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Chapter 1 - The Road to Carver’s Hollow
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The GPS died somewhere between Beckley and nowhere, leaving Vera Hale to navigate by the crumpled paper map she’d bought at the last gas station. The roads here didn’t believe in straight lines as they wound through the Blackthorn Mountains like something alive, something that had learned to hide.

She’d driven these mountains before. Three years ago, when Danny was still alive and she’d been the one he’d called when something went wrong. He’d gone up solo with no crew, no partner, just Danny and a camera and that unshakeable certainty of his that the story was always worth the risk. He’d wanted to document something in the mountains, something he’d said he couldn’t explain over the phone. She’d told him to wait for backup. He hadn’t.

Three hours before he died, he’d called her from the landline at his hotel. She’d been asleep, and had let it go to the answering machine. By the time she’d heard the message, his voice strange and too quiet, telling her about the sounds coming from the mine, the marks on the trees, the feeling that something was following him—it was already too late.

They found him at the entrance of the mine. The medical examiner’s report had used words like “per mortem” and “surgical precision,” which were the clinical ways of saying that Danny’s body had been taken apart and put back together. Every part of him rearranged, then sewn shut with something that wasn’t quite thread. The official cause of death was listed as unknown. The case had gone cold within a year.

Vera had never stopped working it.

Now she was back in the mountains, and this time she had funding, a full crew waiting at the motel, and a story the networks had been circling for years. “Carver’s Hollow: Blood and Bone” was the follow-up the audience had demanded. A return to the town where, in 2003, six people had been slaughtered in a single night of violence that authorities blamed on a drifter named Lester. Only one person had survived that night: Kara Bishop, who hadn’t spoken a coherent word since and had spent the last twenty years in a psychiatric facility in Beckley.

The documentary wasn’t just about the massacre. It was about what came after. About a town that had never healed.

The forest pressed close on both sides of the road, dense pines that blocked out most of the afternoon sun. No birds sang. No insects buzzed. Even the engine of her rental seemed muffled, as if the mountains themselves were swallowing sound.

Vera’s phone was losing signal as she would glance at her phone watching the bars drop one by one and then disappear entirely, a familiar dead zone that, according to the locals, had existed as long as anyone could remember. No cell signal, no data, nothing. She’d been warned before she left. The crew had been warned. Everyone who came to Carver’s Hollow lost contact with the outside world. The town existed in its own pocket of silence.

She glanced at the map again, squinting at the faded ink. Someone had marked the route in pencil, probably the gas station attendant, who’d stared at her like she was signing her own death warrant when she’d asked for directions to Carver’s Hollow.

“Left at the dead oak,” he’d said. “Then just keep going. You’ll know it when you see it.”

There. A massive tree, leafless and black, its branches reaching toward the sky like arthritic fingers. Someone had nailed a sign to its trunk: *CARVER’S HOLLOW – 3 MILES*. Below that, in smaller print: *POPULATION 291*.

Population was dropping. Vera had done her research as the 2020 census listed 347 residents. Now, less than five years later, sixty-five people had left. Or disappeared. The town didn’t make the distinction clear.

She turned left, and the forest swallowed her.

The change was immediate. The trees grew thicker here, their trunks twisted and dark, their bark marked with strange patterns that looked almost deliberate. Vera had seen trees like this before, in the mountains near where they’d found Danny. The patterns weren’t natural as if someone had carved them, generations ago, marking territory or warding against something. She’d researched the symbols afterward, found references to old Appalachian folk magic, protection rituals that predated European settlement.

The locals called them “blood marks.” They didn’t like to talk about what they were protecting against.

Vera’s hands tightened on the wheel. She told herself it was just trees, just a backwoods town with a tragic history and a story worth telling. She was here to interview survivors, to give the victims’ families something close to closure. She told herself she wasn’t here because every night for the past three years, she’d dreamed of Danny standing at the edge of a dark mine shaft, trying to tell her something she couldn’t quite hear.

The road curved, and suddenly the trees opened up.

Carver’s Hollow squatted at the base of the mountains like a wound that had never healed. Most of the storefronts along main street were boarded up, their windows dark and empty. The few businesses still open such as a pharmacy, a diner, a gas station with pumps that looked older than Vera and seemed to huddle together like the last survivors of some unspoken catastrophe.

At the town’s edge, the welcome sign stood like a broken tooth, its paint peeling and marked with bullet holes. Someone had spray-painted over the original message in red letters that looked disturbingly like dried blood: “LESTER.”

Vera pulled over and cut the engine. For a long moment, she just sat there, staring at the name. The first documentary had concluded that Lester was dead, shot by the former Sheriff, John Rainer, in the mines beneath the mountain after the massacre. But John Rainer hadn’t survived the encounter as Lester had seen to that too. The graffiti looked fresh, maybe a few days old. The red paint had dripped down the sign, creating patterns that reminded Vera uncomfortably of the symbols carved into the trees.

She pulled out her camera, a small handheld, not the professional rig her crew would set up later as she filmed the sign. The footage would be good for the opening sequence. Atmospheric. Unsettling. Everything the network wanted.

Through the viewfinder, she noticed something else. At the base of the sign, half-hidden in the weeds, was a small pile of offerings. Coins corroded green with age. Bits of twisted metal, scraps of fabric, what looked like animal bones arranged in careful patterns. The kind of folk magic offerings Vera had seen in her research, the kind people left to appease something hungry.

She lowered the camera and looked at the town itself. A few locals were visible on the sidewalks, but they didn’t wave or smile. They watched her car with the kind of suspicious attention usually reserved for process servers and tax collectors. One of them, an old man in overalls sitting outside the diner, met her eyes and slowly shook his head. A warning.

Vera started the engine and drove into town.

The Pinewood Motel sat at the far end of Main Street, its neon sign flickering in the growing dusk. Half the letters were burned out, reading “PIN WO D M TEL” in buzzing pink light. The parking lot held only a couple of rust-eaten pickup trucks and her crew’s vehicles with Tyrese’s van having all the equipment, Lori’s rental SUV, Kellan’s beat-up Honda.

They’d arrived ahead of her, setting up base camp. Vera had taken the long route deliberately, wanting to approach the town alone, to feel it without the buffer of other people’s reactions. That was how she worked best... alone, in the quiet spaces where grief and guilt could sharpen into something useful.

The motel office smelled like stale cigarettes and Pine-Sol, with an undertone of something organic and unpleasant. Behind the counter, a thin man with graying hair and suspicious eyes looked up from a crossword puzzle.

“You the documentary woman,” he said. Not a question.

“Vera Hale.” She set her credit card on the counter. “I called ahead. Five rooms.”

The man wore a name tag that read “PERKINS,” studying her with the kind of careful attention usually reserved for specimens under a microscope. His gaze lingered on her camera, then moved to the scar on her left hand, the one she’d gotten searching for Danny in the mountains.

“Don’t suppose you’d consider turning around and going back where you came from.”

“Not particularly. Is there a problem with the reservation?”

Perkins sighed and turned to the key rack behind him. Up close, Vera could see his hands were shaking slightly, and there were dark circles under his eyes that suggested he hadn’t been sleeping well. She’d seen that look before, in the interviews she’d conducted for the first documentary of the hollow-eyed exhaustion of people who’d seen something they couldn’t unsee.

“Rooms 7 through 11,” he said, handing over five keys. “Continental breakfast starts at six, ends at nine. Ice machine’s busted.”

“Mr. Perkins.” Vera kept her voice gentle, the tone she used with traumatized witnesses. “I know this is difficult. I’m not here to exploit what happened. I’m here because the families deserve answers.”

“Answers.” Perkins laughed, a sound like breaking glass. “You want answers, go talk to Sheriff Rainer. She’s got plenty. None of them true, but plenty.”

He turned away, effectively ending the conversation, but not before Vera caught the look he shot toward the windows. A quick, nervous glance toward the mountains, toward the dark line of trees visible beyond the parking lot.

Vera took her key for room 11 as she stepped back outside. The sun was setting behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of orange and red that reminded her uncomfortably of dried blood. The forest was a wall of darkness now, impenetrable, and somehow watchful.

Tyrese emerged from his van, camera already in hand. He was a big man, six-foot-four and solid, with the careful grace of someone who’d learned to be quiet when it mattered. Army veteran, combat cameraman, the best in the business at capturing footage in hostile environments. He’d been with Vera since the beginning since Danny.

“You see the welcome sign?” he asked.

“I saw it.”

“Locals aren’t happy we’re here. Woman at the diner told me we should leave before dark. Said something about ‘black veins’ starting to show again.” He lowered his camera. “What does that mean?”

Vera had heard the term in her research. “Black veins,” that’s what the older residents called the strange mineral deposits that ran through the mountains around Carver’s Hollow. The mines had been excavated in the 1920s, but the work had stopped abruptly when miners began reporting strange sounds underground, visions, episodes of violence. The official story was gas leaks, toxicity. The unofficial story was that they’d dug into something that should have stayed buried.

“It means they’re scared,” Vera said. “Scared the massacre wasn’t the end of it.”

Vera met his eyes. Tyrese had been there when they’d found Danny’s body. He’d helped her carry her brother out of the mountains, had held her when she’d finally broken down. He knew her too well to accept easy answers.

The rest of the crew was gathering in the parking lot. Lori is their producer, young, ambitious, and more interested in ratings than truth, but she is necessary for their funding. Kellan, their audio tech, pale and nervous, wearing his headphones like armor. And Ivy, the researcher, clutching her leather journal like a lifeline.

Ivy was the wild card. She’d joined the crew specifically for this follow-up, claiming she had family history in Carver’s Hollow. Her great-grandfather had been the chapel preacher here in 1892, before whatever had happened in those mountains had started its long, quiet unraveling. Ivy wanted to investigate the connection between her family’s history and the massacre, convinced there was a pattern, a cycle of violence repeating across generations.

Vera had hired her because the network liked the personal angle. But watching Ivy now, seeing the intensity in her eyes as she stared at the mountains, Vera wondered if she’d made a mistake.

“Let’s do a quick meeting before we lose the light,” Vera said. “Game plan for tomorrow.”

They gathered in Tyrese’s room, a half an hour later, where he’d already set up his mobile command center, laptops and monitors covering every surface. Vera stood by the window, aware she was positioning herself between the crew and the forest beyond, as if her presence could protect them.

“We start with the survivors,” she said. “Interview the families, document the memorial sites, get B-roll of the town. Standard procedure. Tyrese, I want drone footage of the mines.”

“The mines are sealed,” Lori interrupted. “Sheriff Rainer’s orders. Nobody goes near them.”

“Then we’ll get footage from a distance. Kellan, you’ll set up audio monitoring at key locations such as the town square, the old church site, anywhere the locals mention in interviews. Ivy, you’ll handle research and local history. Cross-reference your great-grandfather’s time here with...”

A scream split the night air, high and desperate and unmistakably human. It came from the direction of the forest, echoing off the mountains before fading into silence.

Vera’s hand went to the window, fingers pressed against cold glass. The parking lot was empty. The other motel rooms showed strips of light under their doors, but no one emerged to investigate. It was as if the scream had never happened.

“What the hell was that?” Lori’s voice was shaky.

Vera strained her ears, listening. The evening had settled over the mountains with that oppressive silence she remembered from three years ago, the kind of quiet that made your ears ring. But underneath it, barely audible, was something else. A low humming, almost like singing, but too distant and distorted to make out words.

“You hear that?” Kellan had his headphones on, his face pale. “That humming?”

“I hear it,” Vera said.

The sound was familiar. She’d heard it before, in the answering machine message Danny had left from the hotel landline, three hours before he died. His voice had been wrong, sluggish, and afraid, and behind his words had been that same low humming, like a congregation singing in a language that predated words.

She’d listened to that message exactly once. She’d never deleted it yet it was still on the answering machine tape, sealed in an evidence bag in her storage unit back home. So she'd never be able to make herself play it again. Not the words, and not that sound underneath them.

“It’s probably interference,” Tyrese said, but his voice lacked conviction. “Radio towers, power lines.”

“No.” Kellan pulled off his headphones. “This is something else. I’m picking it up on multiple frequencies, but it’s not broadcasting from any source I can identify. It’s like... it’s coming from underground.”

From the mines, Vera thought but didn’t say. From whatever was found down there, whatever had turned a man into a monster, whatever had left six people dead and a whole town traumatized and one woman, Kara Bishop, sitting in a psychiatric ward with nothing left behind her eyes.

“We should call the sheriff,” Lori said.

“There’s no signal.” Vera kept her voice calm, professional. “There hasn’t been since we hit the county line. You know that. And even if there were, Sheriff Rainer already wants us gone. Let’s not give her a reason to shut down the production.”

“Someone could be hurt!”

“If someone’s hurt, the locals would be investigating. You see anyone out there?” Vera gestured to the empty parking lot. “They heard it too. They’re not doing anything about it.”

Because they know what it is, she didn’t add. Because they’ve heard it before.

The crew dispersed to their rooms, unnerved but trying to hide it. Vera returned to room 11 and immediately went to the window. The sun had fully set now, and the forest was absolute darkness, impenetrable and somehow watchful. She stared at that darkness for a long time, remembering.

Danny had called from the hotel landline. She’d been asleep and it was late, past midnight when she’d heard his message the next morning, three hours after he’d hung up and walked into the mine alone.

“Vee. Something’s wrong up here. I keep hearing singing, like a church, but wrong. And the trees have those marks again, the blood marks. I think I found what we were looking for. I think I found where it comes from. I’m going in to...”

The recording had ended there. Three hours later, they found him at the mine entrance, rearranged and sewn back together, as if something had wanted to put him right before leaving him to be discovered.

Movement in the tree line caught her eye. Vera raised her camera and hit record, pointing it toward the forest. The night vision mode kicked in, turning the world into shades of green and black. The trees resolved into individual shapes, branches swaying slightly in a wind she couldn’t feel.

And then she saw them.

Seven figures, standing at the edge of the trees. Too far away to make out faces, but unmistakably human in shape. They stood perfectly still, facing the motel, and that humming sound was coming from them that was a low, rhythmic chant in a language that made Vera’s teeth ache.

Her finger trembled on the camera’s record button. This was it. This was what she’d come here for. Proof that something was happening in Carver’s Hollow, something the official reports had missed.

But as she watched, the figures began to move. Not toward the motel though that would have been almost a relief. They moved laterally, in perfect synchronization, circling the motel in a slow, deliberate pattern. The humming grew louder, and now Vera could make out fragments of words, though they meant nothing to her. Old words. Dead words.

One of the figures stopped directly in front of her, maybe fifty yards away. Through the camera’s night vision, she could see it was wearing some kind of robe or long coat, but the details were obscured by darkness and distance. It raised one arm, pointing directly at Vera.

And then all the motel lights went out.

Vera’s camera died at the same moment, the battery draining from full to nothing in an instant. She was plunged into absolute darkness, the kind that felt physical, suffocating. The humming stopped. The silence that followed was worse than any sound.

She stood frozen, knowing the figures were still out there, still watching. Her hand fumbled for the motel room door behind her, finding the handle, turning it. She stumbled inside and slammed the door, engaging every lock.

For a long moment, she just stood there in the darkness, listening to her own ragged breathing. Then the lights flickered back on not just in her room, but throughout the motel. Through the window, she could see the parking lot lights were working again, casting their harsh illumination on empty concrete and rust-eaten vehicles.

The tree line was dark and still. No figures. No movement. Just trees.

Vera’s hands were shaking as she set the camera on the bed and plugged it into the charger. The battery indicator showed completely drained. Impossible... it had been fully charged five minutes ago. She tried to access the footage she’d just recorded, but the file was corrupted, showing only static and distortion. The recording was still there, and she could see the file but it would not play.

She checked on the crew. A knock at Tyrese’s door confirmed it: half his equipment was dead, batteries emptied, though all the data on every device remained intact. Nothing had been erased. Everything had simply been... stopped.

No texts. No calls. No way to reach anyone outside the hollow. Just the information already stored, sitting silent and inaccessible on screens that wouldn’t turn on.

Vera sat on the bed and opened her journal, it was an old-fashioned paper one, because electronics clearly couldn’t be trusted in places like this. She wrote quickly, recording everything while it was still fresh:

Seven figures at the tree line. Wearing robes or long coats. Humming in an unknown language. They circled the motel, then all the power went out. Camera died, footage corrupted but file intact. Tyrese reports equipment drained but data preserved. This was deliberate. They wanted us to know they’re watching.

Question: Are these Lester’s followers? The reports never mentioned a cult, but the behavior suggests coordination, ritual. The humming sounded like prayer or chant. Religious angle? Connection to Ivy’s great-grandfather’s chapel in 1892?

Note: The figures pointed at me specifically. They knew which room I was in. How?

A knock at her door made her jump. She opened it to find Ivy standing in the hallway in her pajamas, her face flushed, her hair disheveled.

“I saw them too,” Ivy said without preamble. “The figures in the trees. I’ve been dreaming about them for weeks, and now they’re real.”

“Come inside.” Vera pulled her into the room and closed the door. “What do you mean, dreaming?”

“Every night since I decided to come here. I’m in my great-grandfather’s chapel, and there are people in the pews, but I can’t see their faces. They’re singing from a book that isn’t the Bible. And at the pulpit, there’s a man with my great-grandfather’s face, but his voice is wrong. Too deep, too old.” Ivy’s hands were shaking. “He says, ‘Welcome home, little Grimm. We’ve been waiting for you.’”

Vera felt a chill that had nothing to do with the mountain air. “Your family history here, how much do you actually know?”

“Not enough. My grandmother never talked about it. All I have are fragments. Joseph Grimm, my great-grandfather he was the chapel preacher in 1892. Whatever he encountered in those mountains changed him. The records get strange after that. Accusations from other congregations. Talk of heresy.” Ivy hesitated. “He was trying to translate something. Some old text he’d found in the mines.”

“The mines.” Vera pulled out her own notes. “Excavated in the 1920s. Workers stopped reporting in after only a few years sighting strange sounds underground, visions, episodes of violence. The company shut it down and never explained why. And your great-grandfather was in those mountains a generation before that, finding texts in caves that the mining crews would later break open.”

“You think it’s connected.”

“I think there’s a pattern. Something in those mountains, something that surfaces across generations and leaves bodies behind it. Joseph Grimm encountered it in 1892. The miners broke through to it in the 1920s. and six people died because of it. And Kara Bishop survived, but...” Vera paused. “She didn’t come back whole.”

“And Danny?” Ivy asked quietly.

“Danny found the mine entrance three years ago. And whatever was waiting inside rearranged him.” The words came out flat, clinical it was the only way Vera could say them. “So yes. I think it’s connected.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of that settling over them. Outside, the forest was dark and still, but Vera no longer
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