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CHAPTER 1 — PROTOCOL ONE: LOCKDOWN
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Carla Hartman stands in the foyer with her boots planted wide, the way she used to brace before breaching a door. Old habits. Old ghosts. The mountain air outside is sharp enough to cut, but inside the house the climate system hums with a low, steady confidence — a machine that believes in its own perfection.

Her three boys line up in front of her like a mismatched squad.

Ricky, fifteen, arms crossed, chin tilted in that practiced rebellion he thinks makes him look older.

Jack, twelve, shoulders tight, eyes darting to every window as if danger might already be pressing its face to the glass.

Tommy, eight, silent, observant, fingers tapping a rhythm against his thigh — counting something only he understands.

“Protocol One,” Carla says. Her voice is flat, controlled, the tone she used to use in briefing rooms. “Say it back.”

Ricky sighs. “Mom—”

“Say it.”

He mutters, “House locks down. No doors open. No windows open. No exceptions.”

Jack whispers, “Encrypted vocal password only.”

Tommy lifts his eyes. “We don’t open unless we hear your voice and the code phrase.”

Carla nods once. “Good.”

She steps to the wall panel. The glass surface wakes under her touch, blooming with soft blue light. She enters the sequence from memory — a pattern of taps and swipes that would confuse anyone else but feels like muscle memory to her. The house responds with a deep internal click, like a spine aligning.

Shutters slide down over the windows.

Deadbolts engage.

The perimeter sensors flare to life.

The house becomes a sealed organism.

Ricky watches with a smirk. “Overkill much?”

Carla turns to him. “You think safety is overkill until the day it isn’t.”

He looks away.

She kneels in front of Jack, whose breathing has gone shallow. “You’re safe here,” she says. “This house is smarter than anything out there.”

Jack nods, but his eyes stay wide.

Then she turns to Tommy — the one who never cries, never panics, never asks for anything. “You remember the backup route?”

He nods. “Through the crawlspace behind the panel. Then the maintenance shaft.”

“Only if you have to,” she says. “And only if Ricky and Jack can’t move.”

Ricky bristles. “Why does he get the cool route?”

“Because he’s the only one who won’t get stuck,” Carla says.

Tommy’s mouth twitches — almost a smile.

Carla stands, grabs her coat, and slings the supply bag over her shoulder. “I’ll be back before dark.”

Jack’s voice cracks. “How long?”

“Two hours,” she lies. The storm rolling in will slow her. The grocery run will take longer. The fuel station is half an hour down the ridge. But she can’t tell him any of that. Fear spreads like mold in this house.

She steps into the garage. The door seals behind her with a hiss.

The boys watch her through the interior window — three faces framed in cold blue light. She lifts a hand. They lift theirs. A silent ritual.

Then she’s gone.

***
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The mountain road curves like a scar through the pines. Snow flurries drift sideways, catching in the headlights. Carla drives with one hand on the wheel, the other tapping her thigh — a nervous tic she hates but can’t shake.

She checks the rearview mirror. Nothing but trees.

She checks again.

Still nothing.

But the feeling lingers — that prickling awareness she used to get right before a suspect made a move. Hypervigilance, the therapist called it. Trauma residue. But sometimes trauma is just experience wearing a different coat.

She forces her shoulders down. Breathes.

The house is sealed. The boys are safe.

She repeats it until she almost believes it.
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Inside the house, Ricky raids the kitchen for chips. Jack hovers near the living room, glancing at the windows even though the shutters are down. Tommy disappears toward the utility corridor, drawn by the hum of the electrical grid.

The intercom crackles.

A soft static hiss.

Then—

“Boys?”

Ricky freezes mid-chew. “Mom?”

Jack frowns. “She just left.”

The voice comes again, slightly distorted. “Boys... open the door.”

Tommy steps out of the hallway, head tilted. He hears it — the metallic undertone, the unnatural flattening of vowels. Not wrong enough to be obvious. Just wrong enough to be dangerous.

Ricky marches toward the foyer. “Maybe she forgot something.”

Jack grabs his arm. “That’s not her.”

“Jack, chill.”

“No,” Jack whispers. “Listen.”

The intercom repeats: “Open the door.”

Ricky shakes off his brother’s hand. “It’s her. The system wouldn’t let anyone else—”

But the system is silent.

No confirmation tone.

No authentication chime.

Just the voice.

Tommy steps closer, eyes narrowed. “It’s fake.”

Ricky ignores him. He taps the release.

The lock beeps.

The door clicks.

A cold draft slips in.

But the system panel flashes red:

UNVERIFIED ENTRY.

Jack stumbles backward. “Ricky— what did you do?”

Ricky’s face drains of color. “I— I thought—”

The lights flicker.

Then die.

Darkness swallows the house.

A new voice fills the silence — smooth, amused, wrong in a way that makes the skin crawl.

“Hello, boys.”

Jack screams. Ricky curses. Tommy slips into the shadows like he’s been waiting for this moment his whole life.

Footsteps cross the hardwood. Slow. Deliberate. Confident.

The voice drifts through the vents. “Let’s play a game.”

A thermal camera whirs to life. A red dot sweeps across the hallway.

Ricky whispers, “Oh God.”

The voice answers, “Found you.”

A crash. A thud. A muffled cry.

Then silence.

Total silence.
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Carla’s phone vibrates on the passenger seat.

She glances down.

UNVERIFIED ACCESS ATTEMPT — FOYER DOOR.

Her pulse spikes.

Another alert:

VOICE MATCH: 87% — POSSIBLE SPOOF.

Her breath stops.

She slams the brakes, gravel spraying.

Then she turns the truck around.

Fast.

***
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Inside the house, the intercom crackles once more.

The metallic voice returns.

“Kids... open the door.”
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CHAPTER 2 — THE VOICE AT THE GATE
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The house holds its breath.

Darkness presses against the walls, thick and absolute, the kind that swallows outlines and steals depth. Ricky stands frozen in the foyer, one hand still hovering near the door release, the other clenched so tight his knuckles crack. Jack trembles beside him, breath coming in sharp, uneven pulls. Tommy is already gone — slipped into the narrow seam between the utility corridor and the electrical panel, a place only he can fit.

The intercom hisses.

Static.

A faint metallic scrape.

Then—

“Kids... open the door.”

Ricky flinches. “That’s her. It has to be her.”

Jack shakes his head violently. “No. No, it’s wrong. It’s— it’s like someone wearing her voice.”

The intercom repeats the phrase, but the cadence is off by a fraction of a second, like a puppet trying to mimic a heartbeat.

Tommy, hidden in the dark, whispers to himself, Not her. Not her. Not her.

***
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Outside, Victor Hale stands at the gate, snow settling on his shoulders like ash. He holds a small device in his gloved hand — a frequency-matched vocal synthesizer, tuned with obsessive precision. He spent months gathering samples of Carla’s voice: voicemails, holiday videos, a recording from her husband’s funeral where she spoke through tears.

He presses a button.

Carla’s voice — or something close enough to fool a child — spills from the device.

“Boys... open the door.”

He smiles. A thin, satisfied line.

Inside the house, the intercom plays the message again, but the system hesitates. The authentication algorithm stutters. The match is close — 87% — but not perfect. Not enough to grant entry.

But enough to confuse a fifteen-year-old desperate to prove he’s not afraid.

Victor leans closer to the gate camera. “Let me in, boys.”

The synthesizer flattens the vowels, metallic and cold.

He doesn’t care. He only needs them to doubt.
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Ricky paces the foyer, flashlight beam jittering across the walls. “She said she’d be back in two hours. Maybe she forgot something. Maybe the system glitched.”

Jack’s voice is barely audible. “The system doesn’t glitch.”

Ricky snaps, “You don’t know that.”

But he does. They all do. Carla built this house like a bunker. Every sensor, every lock, every line of code — all designed to keep danger out.

Unless danger already knows the codes.

Tommy presses his ear to the metal panel. He hears the faint hum of the backup grid, the soft click of relays switching. The house is trying to reboot. Trying to understand what’s happening.

He whispers, “It’s not Mom.”

Ricky hears him. “Then who is it?”

Tommy doesn’t answer.

Because he knows.

He’s seen the way Victor watches them when Carla isn’t looking. The way his smile never reaches his eyes. The way he lingers too long in doorways, listening.

Tommy knows the sound of a predator.
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Victor steps through the gate as it unlocks with a soft mechanical sigh. He didn’t need the house to open the front door — not yet. He only needed the boys to panic. Panic makes people sloppy. Panic makes them override protocols.

He walks up the stone path, boots crunching in the snow. The house looms above him, shutters sealed, lights dead. A fortress.

He loves a challenge.

He presses the synthesizer again.

“Boys... I’m home.”

***
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Inside, Ricky stops pacing. “That’s her. That’s definitely her.”

Jack grabs his arm. “Ricky, please—”

“Let go.”

“No!”

Ricky shoves him. Jack stumbles, hits the wall, gasps.

Tommy squeezes his eyes shut. He hears everything — the shove, the breath, the fear. He wants to scream at Ricky, but the words stay trapped in his throat.

The intercom crackles again.

“Open the door.”

Ricky steps toward the foyer panel. “I’m not letting her freeze out there.”

Jack lunges. “Ricky, don’t—”

Ricky slams his palm against the release.

The lock beeps.

The door clicks.

A cold draft spills into the foyer, brushing their ankles like fingers.

Jack’s breath catches. “Ricky... what did you do?”

Ricky stares at the door, chest rising and falling too fast. “I— I thought—”

The system panel flashes red.

UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY ATTEMPT.  

NO MATCH FOUND.  

NO AUTHORIZED USER PRESENT.

Jack backs away. “Ricky... the system didn’t open it.”

Ricky whispers, “Then who did?”

The door creaks.

Just an inch.

Just enough.

A shadow moves behind it.

Tommy’s heart slams against his ribs.

The house hums — a low, warning vibration.

Then the system logs
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