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CHAPTER ONE — THE NOTE IN THE DARK
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Evan hated silence.

Not the normal kind—the kind you got after a song ended, when the room exhaled and the crowd remembered how to breathe.

This was different.

This silence had teeth.

The abandoned hospital sat at the end of the service road like it had been waiting for them. Not hidden. Not swallowed by the woods.

Displayed.

Moonlight caught the broken windows and turned them into blank eyes.

Jonah killed the engine. The headlights died. The trees pressed closer.

Nobody spoke.

Tyler finally whispered, “We can still leave.”

Marissa didn’t look away from the building. “We drove two hours.”

“We can still leave,” Tyler repeated, louder, as if volume might turn the idea into a door.

CC sat in the passenger seat, her hands folded tight in her lap. She’d been quiet since they crossed the county line. The closer they got, the smaller her movements became, like something was already listening.

Evan watched her throat when she swallowed.

There was a bruise there, faint and yellowing, like an old fingerprint.

He didn’t ask about it. He didn’t ask about a lot of things where CC was concerned. Questions made her close up. Music didn’t.

Jonah cleared his throat. “We’re here. In and out. We grab the tapes, we leave.”

“Tapes,” Evan repeated, tasting the word. It sounded stupid out loud. Like a ghost story trying to wear a lab coat.

Marissa glanced back at him from the back seat. “You can still stay in the car.”

Evan almost said yes. Almost.

Then, from the dark ahead, the hospital gave him a reason not to.

A sound.

Not loud. Not even clear.

A single note—thin as wire—slipped through the broken windows and found them in the car.

Evan’s stomach tightened. The hair on his arms rose.

The note wasn’t coming through the air the way music should.

It felt like it was coming through the bones of his skull.

Tyler slapped his hands over his ears. “What the hell is that?”

Jonah’s eyes darted to the dash like the radio had turned itself on. “Did I—did I leave something—”

There was nothing. No static. No music.

Just the note.

CC’s lips parted, but she didn’t speak. Her eyes were wide—not with surprise, but recognition.

Marissa leaned forward, squinting through the windshield. “Is someone in there?”

Evan’s fingers went numb.

The note changed.

Not pitch.

Pressure.

Like something pressed down on his chest, gentle at first, then firmer, as if the sound was testing how much he could hold.

He sucked in a breath and realized—too late—that he hadn’t chosen to.

His lungs had followed the note like an order.

“Okay,” Jonah said, voice too loud, too forced. “Nope. That’s... that’s enough. We’ll come back in daylight.”

Tyler made a broken laugh of relief. “Yes. Thank you. Daylight. Church. Therapy. Anything else.”

CC finally spoke, barely audible.

“It heard us.”

The note stopped.

For half a second, everything snapped back into normal. Evan’s chest loosened. Tyler’s hands dropped from his ears.

Then the hospital answered again.

Not with sound.

With absence.

A deeper quiet rolled out of the building and swallowed the night around it. The woods didn’t feel quiet anymore. They felt muted, as if the world had been wrapped in thick cloth.

Evan tried to swallow and tasted metal.

Marissa’s voice came out thin. “CC... what do you mean it heard us?”

CC didn’t look at any of them. She stared at the black entrance, the wide mouth of double doors hanging crooked on their hinges.

“It’s awake,” she whispered. “And it knows there are voices out here.”

Jonah’s hand found the keys. “We’re leaving.”

He turned them.

The engine clicked.

Once.

Twice.

Nothing.

Jonah tried again. The starter whined like it wanted to live, then choked and died.

Tyler’s breath hitched. “No. No no no no. Don’t do that. Don’t—”

Jonah slammed the wheel. “Come on!”

Again.

Nothing.

Evan stared at the hospital, at the dark behind the doors, and felt something settle into place with calm certainty.

They weren’t stranded because the car failed.

They were stranded because the hospital chose that moment to take their ability to leave.

Marissa fumbled for her phone. The screen lit her face ghost-white.

“No service,” she said immediately, as if she’d been expecting it. “Nothing.”

Tyler thrust his phone up too. “Same. This is—this is literally every horror movie.”

Evan didn’t speak.

Because his throat had started to hum.

Not a sound he made.

A vibration, faint and steady, deep in the muscles of his neck like a tuning fork pressed to skin.

He clamped his jaw shut.

The hum continued anyway.

CC turned her head slowly toward him. Her eyes flicked to his throat.

Evan shook his head, a tiny motion. Don’t.

CC’s hand rose halfway, then stopped, hovering like she was afraid to touch him.

“I told you,” she said, voice shaking, “we shouldn’t have come here.”

Jonah got out of the car.

The dome light clicked on as the driver’s door opened, and for a moment Evan could see Jonah’s face in profile: set, determined, pretending fear was something you could out-stare.

Cold air flooded in. The silence outside was thicker than inside the car.

Jonah walked around to the front, popped the hood, and leaned in with his phone flashlight.

“Battery’s fine,” he called back. “I don’t— I don’t know what—”

His voice cut off.

Evan’s stomach dropped.

Marissa’s hand tightened on the back of Jonah’s seat. “Jonah?”

Jonah didn’t answer.

Tyler leaned forward. “Bro?”

Evan opened his door and stepped out.

The night hit him like water. The silence was worse out here. It pressed against his ears. He could hear his own heartbeat too clearly, each thud sounding like it belonged to someone else.

Jonah stood frozen at the hood, phone light shaking in his hand.

He wasn’t looking at the engine.

He was looking at the hospital.

Evan followed his gaze.

The double doors at the front entrance were moving.

Not swinging in the wind. Not shifting on broken hinges.

Opening.

Slowly.

With intention.

A sliver of darkness widened between them, and the air that spilled out felt colder than the night. Not winter-cold.

Basement-cold. Grave-cold. The cold of something sealed too long.

Tyler stumbled out behind Evan. “Nope. No, absolutely not.”

Marissa stepped beside them, her face tight. “Someone’s doing that.”

CC exited last.

Her boots hit the dirt with a soft crunch.

And the hospital sang.

A note unfurled from the widening crack of the doors—quiet, perfect, almost tender.

Evan’s lungs clenched again.

This time, he didn’t inhale.

He hummed.

A low, involuntary hum that slid out of him like a leak. His throat vibrated with the note, matching it without consent.

Marissa turned sharply. “Evan—?”

Evan clapped a hand over his mouth.

The hum continued through his palm, buzzing his teeth.

The hospital’s note wavered, as if it heard his response.

As if it liked it.

CC’s face drained of color.

“Don’t,” she said, and the word came out ragged. “Don’t answer it.”

Tyler backed toward the car. “Why is the building flirting with him?”

Jonah finally moved, stepping back from the hood like he’d been burned. His voice came out hoarse.

“We’re not going inside.”

The doors stopped opening.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the note changed again—sweetness fading, something colder bleeding in at the edges.

The air pressure dropped.

Evan’s ears popped. The world tilted slightly, like the ground had shifted under his feet.

Marissa grabbed his arm for balance. “What is that?”

Evan tried to speak.

His tongue felt thick. His throat kept humming, stubborn, obedient.

CC stepped forward two paces, her posture rigid, like a person walking toward a stage they hated but had performed on before.

She didn’t look at the doors. She looked at the darkness behind them.

“I’m not here for you,” she said softly.

Her voice trembled on the last word.

The hospital responded.

Not with a louder note.

With a second one.

A harmony.

Two notes, perfectly spaced, sliding together like hands clasping.

Evan’s knees went weak.

Tyler made a strangled sound. “That—no. That’s— that’s a person.”

Jonah snapped, “There’s nobody in there.”

But Evan knew Tyler was right.

Because the harmony wasn’t just sound.

It had shape.

It carried breath.

It carried intention—the sense of a throat forming vowels, of lips shaping a note into something that could become a name.

Marissa’s eyes glistened as if the sound had pulled moisture out of her. “It’s... pretty.”

CC whipped her head toward Marissa. “Don’t say that.”

Marissa blinked, startled. “I didn’t— I didn’t mean—”

The notes held.

And the hospital’s doors opened the rest of the way.

The entrance yawned wide, a black throat waiting.

Evan’s hum rose in his chest without him wanting it to. It matched the harmony now, sliding into place like he had rehearsed it all his life.

His vision swam.

He could feel the song finding him, mapping his ribs, tracing his spine.

A thought arrived in his head that wasn’t his.

Come closer.

Evan took one step forward.

CC grabbed his wrist hard enough to hurt.

“No,” she hissed. “Evan—look at me. Look at me.”
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