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The Cracked Mirror
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Elena had thought the silence would bring her peace. After the night of the last flame, when the ritual ended and the air stopped trembling with whispers, she imagined her life would return to something resembling normal. But silence, she discovered, had its own voice. In the mornings it clung to her apartment like a damp fog, thick and suffocating, filling every corner of the rooms. It echoed in the ticking of the clock on the wall, in the uneven drip of water from the kitchen faucet, in the sigh of wind sneaking through the narrow window frame. She hated it, this new silence, because it wasn’t absence at all—it was memory. A silence that carried shadows.

She tried to ignore it. She filled her days with ordinary things—coffee strong enough to burn her tongue, meaningless scrolling through headlines, hours spent rearranging bookshelves as if moving spines from one row to another could somehow rearrange the fragments of her mind. She left the lights on at night, every lamp glowing, as if brightness could block out the images that insisted on crawling back into her head: the faces she had seen in the flames, the screams that weren’t screams but burned into her bones anyway.

It never worked. At three in the morning, when exhaustion pulled her down and her defenses slipped, the silence cracked. That’s when the dreams came.

The first dream arrived like a warning. She stood inside a house she didn’t recognize, its walls scorched black, wallpaper curling in strips like old skin. Smoke still hung in the air, heavy and oily, catching at her throat. The floorboards creaked beneath her bare feet, hot as if fire still licked just beneath them. She heard something—a cough, small and fragile, like a child’s chest trying to pull in air that wasn’t there. She followed the sound through the hallway, past the remains of photographs on the wall, frames melted into twisted metal. In one, a woman smiled, her hair pulled back in a loose braid. In another, a boy of about five held a toy car. The glass was cracked across his face, but his eyes still shone, wide and alive.

When Elena turned the corner, the coughing stopped.

The nursery door stood ajar. Inside, the crib was nothing but ash. She knew what she would see even before her hand pushed the door wider, even before the charred air wrapped around her throat. The woman from the photograph stood at the window, her figure blurred by smoke, clutching the boy against her chest. His face pressed into her shoulder, hidden. The woman looked over at Elena—not startled, not frightened, but with the hollow resignation of someone who had burned too many times to remember what safety felt like.

“You should have left,” the woman whispered. Her lips didn’t move, but Elena heard the words inside her skull, sharp as glass. “You should have left when you had the chance.”

Elena tried to step forward, but her feet sank. The floor beneath her turned soft, crumbling, and suddenly she was knee-deep in ash, choking as it filled her mouth, her lungs, her eyes. The woman and the boy blurred into smoke, their outlines flickering like the dying edge of a flame. She reached out her hand, desperate to hold on to them, to pull them back from whatever darkness had claimed them, but they dissolved, leaving nothing but black air and the echo of that whisper.

When Elena jerked awake, her sheets were damp with sweat. The clock glared 3:07 at her from the nightstand. She pressed her palms to her eyes, willing the vision to fade, but even in the darkness behind her lids, the woman’s hollow gaze burned.

It didn’t stop there.

The next night, it came again. The same house, the same smoke. This time, the boy turned his face toward her. His skin was gray, his lips cracked. His eyes—oh God, his eyes—were endless, black wells that swallowed her whole when she met them. He opened his mouth to cry, but what came out was fire.

By the fourth night, Elena stopped sleeping altogether. Coffee replaced rest, the sharp bitterness of it the only thing tethering her to the present. She tried to tell herself it was stress, her mind gnawing at the shadows of everything she had seen before. But deep down, she knew. These weren’t dreams. They were invitations. Warnings. Flames don’t extinguish so easily.

One evening, unable to stand the confinement of her apartment, Elena walked the city streets until her legs ached. The winter air stung her lungs, a welcome distraction from the inferno inside her. She wandered into a narrow alley she had never noticed before, its walls marked with graffiti, its ground slick with something darker than water. At the far end, a single candle burned on a rusted fire escape, its flame steady despite the wind.

Her pulse lurched.

She told herself not to move closer. Every rational nerve screamed at her to turn around, to walk away. But something in the silence—the same silence that haunted her apartment, the same silence that clung to her dreams—pulled her forward.

When she reached the candle, she saw it stood in front of a shattered mirror. The glass was cracked in a spiderweb pattern, shards missing, edges glinting like teeth. For a moment, her reflection swam uncertainly, splitting into fragments. Her eyes appeared doubled, tripled, each set staring back at her with a different expression—fear, anger, despair.

And then the reflection shifted.

Behind her image, in the glass, stood the woman. The child’s small head rested against her shoulder. They didn’t move. They didn’t blink. But the candlelight made their forms pulse, almost alive.

Elena’s breath caught. She spun around—nothing. Only the alley stretching back into the city’s neon haze. When she turned to the mirror again, the figures were still there. Closer.

The glass trembled. A crack widened, splintering across the surface with a sound like bones snapping. The woman lifted her chin, and her mouth curled into something that might have been a smile if it hadn’t been so utterly wrong.

Elena stumbled back, but the mirror leaned forward as if reaching for her. One of the shards loosened, dropping into the alley with a sharp ring. It landed at her feet. She bent, against every instinct screaming no, and picked it up. The edge sliced her skin, blood welling instantly. The drop fell onto the shard, and the glass seemed to drink it.

For an instant, the alley vanished. She stood inside the burning house again, only this time the fire raged hotter, hungrier. Flames licked the walls, swallowing photographs, turning furniture to cinders. The woman whispered something Elena couldn’t quite hear over the roar. She leaned in, straining to catch it, and this time the words burned clear:

“Seven flames. Seven doors. You’ve only opened one.”

The shard shattered in her hand. Blood sprayed across the pavement, but she didn’t feel the cut, not really. What she felt was the cold, merciless certainty settling into her chest.

The silence was gone. In its place, the voices had returned.
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The House Where the Child Cries
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The road that led Elena to the outskirts of the town was narrow and uneven, paved with stones that remembered centuries of footsteps. She had been told about the house in whispers, as though the very name of it carried a curse. A place where, for decades, neighbors swore they had heard a child crying through the walls, though no children had lived there in anyone’s lifetime. Some swore it was the wind through the chimney, others that it was stray cats nesting under the beams. But those who lived closest to it avoided the street altogether, walking the long way around, unwilling to test the explanation.

Elena carried the memory of the first flame with her, the sight of the woman swallowed by fire, the sound of her scream echoing into silence. She felt it pressing against her ribs now, urging her forward and warning her all at once. Her hand shook as she pressed the latch of the iron gate that guarded the yard. The gate let out a groan like an animal in pain, and the noise made her flinch. The air was heavier here, colder too, though it was the height of summer.

The house itself loomed in shadow though the sun had not yet set. Its windows were covered in grime, so thick it looked like they had been painted black. The roof sagged in the middle, and ivy climbed the walls like veins on a corpse. The closer Elena came, the louder the silence became. It wasn’t just quiet; it was a silence that pressed into her eardrums, making her aware of her own heartbeat, of the scrape of her shoes against the gravel, of her shallow breath.

Inside, the house smelled of rot and old wood. Dust hung in the air in visible clouds, stirred by her presence. She felt the weight of countless unseen eyes, as though every shadow in the corners leaned forward to study her. A floorboard groaned under her step, and she almost turned back, almost fled into the safety of the fading light. But something stronger held her here: the certainty that the next flame was waiting.

She moved through the hallway, her fingers brushing against wallpaper that peeled away in long strips. She saw marks on the walls—tiny lines scratched low, like a child marking their height year after year. She stopped. The marks ended abruptly. Her chest tightened as if the air itself grew narrow.

The crying began faintly at first, like a whisper carried through pipes. A child’s cry, thin and piercing, distant but undeniable. Elena froze. The sound traveled down the hallway, threading itself into her bones. She forced herself to move toward it, though her body trembled with every step.

At the end of the hallway, the door stood ajar. She touched it with her fingertips, and the wood shivered under her hand. With a push, it swung open to reveal a small room bathed in pale, unnatural light. The air here was colder still, sharp enough to sting her lungs. And in the center of the room stood an empty crib.
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