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Preface
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Some stories begin with heroes, this one doesn’t.

It begins in silence, in a locked room, in the space between being seen and being believed.

This is not a story about saving the world. It’s about surviving it when the world forgets you. About power - not as something given or taken, but something you build from ruin.

If you’re looking for a fairy tale, put this book down. But if you’ve ever clawed your way back from something no one saw... you might find yourself here. Not in the magic, not in the monsters, but in the mirror.

It is a story about survival - the kind that remakes you in ways the world will never understand. I wrote it for those who carried their pain in silence, who walked through fire without anyone seeing the smoke, whose names were never spoken in the courts of men.

You will find here no perfect heroes. No unbroken hearts. Only a testament to what remains when the worst has already happened - and what can still rise when the world thinks you are finished.

If you have ever been left to bleed, may you find in these pages the knowing that you were always seen, and that no cruelty can erase what you are.

Justice may walk slowly, but it never loses the scent of blood.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Before the Veil, before the names, before the fire.

There was a girl.

Not marked, not chosen.

Just a girl behind a locked door.

Her hands were small, her screams smaller.

The world was not listening.

But something was.

Something ancient.

Something watching through the cracks.

Not pitying, not rescuing. Just... noticing.

The girl did not know she would grow up to burn.

To become a threshold.

To carry both love and rage in her mouth like prayer.

She only knew:

She was not dead.

And someday, someone would answer.
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The Sound In The Mirror

[image: ]




I hadn’t thought about that night in years. Maybe I’d buried it, maybe it had been waiting. All I know is that lately it’s been creeping back into my dreams, the way a smell or a song from childhood can drag you somewhere you didn’t expect to go.

I was still a child then, small enough to vanish under the thin blanket the orphanage gave me, young enough to believe the world might notice if I disappeared. Mercy Gates was a place where nights smelled of damp wool and old soap, where iron beds stood in two straight lines, each with a child curled inside like a sealed envelope. 

That night, I was counting my breaths the way the matron taught us. Four in, four hold, four out. Calm as chalk on a slate. I was almost gone when I heard it - a hum inside the walls; not loud, not near. A sound like a string pulled tight, just for me.

I sat up, careful not to wake anyone. The hum rose and faded, then returned, stronger, as if it had remembered my name. A thin blue light pressed under the dorm door, there and gone, like a thought you almost catch.

I slipped out of bed and padded to the washstand. The shallow tin basin there should have been dull in the dark, but the leftover water was moving - shivering in place, lit from within. Blue rippled through it like breath through glass.

When I leaned closer, my reflection blurred. A shadow formed somewhere deeper than the bottom of the basin. Not a full face, not yet. Just a pair of eyes - burning, patient, a blue that didn’t belong to any sky I’d ever seen. The kind of blue that leaves a mark on bone.

A voice arrived without crossing the space, curling straight into my chest.

“When the time comes, the crest will wake.”

Heat bloomed beneath my wrist, a small light set behind the bone. I pressed my palm there, half afraid it would burn through. My skin was smooth; no scar, no script. Just a pulse that wasn’t mine, steady and sure.

I stepped back. The water went dull, and the basin was tin again. The hum retreated, and the light slipped away from under the door, toward the far end of the corridor.

I didn’t cry. I didn’t call for anyone. I just stood there, feeling the warmth fade but knowing it wasn’t gone. It had settled into me, quiet as a coal in ash.

I wouldn’t think about it again for a long time. But the blue never really left; it was just waiting for the right moment to open its eyes.

And the first time it did, I was standing on the jagged rocks behind Kyrenia’s ancient castle, trying to smoke my grief away.

* * *
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Ashes At The Harbor
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“You’re going to flood the sea at this rate, Lena..”

The voice cut through the wind like silk through paper. It was smooth, feminine and annoyed. I froze. Coffee sloshed over my hand, scalding hot, but I barely flinched. The jagged rocks behind Kyrenia’s ancient castle were empty. No tourists braved this part of the harbour - only crumbling walls, abandoned boats and me.

“Who’s there?” I whispered, wiping my face with the back of my sleeve, my skin was already raw, and the cigarette between my fingers burned down; ash falling onto my jeans.

“You’re not alone,” the voice replied, softer now, almost kind. “He hurts when you hurt, he hears your grief.” 

A sudden coolness swept over the back of my neck, like the air itself was touching me. In the corner of my eye, something shimmered - not a shape, just the sense of something bending the space between one breath and the next. I turned, and it was gone. 

My heart lurched. For a second I thought I’d finally snapped. Hearing voices, how cliché. Then it was gone, swallowed by the wind. Only the Mediterranean answered me, waves slapping against the seawall, tattered sails banging against masts. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding and glanced up at the castle - no one - just ancient stone staring back, as if it too was watching.

This hidden stretch of the harbour had become my sanctuary and my purgatory. I’d lived all my life in Kyrenia. The touristed part of town bustled with cafés, souvenir stalls and sunburned couples. Behind the castle, a narrow path led to a deserted lighthouse and a cluster of jagged rocks. I’d discovered it when I needed somewhere to scream. Since then, it had become my confession booth.

I climbed down, balancing my coffee and cigarettes, and found my usual perch. The cold from the stones seeped through my jeans, grounding me. I lit another cigarette, inhaled until my lungs burned and exhaled a shaky smoke ring. The ring drifted and dissolved, just like I wanted my feelings to do.

I pulled out the small stack of paper in my bag. They were already wrinkled and warped from salt and tears. Sometimes I wrote to my parents because talking to them in my head wasn’t enough. ‘Dear Mom and Dad,’ I scrawled, my pen trembling; ‘I miss you. I don’t know who you were, but I miss you. I wish you could see me, I wish you could tell me what to do.’ I folded the letter in four, kissed it, and tossed it into the water. The paper darkened and sank. I watched until I couldn’t see it anymore. I threw another, and another. A silly ritual, but it made me feel like I wasn’t entirely alone.

My iPod lay beside me, a lifeline. I slipped on the headphones and pressed play; sadness unfurled in my ears in the form of a cello, a piano, a voice that cracked on high notes. I’d compiled this playlist over the worst year of my life. It was a mix of classical pieces and melancholic indie songs, each one tuned to coax tears out when I needed them. I needed them now; I needed the release. If I didn’t let it out here, it would choke me at home, at work, in front of strangers.

Cigarette after cigarette turned to ash between my fingers. My coffee went cold. The sun sank, painting the water molten gold. When the light died, my hope did too. I stubbed out the cigarette, stood, and without thinking, ran toward the edge. I hurled myself into the black water fully clothed. The shock of the cold hit me like a slap. For a second, my body panicked, muscles seizing. Then I broke the surface, gasped, and laughed - a ragged, bitter sound. I floated on my back, letting the salt sting my eyes. I stared at the sky and tried to convince myself the stars were watching.

Three nights earlier, the phone call that started this spiral had been a lifeline and a knife at once; I’d sent a message I now regretted typing:

I beg you, Azar. Please talk to me. I don’t know what I did wrong. I’m sorry. Just answer.

I’d stared at the screen until my eyes blurred, calling him over and over again.

“What?” he snapped when he answered. No hello, no explanation.

“I... I just want to know if you’re okay,” I’d stammered. “You’ve ignored me all week. I’ve called a hundred times.”

The silence on the other end had been louder than any scream. “I’ll see you tomorrow, ten o’clock, at Rozario’s,” he’d said finally. “We’re finishing this.. goodnight.” The line went dead.

My mind had spun stories for ten hours. He’s going to break up with you. He’s going to propose. He’s been in an accident. He’s angry. He’s tired. He’s cheating. A knot in my stomach tightened with every passing hour.

Rozario’s Pizzeria was more than a restaurant; it was a second home, a place of warmth and garlic and safety. Rozario had owned a chain of elegant restaurants in Venice once. He’d sold everything, moved to Cyprus and opened a tiny place with only eight tables. When I asked him why, he’d winked and said, “I have everything I need here: the sea, the sun and you crazy kids.”

He’d seen Azar and me in every stage of our relationship; he’d fed us, given us free slices when we had no money, scolded Azar when he snapped at me. He’d hugged me when my hands shook. That morning, when I pushed the door open, he looked up and his eyes widened.

“Ma bella ragazza,” he exclaimed, wiping flour from his hands. “You look like you haven’t slept.”

“I haven’t,” I admitted, voice hoarse. “Is he here?”

“No.” He frowned. “Sit, sit. I’ll make you a cappuccino. You’ll need it.” He busied himself at the machine, but his eyes kept darting toward me; he knew.

I took my usual seat in the corner, facing the door. The smell of dough and herbs wrapped around me, soothing and painful. Memories layered themselves on top of each other: Azar and me sharing a slice, our knees touching under the table; Azar reaching across to wipe sauce from my lip; Azar storming out after an argument; Azar grabbing my wrist too hard when I tried to leave. How could one place hold so much good and so much hurt?

Rozario slid a cappuccino in front of me. “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked quietly. He was never pushy, he was simply there.

“I don’t know,” I whispered. I gripped the mug so hard my knuckles turned white. “He said we’re finishing this.”

Rozario’s expression darkened. “Then you listen to me, ragazza,” he said. He leaned on the table, his eyes level with mine. “You owe him nothing; not your love, not your explanations, and definitely not your unnecessary apologies. Do you understand?” His voice shook. “You are not a curse, and you are not a burden; you deserve to be treated like a person.”

Tears welled. I nodded, unable to speak. He squeezed my shoulder and went back to his kitchen. A few minutes later, the door opened with its familiar jingle.

Azar filled the doorway, he looked like he’d stepped out of a magazine. Crisp shirt, expensive shoes, hair perfect. He’d always been beautiful, and that made it worse.

He walked straight to my table and pulled out the chair opposite me. He didn’t sit. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at me like a disappointed teacher.

“You look like hell,” he said. “Have you been crying? God, Lena, pull yourself together.”

My cheeks burned. “I was worried,” I whispered. “You wouldn’t answer, I thought something happened.”

“It did,” he said flatly. “I’m done. We’re over.”

It was like my heart missed a beat. “What? Why?”

He rolled his eyes. “You really need me to spell it out? We’ve been together three years, and you still flinch when I hold your hand. You stiffen when I try to kiss you, act like my touch is poison. I tried being patient, gentle. I tried going slow. I thought, she’ll trust me eventually. She’ll get over whatever happened, but you never did. Do you know how it feels to be treated like a predator for loving someone?”

His words hit like stones. “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice small. “I told you why. I was a child; I never asked for it. I’m still learning how to... how to be touched. I’m trying, I love you. Isn’t that worth something?”

He laughed, bitter. “Love? Don’t throw that word around. You’re obsessed, that’s what you are. You think I’m all you have left, you cling to me and call it love. But what do I get? Nothing; no affection, no intimacy, nothing. I’m a man, Lena. I have needs. Waiting for you to decide you’re ready is like watching paint dry - painful and boring.”

“What?” My stomach flipped. “I never meant to...”

He cut me off with a dismissive wave. “You never mean anything, you just do. You make me the bad guy because I want a normal relationship. You make me feel guilty for wanting to be touched. And you know what? I’m tired. I wasted years of my life on someone who doesn’t know what she wants. I could have been with someone better, someone who isn’t broken.”

The cruelty of it took my breath away, my hands shook. “How can you say that? We grew up together. You know what happened to me, you know I didn’t choose it.”

He shrugged. “People have bad things happen to them all the time, Lena. They move on, they grow up. But you.. you cling to your trauma like it’s a badge. You keep me chained to it too. I’m not staying chained.” He leaned back, disgust radiating off him. “I should’ve listened to Dad. He said you’re not our kind of girl.” 

I stared at him, broken. “Not your kind of girl?”

“You’re from filth, Lena. Trash pretending to be clean.”

I slapped the table. “We grew up together! You knew me before they even adopted you!”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. You were never good enough for me and yet I stayed, tried to help you. I even had my father offer you that job because we felt sorry for you, well that charity ends today. Don’t bother coming back to work tomorrow. Or ever.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it. My mind emptied, the room spun. Rozario stood in the kitchen doorway, flour on his hands, eyes burning holes into Azar’s back. He said nothing, because he knew whatever he said would make things worse. He’d talk to me later, He’d pick up the pieces.

Azar stood all of a sudden, tossed his car keys in the air and caught them. “Good luck finding someone else to put up with your baggage,” he said. Then he walked out, the bell jingling cheerily as the door swung shut behind him.

For a few seconds I sat there, stunned. The sounds around me dulled; the espresso machine hissed, a couple at another table murmured to each other. My pulse roared in my ears, then the tears broke. They came in hot, choking waves. I pushed my chair back and stumbled toward the kitchen. Rozario opened his arms, I fell into them. He smelled like basil and safety. He held me while I sobbed, rocking me like I was five and my parents had just died all over again.

“Let it out, cara,” he whispered in my hair. “Let him go. Let it go.”

When the sobs ebbed, he pressed a napkin into my hand and insisted I drink some water. I sipped, staring at nothing. “I need to go home,” I said, voice ragged. “I need to... not be here.”

“Do you want me to stop a cab for you?” he asked gently.

“No.” I shook my head. “I want to walk.”

Rozario knew better than to argue. “Text me when you get home,” he said firmly. “If you need anything - anything at all - you call.”

I nodded. I walked out of the warmth of the pizzeria and into the cold night. The air hit my wet cheeks and made them sting. It was about two miles back to home. My feet carried me automatically, down streets I’d walked a thousand times. Cars swished past, their headlights streaking. I lit a cigarette and inhaled like it was oxygen, the ache in my chest was physical. My mind replayed Azar’s words on a loop. Broken. Nothing. Boring. I tried to shake them off, they clung.

The closer I got to my apartment, the emptier I felt. By the time I unlocked the door, my hands were numb. The little living room looked exactly as I’d left it - the couch where Azar and I had watched movies, the lamp Melissa had picked out for me years ago, the dusty piano in the corner that I rarely touched anymore. I dropped my bag on the floor, kicked off my shoes and collapsed onto the couch. For a moment I sat in silence, letting the tears dry on my face. Then I stood and walked to the sliding glass door that led to the balcony.

Kyrenia spread out below me, lights twinkling, waves crashing beyond the buildings. I wrapped my arms around my body and stepped outside. The cold bit into me. I didn’t care. The voice from the harbour whispered again, carried by the wind: ‘He hurts when you hurt. He hears your grief.’

“Who are you?” I asked the air, my breath misting. The voice didn’t answer. A blue shimmer flickered at the corner of my eye, like heat on asphalt. It was gone before I could focus on it; my mind must be playing tricks - It had to be - I was a broken girl talking to ghosts. How else could you explain it?

I dragged a chair onto the balcony, sat and lit another cigarette. Smoke filled my lungs and curled out into the night. The dark pressed around me; memories pressed harder. I thought of Melissa and her apple pies, of Ron trying to make me laugh when everything hurt, of baby Keenan’s chubby hands patting my cheeks. I thought of Mercy Gates, of Ubel and Ms. Radev, of little Lena screaming in a locked room. I thought of Azar the boy who shared his bread with me, and Azar the man who just shattered me.

I stayed on that balcony until three in the morning, shaking in the cold, smoking down to the filter. When sleep finally dragged me inside, I stumbled to bed fully clothed, pulled the blanket over my head and closed my eyes. My last thought before I sank into restless dreams was that I had to stop letting the people who broke me decide who I was. Easier said than done.

* * *
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“Some wounds don’t bleed.

They burn.

And by the time anyone smells the smoke,

You’re already ash.”

- Anonymous
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Mercy Gates

I’ve been told about the day my life began and ended. I don’t remember it, of course. I was an infant, covered in someone else’s blood and screaming. But I’ve heard the story enough times that it feels like a memory.

Mrs. Dovosky always started with the phone call. “I’ll never forget it,” she’d say, her eyes clouding. “The police called just after dawn. ‘Mrs. Dovosky?’ a man said. ‘We need you at the Demirs’. Now.’ I could hear a baby wailing in the background.”

She didn’t have to go; Mercy Gates barely had the staff to care for the children already there. But she knew the Demirs, Mrs. Demir had donated clothes and toys every few months. She had tried for years to get pregnant. “I’m going to spoil this child rotten,” she’d laughed when she handed over a bag of books. So when Detective Sam called, Mrs. Dovosky got in her old Toyota and drove.

She said later that her hands shook on the steering wheel. The Demirs’ house wasn’t far, but traffic was thicker than usual and every red light felt like a judgment. When she arrived, two police cars were parked outside. A small crowd of neighbors hovered near the gate. Inside, the air was cold. Detective Sam led her to the living room, his face grim. There, on a patterned rug, lay Mrs. Demir. Her hair fanned out on the floor, her eyes wide open, a revolver slipping from her fingers. Dried tears streaked her cheeks, blood pooled under her head, soaking into the carpet.

“She looked like she was sleeping,” Mrs. Dovosky whispered the first time she told me. “But there was a hole near her temple.”

An officer stood nearby, cradling a tiny, wailing bundle. I like to imagine I knew the arms that held me weren’t my mother’s. I like to imagine that’s why I screamed so hard my chest hurt. Mrs. Dovosky stepped forward, her heart cracking, and took me. My skin was sticky with blood. “There, there, sweet girl,” she murmured. “You must be starving.” She wiped my face with her scarf and kissed my forehead. She said that even then, my eyes were wide and dark, taking everything in.

Detective Sam cleared his throat. He wasn’t an unkind man, but he had a job to do. “We found this,” he said, handing a folded note to Mrs. Dovosky. It was a letter in Mrs. Demir’s neat handwriting. She apologized. She said she couldn’t live without her husband. She asked whoever found her to take care of her baby. There were no relatives listed. There was no mention of how to reach the family she’d left behind in England when she married Mr. Demir.

They spoke in low voices over my screams. “Her husband died two weeks after the birth,” Detective Sam said, rubbing his temple. “Aggressive brain cancer - he was unconscious before the baby was born - didn’t even get to see her.” He shook his head. “Neighbors say she’s been... not right. Wouldn’t talk to anyone, locked herself inside. I think she finally gave up.”

“She always said he was the only family she had,” Mrs. Dovosky murmured and wiped her eyes. “What will happen to the baby?”

Detective Sam scratched his jaw. “There’s no one listed, no known relatives here. The shelters are full, could you... take her? Until we sort the paperwork? I know you’re overcrowded, but she’ll be lost in the system otherwise.”

Mrs. Dovosky looked down at me. I’d stopped crying. I was staring up at her with one hand curled in her scarf. “Of course,” she said, though she had no idea where she’d find the extra food or clothes. “We’ll make room.”

I sometimes wonder what would have happened if she’d said no.

Mercy Gates sat at the edge of the city like a forgotten memory. To a passer-by, it looked like nothing: a low stone wall, a creaking iron gate, a sign painted decades ago and never touched up. But inside, life teemed.

Mrs. Dovosky ran it with stubborn love. It wasn’t a fancy orphanage; it was a collection of cottages connected by hard packed dirt paths and a patchy garden where weeds and flowers fought for space. Inside each cottage were bunk beds pushed close together, mismatched blankets, cracked windows. In the dining hall, long wooden tables were gouged with initials and secrets. The kitchen smelled of onions and lentils, no matter the hour.

We were twenty-two children when I arrived, babies to teenagers. There was no heating, no hot water unless the sun cooperated with the solar panels. Food was simple and scarce. Breakfast was a round of bread, a smear of cheese, one slice of tomato. Lunch was a scoop of rice, and dinner was lentil soup with a little yogurt. On weekends, a piece of fruit felt like a gift from above. On holidays, chicken and beans made us cry with gratitude. We learned to eat slowly, to make the taste last. Hunger was a companion; we made room for it like you make room for a sad friend.

Mrs. Dovosky did her best; she patched clothes, wrote begging letters to charities, took us on little outings when a generous cheque arrived. She also hugged us. She learned our stories and called us by our names, not by the files that arrived with us. For seven years, she kept the worst of the world outside the gate.

When she died, the gate might as well have rusted shut. Ms. Radev took her place. She wore her hair pulled back so tightly that it looked painful. She kept a stick tucked under her arm and tapped it against her leg when she was thinking. Her version of care was discipline. “Spare the rod, spoil the child,” she’d snap, quoting a scripture she didn’t understand. We learned to flinch at the sound of her footsteps. She resented us for existing, for needing food, for making noise. She hated me in particular. She said I brought bad luck, often referring to the fact that my parents died shortly after I entered this world. She called me “little curse.” and I started believing I was.

Ms. Aslan was the one oasis; she was only in her twenties and had come to teach us basic reading, writing and music. She smelled like cinnamon and soap. She wore her hair down in waves because it made the girls smile. When Ms. Radev raised the stick, Ms. Aslan would step between us and take the blow on her own arm if she could. When we shivered in the dorms at night, she slipped extra blankets over us. She once told me, “Your worth is not up for debate,” after Ms. Radev called me worthless. It was the first time I considered that she might be right.

Then there were the others who kept Mercy Gates running: Miriam, whose frown deepened with every pot she scrubbed; Pervina, who moved like a ghost and whispered secrets to the toddlers; and Ubel, the janitor. Everyone knew his name, and everyone tried to stay out of his way. He cleaned floors with a toothpick dangling from his lips. He fixed leaks with grease under his nails and watched us with eyes that didn’t blink. He smiled too much and smelled so wrong. I learned early that when he appeared in a doorway, you turned down a different hall.

We kids built our own world within the wall. There were five of us who stuck together: Sema, who devoured books like they were bread; Matt, left at the gate as a baby with a note that said “Forgive me”; Sibel, who told jokes to hide the fact that she sobbed herself to sleep; Azar, whose parents had divorced and dumped him with a grandmother who couldn’t cope, then with us when she died; and me. We shared a cottage and a single bathroom. We shared secrets whispered under blankets. We shared stolen glances across the classroom when Ms. Radev’s back was turned. We shared the sensation of being invisible and tried to make each other feel seen.

Azar fascinated me even then. He was beautiful in a way that felt unfair. Dark eyes, straight nose, full lips. He knew it, too. He laughed too loudly, fought back when Ms. Radev tried to cut his hair, smirked when she cracked him across the knuckles with her stick. I thought he was fearless. I had a crush on him that made my stomach flutter when he offered me the crust of his bread or defended me from Vilda’s taunts. He was kind when he wanted to be. He was also selfish, arrogant and used to being adored. Maybe I loved him because I thought loving him might elevate me. Maybe I loved him because he looked at me sometimes and saw something other than “little curse.”

Sema was my opposite: tall for her age, slender, hair cropped short, eyes that saw everything. She corrected Ms. Radev’s grammar once and earned herself a slap. She cried quietly when no one was looking. She and Matt were always together, a softness in a hard place. Sibel could make us laugh until lentil soup came out our noses. She also woke up from nightmares with her hands over her mouth to muffle her screams. She told me in the dark that she felt guilty for surviving the car crash that killed her parents and brother. I told her guilt was a bully and a liar. I didn’t yet know that guilt would one day eat me alive.

I was small and thin with long hair that refused to be tamed. I hid behind it when Vilda and the older girls called me names. I hid in the music room when my chores were done. The old piano keys were chipped and out of tune, but when I pressed them in the right sequence, beauty came out. Sometimes Ms. Aslan found me there and listened with her eyes closed. “You play like you’re telling secrets,” she said once. “Don’t stop.”

One November afternoon when the air smelled of frost, Vilda shoved me hard and I pushed back. She ran to Ms. Radev, crying crocodile tears. Ms. Radev slapped me; her hand cracked across my face and the sting was instant, the humiliation slower, spreading like a bruise under my skin. “No lunch,” she hissed. “Maybe hunger will teach you respect.” Behind her, Vilda smirked. The word “curse” hung in the air, invisible but thick. I pressed my lips together and nodded once. Crying would only make it worse. Anger burned in my stomach, hotter than hunger.

The others filed toward the dining hall, the smell of bread and lentil soup trailing them. I turned and walked outside, forcing my feet to move casually even though my head buzzed with shame and anger. The small garden behind Mercy Gates was little more than a patch of grass and one tired fig tree. I curled up under its branches and pretended to doodle on a scrap of paper. The wind had the metallic taste of snow. My stomach growled, loud in my ears.
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