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Disclaimer

THIS BOOK IS A WORK of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The story explores themes of grief and trauma for narrative purposes and is not a substitute for professional mental health advice.

Dedication

FOR LEO, AND FOR ANYONE who has ever felt an echo in the silence.

About the Author

I’VE ALWAYS BEEN FASCINATED by the stories we tell ourselves after a tragedy. The ghosts we create aren’t always transparent figures in a hallway; sometimes, they’re the heavy space in a conversation, the what-ifs that keep us awake at night. I’ve spent years exploring folklore and psychology, and I wrote this book because I believe the most terrifying monsters are the ones we carry inside us. This story is my attempt to give a voice to that quiet, creeping dread—the one that whispers our own deepest secrets back to us from the dark.

Preface

THIS ISN’T JUST ANOTHER story about a group of friends who go into the woods and meet a bad end. We’ve all read that one. This is a story about the ghosts we bring with us. It’s for anyone who’s ever lost someone and felt the deafening silence they left behind, a silence so loud it starts to sound like whispers. You’re about to join five friends on a journey they believe is about closure, a final goodbye to a friend they lost years ago. But the mountain they’re climbing has other plans. It remembers everything. And it’s hungry.
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We’ve all had that dream, haven’t we? The one where you’re trying to talk to someone who’s gone. You can see them, so clearly it aches, standing just across a room or at the end of a long hallway. You open your mouth to say all the things you never got to say—*I’m sorry, I miss you, why did you leave?*—but no sound comes out. Or worse, they don’t hear you. They just smile a sad, distant smile and turn away, leaving you shouting into a void.

You wake up with your heart pounding, the silence of your room heavier than it was before you slept.

That feeling, that desperate need for one last conversation, is a ghost. It haunts the hallways of our minds far more relentlessly than any chain-rattling specter. It’s the ghost of unresolved grief. And it’s what drove five friends back to the place where their lives fractured forever.

This is the story of Alex, Maya, Chloe, Jason, and Sam. On the surface, they’re heading into the dense, forgotten woods of the Black Elk Range for a memorial hike. A final tribute to their friend, Leo, who died there in a tragic fall years ago. They’ve packed tents, trail mix, and a small urn of his ashes. They think they’re going to find closure. They think that by facing the place where he died, they can finally quiet the ghosts.

They are tragically, terribly wrong.

Because some places don't forget. Some places are soaked in memory, in pain and regret. The Black Elk Range is one of those places. It has a history, a folklore the tourists ignore and the locals whisper about. They say the mountain *listens*. That it remembers the emotions left behind—the anger, the guilt, the sorrow—and plays them back for those who dare to tread its paths.

As we follow these five friends up the winding trails, we're going to see how the wilderness can strip away the comfortable lies we tell ourselves. The convenient fictions that hold a group of friends together will begin to fray, thread by thread. You’ll see a pragmatic leader haunted by what he found, a scientist who trusts only data forced to confront the impossible, an empath who feels the mountain’s dread like a physical illness, a joker whose laughter is a shield for a crushing secret, and a quiet historian who might be the only one who understands the true danger they’re in.

Let me be honest with you. This is a story about what happens when the ghost you're chasing turns around and starts chasing you back. It's about the terrifying realization that the monster in the woods isn't just a legend; it's a mirror, reflecting the darkness you brought with you.

So, grab your pack. The trail is steep, and the air is getting cold. They're about to take their first step. And we're going with them.
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Chapter 1: The Point of No Return
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Picture this: It's a crisp, late-autumn morning. The kind where the air is so clean it stings your lungs, and the sun is a weak, pale disc in the sky. A beat-up Subaru is parked at a deserted trailhead, its trunk gaping open like a mouth. The signpost, weathered and green with moss, reads: BLACK ELK RANGE – NORTH TRAIL. An arrow points toward a wall of silent, imposing pine trees.

This is where we meet them.

Alex is in charge, of course. He always is. He moves with a brisk, almost military efficiency, pulling out backpacks and ticking off a mental checklist. He’s the one who organized this whole thing, who sent the group texts and booked the dates. He calls it a “final healing exercise,” a phrase that sounds like it came from a grief pamphlet. But if you look closely, really look, you can see the tension coiled in his shoulders. His pragmatism is a suit of armor, and it’s been a long time since he’s taken it off. He was the one who found Leo’s body all those years ago, tangled in the gnarled roots of a fallen cedar. You don’t just walk away from a memory like that.

Then there’s Maya, leaning against the car, arms crossed, tapping her foot. She’s a geologist, someone who understands the world in layers of rock and sediment, in timelines measured in eons. To her, Leo’s death was a tragedy, yes, but a explainable one. Gravity, loose scree, a moment of carelessness. She’s here for her friends, a pillar of rationality in what she sees as a tide of messy emotion. She’s checking the compass on her watch, already annoyed. “The barometric pressure is dropping,” she announces to no one in particular. “We should expect a front by tomorrow.”

Chloe hears her but doesn’t respond. She’s staring at the wall of trees, her hand resting on a small, smooth stone in her pocket. She’s the group’s emotional barometer. While Maya reads the sky, Chloe reads the silences between people. She’s been having dreams for weeks now—vivid, suffocating dreams of tangled branches and a sound like static. She didn’t want to come. Every instinct screamed at her to stay home. But how do you tell your friends, “I think the mountain is angry”?

Jason, meanwhile, is trying to break the tension with a joke. He’s always the one trying to break the tension. “Alright, gang, who packed the marshmallows? I’m not communing with Leo’s spirit on an empty stomach.” He pulls a goofy face, but his eyes don’t smile. They dart around, never quite landing on anyone. He’s a man running from a silence, and he fills it with noise. The day Leo died, Jason had a blistering, unforgivable fight with him. He’s never told anyone the specifics. The guilt has been his shadow ever since.

And finally, there’s Sam. Quiet, observant Sam. They’re standing a little apart from the others, holding a worn leather-bound notebook. While the others see a forest, Sam sees a story. They’ve spent the last month buried in local archives and digitized county records, fascinated by the folklore of the Black Elk Range. They’ve read the whispers about disappearances that predate modern park rangers, tales of a presence in the hills the old settlers called “The Listeners.” For Sam, this isn’t just a memorial. It’s a field study. They just don’t realize they’re about to become part of the legend themselves.

“Everyone ready?” Alex asks, his voice a little too loud in the quiet.

No one answers for a moment. The air is thick with unspoken things. Ready for what? Ready to hike for six hours? Or ready to face the memory of a dead friend in the place that killed him?

Jason claps his hands together. “Born ready! Let’s go exorcise some demons!”

The joke lands with a thud.

Alex slams the trunk shut. The sound echoes, sharp and final. He shoulders his pack, his face set like stone. “Let’s move out.”

One by one, they follow him past the mossy signpost and into the shadows of the pines. The temperature drops a few degrees almost instantly. The sunlight is choked off by the dense canopy, and the air smells of damp earth and decay. It feels less like a beginning and
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The mountain never forgets...
and it never forgives.
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