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The sign was so faded the green paint peeled like a sunburn: WELCOME TO THE POCOMO MOUNTAINS. FIND YOUR PEACE.

Elias Thorne grunted, downshifting the rattling ’98 pickup. "Peace," he muttered. The word felt brittle. He wasn't looking for peace; he was looking for silence. There was a difference.

The truck, loaded with two duffel bags and a toolbox, groaned up the incline. Hemlock and pine tunneled over the road, blotting out the afternoon sun and plunging the cab into a premature twilight. His cell phone had displayed No Service for the last twenty miles.

This was the end of the line.

He was running from the noise—the city, the precinct, and the unanswered questions looping behind his eyes. The last six months had been a blur of internal investigations and the sour taste of betrayal. His partner was in the ground, his badge was on a desk in admin, and he was heading to a dead man’s bolt-hole.

The gravel road ended abruptly in a small clearing. The cabin wasn’t a rustic retreat; it was a dark-stained box of logs that looked as though it were being slowly swallowed by the earth.

Elias killed the engine. The silence that followed wasn't peaceful. It was heavy, like the air before a terminal diagnosis.

He stepped out, his boots crunching on the frost-dusted needles. He scanned the tree line—a reflex he couldn't switch off. Nothing moved. Just the looming Pocomo peaks.

He climbed the three porch steps, the wood groaning under his weight. He reached for the heavy iron latch, but stopped.

The door was unlocked. Worse, a thin ribbon of gray smoke drifted from the chimney.

Elias didn't breathe. He reached back into the cab, fingers closing around the cold, familiar grip of his Glock 17. He didn't chamber a round—the click would be too loud in this unnatural quiet—but he kept the weapon low against his thigh.

He pushed the door open.

The interior was dim, smelling of woodsmoke and something sweet—cinnamon and slow-cooked meat. A fire crackled in the hearth, and a cast-iron pot hung from a hook, bubbling softly.

"Police!" Elias barked, the word sounding small in the cramped space. "Show your hands!"

No answer.

He moved through the room with a hunter’s economy, clearing the kitchenette and the shadows behind the heavy oak table. The cabin was small, barely twenty feet square, but it felt crowded. Books—hundreds of them—lined the walls, their spines cracked and ancient.

On the table sat a single bowl and a spoon, laid out as if waiting for him. Beside the bowl lay a book, Folk Tributes and Effigies of the Pocomo Valley, open to a page filled with dense, handwritten notes and a disturbing ink drawing of a figure made of twigs.

He looked up at the sleeping loft. A ladder led to a platform shrouded in darkness.

"I know you're up there," he said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous growl.

He began to climb, one hand on the ladder, the other tight on his weapon. As his head cleared the floor of the loft, he froze.

A figure sat in the corner. It was eight feet tall, draped in tattered canvas, its head a bleached-white deer skull. Its empty sockets seemed to drink the firelight.

Elias stared, his cop brain struggling to categorize the sight. Local ritual? A squatter’s joke?

Then, the floorboard creaked behind him.

He spun, pulling the Glock, his thumb clicking off the safety as he dropped from the ladder to the main floor, all in one motion.

The cabin was empty. The front door was still open, letting in the cold.

He was alone.

But the pot over the fire... it had stopped bubbling. The fire was dying, the logs suddenly smothered, as if all the oxygen had been sucked from the room.

Elias backed toward the door, his weapon raised, scanning the room. The loft. The kitchenette. The shadows.

His boot hit something on the floor.

He looked down.

Sitting perfectly in the center of the rug, where it absolutely had not been a minute ago, was a small doll. It was two feet high, made of freshly snapped twigs and black twine, mimicking the drawing in the book.

It was a perfect, tiny replica of the thing in the loft.

And in the center of its twine-wrapped head, where a mouth would be, was a single, gray crow's feather.

A gust of wind slammed the heavy cabin door shut, plunging the room into near-total darkness. The only light was the faint, dying orange ember from the hearth.

Elias heard the latch click. From the outside.

The click of the latch was final.

Elias didn't move for a full ten seconds. He stood in the smothering dark, his ears straining, listening to the cabin. Nothing. Just the metallic tink of the cooling pot hook.

He was sealed in. His cop's brain, rusty but functional, triaged the situation.

	He was in a box.

	The threat was outside.

	The fire was out, meaning he had no light.







He cursed himself. His flashlight was in the truck's glove compartment. His phone, equally useless, was on the dash.






His lighter.






He fumbled in his jeans pocket. His fingers closed around the cheap plastic. Click. No spark. Click. No spark.






He thumbed the wheel hard. CLICK. SHREK. A small, weak flame erupted, illuminating his hand, his gun, and the pale, terrified eyes of the deer skull in the loft, which seemed to lean down toward him.






He moved fast. The kerosene lamp was on the table. He lifted the glass chimney, the flame wavering, threatening to die. He touched the flame to the wick. It caught, sputtered, and then bloomed into a steady, oily yellow light.






The shadows retreated, but they didn't vanish. They just pooled in the corners, under the table, in the empty, silent loft.






The twig doll was still on the floor, its crow-feather mouth a dark slash.






He went to the door. He shoved his shoulder against it. It didn't budge. He grabbed the iron handle and pulled. Nothing. It was barred or held by a heavy, immovable weight.






"Fine," he snarled.






He moved to the front window, the one beside the door. It was an old, double-hung sash, the glass warped. He put the lamp on the floor, holstered his weapon, and worked his fingers under the wooden frame. The latch was a simple crescent-shaped swivel. He turned it.






He pushed. The frame was swollen, stuck fast in its channel with damp and age. He put his shoulder into it, grunting with effort. With a sound like a high-pitched scream, the window shot open, slamming into the top of its frame.

Cold, clean air hit his face. He grabbed the lamp, picked up his gun, and peered out. Nothing but the black outline of his truck and the wall of trees.

He put the lamp on the floor, gripped the sill, and vaulted through the window.

He landed in a crouch on the damp earth of the porch, scanning the clearing.

Left: nothing but the sagging porch rail. Right: the path to his truck. Straight ahead: the woods, black and impenetrable.

The cabin was silent. He was outside. The immediate threat was gone.

He took a breath, the cold air burning his lungs. Okay. Who? And where?

He stood, his back to the cabin wall, and edged his way along the porch, gun up, "pieing" the corner of the house. He was about to move into the dark of the side-yard when a flicker of movement caught his eye.

Not movement. A light.

At the back of the cabin. A small, square window—the kitchenette—had just gone dark.

"Police!" he shouted, his voice cracking. "Show yourself! Hands in the air!"

He sprinted off the porch, his boots sinking into the mud, and rounded the back corner of the cabin. He was met with darkness. The kitchenette window was closed, the glass reflecting the black shapes of the trees.

He moved forward, using the faint light from the front window to see.

There, in the mud, directly beneath the back window.

Footprints.

He knelt. They weren't boot prints. They were small, slender, and deep. Incredibly deep, as if the person had been standing there for hours, watching.

And they were barefoot.

A shiver, entirely separate from the cold, raced up his spine. Barefoot, in this cold? On this ground, littered with sharp rocks and pine needles?

He stood, following the track. The prints led away from the cabin, not toward the road, but toward the thickest, darkest part of the forest, where the clearing ended and the mountain dropped into a steep, shadowed gully.

He followed them to the tree line. The tracks went right up to the base of a massive, rotted-out oak and then... vanished.

"Where the hell did you go?" he whispered.

He stopped. He wasn't a patrolman anymore. He wasn't chasing a suspect into a dark alley. He was an armed man in a dark wood, being hunted.

No. Not hunted. Toyed with.

He could feel the eyes on him. The woods were full of them. The silence was an active, listening thing.

He raised his Glock, pointing it at the blackness. "I'm armed! That's enough!"

A soft thump came from his left.

He spun. Nothing.

He backed away, keeping his eyes on the woods, and retreated to the open window.

He was halfway through, one leg over the sill, when his lighter, still clutched in his left hand, illuminated something tucked just inside the rotted-out hollow of the oak tree. He had missed it.

He paused. Against all reason, he stepped back and walked to the tree.

It was the stew pot. The cast-iron pot from the fire, now sitting on the damp earth inside the tree's hollow. Steam was still rising from it.

And placed neatly beside it, as if on a dinner plate, was a single, freshly severed deer hoof.

Elias recoiled, a sour, metallic taste in his mouth.

This wasn't a prank. This wasn't a squatter.

The book on the table. Folk Tributes and Effigies. The deer-skull man in the loft. The twig doll. And now this.

It was a warning. Or an offering. He couldn't tell which was worse.

He backed away from the tree, his heart hammering a painful, sharp rhythm against his ribs. He didn't run. He walked backward, weapon raised, until his back hit the log wall of the cabin.

He climbed back inside.

He slammed the screaming window shut
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