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            "We built a world without friction
because we were afraid of the heat. We gave our history to the Architects,
and in exchange, they gave us a sky
that never dared to rain. But the truth is not found in the render;
it is found in the weight of the stone,
the sting of the salt,
and the scar that refuses to heal. The Hollow Man did not come to destroy us;
he came to remind us
that to be solid is to be broken,
and to be real is to finally feel the wind."
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Chapter 1: The Measurement of Space
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The dust in the old Saint Jude's rectory? It didn’t dance; it just hung there, thick and heavy. To Evan Calder, that dust was like a badge of neglect—proof that no one had bothered to care for the place in a while. He lifted the Leica Disto laser meter, aiming the red dot at the far limestone wall, almost like it was a tiny, bleeding eye watching him.

Thirty-two point zero four meters.

As he jotted that number down in his ledger, his hand felt oddly light, almost as if it didn’t belong to him. You see, Evan was an architectural surveyor not just because it paid the bills, but because he had a knack for understanding the truth in empty spaces. People? They lied all the time. Blueprints? They were steadfastly honest. People changed like the weather, but load-bearing walls? They just stood there, sturdy as ever, until they crumbled under pressure. He found a certain peace in the silence of these forgotten monuments. It was a silence that resonated with the static hum that had been buzzing behind his eyes since he was a kid.

Stepping into the center of the nave, he was hit by a cold blast. Not the damp chill you’d get in a basement or the draft from a broken window. No, this was different. It was localized, sharp—like he’d walked into a pillar of liquid nitrogen, and it was all contained in a three-foot bubble around him.

Evan frowned, his analytical mind racing, trying to pinpoint the source of this strange chill. “Structure’s sound,” he muttered, his voice echoing in the lofty space above him. “Just air.”

But something felt off. As he instinctively reached up to adjust his collar, a sudden spasm seized his diaphragm. It wasn’t a cough or a cramp; it felt like he was being tipped over, like his insides were shifting against something that shouldn’t even be there.

Leaning against an old, crumbling Corinthian pillar, he gasped for air. He pressed a palm to his chest, expecting to feel the frantic beat of a heart racing in panic.

But there was nothing.

He waited—five seconds, maybe ten. His lungs felt eerily still, and yet he didn’t feel that familiar urge for oxygen. Then, finally, he felt a pulse. But it wasn’t like a muscle contracting; it was more like a stone dropping into a deep, still well. Plink. And then, a cold ripple spread from his center to the tips of his fingers.

In a flurry, he pulled his shirt open, fumbling with the buttons. His skin, as pale as ever, revealed beneath his ribs a faint, concave shadow that definitely hadn’t been there that morning when he shaved. He pressed his thumb into it. Normally, he’d expect some resistance—muscle, bone. But this time? His thumb sank in, almost too easily, like his body had turned to dry foam.

Then, from the dim corners of the nave, a sound floated toward him. It wasn’t the wind howling outside or the creaking of the building settling. No, it was a hollow whistle, a low, eerie moan that seemed to be coming from him, right out of his own open mouth.

He glanced down at the laser meter lying on the floor. The red dot wasn’t on the wall anymore. It was hitting his chest. And for a split second, that light didn’t just stop at his shirt; it sank right into his flesh, illuminating a strange pocket of grey, swirling nothingness before it vanished completely.

Evan yanked his hand away from his chest, almost as if he’d touched a hot stove. He fumbled to button his shirt, his fingers shaking. The fabric felt so heavy against his skin, like parchment stretched too tight over something empty. In a rush that wasn’t like him at all, he grabbed his surveying tools. The clinking of the tripod legs and the snap of the plastic cases seemed far away, muffled under this strange, low hum that resonated deep in his chest.

The drive back to his apartment was a blur—a mix of gray asphalt and flickering streetlights. He cranked the heater to the max, the vents blasting out hot air, yet it didn’t warm him at all. He felt like a thermos, you know? All sealed off, separated from the world outside by some kind of invisible barrier. His hands gripped the steering wheel, looking steady enough, but he couldn’t feel the familiar texture of the leather. It was like his nerves had retreated into themselves, pulling back to a center that just... wasn’t there anymore.

As he stepped into his apartment, it reflected his state of mind: minimalist, stark white, almost empty. No pictures on the walls, no cluttered bookshelves, not even the smell of something cooking in the kitchen. It felt like a space meant for someone to just exist in, not really live. Usually, that sort of emptiness gave him some peace. But tonight? It felt more like a judgment.

He headed straight to the bathroom, splashing cold water on his face. He’d developed a habit of avoiding the mirror—something he figured was just a quirk tied to his mild body dysmorphia. But that hollow feeling under his ribs—the “cool absence”—was growing louder, not quite a sound but more like an unsettling pressure.

Something compelled him, a dark curiosity, and he finally looked up.

At first, he saw himself: sharp jawline, weary eyes of a thirty-four-year-old guy who worked too hard and slept too little. But as he stared, the reflection seemed to waver. It didn’t look solid; it was like a flickering image on a thin sheet of smoke. He reached out to touch the glass, and his reflection mirrored the movement, but there was a slight lag—just enough to make his skin crawl.

He tore off his shirt. Under the harsh LED lights, his body looked fine, but those shadows in the hollow of his throat and the dips between his ribs? They were too dark, not just shadows but like ink stains on a blank page. He inhaled deeply, expecting his chest to rise. It didn’t. His shoulders moved, his neck muscles tensed, but his chest? It felt like a solid, unyielding block.

He wasn’t really breathing. A jolt of icy adrenaline shot through him as he realized he hadn’t taken a proper breath since he left the rectory. Oddly, he wasn’t suffocating. No gasping, no blurring of vision. He was just... getting by without needing to take in air.

Leaning closer to the mirror, his nose nearly touching the cold surface, he opened his mouth—maybe to scream, or just to check if his throat still worked. But no sound escaped. Instead, there was this faint, rhythmic whistle, like wind echoing through a deep, dark tunnel. It felt like an empty hall, waiting patiently for someone to step in.

The silence in the bathroom? Yeah, it was louder than any noise Evan had ever heard. He stood there, frozen, caught in something deeper than just fear—a heavy, existential confusion. Reaching for his phone on the marble counter, his movements were all over the place, like he was trying to navigate through thick fog. He needed a doctor—someone who could explain why it felt like his lungs had just clocked out while his brain was still wide awake.

He dialed his primary physician’s number, but while the phone rang in his ear, he couldn’t help but glance at the digital clock on the wall. 11:42 PM. He had left the rectory at 5:00 PM; it should’ve only taken him twenty minutes to get home. He looked down at his hands, then back at the clock. Six hours gone—just like that. A big, empty gap in his memory. No clue about the drive, no idea how he had made it into his apartment, and definitely no memory of the sun sinking below the horizon.

“Dr. Aris’s after-hours line, how can I help you?” A weary voice crackled through the speaker.

Evan tried to speak. He opened his mouth to say, "I’m not breathing," but it was like his vocal cords had turned into loose strings on a violin. All that came out was this low, eerie whistle—like air escaping from a flute made of bone.

“Hello? Is someone there?” the voice on the other end asked, sounding a bit impatient.

Evan hung up. No way was he heading to the emergency room. He could already picture the triage nurse’s face when she couldn’t find a pulse, the machines beeping loudly, protesting his lack of vitals. He’d be a specimen, dissected to uncover the nothingness lurking inside him.

He shuffled into the living room, each step feeling lighter, almost like the weight of the world was being snipped away piece by piece. He plopped down on the sofa, but instead of the usual cushion pushing back, it felt like he was merging with it, like the boundary between him and the fabric was getting fuzzy.

To steady himself, he grabbed a hefty textbook from the coffee table—The Geometry of Gothic Cathedrals. Clutching it against his chest, he thought maybe the weight would anchor him. But as he held it, he spotted a smudge on the cover. Tried to wipe it off, but his finger didn’t slide; it actually dipped into it.

What he saw next was a mix of fascination and horror—his index finger disappearing into the book. No resistance, no blood, no pain. It was like the book was a tiny black hole, swallowing his finger whole. When he pulled back, a perfectly circular section of the book was just... gone. Not torn, but like it had never existed.

Evan dropped the book. It thudded against the floor, missing a chunk from its spine. He stared at his finger. Looked normal, but it had just acted like some kind of solvent for reality.

Backing into the corner of the room, he curled up into a ball. A sharp wave of dissociation hit him. He started to question if Evan Calder had ever really existed or if he was just a collection of habits and measurements that had finally run out of space. Closing his eyes, instead of the usual darkness behind his lids, he saw a flickering series of images: a forest he didn’t recognize, a fire burning white instead of red, and a face—his own face—grinning without any teeth.

The flickering images behind Evan's eyelids — the white fire, that toothless smile — stuck to his vision like an oily film. He scrambled away from the torn-up textbook, his back hitting the wall with a thud. Usually, that cold drywall gave him comfort, marking the edges of his world. But now? Now, it felt like a thin sheet of ice over a dark, endless lake. He was terrified—really terrified—that if he leaned too hard, he’d just slip through the building and fall forever.

“I am Evan Calder,” he whispered. The words didn’t really resonate in his throat; they echoed deep in his stomach. “I was born in 1991. I’m thirty-four. I live at 412 West Oak.”

He needed proof. Documents. Something tangible to show that the crazy erasure he’d just seen was just a fluke of physics, not some fundamental change in who he was. So, he lunged toward the hall closet, where he kept a small fireproof box full of his vital records. His movements felt almost too fluid, like he was made of smoke and willpower instead of muscle and bone.

He yanked the box off the shelf. It felt light—too light. He fumbled with the key, his fingers slipping awkwardly against the metal. When the lid finally clicked open, he didn’t see the neatly organized folders he had in mind.

He pulled out his birth certificate. The paper was yellowed and crisp, but as his eyes scanned the lines, the text started to shimmer and fade. Sure, his name, Evan Calder, was still there, but the spots for "Mother" and "Father"? Just jagged, scorched voids. It wasn’t that the ink had faded; it felt like the info had been surgically removed by some light that left no trace. He touched the paper, and where his thumb rested, his date of birth just crumbled into a fine, grey ash that drifted to the floor.

That cold panic finally pierced through the numbness he’d been feeling. He grabbed a handful of childhood photos—little remnants of a life he could barely remember. In one, a young boy stood in front of a blue house. He recognized that house, but the boy’s face? Just a blur of light, like a thumbprint of overexposure wiping out every detail. Then there was another: a group shot from summer camp. All the other kids looked vibrant, smiles frozen in time, but Evan? He was just a silhouette, a human-shaped void in the world’s memory.

That’s when it hit him. The “dissociation” he’d felt all his life wasn’t some psychological issue. Nope, it was a symptom of a design flaw. He hadn’t been pushing himself away from life; his life had been failing to stick to him.

Then, out of nowhere, a loud crack echoed through the apartment—the sound of a structural beam under pressure. Evan looked up. A hairline fracture was spreading across the ceiling, starting right above him and racing toward the corners of the room. The building was reacting to him. The empty space inside his chest was calling out to the empty spaces in the walls, and the whole place was starting to groan in response.

He dropped the box. Photos scattered everywhere, and as they hit the floor, the images began to blink out like dying light bulbs. He was losing his past, right there in front of him. Standing in the middle of his dissolving history, the low whistle in his chest started to rise in pitch, sounding less like wind and more like a name being called from a deep, impossible distance.

Evan stepped back from the scattered, faceless photographs, his heels clicking on the hardwood floor — it sounded so empty, like a drum echoing in an empty room. Above him, the ceiling creaked, a web of cracks that seemed to sketch out a story of failure. He felt this sudden urge to just lie down—not because he was tired, but because the lightness of his own being was starting to feel too heavy. He thought he needed to be horizontal, like a balloon of flesh and bone, slowly drifting away from the earth.

He crawled onto his bed, but sleep? Sleep was nowhere to be found. You know, sleep usually means pulling down the curtains, calming the heartbeat, and letting go of all those racing thoughts. But tonight, Evan’s mind was buzzing like a neon sign — lit up and cold. When he shut his eyes, it wasn’t that comforting velvet black he hoped for; instead, he was met with what he called the "Internal Survey."

It started out as a grid of white lines, kind of like those CAD programs he used at work. But these lines? They were sketching out the shape of his own body, and they just weren't connecting. Where his heart should have been, there was nothing—a vast emptiness, like a grand, negative cathedral. Instead of a beating heart, it felt like there was just this deep void, an abyss stretching infinitely into darkness.

He tried to will himself awake, to snap his eyes open and escape back to his sterile apartment, but that Survey? It had a grip on him. He was wandering through the hallways of his own absence. He imagined “rooms” inside himself that had no furniture, just echoes bouncing around. The wind whispered again, but this time it had a texture, like silk sliding over gravel.

“Evan,” a voice murmured. It didn't come from anywhere in the room; it felt like it was echoing from deep within that abyss inside him. “Evan, you’re holding onto edges that have already crumbled away.”

The voice didn’t have a gender; it was like the collective sigh of a thousand empty houses, almost like a space that had been waiting for someone to move in forever.

Suddenly, Evan’s eyes flew open. He was drenched in a cold sweat that felt strange—didn’t smell like salt or skin, but like ozone and old stone. He glanced at his digital clock: 3:14 AM. The numbers flickered and then disappeared, leaving nothing but a blank, glowing rectangle.

And then it hit him—he wasn’t hungry anymore. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning, yet the thought of food felt ridiculous, like trying to fuel a shadow with coal. His stomach? Just... silent. That "persistent, nameless exhaustion" he’d carried for years? Gone, replaced by this unsettling, hollow energy.

He stood up and moved to the window. Outside, Seattle was a beautiful mess of lights and rain, but to him, it looked more like a drawing on a chalkboard being wiped clean. He noticed a man walking a dog on the street below, and as the man passed under a streetlamp, Evan felt a tug in his chest, a pull he couldn’t ignore. For just a brief moment, the man stumbled, and his dog let out a mournful howl that resonated with the emptiness in Evan’s bones.

It was as if he was starting to transmit his emptiness to the world. He was becoming a radio tower for that void, and somehow, the world was beginning to pick up on the signal.

By 8:00 AM, keeping up the charade of being Evan Calder had turned into a matter of survival. He slipped into his usual charcoal suit, feeling like it weighed him down like a heavy blanket. Tying his tie was a struggle; his fingers were numb, almost like he was wearing some bizarre, invisible gloves. He craved the routine of the office, the solid reality of blueprints and deadlines—anything to convince himself he wasn’t just a ghost drifting through his own life.

Vane & Associates’ office was a bustling, glass-walled hub right in downtown. Walking through the lobby, Evan could almost sense the ripples his presence caused. Sarah, the receptionist, usually greeted him with a practiced smile, but today? She didn’t even bother to look up. Instead, she shivered, tightening her cardigan and glancing nervously at the thermostat. It was as if the air around him was sucking the warmth out of the room, leaving a chilling void in his chest.

He ducked into his cubicle, his little sanctuary. Pulling up the CAD files for the Saint Jude’s survey, the screen suddenly flickered as soon as he touched the mouse. It was like the pixels were bleeding, the crisp white lines of the drawing twisting into those bizarre, spiraling shapes he had dreamt about last night in his “Internal Survey.”

“Evan? You okay? You look... thin,” a voice broke in.

He jumped, a sharp rush of adrenaline hitting him right in the gut. It was Marcus, one of the surveyors. Marcus was the kind of guy who filled a room with his presence—loud, animated, just full of life. He stepped into Evan’s cubicle, and the lights overhead buzzed and dimmed like they were responding to him.

“I’m fine, Marcus. Just had a late night at the rectory,” Evan replied, his voice coming out as a dry whisper, not even close to how it usually sounded.

Marcus frowned and took a step closer. “Jesus, Evan. Are you wearing some kind of cologne? It smells like... I don’t know, ozone? Like that electric smell before a storm.” He reached out, probably to give Evan a friendly pat on the shoulder.

“Don’t,” Evan warned, but it was too late.

The instant Marcus’s hand touched his shoulder, the office noise—the clatter of keyboards, distant printers, the hum of the AC—just... vanished. For Marcus, everything went quiet. Evan’s stomach dropped as he watched the color drain from Marcus’s face, not out of fear, but as if the very life was being sucked out of him. Marcus’s eyes went wide and blank. In that agonizing moment, he wasn’t just a guy—he was a shell, his energy being siphoned into the emptiness inside Evan.

Evan jerked away, breaking the contact. Suddenly, the office sounds crashed back in like a wave. Marcus stumbled back, gasping for breath as if he’d just come up for air from icy water. He looked at his hand, then at Evan, his face shifting from confusion to sheer, instinctual terror.

“What... what are you?” Marcus whispered, his voice shaking. He didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and bolted for the breakroom, clutching his arm like it had just been bitten.

Evan stared at his own hand. It wasn’t pale anymore; for just a moment, it had morphed into a deep, bruised violet, pulsing with the warmth he had taken from Marcus. The “Voice” within him sighed, a sound that felt both satisfied and predatory. It wasn’t craving food; it was craving the essence of being. And in that moment, it hit him hard—he couldn’t stick around. He was a leak in the world, and if he didn’t leave soon, he’d end up draining the entire room dry.

Evan opted against the elevator. Honestly, the thought of being stuck in a steel box with three other people—it made his stomach twist in a way that felt cold and greasy. So, he took the stairs instead, flying down twenty flights at a speed that felt almost frantic. His feet barely grazed the concrete. By the time he reached the ground floor, he wasn’t even out of breath. It was like his body had switched gears; it wasn't using energy anymore, just drifting through space.

The midday sun in downtown Seattle? It felt like a bright spotlight shining down on a crime scene. Evan kept his head down, weaving through the throng of commuters and tourists. It felt a bit like being a shark navigating a school of fish; people didn’t just move aside—they almost floated. They didn’t really see him, not in the way you see a person. Instead, their brains picked up on a weird “glitch” in their peripheral vision. Shoulders turned, paths adjusted, and a hush seemed to follow him, like a shadow.

He ducked into a small park, a little green oasis amidst all that concrete. Near the fountain, a woman sat on a bench with a Golden Retriever lounging at her feet. The dog was dozing, its tail thumping lazily against the stone.

But as Evan got closer, the dog's tail froze mid-swing.

It didn’t growl. It didn’t bark. Instead, it stood up, fur bristling, and let out a sound Evan had never heard before—a high-pitched, wailing scream that felt like pure panic. The woman grabbed the leash, looking bewildered, but the dog wasn’t focused on Evan’s face. Nope, it was staring at the space where Evan’s chest met the air. To that dog, Evan wasn’t just a guy; he was like a rip in reality itself.

The dog bolted backward, snapping its leash, and took off toward the busy street, driven by an instinct to escape the Void that seemed to surround Evan.

“Stop!” Evan tried to shout, but his voice came out like a puff of cold air—barely there.

He staggered away, feeling his heart—or what was left of it—thump against the emptiness inside him. It hit him then: he couldn’t go back to his apartment. Those cracks in the ceiling? They were a warning. The building was starting to figure out that its occupant wasn’t solid anymore; his whole life felt like it was falling apart. Answers were needed—answers that wouldn’t be found in any medical book or construction guide.

He recalled the name Marcus had whispered in a moment of fear: Ozone. Wait, that wasn’t right. It was more about the scent. He remembered the sensation of the orphanage fire—this intense heat that didn’t actually burn. He needed someone who understood the things that weren’t visible.

He pulled out his phone. The screen was cracked now, a spiderweb of fractures radiating from the center. As he scrolled through his contacts, he noticed names fading away. Sarah? Gone. Marcus? Gone too. The phone seemed to be forgetting the people he cared about just as fast as he was losing himself.

But one name remained—saved in a draft email he never sent. A contact he’d stumbled upon months ago while digging into “Negative Space in Industrial Ruins” for a project.

Marrow Hale.

The address was out on the fringes, in the skeletal remains of the old dockyards—a spot where the city was already starting to hollow itself out. So, Evan turned toward the waterfront, his steps light and long, leaving a chill on the pavement even as the sun beat down.

The Seattle waterfront used to buzz with tourists, but now it felt like a ghost town, with the stark remnants of industry left behind. The air was thick with the scent of salt, rusted metal, and something ancient—like wet stone that hadn’t seen sunlight in ages. As Evan made his way toward Marrow Hale’s coordinates, he felt like he was barely holding it together, like a bunch of glass shards held by some fading force. It was less like walking and more like being dragged, almost like a compass needle drawn toward an icy North Pole.

His destination? An old sugar refinery, a hulking structure made of corrugated metal and rotting wood, leaning precariously over the dark waters of Puget Sound. It was a place that screamed neglect—more hole than wall. This was the kind of “negative architecture” Hale was said to be into.

“Hale?” Evan called out, his voice barely disturbing the thick layer of soot on the ground. It felt like a thin, whistling breeze.

He ventured deeper into the decay. Crossing the threshold of the main warehouse, the distant sounds of the city faded away, replaced by a silence that pressed down on him like a heavy weight on his ears. In the middle of this vast emptiness sat a man surrounded by stacks of books that resembled geological formations more than anything else.

Marrow Hale didn’t fit the image of an occultist at all. He looked like a man who’d sprung from the very ruins he called home—lean, gray, with eyes that seemed to peer through the very fabric of reality. He didn’t even bother to look up from the ledger he was scribbling in.

“You’re late, Mr. Calder,” Hale said, his voice rough yet smooth, like sandpaper gliding over silk. “Or maybe you’re just early. Hard to tell when a vessel’s leaking as badly as you are.”

Evan halted about ten feet away, feeling an odd pull inside him, like a vacuum that made the loose papers on Hale’s desk flutter towards him. “You know who I am?”

“I know what you are,” Hale said, finally meeting his gaze. He didn’t flinch at the sight of Evan’s translucent skin or the way the light seemed to warp around him. “You’ve spent your life measuring empty spaces, Evan. You thought it was for work, but really, you were just searching for a place to belong.”

As Hale stood up and approached, Evan felt something different—not the ravenous hunger he’d sensed with Marcus, but rather a strange sense of alignment. Hale didn’t seem to have much “presence” to take; he was almost as hollow as Evan himself.

“The wind in your chest,” Hale murmured, circling him like a surveyor inspecting a condemned building. “The memory gaps. The way the dogs scream. It’s the sound of the world realizing it has a hole in it. You’re not being possessed, Evan. Possession suggests a guest. You’re simply... being prepared.”

Hale reached out, and for the first time since the rectory, Evan didn’t pull back. Hale’s fingers brushed the air just an inch from Evan’s chest, and for a moment, a spark of darkness, like charcoal, leapt between them.

“The survey is over,” Hale whispered. “The excavation has begun. Welcome to the architecture of the end, Evan.”

Outside, the sun dipped below the horizon, and for just a moment, Evan Calder didn’t cast a shadow at all.
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Chapter 2: The Sound of Wind
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The darkness inside the refinery wasn’t just a lack of light; it had a thickness to it, like heavy velvet, and smelled like damp salt. Marrow Hale moved through that gloom as if he owned it, his shadow flickering against the piles of rotting ledgers, almost like a ghost in an old film. Meanwhile, Evan stood there, right where he had been "measured," feeling less like he was standing on solid ground and more like he was teetering over a cliff.

“Stabilization,” Hale mumbled under his breath, mostly to himself. He started clearing a space on this massive, iron-rimmed workbench. “That’s what we need right now. You’re like a cracked jar, Mr. Calder. If we don’t seal those edges, you’ll drain the life out of everything within three blocks before morning.”

“I didn’t ask for this,” Evan croaked, his voice sounding like dry leaves rustling on pavement. “I just wanted to do my job. Measured the rooms, that’s all.”

Hale let out a short, sharp laugh. “You were measuring those rooms to figure out if there was enough space for you. Thirty-four years, pretending to be solid. That exhaustion? That was just you trying to hold onto a molecular density that was never meant to be yours.”

Then Hale pulled out a heavy, leather-bound box. He dug through it and pulled out several shards that looked like obsidian, but they didn’t catch the dim light from that one hanging bulb above; they seemed to absorb it instead. He arranged the shards in a precise hexagon around Evan’s feet.

“What are those?” Evan asked, his eyes glued to the stones. He felt a weird tugging in his shins, like his bones wanted to lean toward the obsidian.

“Anchors,” Hale replied. “They’re pieces of places that no longer exist—cities emptied long before your kind learned how to count. They resonate with whatever’s growing inside you. They’ll give your ‘absence’ a focal point, so it stops leaking into the environment around you.”

As Hale placed the last stone, the air in the refinery shifted. The low whistle in Evan’s chest suddenly shifted to a sharper, choral hum. That feeling of being “poured out” slowed down. The desperate hunger that had almost consumed Marcus back at the office faded into a dull, manageable ache. For the first time in twenty-four hours, Evan felt like he had some boundaries.

“Look at your hands,” Hale ordered.

Evan raised them. Yes, they still had that translucent, opalescent look, but the edges were sharper now. He felt like a fragile glass statue, but more defined.

“You’ve stopped the leak for now,” Hale said, leaning back against the workbench and lighting a hand-rolled cigarette. The smoke didn’t rise; instead, it was drawn toward Evan’s chest, swirling around like a tiny cyclone before disappearing into his shirt. “But this is just a band-aid. The ‘Voice’ you hear? It’s not a ghost. It’s a memory of the future. It’s the sound of the wind through the tunnel you’re becoming.”

Evan met Hale’s cold, calculating gaze. “What happens when the tunnel is finished?”

Hale exhaled a cloud of gray smoke. “Then something very large and very old finally walks through.”

The smoke from Marrow Hale’s cigarette curled lazily into Evan’s chest, almost like a grey umbilical cord connecting him to some deep, dark void. Below him, the obsidian anchors hummed softly, vibrating like heavy machinery buried deep underground. It was a strange comfort, really, but it also sharpened the dread gnawing at Evan’s insides. He wasn’t just drifting anymore; he felt like he was pinned down, held in place.

“Why me?” Evan’s voice echoed, a hollow sound that seemed to rattle the glass jars on Hale's shelves. “I used to be an architectural surveyor. I had a life. A mortgage...”

Hale stepped closer, the dim, dark light from the obsidian shards casting odd shadows on his face. “You weren’t chosen, Evan. You were calculated. Picture the universe as this huge, pressurized chamber. Sometimes, the pressure needs to be let out. Every now and then, something from the ‘Outside’—that vast, silent space that existed before light—needs a way to speak, to touch our reality. But our world is too dense and loud for that. They can’t just waltz in. They’d be crushed by gravity, blinded by our sun.”

As he paced around, the crunch of his boots against the gritty refinery floor echoed in the stillness. “For them to enter our realm, they need a vessel that’s been carefully emptied. A space where identity has been swapped out for vacancy. You weren't a surveyor by chance, Evan. You were drawn to those empty spaces because, deep down, you recognized your own blueprint. Your childhood, your parents, your memories—they weren’t lost. They were never really there. Just placeholders, thin layers of psychological drywall waiting to be torn down when the time was right.”

Evan felt a chill of denial wash over him. “I remember things. Like the smell of rain on the orphanage roof. The taste of my first meal after the fire.”

“Do you, though?” Hale shot back, his gaze sharpened. “Or do you just remember the idea of those things? Look into the dark, Evan. Don’t focus on the world around you. Listen to the silence.”

Evan shut his eyes. The anchors at his feet seemed to amplify the quiet. The whistle in his chest shifted, transforming from a dull drone into sharp, clicking sounds—like ice cracking. It was a language he hadn’t studied, but somehow, the meaning blossomed in his mind, swirling like ink in water.

“Aethel... Mar-Aethel...”

That name felt like a hook being dragged through his throat.

“The cities are ready, Aethel. The silence is waiting for its architect.”

Evan’s eyes flew open. The refinery looked larger now, shadows stretching into impossible heights. “It called me a name. It said the cities are ready.”

Hale stopped moving, his expression shifting from clinical curiosity to something that resembled awe—or maybe even fear. “Aethel. The Unbuilt. You’re not just a vessel for a visitor, Evan. You’re the vanguard. Once you’re fully hollowed out, the entity won’t just inhabit you. It’ll use you as a lens. It’ll project the ‘Empty City’ through you, and wherever you go, the world will mirror what’s inside you. Silence. Stillness. A perfection that has no place for life.”

“I won’t do it,” Evan murmured, though as he spoke, his gaze fell to his chest. The fabric was starting to fray, threads dissolving where they touched the center of his ribcage, exposing a swirling, starlit void where his heart should’ve been.

The name Aethel buzzed in Evan’s teeth, sending a chill through him that made the air in the refinery feel fragile, like it might shatter. He clung to the edge of the iron-rimmed workbench, but honestly, his fingers felt less like they were gripping the metal and more like they were sinking into the rust. He could almost feel the iron's history—decades of corrosion, tiny pits where moisture had settled. Too much information, yet no real feeling at all.

Marrow Hale was watching him, his expression grim and oddly detached, like he’d seen it all before. He turned to a wall stacked high with shelves and pulled down a ledger that looked like it was made from faded, sun-bleached driftwood. “You say you won’t do it, Evan. Many have said that before. But here’s the thing: being a vacuum means nature doesn’t care what fills you. Resistance? Well, it’s not an option for you. It’s like trying to stop the ocean with a sieve.”

Then Hale opened the book, which had a title that looked like a series of jagged slashes: The Catalog of Negative Entities. He flipped through pages filled with drawings of bizarre creatures, like geometric nightmares that shouldn’t even exist in three dimensions. He finally stopped at a nearly blank page, with just one pulsating symbol in the middle.

“These beings are defined by what they lack,” Hale said, his voice dropping to a low, conspiratorial tone. “They don’t have mass; they exert pull. They’re the ‘Negative Entities.’ Most spirits want to haunt a house. These... they want to un-make the house so they can have a place to sit. And you, Evan, are their architect. You’re built to handle this transformation because a regular human mind would break the moment the cavity opened up.”

“Built by whom?” Evan shot back, feeling a rush of anger. The air in his chest felt like a storm, blowing soot off the workbench.

“Take a look at this,” Hale said, brushing off Evan’s question. He pointed to a diagram of a human torso that looked less like a medical illustration and more like a blueprint for a bridge. “This is what it costs to resist. If you fight the hollowing—if you try to stay ‘Evan Calder’—the entity won’t just leave. It’ll shatter your vessel. It’ll tear through your physical body and reality will seep into the gaps. You’ll create a localized collapse, a black hole of identity. Everyone you’ve ever known, every memory you’ve ever touched, will be sucked into the void you’re becoming.”

Then Hale reached out and grabbed Evan’s forearm. The touch felt different now—like those obsidian anchors were working, creating a brief and painful connection. He pulled back Evan’s sleeve, revealing skin that was no longer just translucent; it was flaking away into fine silver scales that disappeared before they hit the floor. Underneath, there were no muscles, just shimmering structures that looked like the guts of a skyscraper.

“You’re thinning out, Evan. Your humanity is like insulation. As it wears down, you’ll start seeing things as they really are—empty spaces waiting for a shape. If you resist, you’ll die screaming as a century of local history gets pulled into your ribcage. But if you accept... well, you’ll at least be the one holding the blueprint.”

Evan couldn’t tear his gaze away from his arm. He could see the floor through it. The terror was fading into something abstract, like a distant storm. The “Voice” in his mind clicked again, more demanding this time.

“Measure the silence, Aethel. The blueprints are etched in your bones.”

He looked at Hale, a flicker of his old self sparking to life. “There has to be a way to close the door. I don’t want to be a lens for the end of the world.”

With a heavy thud, Hale closed the ledger. “Then we need to find out where you were made. We have to go back to the fire.”

The mention of the fire hit Evan like a spark in the stale air of the refinery. Suddenly, his vision flickered. For just a moment, those old, rusted walls didn’t just seem worn—they felt almost see-through, like a charcoal drawing on glass. And behind them? He caught a glimpse of something entirely different: tall, white towers of smooth stone stretching up into a sky that looked like a bruised lung. There were no birds, no clouds, not even a hint of sunshine—just this eerie, mathematical perfection.

“The Visual Overlap,” Hale muttered, noticing how Evan’s pupils were widening, eyes turning into dark pools. “Stay put, Evan. Don’t step into that world just yet. You’re not sturdy enough to walk those streets.”

Hale started gathering the obsidian anchors into a heavy canvas bag. As he moved the stones, the stabilizing field around them flickered. The image of the “Empty City” surged in Evan’s mind—the silent white towers merging with the decaying wood of the refinery. He could see a staircase that just... ended in mid-air. And a door that led to nothing. A chill wind—colder than anything he felt from Puget Sound—whipped through his empty chest, bringing with it the smell of dust and long-dead stars.

“I can see it,” Evan whispered, his voice rough and gravelly. “It’s beautiful. And it’s... it’s so quiet, Marrow. The kind of quiet I’ve been searching for my whole life.”

“That’s the trap,” Hale shot back, tossing the bag over his shoulder. He grabbed Evan’s arm; his grip was unyielding. “The void doesn’t bring pain, so it masquerades as peace. But it’s like the calm of a graveyard before the first body is buried. Just a trick of the light. Now, come on. We need to get to my car before the transit authorities or those ‘Watchers’ catch on to the atmospheric dip you’re causing.”

Stepping out of the refinery, the shift back to reality was brutal. The neon lights of the city ahead felt like needles stabbing into Evan's eyes. The mix of exhaust and saltwater hit him like a wave, overwhelming his senses. He felt “thick” again, but in a way that was unsettling—like a rough sketch trying to exist in a world filled with rich oil paintings.

They finally reached Hale’s car—an old, matte-black sedan that looked like it was reinforced with the same strange obsidian as the anchors. As Evan sank into the passenger seat, the leather creaked and then fell silent. He noticed the dashboard clock spinning backward, those red digits swirling like lost time.

“We’re heading back to the Saint Jude’s district,” Hale said, firing up the engine. The car roared to life, but the sound felt distant, almost muted. “The orphanage fire was just three blocks from the rectory you were checking out. It’s no coincidence that your ‘opening’ started there. It’s a thin spot—a scar in the world’s memory.”

Evan glanced out the window. As they drove, he spotted a pedestrian at a crosswalk. For a split second, the person’s face looked... not human. More like a smooth, featureless mask made of white clay. The details of the city were starting to blur in Evan’s mind. The “Empty City” wasn’t just a vision anymore—it was like a blueprint he was unintentionally imprinting onto reality.

“How many people actually died in that fire?” Evan asked, staring at his faint reflection in the glass.

Hale didn’t meet his gaze. “Officially, they say forty-two. But the reality is messier than that. They didn’t die from smoke or flames, Evan. They were found in their beds, looking perfectly fine, but completely empty. No thoughts, no dreams, nothing left inside. You were the only one who still had a shape.”

The car slowed down as they rolled into the Saint Jude’s district, a place where the gothic spires of the old city clashed with the stark gray of mid-century design. The orphanage site had turned into a fenced-off "pocket park" that seemed to struggle just to exist. The grass looked sickly and pale yellow, and the trees twisted awkwardly, almost as if they were trying to escape the very ground they were stuck in.

“We’re here,” Marrow Hale said, the engine sputtering to a stop with a sound that felt eerily final. “The epicenter. This is where the architect first dropped the compass.”

Evan stepped out of the car, and wow, the ground felt different here. It wasn’t solid earth beneath him; it felt like a drumhead, tightly stretched over something empty. As his shoes hit the pavement, a chill spread from his feet, freezing the dew on the dying grass. He gazed at the empty lot, and that “Visual Overlap” thing he’d heard about really kicked in.

For a moment, the chain-link fence shimmered and was replaced by a smooth wall of white marble. In his mind, he could almost see the white fire roaring again—a silent heat that didn’t burn wood but seemed to wipe out the very thought of it.

“I remember the smell,” Evan murmured. “It wasn’t smoke. It smelled like... nothing. Like the air in a room that’s been sealed for a thousand years.”

“Move toward the center,” Hale commanded from near the car, clutching a canvas bag filled with obsidian anchors like it was a lifeline. “You need to find the anchor point of your own construction. Your body is a copy; the original blueprint is buried somewhere in the memory of this soil.”

Evan made his way toward the center of the lot. With each step, the silence wrapped around him, so thick he couldn’t hear Hale’s car or even the distant sounds of the city. It was just him and this strange silence, blending with the wind around him.

And then, he spotted it.

Right there in the middle of the park, on a rusted swing set that felt all kinds of wrong, was a boy. He looked about six, dressed in a faded blue sweater. The kid sat completely still, head bowed.

Evan’s heart—well, the part of him that could feel—stuttered. “Who is that?”

“It’s not a ‘who,’” Hale shouted from the edge of the lot, his voice echoing like he was deep down a well. “It’s a residual echo. A leftover piece of the vessel that didn’t quite dissolve. It’s the part of you that was supposed to be human, Evan. Don’t touch it.”

But Evan felt an irresistible pull. He approached the swing set. The boy slowly raised his head. His face was like a blur from the photographs Evan had seen earlier—overexposed, static, and featureless. But those eyes... two tiny pinpricks of pure, endless darkness.

“Evan?” the boy whispered. It was strange—the voice didn’t come from the air; it resonated from deep within Evan’s own chest.

“What happened here?” Evan asked, instinctively reaching out toward the child’s shoulder.

The boy tilted his head as if considering. “We didn’t fit. They tried to put the ocean into a cup, and the cup broke. Now, there is only the ocean.”

As Evan’s fingers brushed against the boy’s sweater, that static face erupted into a blinding, white light. Suddenly, the ground beneath him cracked open, and for one terrifying moment, he wasn’t just standing in a park in Seattle anymore. No, he found himself at the heart of a vast, uncharted cathedral made of bone and glass, staring up at a sky filled with unblinking eyes.

The moment he made contact, the park in Seattle didn’t just disappear; it was like it was erased from existence. Evan wasn’t just falling—he was being folded in on himself. That “Flashback of Erasure” hit him like a building collapsing.

Suddenly, he was six years old again, but this memory? It was cold, stripped of any warm, nostalgic glow. He found himself in the dormitory of the Saint Jude’s Home for Boys. It was two in the morning. The air was thick—not with smoke, but with this buzzing energy that made the hair on his arms stand on end. Around him, the other boys stirred in their sleep, but they weren’t waking. They were... leaking.

Through the eyes of his younger self, Evan watched as the boy next to him—Tommy, who loved to draw birds—started to fade away. It began at his feet, becoming translucent, then his legs, and finally his torso. There was no pain, just this soft rushing sound, like a drain being pulled open. The “white fire” wasn’t a flame; it was like matter itself was being erased. It washed through the room silently, like a tide.

“Stay still, Aethel,” someone whispered.

In that memory, Evan turned to look at the doorway. There was a figure standing there—not Marrow Hale, but a tall person dressed in a suit that seemed to drink in the light. They held a device that looked like a surveyor's transit, pointed right at Evan's chest.

“You’re the only one with the reinforced lattice,” the figure said, their voice low and slow, like a recording played at half-speed. “The others? Just fuel for the opening. You are the door.”

Then, as that white tide reached him, he felt the first “emptying.” It was like his insides were being replaced by a framework of light. He could see his ribcage glowing through his skin, the bones shifting into this pale, seamless marble of the Empty City. He watched as the other forty-one kids became husks—bodies that still breathed but held nothing more than air. They were the “Living Shells,” their identities taken to fuel the creation of the Vessel.

The memory rushed forward. The “fire”? Just a cover-up, a thermal bloom caused by our reality pushing back against the Void. And there he was, standing in the center of the ruins, untouched, while everything around him crumbled. He wasn’t just surviving; he was the product of an experiment that had gone right.

Then, the flashback snapped away.

Evan was back in the park, his hand still on the shoulder of the “Residual Echo.” But the boy was gone. All that was left was a scorched circle in the yellow grass, a perfect void where nothing would ever grow again.

He stumbled back toward Marrow Hale, his legs feeling like they were made of glass. The “Voice” inside him wasn’t a mere whisper anymore. It roared with recognition.

“They made me,” Evan gasped, feeling the frost on his suit jacket crack as he moved. “The fire wasn’t an accident. It was a test-fit. They were checking the dimensions of the hole inside me.”

Hale glanced at the scorched circle, then back at Evan. His face was pale, eyes darting toward the shadows at the edge of the park. “If you saw the man with the transit, Evan, then we’re already too late. The ‘Watchers’ didn’t just create you. They’ve been waiting for you to understand what you are. And now that you’ve touched the Echo, you’ve signaled to the entire Outside that the door is wide open.”

The air in the park didn’t just turn cold; it felt like it was thinning out. All those sounds from the city—the distant hum of the I-5, the wind rustling through the scraggly trees—suddenly just vanished. It was like someone hit mute, and the silence made Evan’s ears pop. At the edge of that burnt circle, shadows started to gather, pooling together like ink swirling in water.

“Evan, behind the stones!” Marrow Hale whispered urgently, his hand digging into a canvas bag. He pulled out three sharp obsidian shards and started mumbling some chant, a gritty rhythm that seemed to make the ground vibrate beneath them.

Then, out of the shifting shadows near the park's rusty gate, something moved. It didn’t walk; it sort of flickered around, like a glitchy video. It was the guy from Evan’s memory—the one in that suit that soaked up all the light. Up close, it was even scarier. That “suit” wasn’t made of fabric; it looked like a black membrane, almost like it was part of the creature’s skin. Where its face should have been, there was just this smooth, hollow dip, like a thumbprint in clay. And right in the middle? A single glowing spot that looked like the lens of a surveyor's tool.

“The vessel is leaking,” the Watcher said. But the voice didn’t come from its mouth; it seemed to be coming from the air around Evan, sounding like a thousand old radio stations all at once. “Your calibration is off. You’ve been interacting with the ‘Substantial.’ You’re trying to fill the void with... junk.”

The Watcher lifted a hand—this long, spindly thing with way too many joints. As it pointed at Evan, everything shifted violently. The park disappeared. Suddenly, Evan was seeing Seattle as this skeletal outline, stripped of people, color, and history. The buildings looked like empty boxes, and the streets? Just hollow veins.

“I’m not a vessel!” Evan shouted, though the sound got swallowed up by that aperture in the Watcher’s face. “I’m a man. I have a name!”

“Names are just labels for things that exist,” the Watcher replied, its glowing aperture shining cold and violet. “You’re where existence stops. You’re the Architect’s reach. Come. The Empty City needs its keystone.”

Then, out of nowhere, it felt like gravity itself was slamming into Evan. He could feel his feet lifting off the ground as those obsidian anchors around the park glowed a frantic red. He was being pulled toward the Watcher, his body stretching like taffy. The crystalline structures beneath his skin started to hum a high-pitched note that felt like it would shatter glass.

“Not today, you hollow bastard!” Hale shouted. He hurled those three obsidian shards into the air. Instead of falling, they just hung there, spinning in the vacuum. They formed a barrier of “presence,” a wall of solid reality that slammed into the Watcher’s pull.

The blast was silent. A shockwave rolled through the park, shattering windows in nearby apartments and flattening the yellow grass. The Watcher flickered, its form breaking apart into a cloud of black static.

“Go! Get to the car!” Hale yelled, yanking Evan by the collar and dragging him toward the sedan. “The anchors won’t hold it for long. It knows your emptiness now. It can track the silence you leave behind!”

Evan jumped into the passenger seat, his vision blurring with bursts of white fire and black stone. As Hale slammed on the gas, Evan glanced back. The Watcher stood in the middle of the street, perfectly still, its single lens-eye watching them with the cold, calculating patience of a god.

The black sedan sped through the streets of Seattle, and honestly, the city was starting to feel like a glitchy video game to Evan. He stared out the window, watching the streetlights flicker by; it was like they dimmed as they got close, only to light up again once they were a block away. He felt like a traveling eclipse, just passing through.

Marrow Hale gripped the wheel tight, his knuckles white, glancing nervously into the rearview mirror as if he was half-expecting the Watcher to pop up in the backseat. "We can’t stay in the grid," he muttered, rummaging through the glove box and pulling out some vellum sheets. These weren’t your typical road maps. No, these were topographical overlays of "Negative ley lines"—places where people had vanished, leaving nothing but a strange, eerie silence.

"What was that thing back there?" Evan asked. Weirdly enough, he felt like his hands were melding with the car's upholstery, like he was starting to blend into the vehicle itself. "It said I was a keystone. It said the city was waiting."

Hale laid the maps out across the center console, looking serious. "The Watchers are like the foremen of the Outside," he explained. "They don’t see people; they see obstacles. To them, humanity is just a layer of noise that needs to be silenced for the ‘True Architecture’ to take shape. And you, Evan... you’re the drill bit. When you’re fully awake, the reality around you just... stops. It won’t shatter. It won’t burn. It’ll just become empty."

He pointed at a flickering dot on the map, way up north in the Cascade Mountains. "This is the Engineer’s Map. It shows the original sites of the ‘Hollow Vessels.’ There’s an old industrial town called Oakhaven. It was cleared out back in the fifties—not by fire, but by a ‘mass disappearance.’ I think that’s where you were created before they moved you to the orphanage. If we can get you to the center of that town, we might find the original mold. The blueprint they used to empty you."

Evan glanced at the map, and the spot Hale indicated didn’t look like a town at all; it looked more like a hole in the paper
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