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Every one of these stories starts the same simple way: something small happens, and there is always a reasonable explanation for it. A raccoon in the trash. A neighbor's car. A dog that just doesn't like the dark tonight. That is how it always starts, because that is how it always starts in real life too.

What follows in each of these five stories is what happens when the reasonable explanation stops holding up — when the pattern repeats one time too many, when the evidence left behind can't be explained away by daylight. These are written in the true-story campfire tradition: ordinary people, ordinary nights, and the moment everything ordinary stops making sense.

Read them alone if you want the full effect. Or better yet, save them for the next time you're sitting around an actual fire, and read them out loud.


The Sound Behind the Tree Line

The first thing I remember is the smell of woodsmoke drifting from somewhere down the ridge, even though nobody in my family had a fire going that night. That smell is what got me out of the cabin in the first place. I wasn't scared or worried, I was just curious, and curiosity has a way of getting people into trouble.

I need to back up a little. Every October, my extended family rents the same cluster of cabins outside a tiny town in the Green Mountains of Vermont, maybe twenty minutes from the nearest gas station. It's the kind of place where you leave your car unlocked and nobody thinks twice about it. The local paper runs stories about lost dogs and church bake sales, not crime. My uncle always says you could walk the whole town at 2 a.m. and nothing would happen to you except maybe a deer crossing your path. That's the reputation the place has, and honestly, that reputation is earned. We'd been going up there since I was a kid and never had so much as a scare.

So when I smelled smoke that didn't belong to us, I just figured somebody in the next cabin over was having a late bonfire. I grabbed a flashlight, more out of boredom than anything, and walked down the gravel path toward the tree line to see if I recognized anyone. The path curves behind our cabin and drops into a shallow ravine before it opens up into the woods that separate our rental from the next property.

That's when I heard the first sound. It was a kind of dragging, shuffling noise, off to my right, somewhere past where my flashlight could reach. I stopped and told myself it was probably a raccoon going through somebody's trash, because raccoons up there get big and loud and clumsy. I stood there a second longer than I needed to, just listening, and the sound didn't repeat. So I kept walking.

About thirty feet further, I heard it again, and this time it was closer to where I was standing, not further away like you'd expect from an animal moving off in its own direction. I chalked it up to the wind pushing branches around, even though there wasn't much wind that night. I remember specifically noticing that the leaves above me weren't moving at all, and telling myself that didn't necessarily mean anything.

I decided to test it. I took a few steps to the left, off the main path, just to see if the sound would move with me or stay where it was. It moved. Not a lot, but enough that I noticed. My rational brain still had the wheel at that point, so I reasoned that maybe it was a deer keeping pace with me out of curiosity, the same way deer sometimes do at dusk in wooded areas like that.

Then I heard something that wasn't an animal sound at all. It was short, but unmistakable — a single, deliberate exhale, almost like someone clearing their throat quietly on purpose, like they didn't want to be heard but couldn't help it. Animals don't do that. Wind doesn't do that. I stood completely still, and every excuse I'd built up in my head over the last two minutes just kind of collapsed at once.

❖

I didn't run yet. I want to be honest about that, because in the moment, running felt like it would make things worse, like it would confirm to whatever was out there that I knew it was there. So I started backing up slowly toward the cabin, keeping my flashlight aimed at the trees the whole time. About ten steps in, the shuffling started again, faster now, moving parallel to me instead of away.

That's when I stopped pretending. I turned and I ran. My foot caught a root almost immediately and I went down hard onto the gravel, scraping my palm bad enough that I still have a faint scar from it. I heard footsteps behind me, actual footsteps now, not shuffling, hitting the ground at a pace that matched mine before I fell and then outpaced me the second I hit the dirt.

I scrambled up without looking back and sprinted the last stretch to the cabin, taking the porch steps two at a time. I threw myself against the door, fumbled the handle, and got inside just as I heard something hit the porch railing behind me, a hard thud like a hand slapping wood. I locked the door, dropped to the floor, and just sat there with my back against it, breathing so hard I thought I was going to be sick.

My cousin found me like that about a minute later and thought I was having some kind of medical emergency. When I finally got the story out, my uncle grabbed a shotgun he kept for coyotes and went out onto the porch with a bigger flashlight, but by then there was nothing. No shuffling, no footsteps, nothing but the normal sound of a Vermont forest at night.

❖

The next morning, my uncle walked the tree line in daylight and found something that didn't sit right with any of us. Right where I said the footsteps caught up to me, there were drag marks in the dirt, long and shallow, running parallel to the path for a good twenty feet before veering off into thicker brush where the ground turned rocky and untrackable. There were no clear footprints, nothing you could call an animal track, just those drag marks and, near the porch railing, a smear of something dark that had dried by the time we found it. My uncle scraped a bit off with a stick and said it looked like it could be mud mixed with something else, but none of us wanted to look at it too closely. He chalked it up to a hurt animal dragging itself through, which is possible, and honestly the kind of explanation you want to believe when you're standing in broad daylight with your family around you.

I might have left it at that if it weren't for what happened three weeks later. My cousin, who'd stayed up at the cabin an extra few days after the rest of us left, texted me a photo of the porch railing. Scratched into the wood, low down near the base where you'd only notice it if you were looking, were four parallel gouges, deep enough to catch a fingernail. He said they hadn't been there when we arrived, and none of us could explain when they showed up, since nobody had touched that railing all week.

❖

I still go up to that cabin every October because my family loves the tradition and I'm not about to be the reason we stop. But I don't walk that path after dark anymore, not even with a flashlight, not even if I smell smoke that isn't ours. My uncle says it was probably just an injured animal that got spooked and thrashed around. I want to believe him. But animals don't clear their throats, and I still don't know what left those marks on the railing, or why they waited three weeks to show up.


Eight Blocks

I've always been a night runner. Not because I'm trying to avoid people or because I have some tragic backstory about it, I just genuinely prefer running after the sun goes down. The air's cooler, the sidewalks are empty, and I don't have to deal with cars pulling out of driveways without checking their mirrors. I've been doing four or five night runs a week for almost six years, rain or shine, and until this past spring, nothing about it ever felt unsafe.

I live in a mid-sized suburb outside Austin, the kind of place where the biggest news story most months is a stolen lawn ornament or a raccoon getting into somebody's chicken coop. Property crime is low, violent crime is basically nonexistent, and the HOA newsletter spends more time complaining about mailbox colors than anything resembling actual danger. My route is about four miles, looping through three connected neighborhoods before coming back to my street, and I know every pothole and low-hanging branch on it by heart.

It was a Tuesday, a little after 10:30 at night, warm enough that I was running in just a t-shirt. About a mile and a half in, I noticed a car parked along the curb on a street that doesn't usually have cars parked on it that late, a dark gray sedan with its lights off. I didn't think much of it. People have guests over, people come home late from work, cars sit on curbs all the time. I kept running.

Maybe ten minutes later, on a completely different street on the other side of my loop, I saw what looked like the same sedan, parked again, lights off again. I remember slowing down slightly and squinting at it, trying to decide if it was actually the same car or if I was just pattern-matching because I was tired. I figured it probably wasn't the same one, because what were the odds, and there are a lot of dark gray sedans in the world.

Then I saw it a third time, near the halfway point of my loop, and this time I was close enough to see the license plate started with the same three characters I'd glanced at earlier without really registering it. That was the moment doubt stopped being useful to me. A car showing up three times on three different streets along my exact
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