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On an ordinary summer morning in 1990, the body of fifteen-year-old Jane Argosy was discovered by a young couple near Rosen Dam—just half a mile from County High School. She had been savagely abused. Her face was mutilated beyond recognition, grotesquely deformed.

Roughly an hour later, her boyfriend, sixteen-year-old Ray Marlowe, was seen crawling onto Edison’s Road by an old farmer making his daily rounds. Ray's right leg was broken. His back bore several stab wounds. And like Jane, his face had been horribly disfigured.

When questioned, Ray’s voice was a broken mumble, haunted by what he’d endured. He claimed they had been attacked by something. "Some Thing," he repeated, the words catching in his throat, a chilling refrain. He recounted trying desperately to shield Jane, only for the Thing to turn on him, stabbing him repeatedly in the back, crushing his leg with what felt like impossible, bare-handed force, leaving them both for dead.

He recalled Jane nudging him awake, mumbling something he couldn’t understand. He’d urged her to stay still, to conserve her dwindling energy. Then, in a desperate, pain-fueled attempt to find help, he crawled towards the distant road.

The news of Jane’s death delivered a final, crushing blow. Ray’s mind seemed to break, slipping into a profound state of shock that doctors later described as akin to a stroke. He was committed to a psychiatric hospital, where he eventually faded away. His final words, whispered to no one and everyone, were a heartbreaking echo of his devotion: “My love... love of my life.”

The terror, however, did not die with Ray. Later that same year, three more students were attacked under disturbingly similar circumstances. Another fell victim the following spring. Over the years, the frequency of the attacks diminished, but the chilling accounts of the survivors remained horrifyingly consistent. Those who lived, forever marked by physical scars and psychological trauma, all spoke of being assaulted by a monstrous entity. "A grotesque Thing," they called it 
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MAY OF 2007. ROBERT Lake, a name that once commanded respect in the cutthroat world of journalism, now merely echoed faintly in the industry's halls. The celebrated journalist, still holding the reins as editor-in-chief at FINDINGS—the largest media group in Lucian province and the country's third largest—received a package at his doorstep. 

Inside, he found a file—a thick collection of papers, stark photographs, and a map, unsettlingly marked with highlighted points. Tucked within was a letter, addressed directly to him.

To: Monsieur Robert Lake, Editor-in-Chief at FINDINGS

Greetings,

My name is Pete Tai. I'm a former student of County High, and I still live in the County area. I'm the one with crossed arms, in the attached photograph.

If you're reading this, then I wasn’t able to come to you in person as I’d planned. That could mean any number of things. I’ve been part of something, planning something... a venture I can only hope we succeed in. 

Strangely, fear isn't a feeling I recognize anymore. It’s been replaced by something else, perhaps the exhaustion of having lived what feels like several lifetimes in just the past few months we've been here. 

Regardless, my purpose in writing is to inform you—and through your esteemed platform, hopefully, the world—of the truth behind the events that have haunted this little town.

If the name 'The County' rings any bells, it's likely because of the student disappearances, the brutal attacks, the deaths. They made headlines, even if the truth never did.

Knowing your reputation, Mr. Lake, your unwavering integrity, I trust you will approach this not as mere fancy or folklore, but as a matter of fact. With the facts laid bare, a meaningful solution just might be forged—one that ensures this remains a singular horror. 

I’ve broken my account into several distinct sections. I hope this structure provides clarity, detailing how my family came to be in the County, how we, a small group from the Class of 2007, painstakingly pieced together a horrifying truth, and how—against all logic and odds—we intend to finally stop the thing that has preyed upon this town for decades.

Not everyone believed in it. Some still refuse to. But that doesn’t stop it from existing.

I only ask that you consider what I present to you. That you read with an open mind.

—Pete
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LAKE’S FIRST, CYNICAL instinct screamed dismissal. A crackpot letter, no doubt. Another desperate, attention-seeking tip from a nobody, destined for the circular file. Yet, beneath the ingrained skepticism, a different voice whispered—a low, persistent hum of promise. A chance to claw back the name, the reputation, he felt slipping away.

Curiosity stirred. He set the file aside, the weight of it lingering in his periphery... then, inevitably, he picked it up again.

That evening, the familiar ritual played out: a predictable, hollow rendezvous with an escort at an exclusive club and motel, a habit that had long since replaced anything resembling genuine connection in his life. 

Back in the sterile quiet of his suite, the city lights a distant, uncaring glow, Lake poured himself a glass of scotch. The amber liquid swirled, reflecting the unresolved tension within him. He carried the drink to the small desk, the file waiting.

He opened it; read it all in one sitting, each page pulling him deeper, each section conjuring vivid images.
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Part One: Welcome to County
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Before The County, we lived in Hevel. It was home until the recession tore through the Metropolis, gutting businesses and leaving families adrift, scrambling for footing. When everything fell apart, Mama—Wendy—made the hard call. She packed us up, my sister Grace and me, and we came here.

My aunt had a modest place in the town. Not much, but enough. We could settle in for a while. Figure out what to do next.

Honestly, the transition was smoother than I had braced myself for.

It was pretty much what I expected it to be, The County: small, quiet, the kind of place where most people farmed and everyone knew everyone else. It spoke to the soul, it did. Of course, we'd heard the stories—the disappearances, the attacks, the brutal deaths—they were part of its grim history. But the town seemed to have absorbed the trauma, moved on, or at least, presented a convincing facade of having done so. "All in the past," they'd say with a nod, and for a while, it genuinely felt that way.

We were welcomed with open arms. My aunt was well known and well liked around here, and being her family gave us an automatic pass. No place says community like The County. That’s for darn sure.

Grace and I were enrolled in school almost immediately. Mama never was one to let grass grow under her feet, especially when there was a new path to forge.

The students, like the adults, were quite easy to get along with. Heck, I made friends on my very first day, which was a first for me. There was Liz—easily the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. She smelled like bubblegum. I’d also say she was the most reasonable of the group. Her cousin Jamie—short for James—was the quiet one, always grinning.

Then there was Suzie. She did javelin, though judging by her small frame, you could never tell she'd be so strong.

And then there was Ben. Ben was... an anomaly. Skinny as a rail, all sharp angles and nervous energy. He had this constant habit of pulling off his glasses – thick lenses that seemed to hold the weight of the world – and polishing them, whether they were smudged or perfectly clean. It was a tic, a moment of quiet focus before he'd drop some utterly strange, completely unrelated thought into the middle of a conversation, like a sudden, fascinating glitch in the fabric of reality.

But beneath the quirks, he was brilliant. Undeniably, breathtakingly brilliant. The kind of smart that made even the most seasoned teachers pause, reconsidering their own understanding before daring to correct him. In class, there was an unspoken respect for him, a recognition of his sharp mind, even if no one could ever claim to fully understand the labyrinthine paths his thoughts took.
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK brought a new face to County High: Archie Woods. At first glance, there was nothing overtly remarkable about
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