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Chapter One: The Whispering Walls
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The rusted swing set creaked in the biting wind, a lonely, metallic groan that sounded too much like a child crying.

Nick jammed his hands deep into the pockets of his worn leather jacket, hunching his shoulders against the Oakhaven chill. It was that time of evening when the sky wasn't quite dark, but the light had turned bruised and purple, leaching the color out of the world.

"It’s just a story, Slay," Toni said, her voice dropping to that low, serious thrum she used when she was trying to convince herself. She leaned against the crumbling stone wall that marked the boundary of the orphanage grounds. "Old Mrs. Gable told it to keep us from hopping the fence. That's it."

Slayter didn't look convinced. He was tall and lanky, a scarecrow of a boy with messy brown hair that the wind was currently whipping into a frenzy. He was staring up at the Loomis Orphanage—a rotting hulk of Victorian stone perched on the hill like a gargoyle.

"But what if it isn't?" Slayter mumbled, pulling his collar up. "What if the reason they closed wasn't money? What if it was... the other thing?"

Nick snorted, kicking a loose stone across the overgrown path. It clattered loudly, making Slayter jump.

"The 'other thing' was bankruptcy, Slay," Nick said, his voice sharp with pragmatic skepticism. "People stopped donating. The state cut funding. End of story. No ghosts, no curses, just bad accounting."

"You don't know that," Toni countered, her fiery red hair blowing across her face. "You haven't been listening."

"Listening to what? The wind?"

"The whispers," Toni said. She stepped away from the wall, looking up at the blackened windows. "Even you have to admit, Nick. The woods get quiet around here. Too quiet."

Nick opened his mouth to argue, but the words died in his throat. She was right. The usual sounds of Oakhaven—the distant traffic, the barking dogs—were gone. There was only the wind, hissing through the dead leaves.

And under the wind, something else. A faint, scratching sound. Like voices behind a wall.

...hungry...

Nick shook his head violently. "I'm hearing the wind, Toni. Same as you."

As if offended by his dismissal, a sudden gust slammed into the orphanage. The heavy oak front doors, which should have been locked tight, groaned. High above them, the shutters on the third floor slammed against the siding with a sound like a gunshot.

A murder of crows exploded from the skeletal branches of an old oak tree, cawing in panic as they fled the grounds.

"Okay," Slayter squeaked, taking a step back. "That’s my cue. We are leaving. Now."

"Wait," Toni grabbed Nick’s arm, her grip surprisingly strong. Her eyes were locked on the top floor. "Look."

Nick looked.

In the center window of the third floor—the nursery wing, if the stories were true—a light flickered. It wasn't the warm yellow of a lamp or the harsh white of a bulb. It was a pulsing, sickly violet. It flared for a heartbeat, casting long, twisting shadows against the peeling paint, and then vanished.

The chill that ran down Nick's spine had nothing to do with the wind.

"Someone's in there," Toni whispered.

"Squatters," Nick said, though his heart was hammering against his ribs. "Kids messing around with a flashlight."

"No kid has a flashlight that color," Slayter whispered. "We need to go. We need to go right now."

Toni turned to them. The fear was there in her eyes, but underneath it was that reckless curiosity that always got them in trouble. "We can't just leave. What if someone is hurt? What if it's... important?"

"It’s important that I don't die in a horror movie opening scene," Slayter argued.

"We're checking it out," Nick heard himself say. He hated himself for it instantly. He was the skeptic. He was the smart one. But the pull of that violet light was stronger than his common sense. "Just to the door. We look in, we confirm it's empty, we leave. Deal?"

Slayter groaned, but he didn't run. He fell in line behind them.

They crunched up the gravel driveway, the sound impossibly loud in the silence. The closer they got, the heavier the air felt. It pressed against their chests, thick with the smell of wet rot and something sharper—copper. Like old pennies. Or dried blood.

The massive oak doors hung crooked on their hinges. Toni didn't even have to push; the wind nudged one door open with a mournful creak, revealing a mouth of absolute darkness.

Nick pulled out his phone, clicking on the flashlight. The beam cut through the gloom, illuminating a foyer that time had chewed up and spit out. Wallpaper peeled in long, fleshy strips. Cobwebs draped the chandelier like funeral shrouds.

"Hello?" Toni called out.

Her voice didn't echo. The house seemed to swallow the sound instantly.

...awake...

This time, they all heard it.

"Did you hear that?" Slayter hissed, grabbing the back of Nick's jacket.

"Drafts," Nick lied, stepping over a pile of rotted mail. "Just drafts."

They moved deeper. The floorboards groaned under their sneakers. The metallic smell grew stronger as they reached the grand staircase. It spiraled up into the dark, looking less like architecture and more like a ribcage.

"The light was on the third floor," Toni said, starting up.

"Toni, seriously," Slayter pleaded. "This feels wrong. My skin feels wrong."

"We're already here," Nick said, taking the rear guard. "Let's just get it over with."

They climbed. The first landing was empty. The second was full of overturned furniture. By the time they reached the third floor, the air was freezing. Nick could see his breath misting in the flashlight beam.

The corridor stretched out before them, lined with closed doors. But at the very end, one door stood ajar.

And through the crack, the violet light pulsed.

Thum-thum. Thum-thum. Like a heartbeat.

Drawn by a force they couldn't name, they walked down the hall. The carpet dampened their footsteps. The whispering was loud now, a cacophony of unintelligible voices scratching at the inside of Nick's skull.

Toni reached the door. She hesitated, her hand hovering over the brass knob.

"Together," she whispered.

Nick nodded. Slayter whimpered but stepped up beside them.

Toni pushed the door open.

The room wasn't a nursery. It was a void. The walls were painted black, covered in glowing violet sigils that hurt to look at. And in the center of the room, crouching on the floor, was a nightmare.

It was massive—easily seven feet tall even while hunched. Its body was a landscape of rippling muscle covered in matted, dark blue fur. It was naked, primal, and terrifyingly real.

Slowly, the thing stood up.

Nick’s flashlight beam shook as it traveled up the creature's legs, past the terrifying anatomy that left no doubt to its gender, and up to its hands. They didn't end in fingers. They ended in claws thick and rusted like roofing hammers.

Then it turned its head.

The face was a wolf’s snout grafted onto a bear’s skull. Its jaw unhinged, revealing rows of serrated teeth that looked like a rusted bear trap. Saliva, thick and black, dripped from its maw, sizzling where it hit the floor.

It roared. The sound shattered the windows and knocked Nick backward.

"Holy Fuck!" Nick screamed, scrambling for traction on the rotted floor. "Run! Run!"

The beast lunged. It moved faster than anything that size had a right to, its hammer-claws tearing through the floorboards as it leaped toward Toni.

"No!" Slayter shrieked, freezing in terror.

The claws were inches from Toni’s face when the shadows in the corner of the room moved.

A blinding flash of white light erupted, throwing the three teenagers against the wall.

A figure materialized between them and the beast. He was tall, draped in a cloak that seemed to be woven from the darkness itself. He didn't look afraid. He looked bored.

"Back," the figure commanded. His voice was deep, vibrating in Nick's chest like a bass drum.

The monster didn't listen. It swiped at the newcomer.

The figure didn't dodge. He raised a hand, and a barrier of crackling black energy manifested in the air. The beast’s claws slammed into it, sparking violently. With a flick of his wrist, the cloaked man unleashed a pulse of force that lifted the thousand-pound monster and hurled it through the back wall of the orphanage.

Dust and debris rained down. The beast roared from the darkness outside—a sound of pain and rage—before the heavy thud of its footsteps faded into the woods.

Silence returned to the room, heavier than before.

Nick pulled himself up, coughing in the dust. Toni was shaking. Slayter was curled in a ball.

The cloaked figure turned. His face was weathered, etched with lines of age and a hard, weary wisdom. He looked at the three teenagers not with anger, but with a grim resignation.

"Who..." Toni stammered, her voice trembling. "Who are you?"

"I am the Night Man," the figure said. He walked to the broken wall, staring out into the night where the monster had fled. "And you three have made a terrible mistake."

"We didn't mean to," Slayter whispered. "We just saw a light."

"Curiosity is the key that unlocks the worst doors," the Night Man said, turning back to them. His eyes glowed with a faint, inner light. "That creature was a Scout. A harbinger. By entering this room, by breaking the seal of the Whispering Walls, you have rung the dinner bell."

"Dinner bell?" Nick asked, finding his voice. "For what?"

"For everything," the Night Man said. "Evil forces have been sleeping beneath this town for a century. You just woke them up."

He extended a hand toward them.

"Go home. Say goodbye to your normal lives. Because starting tonight..."

Thunder rumbled outside, punctuating his words.

"...you are the only line of defense this world has left. You are the Dark Force.”
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Chapter Two: The Sanctum
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The thunder that followed the Night Man’s proclamation wasn't just noise; it was a physical weight that rattled Nick’s teeth.

"Dark Force?" Nick spat, wiping dust from his jacket. "You have got to be kidding me. That sounds like a bad comic book. I’m going home."

He turned toward the stairs, his heart still hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs.

"You cannot go home," the Night Man said. He didn't shout, but his voice cut through the wind with absolute authority. "The Scout has your scent. If you return to your families now, you lead the pack to their doorsteps. Do you want your parents to face what you just saw?"

Nick froze. The image of that thing—the wolf-bear hybrid with the hammer claws—tearing through his front door paralyzed him.

"He's right, Nick," Toni whispered, hugging herself. Her face was pale, the freckles standing out like stark constellations. "We can't go back. Not yet."

"Then where?" Slayter squeaked, looking around the ruined nursery. "We can't stay here!"

"Follow," the Night Man commanded.

He walked to the far wall, where a heavy, moth-eaten tapestry hung. He pulled it aside, revealing not a wall, but a dark, spiraling iron staircase that seemed to descend into the very bowels of the hill.

"The Sanctum is beneath us," he said. "It is the only place in Oakhaven the shadows cannot see."

With no better option, and the memory of the monster’s roar still echoing in the woods, they followed.

The descent was long and damp. The air grew colder, smelling less like rot and more like ozone and old books. Finally, the stairs ended at a massive steel blast door that looked like it belonged in a bank vault, not a haunted orphanage.
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