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PROLOGUE
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October 31st, 1974

The air didn't just have a chill; it had a weight. Seventeen-year-old Emily Vance shivered  inside her threadbare wool coat, pressing herself deeper into the hollow of the ancient redwood tree. Her breath came in shallow, panicked puffs.

She shouldn't have run. They always said: Oakhaven looks after its own. The town motto, plastered on a sign that looked much newer than it should, given the town's age. She knew better.

She could hear them now. Not shouting her name, not a frantic, loving search. Just the low, steady thrum of the antique drums from the town square festival—a rhythm that felt less like celebration and more like a heartbeat that had gone wrong. And beneath that, the rustle of leaves, the snap of twigs, the quiet, methodical movement of people who knew  the woods intimately.

They weren't angry. That was the most terrifying part. When Pastor Davies had caught her trying to sneak out of the hollow a moment ago, his face hadn't been twisted in rage. It was placid, almost sad. “It’s your turn, child. The soil is thirsty.”

The soil is thirsty. A phrase she’d heard whispered around town since she was a little girl, always dismissed as old-timer nonsense.

She had seen it happen before. Not the ritual itself—children were shielded from that—but the sudden, unexplained absence of others. Billy Carter, just last spring. Everyone said he'd run off to Portland for work. But Emily had seen his red cap on Mayor Croft’s mantelpiece a week later, clean and dry.

A flashlight beam cut through the darkness fifty yards away. Then another. They moved in perfect, synchronized arcs. They were driving her deeper into the forest, toward the old mine shaft the kids used to dare each other to visit.

Emily whimpered, clamping a hand over her mouth. The earthy smell of pine and rich soil was overwhelming now, mixed with something else: something coppery and metallic that made her stomach turn.

A voice, low and calm, cut through the night. It was Mrs. Gable’s mother, everyone’s favorite grandmother.

"Emily, darling," the voice cooed. "There's no need for this unpleasantness. It's almost time. Don't make us chase you in the mud. Be a good girl."

The casual politeness was chilling. They weren't hunting an animal; they were rounding up a chore.

Tears streamed down Emily's face. She didn't want to be a good girl. She wanted to live.

She pushed off the tree bark and ran, plunging further into the blackness of the woods, away from the drums, away from the calm voices. The ground beneath her felt soft and yielding, as if it had been waiting a very long time.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Edge of the Map
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The rental car smelled faintly of stale pine air freshener and old cigarette smoke, a comforting, grubby reality Sarah Jenkins clung to as the two-lane highway narrowed to a single, winding thread of asphalt. For the past hour, she hadn’t passed another car, a fact that felt less like a peaceful coincidence and more like an intentional blockade. The world she knew was rapidly bleeding away, replaced by towering walls of Ponderosa pine and redwood that seemed to reach up into a sky that was perpetually overcast.

Oakhaven. The sign was hand-carved cedar, perched jauntily next to a mailbox that looked like a miniature covered bridge. It looked less like a town entrance and more like an invitation to a particularly exclusive, possibly cult-like, country club.

"Just breathe, Sarah," she muttered to herself, the sound of her own voice almost too loud in the sudden, heavy quiet of the isolated road. Her reflection in the rearview mirror was a distorted, tired thing with a desperate glint in the eye. "It’s a story. A simple, unsolved local curiosity. Not the end of the world." The coppery aftertaste of the water she'd tried from a general store two towns back still lingered on her tongue, making her wonder what exactly was in the pipes around here.

But the isolation was immediate and heavy. The trees here didn't just line the road; they crowded it. Ancient redwoods, thick with shadow and moss, formed a perpetual, damp canopy that seemed to actively mute the outside world. The GPS had given up ten miles back, replaced by a simple arrow pointing into the void.

She was running on fumes, both literally and professionally. This assignment—digging up a fifty-year-old cold case about a vanished teenager named Emily Vance who just... stopped existing—was her last shot. Her editor, a man who spoke only in sighs and deadlines, had made that clear. If she didn't find something compelling here, she’d be writing listicles about the "Top 10 Most Haunted Coffee Shops" for the rest of her life. The desperation was a cold weight in her stomach, a feeling that rivaled the dread the woods were inspiring.

The car crested the final hill, and Oakhaven spilled out below her.

It was impossibly perfect. A postcard slapped into the middle of nowhere. White picket fences, vibrant green lawns that looked like they were vacuumed daily, main street storefronts with crisp awnings, and a church steeple so white it almost hurt to look at it in the weak sunlight. The prosperity felt... wrong. Overdone. There was a lack of human wear and tear, a sterile cleanliness that felt less organic and more... enforced.

Red flag number one, she thought, shifting into first gear for the steep descent. Nobody's lawn is that perfect without serious effort. And maybe a little blood sacrifice. She tried to laugh at the thought, a dark joke to cut the tension, but the sound felt thin and brittle in the heavy air of the little car.

She pulled up to her new home: a slightly crooked, two-story house above a dusty antique shop run by a woman named Mrs. Gable. The place looked charmingly run-down, the only house in town that didn't look like it was featured in a home decor magazine. A welcome reprieve from the Stepford Wives aesthetic of the rest of the town.

As she turned off the engine, the sudden silence was deafening. No traffic noise, no distant sirens, no hum of the city she was used to. Just the wind sifting through the massive pines, sounding less like a breeze and more like a long, drawn-out sigh.

Mrs. Gable was not what Sarah expected.

Sarah had pictured a sprightly, white-haired grandmother who offered warm cookies and local gossip. Instead, the woman who emerged from the antique shop door was sharp-edged and spare, wearing a mustard-yellow cardigan and a permanently skeptical expression.

"You're the journalist," Mrs. Gable stated, not asked, wiping her hands on her jeans. Her eyes were a pale, watery blue, missing nothing, lingering just a moment too long on Sarah's travel-worn boots and tired face.

"Sarah Jenkins, yes. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Gable." Sarah extended a hand, forcing a bright, professional smile.

Mrs. Gable took it, her grip surprisingly firm and dry, her skin feeling like old parchment paper. "Pleasure's relative. The rent's due on the first, cash only."

"Right. Noted."

"Apartment's upstairs. Door on the left. Watch the fifth step up, it squeaks something awful. I told the Mayor about it, but you know how men are with repairs." She waved a dismissive hand.

"The Mayor? Alistair Croft?" Sarah tried to sound casual, a reporter fishing for the first nibble of information.

"That's the one. Runs everything in this town worth running. Good man. Keeps the peace." Mrs. Gable tilted her head, her expression unreadable. "He mentioned you might be asking questions."

The hair on Sarah's neck stood up again, a prickle of genuine unease. The town grapevine was efficient, faster than the dead cell service. "Oh? About what?"

"About the usual nonsense outsiders come here for," Mrs. Gable said, folding her arms across her thin chest. "The history. The disappearances. Old ghost stories."

"It's just a local history piece," Sarah said quickly, feeling defensive, her journalistic objectivity already under fire. "Unsolved cases are human interest."

The landlady let out a short, dry chuckle that sounded like rustling paper. "Human interest. Bless your heart. Look, Miss Jenkins, Oakhaven is a quiet town. We like our quiet. We deal with our own problems. There’s nothing here for a big-city reporter to fix."

"I'm not here to fix anything, just to write a story."

"Then write a nice story about the apple harvest or the beautiful old church," Mrs. Gable said, turning back toward her shop door. The smell of dried apples was suddenly strong on the air around her. "Don't go digging up graves the town filled fifty years ago. People here have long memories, but short tempers when their peace is disturbed."

She disappeared into the shop without another word, the heavy wooden door closing behind her with a definitive thump.

Sarah was left alone on the dusty porch, the heavy, scented air of the pines feeling suddenly less charming and more suffocating. They all know I'm here. They all know why.

She climbed the steps, avoiding the fifth one out of sheer defiance of Mrs. Gable’s warning. The apartment was exactly what the photos had promised: dated, small, but functional. The view from the window was Main Street. A couple was pushing a stroller. An old man was sweeping the sidewalk in front of the bakery. It was a perfect, peaceful tableau.

Except Sarah knew better now. They were watching her.

She began unpacking, needing the normalcy of the task. She put her few clothes into a chest of drawers that smelled of cedar and time. Her laptop was set up on a small, scarred writing desk near the window. Every movement downstairs seemed amplified: the cling of the shop bell, the low murmur of voices, the heavy tread of someone walking across the wooden floorboards.

She pulled her reporter's notebook from her duffel bag. In bold letters on the first page, she scrawled three words:

EMILY VANCE. 1974.

She looked down at the street. The man sweeping the bakery sidewalk had finished his task. He paused his work, turned slowly, and looked straight up at her window. There was no casual curiosity in his gaze, only a calm, assessing stare.

Sarah quickly pulled the curtain shut, the fabric rough against her fingers, her heart hammering a little too fast in her chest. She stood in the dim light of the apartment, surrounded by the silence of a town that didn't want to be investigated.

Game on, Oakhaven. Let's see how quiet you really are.
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CHAPTER TWO: The Soil Is Thirsty
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Sarah woke to the sound of church bells—not a recording, but real, heavy iron bells tolling the hour of eight a.m. The sound was so deep she felt the vibration in her ribs, a physical intrusion into the fragile peace of her rented apartment. She’d spent half the night staring at the ceiling, analyzing every ancient house creak and groan, her heart rate spiking at the silence between the sounds.

She made coffee using the cheap machine she'd bought yesterday. The water from the tap still had that coppery, metallic aftertaste she couldn't place. She spat it out in the sink and used the bottled water she'd thankfully packed.

Dressed and ready for war—a war fought with questions and paper—she headed out. The morning air outside was crisp and clear, the sun doing its best to pierce the perpetual shade cast by the massive trees surrounding Oakhaven. The smell of decaying pine needles and something faintly rich, like fertilizer or maybe bloodied soil, was stronger today.

The walk down Main Street was a tableau of perfect, suffocating peace. The kind of peace that felt imposed, curated. The townsfolk were out: cleaning, setting up for a seasonal display of pumpkins and corn stalks in the town square. Two teenagers were sweeping the steps of the church, their movements synchronized and efficient. Everyone offered a polite, practiced nod as she passed. It was almost uncanny how quickly their eyes tracked her movement without ever directly staring. It felt less like a friendly greeting and more like walking past a row of security cameras on low standby.

The library was a sturdy, charming stone building, exactly what you’d expect from a town this size. Inside, the air was warm and heavy, a cloying mix of old paper, floor wax, and the sickeningly sweet smell of dried apples that seemed to permeate the entire town.

The librarian was a woman in her fifties named Clara, with thick glasses and a kind, weary smile. She was less hostile than Mrs. Gable, but no less evasive.

"Archives? Oh my, you're the first person to ask about those in years," Clara said, pushing her glasses up her nose. Her voice was a soft, well-oiled machine of politeness.

"I'm a bit old school," Sarah offered, leaning on the counter. "I’m looking for newspaper clippings from the early seventies. Specifically October 1974."

The change was instantaneous. It wasn't a sudden gasp or a flinch, which Sarah was prepared for. It was a subtle, horrifying retraction of life. Clara’s kind eyes went flat, blank as slate. The fixed smile stayed, frozen, like a photograph of a happy moment that had long since passed.

"Seventy-four. That was a long time ago. What sort of... history... are you looking for?"

"A missing persons case," Sarah said, keeping her tone light, though the atmosphere in the room was suddenly dense and hard to breathe. "Unsolved. Emily Vance."

Clara began rearranging a stack of returned books, her movements precise and jittery. "Afraid our records from that far back are spotty. Flood in the basement a few years ago. Ruined most of the physical copies."

"The microfiche?"

"Ah, well, the reader's been broken for about a year now," Clara said, avoiding eye contact entirely. "Town council keeps saying they'll replace it, but you know how budgets are. And the Gazette closed down in the nineties."

Lies. A wall of placid, impenetrable lies.

Sarah switched tactics, trying to tap into the human beneath the programmed resident.  "Clara, I know people remember Emily. Seventeen years old. She vanished. That doesn't just go away."

Clara stopped her nervous work. Her lower lip began a slow, almost imperceptible tremble. She leaned in, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper that seemed to fight its way out of her throat.

"It was awful," Clara said, the scent of dried apples on her breath suddenly nauseating. "And the awfulness didn't end when the police left, Miss Jenkins. It stayed. The town made a choice a long time ago: we protect our own, and we keep the peace. Don't push them."

"Push who?"

"Everyone." Clara physically recoiled, the moment of honesty passing like a brief, cold draft. She smoothed her cardigan again, her face hardening into the familiar, impenetrable mask. "The microfiche viewer's in the back room. It might give you a headache."

Sarah went to the back room. It was a cramped space, smelling of ozone, dust, and that faint, cloying sweetness that was becoming Oakhaven's signature scent. The reader sat there, a mechanical corpse covered in grime. She flicked the power switch.

The bulb inside sputtered, bathing the yellowed screen in a sickly, jaundiced light. It was broken, the film jammed solid. The screen displayed a single, frozen image: the headline "Oakhaven Festival a Resounding Success!" A grainy photo showed the town square, bustling with smiling faces. It was October 30th, 1974.

Sarah leaned closer, her nose almost touching the warm, greasy glass of the screen. The fan inside the machine hummed loudly, a metallic white noise.

Then, a new sound cut through the hum: a faint skittering. It came from within the microfiche machine itself.

It's a mouse. Old buildings have mice.

She forced herself to relax and resumed scanning the photo. The faces were indistinct blobs under the harsh light.

Skitter-skitter-pause.

This time it was closer to the bulb housing. A sickly, sweet smell, stronger now, wafted from the machine—not apples, but something rotting, a decay that felt personal.

It's a rat, her internal monologue corrected, suddenly cold.

Skitter-skitter-scraaaape.

Something fell inside the machine. A soft, wet thump.

A chill that had nothing to do with the room's temperature flooded her body. It smelled like death now, a smell of old blood and decay.

She reached for the power switch, fingers trembling. As her hand closed on the cold plastic, a dark liquid suddenly began to seep from the ventilation slats near the base of the machine.

It was thick, dark brown, and viscous. It pooled instantly on the cheap gray carpet, bringing with it an overwhelming stench of old blood and decay.

Sarah snatched her hand back as if burned, stumbling away from the desk, gasping for air. Her eyes darted from the spreading puddle on the floor to the frozen, smiling faces on the screen. The static faces of 1974 were illuminated by a machine leaking what looked  and smelled exactly like the remnants of death.

It's a trick. It has to be a trick. The town is messing with me.

She stared at the stain, the smell making her dizzy.

"Miss Jenkins? Are you all right in there?" Clara's voice called from the main room, too cheerful, too perfectly timed.

Sarah didn't answer right away. She was staring at the carpet where the stain had been.

There was nothing there. Not a drop of liquid. The carpet was gray and dusty. The machine sat humming, clean and still.

Had she imagined it? The smell lingered in her nose, acrid and real, but the physical evidence was gone.

She backed out of the room slowly, her heart hammering against her ribs. She was losing her mind, just like the town wanted her to.

"Just fine, Clara," she said, her voice sounding strained and high. "The machine just needs a good cleaning, that's all."

She turned to leave the room, but paused, drawn back to the shelves. That small, hand-bound volume wrapped in faded, dried leather was still there. She reached for it again, ignoring the internal scream to get out.

The binding was stiff, the leather feeling unnervingly like very dry, stretched human skin. She pulled it free. It wasn't a ledger. The pages inside were filled with sprawling, archaic handwriting and strange, crude charcoal drawings of figures dancing around a bonfire and strange symbols that looked like thirsty roots. A heavy thunk echoed from the front of the library.

Sarah flinched violently. She shoved the book under her arm and fled the back room.

"Find what you need?" Clara asked, her eyes fixed on Sarah's face.

"No," Sarah said, gripping the book tightly. "But I think I know where to look next."

She left the library, the sunshine outside feeling suddenly less warm and more like a spotlight. She headed down the street, the need for human interaction and food overriding her paranoia.

She found the local diner, "The Oakhaven Diner," a classic chrome and vinyl joint. The atmosphere inside was warm, smelling of fried food and coffee. Every booth was full.

As the door closed behind her, conversations stopped mid-sentence. Forks paused halfway to mouths. A wave of silent observation washed over her. It was worse than the street; in here, they had nowhere to hide their stares.

She took a seat at the counter, facing the wall of pie cases, avoiding eye contact. A  waitress with a beehive hairdo and a cheerful face materialized in front of her.

"What can I get you, honey?" she asked, her voice an artificial lilt.

"Cheeseburger and a coffee, please. Black."

"You're the writer, aren't you?" a deep voice boomed from the booth behind her.

Sarah turned slowly. Mayor Alistair Croft sat there, just as described: charismatic, silver-haired, with a strong jaw and eyes that were both friendly and intensely analytical.

"I'm Sarah Jenkins, yes," she said, bracing herself.

"Alistair Croft. Welcome to Oakhaven." He smiled, a genuine, warm smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Heard you're interested in our history."

"Just the human interest stuff."

"Well, you've come to the right place. We have plenty of that." He picked up his coffee cup. "But as Clara might have told you, we like our peace. The past is the past. And Oakhaven's future is very bright."

He took a sip of coffee, maintaining eye contact over the rim of the mug. It wasn't a threat, not exactly. It was a statement of fact, delivered with the friendly precision of a warning shot.

Sarah went back to her apartment that afternoon, the cryptic book hidden in her duffel bag, the smell of old blood lingering in her memory, and the Mayor's smile etched into her mind. She knew now she wouldn't find answers in archives. The answers were in the eyes of the people who lived here. And they had no intention of letting her find them.
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