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    A Note to the Reader
This story journeys into the heavy silences of the timber and the darker corners of the human mind. It contains depictions of profound grief, psychological warfare, and the intent to commit self-harm. Please be aware that the path ahead explores the thin line between reality and the void; read with care.
This book is dedicated to the legends and legacies of the Missing 411 that inspired this journey. To those who vanished without a trace, and to the curious souls who find themselves staring just a little too long into the deep, silent spaces of the timber. May you always find your way back to the trail.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The woods don't just take you; they unmake you.
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The Vanishing Point




Whiskey Springs
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The woods looked wrong from the moment I saw them.

I remember standing at the trailhead with eighty pounds strapped to my back, staring into those trees while everybody else joked around behind me. The sky was overcast, low and gray, the kind that made the world feel smaller. Damp air drifted down off the mountain carrying the smell of wet bark and dead leaves.

The sign for the Mason-Dixon Trail stood near the parking lot, faded and splintered with age. Blue trail markers disappeared into the timber ahead like drops of paint vanishing into darkness.

John slapped me on the shoulder hard enough to almost knock me sideways.

“You ready or what?”

I looked over at him.

My little brother grinned at me like this was the greatest day of his life.

He’d spent the entire drive talking nonstop about the trip. About the mountains. About how we were finally doing something real instead of wasting our lives sitting behind screens and steering wheels and bills.

“You nervous?” he asked.

“No.”

“You look nervous.”

“I’m thinking.”

“That’s just nervous with extra steps.”

Marcus laughed from beside the truck while he tightened the straps on his pack.

“You two gonna flirt all morning or we hiking?”

Daniel already had his camera out, filming the trees and narrating like we were in some documentary.

“Day one,” he said dramatically into the lens. “Five brave explorers enter the wilderness. Statistically at least one of us is getting eaten.”

Ethan shut the tailgate of the truck and shook his head.

“You idiots done?”

Ethan had planned almost every detail of the trip. Maps. backup routes. emergency exits. food storage. Water purification. Campsites. Resupply points. Everything. If preparation alone could keep people alive, we could’ve survived a nuclear war out there.

We had GPS systems, satellite communicators, solar chargers, emergency radios, waterproof maps, hunting knives, machetes, first aid kits, MREs, dehydrated meals, extra water bladders, purification tablets, thermal gear, firearms.

Enough equipment to survive for weeks.

That mattered to Ethan.

It mattered to me too.

Because I’d spent enough time outdoors to know nature didn’t care how confident you were.

The woods killed arrogant people first.

Still, nothing about that morning should’ve felt unsettling.

But it did.

I kept staring into those trees.

The forest looked too still.

No birds.

No wind.

No movement.

Just endless trunks stretching into shadow.

“You coming?” John asked.

I finally nodded.

And the five of us stepped into the woods together.

[image: ]

The first few days were easy.

Beautiful, honestly.

The trail wound through ridges and valleys painted orange and gold with early autumn. Creeks cut through the forest everywhere, cold enough to numb your hands within seconds. Some sections climbed steep enough to leave your legs burning while others opened into stretches of quiet woodland where the only sounds were boots against dirt and branches creaking overhead.

At night we made camp beneath towering trees and cooked meals over portable stoves while Daniel filmed everything.

Marcus complained constantly.

About his feet.

About his shoulders.

About Ethan snoring.

About the fact there was no signal anywhere.

“You realize if we die out here nobody’s finding us till spring,” he said one night.

“That’s encouraging,” John replied.

“I’m serious. We’re basically walking into a giant missing persons documentary.”

Daniel pointed the camera toward him immediately.

“Say that again slower.”

Marcus threw a pinecone at him.

We laughed.

But later that night I woke suddenly for no reason.

At first I thought somebody had called my name.

I sat up inside my tent listening carefully.

Nothing.

Just darkness.

The fire outside had burned down to glowing orange coals. Shadows from the trees stretched across camp like black fingers.

Then I heard it.

Footsteps.

Slow.

Crunching through leaves somewhere beyond the tents.

I stayed perfectly still.

Crunch.

Crunch.

Crunch.

Somebody was walking around our camp.

At first I thought maybe Ethan had gotten up.

But these steps sounded wrong.

Too slow.

Like whoever it was wanted me to hear them.

I quietly reached beside me and wrapped my hand around the grip of my pistol.

The footsteps stopped immediately.

Silence swallowed the woods.

The kind of silence that makes your ears strain so hard it hurts.

Then came three knocks somewhere deep in the trees.

THUNK.

THUNK.

THUNK.

Not branches.

Not an animal.

Wood against wood.

I unzipped the tent slowly and looked outside.

Cold air hit my face immediately.

The campsite sat empty beneath pale moonlight.

John’s tent stood twenty feet away beside Marcus’s.

Ethan and Daniel were farther near the fire pit.

Everything looked normal.

Then I noticed someone standing between the trees.

Far beyond camp.

Tall.

Motionless.

Watching us.

My stomach tightened instantly.

I grabbed my flashlight and clicked it on.

The beam cut through the darkness.

Nothing.

No person.

No movement.

Just trees.

I kept the light fixed there another ten seconds before finally lowering it.

I didn’t sleep much after that.
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Things changed on the fifth day.

That’s when the woods stopped feeling like woods.

It’s hard to explain now.

Everything became... off.

The air felt heavier.

The trail looked unfamiliar even when it shouldn’t have.

Sometimes I’d glance into the trees and think I saw movement pacing us just out of sight.

Every time I stopped to look, there’d be nothing there.

Around noon Ethan stopped suddenly.

“That’s impossible.”

We all turned toward him.

He stared down at his GPS with a frown.

“What?”

“It says we’re facing west.”

Marcus pulled out his phone. “That’s wrong.”

“No kidding.”

Ethan turned slowly in a circle.

The GPS arrow spun wildly.

Then froze.

Then spun again.

Daniel checked his own device.

“Mine’s messed up too.”

I unfolded the paper map while Ethan studied the terrain around us.

“We’ve stayed on trail the whole time,” I said.

“We should be near the ridge crossing,” Ethan muttered.

John looked uneasy for the first time since we’d arrived.

“Could the satellites be screwed up?”

“All of them?” Ethan replied.

Nobody answered.

We kept moving east.

At least we thought it was east.

Three hours later we reached the same creek crossing we’d passed earlier that morning.

I recognized it immediately.

The fallen birch hanging over the water.

The split boulder beside the bank.

Even the same muddy boot print Marcus had complained about stepping in earlier.

Nobody spoke for several seconds.

Marcus finally laughed nervously.

“Okay. Funny joke. Which one of you turned us around?”

“We never turned around,” Ethan said quietly.

“That’s impossible.”

“I know.”

I looked back down the trail behind us.

The woods stared back silently.

For the first time since we started the trip, I felt something cold settle into my stomach.

Not fear exactly.

More like the realization that something was very wrong.

That night nobody talked much around the fire.

Even Daniel stopped filming.

The darkness around camp felt thicker somehow.

The flashlight beams didn’t travel as far as they should’ve.

The woods beyond the firelight looked solid black.

John sat beside me staring into the trees.

“You hear that?” he whispered suddenly.

I listened carefully.

At first I heard only insects.

Then—

A whistle.

Faint.

Far away.

Human.

Everybody looked up at once.

Daniel stood slowly.

“Hello?”

No response.

Another whistle echoed through the trees.

Closer this time.

Marcus forced a grin.

“Nope. Don’t
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