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​Chapter 1 – The Empty Chair
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The road to the clinic wound through a corridor of pine trees, the early-morning mist stretching like gauze across the windshield. Dr. Ellis Warren drove slowly, his hands locked on the steering wheel as if afraid the car might slip from his control again. Every turn of the road felt familiar, though he’d never been here before—an unnerving déjà vu that pressed at the edges of his consciousness.

The wipers scraped once. Then again. And there it was, in the passenger seat beside him—the empty booster seat.

He tried not to look at it, but his eyes disobeyed. The pink seatbelt strap was still twisted, just like the day he’d last buckled it. A small sticker of a cartoon unicorn had started to peel away from the headrest. He could almost hear her giggle in the back of his skull, the way she used to hum when the rain hit the windows.

“Stop it,” he whispered to himself. His therapist’s advice echoed dimly: Don’t feed the phantom.

But phantoms didn’t need food. They lived on silence.

The clinic came into view at the end of the road—a squat, two-story building half hidden by overgrown trees. The sign out front read Seaside Behavioral Center in fading blue paint. The parking lot was empty except for a single rusted van. He parked, shut off the engine, and waited, hands trembling slightly on his lap.

He didn’t want to step out. The world beyond the car felt heavier, thicker somehow.

He reached over to the passenger seat and touched the empty booster, just once. Cold plastic. Hollow. No warmth. No heartbeat.

“Okay,” he murmured. “You’re here now. Fresh start.”

Inside, the building smelled of disinfectant and old paper. The walls were lined with photos of ocean scenes meant to soothe the anxious. A receptionist looked up from behind her desk, startled to see anyone so early.

“Dr. Warren, right? You’re the new trauma specialist.”

He forced a polite smile. “That’s me.”

“Dr. Reeves is in her office. She’s been waiting to meet you.”

As Ellis followed her down the hallway, he passed a row of closed doors labeled with room numbers—307, 309, 311—until his gaze caught on one with no number, its surface darker, the doorknob newer than the rest. He slowed instinctively.

“Oh, that one’s sealed,” the receptionist said quickly. “Renovation issue.”

He nodded, but the chill that prickled his neck told him otherwise.

Dr. Reeves, the clinic director, was cheerful and efficient. She gave him a brief tour—offices, observation rooms, medication storage. Everything was tidy but oddly silent. He noticed how the fluorescent lights flickered every few seconds, casting ghostly stutters across the walls.

“This place tends to stay quiet,” Reeves said. “We take low-risk patients mostly—PTSD, grief, mild psychosis. The serious cases get sent to the state hospital inland.”

Ellis nodded absently, but part of him was already scanning the shadows, listening. The building had a heartbeat—a faint hum beneath the plaster and tile, like a pulse under skin.

His office was small, windowless, with a plain desk and a single chair for visitors. But when he sat down, something felt wrong. The air was colder on one side of the room. He glanced over—an identical chair sat opposite him, slightly turned, as if someone had just stood up from it.

He reached to adjust it, and the faintest creak echoed—wood against tile, movement without touch.

Ellis froze.

For a moment, the room tilted, and he was back in the car, smoke curling through shattered glass, his daughter’s hand reaching out from the back seat—then gone. The sound of crunching metal filled his ears. His chest tightened, and he gripped the desk to steady himself.

“Not again,” he hissed. “Not now.”

He exhaled slowly, counting breaths, grounding himself. He’d been trained for this—for hallucinations, intrusive flashbacks, grief loops. But no amount of clinical detachment could erase the smell of burning leather from his memory.

When he opened his eyes, both chairs were still.

A knock at the door jolted him.

It was Dr. Reeves again, holding a folder. “Your first patient’s scheduled tomorrow. A local teen named Noah. History of violent outbursts, nightmares, some delusional content. Thought he might be a good fit for you.”

Ellis accepted the folder, though his hand trembled slightly.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice steady enough to pass.

After she left, he stared at the empty chair across from him. The air seemed to breathe there, as if something invisible had just leaned forward, watching.

Ellis turned off the light, grabbed his coat, and left the office without looking back.

But in the dark, the chair rocked once. Softly. Slowly. Like a child kicking her legs to a silent lullaby.

Ellis stood in the breakroom staring at the coffee machine that coughed and sputtered like a dying animal. The fluorescent lights above him buzzed with a faint electrical hum that somehow filled every corner of his skull. He hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Insomnia had a way of bending time—making every minute feel like it was being stretched over a blade.

He poured the burnt coffee into a chipped mug and watched the ripples shiver across the surface. It looked like something was breathing beneath it.

“First day, huh?”
The voice came from behind him—steady, low, with a slight rasp.
He turned to see a tall man with graying hair and a lab coat that looked like it had been pressed three days ago. The name tag read Dr. Cole Avery, Psychiatric Consultant. His eyes were dark, but not unkind.

“Dr. Warren,” Ellis said, forcing a handshake. “Still finding my bearings.”

“Yeah,” Avery replied, smiling without warmth. “This place tends to take a little getting used to. The silence gets in your bones.”

Ellis smirked faintly. “That’s one way to put it.”

Avery motioned to the small window that faced a narrow courtyard. “Used to be an inpatient wing out there. Back when this place was a hospital. They shut it down after... well, after a few incidents.”

“What kind of incidents?”

Avery didn’t answer right away. He sipped his coffee, grimacing. “Patients started hearing things through the vents. Voices calling their names at night. Most said it came from the old ward. They sealed it off before you came on board.”

Ellis frowned. “Room with no number?”

“That’s the one,” Avery said quietly. “If you hear it whispering, best to ignore it. This place likes attention.”

There was a long silence between them. Outside, the fog had thickened, pressing against the window like a living thing. Ellis tried to shake the unease settling in his stomach, but it clung to him like humidity.

“Anyway,” Avery said, breaking the tension, “welcome aboard. Try not to let the ghosts get to you.” He smiled again, this time softer, and left.
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When Ellis returned to his office, the lights were dimmer. He set the patient file on his desk and sat down, telling himself the tremor in his hand was just caffeine and exhaustion. The chair across from him still faced slightly askew—he hadn’t touched it since earlier. He exhaled, twisted it fully toward the desk, and sat back.

A faint click sounded from the wall speaker above the door.

—zzzzk—

Static. Then a whisper.
Not words exactly—just the ghost of speech, too low to catch but too human to dismiss.
Ellis stared at the intercom. The line light wasn’t on. He stood and pressed the button. “Reception? You said something?”

No response. Just the faint hiss of air, like a breath too close to his ear.

He released the button, stepped back. The whisper came again—soft, drawn out.

“...Daddy...”

The word froze him in place.

His mouth went dry. The voice had come from the speaker. From the wrong side of the intercom.

He jabbed the button again. “Who is this?”

Static. Then silence.

The light on the panel blinked twice and went dead.

Ellis backed away from the wall, every muscle tight, every instinct screaming that he’d just heard something impossible. He looked at the chair—the one across from his desk—and for a split second, he thought he saw a small figure sitting there, head bowed, legs swinging.

He blinked hard, and it was gone.

He reached for the folder to anchor himself in something real. On the first page, in sharp black letters:

Patient Name: Noah Rivers
Age: 15
Primary Symptom: Claims of hearing “the Demon’s Voice.”
Ellis stared at the words until they blurred, his reflection warping in the glossy paper.

Behind him, the chair creaked once—wood bending beneath invisible weight.

And somewhere deep in the building’s walls, the intercom whispered one last time:

“...Welcome back, Doctor.”

The sky had turned the color of wet slate by the time Ellis left the clinic.
Evening fog crawled in from the ocean, swallowing the parking lot in slow gray waves. The streetlamps flickered fitfully, halos of light barely strong enough to carve through the mist.
He locked the clinic door behind him and stood for a long moment, just breathing in the salt-heavy air. It should have felt cleansing, but instead it tasted metallic—like old blood.

His shoes clicked against the cracked asphalt as he made his way toward the car. Each step echoed a half-beat too late, like someone following just out of sync. He stopped, listening. The fog absorbed everything—sound, shape, direction. He could see only the faint outline of his vehicle about thirty feet away.

“Get a grip,” he muttered. “You’re tired, not haunted.”

He forced a laugh, but it didn’t sound right.

When he reached the car, he noticed something that made his chest tighten. The passenger door—the side with the booster seat—was slightly ajar. He was sure he’d locked it that morning. The dome light glowed faintly inside, illuminating an empty interior.

Empty, except for the faint impression on the booster seat’s cushion.
As though someone small had just been sitting there.
His heart began to hammer. He leaned into the car, scanning the backseat, the floorboards, even the rearview mirror. Nothing. Only that deep, stale scent of the ocean and disinfectant clinging to his coat.

He shut the door gently. It clicked shut like a closing memory.

Then came the sound—soft, deliberate—like bare feet slapping wet pavement.
Ellis turned sharply, squinting through the fog.
A shadow flickered near the clinic steps. Low to the ground. Human-shaped but wrong—its movements stilted, like a marionette tugged by uncertain strings. He could barely make out the glint of eyes—two faint, ember-like reflections watching him.

“Who’s there?” Ellis called. His voice cracked.

The shape didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. It just stood there in the mist, its outline trembling in the streetlight’s flicker.

He took a step forward, instincts battling reason. The figure shifted—backward, into the denser fog. The whisper of the clinic’s intercom voice seemed to leak through the night air: Welcome back, Doctor...

Then the figure dissolved into nothing.

Ellis’s phone buzzed in his pocket, breaking the spell. He nearly dropped it as he answered.

“Dr. Warren? This is Dr. Reeves. Sorry to bother you after hours—just a quick question.” Her voice was calm, ordinary. “When you left, did you happen to turn off the intercom in your office? It’s been... activating itself again.”

Again.

He hesitated, eyes flicking back toward the building’s dark silhouette.
“Yeah,” he said finally. “It’s off.”
“Good,” she said. “Just making sure. We’ve had... issues in the past. See you in the morning.”

The line clicked dead.

Ellis slipped the phone back into his coat and sat in the driver’s seat, gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles whitened. The mist pressed against the windshield like a living curtain. He turned on the ignition, headlights cutting a pale path through the fog.

As he backed out, he glanced once more at the clinic door.
A faint shape stood just inside the glass—a small silhouette, unmoving, watching him leave.
He blinked hard, but when he looked again, the doorway was empty.

He exhaled, long and unsteady, and whispered to himself,
“Fresh start... remember?”
But as he drove away, the intercom crackled faintly through the car’s radio—no station playing, just that soft, broken whisper:

“...See you soon.”
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Chapter 2 – The Town That Sleeps at 9
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The town of Graymarsh looked peaceful in the daylight—too peaceful. A row of clapboard houses leaned toward the sea, their paint sun-bleached and flaking. The streets were narrow, framed by rusting street signs and telephone poles that buzzed faintly in the salt wind. It had that postcard charm small towns like to sell to outsiders: quiet, safe, slow.

But beneath the charm, something felt off.

Ellis noticed it his first full morning. The people were polite, but distant. Conversations stopped when he entered the diner. Smiles lasted just long enough to look normal, then vanished like breath in winter. Everyone seemed to know who he was before he introduced himself.

He sat at the counter, drinking coffee that tasted faintly of iron. The waitress—a thin woman with graying hair and eyes that darted like a nervous bird—poured him a refill.

“You’re the new doctor up at Seaside, right?” she asked, not meeting his gaze.

He nodded. “Just started yesterday.”

“Must be quiet work out there.”

“Mostly paperwork so far,” he said, trying for a smile. “Though the building’s seen better days.”

That made her hand tremble slightly as she set down the pot. “You could say that.”

He frowned. “You know the place?”

“Everyone does,” she said softly, then lowered her voice. “You might not want to be there after dark, Dr. Warren.”

He leaned forward. “Why’s that?”

She hesitated, glancing toward the other patrons. Two old men at a corner table pretended not to listen. The cook stopped clattering his pans for half a second.

“The old ward,” she whispered. “They say the ones who worked the night shift used to hear... things. Talking through the vents. Doors unlocking themselves. Patients waking up screaming about faces in the ceiling.”

Ellis tried to keep his tone light. “And you believe that?”

“I believe too many people left that job early,” she said. “And none of ’em moved back.”

Her words hung between them like the smell of burnt coffee.

A bell rang as a delivery man entered. The conversation snapped shut. The waitress walked away without another word.

Ellis looked around. The other customers kept their eyes on their plates, chewing quietly. The diner clock ticked loudly in the silence—8:43 AM. He noticed something strange then: a hand-painted sign near the door.

“Closed at 9:00 PM Sharp – No Exceptions.”

Every store he passed that afternoon had the same sign. Hardware shop. Pharmacy. Even the gas station. Not “9-ish.” Not “depending on business.” Just sharp.

When he asked the cashier at the grocery why, the man said flatly, “Town rule. Always has been.” Then he turned away like the question itself was dangerous.
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By dusk, Ellis was driving back toward the clinic, the sky a deep bruise fading into night. The road cut through marshland that smelled of salt and decay. He thought of what the waitress said, about the voices through the vents. About the faces in the ceiling.

He almost laughed. Almost.

But then he saw the building ahead—its second floor lights flickering faintly behind the fog—and his stomach tightened. The place looked alive. Like it had been waiting for him to come back.

He parked, engine idling, and stared through the windshield. The windows were dark now, except for one—his office. The light was on.

He was sure he’d turned it off before leaving.

As he sat there, the light flickered once, twice—then a shadow crossed in front of it. A shape, unmistakably human.

And then, like the rest of the town, the building went dark.

The next morning, the fog was so thick it felt like the world had been erased. Ellis’s headlights carved narrow tunnels through it as he drove into town. He hadn’t slept—he’d tried, but the moment his eyes closed, he’d see that flicker of movement in his office window. He’d even called the clinic’s security line, only to find the number disconnected.

He ended up sitting in the dark until dawn, listening to the house settle and the occasional hum of the refrigerator that seemed too rhythmic—too deliberate—to be mechanical.

Now, he needed noise. People. Coffee. Anything that wasn’t silence.
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The diner was half-empty when he pushed through the door. A bell jingled above his head, and the same waitress from yesterday—her name tag read June—gave him a small, tired nod.

“Morning, Doctor,” she said. “Back already?”

“Yeah,” Ellis said, taking the same stool at the counter. “Couldn’t stay away.”

June smiled faintly but didn’t look at him for long. She poured his coffee, then turned to a woman sitting at the far end of the counter—a frail, birdlike woman with bright eyes and a faded nurse’s pin on her lapel.

“Doctor Warren,” June said, lowering her voice, “this is Martha Keene. She used to work up at Seaside. Long time ago.”

Ellis’s interest sharpened immediately. “Really?”

The woman turned her gaze toward him. Her voice was soft, but it carried a weight that made the hairs on his arms lift. “Worked there back when it was still Graymarsh Psychiatric Hospital. Before they changed the name.”

“I didn’t know it had one before Seaside,” Ellis said.

“Most folks don’t,” Martha replied. “They think a new coat of paint can erase what happened there. But walls remember things. Especially those walls.”

June frowned, muttering, “Martha...” in warning, but the old woman kept going.

“It started in the old ward, down in the east wing,” she said, staring into her untouched cup of tea. “We had a patient named Evelyn Rourke. Quiet girl. Trauma case, they said. Only sixteen. She’d draw symbols on the floor with bits of her own fingernails—shapes none of us recognized.”

Ellis’s stomach turned slightly. “Was she violent?”

“Not at first,” Martha said. “But then she started whispering things to the others. Things she shouldn’t have known. Names of their dead relatives. Secrets from their files. She’d say the voice in the vents told her.”

June shot Ellis an uneasy glance. “That’s enough ghost stories for breakfast.”

But Martha wasn’t done. Her thin hands trembled slightly as she spoke. “One night, the power went out. We heard screaming from the old ward. When the lights came back, Evelyn was gone. The others were—” She stopped, her throat tightening. “They said the walls were moving. Breathing. The sheriff ordered the wing sealed. No one went back after that.”

Ellis felt the same prickling along his neck he’d felt when the intercom whispered. He leaned forward. “And you believe something... stayed behind?”

Martha met his gaze, her pupils clouded with age but unblinking. “I believe that building was never just a hospital. Some places are built on the bones of something older. Something that wants to be remembered.”

Her words hung in the air like frost.

Ellis forced a small nod, trying to hide how his pulse had quickened. “Thank you for telling me.”

Martha smiled faintly. “You’re a good man, Doctor. But if the voices start knowing your name, you leave. Don’t argue. Don’t pack. Just leave.”
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When he stepped outside, the sun had finally broken through the fog—but the air didn’t feel warm. Across the street, an old man sweeping the sidewalk paused mid-motion and watched him with narrowed eyes. Another woman pulling groceries from her trunk froze when she noticed him, then quickly turned away.

Ellis realized everyone in Graymarsh had one thing in common: they looked like people trying very hard not to look at something standing just behind him.

Ellis hadn’t meant to stay late, but the stack of intake forms on his desk kept him there long after sunset. By the time he noticed the clock, it was 9:06. The rest of the building was silent. Too silent.

He rubbed his eyes and gathered his things, the fluorescent lights above him dimming slightly as if the power were breathing. He told himself he was just tired—that the stories from the diner were still hanging in the corners of his mind. But when he stepped into the hall, he felt it immediately.

The temperature had dropped.

His breath came out as faint vapor, and the air had that smell again—metal and something older, like wet stone left underground too long. The walls creaked faintly, expanding and contracting in rhythm. The building moved like it had lungs.

He started toward the exit, his shoes squeaking against the tile. Then he heard it.

A whisper. Faint. Distant.
Coming from behind the sealed door.
The one with no number.

He stopped. Every instinct screamed to leave, but curiosity—his lifelong curse—took one step forward. Then another. The sound grew clearer, a soft murmur threaded with the faint hiss of static, like an old radio caught between stations.

He crouched near the door, pressing his ear against the cold wood. The voice was feminine—young, gentle, familiar.

“...Daddy...”

He jerked back as if burned.

No. It couldn’t be. He’d heard her voice before—in dreams, in guilt, in madness—but not here. Not through a door.

His rational mind scrambled for an explanation. A recording? A vent echo? But the word had weight, tone, the exact inflection his daughter used when she was about to ask for help.

Ellis gritted his teeth and grabbed the handle. Locked. He rattled it harder. Metal groaned but held.

The whisper came again, now closer—inside the wall.

“Daddy... why did you leave me?”

He stepped back, heart slamming in his chest. “No,” he whispered. “You’re not her.”

A faint scratching began on the other side of the door. Slow. Rhythmic. Like fingernails dragging down wood. Dust rained from the frame. He took another step back, fumbling for his phone’s flashlight.

He aimed the light toward the wall—and froze.

Something was breathing through the paint. The plaster rippled outward, a shallow rise and fall, as though the wall itself had lungs. Then, just below the surface, a shadow moved. Small hands pressed outward from inside, leaving faint impressions before fading.

The voice whispered again, this time from above him, carried through the vents.

“Daddy... open the door.”

He turned and ran.
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By the time he reached the parking lot, his lungs were on fire. The mist was thicker than ever, swirling around the building like it was alive. He didn’t look back. Didn’t dare.

When he finally slammed his car door and locked it, the silence inside felt deafening. His hands were shaking. His reflection in the rearview mirror looked like a stranger—pale, wide-eyed, sweat on his forehead despite the cold.

The headlights flicked on automatically, illuminating the front of the clinic. For a heartbeat, he saw movement in the upper windows—something small, crouched in the corner, watching him leave.

Then the light in his office flickered on by itself.

And stayed on.

Ellis gripped the wheel tighter. His daughter’s voice echoed faintly through the vents of his mind, or maybe the car radio—he couldn’t tell anymore.

“...Don’t leave me here again...”
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​Chapter 3 – First Session
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The rain started just before dawn—thin, relentless, the kind that seemed to soak sound itself. By the time Ellis arrived at Seaside Behavioral, the world was gray and dripping. The building looked smaller in the rain, like it was hunching against something unseen.

He parked beneath the sagging pine at the edge of the lot and sat there for a moment, watching the droplets race down the windshield. His pulse had slowed since last night, but not enough. The memory of that whisper—his daughter’s voice through the wall—still clung to him like humidity.

He told himself it was exhaustion, grief manifesting through suggestion. That’s what the rational mind does—it finds explanations so the rest of you can keep breathing.

But rationality didn’t explain the breathing walls.

He turned off the engine and stepped out into the rain. The air was sharp, almost metallic. He could smell salt even though the ocean was miles away. Inside, the clinic was dim, the hallway lights flickering one by one as if waking reluctantly.

A clipboard sat on his desk. His first patient was scheduled for nine.

Noah Rivers. Age 15. Paranoid delusions. Violent imagery. Unknown trauma trigger.

There was a note in the margin, scrawled by Dr. Reeves:
Avoid prolonged eye contact. Patient exhibits mirror fixation.
Ellis exhaled slowly and glanced at the small mirror hanging by his door—the one he hadn’t noticed before. A faint crack ran across it, spidering from the top edge down toward his reflection’s eye.

He turned it to face the wall.
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The therapy room was colder than the rest of the clinic. The vents hissed faintly, though no air came out. A soft tapping echoed somewhere in the ductwork—steady, like fingernails on metal.

Ellis sat in the chair by the window, adjusting his notepad. Across from him, the other chair waited, perfectly still. He stared at it a moment too long.

When the door finally opened, a nurse guided a thin boy inside. Noah’s hair hung in uneven strands, his eyes sunken but alert. He wore a gray hoodie and clutched a spiral notebook to his chest like a shield.

“This is Dr. Warren,” the nurse said gently. “He’ll be working with you from now on.”

Noah didn’t respond. He just stared at Ellis—unblinking, intense. Then he took the chair opposite him without being asked.

The nurse closed the door behind them, and the sound of the latch clicking felt heavier than it should have.

“Good morning, Noah,” Ellis began, keeping his voice calm, warm. “How are you feeling today?”

The boy tilted his head slightly, as though testing the question for traps. “You’re new.”

“Yes. I started this week.”

Noah’s gaze flicked toward the ceiling vent. “Then you don’t know yet.”

Ellis paused. “Don’t know what?”

“The thing in the walls,” Noah said simply. “It doesn’t like new people.”

A chill crept up Ellis’s spine. “What kind of thing?”

The boy didn’t answer. Instead, he placed the notebook on the desk between them and opened it. Each page was covered in jagged black ink—drawings that looked more etched than drawn, as if the pen had been carved into the paper.

There were dozens of figures—some human, some not. All distorted. Twisted faces. Long limbs. Hollow eyes.

And on the final page, one figure towered above the rest—a horned silhouette with no mouth, standing over a smaller human shape cowering below. Across the page, written in shaky block letters, was a single word:

YOU.

Ellis stared at it, throat dry. “You drew this?”

Noah nodded. “He told me to.”

“Who did?”

“The Demon,” the boy said, as if stating something obvious. “The one that used to be you.”

The room seemed to shrink. The air in the vent rattled once, then went still.

Ellis forced his voice to remain steady. “Noah... why do you think the demon is me?”

Noah smiled for the first time—small, sad, and somehow older than fifteen.
“Because that’s what he called himself before he broke.”
The rain hadn’t let up. It hissed against the windows like static as the clock ticked toward the half-hour mark. Ellis flipped to a clean page in his notebook, though his pen hovered uselessly above it.

Noah sat perfectly still. His gaze never wavered. There was something unsettling about how quiet he was—like the boy was listening for something
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