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Chapter 1 – The Ordinary Nerd
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Jonas Ward’s mornings always began with the sound of numbers fighting.

Not real numbers, though they might as well have been, but the endless cascade of digits on the trading screens of Graveston Capital, the brokerage firm where he spent every waking hour pretending to care. Rows of monitors pulsed in rhythmic green and red like digital heartbeats, and the air smelled faintly of burnt coffee and cheap printer toner.

Jonas adjusted his tie for the fifth time in five minutes, counting each motion under his breath. The count steadied him five loops, five tugs, perfect symmetry. His mind could survive another day.

He leaned closer to his main screen, where charts rose and fell with manic intensity. Around him, the office buzzed with caffeinated ambition. The analysts barked orders, traders shouted tickers, and someone somewhere always laughed too loudly at something not funny. 

Graveston’s floor was an ecosystem of ego, one that Jonas navigated like a timid biologist observing predators. He typed silently, tracing equations no one had asked for, algorithms that might predict chaos but never quite prevent it.

Barbara’s laugh sliced through the noise.

It was the kind of laugh that turned heads, even those already facing her. Jonas didn’t have to look; he knew the rhythm, a lilting rise that ended in a sigh, like a promise withheld. Still, he glanced up. Barbara Deane was standing by the glass partition, leaning on the desk of a junior trader who had forgotten how breathing worked. Her blonde hair was immaculate; her suit fitted with surgical precision. She wasn’t just beautiful; she was aware of it, the kind of woman who weaponized eye contact.

Jonas tried to look back at his spreadsheet, but his monitor had minimized itself. His reflection stared back at him: lanky, pale, glasses slipping down his nose, tie already crooked despite the ritual. Thirty years old and still startled by women who knew their own power.

“Ward,” barked his manager, a square man shaped like a filing cabinet. “You got those derivative numbers?”

“Almost done, sir.”

It was a lie. He’d barely started. But lying was company culture here, right up there with insider tips and motivational mugs that said Hustle Harder. Jonas typed faster, praying the keyboard noise would sound productive.

Emails pinged like bullets. Barbara’s perfume drifted across the office, something expensive and faintly electric. Every time she passed, Jonas lost his place in the dataset. She called everyone “darling” or “champ,” never “Jonas.” She didn’t need to. He already belonged to the orbit she barely noticed.

By ten-thirty, the coffee machine had surrendered. The interns looked half-dead. Jonas rubbed his temple, wondering if his mild headache was caffeine withdrawal or the devil trying to reach him through a stock graph. Either explanation worked.

Barbara leaned over his cubicle wall.

“Jonas, be a dear and run the insider metrics on those VyreTech shares, would you? I want to make sure our darling CEO isn’t hiding anything scandalous.”

Her tone was honey poured over a knife.

Jonas blinked. “Uh, insider metrics? You mean.”

“I mean the ones you do so well. You always know how to make data behave.”

She smiled, a practiced smile that could bankrupt kingdoms.

He nodded automatically. “Sure. Of course.”

She vanished in a swirl of perfume and ambition. Jonas stared at his screen again, though the numbers now blurred. VyreTech. That was Magnus Vyre’s company, the billionaire everyone worshipped as a genius. Even Jonas knew that investigating him without clearance was career suicide. But Barbara had asked, and Barbara never asked twice.

The rest of the morning passed in fluorescent purgatory. Jonas typed, cross-checked, deleted, and retyped until the figures blurred into meaningless constellations. Somewhere inside the haze, he felt the same hollow satisfaction he always did, like polishing the brass on a sinking ship.

When noon came, he hesitated before joining the others in the break room. Lunch at Graveston wasn’t a meal; it was a gladiatorial arena where gossip and greed shared a table. He carried his sandwich, whole-wheat turkey, precisely cut in halves like a peace offering.

The traders were already mid-argument. “Heard Vyre’s dumping stock before the merger,” one said. “We get in early; we double our bonuses.”

Someone else snorted. “Illegal, mate. That’s prison talk.”

“Only if you get caught.”

Laughter. Real laughter, the kind that filled Jonas’s stomach with quiet nausea. He sat at the corner table, pretending to scroll through news feeds while his ears absorbed everything. The words insider and profit repeated like a prayer. Barbara sat among them, queen of the boardroom jungle, sipping sparkling water as if sins needed hydration.

Jonas bit his sandwich, tasting cardboard. The room buzzed with stories of loopholes, shell accounts, and quick wins. No one cared who got hurt on the other end of the trade. He wondered not for the first time if evil could look this polished, this profitable. Then he dismissed the thought. It was just business. Everyone said so.

Back at his desk, he adjusted his tie again. Five loops. Five tugs. Balance restored.

When the day finally bled into evening, the office lights dimmed automatically, leaving screens to glow like miniature suns. Barbara was gone, off to some rooftop party where morality wasn’t invited. Jonas shut down his terminal, the sudden quiet unnerving. He packed his bag, making sure the edges of his notes aligned perfectly, and stepped into the hallway.

Outside, New York or something very much like it roared alive. Traffic hissed, sirens wailed, the city pulsed with electric sin. Jonas shoved his hands in his pockets and started walking, unaware that a faint vibration hummed in his briefcase, the first stir of something that had noticed him long before he’d noticed it.

...

By noon, the trading floor smelled of desperation and reheated noodles.

The bell for the midday pause might as well have been a starting gun; every analyst sprinted toward caffeine or gossip. Jonas preferred quiet, but Graveston Capital had outlawed silence years ago. The break room was a glass box with two long tables, a malfunctioning espresso machine, and forty opinions about everything except ethics.

He carried his lunch like contraband: a turkey sandwich, an apple, and a bottle of water, balanced, boring, predictable. He always arranged the fruit, sandwich, and drink because the order made the world feel less random.

Barbara was already there, perched at the center table as though it were a throne. Her phone flashed every few seconds; the glow illuminated her cheekbones like divine revelation. Around her clustered three junior traders, the disciples arguing over who deserved the last donut.

“Come on, Barbie,” said one, grinning, “you know Vyre’s gonna flip that merger by next week. Word is out.”

Barbara smiled lazily. “Word shouldn’t be out, Jeremy.”

“So, hypothetically,” another chimed in, “if one did know ahead of time, would that be?”

She interrupted with a laugh that smelled like champagne. “Illegal? Oh, darling, everything fun is.”

The table erupted in laughter. Jonas sat two chairs away, unwrapping his sandwich as quietly as guilt. He wasn’t part of this club; he was the janitor of numbers, cleaning after their messes. Still, he listened. He always listened.

The traders leaned closer. “I heard Magnus Vyre’s launching a new crypto fund backed by AI trading models. If we slide some of our clients early.”

Barbara lifted an eyebrow. “We slide nothing, we guide them. Words matter in compliance.”

Jonas nearly choked on his sandwich. Compliance. The word was a joke here, like “charity” or “vacation.”

“Ward,” she said suddenly, turning to him. “You’re quiet. You must have an opinion.”

He blinked. “Opinion on what?”

“On opportunity.” Her smile sharpened. “You see patterns in chaos. Tell me, should we buy or sell VyreTech before the merger?”

He swallowed, throat dry. “I wouldn’t know without data.”

“Always data,” she sighed theatrically. “Darling, sometimes instinct is more profitable.”

The others laughed again, but Jonas noticed how Barbara’s eyes stayed on him an extra second. Not a flirtation measurement. She was assessing whether he could be useful, not interesting.

Someone changed the subject to politics; someone else to luxury condos. Jonas stared at his apple, thinking about how every conversation here was just another form of trading information, influence, pieces of soul.

A notification popped on the overhead screen: VyreTech up 3.7%. The room whistled in appreciation. “Told you,” Jeremy said. “Man’s a genius.”

Barbara leaned back. “He’s more than a genius. He’s evolved with a bank account.”

Jonas muttered before thinking, “Evolution usually wipes itself out eventually.”

A silence fell, brief, sharp. Then Barbara laughed, too sweetly. “You’re funny, Jonas. I like that about you.”

He hadn’t meant to be funny.

The lunch hour bled into after-noon caffeine runs. Someone spilled coffee; someone bet on a client’s divorce. The normal rhythm of minor sins. Jonas wiped crumbs from his keyboard and tried to focus on his spreadsheet, but the conversation replayed in his head like a virus. Insider tips. Crypto. Magnus Vyre. Words that felt like neon lights buzzing behind his eyes.

He opened the company intranet and typed “VyreTech holdings.” The results flashed: countless shell firms, offshore links, quiet transfers. The data looked alive, pulsing with invisible threads. He shouldn’t have looked; curiosity at Graveston was a self-inflicted wound.

Still, his fingers moved, tracing patterns. Something inside him, an itch, a need for symmetry, wanted to see the shape beneath the noise. If he could just balance the numbers, maybe the world would make sense.

Barbara passed behind him, perfume trailing. “Working through lunch?” she said.

“Just...checking cross-indexes.”

“You’re adorable when you lie.” She tapped his monitor. “Careful, Jonas. Some numbers bite.”

When she left, he exhaled like a man who’d survived a near-crash. The screen reflected his pale face and, for a fraction of a second, another faint outline beside him, horns, grin, gone.

He rubbed his eyes. Overwork, obviously. Maybe low blood sugar. He closed the file and shut the monitor off.

At his cubicle’s edge, two colleagues whispered:

“Guy’s a machine. Doesn’t even blink.”

“Yeah, but he’s harmless. Perfect fall guy if compliance digs.”

Jonas pretended not to hear. He was used to being harmless; it was safer than the alternative.

By mid-afternoon, the office returned to its ritual worship of profit. Monitors flickered, phones rang, and the collective heartbeat of greed drummed louder. Jonas’s spreadsheet columns aligned perfectly now, numbers marching in obedient rows. For a fleeting second, he felt calm.

Then the calm cracked. A tiny notification blinked on his personal email: Antiquarian Books & Curiosities Sale, Tonight Only. He had subscribed months ago while researching medieval lore for his role-playing game project, Dungeon Drifters II. He’d forgotten all about it.

He clicked out of reflex. The message was brief:

One rare manuscript seeks a new keeper.

Codex Inferni. Authentic. One-night offer.

He stared at the words, heartbeat quickening. It had to be spam; no book seeks a keeper. And yet something about the phrasing felt personal, almost intimate, as if the message knew which buttons inside his brain to press.

He hovered over the link, then shut the window. “Not tonight,” he murmured. He’d had enough evil for one day, the legal kind.

But the words lingered like static: seeks a new keeper.

Across the floor, Barbara laughed again, and every man looked up. Jonas didn’t. He just adjusted his tie five loops, five tugs, and tried to remember when numbers had stopped being pure and started feeling like spells.

Outside the office windows, rain began to fall thin at first, then harder, drumming against the glass like impatient fingers. Somewhere in the storm’s rhythm, Jonas could almost hear whispering. Maybe it was the wind. Maybe it was something older, waiting.

...

By six-thirty, the trading floor had finally gone quiet, the kind of silence that hummed. Monitors still glowed like dying suns, and Jonas’s screen displayed a single word: LOG OFF? He stared at it longer than necessary, fingers hovering as if pressing “Yes” might collapse the entire market. When the monitors dimmed, he felt weight lift from his chest and another one replace it.

Outside, rain slicked the sidewalks into mirrors. He stepped into the wet city, jacket pulled tight, briefcase clutched like a shield. Neon signs reflected off puddles, red and blue ripples that made the world look pixelated. Somewhere, a street performer played distorted guitar riffs that could have been a summoning ritual.

Jonas turned down 7th Avenue, passing the coffee place that overcharged him for decaf and the gym he pretended he’d join “next month.” Ahead glowed a sign that always made him breathe easier: Dragon’s Den Comics & Games.

The bell above the door jingled with nostalgic defiance against the storm. Inside smelled of paper, plastic sleeves, and old pizza heaven. Shelves bowed under action figures and graphic novels; posters from forgotten superhero reboots curled at the edges. The background music was a heavy-metal cover of a video game theme that only people like Jonas noticed.

Behind the counter stood Kathy “Kat” Morgan, with short blonde hair streaked with silver dye, a black hoodie layered under a denim jacket dotted with band pins. She looked up from sorting comic issues and grinned, quick and crooked.

“Hey, stranger,” she said. “Survived Wall Street another day?”

“Barely,” Jonas answered, rain dripping from his sleeves. “Lost three brain cells and a moral compass.”

She laughed real laughter, not Barbara’s performative kind. “Well, we restock moral compasses next to the dice sets.”

He smiled despite himself. Kathy always made jokes sound like invitations. He wandered toward the RPG shelf; scanning covers he already owned. His hand paused over the latest expansion for Dungeon Drifters II – The Eternal Crypt. He’d written fan scenarios for its years ago; seeing the title still felt like bumping into an old friend who’d become famous.

“You still running your campaign?” Kathy asked, joining him between aisles.

“Trying to,” he said. “My players got lives. Or girlfriends. Same difference.”

“I’ll play,” she offered casually, flipping her short hair. “As long as I get to be chaotic good and own a flamethrower.”

Jonas chuckled. “That’s not medieval equipment.”

“Neither is your laptop, nerd.” She nudged his arm, light but confident.

The touch startled him; he nearly dropped the box. Physical contact in his world was rarer than market integrity. He tried to think of something witty, failed, and defaulted to honesty. “You’d probably be better at it than me.”

“Doubt it,” she said. “You’ve got that whole ‘tragic genius dungeon master’ vibe.”

He laughed awkwardly, pushing his glasses up. “Tragic, sure. Genius, not confirmed.”

They moved to the counter. Kathy pulled out two cans of generic cola from a small fridge. “On the house. You look like you need carbonation therapy.”

He took it, clinking cans like allies after battle. For a few minutes, the world shrank to the small shop, thunder rolling outside like applause.

She leaned on the counter. “So, rumor says The Reapers are playing this weekend. Metal legends. Got two tickets through a friend. You like loud noise disguised as music?”

Jonas blinked. “I... appreciate the cultural phenomenon.”

“That’s a maybe.”

“It’s a definite maybe.”

“Good enough,” she said. “You’re coming. Consider it exposure therapy for joy.”

He wanted to argue, to retreat behind schedules and excuses, but her eyes were daring him, warm under the store’s flickering lights. “Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll come.”

“Cool.” She scribbled her number on a receipt and slid it across the counter like a secret quest item. “Text me later. Don’t ghost me or I’ll sic the Reapers’ drummer on you.”

He pocketed the paper carefully, as if it were radioactive. “I’ll, uh, confirm logistics.”

Kathy grinned. “Translation: he’ll Google ‘how to talk to girls.’”

He laughed again, the kind of laugh that felt like oxygen. For once, he didn’t feel like the weirdest person in the room, just a man temporarily safe from spreadsheets.

They talked about comic reboots, bad sequels, and favorite pizza toppings until closing. Jonas almost forgot the neon gloom outside. When she flipped the sign to CLOSED, he realized he’d overstayed.

“Go home, finance boy,” she said, waving him toward the door. “Some of us need to pretend we sleep.”

He stepped back into the rain, feeling lighter. The city’s noise returned, but it seemed less hostile now, as if the world had allowed him one brief side quest of happiness before throwing him back into the main campaign.

His phone buzzed with an email notification from Antiquarian Books & Curiosities. The subject line read again: “Codex Inferni – Seeks Keeper.”

He hesitated under a flickering streetlight. The bookstore was only a few blocks from here. Coincidence, probably. Still, curiosity pried at him like a key in a lock. He adjusted his tie five loops, five tugs, and started walking.

...

The shop was older than its street.

Wedged between a neon tattoo parlor and a vegan bistro, its sign simply read ANTIQVARIANS & CURIOS. A rusted bell announced Jonas the moment he pushed open the door. Inside, dust moved like memory in shafts of amber light. The air smelled of old paper and forgotten incense. Everything looked slightly tilted, as though gravity had different preferences here.

He closed his umbrella carefully, five shakes, because six would be unbalanced, and glanced around. Shelves rose like timber cathedrals filled with books whose spines had stopped caring about time. Globes spun lazily in drafts, their continents no longer accurate. A taxidermy crow watched from a perch above the register, its glass eyes bright with permanent judgment.

From somewhere behind the stacks came a voice dry, musical, ancient, and New York at once. “Closing soon, sir. Unless you’re here for something specific.”

Jonas hesitated. “I got an email about a book. ‘Codex Inferni’?”

A pause, then the sound of footsteps through centuries of dust. The shopkeeper appeared: a tall, thin man in a waistcoat whose color might once have been black. His glasses magnified his eyes, which looked too interested. “Ah,” he said. “It found you.”

Jonas blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

The man smiled without his lips moving much. “These things choose their readers. Come.”

They wound through aisles narrow as coffins. Every shelf groaned with atlases of countries that never existed and manuals for machines no human had built. At the back stood a locked display case. Inside, under a single lamp, lay a book the color of dried blood.

Jonas stepped closer. The cover looked alive, its surface patterned like aged leather but breathing very slightly, as if air moved beneath. Two iron clasps sealed it shut. Gold letters spelled out CODEX INFERNI in a font that hurt to stare at.

“It’s... beautiful,” he whispered, because beauty and terror often arrived together.

“Sixteenth century, give or take a hundred years,” said the shopkeeper. “Compilation of texts on demonology, alchemy, necromancy, things best left as footnotes.” He pulled a key from a chain around his neck and opened the case. The hinges creaked like bones stretching.

Jonas could swear the room tilted toward the book.

“How much?” he asked before thinking. His voice sounded smaller than the dust motes.

The man named a price that should have hurt more than it did. Jonas nodded, credit card already in hand. Impulse buying was his only rebellion. He told himself it was for RPG research, authentic lore, historical detail, creative inspiration. In the same way, alcoholics called it “collecting bottles.”

When the shopkeeper placed the book in a paper bag, the bag twitched. Jonas laughed nervously. “Old buildings, lots of drafts,” the man said. But his smile didn’t change.

At the door, Jonas paused. “Out of curiosity, who emailed me the listing?”

“No listing,” the man said. “Word of mouth, usually. Or word of something.”

Thunder rattled the windows. Jonas almost asked what he meant, then decided he didn’t want to know. He stepped back into the rain. Behind him, the bell jingled twice without wind.

He walked the four blocks home with the book pressed to his chest, feeling its weight shift slightly as if it were adjusting to him. By the time he reached his apartment, a one-bedroom monument to mediocrity, his shirt was soaked through. 

He set the bag on the kitchen table and peeled off his wet jacket. The city outside his window burned in neon reflections, a thousand souls flashing buy and sell in real time.

He removed the book slowly. It felt warmer than it should have. The iron clasps clicked once, a sound like stretching knuckles. He traced the lettering with a finger; the texture rose against his skin, almost pulsing. When he set it down, the table vibrated for half a second and then stilled.

“Probably air bubbles,” he muttered. OCD logic was its own religion: everything had to be explainable. He arranged his desk tools in a perfect line, five objects exactly, then rechecked the lock on his door three times. Safe habits. Contain the world.

Finally, he opened his laptop and searched “Codex Inferni.” Results: none credible. A few paranormal forums, one grainy photo of a similar cover, and a Latin excerpt roughly translating to “He who reads will be read.”

He snorted. “Cute marketing.”

The clock ticked past midnight. Jonas yawned, stacked his research notes, and slid the book onto the highest shelf of his living-room bookcase, top right corner, because symmetry was soothing. He turned off the lights. Only the street glow remained, a pale pulse through the blinds.

From the kitchen, something shifted. A paper rustle. A soft click. Jonas froze, listening. Probably the apartment settling, he told himself. He counted to five and exhaled.

Then a sound whisper thin, close as breath.

“Jonas.”

He stared at the shelf. The book’s spine gleamed dully in the streetlight. Nothing moved. He took a careful step forward. The room felt smaller, air thicker, like waiting for a stock to crash.

“Jonas Ward,” the voice murmured again, from inside the leather. Not loud, intimate, confident, familiar, as though it had known him all his life and had finally decided to speak.

He did what any rational analyst would do in a statistically impossible situation: he unplugged his router and blamed Bluetooth.

But the book laughed quietly, like pages turning by themselves.

Jonas stood in the half-dark, pulse counting beats of five. Outside, thunder rolled again, and for a moment the lightning flashed against his window in the exact shape of the Codex’s sigil.

He did not see the tiny shadow that slipped out from under the bookcase and crawled quietly across the floor.

...

Jonas’s apartment was the kind of place that could pass for a storage unit with furniture.

One living room, one bedroom, one overworked desk, and enough empty energy-drink cans to qualify as décor. He flipped on the light; it flickered once, thought about dying, and decided to live another day.

The Codex Inferni sat on the kitchen table where he’d dropped it, the brown paper bag damp from rain. Steam rose faintly from its surface, though the apartment was cool. He set his briefcase down, hung his jacket in exact alignment with the doorframe, and took five measured breaths. Work stress, caffeine crash, mild hallucinations, any of those could explain hearing his own name in an antique shop. Science first, demons later.

He poured cereal for dinner and ate standing up. Every few bites, his eyes drifted back to the bag. It hadn’t moved, but it looked like it was waiting.

When the bowl was empty, he washed it, wiped the counter twice, rearranged the sponge parallel to the faucet, and finally approached the table. The smell was stronger now, paper, iron, and something faintly electrical, like the moment before a lightning strike.

He eased the book out of its wrapping. The leather cover shone darkly, the title half-hidden under candle-like lamplight. He ran a fingertip along the spine. Warm again. Maybe moisture retention, he told himself, because there was comfort in technical terms.

Jonas carried it to his desk beside his gaming monitor and magnifying lamp. He pulled out a pair of cotton gloves, standard issue for handling his vintage comic collection, and slipped them on. Then he opened the clasps.

They didn’t creak this time; they sighed.

Inside, the pages were thick vellum, written in a mixture of Latin, Greek, and something no search engine would recognize. Margins crawled with sketches: winged figures, circular seals, spiral diagrams annotated in crabbed handwriting. Each drawing seemed slightly different every time he looked away and back again, as if caught between frames of animation.

He muttered, “Not creepy at all,” and took photos for reference. His phone camera stuttered, and the autofocus couldn’t decide what to focus on. Every snapshot came out blurred, like the text had refused capture.

Jonas rubbed his temple. “Great. Haunted and copyright-protected.”

Still, fascination overruled fear. He copied the first line into a translation site. The result appeared instantly: ERROR 504 – GATEWAY TIMEOUT.

“Ha-ha,” he said to no one.

He typed again, manually: Codex Inferni prima vox. The site blinked, translated: “The first voice.”

He leaned back. “That’s not ominous.”

Outside, rain beat harder against the window. Somewhere, a car alarm wailed, then stopped mid-howl, cut short as though smothered. Jonas closed the laptop. Enough research for one night. He’d log the text properly tomorrow, maybe cross-reference it with historical demonology threads. For now, he wanted normality, maybe an episode of Star Voyagers Reboot.

He carried the Codex to the bookshelf. Top shelf, right corner symmetry restored. The book was heavy but somehow balanced perfectly when he placed it between Game Design Theory and Necronomicon for Nerds. It fit too well, like it had been waiting for that spot.

“Welcome to the family,” he said dryly.

He turned off the lamp, clicked the remote, and collapsed on the couch. The TV’s glow painted the room pale blue; canned laughter echoed from a sitcom he wasn’t watching. He dozed, half-dreaming of numbers turning into wings, stock charts flapping across stormy skies.

Something clattered. He jerked awake. The clock read 1:13 a.m. His glasses sat crooked, one lens fogged. The sound had come from the bookshelf.

He waited, listening. Nothing but rain.

He got up, barefoot on cold floorboards, and crossed the room. The shelf looked mostly the same. Only the top right corner had changed: the Codex Inferni leaned slightly forward, pages fanned as if exhaling. He touched the cover. Warm again, hot, even. He pulled his hand back.

“Stop it,” he whispered, because saying it out loud might make it obey.

The lamp flickered twice, steadying on the third pulse. The book’s clasps clicked shut by themselves.

Jonas backed away slowly, heartbeat tripping over itself. He sat at the edge of the couch, staring until the heat faded from his palm. “You’re tired,” he told himself. “You bought spooky décor; now you’re spooking yourself. Classic feedback loop.”

He switched off the lamp and lay down. The storm outside moved east, leaving only dripping gutters and the hum of city power. His breathing slowed. Sleep approached in cautious steps.

Then, from the darkness of the bookshelf, a whisper soft, deliberate, close.

“Jonas.”

He froze, eyes open to blackness.

“Jonas Ward.”

Not imagined this time. The syllables slid through the air like smoke, curling against his ear though he was ten feet away. The sound was oddly polite, curious rather than threatening, as if confirming inventory.

His rational mind rallied. Auditory hallucination, stress-induced. He counted one, two, three, four, five, and reached for the remote to flood the room with light.

Before he could press the button, the whisper came again, almost cheerful.

“We have been waiting.”

The light blazed on. The shelf was still. The book was shut.

Jonas sat upright, chest heaving. The TV resumed its laugh track exactly where it had left off, oblivious to the new tenant in his apartment.

He didn’t sleep the rest of the night. He stared at the shelf until dawn painted the room gray, and in that light, he could almost convince himself it had been a dream.

Almost.
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Chapter 2 – Whispers and Shadows
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Morning light arrived like a hangover. Jonas sat at his desk, nursing coffee strong enough to file taxes. The Codex Inferni waited beside his laptop, looking perfectly ordinary in daylight. That somehow made it worse. Nothing that malevolent should behave politely.

He checked his reflection in the black monitor, the same dark-eyed insomniac as always. The voice from last night had to be stress. His rational side clung to that like a lifeboat made of spreadsheets. He’d work, translate a few lines, and prove it was all imagination.

He opened the book.

The pages smelled of dust, metal, and something faintly sweet like burnt sugar. The ink shimmered between black and red depending on the angle. He scrolled through online translators, copied the first sentence into the text box, and hit enter.

The result blinked: NO DATA.

He frowned, tried again manually: “Per scriptum aperitur porta.”

Translation: “Through writing, the gate is opened.”

Jonas sipped coffee. “Cute.”

He clicked to copy the next line, but the symbols were different now, slightly rearranged. The loops had shifted position, like an editor correcting typos. He compared the photo he’d taken last night: the text didn’t match anymore.

“Optical illusion,” he muttered. “Humidity warping the vellum.”

But the letters kept moving, reshaping into curves he didn’t recognize. They pulsed faintly, synchronizing with his heartbeat. He reached out; the ink felt warm.

The desk lamp flickered. Once. Twice. Then every bulb in the apartment joined in a synchronized nervous breakdown. Jonas’s laptop screen froze mid-search, the cursor blinking like Morse code for RUN.

He stood abruptly, chair rolling back. “Nope. Not today.”

The air turned cold. His breath fogged. The apartment’s hum of refrigerator, city noise, and neighbor’s TV faded to silence. Only one sound remained: the whisper of pages turning by themselves.

Jonas approached slowly, heart performing jazz solos. The Codex Inferni lay open at a new section, one covered in circular diagrams and short Latin phrases. The center symbol looked almost like a barcode, except living. Lines trembled, rearranged, stilled again.

He grabbed a notepad and copied one line by hand. The ink from his pen bled wider than usual, like the paper was thirsty.

Then, distant laughter.

It wasn’t loud, just wrong. Too layered, too close to being human. It drifted from nowhere, echoing through vents and corners. Jonas froze, pen mid-air.

The laughter stopped.

“Okay,” he said, voice shaking. “That’s a new flavor of nope.”

He shut the book and locked both clasps. They clicked, but the vibration lingered under his palms like a heartbeat behind the leather.
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