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	Whispers Beneath the Mask

	Description

	Truth wears many faces—and sometimes, it wears yours.

	In The Spare Room Pact, a quiet agreement between neighbors slowly unravels into a battle of buried secrets and creeping paranoia. What begins as comfort turns to unease, as one woman’s home becomes a stage for a past that refuses to stay silent.

	The Inheritance Gameshow hurls a desperate man into a surreal competition where survival trumps wealth. As each round grows more sinister and family ties dissolve under pressure, one question haunts the players: is the real danger the game… or who’s watching it?

	And in Neon Reliquary, a former bounty hunter stalks a stolen archive through a world where memories are currency. But as his past begins to chase him back—wearing his face, speaking with his voice—he must confront the terrifying idea that his identity was never his to begin with.

	These three twist-filled tales peel back the layers of illusion, identity, and trust. When even your own memories can't be trusted, how do you know what’s real?

	Who are you when the mask falls—and someone else is underneath?

	 

	 


The Spare Room Pact

	Description

	When widowed piano teacher Margaret Halberg opens her quiet home to Delia, a polite young woman seeking temporary shelter, it seems like a simple arrangement: no guests, shared chores, a one-month trial. Margaret craves routine. Delia offers warmth. And the house, once filled with silence, begins to feel alive again.

	But something’s not quite right.

	Delia cooks, cleans, and listens—but also asks questions no one else dares. She lingers too long in the hallway. Notices too much in family photos. And beneath Margaret’s politeness lies an unease that builds with every whispered phone call and missing pill.

	As Margaret’s health falters and memories resurface—letters never sent, names never spoken—the lines between guest and threat, truth and invention, begin to blur. Delia may not just be renting a room… she may be returning to a life that was never hers to begin with.

	Who gets to claim a legacy built on silence?

	And when the past walks through the front door wearing a smile, how do you know if it came for peace… or for reckoning?

	 


Chapter 1: An Arrangement of Convenience

	Margaret

	The late afternoon light filtered through yellowing lace curtains, throwing faded shadows across the living room carpet. Margaret sat on the piano bench with her back straight, hands hovering over ivory keys she hadn’t truly touched in weeks. Dust clung to the edges of the lid like quiet judgment.

	She played a single note—middle C—and let it linger in the still air.

	Too brittle.

	Another note followed. Then silence.

	Margaret pulled her hand back into her lap, fingers curling in as if apologizing. The piano, a wedding gift from nearly forty years ago, had once been the center of the home—where lullabies were hummed, where children giggled beneath the lid as she practiced. Now, it was just furniture. A monument to what had once been.

	The house felt too large since Harold died. It echoed differently now, as though it mourned with her. Each creaking floorboard, each humming vent, spoke in the language of absence.

	She stood slowly, joints stiff, and walked to the bay window. Outside, dry leaves skipped across the sidewalk. Across the street, the Simons boy skateboarded without a helmet, defying gravity and parental wisdom in equal measure. Margaret had once scolded him. Now she barely waved.

	The letter from the bank sat open on the side table. She didn’t need to look again. The numbers hadn’t changed.

	You could sell the house.

	But that felt like erasing Harold completely.

	The other option—the one she'd tried to avoid even considering—was scribbled on a sticky note pinned by a magnet to the fridge:

	Spare Room – short-term let? Check with church board?

	She hadn’t called the board. She hadn’t called anyone. But her fingers had drifted to the community notice board’s contact tab at the grocery store, and somehow, a paper with her neat cursive had made it there.

	She didn’t expect anyone to call.

	Until someone did.

	***

	Delia arrived just before sunset.

	Margaret had been preparing tea she didn’t want and crackers she didn’t plan to offer. She glanced at the time. Punctuality used to impress her. Now it made her wary.

	The doorbell chimed. She paused at the hallway mirror before opening the door, smoothing her cardigan. Her reflection betrayed her—eyes tired, mouth too stern.

	Delia stood with a suitcase in one hand, a cloth tote in the other, her coat too thin for the wind. She was younger than Margaret had expected. Early thirties, maybe. Dark curls tucked behind ears, green eyes watchful but polite. A smile curved her lips, hesitant but warm.

	“Mrs. Halberg? I’m Delia. We spoke... briefly?”

	Margaret nodded once. “Come in.”

	She stepped aside, noting how quickly the girl’s eyes scanned the interior—hallway, shoes, framed photos. Not the glancing curiosity of a guest. More like someone memorizing escape routes.

	Delia removed her shoes before being asked.

	Margaret led her into the living room. “Sit. Tea?”

	“That would be lovely, thank you.”

	The kettle hissed, a sharp contrast to the hush between them.

	From the kitchen doorway, Margaret watched as Delia ran her fingers over the edge of the piano—barely touching, as if it might bruise.

	“You play?” Margaret asked.

	Delia turned, startled. “No. I mean—I took lessons. Years ago. I wasn’t any good.”

	Margaret handed her the tea, then sat opposite. “Most people aren’t. But it teaches them how to listen.”

	Delia smiled again, smaller this time. “That’s true.”

	Silence returned. The kind that settled, not uncomfortably, but with weight.

	“I live alone,” Margaret said. “Widowed. My son lives upstate. My daughter’s in Vermont. They visit when it’s convenient. I manage, but... the house is large. Quiet. And the taxes don’t wait.”

	Delia listened intently, hands wrapped around her cup. “I understand. I lost my job last month. Publishing. They cut half the department. I’ve got some savings, but not enough to sign a lease and stay afloat. I saw your note and figured... short-term would suit us both.”

	Margaret studied her face. The girl didn’t flinch under scrutiny.

	“You don’t have pets?”

	“No.”

	“Boyfriends? Guests?”

	Delia shook her head. “No. I mostly keep to myself.”

	“And you don’t cook meat? I’m vegetarian, but I don’t enforce it.”

	“I’m pescatarian, if that’s all right.”

	Margaret blinked. “You’ll be the first fish in this house in forty years.”

	They both chuckled, though Margaret’s was brief.

	“There are rules,” she said. “Simple ones. No loud music. No uninvited visitors. One month trial. After that, we see how things are.”

	“Of course. That’s more than fair.”

	“Rent’s modest. But I expect help with the chores. Not charity. Not dependency.”

	Delia nodded, suddenly serious. “I understand. I’m grateful for the opportunity.”

	Margaret noticed her grip on the teacup tighten. A small tremor in her fingers. Nervous? Cold? Hiding something?

	“I’ll show you the room.”

	They climbed the stairs in silence. Margaret pushed open the spare room door. The bed was made, blankets folded with hospital-corner precision. A dresser stood beside the window. A small writing desk faced the wall.

	Delia stepped in and looked around without speaking. Her shoulders softened.

	Margaret watched from the threshold. “There’s storage in the closet. Bathroom’s across the hall. I keep my own schedule. I don’t expect to be entertained.”

	Delia turned. “I don’t need entertaining either.”

	Margaret left her to settle. Downstairs, she stood in the kitchen, her own teacup still untouched. The piano called to her again. Not music. Just presence. Weight. Memory.

	You’re opening a door, Maggie. One you can’t close again.

	That night, she dreamed of the attic. Of old letters and half-sung melodies.

	She awoke before dawn. The hallway light was on. Faint voices—maybe the television? No. Just one voice. Muffled. Too soft to understand.

	She crept toward the stairs and paused.

	Delia was on the phone, barefoot, pacing the living room.

	“No, I haven’t said anything... She’s old, but not stupid... I’m not rushing it, just watching... Yes. I know the deadline.”

	A beat of silence. Then Delia turned off the lamp.

	Margaret stepped back into the shadows, heart thrumming.

	She returned to bed but didn’t sleep.

	She stared at the ceiling and thought of how quickly warmth can turn into something else. Something quieter. And colder.

	Like a tune remembered but no longer played.

	***

	Delia

	Delia folded the last sweater into a neat square and placed it at the bottom of the drawer. The spare room smelled faintly of cedar and lavender—the kind of scent you’d expect in a grandmother’s guest room, unchanging, preserved. She ran her hand along the smooth edge of the dresser, its old oak surface worn soft with age.

	The room was quiet. The entire house was quiet in a way Delia hadn’t experienced in years. No buses roaring past the window, no neighbors arguing through paper-thin walls. Just the steady tick of a mantle clock downstairs and the occasional groan of the house settling into its bones.

	She drew the curtains and sat on the edge of the bed, hands clasped in her lap.

	You’re here now. Stay invisible. Stay kind. Stay useful.

	Her gaze landed on the framed photo above the writing desk—Margaret and a man with graying hair and an affable smile, seated at the same piano that occupied the living room below. Their hands rested gently on each other’s knees. Beside them, two small children in Sunday best beamed at the camera.

	The man was clearly long gone. His image had that ghostly quality—too frozen, too perfect, too revered.

	Delia leaned forward, studying Margaret’s face. There was something about her eyes, even in the photo. Calm, but distant. Guarded, even back then.

	The door creaked.

	Delia straightened.

	Margaret hovered at the threshold, a tray in her hands. “I brought you something to eat. Nothing fancy. Just some lentil soup and toast.”

	Delia stood. “You didn’t have to—”

	“I know. But I did.”

	She set the tray on the desk and gestured for Delia to sit.

	“Thank you. It smells... homey.” Delia dipped the spoon. The warmth spread through her chest more from the gesture than the soup.

	Margaret didn’t leave.

	“You settled in quickly,” she said, arms crossed.

	“I didn’t bring much. I try not to accumulate.”

	Margaret raised an eyebrow. “That’s either wisdom or avoidance.”

	Delia smiled thinly. “Maybe both.”

	Margaret’s gaze flicked to the suitcase by the door. “You’ve lived in the city long?”

	“On and off. I moved a lot growing up. My mother never liked to stay in one place.” She paused. “She passed a few years ago. Since then, it’s just been me.”

	“Family?”

	“Not really. Some vague cousins. We weren’t close. My mother didn’t talk about our people much.”

	Margaret’s voice softened. “Some families aren’t meant to stay whole.”

	Delia nodded, the spoon pausing midair. “She kept a lot from me. Stories I didn’t hear until too late.” She looked down into her soup. “I think... sometimes I moved into people’s lives just to feel what it might’ve been like.”

	Margaret blinked slowly, as if parsing the weight of that confession. “That’s a dangerous habit.”

	“I know,” Delia said. “But I never take anything. I don’t cause harm. I just... borrow warmth.”

	They sat in silence again, but this time something unspoken passed between them. An understanding. Or a warning.

	Margaret glanced at the framed photo on the wall. “That’s Harold. My husband. He passed from pancreatic cancer six years ago.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“It was quick. Too quick, in some ways. Not quick enough in others. Watching someone you love disappear in pieces is worse than a sudden loss.”

	Delia hesitated. “Do you ever feel like someone’s still in a house, long after they’re gone?”

	“Every day.”

	The reply came so fast it surprised them both.

	Margaret cleared her throat. “There’s a calendar on the fridge with my schedule. I teach a few piano students from home—only two days a week now. I grocery shop Thursdays. Doctor appointments on Mondays, when necessary. I like a clean kitchen and dishes done before bed. You’re free to come and go, of course. But I’d appreciate a general sense of order.”

	Delia nodded. “Absolutely.”

	“I don’t expect conversation every day. But I do expect honesty.”

	Delia looked up, startled. Margaret’s face held no malice. Just firmness.

	“I won’t lie to you,” Delia said.

	Margaret’s eyes lingered a second too long before she turned to go. “Good. Then this might work.”

	***

	Downstairs, Delia stood in the hallway after Margaret had gone to bed. The light above the stairwell cast long shadows across the walls. She touched the base of the stair rail, tracing a groove worn smooth by years of hands.

	The piano sat in silence in the corner, its lid closed, its bench pushed in neatly. A photo of Margaret’s children rested atop it—two adults now, in wedding attire. The son, tall and serious. The daughter, sharp-eyed and distant.

	They won’t come here often, Delia thought. They’ve already moved on.

	She glanced up the stairs.

	Margaret’s door was closed. A faint light glowed beneath it. Reading lamp. Habitual.

	Delia crept toward the kitchen.

	In the fridge, things were arranged with exacting precision. She didn’t move anything, just noted what was there—almond milk, a row of identical containers labeled with masking tape, neatly stacked produce, butter in a porcelain dish.

	On the counter, Margaret’s weekly pill organizer sat open. Delia counted the compartments. Monday was already gone.

	She takes them regularly. That’s good.

	She didn’t touch anything. Just memorized.

	Then she returned to her room and lay down, staring at the ceiling.

	You don’t have much time. Stay soft. Stay small. She’ll open up.

	But beneath her calm, a memory pushed forward.

	A hallway. A hospital. A woman in a chair with thinning hair and watery eyes, saying in a strained whisper:

	“He never knew. And that’s how it will stay. Promise me.”

	Delia had nodded. She’d promised. But promises made to the dying rarely bind the living.

	She stared out the window at the dark sky, empty but for one dull star. Her hand curled into a fist beneath the blanket.

	You’re not here to take. You’re here to learn. To ask what was never answered. And maybe—just maybe—be seen.

	Upstairs, a floorboard creaked.

	Margaret, too, was still awake.

	 


Chapter 2: The Light in the Hallway

	Margaret

	The kitchen smelled of rosemary and steam. Margaret sat at the small breakfast table, her spoon idly stirring the bowl of soup Delia had made—potato and leek, with just a touch of cream. The taste lingered on her tongue: comforting, subtle, familiar. But she wasn’t hungry. Not really.

	Delia moved about the kitchen with practiced grace, tidying as she went, humming softly under her breath. Not a melody Margaret recognized. Not classical. Something... almost childlike.

	“I hope it’s not too bland,” Delia said without turning. “I didn’t want to overdo the salt.”

	Margaret blinked. “It’s fine. Just fine.”

	She watched the younger woman’s back. Delia wore her hair in a low twist today, a few strands escaping to curl around her neck. Her sleeves were rolled, and her wrists were slim, quick-moving, careful. Everything about her movements spoke of someone used to making herself small and helpful.

	Why do I keep waiting for her to slip?

	“I can take care of the laundry this week, if you’d like,” Delia offered. “I noticed the hamper upstairs was getting full.”

	“That’s not necessary.”

	“I don’t mind. Really.”

	Margaret set her spoon down gently. “I said it’s not necessary.”

	Delia turned, caught the edge in her tone, and nodded. “Understood.”

	They sat in quiet for a while, the ticking clock marking each slow second.

	Margaret sipped her tea. “You don’t have to earn your place here every hour. I’m not keeping score.”

	Delia smiled faintly. “It’s not about scorekeeping.”

	“No? Then what is it?”

	Delia’s fingers tapped lightly against the rim of her mug. “Habit, maybe. I like order.”

	Margaret studied her. “Order is one thing. Performance is another.”

	Delia didn’t reply. She rose instead, collecting the dishes, rinsing them in the sink. Margaret remained seated, listening to the clink of ceramic and water. The sound filled the space between them like static—inaudible but loud.

	She stood finally, wincing as her knee gave a familiar twinge. “I’m going to rest a bit.”

	“Of course,” Delia said. “I’ll keep things quiet.”

	Margaret paused at the kitchen door. “You always do.”

	***

	The hallway light flickered once, then steadied.

	Margaret opened her eyes.

	The house was silent. No footsteps. No piano. Just the quiet hum of the refrigerator downstairs. She turned her head and stared at the bedside clock. 2:37 a.m.

	Something had woken her. A sound. A whisper.

	She rose slowly, wrapping her shawl over her shoulders. The air was cool, and the wood floor chilled her bare feet. Her steps made no noise as she padded toward the stairs.

	A sliver of light spilled from beneath the door to the spare room.

	Margaret stood there, unmoving. The faint rhythm of a voice, low and urgent, reached her ear. A phone call. Again.

	She leaned slightly closer.

	Delia’s voice, muffled but clear enough now:

	“No, she doesn’t know\... Of course not. I wouldn’t be that careless.”

	Pause.

	“I just need time. The documents weren’t where I thought. There’s still a lot to go through.”

	Pause.

	“No, she hasn’t said anything. But she’s watching me. I can tell.”

	Margaret’s chest tightened. She leaned back, heart fluttering. Her hand found the bannister for support.

	What documents?

	Delia’s voice dropped, too low to make out, and then the light turned off. Margaret stepped back quickly, retreating into the shadows. She slipped into the bathroom and locked the door, pressing her back against it.

	You don’t know what she’s after. But she’s not here for charity.

	She stayed there for fifteen minutes before returning to her room. Her bed was cold. Sleep didn’t return.

	***

	The next morning, Delia was already in the kitchen, apron on, humming again. The same soft tune. Eggs were scrambled, toast stacked, oranges segmented and placed in a bowl like a still-life painting.

	Margaret sat stiffly at the table.

	“I hope you don’t mind,” Delia said. “You were resting, so I figured I’d start the day off with something warm.”

	“Do you always wake up this early?” Margaret asked.

	“Sometimes I can’t sleep. I don’t need much rest to feel fine.”

	Margaret nodded. She reached for the salt. The eggs needed something.

	Delia sat opposite her, nursing a cup of tea. “I’ve been meaning to ask—would it be all right if I vacuumed the attic? I noticed it’s quite dusty, and I know it can aggravate allergies.”

	Margaret’s hand paused over the plate.

	“No.”

	Delia tilted her head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

	“I don’t go up there, and I don’t want anyone else going either. It’s storage. Forgotten things. Best left alone.”

	Delia didn’t argue. “Understood.”

	Margaret forced herself to chew. The eggs were fluffy. Perfectly made. But her mouth felt dry.
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