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Chapter 1: The Road To Blackthorn Hollow

October 2023 

Emily Carter stood at the kitchen window of their small Louisville apartment and watched the rain slide down the glass. The city lights blurred behind the water, transforming familiar streets into ghostly shapes. She pressed a hand against her lower back and winced. 

Eight months pregnant. 

Every movement felt heavier now. 

Every day carried new discomfort. 

Yet physical exhaustion was the least of her worries. 

The clock on the microwave displayed 11:47 p.m. 

Henry still wasn't home. 

Emily tried convincing herself everything was fine. 

He was probably working late. 

Maybe meeting someone. 

Maybe trying to solve the financial disaster that had swallowed their lives over the past year. 

But deep down she knew better. 

Nothing about their situation was fine. 

The apartment no longer felt like home. It felt like a waiting room where bad news arrived daily. 

Bills piled up on the kitchen counter. 

Unopened envelopes covered the table. 

Final notices. 

Collection letters. 

Warnings. 

The consequences of Henry's failed investment business. 

At first, he had promised it was temporary. 

A rough patch. 

A setback. 

Then came the loans. 

Then more loans. 

Then silence whenever Emily asked questions. 

The sound of tires screeching outside snapped her attention toward the street. 

She pulled the curtain aside. 

A black SUV stopped across the road. 

Her stomach tightened. 

Two men climbed out. 

Neither looked friendly. 

Both wore dark jackets despite the unusually warm evening. 

One pointed toward their apartment building. 

The other nodded. 

Emily's pulse quickened. 

A terrible feeling crawled through her chest. 

She stepped away from the window. 

Five minutes later the apartment door burst open. 

Henry stumbled inside. 

Blood stained the collar of his shirt. 

His breathing was ragged. 

His face looked pale. 

For a second Emily simply stared. 

Then panic took over. 

"Oh my God." 

She rushed toward him. 

"What happened?" 

Henry locked the door immediately. 

Then he hurried to every window, pulling curtains closed. 

His hands shook. 

Emily had never seen him like this before. 

Not even during their worst arguments. 

Not even when he admitted losing their savings. 

"Henry." 

He finally looked at her. 

Fear filled his eyes. 

Real fear. 

The kind that comes from knowing something terrible is coming. 

"We have to leave." 

The words hit her harder than she expected. 

"Leave where?" 

"Anywhere." 

"What happened?" 

Henry sat heavily in a chair. 

For several moments he stared at the floor. 

Then he spoke. 

"The men I borrowed from found me." 

Emily felt cold. 

She knew about the debts. 

What she hadn't known was who owned them. 

"You borrowed from criminals?" 

His silence answered her. 

Emily closed her eyes. 

For months she had defended him. 

Believed him. 

Trusted him. 

Now another secret emerged. 

Another lie. 

"They attacked you?" 

Henry nodded. 

"They said I have forty-eight hours." 

"For what?" 

"To pay everything." 

Emily laughed bitterly. 

Not because anything was funny. 

Because the situation had become absurd. 

"Henry, we don't have that kind of money." 

"I know." 

The apartment grew silent. 

Rain tapped against the windows. 

Far below, traffic moved through the city. 

Normal life continued. 

Meanwhile theirs was falling apart. 

"What are we going to do?" Emily whispered. 

Henry rubbed his face. 

"I know a place." 

She looked at him. 

"A friend owns land in eastern Kentucky. It's isolated." 

"You're talking about hiding." 

"We don't have another choice." 

Emily lowered herself into a chair. 

The baby shifted inside her. 

Almost as if sensing her distress. 

For a long time neither spoke. 

Eventually Henry reached for her hand. 

"I'm sorry." 

The words sounded sincere. 

But apologies could not erase months of lies. 

Or the danger now surrounding them. 

"What else aren't you telling me?" she asked quietly. 

His expression changed. 

Only for a moment. 

A brief flicker. 

Gone almost instantly. 

Yet Emily noticed it. 

And something inside her tightened. 

"Nothing," he said. 

The answer felt rehearsed. 

A little too quick. 

A little too perfect. 

Still, she said nothing. 

By dawn they were packing. 

The apartment looked smaller than ever. 

Cardboard boxes sat abandoned near the walls. 

Photographs disappeared into suitcases. 

Clothes were thrown together carelessly. 

Neither knew if they would ever return. 

Emily folded baby clothes while fighting tears. 

Tiny pink socks. 

A small blanket. 

A stuffed rabbit purchased weeks earlier. 

The nursery they planned would never be finished. 

At least not here. 

Around seven in the morning a knock echoed through the hallway. 

Both froze. 

The knock came again. 

Harder this time. 

Henry moved silently toward the door. 

Emily's heart hammered. 

The third knock sounded like a threat. 

Not a request. 

Whoever stood outside wasn't leaving. 

The doorknob rattled. 

Emily gasped. 

Then a voice called through the wood. 

"Open up." 

A man's voice. 

Cold. 

Patient. 

Dangerous. 

Henry grabbed their bags. 

"Back door." 

The words barely escaped his lips. 

They hurried through the kitchen. 

Out a rear stairwell. 

Into an alley behind the building. 

Rain soaked them instantly. 

Emily struggled to keep up. 

Her pregnancy made running impossible. 

Every step felt painfully slow. 

Behind them a crash echoed through the apartment. 

The front door had been forced open. 

The men were inside. 

Searching. 

Looking. 

Hunting. 

Henry grabbed her hand. 

"Come on." 

They hurried toward an old pickup truck parked two streets away. 

Emily's breathing became uneven. 

Fear mixed with exhaustion. 

She looked back once. 

A mistake. 

One of the men stood at the alley entrance. 

Watching. 

Their eyes met briefly. 

The man's expression remained calm. 

Almost amused. 

As though he knew something she didn't. 

As though their escape meant nothing. 

Henry shoved their bags into the truck. 

"Get in." 

Emily climbed inside. 

Seconds later they were speeding away. 

The city disappeared behind them. 

For several miles neither spoke. 

The silence felt unbearable. 

Finally Emily looked at her husband. 

The man beside her suddenly seemed unfamiliar. 

How much did she truly know about him? 

How many secrets remained hidden? 

How many lies had built the foundation of their marriage? 

The questions lingered. 

Unanswered. 

Outside the window, Kentucky's rolling countryside replaced city streets. 

Fields stretched beneath gray skies. 

Small towns appeared and vanished. 

Hours passed. 

The farther they traveled, the more isolated the landscape became. 

Eventually Emily drifted into an uneasy sleep. 

She dreamed of children. 

Three children standing in a field. 

A boy. 

Two girls. 

Their clothes looked old-fashioned. 

Their faces pale. 

One girl held a doll missing an eye. 

The children stared at her silently. 

Behind them stood a woman dressed in white. 

Her long hair covered most of her face. 

Yet Emily sensed profound sadness radiating from her. 

The woman slowly lifted her hand. 

Not in greeting. 

In warning. 

Suddenly blood began flowing from the ground around them. 

Dark red rivers spread across the field. 

The children vanished. 

The woman remained. 

Then she spoke. 

A single sentence. 

"Protect her." 

Emily woke with a gasp. 

Her hand instantly moved to her stomach. 

The baby kicked. 

Alive. 

Safe. 

For now. 

The truck continued along a narrow country road. 

Henry glanced toward her. 

"You okay?" 

Emily hesitated. 

Then nodded. 

Just a dream. 

Only a dream. 

Yet the unease remained. 

The sky darkened further as afternoon approached. 

Heavy clouds gathered overhead. 

The landscape became increasingly empty. 

Cornfields stretched endlessly toward the horizon. 

Road signs became rare. 

Cell service disappeared. 

Civilization felt distant. 

Almost forgotten. 

Then Emily noticed something strange. 

An old roadside cross. 

Weathered by years of rain and wind. 

Dozens of ribbons hung from it. 

Children's ribbons. 

Pink. 

White. 

Yellow. 

The sight sent an inexplicable chill through her body. 

A mile later another cross appeared. 

Then another. 

And another. 

Each decorated with faded ribbons. 

Each standing beside the road like a silent memorial. 

Emily frowned. 

"What happened here?" 

Henry followed her gaze. 

"I don't know." 

But his answer lacked conviction. 

The road curved sharply. 

A cracked wooden sign emerged ahead. 

Blackthorn Hollow. 

Population 214. 

The words looked faded. 

Ancient. 

Almost erased by time. 

As they passed the sign, a powerful gust of wind swept across the fields. 

The corn stalks bent violently. 

For a brief second Emily thought she saw figures moving among them. 

Dozens of figures. 

Children. 

Watching the truck. 

Watching her. 

Then the moment passed. 

Only corn remained. 

Nothing else. 

Yet an overwhelming certainty settled inside her. 

Their troubles had not been left behind in Louisville. 

They had followed them here. 

And something was waiting in Blackthorn Hollow. 

Something that had been waiting for a very long time. 

The deeper they traveled into Blackthorn Hollow, the more Emily felt as though they were crossing into another world. 

The road narrowed until it became little more than a strip of cracked asphalt cutting through endless fields. The corn rose high on both sides, forming walls that blocked much of the surrounding landscape. Gray clouds hung low overhead, casting long shadows across the countryside. 

The farther they drove, the quieter everything became. 

No gas stations. 

No stores. 

No traffic. 

Nothing. 

Only the wind moving through the corn. 

Emily looked down at her phone. 

No signal. 

Not even a single bar. 

A strange feeling settled over her. 

She suddenly realized how completely isolated they were. 

If something happened, there would be no quick way to call for help. 

No neighbors nearby. 

No police station around the corner. 

No hospital within minutes. 

The thought made her uncomfortable. 

Henry seemed focused on the road. 

Too focused. 

As though he wanted to avoid conversation. 

Emily studied him quietly. 

The bruises on his face had darkened since morning. 

A cut above his eyebrow remained swollen. 

Yet what disturbed her most wasn't his injuries. 

It was the distance growing between them. 

The secrets. 

The silence. 

The things he wasn't saying. 

She had married a man she believed she knew completely. 

Lately she wasn't so sure. 

A few miles later, the cornfields finally opened. 

A cluster of old houses appeared ahead. 

Blackthorn Hollow. 

The village looked frozen in time. 

Weathered wooden homes stood scattered across the landscape. 

Many appeared decades old. 

Paint peeled from walls. 

Porches sagged. 

Fences leaned sideways. 

A few residents watched from windows as the truck passed. 

Their expressions were unreadable. 

Nobody waved. 

Nobody smiled. 

They simply stared. 

Emily shifted uneasily. 

"Friendly town." 

Henry forced a laugh. 

"They probably don't get many visitors." 

Maybe that was true. 

Yet something felt wrong. 

The people weren't curious. 

They looked cautious. 

Almost nervous. 

As though outsiders brought trouble. 

The truck continued through the village. 

Emily noticed something else. 

There were almost no children. 

In a community this size, she expected to see kids riding bicycles or playing outside. 

Instead there was nothing. 

Not a single child. 

The absence felt strange. 

Almost unnatural. 

A church stood near the center of town. 

Its white paint had faded long ago. 

A rusted bell tower rose above the surrounding buildings. 

Near the entrance sat several women dressed in dark clothing. 

They stopped talking as the truck passed. 

Their eyes followed Emily. 

One elderly woman slowly made the sign of the cross. 

A chill traveled through Emily's body. 

"Did you see that?" she asked. 

Henry glanced toward the church. 

"What?" 

"Nothing." 

She decided not to mention it. 

The farther they traveled, the more uncomfortable she became. 

Eventually the village disappeared behind them. 

The truck turned onto a dirt road. 

Massive fields stretched endlessly ahead. 

Near the horizon stood a large farmhouse. 

Old. 

Weathered. 

Lonely. 

The structure looked as though it had survived generations of storms. 

A wraparound porch surrounded the house. 

Several barns stood nearby. 

Cornfields bordered the property on three sides. 

The final side opened toward a dark patch of woodland. 

Henry slowed the truck. 

"This is it." 

Emily stared at the farmhouse. 

Something about the place felt heavy. 

The feeling wasn't logical. 

Nothing appeared threatening. 

Yet her instincts immediately warned her that something was wrong. 

A man emerged from the barn as they parked. 

Tall and lean, with broad shoulders and sun-weathered skin. 

A faded baseball cap covered his dark hair. 

When he saw Henry, a smile appeared on his face. 

"Henry!" 

The man walked quickly toward them. 

Henry climbed out and embraced him. 

"Caleb." 

The two men exchanged greetings before Caleb turned toward Emily. His smile softened. 

"You must be Emily." 

Emily stepped forward. 

"Nice to meet you." 

Caleb shook her hand. 

His grip felt strong but respectful. 

For the first time all day, Emily felt a slight sense of relief. 

At least Caleb appeared normal. 

Kind, even. 

"Long drive?" he asked. 

"Very." 

"You both look exhausted." 

"We are." 

Caleb nodded toward the house. 

"My mother prepared a room for you." 

As if summoned by the mention of her name, the front door opened. 

An older woman stepped onto the porch. 

She looked to be in her late sixties. 

Her silver hair was tied neatly behind her head. 

Deep wrinkles lined her face. 

Sharp eyes examined everything. 

The moment her gaze landed on Emily's stomach, something changed. The woman froze. 

Fear flashed across her features. 

A very brief flash. 

Gone almost instantly. 

Yet Emily saw it. 

The older woman descended the porch steps slowly. 

Caleb smiled. 

"Emily, this is my mother, Margaret." 

Margaret stopped directly in front of her. 

The old woman's eyes remained fixed on Emily's stomach. 

Several uncomfortable seconds passed. 

Then Margaret spoke. 

"You shouldn't have come here." 

Silence followed. 

Emily blinked. 

Unsure whether she had heard correctly. 

Caleb immediately sighed. 

"Mom." 

Margaret ignored him. 

Her gaze remained locked on Emily. 

A strange sadness appeared in her eyes. 

Not hostility. 

Not anger. 

Sadness. 

The kind carried by someone who knows something terrible. 

Emily forced a polite smile. 

"I'm sorry?" 

Margaret finally looked up. 

The older woman seemed to realize what she had said. 

Her expression hardened. 

Then she simply turned around. 

"I'll prepare dinner." 

Without another word, she walked back toward the house. 

Emily exchanged a glance with Caleb. 

He laughed awkwardly. 

"Don't mind her." 

"What was that about?" Emily asked. 

Caleb scratched the back of his neck. 

"She's old." 

That answer explained nothing. 

Yet Emily chose not to press further. 

Inside, the farmhouse felt larger than expected. 

Antique furniture filled most rooms. 

Old family photographs lined the walls. 

A grandfather clock ticked steadily in the hallway. 

The scent of wood and age lingered everywhere. 

Despite its appearance, the house felt surprisingly well maintained. 

Margaret clearly cared for it. 

Emily noticed numerous religious symbols throughout the home. 

Crosses. 

Paintings of saints. 

Scripture verses framed on walls. 

Some rooms contained more than a dozen. 

The number seemed excessive. 

Almost obsessive. 

As though the house needed protection from something. 

The thought arrived unexpectedly. 

And refused to leave. 

After settling into their room, Emily decided to take a short walk before dinner. 

The fresh air helped ease some of the stiffness in her back. 

She wandered toward the rear of the property. 

The cornfields towered nearby. 

Rows upon rows stretching endlessly into the distance. 

The setting sun cast golden light across the stalks. 

At first glance, the view appeared beautiful. 

Peaceful. 

Then she heard laughter. 

Children laughing. 

Emily stopped. 

The sound seemed to come from inside the field. 

She listened carefully. 

There it was again. 

A boy's laughter. 

Followed by a girl's. 

Relieved to finally hear children nearby, Emily smiled. 

She stepped closer. 

"Hello?" 

The laughter stopped instantly. 

Silence returned. 

Emily frowned. 

Perhaps they were hiding. 

Playing some game. 

Then movement caught her eye. 

Several rows deep within the corn. 

A small figure. 

A child. 

The figure darted between stalks. 

Too quickly for her to see clearly. 

Emily took another step forward. 

The air suddenly felt colder. 

Much colder. 

The smile disappeared from her face. 

A strange uneasiness crept through her chest. 

Something told her not to enter. 

Not to follow. 

Not to take another step. 

The feeling was so powerful she immediately stopped. 

A moment later, a voice called from behind. 

"Emily." 

She jumped. 

Turning quickly, she saw Margaret standing several yards away. 

The older woman's expression was pale. 

Concerned. 

Almost frightened. 

"You must never go into those fields." 

Emily glanced back toward the corn. 

"Why?" 

Margaret hesitated. 

For several moments she seemed to debate whether to answer. 

Finally she shook her head. 

"Just don't." 

The firmness in her voice ended the conversation. 

Margaret turned and walked back toward the house. 

Emily remained standing there. 

Watching the corn sway gently in the evening breeze. 

For a brief moment, she thought she saw three small faces staring at her from between the stalks. 

A boy. 

Two girls. 

Then they vanished. 

As though they had never been there at all. 

And for the second time that day, Emily felt the unmistakable sensation that someone—or something—had been waiting for her arrival. 

Dinner that evening was quieter than Emily expected. 

The farmhouse dining room was illuminated by a pair of antique chandeliers that cast a warm golden glow across the table. Outside, darkness had settled over Blackthorn Hollow. The windows reflected only the room behind them, turning the glass into black mirrors. 

Margaret served roasted chicken, vegetables, and fresh bread without saying much. Caleb attempted to keep the conversation alive, asking about Louisville, Emily's charity work, and the baby. 

Emily answered politely. 

Henry contributed only when necessary. 

The tension between them remained. 

Not obvious enough for strangers to notice. 

But impossible for Emily to ignore. 

She caught Margaret watching them several times throughout dinner. 

Not observing. 

Studying. 

Almost as though the old woman was trying to solve a puzzle. 

Each time Emily met her gaze, Margaret looked away. 

Eventually Caleb cleared his throat. 

"So, when's the baby due?" 

"About five weeks," Emily replied. 

"That's exciting." 

Emily smiled softly. 

"It is." 

The baby kicked at that exact moment. 

A gentle movement beneath her hand. 

Her smile widened. 

Despite everything happening around them, moments like that still filled her with wonder. 

The realization that another life existed inside her. 

A tiny person she hadn't met yet. 

Someone depending entirely on her. 

Someone she would do anything to protect. 

Margaret's expression darkened. 

The old woman lowered her eyes to her plate. 

Emily noticed. 

"What is it?" she asked. 

Margaret looked uncomfortable. 

"Nothing." 

"It doesn't seem like nothing." 

Caleb sighed heavily. 

"Mom." 

The warning in his voice was obvious. 

Margaret remained silent. 

For several seconds the only sound came from silverware touching plates. 

Then the old woman finally spoke. 

"Have you chosen a name?" 

Emily smiled. 

"We have a few ideas." 

"A girl?" 

Emily nodded. 

"We think so." 

The room became strangely still. 

Margaret froze. 

Caleb stopped eating. 

Even Henry looked uncomfortable. 

Emily's smile slowly disappeared. 

"Did I say something wrong?" 

"No," Caleb said quickly. 

"Of course not." 

Yet his voice sounded forced. 

Like someone trying to cover an awkward truth. 

Margaret abruptly pushed back her chair. 

"I need some air." 

Without another word, she left the dining room. 

Emily watched her disappear into the hallway. 

Something wasn't right. 

The reaction had been too strong. 

Too emotional. 

And once again, nobody seemed willing to explain why. 

After dinner, Henry excused himself to make several phone calls. 

He stepped outside onto the porch, leaving Emily alone in the living room. 

Rain had begun falling again. 

Soft droplets tapped against the windows. 

The grandfather clock in the hallway marked each passing second. 

Tick. 

Tick. 

Tick. 

The farmhouse felt different at night. 

Less welcoming. 

The shadows seemed deeper. 

The silence heavier. 

Emily settled into an old armchair with a book she had brought from home. 

She managed to read only a few pages. 

Her attention kept drifting. 

Every creak of the house sounded louder than it should. 

Every gust of wind felt significant. 

After nearly twenty minutes she gave up and closed the book. 

That was when she heard it. 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































