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    For those who chase the truth, even when it runs deep into darkness.And for those who never came back.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There are places that remember.And there are places that refuse to forget."— Appalachian Proverb (unattributed)
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​Chapter 1: The Assignment
 Maple Ridge University – September 3, 2024
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Dr. Evelyn Harrow liked to begin her semesters with a challenge—and a touch of unease.

She stood at the front of the dimly lit lecture hall, her signature leather notebook pressed against her chest like a sacred text. A long line of quotes, photographs, and handwritten notes were scrawled across the whiteboard behind her in red dry-erase marker: “History is not the past. It is the echo that shapes the now.”

Cassie Langley, seated three rows from the front, tapped her pen against her cheek, already intrigued. She’d signed up for CRIM 412: Cold Case Methodology hoping for blood, lies, and maybe the glint of justice—but she didn’t expect to be this hooked on day one.

"Your assignment," Dr. Harrow said, her voice low and deliberate, "is simple in concept and brutal in execution. You will select an unsolved crime from this region—at least ten years old. You will research it exhaustively. You will present not only a report, but a theory."

Students began murmuring.

"It must be rooted in evidence, plausible, and comprehensive. Treat it like you're on the inside. You will have the rest of the semester. Your final grade will hinge entirely on this."

Jonah Ruiz raised his hand. “Like... real unsolved crimes?”

“Yes. Real. Raw. Unresolved,” Harrow answered, eyes scanning the room. “But one condition: you must pick a case none of your peers are working on. I expect uniqueness and initiative.”

Jonah whistled softly and leaned back in his chair, grinning at Theo Park next to him. "Dude. This is gonna be wild."

Cassie’s hand was already in the air. “Can we work in groups?”

“You may form teams of up to five. Choose wisely—collaboration can solve mysteries. Or bury them.”
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After class, the hall buzzed with nervous energy. Clusters formed quickly. Cassie, Jonah, Theo, Marisol Reyes, and Raj Patel found each other through mutual curiosity and a shared love of true crime forums.

Cassie flipped open her laptop, already digging through regional cold case archives.

“I found one,” she murmured, eyes narrowing. “Maple Hollow. 2009.”

“The camping girl?” Marisol asked, pulling up her own notes. “Grace Halwell, right? They found her body three weeks after she went missing. Face was... messed up.”

“Yeah,” Cassie confirmed. “Official cause of death: blunt force trauma. But the rest of the file’s vague. Like, intentionally vague.”

Jonah frowned. “I remember hearing about that. Some local legend stuff. They never caught anyone.”

“Perfect,” Cassie said.

Theo leaned over, eyes scanning the screen. “Where is this place?”

“Maple Hollow Campground,” she replied. “Shut down right after Grace’s murder. No visitors since. It’s about two hours from here. Forested. Isolated.”

Raj closed his notebook slowly. “So... we’re picking the one with the haunted reputation.”

Cassie smiled, a gleam in her eyes.

“Exactly.”

From across the lecture hall, Dr. Harrow watched the group form, noting the spark in their expressions. She wrote something quietly in her notebook beneath the names of the students.

“Maple Hollow—again.”

And underlined it. Twice.
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​Chapter 2: The Victim
 Campus Library – September 5, 2024
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The group met in the third-floor reading room of the library—far from the buzz of undergrads and close to the archive stacks. Jonah brought snacks. Cassie brought everything else.

She spread the printed articles across the table like tarot cards. Yellowed headlines. Grainy photos. Blurred police statements. A name repeated through all of it, bold and unforgettable:
Grace Halwell.
“She was seventeen,” Cassie began. “Straight-A student, varsity soccer, president of her senior class. Went on a camping trip with fifteen classmates and three teachers. Maple Hollow. May 22, 2009.”

“Prom queen material,” Jonah said, scanning one article. “They always are.”

“Don't,” Marisol muttered.

Cassie tapped the paper. “Three days in, she vanished. Official report says she went for a walk after dinner, didn’t return. They searched for two weeks. Nothing. Then, twenty-three days later—boom. Body turns up in a ravine, a half mile from the cabins.”

Raj squinted. “What’s ‘mutilation of facial features consistent with postmortem trauma’ supposed to mean?”

“It means someone beat her face in after she died,” Theo replied, scrolling through an online autopsy summary. “Or wanted it to look that way.”

“Her eyes were removed,” Cassie said quietly. “Both of them. Neatly. No animal bite patterns. No evidence of wildlife interference. Just... taken.”

The group fell into a heavy silence.

Cassie flipped through the printed documents until she reached a scanned yearbook photo. Grace smiled back at them. Dark hair, shy dimples, soft eyes. There was something haunting about how normal she looked. Frozen
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