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GRUMAN

ACT I — THE STAIN OF SILENCE
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CHAPTER 1 – The Empty Room
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Leo stood outside his brother’s bedroom with his hand on the knob. The hallway light hummed faintly above him. The paint around the frame had chipped where Eli used to kick it shut. Leo turned the knob slowly and pushed the door inward.

The air inside felt sealed. Stale fabric and dust. The bed was unmade, blanket twisted around one corner like it had been pulled in a hurry. A stack of cassette tapes sat beside the stereo. Shoes still lined up against the wall. Nothing removed. Nothing disturbed.

Leo stepped inside and shut the door. The latch clicked. The sound echoed harder than it should have. His jaw tightened. A pulse beat under his ear.

He moved toward the desk first. The chair was half-turned. A math book lay open with a pencil pressed into the spine. Leo touched the page. The paper felt dry and cool. No fingerprints disturbed the surface. His fingers trembled slightly as he let it fall shut.

The window curtains were half drawn. Evening light filtered through the thin fabric and struck the sill at an angle. Something darker than shadow pooled along the wood beneath the glass.

Leo walked toward it.

At first, he thought it was water damage. The house was old. But this stain had shape. It did not spread outward like a leak. It clung to the sill in a thick strip, almost tar-like, pressed into the grain.

He crouched closer.

The substance carried a faint sheen. Not reflective like oil under light. More like a layered film, thin colors buried under black. It looked dense, compact. It did not drip. It did not absorb.

A breeze moved through the cracked frame. The curtain lifted slightly.

The residue tightened.

Leo froze.

The edges of the dark strip pulled inward, shrinking a fraction of an inch as the air passed over it. When the curtain settled and the air stilled, the residue relaxed again, spreading back into its original shape.

Leo swallowed. His throat felt dry.

He leaned closer, bringing his face within inches of the sill. His breath drifted across the surface.

The residue contracted again.

This time, the movement was quicker. It drew toward itself, compressing as if recoiling from the warmth. When Leo stopped breathing forward, it eased outward once more.

His chest rose and fell faster. A fine sweat gathered along his hairline.

He shifted slightly to the left.

The residue shifted with him.

Not sliding. Not flowing. The surface rippled in place, tightening on the side closest to him. The wood beneath creaked softly as pressure redistributed.

Leo’s stomach clenched.

He reached out halfway, stopping short of contact. The air between his fingertips and the surface felt cooler than the rest of the room.

The curtain lifted again in a small draft.

The residue reacted immediately, pulling tight, compacting toward its center like muscle flexing under skin.

Leo’s heart thudded hard enough to shake his vision for a second.

He pulled his hand back.

The substance lay still once more. Smooth. Waiting.

Leo stayed crouched, watching it.

The room remained silent. No footsteps in the hall. No cars outside. Just the faint hum of the overhead light and the thin sound of wind against the siding.

The dark strip on the sill held its shape, compressed slightly on the side nearest Leo, as if aware of where he stood.

...

Leo stared at the dark strip until his breathing steadied.

He reached out again, slower this time. His fingertips hovered inches above the surface. The air around it felt cooler, heavier. His hand trembled despite himself.

He pressed down.

The residue hardened instantly beneath his touch. The surface tightened and drew inward, compressing under his fingers like muscle locking around a blade. It did not smear. It did not spread. It resisted.

A sharp, cold shot through his fingertips.

Leo inhaled sharply. The sensation traveled fast, biting up through the pads of his fingers into his knuckles. The skin blanched white beneath the pressure.

He tried to lift his hand.

For a fraction of a second, it held him.

Then it was released.

Leo pulled back abruptly, stumbling against the desk behind him. The chair scraped the floor. His hand hung in the air between them.

His fingertips had gone pale, drained of color. The skin looked stretched thin. Fine cracks opened along the creases of his index and middle fingers. The splits widened slowly, then bled.

Thin red lines surfaced and spread across the white flesh. The blood was dark at first, then brightened as it pooled.

A metallic smell rose from his hand. Strong. Fresh.

Leo swallowed hard. His tongue tasted iron.

He flexed his fingers.

The numbness deepened instead of easing. He could feel the movement of his joints, but the skin itself felt distant, like it belonged to someone else. When he bent his index finger fully, the crack along the pad tore wider. Blood slid down toward his palm.

He wiped his hand against his jeans. The denim absorbed some of it, leaving a dull smear. The contact stung sharply. The pain returned in a rush, hot and pulsing.

He looked back at the sill.

The residue had contracted fully now. It gathered itself into a thicker band, pulled tight as if bracing. The wood beneath it looked slightly indented, with faint grooves pressed into the paint.

Leo leaned closer again despite the throbbing in his hand.

The strip twitched.

Not a ripple from the air. A direct reaction. The side nearest his bleeding fingers drew inward, compacting further. The rest of the surface remained smooth.

A drop of blood fell from his fingertip.

It landed on the wood just beside the residue.

The substance shifted instantly.

It did not spread outward. It tightened toward the drop. The edge nearest the blood thinned and stretched in that direction, narrowing into a subtle ridge.

Leo’s breath caught in his throat.

He pressed his injured fingers against his palm to stop the bleeding. The cracks burned under pressure.

The ridge extended another fraction of an inch, then stopped. The residue held its shape, taut and concentrated.

Leo forced himself to breathe slowly.

He lifted his hand again, holding it inches above the surface. Blood beaded at the edge of one split and threatened to fall.

The residue reacted before the drop could form fully.

It contracted again, shrinking into a dense, compact strip pressed flat against the wood.

Leo stepped back abruptly.

His heel struck the bed frame. The impact shot pain up his leg and into his spine. He steadied himself with his uninjured hand against the wall. The cracked fingertips throbbed in time with his pulse.

The residue remained compressed on the sill.

Waiting.

...

Leo pressed his injured hand against his stomach and stepped toward the window again. Blood smeared faintly across his shirt where his fingertips touched. The metallic smell lingered in the air, mixing with dust and old fabric.

He leaned closer to the glass.

His reflection stared back at him, pale and tight around the mouth. The trees behind him were dim shapes in the yard. The sky had darkened enough to turn the window into a mirror.

Leo lifted his hand slowly.

The reflection lifted its hand a fraction too late.

His chest tightened. He blinked.

The reflection blinked in sync this time.

He swallowed and leaned closer, bringing his face within inches of the glass. His breath fogged the surface. The condensation spread outward in a thin cloud, then faded.

In the clearing glass, his reflection seemed sharper than it should have been. Too crisp. The skin beneath the eyes is darker. The jaw set harder.

A faint shimmer crossed the eyes in the reflection.

Leo froze.

It was subtle. A thin oily film across the pupils. A hint of iridescent color is buried beneath the black, like light trapped under a layer of oil.

He blinked again.

The shimmer vanished.

His injured fingers throbbed violently. A fresh line of blood slid down from one split and dropped onto the sill. He did not look away from the glass.

His reflection did not move.

Leo shifted slightly to the right.

The reflection’s head tilted left.

His breath caught in his throat.

He lifted his hand toward the glass, careful not to touch the residue below. The cracks in his fingertips pulled open wider with the stretch. He could feel warm blood coating the pads.

The reflection’s hand hovered lower than his own.

The eyes in the glass shifted first.

They did not track his movement smoothly. They adjusted in short, deliberate corrections, as if aligning to him rather than copying him.

A low vibration hummed through the window frame.

Leo felt it in his teeth.

The surface of the glass warped briefly, bending inward around his reflection. His face stretched thin across the pane, elongating for an instant before snapping back into place.

His stomach clenched hard enough to make him sway.

The shimmer returned in the reflected eyes.

This time it held.

A thin band of color ran across both pupils, green edged with violet beneath a black surface. The gaze in the glass did not blink.

Leo’s own eyes began to water from staring. He forced himself to keep them open.

A pulse struck inside his skull. Sharp. Brief.

The reflection’s lips parted slightly.

Leo did not.

A thin line of saliva slid down the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away without breaking eye contact.

The reflected eyes flickered once more, the oily sheen brightening for a fraction of a second before dulling again.

Then the glass settled.

The reflection matched him perfectly once more. Same posture. Same blinking.

Leo staggered back a step. His heel caught the edge of the rug. Pain flared through his cracked fingertips as he instinctively reached out to steady himself against the wall.

His heart hammered hard enough to make his vision pulse.

Behind him, the residue on the sill shifted faintly, tightening toward the center as if responding to the movement.

...

Leo stood with his back against the wall, breath dragging in and out of his chest. The cracks in his fingertips burned now, pain returning fully as sensation flooded back. He wiped his hand again on his jeans, leaving another dark smear.

The window had gone still. His reflection matched him perfectly. The shimmer was gone.

The residue remained compressed on the sill, thick and compact, as if storing itself.

Leo stepped forward again despite the tightness in his stomach.

He stopped inches from the glass.

“Eli,” he said quietly.

The name left his mouth in a dry whisper.

The residue reacted before the sound finished forming.

It swelled upward from the wood, rising in a shallow dome no higher than a fingernail’s thickness. The surface tightened, then expanded outward in a slow, measured pulse.

The wood beneath it creaked.

Leo’s heart slammed hard enough to blur his vision for a second. His throat constricted.

The dome flattened slightly, then pulsed again, stronger this time. A faint ripple ran across its surface from left to right, deliberate and controlled.

Leo’s injured fingers throbbed violently. Fresh blood forced its way from one reopened split and dripped down onto the sill.

The drop never reached the wood.

The residue stretched toward it mid-fall, thinning into a narrow tongue that met the droplet before impact. The blood disappeared into the surface without spreading.

Leo inhaled sharply. The metallic smell intensified, thick enough to taste.

The substance retracted slowly, drawing the absorbed blood inward. The dome darkened in its center where the drop had vanished.

Leo swallowed hard and leaned closer.

“Eli,” he whispered again, softer.

The pulse came immediately.

This time, the residue expanded farther, pushing against the chipped paint on the sill. The edges lifted slightly, separating from the wood as if breathing.

The glass vibrated faintly.

Leo felt the tremor in his jaw.

The surface of the residue tightened and contracted sharply, snapping back into a dense, flat band. A faint indentation remained in the paint where it had pressed outward.

Leo’s chest rose rapidly. His vision narrowed at the edges.

The residue shifted orientation.

It did not move like liquid. It pivoted in place, compressing along one side and extending along the other, aligning toward him. The thicker end now pointed directly at his torso.

His stomach clenched hard enough to make him bend slightly.

The band pulsed once more, smaller but precise, like a heartbeat.

Then it went still.

The room fell silent except for Leo’s breathing.

A thin line of blood slid from his fingertip and down his palm, dripping onto the floorboards below. The sound was soft but sharp in the quiet.

The residue remained flat against the wood, compact and aligned toward him.

Waiting.
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CHAPTER 2 – The Legend Whispers
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The bell above the diner door rang once as Leo stepped inside.

Warm, grease-heavy air hit his face. Coffee burned on the hot plate near the counter. The vinyl booths creaked under the weight of regulars who had been sitting there since sunrise. Forks scraped against chipped plates.

Leo slid into a booth near the back wall. His fingertips were wrapped in gauze now, though faint red stains had already begun to soak through. Each pulse of his heart pressed against the bandages.

At the counter, three older men leaned over their mugs. Sheriff Tully sat between them, hat resting on the stool beside him. A waitress refilled their coffee without being asked.

“You remember the collapse,” one of the men said, voice rough with age. “Ninety-two years ago. Mine shaft three.”

Sheriff Tully grunted. “That wasn’t a collapse.”

Leo’s jaw tightened. He kept his eyes on the laminated menu but listened.

“They found him near the tunnel mouth,” the old man continued. “Crawled half the way out before he died.”

Another man shook his head slowly. “He didn’t crawl.”

The first man leaned forward, lowering his voice slightly, though the diner remained loud enough to carry it.

“They said his fingernails were torn clean off. All ten. Like he’d clawed through stone.”

Leo’s bandaged fingers throbbed in response. He flexed them under the table. The gauze pulled against the splits beneath.

Sheriff Tully took a slow sip of coffee. “Skin was peeled back on his forearms,” he said flatly. “Not ripped. Peeled. Like someone worked it loose.”

A waitress dropped a fork. The metal clattered against the tile. No one reacted.

“They found him face down,” the second man added. “Jaw broken. Teeth scattered in the dirt behind him. Tongue bitten halfway through.”

Leo’s stomach tightened. He swallowed hard. The coffee smell turned sour in his throat.

“Eyes were wrong,” the first man said.

Sheriff Tully looked at him sharply.

“Clouded?” the waitress asked quietly.

The old man shook his head. “Shiny. Like oil. Like someone poured something over ’em.”

Leo’s pulse struck harder in his neck.

One of the men laughed under his breath. “You’re mixing stories.”

“I’m telling you what my grandfather saw.”

Sheriff Tully set his mug down carefully. The ceramic clicked against the counter. “They didn’t list eye damage in the report.”

“They didn’t list half of it.”

A plate slid across the counter. The grease left a streak behind. The old man wiped his mouth with a napkin, his hand trembling slightly.

“They found him with both knees dislocated,” he said. “Bent wrong. Like he’d been dragged and forced to kneel.”

Leo felt pressure behind his eyes. His fingertips burned under the gauze.

The waitress crossed herself quickly before turning away.

Sheriff Tully’s voice remained even. “Mine shafts do strange things to a body. Rock falls. Panic.”

The first man leaned back, chair creaking. “Rock doesn’t peel skin in strips.”

Leo’s stomach twisted hard enough to make him grip the edge of the booth. His knuckles whitened.

The bell above the diner door rang again as someone entered, but the men at the counter didn’t look up.

“They closed shaft three after that,” the second man said. “Boarded it. Said it was unstable.”

Sheriff Tully stared into his coffee. “It was.”

The old man shook his head slowly. “You ever seen a body drained like that?”

Silence settled between them for a beat.

“Drained how?” the waitress asked from behind the counter.

The man’s voice dropped lower.

“Like something took what made him warm.”

...

The old man at the counter shifted on his stool. His hand trembled against the ceramic mug, coffee sloshing near the rim. A thin brown line ran down the side and onto the counter.

“You think it started in the mine,” he said slowly. “It didn’t.”

Sheriff Tully didn’t answer.

The waitress paused mid-wipe, cloth pressed against the laminate.

“It started before the mine,” the old man continued. “Back when this town was just a camp and a handful of families pretending they trusted each other.”

Leo’s jaw tightened. The gauze around his fingers felt damp now.

The old man’s throat worked as he swallowed. A faint pulse beat visibly in his neck.

“They brought a man here,” he said. “Prospector. Found silver in those hills. Kept the claim to himself.”

One of the other men shifted uncomfortably. “You don’t know that.”

“I know what my grandfather wrote,” the old man snapped. His breath came faster now. “They invited him to supper. Poured him whiskey. Promised partnership.”

Sheriff Tully’s fingers tightened around his mug.

“They took him out past the treeline that night,” the old man said. “Four of them. Founding names. The kind of plaques.”

Leo felt heat rise under his collar.

“They didn’t shoot him,” the old man continued. “Too loud. They tied him to a pine.”

His knuckles whitened against the counter. The skin across his hand looked thin and mottled.

“They cut him open.”

The diner seemed to shrink around the words.

“Chest first,” the old man said. “Right down the center. Sternum split with a pick.”

The waitress made a small sound and covered her mouth.

“They didn’t gut him clean,” he added. “They reached in.”

Leo’s stomach tightened violently. He pressed his injured fingers into the vinyl seat to steady himself. Pain shot up his arm.

“They pulled out what they could carry,” the old man said. “Left him tied upright. Blood ran down the bark and soaked the roots.”

Sheriff Tully’s jaw worked once, muscle flexing hard beneath skin.

“They took the claim papers,” the old man said. “Filed them under their own names the next morning.”

His breathing grew uneven. Sweat formed along his upper lip.

“He was still alive when they left,” he finished. “Neighbors heard him breathing through the night.”

One of the men at the counter shifted again. His stool scraped sharply against the tile.

“That’s a rumor,” he muttered.

The old man slammed his palm lightly against the counter. Coffee jumped in his mug.

“It’s a record,” he said. “Hidden in the ledger.”

Leo’s pulse pounded in his ears.

The waitress stepped back from the counter, face pale.

“They found him at dawn,” the old man said more quietly now. “Mouth packed with dirt. Throat cut shallow so he couldn’t scream.”

Sheriff Tully’s grip tightened enough to make the ceramic creak faintly.

“They built this town on that,” the old man said. “On that blood.”

His chest rose sharply. He wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

“And you think something doesn’t remember?”

...

The old man’s last words hung over the counter.

The fluorescent lights hummed above the booths. Forks scraped plates again. Someone laughed at the far end of the diner, loud and careless.

Leo’s coffee glass sat untouched in front of him.

It trembled.

Not enough to spill. Just a faint shiver along the rim.

Leo’s eyes dropped to it.

The surface of the coffee quivered in tight ripples, circular waves pressing outward from the center. The spoon resting inside tapped once against the glass wall.

No one else looked down.

Sheriff Tully lifted his mug and drank. The waitress reached for a stack of plates. The men at the counter resumed low conversation.

Leo pressed his palm flat against the tabletop.

The vibration carried through the laminate into his bones. A steady, low-frequency hum. His cracked fingertips throbbed beneath the gauze as if reacting to the pulse.

The glass trembled again.

He wrapped his hand around it.

The vibration grew stronger under his skin. His pulse stumbled for half a beat before correcting itself. A bead of sweat rolled from his temple to his jaw.

He lifted the glass slightly.

The trembling stopped.

He set it down.

It resumed.

Leo’s throat tightened.

Across the room, the window beside the counter caught his attention. Afternoon light filtered through thin curtains. The glass there shivered too, faint enough to go unnoticed beneath the clatter of dishes.

He looked back at the counter.

The old man’s coffee remained perfectly still.

Sheriff Tully’s mug did not move.

Only the glass in front of Leo vibrated.

His stomach clenched hard enough to make him shift in the booth. The vinyl squeaked under his weight.

The hum intensified for a moment. The spoon inside the glass rattled twice in quick succession.

Leo lifted his bandaged hand off the table.

The vibration slowed.

He placed it back down.

The tremor strengthened immediately.

His breath shortened. He inhaled shallowly through his nose.

The coffee surface began to ripple in tighter patterns, the waves sharper and more concentrated. A thin line of liquid crawled up one side of the glass as if pulled by pressure.

Leo glanced around the diner.

No one reacted.

A waitress walked past him carrying plates stacked high. The dishes did not rattle. Her step remained steady.

The hum shifted pitch.

Leo felt it in his molars.

His injured fingertips began to burn beneath the gauze. Heat spread along the splits in his skin, sharp and concentrated. He clenched his jaw.

The glass vibrated harder now.

A faint crack appeared near the base, a thin white fracture line branching upward. The sound was soft but distinct, a fine stress pop.

Leo’s heart hammered against his ribs.

The old man at the counter continued speaking about claim disputes and paperwork, his voice steady again. Sheriff Tully nodded once, slow and indifferent.

The crack in Leo’s glass extended another fraction of an inch.

Coffee leaked through the seam, running down the outside and dripping onto the table. The liquid spread in a thin brown line toward his hand.

The vibration stopped instantly.

The hum cut out.

The diners' sounds filled the space again, plates, forks, low conversation.

Leo lifted the glass carefully.

The fracture line remained. Coffee dripped steadily onto his fingers.

The liquid was warm.

His cracked skin stung as it soaked through the gauze.

No one looked at him.

He set the glass down gently.

The coffee inside lay perfectly still.

...

Leo left a few crumpled bills on the table and slid out of the booth. His bandaged hand felt heavy and warm from the spilled coffee. The damp gauze clung to the cracked skin beneath it, pulling slightly as he flexed his fingers. He wiped his palm against his jeans and headed for the door.

The bell above the diner chimed as he stepped outside.

Late afternoon light had thinned into a dull gray. The parking lot gravel crunched under his shoes. A pickup truck idled near the curb, exhaust drifting in pale clouds that hung low in the cooling air. The metallic scent from his own blood seemed sharper out here, less masked by grease and coffee.

A dog barked somewhere behind the building.

Leo paused at the edge of the sidewalk. His heartbeat still felt irregular from the vibrating glass. He inhaled slowly, steadying himself.

The barking stopped.

From the side of the diner, a brown mutt stepped into view. It wore a faded red collar and moved with a stiff gait, ribs visible beneath patchy fur. The dog’s head was lowered slightly as it walked across the gravel.

Leo remained still.

The dog lifted its nose and sniffed once.

Its posture changed immediately.

The hackles along its spine rose in a visible ridge. The lips peeled back from its teeth without sound at first. Then a low growl formed deep in its throat.

Leo glanced behind him.

No one else stood on the sidewalk. A couple emerged from the diner laughing, unaware of the animal. The dog did not react to them.

Its eyes locked onto Leo.

The growl deepened.

Leo’s stomach tightened sharply. He took a small step backward, the gravel shifting beneath his heel.

The dog advanced one pace.

Its muscles tensed under its thin hide. Saliva gathered along the edges of its mouth. The growl vibrated steadily, matching the rhythm Leo had felt through the table inside.

“Easy,” Leo said quietly.

His voice came out rough.

The dog’s ears flattened against its skull. The growl turned sharper, teeth fully bared now. A string of drool fell from its jaw and hit the gravel.

Leo’s injured fingers throbbed again beneath the gauze. He could feel fresh warmth spreading across the splits in his skin. His pulse accelerated, pounding against his temples.

The dog lunged forward two quick steps, stopping just short of him.

Leo flinched hard enough to stumble backward. His heel caught on the edge of the curb, and he dropped one knee to the gravel. The impact scraped through denim into skin. A sharp sting shot up his leg.

The dog snapped its teeth in the air inches from Leo’s hand.

The bandage on his fingers brushed the gravel. Grit pressed into the damp gauze. Pain flared bright and immediate.

The growl intensified, vibrating through the dog’s chest. Its eyes were wide, fixed, unblinking.

Leo pushed himself upright quickly, ignoring the scrape on his knee. Blood began to soak through the torn fabric at the front of his jeans.
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