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​Prologue
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Two Weeks Ago

––––––––
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Ashvale Forest didn’t feed on secrets and fear. If anything, it bled them, slow and steady. The trees loomed in ranks. Trunks stood shoulder to shoulder with crowns interlocking so tight only thin beams of sky managed to penetrate. Birch flashed bone-pale between the evergreens. The ground was spongy with moss and the rot that nourished it. Old growth, a surviving piece of Carolinian woodland. It edged the farmlands of Cedar Grove, a rural Southern Ontario town where tobacco once grew and wheat now rippled in its place.

Distance was deceptive in Ashvale. Paths narrowed when you needed space and widened when you needed a wall. Branches rasped from phantom wind, clawing at the night. Look long enough into the dark, and you feel it looking back. People in Cedar Grove didn’t say that part out loud unless they were half-drunk or trying to scare teens off a dare, but everyone knew the feeling: the forest wasn’t just there. It had moods. It had timing. And tonight, something caught Buddy’s attention.

Buddy’s bark ripped Caden Elwood from the grip of sleep. Short, ragged bursts tearing the night apart. Caden blinked into the gloom, the pungent beer aftertaste coating his tongue. He swiped the empty Bud cans from the clock’s face, and it glowed a crimson 3:17 a.m.

Caden had crossed into his forties with an uneven mop of ash-blonde hair. Stubble like iron filings. His hands had the solvent smell from the hardware counter where he spent his days reading Outdoor Life and ignoring customers. His shoulders hunched forward; one knee had never healed right and gave his walk a hitch. Bitterness calcified in him over the years.

He lay still, waiting for the barking to stop. Buddy was a seventy-pound shepherd-lab, mostly black with tan points, and twice that in noise. He barked at anything that twitched: squirrels, field mice, his own shadow when the light hit wrong. Most nights, Caden let him run himself out.

Buddy barked again. Louder. Desperate and unfamiliar.

Caden swung his legs out of bed and stepped onto cold linoleum. He crossed to the window. Pushed the curtain aside.

Outside, the yard light threw a yellow cone across the grass. Buddy strained at the end of his chain, front legs braced, stare fixed fifty yards out where switchgrass and timothy thinned and fell away into Ashvale Forest. The air shimmered with a heat haze that had no business being there at 3:00 a.m. in July. Cedar Grove got sticky summers, sure. But this looked like road heat in late August, the kind that makes the world waver and your thoughts go soft around the edges. It made Caden think of bad engines and brushfires and the way, as a kid, he’d watched heat dance above the marsh after lightning hit dry reeds. This wasn’t that. This was cleaner. Like somebody held a match under the night itself.

“Damn it, Buddy,” Caden muttered.

He crossed to the door. Buddy’s barking climbed higher, tighter. 

“Easy, boy,” Caden called through the screen. His words fell short of the yard. The chain rasped against the porch step, 3/16-inch galvanized links scraping dry and metallic. 

He emerged onto the porch. The air was saturated with the smell of warm grass, dry hay from the field, and a sour edge from the woods. The back porch light whirred above, bright enough to blind him to the yard beyond its reach. He shaded his eyes and peered past the glare.

Buddy held his place at the edge of the light’s cone. His growl rolled low in his chest, breaking into sharp bursts of unyielding barking.

“What’s the matter, boy?”

Caden ran his hand along Buddy’s back. The dog quivered under his palm, muscles tight as wire, every part of him aimed at the tree line. Another bark tore out, deep enough to go ragged.

Caden stepped off the porch, boards creaking under his weight. He moved into the yard, scanning the forest’s ragged edge. One shape between two birches. A figure. He blinked and stretched his neck forward. A man, maybe. Then it shifted. One step. It slid behind a birch, swallowed clean by shadow.

The world narrowed to those birches. Cold gunmetal under his palms. A trick of the light, maybe. A branch in the wind. He wanted that to be true. He needed it to be true.

But the shape stayed: the curve of a shoulder, the deliberate step before it vanished. He watched the tree line. The next step would take him across the yard and into the trees.

“Who’s out there?” he called.

Buddy lunged, chain clanging against the post. Caden hurried to the latch, but the dog twisted, and the collar snapped with a sharp crack. Buddy bolted, black fur vanishing into the tree line before the chain stopped swinging.

“Goddamn it!”

The night had gone dead silent. The insects, sleeping now. He backed inside and retrieved the old Mossberg twelve-gauge from the closet. His father had given it to him as a boy.

Gifting a shotgun on a boy’s tenth birthday had always been an Elwood thing. His old man had handed him this same Mossberg, its stock shortened for gentler recoil, and taken him south to the marshes at Long Point, down on Lake Erie. There, the crown marsh and the managed blinds ran thick with duck and goose in season. That was where you learned to sit in silence, breathe slowly, and shoot what you meant to kill. Once, when Caden was twelve, he asked his father why they never hunted Ashvale. His father’s face had gone flat. “The place is rotten,” his old man had warned. “You don’t go in there. Not even on a dare.” He’d made Caden swear it, and backed it with a promise that came with real trouble if he ever broke it.

Everyone in Cedar Grove knew that rule. It passed from porch to barstool.

Caden wasn’t much for rules growing up. He’d snuck out, picked fights, lied when he had to. But he kept that one. Always. And now, standing at the edge of the deck facing Ashvale, he was about to break it.

Wind slid from the tree line carrying a thin, wet sound. Someone catching their breath between sobs.

He stepped out again. Boots loose around his ankles, the Mossberg cold in his grip. The porch light flickered as he walked into the night, calling for Buddy.

The tree line closed around him. The sound fell away as if someone had shut the door. Birch leaned into his flashlight beam; bark scarred with charred whorls that caught the light and held it. And when he swung the beam, each knot an eye that followed. Pale strips lifted in thin curls though no wind stirred. The whole forest watched, patient and aware.

“Buddy!”

The name came back wrong. Softer. From ahead of him. He found the broken chain tangled in a root, the metal warm under his hand.

Panting broke out close behind him. He turned, shotgun sweeping the shadows. Nothing.

“Buddy?”

“Buddy, here boy.” The whisper returned fluent, matching his cadence.

The ground hummed low.

He stepped back until bark caught his shoulders. The hum climbed into his jaw, into his skull. His teeth ached with it. Then came the pull. Backward. Sudden as undertow.

Something tightened around his throat, invisible but sure, a noose drawn out of the air. He clawed at his neck, fingers digging for rope and finding skin slick with sweat. The harder he fought, the tighter it cinched. He couldn’t get air. Another breath joined his anyway, wet against the hinge of his jaw, matching his rhythm. His stopped. The other kept going.

Heat spread along his ears. He pressed two fingers under the rim of one. They came away streaked, blood warm on his skin.

The breath thinned into a whistle. An old tune Caden had heard at the local diner. Familiar. Wrong. Warping into menace.

The world tunnelled, red edging in. Blood ran hot beneath his jaw. He opened his mouth for air that wasn’t there. Everything narrowed to a single sound: a heartbeat, loud and frantic. It could have been his own. It could have belonged to whoever was watching him drown on dry land. Under it, the stranger’s thin gasp, trying to breathe through him.

Caden fired the shotgun blind. The blast ripped the air, and the pressure around his throat snapped free. He hit the ground hard. Gasping. Lungs burning. Soil soft and pulsing beneath him.

He bolted.

Branches clawed his face and arms as he ran, drawing blood, but he didn’t slow. The trees blurred around him, limbs lashing the air. He stumbled, caught himself, and kept running. The field opened ahead.

He lurched out of the trees, stalks crunching underfoot. He looked back once. The forest settled into a hush, like the whole line of trunks had leaned back into place after watching him run.

Between the tree line and the cabin, a ribbon of crushed grass marked where he’d forced his way in and out. The porch light burned beacon-bright. Caden stumbled toward it, vision pulsing at the edges. And there was Buddy. Sitting on the deck, chain taut, calm. The snap of the collar echoed in his mind.

He found the knob. The air inside the house was warm and stale, undisturbed. The clock still read 3:17.
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​Chapter 1
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Present

––––––––
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“Legend says the Crying Girl was first heard by hunters. Her sobs wound through dense trees before dawn. Some tellings say she lures the curious, her wails edging closer and closer until you can’t tell if they live inside your own chest. Others say her voice remakes itself for every listener, grief mirrored back in a stranger’s tongue. And in a few tellings, the Crying Girl is only part of it. People keep vanishing out here. Decades apart. No note left on the counter. No bodies. Not even a shoe in the mud. It settled into a warning you were expected to follow, and then whispered until it felt older than the town itself.”

Amelia Lee spoke into her father’s old Sony Pressman, a TCM-5000EV, shoebox-sized and scuffed from a hundred interviews. A perforated metal grille covered its face, and a clear hinged window showed the twin spools turning. The red RECORD key sat under her thumb and gave a clean, mechanical click.

It had been a gift from her father, a relic from his days as a journalist. He had carried it through countless interviews, chasing stories in smoky newsrooms and sun-baked city streets, and passed it to her the day she decided to start her own podcast. She loved how it sounded: warm, full, alive. It captured every nuance of her voice. Nothing like the cold, lifeless compression a cellphone spat out, flattening everything into sterile, uninspired sound. The irony never failed to needle her, especially on long drives like this: she chased voices for a living, but what she feared most was silence that couldn’t be edited. The kind that swallowed an episode. The kind that swallowed a person.

Her hybrid slid down a narrow country road, tires whispering against cracked blacktop. Her brown hair twisted high into a practical knot; a smear of mascara marked her face. She caught it in the rearview and wiped it with her thumb. On the passenger seat, a crumpled fast-food bag leaned against the door, and one cupholder held cold fries, the other a travel mug of coffee, now lukewarm. Road miles had pared her lean; fast food and caffeine hadn’t touched the edges. Loose jeans and an olive button-up passed for a uniform. The car served as her studio. The miles as her backdrop. She filled both with stories waiting for someone brave, or stupid enough, to listen.

Amelia set the recorder on a neat stack of labelled cassettes, each story pinned and numbered like evidence. The machine lay quiet. She watched the red light that should’ve gone out with the click. Then a hiss bled from the speaker. Too alive for static. It scaled up her spine as heat flooded her ears, a pressure sharp enough to make her flinch. She touched her ear, and her fingertip came away slick with a single bright smear of blood. Probably the pressure, probably nothing. She wiped it on a napkin without taking her eyes off the road and forced a yawn to pop her ears as the car slid past the town sign: Welcome to Cedar Grove.

The gas station surfaced from the dusk. Its flat roof sagged, glass doors smeared from too many hands. The lot gave off the day’s heat; the air over the asphalt shivered. Amelia rolled the car in. She needed somewhere lit to unkink her back, not the gas. By the door, a bug zapper hissed and popped, blue light flaring whenever a moth drifted too close. Inside, a pimpled teen behind the counter glanced up, eyes dull with boredom, as if this gas station were a temporary punishment, then let the glow of his phone swallow him again.

When Amelia opened the car door, the evening heat slapped her, humidity thick enough to taste. She didn’t care. Her spine had turned into one long complaint somewhere back on Route Whatever, and a wall of humid air beat another mile in the driver’s seat. She stepped out, ankles stiff, rolling her shoulders until a vertebra popped, thinking, not for the first time today, that loving driving and loving to sit were two different things.

Near the dumpsters, a stray dog nosed through the trash, ribs laddered under mangy fur, tail low. Amelia had always had a weakness for strays. One winter afternoon, her father, distracted and tired, forgot her in the fluorescent aisles of a Walmart. She’d been smart enough to ask a cashier for help. The woman had kept her company until her father rushed back, apologies spilling in a clatter. Amelia never blamed him. But the moment lodged in her, a small absence she carried into adulthood.

She tore open a strip of jerky with her teeth and flicked a piece into the gravel. “Don’t say I never gave you airtime,” she muttered. The dog snapped it up, ribs flexing, and slid away.

Amelia lingered at the edge of the lot, gravel under her sandals, watching the last bleed of sun sink behind the ragged line of Ashvale Forest. The Crying Girl had weight: local, eerie, part of the soil. If she told this right, it could shove her flailing podcast back into the lane of “thoughtful horror” instead of the carrion-feeder vibe people accused her of after the last episode. She’d leaned too hard on a woman’s pain, and the comments had gutted her. She refused to do that again. She climbed into her car and shut the door.

The car hummed awake, but the comments rode shotgun into the night.

***
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The county road unspooled ahead, two faded lanes slicing through shimmering fields. Overhead, the sky bruised from blue to purple, the first stars straining against it.

Wrappers, folded notes, cups cluttered the seat beside her, clattering at every curve. Black Pelican cases filled the backseat, scuffed and labelled with peeling tape and initials. She fished a fry from a crumpled bag, bit down, and gagged on cold grease. She spat it back into the bag. “Nope.”

When she looked up, someone stood in the road. Amelia slammed the brakes. The car lurched, tires shrieking.

In the sweep of headlights stood an old woman in a kerchief. Thin, upright, a wicker basket hooked over one arm. Was the woman smiling? Her face gave nothing away.

The old woman didn’t move.

They stared at each other through the trembling glare of the headlights, each waiting for the other to speak. The woman lifted one hand and pointed — at Amelia, or past her to the empty road behind? Then, without hurry, she turned and walked in front of the bumper, skirt brushing the air. She stepped off the asphalt, into the trees, and was gone. Amelia’s hand hovered over the door handle, but by the time she thought to call out, there was no one left to answer.

That bowed head scraped at Amelia’s nerves. Secrets showed in a body. Amelia was nine when she’d heard muffled voices through the wall: her father low and insistent, her mother sharp with fear. But two words had come through clear enough to stick: Cedar Grove. The rest stayed buried. Her mother never spoke of it again. Amelia learned early that silence wasn’t noble. It was triage. When she stumbled years later on the legend of the Crying Girl of Cedar Grove, she hadn’t hesitated. The story had been waiting, and the road carried her closer.

Amelia sat back, heart battering against her ribs, louder than the radio. The DJ’s voice broke through in scraps —... long weekend ahead... — then a jingle swelled, a woman’s warmth promising... fifteen minutes could save you... — before her pulse drowned it again. She checked the rearview. The road behind her lay empty.

On the dash, the clock glitched. 3:17 a.m. Then 9:34 p.m. The digits jerked between times in a silent stutter. She smacked it with the heel of her hand. She smacked it a second time. The plastic shuddered and locked. 9:34 p.m. Obedient now.

Amelia dropped her weight into the accelerator, letting the miles chew the hush until cabin lights shimmered ahead.

Her headlights washed over the cabin, moths battering at the wood siding. The white birch breathed with her. She drank the last dregs of cold coffee and stepped out into the night.

The smell hit her before she saw it: sweet rot cut with a tinge of metal. A few feet from the porch lay the carcass of a raccoon, bones showing through torn hide, flies lifting and settling in a black shimmer. The air buzzed with the sound of their feeding.

“Home, sweet home.”

She turned her face, covered her mouth, and kept walking. The hum of wings followed her to the door.

Stale air carried a dusty tang that made her think of rugs rolled for winter. She eyed the small window over the bed but didn’t touch it. She refused to invite the reek of the dead raccoon inside. Amelia crossed the room and dropped her duffel on the bed. Too keyed up to unpack carefully, she shoved her road-wrinkled clothes into the drawers.

When she finished, she set her gear case on the table and unlatched it. Inside was pure order: recorder, notebooks, microphones, cables, each seated in its foamy pocket, laid out with surgical neatness. She slipped on her headphones and flicked the switch. A crack of static split her ear, louder than it should’ve been in an empty cabin. She flinched and yanked the headphones down. The recorder’s tiny light glowed a steady pulse. Innocent. The room listened back. Logs creaking. Old wood holding heat. She frowned at the machine, checking connections, telling herself it was battery noise, the kind she’d heard a hundred times.

She hit record again. The red light sparked to life. Normal.

“I’m staying at the —” Her voice came out stiff. Stop. Rewind. She cleared her throat and tried again. Worse. She leaned back and pinched the bridge of her nose. Third time’s a charm, she thought.

This time, her voice landed. “I’m staying at the edge of Ashvale Forest where the Crying Girl was said to —” Her laptop chimed. FaceTime. The glow cut through the cabin’s dim.

“Dammit,” she muttered, snapping the recorder off.

Jordan Keyes filled the screen. Hair slicked, smile stretched too wide. His eyes carried the dull sheen of too many failed pitches, too many hosts burned out. Cynicism hung on him, stale and ingrained. He leaned toward the camera, voice pitched smooth. Jordan, her showrunner. The man with the purse strings.

“Tell me you’ve got something, Amelia. The Crying Girl’s a gift. People eat up fear, mystery, blood. That’s what sells,” he asserted.

Amelia folded her arms. “Or I could treat it like people’s lives matter. She isn’t a ghost story. She might have been a real person. Also, I just got here.”

“Sure... but fear matters, too. Fear keeps the numbers up. And last I checked, our listeners want urban legends, not lessons.”

“Exploiting grief doesn’t make a story. It makes a circus.”

“Circus pays the bills.” He jabbed a finger at the screen. “You want funding for travel, gear, gas? Then give me what I can sell. Otherwise, do research like the rest of us: at home, pantless, and on the computer.”

“Or maybe you trust me to do the job the way it should be done.”

“Then maybe I find someone else who remembers they’re in show business.”

The call died on his terms, screen collapsing to black. Amelia shut her eyes, exhaled once, and returned to the screen. A second outline stood behind her in the reflection, narrow and too close. She jerked around, chair scraping the floor. Nothing. She scanned the room, over the bed, the door, the corner by the kitchenette — there. An old apron hung from a hook, pale in the low light, its loose shape exactly where the figure had been in the glass.

Amelia stared at her reflection in the dead glass, teeth gritted until her temples ached. She pushed back from the table, nails tracing faint crescents in the wood. The recorder sat where she’d left it, turned toward her. 

Jordan’s voice lingered. He could replace her and the show would go on. The thought stuck.

She stood and rolled the tension from her shoulders. Midnight neared, and the cabin had cooled.

In the bathroom mirror, Amelia smoothed moisturizer over her cheekbones, hair knotted at her neck. The toothbrush hummed against porcelain.

Out in the kitchen, the recorder clicked alive.

The reels spun faster and faster, chewing tape. Static burst, jagged and wet, a harsh exhale dragged through the mic.

Amelia bent to spit foam into the sink. The faucet drowned out everything else. 

The recorder stuttered, reels jerking. Tape caught, jammed. The machine pitched onto its side with a dull thud.

The cabin held as though nothing had happened.

On the table, the recorder sat skewed, a pale scrape scored into the wood. A loop of tape dangled loose, trembling. The sound itself clawing to get free.
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1946

––––––––
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July of 1946 carried a strange brightness, sharp enough to throw shadows at noon in Cedar Grove. The sweet rot of curing tobacco filled every lungful, thick enough to chew. Norfolk County had been remade by it ever since flue-cured leaf took root back in ’22 and named this stretch of Southern Ontario the heart of the new tobacco belt. Now the crop ruled everything: the rhythm of days, the stain on hands, the tang in the lungs. It stayed on skin and cloth until it became another hide. Quotas chalked at the co-op told on a man before he opened his mouth. Fingers went yellow, throats went raw, and buyers wrote numbers that made families stand straighter. Or not at all.

The war had ended, but it hadn’t left. Storefronts, once hollow, now flaunted bolts of cloth and polished radios, gleaming with brightness that tried to blind memory. But ration stamps continued to pass hand to hand, a second currency nobody laid down.

The men came home leaner, cheeks sunken, eyes dulled with years. Khakis traded for dusty overalls, shoulders bent now to fields instead of rifles. The women returned to kitchens and gardens, but thrift followed them there too; jars washed twice, flour stretched thin. Nothing went to waste. Even laughter in the streets felt rationed.
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