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October 14, 1925..

The shovel blade struck something that did not sound like stone. It was a dull, wet thud, the sound of a blade biting into overripe fruit.

Arthur Thorne stopped, his breath coming in ragged, white plumes in the midnight air. He was deep within the cellar of the half-finished manor, the air thick with the smell of damp lime and raw earth. Above him, the house groaned—a skeleton of oak and pine shifting under the weight of a coming storm. He was forty feet below the waterline of the lake, in a hollow he had carved out in secret, away from the eyes of the stonemasons.

"Deep enough, Arthur," he whispered to himself, his voice sounding thin and brittle against the stone walls.

He leaned over the hole, his lantern casting long, flickering shadows that danced like skeletal fingers. At the bottom of the pit lay the crate. It was made of lead-lined cedar, brought back from his expedition to the Congolese interior three months prior. It had no markings, no seals, save for a single iron latch that seemed to be sweating a dark, viscous fluid.

Arthur reached down, his fingers trembling. He hadn't slept in six days. Ever since the crate had arrived at the docks, he had heard it. Not a voice, but a vibration—a low-frequency hum that resonated in the marrow of his bones. It told him of growth. It told him of a hunger that spanned eons, a silent, subterranean kingdom that was tired of the dark.

He unlatched the crate.

The lid didn't creak; it sighed. A plume of fine, iridescent spores drifted upward, shimmering like pulverized diamonds in the lantern light. Arthur didn't pull away. He inhaled deeply, the particles coating the back of his throat with a taste like metallic honey.

Inside the crate, nestled in a bed of rotting peat, lay the Heart.

It looked like a massive, calcified tuber, the size of a man’s torso, but it was translucent. Through its milky skin, Arthur could see a network of veins pulsing with a slow, rhythmic throb. It was beautiful. It was terrifying. It was the answer to the Thorne family’s dwindling fortune—a biological miracle that promised to turn the barren, rocky soil of the estate into a lush, eternal harvest.

"Just a drop," Arthur murmured, drawing a silver pocketknife from his waistcoat.

He sliced his palm, a clean, sharp line. He held his hand over the Heart, watching the crimson droplets fall. The moment the blood touched the milky surface, the Heart reacted. It didn't just absorb the liquid; it reached for it. Tiny, hair-thin filaments erupted from the tuber, lashing out like the tongues of hungry insects to catch the blood before it even landed.

The hum in the room intensified, rising to a physical pressure that made Arthur’s nose begin to bleed. The stone floor beneath his boots vibrated. He looked down and saw, with a mixture of horror and ecstasy, that the white filaments weren't stopping at his blood. They were spreading across the dirt, threading into the cracks of the foundation, weaving themselves into the very grain of the house's wooden marrow.

Arthur tried to pull his hand back, but a single filament had already hooked into the meat of his thumb. It was cold—impossibly cold.

"God help us," he gasped, though he made no further move to escape.

Outside, the first lightning strike of the season hit the lake, illuminating the manor in a strobe-light flash of white. In that split second, the shadow Arthur cast against the wall wasn't his own. It was a sprawling, many-limbed thing, a silhouette of roots and reaching vines that stretched upward, claiming the house before the first brick was even dry.

The Heart pulsed once more, a deep, resonant thud that echoed through the earth.

The Rootrot had begun.
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Chapter 1: The Estate of Veins
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The smell was the first thing that began to rot Elias’s resolve. It was a thick, cloying sweetness, like lilies left too long in a vase of stagnant water. It didn't just drift through the air of the Thorne estate; it seemed to occupy it, pushing the oxygen out until every breath Elias took felt heavy and humid.

Elias set his luggage down on the checkered marble of the grand foyer. To his left, the great mahogany staircase spiraled upward into a darkness that the weak, flickering chandelier failed to penetrate. The wood of the banister looked wet. Not from rain, but from a translucent, gelatinous film that mirrored the slow, rhythmic pulsing he felt beneath his boots.

"He died in the library," Clara said, her voice sounding brittle in the cavernous space. She stood near the door, her hand still hovering near the heavy brass handle, as if she were considering an immediate retreat. "The lawyers said he was... integrated. They had to use a saw to get the body out of the chair."

Elias looked at his sister. Clara was a woman of sharp angles and expensive perfumes, a high-powered architect who usually smelled of bergamot and blueprints. Here, under the sickly yellow light of the foyer, she looked gray.

"They exaggerate, Clara. Lawyers love a gruesome story to justify a higher probate fee," Elias replied, though his heart wasn't in it.

He walked toward the center of the room. The Thorne estate had been built in the 1920s by their great-grandfather, Arthur, a man whose portrait still hung above the mantel. In the painting, Arthur looked stern, but his eyes were obscured by a layer of fine, white mold that had grown specifically over the oil paint of his pupils, giving him the appearance of a blind prophet.

Elias knelt. He pressed his fingers to the marble floor. It was warm.

"The heating must be on," he murmured.

"The power has been out for a month, Elias," Clara snapped. She walked over to join him, her heels clicking with a sharp, frantic energy. "There is no heat. There is no gas. Yet look at the windows."

Elias looked. Despite the biting Michigan autumn air outside, the windows were covered in a thick, frothy condensation. On the glass, the moisture was forming strange, fractal patterns—not the jagged spikes of ice, but soft, branching curves that looked like the capillary system of a lung.

"The house is breathing," Clara whispered.

A sudden, violent thud echoed from the floor above. It wasn't the sound of a settling beam. It was a heavy, wet impact, followed by a long, slow scraping sound, as if someone were dragging a waterlogged carpet across the hardwood.

Elias grabbed the heavy flashlight from his bag. The beam cut through the dust-choked air, revealing a horrifying sight: the wallpaper in the hallway wasn't just peeling. It was being pushed out from behind. Long, ropey bulges moved rhythmically beneath the floral Victorian patterns, like giant worms tunneling through the plaster.

"Upstairs," Elias said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "We need to see what he left behind."

They ascended the stairs, the wood groaning with a sound that was disturbingly close to a human moan. When they reached the landing of the second floor, the smell changed. The sweetness was gone, replaced by the sharp, acidic tang of vinegar and old copper.

Elias pushed open the door to the Master Suite.

The room was a cathedral of rot. Their grandfather’s bed was no longer a piece of furniture; it had been subsumed by a massive, bioluminescent fungal growth that glowed with a faint, pulsing violet light. The spores were so thick in the air they looked like falling snow.

But it was Clara’s gasp that made Elias turn.

She was staring at her own reflection in a cracked vanity mirror. She had removed her black wool coat, and on the pale skin of her shoulder, where a stray spore had landed only moments before, a small, white nub was pushing through the dermis. It wasn't a blister. It was a cap.

The house hadn't just invited them in. It had already begun to feed.

"Elias," she choked out, her hand reaching for the growth. "It’s... it’s under my skin. I can feel it reaching for my collarbone."

As Elias moved toward her, the dragging sound in the corner of the room intensified. The shadows shifted, and from beneath the bed, a cluster of pale, translucent tendrils—thick as human fingers—began to uncoil, tasting the air for the warmth of their blood.
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Chapter 2: The Softening
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The sound from beneath the bed was not a mechanical scrape. It was the sound of something wet and fibrous being dragged across parched wood—a sound of friction and fluid. Elias didn't wait to see the shape that owned the noise. He lunged for Clara, grabbing her by the wrist. Her skin felt unnaturally hot, radiating a feverish warmth that seemed to pulse against his palm.

"Out. Now," he commanded.

They backed out of the Master Suite, Elias’s flashlight beam cutting a frantic arc through the air. The spores were thicker here, swirling in the light like a blizzard of rusted iron. As they stepped onto the landing of the grand staircase, the floor beneath Elias’s boots didn't creak. It yielded.

The solid oak of the Thorne estate, seasoned for a century, had turned to the consistency of damp cork. With every step, Elias felt his heels sink an inch into the wood, leaving deep, weeping indentations that slowly filled with a clear, viscous liquid.

"Elias, look at the walls," Clara whispered. Her voice was flat, the panic of the previous moment replaced by a terrifying, hollowed-out awe.

He swung the light. The floral wallpaper—a pattern of faded roses they had played among as children—was breathing. The paper was bulging in long, horizontal ripples, as if massive, sightless snakes were tunneling through the lath and plaster behind it. Where the seams of the paper met, a thick, black ichor was seeping out, smelling of ancient peat and copper.

"It’s the foundation," Elias muttered, more to convince himself than her. "The lake must have flooded the cellar. It’s just... some kind of aggressive dry rot."

"Dry rot doesn't have a heartbeat, El."

She was right. He felt it then—a low-frequency vibration that hummed through the soles of his shoes and settled in the base of his skull. Thump-thud. Thump-thud. It was the house. Or rather, the thing that had replaced the house’s skeletal structure.

They reached the top of the stairs, but when Elias aimed the flashlight down, he stopped dead. The staircase, once a sweeping statement of Thorne's wealth, had been transformed into a steep, narrow throat. The banister was draped in heavy, translucent veils of mycelium that looked like wedding lace left to rot in a swamp. The individual steps were barely visible beneath a carpet of white, button-like fungi, each one pulsing with a faint, bioluminescent violet light.

"We can't go down that way," Elias said, his throat tightening. "The spores... if we stir those up, we won’t be able to breathe."

"The service stairs," Clara suggested, her hand rising instinctively to her shoulder.

Elias looked at her. The white nub on her skin had grown. It was no longer a small cap; it had sprouted thin, hair-like filaments that were beginning to weave themselves into the fabric of her silk blouse, anchoring the fungus to her body.

"Clara, your shoulder—"

"I know," she interrupted, her eyes fixed on the dark hallway leading to the back of the house. "I can feel it. It’s not just on me, Elias. It’s... it’s talking. Not with words. With a feeling. It’s so hungry. It’s been waiting for us to come home for twenty years."

She turned and began to walk toward the service stairs with a stiff, rhythmic gait that wasn't entirely her own. Elias followed, his mind racing. He realized then that the house hadn't just decayed; it had been reorganized. The floorplan felt different—the hallway seemed longer, the ceiling lower, the walls closer.

As they reached the heavy oak door to the service stairs, Elias reached for the brass knob. It was covered in a fine, grey fuzz. When he touched it, the metal didn't feel cold. It felt soft. He squeezed, and the brass handle deformed under his grip like modeling clay, the metal turning into a grey, powdery ash that coated his fingers.

The door didn't swing open; it sloughed away from the frame, falling inward with a wet, heavy thlap.

Beyond the door, the service staircase was gone. In its place was a vertical shaft of pulsating, coral-like growth, a deep and bruised purple. It looked like the interior of an organ.

"We’re trapped," Elias whispered, the flashlight trembling in his hand.

"No," Clara said, staring into the purple dark. "We’re just being digested."
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Chapter 3: The Library of Dead Things
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The sound of the door sloughing away like dead skin left a ringing silence in the hallway, broken only by the wet, rhythmic thump-thud of the house’s borrowed heart. Elias pulled Clara back from the edge of the pulsating purple shaft. The air venting from the hole smelled of iron and ancient, stagnant water.

"The library," Elias breathed, his voice a dry rasp. "It has the heavy fire door. Grandfather reinforced it after the '42 break-in. If the wood hasn't... softened there, we can barricade ourselves in."

Clara didn't answer immediately. She was staring at her hand. The fingernails were beginning to turn a translucent, pearlescent white, the same color as the mycelium veils on the stairs. She moved with a strange, jerky hesitation, as if her motor functions were being contested by a second set of instructions.

"El," she whispered, her voice sounding like dry leaves skittering across pavement. "The hum... it’s louder near the walls. Like they’re whispering the family tree."

Elias didn't let her finish. He grabbed her hand—horrified to find the skin felt like damp parchment—and dragged her toward the end of the east wing. They scrambled down the corridor, their feet sinking into the floorboards which now felt like walking through deep, wet sand. Every step required a conscious effort to pull free from the suction of the softening wood.

They reached the library’s double doors. Unlike the other doors in the house, these were clad in hammered bronze. Elias slammed his shoulder against them. They didn't budge. The metal remained cold, unyielding, and gloriously solid. He fumbled with the heavy iron bolt, sliding it home with a screech of protesting metal that felt like the most beautiful sound he had ever heard.

The library was a tomb of dust and leather.

Thousands of books lined the walls, reaching up into the shadows of the thirty-foot ceiling. Here, the "Rootrot" seemed to have been kept at bay. The air was drier, smelling of vanilla and old paper. However, the flashlight beam revealed that the fungus was still present—it had simply adapted. Instead of the wet, fleshy growth of the hallway, the books were covered in a fine, white "silver-leaf" mold that mimicked the marbling of the leather covers.

"Look at the desk," Clara said, her voice regaining a sliver of its usual sharpness.

In the center of the room sat their grandfather’s massive mahogany desk. It was the only object in the room that was actively being consumed. Thick, black vines—the "root" of the rot—had burst through the floorboards directly beneath the desk’s legs, winding upward like the tentacles of a subterranean kraat. They had pierced the wood, weaving through the drawers and out the top, where they had delicately curled around a single, leather-bound journal.

The journal wasn't being destroyed. It was being held.

Elias approached the desk, his flashlight trembling. The black vines didn't move as he drew near. They were static, frozen in a protective cage around the book. On the cover, embossed in fading gold leaf, were the initials: A.T. 1925.

"Arthur’s journal," Elias murmured. "The one from the expedition."

He reached out, his fingers inches from the book. As he did, the white nub on Clara’s shoulder suddenly flared with a bright, bioluminescent violet light.

"Don't!" Clara screamed, clutching her head. "When you get close to it, the noise... it’s not a hum anymore. It’s a scream, Elias! It’s screaming 'Welcome home'!"

Elias ignored the warning and gripped the journal. The vines didn't resist; they uncoiled with a dry, papery hiss, as if they were handing the book to him. As the journal left the desk, a localized tremor shook the room. Books cascaded from the shelves, their pages fluttering like the wings of dying birds.

Elias flipped the book open to the first page. The handwriting was frantic, the ink bled into the paper like dried blood.

October 14, 1925: The Heart has accepted the first offering. It does not want the soil. It wants the bloodline. I have built the house to be its skin, but it requires a skeleton of Thorne bone to stand forever.

A heavy thud came from the other side of the bronze doors. Then another. Something wasn't just dragging itself down the hall anymore. Something was throwing its weight against the door, and the bronze began to groan.
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Chapter 4: The First Offering
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The bronze doors shuddered again, the sound like a hammer hitting a cathedral bell. The vibration traveled through the floorboards, causing the fine silver-leaf mold on the bookshelves to drift into the air like toxic glitter. Elias ignored the pounding, his eyes locked on the frantic scrawl of Arthur Thorne’s 1925 journal.

"El, the door isn't going to hold," Clara whispered. She was backed against a shelf of encyclopedias, her fingers digging into the leather spines. The white filaments on her shoulder had now reached her neck, weaving a delicate, lace-like pattern across her jugular. Her pulse was visible beneath the growth, a rapid, frantic thrum.

"Listen to this," Elias said, his voice tight. He read aloud from the yellowed page, his flashlight pinned between his shoulder and ear.

“November 2, 1925: The masons refused to finish the cellar. They claim the stone is 'crying.' They do not understand that the Heart is simply thirsty. I have realized that water will not suffice. To anchor the Root to this world, it must recognize the master of the house. It requires the resonance of Thorne marrow. Today, I took Thomas to the sub-basement. He complained of the damp, but the Heart stilled the moment he stepped onto the soil.”

"Thomas?" Clara’s voice cracked. "That was our great-uncle. The one who supposedly died of scarlet fever as a boy."

Elias turned the page. The handwriting was no longer ink; it was a dark, rusted brown.

“November 3: The fever has taken hold of the boy, but it is a holy fever. White stalks are emerging from his tear ducts. He no longer cries; he simply hums. The house has responded. The oak beams in the parlor have thickened overnight. The Heart is pleased. It is weaving Thomas into the foundation. He is not dying; he is becoming the architecture.”

A massive dent appeared in the bronze door. The metal didn't just bend; it stretched, the bronze becoming thin and translucent like hammered gold leaf. Through the stretching metal, Elias could see a dark, amorphous shape pressing from the other side—a cluster of wet, white limbs and reaching tendrils.

"It’s not just a fungus, Clara," Elias said, the realization settling in his stomach like lead. "It’s a recording device. It’s been collecting us for a century. Thomas, Grandfather, the 'missing' housekeepers... they’re all still here. They're part of the structural integrity."

The pounding stopped. A sudden, heavy silence filled the library, more terrifying than the noise.

Then, a voice came from the other side of the door. It wasn't the guttural roar of a monster. It was a soft, wet, multi-tonal sound, as if several throats were speaking at once.

"Elias... Clara... open the door. The basement is cold. We need your warmth to reach the lake."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
7 5 4
7

_Ethar Ross





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





