
 Chapter 1 — The 


Patient Who Smiled

The first thing Dr. 

Lívia Cordeiro noticed 

wasn’t the smell of 

antiseptic. 

It was the laughter. 

Not normal 

laughter—too sharp, 

too hollow. It echoed down the corridor of 

Saint Helena 

Psychiatric Hospital 

like a laugh-track 

without the show. 

Somewhere in that 

maze of peeling paint 

and flickering lights, 

someone was losing their mind… joyfully. 

She clutched her 

clipboard tighter and 

kept walking. Her 

heels clicked against 

the old linoleum, each 

step swallowed by the 

distant giggling. The 

air was heavy, thick with humidity and 

something else she 

couldn’t name—

something old and 

sour, like mold and 

regret. 

She’d been warned 

that the night shift 

here was 

“unconventional.” 

That was an 

understatement. 

Her first patient was 

waiting in Isolation 

Room 3B: Mateus 

Fonseca, age thirty-four, charged with 

murdering his wife and two children. No 

drugs, no alcohol, no 

motive—just one 

witness who said he 

was  smiling when they found him. 

According to the file, 

he hadn’t spoken 

since the arrest. 

Not one word. Only 

that damn smile. 



The guard at the 

door looked half-

asleep, his uniform 

soaked with sweat. 

“You sure you wanna 

go in there alone, Doc?” he asked. 

Lívia forced a calm 

smile. “He’s sedated, 

right?” 

The guard 

shrugged. “Depends 

on your definition.” 

That wasn’t comforting. 

She entered. 

The room was 

barely lit—just a 

single overhead bulb, 

buzzing like an insect 

on life support. The 

walls were the color 

of diluted bleach, and the floor was stained 

with something that 

might have been 

rust… or not. 

Mateus sat on the 

bed, hands chained to 

his lap, eyes fixed on 

the corner of the 

room. His lips stretched into a grin 

that seemed 

surgically precise. 

Lívia felt her 

stomach twist. 

“Good evening, 

Mateus. My name is 

Dr. Lívia. I’m here to help.” 

He didn’t blink. 

Didn’t breathe, 

almost. The smile 

stayed frozen, like his 

face had forgotten 

how to do anything 

else. 

She tried again. “Do you know where you 

are?” 

Silence. 

She wrote a note: 

 catatonic behavior, 

 fixed affect. 

“Can you tell me 

why you did it?” 

That’s when he moved. 

Just slightly. His head 

tilted toward her with 

a slow, deliberate 

creak. 

His voice came out 

like a whisper 

dragged across 

sandpaper. 

“Don’t blink.” 

Lívia froze. 

“What?” 

“Don’t. Blink.” 

She blinked. 

A simple reflex—half 

a second, no more. 

When she opened her eyes, Mateus was 

closer. Still chained, 

still sitting, but 

somehow  closer. His grin was wider now, 

showing too many 

teeth. 

Her pen fell from her hand. 

“Mateus,” she said 

carefully, “if you come 

closer again, I’ll call 

security.” 

He didn’t answer. 

Just stared at her. 

Then—so quietly she 

barely heard it—he laughed. 

Not a laugh of 

amusement. It was 

joyless, mechanical, 

like someone 

mimicking laughter 

from memory. 

And he kept laughing 

until his throat cracked and blood 

trickled down his chin. 

The guard burst in 

seconds later, 

shouting. 

But Mateus was 

dead. 

Still smiling. 

 

The autopsy 

confirmed cardiac 

arrest. No signs of 

poison, no trauma. 

His expression hadn’t 

changed—not even in 

rigor mortis. 

The nurses started calling it  “The Smile.”  

Three days later, 

the hospital’s power 

went out. Cameras 

glitched. One nurse 

swore she saw 

Mateus’s reflection in 

a window—just smiling. 

Lívia told herself it 

was nonsense. Sleep 

deprivation, maybe. 

But every time she 

closed her eyes, she 

saw it again: that 

fixed grin, that whisper:  Don’t blink.  

She stopped 

sleeping for two days. 



On the third night, 

she sat in the hospital 

cafeteria, staring into 

a cup of cold coffee. 

The vending machine next to her kept 

eating coins without 

giving snacks. She 

muttered to herself, 

half delirious. 

“Even the machines 

here have personality 

disorders.” 

Someone laughed behind her. 

She turned—no one 

there. Only the sound 

of buzzing fluorescent 

lights and a poster 

peeling off the wall 

that said:  “A smile is 

 the beginning of recovery.”  

The irony wasn’t 

lost on her. 

When she finally 

went back to her 

office, a file sat on her desk. 

Her handwriting. Her 

notes. But she hadn’t written the last line. 

In the blank margin, 

scrawled in red ink, 

were two words: 

“Don’t blink.”  

She felt her pulse 

jump. “Funny,” she 

muttered, forcing a 

smile. “Real funny, whoever did this.” 

The phone rang. 

She jumped. 

“Dr. Cordeiro?” The 

voice on the other 

end was from 

reception. “We have a 

transfer for you. 

Came from the central wing. Another 

patient showing 

similar symptoms.” 

“What symptoms?” 

she asked. 

“He’s smiling, 

ma’am.” 



His name was Rafael. Twenty-three. 

Found laughing 

uncontrollably in a 

subway tunnel, 

repeating the same 

phrase over and over: 

“It smiled first.” 

Lívia walked into his room prepared this 

time—security at the 

door, lights on full. 

“Rafael,” she said 

softly. “Can you tell 

me what happened?” 

He giggled. “You 

don’t wanna know.” 

She tried to keep her voice calm. “I do 

want to know.” 

He looked at her, 

and for the first time 

since she arrived at 

Saint Helena, Lívia 

saw  pure terror 

behind a smile. 

“I saw it,” he whispered. “And it 

saw me back.” 

“What did?” 

He hesitated. “The 

thing behind the 

blink.” 

Lívia frowned. 

“The… blink?” 

Rafael nodded slowly. “It hides there. 

Between one moment 

and the next. When 

you blink, you miss it. 

But it doesn’t miss 

you.” 

Her hand trembled 

slightly as she wrote 

the words down. 

“What happens if you 

look at it for too 

long?” 

He smiled again—

too wide. “Then you 

start smiling too.” 



That night, she dreamed she was in 

her office, surrounded 

by mirrors. Every 

reflection was her—

but not her. Each one 

smiled a little 

differently. 

One of them spoke. 

“Don’t blink, Lívia.” 

She woke up 

screaming. 

Her neighbor 

pounded on the wall. 

“Jesus, lady, get 

some therapy!” 

She laughed. “I  am therapy.” 

The joke didn’t help. 

When she got up, 

the mirror above her 

sink had a handprint 

on it. 

Her handprint. 

Smiling drawn in lipstick. 



By the end of the 

week, three more 

patients reported 

seeing “the smiling 

thing.” 

One of them bit his 

tongue off trying not to laugh. 

The hospital director 

dismissed it as “mass 

hysteria.” 

But Lívia knew 

better. The pattern 

was too precise—

each case followed by 

sleeplessness, laughter, then death. 

And now, she was 

seeing smiles 

everywhere. 

Billboards, nurses, 

reflections on the 

window glass at night. 

All grinning. 

All watching. 



She went back to 

Room 3B, where 

Mateus had died. The 

chains were still on 

the bed. The wall still 

had the faint outline of 

where his blood had dried. 

The light flickered. 

“Okay,” she 

whispered to the 

empty room. “If this is 

some psychological 

projection of guilt or 

trauma, now’s your cue to manifest.” 

Silence. 

Then—a faint creak. 

She turned slowly. 

The door was closed. 

The air felt heavy 

again, like before a 

thunderstorm. 

She laughed nervously. “Right. 

Classic haunted 

hospital cliché.” 

She took a deep 

breath and looked at 

the mirror in the 

corner. 

Something smiled back. 

Not her. 

Not her reflection. 

It blinked first. 



Lívia staggered 

backward, heart 

hammering. The lights went out. 

For a split second—

darkness. 

Then, the bulb 

flickered on again. 

The mirror was clean. 

Empty. 

Her own reflection stared back, pale and 

