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Chapter 1: Prologue: The Warning
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Moonlight spilled through the ancient pines like broken glass, creating patterns on the forest floor that seemed almost deliberate to Amber Whitfield. She'd grown up reading meaning into shapes—clouds that looked like dragons, water stains resembling faces. Tonight, the moonlight patterns looked like arrows. All pointing away.

Inside their North Face tent, the Coleman lantern cast Zack's face in amber shadows. He looked younger than his twenty-eight years and, for a moment, Amber saw the boy she'd fallen for in junior year at Carver’s Hollow High. Back when his smile didn't have that hard edge it got after three beers.

"This place feels wrong," she whispered, tracing the constellation of freckles on his shoulder. The words felt inadequate, like trying to describe a migraine to someone who'd never had a headache.

The wind shifted outside, bringing with it the scent of pine and something underneath that made her stomach clench—a smell like old pennies and meat forgotten in the back of a refrigerator.

"Jesus—that stench."

"Circle of life," Zack murmured against her neck, his attention clearly elsewhere. His hands slid down her waist. "Something's feeding tonight."

Amber thought about the man at Fulton's General Store that afternoon. How his watery blue eyes had widened when she'd mentioned Carver's Hollow. How his Adam’s apple had bobbed in his throat like something desperate to escape.

("Folks don't go there much," he'd said, sliding their purchases across the counter. "Not since the Merrill boy went missing back in '89.")

("Just hunting cabins now," the woman behind him had added quickly. "Nothing worth seeing.")

But Zack had just laughed, called it "local color" once they were back in the Subaru. He'd been that way since losing his construction job in April, dismissive of warnings, hungry for cheap thrills. Four months unemployed had hollowed him out in ways Amber was still discovering.

A sharp crack echoed through the trees, like someone stepping on a fallen branch. Deliberate.

Amber's body went rigid against Zack. "Tell me you heard that."

The cocky grin slid off his face. He sat up, listening. The forest had gone cemetery-quiet—no crickets, no night birds. Just the wind whispering secrets through the pine needles and Amber's heart hammering against her ribs like it wanted out.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

"Elk, maybe," Zack said, but his voice had thinned to nothing. His fingers fumbled for the knife he'd bought at REI the weekend before. The price tag had read $79.99, and they'd fought about it in the parking lot. Now, with its cheap steel glinting in the lantern light, it looked like a toy.

A sound rolled through the clearing; a moan that started deep and animal but rose to something that could have been almost human. It made Amber think of her grandfather in those final weeks before cancer took him, when pain transformed him into something unrecognizable.

"Elk don't make that sound." Her nails dug half-moons into Zack's arm.

Footsteps circled their tent, methodical as a clock. Each impact seemed to travel through the ground and up into Amber's bones. Her mouth went dust-dry, tongue sticking to the roof like she'd been chewing cotton.

(This is how they found the Merrill boy, isn't it? Some campers who went where they shouldn't, just like us...)

"We've got weapons!" Zack suddenly bellowed, his voice cracking like it used to during high school debate tournaments. Amber had found it endearing then. Now it just underlined how young they still were. How unprepared.

She hissed at him to shut up, but the damage floated in the frigid air between them.

The footsteps stopped.

Five agonizing heartbeats of silence.

Then the tent collapsed inward.

The nylon ripped like a wet newspaper. The aluminum poles snapped with the sound of breaking bones. Amber's scream tore at her throat as darkness filled the jagged opening—a silhouette of wrongness, too wide, too misshapen, with arms that hung too long.

Massive hands, calloused and dirt-encrusted, grabbed Zack by the ankle. His knife flashed once, connecting with something solid. A thunderous howl shattered the night, but the grip only tightened, dragging him backward through the shredded opening.

"AMBER!" Zack's fingers clawed trenches in the pine-needle floor. "RUN! RU..."

His head slammed against a tree trunk with a wet sound that would echo in Amber's nightmares for the rest of her life—however long that might be. The shadow lifted Zack again, his limbs flopping like rag doll’s, before bringing his head against the tree a second time.

The sound changed—became softer, more final.

A third impact.

Blood misted across the rough bark, black in the moonlight.

The fourth time, something inside Zack's skull gave way with a sound like stepping on a rotten melon. Gray matter clung to the tree. His body went completely limp.

The figure dropped him like garbage.

Amber realized she was screaming only when spots danced in her vision from lack of oxygen. Some primitive part of her brain took over—RUN—launching her from the ruined campsite, barefoot, wearing only a thin cotton tank top and sleep shorts.

Pine needles stabbed her feet. Branches whipped her face as she crashed blindly through the forest maze. Behind her, thunderous footsteps gained ground, but animal terror pushed her forward, her lungs burning with each desperate breath.

(This isn't happening, this isn't happening, this isn't real...)

But it was real. As real as the root that caught her foot, sending her face-first into the decaying forest floor. Earth and blood mixed on her tongue as she scrambled back up, risking a glance behind her.

Nothing. Just shadows between the towering trees.

She forced herself forward, trying to control her breathing, her traumatized diaphragm fighting against sobs. The darkness thickened around her, the vegetation growing denser. Through skeletal branches, mist veiled the moonlight.

(Which way to the car? North? South? God, why hadn't she paid attention—)

Snap.

To her left.

Snap.

To her right.

It was herding her.

Light appeared ahead, silvery in the mist. Relief flooded through her as she broke through the trees—until steel teeth clamped around her ankle.

Pain exploded up her leg as a rusted bear trap bit through flesh and bone. The chain rattled as she collapsed, her scream shredding her throat. Blood pulsed from her ankle, quickly cooling in the mountain air.

Desperate, she attacked the mechanism, breaking three fingernails against the unyielding metal. The trap refused to budge.

Heavy breathing approached from the shadows. Amber looked up.

A massive figure emerged into the moonlight.

The man—if you could call him that—had only a tenuous connection to humanity. His over seven-foot frame dominated the clearing, barrel chest stretching filthy denim stained with what could only be dried blood. His face was a nightmare of asymmetry—one eye bulging and clouded, the other sunken beneath a prominent brow. His nose had been broken multiple times, mashed against a landscape of suppurating sores. Greasy hair hung around massive shoulders.

Rusted tools gleamed in his gnarled hands.

"Please," Amber's vocabulary reduced to that single word, repeated over and over. "Please don't."

The giant's head tilted, studying her with clinical detachment. When he spoke, his voice sounded like grinding stones.

"Hollow... doesn't... want... you."

(Hollow doesn't want you, but I do. Oh God, I do—)

He lowered his bulk beside her, the ground vibrating with his weight. Amber tried to hit him, but he caught her wrist, squeezing until bones ground together. Her screams peaked as he leaned in close, his breath reeking of rotten meat and decay.

"Lester... protects... the Hollow."

A rusted tool rose, catching the moonlight. Amber's final prayer died as metal pierced skin, muscle, and cartilage. Blood sprayed across the vegetation, steam rising in the night air.

Lester worked with the precision of a man who'd done this many times before, the sounds of dismemberment blending with the whispers of the trees. His task completed, he stood, surveying his work through mismatched eyes.

He gathered his tools and freshly harvested trophies. The forest would take care of the rest—animals would reduce what remained to bones by dawn.

As Lester disappeared back into the shadows of Carver's Hollow, mist obscured the moon, plunging the forest into primeval darkness.

In the misty forest, four miles away, Jim Patterson stumbled through undergrowth, moonlight fragmenting through the canopy to reveal his terror-stricken face. Blood seeped from dozens of cuts across his arms and legs, staining his torn REI hiking clothes—clothes he'd maxed out his credit card for, thinking they'd bring him closer to the man he wanted to be, not the divorced high school science teacher he was.

The beam of his fractured Maglite sputtered weakly against the encroaching shadows. His breathing came in ragged gasps between whimpers of pain.

(Where's the trail? Should've found the trail by now. Should've found Amber and Zack's campsite...)

He'd separated from them three hours ago, just wanting a little time alone after Zack's comment about "moving on" from Emily. Easy for Zack to say. He hadn't come home to find divorce papers and an empty closet after seventeen years of marriage.

The dilapidated cabin materialized through the fog like some kind of mirage. Weathered boards, crooked windows, remnants of civilization. His pace quickened despite the protests from his lacerated muscles, hope igniting fresh adrenaline.

"Thank God," he gasped, collapsing against the splintered doorframe. "Thank..."

His trembling fingers pushed the door inward. The hinges released a sound like a woman screaming. Stale air rushed out, heavy with the smell of copper and rot. His dying flashlight illuminated the interior in weak pulses—revealing walls covered with glistening trophies of bone and flesh. Rusty tools hung from the ceiling beams, their purpose unmistakable, despite their crude design. A blood-blackened workbench dominated the center, human pieces arranged with meticulous care.

Recognition dawned slowly, then all at once. His raw throat produced a sound no human voice was meant to make.

He hadn't found shelter.

He'd stumbled into a butcher shop. A human butcher shop.

The flashlight's final flicker caught movement from the shadowed corner—a massive silhouette rising with the patience of something that had all the time in the world.

Jim Patterson thought of Emily then. Wondered if she'd somehow sense it when he died, if seventeen years of marriage created connections that transcended death. He hoped not. He didn't want her to feel this; this absolute terror that turned his bones to water and his brain to static.

As the darkness closed in, his last coherent thought was of the sign they'd passed on the way in, bullet holes piercing the faded letters: WELCOME TO CARVER'S HOLLOW, POP. 347.

(We're gonna make it 344.)
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Chapter 2: Enter The Group
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The rain wasn't just falling; it was hunting them.

Kara Bishop watched droplets race down the passenger window of Jess's beat-up Honda Civic, her forehead pressed against the cold glass. Some made it all the way down. Most didn't. Kind of like people, she thought. Some complete the journey. Others just... stop.

(Like you might, up there in those mountains.)

The thought came unbidden, and Kara frowned. She'd been having these intrusive whispers since they'd left campus four hours ago. Almost like someone else was riding shotgun in her head—not exactly her own voice, but familiar enough to be deeply unsettling.

Beyond the window, ancient pines stood like sentinels in the thickening mist. The mountains of Blackthorn County hunched against the horizon, watching and waiting. Always waiting.

Three and a half hours ago, Kara's biggest worry had been this trip with Tom—a whole weekend of forced proximity with the ex-boyfriend who'd broken her like a cheap toy. Now that seemed almost laughable. Something about these mountains made romantic problems seem small.

(Small like you'll be, when it finds you.)

"Earth to Kara. You're making that face again."

Jess's voice dragged her back to reality. Rainbow-tipped hair caught what little light filtered through the cloud cover, electric against her pale skin. The first time Kara saw that hair during freshman year of college, she'd thought: This girl doesn't give a shit what anyone thinks. Five years later, at twenty-seven, that assessment still held true.

"What face?" Kara asked, shifting uncomfortably.

"The one where you look like you're having an entire conversation with the voices in your head." Jess's voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "Unless you're just plotting how to survive four days in the wilderness with Thomas-the-human-Axe-commercial up there." She nodded toward Tom's gleaming black Jeep ahead of them on the winding mountain road.

Even from behind, Tom's silhouette dominated the vehicle—broad shoulders taking up more space than necessary, one muscled arm casually draped over the steering wheel. Lance sat beside him, probably being subjected to one of Tom's endless lectures about "authentic wilderness experiences" or his latest CrossFit achievements.

(Like he used to lecture you, after he was done with you.)

"It's not about him," Kara lied, the words sour on her tongue.

"Save that bullshit for someone who didn't hold your hair back while you ugly cried over his Instagram." Jess's lips curved into something between a smile and a snarl. "Four days alone in the woods with a bunch of twenty-and thirty-somethings who should know better. Nobody would ever find the body."

A laugh burst from Kara's throat, sharper than she intended.

"I mean it," Jess continued, navigating a particularly sharp curve in the road. "Mason's got military training. He could help us do it clean."

From the backseat, Mason Alvarez's voice emerged, measured and calm. "I don't appreciate being volunteered for homicide."

Kara had almost forgotten he was there. Mason had a way of fading into the background when he wanted to—a
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