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Prologue: The Last Goodbye

The sky was a dull shade of gray, a blanket of clouds stretching endlessly above the cemetery. Rain fell softly, not quite a drizzle but just enough to make the ground soggy, the drops sliding down the black stone of the headstones like tears. Lila stood still, her umbrella limp at her side, raindrops dampening her clothes and hair, but she barely felt it. She stared at the small gravestone in front of her, a name etched into the surface: Emily Jane Clarke.

Lila's hands trembled as she traced the letters, the cold stone beneath her fingers sending a shiver through her body. Emily. The name echoed in her mind like a faint whisper, a voice she hadn't heard in years but could still remember with aching clarity.

She closed her eyes. Her breath hitched, but the tears didn’t come. They hadn’t come in a long time. Instead, there was only the familiar numbness, the dull ache that had settled inside her chest the day Emily died and had never left. Lila opened her mouth, wanting to say something—anything—but the words stuck in her throat, choking her. What could she say that would make any difference now?

“Hello.”

The word slipped out before she realized it, barely louder than a whisper. She wasn’t sure why she’d said it—perhaps because that was all she ever wanted to hear from Emily. Just one more greeting, one more moment where she could turn around and see her sister standing there, alive, smiling, the way she always had before everything shattered.

But there was no response. There never was.

It had been ten years since Emily’s death, and still, Lila hadn’t found a way to say goodbye.

She knelt by the grave, her knees sinking into the wet earth, and rested her head against the cold stone. The silence pressed in around her, thick and suffocating. It was the silence that had followed her for a decade, trailing her through every room, every conversation, every night alone in her apartment. It wasn’t just the absence of sound—it was the absence of Emily.

That day, Lila had let go of her sister’s hand for a second too long, turned her back for just a moment, and that was all it had taken. She’d never forgive herself. How could she?

As Lila sat in the rain, she thought she heard it again—a faint voice, soft and distant, like a memory trying to surface through the fog.

“Hello.”

She froze, her breath catching in her throat. It couldn’t be real. It was just the rain, or the wind, or her own mind playing tricks on her again. But it sounded so much like her—like Emily. Lila closed her eyes tightly, squeezing out the thought before it could take hold. She stood up, wiping the mud from her knees. She didn’t need this. She didn’t need to chase ghosts. Emily was gone, and no matter how much she longed to hear her voice again, it wouldn’t change the fact that Lila had failed her.

With one last look at the grave, Lila turned and walked away, the rain masking the sound of her footsteps, leaving only the faint whisper of a voice she refused to believe she’d heard.
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Part 1: Falling into Silence


[image: ]


The library was always quiet during Lila’s shift. Quiet enough that she could hear her own heartbeat, feel the rise and fall of her breath as it echoed against the rows of untouched books. It was a forgotten place—a relic from a different time when people actually read physical books, and the scent of old paper was comforting rather than musty and forlorn.

The library, in many ways, was her sanctuary. The world outside continued to rush forward—loud, chaotic, and demanding—but in here, time seemed to stand still. The worn-out carpets, the dim lighting, and the endless stacks of neglected books created a cocoon of isolation where no one expected her to be anyone other than the quiet girl who signed in at the night shift and left without a word at dawn.

It was easier that way.

She sat at the circulation desk now, staring blankly at the rows of shelves ahead of her. Her fingers absently traced the edge of the wood, worn smooth by years of clerks just like her, their lives passing in the same stillness. The clock on the wall ticked softly—too softly to break the silence but enough to remind her of the time slipping away, second by second.

A stack of returned books lay untouched beside her. She should have logged them into the system hours ago, but she hadn’t been able to focus tonight. Her thoughts kept drifting, circling back to that morning at the cemetery, to the name carved into the stone: Emily Jane Clarke. Her sister.

It had been ten years, and still, the name felt like a knife in her chest every time she saw it, every time she allowed herself to think about it. She had become an expert at avoiding those thoughts, keeping them locked away in the darkest corners of her mind, only letting them out in brief, controlled bursts when she thought she was strong enough to handle it.

Lately though, the memories had been slipping through the cracks. Ever since that moment at the grave, when she had whispered that single word—hello—and heard it echoed back, as if from the depths of her mind, she had been on edge. She had heard Emily’s voice before, of course, in dreams and fleeting memories, but this time it had felt different. Closer. More real.

Lila shook her head, trying to clear the fog of her thoughts. She couldn’t go down that road again. She had buried those feelings for a reason. It was the only way she had survived the last decade—by locking Emily away in the past, where she belonged.

But the past never stayed buried for long.

She sighed and reached for the top book in the stack, flipping it open to the inside cover. It was an old hardback, its pages yellowed and brittle, the corners dog-eared and frayed. The title—The Forgotten Echoes of Time—seemed almost ironic, considering how long it had likely been since anyone had picked it up. Lila logged it into the system, her fingers moving automatically over the keyboard. The familiar routine should have calmed her, but tonight it only heightened her sense of unease.

The fluorescent lights above flickered, casting odd shadows across the desk. Lila glanced up at them, frowning. They did that sometimes—another sign of how outdated the building was. Still, the flickering light, combined with the oppressive silence, made her skin prickle. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her, lurking just beyond the reach of the light.

She rubbed her temples, trying to will away the tension building behind her eyes. It was just her imagination. She had been working too many night shifts, living too long in her own head, with nothing but the quiet and her memories to keep her company.

The phone rang, sharp and sudden in the stillness.

Lila jumped, her heart leaping into her throat. She stared at the phone for a moment, her mind scrambling to catch up. No one ever called the library at this hour. The handful of patrons who still visited during the day had long since gone home, and there were no employees here except for her.

Her hand hovered over the receiver, her pulse quickening. She didn’t want to answer. Something deep inside her—a primal, instinctive part of her—warned her not to. It was just a phone call, nothing more, right?

She picked up the receiver, her voice barely a whisper as she spoke. “Main library.”

There was a pause, a stretch of dead air that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. For a moment, she thought she had lost the connection. Then, through the faint crackle of static, she heard it.

“Hello.”

The word was soft, almost a whisper, but unmistakable. Lila’s breath caught in her throat. Her grip on the phone tightened, her fingers trembling against the plastic. The voice... it was familiar. So familiar that it sent a chill racing down her spine.

“Who is this?” she asked, her voice shaking.

No answer. The static on the line grew louder, crackling and hissing in her ear. She waited, her heart pounding, but whoever was on the other end didn’t speak again. Then, just as abruptly as it had started, the line went dead.

Lila stared at the phone in her hand, her pulse racing. She slowly set it back on the cradle, her mind spinning. It couldn’t have been... She shook her head, trying to dismiss the thought before it could take root. It was just a prank, or maybe a wrong number. That’s all it was.

The voice had been so clear. It had sounded so much like—No. She couldn’t go there. Not again.

She stood abruptly, pushing her chair back from the desk. The air in the library felt too heavy, too still, pressing in on
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