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    Voor iedereen die weleens de voordeur op slot heeft gedraaid,

terwijl de echte dreiging al binnen was.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Je kunt de voordeur op slot doen, de ramen dichttimmeren en het vuur laten branden. Maar als het huis is gebouwd op rottend hout, woont het bos al in je muren."

– Uit het gevonden dagboek van Eleanor, 1985
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​Chapter 1: The Escape
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THE CITY WAS A RELENTLESS, grinding machine, and Mark Morgan felt caught in its iron teeth.

A solid wall of brake lights bled a toxic, neon red across the rain-slicked windshield of their aging SUV. To his left, a delivery truck laid on its air horn—a sustained, skull-rattling blast that vibrated right through the glass and into Mark’s jaw. In the backseat, six-year-old Jake kicked the upholstery in a steady, agitated rhythm, while his older sister, Emily, aggressively turned up the volume on her tablet to drown out the noise.

Beside Mark, Sarah pressed the heels of her hands so hard into her eyes he worried she might bruise herself. She still smelled of the emergency room: a sharp, sterile cocktail of rubbing alcohol, latex gloves, and the metallic tang of deep exhaustion. She had worked a fourteen-hour shift, come home, and immediately started throwing the last of their cardboard boxes into the trunk.

"Just get us on the highway," she muttered, her voice brittle, barely audible over the idling engines around them. "Please, Mark. Just get us out of here."

"I'm trying," Mark said, his knuckles white around the leather steering wheel. "It’s gridlock. But we're almost at the on-ramp."

He looked at his family in the rearview mirror. They were frayed. Frayed by the constant wail of sirens that served as their nightly lullaby, frayed by the glowing screens that dictated their schedules, frayed by a life that demanded everything and gave back nothing but noise. The cabin in the Wailing Woods wasn't just a real estate purchase; it was a life raft.

It took two agonizing hours to finally break free of the concrete sprawl, but as the jagged skyline shrank in the rearview mirror, the suffocating tension in the car began to slowly unravel. The oppressive gray of the city gave way to rolling green foothills. The frantic, staccato rhythm of traffic smoothed out into the steady hum of tires on an open highway.

"I lost my signal," Emily announced an hour later, waving her phone in the air. Her voice held a thin thread of teenage panic. "I have zero bars."

"That's the whole point, Em," Mark said, finally loosening his grip on the wheel and rolling his shoulders. "We're unplugging. Real life. No notifications, no pagers, no traffic."

Sarah let out a long, shaky exhale, resting her head against the cool glass of the passenger window. "Just trees. I can't wait to just look at trees."

Gradually, the highway narrowed. The pristine asphalt crumbled into a rutted, winding dirt path that snaked upward into the dense heart of the Wailing Woods. The name had seemed quaint on the online listing—a charming bit of rustic folklore designed to attract tourists. But as the towering, ancient pines closed in around the SUV, their massive, moss-draped boughs knitting together to completely block out the late afternoon sun, the name felt less like a local quirk and more like a warning.

The light inside the car shifted from a warm, golden hour glow to a bruised, deep emerald. The temperature gauge on the dashboard plummeted ten degrees in a matter of miles. The trees here grew unnaturally close together, their trunks thick with creeping vines, forming a solid wall of wood and shadow on either side of the dirt road.

"It's so dark," Jake whispered, his face pressed to the glass. He had stopped kicking the seat.

"It's just the tree canopy, buddy," Mark said, though he instinctively leaned closer to the windshield, peering into the gloom. He flicked on the headlights. The beams cut through the air, illuminating swirling dust motes and the gnarled roots that spilled into the road like reaching fingers.

They rounded a sharp, blind bend, the tires crunching over decades of fallen pine needles, and there it was. The cabin.

It sat in a small clearing at the edge of a perfectly still, black-glass lake. Built of weathered cedar and dark, heavy stone, it possessed a rugged, undeniable charm. Yet, it sat low and heavy on the land, looking less like it had been built by human hands and more like it had grown directly out of the damp, shaded soil.

Mark pulled into the clearing, the tires coming to a halt on the soft earth. He shifted into park and turned the key.

The engine sputtered and died, leaving only the faint, metallic ticking of the cooling exhaust. Mark took a deep breath, ready to inhale the crisp scent of pine, and reached for the door handle. He expected the familiar rush of ambient wilderness noise—the rustle of wind through the branches, the call of birds, the gentle lap of water against the lake shore.

He pushed the heavy car door open.

There was no wind. There were no birds.

Instead, as the air of the Wailing Woods rushed into the cabin of the car, it brought nothing but a thick, suffocating stillness. It was a heavy, unnatural silence that pressed inward against their eardrums—a physical weight, as if the ancient forest was holding its breath, waiting for them to step outside.
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​Chapter 2: The Cabin
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MARK PUSHED HIS WEIGHT against the heavy oak front door. It resisted for a moment, swollen from years of unmitigated dampness, before giving way with a prolonged, agonizing shriek of rusted iron hinges.

The sound shattered the suffocating stillness of the woods, echoing off the black-glass lake behind them.

Inside, the air was stagnant, heavy with the sharp, medicinal scent of dried cedar and the cold, metallic tang of ancient fireplace ash. Sarah stepped across the threshold, her boots clicking against wide-planked floorboards that groaned in protest. She ran her fingertips along the back of a deeply scratched leather armchair positioned in front of the massive stone hearth.

"It's... exactly like the pictures," Sarah said, though her voice lacked the enthusiasm she had tried to force into it. The photographs online had been bathed in warm, artificial sunlight. In the bruised, emerald twilight filtering through the suffocating tree canopy outside, the cabin felt less like a rustic sanctuary and more like a swallowed thing.

Emily hovered in the doorway, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, her phone gripped like a useless talisman in her right hand. "It smells like an antique store that caught on fire," she muttered.

"Give it a chance, Em," Mark said, dropping two heavy duffel bags onto the floor. "Once we get a fire going, open some windows, it’ll feel like home. Jake! Don't run on the stairs!"

Six-year-old Jake was already a blur of motion, his sneakers thudding up the narrow, spiraling wooden staircase that led to the loft. "I claim the big room!" he yelled, his voice bouncing erratically off the exposed rafters.

Sarah sighed, the exhaustion of the drive settling deep into her bones. She walked into the small kitchen, running a hand over the cold, chipped porcelain of the sink. She wanted peace. She wanted to look out the window above the sink and see only nature, but the dense wall of pines pressing against the glass made her feel claustrophobic, as if the forest was crowding the glass, trying to look inside.

"Mom! Dad! Look what someone left!"

Jake’s voice rang out from a room at the far end of the loft, followed by the screech of something heavy being dragged across the floorboards.

Mark and Sarah exchanged a tired glance and headed up the stairs, Emily trailing reluctantly behind them. They found Jake in what was supposed to be the master bedroom, but the space had clearly been used for something else. The scent of stale turpentine and oxidized linseed oil clung to the walls.

In the corner, half-covered by a moth-eaten canvas drop cloth, was a haphazard stack of large, wooden-framed paintings. Jake had managed to pull the tarp back, revealing the first few canvases.

"Whoa," Jake whispered, dropping to his knees. He reached out to trace a thick ridge of dried oil paint. "It looks like the final boss level."

Mark stepped closer, his brow furrowing. The real estate agent had mentioned the previous owner was a reclusive artist who had passed away years ago, but she hadn't mentioned he left his work behind.

The painting on top wasn't the idyllic landscape one might expect to find in a woodland retreat. It was a chaotic, visceral smear of bruised purples, sickly greens, and impossibly deep, light-swallowing blacks. At first glance, it was just the forest—the Wailing Woods. But the longer Mark looked, the more the perspective seemed to warp.

The trunks of the towering pines weren't straight; they were contorted, twisting upward in unnatural, agonizing spirals, looking less like wood and more like flayed muscle. The branches didn't taper into needles; they ended in sharp, jagged points that hooked downward, resembling skeletal hands reaching blindly for the forest floor.

"Don't touch it, Jake," Emily said sharply. She had stopped at the threshold of the room, her eyes fixed on the canvas. She rubbed her arms vigorously, shivering despite the thick sweater she wore. "It's gross. Why would anyone paint that?"

"It's just art, Em," Mark reasoned, though he felt a sudden, irrational urge to turn the canvas face the wall.

"Look at the bottom one," Jake pointed, unbothered by his sister's revulsion.

Sarah knelt beside her son, her eyes drawn to a wider canvas partially obscured behind the first. This one depicted the lake right outside their front door. But the water wasn't painted with serene blues or silvers. It was an oily, reflective black. And standing at the edge of the treeline, barely distinguishable from the shadows of the pines, was a shape.

It wasn't fully formed. The artist had used frantic, smudged strokes of ash-gray paint, creating a silhouette that seemed to blur at the edges, as if it were vibrating or vibrating out of focus. It had no face, just a suggestion of a lowered head and elongated limbs that dragged into the underbrush.

"He was just... capturing the mood of the woods," Sarah said quietly, though her heart had executed a strange, hard flutter against her ribs. The figure in the painting made her feel exposed, as though the perspective of the painting wasn't from the artist looking *at* the woods, but from the woods looking *out* at the cabin.

"It's looking right at us," Emily whispered. She took a step back into the hallway, the shadows of the loft clinging to her. "Dad, I hate this room. I hate those pictures."

"Okay, okay," Mark said, clapping his hands together to break the heavy spell that had settled over the room. He stepped forward and pulled the heavy canvas drop cloth back over the paintings, burying the twisted trees and the gray, faceless shadow in darkness. "We'll put them in the shed tomorrow. Out of sight, out of mind."

He smiled at his family, projecting a hollow confidence. "Let's go claim our beds and get some dinner going. Fresh start, right?"

Jake cheered and scrambled past his parents to explore the other rooms, but Emily lingered for a second longer, staring at the lumpy shape of the tarp. Sarah watched her daughter, feeling the same unsettling chill. They were indoors, surrounded by thick wooden walls, yet as the last remnants of daylight died outside the window, the cabin felt terribly, unforgivingly open.
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​Chapter 3: Settling In
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THE FOLLOWING TUESDAY broke with a brilliant, deceptive clarity. For the first time since they had arrived, the dense canopy of the Wailing Woods seemed to part, allowing thick shafts of golden sunlight to pierce the gloom and dapple the forest floor.

Sarah decided to seize the psychological victory. She packed a wicker basket with slightly smashed turkey sandwiches, apples, and a thermos of iced tea, and marched her family a half-mile away from the oppressive shadows of the cabin.

They found a small, natural clearing beside a stream that cut through the forest like a ribbon of cracked glass. The water was crystalline, tumbling over smooth, gray stones with a cheerful, babbling cadence that finally managed to drown out the lingering phantom echoes of city traffic in Sarah’s ears.

She spread a faded red-and-white plaid blanket over a patch of springy moss. For a moment, as she sat down and felt the genuine warmth of the sun on her face, she allowed her shoulders to drop. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. The air here didn’t taste of exhaust and hot asphalt; it was rich and complex, smelling of crushed pine needles, damp earth, and the sharp, clean bite of cold water.
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