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            "The town thought the dark was the danger. They didn't understand that the dark was the only thing keeping the colors out. Now the seal is broken, and there is nowhere left to hide." — Jonas Hartley, Oakhaven Unexplained (Final Broadcast)

      

    

Prologue: Seventy-Two Hours

The countdown was not a metaphor.

Maya had seen it on the screen — the numbers, the progress bar, the green text crawling upward with the patient, mechanical certainty of a process that had been designed to complete itself regardless of what happened to the person who initiated it. Eighty-five percent. In Leo's shed, at the foot of a hill that had spent twelve months eating the light, she had seen the number and felt it land in her chest like a stone dropped into deep water. Not a splash — a descent. Slow, cold, inevitable.

Seventy-two hours.

She had told Jonas. Jonas had sat with it for four seconds with the expression of a person doing rapid mental arithmetic on a problem he already knows the answer to, and then he had said seventy-two hours and driven her home.

Home. As though home were still a concept that applied to Oakhaven.

Maya lay on her bed that night and did not sleep. She lay on her back in the dark of her room on Rimu Lane and listened to the house — to her mother's slow, even breathing through the wall, to the refrigerator's hum, to the neighbourhood's ordinary nighttime vocabulary of distant cars and wind in the telegraph wires and the intermittent, unconcerned bark of a dog. All of it familiar. All of it exactly as it had been on every other night of her life in this house. But underneath it — underneath the whole ordinary surface of the town, running through its plumbing and its electrical conduits and the root systems of its trees — was the signal. She couldn't hear it. But she knew it was there, climbing steadily toward the number that would end everything she was listening to.

Eighty-five percent.

She thought about Leo. About the video — his face on the screen, tired and certain, asking her to come and find him before she decided. He had left her a door. He had designed the mechanism so that she could seal it. He had trusted her to find the shed, find the journal, find the path. She was the key he had always said she was, and the knowledge of that — the weight of being known that precisely by the person you've been searching for — was the most complicated thing she had ever felt.

She thought about the seventy-two hours. Seventy-two hours from the shed. Which meant — she counted backward, forward, checked herself twice — approximately sixty-eight hours remained.

She got up, turned the light on, pulled her equipment bag from under the bed, and started preparing.

There would be no more waiting. There would be no more circling the periphery, resealing cracks, running down the hill. The uplink was at eighty-five percent and climbing. The town of Oakhaven had hours before the convergence went global and the spectrum began its permanent, irreversible overwrite of the physical world.

There was only one way this ended.

She had to go back in. And this time, she had to go all the way to the centre.

— ✦ —
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Chapter 1: The Sky Is Bleeding
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The sky above Oakhaven did not change all at once.

This was the thing that made it so uniquely, specifically horrifying — the gradualism. A sudden, total transformation would have been dramatic, would have provided a clear before and an unambiguous after, would have given the town's residents the mercy of a single definite moment at which the normal world ended and the impossible one began. Instead, the change was incremental and insidious, creeping in at the margins of perception the way the first symptoms of a serious illness creep in, and it was this quality of slow encroachment that Maya found most unbearable: the fact that she could watch it happening and was unable to identify, with any precision, the exact second at which there was no longer any going back.

It began with the stars.

The stars didn't dim — they shifted. Incrementally, by fractions of a degree of arc, the constellations above the valley were moving out of their correct positions, the familiar geometry of the Southern Hemisphere winter sky dissolving into arrangements that no human astronomer had ever catalogued, because they did not correspond to any configuration produced by the natural motion of any object orbiting any real sun. They were new patterns. They were deliberate. And they bore, in their large-scale geometry, a haunting resemblance to the diagrams etched into the back wall of the tall black cupboard — as though the sky were being rewritten, the universe's source code overwritten line by line from a terminal located on a hill in a valley north of Auckland.

Maya stood frozen in the doorway of Leo's shed, her hands white-knuckled on the doorframe, watching the heavens come apart.

Behind her, Jonas was typing. She could hear the sharp, staccato percussion of his fingers on the keyboard, urgent and rhythmic, punctuated at intervals by the soft chime of system alerts accumulating faster than he could process them. The blue light of the monitor cast his face in the specific pallor of a person staring at information they are not equipped to make peace with. His jaw was set. His breathing was short and deliberate, the practised breath of someone who has identified panic as a luxury they cannot currently afford.

"Maya," Jonas said, in the tone he used when the data had crossed from alarming to existential. "Get away from the door. Now. The uplink is accelerating. It was at eighty-five percent two minutes ago. It's at eighty-eight now."

Maya took a slow step backward, her boots crunching on the dead leaves. The air on the threshold was wrong — thick with static electricity that turned her skin into a field of standing hairs, heavy with the compound smell she now knew the way she knew the inside of her own house: old iron, wet slate, and under both of those, the chemical sweetness of the spectrum's artificial strawberry-and-ozone.

"How is it accelerating?" she asked. "We sealed the cupboard. We reset the regulator."

"Because the regulator controls the flow through the castle's convergence point," Jonas said, not looking up. "But the uplink program isn't dependent on the castle's convergence point anymore. Leo built redundancy into the architecture. The program is now drawing directly from the town's ambient electrical grid. Every house in Oakhaven, every streetlight, every substation — the uplink is parasitising the entire municipal power supply." He hit a key. An alert sound he had not programmed chimed from the laptop's speakers. "The laptop is a passive monitor. Read-only. I can't touch the program from here. The actual server — the mainframe running this — is physically located in the castle."

He pointed out the shed's small, dirt-caked window. Maya followed his finger.

Blackwood Manor was no longer a dark sentinel absorbing the light. It had become the opposite. From its gothic windows, from its parapets and its foundation stones and every seam in its impossible construction, solid, coherent beams of deep crimson light were projecting outward into the night — not scattered, not diffuse, but precise and directional, like the beams of a lighthouse designed to guide something vast and hungry toward a shore. The castle was awake in a way it had never been before, awake at a level that made its previous demonstrations of consciousness seem like the twitching of a sleeping animal. This was full wakefulness. This was intent.

SYSTEM ALERT — FATAL EVENT

───────────────────────── ────────────────────────────────────

Uplink Status:  90% — ACCELERATING

Power Source:  Municipal grid — full parasitic draw

Phase Initiated:  PHASE TWO — PHYSICAL OVERWRITE

ETA to 100%:  < 4 hours at current rate

───────────────────────── ────────────────────────────────────

"Physical overwrite," Maya said. The
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