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Morning arrived the way it always did—quietly, without ceremony.

Ava woke before her alarm, the pale light slipping through the thin gap between the curtains. The room felt unchanged. The air smelled the same. The ceiling held its familiar hairline crack above the lamp, shaped vaguely like a coastline.

Normal.

She sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and reached for the switch.

The light flickered.

Not out—just... wrong.

As if it hesitated.

Ava frowned and flipped it off, then on again. The bulb steadied. White. Obedient. She told herself it had been nothing more than a tired circuit, an old building, a bad night’s sleep.

She went to the mirror.

Her reflection met her—dark hair loose around her shoulders, eyes slightly swollen, mouth drawn into a line she didn’t remember choosing. She leaned closer, studying the small details the way she always did in the mornings, as if checking for proof that she still occupied the same body.

She lifted her hand.

Her reflection lifted its hand too.

A beat too late.

It was subtle. Almost polite. A delay small enough to ignore, if you wanted to.

Ava froze.

The reflection corrected itself instantly, snapping back into perfect alignment. For a moment she considered laughing. People imagined delays all the time. The brain filled gaps. Mirrors played tricks when the light was bad.

She stepped back.

The mirror behaved.

Still, a pressure had settled behind her ribs, the kind that came before a migraine—or a memory.

She dressed quickly, avoiding her reflection. In the hallway, the shadows clung a little longer than they should have. They stretched when she moved past them, reluctant, like fingers slipping from skin.

By the time she reached the kitchen, the feeling had followed her.

The sunlight through the window shimmered, not brightly, but unevenly. As if the air itself had a flaw in it. Ava blinked hard. When she opened her eyes again, thin golden lines traced the edge of the counter, the doorway, the corner where wall met ceiling.

They were faint. Beautiful, almost.

Cracks.

She reached out instinctively.

They vanished.

Her heart hammered once—hard enough to hurt.

“No,” she said softly, to no one.

She stood very still, waiting for the room to contradict her. It didn’t. Everything held its shape. The refrigerator hummed. A car passed outside. Somewhere, a door slammed.

Life continued.

Ava exhaled and told herself the truth she needed most: I am overtired.

She turned to leave.

That was when her shadow didn’t follow.

It remained on the kitchen floor, pooled at her feet, darker than it should have been. Not stretched. Not distorted. Just... watching.

She felt it before she saw it fully—the awareness of being observed without eyes.

Slowly, she turned.

The shadow lifted its head.

Not physically. Not in a way that made sense. But the shape of it shifted, gaining intention. Weight. Presence.

Her mouth went dry.

“You’re imagining this,” she whispered.

The shadow moved.

Not to mirror her—but to face her.

The room seemed to pull inward, as if the space between objects had thinned. The golden cracks bled faintly back into existence, crawling along the walls like veins beneath skin.

Then the shadow spoke.

Its voice wasn’t loud.

It wasn’t cruel.

It was intimate.

“You are no longer just mine,” it said.

A pause.

“You are becoming a doorway.”

The words sank into her, bypassing fear and going straight for something deeper.

“What does that mean?” Ava asked, though her voice barely worked.

The shadow didn’t answer.

It folded back into place, flattening itself against the floor. The cracks faded. The light steadied. The kitchen returned to its proper proportions.

Normal.

Too normal.

Ava stood there for a long time, her hands shaking, her pulse loud in her ears.

She didn’t scream.

She didn’t run.

Because the most terrifying thought wasn’t that she was losing her mind.

It was that the shadow had spoken as if it already knew what was coming.

When she finally moved, she caught her reflection in the dark glass of the window.

It smiled when she did.

Just not at the same time.
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Ava noticed it first in the sound.

Not silence — the opposite.

Too much of everything, layered wrong.

Traffic hummed a fraction too low, as if the city had taken a breath and forgotten how to release it. Voices overlapped without quite touching. Footsteps echoed where there should have been none, then vanished where they should have lingered.

She stood at the corner near her apartment, sunlight flashing off glass and metal, and felt the same unease from the night before crawl back into her chest.

He was quiet.

That alone unsettled her.

The city moved on, unaware of her pause. People crossed streets, checked phones, laughed into coffee cups. Nothing looked broken. Nothing looked wrong.

Then the accident happened.

A delivery van swerved — not sharply, not dramatically. It drifted, as if nudged by an invisible hand, and clipped a parked car. Metal kissed metal. No explosion. No scream. Just a dull, wrong sound.

Everyone froze.

The driver climbed out, pale, shaking his head over and over.

“I don’t understand,” he kept saying. “There was nothing. I didn’t see anything.”

A woman nearby echoed him.

“It just... happened.”

No one argued. No one suggested a reason.

Ava felt the weight of it settle behind her eyes.

As she walked on, she heard a child’s voice — small, steady, unafraid.

“The shadow was watching.”

The words were said with the same tone a child might use to name a passing dog or a cloud shaped like a ship. Ava turned.

A little boy stood beside his mother, pointing at nothing in particular. His face was calm. Curious.

His mother laughed too quickly and tugged him along.

“Don’t say things like that.”

The boy didn’t resist. He only frowned, as if confused that she hadn’t seen what was obvious.

Ava’s phone vibrated in her hand.

A notification. Then another. News feeds stuttering into motion.

Traffic disruption in the lower district.

Unexplained footage under review.

Temporary camera malfunction reported across multiple locations.

She stopped walking.

A video played on someone else’s screen nearby. Grainy footage from a security camera. A stretch of sidewalk, empty — except it wasn’t empty. The image warped, light bending strangely, as if something had been cut out of the frame after the fact.

A hole where reality should have been.

The reporter spoke carefully, choosing words that didn’t commit to meaning.

“Authorities are investigating a series of visual irregularities—”

Ava shut the screen off.

Her pulse had found a new rhythm. Slow. Heavy.

This wasn’t spreading like a disease.

Diseases didn’t wait.

They responded.

She felt it then — not his voice, not his presence at her side, but his attention shifting. Not toward her.

Outward.

She followed the line of that attention instinctively, lifting her gaze to the buildings, the streets, the people flowing through them like blood through veins.

For the first time since the night before, she understood the truth without needing him to say it.

The city wasn’t blind anymore.

It had started to notice him.
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Mara had always trusted light.

Not in a poetic way. Not the way people did when they were trying to convince themselves the world was kind. She trusted it the way you trust a lock you’ve checked twice, a street you’ve walked a hundred times, the familiar buzz of the elevator in a building that had never failed you.

Light meant rules.

Light meant lines.

Light meant you could tell where things began and ended.

That was why the first wrong thing was so small she almost missed it.

She was halfway down the corridor of her apartment building—third floor, beige walls, the same tired carpet the landlord refused to replace—when the motion-sensor lamps flickered.

Not off. Not on.

Flickered, like someone was breathing through them.

Mara slowed. Her keys were already in her hand, metal biting into her palm. Habit. The kind her mother called paranoia and her therapist called good instincts.

The lights stabilized again.

She exhaled, told herself it was cheap wiring.

Then she noticed her shadow.

It wasn’t where it should have been.

She stood under the lamp, the bulb humming faintly above her, and her shadow stretched across the carpet... but the angle was wrong.

The lamp was directly over her head. Her shadow should have been a soft, shortened stain beneath her shoes.

Instead it reached forward.

Long. Thin. Sharp-edged.

Like it had direction.

Like it had intention.

Mara turned slowly, lifting her gaze to the ceiling.

The bulb was steady now, bright enough to show every crack in the plaster. Everything normal. Everything safe.

Her shadow didn’t move.

It stayed stretched out ahead of her, darker than it had any right to be.

Mara’s mouth went dry.

She took one step.

Her shadow took two.

No—worse.

It slid.

Not with her. Not because of her.

Like a film being pulled across the floor by invisible fingers.

Mara froze. Her heartbeat thudded once, loud as a fist on a door.

A coldness gathered at the base of her spine.

Not the cold of winter air.

The cold of being watched.

She swallowed. “Okay,” she whispered, because she didn’t know who she was speaking to. Herself, maybe. The building. Whatever was happening.

Behind her, somewhere down the corridor, a door clicked shut.

The sound was ordinary.

The way sound always is right before it isn’t.

Mara turned her head slightly, careful not to move her feet, and looked back.

The corridor behind her was empty.

Beige walls. Carpet. A single lamp. A row of doors, each one closed, each one containing someone else’s life—someone else’s TV laughter, someone else’s microwave beeps, someone else’s safe, predictable night.

And yet the air felt... thick.

As if the building had inhaled and forgotten how to exhale.

Mara looked forward again.

Her shadow had changed shape.

It wasn’t a silhouette anymore.

It had a seam down the center, as if it had been split and stitched back together wrong. A crack of darkness running through darkness—an impossible line that made her eyes ache to focus on it.

She blinked hard.

The seam remained.

Then, on the carpet, something shivered.

Her shadow.

Not hers.

It twitched like a living thing sensing movement.

Mara’s fingers tightened around her keys until the teeth of metal pressed crescents into her skin.

“Stop,” she said, because that was what you said when something broke the rules. “Stop doing that.”

Her shadow didn’t respond.

It leaned.

That was the only word her mind could find for what it did next.

It leaned toward the wall, as if it could press itself into the corner where beige paint met plaster. As if it could slip through the line the way water found cracks in stone.

And then it turned its head.

She felt it happen more than she saw it—like the shift of eyes on you in a crowded room.

Her stomach rolled.

“No,” Mara whispered.

The light above her flickered again.

Once.

Twice.

On the third flicker, the bulb dimmed enough that everything in the corridor seemed to melt at the edges.

Mara stood very still and listened.

There were no footsteps.

No breathing.

No growl, no hiss, no sound that would make this make sense.

Only the faint electric hum of the lamp and the blood rushing in her ears.

Her shadow moved again.

It reached for her.

Not like a hand.

Like a stain spreading.

Darkness creeping up the carpet toward her shoes, hungry and quiet, as if it had all the time in the world.

Mara jerked backward without thinking.

Her shoulder slammed into the wall. The impact knocked a gasp out of her.

Her keys clattered against the tile baseboard.

The sound was sharp enough to slice the silence in half.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the darkness stopped.

Like it was listening.

Mara’s chest rose and fell too fast. Her vision tunneled, but she forced herself to look down.

The shadow—that thing—was paused in a shape that made her skin crawl.

It had an outline like a person.

But it was too thin.

Too long.

The head was slightly wrong, the neck too stretched, the shoulders angled as if the bones under them had been arranged by someone who’d only ever seen humans in pictures.

And its edges weren’t smooth.

They trembled, like smoke trapped under glass.

Mara’s breath caught.

Because she realized something else.

The shadow wasn’t just dark.

It was empty.

Like it had drained the carpet of color underneath it. Like it didn’t cast darkness—it consumed light.

She pressed her back harder into the wall. Her mouth tasted like pennies.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

She didn’t expect an answer.

That was why the answer stole the air from her lungs.

It didn’t come as a voice filling the corridor.

It came inside her skull, soft as a thought that wasn’t hers.

Not your question.

Mara’s knees almost buckled.

She swallowed a scream, biting the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood. Pain grounded her. Pain was real. Pain belonged to her.

The shadow shifted again.

This time it didn’t creep toward her.

It looked past her.

Mara’s eyes followed the invisible line of attention, and her gaze landed on something near her own feet.

On the carpet, in the corner of the hall where the light should have reached, there was a thin thread of gold.

At first she thought it was a wire.

A reflection.

A trick of the lamp.

Then it pulsed.

Not brightly.

Not dramatically.

Just a quiet throb, like a heartbeat under skin.

Mara stared. Her skin prickled all over.

The golden thread ran along the carpet seam, the line between two worn strips. It climbed the wall in a crooked path, branching once, twice—tiny fractures spreading like veins.

It was beautiful in the way lightning was beautiful.

In the way a cracked mirror was beautiful right before it cut you.

The shadow didn’t move toward the gold.

It recoiled.

The smoke-like edges shivered violently, as if the golden line burned without heat.

Mara’s lips parted.

She didn’t know why the word came out.

She didn’t know why her tongue shaped it like it had been waiting there for years.

“Beyond.”

The shadow went still.

The air in the corridor tightened.

The golden cracks brightened, responding the way a bruise responds to pressure.

And then, inside her head, that wrong soft voice returned.

That word is not yours.

Mara’s heart punched hard against her ribs. She shook her head, tears stinging her eyes from pure terror.

“I don’t know what this is,” she whispered. “I don’t—”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

The vibration was so normal it was obscene.

Mara’s hand moved on instinct, almost grateful for something human to cling to. She yanked the phone out with shaking fingers.

A notification flashed across the screen.

COMMUNITY ALERT: Power surge reported in District 9. Traffic lights malfunctioning. Multiple accidents.

Under it, another.

NEWS: CCTV footage shows “empty” areas where people should be. Experts claim it’s a glitch.

Mara stared at the words, her eyes struggling to focus.

Then she saw the third notification.

A message, from an unknown number.

No name. No picture. Just a blank icon.

Her thumb hovered.

Her whole body screamed not to open it.

She opened it anyway.

There was no greeting.

No explanation.

Only one line:

If you see the cracks, do not look for the source.

Mara’s throat closed.

She looked up from her phone.

The corridor was darker now.

Not because the lamp had dimmed.

Because the shadow had grown.

It had risen from the carpet like smoke lifting from a fire that hadn’t been lit.

And now it had a face.

Not a human face.

Not really.

But the suggestion of one—hollows where eyes should be, a mouth that wasn’t a mouth, an emptiness shaped like expression.

It leaned close, so close Mara could smell something that made no sense in a hallway.

Not rot.

Not smoke.

Something older.

Cold stone after rain.

Paper kept too long in a sealed box.

Forgotten things.

Mara’s breath hitched.

The shadow’s mouth shape widened.

And it spoke—not inside her mind this time, but in the air, in the corridor, as if it had learned how sound worked and was testing it.

“Her,” it said.

One word.

Rough. Broken. Like it had scraped the syllable out of the dark.

Mara’s blood went ice.

“Who?” she whispered.

The shadow didn’t answer.

It turned its head again, slow, deliberate, focusing not on Mara, but on the wall where the golden cracks climbed like a wound.

Then the cracks pulsed once—harder than before.

The lamp above Mara exploded.

Glass rained down in a sharp, glittering shower.

Mara screamed and ducked, raising her arms over her head.

The corridor plunged into darkness.

The kind of darkness that wasn’t absence of light.

The kind that felt like a presence.

For a second, Mara couldn’t see anything.

Then, in the black, she saw the gold.

The cracks glowed faintly, outlining the hallway in jagged threads. They traced the doors. They traced the corners. They traced the shape of the building as if the building itself was splitting open.

Mara’s chest heaved. Her hands shook.

In the gold’s dim light, she saw the shadow standing across from her.
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