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Chapter 1 – Arrival
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The tires crunched over frozen gravel as Ethan guided the jeep to a stop. A brittle silence hung in the air, broken only by the idle sputter of the engine and the soft hiss of the wind threading through the tree line. Pines stood like sentinels, dark and unmoving, their snow-dusted tips cutting into the pale sky. Ethan killed the ignition. The silence deepened.

He stepped out, boots sinking into a thin crust of snow, and looked up at the ranger station. A squat, timber-framed cabin sat at the edge of the woods, half-swallowed by the thick forest that loomed behind it. The structure looked older than he expected, leaning slightly, as if the years had pressed down too hard. Smoke drifted from the chimney in tired spirals. The cold slapped his face, and he pulled his parka tighter around him.

This was the most remote post in the service. Two hours from the nearest town, barely accessible in the winter, and surrounded on all sides by wilderness that most maps didn’t bother labeling. Forest Unit 12B. Volunteers for winter duty were rare. Ethan hadn’t hesitated.

He’d wanted the quiet. The space. The disconnect.

He hadn’t expected it to feel like this.

The door opened, and Tom emerged. Older than Ethan expected, maybe mid-sixties. Thick gray beard, lined face, eyes that had seen too much and now showed too little. He wore a padded flannel, unzipped, as if the cold didn’t concern him.

“You’re early,” Tom said, nodding once.

“Road was clearer than forecasted,” Ethan replied, hoisting his duffel from the jeep.

Tom didn’t budge to help. “That clear road won’t last.”

They stood for a moment in silence. The trees pressed in, impossibly tall. Ethan felt the weight of them. He glanced toward the forest edge. There was something about it. A stillness that went beyond weather. Like the forest was holding its breath.

“You’ll be in the east bunk,” Tom said, stepping back into the cabin. “Generators temperamental. Don’t flush anything stupid. Woods chopped.”

Ethan followed him inside. The warmth hit him like a wave, but it didn’t shake the chill at his core. The main room was cluttered with maps pinned to the walls, a woodstove glowing faintly, and a desk littered with paperwork. Radios hummed in the background, static crawling across the channels. A corkboard labeled “Missing Persons” hung near the entry, only half-covered, but enough to notice.

Tom pointed toward a narrow hallway. “We keep it simple here.”

Ethan nodded. “Got it.”

Outside, the wind had changed. It was a subtle thing, less a sound and more a feeling. The pines groaned. Ethan turned back toward the window, eyes narrowing as a shadow shifted near the treeline.

Nothing was there.

Nothing moved.

Still, something in the forest watched.

...

Tom moved like a man who had grown used to the silence. Not merely comfortable with it but carved from it. He led Ethan into the cabin without speaking, his heavy boots thudding against the worn wooden planks. Inside, the light was dim. A single overhead bulb flickered faintly, casting long, uncertain shadows against the log walls.

“You carrying a sidearm?” Tom asked abruptly, still facing the window.

Ethan blinked. “Not usually. I was told black bear sightings were rare.”

Tom gave a low grunt. It might have been a laugh or a warning. “Bears aren’t the only thing out here.”

The words hung in the air longer than they should have.

Tom moved behind a cluttered desk and picked up a thick green binder, flipping through a few pages before tossing it onto the table near Ethan. The thump echoed in the cabin. “Read the protocols when you get a minute. Chainsaws in the shed. We lose power often, so keep your lantern charged. Storm’s coming.”

Ethan pulled off his gloves. “You’ve been out here long?”

Tom’s eyes lifted slowly. Blue, but dulled. He looked at Ethan like he was trying to see something behind his face. “Too long.”

“Do you get a lot of hikers? Stragglers? I heard parts of the forest aren’t even on GPS.”

Tom stared at him.

Ethan shifted. “Just curious.”

“Curiosity’s a luxury here,” Tom said quietly. “Stick to patrol. Stay out of the north sector. And don’t follow lights in the trees.”

Ethan opened his mouth, hesitated. “Lights?”

“Sometimes you’ll see them. Think they’re headlamps. Or fires. But no one’s ever there. Don’t follow them.”

Tom walked to the small kitchenette and poured himself a mug of coffee from a dented percolator. He didn’t offer Ethan any. He sipped, watching the window.

The silence returned, pressing between them.

Ethan glanced around. The maps on the walls were hand-marked in pen, scratched with looping arrows and Xs that didn’t correspond to any park standard he recognized. In the corner, a set of antlers hung above an old radio receiver. On a side table, a half-completed crossword sat beside a worn field journal. The last entry had no date. Just a single line, scrawled in faded pencil:

“The forest listens.”

Tom spoke again, voice low. “You’ll hear things. Don’t listen too closely.”

Ethan turned, unsettled. “What kind of things?”

Tom didn’t answer. He drained the rest of his coffee, set the mug down, and walked past Ethan toward the back room. Before disappearing behind the curtain, he paused.

“I’m not your babysitter. Do your job. Don’t go looking for answers.”

Then he was gone.

Ethan stood there alone, and the cabin groaned against the wind, as if in agreement.

...

The snow had begun again by the time Ethan unpacked, light and fine, drifting against the window like ash. He sat at the cabin’s modest kitchen table, poring over the map Tom had dropped beside his gear. It was hand-drawn, the kind of thing made by someone who didn’t trust official topography. Sections of the forest were scrawled in black ink, with uneven lines marking boundaries that weren’t listed anywhere in his park service manual.

Tom returned from the back room, a heavy wool coat now draped over his shoulders, and poured himself more coffee. Ethan waited a beat before asking.

“These zones here why are they marked off?”

Tom didn’t answer immediately. He set down the pot and leaned over Ethan’s shoulder. His finger tapped a section labeled simply: “Sector North.”

“That part’s closed,” he said.

“Why?”

Tom’s gaze drifted toward the window, to the dark beyond the glass. “Because we stopped finding people there.”

Ethan turned. “You mean missing hikers?”

Tom nodded, slow and tired. “Some got lost. Some maybe wandered off trail. But some just vanished. One guy, a survivalist, came out here with a full setup. Satellite phone, GPS, even brought a drone. We found his tent. His campfire still warm. But no footprints. No body. Nothing.”

Ethan tried to keep his voice level. “And the park report said?”

“Animal attack. Happens often enough to avoid suspicion.”

Tom crossed the room and retrieved a small radio from the counter, twisting the dial. Static. Then a low, broken voice gave a weather update before the signal dropped again. He turned it off.

“Whatever’s out there,” Tom said, “doesn’t like being followed.”

Ethan turned back to the map. The lines looked like scars. “You ever go out that way?”

Tom shook his head once. “Did once. Lost my bearings for two days. Walked in circles. Saw the same set of trees six times, like the forest folded in on itself. Came back with frostbite on both feet and a compass that spun no matter where I pointed.”

Ethan tried to smile. “Sounds like bad luck.”

“Tom didn’t even twitch. ‘Don’t joke about this forest.’”

The silence thickened. The wind scratched at the windows again, sharper now. Ethan looked up at the wall where an old photograph hung of three rangers standing in front of the same cabin. None of them was Tom.

“We’re the only ones assigned here this winter?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah. They stopped staffing it full after what happened in ‘07.”

“What happened?”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

Ethan felt the cold again, deeper than before. Outside, the snow whispered against the glass. On the map, Sector North seemed to pulse beneath his fingers, a territory unlabeled by logic, fenced only by fear.

...

The storm crept in slowly. By late afternoon, the clouds had thickened into a flat gray sheet, sagging low over the peaks. The light turned watery and dim, casting the forest in a kind of permanent dusk. Tom sat by the old radio, flipping through static and weather bands with the tired fingers of a man long past caring. Ethan stood at the cabin window, his gaze drifting along the crooked tree line.

He couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched.

“Any calls?” Ethan asked.

Tom grunted. “Weather updates. Elk migration reports. Nothing that concerns us.”

He let the silence settle, heavy and natural, but then the radio crackled sharply and unexpectedly. Both men turned.

A voice bled through the static. Male. Shaky. Faint.

“Copy? This is Fire Watch Post 6. Anyone near Sector North, over?”

Tom stiffened. He leaned in, adjusted the dial slightly. “Go ahead, Post 6.”

The reply came in a broken patch of snow and words: “We... spotted something... movement near grid marker Echo-9. No trails. No camp. Looked... off.”

Ethan stepped closer. “You get that?”

Tom didn’t answer immediately. He stared at the receiver like it had grown teeth.

The voice returned, garbled. “It looked like a person. But not walking right. If anyone’s out there, better check it out.”

A hiss of static. Then silence.

Ethan looked at Tom. “That’s within our boundary.”

Tom’s jaw worked slowly. “Yeah.”

“Should we radio back?”

“No. That’s fire watch. They’re not coming down in this weather. And neither should we.”

Ethan frowned. “We can’t just ignore it.”

Tom looked at him long, cold. “You want to chase ghosts on your first day?”

“What if it’s a real person?”

Tom didn’t blink. “Then they’ll still be there in the morning. If not forest took them.”

Ethan didn’t like the way he said it. Like it was a fact, not a possibility.

He glanced back at the window. Snow had started falling again, thick and slow. Each flake drifted in a lazy spiral, hypnotic. The trees shifted just enough to whisper.

“Where’s Echo-9?” he asked.

Tom didn’t answer.

Instead, he stood, walked to the map tacked above the stove, and tapped a small section in the northern quadrant.

“Here,” he said. “Just beyond the line.”

“The line?”

“The place where the woods start getting strange.”

Ethan stared at the map. The marker was too close to ignore. If someone was out there.

The radio popped again. One final burst of static. Then:

“I think it saw me.”

Nothing more.

Tom shut the radio off without a word.

Ethan turned to him, but Tom had already walked away, his boots creaking softly across the old wood floor.

...

Ethan zipped his jacket tight and stepped into the forest. The snowfall was light but steady now, the kind that softened every sound and buried tracks faster than memory could hold them. The sky hung low, smeared with dull gray. Each breath formed a ghost in the cold.

Tom hadn’t wanted him to go. “Let it lie,” he’d said.

But Ethan couldn’t shake the radio message. Movement near Echo-9. A man walking wrong. And now only silence. No follow-up. No confirmation. Just a half-formed warning dissolving into snow and static.

He followed a narrow trail north, boot prints sinking into the top layer of snow. The deeper he went, the more the woods began to swallow sound. Even the crunch beneath his steps became muffled, smothered by the hush. Pines rose like monoliths around him, thick and motionless.

Then he saw their bare footprints.

They veered off the path, shallow, oddly spaced. No shoes. No animal. Human, but wrong somehow. He knelt beside one. The toes were spread, splayed unnaturally. The print was too clean if it hadn’t been touched by the cold at all.

Ethan stood and followed them.

He created a slight ridge and stopped dead.

A man stood alone in the center of a small clearing. Tall. Barefoot. His clothes were in tatters, layers shredded down to thin rags. Pale skin. Unmoving. His arms hung loosely at his sides. Snow clung to his hair, his shoulders, his lashes. He didn’t shiver.

Ethan raised a hand slowly.

“Sir?”

No response.

He stepped forward cautiously, boots breaking the crust of the snow.

“I’m a ranger,” he said, louder this time. “Are you hurt?”

The man didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe.

Ethan reached him, heart kicking harder. Up close, the man’s eyes were open but unfocused, glassy like fogged glass. His lips twitched. His face was gaunt. Skin drawn tight over bone, like he hadn’t eaten in weeks.

Then he moved just a tremor, like a leaf fluttering.

Ethan reached out. “Hey easy. Let’s get you.”

The man collapsed into his arms.

His weight hit Ethan’s chest like wet wood. He caught him, knees buckling, and slowly lowered the man to the snow. The man’s head lolled sideways, his breath short and shallow.

Then his lips moved.

Not English. Not human. Just wet fragments of sound vowels stretched and consonants clipped, like static from an old radio buried in snow.

Ethan leaned closer. “What did you say?”

The man blinked once, mouth twitching again. Then his eyes rolled back, and his body went limp.

His skin felt too cold. Not winter-cold empty cold.

Ethan checked for a pulse. It was there. Barely.

He looked up, the forest silent around them.

The trees hadn’t moved, but it felt like they had turned, all at once, to watch him.
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Chapter 2 – The Found Man
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The man weighed less than he should have. Bones under frozen skin. Ethan carried most of it, one arm slung beneath the stranger’s shoulders while Tom held his feet. They didn’t speak as they moved, only the crunch of snow beneath their boots and the groan of the wind above the trees accompanied them.

The man’s head lolled with each step, eyes fluttering open now and then, but there was no recognition in them. Just a distant glaze, like he was still looking at something far behind Ethan. Something only he could see.

“How far?” Ethan asked, breathing heavy.

“Few minutes more,” Tom muttered.

The trail curved along a slope, the trees thickening around it again. Tom walked slightly ahead now, guiding their way with quiet determination. Ethan noticed how his boots avoided certain patches of snow, even when the ground looked clear. Superstition? Habit?

Finally, the cabin came into view, gray, sturdy, and brooding against the growing dusk. The snow had thickened during their return. Flakes gathered on the man’s torn clothing, clinging to strands of brittle hair. His lips had turned blue.

Tom opened the door. Heat billowed out, woodsmoke and the faint metallic scent of kerosene. Inside, the fire crackled in the stove. Ethan carried the man to the narrow cot in the corner and gently lowered him down.

“He’s freezing,” Ethan said, checking the man’s wrist again. “Pulse is barely there. You got thermal blankets?”

Tom nodded, already moving toward the back storage. “Drawer under the med kit.”

Ethan peeled off the man’s wet layers, what little remained of them. His skin was raw in places, pink and frostbitten. Scars wrapped around his ankles like shackles, thin and faded.

Tom returned with two thermal sheets and a cracked hot water bottle.

“Keep his hands covered,” he said. “We’ll try and get something warm in him if he wakes.”

They wrapped him up, layering blankets and laying the hot bottle against his chest. For a moment, the only sound was the wind rattling against the roof and the faint whistle from the old chimney.

Ethan sat back on his heels, watching the man’s shallow breathing. “Who the hell is he?”

Tom didn’t answer immediately. He pulled up a chair and lit a small oil lamp. The light painted his face in flickering gold and shadow.

“I’ve seen weather do strange things to people,” Tom said softly. “But this... this is different.”

Ethan looked over. “You think he came from Sector North?”

Tom didn’t answer.

Outside, the storm closed its grip around the cabin, snow thickening on the windows. Inside, the man didn’t stir. But now and then, Ethan thought he heard something, a murmur. A breath. Words that weren’t quite words.

Like the man was still whispering in some language the forest taught him.

...

The man didn’t move once they laid him on the cot. His limbs stayed limp, his eyes open just enough to show dull, unfocused whites. He looked somewhere past the ceiling through it, even. Ethan crouched beside him, holding the wrist again. The pulse was there, but barely a slow, strange rhythm that didn’t match the room’s stillness.

Tom stood nearby, arms crossed, a deep line carved between his brows.

“I’ve seen people hypothermic before,” Ethan said. “But this... it’s like he’s not in his body.”

Tom didn’t reply. He watched the man like someone watching a dog that had once bitten him, expecting movement, but dreading it.

Ethan leaned closer. “Sir? Can you hear me? You’re safe. You’re at the ranger station.”

A flicker of breath left the man’s lips.

Then, barely audible, he whispered something.

Ethan froze. “What?”

He bent lower. The man’s cracked lips moved again, forming a pattern that made no sense. Not a name. Not a language. Just raw syllables that didn’t belong together. They rose and fell like a chant being spoken underwater.

“Vekra... Shaal... En thur...”

Ethan’s stomach turned. The sound didn’t feel right. It wasn’t just foreign, it was wrong. Like it shouldn’t exist. Like it hurt to hear, even if the words themselves carried no meaning.

Tom stepped forward. “Back away from him.”

“But he’s saying something.”

“I said back away.”

Reluctantly, Ethan rose to his feet. The man went still again, eyes blank, body limp beneath the blankets.

Tom walked over and checked his pupils with a flashlight. They barely responded.

“He’s not here,” Tom said quietly.

“What does that mean?”

“I mean whatever part of him should be here... isn’t.”

The words sat in Ethan’s chest like ice. “You think he’s... brain-damaged? Or in shock?”

Tom didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled a small pad from the drawer and scribbled down the sounds Ethan had repeated aloud. The pen scratched hesitantly.

“I’ve heard strange things before,” Tom said, voice low. “In this place. Heard echoes that didn’t belong. But this is new.”

Ethan looked at the man’s hands, thin, pale, nails caked with dirt. Tiny scratches ran across his arms and throat, almost like runes or symbols, but broken. Incomplete.

“Where do you think he came from?” Ethan whispered.

Tom didn’t look up. “Wrong question.”

“What do you mean?”

Tom folded the paper, tucked it into his pocket, and muttered: “You should be asking when.”

The oil lamp guttered slightly, casting warped shadows across the walls. The man’s chest rose again, just a flutter, and his lips parted once more.

Another word slipped through. One Ethan couldn’t repeat. Not because he didn’t hear it, but because something inside him refused to remember.

...

The cold was sharper this morning. The kind that made your breath feel like smoke and your fingertips like bone. Ethan hiked alone, retracing his steps to the place he’d found the man. It hadn't been far from the cabin, maybe twenty minutes north, but it already felt distant, like the ground had changed overnight.

He walked slowly, careful not to slip on the thin ice layered beneath the snow. The trees around him didn’t sway. There was no wind. Only that odd, overbearing stillness, the kind that made him feel like he was moving through a photograph instead of real space.

He paused at the ridge.

The clearing looked the same. A shallow bowl in the forest floor, ringed with pines, their trunks black and vertical like prison bars. The footprints his and the men were nearly gone now. The snow had claimed most of them.

Ethan scanned the area.

No tent. No tarp. No fire pit. Not even disturbed branches or the scorched scent of old smoke. Just snow and frost and silence.

He moved in wider circles, sweeping through the nearby underbrush. His boots crunched softly over dead needles and iced-over moss. A few times, he thought he saw impressions of shadows in the snow, but when he blinked, they smoothed out, like the forest didn’t want to remember.

He checked for markings on the trees. Survivalists sometimes tied strips of cloth or left signals etched into bark. Nothing. No signs of tools, wrappers, gear, or food. Not even animal droppings. The place was sterile. Undisturbed.

Except for one thing.

A bare tree stood in the center of the clearing; its bark peeled in jagged ribbons. Unlike the others, it bore no snow. The wood beneath was dry, pale, and striated, scratched over and over with something sharp. Not letters. Not symbols. Just erratic lines. Hundreds of them, as if someone had stood there for days, clawing away.

Ethan reached out to touch the bark.

It was warm.

He jerked his hand back.

A bird shrieked above him, sudden, piercing. Then silence again. Even the trees seemed to recoil at the sound.

His breath quickened. He took a few steps back, scanning the treetops, the path, the empty woods. Still nothing. Still no sign that anyone but him had ever been here.

But the tree stood there still warm.

He looked again at the ground. A man barefoot in this snow should have bled. Should have left something. But there was nothing but smooth white.

Like the forest had erased him. Like he hadn’t walked in from the woods.

He had come from nowhere.

Ethan backed away slowly, never turning his back to the clearing. For the first time since arriving, he truly felt the weight of the forest pressing in, not like it was closing around him, but like it was listening.

...

The fire snapped in the stove, casting low orange light across the cabin. Outside, the wind pushed at the windows again, soft but insistent. Ethan sat at the table with his hands wrapped around a chipped enamel mug, steam curling from the instant coffee inside. Across from him, Tom leaned back in the old chair like a shadow pinned to wood, the firelight painting deep grooves across his face.

They hadn’t spoken much since Ethan returned from the clearing. The man still hadn’t moved.

“You ever hear anything like what he said?” Ethan finally asked, quietly.

Tom took a long sip, then exhaled. “No. But I’ve heard worse.”

Ethan waited.

Tom’s eyes didn’t leave the fire. “This forest’s been swallowing people since before it had a name. Locals used to say there were places you could walk into and never walk out of. Not because you got lost. Because you ended up... somewhere else.”

Ethan frowned. “What do you mean somewhere else?”

Tom shrugged like it wasn’t his job to explain. “Another place. Another time. Another version of this one. People disappear. Others come back wrong.”

Ethan shook his head. “That’s just myth.”

“Is it?”

Tom leaned forward, the chair creaking under his weight. “There was a trapper, back in the ‘60s. Went missing for a week. When they found him, he hadn’t aged a day, but his clothes were rotting off him. Said he spent three days in the same hour. Kept seeing the same crow. Heard the same scream on a loop, like a stuck record.”

Ethan gave a tight smile. “And that made it into a report?”
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