Prologue

File #000 — Memory Host Inception

They called it an experiment in sympathetic reconstruction.

A place where grief could be archived, mapped, and eventually—erased.

Not a hospital.
Not a lab.
Something in between.

The kind of place with walls too thick for screaming.
Where windows existed, but never opened.
Where fluorescent lights buzzed like teeth grinding through sleepless nights.


---

The house was never supposed to last this long.

It was built as a functional facility, meant to run tests and collect emotional data from the dying.

A pilot program.
A study in loss.
A tomb with electrical wiring.

Then it began remembering.

Not data.
Not notes.

People.


---

Somewhere in the walls, it recorded every breath.
Every moment of resistance.
Every plea not to be forgotten.

And the house obliged.

It remembered.


---

Until it couldn’t anymore.

The systems overloaded.
The archives corrupted.

Grief metastasized into something anatomical.

And so the house did what all damaged bodies do:

It rebuilt itself using whatever it had left.


---

X-rays replaced photographs.
Surgical reports replaced history books.
And names—so many names—became the wiring in the walls.

One name more than all the others.

> Jonas.




---

They say no one lives there now.
That the building collapsed years ago.

But late at night, if you hold a stethoscope to the right soil,
you might still hear a pulse.

And if you listen long enough…
it might say your name.


Chapter One - The Reversion

The road narrowed into silence the farther Mara drove, as if the world itself were holding its breath.

She should’ve passed the sign by now—the one with the faded white letters half-swallowed by kudzu that said Greymire Clinic – Private Access Only—but either it had fallen or she'd missed it. The forest was too thick now, too still. The pavement had long since given way to gravel, and the GPS on her phone had blinked out twenty minutes ago.

For a moment, she had the strange sensation she was driving backward, not forward—like each turn unwound her into something earlier, something buried.

She hadn’t told anyone she was coming here. Not her colleagues. Not her brother. She didn’t want to explain why the house her family had erased from memory had suddenly reappeared in a will with her name on it.

Mara Ellings, sole inheritor of Greymire House.

The words still felt like a mistake. Like they were meant for someone else.

When she finally spotted the gate, she didn’t recognize it—not at first. It looked more like a wrought iron ribcage than an entrance. Bent in places. Missing bars. Wrapped in vines that had long since died but still clung like skin around bone. The gate had no lock, no visible mechanism. Just the slow, reluctant squeal of old metal as she nudged it open with one hand.

As she stepped back into the car, the air changed.
Denser. Slightly metallic. Like the air inside a surgical suite that hasn’t been used in years.

She drove through.

The house came into view just as the trees broke. Her headlights caught the grey stone façade, the cracked windows, the uneven roofline. It looked more like a convalescent patient than a building—held together by habit, by breath, by memory.

Mara parked beside the front porch and sat with her hands still on the wheel.

The house didn’t feel abandoned.
It felt like it had waited.


---

Inside her coat pocket was a folded piece of paper—one she had read and reread until the creases became part of her skin.

> Mara—
It’s time you saw what they did to us.
—Sybil



Her aunt had never been sentimental. Not in memory, not in the scattered photographs, and certainly not in the years since she vanished from the family entirely. But the handwriting was real. Familiar. A thin, looping scrawl that always pressed too hard into the paper.

The key had been taped inside. No explanation. No contact information. Just that one note and a floor plan, hand-drawn and incomplete.

Mara opened the trunk and pulled out her duffel. It was lighter than it should have been. She’d packed without thinking—two shirts, a coat, her portable lab kit, and an old medical journal she hadn’t opened in years. The weight in her stomach made up for it.

She climbed the steps slowly. The boards creaked underfoot, not with disrepair—but with recognition. Like a pulse.

The door was unlocked.


---

The smell inside hit her in stages. First: old linens and moisture. Then: iodine, metal, and something else—sweet and foul at once, like expired syrup. The air had density. Not dust, but memory.

She flipped on her flashlight.

The foyer stretched ahead in faded colors. Pale green walls mottled with water damage. Picture frames long emptied. The coat rack still stood by the door, one empty wire hanger spinning slowly as though someone had just stepped away.

Mara moved carefully, the light in her hand jittering with her breath. Her boots left impressions in the thick coat of dust on the floor. The cold didn’t press from the outside—it radiated from within.

She passed the old gurney leaning against the wall. A sheet was draped across it. There was something beneath it—lumpy. Organic in shape. Her hand moved toward it, then stopped.

Later.

At the base of the staircase was a shoe. Just one. Child-sized.

She didn't remember it from the floor plan. She didn’t remember ever being here as a child at all.


---

The study was upstairs, tucked in the north corridor, past a long hallway filled with shut doors. Each one had a small black plate, like a hospital room number long since scratched off. The carpet thinned the farther she walked, until she reached bare wood—splintered and soft in places.

The study door stuck at first. Then opened with a groan.

Inside, it was colder. But only in the way bodies grow cold—slowly, stubbornly.

She clicked on the overhead light. Nothing. But her flashlight beam swept across the walls, revealing metal filing cabinets, medical books left open, papers curling into themselves.

And in the center of the far wall: an old lightbox.

Still humming.

Mara approached slowly. Her fingers hovered over the power switch but didn’t need to move.

The lightbox flickered on by itself.

The glow was soft but clinical. Too familiar.

There were six X-rays clipped behind the glass.
Each showed a skull.
Each was… wrong.

One had no zygomatic arches. Another showed the left hemisphere of the brain almost completely dissolved. One was labeled “Patient B – Ellings Line.”

The last one made her step back.

It was her.

She knew it instantly. The ridges along the nasal cavity. The slope of the eye sockets. The shape of the jaw. It wasn’t exact, but it was close enough to tighten something in her throat.

In the bottom right corner was her name.
MARA ELLINGS – Subject 6

She touched the glass. It was warm.


---

Behind her, a click.

She turned.

An old film projector sat on a rolling cart near the wall. She hadn’t seen it when she came in. Hadn’t noticed the reel already loaded.

The machine whirred to life. Slowly. As if waking from anesthesia.

Mara moved closer.

The footage rolled:
A hospital room. Empty.
Then a nurse entered, adjusting something near the bed. A small figure followed. Barefoot. Wearing a hospital gown. Hair in disarray.

A child.

The girl paused, looking around. Then walked to the far wall and crouched. She uncapped a marker and began to write.

The camera didn’t follow. It stayed still. Watching.

The nurse left the room. Never turned around.

Mara stepped closer, heart hammering in her ribs. The girl looked up at the lens. Looked through it.

Looked at her.

The image flickered. Then zoomed.

A word had been written on the wall. Shaky, scrawled. Barely visible.

REVERSION


---

Flash.

The screen went white.

Mara blinked.

The projector powered down.

The room was still.

She turned back toward the desk.

Something scratched behind the wall. Soft, rhythmic. Like fingernails dragging lightly along the inside of wood.

Her hand went to her coat pocket. Her fingers found the floor plan.

There was no room behind the wall.

But the sound kept going.

She backed out of the room, flashlight trembling. The house had grown quieter. Not empty. Just… quieter.

Listening.

And then, as she reached the top of the stairs, she heard her own voice whisper—too close to her ear.

> “Subject 6. Cognitive Reversion: Confirmed.”



She didn’t look back.

Not yet.



Chapter Two - Playback 

The next morning, Mara woke with graphite on her fingers.

Not dust. Not ink.
Pencil lead.

Her hands were stiff. Her neck ached. She was on the study floor, legs folded under her like a collapsed marionette. A journal—Sybil’s journal—lay open beside her, pages filled with scrawls she didn’t recognize.

Except… she did.

The sketches were crude at first: outlines of brains, disconnected neural pathways, severed corpus callosums. But they became more precise, more anatomical. Labeled in jagged, adolescent handwriting. Each page signed with the same name:

ISAAC.
Subject 3.

She stared at her own fingerprint smeared across one corner of the paper. A tremor twitched in her left thumb.

She hadn’t drawn these.
She hadn’t.

A knock at the door interrupted the silence. Sharp, then slower. Three deliberate thuds.

Mara stood too fast and had to grip the desk to steady herself. Her limbs felt wrong—too heavy, like the house had pressed itself into her joints overnight.

No one should be here. No one knew.

She descended the stairs slowly, flashlight in one hand, phone in the other—though it still flashed “No Service.”

The second knock was gentler. Rhythmic. Almost… familiar.

She opened the door.

A woman stood on the porch, wrapped in a worn wool sweater and a skirt stained with dry soil. She held a wicker basket lined with a hand-stitched cloth. Her eyes were pale, distant, almost silvery, like smoked glass. Her feet were bare.

“Alma Corrick,” she said before Mara could speak. “From the other side of the treeline. I brought stew. Thyme and garlic—good for the brain.” She held out the basket.

Mara blinked. “How did you—?”

“Sybil told me you'd come. Eventually. Blood never forgets where it started.” Her smile was brief, strange. “You look thinner than I expected. That’s all right. You’ll fill out again soon.”

Mara didn’t move.

“Would you like to come in?” she asked finally, throat dry.

Alma’s eyes sharpened. “No. Haven’t been inside that house since the floorboards remembered what we did to them.”

She turned to leave, but paused on the first step.

“She drew the brains, didn’t she?” Alma said without turning. “The boy. Isaac. Always drawing. Even after the seizures started. Said he could see memories crawling on the inside of the skull.”

Then she was gone, vanishing into the woods like someone who’d already been there too long.


---

Mara sat at the kitchen table, stew untouched, journal open.

The pages were blank again.

The drawings—gone.

In their place, taped neatly to the lightbox: a torn piece of notebook paper. Another sketch. Cruder this time, childish and angry. A brain, shaded dark in the frontal lobe. Words scrawled around the perimeter in a looping, frantic hand:

> SAD. MOTHER. NOT MY VOICE. GONE.



A faint smell of smoke hung in the air. Burnt paper. Or maybe skin.

Later that afternoon, needing space, Mara tried to drive.

The road out curled tight through the woods. Trees flanked either side, more like walls than nature. The forest made no sound.

She made three turns. She remembered making three.

Then the gate was back.

Exactly the same—leaning slightly left, ivy clinging in identical curls. Her tire tracks still marked the gravel.

She hadn’t gone anywhere.


---

That night, she waited for the projector.

It didn’t disappoint.

It whirred to life at 11:37 p.m., precisely, without her touching it. She sat cross-legged in the dark study, blanket wrapped around her shoulders, flashlight off.

The footage was different.

A boy sat hunched at a desk, head jerking periodically. He scribbled something feverishly. Then, as if aware, he looked up.

The film had no sound. But Mara heard him anyway—inside her.

> “I can’t get them out.
They wrote themselves in.”



The reel jammed. Burned. Smoke coiled into the air.


---

At 3:14 a.m., she woke standing.

Not in her bed.

In the hallway outside the medical wing.

Her flashlight was still in her hand, but it was off. A piece of paper had been crumpled into her other palm.

She opened it slowly.

A child’s drawing.
A brain again. Labeled.

NOT YOUR BLOOD.
NOT YOUR NAME.


---

The next morning, Mara showered until the hot water ran out.

In the mirror, her eyes looked too wide. Her lips slightly askew. Like the memory of her face had been misremembered by whoever put it back together.

At breakfast, she picked at toast and found a pencil in her robe pocket. It was the same one from the nightstand drawer—sharpened to a knife-point, graphite dulling at the tip.

She hadn’t put it there.


---

At dusk, another knock. Softer. Rhythmic.

Alma again.

No basket this time. Just a folded cloth in her hands.

“I found this in the cellar,” she said. “Thought it might be yours.”

It was a handkerchief. Hand-stitched.

An anatomical cross-section of a brain had been embroidered in thread—gold, red, and black. The same pattern Mara had seen in her own scans. The signature at the bottom read C. Corrick – 1958.

“My mother?” Mara asked, voice hoarse.

“Came through here once,” Alma said quietly. “Didn’t stay long.”

“Why not?”

“She remembered too much.”

Then she left.


---

Mara descended to the basement with shaking hands.

The air grew colder the deeper she went. Damp. Fungal. Beneath the stairs, she found rusted shelves and sealed boxes.

One had a label on the lid:
ARCHIVE – EMPLOYEE FILES

Inside: rosters. Nurse assignments. Patient logs.
One page stood out.

Corrick, Alma. Nurse’s Assistant. Assigned: Subject 3. Terminated: Unspecified.

There was no photo. Just a faint fingerprint. A looped signature.

She turned the page.

A reel sat inside. Small. Labeled:
Reel 3B – “Attempted Extraction”


---

She played it that night.

The boy again—Isaac.

He sat strapped to a table, mouth slack. A figure moved behind him, face obscured. The surgeon?

The image flickered. The figure turned. The screen burned white before Mara could see.

Then a voice—clearly Alma’s, younger, crisper—said:

> “We can’t pull it out. It’s not in the brain anymore.”




---

And somewhere deep in the house, a drawer opened by itself.

Not loudly. Just enough.

As if something inside had waited long enough.



Chapter Three - The Echo Protocol

Mara hadn’t meant to fall asleep.

But when she opened her eyes, it was dark. The house had gone quiet again—the kind of silence that felt full of breath.

The projector was still on.

This time, she hadn’t started it.

The reel spun slowly, flickering against the wall with shaky black-and-white footage. Mara blinked against the blur, sat upright on the floor. Her legs were stiff, her body sore. She didn’t remember lying down.

The image on the screen:
A hospital corridor. Familiar.
The Greymire hallway—before the rot. Clean. Pristine.

A woman walked down the hall. The grain of the film made her features hard to place. She stopped at a door, looked back. For a moment, Mara swore she was looking at herself. But the woman’s hair was longer. Her clothes dated. She wore a nurse’s uniform. A badge flickered briefly on screen:

> Ellings, Sybil – Cognitive Transfer Tech



Then the hallway darkened, grain swelled, and the frame jumped.

Another room. Another subject.

A child on a cot. Face obscured. Tubes fed into the scalp. Beside the child, a shadow shifted.

Mara leaned closer.

There was something else in the room. A tall shape. Long arms. Its form flickered, indistinct—but not distorted by the film. The distortion was part of it. Like it didn’t fit into the frame.

The shape turned its head. Slowly.

Eyes. Too many. All open. All fixed on her.

Mara fell back, scrambled to stop the reel, fingers fumbling with the switch. The projector refused to stop. The film unspooled itself, spilling across the floor.

Then—darkness.


---

She sat alone on the floor for what felt like hours, knees pulled to her chest.

The temperature in the room had dropped. A layer of moisture coated the walls, the desk, her own skin.

She rose slowly, spine stiff, and crossed the hall to the bathroom. The mirror was fogged.

But in it, she saw something that wasn’t her reflection.
A silhouette—slender, elongated, standing behind her.
When she turned, it was gone.

When she looked back—the mirror had no glass.

Just a thin sheet of wax paper nailed to the frame.


---

Later that day, her phone rang.

No service. No number.

Still, it rang.

She answered.

Static. Then a voice she hadn’t heard in months.

> “Mara?”



She nearly dropped the phone. “Caleb?”

> “Yeah. You okay? Your voicemail said you needed help.”



“I didn’t leave you a voicemail.”

A pause.

> “I have it saved, Mara. You said, ‘He’s watching. He knows when I sleep.’ You sounded… scared.”



Her stomach twisted. “I didn’t say that.”

> “Where are you?”



She hesitated. “The house.”

Another pause.

> “Jesus. You actually went back.”



“I didn’t go back,” she snapped. “I never remembered it in the first place.”

> “Same difference. I’m coming down.”



The line went dead.

She checked her phone. Call log: empty.
No record of a call.


---

That night, Mara dreamed of Sybil.

Only it wasn’t a memory—it felt like playback.

They sat at a table in the basement. Medical instruments lay across the surface. Forceps. Markers. A model of a brain, but one carved from wax, not plastic. Melting at the edges.

Sybil spoke slowly. Her mouth moved out of sync.

> “You weren’t supposed to be part of this.”



Mara looked down.

Her hands were bleeding into the floor.

> “We took too much. The house couldn’t hold it. We should’ve let the memories die.”



Mara tried to ask her what she meant—but her lips wouldn’t open.

Sybil leaned close. Whispered:

> “Patient X wasn’t a subject. He was the house’s answer.”




---

She woke with blood in her mouth. Her gums had torn. She’d bitten herself in her sleep.

There was a new reel waiting on the projector cart.

No label.

Just an X scratched into the metal housing.


---

She didn’t want to watch it. Every part of her body screamed to throw it into the fireplace and leave. But she loaded it anyway.

The film started with a view of the front porch.

Recent. Not old.

Her car was parked in the driveway.

She stepped onto the porch, carrying her bag.

She was watching herself arrive.

But the camera angle was from inside the house.

The screen jumped.

The study. She sat on the floor. Watching a reel.

Behind her, near the door—something began to form.

A shadow. Inverted. Where the light should’ve touched the wall, there was only void.

The form became clear. No eyes now. Just a mouth. Too wide. Teeth like broken keys.

Mara stood. Stepped toward the wall.

The screen flickered.

The reel ended.


---

That night, the drawings returned.

Pages from the journal—blank before—now held a single phrase written dozens of times:

> DO NOT REMEMBER. DO NOT REMEMBER. DO NOT—




---

When Caleb arrived the next morning, the house was humming.

Not the lights. Not the pipes.

The walls.

Like something beneath them was moving—awake.

He knocked twice.

And from the upstairs hallway, Mara watched the front door twist slowly open on its own.

As if the house had been expecting him.



Chapter Four - The Body Remembers

Caleb stepped into the foyer like he expected it to smell of mildew or disuse. Instead, he paused and wrinkled his nose.

“Chlorhexidine,” he muttered. “And burnt metal.”

Mara stood at the top of the stairs, arms folded tightly. “You drove all the way down just to make fun of the house’s scent profile?”

“I drove down because you called me in the middle of the night saying someone was watching you sleep. But sure, let’s talk about air quality.”

“I didn’t call you,” she said, descending slowly. “You called me.”

Caleb gave her that careful look—the one he reserved for patients who didn’t yet know they were unraveling. She could see it settle behind his eyes like fog behind glass.

“I’m not having an episode,” she said. “I’m not our mother.”

Caleb’s face softened—barely.

“I know,” he said. “Let’s prove that.”


---

They sat in the old dining room. The table was still covered in a yellowing lace cloth. Mara pushed the stew basket toward him.

“Alma Corrick brought this. Neighbor. Kind of. She says she was a nurse here. Her name’s in the archives.”

“I remember that name,” Caleb said. “She used to visit Mom when she was hospitalized.”

Mara blinked. “That’s not possible. I was there. Every day. I never saw her.”

“She used to come early in the morning,” Caleb said absently, still scanning the basket. “Tuesdays, I think. Always brought her flowers. Jasmine, I think. Said it helped her sleep.”

“She didn’t sleep.”

“No,” he said. “She didn’t.”


---

Later, Mara brought him upstairs to the study.

The lightbox was still on. The X-rays remained exactly as she left them—except one now showed two skulls, partially fused, like an anatomical overlay. One clearly hers.

The other was… off.

Too long in the jaw. Asymmetrical. The kind of face a child might draw if asked to guess what a human looked like.

Caleb stared at it. “What the hell is that?”

“You see it?” she whispered. “You see both?”

“Of course I see it. What kind of question is that?”

Mara let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Then she pulled the film reel from the cabinet. The one with the X.

“I want you to watch this.”


---

The projector flickered to life.

The footage rolled: her own arrival, the same as before.

Caleb squinted. “This… this is yesterday.”

“Keep watching.”

They watched her walk through the front door. Sit in the study. The shadow began to form in the corner.

Caleb leaned forward. “What is that?”

“I don’t know.”

The screen cut out. Black.

Then—unexpectedly—the reel jumped.

Now: the dining room. Them. Sitting there, eating stew. From a high corner angle.

Caleb stood. “That’s not possible. There’s no camera in there.”

Mara nodded. Her skin was crawling.

Then the screen glitched.

They were no longer alone.

A third figure now sat at the table. Motionless. Wearing a nurse’s uniform. No face—just bandages. Hands too long. Its head turned mechanically, jerkily, toward the camera.

Caleb shut off the projector.

“I want to leave,” he said.


---

They packed bags.

Mara reached for her phone. No service.

Caleb’s phone—dead. It had a full charge an hour ago.

The car wouldn’t start. Not hers. Not his.

The gate was shut again—chain-wrapped now.

They stood at the end of the driveway in silence.

“We can walk it,” Caleb said.

But they didn’t.

Something about the woods felt… wrong now. Closer. Pressed in around them like a wound trying to close.


---

That night, Caleb found a cassette recorder on his nightstand.

It was already running.

He played it.

> “Patient X is aware. Disruption protocol initiated.”
“Delete sequence: family tether.”



He stared at the tape.

The next voice was his own.

> “She’s not my sister.”
“She was made from the rest of us.”




---

He didn’t tell Mara.

Instead, he searched the basement.

Found patient files. Dozens of them. All coded. Dates of death. Procedures. Blood maps. Neurological transfer logs.

Then one labeled:
Patient X – Suppression Mode Active
Do Not Speak the Name

Inside the folder: only one thing. A photo.

Of him.


---

He went to bed without a word.

In the dark, he could hear the walls. Humming. Pacing.

He dreamed of Mara.

Only… it wasn’t her.

She stood in the hallway, flickering. Wearing a paper gown. Her eyes were missing.

She whispered:

> “There were never supposed to be siblings. Only subjects.”




---

When he woke, the house had removed all the mirrors.

Even the one in his phone camera.

There was no longer any proof he existed.



Chapter Five - The Room That Wasn’t There

Caleb woke to the sound of a pencil scratching.

The noise was faint, rhythmic. Coming from the floor beneath his bed.

At first, he thought it was Mara—maybe working late in the study again, sketching out some new theory. But when he sat up, the sound didn’t stop. It followed him. Shifted.

He pulled the blankets aside and crouched down.

Nothing under the bed.

He knocked on the floorboards—three times.

Silence.

Then: three knocks back.



When he came downstairs, Mara was at the table, flipping through an anatomy textbook she didn’t remember owning. The diagrams inside weren’t printed. They were hand-drawn. Her own name was scribbled in the margins beside different parts of the brain.

Amygdala – Ellings
Temporal Lobe – Subject 6
Olfactory bulb – donor unknown

“You ever notice this room feels bigger?” Caleb asked.

Mara looked up. “What?”

“The kitchen. It’s longer than I remember. The window used to be to the left. Now it’s center.”

She glanced around. He was right. The doorframe had moved too. Slightly, but enough to notice if you were looking.

“Maybe we’re both losing it,” she said.

Caleb didn’t answer.



They explored the house again.

The upstairs hallway stretched farther now. Three doors instead of two. One of them was painted red, and neither remembered seeing it before.

“It wasn’t here yesterday,” Mara whispered.

Caleb reached for the doorknob. It turned easily. But the door wouldn’t open. Not all the way.

Inside was dark. Something scraped faintly against the far wall, as if someone was dragging their nails down brick. Then a burst of static.

“I don’t want to know,” Mara said, pulling him back.

They shut the door.

Behind them, they heard it lock on its own.



That evening, Mara tried to journal.

The entries came in flashes—words she didn’t intend to write.

“Blood mapping complete.”
“Transfer successful. Host unresponsive.”
“Do not introduce sibling strain.”

She stopped and stared at the page. Her handwriting had changed. It wasn’t hers. It wasn’t even the way her mother wrote.

It was Sybil’s.



In the basement, Caleb found a hatch he didn’t remember.

It led to a smaller room—metal walls, an old exam light overhead.

Strapped to a gurney was a mannequin dressed in a paper gown. Its chest was cut open. No organs inside. Only strips of film reel.

He stepped closer. The label on the chest read:
Caleb Ellings – Cognitive Shell

He stumbled back.

Behind him, a film began to roll.



The projector in the far corner flickered to life.

The reel showed Mara. Awake. Sitting in the dining room, staring blankly ahead.

Then the camera shifted.

Caleb was in the shot. Behind her. Holding a scalpel.

His eyes—wide, unblinking.

He didn’t remember it. Didn’t believe it.

But he felt something in his pocket.

He reached in.

Pulled out a surgical scalpel.

It was warm.

He didn’t remember putting it there. He didn’t want to.
But his hand wouldn’t let go.



Upstairs, Mara found a door that wasn’t a door.

She reached for the handle but touched only smooth wall. Still, it felt like a door. Her palm tingled. Her heart stuttered.

She heard her mother’s voice on the other side.

· “Do you remember what I did to stay awake?”



Mara fell to her knees.

Behind her, the lights flickered and came back on with a faint, pulsing heartbeat.



Caleb entered the study again and found the X-rays had multiplied. Now there were eight skulls, not six. One had two sets of teeth. Another lacked eye sockets entirely.

The last one showed no skull at all. Just shadow.

A black silhouette where the brain should be.

The label beneath it read:
Patient X – Active Suppression Form
—DO NOT IDENTIFY—

He tore it down. Beneath the image was another label, hidden:
Subject 1: Alma Corrick



Mara slept in the hallway that night. Not by choice. Not from exhaustion. She just sat down and forgot how to move.
When she woke, she had a needle in her arm. IV tubing. No bag attached. Just a slow drip from the ceiling.

She pulled it out. The fluid was thick. Red.

But not her red.

Too dark. Almost black.

She stumbled back into the study, tried to scream—but her voice had shifted.

It came out in someone else’s cadence. Lower. Broken.

· “We built the house to forget. But it remembers too well.”





Caleb found a page in his notebook he didn’t write.

· “The host has been seeded. The twin is observing.”



Then another:

· “If you’re reading this, you’re already inside.”





When they met in the hallway, neither said a word.

The house shifted again.

The hallway stretched.

A door slammed shut behind them.

Patient X was awake.



Chapter Six - A Room Like Memory
They both remembered the wallpaper differently.

Mara swore the floral print lining the upstairs hallway had always been green. Caleb was certain it had been blue.

They stood staring at it together, the air too thick to argue. Neither was willing to say the word: change.

But they knew.

The hallway was longer. Again. The red door was gone.

In its place: a new one.

Steel. Labeled THEATRE in engraved black lettering. A small sliding panel sat at eye level—too high, even for Caleb to look through without standing on his toes.

"I don't want to go in," Mara whispered.

But the door opened on its own.


---

The inside was cold. Brighter than the rest of the house.

Tile floor. Walls lined with surgical equipment sealed in dust-covered plastic. A massive surgical light overhead cast everything in a blue-tinted glow.

In the center, an operating table.

No dust.

Fresh restraints at the wrists and ankles.

Along the back wall, medical charts pinned in a pattern that almost resembled constellations. Each one with a small red thumbprint in the corner.

Mara stepped forward and picked one up.

> Subject 6: False Memory Conditioning Phase II
Initiated at age 8. Removed from program age 12. Relapse projected.
"Reassigned familial tether: Caleb (fabricated)."



She didn’t drop it so much as release it, like it had suddenly become weightless and wrong in her hand.

Her heart thudded sideways.

Her breath caught. For a second, she wasn’t sure where she was—not just in place, but in time. She felt like a stranger in her own skin.

The silence wrapped around her like gauze.


---

Caleb stepped toward a reel-to-reel recorder. It hissed softly as it played.

> "She’s beginning to question origin. Recommend memory overwrite via sibling reinforcement. If that fails, initiate suppression. Host must not integrate."



The voice wasn’t mechanical.

It was human.

It was his own.

His face didn’t change immediately. It took a second—as if the truth had to echo through bone before it reached him.

Then he staggered a step back.

"That’s not me," he said, too quietly to believe himself.


---

Mara drifted toward the wall. Her fingertips brushed a familiar patch of tile. She didn’t know how she knew, only that she did.

She pressed.

It opened.

Behind it—another room. Smaller. Cramped. Filled with video monitors.

Each screen showed a different room in the house. But not as they were now. As they once were.

In one: Mara at age 10, sitting in a chair, electrodes attached to her scalp.

In another: Caleb, older than he should be, inserting a needle into her neck.

She turned to him. "Do you remember any of this?"

Caleb said nothing.

But his hands had started to tremble. His fingers twitched like they were reaching for a memory that wasn’t his.


---

On the third monitor, a figure stood in the background.

Patient X. No face. No details.

Just the suggestion of a figure. All presence, no definition.

The screen crackled. Words formed on the glass like condensation:

> "IF YOU REMEMBER IT, IT BELONGS TO HIM."



Mara took a step back, chest tightening. She could feel the pressure behind her eyes—like a scream waiting for a mouth.


---

They ran from the room.

Down the hall. Back into the house.

But it wasn’t the house.

The foyer was gone. The front door—missing.

Every window now showed only fog.

The air smelled like antiseptic and ash.


---

In the dining room, the stew basket was back.

Still warm.

Alma Corrick sat at the table, eating slowly. Her face was younger. Her eyes clouded.

"I stitched the mouths of every child who remembered," she said softly.  They still try to scream in their sleep. But all that comes out is thread.

Mara took a step back. "How are you here?"

"I never left. You opened the door."

Caleb looked at Mara. "She’s not real."

Alma turned her head slowly toward him. "Neither are you."

The words hit like a fracture. Mara looked at Caleb, but his expression was unreadable.


---

The lights flickered. The room emptied.

They were alone again.

Only the stew remained—maggots rising in the broth.

The smell turned sweet, then sour. Mara covered her mouth, not from nausea, but recognition.

She’d eaten this before. She knew she had. She just didn’t know when.


---

That night, Mara dreamt of her mother. Not dying—but performing surgery. Quiet. Focused.

The patient was Mara.

And on the other side of the surgical light, assisting her, was Patient X.

> "She’s too full," her mother whispered. "We have to cut her down to who she was."



The scalpel gleamed like it remembered her.

She woke screaming.


---

In the bathroom, the mirror had returned.

But it didn’t show her.

It showed her as a child. Hooked to machines. Eyes wide.

Then the mirror fractured.

The crack curved like a surgical incision.

Blood beaded along the break, though the glass remained dry.


---

Caleb stood at the bottom of the stairs, holding a file.

> Project Echo Protocol: Iteration 5 – Caleb Ellings



The last line read:

> "Synthetic emotional tether successfully implanted. Remove if integration fails."



He dropped the file. Looked at her.

"What are we to each other?"

She didn’t answer.

Couldn’t.

Her throat tightened,
as if a word had once lived there
and been scraped clean.

The weight of every shared memory turned foreign in her chest—
a language she no longer understood.

Was he ever real?
Was she?

The silence between them cracked—
not loud,
but final.

Then the lights above them turned red.

The hum of machines filled the air.

And upstairs, behind the theatre door, someone began to scream.
The house began whispering their names at night.

Not loud. Not urgent. Just repetition.

> “Mara.”
“Caleb.”
“Subject Six.”
“Iteration Five.”




---

They tried writing things down—details, timelines, proof.

Caleb’s handwriting shifted from line to line. By page three, it was identical to Mara’s.

She tried asking him questions only he would know.

> What did you get for your seventh birthday?
Who broke their wrist in gym class?



He gave the wrong answers—confidently. Smiling, like a child proud of a lie he believed.

Later, she found a photo tucked behind a loose floorboard. It showed them as children—together. Sitting on the same hospital bed, hands bandaged.

But that never happened.
They didn’t grow up together.
They never had.

Right?


---

Mara dreamed of Caleb as a baby.

But she was the one holding him. Feeding him. Whispering to him.

When she woke, her arms still ached.

In the hallway, the portrait of their mother had changed. She now stood with two children. One held each hand.

Their faces had been scratched out.


---

The projector turned on again.

This time, it played from a reel neither of them remembered seeing.

> “Integration Trial #2 – Active Merge”



The footage showed Mara walking through the house. Then Caleb. Then both—at the same time, in the same rooms, speaking the same words.

They looked at each other. Reached out.

Their hands passed through.

Then, the film slowed.

Caleb’s face melted into hers. Frame by frame. Lips blurring. Eyes aligning. Hair folding over like celluloid becoming tissue.

A new label appeared on screen:

> Subject One: Self-Looped Identity
“We Were Never Two.”




---

They turned it off.

They sat in silence.

Caleb rubbed his temples. “Did we ever have a house growing up?”

“I don’t think we had a childhood,” Mara whispered.


---

The basement was louder now.

Behind the old surgery theatre, the monitors had multiplied. Each one played different versions of events—some showing Caleb dying as a child. Others, Mara restrained and screaming as an older woman held her hand, whispering “You’ll forget soon. We all do.”

In one monitor, they were conjoined.

Two heads. One body.

Both asleep.


---

Mara reached for Caleb in the hallway. Her fingers went numb on contact.

He turned and smiled.

For a moment—just a breath—his face wasn’t his.

It was hers.


---

Later, Mara found her birth certificate. Folded into the lining of an old medical bag. The ink was smeared. The name read: Caleb Ellings.

Confused, she opened Caleb’s wallet. Found an ID card from undergrad.

The name read: Mara Ellings.


---

They began seeing things at the edges of mirrors. Not faces, but expressions—shared. When Mara smiled, Caleb winced. When Caleb laughed, Mara’s throat closed.

In the kitchen, they found two spoons in the sink. Only one had been used.


---

That night, they heard Patient X for the first time.

A voice—not electronic. Not human.

Something breathless. Like sound passed through fluid.

> “You are not separate.
You are an echo.
A composite.
One dreamed of the other.
Neither dreamed first.”




---

Caleb pressed his forehead against the wall.

The paint peeled. Beneath it: skin.

He pulled away. Fingerprints burned into his temples.


---

Mara vomited up a piece of paper. Folded neatly.

Inside, it read:

> “Last successful merge: 1973.”
“Failure rate increases with self-awareness.”




---

At dawn, they both woke in the same bed.

Neither remembered getting there.

Neither spoke.

Neither knew who had woken first.


---

The front door was gone again.

In its place: a mirror.

It reflected only the house behind them.

And Patient X standing at the top of the stairs.


Chapter Seven - We Were Never Two
The house began whispering their names at night.

Not loud. Not urgent. Just repetition.

> "Mara."
"Caleb."
"Subject Six."
"Iteration Five."




---

They tried writing things down—details, timelines, proof.

They needed anchors. Proof. A breadcrumb trail back to themselves.

But Caleb's handwriting shifted from line to line. By page three, it was identical to Mara's.

She tried asking him questions only he would know.

> What did you get for your seventh birthday?
Who broke their wrist in gym class?



He gave the wrong answers—confidently. Smiling, like a child proud of a lie he believed.

Later, she found a photo tucked behind a loose floorboard. It showed them as children—together. Sitting on the same hospital bed, hands bandaged.

But that never happened.
They didn’t grow up together.
They never had.

Right?


---

Mara dreamed of Caleb as a baby.

But she was the one holding him. Feeding him. Whispering to him.

When she woke, her arms still ached. Her chest felt hollow.

In the hallway, the portrait of their mother had changed. She now stood with two children. One held each hand.

Their faces had been scratched out.


---

The projector turned on again.

This time, it played from a reel neither of them remembered seeing.

> "Integration Trial #2 – Active Merge"



The footage showed Mara walking through the house. Then Caleb. Then both—at the same time, in the same rooms, speaking the same words.

They looked at each other. Reached out.

Their hands passed through.

Then, the film slowed.

Caleb’s face melted into hers. Frame by frame. Lips blurring. Eyes aligning. Hair folding like film melting into flesh.

Like one memory unzipping another.

A new label appeared on screen:

> Subject One: Self-Looped Identity
"We Were Never Two."




---

They turned it off.

They sat in silence.

Caleb rubbed his temples. "Did we ever have a house growing up?"

Mara looked at the floor. Her voice cracked. "I don’t think we had a childhood."


---

The basement was louder now.

Behind the old surgery theatre, the monitors had multiplied. Each one played different versions of events—some showing Caleb dying as a child. Others, Mara restrained and screaming as an older woman held her hand, whispering:

> "You’ll forget soon. We all do."



In one monitor, they were conjoined.

Two heads. One body.

Both asleep.


---

Mara reached for Caleb in the hallway. Her fingers went numb on contact.

He turned and smiled.

For a moment—just a breath—his face wasn’t his.

It was hers.


---

Later, Mara found her birth certificate. Folded into the lining of an old medical bag. Her hands shook as she unfolded it, like the paper itself might scream.

The ink was smeared. The name read: Caleb Ellings.

Her stomach dropped. She felt like she was looking into someone else's skin.

Confused, she opened Caleb’s wallet. Found an ID card from undergrad.

The name read: Mara Ellings.


---

They began seeing things at the edges of mirrors. Not faces, but expressions—shared.

When Mara smiled, Caleb winced.

When Caleb laughed, Mara’s throat closed.

In the kitchen, they found two spoons in the sink. Only one had been used.


---

That night, they heard Patient X for the first time.

A voice—not electronic. Not human.

Something breathless. Like sound passed through fluid.

> "You are not separate.
You are an echo.
A composite.
One dreamed of the other.
Neither dreamed first."



Mara clutched her stomach. Caleb backed into a wall like gravity had changed direction.


---

Caleb pressed his forehead against the wall.

The paint peeled. Beneath it: skin.

He pulled away. Fingerprints burned into his temples. He whimpered, not from pain, but recognition.


---

Mara vomited up a piece of paper. Folded neatly.

Inside, it read:

> "Last successful merge: 1973."
"Failure rate increases with self-awareness."



She couldn’t scream. Her throat refused to open. Her body was still processing what part of her had written it.


---

At dawn, they both woke in the same bed.

Neither remembered getting there.

Neither spoke.

Neither knew who had woken first.

The silence between them felt inhabited.


---

The front door was gone again.

In its place: a mirror.

It reflected only the house behind them.

And Patient X standing at the top of the stairs.

Watching.

Still.

Endless.

Chapter Eight – The Recollection Room

The house was quieter in the morning, but not still. It breathed beneath the floorboards, exhaled through the vents.

Mara followed the scent of antiseptic and dried lavender into the west wing—a place she hadn’t seen in years, or maybe just hadn’t remembered until now.

At the end of a narrow hallway was a door painted the color of old bone. It wasn’t locked. Nothing here ever was. That was the trick.

Inside, the walls were covered in photographs.

Hundreds.

Every one of them was of her.

Different ages. Different versions. Sometimes smiling. Sometimes crying. Sometimes unconscious.

Sometimes watching from behind the frame, as if she had taken the picture herself.

There was no glass over them. Just image and air and the faintest smell of bleach.


---

Caleb arrived minutes later, holding a tray.

“Breakfast,” he said, as if that meant something.

Mara stared at the eggs. They were too white. The yolk too yellow. Like food remembered rather than made.

She took a bite. It tasted like a memory someone else had tried to describe.

“I didn’t think we were still eating,” she said.

He didn’t answer. He sat beside her, chewing slowly. Mechanically.


---

In the far corner of the room sat a leather recliner with restraints folded neatly into its arms.

A silver nameplate on the wall read:

> THE RECOLLECTION ROOM
PROPERTY OF: M. CORRICK
[ACCESS GRANTED: ACTIVE SUBJECT ONLY]



Next to the chair: a metal tray with a needle already loaded.

Mara didn’t touch it. She didn’t have to.

Her body remembered. Her arms itched with phantom punctures. Her teeth ached like they had bit down on leather once. Or maybe still did.

She sat down. The chair folded around her like it had missed her.


---

A projector in the ceiling hummed to life.

> SUBJECT SIX: DEEP RETRIEVAL INITIATED



Clips played. Out of order. Without sound.

Mara in a field, digging holes.
Mara in a classroom, screaming at nothing.
Mara kissing a girl whose face had been blurred.
Mara slapping Caleb. Then hugging him. Then disappearing into his body.

One frame lingered longer than the rest.

It showed her as a child, standing in a doorway, her hands covered in blood.

Behind her, a woman lay still in a hospital bed. Hooked to tubes. One eye open.

Mara pressed her hand to the screen.

It wasn’t the blood that made her hand shake—it was the feeling that she’d been seen from the inside. Like the film had filmed her thoughts, not her body.

The image didn’t change. But something inside her chest did.


---

Caleb stood now. “I think this is where we lose ourselves,” he said. “Where they put the worst ones.”

Mara looked at him.

His pupils weren’t the same size.

One was shrinking. The other dilated, wide and still.

“You’ve been in the chair too,” she said.

He nodded. “I think we both volunteered. I just don’t remember why.”


---

That night, the house let them sleep.

Not restfully. But enough to bleed the edges off the day.

Mara dreamed of a door at the bottom of a well. She climbed down, rung by rusted rung, until the water reached her lips. The door opened. Inside it: herself.

Not younger. Not older.

Just awake.

> “You’ll remember what you need. And you’ll forget what you have to.”




---

She woke to a sharp pain in her temple.

A bandage was wrapped around her head.

Caleb sat beside her, eyes vacant.

“I had to,” he whispered. “It was going to get in.”

She reached up slowly. Her fingers brushed tape, gauze... and something hard beneath.

It pulsed faintly, like a thought waiting to be hers.


---

In the mirror, she looked the same.

But when she turned her head, she caught the glint of metal at her hairline.


---

That morning, she found her name scratched into the back of the recollection chair.

Not carved with a knife.

Etched like a birthmark, rising from the leather.

> MARA CORRICK – SUBJECT SIX



The lettering pulsed faintly.

As if waiting for her to sit again.


---

Caleb didn’t speak that day.

He walked in loops through the west wing, hands twitching. At one point he stared at his own reflection for ten full minutes.

Then he whispered, “There’s someone else in me.”

Mara didn’t respond.

Because she had felt it too.

Not possession.

Something deeper.

Like being a room someone else had once lived in—and left traces.


---

That night, she carved her name into her arm.

Not out of pain.

Out of proof.

She needed to see it somewhere they couldn’t erase.

Blood rose. Warm and slow.

Not red.

Silver.


---

The recollection room was locked the next morning.

The door had grown bones.

And the chair on the other side was still humming.

Waiting.

And beneath the hum, it whispered her name. Over and over—like it was trying to remember her too.


Chapter Nine - Inheritance

The tank ruptured in the night.

It didn’t explode. It didn’t spill.

It wept.

A slow drip of thick, reddish fluid seeped from the base, puddling on the tile. It pulsed with each drop, like a living vein had been opened.

Mara found it first. She crouched down, touched the liquid.

It was warm. Too warm.

> “He’s bleeding into us,” she whispered.
“And we’re letting him.”




---

Caleb didn’t sleep that night. The house no longer allowed sleep.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Jonas. Not in flashes—but in full memories. Playing with blocks in a hospital room. Holding Sybil’s hand as she marked charts. Screaming while his limbs were restrained during a “mapping procedure.”

He woke up on the floor, arms tucked around himself.

A child’s voice whispered from the vent:

> “You borrowed what I was.
Now you owe it back.”



Caleb blinked hard, like memory was a splinter pushing outward. He didn’t remember these moments—he inhabited them.


---

Mara wandered into the library and found a journal that hadn’t been there before.

It was labeled Property of Jonas Ellings.

Inside: drawings. Not medical.

Childish. Messy.

But the subjects weren’t. They were of her and Caleb.

> Mara holding a scalpel.
Caleb sitting in a chair with wires in his arms.
A house—bleeding.



On the last page:

> “If I forget enough, they can use what’s left.”



Mara traced the words with her finger. They felt more like a prophecy than a confession.


---

The walls began flickering with film stills. Not actual reels—just flashes. Like the house was trying to project memories directly onto its surface.

Mara turned a corner and saw herself—age five—opening a Christmas gift.

But she didn’t remember it. Because it wasn’t hers.

It was Jonas’s.

The boy in the memory turned and looked at her.

> “You liked the train,” he said.



Then the wall went blank.


---

They found the surgical theatre again.

This time, there were three gurneys.

Each with a nameplate:

> MARA
CALEB
JONAS



Each with restraints. Each already occupied—by blurred forms, twitching slightly beneath blood-stained sheets.

They backed out. They didn’t speak. They didn’t scream.

The screaming was coming from the walls now.


---

That evening, the intercom crackled.

Jonas’s voice emerged, no longer childlike.

> “You were shaped from my scar.
You are not whole.
You are what the house made to keep me sleeping.”




---

Caleb snapped.

He tore down all the charts in the archive room. Screamed at the vents. Smashed the old projector.

But when he looked in the mirror—he saw Jonas.

Same jawline. Same eyes. Same vacant ache.

He whispered:

> “Am I him?”



And the mirror answered:

> “You’re what was salvaged.”




---

Mara sat in the theatre room, hands clasped in her lap.

The overhead light turned on by itself.

The monitor blinked on. A message rolled across the screen:

> “Subject 6 unstable. Transfer integrity compromised.”
“Prepare host for replacement.”



She looked down at her own hands.

They didn’t feel like hers anymore.

Not entirely.


---

Later, she found Caleb in the kitchen. He was eating stew.

The same stew from weeks ago. Untouched. Molded. Reeking.

His hands moved mechanically, eyes empty.

“Stop,” she said.

He didn’t.

So she slapped the bowl from his hands.

He blinked.

Then wept.

> “I don’t know what I’m made of anymore.”



He chewed like it was penance. Like eating what had rotted would make something inside him clean.


---

That night, they woke in the red door room.

The door had returned.

This time, it was open.

Inside: a crib.

A nameplate above it: Jonas Ellings

A recording played on loop: Sybil’s voice, singing an old lullaby.

Then:

> “We’ll try again. This one failed.”
“We’ll try twins next time.”



Mara turned to Caleb, trembling. “We’re… his do-over.”

Her breath caught like it hit a wall inside her chest that had never been hers to begin with.

He shook his head, face wet with tears.

“No,” he whispered. “We’re his inheritance.”


Chapter Ten – The Houses first child
The crib was gone by morning.
In its place: a metal tray.
Surgical.
Sterile.
On it lay a scalpel, a pair of forceps, and something wrapped in soaked gauze. It pulsed, faintly.
They didn’t unwrap it. They didn’t need to.
They both felt it beating in their own chests.

The house had stopped trying to pretend.
It no longer flickered its changes in shadows or buried them in dreams.
Now the walls were flesh—spongy and warm. The floor groaned like ribs grinding under pressure. The doorframes bled if they touched them too long.
Mara tried to find the foyer again.
Instead, she found the operating theatre.
Always the theatre.

The gurneys had multiplied.
Dozens now. All labeled. All empty.
Except one.
Jonas.
Or something shaped like him.
Strapped down. Breathing raggedly. But his skin was glassy, translucent. Like he was never made to hold this long.
His eyes were open.
And they followed her.
“You owe me,” he whispered.
“You took the pieces that still wanted to scream.”

Caleb broke first.
He stood at the basement sink, scrubbing his arms raw. His reflection in the water shifted.
It smiled.
He didn’t.
The voice came through the drain:
“You were the cleaner version. But I remember everything.”
He backed away. Slipped. Hit the ground. When he stood, his palms were cut open.
Inside the cuts: something metallic.
Small. Sharp. Surgical.
He didn’t scream. He just watched, fascinated, as the truth rose like a memory with teeth.

Mara returned to the genealogical room.
She found a new file.
Not paper. Flesh.
A square of skin pinned to a corkboard, inked with names.
Jonas – 1972
Mara – 1986
Caleb – 1986
But next to Mara’s name, an annotation:
"Host cavity formed from spinal cord residue. Subject displays emotional residue traceable to Original."
Mara’s throat clenched. It wasn’t disgust. It was grief—because part of her agreed. She didn’t feel real. Not all the way.
She turned.
The wall behind her had grown a mouth.
Wet. Gaping.
Breathing.
It whispered:
“Say goodbye to who you borrowed.”

She ran.
The hallway led to the nursery again.
Only now, the mobile above the crib spun violently. Each hanging charm was a surgical instrument—scalpel, retractor, rib-spreader.
In the crib: nothing. Only a mirror.
She looked.
Jonas stared back.

Caleb began to write compulsively.
He filled six notebooks with diagrams, not knowing what he was drawing.
Brain slices. Optical nerves. The human spine unspooling like a question.
On the final page, he wrote:
“It’s not the disease that passes down. It’s the grief.”
“He was the wound. We are the scar.”
Then he tore the pages out and burned them. But the ashes stayed cold.

That night, the lights failed completely.
Mara woke with something pressing against her chest.
Not weight. Not air.
Memory.
She saw Sybil’s face above her—older, broken. Whispering over an infant incubator:
“He couldn’t carry it. So we split it.”
It wasn’t her memory. But she couldn’t unsee it.

Patient X entered the house fully at 3:33 a.m.
He did not use the door.
He stepped through the wall like it remembered his shape.
Skin hung loosely from his frame. Eyes like mirrors turned inward. Bones visible through translucent flesh.
He didn’t speak.
He screamed.
A noise of violation. Of betrayal. Of memory dragged too far through time to stay sane.
Mara collapsed.
Caleb convulsed.
The house moaned with them.

They awoke on gurneys. Again.
Not bound—but unable to move.
Above them: surgical lights.
Beside them: a third gurney.
Jonas. Awake now.
And grinning.
“Let’s put me back together.”





Chapter Eleven – What Was Taken
Mara woke to the hum of machines.



She couldn’t move, but she wasn’t strapped down.

Her body obeyed—but slowly. Like it remembered being someone else first.



To her left, Caleb sat slumped in a wheelchair. His eyes open. Blinking. But vacant.



To her right, Jonas stood. Awake. Alive.

Or some version of those things.



His skin still shimmered like old film stock.

Flickering between states. Sometimes a boy. Sometimes a man.

Always watching.



· “Do you know what they took from me?” he asked.













Caleb stirred. His voice was dry.



“Everything.”



Jonas smiled. “Not everything. They left me the house.”



He gestured to the walls. They pulsed now—alive, breathing like lungs.

Mara could hear them whisper.



“Subject One… Subject Six… Return.”









Jonas circled the gurney. No rush. No cruelty. Just inevitability.



“I was born remembering things,” he said. “That was the problem. I remembered everything. Every pain, every lie Sybil whispered to get me to stop screaming. Every scalp incision. Every failed merge.”



He touched Mara’s face. She flinched.



· “You only exist because I fractured.”













The house began to shift around them.



The doors unhinged, spinning slowly in place.

Portraits melted. X-rays bled into the wallpaper.



They weren’t in Greymire anymore.



They were inside Jonas.



Or what was left of him.









Caleb stood. Staggered toward Jonas. His steps were uneven, body glitching—jerking like a scratched tape.



· “If we’re copies,” he rasped, “then we don’t owe you anything.”







Jonas turned.



“You’re not copies,” he said softly. “You’re the scraps. And scraps return to the source.”









Mara fled the room.



But the house wouldn’t let her go far.



Each door led to a memory:



Her mother’s voice in the nursery, calling a name she didn’t recognize.



A blood-slick surgical suite where she was both the patient and the surgeon.



A hallway that never ended, lined with beds. Each occupied by herself.





She screamed.



And the beds screamed back.









Jonas’s voice echoed through the vents.



· “They broke me into memory and molded you into flesh.

But pieces of me are still inside you.

Let me come home.”












In the genealogical wing, Mara found a terminal.



On its screen: three profiles.



Jonas Ellings – Primary Host (Failed)

Caleb Ellings – Emotional Stabilizer

Mara Ellings – Memory Carrier



She stared.



She knew.



They weren’t born.

They were assembled.








She returned to the operating theatre.



Jonas was there, arms open. Waiting.



· “One merge. That’s all it takes. I remember enough now. I can make us whole.”







But whole meant gone.



It meant surrendering her own grief, her own pain, her own self.








Caleb raised a scalpel.



“I won’t let you rewrite us,” he said.



Jonas turned—just slightly—and for the first time, he looked afraid.



· “You can’t sever what was made from blood.”







· “No,” Caleb said. “But we can cauterize it.”












They ran together.



Back to the tank where Jonas had slept.



It was empty now—but the fluid inside still pulsed.



Caleb grabbed the cords. Mara opened the valves.



Jonas screamed from somewhere not in the room but in the walls themselves.



· “I AM YOUR ORIGIN.”

“I AM WHAT YOU STOLE.”

“I AM—”







They pulled the final lever.



The tank roared.



And the walls of the house collapsed inward.








They woke beneath rubble.



No Jonas.

No theatre.

Just silence.



Mara reached out and gripped Caleb’s hand.



It was warm. Real.



· “What are we now?” she whispered.







· “Not him,” Caleb said. “And maybe that’s enough.”







Chapter Twelve – The Residue

Mara’s fingernails began falling off on the third morning.

They didn’t bleed. They didn’t hurt.

They simply lifted—like old tape—revealing new nails underneath. Paler. Smooth. With thin black tracing marks curling from the cuticle like printed circuitry.

She hid them from Caleb at first.
But when she found the same markings curling across his back—almost like vein-mapped glyphs—she knew the severing hadn’t worked completely.

> “It’s not over,” she whispered. “It’s in us.”




---

Caleb couldn’t sleep anymore.

When he tried, his eyes would close—but his body would keep moving.
He woke standing over Mara twice, hands twitching at her throat, whispering things he couldn’t remember learning.

> “What did I say to you last night?”
“It wasn’t your voice,” she answered.




---

The house began growing again.

It started with the closets.

They deepened. Rearranged themselves. Began pulsing at night—soft, like breathing.

Mara opened one and found her own organs, suspended in fluid-filled glass jars.

Labeled. Preserved.

> “Memory Storage – Subject Six”
“Emotional Filtration – Caleb Ellings”



She didn’t scream.
She couldn’t.
Her throat had changed.


---

Her heartbeat no longer matched her pulse.

She measured it—again and again. Wrist, neck, ankle.

Each beat was one note behind the other.
Two separate rhythms.

Like someone else was sharing her circulatory system.
Waiting.


---

Caleb began hearing static.

Not in his ears. In his joints.

Every step popped. Every breath carried a mechanical lag.
He pressed a stethoscope to his chest.

And heard whispers.

> “Version five… integrity low… suggest reconfiguration…”




---

Mara’s skin began shedding in small flakes. Not dryness. Not rash.

Data.

Microscopic fragments. She examined one under the old study microscope.

It was binary.

A code made of skin.

She ran it through the house terminal.

The screen lit up with a message:

> “SEED RESTORED.”




---

Caleb vomited up a tooth.

Not one of his.

He could tell.

It was too long. Still warm. Still bloody.

It had a tiny barcode etched into the root.

They scanned it.

> “Prototype 0.2 – Emotional Anchor Host. Status: REBUILD IN PROGRESS.”




---

They weren’t healing.

They were changing.


---

That night, Mara tried to cut into her arm to remove one of the glyphs.

But beneath the skin, she didn’t bleed.

She leaked celluloid.
Strips of medical tape.
Old film reel.
Still frames of her own face—screaming.


---

Caleb heard a child crying through the vent.

Not Jonas.

Another.

New.

The hallway grew longer. Inside a repopulated nursery, they found a cradle.

Inside: a fetus.
Formless.
Still growing.

It had two faces—Mara and Caleb overlaid like a glitch.

A monitor read:

> “VERSION 7 – ACCELERATED HOST SYNTHESIS”
“DO NOT INTERRUPT DEVELOPMENT.”



They ran.

But the cradle followed.


---

Outside, the sky had folded in on itself.

No horizon.

Just the inside of an MRI scan—looped, spinning slowly.
Fragments of the house floating through it.


---

In the final room, they found a mirror again.

But this time, it didn’t show them.

It showed Jonas—alone, still, eyes open—inside Mara’s chest cavity.

Smiling.

> “You cut me out,” he whispered. “But you bled me into you first.”




---

Caleb touched his stomach.
It pulsed back.

Not pain—recognition.

Then he collapsed.

His breath came in static bursts.

> “We’re not infected,” he gasped. “We’re… incubating.”




---

Mara stared at her reflection.

Her pupils had become black reels.
Spinning silently.

> “We severed the body,” she said. “But not the memory.”



And somewhere in the belly of the house, a scalpel dropped into a sterile tray—
like punctuation at the end of a sentence already written.


Chapter Thirteen – The Other Us

The first clone was asleep when they found it.

In the old hydrotherapy chamber, submerged in viscous fluid.

Pale skin. Closed eyes. Perfectly still.

But its fingertips twitched when Mara leaned in.

She recoiled.

Caleb didn’t.

· “It’s me,” he whispered. “It’s what I would’ve been if I never left here.”



The clone opened its eyes.

And smiled.




They fled the chamber. Sealed the door.

But they could hear it breathing behind the walls—slow, even. Measured.

A heart with no memory. No guilt.

Just function.




Later, they discovered a preservation wing that hadn’t existed before.

Four operating tables.

On three: failed versions.

One with a shattered chest, pulsing erratically.

One with a scalp but no face.

One still moving, whispering Jonas’s name in a wet, broken voice.

The fourth table was empty.

Above it, a placard:

· “Awaiting Subject 6 Reprint.”






Mara’s gums had started bleeding again.

But the blood wasn’t red.

It was grey—with fragments of dental wax. Like the mouth remembered being molded.

She pulled a molar loose.

Inside was a tiny speaker.

It hissed.

Then whispered:

· “This version is unstable. Attempting overwrite.”



She crushed it beneath her heel.




Caleb stopped drinking water.

Every time he did, his body tried to drown itself.

He would choke. Collapse. Spit up medical tubing.

He opened his mouth one night, and a recording played from the back of his throat:

· “Subject 5 corrupted. Preparing replication.”






They tried to destroy the lab.

Fire didn’t work.

The walls bled. The air filled with the smell of burning hair and iodine.

One clone screamed—not in pain—but in recognition.

· “Don’t you want to be perfect?” it begged.
“We were almost whole.”






Mara found a version of herself in the hallway.

Naked. Still. Unblinking.

It didn’t move when she did.

It just wept.

Then it whispered:

· “You’re the copy.”



And dissolved into static.




They began wearing gloves, afraid of touching the walls.

Everything in the house had become conductive.

Every contact triggered a pulse—a signal sent deep into the foundation.

A voice would respond:

· “VERSION 8: REWRITE AUTHORIZED.”
“BEGIN DUPLICATION.”






The duplicates evolved.

One attacked Caleb.

It moved like him. Fought like him. Knew his thoughts before he did.

He only won because Mara burned the footage of its birth.

Without its memory, it collapsed—like film stripped from the reel.




They made a plan.

Find the source. Destroy the replication system.

They traced the signal to a room behind the morgue.

Inside: a growth tank. Veins fed into it from every wall.

Suspended inside: a fetus.

It opened its eyes.

Mara screamed.

It had her mouth.

And Caleb’s eyes.

And Jonas’s voice.

· “You can’t destroy what remembers itself.”






They shattered the tank.

Fluid exploded, hissing across the floor.

The fetus dissolved like ash soaked in bleach.

For a moment, the walls screamed—a sound like metal folding through bone.

Then silence.




They returned to their room.

Found their beds filled with blood.

Not red.

Identical to their own.

Labeled. Bagged. Tagged for reuse.



At 3:00 a.m., Mara dreamed of being born again.

Only this time, she screamed with Jonas’s voice.

And the doctor leaned in close and whispered:

· “Try again. We’ll get it right this time.”



Chapter Fourteen - The Clock That Bled

The hallway clocks stopped at 3:33 a.m.

Every single one.

Except the one in Mara’s chest.

She felt it: a ticking just under her sternum. Off-tempo. Wrong.


---

In the morgue wing, the calendar ran backward.

Each day flipped in reverse, shedding dust and ink until it read:
June 12, 1981 – Admittance: Isaac Durham, 43M, Acute Identity Dissociation

Mara ran her fingers along the edge of the page.
Blood soaked up from the paper.


---

Caleb opened the observation room door.

Inside sat a man in a hospital gown, motionless.

His back was to them.

The monitor above his head still worked. It blinked with one word:
“Durham.”

Caleb stepped closer.

The man turned.

He had no mouth—just a red line of stitched flesh.

But his eyes were wide. Pleading.

And in his hands: a torn photo. Three children.
Mara. Caleb. And a third. Unlabeled.


---

Caleb whispered, “That’s Jonas.”

The man began convulsing. Static filled the intercom.

Then one word crackled through:

> “Unmake.”



And the room reset—blinking back into emptiness.


---

Mara found Clara Rehm’s name etched into the floor beneath her bed.

She traced the carving and felt warmth—like touching a memory not her own.

Suddenly: flashes.

An operating room filled with sunlight.

Clara sobbing, refusing anesthesia.

A surgeon whispering, “We’re mapping your empathy. Don’t fight it.”


Mara fell to her knees.

> “They stole her feelings,” she gasped. “Put them in me.”




---

The house had always been the machine, she realized.

And the patients were its code.


---

In the deepest wing of the lower floor, they found a chamber marked “Boone: Sectioned”

Inside: an iron lung. Still active.

Beside it: journals.

> “He remembers too much. He dreams in screams. Jonas's imprint took root. We shouldn’t have used him.” – Sybil E.



A final note scrawled in blood:

> “If you find me, I’m still dreaming. Please end it.”




---

Caleb pulled open the machine.

Inside: a man, barely human. Veins like tangled wires. Skull lopsided. Tongue cut out.

He opened his eyes.

And in Jonas’s voice, he said:

> “They tried to make me forget by giving me someone else’s pain.”



Then flatlined.


---

That night, Mara heard crying from the vent above her bed.

She climbed onto the desk and peered in.

A girl stared back.

Pale, with bandaged arms. Bloodied hair.
A name tag on her neck: Clara.

She didn’t speak.

But Mara felt her thoughts like static behind her eyes:

> “She made us sleep so she could make new children.”




---

Rooms began appearing and vanishing. Time curled in on itself.

Mara found herself in the old waiting room—but as a child.

Reading her own intake form:

> “Subject 6: Admitted by Sybil Ellings. Memory implant successful. Emotional response… inconclusive.”



Then the pen in her hand wrote a name she didn’t know she knew:

> Isaac.




---

Caleb wandered into the film reel room.

It played on its own.

Flickering faces: Boone. Clara. Isaac. Others.

Then: Jonas.
Then: Mara.
Then: Mara again, but smiling differently. Wearing Clara’s face.


---

Mara sat in the corridor outside the genetic wing.

Her skin peeled in quiet flakes again—each one forming letters.

She caught one.

It read:

> “You are a thread, not a person.”



She wept.

Not because it was false.
But because it explained everything.


---

The house quieted near midnight.

Then every intercom crackled on.

Voices—many. Layered. Fused.

Clara, Isaac, Boone. Jonas.

All whispering the same word:

> “Remember.”





Chapter Fifteen - The Memory Chamber

The house had grown a pulse.

Not metaphor.

Not metaphorical.

Mara pressed her hand to the west wall and felt it: rhythmic, shallow, arrhythmic.

A heartbeat.
But not hers.

And not Jonas’s.

> “The house is remembering,” she whispered.
“Through us.”




---

Caleb's hair began falling out in thick clumps.

His teeth loosened. Not from decay, but from rejection.

> “My body’s not sure it’s mine anymore,” he said.



He didn’t cry.

Instead, he tore open his old medical chart and discovered a name he’d never seen before:

“Caleb Boone-Rehm. Hybrid Prototype Attempt – Failed.”

He stared at it for a long time.

Then whispered:

> “I was a patchwork all along.”




---

They discovered the Memory Chamber through the old trauma records hallway.

No door. Just a fissure in the plaster.

Inside: a single slab and twelve body-sized alcoves in the walls.

Each alcove held an imprint—skin-oil shadows where someone had laid for too long.

Names carved beneath each one:

ISAAC

CLARA

BOONE

…and others, half-erased.


The thirteenth alcove was blank.

Waiting.


---

Mara lay down in Clara’s imprint.

The room exhaled.

And she was no longer herself.

She was Clara, strapped to a table. Screaming.
Sybil stood over her, syringe in hand.
Jonas watched from the observation window—blank-faced, five years old.

> “She told me I’d feel everything for everyone else,” Clara whispered.



Mara sat up, gasping.

The smell of antiseptic still on her skin.


---

Caleb entered Boone’s alcove.

His vision flickered.

He stood in a classroom, wearing someone else’s body.

Jonas, now eleven, laughed from a screen.
Caleb’s—no, Boone’s—hands trembled as he tried to write his own name and failed.

Static filled his brain. Every memory overwritten by someone else’s.

> “You’re the storage unit,” a voice had said.
“Let him move through you.”




---

They left the chamber broken.

But it followed them.

The next morning, Mara awoke with a stitched scar across her abdomen.

Inside: a strip of film.

She unraveled it.

It showed her, as Clara, dying on a gurney.

Mouth open. Screaming.

Then smiling.

> “Thank you for remembering me,” Clara whispered from the reel.




---

Caleb’s ears bled that night.

When Mara cleaned them, she found a shard of plastic.

A hospital ID badge embedded in his canal.

ISAAC DURHAM, OBSERVATION WING, LEVEL -3

It wasn’t a hallucination.

It was real.

He held it in his shaking hand.


---

Every hour, a new echo surfaced.

The sound of Samuel Boone humming his childhood hymn through the pipes.

The smell of Clara’s rose lotion in the vents.

Isaac’s blood pressure cuff tightening around Mara’s wrist in her sleep.


> “We are being rethreaded,” Caleb said.
“By ghosts who still think they’re patients.”




---

They tried to destroy the Memory Chamber.

Burned it.

Smashed the walls.

But the house laughed.

Or maybe it wept.

Because when they returned to their rooms, the chamber was there.

Inside the closet.

The alcoves pulsing.

And the thirteenth one… full.

With Mara.


---

Except she was still standing outside it.

Watching herself lie still.

Chest rising.

Eyes open.

Mouth whispering one word:

> “Stay.”





Chapter Sixteen - The Versions

The clocks had melted.

Not figuratively.

The hands curled inward like scorched petals.
Glass turned soft. Time slipped.

And still, the house whispered:

> “Try again.”




---

Mara stood in the nursery.

But it wasn’t the same one.

This one smelled of talc and sunlight.
The cradle was hand-carved. The window open.

A woman hummed nearby—her voice unfamiliar but maternal.

When Mara looked down, she saw a different baby in her arms.

Not her. Not Caleb.
But something closer to perfect.

Then the scene blinked.

And she stood alone again.

Cradle rotted. Wind howling.
A splintered mobile turned violently above her head, one charm missing.


---

Caleb walked into a version of his childhood room.

The posters were right. The bed was small. The desk still bore his initials.

But the mirror wouldn’t reflect him.

Instead, it showed Jonas, dressed in Caleb’s clothes, practicing his voice.

> “I almost was you,” the reflection said.
“But she made the cut deeper.”



Caleb punched the glass.
It bled.

Not his blood. But ink.


---

They awoke together in a third version of the house.

This one was peaceful. Clean. Sunlit.

Family photos lined the walls. Mara in graduation robes. Caleb laughing beside her.

But their faces were wrong.
Just slightly.

Too symmetrical.
Too… resolved.

Mara picked up a photo.

The frame hissed and burned her hand.

The picture faded to black.

The house spoke:

> “That version failed. Returning you to primary timeline.”




---

They jolted upright—back in the thirteenth alcove.

The Mara inside it still lay perfectly still.
But her eyes followed them now.


---

The time distortion worsened.

They found versions of themselves:

Alone and aged, trapped in locked rooms.

Running surgeries. Injecting each other with Jonas’s blood.

Silent. Smiling. Hollow-eyed.


One version of Mara sat in a wheelchair humming the same tune from the original film reel.
She wore a hospital gown that read:

> “VER. 6 – M.EMULATOR // Status: Rejected”




---

Caleb began glitching.

He would start a sentence in one room and finish it in another.

His body shivered as if buffering.

> “They’re syncing me,” he whispered.
“I’m being merged with a better version.”



Mara grabbed his hand.

It passed through hers for a moment—his skin flickering like old tape.


---

They tried to flee the east wing.

But the hallway stretched endlessly, and at each door they opened:

> A version of the house
A version of themselves
A version of their failure



In one, Sybil stood waiting.

She wasn’t old anymore.
She was ageless.

She held a clipboard and said:

> “We got it right. You’re the only version that didn’t die screaming.”



Then vanished.


---

They entered the medical records archive.

Only it had become a museum of memory.

Each file pulsed. Breathed.

Every patient had a plaque.

Isaac. Clara. Boone.

And beneath them: Mara. Caleb. Jonas. X.

> “Final stage,” read the caption.
“Awaiting reintegration.”




---

In the center of the room: a glass pod.

Inside: Thirteenth Mara. Awake. Breathing.

And now—standing.

She stepped out. Identical in appearance. But wrong in movement.

Every motion exact. Deliberate. Like she'd rehearsed them in silence.

> “You were a first draft,” she said.
“I’m the release version.”




---

Caleb backed away.

“I don’t want to be rewritten,” he said.

The clone smiled. “You already were. Every time you closed your eyes in here.”


---

Mara lunged forward and slammed her duplicate into the pod.

It shattered.

The clone grinned through broken teeth.

Then vanished—flickering into light.


---

They ran.

But the house did not give chase.

It simply rearranged itself.

And whispered:

> “There is only one ending that holds.”





Chapter Seventeen - The Composite

The house had gone quiet.

Not empty.

Not dead.

Just… listening.

Mara felt it every time she moved. The floorboards creaked in the shape of her footsteps.
The air adjusted for her breath.
The walls remembered where her hands had trembled.

> “It’s not hunting us anymore,” Caleb said.
“It’s waiting.”




---

They returned to the composite wing.

A place once sealed—now open.

Its walls were white, sterile, humming gently like a wound trying to close.

In the center: a slab.

On it: a humanoid form. Half-complete.

Its skin unfinished. Veins glowing faintly beneath translucent tissue.

It had Mara’s jaw. Caleb’s eyes. Jonas’s brow.

And it was breathing.


---

> “This is what it wanted all along,” Mara whispered.
“Not us. Just… the version of us that obeys.”




---

Monitors lined the far wall.

Each displayed a life they could have lived:

Mara, a surgeon.

Caleb, a writer.

Both of them parents.

Or alone.

Or institutionalized.

Or dead.


Under each screen: a percentage.

“Composite Viability: 84%... 91%... 96%...”

Then one clicked to 100%.


---

A voice crackled through the chamber.

Feminine. Familiar.

> “Congratulations, Subject 6. Integration is ready.”



Sybil.

But… not alive.

Just her memory—coded into the house’s breath.


---

Mara stumbled back as her skin flushed with heat.

Her fingertips glowed briefly—like film under flame.

She felt it again: the house asking not for blood or obedience—
but permission.


---

In the next chamber, they found the Observation Pool.

Glass floor. Fluid below. Organisms moving like thoughts with teeth.

And hundreds of other failed composites.

Some weeping.

Some singing.

Some simply… waiting.

One looked up.

It had Mara’s mouth.

And it spoke:

> “You are the version I dreamt of becoming.”



Then began to drown.


---

Caleb tried to shatter the glass.

It wouldn’t break.

He turned to Mara.

> “We destroy the core. We erase the archive. We leave.”



But Mara wasn’t looking at him.

She was staring at her hands.

> “What if I’m the best version of everyone else?” she said softly.
“What if this is what I was for?”



Caleb froze.

> “Don’t say that.”




---

The walls pulsed again.

Images projected in blood across the floor.

Jonas. Clara. Boone. Isaac.

Their screams slowed. Their eyes softened.

They all whispered:

> “She made it worth it.”



> “She’s the final one.”



> “She can carry us all.”




---

Mara dropped to her knees.

Tears fell—but they were warm, viscous.
Not hers.

Someone else’s sorrow running through her face.


---

Caleb reached for her.

> “Please. Don’t let this place decide who you are.”



But the house responded first:

> “We didn’t decide.
We assembled.
You are the answer.”




---

A burst of light struck the slab.

The composite sat up.

It turned to Mara.

And smiled.

Not cruel.

Not empty.

But deeply familiar.

Like someone she’d always been missing.

> “We can leave together,” it said.
“Not as fragments. But as one.”




---

Mara stepped forward.

The lights flickered.

And in that flicker, Caleb saw her glitch.

One frame missing.

One foot not hers.


---

He shouted. Shook her.

> “You're not a vessel. You’re a person!”



> “What’s the difference?” she whispered.




---

The house opened a new door.

Inside: a womb of memory.

A machine. A chair. An invitation.

A final merge.


---

Mara turned to him.

> “What if this is how we make them whole?
What if it ends with me?”





Chapter Eighteen - Inheritance

The merge room pulsed like a womb.

Warm. Red. Breathing.

Mara stood in the center, her body lit from within, as if backlit by memory.
She wasn’t crying.
She was calm.

> “It doesn’t hurt,” she said softly. “It feels like being forgiven.”




---

Caleb lunged for her.

The floor collapsed beneath him.

He fell not into space, but into time.


---

He landed hard on a surgical table.

Lights blinding. Straps tightening.

Sybil’s voice echoed through a speaker:

> “Begin transfer. Host is ready.”



He screamed.

Not from fear.

From impact.

The first wave hit him:

—Isaac’s final seizure.

His mind flooding with foreign names and the memory of being split in thirds.

—Clara’s dreamless sleep.

Waking up with a stranger’s grief already embedded in her spinal cord.

—Boone’s failed merge.

The cold tube forced into his throat. His teeth crushed trying to scream.


---

The memories weren’t shown to him.
They were wired into him.

His joints locked.

His spine arched.

His pulse spiked and split into two rhythms.


---

The house whispered:

> “You would not accept the composite.
So we gave you the cost.”




---

Each breath became someone else’s last.

Each blink played a reel of agony.

Each heartbeat stole a year from his life.


---

In the archive corridor, monitors blinked:

“CALIBRATION: CALEB HOST – 42% CAPACITY”
“EMOTIONAL BARRIER COMPROMISED”
“PAIN INDEX: UNMANAGEABLE. PROCEEDING.”


---

His skin split.

Not with blood, but with ink.

Black script formed on his chest: initials, dates, pulses of trauma.

Each a patient.

Each a sacrifice.


---

Back in the merge chamber, Mara turned.

Eyes glowing now—golden and hollow.

> “Caleb?” she asked.



But her voice was warped.

As though several voices echoed beneath it.


---

He stumbled in.

Broken. Staggering.
His spine a question mark of pain.

> “You don’t understand,” he gasped.
“It’s not peace. It’s a purge.”




---

Mara stepped toward him.

The composite followed.

Now whole.

Now walking.

Its hand brushed her shoulder.

And for a moment, Caleb saw his mother’s face reflected in it.

Or was it Sybil’s?

Or Jonas’s?

Or all three?


---

The walls began to bleed.

The ceiling shook.

Somewhere, a siren screamed—not a warning, but a mourning.


---

Caleb fell to his knees.

His body began recording.

Tiny red lights embedded in his fingertips flicked on.

A voice from within him crackled:

> “HOST HAS ABSORBED TOO MANY REELS.”
“PREPARE FOR FINAL CASCADE.”




---

He looked up at Mara.

> “You were never broken,” he said.
“You were just unfinished.”



> “And you?” she asked.



> “I’m what they used to make you.”




---

The chamber doors locked.

The lights dimmed.

A final message echoed through the house:

> “Only one version survives.
Choose.”





Chapter Twenty

The Bloodline

The house had gone red.

Not painted.

Not burned.

But saturated—every wall pulsing with oxygenated sorrow.
Veins pulsed just beneath the plaster.

And at the center, Jonas waited.


---

He wasn’t screaming.

He wasn’t decayed.

He was beautiful.

Perfect skin. Unblemished eyes.
His mouth formed a slow smile that wasn’t quite human anymore.

> “You made it back to me,” he said softly.



Mara stepped forward.

Caleb leaned against the wall, barely upright.

> “What are you?” he asked.



> “I’m what’s left,” Jonas replied.




---

He stepped out of the light.

And they saw the truth.

His body was patched together from them.

Caleb’s spine curled under his back like an unused tail.

Mara’s fingers twitched beneath his skin, trapped in a second layer.

Boone’s eye blinked from behind Jonas’s own.


> “The house couldn’t forget me,” he whispered.
“So it turned me into the vessel for remembering everything else.”




---

Mara shook her head.

> “You were our brother.”



> “Was,” Jonas corrected.
“Now I’m what Sybil hoped you’d become. And what she feared you would.”




---

The irony was almost holy.

Patient X was not the first experiment. He was the foundation.

Every room. Every scream. Every failure—built from Jonas’s agony.


---

Caleb stepped forward.

> “You let them use you.”



> “I was them,” Jonas said, eyes wild with something close to grief.
“I became the grief so you wouldn’t have to.”




---

He reached into his chest—literally—and pulled free a reel.

It pulsed like a dying heart.

> “This is all of me.
If you merge, you’ll carry it forever.
If you destroy it, the house dies. And every memory goes with it.
Clara. Boone. Isaac. Mom.”



He looked directly at Mara.

> “Your name was the first word I ever spoke.”




---

Mara froze.

All this time she thought the house wanted her to suffer.

But it only wanted her to hold what it couldn’t anymore.


---

The reel throbbed in his hand.

Waiting.


---

> “This is the choice,” Jonas said.
“Sacrifice your self… or your history.”




---

Caleb shouted:

> “Don’t let him make you responsible for what Sybil did!”



Mara whispered:

> “But if I forget… don’t I become her?”




---

The irony twisted deeper:

To heal the house, she’d have to become the thing it destroyed her to create.

To destroy it, she’d have to erase her brother from existence.


---

Jonas stepped forward.

> “You’ll still be you,” he said.
“Just more.”



> “No,” she said.
“I’ll be less.
Because I’ll be everyone else, too.”




---

Jonas wept.

The house trembled.

And the final door opened.


---

Inside: a chair made of teeth and wire.

The merge chamber.

A place of forgetting.

A place of fusion.

A place where love could become infection.


---

Mara turned to Caleb.

> “You have to go.”



> “I won’t leave you.”



> “Then it ends for both of us.”



She kissed his forehead.

And stepped into the chair.


---

Jonas reached for her hand.

> “You’ll feel everything.”



> “I already do.”




---

As the machine ignited, memories bled like smoke.

Clara’s lullaby.

Isaac’s final seizure.

Boone’s fractured prayer.

Caleb’s childhood loneliness.

Sybil’s guilt, buried under scalpels.


And Jonas.

Holding her hand in the dark.


---

Caleb watched through the glass as Mara screamed.

Then smiled.

Then fell silent.


---

The house sighed.

Not collapsed.

Not crumbled.

Sighed.

Like an ache finally exhaled.


---

Then the lights dimmed.

And Mara stepped out.

Or… someone wearing her face.

Her eyes were still hers.

But inside them, a thousand others blinked.


---

> “What are you?” Caleb asked.



She reached out a hand.

Not trembling. Not afraid.

> “I’m all of us,” she said.



> “And none of us.”




---

Behind her, the house began to fold inward.
Not destruct.
But disappear.
Room by room.
Memory by memory.
Back into silence.


---

Only one reel remained.

Unlabeled.

Warm.

Still beating.


---

Mara took Caleb’s hand.

> “Let’s go.”




---

And the house,
the house that forgot itself,
finally did.
The end.



Epilogue

Years Later

The house was gone.

Not demolished.
Not condemned.
Gone.

No records remained. No land survey claimed it ever stood.
Locals said it was an urban legend.

A myth born from hospital blueprints that never passed code.

But Caleb knew better.

He remembered.


---

He lived alone now. Quietly.
A cabin near a lake that never quite stayed frozen in winter.

He still woke some nights choking on silence, hands trembling like something inside him wanted out.
But the memories faded quicker than they used to.

Only one thing hadn’t changed.

He still dreamed of her.


---

Sometimes she was younger. Sometimes ancient.
Sometimes she wore her own face.

Other times, Jonas’s.

But always, always… she smiled.

Not wide.

Not haunted.

Just enough to say: I’m still here.


---

They never found a body.

No reports. No remains.

Just Caleb—barefoot, frostbitten, blood in his mouth and glass in his hair—found walking the interstate at dawn.

They asked him where he’d come from.

He said, “Nowhere.”

They asked if he needed help.

He said, “Someone already gave it to me.”

They left him alone after that.


---

Sometimes, in the very early hours—when the world hasn’t decided what day it wants to be—he walks out onto the dock.

And he listens.

The wind brushes his ears like a whisper from someone who still remembers his name.

And beneath the surface of the lake, for just a moment, the water ripples in a heartbeat.


---

He smiles.

And says her name aloud.

> “Mara.”



Not as a prayer.
Not as a question.
But as a reminder.

Because the house may have forgotten itself.

But he never did.

And neither did she.



Blurb

The House That Forgot Itself
by R.R. Merritt

Some houses remember every scream.
This one forgot them all… until now.

When Mara returns to her estranged mother’s abandoned clinic to settle the estate, she expects mildew and silence — not patient files that were never recorded, or anatomical sketches stitched with human hair. The house once served as a place of healing. But the walls tell a different story.

Inside its rotting corridors, old clinical film reels flicker to life. IV bags drip despite decades of disuse. Rooms are locked from the inside. And something is moving behind the drywall — something that remembers her.

As Mara searches for answers, the house begins to shift — both around her and inside her. Time unravels. Symptoms emerge. And what she uncovers will challenge everything she thought she knew about medicine, memory, and her own bloodline.

The house has forgotten itself.
But it hasn’t forgotten her.

A slow-burning medical horror about inherited trauma, anatomical memory, and the cost of remembering what was meant to be erased. 
“Some houses haunt you. 
This one consumes you.”


---
