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    Dedication
For those who carry their shadows,
may you find light in the truth.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "What we owe follows us, a shadow that sees, a debt that never forgets."
—Anonymous, found in an Eldermoor journal, 2005
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​Chapter 1: Arrival
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The road to Eldermoor was a scar cut through the mountains, a narrow strip of asphalt that twisted and climbed until it seemed to vanish into the sky. Raina gripped the steering wheel of her battered Jeep, her knuckles pale against the cracked leather, as the vehicle groaned through another hairpin turn. The mist was relentless, a living thing that pressed against the windshield, swallowing her headlights and blurring the world beyond. At thirty-two, Raina had chased stories across continents—war-torn cities, cult compounds, forgotten towns with secrets buried deeper than their foundations—but none had felt as oppressive as this. Eldermoor, a village so remote it barely registered on maps, was a place of whispers, known for one chilling fact: every Halloween, someone disappeared. No bodies, no traces, just a name erased from the world.

The dashboard clock read 6:47 PM, its green glow faint in the gathering dusk. Raina’s hazel eyes flicked to it, then back to the road, her dark hair falling loose from its ponytail, sticking to her neck with sweat despite the chill. She’d been driving for hours, the last stretch on a gravel path that rattled her bones and tested the Jeep’s suspension. The air was heavy, thick with the scent of pine and damp earth, seeping through the cracked window. She rolled it up, but the weight of the silence remained, broken only by the crunch of tires and the occasional snap of a twig underfoot somewhere in the unseen forest.

Eldermoor wasn’t just isolated—it was deliberately forgotten. Her research had turned up little: a few census records, a grainy photo of a church steeple half-lost in fog, and scattered forum posts from conspiracy enthusiasts. Ten years, ten vanishings, all on October 31. Lila Harper, an artist, gone in 2015. Thomas Reed, a photographer, vanished in 2018, his camera found abandoned by a creek. Ezra Cole, a drifter, disappeared in 2023, leaving nothing but a name. The official reports were curt—lost hikers, runaways, accidents—but the locals’ silence told a different story. Raina, an investigative journalist with a reputation for digging where others wouldn’t, had come to find the truth. Or maybe, she admitted in the quiet of her own mind, to escape something else.

The gravel path ended abruptly, and the Jeep lurched to a stop outside a cabin perched on the village’s edge. It was a squat, weathered thing, its wooden siding stained dark by years of rain and neglect, its roof sagging like a tired sigh. The mist clung to its eaves, giving it the look of a house dissolving into the landscape. Raina killed the engine, and the silence rushed in, thick and unnatural, broken only by the distant drip of water somewhere in the forest. She sat for a moment, her hands still on the wheel, listening to the tick of the cooling engine. The village lay beyond, a cluster of low roofs barely visible through the fog, like ships adrift in a gray sea. No lights, no movement. Just the weight of the unseen.

She stepped out, her boots crunching on the gravel, her breath visible in the cold air. The forest loomed to her left, a wall of twisted pines and skeletal birches, their branches clawing at the mist. To her right, a narrow path led toward the village, its outlines fading into the haze. Raina slung her duffel bag over one shoulder, the weight familiar, grounding. She’d packed light: clothes, laptop, recorder, flashlight, a thermos of coffee, and a notebook already thick with scribbled leads. The key to the cabin, left under a chipped flowerpot as the rental agent had promised, felt cold and heavy in her hand, its edges biting into her palm.

The cabin door resisted, its lock stiff with rust, then gave way with a groan that echoed in the stillness. Raina stepped inside, her boots loud on the warped floorboards. The air was stale, heavy with the scent of damp wood and something faintly metallic, like old coins left too long in a drawer. A single bulb hung from the ceiling, its light flickering as she flipped the switch, casting jagged shadows across the room. The furnishings were sparse: a sagging couch covered in faded plaid, a kitchenette with a rusted sink and a single burner, a narrow bed pushed against a wall with a threadbare quilt. A single window faced the forest, its glass streaked with grime, offering a view of trees that seemed to lean closer as she watched, their branches like fingers reaching for the glass.

Raina dropped her bag on the floor, the thud unnervingly loud. She closed the door behind her, sliding the bolt into place, though the flimsy metal inspired little confidence. The cabin felt like a place where things were meant to be forgotten, a temporary shelter for those passing through—or those who never left. She shook off the thought and set up her workspace on a rickety table by the window. Her laptop hummed to life, its screen a harsh glow in the dim room. She opened a new document and typed: Arrived 6:47 PM. Cabin secure. Village quiet. Too quiet. The words stared back, clinical and inadequate, failing to capture the weight of the silence outside.

Her notebook came next, its pages creased from travel. She flipped it open, scanning her notes: names, dates, fragments of rumors gleaned from obscure corners of the internet. Lila Harper, 28, last seen near the forest edge. Thomas Reed, 34, camera found by Willow Creek, lens cracked. Ezra Cole, no age recorded, no family to claim him. The victims were unconnected, their lives unrelated except for their shared fate. Raina’s job was to find the thread, to pull until the truth unraveled. But as she sat there, the forest’s silence pressing against the window, she wondered if the truth was something she could handle.

She unpacked her clothes, hanging them in a wardrobe that creaked ominously, its hinges protesting. A stack of musty blankets sat on a shelf, and she shook one out, spreading it over the bed. The quilt was heavy, its patchwork faded but clean, smelling faintly of lavender and time. She tested the landline by the kitchenette, its dial tone crackling like static from another era. No Wi-Fi, no cell signal—just the isolation the rental agent had promised, his voice clipped and nervous over the phone. “It’s peaceful,” he’d said, but his tone had suggested something else, something Raina hadn’t pressed him on. She’d learned long ago that people revealed more when they thought you weren’t looking.

Dinner was a granola bar and a swig of coffee from her thermos, eaten standing by the window. The mist had thickened, blurring the line between forest and sky, turning the world into a smudge of gray. Raina’s reflection stared back, her face too pale, her eyes shadowed with fatigue. She looked older than her years, worn by a weight she rarely spoke of. Five years ago, her sister Clara had died in a car accident, Raina behind the wheel. A moment’s distraction—a text, a glance away—and the world had shattered. The guilt was a constant companion, a shadow that followed her from story to story, whispering that no truth she uncovered could undo what she’d done. She’d thrown herself into her work, chasing stories that demanded focus, that forced her to keep moving. Eldermoor was just another story—or so she told herself.

She turned away from the window, forcing her mind back to the task. Tomorrow, she’d start her investigation: the general store, the library, maybe the elder’s house if she could find it. The villagers might be tight-lipped, but she was good at getting answers. A well-timed question, a disarming smile, and people usually spilled more than they meant to. She’d cracked tougher nuts than Eldermoor—cult leaders, corrupt officials, families with blood on their hands. But as she paced the cabin, the silence felt different, like a presence watching from the edges.

The clock on the wall read 9:15 PM, its ticks loud and uneven, like a heartbeat struggling to keep pace. Raina changed into sweatpants and a thermal shirt, her movements mechanical, practiced from years of living out of a bag. She climbed into bed, the springs creaking under her weight, and pulled the quilt tight. The darkness was absolute, the kind that made you question where your body ended and the void began. She closed her eyes, willing sleep to come, but the silence was too loud, too alive. It wasn’t just the absence of sound—it was the presence of something else, a weight that pressed against her chest, her mind, her bones.

She tried to focus on her breathing, counting each inhale and exhale, a trick she’d learned to quiet her thoughts. But the silence grew heavier, and her thoughts drifted to Clara. The memory came unbidden: the










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
pwr'\w m'<§

J

PHYCOLOGICAL THRILEFER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





