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Prologue
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The city of Pittsburgh slept.

Unaware of the shadows moving through its streets.

High above the quiet neighborhoods, beyond the glow of streetlights and the hum of late-night traffic, something moved.

It had been waiting.
Watching.
Growing.
For centuries it had lingered in the unseen corners of the world.
Feeding in whispers.
In fragments.
But now the air felt different.
Charged.
Alive.
A pulse echoed through the dark places.
Calling to something long buried.
And it answered.

The creature moved through a narrow alley behind a row of aging brick buildings.

Its shape shifted as it passed through the thin light of a flickering security lamp.

At a glance, it could pass for a small animal slipping between shadows.

But the longer it stayed in the light, the more wrong it became.

Limbs too long.
Movement too fluid.
Eyes that caught the dim light and reflected nothing back.
The creature paused.

Slowly, it lifted its head.

Something stirred far beyond the alley.

A spark.
Small.
Fragile.
New.
The creature went still.

It could feel it now.

A faint pulse in the night.

Power.
Untouched.
Waiting to be claimed.
The creature smiled.

Because the hunt had finally begun.

The creature froze.

Something moved behind it.

Too fast to see.

A sharp flash cut through the alley.

The creature shrieked.

Its body twisted violently, the false shape collapsing as something struck it down.

For a moment, the alley filled with a cold blue glow.

The light flared once.

Then faded.

The creature unraveled into nothing.

Silence returned to the alley.

But the small spark still burned.

And whatever had been sent to claim it...

was already gone.
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Chapter 1: The Cost of Curiosity
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Nate wiped down the counter again, the smell of disinfectant mixing with stale beer and cheap cologne.

The bar was empty now. The refrigerator hummed behind him.

Mondays were like that. Slow. The regulars had gone home hours ago and the jukebox had gone quiet.

He didn’t mind the lull. Part of him liked the way the city settled after dark, the noise fading until the streetlights almost looked like stars.

He glanced at the clock.

3:28 AM.

Almost done.

He locked the register and grabbed his jacket, stepping out into the cool Pittsburgh night.

The streets were mostly empty. His shoes scuffed against the cracked sidewalk as he headed toward Strawberry Way.

It wasn’t a sound that made him stop.

It was the air.

A strange shift, like static crawling across his skin.

Then he saw it.

A hunched shape near the dumpster.

It looked like a big dog.

Nate crouched a little.

“Hey there, buddy.”

He dug into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled Slim Jim.

“You hungry?”

The shape shifted.

A glint of something reflective.

Human eyes.

Confusion flickered through Nate’s mind—

Then pain.

He jerked back with a shout. The Slim Jim dropped as blood ran from deep punctures in his palm.

The thing was gone before he could even see it clearly, slipping into the shadows like smoke.

“What the fuck?” he yelled.

The alley stared back at him.

Empty.

He stepped out of the alley onto the street.

His hand began to throb.

The city didn’t feel the same.

Everything looked slightly off. The angles of the buildings sharper. The shadows longer.

The wind carried something coppery. Kind of like blood, but not.

He glanced behind him once.

Then again.

No one there.

He walked faster.

He didn’t stop until his building came into view.

He looked down at his hand, holding it as he walked. He almost ran smack into the building door.

By the time he reached his apartment, the adrenaline was wearing off.

He dropped his jacket and went straight to the bathroom. He winced as he looked at his hand.

The blood had started to clot, but the wound looked worse under the bathroom light.

It wasn’t just a bite.

It didn’t look normal.

He grabbed his phone and typed:

stray dog bite what to do

Then he stopped.

For a moment the dark screen reflected his face. Pale. Eyes too wide. A smear of blood at his temple he hadn’t noticed.

He shut the phone off and tossed it in the sink.

Rubbing alcohol. Gauze. Pressure.

None of it stopped the itch under his skin.

He wrapped his hand in gauze and sat on the edge of the tub.

“I’m fine,” he whispered to no one.

He turned off the light and went to bed.

When he finally fell asleep, the dreams came fast.

Glowing grey eyes reaching out to him.

Whispered words in no language he knew, yet somehow understood.
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Chapter 2: Whispers and Shadows
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Nate woke with a start.
Sweat soaked his shirt.
Light shone through the blinds, stabbing his eyes.

Something had changed.

As he got dressed, he caught his reflection in the mirror and froze.

He looked different.
Sharper somehow.
His shoulders looked a little more defined.

He looked down at his hand.

The skin was smooth.

No bite. No marks. Nothing.

But the itch under his skin was still there.

He smiled.
A quick, reckless smile.
He could handle Larry.
He could handle anything.
He padded barefoot across the warped floorboards. Each creak sounded too loud.

The coffee tasted terrible. Every sound in the apartment felt too loud.

He glanced at the microwave door and caught his reflection.

Same messy morning hair. Same faded hoodie.

But those eyes.
They looked different.
Outside, the city roared to life. Engines. Horns. Motion everywhere.

He felt miles away, like he was watching it through glass.

The alley stayed on his mind.
The thing that bit him. The eyes.
His phone lay silent on the table. No texts. No calls.

Visions wouldn’t open until 7. The night crew wouldn’t show up for hours.

He tried distractions. TV. Mindless scrolling.

But his thoughts kept circling the alley. The bite. Those eyes.

He pulled out his phone and searched for stray dog bites. Rabies symptoms. Animal attacks.

Nothing quite matched what he had seen.

The eyes kept bothering him.

After a while the searches got stranger. Urban legends. Stories people swore were true.

That was how he ended up at the library.

At first he stuck to animal attacks and local reports.

When that went nowhere, he pulled books from the folklore shelves. Appalachian omens. Norse shapeshifters. Astral parasites.

Every book fell short.

Except one.

A half-torn sketch looked eerily familiar, its entry cut off mid-sentence.

By dusk he was restless.

The library closed and he stepped back into the city, the strange drawing still stuck in his mind.

He wandered without direction, eventually drifting back toward Strawberry Way.

He walked this street all the time.

But something felt different.

Halfway down the block he slowed.

A narrow storefront stood between two buildings.

He was sure that shop hadn’t been there yesterday.

The windows were dark.

Above the door, a faded gold sign swayed slightly in the evening breeze.

Whispers and Shadows.

The streetlamp above it flickered three times and went out.

He hesitated, then pushed the door open.

Inside, the air smelled of damp earth and old paper. Dust drifted between tall stacks. Crystals glinted from crooked shelves.

“Curiosity has a way of finding this place.”

Nate turned.

An older woman stood in the shadows.

Her gray eyes were sharp and knowing.

She led him through the maze of shelves and pressed a battered tome into his hands.

“It will help,” she said. “But everything has a price.”

Her eyes flicked briefly to his hand.

“Some prices are already paid.”

He frowned and reached for his wallet.

“How much?”

She smiled.

Sad. Knowing.

“Not money.”

“Then what?” He Asked.

The woman only smiled.

“You’ll understand soon enough.”

She turned and disappeared between the shelves.

The bell above the door chimed softly as Nate stepped back onto the sidewalk.

He looked down at the book in his hands.

That night he sat beneath the dim glow of his bedside lamp, the book open in his lap. Handwritten glyphs seemed to shift across the page.

One line burned into his mind.

“They are born in silence, and rise in the blood.”

His hand tingled.

This wasn’t fiction.

Somewhere out there, others like him waited. Survivors who might hold the truths he needed.

He set his phone on the mattress and typed to Larry.

Still not feeling well. I will call tomorrow.

He hit send, a knot of worry twisting in his stomach as he braced for Larry’s wrath. But survival mattered more than a paycheck.

Nate leaned toward the shadows outside his window, the city’s heartbeat humming beneath his skin.

Whatever came next, he told himself he had no choice.

The page shifted under his fingers.
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Chapter 3: Broken Bonds
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Ross saw through people.

Derek had been no exception.

What they started was intense from the beginning.

He chose this life.
Just not the way people assumed.
He met Derek on a rainy Thursday night at Jazi's, a dive Mark dragged him to after a brutal shift at Mercy Hospital.

He hadn’t wanted to go.
He was exhausted.
The ER shift still sitting on him..
But Mark insisted. Said there was someone Ross needed to meet.

Derek wasn’t what he expected.

He wasn’t brooding in a corner under the neon.

He was laughing. A low rumble. Smirking.

Leaning against the bar like he owned the place. Worn leather jacket. And a look that said he knew exactly how dangerous he was. And didn’t care who noticed.

Derek was everything the room wasn’t. Clean. Sharp. Alive.

He smiled like he knew secrets people ruined themselves trying to learn.

He was done the second Derek looked at him.

Something started after that night. If you could call it dating.

Derek was magnetic. Impossible to ignore.

He showed up at odd hours.
Kissed like it hurt.
Fucked with a raw intensity.
Then disappeared for days.
He told himself that was just how Derek was.

Wild.
Unpredictable.
Untouchable.
It burned fast.

Derek was chaos. Sometimes there. Sometimes gone for days.

He told himself not to ask.
Told himself it was fine.
Normal.
Until the doubts crept in.

Late nights.
Missed calls.
Strange excuses.
He thought Derek was cheating.

One night Derek slipped out without a word.
He followed.
He tailed him across the city. Heart hammering.

Derek didn’t go to another bar.
Didn’t meet someone at some shadowy apartment.
He went to Schenley Park.

He watched from the tree line. His breath fogged in the cold air.

Then the night split open.

Something rose from the shadows. A twisted shape, more mist than flesh.

A Wraith.

He didn’t know what it was then.
Only that it moved like death.
The Wraith lunged at an old man and his dog crossing the path.

He couldn’t even scream.

He stood frozen.

But Derek moved.

Faster than sight. A blur of motion and shadow.

When he hit the creature, Derek’s eyes lit up.

Electric blue.
Twin flares in the darkness.
He gasped. The sound barely left his throat.

The fight was brutal but short.

Derek wrestled the creature down with inhuman strength.
Pinned it.
Drove a dark blade into its chest.
The Wraith howled.
Then crumbled into smoke.
The old man never knew how close he had come to dying.

He walked away with his dog, muttering to himself.
Oblivious.
Derek stood beneath that moon.
Chest heaving.
Blue eyes still glowing.
Not human.
Not anything Ross had ever imagined.
He watched him.

His savior.
His secret monster.
The world tilted beneath his feet.

He confronted him days later. Shock had hardened into fury.

“You should have told me,” he hissed. “You should have trusted me.”

Derek only looked tired.
Sad.
“I was trying to protect you,” he said. “You deserved better than this.”

But he didn’t want protection.

He wanted everything.

The power.
The terrible beauty of it.
When Derek refused him again, something in him shattered.

So he made the choice Derek would not give him.

He found a Nightwalker.

Not a hero like Derek.
A broken thing hiding in the city’s dark corners.
He offered himself.

The change was agony.

Violence that left him twisted. Reborn.

Faster.
Stronger.
But never whole.
He became a Nightwalker.

Just not Derek’s.

Now he crouched above the city, watching the lights in Nate’s apartment flicker against the skyline.

Something was building in the air.

A bond forming.
Unspoken.
Dangerous.
He had once begged for that same connection.
And been denied.
“I chose this,” he thought bitterly. “And he still wouldn’t choose me.”

This time he would not be the one left behind.

He stayed close.

Perched on a rooftop overlooking the city, the cold wind tugging at his coat.

Pittsburgh stretched below him.
Cold lights everywhere.
Beautiful.
Uncaring.
He had just been watching Nate.

The boy who would take everything from him..

Satisfaction curled in his chest.

Bitter.
Sweet.
This wasn’t just a game.
It was justice.
His love for Derek had once been pure.
But betrayal, real or imagined, had burned it into something unrecognizable.
He felt no guilt.

To him, Nate was collateral damage.

His fingers tightened on the rooftop’s edge.

A memory crept in.

Derek laughing against his chest.
The warmth of his body.
The certainty they were invincible.
He buried it.

Love was a lie dressed in moonlight.

His phone buzzed.

He glanced down.

A message from one of his contacts.
A whisper from the old places.
Allies waited in the shadows.

Creatures who owed him favors.

And tonight he intended to call in every one.

He slipped back into the darkness.

His heart cold.
Ruthless.
Nate jolted awake.

The book from Whispers and Shadows lay open beside him.
A draft had turned the pages.
The dreams had changed.

Wilder.
Heavier.
Not visions of running or blood.

Something was moving beneath the city.

Nate groaned, rubbed his face, and stumbled into the shower.

The water ran scalding hot.
It couldn’t wash away the feeling that something inside him had changed.
Later he caught his reflection in the mirror.

And froze.

He looked different.

Sharper.
Stronger.
The light caught his muscles in ways it never had before.

Subtle.
But unmistakable.
Energy hummed beneath his skin.

Restless.
Hungry.
Even his libido felt different.
Deeper.
Rawer.
The encounter in the alley hadn’t just touched his mind.
It had changed him.
For the first time in days, Nate smiled.

A reckless smile.

He could handle Larry.

He could handle anything.

He grabbed his jacket.
Snatched up the book.
Then stepped outside.
As he moved through the streets, the feeling returned.

Someone was watching him.

At first it was only a prickle at the back of his neck.

Then a flicker of movement at the edge of his vision.

By the time he reached Strawberry Way, he was almost running.

The sign for Whispers and Shadows swung ahead.

His sanctuary.

He never reached the door.

A hand clamped onto his shoulder and spun him around.

Nate stared into a stranger’s eyes.

A man he didn’t recognize.

Yet something about him felt eerily familiar.

His eyes were glacial blue.

Danger radiated from him.

“You’ve been poking your nose where it doesn’t belong, kid,” the man snarled. “You’re in way over your head.”

Nate tried to pull away, but the grip tightened.

“Who the fuck are you?”

The man smiled.

Cruel.
Mocking. 
“I’d back off if I were you,” he said.

“And stay the hell away from him.”

Then he shoved Nate backward and vanished into the crowd.

Nate stood frozen.

Heart pounding.

Stay away from who?

Who was that?

What the hell was happening?

One thing was clear.

The world he thought he understood had shattered.

With a shaky breath, He pushed open the door to Whispers and Shadows.

The only place that still felt real.

The game had begun.

And Ross was playing for keeps.
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Chapter 4: A Whisper, A Summons
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The bell above the door tinkled as Nate stepped into Whispers and Shadows.

The scent hit him first. Dust. Parchment. Something spice-like beneath it.

The light felt strange inside the shop. Dim. Uneven. Dust hung in the air, turning slowly in the light.

The door clicked shut behind him. Not a soft thud. A deep sound that echoed oddly through the room.

He froze.

The store was quiet. Too quiet.

No sign of the old woman. No turning pages. No movement behind the shelves.

But something was watching him.

He could feel it.

Not a person. Something else. Something still and patient.

He took another step. The floorboards groaned under his weight.

The sound died almost immediately, swallowed by the shop.

The space felt wrong.

Shelves stretched farther than they should. One row curved slowly inward, bending deeper into the store than seemed possible.

Nate walked past books bound in crimson velvet. Others were bound in polished bone. One looked disturbingly like skin.

One of the paintings blinked.

He stopped.

A jar of black feathers twitched as he passed.

Then one book caught his eye.

It wasn't flashy. Just a plain leather cover. No title. No marks.

It pulsed. A faint pulse beneath the leather.

Like a distant heartbeat.

His fingers hovered.

When he touched it, the surge wasn't pain. It was something else.

Recognition. Raw and absolute.

Electric. Knowing.

Like something whispering to his soul.

There you are. You're home.

The book opened in his hands.

The pages shimmered. Not ink, but script that moved like oil in water.

For a moment, the symbols made no sense.

Then the symbols rippled. And shifted.

Rearranging themselves into a language he had never learned.

But he understood it.

A story unfolded.

Of a pact. A covenant. A promise between humans and something else.

A story unfolded.

Of a pact. A covenant. A promise between humans and something else.

Something that lived beneath moonlight and blood.

A bond buried. Not broken.

It was inside him.

Something flared behind his eyes.

Visions poured into him like a rushing flood. Too fast. Too strange to comprehend.

He staggered.
The book slipped from his grasp.
Nate fell back against a nearby shelf. His heart thundered. He dragged in air that tasted like rain and ash.

He wasn't just Nate. The bartender who scraped together tips. The man who ducked phone calls.

He was something more.

Something stirring inside him.

Something called.

Something old.

Footsteps stirred the silence.

The old woman emerged from behind a row of shelves that hadn't been there a moment ago.

Her long cloak whispered across the floor. 

Her face looked more carved than aged. 

Weathered. Hollow-eyed. 

Still sharp beneath the lines.

She stopped a few feet from him and cocked her head.

"You opened it," she said softly. More statement than question.

"I didn't mean to," he said, still trying to catch his breath. "It just happened."

"That doesn't matter," she said gently. "It recognized you. It always would have."

She stepped closer, studying him. Not just his face, but something behind it.

Her eyes were the color of weathered stone and gathering stormclouds.

Then she inhaled, slow and deep. Her nose wrinkled.

"You've been touched," she said.

Nate blinked. "What does that mean?"

"Someone has marked you," she murmured, her gaze never leaving him. 

"Their scent clings to you. A residue of old magic. Twisted. Ambitious."

Her fingers hovered near his shoulder, twitching as if they wanted to pluck threads from the air.

"It is not a blessing," she added darkly.

"Am I in danger?" he asked.

The woman's mouth twitched at the corner. Not quite a smile.

"You've always been in danger, boy," she said. "But now the ones in the dark can see you clearly. And some of them have noticed you.

The book at his feet let out a faint hum. Like a tuning fork caught in his chest.

She bent, picked it up carefully, and placed it back in his hands.

It was warm now. Almost alive.

Like it had been waiting to be held again. With purpose.

It felt heavier too. Laden with memory. As if it remembered something he didn't.

"You still have a choice," she said, her voice tinged with regret. "But not for much longer."

He stared down at the cover. "What am I becoming?"

The old woman paused.

"You are becoming what you were always meant to be," she said, a hint of sadness in her eyes.

"A Nightwalker. A guardian of the boundary between this world and the one beneath. A keeper of old promises."

He shook his head. "But I never asked for this."

"Did you choose to be born?" she asked.

He looked up sharply.

"That's what this is," she continued. "Not a welcome gift. A birthright. And birth is never gentle."

The book at Nate's feet let out a faint hum. Like a tuning fork caught in his chest.

She bent, picked it up carefully, and placed it back in his hands.

It was warm now. Almost alive.

Like it had been waiting to be held again. With purpose.

It felt heavier too. Laden with memory. As if it remembered something he didn't.

"You still have a choice," she said, her voice tinged with regret. "But not for much longer."

He stared down at the cover. "What am I becoming?"

The old woman paused.

"You are becoming what you were always meant to be," she said, a hint of sadness in her eyes.

"A Nightwalker. A guardian of the boundary between this world and the one beneath. A keeper of old promises."

He shook his head. "But I never asked for this."

"Did you choose to be born?" she asked.

He looked up sharply.

"That's what this is," she continued. "Not a welcome gift. A birthright. And birth is never gentle."

The words made his stomach turn.

"And you?" he asked. "What are you?"

She hesitated, then gave a tired, wistful smile.

"I am a Watcher," she said. "One of the last. We find those who are waking. We prepare them, if we can."

Nate gripped the book tighter. The edges bit into his palms.

"This rite. This transformation. What happens? Will it hurt?"

Her expression didn't change.

"It will tear away everything ordinary about you," she said. "You will bleed in ways you cannot imagine. You will grieve. And when it's over, the person who walked into the ritual will be gone."

The air in the store thickened, almost pressing in. The shadows seemed to writhe, growing deeper around the edges of the shelves.

"But you will be stronger," she added. "You will finally understand what has been calling you all your life."

Nate's voice barely rose above a whisper.

"And what happens if I walk away?"

She blinked once, slowly.

"Then the ones who are watching will come for you in the dark. And you will face them without power. Without memory. And you will die without ever knowing why."

A long silence passed between them.

Then she spoke again, her voice dropping to a near whisper.

"But if you choose the Rite. Choose to remember. You will not face them alone."

He looked down at the book again. The hum had turned into a pulse, resonating with his own heartbeat.

"Where?"

"Allegheny Commons," she said. "Tonight. Under the full moon. Beneath the Soldiers Monument."

He flinched. "I remember being there before."

She nodded slowly. "Of course you have. That's where your name was first spoken. Before you were even born."

The floorboards beneath him shivered. A tremor ran up his legs, as if the building were holding its breath.

Nate looked around. The store felt different. Taller. Wider. Deeper.

Like the shop was stretching into another shape. Preparing for something he could not see.

The shelves creaked. Somewhere deep in the store a whisper echoed. Or a laugh. Or a sob. He couldn't tell.

"Why me?" he asked.

The woman watched him for a moment.

"Because the city remembers you," she said. "Even if you've forgotten who you truly are."

She stepped back into the shadows.

The lights flickered.

And she was gone.

Nate stood alone, the book pressed tight to his chest. The scent of paper and candle wax clung to him.

Somewhere deep behind the walls a heavy sigh rose. Then faded into silence.

It didn't feel like relief.

It felt like inevitability.

Like something very old had just taken a breath.
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Chapter 5: Collision
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The smell hit him first. Beer and stale air.

The neon sign buzzing outside.

Was he asleep?

Or was Jazi's pulling him back into the past?

The jukebox music in his head was wrong. Too loud. Too slow.

He knew if he blinked too hard the memory would slip away.

Derek hadn't thought about Ross in weeks.
Not really.
He had trained himself not to.
But sometimes the memory broke through.

Just like that night.

Jazi's.

The memory came back in fragments.
Beer. Rain-slick concrete. The warm stink of Pittsburgh's forgotten corners.
He remembered pausing outside.

The neon sign buzzed above the door, spilling red light into the alley.

The pavement was slick. Trash crowded the bins.

He drew a breath through his nose.

Smoke. Rust.

Something electric.

He pushed open the metal door.

The hinges groaned.

Inside, Jazi's was exactly what it had always been. Dingy. Stuck in its own decay.

The carpet was still sticky. The lights still flickered.

Time didn’t pass there. It just waited.

"Same old Jazi's," he muttered.

His senses sharpened automatically. The stale air clung to his skin. The voices around him blurred together.

Until one didn’t.

"Hey, bitch! Over here!"

Mark.

Even in memory he was impossible to miss. Loud. Colorful. Alive in a way most people weren’t.

Derek smiled and slid into the booth.

"Hey, whore."

Mark grinned like a man who knew exactly how ridiculous he looked in neon green and electric blue and didn’t care.

"You
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