
HOTN: Bloodline – Side Story 1 
The Whispering Woods 

 
It was another frosty morning in Hallowed Hills, and I could already feel the weight of the day creeping up 
on me. I bundled myself in layers before stepping outside to warm up my old Toyota. Ian, perpetually grumpy 
about the cold, leaned against the car, gloved hands buried deep in his jacket pockets. 
 
“Another day in frozen purgatory,” Ian muttered, his breath visible in the icy air. 
 
I rolled my eyes. “Cheer up. It’s just a little snow.” 
 
“It’s not the snow,” Ian countered, staring off into the woods that lined the narrow street. “It’s what comes 
with it.” 
 
I followed his gaze but saw only the usual blanket of white covering the trees and ground. “What are you 
talking about?” 
 
Before Ian could answer, Zay barreled out of the house, his headphones clamped over his ears. “Let’s go! 
We’re late, and I don’t want to hear Dad complain about tardiness again!” 
 
As we piled into the car, I noticed something odd in my rearview mirror. A figure stood at the edge of the 
woods—a man, tall and draped in what appeared to be a long, dark coat. His features were indistinct, but his 
presence sent a chill down my spine. 
 
“Ian,” I said, my voice low, “look back there.” 
 
Ian turned, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the trees. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
“Are you kidding me? There’s—” I paused and looked again. The figure was gone. 
 
“Maybe it’s just your imagination,” Ian suggested, though his tone was uneasy. “Let’s get going.” 
 
As we drove toward school, the strange encounter lingered in my mind. I couldn’t shake the feeling that 
someone—or something—was watching us. When we arrived at Vanguard Preparatory, the day proceeded as 
usual—until lunch. 
 
“I heard something weird this morning,” Jen said as the group sat together in the dining hall. “My mom said 
the clock in the town square stopped working last night. Apparently, it froze solid.” 
 
Becca, always the skeptic, waved the comment away. “Old clocks break. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
But Ian and I exchanged a look. “Maybe it’s nothing,” I said softly, though the unease in my stomach told me 
otherwise. 
 
*** 
 
That night, as I prepared for bed, I heard a knock at my window. Startled, I pulled the curtain aside but saw 
nothing. Just as I was about to dismiss it as a tree branch in the wind, a voice whispered through the glass. 
 
“Nina… come to the woods…” 
 



My blood ran cold. I turned away, hoping it was just my imagination. But in the corner of my room, Ian 
stood, his face pale as a ghost. 
 
“You heard it too, didn’t you?” he asked. 
 
I froze, my fingers gripping the curtain as Ian’s words echoed in my mind. I looked back at my brother, 
whose usual sarcastic demeanor was replaced with unease.  
 
“What do you mean, I heard it too?” I whispered.  
 
“The voice,” Ian said, his hands shoved into his hoodie pockets. “I’ve been hearing it since we saw that figure 
in the woods this morning. I thought it was in my head, but… now you’re hearing it too?” 
 
I stepped away from the window, my mind racing. The voice had been so faint, like a breeze carrying words I 
wasn’t meant to hear. But it was undeniable. I nodded, my voice low. “It said… ‘Come to the woods.’ What 
did you hear?” 
 
“The same thing,” Ian confirmed. He looked at the window but kept his distance. “This isn’t normal, Nina. 
Something’s wrong.” 
 
“Maybe it’s just some kind of prank,” I suggested, trying to convince myself. “Some weird town initiation 
thing? You know how people here can be.” 
 
Ian shook his head. “This doesn’t feel like a prank.” 
 
The room fell silent, the kind of quiet that presses against your ears. Then came the knock again—three sharp 
raps on the glass. 
 
Ian and I turned toward the window at the same time. Outside, the night was dark, the frost-covered glass 
reflecting only our faces. But something else moved—a shadow slipping past the edge of the window, quick 
as a breath. 
 
My heart thundered. “We need to tell Dad.” 
 
Ian grabbed my arm. “And say what? ‘Hey, Dad, there’s a shadowy figure whispering for us to go into the 
woods’? You think he’s going to believe that?” 
 
Before I could respond, my phone buzzed on my nightstand. I snatched it up, expecting a message from Jen 
or Becca. Instead, the screen displayed an unknown number. 
 

- Come. The woods call you. 
 
My stomach dropped, and I handed the phone to Ian. His face darkened as he read the text. “Okay, this is 
officially freaky. Someone’s messing with us.” 
 
I grabbed my jacket and slipped it on. “Then let’s find out who.” 
 
Ian stared at me like I’d lost my mind. “You can’t be serious. You’re not actually thinking about going out 
there.” 
 
“Why not? Whoever this is clearly isn’t stopping. If we don’t figure it out, they’re just going to keep pushing.” 
 



Ian groaned, rubbing his temples. “You’re going to get us killed. Fine. Let me grab my boots.” 
 
The night was colder than ever as we stepped outside. Our breath fogged in the air, and the crunch of our 
footsteps on the snow seemed too loud in the stillness. The woods loomed ahead, dark and foreboding, the 
bare branches clawing at the moonlit sky. 
 
“This is a terrible idea,” Ian muttered as we crossed the yard. “Do we even have a plan?” 
 
“Find whoever’s doing this and make them stop,” I replied, my voice firm despite the knot in my stomach. 
 
As we reached the tree line, the temperature seemed to drop even further. The air was heavy, as if the forest 
were holding its breath. Ian hesitated at the edge, but I pressed forward, my flashlight cutting through the 
shadows. 
 
The voice came again, clearer this time: “Nina… Ian… this way…” 
 
Ian swore under his breath. “It knows our names?” 
 
“Just keep moving,” I instructed, though my hands were shaking.  
 
We followed the voice deeper into the woods. The trees grew denser, their twisted branches forming eerie 
shapes in the darkness. Occasionally, I caught glimpses of movement in my peripheral vision—a shadow 
darting behind a tree, a flicker of something pale and human-shaped. 
 
“I don’t like this,” Ian said, his voice tight. “We should turn back.” 
 
“We’re close,” I insisted, though I wasn’t sure how I knew. It was a pull, an invisible thread tugging me 
forward.  
 
Finally, we reached a small clearing bathed in silver moonlight. In the center stood the figure we had seen that 
morning. Now, in the open, it was unmistakable—a man in a long, dark coat, his face obscured by the 
shadow of his hood.  
 
“Who are you?” I demanded, my voice trembling but strong. 
 
The figure tilted his head, as if studying me. “You came,” he said, his voice smooth and unsettling. “You’ve 
heard the call.” 
 
Ian stepped in front of me, his fists clenched. “Yeah, we heard it. What do you want?” 
 
The man chuckled, a low, cold sound. “It’s not what I want. It’s what you are. Don’t you feel it? The power 
inside you, just waiting to awaken?” 
 
I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold. “What are you talking about?” 
 
“You don’t know?” The man’s smile was visible now, sharp and predatory. “Poor little children, so unaware 
of what you are… and what you could become.” 
 
Ian stepped forward. “We’re done here. Leave us alone.” 
 
The man raised a hand, and Ian froze in place, as if an invisible force had taken hold of him. I gasped, 
grabbing my brother’s arm, but I couldn’t move him. 



 
“You’re stronger than you think, Nikolina,” the man said, his voice growing darker. “But strength comes with 
a price.” 
 
Suddenly, the air in the clearing shifted. A gust of wind tore through the trees, and the man began to dissolve 
into black smoke, his laugh echoing as he vanished. The force holding Ian released, and he stumbled forward. 
 
“What the hell was that?” Ian shouted, his voice raw. 
 
I didn’t answer. I was staring at the spot where the man had stood, my heart pounding. I didn’t know what he 
had meant about my strength—or what he wanted from us—but I knew one thing. 
 
This was only the beginning. 
 
 
 


