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            "When a dam breaks, you don't stand in the valley and try to fight the water. You run for high ground. But what do you do when the water is light, and the dam was reality itself?" — Jonas Hartley, Oakhaven Unexplained (Unreleased Episode)

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue: The Hour Before the Sun
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The hour between three and four in the morning is the closest the human world comes to the void.

Traffic vanishes from the roads. Conversations cease. The town's collective metabolism drops to its minimum viable frequency, the machinery of daily life running at the lowest possible speed while its operators sleep and dream and briefly forget that they are afraid of anything at all. In that quiet, the things that prefer the dark come a little closer to the surface.

On Obsidian Hill, the heavy black door had been sealed for exactly forty-seven minutes.

Inside the castle, the hallways were quiet in a new way — not the expectant, predatory stillness that had greeted Maya and Jonas on their ascent, but the hollow quiet of something recently spent. The crimson entity had retreated. The dark wooden floorboards had partially reassembled themselves over the gaps its violence had torn. The tall black cupboard in the cold bathroom stood closed, its surface unreadable, giving away nothing.

But in the courtyard below the castle walls, something had changed.

A thin line of light was running along the base of the hill's stone foundation — hairline-thin, barely perceptible, the kind of thing you'd dismiss as a trick of starlight or the reflection of a distant streetlamp. But it wasn't starlight. It was moving. Slowly, with a precise and purposeful patience, the line was branching. Splitting at intervals. Sending filaments of neon crimson down through the black rock of the hill, down through the compacted earth beneath it, down into the root systems of the ashen scrubland, finding the natural channels of moisture and mineral content in the soil and following them outward, downward, toward the valley floor.

By 3:47 AM, the first tendril of spectrum light had reached the buried water main on Boundary Road.

By 4:12 AM, it had threaded itself through the municipal electrical conduit that ran under the street from the base of the hill to the substation beside the school.

By 4:59 AM — one minute before the automatic streetlights began their pre-dawn dimming cycle — the infection of colour had reached six residential properties, three metres of public footpath, a birdbath, a letterbox, and the root system of the largest oak tree in the Oakhaven Memorial Reserve.

None of it was visible yet. It lived, for now, in the unseen infrastructure of the town — in the pipes and wires and buried conduits, in the soil and the roots, in the slow aquifer beneath the valley. The world above it still looked entirely normal.

But the bleeding had already begun. Maya and Jonas simply didn't know it yet.

They were still running down the hill.

— ✦ —
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Silence
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The scream did not originate in Maya's throat.

It tore itself from the architecture of the room — a jagged, discordant frequency that vibrated in the marrow of her bones and behind her eyes and in the root canals of her back teeth. The entity that had erupted from the tall black cupboard was not a solid thing of flesh and bone. It was a localised hurricane of shifting, blood-red shadow, stitched together by thousands of sharp, jagged geometries that resembled teeth but tore like broken glass. It filled the cold bathroom from floor to ceiling, expanding as it emerged the way a storm front expands as it rolls off the ocean — with terrible velocity and the confidence of something that has been compressed for a long time and is only now remembering the pleasure of being large.

The two crimson eyes at the centre of the storm locked onto Maya with an ancient, intelligent malice that was worse than rage, because rage is reactive and finite. This was something deliberate. Something that had waited.

"Maya! Move!" Jonas roared.

He didn't wait for her joints to unlock from the paralysis of pure animal terror. He grabbed the shoulder strap of her canvas backpack and yanked with enough force to tear the seam at the base of the strap, pulling her back and left simultaneously. A fraction of a second later, a massive tendril of crimson shadow slammed into the obsidian tile exactly where she had been standing. The impact was not a blow in any normal physical sense — the tendril didn't leave a crack or an indent. It consumed. Where the glossy black tile had been, the floor now held a perfect circle of dead, chalky white — the colour of a bone left in a desert for a thousand years, the colour of matter from which all chromatic information had been forcibly extracted.

They scrambled backward through the narrow doorway of the cold bathroom and spilled out onto the violently shifting floorboards of the main room.

The floor was worse than when they'd crossed it minutes before. The dark wooden planks were no longer merely warping at their edges. They were snapping upward with the violence of something alive and panicking — rising like broken ribs from a fractured sternum, creating a chaos of splintered wood and deep, lightless pits that dropped into a silence so absolute it felt pressurised.

The air behind them was warming rapidly, the deep, bone-penetrating cold of the bathroom replaced by something acrid and cloying: the chemical sweetness of burning sugar and sulfur, the smell of a nightmare being synthesised in a laboratory. The neon light that had been contained within the jelly bean packaging was now free, and it was doing what free light does — spreading in every direction simultaneously, indiscriminate, uncontrolled. Electric pink and radioactive green strobed across the ceiling of the room, and every time the light pulsed, the shadows shifted position, making it impossible to read the geometry of the space. Their movements stuttered and lagged like frames in a corrupted film reel.

"The hallway! Go!" Maya shouted, her voice stripped raw by dust and terror.

She did not look back. She could hear it moving behind them — that wet, heavy, sliding sound, the sound of something with significant mass navigating a doorframe designed for something much smaller, and doing it with the casual ease of a thing that knows the door will simply accommodate whatever it decides to do.

They hit the archway at a full run and burst into the long black hallway.

RETROGRADE ESCAPE — LOG  

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

Velocity:  Maximum sprint

Visibility:  Intermittent — neon strobe effect

Threat Distance:  Critical (< 3 metres)

Status:  Adrenaline spike / high cognitive load

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

The long corridor felt transformed. The hallway that had felt claustrophobic and oppressive on their way in now felt like running inside a living body that had become aware of their presence and was expressing its displeasure through architecture. The matte-black paintings that had lined the walls in identical, empty frames were no longer empty. As Maya sprinted past them — her flashlight flickering with the electromagnetic noise of the entity's proximity — faces were forming in the dark canvases. Not portraits. Not photographs. Faces made of shifting, multicolour static, assembled and disassembled in real time, mouths open in expressions that couldn't quite decide between terror and ecstasy. One of the faces, in a large frame near the midpoint of the corridor, was unmistakably Leo's — his cheekbones, his jaw, his eyes — distorted by neon interference, one hand pressed flat against the inside of the canvas as though the painting were a window and he were on the other side of the glass.

Maya's stride broke for a fraction of a second. She didn't stop. But the image printed itself into her mind with the indelibility of something she would not be able to reason away later.

The pulse of the house had transformed. The slow, massive, forty-beats-per-minute rhythm that had underscored their entire visit had accelerated into a frantic, claustrophobic drumming that matched her own heartbeat beat for beat — one hundred and sixty times per minute, the house and her body sharing a single, panicked tempo. The floorboards vibrated so intensely beneath their boots that running felt less like running and more like being carried — like riding the back of something enormous that was moving very fast in the same direction they needed to go.

"The door! Maya, the door is still sealed!"

They hit the end of the corridor and threw themselves against the heavy black door. Maya's numb fingers found absolutely nothing — no seam, no handle, no surface texture, nothing that gave her any purchase or leverage. She slapped her palm flat against it in desperation. The door was cold at a level that went beyond temperature into something more categorical: touching it was like touching the concept of cold rather than any cold material.

"Jonas! The crowbar! Give it to me!"

Jonas didn't hand it to her. He read the situation faster than that — shoved her
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