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Prologue:

First Feeding

––––––––
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ECHOES IN SILENCE  

Mia drifted between wakefulness and sleep long after her friends’ snores filled the living room. Tyler’s velvet-wrapped mirror rested on the coffee table, a silent heartbeat in the low light. Somewhere above, the vents sighed, an unsteady hiss that felt too deliberate to be the furnace. Mia sat up, blanket tangled around her ankles, and shivered.  

A voice, softer than a whisper yet impossibly clear, scraped from the ductwork: “Mia...” It wasn’t her mother’s clipped command, nor the lull of TV dialogue, this timbre was intimate, coaxing. Heart hammering, she slid off the couch and crept across the carpet, toes cold against the floor. At the vent, she stared up at the grill, chest tight, vision flickering in and out of focus.  

“Mia...” again, closer, as though the sound rubbed against her eardrum. She pressed her palm to the cool metal, willing herself not to tremble. The vent fell silent, leaving only the soft drip of an old pipe. She stumbled back, breath rasping. In the darkness, her reflection on the mirror’s edge glowed faintly, two pale eyes staring back. Mia exhaled, shaken, and crawled beneath her blanket, certain she’d never sleep again.  
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CLASSROOM DREAD  

Morning brought no comfort. In AP Environmental Science, fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead as Dr. Patel advanced the slide deck: satellites tracking ice caps, time-lapse of wildfire scars, graphics of bleached reefs. Each image seared into Mia’s chest like a branding iron. She pressed her fingers against her desk, jaw clenched, as classmates murmured about summer plans and college tours.  

A sudden draft rippled through the room, no windows open. The circular vent above the whiteboard rattled, and a breath of something warm and whispering slid across her nape: “Mia...” She froze, knuckles white on her notebook’s edge. The projector’s light danced off her own reflection in the sliding glass door behind Dr. Patel, and for a heartbeat Mia thought the door held a second silhouette, a gaunt face pressed to the glass. But when she spun around, only rows of empty desks stared back.  

Mia’s pulse thundered as she sank into her chair. She covered her ears, but in the hush she still heard it: a name drawn out like silk. She couldn’t tell herself it was imagination. That voice had marked her.  
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BIOME OF DESPAIR  

After school she ducked into the art room, seeking the terrarium station for the micro-ecosystem project. Each student assembled soil, pebbles, and plants under a glass dome. Mia traced concentric rings in the sand, selecting moss clippings and a single sprig of fern. When her dome was sealed, she stared at its perfect micro- climate, a fragile Eden.  

Then instinct compelled her: she pressed her lips to the glass and whispered, “I’m terrified we’ve broken this world beyond repair.” Her words vanished in the hush. For a long moment, nothing stirred. Then a fine haze, silver as starlight, drifted from her mouth, settling on the dome’s interior. The mist pooled at the base, darkening the soil, dulling the plants’ vibrant hues.  

Mia gasped and stumbled back. Her pulse stuttered as she watched the biome’s glass walls weep tiny droplets of mist. The rest of the class carried on, oblivious. The terrarium sat on the table like a miniature wound. Mia’s hands shook.  
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SUBMERGED REVERIE  

That night, exhaustion claimed her. In sleep, she found herself wading through waist-deep water in an inundated city. Rusted street signs bobbed beside neon billboards flickering underwater; cars lay overturned like sunken relics. The sky was bruised purple, and lightning danced across clouds heavy with salt. A cracked full-length mirror, glass still brilliant, floated at her feet.  

A voice slithered from its surface: “Mia...” She knelt, touching the mirror’s edge. Instantly, a rush of silver mist erupted from her chest, hissing as it filled the broken frame. The mist swirled into the mirror’s crack, vanishing. A cold current snaked up her spine. She screamed, but the sound dissolved into the water until she jolted awake, gasping, sheets tangled around her limbs, damp with sweat and salt.  
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NIGHT’S LURE  

The next evening, Mia lit a single candle in her room and retrieved Tyler’s mirror from his velvet pouch. She held it up to the flame; the carved silver work gleamed like a promise. Her reflection stared back, ashen cheeks, dark-ringed eyes. Beneath the frame she read the ritual’s verse, penned in Tyler’s spidery handwriting.  

“Mirror, mirror of the night  

Reveal my fear in whispered light...”  

Her pulse throbbed. The candle flickered though the air was still. From the glass, a voice breathed: “Mia...” It was warm, enticing, an offer of escape. Driven by half-remembered dread, Mia pressed her tongue to her teeth and whispered, “Take it from me.”  

A trembling exhale bloomed into silver smoke that spiraled into the mirror’s depths. The candle’s flame snapped, then steadied, illuminating a surface now rippled with faint veins of smoky darkness.  
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THE DARK PROMISE  

Mia stepped back, spine tingling. Relief washed over her first: the knot of fear in her chest seemed to loosen. But beneath that, a tremor of anticipation surfaced, what had she traded away? The mirror’s surface shimmered one last time, and in its wavering reflection, Mia glimpsed a hollow-eyed version of herself smiling, an invitation.  

In the hush, another whisper curled through her room: “Welcome...my herald.”  

Mia’s breath caught. She sank to her knees, candlelight flickering across the polished wood floor. Outside, the night held its peace, but deep within the mirror’s glass, something ancient and hungry had awakened and it had chosen her first.

Mia’s breath caught. She sank to her knees, candlelight flickering across the polished wood floor. Outside, the night held its peace, but deep within the mirror’s glass, something ancient and hungry had awakened and it had chosen her first.

The mirror’s surface rippled faintly, as though exhaling, before falling still. Mia’s reflection stared back, unblinking, but something in the glass felt wrong. She reached out, fingertips brushing the cold surface, and a shiver ran through her.

Far away, in the depths of the carnival, the same mirror pulsed with dark promise.
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THE FEEDING  

Silence pressed in until Jackson thought he could hear his own blood pulsing in his ears. Then, imperceptibly at first, the mirror’s surface wavered, as though the glass had become liquid. The tiny cracks that spidered across the silver sheen pulsed with dark promise. Jackson’s stomach roiled; his throat tightened. He tried to rise, but his legs felt like they were rooted to the floorboards.  

The candle’s flame danced wildly, elongating his shadow until it stretched grotesquely across the booth’s back wall. With a sound like wet cloth being drawn across steel, a low hiss emerged from the mirror’s depths. Jackson’s heart lurched, this was no carnival prank. He pressed both hands to his chest, trying to slow the frantic hammer of his heartbeat.  

And then it began: a fine, silvery mist drifted from his parted lips, coiling around his chin like a wisp of smoke. Each breath he exhaled birthed another ribbon of vapor, shimmering in the candlelight. As the mist rose, the mirror seemed to swallow it inch by inch, the fracture in its surface glowing momentarily with opalescent hunger. Jackson gasped for air, but his cries were swallowed by the booth’s suffocating stillness.  

He felt an icy tug at his core, the sensation of something unseen siphoning warmth and doubt from his very soul. The mist’s ascent slowed; the glass’s fracture pulsed bright, then faded to dead chrome. At last, the last thread of Jackson’s breath curled into the mirror’s yawning crack and vanished. The candle flickered twice and then died, plunging the booth into absolute black.  

––––––––
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COLLAPSE IN SILENCE  

Darkness pressed in like a shroud. Jackson sagged forward, forehead resting against the soot-streaked Plexiglas. His breath came in shallow, rattling whimpers. Outside the booth, rainwater dripped from the marquee, a metronome ticking off each moment of terror. He tried to scream, tried to push himself upright, but his limbs were leaden.  

Behind the curtains, the carnival lay empty and still. No laughter, no barking vendors, only a distant rumble of thunder. Inside, Jackson’s reflection remained frozen in the cracked mirror: eyes wide, mouth slack, hoodie drawn tight around his shoulders. His chest heaved once, then stilled.  Until dawn.  

When the janitor, Mr. Thompson, arrived to unlock the midway gates, he found the booth’s curtain fluttering inside out as though a hand had brushed it from the inside. Peering through a gap, he saw Jackson slumped on the bench, eyes open but fixed on some distant point. The tealight lay spent on the shelf, its wax pooled and hardened.  

Thompson called Jackson’s name softly. No response. He tried to lift Jackson’s arm; it fell back limply. With a trembling hand, the janitor snapped on the booth’s interior lights. The flash lamp flickered on, bathing the tiny chamber in harsh white glare. Jackson’s pupils didn’t shift, they stared, unseeing, into the mirror’s fractured abyss.  

Outside, the carnival lights blinked back to life, oblivious. Inside, one boy sat trapped in the glass’s gaze, unaware that the hunger which had claimed him was merely sated, waiting for the next dare. 

––––––––
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THE MORNING REPORT  

By dawn, the county fair’s eerie hush was broken by the low rumble of tow trucks hauling away broken-down rides and the metallic rasp of folding gates. A single yellow news van idled at the park entrance, its cameraman crouched beside a trainer-dried booth while the reporter, microphone in hand, spoke in clipped tones into a 6 AM live feed.

“Good morning, I’m Marisol Vega with WKBE News. Moments ago, fairgrounds staff discovered a local teen in catatonic state inside this vintage photo booth. Witnesses say the youth entered the booth late last night to record an internet dare, one local blog called it a ‘mirror ritual gone wrong.’ As you can see,” she panned the camera to Jackson slumped inside, eyes vacant, “he remains awake but unresponsive, staring into that cracked mirror. Authorities have yet to determine if foul play was involved. We spoke with the midway janitor, Mr. Thompson”

The feed cut to an interview snippet: a gaunt, coffee-stained Thompson rubbing his cap brim. “I...I asked if he was okay. He didn’t answer. Looked right through me, like he was somewhere else. I tried to pull him out, but he stayed put, staring into that broken glass.” His voice quavered; behind him, the booth’s torn curtain fluttered as if in laughter.

Back in the studio, the chyron scrolled: “Mirrors of Fear: Social-Media Prank or Urban Legend?” Below, blurred photos from the booth’s interior flashed: the flickering candle, the cracked mirror surface, Jackson’s pale profile. A link invited viewers to the station’s website for “video evidence and exclusive interviews.”

By midmorning, local headlines and social feeds overflowed:

“Teen Found Catatonic After Mysterious Dare at County Fair”, Daily Ledger  

“Mirror Voices: Fact or Fiction?”, Salem Gazette  

“First-Hand Accounts: Fair Workers Speak Out”, Evergreen News  

On Twitter, #MirrorRite trended alongside #SpookyPrank and #FairgroundFears. One viral thread read: “Heard it’s the same booth that used to eat quarters, old carnival myth says anyone who lit a candle and whispered the rhyme was ‘marked forever.’” A tingle ran through Mia when she saw screenshots on her phone; Zoe gasped at the spray of theories, some rational (“kid passed out from carbon monoxide”), some outlandish (“mirror’s a gateway for a demon”). Juan scrolled through Reddit’s r/Paranormal, where self-styled investigators dissected every shiver of wind caught on camera.

Meanwhile, local authorities issued a brief statement: “The incident is under investigation. We advise the public to refrain from entering the closed fairgrounds.” The county fair director added: “Safety and enjoyment remain our top priorities. This appears to be an unfortunate accident tied to an internet challenge.”

In bedrooms across town, teenagers whispered both thrills and warnings into their group chats: “You guys see that mirror dare vid yet? So freaky.” “Totally not doing it, no way I’m going catatonic.” “Bet it’s just a gas leak or power flicker. Prove me wrong, dare me.”

But late that morning, in the silence of Jackson’s still-unresponsive stare, the cracked mirror gleamed with a secret satisfaction. Whatever had drawn Jackson’s fear into its depths remained lodged behind that fracture, ripening, hungry. And somewhere, in the flicker of lives scrolling past news feeds and forums, a single, soft whisper echoed again: "Next."
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Chapter 1: 
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THE DARE 

––––––––

[image: ]


SLUMBER-PARTY CONFESSIONS

The living room felt alive with the soft hum of anticipation. Fairy lights draped in loops across the ceiling cast a rose-gold glow on the tangled nest of sleeping bags below. Mia’s mom had insisted on cinnamon-scented candles an hour ago, “for ambiance,” she’d said and the spicy sweetness lingered in every breath. Bowls brimming with popcorn, gummy bears, and that neon-green sour rope candy sat like overstuffed treasure chests around the circle. Zoe sprawled on her stomach, earbuds dangling, scrolling through TikTok. Juan lounged cross-legged, absently crunching popcorn kernels as if they might sharpen his wit.  

At the far end, Mia lay on her back, arms folded beneath her head, watching the wavy ceiling of lights. Tonight was supposed to be about inside jokes, friendship bracelets, and getting Zoe to finally beat Juan at truth-or-dare. But when Tyler, a lanky shadow at the doorway, stepped in with something heavy cradled under artisanally creased velvet, the energy shifted. He moved without a sound, folding himself into the circle as though gravity obeyed him.  

Tyler’s velvet cloth rustled like dry leaves when he revealed the mirror. Its frame was wrought in silver vine-work so intricate it looked alive: twisting stems, curling leaves, tiny buds that caught the rebel candlelight. The glass itself gleamed, a polished surface too perfect among the living-room clutter. "I found it at a carnival estate sale." Tyler announced. Mia’s pulse ticked up. Zoe froze mid-scroll. Juan frowned but leaned in, curiosity conquering skepticism.  

“Okay,” Tyler said, voice low enough that giggles fell silent. “Before you shut me down with ‘This is a prank,’ just hear me out.” He cleared his throat. “I had a dream, random, but vivid. In it, I held this mirror under a single candle, knocked on its edge three times, and it...answered me.” He tapped the silver rim, producing a soft, hollow ping that echoed in the hush like a summons.  

Zoe exchanged a look with Mia, both girls felt the familiar tug of an urban legend come real. Juan’s skeptical smirk slipped away. “You’re not even doing that thing where you steal from a horror movie,” he said, voice cracking on the last word. Yet he didn’t look away.  

Tyler let his sentence hang. He reached for the dimmer switch on the string lights. With a muted click, the rosy haze surrendered to darkness, leaving only the mirror’s single candle flickering in the center. Shadows pooled in the corners. The air cooled; the living room became a cathedral of quiet.  
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