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Dedication
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For the silent ones—those unseen souls whose whispered stories haunt our corridors and hearts—this book is dedicated to you. May your quiet resilience light the way for us all.
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Prologue

[image: ]


Before Ashen Falls ever housed the tormented, the silence spoke. In the pale twilight before dawn, when the world was shrouded in mist and the only sound was the whisper of wind through barren pines, an ancient presence stirred beneath the crumbling stones. There were those who claimed the asylum was built atop secrets too terrible for daylight—secrets that slithered in the darkness, patient and hungry. Shadows moved with a mind of their own, and faint, spectral echoes of lost souls murmured through the corridors long before the first screams of madness pierced the night.

In the heart of the asylum, where the walls absorbed despair and the air vibrated with unspoken dread, The Silent Ones awoke. They were neither fully dead nor entirely alive—mere echoes of tortured memories, hidden in every fractured corner. Visitors, if unwary enough to wander the labyrinthine halls, might glimpse a flash of hollow eyes or hear a murmur that lured them deeper into despair. Tonight, as the storm gathers outside and the cold wind scrapes at the iron gates, the asylum braces itself for the inevitable—a haunting reminder that some secrets should remain undisturbed and that the silence itself is a living, breathing curse.

This is the story of Ashen Falls, where the silence speaks and the shadows listen—a tale of souls ensnared by the past and of horrors that lurk just beyond the edge of understanding.
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Chapter 1

The Arrival at Ashen Falls
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T

he gravel road wound through a labyrinth of towering pines that seemed to whisper secrets in the brisk autumn wind. It had rained earlier, leaving a slick sheen on the twisted path leading to Ashen Falls Asylum. In the waning daylight, the structure itself loomed into view—an imposing mass of Gothic architecture draped in layers of fog. Dr. Eleanor Graves, who had longed for an opportunity to make a real difference in her field, stepped out of the car and gazed upon the asylum’s daunting silhouette. The moment her eyes fell upon the curling iron gates, each rod an eerily forged spear tip aiming at the sky, she felt the first shiver of trepidation. Although she had prided herself on maintaining composure in tense situations, a strange weight pressed against her mind, as though something beyond the veil of rational understanding lurked within the walls.

Graves had traveled far for this position. Her professional reputation as a meticulous and compassionate psychiatrist preceded her, though whispers in academic circles had hinted that she was more than just dedicated—some said she was relentless. That trait had served her well, especially during her residency in facilities where the line between sanity and madness stood as thin as a razor. When the letter arrived, ornate and old-fashioned, inviting her to join the staff at Ashen Falls Asylum, she felt an odd stirring. The location was remote, the name almost theatrical. Yet, the promise of resources and a chance to conduct meaningful research had been irresistible. Now, as she stood in the deepening twilight, she questioned for a moment if her ambition had led her astray.

The asylum presented an unsettling welcome: tall spires stabbed at the stormy sky, darkened windows peering like soulless eyes. No lights glowed from within except for a dull flicker behind two upper windows, giving the impression of a slumbering beast occasionally blinking in its sleep. The façade, once grand, bore the stains of time—lichen and moss clung to every crevice, and cracks slithered across the stone. From afar, one could mistake this place for an abandoned castle, a relic left to collapse under its own secrets. Yet this was no mere relic; it was a functioning institution that housed some of the most tormented minds in the region.

A chill wind dragged a few leaves across Graves’s polished shoes. She pulled her coat tighter and stepped forward, rolling her single suitcase behind her. The gates, alarmingly heavy, were unlocked. Their slow squeal threatened to echo for miles, as if announcing the arrival of a newcomer to any living thing—human or otherwise—lurking in the vicinity. In that moment, Graves recalled the peculiar conversation she had with the driver who’d dropped her at the foot of the road. He had wanted to leave her there rather than drive up. His expression had grown uneasy when she mentioned she was the new psychiatrist. He’d given her a quiet nod, mumbled something under his breath, and then sped away. That was the first sign. Or perhaps, it had been the letter. She couldn’t pinpoint which felt more ominous.

The walkway leading to the entrance felt much longer than it appeared. The wind battered the surrounding forest, rustling leaves that clung desperately to twisted branches. Each step carried her closer to the asylum’s heavy wooden doors, carved with grotesque reliefs that resembled twisting vines or perhaps contorted shapes of faces locked in silent screams. The craftsmanship was exquisite, but there was something unnerving about the arrangement, as though the swirling patterns held hidden eyes that followed her every movement.

She reached for the iron knocker shaped like a gargoyle’s face—its mouth open in a silent wail—and rapped it against the wood. The resonant sound thudded in waves, reverberating through her bones. She paused, holding her breath, half expecting the doors to open of their own accord. Instead, only an echo answered her. The wind died down, and for a brief second, there was absolute silence. Then the door creaked inwards, revealing a short figure with wire-rimmed glasses perched precariously on a thin nose.

“Dr. Graves, I presume?” The voice belonged to a man of advancing years. He had sparse white hair combed back in a vain attempt to hide the pale scalp beneath. His skin was almost translucent, and his movements carried a hesitant grace. “I am Mr. Renwick, the administrative clerk.”

Renwick’s eyes gleamed with a nervous energy. Though he tried to mask it with formality, Graves sensed in him the same disquiet that seemed to envelop the entire place. He gave a slight bow, which felt out of another era, before stepping aside to let her enter. The foyer smelled of old wood and something else—something medicinal, with a sharp tang that lodged in the throat. A single chandelier overhead offered a dim, flickering glow, though a few bulbs were dead or dying, accentuating the gloom.

“Thank you,” Graves replied, stepping in. Her heels clicked against the polished but worn floor. The door shut behind her, sealing away the last vestiges of outside light. In that instant, she felt a distinct shift in atmosphere. The air here was heavy, each breath weighed down by the pressing sense that the building itself was alive and observing.

“I’ll escort you to the head of our psychiatric department,” Renwick continued, his voice subdued. “Dr. Harding has been expecting you since this morning. There were some...pressing matters that delayed him.”

“Of course,” Graves said. “I understand these positions can be quite demanding. I’m just grateful for the opportunity.”

Renwick offered a small nod and began leading her through a corridor lit by a series of wall sconces. Shadows danced along the high ceilings, forming shapes that vanished almost as soon as they appeared. Graves tried to stay focused on the path ahead. She noted the row of portraits lining the walls: stern-faced men and women from ages past, likely former directors and benefactors. Their eyes seemed to bore into her, filled with silent accusations or warnings. She couldn’t decide which, but either way, they made her skin crawl.

They passed by a side hallway she recognized from archival photographs during her research. It led to the older section of the asylum, sometimes referenced in dusty footnotes of medical journals. She felt a subtle desire to turn her head, to peer into that hallway, as if something called from the shadows there. Instead, she followed Renwick’s brisk pace.

“What can you tell me about the current staff?” Graves asked, hoping to make pleasant conversation and glean some insight.

Renwick adjusted his glasses, though his eyes stayed focused on the corridor. “You’ll find our staff professional and capable. We have a small but dedicated team of nurses, orderlies, and guards who ensure patient safety. The asylum runs under Dr. Harding’s guidance, of course. You’ll also meet Sister Meredith, who handles some of the day-to-day spiritual and emotional support, though she has no official medical role. She’s been around...a long time.”

Graves raised an eyebrow. “A nurse, or part of administration?”

Renwick lowered his voice. “Not precisely. She came here initially as a caretaker for one of our more disturbed patients many years ago, and never left. She’s a kind, if somewhat peculiar, presence. The patients trust her, and that’s valuable.”

They turned a corner that opened into a wider hallway, lined with tall windows revealing the courtyard outside. Twilight had deepened, painting the sky with violent streaks of orange and violet. She caught a glimpse of the darkening shapes of the woods beyond the neglected garden. Branches of skeletal trees clacked against the glass in the wind. Another corridor branched off to the left, presumably leading to the dormitories and offices.

Her new office, she’d been told, would be in the newer wing of the building, but “new” at Ashen Falls Asylum was a relative term. The entire structure was old enough that even the renovated sections possessed an aura of antiquity. The walls had a gloom about them, bearing chipped paint in muted shades, and the wood paneling was scuffed with age. Graves felt certain that if these walls could speak, they would whisper tales best left forgotten.

At last, they arrived at a large set of double doors. Renwick knocked, a slow rapping that seemed to echo down the corridor. A muffled voice from within bid them enter. Pushing the doors open, Graves found herself in a spacious office illuminated by a cluster of lamps. An imposing desk stood near the far wall, behind which sat a man with a salt-and-pepper beard carefully groomed to an angular shape. He wore a tailored vest over a crisp shirt. There was a certain regal quality to his posture and the way he inclined his head in greeting.

“Dr. Harding,” Renwick said softly, “allow me to introduce Dr. Eleanor Graves.”

Harding rose from his chair, smoothing the vest as he moved around the desk with measured steps. “Graves. Welcome to Ashen Falls. I trust your journey was safe, though I apologize if it was...unsettling. Our roads are often shrouded by fog, and travelers rarely pass through here by chance. It seems one must be called to come.” He extended his hand in a formal greeting, and Graves accepted with a firm handshake.

“Thank you for the warm welcome. I’m honored to be here,” she replied.

Harding gestured for her to sit in one of the leather chairs facing his desk, and he took his seat behind it once more, steepling his fingers. Renwick hovered by the door, awaiting further instructions.

“That will be all, Mr. Renwick,” Harding said, managing a thin smile. “I’m sure Dr. Graves would appreciate some tea in her room later. Kindly ensure her luggage is taken up to the East Wing guest quarters.”

“Of course,” Renwick said with a stiff bow, and he left, shutting the doors behind him.

Now alone with Harding, Graves felt the hush of the office. The quiet magnified the faint hum of the overhead lights. On the desk rested an old ledger, a brass desk lamp, and a few patient files. There were also curious objects: a small wooden idol carved with geometric patterns, a jagged piece of obsidian displayed on a velvet cushion, and a photograph in a silver frame depicting a younger Harding alongside a group of staff members, each smiling in front of the asylum gates.

“I have reviewed your credentials thoroughly,” Harding began, voice low and deliberate. “They are impressive. We sought someone with your exact expertise: an innovative mind but also a compassionate approach. Our patients here...well, many of them have endured treatments that border on the inhumane. My philosophy is that we can still help them, but it requires empathy as much as it does research and medication.”

Graves listened carefully, aware of the tension in Harding’s gaze. “I couldn’t agree more. We must treat the person, not just the symptoms.”

He nodded, as though relieved by her answer. “I have to warn you, Graves. Life at Ashen Falls can be...demanding. Our isolation is not merely geographic. This place has a history that the staff and patients feel acutely. The building itself seems to carry memories, regrets, tragedies. Over the years, many have come to believe in forces beyond our comprehension.” He paused, eyes flicking momentarily to the shadows cast by the lamp. “You might hear tales, stories best left to folklore. I would caution you to keep an open mind, but do not let these whispers consume your judgment.”

Something in his tone indicated he had firsthand familiarity with these so-called forces. Graves leaned forward slightly. “I am here to help the patients, Dr. Harding, in every way possible. If there’s anything about this place that you think I should know, I’d appreciate honesty. As a psychiatrist, I’m no stranger to exploring beliefs, even if they aren’t strictly founded in science.”

He smiled, but it was a weary expression. “An open mind, indeed. Well, you will hear rumors soon enough. Our staff, while dedicated, can be...guarded. They’ve been through events that might test even the sturdiest constitution. And the patients, especially some of our long-term residents, sometimes speak of ‘The Silent Ones.’” He said the last phrase with careful neutrality, as though it pained him to give it voice. “You must not let such stories detract from your work. That is all I’ll say on the matter—for now.”

Graves caught her breath at the phrase. The letter that first informed her of the opening had mentioned a series of unexplained disturbances within the asylum, but nothing about “The Silent Ones.” She recalled the strange hush that befell the caretaker’s voice over the phone when she’d asked about local folklore. She made a mental note to learn more, hopefully directly from the patients. “I understand,” she said. “I’ll stay focused on my duties. Thank you, Dr. Harding.”

Standing, Harding moved around the desk again and extended a hand to indicate the door. “Come, let me show you to your quarters. Dinner here is at six every evening, though you’re not required to join unless you wish to. For the next few days, please acclimate yourself, learn our protocols, and get to know the wards. We’ll start introducing you to the patients slowly. There are some extremely sensitive cases.” His voice dropped. “They are not to be taken lightly.”

She followed him into the corridor. The thick carpets muffled their steps, making Graves all too aware of her own controlled breathing. Every door they passed seemed locked, and though it was just the two of them in the hallway, she felt unseen eyes following her. She thought she heard faint footsteps overhead, but the echoes blended with the old building’s groans. Then they arrived at another heavy door, the sort that might once have secured a lavish suite. Harding opened it to reveal a modest but comfortable living space: a single bed with a wrought-iron frame, a small desk near a window, and an adjoining bathroom. The lone window overlooked the courtyard, where darkness gathered in the corners, and the garden beyond was barely visible under the gloom.

“This is where you’ll stay. Not luxurious, I’m afraid, but we do what we can. The corridors in this wing are for staff accommodations. You’ll notice the doors are fitted with sturdy locks—only for your own privacy.” He placed a gentle emphasis on the word “privacy.” “Should you need anything, ring for an attendant or speak to me directly. I’ll leave you to settle in.”

Graves thanked him, and Harding’s footsteps receded down the corridor. She remained motionless for a moment, letting the strangeness of her surroundings sink in. The room was clean enough, but still felt suffocatingly old, as if layered with the memories of a hundred occupants before her. Even with the door shut, the silence felt unnatural. Outside, the wind moaned.

She examined her desk. A silver bell rested there—likely the means to call for assistance—and a single reading lamp cast a narrow glow over the desk’s surface. She flicked it on, noticing the shadows it threw against the wall seemed oddly shaped, like elongated fingers. With a sigh, Graves forced herself to focus on the practical. She began unpacking: a few books on psychiatric methodology, a leather-bound journal for her notes, and some personal belongings. She hung her spare coat in the wardrobe, noticing that it, too, smelled faintly of mildew.

Then she realized she was hungry. Checking her watch, she noted that dinnertime approached. Normally, she might have preferred to skip a formal meal on her first night. But curiosity gnawed at her. She wanted to observe the staff. She wanted to see if the disquiet she’d sensed upon arrival was universally shared. It was vital to gather these first impressions. So she decided she would go.

Moments later, stepping back into the corridor, Graves realized that navigating the asylum’s winding paths would be her first challenge. She found a flight of stairs that curved downward, the walls lined with old sconces flickering with electric bulbs that mimicked candlelight. Descending, she felt an odd sense of déjà vu, as though she had walked this route in a dream. Each step echoed. She thought she heard a slight scuttling noise somewhere behind the walls, but it ceased abruptly.

The dining hall turned out to be a wide, high-ceilinged space at the end of a long passage. A battered chandelier hung overhead, missing several crystals, leaving it looking like a ragged crown. A few tables were set up, though not many for a place that supposedly housed a sizable staff. About half a dozen individuals were seated, conversing quietly over plates of food. The moment Graves entered, all eyes flicked toward her. Their gazes were polite, if a bit distant. Dr. Harding was there, nodding in greeting as she took a seat near him. Beside Harding sat a woman in a simple gray dress, a white coif covering her hair: Sister Meredith. Her hands were folded, a rosary slipping between her fingers.

Harding introduced everyone. Across from Graves sat Nurse Davenport, a slim woman with sharp features that gave her an air of perpetual wariness. Next to her was an orderly named Foley, broad-shouldered and tight-lipped. Another man, Dr. Sheridan, wore the harried expression of someone who rarely slept, while an elderly matron known as Mrs. Doyle offered a faint smile of welcome. The last seat was occupied by Mr. Crane, a security guard with a serious face marked by a jagged scar over one eyebrow.

Conversation was subdued, centered on logistical concerns about patient routines, medication schedules, and rumored supply issues. Graves noticed the presence of a quiet tension, like an undercurrent no one dared speak aloud. She asked a few questions about the facility’s day-to-day operations. Nurse Davenport answered with clipped efficiency, while Foley stared at his meal, occasionally nodding. Sister Meredith listened intently, occasionally glancing at Graves with an almost maternal worry.

Only once did anyone mention the patients’ mental states. Dr. Sheridan lamented that “there are some who never speak, and others who never stop speaking about the same nonsense,” but he offered no further explanation. When Graves pressed gently for detail, he grew silent, cheeks coloring with discomfort, and cleared his throat. Harding, noticing the tension, deftly guided the conversation elsewhere. It was as though the staff had made a collective, unspoken agreement not to delve too deep into the heart of matters.

Eventually, the subdued dinner concluded. Graves excused herself, the exhaustion of the journey mingling with an underlying sense of dread that nibbled at her composure. As she left, Sister Meredith gently touched her arm, leaning in to speak with a voice so soft it was almost lost in the general clatter of chairs and dishes.

“Pray, keep your faith in the light, Dr. Graves,” she whispered. “Darkness can be very persuasive here.” Then the nun turned away, the rosary clicking softly in her wake, leaving Graves with a renewed sense of unease.

She navigated back to her quarters, determined to get some rest. Still, she found herself pausing at every corner, listening to the hush of the building. If the asylum breathed, its lungs were vast and labyrinthine. A scattering of quiet voices drifted down the corridors now and then—other staff members or perhaps murmurs from the patient wards. She rounded a corner toward the East Wing and glimpsed a figure at the far end. It looked like an orderly or a guard wearing a uniform. She couldn’t see the person’s face, but the figure lingered a moment, half-shrouded in darkness, before turning abruptly and disappearing down another hallway. Graves felt certain the figure had been watching her, but she could not fathom why.

She finally found her room, relieved to see the door exactly as she had left it. Slipping inside, she locked it behind her, turning the bolt with a final-sounding thud. The solitary lamp cast just enough light to keep the shadows at bay, though they loomed at the periphery. She sank onto the narrow bed, the old springs creaking in protest. The dull ache of fatigue reminded her that it had been a long day, but her mind whirred with questions.

As she lay there, she recalled the staff’s guarded expressions, the hush that fell over them whenever she touched on real issues. She thought about Dr. Harding’s cryptic warnings. Most of all, she remembered Sister Meredith’s whispered counsel. There was something about that woman’s eyes—beneath her veil of calm piety, Graves sensed a stirring of deep apprehension. Yet the thought that unsettled her most was the mention of “The Silent Ones,” that name spoken in hushes, as if it were forbidden. A superstition, perhaps, but the words clung to her thoughts like spider silk.

The wind picked up outside, whistling around the old stone corners of the asylum. A tree branch near her window scraped the glass, a sound like nails on a chalkboard. She drew the covers up, noting the faint mustiness of the blanket. The building’s subtle noises grew more apparent in the silence. Pipes groaned occasionally, and the walls gave a hollow sigh. She tried to force her thoughts to more concrete matters—patient files she would need to review, therapy sessions she might plan, medication charts, daily schedules. Eventually, fatigue won out, and she drifted into an uneasy sleep.

She dreamed of corridors that never ended, an endless warren of locked doors. In the dream, each door she opened led to another corridor, narrower than the last. And there was a constant scratching within the walls, a nerve-fraying rasp that followed her wherever she ran. She awoke suddenly, heart pounding, uncertain if she’d truly heard something or if it was just the echo of her nightmare. Pulling the blanket aside, she sat up, breath coming in shallow gulps.

The lamp on her desk still illuminated the small room with a sickly glow. She glanced at the walls, half expecting to see a rodent scurrying or a shifting shadow. For a moment, she considered the possibility of mice or rats. Older buildings often housed pests, after all. But the sound in her dream had felt too deliberate, too...purposeful.

Then it came again. A gentle scraping from within the wall behind her bed, as though claws or fingernails scraped the interior. The sensation crawled down her spine. The scratching rose in volume, then faded, leaving behind a profound silence. Graves stared at the wall, heart hammering so hard she could feel it in her throat. She told herself it was just an animal, a pipe expanding or contracting in the cold night air. Yet the rhythmic nature of the noise seemed too precise for that. She thought about turning on more lights but hesitated, irrationally afraid that illuminating the room would invite whatever lurked in the darkness to reveal itself more fully.

Minutes ticked by, and the scratching did not return. She exhaled shakily, attempting to compose herself. The building was old, she reminded herself, the walls thick with decades of dust and possibly home to countless little creatures. There was no reason to jump to conclusions. But the memory of the patients’ warnings, the staff’s cryptic silence, and the intangible atmosphere of dread weighed heavily on her mind. She tried to push aside the creeping terror and focus on the rational explanation. The fear did not dissipate. It coiled within her like a living thing, fed by the hush that enveloped everything.

At length, Graves managed to lie back down, though she found no easy sleep. Instead, she drifted in and out of a half-conscious state, ears straining for every creak of the floorboards, every shudder of the wind, every subtle shift in the oppressive hush. She wondered if the patients in the wards were similarly struggling through the night, haunted by the same intangible menace. She pictured them huddled under thin blankets, eyes wide with dread, haunted by the notion that something existed beyond what medical science could articulate.

As the hours stretched, she thought she heard footsteps passing by her door more than once. Soft, cautious footsteps, as though the person tiptoed deliberately. Yet no knock came, no voice called out to her. Occasionally, from somewhere deep in the building, she heard distant sobs or wails that might have been the wind or might have been something else entirely.

Eventually, the blackness beyond her window lightened to a murky gray. Dawn approached, uncertain and begrudging. Graves felt a wave of relief, though her exhaustion was palpable. Rising stiffly, she made her way to the small sink in the bathroom and splashed cool water on her face. In the cracked mirror, she saw her own tired eyes, the flush of anxiety still coloring her cheeks. The reflection looked older, as if a single night in Ashen Falls had weighed years upon her.

Determined to maintain a sense of professionalism, she dried her face, dressed in a clean blouse and skirt, and braided her hair neatly. She considered how best to approach Dr. Harding, or perhaps Sister Meredith, regarding the strange noises. However, something in her instincts warned her that she would receive vague half-answers, or none at all. The staff likely encountered such occurrences regularly, brushing them aside or avoiding them altogether.

By the time she stepped into the corridor, the overhead lights hummed softly. The gloom of night remained in the corners of the hallway, but she could see more clearly now. She headed toward the main lobby, guided by the faint smells of coffee and disinfectant drifting through the building. On her way, she noticed an orderly unlocking a door to one of the wards. The man paused when he saw her, his face betraying a flicker of hesitation before he continued his task.

Curious, Graves ventured closer. “Good morning,” she said softly. “I’m Dr. Graves, the new psychiatrist.”

He nodded, eyes darting around as if worried they might be observed. “Foley,” he mumbled. “We met briefly last night.”

“Yes, at dinner,” Graves recalled. “Is everything all right?”

He looked back at the locked door. A muffled voice from within echoed against the corridor. “Just a minor situation with a patient,” he said. “They sometimes wake early. Or don’t sleep at all. Mrs. Doyle asked me to check on them.”

Graves recognized the reticence in his manner, so she offered a gentle smile. “I won’t keep you. I’m here if you ever need assistance.”

He gave a curt nod and slipped inside, leaving the corridor empty once again. As she resumed walking, Graves felt the stifling hush close around her. In its own way, the stillness was as deafening as a roar. She began to wonder if this place inflicted a psychological toll not only on patients but also on staff. The tension seemed to seep into one’s very bones, manifesting as jumpiness and guarded silences.

Finding the cafeteria—a smaller room adjacent to the larger dining hall—she poured herself a cup of coffee from an old percolator. The bitterness of it cleared her head somewhat. Seated at one of the tables was Nurse Davenport, silently reading a patient file. Graves took a seat across from her, noticing the nurse’s stiff posture.

“Good morning,” Graves said, trying to keep her tone light.

Davenport looked up. “Morning, Doctor. I trust you slept well?”

It was a polite question, but Graves sensed no genuine warmth behind it. She weighed her response carefully, deciding whether to mention the scratching in the walls. Ultimately, she chose to be honest, albeit succinct. “I’m afraid it was a restless night. Old buildings have a way of communicating their age in interesting ways.”

For a fleeting moment, she thought she saw a flicker in Davenport’s eyes—a hint of understanding, maybe even sympathy. But it vanished quickly. “Indeed,” the nurse said, returning her attention to the file.

Graves sipped her coffee in silence. She considered pressing for more information, but the nurse’s body language signaled that she would receive little in the way of answers. So she rose, politely excused herself, and made her way back into the corridor. She resolved that she would meet the patients soon; perhaps they would be more forthcoming. If mention of “The Silent Ones” was truly just lore, the patients might have woven it into their delusions. But if there was more to it...

Pushing these thoughts aside, she checked a small map of the facility that Harding had left for her in her room. Ward A was designated for more manageable cases—patients who were closer to therapy than sedation. Ward B, on the other hand, held those with more acute conditions. She considered starting with Ward A to ease into her new responsibilities. The corridor leading to Ward A turned out to be better lit, and the double doors there had small glass windows with wire mesh inside. She peered through, seeing a hallway with a few chairs, some locked doors, and a single nurse’s station at the far end.

Entering Ward A, she found Sister Meredith quietly praying over a frail-looking woman who sat in a corner, rocking back and forth. The nun glanced up, her expression tinged with sadness and kindness in equal measure.

“Good morning, Dr. Graves,” she said softly, rising to greet her. “I see you’re an early riser.”

“I wanted to meet some of the patients. How is everyone this morning?”

Sister Meredith looked at the rocking woman. “They have good days and bad days, as you’ll see. Mrs. Hall here suffers from profound melancholy. She rarely speaks, though she occasionally mumbles about shadows in the corridors.” The nun’s eyes flicked meaningfully toward Graves. “I wouldn’t read too much into it, though. She’s often troubled by illusions.”

Graves knelt down beside Mrs. Hall, speaking gently. The woman paused her rocking, glancing at the new face with a flicker of curiosity. But when Graves asked if she would like to talk, Mrs. Hall simply resumed her rocking, eyes fixed on some distant point behind Graves’s shoulder.

Sister Meredith offered a consoling nod. “It takes time to earn trust here, Doctor. In many ways, the patients sense the energies of this place more acutely than any of us.”

Graves studied the nun, intrigued by her turn of phrase. “Energies?”

Meredith’s gaze dropped to the floor. “For lack of a better term, yes. Some would call them spirits, others might use a different word. I have seen many patients come in with fragile minds that unravel further under the asylum’s weight. And yet, sometimes I wonder if they unravel because of what resides here, or if it’s simply that the environment provides poor refuge for a troubled soul.”

Graves’s mind raced. Sister Meredith was evidently more in tune with the intangible elements of Ashen Falls. “Does Dr. Harding share your belief in these, ah, energies?”

A ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of Meredith’s mouth. “He respects that I have my convictions, though he views matters more scientifically, as I imagine you do. Still, we coexist in peace.”

Desiring to learn more, Graves posed a careful question. “What do you know about ‘The Silent Ones’?” She kept her voice gentle, but the mention of the words caused Meredith to tense, her hands reflexively clenching her rosary.

“They are...a story,” Meredith finally said. “Passed down by patients who hear whispers in the night. I’ve heard many versions of it. Some claim The Silent Ones are wraiths, watchers in the walls. Others insist they are the spirits of those wronged here long ago, trapped in eternal torment. But,” she added, voice trembling slightly, “I have heard things I cannot explain.”

Before Graves could press further, footsteps echoed in the corridor. Turning, she saw Dr. Harding approaching. He offered a polite nod to Sister Meredith. “Making your rounds, I see,” he said to Graves. “I was looking for you. There’s a patient in Ward B who requires an urgent consult. Would you please accompany me?”

His tone brooked no refusal, and though Graves had more questions for Sister Meredith, she recognized the authority in Harding’s request. “Of course,” she said, casting a quick glance at the nun. Meredith looked away, focusing on Mrs. Hall again, her shoulders tense. Graves followed Harding out of Ward A.

As they walked, Harding explained. “We have a patient, John Edevane, who experiences frequent, violent outbursts. I’d like you to help evaluate him. He was admitted after a tragic incident in his hometown, though the details in his file are somewhat incomplete.”

They arrived at another set of double doors, these reinforced with heavy metal. Two orderlies stood guard on either side. Upon seeing Harding, they opened the doors but gave Graves a wary once-over. This corridor was dimmer, the walls thicker, the patients behind these doors presumably more unstable. An ever-present stench of antiseptic mingled with something sour, something that hinted at sweat, tears, and perhaps blood.

They reached Edevane’s room, which was locked from the outside. An orderly fumbling with keys nodded at Graves in a strained greeting. Through a small window, she saw a disheveled man, hair in wild tangles, hunched in a corner of the padded cell. His eyes flickered with a feral energy.

“Be cautious,” Harding whispered. “He sometimes lashes out without provocation.”

The orderly unlocked the door, and they entered slowly. Edevane looked up, scuttling back like a frightened animal. Graves noted the raw fear in his eyes, though it manifested as aggression. She crouched, speaking in a low, calm voice. “Mr. Edevane, I’m Dr. Graves. I’m here to help you. No one will hurt you. Can you tell me how you feel?”

He glared at her, jaw working as though he struggled with words. Then, suddenly, he lunged. Harding and the orderly were prepared, stepping forward to restrain him. Edevane screamed, a guttural cry that grated on the nerves. Graves’s mind raced through techniques to diffuse such episodes. She kept her distance, continuing to speak calmly, hoping to break through the man’s hysteria.

Slowly, Edevane’s struggles eased, and he collapsed to his knees, panting. Harding and the orderly loosened their grips but remained close. “They’re here,” Edevane rasped, eyes bulging. “In the walls. Don’t you hear them? Always...always scratching.” He raked his own nails across the padded floor, a gesture that sent a ripple of dread through Graves.

She swallowed hard. “What do you hear, Mr. Edevane?”

“They don’t speak, don’t make words, but they watch,” he hissed, voice cracking. “You think you’re safe, but they see everything.” He let out a shuddering sob. “They call them The Silent Ones, but I swear I can hear them... laughing without sound.”

An icy tremor washed over Graves. At that moment, she recalled the scratching in her own walls last night. She forced herself to maintain composure, focusing on the immediate need: to soothe him. “Mr. Edevane, I believe you’re hearing something very distressing, and I want to help. But you must try to stay calm.”

He shook his head violently, eyes rolling. “It’s too late,” he moaned. “Too late. They’re here for us all.”

He began rocking, hugging himself, tears streaking his dirty cheeks. Graves recognized a delusional state amplified by terror. But a whisper within her asked a dreadful question: What if he wasn’t simply hallucinating? Trying to quell that thought, she turned to Harding. “He needs a sedative,” she said gently. “After that, we can talk about a consistent therapy plan, maybe a change of environment.”

Harding nodded gravely, signaling to the orderly to bring medication. As Edevane was sedated, Graves felt a heavy weight in her chest. She saw no easy path to unraveling his fear. Although she wanted to believe it was purely psychological, the parallels to what she’d heard and experienced were impossible to ignore.

Harding guided Graves out of the cell. “Thank you for your assistance,” he said, his voice hushed as the cell door clanged shut. “Edevane has been with us for over a year, progressively deteriorating. We’ve tried everything from electroshock therapy to advanced medication regimens. Nothing quells his obsession with these so-called watchers in the walls.”

His admission hung in the stale air. Graves could only manage a nod. Her mind darted back to the warnings, the hush at dinner, Sister Meredith’s words, and the patients’ terror. It all converged in a single question: What truly lurked in this place?

Yet she was keenly aware of her role, her oath to approach the situation with scientific rigor. Still, if part of the problem had roots in the supernatural or in archaic secrets embedded in the asylum’s foundations, rational treatment might fail.

Stepping away from Ward B, Harding offered a polite farewell, reminding Graves of administrative tasks that needed her attention. He told her she could explore the facility at her leisure, cautioning her only to avoid the locked sections of the older wards for safety reasons. She nodded numbly, a swirl of contradictory thoughts coursing through her.

The day dragged on in a haze of introductions to other staff members, signing forms, reviewing a handful of patient files (most of which contained incomplete or cryptic details), and a brief, tense lunch in the same dining hall. As the sun dipped once more behind the wooded horizon, the asylum’s corridors seemed to lengthen, dark corners expanding like hungry mouths.

When Graves finally returned to her room in the early evening, she felt drained. She set her files on the desk and cast a lingering glance at the walls. The memory of that night’s scratching haunted her. Darkness had not fully settled yet, but the gloom of twilight made the corners of her room yawn with shadows. She had an urge to press her ear against the wall, to listen for any stirring. She resisted it.

Instead, she sat at her desk, opened her journal, and began to write. She recorded her impressions of the staff, the patients, the building, the unspoken dread that clung to every surface. She wrote of Edevane’s raving about watchers in the walls. She noted Sister Meredith’s cryptic remarks. As her pen glided across the page, she tried to maintain an objective perspective. Her training as a psychiatrist urged her to label these phenomena as mass hysteria or environment-induced psychosis. Yet her instincts pushed back, mindful of the hush that was not natural, the echoes that defied simple explanations.

Eventually, the lantern on her desk became her only light. She realized it was late, and outside, the wind had picked up again. Tree branches scraped the windows with ragged insistence. The pages of her journal flickered in the dim glow, as if the words themselves danced with dark significance.

A sudden knock on the door made her heart jump. Collecting herself, she called out, “Come in.”

The door opened to reveal Sister Meredith holding a small tray. “You must be exhausted,” the nun said gently. “I brought some tea. Chamomile, to help you relax.”

Graves managed a grateful smile. “Thank you, Sister. That’s very thoughtful.”

Meredith placed the tray on the desk. A porcelain teapot and cup rattled slightly. As Graves poured the tea, Meredith lingered, her eyes drifting around the room as if searching for something.

Graves took a careful sip, warmth blossoming in her chest. “Sister Meredith, may I ask about your early years here? Why did you stay?”

The nun hesitated, wringing her hands. “I stayed because I came to realize these patients, these lost souls, needed me. The treatments, the staff, the isolation...some of them were thrown away by society. But also...” She looked down. “I stayed because I felt there was something here that demanded prayer, or vigilance. Something old and restless.”

Graves felt a chill. “The Silent Ones?”

Meredith’s expression clouded. “Call them what you will. But yes, I believe there are presences within these walls. I’ve felt them in my bones. They’re not just illusions of the insane.”

A moment of taut silence stretched between them. Graves’s rational mind balked, yet an unspoken part of her recognized the sincerity in the nun’s words. “What do they want?” she asked quietly.

Meredith pressed her lips together, expression pained. “They want what they lost. Or what was taken from them. I don’t know. All I know is that ignoring them only gives them freer rein to torment minds already fractured. But to acknowledge them...that can invite danger. It’s a delicate balance.”

A sense of dread coiled in Graves’s stomach. She nodded, uncertain of how to respond. She took another sip of tea, feeling her nerves steady ever so slightly. “Thank you, Sister Meredith. I appreciate your honesty, truly. I’ll tread carefully.”

The nun nodded and turned to leave. At the door, she paused. “I hear the staff whispering that you heard something last night,” she said softly, her back to Graves. “You’re not the first. You won’t be the last.”

With that, she slipped out, leaving Graves alone. The door shut quietly, and the hush returned in full force. Even the wind seemed to die for a moment. Graves set the teacup down, suddenly wary of making noise, as if the building’s hush demanded compliance.

She extinguished the lamp and turned on a small wall light that cast weaker illumination, letting the gloom dominate the corners. Moving to the window, she watched the courtyard below. In the faint moonlight, twisted trees rustled, and the labyrinth of shadows made it impossible to discern any shapes that might lurk there. The forest beyond was a wall of black, and the sky above was starless.

She tried to tell herself she was being overly dramatic, letting the tension of the asylum rattle her composure. After all, she was a professional. But something in her refused to be pacified by rationales. Ashen Falls Asylum was alive in a way she could not yet understand, and the staff knew far more than they would confess. The patients’ dread was not mere delusion.

Eventually, she drifted to bed, leaving the small wall light burning. Exhausted, she slipped under the covers, her eyes weighted down by fatigue. She listened for that scratching, half terrified, half resigned that it might come again. Minutes dragged into hours, and at some point, she sank into a shallow, restless sleep.

Her dreams were fractured images of labyrinthine corridors, locked doors, and the soft rustle of something unseen brushing against stone. She woke repeatedly, heart pounding, cold sweat clinging to her skin. Each time, she strained to hear the faintest sound from behind the walls. For long stretches, there was only silence. Then, in the last part of the night, came a gentle scrape
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