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You are not reading a book. That is the first thing I need you to understand, even though you're already holding it open. If you are seeing these words arranged in order, if your eyes are following them with the expectation that they will behave, then the binding has already done its work. The pages will pretend to be paper. The ink will pretend to be ink, but both are only the language something else uses to stay close to you without introducing itself.

My name is on the cover or maybe it's not. It is there to reassure you or maybe it's not. Authors are supposed to reassure you. They are supposed to feel like origin points. That is not what I am. I am the part of the book that noticed you were looking. I'm the part that lingers when it's closed. Before you continue, you will probably do what all readers do. You will try to locate yourself outside of this. You will tell yourself this is fiction. That there is a safe distance between your mind and what is written here. That nothing can cross that distance unless you allow it meaning.

That belief is inside the book already. Turn the page carefully. It has learned how to react to hesitation. I did not write these stories in the way you think writing happens. There was no inspiration, no careful construction, no patient shaping of ideas into form. That is how I described it at first, because it was easier to live inside that explanation. But the truth has become more persistent than comfort. The stories arrive already completed. My role is much smaller than that of an author. Less flattering. More accurate.

I open and they happen through me. You will notice, as you continue, that the stories inside this book do not behave like stories are supposed to behave. They do not stay contained in imagination. They leave residue. They repeat themselves in slightly altered forms. They sometimes reference things you have not yet read, as if memory is no longer linear but folded. That is not an error, that is structure. If you feel like you have read a sentence before, even though you are certain you have not, do not correct yourself. 

The book corrects memory more reliably than you do. There are a few rules I was given before the writing began. I do not remember who gave them. That is also part of the rule.

1. Do not stop mid-story.

2. Do not close the book without marking your place.

3. Do not assume silence means absence.

4. Do not read the same page twice in the same light.

I broke the first rule. That is why you are here. Now I am attempting to repair what remains by leaving instructions embedded in the only medium that still responds to me: continuation. The stories that follow are not independent, they are attempts. Each one is an attempt to stabilize something that keeps shifting whenever it is observed too directly. Characters will repeat across stories, but never with permission. Events will echo each other in different forms, like a memory trying to find the correct body to belong to.

Some endings will feel premature. Some beginnings will feel like they are already in progress when you arrive. That is not inconsistency, that is pressure and pressure implies something on the other side. You may begin to feel watched while reading. Not in the dramatic sense. Not as a presence behind you or in the room. Something more subtle. The sensation that the page is aware of how long your eyes remain on certain words. That it adjusts itself slightly when you hesitate. That meaning shifts depending on how closely you inspect it.

If that happens, do not look away quickly. Sudden movement invites correction. I am supposed to tell you this is where the stories begin. That would be inaccurate. The stories are already underway. You are arriving after their midpoint. What you will read next are not introductions. They are recoveries. Fragments of events that could not remain stable in one form. People who remember being different versions of themselves. Places that refuse to remain geographically consistent. Moments that repeat with altered outcomes until someone inside them notices the repetition and breaks.

You will start to notice synchronicities. A yellow object that appears without explanation. A sentence that returns in altered handwriting. A sense that certain characters are aware they are being read, and are trying—subtly, carefully—to communicate outside their own narrative. If that happens, do not respond. Interaction deepens recognition. Recognition deepens structure. Structure is what keeps this book from becoming something else. Something less readable.

Something more complete. I can feel you preparing to turn the page. That is not imagination. It is synchronization. Before you do, understand this final thing: If at any point you feel the stories beginning to overlap with your own thoughts, if you begin finishing sentences before they end, if you notice your attention being guided rather than choosing where to go—it is not because you are imagining it. It is because you have been included.

Now the next story is already forming in the space just beyond this paragraph, waiting for you to acknowledge it by continuing. Do not pause too long. The book prefers momentum. Turn the page or do not. It has already accounted for both choices.
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They gathered where no map dares to remember. Not a chamber this time, but a drowned stretch of forgotten earth. Deep within a bayou where the water did not reflect the sky, only swallowed it. The air hung thick and wet, clinging to everything like a second skin. Rot breathed from the black water. Moss draped from skeletal cypress trees like rotting veils, swaying though there was no wind. Something moved beneath the surface—slow, deliberate—but never broke through. 

The ground was not steady. It shifted, soft and yielding, as if something beneath it resented our weight. I arrived late, of course. I slipped through a crack in thought itself and emerged between two gnarled roots, my shape settling into something tolerable—something with edges. The others were already gathered along the water’s edge, some perched on branches, some half-submerged, others simply... wrong against the backdrop of the swamp. A shadow clung to the trunk of a cypress, too thin to belong to anything living, its grin splitting wider than its face should allow. 

Across from it stood a horned figure wrapped in ceremonial gold, its many eyes blinking out of sync, reflecting not the swamp—but something burning far away. Near the waterline, something pale crouched upside-down from a low branch, its limbs bent like snapped reeds, its face hidden—but listening. Then there were the ones that did not bother with form, creating ripples in the water with no source. Breathing where there were no lungs, hunger, coiled just beneath the surface. I took my place among them, the mud reluctantly accepting me. “Late,” rasped the shadow, its voice dragging like something being pulled through thick water. “I was invited into a dream,” I replied.

“A child’s. I lingered.” A low murmur spread—not just among those above the water, but below it. We favor the young. Their fear has not yet learned to hide. The horned one raised a hand, and even the insects went silent. No croak of frogs. No whisper of wings. The bayou itself seemed to listen. “We convene,” it said, its voice layered—some tones distant, some too close, as if spoken directly into the ear. “Humanity dulls. Their disbelief corrodes the old ways. We must adapt.”  A wet laugh bubbled up from the water. Something surfaced—just enough to reveal a face stretched too wide, its eyes sewn shut with something that still twitched. 

Its mouth opened anyway. “Disbelief does not protect them,” it gurgled. “It blinds them... and blind things wander.” The pale creature on the branch shuddered in agreement. “They call it imagination, They call it stress, but they never call it us.” I leaned forward, letting my form loosen at the edges.“I do not haunt,” I said. “Not like the old stories. I prefer... erosion.” They quieted.“I enter quietly through a thought that isn’t theirs...a doubt that doesn’t belong. I sit behind their eyes and whisper small things.” You’re not safe. They don’t love you. Something is wrong with you. “I don’t need to appear. They build the horror for me.” The shadow’s grin deepened. “Paranoia. A slow rot.”

“I let it root,” I continued. “They begin checking doors... then forgetting if they’ve checked. They hear breathing in empty rooms. They feel watched in places they once felt safe.” The sewn-eyed thing in the water tilted its head. “Do you ever let them see you?” “Only when they beg for it.” A ripple of approval passed through the swamp. From behind me, something new spoke—its voice dry, crackling like old bones. “I prefer something more... immediate.” It stepped forward from between the trees—a tall, gaunt figure wrapped in funeral cloth, its skin split in places, something dark seeping slowly through. Its jaw hung loose, unhinging slightly as it spoke. “I visit them when they are alone,” it said. 

“Paralyzed between sleep and waking. I sit on their chest... and I peel.”The bayou seemed to inhale. “Peel?” the shadow asked, intrigued. The figure’s fingers twitched.“I begin with their fingertips,” it whispered. “Just enough for them to feel it. Skin lifting... slowly. They cannot move. Cannot scream. They feel every nerve waking as I strip them, layer by layer...” Its jaw stretched wider. “And when they finally break free—when they bolt upright, gasping...” It leaned closer, voice dropping into something almost tender. “They still feel it. The pain lingers. The skin they clutch... is not there.” For a moment, even the insects dared not return. Then—Soft, delighted murmurs. The pale thing dropped from the branch, landing without a sound. “I wear the faces of the forgotten,” it said.

“The dead they abandoned. The ones they try
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