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Scene 1: The Attic’s Gift

It began with the smell of dust and lavender.

Lila pushed open the attic door slowly, the old brass knob resisting until it gave with a soft click.
Sunlight filtered through a round window on the far wall, casting amber shapes across the floor. The
air was thick, still, and quiet.

She hadn’t planned to go up here.

It was her great-aunt’s house now—hers, technically—left to her after the funeral, along with
everything inside. The paperwork was dull and practical. The attic was not.

She hadn’t set foot in it since childhood.

The room was filled with trunks, draped cloths, and an unsettling orderliness. Nothing had been
touched in years, but nothing had been disturbed either. Everything waited.

At the far end, beneath a dust-covered mirror, sat a wooden chest with a dull brass latch and tiny
padlock holes in the corners. Something about it made her step carefully.

The latch clicked open without resistance.

Inside, folded with care, lay a pair of overalls. Pale pink. Soft to the touch. Oddly pristine.
And beside them—Ilaid neatly on velvet—sat four small padlocks.

Two were labeled:

"Straps" — left and right.

Two others:

"Sides" — left and right, again.

Each was engraved with a delicate letter L.

Lila’s breath caught. The overalls had small steel loops—subtle, almost hidden—at the tops of the
shoulder straps and near the hip buttons.

Who padlocked clothes?

The fabric shimmered faintly in the light. It was heavier than it looked. Denser.
She should have put it back.

She didn’t.

Instead, drawn by something she couldn’t name, she lifted the overalls from the trunk and unfolded
them. A faint scent of rose and starch lingered in the folds.



There were no zippers. No elastic. Every fastening point required deliberate effort—and one of the
locks.

She held the garment up in front of her.
It was sized perfectly.
Almost too perfectly.

And in the mirror behind her—dusty, distorted—her reflection looked back at her with a softness in
its eyes she didn’t recognize.

A stillness.

Scene 2: The Locks Fit

The overalls lay on her bed now.

Lila hadn’t meant to bring them down from the attic. It had just... happened. The fabric had a weight
to it—not just physical, but emotional, like a memory that didn’t belong to her.

She had unfolded them carefully. Noticed the way the loops were sewn in, almost invisibly. One at
each strap, and one on each hip where the buttons would fasten.

The four small padlocks had come in a velvet pouch, lined with pink satin.
She hadn’t touched them at first.

But by mid-afternoon, something shifted. Maybe it was the quiet of the house. Maybe it was
curiosity. Maybe it was something else, something that wanted to be remembered.

She undressed slowly, folding her clothes neatly on the chair by the door. The overalls slipped on
smoothly, the fabric brushing her legs like it already knew her shape.

The buttons clicked in at her hips.

She fastened the straps.

Everything fit.

Too well.

Her fingers hovered over the pouch.

Then, one by one, she lifted the padlocks into place.
Left hip: click.

Right hip: click.

Left strap: click.

Right strap: click.

Each lock settled in with a sound that was too soft, too final. Like it had waited too long to do
anything else.



She stared at herself in the mirror.

Still her.

But more still than she remembered being in weeks. Months.
A strange peace washed over her.

But also a shiver.

What was she doing?

Why didn’t she want to take them off?

She reached for the left strap, testing it.

It didn’t budge.

Of course not. They were real locks.

She went to the velvet pouch again.

She took 4 keys out to store them safely in her jewelry box.
She sat down.

Then stood up again.

She paced the room.

The overalls held her just a little firmer than she liked. Just enough to remind her of them with every
breath.

She looked back into the mirror.
This time, her expression was different.
Not afraid.

Just... watching.

Scene 3: The Last Click

Lila let the weight of the moment settle around her like a warm blanket. The four locks rested gently
against her frame—one near each hip, and two at her shoulders—cool to the touch and barely visible
unless you knew to look. They weren’t flashy. They weren’t meant to be. They were quiet
affirmations, each one sealing her into a space of her own making.

She sat back down on the edge of her bed, the overalls folding softly around her thighs. Her lamb
plush was nestled in her lap, its ears slightly askew. She adjusted them with instinctive care, then
reached again for the mirror across the room. She couldn’t help but smile.

The transformation wasn’t dramatic, but it was total. A different posture, a softened face. Even her
breathing seemed slower, gentler.

Her fingers traced the edge of the front bib—the texture of the heart-shaped pocket, the warm
pressure of the padlock at her collarbone just beneath it. With each click earlier, she’d felt something



release—not tighten, but let go. Tension, expectation, even the noise of the outside world. None of
that followed her here.

She glanced down at her outfit again, lightly touching each padlock in turn. The left side one clinked
faintly as her nail brushed it, followed by its twin on the right. The overalls were now fully part of
her—held in place not just by fabric, but by decision.

Click. Click. Click. Click.
Those four sounds echoed softly in her memory—four little steps into herself.

She lay back slowly onto the bed, the canopy of light above her glowing through pale curtains. One
hand rested over her plush lamb, the other draped gently across her midsection. She felt the locks
press ever so slightly as she moved—a quiet reminder. Not of limits, but of chosen stillness.

Outside, a breeze whispered against the glass. Inside, the world was hushed.

And in that quiet, Lila closed her eyes—not because she was tired, but because she had finally
arrived.

Scene 4: The Visitor

Lila floated in that serene half-space between rest and waking. Her body was relaxed, anchored by
the warm weight of the overalls and the steady rise and fall of her breath. The locks clicked softly
whenever she shifted—a gentle reminder that she was sealed into her own moment, untouchable
and safe.

Then: a sound.
Faint, but unmistakable.
Tap. Tap. Tap.

Her eyes fluttered open. The air in the room had shifted—not cold, but charged, as if someone had
entered her dream without asking. She sat up slowly, the soft clink of the locks now louder in the
stillness. The lamb plush slipped from her lap to the sheets.

Another sound. Not the door. Not the walls.
Her eyes flicked to the window.

Tap.

There it was again. Glass.

Heart skipping, she stood, walking gingerly toward the curtains. Her fingers brushed the fabric aside.
Outside the window—just past the hedges and across the short garden path—stood a figure.

A woman. Her age. Familiar, somehow.

She wore overalls, too. The same cut. The same color. But her straps were unbuckled, hanging loose
over a pale blouse. Her arms were folded. Her gaze was fixed firmly on Lila.

Lila’s breath caught. Not out of fear—more like recognition.



She raised a hand, cautiously.
The girl outside did the same.

And then Lila noticed something: four locks, dangling from the girl’s overalls. Identical to hers. The
keys, not visible.

A wave of realization passed over her, sharp and sudden.

She turned from the window and looked at her desk—the tiny heart-shaped jewelry box where her
own keys should be.

Gone.
She spun back to the window. Empty.

No figure. No sound. Only the rustle of the garden and a chill in the air that hadn’t been there
before.

Lila stood frozen. Not afraid, exactly. But shaken.

The locks on her body felt heavier now. The comfort remained—but something else stirred
underneath it. A question. A whisper.

Who else knows this ritual? Who else holds the keys?
And maybe more hauntingly—

Was she ever alone in this at all?

Scene 5: Unlocked Memory

The garden outside was still, almost too still—as if time had skipped a beat.

Lila didn’t move for a long while. The plush lamb lay at her feet, its button eye catching the light like a
watchful witness. Her fingers curled unconsciously around the strap of her overalls, the lock’s cold
metal brushing her skin again.

She knew what she had seen.
She also knew how memory can lie.
But the box was gone.

She crossed the room with slow, deliberate steps and opened the drawer beneath her vanity. Empty.
Another drawer—stationery, some notebooks. Nothing. She even moved the lace runner to check
behind the makeup tray. Still nothing. Her four padlocks were sealed tight, and now she had no way
out.

Her pulse picked up.

Lila turned back to the window, scanning the hedges, the path, the driveway beyond. She lived alone.
The front gate had a code. There had been no buzz, no sound of someone entering. And yet, the girl
was there—and she had the keys.



And worse...

She looked just like Lila.

Not identical. But close enough to be unnerving.
Same eyes. Same slight tilt of the head. Same overalls.

Lila pulled out her phone from the nightstand drawer, hands slightly trembling. She flipped to the
security camera feed—one facing the gate, another by the front door, one angled toward the garden.

The first two were blank. The garden feed buffered for a second, then played back.
Lila leaned in.

There was no one.

No figure. No motion. Not even a shadow.

But just as she reached to shut it off, the feed flickered.
A single frame glitched through the static.

The girl.

Standing still.

Looking up at the camera.

Eyes locked with the lens.

Then: black.

Lila dropped the phone on the bed.

Her breath came fast now, the pressure of the locked overalls suddenly far too tight. She tried
tugging at one of the side buttons. Nothing moved. She pulled at the strap. The lock held firm. The
coolness of the metal that once soothed her now sent a pulse of panic through her collarbone.

The keys were gone.

The girl had them.

And she was... what?

A warning? A memory? A reflection?

Lila stepped back from the vanity and caught her own gaze in the mirror again—but something was
off.

In the reflection, her overalls weren’t locked. The straps hung loose.
And she was smiling.

But she wasn’t smiling.

She reached out to touch the glass.

Her reflection didn’t move.



Scene 6: Echoes and Clues

Lila staggered back from the mirror, heart hammering. She blinked, hard.
Her reflection returned to normal—straps locked, expression shaken, no smile.

She stood still for several seconds, trying to slow her breathing, trying to focus. The reflection had
changed, yes—but was it her mind playing tricks? Stress? Lack of sleep?

Or... was it something else?

The locks pressed against her, not painful, but insistent. Their presence was a constant pulse: you are
sealed in. What had once been comfort now felt like containment.

She needed answers.

She scanned the room, now looking at it with new eyes. The space that had been her retreat felt
unfamiliar in its quietness. Too curated. Too perfect. She dropped to her knees beside the vanity and
reached for the lowest drawer—one she almost never used.

It stuck for a moment. Then gave.

Inside: a stack of old notebooks, most of them sealed shut with pastel ribbons or paper clips. Some
were journals. One had a printed label on the front: “Therapy Notes — L.J.”

L.J.

Lila Jacobs.

Her full name.

She didn’t remember ever writing those.

Hands shaking, she opened the first notebook. The pages were covered in her handwriting, dated
neatly. Notes from sessions, thoughts between them, sketches.

“Recurring dream again. Girl at the window. Same face. Same clothes. She always brings the keys.”
Lila’s stomach turned.
She flipped forward.

“When | wear the locks, | feel safe—but | also feel like I’'m being watched. The girl looks just like
me, but she moves first. | follow. | think she’s trying to show me something.”

More pages. Drawings of the overalls. Detailed diagrams of how she’d added the lock loops. In one,
the girl in the drawing holds four keys on a chain... and behind her, scrawled in pencil, is a name:

“Lyra.”
Not Lila.
Lyra.

She stared at the name, her mouth dry. It triggered something—something old and familiar, like a
song she once knew. Her eyes darted to the mirror again, as if expecting Lyra to appear.



But this time, it was just her.
She flipped to the final page in the notebook.
It was blank—except for a sticky note, hastily scrawled:
“If she comes back, follow her. Don’t fight it. She knows where the keys are buried.”

Lila stood slowly, the locks shifting with a whisper of metal. The room felt heavier now. The walls
held secrets.

Lyra wasn’t just a dream.
She was a message.

And somewhere, beneath the soft fabric and pastel charm, beneath the safety she had constructed,
there was something buried—something that might explain the memory gaps, the strange
reflections, the vanished keys.

She just had to follow the version of herself brave enough to hold the truth.

Scene 7: Inheritance

The name Lyra echoed in her mind like a song half-remembered, or a bedtime story told once and
forgotten.

Lila sat back on the floor, the open notebook still resting across her knees. The post-it note’s message
kept replaying in her mind:

“She knows where the keys are buried.”
Buried.

Her eyes drifted to the overalls again—soft pink, delicate corduroy, heart-shaped pocket... but now
the fabric felt heavier. Not just in weight, but in history.

Something about the threadbare edges. The slightly yellowed lining inside the straps. These overalls
weren’t new, not really. She’d altered them, yes—but had she truly made them hers? Or were they
someone else’s first?

She reached up and gently unbuttoned the tiny tag at the back of the neckline—something she’d
never thought twice about before.

A name was stitched there in tiny cursive embroidery:
Lyra J.

Her fingers went cold.

The label wasn’t hers. It never had been.

And suddenly, memories broke like glass.

She saw herself younger, maybe six or seven, rifling through a dusty attic with her grandmother. A
chest had been opened—a cedar one, filled with soft pink things: a stuffed lamb, lace-trimmed
rompers, faded baby books.



“Those were your aunt Lyra’s,” her grandmother had said, voice quiet. “She was a delicate child.”
The attic. The chest. She hadn’t thought about it in years. It had felt... separate. Like a dream.

Lila stood abruptly, the locks tugging at her hips and chest as she moved. She went to the closet and
reached for a box on the top shelf, nearly toppling it in her haste.

Inside—old photos. One fluttered to the floor.
She picked it up.

A black-and-white image. A girl, maybe eight years old, with long dark hair and fair skin. She wore
pink overalls, straps buttoned neatly. A small silver padlock glinted at her side.

She looked directly at the camera.
The caption on the back, written in soft pencil:
Lyra, Summer 1992. Locked in. Just like she wanted.
Lila sank onto the carpet.
Her overalls—Lyra’s.
The locks—Lyra’s.
The rituals she thought she’d invented—not hers at all.
And the girl at the window?
Maybe not a ghost.
Maybe just... a memory dressed in flesh.
But why had Lyra locked herself in like this?
Why did it feel so right to Lila, even now, as fear and clarity mixed in equal measure?
One thing was clear now: this wasn’t the end of the mystery.
It was the beginning.

And the truth lay buried, just like the note had said.

Scene 8: The Attic

The ceiling groaned quietly above her as Lila climbed the narrow pull-down ladder, each step drawing
her further from the present and deeper into something older. The dim bulb overhead cast long
shadows across the attic floorboards—dust swirling like mist around her.

The air smelled of cedar, mothballs, and memory.
Lila had not been up here in years. Maybe since she was a child.

But the layout was the same: low beams, insulation poking out from the walls, and the long cedar
chest near the back—the one her grandmother had once called “Lyra’s hope chest.”

She approached it slowly. The old brass latch creaked as she undid it, the hinges releasing with a sigh.



Inside: layers of pale-pink fabric. Lace-trimmed bloomers. Embroidered bibs. Old photo albums. And
beneath them—

More overalls.

Not just one pair. Three. All pink. All worn. One had little heart buttons like Lila’s. Another was made
of velvet. The third was almost exactly like hers, but smaller.

She reached for the smallest pair. The fabric was delicate, barely holding together. But even here,
sewn into the strap loops, were tiny steel eyelets—reinforced.

She turned it over.
Each pair had a name embroidered in the lining:
Lyra J.
LJ.
And one simply marked: “For the quiet girl.”
Her fingers trembled.

In the bottom of the chest lay something even stranger: a leather-bound book. Locked with a delicate
clasp—one nearly identical to the ones on her own overalls.

No key.

But taped to the back was a brittle scrap of paper in shaky cursive:
“The locks are not to keep them out. They’re to keep her in.”

She stared at the note, every nerve in her body tense.

Her?

Who was “her”?

Lyra? Herself? Someone else?

Lila looked back at the overalls. All tailored with the same modifications. All made for girls who
wanted to lock themselves in. A ritual. A tradition.

A warning?

Then: a noise.

Soft, almost imperceptible.

From the far side of the attic, behind a stack of old furniture—a click.
Metal on wood.

Lila turned, heart thudding. The shadows danced, but there was no movement. She crept forward,
each footstep muffled on the dusty floorboards.

Tucked in the corner, behind a broken mirror and an old rocking chair, sat a trunk she didn’t
recognize.



This one was different. Black leather. Buckled. Heavy.
And on its lid, carved faintly in the grain:
"Property of Lyra J. — Do Not Open Alone."

It was sealed with four padlocks.

Scene 9: The Trunk

Lila crouched before the trunk, heart drumming in her ears. The leather was cracked with age, the
buckles tarnished. Four padlocks. Each one nearly identical to the ones securing her own overalls.

She touched one.
It was warm.
Not freshly used—but not forgotten either.

Her hands moved quickly now, instinct guiding her. She reached to the bib of her overalls and
unfastened the smallest silver charm—one she had always assumed was decorative.

It wasn’t.

Inside was a key.

She stared at it, breath caught. Without thinking, she tried it on the nearest lock. Click. It opened.
Another key hung on a delicate chain in the bottom corner of the chest where the overalls had been.
She unlocked the second.

For the third, she reached into the lining of her plush lamb—something she hadn't touched since the
girl at the window had vanished.

Click.
The final lock didn’t need a key. It was already half-open.
As she slid it free, the lid creaked upward on its hinges.
The scent hit her first: lavender, dust, old paper, and something metallic.
Inside, lined in faded rose-colored silk, were objects. Layered neatly, deliberately.
At the top: a folded letter, sealed with pink wax.
She opened it carefully.
To the next quiet girl,

If you're reading this, the locks have chosen you, too. Don't resist. It starts with comfort. Then
control. Then devotion. You won't understand yet—but you will.

The overalls are just the beginning.

The more you wear them, the more you'll see her.



And soon, you'll need more than locks to stay in.
Beneath the letter lay items more intimate, more elaborate. Accessories, but not decorative.
A pink velvet collar with a steel heart-shaped clasp.
Wrist cuffs, soft and quilted, lined with the same embroidery: L.J.
A small photo album titled simply: “Bound Gracefully.”
She opened it slowly.

Black-and-white Polaroids, faded with time. Girls dressed like Lyra. Some younger. Some older. All in
variations of the pink overalls, some with hoods, mittens, even soft harnesses.

Each one looked peaceful.
Some looked... entranced.

Lila flipped toward the back. One photo chilled her. A girl—Lyra?—stood in the mirror, straps
buckled, arms behind her back, head tilted down. But her reflection looked up, smiling.

Behind the final photograph was a folded note, scrawled in urgent handwriting:
If you feel her watching you, do not look in the mirror too long.
That’s how she gets out.
Lila slammed the album shut, chest tightening. Her fingers hovered near the velvet collar.

The objects weren’t just about stillness or comfort. They were about giving in. About containment.
About transformation.

She looked down at herself—still sealed into the overalls, still without the original keys.
And then she realized:
She hadn't put them on earlier today.

They were already on when she woke up.

Scene 10: Velvet and Chains

Lila sat cross-legged on the dusty attic floor, the open trunk before her like a wound. The pink silk
interior glowed faintly in the dim light, and the air around her felt thick, close—as though time had
thinned somehow.

Her fingers trembled as they hovered over the velvet collar. It looked soft. Delicate. She ran her
thumb across the silver clasp.

She shouldn’t.
But her hand moved anyway.

The moment the collar wrapped around her neck, something shifted in the attic. The floor seemed
quieter. The silence deeper. The faint tension she always carried between her shoulders... softened. A
breath left her lips without her even knowing she’d held it.



Next, the cuffs.

One by one, she buckled them around her wrists. The fabric hugged her snugly, padded and warm.
There were D-rings stitched in—decorative, or maybe not. She caught herself breathing slower. More
measured.

Her thoughts fogged slightly. The fear that had gripped her an hour ago now seemed... distant. Small.
As if the moment she allowed herself into Lyra’s world, the fear melted with it.

Scene 11: Turning Away

The cuffs closed with a soft click.
The velvet collar hugged her neck like a whisper from the past.

Lila stood in the attic, locked in pink overalls, arms lightly bound at the wrists, and something inside
her settled. The weight of the ritual—the clothing, the posture, the stillness—pressed down on her
like gravity.

And for a moment, it felt good.
Right.
Like belonging.

She lowered herself to her knees again without thinking. The old floorboards sighed beneath her. Her
breathing slowed. She could hear the faint ticking of the wall clock downstairs—impossibly loud in
the hush of the attic.

But then—movement.

Her eyes flicked up.

The mirror.

That old cracked mirror in the corner... it was glowing again.
No. Shimmering.

She rose slowly, every muscle reluctant, like she was wading through honey. She walked toward the
glass.

The reflection stood where she should be—same pink overalls, same cuffs, same collar. But somehow
cleaner. Sharper. Lips curled in a calm, distant smile.

It looked like her.

But it wasn’t.

The mirror fogged, just briefly, and the words appeared like breath:
Let me out.

Lila stared, heartbeat slowing.

The reflection raised its hand. Not to mimic—but to invite. To gesture. Come closer.



Her feet obeyed before her mind did.
Her breath fogged the glass. The reflection didn’t blink.

The cuffs tingled. The collar’s clasp warmed, almost pulsing in time with her heartbeat. Her head
buzzed.

Let me out.
The girl in the mirror undid her collar—just like that. Her cuffs. Her locks.
She was free.
And Lila—
Still bound.
Still watching.
But just before her fingers touched the surface—a cold spike of clarity shot through her.
The letter. The words:
Do not look in the mirror too long. That’s how she gets out.
Her eyes widened.
"No—"

She staggered backward, hands tearing at the collar. The mirror’s glow flared, as if in protest. Her
knees hit the floor. She crawled away, eyes locked on the shimmering glass.

The reflection didn’t follow.

But it didn’t vanish either.

It stood there, watching. Waiting.

Still smiling.

The mirror dimmed. Returned to glass.

Just a cracked, dusty relic again.

But Lila could feel it in her bones—something had almost crossed.
She looked down at herself. Still locked in. Still cuffed.
But still herself.

Shaking, she rose to her feet, mind racing.

She had resisted.

But not without cost.

Now she knew: the overalls were a key, not just a trap. And someone—or something—was waiting
on the other side of that mirror.

And it was watching.



Still.

Scene 12: Locked In

Lila stumbled back from the mirror, her breath ragged, her legs trembling. The attic around her
seemed darker now, smaller—like the walls had leaned in just slightly while she wasn’t watching.

The velvet collar pulsed faintly around her throat, tightening almost imperceptibly every few
seconds, like a breath she couldn’t quite take.

The cuffs weren’t uncomfortable—but they were limiting, and the weight of the padlocked overalls,
still tightly fitted, had become suffocating.

She dropped to her knees by the old trunk, yanking it fully open, searching for the keys—any of
them.

Nothing. Just the album. The letter. The garments.
A small inner voice, soft and traitorous, whispered:

Maybe you weren’t supposed to take them off. Maybe you’re not meant to.
“No,” she muttered. “Not this. Not like this.”

Her fingers went to the collar clasp. It was seamless. No latch. Just a faint seam where the two ends
met—held shut by something unseen.

She pulled. Nothing.

She braced her fingers inside the edge and yanked again. Still nothing. It might as well have been part
of her.

The cuffs were worse. The inner lining had warmed against her skin, like they were adapting. Binding.

She rose and stumbled to the window, gripping the frame. Outside, the sun was beginning to dip,
painting the trees in gold.

She couldn’t be up here when night fell. She didn’t know what would happen—but she knew, deep in
her bones, that she wouldn’t leave the same.

Back at the trunk, she grabbed a rusted letter opener from beneath the fabrics and jammed it under
the strap lock on her overalls.

It sparked—literally sparked—and she flinched back, dropping it.

What the hell?

Her eyes caught movement in the mirror again. But this time, she didn’t look. Didn’t dare.
She turned her back to it and ran.

The attic hatch.

Sealed.



She threw her weight into it. Pounded. Kicked. A sharp pain bloomed in her foot. No use. The door
was either stuck—or held shut.

She spun, eyes darting across the dusty rafters. There had to be something. A key. A tool. A clue.

Then her eyes fell on a small jewelry box tucked behind a stack of old books. It was pink, velvet, and
familiar.

She lunged for it, ripped it open—and inside was a tiny brass key, nestled in satin.
Her hands trembled as she tried it on the collar. Nothing.
The cuffs. No click.
The overalls—click.
One strap released.
Then the other.
A rush of cold air hit her chest as the weight of the garment shifted. Not off yet, but vulnerable.
The side locks were next. One... click. The other...
Refused.
It wouldn’t turn. She jiggled it. Cursed.
Behind her, the mirror pulsed—faintly.
She didn’t turn.
Instead, she gritted her teeth and pulled hard—so hard the fabric tore slightly near the waist seam.
But she was out. Enough to move.
The collar and cuffs still clung to her, but she could breathe again.
She backed toward the attic door, clutching the key like a weapon.
And finally—finally—the hatch groaned, slowly this time. Willingly.
The rope was back.
As though the house had relented.
She took one last look at the attic.
The overalls, half-hanging. The mirror, dull. The photo album, still open.
Let me out.
Still faintly visible in the dust of the glass.
Lila climbed down the ladder, bare feet hitting the hallway floor like thunder.
She didn’t look back.

Not yet.



Scene 13: The Past Knocks Back

Lila slammed the attic hatch shut behind her and twisted the lock. She backed away from it, breath
uneven, her skin prickling with the cold sweat of survival.

She stumbled downstairs, still half-bound—one cuff undone, the collar tight and unrelenting. The
brass key trembled in her hand. The old house creaked above her, like it was holding its breath.

She barely made it to the kitchen before collapsing into the chair. The tile was cold against her bare
feet. She stared at the landline on the wall—one of the few things still working in the house.

It rang once when she picked it up. Before she even dialed.
Her breath caught.

“Hello?” she said, voice hoarse.

Static.
Then—click.
Nothing.

She slammed it down. Then picked it up again, this time to call her mother’s old friend, the only
person she knew who might understand.

Martha Elbridge.

The woman had been a teenager when Lila’s great-aunt Lyra disappeared. She lived in town, barely
half an hour away.

The line rang once. Twice. Three times.

“Hello?” A warm, tired voice answered.

“Martha—it’s Lila. Lila Voss. I’'m at the house.”

Silence.

Then a sharp breath.

“Lila... why in God’s name would you go up into that attic?”

Lila's voice cracked. “I didn’t mean to—I just—I found the trunk. The mirror. And the clothes. Lyra’s. |
put them on. | locked them. But... | think something—someone—tried to...”

She couldn’t finish the sentence.
Martha was quiet. Then: “You didn’t look in the mirror too long, did you?”
“I' almost did. But | pulled away. | got one strap lock open. | tore the rest.”

Martha exhaled. “Good. You’ve bought yourself time. But the house won't let go easily, Lila. That
ritual wasn't just Lyra’s obsession. It was part of something older. Something the house remembers.”

“The collar won’t come off,” Lila whispered. “Neither will one of the cuffs.”

“It won't until you find the other key. There were always two.”



“Where?”

A pause. “I don’t know. But Lyra was obsessed with balance. If one key was hidden in the attic—my
guess is, the other is buried. Low. Opposite.”

The basement.
Of course.
Lila ran a shaking hand through her hair. “I'll go look in the morning. I'm just... so tired.”

Martha’s voice was gentler now. “Get some rest. But Lila—don’t let it trick you. The house has ways
of starting things over. Especially when you sleep.”

Lila hung up.

That night, she curled into the guest bed, still wearing the torn overalls and unyielding collar. Her
body ached. Her mind spiraled. She watched the curtains flutter once in the breeze—and then
nothing.

Sleep came too fast.
Darkness.

Then the sound of... metal.
Click.

Click.

Snap.

She stirred. Groggy.

The sheets were tighter than before. Heavy. Wrapped around her oddly.
No.

Not sheets.

She sat up—

And froze.

She was wearing them again.
The pink overalls.

Pristine.

Unwrinkled.

Not torn.

All four straps locked.

Both side buttons padlocked.

Cuffs sealed.



Collar snug.

But this time—heavier.
Thicker.

Reinforced.

The fabric was stiffer, more structured—Ilike denim woven with steel. Unmistakably different.
Stronger.

Stronger than before.

She sat up, heart racing. Her wrists tugged instinctively. No give. The cuffs dug in slightly now, more
rigid, less forgiving.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed.

And noticed the mirror at the far end of the guest room.
She hadn’t noticed it before.

A soft light pulsed faintly behind the glass.

She turned away immediately, hands already trembling.
This wasn’t a haunting.

It was a reset.

The house hadn’t punished her.

It had simply... started again.

Scene 14: Stillness

The morning light bled through the curtains in strips, cutting across the floor like pale ribbons. Lila sat
at the edge of the bed, her breath shallow, her fingers exploring the rigid seams of the new overalls.

There was no denying it: these weren’t the ones she’d torn the night before. These were different.
Made to last.

The locks were flush with the fabric, no gaps, no edges to wedge a tool into. The collar felt smoother
now, less like a threat and more like a boundary she didn’t have to cross. Even the cuffs—tight,
unyielding—felt less like bindings and more like... structure.

She had expected to panic.
She hadn't.

Instead, a peculiar stillness had crept over her. Not calm, exactly—but not fear, either. Like her body
was adapting faster than her thoughts.

She moved through the hallway slowly, each motion restricted but guided, as if the attire dictated its
own rhythm. There was no chaos. No sharp urges. Only quiet repetition.



And for the first time in days, the house didn’t creak.
No shifting wood.

No mirror glimmering at the edge of her vision.

No voice behind her ears.

It was just her.

Contained.

Present.

Breathing.

She sat in the kitchen and poured herself tea. The cup clinked once as she set it down. Her
movements were precise. Deliberate.

The collar made her sit straighter. The overalls prevented slouching. The cuffs made fidgeting
impossible.

It was... peaceful.

And that peace felt suspiciously close to comfort.

She caught herself thinking: Maybe I’'ve misunderstood this.

Maybe this wasn’t just a trap. Maybe it was an invitation. A kind of discipline. Not punishment.

She stood, crossing slowly to the mirror in the hallway—not the attic mirror, but an older one,
simpler, without the shimmer.

She studied herself.
Hair tousled. Eyes sunken. But something in her face had changed.
Still bound. Still locked.
But centered.
And then, unbidden, a thought surfaced:
What if Lyra wasn’t trying to escape the overalls...
What if she was trying to stay inside them?
Lila’s fingers brushed the edge of a padlock.

What if there was power here? Not in being trapped—but in surrendering, just enough to hear the
quiet. To find the stillness.

Could | make a deal?
The thought was faint. Dangerous. But real.
A deal with the house? With Lyra? With whatever this was?

She wasn’t sure.



But the idea didn’t repulse her.
It intrigued her.

And that... terrified her more than anything yet.

Scene 15: The Visitor

There was a knock at the door.

Lila stiffened in the kitchen, her hand halfway to her tea cup. The locks on her overalls creaked softly
as she stood. She glanced at the hall mirror—not the attic one. Still plain. Still quiet.

Another knock. Firmer.
She hesitated, then opened the door.
“Martha?”

The older woman stood on the porch, framed by the rising sun. Her white coat, long and tailored,
fluttered slightly in the breeze. Her hair, streaked with steel, was drawn back in a braid, and her
eyes—sharp, alert, and just a bit too knowing—met Lila’s with eerie calm.

“You look tired, child,” Martha said gently. “And overdressed.”

Lila flushed. She crossed her arms instinctively—only to feel the familiar pull of the cuffs. She didn’t
answer right away.

Martha stepped past her into the house like she already belonged.
“I came early,” she said, voice soft but sure. “After your call, | couldn’t sleep.”

Lila followed her slowly, unsure why her stomach turned even though Martha’s presence should have
been comforting. The woman moved through the house like she’d been here before—more than
once.

“Would you like something to drink?” Lila asked reflexively.
Martha glanced back and smiled. “Not yet. Let’s talk upstairs.”
Lila hesitated. “You want to see the attic?”

“No, not that room,” Martha replied. “Your great-aunt had other places in this house. The attic was
her public altar. But she worked more... intimately... in the sewing room.”

Lila blinked. “The sewing room’s locked.”
Martha nodded. “It won’t be for me.”

She led them to the narrow door at the end of the hall. Lila had tried it days ago. It had groaned but
not given. Now, as Martha touched the knob, it clicked open with barely a sound.

Inside was dust. Fabric. A small desk. A mannequin wrapped in pale pink.

Lila gasped.



Folded neatly on a shelf: a set of blue overalls, with silver clasps. Next to them, an even smaller
pair—toddler-sized.

A display box on the table gleamed with old tools: awls, brass hardware, tiny clasps like jewelry.
“I thought Lyra made these,” Lila whispered.

“She wore them,” Martha said softly. “I made them.”

Lila turned sharply.

“You—what?”

Martha stepped into the room, touching the edge of the mannequin’s collar like it was sacred. “I was
the craftswoman. The pattern was older, of course—passed down. But | refined it. Tailored it to her.”

“You're the one who made the pink overalls I’'m wearing?” Lila asked, her voice tight.

“l didn’t make you wear them,” Martha said, eyes narrowing. “But yes. That set was mine. My hands
chose the fabric. My tools installed the locks.”

Lila stepped back.
“Why?” she asked. “Why would you make something like this?”

Martha’s expression softened. “Because restraint isn’t always about punishment, Lila. Sometimes it’s
about focus. About removal. You take away the distractions... and what’s left is truth.”

Lila looked down at herself. At the polished clasps. At the seamless collar.
“You gave this to Lyra.”

“She asked for it.”

“And now it’s on me.”

Martha tilted her head.

“Is it a burden?” she asked. “Or does it feel... clarifying?”

Lila opened her mouth—but didn’t speak. She didn’t know the answer.

“You still have time,” Martha said, walking past her again. “You can remove them, if you find the
second key.”

“You said it’s in the basement.”

“I said | suspected,” Martha corrected. “But that was before | saw you. Now I’'m not so sure.”
Lila turned, pulse rising. “Why not?”

Martha paused at the door, looking back at her with something darker in her gaze.

“Because Lyra didn’t want to be free, Lila. She wanted to stay inside the stillness. And so, | made
something she wouldn’t want to escape.”

She smiled gently.

“And you haven’t tried very hard, have you?”



Lila said nothing.

Martha walked down the hall without another word, the door swinging shut behind her.

Scene 16: The Quiet Bind

The sewing room door remained closed after Martha left, but Lila couldn’t stay away.

Hours passed. Maybe more. The light shifted, golden then dim. The house creaked again—now
subtly, like it had resumed breathing after holding still too long.

She stepped into the room at twilight.

The tools still sat arranged with uncanny care. Needles aligned like scalpels. Velvet-lined drawers held
patterns, sketches, and half-finished prototypes. Everything Martha had said echoed in her head:

“You haven't tried very hard, have you?”
“She didn’t want to be free.”

Lila ran her fingers across the edge of the desk until she found what she didn’t know she was looking
for: a thin leather-bound notebook, slipped beneath a swatch of pink denim.

The first page was blank.

The second: dated entries.

Each one marked with a symbol—a small cuff drawn in ink.
She sat on the stool, pulse rising, and read.

Entry — October 12

"The cuffs must be the first layer. Not because they restrain—but because they focus. When the
hands cannot fidget, the mind must. Lyra fidgeted too much at first. But once the cuffs were worn
daily, she began to enter longer periods of calm. The rituals became clearer."

Entry — October 21

"The fabric remembers intent. The cuffs do not bind unless the wearer resists. If surrender is offered,
they stay light. If defiance builds, they begin to tighten. Not physically, but psychologically. There’s a
weight that only rebellion brings."

Lila exhaled slowly. She looked down at her wrists.

The cuffs were soft right now. Loose enough to slide around when she shifted her arms. They didn’t
dig. Didn’t bruise. But she thought about the attic—about when she’d fought them—and the way
they’d cinched in response. Like they’d known.

She flipped forward.
Entry — November 3

"Lyra wanted to remove them once. Just for a day. She said she was tired. But when | allowed it, she
drifted. Couldn’t focus. She said she felt like a radio with the dial turned off-station. That night, she
asked for them again. Locked this time. | obliged."



Lila’s heart was beating faster now.
The cuffs weren’t restraints.

They were anchors.

But to what?

She turned to the back of the notebook. There, glued to the final page, was an old photograph—
grainy, faded.

It was Lyra.

Younger than Lila expected. Smiling faintly.
Wearing the same overalls.

Same collar.

Same cuffs.

Hands folded neatly in her lap.

And behind her, barely visible in the shadow—
Martha.

Watching.

Lila closed the book.

She looked down at her own hands again, then stood, stepping to the mirror in the corner of the
sewing room. It was full-length, unadorned.

She faced her reflection.

The overalls looked snug now, almost molded to her. The cuffs glinted in the soft light. One shifted
slightly as she moved.

Not tight. Not painful.
But waiting.
She touched them with her fingers, and whispered:
“What were you keeping her away from?”
No answer came.
But in the drawer where the notebook had been, she now noticed a set of keys.
Tiny.
Not old.
Each labeled in looping script.
Collar

Buttons



Straps
But no cuff key.
Only a tag, neatly attached to a blank ring:

“You don’t need this one until you try to leave.”

Scene 17: The Letting Go

The air in the sewing room was warm now. Still.

Lila stood before the mirror, keys in hand. They glinted in the dim light, delicate as jewelry, useless
against the cuffs that remained quietly clasped around her wrists.

She had tried everything—tools, oil, tension, even brute force. Nothing moved them.
And yet, they didn’t resist.
They simply waited.
The notebook sat open again beside her. The final pages contained a simple instruction:
“To remove the cuffs, one must no longer need them.”
“They bind only while you resist.”
“When you are ready, they release themselves.”
It sounded like mysticism.
Or control.

But as the hours passed and the house settled into a deeper hush, Lila began to understand. The
cuffs weren’t punishment. They weren’t meant to contain the body—but to test the mind’s limits,
and then ask it to soften.

To surrender not out of fear... but trust.

She lay on the floor of the sewing room, her arms folded gently across her stomach. Breathing in
through her nose, out through her mouth. Each breath a little slower. Her thoughts drifted like dust
motes in the amber light.

She stopped resisting the fabric against her skin. Stopped tensing her shoulders. Let the thought of
Martha, Lyra, the mirror, even the trunk—drift.

Not erased.
Just... no longer gripping her.

She imagined the cuffs as nothing but fabric. She imagined the past as a shape drawn in chalk. Let
the rain come. Let it fade.

The stillness grew.

No fear.



No compulsion.

Just quiet.

And then—

a soft sound.

Like a watch spring unwinding.

Click.

Her right wrist loosened.

A second breath later—

Click.

Her left.

She opened her eyes.

The cuffs lay on the floor beside her. The metal gleamed faintly in the light.
She stared at them for a long time.

Then smiled. Not in triumph—but in understanding.
They hadn’t been locks.

They had been mirrors.

Epilogue

Lila packed the cuffs gently back into their silk-lined drawer. The overalls, too, folded with care. She
returned the notebook to its place. She closed the sewing room door without locking it.

Outside, the wind stirred through the trees. The mirror in the attic stayed silent.
In the end, Lyra hadn’t vanished.

She’d found a way to be still.

To listen.

To let go.

And now, so had Lila.

The house no longer needed to whisper.

She had heard it.

And answered.






