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CHAPTER ONE: THE WHISPERING BLUFF
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The fog came early that October morning, crawling down the pine-covered mountains like a secret trying not to be heard. The people of Whistlewood didn’t mind. Fog was as common as squirrels, and about as mysterious—unless you asked the kids. To them, fog meant something was hiding. Something worth discovering.

Maya Quinn pressed her boots into the spongy trail, staring down the crooked path toward Whispering Bluff. Her breath made pale ghosts in the air, and the worn notebook under her arm fluttered with the wind. Leaves crunched behind her.

“Wait up!” Jazz’s voice broke the stillness, panting hard. “You always walk like we’re in a race for our lives. It’s Saturday, Maya!”

Maya didn’t turn. Her eyes stayed fixed on the crooked sign nailed to the half-rotted tree:
WHISPERING BLUFF – 1/4 MILE. NO TRESPASSING.
“You don’t hear it?” Maya asked.

“Hear what?” Jazz bent over, hands on his knees. He wore three layers of flannel and a puffer jacket, though it wasn’t cold enough for all that. “The sound of my lungs quitting? Yeah, I hear it loud and clear.”

Maya cocked her head. The wind rattled the trees like bones. Then it came—a faint whisper. Soft, musical, like someone humming underwater. She turned, eyes wide. “That.”

Ellie-Rose caught up to them a moment later, brushing leaves from her hoodie. Her ferret, Pip, poked out of her backpack’s side pocket with a tiny squeak.

“I hear it too,” Ellie-Rose said softly. “It’s... sad. Like someone’s crying in a dream.”

Pip wiggled out and darted ahead on the path.

“Pip! No—ugh, he’s doing the ferret thing again,” Ellie groaned.

The trio pushed ahead after the animal, down a trail that narrowed until trees loomed like gatekeepers. The fog thickened. Pine needles covered the ground like a brown-green carpet. Finally, they stepped out onto the rocky clearing of Whispering Bluff.

The wind blew harder here. The bluff sat high above a silver lake, rimmed with tall ridges and clouds moving like breath across the water. In the middle of the clearing stood a weathered bench, half cracked. Behind it, the mountain dropped straight down into mist. You couldn’t see the bottom. Kids at school said it was bottomless.

Jazz shivered. “Okay, creepy rating just jumped to eleven.”

“I’ve been here before,” Maya whispered. “Last year. I was looking for—never mind.” She didn’t finish the sentence. She had come looking for her brother.

She turned and spotted Pip pawing at something under the bench. A shape. Maya knelt down.

It was a glass bottle—cloudy with age, sealed with a red wax cap. Inside: a tightly rolled piece of yellowed paper.

She picked it up. “What in the...”

Jazz gasped. “It’s like in those pirate movies!”

“Or a curse,” Ellie said.

Maya opened the bottle carefully. The paper was old but intact. She unrolled it, and they leaned in close.

It read:

“Ten years turn, the town must learn, or shadows take their due.
Forget the past, the bluffs won't last, and something comes for you.”
Jazz stepped back. “Nope. Nope. I don’t like rhyme threats before breakfast.”

Ellie-Rose looked pale. “Maya... today is October tenth.”

“So?”

Ellie-Rose pointed to her wristwatch. “Exactly ten years ago... wasn’t that the day your brother disappeared?”

The wind howled then, like something alive. Pip let out a high-pitched hiss and ran back into Ellie’s bag.

Behind them, the forest groaned.

And from beneath the cliffside... something knocked.

Once.
Twice.
Three times.
From underground.

Jazz jumped back, nearly tripping over a root. “Okay. Tell me I’m not the only one who heard that.”

Maya didn’t answer. She dropped to one knee, pressing her palm to the cold ground beneath the bluff. The knocking had stopped, but the vibration still thrummed faintly through the dirt like a fading heartbeat.

Ellie-Rose clutched her backpack close. “That wasn’t an echo. That was from below.”

The sky above Whispering Bluff shifted as the fog thickened, dimming the morning light into a muted gray. Birds that had been chirping earlier fell eerily silent. Maya stared at the rhyme again, her lips moving as she read the words silently one more time.

Ten years turn, the town must learn, or shadows take their due...

The wind blew the parchment from her hand. She snatched it mid-air and rolled it tightly again, this time with care, as if it might vanish if mistreated. Her brother Liam’s face flashed in her mind—tousled hair, mischievous grin, and that day he promised to take her back to the bluff to show her “something cool.” He never came home after that.

She stood. “We need to go.”

Jazz blinked. “Now you want to leave?”

“No.” She pointed behind them. “We need to go back to town. I think the bluff just told us the Hollowing is starting again.”

Jazz looked at Ellie-Rose for translation. She shrugged helplessly.

“Hollowing?” he asked. “What, like tree hollow? Ghost hollow? Please say tree.”

Maya stepped forward, tucking the bottle into her coat. “I used to think the stories were fake—just creepy town legends. But this rhyme... it’s a warning. And if we only have ten years between disappearances—”

“Wait, how do we even know there’s a pattern?” Jazz asked, keeping close as they walked back into the trees. “Your brother going missing was awful, yeah, but there’s no real—”

“Liam wasn’t the only one,” Maya said quietly. “Last night, I dug through my mom’s storage boxes. Found an old town newspaper from twenty years ago. There was a girl. Same date. Ten years before that, a boy. They all vanished. Same day. October tenth. No trace.”

Jazz opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. “Okay... that’s not nothing.”

Ellie-Rose chewed her bottom lip. “But why would someone wait every ten years? That’s not random. That’s like... ritual-level creepy.”

They followed the narrow trail back toward Whistlewood, the silence behind them thick as tree bark. It wasn’t just a quiet morning. It felt like the mountain itself was holding its breath.

By the time they reached the edge of the trees, Maya could see the faded welcome sign of the town:

WELCOME TO WHISTLEWOOD – Population: 513
(The 3 was written over what once had been a 5, like someone had adjusted it in a hurry.)
Whistlewood was the kind of place where people still waved at passing trucks and left pies on porches. The whole town ran on memory—memory of who you were, who your family was, and who you pretended to be. Maya had lived there her whole life, and yet, it felt like the town had been hiding something from her since she was born.

They passed a crooked mailbox shaped like a moose, then Mr. Flanner’s lawn full of Halloween skeletons dressed as lumberjacks. Main Street came into view. It was quiet, as usual—one diner, one general store, one firehouse, and a library that hadn’t updated its mystery section since 1993.

Pip poked his head out of Ellie’s backpack and chirped.

Ellie-Rose glanced down. “He’s agitated. He never does that unless—”

The sound of fast footsteps cut her off.

A boy ran down the street, panting, pale-faced. Maya recognized him: Jeremy Long, a sixth-grader who always smelled like peanut butter.

“Help!” he screamed. “It took her! It took Annabelle!”

Maya stepped in front of him, stopping him with both hands. “Jeremy, what happened?”

He was shaking. “We were walking by the train tracks, near the old station. She said she heard music... like from a carousel. Then the fog got thick and—and—”

Jazz paled. “You’re saying Annabelle disappeared?”

Jeremy nodded, tears starting down his cheeks. “One second she was there. The next—gone. Like poof! No scream. Just... gone.”

Maya’s hands clenched into fists. “That’s the second one.”

Jazz blinked. “Second what?”

“Liam was the first,” Maya said, her voice low. “Now it’s starting again. And it’s not going to stop.”

She turned to them. “We need to figure out what happened the last time this town faced the Hollowing. We need answers.”

Jazz gestured vaguely at the sleepy buildings around them. “And where exactly do we find ‘answers’? The town archive is a mess, and the sheriff thinks 'mystery' is just a book genre.”

Maya’s eyes narrowed. “Then we ask someone who lived through it. Someone who remembers everything... even the stuff the town tries to forget.”

Ellie-Rose gulped. “You don’t mean—”

Maya nodded. “Old Man Thistle.”

Jazz groaned. “Great. The guy who thinks raccoons are spies and that cereal boxes can talk. That Thistle?”

“He’s not crazy,” Maya said. “He just knows too much. That’s why everyone calls him crazy. If something happened ten, twenty, thirty years ago... Thistle saw it.”

The fog rolled down the street behind them like a creeping tide.

Pip squeaked again, pawing at Ellie’s jacket. Jeremy suddenly looked around, eyes wide. “Where’s my shadow?”

They turned. The streetlamp above him was on—even though it was daylight. And beneath him on the pavement... nothing. Not a trace of shadow.

Maya looked up.

The light wasn’t broken.

The sun wasn’t gone.

But Jeremy had no shadow.

Jazz swallowed hard. “Uh... that’s not good, right?”

From the alley beside them came the soft sound of humming. Like from a music box.

The same melody Maya remembered hearing the day Liam disappeared.

Something cold pressed against her spine.

And this time... she knew she wasn’t imagining it.
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