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PART I: Echoes of a Broken Chord
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Chapter 1: The Scan
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The hum was low at first, mechanical, almost meditative. Then it pulsed. Jay Carver lay flat on the narrow bed, sliding slowly into the circular mouth of the MRI machine, arms rigid by his sides, eyes closed under the weight of a lead blanket that felt heavier than it probably was. A sudden clank of metal clashing with field jolted through the tunnel, and the vibrations made the veins in his skull feel like they were thrumming with feedback.

He had been through these scans before. But today, the sound was different.

The droning pulse inside the tube hit a low frequency, the kind only someone with perfect pitch might notice. Jay did. Somewhere, in the hollow drum of his chest, it began to resonate.

It sounded like an F-sharp.

And then it happened.

The scan dissolved around him, not in color or light, but in sound. A swell of distorted bass bled into his ears, warm and fuzzy like the analog rigs of the old days. Lights strobed behind his eyelids, reds and deep blues. He wasn’t in a hospital anymore. He was back there.

The year was 1984.

He could smell it first cigarettes, stale beer, hot wires, and something earthy that might have been hash. Then the floor beneath him vibrated as if thousands of bodies had become one living, breathing rhythm. A stage. A massive arena in downtown Chicago. Crimsony’s Red Reign tour. Jay stood at the edge of the stage, half-hidden behind the monolith of his Marshall stack, left boot on the monitor, bass hanging low, face dripping with sweat. The crowd roared, but all he could hear was the beat.

Rod was beside him, screaming into the mic with that wild grin. His fingers shredded the Gibson like he was trying to kill it. Behind them, the drummer was a blur of hair and muscle.

They launched into "Glass Mirrors," the track they always played to open. The echo of the crowd’s chant hit Jay in waves: “CRIM-SO-NEE!”

Jay slapped the bass, deep and deliberate, the groove flowing through his spine like a spell. For a moment, he remembered what it felt like to be infinite. He was twenty-eight, immortal, untouchable. Their music was all that mattered. Not money. Not fights. Not even the drugs yet. Just sound, sweat, and connection.

He turned his head. Rod winked. Then mouthed something across the stage: “Let it ride.”

The next note came late. A slip. Rod flinched. Jay had missed a beat.

And just like that, the concert fractured. The sound warped, slowed, reversed. The lights blew out. The cheering crowd became static. The stage dissolved into grainy interference like an old VHS tape caught in rewind.

Jay’s eyes shot open.

He was back inside the tube. Cold. Motionless. The machine pulsed again, louder this time, just a machine again, no melody. Just scanning. Measuring. Counting the time he had left.

The tech’s voice crackled through a speaker overhead. “Just one more minute, Mr. Carver. You’re doing great.”

Jay said nothing. He blinked into the tunnel. His mind raced, heart thudding too fast. Sweat tickled behind his ears. That wasn’t just memory. That was... something else. Something awakened.

As the table pulled him out of the machine, the room greeted him with sterile silence. The technician smiled awkwardly and glanced at the chart. “The doctor will call you later in the week, okay?”

Jay nodded, barely listening. He sat up slowly. Bones cracked. Limbs protested. The world outside the tube felt blurry, distant. Like he hadn’t quite left the stage.

He left the imaging center without waiting for a consult. Just pushed the heavy glass door open and stepped out into the flat, grey morning. Traffic passed in waves. A dog barked somewhere far off. The sky hung low with a ceiling of concrete-colored clouds. Cold wind scraped the skin from his cheeks.

A group of teenagers walked past with wireless headphones in, faces buried in their phones. Not one looked up. Music with no instruments, no cables, no noise. No soul.

Jay tugged his long coat tighter and walked toward the parking garage, boots tapping a rhythm that seemed suddenly important to keep steady. F-sharp. That hum. That concert. That sound. Something was trying to find him again.

Something old.

In the far corner of his vision, under the flicker of a broken streetlight, a shadow moved. He turned, but there was no one there.

Only the faintest echo of applause.

And then silence again.

...

Jay Carver stepped out of the MRI room, blinking against the fluorescence. The world felt unreal, as if the hum of the machine still vibrated behind his eardrums, distorting the shape of everything around him. His boots thudded softly against the vinyl floor, his steps uneven. The corridor stretched out in both directions, too long, too bright, like something out of a dream you know will go wrong before it even starts.

He clutched the hem of his coat tighter, the fabric too heavy for indoors, and turned left without knowing why. No one stopped him. No one called out. The hallway opened wider, lined with plastic chairs in dull blue and beige. Some were occupied, silent figures waiting for answers in Manila folders.

A boy in scrubs brushed past him, murmuring something Jay didn’t quite catch. For a second, he thought the voice said, "Jay, we’re on in five." He spun on instinct, heart lurching, expecting Rod standing there in his glitter-drenched stage jacket, wild-eyed and twenty-five.

But it was just a nurse. Young. Pale. Holding a clipboard.

Jay turned back around. The walls seemed to breathe, not literally but in that subtle, wrong way that made them feel closer every time he blinked. His pulse ticked fast in his throat. He passed a woman with silver hair and soft eyes who looked up at him with a strange expression, and Jay froze in place.

“Sybil?” he whispered, voice cracking.

The woman didn’t respond. She glanced away, awkward now, clutching her purse tighter.

No. It wasn’t Sybil. Couldn’t be. Sybil was... gone. Still, the resemblance had been enough to flip his stomach, like hitting a wrong chord in a perfect performance. Sybil had been younger, sharper at the edges, but those eyes it was the eyes that threw him.

He backed away slowly, nearly stumbling over a trash bin bolted to the floor. He muttered an apology to no one in particular and kept walking.

The hallway opened into the main atrium, a large, glass-walled space with benches arranged beneath an artificial ficus tree. A piano sat in the corner, glossy and untouched. A sign taped above the keys read: Volunteers welcome to play. Jay stared at it for a moment, then kept walking.

He heard music. Not from the piano, not from the speakers overhead piping in lo-fi jazz. A guitar. Electric. Bending a note with aching precision. He followed it.

At the corner near the elevators, he turned and saw a man hunched against the wall, head down, guitar case open. He strummed lightly, fingers trembling over the strings.

Jay slowed, watching.

Then the man looked up, and Jay nearly collapsed.

Rod.

Wiry beard. Leather jacket. A scar above his left eyebrow from that bar fight in Detroit. Same old grin, crooked and loaded with mischief. His hands hovered over the fretboard, effortlessly shaping a chord Jay knew by feel more than name.

“Rod,” he breathed, tears hot in his throat. He took a step forward.

The man raised a brow. “Sorry?”

The illusion shattered.

Not Rod.

A street performer. Probably a patient. Maybe just some guy waiting for a prescription. His face is not quite right. Younger, yes. Different nose. He blinked in confusion as Jay stared, visibly shaken.

Jay backed away again, chest tight. “I’m sorry. Mistook you for someone.”

The man nodded politely, then resumed playing.

Jay turned and pressed a hand against the cold glass wall of the atrium. His reflection stared back with sunken cheeks, wisps of grey escaping from beneath his beanie, bloodshot eyes too tired for another year. His fingers shook. He shoved them in his pockets and walked faster.

A pair of interns passed him, laughing too loudly. One of them was carrying a thermos. Jay thought for a moment the laughter belonged to Mark, deep, thoughtful, delayed just a second behind the joke, like it always used to be. Mark used to laugh like he was editing in real time. Always refining.

But no. Mark was dead, too.

Jay stumbled toward a bank of chairs and sat down hard, breathing ragged through his nose. Around him, the hospital moved like a muted film. Wheelchairs creaked by. A child cried behind a closed door. Footsteps clicked against tile.

He felt like a ghost haunting the living.

He rubbed his hands together, staring at the scarring along the backs of his fingers, cigarette burns from 1990, that cursed tour in Spain. He’d played so hard, so drunk, he hadn’t noticed the cherry fall onto his hand mid-chorus. Kept playing. The pain came hours later. Everything always came late.

"Mr. Carver?"

Jay looked up.

It was the same tech from the MRI. Blonde, early twenties, smiling with the cautious energy of someone trained to handle frailty. “You left your scarf,” she said, holding it out.

Jay nodded, wordless, and took it.

“Doctor will give you a call soon, yeah?”

He managed a grunt that passed as assent. She waited a second longer, then left. Jay stared at the scarf in his lap, recognizing it as one Sybil had given him. The purple one. She said it made him look mysterious. Like a ghost who still sang.

He wrapped it loosely around his neck and rose, legs aching.

Outside the exit doors, beyond the glass, the world looked like it hadn’t noticed he was sick. That it hadn’t mourned Rod. That Sybil hadn’t burned away from cancer, or that Mark hadn’t vanished into silence.

It didn’t care about music, memory, or dying.

Jay walked through the sliding doors and into the indifferent wind.

He had to go home. Back to the mansion. Back to the room with the reels. The dust. The ghosts.

Back to whatever sound was trying to find him.

...

The road curved up through the pines like a forgotten chord progression, winding toward the ridge where Jay Carver’s mansion brooded among gnarled trees and overgrown hedges. As his old Saab coughed its way through the rusted gate, he lowered the window halfway and let the November air slice across his face. Cold. Sharp. Almost clean. The wind whispered through the branches like applause after an encore, thin, scattered, fading too soon.

The tires cracked over fallen twigs as he eased the car into the driveway. The stone fountain by the entrance was dry as bone, cracked at the base. A bird's nest had taken residence inside the mouth of the stone cherub that once spat water in arcs. He killed the engine and sat for a moment in silence, hands resting on the wheel.

Home.

Though it hadn't felt like home in a long time.

The front porch creaked under his boots as he approached. From the far end of the gravel drive, a van pulled in, white, dented, the logo of the local grocery service sun-faded along the sides. A kid hopped out, nineteen or twenty at best, slim and half-smiling, brown box in his hands.

“Afternoon, Mr. Carver,” he called out, jogging toward the porch. “Got your order.”

Jay nodded once, curt, not stopping. “Just leave it in the kitchen.”

The kid hesitated. “You, uh, want me to bring it inside?”

Jay paused, back to him. He didn’t turn around. “You know the way.”

He continued toward the side yard, leaving the front door open behind him. The hallway lights were off, sunlight barely reaching through the dusty windows. The smell of wood polish lingered from weeks ago, mixed with something older: mothballs, rust, maybe memory.

He moved past the grand piano he hadn’t touched in years, past the display cabinet of shattered vinyl trophies from the ‘80s, into the heart of the estate, the back patio that once opened onto a stage of hedonism.

The pool.

Jay stepped into the open, blinking under the flat grey sky.

The pool stretched out beneath him, still and hollow. Its pale blue tiles were faded, stained with leaves and mud. A curl of brittle vines trailed over one cracked edge like veins that no longer carried blood. No water. No echo of summer. Just an empty concrete shell   like a ribcage with no heart inside.

He stood at the edge and looked down.

There had been nights here. Endless nights. Limbs tangled in velvet blankets under the stars. Laughter echoes off the tiled walls. Mark is pouring gin into a boot for a dare. Rod cannonballing in mid-December just to prove he still could. Sybil, hair wild and wet, swimming alone at 2 a.m. and calling to the moon like it would answer.

And the parties. The music. The way the bass used to bounce off the water and hit his chest like it belonged there.

Now? Now it was silent. Not even the birds sang overhead. Just wind brushing leaves across the stone.

He crouched by the edge and ran his hand along the tile. It was rougher than he remembered, as if time had stolen the polish along with everything else. His reflection stared up faintly from the bottom, distorted, sunken-eyed, wrong.

The Muse would have danced here. He remembered that much. Or dreamed it. That faceless presence, the outline of femininity, smoke in moonlight. She had danced at the deep end, maybe on water, maybe just above it. He never knew for sure if he had been watching her, or if she had been watching him.

Behind him, the door creaked open. A rustle of bags, the clink of glass jars. The kid called out, “Mr. Carver? I left everything on the counter. Eggs, soup, that herbal tea you like.”

Jay didn’t answer. He remained still, hand on the tile.

After a pause, the kid tried again. “You, uh... you need anything else?”

Jay raised his voice only enough to be heard. “No.”

Another beat of silence.

Then, softly, “You got a nice place.”

Jay blinked, still staring at the pool. “It used to be louder.”

The kid didn’t reply. A moment later, the door clicked shut.

Jay stood. His knees ached. He ignored the pain and walked the curve of the pool slowly, trailing his fingertips along the edge. A leaf skittered across the bottom, carried by a sudden breeze. For a second, it looked like a ripple in the water.

He remembered the night Sybil left.

He’d been sitting at the shallow end, shirt soaked, shoes still on, drunk on whiskey and exhaustion. She stood on the opposite side, suitcase in hand, eyes already miles away. She didn’t scream. Didn’t cry. She had said only one thing.

“This place is killing you.”

Then she left. And Jay had stayed. Always stayed.

He looked up toward the far end, where an old dive board sat rotting, bolts rusted, one side dangling slightly askew. No one had jumped from it in two decades. The diving light that once lit up the deep end had long burned out.

A sudden gust scattered a flurry of dead leaves over the patio.

Jay turned away and made his way back inside, pausing once to glance at the warped wooden deck chairs stacked against the wall. One still had a towel draped over the back, faded tie-dye, mold creeping at the edges. He didn’t remember the last time anyone had used it. Maybe never.

Inside, the house seemed even quieter.

He heard the fridge hum faintly, then the click of its compressor dying. The groceries were stacked neatly in the kitchen: two cans of soup, a carton of eggs, a loaf of cracked wheat bread, ginger tea, and a pint of almond milk. It looked like a stranger’s order.

He didn’t unpack them. Just walked past.

Through the hallway. Past the photos, he no longer looked at. Into the shadowed studio with its wall of analog equipment.

He flicked on the light.

Nothing.

The bulb buzzed, flickered, and held.

A reel-to-reel sat in the center of the room, unplugged, covered in dust. Jay crossed to it. Wiped it down slowly with the sleeve of his coat. His fingers hovered over the play button.

He didn’t press it.

Not yet.

...

The house had a strange way of shifting when no one was watching. Jay noticed that sometimes   doors he did not recall closing were now ajar, old hinges creaking despite no one stepping through them. Dust gathered in new corners. Light slanted differently through windows as if the sun had revised its script.

It wasn’t ghosts. Not the kind most people feared. It was time. That creeping, patient parasite.

He wandered through the east corridor now, hands trailing along the wainscoting, mind not really following. His boots tapped in irregular rhythm, like a demo track not yet finalized. The hospital still clung to him, the smell of antiseptic, the faint voice of the nurse saying, “We’ll call with results.” A sentence that held both mercy and menace.

He turned into the library without thinking.

The room was long, the ceiling arched like a church nave, the shelves reaching toward heaven with no prayer to answer. Thousands of records, CDs, books, and vinyls are stacked in leaning towers. A curation of sound and silence. The scent here was different: wood oil, mildew, and the faintest trace of tobacco. Familiar. Comforting.

He had not been in this room in years.

Jay walked past a sagging chair once claimed by Rod during drunken listening sessions in the early '90s, when they'd argue over mix levels until sunrise. He stopped at the third shelf from the window, the one he remembered Sybil touching once, running a finger across the spine of a purple notebook and laughing at the dust.

“Memories are heavier than gold,” she’d said.

His hand hovered now over the same shelf.

He wasn’t looking for anything. But something in him, maybe that hum from the MRI, maybe a whisper from the Muse, made him pause. A thick, clothbound book caught his eye. It was old, misfiled between a jazz biography and a paperback poetry collection. Faded navy blue cover. No title.

He pulled it gently.

It resisted.

Then, with a soft whoosh, the book slid forward, and something fell.

A small object clattered against the wooden floor and skidded under the low cabinet. Jay dropped to one knee, bones clicking, and reached blindly beneath the furniture until his fingers touched cool plastic.

A cassette.

He held it up to the light. Pale grey body, transparent center, reels motionless inside. A small white label on one side, yellowed with age, handwritten in a rush.

“JC - For when it ends.”

Jay stared.

The handwriting was unmistakable.

Rod.

That half-slant to the letters, the way he always looped the J in “JC” but scribbled the rest like he was being chased by a deadline. Jay’s mouth went dry.

The label was dated.

1997.

That was the year Crimsony finally dissolved in public view, lawsuits, interviews, and backroom shouting matches. The year Jay released his solo album and promptly disappeared. It was the year Rod had called him a sellout in Rolling Stone. The year they stopped speaking entirely.

Rod must have left it here. Maybe during that last night, the one where they drank and screamed at each other in the kitchen for three hours straight, ending with Rod walking out and slamming the door hard enough to break the frame.

Jay remembered fragments: an ashtray flying across the room, a guitar cord tangled around his boot, the echo of Rod yelling, “You were always waiting for it to fall apart.”

Jay had thrown the half-finished bottle of Glenlivet into the fireplace. The tape must’ve been left behind then.

Or maybe... maybe Rod had returned. Quietly. Later. Left it without saying a word.

Jay turned the cassette over in his hands. The reels had shifted from the fall, one now off-center, as if nervous about being played. He felt like he was holding a fuse.

What could be on it?

A song? A message?

Rod’s voice?

His throat tightened at the thought of hearing it again, not a live recording, not an interview clip, but something direct. Personal. Meant for him. Or maybe meant for no one. Maybe it was a confession. Or a curse.

“For when it ends.”

Jay stood slowly, tape still in hand. He returned the book to the shelf but kept his grip loose, eyes still locked on the cassette as if afraid it might vanish. A thousand memories crashed over him: hotel rooms, studio lights, cigarette burns on fretboards, midnight mixes, and dawn regrets.

Rod had been there for all of it. Even the parts Jay wanted to forget.

His hands shook.

He needed to play it. But not here.

The studio. That was the only place that could hold something like this. If there were ghosts in this house, they lived there among the wires, the knobs, the silence waiting to be broken.

Jay walked through the hallway, each step louder now.

When he reached the threshold of the studio, he paused. He stared at the tangled patchwork of cables, the dim consoles, the empty stool by the mixing desk.

He flicked the power switch.

The gear awoke with a slow groan, meters rising, lights flickering. He crossed to the tape deck, the old one with the cracked button. He hadn’t used it in over a decade. But like everything in the room, it remembered him.

He inserted the cassette gently, like tucking a relic into an altar.

His finger hovered over play.

Not yet.

Jay sat down.

The Muse stood just beyond the glass, no clearer than before. A silhouette with shifting edges. A shape made from longing.

She didn’t speak.

She just waited.

...

The cassette rested inside the deck like it had always belonged there, like the machine had been waiting years just to swallow this one piece of plastic. Jay sat back in the old studio chair, its cushion deflated and ripped near the edge. His fingers hovered over the play button, hesitant, not from fear but from knowing that whatever came out of those speakers could never be unheard.

He didn’t remember this tape. Didn’t remember Rod ever handing it to him, mentioning it, nothing in emails, calls, or even that last drunken blowout at the house. But the handwriting on the label was Rod’s. Jay had seen that looping JC on a hundred setlists, studio notes, and napkin lyrics. It was as familiar to him as the tremble in his own hand now.

He pressed play.

A low hiss emerged first. Analog silence. A few seconds passed, dead air, the breath before the confession. Then:

A hum.

It started faint, like a mic left live in an empty room. Then a crackling electricity, flirting with the coil, followed by a voice.

“...Jay...”

The word dragged like it was pulled from a deep tunnel.

Jay leaned forward, heart slamming against his ribs. His eyes stayed locked on the deck as if willing the tape to stay stable.

“Jay... if you’re hearing this...” The voice was warped, uneven, like Rod was underwater. “It means... it means we didn’t talk. That we never...”

A harsh screech interrupted the message tape damage, then silence again. A small, whirring rewind. Jay’s thumb twitched near the stop button, but he didn’t press it.

Then, the voice returned, a little clearer.

“...we should’ve made peace, man. But maybe... maybe you can still finish it.”

Jay’s lips parted.

“You remember ‘Ashes & Amber’? It was never just a track. It was the door. The beginning of the second side. You wanted to go deeper, and I was afraid. I told the label to kill it. I told them you weren’t ready. But maybe I wasn’t.”

The tape crackled. A faint loop of background sound began to swell what sounded like an old demo guitar riff playing behind Rod’s voice. Familiar. Clean. It was from their last recording session, the one they never completed.

“Finish what we started, JC.”

Jay’s stomach dropped.

That tone the way Rod had said his name   was exactly how he used to say it on stage, mock-serious, like calling a preacher up to testify.

Then the guitar loop sharpened.

Jay’s spine stiffened as a beat kicked in a loose, shuffling drum track, half-formed. It was Rod’s playing. No question. From a rehearsal room in L.A., maybe? Or that grim little studio in Berlin they rented for a week in ‘95? Jay wasn’t sure. Memory and music braided together, hard to separate.

Rod’s voice returned.

“It was never cursed, Jay. That was just the grief pretending to be superstition. You always felt too much. That’s what made your songs real.”

Another glitch hit the track. The sound shifted became stereo, louder, closer. Rod was whispering now, directly into Jay’s head.

“You don’t have time. But you do have the sound.”

Then, abrupt silence.

Jay waited. Five seconds. Ten. He stared at the spinning reels.

Nothing more.

The tape whirred, ended. Clicked.

He hit rewind and listened again.

And again.

Each time, the message degraded slightly, the hiss stronger, the guitar loop muddier. But the core remained.

“Finish what we started, JC.”

Jay sat motionless, the tape deck buzzing beside him like a breathing thing. His hands clenched the armrests. Sweat clung to his brow, though the room was cold. He stared at the mixer board, the cracked soundproofing foam, the stacks of untouched tapes labeled in faded ink.

So many tracks are unfinished. So many stories left untold.

In the corner of the studio, near the rack of guitars, the air shifted.

Jay turned.

She was there.

Not Sybil. Not someone he could name. Just presence. The outline of the Muse, her form indistinct, like steam rising from cold vinyl.

She didn’t speak. But he felt the weight of her gaze.

And he understood.

It had begun again.

He stood, legs trembling. Walked over to the wall of tapes. Pulled a box marked “Red Ghost Demos – 1996”. He opened it. The air inside smelled like rust and memory.

Jay loaded one reel onto the player.

The studio lights flickered. Not violently, but like candles awakening.

As the track began to play, a low synth line he hadn’t heard in twenty years flowed through the speakers.

It wasn’t just music.

It was an invitation.

Jay reached for the bass. His hand shook as he picked it up, the strap still set to his old height.

He played a single note.

F-sharp.

The same frequency from the MRI. The same note has been humming in his skull since the scan.

It vibrated through the floor, the walls, his chest.

Outside, the wind kicked up leaves that rustled against the side of the house, dry and insistent.

And from somewhere far off or maybe just within, Jay thought he heard a voice again.

“Let it ride.”

Rod’s voice.

Jay smiled.

Tired. Scared. Alive.
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Chapter 2: The Mansion
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The mansion was colder than usual, but Jay barely noticed. He moved through it as though walking through an old film reel, his fingertips grazing faded walls that had once vibrated with music, laughter, footsteps, and voices all now silenced, fossilized into memory. The echo of his boots against the stone-tiled hallway was soft and intermittent, the rhythm broken like the tempo of a forgotten ballad.

Each room greeted him not with warmth but with a kind of observational silence, the kind that follows years of absence without explanation. The house did not accuse him of his neglect; it merely noted it, holding everything in suspended animation, waiting to be remembered. Jay paused at the threshold of the dining room, a chamber once overflowing with long dinners, music on low volume, bottles passed hand to hand as friends argued about vinyl tone curves and analog purity. Now the chandelier hung crooked, one bulb flickering faintly above a table cloaked in a layer of time.

He stepped inside, inhaling the stale blend of old leather, forgotten spice, and the faint tang of dust. A wine glass, half-filled with dried sediment, still sat near the end of the table, the rim smudged with a lipstick print so faint he wondered if he imagined it. Maybe it was Sybil’s, left behind during one of those long nights when they would start out discussing harmony and end in silence and cigarette smoke.

He moved on, the floor creaking in a way that pulled a memory from the corners of his mind: Mark crossing the room barefoot, laughing softly as he quoted Rilke while stealing the last bite of dessert. That laugh was always too careful, like Mark feared joy might vanish if it was ever too loud.

The hallway narrowed toward the west wing, past Jay’s old writing room. He hadn’t been inside it in years. The door stuck slightly as he pushed it open, revealing shelves once lined with journals now overtaken by warped books, curled sheets, and notebooks gone yellow at the edges. The room smelled of paper and dried ink, familiar, melancholy.

Jay stepped inside and ran his hand along the windowsill, where a single, brittle plectrum rested, cracked but still bearing his initials scratched into the plastic. He’d written songs in here once. Songs that never made it past this very room. The notepad on the desk was still open to a half-written lyric. Four lines scrawled, then a tear in the page. He had no memory of writing it.

A chill climbed up his spine. He didn’t believe in hauntings. Not in the traditional sense. But these rooms didn’t need ghosts; they had Jay.

He wandered into the lounge. The record player sat under its dust cover like a coffin lid. On the shelf beside it, Crimsony’s first album, the original vinyl press, leaned against the wall, jacket torn where Rod had once thrown it during a fight. Jay reached out but didn’t touch it. Some relics needed distance to keep their power.

The sound of the wind outside pushed against the windows, but it wasn’t loud. It was like a whisper under glass, another voice from the past, asking to be let back in.

He moved again, crossing into the hall that led to the back stairwell. The banister here had a crack in it that never got fixed, a scar from when a girl named Delia fell down the steps during one of the mansion’s infamous parties. Jay remembered helping her up, laughing with her, the two of them stumbling drunk and breathless to the kitchen, where Rod was frying eggs on the floor because someone had knocked the stove over.

That was the night they had recorded “Black Halo” at 3 a.m., everything out of tune but somehow perfect. That cassette had never been released. Jay still had it somewhere. He could almost hear the intro chord now, humming through the wall like an old echo crawling home.

At the landing, he paused, gripping the rail. His knees ached, but he forced himself to keep going. He wanted to see one room in particular.

The upstairs guest room is at the very end of the hall.

Sybil used to stay there in the early days, before things got too complicated, before the pills and the silences. The room had been hers for just one summer, but she’d made it feel like a place no one else should ever touch. She’d brought books. Lavender oil. A blue scarf she tied around the lamp to soften the light. And once, just once, she had read him a poem she’d written on the back of a flyer.

Jay opened the door slowly.

The room was frozen in its last chapter. Bed made. Curtains half drawn. The lamp with the scarf still intact. A single sandal under the bed. A dried rose on the dresser.

He stepped in, half expecting the air to carry her voice. Instead, the faint but real scent stopped him cold.

Lavender.

After all these years, it still lingered.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and closed his eyes. For a long time, he didn’t think. He just sat there and listened to the room. Not for voices, not for ghosts, but for something more subtle, the resonance of a time when this house was still alive.

Downstairs, something creaked a real sound, not memory.

Jay didn’t move.

This house had memory. It had its own rhythm. He was beginning to remember the tempo.

...

Jay’s footsteps slowed as he approached the hallway between the dining room and the downstairs lounge, where the plaster had begun to crack above the old stereo cabinet. It wasn’t a new fracture. He remembered the hairline fissure from years ago, just beginning to form back then, like a vein appearing through translucent skin. Now, it spidered across the length of the wall a quiet record of time and neglect. His fingers reached out and grazed the surface, trailing along the contour of the split.

It was textured, rougher than he expected, and cold, not from the weather, but from something deeper, like the wall itself remembered what had happened here.

That night.

Jay’s breath caught in his throat before he even meant to remember. He hadn’t thought about it, not like this, in over twenty years. But the moment his palm flattened against the plaster, the memory returned with the precision of a needle dropping onto vinyl.

They had been standing right here. He and Rod.

It had started as a simple argument about a mix. Always about the mix. Rod wanted the guitars louder, always louder. Jay wanted space, air between the notes, room for the bass to breathe. It wasn’t new. They had argued like that since high school. But this time, it was different. There was venom in Rod’s voice. There was something final in the way he said it: “You don’t hear it anymore, JC. You just think you do.”

Jay had laughed. Not because it was funny, but because it hurt. That kind of laugh that comes out sharp and defensive, the sound of someone being gutted and trying not to flinch. He remembered throwing a towel onto the console, knocking over a coffee mug. The liquid spilled across the knobs, hissing faintly into the circuitry.

Rod had exploded.

“You’re trying to kill the sound, man. You’re not refining it. You’re burying it.”

Jay had stepped forward, fists clenched. “And you’re just rehashing the same riffs from five years ago like the world stopped after Red Reign.”

Rod’s face twisted. His jaw clenched. And then it happened.

The punch.

It wasn’t cinematic. There was no dramatic pause or slow-motion descent. It was ugly. Sudden. A dull thud of knuckle to cheek. Jay stumbled backward, his shoulder hitting the same wall he was touching now. The pain hadn’t been sharp; it was numbing, dull, like getting hit with the weight of a decade of resentment instead of just Rod’s fist.

Blood filled his mouth.

Rod had stood there for a second, hand still balled into a fist, face pale. The rage had already begun to drain from him, replaced by something worse. Regret.

But he didn’t apologize.

Instead, he muttered something that still rang in Jay’s ears like feedback: “You ruined it. This whole damn thing.”

Then he turned, grabbed his coat, and walked out.

Jay hadn’t followed. He hadn’t said a word. He just slid down the wall, back against the cool plaster, and sat on the floor for hours, the blood drying at the corner of his mouth, the house growing darker around him. He remembered the silence that followed being heavier than anything else. A silence that felt like it belonged to someone else. Like the house was mourning for them both.

Now, all these years later, Jay’s fingers pressed into the same indentation, the faint dent in the plaster where his shoulder had struck. A physical echo. Proof that it had happened. The room looked different, stripped of the chaos of that night, but beneath the surface, the wound remained.

Rod hadn’t come back. Not the next day, not the week after, not ever. Their lawyers had spoken more than they had. Press releases were crafted. Studio time was canceled. The band dissolved under vague statements and whispers about creative differences.

Jay had recorded one solo album a year later and then disappeared from public life altogether. Rod had tried to keep Crimsony going with session players, but the magic was gone. He’d faded out, too, eventually retreating into session work, occasional ghostwriting, then silence.

And now he was dead.

Jay took a step back from the wall, his palm tingling. He looked at his hand like it belonged to someone else, like it might still carry the energy of that night. The lines on his palm had deepened over the years, creased and worn like a topographical map of everything he had touched and broken.

He turned and walked toward the lounge, trying to shake off the chill.

But the memory clung to him.

He saw it now as more than just the fight. He saw the years leading up to it: the tension, the exhaustion, the unspoken jealousy, the fear that one of them might leave first and the other would be left behind holding a broken chord. They had started as brothers, soulmates in distortion and harmony, and ended as strangers with identical scars.
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