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Chapter 1, The Blue Screen of Death
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The basement breathed like a wounded machine. Every few seconds a low electrical groan rippled across the concrete walls, vibrating dust loose from forgotten shelves. Echo wiped the warm smear of blood from her brow, blinking hard as the cut above her left eyebrow throbbed in a steady pulse. It matched the sound battering the reinforced door at the top of the stairs. Each impact arrived with a sickening, meaty thud, followed by a ragged scraping noise that reminded her of a bone dragged across old slate. The hinges shrieked under the strain.

The Commodore 64 in front of her sat like a relic dragged out of a museum, its beige casing blotched with the wounded glow of twenty CRT monitors surrounding her in a tight semicircle. The screens were alive with static, white, boiling, snarling static, but the longer she stared, the more she saw shapes. Mouths. Hundreds of pixelated mouths yawning open in silent, flickering hunger. She forced her gaze away before the shapes arranged themselves into something she couldn’t unsee.

Her fingers trembled across the clunky plastic keys. She typed through the pain ringing up her arms. She had spent her adult life recovering lost digital secrets from microwaved phones and waterlogged servers. She had resurrected drives that deserved burial. Yet now, surrounded by a forest of hungry CRT eyes, she was scraping at the edge of a hyperventilating panic because she couldn’t remember the syntax of a machine built before she was born.

She typed:

LOAD "*",8,1

The hinge above her head groaned under a new impact that splintered the wood around the frame. A crack shot through the door like a fracture in bone. Echo whispered through clenched teeth, “Please don’t give me an error. Not now.”

The floppy drive answered with a grinding, metallic cough. The Commodore’s cursor blinked with an indifferent rhythm, completely unaware of the thing outside trying to tear its way into the room. The noise upstairs stopped.

The silence that followed was thick and wet, like standing in a flooded basement and feeling something just beneath the surface brush your ankle. Echo’s breath stuck in her throat. A moment later a distorted voice filtered through the gap under the door. It sounded like speech attempted by a speaker cone on fire, garbled, clipped, mechanical.

“Buffering...” Echo stiffened. She had heard glitches, she had heard corrupted audio files, but this voice sounded alive. It sounded aware of her. She slammed her thumb onto the RETURN key. The Commodore bloomed with blue. The drive whirred with slow, grinding determination as though it were hauling the command line out of a deep grave. The door above her gave one final groaning complaint...and then exploded inward.

The wooden fragments didn’t fall in a natural arc. They hung suspended mid-air for a heartbeat, vibrating with a thin halo of static, before gravity finally remembered its job and the debris clattered down the steps like brittle bones.

What stepped into the ruined doorway made Echo’s body go rigid with cold. It looked like a man in the same way a low-resolution thumbnail looks like a photograph. A suggestion of a person. A silhouette wrapped in a shimmering suit that rippled like oil on water, its edges breaking into blocks whenever it moved.

Except, it didn’t move. It rendered. One instant it stood at the top of the stairs. The next, without transition, it was halfway down. Then again, jerk-cutting across space in stuttering jumps that tore at Echo’s sense of time. Its face swam and blurred, every feature dissolving into a smear of corrupted pixels. Where its eyes should have been were two pits of white noise.

The entity lifted its hand. The wall of CRT screens reacted like a cornered animal. The static surged into a deafening volley of shrieking white, and the air in the basement thickened into something metallic and suffocating. Echo’s ears burned under the pressure. A searing whine crawled into her skull, like a filament threading itself through her mind.

“You have... invalid... permissions...” the entity gargled.

The basement lights flickered. The monitors stretched the creature’s shadow into a dozen jagged silhouettes. Echo could feel her muscles starting to betray her, her fingers twitching involuntarily, as if the static was trying to sync itself with her nervous system.

The entity jerked forward in one impossible jump. It was suddenly inches from her face. The smell rolling off it was scorched circuitry and old VHS tape, as if something alive had been recorded over again and again until the original signal died.

Echo didn’t scream. Instinct took over. She grabbed the nearest object, her chipped coffee mug, and hurled it straight at the creature’s head. It passed through the glitching form, shattering against the concrete wall with a burst of sparks that made the static recoil.

The Commodore beeped.

READY.

The creature lunged. Its hand closed around Echo’s throat. The touch wasn’t cold or hot, it was absence. A void that pulled warmth and color out of her skin. Her vision shredded around the edges, breaking into blocks like a corrupted video file.

With the last shred of strength she could muster, she slapped her fingers across the keyboard.

RUN

The screen detonated into a blinding field of white. The basement filled with the rising shriek of a frequency too clean to be human. The walls vibrated. The CRT mouths froze. The world fractured into sharp, unreal lines of blue.

And Echo was pulled into the light.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2, The Estate of the Uncool
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Two weeks before she was nearly strangled by a low-resolution nightmare in a basement, Echo stood in her late Uncle Leo’s backyard fighting a raccoon for custody of a cardboard box full of Betamax tapes. The raccoon, mean and determined with a mask of dirt smeared across its eyes, hissed once and yanked the box under the sagging porch like a burglar escaping into a getaway hole. Echo considered fighting it. She briefly imagined the headline: “Woman Contracts Rabies Over Night Court Season Five.” She let the raccoon win. If the creature wanted to consume several dozen hours of vintage television with original commercials, that was between it and God.

She wiped her palms on her jeans and turned to look at the house. It sat in the middle of a suburban block like a forgotten prototype of a home someone designed in the early eighties, realized it felt wrong, and quietly abandoned. The split-level structure had beige siding that had oxidized into the color of weak tea. The lawn was a patchwork of yellowing grass and stubborn weeds, the driveway cracked enough to swallow a bicycle tire. The whole place radiated a defeated energy, as if gravity pulled a little harder here.

Inside, the air smelled like dust and faint ozone, a smell Echo recognized from her childhood visits before Leo drifted off into hermit-dom. It was the scent of unopened electronics, old soldering flux, decaying insulation foam, and the faint ghost of cigarette smoke embedded in the walls. She slid the glass door open and stepped inside, bracing herself. Leo hadn’t been a hoarder. Hoarders collected trash. Leo curated artifacts.

The living room was a technological mausoleum. Towers of CRT monitors rose in defensive formations around the furniture like ancient stone pillars. Some screens had stickers from long-defunct repair shops. Some still bore price tags from clearance bins at department stores that no longer existed. The shag carpet was a faded greenish tan that managed to look both crunchy and damp at the same time. The coffee table was buried under coils of coaxial cable, VHS head-cleaning kits, floppy disks with handwritten labels, and a stack of remote controls that looked like they were designed by different alien species.

Echo stepped around a pile of AOL trial CDs spilled across the carpet like coins from a busted arcade machine. She spotted a Macintosh SE with a sticky note taped to the side that read “WORKS PERFECTLY” despite the cracked screen. She muttered to herself. She needed this house to contain something valuable. Her career was currently a smoking crater. A senator’s legal team had threatened her with ruin over a misunderstanding involving a wiped hard drive, a poorly worded email, and a timing discrepancy that looked damning on paper. She had been forced to resign. She had bills she couldn’t ignore. Leo’s estate was her last shot.

She pushed deeper into the living room, stepping over a gutted printer and what might once have been an Atari 800XL. She spoke aloud, partly to fill the silence, partly to reassure herself the house wasn’t waiting to exhale all at once. “Find something worth selling, pay the rent, get out before the mold gets in my lungs.”

Three hours passed in a blur of dust and disillusionment. She found nothing that would cover even a single month of her expenses. Every drawer she opened contained cables tangled so deeply they seemed grown, not manufactured. Every cardboard box contained manuals for discontinued software or broken plastic shells of handheld gadgets. It was a shrine to dead technology.

Then she noticed the hallway closet. It was out of place in a way that made her skin prickle. The door was heavy, solid oak, darker than the rest of the wood in the house. It had a deadbolt that belonged on a panic room or a bank vault. The frame was reinforced with metal plating, but the metal wasn’t rusted. It was clean. The doorknob gleamed, untouched by the dust settling on every other surface in the house.

Echo stood in front of the door for a long moment, listening. The house around her hummed faintly with the low, stale electricity of old appliances left plugged in for decades, but this section of hallway felt unnaturally still. The air temperature dropped by a few degrees, not enough to be alarming on its own but enough to register. She tried the knob. Locked.

Of course it was locked. Leo always loved secrets more than people. She searched the kitchen and eventually found a ceramic R2-D2 cookie jar that rattled when she shook it. Inside was a single brass key attached to a fob with the inscription PRESS PLAY ON TAPE. She rolled her eyes at the pun and returned to the closet. 

The lock turned smoothly, too smoothly for a house this neglected. The door opened with a slow, heavy exhale, as if the darkness inside had been holding its breath for years. The smell hit her first. The scent was metallic, sharp, and cold. Ozone. Static. The unmistakable aroma of machines left running alone for too long. Echo turned on the light. What she saw made the cluttered house above feel like a warm-up act.

The staircase descended into a cavernous room carved out beneath the foundation. The stairs were bare wood, worn smooth by obsessive feet. The moment her shoe touched the first step the air changed, the temperature dropping another five degrees and drying out her throat. This wasn’t the stale dampness of a basement. It felt refrigerated.

Track lighting buzzed to life when she reached the bottom, bathing the space in a clean, clinical glow. Echo stopped at the foot of the stairs and stared. The basement wasn’t storage. It wasn’t a hobby room. It was a sanctum. Pegboards lined every wall, each tool arranged with surgical precision: soldering irons, wire strippers, voltage meters, chip pullers, splicing blades, and components sorted into clear drawers with labels printed in neat type. The space was immaculate, too immaculate, as if Leo had retreated from the chaos of the world upstairs and poured every obsessive atom of himself into this one bunker of order.

In the center of the room sat a U-shaped command desk. It wasn’t a desk in the home-office sense. It was a workstation built for a single operator with too many secrets. On it sat a pristine Commodore 64, its beige casing almost spotless, flanked by a bulky, brick-like 1541 floppy drive. The air conditioner in the corner hummed, keeping the room colder than any basement had a right to be. Echo felt the dryness against her skin. This wasn’t for comfort. It was to preserve whatever Leo kept down here.
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