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	The Cut That Never Ends

	Description

	When your reflection turns against you, the real horror isn’t what’s out there—it’s what’s been inside all along.

	A filmmaker begins to see ghostly intrusions in the thirteenth frame of his edits—then in the corners of his waking life. A memory diver logs out of a trauma session only to find a version of herself already walking the world in her place. And a famed referee in a dystopian sports culture finds the game rigged not just in rules, but in memory itself—where even reality obeys a script he didn’t write.

	In this twist-driven collection, identity is fragile, mirrors remember what you forget, and systems—whether digital or political—don’t just control you… they become you.

	Through lenses of supernatural suspense, cyberpunk unraveling, and dystopian resistance, these stories explore the terror of being replaced, erased, or rewritten. What binds them is one chilling truth: when memory no longer belongs to you, neither does your life.

	How do you fight for reality…

	When reality might not recognize you anymore?

	 

	 


Whispers in the Thirteenth Frame

	Description

	Acclaimed indie filmmaker Theo Merrick has always seen the world through a lens—sharpening the edges of reality, cutting away what doesn’t belong. But when strange figures begin to appear in the thirteenth frame of his latest footage—then in the quiet corners of his own life—his careful world fractures.

	Each frame reveals more than the last: a presence that shouldn’t exist, memories he’s fought to bury, and a past that refuses to stay cut. As Theo’s obsession with the footage deepens, so does his isolation. The woman he trusts most begins to doubt him, while the camera seems to turn against its creator.

	Reality and reflection blur as Theo is drawn into a chilling ritual—one that forces him to confront not only what he filmed, but what he erased. Every edit holds a consequence. Every frame watches back.

	In a world where memory can be manipulated and guilt lives between the cuts, how do you know what’s real?

	And when the final frame rolls, will Theo be watching... or will he be watched?

	A tense, psychological tale of obsession, denial, and the haunting price of forgetting.

	 


Chapter 1: Frame by Frame

	The cursor blinked on the editing timeline, a silent metronome ticking in the dim studio.

	Theo leaned forward, elbow perched on the scratched wooden desk, chin resting on the heel of his hand. The air smelled faintly of burnt dust—his old monitor, running too hot again. Another thing he’d ignore.

	He pressed the spacebar.

	Footage rolled across the screen. The abandoned Strand Theater unfolded in muted grays and stale golds, columns half-eaten by time. A flickering beam of light cut through the gloom—his flashlight, dancing between crumbling velvet seats.

	Click. Frame 1.

	Click. Frame 2.

	Click. Frame 3.

	The process was almost meditative. Familiar. Safe.

	Theo scrubbed forward. Frame 12. Normal.

	Frame 13.

	He stopped.

	There it was again—a darker smudge near the left wing of the stage, vertical, vaguely humanoid. Not a trick of the eye; he’d seen it before, in three other reels. Different angles. Different times.

	Just a light artifact, he told himself. Or a tear in the negative. Or dust on the lens. Anything but...

	He exhaled, leaned back, ran both hands through his unwashed hair. His fingers caught on a knot at the nape of his neck. A week without cutting it. Two weeks, maybe.

	Another breath. He forced himself to restart the sequence. This time slower.

	Click. Frame 11. Empty stage.

	Click. Frame 12. Empty stage.

	Click. Frame 13.

	The figure had shifted. Closer to center now. Shoulders squared. No visible face.

	Theo’s pulse quickened. His throat tightened as if the air had thickened. He blinked hard, leaned in until the pixels swam before him.

	It’s not there. You’re tired. Again.

	He pressed his fingers against his temples and pushed down until sparks flashed behind his eyelids. When he opened them, the frame remained unchanged.

	The shadow was still there.

	***

	At 2:18 a.m., Theo abandoned the edit bay and stumbled into the kitchenette.

	The room was a box—small, yellowing tiles underfoot, cracked grout along the edges.

	He flicked on the kettle, reached for the chipped mug Iris had given him years ago. A wrap gift from a film that had never premiered.

	For a moment, his gaze lingered on the mug’s faded print: Directors are gods. Until post.

	He snorted under his breath. Gods. More like ghosts.

	Steam spiraled upward. Theo poured, watched the dark swirl of instant coffee coil through the water.

	He sipped. Scalded his tongue. Didn’t care.

	Back in the studio, he sat again, the chair creaking beneath him.

	He opened another reel—Strand\04\FINAL.mov. The timeline was bare bones: 17-second clip, handheld pan across the orchestra pit.

	Click. Frame 1.

	Click. Frame 2.

	On it went. His fingers found the rhythm, muscle memory pulling him along.

	Frame 12. Dust motes in the air. A cracked cello propped against the wall.

	Frame 13.

	A sliver of white.

	Theo’s breath caught. He zoomed in. Pixel by pixel, the shape resolved—not a full figure this time.

	An eye.

	Cold. Unblinking. Dead center in the frame.

	A human eye.

	He stared. Time fell away. The hum of the monitor deepened into a drone. His body faded beneath him, weightless, pinned by that solitary gaze.

	It sees you.

	The thought arrived unbidden, thin and childlike.

	Theo slapped the laptop shut with a grunt. The screen went black.

	Just compression noise.

	He reached for the mug. His hand shook. Half the coffee sloshed onto the desk.

	“Shit.”

	He grabbed a rag from under the monitors and wiped furiously, movements jagged. Across the room, his reflection shivered faintly in the studio window—transparent, double-exposed. For a split second, the same eye seemed to stare back from behind the glass.

	He turned away.

	The kettle clicked off in the silence.

	***

	An hour passed. Maybe more.

	Theo sat rigid in front of the monitor, eyes bloodshot, mind in freefall.

	Go to bed. Forget this.

	But his fingers moved of their own accord—powering the laptop back on, reopening Premiere, scrubbing through the timeline.

	He re-imported the corrupted clip. Exported the sequence again. Created a new project file.

	Clean. Clean slate.

	He told himself the lie like a mantra.

	Frame 1.

	Frame 2.

	Frame 3.

	His movements grew faster, frantic. By the time he reached Frame 13, sweat slicked his palms.

	The eye remained.

	Now larger. Clearer.

	Its iris, a mottled stormy gray, seemed to pulse faintly with each beat of his heart.

	“No,” Theo whispered aloud. “No, no—this isn’t—”

	He selected the clip, hit DELETE.

	Gone.

	Start fresh. No tricks. No phantoms.

	He reopened the source footage from the camera card itself. Not touched. No edits. Pure capture.

	Click. Frame 12.

	Click. Frame 13.

	The eye was there. Again.

	Theo recoiled from the desk as if burned. The chair toppled backward with a bang. His breath came shallow, ragged.

	He paced the room, fingers twitching at his sides. Every instinct screamed to shut it down. Walk away.

	Instead, he circled back, hands trembling, and opened the footage one final time.

	Frame 13.

	This time, something else flickered—a faint distortion along the frame’s lower edge. Words. Letters half-formed in the static.

	Theo squinted.

	Y...o...u l...eft...

	The rest garbled into noise.

	***

	By dawn, Theo sat cross-legged on the floor amid scattered hard drives and cables. His head pounded.

	Fatigue hallucinations, he told himself. Digital decay. Pareidolia.

	Yet beneath the rational veneer, a cold certainty burrowed in.

	Something had been caught on film.

	And something—someone—wanted to be seen.

	***

	Theo barely slept.

	Dawn bled through the heavy blackout curtains in dull streaks, slicing the cluttered studio into uneven shafts of gray. His head throbbed in time with the faint electrical hum of the equipment still running—a low, insistent reminder that the night hadn’t ended so much as unraveled.

	He crouched beside the battered tripod case in the corner and pulled it free, metal groaning softly as the hinges protested. The case was scuffed with old festival stickers—Sundance, Tribeca, Berlin—all remnants of a life that felt as distant as someone else’s memory.

	Theo shook off the thought and began methodically assembling his gear: two mirrorless bodies, an assortment of prime lenses, three batteries. He worked in silence, fingers moving with the automatic precision of habit.

	Control the frame. Control the truth.

	The voice in his head sounded like an echo of an old mentor’s advice—one he hadn’t seen in years. But control felt thin this morning, thinner than it had in a long time.

	He slung the gear bag over his shoulder and grabbed a battered leather notebook from the desk. Inside: shot lists, lighting diagrams, a handful of scribbled lines that meant little now.

	At the door, he paused, fingers brushing over the faded photo magnet stuck to the frame. A shot of him and Iris, arms slung around each other in front of the Strand’s marquee on a night that seemed both too recent and impossibly long ago.

	She had laughed then—eyes bright, shoulders loose.

	You used to be good at this, she had said, nudging him with her elbow. At seeing what’s really there.

	He hadn’t answered.

	Now he traced the edge of the photo, the worn corner where her thumb had bent it once.

	“I still am,” he whispered, though the words felt hollow even as they left him.

	Then he turned the key, stepped out into the empty corridor, and pulled the door shut behind him.

	***

	The Strand stood in the skeletal heart of the city’s forgotten district, a decaying island adrift in a sea of shuttered storefronts and cracked pavement.

	Theo parked two blocks away—he always did—and walked the rest of the distance on foot, boots echoing against the abandoned street. The morning air was thin, cold, laced with the faint tang of rust and rain.

	As he approached the theater’s wrought-iron gate, something tugged at him. A flicker of unease, subtle but insistent.

	You don’t have to do this today. No one asked you to.

	But the thought dissolved beneath the weight of another, darker one.

	If you don’t… who will?

	He pressed the keypad on the side gate, entering the access code he still remembered. The lock clunked open.

	Inside, the air was cooler, dense with the scent of mold and aged velvet. Dust curled in the beams of his flashlight as he crossed the threshold into the lobby.

	He let the door swing shut behind him, the echo of its closing reverberating like a heartbeat through the cavernous space.

	The silence that followed felt too complete.

	Theo drew a breath, squared his shoulders, and moved toward the auditorium.

	The theater’s bones revealed themselves in stages: peeling gold leaf on the arches, faded murals along the proscenium, tattered curtains framing the empty stage like mourning veils.

	He set up near the orchestra pit, tripod legs clicking softly into place. The camera lens reflected his faint, unshaven face back at him as he adjusted the focus.

	He told himself this was just another capture run. Just light and shadow. Pixels and persistence.

	But the words from the garbled frame flickered at the edges of his mind.

	You left…

	Theo wiped a hand across his mouth and powered on the recorder.

	Click. Whir.

	Red light blinked to life.

	He began panning slowly across the stage, each movement deliberate, the lens lingering at intervals along the wings and rigging. The viewfinder displayed nothing unusual—just static decay and empty space.

	Frame by frame, he locked in on the angles where the figure had appeared.

	Nothing.

	He shifted position, moved higher into the balcony. Another sweep.

	Nothing.

	Relief threatened to settle in, thin and tentative. He almost believed it—until the moment the viewfinder caught movement.

	A flicker. Far left wing.

	He froze, breath shallow. Adjusted focus.

	Empty stage.

	Did you really see it? Or do you want to?

	His pulse thudded dully against his temples. He knew better than to trust the tricks a lens could play—but even knowing that didn’t loosen the knot in his gut.

	Slowly, he resumed recording.

	Another pan. Another sweep.

	Then—

	A whisper.

	Low. Fractured. Like the scrape of wind through a cracked window.

	“You… left…”

	Theo jerked back, the camera tipping slightly off balance. His own breath roared in his ears.

	He scanned the stage with his naked eye. Nothing.

	Again the whisper: thinner, more urgent.

	“You left me…”

	His gaze flicked to the playback screen.

	There—in frame 13—the figure stood clearly now.

	Closer. Defined.

	Broad shoulders, indistinct features, eyes lost to shadow.

	Theo’s throat worked around a dry swallow. He forced his trembling fingers to stop recording.

	The theater fell deathly silent once more.

	He stood for a long moment, chest tight, the camera still humming softly in his grip.

	Then the whisper came one last time, colder now.

	“You left me behind.”

	Theo backed toward the exit, each step measured, his gaze locked on the stage.

	***

	Outside, daylight felt too bright, too thin. He stood in the street, air burning cold in his lungs.

	The footage weighed heavy in his pocket—a truth too solid to ignore.

	Yet as he turned away, a single, traitorous thought clawed its way to the surface:

	You left… but you can go back. You have to.

	His fingers closed around the camera strap with white-knuckled force.

	And he started walking.

	 


Chapter 2: Echoes Through the Lens

	The cafe was too bright.

	Theo squinted as he stepped inside, the morning sunlight ricocheting off polished chrome and white tile. His eyes throbbed against the glare, his skull echoing with the phantom static of too many hours spent watching the cursed footage.

	Iris was already there. Seated by the far window, black notebook open beside a chipped ceramic mug. Her fingers traced idle circles around its rim, her gaze flicking toward him only as he approached.

	“You look like shit.”

	“Thanks,” Theo muttered, dropping into the seat across from her.

	Up close, the faint lines around her mouth looked deeper than he remembered. A softness once etched into her features—easy smiles, unguarded glances—had been replaced by something quieter. Sharper.

	She used to trust you more, a voice inside whispered.

	Theo pushed it away.

	Iris arched a brow. “Rough night?”

	“You could say that.”

	He unslung the messenger bag from his shoulder and placed it carefully on the table, fingers lingering on the strap for a beat too long.

	Iris tilted her head. “Theo. Are you going to tell me what this is about, or are we going to sit here pretending you didn’t just text me at three in the morning like your house was on fire?”

	He exhaled, rubbed at his jaw. The stubble rasped beneath his palm.

	“I found something. In the footage.”

	A flicker of interest crossed her face, tempered by caution. “The theater reels?”

	He nodded.

	She leaned back, folding her arms. “Show me.”

	Theo hesitated. A thin sheen of sweat prickled at the back of his neck. His pulse hammered against his ribs.

	He wanted to tell her everything. Wanted her to understand.

	But some stubborn part of him held back.

	You can’t show her all of it. Not yet.

	Instead, he pulled out his phone, thumb hovering over the gallery app. Selected a single clip—the one from yesterday morning.

	“Iris… I just need you to watch this first. No commentary. No analysis. Just… watch.”

	Her mouth twitched, but she nodded. “Fine.”

	Theo slid the phone across the table. The screen reflected faint tremors in his hands.

	Iris tapped PLAY.

	For a moment, nothing but silence. The ghostly pan across the empty stage.

	Frame 11.

	Frame 12.

	At Frame 13, her fingers stilled.

	Theo watched her eyes narrow, pupils dilating just slightly.

	“Pause it,” he said softly.

	She did.

	The figure stood in partial silhouette, half swallowed by the curtain’s edge. No discernible face, just the stark contrast of shape against decaying velvet.

	Iris stared at it for a long moment.

	Then looked up.

	“That’s not lens flare.”

	“No.”

	“Or sensor noise.”

	“No.”

	She leaned forward, voice dropping. “How many clips?”

	“Four now.”

	A beat.

	Her gaze searched his face, sharp and measuring. “And you waited this long to tell me?”

	Theo’s throat tightened. He looked away, the lie unspoken but thick in the air.

	“I wasn’t sure what I was seeing,” he said finally.

	It wasn’t the whole truth. He’d been sure enough. But part of him hadn’t wanted her to see it. To see him—obsessing again. Falling apart again.

	Iris exhaled through her nose, fingers drumming lightly on the table. The rhythm was off. Uneven.

	“I want to run diagnostics on the files,” she said. “Check the metadata. Rule out any corruption or deepfake layers.”

	Theo nodded, though a coil of unease wound tighter in his gut.

	“You can,” he said. “But it won’t change what’s there.”

	She tilted her head, studying him. “How are you so certain?”

	His voice came low. “Because I went back yesterday. Filmed again.”

	Her brow furrowed. “Alone?”

	He hesitated.

	Don’t lie. Not to her.

	But something in him recoiled from the full confession.

	“I needed to be sure.”

	Iris’s jaw tensed, but she let it pass. “Show me the raw footage later.”

	“I will.”

	They sat in silence for a moment, the noise of the cafe swelling faintly around them—spoons clinking, chairs scraping, a low hum of conversation.

	But Theo heard none of it. His pulse still roared in his ears, each beat synced to the frozen frame now burned into his mind.

	Finally, Iris closed the gallery app and slid the phone back across the table.

	“We need to set up a controlled test,” she said. “Same equipment, same conditions. I want to shoot alongside you.”

	Theo swallowed. Part of him felt relief—a lifeline in the dark. But another part bristled.

	What if she sees too much? What if she pulls you back?

	“I don’t want to drag you into this,” he said quietly.

	Her gaze hardened. “Too late. You already did.”

	There was a challenge in her tone now—a flicker of the old Iris.

	And something else beneath it.

	She doesn’t trust you entirely anymore.

	Theo looked down at the worn tabletop, fingers tracing invisible patterns.
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