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    For the ones who remember, who see the cracks in the sky, who hear the whispers in the static, and still choose to look.
For the ones who forget, who turn away, who close their eyes— this story is your echo, your shadow, your reply.
—B.P.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Reality is a pattern. Break the pattern, and you break the world."
 —Dr. Elias Carter, Notes on the Paraverse
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Chapter 1: The City That Forgets
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The dead man’s glow was the first thing Lena Voss saw when she closed her eyes.

It was there, painted on the backs of her eyelids in lurid, neon-green brushstrokes, as she leaned her forehead against the cool steering wheel of her parked sedan. It was there in the phantom scent of ozone that had clung to the ambulance, cutting through the usual smells of antiseptic and stale sweat. It was there in the persistent, staticky hum that had taken root deep in her inner ear, a souvenir from a call that had broken the unspoken rules of reality.

Duskvale General was a monolithic slab of stained concrete and weary light behind her. For twelve hours, it had been her world. Now, at 3:07 a.m., the city itself felt like a stranger. Her hands, usually steady enough to thread an IV into a bouncing vein, still trembled slightly. She balled them into fists, pressing the knuckles against her jeans until the tremor subsided. Get a grip, Voss. You’re too old for the jitters.

But this wasn't the jitters. This was the aftershock of seeing something that shouldn't be.

The call had come in at 2:15 a.m. A man, mid-fifties, found unconscious in his apartment on the fringe of the Old Quarter. Routine, until they’d arrived. The apartment was cold, unnaturally so, the air thick and heavy like the moment before a lightning strike. The man—Mr. Sedgwick, according to a discarded utility bill—was on the floor of his living room, surrounded by the mundane detritus of a lonely life: a half-eaten TV dinner, a flickering screen showing a nature documentary, a single, worn-out slipper.

He was alive, but his vitals were a chaotic mess on the portable monitor. And then there were the marks.

They started at his temples, fine, intricate lines that looked like delicate tattoos or perhaps a strange fungal growth. But they weren't inert. They pulsed with a soft, internal light, a sickly green that seemed to drink the colour from the room. The patterns swirled down his neck, disappearing under his collar. When Lena had pressed her gloved fingers against his carotid, searching for a pulse, the light beneath his skin had flared, as if in response. There was no blood, no wound, just this impossible, bioluminescent map etched into his flesh.

Her partner, Mike, a veteran with twenty years on the job and a cynicism to match, had muttered, “New street drug. Gotta be. Looks like he bathed in glow-sticks.”

But Lena, an ER nurse for five years before switching to the faster pace of paramedic work, knew it wasn’t. She’d seen chemical burns, allergic reactions, rare dermatological conditions. Nothing like this. This was... architectural. The lines formed a symbol, a looping, non-Euclidean pattern that made her head ache if she looked at it for too long.

As they’d loaded him onto the gurney, Mr. Sedgwick’s eyes had fluttered open. They weren't human eyes anymore. The irises were gone, replaced by the same glowing green substance, swimming in the whites. His lips, chapped and pale, had parted.

“The lattice is breaking,” he’d whispered, his voice the sound of dry leaves skittering across concrete. “He is coming back for the ones who remember.”

Then, he’d flatlined. The frantic ride to the hospital, the crackle of the radio, the desperate, useless shock of the defibrillator—it was all a blur. The doctors at Duskvale General had pronounced him DOA, their faces masks of professional disinterest. One young intern had taken photos on his phone, whispering about “viral potential.” The attending physician had scrawled “acute toxic shock of unknown etiology” on the chart. Case closed. Another weird one for the files.

The City That Forgets had already begun its work.

Lena finally turned the key in the ignition. The engine coughed to life, and the radio blared, a tinny classic rock station fighting through the interference that always plagued this part of the city. She turned it down, the silence in the car suddenly louder than the music.

She pulled out of the hospital lot and onto the rain-slicked arteries of Duskvale. The city was a study in contrasts. Sleek, new condominiums thrust up beside century-old brickwork. Holographic advertisements for NexusCorp shimmered above streets still lit by the orange glow of sodium-vapour lamps. It was a place desperate to be tomorrow, but forever tripping over the corpse of yesterday.

Her route home took her along the Spire, the unofficial border between the revitalised city centre and the decaying Old Quarter. And there, looming over it all, was the quantum tower.

Everyone in Duskvale knew the tower. It was the city’s favourite ghost story. A relic of a bold, failed future, built fifteen years ago during a brief period of scientific fervour. The official story was an “atmospheric collapse,” a catastrophic equipment failure that had rendered the tower useless and, according to whispers, dangerously unstable. The project was shuttered, the scientists disgraced or disappeared, and the tower was left to rust, a skeletal finger pointing accusingly at the sky.

As Lena drove past, her headlights swept across its base. The chain-link fence surrounding it was sagging, covered in frayed warning signs. For a split second, she thought she saw a flicker of light deep within the structure’s dark belly. A trick of the rain on her windshield, she told herself. Always a trick of the light.

The radio station dissolved into a hiss of static. Lena reached to change the channel, but a voice cut through the noise, crisp and automated.

“All units, be advised. Reports of a possible gas leak near Duskvale Central Station. Avoid the area. Emergency services are en route.”

She didn’t question it. No one in Duskvale ever did. The city’s infrastructure was a patchwork of old and new, constantly failing in small, manageable ways. A gas leak was Tuesday.

She turned onto her street, a quiet cul-de-sac of modest, identical houses that had seen better days. It was then that the streetlights died.

Not a blackout. This was different. Every light on the street—the ornate iron lampposts at the corner, the simple bulbs on her neighbours’ porches—flickered once, twice, and then went out in perfect, chilling unison.

The world was plunged into deep blue shadow.

And in that sudden darkness, the shadows stretched.

It wasn't just an absence of light. It was as if the darkness had substance, weight. The shadow of a tree in her front yard didn't just lengthen; it twisted, slithering across the wet asphalt like a liquid serpent. The silhouette of a parked car seemed to bulge and contort, its edges bleeding into the surrounding night. For a single, heart-stopping second, the world was wrong. The geometry of her familiar street was broken.

Then, the lights flickered back on. The shadows snapped back into place. The tree was just a tree. The car was just a car.

Lena sat frozen, her hands clenched on the wheel, her breath held tight in her chest. The staticky hum in her ears had risen to a shrill whine. Exhaustion, her mind insisted, a desperate, rational plea. A long shift. A weird call. You’re seeing things.

She pulled into her driveway, the tires crunching on the gravel. She killed the engine and sat in the sudden, profound silence, listening to the frantic drumbeat of her own heart. The house was dark. Empty. It had been empty since Mark moved out six months ago, taking his side of the closet and his unwavering belief in a logical, explainable universe with him.

She fumbled for her phone in her jacket pocket, her thumb automatically seeking the familiar comfort of its screen. The time glowed: 3:11 a.m.

A notification banner slid down from the top of the screen.

It wasn't from a news app, or her messaging service, or a calendar alert. It was a plain, system-style alert, the kind that usually warned of a system update.

It read, in stark, black text on a white background: THE ONE WHO REMEMBERS WILL RETURN.

Lena’s blood went cold. She stared at the words, her mind trying to process them. Return? Return from where? Remember what?

She blinked, her eyes dry and gritty.

The notification was gone.

Her lock screen was back, a generic photo of a mountain range she’d never visited. She swiped down, opening her notification shade. Nothing. She opened her messages, her email. Nothing. It had vanished as completely as the twisted shadows.

“What the hell?” she whispered into the quiet of the car.

A sudden, sharp pain lanced through her temple—a headache blooming behind her eyes with the force of a detonation. It wasn't just pain; it was a pressure, a feeling of something trying to surface. For a fleeting, nauseating moment, she wasn't in her car. She was somewhere else—somewhere dark and cold, the air smelling of dust and burnt copper. The sound of frantic, overlapping whispers filled her ears, and a vast, black latticework stretched across a starless sky.

Then it was gone. The headache remained, a dull, throbbing anchor to the real world.

She got out of the car, her legs unsteady. The night air was cool and damp, a relief after the canned atmosphere of the ambulance and hospital. She focused on the sensory details, a grounding technique her therapist had taught her. The rough texture of the driveway under her shoes. The smell of wet earth from her neglected flowerbeds. The distant, lonely sound of a train horn.

She let herself into the house, the lock clicking with a sound that was both familiar and strangely alien. She didn't turn on the lights. She moved by memory through the living room, past the boxes Mark had left behind, and went straight to the kitchen. She opened a high cabinet, her fingers finding the smooth, cool glass of the bottle without having to look. Jameson. She poured two fingers into a tumbler, the amber liquid catching the faint light from the street.

She didn't drink to get drunk. She drank to quiet the noise. The noise in her head, the noise of the city, the noise of a life that felt increasingly like it was happening to someone else. And tonight, she drank to erase the image of a man with glowing skin and a message from the void.

She knocked the whiskey back in one smooth, practiced motion. It burned a welcome path down her throat, settling in her stomach like a small, warm stone. She poured another, this one slower.

Her gaze drifted to the small desk tucked into the corner of the kitchen, the one she used for paying bills. On it lay a simple, black-covered notebook.

Her log.

It had started a year ago, after a series of particularly vivid dreams and a growing sense of dissonance, a feeling that the world was a thin veneer over something much stranger. At first, it was just a place to jot down odd coincidences—deja vu so strong it felt like a memory, patients with symptoms that defied diagnosis, the way sometimes, just for a second, people’s faces seemed to flicker and change. Lately, the entries had become more frequent. More unsettling.

She carried the bottle and her glass to the desk and sat down. She opened the notebook. The pages were a mix of her neat, medical script and hurried, frantic sketches. Dates, times, snippets of conversation. A drawing of a swirling pattern she’d seen in a feverish child’s eyes. A note about a car crash victim who insisted, with his dying breath, that the sky had been “the wrong colour of blue.”

She flipped to a fresh page. Her hand, now steadier from the whiskey, picked up a pen.

Date: October 26. Time: 0215 hrs.
*Patient: John Sedgwick (approx. 55). DOA. Presenting with complex dermal luminescence, unknown origin. No visible wounds. Bioluminescent pattern—see sketch. Patient verbalized pre-terminal: “The lattice is breaking. He is coming back for the ones who remember.”*
She began to sketch. Her hand moved with a confidence her mind didn't feel, tracing the strange, looping lines, the sharp angles that seemed to fold back in on themselves. It was an impossible shape, one that hurt to look at for too long. As she finished, she noticed something. A part of the symbol, a specific cluster of lines near the centre, looked familiar. She flipped back through earlier pages, her heart starting to hammer again against her ribs.

There. An entry from three months ago. A homeless woman brought in off the streets, hypothermic and delirious. She’d been muttering nonsense, her hands clawing at the air. On her forearm, partly obscured by dirt and grime, had been a crude, scratchy mark. Lena had drawn it. It was simpler, incomplete, but the central cluster of lines was a perfect match for the one on Mr. Sedgwick.

A coincidence. It had to be. A gang symbol, maybe. Some new urban tagging trend.

But the voice in her head, the one she usually drowned out with whiskey and work, whispered otherwise.

She closed the notebook, the click of the cover sounding final. She finished her second drink and stood, her body heavy with a fatigue that went beyond physical exhaustion. The headache was a persistent fog now, blurring the edges of her vision.

In the bathroom, she washed her face with cold water, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She looked tired. There were new lines around her eyes, a pallor to her skin that makeup couldn’t fix. Her dark hair was escaping its messy bun. But her eyes... they were the same. The steady, pragmatic eyes of a woman who dealt in blood and bone and certainty.

The ones who remember.

The phrase echoed in the silent house. She didn't remember anything. She made a point of not remembering. Remembering led to the bad places, the dark corners of her mind she kept locked and barred.

She got into bed, the sheets cold and unwelcoming. She closed her eyes, and immediately, the glow was back. Mr. Sedgwick’s face, the pulsing green lines, the starless lattice sky from her flash of pain.

And beneath it all, a new sound, faint but unmistakable. A low, resonant hum, like a distant engine, or a giant machine stirring from a long slumber. It was the same hum she’d felt in the tower’s presence. The same hum she now felt coming from the notebook on the kitchen desk.

Outside her window, the city of Duskvale slept, dreaming its collective, forgetful dreams. But in the derelict quantum tower, a single, sickly green light flickered once, deep within its core, and went out.

The one who remembered was coming.

And Lena Voss, who had spent her whole life trying to forget, was suddenly, terrifyingly, awake.
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Chapter 2: Echoes



[image: ]


The headache woke her, a deep, percussive throb that had taken up residence behind her left eye. It wasn't the dull ache of fatigue or the sharp spike of a migraine. This was different. It felt like a memory, something solid and sharp-edged, trying to claw its way out of the marble of her skull.

Lena lay in the grey pre-dawn light, the events of the previous night assembling themselves like shards of a broken bottle. The glowing man. The whispering corpse. The synchronized dying of the streetlights. The message on her phone.

THE ONE WHO REMEMBERS WILL RETURN.

A dream. It had to have been a dream, stitched together from exhaustion and the residual adrenaline of a bad shift. She fumbled for her phone on the nightstand, her fingers clumsy with sleep. She opened her notification log, her heart a trapped bird against her ribs.

Nothing. No record of any message at 3:11 a.m. No phantom alerts. Just the usual spam and a reminder from her pharmacy about a prescription refill.

Relief, warm and syrupy, washed over her. See? She was just cracking up. It was the stress, the loneliness, the constant, low-grade grief of a life that had veered off its intended track. Mark’s voice echoed in her memory, gentle but firm: “You internalize everything, Lena. You absorb the world’s pain until you start to think it’s your own.”

She swallowed two ibuprofen dry, the chalky pills sticking in her throat, and dragged herself into the shower. The hot water needled her skin, but it couldn’t penetrate the chill that had settled in her bones. As she dressed in fresh scrubs, her gaze fell on the black notebook on the kitchen desk. It seemed to hum with a silent, accusatory energy.

She didn’t open it.



Duskvale General in the morning was a different beast. The frantic, shadowy urgency of the night shift was replaced by the brisk, fluorescent-lit efficiency of the day. Sunlight, weak and diluted by the perpetual haze over the city, streamed through the large windows of the ER, failing to lift the mood.

Lena’s first few patients were blessedly normal. A construction worker with a sprained wrist. A toddler with a pea lodged firmly up his nose. A teenager with a panic attack that presented like a heart attack. This was the medicine she understood. Cause and effect. Broken things that could be mended.

It was during her coffee run to the nurses' station that she heard the whispers. They were clustered like starlings—Brenda, from cardiology, and Chloe, a new hire from pediatrics. Their voices were low, threaded with a mixture of professional curiosity and superstitious dread.

“—no, I’m telling you, Brenda, it wasn’t any language I’ve ever heard. Not Slavic, not Asian, nothing. It was... guttural. But with these clicks, like stones knocking together.”

“And his eyes?” Brenda prompted, leaning in.

“Completely black. I mean, pitch. No sclera, no iris. Just... voids.” Chloe shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself. “They sedated him, but he kept on, just whispering it over and over. They’ve got him up in the secure wing on three. Linguistics is supposed to be sending someone over, but good luck with that.”

Lena’s blood seemed to slow in her veins. She stirred her coffee, the spoon clinking a frantic, metallic rhythm against the ceramic mug.

“What was the phrase?” Lena asked, her voice sounding unnaturally calm.

Chloe jumped, turning wide eyes on Lena. “Oh, Lena. Didn’t see you there. Creepy, right? Sounded like... ‘Vorun-thal.’ ‘Vorun-dal.’ Something like that. Why? You hear something on nights?”

Vorun.

The name landed in the center of her mind, a stone dropped into a still pond. It sent out ripples that touched everything—the glowing man’s warning, the static hum in her ears, the lattice in her headache-dream.

“No,” Lena said, too quickly. “Just sounds weird. Probably a new synthetic high. Krokodil’s prettier cousin.”

She walked away before they could see the lie in her eyes. The normalcy of the morning had shattered. The whispers in the hallway weren’t just gossip; they were an echo. An echo of something that was happening again, and again, a pattern repeating just beneath the skin of the world.

The rest of her shift passed in a blur of routine tasks, but her focus was fractured. Every beep of a monitor sounded like the static from her car radio. Every flicker of the overhead lights made her heart stutter. She was a radio receiver, and someone—or something—was slowly, deliberately, tuning her to its frequency.

At home, the silence of her house was a physical presence. She poured a whiskey, ignoring the part of her that screamed this was becoming a ritual. She needed to talk to someone. Someone grounded. Someone who dealt in facts, not echoes.

She picked up her phone and scrolled to her brother’s contact. The photo was from two years ago—Ben, his arm thrown around her shoulders, both of them grinning at a baseball game. His Duskvale PD badge gleamed on his belt. He looked like a man who knew where all the pieces of the world fit.

He answered on the second ring. “Lena? Everything okay?” His voice was a familiar baritone, layered with the perpetual background noise of a busy precinct.

“Yeah, fine. Just... long shift.” She took a sip of whiskey, the burn a welcome anchor. “Hey, you got a sec? Weird question.”

“For you? Always. Hit me.”

She took a breath. “The old quantum tower. On the Spire. You ever hear anything about it? I mean, really hear anything? Beyond the ghost stories.”

There was a beat of silence on the other end. She could almost hear his cop-brain shifting gears, from concerned brother to cautious investigator. “The tower? Lena, that place is a death trap. Asbestos, structural decay, squatters. Why? You thinking of buying a fixer-upper?” He tried to laugh, but it fell flat.

“I drove past it last night. After that weird call I told you about. The one with the... the glowing guy.”

“Lena,” Ben’s voice softened, adopting the tone he used with jumpy witnesses. “You said yourself that was probably some new drug. You can’t let that stuff get to you. That tower is just a pile of rust and bad memories. The official report from the collapse is a foot thick. It was a tech failure. A tragedy. End of story.”

“But what if the story’s wrong?” The words were out before she could stop them. “What if something’s... I don’t know, happening again?”

“Nothing is happening,” Ben said, his voice firm now. The big brother voice. The ‘I know best’ voice that had both comforted and infuriated her their entire lives. “Look, you’ve been under a lot of stress. Since Mark, since Mom... it’s been a rough year. You’re seeing patterns where there aren’t any. Don’t start seeing things that aren’t there, Lena. Please. For me.”

The condescension was a splash of cold water. He was doing it again, reducing her unease to hysteria, her evidence to imagination. He was smoothing over the cracks, just like the city did.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice tight. “You’re probably right. Just... forget I said anything.”

“Lena—”

“I gotta go, Ben. Love you.”

She hung up before he could reply, the silence of the house rushing back in to fill the space his voice had occupied. Don’t start seeing things. But she was seeing things. That was the whole problem. She was the only one who seemed to be looking.

Frustration boiled over. She slammed her glass down on the kitchen counter, the amber liquid sloshing over the rim. She needed to document this. The patient on three. The name ‘Vorun’. It was another piece. She stormed over to her desk and snatched the black notebook.

She flipped it open to her entry from last night, to the sketch of the symbol on Mr. Sedgwick’s skin, ready to add a new note.

And froze.

There, on the opposite page, was a new drawing.

It was done in the same black pen, with the same confident, precise lines she used for her medical diagrams. But she had not drawn it.

It was the symbol. The same one from Sedgwick’s corpse, the same one from the homeless woman months ago. But this rendering was different. It was more complex, more complete. Interwoven with the familiar looping lines were new elements: sharp, angular slashes that looked like mathematical notations, and a series of concentric circles that pulsed with a latent energy even on the static page. It was the root form, the grand design from which the other marks were just crude copies.

Her breath caught in her throat. The air left the room.

When?

She hadn’t opened the notebook since last night. She’d come home, poured a drink, and gone to bed. Had she... had she sleepwalked? Done it in some kind of trance? The headache, the one that felt like a memory, throbbed in agreement.

She stared at the sketch, her mind reeling. It was her handwriting, her pen. But the memory of creating it was a perfect, terrifying blank.

A low buzz filled the silence. It took her a moment to realize it wasn't in her head. It was the television. She’d left it on mute from the night before, the screen a blue void. Now, the void was flickering.

Lena looked up, her heart hammering a frantic tattoo against her ribs.

The screen glitched. The blue field fragmented into a storm of black and white static. It was the chaotic snow of a dead channel, but for a split second—less than a heartbeat—the chaos resolved.

A face coalesced in the noise.

It was gaunt, masculine, but the features were indistinct, sculpted from the shifting static itself. The eyes were dark pits, the mouth a slight, grim line. It wasn't a face she recognized from life, from movies, from anywhere.

But as she stared, frozen in her chair, the face in the static turned. Slowly, deliberately. It turned until it was looking directly at her.

Not at the room. Not at the camera. At her.

And in those static-filled eyes, there was a spark of something she could only interpret as... recognition. A dreadful, intimate knowledge.

It saw her. It knew her.

A jolt of pure, animal terror seized her. She gasped, stumbling back from the desk, her chair screeching against the floor.

The screen flickered again. The face dissolved back into meaningless noise, and a moment later, the blue screen returned as if nothing had happened.

Lena stood there, trembling, one hand pressed to her mouth. The whiskey-induced warmth was gone, replaced by an ice that started in her soul and was spreading outwards. The hum in her ears was back, louder now, a high-pitched whine that promised no respite.

She looked from the notebook, with its impossible sketch, to the blank, blue screen of the television.

Ben was wrong. She wasn’t seeing things that weren’t there.

The things that weren’t there were starting to see her.
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