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For the ones who never stopped looking-

Through mirrors, through shadows, through silence.

For the sisters we’ve lost,

The selves we’ve buried,

And the voices that whisper still.

May you find your way through the garden.
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A Garden of Hollow Things
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They told Iris she had imagined the screaming.

That the armchair had creaked only because she shifted in her sleep. That the scratching at the window was the oak tree brushing against the glass. That the shadow in the hallway, the one shaped like her sister, had never been there at all.

“Alice is gone,” they said.

The words were always the same, spoken too gently, like they were afraid she might break. She learned how to nod at the right time. Learned how to lower her eyes. Learned how to say, “Yes, I know.”

But she did not forget.

Because the screaming hadn’t been hers.

It had been Alice’s.
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THE NIGHT ALICE DISAPPEARED, the house had sighed.

Iris remembered it clearly. The moon had been too full. The walls had pulsed as though the manor were breathing. The roses outside had bloomed black for a single hour. She’d seen them from the second-story window, unfurling like secrets in the moonlight.

And the sundial had cracked. That had come later. The gardener found it split in half like a wound, its brass gnomon twisted, melted into something that looked like a crooked hand.

That was when Iris had first heard the Garden speak.

She had been standing at the edge of the west lawn, her slippers wet with dew, her breath fogging in the still summer air, and the trees had whispered:

Come in.
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ALICE HAD ALWAYS TALKED to the Garden.

She was the wild one- always barefoot, always running, always climbing into places they weren’t supposed to be. She would whisper to the stones, name the roses, kiss the iron gate, and call it “hers.”

“It wants us to play,” Alice would say.

Iris had never answered.

But she had watched. And listened.

And when Alice disappeared, she remembered everything.
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THEY SEARCHED FOR TWO days.

Lanterns in the hedges, Dogs brought from the village. Voices calling, always calling. Father shouted until he was hoarse. Mother wept into her gloves. The priest told Iris to pray.

No one thought to ask the Garden.

No one but her.

She crept to the sundial at midnight on the third night and knelt beside the crack, pressing her ear to the stone.

“I’m still here,” she whispered. “Tell me where she went.”

Something moved beneath the roots.

Something listened.
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NO ONE SAW IRIS TAKE the key.

It had appeared on the windowsill the night after Alice vanished. Old iron. Heavy. Cold even in the heat of her palm. The head was shaped like an open eye.

She didn’t tell anyone.

Didn’t ask.

She knew where it went.

She knew it was waiting.
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SHE WALKED ALONE TO the gate before dawn.

The Garden had changed.

The hedges curved the wrong way. The trees stood too still. Birds perched in the silence. No wind. No sound. Just mist and waiting.

And the gate-

It had a face.

Wrought iron twisted into the shape of a mouthless visage, its eyes empty holes that seemed to stare. There was no handle. No sign.

Just the keyhole.

Iris pressed the key into it.

It turned with a groan.

And the gate opened.
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THE GARDEN EXHALED.

Mist spilled over her shoes. The air smelled of earth and wine and something older-something like ink or blood or memory. The path ahead shimmered with a light that came from nowhere.

She stepped inside.

The gate closed behind her.

Softly.

Lovingly.

Like a sigh.
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THE GARDEN WAS NOT like it had been.

It had grown teeth. The grass crackled beneath her steps, though there was no frost. The trees stood bone-white, their leaves red and rustling in a wind she couldn’t feel. Vines crept along the path, patterned in strange, circular runes. No birds. No animals.

Only the sound of something breathing.

Not her.

Not near.

Just... around.

She followed the path.

There were statues now- ones she didn’t remember.

One showed a girl standing with her back turned.

Another wore a blindfold.

A third had Iris’s face.

But its eyes were hollow.

She walked faster.
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THE SUNDIAL STOOD AT the center of a small clearing.

Not the broken one behind the manor, this one was taller, older. The gnomon was a curved spike. Its shadow pointed nowhere. Around its base, thirteen small stones were set into the soil, each carved with a different name.

Iris.

Alice.

Elis.

Isla.

IIse.

Some she recognized. Some made her teeth ache to read.

She stepped over them and placed her hand on the sundial’s face.

It was warm.

“Where is she?” she asked.

The wind shifted.

And a voice whispered:

“You already know.”
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THE PATH CURLED AND narrowed.

The sky faded to grey.

And ahead-just beyond the next turn-stood a figure.

Small. Still. Barefoot.

“Alice?”

Iris ran forward.

The figure turned.

It was her sister.

But not.

The eyes were wrong. The skin too pale. The dress was the one Alice had worn the day she vanished, but torn, stained, wrinkled with time.

She smiled.

“Hello, Iris,” she said. Her voice was soft. Calm. “You’re early.”

Iris stopped short. “What... what are you talking about?”

The not-Alice tilted her head.

“You’re not supposed to be here yet. But the Garden is happy to have you.”

She reached out a hand.

Her fingers were glass.

Iris took a step back.

“You’re not her.”

“No,” the girl said. “But I remember her.”

She turned and walked into the mist.

And the Garden followed.
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THE NEXT CLEARING WAS different.

A fountain stood in the center, dry and cracked. A child’s statue sat atop it, blindfolded, holding a rose.

Iris approached.

The rose was black.

Its petals were glass.

As she reached for it, the statue whispered: “Which Alice are you?”

She froze.

“I’m not-”

But the words caught.

The statue tilted its head.

“First? Second? Twelfth? Thirteenth?”

The rose shattered in its hand.

Blood dripped into the basin below.

Iris backed away.
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THE GARDEN PULSED AROUND her.

She felt it in her chest-in her bones.

It wasn’t a place.

It was a story.

And it was reading her back.
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