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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      From the classic Dracula and H.P Lovecraft tales, to modern takes on horror by Grady Hendrix and Chuck Tingle, I love it all! If you are a horror nerd like me you won’t be disappointed by the tales in Cthulhu Awakens. The stories encompass a wide range of styles and creatures from an imaginative group of authors.

      If you find a story that you particularly like, consider looking the author up on social media and giving them a like. I hope you enjoy this anthology as much as I enjoyed putting it together for you.

      A. Balsamo

      

      A. Balsamo is an award-winning freelance editor with a wide range of experience in media, legal, and fiction editing. She holds current certifications in both copy editing and developmental editing through the EFA. Her primary focus is on genre fiction in the topics of fantasy, horror, mystery and paranormal nonfiction. To learn more about A. Balsamo and her experience and background visit abalsamo.com.
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            GAME NIGHT

          

          DAVID ROCHON

        

      

    

    
      Kevin Deets had always craved the adoration and respect of strangers. As a kid, when asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, he would simply say, “famous.” He didn’t really care how he achieved this. Movie star? Sports hero? Politician? It was all the same to him. He had no particular passion aside from fame itself. So, upon discovering that he lacked the charisma of a leading man, had no athletic ability, and he found politics dreadfully dull, he settled on writing. It wasn’t because he was a great writer. Or even a good one. But he was a competent writer, and he figured that made it his best bet.

      By his twenty-ninth birthday he had completed a handful of short stories that no one seemed interested in publishing, as well as three-quarters of a novel he was struggling to finish. Fighting off the discouragement that began clinging to him like cellophane, Kevin rededicated himself to his writing. He vowed to achieve some measure of success by the time he turned thirty, or he’d hang it up. He had no firm metric for measuring this success. It could be getting a story published, or simply finishing his novel. He just needed a win.

      The first step he took in becoming “serious writer Kevin” was to enroll in a creative writing class at the Community College. That is where he met Stanley Halpern. When he first met him, Kevin found Halpern to be the very caricature of a writing teacher. He was fiftyish, with an easygoing manner, a cherubic face, dark hair graying at the temples, and a penchant for tweed jackets with patches on the elbows. He was also a published author, which made him very interesting to Kevin.

      Halpern hadn’t been much of a commercial success, and most of his books were long out of print. Nevertheless, this was someone Kevin wanted to know. To ingratiate himself with his teacher, Kevin purchased a used copy of one of his books. It was a horror novel. To Kevin’s dismay, all of Halpern’s novels were horror. It was Kevin’s least favorite genre. He was squeamish when it came to anything even resembling blood or violence, and he took no joy in being frightened. Still, he read Halpern’s book. It was well written, but he hated it nonetheless.

      At the end of class the following week, Kevin approached Halpern and said, “I just finished reading Blood Paddock. I really enjoyed it.”

      “Is that right?” Halpern said. “I didn’t take you for a horror fan.”

      “Yeah, I’m a big horror fan,” Kevin lied. “And I found your writing to be so … unsettling.”

      Halpern eyed Kevin for a moment before saying, “If you have time, why don’t you join me for a coffee? You can tell me more about how great you think my writing is.”

      They went to the little on-campus coffee shop where they discussed Halpern’s books as well as writing in general. Kevin was ecstatic, thinking he was well on the way to having a published author as mentor.

      But then, Stanley Halpern surprised him by saying, “Since you’re such a horror buff, maybe you’d like to sit in on a game night with me?”

      “Game night?” Kevin asked.

      “Some writer friends and I get together once a week to play a horror themed role-playing game.”

      “You play role-playing games?”

      “Oh, yes,” Halpern said. “It’s not only great fun, it can also be a wonderful creative exercise. After all, role-playing is, among other things, a form of collaborative storytelling.”

      Kevin thought back to high school when some friends had forced him to play a role-playing game. It was not for him. He found acting out his character to be embarrassing, and dangerously close to improv, which he liked about as much as horror stories.

      “We’re also down a player,” Halpern continued. “We recently lost a member of our group, so we have a vacancy.”

      “I don’t know,” Kevin replied. “I’ve got a pretty busy schedule.”

      “No worries,” Halpern said. “If you change your mind, we play at my friend Max Barstow’s house every Wednesday night.”

      Kevin’s eyes widened. He may not have been a fan of horror, but he knew who Max Barstow was. He was a best-selling author in that genre. There had been movies made from his books.

      “You know, it does sound fun. I think I can make it work after all”
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        * * *

      

      The following Wednesday Halpern picked Kevin up and drove him to an expensive-looking ranch-style house in the foothills, where he was introduced to the game group.

      There was Sherry Martin, the poet of the group. She was wearing a bright yellow sundress and no shoes. Tim Thompson, the youngest member of the group, was both writer and artist, who produced self-published graphic novels. He wore a cardigan sweater and glasses with designer frames. There was, of course, Stanley Halpern, complete with the patches on his elbows and a pipe in his hand. And then there was Max Barstow, whose twinkling eyes and bushy white beard reminded Kevin of an African American Santa Clause. Despite the warmth inside the house, Max wore a large, flamboyant scarf around his neck.

      This was not how Kevin imagined the group to look. He had expected more of a comic book T-shirt kind of vibe.

      “Kevin!” Max boomed. “So nice to finally meet you.” Max had a big voice and an even bigger smile. “Stanley has told us so much about you. I hear you’re a writer.”

      Kevin blushed. “I am, or at least I try to be. I’m kind of embarrassed to call myself that, though, when surrounded by all of you.”

      “No need to kiss ass, Kevin, you’re already welcome here,” Max said, his infectious smile putting Kevin at ease.

      Max handed Kevin a piece of paper. “This was Jerry’s character sheet. He’s no longer playing, so you can play his character tonight. If you end up joining us more permanently, you can roll up your own character later.”

      Kevin looked down at the character sheet and found it densely packed with data and statistics. “Uh, why’d Jerry stop playing with you guys? Did he move or something?”

      “Something like that,” Tim said. “He’s … very far away now.”

      Sherry snickered and the group exchanged looks that suggested they were enjoying an inside joke. Kevin was about to ask more, but Max began bombarding him with rules and backstory and before he knew it the game was in full swing.

      Max sat in a large, overstuffed chair at one end of a coffee table. Everyone else sat on comfortable couches situated on either side of the table. For the next few hours Max, the game-master, led them through an adventure about intrepid investigators on the trail of a murderous cult. Only the players were playing the part of the cult members.

      “So, we’re not playing the good guys?” Kevin asked.

      “Neat twist, huh?” Sherry answered.

      Kevin managed a weak smile and for the rest of the evening he did everything in his power to appear to be having fun. On the inside, though, he was miserable. He felt overwhelmed by the convoluted mechanics of the game, and he found playing the role of a blood thirsty cultist to be truly disturbing.

      As the game wound down for the night, Halpern turned to Kevin and asked, “Well, what did you think?”

      “Oh, yeah, lots of fun,” Kevin said. “The way all the players can contribute to the story is, uh, really interesting.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be joining us again next week?” Max asked.

      Kevin shuddered at the idea of sitting through another game like the one he’d just gone through. “Yes. Can’t wait,” he said.

      “Great!” Max said. “We’ll help you roll up your own character at our next session.”

      That night, tucked into his bed, Kevin had a series of nightmares the likes of which he hadn’t experienced since he was a kid.
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        * * *

      

      The next Wednesday, Halpern again picked Kevin up. As they rode toward Max’s house Kevin wondered how he had gotten himself into this situation. He’d spent the last week studying the work of his new gaming group. He picked up one of Tim’s comics, a collection of Sherry’s poems, and one of Max’s novels. What Kevin found was that they, along with Halpern’s book, all shared similar themes that included alien landscapes and other worldly creatures. In fact, some of the monsters and locations were shared between the different authors’ works.

      Over the course of the week Kevin strongly considered telling the group that Wednesdays just wouldn’t work for him, and that they should find someone else to join them. But then he thought of how these people had their feet planted in the world he fantasized about joining. They knew publishers and agents and other successful writers. As much as he hated it, being part of the game group was a really good opportunity.

      That night the mystifying mechanics of the gameplay came a little easier to Kevin. What didn’t come any easier was faking enjoyment in the story. During that evening’s adventure they kidnapped and sacrificed a child to their dark god. Kevin was horrified. By the end of the night, he actually felt queasy. But he kept smiling and feigning enthusiasm throughout. As they were packing up their dice Kevin decided that he couldn’t go through another session like that. He was about to tell the group he would need to drop out of the game when Max said, “Kevin, we’re not just a gaming group, you know. We are a writer’s group as well. And, as such, I think it's time we read something of yours. Why don’t you bring us one of your stories next week?”

      Kevin lit up. Max Barstow wanted to read something he wrote. How could he pass that up?

      “Sounds great,” Kevin said.

      The following week Kevin brought with him what he considered to be his best short story. It was an uplifting story about a single father struggling to raise his autistic child. Kevin was excited to show it to his new writer friends and he could scarcely breathe as each member took a turn reading it. By the time Max handed it back to him, however, Kevin was deflated. He could tell by everyone’s faces that the story hadn’t grabbed them.

      “You didn’t love it,” he said to no one in particular.

      “No,” Tim said bluntly.

      “Tim!” Sherry admonished.

      “You’ll have to forgive us Kevin,” Max said. “Your story is actually quite good. It’s just that we have a penchant for horror, and I suppose we’re just a bit stuck in our ways. Perhaps you can bring us a horror story?”

      “Oh, I love horror and all, but I’ve never actually written anything like that. I’m more of a straight literary guy. Slice of life stuff, you know?”

      “Then consider it homework,” Stanley Halpern interjected.

      “Ah, I like that!” Max smiled. “I not only challenge you to write a horror story for us, but as your game-master, I command it.”

      Kevin hadn’t realized Max’s role as game-master granted him that authority. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’d be very good at it.”

      “Nonsense,” Max said. “You write horror every time you play the game.”

      “That’s true,” Halpern agreed. “You choose your character’s path You put dialogue in his mouth. It’s no different.”

      “I suppose,” Kevin said. “But you all are masters of horror. Anything I wrote would be embarrassing.”

      “Good!” Max bellowed. “Break outside of your comfort zone!”

      “And challenge yourself as a writer,” Sherry added.

      “Look,” Tim said, “we’re horror writers. If you want to impress us, you’re going to have to bring us some good quality horror.”

      Kevin spent the next few days desperately trying to come up with something, but writer’s block plagued him. He cursed himself. Here he had a golden opportunity to wow some established writers, and he was going to blow it.

      By Sunday he was questioning why he even cared about impressing this group. He hated horror stories. He hated the game. Was their opinion truly worth anything to him? At the same time, he couldn’t bear the thought of burning any bridges with the group. He remembered Max saying that his agent was going to be in town for a Christmas party Max was hosting next month. Max’s agent didn’t just represent horror and fantasy authors, but all kinds of fiction. How could Kevin pass up an opportunity like that?

      Like it or not, he could fake his way through the game for a little longer. What were a few more nightmares? In desperation he turned to the short story he’d recently shown the gang. Max had said it was good. If he could channel it through the lens of the horror genre, perhaps he could come up with something that’d knock the socks off the gaming group. He began reworking it so that instead of the single father raising an autistic child, he was now raising a werewolf.

      The final result was neither interesting nor unique. Kevin grimaced as he handed it over on Wednesday night.

      “It’s just a rough draft,” he apologized.

      The manuscript was passed around the room. Except for Tim, who occasionally chuckled as he flipped through the pages, no one displayed any emotion while reading it. He didn’t wait for their feedback.

      “I know it’s not great,” he said. “I can do better. I just need a little more time —"

      Max held up his hand, his ever-present smile warming the room.

      “Relax. This wasn’t a test. Merely an exercise.”

      “We just know there is a great horror writer lurking inside of you,” Halpern said. “You’ve been so enthusiastic and … deranged during our games.”

      The others nodded their heads in concurrence. Kevin couldn’t help but feel some pride at that. He had said and done things as his character that he never imagined he’d be capable of. The fact that these people thought he belonged with them was a testament to his acting skills.

      “Besides, this was your first stab at horror,” Max said. “None of us hit it out of the park on the first try.”

      “We also have an unfair advantage,” Sherry said with a giggle.

      “Our muse,” Tim said.

      “Our muse,” Max repeated.

      “What are you talking about?” Kevin asked.

      The group ignored the question as they exchanged glances. Finally, Halpern said, “What do you all think? Is it time to introduce Kevin to our muse?”

      “Yes,” Max said. “I think it is.”

      No one would say anything more on the subject, other than that it was a surprise, and he’d find out during the next game night. That night Kevin’s nightmares were worse than ever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wednesday came around and Halpern picked Kevin up and drove him to Max’s house as usual. When they arrived, however, Kevin was surprised to see the gang waiting for them outside.

      “What’s going on?” Kevin asked.

      “We’re going on a field trip,” Halpern said

      “I borrowed my mom’s minivan,” Sherry said.

      Kevin was herded into the minivan and everyone else piled in. “I still don’t know where we’re going,” Kevin said.

      “Patience,” said Halpern.

      “It’s a surprise,” Tim added.

      Kevin sat back and quietly watched out the window as they made their way through town. He couldn’t shake a growing sense of dread. He was taken aback when they turned on to the road that would take them into the mountains north of town.

      “Okay guys, enough is enough. Where are we going?”

      “Don’t worry, Kevin,” Sherry said, “it’s not much further.”

      As they climbed higher up the mountain Kevin’s sense of dread grew stronger. Soon the grassy hillsides gave way to pine forests, and it wasn’t long before Sherry parked the van at a seemingly random spot on the side of the road.

      The gang exited the van, and Kevin reluctantly joined them. A mountain peak, silhouetted by the last rays of the evening sun, loomed over them. A few steps from the van a rocky incline sloped down thirty or forty feet before being swallowed up by thick foliage and the gathering darkness. The sound of trickling water rose up from somewhere below.

      Kevin was ushered down the incline, slipping on loose rocks, until it leveled out near a tiny stream flanked by aspen and pine. They paused here for Sherry to pass out flashlights from a large backpack she was carrying. The group then resumed their trek, following the stream into the forest. As they did, Kevin said, “I get it. This is some kind of initiation. Try to scare the new guy. It’s not going to work.” Kevin hoped that the quaver in his voice didn’t betray the fact that, if scaring him was the goal, it was in fact already working.

      They hiked along the water’s edge for a good half mile when the group suddenly turned away from the stream. Kevin was bewildered. There was no trail to follow or any indication of why they suddenly chose this path, but the group seemed to know exactly where they were going.

      It wasn’t long before the trees receded, and Kevin found himself staring up at a huge rock wall that rose to heights beyond the reach of his flashlight. At the base of this wall sat a pile of large boulders which leaned against each other in such a way as to create a cave like enclosure. Kevin directed his flashlight into this cavity. It was just large enough for a person to walk into, but it only extended a few feet back before hitting the stone wall.

      He turned back to the group and saw that Sherry was pulling what appeared to be clothing from her backpack, which she then distributed to everyone except Kevin. They slipped these garments on over their clothes, revealing them to be black hooded robes, adorned with weird patterns and symbols.

      Until now Kevin had tried his best to project an air of confidence and amusement at their little adventure. But he could no longer hide his fear. The sight of everyone in those hooded robes was too much for him.

      “This has gone far enough!” he barked. “Whatever this is … a prank, or some kind of hazing … I’m done. I want to go back to the van right now!”

      “Relax, Kevin,” Max said in his most reassuring voice. “We’ve merely brought you to meet our muse.”

      “That which gives us our inspiration,” Tim added. “Along with insight into the arcane and the forbidden.”

      “Your muse?!” Kevin yelled. “What muse?! These goddamn rocks?!

      “All will be clear soon,” Max said. For the first time that Kevin could recall, Max was not smiling. Kevin found that much more frightening than the robes.

      One by one the members of the group switched off their flashlights. Someone tore Kevin’s flashlight from his hand, and that was extinguished as well. For a moment they stood in complete darkness. Kevin considered making a run for the trees, but resisted the idea, telling himself that these were his friends, they were just playing a trick on him, and being lost alone in the forest at night was worse than whatever surprise they sprung on him.

      An unearthly red glow poured from the space in the boulders, illuminating the area and allowing Kevin to make out the hooded shapes of his friends circling around him. Something stirred from within the rocks. Kevin’s mind struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. A tentacle, thick as a tree trunk, snaked out from within the boulders. It was covered in coarse, brown hair, reminding Kevin of how a woolly mammoth’s trunk might look. Unlike a mammoth’s trunk, though, this impossible thing was also dotted with dozens of unblinking eyes and sucking mouths full of razor-sharp teeth.

      Kevin tried to back away from the hideous thing, but Max and Halpern were suddenly on either side of him, holding him in place. Max’s smile had returned, bigger than ever. A tendril, like a fleshy garden hose, slithered out from one of the tentacle’s many mouths. It tapered to a point like a porcupine quill. The tendril swayed in front of Kevin like a charmed snake before suddenly shooting forward and lodging itself into his forehead.

      For a moment Kevin’s brain burned like a terrible migraine, but this quickly faded as Kevin was transported to a new level of consciousness. He was now sharing a mind with the creature, with thoughts and images flowing freely between them.

      The thing had many names, most too alien for Kevin to comprehend. But one stood out clearly and repeated itself over and over in his mind. Grik’Thal.

      Kevin perceived another reality on the other side of the sickly red light that the tentacle poked out from. It was here that the rest of the creature lay. Thousands of similar tentacles coiled and whipped around a central gelatinous mass.

      Grik’Thal pumped thoughts into Kevin’s head. Long before the pyramids, Grik’Thal had shambled across the Earth, worshipped and feared by long forgotten civilizations. Kevin saw strange stone cities, ancient ceremonies, and unfamiliar creatures. But then something that Kevin couldn’t quite make out, either because Grik’Thal hid it from him, or because his brain simply couldn’t understand it, came from the stars and cast Grik’Thal from this plane of existence. Kevin could feel the thing’s longing to return.

      Grik’Thal spent millennia throwing itself against the fabric of reality that separated it from Earth. Over time it had found weak spots in the veil, where it could tear small holes that a tentacle could sneak through. Animals that wandered too close to one of these holes were snatched and eaten. Grik’Thal had feasted on cats, dogs, rabbits, deer, and even once a bear. But it was people that Grik’Thal loved most. Horror and revulsion washed over Kevin as Grik’Thal shared the taste of human flesh with him.

      Grik’Thal’s excursions into our world caused psychic ripples in the surrounding area. For most, this was felt as a sense of mild unease or anxiety. Those more sensitive might experience nightmares. There were others, though, that were drawn to Grik’Thal and all it represented. Those people with this special quality were rare and Grik’Thal sought them out, allowing them to serve him as faithful acolytes.

      Grik'Thal pushed new images into Kevin’s mind. Faster and faster they came, like an out-of-control slideshow. He recognized an alien landscape from Halpern’s book. He saw the nightmarish architecture from one of Max’s novels. There were creatures he’d seen in Tim’s comics.

      Kevin clung desperately to the last shreds of his sanity as new thoughts poured into him. It would not be long now, perhaps only decades, before the stars lined up just right and the veil separating the worlds tore open, allowing Grik’Thal to return. Kevin could feel the creature spasm with delight, anticipating the banquet that awaited it.

      When he thought he couldn’t last another second, the tendril was pulled from Kevin’s head, and he found himself back on the mountain. Max and Halpern were still at his side, holding him up. They let him go and he collapsed to his knees, shaking uncontrollably. His head stung from where it had been pierced. He desperately tried to gain control of his body, to run away, but was too weak to stand. Max knelt down and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder as the rest of the group gathered around.

      “Now you know where some of our … interesting ideas come from,” Max beamed.

      Kevin’s heart was pounding, and he was gasping for breath. He wanted to scream but couldn’t make a sound.

      “Give it a moment,” Halpern said. “It’s a lot to take in.”

      Max stood up and dusted some dirt from the knees of his robe. “Grik’Thal came to me in a dream many years ago. I’ve been collecting like-minded individuals since then.”

      “He depends on us, Kevin,” Sherry said. “He’s so hungry and has so little he can eat where he is at.”

      “We bring him sacrifices,” Tim said, “and he rewards us with … creativity.”

      “We are also always keeping an eye out for people like us,” Halpern added. “People who can throw off the shackles of social convention and man-made morality and join our group as a servant of Grik’Thal.”

      “We’re hoping that’s you, Kevin,” Max said.

      “The game helps us feel people out,” Sherry said. She giggled and it was the most horrible sound Kevin had ever heard.

      “The people we bring into the game either become servants or they become food. Usually food,” Tim said with a sneer.

      “Food,” Halpern repeated. “I must confess, Kevin, that when I first brought you into our game, that’s all I thought you were. A sacrifice for Grik’Thal. I thought you were lazy and opportunistic, but over the weeks you’ve shown such enthusiasm and creativity during the game that I believe I may have been wrong about you.”

      “This is true,” Max said, “but the game can only show us so much of someone. Grik’Thal can see all the way to one’s core.”

      Kevin eyed the quivering tentacle with a renewed sense of dread.

      “Kevin, my boy,” Max continued, “when the dawn of a new world comes most of humanity will be consumed like the cattle they are. But we, the priests of Grik’Thal will be spared.”

      “And free to indulge our natural instincts that society currently frowns upon,” Tim said.

      “The question before us now,” Max said, “is whether you’ll be standing beside us in that glorious new age.

      Kevin still felt drained, but the violent shaking had begun to subside and he was regaining control of his breathing. Using all his strength he forced himself onto his wobbly feet and pushed his way past the group. No one tried to stop him. Halpern gave a sad, slow shake of his head.

      Kevin was halfway to the stream when Grik’Thal’s tentacle lashed out and wrapped around his leg. Kevin went crashing face first into the dirt. He found his voice had returned as screams erupted from him. The tentacle coiled up his leg and began enveloping his body. Kevin’s screams were muffled as it covered his mouth. He felt the hot sting of daggerlike teeth biting into his cheek, just below his eye. Then another bite, on his thigh. Then dozens more all over his body.

      The tentacle slowly retracted into the red glow from between the rocks. As it did, its many mouths chewed through Kevin’s flesh at an astonishing rate. By the time the foul thing completely disappeared back into its own dimension, all that remained of Kevin Deets were a few bloody scraps of clothing which stubbornly clung to some coarse brown hair.

      As the Wednesday night game group began their hike back to the van, Sherry said, “I really thought he was going to work out. He played his character so gosh darn evil.”

      “All I know,” Tim said, “is that the game works better with five people. I just wish for once we could get someone to stick around a little while longer.”

      “C’est la vie,” Max chuckled.

      

      David Rochon is a writer of offbeat fiction who resides in Tucson, AZ, with his wife, son, and two cats. He has had short fiction previously appear in The Red Asylum online magazine, the July 2025 issue of Mobius Blvd. Magazine, as well as having pieces set to appear in the October 2026 issue of Dark Horses Magazine, and Page Turn Press’s Light in the Dark anthology. He has also authored plays which were performed as part of the 2026 Tucson Fringe Festival, and the 2025 Old Pueblo Playwrights New Play Festival.
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      The laser did not lie, which meant Terrance Rowe’s eyes were failing him.

      He blinked against the stale, damp air of the Aldermoor House ballroom, wiping a bead of cold sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He checked the digital display of his Leica transit level for the fourth time. The red beam stretched across the rotting parquet floor, painting a crisp, horizontal line against the far baseboard. To his eyes, the wall was perfectly plumb—a sturdy, predictable expanse of 1890s lathe and plaster.

      But the machine’s digital readout insisted the wall tilted inward at an impossible twelve-degree angle.

      Terrance let out a slow, measured breath through his nose, counting to four. One. Two. Three. Four. He liked numbers because they possessed a quiet, unyielding integrity. When his wife, Sarah, had packed her bags and left their apartment six months ago, she had left behind a shattered ecosystem of messy, unpredictable emotions. Terrance had fled directly into his work. In architectural surveying, there was always a verifiable truth. A column was either structural or it was cosmetic. A floor was either level or it was ruined.

      He had come to this landlocked, silent valley precisely because buildings did not change their minds. They did not look you in the eye and rewrite reality while you weren’t looking.

      Frustrated, Terrance reached into his canvas tool bag and pulled out his grandfather’s brass plumb bob. A digital sensor could glitch in an unheated, abandoned manor, but gravity was an absolute law. It was the ultimate arbiter of truth.

      He held the braided nylon string aloft, waiting for the heavy, teardrop-shaped piece of metal to find its center.

      It didn’t dangle straight down. Instead, the string tautened at a sharp, unnatural slant, pulling the brass teardrop sideways toward the empty center of the ballroom floor. It looked as though a phantom hand were gently, firmly tugging the weight through the air. Terrance stared, his chest tightening as the absolute laws of his universe began to warp.

      The silence in the room deepened, shifting from the ordinary quiet of an empty house into something thick, pressurized, and absolute. The ambient hum of the wind outside the shattered windows vanished completely.

      Terrance stood entirely still, listening to a sudden, terrifying absence of sound that felt sickeningly familiar—the exact, suffocating quiet that had filled his kitchen the night he found the text messages between Sarah and Mark. The moment when a years-long lie is finally exposed, and the world goes completely dead. The silence of the Aldermoor House ballroom acted like a magnifying glass, forcing Terrance’s mind back to the day his foundation shattered. The physical isolation of the estate mirrored the vacuum left by his two greatest betrayals.

      Mark hadn’t just been a friend; he was Terrance’s anchor. They had met freshman year at Ohio State, sharing a cramped dorm room and a mutual hatred for freshman calculus. Mark was the chaotic, charismatic contrast to Terrance’s rigid order. When Terrance’s father died, it was Mark who sat with him in the hospital waiting room for fourteen hours without saying a word. When Terrance launched his independent surveying firm, Mark was the one who designed the logo, toasted him with cheap champagne, and promised they would conquer the industry together.

      Mark was the best man at Terrance and Sarah’s wedding. He stood exactly two steps to the right of the altar, smiling warmly as he handed over the rings. Terrance had looked at the two of them that day and felt a profound sense of geometric perfection: a perfect, unbreakable triangle of trust.

      To discover that the triangle was a cage was a sickness Terrance couldn’t shake.

      The confrontation itself had lacked the explosive, cinematic anger Terrance expected. It was the quiet that killed him. He had laid the printed phone records on the granite kitchen island—neat stacks of paper, highlighted in yellow, mapping out two years of systematic deceit.

      Sarah hadn’t cried. She had just looked at the papers, then looked up at him, her face emptying of all expression. Her eyes had gone flat, distant, and completely unreadable.

      “How long?” Terrance had asked. His voice had sounded small, even to his own ears.

      Sarah didn’t answer. She just stared at him with a terrifying, hollow neutrality. The silence that filled the kitchen in that moment wasn’t just a lack of words; it was an active force that seemed to swallow the hum of the refrigerator and the ticking of the wall clock. It was the sound of a shared decade being instantly unwritten. When Mark called Terrance’s cell phone ten minutes later, Terrance didn’t answer. He just watched the screen light up with his best friend’s name, realizing that every memory he held of the two people he loved most was now a corrupted file.

      Terrance tore his eyes away from the hanging plumb bob. He squeezed his hands into tight fists until his knuckles popped, physically forcing the memory of Sarah and Mark back into the dark corners of his mind. He was here to work. He was getting paid to map this rot, not to drown in his own history.

      He snatched the brass weight out of the air, shoving it deep into his canvas bag, and grabbed his heavy Maglite flashlight.

      To find the original 1892 blueprints, he needed to get to the estate’s root cellar. The demolition company had informed him that the eccentric builder, an amateur architect named Alistair Derby, had left trunks of original vellum and linen schematics in the subbasement to avoid the damp coastal air of his previous estates.

      Terrance strode out of the ballroom, his work boots striking the warped floorboards. Strangely, the wood didn’t creak. The hollow thud of his footsteps seemed to die the instant his soles hit the grain, swallowed by the heavy, pressurized atmosphere of the house.

      He found the cellar door at the end of a long, narrow service corridor. The wood was solid oak, painted a peeling, institutional green. When he turned the iron ring handle, the hinges didn’t groan. They turned in complete, unnatural silence.

      Terrance clicked on his Maglite, throwing a harsh beam of white light down into the dark.

      The air that drifted up from the stairs didn’t smell like damp earth or mold. It smelled like nothing at all—an eerie, sterile lack of scent that made the hair on his arms stand up. He stepped onto the first wooden stair. The steps were steep, cut at an aggressive pitch that made him tilt his weight backward to keep his balance.

      As he descended deeper into the dark, the beam of his flashlight began to act strangely. The cone of light didn’t diffuse against the dust motes in the air. Instead, the edges of the light beam looked sharply clipped, as if the darkness itself were a solid material cutting off the illumination at strict, jagged angles.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the cellar opened into a vast, low-ceilinged chamber built from rough-hewn fieldstone. In the center of the room sat a massive, iron-strapped sea chest, its surface covered in a thick layer of dust.

      Terrance approached the chest, his heart hammering against his ribs in the absolute quiet. He wiped the dust from the brass nameplate on the lid.

      Engraved in sharp, rigid lettering was a single name: DERBY.

      Terrance popped the rusted iron latches of the Derby chest. They gave way with a smooth, silent motion, refusing to emit even a faint metallic scrape. He hoisted the heavy oak lid. Inside, wrapped in oilcloth to protect them from the centuries, lay several large, rolled sheets of architectural linen.

      He lifted the topmost roll. The material felt unnaturally cold against his bare skin, possessing a smooth, completely frictionless texture that felt less like woven cloth and more like a sheet of dead, preserved skin.

      Terrance carried the blueprint over to a rotting workbench, anchoring the curling edges with his flashlight and a pipe wrench. He wiped away a film of gray grime from the surface, illuminating the faded sepia ink with the white beam of his Maglite.

      His eyes tracked the layout of the grand ballroom directly above him. He expected a standard Victorian grid. Instead, his breath hitched.

      The lines didn’t meet at 90 degrees. The blueprint was a maddening web of microfractions. The architect had utilized a dizzying array of overlapping, microscopic angles—89.9 degrees here, 91.2 degrees there. It was a deliberate, agonizingly subtle deception. To a casual observer, the house would look normal. But to a surveyor, it was a mathematical nightmare.

      The layout wasn’t a living space; it was a geometric dampener. The tiny, intentional errors in the angles were designed to compress the space toward the center of the room, folding the dimensions inward to create a pocket of absolute, crushing stillness.

      It felt sickeningly familiar.

      Four months ago, Terrance had sat at his kitchen table, piecing together the timeline of his own life. He had downloaded the cell phone logs, cross-referencing dates, times, and locations. A late night at the office here. A weekend fishing trip there. His wife, Sarah. His best friend, Mark. They had drafted a perfect, parallel reality right under his nose, shifting the angles of his marriage so gradually that he hadn’t noticed the collapse until the foundation fell out.

      They had lied to him. Every shared dinner, every handshake, every “I love you” had been a calculated distortion.

      Terrance pressed his palms flat against Derby’s blueprint, his knuckles turning white. He had come to Aldermoor to escape the shifting sand of human deceit. He needed stone. He needed iron. But the dead architect had played the same game. The house was a lie wrapped in plaster, designed to imprison something that fed on the truth.

      As he stared at the ink, the sepia lines on the linen began to fade. Not like ink drying or aging, but actively vanishing, losing their color until the grid of the ballroom became a smooth, featureless blank.

      The silence in the cellar deepened, pressing against his eardrums until his ears began to ring. The light from his Maglite began to dim, the beam shrinking backward toward the bulb as if the darkness were drinking the photons.

      A cold spike of panic drove through Terrance’s chest. He ripped his hands away from the blanking linen blueprint and reached for his leather tool bag, his fingers frantically brushing past his laser measure until they wrapped around his steel tape measure. He yanked the metal tongue out of its casing.

      The blade was smooth, pristine, and entirely silver. The black hash marks, the inches, the centimeters—every metric of human certainty—had vanished, swallowed by the expanding, sterile quiet.

      Terrance tried to swallow, but his throat felt as dry as paper. Think, he told himself. Think of something absolute.

      He closed his eyes and tried to conjure Sarah’s face. He needed to see her eyes, the specific way her mouth turned down when she was thinking, or the exact shade of her hair. But when he reached into his mind, he found only a featureless, white silhouette. The memory of her betrayal was still there—the heavy, sickening knowledge of what she had done—but her physical form had been completely smoothed out.

      Terrance choked back a breath and reached for Mark. He tried to summon his best friend’s voice, the deep, booming laugh that had filled barrooms and hospital waiting rooms alike.

      Nothing. The audio file in his brain had been entirely wiped clean. The Sentient Silence wasn’t just erasing the architecture of the Aldermoor House; it was migrating into his skull, eating the baseline truths of his identity, leaving behind a hollow, geometric void. It was completing the job Sarah and Mark had started, stripping away everything he knew to be true.

      “No,” Terrance rasped, though no sound escaped his lips. The silence drank the vibration before it could leave his throat.

      He lunged for the stairs. He didn’t care about the steep, unnatural pitch of the wood anymore. He scrambled upward into the dark, his hands scraping against the rough fieldstone walls, driven by a primal, desperate need for his computer. His laptop was a ThinkPad—a rugged, black rectangle of cold plastic and logic. Inside its hard drive was his CAD software. It was an ecosystem of absolute digital perfection, a place where lines were dictated by strict code, and angles were exactly what he commanded them to be.

      He burst through the cellar door and sprinted back down the long service corridor into the grand ballroom.

      The room was dying. The textures of the wallpaper were flattening into a dull, uniform gray. The broken glass in the windows didn’t catch the afternoon sun anymore; it looked like opaque, frozen ice.

      Terrance threw himself onto his knees in front of his aluminum equipment case. He ripped the laptop open and hit the power button. The screen flared to life, casting a harsh, artificial blue glow across his pale, sweating face. To his immense relief, the software booted up. The grid lines of his active survey map stretched across the screen, a comforting, luminous matrix of perfect order.

      But the data fields were already corrupting. The digital numbers defining the ballroom walls were rapidly fluctuating, spinning through fractions that didn’t exist in human mathematics.

      With trembling fingers, Terrance grabbed the trackpad mouse. He couldn’t remember Sarah’s face or Mark’s voice, but his fingers still remembered the keyboard shortcuts. He was a surveyor. He was the keeper of the metric.

      He selected the entire blueprint of the Aldermoor House ballroom. He opened the geometric constraints menu. His eyes watered as he stared at the screen, his mouse hovering over the tool that could save his mind: Force Perpendicular.

      He was going to fix this. He was going to override Alistair Derby’s mad, microfractional trap. He would force every wall to be exactly ninety degrees. He would force this lying house to be honest, and in doing so, he would force his own shattered reality back into a shape he could understand.

      Terrance positioned the cursor over the Apply button and slammed his index finger down on the trackpad.

      The laptop processor whirred, a thin, mechanical scream that was instantly strangled by the room’s crushing atmosphere. On the screen, the luminous blue grid lines snapped.

      The microfractions—the 89.9 degrees, the 91.2 degrees—were instantly crushed. The software forced the ballroom walls into four perfectly uniform, unyielding 90-degree angles. Terrance had won. He had forced the architecture to be honest.

      Then, the world broke.

      Alistair Derby’s microfractional layout had not been a design flaw; it was a complex mathematical dam. By forcing
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