I don’t remember being here.”

Aiden doesn’t look surprised.

He looks... something else.

Almost relieved to hear it.

Or maybe relieved she doesn’t know what happened.

Sera’s chest tightens.
“Can you tell me what I said?”
Aiden hesitates.

He glances at the glass wall near the conference room—a faint reflection visible in the pane, warped and dim.

Sera looks away before she can see whether her reflection moves wrong.

Aiden lowers his voice even further.

“You asked me a question.”

Her heart stutters. “What question?”

Another beat of hesitation.

Then:

“You asked if I ever feel like someone else is living inside my head.”

Sera’s breath collapses.

Her fingers dig into the chair.

Aiden watches her face closely—as if waiting for a pattern to appear.

She forces words through the tightness in her throat.

“Why... why would I say that?”

Aiden’s eyes soften—not with pity, but with a strange mixture of empathy and fascination.

“You said it with a smile,” he murmurs. “Like you already knew the answer.”

Sera’s knees weaken.

Her voice is barely audible. “That wasn’t me.”

Aiden’s expression shifts—something flickering behind his eyes. Recognition? Or confirmation?

“Sera,” he says quietly, “I don’t think you’re aware of how much you change.”

Her breath catches.

He doesn’t sound judgmental.
He sounds... careful.
Curious.
Like he’s catalogued her changes in a private ledger.
Sera wants to step back.
She wants to run.
But Aiden takes another small step closer.

“Can I ask you something?”

She nods without meaning to.

“When you talk to me,” he says slowly, “how do you know it’s always you?”

Her vision wavers.

For a moment the floor feels less like solid ground and more like a shifting surface—something unreliable, trembling beneath her feet.

She forces a whisper.
“Aiden... why are you saying this?”
He exhales, tension threading through the sound.

“Because yesterday,” he murmurs, “you looked at me like you already knew everything I’d been thinking.”

Sera stiffens.

“And you said,” he adds, voice dropping to a ghost of a whisper,
“‘Don’t worry. She won’t wake up yet.’”
Everything inside Sera goes silent.

The lights hum.
The computer screens glow.
Her heartbeat echoes in her throat.
She whispers, barely audible:
“I didn’t say that.”
Aiden studies her—searching, calculating.

And then:

“You also called yourself Mira.”

Sera’s breath collapses.
Her entire body goes cold.
A whisper curls through her mind, soft and intimately pleased:

See? I told you I stepped outside.
Finally someone noticed.
Sera shakes her head, eyes stinging.
“No. No, I didn’t—”
Aiden leans in, gentle but unyielding.

“Sera,” he says quietly, “I think there’s something you’re not telling me.”

Her throat closes.

She whispers the only truth she can manage:
“I’m scared.”
Aiden’s expression softens—just barely.

“I know,” he murmurs. “That’s why I’m asking. Who is Mira?”

Sera’s breath stops.

The edges of the cubicle blur.

Aiden steps even closer—not threatening, but deeply, intensely focused.

His voice is soft.
Controlled.
Too precise.
“Sera... what happened yesterday?”

Her pulse thunders.

Another whisper, this one closer, coming from behind the narrow reflection in the conference room glass:

Tell him nothing.
He isn’t asking for you.
He’s asking for me.
Sera swallows hard.

Aiden is still watching her.

She opens her mouth to answer—

But a flicker catches the corner of her eye.

The conference room’s glass wall.
Her reflection.
It turns its head before she does.

Aiden follows her gaze.

“What are you looking at?” he asks quietly.

Sera can’t answer.
Can’t breathe.
In the reflection—
Mira stands where Sera stands.
Same body, same face—
But the posture is wrong.
Sharper.
Confident.
Smiling directly at Aiden.
Sera grips the edge of her desk.

“Nothing,” she whispers. “I’m not—”

But Aiden steps forward, glancing between Sera and her reflection.

And then, with unsettling calm:

“...She’s doing it again.”

Sera’s stomach lurches.
“What—what do you mean?”
Aiden’s voice is soft.
“Your reflection doesn’t match you.”
The room tilts.

Her nails dig into the laminate surface.

She forces the words out:
“Aiden... please stop.”
But he doesn’t.

He looks at her with a strange, tragic understanding—
like this confirms something he suspected.
“This isn’t the first time,” he says.

Sera’s breath shatters.

“What?”

Aiden lowers his voice.

“You changed in front of me once before.”

Her pulse spikes so hard it hurts.

“When?” she whispers.

Aiden hesitates.

Then:

“Two months ago.”

She stares.

“I never...”
Her voice breaks.
“I never talked to you two months ago.”
Aiden looks at her gently.

“Yes,” he murmurs. “You did.”

The air thins.

Mira’s whisper curls hot against her ear.

He remembers more of me
than he remembers of you.
Sera stumbles back—hands trembling, knees weak.

Aiden steps forward, reaching out as if to catch her.

“Sera—”

She jerks away instinctively.

He freezes.

Silence stretches, taut as wire.

Then, very calmly, Aiden says:

“You’re not alone in your head, are you?”

Her breath shakes.

She can’t answer.

She can’t speak.

Aiden doesn’t push.
He simply watches her, eyes steady, voice low:
“I want to understand.
But you have to tell me the truth.”
Her fingers dig into her palms.

The fluorescent light buzzes overhead—
one long pulse, flickering into darkness for half a second.
In that half second—
every reflection in the office darkens.
And one smile appears.

Mira’s.

Sera swallows a sob.

Aiden whispers:

“Sera... who is she?”

Sera forces one trembling breath.

But the voice that answers—
doesn’t feel entirely like hers.
“She’s the reason I can’t remember yesterday.”

Aiden’s eyes widen—
not in surprise,
but in confirmation.
Then he whispers:

“...I knew it.”

The lights flicker again.

The reflection moves.

And the chapter’s tension deepens—

Aiden doesn’t move.

His stillness presses against Sera like a hand on her back—steady, unblinking, unbearably present.

The office hums with low machinery and distant keyboards.
But around them, the air feels thick. Weighted.
Mira’s whisper lingers like warmth fading from fingertips:

You told him too much.
Now he’ll want more.
Sera forces herself to breathe.

Aiden speaks first.

“Sera,” he says softly, “look at me for a second.”

She doesn’t want to.

She’s afraid her eyes will give her away.
Afraid Mira will surface through them.
But she lifts her gaze anyway.

Aiden studies her face with a depth that makes her stomach twist.

Not pity.
Not alarm.
Recognition.

“You’re shaking,” he murmurs.

“I’m fine,” she whispers.

“You’re not.”

Silence.
The flickering light above them buzzes again, washing the cubicle in harsh white.
Aiden lowers his voice. “Is it happening now?”

Sera stiffens. “Is... what happening?”

His jaw tenses—barely a movement, but enough to show he’s weighing his words.

“The shift,” he says. “Your... change.”

Sera’s heart stops.

“I don’t—”

“You do.” Aiden’s tone stays calm, level. “And I’ve seen it before.”

The hum of the lights grows louder.
The edges of her vision pulse.
Sera grabs the edge of her desk to anchor herself.

Aiden notices.

He softens. Just a fraction.
“Let me show you something.”
“No,” she breathes, but her voice collapses halfway through.

Aiden steps to his own desk, opens the top drawer.

Pulls out a small notebook.
Black. Unmarked. Worn at the edges.
He holds it gently, like it’s fragile.

Or dangerous.

He returns to her desk and sets it between them.

Sera’s skin prickles.

“Did you...” Her voice feels trapped in her throat. “Did you write about me?”

Aiden doesn’t open the notebook.

“I started taking notes,” he says quietly, “after the first time I saw you change.”

Sera’s breath trembles.

“Mira,” she whispers.

Aiden’s expression flickers.
“That’s her name?”
She swallows. Her lips barely move. “Yes.”

Aiden exhales slowly, like he’s been waiting for that confirmation.

He taps the notebook. “May I... tell you what I wrote?”

Sera’s entire body goes cold.
But she nods.
Aiden opens the first page.

His handwriting is small, neat, almost delicate.

He reads:

“Day 1. Sera talked to me.
She never talks to me.
But today she did.”
Sera’s pulse races.

Aiden glances up. “I wrote this two months ago.”

She tries to speak, but her voice breaks.

Aiden returns to the page.

“She seemed confident.
She knew what I was working on before I told her.
She called me ‘Aiden’ without hesitation.”
Sera’s nails dig into her palms.

Mira’s whisper unfurls in her mind:

That one was me.

Aiden flips to the next page.

“Her posture changed.
Shoulders back.
Eyes sharper.”
He hesitates.

Then:

“She flirted with me.”

Sera’s heart slams against her ribs.

Her face burns.
Her vision tightens.
“I didn’t,” she stammers. “I never—”

“I know,” Aiden says gently. “I think... it wasn’t you.”

She presses a trembling hand to her mouth.

Aiden flips another page.

His voice softens.

“When I asked if she was okay,
she said, ‘I’m not the fragile one.’”
Sera stares at the page, frozen.

Mira’s voice brushes along her spine:

You needed someone to see us.
I chose him.
Aiden closes the notebook.

Very slowly.

Very carefully.

“Sera,” he says, “I don’t think you’re dangerous.”

Her breath trembles. “Then what do you think I am?”

He holds her gaze.

“I think you’re tired.”
A pause.
“And I think you’re carrying too much alone.”
Sera looks away.
The reflection in the conference room glass looks away a fraction later.
She feels it.

That delay.

That wrongness.

Her throat tightens.

“I don’t want this,” she whispers.

Aiden’s voice gentles. “Want what?”

“To disappear.”

The words slip out before she can stop them.

Aiden’s pupils widen.

“You’re not disappearing,” he says firmly.

“You don’t see her,” Sera says softly. “Not really.”

Aiden releases a slow breath.

“I see something,” he murmurs. “Enough to know you’re not imagining it.”

Sera’s eyes sting.
“No one believes me.”
“I believe you.”

The words hit harder than she expects.

Aiden continues, quieter now:

“You’re not crazy, Sera. Something is happening. And whoever Mira is... she’s not a hallucination.”

Sera clenches her fists. “She’s inside my head.”

“And outside it,” Aiden says.

She looks up sharply.

“What?”

He gestures faintly toward the conference room glass.

“Sera,” he murmurs, “your reflection is smiling right now.”

She freezes.

Aiden holds perfectly still, voice barely breath:

“And you’re not.”

Sera turns—in slow motion, against every instinct screaming not to.

In the glass—

Her reflection stands where she stands.
Same hair, same coat, same posture.
But the face—

The lips curve in a slow, deliberate smile.
A knowing one.
A claiming one.
“Mira,” Sera breathes, barely audible.

Aiden doesn’t flinch.

“Is she... doing this intentionally?” he asks.

Mira’s smile deepens.

Tell him yes.
Let him fear me.
Sera’s voice shakes.
“I don’t know.”
Aiden steps closer—not to Sera, but to the glass.
To Mira.
“She’s aware of me,” he murmurs.

The reflection shifts its gaze to him.
Direct. Sharp.
Predatory in a way Sera never is.
“Sera,” Aiden says softly, “what does she want?”

A whisper curls hot against Sera’s ear:

To be seen.
To be heard.
To live.
Sera squeezes her eyes shut.
Her breath breaks.
“I don’t know,” she lies.

Aiden’s expression tightens.

“You’re protecting her.”

“I’m protecting myself.”

He steps closer.

“Sera,” he says carefully, “you’re losing time. You’re missing hours. And she—whoever she is—is using them.”

Her knees weaken.

He lowers his tone.

“You need help.”

Sera’s chest caves.

“No,” she whispers. “No doctors.”

Aiden shakes his head. “I didn’t say doctors.”

She blinks.

“Then who?”

Aiden hesitates.

Then:

“There’s someone who might understand this. Someone who knows... things.”

Sera’s pulse spikes.

“Who?”

Aiden meets her gaze.

“Leon.”

Sera steps back like he slapped her.

“No.”

“Sera—”

“No.” Her voice cracks. “Not him.”

“He’s worried about you,” Aiden says gently.

“He can’t know,” she whispers. “He’ll see everything.”

Mira’s whisper cuts in, dark and close:

He already does.
He always did.
Aiden watches her struggle to breathe, to stay anchored, to stay herself.

“Sera,” he murmurs, “you’re trembling.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

“I don’t want him involved.”

“Why?”

Because Leon sees too much.
Because Leon cares too much.
Because Mira hates him.
Because Leon is the one person whose gaze makes Sera feel both safe and unbearably exposed.

But she can’t tell Aiden any of that.

She can only whisper:

“He’ll make it real.”

Aiden exhales softly.
“It already is real.”
Another flicker from the overhead light.
A harsh pulse.
The glass darkens for half a second.
In that darkness—
Mira moves.
Closer.

Sera gasps and stumbles back into her chair, knocking it off balance.

Aiden catches the back of it before it hits the floor.

“Sera.” His voice is firm now. “Something’s wrong. You need someone.”

“I don’t—”

“You do.”

Her vision wavers.
Her heartbeat stutters.
And then—

Mira’s voice, smooth and satisfied:

Let him help.
He’ll only make things worse later.
Sera swallows hard.

Aiden’s expression is sincere—so painfully sincere she almost breaks.

“I’m not asking to fix you,” he says. “Just to understand.”

Her chest aches.

She whispers:

“You can’t.”

“Let me try.”

She turns away.
Back toward the reflection.
Mira stands perfectly still.
Perfectly composed.
Her smile soft.
Almost affectionate.
He’s afraid of me.
Good.
You should be, too.
A shiver runs down Sera’s spine.

She closes her eyes.

Aiden’s voice drifts in—quiet, steady, determined:

“Sera... let me help.”

She exhales shakily.
“I don’t know how.”
He steps back—just enough to give her space.

“You can start,” he says softly, “by telling me the truth.”

Her fingers curl against the desk.

The truth.

That’s the one thing she isn’t sure she owns anymore.

She opens her eyes.

Mira’s reflection leans in—
just a fraction,
just enough for Sera alone to notice.
Her whisper is a breath against Sera’s mind:

Tell him I’m real.
Tell him I’m coming.
Sera flinches.

Aiden’s voice sharpens with concern.

“Sera—?”

She turns toward him, breath unsteady.

“I can’t,” she whispers. “Not here.”

Aiden nods slowly. Carefully.

“Then where?”

Sera looks at the conference room glass.

At Mira’s patient smile.

At the flickering light above them.

At the shadows under the desks.

She feels the world thinning around her.

“I need to get out of here,” she breathes. “Just—please. I can’t—”

Aiden steps aside instantly, clearing her path.

“Okay,” he says gently. “Let’s go somewhere quiet. We can talk outside.”

Sera hesitates.

Mira tilts her head in the glass.

Run.
Hide.
It won’t matter.
I always find you.
Sera pushes past the cubicle wall.

Her legs shake.

Aiden walks behind her—keeping distance, but not letting her disappear.

They move toward the exit.

As Sera passes the conference room glass—

Her reflection doesn’t follow.

It stays.

Smiling.

Watching Aiden.

Watching Sera leave.

Sera feels it.

A shift.
A promise.
A quiet, restrained hunger.
And then, as she reaches the door, Mira whispers one last thing—

a soft, claiming murmur that curls down Sera’s spine like cold fingertips:

Next time,
I’ll talk to him myself.
Sera stops breathing.

Outside, in the metal frame of the elevator door, a faint distorted silhouette flickers—

and Mira steps into view.

“Hello again, Sera.”
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CHAPTER 3 — A STAR THAT FLICKERS
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A THIN STRIP OF LIGHT trembles across the elevator’s metal wall—
a flicker, a pulse,
then the faint outline of a girl who is not standing in the elevator with Sera.
Yet there she is.

The reflection forms itself in pieces—
first a shoulder,
then the curve of a jaw,
then the unmistakable shape of a mouth that’s about to smile.
Sera’s breath snags.

Her back presses against the elevator rail as if the metal might anchor her.
It doesn’t.
The elevator hums, low and mechanical, a sound that vibrates beneath her ribs like it knows her heartbeat.

Behind her reflection, the outlined girl lifts her chin in a way Sera never does.

Mira.

Alive in a flicker.

Alive in a heartbeat.

Alive in Sera.

“Not now,” Sera whispers, so quietly the air barely moves.

Mira’s mouth curves—slow, deliberate—like she’s savoring the plea.

Not now?
Her voice isn’t spoken aloud, but the words settle inside Sera’s skull with an icy softness.
You keep saying that, Sera.
And I keep coming anyway.
Sera’s hand fumbles for the panel of buttons.
She presses “L” with a trembling finger.
The button lights up.
The reflection does not.
Mira stands, head canted, watching Sera without blinking.

The soft metal surface warps the lines between them—
Sera’s face pale, eyes wide,
Mira’s face sharp, certain, poised.
The kind of clarity Sera never feels.

“Sera.”
Aiden’s voice from behind her, quiet, careful.
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