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I always reckoned my life would hum along in a quiet, predictable rhythm—school, home, repeat—like some half-forgotten lullaby where each verse drones the same weary tune. But deep down, my father and I both knew those comforting routines were fraying at the seams, unraveling like the edges of Mama’s old quilt, the one she’d stitched before that freak accident snatched her breath and left us hollow. We shared a small house on Petal Drive, its faded wallpaper peeling like dead skin, its squeaky floorboards groaning secrets we never dared voice. Most days, it felt like we lived on opposite sides of a crumbling kingdom, two ghosts haunting the same ruin, too stubborn—or too broken—to admit the silence between us had grown teeth.

That frosty morning, I felt the change slither in, cold and quiet as a snake through tall grass. I stumbled downstairs, still bleary from a night of restless dreams—shadows twisting into shapes I couldn’t name, whispers curling like smoke I couldn’t catch. The kitchen smelled of stale coffee, bitter and sharp; Dad always brewed a pot before dragging himself to the mechanics’ yard for his early shift. The pot sputtered on the counter, half-empty, hissing like it resented being left behind—just like the silence that squatted heavy in the air, thick enough to choke on. 

I squinted at the clock above the sink—nearly 7:00 a.m.—and cursed under my breath. Late again. School would be a blur of yawns and lectures I’d barely hear, but it wasn’t like Dad would notice.

No note waited on the table, no text buzzed my phone. Lately, he’d quit even pretending to tell me when he’d be home—or why his eyes slid away from mine whenever I tried to bridge the gap between us. He’d stumble in after dark, grease-stained and hollowed out, muttering about overtime or burying his nose in those old repair manuals like they held the answers to whatever gnawed at him. I’d stopped asking after a while; the grunt I’d get wasn’t worth the effort. But that morning, something prickled at me—a whisper in the quiet, a shadow flickering where it shouldn’t. He’d been out the door before dawn, sure, but the coffee pot was still warm, the mug he’d used sitting unwashed in the sink, a thin ring of black staining the chipped rim. It felt like he’d lingered, like he’d wanted to say something and couldn’t—or wouldn’t. 

I brushed my fingers over the mug’s handle, half-expecting it to hum with some secret, but it just sat there, cold and accusing.

By the time I slung my backpack over my shoulder and shoved out the front door, a chill wind nipped at my cheeks, sharp as a switch. Our little neighborhood sprawled around me, bleak as an abandoned fairy-tale village left to rot after the happily-ever-after went sour. Houses sagged under chipped paint, porches drooped like weary shoulders, and a scrawny stray cat skulked beneath a busted streetlamp, its amber eyes glinting like it knew something I didn’t. The whole place reeked of neglect—cracked sidewalks sprouting weeds, rusty mailboxes leaning like drunks after a bender. It was the kind of quiet that wasn’t peaceful but waiting—holding its breath for the next crack to split it wide open.

I pulled my hoodie tighter, shivering as the wind rattled the bare branches overhead, their skeletal fingers clawing at a bruise-colored sky. This town always felt half-dead to me, a husk where dreams came to shrivel, but that morning it carried a different weight—like something out of one of those dark stories Mama used to read me, her voice soft and low by the lamplight. 

Stories where magic still lingered, not bright and glittering like in the picture books, but tucked away in the corners where nobody bothered to look—behind the rusted shutters, under the warped floorboards, in the shadows that stretched too long across the frostbitten grass. I’d always wondered if there was more out there, something wild and alive beneath the gray, something that could shake this life loose from its ruts and fill the emptiness Mama left behind. That morning, staring out at the decay, I felt it stirring—a restless itch in my bones, a pull I couldn’t name but couldn’t ignore neither.

School was a blur of yawns and fluorescent lights, the kind that buzzed like a swarm of half-dead flies. Teachers droned on about formulas and dates scratched into history, but my mind wandered, chasing that itch. I’d stare out the dusty windows, half-hoping to see a crow tap-tapping on the glass—some omen to prove there was more to this world than gray textbooks and the polite fiction that I still had friends worth a damn. They’d drifted off after Mama, one by one, leaving me twisting a crumpled piece of paper in my hands to keep myself tethered to the moment. 

I needed was Mrs. Littleton to call me out one more time, her pinched face delighting in picking at my seams—that’d make my day complete, wouldn’t it?

When the final bell rang, I trudged home alone, boots scuffing the cracked pavement. The sun sagged behind skeletal trees lining the street, winter evenings creeping in early to paint the sky a bruised shade of violet. I worried about Dad, though I’d never say it out loud. He was always working overtime lately, or hunched over those manuals, shutting down every stab I made at a real talk. Not that I was much better—we both tiptoed around that house like speaking too loud might splinter the thin walls of our fragile truce.

That night, I tried cracking the silence with a simple, “How was work?” but Dad just grunted from behind the fridge door. He plunked a carton of milk on the table and cleared his throat, rough as gravel. “Fine,” he muttered, no follow-up, no nothing. “Same old, same old.” We ate dinner in near silence—canned soup slopped into chipped bowls, the kitchen light buzzing overhead, throwing harsh shadows across his tired face. His hair, once neat and dark, was streaked with silver now, worry lines carved deep around his eyes. 

I could almost picture us as two characters in some twisted fairy tale: the lonely father and the restless daughter, trapped in a house groaning with secrets. But there were no talking critters, no enchanted woods—just the hum of the fridge and the drip-drip of a leaky faucet mocking our quiet.

I tried again, spoon clinking against my bowl. “I’m thinking of heading into town tomorrow. You know, maybe look for a part-time job.” He glanced up, eyes dark with fatigue—and something else, a flicker I couldn’t place, like he was seeing through me instead of at me. “Mira, I... we’ll talk later,” he said, voice flat as a dead-end road. We never talked later, no matter how often he promised it. He retreated to the living room, flicking on the TV like its chatter could drown out ours. 

I rinsed the dishes, letting the water run too long just to fill the emptiness, a tension coiling tight in my chest, whispering that something had to give. Something had to change.

After Dad shuffled to bed, I paced my bedroom floor, the old house creaking with every step like it was muttering back at me. My reflection in the mirror looked strung-out—wide eyes, messy brown hair, a faint worry line etched between my brows, like I’d borrowed it from Dad. 

I felt like a princess in a cursed kingdom, waiting for the day I could bust free. But there was an eerie tug in my gut, a feeling that destiny was creeping closer, its shadow stretching long and thin across the warped hardwood.

As midnight rolled around, I pressed my ear to the window, the wind moaning through the narrow streets outside, carrying the sour stink of rotting leaves and stale concrete. Beneath that, I caught a whiff of something else—like a half-remembered memory of Mama’s stories, of magic and possibility stitched into the dark. I didn’t know what I was chasing, only that I couldn’t sit still no more. Somewhere in this quiet, crumbling town, a secret was calling me, like the night itself had cracked open a hidden door, daring me to step beyond the ordinary and into the shadowy corners where stories like mine really took root.

I’d love to say that restless itch in my blood shoved me out the door right then and there, but truth is, I hesitated. Part of me wanted to crawl under my blankets and keep the world small and safe—if “safe” was even the right word for how our house felt these days. But sometime after midnight, I caught myself pacing again, the floorboards groaning under my bare feet like they were begging me to move. My heart pounded, like it could smell something waiting out there in the dark, something alive and hungry.

Dad was asleep by then, or so I figured—his bedroom door was shut tight, no sound leaking out. The wind hissed against the windows, and I knew if I stayed cooped up any longer, my mind would spin every shadow into a nightmare. I slipped on my coat, creeping through the living room past the flickering streetlight bleeding through the curtains, every small noise booming like thunder in the hush. I eased the front door open, stepping out into a cold that slapped my cheeks awake, sharper than any coffee or comfort ever could.

The sidewalk shimmered with a thin sheen of frost, glinting like broken glass under the streetlamps. I thought about where to head—my usual haunts were just a handful of wore-down storefronts and the skeletal husk of an old community center, places I’d wandered a hundred times. But tonight, my feet had a mind of their own, tugging me deeper into the deserted downtown. The buildings there were mostly boarded up, windows shattered, doors chained shut like they were hiding something shameful. Still, I felt a hum in the quiet—like the empty streets were alive with secrets, breathing soft and slow, waiting for me to listen.

One especially decrepit structure called out to me, its faded sign chipped away by time till the letters were just ghosts of themselves. I could almost imagine it as a witch’s lair from one of Mama’s tales, waiting for some fool girl to wander inside. My chest tightened at the thought, but I pushed open the rusted gate anyway. A busted lamp flickered overhead, bathing the doorway in a sickly yellow glow, dust motes swirling like tiny spirits caught in the beam. I stepped onto the cracked threshold, the air thick with damp paper and crumbling plaster, each footfall echoing loud enough to wake the dead—or whatever else might be lurking.

I let my eyes adjust to the gloom, scanning the scattered mess: a toppled bookshelf, tattered pages strewn like fallen leaves, debris crunching under my boots. Something about the place stirred me up, a prickle of unease raising the hairs on my arms, but there was a thrill in it too—a hum in the silence that made my blood sing with fear and wonder. I pressed deeper into the dark, not sure what I was hunting for, but dead certain I was about to find it.

The building heaved a sigh as I ventured in, like some ancient beast waking from decades of sleep—not friendly, more like a graveyard you can’t resist poking around in. 

My steps took me past collapsed shelves and rotted furniture, each piece half-swallowed by dust and shadow. A single shaft of moonlight stabbed through a crack in the ceiling, lighting up flecks of grit spinning lazy in the air. I paused under that pale glow, straining to make out the shapes lurking in the corners. Something brushed my ankle—a shredded page drifting across the floor—and my heartbeat lurched, like I’d been grazed by a ghost.

Darn it, Mira, why think like that? 

I swallowed hard, forcing my legs to keep moving. Toward the back, half-hidden behind a heap of busted ceiling tiles, I spotted a narrow doorway. The door hung crooked on broken hinges, showing a cramped hallway burrowing deeper into the building’s guts. A cold draft wafted out, carrying a musty whiff of mildew and something else—metallic, sweet, like old blood gone sour. Every sensible part of me hollered that this was reckless, that a teenage girl had no business poking around abandoned ruins in the dead of night. But that restless itch sank its claws into me, and I pressed on.

The hallway spat me out into what looked like a storage room—broken crates and splintered boxes littered the floor, like somebody’d torn through ‘em in a hurry. My breath caught when I noticed a narrow gap in the far wall—an irregular slit that might’ve once been plastered over. I squeezed through, phone flashlight wobbling in my hand, and that’s when I saw it. Nestled in a makeshift niche, a slender silver rod gleamed in the dusty glow, looking for all the world like a fancy wand from one of Mama’s fairy tales—except its metal was etched with runes or letters I couldn’t make heads nor tails of. My heart thudded with a certainty I couldn’t explain—this was what I’d come for.

I reached out, wrapping my fingers around the cold metal without a second thought. A sudden gust roared through, fierce as a storm in a coffin, and my phone flickered black. Darkness clamped down, save for a faint silvery pulse throbbing from the thing in my hand. An electric jolt zapped up my arm, sharp enough to make me gasp. I tried to drop it, but my grip wouldn’t budge—like the rod had latched onto me. A low moan rolled through the corridor, the walls themselves groaning a warning to turn tail and run.

Then, just as quick, it stopped. My phone flared back to life, tossing a weak circle of light on the floor. The silver rod—whatever it was—went still, its glow snuffed out like it’d retreated to wherever it came from. My pulse hammered in my ears, every bone screaming to bolt, but I couldn’t leave it behind. I slid it into my coat pocket, heart thrumming like a caught rabbit’s. As I turned to go, the busted ceiling lamp in the main room flickered on for a split second, then snapped dead. That was my cue—I didn’t need no more signs.

I bolted back through the splintered doorway, fumbling through the ruined hallway by memory alone. By the time I hit the frosty air outside, my lungs burned, and my legs wobbled like jelly. But I still had that silver thing clenched in my pocket, its cold weight a reminder of the impossible I’d just stumbled into. A lone streetlight flickered in the distance as I hurried off, breath puffing in ragged bursts. I didn’t know what I’d found, but the way it’d shimmered—then gone dead when I touched it—left me shook. Part of me wanted to chuck it into the nearest gutter and hightail it home, but I knew I wouldn’t. Couldn’t.

Something about it felt meant for me. Still trembling, I yanked my hood up, stealing glances over my shoulder like the dark itself might come chasing. All I knew for sure was my quiet, predictable rhythm had just snapped like a brittle twig. Whatever strange juice this silver rod was running on, it’d picked me—or I’d picked it.

I just hoped I wouldn’t regret that choice. Lightning cracked across the sky, a thunderless flash that lit up the whole street for one raw second. In that stark glow, I swear I saw a silhouette at the building’s busted doorway—tall, thin, and watching. 

Darkness swallowed it whole, leaving me breathless and dead certain I’d stumbled into a story way darker than any fairy tale Mama ever spun.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two


[image: ]




By the time I crept back home, the night’s chill had burrowed deep into my bones, a cold so sharp it felt like frost creeping through the cracks of an old barn wall. My breath spilled out in ragged, frosty puffs as I eased the front door open, praying the hinges wouldn’t groan and betray me to Dad. The living room lay shrouded in gloom, lights snuffed out long ago, only the soft, lonesome hum of the fridge cutting through the stillness—like a heartbeat in a house that’d forgotten how to live. For a fleeting second, I let myself hope he’d shuffled off to bed without clocking my midnight jaunt, that I’d slipped past the shadow of a reckoning I both craved and dreaded.

Then came the rough scrape of his throat clearing, gritty as a tire spinning on loose gravel.

He sat slumped in the recliner, half-caught in the TV’s flickering glow, the sound muted so the faces onscreen were just silent ghosts jabbering nonsense. His eyes hung heavy, shadowed and sunken, like he’d been drifting in that murky place between sleep and something darker—worry, maybe, or a weariness that’d carved itself into his marrow. A coffee cup teetered on the table beside him, empty, the stale, bitter dregs wafting up like a faint accusation of too many hard days and not near enough rest. His hands, grease-stained even now, rested limp on the armrests, knuckles knotted like old roots.

“Mira,” he rasped, voice flat but edged with a question he didn’t bother to shape, rubbing his forehead like he was sifting through a fog to place me. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I lied quick as a whip, heart thumping wild against my ribs like a caught bird. The silver rod in my coat pocket weighed like a chunk of river ice, pressing cold and heavy against my thigh—making me all too aware of how I must look, sneaking in past midnight with guilt smeared across my face like mud. “I—I just needed some air.”

Dad let out a breath, not quite a sigh, more a tired leak of air, and turned his gaze back to the TV, the blue light etching deeper lines into his weathered face. “You seeing a boy?” he asked, awkward as a busted gearshift, words stumbling out like he didn’t know where to put them.

“Dad! No, it ain’t like that.” My cheeks burned hot, and I shook my head fiercely. “I just needed to clear my head. Sorry I woke you.”

“Fine,” he muttered, more to the empty room than me, testing the word like it might crack under pressure. “I’m headed back to bed. That is, if you’re staying put.” I nodded, letting a shaky sigh slip out as I lingered in the hallway’s gloom, watching him haul himself up. His shoulders hunched low, like they carried more than just the weight of the day—something unspoken, something that flickered in the way his hand lingered on the recliner’s arm, hesitant, like he’d thought to say more and let it die.

He didn’t lecture, didn’t dig for answers—that should’ve eased me, but it twisted guilt tight in my gut, a coil of barbed wire I couldn’t shake loose. Worse, I felt betrayed, a sting sharp as a switch. Where was the Dad who’d once chased me down when I’d wandered too far, hollering my name ‘til the neighbors peeked out their blinds? He looked so worn thin, slouched there in that creaky old chair, silver hair catching the TV’s glow like frost on dead grass. 

I’d told myself I snuck out because my bones wouldn’t sit still, but part of me—maybe the part still crying for Mama—had hoped he’d notice, say something real, anything to mend the frayed threads between us. I slipped off my coat, keeping the rod pressed tight in the pocket, and let it thud into the corner by the door, its weight echoing like a secret I couldn’t bury deep enough.

In the kitchen, I flicked on the burner for the tea kettle, wincing as the flame hissed loud enough to wake the ghosts Mama swore lingered in these walls—her voice soft in my memory, spinning tales of spirits too stubborn to leave. I needed chamomile, something to hush the jitters still buzzing through me like a swarm of restless flies. Dad not grilling me stung worse than any tongue-lashing could’ve—left me adrift in a house thick with unspoken rot, like we were both dodging a talk that’d been festering since Mama’s car spun off that icy road. 

The air pressed heavy, a weight on my shoulders I couldn’t name, and I wondered if it was the rod’s doing or just the slow decay of us living side by side without ever really seeing each other.

I lingered by the sink, letting cold water spill over my trembling hands ‘til my fingers went numb, the chill grounding me as my mind spun wild. Flashes from that abandoned building clawed at me—the dust swirling like restless spirits, the cold jolt that’d shot up my arm when I grabbed the rod, sharp as a live wire snaking through my veins. Here in the kitchen’s warmth, with the fridge humming its lonesome tune, it all felt like a fever dream slipping through my grasp. But that weight in my coat pocket was real as sin, a solid tether to the impossible I’d brushed against, pulling at me like a whisper I couldn’t unhear.

The kettle screeched, shrill enough to rattle my teeth and set my nerves jangling. I half-expected Dad to holler from the living room, but he stayed quiet—too quiet, a hush that prickled my skin. Hadn’t he said he was heading back to bed? I peeked out, mug clutched tight, and saw him standing by his pitiful fish tank, staring at the guppies drifting lazy in their murky world. Did he want to talk? Was that even possible anymore? His silhouette looked thinner than I remembered, whittled down by years—or maybe something else, something stirring in the shadows I couldn’t yet name. I slipped back to my room without a word, exhaustion tugging at my eyelids like a tide dragging me under, the tea’s warmth seeping into my palms but not my soul.
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