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Chapter 1: The Whispering Swing
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The sky over Durn Hollow was never quite black, even after nightfall. A thin, silvery mist hovered perpetually in the upper air, diffusing the starlight like breath on cold glass. Calla Merrin stood on her bedroom’s sagging balcony, chin perched on the rusted iron rail, and stared into the darkness that clung to the edge of the town like a bruise—an overgrown playground mostly forgotten, where rusted swings squealed in the wind and weeds swallowed the old slide whole.

Aunt Marnie told her not to go near it. The kids at school never talked about it, like it didn’t even exist. The few times she’d brought it up, the room would turn uncomfortably silent, and someone would always change the subject. But it called to her. Not in words. In pulses. In sounds that never fully reached her ears but resonated deep inside her ribs—like the chime of a distant bell tolling only for her.

She waited until the house was quiet. Aunt Marnie had gone to bed early, drugged by her evening tea and the lull of old radio shows. Calla changed quickly, slipping into black jeans and a soft hoodie. Her boots, always ready by the door, felt like armor. She moved down the hallway as quietly as breath, bypassing the creaky fourth stair with practiced ease.

Outside, the autumn chill bit softly at her cheeks, and leaves scuttled along the road like nervous mice. She followed the cracked pavement past shuttered storefronts and empty porches until the path split and veered toward the thicket. The town forgot things too easily, but she remembered.

The playground came into view suddenly—no sign, no warning. Just a jagged tear in the forest, as if the trees themselves were afraid to grow too close. It was bigger than she recalled. A ring of black iron fence twisted with ivy surrounded it, the gate hanging slightly ajar. The swing set stood in the center like a sentinel, its seats swaying gently though there was no wind.

Calla hesitated.

The ground beneath her boots felt wrong—spongy, like memory instead of earth. The rusted merry-go-round creaked. The sandbox glistened faintly, wet with dew or something older. She stepped inside, her breath catching in her throat.

The moment her foot crossed the gate, something shifted. The air thickened, heavy with a scent like scorched honey and ash. The temperature dropped, but sweat began to bead at her temples. Her phone buzzed faintly in her pocket, a message notification—but when she checked it, the screen flickered, unreadable.

A soft creak echoed behind her.

She spun around.

One of the swings moved. Just one. Back and forth, slow and deliberate, like it was being pushed by invisible hands.

Calla froze. Her hand clenched tightly around the cool metal of her phone. She reached for the flashlight app, but the screen remained dark, useless.

“You came,” said a voice.

Calla turned so fast she stumbled.

A girl stood near the base of the twisted slide, her long hair gleaming under the muted moonlight like strands of woven night. She wore a faded yellow raincoat, unbuttoned, revealing a black dress underneath. Her eyes glowed faintly—not a reflection, but their own kind of light.

Calla backed up. “Who are you?”

The girl smiled, and it wasn’t friendly. Nor cruel. It was... knowing.

“I’m Delilah,” she said. “And I’ve been waiting.”

The name sounded familiar. Too familiar. But Calla couldn’t place it. “How do you know me?”

Delilah tilted her head. “That’s the wrong question.”

“What is the right one?”

Delilah stepped closer. Her boots made no sound against the cracked rubber tiles. “Why do you keep coming back when you know it hurts?”

Calla felt her stomach tighten. “I don’t remember ever coming here.”

Delilah’s expression flickered. “That’s a lie. Even if you believe it.”

Calla’s breath came quicker now, her vision swimming slightly. The air was too dense, charged with some invisible energy that coiled around her spine like smoke.

“I—” she began, but Delilah raised a finger.

A sound. Soft. Barely audible.

Laughter.

Children’s laughter.

It echoed from the far end of the playground—giddy, distant, looping as if from an old cassette tape left to melt in the sun.

Calla turned slowly. The jungle gym had changed. Where before there were twisted metal bars now stood a kind of... archway. Faint blue lights drifted above it like fireflies, pulsing in rhythm with the laughter.

Delilah didn’t seem surprised.

“It always does that when you come,” she said, voice almost wistful. “It remembers you.”

A flash of movement from the edge of the woods snapped Calla’s gaze away. Someone else stood just outside the playground gate, barely visible. A tall, lean figure half-swallowed by the mist.

“Jace?” she whispered before she could stop herself.

The figure stepped back into the trees without a sound.

Delilah’s eyes narrowed. “He doesn’t belong here anymore.”

“What’s happening?” Calla asked, her voice cracking. “Why are you here? Why am I here?”

Delilah stepped to the swing that still moved and placed a hand on its chain. The moment she touched it, the swing stopped. Stillness returned. But it was the kind of still that screamed.

“I came to warn you,” Delilah said softly. “You’re not safe after dark. Not here. Not anywhere near here. The Playground remembers. It’s waking up again.”

Calla tried to back away, but her legs wouldn’t move.

Delilah didn’t follow.

“Next time, don’t come alone.”

And just like that, she was gone.

No footsteps. No rustle. Just absence.

Calla staggered back out through the gate and into the woods. The trees seemed to part for her, whispering secrets she couldn’t quite catch. Her boots hit pavement, and she ran. Faster than she ever had.

She didn’t stop until she reached her house, lungs burning, heart like thunder.

When she looked back down the street toward the trees, the playground was gone.

Or maybe, just hiding again.

The morning light in Durn Hollow was the kind that didn’t chase away shadows but instead outlined them in gold, like the town preferred its secrets illuminated just enough to admire. Calla Merrin sat at the kitchen table, staring at a bowl of untouched cereal while the steam from her tea curled into fading question marks above it. Her body was here, dressed in a pale sweater and faded jeans, but her mind was still tangled in the metallic chill of the playground and the echo of Delilah’s final words.

“You’re not safe after dark.”

Aunt Marnie shuffled into the room wearing her usual moth-eaten robe and slippers that puffed dust when she moved. Her graying hair was pulled into a messy bun, eyes half-lidded with sleep and something more permanent.

“Up early,” Marnie said, voice brittle like the pages of her ancient novels.

Calla forced a shrug. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Bad dreams?”

“Something like that.”

Aunt Marnie studied her with eyes that had seen too much and spoken too little. Her fingers tapped lightly against the ceramic rim of her mug. “Did you go near that playground?”

The question was a knife slipping beneath skin.

Calla stiffened. “What playground?”

Marnie’s mouth twitched—not a smile, but a memory. “The one out past the thicket. We used to warn each other about it. When I was your age.”

Calla blinked. That wasn’t the answer she expected.

“You used to go there?”

Marnie’s eyes darkened. “Everyone did. Before the disappearances. Before they paved over the truth with silence.”

Calla leaned forward, every cell awake. “What happened?”

Marnie sipped her tea. “Some kids went missing. That’s all the town ever said. But I remember the nights. The fog. The songs from the swings. My sister—your mother—she never got over it.”

Calla’s heart skipped. Her mother?

“She went there too?”

Marnie nodded, very slowly. “Only once. Afterward, she refused to talk about it. She started having dreams, fits. Said she heard voices calling her by name when no one was around.”

Calla swallowed hard. “What name?”

A long pause.

“I never knew.”

The rest of the day passed like frost melting—slow, silent, with Calla drifting through the hours wrapped in unease. School was a blur. The teachers droned like they were underwater. Her classmates didn’t meet her eyes. Even Jace, seated across from her in biology, seemed more distant than usual. His brown eyes avoided hers, his fingers drumming nervously on the desk.

At lunch, she cornered him behind the gym.

“You were there last night.”

Jace stiffened. “No.”

“I saw you. At the edge of the playground.”

His jaw clenched. “You shouldn’t go there.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He looked up then, and something cracked in his expression. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

Calla’s skin prickled. “Remember what?”

Jace leaned in, voice barely a whisper. “We used to play there. You and me. When we were little.”

Calla’s world tilted slightly. “That’s not possible.”

“It is. And the reason you don’t remember is because it doesn’t want you to. It erases things. Twists them. That place—it’s alive.”

“Delilah said it was waking up.”

Jace flinched. “Delilah Crowe?”

Calla nodded. “You know her?”

His eyes narrowed. “No. But I know of her.”

“She said the Playground remembers me. That it’s tied to me somehow.”

Jace looked away. “Then it’s starting again.”

“What is?”

He didn’t answer.

When Calla got home that night, the wind had picked up. It rattled the eaves and whispered through the chimney. Her phone buzzed again—this time, the screen worked.

A message.

From an unknown number.

It was a photograph.

Calla as a toddler.

Standing in the center of the playground.

Alone.

Her eyes in the picture glowed faintly, the same eerie shimmer as Delilah’s.

She dropped the phone.

It landed face-down on the hardwood, the screen cracking like ice.

That night, sleep didn’t come easy. When it finally did, it dragged her into a dream soaked in colorless fog. She stood in the playground again, but it was wrong—everything was too still, like a painting.

Children stood frozen in mid-play: one on the slide, mouth open in silent laughter; another perched on a swing, hair fanned behind her like
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