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    To every brave reader who has ever listened to the wind on a dark night and wondered what secrets it carried.
May you always find the courage to face the unknown, the wisdom to trust your friends, and the strength to keep moving forward even when the shadows seem frightening.
And to those who believe that every whisper has a story waiting to be told—this book is for you.
May your imagination always be stronger than your fears.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The wind remembers every secret it carries.
Most are forgotten by morning.
Some wait in the darkness, whispering for someone to listen."
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Chapter 1 — The Voice in the Storm
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The road into Windmere disappeared beneath fog.

Rowan Hale pressed his forehead against the cold car window and watched dark pine trees slide past outside like giant shadows. Rain hammered the windshield while thunder rolled somewhere high in the mountains ahead.

Everything about the town already felt wrong.

The forest looked too thick.

The mountains looked too tall.

And the fog—

The fog swallowed everything.

“You okay back there?” Claire asked from the driver’s seat.

Rowan shrugged without looking away from the window.

“Sure.”

A complete lie.

Claire sighed softly.

“You’ve said exactly three words since we left the airport.”

“That’s because this place looks cursed.”

His older sister laughed tiredly.

“Every small town looks creepy during storms.”

“This one extra looks creepy.”

Claire couldn’t really argue with that.

The storm had followed them for nearly two hours through twisting mountain roads. Wind howled through the trees while lightning flashed constantly across the dark sky.

And now the road signs had started looking strange.

WELCOME TO WINDMERE

POPULATION: 1,907

Someone had scratched words beneath it in faded paint:

DON’T FOLLOW THE WIND

Rowan frowned.

“That’s comforting.”

Claire glanced at the sign briefly.

“Probably teenagers.”

But she locked the car doors immediately afterward.

That didn’t help.

Another gust of wind slammed rain sideways across the windshield.

The car headlights swept over endless pine forest stretching up the mountainsides. The trees looked almost black beneath the storm clouds.

And for one strange moment—

Rowan thought he saw movement between them.

A figure standing deep in the woods.

Tall.

Still.

Then lightning flashed overhead and the trees became empty again.

He sat back quickly.

Nope.

Absolutely not starting ghost hallucinations already.

Claire noticed him staring.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Thunder cracked loudly above the mountains.

Their parents had left for overseas work three weeks earlier, leaving Rowan and Claire to stay temporarily with Aunt Evelyn in Windmere until summer ended.

Temporary.

That’s what everyone kept saying.

But Rowan knew better.

Temporary usually became permanent eventually.

And honestly?

Windmere already felt like the kind of place people got trapped in forever.

The road curved sharply uphill.

Then the trees suddenly opened.

Windmere appeared through the storm ahead.

The town sat nestled deep between steep forest-covered mountains beneath drifting fog and flickering streetlights. Small wooden buildings lined narrow streets while smoke drifted from chimneys into the storm-dark sky.

Everything looked old.

Not charming old.

Lonely old.

The kind of town where people whispered secrets behind closed curtains.

Thunder boomed again.

Claire slowed the car carefully down the slick mountain road.

“There’s the house.”

Rowan looked up.

A large two-story home stood near the edge of town overlooking the forest below. Yellow porch lights glowed warmly through rain while giant pine trees swayed violently around the property.

The house looked normal enough.

Which somehow made it worse.

Because the forest behind it definitely didn’t.

Dark trees stretched endlessly up the mountain slope disappearing into thick gray fog.

And high among those trees—

Something moved.

Rowan blinked hard.

Gone.

Probably branches.

Hopefully branches.

Claire parked beside the porch steps and shut off the engine.

The sudden silence felt strange after hours of storm noise.

Only rain and distant thunder remained now.

“You grabbing bags or just planning to stare dramatically into the woods all night?” Claire asked.

Rowan frowned.

“You know horror movies always start like this.”

Claire grinned slightly.

“You watch too many horror movies.”

Maybe.

But horror movies never started in sunny happy places.

They started in mountain towns during storms.

Exactly like this.

The porch creaked beneath their footsteps as they carried bags toward the front door. Wind rattled tree branches overhead while cold rain soaked through Rowan’s jacket almost instantly.

The forest behind the house loomed dark and endless.

Watching.

Before Rowan could stare too long, the front door swung open.

Aunt Evelyn smiled warmly from inside.

“There you are!”

Warm light spilled across the porch along with the smell of cinnamon and wood smoke.

For the first time since entering Windmere, Rowan relaxed slightly.

Aunt Evelyn looked exactly the same as always. Short silver hair, oversized sweaters, and glasses constantly sliding down her nose.

She hugged Claire first.

Then Rowan.

“You’ve both gotten taller.”

Claire laughed.

“That’s usually how growing works.”

Inside, the house felt cozy despite the storm outside.

Wooden floors creaked softly beneath thick rugs while a fire crackled warmly in the living room fireplace. Old books lined shelves near the stairs, and rain tapped steadily against dark windows overlooking the mountains.

The place smelled like tea and pinewood.

Normal.

Thank God.

“Hungry?” Aunt Evelyn asked while leading them toward the kitchen.

“Starving,” Claire answered immediately.

Rowan wandered briefly toward the living room windows while they talked.

Outside, the storm darkened the forest almost completely now.

Lightning flashed across the mountain trees.

And for one split second—

Rowan saw a figure standing among the pines behind the house.

Tall.

Thin.

Motionless.

His breath caught painfully.

Then darkness swallowed the woods again.

Gone.

“Rowan?” Aunt Evelyn called.

He turned quickly away from the window.

“Sorry. Coming.”

Dinner passed quietly beneath thunder and rain.

Claire chatted with Aunt Evelyn about school schedules and unpacking while Rowan mostly pushed food around his plate and listened to the storm outside.

Windmere felt strange.

Not dangerous exactly.

Just heavy somehow.

Like the entire town waited for something.

Finally Aunt Evelyn noticed his silence.

“You alright?”

“Yeah.”

He hesitated.

“Do storms happen here a lot?”

Aunt Evelyn glanced briefly toward the dark windows.

“In the mountains? Constantly.”

Another loud gust rattled the house.

“But people in town take them very seriously.”

“How come?”

For one second, Aunt Evelyn looked uncomfortable.

Then she forced a smile.

“Mountain weather can be dangerous.”

Not the full answer.

Rowan could tell.

Claire noticed too.

But before either could ask further questions, lightning flashed brightly outside followed instantly by a deafening crack of thunder.

The entire house shook slightly.

Then—

The lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

And went out.

Darkness swallowed the house instantly.

Claire groaned.

“Seriously?”

Aunt Evelyn sighed somewhere nearby.

“Happens during big storms.”

A match scraped softly.

Moments later candlelight flickered warmly through the kitchen.

The shadows it cast across the walls somehow made the storm outside feel even larger.

Wind screamed through the trees surrounding the house now.

Not ordinary wind either.

The sound almost resembled voices.

Rowan frowned slightly.

Did he imagine that?

Aunt Evelyn lit more candles throughout the downstairs while Claire unpacked flashlights from the car.

By nine-thirty, exhaustion finally dragged at Rowan hard enough that he headed upstairs.

His bedroom sat at the back of the house overlooking the forest.

Wonderful.

The room itself looked comfortable enough. Old wooden furniture lined pale blue walls while rain rattled softly against the slanted roof overhead.

But the giant window facing the woods bothered him immediately.

Too large.

Too exposed.

Especially tonight.

Rowan unpacked quietly while lightning flashed beyond the glass every few minutes.

The forest looked endless in those brief bursts of white light.

Then dark again.

At around eleven o’clock, the storm worsened.

Wind slammed hard enough against the house to shake the windows while thunder rolled constantly across the mountains.

Rowan lay awake staring toward the ceiling unable to sleep.

Every noise sounded strange tonight.

Floorboards creaked.

Branches scraped the roof.

Wind hissed through cracks somewhere inside the walls.

And beneath it all—

Whispering.

Very faint.

At first Rowan thought it was only
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