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To those who have faced the shadows that linger in the corners of the mind,

to the ones who have walked through fear, confusion, and silence,

and emerged stronger, wiser, and unbroken —

This story is for you.

To the seekers of truth, even when it hides behind layers of lies,

to the brave hearts who confront memories long buried,

and to the souls who learn to trust again, despite betrayal,

May you always find the courage to navigate the labyrinths of your own mind,

the clarity to distinguish shadow from reality,

and the strength to reclaim your voice when silence feels like the only refuge.

For every hidden fear, every unspoken word, and every challenge that tests the limits of resilience,

may this story remind you that even in darkness,

there is a path to light, and even in silence,

there is a power waiting to be awakened.

Copyright ©2025 by Sable Wynn

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly works. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE — THE LAST SOUND SHE REMEMBERED
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She remembered the sound before she remembered her name.

A sharp crack—like a door slamming in an empty house, or a bone giving way under pressure. It echoed inside her skull long after the world around her dissolved into darkness. When Elena Caldwell opened her eyes on the cold hospital bed, that sound was the only thing that followed her out of the void.

The doctors said she had been found on the edge of the woods at dawn, barefoot, blood on her hands. They said she was lucky to be alive. But Elena didn’t feel lucky. She felt hollow—like someone had carved out pieces of her memory and left only shadows behind.

Someone had done this to her.

Someone knew the truth she couldn’t remember.

And someone wanted her silence to stay permanent.

But in the stillness of night, when the hospital lights flickered and her pulse echoed through the room, Elena heard it again—the crack, the whisper of movement, the faint breath on the back of her neck.

She wasn’t alone.

The darkness inside her silence... wasn’t hers alone to keep.
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Part I – The Fractured Mind
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CHAPTER 1 — The Night She Forgot
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The world returned to Elena Caldwell in pieces.

First came the sound.

A slow, steady beeping — faint at first, then sharper, more insistent, like a heartbeat reminding her she was still alive.

Then came the cold.

It crawled up her arms, seeped into her bones, wrapped around her spine like invisible hands pressing down. Her skin prickled as if she had been lying on ice. Her fingers twitched.

And then, the light.

A pale, white glare above her, too bright, too clinical. It stung her eyes when she tried to focus on it. She blinked once, twice, struggling to bring the world into shape.

A ceiling.

A ceiling she had never seen before.

Elena’s breath trembled in her throat.

Something felt wrong — deeply, terribly wrong — but she couldn’t name it yet. Her mind was foggy... or empty. She reached for the last thing she remembered.

There was nothing there.

Her heart lurched.

She tried to sit up, but a sharp sting in her hand pulled her back. An IV line. Medical tape. A cold metal pole standing beside her bed.

A hospital.

Why was she in a hospital?

A strange weight settled in her chest — panic, cold and slow, like water filling her lungs. Her gaze drifted across the room: white curtains, a steel tray, a heart monitor, a half-open cabinet.

None of it familiar.

Her throat burned when she swallowed. “Hello?” she whispered, barely able to hear her own voice. “Is... is anyone here?”

No answer.

Her pulse spiked, the monitor responding with a frantic beeping. She lifted her hand to calm herself...

And froze.

Her nails were clean — too clean — but a faint reddish tint clung around the cuticles. Like something that had been scrubbed off, but not completely erased.

Blood.

A whisper of nausea rose in her stomach.

Whose blood?

She didn’t know. She didn’t remember anything. Not the woods. Not the night. Not the face of the person she last saw — if she had seen anyone at all.

A soft knock broke the silence.

The door swung open gently, and a nurse stepped inside. She was small, with tired brown eyes and a nervous smile that stretched a little too tightly across her face.

“Oh,” the nurse breathed with relief. “You’re awake.”

Elena clung to her voice like a lifeline. “Where am I?”

“St. Mary’s Hospital,” the nurse said kindly, stepping closer. “You were brought in early this morning.”

Brought in.

By whom?

“What happened to me?” Elena’s voice cracked.

“That’s something the doctors are still working to understand.” The nurse checked the IV, adjusted the monitor, then hesitated — just briefly, but enough for Elena to notice. “You were found near the edge of Willow Creek Woods. A hiker called it in.”

Willow Creek.

The name didn’t stir a single memory.

“What was I doing there?” Elena whispered.

The nurse’s expression softened. “We were hoping you could tell us.”

Elena tried. She really did. She reached deep into the emptiness in her head, trying to pull out even a single thread—an image, a sound, a memory. But all she found was darkness.

And then...

A sound.

Not in the room.

In her mind.

A sharp, splitting crack.

Like a branch snapping right beside her ear.

Or a bone breaking under pressure.

The memory was so sudden that she jolted upright with a gasp, pain shooting through her ribs. The heart monitor erupted in frantic beeping.

“Elena, slow down—easy,” the nurse urged, pressing a hand gently on her shoulder. “You’re safe here. Nothing can hurt you.”

Safe.

Elena didn’t feel safe at all.

The nurse offered a small smile. “The doctor will be in shortly. Just rest.”

When she left, the silence felt heavier, as though something unseen lingered in the corners of the room.

Elena stared at the sheet covering her legs. A dull ache pulsed in her muscles — soreness, bruising, the aftermath of running? Falling? Fighting?

A faint, distant memory flickered in her mind:

Running.

Branches clawing at her skin.

Her breath fogging in cold air.

A shadow behind her.

Footsteps that weren’t hers.

Elena hugged her arms around herself.

The door opened again. This time the person who entered didn’t wear scrubs.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in dark jeans and a fitted jacket. A detective badge clipped to his belt. His expression was calm, but his eyes were sharp — like he’d already measured and analysed everything about her in a single glance.

“Elena Caldwell?” he asked, voice low.

She nodded slowly.

He pulled a chair next to her bed and sat, placing a small notebook on his knee.

“I’m Detective Marcus Hale,” he said. “I need to ask you a few questions, but I’ll keep it short.”

Elena’s fingers tightened in the bedsheet. “Do you... do you know what happened to me?”

“We’re still figuring that out,” Hale replied carefully. “But I’ll tell you what we know.”

He flipped open his notebook.

“You were found at dawn by a hiker. You were barefoot, freezing, and there was dried blood on your hands. No major injuries except mild hypothermia and superficial scratches.”

Her skin crawled.

“We also found your phone,” he continued. “It was shattered. Looks like it hit something hard.”

Elena felt her pulse pick up. “Was—was anyone else with me?”

Hale’s jaw tightened. “We don’t know.”

“Was it... my blood?” she whispered.

He paused.

“No,” he said finally. “The blood didn’t match you.”

A chill washed through her.

If it wasn’t hers...

Then whose was it?

“Elena,” Hale said gently, “do you remember anything from last night? Anything at all?”

She closed her eyes, searching. Memories swirled like fog, unreachable. Then — there it was again.

The crack.

Her breath caught. “I... I heard something. Like a snap. Loud. Close to me.”

“A branch? A gunshot? A struggle?” Hale asked quickly.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But it was the last thing I remember.”

Hale studied her expression with a seriousness that made her stomach twist. “Do you know anyone who might want to hurt you?”

“I...” Elena swallowed hard. “I don’t know.”

Because the truth hung between them, heavy and terrifying:

She didn’t even know who she was supposed to be afraid of.

Or why.

Or whether the person who wanted her silent...

was still out there.

Watching.

Waiting.

Close.
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CHAPTER 2 — Blood on the Leaves
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The nurse dimmed the lights before leaving, but the shadows in the room only grew sharper, longer, more alive. Elena lay still, unsure if the cold crawling along her spine came from the draft under the door or the memories trying to claw their way back.

Detective Hale remained seated beside her, his notebook resting on his lap. His presence was strangely grounding — quiet, steady — but also unsettling in a way she couldn’t name. Maybe it was because he looked at her the way a person studies a puzzle before deciding where the first piece fits.

“Elena,” he said softly, “I want to go back to the thing you remembered. The sound. Can you describe it again?”

She swallowed. “It was sharp. Sudden. Like...”

She hesitated.

“Like something broke.”

Hale nodded, encouraging. “Did you see anything with it? Light? Movement?”

Elena pressed a hand to her temple. A throbbing ache pulsed behind her eyes — the kind that warned her she’d been pushing too hard.

“I don’t know. I think... I think it was dark. I remember stumbling. I remember cold air, and...”

Her breath hitched.

“And something wet on my hands.”

Hale leaned closer. “Water?”

“No.” Her voice trembled. “Thicker.”

Blood.

The unspoken word hung heavy between them.

Hale stood slowly, his chair scraping softly against the floor. “Elena, the doctors say your mind is in a protective state. It’s not unusual after trauma. But when you’re ready, anything you remember — no matter how small — could help.”

She looked up at him. “Detective... do you think I hurt someone?”

He paused. His eyes softened. “If you did, you were defending yourself.”

The words were meant to soothe her — they didn’t.

When Hale left, Elena closed her eyes again, hoping the dark would bring clarity.

Instead, it brought the woods.

Sudden flashes of imagery burst behind her eyelids:

Black trees slicing into the night sky.

Her breath fogging in the freezing air.

Leaves crunching under her feet — cracking, breaking.

The sound of something chasing her.

Or someone.

Her pulse raced.

She sat up too quickly, the room spinning. The curtain on the far wall fluttered slightly, though no window was open. A faint draft brushed her skin, making the hair on her arms rise.

Something felt... wrong.

She looked down at her wrists.

Faint marks.

Like someone had grabbed her too tightly.

Held her.

Pulled her.

She gasped, and her breath fogged slightly in the air.

Fogged.

Inside a heated hospital room.

Her skin prickled.

A whispering memory slipped into her mind, uninvited:

Don’t look back, Elena.

Whatever you do, don’t look back.

She didn’t remember who said it.

But she remembered running.

Two hours later, Elena was moved to a private observation room. A nurse wheeled her down a dim hallway, the wheels of the bed squeaking softly with each turn.

“Am I in danger?” Elena asked.

The nurse hesitated — just a second too long. “You’re safe here.”

That wasn’t the question she asked.

Elena looked at her nervously. “Was anyone else hurt?”

The nurse didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

At the end of the hall, through a half-closed door, Elena saw Detective Hale speaking to a tall man in a grey suit — the hospital administrator, maybe. Hale’s expression was tight, controlled, but his eyes...

His eyes looked worried.

More worried than he had been in her room.

Elena strained to hear their voices. Hale’s tone was low but firm.

“...blood sample doesn’t match any missing persons in the area. We need the results from the creek.”

Creek.

Blood.

Missing persons.

A cold, sinking dread settled into her chest.

The nurse reached the room and helped Elena climb onto the bed. “Try to sleep. You need rest.”

Elena didn’t want rest. She wanted answers.

But the room quieted again. The walls closed in. Night seeped into every corner.

And then—

A rustle.

A soft scraping sound.

Coming from the window behind the curtain.

Her breath froze in her lungs.

Slowly, she reached up, trembling, and pulled the curtain aside.

The window was cracked open — just half an inch.

Not enough for someone to enter.

But enough for someone to watch.

A faint smear of dirt marked the glass.

And beside it — a fingerprint.

Not hers.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

She backed away just as a soft sound whispered through the gap in the window:

Crack.

Her mind flooded with terror.

She remembered that sound.

She remembered being chased.

She remembered the shadow behind her.

But the clearest memory, the one that stabbed through her chest, was the voice that followed her as she ran through the dark:

“Elena... stop running.”

She wasn’t safe.

Not even here.

Not anymore.
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CHAPTER 3 — Whispers Under Her Skin
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Elena didn’t sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, the darkness inside her mind shifted, revealing shapes she didn’t understand — branches stretching like skeletal hands, a muddy riverbank, footsteps following dangerously close behind her.

By morning, she felt hollow, exhausted, and dangerously alert.

Detective Hale appeared just after sunrise.

He carried two coffees, a folder of papers, and an expression that hovered between concern and determination. “Morning,” he said, handing one cup to her. “You look like you didn’t rest.”

“I didn’t,” Elena admitted. “Detective... someone opened my window last night.”

Hale stiffened.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

He moved to the window, inspecting it with trained precision. His jaw tightened at the fingerprint smeared across the glass. He snapped a photo with his phone.

“This shouldn’t have been open,” he muttered. “This room was cleared last night.”

Elena’s pulse quickened. “Detective, someone was watching me. I heard the same sound from the woods... the crack.”

Hale didn’t dismiss her. That scared her more. If he believed her... something was very wrong.

“Elena,” he said quietly, “I need to ask a difficult question.”

She swallowed. “Okay.”

“Before last night... did you have any problems with anyone? Arguments? Threats? Someone following you?”

Elena shook her head — then hesitated.

A small flicker of discomfort tightened her stomach.

“I... I think I argued with someone,” she whispered, surprising herself. “But I don’t know who.”

Hale leaned forward. “What do you remember?”

Her voice trembled. “I remember shouting. And someone grabbing my arm. And then... then everything goes blank.”

Hale wrote quickly in his notebook. “Anyone close to you? A partner, friend, family?”

Elena opened her mouth — and froze.

Her brother.

Her best friend.

Her psychiatrist.

Her ex.

Names floated through her mind like strangers. She couldn’t attach any memory to them.

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

Detective Hale’s expression softened. “Your memories will come back. Sometimes trauma buries things until your mind feels safe enough to face them.”

Elena looked out the window.

Safe.

She wasn’t safe.

Someone wanted her afraid.

Someone wanted her confused.

Someone wanted her memory broken.

Hale reached into the folder he brought and placed a small evidence bag onto her lap.

“Our team found this near where you were discovered.”

Inside the bag was a torn piece of fabric — deep forest green. Mud-stained. Frayed at the edges.

It meant nothing... until she touched the bag.

A flash sliced through her mind.

She was running.

Branches whipping her arms.

A hand reaching for her—

A green sleeve—

A voice growling: “Come back!”

Elena jerked her hand away as if burned.

Hale caught her reaction instantly. “Elena? Tell me what you saw.”

Her breath came in uneven gasps. “He grabbed me.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know!” she cried. “But I saw his sleeve. That color. He was pulling me—pulling me backward—and I slipped. I think I fell down a slope. I...”

She squeezed her eyes shut.

“I heard that crack when I hit something.”

Hale put a steady hand on her shoulder. “You’re doing good. This is important.”

Elena hugged herself, trembling. “Detective... is someone looking for me? Someone who wants me back?”

Hale didn’t answer immediately.

He stood, walked to the door, then turned back.
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