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Chapter 1: The Return to the Nightmare
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I'm back. The word itself twisted on my tongue like a venomous snake, leaving a bitter taste of regret and terror. Ten years of fleeing, ten years spent trying to bury my demons under layers of scorching asphalt and the deafening anonymity of metropolises, yet here I was. The wheels of my old sedan, a creaking shell that had absorbed too many of my nervous sighs, once again crunched over the dirt road leading to Blackwood Creek. Every curve of this dusty road was a stab to the heart, not just for the pain, but for the chilling sensation that those memories had never been dormant, but merely lying in wait, anticipating my return.

Fragments of a childhood I thought I had sealed away in a corner of my mind so dark and deep as to be inaccessible, now leaped out at me like ghosts, whispering promises of horror. My adult life had been a desperate race, a compulsive flight away from this place, an obsessive, almost maniacal attempt to leave behind the unbearable shadow of a pain that had consumed me. My childhood, well, it had been irrevocably scarred, torn apart, destroyed by the disappearance of Luca, my younger brother. It happened in the nearby woods, a place that, in my tormented mind, had transformed from a sanctuary of innocent games and crystalline laughter into an abyss of inexplicable horror, a dark portal from which nothing had returned. The pain of that loss, the crushing feeling of absolute powerlessness that had shattered my soul, and the silent guilt – a mute and persistent guilt for having survived, for breathing when he no longer could – had forced me to run. I had sought refuge in distant cities, where the crowds and noise were a veil, a self-imposed prison that offered the illusion of safety, where anonymity was the only balm, however insufficient, for my ravaged soul. But the balm had stopped working, and the wounds had reopened, festering.

But now, driven by an unknown force that pulled me like an invisible yet unbreakable thread, by a primal and incomprehensible call, and by a strange, persistent unease that had gnawed at my nights for months – vivid nightmares, whispers in the dark, the sensation of being watched even when alone – I had to yield. It was time to confront what had tormented me for so long. The call had become too strong to ignore, a kind of echo resonating deep within my being, promising not answers, but rather a final confrontation, a last, chilling reckoning with my past.

The dirt road leading to Blackwood Creek was overgrown with wild vegetation, a ribbon of gray earth almost suffocated by the dark, menacing green of the trees. The trees, once my familiar playmates and perfect hiding places for our innocent adventures, now seemed enveloped in a palpable veil of darkness. Their thick canopies stretched out like clawed fingers scratching a bruised, foreboding sky. It almost seemed as if the woods themselves had expanded, had breathed and widened, swallowing the edges of the road, transforming the passage into a path through a gorge of almost hostile vegetation, as if nature itself wanted to repel me, or trap me. I felt small, insignificant, almost suffocated by this green immensity that once reassured me, and that now oppressed me with a vice-like grip of terror.

My car, an almost agonizing vehicle that had seen better days, coughed and wheezed like a wounded animal as it tackled the final ascent. The engine let out an almost human moan, a heartbreaking sound, as if even it sensed the oppressive and unhealthy atmosphere of this place. The sun was a distant memory, swallowed by low, heavy clouds that promised incessant rain, adding a touch of glacial grayness to an already bleak and desolate atmosphere. I slowly lowered the window, almost hesitating, and the air that entered the cabin was cold and sharp, laden with the damp smell of wet earth and moss, but also something undefined, an almost metallic and putrid note, like rusted iron or dried blood, that made my stomach clench with nausea. And beneath it all, a subtle, almost imperceptible, sickly sweet scent, like flowers left to rot in stagnant water. It was the unmistakable smell of Blackwood Creek, a scent I had never forgotten, although my mind had desperately tried to remove it. It entered my nostrils, clung to my clothes, and permeated my lungs, and it was as if it told me, in a deep, guttural voice: "You're back, Marta. And we, here in the darkness, have been waiting for you. There is no escape."

As the car proceeded with unnerving slowness, the outlines of the village began to become visible through the dense, almost impenetrable, curtain of trees. Not much had changed, I thought with a cold shiver that ran down my spine, a shiver that had nothing to do with the external temperature. The dark wooden houses seemed smaller, more shriveled, almost crumpled under the weight of years and an abandonment that felt like a curse. Some windows were blind, dark, like empty skeleton eyes; others showed just a faint flicker of light, trembling and almost suffocated, like half-closed eyes watching me from behind the veil of the approaching night. The central square, where children once played ball and elders gathered to exchange chatter and laughter, was now deserted, the pavement covered with dry leaves and debris carried by a wind that never seemed to cease. An unsettling quiet hung over everything, a silence so deep and unnatural that it seemed to absorb every sound, making even the tired rumble of my engine almost irrelevant, like a whisper in the abyss. It wasn't the reassuring silence of sleeping nature, but an absence, almost a suspension, as if the entire village was holding its breath. And I, against my will, with it. I felt a shiver run down my spine, the sensation of being an intruder, bait.

I parked in front of the old family house, the engine finally falling silent, leaving only the rustle of the wind and the hammering beat of my heart. It was identical to how I had left it, or so it seemed at first glance, in this oppressive twilight. The dark green paint on the shutters was peeling in many places, revealing the bare, rotting wood, like infected wounds. The wooden planks of the porch creaked under my weight as I stepped out of the car, a mournful groan that seemed to come from the depths of the house itself. The garden had become a wild and impenetrable jungle; climbing roses had wrapped around the porch railing like hungry, thorny snakes, and the tall, dark grass almost completely hid the driveway, as if it wanted to swallow me. Every detail spoke of total abandonment, of a time frozen that refused to move forward, just as my life had stopped, had crystallized, the day Luca disappeared. I pulled the rusted key from my bag; the cold metal burned in the palm of my hand, an almost painful contact. I had kept it all these years, a small tangible object that bound me to a past I desperately tried to forget. But now, that key was a weight, a burden, a condemnation, and at the same time the only thing that pushed me forward, into the unknown.

The lock clicked with a hoarse groan, a shrill, piercing sound that perforated my eardrums and made me jump. The air inside was stagnant, cold as a shroud, and dusty, laden with the smell of old damp, rotting wood and, above all, memories. Memories that were like ghosts, silent and chilling presences. The white sheets over the furniture, like spectral shrouds, made the house seem like a ghost of itself, a mausoleum, a museum of an existence interrupted and never resumed. The faint, dying light filtering through the opaque windows cast long dancing shadows on the walls, distorting them into grotesque and menacing figures, making me start at every small sound I couldn't identify. My heart pounded wildly in my chest, a deafening drum that seemed ready to burst through my rib cage, ready to explode. Every step I took echoed in the deafening silence of the house, unnaturally amplified, carrying the crushing weight of ten years of absence, of a life lived elsewhere, but never truly free, never truly alive. Every breath felt like a theft, every beat a condemnation. The house itself seemed to breathe with me, a slow, ancient, almost menacing breath. And sometimes, in the unnatural silence, I was almost certain I heard a faint rustle coming from upstairs, a sound like a dragging step, or perhaps, the fabric of a dress brushing against the floor.

I moved slowly through the living room, my fingers brushing against the covered furniture, feeling the accumulated dust under my fingertips, a dust that smelled of time and oblivion. Every object spoke to me, whispered stories of a happy and then shattered past: the old mahogany dresser where my mother kept the good dishes, those for special occasions that would never come again. The blackened fireplace, where in winter the fire burned, warming our evenings with laughter, stories, and the comforting smell of burning wood. And then, the family portrait hanging above the fireplace: my parents smiling, their young, carefree faces looking at me with a posthumous sadness, me small with messy braids, and Luca, my curly-haired, rebellious little brother, with a smile so open and infectious that it squeezed my heart until it hurt, a physical pain that took my breath away. My eyes lingered on Luca, on his innocent smile, unaware of the chilling fate that awaited him. A knot formed in my throat, a bitter and painful lump, and I had to swallow hard, almost choking, to hold back the tears that threatened to surface, tears I hadn't cried in years, but here, everything pushed me to do so, to despair, to scream.

The vision of Luca at the edge of the woods, with that backpack on his shoulders, had never been a photograph, but a vivid, burned-in snapshot in my mind. And then, the memory that gripped my stomach, a secret I had never told anyone: the small argument that morning. I had told him I was too old to play "monster hunters" with him in the woods, that I was tired of his stories. I had pushed him away, perhaps too hard. He had turned, hurt, his eyes glistening, and had gone into the woods alone. That phrase, "too tired of his stories," now repeated in my head, a condemnation, a hammer incessantly pounding on my skull. Every breath I took, every beat of my heart, was a theft, an injustice. Luca was under that earth, who knows where, and I was here, breathing the air he no longer could. Guilt burned in my veins like acid, and sometimes, in those ten years, I had only wished to stop breathing, to stop feeling, to reach the peace he had found, or oblivion.

My mission wasn't just a desperate attempt to find answers, but also to honor his memory, to make sense of an absence that had devoured me. "For years, the police had filed the case as a 'tragic accident': a mundane event, perhaps a wild animal attack or a sudden illness in the woods." But I had never believed that version. Never. Luca knew those woods like the back of his hand, every path, every tree, every secret hiding place. We had always played there, building forts, exploring every hidden trail, every mysterious clearing. There was something intrinsically wrong with that explanation, a black hole in my soul that no logic had ever managed to fill, an unfathomable void that had always tormented me. I felt, with a certainty that chilled my blood, that there was more. A secret hidden in the depths of the woods, something dark, primal, and unspeakable that was just waiting to be discovered
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