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​Chapter 1: Reflection
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Grey light crept through bare windows, painting harsh shadows across peeling walls that hadn't seen fresh paint in years. Cardboard boxes gaped open around the room like hungry mouths, a few pieces of clothing dangling over their edges. The space felt hollow, temporary - a way station between better places that had never materialised.

On the scratched desk, an envelope waited. A stack of letters stamped across its front needed no opening to convey their message. ''FINAL NOTICE'' blazed through the thin paper on one of them, the words burning into the dim atmosphere of the room.

Elias lay spread-eagled on a mattress that bore mysterious stains from previous tenants, his wrinkled clothes from yesterday clinging to his body. The ceiling fan spun in lazy circles above him, its shadow wheeling across his unblinking eyes. Dark crescents hung beneath these eyes, carved deep by another sleepless night.

A nearly empty bottle of bottom-shelf whiskey rested by his right hand, the amber dregs catching what little dawn light filtered through the grimy window. The liquid inside shifted with each tremor of the passing elevated train, creating tiny waves that lapped at the glass.

His chest rose and fell in shallow breaths. The fan's monotonous creaking marked time's passage - click, click, click - as morning crept closer. Each rotation seemed to mock him with its predictable rhythm, a mechanical heartbeat more reliable than his own faltering career.

Somewhere in the building, a door slammed. Footsteps thundered down stairs. A car alarm wailed in the distance. The city was waking up, but Elias remained frozen, counting the fan's revolutions, watching dust motes dance in the strengthening light. His fingers twitched toward the whiskey bottle, then fell still again.

The envelope on the desk seemed to pulse in his peripheral vision, demanding attention he refused to give. Instead, he traced the cracks in the ceiling with bloodshot eyes, mapping constellations in the water damage that bloomed across the plaster.

A flash of sunlight broke through the murky window, illuminating a manuscript page pinned to the wall. The title, “Untitled Novel — Draft 3,” loomed above red-inked notes that clawed at the margins like frantic cries for help. Half the page lay crossed out, a graveyard of ideas discarded and forgotten. The paper, yellowed, crumpled, hung there like a ghost—haunting reminders of the ambitions he had once clung to.

Elias shifted his gaze back to his phone, its screen lighting up with harsh blue light. A text from Elizabeth glared at him: “I hope you get better.” The silence from him mirrored the one that followed her message, an unspoken chasm between them, filled with what could have been. He scrolled further down. Unanswered emails from his former agent, notice of overdrawn credit cards, missed calls from his mother—each one a weight pressing against his chest.

The bank balance flashed at him like a warning sign: less than $100. His heart sank further as he flicked over to a browser tab showcasing a job application for a local bookstore. It sat half-complete, staring back like a judge ready to pass sentence on dreams long since abandoned. The words on the screen blurred as he rubbed his eyes, each blink deepening the ache of despair.

The silence pressed against his eardrums like cotton wool, broken only by the muffled symphony of car horns and distant sirens filtering through the window's crack. Elias dragged his palms across his temples, fingertips digging into skin as if he could massage the words loose. Nothing came. The void in his mind stretched endless and dark, same as it had for ninety-two days straight. He had hoped to stop counting the days, but the number carved itself into his mind each time he closed his eyes, like a wound that refused to heal.

His laptop sat open on the desk like a monolith. Its battery ran low. He tapped the keyboard, bringing the screen to life, wincing at its harsh glow. A new document. Clean. White. Waiting. The cursor pulsed in steady rhythm - on, off, on, off - each blink marking another second of creative death.

His fingers hovered over the keys, trembling slightly. 

"The man stood on the edge of—"

Edge of what? 

He entertained the idea in his head for a split second. His finger hovering the keyboard. The words glared back at him, hollow and lifeless. 

No. Not yet. 

His index finger found the backspace key, held it down until the sentence disappeared into digital oblivion. The screen returned to its pristine blankness, mocking him with infinite possibility.

The laptop clicked shut. Elias fumbled a cigarette from a crumpled pack, the last one. His hands shaking so badly he nearly dropped the lighter. Three tries before the flame caught.

A sharp rap at the door cut through the silence. Elias froze, cigarette dangling from his lips. Another knock, harder this time.

"Mercer? You in there?"

The gravelly voice of his landlord leaked through the cheap wood. Elias pulled the door open just enough to see the man's weathered face, creased with irritation.

"You're supposed to be out by noon." The landlord's eyes darted past him, taking in the mess of the apartment. "Don't leave this shit for me to clean up."

Elias nodded once, shut the door without a word. The cigarette had burned down to ash, which crumbled onto his shirt as he moved.

His backpack lay deflated in the corner. He snatched it up, shoved his laptop inside. The bookshelf loomed before him - years of collected volumes, dog-eared and annotated, now dusted and abandoned. His fingers trailed across their spines before settling on two. House of Leaves, its pages dense with margin notes. The Metamorphosis, its cover hanging by threads, coffee-stained and worn from countless readings. And the framed photo of him and his mother - a lifetime ago. 

The rest he left. Records, manuscripts, journals - they felt like artifacts from someone else's life now. Dead weight he couldn't carry anymore.

Elias zipped the backpack with finality, its meager contents rattling against each other. The items sat heavy at the bottom, their spines cracked - familiar companions from a life that felt increasingly distant. He slung it over one shoulder, its weight insignificant compared to what he was leaving behind.

In the bathroom, fluorescent light buzzed overhead, casting sickly shadows across the peeling wallpaper. Elias braced his hands against the sink's edge, leaning close to examine his reflection. Dark circles pooled beneath haunted eyes. Three days of stubble peppered his jaw. His greasy brown hair hung limp, strands falling across his forehead.

"Fuck you," he cursed at his reflection. The corners of his mouth twitched upward in an attempted half-smile, but the expression died before it reached his eyes. Something hollow gazed back at him, a stranger wearing his face.

He rubbed his sleeve across the spotted glass, clearing away a film of grime. For a fraction of a second, as he dropped his arm, his reflection remained frozen, arm still raised. But Elias had already turned away, missing the subtle desynchronisation between himself and his image.

Elias' footsteps echoed through the stairwell, each step a dull thud against worn concrete. Peeling safety strips caught at his shoes as he descended, muscle memory guiding him past the broken elevator he'd never once seen working. The air hung thick with decades of neglect - stale cigarettes, moldy carpet, the ghost of countless lives lived and lost in these walls.

Halfway down, between the third and second floors, he slumped onto a step. The concrete felt cool through his jeans. His fingers fumbled with the cigarette, half-burned, the last refuge of a man with nowhere left to go. The smoke curled upward, dancing like spectres in shafts of fluorescent light.

Outside, twilight welcomed him. A tide of humanity swept past - men in business suits barking into phones, teenagers hunched over screens, beggars sprawling over the sidewalk, delivery cyclists weaving through the chaos. Their laughter and chatter crashed against him like waves on rocks. A young couple brushed past, fingers intertwined, lost in their own world. No one noticed the lanky man with the backpack, shoulders curved inward as if to make himself smaller, invisible. Just another shadow moving through.
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The neon sign sputtered in the café window, letters blinking in and out of existence. FOR RENT. The O flickered, transforming the message into something else for a heartbeat before snapping back. Behind the glass, a bulletin board sagged under the weight of countless papers. One caught his eye - cream-colored, corners curled, written in elegant script that seemed out of place among the garish concert flyers and lost cat posters.

Grimsley House. The name tugged at something in his memory, but the thought slipped away before he could grasp it. His eyes traced the promised amenities: Cheap. Quiet. Private. No references needed. The last part hooked him. He wouldn't need to account for the gaps, or his present jobless situation.

The phone number hung from a serrated edge, waiting. Elias dropped onto a nearby bench, its wood worn smooth by countless others who'd sat or slept there, possibly making similar desperate decisions. He punched in the numbers.

One ring. Two. Then-

"Grimsley House." The voice crackled through the speaker, as if coming from much further away than a normal phone call. "Still available. Be here within the hour, and it's yours."

Elias' fingers tightened around the phone. The voice on the other end waited, patient as a spider.

"I'll take it." The words spilled out before he could stop them.

"We'll be waiting." The line went dead.

He folded the flyer, tucked it into his jacket pocket. The café window beckoned - not for coffee, but for one last check of his appearance before meeting the landlord. 

Empty space stared back. Where his reflection should have been, blinding neon from the store front scattered across the glass in a bright smear. His heart lurched. He blinked hard, and his image snapped back into focus - pale face, dark circles, disheveled hair. Normal. Real.

The street swallowed him as he walked, merging into the flow of bodies. His backpack bounced against his spine with each step, its contents all that remained of his former life. An invisible thread pulled Elias towards the address, guiding his feet through unfamiliar streets.

Behind him, the forgotten flyer slipped from his pocket, dancing on the breeze before settling into a rain-slicked gutter. The ink began to run, bleeding into the water until the words disappeared completely.
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Reaching his destination, Elias craned his neck back, taking in the full height of Grimsley House. The building thrust upward like a decrepit finger pointing at the sky, its weathered brick facade a patchwork of moss and decay. Modern glass-and-steel structures loomed on either side, their sleek lines making the Victorian structure look even more out of place—a fragment of history that refused to be erased.

Dark windows peered down at him, row upon row of hollow eyes set deep in stone. A few curtains stirred behind the glass, though no breeze stirred the heavy air. Thick ropes of ivy snaked up the walls, their tendrils probing at cracks in the mortar like seeking fingers.
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