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	The Silence That Spoke First
– A breakdown. A dead child. A journal. The first mirror.

	Dreams You Don’t Wake From
– Lucid dreams begin. She meets her 9-year-old self holding a key.

	The Room of Versions
– She finds herself trapped in a hallway lined with doors... each hiding a different identity she once carried.
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	The Girl with Glass Eyes
– An alternate life: who she could have been if she'd never left him.

	The Voice in the Bathtub
– Confronting guilt. A shadow version of her speaks truths she can’t deny.

	The Mirror Between
– She sees the one reflection that doesn’t move like the others... and steps through it.
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	The Child Who Waited Too Long
– Inner child becomes a guide—and a prisoner.

	The Lover Who Lied Like a Prayer
– A romantic illusion shattered. Not all healing is tender.

	Where Forgotten Names Go
– A metaphysical memory vault. Names she gave up. And why.
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	The Door With No Key
– The final test: herself, but hollow. What she could become if she stays.

	The Breath Between Versions
– The boundary thins. She must choose one truth... or become none.

	The Self That Sang in Silence
– She awakens. But not alone. Every piece of her has returned. Including the one that never stopped singing.
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Part I – The Shatter

Chapter 1: The Silence That Spoke First
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– A breakdown. A dead child. A journal. The first mirror.

She didn't hear the glass break.

It was only later, when she stepped barefoot into the kitchen and felt the sting—a thin, searing thread slicing into the pad of her left foot—that she realized something had shattered. She lifted her foot instinctively, looking down at the thin crescent of blood beginning to bloom on the white tile. Around her, silence.

There was no scream. No warning. Just that slow, unfolding realization: something had come undone.

She held the counter for balance and blinked down at the mess. A fallen mug, one she barely remembered touching. Pale porcelain, now scattered like teeth. One shard was still trembling, caught in some imperceptible vibration as if the silence itself had grown restless. The stillness, the unbearable stillness, seemed to be watching her.

It was the silence that had come first, she would later write in the journal. Not the madness, not the memory, not even the grief. The silence.

And then—then the unraveling.

She limped to the sink and watched the thin line of red circle the drain. A strange thing, how blood could look both intimate and distant. Like it didn’t belong to her anymore. Like she had become a witness to her own body.

The journal was waiting in the living room, closed but not asleep. It had a worn brown leather cover, buckled at the edges, the kind of thing that looked like it might contain poetry or spells or the kind of secrets no one ever means to write down but somehow does anyway. She hadn’t touched it in months. It had belonged to her son.

Her dead son.

She hadn’t said those words aloud before. Hadn’t dared to. As if speaking them might make it final. Real. But the silence had already spoken it. In the way the house refused to echo, in the untouched toy car under the couch, in the light that no longer filtered through the bedroom door each morning.

She sat on the couch, still clutching a bloodied paper towel to her foot. A fog filled her head—gray, not heavy, just dulling. She picked up the journal and flipped it open, uncertain why, as though her hands moved of their own accord. A page fluttered and stopped.

A drawing.

Stick figures. Two of them. A big one and a small one, holding hands. The child had drawn wings on the smaller figure. There was a sun in the corner, smiling, as children always draw it—oblivious to real weather, real death. Above the winged child were three words, written in shaky pencil:

“I forgive you.”

The air left her lungs.

She hadn’t drawn it. She hadn’t even known it was there.

The date in the corner was just one week before the car crash.

There are moments, she would later say, that don't belong to time. They float. Untethered. Like fragments of a dream you never remember having until something—a scent, a sound, a bloodied foot—brings it flooding back.

The next fragment was the mirror.

It hung in the hallway between her bedroom and what used to be his. She’d walked past it for years, often without noticing. But this time, something in it caught her.

She was not alone.

Her reflection was there—her own face, hollow-eyed, pale. But just behind her... a shadow. A flicker. Something not her, yet tethered to her by some unseen thread. She turned. Nothing. But when she faced the mirror again, the shape remained. Not a person, exactly. Not a ghost. A presence. The suggestion of a memory too heavy to surface.

She touched the glass. It was cold.

And for just one breath, the reflection did not move with her.

That night, she dreamed.

Or what passed for dreaming, now. Since the crash, her sleep had turned shapeless. It was less a descent into rest than a surrender to the void. But this night was different.

She dreamed of a hallway—long, narrow, flickering with low yellow lights. The kind you find in hospitals or old schools. The air was thick, not hot, just close. She heard the hum of electricity, but no footsteps. She was barefoot again, walking slowly, her blood no longer visible but somehow still present, like the memory of pain that ghosted behind each step.

And then she saw her.

A little girl, no older than nine, standing at the end of the hall. Not facing her. Just... waiting.

The girl turned, and she gasped.

It was her.

Not a lookalike. Not a suggestion. It was unmistakably her nine-year-old self. The same thick braid, the chipped tooth she used to hide when she smiled. The corduroy dress she wore the day her father left.

In the girl's hand: a key.

The child said nothing, only held the key out.

And then, before she could reach her, the hallway folded in on itself like paper in a dream, and she was falling—no, not falling, dissolving. The girl was gone. The key, gone. Only the silence remained.

She woke with a start, the journal open on her chest.

On the page: a new drawing.

Fresh.

A hallway.

A little girl with a key.

And in the corner, in handwriting not her own:

“You forgot something.”

That morning, she didn’t speak. Not to herself, not to the mirror, not to the world.

She only moved.

She picked up the journal, tucked it under her arm like a shield, and went into her son’s room for the first time in six months. The air was stale with time. The bed was untouched. The astronaut lamp still flickered when she flipped the switch. She sat on the edge of the bed and exhaled a breath she hadn’t known she was holding.

There was no sound, but something in her shifted.

The silence was beginning to whisper.

There were boxes in the closet she had forgotten existed.

One was yellowing at the corners, taped shut with brittle masking tape. The kind you might find in attics or under old stairwells, marked in thick black ink: “DRAWINGS.” She didn’t remember labeling it. Or perhaps she had done it in that blur after the funeral—when casseroles arrived at her door she never touched and words of comfort landed on her skin without sinking in.

She pulled the box down, and a thin snowfall of dust followed. Inside: crumpled drawings, mostly. Suns with happy faces, crooked animals, a dinosaur with three legs and something that looked like a dog but was labeled "Dad." Her son’s early attempts at memory. He had drawn the world the way he wanted to see it: bright, simple, friendly.

But one drawing caught her breath.

It wasn’t like the others.

It was darker—literally and in tone. Pencil strokes layered over each other in a kind of frenzied texture. A hallway. Much like the one in her dream. At the center stood a girl holding a key.

But she wasn’t smiling.

She wasn’t even drawn in the same style as the other figures. More defined, more mature. There was something... knowing in the way she stood. As if she were the only one who knew how the story ended.

And in the background—barely visible—there was a shape behind her. A shadow the girl didn’t seem to notice.

She turned the paper over.

Blank.

She returned it to the box but not without a shiver. Some part of her—the ancient, superstitious part—felt watched. Not by something evil, but by something awake.

She spent the rest of the day in silence.

Even the birds outside her window seemed muted. Time began to stretch. The hands on the kitchen clock moved, but not in a way that felt honest. She kept returning to the journal, flipping through it as though it were a map and she’d just missed the legend. The ink in some entries looked older, faded; others appeared unnervingly fresh.

Some pages she didn’t remember her son writing at all. Some were in his handwriting but felt... off. Tilted. Like someone mimicking a child’s penmanship.

And then, on a page near the back, she found something new.

It wasn’t written like a journal entry. It was a letter.

But not to her.

To the one who sleeps through mirrors,
You don’t know me yet, but you will.
I’ve been leaving you messages in silence.
I watched you walk past every door.
I saw the way you looked away.
The key is still where you left it.
But the door won’t open unless you remember who broke it.
Come find me when you’re ready.
– V
She stared at the signature.

Just a single letter: V.

Not her son's name. Not hers.

And yet... something in it trembled familiar.

She pressed the letter flat against her lap. Her eyes searched the room for answers, but all she found were ghosts of motion. The swing of a mobile above a crib. The corner of the room where he used to build pillow forts. Every memory felt sharpened by time, no longer softened by forgetting.

She went to the mirror again.

The hallway mirror.

The one that had flickered before.

This time she stared, hard. Unblinking. Her own face stared back, pale and drawn, but intact. She leaned in until her breath fogged the glass.

Nothing.

And then—just as she was about to turn away—she saw it.

In the corner of the reflection, over her left shoulder: a door.

A plain white door with no handle.

She turned around in real space.

There was nothing there. Only the hallway. The air.

But in the mirror, the door remained.

She reached out and pressed her palm to the glass. Cold again. Her heart began to race—not in fear, exactly, but recognition. Like her body remembered something her mind couldn’t reach.

And then, for the briefest of moments, the surface of the mirror rippled.

She didn’t scream.

She didn’t pull her hand away.

Instead, she leaned forward. Her forehead touched the glass, and she closed her eyes.

A sound—not a voice, not words—began to echo inside her skull.

Shhh...

Like wind moving through an abandoned house.

Like breath over a grave.

Like her own voice trying to speak from someplace deeper than her throat.

She didn’t move for several minutes.

When she opened her eyes, the door in the mirror was gone.

But something else had changed.

Her reflection wasn’t wearing the same clothes.

She ran to the bathroom and flipped on the light. The woman in the mirror there wore her same shirt, same eyes, same scar along her collarbone.

Whatever had happened in the hallway—if it happened at all—had not followed her here.

But the seed of doubt had been planted. A new fracture beneath the surface of her reality.

Her phone had 12 missed calls. All from a number labeled MOTHER.

She didn’t answer. She hadn’t spoken to her mother in nearly a year, not since the funeral when grief twisted their words into weapons. Her mother had called it an accident. Said he was in a better place. Said God needed him more.

She never forgave her for saying that.

Now the words echoed back like a curse: "A better place."

What did that even mean?

Her son wasn’t in a better place.

He was in the ground.

That night, she burned the letter from “V.”

Or tried to.

She lit it over the kitchen sink, but the paper refused to curl. The flames danced along the edges but never consumed the words. Finally, in frustration, she turned the tap and doused it. The paper remained intact—soggy, blackened—but legible.

She dropped it into the trash and stared at her reflection in the kitchen window. It was night now. Her face hovered against the black outside like something trapped between worlds.

Then the lights flickered.

A low hum began from the hallway. A vibration under her feet, barely perceptible.

And then—the sound of a door creaking open.

She froze.

Slowly, she turned her head.

There was no door in the hallway.

But her son’s room was open again.

She walked toward it slowly, barefoot, the cut on her foot reopened, leaving small red punctuation marks along the hardwood floor.

The journal was on the bed.

Open to a blank page.

She sat down and picked up the pen resting beside it.

Her hand shook as she began to write. She didn’t know why or what compelled her. But the words came, and she let them.

I don’t know who you are.
I don’t know if you’re me or something else.
But I saw you.
In the mirror.
I think you’re waiting for me.
I think I’m waiting for you too.
As she wrote the final word, the light in the room dimmed—not turned off, not blown out, just... receded, like a tide.

And then, in the silence, a voice.

Not loud. Not angry.

Not even external.

It was inside her. Ancient. Gentle. Terrifying.

It said only one thing:

“Start remembering.”

The next morning came too quietly.

No alarm. No sun through the curtains. No birds. Just light—soft, gray, and unfamiliar, like the sky had forgotten how to rise properly.

She sat up and felt... wrong.

Not sore. Not tired. But displaced. As if her body had moved through something in the night that her waking self hadn’t caught up to. She looked at her hands and noticed fine lines etched into her palms—scratches or writing, she wasn’t sure. She blinked hard.

Gone.

She checked her phone. The lock screen said Tuesday, but she remembered Monday. Clearly. The soup she didn’t eat. The burned letter. The mirror.

Had she slept through a day?

She went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. The faucet groaned like old metal. The water came out warm, then too cold, then brown, then clear again. Everything was slightly off. Nothing she could point to directly, but the room had shifted.

Or maybe she had.

The hallway mirror greeted her again, as if it had been waiting.

She avoided it this time. Stepped past quickly. But still, she felt watched—not in the traditional sense, not like eyes on her skin. This was a deeper kind of attention, like her thoughts were being measured.

She went to the living room and tried to watch television. Every channel was static. Even the streaming apps. Just loading circles that never finished spinning. The weather channel said, “No Data Available.”

Her laptop didn’t turn on.

She picked up the journal again.

This time, the first few pages were missing. Torn out cleanly, as if with a razor.

Her breath caught in her throat.

She flipped further.

The letter from "V" was gone. But in its place—scrawled across two full pages—were the words:

“I NEVER LEFT.”

Beneath it, her own name, repeated dozens of times. Over and over in a child’s handwriting.

Then, in smaller letters:

“She’s coming back.”

She dropped the journal like it burned.

She thought again of the drawing in the box—the hallway, the girl with the key, the shadow.

And it hit her.

The girl.

She hadn’t just imagined her. She knew her. That face. That posture. Not her daughter. Not her son. Not a stranger.

Herself.

At age nine.

She tried to rationalize. Maybe it was an old memory bleeding through. Trauma often blurs the line between past and present. She could be hallucinating. Sleep-deprived. Dissociating. She’d read enough articles to know grief could do that.

But that didn’t explain the mirror.

Or the shifting days.

Or the letter she didn’t write.

Later that afternoon, she walked into town. She needed groceries, or maybe she just needed people—something to tether her to the real.

But the town felt... slowed.

The streets weren’t empty, exactly, but everyone seemed to move like they were underwater. Conversations muted, eyes unfocused. She passed the florist, and the woman inside didn’t turn her head. Passed the coffee shop—empty tables, a flickering OPEN sign.

The grocery store was quiet.

Too quiet.

She reached for a cart and froze. Every wheel was still. No squeak, no rattle. Just rows of metal frames waiting in silence.

Inside, the aisles were strangely clean. No music played overhead. No checkout beeped. It was like walking into a painting of a store rather than the real thing.

She picked up a box of cereal and blinked.

The label was in gibberish.

Not just a foreign language—symbols she’d never seen. Curved like calligraphy, pulsing faintly. She dropped it. It hit the floor with a sound that didn’t match its weight. Hollow. Echoing.

She turned a corner and saw a woman at the far end, facing the shelf. Her back stiff. Not moving.

“Excuse me,” she called.

No response.

She stepped closer. “Do you know if the register’s working?”

Still no answer.

She touched the woman’s shoulder.

The figure turned, slowly.

The face was her own.

But older.

Eyes glassy. Mouth stitched shut—not with thread, but with memory. She tried to scream, but her double lifted a finger to her lips, miming silence.

Then blinked—and vanished.

The aisle was empty.

The cereal box was gone.

And her hands were shaking violently.

She ran home.

Every footstep echoed as if on metal.

When she opened the front door, the hallway mirror was waiting. Lit from within.

It shimmered like a portal, and for a moment she saw her nine-year-old self again—this time clearer. The girl stood barefoot, wearing a dress she hadn’t seen in decades. Yellow with tiny stars. The kind she wore to Sunday school.

The girl was crying.

But not in sorrow.

In anger.

Mouthing something silently.

She leaned forward.

“What are you saying?” she whispered.

The girl pressed her hand to the mirror. Slowly, a word began to form in the fog of her breath.

"WHY?"

And the glass shattered.

But only in the reflection.

The real mirror stayed intact.

Her own face stared back again, now pale, haunted. Her lips trembled, her eyes wide with terror.

Behind her, the journal lay open once more on the floor.

She turned and picked it up.

This time, one sentence had been added in her own handwriting—only, she didn’t remember writing it.

“You promised not to forget me.”

The rest of the evening passed in stillness. She didn't eat. She didn’t sleep.

At some point, she sat down at the dining table with a pencil and drew the hallway from memory. Not her actual hallway, but the one from her dream. The one in her son's drawing. The one she now saw when she blinked.

Each door had a different symbol on it: an eye, a clock, a bird, a hand. One was simply black.

She drew the key last.

Then she added the girl—herself—at the center.

This time, no shadow behind her.

This time, the girl was looking directly at her.

She didn’t remember falling asleep.

But she woke again—suddenly, heart racing—on the couch, with no memory of lying down. The house was full of a low vibration. Not quite a sound. More like a feeling—a hum that settled into the bones and pressed against the skin from the inside out.

The drawing lay on the floor beside her, turned over. When she flipped it, all the doors she’d drawn had been crossed out—except the black one.

There was something new now, too. A figure standing beside the girl, barely visible. Faint pencil lines, almost erased. But unmistakably there. Watching. Its face smudged out, but the shape familiar. A man, tall, with long fingers curled like hooks.

She reached for the journal, dreading what she might find.

New pages had appeared.

Each filled with sentences she didn’t remember writing:

You said you’d come back for me.
I kept the door open.
You let it in.
I heard you sing once. I remember.
She promised we’d never forget, but we did.
She’s still in there.
You are her.
She flipped the pages faster, breath quickening.

At the bottom of one page, just before the ink faded out completely:

“The silence isn’t empty. It’s full of everything we buried.”

That morning—or what she assumed was morning—she found the fridge empty. Not just empty of food, but light. The bulb was dead, and her reflection wavered in the glass surface of a milk bottle like it was under water.

She opened the door to the basement, though she hadn’t gone down there in years.

The light switch didn’t work.

She took a flashlight and descended, each creaking step a heartbeat echo.

The basement air smelled of old paper and dust, but beneath that—a faint metallic tang, like rust and something older.

She found the trunk again. The one from before. But this time, it was open.

Inside: the burned letter, now intact.

She unfolded it, hands trembling. The words had changed.

Where before it had said "I forgive you", now it read:

“Do you?”

She backed away.

In the far corner, behind the water heater, was a door she didn’t remember. Small. Almost child-sized. No knob—just a keyhole.

Her breath caught.

The key. The girl. The hallway.

It wasn’t just a dream.

She dropped to her knees, pressed her ear to the door.

Nothing.

Then—

A voice.

Very faint. Like breath pressed into the wood:

“It’s time.”

That night, the dreams deepened.

She was nine again, in the hallway. But this time, all the doors were open. Inside each: a different version of herself.

One wore hospital scrubs and whispered to herself as she counted syringes.

One was draped in white, hands covered in ash, sitting in front of a burned-down house.

One was curled up in a ball, eyes black, humming an off-key lullaby.

She passed each door.

None of them looked up.

At the end of the hallway stood the black door.

The girl—herself—stood before it, holding the key in one hand and something else in the other.

A shard of broken glass.

“Do you remember now?” she asked, her voice clearer this time. Older.

“I don’t,” the woman replied.

“You said you wouldn’t leave me here,” the girl said. “But you did. And now you can’t leave at all unless you find the name you gave away.”

“What name?” she asked.

But the girl was already fading.

Behind her, the black door creaked open. And out came—

Nothing.

Just the sound.

That hum again.

Only louder now.

Alive.

She woke with blood in her mouth.

She had bitten her tongue in her sleep.

The journal was on her chest. Another message scrawled inside, like it had written itself while she dreamed.

“You cannot heal what you pretend not to remember.”

And below it, a name.

Only, the letters were wrong. Scrambled.

E N A V A H

She didn’t recognize it.

But her hand trembled as she traced the shape.

It meant something.

Something she had buried.

She sat at the kitchen table with a photograph album she hadn't touched in years. Flipping through, she found a picture of her younger self—eight, maybe nine—standing in front of a swing set.

Next to her, another girl.

Identical. A twin.

But she never had a sister.

She was sure.

She stared at the photo. Both girls wore the yellow star-dress.

Both smiling.

One of them had the name Enavah written on the collar.

She turned the photo over.

Nothing.

Then again.

And the name was gone.

The house felt heavier now.

Each step took effort. Like walking through syrup.

Mirrors reflected her a moment too late.

Her shadow turned corners she hadn’t taken.

The journal pulsed with heat whenever she neared it.

The silence wasn't just background anymore. It had rhythm. Cadence.

It was speaking.

And somewhere, in the folds of that quiet, she began to remember—

Not facts, not events, but feelings.

A promise made in a hallway not unlike the one in the dream. A vow spoken not with words, but with hands. Holding a girl’s face. Her own face. And saying, “I will come back for you.”

But she hadn’t.

She had forgotten.

And something else had taken her place.

The next night, the girl came again. This time, not in a dream.

She stood at the edge of the bed as the woman woke, eyes wide, key dangling from her hand.

“You’re close,” the girl whispered.

“To what?”

“To remembering what you broke.”

“What did I break?”

The girl’s face twisted. “Me.”

And then she was gone.

But on the bedsheet, left behind: the key.

Real. Cold. Heavy.

She took the key to the basement.

The child-sized door waited.

She knelt, hand shaking, and pressed the key into the lock.

It turned with a sound like cracking bone.

And the door opened.

Inside: a tunnel. Lined with mirrors on both sides.

She stepped through.

And as the door closed behind her, she heard—somewhere deep within the silence—a song.

One she hadn’t sung since she was nine.

She stepped into the tunnel with the key still clutched in her hand, though she no longer needed it. The door closed behind her not with a slam, but a sigh. Like something relieved to finally resume its course.

The walls were lined with mirrors.

At first glance, they reflected her as expected: slightly older than she remembered, dark circles under her eyes, hands trembling.

But as she moved deeper, things began to shift.

In one mirror, her reflection didn’t blink when she did.

In another, her mouth was stitched shut with silver thread.

In a third, she saw herself as a child—wearing the yellow dress, one sock pulled up to her knee, the other missing.

Then came the mirror that stopped her.

In it, she saw two versions of herself. One standing where she was. The other slightly behind, her head tilted, smiling too wide, eyes too black.

The second one moved even though she didn’t.

It reached for the glass. Placed its hand against it.

She stepped back.

And the reflection mouthed words she couldn’t hear.

The tunnel curved slightly downward, the floor sloping just enough to feel unnatural.

Each step triggered old memories, not of things that had happened, but things that had been almost.

Almost said. Almost done. Almost lived.

At one point, she passed a mirror showing her sitting at a typewriter, pages of stories scattered around her. The kind she’d dreamed of writing but never had.

Another showed her with a baby in her arms—her face tired, but full of something terrifyingly tender.

Another: her in the hospital gown, sobbing into her knees.

She touched that glass.

It was cold.

The girl inside lifted her head.

It was her—but less... lost.

The reflection nodded. Then opened her mouth, and a bird flew out.

A blackbird. Sharp-beaked and silent.

It hit the mirror and vanished into smoke.

She kept walking.

At the bottom of the corridor, the tunnel opened into a wide circular chamber.

The walls were lined with mirrors—but these were cracked, incomplete. Some were fogged. Others were so shattered they barely held a shape.

In the center stood a pedestal.

On it: the journal.

But it had changed.

Its leather cover now pulsed faintly, like breath. And carved into the front, almost glowing, was the word:

ENAVAH.

She stepped closer. The journal opened on its own.

Blank.

Then, word by word, line by line, something began to write itself.

You didn’t forget.
You buried it.
And it grew roots in the dark.
Each silence was a seed.
Each secret, a garden.
Now they bloom together, wild.
She turned the page.

A single sentence stood in the center, in a child’s handwriting:

“You told me the silence would protect us.”

And below it, in her own adult hand:

“I lied.”

One of the mirrors behind her groaned.

She turned.

A shape moved inside it.

It wasn’t her. Not exactly.

The figure was taller. Pale. Lips split at the edges like a wound.

It pressed its forehead against the glass.

And whispered—

No sound. But she heard it.

Inside her.

“Give her back.”

The journal snapped shut.

The lights overhead dimmed—though she hadn’t noticed them before.

She backed away.

The mirror cracked from the inside.

And a voice—the same child-voice—echoed through the chamber:

“You broke the first mirror when you said it didn’t happen.”

“Now all the pieces remember you differently.”

The figure inside the mirror slammed a hand to the glass.

Cracks spidered outward.

She turned to run—but there was nowhere to run to.

The tunnel behind her had vanished.

Only mirrors remained.

All showing variations of herself—each caught mid-scream, mid-fall, mid-prayer.

The journal began to glow, its pages fluttering open.

Wind—where was wind coming from?—tore through the chamber, carrying voices like dry leaves:

“I kept her safe.”

“She asked me to wait.”

“You left the door open.”

“I remember the lullaby.”

“I am the silence you made.”

She dropped the journal.

The pedestal cracked.

The mirror in front of her shattered completely.

And from it stepped—

Her.

But not her.

Enavah.

Same face. Same body. But younger.

Not nine. Not quite.

She looked like the version that had never left the hallway.

Eyes wide.

Voice soft.

“I held it all,” she said. “Because you couldn’t.”

Tears filled the woman’s eyes.

“I didn’t know how.”

“I do,” the girl said.

She held out her hand.

They stood facing each other for a long time.

And then—hesitantly, tremulously—the woman knelt.

She reached out, took the girl’s hand.

And something passed between them. Not a light. Not a sound.

A weight.

The kind that presses into the chest right before you remember why you stopped singing.

The child leaned forward, pressed her forehead to the woman’s.

“You have to carry it with me now,” she said.

“I can’t go further alone.”

The chamber dissolved.

The mirrors blinked out like dying stars.

She found herself once again in her home, kneeling on the kitchen floor.

The key was gone.

The journal was closed.

The silence returned—but this time, it didn’t hum.

It breathed.

It waited.

And for the first time in many years, she whispered aloud:

“I remember.”
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Chapter 2: Dreams You Don’t Wake From
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The first dream did not begin with color, or sound, or the sense of falling.

It began with recognition—a knowing before anything was seen. As if her body had been waiting for this dream longer than her mind had.

She stood on a train platform.

The sky above her was the color of bruise: purple streaked with yellow veins. Trains came and went without sound. None of them stopped.

She wasn’t alone.

Figures moved around her—faceless, blurred at the edges like photographs left too long in the rain. Their feet never touched the ground. Some had briefcases. Some held hands with children who weren’t there.

A bell tolled somewhere far off—dull, submerged, as if underwater.

She checked her hand.

The key was there.

Rusted. Still warm.

This startled her. Not because it existed in the dream, but because it shouldn’t. The dream was supposed to be separate. She had always known the line between what was real and what was not.

But now the key blurred it.

She walked along the platform. The station stretched endlessly, its signs written in looping, nonsensical script that changed when she tried to read it.

And then she saw her.

Not in a mirror this time.

Standing under the flickering light of a half-dead lamppost: the girl in the yellow dress.

Nine years old. Hair in two uneven braids. Knees scuffed.

She looked up and smiled, as if they’d arranged this meeting.

“I knew you’d come,” the girl said.

Her voice was less haunted than before. Stronger. Like something had rooted in her since they last met.

“You brought the key,” she added.

“Yes,” the woman replied.

She wasn’t sure how she could speak in this place. She wasn’t even sure her mouth moved.

“You found the first memory,” the girl said. “That’s good. But you have to go deeper now.”

“Deeper?”

The girl nodded.

“You remember too much like an adult. It turns truth into metaphor. You have to remember the way I did.”

“I don’t know how.”

“You will. I’ll help.”

The girl walked toward a bench and sat.

It wasn’t made of wood or metal, but of pages—bound journals stacked into a shape. Her shape.

She patted the space beside her.

The woman sat.

“Do you know what this place is?” the girl asked.

“A dream.”

“No,” she said. “Not just a dream. It’s where the story waits when no one’s telling it.”

She looked down the platform.

“It’s where we stored everything that didn’t fit into waking life.”

The woman looked around. The platform. The flickering sky. The soundless trains.

“This place doesn’t feel safe.”

“It isn’t.”

“Why did I come here?”

“Because we stopped running. We called it back without knowing.”

The girl reached into her dress pocket and pulled out a piece of glass.

A mirror shard.

“This is from the first mirror we broke,” she said. “Before we lied.”

She handed it over.

The woman hesitated.

“Take it,” the girl urged. “It’ll show you the place you’ve been hiding from.”

The glass was cold.

As she took it, the train station fell away.

The dream shifted.

She stood now in a forest—but not one from any place she remembered.

The trees were tall and thin, bending away from her as if recoiling.

The sky here was black—but lit from within, like coal before it goes out.

And in front of her stood a door.

Freestanding. No hinges. No handle.

Painted white, except for the smears of red around the edges. Not paint. Not quite blood either. Something in between.

The shard in her hand glowed faintly.

She stepped closer.

Carved into the center of the door were three words:

Let Me In.

She didn’t remember walking through it.

One moment she stood before the door, the next she was inside a room.

No walls. No ceiling. Just space that ended when she tried to find its edges.

In the center of the room was a swing set.

The kind from childhood.

One swing twisted gently in the air. The other was occupied.

The girl again.

But this time, her back was to her.

The woman walked slowly toward her.

The girl didn’t turn around.

“You left me here,” she said, softly.

Her voice was not angry. Not wounded. Just... true.

“I didn’t know where you were,” the woman said.
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