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​Chapter 1: The First Whisper
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Leo Mendez was not the kind of guy who believed in ghosts.

At twenty-two years old, he had spent most of his life trusting science, logic, and things he could see with his own two eyes. He studied psychology at the city university because he wanted to understand the human mind not the spooky stuff, but the real wiring of thoughts, memories, and fears. His apartment was small, messy, and smelled like instant coffee and old books. He liked it that way.

But all of that changed on a rainy Tuesday in October.

It started like any other morning. Leo woke up to the sound of water dripping from his broken window frame. The sky outside was gray and heavy, the kind of dark that made you want to stay in bed forever. He rubbed his eyes, stretched his arms, and stumbled to the bathroom to brush his teeth. His reflection looked tired dark circles under his brown eyes, messy black hair sticking up in ten different directions. Normal.

Then he heard it.

A whisper. Soft as a moth’s wing. Close to his left ear.

“Maya Chen.”

Leo froze. His toothbrush hung halfway to his mouth. He turned his head slowly, expecting to see someone standing behind him. But there was no one. Just the empty hallway leading to his living room, where his old cat, Pancake, slept on the couch.

“Hello?” Leo said. His voice came out croaky and small.

No answer. Only the rain tapping against the glass.

He stood there for a full minute, heart thumping, waiting for the whisper to come back. It didn’t. So he did what most people would do. He convinced himself he had imagined it. Sleepy brain playing tricks. It happens.

By the time he left for his morning class at the university, he had almost forgotten about it.

His first class was Abnormal Psychology with Professor Hargrove, a tall woman with sharp glasses and a voice that could cut glass. Leo sat in the back row next to his best friend, Emma Wright. Emma was studying criminology, but she loved sitting in on psych classes. She had bright red hair, freckles across her nose, and a laugh that filled the whole room.

“You look like you saw a ghost,” Emma whispered, elbowing him.

Leo shrugged. “Didn’t sleep great.”

“You never sleep great. It’s all that coffee.” 

Professor Hargrove began her lecture on auditory hallucinations when people hear things that aren’t really there. Leo tried to focus, but his mind kept drifting back to the whisper. Maya Chen. The name felt sticky in his head, like gum on a shoe.

“Auditory hallucinations can happen to anyone,” Hargrove explained, clicking through slides. “Stress, lack of sleep, even dehydration. They’re not always a sign of mental illness. But when they become frequent or distressing, that’s when we start to worry.”

Leo shifted in his seat. He wasn’t distressed. He was fine. Totally fine.

After class, he and Emma walked across campus to the student center. The rain had stopped, leaving everything wet and shiny. Students crowded the sidewalks, laughing and talking, completely normal. Leo wanted to feel normal too.

“You’re quiet,” Emma said, bumping his shoulder. “Seriously, what’s up?”

“Nothing. Just thinking about a name.”

“A name? Whose name?”

Leo hesitated. Saying it out loud felt dangerous, though he couldn’t explain why. “Maya Chen. Does that ring a bell?”

Emma frowned, pulling out her phone. “Chen is a common last name. Maya is pretty common too. Why?”

“No reason.”

But Emma was already typing. She loved mysteries it’s why she wanted to be a criminologist. “Let’s see... Maya Chen... there’s a Maya Chen in the art department. Junior. I think I’ve seen her around. Tall, glasses, always carries a sketchbook.”

Leo’s stomach did a small flip. “Is she okay?”

“What do you mean, okay? She’s a student. Why wouldn’t she be okay?”

“Never mind.”

Emma gave him a long look, the kind that said I know you’re hiding something, but she didn’t push. That was one of the things Leo liked about her. She knew when to back off.

The rest of the day passed without any more whispers. Leo went to his afternoon statistics class, ate a sad sandwich at his desk, and even managed to laugh at a stupid video Emma sent him. By evening, he had almost convinced himself the whole thing was nothing. A brain fart. A weird dream that leaked into waking life.

Then the news broke.

Leo was sitting on his couch, Pancake purring in his lap, when his phone buzzed with a breaking news alert. He picked it up, expecting something boring politics, weather, sports. But the headline made his blood turn cold.

“Student Killed in Hit-and-Run Near Campus: Maya Chen, 21.”

The phone slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the floor. Pancake jumped down, startled. Leo couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The name echoed in his head, louder than any whisper.

Maya Chen.

He had heard that name at 7:14 that morning. The accident happened at 9:30 AM, according to the article. He checked the timestamp on the news report. Posted 4:47 PM.

That meant the whisper came before she died.

Leo’s hands started shaking. He grabbed his phone again and read the article three times, hoping for a mistake. But the details were clear. Maya Chen was walking home from a friend’s apartment when a speeding car ran a red light. She died at the scene. No witnesses had come forward yet.

He wanted to call Emma. He wanted to tell someone, anyone, about the whisper. But what would he say? Hey, I heard a random name this morning, and that person died? That sounded crazy. That sounded like the kind of thing Professor Hargrove warned them about delusions, paranoia, the brain making connections that aren’t really there.

Coincidence, Leo told himself. It has to be a coincidence.

But deep down, he knew it wasn’t.

That night, he lay in bed staring at the ceiling. The rain had started again, a soft drumming on the roof. Every shadow in his room looked like a person standing in the corner. Every creak of the old building made him flinch.

He thought about Maya Chen. A girl he had never met. A girl whose name had floated into his head for no reason. A girl who was now dead.

And then, just as sleep began to pull him under, the whisper came back.

Closer this time. Almost inside his skull.

“David Okonkwo.”

Leo sat up so fast his head spun. He pressed his hands over his ears, but the whisper wasn’t coming from outside. It was coming from somewhere deeper. Somewhere he couldn’t block.

“Who are you?” Leo whispered into the dark.

Silence.

“What do you want?”

Nothing. Only the rain.

Leo grabbed his phone and opened a new note. With trembling fingers, he typed the name: David Okonkwo. Then he added the date and time: October 14, 11:47 PM.

He didn’t know who David Okonkwo was. He didn’t know if the name meant anything at all. But a terrible feeling was already growing in his chest a cold, heavy certainty that something bad was going to happen.

And for the first time in his life, Leo Mendez was faced with a question he couldn’t answer with science or logic.

If you know someone is going to die, what are you supposed to do?

He didn’t sleep that night. He sat in the dark, phone in hand, watching the minutes tick by. Waiting. Dreading. And somewhere in the back of his mind, a small, terrified voice whispered back:

Who’s next?

The rain kept falling. The city kept moving. And Leo kept listening.

But the whisper had nothing more to say.

Not yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2: The Second Name
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Leo did not leave his apartment for two days.

He called in sick to his classes, turned off his phone ringer, and sat on his couch wrapped in an old blanket while Pancake circled his lap like a furry guard dog. The name David Okonkwo burned in his mind like a hot coal. He kept opening his phone to search for it, then closing it again. What was he even looking for? A living person? An obituary? He didn’t know which would be worse.

On the second day, Emma showed up at his door.

She knocked three times, then used her spare key the one Leo had given her after she locked herself out of her own apartment three times in one month. The door swung open, and Emma stood there in a yellow raincoat, holding a bag of takeout and a very suspicious expression.

“You look like death,” she said, stepping inside. “And you smell like it too. When’s the last time you showered?”

Leo grunted.

“Wow. Eloquent.” Emma dropped the bag on his coffee table and started opening windows. Fresh air rushed in, cold and damp. Pancake meowed in protest. “Okay, talk. You’ve been MIA for forty-eight hours. Your phone is off. Your professor emailed asking if you dropped off the face of the earth. What’s going on?”

Leo wanted to tell her. He really did. But every time he opened his mouth, the words got stuck. I heard a dead girl’s name before she died. That sounded insane. That sounded like the beginning of a horror movie where the main character ends up in a padded room.

“I’ve just been tired,” he said.

Emma sat down across from him, her green eyes sharp and unblinking. “Leo. I’ve known you since freshman year. You once pulled an all-nighter before finals and still showed up to class with a smile. You don’t disappear for two days because you’re ‘tired.’ Talk to me.”

The bag of takeout smelled like noodles and dumplings. Leo’s stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten properly since Tuesday. He reached for a container, mostly to buy himself time.

“Do you remember when I asked you about Maya Chen?” he said quietly.

Emma’s face softened. “Yeah. The girl who got hit by that car. It was awful. The whole campus is still talking about it. They’re having a memorial tomorrow night.”

“I heard her name before she died.”

Emma waited. When Leo didn’t say anything else, she tilted her head. “What do you mean, you heard it? Like, someone told you?”

“No.” Leo put the container down. His hands were shaking again. “I heard it in my head. A whisper. It said her name. Just her name. Nothing else. And then she died.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to cut. Emma’s face went through about five different expressions confusion, concern, disbelief, then back to confusion. She opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again.

“Leo,” she said carefully. “You know that’s not... I mean, that’s not how things work. Right? It was probably just a coincidence. You might have seen her name somewhere without realizing it. Social media. A flyer. The brain does that sometimes-”

“I heard another one.”

Emma stopped.

“Last night,” Leo continued, his voice barely above a whisper. “Or two nights ago. I don’t even remember anymore. The whisper came back. It said another name. David Okonkwo. I’ve never met anyone named David Okonkwo. I’ve never seen that name in my life. But I know something bad is going to happen to him.”

Emma leaned back, pulling her knees to her chest. She looked smaller suddenly, less like the tough criminology student and more like a scared girl in a yellow raincoat. “Have you tried looking him up?”

“I’m scared to.”

“Scared of what?”

Leo finally met her eyes. “Scared of finding out he’s real. Scared of finding out he’s already dead. Scared of finding out that the whisper is right.”

Emma was quiet for a long moment. Then she pulled out her phone. “I’m going to look him up. Just to see. Just basic stuff social media, student directory, anything. If we don’t find anything, then maybe it’s nothing. Okay?”

Leo nodded, though every nerve in his body was screaming at him to stop her.

Emma typed. Her thumbs moved fast, scrolling through search results. Her forehead wrinkled. She bit her lip. Then she turned the phone around so Leo could see the screen.

“David Okonkwo – Men’s Soccer – University Athletics.”

There was a photo. A young man with dark skin, close-cropped hair, and a wide smile. He was wearing a green and white jersey, holding a soccer ball on his hip. He looked healthy. Happy. Alive.

Leo’s heart dropped into his stomach.

“He’s a student,” Emma said slowly. “Junior. Business major. Plays forward on the soccer team. His last game is this Saturday.” She looked up at Leo, and for the first time, he saw real fear in her eyes. “Leo, this is real. David Okonkwo is a real person.”

“We have to warn him,” Leo said immediately.

“Warn him about what? Hey, random stranger, my friend hears voices and one of them said your name, so please be careful?’” Emma shook her head. “He’ll think we’re crazy. He’ll call campus security.”

“Then we watch him. We follow him. We make sure nothing happens.”

Emma stared at him like he had grown a second head. “Leo, that’s stalking. That’s literally stalking. I’m a criminology student I know the laws.”

“So what’s your idea? Do nothing? Let him die like Maya Chen?”

The words hung in the air, ugly and sharp. Emma flinched. Leo regretted them immediately, but he didn’t take them back. Because they were true. He had done nothing about Maya Chen, and now she was gone. He couldn’t do nothing again.

“Okay,” Emma said finally. “Okay. But we do this smart. No following him like weirdos. We find a way to get close to him naturally. You’re in psychology maybe you can say you’re doing a study on student athletes. I’m in criminology maybe I can say I’m researching safety on campus. Something that gives us a reason to talk to him.”

Leo nodded. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was a plan. And right now, a bad plan was better than no plan at all.

They spent the next hour eating cold takeout and scrolling through David Okonkwo’s public social media. He posted a lot about soccer, his family, and his favorite study spots on campus. He had a younger sister named Amara. He liked spicy ramen and terrible action movies. He was, by all accounts, a completely normal, completely alive young man.

Leo memorized every detail. Not because he was creepy, but because he was terrified. If something was going to happen to David Okonkwo, Leo wanted to be ready.

That night, after Emma went home, Leo lay in bed staring at the ceiling again. He had pinned David’s photo to his wall a printout from the athletics website. Pancake sat on his chest, purring like a tiny motor.

“What are you?” Leo whispered into the dark. “A ghost? A curse? A broken part of my brain?”

No answer. Just the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of traffic.

He closed his eyes, hoping for sleep. Hoping for silence.

But the whisper had other plans.

“Maria Flores.”

Leo’s eyes snapped open. His breath caught in his throat. Three names now. Maya Chen. David Okonkwo. Maria Flores. He fumbled for his phone, opened the notes app with shaking hands, and typed the new name.

Maria Flores. October 16, 2:03 AM.

He didn’t know who she was. He didn’t know when or how. But he knew, with a certainty that made his bones ache, that Maria Flores was in danger.

And somewhere in the darkness, Leo could almost feel the whisper smiling.

Not that it had a mouth. Not that it had a face. But the feeling was there cold, patient, and hungry.

The voice wasn’t just giving him names.

It was giving him a test.

And Leo had no idea how to pass.

​
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​Chapter 3: The First Contact
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Leo did not sleep after the third whisper.

He sat at his kitchen table as the sun rose, drinking black coffee and staring at the three names written on a piece of paper. Maya Chen. David Okonkwo. Maria Flores. Maya was already dead. David and Maria were still alive at least, as far as he knew. But for how long?

Emma arrived at 7:30 AM with two to-go cups of real coffee from the shop down the street and a determined look on her face. She had changed out of her yellow raincoat into a plain gray hoodie and jeans. She looked like she meant business.

“You look worse than yesterday,” she said, setting a cup in front of him.

“I got another one last night.”

Emma’s face went pale. “Another name?”

“Maria Flores.” Leo pushed the paper toward her. “Three names now. Maya is dead. David and Maria are still out there, living their lives, having no idea that some creepy whisper has marked them.”

Emma sat down heavily. She picked up the paper like it might bite her. “Maria Flores. That’s a common name too. It could be anyone. A student, a teacher, someone’s grandmother-”

“It’s not anyone,” Leo interrupted. “It’s someone specific. The whisper doesn’t do random. Maya Chen was a real person. David Okonkwo is a real person. Maria Flores is real too. We just have to find her.”

“And then what? We can’t save everyone, Leo.”

“We can try.”

Emma looked at him for a long time. Her eyes were sad, the way they got when she talked about cold cases or unsolved murders. She wanted to help people that’s why she studied criminology. But she also knew the limits of one person. Two people. Three.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Let’s find Maria Flores first. But we have to be smart. No running around campus asking strangers if they’re about to die. That’s a one-way ticket to a psych hold.”

Leo nodded. “So how do we do it?”

“Same way we found David. Social media, student directory, class schedules. Maria Flores is probably a student most people on campus are. We start there.”

They spent the morning on Emma’s laptop, searching through university databases and public profiles. There were seven Maria Floreses in the city. Three were too old one was a retired librarian, one was a high school teacher, one was a grandmother who lived two towns over. Two were children too young to be on a college campus. That left two possibilities.

Maria Flores, 19, freshman, undeclared major. Dorm: West Hall.

Maria Flores, 24, graduate student, nursing program. Off-campus apartment.

Leo wrote down both addresses.

“Which one do we check first?” Emma asked.

Leo thought about the whisper. It had no tone, no emotion, no clue about time or place. Just the name. Maria Flores. He closed his eyes and tried to feel for something a pull, a direction, a hint. But there was nothing. Just silence.

“Both,” he said. “We split up.”

Emma shook her head immediately. “No way. We stay together. Whatever this thing is, we don’t know if it’s dangerous. I’m not leaving you alone.”

“Emma—”

“I said no.”

Her voice was firm. Leo knew that tone. When Emma made up her mind, there was no changing it. So instead of arguing, he grabbed his jacket and followed her out the door.

They went to West Hall first.

The dorm was old brick with narrow windows and a front desk manned by a bored student named Tyler who was too busy watching videos on his phone to care about visitors. Emma flashed her student ID and said they were looking for Maria Flores for a “class project.” Tyler waved them through without looking up.

The halls smelled like microwave popcorn and cheap perfume. Doors lined both sides, each one decorated with whiteboards, posters, or strings of fairy lights. Room 217 had a small sign taped to the door: Maria & Jess.

Leo knocked.

The door opened a crack, held by a chain lock. A pair of brown eyes peered out. “Yeah?”

“Hi,” Leo said, trying to sound casual. “Are you Maria?”

“Who’s asking?”

“I’m Leo. This is Emma. We’re students. We’re doing a project on... campus safety. And your name came up in our research. We just wanted to talk to you for a few minutes.”

It was a weak lie, and Leo knew it. But the eyes behind the door softened slightly. The chain slid off, and the door opened wider.

Maria Flores was nineteen, small and sharp-boned, with long black hair pulled into a messy ponytail. She wore an oversized hoodie and fuzzy socks. There was a textbook open on her desk and a half-eaten bag of chips on her bed.

“Campus safety?” she said, skeptical. “What kind of project?”

Emma jumped in smoothly. “We’re looking at how aware students are of potential dangers on and off campus. Things like traffic accidents, unsafe areas, that kind of thing. Your name was randomly selected from the freshman directory.”

Maria’s shoulders relaxed a little. “Oh. Okay. Sure, I guess. I don’t have class for another hour.”

They sat on the edge of her roommate’s bed while Maria took the desk chair. Leo tried not to stare at her too hard. She seemed fine. Healthy. No visible signs of danger. But the whisper had said her name, and that meant something bad was coming.

“Do you walk to class alone a lot?” Emma asked, pulling out a notebook she had brought for show.

“Sometimes. Depends on the time.”

“Do you cross any busy streets?”

Maria shrugged. “I mean, yeah. There’s the intersection on Fifth and Main. That one’s pretty bad. There was a hit-and-run there last week, actually. Some art student got killed.”

Leo’s stomach turned. He knew exactly which intersection Maria meant. It was the same one where Maya Chen had died.

“Do you use that intersection?” he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

“Almost every day. It’s on the way to the dining hall.”

Leo and Emma exchanged a look. The whisper had given them Maya Chen’s name before she died at that intersection. Now it had given them Maria Flores, who crossed that same intersection every day. Was that the connection? The intersection? Or was it something else?
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